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Explore the Cultural Significance of ‘The Descent of Ishtar.’
Introduction
This essay explores the cultural significance of the myth of ‘The Descent of Ishtar,’ translated by Speiser, in Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating To The Old Testament, edited by James B Pritchard,[footnoteRef:1] by examining some of the myth’s themes with two consecutive episodes of Dr. Who (BBC1). These are episodes 11 and 12, in Series 8, ‘Dark Water’[footnoteRef:2] and ‘Death in Heaven.’[footnoteRef:3]  Dr. Who (BBC1) is a contemporary, science-fiction, television programme which has been running since 1963.[footnoteRef:4] Ishtar’s role in culture in ancient Mesopotamia (third millenium BCE)[footnoteRef:5] is briefly considered before examining the main themes in the primary source of the myth. These themes are then related to themes in the two consecutive episodes of Dr. Who. The conclusion summarises the themes in the primary sources and relates them back to the relevant scholarship about Ishtar.  [1:  E.A. Speiser (trans.) ‘Descent Of Ishtar To The Netherworld’. In Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating To The Old Testament, Edited By James B Pritchard, pp. 77-82 (Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1969). Hereafter, Speiser. https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/pdf/j.ctv21r3q0w.8.pdf?refreqid=fastly-default%3A9fb4ba5f7af21239c24ef1d12b2b8a2e&ab_segments=&initiator=&acceptTC=1 [accessed 9.3.25]]  [2:  ‘Dark Water’ (television programme) Dr. Who, BBC1 broadcast 1.11.2014, written by Steve Moffat. Hereafter, ‘Dark Water’ BBC iPlayer https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b04nv6kr/doctor-who-20052022-series-8-11-dark-water?seriesId=b006q2x0-structural-6-b0103y2x [accessed 21.3.25]]  [3:  ‘Death In Heaven’, (television programme) Dr. Who, BBC 1, broadcast 8.11.2014.  Written by Steve Moffat. Hereafter, ‘Death In Heaven’. BBC iPlayer https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b04ph4cn/doctor-who-20052022-series-8-12-death-in-heaven [accessed 21.3.25]]  [4:  History of the BBC. n.d. https://www.bbc.com/historyofthebbc/anniversaries/november/doctor-who-first-episode#:~:text=The%20first%20episode%20of%20Doctor,adventures%20in%20time%20and%20space%22. [accessed, 4.3.2025] ]  [5:  Nicholas Campion, A History Of Western Astrology, Volume 1, The Ancient World, (London, New York, Bloomsbury Academic, 2008, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2015), (p.35). Hereafter, Campion.] 


