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This volume is dedicated to all of the pioneers in the study of women, gen-
der, and the ancient Near East. Thank you for asking new and challenging
questions; you cannot find something that you do not sense is missing.

Aux alentours de midi, je me rendis compte que jétais perdue. Jabordai un
responsable en ces termes:

— Mesopotamia, please.
— Third floor, turn to the left, me répondit-on le plus simplement du monde.

Comme quoi on a bien tort de croire que la Mésopotamie est & ce point inaccessible.

(Amélie Nothomb, Pétronille)
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(Re)constructing the Image of the Assinnu

SAANA SVARD AND MARTTI NISSINEN

1. Introduction

The figure of the Mesopotamian goddess IStar is accompanied by a large num-
ber of people known by various designations, more or less directly associated with
the goddess and her cult. The role and function of the members of IStar’s entourage
have been discussed for the most part from the point of view of gender and sexual-
ity, and this is also true for persons labeled as assinnu and kurgarrii.! The scholarly
image of these male, or perhaps inter/transgender, functionaries has been described
as “Istar’s kinky boys,” involving features such as same-sex activity and cultic pros-
titution.? However, this description may be somewhat oversimplified with regard
to previous research. In fact, it is difficult to find a homogeneous description of the
assinnu and the kurgarri until the mid-1990s, and there is no unanimity about
their sexual/transgender role either.

To start with the older layer of interpretations, for example, the Chicago Assyr-
tan Dictionary denies the transgender aspect altogether, while the Akkadisches
Handwdrterbuch translates assinnu as “Buhlknabe (im Kult).”3 Brigitte Groneberg
and Stefan M. Maul consider assinnu and kurgarri trans-/bi-/asexual actors in the
cult of Istar who assumed a female sexual role and contributed to healing and bless-
ings by way of ecstatic performances; their ability to transgress conventional codes

Authors’ note: We would like to thank Sebastian Fink, Brigitte Lion, Ilan Peled, and Terri Tanaka for
help and advice. Furthermore, we owe thanks to Tero Alstola, Jouni Harjuméiki and Repekka Uotila for
valuable practical help with the bibliography, source checking and style editing. Finally, we thank Robert
Whiting for his customarily thorough work in checking the English of the article as well as giving feed-
back on Assyriological matters. Finally, we gratefully acknowledge funding support from the Academy
of Finland

1. In our own text, we have harmonized the transliterations of terms, for example, writing con-
sistently sag-ur-sag (Sumerian) / saG.UR.sAG (logogram in Akkadian) and la-ur-sal (see further, p. 390
n. 94) but have not changed transliterations when we explicitly quote transliterations of others. The
article refers to a number of dialects and historical periods of Mesopotamia. For a reader not familiar
with them, the approximate chronological scopes and abbreviations for them are the following: Old Ak-
kadian (ca. 2340-2200); Ur III period (Ur III, ca. 2100-2000); Gudea (ca. 2144-2124); Old Babylonian
(OB, ca. 2000-1600); Middle Assyrian (MA, ca. 1400-1000); Middle Babylonian (MB, ca. 1600-1100);
Neo-Assyrian (NA, ca. 900-612); Neo-Babylonian period (NB, ca. 626-539); Late Babylonian (LB, the
dialect of Akkadian texts after ca. 550); Hellenistic period (ca 330-30); Arsacid/Parthian Mesopotamia
(ca .129 B.c.E.—115 c.E.). All dates are B.C.E. unless otherwise indicated.

2. See Assante 2009.

3. CAD A/2 341-42; AHw 75-76.
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of behavior caused them to be revered and despised at the same time.* Richard A.
Henshaw discusses them as belonging to “a special kind of officials, as a kind of
actor in the cultic drama, whose forte is the interpretation of sexuality, but seem-
ingly abnormal sexuality,” including hermaphroditism, homosexuality, and impo-
tence.” Gwendolyn Leick regards them as representatives of liminal sexuality under
the aegis of Inanna/Istar as do Réka Esztdri and Addm Vér.6

The image of the assinnu and the kurgarri has been undergoing a conscious
reconstruction for quite some time already. The once-widespread idea reflected by
translations such as “cult homosexuals” or “male cult prostitutes” has given way to
modifications causing a more-or-less thorough reconstruction of the image of the
assinnu and the kurgarri.

The most debated construction of the image of the assinnu and the kurgarri
at the moment is that of Simo Parpola and Pirjo Lapinkivi, according to whom the
assinnu and the kurgarrii are neither cult prostitutes nor homosexuals but religious
devotees of Istar. For the sake of emulating the agony of the goddess in her descent
to the Netherworld, they reached an altered state of consciousness and practiced
self-mutilation, dancing, weeping, and wailing as a part of an ecstatic ritual, the
purpose of which was salvation for the initiates. Their gender role was determined
by their self-emasculation, the purpose of which was to imitate the sexually bipolar
nature of the goddess herself.” We agree that the assinnu and his cognates emu-
lated the gender bipolarity of the goddess herself, laying more emphasis on the
role of a third gender that allowed them to perform a nonconventional gender role
within a society in which gender roles were otherwise strict.® We have not found
decisive evidence for castration and same-sex activity, even though we have pointed
out some pieces of the evidence that may give reason for such suggestions.®

Julia Assante has opposed fiercely not only the “modern prostituting” of IStar
and her worship, but also its spiritual interpretation.!® She does not deny the sexual
and other kinds of ambivalence as an important aspect of the goddess and her cult
members; however, according to her, sexual changes caused by and associated with
Istar are related to her power of reversing people’s fate. “Because power was gen-
dered in ancient Mesopotamia, images used for the gift and withdrawal of power
were also gendered.”!!

Ilona Zsolnay, on the other hand, has highlighted the martial dimension of the
image of the assinnu (following the assumption that sag-ur-sag equals assinnu),
virtually disregarding the gender aspect.'? According to her, the assinnu originally
seems to have been a heroic strongman who worked for the palace during the Ur
IIT period. Later, in the Old Babylonian period, the assinnu played the role of a
hero in festivals devoted to the martial Istar and became associated and conflated
with “the weapon-wielding kurgarrii and the lament-singing kali” who were also
connected with the martial cult of the goddess. At Mari, the assinnus can also be

. Groneberg 1986; Maul 1992.
. Henshaw 1994: 284-311, quotation p. 289.
. Leick 1994: 157-69; Esztari and Vér 2015: 19-20.
. Parpola 1997: xxxi—xxxvi; Lapinkivi 2004: 155-66; 2009; 2010: 72-79.
. However, for nuances of gender roles, see Asher-Greve, pp. 15-50 in this volume.
9. Teppo 2008; Nissinen 1998: 28-36; 2013a: 41-44; 2013b.

10. Assante 2009.

11. Assante 2009: 48.

12. Zsolnay 2013: 98. Suspicion about the sexual ambivalence of the assinnu has also been expressed
by Jonathan Stokl (2013).
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found giving prophetic messages, which results from their connection with Annu-
nitum, that is, IStar of war. Zsolnay does not discuss later material, except for one
Neo-Assyrian/Late Babylonian ritual text in which the assinnu and the kurgarrii
perform a battle scene;'® hence, her observations concern mainly the Ur III and Old
Babylonian periods.

The newest reconstruction is that of Ilan Peled, who, again, lays emphasis on
the gender dimension. Peled also agrees with the idea of the assinnu and the kur-
garri representing the spectrum of the gender image of IStar.* He argues that
these two figures formed a mirror image of each other, representing the feminine
and the masculine aspect of the image of Istar so that the assinnu played the femi-
nine role while the kurgarri featured as a masculine figure. Peled also finds indirect
evidence for the role of the assinnu as the sexually penetrated party and the kur-
garrd as the penetrator in a cultic performance.

Questioning the old paradigm, as we can see, has resulted in diverse readings of
the original sources, either reinterpreting the gender aspect or highlighting entirely
different dimensions of the image(s) of the assinnu and the kurgarrii. This moti-
vates us to attempt yet another reconstruction of the image of the assinnu. We will
focus specifically on the assinnu, because we, following Zsolnay and Peled, are con-
vinced that the assinnu is not simply a synonym for the kurgarri but a related yet
independent figure deserving an independent discussion. We do our best to base our
(re)construction on a diachronic and multidimensional interpretation of a full set
of the original sources presented in the appendix to this essay (with comments and
further sources), paying attention to the gender aspect as well as other dimensions,
such as the cultic functions and the genre of the texts mentioning the assinnu.

The methodological challenge is how to construct the image of the assinnu from
a rather limited set of sources deriving from different places and scattered over
almost two millennia; hence, the provenance, the genre, and the date of the sources
must be given due attention. As Zsolnay reminds us, texts deriving from different
times and places do not yield a synchronic picture of one figure belonging to one cul-
tic context; on the other hand, the texts do not derive from entirely different planets
but belong to a historical process of continuity and change in religious and scholarly
traditions.!® The genre requires attention because the information obtainable from
the sources depends on whether it comes from lexical lists, letters, administrative
documents, rituals, omens, or mythological and literary texts, all composed for dif-
ferent uses and purposes. With regard to gender and methodology—the topic of this
volume—we can note that the use of concepts such as homosexuality, castration,
transvestism, prostitution, and third gender has often been uninformed about re-
cent theoretical developments in gender and queer studies.® We try our best not to
add to the conceptual confusion but, hopefully, to bring some clarity to it.

A further question is to what extent the researcher constructing the image of the
assinnu is allowed to add to the information directly obtainable from the sources.

13. Zsolnay 2013: 93-94; for the text Lambert 1975: 104-5 (BM 41005 iii 11-17).

14. Peled 2014: 283-97; 2016.

15. Zsolnay 2013. With regard to the worship of female deities, such as Istar, see Asher-Greve and
Westenholz 2013. Regarding lexical lists, Veldhuis writes: “They changed and developed considerably—
but still one can easily recognize a Late Babylonian copy of the list of wooden objects as being part of the
same tradition as its Old Babylonian predecessors” (Veldhuis 2012: 12).

16. For the difficulty of translating ancient gender terminology into a modern language, see Chap-
man 2016.
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A programmatic minimalism—that is, retelling strictly only what the sources say—
will quite certainly lead to misconstructions because we know this sort of image to
be based on incomplete information.

This article discusses four specific topics related to the assinnu. The terminology
section will outline the main concerns for identifying the assinnus from texts. After
that, we analyze the position of the assinnu in relation to other cultic functionaries
and officials. This analysis is mainly based on lexical lists, but other evidence also
matches the picture that emerges from the lexical lists. In §4, we discuss the assin-
nu’s relationship to his patroness, the goddess IStar and examine some ritual texts
and texts relating to the cultic sphere. The fifth section is dedicated to discussing
evidence relating to the assinnu’s gender role and sexual practices. Finally, we end
with a short concluding section.

2. Terminology

The terminology relating to assinnu is complex. Because the text evidence is
thoroughly discussed in other sections, we focus here only on our main points. Refer-
ences to individual texts can be found in the appendix.

Syllabically written, assinnu is equated with other words in a number of texts.
We will first discuss some interrelated writings: LU.UR.SAL, UR.SAL, sinnisu, sinnisanu,
and LU.SAL.

In lexical lists (discussed more thoroughly in §3 below) the logogram LU.UR.SAL
(abbreviated as UR.SAL) is equated five times with assinnu. This term only appears
in Neo-Assyrian or later texts (in addition to lexical lists; see also ritual texts and
omen texts). LU.UR.SAL and UR.SAL appear to be straightforward synonyms to assinnu.

The lexical lists equate LU.UR.SAL both with assinnu and with two terms that
connote femininity: sinnisu and sinnisanu (literally ‘woman-like’).'” In addition to
lexical lists, this word appears in a proverb that is difficult to translate exactly but
that uses sinnisanu as a subject in the sentence, indicating that the word at least
in this proverb referred to a kind of human being that would have been known to
the audience.® On the other hand, sinnisanis used adverbially in the curse sec-
tions of the royal inscriptions does not refer to individuals, which is why we have
not included them in the appendix.!® In sum, we believe that the terms sinnisu and
sinnisanu referred to assinnu.

