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Explore the cultural significance of the myth of Venus and the descent of Ishtar
Ishtar, Venus and the Water of Life
Introduction
This essay compares and contrasts the treatment of the myth of Venus in the Babylonian text Descent of Ishtar to the Nether World, written in the second millennium BC, and the Armenian folktale The Lord of the Springs, published in German in 1981[footnoteRef:1].   [1:  James B. Pritchard, The Ancient Near East, Myths And Epics From Mesopotamia, An Anthology of Texts And Pictures, transl. E. A. Speiser, (Princeton University Press, 2011) pp.77-82; Jaroslav Kotouč, Das Wasser Des Lebens, transl. from Czech G. Matuchova (Hanau: Verlag Werner Dausien, 1981), pp.15-24.] 

Ishtar was the Akkadian version of the earlier Sumerian goddess Inanna, who was considered the Queen of Heaven, Goddess of Love, and Morning and Evening Star[footnoteRef:2]. The myth of her descent into the underworld tells how she vehemently demands entry into the underworld, where she has to give up all her regalia during her descent and can only leave the land of no return again with the help of the water of life. At first glance, it is not obvious why, apart from the fact that she is called the morning and evening star, Ishtar is associated with the planet venus. The sequence of gradually discarding part after part until there is nothing left, only to emerge again from the darkness, seems more in keeping with the moon. The feminist literature adopted this theory, seeing it as a way for women to understand themselves better through reconnection to the lunar cycle[footnoteRef:3]. When a pattern is reduced to a simple definition, it establishes nothing, still, it can serve as a starting point for closer examination, leading to a new line of thinking, Clifford Geertz[footnoteRef:4] suggests. The myth must therefore be studied in detail in its original culture and juxtaposed with a comparable narrative with a common symbolism, culture and climate. Terry Eagleton[footnoteRef:5] states that people form a culture if, among other things, they have similar folklore and shared values. The Armenian folk tale The Lord of the Springs seems thus suitable for comparison, as it shares the central symbol of water and fertility in a similarly dry and hot climate. [2:  Diane Wolkstein and Samuel Noah Kramer, Inanna Queen Of Heaven and Earth, Her Stories And Hymns From Sumer, 1st edn., (New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1983), p x.]  [3:  Betty De Shong Meador, Uncursing The Dark, Treasures From The Underworld (Wilmette: Chiron Publications, 1992) p. 135 and 149; Elisabeth Hämmerling, Mondgöttin Inanna, Ein Weiblicher Weg Zur Ganzheit (Zürich: Kreuz Verlag, 1990).]  [4:  Clifford Geertz, On Cultural Theory: The Interpretation Of Cultures: Selected Essays, (New York: Basic Books, 1973), p. 90.]  [5:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea Of Culture, (Blackwell Publishing, 2000), p. 37.] 


Context
From the Babylonian omen series Enuma Anu Enlil it is known that the planets were already being carefully observed at the time when the myth of Ishtar's descent was written on clay tablets. The omens were written in a conditional form, in an “if… then” structure, such as ‘If Venus disappears in the east in Nisan, there will be wailings in the land’[footnoteRef:6]. [6:  N. M. Swerdlow, ‘Introduction. Planetary Omens, Observations, and Calculations’, in The Babylonian Theory Of The Planets, (Princeton University Press, 1998), p.9. ] 

Using such a structure, a narrative is created and words like “wailings” spark images of flooding. The knowledge born of this practice shows what happens, when the planet venus moves in the sky.
If in the month Abu on the 6th day Venus is seen in the east, there will be rain in the heavens, there will be desolation; until the 10th day of Nisan it will remain in the east; the 11th day of Nisan it will disappear; for three months it will be invisible in the heaven, and on the 11th day of Duzu Venus will rise in the west; (then) there will be enmity in the land, the harvest of the land will be abundant[footnoteRef:7]. [7:    N. M. Swerdlow, The Babylonian Theory, p. 8.] 

The narrative informs that if the planet venus is seen in the east, there will be rain. Connected to Ishtar, she therefore becomes a metaphor for rain[footnoteRef:8], which comes down from heaven. This marks her descent and at first, brings devastation in the form of floods. When the ground is too dry, water cannot enter and flash floods occur. Next, venus disappears for three months. It is the time when the rain seeps into the soil and Ishtar is allowed to enter the underworld.  By the time the planet venus reappears in the sky in the west, Ishtar has returned from fertilizing the land and the harvest is thus abundant.  [8:  Thorkild Jacobsen, The Treasures Of Darkness: A History Of Mesopotamian Religion, (Yale University Press, 1976), pp. 140 and 141.] 

