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ABSTRACT 

 

Sumer has a culture lost to history. Currently, the University of Maine offers no 

courses about ancient Mesopotamia, one of the first civilizations. Over the years, 

historians have been translating the cuneiform tablets containing their religion and 

history. There has been one adaptation of those translations, by Diane Wolkstein in 1983 

to bring the stories to a wider audience through a collection of stories around the goddess 

Inanna. Wolkstein’s Inanna is a second wave feminist icon but reliant on an essentialist 

idea of womanhood. This thesis seeks to broaden her audience, analyze the context in 

which Wolkstein produced her adaptation, and present the stories of Inanna from a 

modern perspective, through the process of writing and directing an adaptation of the 

myths of Inanna.  

 Theater is a platform that gives playwrights a way to share their adaptations of 

untold stories, and directors a place to interpret. It is a place to introduce new re-tellings 

of old stories with room for creativity at each stage. This stage adaptation considers 

Wolkstein’s Inanna, as well as tablet translations from Samuel Noah Kramer, to produce 

Inanna for a modern audience. 



 
 

iv 
 

 

“Inanna’s scribe…gave me her words. 

I have sung them as best I can.  

Now, we pass them on to you”  

- Diane Wolkstein, 1983 
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INTRODUCTION 

I began writing a stage adaptation of the myths of the Sumerian goddess Inanna in 

the spring of 2018. I took a selection of myths from Ancient Sumer, as well as a few from 

the later Akkadians, and used theater as a platform to tell their message about strength, 

and resilience through mistakes. It was also important to keep in mind the way that 

Inanna has been represented as a feminist icon in the past and explore how to apply 

modern feminist values to my own adaptation. Stories can be framed and adapted within 

the context of their re-telling. The success of those retellings relies on how the author 

used their current social context to bring them to a new audience. My adaptation of these 

myths considers the environment of past adaptations, removing the previous lenses and 

crafting a new interpretation. The writing and direction together show how untold stories 

can be adapted for a new audience while still maintaining their integrity. My adaptation 

seeks to provide this integrity, telling the relatively unknown stories of Ancient Sumer 

and giving them a space where they can be adapted to reflect a modern perspective. 

This project was developed over the course of about a year, with the full concept 

coming from several specific interests developed over my college career. The foundations 

were laid in my freshman year, when I was taught Inanna: Queen of Heaven and Earth 

by Samuel N. Kramer and Diane Wolkstein, one of the first texts that Honors students are 

exposed to. Then, there was my involvement with the Feminist Collective and Women’s 

Resource Center on campus at the University of Maine which fueled my interest in 

feminist issues, and the challenges of introducing feminism to a wider audience. Finally, 

there was my progress through the Theatre department, with brief forays into directing 
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that were then encouraged by other student directors and my own desire to learn what 

directing a production fully entails.  

Ancient Sumerian Mythology 

 I chose the mythology of ancient Sumer specifically because there is a distinct 

lack of translations available of Sumerian cuneiform. There are few examples of 

publicized Sumerian mythology, primarily relying on the work of Samuel N. Kramer, a 

leading cuneiform expert, who produced some of the most reliably accessible insights 

into Sumerian culture. He has worked with others, like the Electronic Text Corpus for 

Sumerian Literature published by the University of Oxford, to make these translations of 

Ancient Sumer as a whole more available, not just those with Inanna. In 1983, Diane 

Wolkstein, in conjunction with Kramer, wrote an adaptation of the myths surrounding the 

goddess Inanna, called Inanna: Queen of Heaven and Earth, Her Stories and Hymns from 

Sumer, to provide readers with a more easily digestible story. She framed them as a series 

of poems, like the original cuneiform myths, and chose a few of the stories that most 

strongly featured Inanna.  

Black, Cunningham, Robson, & Zolyomi explain in The Literature of Ancient 

Sumer, the goddess Inanna is connected to sexual love and agriculture, often depicted by 

equating sex to plant growth. An early myth shows the Shepherd-Lord Dumuzi winning 

Inanna’s affection from a farmer and their relationship is a defining point of Inanna’s 

power (Black, Cunningham, Robson, & Zolyomi, 2004, p. 63). Her power extends 

beyond sex, into war and rage. In Inanna’s descent to the Underworld, she strives for 

control of Kur, the Great Below, the domain of her sister, Ereshkigal (Black, 

Cunningham, Robson, & Zolyomi, 2004, p. 63).  
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Inanna is born to the god Nanna, who is the son of Enlil, one of the original 

creation deities. According to Wolkstein and Kramer’s version, her story begins when she 

finds a tree on the banks of the Euphrates river and plants it in her “Holy Garden” 

(Wolkstein, Kramer, 1983). It becomes overrun with evil beings, and she asks her 

brothers Utu and Gilgamesh to help her. Gilgamesh does, but Utu does not. Inanna gets 

power from this tree. The next story has her visit Enki, the God of Wisdom and father of 

Dumuzi and Gilgamesh. He gives her a portion of the Holy Me, decrees of the gods that 

create civilization. She becomes the High Priestess of Heaven. The next myth has her 

marry Dumuzi, but it is full of aggression and lacks any real love or support. Finally, 

Wolkstein includes Inanna’s descent to Kur. Ereshkigal kills Inanna, and she must be 

resurrected by Enki. Inanna returns to Earth on the condition that she send someone to 

take her place. She sends Dumuzi because, when she returns, she realizes he has taken 

her throne and did not mourn her death, unlike her handmaiden, Ninshubur, or her 

children, who offer to take her place (Wolkstein, Kramer, 1983; Jacobsen, 1987).  