This “feminine” terminology resembles the term LU.sAL, literally ‘man-womarn’,
which appears in Middle Assyrian and Neo-Assyrian administrative texts (three
times) and ritual texts (twice). Furthermore, the context of these five texts mention-
ing LU.SAL implies a connection to the cult of I§tar. Thus, we support the idea that
during the Middle and Neo-Assyrian periods, LU.UR.SAL was abbreviated to LU.SAL.

Thus, we can fairly confidently state that in addition to syllabic writings of
assinnu, the word could in the first millennium be written with LU.UR.SAL, sinnisu,
sinni$anu, UR.SAL, and LU.SAL.2°

17. See Murgud B 133 (MSL 12, 226) in the appendix; Cole 1996: no. 122, p. 254-56; SpTU 3 116
r.ii 41.

18. Lambert 1960: 218. For discussion on sinnisanu, see Peled 2016: 270-72.

19. We follow Ilona Zsolnay (2010: 394-95) and Werner Mayer (1995: 172), who understand
sinnisani$ as ana sinni$suti ‘zur Weiblichkeit’ (in English ‘to femininity’).

20. At this point, it should be mentioned that a fragment of a statue that dates perhaps as early as
ca. 2000 B.C.E. records by name and title one Silim-abzuta “l4-US.SAL dinanna-ke > translated by Julian
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Table 1. Appearances of the Terms in Texts, Based on the Appendix

syllabic assinnu, LU.UR.SAL, UR.SAL, LU.SAL,
sag-ur-sag sinni$u, and sinni$anu
Gudea, Ur III, OB Isin, and Sumerian 11
literary texts?
OB (incl. Alalakh) 4 5
MA or MB
NA or NB 3 30
LB or later 9

a. Three personal names in lists from Ur III period have been seen as syllabic writings of assinnu by Peled
(2016:165), but are excluded here because these seem clear personal names (CUSAS 3: text nos. 308, 321, 324).

The Sumerian word sag-ur-sag (later, a logogram SAG.UR.SAG) is a more com-
plicated matter. It is known mostly from cultic and literary texts in the Sumerian
language from the Old Babylonian period or before.

More specifically, during the reigns of Gudea and the Ur III dynasty, the term
appears in five royal texts. It also appears in five Sumerian literary texts, four of
them connected with Inanna, whereas the fifth is Debate between Grain and Sheep.

It appears in cultic texts as well, namely in the Sumerian Iddin-Dagan A and
the lament tru am-ma-ir-ra-bi. In the bilingual version of the lament tru am-ma-
ir-ra-bi, the term sag-ur-sag is translated with assinnu. The term sag-ur-sag is only
twice used in Akkadian texts, both from Old Babylonian Alalakh (a historical text
and an administrative text). Finally, sag-ur-sag appears alone in an Old Babylonian
lexical list, and as an equivalent of assinnu in lexical lists that date from the Middle
Babylonian and Neo-Assyrian periods.

Two groups are forming here. On the one hand, assinnu clusters with LU.UR.SAL,
UR.SAL, LU.SAL, sinnis$u, and sinnisanu roughly after 1500 B.c.E. and especially in
Neo-Assyrian (and later) sources. On the other hand, sag-ur-sag almost exclusively
appears in Sumerian texts from the Old Babylonian period or before and is equated
with assinnu only in the Middle Babylonian period and after. Table 1 highlights this
gradual shift. Even factoring in a margin for error and considering that in many
cases the exact dates of the texts are debated, it still seems that the term sag-ur-sag
might be slowly being replaced by the syllabic writing assinnu and its associates,?!
possibly as the Sumerian literary culture makes way for the Akkadian tradition.
Sebastian Fink suggests (regarding RIME 3/2.1.4.3) that: “Maybe, especially in this
military context, we should understand the term rather as a designation for a spe-
cial kind of worker or even as a term for the foremost hero.”?? This resonates with
Ilona Zsolnay’s conclusions regarding the Ur III and Old Babylonian period.?® Ilan
Peled also argues that the sag-ur-sag was separate from the assinnu, although simi-
lar in some respects.?* Based on the available evidence, it does seem possible that

Reade (2002: 262) as “Silimabzuta, hermaphrodite of Inanna.” Due to the chronological gap, and because
the title does not exactly match LU.UR.sAL discussed here, we have not included this inscription among our
sources in the appendix. See further the essay of Asher-Greve in this volume.

21. As already tentatively suggested in Peled 2016: 267.

22. Fink 2016: 121. See also Flickiger-Hawker 1999: 225.

23. Zsolnay 2013.

24. Peled 2016: 257-617.
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the sag-ur-sag might have referred to a slightly different kind of position in the Ur
III and Old Babylonian period than assinnu-terminology in later texts. The chrono-
logical distribution suggests that the terms might have been separate at one point
and that Sumerian sag-ur-sag was more connected with warfare and kingship than
it was in the first millennium. The best evidence for this is seen in three references
to sag-ur-sags that clearly present sag-ur-sag as a hero or warrior.?

Here, also the discussion of the SAG lists is relevant. The association in the
lexical lists can be based on homonymity: words that sound similar are placed next
to each other, which seems to be the case in the SAG lists. The Middle Babylonian
SAG list, listing 110 words beginning with the sign SAG, equates sag-ur-sag with
both garradu (‘hero’, ‘warrior’) and assinnu:28

sag i-mu tuft of black hair
sag-sag MIN ditto

sag sag-sag  im-ta-na-nu tuft of black hair
sag-ur-sag gar-ra-du hero

sag-ur-sag as-si-nu assinnu

sag-zi na-Se re-si one who raises the head
sag-zi a-le-e re-si one who raises the head
sag-kal Su-ma foremost

sag-kal a-$a-re-du foremost

This is the only occasion where garradu and assinnu appear close to each other.
As we can see, the list is organized so that the Sumerian logograms are arranged
in an acrographic order,?” while the different Akkadian equivalents to one and the
same logogram may or may not be synonymous.?® Therefore, Ilan Peled suggests
that the two sag-ur-sags are only linked together because of the homonymity of
the words and should not be interpreted as synonyms.?® In fact, we cannot directly
assume that assinnu is the Akkadian equivalent of garradu, even though both are
presented as Akkadian equivalents of the Sumerian sag-ur-sag. It is only here that
sag-ur-sag is equated with qarradu, whereas assinnu appears as a translation of
sag-ur-sag in other texts as well.

On the other hand, the way that sag-ur-sag is portrayed in the Ur III and Old
Babylonian periods does not directly contrast with the activities of the assinnu in
later texts. For example, the connection with the kurgarrii and rituals of IStar is
evident in the sag-ur-sag material. Therefore, with some reservations, we include
sag-ur-sag in our inquiries.

On the basis of all this we accept that in addition to syllabic writings of assinnu,
the following were also used to refer to the assinnu: LU.UR.SAL, UR.SAL, LU.SAL, sinnisu,
sinnis$anu, and SAG.UR.SAG. Appearances of these are listed in the appendix. In lexi-
cal lists there are also outliers that do not match other evidence, for example,
LU.AN.SAL = assinnu and ugbabtum = assinnatum. It is possible that these and other
terms, pi-li-pi-li for example, might have referred to the assinnu, but at the moment
there is not sufficient evidence for this.

25. RIME 3/1.1.7.StB; RIME 3/2.1.4.3 and Debate between Grain and Sheep. However, for a differ-
ent interpretation, see Peled 2016: 257—67.

26. SAG B i 10-18; p. 28.

27. See Veldhuis 2014: 8-10, 166-75.

28. See also also SAG B i 29-30 where sag-du has both qaggadu ‘head’ and nabnitum ‘progeny’ as
equivalents (p. 29).

29. Peled 2014: 284-85.
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Overall, the lexical lists (details are in the next section) group the assinnu into
the same semantic environment as the kurgarrii, prophets, and other ecstatics,
as well as people with various cultic functions, especially those related to lament-
ing and magic. This image corresponds to the image obtainable from other texts.
The kurgarri in particular is often mentioned in connection to the assinnu. In §4,
we shall see them performing together in several rituals from different periods.
In the Erra Epic, the kurgarriis and the assinnus are mentioned as having their
masculinity turned into femininity by IStar. In a Sumerian hymn to Inanna, the
sag-ur-sag is joined with an ecstatic (li-al-éd-de), the “transformed” pilipili (pi-li-pi-
li bal),?® and the kur-gar-ra.?! We will turn to these texts in the following sections.

Finally, in a Neo-Assyrian Hymn to the City of Arbela, a female cultic function-
ary, kulmasitu, appears in sequence with kurgarrii and, perhaps, with assinnu, but
this depends on the reconstruction of the damaged signs.??

3. Assinnu among Other Functionaries

As is well known, the assinnu is recurrently mentioned in conjunction with
people with different labels. Some people, especially the kurgarrii, appear together
with the assinnu with such regularity that it is warranted to assume a socioreli-
gious connection between these people. The cuneiform lexical lists from different
periods of time are by their very nature sources where the assinnu can be found in
conjunction with other designations.

Using word-lists as a historical source is somewhat hazardous, of course,
because they cannot be expected to reveal social structures or socioreligious cir-
cumstances in any exact way, nor can they be utilized the way modern dictionaries
are used. Nevertheless, word-lists constitute an intellectual enterprise of construc-
tion of knowledge and demonstrate the cultural capital of their compilers; as Niek
Veldhuis puts it, “the practical utility of studying a lexical list is thus not measured
against the actual use of such words and signs in the daily tasks of a scribe, but
rather in terms of the knowledge that is necessary, as cultural capital, in the iden-
tity of a learned scribe and in the self-evident recognition of that status by others.”3?
This implies more than mere copying of signs from one list to another—indeed, the
lists exhibit a hermeneutical approach to ancient tradition.?* While there is reason
to wonder whether the terms listed, sometimes quite exotic terms, were always fully
understood by the scribes,® it is reasonable to assume that the lists can be taken
as serious interpretations of the intellectual tradition of the scribes who compiled
them. Thus, the rather long discussion of lexical lists in this article is necessary
because we see them as important for analyzing the complex terminology surround-
ing assinnu.

There are different ways of associating things in the lists. The association can
be based on homonymity: words that sound similar are placed next to each other, for
instance, in the SAG lists discussed above.

30. On the “transformed” pi-li-pi-li, see below, p. 388.

31. Inanna C (ETCSL 4.07.3: 88).

32. Hymn to the City of Arbela (SAA 3 8 r. 12-16).

33. Veldhuis 2014: 4.

34. See also Veldhuis 2014: 422 on the activity of IqiSa the asipu and his family in Late Babylonian
Uruk.

35. See also Zsolnay 2013: 86.
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Much more often, the lexical lists group together words of similar semantic con-
tent.?® Even in these cases, the pairing or grouping of words does not indicate syn-
onymity in the strict sense but, rather, a close semantic association between the two
(or three) words. The association is presented either as correlating one word with
the other or grouping words together in a way that gives them a certain kind of com-
mon denominator. It can be assumed that words that are regularly associated with
each other stand for things or people that also belong together in the scribes’ and/
or readers’ actual world or at least in their imagination; otherwise, the association
would not make much sense. It must be borne in mind, however, that the words
included in the lexical lists are primarily related to each other and only secondarily
to the world outside them.?"

The sag-ur-sag is listed immediately before kur-gar-ra and pi-li-pi-li in the
Old Babylonian monolingual Lud = $a list,? and in the monolingual Neo-Assyrian
Kuyunjik List, LU.KUR.GAR.RA precedes LU.UR.SAL.?° The bilingual Lu-lists—that is,
lists of human beings and professions introduced in the Old Babylonian period and
further developed in later periods*—multiply the associations to different kinds of
designations. A lengthy section both from the short and the standard Neo-Assyrian
recensions of L = $a is worth quoting to give the idea of the lexical environment of
the appearances of the term assinnu:

Short recension:*

gasan be-e[l-tum] lady

nin-dingir-ra en-[tum] high priestess
nin-dingir-ra ug-bab-tum female temple employee
nu-gig qga-dis-tum female temple employee
nu-bar kul-ma-Si-tum female temple employee
gudu,-abzu Su-u cultic functionary
[guldu,-sig-bar-ra  su-’-u-ru hairy

gudu,-tur-ra lu-ma-ak-ku cultic functionary
nu-*es ne-Sak-ku cultic functionary
susbuft ra-am-ku cultic functionary
sanga,-mah Su-hu exorcist

[mas]-mas mas-ma-Su magician

nar-balag a-Si-pu magician

ka-pirig MIN ditto

mus-pu'alaabpy mus$-la-la-ah-hu  snake charmer
li-#gam-su-du, mus-Si-pu magician

la-bar ka-lu-u lamentation singer
gala-mah Su-hu lamentation singer

36. See Veldhuis 2014: 7-8.

37. As Veldhuis (ibid.: 390) writes on the change of the Babylonian lexical tradition in Assyria:
“The primary focus of scribal knowledge was no longer the learned scribe, but became more and more
the tablet itself.”

