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Explore the Cultural Significance of the myth of Venus and the descent of Ishtar
3033 words

Introduction
This essay explores the significance of the myth of Venus and the descent of Ishtar for the originating culture of Sumer around 2000 B.C.E, focusing on the roles of women. It will argue that the myth reinforces what women were allowed to do in Sumerian society, but paradoxically, it allows them a glimpse of the potential to be free of those roles. Although there is little factual information about the day-to-day life of a woman living in Sumerian culture, the ‘sacred narratives’ and legal documents uncovered in tablet form point to a suppression of women’s power and the rise of a patriarchal society over time.[footnoteRef:2] Firstly, it will define terms relevant to the discussion and give an overview of the sky deities of Sumer before describing how masculine and feminine aspects of the culture are presented. The final part considers how the myth reflects the reality of life for women. The primary text for this essay is the E. A. Speiser translation from Myths and Epics from Mesopotamia.[footnoteRef:3] However, as Samuel N. Kramer was instrumental in deciphering and piecing together the myth from scattered tablets written in cuneiform, his book with Diane Wolkstein, Inanna, Queen of Heaven and Earth, provides a supplementary primary source, and their commentaries provide a secondary source.[footnoteRef:4] For clarity, I will refer to the goddess by the earlier Sumerian form of her name, Inanna, rather than the later Semite form, Ishtar.[footnoteRef:5] In Sumerian culture, ‘Inanna played a greater role in myth, epic and hymn than any other deity, male or female’; therefore, as a goddess, she is perfect for exploring the idea of the feminine in Sumerian culture.[footnoteRef:6] [2:  Diane Wolkstein and Samuel Noah Kramer, Inanna: Queen of Heaven and Earth, 1st edn (New York: Harper and Row, 1983), p. 136.]  [3:  S. N. Kramer and others, ‘Myths and Epics from Mesopotamia’, in The Ancient Near East, ed. by James B. Pritchard, An Anthology of Texts and Pictures (Princeton University Press, 2011), pp. 25–100 (p. 78) <https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv21r3q0w.8>]  [4:  Wolkstein and Kramer, Inanna, p. 127.]  [5:  Wolkstein and Kramer, Inanna, p. 123.]  [6:  Wolkstein and Kramer, Inanna, p. xv.] 


Culture and the Myth
To discuss the cultural significance of the myth, it is essential to define the aspect of culture relevant to the argument regarding women's roles. The essay uses Terry Eagleton's definition of culture as ‘the active tending of natural growth’.[footnoteRef:7] Eagleton argued that if a civilization is to grow, the ‘process of realizing some human potentials also damagingly suppresses others.’[footnoteRef:8] Further, as ‘culture is a dominant level of social life… Politics, sexuality, and economic production are still caught-up… in a symbolic order of meaning.’[footnoteRef:9] This dominance and suppression of ‘human potentials’ is played out in Inanna’s myth and is mirrored in Sumerian culture. To look in more detail at this mirroring, it is prudent to explore the myth itself.  [7:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, Blackwell Manifestos (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2000), p. 7.]  [8:  Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, p. 13.]  [9:  Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, p. 15.] 

