Beer Goddesses and Brewsters :

Women and Beer Culture from Mesopotamia to Milwaukee

Maggie Favretti

June 2007

Podcast website: http://www.thewha.org/2007_conference_podcasts.php
"Enkidu knew nothing about eating bread for food, and of drinking beer he had never been taught.  The young woman spoke to Enkidu, saying: Eat the food, Enkidu, it is the way one lives.  Drink the beer, as is the custom of the land.  Enkidu ate the food until he was sated.  He drank the beer—seven jugs!—and became expansive and sang with joy.  He was elated and his face glowed.  He splashed his shaggy body with water, smoothed himself with oil, and turned into a human."                   ---The Epic of Gilgamesh

In today’s world of drunken frat parties and the Swedish Bikini Team advertising Old Milwaukee brew, it may be hard to imagine the importance of beer as the very medium of civilization in Mesopotamia and throughout the ancient world.  Indeed, it is drunkenness that seems to have made Enkidu human.  It may be equally difficult to imagine beer-making and beer culture, at the core of nearly every civilization, as almost entirely in the hands of women, across hemispheres and for almost ten thousand years.  Shamhat was the high priestess sent to seduce Enkidu into civilized order, using sex, bread, and beer.  In Mesopotamia as in Milwaukee, beer helped to define the identity and establish the society of the place.   In Mesopotamia, however, you would have had to look hard to find a male brewer, perhaps just as hard as you would have to look to find a brewster in Milwaukee.  In the US today, fewer than 1% of the professional brewers are female, a pattern repeated throughout the industrialized world.  The word “Brewster” is virtually unused in the English language.  My computer thinks it doesn’t exist.  SO when and why did professional brewsters become so rare?  When did the brewing of beer, almost entirely in the hands of women for thousands of years, become “man’s work?”  I don’t intend to rant about a giant male conspiracy to subjugate women, even though there may be one.   What I hope to do, once we establish the vital role brewsters played in the cultural, economic and social development of civilizations, is to explore the various elements and factors which, taken together, contribute to the shift toward a male-dominated beer culture.  My work is part of an effort to historicize an aspect of gender by exploring the ways in which women could be powerful within patriarchal societies and the ways in which numerous factors such as the consolidation, and commercialization of beer gradually led to less and less female participation in the production of beer for public consumption.  I owe a debt to the work of Judith Bennett, whose excellent study Ale, Beer, and Brewsters in England asked the same questions I did, and whose research is one of the few gendered studies of brewing history, and provided me with useful ways of thinking about this topic.   I will not directly address women’s production of beer for home use, a talent and expectation remarkable for its consistency in agrarian societies through the millennia. 

Over 10,000 years ago, women gathered grain from wild wheat in the uplands of the so-called Fertile Crescent, and determined how best to eat it.  The challenge of eating grain is that the edible part grows inside a tightly-fitting husk.  In order to digest the grain, this husk has to be broken open.  Chewing it is the obvious low-tech method, though it takes a lot of grinding and wears down your teeth.  Otherwise, the husk could be split by grinding or pounding the grain between two hard surfaces, or letting it germinate in water. The resulting gruels were nutritious, and grew sweeter as the water temperature rose, converting the starches to maltose sugars.   At some point, the germinated grains got dried out in the sun to stop the germination process at the ideal point to trap sugars, (this would make what brewers call malt), picked up some ambient yeast from the air, got wet again, and began to ferment in the warm water.  Observant women tasted the water, and found it pleasantly fizzy and a little intoxicating.  Beer was born, or, in the world view of ancient peoples, was divinely given.  Widespread grains such as rice, millet, wheat, corn, and barley to name a few, were available to all early societies, kept better than honey or fruit, and could be made into both bread and beer. 

Over time, women experimented with various methods of producing beer.  They added many different types of ingredients to the malt including spices, fruits, other grains, and ash, and learned to vary the intensity of the beer.  By the third millennium BCE, Mesopotamian women created at least 20 different named and commonly sought varieties, and Egyptian women made close to that number.