38. The so-called Proto-Lu, lines 278-80; see MSL 12: 42.

39. MSL 12, 240 vi 23-26 (K. 4395).

40. See Veldhuis 2014: 159-66.

41. Lu = $a short recension, excerpt I: 193-217 (MSL 12: 102-3). Note that the English equivalents
referring to the Akkadian word are mainly generic (e.g., “cultic functionary”) and in many cases tenta-
tive at best.
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i-lu-di

i-lu-a-li
I4-gub-ba
li-ni-zu-ub
kur-gar-ra
ur-sal
li-¢*bal-Su-du,
sag-hul-ha-za

mu-nam-bu-u
lal-la-ru
mah-hu-u
za-ab-bu

Su-u

as-sin-nu
na-ds pi-laq-qi

mu-kil re-e§ HUL-t1

Standard Recension:*?

gala-mah
gala-is-sa
gala-hal-tus-a
gala-zé-e
gala-kes-da
balag-il
balag-di
balag-i-lu-di
hul-a-li

SAL hul-a-li
ka-ku-gal
kur-gar-ra
ama-ér-ra
pi-il-pi-li
pi-il-pi-li
sag-ur-sag
sag-bur-ra
Ia.gal
sag-bulug,-ga
sag-ti-erin,
kur-gar-ra
an-ti-bal
an-ti-za
dun-ld
#58ibir-su-du,
ur-sal
lu-tug-14
hi_ku-ué_l a’
kus-la
#58ibir-su-du,
li-¢*bal-Su-du,
sag-us-15-zu

Su-hu

Su-hu

Su-hu

a-su-u

MIN ki-is-ri
na-a$ ba-lam-gi
sa-ri-ru
mu-nam-bu-u
lal-la-ru
lal-la-ar-ti
Su-lu

Su-u

Su-u
pa-ar-[ru-u]
as-[sin-nu]
as-sin-nu
KI.MIN

KI.MIN

KI.MIN

KI.MIN

KI.MIN

KI.MIN

KI.MIN

KI.MIN

KI.MIN
as-sin-nu

sd kar-ra lab-su
a-gu-uh-hu
sa ha-rim-ti
na-as Si-bir-ri
na-ds pi-laq-qi
mu-kil re-$i

42. Lud = $a iv 169-203 (MSL 12: 134-35).
43. The word (w)asi means literally ‘one who goes out’ and may indicate another type of lamenta-

tion singer; see CAD A/2 s.v. ast 3c.
44. See also previous note.

45. Literally: carrier of the balaggu-instrument.
46. Thus, MSL 12: 135. The article of clothing called aguhhu belongs especially to Istar’s wardrobe;

lamentation singer
lamentation singer
prophet

ecstatic

kurgarri

assinnu

carrier of spindle

one who provides evil

lamentation singer
lamentation singer
lamentation singer
lamentation singer*
lamentation singer*
musician®

lamentation singer
lamentation singer
lamentation singer

female lamentation singer
magician

kurgarri

female lamentation singer
parri

assinnu

assinnu

ditto

ditto

ditto

ditto

ditto

ditto

ditto

ditto

ditto

assinnu

one wearing a mourning garment
(one wearing an) aguhhu*®
one belonging to a harimitu
carrier of scepter

carrier of spindle
companion

see CAD A/1 s.v. aguhhu. Note that there CAD reads this line as kugk-14, i.e., ku$ instead of 1.
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sag-ha-za KIL.MIN ditto

sag-hul-ha-za mu-kil re-e$ HUL-ti one who provides evil

Erimhus, a Middle Babylonian list, includes a section between rulings, juxta-
posing the assinnu with the kurgarri but also with prophets and ecstatics (muhhi

and zabbu): ¥

sag-il-la di-na-nu substitute
la-gub-bla-r]a mu-lulh-hu-[i] prophet
ni-zu-ra-[ah] zab-blu] ecstatic
kur-[gar-r]a kur-ga-ru-u kurgarri
[G.AN.SAL: E as-sin-nu assinnu
nig-ba qi-is-tlum] votive gift
Se-ga Se-mu-u one who hears
inim-gar i-glil-rlul-u oracle

li-dur a-bu-un-na-tflum] center

two broken lines

In Neo-Assyrian lists, which are the most numerous, assinnu is repeatedly asso-
ciated with similar words. The fragment K. 4193 r. ii 20-26 lists e$Sepii, parrii,
musSuru, zabbu, isinnu (= assinnu), apilli and kurgarrd in this order, associating
the assinnu and the kurgarrii with ecstatics.*® Murgud (HAR-gud) is a three-column
commentary of the thematic word-list Ura but takes up other lexical sources as
well.* Murgud places the assinnu between somewhat-unclear designations indicat-
ing poor or lowly origin and professional titles of prophets, followed by artisans and

craftsmen:
Murgud 1311495
[la]-umu$-nu-tulku] [dunnalmu salklu]
[la]-zilulu (blank) sahhiru
[ld]-ur-sal [alssinnu sinnisanu
la-sabra Sabri raggimu
la-gub-ba alplilla assal. . .]
la-u-bil-la upillii kuttimmu
la-tibira gurgurru kapsarru
la-tug-tag-ga mahisu Sa sissikti iSpari
ld-pan-tag-ga (blank) mahisu
la-kus-tag-ga epis ipsi paqqayu
ld-ninni _-tag-ga epis [tus]si huppt
la-bdra-tag-ga epis balsalmu  Sabsu
Id-nu-bandad laputt[i] halzalnnu

47. Erimhus 3:169-72; see MSL 17: 51.

one of lowly origin
peripatetic person
assinnu/man-woman
prophet

prophet

craftsman
metalworker

weaver

weaver

maker of reed mats®!
weaver

male midwife®?
mayor

48. CT 18 pl. 5 (= K 4193 r. ii 20-26): es-Se-bu-[u] / pa-ru-[lu] / mus-su-ru | zab-bu / i-sin-nu-nu /
a-pi-lu-u / kur-gar-ru-u. The tablet is an Akkadian-Akkadian lexical list of unknown size, the reverse
containing only the last 11 lines. The left column is blank; hence there are no equivalents to these words.

See also CDLI P346038.
49. See Veldhuis 2014: 363—66.
50. MSL 12: 225-26.

51. Note that epis ipsi can also mean a magician, which is the case in several other lexical lists.

52. See also CAD S/1 s.v. $absa.
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la-sar-rab-tu-u (blank) suburtu young person
la-ki-zu-d taslisu hanigalbatu chariot soldier
I4-ti-ru tiru manzaz pani  courtier
Ia-an-né-ba-tu es$sebil mahhi ecstatic/prophet
ld-gidim-ma Sa etimmu manzalz]d necromancer
la-sag-bulug-ga museéli etimmu  id [. . .] necromancer

Another large Neo-Assyrian lexical compilation (LTBA 2 1) gives the follow-
ing two Sumerian-Akkadian and Akkadian-Akkadian sequences of designations,
placing the assinnu in the company of not only prophets and ecstatics but also of

kurgarrd and kulu’u:%

LTBA 2 11iii 19-31%

IG-us-bar us-pa-ru
li-ka-8ir ka-si-ru
la-sag-sur ka-pi-ru
ld-mus-lah, mus-la-ha
ld-en-me-li Sa-’i-lu
Ia-gub-ba mah-hu-u
la-[ni-su]-ub zab-bu
la-[ur-sal] ku-llu]-’u
la-[ur-sal] [as-sin]-nu
la-[x-x] [kurl-gar-ru
[l4-an-ni-ba-tu] es-Se-pu-u
[1a-x-x] nar-Si-du

[la-kus§]-tag-ga
LTBA 2 1 vi 41-485°

e-pis ip-Si

e$-Se-pu-u mah-hu-u
pa-ru-u KI.MIN
us-su-ru KI.MIN
za-ab-bu KIL.MIN
a-zi-nu ku-lu-’u
pil-pi-lu-u KIL.MIN
kur-ga-ru-u KIL.MIN
a-ra-ru-u KI.MIN

weaver
tailor

caulker

snake charmer
inquirer (of divine words)
prophet

ecstatic

kuluw’u

assinnu

kurgarri

ecstatic

magician

magician

ecstatic = prophet

parri = ditto

a released person = ditto
ecstatic = ditto

assinnu = kulu’u
pilpild = ditto

kurgarri = ditto

arari = ditto%®

These lists are akin to a list from the governor’s archive from Nippur, dating to
the early Neo-Babylonian period. This list equates kurgarri with kulu’u and ld-ur-

sal with sinnisanu:®”

la-ad-kid at-kup-pu
IG-us re-du-u

53. Von Soden 1933: pl. 1 and 3.

reed-mat weaver
soldier

54. This section is almost identical to Igituh 258-70, which has lu-pa-gisgal= sah-hi-ru (line 267)
instead of [kur]-gar-ru; see Landsberger and Gurney 1957-58: 83—84.

55. The left column of this section is almost identical to what is left of CT 18 pl. 5 r. ii 20-26 (K
4193); see above, n. 48. Note that this list has pilpild instead of apilld.

56. This is the only instance of the word ararti as a designation of a person; according to CAD A/2
it is “a word for male prostitute,” probably presupposing that the previous words also carry this meaning.

57. Cole 1996: 25455 (122: 16-30).
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la-sar ba-qil
la-ar-ar te-i-ni
ld-nar na-a-ra
sal-ld-nar na-dr-tum
I4-kur-gar-ra ku-lu-u
la-sipa-tur ka-par
ld-na-gada na-qid-da
l4-gar-mds-anse $d-kin bu-lu
li-lab,-lah, la-as-ma

ld-ur-sal si-nis-a-nu
la-du-du mut-tag-gis
la-gub-ba mah-hu-u
ld-mas-mas a-sip

maltster

miller

male musician
female musician
kulu’u

young shepherd
herdsman

manager of the herds
courier

sinnisanu

traveling inspector (?)
prophet

exorcist

The latest text where the word assinnu can be found is a Late Babylonian word-list
from Uruk (SpTU 3 116 r. i1 31-56). The relevant section is divided by lines, present-
ing centuries later a rather similar, even though somewhat more diverse, gallery of

designations:

l4-[inim]-gi-na
[l4]-inim-dug,-dug,

ld-eme-lul
li-x x-anse?

[ld-eme]-tuku

katti = mukinnu
SahSahhu = dabbibi
[l4]-inim-inim-dug,-dug, amani = MIN
munamgiru = akil karsi slanderer
muna’’isu = asi """ (veterinary) physician
[...] (blank) = kabtu

Sa lisanu = beriessu

witness
slanderer
slanderer

dignitary
person of the tongue

[..
[..
[14-zilulu]
[ld-ur-sal]

[..

