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Economy, Society, and Daily Life 
in the Old Assyrian Period

Cécile Michel

CHAPTER 4

Introduction

At the beginning of the second millennium bce, Assyrians originating from Ashur settled in 
Kaniš and other Anatolian towns. They lived in the lower town of Kaniš with the local 
population. Almost no tablets from this period have been found in Ashur, whereas the 
commercial quarter of Kaniš has produced some 22,500 cuneiform tablets, dated predomi-
nantly to the level II period (ca. 1945–1835 bce). Only 2 percent of the documentation 
dates to the later level Ib period (ca. 1832–1700 bce).

The private archives of the Assyrian merchants, found in their houses in Kaniš’s lower town, 
mainly concern the long distance trade they initiated, but also document the everyday life of 
their community in Anatolia, and, very indirectly, in Ashur. Because no archival texts were 
found in Ashur itself, we have only very few samples of their marriage contracts or of their last 
wills, which must have been kept in their houses in the mother city. There is, however, some 
information in the letters residents of Ashur sent to Kaniš about their religious beliefs, the 
organization of their households, and their daily occupations. These data may be compared 
with what we know about the Assyrians living in Kaniš, who left numerous archival texts.

The 22,500 Kaniš texts belong to two or three generations of Assyrian merchants and 
include letters, legal texts, and private notices (Hertel 2013; Michel 2003; Michel 2008e; 
Veenhof 2003a; Veenhof 2013). Letters offer data about domestic affairs, while legal texts 
sometimes deal with family law. The archives also cast light on the Anatolian society of Kaniš, 
which is, however, not taken into account in this chapter (Dercksen 2004b; Kryszat 2008a, 
2008b; Michel 2011a, 2011b, 2014a, 2014b; Veenhof 2008: 147–246).

A major part of Ashur’s population seems to have been involved in the international trade 
in tin and textiles or in the local Anatolian copper and wool trade. The family formed the 
heart of Old Assyrian society. Letters give an idea of the activities of the various family members, 
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including merchant wives, who were often alone in Ashur, managing their households and 
raising their children. In the family enterprises, almost everyone worked to boost their 
personal profits (Larsen 2007). Devoting most of their time to the trade, in which even 
priests and consecrated women were involved, the Assyrians depended on markets and shops 
to buy their food. Even though texts are usually silent about daily life, it is possible to 
describe some aspects of Assyrian society and the daily occupations of its members.

Ashur and Kaniš

The Old Assyrian city of Ashur occupied an area of about 55 hectares and probably housed 
between 7,000 and 10,000 inhabitants. But Assyrians were very mobile, often traveling to 
Anatolia (see Figure  4.1) and even staying there for extended periods of time. Archives 
unearthed in Kaniš’s lower town indicate the presence of large numbers of Assyrians during 
the 19th and 18th centuries bce. The city of Kaniš comprised between 170 and 230 hect-
ares and was inhabited by some 25,000 or 30,000 people. Some 3,000 to 3,500 of them, 
their majority from Ashur, were living in the lower town commercial district, of which ca. 9 
hectares have been unearthed so far (Barjamovic 2014; Hertel 2014).

Because Ashur was a trading center at the junction of important roads, many foreign mer-
chants visited the city. Elamites exchanged tin for gold there. Babylonians from southern 
Mesopotamia sold their textiles in Ashur. People from upper Mesopotamia probably traveled 
to Ashur as well. Both in the city and abroad, Assyrian merchants interacted with foreigners 
on a regular basis. They identified them by means of their ethnicity and the languages they 
spoke, as described in a verdict: “Assyrians can sell gold among each other but, in accordance 
with the words of the stele, no Assyrian whosoever shall give gold to an Akkadian, Amorite, 
or Subaraean” (Michel 2001: no. 2; Veenhof 1995a: 1731). “Akkadian” was the name given 
to the Babylonian population; the “Amorites” lived along the Euphrates River west of the 
upper Jezira; and “Subareans” were the Hurrians who settled north of Ashur along the 
Tigris River.

In Anatolia, beyond the Euphrates River, the Assyrians referred to the local people 
with the word nua ̄’um, which encompassed all of the Anatolians of Kaniš, as opposed 
to the Assyrians, who were called tamka ̄rum (“merchant,” see Edzard 1989). The 
personal names of the local population of Kaniš show that there were different ethnic 
groups: Hattians, Luwians, Hittites, and Hurrians (Garelli 1963: 127–68; Goedegebuure 
2008; Wilhelm 2008). There were also merchants from Upper Syria who regularly vis-
ited Kaniš, from Ebla, for example. All of these people traded with each other and had 
no real communication problems. After one or two generations, Assyrian merchants 
had developed links with the local society that went beyond strictly commercial trans-
actions (Dercksen 2002, 2007a; Michel 2010a, 2011a, 2014b; Ulshöfer 2000; Veenhof 
1982a).

Old Assyrian society was divided into two main groups: the free citizens, who were called 
“men” (awıl̄um) or “sons of Ashur” (DUMU Aššur), and “slaves” (wardum, amtum). There 
was no specific distinction between the Assyrian citizens, but according to their rank, age, 
and wealth, they were considered either as “big” (GAL, rabi) or “small” (TUR, ṣaher) mem-
bers of the assemblies of Ashur and Kaniš (Hecker 2003). Legally, there was also no distinc-
tion between women and men, who had more or less the same rights (Michel, forthcoming; 
Veenhof 2003b).



Figure 4.1  Anatolia during the Old Assyrian period. Source: Reproduced with permission of Cécile Michel and Martin 
Sauvage.
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The great majority of Ashur’s inhabitants mentioned in the Old Assyrian archives from 
Kaniš participated in the long distance trade: the king and his family, the high dignitaries, the 
eponyms and other officials, priests and temples, etc. (Michel 2015b). Some merchants built 
large fortunes, which also benefited the city‐state – Ashur’s City Hall raised taxes on caravans 
leaving or arriving in the city.

The king and the priests entrusted goods to a few important dealers in order to earn profits 
from the sale of their tin and textiles in Anatolia (Larsen 1976: 129–246; Michel 2015a). 
The eponyms, chosen from the important families of Ashur, were among the main traders in 
Ashur – some of them were active in Anatolia before or after their years of tenure (Dercksen 
2004b; Kryszat 2004; Michel 1991; Veenhof 2003). Many occupations were linked to trade 
and caravan enterprises: bankers, bakers, traders, agents, employees (ṣuḫa ̄rum), porters, 
guides or escorts, donkey drivers (sa ̄ridum), who were paid with salaries, and harnessers 
(kaṣṣa ̄rum), who were paid with operating capital; these latter two groups are well docu-
mented in hiring contracts (Larsen 1967; Michel 2001: 171–233; Veenhof 1994b).

In Kaniš, during the level II period, Assyrians were living in the lower town together with 
Anatolians, who participated in commercial activities as well. Initially, Anatolians were often 
indebted to the Assyrians. Later, through their implication in the trade and via mixed mar-
riages, some Anatolians became increasingly wealthy and possessed some of the largest houses 
in the lower town (Michel 2011b). During the subsequent level Ib phase, commercial treaties 
distinguished the Assyrians who were involved in the caravan trade with Ashur (a ̄likū ša 
ḫarra ̄n a ̄lim) from those who were living in the lower town (wašbūtum). The first group 
profited from the international trade and visited Ashur regularly, while the second group 
devoted all of its time to the intra‐Anatolian trade and, subsequently, lost contact with Ashur. 
They were less wealthy, often even indebted to Anatolians and, as a consequence, specific 
clauses were created to protect them and their houses in the ka ̄rum, the “merchant’s harbor” 
(Barjamovic, Hertel, and Larsen 2012; Günbattı 2004; Michel 2011a, 2011b, 2014a; 
Veenhof 2008: 147–82).

