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The Cultural Significance of the Myth of Venus and the Descent of Ishtar

INTRODUCTION
 Perhaps it’s no coincidence one of the brightest lights in the night sky became the perfect muse for mankind to impress the trials, tribulations, and transformations of human experience.  

   In his book, ‘From the Poetry of Sumer,’ Samuel Kramer acknowledges that although many female deities were worshipped, there was one who outlasted, outweighed, and overshadowed them all, known as Ishtar to the Semites, and Inanna to the Sumerians.

   Venus’ ability to appear, and reappear in different places, and points in both the dawn, and evening sky, and noticeable disappearance meant stories developed to understand such phenomena and the formidable nature of Ishtar was born, who became ‘a goddess in all her aspects.’

    For the purposes of this assignment interchangeable use of the name Inanna/Ishtar will be used to denote Venus, who to the Sumerians was known as Morning and Evening Star, the etymology of Inanna is ‘Queen of Heaven.’

CULTURE   

  Through her work ‘The Mythology of Venus Ancient Calendar and Archeoastronomy,’ Helen Benigni notes how the cycles of procession in the night sky highlight and serve (at a deep unconscious level) the power of flux and need for transformation. Benigni writes how the significance of Venus is evident in the comparative mythology of several ancient cultures all of which share a reoccurring story, a goddess whose is involved with the patterns of the planet in the night sky.
 Therefore, to understand a sky story, you must do so from the cultural perspective of its originators. 

   This assignment will explore the cosmogonic power and function of the myth of Venus within the context of the ancient culture of Mesopotamia where she flourished circa 3100BC under the names Inanna and Ishtar. The significance of Venus and the associated descent myth will be explored in relation three themes, death, fertility/agriculture, and spiritual transformation. Some comparisons, and contrasts will be made in relation to the theme of rebirth between the two primary source interpretations, ‘Myths and Epics from Mesopotamia,’ featured in The Ancient Near East: An Anthology of Texts and Pictures, by J Pritchard, and folklorist Diane Wolkstein Inanna The Queen of Heaven and Earth her songs and stories from Sumer. 
    The definition of the word culture in relation to this essay is anthropological, taken from Herder and Klemm it denotes, ‘a particular way of life, whether of a people, a group, or humanity in general.’
 Such a notion is demonstrated through the symbol of Ishtar who in a drinking competition with Enki steals all ‘the me,’ a series of immutable, and universal limits and rules, which had to be observed by both God and man, ‘the me,’ kept cosmic entities and cultural phenomena operating.
 
   Furthermore, in her paper ‘Was Dust Their Food and Clay Their Bread? Grave Goods, the Mesopotamian Afterlife, and the Liminal Role of Inana/Ishtar,’ Caitlin E Barret states how ‘the me,’ demonstrated the features of civilisation and was likely how cultural norms, values and knowledge spread (through the power of myth telling) from Enkis city of Eridu and Inanna’s of Uruk.

   To appreciate the cultural significance of Venus in relation to Sumerian and Babylonian lore we must ‘start with some very important problems ancient people faced and do a task analysis from their camera angle.’ In his book, ‘When they Severed Earth from Sky: How the Human Mind Shapes Myth,’ Paul Barber states instead of starting with a myth, imagine instead a life with no books, or TVs/movies, no cars, no electric, or cities; and to envisage living at that time, in the Near East.

   In lieu of these deductions, it is clear how a fast moving, bright light like Venus developed a cosmogonic function in Mesopotamia for it was through the creation of myth, and its subsequent protagonists’ ancient cultures were able to remember specific celestial positions.
 Her mysterious nature combined with her brilliant light would become a source of entertainment and the sky a canvas upon which her adventures could come to life, Barber describes it as ‘the Big Show,’ where stars appear as if on an eternal river, flowing all night.

DEATH

  It was through watching stars set in the west, ancient cultures were able to make the connection between dying celestial bodies which were seen to pass under the earth, only to be reborn, and thus surmised the land of the dead must also lie underneath the earth. This notion was reinforced by the fact that most human cultures put their dead in the soil (under the earth).

