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Explore the cultural significance of the myth of Venus and the descent of Ishtar
Word count: 3027

This paper will be exploring the cultural significance of the myth of Venus and the descent of Ishtar in Kramer, S.N. (trans), ‘Inanna’s Descent to the Underworld’ in ‘Sumerian Myth and Epic Tales’ in Pritchard, James B. (ed.), Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969), pp. 52-57.
 

Inanna is a goddess from ancient Sumer of sexual love, fertility, war, and, in some interpretations, the heavens. She was a highly influential figure throughout ancient Mesopotamia, also gaining popularity in the Akkadian and Assyrian empires under the name of Ishtar. She was listed among the earliest seven divine powers of ancient Mesopotamia and her popularity as a goddess of love, fertility and war spread throughout the Middle Easter in the second millennium B.C.E.
 This ultimately resulted in her crossing over to the classical ancient world and being adopted in Greece as Aphrodite. Soon after Rome claimed her as the goddess Venus, as she was also identified with the morning and evening star, the planet Venus, which had placed her as queen of the heavens since Sumerian times.
 Though she was well known as a goddess of fertility and sexuality from the third millennium B.C.E due to originating as a local agriculture deity, she gained her moniker as a war goddess by being associated with kings and rulers, particularly with the Assyrians.
 Some rituals involving Inanna identify a male ruler as Inanna’s mythological lover Dumuzi, and thus the ruler takes Inanna as his divine wife.
 As war was a relevant occupation for every king, she began to be depicted as supporting rulers in battle, bringing war further into her purview as a goddess. 

Inanna rapidly became the foremost goddess throughout all of Mesopotamia and was included in many ancient myths. One of the most well-known ones is ‘Inanna’s Descent to the Underworld’ detailing Inanna’s journey to the underworld. This myth holds a lot of information regarding not only the concept of the underworld for ancient Mesopotamia, but also Inanna herself and her relationships with other deities. Inanna, being the most popular deity in ancient Mesopotamia and simultaneously a female deity, likely had some measure of influence over, or the depictions of her in texts and art were influenced by, how women in ancient Mesopotamia behaved and were treated. What must be addressed when referring to Inanna and the everyday woman, however, is that, by virtue of being a deity, Inanna behaves considerably differently than typically would be permitted to women. However, this does not mean that ancient Mesopotamia’s views of women would not be reflected in texts regarding her. By analysing Inanna’s behaviour and relationships in ‘Inanna’s Descent to the Underworld’ and comparing it with accounts of the everyday woman, we can see what measure of similarities and differences in treatment and behaviour they may have. 
Inanna’s Descent


Inanna is often interpreted as an ambiguous and contradictory character.
 Her motives are often not fully known, and her nature as a goddess can switch between violent and destructive jealousy and kind friendship suddenly. Despite the fame of ‘Inanna’s Descent to the Underworld’, her motives for going to the underworld in the first place are debated and ultimately unknown. There were originally theories detailing that she was journeying the underworld to rescue her lover, Dumuzi, who had been trapped there. However, when a tablet was found that gave the ending portion to the myth, which described Inanna encountering Dumuzi and having him dragged off to the underworld when he did not bow before her, this theory held far less validity.
 The beginning of the myth giving no insight as to Inanna’s reasoning for going to the underworld, simply that she had ‘set her mind toward ‘the great below’’.
 

