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Sanitary towels in Ur III administrative texts?* 

Agnès Garcia-Ventura - Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona 
Dpt. de Ciencies de l’Antiquitat i de l’Etat Mitjana – 08193 Bellaterra – Cerdanyola del Vallès 

[The terms t u g 2 u 2  n i g 2 - d a r a 2
 and t u g 2 b a r - d u l 5  have been translated as bandages or garments “for 

menstruating women” respectively. I discuss two Ur III administrative texts (SACT 2, 285 and SACT 2, 288) in 
which these terms are attested in order to assess the validity of these translations. I suggest that “loincloth” or “rag” 
are better options for the first, while the second probably alludes to a “coat” or a plain weave thick fabric.]   

Keywords: Ur III, administrative texts, textiles, menstruation. 
 

Several studies1 have examined textile production during the Ur III period (ca. 2112-2004 BCE). The 
main reference today is still the volume edited by Hartmut Waetzoldt (Untersuchungen zur 
neusumerischen Textilindustrie, 1972). Subsequent studies have added more information or have tried to 
summarize and interpret some of the data that Waetzoldt discusses.2  

From this group of studies I would like to mention some of the work by Rita P. Wright, an 
anthropologist who has proposed readings of the Ur III textile industry in a number of papers and thus 
provides a perspective on the issue from outside the discipline of Assyriology. Wright has summarized 
the great variety of textiles produced, as is witnessed by the following quotation from her most recent 
paper on the topic: “wool was made into saddle cloth, shaggy garments, headbands, headdresses, 
loincloths and menstruating garments, menstruating bandages and underwear”.3 

When quoting “menstruating garments” and “menstruating bandages”, Wright uses as her sources 
the transliteration and translation into English of some Ur III texts published in 1973 by Shin Theke 

 
* I wish to thank Hartmut Waetzoldt for his advice and comments on t u g 2 b a r . I am also in debt with Érica Couto-Ferreira 

and Lorenzo Verderame for their valuable comments on the first version of this paper. I also wish to thank the anonymous 
reviewers for providing me with some complementary bibliographical references. Obviously all remaining errors and omissions 
are my own responsibility.  

1. The transliteration follows the Assyriological form: spacing for Sumerian, italicized for Akkadian. Abbreviations follow the 
usage of the Reallexikon der Assyriologie und vorderasiatischen Archäologie. A complete list is also available at 
http://cdli.ox.ac.uk/wiki/doku.php?id=abbreviations_for_assyriology. However, to simplify the further checking of references for 
readers who are not Assyriologists, I include in the footnotes the reading of the abbreviation the first time it is quoted in the paper, 
together with its correspondence to the author and year as it is quoted in the final bibliography list. 

2.. Andersson Strand - Cybulska 2013; Firth 2013; Firth - Nosch 2012; Garcia-Ventura 2012a and 2012b; Maekawa 1980, 
1989 and 1998; Uchitel 1984 and 2002; Verderame 2008; Waetzoldt 1987, 1988, 2007, 2010, 2011 and 2012; Wright 1996, 1998, 
2008 and 2013. 

3. Wright 2013, 396; cf. Wright 1996, 87. 
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Kang. In what follows, after some brief remarks on textiles as registered in cuneiform texts, I will 
concentrate on the two texts published by Kang referring to these special garments or bandages, i.e. texts 
SACT 2, 285 and SACT 2, 288,4 to show that his suggested translation is inappropriate in these two 
examples. Finally I will explain the reasons for his proposal from a gender studies perspective. 

Some of the arguments displayed in this paper are not new from a philological point of view. 
However my aim is making them accessible for non-Ur III specialists, as they are scattered in notes and 
papers. As a consequence, often it is difficult to follow the philological debate for those not working on a 
specific word or group of texts. In addition, I wish to provide even philologists specialists in this period 
into insight on the published material under the light of gender studies perspective, as the two main texts 
discussed here have been neither studied in detail in the last years nor published in translation after 1973.  
 
1. Some preliminary remarks on textiles as registered in cuneiform texts 
 

The generic term for “garment” or “fabric” in Sumerian is t u g 2 . It is attested alone or as a 
determinative, preceding terms that name diverse types of textiles or garments. A good source to illustrate 
the great variety of terms preceded by t u g 2  is tablet 19 of the HAR-ra=hubullu5 (read U r 5 - r a = 
hubullu) lexical list, lines 105 to 307.6 The last lines (340-345) are for those terms whose initial word is 
g a d a -  (linen). 

