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M i c h è l e  l .  M e i J e r

From k u r ĝ a r r a  to koureteS,  
FROM GALA TO GALLOS

CULTIC TRANSMISSIONS FROM MESOPOTAMIA TO GREECE?*

»The saĝursaĝ have heaped up their hair for Inanna like a crown.
They have adorned the hair in the nape of their neck for her with colourful bands. (…)
They have prepared the soothing balaĝ drum and have placed it at her side. (…)
On their right side they have dressed themselves in men’s clothing.
On their left side they have dressed themselves in women’s clothing. (…)
The raging kurĝarra have taken badara swords in their hands.
They cover the gir i 2 knives with blood so that they splatter blood around. (…)
The t igi ,  šem, and ala drums resound loudly.« (Iddin-Dagan A, 45–81, ETCSL 
2.5.3.1)1

»A gala, after he had met a lion in the steppe,
went back to the city, to Inanna’s gate,
where dogs are pelted with potsherds, and said:
›Hey, what is your brother doing in the steppe?‹« (Sumerian Proverb 2.101, ETCSL 
6.1.2)

The above citations are taken from two Sumerian texts recorded in cuneiform script on clay 
tablets from early 2nd-millennium B.C. Mesopotamia. The first text is a hymn of Iddin-Dagan, 
king of Isin (Southern Mesopotamia), to the goddess Inanna (later Ištar)2 and describes in 
detail the processions and rituals performed to celebrate the »marriage« between Inanna and 
the king. The passage above features two types of cultic attendants of Inanna, the saĝursaĝ 
and kurĝarra 3,  whose performance in the procession resembles activities of the ›galloi‹ and 
the ›Kouretes‹, attendants associated with Meter/Kybele (hereafter: Meter) in Greek literary 
texts. The saĝursaĝ like the galloi have long hair, wear women’s clothing and play drums; 
the kurĝarra  wield weapons like the Kouretes. The second text belongs to the Sumerian 
Proverb Collections and introduces Inanna’s cultic attendant par excellence, the gala priest. 
Fourteen of these proverbs feature the gala. The meanings of individual proverbs often elude 

 * The research presented in this paper was carried out in the context of my PhD project at the Vrije Universiteit 
Amsterdam. My project is supported financially by the Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research (NWO). 
I would like to thank Dr. Michael Kerschner for his excellent remarks on this paper. Any remaining shortcomings 
are, of course, my own. 

 1 All translations in this paper are mine, unless stated otherwise. My translation of Iddin-Dagan A leaves out several 
lines, such as the repetition of »to parade before pure Inanna, before her eyes«.

 2 In the Sumerian language, this goddess was called »Inanna«, in Akkadian, »Ištar«. Following common practice, I 
use the name »Inanna« when referring to Sumerian texts, and »Ištar« more generally.

 3 This paper follows usual practice by rendering Sumerian words with expanded  spaces between characters and 
by italicizing Akkadian words. An exception is made for divine names. 
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us, but taken together they clearly ridicule the gala because he is vain and cowardly, and 
always manages to survive bad luck4. The proverb above has been translated and interpreted 
in different ways5. The way I translate it, the story is a jest about the gala’s state of trance 
during religious ceremonies: after meeting a lion in the steppe, the gala  goes back to the 
city and addresses a dog as if it were a lion (similar joke in Sumerian Proverb 21D3, ETCSL 
6.1.21). A remarkable echo of the motif of the gala who meets a lion in the wilderness is 
found in a series of Hellenistic epigrams (Anth. Pal. 6, 217–220. 273) in which a gallos 
encounters a lion in a cave or the countryside but manages to chase it away with his drum6. 
Here we also find the motif of trance: it is by divine inspiration that the gallos, despite his 
fear of the lion, strikes his drum (6, 220. 237); finally, like the gala the gallos is mocked 
with »amused contempt«7.

Besides the similarities mentioned above, the cults of Meter and the Mesopotamian goddess 
Ištar show other parallels; especially those with respect to ritual and mythological motifs are 
numerous and detailed. The question often asked in such comparative enterprises is whether 
the similarities are due to a historical link of some kind or whether they should be regarded 
as similar but independent developments. Similarities between the cults of Meter and Ištar 
have been noted and investigated, but nevertheless remain largely unexplained8. Since the 
decipherment of Sumerian, Akkadian, and Hittite, scholars have been fascinated by parallels 
between Greek and Near Eastern cultures, especially their literatures, such as those between 
The Epic of Gilgameš and the Homeric epics. The field really expanded in the 1990s with 
the works of two famous classicists, Walter Burkert and Martin L. West9, who after having 
learned Akkadian compiled impressive catalogues of parallels between Greek and Near East-
ern cultures and convinced many scholars of the influence the Near East must have had on 
archaic Greece10. Subsequent scholarly interest in such comparative enterprises has moreover 
been supported by the ever-increasing bulk of material and textual evidence for cultural 
interactions between ancient Eastern Mediterranean cultures11. 

However, lists of parallels combined with evidence of cultural interaction in the area are 
rarely enough to pin down ›particular cases of borrowing‹ or trace the ›exact routes of trans-
mission‹. Recent research has therefore tried to go beyond this »argument by accumulation«12 
by way of closely examining individual case studies13. Methodological progress has especially 
been made with respect to literary parallels: first, criteria have been formulated that, when 
fulfilled, help to distinguish between strong and weak parallels between two texts (e.g., does the 
parallel show complexity?, is the parallel part of a series of parallels?)14. Then, to strengthen 
the hypothesis of borrowing, evidence must be provided for a historical link between the ele-
ments that are compared15. Within this new methodological framework, emphasis lies on the 
mechanisms of reception: how is the foreign element adapted, and what changes in the recep-
tive tradition does it generate16? As can be learned from the field of comparative religion, the 

 4 Alster 1997, 365. 371; cf. Peled 2016, 109–115.
 5 Alster 1997, 65. 371; Gordon 1968, 249–251; Peled 2016, 112. 114.
 6 As was noted first by Taylor 2008, 174. 
 7 Roller 1999, 229.
 8 Burkert 1979, 110 f., with n. 20; Roscoe 1996; Taylor 2008; cf. also Bachvarova 2008 and Rollinger 2000, 75 n. 76.
 9 Burkert 1992 and West 1997.
 10 Henkelman 2006, 808 f.
 11 Think e.g. of the Uluburun shipwreck; the Amarna correspondence between the Great Kings of the Late Bronze 

Age; Hittite texts mentioning Mesopotamian and Hurrian gods. See for an overview van Dongen 2007.
 12 Metcalf 2015, 3.
 13 E.g. López-Ruiz 2010.
 14 For criteria see esp. Henkelman 2006, 815; also Bernabé 1995; Penglase 1994; Tigay 1993. For recent compara-

tive approaches to Eastern Mediterranean literatures see e.g. Bachvarova 2016; Haubold 2013; López-Ruiz 2010; 
Metcalf 2015.

 15 Bachvarova 2016; López-Ruiz 2010; Ulf 2014. 
 16 Henkelman 2006; Ulf 2014.
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first step in the search for borrowing or influence, whether in literary or religious spheres, is 
in fact a sound comparison: i.e., the formulation of points of comparison and the description 
of the two comparanda according to these points17. After comparison of these descriptions, 
the resulting similarities (and differences) can be further subjected to close examination to 
unravel the possible scenarios underlying each parallel18. 