  Grave goods found in Mesopotamia feature iconography of the goddess Inanna/Ishtar and thus portray how her mythic decent created a cosmogonic function as she became a ‘model to emulate,’ as opposed to someone to rely upon for direct aid.
 Ishtar’s escape, and thus avoidance of the eternal dank, dark conditions of the Netherworld gave hope, that although death wasn’t survivable it conditions could at least be a little more comfortable.

    In the Sumerian myth, ‘Death of Ur-Namma,’ it is suggested ‘some of the dead have a better lot than others,’ and that quality of death is dependent upon one’s rank, and the number of children produced. Those of royal bearing such as Ur -Namma remained judges and rulers of the dead, and that all social order was mimicked in ‘the Netherworld.’
 Similar narratives are seen in Tinney’s work (1998:27) were in ‘The Death of Gilgamesh,’ the mortal ruler Gilgamesh will be lord of the netherworld just like Dumuzi and Ningishzida.

   Texts like ‘Death of Ur-Namma,’ and ‘Death of Gilgamesh,’ infer that those of high position enjoyed high status in the After Life, yet in the ‘Epic tale of Gilgamesh,’ the right of rulership through earthly status is fully rebuked as Ishtar observes; ‘

        ‘In the House of Dust, which I entered, I looked at [rulers], their 

        crowns put away;  I [saw princes], those (born to) the crown, 

        Who had ruled the land from the days of yore. [These doubles] 

        of Anu and Enlil were serving meat roasts; They were serving 

        bake[meats] and pouring Cool water from the waterskins.’

   Such a notion is strengthened through Wolkstein’s interpretation as for Inanna to transgress each gate and descend into the Underworld she must confiscate ‘her me.’ This loss of authority is reinforced through the repeated lines, ‘quiet Inanna, the ways of the underworld are perfect. They may not be questioned.’
  All of ‘her me,’ denote her royal status and are items such as jewellery and robes, ‘from her hand the lapis measuring rod and line was removed.’
 When Inanna enters the throne room, she is naked and bowed low all of which is in direct contrast to the Netherworld status seen in the ‘Death or Ur Namma.’

LIFE
     One of the significant features of Venus and ‘Ishtar’s descent,’ is the notion that her appearance in the night sky stirred mixed feelings in the hearts and minds of the Sumerians, a sense of awe, and terror. Venus created a culture where through ritual, ancient civilisations could appease her wrath, and appeal to her good grace for her position was a source of great reverence. To the (ancient) naked eye astronomer Venus/Ishtar was known as ‘The Brave One who appears first in the heavens,’ exemplified in the phrase, ‘All the lands fear her,’
 taking to their knees to offer drink and platters of food.

    This concept: that ‘All the lands fear her,’
 carried merit and found its origin through ‘the Epic tale of Gilgamesh,’ when Ishtar asks her father Enki to release the Bull of Heaven as a punishment to Gilgamesh for spurring her sexual advances. Through the interaction Enki showed concern for people of Sumer, ‘Hast thou gathered [grain for the people]?  Hast thou grown grass [for the beasts]?’
 Ishtar’s association with agriculture is thus imbued into myth, and it is through this cosmic drama, the goddesses almighty power is highlighted; ‘[Ishtar opened her mouth] to speak, [Saying to A]nu, her father: “[Grain for the people] I have stored, [Grass for the beasts] I have provided.’

   Evidence suggests through the symbol of ‘Ishtar,’ Sumerians could, and would turn earthly chaos (unpredictability in weather, and food scarcity) into a cosmic drama (order and reason). The ‘descent of Ishtar’ clearly served this function through its connection to ancient agricultural fertility rituals, whereby a god, goddess, or hero, or heroine descends into the underworld in the winter and dies and is reborn in spring, the time when the crops begin to grow.

