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Introduction
This essay will explore the cultural significance of the myth of Venus and the descent of Ishtar through the modern-day retelling of Beauty and the Beast. The myth of Ishtar’s descent to the underworld comes from Akkadian culture, dating back to as early as 2400 BCE. The 'predecessor and prototype’ of Ishtar’s version was the myth of the Sumerian goddess Inanna, from as far back as 3000 BCE.[footnoteRef:25541] In Akkadian mythology, Ishtar was the goddess of love, war, and heaven, while her sister Ereshkigal was the queen of the underworld.[footnoteRef:12407] This myth details the journey of Ishtar into her sister’s domaine, where she is imprisoned and killed, then revived and ultimately returned to the world of the living. Beauty and the Beast is an old fable originally published in 1756, told and retold over the centuries, and this essay will examine Disney’s 2017 live-action adaptation.[footnoteRef:14078] Though it is ultimately still a story about a woman who falls in love with a man who imprisoned her, this recent retelling was intended to be a more feminist version that would speak to the cultural zeitgeist of its time. There are many parallels throughout the story that show links between this fairy tale and the myth of Ishtar’s descent. [25541:  S.N. Kramer (trans), ‘Inanna’s Descent to the Underworld’ in ‘Sumerian Myth and Epic Tales’ in Pritchard, James B. (ed.), Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969), pp. 52-57, p. 52.; Miroslav Marcovich, 'From Ishtar To Aphrodite', Journal of Aesthetic Education, 30, 1996: pp. 43-59, p. 45.]  [12407:  Miroslav Marcovich, 'From Ishtar To Aphrodite', Journal of Aesthetic Education, 30, 1996: pp. 43-59, p. 46.]  [14078:  Jack Zipes, 'The Origins Of The Fairy Tale' in, Fairy Tale As Myth/Myth As Fairy Tale (University Press of Kentucky, 1994), p. 24.] 

[bookmark: _Int_yTUKuIRD]Ishtar is most commonly linked to the Aphrodite, the Greek goddess of love and beauty, or Venus, her Roman equivalent.[footnoteRef:17417] As Aphrodite was married to the god Hephaestus, who was portrayed as deformed and unattractive, these two gods could be said to be the Beauty and Beast of Greek mythology. There are also parallels of Ishtar’s story in the myth of Persephone and her imprisonment in the underworld, as well as that of Psyche, who must also make a journey to the underworld after seeing the true face of her husband, Eros. And though the original Beauty and the Beast, the French La Belle et La Bête, was written in the 1700s, it is thought to be inspired by these Greek myths.[footnoteRef:18080] It could be argued that few modern stories are truly original in any case, and often contain elements of earlier myths or tales and timeless narrative concepts, such as the journey to the underworld and reemergence in the mortal world.  [17417:  Marcovich, 'From Ishtar To Aphrodite', p. 50-51.]  [18080:  Susan Jeffords 1995. ‘The Curse Of Masculinity: Disney’s Beauty And The Beast’ In From Mouse To Mermaid: The Politics Of Film Gender And Culture, ed. by Elizabeth Bell, Lynda Haas and Laura Sells, (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995), pp. 161–72, p. 165.] 

The myth of Ishtar’s descent to the underworld served as an explanation for the planet Venus’ descent under the horizon and eventual return. As it is the brightest object in the sky apart from the sun and moon, its disappearance would have been notable even without a telescope.[footnoteRef:32587] Centuries after humans discovered that Venus is a planet, which gave a scientific explanation for its occasional disappearance and reemergence, the underworld journey is still a narrative humans return to again and again. In the western world of 2017 the Beauty and the Beast film emerged as an underworld story fitting for its time, when the cultural conditions arose for a different kind of Disney princess—a woman with agency, in charge of her own destiny and able to stand up to powerful men. [32587:  Clive L. N. Ruggles, 'Basic Concepts Of Positional Astronomy' in Handbook Of Archaeoastronomy And Ethnoastronomy (Springer New York: New York, NY 2015), p. 459-472.] 

The Castle as Underworld
The Beast’s castle in the film serves as the fairy-tale version of the underworld. Though it is not filled with spirits of the dead, it is dark, cold, and isolated from the rest of the living world—it is also stuck in a year-round winter as a result of a witch’s curse. The story begins in early summer in the fictional French village where Belle resides, but the nearby castle and its environs are blanketed in snow. The Beast’s castle is decayed and lifeless aside from the Beast and his servants, who have been transformed into animated household objects. In the prologue to the film, a witch is shown arriving at a prince’s castle in disguise as an old woman, asking for his help. The prince is described by the narrator as ‘selfish and unkind’, and is portrayed on screen as haughty and vain. When he turns the old woman away, even after she warns him, she is revealed to be a ‘powerful enchantress’ and turns the prince into a beast, transforming the castle and servants along with him. It is possible to break the curse, but only if he truly changes—he must ‘learn to love another and earn their love in return’.[footnoteRef:17438]  [17438:  Bill Condon (dir.), Beauty And The Beast [Film], (USA: Disney, 2017).  ] 

