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Cultural Aspects of Beer and Wine in Ancient Mesopotamia
Chikako E. WATANABE
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Beer was the most commonly drunk alcoholic beverage in ancient Mesopotamia. A Sumerian hymn to the goddess Ninkasi
describes the brewing process with elaborate literary expressions. Wine was imported into southern Mesopotamia, as the cli-
mate was not suitable for growing grapes. Because wine was expensive, it was used as a dedication to deities and consumed
only among the upper classes in Sumer. Banquet scenes were frequently represented in art during the third millennium BC.
These scenes typically show two drinking styles: one with a long tube inserted into a big jar that was placed on the ground,
and the other with a cup or tumbler held in the hand, with an attendant serving the drink from a jug or pitcher. An Ashurbani-
pal relief provides evidence that a libation ritual was performed after the royal hunt during the Neo-Assyrian period. An in-
scription engraved on the relief mentions that wine was used for the libation, which the king poured over the bodies of the li-

ons. Shallow cups similar to the one used by Ashurbanipal were discovered in the tombs of the Assyrian queens in Nimrud,

where the vessels were made of intricately wrought gold, showing high levels of metalworking techniques.
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