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Eternal Life and Wisdom
in the Epic of Gilgamesh

by Kazuko WATANABE

The standard version of the Epic of Gilgamesh composed in Akkadian in the
second millennium BC narrates the adventures of Gilgamesh, the tyrannical ruler
of Uruk, and his heroic quest for immortality. After Gilgamesh grieved over the
death of his beloved friend Enkidu, he became frightened by the inevitability of
death and he set out on a long journey to visit Ut-napishtim, the wise, who had
survived the flood in ancient times and had been endowed with immortality by
the gods. Ut-napishtim, tells Gilgamesh, how he survived the flood with the help
of Ea, the god of wisdom. Then he says to Gilgamesh, “But now, who will bring
the gods to assembly for you, so you can find the life you search for? Come, for six
days and seven nights do not sleep!” (XI 207-209) Gilgamesh fails this challenge
and realizes it is impossible for him to obtain eternal life. On the return journey,
Gilgamesh manages to find the herb of rejuvenation, which Ut-napishtim had told
him about. But a snake chances upon the herb, eats and casts off its skin, depriving
of Gilgamesh the rejuvenation he had hoped for.

The present author does not agree with M. Eliade who argued that zbe Epic
of Gilgamesh narrates the failed initiation of Gilgamesh due to his lack of wisdom.
The editor of the Epic, possibly Sin-légi-unninni, must have intended to bring the
immortal Ut-napishtim and the mortal Gilgamesh together by incorporating the
flood myth into the Epic. The purpose of the editor seems to have been to declare

that the times in which immortality could have been given to a human being were
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long past.

At the beginning of the Epic, the editor introduced Gilgamesh as the
extremely wise man who “came a distant road and was weary but was granted rest.”
Although Gilgamesh had returned to Uruk in vain, it is suggested that he became
wise and overcame the fear of death. The Epic narrates, in my view, a story of a

successful initiation which has been appealing to the people until today.
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