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Lecture Report: Unlocking the History of Ancient Mesopotamian Costume



The Formation of Clothing Culture in West Asia and Its Contemporary Significance
Presenter: Masako Hamada

President of the American Society for the Social History of Costume

Introduction

The objective of this lecture is to comprehensively examine the establishment and
development of costume in ancient civilizations, focusing primarily on West Asia and the
Mesopotamian region, within their historical contexts. Rather than merely tracing
morphological changes in garments, the lecture presents a perspective that views
costume as a "total cultural entity," highlighting its relationship with textile and dyeing
technologies, religious beliefs, and social structures.

A distinguishing feature of this presentation is its scope; it extends beyond ancient
history to address the contemporary historical situations of Iran and Iraq, seeking to
understand costume within a continuous cultural flow from antiquity to the present day.
I. Mesopotamian Civilization and Clothing Culture

Mesopotamia, developed in the basins of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, was one of the
world’s earliest cradles of civilization. It formed a sophisticated culture characterized by
the establishment of city-states, the advancement of irrigation agriculture, and progress
in metallurgy. In this region, a social structure emerged where royal power and religion
were closely intertwined, concentrating wealth and authority.

Against this backdrop, clothing became more than a basic necessity; it evolved into a
vital cultural element expressing social status and religious significance. Evidence from
palace reliefs, murals, and statuary reveals highly decorative garments featuring
extensive embroidery and tassels. This signifies a remarkable advancement in textile
technology and speaks to the importance of costume as a medium for visual
representation.

Il. Costume in Babylonia

Babylonia developed upon a Sumerian cultural foundation and established a
sophisticated state system and legal code during the reign of King Hammurabi. The
representative garment of this era is the Kaunakes.

Originally made from sheepskin, the Kaunakes evolved alongside textile technology,
leading to techniques that replicated the texture of fur using woven cloth. This serves as
a significant example of the transition in costume from raw material to applied
technology. Furthermore, as seen in votive statues of worshippers, these garments were
deeply connected to religious practices, suggesting that clothing functioned as a
medium for faith.

lll. Assyrian Costume



The Assyrian Empire established a vast territory across West Asia through military
expansion, and its culture developed under diverse influences. In terms of costume,
there is a prominent use of embroidery, complex patterns, and ornamentation such as
bracelets and jewelry.

Of particular note is how clothing functioned as a symbol of power. The attire of kings
and nobles depicted in reliefs emphasized dignity through intricate decoration, visually
manifesting political authority. Additionally, influences from Egyptian culture can be
identified, illustrating the breadth of cultural exchange in the ancient world.

IV. The Persian Empire and Costume

The Persian Empire was a multi-ethnic state that integrated vast territories, and its
costume was formed through the fusion of various cultures. Representative garments
included "Persian dress," "Median dress," and the Kandys, characterized by a high
diversity of forms.

Color was of particular importance, with yellow and purple used symbolically. Purple,
produced from Tyrian purple dye, was an extremely precious hue used as a symbol of
royalty and nobility. The rarity of this dye—requiring 2,000 shellfish to produce just one
gram—demonstrates how color was intimately linked to social hierarchy.

V. Dyeing Culture and Tyrian Purple

The lecture also focused on dyeing techniques. Tyrian purple was an essential dye in the
ancient Mediterranean world, reserved for royalty and the aristocracy.

Interestingly, the lecture provided a comparison with the Tyrian purple dyeing practiced
by indigenous peoples in 18th-century Mexico. They harvested the dye without killing
the mollusks, practicing a form of dyeing that coexisted with nature. This comparison
reveals how the same dye can carry vastly different meanings and technical approaches
depending on the cultural context.

