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Snake 

 

I am 

The Beginning and the End, 

The Protector and the Healer, 

The Primordial Creator, 

Wisdom, all-knowing, 

Duality, 

Life, yet the terror in the darkness. 

I am 

Creation and Chaos, 

The water and the fire. 

I am all of this, 

I am  

Snake. 

 

I rise with the lotus 

From muddy concepts of Nun. 

I am the protector of kings 

And the fiery eye of Ra. 

 

I am the fiery one, 

The dark one, 

Leviathan 

Above and below, 

The all-encompassing ouroboros, 

I am 

Snake. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Wendy Golding 2012) 
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SUMMARY  

 

In this dissertation I examine the role played by the ancient Near 

Eastern serpent in apotropaic and prophylactic magic. Within this realm 

the serpent appears in roles in healing and protection where magic is 

often employed. The possibility of positive and negative roles is 

investigated. The study is confined to the Bronze Age in ancient Egypt, 

Mesopotamia and Syria-Palestine. The serpents, serpent deities and 

deities with ophidian aspects and associations are described. By 

examining these serpents and deities and their roles it is possible to 

incorporate a comparative element into his study on an intra- and inter-

regional basis. 

 

In order to accumulate information for this study I have utilised textual 

and pictorial evidence, as well as artefacts (such as jewellery, pottery 

and other amulets) bearing serpent motifs.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION  

 

1.1     INTRODUCTION 

 

The serpent has had a place in ancient belief systems on a global level for a very long 

time. Animism arose from the belief that creatures have a soul. The theory of animism 

developed by Tylor further stated that the soul or spirit could continue after death and 

that the spirit could become deified (Herskovits 1966:210). Active worship was a 

human reaction to this. The attribution of a life force to inanimate objects was labelled 

óanimatismô by Marett (as cited in Herskovits 1966:211) This concept would apply to 

the inanimate forces of nature (Herskovits 1966:211). Ancient man evolved in an 

environment where the most sensible way to explain this environment that caused 

awe, wonder and fear was to apply human intelligence to it. Animism and animatism 

gave rise to fetishism, cults and beliefs in magic. Through reading texts such as 

mythologies and observing ancient Near Eastern art, one can clearly see that human 

emotions and characteristics were applied to these forces and spirits over time, giving 

rise to anthropomorphism. However, even with human emotions applied, many spirits 

remained in animal form.  An example of this is the serpent which appeared in 

abundance in the literature, art and religion of the ancient Near East. Some serpents 

remained as snakes whilst others were deified. Some deities had serpent aspects to 

them but were not necessarily serpent deities. Other deities had associations with 

serpents and in a number of instances the serpent was the symbol of particular deities. 

There were also serpents that did not become a deity but rather a demon, representing 

a bad spirit, or a genius, the good spirit.  

 

The manner in which ancient man perceived the serpent manifest in various ways. 

These manifestations are linked to belief systems which are primarily religious. As a 

result information regarding serpents and serpent cults in the ancient Near East comes 

from a wide variety of primary sources. These sources include mythologies, spells, 

invocations, incantations and prayers, the Egyptian Pyramid and Coffin Texts, 

iconography, amulets, ceramic ware, murals and jewellery. Evidence is therefore both 

textual and artefactual as beliefs revealed themselves in the material culture.  



 

2 

 

In addition to being deified and demonised the serpent was even hybridised resulting 

in fantastical creatures such as dragons. The snake has been worshipped culminating 

in ophiolatory, and it has been feared. The serpent is a creature of opposites.  The 

people of the ancient Near East perceived the serpent in a number of different ways. 

Accordingly the serpent filled several roles. Some of these had negative connotations 

such as instigator of chaos or mischief. Other roles had positive connotations such as 

symbol or representative of life, rejuvenation, healing, wisdom, eternity and fertility.  

 

To my mind there is no doubt that ophidiophobia plays a role in ophiolatory, as 

detailed by Mundkur in The cult of the serpent. Nevertheless I believe that there are 

other aspects to serpent worship even if the original basis is fear. It is the fear of the 

snakeôs bite and the effect of the venom that arouses manôs terror. However, fear 

factor put aside, there are aspects of the snakeôs biological make-up that attract 

attention - such as its silent stealthy form of movement, flickering tongue and scaly 

body and ability to shed its skin. Some of these factors combined with the reputation 

of venomous snakes have led to the serpent, venomous and non-venomous alike, 

being cast in the role of villain and representative of chaos, cunning and evil in Egypt, 

Mesopotamia and Syria-Palestine. 

 

However, if cultures approached the inclusion of the serpent into their belief systems 

purely out of fear then we would expect to find only demonised serpents. These 

clearly do exist in the ancient Near East but there is an overwhelming amount of 

serpent deities and deities with ophidian aspects or associations that have positive 

connotations. These include links to the life force, rejuvenation, healing and 

protection. Snakes are not entirely aggressive creatures and many, given the 

opportunity, will slither away thereby exhibiting the shy side of their nature. Many 

will only attack when cornered or surprised.  These positive connotations are surely 

based on ancient observation of the creature and cognisance of certain characteristics 

that have enabled ancient man to arrive at these perceptions. For example observation 

of the snakeôs ability to shed its skin to reveal a shiny new exterior has rendered it a 

symbol of rejuvenation. Some of these positive connotations may have their roots in 

fear of the snake but in numerous instances these negative perceptions have developed 

into positive perceptions by other human emotions such as awe and fascination. This 

is illustrated in the magnificent gold cobra with semi-precious stone inlays that was 
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crafted as part of the regalia of Egyptian king Senwosret II (Silverman [ed] 1997: 29). 

Surely the mind behind the hands that created this piece felt something other than 

fear? The piece is crafted with colour and attention to detail that transforms the cobra 

into a magnificent creature. The artist saw something other than an evil, cunning 

snake.    

 

We cannot impose our modern day beliefs and views regarding snakes on the minds 

of ancient man. We are far removed in time and cannot assume that our views are 

identical. Whilst we may never gain an entirely accurate view we can try to piece the 

picture together based on the textual and artefactual evidence that has survived. Each 

culture has its reasons for choosing the serpent to represent various beliefs and to 

fulfil v arious functions. In some cultures these reasons may be similar; in others they 

will be entirely different. The snake has been chosen to represent various concepts 

such as chaos, protection, healing, life, wisdom and eternity.  

 

1.2     RESEARCH PROBLEMS AND OBJECTIVES 

 

1.2.1     Research problem 

 

What role did the ancient Near Eastern serpent play in apotropaic and prophylactic 

magic within the realms of healing and protection? 

 

The serpent was very much considered to be a representative of healing and 

protection and so it might have played an important role in apotropaic and 

prophylactic magic. It may be that the serpent played both positive and negative roles 

within this sphere and I will investigate this possibility.  

 

Information regarding ophiolatory and snakes in the ancient Near East is widely 

scattered in numerous works. Many scholars include a few lines, occasionally a few 

paragraphs on the serpent in their work. Often this mention is in passing and is not 

necessarily the focus of the work or article. One has to consult many literary sources 

in order to get an understanding of the various ophidian deities and serpents.  
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Serpent creatures and deities abounded in the ancient Near East. They were much 

more prevalent than a first glance leads us to believe. The cult of the serpent was alive 

and well and a very important aspect of religion and daily life. There are serpent 

deities that are seemingly obscure that I feel have been neglected due to the focus of 

scholars on the major religions and the cosmological and chief deities in the various 

pantheons.  

 

The serpent was perceived in a number of different ways in the ancient Near East. 

These varied perceptions resulted in the serpent fulfilling a variety of different 

functions in ancient Near Eastern belief systems and culture. The roles filled by the 

serpent could vary from one region to the next and accordingly there are similarities 

and differences in the cultural perceptions. For example, the serpent is portrayed as a 

creature of chaos and an instigator of sin in the Garden of Eden narrative in Genesis. I 

believe that the serpent was so much more than this and this particular role is only one 

of several. 

 

1.3     HYPOTHESIS 

 

A comparative study may illuminate the positive and negative roles played by the 

serpent through the study of examples of art, artefacts and texts pertaining to religious 

and superstitious beliefs, and show that the serpent indeed filled a positive role that 

rivalled the role of troublecauser. These perspectives might best be seen through the 

role of the serpent in apotropaic and prophylactic magic, which was an important part 

of everyday life.   

 

Results of such comparison may provide information on how aspects of a culture 

were perceived and may provide scope for a further study at some point. An example 

would be an understanding that we may gain on the Egyptian concept of the 

underworld versus the Mesopotamian concept purely through what we learn about 

their attitudes towards the serpent.   

 

Lastly the study itself might help to change our preconceived ideas of the snake as a 

purely evil and cunning creature, and that we are able to catch a glimpse of this 

magnificent creature through the eyes of the ancient Near Easterner. 
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1.4     AIMS OF STUDY 

 

The primary aim of this dissertation is to do a comparative study of the serpent 

deities, deities with serpent aspects and associations and the non-deified snake in 

order to show that the serpent filled a positive role through its use as a representative 

of protection and healing in opposition to its role as a creature of chaos and 

misfortune. Its role, both positive and negative, in this regard will be explored. 

 

In order to narrow down the field of study, the focus of this study will be on the 

serpents that fulfil the function of protection and healing versus the serpents that 

function as instigators of chaos and mischief. I have chosen these seemingly opposite 

roles as one cannot function without the other. 

 

Because I have noticed that serpents, serpent deities and those with ophidian aspects 

and associations can be grouped according to function, I have devised a framework 

based on the functional groups. My objective is to use this framework as a basis from 

which I derive certain information. The framework takes the form of tables in which I 

have categorised the serpents and deities that are relevant to this study. These tables 

are limited to the serpent deities, deities with serpent aspects and associations and the 

non-deified snake associated with healing, protection and chaos.   

 

My objective will further be to examine these serpents on an intra- and inter-regional 

basis in order to establish trends, similarities and differences in perceptions within a 

region and then between regions. These regions are Egypt, Syria-Palestine and 

Mesopotamia. It may then be possible to establish what characteristics have passed as 

influence from one region to another and what has been established independently. As 

this is a comparative study I feel that it is necessary to compare the specified role 

across the ancient Near East rather than limit it to one region.  

