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En el Concilio celebrado en Vienne (Francia) en 1311, el papa Clemente V 
decretó un Canon en el que se autorizaba y ordenaba a las universidades de 
Salamanca, Oxford, París y Bolonia la enseñanza de lenguas orientales, en 

concreto, de «árabe, hebreo y caldeo». El canon conciliar de Clemente V no cayó 
en papel mojado y tuvo como consecuencia el comienzo inmediato en Salamanca 
de la enseñanza de lenguas orientales entre las que ocupó un lugar preferente 
el hebreo. De hecho, el hebreo permaneció en el elenco de enseñanzas de la 
Universidad de Salamanca desde esa fecha hasta la desamortización de Mendizábal 
(1836). Doscientos años más tarde (1521) se introdujeron las enseñanzas de hebreo 
en la Universidad de Alcalá que corrieron la misma suerte que los estudios de 
Salamanca con la mencionada desamortización. A mediados del s. xix hubo un 
nuevo impulso de los estudio de hebreo que se introdujeron en las Universidades 
de Madrid, Barcelona y, una vez más, Salamanca. En nuestra Universidad, sin 
embargo, se vieron dramáticamente interrumpidos en 1936 y no se restauraron 
hasta 1990, si bien en Salamanca la Universidad Pontificia de Salamanca los había 
introducido ya en los años 70 del siglo pasado. 

En cuanto al árabe, aparte del impulso inicial en Salamanca como consecuen-
cia del canon y de algunas escuelas de lenguas vinculadas a la actividad misio-
nera, los estudios de árabe propiamente dichos comienzan mucho más tarde. Es 
Carlos III quien, con Campomanes y otros eruditos ilustrados, decidió importar 
arabistas, como el libanés Casiri, para poder comprender los tesoros científicos 
que guardaba la colección de manuscritos de El Escorial. A partir de ese momen-
to, y especialmente en el siglo xix, figuras de peso como José Antonio Conde, 
Pascual Gayangos o Francisco Codera encarnaron la preocupación por estudiar 
el pasado árabe de la Península Ibérica con un interés muy específico. Puede 
decirse que con ellos y con otras figuras representativas, ya en el siglo xx, como 
Francisco Pons Boigués, Julián Ribera, Miguel Asín, Emilio García Gómez, los 
estudios árabes o el arabismo (como se ha llamado tradicionalmente) adquirie-
ron categoría científica.

En este sentido, las iniciativas políticas favorecieron de algún modo el inte-
rés, la difusión y, no siempre en idéntica medida, los contactos con otros países 
y con el propio mundo árabe. Así, en 1910, se creó en Granada el Centro de 
Estudios Históricos de Granada y su Reino, que editó asimismo una revista, 
publicada hasta 1925. En cambio, no tuvieron éxito la creación de una Escuela de 
Africanistas en 1919, ni la de un Centro de Estudios Africanos en 1923. Con todo, 
el 4 de febrero de 1932 se crearon por ley las Escuelas de Estudios Árabes de 
Madrid y Granada, cuya finalidad era «proteger y fomentar los estudios árabes 
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en España». A la de Granada se le asignaban, además de la enseñanza del árabe, 
la del «hebreo y rabínico, y la atracción de la juventud musulmana, labores que 
completarán con trabajos de investigación científica». A partir de ese momento, y 
con la creación de la revista Al-Ándalus al año siguiente, puede hablarse de una 
consagración de los estudios árabes en España. Dicha consagración se traslució 
asimismo en las universidades, en las que empezó a incluirse la docencia del 
árabe de manera regular. Se produjo asimismo cierta proyección internacional, 
dado que, en 1960, Félix María Pareja creó la Union Européenne des Arabisants 
et des Islamisants, en la que siempre ha habido desde entonces una notable pre-
sencia de arabistas españoles. El resultado de toda esta actividad académica fue 
la creación del título de licenciado en filología árabe que, hasta la actual reforma 
de planes adaptados al eees, se impartía en ocho universidades españolas.

