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Cécile Michel
Women Work, Men are Professionals
in the Old Assyrian Archives

The Old Assyrian private archives are predominantly of a commercial nature;
however, compared to other cuneiform corpuses, they include a large propor-
tion of texts related to women and their activities. These texts show that wives
and daughters of the Assyrian merchants, both at Aššur and Kaneš, enjoyed
considerable independence both socially and economically. Various types of
family records, such as marriage and divorce contracts, as well as testaments,
bear witness to the status of Assyrian women, mainly in Kaneš. The letters
Aššur women sent to their relatives in Kaneš reflect their preeminent role on
the home front as well as their contribution to long distance trade. In addition,
a few texts refer to the activities of the Anatolian women in Kaneš, especially
those married to Assyrian merchants.

This essay focuses on the gender-specific division of work in Old Assyrian
sources, and how female activities were perceived. After some definitions and
a quick presentation of the sources and their authors, an inventory of male
and female professions will be given and the rare female professions attested
will be compared with women’s activities in various spheres.

1 Definitions and sources

1.1 Occupation, profession, work and job

There are many English words referring to human activities, which need to be
clarified before studying women’s work in the Old Assyrian period from a gen-
der perspective; among these are profession, job, occupation and work. A “pro-
fession” is understood as an activity performed by a person who went through
a specific training or education.1 The words “job” and “occupation” include

1 For these definitions, see http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/essential-british-english/.

Acknowledgements: I address my warmest thanks to Benjamin Foster who kindly corrected
the English of this article.

Cécile Michel, CNRS, Archéologies et Sciences de l’Antiquité, Nanterre;
cecile.michel@mae.cnrs.fr
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194 Cécile Michel

profession; they correspond to an activity performed for compensation. “Work”
has an even wider meaning: it corresponds to a task assigned either by oneself
or by someone else and which has to be accomplished. Work can be interpreted
quite broadly; it includes, for example, house work. A job or an occupation is
thus work that is paid, independent of any training or qualification. It is also
important to distinguish between occupation and status, which is an accepted
or recognized social, legal or economic position. For example, the word hapirum
refers, in the beginning of the 2nd millennium BC, to displaced persons; these
persons could occasionally be ascribed to specific occupations (Durand 2005).
In this paper, which explores the work performed by women and men in the Old
Assyrian sources, the word profession will be used when referring to specific
designations as “weaver”, “cook”, “midwife”, etc.

1.2 The Old Assyrian Sources: what they say, what they
don’t say

The 22,500 Old Assyrian tablets excavated in the lower town of Kültepe be-
longed mainly to three generations of Assyrian merchants who settled there
during the first half of the 19th century BC. The great majority of the dated
texts – which represent 5% of the available sources – are concentrated in a
sixty-year period (ca. 1895–1835), and it has been suggested that this is the
case for the bulk of our documentation.2

According to modern categories, they can be classified into several text
genres: letters, contracts and juridical texts, personal memoranda, lists, and a
few non-commercial texts.3 The letters form the largest group, being the private
correspondence exchanged among the Assyrian merchants in Kaneš and their
families and colleagues in Aššur or in other Assyrian towns in Anatolia.4 Nu-
merous commercial and family contracts excavated at Kaneš involve both the
Assyrians and the Anatolians established in the lower town. Like other legal
texts – verdicts, proceedings, private summons –, they deal with commercial
and financial matters (Hertel 2013). The remaining group of tablets written for
commercial purposes consists of anonymous private accounts, memoranda,

2 Barjamovic et al. 2012. Note however that some groups of letters are the oldest texts kept in
archives, Michel 2008b.
3 For studies on the Old Assyrian archives, see for example Michel 1998; Larsen 2002; Veenhof
2003; Larsen 2008; Michel 2008a; Veenhof 2013. More generally, see the catalogue of Old As-
syrian tablets and the bibliography in Michel 2003; Michel 2006a and Michel 2011a.
4 Michel 2001, with an overview of letters written to or by women, 417–511.
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Women Work, Men are Professionals in the Old Assyrian Archives 195

lists of names, or distribution of goods to various people (Ulshöfer 1995). All
these texts are predominantly connected with the long distance trade the As-
syrians initiated between Aššur and Central Anatolia. However, because of the
displacement of families between Aššur and Anatolia, they also document fam-
ily matters and everyday life both in Aššur and in Kaneš.