However, in spite of the richness of the available texts and terms attested referring to textiles, the 
information we can infer from them is often limited. The first difficulty we encounter when dealing with 
textiles is to determine whether certain words allude to types of fabrics or to garments. This difficulty 
becomes evident when we check the ePSD:7 most terms preceded by t u g 2  are simply translated as 
“textile, garment”.8  

Fortunately, some researchers have gone further and have tried to identify features that help us to 
distinguish between different terms. In this connection a particularly interesting work is the volume on 
textile terminologies in the Ancient Near East, edited by Cécile Michel and Marie-Louise Nosch 
following the workshop on the topic held in Copenhagen 2009.9 Among the most common concerns 
expressed during the meeting, we quote an excerpt from Maria Giovanna Biga’s paper:10  
 

The identification of the type of fabrics quoted in the texts is not an easy task. It is still extremely difficult to 
understand the purposes and kinds of cloth, for which different types of fabrics were used. This is a common 
problem with every type of text from all periods in the Ancient Near East. It is uncertain if we are dealing 
with whole fabrics, or fabrics already cut and ready to be worn, wrapped around the body, or with clothes 
presumably cut and sewn. Etymology is often not helpful here. 
  

 
4. Sumerian and Akkadian Cuneiform Texts = Kang 1973, texts 285 and 288 respectively.  
5. From now on, I will refer to it as Hh. 
6. Materials for the Sumerian Lexikon, volume X = Landsberger - Reiner - Civil 1970. From now on, I will refer to it as MSL 

X. For the excerpt quoted here, see pages 130-137. 
7. Electronic Pennsylvania Sumerian Dictionary (Philadelphia): http://psd.museum.upenn.edu/epsd/index.html  
8. Biga 2010, 150. Cf. Michel - Nosch 2010a, xv, on the problematic use of these generic terms, especially when even the 

definition of what a garment is presents difficulties (in the case of untailored garments).  
9. Michel - Nosch 2010b. Two review-articles on the volume have been published: in 2011 in the journal Historiae (Garcia-

Ventura 2011) and in 2013 in the journal Aula Orientalis (Llop-Raduà 2013).  
10. Cf. Waetzoldt 2012, 193, quoting Michel - Veenhof 2010 from this volume. 
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Aware of all these uncertainties, experts have often opened their studies with a reflection on the 
usage of certain terms when publishing the results of their research.11 Despite these difficulties, one of our 
tasks is to define, as far as possible, what these terms have in common and what distinguishes each one 
from the other. In the following sections I will concentrate on two of these terms as attested in Ur III 
administrative texts: t u g 2 u 2  n i g 2 - d a r a 2

 and t u g 2 b a r - d u l 5 . 
  
2. Sanitary towels in Ur III administrative texts? 
 
2.1. SACT 2, 285: “bandages for menstruating women” 

In 1973, Kang published a transliteration and translation into English of this text from Umma, dated 
from the 5th Šu-Suen regnal year. He translated the first line of the text as “1 u cloth bandage used by 
women (menstruating women)”.12 However, after revising the term and the context in this specific text, I 
propose to translate this first line as “1 loincloth”: a translation that has nothing to do either with women 
or with sanitary towels. In what follows I offer a revised translation of the text and the arguments that 
support my proposal: 

 
obverse 
1. 1 tug2 u2 nig2-dara2 
2. ama-šim dumu ur-gu2-de3-na engar 
==== (blank space) 
reverse 
 ==== (blank space) 
3. tug2-ba iti dli9-si4 
4. mu us2-sa dšu-dsuen lugal uri5

ki-ma-ke4  
bad3 mar-tu mu-du3 

obverse
1 loincloth 
for Ama-šim, son/daughter of Ur-Guedena the farmer 
==== (blank space) 
reverse 
 ==== (blank space) 
as allocation of cloth the 9th month 
year: Šu-Suen 5 

 
In the Hh lexical list quoted above, in line 301 of tablet 1913 we find t u g 2 . t u g 2  n i g 2 . d a r a 2

