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Abstract

Snakes and snake-gods as a motif group hold significant importance among hybrid
mythological creatures in the ancient Elamite art. Due to the presence of this group
of deities in various art works, especially on the seals used by different groups (kings,
administrative class, general public), we must consider their religious importance in
the Elamite society. However, despite their significance, the identities of most of the
motifs discovered so far remain unknown. This article, by analyzing and classifying
hybrid snake motifs in Elamite glyptic, seeks to respond to these questions: “What
are the types of snake-gods in Elamite glyptic” and “Which god or mythological char-
acter each type of hybrid snake motif in Elamite art represents”. The article further
attempts to identify a subgroup in each motif type by comparing their visual charac-
teristics with the existing descriptions of different mythological characters associated
with snakes in religious and mythological texts from ancient Elam and Mesopotamia.
It also draws upon previous researches, relevant material evidence, and logical argu-
ments to support its findings. By doing so, it explains the circumstances surrounding
the formation and transformation of this motif group within the politico-cultural
context.

Keywords: Ancient Elam; Snake-God; Seal; Seal Impression; Mythological Motifs.

'Phd of Archaeology, Tehran, Iran. ghaempanah.mehdi@gmail.com
Article info: Received: 27 January 2024 | Accepted: 12 March 2024 | Published: 1 April 2024

Citation: Ghaempanah, Nooraddin Mehdi. (2024). “The Recognition of Identity of Mythological Characters Regarding the
Snake and Snake-God Motifs in the Ancient Elam Glyptic ". Ancient Iranian Studies, Vol. 3 (9): 3-42.
https://doi.org/10.22034/AIS.2024.437808.1076


https://doi.org/10.22034/AIS.2024.437808.1076
https://orcid.org/0009-0007-6816-1432

oluesl g el g | Nooraddin Mehdi Ghaempanah

¥

Introduction

This article, by analyzing and classi-
fying hybrid snake motifs in Elamite
glyptic, seeks to respond to these ques-
tions: “What are the types of snake-
gods in Elamite glyptic” and “Which
god or mythological character each
type of hybrid snake motif in Elamite
art represents”.

The article further attempts to iden-
tify a subgroup in each motif type by
comparing their visual characteristics
with the existing descriptions of differ-
ent mythological characters associated
with snakes in religious and mytholog-
ical texts from ancient Elam and Mes-
opotamia. It also draws upon previous
researches, relevant material evidence,
and logical arguments to support its
findings. By doing so, it explains the cir-
cumstances surrounding the formation
and transformation of this motif group
within the politico-cultural context.

Research Literature

Despite many studies have addressed
snake-gods in Elamite art, none of the
studies has so far been published in-
dependently and comprehensively to
recognize the identity of all types of
Elamite snake-gods. However, the dei-
ty representing snakes raising from its
shoulders has attracted more attention
of Iranian researchers and as a matter of
fact some articles had published about
the relationship and influence of this
motif on Avestan Azi-Dahaka (Mehra-
farin & Tavousi, 2007; Mozaffari & Zarei,
2014; Mesbah, 2018). Also, the identity of
main Elamite Snake-God had discussed
and recognized as NapiriS$a by Amiet
(1973b) and in a more appropriate way
as Insusinak by De Miroschedji (1981).
Two of the most comprehensive collec-

tions of Elamite glyptic with the gen-
eral motif classification and dating of
many Elamite seals had been published
by Amiet (1972) and Roach (2008). The
sanctity of Snake-Gods in Elamite reli-
gion are also discussed in many of books
on history, art and culture of Elam or
the history of seal making in Iran (Ami-
et, 1966; Hinz, 1969; Malekzadeh Bayani,
1984; Majidzadeh, 1991; Sarraf, 2005,
2010; etc.). On the other hand, the most
comprehensive studies to introduce and
identify Mesopotamian snake-gods had
been done by Wiggermann in an in-
dependent publication (1992; 1997) or
references about some Mesopotamian
gods in the Reallexikon der Assyriolo-
gie (20014, b, c). The relationship of dif-
ferent gods with snakes or snake-god
motifs in the Mesopotamian art also
relatively have been discussed in many
studies on Mesopotamian gods or pub-
lished glyptic collections (Ward, 1910;
Delaporte, 1920; McEwan, 1983; Black &
Green, 1992; Woods, 2004; Stone, 2016a,
b; etc.).