Así pues, las lenguas incluidas en el canon, aunque con interrupciones, han 
mantenido en España una tradición más o menos vigorosa y tras un crecimien-
to exponencial a lo largo del s. xx, podemos afirmar que a fecha de hoy los 
estudios de árabe y hebreo gozan en España de excelente salud y que están al 
máximo nivel tanto en la docencia como en la investigación. Un desarrollo muy 
importante han experimentado igualmente los estudios del Próximo Oriente 
Antiguo auspiciados tanto por los historiadores de la Antigüedad como por los 
estudios bíblicos y por los estudios comparativos de lenguas semitas.

Sin embargo, España se ha mantenido bastante rezagada en un cambio de 
paradigma importante de los Estudios Orientales que comenzó a producirse 
en el resto de Europa en el s. xviii y que se consumó en el s. xix. En el resto 
del continente la limitación del estudio de lenguas orientales a aquellas conec-
tadas con el estudio de la Biblia empezó a romperse en el siglo xviii, cuando 
los relatos de viajeros audaces y el incremento de las relaciones diplomáticas y 
comerciales proporcionaron a las universidades noticias y materiales que muy 
pronto empezaron a estudiarse regularmente, dando lugar a estudios sobre cul-
turas orientales que en el siglo xix crecieron exponencialmente, y modificaron 
en profundidad la percepción europea de nuestra propia cultura, ampliando sus 
horizontes y permitiendo comparaciones fecundas.

España quedó al margen de esta evolución. De hecho, como ya hemos men-
cionado, a mediados del s. xix con la desamortización de Mendizábal provocó 
una cierta involución en el estudio de lenguas orientales. Tras su restableci-
miento, los estudios Orientales siguieron limitados a las lenguas bíblicas y el 
árabe. Sólo en el s. xx la profunda transformación del escenario geopolítico y 
el importantísimo papel que las culturas asiáticas han pasado a desempeñar en 
nuestro mundo, así como algunas iniciativas individuales y el estudio de algunas 
lenguas de nuestra familia lingüística habladas en Asia han contribuido a una 
diversificación de los Estudios Orientales en la Universidad española y también 
en la Universidad de Salamanca. 

En este nuevo escenario algunas áreas de los Estudios Orientales como la de 
los Estudios de Asia Oriental han conseguido implantarse ya en la Universidad 
española y también en la de Salamanca como enseñanzas regulares. De hecho, 
estos estudios se institucionalizaron en el año 2003 y se imparten ya en las princi-
pales universidades como las Autónomas de Madrid y Barcelona, la Universidad 
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de Salamanca o la de Granada. En cambio, otras áreas como los estudios de 
Anatolística, Iranística o Indología se encuentran en una fase de implantación 
más limitada. Sin embargo, ello no es óbice para una intensa actividad investi-
gadora y docente al más alto nivel.

Dado que el canon conciliar marca el comienzo de los estudios orienta-
les en la Universidad española y europea, el Grupo de Investigación Estudios 
Orientales de Salamanca (eos) tuvo la iniciativa de convocar a todos los orien-
talistas de la Universidad de Salamanca para conmemorar este hecho por medio 
de un congreso y una posterior publicación. Más allá de la celebración de una 
efeméride, tanto el congreso como la publicación tenían un doble objetivo. 
Por un lado, conmemorar el 700 Aniversario de la introducción de los Estudios 
Orientales en la Universidad de Salamanca y mostrar a la comunidad científica 
el largo y complejo pasado de nuestra disciplina y su vigor presente, a pesar 
de las obvias dificultades por las que atraviesa. Por otro, reunir a una nutrida 
representación de los orientalistas españoles que trabajan en distintos ámbitos 
del orientalismo y poner en común nuestros conocimientos y resultados de 
investigación. El Congreso se celebró entre los días 28 a 30 de septiembre de 
2011 en la Universidad de Salamanca y contó con la asistencia de más de cien 
participantes. Fue una nutrida presentación de los orientalistas españoles que 
dio buena muestra del vigor y calidad de estos estudios en la Universidad espa-
ñola, a pesar de la deficiente implantación oficial de algunas de sus secciones. 
Un buen ejemplo de ello fue la nutrida representación de especialistas en India, 
Irán o Anatolia, entre otras. Además contó la presencia de especialistas invita-
dos de las otras Universidades mencionadas en el canon. Por la Universidad de 
Bolonia intervino (aunque a distancia por una enfermedad que el impidió el des-
plazamiento) Antonio Panaino. Como representante de París vino Jean Kellens, 
profesor del Collège de France de Lenguas y Religiones Indo-iranias. Por Oxford, 
el profesor Jacob Dahl.