Underworld myths often illustrate transformative experiences—humans or deities who to go the underworld do not return as the same people or gods as they were before making the journey. Belle describes her own internal change when she sings ‘I was innocent and certain / Now I’m wiser but unsure’. She also is heard longing for ‘more than this provincial life’ earlier in the film.[footnoteRef:2550] Belle arrived at the Beast’s castle as an intelligent but somewhat naive girl, and she emerges from the castle as a woman who knows what she wants from her life. In this fairy tale, the most obvious transformation is reserved for the Beast, who learns his lesson, earns the love of a woman, and transforms back into a human man at the end of the story. However, the Beast never leaves the castle for the duration of the film—it is Belle who makes the journey there, is imprisoned, and eventually regains her freedom. [2550:  Bill Condon (dir.), Beauty And The Beast [Film], (USA: Disney, 2017).] 

Belle’s Underworld Journey
As Ishtar chooses to go to the underworld, Belle also makes the choice to go to the Beast’s castle; Ishtar goes of her own accord, as does Belle. As a result of these decisions, they are imprisoned, and escape without assistance is impossible.[footnoteRef:26620] Although Belle is not stripped of her clothing as Ishtar is at each gate she passes through, Belle does lose her power, as she is thrown in a dungeon.[footnoteRef:6137] Belle makes this choice in order to save her father, but the imprisonment is still a consequence of her choice to go to the castle. In the original myth, Ishtar initially sends her husband to replace her in the underworld when she returns to the living world.[footnoteRef:9444] In Beauty and the Beast, it is Belle who serves as a replacement for her father in the Beast’s dungeon. Ishtar sends her husband, Tammuz, because she discovers him sitting on a throne and dressed lavishly—not in mourning clothes—upon her return to the living world.[footnoteRef:4998] Gaston appears to take on these characteristics in the fairy tale, as he is vain and image-obsessed, and ultimately pays a price for his shallow and violent ways. He falls to his death from the heights of the castle after making an attack on the Beast.[footnoteRef:20595] [26620:  S. N. Kramer, E. A. Speiser, A. K. Grayson, and Daniel E. Fleming, 'Myths And Epics from Mesopotamia' in James B. Pritchard (ed.), The Ancient Near East (Princeton University Press 2011), p. 79.]  [6137:  S.N. Kramer (trans), ‘Inanna’s Descent To The Underworld’ in ‘Sumerian Myth And Epic 	Tales’ in Pritchard, James B. (ed.), Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating To The Old Testament, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969), pp. 52-57, p. 55.]  [9444:  S. N. Kramer, 'Dumuzi's Annual Resurrection: An Important Correction To "Inanna's Descent"' in Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research 183 (1966), p. 31. ]  [4998:  Charles Penglase, Greek Myths And Mesopotamia: Parallels And Influence In The Homeric Hymns And Hesiod, (Routledge 1994), p. 15.]  [20595:  Bill Condon (dir.), Beauty And The Beast [Film], (USA: Disney, 2017).] 

During her time in the castle, Belle finds comfort and companionship in the animated household objects who are also cursed. They act as her helpers, much as the kurgarru and the kalaturru—sexless creatures made from dirt scraped from the fingernails of Enki, the god of wisdom—come to the aid of Ishtar in her escape from the underworld.￼ These creatures are not human, and their function is to revive the goddess with the water of life and food of life. In Belle’s story, the household objects free her from the dungeon and give her a comfortable bedroom to stay in. Though they don’t help her escape the castle, they are all doing their part to try to break the curse.[footnoteRef:7206] [7206:  Bill Condon (dir.), Beauty And The Beast [Film], (USA: Disney, 2017).] 

Though Belle is not a goddess, her difference from other people in her village is emphasized, with a song about her being a ‘funny girl’ and repeated references to her not fitting in.[footnoteRef:24937] The film suggests this is because she is literate and enjoys reading—an implied rarity in her era and environment—and has refused to marry Gaston, who seemingly wants her to be a passive wife and mother. In other words, she has abilities, agency, and power that other women in her village do not possess. [24937:  Bill Condon (dir.), Beauty And The Beast [Film], (USA: Disney, 2017)] 

