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Explore the cultural significance of the descent of Ishtar.
Word count: 3166
Introduction
This essay will explore the ancient myth known as the descent of Ishtar and its significance in culture. The word myth, despite being commonly understood as a synonym for falsehood, is recognised by Dundes in his book Sacred Narrative as ‘the highest form of truth, albeit in metaphorical guise’,[footnoteRef:1] holding myth as a symbolic means for humanity to understand reality in its present form. The term culture holds semantic complexity, evolving from its etymological roots in agriculture to encompass intellectual, spiritual and material forms of development within societies.[footnoteRef:2] This essay will explore, through the culture of 21st century media, the popular TV show Stranger Things (2016 – present). It will analyse the tangible links to the descent of Ishtar and inquire further into the connection by overlaying Joseph Campbell’s observations in the archetypal Hero’s journey. Although the creators of Stranger Things have not made an explicit link that the myth serves as inspiration, when analysing the main thematic and narrative aspects we can begin to appreciate an example of this myth’s historical continuity and enduring significance in 21st century culture. [1:  Alan Dundes, Sacred Narrative: Readings in the Theory of Myth (University of California Press, 1984). P.1]  [2:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, Blackwell Manifestos (Wiley-Blackwell, 2000), 48679 <https://research.ebsco.com/linkprocessor/plink?id=93e47634-750a-36e0-b76a-c02d6c74d156> [accessed 17 June 2025]. P.9] 


Background
Over four thousand years ago in ancient Mesopotamia, one of the earliest known mythic tales known as the Descent of Ishtar to the Nether World found its inception. Although originally expressed through the Sumerian civilisation, the general formula has been discovered in both Sumerian and Akkadian languages, involving the goddess Inanna and Ishtar respectively. It is generally understood that the later Akkadian articulation differs in style and tone, characterised by more passionate language, a shift often attributed to what Kramer[footnoteRef:3] describes as the evolving ‘Babylonian temper and genius’ characteristic of subsequent centuries. The focus throughout this essay will be on the latter Akkadian version – dating from the first millennium B.C. Its central theme, ‘the detention of the goddess of fertility - in the realm of the dead and her eventual return to the land of the living’[footnoteRef:4] depicts a perilous journey into an underworld and, through the passage of seven gates, a gradual loss of power and subsequent death; the story ultimately brings a resurrection via divine intervention. It is within the cultural milieu of ancient Mesopotamia that both the origins of writing emerged, and the cosmological and theological foundations of Western religion were established.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  Samuel N. Kramer, ‘Ishtar in the Nether World According to a New Sumerian Text’, Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research, no. 79 (1940), p. 20, doi:10.2307/1355317.]  [4:  E. A. Speiser, ‘Akkadian Myths and Epics’, in Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament with Supplement, ed. by James B. Pritchard (Princeton University Press, 1978), p. 77 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt19wccw4.7> [accessed 27 March 2025].]  [5:  Campion, Nicholas, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, 1st ed. (New York University Press, 2012), doi:10.18574/9780814744451 p.129] 


Stranger Things is a popular TV show available exclusively on the Netflix streaming platform - a media company known to pioneer the first successful streaming service in the 21st century, providing highly accessible, personalised content to a global audience. The creators of the show, the Duffer brother, were primarily inspired by Sci-Fi films exploring ‘the extraordinary’ by directors such as Steven King and John Carpenter.[footnoteRef:6] In 2023 Stranger Things was crowned the most view English speaking series in Netflix history,[footnoteRef:7] and is recognised to be a defining moment for the platform and popular culture.  [6:  Daniel Fienberg, ‘The Duffer Brothers Talk “Stranger Things” Influences, “It” Dreams and Netflix Phase 2’, The Hollywood Reporter, 1 August 2016 <https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/tv/tv-news/duffer-brothers-talk-stranger-things-916180/> [accessed 23 June 2025].]  [7:  ‘Top 10 Most Popular Shows on Netflix of All Time’, Netflix Tudum, n.d. <https://www.netflix.com/tudum/top10/most-popular/tv> [accessed 23 June 2025].] 