In simplest terms, a myth ‘relates, in a poetic narrative form, events… of the divine world.’[footnoteRef:10] Yet the myth is much more than this. For Joseph Cambell, Inanna’s story is a heroic journey of initiation and transformation and the earliest example of metamorphosis.[footnoteRef:11] In Speiser’s version, Inanna’s journey begins with setting her mind on the underworld. This is the domain of her sister, Ereshkigal. Wolkstein suggests that Inanna ‘abandons her glory in heaven and on earth’ to descend.[footnoteRef:12] Notwithstanding Inanna’s relinquishing of queenly duties, the gatekeeper does not let her enter. After threatening to scream the place down to raise the dead, he tells Ereshkigal that Inanna is there. Ereshkigal allows her to enter the underworld, but Inanna must remove an item of jewellery or clothing before entering each of the seven gates, stripping away the only queenly adornments she has left until she arrives at Ereshkigal's court naked. In Wolstein’s version, Ereshkigal’s judges, the Annuna, pass judgment on Inanna, and Ereshkigal strikes her dead and hangs Inanna’s corpse on a wall to rot.[footnoteRef:13] Speiser’s version is slightly different in that it is her male official, Namtar, who releases ‘the sixty miseries’ against Inanna.[footnoteRef:14] In both versions, however, there is ‘nothing left but her [Inanna’s] will to be reborn’.[footnoteRef:15]  [10:  Giorgio Buccellati, The Descent of Inanna as a Ritual Journey to Kutha’, Monographic Journals of the Near East, 4.3 (1982), 51-57 (p. 53) <https://www.academia.edu/105004075/The_Descent_of_Inanna_as_a_Ritual_Journey_to_Kutha?uc-sb-sw=63330541> [accessed 2 March 2024].]  [11:  Sarah Nicholson, ‘The Problem of Woman as Hero in the Work of Joseph Campbell’, Feminist Theology, 19.2 (2011), 182–93 (p. 188) <https://doi.org/10.1177/0966735010384331>.]  [12:  Wolkstein and Kramer, Inanna, p. 156.]  [13:  Wolkstein and Kramer, Inanna, p. 60.]  [14:  Kramer and others, 'Myths and Epics', p. 79.]  [15:  Wolkstein and Kramer, Inanna, p. xvi.] 

On earth, fertility has stopped due to her disappearance. Inanna’s vizier, briefed on what to do should she not return, assumes mourning clothing and behaviour to appeal to Enki, the god of wisdom, to help rescue Inanna. Enki creates a eunuch to calm Ereshkigal’s heart and make her ‘rejoice’.[footnoteRef:16] The eunuch, neither male nor female, slips by the gatekeeper and pleases Ereshkigal enough that she offers him a reward. He asks for Inanna’s corpse, which he revives with the ‘water of life’ that Enki has given him.[footnoteRef:17] The eunuch leads Inanna back through the seven gates where she regains all she lost on her descent. The Speiser version's last section is somewhat jumbled where the sequence ‘appears out of place’; therefore, the Wolkstein and Kramer ending replaces it here.[footnoteRef:18] No one has ever left the underworld before, and a body needs to be substituted for Inanna’s. When she returns to Uruk, her husband, Dumuzi, displeases her enough that she allows the demons to take him to the underworld in her stead.  [16:  Kramer and others, 'Myths and Epics', p. 80.]  [17:  Kramer and others, 'Myths and Epics', p. 81.]  [18:  Kramer and others, 'Myths and Epics', p. 81.] 


Sumerian Sky Deities
The Sumerian's idea of the universe was populated by a pantheon of human-like gods and goddesses, and they believed that these divinities were responsible for natural and social orders.[footnoteRef:19] The natural ‘raw material’ where the Sumerians found these gods was in the sky.[footnoteRef:20] In the afterword of Skyscapes, Timothy Darville summarises that traditional cultures found meaning,  [19:  Wolkstein and Kramer, Inanna, p. 123.]  [20:  Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, p. 7.] 

in the infinite nature of the universe… not by positivist Enlightenment understandings but by native science, complex cosmologies, mythological narratives, and belief systems that informed world views and gave structure… to established ways of life.[footnoteRef:21]  [21:  Timothy Darvill, ‘Afterword: Dances Beneath a Diamond Sky’, in Skyscapes: The Role and Importance of the Sky in Archaeology, ed. by Fabio Silva and Nicholas Campion (Oxford & Philadelphia: Oxbow Books, 2015), pp. 140-148 (p. 141).] 

Inanna’s city was Uruk, 150 miles southeast of Baghdad today. The ancient city has been excavated in ‘levels of occupation,’ uncovering ‘truly monumental temple architecture and art’ dedicated to Inanna, thanking her for the ‘gifts of civilisation’.[footnoteRef:22] Here, the Sumerian ‘belief system’ based on ‘mythological narratives’ can be discovered and deciphered, commencing with the pantheon of gods and goddesses in Inanna’s family tree. [22:  Wolkstein and Kramer, Inanna, pp. 174–176.] 