Cultural Duality In Mesopotamia.
Ishtar represents the planet Venus, the morning and evening star[footnoteRef:6] which confers a duality about her nature.[footnoteRef:7] Duality in culture is described by Eagleton as ‘a duality between higher and lower faculties, will and desire, reason and passion.’[footnoteRef:8] Harris supports this idea, describing Ishtar as a paradox, [footnoteRef:9] a goddess who ‘embodied within herself polarities and contraries.’[footnoteRef:10] Within the pantheon itself, she was both a peacekeeper of the universe and someone who upset the balance of the Gods.[footnoteRef:11]  She was also known for her adornment and ‘charms of seduction’[footnoteRef:12] and being the ‘patroness of love’[footnoteRef:13] as well as the Goddess of war.[footnoteRef:14] The myth ‘The Descent of Ishtar’ relates to the rising of the morning star, Venus, entering through the gates of heaven and descending  through the gates, when setting.[footnoteRef:15] As Brady says, narratives of death (Ishtar’s death, in this case) and birth (Ishtar’s re-birth) can represent the movement of the planets.[footnoteRef:16] Campion suggests that within the cult of Ishtar, her descent was ‘commemorated in rituals.’[footnoteRef:17] The connection of ritual with myth is complex,[footnoteRef:18] but Burkert concludes that ritual is always found within a community.[footnoteRef:19] Ishtar’s community, her cult, was widespread.[footnoteRef:20] This illustrates her popularity. She was the patron deity of Uruk,[footnoteRef:21] an important city in Mesopotamia, further illustrating her power and popularity as a Goddess.[footnoteRef:22]  [6:  Julye Bidmead & Marilyn Love, Ishtar’s Journey: Above and Below, Culture And Cosmos, 22.1.(Wales, Sophia Centre Press, 2018) pp.5-28. (p.5). doi.org/10.46472/CC.0122.0203 [accessed 13.3.25] Hereafter, Bidmead & Love. ]  [7:  Bidmead & Love, p.12.]  [8:  Terry Eagleton, ‘The Idea Of Culture’ (Oxford, Blackwell, 2000), (p.5). Hereafter, Eagleton.]  [9:  Rivkah Harris, Inanna-Ishtar As Paradox And A Coincidence Of Opposites, History Of Religions Vol.30.3, (1991) pp.261-278. (p.263). Hereafter, Harris. http://www.jstor.org/stable/1062957 ]  [10:  Harris, p.263.]  [11:  Louise Pryke, Ishtar (Abingdon, New York, Routledge, 2017, 2019) (p.84). Hereafter, Pryke.]  [12:  Zainab Bahrani, ‘The Hellenization Of Ishtar: Nudity, Fetishism, And The Production Of Cultural Differentiation In Ancient Art’, Oxford Art Journal, 19.2 (1996) pp.3-16, (p.11). https://www.jstor.org/stable/1360725 ]  [13:  Bidmead & Love, p.11.]  [14:  Pryke, p.118.]  [15:  Bidmead & Love, p.9.]  [16:  Bernadette Brady, ‘The Afon Cynfael: A River’s Part In the Cosmology Of The Mabinogi’, in Rivers, Mountains, Sky and Sea, The Materiality of Spirit and Place, Edt. by Lucy Attala, (Wales, Sophia Centre Press, 2023) pp. 117-130, (p.119).  Hereafter, Brady.]  [17:  Campion, p.52. ]  [18:  Walter Burkert, Homo Necans, The Anthropology Of Ancient Greek Sacrificial Ritual And Myth, Trans. Peter Bing, (Berkeley, Los Angeles, University of California Press, 1983), (p.29-34). Hereafter, Burkert.]  [19:  Burkert, p.34.]  [20:  Michael Baigent, From The Omens Of Babylon, Astrology And Ancient Mesopotamia (London, Penguin Arkana,1994) (p.117). ]  [21:  Francesca Rochberg, The Heavenly Writing, Divination, Horoscopy And Astronomy In Mesopotamian Culture. (Cambridge, New York, Cambridge University Press, 2004, 2007). (p.56). Hereafter, Rochberg. ]  [22:  Campion, p.39. ] 




The Myth and Identifying Some Themes.
In ‘The Descent of Ishtar,’[footnoteRef:23] Ishtar, daughter of Sin,[footnoteRef:24] the moon god,[footnoteRef:25] is killed by her sister Ereshkigal[footnoteRef:26] who is the Queen of the Netherworld[footnoteRef:27] through bestowing the ‘sixty miseries’[footnoteRef:28] against her, showing death (Ishtar’s) and conflict between the two sisters. Ereshkigal is not pleased to hear of Ishtar’s arrival and ‘her face turned pale like a cut-down tamarisk.’[footnoteRef:29] Ishtar has travelled to the Netherworld with the ME,[footnoteRef:30] these gifts of the universe include the [23:  Speiser.p.77.]  [24:  Speiser, p.77-82.]  [25:  Campion, p.41.]  [26:  Speiser, p. 80.]  [27:  Speiser, p.77.]  [28:  Speiser, p.79.]  [29:  Speiser, p.78.]  [30:  Pryke, p.101.] 


 Setting up of lamentations, lovemaking, prostitution, forthright speech, treachery, straightforwardness, plundering of cities, deceit, kindness, fear, consternation strife, counselling, heart soothing.[footnoteRef:31]   [31:  Harris p.267.] 