Discussion and Conclusion

This article analyzes motifs related to
Elamite hybrid snakes from over 4000
published seals and seal impressions
discovered from Elam. These motifs are
then classified into eight distinct sub-
groups: 1. Entwined snakes as a symbol
of fertility and abundance, and their
simple examples are related to the gods,
Nirah and IStaran; 2. Horned-snake/vi-
per, probably a symbol of the Sumerian
Mus-sa-tur or the Akkadian Basmu; 3.
Snake-dragons, related to Mushussu and
USumgal/Basmu; 4. Boat-god, whose
motifs are divided into two categories:
in the snake form probably represents
Ninazu and in his human form it is as-
sociated with various gods and demi-
gods, such as UrSanabi, the boatman of
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Ut-napistim, [Nin] Sirsir and Nirah as
boatmen of Enki; 5. Snake with a human
head, which was probably served as pet
of InSusinak; 6. Snake with a human
torso, related to the gods IStaran and
Nirah; 7. Deity with snakes raised from
its shoulder, which in Mesopotamia
represents Ningiszida, but in Elamite
art was probably a local deity; 8. An an-
thropomorphic deity sitting on a coiled
snake throne, probably represents In-
S$usinak.

Despite each of these motifs having
evolved separately, the general evolu-
tion of hybrid snake motifs can be fol-
lowed, In the beginning, the snake mo-
tifs were used in a simple or intertwined
form and sometimes to frame scenes.
Afterward snakes could appear as tail
or neck of four-legged animals from the
end of fourth millennium BC, which, in
some cases, kept their intertwined form
intact as well; thereafter by combining
with a lion, formed the prototypes of
Mushussu in the first half of the third
millennium BC, which in the next mil-
lennium highly evolved. The snake mo-
tifs then combined with human in the
second half of the third millennium BC,
and formed various types of snake-gods,
such as a deity with snakes raising from
its shoulder, snakes with a human torso,
and snakes with human head. Finally,
the coiled snake as the throne of an an-
thropomorphic deity formed the most
important Elamite Snake-God in the
first quarter of the second millennium
BC.

Regarding the similarity of the
Elamite and Mesopotamian snake-gods,
it must be noticed that all of the Mes-
opotamian ones were patron gods of
the cities of the eastern region and ad-
jacent to Elam’s borders. It seems that
the residents of this area, considering
the ecosystem, multitude of species and

the frequency of the presence of snakes
in their surroundings, beside the spe-
cial appearance qualities and numerous
positive and negative characteristics of
this animal, believed in a supernatural
and perhaps a kind of totemic thoughts
about snakes. Probably, the frequent po-
litico-cultural interactions between the
societies of this region led to the expan-
sion of the snake motifs and became im-
portant with the passage of time .

On the other hand, the importance
of the snake-gods in Mesopotamia was
declining during the second millenni-
um BC, while this wasthe period that
Insusinak, the main Elamite snake-god,
gaining his power in Elamite pantheon
by absorbing the power of other gods,
hence; he became the greatest Elamite
god, the king of the gods and the one
who could give the right to rule to the
kings at the middle of the second mil-
lennium BC.