A large portion of the mythology of ancient Sumer is contradictory, with different 

people or gods appearing under different names, or with overlapping storylines. This is 

partially due to the Akkadian interpretation of the Sumerian deities. Over the years, 

Akkad added their own influences, and some of the original tablets were lost. Wolkstein 

and Kramer’s text accounts for most of those discrepancies, and the stories included are 

primarily from Sumerian cuneiform only. This is where my interpretation begins to 

become its own entity. The Akkadians took over the region of Sumer around 2300 BCE 

(Mackenzie, 2016), at which point they assimilated the Sumerians, forming one empire. 

The Akkadians took the Sumerian gods and made them their own. Most Sumerian 
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scholars agree that Inanna was one of the most powerful deities (Black, Cunningham, 

Robson, & Zolyomi, 2004; Jacobsen, 1987; Kramer, 1986). For the Akkadians, Inanna 

became Ishtar, and she was depicted as a type of femme-fatale. Her strength was stripped 

from her and replaced with seduction and a short temper. This is best exemplified with 

the story of Gilgamesh and the Bull of Heaven, dating from the middle of Akkadian 

reign. Here, Gilgamesh spurns Inanna’s (Ishtar’s) advances, and so Inanna is given the 

Bull, husband of her sister, Ereshkigal, to fight him. The Bull is killed, and Ereshkigal 

resents Inanna for her role in his demise. I chose to include this story in my script despite 

it showing the less pleasant side of Inanna. I felt it important to include because it is a 

concise way to start her journey and gives a reason for the rest of the stories that follow. 

This is Inanna at her weakest and makes her relatable for the audience. It gives 

Ereshkigal a reason to be mad at her sister, and a place for their relationship to grow 

from. It provides the basis for every important relationship that she develops, and is 

where she begins to grow her power.  

Feminism in the United States 

The stories that Wolkstein chose to include frame Inanna as a powerful, sexual 

being with focus on her genitalia and the power that comes from it. This can be explained 

by Wolkstein’s connection to second wave feminism, which was at its peak as she wrote 

her text.   

Feminism in the United States has gone through several distinct phases, or 

‘waves’ since the first suffragette movements of the late 1800s and early 1900s. The 

Second Wave began in the 1960s and lasted for more than two decades, framing 

Wolkstein’s perspective. The Second Wave was defined by its focus on stereotypically 
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feminine biology, such as breasts, vulvas, and menstruation, as a source of power and 

femininity. Prior to the Second Wave, discussion of female bodies and their sexuality 

were taboo. In 1970, a group of women in Boston produced a booklet entitled “Women 

and Their Bodies”, later “Our Bodies, Ourselves”. The booklet spoke openly about 

female sexuality, and abortion. It emphasized women’s ownership over their own bodies, 

an idea revolutionary for its time, and that bodily autonomy became a key facet of the 

Second Wave movement.  

To support this, there were “genital diversity” (Fahs, 2015) workshops that would 

teach women that their vulvas were unique. There was also a focus on menstruation as 

female empowerment, with “menstruation extractions” (Fahs, 2015), where women with 

vaginas would extract their own menstrual blood to embrace their femininity. These were 

focused on empowering women to accept and understand the parts of their bodies that 

were not spoken of before. It is understandable that Wolkstein used the term “vulva” to 

convey Inanna’s power. It would have been powerful at the time to focus on female 

sexuality. When Wolkstein introduces her text, she explains that her desire for this story 

came from the fact that she believes “…all of us, both women and men, have long needed 

a ‘grand’ story of a woman” (Wolkstein, Kramer, 1983, p. xv). Gender was still seen as a 

binary, with the workshops were centered around the diversity of vulvas only, and did not 

include women with penises, or any other combination of visible genitalia; However, 

these demonstrations paved the way for modern feminism to move even further towards 

total acceptance.  

 Modern feminism includes aspects of the Second Wave’s focus on bodily 

autonomy, but also highlights intersectionality and inclusivity. This includes a heightened 
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discussion on what constitutes sex and gender, specifically the idea that gender can be a 

spectrum and sex is not a binary. In 2014, Janet Mock released a memoir detailing her 

life as a transgender woman. Her perspective gives a detailed overview of how feminism 

is beginning to be approached in the 21st century. Mock writes about how her experience 

with sex work taught her how “we are more than our bodies…our bodies are ours to do 

what we want with” (Mock, 2014, p.172) and attributes that lesson to the other women 

she worked with, leading to her own self-acceptance. This reflects the early 70s emphasis 

on bodily autonomy, but with the inclusion of transgender and gender-nonconforming 

individuals. 

For me, it was important to remove Wolkstein’s addition of xx chromosome 

specific genitalia as a source of Inanna’s femininity and power because that type of 

specific indication was not as necessary to include as it was in the 1970s. The original 

Kramer translations do not specify any type of genital when referring to Inanna, and this 

opened the possibility for me to explore the gender spectrum in the presentation of 

Inanna’s stories. Wolkstein’s focus on Inanna’s sexuality was important for her time but 

did not fit into my retelling. I had framed the story through a discussion with a child, and 

blatant sexual acts felt out of place; However, I would like to find a way to include it in 

further adaptations because of Inanna’s importance as a fertility goddess, and because 

women still struggle to be accepted as sexual beings on the same plane as men.  

As Evans explains in Feminist Theory Today: An Introduction to Second-Wave 

Feminism, “middle-class white heterosexual women do not a movement make. Or rather, 

we might. But it would not be the feminist movement. Some indeed would doubt whether 

it can be a feminist movement at all” (1995, p. 11). Today’s feminism emphasizes 
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inclusion of all types of women, regardless of genitalia, race, or other characteristic. My 

adaptation attempted to take these intricacies of modern feminism into account. In 

writing, that meant choosing stories that did not focus solely on the relationship between 

Inanna and Dumuzi, instead highlighting the journey she takes towards redemption with 

her sister, Ereshkigal. Wolkstein has an essentialist ideal of womanhood, which relies on 

using sex as a source of power, specifically the vulva. By drawing attention away from 

that aspect, it diminished the opportunities for essentialist portrayals of womanhood. In 

directing, that was achieved by having gender blind casting, by having the actors focus on 

motivations and energies as opposed to stereotypes, and through costuming. To figure out 

how to do this effectively, I researched directorial theory and explored the important 

connection between the director as an artist with an interpretation, and an understanding 

of how Inanna’s journey can be told to a modern audience.  

