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1.  Courville’s View of the Dispersion from Babel 

 

Donovan Courville pointed out that the only major incident recorded by the Bible for the 

period between the Flood and the time of Abraham was the “Dispersion from Babel.”
1
  

This incident was regarded as a judgment of God and resulted in the division of one 

language into several and the scattering of the people of Babel over the earth.   

 

Courville believed that the Dispersion took place about 28 years before the unification of 

Egypt under Mena.
2
  Thus, the predynastic period of Egypt is regarded as of short 

duration rather than of centuries.  The Dispersion appears to have occurred during the 

time of the biblical Peleg, “for in his days the earth was divided.”
3
  Courville, however, 

argued that this “division” may refer to a “division among the people” in regards to 

whether they would accept or reject the true religion of Noah.  This view would place the 

Dispersion another 50 or so years after the birth of Peleg.
4
 

 

Such a reconstruction does not seem very plausible as there is nothing to indicate that a 

“reformation” took place any time between the Flood and the time of Abraham.  

Nevertheless, Courville’s main point is that the Dispersion took place before the 

unification of Egypt under Mena, and the suggestion is made that this Mena was biblical 
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Mizraim, the ancestor of the Egyptians.
5
  If the Dispersion took place before the 

unification of Egypt, it should show up in the archaeological record shortly before this 

unification and with evident signs of dispersion from Mesopotamia: 

 
“If our confidence in the reliability of Scripture for the statements under consideration has not be 

misplaced, we should then find indisputable archaeological evidence of a dispersion of peoples from 

Mesopotamia into Egypt, and into the neighboring territories, at a point shortly before the unification of 

Egypt under Mena.”
6
 

 

According to Courville, archaeological evidence for the Dispersion would involve a 

series of  migrations and displacements of people from Mesopotamia to the regions 

outside of that land:  “Such a migration must certainly have resulted in cultural change or 

a series of cultural changes at sites along the route to Egypt, each people being subject to 

displacement by the next wave of migrants....Such a widespread cultural change marks 

the beginning of what is called the Early Bronze Age, dated in terms of Egyptian history 

in the late prehistoric period, just prior to the First Dynasty of Egypt.”
7
 

 

Thus, in Courville’s view, the beginning of the Early Bronze Age 1 (EB1) represents the 

point of the Dispersion, and he references W. F. Albright to show that EB1 correlates to 

the latest predynastic period in Egypt.
8
  “[I]t should be clear,” maintains Courville, “that 

we are dealing with a point late in the predynastic era in placing the Dispersion 

coincident with the migration of Mizraim into Egypt, since Egypt must have existed for a 

period of years in a divided state prior to this unification.”
9
 

 

2.  The Bible and the Tower of Babel 

 

Before continuing, we should review the biblical data on this event: 

 
1 Now the whole earth had one language and one speech. 

2 And it came to pass, as they journeyed from the east, that they found a plain in the land of 

Shinar, and they dwelt there. 

3 Then they said to one another, “Come, let us make bricks and bake them thoroughly.” They 

had brick for stone, and they had asphalt for mortar. 

4 And they said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower whose top is in the heavens; 

let us make a name for ourselves, lest we be scattered abroad over the face of the whole 

earth.” 

5 But the LORD came down to see the city and the tower which the sons of men had built. 

6 And the LORD said, “Indeed the people are one and they all have one language, and this is 

what they begin to do; now nothing that they propose to do will be withheld from them. 

7 “Come, let Us go down and there confuse their language, that they may not understand one 

another's speech.” 

8 So the LORD scattered them abroad from there over the face of all the earth, and they ceased 

building the city. 
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9 Therefore its name is called Babel, because there the LORD confused the language of all the 

earth; and from there the LORD scattered them abroad over the face of all the earth.
10

 

 

There are some important things to note about the above selection, as well as some things 

that can be inferred regarding the religious views of the builders:  a)  The earth had one 

language.  While there were undoubtedly other sources of unity—cultural, political, 

religious, economic—the Bible indicates that the specific type of unity was linguistic 

unity; b)  The mention of “Shinar” indicates that the location of the city of Babel was in 

southern Mesopotamia.  The archaeological picture would be importantly different if 

Shinar had been located in Egypt or in the Holy Land. 

 

The journey of the Shinarians from the east does not necessarily refer to a tribe moving in 

from Iran or from somewhere east of modern Iraq.  The term “east” is used from the 

perspective of Israel, i.e., men were migrating in the regions perceived as east of Israel.  

These “children of men” are said to have migrated to a plain (biq’ah) in Shinar—in other 

words, the opposite of a mountainous region.  The plain of Shinar does not include 

Assyria since the Bible distinguishes Shinar from Assyria.
11

 

 

c)  The Shinarians built a tower (Hebrew migdal).  This term is used to refer to fortress 

temples at Shechem and elsewhere.
12

  The tower at Shechem was able to contain about a 

thousand men and women.  The tower of Babel was evidently a type of “stepped” temple, 

probably either a ziggurat or something close to a ziggurat; d)  The Shinarians built a 

city.  Readers may tend to focus on the tower but forget the city; e)  The mention of 

bricks that are baked thoroughly probably refers to kiln-fired bricks.  The Hebrew term 

translated as “baked” is saraph which always means burning with fire (as opposed to 

baking in the sun). 

 

f)  The stated purpose of the Babel project was so that the Shinarians could make a name 

for themselves and avoid being scattered over the earth.  Geographic unity was essential 

to what was important to them—glory and political unity.  Political unity meant power.  

This would be in contrast to their former migratory patterns (wandering or journeying 

from the east) in which power was scattered.  Their sin was not urbanization or 

architectural hubris, nor was it so much a case of “metropolitan degeneracy” (per G. 

Leick)—even though that no doubt was an accompanying factor.  Rather, their sin was in 

seeking unity and fame apart from true religion.  Compare 1 Cor. 1:31: “He who glories, 

let him glory in the LORD.” 

 

The divine judgment on the Shinarians was comparable to the judgment that fell upon the 

later Neo-Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar for his idolatry and arrogancea penalty 

that involved confusion of mind, and therefore confusion of speech.
13

  Of the Tower of 

Babel incident, Keil & Delitzsch say, 
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“By the firm establishment of an ungodly unity, the wickedness and audacity of men would have led to 

fearful enterprises.”
14

 

 

What had started out as village or clan idolatry in the post-Flood world had grown into 

urban idolatry, and was now being internationalized.  By building the Tower, the 

Shinarians attempted to enter into the holy of holies, i.e., the divine presence.  It is not 

that there is anything wrong with trying to meet with God, but in the biblical view it must 

be done under the precepts of true religion.  Men can only enter into the presence of God 

with the true Sacrifice, as illustrated in the cases of God’s provision of a sacrifice in place 

of Abraham’s son Isaac, the marking of blood on the houses of the Israelites at the time 

of the Exodus, and the New Testament understanding of the Passion of Christ as the 

fulfillment of the Old Testament sacrificial system.  In this view, men can only meet God 

with empty hands, in humility, not with the works of idolatrous hands, boasting of human 

accomplishment, “For here we have no continuing city but we seek the one to come.”
15

 

 

g)  The city of Babel may have been incomplete, and the tower may not have been 

completely finished at the time non-uniform event of linguistic confusion occurred.  

Genesis 11:9 says they “ceased building the city”; h)  The judgment resulted in one world 

language turned into several; i)  The judgment resulted in the scattering of the Shinarians 

over the face of the earth—geographic dislocation.  The intended purpose of the people to 

have a name for themselves and (illegitimate) international unity, was frustrated; j)  The 

scattering of the Shinarians over the earth resulted in work stoppage at Babel and 

probably elsewhere in Mesopotamia.  The combined linguistic confusion and labor 

disruption meant that no more construction of the city or tower could take place. 

 

k)  The scattering was unlikely to have been caused solely by the unwillingness of 

workers to work, or the inability of workers to understand their foremen.  Fear may have 

been a major motivating factor.  Ironically, the immediate purpose of the Shinarians was 

to build a Tower to heavenbut in great terror, they fled from the Holy One, whose 

presence they had foolishly sought. 

 

l)  The name “Babel” was an inglorious name (among the Hebrews), and was the real 

legacy of the builders of the city and tower; m)  Although some think that the name 

“Babel” does not necessarily refer to the Mesopotamian city of Babylon, it is likely that 

the city of Babel and the city of Babylon are one and the same, i.e., no one has suggested 

a plausible alternative; n)  The Dispersion put only a temporary halt to the pretensions of 

the Shinarians.  It is likely that the Shinarian émigrés soon forgot their close call and 

began the process of re-urbanization in their new homelands. 

 

o)  As a result of the Dispersion and confusion of languages, it would take a while before 

Mesopotamia could be united again under one leader, and this appears to have happened 

at a much later time during the days of Sargon of Accad.  A situation involving several 

competing dynasties ruling at the same time in Mesopotamia would not match the period 

described by the Bible for the time of Nimrod. 
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p)  The geographic scatter and confusion of languages does not entail that there was any 

artistic, religious, economic, or cultural confusion.  Henry Morris says, “The confounding 

of languages applied only to the phonologies, not to the underlying thought processes 

which are part of man’s uniqueness.”
16

  Accordingly, despite language differences, the 

people of the post-Dispersion world could still have similar (though not the same) types 

of writing systems, artistic motifs, economic systems, and mythological notions.  Outside 

of geographic dislocation, the only significant change was with respect to linguistic 

terms, not with respect to cognitive concepts. 

 

q)  Nimrod was the prototype king of a united Mesopotamia according to Genesis 10:8-

11.  His empire brought together the land of Shinar in the south (encompassing Babel, 

Uruk, Accad, and Calneh) and the land of Assyria in the north (Nineveh, Rehoboth Ir, 

Calah, and Resen).  The names “Shinar” and “Assyria” were the names of the countries at 

the time the sacred writer was editing the historical material, not necessarily the original 

names of southern and northern Mesopotamia during the days of Nimrod.  (Note that the 

term “Mesopotamia” was not the original name either but it is how the Greeks referred to 

this region.) 

 

Given the connection between Nimrod’s quest for city-state unification starting with 

Babel, and the Tower of Babel incident, Nimrod himself may have led the Shinarians in 

their quest to reach the divine presence.  However, there is no need to saddle Nimrod 

with all the evils and idolatries of later world history after the manner of the Rev. 

Alexander Hislop’s fascinating but antiquarian book, The Two Babylons or Papal 

Worship Proved to be the Worship of Nimrod and his Wife.  There is no indication that 

the people under Nimrod’s rule were anything other than willfully cooperative in the 

sinful affair, nor does the Bible dwell on Nimrod’s role in the Dispersion episode.  In 

fact, he is not mentioned at all, and we only arrive at it by inference or guess.
17

 

 

3.  Archaeology and the Dispersion 

 

Courville was quite confident that the Dispersion from Babel took place in the 

archaeological period known as “Jemdet Nasr.”
18

  The strata of Jemdet Nasr in 

Mesopotamia correlate to Early Bronze 1 strata in the Holy Land.  It is believed that this 

period shows that an “intensive migration” took place from Mesopotamia into Syria, 

Palestine, Egypt, Asia Minor and into the Aegean islands.  Reference is made to W. F. 