The first thing she does before leaving to the underworld is dress herself in ‘the seven ordinances’, which seem to be physical objects that she holds or adorns herself with. The ‘seven ordinances’ are otherwise known as me, which are divine or essential powers that are foundational for civilization and society. Inanna dresses herself in physical manifestations of them. She does not state why she does this, but it could be a method of displaying the power of her position or a reminder that she is also a goddess like her sister who rules the underworld, attempting to place them on equal ground despite the underworld being far outside her area of power. Inanna and Ereshkigal, her sister and ruler of the underworld, do not have a good relationship, and are frequently interpreted as enemies.
 Knowing this, Inanna could have been attempting to even out power differences by appealing to their equality as deities. Inanna is fully aware of the danger she is placing herself in, so before she leaves, she councils her messenger Ninshubur on what to do and who to go to for help should she not return. She tells him to ‘fill heaven with complaints for [her]’
 and to scratch and injure himself to bring the attention of the gods to the gravity of the situation. She then tells him to beseech Enlil for assistance, and then Nanna if he refuses. She doesn’t seem to think either of them will help, though, given that she tells Ninshubur to go to Enki if all else fails, whom she knows will help. 
This brings up the question of why she tells Ninshubur to go to Enlil or Nanna for help at all if she believes they would refuse, rather than just going to Enki outright. The relationships between gods are highly complicated in most pantheons, like the Greco-Roman, Norse, or Egyptian pantheons. The gods are fickle, jealous, volatile, and frequently unpredictable and the Sumerian pantheon is not an exception. There is no concrete origin story for Inanna, in some myths she’s the daughter of Enki, in others she’s the daughter of Enlil, and yet others she’s the daughter of Nanna. In this myth, she defines herself as all three. Inanna, in the speeches she tells Ninshubur to give to the gods, she describes herself as the daughter of each god, saying ‘O’ Father [Enlil/Nanna/Enki], let not thy daughter be put to death in the nether world.’
 This immediately blurs the relationships between her and the gods. Whether she is the daughter of one, or all three, or if this is just a method of her attempting to appeal to them and their emotions to get them to save her, it is unknown. However, what is known is that she knows Enki will come to her rescue, so either she has a better relationship with him than the others, or she knows his temperament and behaviour well enough that she can rely on him. 
Once Inanna descends to the underworld, she immediately is referred to as ‘acting evilly’, the text stating: ‘At the door of the nether world she acted evilly, In the palace of the nether world she spoke evilly.’
 While what exactly is evil about her behaviour isn’t precisely stated, she does demand entrance from the gatekeeper. This could be interpreted as pride, as could how she was dressed, which her sister could use as reasoning to kill her. She claims she’s here to witness the funeral rites of her sister’s late husband. The audience has no way of knowing if this is true or not, but if it is a lie, it is another reason her sister could have found to kill her. As she is brought into the palace, she must pass through seven gates, each one removing one of her ordinances as she passes through it. After each gate and each loss of an ordinance, Inanna questions why and what is going on. She is told to stay silent and not question it each time, and that the ordinances of the nether world are perfect. There are several things implied here. One being that the nether world has its own ordinances, me, separate from the living world, and thus Inanna’s ordinances are of no use there, eliminating any measure of equal ground she could have hoped to gain against her sister. Another being that despite being told to stay silent and not question the removal of the ordinances, she still does, potentially showing disrespect against her sister and the laws of the place she rules. 
Inanna is stripped of her ordinances and placed before Ereshkigal and the Anunnaki, the seven judges, and they pronounce her execution and hang her corpse from a stake. Following this, Ninshubur follows her exact instructions, with Inanna’s predictions of Enlil and Nanna not helping her coming true, eventually ending with Enki creating two new creatures to bring Inanna the food and water of life and resurrect her. After she’s resurrected, she seems to have more power than before, as she has demons following at her heels willing to drag whoever she wants down to the underworld. Ninshubur, and several other gods, throw themselves at her feet when she approaches them, and she restrains her demons from dragging them away. However, when encountering Dumuzi, he does not kneel at her feet, and so she sends him to the underworld. 
In an analysis of Inanna’s behaviour in this myth, there’s one thing that characterizes her that isn’t commonly seen in depictions of her from other myths or poems. In myths, she’s typically rather capricious and often overtly and wildly sexual.
 She tends to mingle sexuality and lust with violence, being capable of both jealous destruction and compassion simultaneously. In this myth her violence and capriciousness in readily notable. Despite Dumuzi being her lover, one of the only notable ones described in myth despite Inanna’s general lustful behaviour, she still allows her new demons to drag him to the underworld simply because he didn’t prostrate himself before her. She still shows reason and compassion, so long as people abide by her superiority, as shown when she spares Ninshubur, who had been nothing but faithful and followed her exact orders. What is missing from this myth, as opposed to others about her, is her sexuality. She shows no signs of lust or sensuality, single-minded in her mission to go to the underworld. Instead, there is a degree of intelligence that she exhibits that is otherwise unfamiliar for depictions of her. For whatever her motive may be to go the underworld and put herself in a situation that will likely end in her death, she knows her circumstances and the people around her well enough to attempt to mitigate it and get her out alive. This kind of intelligence and forward thinking is not usually associated with sex and fertility goddesses like Aphrodite and is more often expected from a character like Athena, a war goddess. However, Inanna is both, ‘she embodied within herself polarities and contraries, and thereby she transcended them’, as stated by Harris.
 
Inanna and Real Mesopotamian Women


The real Mesopotamian woman, on average, lives a life wildly different to the kind that Inanna does. The real Mesopotamian woman is not a goddess, and does not have the measure of freedom, power, or control over her own life that Inanna does. She is not revered or worshipped, but instead exists in a patriarchal society as a footnote to the men around her. Inanna, with all her power and separation from humanity as one of the divine, does not have to abide by the rules of society. Inanna is free to be as fickle, hypersexual, violent, and lustful as she pleases and the conflicts and consequences that may arise from that are not like what the real Mesopotamian woman would face should she behave the same. Apart from priestesses or prostitutes of Inanna, women who behave in this way would frequently be on the fringes of society.
 The Mesopotamian woman is expected to be a wife and mother, typically being married young (between the ages of fourteen to twenty) to an older man (between the ages of twenty-six and thirty-two).
 She was expected to have children and care for them, and if no children were produced then the husband could rather easily leave her and find another wife.
 Inanna is neither a wife nor a mother. She is not matronly nor faithful, with one of her only long-time lovers notable enough to be recorded in myth being one whom she dragged down to the nether world.