Inanna’s great-grandfather, An, is the first great sky god; her grandfather, Enlil, is an air god; her father, Nanna, is the moon god, and she is the queen of heaven and earth. In heaven, she is the personification of the planet Venus, the brightest and third largest orb in the sky, as shown in this 1926 translation of The Nippur Collection of Sumerian tablets dating around 2250 B.C.E:
‘Goddess, “Garment of
Heaven,” the hostile (?)
Star, star Venus, great
Light of the pure sky…’[footnoteRef:23] [23:  S. Langdon, ‘A Hymn to Ishtar as the Planet Venus and to Idin-Dagan as Tammuz’, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland, 1 (1926), 15–42 (p. 26) <http://www.jstor.org/stable/25220895> [accessed 4 March 2024].] 

It is prudent to think about what the ancient Sumerians would have seen in the sky, and here is a hymn to Inanna as the aspect of the evening star:
‘Her, who arises splendidly
In the heavens at sunset.’[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Langdon, 'A Hymn to Ishtar', p. 19.] 

Venus is an interior planet, meaning it ‘orbits the sun within Earth’s orbit’ and never moves far from the ecliptic.[footnoteRef:25] Being an interior planet, its 584-day cycle means it moves from west to east, appearing first as the morning and then as the evening star; the crucial part is that it disappears behind the sun (known as a superior conjunction) as it transitions from west to east for approximately 50 days.[footnoteRef:26] It could be argued that the ‘mythological narrative’ of the descent is the ancient Sumerian way of explaining Venus/Inanna’s disappearance from the sky for this short time in the cycle. Further, it is possible that for ancient Sumerians, Venus, the planet, was perceived to break the laws that governed the sun and moon by disappearing at certain times of the year, which may explain Inanna’s personality trait of being unpredictable.      [25:  NASA, SP-424 The Voyage of Mariner 10 <https://www.hq.nasa.gov/pao/History/SP-424/ch1.htm> [accessed 28 March 2024].]  [26:  Graham Jones, Venus: Our Twin Planet (2023) <https://www.timeanddate.com/astronomy/planets/venus/> [accessed 27 March 2024].] 

In addition to being the planet Venus, Inanna, in her earth-bound aspect, is the goddess of love, bringing a sacred marriage to earth and ensuring fertility each spring around the equinox.  Inanna has cycles as the planet Venus and as the fertility goddess working with the solstices – this could be why she is known as the queen of heaven and earth. It is important to understand that Inanna had many aspects for Sumerians, any of which could be held simultaneously: for example, she was the morning star, a young lover, a screaming and jealous woman and the goddess of heaven. Giorgio Buccellati even suggests that the myth could relate to a story of a wooden ‘statue’ of Inanna ‘on a ritual journey’; he concludes that Sumerians combined ‘aspects in their belief about the same deity in the same tale.’[footnoteRef:27] The existence of the beliefs about Inanna in her many aspects seems to prove her cultural significance. [27:  Buccellati, ‘The Descent of Inanna as a ritual journey to Kutha’, p. 51.] 


The Feminine and Masculine
This celestial link has feminine and masculine aspects on equal footing. The fertility of the land is crucial for growing food to ensure people survive and flourish; therefore, both the seed and the vessel are required for life to succeed. The goddess was revered in this aspect of seasonal rebirth as Inanna was ‘she who upholds the great festivals’.[footnoteRef:28] Further, from the translation of the Nippur Collection, it is noted that because of Inanna’s fertility, she maintained peace throughout the land.[footnoteRef:29] Both these sources indicate that Inanna, in her feminine aspect as a mother, held great importance in Sumerian culture. Riane Eisler argues that earlier Sumerian tablets show evidence of women wielding power ‘as a responsibility rather than as a means of autocratic control’, suggesting a more collaborative and nurturing culture which, arguably, could have been associated with Inanna in this motherly aspect.[footnoteRef:30] [28:  Kramer and others, 'Myths and Epics', p. 78.]  [29:  Langdon, 'A Hymn to Ishtar', p. 28.]  [30:  Riane Eisler, The Chalice and the Blade: Our History, Our Future (London: Unwin, 1990), p. 65.] 