Albright who had spoken of this period as a “transitional period” corresponding to 

Megiddo 19 and the lowest level of Byblos.
19

  It is further noted that this was a “narrow 

period” in Mesopotamian history, and that Jemdet Nasr had a “brief existence” and was 

“short.”
20

  The Jemdet Nasr period represents the beginnings of dynastic history, and thus 

represents a trend toward nationalism. 
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 Henry Morris, The Genesis Record, 1976, p. 276. 
17

 For a critique of Hislop’s speculative methodology, see Ralph Woodrow, The Babylon Connection?, 

1997. 
18

 Courville, 2:144. 
19

 W. F. Albright, cf. The Archaeology of Palestine, Pelican ed., p. 71. 
20

 Courville, 2:145; referencing S. Piggot’s, Prehistoric India, 1961, p. 56. 
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The correlation of Jemdet Nasr and EB1 with the Dispersion from Babel would be 

strengthened if there were signs of geographic scatter in those archaeological strata.  

Accordingly, Courville appealed to Albright in order to prove that this archaeological 

period shows signs of cultural diffusion.  Albright noted that Mesopotamian influence 

“streamed into Egypt” in the time just before the First Dynasty of Egypt.  Garstang also 

states that several cities in Palestine were founded at this time, including Hazor, Taanak, 

Megiddo, Shechem, Beeroth, and Jerusalemthat Jericho was founded by people 

migrating from “further north” or from “Mesopotamia itself.”
21

  Kathleen Kenyon also 

recognized an infusion of new people into Palestine during the “proto-urban” period 

which led to the city-state system of the Early Bronze Age.  She says that the pottery 

represents the migrations of different peoples into Palestine. 
22

 

 

Courville also examined Leonard Wooley’s investigations of the archaeology of Syria, 

especially with reference to the sites of Tell esh Sheikh, Tabarah, and Atchana (Alalakh), 

each site following one another in the stratigraphic sequence but with some overlap 

between each phase.  Each level shows signs of Mesopotamian seals and pottery types.  

Wooley held that the Kherbet Karak people of Tabarah abandoned their city in the face of 

a strong invader who founded Atchana level 14.
23

  This level was correlated to the Jemdet 

Nasr culture and was thus, in Courville’s view, “contemporary with the Dispersion from 

Mesopotamia.”
24

 

 

It was noted that the upper levels of Tabarah and the lower levels of the succeeding phase 

of Atchana “reveal evidences of the extensive migrations of this period.”
25

  This would 

seem to undermine the view that the Atchana people were involved in the Dispersion, 

since the people before them were migrants as well.  Also, more than one migration level 

was noted at Megiddo and Bethshan.  Courville answered this problem of migrations 

taking place over too long a period of time by suggesting that the Dispersion was not an 

“over night” event, but must have happened over “a period of several years.”
26

 

 

With reference to the history of Egypt, Courville claimed that from an archaeological 

perspective: 

 
“[T]here is no fact more thoroughly established than that there was a series of migrations of peoples into 

the valley of the Nile just prior to the beginning of the dynastic period.”
27

 

 

It is argued that the predynastic kings of Egyptthe 10 kings from Thinis—represented 

leaders of clans who moved into Egypt as a result of the Dispersion.  This clan migration 

would thus explain the “Elamite” influence in Egypt at this time.
28

  The Libyans were 

                                                 
21
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also probably of Mesopotamian origin, and the Egyptian influence in Palestine and at 

Jericho does not necessarily indicate trade but rather migration. 

 

Couville believed that the first settlements in Anatolia should be correlated to the 

Dispersion, but admitted that, “Attempts to determine the origin of the first settlements in 

Anatolia did not provide conclusive answers.”
29

  However, he referred to the “intensive 

transfusion of cultures from Mesopotamia” at the same time as the first settlements in 

Anatolia as reason to think they resulted from the Dispersion.  It is admitted that the 

available evidence “points to an origin in the Aegean Islands” but this should not be a 

surprise, for as Courville argued, the “Dispersion incident may well have encompassed a 

period of several years” and that the Mesopotamians may have first settle in the Aegean, 

then later moved to Anatolia, or perhaps vice-versa. 

 

In the last part of his discussion, Courville examined the biblical account, and theorized 

that the only people who were caught up in the Dispersion were the men who originally 

had settled in the land of Shinar, not necessarily peoples living elsewhere.  In this view, 

the reason the Bible focuses on the people of Shinar rather than others is that they were 

the ancestors of Abraham.
30

  Those non-Shinarians who lived in the Holy Land or at 

other places in the ancient world inhabited these sites prior to the Dispersion, and need 

not have come under the judgment of God with respect to geographical scattering. 

 

The population at the time of the Dispersion is estimated by Courville to have been at 

least half a million, and he noted the smallness of most of the settlements prior to the 

Early Bronze 1 period.  He also noted the paucity of graves.  There were only sixty 

burials at Mount Carmel to represent the entire Neolithic period for this site, and the 

number of burials in Egyptian cemeteries during this time is relatively few.  One of the 

largest settlements of the period was Jericho but it only occupied an area equivalent to a 

city block of today.
31

 

 

It seems that Courville was partly right in locating the Dispersion from Babel as 

occurring before the unification of Egypt under Mena, though it is not clear that Mena is 

the same individual as Mizraim.  But is Courville right in locating the Dispersion event in 

the Jemdet Nasr cultural phase?  Can a more precise time be found when the city and 

Tower of Babel were built?  Did the Dispersion from Babel take only a short period of 

time to occur, or did it encompass several years, as Courville suggests?  Can we identify 

Nimrod?  Before discussing issues related to Classic Courville and New Courville, let us 

examine some alternative proposals for the identity of Nimrod and the stratigraphic level 

of the Dispersion from Babel. 

 
4.  Who Was Nimrod? 

 

Several proposed identifications of Nimrod have been offered in the scholarly literature.  

The three most prominent are first, that the name “Nimrod” is connected to the Sumerian 

                                                 
29

 Courville, 2:149. 
30

 Courville, 2:150. 
31

 Courville, 2:151. 



 8 

god “Nimurta” or “Ninurta.”  Second, the name Nimrod might involve the Hebrew word 

mrd, meaning “to rebel”—formed from the last three consonants, and this would allow 

the name to be associated with the name of the god Marduk (thus, W. Gesenius, F. Buhl, 

G. B. Winer.)  Third, it is thought that the individual Nimrod might be the famous 

Mesopotamian king, Gilgamesh (thus, H. Zimmern, J. Skinner, H. Gunkel, K. Rabast, P. 

Haupt, S. Driver; W. Gispen.).  A fourth identification has been proposed by David Rohl 

that Nimrod was the Mesopotamian king Enmerkar. 

 

5. Tukulti-Ninurta 1 

 

The consonants for Nimurta and Nimrod are nearly identical, Nmrt, and Nmrd 

respectively, t and d being interchangeable.  Related to this would be the Assyrian name 

Tukulti-Ninurta, and also the Greek Ninos.  It is held that Tukulti-Ninurta 1 was the 

prototype for Nimrod and Ninos, or Ninus. 

 

Speiser adopted the position that the biblical passage relating to Nimrod could not be 

earlier than the 10
th

 century B.C. since it is alleged to be part of the “J” source, dated to 

the 10
th

 century by the so-called Higher Critics.
32

  Apparently, because Ashurnasirpal 2 

claimed that a “Shalmaneser” founded Calah—a city mentioned in the Genesis account as 

built by Nimrod—this would put an upper limit to the date of the passage to the 13
th

 

century, which is when Shalmaneser 1 supposedly lived. 

 

Speiser did not discuss whether this “Calah” is the same as the biblical Calah, nor 

whether the “founding” of the city was a start from scratch or was a rebuilding of a 

previous city.  Problems arise with the interpretation because there is another 

Shalmaneser.  Could not Shalmaneser 2, conventionally dated to the 11
th

 century, fit the 

situation?  The answer is no, said Speiser, for he was a “shadowy figure whose brief reign 

was not distinguished for any notable enterprise, whereas his older namesake had proved 

to be an outstanding ruler in every way.  It is not surprising, therefore, that the founding 

of Calah is generally ascribed to Shalmaneser I.  On this basis the date of Nimrod has to 

be placed in the first half of the thirteenth century at the earliest.”
33

 

 

Speiser wanted to find a “kernel” of truth behind the “legend” of Nimrod, to find the 

“historical prototype” for Nimrod.  This means that the prototype’s date should be 

between the 13
th

 and 11
th

 centuries B.C.; that he must be a famous king “whose domain 

included Babylonia but centered about Assyria”; and that his name should bear some 

relation to the name “Nimrod.”  Speiser says, 

 
“Given this set of prerequisites, we do not have far to look for the solution of the problem.  There is but one 

Assyrian king who meets every one of these requirements.  Indeed, all of them seem to be made to order 

for him, and him alone.  He is known to history as Tukulti-Ninurta I.”
34

 

 

                                                 
32

 E. Speiser, Eretz-Israel 5, 1958; reprinted in Hess & Tsumura, “I Studied Inscriptions from Before the 

Flood”, 1994, pp. 270ff. 
33

 Hess & Tsumura, p. 273. 
34
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Now, Tukulti-Ninurta 1 was famous in ancient history for his conquest of Babylon and 

the taking of the statue of the god Marduk, and it “was the first time in history that an 

Assyrian held sway over all of Babylonia.”  This appears to be the reverse of the biblical 

pattern.  In the Bible, the expansion of Nimrod’s kingdom began in the south of 

Mesopotamia, i.e., with Babel, then moved to the north, to the land which would later be 

called Assyria.  In other words, Tukulti-Ninurta 1 started out as an Assyrian king, and 

only then expanded his kingdom to include southern Mesopotamia.  Despite this, Speiser 

thought it was enough that Tukulti Ninurta’s reign “extended over the whole of 

Mesopotamia.”
35

 

 

It is also admitted that Tukulti-Ninurta was never associated with a hunting motif, but 

Speiser explains that the “extant material cannot be expected to be exhaustive.”  He also 

says that the name Ninurta in Tukulti-Ninurta is based on the god Ninurta, a “famous 

hunter and patron of hunters.”  Speiser did not believe the comparison of Nimrod with 

Ninurta could be regarded as “feasible” any longer, but still said somewhat inconsistently 

that “it is on this very count [Ninurta as the god of hunting], as much as on linguistic 

grounds, that scholars have equated Nimrod with Ninurta....”
36

  The conclusion is that 

“there are more ways than one to account for the hunting motif in Nimrod.” 

 

Of course, the problem is not in accounting for the hunting motif in Nimrod but rather the 

lack of it in Tukulti-Ninurta 1! 