L B e B e W s T s W s B s M s B s Y s B e s M e B |
e e e e e e e e e e e e

]
]

§

N

Sa isanu = muskenu
emu = samil

zilullii = sahhirum
assinnu = sinnisu
Sabrit = raggimu
apillii = assabu
upellti = kuddimmu

person of lower status
undecided person
peripatetic person
man-woman
dreamer/prophet
tenant
charcoal-burner

qurqurrum = [kabl$arri metal worker/stone-carver

mahisu = [. . .] iSpari
(blank) = [. . .Jlum
epis ibsu = pagqaya
MIN tumsu = huppt
MIN basamu = sabsil
laputti = hazannu

[...] =suburti

[...] = manzaz pani
[...] =mahht

[...] =8asul...]
[...] =nar-Se-tu

weaver
[...]
mat-weaver
weaver
sack-maker
mayor
young man
courtier
prophet

one who [. . .]
sorcerer

In a diachronic view, we have already paid attention to how the Sumerian sag-
ur-sag has given way to the syllabically written assinnu, which becomes more com-
mon in Middle and Neo-Assyrian texts. In addition, we can observe an increase in
the number of different designations brought together with the assinnu. In the Old
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and Middle Babylonian lists, which are shorter and less numerous, the most imme-
diate company of the assinnu consists of kur-gar-ra/kurgarrii, pi-li-pi-li, qarradu,
zabbu, and muhhii. The gallery of people associated with the assinnu is richer in
Neo-Assyrian and Neo-/Late Babylonian texts based on older lexical scholarship.
These lists make it evident that equation indicates not necessarily synonymity but,
rather, close association, expressed by means of horizontal equation and vertical
juxtaposition. Words having a horizontal equation with assinnu include ur-sal,
Ia.an.sal, pi-il-pi-li, sinni$anu, and kulu’u, while the kurgarri, zabbu, raggimu,
apilu/apillia,® kulu’u, sahhiru, $a karra labsu, and nas pilagqi have a vertical jux-
taposition with assinnu. In addition, words equated horizontally with assinnu are
also equated with kurgarri, parrii, and pilpilld within the same lists. We should
also note the equations kur-gar-ra = kulu’u and ld-ur-sal = sinnisanu, as well as the
vertical juxtaposition of kur-gar-ra and ur-sal.

In close proximity with assinnu we rather regularly find designations of persons
whose roles have to do with prophecy and ecstasy (muhhii/mahhi, raggimu, $a’ilu,
zabbu, essepti, sahhiru),lamenting and singing (munambi, lallaru, kali, kalamahu,
naru) as well as magic (aSipu, masmassu, muslalahhu, mussipu, narsindu, epis
ipsi). In addition, perhaps somewhat surprisingly, craftsmen such as weavers of dif-
ferent kinds appear many times in the same lists, perhaps because of their affilia-
tion with temples.

The assinnu also appears in conjunction with parri—whatever the word parri
stands for, because it can only be defined with the help of other designations equated
or juxtaposed with it. The word is horizontally equated with pi-il-pi-1i,* and [ka]
e-de,® which brings the parri into proximity with both the assinnu and ecstasy.
Interestingly, [ka] e-de is equated with parrd $a pi ‘parrd of the mouth’, perhaps
suggesting a prophetic function of the parrd in the minds of the compilers of this
word-list.

When interpreting these data, we have to keep in mind that the primary context
of the words in each list is the list itself, and the secondary context is formed by
scribal education. The word lists cannot be expected to give exact information about
real structures of the personnel of temples or relationships between their members.
Nevertheless, they are “neither an unthinking aggregation of material nor a hope-
lessly complicated store into which data were put with little hope of retrieval.”5!
They do not mechanically copy each other but seem to be designed individually by
their compilers, who have used their creativity in clustering words together in a se-
mantically meaningful way. As a social practice, being part of a process of learning
and interpretation, the word lists had to make sense to their compilers and users,
and the equations, associations, and clusters of words had to have workable coun-
terparts in their own conceptual system. Therefore, we may conclude that, in the
semantic world of the users of the lexical lists, the assinnu belonged to the same

58. The exact function of the apilla is difficult to reconstruct from the very few available instances
(see CAD A/2 s.v. apilli). In the lexical tradition, the word is equated with both k2ulu’u and li-gub-ba,
which implies a function related to the bearers of the other designations listed here. It is not excluded
that it, in fact, equals apilu, one of the designations for a prophet.

59. Lid = $a iv 183 (MSL 12 134-35); Antagal iii 38 (see MSL 17: 161).

60. Antagal iii 39 (K 4193 in MSL 17: 161), r. 6. A juxtaposition of parré with sag-ur-sag has also
been found in a curse section of the inscription of Yarim-Lim of Alalakh (RIME 4 34.1.1: 19-20), but the
reading and meaning of the text is uncertain. For details, see RIME 4 34.1.1 in the appendix.

61. Taylor 2007: 444.
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semantic environment as the kurgarri, prophets, and other ecstatics, as well as
people with various cultic functions, especially those related to lamenting and magic.

4. Relation to Istar and Cultic Functions

No one so far has contested the close affinity of the assinnu with the worship of
Istar or one of her Near Eastern manifestations. This is evident everywhere where
the sources reveal anything at all about their socioreligious background. In the let-
ters from Mari, two assinnus known by name, Selebum and Ili- haznaya, appear to
be affiliated with the temple of Annunitum (an aspect of IStar),% and in a Middle
Assyrian proviant list from Kar-Tukulti-Ninurta, the assinnus appear among peo-
ple receiving food rations in the temple of Istar.% In a Neo-Assyrian debt note from
Ziyaret Tepe, an assinnu (LU.SAL) appears to be owned by Sasi, scribe of the temple
of Istar of Nineveh.®

Their affiliation with her is clearly seen from the literary texts as well. In a
clear majority of Sumerian and Akkadian literary texts, they are described as being
connected with Inanna/I$tar in some way. The most notable case is of course I$tar’s
Descent to the Netherworld, where—in the Akkadian version—the assinnu is sent
to save Istar from the Underworld.% This eventually leads the assinnu to being
cursed by the ruler of the Underworld, Ereskigal, to a miserable existence on the
margins of society. Whether this indicates something about the actual position of
the assinnu in the society is, of course, debatable. Interestingly, part of the curse is
similar to the curse found in the Epic of Gilgamesh for the prostitute Samhat: curs-
ing her to stand by the city wall, enduring abuse from all who pass by.%®

Another example of the connection between the assinnu and IStar in literary
texts is found in the mythological composition Inanna and Enki, where Inanna re-
portedly gained the kurgarrd and sag-ur-sag from Enki her father while he was
drunk. Here, both kurgarri and sag-ur-sag are mentioned after other cultic func-
tionaries received by Inanna.

The socioreligious setting of the assinnu in the temples of IStar is reflected espe-
cially by ritual texts that show them in highly characteristic cultic roles. The rituals
involving the assinnu are attested from the early 19th century Iddin-Dagan A and
two Old Babylonian rituals through Middle Assyrian and Neo-Assyrian sources to
Late Babylonian rituals from the Hellenistic (Arsacid) period. These are without
exception rituals of Istar.

In ritual texts from different periods, the assinnu assumes a number of rit-
ual roles, often together with the kurgarri, possibly involving cross-dressing. The
meaning of their dress is discussed further in §5 on gender, but here we examine the
evidence of the two texts that might refer to this practice.

In Iddin-Dagan A, the sag-ur-sag are part of the ritual procession of Inanna,
together with some other groups of people presumably connected with the cult of
Inanna. After these groups of people are mentioned, a general “they” is used to refer
to some or all of them who wear women’s clothing on the left side of their body and

62. Selebum: ARM 26 1/1 197; 198; 213; Ili-haznaya: ARM 26 1I/1 212 (see also, M. 11299, mentioned
in ARM 26 I/1 p. 399).

63. Freydank 1976: pl. 1, 1 37-39; see also CDLI P281893.

64. ZTT 6; see Parpola 2008: 45-52.

65. Lines 91-108; see Lapinkivi 2010: 19-20, 27, 31-32.

66. Peled 2016: 158.
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men’s clothing on the right side.%” Furthermore, in an Old Babylonian ritual of I§tar,
in the so-called Istar-Louvre, the performance of the assinnu belongs to a ritual in
which men and women appear in the outfit of the opposite gender. The subversion
of gender roles in this section of the ritual embodies IStar’s ability to transgress
boundaries of gender.%®

In the bilingual Old Babylonian lamentation dru am-ma-ir-ra-bi, the sag-ur-
sags/assinnus are called ramkitu “purifiers.”®® The purifying function may be at
stake also in the Middle Assyrian sickness ritual in which the assinnu plays a prom-
inent role, sitting down, singing an inhu-song, standing by and carrying the sick-
ness away by chasing it out the window and, eventually, leaving the room taking
with him the cakes that were placed before the goddess Gula.™

Singing and performing belong to the job description of the assinnu. In the
Neo-Assyrian period, a text has the title [anni] $a assinnu imanni “[This] is to be
recited by the assinnu,” and the song itself mentions the assinnu, together with
the kurgarri, going on both sides of Istar of Babylon, accompanied by wind instru-
ments.” They also perform together with the naru musicians and the kurgarri in
some kind of battle scene.” A similar setting is provided by the jealousy ritual, mis-
named the “Love Lyrics,” in which the kurgarri recites prayers and sings, and the
assinnu “goes down to battle.”” This ritual is known in some form as late as in the
Hellenistic/Arsacid period. In a ritual of Istar of Babylon in the month of Simanu,
the kurgarrii and the assinnu have alternating roles: the assinnu sets down a brick
in the House of Lament, sprinkles juniper, lights a bonfire, casts food offerings onto
it, and, finally, recites a song.”™ In Sumerian literary texts, the sag-ur-sag is possibly
connected with the celebration of the eses festival™ and is portrayed as participat-
ing in rituals of IStar that involved lamenting, weeping, and singing.” In a Neo-
Assyrian hymn, if the reconstruction is correct, the lyre of the assinnu is mentioned,
and a further Neo-Assyrian text refers to them as actors in a ritual drama.”

Two ritual texts from Hellenistic Babylonia present the kurgarri and the assinnu
associated with the goddess Narudu in addition to IStar and receiving six shekels of
silver for their services, together with the singers.” In one case, the assinnu is con-
nected with averting the evil of an eclipse (hemerology, see CT 4 5-6 in appendix).

These texts confirm what the lexical lists suggest, that is, that the assinnu
assumed cultic functions together with the kurgarri and the musicians and was at
least occasionally involved in possible cross-dressing, purification, and healing. As a
whole, the assinnu does not seem exclusively involved in only one type of ritual, but
in all periods the connection with the ritual performances, music, and cult places of
Istar is strong.

67. Iddin-Dagan A (ETCSL 2.5.3.1: 45, 63). Also discussed in Peled 2016: 263—-66.

68. AO 6035 ii 11-20, 31-40; see Groneberg 1997a: 26—29, 45 n. 90.

69. Lament dru am-ma-ir-ra-bi 19:51-52; see Groneberg 1997b: 293.

70. Farber 1977: 65-69 (A Ia 19: 36-37, 50-51).

71. Pongratz-Leisten 1994: 228-32 (K. 9876+: 1, 10-12).

72. SAA 20 18.

73. Lambert 1975: 104-5 (BM 41005 iii 11-17).

74. George 2000: 270-80 (BM 32656).

75. Sulgi A (ETCSL 2.4.2.01: 70-78).

76. Inanna C (ETCSL 4.07.3: 80-90).

77. Hymn to the City of Arbela (SAA 3 8 r. 13); SAA 20 15:1 6.

78. Thureau-Dangin 1921: 115 r. 7; Lackenbacher 1977: 41, 46, 50; Hibbert 1984: 93-95 (BRM 1
99: 37-39).
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There are only four administrative texts in our material (see the appendix).
In two texts, the assinnu was given grain rations. This implies official affiliation
with the temple, and it seems probable that their role in temples was at the very
least semipermanent. However, here we have to be especially careful, as the evi-
dence for assinnu covers such a long time span that their administrative position
could have changed many times over.

One important function, however, is not present in the ritual texts but is strongly
suggested by the lexical lists and confirmed by the letters of Mari, that is, proph-
ecy. Transmitting divine words was probably nowhere their principal occupation,
but, as servants of the goddess, they were involved in prophetic activity at least at
Mari. The two assinnus from Mari both deliver prophetic oracles, and this, at least
in the case of Selebum, took place in an altered state of consciousness, or ecstasy.
This is consistent with the recurrent association of the assinnu, the mahhii, and
the zabbu in the lexical lists. That the affiliation of the assinnu with prophets is
not restricted to Old Babylonian Mari is suggested by the Middle Assyrian proviant
list from Kar-Tukulti-Ninurta in which male and female prophets and the assin-
nus belong together. Potentially noteworthy is also the Neo-Assyrian collection of
prophecies (SAA 9 1) in which the word assinnu is not mentioned, but the gender of
the prophet speaking the divine word is somehow ambiguous on no less than three
occasions.”™ Relating to this, we next discuss the debated issue of gender ambiguity
with regard to the assinnu.

