
u n i ve r s i t y  o f  co pe n h ag e n  

Šamat: Deconstructing Temple Prostitution One Woman at a Time

Brisch, Nicole

Published in:
Powerful Women in the Ancient World: Perception and (Self)Presentation.

Publication date:
2021

Document version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Document license:
Unspecified

Citation for published version (APA):
Brisch, N. (2021). Šamat: Deconstructing Temple Prostitution One Woman at a Time. In K. Droß-Krüpe, & S.
Fink (Eds.), Powerful Women in the Ancient World: Perception and (Self)Presentation.: Proceedings of the 8th
Melammu Workshop, Kassel, 30 January - 1 February 2019. (pp. 77-90). Zaphon. Melammu Workshops and
Monographs Vol. 4

Download date: 22. maj. 2023

https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/persons/nicole-brisch(895e64ca-b3b5-42c0-9121-eb3dbda2574d).html
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/publications/amat-deconstructing-temple-prostitution-one-woman-at-a-time(956e489e-4aed-4c5c-afce-b676808c57e9).html


Zaphon

Powerful 
Women in the 
Ancient World 

Perception and 
(Self )Presentation

Proceedings of the 8th Melammu Workshop,
Kassel, 30 January – 1 February 2019 

Edited by Kerstin Droß-Krüpe 
and Sebastian Fink

www.zaphon.de

Pow
erful W

om
en in the A

ncient W
orld

M
W

M
  4

Melammu 
Workshops and 
Monographs 
4

MWM-4-Cover.indd   1 21.06.2021   20:57:46





Powerful Women in the Ancient World 
 
Perception and (Self)Presentation 
 
 
Proceedings of the 8th Melammu Workshop, 
Kassel, 30 January – 1 February 2019 
 
 
Edited by  
Kerstin Droß-Krüpe and Sebastian Fink  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 

Melammu Workshops and Monographs  
  
Volume 4 
 
 
Edited by  
Sebastian Fink and Robert Rollinger 
 
 
Scientific Board 
Alberto Bernabé (Madrid) 
Josine Blok (Utrecht) 
Rémy Boucharlat (Lyon) 
Eckart Frahm (New Haven) 
Mait Kõiv (Tartu) 
Ingo Kottsieper (Göttingen) 
Daniele Morandi Bonacossi (Udine) 
Sabine Müller (Marburg) 
Simonetta Ponchia (Verona) 
Kurt Raaflaub (Providence)  
Thomas Schneider (Vancouver) 
Rahim Shayegan (Los Angeles) 
Shigeo Yamada (Tsukuba) 
 
  



Powerful Women in the Ancient World 
 
Perception and (Self)Presentation  
 
 
Proceedings of the 8th Melammu Workshop, 
Kassel, 30 January – 1 February 2019 
 
 
Edited by  
Kerstin Droß-Krüpe and Sebastian Fink 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Zaphon 
Münster 
2021 



 

The Melammu Logo was drawn by Rita Berg from a Greco-Persian style seal found 
on the north-eastern shore of the Black Sea (Dominique Collon, First Impressions: 
Cylinder Seals in the Ancient Near East (London: British Museum Publications 
1987), no. 432). 

Illustration on the cover: Morton Dürr / Lars Horneman: Zenobia. København 2016, 
p. 43, by courtesy of the authors. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Powerful Women in the Ancient World. Perception and (Self)Presentation. 
Proceedings of the 8th Melammu Workshop, Kassel, 30 January – 1 February 2019 

Edited by Kerstin Droß-Krüpe and Sebastian Fink 

Melammu Workshops and Monographs 4 
 
 
 
 
 
 
© 2021 Zaphon, Enkingweg 36, Münster    (www.zaphon.de) 
 
All rights reserved.  
Printed in Germany. Printed on acid-free paper. 
 
 
ISBN 978-3-96327-138-0 (Buch) 

ISBN 978-3-96327-139-7 (E-Book) 
 
ISSN 2698-8224



 
Table of Contents 

 
 
Preface and Acknowledgements 
Kerstin Droß-Krüpe / Sebastian Fink ................................................................... 9 
 
Powerful Women in the Ancient World in the Light of the Sources 

Innana and En-ḫedu-ana: Mutual Empowerment and the Myth INNANA 
CONQUERS UR 
Annette Zgoll ....................................................................................................... 13 

The Many Lives of Enheduana: Identity, Authorship, and the “World’s  
First Poet” 
Gina Konstantopoulos ........................................................................................ 57 

Šamḫat: Deconstructing Temple Prostitution One Woman at a Time 
Nicole Brisch ...................................................................................................... 77 

Hatshepsut: The Feminine Horus and Daughter of Amun on the Throne  
of Atum 
David A. Warburton ............................................................................................ 91 

Bathsheba and Beyond: Harem Politics in the Ancient Near East 
Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones ...................................................................................... 145 

The Agency of Female Prophets in the Bible: Independent or Instrumental?  
Prophetic or Political? 
Martti Nissinen ................................................................................................. 161 