Slaves

In Ashur and Kaniš, the possession of several slaves was considered a sign of wealth, like the 
possession of a house (Veenhof 2011b). Slaves appear in sale contracts, last wills, and divi-
sions of inheritance; they could be referred to collectively as subrum (Michel 2008b; Veenhof 
2008: 110–11). Male slaves (wardum) and female slaves (amtum, which can also be trans-
lated as “second wife”) cost an average of 30 and 20 shekels of silver, respectively. Anatolian 
slaves were usually less expensive (Kienast 1984: 28). Slave sale contracts served as title 
deeds. Wealthy merchants could afford and support an entire domestic staff. Women pos-
sessed their own slaves, whom they would acquire through their dowry or by purchase. 
Among the slaves they inherited, men could receive female slaves with whom they had sexual 
relations (EL 287). Some slaves belonged to institutions, such as the Ashur City Hall 
(Kt 93/k 76:32) and the Ashur palace (KTS 1 55b:3–4).

Female slaves had to clean the house, prepare the meals, and help raise the children. They even 
could procreate on behalf of their infertile owners (Michel 2006b). Some of the male slaves were 
employed in the long‐distance trade, hired as caravan personnel. A slave could be sold in order 
to pay a debt: an Assyrian woman bought back a slave that had been sold by her daughter‐in‐law 
in order to pay the export tax her husband owed to the City Hall of Ashur (Michel 2001: 
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no. 306). But a slave could also be seized by a creditor or by the authorities as security for a 
debt: “The eponym troubles me and he keeps seizing my slave‐girls as security” (Michel 2001: 
no. 315). There were many debt slaves, especially among the Anatolians, who could often not 
pay the high interest rates imposed by the Assyrians. But there were also Assyrian children in 
Ashur who were given as pledge (erubba ̄tum) for their fathers’ debts, detained by the creditor, 
and sometimes sold to repay the debt after the deadline had expired (Michel 2003a; Veenhof 
2001; and below “Housewives, children, and education”). From letters, we learn that Assyrians 
could be detained as hostages by the local authorities and released with a heavy ransom 
(Günbattı 2001; Michel and Garelli 1996; Michel 2008e, 2014a).

The Assyrian Family

The family formed the basic unit of Mesopotamian society and thus occupies an important 
place in the written documentation, especially in law codes. Since no written laws have been 
recovered in Ashur or Kaniš, Old Assyrian family law must be reconstructed on the basis of 
contracts, court decisions, and letters. The letters provide primarily data on women who 
were alone because their husbands were away, because they were widows, or because they 
were consecrated to a divinity. Married women living with their husbands in Ashur or Kaniš 
did not need to write, or wrote only very few letters to other members of their families 
(Michel 2009d, forthcoming).

Contrary to the widespread belief that in Mesopotamia’s patriarchal society women were 
permanently under the men’s control, in the Old Assyrian sources they appear to be equal to 
men in many areas: men and women were both allowed to initiate divorce proceedings and 
had to pay identical fines, boys and girls could both inherit property, men and women par-
ticipated in trade, lent money, bought and sold houses and slaves, or made their last wills 
(Michel, forthcoming; Veenhof 1995a, 2008a).

The following discussion focuses on the Assyrian family but also considers Anatolians in 
case they had family ties with Assyrians (Michel 2008c).

Marriage, divorce, and widowhood

About forty Old Assyrian contracts, as well as a dozen legal texts, deal with marriage or 
divorce. These documents predominantly concern Assyrians, but also Anatolians, and reflect 
different traditions (Kienast 2015; Michel 2006b, forthcoming chapter  1; Rems 1996; 
Veenhof 1997b). Some letters provide data about the marriage ceremony and the status of 
wives. They also allow prosopographic reconstructions, which help us understand the various 
family situations.

Written marriage contracts may have been drafted only in particular cases, and they do not 
seem to be standardized. The agreement was made between the parents of the bride and the 
groom or his family. The marriage was planned so that it would take place when the girl 
reached adulthood:

Aḫu‐waqar and Zupa seized us (as arbitrators) and Aḫu‐waqar (said) to Zupa as follows: “My 
sister has grown up! Come here and marry my sister in Kaniš.” Zupa (answered) as follows: “Let 
her wait!” Then Aḫu‐waqar (said): “In Kaniš, you had the verdict of the kārum. You are far away! 



	 Economy, Society, and Daily Life in the Old Assyrian Period	 85

How long should my sister keep waiting?” Then Zupa (said): “Go ahead and give your sister to a 
husband of your choice.” (Kt i/k 120 published by Balkan 1986; Michel, forthcoming: no. 6)

Marriage contracts document men taking (aḫa ̄zum) women as wives. Marriage gifts (Veenhof 
1998: 190, n. 66) are rarely mentioned in the Old Assyrian contracts, but a few letters state 
that if no gifts were exchanged the betrothal could be broken off (Figure 4.2):

Pilaḫ‐Ištar seized us (as arbitrators) against Amur‐Ištar, and Pilah‐̮Ištar (said to him) as follows: 
“You gave your word to my father. Come and marry your wife!” Amur‐Ištar (answered) as 
follows: “I indeed gave my word to your father, but as my in‐laws you (pl.) did not give me a belt 
for my waist, nor did you invite my brothers. Time passed and I have grown old, so I have 
married another girl from Ashur. Thus, I will not marry your sister.” (Kt 88/k 625 published by 
Sever 1992b: 670; Michel, forthcoming: no. 7)

The dowry given to the bride when she left her father’s house belonged to her and was later 
inherited by her children. During the marriage ceremony, the groom gave the bride‐price 
(šım̄um) to the parents of the bride; a banquet took place and the bride was covered with a 
veil. But this symbolic act did not mean that married women had to wear a veil. After the 
ceremony, the woman left her family house for the house of her husband, who had to provide 
her with food and garments on a regular basis.

As a rule, marriage was monogamous. Some marriage contracts state explicitly that the 
groom promised not to take another wife. If after two or three years of marriage the wife had 
not given birth to any children, the husband was allowed to buy a slave (who could also be 
chosen by the wife) in order to produce heirs. This woman, however, remained a slave and 
never gained the status of second wife (Michel 2006b).

The particular situation of the Assyrian merchant, who was always far away from his 
homeland and settled in Anatolia for long periods of time, allowed him to take a second 
wife there:

Puzur‐Ištar married as an amtum‐wife Ištar‐lamassi, daughter of Aššur‐nada, and he can take 
her along with him to Burušh ̮attum or to H̬attum, wherever his journeys will (lead) him, but 
he must bring her back with him to Kaniš. If he divorces her, he shall pay 5 minas of silver. If 
it is she who divorces him, she shall pay him 5 minas of silver. Also he shall not marry another 
(wife) apart from his aššatum‐wife in the city of Ashur. (Prag I 490; Michel 2006b; forth-
coming no. 23)

H̬attum was the name of the area located inside the Kızıl Irmak bend, and Burušḫattum rep-
resented the most western Assyrian trading post. As stated in this contract, the second 
marriage had to respect two rules: the merchant could not marry two women with the same 
status  –  one had to be the aššatum (“main wife”) and the other the amtum (“second 
wife”) – and he could not have two wives in the same area – one had to live in Ashur, the 
other in Anatolia. The main wife could be either Assyrian or Anatolian and she could live in 
either Ashur or Anatolia. So while the merchant was legally bigamous, he was not bigamous 
in practice since he never lived with both of his wives at the same time (Kienast 2008; Michel 
2006b). Even if he travelled on a regular basis in Anatolia, he was not allowed to take a third 
wife in another trading post, but had to take the wife he married in Kaniš with him during all 
his travels, especially if she was Assyrian (Michel 2008c). The husband had to ensure that 
each of his spouses had a house to live in, as well as food and wood for their household. 
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One can thus easily imagine that only wealthy merchants could financially support two wives 
and households at the same time.

