


Motherhood and religious devotion  
in Ancient Mesopotamia 
 
 
Ur, in southern Iraq, is considered one of the most important cities in Mesopotamia. 

Excavated by Leonard Woolley between 1922-1934, the material from Ur sheds light on the 

lives of ancient Mesopotamians from different social strata. 
 

 

 

Among the hundreds of artefacts excavated at Ur, are votive plaques depicting women or 

women carrying children.  Some were found in domestic settings others within the precincts 

of temples suggesting they had been offered and dedicated to those temples.  The purposes 

of creating these plaques were many and encompassed protection, divine intervention, and 

expressions of the importance of fertility, motherhood and healthy children. They served as 

tangible representations of the reverence accorded to motherhood in ancient 

Mesopotamian society.  

 

Mother and child figures are not unique to Mesopotamia and were present in other early 

cultures (such as the figure of the goddess Isis cradling her son Horus which was a popular 

image in ancient Egypt). They continued to be depicted historically in later cultures, and came 

to be seen as symbols of tenderness, compassion and sometimes divinity.  
 

 

           
A view of the archaeological site at Ur and a plan of the excavated area.  

The figurine was found to the NW of the ziggurat which is the black-filled building at the upper left of the plan. 



 

Mother nursing a child plaque 

This clay plaque depicts a woman nursing her infant.  She is shown seated 
cross-legged holding her infant on her lap with her arms wrapped tenderly 
and protectively around it.  This plaque may have been a votive created to 
appeal for divine protection for a woman and her infant during labour. It 
could also have been used to seek assistance in becoming 
pregnant.  Although plaques have been found in domestic contexts, this one 
was found near a temple so may have been officially dedicated. 

Clay votive plaque 
Ur, (Iraq), 700-500 BCE 
123224 
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