 ú-
la-pu. In CAD14 (U s.v., pp. 71-72) the Akkadian ulāpu is translated as “rag, bandage” and some contexts 
are shown in which the form is also attested together with terms such as “dirt” or “blood” (in omens and 
in medical and ritual texts). In AHw15 (s.v., p. 1408) the proposed translation is “eine (schmutzige) 
Binde”. Probably taking these nuances into account, Kang considered the translation mentioned above as 
the most suitable one. Indeed, he refers to these nuances in the comments on this first line of the text.16 
However, he assumes that the absence of a word referring to “dirt” or “blood” is not significant. 

Presumably following the same reasoning, in ePSD the proposed translations for t u g 2 n i g 2 -
d a r a 2 or for n i g 2 - d a r a 2

 are “rag, sanitary towel”, reproducing the second nuance mentioned above. In 

 
11. For examples of diverse choices conditioned by the aims, sources and the chronological scope of the research see, among 

others, Durand 2009, 19 and Breniquet 2013, 1. For an updated list of the Sumerian terms related to textiles quoted in the Ur III 
texts from Umma and Girsu, see Pomponio 2010, 196-197. For discussion of some of the most frequently used terms for textiles 
and fabrics in Ur III texts in general, see Waetzoldt’s studies, especially 1972, 1980-1983a and b, and 2011, Verderame 2008, 
especially 124-125, and Firth - Nosch 2012. 

12. Kang 1973, 306. 
13. MSL X, 136. 
14. Chicago Assyrian Dictionary. 
15. Wolfram von Soden: Akkadisches Handwörterbuch. 
16. Kang 1973, 379. 
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Zettelkasten17 several contexts and sources are provided where t u g 2 n i g 2 - d a r a 2  is translated as 
“loincloth”18 or as a “garment for women”.  

For n i g 2 - d a r a 2  alone, without the determinative, no German translation is proposed in 
Zettelkasten (though one is provided for the Old-Babylonian, i.e. “textile label”). However, some 
references and equivalences are provided like the Akkadian ḫulāpu, translated in CAD as “bandage” (Ḫ 
s.v., p. 228; cf. AHw s.v., p. 353 “eine Binde?”). In one of the references provided, Åke W. Sjöberg 
presents diverse contexts and attestations where t u g 2 n i g 2 - d a r a 2  could be translated as “a menstrual 
rag” or as “a strip of cloth”19 and n i g 2 - d a r a 2  alone as “girdle”20. An intriguing attestation of n i g 2 -
d a r a 2  is that of text SAT 3, 2156,21 published recently in transliteration and translation into German by 
Paola Paoletti.22 There, the term seems to qualify the wool used for a mattress, although the exact 
meaning remains unclear.   

Concentrating now on the term preceded by the determinative, i.e. t u g 2 n i g 2 - d a r a 2 , Waetzoldt23 
considers both “sanitary towel” and “loincloth” as possible translations, depending on the context. 
Referring to “loincloth”, Waetzoldt notes that this garment would have been used as underwear and 
would sometimes have been made of leather. Some years later, Konrad Volk24 gives some clues for 
distinguishing cases in which one of the two nuances, i.e. “sanitary towel” or “loincloth”, is more 
suitable. He alludes, again, to lexical lists and to the scrutiny of contexts.  

In the above list of references and their proposed translations, we see that some refer only to shape 
and condition: they are more generic (“rag”, “strip of cloth”); while others refer to function (besides 
shape) and are therefore more specific (“sanitary towel”, “loincloth”, “bandage”). As Michel and Nosch25 
noted in the introduction of the volume they edited on textile terminologies, “In some languages and 
cultures, textile terminology developed according to materials, in others according to topography, 
techniques, colours, qualities, function and usage. The term “undergarment” indicates function and shape; 
“blue-collar” indicates colour, usage and social context [...]”. What all these proposed translations for 
t u g 2 n i g 2 - d a r a 2  or n i g 2 - d a r a 2  have in common, regardless of their function, is that they allude to 
shape or quality. In fact, all of them refer to a relatively small strip of cloth, whose quality is not 
specified, but does not seem to have been very high. In this case, then, perhaps a generic translation based 
on shape would be better than a more specific one seeking to assign a specific function. Only if this 
function can be asserted due to the context would I suggest considering it.  

