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Abstract: In the case of the Archaeology of southeast Iran, many archaeologists have paid attention to the objects that were 
produced there and considered them as commercial items in Susa and Mesopotamia. This commercial relationship, in its 
trans-regional form, caused the transference of beliefs and Ideologies. The evidence of such relationships can be seen in the 
evidence of Tepe Yahya, Shahdad, South Konar Sandal, and Shahr-i Sokhta all are located in southeastern Iran. However, 
there is some evidence of a kind of relationship between Mesopotamia and the inhabitants of southeast Iran, but there is no 
evidence of direct contact between them. Based on the classic interpretation of the intercultural material it seems that this 
relationship was not limited only to raw or processed materials and meantime some ritual and ideological notions were 
transferred directly or indirectly between these two worlds. A good example is the presence of the serpent motif in southeast 
archaeological sites in Iran that comes with different forms and concepts over seals, metal vessels, painted and plastic pottery, 
and other products of the existing cultures like Tepe Yahya, Shahdad, Jiroft, Bampur, and Shahr-i Sokhta. The serpent-like 
motifs have been seen from the 6th and 5th millennium BC as a sign or symbol of the underworld god. Perhaps no other 
motif like the serpent can represent the transference of beliefs and thoughts from low to high lands and it seems as we move 
farther from the borders of cultural Iran, it declines in importance and presence. 
Keywords: Bronze Age, Southeast Iran, Susa, Mesopotamia, Serpent motifs. 

اند. دانسته نیالنهرنیشوش و ب یشد توجه کرده و آنها را از اقلام تجاریم دیکه در آنجا تول ییایشناسان به اشاز باستان یاریبس ران،یا یجنوب شرق یشناسدر مورد باستان چکیده:

و شهر سوخته  یشهداد، کنار صندل جنوب ،ییحیتوان در شواهد تپه یرا م یروابط نیها شد. شواهد چنیدئولوژیل باورها و اخود باعث انتقا یادر شکل فرامنطقه یرابطه تجار نیا

بر تماس  دال یشواهدولی وجود دارد،  رانیا یو ساکنان جنوب شرق نیالنهرنیب نیرابطه ب یدال بر نوع یشواهدقرار دارند.  رانیا یدر جنوب شرق یمشاهده کرد که همگ

 یبرخ انیم نیشده محدود نبوده و در ا یفرآور ایرابطه تنها به مواد خام  نیرسد که ایبه نظر م یفرهنگ نیاز ماده ب کیکلاس ریآنها وجود ندارد. بر اساس تفس نیب میمستق

 رانیا یشرق جنوب یشناسباستان یهادر محوطه بارز آن وجود نقش ماردو جهان منتقل شده است. نمونه  نیا نیب میرمستقیغ ای میبه طور مستق کیدئولوژیو ا ینییآ میمفاه

 بمپور رفت،یشهداد، ج ،ییحیموجود مانند تپه  یهامحصولات فرهنگ گریو د افزودهنقشمنقوش و  یهاسفال ،یمهرها، ظروف فلز یمختلف بر رو میاست که با اشکال و مفاه

 انگریمانند مار نتواند ب یگرینقوش د چیه دیشده است. شا دهیعالم اموات د یخدانماد  ایبه عنوان نشانه  لادیقبل از م 5و  6هزاره . نقوش مار مانند از آمده است و شهر سوخته

 شود.یه مو حضور آن کاست تیاز اهم میشویدورتر م یفرهنگ رانیا یرسد هر چه از مرزهایپست به بلند باشد و به نظر م نیها از سرزمشهیو اند دیانتقال عقا

 النهرین، نقشمایة مار.عصر مفرغ، جنوب شرقی ایران، شوش، بین: کلیدواژه

 

I. Introduction 
Some archaeologists believe that the archaeology of 

southeast Iran has been over-focused on trading issues 
(Kohl, 1978: 463) and some use the term “imposition 
of trade insanity” for the archaeology of the Iranian 
plateau (Lamberg-Karlovsky, 1977: 40). This is because 
many archaeologists have paid their attention to status-
bearing objects that were produced in southeast Iran 
and considered them as commercial items in Susa and 
Mesopotamia. This commercial relationship, in its 
trans-regional form, caused the transference of beliefs 
and Ideologies (Kohl, 1979: 77). However, it appears 
that during the late 4th and early 3rd millennium BC, the 
availability of valuable raw materials in the Iranian 
plateau turned Mesopotamian city-states to establish 
commercial relationships with this region (Beale, 1973: 
133). This can be easily apprehended through relics that 
have been found in the Ur royal cemetery and other 
Mesopotamian cities such as chlorite vessels, semi-

precious stones like lapis-lazuli, etc. (Majidzadeh, 2002; 
Fig. 160-162, 326-327). Meanwhile, Susa, as an 
intermediary between the Iranian plateau inner regions 
and Mesopotamia had a lucrative commercial activity in 
geopolitics of the region.  