Directing for Theatre 

Michael Bloom authored one of the few functional texts on the modern directorial 

process, Thinking Like a Director: A Practical Handbook. He explains that a modern 

director requires a “dual perspective” (2001, p. x) that explores both the inner workings 

and outward structure of a play, with a system of checks and balances between both parts. 

The overall goal of a director should be to bring the text to life, by discovering energy 

through the “deepest desires and flaws” (2001, p.6) of the characters without sacrificing 

structure. Bloom makes the comparison to a car. When analyzing both the structure and 

function, how it runs and why, allows for a deeper understanding of how the car exists as 

a unit as opposed to a description of the surface. This translates to being able to recognize 
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more than just overall themes of a play. For me, this meant making sure my actors 

understood the depth of what I was trying to achieve, and not take the script at face value.  

Bloom (2001) argues that the role of the director has shifted from manager to 

artist, explaining that up until very recently, directing was a craft that was hindered by a 

“background in literature and ideas” (p.12). Directors were void of artistry and focused 

more on replication of past productions. Now, theaters will hire directors for their 

specific aesthetics, identified by their “sensibility, taste, and vision” (Bloom, 2001, p.12) 

which are things that Bloom believes can only be gained from studying outside of theater. 

He explains that technique is not everything, highlighting passion above all else when it 

comes to overall directorial success. As he puts it, a good director “must have something 

to say” (2001, p.11) and therefore I felt confident taking on the role of director. I had a 

specific message to tell, and I wanted to have the full platform to tell it. Inanna as 

represented through Wolkstein is no longer a feminist icon, but she is still a strong 

woman with a story that needs to be told, and which has the potential to showcase 

modern feminist ideals. My individual interpretation is what made it unique. 

Adaptation vs. Interpretation 

Directors now need to have an interpretation every time they direct a play and be 

aware of how they are presenting the story. Bloom (2001) explains that this has been a 

recent change, happening in the late-twentieth century because of a “rise in relativism and 

psychoanalytic theory” (p.13). Language has many meanings, and interpretation impacts 

how the words of the script are perceived. In theater, this is directly connected to the 

separation between playwright intent and directorial interpretation. As Bloom (2001) 

explains, “it would take hundreds of pages of notes to convey what is meant by every line 
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of a play” (p.14). Meaning, the play itself was an adaptation, but the production was 

created as a specific interpretation of both the story overall and the script. 

H. Porter Abbott explains in The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative that there 

is a powerful difference between adaptations and interpretations. Interpretations “have to 

work with the whole text” (2002, p.100) whereas adaptations are complete, stand-alone 

works. Both Wolkstein and I created an adaptation of the original mythology. Wolkstein 

stays very closely to Kramer’s original translations but puts them in a form that brings it 

to a wider audience, a collection of the stories strung together in a way to make them feel 

more complete. However, she also focuses on keeping the goddess Inanna in a certain 

frame, interpreting the stories through a second wave feminist lens, which changes the 

way the way that we understand the story. Wolkstein uses poetics, and deliberate 

mistranslations of words, like taking Kramer’s translation of “genitals” and changing it to 

“vulva” to fit her perspective. My script is a different adaptation of the same mythology. I 

took the Kramer translations, and Wolkstein’s story arc, and formed them to fit the 

context of my work, including the feminist frame and the idea that the script would 

eventually be produced for the stage.  

Despite the differences between the two, adaptation and interpretation often work 

together to tell a complete story. As Kristopher Mecholsky writes in Adaptation is 

Anarchist: Understanding Narrative Through Complexity, “differences between 

adaptations can lead to dramatic changes in the interpretation of a narrative” (2015, p. 

176).  He also argues that these changes can have equally negligible effects on 

interpretations, but that there needs to be that recognition. Wolkstein interpreted the 

stories from a second wave perspective and adapted the myths accordingly. I recognized 
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Wolkstein’s interpretation of Inanna as a feminist icon within her adaptation and created 

my own adaptation to demonstrate my own interpretation. The production itself allowed 

for a new level of interpretation, as I used my role as director to convey my interpretation 

to the audience.  

Any new adaptation of a work requires a deep understanding of the original for 

there to be any connection and viable storytelling. This applies equally to direction of a 

stage play, where the story must be understood for its parts and for any additions or 

changes to be made. When tackling feminist topics, it is also important to keep in mind 

the perspective from which and the audience to whom the story is being told as that will 

impact the overall story. Sumerian mythology is a story that has not been widely adapted, 

and its messages need to be carefully conveyed in new ways.  
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THE WRITING PROCESS 

The initial script only accounted for the stories in the Wolkstein text. The first 

draft, when read aloud, was less than thirty minutes long, and felt like it was lacking an 

arc. I realized that this was my opportunity to tell more stories than just the ones that 

Wolkstein had chosen. Diving deeper into Sumerian mythology led to a host of creation 

myths, some of which informed the deities actions in the stories I was already telling. 

Specifically, I made sure to include the origins of each important deity for the story. 