Before analyzing the role of women in work and society through the Old
Assyrian archives, one needs to understand who wrote the texts, what these
texts tell and what they do not tell.

How many individuals were involved in writing so many tablets? School
texts document a scribal education for some merchants who produced neatly
written tablets with well-formed signs. It has been suggested that, because of
the enormous number of letters found at Kaneš, a significant percentage of the
Assyrian population was able to read and write (Michel 2008c). Indeed, the Old
Assyrian syllabary is quite simple and limited, and could be learned without
following specific courses and long training. The grammar and syntax of letters
are sometimes substandard, and they use vernacular language. These letters
seem to have been mostly written by the merchants themselves, who were trav-
eling extensively and could not always have a scribe at hand. Many women
sent letters from Aššur; their prose is often full of emotion (Larsen 2001). They
were themselves involved in commercial and financial operations and owned
personal archives. Several women were able to read, classify and write tablets;
a legal document explicitly mentions a commercial tablet written down by a
woman (Michel 2009a, 268–269).

The great majority of the texts were produced by men, documenting a male
world and male occupations, mainly linked to trade. Women, participating less
than men in international trade, are thus less visible. Also, the family trees
reconstructed by Assyriologists regularly lack female members. Women are
however still visible, especially those living alone in Aššur and sending letters
to Anatolia. The archive unearthed in 1993, belonging to Ali-ahum and his son
Aššur-taklāku, is a good case study; it shows that documented married women
are those who entered the family by marriage. Unmarried young girls are rarely
mentioned, usually only on the occasion of their marriage; they then leave the
family to enter their husband’s family (Michel 2015a). The activities of women
attested in this archive are those more generally observed for Assyrian women
in the Old Assyrian sources. Married women in Aššur managed their house-
holds and participated in textile production and export to Anatolia. Married
women in Kaneš were in charge of the household – including the archives –
when their husbands were away. Unmarried adult women, usually consecrated
to a deity, acted independently in financial matters and were involved in the
disposition of their fathers’ estates.
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196 Cécile Michel

1.3 Old Assyrian society and Old Anatolian society

The Aššur population was divided among Aššur, Kaneš and other trade settle-
ments in Anatolia. Various studies have been published trying to estimate the
Assyrian population in Aššur and Kaneš, as well as the total Kaneš population.
Even if the Old Assyrian levels in Aššur have not been excavated, it seems to
be accepted that, at the beginning of the 2nd millennium BC, the city did not
exceed 55 hectares, and was composed of between 7,000 and 10,000 inhabit-
ants (Larsen 2000, 79). Kaneš was much bigger, between 170 and 230 hectares,
and its population amounted to 25,000 or 30,000 persons (Barjamovic 2014),
including some 3,000 to 3,500 inhabitants living in the 9 hectares of the lower
town commercial district. Among these, there was a majority of Assyrians, all
of them involved in trade (Hertel 2014). Since the documentation was found in
the houses of these merchants, our data give a picture restricted to the people
in Aššur and in Kaneš mainly involved in long distance commerce. For Aššur,
we find, in connection with international exchanges, the king and his sons, the
eponyms and other high officials, priests and temples’ staff, heads of wealthy
families, etc. As a consequence, many attested occupations are directly linked
to trade and caravan enterprises. The same observation can be made for the
population of the Kaneš lower town since we have only the archives of the
commercial district.

