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HPCA7082: Essay One

Luke Collin

Explore the cultural significance of the myth of Venus and the descent of Ishtar
[image: image2.png]



Figure 1: Burney relief depicting Ishtar or Ereshkigel. Taken from Estéban Trujillo de Gutiérrez (2014).

Introduction

The ‘cradle of civilisation’ is a title that has been given to the ancient Mesopotamians by scholars
. This is supported by the archaeological record from the third millennium BCE that contains evidence of their sophistication from their use and knowledge of astronomy to their artistic talents
. This civilisation lasted for almost three thousand years
 in which they established a rich cosmology and mythology placing belief in certain deities. It is explained by James Frazer that “Myths are primitive explanations of natural phenomena which can now be understood through scientific knowledge”
. However, the contrary is argued by Gerard van der Leeuw, stating “myth is nothing other than the word itself. For it is neither speculation nor poem. Neither a primitive explanation of the world nor a philosophy in embryo”
. It is clear that a definition of the word is rather difficult for scholars to agree upon as each have differing opinions
. 
The purpose of this essay is to investigate one of the most famous myths to come from Mesopotamia. An in-depth analysis will be carried out into the myth is known as ‘The descent of Inanna’. This will be done by looking at who the goddess Inanna is and what occurs within the myth itself thus leading to aspects of this myth being evaluated individually and attempting to draw parrels between the mythological story and astrological associations. Lastly, this essay will analyse the links between the myth of Inanna and how this is translated into new age concepts.
Inanna’s Descent

The goddess Inanna is associated with the planet Venus
 and is a prominent deity within the Mesopotamian religion. She is often attributed with mother goddesses such as Demeter, Persephone, Isis and is the precursor to the fertility goddesses such as Ishtar and Aphrodite
. Her descension myth has been brought to academia by thirteen reconstructed tablets dating to around the second millennium B.C that were excavated in Nippur
, modern day Iraq. One of the reasons to travel to the underworld is to attend the funeral rites of her elder sister’s husband, Gugalanna known as the Bull of Heaven
. Another reason for her visit was to save her husband Dumuzi or Tammuz in the Akkadian myths (fig.2), whom has been abducted
 by her elder sister, Ereshkigal. For the most part, she is the antagonist in this story as the two sisters are bitter rivals. Ereshkigal was given the underworld to rule over, a place in which the dead stay for eternity after they leave the land of the living
. Before departing on her journey to the underworld, Inanna gave clear instructions to her servant Ninshubur for that if she does not return, he must plead to Enlil, Nanna or Enki to save her life
. The underworld was accessible through seven gates which was overseen by the deity Neti
 and at each gate, an item of clothing was removed
. She enters the domain of the underworld naked where she is then struck by her sister and her corpse is placed next to her husband’s now causing the world and its people to become infertile
. However, Ninshubur enrolled the help of Enki, reviving Inanna and Dumuzi so nature could return to its fertile state once again. The deal that Ereshkigal made with Enki was that Dumuzi must return to her for six months of the year
.There are many variations of this story with small differences. 
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Figure 2: Inanna and Dumuzi. Taken from Joshua J. Mark (2011).

The Bull of Heaven
It has been mentioned prior about the association of Inanna with the Bull of Heaven as this feature of Inanna’s mythology requires further analysis to uncover an astrological/ astronomical origin. In the myths, Inanna calls down the Bull of Heaven to cause chaos in Inanna’s residing city, Uruk
. However, there are varying stories of the reasoning behind this. One of which comes from the za.mi song of Inanna which suggests that Inanna attempts to stop the king Gilgamesh of Uruk from killing mountain bulls. This results in Inanna requesting Anu, her father, to send down the Bull of Heaven to attack Uruk and kill Gilgamesh
. The location of this attack is sometimes referred to in literature as the city of Erech
, but this is a Hebrew word for Uruk
. Another account owing the appearance of the Bull of Heaven comes from the Epic of Gilgamesh in which it is mentioned that Ishtar found Gilgamesh attractive resulting in a marriage proposal. Gilgamesh then declines this proposal
. This enrages Ishtar and she requests the Bull of Heaven from Anu to kill Gilgamesh and destroy the harvests of Uruk
. It is thought that Gilgamesh declines her offer to avoid the same fate of Dumuzi
. This relates to a version of the descension myth that sees Inanna sending demons to take her husband down into the underworld in her place
. 
The Bull of Heaven is synonymous with the constellation of Taurus
 and the action of killing the Bull is the same theme found in the depictions of Mithras in the Tauroctony (fig.2). The depictions of the slaughter are dealing with the symbolic ending of the astrological age of Taurus which is believed to have spanned from around 4350 BCE to 2200 BCE
. Astrological ages are indicated by the constellation that the spring equinox falls in, changing signs around every 2,150 years
 due to procession
. It is highlighted by Soltysiak that around the end of the third millennium BCE, the visibility of Taurus rising over the eastern horizon coincided with the New Year, marking the beginning of the harvest
. This not only reaffirms that we are dealing with Taurus rising on the spring equinox during that period
 but it fits perfectly with the Bull of Heaven destroying the harvests of Uruk. 
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Figure 3: Mithraic Relief depicting Mithras slaying the bull. Image taken from Cincinnati Art Museum (2021).