There are many different versions of creation, but the most popular is that there were 

Anunnaki. I ended up piecing a few options together to create a group of four: An, Ki, 

Enlil, and Enki. Some mythologies claim that Enlil and Enki are children of An, but they 

hold large importance to the stories. Enlil is responsible for the separation of Heaven and 

Earth, and Enki controls the Holy Me. I also chose to omit the god Nanna, who is the son 

of Enlil, and Inanna’s father. Nanna plays a minor role in the myths, and it made it less 

confusing for Inanna to come directly from Enlil. 

There are other things that I changed for artistic reasons, and for the practicality 

of producing this as an unknown play on a university level. First, there was the difference 

between the Annuna (Judges of the Underworld), and the Galla (demon-like creatures of 

the Underworld). Both exist to serve Ereshkigal, but the Judges in the original text remain 

in the underworld and it is the Galla which accompany Inanna back to the surface. They 

are demons that Kramer describes as “ruthless, cruel, friendless, loveless, amoral 

creatures” (Kramer, 1963, p.492). I combined the two parts, calling them the Judges. This 

was, again, to reduce the number of different characters. I also completely cut the 

character of Utu, Inanna’s brother and God of the Sun. He appears only to deny Inanna’s 



 
 

12 
 

cry for help when the Holy Garden is overtaken, and then to free Dumuzi from the 

clutches of the Galla, temporarily prolonging Dumuzi’s capture. In the original 

mythology, when Inanna ascends from the Underworld and sentences Dumuzi to take her 

place, he initially escapes capture when Utu turn him into a snake and he hides away in a 

field with his sister, Geshtinanna. Geshtinanna is tortured by the Galla but refuses to give 

up her brother’s whereabouts. When Dumuzi is finally discovered, he is beaten and 

dragged to Kur.  

 In further edits, I would like to stay true to the characters of the stories, for 

example, keeping the Judges and Galla separate, and having Inanna be the daughter of 

Nanna. Specifically, the story of Geshtinanna needs to be elaborated. I shortened her 

name in the script to avoid confusion with the titular character, but her role is more 

important than I made it seem. Initially, I was worried about cluttering the story and 

throwing too much at the audience. There is a fine line between how many characters and 

stories there can be before it becomes confusing, but with more thought as to how double 

casting could work and clarifying with the Storyteller, there is the potential to add more 

from the original stories.  

 Inanna’s stories do not have a natural beginning or ending as presented in 

Wolkstein’s text. It feels incomplete as a story arc. One of the last things I added was the 

frame of the Storyteller and the Child. This gave the stories structure, with the Storyteller 

using the idea of the seasons as the through-line for the Child to follow the story. In the 

final scene, the Storyteller is able to explain the importance of knowing Inanna’s stories, 

not just because of the seasons, but because her flaws and strengths make her a powerful 

figure to look up to and learn from.  



 
 

13 
 

In future editions, I would specifically like to research what follows Dumuzi’s 

return to Heaven, and where Inanna grows from there. The Electronic Text Corpus of 

Sumerian Literature has a daunting collection of translations that I was barely able to 

scratch the surface of. To be able to tell this story completely, I would need to take more 

time to fully understand all the possibilities. Both Wolkstein and I aimed to create a 

version of Inanna that would be palatable to our respective audiences. She “condensed 

sections, added and edited- always with the idea of ‘story’ in mind” (Wolkstein, 1983, p. 

xviii). This idea of a story is vital in any retelling of mythology. The myths are a series of 

vignettes that need to be connected in a way that will make sense to an audience. I started 

with the stories Wolkstein chose but there are many more possibilities; However, just like 

Wolkstein’s text, a project like that would take years of research and collaboration. 
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THE DIRECTING PROCESS  

This production began with the intent of turning it into a staged reading. I wanted 

to keep the focus on the script, while still maintaining a professional atmosphere. My first 

step was to find an assistant director, someone I could filter ideas through to make sure I 

was maintaining some degree of separation between myself as the playwright and as the 

director. That ended up being Owen Sinclair, who also served as my stage manager.  

My plan for a staged reading began to change as more students showed interest in 

participating in the production. Sophia Crockett-Current reached out to me before I had 

officially announced this production to see if I needed a costume designer. I originally 

intended for everyone to be in stage blacks, but I was happy to expand on that to find 

ways to make the characters more distinguishable from one another. In January, I visited 

a local theater that was giving away their costume collection, and I chose an assortment 

of things that could theoretically work, knowing that there was essentially no budget for 

the production. Using those items, the actor’s personal wardrobe, and a few items pulled 

from the theatre department’s costume storage, Crockett-Current created a collection of 

costumes that blended modern and ethereal. The general response is that the final product 

was “a little rough around the edges” (Anonymous Student #1, 2019). In future 

productions, I would work with the designer more in the beginning to create a more 

complete and planned design for every character.  

There are also several key props that are referred to in the stories, such as the holy 

me, and Inanna’s royal adornments. This meant I required a properties master. When I 

sent out a call for crew, Asher Mason responded. He was a freshman with little 
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experience, but this show would give him the chance to experiment. He was extremely 

prepared, reading the script multiple times and making plans for each prop needed. A lot 

of the items were created at the last minute, but they were mostly what I had envisioned.  

If this was going to go any farther as a full production, I would need some 

lighting and sound. So, I reached out to two students, Elijah McTiernan, who designed 

the audio for a senior thesis play in 2018, and Jacob Siegel, who was looking for some 

practical lighting experience. McTiernan used specific sound effects like thunder to 

denote the gods and used Iraqi music for transitions and bows, referring to the location 

from which these myths originated. Siegel and I discussed how to use color to signify 

spaces and characters. The Anunnaki on their high perch would be highlighted with blue, 

the Great Below would have purple overtones, and Enki’s shrine would be bright gold. It 

gave the audience another way to visualize the separation between spaces.  