 

Another aim of this study is to rescue some of these lesser known serpent deities from 

obscurity and bring them back to life. In addition, this investigation will hopefully 

draw attention to a number of the better-known deities that have serpent aspects or 

associations that are often glossed over. This study will explore the possibility, within 
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the realm of apotropaic and prophylactic magic, that a number of important ancient 

Near Eastern deities had ophidian aspects.   

 

1.5     A BRIEF LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

A wide selection of books and journal articles has been consulted. Thus far I have not 

encountered any study that specifically focuses on comparing the roles of the serpent 

in the ancient Near East, or that focuses on comparing the protective, healing and 

chaos-causing roles, or the snakeôs role in magic.   

 

The information has been drawn mainly from primary and secondary sources such as 

books and articles. Internet resources have occasionally been used. The information 

covers archaeological finds, mythologies and other textual information translated 

from ancient Near Eastern sources such as clay tablets, papyri and other sources of 

inscriptions found in tombs and temples, for example. Therefore literary, artefactual 

and iconographical sources have been examined 

 

1.5.1 Primary sources 

 

Primary sources of information utilised are those containing transcriptions of ancient 

texts. These texts are inclusive of invocations, incantations and spells. Some of these 

were originally found in the form of cuneiform tablets in the case of Mesopotamian 

texts, and in papyri and tomb wall inscriptions in the case of the ancient Egyptians. 

Canaanite textual material is more difficult to come by. I have utilised information 

from transcriptions of the Ugarit texts and also from Genesis and Numbers in the 

Hebrew Bible. I have used the primary sources to gain information on the 

involvement of the snake in healing and protection.  

 

I have found Budgeôs volume of The Egyptian book of the dead (1967) useful for 

transcriptions of the Pyramid Texts and descriptions of vignettes that may accompany 

the texts on tomb walls as well as spells and utterances mentioned in Faulknerôs The 

ancient Egyptian pyramid texts (1969).  

 



 

7 

 

Transcriptions of ancient Egyptian papyri are helpful. For information on healing 

snake bite in ancient Egypt I have used Sauneronôs Un trait® £gyptien dôophiologie 

(1989) which draws from the Brooklyn Papyri numbers 47.218.48 and 47.218.85. 

Leitz (1999) includes transcriptions of snake bite incantations from papyri BM EA 

9997, 10309, 10085 and 10105 which are housed in the British Museum. An anti-

snake spell in the Turin Papyrus presented by Waraska (2009) has also been 

consulted.  

 

For transcriptions of the Ugaritic texts containing snake bite incantations I have 

turned to Spronk (1999), Watson & Wyatt (1999), and Astour (1968). Transcriptions 

of incantations and invocations from Mesopotamian I have looked at Van Dijk, 

Goetze & Hussey (1985) and Thompson (1903 and 1904).  

 

I have searched books for illustrations of artefacts with serpent motifs. In some cases 

descriptions have had to suffice, for instance with regards to the bronze serpent 

Nehuġtan I have had to rely on the description in Numbers in the Bible.  

 

1.5.2 Secondary sources 

 

Much valuable information regarding serpents in ancient Egypt has been obtained 

from the works of Budge. Many later scholars include numerous references to his 

work suggesting that it is held in high regard. In Gods of the Egyptians (1969, 2 

volumes) he includes information on serpents that is hard to find in such detail 

elsewhere. This work in conjunction with his The Egyptian book of the dead (1967) 

provides in depth information on snakes in the Egyptian underworld. Budgeôs Amulets 

and superstitions (1978) has been useful in accessing information regarding the role 

of the snake in the realm of magic in Egyptian life. Both Budgeôs From fetish to god 

in ancient Egypt (1972) and Breastedôs Development of religion and thought in 

ancient Egypt (1959) give a good background to the development of religion in 

ancient Egypt and have provided an understanding of how the serpent fits into this. 

The essential guide to Egyptian mythology (Redford [ed] 2003) supplies useful 

information on snakes in the Egyptian pantheons and in religion and magic. Basic 

information on the serpent deities and the serpent in the mythology of Mesopotamia is 

derived from standard works such as Myths from Mesopotamia (Dalley 2000), A 
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Dictionary of Near Eastern mythology (Leick 1998), Sumerian gods and their 

representations (Finkel & Geller [eds] 1997), and Gods, demons and symbols of 

ancient Mesopotamia (Black & Green 2008). 

 

The appearance of the snake in the art of the ancient Near East is covered in general 

art books such as Ancient Near Eastern art (Amiet 1980) and Art in the ancient 

world: a hand book of styles and forms (Amiet et al 1981). The more well-known 

pieces with serpent motifs can be found in reference books such as these. The many 

faces of the goddess: the iconography of the Syro-Palestinian goddesses Anat, 

Astarte, Qedeshet, and Asherah c 1500-1000 BCE (Cornelius 2004) covers the 

iconography of these goddesses in Syria-Palestine. Numerous plaques, pendants and 

steles bear the image of a naked goddess with arms outstretched. Often in each hand 

she holds lotus blooms, lilies or serpents. It is often not clear which of the Syro-

Palestinian goddesses is being depicted, but whoever she is she has a link with 

serpents.  

 

The appearance of the snake in ancient Near Eastern artefacts is dealt with on a much 

more specific level by Koh
1
 and McDonald in their unpublished PhD theses. Both 

theses have provided much valuable insight into the role played by the serpent. An 

archaeological investigation of the snake cult of the southern Levant: the Chalcolithic 

through the Iron Age (Koh 1994) discusses some of the literary evidence for the snake 

cult in the southern Levant. However the focus of the thesis is regarding what is 

revealed by the archaeological evidence. The thesis provides detailed archaeological 

evidence of a snake cult from the region. Koh gives an iconographical analysis of the 

southern Levantine snake symbol, the development of the snake cult from early 

beginnings in the Chalcolithic through the Bronze Age and its demise in the Iron Age. 

In McDonaldôs 1989 PhD thesis Serpent imagery on ancient Near Eastern pottery she 

investigates the appearance of serpent images found on pottery, statues and other 

artefacts from Mesopotamia, Palestine and Iran. She provides a catalogue of pottery 

items bearing serpent imagery and also an analysis of the catalogued items. The 

                                                 
1
 Kohôs PhD dissertation (1994) gives a detailed inventory of Bronze and Iron Age artefacts relating to  

   the serpent that were found in the southern Levant. 
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analysis reveals that the serpent image was linked to ideas on rejuvenation and 

healing. McDonald includes a discussion on the use of the snake in healing.  

 

There are two additional studies that focus on serpent symbolism in the region of 

Syria-Palestine. In Serpent symbolism in the Old Testament: a linguistic, 

archaeological and literary study (1938) Randolph Joines discusses the serpent 

symbol as it appears in the Old Testament. Her work covers in detail the serpent of 

the Garden of Eden narrative in Genesis, the serpent and Isaiah, the serpent associated 

with Moses and the role of the bronze serpent in Israelôs cult. Randolph Joines 

includes a study on terminology that has been used to describe the serpent in the Old 

Testament. She concludes that the serpent was used to symbolise wisdom, chaos, life 

and death. The Mesopotamian, Hyksos, Canaanite and Egyptian influences on the 

Israelite serpent symbol are acknowledged.
2
 The more recent of the studies on serpent 

symbolism in the region is Wilsonôs The serpent symbol in the ancient Near East. 

Nahash and Asherah: death, life and healing (2001). This was originally his doctoral 

dissertation. Wilsonôs aim is to establish the cultural and historical role of the serpent 

in Israelôs cult. He draws on literary and iconographical evidence. Both Nehuġtan and 

Asherah play an important role in the discussion. The relevance of the serpent in 

relation to life, death and healing cults is examined. Evidence is drawn from biblical 

and extra-biblical sources.  

 

In The cult of the serpent (1983) Mundkur deals with the manifestations and origins of 

serpent cults on a global level. According to Mundkur (1983:xvi) serpent veneration 

is one of the earliest forms of animal worship. He inspects serpent veneration and its 

origins from a cross-cultural, global point of view. This worship is examined from a 

psychoanalytical perspective which Mundkur feels is primarily rooted in fear 

(Mundkur 1983:6). This fear, he believes, stems from the developmental memory of 

the human species regarding snake venom. This work is delivered mainly from the 

perspective of human behaviour and its reactions to the biological makeup of the 

snake. 

 

                                                 
2
 The Hyksos appear to have been a Semitic speaking people that originated in Syria-Palestine. Their  

  name indicates they were óshepherd kingsô or óforeign rulersô. The Hyksos were the 15
th
 to 17

th
  

  Dynasty rulers of Egypt before their expulsion by Ahmose I in approximately 1535 BCE (Hoerth,  

  Mattingly & Yamauchi [eds]. 1994:270-271). 



 

10 

 

1.6     METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 

1.6.1     Research design and approach 

This investigation is a comparative study based largely on analysing existing 

information. More specifically this can be considered as an archaeological and 

historical approach due to the nature of the sources that have been used.  

 

1.6.1.1 Theoretical framework 

The framework along which the study has been examined is created as follows. The 

serpents have been placed in groups according to the information that is gathered. 

 

i) Chaotic serpents and mischief makers 

ii)  Healing serpents 

iii)  Protective serpents 

 

1.6.1.2 System of tables 

I have developed a system of tables in order to facilitate the interpretation of 

information that I have compiled. These tables allowed me to examine the 

information according to region, gender of deity or serpent, its type or its function. 

They are included in Chapters Three, Four and Six. From these tables certain facts 

became apparent. Each table has a key indicating region, gender and status of the 

serpent, along with columns for any other relevant information. óStatusô of the serpent 

refers to whether it is a snake, deified serpent, or a deity with serpent aspects or 

associations.  

