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Gilgamesh’s Trips to Other Worlds
and his Returns as a Mortal Hero

by Kazuko WATANABE

'The question whether Gilgamesh in The Epic of Gilgamesh (the Standard
Version, composed in ca. 1300-1000 BC) is a hero or not, could be differently
answered. It depends also what the word “hero” (or “eiyu” in Japanese) means.
For example, one dictionary defines “hero” as “a person, especially a man, who
is admired by many people for doing something brave or good.” The author
of this article agrees, however, to the definition of “hero” by Joseph Campbell
(1949) as “the man or woman who has been able to battle past his personal
and local historical limitation to the generally valid, normally human forms.”
Campbell constructed his formula of a hero <departure—initiation—return>
inspired by the schema of A.van Gennep, Les rites de passage (1909). Accord-
ing to Campbell’s formula, “a hero ventures forth from the world of common
day into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encoun-
tered and a decisive victory is won: the hero comes back from this mysterious
adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow man.”

Gilgamesh, the king of the city state Uruk, made two trips to other
worlds; the first one was an adventure to kill Humbaba, the awful guardian
spirit of the cedar forest in Lebanon, and also to fell the cedar. Gilgamesh
succeeded in the battle together with his friend Enkidu. Gilgamesh, returned
to Uruk, became the toast of the city and was proposed to by the goddess
Ishtar. As Gilgamesh rejected her proposal, furious Ishtar asked her father,
the god Anu, to send “the Bull of Heaven” to the earth, which was also killed
by Gilgamesh and Enkidu. The latter was, however, sentenced to death for
their excessive deeds.

Because of his serious grief for Enkidu, Gilgamesh made his second trip
to the other world in order to meet the immortal Uta-napisti, who told Gil-

gamesh that there was no divine assembly who could decide to give him im-
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mortality in difference to the ancient times, and also told him not to sleep for
seven nights. Gilgamesh was woken up after his sleep for seven nights and
said to Uta-napisti: “No sooner than sleep spilled over me, than forthwith
you touched me and roused me!” (English translation by A. George, 2003).
He seemed to have no memory from during his sleep, but he could accept
his mortality and end his mourning. From the “narration” at the beginning
of this epic, we know that Gilgamesh fulfilled his task as a king after he had
come back to Uruk.

'The present writer supposes that his sleeping for seven nights functioned
as his third trip to the other world. In this case there was no movement of
his body, and his unconsciousness might have traveled to another world. The
epic does not tell of Gilgamesh’s death. The editor of the version could have
thought that it was unnecessary to tell it in the case of the enlightened Gil-
gamesh, or maybe the editor wished to convey the idea that all humans are

on their own way of “initiation” in this world.
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