It was extremely important to me to present this story in an intimate setting. Once 

I had decided to pursue turning my script into a full production, I knew I wanted to 

perform in a space like the Al Cyrus Pavilion Theater on the University of Maine campus 

(Appendix C). It is a stadium style thrust stage, with a curtain hung to create a backstage 

area. There are also two vomitoria that cut through the audience to allow alternative 

places for the actors to enter and exit. One of these was used solely for the passage to and 

from the underworld. In small spaces, it is important to find ways to delineate important 

spaces. This was also accomplished with our set piece, which was a series of platforms 

resembling a ziggurat (Appendix D). The top tier was given to the gods, and power was 

determined by who was highest. When Dumuzi takes Inanna’s throne, he steps into a 
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place he as never been allowed before. When Inanna chases after Gilgamesh, she rushes 

down the steps in anger, forgetting her own power.  

There are scenes, such as Ninshubur’s defense of the Holy Me, and the death of 

the Bull of Heaven that I did not have the skills to direct. So, I worked with Austin 

Wojchowski, a dancer and choreographer, to design the fight scene with Ninshubur, and 

for the movements of the Gates in the Underworld. For the fighting, I was lucky to call in 

Angela Bonacasa, a fight choreographer, to teach my actors how to fight safely, and to 

choreograph the piece itself. Both choreographers worked to make these specific scenes 

fit with the storybook aesthetic of the rest of the production and accomplished what I 

would not have been able to on my own.  

After removing most of Wolkstein’s changes, I wanted to make sure that I was 

consciously working to make the text fit modern feminist ideals. This was first done by 

casting the show gender blind, which is something I have personally rarely encountered 

in theatre. Auditions were open, and actors were able to read for any part they wanted 

regardless of gender. From this, I chose to cast three women as the male Anunnaki, and a 

man as the demon Lilith (Appendix B). None of these were chosen arbitrarily, or because 

they were the opposite gender. They fit the energies I wanted from each of the characters. 

Overall, I believe this was accepted positively. One student responded the way I had 

hoped:  

“As shown through [Erin Butts’] casting style, gender is fluid and cannot be 

placed within the confines of some box, or defined by a set of labels. Each of the 

actors were able to set aside their own personalities and gender identities aside for 

the night and focus solely on how the character is meant to be represented… We 
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shouldn’t sequester feminist ideals to just celebrating these facets of femininity 

and womanhood” (Anonymous Student #2, 2019). 

There are always risks to casting actors in roles that do not align with the way they 

physically present. Audiences will see that as a choice, not simply as a person playing a 

part. It is a choice, one to subvert what we normally associate with the masculine and 

feminine. Ideally, actors could play any character without critique, but it is important to 

recognize that most audiences will not be thinking of it in that way. As a director, I had 

the ability to make that choice to contradict what my audience might expect from a part, 

and I took full advantage of that artistic freedom. There were no directly negative 

responses from the audience, so I believe the choices I made were accepted well enough 

in this environment. I presented this on a liberal university campus and targeted the 

performances towards students who had already studied this as a feminist text. It would 

be interesting to see if or how gender-blind casting would work in a different 

environment.  

 I ended up casting everyone who auditioned for the show, something I was not 

planning on doing. That meant I ended up with fifteen people, a sizeable cast for the first 

time directing. I found over the rehearsal process that the days where I worked with a 

small group of actors in a scene were the most productive. It is easier to maintain focus 

when there are less people to work with. The number of actors made it easier to convey to 

the audience who was who, but it was a difficult process.  

 We held a read-through on February 15th, 2019 and began rehearsals on February 

18th. For the first few weeks we had only two or three per week, with only certain scenes 

each time. Starting after spring break, we had rehearsals with the full cast nearly every 
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day. Overall, we had about twenty rehearsals total. This felt like a standard amount of 

rehearsal time, and my actors were able to maintain that schedule.  

 It was extremely important to me that my actors understood where their characters 

came from. So, I developed a character worksheet (Appendix F) for them to fill out for 

each of their characters. This forced them to explore who they were representing in a 

practical way, because there is an actual historical background to what they are 

representing. I wanted them to get a feel for all the stories and myths that exist outside of 

the play. They got creative, coming up with what their astrological signs would be, what 

their favorite book was, but they were always able to validate their choices.   

 As I worked to put the script on stage, there were several things that I had to 

change. There were times they would say a line and I would realize that a word was 

repeated too often, or I missed a detail, and we would go back and change it. Then, there 

were moments that I scripted but did not work in Pavilion Theater. For example, Inanna 

addresses the people of Uruk in Act 4 when she returns from meeting Enki. The script 

calls for the ensemble to be on stage for her to distribute the me to, but the stage felt too 

cluttered, and so we changed it so that Inanna would address the audience as if they were 

the citizens. The same thing happened when Dumuzi is taken to the Underworld. The city 

of Uruk is supposed to be cold and barren, and the citizens are struggling. I had a few 

ensemble members onstage the first few times we ran this, and they would say their lines 

about being cold and losing the king, but it was again too cluttered, and Geshti’s entrance 

was lost. So, we removed the ensemble and it opened the interaction between Inanna and 

Geshti. I believe if this were to be performed in a proscenium setting, with a larger stage, 
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the ensemble pieces would work better, but we found they are only necessary when 

Inanna does not have an audience to address directly. 