The balance of female and male aspects of the time is also reflected in Kramer and Wolkstein’s reproduction of Inanna’s family tree.[footnoteRef:31] It designates near parity with nine goddesses and eleven gods in the upper pantheon. This supports Asher-Grieve’s suggestion that ‘in Sumer… the divine world was populated by numerous female divinities.’[footnoteRef:32] In later periods, Inanna’s feminine aspects were suppressed; indeed, the ‘divine plane’ mirrored the ‘human plane’ in which women lost power.[footnoteRef:33] An example of this can be seen in the later Speiser translation of the myth. Inanna, now known as Ishtar, is given more traditionally masculine traits such as warrior-like aggression, where she will ‘smash’ and ‘shatter’ her way into the underworld.[footnoteRef:34] Further, Inanna’s female sukkal Ninshubar (the messenger who helps save her) returns as the male, Papsukkal, in the later version.[footnoteRef:35] Thus, in the versions of the myth of the descent of Inanna, it is possible to track the suppression of women’s power in Sumerian culture. [31:  Wolkstein and Kramer, Inanna, pp. x-xi.]  [32:  Alhena Gadotti, ‘Goddesses in Context: On Divine Powers, Roles, Relationships and Gender in Mesopotamian Textual and Visual Sources: Journal of the American Oriental Society’, Journal of the American Oriental Society, 136.3 (2016), 623–625 (p. 624) <https://doi.org/10.7817/jameroriesoci.136.3.0623>.]  [33:  Gadotti, 'Goddesses in Context', p. 624.]  [34:  Kramer and others, 'Myths and Epics', p. 78.]  [35:  Wolkstein and Kramer, Inanna, p. 149.] 


The roles of women in Sumerian society
Campbell outlined ‘four primary functions of mythology’; this argument concerns the first being the ‘sociological that integrates the individual with the social order’.[footnoteRef:36] To explore how the myth reinforced gender norms, looking at women’s roles in society when the Sumerian tablets were created is crucial. Similarly to our own Western (and conservative) culture, the family was the basic unit of Sumerian society. Marriage was a transaction arranged by the fathers of the bride and groom, and women fitted into one of three levels of society – the elite (upper class) were either priestesses or women who owned land or businesses; the free (middle-class) were mothers, homemakers or sex workers and lastly, enslaved people constituted the lowest rank. [footnoteRef:37] However, Inanna was the goddess concerned with the well-being of women: ‘Be it slave, unattached girl, or mother, she preserves (her).’[footnoteRef:38] Considering the patriarchal structure of the culture, documents from the time show that women had certain rights that they would lose as time went on. For example, a legal document from Elam, 2000 B.C.E. shows that a woman passed her entire property onto her daughter – she not only owned property, but the inheritance went to her daughter, not to her husband. [footnoteRef:39] Further, there is evidence that priestesses owned property and traded goods at the temples; women had certain legal rights: for example, they could qualify as witnesses.[footnoteRef:40] Ancient records show that women even ‘served as judges and magistrates in courts of law’ in some Sumerian cities.[footnoteRef:41]  [36:  Nicholson, 'The Problem of Woman as Hero', p. 190.]  [37:  Wolkstein and Kramer, Inanna, p. 120.]  [38:  Aaron Pinker, ‘Descent of the Goddess Ishtar to the Netherworld and Nahum II 8’, Vestus Testamentum, 55.1 (2005), 89-100 (p. 99) <https://jstor.org/stable/1518927> [accessed 21 March 2024].]  [39:  Eisler, The Chalice and the Blade, p. 64.]  [40:  Wolkstein and Kramer, Inanna, p. 121.]  [41:  Eisler, The Chalice and the Blade, p. 69.] 