 

1.6.1.3 Cross-cultural and interregional study 

The proposed dissertation is a comparative cross-cultural and interregional study. The 

study will examine the healing, protective and chaotic serpents of the ancient Near 

East from a literary and archaeological perspective. The written word which 

encompasses mythologies, prayers, incantations, spells and various other inscriptions 

along with archaeological finds which incorporate serpent motifs complement each 

other. This assists in obtaining a more balanced perspective. 
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1.6.2     Delimitations and limitations of the study 

 

1.6.2.1 Delimitations 

This study focuses on the way in which the serpent was perceived by the people of the 

ancient Near East with regards to protection, healing and chaos. These roles assigned 

to the serpent are examined on a cross-cultural level as this is a comparative study. 

The regions covered are ancient Egypt, Syria-Palestine and Mesopotamia. I feel that it 

is important to conduct the study across all three regions as it allows a holistic 

perspective rather than an isolated view. Furthermore influences tended to filter from 

one region to the next. The study should be able to follow this flow of influences. 

 

The study focuses on the Bronze Age (3300-1200 BCE)
3
 and I have incorporated Iron 

Age I (1200-1000 BCE).
4
 I have included Iron Age I as it is a transition period and 

much of its material culture is similar to that of the Late Bronze Age.  This pertains to 

the Syria-Palestine region. This time frame translates to the Early Dynastic Period 

through to the end of the New Kingdom Period in ancient Egypt. The corresponding 

time frame in Mesopotamia runs from the Uruk IV period until end of the Middle 

Babylonian period in southern Mesopotamia and the end of the Middle Assyrian 

period in northern Mesopotamia. 

 

1.6.2.2 Limitations 

 What we know about the ancient Near East is largely based on what has been 

discovered and excavated thus far. There are numerous sites that have only been 

partially excavated and an untold number of archaeological sites that have yet to be 

excavated let alone discovered. There are therefore gaps in our knowledge of the 

ancient Near East. Many answers to our questions are not concrete and we must be 

prepared to adapt our ideas as new information comes to light. As a result some of the 

information that I have used, has by its very nature, certain limitations. Conclusions 

that I draw regarding similarities and differences on the perceptions of the serpent 

between the various cultures (as they pertain to apotropaic and prophylactic magic) 

may be speculative as they are based on existing information.   

 

                                                 
3
 I am using chronology according to Mazar (1992:30) for the Bronze Age.  

4
 I am using G. E. Wrightôs chronology cited in Mazar (1992:30) for Iron Age I. 
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Anatolia has not been included as I found the amount of information available 

regarding the serpent in that region to be minimal. This means that it was not possible 

to get a good general impression of how the serpent was perceived in Anatolia. 

Including it in a comparison with other regions will not give a true reflection on how 

the Anatolian view of the serpent may have differed or been similar to the serpents of 

the other regions. 

 

1.6.3     Structure of the dissertation and outline of chapters 

 

Deities often fulfil more than one function and so accordingly some would fall into 

more than one functional group. The most sensible approach therefore is to place each 

serpent in its primary function category in terms of protection, healing or causer of 

chaos. Mention will be made of the additional roles that it plays. The body of the 

dissertation is therefore divided into chapters based on the functions of the serpent. 

Each chapter will be concluded with observations on the key similarities and 

differences between the serpents within each region and between the regions.  

 

Chapter Two - Magic in the Ancient Near East: 

It is important to be able to place the role of the serpent in the context of the bigger 

picture of magic and related beliefs in the ancient Near East. Accordingly this chapter 

provides a preamble to the role played by the serpent in this important aspect of daily 

life of the ancient Near Easterner - it explains the use of amulets, prayers, spells and 

incantations. In ancient Egypt many spells were included in texts in tombs to ward off 

the evil serpents that densely populated the Am Duat or underworld. Amulets and 

prayers served to appease serpent deities in an attempt to minimise the often fatal 

effects of snake bite and also to prevent their occurrence. These media were also used 

to hold evil spirits at bay that often appeared in serpent form. Apotropaic magic 

required dedicated personnel which included priests, incantation specialists, healers, 

diviners, omen interpreters and snake charmers. Accordingly magic practitioners and 

snake handlers are discussed. Mention is also made of snake cults.  

 

Chapter Three - The serpent in chaos and mischief: 

This chapter discusses the negative role fulfilled by the serpent. I have included a 

discussion on venom and venomous snakes in order to facilitate the readerôs 
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understanding as to why the snake occupied a villainous role. The nature and 

reputation of the snake as a creature of cunning intent naturally cast it in the role of 

evil doer, causer of chaos and instigator of mischief. This serpent is the opposite of 

the healing, protective serpent. Serpents in ancient Egypt posed an enormous threat to 

the deceased. It was feared that they would devour the dead. Serpents could represent 

the chaotic universe or threaten life itself. Important deities of chaos and mischief are 

discussed in this chapter. These include the Egyptian serpent Apophis, peril of the Am 

Duat; and the snake of the Gilgamesh epic that steals the plant of rejuvenation from 

the epicôs hero. The Syro-Palestinian serpent monsters of the ocean such as Leviathan, 

Yam and Rehab make an appearance in this chapter as they provide a threat to 

ordered creation. The Mesopotamian Tiamat also falls into this category but by and 

large these chaotic serpent monsters of the deep appear to be a Levantine 

phenomenon. It is possible they are influenced by the Mesopotamian example. It is 

important to realise the depth of anxiety held by the Egyptians regarding the serpents 

of the underworld such as Apophis and his ophidian hoard. An explanation of the 

Egyptian underworld is included as a subsection. It is explained from the perspective 

of the sun god Re on his nightly journey through the Am Duat. This explanation will 

highlight the myriad of evil snakes present in the underworld. The vast majority of 

Egyptian chaotic serpents are chthonic. A vast amount of apotropaic and prophylactic 

magic was used against these chaotic and mischievous serpents. The tables that I have 

devised first make their appearance in Chapter Three in order to aid comparisons 

between the chaotic and mischievous serpents.  

 

Chapter Four - The healing serpent:  

Chapter Four focuses on a number of serpents, serpent deities and deities with serpent 

aspects and associations that were linked to healing and health. All the important 

deities linked to healing in each region are discussed, as well as those whose serpent 

links are not well known. These deities were often included in invocations and 

incantations for healing, or had shrines and steles dedicated to them. The tables that I 

devised have been used in this chapter in order to facilitate comparisons between the 

deities in each region and then between the regions. 

 

Chapter Five - Utilisation of the serpent in healing: 
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This chapter examines how the serpent appears within the realm of healing. There are 

two distinct categories. Firstly I have looked at how snake bites were treated within 

the sphere of apotropaic magic. This incorporates invocations, incantations, the use of 

mythology and exorcism. Specific amulets could be employed, as well as medicinal 

cures. Secondly I have investigated how the serpent was used in healing. This does 

not include healing snake bites which I have included in the first part of the chapter. 

The serpent could be called upon to aid healing. Snake parts were used in medicinal 

cures. The link between the healing serpent and water is looked at, as well as the 

possible role played by certain temples. Artefacts such as stelae and magiciansô staffs 

have also been discussed.  

 

 Chapter Six - The protective serpent:  

This serpent provided a symbol of protection.  It could protect a deity, living person 

or the deceased. It could also protect a temple, city or the underworld. Accordingly 

this chapter will differentiate between the serpent as protector of person and the 

guardian of place. It provides insight into the serpents, serpent deities and those with 

serpent aspects and associations that were linked to protection. The most renowned 

serpent protector deity was the Egyptian cobra goddess Wadjet. She became the 

uraeus cobra, symbol of protection of royalty. Other serpents served to protect the 

dead or even gateways in the underworld. Serpents such as Nirah appeared on 

Mesopotamian kudurrus,
5
 or boundary stones. Their function was to protect the 

landownerôs property and the integrity of the oath. With the exception of the Israelite 

seraphim, protective serpents appear to have originated in Egypt and Mesopotamia.
6
 

Egyptian influence in Syria-Palestine cannot be ignored however and the Egyptian 

influence of the uraeus cobra on the development of the seraphim is discussed. I have 

utilised the tables again in this chapter in order to facilitate comparisons.  

 

Chapter Seven - Utilisation of the serpent in protection: 

This chapter demonstrates the important role played by the serpent in sympathetic 

magic. Two clears paths are apparent. Firstly ancient Near Easterners felt a need to 

                                                 
5
 A kudurru is a Mesopotamian boundary stone which functioned as a legal document regarding the  

  granting or sale of land.  
6
 Randolph Joines (1938) discusses the link between the seraphim mentioned in Isaiah and the saraph  

  serpents in Numbers of the Old Testament. She approaches the probability of a link between these  

  divine beings and winged serpents that are found in Egyptian symbolism of royal and sacred origins.  
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protect themselves from snake bite and also from serpents on a mythological level, 

particularly the Egyptians with regards to the deceased. Amulets providing protection 

from the serpent have been examined here, as well as the role played by the snake in 

sympathetic magic. Secondly this chapter looks at the incorporation of the serpent 

into amulets of protection. Amulets such as the written and spoken word as well as 

objects were incorporated into apotropaic magic for protection.  

 

Chapter Eight ï Conclusion: 

The conclusion summarises the most salient points of each of the preceding chapters. 

From this a conclusion is reached on the important variety of roles played by the 

serpent in the lives of the people of the ancient Near East with regards to healing and 

protection and its role in magic. Similarities and differences in the way the serpent is 

perceived within each region and between the regions will be more apparent. With the 

serpent there are always opposites. It has been used to symbolise and express views 

on life and death, as well as order and chaos. 

 

 

 

 

          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

16 

 

CHAPTER TWO  

MAGIC IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST  

 

In order to understand the varied roles of the ancient Near Eastern serpent within the 

realms of apotropaic magic, healing and chaos it is essential to have a general 

understanding of magic in the ancient Near East. The topic of magic in the ancient 

world is a vast one and too extensive to deal with comprehensively here. However a 

basic understanding will suffice and the aim of this Chapter is to create a background 

into which context the ancient Near Eastern serpent can be placed. This Chapter 

includes a brief discussion on ancient Near Eastern beliefs in magic and its role in the 

relationship with healing and religion. An explanation of the tools of magic such as 

words and images is given. The types of magic associated with the serpents of 

protection and healing that will be covered in this study are defined. It is important to 

understand the role of personnel such as magicians, priests and healers in general and 

serpent specialists in particular and their function within the realm of magic. This 

Chapter also touches briefly on the existence of serpent cults as their importance is 

relevant in understanding the ancient Near Easternerôs perception of the serpent. 