 I do not know if I was honestly prepared to take on this process to the degree that 

it was done. But from what I have gathered from other directors that I spoke to, most of 

the problems I had were understandable in my situation. For example, after the first week 

or two of rehearsals, I began to see a pattern of actors who would show up late, and actors 

who would message me at the last minute telling me that they were not coming to 

rehearsal because they had a project or paper to finish. I had provided a tentative schedule 

for the entire show at the first read-through, and we stuck to it religiously, except to 

shorten or cancel rehearsals. My stage manager would post a daily call reminding them 

who was supposed to be at rehearsal that day. That was not working, and so I decided to 

post a call at the beginning of every week for every rehearsal in addition to the daily 

calls, with the following note attached: 

“Hi folks, 

We have decided to post the rehearsal schedule a week in advance to give you all 

time to plan accordingly! We're getting closer to mid-semester exam season, and 

while I understand that you have other commitments and things do come up, it is 

your responsibility to make sure you have everything under control. We can be 

flexible, but as of today we have exactly three weeks worth of rehearsal days left 

and I need you all to be present and accounted for. Please try to arrive at least 15 

minutes before rehearsal is scheduled to start so that you can be ready to go on 

time. 
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Thank you to everyone for your efforts today! We are making some great 

progress!” 

In retrospect, that was likely not as strict as it should have been, but I was directing my 

peers and hesitant to be “too mean”. The reminder still didn’t work, and so the next time 

an actor told me that they would not be coming to rehearsal, I responded with the fact that 

they signed a contract, and that they had made a commitment to the production. They had 

to be there, and that was the end of the matter. That actor proceeded to show up 30 

minutes early that day and was exceptionally engaged, with multiple apologies. That 

certainly was not the end of everyone’s tardiness, but it showed me that there are times 

when I will have to step outside of my comfort zone and play the stricter side of 

leadership.  

 On a more positive note, there were also unique problem in directing that were 

fun to try and solve. One of my actors had to act drunk in one of the scenes, and while her 

initial interpretation was funny, it was not believable. Two of my professors attempted to 

explain to me how to convey it better, and one even spoke to her directly, but nothing 

seemed to click. I reached out to Angela Bonacasa again, and asked if she had any 

advice. She walked me and a few of my peers through an exercise where we would 

interact in a space as if we had all had been drinking, and then we slowly increased the 

level that we were at. I brought this exercise back to my actors, and had them all do the 

same thing, where they would move about the space, acting increasingly more inebriated. 

We then talked as a group about what they noticed, and what key factors made an 

individual’s performance believable. My actor took these pointers and applied them to 

her performance. Unfortunately, it was still not where it needed to be, and so, during tech 
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week she and I spent an extra two hours after one rehearsal choreographing each 

individual movement. This is what seemed to help the most. We took the pointers from 

each of the directors, and from Bonacasa’s exercise, and combined them into a planned 

series of movements that she could remember. This was a specific example of how 

different actors process instruction differently and taught me that what works for one 

actor may not work for another. Some can improvise, but others need specific instruction 

to create the correct illusion.   

Overall, I realized the parts that succeeded the most were the things that had a 

concrete plan at the beginning of production. Direction requires delegation, which I did 

with things like lighting and sound, but not as much with costumes and properties. I was 

directly involved in pulling costume pieces for the show, sewing things myself, creating 

the crowns and jewelry, and finding other assorted props. More strict preparation with a 

concrete plan early in the process would have made it easier for me to step back. I had an 

overall idea for how I wanted this story to be shown, and I was pleased with the way it 

turned out, but there are things I would like to change if it were done again.  
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CONCLUSION  

Over the course of the three performances, we had over 150 people attend the 

show. They were mostly students in the Honors college and various professors. My goal 

was to reach as many students as possible. This is a story and culture that not many 

people are familiar with, and I wanted to share that with everyone, to spark an interest 

and have them leave with more than they came; However, Honors students who had only 

been exposed to the one perspective in their studies were specifically targeted, to show 

them alternative. It was ultimately successful, as proven by the talkbacks we did on 

Saturday and Sunday after the show, and the written student responses. The audience 

asked questions about the direction process, about the writing of the script. They were 

able to probe the actors about the choices that they made. I was able to explain most of 

my reasoning, and about why I chose this project.  

Following the production, I spoke with members of my cast and crew to reflect on 

my job as a director, so that I could identify places of improvement for the future. 

Overall, the actors felt as though I did not give them enough artistic freedom. This was 

my first time directing anything longer than a ten-minute skit and as such, I wanted to 

make sure that each scene would have a specific structure. I pulled from my own 

experience with directors, who would block out every movement for every scene and 

then step back to see how the actors adapted that. In retrospect, this style was not the best 

for a novice director, and in further productions I would like to let the actors run through 

each of the scenes before I give them much direction, so I can see truly what they can do. 

This would also likely help to keep the actors engaged in the production and make them 

more excited to participate.  
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Another issue was that often I could not explain what I wanted in the most 

effective manner. I would take the long way around to explain what I needed an actor to 

do. For example, there was a moment where I was trying to tell an actor that they needed 

to go up a different set of steps than what they were doing, but instead of simply telling 

them to go up those stairs, I was phrasing it as “turning towards stage left to leave and 

circling around to go up the side steps”. This was too much. It confused the actor and it 

took longer than it should have to move on because I could not figure out another way to 

phrase it in that moment. I must work on my ability to communicate my ideas. 

My actors also agreed that I did not offer enough positive reinforcement. I 

focused more on things that needed to be changed rather than the good things that they 

were doing. From my perspective, I believed I was praising them when they would do 

things particularly well, but I now see that I was not doing enough. I need to encourage a 

more positive environment in the future, where I regularly identify the strengths of my 

actors while helping them to further their performances.  

It would be helpful to have a concrete overall image of what I want for the show 

so that I can answer any questions that my actors pose while also allowing them to have 

the freedom to explore their characters. I did not plan as much as I should have. I did not 

stick to my rehearsal schedule, often cancelling rehearsals because of various actor 

conflicts, or illness. When we would have rehearsal, I would often change what we were 

scheduled to work on. If I am going to direct again, I need to be able to balance a strong 

plan, while still making sure my actors have artistic freedom. That is a skill I will have to 

work on over time.  
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Working on this production taught me a lot about how I work as a director and as 

a leader.  I was allowed the creative freedom to take the stories of Inanna and tell them in 

my own words, and to explain them the way I saw fit. It was a difficult process, but 

despite my challenges as a new director, the final product successfully told the story that I 

wanted it to tell.  