 

How was the difference between the name Nimrod and the name Tukulti-Ninurta 

accounted for?  “When one deals with proper names,” Speiser says, “one sometimes 

tends to forget that long forms tend to be replaced by shorter ones....”  Examples of name 

shortenings from biblical and Akkadian literature are presented: Merodach-Baladan, 

whose father was simply Baladan, originally aplam-iddina
37

; Amur-rabut becomes Rabut-

Sin.  According to Speiser: 

 
“The full name Tukulti-Ninurta is obviously a mouthful.  It it was to be simplified, the element to be 

dropped was tukulti, since “the trust of” is a homeless form by itself.  The result would thus have to be 

Ninurta alone.  Such residual forms of personal names are not common, to be sure, in Mesopotamian 

records, yet they do occur; cf., e.g., Marduku and Assur as names of persons.  In foreign use, however, any 

original hesitancy to misapply divine names in this fashion would readily disappear.  In other words, 

Tukulti-Ninurta would give way to Ninurta > Nimrod.”
38

 

 

It is believed that the legendary king Ninus was based on Tukulti-Ninurta 1.  The fame of 

Ninus would make the correlation “immediately apparent.”  Speiser denies that “Ninus” 

could be simply traced to the name of the city of Nineveh, but also “has to be the name of 

his Assyrian prototype...hence its divine component Ninurta.”
39

 

 

                                                 
35

 Hess & Tsumura, p. 274. 
36

 Hess & Tsumura, pp 274-75. 
37
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38
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39
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Berossos is quoted to the effect that “the Assyrians identify this Ninus with Nimrod.”  

Speiser concluded: “All in all, the Greek sources would seem to have arrived at their 

Ninus by the same process that gave the Bible its Nimrod, both being based on a 

hypochoristic form of Tukulti-Ninurta.”  Ninus is said to be the first Assyrian to rule 

Babylonia, with “the identity of Ninus being vouched for in this connection by the 

mention of Semiramis....”
40

  “In other words, the original Ninus could be none other than 

Tukulti-Ninurta I.” 

 

In addition to Speiser’s view, scholars such as F. Bohl believed the name Nimrod was an 

Israelite pun, based on the characteristics of Ninurta: “The god of the chase and of war 

was called Nimurta (Nimurda, Nimurd) by the Sumerians.”
41

  Later, Bohl changed his 

views to accord with Speiser’s.  Baumgartner also “supports the view that Nimrod is to 

be identified with the god Nimurta=Ninurta....”  In addition, W. Soden “holds that the 

name of Nimrod is that of Ninurta of Nippur, the Sumerian god of war and the chase.”
42

 

 

6.  Criticisms of Speiser’s Theory 

 

We can agree with Speiser that the name Nimrod and Ninurta are related, though we 

think the relation is from Nimrod to Ninurta rather than the other way around.  We have 

also mentioned some problems in the correlation between Nimrod and Tukulti-Ninurta 1.  

Part of Speiser’s argument is based upon Higher Critical views, but such views tend to be 

arbitrary, and provide little in the way of evidence for the correct dating of biblical 

passages.  Moreover, the idea that Tukulti-Ninurta 1 is a 13
th

 century king is based on 

conventional chronology, which may be incorrect for the Middle Assyrian kings. 

 

A serious problem was alluded to by Speiser himself, when he admitted that there is no 

evidence of a hunter-motif connected to the life and times of Tukulti-Ninurta 1.  Besides, 

a reference to the hunter-god Ninurta is of no value since any king could name himself 

after a god without sharing the same traits as that god.  In addition, the legendary queen 

Semiramis is mentioned, along with Ninus, whom Speiser correlates to Tukulti-Ninurta 1.  

In our view, it is possible that Ninus and Semiramis (of Greek legend) were really 

Nimrod and his queen, though it is hard to prove much from legendary material.  

However, even if Ninus were a later king, the most likely candidate would not be 

Tukulti-Ninurta 1, but rather Samshi-Adad 5 (824-811 B.C.), husband of Sammuramat, 

who some believe was the basis for Semiramis. 

 

Unfortunately for this view, Semiramis was regarded by the Greeks as a queen of 

Babylon,
43

 so the association with the Assyrian queen, Sammuramat, remains tentative.  

There is always the possibility that the Assyrian queen was named after a more legendary 

figure, whose name the Greeks transcribed as Semiramis. 
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Speiser objected to the identification of Ninus with Shamshi-Adad, but his basis for doing 

so amounted to pointing out characteristics of Ninus himself (in Greek tradition) such as 

being the first Assyrian to rule Babylonia, and his association with the lion and leopard.  

What would be needed, however, is for these traits to refer to Tukulti-Ninurta 1, and 

while his kingdom may have included southern Mesopotamia, he is not associated with 

lion or leopard motifs, nor can he be shown to be the husband of any queen by the name 

of Sammuramat. 

 

But the most egregious problem is that this king is far too late to fit with the biblical 

situation.  The Bible places Nimrod during a time in which the world was one language, 

and where Nimrod was regarded as a powerful king, a mighty hunter, whose kingdom 

started in Babylon and later encompassed Assyria.  Yet during Middle Assyrian times, 

there were already quite a number of languages in existence, and as noted, Tukulti-

Ninurta 1 was already a king of Assyria when he attacked Babylon, his kingdom 

developing in the exact opposite direction from Nimrod’s. 

 

It is not enough just to say that Tukulti-Ninurta ruled all of Mesopotamia.  The expansion 

pattern of his conquests is important, as we shall see below when discussing the Late 

Uruk expansion.  There is also the problem that Tukulti-Ninurta’s sack and looting of 

Babylon was regarded by his contemporaries as irreligious.  His propagandists wrote the 

“Tukulti-Ninurta epic” in an attempt to justify the attack on Babylon and the taking of its 

image to Ashur.  According to H. W. F. Saggs: 

 
“The Tukulti-Ninurta epic had the function besides feeding national pride in victory, of providing 

theological exoneration for the offence against piety.  Tukulti-Ninurta had only done what the divine 

powers intended him to do.”
44

 

 

This is quite different from what happened with Nimrod, who as king of Babylon would 

have (as we are inferring) approved of, and overseen, the project of the Shinarians to 

build a tower to the heavens.  As noted, the Bible regards this as the collective sin of the 

early Mesopotamians (or Shinarians), and does not stress the guilt of Nimrod or highlight 

his irreligiousness. 

 

So Nimrod had nothing to apologize for to the Babylonians since he never sacked or 

looted their city.  Indeed, his main accomplishment besides solidifying his empire was to 

approve of a public works project in Babel itself, the building of a stepped temple that 

would be higher than any that had yet been built.  There is nothing of this in the reports of 

Tukulti-Ninurta’s reign.  His only building project after defeating the city of Babylon was 

Kar-Tukulti-Ninurta, near the city of Ashur.  Tukulti-Ninurta’s religious justification of 

his actions apparently did not persuade either the Babylonians or his own people.  Within 

seven years, Babylon was in revolt, and his son led an army against him at Kar-Tukulti-

Ninurta, and killed him. 

 

Finally, there is no evidence that Tukulti-Ninurta was the first king to build Nineveh 

(which actually first became a large-scale city in Late Uruk 4); nor is there any indication 
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of a linguistic catastrophe during the days of Tukulti-Ninurta or following his death; nor 

is there a hint of a dispersion of the Babylonians from southern Mesopotamia into the rest 

of the world at this time.  All in all, the theory that Tukulti-Ninurta 1 was Nimrod is 

without a secure foundation, and is at great odds with the biblical history of Nimrod and 

of the Tower of Babel. 

 

7.  Marduk 

 

Another suggestion for the identity of Nimrod is that he was Marduk, the god of Babylon.  

This god’s chief claim to fame was that he killed a Babylonian “titan” named Tiamat by 

cutting her in half, using one half to make the heavens and the other half to make the 

earth.  It is held that the name “Marduk” (MRDk) can be correlated to the name 

“Nimrod” (nMRD) by way of the Hebrew verb, MRD, meaning “to rebel.”  Hence, 

Nimrod is a name meaning “we rebel” or something similar.  Thus, the great god of 

Mesopotamia is none other than the great rebel who was the mighty hunter before the 

Lord.  E. Lipinski goes one further and believed that a rivalry was involved, where 

Marduk is conceived of as a better hunter than Yahweh.  Bryce Self, not to be outdone, 

linked Nimrod to Marduk, Mercury, Mars, Poseidon, Melkarth, Hercules, and the 

Merodes, who he says are the people of Atlantis.
45

  

 

There is little to be said for the Nimrod-Marduk theory.  It seems to be based almost 

entirely upon the similarity of consonants between a Hebrew verb and the name of the 

Babylonian national god.  However, the name “Nimrod” may have been an Assyrian 

name, not a Hebrew name, and this possibility undermines the pun interpretation.  The 

name Nimrod was apparently a common and perhaps even popular name in the ancient 

world.  For instance, it was used at least twice by the Egyptian kings of the twenty second 

dynasty, as recorded by the Pasenhor (or Horpasen) stela.  In that stela, one “Nimlot” is 

the father of Shoshenq (1).
46

 

 

Kitchen translated the name as “Nimlot,” but in the Egyptian the relevant letter is the 

“mouth” symbol looking something like an elongated football.  This is transliterated as 

r.
47

  The “l” sound is symbolized in Egyptian with the 

crouching lion, but the lion symbol is not present in the 

name on the Pasenhor stela.  Basically, Kitchen’s 

preference for “Nimlot” over “Nimrod” tends to obscure 

the popularity of the name “Nimrod” in the ancient 

world. 

 

Clayton also translated Nimrod as Nimlot, even though the mouth symbol for “r” is 

indicated in the cartouche he provides.
48

  Budge also provided a sample of the name in 
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Egyptian (with the mouth symbol r), and he translated the name into Hebrew as Nun, 

Mem, Resh, and Daleth, i.e., NMRD.
49

 

 

Apparently, Kitchen and company believed that when Egyptians heard foreign names that 

had an “l” sound, they symbolized it with the hieroglyphic “r”—but there is no proof that 

this is what happened in the case of Nimrod.  The spelling “Namareth” is the form of the 

name in the Pasenhor Stela, as Petrie translated it.  Courville mentioned that another 

inscription was found in Egypt describing the visit of an “Assyrian” king, who came to 

visit the tomb of his son, “Namareth,” whom Brugsch-Bey thought was equivalent to 

Nimrod.
50

   

 

As noted, the name may have also been the basic form of the name Ninurta, as well as the 

basis for the name “Ninus” by way of the ancient city Nineveh.  Thus, a name in 

widespread use, so much so that the Libyan dynasty in Egypt would use it, suggests that 

the name is not based on a Hebrew pun, nor is it an insulting nickname.  It may simply 

have been an Assyrian name for a revered ancestor of the Assyrians, one that even the 

Greeks may have heard about (cf., the Greek Ninus), and who was certainly known by 

the Hebrews, who kept records from the earliest times. 