El congreso contó con sesiones paralelas dedicadas a las principales áreas 
de la Orientalística. Los artículos del presente volumen han sido agrupados con 
respecto al mismo criterio. Cada sección contó con una conferencia plenaria 
y tuvo uno o dos responsables científicos. Estos últimos han sido igualmente 
los responsables de la selección de trabajos para cada uno de los capítulos 
de este libro. A continuación se relatan las diferentes secciones presentes 
en el congreso, así como sus responsables científicos y los conferenciantes 
plenarios. Los responsables científicos de las diferentes secciones fueron los 
siguientes: para Árabe y Estudios Islámicos, Miguel Ángel Manzano y Rachid 
Elhour; para Estudios Hebreos y Arameos, Ricardo Muñoz Solla y Efrem Yildiz; 
para Egiptología, José Manuel Galán; para Próximo Oriente Antiguo, Joaquín 
Sanmartín; para India e Irán, Ana Agud y Alberto Cantera; para Anatolística, 
Virgilio Trabazo; y, finalmente, para Asia Oriental, Alfonso Falero. Las con-
ferencias plenarias estuvieron a cargo de Manuel Marín (Árabe y Estudios 
Islámicos); Natalio Fernández Marcos (Estudios Hebreos y Arameos); José 
Manuel Galán (Egiptología); Gregorio del Olmo (Próximo Oriente Antiguo); 
Johannes Bronkhorst (India e Irán); Ignasi Adiego (Anatolística) y Fernando 
Rodríguez Izquierdo (Asia Oriental).
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La dirección del congreso estuvo en manos de Alberto Cantera y las tareas de 
secretaría en las Ricardo Muñoz Solla. La celebración del Congreso y la publica-
ción de este volumen conmemorativo de los 700 aniversario han sido posibles 
gracias a la concesión de una Acción Complementaria (ffi2011-12798-e: eoS700: 
700 años de Estudios Orientales en Salamanca. 700 años de Estudio Orientales 
en Europa) del Ministerio de Ciencia y Innovación asociada al «Proyecto de 
Investigación Archivo Digital Avéstico 2: trabajos preliminares para una edición 
de la liturgia larga zoroástrica» financiado igualmente por el Ministerio de Ciencia 
e Innovación.

Salamanca, octubre de 2012 
Los editores 
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The Descent to the Netherworld:  
A comparative study on the Inanna/Ištar 
imagery in the Sumerian and Semitic texts

ISABEL ALMEIDA 
Universidade Nova de Lisboa (fcsh/unl)

Introduction

The research I’ve been doing for the past few years focuses on the cons-
truction of the Divine Feminine in Ancient Mesopotamia. This wide concept 
participates and belongs to the Mesopotamian metaphysical sphere, so in 

order to analyze it I’ve decided to inquire the archetypical behaviors displayed 
by the composite deity Inanna/Ištar. Therefore, this goddess represents my main 
subject and object, since her rich set of stereotypes allows an understanding of 
her figure as a case-study on what the conceptualization and imagery of the 
Mesopotamian Divine Figure is concerned.

It is well-known how Inanna, the Sumerian goddess of Love and Fertility, as 
well as patron and divine lover of the Sumerian kings, became associated with the 
Semitic Ištar, also goddess of Love and Fertility, but, at same time, patron deity of 
war, since the Sumerian-Acadian period. These two feminine figures were equated, 

  PhD Research Fellowship by Fundação para a Ciência e Tecnologia; Research Assistant in Centro 
de História de Além-Mar/Universidade Nova de Lisboa and Universidade dos Açores.

  Perhaps the records from the Sargonic period that best authenticate this syncretic process lay 
on the Enheduana’s Exaltation of Inanna, a text which was carefully studied by Hallo and Vandijk 
at the end of the 1960’s decade. Hallo, William and Vandijk, J. J. A. 1968. The exaltation of Inanna. 
London: Yale University Press.
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each one gaining the other’s features, in a symbiotic and syncretic process which 
gave birth to a composite divine figure. As Joaquin Sanmartin pointed out, this 
association was so deep, that from the end of the third millennium bc. on, one 
cannot refer to Ištar without referring to Inanna.