Settlement resulted in access to grain all year round, especially enhanced by irrigation and dry storage.  Such control over the production of food enabled large, permanent settlements that relied on bread and beer as their staple foods.  By the time of Gilgamesh, Uruk had a population of 30,000, had irrigated fields surrounding the city for 10 miles on all sides, and had a dangerously filthy water supply.  More than half of the grain they raised was used for beer production, and beer, fermented after boiling, was the safest thing to drink.  In this way, women boosted their communities’ longevity.  Nutrients in beer also contributed, and early medicinal guides include strong beer as the basis of many medicines (in Egypt, 1:6).  The early civilizations depended on the management and processing of grain for their survival, so the logical symbols of civilized life would have to be bread and beer, the two foodstuffs without which Enkidu could not be considered human.  Beer was clean, and separated civilization from savagery.  In societies of northern Europe and Southwest Asia, newborns were welcomed by a bath of beer, and the dead were given a farewell washing in it as well.   One Egyptian funeral inscription says everything that mattered most to the tomb’s inhabitant: “I lived from the bread of black wheat and drank from the beer of white wheat.” (or barley)
In most ancient societies, brewsters became priestesses, and made ritual beers specifically for the gods.  The Incan Chosen Women of the Sun had to be the purest virgins, in Egypt they had to go through careful purification rites, and in northern Europe they were practically goddesses themselves.  No breaches of security were allowed for these brewsters and their rites, which were overseen directly by goddesses of the harvest and of beer, such as Siduri or Ninkasi in Mesopotamia, upon whose good will early civilization depended.  Sophisticated techniques practiced in utmost secrecy marked these religious beer rituals.  Since beer was given to humans by the gods, it made sense to provide it as a regular offering.  Daily libations were poured out over statues of the gods, in thanks for the harvest, the beer, or life itself.    The Incas offered chicha to the rising sun in a golden cup, and poured the first mouthful of every cup on the ground.  In some parts of Peru, this is still common practice.  The Aztecs offered their pulque to Mayahuel, goddess of fertility.  
For many societies, inebriation was considered spiritual.  How else to explain the altered sense of the world while “under the influence”?  Enkidu shows his openness to civilized religion by getting drunk, Egyptians gave their children names like “How drunk is Cheops,” or “How Hathor wobbles.”  Pharaohs and commoners alike were buried with tools for making and storing beer, and with the straws commonly used for drinking.  Certain kinds of funerary beers like “the beer of truth,” or “the everlasting beer” were offered to put the gods into a better mood when they were judging dead Egyptians’ souls.  
Feasts and festivals in honor of the goddesses of beer sometimes required drinking until the point of collapse.  The Hathor festival in ancient Egypt, celebrated when Osiris saved mankind from certain destruction by Hathor when he covered the desert in beer to distract her.  She became a goddess of beer and drunkenness, and the event was the largest drinking festival of the year.   Norse beerfests matched its intensity, as did Celtic New Year’s celebrations (and later Irish honors for Saint Brigid), and Mesopotamian festivals to Ninkasi.  Aztecs, on the other hand, limited drunkenness to those over the age of 52.  Our traditions of toasting people on various occasions seem to be a vestige of the idea that alcohol can call on the presence and favors of supernatural forces.

One such tradition of toasting emphasized beer’s central role in the economic realm.  In old Europe, traditional bride-ale was purchased by the pint at weddings.  People from the whole community and beyond were invited to purchase the beer, the proceeds of which added to the dowry of the bride.  Since she possessed the skills to make beer, it made perfect sense for her to raise her own capital funds by selling the results of her skill and labor, and symbolized an economic power women had held for some time.   In ancient civilizations, workers were paid in beer made by women.  Common laborers such as those building the Great Pyramid at Giza, or those digging and maintaining irrigation trenches, were paid with one or two measures of beer a day.  The higher their status, the more they got paid.  In Mesopotamia, cuneiform records show that laborers and children received a sila of beer, or roughly two pints, for a days work at the temple.  Junior officials and common women received two sila, and the highest officials received five.  Senior officials such as these were expected to use their surplus pints to pay their scribes, messengers, and other workers.  The ease with which beer could be divided made it a good currency.  The ancient states generally collected grain as taxes and tribute, or owned all of the grain planted around the cities, and distributed it or bread and beer as rations or payment.  Writing was first established in Mesopotamia as a result, in order to record the storage of grain in government warehouses, and the distribution of rations.  Women participated in this system both as the recipients of the liquid currency and as its creators.

