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Explore the cultural significance of the descent of Ishtar. 
INTRODUCTION
The aim of this essay is to consider the descent of Ishtar and examine its cultural significance in contemporary society by looking at the influence of the myth on the twentieth century writings of English author and philologist J. R. R. Tolkien in his trilogy of fantasy adventure novels, The Lord of the Rings.[footnoteRef:1] [footnoteRef:2] [footnoteRef:3] Specifically the essay will make a comparison between the myth and the passages in the novels that describe the fall of one of the chief protagonists, that of the character known as Gandalf. [1:  Tolkien, J. R. R., The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring (London: Harper Collins, 2020)]  [2:  Tolkien, J. R. R., The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers (London: Harper Collins, 2002)]  [3:  Tolkien, J. R. R., The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King (London: Harper Collins, 2002)] 



METHODOLOGY

Geertz argues that culture is ‘an historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols’[footnoteRef:4] and Foster states that ‘without symbolism there could be no culture.’[footnoteRef:5] This interdependence between culture and symbol mean that any exploration of cultural significance requires an understanding of the meanings embodied in the symbols used by that culture. Symbol here can be understood as ‘a representation that has an intimate, ontological connection with its referent’ as defined by Struck.[footnoteRef:6] The transmission of symbol can take many forms, in the example of the decent of Ishtar it takes the form of myth. A notoriously difficult term to define, myth is perhaps best identified by its features which are put forward by Burkert as being ‘it’s suitability for telling and re-telling,’ ‘fantastic and paradoxical motifs which return again and again’ and its connection to ritual.[footnoteRef:7] This essay will therefore analyse and compare the myth of the decent of Ishtar with the fall of Gandalf from the Lord of the Rings within their respective cultural contexts, seeking to understand the ontological meaning of symbols contained within them. Should consistent themes and motifs be identified it would enable an understanding of the influence of the Ishtar myth in Tolkien’s writing, and allow an assessment to be made as to the cultural significance of the myth within contemporary society. [4:  Geertz, C, ‘Religion as a Cultural System’, in: Banton, Michael P. (ed.): Anthropological approaches to the study of religion. (London: Tavistock and New York: Frederick A. Praeger Press, 1966) p. 3.]  [5:  Foster, Mary LeCron, ‘Symbolism: The Foundation of Culture’, in Ingold, Tim (ed.) The Companion Encyclopaedia of Anthropology (London: Routledge, 1994) p. 366. ]  [6:  Struck, Peter, The Birth of the Symbol (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004) p. 5.]  [7:  Burkert, W., Homo Necans: The Anthropology of Ancient Greek Sacrificial Ritual and Myth (London: University of California Press, 1983) pp. 31-32.] 



CONTEXT AND NARRATIVE

The Decent of Ishtar

The Akkadian Ishtar is a complex character but on simple terms is described by Harris as ‘the goddess of fertility, of love and war, and the Venus star.’ [footnoteRef:8] The myth of her decent comes from clay tablets found in Nineveh and Assur in the 1860s and dated to as early as 1600BCE.[footnoteRef:9] This essay will consider the Speiser translation of this text[footnoteRef:10] which opens with a description of the Nether World before the arrival of Ishtar at its gates requesting entry. Ereshkigal, Queen of the underworld, fears that Ishtar will liberate its occupants but gives permission for her to enter through seven gates. At each gate she is stripped of one of her adornments before finally entering, seemingly naked, at the seventh; here she is set upon by Ereshkigal, imprisoned and subjected to ‘sixty miseries.’[footnoteRef:11] King Ea creates a eunuch to distract Ereshkigal and free Ishtar. Ishtar returns through the seven gates and at each the adornments that were stripped from her are restored.  [8:  Harris, R. (1991) ‘Inanna-Ishtar as Paradox and a Coincidence of Opposites’, History of Religions, University of Chicago Press, vol. 30, no. 3, p 263.]  [9:  Bottéro, Jean; Kramer, Samuel Noah. Lorsque les dieux faisaient l'homme : Mythologie mésopotamienne. Bibliothèque des Histoires (in French). (Paris: Gallimard, 1989)]  [10:  Speiser, E.A. (trans.), 'Descent of Ishtar to the Nether World.' In Pritchard, J.B. (ed.), The Ancient Near East (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011) pp. 77-82.]  [11:  Speiser, E.A. (2011), 'Descent of Ishtar to the Nether World.' p. 79.] 


