
T he ancient Sumerian myth of Inanna 

and her descent into the Underworld 

reveals a series of profound psychological 

and contemporary messages.  The myth 

discusses the fundamental psychological 

interpretations of the diverse ingredients 

of the myth, including the concept of a 

higher self, the abandoning of old values 

and artifacts, and the ultimate 

empowerment of voluntarily making the 

descent.  Ishtar's descent to the 

underworld has appeared several times 

through many different evolutions of 

Mesopotamian civilization. As it is a tale of 

death and rebirth, of the dismantling and 

reintegration of spirit, it has inspired many 

modern spiritualists. The Sumerian 

version, The Descent of Inanna, is attested 

earlier and is much longer than its 

Babylonian counterpart. It is a fuller, more 

detailed account, and shows clearly that 

Dumuzi, June, periodically died and rose, 

causing seasonal fertility. 

There is an obvious similarity in basic 

theme to the Greek myth of Persephone, 

who was abducted by Hades. He 

periodically released her to her mother 

Demeter, thus causing fertility on earth to 

be seasonal, but of course there are many 

major differences between the Greek and 

Sumerian myths. 
  

Earliest Literature 

Of 

Mesopotamia 

Lars Sonkin Tie 2 

00570, Helsinki  

Tel: +358968188727 

Info@iraqiembassy.fi 

Iraqiembassy.fi 

Facebook.com/iraqibookclub 

Iraqi Embassy in Finland 

4 5 

Ishtar/Inanna engraving 

Iraqi Embassy in Ottawa

Tel: 613-236-9177
Email: info@iqemb.ca
Web: mofamission.gov.iq/en/CanadaOt

Leaflet provided by:
www.ishtar.me



S umerian literature is written in 

the Sumerian language during the Middle 

Bronze Age. Most Sumerian literature is 

preserved indirectly, 

via Assyrian or Babylonian copies. Earliest 

literary texts appear from about the 2700 

B.C. The Sumerian language remained in 

official and literary use in the Akkadian 

and Babylonian empires, even after the 

spoken language disappeared from the 

population; literacy was widespread, and 

the Sumerian texts that students copied 

heavily influenced later Babylonian 

literature. Sumerian literature has not been 

handed down to us directly, rather it has 

been rediscovered through archaeology. 

Nevertheless, the Akkadians and 

Babylonians borrowed much from the 

Sumerian literary heritage, and spread 

these 

traditions 

throughout 

the Middle 

East, 

influencing 

much of the 

literature that 

followed in 

this region. 

  

  

T he finest literary work from ancient 

Mesopotamia is the Epic of Gilgamesh. 

Originally recited aloud, this towering 

work was recorded on clay tablets around 

3000 B.C. 

Gilgamesh is a long narrative poem that 

describes the deeds of a hero in his quest 

for identity and the meaning of life. Part 

man and part God, Gilgamesh deals with 

such universal 

themes as the 

meaning of 

friendship; fear of 

sickness, death, and 

the forces of evil; 

and the search for 

immortality. 

 

I n order to learn the secret of eternal life, 

Gilgamesh undertakes a long and tedious 

journey to find the immortal flood 

hero,Utnapishtim. He learns that "The 

eternal life that you are seeking you will 

never find. When the Gods created man 

they allotted to him death, but life they 

retained in their own keeping." His fame 

however lived on after his death, because of 

his great building projects, and his account 

of what Utnapishtim told him happened 

during the flood. Utanapishtim is often 

compared to Noah and his flood story. 

T he earliest record of the Sumerian 

creation and flood myth is found on a single 

freagmentary tablet excavated in Nippur, 

sometimes called the Eridu Genesis. It is 

written in the Sumerian language and 

datable by its script to 2150 B.C. the 

Gods create the black-headed people and 

create comfortable conditions for the 

animals to live and procreate. Then 

kingship descends from heaven and the first 

cities are founded. 

T he God of the waters, warns 

Utanpishtim and gives him instructions for 

the ark. A terrible storm rocks the huge 

boat for seven days and seven nights until 

the sun God Utu appears and Utanpishtim 

creates an opening in the boat and sacrifices 

oxen and sheep. The flood is over, the 

animals disembark and Utanpishtim 

prostrates himself before the Gods 

An and Enlil who give him eternal life and 

take him to dwell in Dilmun for 

"preserving the animals and the seed of 

mankind". 
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