For the Babylonians, the water and fertility cycle was obviously predicted and understood in story form, which might have been carried out in an annual ritual, as Giorgio Buccellati[footnoteRef:9] suggests. The goddess symbolises the rain and, in this manner, a cosmological observation has become a narrative, which can be re-enacted regularly in a religious ritual. A.F. Ferrara[footnoteRef:10] confirms that myths with cosmological themes contain a sequence of events, which guide directly to the story’s topic, in this case to the symbol of the water of life.   [9:   Giorgio Buccellati, ‘The Descent Of Inanna As A Ritual Journey To Kutha?’ Syro-Mesopotamian Studies, Vol.3, Issue 4 (University of California, 1982), pp. 4.53-4.57 (p. 4.56).]  [10:  A. J. Ferrara, ‘A Hodgepodge Of Snippets: Some Thoughts On Narrative Now And Then’, Approaches to Sumerian Literature, Cuneiform Monographs Vol. 35 (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2006), pp. 47-66 (p. 52).] 

Emil Durkheim[footnoteRef:11] remarked that it was the Brothers Grimm who first noted the similarities between myths of Indo-European origin. This seems to indicate a common origin. Indeed, there are folktales with similar symbolism concerning the water of life. All are told from a mortal’s perspective, a hero or heroine who needs the water of life to either save or heal somebody else or be healed themselves. Some of these tales, like KMH 97 and KMH 121, found an entry into the collection Grimm’s Household Stories[footnoteRef:12]. Likewise, the Armenian folktale The Lord of the Springs is a kind of water-of-life-story, at the same time displaying a strong venusian signature. [11:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms Of The Religious Life, trans. J. W. Swain, (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1915), p. 71.]  [12:  Jacob Grimm and Wilhelm Grimm, Kinder und Hausmärchen, Zweiter Band, (Göttingen: Dieterich, 1857), pp. 62 and 167.] 


The importance of water
Religion bestows knowledge on people according to Durkheim[footnoteRef:13]. It creates a chain of sequences and symbols that can be strung together in a narrative. When Geertz[footnoteRef:14] describes symbols as carriers of strong and enduring moods and motivations, it implies that they are powerful enough to survive without the religion that created them. When the culture perishes, as was the case in Babylonia, the symbols are no longer embedded in a learned religion[footnoteRef:15], but can still be understood because of their innate mood. [13:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, p. 9.]  [14:  Geertz, The Interpretation, p. 90.]  [15:  Johannes Merkel, Hören, Sehen, Staunen, Kulturgeschichte des mündlichen Erzählens, (Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 2015), p. 245.] 

The narrative thread with its symbols and images began to wander through space and time. The originally religiously transmitted knowledge was passed on through the motivation of the simple, mostly uneducated people. They embellished the narratives around the symbols as they understood them. Consequently, the myth which told about the water of life was now told from their perspective and no longer from that of a goddess. The culture began to change, as the humans tried to recognize the casual predestination of heaven and earth. These are fundamental elements, as Bernadette Brady[footnoteRef:16] explains, referring to Eagleton's definition of culture. As they began to master agriculture, their understanding of what inevitably comes from nature evolved. Nicholas Campion[footnoteRef:17] remarks justifiably that without the sky, the land does not exist and that the sky in the broadest sense includes the sun, moon, planets and stars as well as clouds, wind, thunder, lightning and rain. Therefore, the sky is a skyscape in the same way as the land a landscape. The human understanding of nature must include both if it is supposed to be called a culture. In this sense, while the sequence of the folktale and the symbols stayed the same, the images were adapted to people’s personal life experiences, as they were living in the landscape under the skyscape, trying to survive through their agricultural activities. Water was indeed the water of life, as it made the difference between life and death. It came down from the sky, seeped into the soil, fertilized it and rose back up, evaporating into clouds. For them, caring for water became a very personal story, where they played an important part in it. [16:  Bernadette Brady, ‘Images In The Heavens: A Cultural Landscape’ in The Imagined Sky, Cultura Perspectives, ed. By Darrelyn Gunzburg (Sheffield, Bristol: Equinox Publishing Ltd., 2016) pp. 234-258 (p. 236).]  [17:  Fabio Silva and Nicholas Campion, Skyscapes: The Role and Importance of the Sky in Archaeology (Oxford and Philadelphia: Oxbow Books, 2015). Kindle-Version, pos. 451.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk162977195]Both, the myth of Ishtar’s Descent and the Armenian folktale The Lord of the Springs vividly tell of the importance of water for survival. They give rather detailed information about its cycle and subterranean courses. In hot and dry climates like ancient Mesopotamia and Armenia, water was so precious, that its resurrecting power needed to be stressed and understood in any possible way. Only when tended to carefully, and with the help of irrigation, agriculture became possible[footnoteRef:18]. The Sumerian word for water was the same as the word for semen[footnoteRef:19]. Consequently, when rain fell, in people’s eyes the soil was inseminated by divine intervention. This illustrates well Eagleton's[footnoteRef:20] point about how culture has evolved from merely nurturing natural growth to protecting it through religious devotion and heightened awareness conveyed in folktales. [18:  Jacobsen, The Treasures Of Darkness, p. 140.]  [19:  Jacobsen, The Treasures Of Darkness, p. 111. ]  [20:  Eagleton, The Idea Of Culture, p. 2.] 