A Feminist Retelling
Beauty and the Beast went through several story changes over the centuries. In earlier versions of the story Belle had siblings, for instance, and in the most recent versions she is an only child. In the cultural context of 2017, Disney attempted to present a more feminist version of the fairy tale. At this time, feminism and women’s rights were receiving much of the western world’s attention after the US presidential election of Donald Trump had kicked off a liberal and feminist resistance movement. English literature theorist Terry Eagleton wrote that ‘Culture can be loosely summarized as the complex of values, customs, beliefs and practices which constitute the way of life of a specific group’.[footnoteRef:31529] In 2017, The Women’s March was one such practice that marked a cultural movement in the US and around the world. After the election, many women who had voted for Hillary Clinton were angry and afraid that the country was headed in a dark direction—in a sense undergoing an underworld journey as a nation.[footnoteRef:21928]   [31529:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea Of Culture (Wiley-Blackwell 2000), p. 34.]  [21928:  Irin Carmon, ‘For Some Of Clinton's Female Supporters, Mourning, Fear And Protests After Trump's Win’, NBC News, 14 November 2016. <www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/some-clinton-female-supporters-mourning-fear-protests-after-trump-s-n682216> [accessed 30 March 2024].] 

Disney’s latest version of Beauty and the Beast responded to these cultural shifts. In the attempt to present a more empowered, modern feminist version of Belle, The 2017 live-action remake included several updates to the character. Though earlier versions of Beauty and the Beast show Belle as more passive, the live-action version includes certain touches that portray her as more capable. In the Disney animated version, Belle’s father is a bumbling inventor, and Belle sometimes assists him. In the 2017 version, it is Belle who is the inventor—she creates a barrel contraption for doing laundry—while her father is an artist and craftsman. She is wearing boots, as opposed to the more delicate slippers she wears in the animated film, and her skirt is tucked into her waistband to reveal bloomers underneath. In one scene, she is seen teaching a young girl how to read, despite the disapproval of the local townspeople. 
This updated character was intended to be more than just a beautiful Disney princess—she is a more three-dimensional heroine, whose intelligence, aspirations, and courage set her apart. 
Sumerian history expert Samuel Noah Kramer wrote in 1979:
Inanna is the very epitome of the liberated woman, the ideal divine patroness for the 	current "women's lib" movement. Bright, brave, ambitious, aggressive, vindictive, 	but lovable and desirable nonetheless, she allowed no one, neither man nor god, to 	stand in her way...[footnoteRef:4968] [4968:  S.N. Kramer, 'Adoration: A Divine Model Of The Liberated Woman' in From The Poetry Of  Sumer (University of California Press 1979), p. 96.] 

This same description could almost fit the Belle of 2017, though she is only mildly aggressive at several moments, and is not portrayed as vindictive. Despite these exceptions, she has more Ishtar-like characteristics than the Disney princesses before her, and the addition of these stronger traits was a response to the cultural developments of the time. Beauty and the Beast premiered after the momentous beginning of the Me Too movement, during which women around the world shared their stories of sexual harassment and assault, and roughly one month after The Women’s March, which took place in cities around the world on January 21, 2017.  
Writer and academic Raymond Williams gave three ‘broad categories of usage’ when it came to the meaning of ‘culture’:
(i)…a general process of intellectual, spiritual and aesthetic development; (ii)…a 	particular way of life, whether of a people, a period, a group, or humanity in 		general…;(iii) …the works and practices of intellectual and especially artistic 		activity. This seems often now the most widespread use: culture is music, 		literature, painting and sculpture, theatre and film.[footnoteRef:2414] [2414:  Raymond Williams, Keywords : A Vocabulary Of Culture And Society, (London: Croom Helm, 1976) p. 90.] 

By this definition, film is not only an artistic response to the culture of a particular time, but a kind of voice of the culture itself. In 2017, this film acted as the voice of a culture expressing a desire to see strong, empowered women—especially those going into spaces where they haven’t been invited, and pushing their way inside anyway. In the journal Social Sciences, Kailash Koushik and Abigail Reed wrote:
In 2017, Hollywood saw two contradicting trends. On one hand, it was rocked by 	sexual harassment and abuse scandals, with women coming forward and revealing 	not only the names of their abusers, but also the rampant prevalence of such 	harassment…On the other hand, the top three box office hits in America—Star 	Wars: The Last Jedi, Beauty and the Beast, and Wonder Woman—were all movies 	with women in lead roles.[footnoteRef:18489] [18489:  Kailash Koushik and Abigail Reed. 2018. 'Star Wars: The Last Jedi, Beauty and the Beast, and Disney’s Commodification of Feminism: A Political Economic Analysis', Social Sciences, 7: 237, p. 1.] 