The evidence of such relationships (not only 
exchange relationships) can be seen in proto-Elamite 
tablets, cylindrical seals, and beveled rim bowls of Tepe 
Yahya (Lamberg-Karlovsky & Potts, 2001: 195-199) 
and proto-Elamite tablets and cylindrical seals 
impressions at Shahr-i Sokhta (Tosi, 1974a: 13; Moradi, 
2022; Sajjadi & Moradi, 2022). Based on different 
studies, three valuable natural materials were exported 
to Elam and Mesopotamia: chlorite and copper from 
the Kerman region (Beale, 1973: 133) and lapis-lazuli 
from Badakhshan in Afghanistan through Shahr-i-
Sokhta (Tosi, 1974b: 155-157). There has been some 
evidence of a kind of relationship between 
Mesopotamia and inhabitants of southeast Iran 
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(Pitman, 2008; Ascalone, 2020), yet, the presence of 
Susa artifacts such as proto-Elamite tablets (Amiet & 
Tosi, 1978: fig. 16; Lamberg-Karlovsky & Potts, 2001: 
195) in these sites is much more prominent than direct 
cultural signs of Mesopotamia.  

It seems that this relationship was not limited only 
to raw or processed materials and meantime some ritual 
and ideological notions were transferred directly or 
indirectly. A good example is the presence of the 
serpent motif in southeast archaeological sites in Iran 
that comes with different forms and concepts over 
seals, metal vessels, painted and plastic pottery, and 
other products of the existing cultures like Tepe Yahya, 
Shahdad, Jiroft, Bampur, and Shahr-i Sokhta.  

 

II. Mythological Background of Serpent 
Motifs 

As a Mythological background, the serpent, in many 
ancient cultures, is one of the oldest animal motifs with 
various meanings including immortality, fecundity, and 
in some cases a symbol for other world’s spirits (Frazer, 
1919: 66). The serpent was a symbol for water among 
farmer societies of the ancient Middle East (Golan, 
1991: 205) and the figure of two inter-twisted snakes is 
a sign of fertility, welfare, and prosperity (Van Buren, 
1934). The serpent-like motifs have been seen from the 
6th and 5th millennium BC as a symbol of the 
underworld god (Leak, 2007: 182-183). Perhaps no 
other motif like the serpent can represent the 
transference of beliefs and thoughts from low to high 
lands and it seems as we move farther from the borders 
of cultural Iran, it declines in importance and presence. 

 

III. The Evidence of Serpent Motif in 
Mesopotamia 

The serpent-like motifs have been reported much 
less in the cultural materials of Mesopotamia compared 
to the southwest and center of the Iranian plateau 
during the 6th and 5th millennium BC. It is most likely 
that, in Mesopotamia, the first serpent motif was found 
over a fragment of Halaf (5000-4000 BC) pottery, 
showing a two-headed coiled serpent (Mallowan and 
Rose, 1935: fig.77). The important point is that this 
fragment is the only shard in Halaf pottery assemblage 
bearing the serpent motif (Fig. 1A). The fragment, 
probably, was not found in the stratigraphic context and 
the archaeologist does not give any comment about this 

issue (Maiseles, 1999: fig. 3.2). The main evidence about 
the presence of the serpent motif in Mesopotamia 

                                                           
1 Only two pieces of cylinder seals impression with a realistic 
serpent motifs can be seen in the collection of ED from 
Dylala region that not linked to reliable chronology of ED 
(See Francfort 1955: plates 47 and 51). 

belongs to the Jemdet Nasr period (Rankin, 1959: 28-
33) which together with proto-cuneiform tablets and 
beveled rim pottery have been seen all through the 
Iranian plateau and Mesopotamia. In the cylindrical seal 
collection of the Morgan museum that is from late Uruk 
IVA (3200-3000 BC), there is a motif of two double-
headed, inter-twisted serpents (Frankfort, 1939: 20) 
(Fig. 1B) that can be compared with proto-writing 
motifs of southwest Iran and Choghamish from early 
literature period (Delougaz & Kantor, 1996: Plt.27). 
Other older examples of this serpent-like motifs have 
been Susiana plain (Susa A/I) from 5th and 4th 
millennium B.C (Pittman, 2013: 297).  

Meanwhile, there is no obvious trace of the serpent 
motif in the cylinder seals of the Diyala region from the 
protoliterate period (3400-2900 BC), north of Iraq 
(Frankfort,1955). However, from the Early Dynasty III 
(2600-2350 BC) there is some evidence that can be 

interpreted as a stylistic serpent motif1 (Ibid: Plate 39: 
416). Unlike Mesopotamia, in Susa and southwest Iran 
that serpent motif can be seen individually or in 
combination over seals and seal impressions, here it is 
totally absent and only from early dynastic periods I-II 
(2900-2600 BC), we start to see serpent motif over the 
seals. Among different motifs, the motif of a double-
headed serpent with two inter-twisted bodies emerges 
for the first time in this period and perhaps it is a 
prologue for the motif to become a symbol for the 
popular Neo-Sumerian (2150-2000 BC) god, 