   However, in her work ‘Imagined Skies: cultural perspective ,’ Darrelyn Gunzburg puts forward the notion that other celestial phenomena and earthly events such as comets, and meteors played an important role in myth telling. A pertinent point proven through the Siberian tale of Bukha-Noyon-babai whose story denotes how he descended from the sky as a bull, portrayed as a ball of fire surrounded by meteors.
 Similar imagery appears in relation to the descent myth, as the Bull of Heaven once sent to Gilgamesh takes on characteristics associated with similar celestial phenomena. Although some lines are too fragmented for translation in the ‘Epic of Gilgamesh’ the Bull comes down and kills hundreds of men with his first two snorts.
 A significant link can be made between deities, comets, and meteors, which alongside Venus, played a powerful role in the creation of cultural narratives.
REBIRTH 

  The ‘descent of Ishtar,’ had a very visceral function, it explained, and gave reason for the tangible aspects of human life, the beauty of fertile lands, and the unavoidable decay death brings. However, there is also a need to approach these stories as sacred narratives, spiritual explorations of the place of the gods and human psyche in the universe.
 Kramer affirms, ‘since the beginning of recorded history the path of the descent has impelled the mystic.’

    Through the progression of human thought Erich Neuman and Carl Gustave Jung developed the concept of ‘primordial archetypes,’ defined as ‘the structural concept signifying ‘eternal presence,’ manifested early in the stage of human consciousness.’
 Neuman refers to this path of personal initiation as ‘the way,’ and parallel to the ‘primordial archetype,’ were symbols and rituals.

   Venus as a symbol for rebirth derived her power from her mysterious disappearance, and reappearance under the horizon, with regular one week and seven weeks of invisibility between stints as Morning and Evening Star.
 The loss of this brilliant light, evidence suggests could be one of the origins for the ‘descent myth,’ as explanations needed to be given as to where she had gone too and perhaps more importantly why.

    Unfortunately, the spiritual complexities and merits of Ishtar’s descent aren’t featured quite so heavily in the chapter ‘Myths and Epics from Mesopotamia,’ as opposed to folklorist Diane Wolkstein’s interpretation in ‘Inanna Queen of Heaven and Earth her stories and hymns from Sumer.’ This can be seen in the role Ereshkigal plays (or does not play) for in the ‘Epic of Gilgamesh,’ her presence is simply noted in one line, ‘Ereshkigal [lives there], Queen of the nether world,’ and little more is said.
 Although later (in the same interpretation) her character gains prominence but the spiritual benefits of her role aren’t as obvious, ‘Ereshkigal saw her and burst out at her presence, Ishtar unreflecting flew at her.’
 The spiritual, alchemical power of Ereshkigal is harder to find in this version of the ancient text, encapsuled by the word ‘unreflecting.’ 
   Whereas, according to Wolkstein Ereshkigal is the reflection of Inanna, she is the other half of Inanna, and thus a clear connection to the regenerative essence of the goddess is made. For it is here, 
        ‘Inanna opens her ear to the Great Below,’ (her unconscious) for
       she is no longer able to ignore the cries of her sister Ereshkigal 
      (the neglected abandoned parts of herself) and leaves ‘the Great 
       Above,’ (her conscious) in search of resurrection.’  

   Inanna’s journey to ‘The Great Below,’ symbolises integration as she faces the wounded frightened parts of herself and faces the parts of her psyche she has neglected, she can hear the labour call of Ereshkigal, and is not afraid to respond.
  Not only does she respond but her return brings a new found, (and hard won) knowledge, all of which heralds a new world view.

     Yet this celebratory tone is in direct contrast to the work of Barrett who states in her paper Inanna/Ishtar’s return from the nether-world was far from triumphant, but instead evoked humility. Furthermore, without the help of Enki/Eas, and with knowledge that Ereshkigal is still firmly on the throne her mission is far from glorious.

   Regardless of merit, her return, her emergence is still elusive, just like the wandering Planet Venus, and thus Ishtar becomes the primordial embodiment of its mysterious movements. She is described by Harris (1991-26) as ‘a liminal figure,’ an example of ‘ambiguity incarnate,’
 and thus became the perfect symbol for ancient civilisations to project the intangible aspects of spiritual initiation and transformation.
CONCLUSION
    According to Neuman’s ‘primordial archetype,’ Ishtar lay the foundations for consciousness and culture due to her regenerative character which is reflected in and connected with the celestial order of the universe and came to life through symbol and ritual. 

