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The Cultural Significance of the Myth of Venus and Inanna’s Descent to the Netherworld

Introduction
This essay examines the cultural significance of the ancient Sumerian myth Inanna’s Descent to the Netherworld, through the lenses of contemporary Jungian analysis, and psychological astrology.  Beginning with contextual background and an overview of Inanna’s Descent, a discussion on theories of myth facilitates the analysis of Inanna’s Descent within Jungian goddess feminist literature in the late twentieth century - as exemplified by the work of Sylvia Perera in her book Descent to the Goddess, 1981.[footnoteRef:1] Broadening the discussion, this paper then investigates expressions of Inanna’s Descent through modern psychological astrology prompting a reflection upon the importance of Inanna’s Descent in shaping contemporary narratives around self-empowerment. [1:  Sylvia Perera, Descent to the Goddess, A Way of Initiation for Women, (Toronto: City Books Publishing, 1981).] 


Defining Terms
Culture: Drawing on Terry Eagleton’s definition of culture as ‘a body of creative and intellectual works that hold societal value, alongside the institutions responsible for their creation, dissemination, and regulation’, this essay’s use of the term culture refers to the artistic and intellectual expressions found in modern Jungian psychology and psychological astrology.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2000), p. 21.] 

Inanna, Queen of Heaven and Earth
Excavated between 1889 and 1900 by an expedition from the University of Pennsylvania, approximately six thousand cuneiform clay tablets and fragments dated to 2000 B.C.E were discovered in the Sumerian city of Nippur – now modern-day Southern Iraq.[footnoteRef:3] From this archive of ancient texts The Descent of Inanna emerged, fragment by fragment, reconstructed and translated over more than four decades by leading Sumerologist Samuel Kramer (1897-1990).[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Kramer Samuel, From the Poetry of Sumer, (California: University of California Press, 1979), p. 4.]  [4:  Samuel Kramer, Diane Wolkstein, Inanna, Queen of Heaven and Earth, Her Stories and Hymns from Sumer, (New York: Harper and Row Publishers, 1983), pp. 127-135.] 

Inanna is the Sumerian Queen of Heaven and Earth - the beloved Sumerian Goddess of Fertility, Love and War, known to Akkadians as Ishtar.[footnoteRef:5] The daughter of Moon God Nanna and Moon Goddess Ningal, Inanna’s brother is Utu, the Sun God, and her husband is Dumuzi, the shepherd king.[footnoteRef:6] Inanna’s importance within the Sumerian pantheon and Sumerian culture is evident in the presence of dedicated temples and her prominent portrayal in recovered literary works. Devotional hymns dedicated to Inanna from the world’s earliest known poet, Enheduanna (2355B.C.E), a high priestess of Moon God Nanna in the city of Ur and daughter of King Sargon of Akkad (2370-2316 B.C.E) further attest to Inanna’s position as a much-revered Goddess.[footnoteRef:7] With Inanna’s prominent status in the Sumerian pantheon and within early Mesopotamian civilisation indicated, this essay now turns to the myth of Inanna’s Descent.   [5:  Paul Collins, The Sumerian goddess Inanna (3400-2200 BC), (London: University College London Press, 1972) pp. 119-122.]  [6:  Kramer, Wolkstein, Inanna, Queen of Heaven and Earth, pp. 10-11.]  [7:  Betty De Shong Meador, Inanna Lady of Largest Heart, (Texas: University of Texas Press, 2000), p. 17.] 


Inanna’s Descent to the Netherworld: The Myth
	The following overview of Inanna’s Descent is a recounting of the myth as it appears in Kramer’s 1942 translation from the original cuneiform texts.[footnoteRef:8] Interpretative perspectives of the myth are explored later in the essay.  [8:  Samuel Kramer, Inanna’s Descent to the Netherworld, in Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament with Supplement, ed. by James B. Pritchard, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969), p. 52.] 