Ningizida2. The style of this seal is similar to Jiroft’s 
chlorite vessels from the mid-3rd millennium B.C (Ibid: 
Plate, 24: no. 244). On another seal from the early 
dynastic period II, there is a serpent with five heads with 
a man in front of it holding two other serpents (Ibid: 
no. 497). This picture is complete with another seal 
from early dynastic period III over which a man stands 
full-faced holding two serpents in his hands (Ibid: 
no.535). This motif had already been seen in a seal from 
Susa A and Hakalan & Parchineh cemeteries (White & 
Dyson, 2003: 37). Furthermore, in these works, we face 
a double-headed serpent with an upward twisted body 
in the Akkadian period (Ibid: nos. 590-593).  

The serpent motif can be found in large numbers 
over proto-literate seals of Tepe Gawra. The emergence 
of this motif in Tepe Gawra, as a key site for 
understanding the cultural process in northern Iraq, is 
quite remarkable (Speiser, 1935). Many seals and 
pottery-bearing serpent motifs similar to Susa’s 
examples have been found from Gawra VII-XI (3300-

3000 BC) (Speiser, 1935: Pl.LXXVI)3. For instance, 

2 NIN-G̃IŠ-ZID-DA 

 
3 The stratigraphy of Tepe Gawra published by Speiser 1935 
are unreliable. For new chronological proposals see: 
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other specimens belonging to Gawra IV-VI (3000-2250 
BC) have plastic serpent motifs over the body while the 
heads are lying on the rim (Ibid: Pl.LXXVI, nos. 
7,12,13). Gawra VI is concurrent with early dynasties. 
On the other hand, White and Dyson hinted at great 
similarities among seals of Hakalan and Parchineh in 
Lurestan (Zagros Mountains) and Gawra XII (White & 
Dyson, 2003: 100). It appears that the presence of such 
seals in the Iraqi Zagros foothills was mostly under the 
influence of eastern regions and Iranian Zagros rather 
than Mesopotamia. 

Southern Mesopotamia, unlike its north, has a 
completely different history regarding the serpent motif. 
In this region, the serpent motif apart from its meanings 
and mythological or legendary backgrounds is a symbol 
for Ningizida that emerged from late Uruk (Frankfort, 
1939: 20) and flowered in the Neo-Sumerian period. 
Indeed, the application of inter-twisted serpents began 
in late Uruk and transferred to the early Akkadian 
period (Lambert, 1966: 68) and finally in early Sumer, 

after the invasion of Guteans4 to Mesopotamia, King 
Gudea popularized it as the symbol of his favorite god, 
Ningizida (Ward, 1910: 131; Van Buren, 1934: 73; 
Buchanan, 1971: 5). It is noteworthy that Guteans were 
Zagros dwelling tribes who described by Sumerians as 
ferocious, savage, serpents of the mountain, and 
sacrilegious people (Cooper, 1983:31) and only after 
their hegemony over Sumerians, Gudea fostered 
serpent motif as the symbol of the most favored god of 
Ur III (Ningizida) (Buchanan, 1971: 5). Guteans ruled 
over Mesopotamia from 2200-2100 BC and there are 21 
Gutean names in the list of Sumerian kings (Potts, 1999: 
129). Apparently, Sumerian gods as serpents were 
institutionalized in south Mesopotamia during this 
period (Ward, 1910: 131). Although Ningizida is a 
second-degree god in the order of Sumerian gods, in the 
Neo-Sumerian period earns a high status and is 
portrayed as a serpent (Frankfort, 1934: 8-13) and 
stands next to the first-degree gods, but later attracts 
less attention and at the end vanishes during the 
Babylonian and Assyrian period (Van Buren, 1934: 61-
70) (Fig. 1C).  

According to Amiet, Guteans transferred the seal 
engraving style with an expression of the master of 
animals to Mesopotamia (Amiet, 1993: 31). Before that, 
depicting the figure of gods had no place in 
Mesopotamian art, and the master of animal’s motif in 
its mythological background emerged on the cylindrical 
seal of Susa A from 5th and 4th millennium B.C (Amiet, 
1993: 41; Majidzadeh, 2002: 4). Also, the picture of a 
hero controlling serpents first appeared in Iranian art 

                                                           
Rothman, Tepe Gawra. The Evolution of a Small Prehistoric 
Center in Northern Iraq, University Museum Monograph, 
Philadelphia 2002. 

iconology during the 5th millennium BC (Pittman, 
2015:37). In Susa A/I the serpent motif has been seen 
over pottery frequently and the fine snifter of Susa A/I 
in the Louvre museum is a good example of the art of 
depicting serpent in 5th millennium BC (Hyut, 2010: Fig 
123). It can be suggested that this motif penetrated into 
Mesopotamian art from the southwest and west of Iran. 
Hints, also, points out that Mesopotamians were 
unfamiliar with the motif of the serpent with a human 
head and its ritual concept, and suggests it first emerged 
in Elam (Hints, 1992: 47-48).   