Applying the above methods, I will describe and compare the two cults with respect to 
iconography, places of worship, ritual, and myth. I will argue that parallels with respect to 
iconography and places of worship can be explained as similar but independent developments 
due to the cultural homogeneity of the area19, but that certain ritual and mythological parallels 
arose from a historical connection. Even though the methods proposed to identify literary 
borrowings are well applicable to cultic parallels, one should consider that unlike between 
two texts, the nature of parallels between two cults can differ greatly (iconographical, ritual, 
mythological, etc.). Moreover, whereas rituals, for instance, are conservative by nature and 
often closely connected to a specific deity or sanctuary, myths travel and attach themselves 
to other rituals quite easily20. Therefore, close examination of a set of ritual and mythological 
parallels between two cults may result in different explanations of how these parallels came 
into being. This will be illustrated by the present case study.

It has long been argued that Meter originates in the Phrygian goddess Matar, which can 
most clearly be seen in the goddesses’ shared iconographical elements21. When Emmanuel 
Laroche proposed a connection between Meter and the North Syrian goddess Kubaba in 
1960, the search for the origins of Meter was extended geographically and chronologically22. 
Unlike our sources on Matar and Kubaba however23, Mesopotamian texts, preserved for us 
because they are written on durable clay tablets, contain detailed information about religious 
practices, beliefs, and myths. The cult of Ištar is particularly well-documented and therefore 
provides the necessary comparative material for the missing chapters of ›ritual‹ and ›myth‹ 
in the historical analysis of the origins of the cult of Meter. My hypothesis of a historical 
connection between the cults of Meter and Ištar does not have consequences for the general 
view that Meter originates in Phrygian Matar, neither for the (slightly) alternative view that 
Meter is a conflation of indigenous Greek Mother goddesses and Phrygian Matar, as argued 
by Jan N. Bremmer in this volume. Neither does the present discussion affect the debate 
about the relation of Kubaba to Matar and/or Meter24. As will become clear shortly, Meter 
and Ištar are different deities with regard to nature and origin, which allows for the view 
that Meter originates in Matar (and possibly Kubaba) with respect to nature and iconography. 

 17 Platvoet 1982; Wildman 2006.
 18 Segal 2001, 364 f.
 19 On this cultural homogeneity, see Graf 2004, 5–7.
 20 Bremmer 2004b, 43.
 21 E.g. Roller 1999, 125–134; Vikela 2001. 
 22 For an overview of the scholarly debate on the origin and spread of the cult of Kubaba, see the contribution of 

Bremmer in this volume.
 23 Evidence for the cult of Matar consists mainly of rock-cut shrines and monuments (which can be divided into 

step monuments and idols on the one hand and façades and niches on the other, Berndt-Ersöz 2009), which do not 
disclose any concrete information about cultic practices. For a detailed analysis of these Phrygian sacred spaces 
see Berndt-Ersöz 2006. Berndt-Ersöz (2015) has furthermore made a well-argued and plausible reconstruction of 
Iron Age »noise-making rituals« in front of the step-monuments of Matar by making use of Assyrian, Babylonian, 
and Greek sources. Even though I argue in this paper that ecstatic rituals with loud music may have travelled 
from Mesopotamia to the cult of Meter via the Levant and Crete, the possibility that these aspects originated in 
Phrygian cult, or travelled from Mesopotamia via Anatolia/Phrygia, cannot be excluded. Not much is known about 
cultic practices for Kubaba either, for some examples see Hutter 2017. For archaeological and textual evidence of 
Kubaba in general see most notably Hawkins 1981; Hawkins 2000; Wegner 1995.

 24 For various views on the relation between Meter, Matar, and Kubaba see e.g., recently, Jan N. Bremmer in this 
volume; Hutter 2017; Munn 2008; Robbins Dexter 2009; Vikela 2001.
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IšTAR AND METER: NATURE, ICONOGRAPHY, AND CULT PLACES

Ištar was one of the most important and oldest deities of Mesopotamia25. She was first wor-
shipped as Inanna by the Sumerians in Southern Mesopotamia  and later as Ištar or under 
local names by the Assyrians and Babylonians until the end of the 1st millennium B.C.26. She 
was worshipped by the Hittites with more than twenty local epithets and by the Phoenicians 
as Astarte. Even though local cults seem to have emphasized different aspects of the god-
dess27, the textual and material evidence shows a coherent picture of her religious iconography 
and cult places, and, at least in Mesopotamia, also of her cultic attendants and myth. Rarely 
associated with birth and not having any children, she was clearly not a mother goddess28. 
Unlike other Mesopotamian deities, she had no permanent spouse but lovers, the shepherd 
god Dumuzi being the most prominent29. Generally, she had a complex nature and contrasting 
attributes: love and war, destruction and restoration, life and death30. Embodying the planet 
Venus, she was both the feminine evening star and the masculine morning star; the changing 
from evening to morning star during the night was symbolic for her own ambivalent gender 
as well as for her power to change the gender of human beings31. 

She could be depicted as a symbol or anthropomorphically. In early periods, she is rep-
resented by a reed staff and from the 2nd millennium onwards by an eight-pointed star32. No 
cult images of Ištar have survived, even though they must have featured in her temples. Three 
large images that according to their inscriptions represent Ištar depict her en profil with a long 
dress, weapons, and the crown of divinity or a polos; in one case Ištar stands on a lion. From 
the 3rd millennium onwards the goddess can also be recognized without the help of inscrip-
tions, often depicted en face, with weapons emanating from her shoulders and accompanied 
by her lion, for example on cylinder seals. She is also depicted nude as clay figurine or on 
terracotta plaques. On the famous terracotta ›Burney Relief‹ in the British Museum, dating 
from the beginning of the 2nd millennium, she is depicted as a Netherworld goddess, naked 
but for wings, crown and bird feet, and with lions and owls beside her.

Ištar was venerated in private cults and in temples. The largest, most ancient, and most 
famous of her temples include those in Uruk, Aššur, and Nineveh. Some of the objects found 
in situ at these temples can complement what texts tell us about how Ištar was worshipped. 
Finds include (ritual) vessels, oil containers, beads, seals, and lead plaques with erotic scenes33.

Meter appears first on votive reliefs and in the epigraphical record in the early 6th century 
B.C.34. It is generally held that her iconography, attributes, and name by which she was called 
in literature, Kybele, were adopted from the Phrygian cult of the goddess Matar by West-
Anatolian Greeks in the late 7th century35. The Greeks assimilated the Phrygian goddess to local 

 25 The most recent study on Ištar is Pryke 2017. The sources for the cult of Ištar are mainly textual: myths, hymns, 
love poetry, lamentations, and ritual prescriptions in Sumerian, Akkadian, and Hittite.