Perhaps part of the decline position
of Mesopotamian snake-gods was influ-
enced by the representation of Elamites
great god in snake form, as their rival na-
tion during the formation of kingdoms
and great political conflicts in this re-
gion. The alteration of snake-gods func-
tion also can be traced in Mazdaism.
The chthonic gods have always been
highly valued and have many positive
qualities in ancient near-east, especial-
ly in Elam. Some of them were even in-
troduced as protectors of the souls from
demons, or guardians against demons of
the netherworld. However, the chthonic
gods have completely fallen from their
position after Mazdaism gained polit-
ico-religious power in this region, and
their positive function as protectors of
the souls and opponents of demons was
completely reversed. So the chthonic
gods and snakes as their main symbolic
animals, were transmuted to the most
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vile creatures; which could follow in the
representation of Azi-Dahaka the most
important Avestan demon, with the ap-
pearance of the snake-god with snakes
raised from his shoulder, and the trans-
mutation of the snake into the most im-
portant Kharfestar and specially as one
of the triad appearances of the Ahri-

man/Angra-mainyu, the devil himself;
moreover, the absence of Insusinak (the
Elamite great god of the underworld) in
the pantheon of Elamite gods accepted
by the Achaemenid court, as the main
promoters of Mazdaism in the ancient
near-east.
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(Harper et al, 1992: 45, n0.18) T ARRRRR-Te] e SN
Fig. 1. Sealed Bulla, Susa, Around 4000 BC (Harper et al, 1992: 45, n0.18)
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Fig. 2. Detail from Cylinder seal Impression, Susa, Late 4™ Millennium BC (Amiet, 1972: fig. 488)
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Fig. 3. Detail from Cylinder Seal Impression, Susa, Late 4™ Millennium BC (Amiet, 1972: fig.484)
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Fig. 4. Detail from Cylinder Seal Impression, Susa, Late 4™ Millennium BC (Amiet, 1972: fig.475)

g DL 3 Ja el i oY) e
P 9ok Sy g o5, red > aS
Ol b Jad e slaale 25 oles b okt
395 05l LS-LZQM ol s bl

s ale i :a%v.a,;‘_;u,u A
Lol ars b oS ol pbaalo 25 p 5osS
53 0l B 030 opoled o)l ()l oo Sanda
O ol 28 omet (Mg ) (o3 2
o%r&)sjbjsggiijl‘_}&i;amju;\
o sls oy oo e ol ool 54 5
ol Ol s s s @)Lo Sla oy sliss s
Sl b gmple GA sbml e g a2l 552 5 05
S Llails o GBS 5 gt gl
awls g JBla Sleds plulils LSLA@)LA sl
S iy 5 (Y 5025) Liledls slow) ail>
5>y S fold Sl sl o Lyl
AE (Y 28) Wled |5 glasls an b
S e 4 3 S bl 035 L g
) Ay g ail SOISS 95 4 g le
oxde Dbl 03 sk opl ) (Fp 00 5 (F
0LEs sle gl 5 0 sloml e S8 4 Sls
03 ok @b Sjle gle 28 595 0 03ls
sl ((% Y0 e =Y0r v o) IT Sgli0y9n
S O e (hny slaoys 3 Lal el zlo
23 edinS (3RS 4y iz 058 0 &)VS
Nl Ol Sy slreys slaals LB (le
e e L5 53

lougaz & Kantor, 1996b: pl. 26; Harper et
ol ) B (15 (al, 1992: 34-35, no.3
crl e BT 55 O sl 989 5 lamls p3)
AYAN) pea Iy oS Sl g 4 g
Ol ) 4le 18 SOn 1y Lo iE ()
23 S35 Dle ) AS e oLy 5 anasls «p&i\
Sl L3 Olyios (g b sy s 5 Lae)sS
ot sajle st e b ] Jlie )
e oo s (S35 Ll ol alies
G edd S b B L Y
Mg e BB 38 e el
bl glae 5 55 0 2Wln e
o855 @sliml asle Sppeony 13l 0 |
A o J G5 b
;f...aje 2ok ol Coeal 4 a5 b
Sbal i 3l Gilse saasS (O
e s bale b das e (g blul- el
b Seoss ol Cacy S el alls Clj)
Jal atws :>j5(,.3~..53 S W 93 4 Olg o
Sobled & oS5 gle 5 b oles 2B
L oblsle p3dle (g blul slacais
23 45 e 05,5 Hlgm 5 A lapl sl
(P95 Wi (355 o0 Jols 1y Wlodls 3 me anls|
olspl Soble &8 waas Lol pllas )l
o2 B oy slaes S Jold 5 ey il
e Gl AR o gl 530l B yme
Ao Tror 3l e G5 Sdhupamds 035