They illustrate the ‘inherent duality’,[footnoteRef:32] the ‘paradox’ that is Ishtar.[footnoteRef:33] When she arrives at the gates to the Netherworld, she pushes the gates angrily and demands that the gatekeeper opens them,[footnoteRef:34] demonstrating violence and power. At each stage, the gatekeeper requires Ishtar to remove a personal item as decreed by Ereshkigal ‘Treat her in accordance with the ancient rules.’[footnoteRef:35] Ishtar follows the ancient rules. Ishtar repeatedly asks the gatekeeper ‘why’ she must remove the items illustrating the element of ritual in the myth.[footnoteRef:36] When Ishtar arrives, she ‘flew’ at Ereshkigal, ‘unreflecting’[footnoteRef:37] showing violence again. Once Ishtar is dead, all fertility on earth ceases, ‘The man lies in his own chamber, the maiden lies on her side’[footnoteRef:38] demonstrating Ishtar’s link to abundance and fertility and her power over the community; she is needed alive for life itself. Ninshubur asks the Gods for help and Ea agrees to help[footnoteRef:39] representing the support of family ties.[footnoteRef:40] Once Ereshkigal is happier, ‘her mood is happy,’[footnoteRef:41] Ishtar is brought back to life, demonstrating her supernatural qualities.[footnoteRef:42]  Ereshkigal sends a demon with Ishtar as she must replace Ishtar’s death with another. Tammuz, Ishtar’s lover, is selected because Ishtar considers he has not mourned her appropriately,[footnoteRef:43] emphasising the importance of performing correct rituals.  [32:  Bidmead & Love, p.12.]  [33:  Harris, p.263.]  [34:  Speiser, p.78.]  [35:  Speiser, p.78.]  [36:  Burkert, p.29-34.]  [37:  Speiser, p.79.]  [38:  Speiser, p.80.]  [39:  Speiser, p.80.]  [40:  Pryke, p.3.]  [41:  Speiser, p.80.]  [42:  Pryke, p.178.]  [43:  Pryke, p.104.] 


Delving Into the Themes in the Myth
In using Pryke’s scholarship to discuss three main themes in ‘The Descent of Ishtar,’ one opinion of Pryke’s work suggests ‘it does not offer more in-depth source analysis beyond the literary’[footnoteRef:44] but that that it can help a ‘non-specialist gain well-informed insights.’[footnoteRef:45] It is the insights[footnoteRef:46] that are used here. Pryke identifies loyalty of servants and their diligence to their goddess, as a main theme in the myth.[footnoteRef:47] This is illustrated by Tammuz’s death for not mourning Ishtar appropriately.[footnoteRef:48] [44:  Monica Palmero Fernandez, ‘Ishtar. (Gods And Heroes Of The Ancient World) by LOUISE M. PRYKE.’ Bulletin Of The School Of Oriental And African Studies. University Of London. 81.2 (2018) pp.331-335, (p.334). Hereafter, Fernandez.]  [45:  Fernandez, p.335.]  [46:  Fernandez, p.335.]  [47:  Pryke, p.104.]  [48:  Pryke, p.104.] 


Secondly, Ishtar’s rescue by Ea illustrates Ishtar’s strong social ties to the god of wisdom[footnoteRef:49] and support from the family.[footnoteRef:50] Pryke suggests that Ishtar is ‘beloved.’[footnoteRef:51] She represents ‘ties that bind families.’[footnoteRef:52] Ishtar represents love, community and social bonding.[footnoteRef:53] Thirdly, Ishtar’s ability to reverse her own death leads to the idea of being able to reverse fortune,[footnoteRef:54] through managing her social network.[footnoteRef:55]  Furthermore, Harris’s scholarship suggests she has ‘enormous potential of her raw power for incalculable destructiveness if uncurbed.’[footnoteRef:56] She is ‘bloodthirsty’[footnoteRef:57] and has ‘blood lust’ [footnoteRef:58] Harris refers to her ‘great vulnerability of the goddess to madness’[footnoteRef:59] and ‘as the source of human conflict and destruction.’[footnoteRef:60] These descriptions of Ishtar fit perfectly with the character of ‘Missy’ in Dr. Who and illustrate the nature of myth as described by Burkert [49:  Pryke, p.104. ]  [50:  Pryke, p.109.]  [51:  Pryke, p.109.]  [52:  Pryke, p.3. ]  [53:  Pryke, p.109.]  [54:  Rochberg, p.197.]  [55:  Pryke, p.109.]  [56:  Harris, p.266.]  [57:  Harris, p.269.]  [58:  Pryke, p.121.]  [59:  Harris, p. 266.]  [60:  Harris, p.265.] 