Inanna’s priestesses also held great spiritual power: spiritual vision was associated with ‘Ishtar of Babylon,’ also known as the ‘Lady of Vision’, and her priestesses gave prophetic advice to high-ranking officials.[footnoteRef:42] In summary, when the myth was written, Inanna was a patron of women’s wellbeing; she provided a role model in that her priestesses were permitted, like Inanna, to have agency and power. However, over time, ‘specializations of any power or status... were systematically transferred from women to men.’[footnoteRef:43] In addition, it confirms Campbell’s suggestion of mythology as ‘a control system.’[footnoteRef:44] The next section of the essay examines how Inanna’s myth both reinforces the cultural norms for women and allows a glimpse of feminine power and freedom to aspire to. [42:  Eisler, The Chalice and the Blade, p. 70.]  [43:  Eisler, The Chalice and the Blade, p. 92.]  [44:  Nicholson, 'The Problem of Woman as Hero', p. 190.] 


How the myth reinforces the roles of women in Sumerian culture
Rules were important to Sumerian civilisation. Indeed, ‘culture is also a matter of following the rules.’[footnoteRef:45] Kramer and Wolkstein preserved the metaphysical word Me in their translation, and it is a useful term in this discussion. For Sumerians, Me was a set of rules ‘universal and immutable’ that had to be observed by humans and gods alike.[footnoteRef:46] Therefore, Inanna is constrained by the same rules as the women in ancient Sumer and vice versa. Ereshkigal tells her gatekeeper to ‘treat her [Inanna] in accordance with the ancient rules’, and at each of the seven gates, after Inanna loses another item, she asks, ‘Why?’ and he answers seven times, ‘Thus are the rules’.[footnoteRef:47] There is no argument from Inanna in the face of Me. [45:  Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, p. 8.]  [46:  Wolkstein and Kramer, Inanna, p. 123.]  [47:  Kramer and others, 'Myths and Epics', p. 78.] 

Even as a powerful queen, it is suggested that Inanna is treated with less respect than a king. Sarah Nicholson writes that Inanna’s garments symbolise ‘all aspects of her identity and life’.[footnoteRef:48] Therefore Inanna is stripped of her identity as the items are removed from her body.  Women of the time would recognize and associate such items as earrings, necklaces, bangles, girdles, and decorated breastplates as symbols of female power, and especially women’s sexual power.[footnoteRef:49] Indeed A. S. Brown suggests that these items are required for the art of female seduction as well as being worn on erogenous zones.[footnoteRef:50] Although her sister, Ereshkigal, orders her to be treated according to the rules, it is the male gatekeeper who upholds them.[footnoteRef:51] When she reaches her sister’s inner chamber, it is the Annuna (gods) who judge her leading to her death; in Speiser’s version, Namtar, Ereshkigal’s male vizier, releases ‘misery… against her whole body.’[footnoteRef:52] It could be argued, as Brown does, that the reduction of the queen to a rotting corpse on a hook eliminates the power of the woman to seduce and the ‘use of sexuality to manipulate.’[footnoteRef:53] But it is more than the destruction of her sexual power that Inanna had to suffer. She is reduced to flesh or reduced to ultimate misery, and it is here that the myth can mirror what was happening in broader society. In Aaron Pinker’s article regarding Nahum II 8, he writes, ' Ishtar’s denuding was a vivid depiction of what women of the city could expect if Nineveh fell to the enemy.’[footnoteRef:54] Thus, women in ancient times would also have been aware of the danger of being reduced to a body to be used and made slaves of if another conquered their city. In myth, as well as on the human plane, the male holds power over the female, suggesting the rule being upheld is that the masculine dominates the feminine. [48:  Nicholson, 'The Problem of Woman as Hero', p. 183.]  [49:  A. S. Brown, ‘Aphrodite and the Pandora Complex’, The Classical Quarterly, 47.1 (1997), 26-47 (p. 31) <https://jstor.org/stable/639595> [accessed 3 March 2024].]  [50:  Brown, ‘Aphrodite and the Pandora Complex’, (p. 31)]  [51:  Kramer and others, ‘Myths and Epics’, p. 78]  [52:  Kramer and others, 'Myths and Epics', p. 80.]  [53:  Brown, ‘Aphrodite and the Pandora Complex’, p. 31.]  [54:  Pinker, ‘Descent of the Goddess Ishtar’, p. 99] 