For me, it all goes back to the origins of Diane Wolkstein’s text at the peak of the 

second wave. It was such a stark contrast to Kramer, whose translations attempted to 

have provide the most authentic representation of the original. I wanted to tell the story of 

Inanna in the same engaging way that Wolkstein had, but while staying true to the 

original translations and framing it from a modern perspective. Most of the Honors 

students who reacted to the play said that they believed Inanna was represented well. As 

one of them wrote, “all of the actors… portrayed the characters to the same strength as I 

remembered them being depicted when I read Inanna as a first year Honors student” 

(Anonymous Student #2, 2019). There were a few outliers. One student in particular 

wrote that the Wolkstein text “… was a story that was positively portraying women and 

the play didn’t seem to touch on that a lot… In this interpretation, the women were seen 

more negatively, they seemed vengeful and mean” (Anonymous Student #1, 2019). I 

understand how they came to this conclusion, because of the addition of the story of the 

Bull, and how the play highlights Inanna and Ereshkigal’s relationship. The play aims to 

show that all the characters have both strengths and weaknesses, including the women. I 

think expanding the play to include more stories could help tell that better, while still 

showing Inanna’s power. The Wolkstein adaptation was presented in Honors as a prime 

example of feminist literature, without acknowledgement that feminism has shifted from 
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the time it was authored. I believe that was why my initial approach to this production 

was to make it an example of modern feminism. By the end of this process, I realized that 

it was less important for me to make Inanna a feminist work, but instead to strip away 

what Wolkstein had added. This does not negate the choices I made to cast gender blind, 

and to focus on the role of power dynamics, because I believe both of those contributed 

to telling the story authentically. 

There are many ways to interpret a story like Inanna’s, and infinite ways to adapt 

it. Kramer explains in his preface that he “…turned [the stories of Inanna] over to Diane 

Wolkstein, who proceeded to arrange, combine, and mold their raw contents in a way that 

would make them alive and meaningful to modern readers” (1983, p. xiii). That is the 

goal of all storytellers. I chose theater because it is one of the most expressive ways to tell 

a story. It is personal in a way that other mediums are not. It allows itself to be interpreted 

each time it is performed or directed. For me, it was the only way to tell Inanna’s story.  
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A: Script 

INANNA: 
A Modern Interpretation  
of the Ancient Sumerian Deity 
 
Or, At the Whim of Heaven and Earth 
 
By Erin Butts 
 
Story. 
 A summation of Sumerian myths surrounding the goddess Inanna.  
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Scene: CHILD is seated, playing with a doll. Enter STORYTELLER, drying hands with a 
dish towel. 
 
STORYTELLER. It’s almost dinnertime, go set the table.  
(CHILD continues playing.) 
STORYTELLER. Now, please. (Starts to leave, but stops when CHILD speaks.) 
CHILD. What are we having anyway? 
STORYTELLER. (Turning back to CHILD) Roast chicken. 
CHILD. (Disappointed, almost whining) I don’t want chicken. We always have chicken. 
I want strawberries. 
STORYTELLER. We don’t have any strawberries right now.  
CHILD. But why not? 
STORYTELLER. It’s too cold. Strawberries can’t grow when it’s cold out. 
CHILD. But why is it cold out? 
STORYTELLER. (Smiling) Because it’s winter. 
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CHILD. Why does it have to be winter? (Irritated) I wish it was summer all year round.  
STORYTELLER. (crossing to CHILD and sitting beside them) What if I told you it 
wasn’t always like this? It used to be that the flowers would always bloom, the fruit 
would always grow. Everything was bright and green, all the time. 
CHILD. Really? What happened? 
STORYTELLER. (Standing) Let me tell you a story…  
(Lights out. Exit CHILD and STORYTELLER)  
 
ACT 1. THE BEGINNING 
 
Scene. Dark. ANNUNAKI, FARMER, SHEPHERD, MAN, and ENSEMBLE scattered on 
stage at various levels, frozen. STORYTELLER at the center.  
 