Its themes are often surprisingly constant, in spite of the many fantastic and paradoxical motifs that shape its unmistakable identity, even though slightly distorted, they return again and again.[footnoteRef:61]  [61:  Burkert, p. 32. ] 


It is these very paradoxical motifs[footnoteRef:62] between Ishtar and Missy that demonstrate constancy in myth. Paradox is recognised by Eagleton as part of culture. He suggests the word culture ‘faces both ways’[footnoteRef:63] and is the ‘aesthetic and ascetic together,’[footnoteRef:64] like the oxymorons that Harris uses to describe Ishtar,[footnoteRef:65] who is a paradox.[footnoteRef:66]  Ishtar’s paradoxical nature represents an enduring aspect of culture and myth[footnoteRef:67] and these ideas are ‘returned’[footnoteRef:68] to, in the contemporary character, Missy in Dr. Who.  [62:  Burkert, p.32.]  [63:  Eagleton, p.5.]  [64:  Eagleton, p.6.]  [65:  Harris, p.263.]  [66:  Harris, p.263.]  [67:  Burkert, p.32.]  [68:  Burkert, p.32.] 


Illustrating Ancient and Contemporary Cultural Connections.
In this section, Missy in Dr. Who and Ishtar, are considered through the following themes of the myth: death[footnoteRef:69] and conflict,[footnoteRef:70] loyalty and power over community,[footnoteRef:71] paradoxes,[footnoteRef:72] abundance and fertility,[footnoteRef:73] repetition of sacrifice (ritual),[footnoteRef:74] ability to reverse processes such as death; the supernatural.[footnoteRef:75]  [69:  Speiser, p.80.]  [70:  Speiser, p.79.]  [71:  Speiser, p.79.]  [72:  Harris, p.263.]  [73:  Speiser, p.80.]  [74:  Speiser, p.79.]  [75:  Pryke, p.178.] 


Sibling - Childhood Conflict / Reversing Death.
In the myth, Ishtar seeks to take her sister’s place as ruler of the Netherworld.[footnoteRef:76] Ereshkigal is unhappy about this. ‘What drove her heart to me? What impelled her spirit hither?’[footnoteRef:77] In the episode ‘Death in Heaven’, Missy reveals that she is the female form of the Master (paralleling the androgynous, liminal, nature of Ishtar),[footnoteRef:78] the Doctor’s childhood friend, known to have gone mad,[footnoteRef:79] (like Harris’ Ishtar)[footnoteRef:80] and his enemy.[footnoteRef:81] The Doctor, like Ereshkigal, is not pleased to see his close tie.[footnoteRef:82] [76:  Speiser, p.77.]  [77:  Speiser, p.78.]  [78:  Harris, p.265.]  [79:  BBC doctorwhotv. ‘The Master’, nd:  https://www.doctorwho.tv/characters/the-master [accessed 18.3.25]]  [80:  Harris, p.266.]  [81:  BBC doctorwhotv. ‘The Master’, nd:  https://www.doctorwho.tv/characters/the-master  [accessed 18.3.25].]  [82:  BBC doctorwhotv. ‘The Master’, nd:  https://www.doctorwho.tv/characters/the-master  [accessed 18.3.25].] 

Figure 1
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Missy reveals her identity to the Doctor (Family /Childhood ties.) Photo: Helen Barsham.

The Doctor dedicates his life to saving worlds, in contrast, Missy is committed to world destruction[footnoteRef:83] and is equally capable of ‘incalculable destructiveness’[footnoteRef:84] (Harris’s Ishtar). Ishtar shakes the gates of hell and threatens to ‘smash the door and shatter the bolt’[footnoteRef:85] demonstrating her violent nature. In comparison, Missy has killed the doctor’s friends violently, one after another, whilst claiming ‘your friends are so moreish.’[footnoteRef:86] Ishtar and Ereshkigal, Missy and the Doctor all show a dysfunctional paradox of love and loyalty mixed with power and hatred.  [83:  BBC doctorwhotv. ‘The Master’, nd:  https://www.doctorwho.tv/characters/the-master [accessed 18.3.25].]  [84:  Harris, p.266.]  [85:  Speiser, p.78.]  [86:  ‘Death In Heaven’. BBC iPlayer https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b04ph4cn/doctor-who-20052022-series-8-12-death-in-heaven [accessed 21.3.25]] 


