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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
.  
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
. 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 alive 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 theme of gradually discarding part after part until there is nothing left, only to rise again from the darkness, seems more in keeping with the lunar cycle. The feminist literature adopted this theory, seeing it as a way for women to understand themselves better through reconnection to the lunar cycle
. When a pattern is reduced to a simple definition, it establishes nothing, still, it can serve as a starting point for closer examination, which can lead to a new line of thinking Clifford Geertz
 states. Therefore, the myth needs to be explored in detail in its original culture and by contrasting it to a comparable narrative with a shared symbolism, ancestry, and climate. 
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. ‘Wailings’ are weepings’
.

Using such a structure, a narrative is created. In addition, the use of words such as "weeping" creates images of flooding and the damage it causes. For the Babylonians, it was therefore not just a prediction, but a story about the embodied Venus, who descends from heaven as the goddess Ishtar and disappears into the underworld. In this sense, she could be a metaphor for the rain.

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
.

The knowledge born of this practice shows that an if-situation initiates a story. If Venus is seen in the east, there will be rain. If Ishtar is a metaphor for rain, then this is the beginning of her descent, which brings devastation in the form of floods. Next, Ishtar, who is now on earth, disappears for three months until she reappears in the sky in the west. This is her return, which also brings a rich harvest. In the meantime, Ishtar had been absorbed by the earth as rain and seeped down into the underground, the reason for the later abundant harvest. 

It would make the story of Ishtar’s descent a re-telling of the water and fertility cycle in the sense as Giorgio Buccellati
 suggests: “This may have been an annual renewal ceremony, which may have been a part of the regular, recurrent caring of the goddess.” The goddess would then symbolize the rain and in this manner, a cosmological observation would have become a narrative re-enacted regularly in a religious ritual. A.F. Ferrara
 confirms that myths with cosmological themes contain a sequence of events, which guide directly to the story’s topic. In the case of this exploration, the topic would be the water of life. 

The importance of water

Religion bestows knowledge on people according to Emile Durkheim
. It creates a chain of sequences and symbols that can be strung together in a narrative. When Geertz
 writes that symbols are “powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men”, it implies that they are strong enough to survive without the religion that created them. If the culture perishes, as was the case in Babylonia, although the symbols are no longer embedded in a religion taught by educated people, they can still be understood
. The narrative thread with its symbols and images begins to wander through space and time. The knowledge originally imparted by religion is then transmitted in the moods and motivations of the common people, most of whom are illiterate. They embellish the narratives around the symbols as they understand them. The sequence of the narrative and the symbols stay the same, but the images are enriched and adapted to their personal life experience. Water is indeed the water of life, as it makes the difference between life and death. For them, caring for water is a very personal story. Consequently, the stories which tell about this symbol are now told from their perspective and no longer from that of a goddess. 

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 in any possible way. Only when tended to carefully, and with the help of irrigation, agriculture became possible
. The Sumerian word for water was the same as the word for semen
. Consequently, when rain fell, the soil was inseminated in the eyes of the myth’s and tale’s originators.

The origin of the Babylonian myth and the Armenian folktale

Durkheim
 remarked that it was the Brothers Grimm who first noted the similarities between myths of Indo-European origin, which seems to indicate a common origin. Indeed, there are folktales with the same symbolism concerning the water of life all over Europe. 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
. Likewise, the Armenian folktale The Lord of the Springs is a kind of water-of-life-story, where a young man accepts to become the Lord of the Spring’s apprentice out of pure necessity, later saving the princess with the water of life.

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
. 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
.

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
. 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 author of the book, 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.
 During the Cold War, ethnographic recordings of Armenian folktales were mostly translated to Russia first 
, then obviously to 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
. 

The text of Ishtar’s Descent to the Nether World “constitutes the oldest written literature so far uncovered”.
 Regarding the style, its creative thread is held by a structured framework and recurring themes
. Whereas, the Armenian folktale The Lord of the Springs follows the fluent narrative style, well-known from oral storytelling. In both narratives, there is “a fairly clear understanding of temporal order,”
 which suggests that a cosmological movement is described. 

The myth and the folktale summarised

The Descent of Ishtar to the Nether World 

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 ceremonially take off one of her royal insignia. As soon as Ishtar sees her sister, she flies at her. Ereshkigal reacts by immediately 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 sprinkle Ishtar with the water of life. The eunuch, being immune to Ereshkigal’s infertility curses, manages to free Ishtar against a ransom price. He is allowed to sprinkle Ishtar with the water of life so that she comes back to life. At the seven doors, she resumes her royal insignia and leaves 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.
 