Analysis 
This chapter examines how both stories share parallel narratives through the following themes: the presence of an underworld as a place of darkness, the consequence of death associate with entry into such an underworld, and the necessity of divine intervention to facilitate the return of characters back to the former world.
The overarching theme that defines Stranger Things is the discovery and passage into a dark and supernatural realm, the upside down - a name originating from the minds of four central characters throughout the series - all around the age of 12. A comparison of the literary account of the nether world in the myth, and the visual representation of the upside down in Stranger Things reveals a structural parallel. First, a passage from the ancient text, an introduction to the land in which Ishtar is to proceed: 

To the Land of no Return the realm of [Ereshkigal],
Ishtar, the daughter of Sin, [set] her mind.
Yea, the daughter of Sin ser [her] mind
To the dark house, the abode of Irka[la],
To the house which none leave who have entered it,
To the road from which there is no way back,
To the house wherein the entrants are bereft of li[ght], 
Where dust is their fare and clay their food, 
(Where) they see no light, residing in darkness,[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Speiser, ‘Akkadian Myths and Epics’. Pp77] 


Through the interpretation of this text, this ‘land of no return’ is characterised by an ominous tone, emphasising the risk associated with entering such a realm. Assuming the inhabitants of ancient Mesopotamia had physical bodies with physiological needs, to depict a world ‘bereft of light’ where one is to reside in darkness with ‘clay’ for food and ‘no way back’ are conditions that objectively hold a strong implication of annihilation upon entry. Likewise, in Stranger Things when two characters first enter the upside down,[footnoteRef:9] there are multiple cues that create a significant atmospheric change into darkness, introducing the potential of death. The entry point is located inside a laboratory where Joyce and Hopper, two adult characters in search of Will Byres - a missing boy - are advised to wear breathing equipment as the atmosphere is toxic. This reflects the lack of a fundamental physiological need – symbolised with ‘clay for food’ in the nether world. As they approach the passage into the other realm, the lighting starts to flicker and the space gradually becomes more disordered, indicating a level of stagnancy and neglect, signalling a potentially unsafe area that’s been abandoned or left uninhabited. As the music becomes increasingly unsettling, they see a door into another world and once crossed, find themselves in near-total darkness – that is to say, they find themselves in a realm ‘bereft of light’ – as described in the ancient text.  [9: ‘Episode 2: Vecna’s Curse’, Season 4, Stranger Things, Netflix, 15 July 2016. https://www.netflix.com/watch/80077375?trackId=155573560 [accessed 14 March 2025].] 

The Upside Down is devoid of life, and the colour pallet is muted to the point of absence, it is portrayed throughout the series as a hostile place to enter, with a deep unsettling sense of the unknown and danger to life, with multiple characters disappearing into this realm, later found as deceased. The Upside Down is also, quite literally, beneath Hawkins, highlighted by Dustin, one of the four young characters mentioned earlier, he explains, ‘Theres another world, a world hidden beneath Hawkins’.[footnoteRef:10] A positioning also seen in the myth, with the nether world being reached through a descent, as written in the line, ‘As soon as Ishtar had descended to the Land of no Return’.[footnoteRef:11] These parallels in structure and characterisation of both underworlds establish a clear similarity, each being portrayed as a dark and uninhabitable realm.  [10:  Episode 8: The Upside Down’, Season 1, Stranger Things, Netflix, 15 July 2016]  [11:  Speiser, ‘Akkadian Myths and Epics’. P. 79] 

This dimension in Stranger Things has been described by its creators, the Duffer brothers, as the nether, they go on to say it is ‘a region that exists outside of space and time – a terrifying, colourless underworld overrun by death and decay’.[footnoteRef:12] Such a description invites further mythological comparison when considering the implications of Ishtar’s ongoing placement in the nether world, [12:  Gina McIntyre, Stranger Things: Worlds Turned Upside Down: The Official Behind-The-Scenes Companion (Random House, 2018).] 


Since Ishtar has gone down to the Land of no Return, 
The bull springs not upon the cow, the ass impregnates not the jenny, 
In the street the man impregnates not the maiden[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Speiser, ‘Akkadian Myths and Epics’. P.80] 


The goddess’s absence correlates to a subsequent lack of reproduction in the former world, caused solely by her interaction with the nether world - shifting the narrative in the myth towards death and decay. This theme is further exemplified in Stranger Things when analysing one of the first storylines we’re introduced to, the disappearance of Will Byres, as mentioned previously. The two characters who entered the upside down do find him, but he appears to be deceased upon discovery. He is revived and brought back to the former world. In the following scenes, we see a newspaper clipping with a photo of the boy captioned: ‘The boy who came back to life’,[footnoteRef:14] therefore defining the upside down as realm of the dead, written metaphorically in the myth – the land of no return. [14:  Episode 8: The Upside Down’ Season 1, Stranger Things] 