It was not long before beer came to symbolize both prosperity and social cohesion.  The symbols for bread and beer combined to form the hieroglyph for food, and “bread and beer” was used as a salutation, like wishing someone good health.  Egyptian expressions like, “to make a beer hall” meant, to have a good time.  In Sumer, a feast was called a “pouring of beer,” and if the king made a state visit, it was called “when the King drank beer at the house of x.”  Since beer back then had to be consumed through a straw from the fermenting vat to avoid the debris floating on the top, it was common to see several people gathered around the same beer pot, connected by several straws.  Not unlike a keg today, this common serving vessel brought people together, sharing space and stories, perhaps to some extent crossing social barriers in taverns, and virtually guaranteed that no one would poison your drink.  Women oversaw both the production and distribution of this publicly consumed beer.  Tavern-keepers in Mesopotamia were the only tradespeople with their own private deity, Siduri, to look out for them. 

They owned and operated taverns and drinking halls, and they received payment in return for their beer, usually in the form of grain.  Hammurabi’s Law 108 required tavern-keepers (the word is feminine) to accept grain according to gross weight in return for beer.  “But if the actual price of the drink is less than that of the grain, she shall be thrown into the water.”  Thus we can assume that tavern-keepers sometimes sought to improve their earnings by overcharging their patrons.  Women also served the government as tavern bouncers and spies.  Hammurabi’s Law 109 threatens tavern-keepers with death if they do not capture and turn in suspected conspirators meeting over the beer-pot.  Babylonian taverns were already seen by the authorities as potential sites for “free behavior” which needed constant supervision.  At the very least, even women who drank were expected to make sure that men did not hurt themselves. 

 Priestesses and tavern-keepers had special status and influence as “professional” brewsters, but any woman was expected to be able to make good beer.  A good mother in Egypt gave her child at least two pints of beer and two small loaves of bread a day.  A woman learned these skills from her mother, along with bread-baking and other forms of food production, and one of the worst things that could happen to a woman was to lose the ability to make beer.  In Hammurabi’s Babylon, a widow’s household utensils (which would have included her beer-making tools) could not be sold by her second husband or her children.  Anyone purchasing these utensils would have to return the tools and lose his money.  Thus the means to make beer were guaranteed to the woman, who could bring them into marriage as her own untouchable property.  
Brewing tied women together in their own socio-economic communities.  Brewing was a time-consuming operation that was only worth doing if it produced a significant quantity of beer.  Typically, a common household only made beer every two or three weeks, and it usually resulted in more beer than one family could consume before it went flat or soured.  The surplus gave women two opportunities.   In a direct exchange, they might trade with their neighbors.  Brewsters could identify their home as one where new beer had been made.  The Incas used a piece of cloth, a system still seen in rural Peru where they identify households with freshly brewed chicha by the use of a small, sometimes plastic, flag.  In Europe they used ale-sticks, a small stake stuck in the ground in front of the brewster of the day’s home.  In this way, women took turns making beer for each other’s domestic needs.  Additionally, they could sell the surplus beer to tavern-keepers, use it in payment for labor, or use it to pay their taxes.  Ancestral women were able to use their skills as brewsters to maintain status in a patriarchal society which depended on them for its economic, social, and cultural well being.