The data concerning Anatolian society are even more biased since it is
documented only through its contacts with the Assyrian population. Indeed,
very few Anatolians left archives. Written in a borrowed language and script,
these archives are mainly made up of contracts, especially loan contracts, and
a few family contracts (Michel 2011b). So our data concerning Anatolian occu-
pations are to be found in the Assyrian archives. Besides the exercise of author-
ity and trade activities, the Anatolians provided food to the Assyrians who were
not involved in agriculture and herding.

All these observations concerning the authors and owners of archives must
be taken into account when analyzing the role of women in work and society
in a gender-oriented perspective.

2 Male and female professions in the
Old Assyrian Sources

Professions attested in the Old Assyrian sources have already been invento-
ried (Michel 2015b); the results of this study are summarized below. Profes-
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Women Work, Men are Professionals in the Old Assyrian Archives 197

sions are usually mentioned in distribution lists or other laconic contexts
which do not give details about the activities of professionals; these are usual-
ly anonymous.

I will leave aside all the officials, both Assyrians and Anatolians. Their
titles could sometimes be linked to a professional occupation. However it is
interesting to note that all the Assyrian officials mentioned in the texts are men
(Dercksen 2004), and no queen is attested at the side of the kings of Aššur.
Assyrian authorities and officials in Anatolia – hamuštum, šiprum, ṭupšarrum,
etc. – are also only men. As for the Anatolians, the fifty known Anatolian offi-
cials are all men (Veenhof 2008, 220–233; Michel 2014b, 120–122). However, we
must take into account that the local dialect did not make any gender distinc-
tion and we cannot completely exclude that some male official titles could
have exceptionally concealed some women. This is suggested by the fact that
some towns were ruled by a royal couple or by a queen alone (Michel 2001,
163–167).

As already observed, Old Assyrian texts focus on trade, thus trade profes-
sionals and jobs linked to international trade are the most frequent: bankers,
traders, transporters, freighters, donkey drivers, porters, agents; all these are
male professions.

When we look at professions concerned with food production and prepara-
tion, there is a little more diversity. When a professional is mentioned, his
ethnicity is not necessarily given, be it Assyrian or Anatolian. It was possible to
identify a male Anatolian cook (nuhittimum), two male Assyrian confectioners
(kakardinnum), a male Anatolian oil peddler (pāširum ša šamnim) and an oil
trader (ša šamnim), a male salt trader (ša ṭābtim), male Anatolian gardeners
(nukiribbum), and male Anatolian shepherds (rē’um). The only female occupa-
tion in food preparation is the flour grinder (tē’ittum), but flour grinders are
usually slaves.5 Inn-keeper was the only job exercised by both men and wom-
en: an Assyrian male inn-keeper (sābium) is known at Kaneš and an Amorite
female inn-keeper (sābītum) is attested at Hattuš.6

The world of craft professionals looks again like a purely male one. Brick-
layer (itinnum), metallurgist (nappāhum), carpenter (naggārum), bow maker
(šasinnum), seal engraver (parkullum), potter (pahhārum), and leatherworker

5 TC 3, 88:10–15, a-pu-tum i-na u4-mì-[im], ša ṭup-pá-am ta-ša-[me-ú], étí 2 gémehi-tí-kà, ki-lá-
al-tí-ma, ù ṭé-i-té-en6 ki-la-a[l]-tí-m[a], a-na [ší-mì-im dí-ma], “Please, the very day you hear
(this) tablet, offer for sale the houses, both of your slave girls and both of the grinding girls.”
Text edited by Larsen 2002, no. 40.
6 For a recent study on Old Babylonian inn-keepers, see Lion 2013.
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198 Cécile Michel

(aškāpum) are all jobs attested in the masculine, both in Aššur and Kaneš.
Even professions linked to textile production are known only with the mascu-
line gender: an Assyrian male weaver (ušpārum), as well as the cleaner special-
ized in the finishing and washing of textiles (ašlākum). There is also mention
of a male barber (gallābum).

Few legal occupations are known; they are all held by men: judge (dayyā-
num), attorney (rābiṣum), scribe (ṭupšarrum).