VI. Iran and Iraq from a Contemporary Perspective

The lecture addressed the modern states of Iran and Irag, which occupy the lands of
ancient Mesopotamia.

e lran: While inheriting the traditions of the Ancient Persian Empire, Iran formed a
unique culture through Islamization. Since the 1970s, under a political system
based on Islamic law, it has become a nation where religion and culture are
strongly linked. This background is reflected in costume, particularly in women's
clothing (the hijab), which is heavily influenced by religious norms.

e Iraq: Despite being the heartland of ancient Mesopotamian civilization, Iraq has
faced war and political turmoil since the 20th century. Following the Iran-Iraqg
War, the Gulf War, and the 2003 Iraq War, society has undergone massive



transformation. In this environment, the transmission of traditional culture
continues despite significant hardships.
By introducing these contemporary perspectives, the lecture demonstrated that ancient
clothing culture is not merely a relic of the past but something to be understood within a
continuity of culture leading to the present.
Conclusion
This lecture clarified the expansion of West Asian culture and its modern significance,
using ancient Mesopotamian costume as a starting point. Clothing is not merely a matter
of appearance; it is a mirror reflecting the very structure of a civilization. The
presentation reinforced this realization. Future sessions are expected to cover Crete and
Greece, providing a vital foundation for pursuing the cultural continuity into the

Mediterranean world.

Q&A Session
Q1: How was the periodization of the Kaunakes determined? Al: The Kaunakes,
symbolic of the Early Dynastic Period of Sumer, tells the story of the evolution of
material use.

e Plastic Evidence: The "sharply pointed, layered tassels" seen in the Statue of a
Male Worshipper (Yokohama Museum of EurAsian Cultures) and statues in the
Louvre are realistic representations of layered tufts of sheep’s wool. This is
strong evidence that the Kaunakes was originally "fur" or "hide."

Q2: To what extent was Mesopotamian clothing culture influenced by the natural
environment and social conditions? A2: * Animal Fibers (Wool): The arid grasslands
were suitable for pastoralism. "Wool" obtained from livestock, primarily sheep, became
the primary material. Initially, hides were used as-is, but later, pile-like woolen fabrics
such as the Kaunakes were developed to replicate that texture through weaving.

o Plant Fibers (Linen): Irrigation agriculture facilitated by the two great rivers
enabled the cultivation of fiber plants. Breathable linen was highly valued in the
intense heat, often used as wraps or tunics in combination with wool.

Q3: Regarding Tyrian purple as a color for high-ranking individuals—is there a
relationship with the use of purple in ancient Japanese clothing? Did it spread to
Japan? A3: The concept of "Purple = Highest Rank" traveled across the Silk Road and
eventually linked to Japan’s "Twelve Level Cap and Rank System." Persian-style
patterns found in the Shosoin repository, such as the Renjumon (beaded border) and
Shishikarimon (lion hunt) patterns, are the physical manifestations of this cultural

exchange.



Q4: What are the differences between the Nile civilization in Egypt and the
Tigris-Euphrates civilization in Mesopotamia? A4: While both benefited from great
rivers, the "nature" of the rivers created vast cultural differences.

o The Nile (Egypt): Floods were "periodic" and predictable, fostering an optimistic
view of the afterlife based on trust in nature. The primary material was
plant-based linen grown along the riverbanks.

o Tigris & Euphrates (Mesopotamia): Floods were "irregular" and violent, leading
to a pragmatic and pessimistic worldview. As an open grassland, the region was
constantly exposed to invasions by other groups (such as the Hittites or Turkic
dynasties). Consequently, the primary material was animal-based wool from
pastoralism.

Q5: Regarding the inclusion of Turkey in the map of the Persian Empire. A5: The
presence of Turkey (historically the Hittites and the Ottoman Empire) to the north is
indispensable when discussing the history of Iran and Iraq.

e Ancient Conflicts: In the BC era, the Hittites, who invaded from Asia Minor
(present-day Turkey), significantly impacted Babylonian history.

e Modern History: Irag shares a border with Turkey, and their relationship
regarding religion and resources continues. Furthermore, the Kurdistan Region of
Iraq maintains political and linguistic ties with Turkey.

o Contrast with Iran: Although Iran was at times ruled by Turkic dynasties (from
the 11th century onwards), it consistently maintained its own unique Persian

bureaucracy and culture.
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