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Detail of the title page of Alexandre Perier’s Desenganno dos Peccadores (‘Disillusion of Sinners’, 1724), engraved by GFL Debrie.
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The Garden of Eden, from one of the most glorious medieval illuminated manuscripts in existence, the Bedford Hours, commissioned in France c.1410-1430 as a gift for Henry VI by the Duke and Duchess of Bedford.







To Franklin and Emma

‘For they shall be an ornament of grace unto thy head’

Proverbs 1:8-9
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Death’s coat of arms, from an early sixteenth-century German heraldry manuscript.








INTRODUCTION


‘We take death to reach a star.’

Vincent van Gogh



In the year of our Lord 2019, on the thirty-first day of January, an extraordinary event occurred. You’d be forgiven for having missed it, what with the day’s headlines reporting wildfires raging across Tasmania; a 73-year-old French yachtsman named Jean-Luc Van Den Heede winning a round-the-world solo race without instruments; and MIT researchers announcing their invention of a robot that had mastered the game of Jenga (finally, I hear you cry). But there it was, marked in official meteorological records: Hell had frozen over. Literally. The temperature in Hell plummeted to a record low of −26°C (−14.8°F), a depth of cold not experienced there for over a century. For the inhabitants of Hell, a small unincorporated community in Livingston County, Michigan, USA (population about eighty or so, town slogan ‘Go to Hell!’), the polar vortex that struck their homes was little more than an inconvenience, and not nearly as irritating as the national newspapers cackling over the irony.1

For as long as we’ve lived in this world, we’ve been obsessed with the next. The idea for this book came about in 2011, when in the basement of a small London rare book shop I chanced upon a folded wad of rag paper, inauspiciously torn at the creases and heavily foxed. Opening it up to its full size, however, was a revelation. Entitled La carte du royaume des cieux, avec le chemin pour y aller (Map of the Kingdom of Heaven, With the Way to Get There), here was a vast, detailed map of heaven, purgatory and hell together in one grand design, an exhortatory broadside made to be pasted up around the streets of Paris c.1650 (see page 195 for this map). In no less than majestic fashion, its author had captured the nebulous geography and architecture of the unseen with solid lines and measured, geographical space. Drinking in the map brought the realisation of the phenomenal rarity of such an object. Not just its form – surviving examples of any such disposable street materials are of course exceedingly rare – but in its theme. Hells like the aforementioned of Livingston County, and indeed towns named Heaven, Paradise and other afterworld-inspired toponyms, litter maps of the globe.2 But how often has the attempt been made to map their metaphysical inspirations?
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A torture of Zoroastrian hell, from a c.1589 copy of the prophet Zarathustra’s Book of Ardā Wīrāz



This sparked an obsessive quest to track down works created around the world, across the ages, to chart, depict and describe the afterlife. Over a period of nearly ten years a deathly collection began to form, culled from the archives of libraries, private collections and further lucky discoveries in dealers’ premises around the world. A rummage in an antiques store in Brittany, France, for example, turned up a truly jaw-dropping, sixteenth-century parchment painting of the Zoroastrian hell and paradise with a unique diagonal division (see page 28). A visit to a Polish dealer led to the discovery of a purported late-eighteenth-century portrait of a decidedly cheeky Antichrist (see page 103). A search in Madrid yielded a mesmerising hieroglyphic letter from the Devil; and so on.

This inspired journeys to other European cities to visit the great divine and infernal church-wall frescoes and celebrated Renaissance masterworks, as well as pilgrimages to find the medieval ‘doom murals’ hidden in churches throughout the United Kingdom, like the 17ft- (5.2m-) wide example in Chaldon, Surrey (see page 85). This book is the result of those years of searching.

This is an atlas of the afterlife; a guide to the landscapes of the ‘undiscovered country from whose bourn no traveler returns’, as Shakespeare describes it in Hamlet (Act 3, Scene 1). Here are the cities, mountains, palaces, underworlds, torture chambers, drinking halls, demonic parliaments, golden fields, rivers of blood and lakes of fire that make up the geographies of death of religions and cultures around the world. What are these places actually like, and who will we find there?

