Explore the cultural significance of the descent of Ishtar.

      This essay will explore the cultural significance of the Mesopotamian myth of The Descent of Ishtar to the Nether World[footnoteRef:1] (hereafter The Descent of Ishtar). While such cultural significance can be widely explored throughout history and across genres, including film, art and literature,  this essay will, as an example, consider Mozart’s The Magic Flute opera to explore cultural implications of the early Mesopotamian myth for this early modern work. An introductory description and contextualisation of the Ishtar narrative will be followed by a brief consideration of what is meant by culture. The essay will then explore three cultural themes or motifs that are shared by The Descent of Ishtar and The Magic Flute as instances of cultural significance. [1:  E. A. Speiser, ‘Descent Of Ishtar Into The Netherworld’, in The Ancient Near East: An Anthology Of Texts     And Pictures, ed. by James B. Pritchard, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011), pp. 77-82.] 

      The Mesopotamian myth The Descent of Ishtar describing the descent of the goddess Ishtar into a realm of the dead, and her subsequent liberation, is viewed as a later (shorter) version of a Sumerian narrative, The Descent of Inanna. Stephanie Dalley[footnoteRef:2] notes that it was not unusual for different versions of a story to appear with either additions or omissions. The myth fulfilled various functions in Mesopotamian society including its use in ritual ceremonies, as an explanatory narrative regarding natural events and a role in supporting incantations.[footnoteRef:3]  Ishtar has been viewed as a Goddess of ‘love, war and heaven’,[footnoteRef:4] and was associated with the planet Venus, as an evening and morning star, suggesting a setting into and rising out of an underworld. Even accepting the problems with ascribing definitive qualities of Mesopotamian deities too rigidly,[footnoteRef:5] she was clearly associated with fertility, given the sudden widespread halt to procreation in society, while she was held in the underworld. Her myth was widespread throughout Mesopotamia[footnoteRef:6] and the persistence of certain godly attributes throughout other cultures is borne out by later goddesses in Greek and Egyptian culture such as Aphrodite, Venus and Isis who shared a number of Ishtar’s qualities such as love and fertility.  [2:  Stephanie Dalley, Myths From Mesopotamia, 2nd edn. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. viii. ]  [3:  Dalley, Myths, p. xvi.]  [4:  Miroslav Marcovich, ‘From Ishtar To Aphrodite’, The Journal of Aesthetic Education Vol. 30, No. 2,         Summer, 1996), pp. 43-59 (p. 46). https://www.jstor.org/stable/3333191 [accessed 12/3/2025] ]  [5:  Dalley, Myths, p. xvi.]  [6:  Marcovich, ‘From Ishtar’, p. 45.] 

      Various cultural implications of the themes within Ishtar’s descent myth have resonated throughout history. Given the nature of myths this is not surprising. McCafferty[footnoteRef:7] notes that the word “myth” comes from the Greek word muthos, meaning story, as opposed to logos meaning rational argument, and he quotes Karen Armstrong as arguing against the view that ‘myth is false or that it represents an inferior mode of thought’.[footnoteRef:8] The enduring power and value of myths is emphasised by Mary Midgley who claims that myths are ‘imaginative patterns, networks of powerful symbols that suggest particular ways of interpreting the world’.[footnoteRef:9] Her description captures well the openness to various iterations through time and place as the main themes within a myth are re-interpreted within different cultures. Mozart’s opera has themes that reflect some of those present in The Descent of Ishtar and which serve to explore some of the myth’s cultural implications. [7:  Patrick McCafferty, ‘Comets And Meteors: The Ignored Explanations For Myths And Apocalypse’, in The Imagined Sky: Cultural Perspectives, ed. by Darrelyn Gunzburg (Sheffield: Equinox, 2016), pp.23-43 (p. 27).]  [8:  Ibid, p. 27.]  [9:  Mary Midgley, The Myths We Live By, (Abingdon: Routledge, 2004), p. 1.] 

