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Explore the cultural significance of the myth of Venus and the descent of Ishtar. 
Introduction 

Venus played a significant role in ancient human activities and expanded their cultural imaginations among various ancient civilizations. The history of sky-watching for Venus could be dated back thousands of years worldwide, ancient people discovered Venus as both the morning and evening star. This celestial feature of Venus provides endless inspiration when discussing the Venus deity’s scope. In terms of Venus myths, the most obvious keywords associated is romance, and the characters of the Venus goddess were designated with beauty. In Mesopotamian culture, Inanna (Ishtar) was the goddess of sexual love, fertility, and war.1 These traditional narratives are the highlight of Ancient Near Eastern society. Nick Campion mentioned in Mesopotamia, stars are the media to communicate between gods or goddesses with humans.2 Historians, psychologists, sociologists, and astrologers have studied the Venus goddess Inanna (Ishtar) to some scale, therefore, this essay aims to illustrate Inanna’s descent to the underworld from Sumerian myth to reveal the cultural appearance and meanings from the previous studies. The essay approach is firstly to analyze the Venues nature basis and relationship with myth; then the focus will be shifted to discuss Ishtar’s main functions under the Sumerian culture scope; furthermore, a deep concentrate to decode the descent of Ishtar and its influences. Additionally, this essay will generally deliberate the paradox situation of Ishtar. 

Main body

Venus Myth

NASA defines Venus as: ‘a cloud-swaddled planet named for a love goddess.’3 Venus myths are the spiritual fountains to feed on ancient and contemporary civilizations. One of the most famous Venus goddesses might be Aphrodite from the Greek culture, she is a beautiful lady who was born from the foam by the sea, she exclusively represents beauty, fertility, and sexual love. Aphrodite inherited those deities’ powers from Inanna (Ishtar), the Venus goddess from ancient Mesopotamia.4 Aphrodite and Inanna (Ishtar) are both muses of the art collections, statues, buildings, and literary works. In the format of art, images of Venus goddesses drawn to the romantic stories as well as the sacrifice they made to save their lovers are very prevalent. The Mesopotamian god system existed the three most significant deities, An(god), Enlil (Lord of the Air) as well as Inanna (Ishtar). The deity An was created from the son of primeval waters and goddess Nammu. The Sumerian universe was created by An and his sister Ki (Earth). For Inanna (Ishtar), she was described as the daughter of Sin(moon god) or An, Dumuzzi is her lover.5 Inanna was treated as the Venus goddess could be traced to the third-millennium B.C.E, With the proof from a unique ancient seal, David Brown confirmed that Inanna (Ishtar) was associated with Venus and it was documented as a celestial body in the morning and evening.6 

In the first place, the sky eternal is an inevitable component of the fantastic and imaginary sky stories to consider. Experienced astrologers or astronomies performed continuous observations of the infinite sky. the enormous emptiness and darkness are enlightened by planets and stars, and they follow their orbits to move regardless of worldwide changes made on Earth. Such celestial movement patterns might result in variations in the star visibilities to the ancient sky observers. In some cases, the abnormal appearance of stars might be interpreted as divine warning messages to people, for instance, in ancient China, people believed there would be a war when Mercury and Venus were red from the east side of the sky.7 This kind of phenomenon is not singular but is also presented in the Sumerian cosmology. 

In the second place, the theory and connection of myth and nature played a dominant role in explaining this cultural phenomenon. In some way, myth seeds might bed in the knowledge of nature. In ancient agricultural societies, the importance of sky watching was essential to document and calculate a reasonable calendar to be utilized by humankind to participate in the agricultural activities in many civilizations, James Frazer discussed how the ancestors planned their agricultural activities by reading the rise and set of Pleiades messages from sky.8This argument sets an example to explain the myth connection between nature, and how nature's knowledge is applied in the myth itself. Similarly, the observation of the movement pattern of Venus reveals a perspective from Earth. Back to the Venus myth, as Venus is nearest to Earth, that is why it leads to the morning and evening star at different times of the year. Sumerians might derive inspiration from these features of Venus's appearances creating multiple identities for the Inanna (Ishtar) through their enriched imaginations. 