Women at the Heart of the Tribal System in the Book of Genesis 
Stéphanie Anthonioz ......................................................................................... 185 

Between a Queen and an Ordinary Woman: On Laodice and the  
Representation of Women in Cuneiform Sources in the Hellenistic Period 
Paola Corò ........................................................................................................ 201 

Antigone: Political Power and Resonance 
Claudia Horst ................................................................................................... 211 

Mighty, but quiet? Elpinice between Conflicting Priorities 
in Interpretations and Sources 
Florian Krüpe ................................................................................................... 227 

On a Dynastic Mission: Olympias and Kleopatra, Agents of their House 
Sabine Müller .................................................................................................... 241 



6 Table of Contents 

(Re)Taking Halikarnassos: Ada, Alexander the Great and Karian Queenship 
Timothy Howe ................................................................................................... 259 

Amanishakheto: A Meroitic Ruling Queen of the Late 1st Cent. BC /  
Early 1st Cent. AD 
Josefine Kuckertz .............................................................................................. 287 

Cornelia: A Powerful Woman 
Kordula Schnegg............................................................................................... 323 

Domum servavit, lanam fecit: Livia and the Rewriting of the Female Model  
in the Augustan Age 
Francesca Rohr Vio .......................................................................................... 349 

Iulia maior on the Move: exemplum licentiae and euergetis  
Christiane Kunst ............................................................................................... 361 

Der Tod Messalinas. Folge sexueller Libertinage oder Machtkalkül? 
Helmuth Schneider ............................................................................................ 379 

Feminine, influential and different? The Presentation of Julia Domna 
Brigitte Truschnegg .......................................................................................... 413 

Zenobia of Palmyra: A Female Roman Ruler in Times of Crisis 
Udo Hartmann .................................................................................................. 433 

“Earthly yoke”? The Estate of Valeria Melania 
Ireneusz Milewski .............................................................................................. 453 

Shirin in Context: Female Agency and the Wives of the Sasanian King 
Khosrow Parviz 
Ewan Short / Eve MacDonald........................................................................... 475 
 
Powerful Women in the Ancient World in Modern Thought    

Cleopatra as a Strong Woman in Modern Times: A Less Negative Episode  
in a Disfigured Tradition? 
François de Callataÿ ........................................................................................ 499 

Rome Herself: Female Characters in Günther Birkenfeld’s Augustus Novels 
(1934–1984) 
Martin Lindner .................................................................................................. 519 

Depicting the Palmyrene Queen Zenobia: From Baroque “femmes fortes”  
to Modern Comic Books 
Anja Wieber ...................................................................................................... 541 
 
  



 Table of Contents 7 

Bios ................................................................................................................... 567 
 
Index................................................................................................................. 573 
 Names .......................................................................................................... 573 
 Places ........................................................................................................... 583 
 





Šamḫat 
Deconstructing Temple Prostitution One Woman at a Time 

 
Nicole Brisch 

 
 
The name of Šamḫat, the well-known woman from the Babylonian Epic of Gil-
gamesh, who initiated the wild man Enkidu into the civilized world through sex-
ual intercourse, was chosen here as one of the most famous literary characters 
connected to temple prostitution in the ancient Near East.1 Prostitution in general 
and temple or sacred prostitution more specifically are topics that continue to 
elicit strong responses to this day, especially where the interpretation of ancient 
Near Eastern data is concerned. Scholarly discourse on the question of temple 
prostitution vacillates between a staunch affirmation of its existence (e.g. Cooper, 
2006; 2013; 2016; Lambert, 1992; Wilhelm, 1990; Yoffee, 1998; Yoffee, 2004: 
121–128; Leick, 1994; Stol, 2016: 419–435) and a complete or almost complete 
denial (Assante, 1998; Rubio, 1999; Budin, 2008; Roth, 2006; Shehata, 2009: 103 
and 222).2 The roots of the idea of temple prostitution can be traced back to Hero-
dotus, the ‘father of history’ whose descriptions of Babylonian customs include 
that of women soliciting sex in exchange for money at a temple (Wilhelm, 1990; 
Goodnick Westenholz, 1989; Roth, 2006; Cooper, 2013: 49–50; Yoffee, 2004: 
121–122). As Roth (2006: 22) has so aptly put it: “Although there is not a single 
modern piece of scholarship that gives any credence at all to any of Herodotus’s 
other “Babylonian customs” – whether wise or shameful – his story about the 
ritual defloration and sexual accessibility of common women in the sacred realm 
(“Babylonian sacred prostitution”) remains stubbornly embedded as an accepted 
fact in the literature.” 