From the letters, it seems that both wives had the same rights concerning their husband, 
but it may have been that the children of the second wife had fewer rights regarding the 
inheritance of their father than those of the first wife.

Figure  4.2  The Old Assyrian letter Kt 88/k 625. Ankara, Anadolu Medeniyetleri Müzesi. 
Source: Photo Cécile Michel, reproduced with the permission of the archaeological mission of Kültepe.
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This special situation left married women to manage their households alone for extended 
periods of time. The Assyrian wife was in Ashur during her husband’s Anatolian career, 
raising her children, while the Anatolian wife could live with her husband as long as he was 
staying in Asia Minor but was left alone when her husband retired and went back to Ashur 
(Michel, forthcoming: chapter 1).

Some marriage contracts deal with the case of a possible divorce. Husband and wife 
could both initiate a divorce, and the fines, often high (up to 5 minas of silver, ca. 2.5 
kilograms), were the same for both parties. These gender‐neutral regulations, very 
different from the situation in Babylonia, may have been influenced by the Anatolian 
tradition, in which both spouses had equal rights and shared common property (Michel 
2008c). A large majority of divorces were consensual and resulted from private agreements 
made in the presence of witnesses. If the wife behaved badly, the husband was allowed to 
repudiate her without paying any compensation: he could strip her of her possessions and 
chase her away. On the other hand, if a man developed a loathing for his wife, he could 
send her back to her father’s home but had to pay her compensation (Donbaz 2003; Kt 
94/k 141; Michel, forthcoming no. 31). Divorced men and women could remarry as 
they wished:

Šakriušwe (was) the wife of Aššur‐taklaku; husband and wife divorced. One will not raise claim 
against another with respect to anything. They will not raise claim regarding her bride price. 
Šakriušwe will go to (the husband) of her choice, either an Anatolian or an Assyrian, and 
Aššur‐taklaku will marry the wife of his choice. (Kt n/k 1414; Sever 1992b: 668; Michel, forth-
coming no. 38)

Many examples deal with the divorce of an Assyrian from his Anatolian wife. This happened 
regularly when the Assyrian merchant decided to go back to Ashur and remained there. He 
thus had to first make a divorce agreement with his local wife and to make a decision about 
their children. The husband had to pay divorce money and he could decide to take his chil-
dren with him, or to take only the boys and older girls after having paid for their upbringing 
and their food (Michel 2008c).

When a father died, his children inherited his goods and had to take care of their mother; 
if there was no child, the widow could remarry and keep her dowry. When a mother died, her 
children shared her dowry; if there was no descendant, the dowry was given back to the 
family of the deceased wife (Veenhof 2008a). The widow could also inherit from her hus-
band if he had written a last will which gave her rights over the house and the capital:

Agua drew up his will as follows: The house in Ashur is the one of my wife. Concerning the 
silver, she will share it with my children. Concerning the silver, her inheritance share, she is 
(like) father and mother. House and silver, her inheritance, as well as everything that she 
(already) possesses, (will be later) the property of Šu‐Belum. (Albayrak 2000; Michel 2000b, 
forthcoming no. 54)

But after her death, everything a wife inherited from her husband belonged to their 
eldest son, who was in charge of his parents’ funerals and the worship of his ancestors. 
A widow was free to remarry either an Assyrian or an Anatolian: there are several exam-
ples of Assyrian widows married to Anatolians (Kryszat 2007a; Veenhof 2008a; Michel, 
forthcoming).
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Housewives, children, and education

In Ashur, many women lived alone, waiting for their husbands to return. The youngest wives 
had to live with their in‐laws, and cohabitation was not always successful (Michel 2001: no. 
320, forthcoming no. 146). Other wives had to not only raise their children alone and carry 
out the daily work of women, but also, as the heads of their households, provide clothing and 
food to children and servants, repair the house, and so forth (Michel, forthcoming: chapter 3). 
To deal with such matters, they sent many letters to their husbands in Anatolia.

We know very little about the age of puberty, the age of marriage, or the number of 
children per woman, but the reconstruction of the genealogies of some well‐known Assyrian 
families gives us at least a vague idea of the average number of children who became adults. 
Taking into account that girls are not always mentioned (Michel 2015c), there might have 
been an average of three to six children per woman who reached adulthood. The most pros-
perous couples had more children than others: they earned enough to raise the children and 
to leave them property after their death. The children had to care for their aging parents, to 
pay for their burials, and to provide their spirits and dead bodies with what they needed 
(Michel 2008f; Veenhof 1998, 2008a, 2014a). In poor families, children could be pledged, 
or even sold, for a debt (see the sub‐section on slaves).

Maternity is usually not documented in private archives but was the subject of medical and 
magic texts. Five of the ten Old Assyrian incantations found in Kaniš were intended to help 
a woman in labor, to cure a newborn baby of jaundice, and to chase away the evil demoness 
Lamaštu, who attacked pregnant women and babies (Barjamovic 2015; Kouwenberg and 
Fincke 2013; Michel 1997e, 2004b; von Soden 1956). One text identifies a woman not by 
her name but by her profession as a midwife (šabsūtum, TC 3 219:9).

In the letters they wrote to their husbands, women revealed their anxieties about raising 
and educating their children (šerrum, ṣuḫrum). The merchants abroad wrote to their wives 
in order to get news of their progeny (Michel 1997d, forthcoming; Veenhof 2008: 106).

Children were raised in a feminine environment, since the eldest sons followed their fathers 
abroad. Some wealthy families could hire a wet nurse (mušen̄iqtum), who received a salary. 
When a mother died, sometimes in childbirth, her children were entrusted to family mem-
bers, such as uncles or grandparents. When Aššur‐nada settled in Anatolia, he already had a 
son and daughters in Ashur, who were raised by their paternal grandfather, Aššur‐idi, because 
their mother had died quite young. Even though Aššur‐idi received a pension (tarbıt̄um) 
from his son, he complained that, despite all the time and money he was dedicating to his 
grandchildren, they did not respect him:

I have raised your son, but he said to me: “You are not my father.” He got up and left. Also I have 
raised your daughters, but they said: “You are not our father.” Three days later, they got up and 
left to go to you, so let me know what you think. (Larsen 2002: no. 22; Michel 2001: no. 254)

In leaving their grandfather, the children used the classical formulas for breaking an adoption 
contract: they refused their grandfather’s tutelage. There are very few examples of adoptions 
because such contracts were kept in family archives in Ashur. The adopted child, who could 
have been a slave, inherited from his adoptive father.

The father had legal authority over his children and the right to decide whether to marry 
off or consecrate his daughters. The younger children were raised by their mother, who was 
also in charge of their moral and religious education. Boys could go to a master in order to 
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learn how to read and write (Michel 2008a). When they became teenagers, they followed 
their fathers to Anatolia and learned the basics of the trade. Girls stayed with their mother, 
helped her with her daily tasks, and learned how to spin and weave. They contributed to the 
domestic production of textiles (Michel 2006d).