 

8.  Gilgamesh and his Epic 

 

The ancient Mesopotamians were a pessimistic people, and this is reflected in their 

literature.  Their religion was superstitious, and they made very little, if any, distinction 

between primary and secondary causes.  The physical world had personality, and for this 

reason people prayed to salt and to grain, for “[t]hey are alive, have personality and a will 

of their own.”  Or better “there was a will and a personality in each phenomenon....”
51

  

Animate and inanimate things were connected to gods or goddesses.  For instance, the 

reed plant was an expression of the goddess Nidaba: 

 
“To her would the scribe give praise when a difficult piece of writing had come out from under his [reed] 

stylus and he saw it to be good.  The goddess was thus the power in all reeds....”
52

 

 

A man could claim to be identical with a physical thing, in order to gain its 

characteristics.  Men could guard against sorcery by claiming to be heaven and earth, 

since those could not be touched by magic.  Further, a man could ward himself against 

magic by identifying himself with gods or sacred emblems, and he could also inflict harm 

on enemies by burning their images.
53

  Mesopotamians were thus wrapped up in pure 

immediacy, which is an expression of worry over the instability of life, as well as a fear 

of the inscrutability of the divine will. 
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To put this in perspective, the Hebrew outlook vis-a-vis the Mesopotamian, maintained 

the closeness of God to man (especially at the Exodus) without undermining the concept 

of divine transcendence—the first Cause could not be diffused into secondary causes.  

The teaching of the Old Testament is that God is a personal God to men, but is also lord 

over all creation―a single divine Being, with no rivals.  According to Jacobsen: 

 
“Here is no little national god minding his own business strictly behind the borders or at most the military 

outreach of his own people....”
54

 

 

In this understanding, theology could not be a local matter, and because God was not 

localized, there was no need for Israel to pursue an imperial politics with respect to other 

nations in the ancient world.  Since God was already conceived of as a universal being, it 

was simply not necessary to conquer lands beyond Israel’s own ancient boundaries.  The 

other ancient nations only had localized gods and in order to universalize their gods they 

had to be involved in imperial adventures.  The more powerful the city or city-state, the 

more powerful the gods of the city or city-state.  The geographical sway of local gods 

depended upon the expansionist policies of cities or city-states. 

 

For Israel, God was “transcendent in holiness, enthroned afar” but is “very near to each 

devout soul.”
55

  This conception of God could not be reconciled with polytheistic views 

of religion, or the use of idols in an attempt to represent and thereby control or summon 

the being of God through magical incantation.  The idols of the gods were fit only for 

ridicule.
56

  Thus for the Hebrews there was a distinction between primary (i.e., divine) 

causes and secondary (earthly) causes, and thus there was no room for a superstitious 

view of life. 

 

In his interpretation of the religion of Israel, Jacobsen is often helpful (and just as often 

misguided), but at least he does not fail to see that the Hebrews “were supremely an 

optimistic people.”
57

  This was perhaps due to their eschatology.  The term eschatology 

comes from the Greek word eschatos and concerns the doctrine of last things.  An 

eschatology could be either personal (the place where one goes after death) or social (the 

future of the nation), or cosmic (the future of the cosmos).  Hebrews had all three—i.e., 

the kingdom of God would be an everlasting dominion.  The Mesopotamians had no 

discernible social or cosmic eschatology, and their personal eschatology involved the 

expectation of a gloomy underworld. 

 

Is there a connection between the lack of long term social and cosmic (eschatological) 

goals and the fulfillment (or lack thereof) of short term personal goals?  Did the lack of a 

rich eschatology doom the Mesopotamians to ultimate failure, thus creating a deep 

personal and cultural pessimism?    It would seem to be the case that the Mesopotamian 

worldview would lead to fatalism.  To be sure, Jacobsen speaks of a “revolt against 

death,” and points out that the thought of death haunted Gilgamesh, and drove him on his 
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quest for at least a personal eschatology, life after death.
58

  Ultimately, however, his quest 

ends in failure, and the story ends in pessimism. 

 

It is hard to escape the fatalistic view of life and death in Gilgamesh.  This would apply 

mainly to the earliest versions of the story, which complained about the unfairness of 

death within an arbitrary cosmos.  Later versions of the Epic were written when the 

concept of justice had developed in Mesopotamian thought.  The question of suffering 

and death therefore needed a compelling answer.  Jacobsen commented: “In the old, 

arbitrary world this question had no sting, for both good and evil were arbitrary matters.  

In the new world of justice [the time of Hammurabi] it became terribly urgent.”
59

 

 

9.  Gilgamesh & Legend 

 

Scholars regard Gilgamesh as the first “tragic hero” (Sandars) and the story of Gilgamesh 

as a “heroic quest” (Gardner).  It is an adventure story, to be sure, but running through it 

is the pessimism noted above.  In basic outline, the story of Gilgamesh is as follows:  

Gilgamesh is an oppressive king, and the people cry out for deliverance.  A companion 

named Enkidu (inn-KEE-due) is provided for Gilgamesh so that he will turn his attention 

away from his people and stop his bad behavior toward them.  The two men become 

friends and go out to fight the giant Humbaba somewhere in Lebanon, and eventually kill 

him. 

 

Later, Gilgamesh spurns the advances of the goddess Ishtar, and the Bull of Heaven is 

sent to punish Gilgamesh.  Both Gilgamesh and Enkidu defeat the Bull and further insult 

the goddess.  The gods decree the death of Enkidu in punishment for the killing of 

Humbaba and the Bull of Heaven, and after Enkidu’s death, Gilgamesh mourns his lost 

friend: 

 
“Gilgamesh for his friend Enkidu 

bitterly cried.  He roamed the hills. 

‘Me!  Will I too not die like Enkidu? 

Sorrow has come into my belly. 

I fear death; I roam over the hills 

I will seize the road, quickly I will go 

to the house of Utnapishtim....’” 

  Tablet 9, Gardner 

 

Gilgamesh announces his intent to meet Utnapishtim, the Mesopotamian “Noah” who 

survived the terrible Flood that destroyed mankind.  Gilgamesh is afraid of death and 

wants to gain everlasting life.  This requires a long journey where he meets scorpion-

demons and the tavern maid Siduri, whom he confides in.  Gilgamesh tells her that the 

death of Enkidu has made him afraid, and he must find Utnapishtim.  She advises him to 

travel across the waters of death with the boatman Urshanabi. 
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When Gilgamesh meets the boatman, the latter tells him to build a boat of cedar, and 

once this is done, the two cross the waters until they arrive at the waters of death where 

they meet Utnapishtim.  Utnapishtim advises Gilgamesh about the impermanence of life, 

and Gilgamesh wants to know how Utnapishtim found eternal life.  Utnapishtim responds 

by telling him about “a secret of the gods”—that is, the Flood, and how it came to destroy 

mankind, and how the god Ea warned him of the coming destruction: 

 
“‘Man of Shuruppak, son of Ubaratutu, 

Tear down the house.  Build an ark. 

Abandon riches.  Seek life. 

Scorn possessions, hold onto life. 

Load the seed of every living thing into your ark, 

the boat that you will build’” 

Tablet 11, Gardner 

 

Utnapishtim then describes how he prepared the enormous boat and entered before the 

“black cloud rose up from the horizon” and so terrible was the deluge that the “gods 

themselves were terrified by the Flood.”  When the storm was over and the waters 

subsided, Utnapishtim opened a window and one day saw an island.  The ark rested on a 

mountain called “Nisir” and a dove was sent to find land.  It came back, however, and a 

swallow was sent out.  It too could find no place to land.  A crow was released and never 

returned, so it was safe to disembark.  Utnapishtim made a sacrifice on the mountain and 

the “gods like flies gathered over the sacrifice.” 

 

The god Ea scolds Enlil for sending the Flood, and counsels him that if mankind needs to 

be diminished, it should not be by the Flood, but by lions, wolves, famine, and plague.  

Enlil relented and decreed that Utnapishtim and his wife should live in a kind of Eden, 

“at the source of all rivers.” 

 

After telling the story, Utnapishtim sets out some tests for Gilgamesh, who proceeds to 

fail them.  Utnapishtim commands Urshanabi to take Gilgamesh to the washing place 

where he can be cleaned and be given a new garment.  Before he departs, Gilgamesh is 

told of the “secret of the gods,” a plant that gives everlasting life.  Gilgamesh recovers the 

plant from the bottom of the waters, and announces that he will take it back to the city of 

Uruk and share it with the people.  However, on his return journey, while Gilgamesh was 

bathing in a pool of water, a snake became aware of the plant and carried it off: 

 
At that point Gilgamesh sat down, weeping, 

his tears streaming over the side of his nose. 

“Counsel me, O ferryman Urshanabi? 

For whom has my heart’s blood roiled? 

I have not secured any good deed for myself, 

but done a good deed for the “lion of the ground!” 

   Tablet 11, Kovacs 
 

With regard to this pessimistic story, there are some parallels to the biblical account of 

the Flood and the fall of man in paradise, but it should be noted that the ending of 

Gilgamesh differs from the biblical view in a significant way.  In Gilgamesh, the gaining 

of the plant of eternal life and its subsequent loss appear to be just another part of the tale 
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of woe that man must endure.  Death is inevitable and the quest for endless life is futile, 

for it will be snatched away by the cruelty of fate.  Have not the gods created man for 

death, and reserved life for themselves? 

 

This is in contrast to the religious conception of the Hebrews and later Christians in 

which man was not created with death as a natural part of his life, but was created 

perfect.  Man’s current sufferings and mortality were not an original fact about creation; 

rather, death came about as a punishment for the first man’s disobedience to God.  

Moreover, the Hebrew-Christian acknowledgement of the inscrutability of the divine will 

was a confession of humility whereas for the Mesopotamians, it was a complaint and a 

source of “fatalistic resignation” (Oppenheim).  According to Rushdoony, “The epic [of 

Gilgamesh] lacked any sense of original sin; man is not a sinner but an innocent 

victim.”
60

 

  

There is pathos in Gilgamesh, and we see this once again in Homer’s Iliad, when 

Achilles mourns the loss of his dear friend Patroclos.  In the Bible, the way to everlasting 

life is through faith in the promised Seed of the Woman—and for Christians this is Jesus.  

Death has no final sting for Christians, for it is not the end but a passage to a new 

beginning, a new creation.  Jesus has already gone through this bleak door and has come 

back to proclaim to us that he has prepared a place for his children in heaven.  For 

Gilgamesh, however, there was only a grim underworld where Enkidu resides, and his 

only earthly consolation for the loss of everlasting life was the pride of the great walls of 

Uruk, perhaps an ancient version of the “city of man.” 