It should be noted that there is a Sumerian version of this myth known as the decent of Inanna that predates that of Ishtar. Harris draws attention to the complex history of the syncretism between Inanna and Ishtar but recognises that they are similar enough to be treated as one.[footnoteRef:12] For the purposes of this essay I will adopt the same approach. [12:  Harris, R. (1991) ‘Inanna-Ishtar as Paradox and a Coincidence of Opposites’, History of Religions, University of Chicago Press, vol. 30, no. 3, p 262.] 


The Fall of Gandalf

Tolkien lived from 1892-1973 and often spoke of his desire ‘to restore to the English an epic tradition and present them with a mythology of their own.’[footnoteRef:13] The mythological nature of his writing is therefore well established and Hiley points out that scholars have written extensively on the similarities in his work with major mythologies of the world.[footnoteRef:14] Tolkien also used his writing to process his experiences of fighting in the trenches of World War One. In a 1968 interview he speaks of the profound effect the war had on his writing, and appropriately in the context of this essay is quoted as saying ‘stories – frankly, human stories are always about one thing – death.’[footnoteRef:15] The Lord of the Rings topped a 1997 book of the century poll by Waterstones,[footnoteRef:16] and the film series released at the beginning of the twenty first century has become among the highest grossing in history.[footnoteRef:17] The ambition to create a new mythology, that the books deal with major issues facing humanity, and their continued popularity all serve to highlight the importance of Tolkien’s work in contemporary society. Indeed, Shippey provocatively writes that Tolkien is ‘author of the century… responding to the issues and anxieties of that century.’[footnoteRef:18] [13:  Tolkien, J. R. R., Carpenter, H. (ed.), The Letters of J. R. R. Tolkien. (Boston: Houghton, 1981) Letter 180.]  [14:  Hiley, M. ‘Stolen Language, Cosmic Models: Myth and Mythology In Tolkien’, Modern Fiction Studies, The Johns Hopkins University Press, Vol. 50, No. 4, J. R. R. Tolkien Special Issue (Winter 2004), pp. 838-860]  [15:  Burke, M., Why the shadow of death and WW1 hang over The Lord of the Rings, BBC Website, <https://www.bbc.co.uk/culture/article/20240726-the-ww1-trauma-that-inspired-the-lord-of-the-rings> [Accessed 6 March 2025]]  [16:  1997 Waterstone's Books of the Century Poll, Goodread Website, <https://www.goodreads.com/list/show/115597.1997_Waterstone_s_Books_of_the_Century_Poll> [Accessed 7 March 2025]]  [17:  The 50 Highest Grossing Films of all Time, IMDB website <https://www.imdb.com/list/ls000021718/> [Accessed 7 March 2025]]  [18:  Shippey, T., J. R. R. Tolkien: Author of the Century. (London: Harper, 2000)] 