Two main lines of questions guide my research: what were the original 
Sumerian features and what was the novelty brought by the Semitic culture; 
how was the syncretic process made and how it developed throughout the 
centuries. Being aware that important (even radical) changes occurred, in the 
wide Mesopotamian chronological frame, regarding the way this goddess was 
understood, I believe that a good methodological starting point to understand 
the process of construction and reconstruction of Inanna/Ištar is to identify and 
compare those changes, as well as the similarities, presented in the sources 
where she is a central character.

With this paper I introduce part of my ongoing work, using and ancient text 
from which we know the Sumerian and Acadian version, The Descent of Inanna/ 
Ištar to the Netherworld. Comparing both texts and the effect each one might have 
had in its audience, I hope to shed some light on the differences as well as on 
the similarities the Mesopotamian man felt regarding this deity, which he recons-
tructed over the centuries, although maintaining her in a superior position in the 
Mesopotamian pantheon. 

However, since my research field is not the linguistic one, but the cultural 
and religious one, I need to use good translations of the ancient texts in order to 
dwell in this topic on strong grounds. Thus, some brief comments must be made 
concerning the translations I used on this study. For the Sumerian version I chose 
to follow the translation presented by Samuel Noah Kramer and Dianne Wolkstein, 
included in their book Inanna Queen of Heaven and Earth. Kramer dedicated 
years of research into this translation, working mainly with tablets and fragments 
found in Ur and Nippur, dated from the Old Babylonian period. Concerning the 
Acadian version I decided to use the translation presented by Stephanie Dalley, 
who has worked with the material found in at Niniveh library, dated from the 
Neo-Assyrian period.

  The Semitic name Ištar apparently derives from the word ‘attar, which corresponds to a Semitic 
deity, connected with the planet Venus, as well as with fertility and war. The goddess Ištar is well 
attested in the West Semitic pantheons throughout the third and second millenniums bc. Sanmartín, 
J. 1993. Mitología y Religión del Oriente Antiguo I Egipto-Mesopotamia. Sabadell: Editorial Ausa, p. 302, 
note 193. For a more complete study of the West Semitic Ištar see Oliva Monpeán, Juan Carlos. 1999. El 
Culto Sirio de Ishtar-una aproximación a la diosa erótica y guerrera en los textos acadios occidentales. 
Murcia: Instituto del Próximo Oriente Antiguo/Universidad de Murcia.

  Sanmartín, J. Mitología y Religión del Oriente Antiguo I Egipto-Mesopotamia, p. 311.
  Queen of Heaven and Earth-her stories and hymns from Sumer, eds. Samuel Noah Kramer and 

Dianne Wolkstein. New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1983. 
  Kramer, Samuel Noah. «The discovery and decipherment of “The descent of Inanna”». In Queen 

of Heaven and Earth-her stories and hymns from Sumer, eds. Samuel Noah Kramer and Dianne 
Wolkstein, pp. 127-135.

  Dalley, Stephanie. 1989. Myths from Mesopotamia-creation, the flood, Gilgamesh and others. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press.
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The outstanding quality of these scholars’ work influenced my choice. I am 
aware, nevertheless, that the translations displayed by them are the product of 
the material they chose to study, and that other materials might present some 
differences. Also, a translation is always deeply linked to its translator, therefore 
in some way these scholars are like modern Mesopotamian scribes, in a constant 
effort for studying, editing and reediting the texts. Those who use their work to 
develop other kinds of analysis, must always be aware of this editing process, 
remembering at each step of the way that they are dealing with modern versions 
of the ancient texts.

The Inanna/Ištar descent to the Netherworld

The main plot of the Descent… is easily summarized: Inanna/ Ištar focu-
ses her attention on the Netherworld and decides to pay a visit to her sister, 
Ereškigal, the patron goddess of that lower domain. Arriving at the first gate, the 
goddess is told to enter, but while she crosses all the seven gates that lead her to 
the throne room, she loses her garments, which entrust the goddess with all the 
divine power associated with her, arriving naked to the presence of her sister. At 
that moment, a confrontation occurs resulting on the Inanna/Ištar’s imprison-
ment on the Netherworld. Enki/Ea is, then, forced to interfere, sending crea-
tures to rescue the Queen of Heaven and Earth. However, someone must take 
her place in the land of the dead, for those are the rules of the Netherworld. 
Dumuzi/Tammuz, the long loving partner of the goddess is the chosen one for 
this task, which he will share with his sister Gešt-inanna/Belili. In the end of the 
narrative, the cosmological order is restored.