10.  Gilgamesh and History 

 

At one time, scholars were unsure whether Gilgamesh was a real person, even though he 

was mentioned in the Sumerian King List as a ruler of the city of Uruk.  Complicating 

matters was the fact that the Sumerian King List treated each dynasty (Kish, Uruk, Ur, 

etc) as following one another in time.  Seton Lloyd says: 

 
“[O]ther sources of textual evidence were to prove more rewarding.  One of these was an important 

text...giving the names of kings who had piously repaired the structure of a shrine called ‘Tummal’, not yet 

located, at the latter city [of Nippur].  These included the names of three kings, Agga, Gilgamesh and 

Mesannipadda, belonging respectively to the first dynasties of Kish, Erech (Uruk) and Ur.  The king-

list...would have us believe that these three dynasties followed one another in chronological sucession.  In 

this case, however, such a claim is clearly refuted by other evidence, which proves the three kings 

mentioned to have been much more nearly contemporary.”
61

 

 

The stratification of the Early Dynastic period is based on sites such as Tell Asmar 

(ancient Eshnunna) and Khafajah (ancient Tutub).  Excavations at Asmar show that the 

Abu Temple begins as a shrine in the Jemdet Nasr period, and that the first five levels of 

the Temple of Sin at Khafajah also begin in the Jemdet Nasr period.  Abu Archaic Shrine 

4-1 and Sin Temple 6-7 are assigned to the Early Dynastic 1 phase; Abu Square Temple 
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3-1 and Sin Temple 8-9 are assigned to the Early Dynastic 2 phase; and the Abu Single 

Shrine 3-1 and Sin Temple 10 are assigned to the Early Dynastic 3 phase.
62

 

 

The kings mentioned in the Sumerian King List must be assigned a correct place within 

the Early Dynastic sequence, and spaced around the above levels as well as can be done.  

Scholars have not been able to make many placements, but the following chart represents 

the few standard correlations that the evidence has warranted up to now: 

 
# Kish Uruk Ur Period 

1  Enmerkar  ED-2 

2. En-Mebaragesi    

3. Agga Gilgamesh   

4.   Akalamdug/Puabi ED-3 

5.   Meskalamdug  

6. Agga Gilgamesh Mesannipadda  

7. Mesilim Ur-lugal A’annipada  

8.  Utulkalamma Meskiag-Nanna  

9.  Laba-shum Elulu  

10.  En-nun-dara-an-na Balulu  

11.  Mes-he   

12.  Melamanna   

13.  Lugal-ki-tun   

 

Askalamdug, his queen Puabi, and Meskalamdug are not mentioned in the king list, but 

are placed before the first dynasty of Ur based on archaeological evidence.  En-

Mebaragesi, who reigned during the first dynasty of Kish, is correlated to ED-2 (cf., row 

2 in the above table).  Lloyd says that this “name has been significantly found in an Early 

Dynastic II setting at one of the Diyala sites.”
63

  M. B. Rowton says:  “The earliest 

Sumerian ruler referred to in inscriptions which are probably contemporary with him is 

Enmebaragisi of Kish.  He is to be dated well before Mesilim, towards the beginning [sic] 

of the Old Sumerian period.  A votive inscription which mentions him was found in the 

Diyala region in an Early  Dynastic II level.”
64

  In a footnote, Rowton continues: “[T]he 

building level immediately above the level with the inscription of Enmebaragisi yielded a 

seal from the very beginning of Early Dynastic III.  This proves only that the inscription 

is older than Early Dynastic III; but Professor Delougaz confirms that the Enmebaragisi 

inscription comes from an Early Dynastic II Level.” 

 

In our opinion, Rowton is in error when he claims that En-Mebaragesi should be dated to 

the beginning of the Old Sumerian period (early part of ED-2), and he himself admits that 

this placement in early ED-2 runs into problems.  Ur-lugal, the son of Gilgamesh, was 

regarded as a contemporary of A’annipada of the ED-3 period (cf., row 7 in the table).  

So this seems to place Gilgamesh in a later ED-2 context rather than at its beginning.  

However, Rowton attempts to work around this by postulating a “gap” in the king list: 
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“Are we to regard the connexion between the Gilgamesh section of Uruk I, and the Ur-lugul section of that 

dynasty as artificial?  This connexion rests on the statement that Ur-lugal was the son of 

Gilgamesh....Legend dates Gilgamesh at the very beginning [sic] of the Old Sumerian period.  But the 

Nippur version of the Tummal chronicle and one of the versions represented at Ur date Ur-lugal after 

Meskiagnunna, the brother of A’annipada.  If this is correct there is a considerable gap between the two 

sections of the First Dynasty of Uruk.”
65

 

 

Rowton also suggests that the term “son” in a phrase like “son of Gilgamesh” could mean 

“descendant” of Gilgamesh, thus removing the need for dynastic compression.  

Nevertheless, while this theory might work for genealogies (father-son descent), it seems 

less likely for a dynastic king list.  Rowton’s theory also rests on the speculation that the 

author of the Tummal chronicle confused the first Ur-lugal, son of Gilgamesh, with a 

king of the second dynasty of Uruk named Lugal-ur-e.
66

 

 

This is based, however, on a belief that delinking the time of Gilgamesh and the time of 

Ur-lugal (and Mesannipada) is the only way to make room for the second dynasty of 

Uruk.  Thus, the concept of consecutive dynasties still seems to control the thinking of 

Rowton, despite his knowledge of great deal of dynastic contemporaneity for the 

Sumerian kings.  Furthermore, Rowton postulates a connection between the dynasty of 

Lagash and the dynasty of Ur as a reason for delinking the time of Gilgamesh and Ur-

lugal, but there does not appear to be any synchronistic material that links the kings of 

Lagash with the kings of Ur.  Therefore, “keep[ing] A’annipada much closer to 

Eannatum” (of Lagash) would be desirable only if we knew on other grounds that they 

were closer in actual fact. 

 

There are also other reasons for rejecting Rowton’s theory.  Mesannipadda, first king of 

the first dynasty of Ur (row 6 above), came to historical life in the 1920s when Leonard 

Woolley found a marble tablet with an inscription on it mentioning A’annipada, son of 

Mesannipadda.
67

  S. Kramer showed that according to the Tummal inscription Gilgamesh 

was a contemporary of Mesannipadda.
68

  The kings of the first dynasty of Ur 

(Mesannipadda being the first) have been associated with the “Royal Cemetery of Ur.”  

This cemetery according to Roaf, “belonged to the first part of the Early Dynastic III 

period....”
69

 

 

Given the contemporary nature of Gilgamesh and Mesannipadda, this would seem to 

indicate that Gilgamesh lived at least during the latter part of the ED-2 context, and into 

the Royal Cemetery period of ED-3.  Finegan says, “In the rubbish strata (ED III b) were 

found a seal impression with the name of Mesannepadda....”
70

  Also, “The name of 

Mesannepadda king of Ur was also found in an early Dynastic III palace at Mari on a 

lapiz lazuli bead....”  The dedication on the bead was to a god named Gal, during the time 
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of Gansu(d), the first king of the Mari dynasty.  This shows that another dynasty was 

contemporary with the Ur, Uruk, and Kish dynasties.
71

   

 

Thus, we have Gilgamesh correlated with Mesannipadda, who in turn is correlated with 

the beginning of the Early Dynastic 3 phase.  This is not all.  According to Mallowan, En-

Mebaragesi is the “penultimate king of E.D. II in Kish, [and] must have reigned when Sin 

Temple VIII at Khafaji (Tutub) was flourishing, and indeed the record of his name was 

discovered on this site.”
72

  Thus, the archaeological record places En-Mebaragesi within 

the last part of the ED2 phase. 

 

Evidence also came to light linking Agga, the son of En-Mebaragesi, to the time of  

Gilgamesh.  According to Roux: 

 
“The Sumerian King List gives the impression that the last king of the first dynasty of Kish, Agga, was 

defeated in battle by the first king of the first dynasty of Uruk; but we know that the two dynasties 

overlapped and that Agga, in fact, was contemporary with the fifth king of Uruk, Gilgamesh.  We owe this 

information to a short Sumerian poem, which describes how Agga sent Gilgamesh an ultimatum 

demanding that Uruk submit to Kish....In the end it was Agga who became the vassal of Gilgamesh, and 

Kish which submitted to Uruk, as indicated in the King List.”
73 

 

Finegan says, “The last two kings of the [Kish] dynasty were Enmebaragesi and his son 

Agga.  A fragment of an inscription with a part of the name of Enmebaragesi was found 

at Khafajah, and a more complete inscription with his name and title as king (lugal) is in 

the Iraq Museum in Baghdad.  The Khafajah inscription was in the Temple Oval Level I, 

contemporary with Sin Temple Level VIII (EDII)....”
74

  Finegan goes on to point out that 

the Tummal Inscription at Nippur lists an order of building or repair of the sacred 

precinct, first starting with Enmebaragesi, then Agga, then Mesannepadda, 

Meskiagnunna (his son), then Gilgamesh and Ur-lugal (his son). 

 

“So,” says Finegan, “Mesannepadda and his son Meskiagnunna of Ur preceded 

Gilgamesh of Uruk in control of Nippur, but they followed Agga of Kish, who was 

himself a contemporary of Gilgamesh.  Thus they must all have been to some extent 

contemporaries; that is, the end of the First Dynasty of Kish (of which Agga was the last 

king), the middle of the First Dynasty of Uruk (of which Gilgamesh was the fifth king), 

and the beginning of the First Dynasty of Ur (of which Mesannepadda was the first 

king)—all to some extent overlapped.”
75

 

 

The evidence from the Khafaji inscription, the Tummal correlation of Mesannipada with 

Gilgamesh, the ED-3 provenance of the Royal Cemetery of Ur, the Mesannepadda-Mari 

synchronism, and the contemporeneity of En-Mebaragesi and Agga of the late ED2 and 

early ED3 period with Gilgamesh, rules out entirely any movement of Gilgamesh away 
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from the late ED-2 and early ED-3 periods―as Rowton theorized.  At the least, Rowton 

would have to present a great deal more evidence to show that the delinkage of 

Gilgamesh from the ED-2/ED-3 archaeological context is based on anything more than a 

priori theorizing. 

 

In conventional chronology, the dates given for the Early Dynastic period are as 

follows:
76

 

 

Year  Dynasty  Strata 

2900  Early Dynastic 1 Early Bronze 2 

2800   

2700  Early Dynastic 2 Early Bronze 2 

2600  Early Dynastic 3 Early Bronze 3 

 

It is obvious that the reign lengths of the kings of the pre-Sargonic period are based on 

conjecture, i.e., Kuhrt and others are estimating the dates based on hundred year intervals 

or similar schematic periods.  For the Sargonic and post-Sargonic period, scholars 

basically count backward from the time of Hammurabi (conventionally dated to c. 1792 

B.C.), then add the reign-lengths recorded in the Sumerian King List until they reach the 

supposed time of Sargon.  According to Roaf: 

 
“Adding up the lengths of the reigns recorded in king lists then shows that the Third Dynasty of Ur lasted 

from the accession of Ur-Nammu in 2112 BC [sic] to the capture of Ur by the Elamites in 2004 BC [sic].  