The origin of the Babylonian myth and the Armenian folktale
The Sumerian cosmology, which gave rise to the later Babylonian Ishtar myth, was maintained throughout from the early third millennium BC until Sumer became Babylonia around 1750 BC[footnoteRef:21]. The majority of the fragmented clay tablets, on which the myth of Ishtar’s descent was written, were discovered and deciphered in the early twentieth century[footnoteRef:22]. [21:  Wolkstein and Kramer, Inanna, p 119.]  [22:  Wolkstein and Kramer, Inanna, pp. 127-129.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk161930150]Armenian people as they are known today emerged at the time of the Sumerians. There is a strong connection between the regions and their intangible cultural heritage, as Sumerian theology became the fundamental theology of the entire Near East[footnoteRef:23]. The Armenian tale The Lord of the Springs is taken from a German book published in 1981 in the former DDR. Originally written in Czech, the book's author, Jaroslav Kotouč, does not mention the source. However, it can be assumed that he learnt about it during the intensification of Armenian-Czech relations in those years. Czechoslovakia saw itself as a multi-ethnic state with a special interest in Oriental manuscripts.[footnoteRef:24] During the Cold War, ethnographic recordings of Armenian folktales were mostly translated into Russia first [footnoteRef:25], then obviously into Czech and German. It is difficult to trace their path travelled. What is known, though is that epic storytelling in Armenia goes back at least to 224 – 642 AD if not further[footnoteRef:26].  [23:  Wolkstein and Kramer, Inanna, p. 122.]  [24:  Petra Košťálová, Czech-Armenians Relations: A Brief Historical Survey (Univerzita Karlova, Praha), http://armenopolonia.pl/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Petra_Kostalova.pdf, [accessed on 28 March 2024].]  [25:  Tessa Hofmann, ‘Über Armenien, die Armenier und ihre Märchen’, in Die Nachtigall Tausendtriller, Armenische Volksmärchen, (Edition Orient, 1983), pp. 118-122.]  [26:  Merkel, Hören, Sehen, Staunen, p. 245.] 

Regarding the style, the text of Ishtar’s Descent to the Nether World is the oldest written literature[footnoteRef:27]. Its narrative thread is held by a structured framework and recurring themes[footnoteRef:28]. Whereas the Armenian folktale The Lord of the Springs follows the fluent narrative style, well-known from oral storytelling. In both stories, there is a reasonably clear understanding of the chronological sequence which Ferrara[footnoteRef:29] suggests, conveys a cosmological movement.  [27:  Wolkstein and Kramer, Inanna, p. 125.]  [28:  Nathan Wasserman, Style And Form In Old-Babylonian Literary Texts, Cuneiform Monographs 27 (Leiden, Boston: Bril· Styx, 2003), p. 181.]  [29:  Ferrara, Cuneiform Monographs, pp. 47-66 (p. 54).] 