 

2.1     DEFINING MAGIC 

 

Magic is the attempt to influence events through use of certain media such as the 

written or spoken word, use of images, ritual actions and the wearing and displaying 

of charms called amulets. It was thought that certain words, such as the name of a 

deity, or certain images, often representative of the deity, contained a power. This 

power was believed to be able to positively influence negative events such as an 

illness or the actions of a demon. Magic was therefore used to maintain good health 

and well-being and keep evil at bay. Geller (2010a:38) summarizes magic as 

humankindôs óexpressions of anxiety and worry about angry gods, malicious demonsô. 

 

Magic in our modern world tends to have a negative association. This is probably 

because it is perceived to function in opposition to religion. However to the people of 

the ancient Near East there was no such issue. Early beliefs centred on magic in the 
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form of rituals and beliefs in spirits which later became deities, some of whom were 

anthropomorphosized. Some magic rituals became formal.  

 

Magic was an aspect of religion. Davies (1898:241-242) believes magic is a type of 

religion. He cites the philosopher Hegel in saying that magic is a óstepping stone on 

the way to religionô. Magic appears to form part of the process on the developmental 

road to religion. Furthermore Davies (1898:242) states that religion cannot be 

completely free of magic. This seems to cement the relationship between magic and 

religion. To my mind it suggests that organised religion developed out of magic. 

Furthermore, Davies (1898:242) says that ómagic and medicine have a close 

connectionô. This is largely due to ancient humankindôs belief that ill health was 

bestowed upon one by demons or evil spirits (Davies 1898:242). It would appear, 

therefore, that magic, religion and medicine were all interconnected.  

 

It would appear that magic in ancient Egypt did not function in opposition to religion. 

From Borghouts (1995:1777) we learn that in ancient Egypt, for example, magic was 

something that was practised alongside the religious cults. It was also practised 

alongside medicine. Magic was therefore something that complemented religion and 

medicine rather than functioned in opposition to it. Distinction between magic and 

religion in the ancient world appears to have been irrelevant. The Egyptians did not 

distinguish between sacred and secular in healing activities and each separate activity 

combined to make up the complete health care system according to Weeks 

(1995:1788).  

 

This essence of magic was deified as Heka
7
 in ancient Egypt. Ritner (2003a:192) 

explains that during the Old Kingdom Period Heka was the personification of the 

óprimary cosmic forceô. Heka was perceived to be the son of the universal creator 

deity, Atum, and formed a part of various local triads right into Hellenistic times. 

Furthermore, says Ritner (2003a:192), Heka was believed to have been in existence 

before creation. Heka was a moving force, one that brought life and protection to the 

gods that would be created. There is a link between magic and the spoken or written 

                                                 
7
 The correct transliteration of Heka is Ỡkôw (Borghouts 1995:1776). However, for ease of reading I 

have chosen to use óHekaô where the word pertains to the deified form of magic and heka (Pinch 

2006:28) when the word refers to ómagicô. óHekaôis also used by Ritner (2003a:193) and Nunn 

(1996:99). 
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word. Ritner (2003a:192) quotes a description of Heka as having ómillions of ka-

spirits within his mouthô. Heka represented the ódivinely sanctioned forceô (Ritner 

2003a:193) that created and maintained all and was diffused through everything. 

 

Just as in ancient Egypt, the distinctions between magical and medical practices in 

Mesopotamia are not always clear. The ancient Mesopotamians did not place an 

importance on categorising. In other words they did not place magic, medicine and 

religion into different categories. Magic was a part of the religious system, explains 

Farber (1995:1896) and it went hand in hand with religion and medicine to provide a 

functional whole. In order to cure a stomach ailment, for example, perhaps specific 

herbs would be used in conjunction with prayers to the gods to alleviate suffering. 

Both methods were part and parcel of the curative solution. Biggs (1995:1911) also 

comments on the fact that medical and magical practices worked together. Medicinal 

cures came from plant, animal and mineral sources whilst magical cures came from 

the supernatural world. Geller (2010a:4) describes the relationship between 

Babylonian magic and medicine as ópsychological and technical approaches to 

healingô and also describes the relationship as complex. Geller (2010a:8) mentions 

that early studies by scholars such as Reginald Campbell Thompson and Rene Labat 

reveal that magic was very much a part of medical practise with incantations and 

herbal remedies appearing side by side.  

 

In the ancient world of Syria-Palestine people also believed in magic and divination. 

The Israelites (especially the prophets) however, polemicised against these practices 

because they were very much aware of their existence. Unfortunately the amount of 

textual evidence regarding magic in this region is limited when compared to that of 

Egypt and Mesopotamia.  

 

2.2     THE FUNCTIONING OF MAGIC 

 

In magic, words or actions were used to achieve a desired outcome. Words involved 

the verbalisation of spells, incantations or prayers. Actions to achieve a desired 

outcome may include the performance of ritual activities, such as the burning of 

incense, the act of prayer, or the making and wearing of amulets. An object such as an 

amulet could be used in place of words or actions to achieve the same objective. 
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Borghouts (1995:1775) describes magic as óexploiting supernatural possibilities for 

specific unforeseen occurrencesô. Magic and cults both involve relationships between 

humans and supernatural forces. Cults however focus on the relationship between 

man and gods. Borghouts explains that cultic activities are linked to cycles and events 

in nature and follow regular patterns. Cultic and magical activities functioned in 

conjunction with each other. Borghouts (1995:1776) points out that according to the 

Instruction for King Merykare
8
 the Egyptians saw magic as something granted to 

them by the creator god. It was therefore a divine phenomenon. Magic was something 

that could be commanded. It could reside in the physical body or in the spoken word. 

The ancient Egyptians differentiated between the type of magic practised by deities 

and human beings and the creative force only practised by the gods (Borghouts 

1995:1777). An example of the latter creative magic was the annual inundation of the 

Nile. The magical force called Heka was ómorally neutralô says Ritner (2003a:193) 

and was available for use by good forces or enemy and chaotic forces.  

 

2.2.1      Egypt 

 

2.2.1.1 Magic and religion 

According to David (2004:133) magic and religion were óvirtually indistinguishable 

concepts in ancient Egyptô and they were important in medical practice. Often magic 

was employed to treat a wound or a bite when medicine could have been used instead. 

Employment of magic to treat a wound could involve the recitation of spell or the use 

of amulets (Davids 2004:134). There are certain important beliefs held by the ancient 

Egyptians that David (2004:134) believes helps to explain their strong belief in the 

reality of magic. Concepts could be converted into reality by the divine creative word 

plus magical energy (Heka). The universe was created and maintained by this magical 

energy. The deities used magic as a tool against chaos (David 2004:134). Likewise 

the pharaoh used magic against his earthly enemies. Magic in the form of rituals was 

performed by the pharaoh and priests in the temples to maintain universal order. 

Magic was something that was a universal phenomenon and it was therefore 

omnipotent (David 2004:134). 

                                                 
8
 This is also known as the Teaching of Merikare. It has been preserved in three New Kingdom  

   manuscripts. It is a set of instructions from a dying king to his son and successor, Merikare (Beyerlin:  

  1978:44). 
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2.2.1.2 Magic as a tool against evil and illness 

Budge (2001:xvi) mentions the St Petersburg Papyrus which states that magic was 

created for the benefit of humankind by the great god. One presumes a creator god 

such as RǕ is referred to here. Specifically the papyrus says that magic was created to 

be used as a tool against evil occurrences. Magic was therefore considered to be a 

defensive weapon. Borghouts (1995:1777) draws an analogy between magic and 

warfare. To the ancient Egyptians use of magic was tantamount to engaging in 

warfare. Magic was a weapon used by the practitioner against disease or evil. The 

negative entity had to be identified before magic could be used against it. It was 

possible that the cause may be entirely natural; alternatively it may have supernatural 

origins. In this regard cause and treatment appear to have been considered rationally. 

Treatment for physical ailments could combine medicine and magic. It is interesting 

to note that, according to Borghouts (1995:1777), only magical treatments existed to 

counter the effects of snake bites and scorpion stings in ancient Egypt. He comments 

that no medical treatments are found within the known medical texts and that bites 

were dealt with by magical approach. However Ritner (2003b:208) discusses a 

handbook of the óController of Selqetô
9
 which reveals various medical treatments to 

deal with snake bites. Despite this, Ritner (2003b:208) does concede that for the 

expulsion of serpent and scorpion venom magical techniques do in fact predominate. 

 

2.2.1.3 Negative ailments and entities 

Negative ailments and entities fell into various categories
10

 and could be caused by 

the following: 

¶ Anonymous entities who were considered to be enemies. These would 

appear to be supernatural.  

¶ Demons or deities that could cause physical ailments. 

¶ Identifiable physical ailments (toothache, headache). 

¶ Unidentifiable ailments.  

 

A headache, for example, could be perceived to be a demon and accordingly the spell 

was addressed to the demon. In other words the ailment was personified as a demon 

                                                 
9
 This is the Brooklyn Papyrus (papyri numbers 47,218.48 and 47,218.85) discussed in Nunn       

   (1996:183).  
10

 These categories are devised by Borghouts (1995:1778). 
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which was either male or female. Demons were perceived as negative forces 

responsible for illness and suffering. Some were nameless whilst others such as the 

Babylonian Lamashtu were well known.
11

 Once the cause of the ailment or the 

problem had been identified action could be taken. Action could involve a 

reconstruction of events in order for the actions of the negative entity or causative 

agent to be undone. The magician may also use words to belittle or demean the 

appearance of the responsible demon in the case of demon involvement. Another 

method of halting adverse effects or circumstance was execration. In this instance the 

magician or priest would destroy a model of the entity. The model could be made of 

wood, wax or clay.  