Inanna’s involvement with the Bull is simply astrological, the deity which is synonymous with the planet Venus
 rules the sign of Taurus
. Lastly, the man that disappointed Inanna, Gilgamesh, is believed to be linked with the hunter Orion
. If one was to analyse the constellation of Orion, it appears he is facing the Bull. In many depictions of Orion, he is in a defensive posture awaiting his enemy (fig.4). Interestingly, if the planet Venus enters the constellation of Orion, it provides unfavourable results. According to Felix Gossmann there is an interpretation of this occurrence stating “If Istar stands in the position of the True Shepard of Anu: the kings land will revolt against him”
. Although in ancient Mesopotamia astrology was only in service to the king
, an idea is still presented on this transit’s negative effects.  
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Figure 4: Artwork depicting Orion facing Taurus the bull. Taken from Lilly Polivoda (2023).

Ereshkigal and the Underworld 
Parallels can be drawn with the descent of Inanna and the Suns seasonal journey into the underworld. In the months of October and November, Bill Darlison states “the dying vegetation is ploughed back into the earth where it rots to produce the nutrients in which new seeds can take root”
. This shows nature’s own descension of death and rebirth whereby the Sun enters the tropical sign of Aries on March 21st marking the spring equinox. In the opposite sign of Libra on September 21st, begins the vernal equinox. When the Sun enters Libra, nature is at a state of equilibrium. This is represented by the symbol of Libra, the scales
. Alternatively, the Celtic festival Beltane, which is referred to as the ‘triumph of light’
, occurs in the sign of Taurus, falling directly opposite to the sign of Scorpio. Here we see the themes of the death and rebirth cycle occur over the axis of these four signs. After Libra, the Sun descends into the death and decay of Scorpio, beginning its journey towards the dark and cold winter months. 