A further parallel is that Missy has created a world from the dead and rises from the dead herself.[footnoteRef:87]  Ishtar can reverse her own death[footnoteRef:88] and others’ deaths ‘may the dead rise and smell the incense.’[footnoteRef:89] Missy has amassed an unbeatable power in reviving the dead to create cybermen. As Ishtar cries in the myth ‘I will raise up the dead, eating the living so that the dead will outnumber the living,’[footnoteRef:90] Missy cries at the end of the ‘Dark Water’ episode ‘A key strategic weakness of the human race is that the dead outnumber the living.’[footnoteRef:91] Both Missy and Ishtar have the power to bring the dead back to life and use exactly the same words to demonstrate their supernatural powers.[footnoteRef:92] Both can survive in both worlds emphasising their liminal[footnoteRef:93] natures. [87:  BBC doctorwhotv. ‘The Master’, nd:  https://www.doctorwho.tv/characters/the-master [accessed 18.3.25].]  [88:  Speiser, p.81.]  [89:  Speiser, p.82.]  [90:  Speiser, p.78.]  [91:  ‘Dark Water’ https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b04nv6kr/doctor-who-20052022-series-8-11-dark-water?seriesId=b006q2x0-structural-6-b0103y2x BBC iPlayer [accessed 21.3.25]]  [92:  Pryke, p.178.]  [93:  Harris, p.265.] 



Paradoxes, Ritual, Death And Violence
Missy is a childhood friend[footnoteRef:94] and the antithesis of the Doctor.[footnoteRef:95] She is as portrayed in a paradoxical way that is reminiscent of Ishtar. Ishtar is both loving and cruel.[footnoteRef:96] She is both a prostitute[footnoteRef:97] and a loving partner,[footnoteRef:98] love and war,[footnoteRef:99] mercy and vengeance.[footnoteRef:100]  Missy is depicted, at the height of her villainy, when her cyberman army is bringing destruction to the whole earth, as descending  to earth, in the same way that Mary Poppins arrives take up her childcare responsibilities (Mary Poppins is associated with nurture and kindness). It is a hugely ironic visual. 
 [94: BBC One -Doctor Who (2005-2022) Series 10 –‘The Master’ https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/profiles/55584DPj9h9RyxV6hXWhcKV/the-master [accessed 18.3.2025] hereafter, BBC One, The Master.]  [95:  BBC One, The Master.]  [96:  Pryke, p.5-6.]  [97:  Baigent, p.119.]  [98:  Pryke, p.41.]  [99:  Harris, p.263.]  [100:  Pryke, p.5.] 

Figure 2
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Missy landing to survey the extent of her world domination in the image of Mary Poppins. (Paradox) Photo: Helen Barsham.

Another paradox is that with every death that Missy inflicts, just prior to detonating her victims, she asks them to ‘say something nice.’ It’s incongruous language and does not fit with what is about to happen, but it is a ritual because she repeats it.[footnoteRef:101] Rituals are part of the structures of myths,[footnoteRef:102] like Ishtar’s ritualistic lamentations.[footnoteRef:103] In addition, it’s this paradox of ‘say something nice’ and the imminent death simultaneously that is reminiscent of Ishtar’s paradoxical qualities of being ‘kindly disposed’ [footnoteRef:104] and violent,[footnoteRef:105] portrayed in the myth through her ‘smash and shatter’ temper at the gates[footnoteRef:106] but her compliance with the rituals that her sister demands.[footnoteRef:107]  Missy’s character and speech are redolent with paradox. She demonstrates her pride in what she has achieved in creating a global catastrophe and securing world domination when she says, ‘The more they kill, the more they recruit, Happy Birthday!’[footnoteRef:108] referring to the cybermen’s capacity to inhabit dead bodies. From dark, deadly action to light, sarcastic sentiment in a simple sentence. This juxtaposition of ideas is a feature of both Missy and Ishtar’s characters. [101:  Martin Luther King, Jr Stanford University, The Martin Luther King, Jr. Research And Education Institute, ‘Ritual’ (1946-1948) https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/king-papers/documents/ritual [accessed, 19.3.25]. (Part III Classification Of Ritual).]  [102:  Burkert, p.29-34.]  [103:  Pryke, p.56-58.]  [104:  Pryke, p.110.]  [105:  Pryke, p.110.]  [106:  Speiser, p.78.]  [107:  Speiser, p.78-79.]  [108:  Death In Heaven. BBC iPlayer https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b04ph4cn/doctor-who-20052022-series-8-12-death-in-heaven [accessed 21.3.25]] 



Figure 3
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‘Say Something Nice’ Missy killing the Doctor’s friend. (Repetition of a paradoxical, death ritual) Photo: Helen Barsham.