As millennia passed, various societies responded to beer and brewsters in different ways.  The Greeks, for whom beer was an import, didn’t entirely trust it.  Sophocles thought that beer in moderation was a healthful thing, but most Greeks, with ready access to grapes, favored wine.  Similarly, the Romans considered beer a drink of the Carthaginians and other barbarians such as those from the north and east.  This translated to Byzantine attitudes as well.  Yet peasant women still learned to make beer from their mothers, and relied on it for domestic consumption when fruit was not readily available.  A good woman was still one who could make good beer.  When Islamic attitudes about alcohol sharply reduced public beer consumption in the Mediterranean basin, southwest Asia and in Africa, most women continued to make beer for home use.  Indeed, bouza, quite close to traditional thick beer, is still made by women and sold in the Sudan, Central Africa, and even Cairo.  But already attitudes about the public consumption of beer had begun to change, with a predictable corrosive impact on professional brewsters.  Throughout much of Eastern Europe, southwest Asia, and North Africa, beer production began to shrink to the private realm of providing for one’s family and immediate neighbors.  Beer was, after all, no longer central to government and religious functions in this part of the world.  Taverns continued to operate, often with brewsters selling the surplus of their home brew, or brewing in the “pure” room in the back while their husbands ran the shop.  In western Europe, women continued to brew and sell publicly consumed beer without much competition until the monks began to use hops.  


Large monasteries had been producing their own food and drink for centuries by the time they began experimenting with hops in their ale.  Ale-making was particularly concentrated in northern Europe, where fruit was not readily accessible for wine.  But there were breweries in every monastery except those in the south of France, where the grapes were the most plentiful.  Agricultural development in Europe owed a great debt to monasteries, which were generally large enough to truly rotate their crops and be able to consistently provide not only enough food for themselves, but for the surrounding area during hard times.  Unlike secular landowners, the monks constantly tried to improve on their practices, and brewing was no exception.  Monasteries led Europe in brewing developments, partly because they viewed ale as an essential food.  The monasteries were capable of making large quantities of ale, and it provided a good source of income.  The major restriction, however, was that it didn’t keep for very long.  At least in some quantity, hops were used in monastic beers from the 9th century on.  The results were very gratifying, and contributed to the monasteries’ being able to enlarge their business.   Called “beer” to distinguish it from the unhopped ale, it was clearer, less sweet, and kept its head for much longer.  Further, it lasted much longer before it began to go sour.


Monks began to create their own mystique around brewing, naming their brews after saints associated with miracles, talking up the secret art of determining the exact moment to add the hops, and tolerating no curious onlookers.  Additionally, they began to consolidate.  Monasteries nearer to the hops fields in Flanders and the Netherlands grew rich on the brewing business, outcompeting some of the others.  Monasteries rich enough to purchase and transport hops, or large enough to grow quantities of their own or to collect numerous rents in hops, could produce enough beer to transport it for long distances, expanding their markets into areas previously served mainly by local brewsters and taverns.  The male beer versus female ale competition was on.  In order to compete with the monasteries in brewing for public sale, brewsters would have had to come up with lots of capital to invest in large scale production equipment, and to create the trade infrastructure to purchase large quantities of raw materials beyond what the small landowner or renter could produce.   Very few brewsters had access to that kind of wealth on their own.  In partnerships with their husbands, some competition was possible, and many taverns continued to operate with male ownership and an independent brewster making the beer.  Still, competing with monastic production meant that tavern-keepers, by now largely male, would have to create partnerships and other types of business organizations.  Guilds of brewers usually only offered full benefits of membership to men, even though brewsters were sometimes admitted as adjunct members or expert consultants.   Women might have entered into business partnerships to gain more capital, but there was always the possibility that she would one day have to yield to the wishes or legal advantage of her husband or a second husband, rendering the partnership unstable and an uncertain investment.