These films all came out after the 2016 US election, in which the first female nominee for a major presidential party ran and lost against a man who had been accused of sexual assault by multiple parties. The success of these films demonstrates the audience’s positive response to seeing women with strength and agency taking on powerful opponents and overcoming adversity. The success of Beauty and the Beast specifically shows there is still a place for the underworld journey in modern-day storytelling. The lead actress who played Belle, Emma Watson, is a United Nations ambassador and the face of the UN’s He For She campaign, whose mission is to get more men and people of all genders involved in the fight for gender equality.[footnoteRef:12429] In an interview with Vanity Fair in 2017, Watson said that Belle is ‘absolutely a Disney princess, but she’s not a passive character—she’s in charge of her own destiny’.[footnoteRef:5534] It is significant that Disney chose to cast a lead actress who is a publically recognized feminist and proponent of women’s rights. [12429:  UN Women, He For She, <https://www.heforshe.org/> [accessed 1 April 2024].]  [5534:  Derek Blasberg, ‘Emma Watson, Rebel Belle’, Vanity Fair, 28 February 2017 <www.vanityfair.com/hollywood/2017/02/emma-watson-cover-story> [accessed 1 April 2024].] 

Despite the attempt to portray a more empowered version of Belle, she is still a Disney princess. And the movie was made for modern western audiences, so she is a female character with stereotypical female characteristics—she is soft and gentle when tending the Beast’s wounds, and ultimately teaches him how to be civilized and domestic, as she is. Much like her Greek and Roman mythological predecessors, she embodies the feminine ideals of love and beauty. Ishtar, on the other hand, was more complex. Author Rivkah Harris wrote ‘Inanna-Ishtar is a liminal figure; she is androgynous, marginal, ambiguous. She is neither here nor there. She is betwixt and between’.[footnoteRef:19519] In Akkadian culture, Ishtar was able to contain aggression and desirability at the same time. [19519:  Rivkah Harris, 'Inanna-Ishtar As Paradox And A Coincidence Of Opposites', History of Religions, 30: 1991, pp. 261-78, p. 265.] 

Ishtar as Both Beauty and Beast
Ishtar was the goddess of both love and war, and is often assumed to be the predecessor for the Greek goddess Aphrodite. As scholar of mythology Walter Burkert wrote,
The Greeks were not the first to name a goddess of this type and to worship her with 	a cult. Behind the figure of Aphrodite there clearly stands the ancient Semitic 	goddess of love; Ishtar-Astarte, divine consort of the king, queen of heaven, and 	hetaera in one.[footnoteRef:902] [902:  Walter Burkert, Greek Religion (Cambridge, MA, 1985), p. 152.] 

Aphrodite was the goddess of love and beauty, and her lover was Ares, the god of war. It seems as though at some point, Ishtar’s components were split in two, and the more traditionally masculine traits were given to male gods. Burkert wrote ‘there is an Ishtar with a beard and a male Ashtar beside Astarte just as there is a bearded Aphrodite and a male Aphroditos beside Aphrodite’.[footnoteRef:30605] These traits that were once embodied by one deity were then assigned their own separate entities, with love and beauty given to a female goddess, and aggression and war given to a male god.  [30605:  Walter Burkert, Greek Religion (Cambridge, MA, 1985), p. 152.] 

As the name of the main female character in Beauty and the Beast, Belle, literally translates to beauty, there is a clear connection to Aphrodite, the Greek personification of beauty itself. From this perspective, the characters of Beauty and the Beast could be said to be modern representations of these gods of beauty and aggression—two parts of a former whole. This speaks to the ability of Akkadian culture to allow for duality among their deities; both love and war could be the domaines of the same deity. In more western societies that came after the Akkadians, cultural biases likely required more binary roles for their deities—somewhere along the way, people of the western world lost the ability to allow for paradoxes in their deities. In any case, even as the idea of a goddess of love has evolved over the centuries, the myth of Ishtar’s journey to the underworld has continued in various forms.
Conclusion 
This essay examined the 2017 film Beauty and the Beast as evidence of the modern cultural significance of the ancient myth of Ishtar’s descent. It has explored the commonalities of the underworld journey as they appear in both ancient myth and modern fairy tale. Ishtar’s underworld journey was born as an allegory for the regular disappearance of the planet Venus below the horizon. Beginning with Ishtar’s descent and return, the narrative of the underworld journey has been recycled throughout mythology—as in the cases of Persephone and Psyche—and later through fairy tales, more recently with Beauty and the Beast.
This essay argued that Beauty and the Beast is indeed an underworld story—a fairy tale for its time, with a focus on the feminist aspects of Belle’s journey—her strength, empowerment, and ability to overcome adversity. This attempt at a more feminist retelling of Beauty and the Beast came out at a time when feminists were disappointed and angry—not only because of some men’s abusive behavior, but also at the state of feminism in politics and the working world. The plot of a woman undertaking a journey such as this—bravely going into an unknown world, taking on powerful forces and eventually regaining her freedom—was satisfying the desires of the moviegoing audience of the time. There is a timeless quality to a myth that is ultimately about venturing into the darkness, facing defeat, and rising again into the light. 
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