Consecrated women

In several Old Assyrian families, parents consecrated their eldest daughter to a god, presum-
ably Assur. It was a religious act of gratitude to the god for their flourishing trade and a way 
to confirm their social position. In fact, some of the consecrated girls belonged to the richest 
families of Ashur. Consecrated women (gubabtum, NIN.DINGIR) lived independently in 
Ashur, possibly near the temple. Their religious pursuits are almost never documented in the 
tablets found in Kaniš (Dercksen 2015, 53–4), but we have letters and legal texts illustrating 
their status and economic activities (Michel 2009c). A girl was consecrated before being old 
enough to get married, as we learn from a letter sent by an Assyrian woman to her husband: 
“(Our) young (daughter) has grown up very much; come and put her under the protection 
of the god Assur, and seize the foot of your god” (Michel 2001: no. 307, forthcoming no. 
166). The woman succeeded in persuading her husband, since we learn that her daughter did 
in fact become a gubabtum. Once consecrated to the god, a woman could not get married 
but was economically independent. She had her own capital with which she participated in 
the trading activities of her family, investing in the long‐distance trade and lending money. 
She was the owner of the house in which she lived and, like her brothers, could inherit from 
her father. She was even free to travel and settle in a foreign land, where she could own a 
house (Michel 2009c). The letters sent by consecrated women to Anatolia show that they 
were involved in many important family decisions. One of them gave advice to her sister, who 
was traveling abroad and leaving husband and child in Ashur; she tried to save her sister’s 
marriage, which was in danger (Veenhof 2007a). Other categories of consecrated women, 
such as the qadištum, could marry, but were not allowed to have children (Michel 2006b, 
2009c, forthcoming: chapter 5).

Succession

Since there was no general rule concerning inheritance, Assyrians usually wrote last wills. In 
these documents, they took care to protect the interests of their wives and daughters. In the 
case of a sudden death, the lack of a written testament was the source of many problems. 
According to the very few testaments recovered (most of them were kept in Ashur), and 
according to the verdicts of trials dealing with inheritance, the Assyrian tradition used to give 
the eldest son a more important share than the share reserved for other children (Michel 
1997d, forthcoming: chapter 2; Veenhof 2011a). His inheritance share often included the 
main house, where he had to take care of his mother if she was still alive. Another possibility 
was that the house was given to the widow in usufruct and was handed over to the eldest son 
at a later time.

Sons had to pay the debts of their fathers before sharing his goods with their consecrated 
sisters. The other daughters usually received their share in the form of a dowry. If a father 
died before marrying off his daughters, their brothers had to arrange and finance their marriages 



90	 Cécile Michel

with their inheritance shares. Unlike sons, daughters were not responsible for their fathers’ 
debts (Michel 2003a, forthcoming).

Consecrated women were always mentioned in last wills and could be the first among the 
children to inherit (Hecker 2004a; 2004b; Michel 2009c). They received silver, loan con-
tracts, servants, and sometimes an annual allocation: “My sons will pay my backers and of the 
silver left belonging to me, (my daughter) Ab‐šalim will first take 1/3 mina of gold, 1 mina 
of silver, and a maid” (Kt o/k 196c; Albayrak 2000; Michel 2000b; forthcoming no. 54).

After the death of a mother, her children normally inherited her dowry and goods, but 
some widows preferred to write their last wills in order to divide their property as they 
wished. Lamassatum, the wife of Elamma, left silver cups and toggle pins, several silver loan 
contracts, textiles, slaves, and slave‐girls. All of her belongings were entrusted to her rep-
resentatives and sent to Ashur where “my daughter, the consecrated girl, and my sons will 
act in accordance with the testamentary dispositions applying to them” (Kt 91/k 421; 
Veenhof 2011a). A dozen documents concern the burial and succession of Ištar‐lamassi, 
first the widow of the Assyrian Kunilum, with whom she had three children, and then the 
widow of the Anatolian Lulu. She wrote her last will in order to split her property between 
her two sons and her daughter, who even received a seal, which was usually reserved for the 
eldest son:

(Of ) the 57 shekels of silver that are available, Ilia will receive 37 shekels, Ilabrat‐bani will receive 
20 shekels, (and) they will send to my daughter, the gubabtum, 2 ¼ shekels of gold and 7 ½ 
shekels of silver and a seal. (Kt 91/k 453; Veenhof 2008a: 103, 106).

After both brothers died soon after their mother’s death, a great deal of money was spent for 
the burial of Ištar‐lamassi’s second husband and for her two sons’ burials. The daughter, 
Šimat‐Ištar, was the only child left and inherited the rest of the fortune.

Elderly people and ancestors

Care of the elderly was the responsibility of the family, primarily of the sons, which may 
explain why some merchants went back to Ashur to take care of their aging parents and to 
bury them (Veenhof 1998, 2014). Children inherited from their father and had to take care 
of their mother; sometimes, she could stay in the family house even if the building had to be 
sold (Michel, forthcoming no. 51‐52). In an adoption contract dated to the later period, 
Level Ib, the parents adopted an adult slave: he could inherit against the promise to respect 
his adoptive parents, to take care of them, and to later bury them and perform the cult of the 
dead (Veenhof 1982c).

When a member of the family died, the family organized and paid for the funeral. The 
body was buried in a grave (quburum) during a ceremony (bikıt̄um), and there was a period 
of mourning (Michel 2008f; Veenhof 2008a). It was believed that after their death, ancestors 
lived on as spirits (etẹmmū). They dwelled in the Underworld with all the other ancestors of 
the family and could appear to their descendants as ghosts in their dreams. Altogether, the 
living members of the family honored the ancestors and maintained relationships with them 
by means of prayers and offerings. To make this obligation easier to fulfill, deceased family 
members were buried under the floor of the house. Because of this tradition, it was very 
difficult for descendants to sell the family house (Michel 2008f; 2009b).
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In Kaniš’s lower town, the cist graves that were dug under the houses of level Ib disturbed 
the rooms from level II. Some of the graves contained ceramics, various objects, and jewels 
(Emre 2008; Üstündaǧ 2014). Some graves of wealthy Old Assyrian merchants were also 
excavated in Ashur. They contained very valuable funerary offerings: bronze vessels and 
weapons, jewelry made of gold and precious stones, cylinder seals, as well as figurines and 
golden leaves that were used in the afterlife rituals (Haller 1954; Hockmann 2010).

The eldest son, who inherited the family house, was in charge of the rituals performed for 
the deceased family members. But if he was in Anatolia for trade purposes, and his sisters or 
wife lived in his house in Ashur, a problem arose: because they could not perform the cult of 
the dead, they received warnings from the spirits and were exposed to the anger of the 
ghosts, who were furious that their heirs had abandoned them. In a letter sent to their 
brother and uncle, two women complained that they were being treated poorly by demons 
and spirits of the dead: “Here Belatum is ill because of the silver of the ikribū‐votive offer-
ings. We are mistreated by demons and spirits of the dead” (Michel 2001: no. 323). The 
women were eager to see their husbands and brothers retire and come back to Ashur (Michel 
2008f, forthcoming: chapter 5).