This mythical story reveals many aspects which were essential to the meta-
physical concept of the cosmos in Ancient Mesopotamia. For instance, in three 
domains where the story evolves: Heaven, Earth and Netherworld that stand 
for the three parts in which the Cosmos was divided. At same time, we are told 
that the mistress of Heaven and Earth should not expect to rule on her sister’s 
sphere, defying the established rules; besides, we also learn about the inexorabi-
lity of death. Both compositions obey to the formal structure one can observe in 
the literary texts of Ancient Mesopotamia, with the resort to several stylistic figures, 
such as repetition, irony, parallelism, metonymy and others.

  Dina Katz wrote a book where she develops several questions regarding the concept of Netherworld. 
One of the themes analyzed by the author is the two topographical aspects of the Netherworld: one as 
a mountain, and therefore, above the ground, the other as a subterranean place, that became widely 
accepted throughout the final centuries of the third millennium bc. Katz, Dina. 2003. The Image of the 
Netherworld in the Sumerian Sources. Bethesda: cdl Press, pp. 110-112.

  About the Mesopotamian notion regarding death see Caramelo, Francisco. 2008. «Arqueología 
de la muerte: el origen de las ideas bíblicas de infierno y de resurrección». In Arqueología, Historia y 
Biblia De la torre de Babel al templo de Jerusalén, ed. Juan Luis Montero Fenollós. Ferrol: Sociedad 
de Cultura Valle-Inclán, pp. 87-100.

  The excessive use of repetition and parallelism is a feature of the Mesopotamian literary tradi-
tion, which helped not only to emphasize some ideas, but also to help the Mesopotamian storytellers 
to remind themselves of the narrative. It must be kept in mind the long oral tradition that preceded 
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However, despite this wide thematic and formal similarity, there are strong 
differences between the two versions which can give us clues to the construction 
process around the Inanna/Ištar concept throughout the centuries. First of all, the 
length: the Sumerian composition has more than 400 lines against circa 160 lines 
of the Acadian one. Secondly, the Sumerian myth can be divided into two main 
episodes: in the first one Inanna shares the plateau with Ereškigal, while in the 
second one Dumuzi is the other leading figure. Some scholars believe that this 
second episode might have represented an independent myth, with the aim to 
explain the death of this deity, which in time got merged with the one of Inanna’s 
Descent (id). As for the Ištar Descent (išd), it has only one episode, which is 
narrated in a very synthetic and cold tone.

For this paper I’ve decided to divide both texts in four parts, analyzing the 
goddess’s behavior in each one separately, and then comparing her actions in 
both texts as well as the possible reaction of the audience to the events depicted. 
Hence, I present the following division one:

1. 	 The preparation of the goddess to visit the Netherworld and her journey 
until the first gate (id ls. 1-64, išd ls. 1-10);

2. 	The behavior of the goddess before the first gate, and her passage through 
the other gates (id ls. 65-153, išd ls. 11-71);

3. 	The confrontation between Ereškigal and Inanna/Ištar (id ls. 154-170, išd ls. 
72-84);

4. 	The goddess’s rescue and salvation (id ls. 171-294, išd ls. 85-145).

In the first section of id, Inanna, while standing in her heavenly domains, focu-
ses her attention on the Netherworld and begins a cautious preparation that allows 
her to start the journey. She dresses herself with her seven luxurious garments and 
her seven me, which give her the resplendent power natural to her status of Queen 
of Heaven and Earth and, then, begins the journey abandoning her seven cities. 
Then she addresses her vizier, Ninšubur, who is following her, explaining how 
she must act in case something goes wrong. These two moments have an impor-

and went along with the written material. Foster, Benjamin. 1995. From distant days-Myths, tales and 
poetry of Ancient Mesopotamia. Bethesda: cdl Press, pp. 5-6.

  Although in this second part of the composition, Inanna displays a new set of archetypical 
behaviors it is impossible to compare it directly with Ištar, since the last lines of the Acadian narrative 
are rather synthetic and the end is abrupt with some lines missing. Having this in mind, I prefer to 
leave that analysis for further studies. 