5. Gender Aspects and Sexuality

It has been commonplace to present the assinnu, together with the kurgarri,
the kulu’u, and some other personnel, in terms of “sexual deviation” or otherness.
In many older studies, this otherness has been interpreted in terms of cultic pros-
titution, homosexuality, hermaphroditism, or sexual ambivalence. However, the
gender-related terminology and the conclusions and images drawn from it have
shown themselves problematic in multiple ways. The term homosexuality pertains
to an individual sexual orientation that the ancient sources are unlikely to reveal,®
and hermaphroditism, that is, intersex, is a physiological condition equally difficult
to detect if not described in sufficiently clear terms.® When it comes to cultic pros-
titution, the whole concept and practice has been seriously questioned.? Finally,
even the term gender ambiguity has turned out to be itself ambiguous with regard
to ancient Near Eastern sources.® All this contributes decisively to the construction
of the image of the assinnu.

79. SAA 9 11 28 (Issar-la-tasiyat), ii 40 (Bay4a), iii 5 (Ilussa-amur); pace Stokl 2013.

80. See also Nissinen 2010.

81. Perhaps the most explicit ancient description can be found in the Natural History of Pliny the
Elder: “Individuals are occasionally born, who belong to both sexes; such persons we call by the name
of hermaphrodites; they were formerly called androgyni, and were looked upon as monsters, but at the
present day they are employed for sensual purposes” (Pliny the Elder, Nat. 7.3.3). The phenomenon takes
its name from Hermaphroditus, son of Hermes and Aphrodite (Ovid, Metam. 4.285-388), whose body
merged with that of the nymph Salmacis so that they were no longer two, either a man or a woman, but
both at the same time: “they seemed neither, and yet both” (nec duo sunt et forma duplex, nec femina dicit
nec puer ut possit: neutrumque et utrumque videntur; Ovid, Metam., 4.378-79). See Brisson 2002: 42—-60.

82. See especially Assante 1998; Budin 2008; Nyberg 2008; Stark 2006; and all essays in Scheer
2009, including Assante 2009.

83. See Stokl 2013: 62—69.
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First of all, it is important to differentiate among (1) sex as a biological cate-
gory, (2) gender as a social construct, and (3) sexual practices. In the conventional
discourse that takes the heteronormative framework for granted, terms such as
homosexuality, castration, transvestism, hermaphroditism, androgyny, bisexual-
ity, prostitution, even third gender are used in a way that virtually lumps together
all people whose “sexuality” is seen as somehow ambiguous, deviant, or unconven-
tional. Perhaps the perplexed vocabulary is partly due to the ancient sources that
may not always be consistent in their use of gender-related terminology. However,
a more immediate source of modern scholarly terminology should be sought in the
late-19th—early-20th century sexology®* that taught the Western world to classify
people according to sexual categories, especially those related to sexual orientation,
providing a taxonomic pattern that could be (mis)used for dividing human beings
into categories, essentializing sexual and gender identities (if a distinction is made
at all).® Thus, the main reason for the terminological confusion is doubtless that
modern patterns have no semantic or conceptual counterpart in ancient sources.

In more recent studies, the assinnu and the kurgarri have been considered rep-
resentatives of a third gender, being neither men nor women. Since even this clas-
sification, represented by us among others, is no longer accepted unanimously,® it is
necessary to take it once more under consideration. Our point of departure, inspired
by recent studies on gender and masculinity in antiquity,® is that the gender role is
always performed, reproduced, and changed in interactions between individuals.®
Another important departure point for us is the idea of intersectionality, which in
simplistic terms refers to the idea that gender cannot be studied independently from
other factors affecting an individual’s identity, such as age, class, and social group
identities.

Accordingly, we use the term gender ambiguity as a matter of performance, not
as denoting essentialist qualities. More often than not, this performance seems to
belong to a liminal or a “queer” role of the persons involved. It does not necessar-
ily imply homosexuality, castration, transvestism, hermaphroditism, or infertility,
although all this is possible.

From this, it also follows that an assinnu could theoretically have offspring,
although there is no evidence on this. On that topic, there is some previous research
that needs to be addressed here. There are four texts from Nuzi referring to a man
named Tehiya. Two of them have been interpreted as evidence for assinnu hav-
ing children.® The first, JEN 7 no. 689, was originally read as Tehiya, “*“a-zi-in-
nu, son of A-ku-[$e-en-ni],”*® which could be understood that Tehiya was a son of
the assinnu Aku-Senni. However, Maidman’s transliteration of the signs is (lines

84. See Crozier 2008.

85. See Foucault 1976: 59: “L’homosexualité est apparue comme une des figures de la sexualité
lorsqu’elle a été rabattue de la pratique de la sodomie sur une sorte d’androgynie intérieure, un her-
maphroditisme de 'ame. Le sodomite était un relaps, 'homosexuel est maintenant une espece.” For the
distinction of sexual identity and gender identification, see, e.g., Nissinen 1998: 10-16.

86. See above, p. 374 n. 9; and see also Peled 2014; McCaffrey 2002.

87. Especially Halperin 1990; Gleason 1995; Williams 2010; Bahrani 2001; Zimmermann 2001;
Asher-Greve 2002; Moore and Anderson 2003; Penner and Vander Stichele 2007; Creanga 2010; Heacock
2011; Creanga and Smit 2014; Zsolnay 2017.

88. See, for example, West and Zimmerman 1987 and 2009.

89. In the other two a man named Tehiya appears simply as the son of Aku-$enni (JEN 3 no. 265:9
mTe-hi-ia DUMU A-ku-Se-ni; HSS V 63:16 Te-hi-ia DuMU A-ku-Se-en-ni).

90. Gelb, Purves and MacRae 1943: 151 (see JENu 880).
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21-22) Te-hi-ya DUMU A-ku-$e-e[n-nil “Wsa-si-in-nu, with Maidman even commenting
on the line in question that “The ZA is perfectly clear, as copied” and that the old
entry in NPN should be corrected.®* Thus, the correct translation there is “Tehiya,
son of Aku-$enni, the maker of bows and arrows.” The fourth and last text is JEN
3 no. 260:13, which is transliterated 1GI te-hi-ia DUMU A-ku-Se-en-ni LU.a-zi-en-nu.
However, Andrews has suggested that it should be read as sa'-sé-en-ni.*? Ilan Peled
supports this idea and argues that the person in this text as well was a sasinnu, a
maker of bows and arrows, not an assinnu.?® Considering that it is very probable
that it is the same person in JEN 7 no. 689 and JEN 3 no. 260, the emendation sug-
gested by Andrews seems very probable, and we can therefore exclude these texts
from Nuzi from further discussion.

While many if not most of the sources are not gender-specific in any way with
regard to the assinnus, the assumption of their nonconventional gender performance
has not arisen out of nothing. Originally, the sumerogram li.ur.sal/ltd.sal gave rea-
son for it, although this is circumstantial evidence at best.** However, the lexical
associations with sinnisanu ‘man-woman’ are suggestive. Furthermore, as outlined
above in §3, it seems possible that Iddin-Dagan A and the IStar-Louvre refer to a
ritual ambience involving cross-dressing. This is suggestive from a gender perspec-
tive, as dress can be analyzed as a performance of gender. Interestingly, in YOS 10
47: 20, assinnu-ship is presented as something that is performed (Akk., epesu).

Also noteworthy is the regular association of the assinnu with other cultic func-
tionaries—not only with the kurgarri but also with the kulu’u, who likewise be-
longs to the community of worshipers of Istar. The kulu’u appears as the goddess’s
bedfellow, and his manhood is contested in a Middle Babylonian letter: “He is a
kulu’u, not a man.”® This evidence has been interpreted in terms of prostitution
and hermaphroditism.® However, to us it rather suggests that perhaps the kulu’u
was like the assinnu, belonging to a temple community instead of a traditional
Mesopotamian household. Not belonging to a traditional household might further
indicate the assinnu’s nontraditional gender performance. 7

The gender role of the assinnus cannot be discussed separately from their set-
ting in the worship of Istar. In a Sumerian Enheduanna hymn, the ability to “turn
a male into a female and a female into a male” is ascribed to Inanna:%

[nitah] munus-ra munus nitah-ra ku,-ku,-de, ‘inanna za-kam /
zikaram ana sinnistim sinnisStam ana zikarim turrum kumma Istar

91. Maidman 1994: 65-68. Note that the sign ZA has a phonetic value sa.

92. Andrews 1994: 141.

93. Peled 2016: 167.

94. The sign SAL can be interpreted as sal ‘(to be) fine, thin, delicate, narrow; to be frivolous’ as well
as munus ‘woman.’ As always in Sumerian, the exact meaning of individual signs is far from clear. See
the discussion in Schretter 1990: 2-6. In the current work we are aware of the distinction between read-
ing the sign in question as sal, munus or just as the sign itself, SAL. However, for the purposes of this
article, in the interest of simplicity and clarity, we decided to use the reading lu-ur-sal for it consistently
in Sumerian transliterations.

95. KAR 144:46-47 and Weidner (1935-36): 3, line 21. For kulu’u, see Peled 2015.

96. E.g., Henshaw 1994: 299-300.

97. Assante 2009: 41.

98. Inanna C (ETCSL 4.07.3: 120). See also Sjoberg 1975; Alster 1990: 80. The dating of this text
is slightly controversial, with possibilities varying between the Old Akkadian and the Old Babylonian
periods (Rubio 2011, 16).
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To turn [a male] into a female and a female into a male are yours, Inanna.

Earlier in the same composition, the sag-ur-sag appears together with an ecstatic
(la-al-éd-de), the “transformed” pilipili (pi-li-pi-li bal), and the kur-gar-ra in a con-
text of lament: “They exhaust themselves with weeping and grief.”®® That these
persons are associated with lamentation singers is familiar to us from the later
lexical lists. The “transformation” or “transgression” (bal) of the pi-li-pi-li could be
a reference to an earlier passage in the same text: “She removed disease from her
flesh and prayed. She paid homage with a meal and called out ‘pilipili.’ She snapped
the spear like a man . . . gave her a weapon.”'? It seems possible that the pi-li-pi-li
is the new name of the disease removed from Inanna’s (or Enheduanna’s?) body that
becomes a female cult actor with a weapon.

The topic of gender transformation reemerges in the famous passage of the Neo-
Assyrian Erra Epic:1%

As for Uruk, the dwelling of Anu and IStar, a city of kezretus, Samhatus and
harimtus'®® whom IStar deprived of husbands and delivered into th[eir]/yo[ur] %
hands. Sutean men and women shout yaruriitu,® they rose up (in) Eanna; the
kurgarris and assin[nus], who for making people reverent, Istar turned their
masculinity to fem[ininity]; the carriers of dagger, carriers of razor, scalpel and
flin[t-blade], who for delighting the mind of Istar, do regularly florbidden things].
You have plac[ed] over them a cruel and merciless governor.

There are several interesting features about this much-commented paragraph. What
exactly is referred to with “doing forbidden things” (asakka akalu) is debatable, but
one gets the impression that what is forbidden for people in general is not a taboo
for the assinnu and the kurgarri who, thus, are seen as a liminal class of people
whose nonstandard behavior is authorized by the goddess. The sharp items, some-
times interpreted as insinuating castration, are reminiscent of the martial aspects
of the assinnu and the kurgarrii in several rituals described above; however, they
are conspicuously small in comparison with the sword normally associated with
these people.!% The crucial phrase from the point of view of gender is, of course,
“turning masculinity (zikrztu) into femininity (sinnisiatu),” which is an exception-
ally clear expression of the ambiguous, or liminal, gender of the assinnu and the

99. Inanna C (ETCSL 4.07.3: 88-90).

100. Inanna C (ETCSL 4.07.3: 80-82). Translation from text 5.2.1 in Halton and Svird 2018.

101. Erra 4:52-59; see Cagni 1969: 110-11; Peled 2014: 288-89.

102. This is not the place to discuss the meaning of the words kezretu, Samhatu and harimtu;
we leave them without translation because we find conventional translations such as ‘harlots’ and ‘pros-
titutes’ potentially tendentious and misleading. Julia Assante has argued against interpreting them as
prostitutes (1998; see also Assante 2009: 31-33), while Cooper (2006) interprets the evidence in terms of
prostitution, noting, however, at the end of his article: “Challenges to the conventional translations are,
however, a useful reminder that our notion of prostitution carries with it connotations that can hardly
apply to ancient Mesopotamian prostitution, a concept whose contours we can only dimly apprehend”
(Cooper 2006: 20); see also Cooper 2013.