This theme of darkness and destitute leading to death is an innate feature of both underworlds, but it is also accompanied with elements of divine intervention as seen through the descent of Joyce and Hopper. It is written in the myth that upon learning of Ishtars detention to the nether world and its implications, the god Ea created a eunuch, Asushunamir, to bring Ishtar back and returning a form of cosmic order.[footnoteRef:15] This action does instigate Ishtar’s successful return. This form of divine intervention can be extended to the descent undertaken by Joyce and Hopper to retrieve Will as previously illustrated. [15:  Speiser, ‘Akkadian Myths and Epics’. P.80] 


This next chapter will explore the convergence through the lens of a third party: the Hero’s Journey – a term first described within the analytical psychology of C. G. Jung and later popularised by Joseph Campbell. It explores the themes characters endure and how they align with both narratives.
As we move further through the Stranger Things story line, we encounter certain key defining moments, that of separation, initiation through trials and tribulations, and eventual return to the former world. This three-part structure is one to have manifested itself within storytelling across time and culture so much so that it is widely regarded as the hero’s journey. In his seminal work, The Hero with a Thousand Faces, Joseph Campbell directly references the Sumerian account of the myth, he writes, ‘The oldest recorded account of the passage through the gates of metamorphosis is the Sumerian myth of the goddess Inanna’s descent to the nether world.’.[footnoteRef:16] Despite direct reference to a goddess as one of the most original heroic journeys, there have been questions surrounding Joseph Campbells work with respect to its tendency to marginalise women within the archetypal hero framework,[footnoteRef:17] often describing a male protagonist undergoing the transformation with women appearing as more symbolic roles such as a temptress, goddess or helper. Joseph Campbell has acknowledged this, expressing how he did want to bring women into the book but many of the great mythologies have been told from the male point of view, he added how the female counterpart would most certainly be experienced ‘in a different mode’.[footnoteRef:18] As The Hero with a Thousand Faces was first published in 1949 during Modernism, there appears to be a cultural conflict with the postmodernism culture surrounding Stranger Things. However, regardless of the protagonist’s sex, when viewing its overall crystalline structure, the hero’s journey is of clear relevance to the unfolding story depicted in Stranger Things in relation to the myth of Ishtar. [16:  Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces (Joseph Campbell Foundation, 2008). P.87]  [17:  Sarah Nicholson, ‘The Problem of Woman as Hero in the Work of Joseph Campbell’, Feminist Theology (London, England), 19.2 (2011), pp. 182–93, doi:10.1177/0966735010384331.]  [18:  ‘Joseph Campbell and the Hero’s Journey’, JCF, n.d. <https://www.jcf.org/learn/joseph-campbell-heros-journey> [accessed 25 June 2025].] 


Characters entry into the Upside Down can be viewed as symbolic of the first of three stages, the hero’s call to adventure - representing the separation phase - akin to Ishtar’s descent into the nether world. When specifically discussing journeys into the underworld, Joseph Campbell describes it as a ‘place of everlasting night’,[footnoteRef:19] a direct reflection of both the upside down, and the nether as discussed previously. This dark dimension holds pertinence when considering the main female protagonist Eleven, whose character possesses telekinetic abilities, positioning her as the only character capable of confronting the supernatural threat. Eleven represents the hero of the story much as Ishtar is represented in the myth. He comments, ‘A hero ventures forth from the world of common day’,[footnoteRef:20] this ‘common day’ in Stranger Things has found its expression within the town of Hawkins: where the head of police, after receiving some disturbing news about the missing boy, does not take it seriously, stating the worst thing that’s ever happened in Hawkins was when ‘an owl attacked Elenor Gillespie’s head’.[footnoteRef:21] This disbelief expressed by such an authoritative figure serves as a reminder of the dichotomy that exists between both worlds – one presenting little to no threat, while the other is imbued with peril – one ordinary, and the other extraordinary. This dichotomy is also observed in the myth in its description – one realm being ‘the land of the living’ and the other ‘the realm of the dead’.[footnoteRef:22] [19:  Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces. P.82]  [20:  Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces. P.23]  [21:  ‘Episode 1: The disappearance of Will Byres’ Season 1]  [22:  Speiser, ‘Akkadian Myths and Epics’. P.77] 


A significant motif in both the myth and the series is the protagonist’s loss of power, representative of the second phase in the hero’s journey - initiation. This was a visceral experience for Ishtar during her descent into the netherworld as she passes through the seven gates of the underworld, each demanding the surrender of a divine attribute, written as follows: 

When the first door he had made her enter, 
He stripped and took away the great crown on her head
Why, O gatekeeper didst thou take the great crown on my head?
Enter, my lady, thus are the rules of the Mistress of the Nether World[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Speiser, ‘Akkadian Myths and Epics’. P. 78] 