  It is worth to note that S. N. Kramer also divides these two narratives in his translation of id, 
which is followed here. The first episode is entitled «From the Great Above to the Great Bellow», 
and the second one «The dream of Dumuzi». Queen of Heaven and Earth-her stories and hymns from 
Sumer, eds. Samuel Noah Kramer and Dianne Wolkstein, pp. 50, 74.

  The final 17 lines of the Acadian composition describe the decree in which Dumuzi and her 
sister Belili would be the ones occupying Ištar’s place in the Netherworld.

  Dina Katz reminds that this listing of the cities the goddess abandons was interpreted by G. 
Buccellati as a possible path leading to the Netherworld. However, this thesis was abandoned, since 
different versions present different cities listed in a different order. Katz, Dina. 1995. «Inanna’s descent 
and undressing the Dead as a Divine Law». Zeitschrift für Assyriologie und Vorderasiatische Archäelogie 
n.º 85: 226, note 13.
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tant meaning to the audience, since the listener/reader gets an implicit warning 
about the perilous character the journey has. However, there is some assurance 
that everything will turn out fine, considering that Inanna is leaving her domains 
empowered and splendorous, prepared for what might come, and, more impor-
tantly, Ninšubur has specific instructions to act quickly if a threat comes in the 
way. All this is explained in detail, over sixty lines, allowing the audience to feel at 
ease with what is about to happen. On the contrary, in išd, it only takes ten lines 
to present the purpose and the preparation of the journey. The audience has no 
time to get comfortable with the events; moreover the Netherworld is described 
in a terrifying way: a dark place, a land of no return.

Inanna’s prudent behavior and preparation is not followed by Ištar, who seems 
rather impulsive and imprudent when she decides to go on the journey to the 
Netherworld. What stands for an implicit warning of danger in the Sumerian myth 
is an explicit menace in the Acadian one. For the audience of the first narrative, 
the events are portrayed in a form that promotes a crescent interest on what will 
happen, while for the listener/reader of the second version the introductory lines 
state a negative outcome for the future events.

Throughout the second section this difference on the tone is underlined. In id, 
Inanna arrives to the Netherworld gate and speaks to the gatekeeper presenting 
an excuse for her presence there: the goddess came down to her sister’s domains 
to attend the funeral rites of Ereškigal’s spouse. The audience understands Inanna 
is using a stratagem, and so does her sister, who feels unease with Inanna’s 
powerful presence. The Queen of the Netherworld instructs her gatekeeper to let 
Inanna in, under the condition that she strips herself off her garments while she 
passes through the several gates. The Queen of Heaven and Earth can enter the 
Netherworld, but she will enter bowed down.

On the other hand, in the Acadian story, Ištar presents an impulsive and vio-
lent approach when she reaches the gatekeeper: she shouts at him giving orders 
and throwing threats. In a rather aggressive speech, the goddess states she will 
raise the dead and lead them to spread the chaos among the living, in case she 
is not allowed to enter the Netherworld. The audience feels the tension growing 
and so does Ereškigal, who turns pale knowing about her sister’s presence. 
Sounding surprised and distressed, she questions herself what had incited Ištar 
against her. Then she gives her gatekeeper the same instructions presented in 
the Sumerian tale.

On a comparative scale, the reaction of Ereškigal in both texts shows that 
something is about to happen, though in the Sumerian narrative there is still 
some maneuver space, whereas in the Acadian one there are no doubts that a 
confrontation is to be taken place soon. This feeling is increased by the following 
events: in both texts Inanna and Ištar seem surprised and even puzzled about the 
removel of the garments should be released, and the gatekeeper is questioned 
why such a thing must happen. The explanation has a subtle difference: in the 
Sumerian narrative, the answer provided states that those are the Netherworld 

  It is rather interesting that in this menace Ištar seems to have already power over the dead, some-
thing that should belong to her sister. Further ahead, on the final remarks, I shall return to this point.
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rules, while in the Acadian one the gatekeeper says those are Ereškigal rules. It 
is worth notice this difference for it accelerates the certainty of a battle between 
the powerful Ereškigal, who decrees the rules in her domains, and her sister who 
is being stripped off her sovereign apparel. The Acadian myth audience is alerted 
by the power of both goddesses for the first time, since the magnificent figure of 
Ištar is now, for the first time introduced. As for the listener/reader of the Sumerian 
tale, he now acknowledges Inanna’s plan is about to fail. This second section 
ends with high levels of climax in both texts and maximum attention is attained 
for both audiences.

