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Does The Epic of Gilgamesh Belong to Wisdomlitera-
ture? Gilgamesh’s Trip Seeking the ‘Secret of Death and Life’

by Kazuko WATANABE

The Epic of Gilgamesh (the Standard Babylonian version) was probably
composed by Sin-léqi-unninni as its editor in the Akkadian language to the
best of our knowledge in about the 12 century BC, using as its base the
older version of the epic (the Old Babylonian version) established in the early
second Millennium BC. The Standard Babylonian version is known to us
through the copies made in the 7" century BC in Nineveh. These copies were
excavated in the 19™ century AD and brought to the British Museum.

In the epic, Gilgamesh grieved over the death of Enkidu, his friend,
and was afraid of his own death. Longing for the ‘secret of death and life,’
he made a trip to visit Uta-napisti who had been a human but was bestowed
with eternal life by the gods after the Deluge. But Uta-napisti told Gil-
gamesh that there was “now” no one to summon an assembly of the gods,
the only place where Gilgamesh could also obtain eternal life. Then, he told
Gilgamesh not to sleep for six days and seven nights. However, Gilgamesh
fell asleep immediately. When he finally was woken up by Uta-napisti and
realized that he really had slept for seven nights, he received the insight that
death was inevitable. On the way home, he found the special ‘heartbeat herb’
(§ammu nikitti) in accordance with Uta-napisti’s instructions. But a snake ate
the plant, presumably became rejuvenated by it, and cast off his skin while
Gilgamesh was bathing. Gilgamesh was enormously discouraged and re-
turned to Uruk, his home city.

'The ending of the story may seem to impresses upon the audience or the
reader that the main intent of the story is to tell about Gilgamesh’s failure in
his quest. But this impression is incompatible with the introduction of the

story, in which the editor as a narrator introduces Gilgamesh as a man who
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indeed obtains wisdom after his painful journey to the other world.

'The author of this article is of the opinion that the intention of the edi-
tor of The Epic of Gilgamesh was complex and tricky. The editor caused the
epic to give the audience or the reader the impression that Gilgamesh had
failed. For example, Mircea Eliade (1907-1986) argued in his Histoire des
croyances et des idées religieuses 1 (1976) that the epic primarily tells us of the
failed initiation of Gilgamesh. However, at the same time, the editor con-
cealed some clues in the form of editorial devices in the epic, so that a more
heedful audience or reader might interpret the story as one that is in fact
telling us that Gilgamesh did indeed acquire the ‘secret of death and life’ suc-
cessfully. Seen in this light, this epic could be called an example of wisdom-
literature or a book of arcana, but in this case it is disguised as an attractive
adventure story. This may be the reason why it has still survived for several
thousands of years, and why it may continue to be attractive to people for

many ages to come.
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