Culture
      Defining culture is not straightforward. As Terry Eagleton has observed ‘It is hard to resist the conclusion that the word ‘culture’ is both too broad and too narrow to be greatly useful’.[footnoteRef:10] Yet in a later work[footnoteRef:11] he does succinctly summarise four important senses of the word. As a creative endeavour opera in general can be viewed as falling into the first of his suggested senses, namely ‘a body of artistic and intellectual work’,[footnoteRef:12] which is an appropriate description of  Mozart’s opera. On the other hand, the ancient Mesopotamian myths, including The Descent of Ishtar,  as examples of creative, poetic art (like the opera) clearly also belong  to Eagleton’s third sense of culture, in reflecting ‘the values, customs, beliefs and symbolic practices by which men and women live’.[footnoteRef:13] This illustrates the fact that aspects, or artifacts, of culture can, and do, fall into one or more of Eagleton’s categories, and that “culture” is multi-faceted. [10:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea Of Culture, (Malden: Blackwell, 2000), p. 17.]  [11:  Terry Eagleton, Culture, (Yale: Yale University Press, 2023), p. 1.]  [12:  Ibid. p. 1.]  [13:  Ibid. p. 1.] 

      The opera, a collaboration between Mozart and the librettist Emanuel Schikaneder, was not created in a cultural vacuum, happening at a time of significant cultural and scientific change. The 1791 composition occurred at a point towards the end of the Renaissance, (in general terms between 1500 and 1800)[footnoteRef:14] which overlapped with the period known as The Enlightenment, (late 1600 to early 1800). The French Revolution had recently occurred. It was also a time of flux when ancient esoteric manuscripts had been discovered such as Platonic and Hermetic writings and the advances in mathematics were leading to the use of numbers in the practice of the occult and mysticism,[footnoteRef:15] even as scientific progress in general was accelerating.  The opera reflects this esoteric cultural undercurrent and Priscilla Stuckey describes it as reflecting a ‘world of esoteric or occult traditions, popularized in the Renaissance and flowering in eighteenth-century secret societies’.[footnoteRef:16] Brigid Brophy agrees, viewing the opera as belonging to ‘the exotic subdepartment of a favourite eighteenth-century genre, classical opera’.[footnoteRef:17] [14:  Allen G. Debus, Man And Nature In The Renaissance, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978; repr. 1996), p. ix.]  [15:  Ibid, p. 11.]  [16:  Priscilla Stuckey, ‘Light Dispels Darkness: Gender, Ritual, and Society in Mozart's The Magic Flute’, Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion,  11, No. 1 (1995), pp. 5-39 (p. 8). https://www.jstor.org/stable/25002242 [accessed 18 March 2025]]  [17:  Brigid Brophy, Mozart The Dramatist: The value of his operas to him, to his age and to us, 2nd edn. (London: Libris, 1988), p. 143.] 

      The eighteenth century was also a time when a more humanistic attitude began to promote reason as opposed to superstition and to pose a challenge to established religion such as Roman Catholicism.[footnoteRef:18] The Queen of the Night has been seen by some commentators[footnoteRef:19] as representing the Catholic Empress Maria Theresa who opposed Freemasonry. The respective rights and status of men and women together with social hierarchies were being explored, reflected in Mozart’s The Marriage of Figaro, and the faculty of reason was increasingly considered as a sufficient guide not only for scientific progress but also for a virtuous and enlightened life, with Immanuel Kant’s notion of rational moral imperatives being  an example of such a belief.[footnoteRef:20] In this respect the opera itself has been seen as ‘a late eighteenth-century conceptualisation of rational morality’.[footnoteRef:21] The Order of Freemasonry was seen, at least by its members, as embodying these humanistic and rational ideals yet, even in the face of this emerging rationality, the existence, popularity and usefulness of myths continued, even within Freemasonry, as will be shown below.   [18:  xxxxxxxxx]  [19:  W.A. Mozart The Magic Flute, trans. by Andrew Porter, 2nd. edn. (London: Faber Music, 1985), p. 5.]  [20:  Immanuel Kant, Critique Of Pure Reason, trans. by Norman Kemp Smith, 2nd edn. (Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), p. 634.]  [21:  Kate Bartel, ‘Pamina, portraits, and the feminine in Mozart and Schikaneder’s Die Zauberflöte’, Musicology Australia, 22:1 (1999), 31-45 (p. 31) https://doi.org/10.1080/08145857.1999.10416562] 