Cultural attitudes about brewsters began to shift in concert with beer production industrialized by monasteries, professionalized by the guilds, and commercialized by both.  While sometimes still affectionate, such as in portrayals of brewsters in a number of Shakespeare’s pubs, representations of women engaged in the public production and sale of beer became downright nasty.   Alewives were depicted as outmoded, amoral women who brewed foul drink using all manner of ingredients.  They were shown as untrustworthy women whose activities encouraged licentious behavior.  In the 16th century, some communities in England barred women from the drink trade, because they “promoted wantonness, brawls, frays, and other inconveniences.”  In 1540, Chester, England limited alehouse keeping to women over 40, presumably because they were then considered too old to be trafficking in sex.  Perhaps the best known of the 16th century depictions of a Brewster is John Skelton’s Elynor Rummyng.  Like similarly caricatured women engaged in business, Elynor has become grotesque.  She lives and works in filth, is disgusting in her appearance, constantly drips into the ale from her mouth, nose, and roosting chickens, and the all-female clientele sneaks guiltily in and out the back door.  Elynor is of doubtful religious character, indeed a sibling of Satan, which she lustfully demonstrates in every way.  It’s hard to say exactly what Skelton’s intention was.  To provide courtly entertainment for an elite audience would not have directly threatened brewsters, nor would it if it were read as absurd.  But clearly there was a cultural shift afoot, which includes many more efforts like his, such as William Langland’s two wicked brewsters in Piers Plowman, or the ballad of the Industrious Smith who is undone by his domineering, beer-selling wife, and this helped to generate a stereotype that women engaged in brewing and beer sales have yet to shake.  There were more depictions of alewives being sent to hell in images of the Last Judgment than any other trade, and village midsummer traditions typically had processions led by a devil and its alewife, carrying the clanging “cups and cans” symbolic of those used to cheat the customer.


It is probably safe to assume that moral vice occurred in taverns run by men as well as those run by women.  Equally, it is probably safe to assume that male brewers occasionally adulterated their beer or overcharged their customers.  Men also sold women and hired “alluring young wenches” to attract customers into their establishments, yet women were more likely to be arrested and more harshly punished for the same violations.  Indeed, when men went astray, it was often the alewife who was to blame.  The totality of the anti-alewife stereotypes tell us where women engaged in the public sale of beer can lead…to a chaotic world where women are in control, and to the very undoing of civilization and society, precisely the opposite of the original relationship brewsters had with their ancient communities.


Today, this stereoptype and the equally strong parallel stereotype that commercial brewing is a man’s world have made commercial brewsters in the developed world an endangered species.  Russia is the main exception, where, at least in 2005, the leading commercial brewmaster was female, and where brewing for sale and for home consumption is considered women’s work.  In the United States, only 1 out of every 4 pints of beer is consumed by a woman, and fewer than 1% of all brewers are women.  This number has begun to change recently.  In the 1980s and 1990s, the emergence of microbreweries, which produce less than 15,000 barrels a year, has provided an avenue for women into commercial beer production.  It is still very difficult for a woman to learn brewing by apprenticeship or employment in a microbrewery owned by a man; she is quite likely to be asked if she can hoist a 50-lb bag of grain over her head, or carry a full keg up the stairs, and then shown the door when her answer is no.  Fortunately, though, enterprising women have found other ways in.  The Seibel Institute in Chicago can provide them with the technical know-how as well as some business background, and then some women can establish their own breweries.  In 1994, a Brewster-only competition began in California, and the number of participants has risen steadily, from 30 at the beginning to over 80 now.  In 2005, Carol Stoudt, founder and CEO of Stoudts Brewing Company in Pennsylvania, earned the Brewers Association Recognition Award for the quality of her beer and her business.  Still, most American brewsters can name all the other ones.  


Much work remains to be done in the field of beer history.  My hope is that, as researchers analyze changes in cultural attitudes and look for the social and economic causes and implications of changes in brewing and the brewing industry, it continues to be a gendered study.  I’d like to leave you with a blessing for Milwaukee straight out of a traditional Mesopotamian prayer to Ninkasi, goddess of beer, and a standard Mesopotamian way of saying good-bye:

“Having founded your town by the sacred lake,

She finished its great walls for you.

Ninkasi, having founded your town by the sacred lake,

She finished its great walls for you.

May Ninkasi live together with you!

Let her pour for you beer everlasting.”
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