The Devil’s Atlas charts the various ways in which scholars, artists and cartographers across the centuries have risen to the paradoxical challenge of these questions, with the certain knowledge that the answers are beyond human reach. This is a book about mapping the unmappable and painting the indescribable, to explore the unexplorable. To be clear, this is not a history of world religion, nor a journey focused on the how, or the why; but specifically the where, intended to be read in a spirit of universal interest, as insight into the historical imagination in engagement with the continually discomforting subject of mortality.

Physical descriptions of these otherworlds are collected from the earliest and most revered sources like the Judaeo-Christian Scriptures, the Qur’an and Islamic Hadiths, as well as more esoteric works like apocalyptic testimonies, divine revelations and colourful outsider theories. Each realm is accompanied with cartographic and artistic representations inspired by these original descriptions through the ages. As such, this book also operates as a field manual of sorts for the afterlife explorer, examining the reported celestial flora, fauna and other sights, smells and sounds of these realms, along with the variety of deific and demonic figures that one might encounter in these spiritual landscapes.
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‘The Dragon gives his power to the Beast’.
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‘The fifth trumpet, the locusts transform into horses’. Both from Beatus of Liébana’s Commentary on the Apocalypse, eighth century.



What is of particular interest are the practical efforts to apply earthly metrics to these intangible realms. Often this can be with time. The date of 13 February is marked in a number of medieval calendars of Christendom as the day on which hell was created. In Hinduism, the entire length of existence of the universe is a single reverie of the god Brahma in just one day of his time – for us, the daydream lasts for about 34 billion years. Then night falls for Brahma, the universe fades and the next day he dreams anew. This is reminiscent of Ash’ari theology advocated by some Muslim philosophers, which states that Allah is continually destroying and recreating the universe at every moment. (Which is similar, too, curiously enough, to the modern quantum field theory that argues that our existence involves us being annihilated and reformed many times per second.)

The populace of heaven and hell has always been another theme of intellectual interrogation. In the late seventeenth century, the theologian Thomas Burnet deduced that, since there would be political government in heaven, it would have to be divided into nations. The English, French, Germans and Italians would therefore have to be kept separated ‘in the air’. Many analysed references in the final book of the Bible, Revelation, to calculate the demonic population and hierarchy of hell. The medieval mathematician Michael Scot (1175-c.1232) concluded there to be 14,198,580 demons; the Spanish Bishop Alphonsus de Spina (fl. 1491) inflated that estimate to 133,306,668 and published his own classification of demons, as did many authors including King James VI in 1591. Particularly notorious is the hierarchy in the Dictionnaire infernal (1818) by Jacques Collin de Plancy, which was republished in 1863 with sixty-nine portraits of various demons. It is here, for example, that we learn of the political positions in hell, with descriptions of demons like Adramelech, ‘king of fire’, eighth of the ten arch-demons, and grand chancellor of hell.

1 There are two competing stories as to the origin of the naming of the town of Hell. The first is that on one dazzlingly sunny afternoon sometime in the 1830s a newly arrived German traveller stepped down from his stagecoach, squinted in the sunshine and remarked to his companion So schön hell! (How beautifully bright!) This was overheard by a local, and the name stuck. To be honest I much prefer the second explanation: the town’s original settler, George Reeves, was asked for his thoughts on what the place should be called. Reeves reflected on the swarms of mosquitos, impenetrably thick forests, treacherous wetlands and other torturous local features that had greeted him on his arrival, and replied: ‘I don’t give a shit. You can name it Hell for all I care.’ And lo, on 13 October 1841, the town of Hell was officially christened.

2 See also the Norwegian village of Hell, where tourists take selfies in front of the Hell railway station sign, which reads Gods-Expedition – archaic Norwegian for ‘freight service’; and whence came Miss Mona Grudt, a Norwegian beauty contestant who lent a metaphysical quality to the 1990 Miss Universe competition title when she advertised herself as ‘The beauty queen from Hell’.
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The Temptation of St Anthony (c.1650) by the Flemish painter Joos van Craesbeeck. St Anthony sits, plagued by demons, amid a hellscape of van Craesbeeck’s imagining (the large head in the centre is the artist’s own).