Shared Cultural Themes
      By exploring common themes and use of symbols within the myth and the opera it becomes possible to discern a number of cultural motifs that they both share, which reflect the ongoing cultural legacy of the symbolism in the Ishtar myth. They include opposing dualities such as femininity/masculinity, lightness/darkness and also the theme of ritualistic initiation. This is not to claim direct correspondence and use of such motifs between the myth and the opera, rather it is to suggest the use, within the opera, of  recognisable symbolic themes that culturally resonate with those in the Ishtar myth. This approach also recognises significant ambiguities that exist in both: the underlying motive for Ishtar’s descent, for example, is not stated in Speicer’s translation. Louise Pryke suggests that ‘while numerous reasons have been suggested for Ishtar's journey, it seems most likely that she is motivated by the ambitious desire to increase her own powers’,[footnoteRef:22] however, this remains conjecture. There is also an ambiguity in The Magic Flute, in this case a moral ambiguity, regarding  The Queen of the Night as she shifts from distressed mother to planning a vengeful murder. [22:  Louise Pryke, Ishtar, World History Encyclopedia, 2019, https://www.worldhistory.org/ishtar/ [accessed 2/3/2025].] 

Femininity and Masculinity
      Ishtar is described in terms that signal significant power and as the daughter of Sin (god of the moon) this elevated status is enhanced by adornments such as a ‘great crown’.[footnoteRef:23] Her threats to violently smash her way through the seven gates descending to her sister Ereshkigal graphically illustrates the confidence, impetuousness and highly emotional state of this female deity. Yet because she gradually loses her power as she passes through the seven gates and is killed, her journey can be seen, initially at least, as a failure. She is in need of rescue. Although the gender of the god responsible for her rescue is not remarked upon in the academic or popular literature, the bringing back to life of Ishtar is achieved by a plan devised by the male god Ea through his ‘wise heart’.[footnoteRef:24] Caìtlin Barret has noted Ishtar’s reliance on Ea yet attaches no significance to his gender.[footnoteRef:25] But it is this male god of wisdom who provides the means of restoring the emotional ‘unreflecting’ goddess when her power is lost and death follows. In this narrative it is clear that “wisdom” is the prerogative of a male god rather than that of an emotional and impetuous female goddess. The overriding maleness in Mesopotamian sky myths is recognised by Bidmead and Love[footnoteRef:26], while they also note that Ishtar is the only female deity associated with a planet, Venus, reflecting her high status.  [23:  Speiser, ‘Descent of Ishtar’, p. 78.]  [24:  Ibid, p.80.]  [25:  Caìtlin Barret, ‘Was Dust Their Food And Clay Their Bread? Grave Goods, The Mesopotamian Afterlife, And The Liminal Role Of Inana/Ishtar’, Journal of Ancient Near Easter Religions, 7 (1): (2007), 7-65 (p. 20) https://brill-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/journals/jane/7/1/article-p7_2.pdf [accessed 2 March 2025].]  [26:  Julye Bidmead and Marilyn Love, ‘Ištar’s Journey: Above and Below’, Culture and Cosmos, Vol. 22 no 1,
Spring/Summer 2018, pp. 5-28, (p. 8). 
https://cultureandcosmos.org/pdfs/22/22-1_bidmead_and_love_istar.pdf [accessed 28 March 2025]] 