 26 Pryke 2017, e.g. 6–7.
 27 E.g., Ištar-Annunītum of Mari was associated with prophecy; in Arbela Ištar’s warlike aspects were emphasized. 
 28 But see Black – Green 1992, 34 f. (s. v. Anunītu). 108 f. (s. v. Inana); Ištar-Louvre obv. col. I, 41. 49 in Groneberg 

1997.
 29 Black – Green 1992, 108.
 30 Harris 1991; Pryke 2017, 5.
 31 Groneberg 1997, 137; see e.g. Išme-Dagan K, 21–23, ETCSL 2.5.4.11.
 32 The following description of Ištar’s iconography is based on Barrett 2007, 25 f.; Black – Green 1992, 108 f.; Seidl 

1980, 87–89. For Ištar in Hittite art, see e.g. Danmanville 1962.
 33 Meinhold 2009; Reade 2005. 
 34 Vikela 2001, 68. 81. Archaeological evidence for the cult of Meter consists mainly of votive reliefs, figurines and 

inscriptions. They are collected in Vermaseren 1977–1989. 
 35 See for etymological arguments Beekes 2010, s. v. Κυβέλη; Rein 1996, 234–237; Roller 1999, 66–69. For ico-

nographical similarities see Naumann 1983, 293–297; Robbins Dexter 2009; Roller 1999, 71. 125 n. 23; 132 f.; 
Vikela 2001. For the view that Matar was adopted in the area of Northwestern Anatolia see e.g. Burkert 1985, 
177–179. See for the (early) iconography of Matar Berndt-Ersöz 2009; Berndt-Ersöz 2006. 
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forms of mother or mountain goddesses36. In the Greek world, Meter was soon worshipped 
in Ionia (Miletos, Smyrna, and Ephesos), as well as the Aegean, mainland Greece, Italy, 
and Southern France. By the 4th century B.C. her cult »was known in virtually every Greek 
city«37. In 205/204 B.C., she reached the Roman world when she was adopted from Pessinous 
and given a temple on the Palatine hill. Both the Meter of cult and the Kybele of literature 
are called ›mother‹ of gods and humans and are associated with mountains. Already in the 
6th century, she was identified with the ancient Greek goddess Rhea, and in the 5th century 
with Demeter38. In literary texts, her rites are often conflated with those of Dionysus. From 
dedicatory inscriptions, votive reliefs, and cult regulations we learn that people invoked Meter 
for help with childbirth, children, community, and a pleasant afterlife39. 

The earliest images of Meter are 6th-century votive reliefs from Ionia40. They resemble 
images of Matar in that the goddess is depicted frontally, standing in a shrine (naiskos). The 
goddess is however dressed in typical Greek garments: »chiton, mantle, and veil«41. Soon, Meter 
is depicted seated on a throne with a lion on her lap42. Her standard iconography throughout 
the Mediterranean moreover included the tympanon, a round, tambour-like drum made from 
the hide of a bull43. The first attestations of the tympanon in the cult of Meter date from the 
late 6th century, shortly before Pindar makes the first mention of the mystery rites of Meter44.

Not much is known about Meter’s early worship. Some extra-urban shrines found in Pho-
kaia, the Peloponnesos, and on Chios can possibly be dated early45. In the Classical Period 
Meter’s cult consisted mainly of mystery rites, but she also received public cults, most nota-
bly in Athens46. Her Metroon in Athens still existed in the Hellenistic period47. In this period 
Meter was also worshipped in some local private cult organizations, such as in the Piraeus, 
while important temples were built for her in Pessinous and Pergamon48. She also still had 
extra-urban sanctuaries and mountain caves near Steunos and Metropolis49. 

When the information about these cults as given above is compared, we must conclude that 
Ištar and Meter have different powers and spheres of influence. As for iconography, they are 
both depicted with polos and lion, but these are in fact common attributes of powerful god-
desses of the Aegean-Asian area50. It is therefore in my view no longer possible to ascertain 
whose iconography influenced the other, or whether any influence took place at all. Similari-
ties with respect to places of worship (i.e., city temples) are also not exclusively found in 
the cults of Ištar and Meter. In fact, many such multicultural features can be explained from 
the cultural ›homogeneity‹ of the ancient Eastern Mediterranean (including the Near East), 
in turn resulting from constant interaction from the 7th millennium onwards (e.g. through 
commercial and elite relations, mercenaries, etc.), which »smooth[ed] over differences inside 

 36 See the contribution of Jan N. Bremmer in this volume. 
 37 Roller 1999, 119 f.
 38 See the contribution of Jan N. Bremmer in this volume; Roller 1999, 124. 143.
 39 Roller 1999, e.g., 159. 216. 233.
 40 See for the early iconography of Meter Hermary 2000; Roller 1999; Vikela 2001.
 41 Roller 1999, 126. See also Vikela 2001, 82.
 42 Hermary 2000 warns against identifying early representations of goddesses with lions (as figurines or in naiskoi) 

too easily as representations of Meter. Some of them may represent other goddesses of the mistress-of-wild-
animals type, such as Artemis or Hera. 

 43 Roller 1999, 131 f. 136 f.; βύρσης ταυρείου, Anth. Pal. 6, 219.
 44 Roller 1999, 136 f.; Pind. Dith. 2, 1–24; Pind. P. 3, 77–79; see also Vikela 2001, 90 f.
 45 Roller, e.g., states that the rock-cut shrine of Meter at Daskalopetra on Chios can be dated to the late 6th or the 5th 

c. B.C. (1999, 138). The dating of such rock sanctuaries of Meter, however, is very difficult, since in most cases 
stratigraphic evidence is lacking (M. Kerschner, personal communication).

 46 Vermaseren 1977–1989, II, cat. 1–9; Roller 1999, 161.
 47 Roller 1999, 217.
 48 Roller 1999, 187–234.
 49 Roller 1999, 202. 233; Paus. 10, 32, 3.
 50 See e.g. Robbins Dexter 2009.
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the wider region«51. Common to this region was the city-state with its urban centre, rural 
hinterland, pantheon, patron deity, temple, ritual calendar, and mythology52. This cultural 
homogeneity, then, served as the backbone of cultural interaction and as facilitator of specific 
cases of influence and borrowing53. An example of this mechanism is the worship of similar 
deities cross-culturally under different names, the assimilation of which often resulted in 
the transmission of elements from one cult to the other54. These commonalities may explain 
why Ištar and Meter both were attributed a powerful animal and were worshipped in temples 
(Meter, admittedly, rather late), even though these goddesses are different as to nature and 
origin. At the same time, such commonalities may have facilitated the transmission of ritual 
and mythological aspects from Mesopotamia to Greece. 

RITUAL PRACTICES IN THE CULTS OF IšTAR AND METER

In Mesopotamian temples, priests and other ritual specialists55 prepared the deities’ daily meals 
and offerings and performed calendrical rituals and festivals. Particularly associated with Ištar 
were the gala/kalû, kurĝarra/kurgarrû, saĝursaĝ, and urmunus/assinnu56. I will briefly 
discuss these attendants’ functions, focusing on those aspects that provide parallels with the 
cult of Meter. 

The gala /kalû’s main function remained unchanged during three millennia: the performance 
of lamentations accompanied by the balaĝ drum, first as professional mourner at funerals 
(taking over the role of female mourners), and later as priest in temples of Ištar. The balaĝ 
song The Fashioning of the gala provides an aition for the gala’s lamenting: the god Enki 
fashioned the gala for a troubled Inanna so that with his laments he could »appease her in 
order to deflect a possible threat to heaven and earth«57. In the 1st millennium the kalû loses 
his association with Ištar and becomes one of the most esteemed priests of Mesopotamia. 
From numerous detailed ritual texts we learn that his lamentations were needed to sanction 
building projects and wars as well as to avert potential evil during lunar eclipses58. He acts 
together with other religious specialists, such as the nāru (singer), āšipu (exorcist), kurgarrû, 
and mahhû (ecstatic)59. Various tablets describe the rituals that must accompany the covering 
of the kalû’s drum with a bull’s hide60. The kalû was also a specialist in medicine, omens, 
and astronomy, and communicated about these matters with the king. 