 Inanna’s Descent is the myth of Inanna’s journey from the familiarity of her earthly and heavenly realms, to the underworld ‘land of no return’, ruled by Inanna’s sister Ereshkigal, Queen of the Netherworld.[footnoteRef:9] Before Inanna departed, she instructed Ninshubur, her messenger, to seek help from the three sky gods Enlil, Nanna, and Enki in the event of her death. Entering the Netherworld, Inanna passed through seven gates, ordered at each to remove one piece of her queenly regalia. Arriving naked in Ereshkigal’s throne room, Inanna was judged by a panel of seven Anunnaki before being turned to a corpse with the ‘eyes of death’ and hung on a stake to rot.[footnoteRef:10] After three days had passed, Ninshibur met with Enki, the god of wisdom, whom being the only god to show concern for Inanna, agreed to help. From dirt under his nails, Enki fashioned two beings -the Kurgarru and the Kalaturru and sent them into the netherworld to revive and retrieve Inanna. Upon arrival, the Kurgarru and Kalaturru found Ereshkigal in labour, and so comforted the Queen of the Netherworld through a painful childbirth. In return for their empathic support, Ereshkigal granted the two beings their request, the revival and return of Inanna to the upperworld - on one condition: a replacement must be found to take Inanna’s place. And so, upon Ereshkigal’s delivery of her child, Inanna was revived. Upon her return to the upperworld, Inanna found Dumuzi indifferent to her absence and plight. Enraged at Dumuzi’s apathy, Inanna nominated her husband to take her place in the netherworld. After a failed attempt to escape his fate, Dumuzi found compromise by way of his sister Geshtinanna, with whom he reached an agreement that he would first reside in the underworld for six months, and return to the upperworld for the following six months, whilst Geshtinanna took his place.[footnoteRef:11]  [9:  Kramer, Inanna’s Descent, p. 52]  [10:  Kramer, Wolkstein, Inanna, Queen of Heaven and Earth, pp. 135.]  [11:  Kramer, Wolkstein, Inanna, Queen of Heaven and Earth, pp. 135.] 

Inanna as Venus
With an overview of the myth provided, this paper now offers a brief foundational discussion highlighting Inanna’s celestial correlation to the planet Venus.
Artefactual Correlations between Inanna/Ishtar and the planet Venus can be found through Sumerian and Akkadian cuneiform texts and pictographic cylindrical seals, depicting Inanna with her symbol of the eight-pointed star of Venus.[footnoteRef:12] One pictographic tablet was interpreted by Sumerologist Adam Falkenstein as describing a ‘festival on the day which the star of Inanna sets’[footnoteRef:13] whilst further references to Venus’s astronomical phases were found in a text from Enheduanna’s collection of written devotions to the Goddess, addressing Inanna as Evening Star Venus.[footnoteRef:14]  Additionally, Inanna’s epithets of Inanna of the Morning and Inanna of the Evening, inscribed in clay tablets from Uruk initially translated by Krystyna Szarzynksa, were interpreted by Paul-Alain Beaulieu as evidence of Venus being a ‘fundamental aspect of the goddess, with roots going back to prehistoric times.’[footnoteRef:15] With artefactual correlations between Venus and Inanna established, a discussion on the cosmological aspects of Inanna’s Descent to elucidate the relationship between Inanna’s Descent and the sky now follows.  [12:  Jeremy Black, Anthony Green, Gods, Demons and Symbols of Ancient Mesopotamia; An Illustrated Dictionary, (London: The British Museum Press, 1992), pp. 108-109.]  [13:  Adam Falkenstein, The Near East: The Early Civilzations, Delacorte Press, New York 1967, p. 47.]  [14:  Betty De Shong Meador, Inanna Lady of Largest Heart, p. 13.]  [15:  Paul-Alain Beaulieu, The Pantheon of Uruk During the NeoBabylonian Period, Cuneiform Monographs Vol. 23, (New York: Styx Publishing, 2003), p. 104.] 

Inanna as Cosmos and Psyche
A cosmological myth, or sky myth, dramatises observable naked eye astronomical events. In discussing the key components constituting such myths, cultural astronomer Bernadette Brady points out that characters of the myth are ‘forced to comply with celestial mechanics’ producing absurd narratives at the logical level, and can be identified by way of their particular plots lines, as sky myths that instead of rational logic, contain an inherent ‘sky logic’.[footnoteRef:16] Brady goes on to say that ‘stories of death, the underworld, and eventual rebirth can be motifs that are describing the phases of the stars or planets.’[footnoteRef:17]  [16:  Bernadette Brady, The Afon Cynfael- a River's Part in the Cosmology of the Mabinogi, in Rivers, Mountains, Sky and Sea - the Materiality of Spirit and Place, ed. by Luci Attala, (Wales: Sophia Centre Press, 2023) p. 119.]  [17:  Brady, The Afon Cynfael, p. 119.] 

