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Exploring the Cultural Significance of Descent of Ishtar to the Nether World
1. Introduction 

The aim of this essay is to explore the cultural significance of the Sumerian and Akkadian myth Descent of Ishtar to the Nether World, translated by E. A. Speiser, under the context of the Japanese manga duology, Tokyo Ghoul and Tokyo Ghoul:re, written and illustrated by Sui Ishida. While each work originated in their own unique cultural contexts and utilized vastly different mediums, themes from Descent of Ishtar to the Nether World can be found throughout the entirety of Tokyo Ghoul and Tokyo Ghoul:re. 

Descent of Ishtar to the Nether World originates in ancient Mesopotamia, with the translation this essay deals with coming in 1950. Tokyo Ghoul and Tokyo Ghoul:re are both manga that were originally published from 2011-2014 and 2014-2018 respectively. Manga are a form of Japanese comic. Manga has a rich cultural history in Japan, with origins going back centuries.

Descent of Ishtar to the Nether World follows the goddess of fertility, Ishtar, as she descended into the Nether World. Along her descent, she passed through seven gates and sacrificed seven items from off her body. After being trapped in the Nether World, Ishtar’s grieving brother Papsukkal and the king Ea planned a rescue. A eunuch named Asushunamir ventured into the Nether World himself and succeeded in freeing Ishtar. On her ascent back out of the Nether World, Ishtar retrieved her regalia that was taken from her initially before ultimately returning to the surface. 

Tokyo Ghoul and Tokyo Ghoul:re followed the main character Ken Kaneki as he fell deeper into the ghoul world. Ghouls, in the context of this story, are human in every way except they cannot sustain themselves on the same food humans eat. Instead, they must consume human flesh. Ken began the story as an ordinary human. As the result of an accident, the internal organs of a ghoul were transplanted into his body, turning him from a human into a ghoul. As he struggled to find a place for himself in his new world, he lost much of what he held dear. He sacrificed his ability to eat food, relationships with close friends, and inevitably himself, with the loss of his memory and disappearance at the end of Tokyo Ghoul. 

Tokyo Ghoul:re briefly explored the grief Ken’s friends experienced after his disappearance. It was slowly revealed to them that Ken was still alive but brainwashed into working for an opposing organization with no recollection of his past life. The rest of the story followed his rescue from the hell he found himself in, and his subsequent ascent out of said hell. Along the way, he reclaimed much of what was taken from him and re-established relationships he had sacrificed during his descent.   

2. Myth in manga

Manga has become a very important medium in Japanese culture throughout its long and rich history. The earliest forms of comic art in Japan are from as early as the eighth century CE
. Religion and myth have always played a key role in the development of manga. In Kinko Ito’s “A History of Manga in the Context of Japanese Culture and Society,” they write about religious figures being some of the first individuals to create what would be considered the predecessor to modern manga. 

One influential figure in the history of manga, Bishop Toba (1053-1140), painted scenes of animals and birds acting out humorous situations. One example depicts select animals in the garment of priests, deepening the link that religion and myth have with manga in Japanese culture
. This early form of manga was not for the common man though, as it was reserved for the viewing of important individuals, such as aristocrats and the families of powerful warriors. 

As manga became more readily available to the common person, more styles appeared on the scene. Otsue was a style that began as illustrations to assist in Buddhist prayer. Akahon, some of the first books of manga to be published, were picture books that pulled from folk lore to drive their stories. Ukiyoe is another style of popular folk imagery. Each of these styles, which later got lumped under the umbrella term “manga,” blends myth into their modern works, displaying the interconnectedness of the stories told historically and in a modern context
.

3. The Hero in Myth

The two main characters took on the role of heroes for their respective stories. Heros play a key role in story telling traditions. Joseph Campbell, in his book Hero of a Thousand Faces, argues that: 

“The adventure of the hero normally follows the pattern of the nuclear unit above described: a separation from the world, a penetration to some source of power, and a life-enhancing return.”

Through the analysis of multiple myths, Campbell presented the idea of the monomyth, that there are common themes found throughout cultural stories. The monomyth, or the hero’s journey, follows the hero on a journey of trials and tribulations, until they ultimately succeed in their quest. 

These themes made themselves very present in Descent of Ishtar to the Netherworld and Tokyo Ghoul and Tokyo Ghoul:re. The stories follow the heroes, Ishtar and Ken Kaneki, as they proceed through the cycle of the hero’s journey. They each faced challenges along their path, some of which they were unable to overcome on their own. They both became trapped and had to be saved to continue their journey, before they ultimately succeeded in the tasks set out before them. Each story pulled from the monomyth to guide their heroes.