The folktale The Lord of the Springs
The Armenian folktale tells the story of Michael, a poverty-stricken young man, who leaves home in search of work. Looking into a well, he sees the Lord of the Springs. Telling him about his misery, the lord accepts him as his apprentice. Michael is then taken down into a subterranean world, a paradise-like realm full of wonder and beauty. There he learns how to take care of the springs and watercourses, and travels around the earth with him. 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 two magical things the Lord of the Springs gave him: A diamond apple, which when dropped to the ground produces a freshwater fountain, and a bronze bridle to tame the desert lord’s dangerous horse. Michael rescues the nearly dead princess from a scorching hot cave and rides home with her flying up to the sky. They are getting married in the end.
Shared central statements 

Both stories revolve around the importance of water and speak a clear venusian language. While Ishtar is Venus, the myth shows how terrible it would be if Venus were to die: there would be no fertility, no beauty and no love, all would whither. This is not, however, the way the folktale focuses on Venus. It rather emphasises the lush side of Venus, speaking of what abundance she brings forth and how it must be nurtured. Only toward the end, an adversary to this venusian land is indicated, when a sandstorm threatens her paradise-like realm. The theme of fertility is reflected in all its facets when both stories are taken into consideration, including what happens when it is lost through dryness and dehydration.

Analysis 

Descent of Ishtar to the Nether World

When the sky goddess comes down, she can be taken for rain that wants to enter the ground. She wants to penetrate the soil and fertilise it like sperm. But first, she has to force her way through the gate:

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
.

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
. Ereshkigal, the barren adversary of a moist and fertile climate, does not want to become flushed. Her dust-dry environment shall not be permeated by moistness. She says she does not want to eat clay for bread, drink muddied water for beer or bemoan people on the face of the earth. She cares not for all living and fertile. 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. At the bottom, she is completely dried up, her fertility power has left her. Ereshkigal seemingly won, but a human comes to the rescue and sprinkles the water of life on her. 

To prevent or minimise flood damage in ancient Babylonia, landscape engineers had to intervene. Fertility had to be saved through technical interventions
. An irrigation system was set up and a planetary forecast was made for this purpose. The story informs that a human does not have the godly power to fertilize the soil themselves, hence the eunuch, however, they can release Ishtar from Ereshkigal’s deadly dry spell because they are not susceptible to it. Somebody who does not incorporate fertility cannot be robbed of it. Ishtar can now rise back up. This myth is ideal for representing a religious ritual, but also for passing on biological and technical knowledge.

The Lord of the Springs

The story raises the listeners’ awareness of how to deal with precious water. It motivates the human to become a representative of the divine, as Heide Göttner-Abendroth
 suggests. The tale conjures up in the listener’s mind the images of a land of exuberant beauty and flourishing nature when talking about the Lord of the Spring’s underworld. Michael becomes the apprentice of “the good spirit of all waters”, as the Lord of the Springs is called. ‘Michael saw how the water flows underground, the paths it takes to reach the surface, learnt how to guide it and understand its laws.’

A regular mortal is thus called to assist the divine creative powers. The tale implies that he learns about irrigation and landscape engineering, the kind of water management needed to bring forth a lush and fertile agricultural landscape. 

To appreciate the contrast, this kind of underworld is not bone dry and dead like that of Ereshkigal in Ishtar’s Descent to the Nether World. Still, there lurks an adversary similar to Ereshkigal, the Lord of the Desert. His weapon is sandstorms, which are at the same time the dreadful enemies of Armenian agriculture. When the princess is kidnapped, Michael must fight the desert lord and save the princess from his fiery hot cave. He succeeds because he has a diamond apple from his lord with him. Wherever he drops it, immediately a spring gushes forth. This is the water of life, literally, and is exactly what is needed to survive in such a deadly environment. In addition, the mysterious apple also hints at the planet venus. First, venus is sparkling like a diamond in the sky, and second, the apple is associated with the planet venus, because, when cut open, its core looks like a five-pointed star. When venus is watched dancing with the sun in the sky, their pattern forms a five-pointed
. 

A final indication that the tale is talking about venus is when Michael rides up 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.

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. A regular human has become the surrogate of the divine.

Conclusion

The essay compares and contrasts the myth of Ishtar's descent into the underworld with the Armenian folk tale The Lord of the Springs and attempts to understand why Ishtar was the embodied Venus for the Babylonians. Upon detailed exploration of the myth in its original culture and by contrasting it to an Armenian folktale, a closer examination was made. It led to a new line of thinking using the symbol of the water of life and the narrative sequence of the tale. The Ishtar myth may have been a template for a religious ritual in which the story is told from the perspective of a goddess, who as Venus, could also have symbolized the rain falling on the dry soil, trying to permeate it, nearly drying out in its effort to fertilize it. The folk tale is told from the perspective of man, who cannot fertilize the land like a divine being, but they can assist or even save the divine fertile power by carefully managing the water of life. 

The knowledge imparted by religion survived on its own and was passed on long after the fall of the Babylonian culture since it remained crucial that people understood the water cycle to achieve Venusian splendour. While the direct mention of the connection to the planet venus was lost over time, the signature in both stories is still clearly recognizable.
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