How the myth inspires feminine power and freedom
In the myth, however, rules are both stretched and maintained.[footnoteRef:55] In Wolkstein’s version, Inanna cleverly briefs her messenger, Ninshubur, on what to do should she not return. Although Ninshubar still had to go to the male gods for help to save Inanna (reminiscent of the knight in shining armour trope, which this essay does not have the scope to explore) without her grieving Inanna’s disappearance, without her doggedly going from one god to another risking and even receiving the wrath of the greater gods as she implored them to ‘not let your daughter/be out to death in the underworld’ Inanna would not have been reborn.[footnoteRef:56] Ninshubar, as a female companion, the ‘constant support’, the wise warrior whose advice she trusted, ensured Inanna’s return from the underworld, thereby setting in motion the way for rules to be broken. Some laws, however, cannot be fully broken, and another must take Inanna’s place in the underworld. Her husband, Dumuzi, who has been enjoying her throne while she's been away, is the one she chooses to go with the demons. She ‘fastened on Dumuzi the eye of death’, and the demons beat him.[footnoteRef:57] Here, Inanna is breaking the rule that seemed to be established in the first part of the myth, which is that the masculine shall dominate the feminine. Now, she is the one with power; not only with the help of her companion, Ninshubur, has she returned from the underworld, breaking the main rule of the ‘Land of no Return’ she can send her husband, the king of Uruk, to the underworld.[footnoteRef:58] [55:  Wolkstein and Kramer, Inanna, p. 161.]  [56:  Wolkstein and Kramer, Inanna, p. 61.]  [57:  Wolkstein and Kramer, Inanna, p. 71.]  [58:  Kramer and others, 'Myths and Epics', p. 77.] 

Other aspects of feminine power embodied in the myth can be seen in the hymns praising her as the Planet Venus - ‘Living creatures and man/Kind bow down to thee.’[footnoteRef:59] In her planetary aspect, Inanna is one of the brightest and easiest seen in the cosmos and may explain the line, ‘She is far-famed.’[footnoteRef:60]   [59:  Langdon, 'A Hymn to Ishtar', p. 27.]  [60:  Langdon, 'A Hymn to Ishtar', p. 28.] 

	Inanna also has the freedom to explore other realms. She is already the queen of heaven and earth, and in the myth, she just ‘[set] her mind’[footnoteRef:61] to the underworld to complete her knowledge of the universe, thus making her what Wolkstein calls the ‘goddess in all her aspects.’ [footnoteRef:62] She was free to travel to the Land of no Return and did not have to ask permission from her father or husband. In summary, Inanna had great freedom and power – even when she seemed subject to the rules, she broke them to achieve her goals. [61:  Kramer and others, ‘Myths and Epics’, p. 77]  [62: Wolkstein and Kramer, Inanna, p. xv] 


Conclusion
In conclusion, this essay has found that the myth of Venus and the Descent of Ishtar to the Underworld was of vast cultural significance for the ancient Sumerians. The myth both reinforces the ideals for the role of women in Sumerian society and reveals feminine power or its potential. Although the myth could be used to situate and integrate women within the social order of dominance and suppression of the day it has been argued that the myth also preserves a powerful female past where queens can break universal laws to become fully knowledgeable of the secrets of the heavens, earth and the underworld to become anything she wants. The myth can be seen to modify the conservative ideals and suggests a dynamic female power is still possible in the future via its own metamorphosis model. 
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