According to the Sumerian King List, between Ur-Nammu and the last king of Agade “the kingship was 

carried to the horde of Gutium”.  The defeat of one of these Gutian kings is mentioned in a year-name of 

Shar-kali-sharri, the fifth king of Agade....Adding up the lengths of the reigns puts Sargon, the first king of 

Agade, as having become king between about 2340 and 2310 B.C.”
77

 

 

Thus, a heavy reliance is placed on the date of Hammurabi for the start of the backward 

reckoning, and a similar reliance is placed on the accuracy of the reign lengths in the 

Sumerian King List.  Fortunately, Hammurabi can be correlated with Egyptian history-- 

to the time of the Egyptian thirteenth dynasty.
78

  Presumably, Sargon of Agade can be 

correlated to the Egyptian king Pepi 1 of the 6
th

 dynasty by way of an alabaster jar lid 

found at Ebla.
79

 

 

Unfortunately, the absolute dates for both the thirteenth dynasty and Pepi 1 are based on 

conventional chronological assumptions.  Also, the use of the Sumerian King List for 

establishing the length of a dynastic period is problematic since we do not know how 

reliable the reported reign lengths are for each individual king.  In New Courville terms, 

Sargon and Pepi 1 are living sometime during or just after Joseph’s days in Egypt, and 

Hammurabi and thirteenth dynasty king Neferhotep were living during the time of Judge 

Deborah. 
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We theorize that Abraham was born during the days of Gilgamesh.  This is because we 

have placed Abraham’s migration to Canaan in an ED-3 context, sometime during the 

first dynasty of Ur.  Gilgamesh, as noted above, is also correlated to the ED-2 and ED-3 

historical context.  It was something of a shock to discover that we were not the first to 

make such a correlation.  Kovacs, a Gilgamesh scholar who has no alternative 

chronology in mind, writes: 

 
“There remains one very uncertain allusion in a non-cuneiform source.  The seventh-century Nestorian 

Christian Theodor Bar Qoni, writing in Syriac, produced material for teaching religion in which he lists 

among the kings after the Flood one ‘Ganmagos, and in the days of this latter Abraham was born in Ur of 

the Chaldeans.’  Some scholars have proposed that Ganmagos might be Gilgamesh.  If so, it is the latest 

surviving mention of Gilgamesh until the rediscovery and decipherment of cuneiform in the nineteenth 

century.”
80

 

 

It might be objected to this correlation that the name “Amraphel,” king of Shinar in 

Abraham’s time does not appear in the Sumerian King List anywhere near the name of 

Gilgamesh.  This in itself, however, is not of decisive significance, since the King List is 

selective.  For instance, two important kings of Uruk and Ur, Lugalkinishedudu and his 

son Lugalkisalsi, do not show up in the King List, and yet the former king concluded a 

treaty with the Lagash king, Entemena.
81

  Roaf says, “Inscriptions from the late Early 

Dynastic period have shown that the Sumerian King List is incomplete.  The rulers of 

several city states were omitted, including the rulers of Lagash, who are known over 

more than five generations.  Furthermore, inscriptions from Adab and Girsu recorded that 

Mesalim, the king of Kish, was the overlord of the governors of Adab and Lagash, yet 

Mesalim does not appear in the king list.”
82

 

 

Finally, as noted, the kings of the “Kalam” dynasty, that is, Akalamdug, his Queen Puabi, 

and Meskalamdug (ED-2 and ED-3a), appear in strata just before the strata of the first 

dynasty of Ur.  Nevertheless, they are not mentioned in the Sumerian King List.  Thus, 

the biblical king of Shinar, Amraphel, may have been a king of one of the cities of 

Sumer, who like many other kings of Sumer, simply never made it into the official king 

list. 

 

11.  Was Gilgamesh Nimrod? 

 

Paul Haupt referred to the Gilgamesh Epic as Das Babylonische Nimrodepos.  Gardner 

says that this was “in the hope that Gilgamesh might have something to do with the 

biblical Nimrod, and suggesting a connection with the Greek epos, in which the oral 

presentation of the poet is the defining characteristic.”
83

  W. H. Gispen titles his essay 

“Who was Nimrod?” and his answer is, “And as a particular king the likeliest candidate 
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for Nimrod is Gilgamesh.”
84

  In this he has the company of Zimmern, Skinner, Gunkel, 

Rabast, Haupt, Jastrow, and Driver. 

 

Gispen’s reasons for correlating Gilgamesh and Nimrod are (a) Gilgamesh was deified; 

(b) he was one of the best known characters in Babylonian and Assyrian literature and 

art, just as Nimrod was widely enough known to become proverbial; (c) Gilgamesh 

descended from the Babylonian flood hero, Ut-Napishtim, just as Nimrod descended 

from the Flood survivor, Noah; and (d) Gilgamesh was a great hunter just as Nimrod was 

a “mighty hunter” before the Lord. 

 

In response, we would say that while Gilgamesh is an attractive candidate for Nimrod, 

such an identification is precluded by the evidence.  First, there is the problem of the 

name, which is not easy to work around.  The name “Gilgamesh” is nothing like the name 

“Nimrod.”  Gispen even admits this: 

 
“In this view again much remains unsolved, such as the connection between Nimrod and Cush [sic] and 

between the names of Nimrod and Gilgamesh.”
85

 

 

Moreover, the fact that Gilgamesh was deified, was famous, and descended from the 

Flood-hero carries no argumentative weight.  In terms of the latter point, everyone 

descended from the Flood-hero, since he is by definition, the father of post-Flood 

humanity.  With regard to deification and fame, there were others in history who received 

the same treatment, so this does not make Gilgamesh a special case.  It should also be 

kept in mind that Gilgamesh was regarded as partly divine while he was alive and going 

through his many adventures, so his deification is not surprising. 

 

Furthermore, the claim that Gilgamesh was a great hunter is not supported by the literary 

tradition.  While Gilgamesh did kill some lions, his primary characteristic is that of a 

warrior-king.  It was as a king that Gilgamesh began to oppress the people of Uruk.  Now 

when Enkidu was provided in order to direct his attentions away from the citizens of 

Uruk, Gilgamesh and Enkidu went off on exciting adventures.  Later, the death of Enkidu 

turned Gilgamesh into a heart-broken traveler, whose quest for everlasting life ended in 

failure.  There is very little emphasis on his hunting skills, and the killing of a couple of 

lions is more in the nature of an incident along the way. 

 

A larger problem is that according to the Bible, Nimrod founded the world’s first (post-

Flood) empire, starting out in southern Mesopotamia, then expanding northward.  There 

seems to be good grounds for thinking that Nimrod oversaw the construction of the 

Tower of Babel, since Babel was his original city, and no project as massive as the 

building of the city of Babel and the Tower could have occurred without his approval and 

cooperation.  But it was all for nothing, for according to the Bible a judgment of God 

brought about a linguistic catastrophe that ruined the work of the first empire builders.  

There is, of course, none of this in the Epic of Gilgamesh.  We do not see Gilgamesh 

conquering and ruling over anyone other than the people of Uruk and Kish, nor do any of 

                                                 
84

 J. Skilton, The Law and the Prophets, p. 214. 
85

 Skilton, p. 210. 



 24 

his adventures involve empire building from the south to the north of Mesopotamia, as 

indicated in the case of Nimrod. 

 

Previously, this writer had entertained the possibility that Gilgamesh was Nimrod, based 

primarily upon his fame in the ancient world.  Who else could lay claim to such 

widespread literary glory?  Would this not provide a good match for the biblical king 

whose fame had given rise to a proverb, “Like Nimrod the mighty hunter before the 

LORD.”  However, it proved too difficult to reconcile the archaeological dating of 

Gilgamesh with the biblical information about Nimrod and the tower of Babel. 

 

As noted above, Gilgamesh is an Early Dynastic 2 & 3 king, and we are not willing to bet 

against the archaeological material in the way that Rowton did.  In addition, the surviving 

literature about Gilgamesh says nothing about a linguistic catastrophe during or after his 

reign.  Logically, Gilgamesh is much too late for Nimrod, for by the time of the Early 

Dynastic 2 & 3 periods, there were already at least three different languages in 

existence—Sumerian, Akkadian, and Proto-Elamite.  This is out of accord with the 

biblical statement that before the building of Babel and the subsequent Dispersion, there 

was only one language on the earth. 

 

12.  David Rohl, Enmerkar, and the Religious Unity of Mankind 

 

David Rohl has written a book called Legend: the Genesis of Civilisation, which appears 

to be the first major discussion of issues related to the Tower of Babel and Nimrod since 

Courville wrote his two volume Exodus Problem.  However, the two writers approach the 

subject in very different ways since they do not share the same view of the Bible. 

 

Rohl thinks that the unity of mankind spoken of by the writer of the Genesis account was 

not really a unity of language but a unity of religion.  This theory is essentially a denial of 

the truthfulness of a major component of the scriptural account—the all men spoke the 

same language.  According to Rohl’s rendition of events, Moses was adopting the story 

of the Tower of Babel from an Old Babylonian epic, “Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta.”  

This epic said at one point, “Once upon a time,...there was no fear, no terror.  Man had no 

rival....The whole universe, the people in unison (?), to Enlil in one tongue gave praise.”
86

 

 

Rohl believes that the phrase “in one tongue” is a literary device meaning  “with one 

heart,” but thinks Moses read it literally from the Enmerkar legend: 

 
“I can just picture Moses, as he dwelt among the Midianites, either coming across this expression ‘in one 

tongue’ in Jethro’s cuneiform copy of ‘Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta’ or listening to his father-in-law, 

the Midianite priest, giving an oral rendition of the ‘golden age’ tradition....[Moses] somehow knew of the 

tradition of the golden age when the people worshipped their omnipotent god in a single tongue.  However, 

he opted for the literal meaning of a single-tongued Shinar and, in doing so, hid from us the true 

significance of the religious unity which prevailed before the flood....So the whole episode in Genesis of 

the confusion of tongues may be nothing more than a misinterpretation of an ancient Sumerian tradition.”
87

 

 

                                                 
86

 David Rohl, Legend: the Genesis of Civilisation, p. 218; emphasis added. 
87

 Rohl, pp. 219-220. 



 25 

With regard to the question of the Tower itself, Rohl takes note of the “huge temple 

complexes” of the Uruk period, and the “splendour of the architecture in Uruk City 

IV”—this city level being ascribed by Rohl to Enmerkar, whom he identifies with 

biblical Nimrod.
88

  Josephus is quoted to the effect that Nimrod built the tower of Babel 

in order to escape any new flood that God might have a mind to inflict upon the world. 

 

In Rohl’s view, the god whom Nimrod feared was Enlil, and the Old Babylonian flood 

story describes Enlil’s decision to flood the earth because his slumbers were disturbed by 

the noise of mankind.  The temple platform of pre-historic Eridu—of the Uruk 4 

periodis suggested as the original tower of Babel, since, as Rohl claims, no temple-

tower existed in Babylon as far back as the Proto-literate period.  The placement of the 

tower of Babel in Babylon may be, 

 
“put down to an error on the part of the author of Genesis.”

89
 

 

Eridu and Babylon once had the same name, Sumerian “Nun.ki,” and the writer of 

Genesis “simply mixed up two places” and confused Babylon with the earlier Eridu.  