Economy and Daily Life

The written documentation from the Old Assyrian period focuses on the Assyrian trade bet-
ween Ashur and Kaniš. Merchants from Ashur brought tin, which had been imported from 
the east, and textiles, locally produced or acquired from Babylonians, on a six‐week journey 
to Kaniš, and sold them there. On the way back, they brought gold and silver to Ashur.

References to daily life are usually rare in the documents. Nevertheless, the many private 
letters from Kaniš do provide some data about topics such as textile production, several other 
crafts and occupations, and the markets and shops where people could buy the food that they 
needed daily. Some letters are quite emotive (Larsen 2001). Assyrian‐owned houses and 
furniture are mentioned as well and have been found in the excavations that have been 
undertaken in Kaniš’s lower town. Several documents allude to religious practices and 
Assyrian gods.

Family enterprises and other trade networks

As mentioned above, the long‐distance trade was to a large extent a family affair. Each family 
member had specific tasks to perform within the trade system. The family enterprises, based 
in Ashur, had representatives in several Anatolian trading posts. Family ties formed the basis 
of many professional relationships (Dercksen 1996: 90–161; Ichisar 1981; Larsen 1982a, 
2002, 2010; Michel 1991, 2005).

That business relationships were derived from family affiliation is also reflected in the 
vocabulary: the “house,” bet̄um, could refer to the enterprise, the “father,” abum, was 
the boss, the “brother,” aḫum, was a partner, and younger members of the family, ṣūḫa ̄ru ̄, 
were employees (Hertel 2015; Veenhof 2014a). Often, the father, who was at the head of 
the family enterprise, lived in Ashur and did not travel to Anatolia. He was the one who made 
important decisions on behalf of the family enterprise. He gathered capital to buy tin, textiles, 



92	 Cécile Michel

and donkeys, and he organized the caravans and shared the profits earned; his eldest son, 
usually settled in Kaniš, managed the Anatolian branch of the family enterprise. He received 
the deliveries of merchandise that arrived from Ashur and organized its sale in Kaniš or 
entrusted it to agents responsible for its sale in other trading posts within the Anatolian 
plateau. The other sons helped with selling tin and textiles in Anatolia, transporting the 
goods between the main Anatolian localities, or traveling between Ashur and Kaniš with 
the caravans. Some of them represented the family enterprise in other Anatolian centers, 
where they settled more or less permanently (Michel 1991: 140–2, 2001: 359–418). Wives 
and daughters living in Ashur participated in the family trade by weaving high‐quality textiles 
for long‐distance trade. Often left alone in Ashur, they represented the interests of their male 
relatives and were also involved in some financial operations (Michel, forthcoming: chapter 5).

In Kaniš, after one or two generations, mixed marriages between Assyrians and Anatolians 
increased. These marriages joined Anatolians to Assyrian families, thus enlarging the network 
of professional relationships (Michel 2010a; Veenhof 1982a). After the death of the father 
(and boss) in Ashur, an uncle or the eldest son could take over the management of the family 
enterprise. But the uncle or son in question could also decide to start his own enterprise with 
a new organization (Larsen 2007). The Old Assyrian archives, which predominantly docu-
ment two generations of families from the point of view of the family members settled in 
Kaniš, reveal that brothers sometimes had few business contacts; this is the case with the sons 
of Issu‐arik (whose archives were excavated in 1994; Larsen 2010), and with Elamma and 
Ali‐aḫum, the sons of Iddin‐Suen, whose archives were unearthed in 1991 and 1993 (studied 
by K. R. Veenhof and C. Michel).

An Assyrian’s social position and reputation was determined by the wealth of his family 
enterprise, even though the capital was clearly owned individually (Larsen 2007). This also 
applies to married couples, with husband and wife managing their own finances (Michel 
2006d, forthcoming chapter 4). The extended family served as a network of professional 
relationships in which property and responsibility were strictly individualized; there was no 
common fund. This explains, for example, why there were loan contracts with interest bet-
ween members of the same family.

Families could interact with other kinds of networks created to engage in long‐distance trade: 
an example is the system of joint‐stock partnerships in which several investors could put their 
capital together in order to finance commerce that was carried out by an agent for a dozen years 
or longer (Dercksen 1999; Larsen 1977, 2007; Michel 2001, 2005; Veenhof 1997a, 1999a). 
Junior members of the family could belong to a family enterprise headed by their fathers and, at 
the same time, to a joint‐stock partnership under the authority of investors who had no family 
ties with them. The line between family ties and commercial networks is often hard to draw, 
which makes it difficult to understand what exactly was hidden behind the well‐attested expres-
sion bet̄ abini “the house of our father” (Hertel 2015; Larsen 2007; Veenhof 2014a).

Loans

Loan contracts between Assyrians and Anatolians, or within the Assyrian community, were 
frequent. Some debt‐notes resulted from the sale on credit of merchandise and had only a 
default interest (Veenhof 1999a; Michel 2013b). Some employees were paid with interest‐
free working capital (be’ula ̄tum) instead of a salary.
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Non‐commercial loans with interest between individuals consisted of small quantities of 
silver or cereals. Silver could be borrowed with interest from the house of a tamka ̄rum. For 
the Assyrians, the interest fixed by the ka ̄rum office amounted to 30 percent per year; it was 
even higher for the Anatolians. The creditor could ask for guaranties: a guarantor, the joint 
responsibility of debtors, or a surety (such as members of the family, the house, or other 
goods). If a guarantor had to borrow silver in order to pay the loan, the creditor could 
impose an interest on top of the established interest of the debtor. Loan contracts were for 
short periods of time, generally shorter than a year.

When a debt was repaid, the creditor gave the loan tablet back to the debtor and the 
contract was cancelled by breaking the envelope or by giving the debtor a receipt (see 
Figure 4.3) (Dercksen 1999; Michel 1995, 2003a; Veenhof 2001, 2003b).

Textile production and businesswomen

The long‐distance trade was based in Ashur, where the families of the merchants were settled. 
Ashur was the transit city for the tin and textile trade, but many households also produced 
textiles locally. All of the women in the household weaved textiles, but not only to dress their 
family: most of the textiles they produced were exported to Anatolia (Michel 2006d, forth-
coming: chapter 4; Michel and Veenhof 2010; Veenhof 1972). Not always could they satisfy 
the demand for textiles:

You should not get angry because I did not send you the textiles about which you wrote. As our 
little girl has grown up, I had to make a pair of heavy textiles for the wagon. Moreover, I made 

Figure 4.3  An Old Assyrian letter comprising a main tablet and a small second one preserved together 
in their sealed envelope. Kt 93/k 211, Ankara, Anadolu Medeniyetleri Müzesi. Source: Photo Cécile 
Michel, reproduced with the permission of the archaeological mission of Kültepe.
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(some) for the staff of the household and for the children; this is why I did not manage to send 
you textiles. (Michel 2001: no. 307; forthcoming: no. 166)

The total production by the women who belonged to the same household would amount to 
some twenty‐five textiles a year: this was not enough for the thousands of textiles exported 
each year. Thus, the Assyrians also bought textiles from Babylonians. There is no reference 
to institutional textile production in Ashur.