The antagonist of the descension myth is the ruler of the underworld 
, Ereshkigel. She is the elder sister of Inanna and is believed to be married to the god of war, Nergal
 (fig.5), who is linked to the planet Mars
.  This shows that the underworld is synonymous with the sign of Scorpio, where Ereshkigal resides with her husband Nergal or Mars, the planetary ruler of this sign
. The seventeenth century astrologer William Lilly, states that Mars has “Aries for his day-house, and Scorpio for his night-house”
. This draws attention to the darker qualities of this planet. 
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Figure 5: Relief depicting Nergal (centre) and Ereshkigal (right) with scorpions and other animals of the underworld. Taken from Diane Siebrandt (2020)
.
The Greek myth of Persephone’s abduction pertains similar themes, in which the god of the underworld, Hades, abducts the daughter of Demeter who is a mother/earth deity. It is said that while Persephone was gone, Demeter searched the corners of the earth looking for her while neglecting her duties of maintaining the earth. Through this neglect, nature began to die
, signifying the winter when the Sun enters the underworld. The chief of the gods Zeus must intervene which is identical to when Enki intervenes with Inanna’s death. Meanwhile Hades tricks Persephone to eat a pomegranate which causes her to be bound to the underworld forever. It is then decided that during the Spring and Summer months, she may stay on earth but during the Autumn and Winter months, she must reside with Hades. According to Darlison, the return of Persephone to her mother sees the rebirth of nature thus referring to the cycles of life
.
What is interesting about Persephones deception to consume the pomegranate is that when Nergal initially entered the residence of Ereshkigal, he was told by Ea, not to eat, drink or engage in sexual intercourse with her. However, Nergal gives in to temptation and lays with Ereshkigal for six days leaving the underworld on the seventh
. This binds him to the underworld, and he is only allowed to leave for six months then returning for the rest of the year. This again refers to the cyclical pattern of the seasons. Both stories are similar to that of Dumuzi in which he must return during the Spring and Summer months. This links with his association as the deity that presides over fertility and agriculture
. 
Observations can be made here, such as an opposition in the myths and astrologically. Gilgamesh rejects Inanna’s advances, but Nergal gives in to Ereshkigal’s. Secondly, the consumption of the pomegranate displays the same theme as Adam and Eve eating the forbidden fruit in the garden of Eden. According to the astrologer Joni Patry, the forbidden fruit is symbolic of sexual temptation which is one of the themes of Scorpio
. Dissimilarly in the myth of Persephone, Nergal was tempted by a woman and had to remain in the underworld while Persephone was taken by a male. This is almost a polar flip in the sexes yet creating a link between Nergal and Hades. This could be the darker nature of Mars that was alluded to by William Lilly
. Alternatively, the god of the underworld Hades, has been attributed to the planet Pluto
. In recent decades, Pluto has become the planetary ruler and/or co-ruler of the sign of Scorpio in western astrology
. Brady suggests that when the Greeks dominated the east from around 600 BCE, Nergal lost his authority in the underworld to the Greek deity Hades
. The last observation is the intercourse length of Nergal and Ereshkigal, correlating to the Christian creation story of Genesis 2:1-3 or Exodus 20:11 where God created the heavens and earth in six days, resting on the seventh. According to Abusch, there is another use of these identical numbers with Ishtar having six lovers thus making Gilgamesh the seventh
.  The academic Nicholas Campion points out that there are seven creator deities, planets and days of the week
. Finally, there are seven hymns to Inanna
. 

The number seven is a recurring number throughout the myths, it is first encountered when Inanna leaves her seven cities and seven temples to journey through the seven gates of the underworld
. As forementioned, at each gate she encounters, she must remove an item of jewellery or clothing starting from her crown. Irvine draws a correlation between the gates and the seven chakras of the body, suggesting that that the removal of the crown is indicative of the crown chakra. In the Hindu religion, chakras are commonly thought as being energy centres within the body
 (fig.4). As Inanna enters the underworld, she descends to her root chakra
, suggesting that Ereshkigal/the underworld represents the root chakra. However, Hindu scriptures refer to this as the Muladhara which encompasses the reproductive organs and the arousal energy related to it
. In various artworks, the root chakra is the colour red which is thought to be linked with Mars within the Indian astrological system
. 
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Figure 6: Yoga and its relation to the Chakras. Taken from Steffo Shambo (2023).