STORYTELLER. In the first days, 
COMPANY. (Lights up) In the very first days,  
STORYTELLER. In the first nights, 
COMPANY.  In the very first nights,  
STORYTELLER. In the first years, 
COMPANY.  In the very first years. 
STORYTELLER.  Everything needed was brought into being. (AN, KI, ENLIL, and 
ENKI stand center.) The four Gods of Creation, the Annunaki, lived in the universe. An, 
God of the Sky, was married to Ki, Goddess of the Mountains, and so Heaven and Earth 
were one together. (AN and KI step forward, hand in hand) This was the world. (pause) 
On the Earth, Ki created all manner of creatures. The Gods did not wish to toil and care 
for the Earth themselves, and so, with a bit of clay, Enki, the God of Wisdom, created 
man, (ENSEMBLE begin to move) and set them to roam Earth at the base of Heaven. To 
help them prosper, the Gods created Sheep and Grain to sustain them. Mankind accepted 
these gifts, but they were not content. They began to quarrel. (FARMER and SHEPHERD 
step forward,) 
SHEPHERD. We can’t destroy the fields with waterways for your crops. My sheep need 
large pastures to roam.  
FARMER. Your sheep aren’t any more important than my grain. 
SHEPHERD. They provide meat and milk and wool. Their skin can be used for leather, 
and their oils for perfume. What can your grain do that my sheep can’t? 
FARMER. Yes, sheep can be eaten, but the leather and perfumes are not necessities. My 
grain is used to make bread, and to make beer, just as good as your meat and milk 
SHEPHERD. Ridiculous. We will call on the Gods to settle this.  
STORYTELLER. The Shepherd and the Farmer knelt before the mountain of Heaven, 
and called to the Annunaki to declare a winner. 
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(The ANNUNAKI step forward) 
AN. Why do you quarrel, children? 
SHEPHERD. The Farmer claims that their grain is better, more useful than my sheep. 
To grow their crops, they have to dig waterways in my fields to irrigate. My flock cannot 
travel freely. But my sheep, as I have told the farmer, give us meat and milk, as well as 
leather, wool, and oils. I can’t see how grain can do more than that.  
KI. What say you, Farmer? 
FARMER. It is true, the sheep give us many things. But my grain can also sustain us, 
with bread and beer.  
ENKI. But what of the other things? Sheep provide more than just sustenance, but what 
else does grain do?  
FARMER. (smug) What else? (pause, smirking) My lords, it feeds the sheep.  
STORYTELLER. And with that, the argument was settled, and the world continued on. 
(FARMER and SHEPHERD return to the ENSEMBLE) Sustained, humanity grew. They 
were supported by Ki, who urged them to create cities, and places of worship. 
(ENSEMBLE speak quietly to themselves, growing louder as the other half make their 
way onstage. ENLIL grows increasingly frustrated, holding his head in his hands, pacing 
etc.) But as they grew, their noise became too much for the Annunaki, and Enlil, God of 
Air, decided that Heaven must separate from the Earth. And so he pushed them apart, 
(ENLIL pushes the ENSEMBLE away angrily) but the great god still could not escape the 
sounds from below. He went to the others with a plan.  
ENLIL. Humanity has grown too far. They are too loud, their noise prevents my sleep. I 
believe we should do away with them.  
ENKI. Do away with them? I created those men myself, bore them from clay.  
AN.  (Raising a hand to silence ENKI, turning to ENLIL) How do you propose we do 
this? 
ENLIL. A flood. We will send one down and wipe them away. Then we can start again. 
We can make them better.  
ENKI. (With anger) You would wash them away so easily? 
KI. (With frustration) And what of my creatures? They have not disturbed you. 
ENLIL. Sister, you can make more creatures. 
KI AND ENKI. (Overlapping) How could you? We have worked so hard. An, don’t let 
this happen. Why?  
AN. (To KI and ENKI) Hush. (To ENLIL) Fine. Prepare your flood. We will begin again.  
STORYTELLER. Unable to persuade An to keep their creations, Enki and Ki decided 
they would send out a warning. They departed from Heaven, and approached one of the 
people. 
ENKI. (Approaching MAN) Leave your home, and build yourself a ship, large enough to 
hold all you see. Take the creatures of this land with you. (MAN nods, and exits. KI and 
ENKI return to Heaven)  
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STORYTELLER. The Man listened, and crafted a ship, large enough to hold each of the 
living things from the land around him. He secured himself inside, and awaited the 
danger that the god had foretold. Sure enough, An and Enlil soon sent a monstrous flood 
to dissolve the Earth. (ENSEMBLE exit) It covered the plains, and washed away all they 
had created. When the waters finally subsided, the Man tore a hole in the side of the ship, 
releasing the creatures back on to the land. (MAN enters, kneels before the ANNUNAKI) 
AN. Who is responsible for this? (ENKI and KI step forward) You have gone against our 
agreement. Why was this one spared? (silence, then with anger) Explain yourselves.  
ENKI. (Defiant) We could not let them all be washed away. This one has been proven 
worthy, An. Let them live.  
ENLIL. I can’t believe this.  
KI. An, please.  
AN. (Pause. MAN looks up at the ANUNNAKI. AN glances at ENLIL, then with a sigh) 
Fine. This is where we will begin again. 
STORYTELLER. And so it was that the Anunnaki created their people once more, this 
time from their high perch in heaven. (COMPANY slowly re-enter the stage) Along with 
them, they created the land of Kur, the Underworld, a place far below Heaven and Earth, 
where mortals would be sent for eternity when they passed. There, they would be ruled 
by the goddess Ereshkigal, Queen of the Great Below. (ERESHKIGAL enters) The 
Anunnaki could live in peace, watching over their creations, no longer fighting the 
congestion of Earth. They settled, giving way to more of their own kind.  To each new 
diety, Enki bestowed a portion of the Holy Me, (ENKI hands out the me to ENSEMBLE) 
decrees of the Annunaki which form the pillars of humanity and civilization. The young 
gods were given cities to guard, to protect. (ENSEMBLE exit, leaving only GESHTI, 
DUMUZI, GILGAMESH, and INANNA) 
And this is where our story truly begins, for Enki became father of three children, the 
Warrior Gilgamesh, and his brother, the Shepherd Lord Dumuzi, and their sister Geshti. 
GILGAMESH step forward when called, and are handed me, then exit.) And Enlil gave 
rise to the Goddess of love and war, the Morning and Evening star. The Queen of Heaven 
and Earth. (INANNA steps forward, and is handed me) Inanna. Let me tell you her story. 
(ANUNNAKI exit.) 
 
ACT 2. THE HULUPPU - TREE 
 
Scene: STORYTELLER and ENSEMBLE with TREE are clustered around the stage. 
TREE is led to place by one of the company. INANNA stands to the side.  
 
STORYTELLER. After the great flood, a tree was planted on the banks of the Euphrates 
river. (TREE in child’s pose with hands on head. As the STORYTELLER speaks, TREE 
slowly stands.) It grew, nurtured by the water until the South Wind toppled it and the 
river carried it away. (TREE is pushed by ENSEMBLE, before being picked up and moved 
downstage near INANNA where TREE collapses on the stage.) It carried the tree all the 
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APPENDIX G: Show Poster 
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APPENDIX H: Program 
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