Female jobs are linked with social life, more precisely, as one might expect,
with the care of children. Thus we find the following professions: midwife (šab-
sūtum), nurse (ēmiqtum) and wet-nurse (mušēniqtum), which is the only gen-
der-based profession.

In the religious sphere, we find women as well, but these are not clearly
associated with the temples, contrary to men. The temple was administered by
the sangûm. A sangûm gave his name to a year as eponym (Elālī). Priests (kum-
rum) of Adad, Aššur, Ištar, Suen, Šamaš, and Šarra-mātēn are mainly referred
to for their role in trade (Hirsch 1972, 55–59). It is interesting to note that wom-
en involved in the public life of Aššur were concentrated in the religious
sphere; several occupations linked to religious practices were traditionally held
by women, such as dream diviner (šā’iltum) and omen diviner (bārītum). These
professionals were consulted by women as well (Michel 2009b). The consecra-
tion of a girl as gubabtum or qadištum conferred her upon a special social and
religious status which certainly entailed specific responsibilities or tasks, but
these were not necessarily compensated, so we usually see the gubabtum wom-
en living independently in Aššur and acting as businesswomen, initiating com-
mercial and financial operations.

This inventory of occupations is very incomplete because of the nature of
the sources. Many other professions are implied by the texts but are not explic-
itly mentioned. For example, distribution lists of breads suggest the existence
of professional bakers (Michel in press b).

3 Women’s activities not referred to as
professions

In contrast to men, women seem to be rarely attested as professionals in Old
Assyrian sources. However, they appear very active in various domains. To
understand this paradox, we need to explore female activities.
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Women Work, Men are Professionals in the Old Assyrian Archives 199

3.1 Housewives: unrecognized and unpaid work

From an Assyrian man’s perspective, the basic duties of a wife were to give
him children, to keep house, to serve her husband and to prepare his meals,
as we read in the following letter sent by Puzur-Aššur to his fiancée Nūhša-
tum:7

“Your father wrote to me about you that I marry you, and I sent my servants and my letter
about you to your father so that he lets you go. Please, the day you hear my tablet there,
appeal to your father (so that he agrees), set out and come here with my servants. I am
alone. There is no one to serve me and set my table.”

Women, who did not accompany their husbands to Anatolia remained at Aššur
in charge of their households. Their loneliness was well known, as witness the
remark of Aššur-malik reproaching Aššur-idī for having forgotten him:8

“Why have you kept me confined inside the City (of Aššur) for 10 months, like a
woman?”

These women were active in various capacities that reflect the daily life of
women at home, as well as their roles as heads of families: education of chil-
dren, care of the elderly, management of servants, supplying food to the house-
hold, maintenance of the house, weaving textiles for members of the house-
hold to wear, etc. Besides these typical housewife’s tasks, they had to represent
their husbands in various business transactions and to produce textiles for
export to Anatolia (see section 3.2).

In Kaneš, wives had also to deal with their husbands’ frequent absences.
Beside the duties of a housewife, they had to keep track of everything in the
home: furnishings and utensils, documents, and merchandise.

The manifold activities of women as housewives were never recognized as
“work”.

7 Michel in press a, no. 3 (BIN 6, 104): 3–18, a-bu-ki : a-šu-mì-ki [a-na], ṣé-ri-a a-na a-ha-[zi-
ki], iš-pu-ra-am ù a-na-ku, ṣú-ha-ri-a ù na-áš-pè-er-tí, a-ṣé-er : a-bi-ki : a-šu-mì-ki, a-na šé-ṣú-i-
ki, áš-ta-áp-ra-am a-pu-tum, i-na dutuši ṭup-pí, ta-áš-me-i-ni : a-ma-k[am], a-na a-bi-ki : pu-nu-
[i-ma], iš-tí ṣú-h[a]-ri-a, té-eb-e-ma a-tal-ki-im, we-da-ku : ma-ma-an : ša i-/na, re-šé-e-a : i-za-
zu-ma, pá-šu-ra-am : i-ša-kà-na-/ni, lá-šu.
8 CCT 4 45b:16–19, mì-šu-um : ki-ma, sí-ni-iš-tim : iš-tù iti-10-kam, i-qé-ra-áb : A-limki, ta-áp-ta-
ah-a-ni-i. Both names are very common and we do not know if these two merchants belonged
to the same family.