The Franciscan friar Berthold of Regensburg (c.1210-72) believed only one in 100,000 people would be allowed into heaven; which would certainly fit with the relatively modest proportions of the Christian heaven described in Chapter 21 of Revelation. Here, heaven is a symmetrical cube 12,000 furlongs on each side. One furlong is one-eighth of a mile, which means heaven is 1500 miles (2414km) on each side. If it came to rest on Earth, heaven would therefore cover a land mass equal to about one-half of the United States. In contrast, Vaikuntha, the heaven of the Hindu god Vishnu, is 80,000 miles (128,750km) in circumference. Elsewhere, the Sanskrit epic Mahabharata reveals that the heaven of the god Brahma is 800 miles (1288km) long, 400 miles (644km) wide and 40 miles (64km) high.

And what of the proportions of God Himself? In the Sefer Raziel HaMalakh, a thirteenth-century grimoire of Practical Kabbalah purportedly written by the angel Raziel, it is divulged that the Jewish god is 2,300,000,000 parasangs high, or 7.2 billion miles (11.6 billion km) (for comparison, this is more than twice the current distance of Pluto from the Earth). From the Saundarya Lahari, a Hindu text thought to have been written on the mystical Mount Meru, we learn that the entire cosmos is but a mote of dust on the foot of the all-encompassing female deity Mahadevi. And in the revered Hindu text Bhagavata Purana, this mind-boggling cosmic scale is brought back to us, full circle, with the poetic statement: ‘There are innumerable universes besides this one, and although they are unlimitedly large, they move about like atoms in you. Therefore you are called unlimited.’
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Adramelech, grand chancellor of hell. From the 1863 illustrated edition of the Dictionnaire Infernal.
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Bael, first king of hell, from the same work.



Cartographically, an empirical approach towards the immeasurable is at the heart of the Renaissance obsession with ‘infernal cartography’, the challenge to precisely map the hell of Dante’s Inferno (see page 108), the definitive work in the construction of the Western European image of hell. What with hell being so deep beneath the surface of the Earth, none could argue with those charting the Italian poet’s conical netherworld. This was not a luxury that could be enjoyed by those map-makers attempting to pinpoint the location of the Earthly Paradise (see page 224), as they became caught in the transitional phase of cartography from allegorical mapping to the newly rediscovered Ptolemaic system of coordinates, which stretched landmasses on maps into their first accurate shapes with mathematical methodology. Suddenly, a map was required to have practical geographical accuracy, so where to mark traditional belief features like the Garden of Eden?

This puzzle of fitting both heaven and hell in the material universe continued through the Age of Enlightenment, with outside-the-box thinkers like Tobias Swinden (see page 121) and his extra-terrestrial relocation of hell in his Enquiry Into the Nature and Place of Hell (1714), devising solutions as brilliant in their simplicity as they are mind-boggling in their strangeness. It’s a tradition that continues to this day, albeit on the fringes of coherence. Particularly intriguing are the broadcasts of the American televangelist Dr Jack Van Impe (1931-2020) of Jack Van Impe Ministries, who in 2001 declared that black holes fit all the technical requirements to be the location of hell. (Van Impe caused a similar stir again in 2007, with the announcement that the basic design of the automobile could be found in the Bible.)
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A legendary tree of the Chilean island of Chiloé, which was reported to grow in the shape of Jesus on the Cross. From Descripción historial archipielago de Chiloé (1791) by Father Pedro Gonzalez de Agüeros.