Ancient Iranian Studies | 3kl o 5l 26lia s

(Malsawmdawngliana et al, 2021: fig.1:c-d) (s S i (gl 5 syl ol 5055l .0 o gacs

Fig. 5. Male Snakes Combat for Mating (Malsawmdawngliana et al, 2021: fig.1:c-d)
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(Delougaz & Kantor, 1996a: 140, ﬁg.lg:c) 0 (’”LP: o)l sl Jhelas g5l b F s gas
Fig. 6. Detail from Cylinder Seal, Chogha Mish, Late 4" Millennium BC (Delougaz & Kantor, 1996a: 140, fig.19:c)
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Fig. 8. Detail from Cylinder Seal, Susa, 9-8" Century BC (Porada, 2004: 55, fig.30)
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(Amiet, 1973a: pLVI: 34) & {,)kgl CSos g 3l dade 1A aas
Fig. 9. Modern Impression of Cylinder Seal, Susa. Neo-Elamite (Amiet, 1973a: pL.VI: 34)
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(Stevens, 2013: fig.1) T laalldo (b ell o 5l dodam SV g

Fig .10. Modern Impression of Cylinder Seal, E$nuna, Early Dynasties (Stevens, 2013: fig.1)
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Fig. 11. Modern Impression of Cylinder Seal, Susa, Around 2300 BC (Amiet, 1972: fig.1568; Roach, 2008: 341, fig.
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Fig. 12. Detail from Cylinder Seal, ESnuna, Akkadian Period (Black & Green, 2004: 45, fig. 36)
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Fig. 13. Modern Impression of Cylinder Seal, Susa, Simashki Period (Roach, 2008: 409, fig. 2560; Hinz, 2009, 32,
fig. 20)
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Fig. 14. Modern Impression of Cylinder Seal, Susa, Awan Period (Roach, 2008: 343, fig. 2178)
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Fig. 15. Detail from Cylinder Seal, Akkadian Period (Ward, 1910: 128, fig. 367)
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Fig. 16. Detail from Gudea's Cylinder Seal, Lagash, 22 Century BC (Delaporte, 1920: 12, T.108)
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Fig. 17. Detail from Cylinder Seal, Susa. 24-22" Century BC (Porada, 2004: 38, fig. 16)
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(Amiet, 1986: 299-300, ills. 132:12, 137) P P ol p95 o Ole S 050 o 3l e S1VA 0
Fig. 18. Modern Impression of Cylinder Seal, Kerman Province, Second half of 3 Millennium BC (Amiet, 1986:
299-300, ills. 132:12, 137)
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(Roach, 2008: 482, fig. 2984) P VO U cadan pal 23 e S5 b N geas
Fig. 19. Detail from Tepti-Ahar's Royal Cylinder Seal, Haft Tepe. 15" Century BC (Roach, 2008: 482, fig. 2984)
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Fig. 20. Impression of Tan-Ulli's Royal Cylinder

Seal, Susa. 17" Century BC (Harper et al, 1992: 117,
10.76)
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Fig. 21. Detail from Cylinder Seal, Haft Tepe, Around 1600 BC (Harper et al, 1992: 118, fig.40)
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Fig. 22. Detail from Two Cylinder Seals Represents Tispak, ESnuna, Old Babylonian Period (Wiggerman, 1997:
52-53» ﬁgs 36 4a)
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(Amiet, 1986: 276, ill.85) s VA sl ¢ g e 9l g 5l b YV gaa
Fig. 23. Detail from Sira-Huptitir's Cylinder Seal, Susa, Around 1800 BC (Amiet, 1986: 276, ill.85)
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