The saĝursaĝ is only attested for the early cult. Not much is known about his cultic 
tasks apart from what can be learnt from the passage from Iddin-Dagan A quoted above61.

The urmunus/assinnu is first attested in early-2nd-millennium Mari. Here some assinnū 
of the temple of Ištar-Anunnītum are reported to have prophesied. The assinnu Šēlebum for 

 51 Graf 2004, 5 f.
 52 Graf 2004, 6. 
 53 Graf 2004; see also Collins – Bachvarova – Rutherford 2008a.
 54 Graf 2004.
 55 With priests are meant those who owned a prebend: a hereditary, legal title which was a combination of income 

(e.g., land or the remainders of offerings) and the obligation to perform a certain task for the temple (Waerzeggers 
2010, 34–38. 51–53). Only prebend holders were allowed to enter the sacred parts of the temple, granted that they 
conformed to the purity regulations. With religious specialists are meant those who did not own a prebend but had 
great religious authority, such as the diviners and prophets.

 56 For these attendants and additional specialists associated with this goddess, see Peled 2016. Sources for these 
attendants are lexical lists, administrative texts, ritual descriptions, hymns, incantations, omen texts, prophetic 
texts, and mythological texts. See for attestations of other types of priests in this cult Wilcke 1980, 85 f.

 57 Shehata 2008, 246.
 58 Peled 2016, 117–126.
 59 Linssen 2004, 238–244.
 60 Linssen 2004, 252–282.
 61 Peled 2016, 257–267.
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example went into trance (immahu) and delivered an oracle from Ištar-Anunnītum62. In Neo-
Assyrian lexical lists the assinnu is grouped together with ecstatics (zabbu and mahhû). In 
Assyrian rituals assinnū sing laments, sacrifice, and dance63. In omen texts and incantations, 
they avert evil for the king and heal people from sickness64.

The kurĝarra/kurgarrû features in early literary texts such as Iddin-Dagan A, but is best 
attested in 1st-millennium ritual descriptions together with the assinnu65. His main attributes 
are knives and swords, with which he performed war dances. He could avert potential evil and 
was ascribed evil magical powers. The kurĝarra, who like the assinnu is grouped together 
with ecstatics (zabbu and mahhû), is sometimes described with the Sumerian adjective ed3, 
which means »to go up« or »down«, but also »to rage«, which indicates that his war dances 
were accompanied by trance. 

Even though Ištar’s attendants each had their own specialty, they had in common that they 
were seen as divine mediators. Another common characteristic has recently been studied by 
Ilan Peled: their ambivalent gender identity. Not so much based on biology, gender in antiq-
uity was rather based on one’s sexual behaviour, economic activity, social status, or religious 
role, which sometimes resulted in »non-binary behavior«66. The attendants of Ištar are neither 
male nor female, but hover in between. I give some examples of the evidence. First, they are 
devoted to a goddess who has the terrifying power to change a person’s gender. In the Poem 
of Erra (lines 55–56) for instance, Ištar turns the assinnu and kurgarrû into women. This 
power of Ištar explains the recurring act of cross-dressing in descriptions of her festivals: in 
Iddin-Dagan A saĝursaĝ cross-dress; in other texts assinnū and kurgarrû carry spindles, a 
symbol of femininity67. Second, in lexical lists the assinnu is equated with lúurmunus, literally 
»man-woman«, and in one list is termed sinnišānu, »woman-like«68. Third, in an omen text, 
the assinnu is attributed the passive, i.e. feminine role, in same-sex intercourse: »If a man 
approaches (sexually) an assinnu, hardships will be loosened from him«69. Fourth, the gala/
kalû’s direct speech in literary texts as well as his cultic songs are in written in emesal , a 
dialect of Sumerian which is normally spoken by goddesses, women, or genderless beings 
like demons in literary texts. 

Such non-binary behaviour like cross-dressing can be found all over the world as expres-
sions of the religious role of the divine mediator, the so-called Grenzgänger70. In such cases 
the swapping of genders or hovering in between genders magically enforces the specialist’s 
ability to communicate with the divine. Often these rituals are accompanied by trance, ecstatic 
dance, and loud music. The attendants of Ištar clearly belonged to the category of ›Grenzgän-
ger‹. This is moreover supported by their adventures in myth. In The Fashioning of the Gala 
the gala is created by Enki, an act which sets the gala apart from humans, as in other texts 
humans are created by a joint act of Enki and the mother goddess Mami71. In Inanna’s Descent 
to the Netherworld Enki creates a galaturra (»young gala«) and a kurĝarra (or assinnu 

 62 Peled 2016, 170–172; Zsolnay 2013.
 63 Henshaw 1994, 284 f.; Peled 2016, 175–191.
 64 Peled 2016, 191–202.
 65 Peled 2016, 155–202.
 66 Helle 2018; cf. Herdt 1994; Roscoe 1994; Roscoe 1996.
 67 For cross-dressing of unidentified men and women: Išme-Dagan K, 21–24, ETCSL 2.5.4.11; Ištar-Louvre obv. 

col. 2.3–11, 17–19 in Groneberg 1997; moreover, in a ritual text from Hellenistic Uruk describing a festival for 
Ištar, the assinnu and kurgarrû are dressed in a garment belonging to the goddess Narudu (TU 42+) (Linssen 2004, 
238–244). For the spindles, see e.g. Livingstone 1989, 13 (Nanaya Hymn of Sargon II, 10’–11’). Cf. Peled 2014, 
who argues that the kurgarrû in fact was a masculine figure (and as such counterpart to the effeminate assinnu).

 68 Peled 2016, 156.
 69 Trans. Peled (2016, 194). 
 70 Shehata 2008, 248; e.g., the Indian hijras, the North-American Two-Spirits, or, more universally, the shaman.
 71 Shehata 2008, 246.



212 Michèle L. Meijer

in the Neo-Assyrian version) to save Inanna who has been trapped in the Netherworld, and 
endows them with the ability to enter the Netherworld and return unharmed72.

Worship of Meter consisted chiefly of mystery rites (ὄργια, τελετή, Eur. Bacch. 73, 78–79), 
which took place at night (Eur. Hel. 1365; Pind. P. 3, 77–79). They were only open to the 
initiated, who worshipped the deity by way of frenzied dancing, which is described with the 
same verb used for the activities of the followers of Dionysus (βακχεύω, Eur. Bacch. 71–82). 
The frenzy is caused by possession by the goddess (Eur. Hipp. 141–144), dancing (Plat. Ion 
534d), and the loud music coming from tympana, cymbala, castanets, and the shrill-sounding 
flute (unknown tragedist, Roller 1999, 151; Eur. Hel. 1340–1349; Plat. Krit. 54d; Plat. Min. 
318b). The music itself was regarded as soothing the deity (unknown tragedist, Roller 1999, 
151; Eur. Hel. 1340–1352) and bringing the worshipper closer to the divine (Strab. 10, 3, 9). 
The rites as described in these literary sources are beautifully illustrated on an Attic krater 
from Ferrara dating to the early 5th century B.C.73: a woman carrying a basket with mysteri-
ous objects and standing in front of Meter leads a procession of fifteen people who dance 
and play the flute, castanets, or tympanon. 