Fertility And Abundance
The themes of fertility and abundance are important in the myth and all fertility ceases when Ishtar is killed. ‘In the street [the man impregnates not] the maiden.’[footnoteRef:109] When Ishtar dies, fertility dies. The theme of fertility is witnessed in the creation of Missy’s army. She creates huge, dark clouds reminiscent of the ‘dark house, none leave who have entered it, road from which there is no way back and entrants bereft of light’[footnoteRef:110] that cover the earth and as it rains, the cyber pollen penetrates the graves of the dead, mortuaries and hospitals to bring cyberman life to all who are dead.[footnoteRef:111] Pollination is usually associated with the fertility of flowers. As the Doctor explains, just one grain of pollen is potent enough to make a dead body totally transformed.[footnoteRef:112] As well as the transformative cyber pollen, Missy has created a ‘Nethersphere’ (like Ishtar’s Netherworld) where the recent deceased are held and older deceased skeletons, stored in ‘Dark Water’ as she turns them into cybermen.[footnoteRef:113]  [109:  Speiser, p. 80.]  [110:  Speiser, p.77.]  [111:  Death In Heaven. BBC iPlayer https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b04ph4cn/doctor-who-20052022-series-8-12-death-in-heaven [accessed 21.3.25]]  [112:  Death In Heaven. BBC iPlayer https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b04ph4cn/doctor-who-20052022-series-8-12-death-in-heaven [accessed 21.3.25]]  [113:  ‘Dark Water’ https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b04nv6kr/doctor-who-20052022-series-8-11-dark-water?seriesId=b006q2x0-structural-6-b0103y2 BBC iPlayer  [accessed 21.3.25]
] 


Figure 4
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Missy’s Nethersphere. (supernatural powers) Photo: Helen Barsham

Figure 5 shows the roof of St. Paul’s cathedral opening like a flower to pollinate the world with flying cybermen and cyber pollen and is a powerful expression of Missy’s fertility and power to be abundantly creative with the dead, as she lets loose a toxic, deadly, dark, pollen cloud.



Figure 5
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St. Paul’s exploding with cyberpollen clouds, like a flower. (deadly fertility and abundance) Photo: Helen Barsham

Community and Control.
Pryke refers to Ishtar and social networking[footnoteRef:114] Pryke suggests that [114:  Pryke, p.3.] 


Ishtar’s passion is connected to the provision of blessings and promotion of wealth and agricultural abundance, yet she is also a formidable enemy, capable of great destruction and chaos on a global scale.[footnoteRef:115]  [115:  Pryke, p.3.] 


This is synonymous with Missy’s huge self-pollinating cyber army which will bring life to the cybermen (blessings) but death to humans (global chaos). In addition, Pryke says of Ishtar ‘Social connectedness is at the heart of her power.’[footnoteRef:116] We see this in the myth through her control of Ninshubur,[footnoteRef:117] her help from Ea.[footnoteRef:118] In the same way Missy has created the most powerful army who behave exactly as she commands. Through controlling them in a device in her wrist she quips ‘I have the power to slaughter whole worlds at a time but make them do a safety briefing first’[footnoteRef:119] instructing them in an aeroplane safety briefing in the graveyard. This is paradoxical again. Her army is about to wreak chaos, but she is taking them through a safety briefing first. The control Missy has over her army is like Ishtar’s control over her servants in the myth,[footnoteRef:120] and the dead.[footnoteRef:121] Both Ishtar and Missy have control over a dead community.[footnoteRef:122][footnoteRef:123] [116:  Pryke, p.25.]  [117:  Pryke, p.108.]  [118:  Pryke, p.103.]  [119:   ‘Death In Heaven’. BBC iPlayer https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b04ph4cn/doctor-who-20052022-series-8-12-death-in-heaven [accessed 21.3.25]]  [120:  Pryke, p.104.]  [121:  Speiser, p.82.]  [122:  Pryke, p.82.]  [123:  ‘Death In Heaven’. BBC iPlayer https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b04ph4cn/doctor-who-20052022-series-8-12-death-in-heaven [accessed 21.3.25]
] 