Women bought the wool nearby, which came from sheep that grazed in Suḫum and were 
brought to Ashur to be plucked. Šurbu’ıt̄um wool, which came from animals that were bred 
in the Ḥamrin Mountains, was the best for weaving the kuta ̄num textiles that were exported 
to the west (Dercksen 2004a: 16, n. 32; Michel 2014c; Michel and Veenhof 2010: 221). But 
more so than the quality of the wool, it was the technical skill of the Assyrian women that 
mattered. They were even able to copy various techniques used in other cities, and their 
products were valued by the men of the family, who frequented the Anatolian markets and 
knew very well the nature of the demand:

As for the thin textile you sent me, you must make such ones and send (them) to me with 
Aššur‐idi, and I will send you ½ mina of silver (apiece). One must strike the one side of the 
textile, and not pluck it, its wrap should be close. Add, per piece, one pound of wool more 
than you used for the previous textile you sent me, but they must remain thin! Let them 
strike its second side only slightly. If it proves still to be hairy let one pluck it like a kutānum. 
As for the Abarnian textile you sent me, such a one you must not send me again. If you make 
(one), make (it) like the one I dressed myself in there. If you do not manage (to make) thin 
textiles, I hear that there are plenty for sale over there, buy (them) and send them to me. A 
finished textile that you make must be nine cubits long and eight cubits wide (4.5 × 4 meters) 
(Michel 2001: n°318, forthcoming: no. 162; Michel and Veenhof 2010: 250–2; Wisti Lassen 
2010: 274–6).

Once the textiles were finished and went through the cleaner, the women organized the 
textiles’ transport to Anatolia, entrusting them to male members of their family who traveled 
regularly between Ashur and Kaniš or paying transporters who could add a few units to their 
loads. In exchange for the sale of their textiles, the women received gold and silver, some-
times in the form of jewelry, which they sold on behalf of their households or invested in 
commercial transactions and in loans with interest. The more textiles they sent, and the 
better their quality, the higher the price they received. The regular production of textiles 
ensured the women an income. Besides the management of their personal funds, women 
acted as representatives for their husbands and brothers. They acted as true businesswomen 
(Michel 2006d; forthcoming: chapter 4).

Craftsmen and other professionals

Aside from information on the women weaving at home, the Old Assyrian documents include 
very little data on craftsmen or other professions in Ashur, and occupational designations 
concerning Kaniš refer predominantly to Anatolians. However, it is possible to give a list of 
attested occupations, even if we know almost nothing about the social status of the individ-
uals who held them (Michel 2015b).
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Besides the many activities linked to the political, legal, and economic administration 
of the state (kings, eponyms, officials of the City Hall and of the bet̄ ka ̄rim, scribes, stew-
ards, judges, attorneys, messengers, and different functionaries; see Dercksen 2004a), to 
religion (see below, “Religion”), or to the international trade, both in Ashur and Kaniš 
(merchants, agents, transporters, donkey drivers, harnessers, guides, escorts, and even 
smugglers), the texts cite few professions. Several Ashur eponyms are mentioned with 
their professions: Aššur‐imitti the boatman, Puzur‐Aššur the ghee trader (or: the one 
who supplies the palace with ghee), and Amaya, the one in charge of the weapons (or: an 
arms dealer) (Kryszat 2004; Veenhof 2003). Indirect references also appear, such as “the 
house of the carpenter” (Michel 2001: no. 345). It is likely that other specialized crafts-
men, such as bleachers, rope makers, and leather‐workers, were also active in Ashur 
(Dercksen 2004a: 255–85).

In Kaniš, apart from the numerous functionaries working for the local palace, there were 
various specialized Anatolian craftsmen: house builders, carpenters, leather‐workers, textile 
cleaners, potters, gardeners, shepherds, oil traders, salt traders, female millers, and wet‐
nurses. In H̬attuš, there is a reference to a female tavern keeper (KBo 9 10:4). But we also 
find Assyrians who were not merchants. Among these are “interpreters” (targumannum), 
“metal workers” (nappa ̄hum, Dercksen 1996: 71–6; Sturm 2001), a “tavern keeper” 
(sa ̄bium), a “confectioner” (kakardinnum), a “barber” (galla ̄bum), who was sold as a slave, 
and a “weaver” (ušparum; Michel 2001: 561–77, 2015b; Veenhof 2008: 118).

Market and shops

Besides the warehouses in Ashur where one could buy tin and textiles, there were “mar-
kets” (mahır̄um) or stalls and street shops for local products covering basic needs and, 
perhaps, wool to produce textiles (RIMA 1, 49:62–4). These would not necessarily have 
left archaeological traces, since they could have been in open‐air places. In Ashur, women 
had to buy barley to feed their households with the silver they earned from their textile 
production:

It is the right season; take good care to send me, in exchange for my textiles, silver from what 
you happen to have at hand, so that I can buy 10 measures of barley. (Michel 2001: no. 344, 
forthcoming: no. 128)

The City Hall could sell barley and copper, as well as products that would be subsequently 
exported to Anatolia. A larger market might have existed near the city gate but it is not 
mentioned in the texts (Dercksen 2004a: 33–9).

In Kaniš, the “market” (maḫır̄um), presumably located on the citadel, was partly covered 
and controlled by the “chief of the market” (rabi maḫır̄im). It included shops or stalls where 
people could buy slaves, agricultural products, and animals from the surrounding villages, as 
well as different varieties of wheat and barley, wood, reeds, and cattle (Dercksen 2008a; 
Hecker 1997; Michel 2011a; Veenhof 2003c). The Assyrians who worked full time trading 
metals and textiles were totally dependent on these markets for products for their daily lives. 
Some of them, however, had Anatolian wives and were more fortunate since these women 
were also involved in agricultural tasks such as fieldwork and the breeding of oxen and pigs 
(Michel 2008c).



96	 Cécile Michel

Metrology and means of payment

In their many transactions, the Assyrians used a decimal system to count discrete objects, for 
example, textiles and bread. Products that were usually measured in units, such as cereals, 
were sold in “sacks” (naruqqum, ca. 120 l.) and “jars” (karpatum, ca. 30 l.) of a standard 
capacity. Beer was measured in “jugs” (kirrum). Among the different metrological systems 
used by the merchants, the weight system dominated because of the nature of the traded 
goods, which were predominantly metals (Michel 2006a). Tin, gold, silver, and iron were 
measured according to the classical sexagesimal weight system in shekels, minas, and talents. 
In Anatolia, copper was weighed in hundreds of minas, in a system that ignored the talent, 
perhaps influenced by the local decimal system.

A tablet dated to the level Ib period gives a metrological correlation, indicating that 840 
Anatolian minas equaled 760 Assyrian minas, which means that the Assyrian mina was 10 
percent heavier than the Anatolian one (Kt u/k 3; Dercksen 1996: 87; Michel, in press).

The length system was occasionally used when measuring textiles in cubits (ammatum, ca. 
½ meter), and the šubtum (perhaps equivalent to 36 m2) served to give the surface area of a 
building (Veenhof 2011b).

In Ashur, Assyrians probably paid gold for the tin they bought from the Elamites but paid 
silver to the Babylonians for the textiles they imported. They also used silver to buy houses, 
slaves, and large amounts of cereals, or to pay taxes to City Hall; loans were usually made in 
silver. It was exchanged in the form of rings or refined ingots broken in small pieces (ṣarrupum, 
Veenhof 2014b).

On the way to Anatolia, tin was used for current expenses, such as to pay the inns where 
caravans stopped and cover the toll when crossing borders. Tin circulated in the form of rings 
and small ingots (Dercksen 2005a; Veenhof 1972: 32–5). Silver and copper items were also 
used as small change.

In Anatolia, Assyrians were involved in the local trade in copper, a metal that, in the form 
of ingots, small pieces, or even old sickles, served to buy cheap goods such as food products 
(Dercksen 1996; Lehner 2014).