The topic of temple prostitution continues to reverberate today, sometimes in 
rather unexpected ways. For example, the Turkish Sumerologist Muazzez Çiğ was 
indicted in Turkey in 2006 on charges of insulting Muslim women and inciting 
religious hatred. The reasons for her indictment were found in a book that she had 
authored, in which she hypothesized that the head scarf traditionally worn by re-

 
1 And although this article does not discuss Šamḫat at length, this contribution does include 
a discussion of her title ḫarimtum, a term that is central to the question of ancient Near 
Eastern temple prostitution. 
2 I would like to express my sincerest gratitude to Sebastian Fink and Kerstin Droß-Krüpe 
for organizing this wonderful workshop on such an important topic and for the invitation 
to participate in it. I am extremely grateful for the fellowship at the Wissenschaftskolleg 
zu Berlin (2019–20), which allowed me the time and mental space to explore the question 
of temple prostitution in greater detail. 
Abbreviations follow the Assyrian Dictionary of the Oriental Institute of the University of 
Chicago. 
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ligious Muslim women can be traced back to pre-Islamic times, when ancient 
Mesopotamian priestesses that engaged in temple prostitution covered their heads 
with scarves. Çiğ, who was 92 at the time of the trial, was acquitted of the charges 
in less than an hour, and images of the nonagenarian, her arms raised in victory, 
made the news around the world.3 In other cases, the purported existence of an-
cient Near Eastern temple prostitution has been used to legitimize and de-stigma-
tize modern sex workers by showing that this practice was not as defamed in the 
distant past as it is today. To quote an example: “The earliest records of prostitu-
tion show that it took place in temples: to visit a prostitute was to make paeans to 
the goddess. In fact, one of the earliest known deities was Inanna – a female pros-
titute (…).” (Sanders et al., 2009: 1). While the wish to de-stigmatize modern sex 
work is understandable, one should also be careful with fitting the past into a mold 
that suits modern purposes only. To describe the goddess Inanna as a female pros-
titute falls far short of the complexity of one of the most ancient goddesses in the 
Mesopotamian pantheon. 

The following represents an attempt to critically discuss and re-evaluate the 
question of temple prostitution by reviewing some of the available data and their 
interpretation. In this context, it is also important to show that a discussion of 
temple prostitution cannot and should not be analyzed in isolation from the role 
of women in ancient Mesopotamia. Moreover, in reviewing the extant literature, 
it becomes clear that there are some serious methodological problems in the cur-
rent debates surrounding temple prostitution. In particular, the uncritical use of 
singular and isolated historical sources from diverse geographical and chronolog-
ical backgrounds to make arguments pertaining to three millennia of Mesopota-
mian history is unquestionably one of the weakest arguments on both sides of the 
debate. Thus, a single text from Nuzi, a city located in the periphery of Mesopo-
tamia (Wilhelm, 1990) has often been hailed as incontrovertible proof for the ex-
istence temple prostitution (Wilhelm, 1990: 516–523; Stol, 2016: 419). Yet, this 
singular source, which is moreover post-Old Babylonian and dates to the period 
of about 1600–1400 BCE, cannot and should not be used to make claims pertain-
ing to the entire ancient Near East and the entirety of Mesopotamian history.4 

Additionally, historical sources are often used as if they are of equal value: 
thus, the Code of Hammurabi, literary texts, divinatory texts, and legal and ad-
ministrative documents, a mishmash of genres spanning two or three millennia, 
are all seen as having equal historical value when attempting to reconstruct this 
societal phenomenon. Equally problematic is the assumption by those that have 
argued for the existence of temple prostitution that it is a historical constant whose 
existence is a given. Thus, because a word, for example the Akkadian ḫarimtu, 
can be translated as “prostitute” in some cases, does not mean that the term always 

 
3 BBC News, 6 November 2006. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/6106098.stm accessed 
on 28 October 2019. 
4 Rubio (1999) has offered an alternative interpretation of this singular source. 
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and in all sources has the same meaning, a point that was already made by Assante 
(1998). 

An additional aspect that needs to be taken into consideration when discussing 
the question of temple prostitution are the strong local differences in the admin-
istrative and religious organization and performance of religion in ancient Meso-
potamia. Recent research has shown that the same priestly titles did not neces-
sarily have had the same meaning or function across all cities in the Mesopota-
mian heartland. 

 A case in point is the priestly office called the nadītum in Akkadian, lukur in 
Sumerian (Harris, 1975: 305–312; Yoffee, 2004: 116–121; Stone ,1982). Harris’s 
pioneering study of the office of the nadītum at the city of Sippar showed that 
these women were not allowed to have sexual relations (Harris, 1975: 306). How-
ever, more recent studies of nadītum and other priestesses have shown that there 
are significant differences in the ways the priestesses were organized and lived 
throughout Babylonia (see the comparative table in Barberon, 2012: 108). Addi-
tionally, in Goddeeris’s publication of new legal and administrative documents 
from Nippur, there appears a woman by the name of Narāmtum, who was a 
nadītum priestess of Lugalaba. Not only was this nadītum priestess married, she 
also adopted children (Goddeeris, 2016: 361). This represents clear and unequiv-
ocal evidence for local differences in the practicing of religious offices during the 
Old Babylonian period and should serve as a warning against making wide-reach-
ing claims on the role, functions, restrictions, and freedoms of women that were 
appointed priestesses. 