 

As noted, Rohl identifies biblical Nimrod with the Sumerian king Enmerkar, grandfather 

of Gilgamesh.  In this, he follows German writer Werner Papke.
90

  It is claimed that the 

name Enmerkar is derived in part from “kar,” which is a Sumerian word that Rohl says is 

“equivalent” to the Akkadian word habilu, meaning “hunter.”  The name would then 

refer to a King whom Rohl imagines was named, “En-me-ru, the hunter.”
91

 

 

The writer of the biblical passage was confronted by the name, “En-me-ru, the hunter,” 

and, “would have simply inscribed n-m-r without any written indication as to the sound 

of the name.  As a result, over time, the true phonetic pronunciation may have been 

lost.”
92

  Furthermore, the consonants n-m-r and the epithet “hunter” would be combined 

to arrive at “Nimru the hunter.”  On the basis of this, Rohl asks, “Is this not Nimrod, the 

‘mighty hunter’—the great builder-king of Genesis, the son of Cush and the great-

grandson of Noah?”  Moreover, 

 
“Could Papke have finally found the biblical Nimrod—the first great potentate on earth?  I think so.  

Nimrod turns out to be the Sumerian hero [Enmerkar] whose career we have been following ever since 

Chapter Two [of Legend] when we went in search of Aratta and the Garden of Eden.  The pieces of the 

Genesis jigsaw puzzle continue to fall into place.”
93

 

 

Rohl makes an identification of a statue of a priest-king of the Uruk 4 period and claims 

that this statue is a representation of Enmerkar, and therefore of Nimrod.
94

  In addition to 

matching Enmerkar with biblical Nimrod, a match is made between the father of Nimrod, 
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Cush, and Enmerkar’s father, “Meskiagkasher,” the “kash” near the end of the name 

being highlighted as equivalent to the name “Cush.” 

 

Furthermore, in the Gilgamesh Epic it is stated that Gilgamesh built the wall surrounding 

the city of Uruk.  Scholars correlate Gilgamesh to the Early Dynastic 2/3 period in 

Mesopotamian history, but Rohl disagrees: 

 
“The remains of the great wall of Uruk have been unearthed not within ED III where Gilgamesh is 

conventionally placed but in an Early Dynastic I archaeological context....[T]he question arises as to 

whether Gilgamesh should not be placed in the time of the ED I archaeological period rather than late ED II 

or early ED III.” 

 

In support of this, Rohl points to the glyptic or seal art of the ED 2 and ED 3 periods as 

showing heroic figures fighting animals and beasts.  It was once thought these referred to 

Gilgamesh, but the seals appeared to be too early for Gilgamesh.  Rohl maintains that an 

earlier placement of Gilgamesh to the ED 1 period would once again allow these 

“Gilgamesh seals” to be representations of the hero of Uruk.
95

 

 

Of course, an earlier placement of Gilgamesh to the ED 1 period would lead to an even 

earlier placement of Enmerkar, grandfather of Gilgamesh.  It might be thought that the 

Shuruppak tablets (at Tell al-Fara), which scholars have assigned on epigraphic grounds 

to the ED 3 period, and which contain the names of Lugalbanda and Gilgamesh, would 

tell against an earlier placement of these kings.  However, Rohl says that the names of the 

two kings are preceded by the sign for divinity: 

 
“...thus showing that both kings had attained deity status by the time of ED III.  This strongly suggests that 

the human Gilgamesh and his predecessor had lived in some earlier epoch—allowing enough time for their 

transfiguration to take place by ED III.” 

 

The Uruk 4 period contains the first so-called “Sumerian” script on clay tablets, and this 

is correlated by Rohl to Enmerkar’s claim that he was the first to set down anything in 

writing.
96

  In addition, the monumental architecture of the city of Uruk in the Uruk 4 

period was, “built for Inanna by Enmerkar who brought the goddess down from her home 

in the mountain kingdom of Aratta.”
97

  Thus, Enmerkar is the king who built the sacred 

precinct of Inanna at Uruk, and this is correlated with the statement of the Sumerian King 

List, which says that, 

 
“Enmerkar, son of Meskiaggasher, king of Uruk, the one who built Uruk, became king and reigned 420 

years.” 

 

A last point “which identifies Enmerkar with the Uruk IV era” is the appearance of an 

artistic motif showing a ruler making offerings before a temple decorated with the 

‘gatepost’ symbol for Inanna.”
98

  Rohl wonders that if the “Lady of Heaven” was not 
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worshipped until the dynastic period “where Enmerkar is normally placed,” why would 

her symbol appear much earlier during the Uruk period: 

 
“[T]he ruler shown in the glyptic art is Enmerkar himself and that the seals were manufactured to 

commemorate the establishment of the cult of Inanna at Uruk.”
99

 

In summary, Rohl believes that the story of the tower of Babel and the confusion of 

tongues was really a misinterpretation by Moses of a phrase in an Old Babylonian text 

describing Enmerkar’s dealings with the king of Aratta.  The real unity was religious 

rather than linguistic.  Rohl also thinks that the author of Genesis confused the tower of 

the city of Babel with the temple at Eridu.  Moreover, biblical Nimrod is identified with 

Enmerkar, who is correlated by Rohl to the Uruk 4 period, while Enmerkar’s grandson 

Gilgamesh is correlated to the Early Dynastic 1 period.  The major period in the 

archaeological record identified with the Tower of Babel incident is the Uruk 4 period, 

and the building of the walls of Uruk took place under the rule of Gilgamesh, whom Rohl 

wants to transfer from his current ED2/3 placement to the Early Dynastic 1 period. 

 

13.  Criticism of Rohl’s Theory 

 

As we have seen, Rohl changes the unity of language spoken of in the Bible into a unity 

of religion.  Our confidence in Rohl’s reconstruction suffers greatly on account of this 

disregard of the biblical text.  There is, of course, no evidence that Moses was adopting 

“Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta” for the account of the Tower of Babel, nor is there 

any evidence that Moses was deliberately misleading the Israelites. 

 

Alternative chronologists should be cautious in putting forth such arbitrary postulations.  

The methodological inconsistency of “picking-and-choosing” which biblical texts to treat 

as history and which to treat as fiction has been a characteristic procedure on the part of 

the so-called “Higher Critics” of the Bible.  Biblical scholars Provan, Long, and 

Longman say: 

 
“The history of the history of Israel from the nineteenth century until the present is in fact largely...a history 

of indefensible starting points and not entirely coherent argument.”
100

 

 

If we must reject the description of the unity of language recorded in the Bible, then we 

have no real grounds for accepting the historical truth of anything else in the narrative.  

But Rohl thinks there may be “[m]uch earlier historical information” in the Bible, and 

that the “stories” of the second half of Genesis “have a basis in historical reality.”
101

 

 

Yet the same Bible that gives us stories with a “basis in historical reality” gives us, in 

seamless fashion, all those sections that Rohl and others regard as miraculous and 

unhistorical, or as “background noise.”  The arbitrary selection of which events of the 

Bible to regard as factual and which to regard as fiction provides, in our opinion, very 

little in the way of a fruitful approach to the relation between the Bible and archaeology. 
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Rohl claimed that the temple of the city of Eridu is what suggested to the biblical writers 

the idea of the Tower of Babel.  It is held that the designation “Babel” is merely an error 

on the biblical author’s part for the temple platform at Eridu.  The further claim is made 

that Babylon is a relatively young city and thus could not serve as the tower mentioned 

by the Bible. 

 

However, the choice of the Eridu temple to stand in for the biblical Tower of Babel is 

gratuitous, and sets aside the biblical text in favor of a “replacement” narrative.  With 

regard to the age of Babylon, we will have to discuss the archaeology of the city at a later 

point (Appendix 1).  Suffice it to say here that the archaeology of Babylon has been 

hampered by the high water table at the site.  Because of this, almost all the archaeology 

of Babylon has been horizontal rather than vertical, and thus our archaeological 

knowledge of its early history is slight to non-existent. 

 

In Rohl’s attempt to identify biblical Nimrod with Enmerkar, he provided what amounts 

to little more than linguistic speculation about “kar” or “habilu” or the hypothetical name, 

“En-me-ru” which supposedly served as the basis for the name, “Nimru.”  In answer to 

Rohl’s question, “Is this not Nimrod, the ‘mighty hunter’”? our answer is simply no.  

There is really nothing at all to link Nimrod with Enmerkar, and an imaginative linguistic 

reconstruction still amounts to nothing.  The same criticism would apply to the attempt to 

derive the name “Cush” from “Meskiaggasher.” 

 

The claim is made that Gilgamesh should be redated to the Early Dynastic 1 context.  The 

walls of Uruk are said to have been built in the ED1 period (though I have not been able 

to verify this), and Gilgamesh was said to have built the walls of Uruk, so he must be 

placed in the same archaeological context.  This is Rohl’s strongest argument for redating 

Gilgamesh from the end of ED-2 to the ED-1 phase, and Enmerkar to Late Uruk, but it 

still does not carry enough weight to overcome the archaeological evidence.  In other 

words, given that archaeologists key the time of Gilgamesh to the end of the ED2 period, 

the notion that Gilgamesh built the walls of Uruk (in ED-1) should be treated with 

caution.  Kovacs says, 

 
“[T]he earliest inscription claiming that Gilgamesh built the wall of Uruk dates only as far back as King 

Anam of Uruk, ca. 1800 B.C. [sic].”
102

 

 

The date of 1800 B.C. is about the same time as Hammurabi, c. 1792-1750 B.C. on 

conventional dating.  Thus the earliest records of the Epic are not contemporary with 

Gilgamesh who lived at around 2650 B.C. on conventional dates―an eight hundred fifty 

year or so difference.  We also have another king who is said to have built Uruk, 

Enmerkar himself, and presumably such building would have included walls.  Then 

again, it is more likely that the earliest king of Uruk, in the Dynastic period, would have 

built the walls of the city, and that would be Meskiaggasher. 

 

Unfortunately, there is no way of proving whether any of these kings built the walls of 

the city.  Nor is it even clear that the walls referred to by the Old Babylonian editors of 
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the Epic are the ED 1 walls rather than later walls that were contemporary with the 

editors.  Moreover, the same Epic that says Gilgamesh “in Uruk he built walls,” also says 

he built “the temple of the blessed Eanna.”  Yet, the latter is too early for Gilgamesh, 

even on Rohl’s theory.  The Eanna Precinct is dated to the Late Uruk 4 period, which 

comes before ED-1 (the latter being Rohl’s strata for Gilgamesh). 

This is why such statements in the Gilgamesh Epic need to be treated with care.  Rohl 

claims that Enmerkar “according to the epic literature” build the Eanna Precinct.
103

  

However, he fails to mention that Gilgamesh is said to have done this.  Thus, if Rohl is 

going to accept the claim of the Gilgamesh Epic about the city walls, why not also the 

claims about the Eanna Precinct? 

 

The epic literature may not be entirely inconsistent, however.  The structures in the Eanna 

Precinct were, in Seton Lloyd’s words, “repeatedly rebuilt” in historical times.
104

  So, it 

may be that the walls of Uruk, like the Eanna Precinct, were also repeatedly rebuilt over 

the years.  The walls that Gilgamesh is said to have built may then have simply been a 

rebuilding, repair, or enlarging of city walls that had already existed in one form or 

another from the earliest times. 