Moving then to the relevance of contexts, the text under analysis here registers an allocation of cloth 
(t u g 2 - b a , in line 3). In both the classical study by Ignace J. Gelb26 and in Waetzoldt’s study of the 

 
17. Leipzig-Münchner Sumerische Zettelkasten, a Sumerian provisional glossary compiled in the context of the Sumerisches 

Glossar project, directed by P. Attinger and W. Sallaberger. http://www.assyriologie.uni-muenchen.de/forschung/sumglossar 
/zettelkasten2006_09. pdf. Accessed August 2013 the file as uploaded September 2006, a new updated and improved version will 
be available soon (W. Sallaberger, personal communication August 2013). 

18. See also Civil 2008, 10 for t u g 2 n i g 2 - d a r a 2  translated as “loincloth”, but used figuratively in Sumerian literary texts. 
19. Sjöberg 1973, 140. 
20. Limet also translates “ceinture” for TSDU 29, first line of the reverse (Textes Sumeriens de la IIIe Dynastie d’Ur = Limet 

1976). This meaning is also quoted by Paoletti 2012, 166: “Gürtel, Binde”. 
21. Sumerian Archival Texts, volume 3 = Sigrist 2000b. 
22. Paoletti 2012, 508-509. 
23. Waetzoldt 1980-1983a, 25. 
24. Volk 1995, 185-186. 
25. Michel - Nosch 2010a, xiv. 
26. Gelb 1965. 
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systems of compensation for work in the Ur III textile industry,27 three main types of allocations (- b a ) 
are identified:28 the regular ones (monthly barley [š e - b a ]29, the yearly allocation of wool [s i g 2 - b a ] 
and the probably annual allocation of oil [i 3 - b a ]30); variations on the standard ones (bread [n i n d a - b a ] 
or flour [z i 3 - b a ] instead of barley, or clothes [t u g 2 - b a ] instead of wool); and finally the extraordinary 
ones (meat, fish, dairy products and vegetables).  

As regards the annual allocations of wool or clothes, they amounted to around four mina for adult 
men, three mina for adult women and one or two mina for children. In short, they received either a simple 
garment or the quantity of wool required to weave it.31 As Waetzoldt notes,32 “The principles upon which 
wool vs. cloth or clothing was issued remain entirely unclear. However, one text which records the 
disbursement of wool and textiles over a ten-year period makes it clear that cloth was not issued yearly on 
a regular basis but only when it was available”. Taking all this into account, when revising the text under 
analysis here it seems unlikely that sanitary towels would have been issued as allocations of cloth. 

Another element to bear in mind is anthroponimy. Ama-šim,33 the personal name in line 2 of SACT 
2, 285, could be either male or female. However, Kang does not use this possibility to support his 
translation, as he proposes “son” for line 2. This personal name is also attested in the long text WMAH 
176 (col. 2, line 4)34 published in 1969 by Herbert Sauren and transliterated and translated into German. 
The text registers allocations of barley for female millers, which seems to support the consideration of 
Ama-šim as a female personal name. However, since this remains speculative, I prefer to state both 
possibilities explicitly, and leave “son/daughter” in the translation.     

Support for these arguments is provided by the text MVN 14, 248,35 which shares provenance and 
date (Umma, 5th Šu-Suen regnal year) with the one analysed here and registers an allocation of cloth. In 
the first line “60 t u g 2 u 2  n i g 2 - d a r a 2 ” are registered. Again, the context and personal names, in this 
case clearly referring to male officials,36 make “60 sanitary towels” unlikely as a suitable translation. The 
same is true of text SAT 3, 2193, also from Umma, where 1 t u g 2 n i g 2 - d a r a 2  is registered again as an 
allocation of cloth for a male (n i g 2 - u 2 - r u m ).37 However in this latter example we have t u g 2 n i g 2 -
d a r a 2  and not t u g 2 u 2 n i g 2 - d a r a 2 , as we find in SACT 2, 285 and MVN 14, 248. 