   In ‘The Epic of Gilgamesh,’ Ishtar threatens to destroy the gates of the Netherworld as punishment for being spurned by Gilgamesh, ‘I shall bring up the dead to consume the living, I shall make the dead outnumber the living.’ 
Evidence suggests narrative such as these sprang from the multiple positions of Venus, both high, and low on the horizon, bright light and then non-existent. To the naked eye astronomer these movements would have kept the Sumerians second guessing, and evoked both fear and reverence for ‘her terrible, tender face in a hundred different guises peers out at us from our collective memory.’

   The notion that her appearance created a sense of terror, was partly what also made her a symbol of hope, she was known as ‘The Brave One,’ for she appears ‘in the moment between day and night, where there is nothing, when all seems lost and void.’ Neuman terms this ‘symbolic polyvalence,’ and through Ishtar we understand the goddess archetype can contain contradictory elements, and multifarious diversity, thus making her the perfect muse for transformation, whether that be agricultural or human experience.

   The ‘Descent of Ishtar,’ follows not only a universal pattern, but a celestial one for the spiritual movements for mankind are also mirrored in the nights sky, for example through the ladder of Venus.
 This unique pathway was the foundation upon which ancient civilisations were able to create a myth that was multi-functional, providing a place for themes such as fertility, death, and rebirth. Mircea Eliade explains why the symbol of the ladder is so powerful as it places cultures ‘at the cosmological point where communication between Heaven, Earth and Hell becomes possible.’

    Therefore, the significance of Venus lies in her multi functionality, her existence curate’s myth for the three major human themes outlined in this essay. Through her ability to move around the sky, evidence suggests that through the lack of modern-day distractions ancient cultures would be mesmerised by her shapeshifting, mysterious qualities. Although other celestial phenomena had their place in cultural narrative, as demonstrated in Gunsburg’s work, the sky stories created to explain meteors, and comets could not outshine the prominence of Venus shaping ancient civilisations. 

   Therefore, the cosmogonic cultural significance of Inanna, like the planet Venus is captured in her multiple placements (sky, earth, and underworld) and thus has many mythic purposes. Afterall she is a ‘goddess is all her aspects,’ whose myth transcended the celestial realm and found place on earth ‘responsible for ‘growth of plants and animals, and fertility in humankind,’ yet due to her time in the underworld also presided over the mysteries of life, death and rebirth.

    Such a notion is encapsulated through the two primary sources used in the rebirth section of this assignment as two very different themes are given precedence. We learn through the ‘Epic of Gilgamesh,’ the cosmogonic function of Ishtar has a strong agricultural theme whose myth telling focuses on ‘storing the grain,’ before she enters the Netherworld.  Whereas Wolkstein’s interpretation uses Ereshkigal (Inanna’s neglected self) and provides a much larger spiritual component, one which is about personal integration. Yet both primary sources place an emphasis on death and dying and are in mutual agreement that your royal garments will not save you, nor have any power in the Netherworld. This is heavily reinforced by Inanna’s unrobing upon entry to ‘The Great Below,’ featured in both texts.

   It is clear the cultural significance of Venus lay in her ability to bring reverence to the key functions of being human, from the simplicity of the yearly harvest to the uncertainty of physical death, to the possibility of spiritual transformation, and wisdom. Evidence would suggest Venus has ‘God like,’ proportions a notion typified through Benigni; ‘for without this travelling celestial body, the regeneration of the cycles of the universe seem impossible and without cause.’
 Furthermore she states the implications of Venus indicate for both modern and ancient eyes that ‘we are subject to a motion that is not our own.’
 