First published in 1954 The Lord of the Rings describes the fantastical world of Middle Earth inhabited by people, hobbits, elves, and dwarves. Among these dwell an order of wizards known as the Istar, immortal beings sent as emissaries to Middle Earth by the ‘Valar’ (gods) to unite its inhabitants in love and understanding against forces of evil. The most noble of the Istar is Saruman the White, and the seemingly least among them is Gandalf the Grey.[footnoteRef:19] In the first book of the trilogy, Gandalf leads a party who are tasked with destroying the ‘Ring of Power’ and thereby eliminating evil from Middle-Earth. It is at the end of this book that Gandalf encounters a creature of flame called a ‘Balrog,’ in the ensuing battle they both fall into an abyss.[footnoteRef:20] In the second book a few survivors from the original party meet Gandalf again but do not immediately recognise him. They attack him out of fear before he reveals himself, but not as Gandalf the grey, supplanting Saruman he has become Gandalf the White. [footnoteRef:21] In the following conversation Gandalf recounts the continuing battle with the ‘Balrog’ after falling into the abyss. He tells of how they fell deep below the earth to a place ‘beyond light and knowledge,’[footnoteRef:22] before the Balrog escapes to the peak of the highest mountain. Here Gandalf finally prevails, but darkness takes him, and he strays ‘out of thought and time.’[footnoteRef:23] He is then sent back Middle-Earth naked to complete a task, he is healed, clothed in white, then returns to his companions. [19:  Tolkien, J. R. R., Tolkien, C. (ed.), Unfinished Tales of Numenor and Middle-Earth (London: Harper Collins, 2010) p. 411.]  [20:  Tolkien, J. R. R. (2020) The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring. pp. 328-331.]  [21:  Tolkien, J. R. R., (2002) The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers. pp. 108-125.]  [22:  Tolkien, J. R. R., (2002) The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers. p. 122.]  [23:  Tolkien, J. R. R., (2002) The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers. p. 123.] 



A COMPARISON

Etymology

The first thing to notice is the similarity in the name of the Akkadian goddess Ishtar, and the order of wizards to which Gandalf belongs called the Istar. In creating the fully immersive world of Middle-Earth Tolkien developed several languages, within these the word Istar is translated as ‘wise,’[footnoteRef:24] which is not one of the primary characteristics usually associated with Ishtar. According to Black and Green it is the Akkadian god Ea who is associated with wisdom, [footnoteRef:25] and who does appear in the myth of the decent of Ishtar.[footnoteRef:26] The word Ea is also used by Tolkien in Middle-Earth cosmology as the name of ‘all that is.’[footnoteRef:27] Though the meanings of these words differ between the texts, it would seem unlikely that Tolkien would have been unaware of their similarity given his background as a philologist. [24:  Tolkien, J. R. R., Tolkien, C. (ed.), Unfinished Tales of Numenor and Middle-Earth (London: Harper Collins, 2010) p. 411.]  [25:  Black, J., Green, A., Gods, Demons and Symbols of Ancient Mesopotamia (London: The British Museum Press, 2004) p. 75.]  [26:  Speiser, E.A. (2011), 'Descent of Ishtar to the Nether World.' p. 80.]  [27:  Tolkien, J. R. R., Tolkien, C. (ed.), The Silmarillion (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1977) p. 39.] 


The Characters

There are key differences between the two main protagonists, Ishtar being female and Gandalf male, and Ishtar being a goddess whereas Gandalf was only sent by the gods. There does however seem to be a level similarity between them when considering the dual nature of Ishtar identified by Harris, who describes her more fully as representing ‘both order and disorder, structure and antistructure.’ [footnoteRef:28] Collins suggests that her duality could be accounted for by her association with Venus in that the planet takes on feminine characteristics such as love when it appears as the evening star, and masculine characteristics such as war when it appears as the morning star.[footnoteRef:29] In a scene early in the first book Gandalf is offered the ring of power, he recoils exclaiming ‘Do not tempt me, for I do not wish to become like the Dark Lord himself,’[footnoteRef:30] suggesting that he recognises the potential within himself for evil. Additionally, when Gandalf’s companions meet him again after he had fallen, they do not recognise him, and perceiving him as dangerous they attack him. These examples indicate that while good, within each character lurks the potential for darkness corresponding with the shadow archetype[footnoteRef:31] identified by Jung in his analysis of collective unconscious in which he describes ‘modes of behaviour that are… in all individuals.’[footnoteRef:32] [28:  Harris, R. (1991) ‘Inanna-Ishtar as Paradox and a Coincidence of Opposites’. p 263.]  [29:  Collins, P. (1994) ‘The Sumerian Goddess Inanna (3400-2200 BC)’, Papers from the Institute of Archaeology, University College London (UCL), vol. 5, no. 0 p. 110.]  [30:  Tolkien, J. R. R. (2020) The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring. p. 61.]  [31:  Jung, C. G., Adler, G. (ed.) and Hull, R. F. C. (ed.), Collected Works of C.G. Jung, Volume 9 (Part )1: Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, (Princeton University Press, 1969) p. 20.]  [32:  Jung, C. G., Adler, G. (ed.) and Hull, R. F. C. (ed.), Collected Works of C.G. Jung, Volume 9 (Part )1: Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, (Princeton University Press, 1969) p. 4.] 