The first Greek author who mentions Kybele, the 6th-century author Hipponax of Ephe-
sos, identifies her with Rhea74, who was one of the most ancient goddesses of Greece and 
an important character in the well-known Theogony of Hesiod (453–506). Kronos, who has 
learnt that he will be overcome by one of his sons, eats all his children. Rhea manages to 
hide the sixth child, Zeus, on Crete, and gives Kronos a stone to swallow instead. In later 
versions of the myth, baby Zeus is hidden by the Kouretes in a cave on Mount Ida on Crete 
(Diod. 5, 70, 1–5). The Kouretes were divine youths who invented swords and the war 
dance (Diod. 5, 65, 4), by which means they managed to terrify Kronos and quickly bring 
Zeus to Crete (Strab. 10, 3, 11). Greek authors use this noisy war dance of the Kouretes as 
›mythological aition‹ to explain the wild music, unrestrained behaviour, and open expression 
of emotional tension of Meter’s mystery rites75. The connection between the Kouretes and 
the initiated was not only supported by Meter’s early conflation with Rhea, but also by the 
identical toponym (Mount Ida) of the location of Zeus’ cave on Crete and the famous home 
of Meter on Mount Ida in the Troad76 as well as by the conflation of the Kouretes with the 
Korybants, also young men known for ecstatic dance and music, but of Phrygian origin77. Both 
Kouretes and Korybants were regarded as divine mediators; by imitating them, the initiated 
could approach the divine as well78. 

There remains another group of followers of Meter that show striking parallels with the 
attendants of Ištar, namely the galloi: eunuch priests who were either attached to Meter sanc-
tuaries in Western Anatolia or who wandered the countryside to beg and collect alms79. The 
galloi appear for the first time in a group of Hellenistic epigrams about a gallos and a lion. The 
earliest of the epigrams that feature the gallos is probably Anth. Pal. 6, 220 by Dioscorides80, 

 72 Shehata 2008, 246.
 73 Roller 1999, 151–155.
 74 Roller 1999, 124; also J. N. Bremmer in this volume. 
 75 Roller 1999, 172; Aristoph. Vesp. 8; Plat. Ion 534a. c; Eur. Bacch. 120–129.
 76 Roller 1999, 172.
 77 Roller 1999, 172; Eur. Bacch. 120–129; Strab. 10, 3, 12. Note however that according to Evgenia Vikela the con-

nection between the Kouretes/Korybants and Meter must be explained from their shared origin in Phrygia (2001, 
104). 

 78 Burkert 1985, 173; Roller 1999, 173; Strab. 10, 3, 9; 11; Plat. leg. 815c.
 79 When the goddess was adopted by the Romans in 205/204 B.C. she was accompanied by the galloi (Lat. galli). 

The non-masculine, non-Roman galli were given a place in the cult because they represented the foreign part of 
the goddess and knew the original, and therefore necessary, rituals of the goddess (Latham 2012). The role of the 
galli in the Roman cult of Magna Mater and in Roman society, however interesting, falls beyond the scope of this 
paper. On the cult of Magna Mater in the Roman world see most recently Dubosson-Sbriglione 2018.

 80 Gow – Page 1965, 246; S. Fink and K. Schnegg (University of Innsbruck), private correspondence.
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who lived in the second half of the 3rd century B.C.81. According to Lynn Roller, the galloi are 
the descendants of an earlier group of followers of Meter, the so-called μητραγύρται, literally 
»those ›who [gather] for Meter‹«82, who are known solely from Greek literary sources dating 
from the 4th and 3rd century83. In one of the galloi epigrams the word »gallos« is substituted 
by Μητρὸς ἀγύρτης, which proves these two groups were associated with each other84. But 
apart from being followers of Meter and collecting alms for her, there are substantial differ-
ences between them (besides the one in their names). It is true that in the literary sources 
the metragyrtai are objects of ridicule, »dishonourable«, and dwell at the »fringes of Greek 
society«85. The galloi are also often ridiculed, for example in the epigrams, but for other 
reasons, for instance because of their non-masculine appearance. According to the epigrams, 
the galloi were castrated (νεήτομος, Anth. Pal. 6, 234), effeminate (ἡμιγύναικα, 6, 217), had 
long hair, and wore women’s clothing (6, 219). However, by contrast, the »sexual status« of 
the metragyrtai is never commented upon86. Moreover, unlike the galloi, the metragyrtai are 
never described as having a non-Greek origin. The galloi, therefore, were not the same as 
the metragyrtai, but more likely a different group who in the 3rd century either expelled or 
absorbed the metragyrtai as followers of Meter. I come back to a possible historical explana-
tion for this later in this paper. 

Other attestations of the galloi are in Polybius (21, 6; 21, 37, 4–7) and Livy (37, 9, 9; 
38, 18, 9–10) who tell of galloi from Phokaia and Pessinous who acted as the cities’ diplo-
mats during Roman campaigns there in 190 and 189 B.C.. Images and epigraphical sources, 
though sparse, show the galloi wore women’s clothing and performed frenzied dances. For 
instance, a cult regulation from Lesbos dating from ca. 100 B.C. forbids galloi and women 
who γαλλάζειν, literally »act like galloi«, to enter a certain temenos87. Galloi furthermore 
travelled to Rome when Meter was adopted from Pessinous by the Romans. I will now dis-
cuss an account of a ritual of the galloi which provides remarkable parallels with Inanna/
Ištar’s Descent to the Netherworld.

During recent excavations in Hierapolis in Western Anatolia, archaeologists located the 
Plutonium mentioned by Strabo (13, 4, 14)88: a subterranean cave emitting deadly vapours and 
therefore in ancient times considered to be an entrance to the Netherworld89. Strabo reports:

»Bulls that are lead into it fall and are dragged out dead. I sent some sparrows in, 
but they dropped dead immediately, breathing their last breath. Only the galloi90, who are 
eunuchs, can enter unharmed: they can approach the opening, bend over it, and descend 
to a certain depth, holding their breath as much as they can – for I could see on their 
faces the traces of some sort of choking. I do not know whether this is only for the ones 
who are mutilated like this, or for the ones around the temple, or whether it is because of 
divine providence, just as would be likely in these cases of divine enthusiasm, or whether 
it is the coming together of the powers of the antidotes.«

 81 Brill’s New Pauly, s. v. Dioscorides (Brill Reference Online, accessed 01.10.2020).
 82 Roller 1999, 165. 
 83 Dirven 2013, 4484; Roller 1999, 222. 230.
 84 Roller 1999, 230. 
 85 Roller 1999, 165; Anth. Pal. 6, 218; Athen. 12, 541e; 6, 226d; Aristot. rhet. 32.
 86 Roller 1999, 230.
 87 Roller 1999, 231 f. 332 f.
 88 Strabo gives the most elaborate account of the cave and the ritual of the galloi. The Plutonium of Hierapolis is also 

mentioned by Pliny (2, 207–208), Apuleius (Mund. 17) and Cassius Dio (68, 27). See for a discussion of these 
literary sources D’Andria 2013, 180–182.