Finally, based on the existing evidence about 
Mesopotamian Art, it seems the emergence of the 
serpent motif in Mesopotamia dates back to the late 
Uruk period or 3300 B.C and from this period on the 
double-headed, inter-twisted serpents appear in the 
region’s art. In the southeast and central Iranian plateau, 
the serpent motif probably appeared in Sialk II and then 
concurrently in Susa A/I, Bakun A, and Sialk III during 
the 5th millennium BC. This is an indication of the 
importance of this motif in material relics and beliefs of 
human societies of southwest and central Iran that will 
be discussed in the following sections. 

 

IV. The Central Plateau, Susa Plain, and 
Southwest Iran 

In the central plateau and southwest Iran, the 
serpent motif had a quite different situation than in 
Mesopotamia. There is remarkable evidence showing 
the importance of this motif in those regions and when 
compared with Mesopotamia we are dealing with 
extensive and various applications of this motif over 
pottery and seals. This situation continued until after the 
proto-literate period and the constant and complicated 
contacts between the west and southwest Iran with 
Mesopotamia.  

The first evidence should be tracked in Sialk II 
(5500-5000 BC) pottery. It appears that in Sialk II the 
origin of the serpent is from wavy vertical lines paired 
next to each other (Ghirshman, 1993: 57). According to 
Ghirshman, Sialk II continued its evolution process 
without any influence from contemporaneous cultures 
and this stage was part of its normal progress (Ibid: 80). 
He rejects the presence of any foreign element 
completely and adds contemporaneous cultures were 
not acquainted with the Idea of the depiction of the 
animals creatively and artistically (Ibid: 82) and this 
period, chronologically, precedes the realistic depiction 
of animals in Susa A (Ibid: 83). In Sialk III, those animal 
motifs are repeated copiously over pottery and 
therefore Sialk III can be considered as the evolution 

4 Gu-ti-um 
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stage of the previous period. In Tepe Qabrestan, north 
of Sialk, the serpent motifs have been seen numerously 
in a horizon concurrent to Sialk III (5000-4500 BC) 
(Talai, 2011: 369, Fig. 89). To the west, the seals of 
Godin VII show a close relationship with Sialk III4-5 
and the hook-like handle vessels are comparable with 
Godin VII specimens (Ibid: 143) showing the 
relationship between Sialk and Godin (Zagros). The 
form of some Sialk III4-5 is comparable with Susa A 
Seals (Ibid: 37) indicating relationships with southwest 
Iran.  

The first evidence of the serpent motif over cultural 
materials of southwest Iran comes from Susa A/I 
(4200-3800 BC) (Alizadeh, 2010: table. 1). The motif 
can be seen in Susa A/I (Vanden Berghe, 1959: fig. 201) 
and Tal-i-Bakun A (Alizadeh, 2006: fig. 51) under the 
influence of middle and late Susiana pottery (Alizadeh, 
1992: 22-26) Showing the stylistic ties with Susa, 
southern and central Zagros(Alizadeh, 2003: 88) (Fig. 
2A). The relationship between Susa A and Mesopotamia 
is also examinable via their seals. Over a stamped seal 
from Susa A, a man with an Ibex head holds two 
serpents in his hands and Pittman believes this is the 
first time this motif to emerge in the Iranian plateau 
(Pittman, 2013: 37) (Fig. 2B). The relationship between 
these seals and Lurestan is so prominent that Amiet 
studied the seals of Susa A and Lurestan as a distinct 
Seal-making tradition (Amiet, 1972: 5-36). 

The iconography of gods using the serpent symbol 
is considered a characteristic of the art in Elam and Susa 
plain by Hinz and he introduces serpent and woman as 
two Elamite religious elements (Hints, 1992: 48). 
Furthermore, in Hakalan and Parchineh cemeteries 
there is clear evidence for the presence of different 
pottery styles such as Mesopotamia, Susa, and central 
plateau suggesting multilateral relationships of the 
herders and pastoralists of this part of the Zagros 
Mountains (Alizadeh, 2013: 62). It is likely that due to 
high similarity between seals of this region and Gawra 
XI-XII in northern Mesopotamia and late Susiana in the 
southern side of the Zagros range, Hakalan and 
Parchineh had a key role in transferring beliefs and 
artistic traditions in the Middle East, especially from low 
lands of southwestern Iran to the northern 
Mesopotamia.  