However, there are still some societal beliefs and traditions that bleed through into myth regarding what is expected of women. In the speeches Inanna tells Ninshubur to give to the gods to ask for help, she uses several key phrases: ‘thy good metal’, ‘thy good lapis lazuli’, ‘thy good boxwood’, ‘the maid Inanna’. The first three of these phrases refer to objects of good monetary value or utilitarian use. In comparing herself to these things, Inanna equates her value to an object that can be useful, rather than a person. She believes that the gods may be more likely to save her due to what she can do for them and what services she could provide rather than asking them to care about her as an individual. She ends with referring to herself as a ‘maid’, which carries a sense of innocence and helplessness that might be an attempt at humility or an appeal to emotion. This reduction of a woman to a mere object is reminiscent of marriages of common Mesopotamian women, where the woman is more of a passive object in an exchange between two men, the future husband, and the father.
 This can also be translated to the concept of ‘Sacred Marriage’ where the ruler of a country takes Inanna as his divine bride. Inanna is a passive object in this, being a ‘sacred wife’ passed from ruler to ruler to bring them legitimacy and divine favour. 

The relationship between Inanna and any of her ‘fathers’ in this myth is mirrored in some historical Mesopotamian women: Enheduana and Ninšatapada. Both women were daughters of kings, with Enheduana being the daughter of Sargon of Akkad and Ninšatapada the daughter of Sîn-kāšid of Uruk. Both were appointed to cultic positions as priestesses by their fathers, which was a frequent practice between the twenty-fourth century B.C.E and the Old Babylonian period.
 The appointment of a princess to a position such as those was a notable date for each king.
 Though Inanna was not given her position or power by her father, whoever it may be, her requests to Enlil, Nanna, and Enki are all like that of a princess asking her father, the king, for help. Inanna may be a goddess with power in her own right, but ultimately Enki is the one that saves her, one of her father figures, when she otherwise would have died. As a father he still has some measure of control over his daughter, even if he only uses it, in this case, to resurrect her. The two other gods, Enlil and Nanna, who choose not to help here, give their reasoning as such: ‘My daughter has asked for the ‘great above’, has asked for the great below, Inanna has asked for the ‘great above,’ has asked for the ‘great below.’’
 These statements imply that Enlil and Nanna will not help Inanna because she got what she asked for. She wanted to go down to the nether world and she earned the consequences of her actions. Not only are these behaviours like those of a particularly harsh father to his daughter, but it could also indicate a general lack of care towards a daughter as opposed to a son. Men are more valuable within the society, and thus would be more worthy of rescuing even if it was due to foolish actions, while women are less valuable and thus less worth being saved. 
Conclusion


Inanna in ‘Inanna’s Descent to the Nether World’ is characterized in a different way to how many other myths depict her. Despite being the goddess of sexual love and fertility, she shows very little of that side of her in this myth. Instead, she behaves with the kind of intelligence and planning that one would expect from a goddess of war, exemplifying that area of her purview both in the strategic way she approaches her descent to the nether world and the power and control she displays when ascending out of it. Inanna is a goddess of contradictions. A goddess of both love and war, she can be violent and mercurial as well as friendly and intelligent. She has freedom of behaviour in a way real Mesopotamian women did not.

Inanna, as a goddess of sexual love, is often nude in various texts or artworks. Nude women in Mesopotamian art generally fell into four iconographic categories: the mother, the seductress, the sexual partner, and the entertainer.
 Inanna is not the first, as she is neither motherly nor matronly, but could be any of the other three at one time. Depictions of women in Mesopotamian texts can vary, from poems by historical priestesses, to stories where a woman carries out the execution of a sorcerer.
 Inanna seems to embody many different, seemingly contradictory, tropes in a single person. As Ortner says, ‘it is the female who is usually assigned ‘completely polarized and apparently contradictory meanings, since extremes, as we say, meet.’’

Despite how different Inanna may seem compared to the real ancient Mesopotamian woman, some of her behaviours and vocabulary used in the Descent myth indicate societal expectations or beliefs that have leaked into it. Inanna’s appeal to the gods as more of an object than a person, as that may entice them to help more than any sense of empathy for another person, can be extrapolated into wider societal views about women. This includes how marriage would often be carried out, with the woman being a passive object rather than an active participant. The control of fathers over their daughters is also exemplified in the myth by Inanna going to deities who she defines as her fathers rather than any others. ‘Inanna’s Descent to the Nether World’ not only gives insight into the Sumerian beliefs of death and the afterlife but can also shed light on the treatment of women, both goddess and mortal.
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