 

2.2.1.4 Spells 

In ancient Egypt spells for the living differed from those for the deceased. Spells for 

the living were intended for protection from ailment demons or used for healing. They 

were also used for protection against dangerous people (the enemy) and animals such 

as snakes, scorpions and crocodiles. Mythology provided the inspiration for many 

spells. An example of how this functioned is explained by Pinch (2006:19-32). The 

sufferer was identified with a protagonist from one of the myths and by doing this the 

problem was elevated to the realm of the divine where magic or heka could take 

effect. Funerary magic ensured life after death.  

 

A healer in ancient Egypt would recite a spell and his words were believed to provide 

healing for the sufferer. David (2004:135) explains that this recitation was often 

accompanied by music, singing and dancing. Certain substances such as incense, 

wine, water and oil were believed to be strong agents for magic and accordingly were 

used in the healing process. 

 

2.2.2     Mesopotamia 

 

2.2.2.1 Magic for the gods and humankind 

                                                 
11

 Lamashtu was a demon, daughter of the god Anu. She was believed to be responsible for the deaths 

of  

  infants and the cause of stillborn babies (Leick 1991:110; Black & Green 2008:116).  
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Magic was not only bestowed upon humankind but it was something that the gods 

themselves used. This is well demonstrated in an example from Babylonian creative 

mythology concerning the goddess Tiamat. She created a host of evil creatures to 

fight the gods (Black & Green 2008:177, Budge 2001:4-6). To one of the gods, Kingu 

she gave a tablet and magical powers. The Babylonian god Marduk was appointed to 

deal with Tiamat and once he had defeated her he confiscated the tablet from Kingu 

and made it his own. This tablet was an amulet of sorts and was a source of power 

that had been used destructively by Tiamat. In Mardukôs hands however it was not 

used for evil. 

 

2.2.2.2 Suffering and the gods 

The ancient Mesopotamians believed that suffering in terms of ailments and 

misfortune brought upon by demons was initiated by the gods (Geller 2010a:14). An 

illness was generally believed to be something that came from outside of the body and 

entered it (Biggs 1995: 1912). It could be brought upon the individual as a result of 

his or her sinfulness and appropriate repentance could convince the gods to alleviate 

suffering. Babylonians believed that disease had its origins in the divine realm 

(Heessel 2004:97-99). Diseases were wholeheartedly believed to have religious origin 

(Davies 1898:242). Sickness was able to enter a body because it was put there by a 

deity, or it arrived there because the personôs personal deity had absconded from its 

protective duties therefore allowing demons to have access. According to Geller 

(2010a:39) appeasement of the gods would seemingly give the individual a better 

chance of not falling ill or suffering any misfortune. So it would appear that various 

creams could be applied and medicines could be taken but the root cause of the 

infliction could only be removed if the person was reconciled with his / her god.  

 

2.2.2.3 Suffering and the ancestors 

The dead in Mesopotamia, according to Biggs (1995:1913) may also be a source of 

problems for the living, particularly if they had not been buried properly. Similarly 

Pinch (2006:6) discusses the use of magic in ancient Egypt to explain misfortune 

which could be caused by displeasure of the gods or by malicious entities such as 

demons or ghosts.  
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2.2.2.4 Omens 

Mesopotamians were great believers in omens. Omen interpretation was part of both 

apotropaic and prophylactic magic. The individual could seek advice from a 

practitioner who would provide advice. The advice would come from a divine sign 

which was usually given through extispicy (Faber 1995:1904). Sometimes the omen 

did not come through a practitioner but through a natural disastrous event such as an 

eclipse or an animal or child born with a deformity. The result of receiving an omen 

was that one could take steps to ward off disaster. This generally involved performing 

some kind of prescribed ritual. Farber (1995:1900) explains that sometimes the ritual 

itself contained instructions to prevent disaster or illness from occurring. This type of 

ritual was called óundoingô.  

 

2.2.2.5 A holistic approach 

Geller (2004:25) cites Sigeristôs (1955) view that in the civilizations of Mesopotamia 

magic, religion and science were all part of the same whole. Magic tended to focus on 

the cause of the problem whilst medicine concentrated on alleviating suffering of the 

individual. The approach to healing in ancient Mesopotamia was a holistic one 

treating the mind and body with incantations, lotions and potions. It is obvious 

therefore that a problem was dealt with from two approaches.  

 

Magic in healing in Mesopotamia had two functions according to Geller (2010a:32). 

Firstly it was intended to influence the supernatural. This would include deities, 

demons and the unsatisfied dead. Secondly it was intended to influence the 

psychology of the patient and induce a more confident and positive state of mind. For 

example magic in the form of incantations could be used to assuage manôs fear of 

certain events such as a snake bite. Magic in ancient Egypt also had a psychological 

value and reassurance was provided by the use of rituals and amulets.  

 

2.2.3     Syria-Palestine 

 

There is no doubt that the practise of magic existed in the region of Syria-Palestine. 

However, it is difficult to ascertain exactly what the links between magic, healing and 

religion are. The prohibition of various practices associated with magic are mentioned 

in the Old Testament, therefore it is obvious that they existed. A prime example is 
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found in Deuteronomy 18:10-11 as follows: óThere shall not be found among you any 

one who burns his son or his daughter as an offering, any one who practises 

divination, a soothsayer, or an augur, or a sorcerer, or a charmer, or a medium, or a 

wizard, or a necromancerô. 

 

The Israelites appear to have had a negative attitude to magic from very early on 

(Davies 1969:31-32). An example in this regard is provided by de Tarragon 

(1995:2071) where he mentions óHebrew religionô as having an óaversion to 

divinatory practicesô. Despite this attitude Davies (1969:29) also states that they 

employed magical means to repel demons and negative influences, and also used 

magic for protective purposes. The negative attitude is contained in the Hebrew Bible 

and may not accurately reflect the popular religion of the people or the true reality of 

their practices.  

 

De Tarragon (1995:2075) mentions that in Ancient Israel and Canaan there appeared 

to be no strict boundary between magic and religion. Magic could be employed in an 

attempt to control the divine realm. Magic was also employed in therapy. An example 

of this use of magic is provided in the bronze serpent, which Moses apparently made, 

upon which the people gazed and were cured of venous snake bites (de Tarragon 

1995:2077). Another example of magic employed to prevent and heal snake bites is 

found in two tablets from Ugarit (de Tarragon 1995:2077). In them, the divine realm 

is called upon for assistance. This would therefore appear to link magic, religion and 

healing together. The link between medicine and religion is further demonstrated in 

the comment that the priests were the ócustodian of public healthô.
12

 

 

2.3      APOTROPAIC MAGIC AND AMULETS 

 

Magic has a whole host of functions. What we are concerned with in this study is the 

serpentôs involvement in magic as it relates to healing, protective and preventative 

practises and the use of amulets in this regard (for a more in depth look at specific 

serpent amulets see Chapters Five and Seven). The discussion on amulets in this 

Chapter merely serves to provide an understanding as to how amulets functioned. 

                                                 
12

 http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/judaica/ejud_0002_0013_0_13493.html. Accessed 14  

    December 2013 
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The meaning of óamuletô 

 

Petrie (1972:1) tells us that the word óamuletô derives from an old Arabic word 

óhamuletô referring to that which is carried. Budge (2001:13) cites Dozy who says that 

the word amulet derives from the Arabic himâla which he thought referred to the 

amulet and the chord used to suspend it from around the wearerôs neck. Both derive 

from the verb Эгϲ (Hamala) meaning óhe carriedô.
13

 This would indicate that 

generally speaking an amulet is something that is portable and is carried around by the 

user. It can be worn around the neck or the arm or attached to the personôs garment. 

Interestingly the noun hamla which stems from the same root verb refers to an attack, 

offensive or campaign in the military sense. This ties in with the analogy drawn by 

Borghouts (1995:1777) between performing magic and warfare. Budge (2001:13) 

himself prefers the Latin origin derived from amoletum which refers to a means of 

defence. Nevertheless the Arabic and Latin words are remarkably similar and all point 

to an amulet being something that is generally carried around with which one defends 

oneself from negative forces by the power contained in the amulet itself . 

 

2.3.1 The purpose of amulets 

 

Apotropaic magic incorporates the use of amulets to repel harm or evil. It has two 

important values. 

¶ Tutelary: the protection of a person, position or place. 

¶ Prophylactic: specifically a preventative measure against disease  

Tutelary and prophylactic practices are therefore both aspects of apotropaic magic. 

One of the most well-known apotropaic symbols is the blue and white óeyeô (known 

as the óevil eyeô) believed to repel evil. It is commonly found in modern day countries 

such as Greece, Turkey and Syria. The eye can be hung in a room or above a doorway 

to provide protection. It can also be worn as jewellery and is often incorporated into 

popular tourist souvenirs. Ancient amulets functioned in the same manner (Budge 

2001:13).  

 

                                                 
13

 The Hans Wehr Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic. Cowan (1976:206-207) 
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Not all magic was curative. It could also be protective. The burning of incense is an 

example of a protective activity. Protection took the form of an amulet which very 

often represented a specific deity. Protective or healing amulets could also include a 

stele or a statue as mentioned by Borghouts (1995:1779). Amulets were believed to 

contain powerful magic elements and therefore were able to provide healing and 

protection for the living. The ancient Egyptians had a tradition of bestowing them 

upon the dead for the same purposes for the afterlife. Humankind protected itself from 

evil spirits which could take on animal or human form and were believed to be 

responsible for illness and misfortune. Treatment and protection could be as simple as 

wearing an amulet or as complex as a ritual. 

 

The use of amulets is universal and has existed across all time periods (Budge 

2001:1). Amulets were in widespread use throughout the ancient Near East, being 

found in private homes and palaces alike. They were therefore used across all sectors 

of society. The amulet can be an object inscribed with words or symbols. Amulets 

have been in use for a very long time for protection from illness, perceived evil and 

dangerous animals. They also serve as a sort of lucky charm. The material from which 

the amulet was made was also believed to be a source of magical powers. So magic 

was present in substance as well as in the written or spoken word. An amulet was 

therefore not inert but a living piece of magical power. The will of the user or wearer 

of the amulet also came into play (Budge 2001:xxiii). This will of the user can 

perhaps be categorised as faith. Use of amulets has always been related to the desire 

of the individual to protect him or herself from negative forces be it illness or demons. 