Another piece of evidence that can be useful in 
rooting out the origin of the serpent motif and many 
other prevalent motifs in Uruk art is the collection of 
the seal impressions from the 6th millennium B.C up to 
Susa A/I and early and middle Uruk that has been 
discussed in a paper by Pittman, comprehensively. 
(Pittman, 2013). She believes that the art of engraving 
seals with the scenes of legendary stories, figures of 
gods, and mythological characters first emerged in Susa 
A/I and served as controlling sources, then traveled to 
southern Mesopotamia and during the late Uruk period 

became the main engraving style over the seals (Ibid: 
294). She mentions that the specific iconology of Uruk 
(discussed above) appeared for the first time on seal 
impressions of the Susa plain during the 6th millennium 
BC in places like Jafar Abad and Jooy (Ibid: 296). It was 
then completed during Susa A/I and in early and middle 
Uruk served for administrative purposes finally the 
Jemdet Nasr and late Uruk penetrated into south 
Mesopotamia. These developments continued until the 
beginning of the early dynasties I and at this period that 
iconographical style got fixed and earned the 
Mesopotamian identity. Indeed, the art of engraving 
seals which was customary in Susa plain was totally 

absent among Halaf and Ubaid relics (Ibid: 296). In the 
sequence of Susa Acropolis I.27 which is concurrent 
with Susa A/I, the first evidence for the application of 
stamp seals in administrative affairs is a broken seal 
impression showing a serpent-like god (Ibid: 297) (Fig. 
2B). The new art of engraving in the Susa II period 
applied for cylindrical seals and the scenes are similar to 
Susa A/I (Le Brun, 1999). Amiet prompts that the art 
of engraving over the seals of late Uruk in Mesopotamia 
has indeed its origin in the Susa Plain, specifically Susa 
A/I (Amiet, 1972: 37) because not only the pottery of 
Susa A/I has realistic animal motifs of serpents and 
other reptiles but also the seals depict different animals 
including serpents in a mythological context that made 
many scholars believe this representation for the first 
time emerges in the Iranian plateau (Amiet, 1993; 
Majidzadeh 2004; Pittman 2015) and is absent in the 
Mesopotamia at the same time (Halaf and Ubeid).  

Moreover, a seal impression with the serpent-like 
motif has been unearthed from Acropolis I.20 which is 
older than the king-priest motifs of Uruk and seems to 
be a pre-depiction of this god in the art of the Uruk and 
Sumer (Pittman, 2013: 299). Among pottery relics of 
Choghamish, the motif of two inter-twisted serpents 
can be seen in the mid-4th millennium B.C which might 
be a pre-depiction of the god Ningizida (Delougaz and 
Kantor, 1996: Plts. 27,156,158) (Fig. 2D). A plastic 
serpent over the pottery (Ibid: Plt. 28) and a serpent 
attacking a goat (Ibid: Plt. 26) are two other examples 
from Choghamish in the proto-literate period that also 
have been seen in Susa A (Delougaz and Kantor, 1996: 
Plt.142.F; LeBerton, 1957: fig.8. nos.7and11) and Uruk 
(Rashad, 1990: Abb. 5-8) seals (Fig. 2C).  

Dittmann believes that depictions used over the 
seals of the Susa plain during the 4th millennium B.C 
(Susa A/I) are related to the economic situation of the 
region. He recognizes many of these motifs that later 
became prevalent during the late Uruk period in south 
Mesopotamia as Susa style from southwest Iran and 
introduces only two of them as inter-cultural motifs 

(Dittmann, 1986). 
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V. The Serpent Motif in Southeast Iran 
Southeast Iran was increasingly in contact with Elam 

and Mesopotamia through inter-regional commerce 
that aimed to transfer luxurious goods and rare raw 
materials from the inner lands of the Iranian plateau 
(Alden, 1982: 613). During the first half to the mid-3rd 
millennium B.C, trans-regional commerce linked the 
human societies of Mesopotamia and the Susa Plain 
with the inner regions of the Iranian plateau which were 
rich in raw materials and natural resources (Beale, 1973: 

143-5). The high demand for these goods such as 
chlorite vessels, semi-precious stones like agate and 
lapis-lazuli, and copper objects pushed the wealthy 
Elamites and Mesopotamians to trade with faraway 
lands. The abundance of the serpent motif among 
artistic works of South Konar Sandal and Shahdad, 
similarities between Khafajeh and South Konar Sandal 
and Tepe Yahya chlorite vessels (Amiet, 1974: 106; 
Majidzadeh, 2004: 7); human figurines buried with 
corps in Shahdad (Pittman, 2013: 37); and tablets of 
Konar Sandal the south which are compositions of 
similar Elamite and local specimens (Desset, 2014: 92), 
are powerful aspects of the relationship with Susa plain 
and Elam. The reflection of this operation has been 
recorded in the Arata myth in Mesopotamian sources 

(Majidzadeh, 1976: 105-107). It appears that some 
Ideologies, beliefs, and thoughts have been transferred 

through this inter-regional trading (Kohl, 1979: 76).  
In southeast Iran, the serpent motif can be seen for 

the first time over Iblis 0 or on the rough Lalehzar 
pottery (4300-4000 BC). Over two pottery fragments of 
Lalehzar type, the plastic serpent motifs are shown both 

horizontally and vertically (Caldwell, 1967: fig.3). The 
Lalehzar phase (4300-4000 BC) in Iblis is concurrent 
with Yahya VI and early Yahya V (White & Dyson, 
2003: 72). The style of these pottery is comparable to 
Bakun B and has been compared by the excavator to 
the pottery of this site located in Fars province 

(Ibid:120). In Tal-i-Iblis these two fragments from the 
5th millennium BC are the only ones bearing the serpent 
motif and unlike the Susa plain the motif kept its 
presence up to the Neo-Elamite period, there is no trace 
of this animal over the pottery of the following periods 
(Fig. 3A).  