 
27. Waetzoldt 1987. 
28. For a recent state of research about rations and payment for work in Ur III, see Koslova 2006, 41-42, with previous 

references. Cf. Heimpel 2009, 90-100 for the Garšana texts.  
29. On allocations of barley, see Liverani 1976 and Maekawa 1989 to complement the cited works by Gelb 1965 and 

Waetzoldt 1987.  
30. One of the discrepancies between Gelb and Waetzoldt is that Gelb considers the allocation of oil to be regular, while 

Waetzoldt regards it as extraordinary.  
31. Gelb 1965, 235; Breniquet 2013, 18. 
32. Waetzoldt 1987, 126. 
33. The name is quoted by Limet 1968, 200, who notes that the meaning is uncertain. 
34. Wirtschaftsurkunden aus der Zeit der III. Dynastie von Ur im Besitz des Musée d’Art et d’Histoire in Genf = Sauren 1969. 
35. Materiali per il Vocabolario Neosumerico = Yildiz - Waetzoldt - Renner 1988. See also MVN 16 (= Waetzoldt - Yildiz, 

231-234), where a collation of the text was published. 
36. The names of those most directly involved in the transaction are U r - d S u e n  (see Limet 1968, 118; Dahl 2007, 82 and 

110; Paoletti 2012, 283), A r a d 2 - m u  (Dahl 2007, 115-121) and U r - d Š u l - p a - e 3  (Dahl 2007; Paoletti 2012, 303). See 
especially the quoted references by Dahl and Paoletti for different occupations that appear associated with all these personal 
names. 

37. See Limet 1968, 286. n i g 2 - u 2 - r u m  is attested mainly as a farmer in texts from Umma and from Girsu, a messenger in 
texts from Girsu, and a scribe in texts mainly from Umma.  
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Indeed n i g 2 - d a r a 2 is attested preceded by the generic t u g 2  and by more specific types of textiles 
like t u g 2 u 2 , as we have seen in the examples and sources quoted above. As Francesco Pomponio notes,38 
“[...] the term n ì - d á r a , which in our text is related only to t ú g - ú  and t ú g - s à - g a - d ù , but in other 
tablets to nearly all the other textiles (t ú g - u š - b a r , g a d a , t ú g - n ì - l á m , t ú g - g u z - z a ), and 
besides is cited separately as a product, indicates a use: «rag, sanitary towel». It must refer to textiles in 
very poor condition to be employed only for the most humble uses”. Then, Pomponio confirms that this 
term is attested besides t u g 2 u 2 , among others, and that it qualifies humble textiles (like “loinclothes”, as 
we suggested for SACT 2, 285).  

Nevertheless an added difficulty in the example under analysis is that the meaning of t u g 2 u 2  
remains unclear. Even in one of Waetzoldt’s most recent papers this term is quoted among others to 
designate diverse types of garments listed in cloth allocations, but neither specific characteristics are 
defined nor is a translation into German or English: “Die als Zuteilung ausgegebenen S.e. (t ú g - b a ) 
waren für Frauen und Männer unterschiedlicher Statur bestimmt: t ú g - d a - b a - t u m , t ú g - ( s a g ) - u š -
b a r , t ú g - Ú , t ú g - m u g […]”.39 
 
2.2. SACT 2, 288: “garments for menstruating women” 

In 1973, Kang published this other text from Umma in the same volume mentioned in the previous 
section. He translated the first line of the text as “3 garments; fine garments for menstruating women”.40 I 
propose a revision of the transliteration of this first line, and translate it as “3 good quality bardul 
fabrics/clothes”. As in the previous section, in what follows I suggest a revised transliteration and 
translation of the text and present the arguments in support of my proposal: 
 
obverse 
1. 3 tug2 bar-dul5-sig5 
2. 1 tug2 nig2-lam2 sumun 
3. ki la-qi3-ip-ta  
==== (blank space) 
4. ša3 pisan 1-a-kam 

obverse
3 good quality bardul fabrics/clothes 
1 old nilam fabric. 
From Laqib  
==== (blank space) 
They are in the first basket 

 
Kang transliterates the first line of the text as “3 t u g 2 - b a r  t u g 2 - s i g 5 ”, but it seems that, as both 