Figure 6
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Missy controlling the cybermen with a ‘tongue in cheek’ safety briefing before unleashing them to destroy planet Earth (power and community). Photo: Helen Barsham




Conclusion 

From antiquity to modern day, the paradoxical,[footnoteRef:124] liminal[footnoteRef:125] and ritualistic[footnoteRef:126] nature of myth are portrayed by Ishtar and Missy.  Cultural duality[footnoteRef:127] is seen in the paradoxical contrasting ME[footnoteRef:128] that Ishtar carries with her to the Netherworld[footnoteRef:129] and her reputation of being a Goddess of paradox.[footnoteRef:130]  Missy’s juxtaposed and ritualistic language around death ‘say something nice,’[footnoteRef:131]and her portrayal as the benevolent Mary Poppins[footnoteRef:132] as she is wreaking world chaos, mirror this cultural duality contemporaneously. Ritual is evident in Ishtar’s removal of personal items as she passes through the gates to the Netherworld.[footnoteRef:133] Harris suggests that Ishtar is a ‘liminal’ figure ‘androgynous, marginal, ambiguous’.[footnoteRef:134] The androgynous nature of Ishtar is mirrored in Dr. Who by the fact that Missy was previously the Master[footnoteRef:135] and has changed her gender in the television programme. Another way that Ishtar and Missy share liminality, defined by Gilhus as ‘being without structure’[footnoteRef:136] is in the ability to exist between death and life. Both Missy and Ishtar have ability to rise from the dead[footnoteRef:137] and raise the living from the dead.[footnoteRef:138] Further examples of the myths’ themes in modern culture are found in the idea of fertility and abundance as evidenced in Missy’s potent, self-pollinating Cyberman army compared to the fertility and abundance that ceases when Ishtar dies in the myth, ‘man lies in his own chamber’.[footnoteRef:139]  Furthermore, the loyalty of servants via power over a community [footnoteRef:140] is demonstrated through Ninshubur in the myth[footnoteRef:141] and the cyberman army in Dr. Who.[footnoteRef:142] Finally, both Missy and Ishtar have supernatural powers, they both breakdown the norms.[footnoteRef:143] Both women are a complex mixture of paradox,[footnoteRef:144] liminality,[footnoteRef:145] and ritual that weaves through both ancient and modern culture through themes of: death,[footnoteRef:146] power,[footnoteRef:147] family,[footnoteRef:148] community,[footnoteRef:149] violence,[footnoteRef:150] fertility[footnoteRef:151] and the supernatural.[footnoteRef:152]  [124:  Harris, p.263. ]  [125:  Harris, p.273.]  [126:  Burkert, p. 29-34.]  [127:  Eagleton, p. 5. ]  [128:  Harris, p.267.]  [129:  Pryke, p.101.]  [130:  Harris, p.263.]  [131:  ‘Death In Heaven’. BBC iPlayer https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b04ph4cn/doctor-who-20052022-series-8-12-death-in-heaven [accessed 21.3.25]]  [132:  ‘Death In Heaven’. BBC iPlayer https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b04ph4cn/doctor-who-20052022-series-8-12-death-in-heaven [accessed 21.3.25]]  [133:  Speiser, p.77-82.]  [134:  Harris, p.265.]  [135:  BBC One Doctor Who (2005-2022) https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/profiles/xCgpqKWg8nj5BS2LJ6DRV0/missy [accessed 26.3.2025]]  [136:  I.S. Gilhus, Gnosticism – A Study In Liminal Symbolism.31.1. Numen pp. 106-128. p.107. https://www.jstor.org/stable/3269891 ]  [137:  Speiser, p.82.]  [138:  Speiser, p.82.]  [139:  Speiser, p.80.]  [140:  Pryke, p.104.]  [141:  Pryke, p.104.]  [142:  ‘Death In Heaven’. BBC iPlayer https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b04ph4cn/doctor-who-20052022-series-8-12-death-in-heaven [accessed 21.3.25]]  [143:  Harris, p.273.]  [144:  Harris, p.263.]  [145:  Harris, p.265.]  [146:  Speiser, p.77-82.]  [147:  Campion, p. 39.]  [148:  Pryke, p.3.]  [149:  Pryke, p.3]  [150:  Pryke, p.266.]  [151:  Pryke, p.102.]  [152:  Pryke, p.178.
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