Budge (2001:xxiii) explains that the user believed that the power of the amulet was 

obtained from the image or name of the deity or deityôs representative that was 

inscribed upon it. 

 

2.3.2 The functioning of amulets 

 

There are five main ways in which the amulet functioned, explains Petrie (1972:2).  

¶   Psychological effect: the wearing of an amulet can bring about   

  confidence.  

¶   Faith: The wearer believes the power of the amulet will provide  
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  strength and healing. This promotes positive thought which probably   

  plays a role in healing. 

¶   Organ double: an amulet can be believed to be the double of a  

  particular body organ. Care of the amulet reflects in the body organ     

  and promotes healing.   

¶   Body double: an amulet may act as a double for the wearer. The  

  disease or demon attack is deflected from the person to the amulet. 

¶   Sympathetic magic: based on the principle that objects that are similar  

  are connected. Sympathetic magic has a tendency to incorporate   

  the four points  above.  

 

2.3.4     Objects as amulets.  

 

There were many types of objects that could be used as amulets. Amulets were 

believed to be powerful despite their seemingly inanimated nature. Amulets were 

often hung on the body (Budge 2001:19) and could, for example, be worn around the 

neck or wrist. They could also be hung on walls of buildings, buried under floors, 

placed in corners of rooms and at building entrances. An amulet was not necessarily a 

single object but could be several items grouped together and bound in a little bundle 

or pouch. These were often for medicinal purposes and were most likely made up 

according to prescription. In this regard Budge (2001:17) mentions various 

ingredients that would be placed in a ópurse or bagô and that the choice of ingredients 

was the domain of the medicine man. 

 

2.3.4.1 Sumerians 

The Sumerians buried their amulets in the foundations of their homes. They even 

incorporated them into dwelling walls. Farber (1995:1903) explains that usually the 

protective spirit amulets were positioned near places such as doorways, windows or 

other orifices where a bad spirit may enter. Early Sumerian amulets were often in 

animal form and included birds, fish, reptiles, rams, bulls, apes and horses. Some 

figurines had a design or inscription on their base (Budge 1978:86). Cylinder seals, 

whilst having numerous official and administrative functions, also served as amulets 

(Budge 2001:82). Many types of semi-precious stones amongst other materials were 
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used and the stone chosen had a specific protective quality. In addition Budge 

(2001:87) mentions that memorial tablets could function as amulets, as did plaques 

and figurines of deities and people.  

 

2.3.4.2 Egyptians 

There were many different kinds of amulets in ancient Egypt. Pinch (2006:104) 

mentions a catalogue of 275 main types whilst Petrie (1972:1) says he has grouped his 

research of Egyptian amulets into 270 different types. Whilst they were used in life it 

appears that they were also used in death. It seems that many amulets followed their 

wearers into the grave as most amulets have been found in burial situations (Budge 

2001:133). In addition they have been found in dwellings and temples (Pinch 

2006:105). Both palaces and private residences often had protective spirit figurines in 

them to protect them from evil spirits and demons.  

 

Funerary amulets represented a large important group. Funerary serpent amulets 

include stones crafted into the shape of a serpent head (Budge 2001:147), cobra or 

viper (Budge 2001:152). Amulets in the form of protective spells were found on 

tombs, sarcophagi and coffins in ancient Egypt. They were found within the mummy 

wrappings and served to protect the deceased from harm. Scenes from the Book of the 

Dead comprised an important funerary group and were often used to decorate tomb 

walls (Budge 2001:160). Petrie (1972:5) claims that the development of amulets 

specifically for the dead is something ópeculiarô to ancient Egypt, and although they 

are found in other regions it is here that they are the most varied and detailed.  

 

Egyptians believed that the wearer of an amulet would absorb the properties of the 

material from which it was made. Inscribed amulets were even more powerful than 

ones with no inscription and even stronger were those blessed by a magician, explains 

Budge (2001:133). He also mentions that protective amulets worn by the dead were 

most likely worn by the living as well. Indeed Pinch (2006:105) informs us that 

ancient Egyptian jewellery was a form of óperpetualô amulet. Body adornment such as 

pectorals and necklaces held amulet value as the stones themselves were considered to 

be protective.
14
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 See Petrie (1972:52) and Budge (2001:306-325) for stones and their qualities. 
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One specific type of protective amulet from ancient Egypt was a wand type of object. 

These were made from ivory and were flat and curved. According to Borghouts 

(1995:1780) the wand engravings that represented the powers of demons, animals and 

gods were intended to symbolise victory of the gods over evil forces. Examples of 

some of these wands show serpents (Pinch 2006:40-41). Statues and steles are 

mentioned by Borghouts (1995:1787) as being believed to store healing powers. 

These items were often placed in private homes or gardens (Budge 1969:267) or in 

public places like a necropolis or temple to serve as protection from dangerous 

creatures. They could also be buried in the ground.  

 

2.3.4.3 Syria-Palestine 

Much of what we know about amulet objects from the world of the Israelites comes 

from the Hebrew Bible and archaeological excavations. Their magic, according to 

Budge (2001:213) was influenced by the Sumerians and Babylonians. There were a 

number of Hebrew amulet objects. Included in this list of objects are the saharôn
15

, 

ter©phѯm
16
, leh©shѯm

17
 and bells. Some Syro-Palestinian amulets have been found in 

tombs according to de Tarragon (1995:2079). They were intended to exorcise evil that 

had accumulated in life as well as in death.  

 

2.3.5     Words as amulets 

 

Both the spoken and written word had amulet value. Reciting of mythology is one 

such example. Two examples of reciting mythology are given by Borghouts 

(1995:1781-1782). These two examples are refered to in 2.3.5.1. There were 

numerous spells, prayers and incantations that were vocalised across the ancient Near 

East. Very often drugs for healing or protection were accompanied by a spell.  In 

addition to the spoken word it was believed that the written word held power. For this 

reason spells were an important part of tomb and coffin décor, particularly in Egypt. 

Here funerary texts represented an important collection of amulets in the form of the 

                                                 
15

 A crescent form ornament worn by camels, women and royalty (Budge 2001:213). 
16

 Anthropomorphic figurines probably influenced by similar figurines found in southern Mesopotamia  

    where they were apotropaic household amulets (Budge 2001:214).  
17

 Ornaments inclusive of jewellery which were worn while incanting prayers and spells (Budge  

    2001:215). 



 

30 

 

written word. They consist of spells, incantations and prayers. I would think that some 

of these were intended for recitation by priests and others for the deceased to use. 

Most of these spells reveal the fear held by the Egyptians of all periods for dangerous 

creatures such as snakes and scorpions. These, they believed, were forms of evil 

spirits (Budge 2001:164).  

 

2.3.5.1 Mythology as an amulet  

Mythology was often used in remedies for bites and other ailments. Whether it 

worked or not is unclear. Perhaps the belief in the efficacy and power of the spoken 

word was sufficient to induce a positive frame of mind for the sufferer which in turn 

may well have aided a healing process. In ancient Egypt in particular mythology was 

the basis for many rituals, indicating a link between mythology and magic. It would 

appear that the inspiration for many amulets has its origins in mythology. Borghouts 

(1995:1781) explains that in ancient Egypt it was common for the sufferer to be 

compared to the young Horus
18

 whose salvation was as a result of the intervention of 

Isis. The god Ra had a secret name
19

 which he refused to reveal to Isis as it would 

mean passing on his power. Isis used magic to create a venomous snake in order to 

bite Ra. She did this in order to persuade Ra to reveal his secret name to her. She 

intended to hand his secret name to Horus (Borghouts 1995:1782). As Ra suffered he 

realised that only Isis could cure him, and as he neared death he capitulated. He told 

her his secret name in exchange for a healing spell (Borghouts 1995:1782). Words 

themselves can therefore be used as an amulet. 

 

2.4      MAGIC PRACTITIONERS AND SNAKE HANDLERS 

 

As the realms of religion, magic and healing in the ancient Near East blended into one 

another so too could the roles of the personnel in each of these spheres. A relationship 

existed between the magic practitioner, the sufferer and the negative element (demon 

or ailment). The priests of the ancient Near East were believed to have their powers 

bestowed upon them by the gods according to Budge (2001:xvi). Beliefs and practices 

                                                 
18

 Horus was originally a sky god and his most popular manifestation was as a falcon (Watterson  

   1999:81). He was the son of Isis (Watterson 1999:85) and he came to represent the living pharaoh  

   whilst his father Osiris represented the dead king (Watterson 1999:87). Horus was the protagonist in  

   many important Egyptian myths including The Contendings of Seth and Horus. 
19

 Ancient Egyptians seemed to have their real name and the name they were commonly called. If your  

   real name was unknown then a spell could have no effect on you (Brier 2001:11). 



 

31 

 

of magic and religion were intertwined. The gods were possessors of magic powers 

which they dispensed to humankind through the priests and magicians. It seems to me 

that distinction between these roles in ancient Egypt was irrelevant. Who were the 

practitioners of magic in the ancient Near East and more specifically, were there 

specialists who dealt with snakes? Mundkur (1983:83) comments that in societies 

where snakes were handled this handling was mostly the domain of the priests, 

medicine men, shamans or professional snake handlers. 

 

2.4.1 Practitioners in ancient Egypt 

 

Religious rituals were carried out by priests whilst magic was practised by the local 

magician. Medicine, as explained by Weeks (1995:1787), involved the use of magic 

and a medical practitioner had knowledge of magic and incorporated its use into 

healing if the diagnosis required it. Recitation of prayers by the priests to aid healing 

was just as important as the use of drugs administered by the medical person and 

amulets prescribed by the magician. Weeks (1995:1789) mentions that there were 

over 150 different types of healers. This would incorporate a variety of physicians and 

magicians.  