Venus myth thereby is truly an enchantment associated with nature, the myth of Venus is a manifestation of the unity of heaven and mankind, and the significance of Venus has had an important impact on human civilization, these myths have helped to establish a relatively stable cosmological view of the Sumerian cultural society. In line with ancestors' activities, the importance of the consistency and prosperity of agriculture would provide a profound solid foundation for the kingdom during its reign. 

Ishtar, the goddess of love, fertility and war

Compared with the Greek Venus Myth, the Inanna (Ishtar) myth is more dynamic, and at some turning point it might be directly related to political intentions and purposes, the shreds of evidence are both in the written archaeology documents. At the same time, landscape buildings such as Ishtar temple or Ishtar gate were the witnesses to the intensive myth stories. The evidence is piece by piece element to fill the whole cultural portrait of the Venus goddess accordingly. 

To explore the cultural significance of Ishtar, the first mission is to identify the goddess power origins. One myth discussed that Inanna received power from me, in the Sumerian universe, me represents rituals, political power, security, sexual behavior, family, and more. On the contrary, Inanna had no divine functions in the beginning, therefore she paid a visit to Enki to steal the power from me. Enki became drunk at the grand feast and handled me to Inanna (Ishtar), Inanna successfully ran away with me in the “Boat of Heaven”, a symbol of Sumerian fertility and prosperity. Despite Enki tried to chase Inanna (Ishtar), she used some spells to escape. In return, Inanna (Ishtar) prepared the great feast as a reward for Enki’s generosity, eventually Inanna’s (Ishtar) power was recognized in the divinity rankings.9
Inanna (Ishtar) was the most powerful goddess of her time, although her power was stolen from Enki, and later she went to the Netherworld to obtain new power, either way, the goddess Ishtar provided a clear portrait in terms of cosmology and philosophy. As Claude Lévi-Strauss argued myth and ritual are on the level of conceptual and action respectively.10 The Inanna (Ishtar) played the leading role in the Sumerian Venus myth, her braveness and smartness could ignite Sumerian civilizations, accordingly, the Assyrian New Year Celebration to worship Inanna (Ishtar) could be the evidence to demonstrate that myth and rituals are two-fold images at different realms, which will be discussed more extensively in the paragraph of descent of Ishtar in this essay.

In terms of the deity’s scope of love and fertility, Zainab Bahrani believed that the exaggeration of the vulva is a sign and index of sexuality and nude female figures represented fertility fetishes in Near Eastern culture.11Many studies worked on examining the cultural meaning of Inanna (Ishtar) art pieces, such as remaining sculptures. Nanette Rodney from The Metropolitan Museum described an unfinished art piece for Ishtar, ‘a deity standing on the back of a lion…the ring and rod, grasped in our figures’ left hand, is a common symbol of divinity.’12 This evidence helped to confirm the Inanna (Ishtar) identity from the sculpture. Then the Inanna (Ishtar) images in the art collection are paired with a robust lady, with a ring by the hand side and accompanied by the lions. Lions in some cultures represent war guardians could confirm the deity’s identity. The appearance of Inanna (Ishtar) might not be identical, there might exist some variations, such as some are clothed and some are nude, but their basic features to represent Inanna (Ishtar) are consistent, and this consistency helps to facilitate the transmission of the myth from one generation to another generation.
When it comes to understanding why Inanna (Ishtar) as the war goddess, Miroslav Marcovich states that: ‘Since the war was the main occupation of every able Assyrian king and since Ishtar was his divine wife, it follows that the queen felt it her marital duty to become a war goddess as well.’13 Terry Eagleton declared that the cultivation: ’may also be something done to us, not least by the political state. For the state to flourish, it must inculate in its citizens and proper sorts of spiritual disposition.’14 This theory could help us better interpret Ishtar’s function as a war goddess above. Mainly her goddess severed the kingship and the kings tried to create such rituals or powers to enhance the myth experiences of Ishtar. It could be the moment when the kingdom is facing challenges or wars, the Ishtar goddess been brought up more frequently. Consequently, through the development of Mesopotamian civilizations, the cultural dimensions or layers of Inanna (Ishtar) grew and became one of the most powerful deities in Sumer culture, a goddess of love, fertility, and war.