CDLI41 and BDTNS42 proposed in 2001, the second t u g 2  should be d u l 5 . This is also the case in other 
transliterations, like the one proposed by Marcel Sigrist for SAT 2, 54243. In line 11 of the text, Sigrist 
transliterated “1 t ú g - b a r  t ú g - b a n d a 3 ”, but the reading “1 t u g 2 b a r - d u l 5  t u r  (again suggested in 
2001 by CDLI and BDTNS) is better. Therefore, it seems that t u g 2 b a r  is not attested as a type of textile. 
We do not have the form t u g 2 b a r  as such attested either in the Hh lexical list, or in administrative texts 
as a specific type of textile. When registered in administrative texts it may serve as an abbreviation for 
t u g 2 u š - b a r ,  as happens, for instance, in SNAT 416.44  

 
38. Pomponio 2010, 193. 
39. Waetzoldt 2012, 193-194. 
40. Kang 1973, 308. 
41. Cuneiform Digital Library Initiative (http://cdli.ucla.edu/). 
42. Database of Neo-Sumerian Texts (http://bdtns.filol.csic.es/). 
43. Sumerian Archival Texts, volume 2 = Sigrist 2000a. 
44. Selected Neo-Sumerian Administrative Texts from the British Museum = Gomi - Sato 1990.  
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Moreover, Kang’s proposal in the translation was not actually for t u g 2 b a r  but for t u g 2 b a r - r a , the 
closest form attested in the Hh lexical list, in line 242 of tablet 19,45 where we find t u g 2 . b a r . r a =  ṣu-
bat e-ri[š-ti]. Quoting this form, Kang46 adds the following clarification: “Note that fine garments were 
used for menstruating women. This may be a cloth for menstruating women to be used for menstruation”. 
And after this, he refers back to note 1 for text 285,47 where the translation “menstruation bandage” is 
proposed, discussed in the previous section.  

In CAD (Ṣ s.v., p. 222) the above mentioned forms of the Hh lexical list are picked 48 and the 
translation “garment made of coarse wool” is proposed. Moreover, on ṣubāt erišti a hypothesis is 
proposed in arištu (A s.v., p. 268). I quote it here, as is directly related to the main issue discussed in this 
article:  

 
Only in the late Nabnitu reference does the form arištu occur; in all others it is erištu. Hence it probably is not 
connected with the adjective (w)aršu “unclean”, nor with ḫarištu “menstruating woman” because it occurs in Hh. 
XIX 306 beside ḫarištu. In view of explanation ṣubāt idirti for karru, ṣubāt a/erišti most likely means “garment 
(shoes, etc.) of sorrow (or mourning).49 
  

According to CAD, then, ṣubāt erišti is not necessarily linked to menstruation. Neither is a 
translation linked to menstruation proposed in AHw for the same Akkadian form. However, it is linked to 
women in some way, as the suggested translation for ṣubāt erišti is “Umstandskleid (?)” (AHw s.v., p. 
242). The existence of maternity dresses in late third millennium BCE Mesopotamia seems highly 
unlikely. In what follows, I list some arguments against it.  

As Catherine Breniquet indicates, “It is not until the 2nd millennium (and even the 1st) that the first 
indications of complex, cut or assembled garments are seen”.50 In addition, in the entry “Kleidung” in the 
Reallexikon der Assyriologie51 Waetzoldt affirms that until the Middle Assyrian or Middle Babylonian 
periods we have no evidence of cut or tailored garments, only of fabrics that were turned into clothes by 
shaping them with belts or fibulae. In other words, the great variety of terms attested in Ur III 
administrative texts refer to fabrics or to wraparound garments, i.e. garments that were not tailored. 
Likewise Biga, dealing with the Ebla texts, states that we have no information to determine whether they 
were “fabrics already cut and ready to be worn, wrapped around the body, or clothes presumably cut and 
sewn”.52 Until now, one of the best analyses of clothing in Ancient Mesopotamia is by Benjamin Foster 
for the Sargonic period.53 In this study Foster combines two types of sources, images and texts, in a 
search for correspondences to determine the types of clothes worn in late third millennium BCE 
Mesopotamia. Again, he shows that skirts and wraparound garments were the most common.54 So, they 
could have been adapted to the body, as we already mentioned. 