So where do heaven and hell sit today in popular preoccupation? A 2017 UK Religion Survey conducted on behalf of the BBC found that 46 per cent of people believe in some form of life after death; of those, 65 per cent believed this to be a heaven or hell. Meanwhile, in America, belief in Satan is apparently on the rise: according to Gallup polls across recent decades, 55 per cent of Americans said they believed in the Devil in 1990 – in 2001, this was 68 per cent, and by 2007 it had increased to 70 per cent. Separately, a 2011 Associated Press–GfK poll showed that 77 per cent of adult Americans believe in angels. And in 1997, a US News & World Report poll asked 1000 Americans who was ‘somewhat likely’ to go to heaven: Bill Clinton scored 52 per cent, Princess Diana 60 per cent and Mother Theresa came in second with 79 per cent. In first place, though, with 87 per cent, were the respondents to the poll, who gave themselves top marks.


[image: Image]
‘The Soul of Man’, from the 1705 English edition of The World of Things Obvious to the Senses, the first picture book made for the education of young children.



However much the vibrancy of heavens and hells varies in modern popular belief, there remains a universally instinctive fascination with the mystery of what will come. Ultimately, what makes the descriptions, maps, paintings and other material traces of afterworlds collected in this book so endlessly fascinating is that they are attempts at achieving the impossible. Indeed, the term ineffabilis (‘too great to be expressed in words’) was introduced to theology in the fifth century by St Augustine (354-430), who explained that it is easier to describe what God and heaven is not, than to say what He, and it, is. The world that awaits is simply beyond the descriptive power of human language. This he drew from Paul’s statement to the Corinthians: ‘Eye has not seen, nor ear heard the things that God has prepared for those who love him’ (1 Corinthians 2:9). Nevertheless, here are the results of millennia of human endeavour to unravel that mystery.
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Albrecht Dürer’s 1498 woodcut print of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse.






HELLS AND UNDERWORLDS

Welcome to hell. Or, in the words glimpsed by Dante as he passes through the gates to the Inferno: ‘Abandon all hope, ye who enter here.’ It was this imagery that inspired Auguste Rodin to conceive his famous sculpture The Gates of Hell, an infernal doorway through which the imagination of the viewer was invited to wander. Historically, there have been a number of ‘true’ (certainly truly feared) earthly portals to the hells and underworlds of various faiths.

While the entry requirement of expiration is invariably the same (though not always a hard-and-fast rule, as we shall see), numerous features of real-world geography have played the part of nexus between earthly and spiritual realms. To reach the Hades of antiquity, Kingdom of the Shades, one can follow in the footsteps of Orpheus and Hercules and visit the Cape Matapan Caves on the southernmost point of the Greek mainland; or the Necromanteion of Ephyra at Mesopotamos. Volcanoes too have long been associated with entrances to the fiery underworld – the Icelandic stratovolcano Hekla was feared in Christian tradition as the egress to Satan’s fiery pit. In China, a look at hell can be found in municipal form at Fengdu, ‘City of Ghosts’, where landmarks include Ghost Torturing Pass and Last Glance at Home Tower, and where statues of demons performing their daily tortures can be found around the town.

But what exactly are the workings of these realms of which these portals offer mere glimpses? Any exploration of global afterworld belief must launch in Africa, specifically with the ancient culture possessing the most ornate death-worship practices and elaborately imaginative post-death worlds to have ever ignited the minds of men.
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A demonic float that formed part of the enormous procession organised at Dresden for the pleasure of Augustus II in 1695.
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The Gates of Hell by Auguste Rodin, who spent thirty-seven years crafting the sculpture from a scene from Dante’s Inferno until his death in 1917. Museo Soumaya, Mexico City.






THE ANCIENT EGYPTIAN DUAT

When we think of the ancient Egyptians, we think of death. This is because of what has survived of their culture, which arguably more than any other obsessed and luxuriated in the ritualised treatment of their dead. The buildings of everyday Egyptian life made from reeds, wood and mud bricks have long since perished; but the stone pyramid tombs of the pharaohs have resisted the violence of millennia to define our image of their ancient creators. Mummified corpses, their preservation considered essential for a contented afterlife, still lurch their way around modern popular culture. The most famous relics called to mind when speaking of ancient Egypt are all funereal in purpose. The pyramid tombs of the ancient pharaohs and their various burial contents all served some use in either ushering one to, or helping one prosper in, the Duat (underworld).