In the third section the confrontation finally occurs. Inanna/Ištar, naked in the 
presence of Ereškigal, leans towards the throne immediately suffering the conse-
quences of her action. At this point, the Annuna interfere in the Sumerian narra-
tive, judging Inanna for her action and Ereškigal performs the sentence, by killing 
her sister. Although it is not directly told, it is implicit that the crime of usurpation 
is the one being on trial here. The Acadian version, once again, presents a diffe-
rence that empowers Ereškigal: she is the one who presides the episode, judging 
and killing Ištar. Who’s going to save her? What will happen next? The Sumerian 
tale audience already knows the answer, and it is reassured that a solution will 
be found, contrary to the ones who listen/read the Acadian myth. In this case, the 
tension levels continue high and all the attention is focused on what’s next.

The fourth and final section intensifies the darker tone of the Acadian version. 
First, the reader/listener is told that Ištar’s prison on the Netherworld has a direct 
consequence on Earth and Heaven: the fertility ceases and so the cosmic order 
is in jeopardy, which makes the great gods’ vizier Papsukkal grieve and look for 
help near Sîn and Ea. The severity of the situation is such that they all hurry up 
to save the goddess. On the contrary, Ninšubur, performing her mistress’s instruc-
tions, approaches Enlil and Nanna, who both refuse to help since it is Inanna’s 
problem: her ambition led to her disgrace and the great gods cannot act against 
the Netherworld rules. On the Sumerian myth there is no cause-effect relation 
between the goddess’s actions and consequences in the cosmos, while there is 
a clear relation on the Acadian one, which leads to an apprehensive reaction by 
the audience.

Enki/Ea, nevertheless, helps Inanna/Ištar, shaping creatures that are sent to 
Ereškigal, instructed to trick her and save the captive goddess. Again we have 
differences between the two narratives: in the Sumerian one, Inanna is brought to 
life by these creatures and Ereškigal seems rather resigned by the course of the 
events. When the goddess is about to leave the Netherworld, the Annuna inter-
fere again, reminding that whoever enters those domains cannot leave, unless a 
substitute is found to occupy the goddess’s place. After this decree, Inanna departs 
accompanied by the demons gal.a in search of someone to replace her, and 
here the second main episode of the Sumerian narrative begins. This portends 

  The Annuna/Annunaki are an indistinguishable assembly of great gods that always appear as a 
group. Sanmartín indicates that the outlines of their function is not well known, suggesting it might be 
an anonymous divine group which opposes to the individual divine figures. Sanmartín, J. Mitología y 
Religión del Oriente Antiguo I Egipto-Mesopotamia, pp. 335-336.
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with Dumuzi and Gešt-inanna sharing their fate as substitutes of Inanna in the 
Netherworld.

In išd this final section continues the aggressive and dark tone of the previous 
ones: Ereškigal is furious with the rescue of Ištar, which in this case is performed 
by the Annunaki, and violently curses the Enki’s creature which had deceived 
her. After a moment, Ereškigal regains control of herself, presiding to her domain 
again, decreeing that Tammuz should be the ransom for Ištar’s liberty. The final 
lines of the Acadian myth end with Belili joining his brother’s destiny.

Final remarks

What conclusions can one draw after this comparative analysis on the two 
versions of the myth, regarding the Inanna/Ištar imagery? First, both divine figures 
share the same ambition with a fearless character. Inanna and Ištar set eyes on 
Ereškigal domains and decide to go on a journey with the intention of ruling the 
only domain that still doesn’t belong to them. This thirst for power is a feature 
Inanna/Ištar displays in other Mesopotamian compositions, such as Inanna and 
Enki, where the goddess deludes Enki in order to be on the possession of more 
me. In the Descent… Inanna/Ištar leaves her comfort zone, starting a risky excur-
sion that defies the cosmic rules. Moreover, the goddess seems to be aware of this 
challenging attitude, but cannot (or doesn’t want to) stop herself from doing it. In 
id, Inanna spends some time on the arrangements that could minimize eventual 
losses, showing a cautious and prudent behavior. As for Ištar, she does not make 
any preparations, presenting an extremely impulsive and imprudent manner and 
even an arrogant attitude towards the cosmic rules. Undoubtedly there is a change 
among the two deities displayed in this narrative: the rather cautious character of 
the goddess seems to be lost like her subtle way of getting what she wants. In the 
first part of id there is no violence or aggressiveness on Inanna but instead a crafty 
sharp attitude. Ištar, on the other hand, is plain and straight and has no problems 
using violence to get what she wants.