 
45. MSL X, 134. 
46. Kang 1973, 379, footnote to text 288. 
47. Kang 1973, 379. 
48. MSL X, lines 242-243. 
49. Cf. Völling 2008, 164. 
50. Breniquet 2013, 12; cf. Michel - Nosch 2010a, xv. 
51. Waetzoldt 1980-1983a, 18. 
52. Biga 2010, 150. 
53. Foster 2010. See also Strommenger 1980-1983 for a classification of types of garments and a selection of images using 

visual sources.  
54. Foster 2010, 120-128. 
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Certain scholars have noted that different words were used to distinguish not between different 
clothes for men or for women, but between fabrics worn following different trends and resulting in 
different shapes.55 Indeed, according to Jean-Marie Durand,56 only occasionally do texts specify whether 
a garment was for a man or for a woman. This ambivalent use of fabrics allowed merchants to trade these 
goods more easily, as they were not restricted by local trends or gender-based differences in clothing. 
Quoting Durand, “C’est sans doute pour cela que les marchands véhiculaient le plus souvent des t ú g , 
non des habits pour que les locaux puissent s’en servir selon leurs modes et leurs goûts. Ce sont les 
coupes et les assemblages qui devaient faire identifier le porteur, non le tissage”.57  

Summarizing, I have tried to argue why the translation proposed by Kang for the first line of the text 
here under discussion is unsuitable, even if we accept his transliteration. However, as his translation is 
also wrong, in what follows I give some indications regarding the type of textile mentioned in line 1 when 
editing the transliteration: the t u g 2 b a r - d u l 5 .  

This Sumerian t u g 2 b a r - d u l 5  (PSD58 B s.v., pp. 119-121) is equivalent to the Akkadian kusītu.59 It 
is translated in CAD as “an elaborate garment” (K s.v., pp. 585-587; cf. AHw s.v., p. 514 “Gewand”). As 
Waetzoldt notes, t u g 2 b a r - d u l 5  could refer to a sort of fabric60 or to “a coat or a long cloak”.61 It seems 
that it was a fabric in plain weave – thick, made of wool or of linen62 (g a d a  b a r - d u l 5 ) – and could be 
woven to create different qualities and weights. In some texts the time and material needed to weave these 
fabrics is detailed.63  
 
3. Cherchez la femme!  
 

In the middle of the 19th century, Alexandre Dumas published the novel Les Mohicans de Paris. A 
sentence from this novel is still quoted today: “cherchez la femme, pardieu! Cherchez la femme!” in the 
sense that, even when women are not directly involved in a particular situation, they are in some way 
responsible for it.64 In my view, Kang’s translations may have been influenced by this idea. As we have 
seen, the first text is an allocation of cloth (SACT 2, 285), and the second is a short list of textiles 
arranged in a basket (SACT 2, 288). There are several possible translations for the terms discussed, as we 
described above. In neither text are women mentioned (only in the first one do we have a possible 
reference) but Kang applies the idea of “cherchez la femme!” and obviously he finds her, choosing the 
only translation linked inevitably to women. 

What interests me here is that the chosen translation is not only linked to women, but to women’s 
bodies. For this reason it seems to me that it insists on the classical binaries that link men to culture and 

 
55. Waetzoldt 1980-1983a, 24; Biga 2010, 161. 
56. Durand 2009, 12. 
57. Durand 2009, 12. 
58. The Sumerian Dictionary of the University Museum of the University of Pennsylvania, volume 2 (1984). 
59. MSL X, 130, line 105. 
60. Waetzoldt 1972, 155 ff.; Waetzoldt 2010, 207. 
61. Waetzoldt 1980-1983a, 21;Waetzoldt 2010, 207. 
62. Waetzoldt 1980-1983b, 598. See also Marchesi 2011, 191. 
63. Waetzoldt 1972, 155-156; Pomponio 2010, 197; Waetzoldt 2010, 207; Firth - Nosch 2012, 78-79. Cf. Verderame 2008, 

123-125, for weights of other types of textiles. 
64. The expression has been used in the titles of many studies concerning ancient history and archaeology. A recent example 

in the field of Assyriology is the paper given by Katrien de Graef 2011 at the 57th Rencontre Assyriologique Internationale held in 
Rome, entitled “Cherchez la femme! Brotherhood adoption in Susa and elsewhere reconsidered”. The author is preparing an 
article to be published in the near future.  
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women to nature. These pairings have been profusely discussed by scholars.65 In a recent paper on the 
construction of masculinity in Early Mesopotamia, Claudia Suter66 noted how these attributions influence 
research in social sciences67 and, as a consequence, in Assyriology. I quote her statement below:  

 
For several decades, social sciences gave preference68 to culture over nature and viewed masculinity as a 
socio-cultural construct. In an overstating formulation men were “made, not born”, and many anthropologists 
subscribed to the view that “masculinity appears transculturally as something to be acquired, achieved, 
initiated into” while femininity was felt to come naturally through biological maturation. 