 
Definitions 
Before discussing whether or how temple prostitution can or cannot be identified 
in ancient Mesopotamia, it is worth thinking about definitions: what do we actu-
ally mean when we use the terms prostitution or temple prostitution? In her con-
tribution on “Prostitution” in the Oxford Handbook of Crime and Policy, Jody 
Miller writes: 

“Definitions and meanings of prostitution are widely contested. It is gener-
ally agreed that prostitution involves the exchange of sexual activities for 
economic remuneration with individuals with whom no special relation-
ship otherwise exists.” (Miller 2011: 549) 

As Miller points out, this definition concentrates on the “sellers rather than the 
purchasers of commercial sex” (italics original) and therefore has often focused 
exclusively on women rather than men (Miller 2011: 549). It is interesting to note 
that the same way of thinking is often visible in studies of ancient Near Eastern 
temple prostitution, where the focus has been on the female priestesses that pur-
portedly sold sex instead of the men that may have been consumers and purchas-
ers of sex. 
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The difficulties in defining prostitution in modern societies can serve as a neat 
illustration that the identification of prostitution in ancient societies that are cul-
turally, chronologically, and geographically so far removed from today can add 
even more layers of complication to such attempts. Thus, the question arises what 
an economic remuneration may have been in the context of temple prostitution. 
Did priestesses perform sexual acts as rituals in service of the deity they served? 
Did the priestesses receive payment for these services that contributed to the tem-
ple’s accounts? Or did men pay the temple prostitute’s husbands or brothers so 
that they could pay the temple for the services their wives and sisters rendered on 
behalf of the temples? Yoffee (2004: 126–127) has argued that the women, which 
he identified as women that performed sexual rituals, did not receive economic 
remuneration but that the sexual intercourse they practiced was part of religious 
rituals, which we only poorly understand. However, if that was indeed the case, 
is it sensible to call these women “prostitutes”? 

Before going further, I should like to add that it is in some cases extremely 
difficult to separate fact from fiction, that is to separate textual (and archaeologi-
cal) evidence from (modern or ancient) interpretations, and what modern scholars 
read into ancient texts. Accordingly, and as has been stated numerous times, there 
is not a single text that constitutes a contract between a person, whether belonging 
to the temple or not, that sold sexual services to another person for an economic 
remuneration. However, given that writing was only used in particular contexts, 
especially elite contexts that required written documentation of a given act, it is 
also unlikely that such a document will ever be found. 
 
Šamḫat: a harlot? 
It is told in the Babylonian Epic of Gilgamesh that Šamḫat lay with Enkidu, who 
became Gilgamesh’s trusted friend and companion, for “7 days and 7 nights.” 
Andrew George has recently proposed – on the basis of a new manuscript – that 
the sexual intercourse that was part of Enkidu’s initiation to turn him from a brute 
man who lived with animals into a civilized man that wore clothes and kept the 
company of women, took place two times, not just once (George, 2018). The rit-
ualized act of sexual intercourse here functions clearly as a rite of passage from 
the stage of being part of nature to the stage of being part of civilization, with the 
week-long sexual intercourse representing the liminal phase of transition. Šamḫat 
is, in the Standard Babylonian version of the Epic but also in the newly published 
tablet (George, 2018: 14), designated with the Akkadian term ḫarimtum, a word 
that is frequently translated as “harlot” or “prostitute.” Nevertheless, the Gilga-
mesh Epic does not actually mention that she received monetary remuneration for 
the services she rendered, though of course Enkidu’s curse and subsequent bless-
ings represent a poetic portrayal of a prostitute’s life (see also Leick, 1994: 165–
167; Cooper, 2016: 212–213). Thus, the literary image of Šamḫat as the prostitute 
may serve a very specific poetic rendering of what distinguishes nature from cul-
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ture (or civilization). But does this mean that the ḫarīmtum was a prostitute in real 
life? 

Assante (1998) has shown in her in-depth study of the term ḫarīmtum that 
modern scholars have connected almost every female priestly office, not just the 
office of the ḫarīmtum, at one time or another to prostitution and/or the sacred 
marriage ritual. The NIN-dingir priestess, a priestess of high standing in early 
Mesopotamia (Renger, 1967: 139–141; Steinkeller, 1999; Stol, 2000), is also 
good example for this. Additionally, the above-mentioned nadītum has also been 
identified as a “prostitute” by some (Lambert, 1992). 

It should be pointed out here that in general women were much more common 
in priestly offices in the early periods of Mesopotamian history, especially in the 
Ur III (ca. 2112–2004 BCE) and the Old Babylonian periods (ca. 2000–1595 
BCE). In post-Old Babylonian periods, among others in the Neo-Babylonian pe-
riod (625–539 BCE), there is a notable absence of women from religious offices 
(Waerzeggers, 2010: 49–51), especially in high-ranking offices, such as en- and 
NIN-dingir priestesses (Sallaberger and Huber Vuillet 2003–2005: 627–628). 
Even though the Neo-Babylonian king Nabonidus attempted to revive the custom 
of appointing his daughter as the high-priestess of the moon god, this seems to 
have been an isolated event that was not continued. The reasons for this notable 
absence of women are not entirely clear and should be studied further. This is 
important, because a study of prostitution and other forms of sex work should take 
social and historical changes into consideration. Moreover, as Stol (2016: 426) 
has pointed out, many of the old titles for priestesses became devalued and 
associated with prostitution in later parts of Mesopotamian history, an example 
being the title qadištum, a title designating a woman who likely acted as a midwife 
but later became associated with prostitution. I believe this is a very significant 
factor that has not been taken into consideration adequately in the discussion 
surrounding temple prostitution. For example, late, i.e. first millennium BCE, 
evidence from lexical lists, in which many priestly titles were lumped together 
and then translated as “prostitutes” is very often used to argue for the existence of 
temple prostitution in the Old Babylonian period, almost one thousand years 
earlier. 
 