From another perspective, in the second episode of id, which was not analyzed 
in this paper, when Inanna condemns Dumuzi to be her substitute, she repeats 
the formula used by Ereškigal when she had convicted Inanna. Is it possible that 
there was some confusion between these two divine figures or are we just staring 
at a stylistic resource? Dianne Wolkstein believes that Ereškigal represents the dark 
side of Inanna, for she dominates and represents the contrary forces that Inanna 
possesses, and maybe this opposition makes sense regarding Inanna, the goddess 
of Love, Life and Fertility. But when one thinks about Ištar, and her warlike Semitic 
character, maybe there is more than just a categorical opposition. In išd, Ištar’s 
aggressive threat that she can (and will) lead an army of dead in order to spread 

  About this myth see Glassner, Jean Jacques. 1992. «Inanna et les me». In Nippur at the centen-
nial-Papers read at 35e Rencontre Assyriologique Internationale, ed. Maria De J. Ellis. Philadelphia: 
pp. 55-86.

  Wolkstein, Diane. «Interpretation of Inanna stories and hymns». In Queen of Heaven and Earth- 
her stories and hymns from Sumer, eds. Samuel Noah Kramer and Dianne Wolkstein, p. 16.
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the chaos among the living makes one wonder if the Acadian scribes and audience 
did assign her abilities that should only belong to Ereškigal. It is also interesting 
to note that this threat appears in a very similar way in the myth Ereškigal and 
Nergal, where the Queen of the Netwerworld pronounces to Namtar that she will 
lead an army of dead. Moreover, this one is ipsis verbis repeated by Ištar to Anu 
in tablet VI of the Gilgameš Epic.

This possible association in the same numen of two different deities can be 
understood under the theological dynamic that leads the diachronically religious 
development in Ancient Mesopotamia. Inanna/Ištar, who already presided life 
in Heaven and Earth, could have been also associated with death, along with 
the increase of her martial features, that one can observe from the middle of the 
second millennium bc onwards. Lambert noticed that the decrease of importance 
regarding the feminine deities in Mesopotamia was the product of several alterna-
tion movements between male gods in the pantheon. The same author states that 
in one of these movements the primeval mother-goddess (who incarnated the 
power over life and death) gained some distinction again, appearing integrated 
in Ištar’s figure. Therefore, we can understand this association between Inanna/
Ištar and Ereškigal (on both narratives, but more explicitly in išd) as a possible 
origin of both goddesses in the same primeval divine archetype that along the time 
experienced separation in two distinct divine feminine deities and then a subtle 
togetherness. This would also explain why Inanna/Ištar has the power to move 
within the three spheres of the cosmos.

Despite this modern interpretation, the fact is the audience that was familiar 
with both narratives could acknowledge the differences between the character of 
Inanna and Ištar in The Descent… There was a shift in the goddess’s behavior, that 
can be explained by a shift in the way she was conceived during the first millen-
nium bc. Patron goddess of war, who is present in the battle field alongside the 
king, Ištar develops a more aggressive and violent personality, which is present in 
išd. And so, this narrative presents itself as a fertile field to be explored, in order 
to understand how the process of (re)construction of this divine figure evolved 
throughout the centuries.

Yet, apart from the differences presented above, one thing is certain: one can 
observe in both versions the moveable and restless character that belongs to the 
ethos of this fascinating divine figure.

  Dalley, Stepanhie. Myths from Mesopotamia-creation, the flood, Gilgamesh and others, p. 129, 
note 62.

  Lambert, W. G. 1987. «Goddesses in the pantheon: a reflection of women in society?». In La 
femme dans le Proche Orient Antique-Papers Read at 30e Rencontre Assyriologique Internationale, ed. 
Jean-Marie Durand. Paris: Éditions Recherche sur les Civilizations, pp. 125-130.
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