It could be suggested that the myth of Inanna signifies one’s own descent to the realm of sexual desire and fulfilment. It is commonly believed that both Inanna and her sister had an unsatiable lust burning within them
. The academics Wolkstein and Kramer link Ereshkigels compulsive sexual habits to that of the biblical character Lilith
, while Baigent suggests Inanna represents the patroness of ‘sacred prostitutes’
. It becomes clearer that the myth of Inanna’s descent is pointing towards the management of sexual energy and its distribution within the chakras. This is said to be achieved by tantric practices such as Kundalini
. The Kundalini energy is said to raise up the spine, working its way through the chakra points until it reaches the crown chakra where it is said that spiritual enlightenment is gained
. Many belief systems warn against temptation, which is exactly what occurred with Nergal. In the book Cupid’s Poisoned Arrow by Marnia Robinson, states that abusing this energy causes disharmony to both individuals and couples
. 
In the mythology of the Hindu religion, Lakshmi is the deity of fertility and wealth similar to that of Inanna, Ishtar and Venus
. She is also linked with the goddess Rohini, located within the constellation of Taurus
. Both Lakshmi and Rohini are part of the lunar mansion system in India, known as the nakshatras
. The name Rohini translates to ‘procreation’
 indicating its fertile nature. 
Lakshmi has an older sister, Alakshmi, who is often associated with Jyestha, Nirrti and Dhumavati, the deities of destruction and death
. Jyeshta is the name of a nakshatra that is found in the constellation of Scorpio, directly opposite Rohini. It is here, that the opposing nature of the sisters are apparent much like Inanna and Ereshkigal. Rohini implies fertility and growth
 while Jyestha implies loss, infertility
. Despite her sexual nature, the lack of Ereshkigals offspring is mentioned by Wolkstein and Kramer
. The nakshatra after Jyestha is Mula also located in Scorpio, ruled by the aforementioned deity Nirrti
. Mula can be translated to mean the root
, again linking back to the root chakra and sexual desires.
It must be questioned whether Inanna and Ereshkigal are the same person. Irvine suggests that we are witnessing polarity whereby one cannot exist without the other
. This suggests that Inanna has two sides to her personality, likely due to the two appearances of the planet Venus. According to Reiner, Venus rising in the morning known as the ‘morning star’ is believed to be female while Venus rising in the evening known as the ‘evening star’ is thought to be male
. However, Heimpel assigns the opposite genders
. Regardless of interpretation, what is apparent are the two sides of Venus or Inanna’s personality depending on the time of day. It is interesting to note that the title ‘morning star’ was given to the biblical angel of light Lucifer
, who was the main character in his own descension story. Some semitic tribes believed that Venus was male
. This is likely where the dual nature of Venus originates, being the goddess of love and war
. Lastly, Ereshkigal rules the underworld, having authority of the realm of the deceased. However, in one version of the myth, Inanna states “I will rise up the dead so they can eat the living and the dead will outnumber the living”
. This is something one would expect from Ereshkigal and not the queen of heaven, Inanna. 
Spirituality and Psychology

When reviewing Inanna’s descension myth psychological lessons are revealed. Much of this was greatly uncovered by Wolkstein and Kramer. When reading between the lines, we are left with a myth of the female journey in which she must face the darker side of herself, assessing the misuse of her sexual energy that is Ereshkigal
. In the myth, Ereshkigal endures strong labour pains
 symbolic of Inanna’s return from death. This can be seen as a rebirth or spiritual awakening and the myth acts as a rite of passage for a woman, who reflects on her choices before continuing with her spiritual journey. Inanna’s descension myth is reflective of how life after death was viewed by the ancient Mesopotamians and Sumerians. They believed that after death, the spirit separates from the body and lives on into the realm of kur
. 
Conclusion

The deity Inanna and the myths that she pertains have been a subject of study by academics around the world, yet they are no closer to understanding her. She is fascinating yet dangerous simultaneously. Her multifaceted descension myth contains many features to analyse from herself to the other characters involved. This essay has attempted to investigate this complex deity and her myth. This has been achieved by analysing its cultural significance and relation to other similar stories around the world to find out its astronomical context. An example is how the overall message of the myth is found centuries later in the Greek myth of Persephone. This suggests the significance of what is being addressed and the value that it pertained within classical societies.
It has been found that the descension myths of Inanna and Persephone are allegorical stories that explain the earths seasons and the astrological backdrop that the seasons occur in. This was achieved by analysing Inanna and her astrological link with Taurus, the time of Spring and the Mesopotamian new year. It was also found that Ereshkigal, Inanna’s elder sister, who resides in Scorpio, the underworld, represents a time that the Sun descends into its own underworld in preparation for winter. Throughout this research many similarities were observed between Inanna’s and her sister which draws upon the idea that both siblings represent the opposing characteristics of one entity as well as the polarity of life and death.
It could also be speculated that they represent a deep psychological and spiritual part of the female journey that is found by the death and rebirth element to the story. These same elements certainly reflect the beliefs that the ancient Sumerians held about life after death. However, this research has also uncovered a relation between the myth and the management of sexual energy and temptation from new age concepts of the chakra points within the body and Kundalini. To conclude, Inanna and her myth may never be fully understood due to the complexity it holds and how much interpretation it offers. Leeuw may have been correct in his explanation of a myth because this particular myth of Inanna is far from “primitive” as Frazer would call it. 
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