Meals

Letters written by women from Ashur mention the need to buy barley and to prepare beer 
bread for their husbands, but we know much more about the diet of Assyrians who were set-
tled in Kaniš. Bread and beer represented the main food and drink products; water consump-
tion was taken for granted and is thus never mentioned.

Cereals and products derived from them such as flour, porridge, and bread were the staple 
foods. Grains of wheat, barley, and spelt were crushed and ground to make flour, which was 
used to make two kinds of bread: bread made only with flour and water or sourdough bread. 
Sesame oil and animal fat, such as lard, were used for cooking but also for lighting or for 
washing. The diet also included vegetables, mainly leeks and onions, and fruits (nuts, grapes, 
and pomegranates). Herbs and spices, such as cumin, coriander, or mustard, were added to 
dishes, and people in Kaniš used salt from the Tuz Gölü both as a condiment and as a con-
servative. Honey, measured in jars, served as a preservative or as a sweetener (Dercksen 
2008a, 2008b; Fairbairn 2014; Michel 1997a).
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Assyrians also ate meat (sheep, oxen, and pork) as well as fish and shrimp. The animals 
were often killed at home, or cuts of meat were bought and grilled. For their many travels, 
merchants could buy meat dishes, such as stew (Atici 2014; Dercksen 2008a; Lion, Michel, 
and Noël 2000; Michel 1997a, 2006c, 2014d).

Assyrians primarily drank beer, but they also appreciated wine, which was made from 
Cappadocian grapes. Brewing beer was a typically domestic activity: prepared at home by the 
women, it was made through the maceration and fermentation of barley, with malt and beer 
bread as the main constituents. In Ashur, malt was obtained from germinated barley grain 
while, in Anatolia, it was prepared with wheat grain. The beer bread was made of crushed 
barley. Each house had a stock of malt and beer bread ready to use for making beer. Beer and 
wine were served during private and public feasts, but some merchants had beer daily and 
would get drunk (Michel 2009a).

Meals were prepared by the women, who cooked in the metal vessels that they received as 
part of their dowry. In a letter sent to his fiancée, an Assyrian merchant mentions the duties 
of the wife, namely, serving her husband and cooking for him: “Please, the day you hear (the 
words of) my tablet there, turn to your father (so that he agrees), set out and come here with 
my servants. I am alone. There is no one who serves me nor to set the table for me” (Michel 
1997a; forthcoming no. 3).

Houses and furniture

In Ashur and Kaniš, the Assyrian merchants bought, built, or extended their houses; sale 
contracts were used as title deeds (Kienast 1984) and redemption was possible for houses 
that had been sold as guarantees (Veenhof 1999b). The house was the building that accom-
modated people for the night but, more importantly, it represented the family that lived 
there: it was handed down from generation to generation and the family’s ancestors were 
buried under its floor. Houses were built with mud bricks; reeds and wooden beams were 
used for ceilings, roofs, stairs, and furniture. Houses had to be maintained regularly; the 
inhabitants had to change the bricks and beams and renew the plaster of the roof and the 
walls. A woman awaiting the return of her eldest son to Ashur prepared the work:

Concerning the house in which we live, since the house was in disrepair, I was worried and had 
mud bricks made during the spring and I have piled them up. As for the wooden beams you 
wrote about, send me as much silver as you can so that one may buy beams here. (Michel 1997b, 
2001: no. 320, forthcoming: no. 146; Veenhof 2011b)

The house was the domain par excellence of the woman, who wanted to possess a building as 
large and as nice as possible to show off the social success of her family. One woman, envying her 
neighbors, wrote to her husband: “Since you left, Šalim‐aḫum built two times a house; when 
will we be able to do (the same)?” (Michel 2001: no. 306; forthcoming: no. 147). The Old 
Assyrian commercial quarter in Ashur has not yet been located, thus we do not know if, as in 
Kaniš, the houses there had an upper story. According to sale contracts, the average merchant’s 
house had a surface area of a hundred square meters and its price could vary from 5 to 15 minas 
of silver. Some houses are described as having a “main room” (ekallum; Michel 2001: no. 339, 
1997b: 287). Because of the existence of a storage room containing archives and precious 
goods, it was important to guard the house at night and during the absence of its inhabitants.
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In Kaniš, Assyrians lived in the lower town. They bought houses built according to the 
local style; their average being 70–90 square meters, with some reaching over 150 or even 
200 square meters (Özgüç 2003: 77–114). The two‐story houses comprised a kitchen with 
an oven in its center, storerooms, and a sealed room. Some houses were organized around 
an open court. Their inhabitants lived and slept upstairs (Figure 4.4). According to their 
last wills, Assyrian merchants left their houses in Kaniš to their eldest sons or to their 
Anatolian wives.

Inside houses in Kaniš, various domestic objects were excavated; for example, clay and 
metal vessels such as bowls, vases, jars, pans, and cauldrons. Weapons and tools were found 
in the graves under the floor of some houses, including arrowheads, axes, spearheads, knives, 
pitchforks, shears, needles, nails, sickles, as well as other objects, such as divine statuettes, 
reels for spinning, gold and lapis lazuli jewelry, seals, and belt loops (Emre 2008; Kulakoğlu 
and Kangal 2010; Özgüç 2003: 142–281). Some rare texts record house inventories; one 
refers to the household of a woman that contained, among other things, grooved stands, 
lamps, bowls, measuring cups, various vessels, spoons, tables, containers, and cauldrons 
(Kt h/k 87; Dercksen 1996: 77; Michel forthcoming: no. 135).

Figure 4.4  Private houses in the lower town level II, reconstruction. Source: Özgüç 2003: 106, no. 60.
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Religion

Since Old Assyrian texts deal mainly with trade, our knowledge of religion during this 
period is quite limited. Some texts refer to goods as belonging to temples or gods, e.g. 
gold and silver given as votive offerings (ikribū; Dercksen 1997), or refer to oaths taken in 
the name of various deities, who are also invoked as witnesses; they also refer to names of 
priests participating in the overland trade (Hirsch 1972). Many gods were venerated in 
Ashur, including Adad, Amurrum, Assur, Aššuritum, Belum, Ilabrat, Išh ̮ara, Ištar the Star, 
Ištar.ZA.AT, Ninkarrak, Nisaba, Suen, Šamaš, Šarramaten, and Tašmetum (Eidem 2004; 
Dercksen 2005b; Kryszat 2003, 2006a, 2007b); among these, some also appear as family 
or personal gods, such as Amurrum, Ilabrat or Ištar.ZA.AT (Kryszat 2006b; Michel 1991: 
85–8; Veenhof, 2014a). Most of these divine names also occur as parts of personal names 
(Veenhof 2008 : 102–5).

The main god was Assur, with whom the king of Ashur had special ties. The Assyrians had 
to take oaths on the weapon of Assur (patrum, šugaria ̄’um; Donbaz 2001), which was kept 
in the sacred precinct (ḫamrum), while women took oaths on the tambourine of the goddess 
Ištar (Michel 1997c; forthcoming: no. 244–5). Girls consecrated to the god Assur did not 
belong to his temple but lived independently, perhaps nearby, certainly praying to the deity; 
but otherwise, we know nothing about their religious duties (see above, “Consecrated 
women”).