The myth and folktale summarised
The Descent of Ishtar to the Nether World 
[bookmark: _Hlk162375228]Ishtar descends to the underworld, the realm of her sister Ereshkigal. Knowing that no one leaves this land of no return, she still vehemently demands entrance. The gatekeeper announces her as the one, who upholds the festivals. Ereshkigal grows angry at this intrusion, still, she gives the order to open the gate for Ishtar. The ancient rules dictate that at each of the seven doors, Ishtar must take off one of her royal insignia. As soon as Ishtar sees her sister, she flies at her. Ereshkigal reacts by locking Ishtar away, cursing her with sixty miseries. As Ishtar dies, all fertility on the face of the earth withers. Ishtar’s father now sends an eunuch to the underworld to soothe Ereshkigal’s bad temper and save Ishtar with the water of life. The eunuch manages to sprinkle Ishtar with the water of life so that she can return to life, take back her royal insignia and leave the underworld. 
Here, the stringent story breaks off, the rest of it remaining obscure due to no further clay tablets available, as the translator E.A. Speiser remarks in a footnote.[footnoteRef:30]  [30:  Pritchard, The Ancient Near East, p. 81.] 


The folktale The Lord of the Springs
The Armenian folktale tells the story of Michael, a poverty-stricken young man, who looks into a spring where he sees the Lord of the Springs. Telling him about his misery, the lord accepts him as his apprentice. Michael is then led into a subterranean world, a paradise-like realm full of abundant fertility and beauty. There, he learns how to take care of the springs and watercourses, and travels around the earth with the lord. One day, the lord’s daughter, whom he has grown fond of, is kidnapped by the Lord of the Desert. Michael sets out to rescue her, but the desert lord conjures up a sandstorm. Michael manages to survive with the help of a gift the Lord of the Springs gave him. It is a diamond apple, which, when dropped to the ground, produces a freshwater fountain. He thus rescues the nearly dead princess from a scorching hot cave and rides home with her, flying up to the sky. There, they are getting married.

Shared central statements 
Both stories revolve around the importance of water, speaking a clear venusian language. While Ishtar is the embodied Venus and fertility, the myth shows how terrible it would be if Venus were to die. There would be no fertility, no beauty and no love left, all would whither. This is not, however, the way the folktale focuses on Venus. Here, the lush and green side of Venus is emphasised, which speaks of the abundance it produces and how it must be cared for. Yet, there is also an adversary in the form of a desert lord, standing for a realm that is hot, dry and without water. The theme of fertility is reflected in both stories in all its facets, in its cyclical journey as well as in what happens when it is lost through drought and dehydration.
Analysis 
Descent of Ishtar to the Nether World
The analysis of the myth is done from a cultural perspective, as suggested, viewing Ishtar as the rain that brings fertility, but potentially also floods. This myth is ideal for representing a religious ritual, but also for passing on knowledge related to the water cycle.
Looking at it from the standpoint that Ishtar is the rain, she comes down and wants to penetrate the soil to fertilise it like semen.[footnoteRef:31] But first, she has to force her way through the gate: [31:  Jacobsen, The Treasures Of Darkness, p. 111.] 

If thou openest not the gate so that I cannot enter, I will smash the door, I will shatter the bolt, I will smash the doorpost, I will move the doors, I will raise up the dead, eating the living, So that the dead will outnumber the living[footnoteRef:32]. [32:  Pritchard, The Ancient Near East, p. 78.] 

These lines indicate a devastating flood if the soil is too dry and the water cannot seep in. Mesopotamia was always very vulnerable to floods, which tended to occur abruptly as flash floods, creating much damage[footnoteRef:33]. Ereshkigal, the barren adversary of a moist and fertile climate, does not want to become flushed. When she says she does not want to eat clay for bread or drink muddied water for beer, her dust-dry environment should not be permeated by moistness. Still, she lets Ishtar enter because she must as it is nature’s course. As water, Ishtar slowly trickles down, door by door, layer by layer into the soil. As soon as Ishtar sees her sister, she flies at her, which implies a flash flood. Ereshkigal locks her in, making her water foul, hence breaking her fertility power. Ereshkigal seemingly won, but a mortal, an eunuch, comes to the rescue and sprinkles the water of life on her.  [33:  Mehrnoush Soroush and Lee Mordechai, Adaptation To Short-Term Cataclysmic Events: Flooding In Premodern Riverine Societies (Springer Science + Business Media, Springer Nature, 2018), p. 352. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10745-018-9986-x [accessed 28 March 2024]] 

The story informs that a human is an eunuch in the sense that he does not have the godly power to fertilize the soil himself, but he can and must assist the goddess in her endeavour to fertilize the land. To prevent or minimise flood damage in ancient Babylonia, landscape engineers had to intervene. Fertility had to be saved through technical interventions[footnoteRef:34], and planetary forecasts were made for this very purpose[footnoteRef:35].  [34:  Soroush & Mordechai, Adaptation, p. 352.]  [35:  Swerdlow, N. M., Planetary Omens, p.9.] 