Terms that possibly designate temple prostitutes 
There are several Akkadian and Sumerian terms that have been connected to pros-
titution, yet it is not possible here to distinguish between what may be terms for 
“prostitutes” and “temple prostitutes.” It will be impossible in the following to 
discuss all the terms in depth, and I will try to focus on a selection. I shall more-
over try to show that a careful separation of the historical sources should make us 
re-think at least some of the translation of these terms as “temple prostitute,” when 
alternative interpretations of this term are not only possible but also likely. A brief 
survey of the evidence from the Old Babylonian period will be followed by a 
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discussion of alternative narratives of what the ritual functions of these women 
may have been. 

ḫarimtum 
The Akkadian term ḫarimtum, in Sumerian munuskar-kid, is perhaps the term that 
is most frequently translated as “prostitute.” It is possible that ḫarimtum is derived 
from the verb ḫarāmum which means “to separate,”5 and that ḫarimtum describes 
a woman that is separated from society, but this etymology has to remain specu-
lative. The Sumerian term (munus)kar-kid has been interpreted as a reference to a 
woman working at the quay/harbor area as the place where she pursued her busi-
ness (Lambert, 1992: 138; Cooper, 2016: 213); however, the evidence adduced 
for this interpretation seems rather weak. 

At Sippar, an office or service called ḫarimūtum is headed and organized by a 
male temple official called the gala-mah (in Akkadian g/kalamāḫu), the chief 
lamentation priest (Tanret / van Lerberghe, 1993; Tanret, 2011). The chief lamen-
tation priest is in charge of assigning the ritual duties (called parṣū in Akkadian, 
variously translated as “rite, ritual, temple office, prebend, income from a pre-
bend” etc.6). In the case of the chief lamentation priest Ur-Utu, the rites he was in 
charge of were that of Annunitum, a goddess that may originally have been a 
name of the war-like, male aspect of the goddess Ištar and then became venerated 
on her own (Selz, 2000: 29. 34–35). Although ḫarimūtum is commonly associated 
with prostitution, there is no evidence for this in the administrative texts related 
to the performance of these rituals that were designated such and, in fact, thus far 
there seems to be only evidence for men having performed the ḫarimūtum for the 
goddess Annunitum at Sippar (Tanret / van Lerberghe, 1993: 441 and n. 14).7 

In contrast to the actual administrative accounts, it is the literary texts that 
seemingly offer evidence for prostitution (Cooper, 2016: 213). In the Sumerian 

 
5 See AHw II, p. 325, s.v. ḫarimtu(m) “Abgesonderte, Prostituierte” referring to AHw II, 
p. 323, s.v. ḫarāmu(m) II “absondern.” However, the verb does not occur in connection 
with women prostituting themselves. Also see CAD Ḫ, p. 89–90, s.v. ḫarāmu v., where it 
is noted: “possibly the etymon of ḫarimtu and ḫarmatu, if these words designate women 
socially set apart.” 
6 For further translation possibilities see CAD P, p. 195, s.v. parṣu. 
7 The discussion of the terms ḫarimūtum, translated by some as “office of the prostitute” 
but in Sippar performed by men, and redûtum, perhaps to be translated as “office of the 
soldier,” in Sippar performed by women, has presented many difficulties for those that 
have argued for the existence of temple prostitution. Gallery (1980) made careful sugges-
tions that in later literature often got merged into interpretations that suited the argument. 
There is not enough space here to discuss some of the more outlandish suggestions that 
have been made to account for the designations that do not conform to modern ideas of 
prostitution. Perhaps one should consider rituals in which traditional gender roles were 
switched, i.e. men performed ḫarimūtum “harimu-service” and women performed redûtum 
“military service.” Whether the ḫarimūtum consisted of sexual acts is not clear. 
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literary corpus there is one reference in a partially fragmentary love-song of the 
goddess Inanna that has a couple, albeit partial duplicates; the subscript of the 
fragmentary and short composition in question (CBS 8530) states that it is a bal-
bal d⸢inanna⸣-[kam], a “Balbal-song of the goddess Inanna” (Sjöberg, 1977: 16; 
Sefati, 1998: 383 no. 5). These types of songs are typically love-songs extolling 
the goddesses’ sexuality rather explicitly. The passage in question can be trans-
lated as “When I stand by the wall, it is 1 lamb (sc. in payment) / When I bend 
over, it is 1 ½ shekels.” 8 Whether or not this may or may not reflect a real payment 
that was made to a temple in exchange for sexual intercourse, using a fragmentary 
love-song as evidence for the existence of temple prostitution of Inanna’s priests 
seems questionable at best. While Inanna does carry the title kar-kid, albeit only 
in a few Sumerian literary compositions, this title is not mentioned in the just 
quoted love-song; because the meaning of some of these titles and epithets of 
Inanna still escape a full understanding, the conclusions drawn on the basis of a 
few attestations of a title and one more or less explicit but fragmentary attestation 
in a love-song make for rather flimsy evidence for the real-life existence of temple 
prostitution in the Old Babylonian period. The above-mentioned passage from the 
Babylonian Epic of Gilgamesh about Enkidu’s initiation into civilization through 
sexuality does not occur in the Sumerian Gilgamesh tales. 