Brigitte Lion and Cécile Michel - 9781614519089
Downloaded from De Gruyter Online at 09/21/2016 02:09:57PM

via De Gruyter / TCS



200 Cécile Michel

3.2 Textile production: Women acting as professionals
but not recognized as such

The inventory of professionals attested in Old Assyrian sources includes men
specialized in weaving and finishing textiles, but no feminine profession
linked to textile production in mentioned. We know very well, of course, that
Aššur women spent much of their lifetime producing textiles for the interna-
tional trade with Anatolia, and that they were paid in return for their produc-
tion. They are, however, not referred to as weavers in the texts!9 Even if there
is scarce documentation on the organization of the private textile production
in Aššur, it is possible to estimate the income women could earn from it; this
may be summarized as follows.10

In healthy households, a dozen women, including children, elderly women
and slaves, spun and wove throughout the year both the clothes for the family
and textiles to be sent to Anatolia.11 Letters give recommended dimensions for
a kutānum-textile to be sent to Anatolia: 4 × 4,5 meters, which corresponds
presumably to two sewn pieces. According to transport contracts, such a kutā-
num-textile weighed about 5 minas (2.5 kg).

Washing the wool and preparing 5 minas for spinning would have taken
some 20 days of work for one person.12 Experiments carried out at the Centre
for Textile Research in Copenhagen have shown that it is possible, using an-
cient tools, to spin some 50 meters of thread per hour.13 To weave a square
meter of fabric, one needs about 2 km of thread, plus 2 to 5% for the setting
of the loom. To obtain these 2 km of thread, a woman would have to spin for
5 days.14 The Assyrian textiles measuring 18 m2 required 36 km of thread for
the weaving, and about 3 months of spinning for a single woman, while the

9 Michel 2006b; Michel 2013; Thomason 2013.
10 Michel 2013; Michel in press a, chapter 4: “Businesswomen”; sub-chapter: “Weaving as a
lucrative profession.”
11 We suppose that in the context of private production for the international trade, produc-
tion ran throughout the year.
12 According to an Ur III text, a person would prepare about 125 g of wool a day, see Wae-
tzoldt 2010, 207.
13 Andersson Strand 2012, 34. This research is in progress; it includes a study of Kültepe
textiles imprints and textiles tools by E. Andersson Strand, C. Breniquet and C. Michel. It is
carried out within the framework of the Groupe de Recherche International Ancient Textiles
from the Orient to the Mediterranean (ATOM 2015–2018), http://www.mae.u-paris10.fr/gdri-
atom-presentation-eng/.
14 Nowadays, women maintaining a traditional production of textiles in the Near East weave
for sixth to eight hours a day besides their domestic tasks, according to interviews with women
in Bani Hamida (Jordan) and Çavdar (Turkey).
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setting of the two looms required 4 more days of work. According to hands-on
experiments, one person can weave about 50 cm per day of work, depending,
of course, on the width of the loom (Andersson Strand 2012, 35). So we obtain
the following figures:

Tab. 1: Number of day’s work for an Assyrian to produce a kutānum-textile.