 

The same caution should also be exercised in reference to the so-called “Gilgamesh 

seals.”  There is no inherent reason why these seals should be regarded as representations 

of Gilgamesh.  They could just as easily refer to the hunter-king often depicted in the 

glyptic art of the Late Uruk period. 

 

The Shuruppak tablets (dated to ED3), have the names of Lugalbanda and Gilgamesh on 

them, and Rohl’s claim that the apotheosis of these kings would require that they lived in 

an earlier time is not necessary.  As noted, Gilgamesh was already considered partly 

divine while he was king of Uruk. 

To be sure, Enmerkar claimed that he invented writing, and Rohl takes this to mean that 

Enmerkar is to be dated to the Late Uruk 4 period, which contains the first “Sumerian” 

script, but how much credence can be placed in the boastfulness of Sumerian kings?  At 

best, Enmerkar’s claim allows one to infer that writing was mainly developed in order to 

further the interest of statecraft.  Nevertheless, there is no good reason to think that 

international diplomacy (and the need for writing) was a large issue in the Late Uruk 

period, where Rohl places Enmerkar. 

 

If Rohl is right that the Late Uruk period was the time of Nimrod, then we would expect 

the world to be virtually unified under Nimrod’s banner, with little disunity among the 

local governments.  The needs of statecraft, however, indicate a level of disunity that is 

incompatible with the situation as described in the Bible regarding the Tower of Babel.  

Rather, statecraft developed during the Early Dynastic period, which is where Enmerkar 

and his diplomacy find their best fit, and where the archaeological record places him.  

Also, the earliest “Sumerian” script is actually from the Jemdet Nasr period, not the Late 

Uruk 4 period as Rohl claims.
105

  Seton Lloyd says: 
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“The earliest tablets as yet discovered come from level IV at Uruk and use a pictographic script, 

recognizable as the ancestor of the later cuneiform.”
106

 

 
“The earliest pictographic writing found in the archaic levels at Uruk has been mentioned in a previous 

chapter, where it was noted that, even if the language of the ‘Uruk 4’ tablets could be considered as 

inconclusively identified, that of the ‘Uruk 3’ (Jemdet Nasr) texts were demonstrably Sumerian.”
107

 

 

Combining Lloyd’s comments, we can see that the pictographic script, the ancestor of 

cuneiform, was invented during Late Uruk 4, but the language of the Late Uruk 4 script 

cannot be identified.  It is only with the Jemdet Nasr period that texts can be regarded as 

representing the Sumerian language. 

 

According to Rohl, the worship of Inanna did not occur until the Early Dynastic period, 

but the appearance of the Inanna motifs (‘gatepost’ symbol, etc.) are found in the Uruk 

period.  Because of this, Rohl thinks the ruler shown in the glyptic art of this period is 

Enmerkar.  This, however, does not follow.  For one thing, the Uruk period Inanna motifs 

show that the cult of Inanna came before the Early Dynastic period, so there is no 

compelling reason to date the beginning of her cult to the Early Dynastic period. 

 

Moreover, there is no independent evidence to associate the ruler of the Late Uruk glyptic 

art with Enmerkar other than Rohl’s own theoretical requirements.  In terms of 

Enmerkar’s placement in the ED-2 context by archaeologists, this would be too late for 

Nimrod and Babel since there was more than one language at this time.  Rohl dodges this 

bullet not only by redating the time of Enmerkar, but also by rejecting the unity of 

language in favor of a “religious” unity. 

 

Nevertheless, we cannot treat the biblical text with such indifference.  As discussed 

above, the evidence indicates that Gilgamesh was a contemporary of Mesannipadda, 

dated to ED-2.  As with Rowton’s less radical theory, Rohl’s attempt to bring Gilgamesh 

into the Early Dynastic 1 context, and Enmerkar into the Late Uruk 4 context, does not 

hold up under scrutiny. 

 

Appendix 1: The Archaeology of Babylon 

 

As noted in the main text, we disagree with Rohl with respect to the location of the 

Tower of Babel.  He regards the “prototype” of the ziggurat located at the ancient city of 

Eridu as being the source of the biblical Tower of Babel, but a problem crops up 

immediately with this identification.  Rohl says: 

 
“The difficulty here is that one expects the Tower of Babel to be located in Babylon.  However, this may be 

an idea from much later times when the Jews of Jerusalem were exiled in that city.  They saw for 

themselves the ziggurat of Babylon every day and may naturally have assumed this to be the cause of 

God’s anger.  But this ziggurat dates from the Babylon I Period...and no evidence has come to light which 
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shows that a temple-tower existed in Babylon as far back as the Proto-literate era.  In fact, Babylon itself 

does not appear in contemporary texts until fairly late in Mesopotamian history....”
108

 

 

Rohl thinks that Moses mixed up Eridu with Babylon through lack of understanding of a 

Sumerian word, and that in actuality the tower “was an achievement of the much earlier 

city of Eridu.”  Nevertheless, the Bible leaves no room for maneuvering on this 

score―Babel was the city that was built by the Shinarians and it provided the location for 

the great Tower of Babel. 

 

As Rohl noted, however, this does present a problem in that no evidence for such a tower 

has been found.  But here the problem is not so much whether evidence is lacking for the 

city and tower, but why evidence is lacking for the city and tower.  Those who are under-

informed about the history of excavations in Babylon will conclude that the city and 

tower were not, or perhaps could not, be in existence so far back in history.  We will 

argue the opposite conclusion by briefly surveying the history of excavations at Babylon.  

 

Many researchers identify the Tower of Babel in the Bible with the great tower built (or 

rebuilt) by Nebuchadnezzar circa 600 B.C. and that was destroyed by the Persian king 

Xerxes in the next century.  From the New Courville perspective, the building of the real 

tower of Babel is keyed to the Late Uruk 4 period, many centuries before the time of 

Nebuchadnezzar 2.  To be sure, Nebuchadnezzar’s tower may have been on the same 

spot, or may have incorporated elements of, the original tower, but it is not likely that the 

tower of Nebuchadnezzar’s time was the exact same tower that existed in Nimrod’s time. 

 

In March 1899, Robert Koldewey began excavating the city of Babylon under the 

patronage of the German Oriental Society.  He did not stop until many years later when 

he was forced to quit on account of being “pounded by British heavy artillery.”
109

  

However, he managed to uncover the giant walls of Babylon, whose tops were once 

described as large enough for horses and chariots to turn around in.  He also found the 

magnificent Ishtar Gate, digging down as much as 80 feet to find its foundations, and the 

great tower of Babylon of the Neo-Babylonian period. 

 

Koldewey’s desire was to go back in time beyond the Neo-Babylonian ruins, but this 

turned out not to be possible.  According to Seton Lloyd: 

 
“He had hoped to find, buried beneath them, remains of the 2

nd
-millennium city which had been the capital 

of Hammurabi’s empire.  By the end of his first campaign, however, he already realized that in this respect 

a disappointment was in store, owing to the high level of the sub-surface water-table.  Instead, therefore, he 

resolved to extend his excavations laterally over the whole area....”
110

 

 

For the most part, the surviving remains of Babylon are from the time of Nebuchadnezzar 

2, and most of the classical descriptions of the city and tower of Babylon are from this 

same era also.
111

  In her discussion of Mesopotamian cities, Leick says: 
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“Koldewey had also hoped to reach the lower levels of the city to reveal the Old Babylonian Babylon, the 

capital of Hammurabi, but this proved to be inaccessible on account of the high water table.”
112

 

 

As with Rohl, Leick claims that Babylon is not one of the oldest cities of Mesopotamia, 

even though she references the Babylonian Chronicle which says that Sargon of Akkad 

destroyed Babylon and used its remains to build his own city.
113

  Her belief is that it first 

became a city during the Ur 3 period under the kingship of Sumu-abum, who built the 

city walls and fortifications. 

 

While some archaeological remains have been found from the time of Hammurabi, Leick 

admits that very little can be known from times earlier than the first millennium B.C.: 

 
“Because of the high water table at the site, hardly any archaeological data are known from periods earlier 

than the first millennium.”
114

 

 

It is on the basis of this lack of archaeological material that the claim is made that 

Babylon was only a small town before the Old Babylonian period.  However, if the water 

table is too high to allow for archaeological excavations, then there is no evidence at all 

to support any historical conclusions about the size or age of the city.  If there had been 

no water-table problem, and still no archaeological remains found, this would provide 

grounds for doubting that the city existed before the Old Babylonian period.  Since the 

water-table is a problem, and has for the most part prevented vertical excavation, Leick’s 

claim cannot be supported.  It is our view, then, that the Bible and the Babylonian 

Chronicle need to be taken more seriously when it comes to the question of the antiquity 

of the city. 

 

It might be argued, however, that construction of such large scale cities and towers could 

not have taken place so early in history, and that the Bible must be a late source 

describing late building activity.  In fact, the Late Uruk 4 period, where we have placed 

the city and Tower of Babel, was a time of monumental architecture.  The most famous 

structure is found in the city of Uruk itself, which is the Erech of the Bible, said to have 

been part of Nimrod’s southern kingdom.  This structure is called by archaeologists the 

Eanna Precinct (a name based on the epic of Gilgamesh). 

 

According to Lloyd, the city of Uruk had an area of 200 acres, one third of which was 

covered with temples or other buildings, and the Eanna Precinct contained many 

buildings including a ziggurat: 

 
“Fifty metres or so to the east of the White Temple were the outer walls of the Eanna Precinct, a broad area 

of courtyards and terraces surrounding a true ziggurat, dedicated to the goddess Inanna and repeatedly 

rebuilt in historical times.”
115
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One of the most interesting buildings of Uruk 4 is called the Pillar Hall.  This building, as 

the name suggests, was built of enormous pillars, each decorated with “cone-mosaic” 

ornamentation.  A small model of the building was placed in front of the pillars, giving an 

idea of what the building must have looked like: 

 
“This remarkable architectural composition appears to have created a monumental approach to some 

building beyond, either uncompleted or totally destroyed.  The face of the double stairway in the centre is 

decorated to resemble in miniature the facade of a building, also ornamented with mosaics.”
116

 

 

Thus, there is no reason to doubt whether the city and tower of Babel could have been 

built at such an early time.  The architecture of Uruk 4 may not have been as great and as 

grand as the architecture of Nebuchadnezzar’s time, but it was still monumental, and was 

in fact the first time that such monumental building activity was conducted on such a 

grand scale. 

 

We conclude, therefore, that Rohl is incorrect in his view of both the biblical text and the 

architectural history of the city of Babylon.  Rohl’s claim was that Eridu was the real city 

of the tower of Babel, and that Moses somehow garbled the Sumerian language to 

confuse the city of Eridu with Babylon.  On the basis of our discussion above, we believe 

this argument must fail, that the original tower of Babel was really built in the city of 

Babel just as the Bible says, and that its construction was during the Late Uruk 4 period, 

and was comparable in monumental architecture to the city of Uruk, both sister cities 

being named as part of Nimrod’s southern empire. 

 

End 
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