One of the most commonly uncovered types of artefact, the ushabti figurine, was designed for just this purpose. The doll-like figures (see example shown on page 22) were usually inscribed with the sixth-chapter text of the infamous Book of the Dead (the original title of which more accurately translates to the chirpier ‘Book of Emerging Forth into the Light’), a funerary text of magic spells compiled by numerous priests across 1000 years to assist the deceased’s journey through the Duat. The figurines were scattered among the other goods in the grave to operate as assistants to the deceased in the next life. (Inscriptions on their legs announced their cheerful readiness to perform this servile task.) The abundance of ushabti is closely followed by that of scarabs, the beetle-shaped amulets and administrative seals that, by the early New Kingdom, were copiously deployed as part of the ritual protection items guarding a mummy in its tomb.

The ultimate goal of the deceased Egyptian was to reach the blissful Kingdom of Osiris and the heavenly A’aru, or the ‘Fields of Rushes’ (see page 150), the reward for terrestrially well-behaved souls. Decorative scenes of this lush place were carved and painted hopefully on the walls of tombs, such as that of Menna, an inspector of royal estates buried in the Valley of the Nobles, near Luxor. (Fret not, potential resident of noble blood, the luxurious fields of wheat will be worked for you by the ushabti helpers.) But to reach this paradise, the deceased have to journey through the hellish Duat underworld until they reach the grand Hall of Ma’at for ‘the weighing of the heart’, a judgement performed by the dog-headed god Anubis, under the watchful gaze of Osiris, king of the underworld.

It is crucial to follow every instruction provided in the Book of the Dead to successfully pass this judgement – including memorising the forty-two chimeric gods and demons that one will encounter on one’s journey, as well as the itinerary of halls that one passes through. The deceased must confirm they have not contravened any of the possible forty-two crimes that would bar entry – ‘I have not reviled the God; I have not laid violent hands on an orphan; I have not done what the God abominates… I have not killed; I have not turned anyone over to a killer… I have not taken milk from a child’s mouth; I have not driven small cattle from their herbage…’ and so on, until the full confession is made. Anubis then performs his judgement, weighing the heart of the deceased against a feather, which symbolises the Egyptian concept of justice, harmony and balance known as ma’at. A righteous heart is as light as air. Any heart found to be heavier than the feather was rejected, and devoured by Ammit, the eater of souls – these unfortunates simply ceased to exist. The souls that passed the test are permitted to travel onward, to A’aru.


[image: Image]
A detail from the Book of the Dead of the Theban scribe Ani, created c.1250 BC, depicting the human-headed, bird-bodied ba of the deceased, one of the imagined forms of the human soul.
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An ancient Egyptian papyrus depicting the journey into the afterlife. Officially entitled Guide to the Afterlife for the Custodian of the Property of the Amon Temple Amonemwidja with Symbolic Illustrations Concerning the Dangers in the Netherworld.




[image: Image]
One of the coffins of Gua, physician to the governor Djehutyhotep, dated to 1795 BC. The painted floor shows the ‘two ways’ of land and sea that the dead could take to reach the afterlife. The twisting lines form a map of the underworld to help the deceased reach the afterlife. A false door was also included, to allow the ka (spirit) of the dead to escape.



Even if one follows every instruction offered in the Book of the Dead, and other similar texts, it is still not an easy journey to the Other World. The wandering dead have to negotiate both hostile terrain and spiritual booby traps. The tortures and punishments that fill this network of chambers, halls and shadowy corners are physical and often bloody; but most curious is the inverse gravity of the realm.

Just as the Fields of Rushes is a paradise of exaggerated earthly perfection, so the Egyptian netherworld is a mirror image of natural order – the sinners, now in the underworld beneath the flat disc of Earth, must surely walk upside down as they tread the underside of the living world, otherwise they would simply fall off. This, it was believed, forced one’s digestion to be reversed, meaning excrement would cascade from one’s mouth. In utterance 210 of the Pyramid Texts, the oldest Egyptian set of funerary and magical texts, we find reference to a pharaoh crossing into the afterlife and demanding a meal of roasted calf, then exhibiting anxiety that this could lead to disastrous results when combined with walking upside down: ‘What I detest is faeces, I reject urine… I will never eat the detestableness of these two.’