Additionally, we do lack any contracts that recorded payment in exchange for 
sex where a ḫarimtum was mentioned, though one should add that such a transac-
tion probably would not have been recorded in writing, so this argumentum ex 
silencio is not necessarily meaningful. 
 
kezertum 
Another important priestly title that frequently has been connected to sacred pros-
titution is the title kezertum (Sumerian: munussuḫur-lá), which is translated as 
“prostitute,” both by the CAD and the AHw.9 The CAD distinguishes, moreover, 
a male substantive kezrum, which, by contrast, is translated more neutrally as 
“person with curled hair,”10 a courtesy that the female form of the noun was only 
afforded in brackets. Because the verb kezērum originally means “to curl the hair,” 
a more neutral translation of kezertum (the female form of the noun derived from 
the verb) and kezrum (the male form of the noun) could just have been “woman” 
or “man with curly hair.” 

Kezrētum women have been associated with prostitution, because in the first 
millennium BCE they were often mentioned together with ḫarimtum and šamḫa-

 
8 e2-gar8-da gub-bu-g̃u10 1 sila4-am3 / gam-e-g̃u10 1 ½ gin2-am3 (CBS 8530 obv. I 10’–11’ 
= obv. I 19–20 in Sjöberg’s [1977: 17] editio princeps). 
9 CAD K, p. 314, s.v. kezertu “prostitute (lit. woman with curled hair, a hair-do character-
istic of a special status)”; AHw I, p. 468, s.v. kezretu(m) “eine Dirne mit kizirtu-Haar-
tracht.” 
10 CAD K, p. 316, s.v. kezru. 
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tum, especially in lexical lists, but again, in the early second millennium BCE, 
there is no hard evidence to prove that they engaged in prostitution. Additionally, 
as already mentioned above, other titles of priestesses were devalued through an 
association with prostitution in the first millennium BCE, so the late evidence can 
hardly be used to make solid arguments for the early second millennium BCE. 

In the Old Babylonian period, the designation kezertum is attested in several 
cities (in Larsa: Shehata, 2009: 102–103; and perhaps in Babylon: Barberon, 
2012: 45), but our best evidence comes from the city of Kiš during the late Old 
Babylonian period (Yoffee, 1998; Yoffee, 2004: 121–128). There is a suggestion 
that the kezrētum women were originally from Uruk, where they were associated 
with the goddess Inanna.11 Women that had the designation kezertum could be of 
high or low standing, married or unmarried (Shehata, 2009: 103). 

A group of legal documents from Kiš, which are similar to loan contracts and 
which state amounts of silver that were owed to the “overseer of the kezrētu 
women” (ugula suḫur-la2-meš) (Yoffee 1998), are an important source for under-
standing some of the economic aspects of kezertum rituals. The silver that is owed 
is sometimes further described as ša3 ne2-bi-iḫ ke-ze-ri “from the payment/com-
pensation of the Kezerum” (e.g. YOS 13, 312 l. 2) or sometimes as ša3 ku3-babbar 
ke-ze-e-ri “from the silver of the Kezerum” (e.g. YOS 13, 45 l. 2). The loan 
contracts state that the women owe this amount of silver to the overseer of the 
kezrētu and that either their husbands or their brothers will guarantee the payment 
of this fee to the overseer. Out of this some scholars have constructed an imagined 
sexual rite, which a woman performed and for which the overseer, who was 
affiliated with the temple, was owed money to, which then their husbands or 
brothers had to pay. A few texts also specify that the silver was part of the parṣū 
“ritual” of the kezrētum (Yoffee, 1998: 321; Shehata, 2009: 221). 

