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A Cylinder with a Storm God and Problems 

Just at the time at which I received the invitation for the 

meeting in honor of Maurits van Loon on the theme of "Natural 

Phenomena", Jonathan P. Rosen showed me a cylinder in his 

collection that portrays two gods, one of whom holds lightning 

symbols, which are taken to identify him as a storm god (Fig. 1). 

The cylinder closely resembles a seal impression on a tablet from 

Nuzi (Figs. 2 and 3), which provides a framework for the Rosen 

cylinder within the Mitannian style of the fifteenth to fourteenth 

century BC. This was an apparently unproblematic and very welcome 

subject for the theme of the meeting. 

The cylinder is said to have been found in a rich tomb in an 

unidentified location. In the impression the storm god is on the 

left and holds up two lightning symbols while standing on a lion 

that has the tail of a bird and water flowing from his mouth. 

Globules seem to rise from the liquid, forming a column that 

reaches to the upper field, leaving a space, above which a further 

group of globules creates a form like a cloud which terminates in 

the head of a bird with a prominent beak. Facing the god with the 

lightning symbols is another god, identically robed in a bordered 

garment. With both hands that god holds a stick on his neck and 

shoulders and stands on the hindmost part of a gigantic rearing 

bull-horned serpent with open leonine mouth and a projecting 

pointed tongue, that may extend to one of the globules. There is 

some damage to the surface of the cylinder at that point. The bends 

in the body of the serpent were carefully adjusted by the engraver 

to the figure of the god, with the slight changes in direction 

occurring at the elbow of the god, at his knee and at his foot. 

Visually, this results in stressing the association of the god with 

the monstrous serpent. Beside this god are a leaping mountain goat, 

a standing goat with twisted horns, that are indicated by drillings 

along the straight upward pointing shafts (perhaps meant to 
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represent those of a markhor, the largest type of goat);l and a 

fallen stag, who is being attacked by a lion. A damage in the seal 

which created a line between the ne ck and one of the hind legs of 

the stag, appears to have been used by the engraver to pI ace one of 

the lion's paws upon it,2 while the other paw rests on the nose of 

the stag. 

The first god has a symmetrical posture that makes him appear more 

like an icon than an active deity. The lightning symbols, which 

contribute to this effect, have a bulbous form where the prongs of 

the symbol meet and another at the end of the handle. They do not 

look like the more naturalistic aId Babylonian representations of 

lightning, from which they are derived,3 but rather like objects 

carefully turned on a lathe by an expert craftsman. 

The representation of gods, as in this seal, and in the 

impression Fig. 2, is not frequent in this style. This is due to 

the change in the iconography of most of the seal designs in the 

Mitannian period from the aId Babylonian subject of gods with or 

without worshippers to worshippers alone, of ten with a sacred tree 

or wi th a sacred tree f lanked only by animals or composi te 

creatures. The elaborate designs found in several of the seal 

impressions from Nuzi showing dei ties may indicate that the 

original cylinders were made at the special request of the seal 

owner or that they had been carved in some other center. We may 

assume a similar situation for Figs. land 2, which are 50 far 

unique in the Mitannian repertory. Perhaps we should ascribe to the 

rarity of the demand for such representations the divergence from 

the usual representation of the storm god's mount, the lion dragon, 

which seems to lack the traditional bird claws on the hind feet, 

although these have only three digits while one of the forefeet has 

four digits. Even though this difference may have been intended to 

indicate the nature of the hind feet, it does not conform to the 

common stylization of bird claws seen in seal designs from the 

Akkade to the aId Babylonian period. 4 I was unable to determine 

from extant publications whether or not the lion dragon of the 

storm god in other Mitannian seals had bird claws on the hind feet. 

The bubbles, which I assume are what the globules rising from 

the liquid spewed out by the lion dragon are intended to be, are 

reminiscent of the bubbles rising from the streams spewed out by 
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the bull pulling the chief god ' s chariot on the Hasanlu bowl. 5 

Instead of bubbles, however, the drillings could also indicate 

hailstones, as Pierre Amiet suggests for the Hasanlu bowl and the 

vase from an Iranian site. 6 The bird, whose head terminates in what 

looks like a cloud of globules, is most likely associated with an 

element in the sky, such as a rainstorm or hailstorm. Is the bird 

associated in some way with the god whose head he almost 5eems to 

touch? This problem must remain unanswered. 

The fact that the second god is represented similarly to the 

first makes one wonder about the relationship of the two gods. Are 

they closely connected in some mythological context, as yet 

unknown? That they do not represent one and the same deity seems 

certain because of the slight differences in their attire that can 

be noted in the related seal impression from Nuzi (Figs. 2 and 3) 

discussed below. 

The posture of the god holding a stick on his neck and shoulders is 

encountered occasionally in cylinder seals of Syrian style. In 

connection wi th such a representation on a cylinder, Dominique 

Collon suggested that the stick - or bar, as she calls it - was 

meant to be a yoke. She gave several examples where the object does 

indeed appear to have had such a function. 7 However, it seems to 

me that the stick, strongly bent like a cane in Fig. 1,8 had some 

other meaning, perhaps that of a symbol of authority. The way in 

which i t is being held, however, suggests to me a posture of 

relaxation. 