 89 For a report of the excavations (2007–2012) of this area in Hierapolis see D’Andria 2013. The earliest evidence 
of cultic activity in front of the cave is late Hellenistic (ceramic fragments of libation vessels). Later, during the 
1st half of the 1st c. A.D., a rectangular complex was built with rows of seats placed above a façade surrounding 
the cave entrance (D’Andria 2013, 173–175). This must have been the complex witnessed by Strabo.

 90 That is, the galloi of Meter (and not of Pluto). This is supported by the description by Pliny of the same place (2, 
207–208), where he calls them matris magnae sacerdoti.
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The archaeologists soon discovered that the deadly vapours described by Strabo were 
still active: several birds flying near the opening of the cave died91. Recent gas analyses 
moreover confirm that the deadly vapour is in fact a high CO2 concentration in and near the 
cave92. This report also explains how the galloi priests survived the lethal properties of the 
cave: the galloi apparently knew already that the gas near the entrance was deadly only up 
till one meter above the ground and only during morning and evening hours. Not aware of 
this, Strabo offers some other explanations: the galloi can survive the deadly vapour because 
of a) their castration; b) their connection to the temple; c) ecstasy; or d) antidotes. Of these 
powers and qualities Strabo attributes to the galloi, a) and c) in fact echo those attributed to 
the attendants of Ištar, who are described as ›Grenzgänger‹ between life and death, the human 
and the divine (c), and male and female (a). Parallels between Inanna/Ištar’s Descent to the 
Netherworld and the ritual practice described here by Strabo will be further discussed below.

INVESTIGATION OF RITUAL PARALLELS 

How can we explain these parallels between the cults of Ištar and Meter with respect to 
ritual practice? So far, scholars who compared these cults have focused on the similarities 
between the gala/kalû and galloi. Will Roscoe compares the gallos, the gala, and the hijra 
of contemporary India and Pakistan93. Rather than attributing the similarities between these 
three groups to ›diffusion‹, Roscoe argues that these »priesthoods are largely independent 
inventions whose shared features reflect commonalities in the social dynamics of the societies 
in which they arose, specifically, the agrarian city-state«94. One such commonality shared by 
the cultures in which these priesthoods arose is a conceptualization of gender which »is at 
variance with the idea that physical sex is fixed, marked by genitalia, and binary«95. People 
who were not able or did not want to perform male or female roles occupied an alternative 
gender category, with its own »specific traits, skills, and occupations« (in this case, devo-
tion to a goddess)96. I argued above that some parallels between the cults of Meter and Ištar, 
particularly those with respect to iconography, cult places, and other multicultural features of 
worship (animal sacrifice, prayer), should be explained from a general cultural homogeneity in 
the ancient Eastern Mediterranean. It is possible of course that the combination of non-binary 
gender behaviour, ecstasy, and goddess-devotion developed in Mesopotamia and Greece by 
way of similar mechanisms. However, Roscoe does not account for the differences between 
the nature of Meter and Ištar. If these people independently started to venerate their god-
desses with ecstatic priests showing non-binary gender behaviour, we would expect that these 
goddesses had a similar nature. Will Roscoe also fails to address the question why the galloi 
appear only late in the cult of Meter. These criticisms notwithstanding, I do believe shared 
conceptualizations of gender (and perhaps similar ideas about the religious meaning of ritual 
gender transgression) may have facilitated what in my view must have been the ›transmis-
sion‹ of non-binary gender behaviour of the Mesopotamian cult to Hellenistic Greece. I will 
return to that shortly. 

First I investigate the parallels with respect to the loud music, (war) dances, and ecstasy, 
which, to my knowledge, have not been noted, let alone explained, before. Detailed paral-
lels are: use of the drum; loud music for soothing the deity; music, trance, and (war) dances 
facilitating divine communication; and both kurgarrû and Kouretes performing war dances 
while wielding weapons. Two essential criteria to identify strong parallels are fulfilled: those 

 91 D’Andria 2013, 170 f.
 92 Pfanz et al. 2018.
 93 Roscoe 1996. 
 94 Roscoe 1996, 197. 219.
 95 Roscoe 1996, 220.
 96 Roscoe 1996, 222.
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of number and detail (see above). Let us look at the historical evidence in order to explain 
how these parallels may have come into being. The above-mentioned elements are attested 
for the cult of Meter from the late 6th century onwards. There is no Phrygian evidence for 
similar ecstatic rites or the tympanon. Did they originate in Greece? 

In their description of the myth of Zeus, Rhea, and the Kouretes, Diodorus and Strabo 
report that a cult of Zeus was installed in the Cretan cave and that the myth was reenacted 
there by performers called Kouretes97. 20th-century archaeological investigations of the cave 
yielded many bronze cultic objects, such as tripods, bowls and, most importantly for my 
argument here, shields98. The bulk of the objects, in terms of quantity and quality, date to 
the 9th and 8th centuries B.C. Especially the large amount of prestigious votive tripods shows 
that during this time the »cave was a cult-place visited by members of Cretan aristocratic 
élites«99. Some of the cultic objects, such as bowls and shields, were locally made, but the 
rest of the finds constitute »the largest assemblage of imported metalwork in a sanctuary on 
the island of Crete«, with imports from the Levant as well as Egypt100. These Eastern imports, 
some of which may have already reached Crete in the 10th century, instigated a »Proto-
Orientalising stage of Cretan art« in the 9th and 8th centuries. This is most clearly illustrated 
by the bronze shields, which combine Greek iconography with North Syrian and Phoenician 
elements and were undoubtedly made in Cretan workshops with the specific aim to serve as 
cultic offerings for Zeus101. The shields’ iconography includes »antithetic sphinxes and lions, 
sometimes flanking a nude goddess, … processions of women and ritual dances, … and on 
the so-called tympanon Zeus in Oriental disguise flanked by the kouretes«102. So the myth of 
Zeus and the armed Kouretes obviously provided the aition for the votive shields103. If we 
believe the ancient authors about the cultic reenactment of the myth, and I do not see any 
reason to doubt them, the shields may have served as props in ecstatic dances before being 
offered to Zeus104. The fact that one of the shields depict tympana further supports the view 
that ecstatic rituals with loud music were held in the cave. 

Ecstatic rituals with tympana turn up in the cult of Meter from the 6th century onwards. 
As Matthäus has pointed out, the cult of Zeus (and Rhea) saw a new floruit around 600 B.C., 
after a period of decline during the 7th century. From the above evidence it follows that these 
ecstatic elements of the Meter cult may have been derived from Crete, after Meter and Rhea 
were conflated during the 6th century105. The Orientalizing style of the bronze shields and the 
Eastern provenance of other objects found in the cave support the hypothesis that the ecstatic 
elements furthermore originated in Mesopotamia, in the war dance rituals of the kurgarrû. As 
Erik van Dongen has argued, during the Late Bronze and Early Iron Ages the cultures from 
the Levant were not culturally dominant, which made them perfect »intermediaries for Meso-
potamian influence«106. The early connections between Phoenician and North Syrian centers, 
as established by the cave finds, which even led to a Proto-Orientalizing style in Cretan 
art, makes it possible that Mesopotamian ritual practices travelled to Crete via Phoenician 
intermediaries. 