A singular text shows a list of kezrētum women, some of whom were of high 
standing in society (YOS 13, 111). Yoffee (1998: 328–329; 2004: 124) interpreted 
this text as indicating the assignment of kezrētu women to these women of high 
standing, i.e. each of the women named in the list, whose titles (or the titles of 
their family members) indicate that they were of high standing in society, was 
assigned an unnamed kezertum woman. By contrast, Shehata (2009: 221) pro-
posed to read the text as a list of women of high standing that were collectively 
designated as kezrētum women, an interpretation that is much more in line with 

 
11 The idea of a goddess AN.AN.INANNA (Shehata, 2009: 217), whose worship may have 
moved from Uruk to Kiš late in the Old Babylonian period after some of the southern cities 
were deserted, may have to be reconsidered in light of some indications for the worship of 
both An and Inanna in Uruk during the Old Babylonian period (Brisch, 1998). The joint 
worship of An and Inanna at Uruk could also potentially put a damper on the idea that all 
priestesses of Inanna were temple prostitutes, but it would need to be studied further; thus 
far, there is to my knowledge no suggestion that priests in charge of An’s worship were 
also sacred prostitutes.  
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administrative practices of bookkeeping in ancient Mesopotamia. For example, 
the list begins with the entry: 1 munus e2-gi4-a ḫu-la-am-ḫu-uš ugula mar-tu “1 
woman, the daughter-in-law of Hulamhuš, the general,” which Yoffee (1998: 
328) translated as “1 (kezertu assigned to) (…).” The summary of this list states: 
šu-nigin 8 munus ke-ez-re-tum “8 kezrētum women” (YOS 13, 111, l. 17). There 
is nothing that speaks against interpreting these women of high standing as 
kezrētum women, or at the very least that interpretation should be seriously con-
sidered and then only rejected with good reason. One suspects that the only reason 
that the interpretation of the list as assignments of kezrētum to women of high 
standing was that the supposed sexual nature of these rituals. Yet, if alternative 
interpretations for the rituals that were performed are considered (see below), such 
hermeneutic acrobatics or tautologies may not be necessary (a kezertum woman 
is a prostitute, because prostitutes are called kezertum). 

In literary texts, there is only one attestation to my knowledge, in which a 
kezertum woman is mentioned. The composition is a unique Old Babylonian man-
uscript from Nippur that is difficult to interpret but may indicate that the kezertum 
here acted as a musical entertainer (Roth, 1983: 278; Shehata, 2007).12 Shehata 
(2007: 521) followed Roth’s (1983: 275) interpretation of the texts as a “comic 
morality tale.” 
 
Women and rituals in Early Mesopotamia – an alternative narrative? 
When analyzing the role of women as actors within ancient Mesopotamian reli-
gion during the Old Babylonian period, one cannot help but notice that, beginning 
with Herodotus and ending with modern scholarly discourse, the sexualization of 
priestesses is reminiscent of classic Orientalist fantasies.  

Shehata (2009: 102 and 221–222) has proposed a realistic alternative interpre-
tation of the rituals that these women performed based on a different reading of 
the available data. She points to two letters, which are, admittedly, slightly older 
than the data from Kiš, as they date to the time of Hammurabi of Babylon. At 
least one of these letters (AbB 2, 34) mentions kezrētum women in connection 
with transporting goddesses from Emutbala to Babylon via a boat.13 The letter 

 
12 Attestations at the city of Mari in northern Mesopotamia, which show that kezrētum 
women were of lower standing and served in the royal harem, which has also been taken 
as an argument in favor of these women having served as prostitutes (Yoffee, 2004: 125 
with further references), are not necessarily relevant in this context. As already mentioned 
above, there are clear indications for local variations in the meaning of titles and in the 
functions of priestly offices in ancient Mesopotamia. 
13 The relevant passage in the letter AbB 2, 34 lines 6–7 read a-na iš-ta-ra-a-tim ša e-mut-
ba-lim re-de-e-em (…) “in order to escort the goddesses from Emutbalum (…)” . CAD I/J, 
p. 271, s.v. ištarītu 2. (woman of special status), suggests a different interpretation. Here 
ištarītu (pl. ištarātu) is understood as a designation of women of a special status that were 
to be sent from Emutbalum to Babylon. CAD R, p. 231, s.v. redû 1.b. “to take along, escort 
persons” 4’ “other persons, divine statues” reads ištarātum and seems to interpret it as as 
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written by king Hammurabi himself to his trusted governor Sîn-iddinam states 
that the kezrētum women are to follow the goddesses on the boat, perhaps in a 
separate boat, and also stipulates that both the goddesses and the kezrētum women 
should receive enough travel provisions. The travel provisions for the goddesses 
are specified as bread, beer, and sheep. It is unclear which goddesses were trans-
ported on the boat, and it is also unclear to which deities the kezrētum women 
were devoted to. Although they do not seem to have travelled on the same boat, 
one could speculate that the kezrētum women were to travel together with the 
goddesses as some kind of “goddess’s maid,” in charge of their well-being (per-
haps grooming?) during their journey. 

Even though this letter also represents a singular attestation, it could indicate 
an alternative scenario, which, far from linking kezrētum women with prostitution 
associates them with taking care of goddesses while travelling. An additional text 
from Kiš describes that the “overseer of the kezrētum women” rented a canal 
(YOS 13, 236 + 326, see Yoffee, 1998: 327–328). Perhaps it was the overseer’s 
responsibility to rent canals for the purpose of transporting gods and goddesses. 