103. The damaged word has been read either gqa-tus-§[un] (e.g., Cagni 1969: 110-11), referring to
enemies, or ga-tus-kla] (e.g., Lambert 1992: 136), referring to Erra.

104. Probably a battle cry of the Suteans, a Western population who at times raided Babylonia with
Arameans; see Kérger and Minx 2011-13.

105. See Zsolnay 2013: 87-94 for details on the weapons of the assinnu, and see also the appen-
dix for connections between the assinnu and battle/weapons (for example, SAA 20 15 i 6 GIS.TUKUL.MES
‘weapons’).
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kurgarri. The text does not maintain that they are neither men nor women, nor
does it say that they are turned from men to women, but it implies a transformation
in their gender status from what is perceived as male to what is perceived as female.
This is presented as the work of Istar for two purposes: to make people afraid and
to entertain the goddess herself. The awe-inspiring appearance of the assinnu and
the kurgarrii is meant to manifest IStar’s power over people’s lives; as Julia Assante
puts it: “The goddess’s weapon-wielding functionaries remind the people that she
keeps fate balanced on a razor’s edge, as it were.” ! The genderwise ambiguous ap-
pearance, again, as suggested by many scholars, serves as a demonstration of the
power of the goddess to tamper with people’s gender and her own ability to trans-
gress conventional gender boundaries—and divine-human boundaries as well.

One Neo-Assyrian lexical list, malku = Sarru, records an assinnatum, who is
equated with ugbabtu and associated with other temple women such as Samhatu,
naditu, uppustu, gadistu, and entu:%®

Sa-muk-tum na-di-tum female temple employee
up-pu-us-tum KIMIN female temple employee
Sa-mu-uh-tum qa-dis-tum female temple employee
ug-bab-tum en-tum female temple employee
ug-bab-tum as-sin-na-tum  female temple employee (?)
ma-Su-u a-hu brother

ta-li-mu KIMIN ditto

im-nu KIMIN ditto

ma-Si-tum a-ha-tum sister

As we can see, assinnatum concludes the sequence of female designations before
the list continues with equivalents of ‘brother’ and ‘sister’. This is the only known
instance of the feminine assinnatum,'®® and the masculine assinnu is never directly
associated with these female cultic functionaries in the lexical lists; even in the
short recension Lu = $a, ugbabtum, naditum, and qadistum appear some 20 lines
earlier.’® How should this single instance of assinnatum be interpreted? It is pos-
sible, of course, that the compiler of the list had a female counterpart of assinnu
in mind. We consider it more probable that the title is simply written in feminine
because of its less-than-usual association with female cultic professionals, which
would be a further indication of the assinnu’s “masculinity turned into femininity.”
All in all, we would therefore consider that the cultic performances of the assinnu
involved gender transgression.

In addition to the discussion on the assinnu’s sex and gender, the topic of the
sexuality of the assinnu has sparked much debate. Some omens and literary texts

106. Assante 2009: 45. See also Groneberg 1986, 36-37; Leick 1994: 161.

107. See also Esztari and Vér 2015: 19-20.

108. For the text, see malku = $arru i 126-35 and Kilmer 1963: 427. Both Samuktum and Samuhtum
are forms of Samhatum; see CAD S/1. The word uppustu/ummustu appears only here and in MSL 12: 129
iv 17 as equivalent of [nin].d%i§taran; see CAD U-W s.v. uppustu B.

109. There is also one single instance of a female kurgarri, if restored correctly, in a Neo-Assyrian
survey of female personnel: 13 Mi.KUR.GAR.R[A.MES] ‘13 female kurgarr(is]’ (SAA 7 24 r. 24; see Fales and
Postgate 1992: 32, 34). See, however, Peled 2014: 286-87, who reads Kur as a geographical determina-
tive and interprets the text as mentioning a group of women from an unidentified locality or ethnicity,
perhaps Carchemish, which indeed seems more likely.

110. L1 = $a short recension, excerpt I: 195-97 (MSL 12: 102); See §4 above for a long quotation of
this.
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have been interpreted as suggesting a nonconventional sexual performance of the
assinnu. The most debated case at the moment is one of the omens of Summa alu,
the interpretation of which is challenging both because the four manuscripts pre-
serving the omen can be read in different ways and the translations of scholars dif-
fer from each other quite dramatically. Depending on the interpretation, the omen
reads (CT 39 44:15):

Protasis A

Summa amelu ana zikariti ina kili ustaktitma

If a man excites himself to “manhood” in captivity,
OR: If a man suffers physically in prison,!!

Protasis B

(either:) u assénis nak zikarita hussuhsu

and like an assinnu manhood’s intercourse is denied to him,!*2

OR: and like an assinnu wants to copulate (with) something masculine, '
(or:) u ina 71-e nis nak zikarata hussuhsu

but, when erect, the rise of the emission (?) of manhood is denied to him, 14

Apodosis
tha piqi lumna immar
he will experience misfortune in distress. !

The most important questions are, (1) whether the word assinnu appears in
the text at all, and (2) what kind of sexual performance is implied in the omen.
As to the first question, the very appearance of the assinnu in the text is questioned
by Ann Guinan who, on the basis of one of the three manuscripts containing this
omen (K 126 r. 9-10), reads ina zi1-e nis instead of assenis. Ilan Peled, however, has
demonstrated that the manuscript K 1994: 24-25 actually supports the reading
asséni$. % As to the second question, the sexual performance of the person in ques-
tion is interpreted in terms of either a passive sexual role, impotence, or an active
sexual role. The suffix attached to the verb Aussuhsu points to the meaning ‘to take
away’ rather than ‘to desire’. For these reasons, we interpret the omen as referring
to an assinnu who is not supposed to have ‘male intercourse’ (nak zikariita), that is,

111. The word ustaktit is derived from katatu, a verb for which several translations have been
suggested. According to CAD K it means ‘to be low or short’, in the St stem ‘to submit oneself (?)’ or ‘to
suffer physical collapse’, while CDA 153 (similarly AHw 465) gives ‘to quiver, vibrate’?, in the St stem
‘be disturbed’. This plurality (if not perplexity) of meanings is reflected by the translations of the omen.
J. Bottéro and H. Petschow (1972/75: 464) translate: “se soumet—sexuellement—a des hommes”; W. G.
Lambert (1992: 151) suggests “If a man starts trembling,” while Henshaw (1994: 285) and Assante (2009:
43) translate: “If a man suffers physically in prison.” The translation “excited himself” interprets ustaktit
in a reflexive sense; thus Peled 2014: 293-94; Guinan 1997: 474.

112. This translation interprets Aussuhu in the meaning ‘to deprive, take away’, that is, nak
zikaruita ‘male intercourse’; thus Peled 2014: 293-94; see also Lambert 1992: 151: “and like an assinnu
the desire to copulate is taken away”; CAD H s.v. hussuhu.

113. This translation understands hussuhu as ‘to desire’; thus Assante (2009: 43); similarly, Bottéro
and Petschow 1972-75: 464, although in the directly opposite meaning: “il vient une forte envie de copu-
ler avec des hommes (mot & mot: étre objet du coit d’autres hommes).”

114. Thus Guinan 1997: 474. This translation is based on the manuscript K 126, where the line
division is different from the other two manuscripts.

115. See also Guinan 1997: 474: “that man will experience one-time misfortune.” Guinan seems to
derive piqi from piga ‘now and again’ (CAD P s.v. piga) or ‘on one occasion’ (AHw 864; CDA 274).

116. Peled 2017.
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sexual intercourse with a male person or in the male manner. This implies neither
“passive homosexuality” nor castration, not necessarily even impotence. The point is
rather that, according to the omen’s imagery, the assinnu is deprived of sexual per-
formance according to conventional male standards, whether “by nature” or because
of social norms.

Elsewhere in Summa alu, the assinnu is portrayed as someone with whom a
man can have sexual relations, but so are several other male persons (CT 39 44:13,
45:32-34):1%7

If a man has sexual relations with his social peer from the rear, he will become
foremost among his peers and brothers.

If a man has sexual relations with an assinnu, hardships will be released from
him.

If a man has sexual relations with a gerseqqi, for an entire year the deprivations
which beset him will be kept away.

If a man has sexual relations with a male house-born slave, hardship will seize
him.

The gallery of a male person’s ominous same-sex partners includes his social peer,
an assinnu, a palace attendant, and a slave, which makes it impossible to separate
the assinnu from the others as a special class of “passive homosexuals.” It is impor-
tant to remember that the omens do not set the limits of acceptable behavior but,
rather, imagine occasions where the behavior of people may indeed go beyond the
limits sanctioned by social norms. The apodoses are related to the social space of a
male person: sexual relations with the assinnu appear as a favorable omen perhaps
because this intercourse takes place with a devotee of Istar. On the other hand,
contra the omen above, intimate contact with a sag-ur-sag can also be presented in
a negative light, provided that the curse section of the inscription of Yarim-Lim of
Alalakh actually associates sag-ur-sag with undesirable sexual action.!'8

In any case, the gender role of the assinnu is related to that of the kurgarri
who in many cases seem to perform as the counterpart of the assinnu. Ilan Peled
has presented the hitherto most articulate attempt to separate the roles of these
two kinds of people, suggesting that these two designations indicate two different
gender roles. He proposes that the kurgarrii represented the male aspect of Istar,
and the assinnu the female aspect: “the assinnu signified her feminine aspect of
eroticism and receptive sexuality, while the kurgarri signified her manly, aggres-
sive and warrior-like qualities.”!'® Peled argues that the heroic-masculine image of
the assinnu cannot be based on the lexical juxtaposition with qarradu in SAG B i
13. In Peled’s reading, the first line should be read sag ur-sag ‘heroic, valiant per-
son’, a word different from sag-ur-sag in the next line to be equated with assinnu.?°
He also suggests that the lines interpreted as female kurgarri in SAA 724 11, r. 24
may not necessarily be correctly reconstructed. ! In the above-quoted passage from
the Erra Epic, he finds a chiastic structure indicating that the assinnus are those
whose masculinity IStar has turned into femininity, while the kurgarriis are those
who carry daggers and other edged weapons.!?2 Peled also takes the above-quoted

117. See Guinan 1997: 469-70; 2017: 158-63; Nissinen 2010: 75.

118. RIME 4 34.1.1: 19-20; For details, see RIME 4 34.1.1 in the appendix.
119. Peled 2014: 296.

120. Peled 2014: 284-86.

121. Peled 2014: 286-87.

122. Peled 2014: 289-90.
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Summa alu omen as an “insinuation of passive homosexuality”?* and interprets a
passage in The Rites of Egasankalamma (SAA 3 38:14-16), a Neo-Assyrian mysti-
cal text, in homoerotic terms.?* We welcome Peled’s attempt to make a distinc-
tion between the assinnu and the kurgarrii as each other’s counterpart instead of
lumping the two designations together as is customarily done, even though we find
it impossible to regard the assinnu consistently as the representative of “passive
homosexuality”—not only because we find the term itself inappropriate but also
because the feminine-receptive role of the assinnu is not supported by unequivo-
cal evidence.'?® Although the words assinnu and garradu are not necessarily syn-
onyms, even the assinnu may assume a warlike role going to battle (BM 41005 iii
16-17: milhu imallubu);*® the Summa alu omen CT 39 44:15 refers to something
not compatible with the masculine performance but not necessarily to a passive
sexual position, and the other omen (CT 39 45:32) does not present the assinnu as
different from other potential sexual partners of a male person. Moreover, we find it
problematic to induce the passive/receptive sexual performance of the assinnu from
the alleged chiasm in the Erra Epic or the extremely enigmatic passage in The Rites
of Egasankalamma (SAA 3 38:14-16). In any case, difficulties do not turn the sexual
performance of the assinnu into that of the Mesopotamian “Average Joe.”