There has been no sign of serpent motif in older 
phases of Tepe Yahya (Lamberg-Karlovsky & Beale, 
1986), but from Yahya IVC that is contemporary to 
Jemdet Nasr (late 4th and early 3rd millennium BC), there 
is a great deal of evidence such as cylindrical seals and 
pottery showing this motif over artistic works. For 
instance, a plastic serpent motif over the body of a buff 
ware from the IVB period (Lamberg- Karlovsky, 1970: 
fig. 28) and a pottery fragment with a serpent that its 
head approaches the tail, are considerable examples of 
this period (Ibid: fig. 32). An etched serpent motif over 

a pottery fragment from Yahya IVB5 is another 
example worth mentioning (Lamberg-Karlovsky and 
Potts, 2001: fig. 4.30). From the same period in Yahya, 
also serpent-like motifs over pottery have been found 
(Ibid: figs. 2.22, 7.1). The serpent motif has also been 
seen in Yahya IVC on many chlorite objects like vessels 
and weights (Ibid: figs.5.16,9. 9, 9.14) (Fig. 3B).   

A cylindrical seal from Yahya IVB shows two face-
to-face deities and underneath them, there is a serpent 
with two inter-twisted bodies and two heads (Pittman, 
2001: fig.10.48). Stylistically, it is similar to 
Mesopotamian seals and can be attributed to the early 
dynastic II period (Potts, 1981: 135-136) (Fig. 3C). This 
seal has been found in the so-called Persian Gulf room 
and Kohl recognizes the style of the chlorite vessels of 

this room as inter-cultural style (Kohl, 1978: 464). 
Amiet believes that the styles of both seal and chlorite 
vessels are inter-cultural and reflect the influence of 
Akkadian and southeastern Iranian art (Amiet, 1974: 

106). He introduces the seated deity as Ningizida, but 
Potts rejects this opinion and reminds that the 
Ningiszida symbol is a man, yet the deity in Tepe 

Yahya's seal is a woman (Potts, 1981: 138). Indeed, the 
cylindrical seal of Tepe Yahya has an Iranian style, and 
only some Mesopotamian artistic elements were 
included in it (Ibid: 138). Finally, it is concluded that 
based on existing evidence the seal-maker of Tepe 
Yahya, having a full understanding of the 
Mesopotamian beliefs, made this seal with an Iranian-
adopted style (Ibid: 140) which shows the cultural 
relationships between Southeast Iran and Mesopotamia. 
It should be noted that after the conquest of Akkadians 
over the Elam and Susa plain many Sumerian and 
Akkadian gods were worshiped in their original or 

Iranian forms (Ibid: 141). This seal reflects the extensive 
relationships between Tepe Yahya and Mesopotamia 
and Elam during the 3rd millennium BC. The other seal 
found in Jalalababd (Fars Province) shows a strong 
relationship with the eastern Iran plateau, Central Asia, 
and the Indus valley (Ascalone, 2008: 254)   

Another important archaeological site in 
southeastern Iran that presents numerous serpent-like 
motifs in its cultural material is Shahdad. The serpent-
like motifs can be seen in a realistic style over pottery, 

metal works, and chlorite (Hakemi, 1997). As an 
example, there are plastic serpent motifs over the 
pottery of Shahdad which are similar to Iblis Lalehzar 
(Caldwell, 1967: fig. 3) but date back to the 3rd 
millennium BC (Hakemi, 2006: 667). Another example 
is a plastic motif of a winder serpent around the belly of 
the vessel with the serpent taking its tail in the mouth 
(Ibid: 777). The serpent motif can also be seen over 
bronze objects of Shahdad (Meier, 2008: Tafel 81) for 
instance a coiled serpent over a bobby pin (Hakemi, 
2006: 751) or a man holding two serpents in his hand 
again over a bobby pin which resembles Elamite, 



44       H.  MORA DI   
 

Mesopotamian and Konar Sandal specimens (Hakemi, 
2006: 789) (Fig. 3D). There is also a serpent over the 
bronze plaque or banner of Shahdad (Ibid: 747) and a 
coiled serpent over a model building made out of 
chlorite (Hakemi & Sajjadi, 1988: fig.6) (Fig. 3E). A 
similar motif can be seen inside a bronze vessel from 
Shahdad (Ibid: fig. 3). The stamp seals of Shahdad 
contain depictions of animals like goat, serpent, and 
birds and the cylindrical seals show mythological, 
astrological, animal and plant motifs (Ibid: 146) (fig. 3F).  