 

2.4.1.1 Magicians and medicine 

There were a few terms to denote a magician. These include Ỡkôw translated as 

ómagicianô, sôw which is translated as óprotectorô, and wôb sỦmt being a ópriest of 

Sekhmetô (Borghouts 1995:1784). Sôw is particularly interesting as it indicates one of 

the functions of the magician.  These terms were sometimes used in conjunction with 

the term for doctor, as mentioned in Borghouts (1995:1784). This reinforces the 

complementary nature of the practice of magic and its ability to exist side by side with 

religion and medicine rather than function in opposition. To my mind it also links the 

two professions. Magicians were included in households and also on expeditions. 

They could be visited in order to receive rites of protection from evil (David 

2004:134). At the top of the list of healers in ancient Egypt was the king who 

delegated powers to the priest-physicians and magicians (David 2004:135). Some of 

these personnel practised conventional medicine as opposed to magic. Others 

practised a combination of magic and conventional medicine. 
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As the magical and medical information was primarily in written format it stands to 

reason that it naturally placed a restriction on the accessibility of information to 

anyone but the literate elite. This literate elite was linked to the temple where the texts 

were deposited and therefore magic practitioners were essentially priests (Ritner 

2003a:194). However, mentions Ritner (2003a:194), the illiterate sector of the 

population had simple protective and healing spells that were passed around in oral 

tradition. Most magical texts were considered to be secret, hence their placement 

within the temple.  

 

2.4.1.2 Priestly magicians 

Ritner (2003a:194) explains that amongst the priestly magicians was the óChief Lector 

Priestô. This person safeguarded the sacred texts. Pinch (2006:51) also mentions that 

the sacred texts were under the care of the ólector priestsô. This individual was 

responsible for recitation of formal temple ceremony hymns and incantations rather 

than the daily services. In addition to this the óChief Lector Priestô performed private 

ceremonies concerning apotropaic rituals. An example of an apotropaic ritual may be 

the recitation of a spell intended to cure a headache or a snake bite (Ritner 2003a:195) 

or it may involve officiating at a funeral (Pinch 2006:52). This same lector priest was 

the magician. He was essentially identical to the Mesopotamian priest-magician, in 

my opinion. This person served the temple and the community. The service to the 

temple was only for part of the year. The priests served on a rotation system (Ritner 

2003a:194). In between these periods they could function as magicians for the 

community. Medicine and healing was associated with the temples in ancient Egypt. 

This, according to Ritner (2003a:203) gave rise to sacred healing. By the New 

Kingdom period certain temples such as that at Kom Ombo had a rear wall that was 

used as a shrine by the general public where petitions to the temple deity could be 

lodged.  

 

The ancient Egyptian physician and magician were closely linked. Nunn (1996:116) 

tells us that the doctor was generally known as swnw, and that the swnw often had a 

title indicating a professional magician status (Nunn 1996:120). The physician was 

trained in the use of amulets, incantations and rituals for healing. Some physicians 

were priests. A specific type of priest-physician was the óController of Selqetô who, 

according to Ritner (2003b:208), was a goddess of scorpions and snakes. Priest-
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physicians, says Ritner (2003b:199), tended to be associated with the goddess of 

disease, Sekhmet, or with Selqet. This priest-physician was a specialist that 

accompanied mining expeditions into areas that abounded with venomous creatures 

such as snakes and scorpions. His job was most likely to provide psychological 

reassurance in the form of rituals and amulets. I would imagine that he also 

functioned as a snake charmer of sorts by enticing snakes out of living quarters of the 

miners. According to David (2004:135) the priests of Selqet practised a combination 

of magic and conventional medicine. These healers would invoke Selqet to treat snake 

bites and scorpion stings. Ritner mentions a handbook
20

 of the óController of Selqetô 

which dates to the early 30
th
 Dynasty. In this handbook snakes are analysed by name, 

description, divine association and degrees of toxicity. Included in the manual are 

types of treatments that involve treating snake bites with topical applications, 

medicines to induce vomiting, incisions in the skin and spells intended for recitation.  

 

2.4.1.3 Training of physicians 

Weeks (1995:1789) says that very little is known about the training of physicians. He 

mentions that whilst scholars have speculated about specialists, most physicians 

appear to have been what we are familiar with as general practitioners. There appear 

to have been no formal schools; rather óon the jobô training seems to have sufficed 

(Weeks 1995:1789). Apprenticeships would have been the norm with knowledge 

passing from master to apprentice and from father to son. Attached to several of the 

temples was a óHouse of Lifeô which appears to have been more a scriptorium than a 

school (Weeks 1995:1789) so it is unlikely that training took place here, other than 

the reading of textual material to gain information. According to Ritner (2003a:195) 

physicians and magicians did get training at the temple scriptorium. In addition Ritner 

(2003a:194) informs us that the scripts were ójealously guardedô and that these 

magical texts were the property of the temple. Brier (2001:42) believes that the 

magicians came from the House of Life and not from the ordinary priesthood. An 

individual could come to the House of Life to obtain charms and spells from the 

magician.  
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2.4.1.4 Snake charmers in Egypt 

A reference by Borghouts (1995:1781) to a snake charmerôs manual indicates that 

snake charming was a profession. An analogy can be drawn between modern day 

snake charmers and ancient ones. Modern day snake charmers in countries such as 

Egypt are called upon to lure out snakes hiding in houses. They do this by reciting 

chants. Upon finding a snake in hiding the charmer óinvokes the aid of supernatural 

powersô (Morris & Morris 1965:140). A charmer may not kill a snake. The snake 

charming traditions are passed down through generations in a family. A successful 

snake charmer is one who understands snakes and knows that they are deaf but 

sensitive to vibrations. 

 

2.4.2 Practitioners in Mesopotamia 

 

2.4.2.1 Magicians and physicians 

In Mesopotamia some practitioners tended more towards magic and others more 

towards being a physician but ultimately what we define as magic and medicine were 

intertwined. According to Farber (1995:1903) there is circumstantial evidence 

regarding the existence of magical-medical practitioners. It seems that they may well 

have been employed to counteract negative omens as well as to heal the sick. The 

Ǖġipu was the official magician connected to the temple. He could collaborate with 

official singers and chanters (Faber 1995:1903). There were possibly also temple 

magicians as well as magicians used by private individuals. Geller (2010a:43) refers 

to the Ǖġipu as a professional priest who functioned as an exorcist. Geller (2004:23) 

also mentions the Ǖġipu who visited the sick personôs house, rather like a doctor 

would make a house call. His information comes from the Diagnostic Handbook.
21

 

Maul (2004:79) too mentions the Ǖġipu and refers to him as an exorcist óentrusted 

with magico-religious treatmentsô. 

 

2.4.2.2 Training of magicians 

According to Farber (1995:1903) the position of official magician was one that was 

handed down from one generation to the next. Geller (2004:13) adds that medical 

texts were copied and studied by professional healers who belonged to certain 
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th
 century BCE Mesopotamian medical treatise (Heessel 2004:97). It is an arrangement of  

   medical symptoms and observations of disorders. 
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families. Some of these people were scribes with titles such as óphysicianô or 

ótherapistô. The profession was not exclusive to certain families as people outside of 

these families also learnt the healing trades in Mesopotamia (Geller 2004:13). A 

magician started out as an apprentice before becoming an Ǖġipu. An Ǖġipu could 

eventually become a chief exorcist (Farber 1995:1904). 

 

The experienced magician could function as an exorcist to expel evil spirits by means 

of invocations and rituals. The Ǖġipu was responsible for dealing with illness of 

supernatural origin (Biggs 1995:1919). This included demons, spirits of the dead and 

displeased deities. He was in effect the magician and the exorcist. Amongst his tasks 

was the ritual cleansing of the temple. He was the one who diagnosed symptoms of 

illness and their underlying causes. He was called in to assist with the process of 

reconciling the patient with his/her god, observing symptoms and making a diagnosis. 

However, a diviner could also be called upon to detect the underlying cause of a 

problem. Diviners in Mesopotamia were different from exorcists as they were not 

affiliated to the temple. Diviners tended to be employed directly by the palace, armies 

or local governments according to Farber (1995:1904). Diviners were the omen 

interpreters who interpreted signs from the gods. In addition to the most popular form 

of omen interpretation, extispicy, there was also libanomancy and lecanomancy. The 

former refers to omen interpretation arising from observation of oil patterns on water, 

whilst the latter refers to interpretation of smoke patterns (Faber 1995:1904). 

Ultimately the sufferer had to atone for some kind of moral violation (Biggs 

1995:1912).  

 

Geller (2010a:43) sheds more light on the role of the exorcist versus the physician. 

The exorcist (Akkadian maġmaġġu, Sumerian maġ-maġ) dealt with the psychological 

element of healing. He was also able to double-up as a physician. He was called upon 

to prevent attacks from demons and deities by use of magic. In his role as a physician 

he was able to analyse the patientôs disease and give a prognosis. Like the Ǖġipu the 

maġmaġġu/maġ-maġ must have had temple access as he had the ósocial advantagesô of 

a priest (Geller 2010a:43). There are references to an aġu who seems to have been a 

physician that fulfilled more of a pharmacist function. He prepared the prescriptions ï 

the lotions and potions, and did not have access to the temple. The maġmaġġu/maġ-

maġ dealt with the divine origins of a problem whilst the aġu dealt with the symptoms 
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(Geller 2010a:43). The exorcist was a priest hence his access to the temple and 

whatever literature was deposited in the temple precinct. Exorcists were also attached 

to the palace. The physician was a lay person and therefore was attached to neither. 

The exorcist had links to the divine and a whole realm of deities. The physician 

tended to be linked with Gula, the patron goddess of healing. Patients were primarily 

examined by the exorcist who acted as physician (Geller 2010a:43).  

 

2.4.2.3 Snake charmers 

According to a Sumerian lexical list of professions
22

 there are various words meaning 

óexorcistô (Geller 2010a:45). Amongst them is a reference to a snake charmer being 

muġ-la-la-ah-hu and various other words synonymous with Ǖġipu and maġmaġġu. 