The temples of Adad, Assur, Ištar, and Išḫara served as warehouses for merchandise and 
votive offerings that they managed, but the treasure (maṣṣartum) of the god Assur might 
have been kept in the City Hall since it was under the responsibility of the steward 
(laputta ̄’um; Dercksen 2004a: 77–9; Matouš 1974b; Veenhof in this volume). In Kaniš, 
oaths were sworn at the gate of the god Assur, also called the sacred precinct, which might 
have represented a chapel dedicated to the god as part of the ka ̄rum office complex. Priests 
of Adad, Assur, Ištar, Suen, Šamaš, and Šarramaten are cited for their role in the trade: 
Mannuba, priest of Assur, was the recipient of silver earned from trade in Anatolia (TC 3, 
203), and a priest of Suen possessed one of the few “houses” where it was possible to buy 
both tin and textiles that would be exported to Anatolia (TC 3, 129). Among the Ashur 
eponyms are Elali, the chief temple administrator (sangûm), and Iddin‐Aššur, son of a 
priest (Veenhof 2003, Kryszat 2004).

Women’s letters show their strong concern for religion: they made offerings to temples, 
paid tribute to gods, and reminded their husbands of their duties to the deities. Women 
involved in the public life of Ashur often had religious functions; several occupations linked 
to religion were traditionally held by women, such as dream interpreter (ša ̄’iltum), diviner 
(ba ̄rı̄tum), and consecrated woman (gubabtum, qadištum). Two women wrote to a close 
relative:

Here (in Ashur), we ask(ed) female dream interpreters, female diviners, and spirits of the dead; 
the god Assur gives you a serious warning. You love silver and despise your life! Can’t you satisfy 
Assur here, in the City? Please, as soon as you have heard (the words of) the letter, come, see 
Assur’s eye and save your life!” (Michel 2001: no. 348, 2009c, forthcoming: no. 253)

In each Assyrian trading post in Anatolia, there was a shrine or a sacred area devoted to Assur, 
where the god was represented by his statue with his weapon and jewelry. Other Assyrian 
deities were worshipped there too. Just as in Assur, Assyrians took oaths there, in front of the 
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divine emblems of Assur. In the town of Uršu, in the area of Gaziantep, robbers once entered 
the Assur temple and stole the emblem and golden medallion of the god (Larsen: 261–62; 
Michel 2001: no. 51).

Writing and archives

Data about daily life come predominantly from the numerous letters found in the archives 
of merchants and exchanged between the different members of the family, and, more spe-
cifically, from the women’s correspondences (Michel 2001; 2008d; Michel, forthcoming). 
Archives of an Assyrian family could include hundreds or more texts dealing, firstly, with 
the long‐distance trade, and, secondly, with other topics, such as daily life. They were 
arranged on shelves along the walls of houses or in wooden boxes and clay jars with clay 
labels to specify their content (Larsen 2008; Michel 2008e; Veenhof 2003a, 2013). 
Envelopes of letters and contracts, as well as clay labels, bear cylinder seal imprints as a kind 
of signature and a mark of ownership; sealed legal texts were thus certified (Larsen 1997b; 
Tessier 1994). The syllabary in use during the Old Assyrian period is relatively simple, with 
no more than 150 to 200 signs, and with very few logograms and complex syllabic signs. 
Letters often seem to have been written by their authors – the need of the merchants to 
move around may explain why they did not use the services of scribes. Scribal apprentice-
ship could take place in the house of a master who taught a small number of pupils (CCT 
4, 6e:4–16), but many learned the basics of writing at home, which allowed them to write 
their own correspondence and personal notes. Tablets perfectly formed and covered with 
a regular script can be distinguished from others that are awkwardly shaped and roughly 
written (Michel 2008a).

It is possible that not only men, but also some women learned how to read and write 
(Michel 2009d; forthcoming: chapter 4). Among the tablets sent, both by men and women, 
some display so many mistakes in signs and grammar that they were most likely written by 
the authors themselves.
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Larsen, M.T. 2002. The Aššur‐nādā Archive, Old Assyrian Archives Studies 1, Leiden: NINO.
Larsen, M.T. 2007. “Individual and Family in Old Assyrian Society,” Journal of Cuneiform Studies 59, 

93–106.
Larsen, M.T. 2008. “Archives and Filing Systems at Kültepe,” in: C. Michel (ed.), Old Assyrian Studies 

in Memory of Paul Garelli, Old Assyrian Archives Studies 4, PIHANS 112, Leiden: NINO, 77–88.
Larsen, M.T. 2010. The Archive of the Šalim‐Aššur Family, vol. 1: The First Two Generations, Kültepe 

Tabletleri 6, Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu.
Larsen, M.T. 2015. Ancient Kanesh. A Merchant Colony in Bronze Age Anatolia, Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press.
Lassen, A.W. 2010. “Tools, Procedures and Professions: A Review of the Akkadian Textile 

Terminology,” in: C. Michel and M.‐L. Nosch (eds.), Textile Terminologies in the Ancient Near East 
and Mediterranean from the Third to the First Millennia BC, Ancient Textiles Series 8, Oxford: 
Oxbow, 272–82.

Lehner, J. 2014. “Metal Technology, Organization, and the Evolution of Long‐Distance Trade at 
Kültepe,” Journal of Cuneiform Studies Suppl. Series 4, 135–56.

Lion, B., Michel, C., and Noël, P. 2000. “Les crevettes dans la documentation du Proche‐Orient 
ancien,” Journal of Cuneiform Studies 52, 55–60.

Matouš, L. 1974. “Der Aššur‐Tempel nach altassyrischen Urkunden aus Kültepe,” in: M.S. Heerma 
et al. (eds.), Travels in the World of the Old Testament. Studies Presented to Professor M.A. Beek, Assen: 
Van Gorcum, 181–9.
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Further Reading

There is no book entirely dedicated to Old Assyrian society, but many articles concern topics related to 
this theme. Information on the citizens of Ashur and Kaniš is provided by Barjamovic 2014, Hertel 
2013, 2014, Larsen 2015, Veenhof 1995a, and, with regard to slaves, Kienast 1984. Assyrian families are 
studied by Michel 2001: chapter 6 and Veenhof 2014a; for the family as a commercial network, see 
Larsen 2007. A sample of one hundred women’s letters is provided in Michel 2001: chapter 7; see also 
Michel 2013a, 2015c and, for Assyrian and Anatolian women, Michel (forthcoming), which deals with 
marriage and divorce (see also Michel 2006b), the place of women in the family, maternity, housewives, 
businesswomen, and the moral and religious values of women; it also gives some three hundred texts in 
translation. Children are studied in Michel 1997d. For inheritance practices and last wills, see Hecker 
2004a, 2004b, Michel 2000b and Veenhof 2011a. Michel 2008f, 2009b, Veenhof 1998, and 2008a deal 
with death and burials. For agriculture, cattle breeding, and food production, see Atici 2014, Dercksen 
2008a, 2008b, Fairbairn 2014, Michel 1997a, 2006c, 2008c, 2009a, 2014d; for houses and their inven-
tories Kulakog

̮
lu and Kangal 2010, Michel 1997b and Veenhof 2011b; and for textiles Michel 2006d, 

Michel and Veenhof 2010. Data about markets, craftsmen, and loan contracts may be found in Dercksen 
2004a, Michel 2013b, 2015b, and Veenhof 2008. An overview of Old Assyrian religion is presented in 
Hirsch 1972; Kryszat 2003, 2006a, 2006b and 2007b are focused on specific gods, while Michel 2009c 
discusses the role of consecrated girls; see also Michel (forthcoming): chapter 5. Old Assyrian writing, 
counting, and metrology are analyzed in Barjamovic 2015, Michel 2006a, 2008a, and in press.
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