In addition, there were some historic monuments to celebrate Ishtar Goddess as one way to recognize her deities. One of the famous buildings was Ishtar Gate. Study shows that, following King Nebuchadnezzar II’s order, the Ishtar Gate was planned and constructed. The gate site evacuation ushered that in history, Ishtar Gate has more than one construction, along with the city and palace upgrade. Decorations on the gate itself were well-designed and bickers were carefully selected.14 Though the Ishtar Gate no longer exists and only leaves debris, still through the archaeologists' hard work, the importance of Ishtar could be revisited through historical evidence.

Ishtar descent to the Nether World

Inanna (Ishtar), the “Queen of Heaven”, represents the great heaven or great above. In the Sumerian Myths and Epic Tales, this myth of Ishtar going to the Nether world involved several deities and one deity's helper. Ninshubura was the helper for Inanna (Ishtar). Deities included Enlil, Nanna, and Enki. Ereshkigal, who is Inanna (Ishtar)’s sister, was the ruler of the Nether World (underworld). This cultural significance of the Ishtar descent could be the climax of Ishtar myths. The selected chapter of this myth explained the complete process of how Inanna (Ishtar) went to the underworld. After Ishtar abandoned heaven and earth, and prior to her descent to the Netherworld, she collected seven ordinances, accordingly, the seven ordinances were removed one by one after she passed each underworld gate, and each scene was equipped with a certain format of prays or hymns, eventually she turned to a corpse for three days and nights. Her helper Ninshubura went to the three deities Enlil, Nanna, and Enki to ask for help, while Enlil and Nanna both refused, and only Enki found a way to bring Inanna back to heaven by using the “ water of life” and “food of life”. 15
In spite of this myth chapter missing some important information such as why and when Inanna (Ishtar) went to the underworld. The common guess might be Ishtar went to the underground to save her lover Dumuzzi. Other studies might analyze Inanna’s descent from an agricultural perspective considering the Sumerian culture at the moment. As she went to the Nether World could be treated as planting the spring. Especially the materials Enki utilized to save Inanna (Ishtar) were the” water of life” and “food of life”, water is the key in springtime and food is essential to allow human culture to survive and live. Some studies described the descent of Ishtar to the Netherworld as connected with the Assyrian New Year celebration scene, accompanied by the rituals, the new year ‘on the first of Nisan (March-April) and lasted twelve days.’16 Northrop Frey argued that “the myth is the central informing power that gives archetypal significance to the ritual and archetypal narrative to the oracle. Hence the myth is the archetype.’17  
Nick Campion mentioned that Mesopotamian astrology illustrated how the kingship was received and was conducted by an elite group of people, the astronomy activities were on behalf of the king, therefore, the king could receive the message from the god or goddess more directly.18 From this piece of information, it is not difficult to draw attention that certain rituals to celebrate the Ishtar descent might be interpreted as one way to obtain and strengthen the kingship. Or the king might organize some rituals to help maintain the ruling order. This is very common in ancient times, especially when we consider the enchantment facts in the myth. As Nick included in his book:

the divine descent to the underworld accompanied by repentance and followed by forgiveness, resurrection, and salvation; and all associated with the spring equinox. The recitation of the Epic of Creation, of the transformation of chaos into cosmos, was a magical act, providing a context for humanity’s repetitive participation in the ordering of the universe.