Tasks to produce a woolen textile weighing Number of day’s work for one woman
5 minas and measuring 4 × 4,5 meters

Cleaning and combing  20
Spinning  94
Setting of the loom(s)   8
Weaving  20

Total of working days/woman 142
[4 ¾ months]

Thus a woman could finish some 2 ½ such textiles a year, and a wealthy house-
hold would produce about 25 textiles a year. Of these, 5 large pieces would be
necessary to clothe the members of the household. Thus, 20 textiles could be
sent to be sold in Anatolia.15

The sale of their textiles in Anatolia assured an income to Aššur women.
They were paid by the piece, allowing computation of the income per garment.
The current kutānum-textile produced by Aššur women was sold 15 shekels at
Kaneš. After taxes were deducted, women could hope to get back 10 to 12 shek-
els per piece. The price of the wool in Aššur was about 15 minas per shekel,
and the loss during cleaning was about 30% of the original wool; thus with
1 shekel of silver it might have been possible to acquire about 10 minas of
cleaned wool, which could be used to weave 2 textiles. Taking into account
that a third of the sale price of a textile was invested in the purchase of wool
to produce new textiles, we may estimate that a household producing yearly
some 20 textiles sent for trade to Anatolia would receive between 3 ½ and
4 minas of silver per year as gross income, corresponding to the price of a
small house in Aššur (Veenhof 2011). Regular shipping of textiles guaranteed
Aššur women a substantial annual income.

15 Such an estimation was confirmed by Lamassī’s letters showing that, within a year, she
was able to send 25 textiles to her husband including those for his own garde-robe (see Michel
in press a, chapter 4: “Businesswomen”), Michel 2013; Michel 2014a, 95–96.
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3.3 Women as actors in trade and finance

No profession connected with trade and finance concerns women, although
they were quite active in both.

Tab. 2: Old Assyrian loan contracts involving men and women.

Only men Couples or Women Women as Women as
families creditors debtors

Interest free loans 69.5% 21.5% 9% 5.5% 3.5%
(14.5% of the loans)

Loans with interest 92%  5% 3% 3% 0%
(25% of the loans)

Loans with default interest 86.5%  6.5% 7% 5% 2%
(60.5% of the loans)

average 85%  8.5% 6.5% 4.5% 2%

There are about 400 published loan tablets excavated at Kaneš;16 6.5% of these
loan contracts involve at least one woman; in two-thirds of these she is a cred-
itor and in one-third a debtor.

Women could lend silver either to men or women, Assyrians or Anatolians,
but their loans tended to be smaller than those of men.17 They appear both in
interest-free short term loans and in loans with default interest. They could
also act as creditor in loans with interest, but were never debtors in such
loans – being usually commercial and linked to the international trade – be-
cause they did not act as travelling agents. But this does not mean that they
did not take part in the trade. A specific type of loan, the tadmiqtum-loan, was
more typical for women. To send their textiles to Anatolia, they entrusted their
textiles on favorable terms as a tadmiqtum or “good-faith consignment loan”
to members of their families or agents travelling to Anatolia.

16 For OA loan contracts, http://www.d-o-c.fr/.
17 Michel 2014a, 97–98; Michel in press a, chapter 4 “Businesswomen,” section “Women lend,
buy and invest.” Ahatum lent silver to Assyrian men at least four times. The four loans are
dated within 9 years (TC 3, 228; BIN 4, 153; KTS 1, 45b; RA 59, 36). Šāt-Ana lent a total of
1 mina and 27 shekels of silver to different men according to three contracts (TC 3, 235; CCT 5,
20c; TC 3, 220).
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Beside their textile production, some women were clearly involved in long-
distance trade, buying merchandise in Aššur to be sent for sale in Kaneš.18
They could invest in a caravan enterprise.19 There are also some rare mentions
of women owing shares in joint-stock companies. Such a partnership involved
several persons investing silver, which was made available to an agent on long
term to gain profit from overland trade. Ahaha, the consecrated daughter of
Pūšu-kēn, writes several letters to her brothers concerning her share in at least
two such joint-stock companies (Michel 2001, nos. 225–226). The wife of Salliya
bought a share in a joint-stock company administered by Iddin-Ištar.20 Con-
tracts of this type regulated the relationships between the investors of Aššur
and the agents in Anatolia; this was the main financing mode for the Assyrian
trade in Anatolia.21

We also see women travelling on business (Michel 2008d), for example,
the widow Ennam-Ištar who wrote to her son as follows:22 “In your presence,
in Burušhattum, I gave 10 shekels of silver to Aššur-ṭāb. (Then) in Kaneš, I
gave him a single kutānum-textile.”