Konar Sandal on the Halil bank, Kerman province 
presents valuable evidence of the 3rd millennium BC art 
of southeast Iran (Majidzadeh, 2004). The most 
considerable works in Jiroft include engraved and inlaid 
motifs over the body of vessels and chlorite objects that 
date back to the mid-3rd millennium B.C (Majidzadeh, 
2004: 3). These motifs mainly show the master of 
animals including the encounter of two wild animals like 
eagle Vs serpent, eagle Vs leopard, or serpent Vs 
leopard (Ibid). There are also plenty of scenes showing 
an encounter between a man and two serpents and the 
serpents are in the hands of the man (Fig. 3G). 
According to Pittman the scene of a hero holding two 
serpents in his hand first emerged during the 5th 
millennium B.C in the iconography of central Iranian 
plateau art (Pittman, 2013: fig. 6). Moreover, the 
cylindrical seals like the Jalalabad cylinder seal that were 
produced locally suggest relationships with Indus valley, 
central Asia, and Mesopotamia (Ascalone, 2008: 256) 
and the diversity of the seals indicates that Konar Sandal 
located at the center of this active trans-regional 
commercial network (Pittman: 2012: 55). Many of these 
seals are comparable with the seals of the Ur royal 
cemetery and have been dated to the same period (Ibid: 
56, fig. 2). For instance, on three seals from Konar 
Sandal, three characters can be seen: A god, a woman, 
and a bird. The bird attacked the serpent and took it in 
the beak (Ibid: 57). A similar scene has been found in 
layer VIIA of the Inanna temple in Nippur (Aruz, 

2003). The mythological motifs in Halil art divulge that 
in the mythology of bronze age inhabitants of the Halil 
basin, there were epic characters of both humans and 
animals who controlled the natural and supernatural 
forces and the realistic style over the seals shows that 
they were transferred from Iranian plateau to 
Mesopotamia (Pittman, 2015: 37-44).  

Bampur valley and some archaeological sites are 
located in the east of Kerman province, inside the 
Iranian Baluchistan region but I did not have an 
important role in trans-regional trading (Tosi, 1974c: 
60-61). Although there is no sign of the serpent over the 
pottery of Chah Hosseini horizon and concurrent site 
(5th and 4th millennium BC) (Moradi, et al., 2014; Mutin 

et al., 2017), the motif is still visible on the pottery of 
Bampur I-VI of 3rd millennium B.C. An example of this 
is a horned serpent that is depicted over a pottery 
fragment from the 2nd period of Bampoor (Moradi, et 
al., 2014; Mutin et al., 2017) (Fig. 3H & I). This horned 
serpent reminds us of the serpent motifs of Elam and 
Mesopotamia. On another pottery from Bampur IV, the 
serpent motif is depicted in simple and stylistic forms 
and similar to the plastic serpent motif on Shahdad (the 
serpent taking its tail in the mouth) (De Cardi, 1970: fig. 
23, nos. 173 & 191). Khurab ax with the motif of a 
Bactrian camel from a grave in Khurab, a site near Tepe 
Bampur (Maxwell-Hyslop, 1955: 161) made this 
connection more believable.   

In Shahr-i Sokhta, a 3rd millennium BC site in Sistan, 
the serpent motif has been seen over cylindrical seals, 
buff wares, and a special game board. The serpent motif 
can be seen over a cylindrical seal from the period I 
(3200-2800 BC) and pottery of the periods II and III. 
The former shows a serpent with some stylistic motifs 
that might be quadrupeds and it is comparable with a 

seal from Susa (Amiet, 1983: Plt. LXXXIV, fig. 2). In 
addition, the serpent motif is one of the relatively 
abundant animal motifs in over the buff wares of Shahr-
i Sokhta period II and III that has been depicted in both 
realistic and stylistic forms. In most cases, the potter of 
Shahr-i Sokhta focused on the head of the serpent and 
using a big triangle and a simple body, depicted the 
animal (Biscione & Bulgarelli, 1983: 233, nos. 0115-
0118, figs. 9-11; Vidale & Salvatori, 1997: figs. 112, 126) 
(Fig. 3J). The serpent motif has also been found over a 
game board in the cemetery of Shahr-i Sokhta (Piperno 
& Salvatori, 1982: figs. 3-5) (Fig. 3K) that is similar to a 
board from Ur royal cemetery (Piperno & Salvatori, 
1983: 172; Seyed Sajjadi, 2010: 117) and is an 
exceptional specimen hinting to the relationship with 
Mesopotamia during the 3rd millennium BC.  