 97 Diod. 5, 70, 4; Strab. 10, 3, 11; cf. Burkert 1985, 173.
 98 The bronze objects found in the Idaean cave have been studied by Hartmut Matthäus. My discussion here follows 

an overview of the types, dates, and provenances of these objects in Matthäus 2011. 
 99 Matthäus 2011, 129.
 100 Matthäus 2011, 129.
 101 Matthäus 2011, 122.
 102 Matthäus 2011, 122.
 103 Matthäus 2011, 122. 
 104 See also Roller 1999, 173 f.
 105 Roller 1999, 173 f. The tympanon cannot be related to the Phrygian cult of Matar, but note that according to 

Evgenia Vikela it may originate in the cult of Kubaba (2001, 90 f.). 
 106 van Dongen 2007.
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However, I suggest a different historical explanation for the parallels between the gala/
kalû and gallos. These parallels are: attachment to temples; use of drums made from bull’s 
hide; non-binary gender behaviour; and ability to communicate with the divine. Especially 
striking are the phonetic resemblance of their names; the literary parallel between the Sume-
rian Proverb and the Hellenistic epigrams; and the parallels between Inanna/Ištar’s Descent 
and the ritual of the galloi at Hierapolis. Patrick Taylor has argued for transmission from the 
institution of the gala via the Hittites and the Phrygians to the cult of Meter107. The evidence 
consists of Hittite and Luwian ritual texts describing a festival in Ištanuwa, which involves 
the so-called Men of Lallupiya who drink from the huhupal-instrument (a cymbal). Drinking 
from cymbala (and tympana) is also attested for the cult of Meter, albeit much later (Clem. 
Al., Protr. 2). Other elements occurring in the texts are »singing like a woman« and »songs 
of thunder«, which resemble the practices of the gala in Mesopotamia. Taylor concludes 
that the practices of the Men of Lallupiya »may have survived into the Iron Age to form a 
characteristic part of the developing cult of the Mother Goddess in western Anatolia«, i.e. 
via Phrygia, and that the word gala travelled to the »local languages of Anatolia, eventually 
to be passed to Phrygian and Hellenistic Greek«. However, upon closer examination, Taylor’s 
arguments do not seem to hold. It is of course possible that the Hittites adopted practices 
of the gala. Yet Taylor does not account for the absence of the above practices in Phrygian 
(and early Greek) sources; also, Taylor wrongly dates the first attestation of the gallos to the 
6th century B.C. (instead of the 3rd); he therefore does not need to address the rather crucial 
question why, if Phrygia preserved the practices of the Men of Lallupiya, these practices 
were not taken over by the Greeks when they adopted Matar; finally, Taylor’s hypothesis 
about the transmission of the name is also problematic, for the gala does not occur in Hur-
rian, Hittite or Phrygian material. 

In my view, the first half of the 3rd century is the most likely period for the transmission 
of the name and non-binary gender behaviour of the gala108, as well as of some mythological 
elements concerning the gala (discussed below). As already explained, from the second half 
of the 3rd century B.C. onwards, followers of Meter were called galloi instead of metragyr-
tai. After Alexander conquered Mesopotamia in 331, Greeks and Macedonians immigrated 
to Babylon and Uruk109 or settled in newly founded cities such as Seleucia-on-the-Tigris110. 
Consequently, »Greek and Near Eastern traditions came into closer contact than before, 
increasing the cohabitation of Greeks and non-Greeks … which stimulated adaptations of 
cultural phenomena and new trends in religion, philosophy, and other fields«111. Babylonian 
»religion, architecture, science, and literature« showed little Greek influence throughout the 
Hellenistic period112. The kalû continued his religious performances, as is attested by ritual 
and administrative texts from Uruk and Babylon113. For example, a ration list from the temple 
of Marduk in Babylon dating from 312/311 lists no less than 50 kalû (CT 44.48). Cuneiform 
sources moreover provide evidence of direct contact between Seleucid rulers and Greek royal 
officials on the one hand and Babylonian temple personnel on the other114. The practices 
of the kalû could therefore easily have been known by Greeks living in Mesopotamia, who 
then facilitated the transmission of this priest’s features to Greek cult. 

 107 Taylor 2008.
 108 This idea was first suggested to me by S. Fink and K. Schnegg (University of Innsbruck) through private corres-

pondence.
 109 E.g., van der Spek 1987.
 110 van der Spek 2007, 409.
 111 van der Spek 2007, 410.
 112 van der Spek 2007, 410.
 113 Boiy 2004, 266–269; Linssen 2004.
 114 van der Spek 2006; van der Spek 2009.



217From kurĝarra  to Kouretes, from gala to gallos

MYTHS OF INANNA/IšTAR AND METER

I now turn to some intriguing mythological parallels between the cults of Ištar and Meter. The 
Sumerian Inanna-Dumuzi love songs (ETCSL 4.8.1–33) and the narrative composition Inanna/
Ištar’s Descent to the Netherworld (ETCSL 1.4.1) provide parallels with the Greek myth of 
Demeter, elements of which were transferred to the Meter cult, as well as with the Graeco-
Roman myth of Kybele and Attis. The love songs tell of Inanna and Dumuzi’s love affair 
from the first secret meetings until the wedding. The death of Dumuzi is narrated in Inanna’s 
Descent to the Netherworld. After Inanna is saved from the Netherworld by her attendants 
she is accompanied by seven gal 5la 2 demons who demand a substitute115. Inanna decides 
to hand over her husband Dumuzi, when she sees he is not mourning for her death at all: 

»There was Dumuzi clothed in a magnificent garment and seated magnificently on a 
throne. The demons seized him there by his thighs. The seven of them shook their heads 
like … They would not let the shepherd play the pipe and flute before her (?). She looked 
at him, it was the look of death. She spoke to him (?), it was the speech of anger. She 
shouted at him (?), it was the shout of heavy guilt: ›How much longer? Take him away.‹« 
(349–350. 352–357, translation ETCSL)

The myth of Kybele and Attis has come down to us in several versions116. The main ele-
ments of the myth are as follows: the birth of Kybele or Agdistis117, her deification, her rela-
tionship with the shepherd Attis, and the death (and castration) of Attis as a consequence of 
the love affair. Our earliest source for the myth is Timotheus (ca. 300 B.C.), whose tale we 
know through the early Christian writer Arnobius118. In this account Agdistis is born out of 
a great rock in Phrygia on which Zeus had spilled his semen. Agdistis is a destructive, lusty 
hermaphrodite who is castrated by the fearful gods119. From the blood arises a pomegranate tree, 
from which the nymph Nana becomes pregnant. She bears Attis, who is raised by a herdsman. 
Agdistis loves Attis, but the youth is betrothed to the daughter of king Midas. At the wedding, 
Agdistis, »bursting with rage«, causes the bride, Attis, and the wedding guests to be possessed 
with divine madness. Attis grabs a pipe from Agdistis, castrates himself in frenzy, and dies. 