4. Decent into Hell and Sacrifice 

The beginning of each story began with the main character’s embarkation on a journey into some sort of hell, be it literal or symbolic. In Decent of Ishtar to the Nether World her destination was made known from the title itself. The first line of the story stated, “To the Land of no Return
,” to convey a grim path for Ishtar. Sui Ishida also immediately introduced the hellish nature of the world that Tokyo Ghoul took place in. In chapter one, ghouls are described as “monsters who feed on the dead flesh of humans
.” While Ken does not physically descend into a new realm, his journey took him into a grim world, much like Ishtar on her decent into the Nether World. Both descriptions offered a bleak view of the future each character had in store for them. 

In both stories, one of the first milestones met by the heroes is the crossing of the first threshold. Describing this portion of the monomyth, Cambell noted that on the journey, the hero will come across a guardian of the first threshold
. On Ishtar’s approach to the Nether World, she met the gatekeeper
. The gatekeeper played the role of the threshold guardian, as described by Campbell, being the one that allowed Ishtar to begin her decent into the Nether World. 

In Tokyo Ghoul, the role of the threshold guardian was less direct, but the crossing of the first threshold was still a key moment in the beginning of the story. In chapter one Ken was introduced to the ghoul world through interactions he had with a woman named Rize Kamishiro, who was a ghoul set on eating him. Ken was lured into meeting Rize in private. Before he could be eaten, an accident occurred. Steel beams fell and landed atop both Ken and Rize. Rize was pronounced dead, and in the heat of the moment, a doctor named Akihiro Kanou made the decision to transplant Rize’s organs into Ken to save his life. This transplant was what turned Ken from human into a ghoul
.

The threshold guardians that Campbell wrote about can be found in both stories. The gatekeeper Ishtar faced was represented in both Rize Kamishiro and Dr. Akihiro Kanou, as each of them played a key role in guiding the heroes of their stories down the paths they took. Like Ito suggested in their article on the history of manga, manga having a deep connection with religion and mythology, Tokyo Ghoul shares many of the same themes that are present in Descent of Ishtar into the Nether World, drawing upon mythology for inspiration
. 

Progressing further through their stories, both Ishtar and Ken faced trials. As they journeyed deeper into their worlds, they both made sacrifices along the way that challenged and changed them. As Ishtar descended into the Nether World, the gatekeeper that guided her took away key items of Ishtar’s garments. Lines 42 to 62 saw Ishtar pass through seven gates and had seven pieces of her garment taken from her body. Beginning with the great crown on Ishtar’s head and ending with the breechcloth on her body
.

In the first part of the duology, Tokyo Ghoul, Ken sacrificed many things. With his first step into the ghoul world, receiving one of Rize’s organs, he unwillingly sacrificed his ability to eat food. As he descended lower and lower into that world, he continuously sacrificed the relationships he had with those he came to hold dear. Ken’s relationship with his best friend Hideyoshi Nagachika changed after a ghoul attack
, and he eventually ate part of Hideyoshi
. While he developed relationships with other ghouls, he ultimately alienated those closest to him, including his love interest Touka Kirishima
. In chapter 140 of Tokyo Ghoul, Ken Kaneki had his memory taken from him, ultimately losing himself on his descent into the ghoul world
.

Joseph Campbell referred to this part of the monomyth as the road of trials, a portion of the story where the hero navigates a new land and must survive many challenges
. The sacrificial nature of the trials both Ishtar and Ken Kaneki faced mirror each other. Ishtar lost items of clothing that identified her as divinity and royalty, like the crown and jewelry she lost during her descent. Ken lost much of what made him human, with his ability to eat and the relationships that kept him tied to the human world. He also lost the friends he made when he entered the ghoul world. Both Ishtar and Ken were presented with challenges and made sacrifices that changed who they were by the end of their descent.
5. Grief

As the first part of each story concluded with the heroes reaching their destination despite the challenges they faced, they found themselves trapped in their own respective hells. Ishtar was locked up by the Queen of the Nether World, Ereshkigal
. In Tokyo Ghoul:re Ken Kaneki spent the first 53 chapters held captive by the Commission of Counter Ghoul, an organization dedicated to the eradication of ghouls, with no memory of his past life and under a false identity
.

While the characters remained trapped, the stories explored the grief experienced by others in the hero’s absence. In Descent of Ishtar to the Nether World, grief strikes the surface where neither man nor animal could reproduce
. Ishtar is the goddess of fertility, and in her absence no children were able to be born. All of this was a direct result of Ishtar’s descent and disappearance into the Nether World.

In Tokyo Ghoul:re, grief is explored through the characters Ken Kaneki formed relationships with through Tokyo Ghoul. One character that experienced grief due to the disappearance of Ken is Shu Tsukiyama
. Shu became bedridden as a direct result of the apparent death of Ken
.