This explanation would also work well with the singular text discussed above, 
which mentions women of high standing that were summarized as “8 kezrētum 
women.” If indeed their religious duties consisted of accompanying goddesses, 
then women of high standing would have willingly served in this capacity, with 
their husbands, or in case of monetary problems their brothers, willingly paying 
the required fees that would allow them to participate in this religious duty and 
privilege. A part of the fee would benefit the temple or the palace, whoever was 
in charge of organizing the journeys. Divine journeys for the purpose of festivals 
were not uncommon in ancient Mesopotamia, and several Sumerian literary texts 
describe such divine journeys. In fact, there is even a mythological tale in which 
the goddess Inanna steals the divine rites (Sumerian: me, Akkadian parṣū) from 
Enki in Eridu and brings them to Uruk, her home. Among these rites are also 
various priestly offices. She transports all of the rites to Uruk on the “Boat of 
Heaven.”14 So if we do want to use literary and mythological texts to reconstruct 
ancient rituals, why not this one? 

As already mentioned above, there are a number of indications that show that 
female priestly titles became lumped together under the header of “prostitutes” or 
“prostitution,” both in literary texts and in later time periods, when there were far 
fewer women in priestly offices. It is also possible that the title kezertum originally 
never meant “prostitute” but was just that, a priestly title whose full meaning we 
do not yet grasp, and that later became a synonym of derogatory expressions that 
designated women as prostitutes. 

 
“goddesses” or “divine statues.” 
14 A full edition of the myth Inanna and Enki can be found in Farber-Flügge, 1973; for 
further literature see the Electronic Text Corpus of Sumerian Literature, http://etcsl.orinst. 
ox.ac.uk/cgi-bin/etcsl.cgi?text=c.1.3.1&display=Crit&charenc=gcirc#. 
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While I do not wish to pretend that the alternative reading proposed here is 
necessarily more convincing than the interpretation of kezrētum women as pros-
titutes, I believe that it is important to consider this alternative scenario seriously 
and to study the textual evidence in greater detail, while keeping an open mind. I 
believe this is a point that Finkelstein (1972: 10–11) already underlined in his 
publication of many of the texts relating to these women’s activities. 

 
Conclusions 
First and foremost, it is clear that there is a need for proper source critique when 
it comes to the reconstruction of the roles of women and female temple employees 
in ancient Mesopotamia. Firstly, the women need to be studied within a given 
societal and historical context, without mixing evidence from three millennia. It 
is important not just to isolate a role of the “temple prostitute” and ignore all other 
offices that women held as part of their religious duties. Second, a study needs to 
include a proper evaluation of the purpose of a given text. Thus, evidence from 
law codes, be they from the Ur III, Old Babylonian, or Middle Assyrian periods, 
should be evaluated carefully and collated using data from other sources, such as 
contemporary legal and administrative documents, when available. Thirdly, liter-
ary texts, though important for understanding a specific image that was created in 
a specific context may not reflect social realities in all of Mesopotamia’s historical 
periods. Similarly, lexical texts also had a different purpose, for example, the 
teaching of writing, associations, and ordering the world, among others. Moreo-
ver, there is a need for more care to be taken when translating specific terms. 

One thing that one cannot help but notice is that priestly offices, especially 
those that are connected to the goddess Inanna/Ištar, have been interpreted as 
prostitutes. And here more often than not mythological and other religious texts, 
in which Inanna/Ištar is described as the insatiable prostitute, are used as argu-
ments in favor of temple prostitution. Yet, to my mind it is extremely problematic 
to draw such concrete conclusions on the basis of mythological texts, while dis-
regarding other mythological texts about Inanna that show a very different picture 
of her.15 

Although a firm argument cannot be made at this point, we should seriously 
consider the hypothesis that sometime during the Old Babylonian period, societal 
changes led to a stigmatization of some women in priestly offices affiliated with 
the goddess Inanna/Ištar, which led to the creation and then further transmission 
of the literary image of the temple prostitute. It is not argued here that no prosti-
tution ever existed in ancient Mesopotamia (the Sumerian term kar-kid, for exam-
ple, is mentioned in the Instructions of Šurrupag in the context of slaves); instead, 
it is argued here that we should attempt to separate fact from fiction and decon-

 
15 Incidentally, I have not seen any suggestions that (male?) priests of Enki committed 
incest or rape, because the myth Enki and Ninhursanga describes the god committing in-
cest on generations of his daughters. 
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struct the sexualization of women in priestly offices, be they temporary offices 
that saw women of high standing performing religious rites, be they women of 
high or low standing that were employed by temples to perform rituals or organize 
economic aspects of acquiring the material goods necessary for performing these 
rituals. 

It is clear that women were much more present as actors within religious of-
fices in the early periods of Mesopotamian history, i.e. in the third and early sec-
ond millennia BCE. In fact, women from the royal family and other elite families 
occupied important priestly offices, and through their positions these women also 
acquired economic powers, which enabled them to be active participants in econ-
omy and society, for example, through lending money or purchasing real estate. 
Not all priestesses were rich and famous, but also lower-ranking priestesses ac-
tively participated in religious rituals and, perhaps through this were able to secure 
their livelihood and income. 
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