 
Underlying the “preference” mentioned by Suter is the concept of androcentrism, “a term describing 

the tendency to privilege male-biased, or male-centred, values and assumptions” to quote the definition 
by Roberta Gilchrist69 in her gender studies glossary. As one of the aims of gender studies is to identify 
androcentrism and to warn against it, the discipline can help us to discuss translations like the ones 
presented above. In this case androcentrism links women inevitably to “nature”, to their biology alluding 
to menses70 or to pregnancy (AHw, s.v. erišti, p. 242); but these attributes of women are neither explicitly 
stated nor implicitly suggested in the texts discussed here.71 

More specifically, feminist epistemologies question the process of knowledge production and the 
choice of topics of study, highlighting the risks of androcentrism and seeking to avoid its effects. Echoing 
the dichotomy “men-culture versus women-nature”, one pioneer scholar of these feminist epistemologies, 
Nancy Hartsock formulated a provocative contrast between “abstract masculinities” and the “feminist 
standpoint”.72 Hartsock uses psychoanalysis to explain how in men the self has traditionally been 
constructed around the abstract, and in women through specific experiences and tangible things. As a 
result, women tend to be more attached to, and conditioned by, their everyday life experiences and their 
bodies. 

Despite the possible criticisms of psychoanalysis and the dichotomy proposed by Hartsock, they can 
help us to explain why translations alluding to women’s bodies have been preferred by some scholars in 
the presence of alternative options. Both Kang, with “menstruation bandage” or “menstruation garment”, 
and von Soden, when proposing “maternity dress” in his AHw, follow this path. In some way, then, they 
assume and reinforce the psychoanalytical proposal of the construction of the self mentioned above.   

On the other hand, I wonder why Wright, an anthropologist concerned by gender studies, reproduces 
these translations uncritically. To answer this question I propose to concentrate not on her choice, but on 
the possibilities that she had to choose from. Many cuneiform tablets, especially those from the Ur III 
period, are usually published only in transliteration; in most cases they are not translated. The argument 
given is that most of them, a great many of them administrative texts, repeat almost the same information 
time and again; in other words, specialists know what is going on in the texts and do not need a published 
version of the translation. The problem with this practice, in my view, is that it prevents scholars in other 
disciplines from giving us new insights into the primary sources and new interpretations. Wright is 

 
65. See Ortner 1974 (especially p. 72) for a pioneering definition and critique.  
66. Suter 2012, 434. 
67. Cf. Morgan 1993, 70. 
68. Bold is mine. 
69. Gilchrist 1999, xiii. 
70. Kang 1973. 
71. Cf. Couto-Ferreira – Garcia-Ventura, 2013. 
72. Hartsock 2004 [1983]. 
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quoting Kang’s translation as late as 2013 because no other translations, revisions or comments on these 
texts, as far as I know, have been published since 1973.  

So, as Margaret Conkey and Joan Gero noted in their introduction to their classical edited volume 
Engendering Archaeology, we are still “engendering a supposedly gender-neutral, but in fact 
androcentric, past”.73 Then, as we take on the challenge of translating the texts into modern languages, we 
have to be aware of the possible biases and we have to be explicit about them. By doing so we follow 
Donna Haraway’s proposal74 of “situated knowledges” as we revise and reinterpret texts published many 
decades ago from a new perspective.  

As we noted in a previous paper,75 all translations are interpretations. In our field of study, 
Assyriology, translations related to women tend to focus excessively on the body and sexuality. Bearing 
this overemphasis in mind can help us to improve and amend our translations or, at least, prevent us from 
uncritically accepting some seemingly neutral translations that are, in fact, biased. 
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