Donald Gustafson, in his article titled “Grief,” writes on the subject. He argues that grief is mainly a response to the death or loss of a person
. Both Descent of Ishtar to the Nether World and Tokyo Ghoul:re explore this idea. The people on the surface world are unable to have families with the loss of Ishtar, and Kaneki’s friends grieve his disappearance. The theme of grief is yet another example that has found its way from the ancient to the contemporary, being represented in both pieces of work. 

6. Rescue and Ascent

To begin their ascent out of their respective hells, Ishtar and Ken Kaneki received assistance from outside parties. Papsukkal, Ishtar’s brother, initiated the rescuing of Ishtar by pleading with the king, Ea, to intervene. To rescue Ishtar, Ea created a eunuch named Asushunamir. Asushunamir tricked Ereshkigal into freeing Ishtar, who was then guided out of the Nether World. Ishtar reversed the journey that she took on her descent. She received the items she had taken from her as she passed through each gate, starting with “the breechcloth for her body” and ending with “the great crown for her head”. As she ascended out of the Nether World, she returned as a conqueror, having escaped the “Land of no Return.”

In Tokyo Ghoul:re Ken was also aided in his journey out of his hell of the ghoul world. Chie Hori and Kanae von Rosewald, a friend and an aid to Shu Tsukiyama respectively, are the ones that initiated the rescue of Ken. Chie and Kanae presented Shu with evidence that Ken was alive. Shu was motivated to return Ken’s memories to him
. Through the actions of Kanae and Shu, Ken’s memories returned to him in chapter 53
. Just as Ishtar passed through the seventh gate and received her breechcloth, Ken received his memories back. 

Needing assistance to begin their ascent was common between Ishtar and Ken. Campbell referred to this as the rescue from without, a part of the monomyth where the hero becomes reliant on the outside world to assist him
. Ishtar and Ken were unable to begin their ascent on their own, with them both being trapped, so others had to come and get them. Ito’s claims of manga drawing inspiration from myth are once again supported, where both heroes were made to rely on outside help
. This common theme, as discussed by Campbell, makes its way across cultures and narratives
.

The rest of the story covered Ken’s struggle to create a normal life for himself and those that he cared for. In chapter 68, Ken rescued a companion from a high security ghoul prison
, and in chapter 99 he reunited with many of his old friends from Tokyo Ghoul
. In chapter 164 he rekindled one of the first relationships he had to sacrifice during his decent, his friendship with Hideyoshi Nagachika
. 

The final thing that he reclaimed came in the final chapter of the series, chapter 179. Dialogue in the chapter revealed that “the introduction of synthetic foods slowly changed the lives of ghouls forever.” In the end of the story, Ken reclaimed the first thing he sacrificed as he started his descent into the ghoul world, the ability to eat food
. While he remained a ghoul at the end of his journey, he had found his place in both the human and ghoul world.

Tokyo Ghoul:re, the ascent of Ken Kaneki, closely mirrored the ascent of Ishtar in Descent of Ishtar to the Netherworld in many ways. Ishtar reclaimed all her clothing and regalia, things that designated Ishtar as godly. Ken received his memories, his friends, and his ability to eat back. These were things that kept him closely linked to the human life that he used to have. Both characters went through transformations on their journeys in and out of their respective hells but returned to their worlds with many of the same things they set out with, even though at one point those things were taken.

At the end of Ishtar and Ken’s journeys, they not only rebuilt themselves after sacrificing much on their descent, but they have returned to their original worlds as conquerors. Ishtar had returned from “the Land of no Return,” and Ken has created a world where humans and ghouls can coexist. They set out and achieved impossible tasks. 

This part of the monomyth is referred to by Campbell as the “Master of Two Worlds.” He noted that by the end of the story, the hero has become a master of the worlds that they pass between
. Both Ishtar and Ken Kaneki filled this role as they moved between their original worlds and the hells that they navigated. They mastered their respective hells as they ascended and regained the things which they sacrificed on their descent. 

7. Conclusion

Themes that are present in Descent of Ishtar to the Nether World have had such a cultural impact that they remain relevant even today, manifesting in Tokyo Ghoul and Tokyo Ghoul:re. Manga draws on influence from myth and folk lore, as argued by Ito, and thus lends itself to drawing upon and exploring ideas presented in earlier works. With both texts following Joseph Campbell’s monomyth closely, Ken Kaneki followed a very similar path to Ishtar in their journeys. They both set out on challenging paths, suffered, and overcame the trials set before them. They both became trapped and required saving from their prisons. They ultimately ascend from the hells they found themselves in as a victor over their realms. The path originally paved by Ishtar centuries ago was followed closely by Ken Kaneki in the modern day. 
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