There is also a question about the th ree horned animals and 

the lion. Usually Mitannian seals show such animals in a 

symmetrical secondary motif of unknown significance. However, here 

the goat jumping up close behind the god seems to indicate an 

intimate relationship, as if there were a connection between the 

god and the animals beside him. 

Relatively little help for the interpretation of the god is 

provided by the seal impression from Nuzi, Figs. 2 and 3. 9 The 

storm god with his two lightning symbols stands on a winged lion or 

lion dragon; its feet are not preserved. Unlike the lion dragon of 

the cylinder, it is not this monster that spews a liquid, but a 

second one from whose mouth seems to hang a downturned lightning 

fork wi th a point in the center, which might be the monster' s 
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tongue. Though there are some lines descending from the lowest 

globule, of what I originally took to be the body of the serpent, 

it seems unlikely that there could have been a connection between 

that feature and the lines descending from the second monster's 

mouth. Perhaps the column of globules was independent . of the 

serpent as in the cylinder and ended on top in a bird's head, which 

I believe I see in the impression above the heroic god's raised 

dagger, which he is about to thrust into the neck of the serpent as 

drawn by Diana Stein. For her drawing she had three additional, 

though fragmentary impressions of the same cylinder. lo The present 

enlargement, Fig. 2, shows two additional features which should be 

added to the drawing and which were not seen in the poor 

reproduction in my publication, the suggested bird's head in the 

upper left corner and the three cords of the belt hanging between 

the legs of the heroic god. 

Regardless of these minor points, Diana Stein convincingly 

interprets the scene of Figs. 2 and 3 as an illustration of the 

!ledammu story, II which is closely related to the Ullikummi story 

assumed by me to be underlying the principal scene of the Gold Bowl 

of Hasanlu (Figs. 4 and 5).12 Both stories relate the creation of 

monsters, with the help of which the old god Kumarbi attempted to 

regain power over the young weather god Teshshup. 

In both types of scenes, in the Gold Bowl and in the seal designs, 

occurs the same column of globules, probably to be associated with 

the weather god's elements: rain, hail and clouds. Both types of 

representations (Figs. 2, 3 and 5) also share a serpent monster 

which is attacked by a heroic personage. In the seal impression and 

the bowl the battle is shown being waged, not being won, thereby 

retaining the interest of the viewer. In the cylinder, Fig. 1, the 

stance of the god on the tail of the serpent, however, may mean 

that he was the victor in a battle which is in the past. His 

relaxed posture would fit such a situation very well. 

While the cylinder, Fig. 1, if correctly interpreted, portrays 

the victory over the serpent monster, the later Neo Assyrian 

artists of the ninth century BC followed the prototype of the seal 

impression, that is, the dramatic battle against the bull-horned 

serpent, for the subject of their representations. An example of 
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many such renderings is the frequently reproduced cylinder in the 

Pierpont Morgan Library, Fig. 9 . 

The identification of the heroic god of Figs. 1 to 3 is 

difficult because Teshshup, who features in the Hedammu and 

Ullikummi myths, is a storm god, whose role is filled by the god 

carrying two lightning symbols on Figs. 1 to 3. One should 

therefore look for some other heroic god, who may have been 

pictured in these two scenes. For example, F.A.M. Wiggermann, in an 

article dedicated to Maurits van Loon, "Tishpak, His Seal and the 

Dragon Mus!:lussu" 13 points to the Göttertypentext published by F. 

Köcher,14 in which the god Tishpak, the chief god of Eshnunna, is 

described as carrying a mace, and a bow and arrowand, most 

characteristic, as standing in a walking pose with both feet on a 

basmu, a horned serpent according to the CAD. 15 

Since Wiggermann shows very clearly, however, that the god 

Tishpak lost his importance af ter Hammurabi had defeated 

Eshnunna,16 it is unlikely that the god represented on our cylinder 

is to be identified with that deity. Probably the special stance of 

the god and his adjunct lived on in the imagery of the region of 

North Mesopotamia as the characteristics of other heroic gods. For 

example, one might think of Ninurta whose symbol, as brandished on 

the relief of the Ninurta temple of Assurnasirpal 11 (883-859 BC)17 

seems to be spewed by the riderless dragon of figs. 2 and 3. 

However, a popularity of that god in the fifteenth or fourteenth 

century BC, which would have caused his representation on our 

cylinder seals, would have to be proved. 

As to the storm god in these scenes, if we identify him with 

the supreme god Teshshup, his function remains to be explained. He 

merely seems to have been an onlooker, perhaps he was meant to be 

a supporting presence, like the great gods in their chariots in the 

topmost register of the Hasanlu bowl (Fig. 4). This is the ex tent 

to which we can go in the interpretation of these scenes. 