Many of the cases discussed above are very difficult to read and understand, and
so the translations are heavily dependent on the interpretive will of the translator.
This is why any attempt may be brought under suspicion of fitting preconceptions,
whether of a sexual or nonsexual nature; indeed, it is often impossible to translate
certain words or expressions without having any kind of a preconception, because
the categories themselves are heavily biased by their very existence. The biased
nature of our terminology seriously complicates scholarly communication on gen-
der-related issues and entails a series of questions to be pondered by every scholar
when trying to cope with gender in antiquity. As discussed by Agnes Garcia-Ventura
elsewhere in this volume, when all categories of analysis are biased, the feminist
epistemologies suggest a greater awareness and explicitness of these categories as
the cure.

What, then, was ancient masculinity, what was femininity, and what did the
change from masculinity to femininity mean in social, religious, and cultural terms?
Are we talking about changes in physical sex, in sexual performance, or gender
roles? Permanent or temporary? What do we mean when we talk about “third gen-
der”: a mixture of two categories or a category of its own? The meager corpus of
evidence that we have for assinnu yields only limited answers to these questions,
and, unlike many of our colleagues, we do not play down altogether the interpretive
potential of later sources!?” which we have not discussed in this article.

If the category “third gender” is applicable to the assinnu, it may refer to the
liminality and flexibility of their gender status, and the same goes for “ambiguity.”
All this is about a relative sexual status and gender performance, which makes
the use of essentialistic terminology misleading. As aptly written by Cynthia Ruth
Chapman: “Modern gender-critical theory can help the researcher recognize the

123. Peled 2014: 294.

124. Peled 2014: 296-97.

125. However, Peled has recently been reappraising some of his arguments regarding this (Peled,
conference presentation “Identifying Gender Ambiguity in Texts and Artifacts” in February 2017).

126. See Zsolnay 2013: 93-94.

127. Such as those used by Simo Parpola and Pirjo Lapinkivi; see above, p. 374 n. 7.
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instability of ancient gendered categories and resist the urge to resolve that insta-
bility through recourse to our own categories.” 12 The sources discussed in this essay,
coming from different periods, present enough evidence for an unconventional gen-
der performance attached to the image of the assinnu. The unusual gender perfor-
mance and possibly unusual sexual practice of the assinnu is not mere speculation,
and acknowledging it does not automatically mean falling into the trap of modern
terminology and categories; indeed, the sources make the assinnu an interesting
case for queer studies and gender studies. The change from masculinity into femi-
ninity evidently does not mean changing the person from a man to a woman but,
rather, changing his gender performance from masculine to feminine and the sexual
status of the assinnu from the average into the liminal, demonstrating the power of
Istar and emulating her ability to perform such transfers.

6. Conclusion

In this study, we started by outlining some of the previous research that has
engaged with the figure of the assinnu. In §2, we established, after careful consid-
eration of all the sources as presented in the appendix, that in addition to syllabic
writings of assinnu, the term could be written with the logograms LU.UR.SAL, UR.SAL,
and LU.sAL. Additionally, we believe that the terms sinnisu and sinnisanu referred to
the assinnu. Sag-ur-sag probably also referred to the assinnu but the term sag-ur-
sag was gradually replaced by the syllabic writing assinnu and its associates.

The next section (§3) examined the lexical lists with the aim of identifying the
assinnu’s place among other functionaries. Some people, especially the kurgarri,
regularly appear together with the assinnu, giving reason to propose a socioreli-
gious connection between the two designations. Other than the kurgarri, the lists
associate the assinnu with persons relating to prophecy, ecstasy, musical perfor-
mances, and magic.

In §4, we discuss the assinnu’s relationship to his patroness, the goddess Istar,
and examine some ritual texts and texts relating to the cultic sphere. Evidence relat-
ing to the assinnu’s role in the temple and cult fits with what we know based on the
lexical lists. The assinnu’s role in cult was connected with the kurgarri and musi-
cal performances. It might occasionally involve possible cross-dressing, and relate
to purification and healing. The assinnu appears in different kinds of rituals, but
almost always with a robust association with the ritual performances, music, and
cult places of Istar. The assinnu’s membership in the temple community is further
suggested by administrative texts, but there is little direct evidence to determine his
position in these communities in any precise terms. Finally, although the evidence
from the cultic sphere does not document it, the lexical lists and letters from Mari
refer to the assinnu’s link to prophecy.

Section 5 is dedicated to discussing evidence relating to the assinnu’s gender
role and sexual practice. These aspects of the figure of the assinnu have often been
erroneously conflated. Our departure point was the understanding of the assinnu’s
gender as something that is performed. Furthermore, the gender identity is never
performed in isolation but is always intertwined with other factors. The section
discusses in detail the cultic performances where there seems to be reason enough

128. Chapman 2016: 92.
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to associate the assinnu with transgression of gender boundaries, the Erra Epic
foremost among them.

The sexuality of the assinnu has been a debated topic, the most elaborate and
recent suggestion coming from Ilan Peled, who has suggested that the assinnu was
a passive party in a homosexual act. The texts that have been interpreted to attest
to this, for instance, omen texts, are difficult to interpret and have raised much
discussion. Nonetheless, we see no convincing evidence for the assinnu’s passive
sexual role, and the whole term homosexuality is a weak analytical tool because of
its modern origins. However, the cumulative evidence of the texts presented in this
section cannot be explained away. Although we feel it is unwise to present any rigid
conclusions regarding the assinnu’s sexual role, it seems clear to us that it was dis-
similar to the standard.

In many ways, the assinnus defy simple and single definition as successfully
as their patron goddess. This is hardly coincidental. Like Inanna/Istar, they seem
to have fulfilled various cultic roles. Like her, they existed in different cities and
states, known with different designations in different eras and places, throughout
Mesopotamian history. The constant and solid constituents of their image are their
connection to music and performance in cult and their tie to Inanna/Istar. Moreover,
there are persistent hints that their gender performance and the way they acted as
sexual beings was somehow nonstandard and related to IStar’s power of transgress-
ing and transforming gender.

At this point then, it is good to be reminded that “if gender is performance, then
it is also context-dependent.”!?® Recent critics, especially Zsolnay, have done well in
turning attention to other-than-gender aspects in the image of the assinnu, toward
the socioreligious status of the assinnu in specific contexts. The sources from dif-
ferent time periods leave no doubt that the primary, if not the only context of the
performance of the assinnu was the worship of I$tar, and the liminal gender was
but an aspect of his performance as a member of the worshiping community. Other
aspects, such as the martial and prophetic performaces, sometimes belonged to the
status of the assinnu as well.

To end on a note relating to gender and methodology, this study hopes to have
raised the focus on intersectionality to the forefront. The assinnu is a perfect ex-
ample of how gender cannot be studied as an isolated issue, but how it needs to
be understood intersectionally, from many perspectives at the same time. Careful
consideration of gender and methodological aspects are especially relevant for these
studies because the evidence itself is ambivalent. We can hope to attain good results
only by (1) reexamining the primary sources, (2) placing them in a modern theoreti-
cal and methodological framework, and (3) positioning them in the larger context of
what we know of masculinity and femininity in Mesopotamia.

129. See the contribution of Niek Veldhuis in this volume (section 4).
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7. Appendix:

Texts Referring to Assinnu
by Genre, in Chronological Order*

Chronological Transliteration
Text frame of the Term Notes
Lexical Lists
MSL 12 42 OB sag-ur-sag Following:
pi-li-pi-li
kur-gar-ra
SAG Bi13-14 / SAG | MB sag-ur-sag = See Peled 2014: 284-85.
Ai8-9 qar-ra-du
sag-ur-sag = as-si-nu
Erimhus IIT 172 MB [G.AN.SAL:E = Nearby: mubht, zabbu, kurgarrii
(MSL 17: 51) as-sin-nu
Li =$aiv 184 (MSL | NA sag-ur-sag = See §4 above for a long quotation of
12: 134-35) as-sin-nu this. Many cultic functionaries men-
tioned close by.
La = $a short recen- NA ur-sal = as-sin-nu See §4 above for a long quotation of
sion, excerpt I (MSL this. Many cultic functionaries men-
12 102-3) tioned close by.
Murgud B 133 (MSL. | NA [la]-ur-sal = [a]s-sin- | Nearby: prophets
12, 226) nu = sin-nis-"a’-[nu]
CT 18 pl. 5 r.ii 20-26 | NA i-sin-nu-u Nearby: ecstatics. See above, p. 382
(K 4193 5-11) n. 48 and p. 383 n. 55. See also
CDLI P346038
Igituh 266 (Lands- NA la-ur-sal = as-sin-nu | Preceding: zabbu, and 1. 265 la-[ur-
berger and Gurney sal] ku-lu-"u
1957-58: 83-84)
MSL 12, 240 vi 23-26 | NA la-ur-sal Preceding: ld-kur-gar-ra
malku = sarru 135 NA ug-bab-tum = Preceding: naditum, qadistum,
(Kilmer 1963: 427°) as-sin-na-tum entum. Note the feminine form of
assinnu here.
Cole 1996: no 122, Ca. 755-732 | ld-ur-sal = Nearby: lu-ku-gar-ra = ku-lu-u and
p. 254-256 si-nis-a-"nu’ mahhi
LTBA 2 1 (von Soden | NA la-[ur-sal] = [as-sin]-
1933, pl. 1 and 3) nu (iii, 1. 27)
a-zi-nu = ku-lu-"u (vi
1. 45)
SpTU 3116 r.1i 41 LB [ld-ur-sal] = as-sin-

nu = sin-nis-u

a. Many of these texts are also discussed in Peled 2016: 155-202.
b. For a more recent edition, see Hrusa 2010, who reads the same signs as ug-bab-tu, = as-sin-na-tu,
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SpTU 5 256 9’ LB/ early [als-sin-ni Erimhus IIT 172 (above) is quoted in
Hellenistic this commentary to the diagnostic
series sa-gig (from Uruk). See Peled
2016: 162-63.

Durand 1979: 163:7 LB/ early as-sli-n]u Commentary to the diagnostic series

(AO 17661) Hellenistic sa-gig (from Nippur). See Peled 2016:
163.

Letters

ARM 26 197: 4-5 OB/Mari as-si-in-nu Selebum, the assinnu delivers an
oracle. See also ARM 26 198:3.

ARM 26 213: 23-27 OB/Mari as-si-[in-nim] Translation: “Now I am sending the
hai[r and the fringe of the garment]
of the assi[nnu] (certainly Selebum)
to [my lord].”

ARM 26 1/1 212: 5-6 | OB/Mari "]-[li-ha-alz-na-a-ia | Queen Sibtu writes to the

Yig[s-s]i-[i1n-nlu]
Sa an-[nu-ni-tim
ill-li-ka[m]

king: “I[li-halznaya, assinnu of
An[nunitum ca]me [to me].”

See Ili-haznaya also in M. 11299:13
(mentioned in ARM 26 p. 399)

Administrative Texts

Wiseman 1954: 21 OB
(text no. 265.4) and
Wiseman 1959: 27

10 Pa-at-ha SAG.
UR.SAG

Alalakh text lists grain rations of
Patha, the assinnu.

Freydank 1976: pl. 1, | MA LU."SAL".MES Barley for the food rations of the

i37-39 prophets, prophetesses and the assin-
nus of the Istar temple. Freydank
1974: 60 has LU.x.MES, but the copy in
Freydank 1976: pl. 1 shows LU."saL’.
MES. See also CDLI P281893.

ZTT 6: 3 (Parpola NA LU.SAL Sasi, scribe of Istar of Nineveh is

2008: 45-52) the owner of the “man-woman” being
given.

Finkelstein 1953: NA [x] E.MES. LU.SAL.ME Houses of “men-women” are referred

140-141, 175 (text to in a list of professions found from

no. 85) ancient Sibaniba.

Texts Referring to Cultic Actions

Iddin-Dagan A OB Isin dyn.
ETCSL 2.5.3.1: 45

sag-ur-sag

This hymn to Ninsiana (aspect of
Inanna), describes cultic action. The
sag-ur-sag are parading before the
goddess. Later (11. 60—64) someone
is dressed on their right side with
men’s clothing and on their left side
with women’s clothing. In line 76
kur-gar-ra is mentioned. (See Peled
2016: 263-66; Zsolnay 2013: 88-89)

Istar-Louvre AO OB
6035 ii 11-20, 31-40
(Groneberg 1997a:
26-29)

as-si-in-nu-um-mi

The assinnu is involved in a ritual
involving subversion of gender roles.
“The assinnu shouts: ‘Be pure! Lie
down!” When he sits down, he is
buried.”
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uru am-ma-ir-ra-bi OB and 1st Sum. version: line 10 | For an overview of sources, see
mill. or 11: [sag]-ur-sag. Cohen 1988: 536—40.¢ For discussion,
Bilingual version: see Peled 2016: 75-79.
1. 51 ra-am-ku-tim /
sag-ur-sag
1. 52 as-si-in-nu /
sag-ur-sag

Farber 1977: 65-69 MA as-sin-na-ki The assinnu is an active participant

(A Ia 19: 36-37, in healing in this incantation of Istar.