An Evening Star in the western sky after sunset, Venus gradually fades into a period of invisibility before rising ahead of the sun as Morning Star in the pre-dawn eastern sky. Inanna’s journey underground renders her invisible from above ground, until she reappears renewed, thus conforming to Venus’s observable sky events and what Brady terms ‘the necessity of the sky’.[footnoteRef:18] From a rational perspective, the story of Inanna descending under the earth to face certain death and rebirth voluntarily could be deemed absurd. Yet in Inanna’s enactment of the disappearance and reappearance of the planet Venus, the story conveys the symbolism, or sky logic inherent through the sky’s observable motions of Venus disappearing and reappearing in renewed form. To apply Brady’s points on sky logic to Inanna’s Descent, it can be considered that the irrational, yet sky-logical, celestially sourced structure within Inanna’s Descent, conveys a symbolic structure and resonance, that whilst absurd to the rational mind, connects with deep resonance in the deeper human psyche.  [18:  Brady, The Afon Cynfael, p. 119.] 

To further understand the psychological implications of Inanna’s Descent, this essay now provides a brief discussion on psychological theories of myth as posited by psychiatrist Carl Jung (1875-1961). Pausing momentarily with the presence of absurdity in myth, it is precisely this aspect that for early Jung, supported his theory that ‘myth is purely psychological and uses meteorological or astronomical events as a means of expression’, suggesting that the ’whimsicality and absurdity’ of myth made his arguments seem ‘far more appropriate than any other.[footnoteRef:19] Indeed, Jung’s conceptualisation of myth as a symbolic manifestation of psychological process, becomes evident in his notions of death and rebirth myths, which he conceives of as ‘a transformation of attitude’ in which ‘a new potential....a new fruitfulness, is created.’[footnoteRef:20] The death and rebirth myth for Jung, as interpreted by Robert Segal, is a ‘return of the ego to the unconscious – a kind of temporary death of the ego – and its reemergence, or rebirth, from the unconscious.’[footnoteRef:21] For Jung and the Jungian, myths and dreams connect the conscious and the unconscious, facilitating opportunities for psychic integration, and none most strongly than the death and rebirth myth. With these insights gained, this essay turns to a discussion exploring the cultural significance of Inanna’s Descent significance within feminist literature in contemporary late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.  [19:  Carl Jung, Psychological Types, Collected Works, vol. 6, (Princeton, University of Princeton, 1971) pp. 193-194.]  [20:  Jung, Psychological Types, pp. 193-194.]  [21:  Robert Segal, Jung on Mythology, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998) p.4.] 

Inanna’s Ascent into Late Twentieth Century Feminist Literature
The connection between archaeological discovery and literature, as mythographer Judy Grahn pointed out, is often reciprocal, with voices from the past emerging to ‘lead literature forward in a procession that moves, paradoxically, century after century, backwards in time’. Indeed, a wave of feminist literature extolling the transformative therapeutic potentials of Inanna’s Descent began to surge around 1979, when Kramer met folklorist Diane Wolkstein (1942-2013), who had developed a passion for Inanna’s Descent after coming across one of Kramer’s earlier translations of the myth. Wolkstein described reading Inanna’s Descent again and again, being drawn to a feminine figure who had sacrificed all her accomplishments ‘until she was stripped naked, with nothing remaining but her will to be reborn’. 
Though Kramer’s fourth and final revision of the myth had been completed in 1963, he felt that Wolkstein’s sympathetic editing skills would enable the arrangement and completion of Inanna’s stories in such a way that when combined with his own scholarly accounts of discovery, retrieval and translation, could present Inanna’s Descent and other hymns in a way that Kramer hoped would make them ‘alive and meaningful to modern readers’.[footnoteRef:22] Together, Kramer and Wolkstein collaborated on the influential Inanna: Queen of Heaven and Earth.[footnoteRef:23]  [22:  Kramer, Wolkstein, Inanna, Queen of Heaven and Earth, pp. 135.]  [23:  Samuel Kramer, Diane Wolkenstein, Inanna: Queen of Heaven and Earth, (New York: Harper & Row, 1983).] 

Writing the foreword for Betty De Shong Meador, Grahn reflected upon the major impact of Kramer and Wolkenstein’s book on Inanna some seventeen years earlier, describing how the publication paved the way for the ‘star goddess with her own voice and stories’ to ‘burst full grown onto the scene with a breathtaking complexity.’[footnoteRef:24] Kramer and Wolkenstein had succeed in delivering Inanna’s stories to a wider audience, enabling writers, scholars, and people everywhere access to the transformational myth, rebirthing Inanna’s Descent for future millennia. Amongst the books many eager readers, were Jungian feminists, hungry for an alive and empowered feminine figure. [24:  Betty De Shong Meador, Inanna: Lady of Largest Heart, (Texas: University of Texas), pp. xiv-xv.] 