The Lord of the Springs
This story, too, raises the listeners’ awareness of how to deal with precious water. This time it focuses on the human who assists the goddess.
[bookmark: _Hlk163036374]Michael becomes the apprentice of the Lord of the Springs. To appreciate the contrast, this kind of underworld is not bone dry and dead like that of Ereshkigal. His underworld is exuberantly lush and beautiful, a truly fertile ground. ‘Michael saw how the water flows underground, the paths it takes to reach the surface, learnt how to guide it and understand its laws’[footnoteRef:36] (author’s translation). Interpreted, this means that Michael learns about irrigation and landscape engineering, the kind of water management needed to bring forth fertile soil. Fertility is at the same time the goddess, in this tale the princess, who needs to be saved from destruction, whenever necessary. Michael thus must fight against the desert lord, who threatens to kill the princess. This lord’s weapons are sandstorms, which are another terrible enemy of agriculture. Only a diamond apple, which was given to him by the Lord of the Springs, lets him win and save the princess. Wherever he drops it, a spring gushes forth.  [36:  Kotouč, Das Wasser Des Lebens, p. 20.] 

While in the myth, Ishtar herself is Venus, in contrast, in this folktale, there are many indications that the planet venus is prominently featured. Next to the lush description of the fertile land, the princess and their marriage out of love, it is the diamond apple which gives a major clue. Firstly, its diamond-like sparkle sounds very much like the planet venus in the sky, and secondly, the apple is generally associated with venus, because, when cut open, its core looks like a five-pointed star.[footnoteRef:37] When meeting up with the sun five times over eight years, this is the pattern venus and the sun create[footnoteRef:38].  [37:  Leonhard Reiter, Symbole im Märchen, Mythen und Therapie (Thüngersheim: Leonhard Reiter, 2014) p. 20.]  [38:  John Martineau, A Little Book Of Coincidence In The Solar System, (Wooden Books Ltd., 2012) pp. 24-27.] 

A final indication that the tale is talking about the planet venus is when Michael rides into the sky with the rescued princess: 
The horse carried them up into the clouds in an instant. Without rest they rode through the black night, and when the sun rose, they had arrived in the realm of the Lord of the Springs[footnoteRef:39] (author’s translation). [39:  Kotouč, Das Wasser Des Lebens, p. 24.] 

This description evokes the image of a sudden appearance of venus in the morning sky. After a time of absence, venus is back as the morning star. The couple gets married and thus ensures the fertility of the kingdom for the next generation. Even though, Michael is a regular mortal and cannot fertilize the land directly like a god, he can become the surrogate of the divine, as Heide Göttner-Abendroth[footnoteRef:40] calls it. In this sense, he is like the eunuch of the Ishtar myth, who has no fertility power himself, but must save the goddess so that fertility does not dry up. Culture and agriculture are therefore only possible through this kind of co-operation, when a human acts as a mediator between the landscape and the skyscape. [40:  Heide Göttner-Abendroth, Die Göttin Und Ihr Heros, Die Matriarchalen Religionen In Mythen, Märchen, Dichtung, (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer Verlag, 2011), p.44. ] 


Conclusion
This essay compares and contrasts the myth of Ishtar's Descent to the Nether World with the Armenian folk tale The Lord of the Springs and attempts to understand why Ishtar was the embodied planet venus for the Babylonians. The detailed exploration of the myth in its original culture contrasting it to an Armenian folktale, with shared values, led to a new line of thinking. Ishtar alias the planet venus is portrayed as the rain, which is coming down from the sky to penetrate the soil to fertilize the land. Almost drying out deep down in the ground, she is saved by the collaboration of a human, who manages the water course through irrigation and landscape engineering. 
One story is told from the goddess’ perspective and might have been a template for an annual fertility ritual. The other story is told from a human perspective and aims to better understand the water cycle in order to help the divine power and utilise it for agriculture.
The knowledge imparted by Babylonian religious festivals survived on its own, even long after the clay tablets were written. This was because it remained crucial that people, living off the land, understood the function of the water cycle in the skyscape and the landscape they lived in. While the direct mention of the planet venus was lost over time, the planet’s signature is still clearly recognizable in both stories.
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