The Nether World

In the decent of Ishtar phrases such as ‘the Land of no Return,’ and ‘the dark house’ ‘wherein entrants are bereft of light,’[footnoteRef:33] build an evocative picture of the Nether World very similar to the place Gandalf describes going after his fall, when he states ‘darkness took me, and I strayed out of thought and time.’[footnoteRef:34] In Jungian psychology this Nether World is identified with the unconscious, ‘the source of all evil thoughts,’ and the place where ‘ferocious beasts’ wait to attack. [footnoteRef:35] The potential for evil within the characters having been identified, in this understanding the Nether World is the place they would need to go to confront it. [33:  Speiser, E.A. (2011), 'Descent of Ishtar to the Nether World.' p. 77.]  [34:  Tolkien, J. R. R., (2002) The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers. p. 123.]  [35:  Jung, C. G., Adler, G. (ed.) and Hull, R. F. C. (ed.), Collected Works of C.G. Jung, Volume 9 (Part )1: Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, (Princeton University Press, 1969) p. 20.] 


The Narrative

A look at the narratives of these two stories reveals a similar structure; both characters travel to the Nether World, both are stripped naked, both are subjected to challenging ordeals, and both are reclothed before their return. The analysis of structure in mythic narratives goes as far back as Aristotle,[footnoteRef:36] and this example would seem to fall into the category of the dying and rising God myth identified by Frazer[footnoteRef:37] as being common in archaic traditions, and Campbell points out that the Sumerian Inanna version is the oldest recorded example.[footnoteRef:38] Frazer understood myth as a primitive science and relates this type with the seasonal cycle, suggesting that by engaging with the myth through ritual, societies could ensure the ongoing fertility of the earth. Smith however casts doubt on Frazer’s conclusions arguing that many myths do not explicitly describe the god/goddess as dying,[footnoteRef:39] as is the case with Ishtar who descended and Gandalf who ‘strayed’[footnoteRef:40]. Campbell synthesises the work of Frazer, Jung and others such as Harrison[footnoteRef:41] in their analyses of mythic narratives, identifying the death and resurrection motif as a key stage of the hero’s journey.[footnoteRef:42] He remarks that by stripping away the ‘adornments’ of ‘pride, virtue, beauty and life,’[footnoteRef:43] and becoming naked the individual can face and overcome the monsters that exist within their own unconscious; a process termed ‘individuation’ by Jung.[footnoteRef:44] [36:  Aristotle, Poetics, (Penguin, 1996).]  [37:  Frazer, J. G., The Golden Bough (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1925)]  [38:  Campbell, J. A Hero With a Thousand Faces, (Joseph Campbell Foundation, 2008) p. 87.]  [39:  Smith, J. Z., ‘Dying and Rising Gods’, in Eliade, M. (ed.), The Encyclopedia of Religion Vol. IV (New York: Macmillan) pp. 521–527.]  [40:  Tolkien, J. R. R., (2002) The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers. p. 123.]  [41:  Harrison, J. E., Themis: A Study of the Social Origins of Greek Religion, (Cambridge University Press, 1912)]  [42:  Campbell, J. A Hero With a Thousand Faces.]  [43:  Campbell, J. A Hero With a Thousand Faces, p. 89.]  [44:  Jung, C. G., Adler, G. (ed.) and Hull, R. F. C. (ed.), Collected Works of C.G. Jung, Volume 9 (Part )1: Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, (Princeton University Press, 1969) pp. 290-354.] 