Single women, either consecrated or widows, as well as married women,
were involved in financial operations similar to those operated by men. Some
appear to have been excellent accountants. But they are less attested in such
a role, and when they invest capital in gold or silver, the amount is usually
smaller than the capitals invested by men. In any case, they are not considered
professionals in these activities.

3.4 Agricultural tasks of Anatolian women

When the Assyrian merchants settled in Kaneš, they arrived alone, and some
took Anatolian women as second wives there. As they were traveling within
Anatolia or to Aššur, they sent letters to their Anatolian wives referring to their
activities. Contrary to the main preoccupations of the women of Aššur, mostly
eager to learn what was happening with their textile production, the Anatolian

18 A small contract lists consigned merchandise among which silver, textiles, wool, copper
and donkeys belonging to the woman Bazaya; Michel in press a, no. 196, previously published
by Bayram and Çeçen 1996, no. 5 (Kt 76/k 2).
19 Kulšan lend silver to merchants going on for one or two round trip caravan: Michel in
press a, no. 188, previously published by Uzunalimoðlu 1992, 53–54 (Kt n/k 860).
20 CTMMA 1 85.
21 Larsen 1977; Hecker 1999; Veenhof 1999.
22 AKT 6a, 223:3–8, ma-ah-ri-kà-ma, i-na Bu-ru-uš-ha-tim, 10 gín kù-babbar : a-na A-šùr-du10,
a-dí-in i-na Kà-ne-eš15, iš-té-en6 túg ku-ta-nam, a-dí-šu-um.
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women of Kaneš never speak about textile production. However, some texts,
as well as archaeological artifacts excavated in Kültepe’s lower town, such as
spindle whorls and loom weights, announce such a production. As with the
women in Aššur, the occupations of the Anatolian wives are domestic or com-
mercial. But unlike Assyrian women, Anatolian women also performed agricul-
tural work (Michel 2008e). Šišahšušar, Aššur-nādā’s wife, bought oxen and had
to find enough fodder for them; then she got them ready for ploughing. She
also bought straw, wood, reeds and many tools for the house and for field
work.23 Kunnanīya received instructions from her husband Aššur-mūtappil
about the pigs she was breeding.24 As was still the case in France half a century
ago, the agricultural activities of women were not recognized as professional
in nature.

***

The inventory of professions occurring in Old Assyrian texts shows predomi-
nantly men at work. They were brought up as professionals, often learning
their future job from their fathers. They practiced their profession outside the
home, in a workshop, in institutional buildings, or by travelling.

Women are rarely mentioned as professionals, except in specific spheres.
In the context of food preparation and sale, we find flour grinders and tavern-
keepers. Diviners and dream diviners belonged to the religious sphere. Mid-
wives, nurses and wet-nurses undertook the care of children. However, Assyri-
an women appear as very active, both as housewives and heads of households,
and in their contribution to the international trade. When producing textiles for
Anatolia, they acted as true professionals. Indeed, their skills were recognized
abroad, and they were paid for their work as weavers. With the money they
earned, which built up their personal assets, independent of their husband’s,
they invested in trade and initiated financial operations. However, they are
never mentioned as “professional” weavers. Perhaps we can see here the idea
that work done at home is not considered a job, an idea later developed by
Xenophon (Oeconomicus, chap. VII) in Greece.

23 See TC 2, 47; translated by Michel 2001, no. 358 and Larsen 2002, no. 52, and VS 26, 20;
edited by Larsen 2002, no. 58.
24 BIN 6, 84 mentioned by Michel 2006c, 171, n. 7.
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Abbreviation
AKT 6a Larsen, Mogens T. 2010. The Archive of the Šalim-Aššur Family. Volume 1: The First

Two Generations. Kültepe Tabletleri VI – a. Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi.
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