Descent to the Goddess
Jungian analyst Sylvia Brinton Perera’s Descent to the Goddess emerged in 1981, in tandem with Kramer and Wolkenstein’s collaboration, and though published two years prior, draws upon and gives references to Inanna: Queen of Heaven of Earth as a source that is forthcoming.[footnoteRef:25] Highlighted as an influential text by Jungian author Susan Rowland in Jung: A Feminist Revision, Descent to the Goddess was noted for offering Inanna’s Descent as a healing framework in which women can ‘encounter the psychological and healing value of a dark, depressive archetype.’[footnoteRef:26] [25:  Sylvia Brinton Perera, Descent to the Goddess, (Toronto: Inner City Books, 1981) p. 107.]  [26:  Susan Rowland, Jung: A Feminist Revision, (London: Harper & Row, 2002), p. 62.] 

In line with Jungian principles, Perera’s book outlines Inanna’s Descent as an inner process of transformation, conveying the death and rebirth myth as ‘a descent for the purpose of retrieving values long repressed, and of uniting above and below into a new pattern’.[footnoteRef:27] Perera’s lens as a Jungian feminist however, challenges Jung’s vision of the feminine principle being defined in relation to the masculine, instead viewing the feminine as automatous.[footnoteRef:28] Through this feminist lens, Perera expands upon Inanna’s Descent as a pathway for redeeming the discarded aspects of the ‘patriarchal daughter’, the women that have amputated aspects of themselves in an attempt to meet the ideals of patriarchy, which as Perera claims, views the autonomous fullness of the feminine as ‘a dangerous threat’ and call ‘terrible mother, dragon, or witch’.[footnoteRef:29] Echoing this sentiment, Grahn appears struck by the sheer liberation embodied in Inanna, standing apart from the fractured, passive, subordinate, and blamed feminine archetypes of old. In Grahn’s words, Inanna is depicted as “not fractured, not dragged about in wars, not waiting, not “all that is fair”, not killed by her own children, not cursed, or reviled.’[footnoteRef:30]  [27:  Perera, Descent to the Goddess, pp. 14-15.]  [28:  Rowland, Jung: A Feminist Revision, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2002), pp. 47-52.]  [29:  Perera, Descent to the Goddess, p. 7.]  [30:  Perera, Descent to the Goddess, p. 12.] 

Inanna’s emergence as a multifaceted, assertive, and sexually liberated feminine image, wrapped within a narrative of profound transformative healing, responded directly to the call of the Jungian feminists, challenged by Naomi R. Goldenberg in 1976, who in her criticism of Jungian archetypal concepts, called upon Feminist Jungians, to either accept patriarchy or to ‘indulge in a rival search to find female archetypes, ones which can support feminist conclusions.’[footnoteRef:31] For Goldenberg, the curse of Jungian feminists was their inability to refer to an established text, and without a suitable feminine image or doctrine from which to work, ideas of reclaiming a feminine fullness were without affect. [footnoteRef:32] For those that took up Goldenberg’s challenge, Inanna, it seemed, had answered their call. [31:  Naomi R. Goldenberg, A Feminist Critique of Jung, vol. 2, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976), pp. 443-449.]  [32:  Goldenberg, A Feminist Critique of Jung, p. 449.] 

As Inanna’s Descent gained traction among Jungian feminist such as Perera, the myth’s influence began to extend beyond the realm of feminist literature into disciplines such as astrology. Exploring the additional symbolic layers offered by Inanna’s Descent and its potential for supporting healthy psychological processes, astrologers quickly adopted the myth as a way of effectively communicating the deeper themes of the astrological Venus and Pluto to their audiences, whilst offering a timeline for when a personal descent process was likely to occur. However, observable difference in the utilisation of Inanna’s Descent as a tool for self-empowerment, is that generally, astrologers appear to see the death and rebirth process as being equally of benefit and importance to both men and women. 
Inanna’s Descent: Return to the Stars
Evidence of the early assimilation of Inanna’s Descent into the astrological birth chart can be found in the 1984 publication The Astrology of Fate by eminent astrologer Liz Greene, notable for her introduction of mythology as an interpretative aide to astrology.[footnoteRef:33] Following acknowledgements of indebtedness to Perera for her highly valuable insights into Inanna’s Descent, Greene’s interpretation of Inanna’s Descent focusses primarily on the identification of Ereshkigal as a potent representative of the planet Pluto, confirming Greene’s own feelings that Pluto is in fact a feminine symbol rather than the traditionally accepted masculine principle associated with the planet. Inanna’s Descent had managed to add depth and dimension to the limited feminine representation offered in astrology via the moon and venus. Greene further observed that during strong Pluto configurations to a person’s birth chart, a descent ensues, expressing as both an inner psychological process of renewal, and an external experience of material loss or the breaking of attachements and bonds, similar to those depicted by the myth.[footnoteRef:34]  [33:  Liz Greene, The Astrology of Fate, (Boston: Weiser Books, 1984)]  [34:  Greene, The Astrology of Fate, p. 39.] 