In Euripides’ Helen, Kybele roams the wild in search of her daughter, as Demeter was looking 
for Kore after she was abducted by Hades (1301–1368). The Demeter myth is first attested in 
the Homeric Hymn to Demeter but must have been much older120. The story as it is told there 
shares some elements with Inanna/Ištar’s Descent. The first motif concerns the consequences of 
the absence of the goddess for the world of the living. In Ištar’s Descent (76–90) it is told how 
both animals and humans cease to have intercourse while Ištar is in the Netherworld. Similarly, 
Demeter threatens to make the earth barren if Kore is not returned (331–333. 351–354). The 
other motif concerns the condition for the return of Ištar and Kore to the world of the living. 
At the end of Inanna’s Descent Inanna decides that Dumuzi and his sister will alternately spend 
half a year in the Netherworld (404–410). Kore is also allowed to leave the Netherworld but 
must return for one third of each year, only to come up during spring (398–402). 

INVESTIGATIONS OF MYTHOLOGICAL PARALLELS

The first set of parallels are those between the myths of Inanna and Dumuzi and Kybele and 
Attis: the love affair between goddess and shepherd and the latter’s death because of some 

 115 The ga l 5l a 2 were evil demons specialized in carrying unlucky humans away to the Netherworld (and indeed not 
the same as ga la  priests, despite the similarity in their names) (Black – Green, 85 f. s. v. galla). 

 116 Diod. 3, 58–59; Paus. 7, 17, 9–10; Arnob. 5, 5–9; Ov. fast. 4.
 117 Agdistis is an Anatolian name for Kybele (Bremmer 2004, 551 f.).
 118 Bremmer 2004a, 542 f.
 119 For a series of remarkable parallels with the Hurro-Hittite Song of Ullikummi, see Burkert 1979, 110, with n. 18.
 120 Burkert 1985.
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form of betrayal; additionally, the quoted passages describing the advents of Agdistis and 
Inanna are similar with respect to the anger of the goddess, the betrayal of her shepherd-lover, 
the festive setting, and the mentioning of the pipe121. Several of the criteria mentioned by 
Wouter F. M. Henkelman are fulfilled: we see that several detailed parallels and the Greek 
elements are all part of the original Mesopotamian ›story line‹122.

The earliest account of the myth of Attis dates from around 300 B.C. and no earlier Greek, 
Phrygian, or other Anatolian source mentions a mythological Attis. Some therefore argue for 
a Greek origin123; others argue that regardless of Attis’ absence in Phrygian sources, various 
elements from the myth (and later the ritual) of Attis can be traced back to Phrygian or Hittite 
religion124. But here Mesopotamian material again provides us with an alternative origin of 
something Greek. I argued above that various elements of the gala office were most likely 
transmitted to the Greeks during the Hellenistic period. Considering that rituals are even less 
mobile than myths, it can be easily imagined that literary motifs travelled along or perhaps 
even facilitated the adoption of rituals, acting as aitia for these peculiar foreign practices.

Strabo’s description of the galloi at Hierapolis who went to the Netherworld and back 
again parallels the travels of the attendants of Inanna in the Mesopotamian myth. Strabo does 
not explain why the ritual was performed. Except for the promise of a happy afterlife for the 
initiated of Meter125, the cult and myths of Meter do not seem to have strong associations 
with the Netherworld (there is no Kybele’s Descent to the Netherworld). Perhaps the ritual of 
Hierapolis must be regarded as a so-called blind motif, an element that has lost its original 
meaning and is now redundant126. According to Henkelman, blind motifs are in fact one of the 
identifiers of borrowing: if the descent of the galloi indeed had no particular religious mean-
ing, it is unlikely that it developed of its own accord. Considering the late date of Strabo’s 
account (around the beginning of the 1st century A.D.), again the Hellenistic period seems 
the most plausible period of transmission.

The parallels between the Sumerian Proverb and the Hellenistic epigrams fulfil two impor-
tant criteria, that of number and that of detail: the protagonist (priest) and antagonist (lion); 
the setting in the wilderness; and the mocking tone of the little story. The Sumerian Proverbs 
are known from numerous school tablets from the early 2nd millennium, copied again and 
again by apprentice scribes127; many of these proverbs however continued to be studied by 
Babylonian scholars as late as the Hellenistic period128. The detailed parallels between the texts 
argue for a direct transmission between Mesopotamians and Greeks in the Hellenistic period. 

Finally, the parallels between Inanna/Ištar’s Descent and the myth of Demeter are not 
numerous, but quite detailed. Historical evidence moreover supports the hypothesis of Meso-
potamian literary influence in the Late Bronze Age or Orientalizing period: scribes from the 
Amarna region learned Akkadian by copying literary texts129, so that knowledge of Meso-
potamian myths must have been fairly widespread; the sheer quantity of parallels between 
Greek, (Hurro-)Hittite and Mesopotamian literature moreover shows that literary transmission 
via Anatolia to the Greek world took place already in the 2nd millennium, probably orally130; 
and during the Orientalizing period there was intensive trade between Greeks and Phoeni-

 121 Burkert 1979, 110.
 122 Henkelman 2006, 815.
 123 E.g. Roller 1999.
 124 Bremmer 2004a; Burkert 1979, 110 f.
 125 On a Hellenistic funerary relief, the deceased person is depicted as initiated before Meter and Persephone, which 

may be a sign that the mysteries were believed to ensure a pleasant afterlife (Roller 1999, 226 f.).
 126 Henkelman 2006, 815.
 127 Veldhuis 2000.
 128 Frahm 2010, 168–171.
 129 van Dongen 2007, 21–23.
 130 Bachvarova 2016; Henkelman 2006.
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cians, the latter acting as »intermediaries for Mesopotamian influences«131. All this shows that 
literary motifs of the Ištar cult may have reached Greece already during the above periods 
to attach themselves to the Demeter myth, which Euripides in turn transferred onto Kybele. 

CONCLUSION

The contributions in these proceedings show that there still is much to be explored with 
respect to the relation of the goddesses Matar and Kubaba with Meter, especially archaeo-
logically. However, as I aimed to show in this paper, the cult of Meter also shows parallels 
with the Mesopotamian cult of Ištar, most notably with respect to ritual and mythological 
motifs, aspects for which sources pertaining to Matar and Kubaba remain silent. Scholars 
who have noted parallels between the cults of Meter and Ištar so far have focused on one 
type of cultic attendants only, the gala and the gallos. Moreover, up till now, the parallels 
have remained largely unexplained. In this paper I have discussed ritual and mythological 
parallels, for example between the ecstatic rituals of the kurgarrû and Meter’s mystery rites, 
and those between Inanna/Ištar’s Descent to the Netherworld and the ritual of the galloi at 
the Plutonium of Hierapolis. By applying recently developed tools for identifying literary 
influence and by taking into account historical evidence for cultural contacts in the area I 
have then suggested two main routes of transmission of ritual and mythological elements 
between the cults of Ištar and Meter: an indirect route for the ecstatic ritual of the kurgarrû 
via the Levant and Crete during the Orientalizing period; and a direct route for the name 
and non-binary gender of the gala, the gala proverb, and some literary motifs during the 
Hellenistic period, when Greeks settled in Mesopotamia and came to know indigenous myths 
and rituals. Finally, I have argued that some literary motifs from the Ištar cult likely already 
influenced the myth of Demeter (and in turn of Kybele) during the Orientalizing period, 
or even earlier. Future research into the parallels between the cults of Ištar and Meter may 
reveal other routes of transmission that are just as or even more plausible, or disclose other 
Near Eastern cults from which elements travelled westwards – nevertheless I hope I have 
made a reasonable case that the cult of Ištar should not be overlooked in future debates on 
the origins of the cult of Meter.
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