      The Queen of the Night in The Magic Flute, is, like Ishtar, a figure that is linked to the sky, appearing at the beginning of the opera, as ‘Star-blazing’.[footnoteRef:27] The opera has appropriated the motif of a mythical goddess, (or supernatural persona) to set the scene for what follows, a narrative in which gender is significant. The association of women with emotion and unreason has a long history and Ishtar’s behaviour, as highlighted above when confronted by Ereshkigal, as she ‘unreflecting, flew at her’[footnoteRef:28] illustrates this well. Sternfeld notes that ‘references to woman’s inconstancy and lack of emotional control abound in the time-span from Plato's account of the death of Socrates to the Zauberflöte.’[footnoteRef:29]The Queen’s initial appearance in the opera shows her in reasonable control of her emotions as she describes how her daughter has been forcibly kidnapped by Sarastro. However, this is in sharp contrast to her later outburst, accentuated by Mozart’s highly charged music, as she  sings ‘Death and defiance burning in my heart!…Mark, god of vengeance, mark a mother’s vow!’.[footnoteRef:30] This is a barely controlled outburst of rage. Set against this perceived fusion of emotion and irrationality of the female is the rational and more orderly qualities associated with maleness and embodied by Sarastro. [27:  Mozart, Magic Flute, Act 1, Scene 2, p. 16.]  [28:  Speiser, ‘Descent Of Ishtar’, p. 79.]  [29:  Frederick W. Sternfeld, ‘Orpheus, Ovid and Opera’, Journal of the Royal Musical Association, 113, No.2 (1988), 172-202 (p. 188). https://www.jstor.org/stable/766358 [accessed 18 March 2025].]  [30:  Mozart, Magic Flute, Act 2, Scene 8, p. 56.] 

       The Magic Flute takes up this ancient cultural view about the irrational female and rational male and adds another perceived female quality, namely deviousness when Sarastro’s Spokesman and Priest warn that ‘men are snared by women’s deceiving’.[footnoteRef:31] Sarastro is depicted as an enlightened leader of a group of initiates that pursues truth and wisdom and represents order as opposed to disorder and emotion. This contrasts with the Queen’s emotional and vengeful outbursts and this quest for enlightenment can also be seen as a thinly disguised allusion to the aspirations of Freemasonry (Mozart and Schikaneder were members of a masonry lodge). The respective roles of women and men in this rational and enlightened order is spelt out by Sarastro as he proclaims to Pamina ‘a woman’s heart Is lead astray; a man must guide you’.[footnoteRef:32] The contrast between the Queen and Sarastro with regard to gender is also linked metaphorically to that of light and darkness which is highlighted by Baker[footnoteRef:33] who  describes  this relationship as ‘darkness to light, of the chthonic female to the rational male’. Such a linkage is also supported by Bartel.[footnoteRef:34] [31:  Ibid, Act 2, Scene 3, p. 49.]  [32:  Ibid, Act 1, Scene 18, p. 41.]  [33:  P.G. Baker, ‘Night into Day: Patterns of Symbolism in Mozart’s The Magic Flute, University of Toronto Quarterly, 49 (1979/80), pp. 95-116 (p. 100). https://muse.jhu.edu/article/513632. [accessed 15th March 2025]. Project MUSE, https://muse.jhu.edu/article/513632.]  [34:  Bartel, ‘Pamina, portraits’(p. 31).] 

Light and Darkness
      The symbolic use of light and darkness in myth has a history that is at least as old as the myths of ancient Mesopotamia. Ishtar descends to a ‘dark house … bereft of light’[footnoteRef:35] representing the absolute opposite of her heavenly realm especially given her association with  planet Venus[footnoteRef:36]  as the brightest object in the sky after the sun and moon. As Thavapalan notes, ‘the concept of brightness was highly significant for Mesopotamian religious thought, in which the gods were conceptualised as numinous beings imbued with an active radiance that elicited a sensation of awe in their human subjects’.[footnoteRef:37] In contrast to both the heavenly realm and that of mortal people this dark netherworld appears to be not just a total absence of light but an absence of everything except dust and clay.[footnoteRef:38] [35:  Speicer, ‘Descent of Ishtar’, p. 77.]  [36:  Francesca Rochberg, The Heavenly Writing, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004; repr. 2011), p. 46. ]  [37:  Shiyanthi Thavapalan, ‘Radiant Things For Gods And Men: Lightness And Darkness In Mesopotamian Language And Thought’, Colour Turn, No. 1 (2018), V11-1 - V11-36 (pp. V-12,13)  
 https://doi.org/10.25538/tct.v0i1.675]  [38:  Speicer, ‘The Descent of Ishtar’, p. 77.] 