Far away from southeast Iran, some pieces of 
evidence of the presence of serpent motifs on cultural 
materials have been found in Afghanistan and the Oxus 
region. For example, a stamp seal with the motif of a 
man holding two serpents in his hands (Pittman, 1984: 
fig. 29a) or a stamp seal with the motifs of a bird and a 
pair of serpents (Tosi & Karlovsky, 2003:  fig. 263), both 
from central Asia and also a broken golden beaker with 
the motif of an eagle and two serpents from Tepe Fullol 
in Afghanistan (Lamberg Karlovsky & Tosi, 1989: 
fig.53). These are all signs of the distribution of serpent 
motif with Iranian concepts in the northeastern regions 
of the Iranian plateau. The serpent motif has been rarely 
seen in the art of the Indus Valley and Harappa. 
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Figure 1: The serpent motif in Mesopotamia. (A) The only serpent motif found over the Halaf pottery; (B) A cylindrical seal from Jemdet 
Nasr in south Mesopotamia with a double-headed serpent motif; (C) Depiction of Ningizida on the seals of Lagash rulers. 

 
 
 

 
Figure 2: The serpent motif in southwest Iran. (A) The serpent motif over Susa A and Bakun B pottery; (B) A stamp seal from Susa A with 

two inter-twisted serpents; (C) A spouted jar from proto-literate Choghamish with plastic double-headed serpent motif; (D) A shouldered 
pottery jar from proto-literate Choghamish with inter-twisted serpents similar to Ningizida depiction in Fig 1C.  
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Figure 3: The serpent motif over the cultural materials of southeast Iran. (1) A plastic serpent motif on Iblis (rough Lalehzar) pottery. (B1-3) 

The serpent motif over Tepe Yahya IVB pottery. (B4) The serpent motif over chlorite objects from Tepe Yahya IVB. (C) A cylindrical seal from 
Yahya with a serpent motif and Elamite deities. (D) A bronze plaque from Shahdad with a man holding two serpents. (E) A chlorite building 
model with a serpent figure from Shahdad. (F) Cylindrical seals with serpent motif from Shahdad. (G & H) The serpent motifs over chlorite 
objects from South Konar Sandal, Jiroft. (I1-2) Horned serpent motif over Bampur II-IV pottery. (J) A cylindrical seal from Shahr-i Sokhta I 
similar to Susa. (K) A buff ware from Shahr-i Sokhta II-III with a serpent motif. (L1-2) A wooden game board with an inter-twisted serpent 

motif from grave No. 731 Period I. (L3) A game board from Ur royal cemetery.   

 
VI. Conclusion 
Although it is difficult to demonstrate where the 

serpent motif first emerged in the ancient Middle East, 
it is only natural to think that in the semi-arid terrain of 
Iran life is dependent on springs and underground 
waters, an animal like the serpent who lives 
underground, earned special attention and was 
considered as the god of underground waters. It appears 
the motif emerged almost simultaneously in a vast 
region of the Iranian plateau. The realistic depiction of 
the serpent was first reported from Sialk III4-5, Susa 
A/I, and Bakun A in the Middle East and during the 
late Uruk period, the motif penetrated into south 

Mesopotamia and became a part of the artistic tradition. 
The presence of this motif in northern Mesopotamia 
such as Tepe Gawra is undoubtedly due to the extensive 
relationship with the nomads of the Zagros and the 
evidence of such relationships has been demonstrated 
by the seals and pottery of Hakalan and Parchineh 
cemeteries with Gawra. 

However there is no firm evidence for the political, 
economic, or military dominance of Mesopotamia over 
the Susa plain during the proto-literate period, but after 
the establishment of the first Mesopotamian city-states, 
Southwest Iran became culturally and politically part of 
south Mesopotamia. In this period, during the mid-3rd 
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millennium BC, the cultural stream reversed, and the 
elements that had been Iranian earned Akkadian 
identity in the new belief system and returned to their 
homeland. The serpent motif is one of those artistic 
elements that can be discussed in the context of long-
term cultural-material transactions between the Iranian 
plateau and Mesopotamia. The motif first emerged in 
the Iranian artistic works, then went to Mesopotamia 
and returned to the Iranian plateau with a new and 
redefined form in the religious context of Mesopotamia. 
The acceptance of this motif as an important symbol by 
Elamites was not due to the political dominance of 
Akkad over the Susa Plain, but it was because of the 
long cultural-ritual background of this motif among the 
inhabitants of the Iranian plateau. Many shreds of 
evidence indicate that in Elam both Sumerian-Akkadian 
(in their Iranian forms) and Elamite gods were 

worshiped by Elamites (Potts, 1981: 140-41). 

On the other hand, the emergence of this motif in 
the art of southeast Iran should be considered a result 
of the trans-regional relationships done by Susa plain 
inhabitants across Iran after the proto-Elamite period. 
Although the serpent motif has no place in the cultural 
materials of southeast Iran before the 3rd millennium 
B.C widely but since the early 3rd millennium BC. At the 
beginning of period IV at Teppe Yahya (late 4th and 3rd 
millennium BC), there is a lot of evidence of a 
relationship with western regions. Cylinder seals, seal 
impressions, and engraved chlorite vessels are the 
indicators of such relations that are all depicted by 
serpent motifs and particularly show an artistic 
depiction of serpents in an epic-mythological context. 
The situation in Shahdad and Jiroft was similar to Tepe 
Yahya and signs of this motif can be seen on cylindrical 
seals, bobby pins, etc. 
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