There is a lake of raging fire to avoid (a common feature of so many hellscapes), which is used like a giant barbecue cooker by hungry demons lying in wait. The wandering deceased should also avoid the underworld baboons – considered a mystical animal by the Egyptians – which are fond of decapitating unwary visitors. Beware too the ravenous hell-swine, crocodiles, serpents and wild dogs that also haunt the dark plains. ‘We find in all books about the Other World,’ wrote the Egyptologist E. A. Wallis Budge, ‘pits of fire, abysses of darkness, deadly knives, rivers of boiling water, fetid exhalations, fire-breathing dragons, frightful monsters, and creatures with the heads of animals, cruel and murderous creatures of various aspect… similar to those from early medieval literature. It is almost certain that modern nations owe much of their concept of hell to Egypt.’


[image: Image]
A ushabti (funerary figurine) depicting Ramesses IV, made sometime between 1143 and 1136 BC during the Twentieth Dynasty of Egypt (1189-1077 BC).




[image: Image]
An illustration from the Book of the Dead of Hunefer, a scribe of the Nineteenth Dynasty (fl. c.1300 BC). From left to right, Anubis leads Hunefer by the hand to be judged, and performs the act with the scales. Hunefer’s heart, shown in a pot, is weighed against a feather. Hunefer passes, and is led to Osiris by his son Horus. Had he failed, he would have been consumed by Ammit in the centre, the ferocious ‘devourer’, part-crocodile, part-lion, part-hippopotamus.
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A detail of the Pyramid Texts, from the pyramid of the pharaoh Teti (reigned 2323-2291 BC) in Saqqara, the necropolis of the ancient Egyptian capital Memphis.








THE KUR NETHERWORLD OF ANCIENT MESOPOTAMIA


[image: Image]
The Mesopotamian plaque known as the Queen of the Night, made between 1800 and 1750 BC. With wings spread and lions lazing at her taloned feet, this female deity is thought to be a representation of Ishtar / Inanna, who descended into the underworld, where she was killed and her body hung on a stake. Traces of pigment show that the figure and her owls were originally painted bright red.
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A four-winged genie performs a blessing, sprinkling spath (pollen) from a bucket before a Tree of Life (in a separate panel). This relief is from the north wall of the Palace of King Sargon II at Dur Sharrukin in Assyria (now Khorsabad in Iraq), and dated to 716-713 BC.



Ancient Mesopotamians were born to die. In the Old Babylonian Atrahasis epic, the gods are said to have created humans by mixing clay with the blood of the rebellious god We-ilu, who was slaughtered especially for the procedure. Humans are therefore composed of both earthly and divine ingredients, but the divine element does not ensure immortality. Enki, the Sumerian god of wisdom and magic, declared that death awaited man from his first moments – indeed the most frequent euphemism for dying in Mesopotamian texts is ‘to go to one’s fate’. The Epic of Gilgamesh ultimately persuades its reader that the quest for immortality was pointless. Instead, one should live on in the fame of one’s accomplishments on Earth. The only immortal life is in the memories of others.1

Unlike the abundance of Egyptian funerary texts, no such afterlife instruction manuals of the ancient Mesopotamians have been discovered. Instead, to gain insights into the imaginations of these Near Eastern cultures, we must assemble pieces from the wealth of literature across different genres that was generated between the third and the first millennia BC, in which death and hell are often discussed.

The heavens were home to the gods alone – the dead travelled instead to a dark, colourless netherworld known by many names: in Sumerian it is called Kur, Irkalla, Kukku, Arali or Kigal; in Akkadian it is Erṣetu. Metaphysically, Kur is far away; physically, it was thought to lie in a cavern a short distance below the world’s surface. It is referred to as the ‘land of no return’, and the ‘house which none leaves who enters’, and is imagined as a giant house of dust. Dust cakes its doors, its buildings and bolts, and indeed dust is the only food and drink available to the dead. (Above ground, grieving families would traditionally pour out liquids onto the dirt for their deceased to enjoy.)