      The Magic Flute also uses the symbolic duality of light and dark as a key theme. Jessica Waldoff identifies its importance, emphasising that ‘The central drama turns on the symbolic opposition of light and dark, and the move from darkness to light is the dominant metaphor employed in the opera for the gaining of knowledge.’[footnoteRef:39] The Three Boys who accompany Tamino encapsulate this, declaring  [39:  Jessica Waldoff, ‘The Music Of Recognition: Operatic Enlightenment In ‘The Magic Flute’’, Mind And Letters, 75, No. 2. (May 1994), pp.214-235, (p. 216) https://www.jstor.org/stable/737677 [accessed 12 March 2025].] 


Bright dawn is heralding the morning,
 The sun will gild the sky, 
And soon hypocrisy will vanish, 
And wisdom be throned on high, 
Oh, soon this darkness shall be brightened, 
And human hearts shall be enlightened[footnoteRef:40] [40:  Mozart, Magic Flute, Act 2, Scene 26, p. 71.] 


 There is both darkness and light as the Queen makes her first appearance as she is both Queen of the Night  and blazing star. She is also associated with the moon which, although a source of light, only shines through reflected light. The light motif develops further as it becomes clear that, in addition to retrieving her daughter, she wants to recover the ‘Sevenfold Circle of the Sun’[footnoteRef:41] which was given to Sarastro by her husband or consort before his death because he doubted the Queen’s capability to use it well, saying it was ‘beyond the grasp of woman’s intellect’.[footnoteRef:42] [41:  Ibid, Act 2, Scene 8, pp. 54-55.]  [42:  Ibid, Act 2, Scene 8, p. 55.] 


      Significantly Sarastro is described as wearing this sun circle on his breast and the opera ends with the whole stage represented as the sun. This robs the Queen of any power, sending her down into  an underworld of ‘darkness and infinite night’.[footnoteRef:43] Such a description mirrors well the netherworld and loss of power in the Ishtar myth. However, at least one commentator has cautioned against viewing the day/night and light/darkness conflict, personified by Sarastro and the Queen, as extreme or absolute.[footnoteRef:44] This caution is justified. Although they are clearly contrasted in this way the characters of the Queen and Sarastro are not simply stock caricatures but display a degree of ambiguity: the Queen as concerned mother, yet willing to give up her daughter to a lecherous slave who tried to rape her, and Sarastro as “enlightened” leader, while upholding the superiority of maleness and the keeping of a slave.  [43:  Ibid, Act 2, Scene 30, p. 79.]  [44:  Thomas Bauman, ‘Partial Derivatives: Sources, Types, and Tropes’, in The Cambridge Companion to The Magic Flute, ed. by Jessica Waldoff (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023), pp. 221-233 (p. 228).] 


Ritual and Initiation

       Among the numerous interpretations of the myth, Ishtar’s descent to the netherworld can be read as a trial and initiation ritual. To gain access to the netherworld she must undergo a seven stage journey that must follow an established procedure. Ereshkigal commands her gatekeeper to ensure that Ishtar’s descent must be in accordance with the ‘ancient rules’,[footnoteRef:45] which clearly demonstrates the process as a ritualistic journey or prescribed rite of passage. It is also a trial in the sense that entry to the realm of the dead is dependent upon Ishtar being prepared to  surrender levels of her power throughout the descent. Each level can be seen as a test of her desire to continue the descent. Having passed through what can be seen as seven trials she is admitted into the netherworld and stands naked before Ereshkigal, stripped of her powers. This process has many characteristics of an “initiation” into the underworld including the removal of clothing or disrobing. However, this is an initation that leaves Ishtar vulnerable and unable to resist her sister’s curse of the ‘sixty mis[eries]’[footnoteRef:46] and death. [45:  Speicer, ‘Descent of Ishtar’, p. 78.]  [46:  Ibid, p. 79.] 