In her capacity as a psychoanalyst and astrologer, Greene discovered Inanna’s Descent to be a useful therapeutic tool in much the same way as Perera, writing ‘I have observed that this descent, with its loss of landmarks and props and attachements, seems to occur in both men and women..’[footnoteRef:35] Greene’s introduction of Inanna’s Descent into astrological interpretation would have almost certainly contributed to the uptake of the myth within the wider astrological community. However, it is in Inanna’s aspect of Venus, with incorporations of Ereshkigal, that the goddess has found popular and enduring significance in twenty-first century contemporary astrological culture.  [35:  Greene, The Astrology of Fate, p. 39.] 

The Venus retrograde occurs every 584 days, marking the period in which Venus transitions from Evening Star to Morning Star and vice versa. It is this period which astrologers recognise as well as Greene’s transits from Pluto, to be synchronous death and rebirth themes. Indeed, modern-day astrologers are accustomed to recounting Inanna’s Descent. Whether through written articles and magazines, or via podcasts, astrologers retell the myth to illuminate and facilitate, for their audience, the depth of healing that they claim can occur at this time. This can be seen from astrologer Melanie Reinhart who following a recounting of Inanna’s Descent, writes that the Venus retrogrades ‘are times of profound inner movement, and precious times of healing.’[footnoteRef:36]  [36:  Melanie Reinhart, ] 

One prominent contemporary example of this is the popular American astrologer Chani Nichols, who emphasises Inanna’s Descent as a tool in reclaiming ones discarded aspects. Chani writes ‘By recognizing Ereshkigal’s pain, Inanna is released. By recognizing our own Ereshkigal, and honoring all it has suffered through, we are too.’[footnoteRef:37] In these echoes of Perera’s interpretations some forty years later, it is evident Inanna’s Descent has not only retained its healing significance but perhaps has found further resonance with a return to a celestial framework. Describing her personal renewal experienced during a Venus retrograde, Chani expresses the kind of transformation that Perera suggested was possible;  [37:  Chani Nichols, www.chaninichols.com, 2022, https://chaninicholas.com/a-note-from-chani-on-venus-retrograde/, accessed April 4th, 2024.] 

‘What I’ve come to understand through this latest Venus retrograde is that all aspects of myself are restorable if I take a trip to visit them and acknowledge all they’ve tried to do to keep me from harm. All parts of myself want to be known. All my monsters really want is to be heroines.’[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Nichols, www.chaninichols.com ] 

This essay has established Inanna’s Descent from its discovery in Nippur, through its gradual reconstruction, to its most significant seeding in the collective consciousness most notably via Kramer and Wolkstein’s collaborative publication, inspiring a wave of feminist literature nurturing the myth within its pages. 
Theories of sky-myth, and myth as psychological processes have been explored, offering foundational context for the enduring nature and significance of Inanna’s Descent. Through the work of Jungian feminist scholars Sylvia Perera, Inanna’s Descent has been shown to have burst forth during feminisms most needy hour, during a search for a suitable feminine image that could adequately reflect the fullness of feminine inner experience, enabling the reclamation of supressed aspects and a renewed self-authority, at a time in history when gender roles were being strongly challenged. Indeed, that wave has not died out, with Judy Grahn’s recent 2021 publication Eruptions of Inanna, demonstrating the enduring captivation the myth holds.[footnoteRef:39]  [39:  Judy Grah, Eruptions of Inanna, Justice, Gender and Erotic Power, (Texas, Nightboat Books, 2021)] 

As explored, Inanna’s Descent rode its own wave to the shores of astrology, where it is embraced as both and inner and outer process, manifest for men and women alike. At this juncture, this essay considers that Inanna’s Descent has in some way found its way home. Highlighting contemporary astrologers in their retelling of Inanna’s story, synchronous to the celestial events the myth itself enacts, attention returns to the reciprocity between cosmos and psyche, the unconscious and the conscious, and the mirroring of above and below. The deep stirrings created by Inanna’s Descent to the Netherworld amongst scholars, practitioners, and their audiences alike, as shown in this essay, highlights the enduring significance Inanna’s Descent in contemporary feminist and astrological cultures, as a powerful myth for renewal, transformation and self-discovery, facilitating what James Hillman refers to as ‘the autocthonous urge of the psyche’ to ‘go below appearance to the invisible connection.’[footnoteRef:40]  [40:  James, Hilman, The Dream and the Underworld, (New York: Harper and Row, 1979), p. 27.
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