The narrative continues with the surrender of six more divine attributes, and, once Ishtar has crossed all seven gates, Ereshkigal, queen of the underworld, releases ‘sixty miseries’[footnoteRef:24] against her thus leaving Ishtar incapable of returning to the land of the living and necessitating divine intervention. [24:  Speiser, ‘Akkadian Myths and Epics’. P. 79] 


This loss of power narrative is also experiences by Eleven in Stranger Things season four. She finds herself literally powerless in a telekinetic sense, ostracised from joining any social group in a new school, and falling victim to multiple public humiliations orchestrated by her peers.[footnoteRef:25] From a teenage perspective, this social detriment depicts a palpable fall from grace. She goes from a level of immense power, containing within herself a huge sophistication and maturity at such a young age to being perceived as a blithering mess by a cohort of bystanders. This narrative is equivalent to the loss of power depicted in the myth, albeit portrayed through a distinctively 21st century perspective. [25:  ‘Episode 2: Vecna’s curse’ Season 4] 


The third phase of the Hero’s journey is where the hero returns to the former world. This is illustrated by literal returns from the upside down to the town of Hawkins by characters in Stranger Things – witnessed throughout the entire four seasons – exemplified in this essay through the return of Will Byres. In the myth Ishtar is returned through divine intervention with the creation of a eunuch by the God Ea, depicted to have ‘Sprinkled Ishtar with the water of life and took her from [Ereshkigal’s] presence’.[footnoteRef:26] Through these observations, Stranger Things does more than allude to the myth, it renders its metaphors literal, embodying elements of Ishtar’s descent within a visual medium. These mythic patterns of antiquity have been recognised by Holtsmark as fundamental to the structure of modern cinema, forming the very structure of plot, action and characterisation,[footnoteRef:27] which seems reasonable when considering cinema as a development of theatre – which has classical foundations in literacy. [26:  Speiser, ‘Akkadian Myths and Epics’. P. 81]  [27:  Martin M. Winkler, Classical Myth and Culture in the Cinema (Oxford University Press, 2001) <https://research.ebsco.com/linkprocessor/plink?id=2580e788-23a1-3cb8-a0c0-6af71b2ca8b5> [accessed 27 March 2025]. Pp24] 


Myth, as described by John Bucher through the Joseph Campbell foundation website, ‘defies linear history, geographic borders, and profane attempts to capture and confine it’.[footnoteRef:28]  He describes myth as being conveyed orally, through literature or via images and symbols - highlighting the eyes to be particularly powerful medium for a human being to experience myth due to its immersive nature. He goes on to say how culturally a cinematic experience allows us to engage with mythic experiences one wouldn’t be able to access otherwise, thereby enhancing its value as a means of personal or collective growth. In Classical myth and Culture in the Cinema, Winkler discusses the transference of lessons from more traditional means such as the church or family, to a contemporary medium like cinema,[footnoteRef:29] which can be extended to TV shows. [28:  John Bucher PhD, ‘Experience the Power of Myth at the Movies’, JCF, 6 January 2025 <https://www.jcf.org/post/experience-the-power-of-myth-at-the-movies> [accessed 24 July 2025].]  [29:  Winkler, Classical Myth and Culture in the Cinema. P272-273] 

 
Through this essays exploration, it is reasonable to suggest the descent of Ishtar has transcended time and found its way into the Stranger Things narrative by such a clear compatibility between the two storylines. Stranger Things being described in The Psychgeist of Pop Culture: Stranger Things by Anton Roberts, as a ‘phenomenon’[footnoteRef:30] and ‘an iconic, nostalgic, representation of American culture’. Its success is palpable to the younger generations due to the rise of trends within social media platforms such as TikTok, further popularising iconic scenes from the show. Through its heroic journey, the show has inspired comic books, video games, clothing lines and theme park attractions. [30:  Anton Roberts, The Psychgeist of Pop Culture: Stranger Things, ed. by Anton Roberts (Psychgeist & Play Story Press, 2024), doi:10.17613/67F2-G219.] 


Conclusion
This essay has explored the cultural significance of the Descent of Ishtar by drawing on thematic and narrative aspects of the TV show Stranger Things (2016 – present). It has analysed the spatial and atmospheric structure of both the upside down and the nether world as being synonymous of one another: both representing a separate underworld as a place of darkness and potential death. It has found the elements of divine intervention within both storylines as a necessary means to return characters to the former world. It explored how both accounts offer narrative compatibility within the three-part structure presented in the Hero’s Journey – that of separation, trials, and eventual return. The findings have presented a significant tangible link between the ancient myth and the 21st century TV show. With both cultural expressions successful in their ability to reach a scalable audience that transcends generations.
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