In considering ritual as a defining characteristic of myth as Burkhert suggests,[footnoteRef:45] Buccellati identifies the ‘Journey to Kutha’ as an example that would allow participants to engage with the narrative of Ishtar’s decent.[footnoteRef:46] There is however no definable ritual that would allow the same for the Lord of the Rings unless as Gilhus suggests, reading mythic narratives are considered rituals in themselves, their function being to ‘invoke and sustain a process of change and transformation in the listeners’ on a psychological level.’[footnoteRef:47] This function aligns with an understanding of these myths similar to that proposed by Jung and Campbell.  [45:  Burkert, W., Homo Necans: The Anthropology of Ancient Greek Sacrificial Ritual and Myth (London: University of California Press, 1983) pp. 31.]  [46:  Buccellati, G., ‘The Decent of Inanna as a Ritual Journey to Kutha’, Monographic Journals of the Near East, Vol. 4, no. 3, (1982) pp. 4-7.]  [47:  Gilhus, I. S., ‘Gnosticism - A Study in Liminal Symbolism’, Numen, Vol. 31, Fasc. 1 (July 1984), p. 110.] 



CONCLUSION

This essay has made a comparison between the myth of the decent of Ishtar[footnoteRef:48] and the fall of Gandalf taken from Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings.[footnoteRef:49] [footnoteRef:50] [footnoteRef:51] Several similarities have been identified between the two texts; in the etymology, the nature of the primary characters, the description of the Nether World and the overarching narratives. The consistency of these ‘fantastic and paradoxical motifs’ identified by Burkhert[footnoteRef:52] as features of myth, allow the classification of Tolkien’s novels as such and demonstrate the influence of this ancient myth in his writing. An attempt has been made to understand the meanings of the symbols contained in the texts, looking at Frazer’s arguments that they represent a primitive science relating to the fertility of the earth,[footnoteRef:53] and ideas put forward by Jung[footnoteRef:54] and Campbell[footnoteRef:55] that they represent a journey inward to confront the unconscious self. Considering Struck’s argument that symbols should have an ontological connection with their referent[footnoteRef:56] it is perhaps in Jung and Campbell’s ideas that a connection more relevant in contemporary society can be found. Furthermore, Gilhus’s ideas that the reading of mythic narratives can be considered a ritual[footnoteRef:57] allow an avenue by which the novels might invoke transformational change within the individual today. Given that the Lord of the Rings are among the most popular books of the twentieth century, that the narrative has the potential to psychologically change the reader, and that several points of similarity can be identified between the two texts, it can be demonstrated that the myth of decent of Ishtar has cultural significance in contemporary society. [48:  Speiser, E.A. (trans.), 'Descent of Ishtar to the Nether World.' In Pritchard, J.B. (ed.), The Ancient Near East (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011) pp. 77-82.]  [49:  Tolkien, J. R. R., The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring (London: Harper Collins, 2020)]  [50:  Tolkien, J. R. R., The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers (London: Harper Collins, 2002)]  [51:  Tolkien, J. R. R., The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King (London: Harper Collins, 2002)]  [52:  Burkert, W., Homo Necans: The Anthropology of Ancient Greek Sacrificial Ritual and Myth (London: University of California Press, 1983) pp. 31-32.]  [53:  Frazer, J. G., The Golden Bough (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1925)]  [54:  Jung, C. G., Adler, G. (ed.) and Hull, R. F. C. (ed.), Collected Works of C.G. Jung, Volume 9 (Part )1: Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, (Princeton University Press, 1969) p. 20.]  [55:  Campbell, J. A Hero With a Thousand Faces, (Joseph Campbell Foundation, 2008) p. 89.]  [56:  Struck, Peter, The Birth of the Symbol (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004) p. 5.]  [57:  Gilhus, I. S., ‘Gnosticism - A Study in Liminal Symbolism’, Numen, Vol. 31, Fasc. 1 (July 1984), p. 110.] 
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