50-51) See Peled 2016: 197-98.

SAA 201516 NA LU".sAL (following LU.SAL raises weapons and shouts,

collated reading in opposite Istar: “ebirna, ebirna”
SAA 20)

SAA 20 181. 20 NA LU.UR.SAL.MES In this ritual the naru, kurgarri and
assinnu perform together, the assin-
nus shouting yaruriitu and perform-
ing something most probably a song
or a dance (milhu imalluhu). See also
Zsolnay 2013: 93-94 and Peled 2016:
182.

Pongratz-Leisten NA 1. 1 LU.UR.SAL Ritual text where the assinnu

1994: 228-32 (K. 1. 11 as-sin-nu perform together with the naru musi-

9876+: 1, 10-12) See cians and the kurgarri.

also CDLI P398372.

Lambert 1975: 104-5 | NA/LB LU.UR.SAL The text related probably to rituals

(BM 41005 iii 11-17) of Istar of Babylon. The kurgarrii
(or possibly the assinnu) will recite
the composition “Battle is my game,
warfare is my game” after which the
assinnu “will go down to battle” and
do a dance of some kind. See also
Zsolnay 2013: 93—94 and Peled 2016:
182-84.

George 2000: 270-80 | LB Arsacid LU.UR.SAL The kurgarrii and the assinnu per-

(BM 32656 iv 13) form a ritual. See also Linssen 2004:
120-21.

Hibbert 1984: 93-95 | LB Arsacid [LU].UR.SAL The assinnus receive six shekels

(BRM 1 99: 37-39) of silver, together with the female
singers and the kurgarris for their
services during a procession. See also
Peled 2016: 169-70.

c. For the Old Babylonian version in Sumerian, see Cohen 1988: 556, 594 and Zsolnay 2013: 88. For the bilingual
version, see Groneberg 1997b: 293 and Volk 1989: 83—-84. The Old Babylonian version in Sumerian (VAT 1339 = VS 2 29)
has, according to Cohen (1988: 556): line 11 [sag]-ur-sag-da mu-un-da-dur-ru-ne-e§ nam-gala?-e mu-ni-ib-DU. Transla-
tion (Cohen 1988: 594) is ‘They sit down with the sagursag. She has brought the gala-priesthood’. According to Zsolnay
(2013: 88), the Sumerian version (line 10) is: [sag]-ur-sag-da mu-un-da-dur-ru-ne-e§ nam-ur-sag-e mu-ni-ib-DU, “she
stays with the sagursag, she brings heroism.” In any case, kurgarri is mentioned soon after, as are actions that might
be preparations for a celebration. In the first-millennium bilingual version of this lament, sag-ur-sag is translated
with assinnu and called ramkatu ‘purifiers’ as follows on lines 51-53: (51) ra-am-ku-tim i-re-ed-di-am sag-ur-sag-gd
mu-ni-ib-DU (52) as-si-in-nu ra-am-ku-tim as-bu-§im sag-ur-sag-gd mu-un-da-dur-ru-ne-e§ (53) ka-le-e i-re-ed-di-am
na-dm-gala-e mu-ni-ib-DU.
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(Livingstone 2013:
195-98)

Thureau-Dangin LB LU.UR.SAL Kurgarri and assinnu perform a
1921: 115 . 7 and ritual relating to Narudu and Istar:
Lackenbacher 1977: [LU].KUR.GAR.RA LU.UR.SAL §d til-le-e
41, 46, 50 (AO 7439+ iNa-ru-du rak-su ki-ma ma’-ri-i Ta

r. 25%) [a]-na 15 NIGIN-§u-nu-ti A.MES SU.2
a-na “INANNA fL-§i-ma LUGAL & UN.MES
u-lap-pat

Omen Texts

YOS 10 47:20 OB as-si-nu-u-tam Summa immeru series. The owner
of the sheep will practice assinnu-
ship. See also Peled 2016: 191.

CT 39 41:23 NA UR."sAL’ Summa alu omen collection mentions
assinnu, but in a broken context.
Kurgarrii mentioned in the next
omen. See Peled 2016: 192.

CT 39 44:15 NA as-sé-e-ni-is Summa alu omen collection. Trans-
literation and meaning of the omen
for assinnu’s sexuality is debated, see
above. See also Peled 2016: 192-94.

CT 39 45:32 NA as-sin-ni Summa alu omen collection: “If a
man has sexual relations with an
assinnu, hardships will be released
from him.” See Peled 2016: 194-95.

CT45-6r. 14 NB LU.UR.SAL This hemerology details instructions

in case of a lunar eclipse. To avert
catastrophe the king should (among
other things) touch the head of an
assinnu. Kurgarri appears in the
text in a similar role, helping the
king avert evil. See also Peled 2016:
198-99.

Royal Texts?

RIME 3/1.1.7.StB:
iv 6

Sum. (Gudea)

sag-ur-sag

King Gudea is describing the build-
ing work of the temple for Ningirsu.
Here sag-ur-sag seems to be in con-
traposition to women. Edzard (read-
ing the signs as sag ur-sag, “the best
warriors”) translates the passage:
“women doing work he banished
from the city; no woman would carry
the basket, only the best of warriors
would work for him.” Based on the
surrounding text it seems possible
that cultic purity was the issue here,
but see also Peled 2016: 259-60.

d. We do not include here RIMA 1 A.0.40.1001, where a-si-nim seems more probably a personal name than a refer-
ence to assinnu. For discussion, see Peled 2016: 166-67.
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Ur-namma C (ETCSL | Sum. (Ur III)
2.4.1.3: 84)

sag-ur-sag

One of the accomplishments of
Ur-namma was “lifting the yoke” of
the sag-ur-sag of the realm, which
seems to connect with abundance and
plenty. Another translation possibil-
ity is “Its sag-ur-sag lifted their yoke”
(Fliickiger-Hawker 1999: 216-17).
See also Peled 2016: 260.

Sulgi A (ETCSL
2.4.2.01: 77)

Sum. (Ur III)

sag-ur-sag

According to the text, King Sulgi’s
sag-ur-sags looked at him with admi-
ration for his running skills. The sag-
ur-sag might relate to the celebration
of the eses festival by implication but
this is not clear. See also

Peled 2016: 260-61.

Sulgi C (ETCSL Sum. (Ur III)

2.4.2.03: 63)

sag-ur-sag

Praise to King Sulgi, but the sur-
rounding context for the term is
missing.

RIME 3/2.1.4.3:iii 12 | Sum. (Ur III)

sag-ur-sag-bi

Translated as assinnus here, the
text recounts that King “St-Suen cut
down their assinnus. He enfeebled
their runners. He killed both strong
and weak. He sowed the heads of the
just and the iniquitous (alike) like
seeds.” See also Peled 2016: 261.

RIME 4 34.1.1: 19-20 | OB Alalakh

SAG.UR.SAG

A curse section for the enemies in
this Akkadian text. If the readings
of Frayne (1990), Zsolnay (2010) and
Lauinger (2015) are correct, no parri
is mentioned in the text but there is
an association between assinnu and
the loss of male potency.©

Mythological And Literary Texts

Inanna and Enki Sum.
(ETCSL 1.3.1: seg-
ment F 25 and I 23)

sag-ur-sag

One of the things that Inanna gains
from Enki seems to be the kurgarri
and sag-ur-sag. Around them are
references to moving between this
world and the underworld as well as
to sword and club, different garments
and hair-styles.

e. Henshaw (1994: 297) gives three possible translations: ‘may Ishtar raise up [tebii] the SAG.UR.sAG and parrd
onto his (the one who alters the treaty) sexual organs (to rape him)’; ‘may Ishtar sink [febil] the sac.UR.saG and parri
onto his sexual organs’; ‘may Ishtar spread [fepii] (the legs of) the sac.UR.sAG (and) parrii onto his sexual organs’, with
the implication: ‘Whatever the meaning, it seems to refer to homosexual intercourse involving the sac.Ur.sac and parri,
and thus a disparaging note’. See, however, CAD T s.v. fepiild, reading $e(?)-ra ti-ra-m instead of pa-ra-ii-ra-am, which
yields the translation ‘may I§tar attach (?) the sac-ur-sac to his loins day and night.” Douglas Frayne (1990: 800) reads
de$,-tdr SAG.UR.SAG pa-ra-ti-ra-am i-na bi-ir-ki-Su li-te-eb-bi ‘may the goddess Estar (as with) a eunuch cause potency to
leave his private parts’, interpreting pa-ra-u-ra-am not as referring to parri but, perhaps, to male potency. Similarly,
Tlona Zsolnay (2010: 400), although later Zsolnay (2013: 97-98) translates ‘may Estar (and) the assinnu cause potency
to leave his groin’. Jacob Lauinger (2015: 282-84) reads litebbi (tebi ‘to sink, submerge’), suggesting diminishment of
sexual potency but finds it difficult to equate the word parauram with parrii and refrains from defining its meaning.

See also Peled 2016: 261-62.
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Inanna C (ETCSL Sum. (OB) sag-ur-sag For discussion on this hymn to

4.07.3: 88; Sjoberg Inanna, see above, p. 387.

1975; see also Alster

1990: 80)

A hymn to Inanna Sum. sag-ur-'sag’ The term appears in a hymn to

(ETCSL 4.07.a: 75) Inanna but the context is not
preserved.

Kramer 1944: no. 45: | Sum. sag-ur-sag Fragment of a literary text: “[I will

9 (see also p. 20) give you] m[y] priesthood; [I will give
you] m[y] gala-ship; I will gi[ve youl]
my kurgarri; I will giv[e] you my
sword (and) patarru; I will give you
my SAG-UR-SAG.” (Peled 2016: 189)

Debate between Grain | Sum. sag-ur-sag In lines 71-80 Grain boasts, “I grant

and Sheep (ETCSL my power to the sagursag—he fills

5.3.2: 74) the palace with awe and people
spread his fame to the borders of the
Land.” A few lines later warrior/hero
(UR.8AG) is given the same power: “I
make him leave ... as to the playing
field.”

Lambert 1960: 218, NA sin-nis-a-nu Translation in CAD S s.v. sinnisanu

(transliteration on “When the sinnisanu entered the tav-

line 3) ern and lifted his hand (in prayer?),
he said: Let us, you (fem.) and I,
(divide) half and half the wages of
the matchmaker(?).” See Peled 2016:
270-72.

Istar’s Descent to NA LUgs-sin-nu, In the older Sumerian version we

the Netherworld, variant ku-lu-"a’-[a] | have kurgarrii and kalaturru helping

see Lapinkivi 2010: Istar out of the Netherworld, but

19-20, 27, 31-32 in the Assyrian version they are

(lines 91-108) replaced by one person, an assinnu
(but note the variant kulu’u).

Erra Epic (Cagni NA LUj-sin-[ni] Istar turns the masculinity of kur-

1969: 110-11) garris and assinnus into femininity.
Both are associated with weapons
and “forbidden things.” See also
Peled 2014: 288-90.

Rites of NA LU.SAL Suggested translation by Livingstone

Egasankalamma in SAA 3 is “The kurgarri and the

(SAA 3 38:15) horse trainer, who wlash] each other
in water—the horse trainer is Bel,
the assinnu is Illil, when Bel con-
signed Illil to the underworld.” The
passage is enigmatic, but connects
assinnu with Istar’s rituals.

Hymn to the City of NA LU.x" [x x] Suggested translation by Livingstone

Arbela (SAA 3 8. 13)

in SAA 3 is “The lyre of the [assin]nu
is tuned!” If the reconstruction is
correct, this is followed by references
to musical performances of kurgarri,
kulmasitu, and others.
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