To name a few of the cultural influences of Ishtar's descent, Greeks' Universe origins were inspired by the Mesopotamian cosmology, meanwhile, the calendar system from Mesopotamia adopted by the Jews and still been used today.18 In the Greek Venus myth, as we mentioned before, Aphrodite was treated as the successor and spread the Venus deities’ function accordingly in the Mediterranean realm. The myth of Ishtar's descent to the underworld has completed the transmission function in the cultural aspects, which could be summarized by Jung’s opinion on the Archetypes, ’What really matters is that an objective substance or form of life is ritually transformed through some process going on independently, while the initiate is influenced, impressed’19
Ishtar's descent myth unveiled an extremely powerful goddess, who abandoned her divine power (me), and descent from heaven to the underworld, through the seven gates of hell, her divine power was lifted one by one, and the sacrifices she made, her persistence, as well as her wisdom, are the competencies of her resilience. This scene and the rituals enlightened the Sumerian people to take hope and strength when facing difficulties or abrupt situations.

Some paradoxes

In the myth of Inanna (Ishtar), it is noticeable that some details of the myth were not clear and had some paradoxes or contractions when we read the translated words from the selected text. In the Sumerian Myth and epic tales, which didn’t reveal the reason why Ishtar went to the underworld, traditional thought might be she went to the underworld to save his lover Dumuzzi , while due to the first composition piece of the primary source material is missing, we couldn’t give a clear answer based on the text. Taking another perspective, the ambiguities or gaps of the myth might provide some imagination space for the readers to explore the myth world based on his/her own life experience. Thus, this ambiguity could concrete additional enchantment elements to this myth.

Another contrary discussion of Ishtar might be the question of gender, though this essay followed the female gender to analyze the deity's function and cultural meaning for Inanna (Ishtar),  while some studies have shown that there was no clear evidence to confirm whether the evening and morning manifestations of Venus were thought of as male and female, in other words, the gender is very hard to determine.6
Furthermore, some studies argued the Ishtar myth paradox as, ‘Ishtar was both order and disorder, structure and antistructure.’ (Inanna-Ishtar as Paradox and a Coincidence of Opposites) In addition, they explained due to the paradox existing in Ishtar, therefore, she transcended them. This argument might not be critical enough when considering the environment of Near Eastern culture. As there was no clear proof of why she descent to the Netherworld, we couldn’t simply connect that due to the paradox, she transcended. Unless more evidence could be provided to demonstrate that she went to the underworld due to her paradoxical characteristics from the ancient written epics or visual documentations.
It might lead to a result when people find out that if Inanna (Ishtar) was not a female character, then some of the goddess power assigned to her such as love, and fertility might be indefensible. Then the myth might come to the moment of disenchantment, as Patrick Curry described, ‘The moment disbelief arise, the spell is broken; the magic, or rather the art, has failed.’20 While this is a very extreme hypothesis as no clear evidence to demonstrate the Ishtar is a male deity. Therefore, it is still believed that Ishtar is a female deity as the “Queen of Heaven”.

When taking the considerations of the Sumerian political ideology and cosmology structure, as these paradoxes won’t impact the analysis we emphasized in Inanna’s descent to the Netherworld chapter. Additionally, without convincing proof to support the contrary part, still, the goddess Inanna (Ishtar) cultural significance as Venus deity won’t be challenged.

Conclusion

In summary, this essay carefully examines the Ishtar myth from the myth structure to how the Venus myth derived from the sky movement patterns, then explicates Inanna (Ishtar)’s identity as the goddess of love, fertility, and war, eventually studies her descent myth. As discussed before, as ritual is a manifestation of a concept at the action level, and the repetition of annual rituals performed for Ishtar could enhance this deity’s functions in the culture spectrum. At the same time, such rituals serve as a bilateral tool, complementing the ideology and domination of the Mesopotamian political reign. Although the ancient Babylonian civilization was a few thousand years ago many of its monuments have been broken down. The significance of deciphering the descent of Ishtar, not only as a demonstration of ancient Mesopotamia's cultural diversity, but also as one of the four ancient civilizations that helped to create the foundation to influence much of the later Western culture, is the true power of the Ishtar goddess, her attitudes to love, fertility, and war, which are all necessity components of the evolution of a civilization. 
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