      Mozart’s opera also has an ancient ritual and initiation myth at its centre. Sarastro’s order, although dedicated to rationalism, adopts an initiation process that involves a set of trials and admittance based on the ancient initiation ceremonies concerning  the Egyptian goddess Isis and the god Osiris. The juxtaposition of reason and myth may at first sight seem strange, yet as Priscilla Stuckey observes ‘Although it incorporates Enlightenment esteem for rational order and receives inspiration from the classical world, the opera draws its life not from philosophy but from mythology’.[footnoteRef:47] This is an important insight as a likely source for the opera’s libretto was a French novel The Life of Sethos by Jean Terrasson published 1731.[footnoteRef:48] This novel describes an ancient initiation into the cult of Isis involving three trials which resonates with those in Mozart’s opera, and Terrasson would have had earlier classical sources to draw on. There is evidence that Masonry, seeking to establish an ancient lineage, turned to Egyptian mythology, specifically the initiation rites associated with Isis.[footnoteRef:49]  [47:  Stuckey, ‘Light Dispels Darkness’ , (p. 8).]  [48:  Maynard Soloman, Mozart: A Life, (London: Hutchinson, 1995), p. 590. ]  [49:  xxxxxxxx] 

      In the opera Tamino undergoes a set of trials in his quest to rescue The Queen of the Night’s daughter Pamina and having successfully passing these tests (along with Pamina) he is  initiated into Sarastro’s temple of enlightenment and rational order. The ritualistic invocation of Isis and Osiris in the opera by Sarastro has a resonance with the Ishtar narrative. The Osiris-Isis myth features a goddess, Isis, who searches for her dead consort king, Osiris, in an attempt to bring him back to life, which is short lived, sufficient only to allow procreation of a son.[footnoteRef:50] Subsequently Osiris becomes  the ruler of the realm of the dead.[footnoteRef:51] It can be seen therefore that the myths and rituals  concerning life, death and resurrection are also present in both the Ishtar myth and The Magic Flute.  [50:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology, Vol. 1, (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2008; repr. 2015), p. 91.]  [51:  Françoise Dunand and Christine Zivie-Coche, Gods And Men In Egypt: 3000 BCE To 395 CE, trans. by David Lorton, (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004), p. 39.] 

Conclusion
      This essay has explored a number of cultural implications of The Descent of Ishtar by identifying shared themes and symbolic motifs between the Ishtar text and the early modern work by Mozart, namely the opera The Magic Flute. The cultural context to each work has been briefly explored. A consideration of the cultural significance of femininity and masculinity has pointed to the association of femininity with emotion and masculinity with reason in each work. The significance of the maleness of the god of wisdom in the return of an emotional Ishtar was highlighted, whilst the emotionally charged Queen of the Night was contrasted with Sarastro’s enlightened state of knowledge in the opera. The duality of light and darkness was explored in each work, with the contrast being absolute in the Ishtar narrative’s netherworld whilst being more ambiguous in the opera, as one academic source has persuasively argued.  In the opera the contrast of light and darkness was seen to represent the distinction between a state of enlightenment and a state in which superstition and evil exist. Finally, a third theme of ritual and  initiation was explored, suggesting that Ishtar’s descent followed a prescribed ritualistic initiation process involving seven tests of her determination, while in The Magic Flute Tamino, with Pamina, face their own tests as part of a ritualistic initiation journey based on an ancient myth concerning the goddess Isis. That such culturally significant themes are shared by two creative works with over three thousand years separating them  demonstrates the enduring power and cultural significance of myths and the cultural significance of The Descent of Ishtar lies in its ‘powerful symbols that suggest particular ways of interpreting the world’[footnoteRef:52] as Mary Midgley noted.       [52:  Midgley, The Myths, p. 1.] 


      








   





 