It was thought one could find a gateway to Kur somewhere in the Zagros mountains, to the far east, where a staircase sloped down to the gates of the underworld. Or, according to other traditions, the entrance lay at an impossibly remote point somewhere in the far west (hinted at by the fact that real rivers known to exist far from Sumer were sometimes referred to as ‘rivers of the underworld’). Kur itself lay directly beneath another subterranean mythical feature, the Abzu, a body of freshwater beneath the earth.

In further contrast to ancient Egypt, the dead mingle with no trace of social hierarchy. There are descriptions of Kur being an unbreakable fortress city (known as the iri-gal in Sumerian), having seven barred gates through which return to the living was impossible. Existence in this netherworld is a shadowy, anaemic version of life above; though the darkness is routinely pierced by Shamash, the sun god of justice, who travels through the underworld every night during his journey through the cosmos. The underworld is neither a place of joy nor abject misery, merely a dried and dulled version of life above ground – not a hell, as we understand the word, but an antipode to the vibrant high heavens. And, unusually, there is no system of judgement, no reward or punishment based on one’s actions. Instead, it is the conditions of burial that establish the conditions of your next existence.


[image: Image]
A figurine of a male Mesopotamian worshipper, made c.2750-2600 BC in Eshnunna (modern Tell Asmar). The object was placed in the Square Temple at Tell Asmar to perpetually pray on behalf of the person it represented.



The most vivid descriptions of the underworld come from the Sumerian tale Descent of Inanna into the Underworld, in which the goddess of sexual love and war, and enforcer of divine justice known as the ‘Queen of Heaven’ (originally worshipped as ‘Ishtar’ in Akkadia), travels through Kur. The underworld is ruled by her sister, the goddess Ereshkigal, who lives in the underground palace Ganzir, and is married – depending on the version of the story – to either Gugalanna, a ‘canal-inspector of Anu’, or, in later stories, the more exciting Nergal, god of death.

In the Sumerian version of the story, Inanna travels to the gates of the underworld, demanding entry. Ereshkigal allows each of the seven gates through which she must pass to be opened by just a crack, forcing Inanna to squeeze through by removing a piece of clothing at each gate, gradually stripping her of her power. By the time Inanna reaches Ereshkigal’s court she is naked, but still manages to take Ereshkigal’s place. The group of deities in residence known as the Anunnaki are outraged by this, and turn Inanna into a corpse hanging by a hook.

Ereshkigal eventually consents to her sister’s corpse being sprinkled with the food and water of life to be revived, but there’s a catch – Ereshkigal demands one of the living take her place. Not her servant Ninshubur, Inanna says, for he is loyal; not Shara, her beautician, for he is seen mourning her death. Ereshkigal’s galla (demons) then propose taking Dumuzid, Inanna’s shepherd consort. He is revealed to be dealing with his grief rather admirably, spending his days lavishly clothed, sitting on his wife’s throne while being entertained by slave girls. An irate Inanna immediately instructs the demons to take him, and Dumuzid is dragged down to the netherworld, lipstick marks still fresh on his collar, while Inanna is allowed to return to the upper world.


[image: Image]
A Cuneiform tablet with the legend of Inanna’s journey to the underworld, from the library of King Ashurbanipal (reigned 669-631 BC).




[image: Image]
A Babylonian incantation bowl with an Aramaic inscription around a demon: sixth-seventh century. These ‘devil trap bowls’ were placed by doorways and on floors to snare any evil demons popping up from the underworld into one’s home.



1 Which recalls Woody Allen’s thoughts on the same issue: ‘I don’t want to achieve immortality through my work; I want to achieve immortality through not dying. I don’t want to live on in the hearts of my countrymen; I want to live on in my apartment.’
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