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Overview 
The Ship of Ishtar is a landmark work of early fantasy literature that helped shape the genre 
long before the conventions of modern epic fantasy were established. First serialized in 1924, 
the novel blends ancient mythology, cosmic conflict, and romantic adventure into a story that 
remains strikingly original even today.  
 
Though A. Merritt’s name is less widely recognized than contemporaries such as Robert E. 
Howard or H. P. Lovecraft, The Ship of Ishtar exerted a profound influence on later fantasy and 
pulp writers. Its imaginative scope, mythological depth, and hallucinatory atmosphere 
distinguish it as one of the most ambitious fantasy novels of its era. 
 
A Myth‑Soaked Setting Unlike Any Other 
One of the novel’s greatest strengths is its setting. Rather than inventing a fully original 
mythology, Merritt draws extensively from ancient Babylonian religion, grounding the story in 
real gods, symbols, and cosmological ideas. This gives the novel an unusual sense of weight 
and authenticity for a pulp‑era fantasy.  
 
The central location of the story—a mysterious vessel existing beyond conventional time and 
space—is not just a backdrop, but a symbolic stage for an eternal clash of opposing divine 
forces. The concept feels timeless, and its execution predates many later fantasy tropes that 
would become genre staples. 
This mythological foundation makes The Ship of Ishtar feel closer to a legend or sacred tale 
than a conventional adventure novel, setting it apart from both modern fantasy and its pulp 
contemporaries. 
 
Prose Style: Lush, Ornate, and Immersive 
Readers considering The Ship of Ishtar should be aware that Merritt’s prose is unapologetically 
dense. His writing is richly descriptive, sensory‑driven, and often poetic. Colors gleam, 
supernatural forces shimmer, and emotions are presented in heightened, almost operatic terms. 
While this style may challenge readers accustomed to modern minimalism, it also creates a 
deeply immersive atmosphere. Merritt’s language is instrumental in sustaining the novel’s 
dreamlike quality, making the world feel alien, ancient, and overwhelming. [goodreads.com] 
For fans of classic fantasy prose—or readers interested in how early genre authors approached 
world‑building through language—this aspect of the novel is especially rewarding. 
 
Themes: Humanity Caught Between Gods 
Beyond its adventurous surface, The Ship of Ishtar explores enduring philosophical ideas. 
Central themes include: 



Mortal agency versus divine will 
Stasis versus change 
Creation and destruction as competing forces 
Humans in Merritt’s world are neither fully powerless nor truly free; they exist in constant tension 
with vast supernatural powers. This gives the novel an undercurrent of tragedy and existential 
reflection that adds depth to its mythological trappings.  
 
These thematic concerns help explain why the book resonated so strongly with later writers and 
designers, particularly those interested in myth‑driven storytelling and morally ambiguous 
cosmologies. 
Influence on Fantasy and Pop Culture 
Although The Ship of Ishtar is not as widely read today as it once was, its influence is 
substantial. The novel helped pave the way for: 
Early sword‑and‑sorcery fiction 
Myth‑centered fantasy narratives 
The tone and structure of later tabletop role‑playing games 
Writers such as Robert E. Howard, Michael Moorcock, and even early Dungeons & Dragons 
designers have cited Merritt as part of the genre’s foundational lineage.  
In that sense, reading The Ship of Ishtar is not only an enjoyable experience but also an 
important step for readers interested in fantasy history. 
 
Is The Ship of Ishtar Worth Reading Today? 
Yes—but with the right expectations. 
Readers looking for fast‑paced plotting and modern character psychology may find the novel 
demanding. However, those who appreciate atmosphere, myth, ornate prose, and literary 
ambition will likely find The Ship of Ishtar deeply rewarding. 
It remains a fascinating example of what fantasy looked like before rigid genre boundaries 
existed—when authors freely combined archaeology, mythology, romance, philosophy, and 
adventure into something bold and experimental. 
 
Final Verdict 
The Ship of Ishtar is a classic fantasy novel that still holds power nearly a century after its 
publication. Its imaginative boldness, mythological depth, and distinctive prose make it essential 
reading for fans of classic fantasy and literary genre history. 
While not for every reader, it is an unforgettable experience for those willing to step into its richly 
imagined, otherworldly realm. 