     As stipulated at the start of this assignment, it is perhaps no coincidence one of the brightest lights in the night sky became the perfect muse for mankind. It was through the mysterious movements of Venus myths centred around the goddess Ishtar/Inanna ancient cultures enabled ancient cultures like the Sumerians to make sense of their world, both tangible and intangible. Yet despite all the movements, and placements Venus produces perhaps her greatest significance lay in her ladder formation. For it is through this symbolic action ancient cultures, through story, could craft narratives, and morals that were seemingly brought down from heaven, and placed on earth. Furthermore, through the symbolic action of ‘Ishtar’s descent,’ those narratives, and lessons could carry a dual function, that is to provide place, and reason for life after physical death, and spiritual death. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Barrett, Caitlín, Was Dust Their Food and Clay Their Bread? Grave Goods, the Mesopotamian Afterlife, and the Liminal Role of Inana/Ishtar (Journal of Ancient Near Eastern Religions 7.1 2007): 7–65. Web.

Benigni, Helen, The Mythology of Venus: Ancient Calendars and Archeoastronomy,  
 (University Press of America, 2013) 

D. Gunzburg ed, The Imagined Sky: cultural perspectives (Equinox, 2016)

E. W Barber and P. T. Barber, When They Severed Earth From Sky: How the Human Mind Shapes Myth (Princeton University Press, 2004)

J. B Pritchard ed. The Ancient Near East: An Anthology of Texts and Pictures, (Princeton University Press 2021) 

Kramer, Samuel Noah, From the Poetry of Sumer (University of Berkeley Press 1979)
Williams, Raymond, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society (Oxford University Press 1985)
Wolkstein, Diane and Kramer, Samuel Noah, Inanna The Queen of Heaven and 
 Earth her songs and stories from Sumer, (Harper and Row Publishers 1983)

� Wolkstein, Diane, Kramer Samuel Noah, Inanna Queen of Heaven and Earth her stories and hymns from Sumer. (Harper & Row Publishers 1983), p71.


� Wolkstein, D, Inanna, pxvi.


� Benigni, Helen, The Mythology of Venus Ancient Calendars and Archeoastronomy, (University Press of America 2013), pxvi. 


� Benigni, Helen, The Mythology. pxi. 


� Williams, Raymond, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society, (Oxford University Press 1985),


 p90.


� Wolkstein, Inanna, p123.


� Barrett, Caitlin,’Was Dust Their Food and Clay Their Bread? Grave Goods, the Mesopotamian Afterlife and the Liminal Role of Inanna/Ishtar, (Journal of Ancient Near Eastern Religions 7.1. 2007), p22. 


� E.W Barber and P. T Barber, When they Severed Earth from Sky: How the Human Mind Shapes Myth, (Princeton University Press 2004), p177.


� Barber, When they, p.183. 


� ibid, p178. 


� Ibid, p190. 


� Barret, Was Clay, p20.


� Ibid, p20. 


� Ibid, p9. 


� Ibid p9. 


� Pritchard, J.B ed, The Ancient Near East: An anthology of Texts and Pictures, (Princeton University Press 2021), p57. 


� Wolkstein, Inanna, p58.


� Ibid, p59.


� Ibid, p60. 


� Ibid, p105


� Ibid, p101. 


� Ibid, p105. 


� Pritchard, J.B, The Ancient, p52. 


� Ibid, p53. 


� Benigni, H, The Mythology, p54.


� Gunsburg, D, The Imagined Sky: cultural perspectives, (Equinox 2016), p32.


� Pritchard, J.B, The Ancient, p53.


� Wolkstein, D, Inanna, p136. 


� Ibid, p156.


� Benigni, H, The Mythology, p1. 


� Ibid, p1. 


� Barber, E.W, When they, p189. 


� Pritchard, J.B, The Ancient, p57. 


� Ibid, p79.


� Wolkstein, D, Inanna, p160.


� Ibid, p156. 


� Barrett, C, ‘Was Clay, p20. 


� Ibid, p21. 


� Pritchard, J.B, The Ancient, p70.


� Benigni, H, The Mythology, Pvi. 


� Ibid, p1. 


� Ibid, p5. 


� Ibid, p5. 


� Ibid, pxvi.


� Ibid, pxi 


� Ibid, pxiii. 





2