We may now attempt to explore the pictorial origin of the bull

horned serpent in our Figs. 1 to 3, for which there is no prototype 

known in the earl ier art of Syria l8 or Mesopotamia. In Mesopotamia 

the dangerous monster is the lion dragon ugallu (translated by 

Wiggermann as "big weather beast") .19 I wonder to what extent this 

is due to the geographical si tuation of Mesopotamia. Natural 
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dangers are largely brought along by storms for which the howling, 

roaring leonine mouth and body and the great wings of eagles and 

vultures were a perfect pictorial embodiment from the Uruk period 

onward. 

Serpents have not been the subject of extensive studies 20 but we 

may assume that those of which the population was aware were mostly 

small and poisonous vipers. Large non-poisonous serpents, however, 

exist in Iran along with small vipers. In early Iranian art the 

undulating bodies of serpents can be recognized as having been 

identified with watercourses;21 hence they were beneficial symbols 

as weIl as symbols of power because of the ability of the more 

poisonous types to cause death. Therefore serpents are more 

frequently associated with deities in the art of Iran than in other 

countries. In the Middle Elamite art of the thirteenth and twelfth 

centuries the serpent of ten has a single horn on its head,22 but 

none shows the pair of bull's horns depicted on our Fig. 1. Onlyon 

the stamp seals of the Persian Gulf, dated from the twentieth to 

perhaps the seventeenth century BC, are two-horned serpents a 

regular feature of an iconography (Figs. 6 and 7). Four examples of 

bull-horned serpents could be identified. 23 Even more have the head 

of a goat. In an article published before his volume on the sealb 

from Failaka, Kjaerum indicated the relative dates of the stamp 

seal styles. 24 The deeply engraved style land the style continuing 

the same technique but producing somewhat more linear forms, IB, 

belonged to the earlier phase, for which Kjaerum gave dates of 

about 2025 to 1945 BC in a subsequent publication. 25 It is in these 

styles that the representations of horned serpents are found. Many 

have the bodies marked by a continuous series of short parallel 

lines that closely resemble the continuous chevrons on the body of 

the bull-headed serpent in Fig. 1. In the chrono logica I survey 

given in his article Kjaerum says: "Most cylinder seals, however, 

be long to the final enterprising building period. These are Mitanni 

seals of brown and greenish faience, and Kassite and pseudo-Kassite 

seals, mostly of deep blue glass, of steatite and a single one of 

ivory: most of the latter are of Elamite origin, belonging to the 

Isin 11 period".u 

What is important here is the building period in which Mitannian 
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seals were found. We may assume that like the Mi tannian seals 

brought to Failaka some stamps from Failaka, even though from an 

older period, could have come north at the same time. Therefore, 

the bull-horned serpent could have been brought to Mesopotamia on 

one of those seals. 

The derivation of two-horned serpents from prototypes brought 

in by seals from the Gulf can be more convincingly demonstrated 

with another example of horned serpents on a Mitannian style 

cylinder belonging to Jonathan Rosen,27 Fig. 7. On that cylinder 

two bull-horned serpents appear beside two worshippers who flank an 

object on a stand that looks more like a flaming altar than the 

usual tree. Such a flaming altar replacing the tree is unusual, as 

is probably the rest of the scene, with the smaller figures 

approaching from the right, one of them raising a hand in worship 

to one of the bull-serpents, while a sphinx confronts the second 

bull-serpent on the other side. The only parallel which can be 

established is with the flaming altar. 

A related object appears in the field of a sealing on a tablet from 

Nuzi, from the archive of Prince Shilwa-Teshshup, who can be 

roughly dated two generations af ter King Shaushtatar. 28 The 

latter's date was long thought to be about 1450 BC, based on a 

letter sealed with a cylinder inscribed with the name of 

Shaushtatar and found in the archive of Prince Shilwa-Teshshup. 

This date has been seriously questioned by Diana Stein-Wünscher, 

who suggests 1395-1370 BC for the time at which the letter could 

have been written. 29 This may indicate a date af ter the middle of 

the 14th century BC for the representation of a censer on a 

Mitannian style cylinder like Fig. 8. 

The fact that the bull-headed serpents of the cylinder, Fig. 8, are 

related to that of a stamp seal from the Persian Gulf (Fig. 7) and 

that the scene is so unusual, indicates that this cylinder was not 

made within the range of Nuzi iconography, but rather at some other 

site, as was also suggested for Figs. 1-3. The location of the 

motif of the god with the basmu, therefore, is still to be found. 

Moreover, the transition to the scenes of the Neo Assyrian 

period in which the bull-horned serpent appears horizontally, 

displaying its impressive length and opposing the divine attacker 
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(Fig. 9), is not known. In fact, the actual meaning of that motif 

is still a subject of discussion. 

Thus, many of the problems raised in connection with the scene on 

our cylinder remain as question marks and should invite Maurits van 

Loon, who has a wide knowledge of cylinders of Iran30 and has also 

made some very interesting suggestions for the interpretation of 

the imagery of second millennium Anatolia,31 to find the answers. 
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