Considered to be synonymous with Ǖġipu on another list of exorcists
23

 are the 

following which are all identified as snake charmers: Sumerian nigru, Akkadian muġ-

la-la-ah-hu and Akkadian muġlah (Geller 2010a:46). The inclusion of snake charmers 

amongst the list of exorcists is interesting and one can wonder why this would be. I 

suggest that snake charmers were a specialised type of exorcist called in to entice 

snakes out of dwellings. It may also be that the snake charmer dealt with the 

psychological aspect of snake bite victims. Astour (1968:17) makes mention of an 

early Sumerian list of professions from the Fara
24

 period. It is not clear if this is one of 

the lists referred to by Geller (2010a:45), nevertheless a muġ.laỦ is mentioned and is 

translated as ósnake walkerô or ósnake handlerô. Furthermore, mention is made of 

Akkadian temple personnel listed among which is the muġ.laỦỦu and muġ.laỦỦǕtu
25

, 

the latter being of the feminine gender. Snake handling was therefore not restricted to 

being a male profession. According to Van Dijk, Goetze & Hussey (1985:7-8) the 

snake charmer was highly regarded and linked to the serpent god Ninazu in his temple 

at Enegi. The snake charmer was also linked to the serpent god Ningizzida at 

Giġbanda. 

 

2.4.2.4 Snake priests 

In the trans-Tigridian region of Elam there appear to have been priests that handled 

snakes. Examples from Elamite art are cited by Mundkur (1983:96) that seem to 

                                                 
22

 Materials for the Sumerian Lexicon: 12 133:146-55. 
23

 Materials for the Sumerian Lexicon: 12 133:146-55. 
24

 Fara period: ED IIIa , approximately 2600-2450 BCE 
25

 Also mentioned by Mundkur (1983:84) 
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support the fact that Elamite religion had an ophidian aspect.
26

 An amulet shows an 

apprentice priest dancing with a snake. A steatite stamp has a ómaster of the animalsô 

theme with a human figure positioned between two very large snakes. Naked priests 

with snakes around their hips are seen on a cylinder seal impression. The theme of the 

naked priests with serpents is also seen on a bitumen relief of two priests with two 

serpents in ouroboros form between them (Mundkur 1983:86).  

 

2.4.3 Practitioners in Syria-Palestine 

 

It is apparent that there were snake specialists in ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia. 

These people functioned in the realms of healing and medicine. There appear also to 

have been exorcists and handlers ï people who could ócharmô the snakes and remove 

them from dwellings and temples. Were there people in Syria-Palestine who handled 

snakes?  

 

2.4.3.1 The Ỡakam 

The Ỡakam
27

 was a medicine man and magician of the Amorite period.
28

 His function 

included the dispensing of medication, and the uttering of spells and incantations to 

drive off demons from the sufferer (Wood 1916a:56). He was therefore also an 

exorcist. It is pointed out by Wood (1916a:56) that many of these practises were 

similar to Babylonian ones and therefore likely to have been of Amorite origin. The 

Ỡakam was the wise man. This role continued into the Canaanite period.
29

 One of the 

feats of the Ỡakam mentioned by Wood is the turning of rods into serpents. Moses and 

Aaron of the Hebrew Bible could therefore have been perceived to be wise men by 

their people. 

 

2.4.3.2 Moses and Aaron as magicians 

The accounts of personalities such as Moses and Aaron indicate that not only was 

magic practised in Syria-Palestine but that snakes may have been handled as well. The 

examples concerning Moses and Aaron are found in the Old Testament in Exodus 7. 

In Exodus 7:9-10 Moses is told by his god to instruct Aaron to cast his rod down 

                                                 
26

 See Figure 44, Mundkur (1983:86). 
27

 I have used the transliteration of the word Ỡakam according to Wood (1916a:225). 
28

 2500 to 1800 BCE (Wood 1916a:14). 
29

 1800 to 1200 BCE (Wood 1916b:164). 
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before the Egyptian king, at which point it would morph into a serpent. This he did 

and then the magicians of the king cast down their rods which also became serpents. 

The serpent of Aaron then consumes the serpents of the pharaohôs magicians. The 

point is not whether it is true or not but rather that beliefs in magic did exist. The rod 

could have morphed into anything but it specifically became a serpent. The rod seems 

to be a tool of the magician
30

 and is believed to contain certain powers.
31

 The story of 

the interaction between Moses, Aaron and the pharaohôs men seems to be one of a 

contest between magicians, or men who were believed to be imbued with certain 

powers.  

 

2.4.3.3 Priests as diagnostics of illness 

There are numerous examples in the Old Testament that demonstrate that beliefs in 

magic did exist. Practitioners of magic certainly existed as Leviticus 19:31 instructs 

the Israelite people not to turn to ómediums or wizardsô. As in Egypt and 

Mesopotamia there may well have been a link between priests and medical affairs. 

One could deduce from Leviticus 13 and 14 that priests may have played a role in 

diagnosing illness as people who are suspected of having leprosy are brought to them 

for examination. The responsibility for diagnosing the illness rested upon them. 

Whether or not they played a role in healing is beyond the scope of this study but it is 

possible that there is some kind of a link. However, the role of the Levites and their 

possible serpent connections is worth looking at. 

 

2.4.3.4 Levites as members of a snake tribe 

The first form of political organisation was the tribe. The head of the tribe would have 

been the chief priest (Meek 1960:120). As society developed so city-states came into 

being and eventually the state. The state was headed by the king who also functioned 

as chief priest (Meek 1960:120). As society became more complex priestly duties 

were delegated to the priesthood. This state priesthood explains Meek (1960:121) 

came into conflict with the popular priesthoods. Logic leads us to understand that the 

king was the head of the most dominant tribe.  

                                                 
30

 A 16
th
 century BCE Theban magicianôs tomb contained a staff in the form of a bronze cobra. (Pinch:  

   2006:11).  
31

 Again in Exodus 7 and 8 the rods of Moses and Aaron are used to bring about various events such as  

   turning the waters of Egypt to blood and causing swarms of gnats and flies to emerge. In Exodus 17:6  

   Moses strikes a rock with his rod and water pours forth.  
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Wood (1916b:165) mentions the Levites as an early Hapiru tribe occupying the 

region around Mount Ephraim in the south of Syria-Palestine around the time of the 

Aramaean migration
32

 of 1400 BCE. Meek (1960:122) refers to the Levites as being a 

secular tribe of the south Syro-Palestinian region with a tribal god named Nahash. 

Meek (1960:123) indicates that the origins for this may be attributed to the setting up 

of the bronze serpent on the pole by Moses. Indeed Skipworth (1899:264) does 

suggest that the name of Levi was derived from a serpent deity. Wood (1916b:249) 

thinks that it is possible that a tribe would choose as a totem an animal that had a 

quality it revered for some reason or another. This totem animal became sacred and 

could not be eaten by the tribe. The serpent appears to be the totem animal of the 

Levite tribe and may have been revered for its subtlety. With regards to this secular 

nature of the tribe Meek (1960:123) believes that óLeviteô is not synonymous with 

ópriestô and nowhere is it mentioned as such.  Wood (1916b:222) raises an interesting 

point when he suggests that Levites may have been lineal descendants of Canaanite 

priests.  

 

Goldziherôs (1967:226) comments on the Levites are interesting. Nomadic tribes 

tended to deify aspects of nature. Rain and clouds were deified and were synonymous 

with serpent worship as the serpent represented these aspects of nature.
33

 The Levites 

called themselves Benѫ Lѫvѯ which according to Goldziher means ósons of the serpent. 

Goldziher believed that the Levites were the guardians of nomadic religion 

(1967:226). 

 

So how did this secular tribe end up becoming the priests of Yahweh? Meek 

(1960:125) suggests that the tribes of Levi and Simeon, both southern tribes, made a 

play for political power against Judah which was becoming the dominant tribe. 

During this time of the Judges and early monarchy period, the Levites were battling 

against the rival priesthoods in the north. However, the tribe of Judah was stronger 

and eventually the Levites were incorporated. Unlike the tribe of Simeon which 

completely lost its identity upon being incorporated into Judah this did not happen to 

the Levites (Meek 1960:127-128). They very cleverly began to promote the god of 

                                                 
32

 Aramaeans who invaded from the east and south of Syria-Palestine were known as Hapiru and this  

   coincides with the occupation of the south by the tribes of Levi, Simeon, Reuben and Judah (Wood  

   1916:166).  
33

 See Goldziher (1967:224-227) regarding worship of rain and serpents. 
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Judah ï Yahweh. Many of their cultic practises would have transferred to the cult of 

Yahweh. As a result they became the priests of Yahweh and elements of their serpent 

cult became fused into the cult of Yahweh. Koh (1994:99) notes the incorporation of a 

snake cult in the Israelite kingdom into the cult of Yahweh. The link between the 

Levites and the cult of Yahweh would explain why the serpent cult was closely linked 

to that of Yahweh until the time of Hezekiah. This would explain the presence of the 

bronze serpent in the Temple of Jerusalem. 

 

A link between the Levites and serpents is explored by Meek (1960:123). He 

mentions that the word ólǕwǕhô (ˢˣ)˪ means to ótwist, coilô and is the root for both 

óLeviô (˧ˣ˪) and óLeviathanô (˭˸˧ˣ˪) (cf Chapter Three on Leviathan). Gordon 

(1995:2782) has proposed that one of the roles of the Levites was to ward off evil. 

One of his reasons for supposing this is the etymological link between óLeviteô and 

óLeviathanô. Another link is the fact that there are serpent names amongst the Levites. 

In this regard Meek (1960) refers to Skipworth (1899:242).  

 

Table 1: Inclusion of serpent names among the Levites 

Name Meaning Reference 

Ǭr-na ash Serpent Man in 1 Chronicles 4:12. 

Na ash Serpent Ammonite in 1 Samuel 11:1. 

Na shon Serpent Brother in law of Aaron 

Exodus 6:23; Numbers 10:14. 

Nehushta Serpent Mother of Jehoiachin, a king of 

Judah. 2 Kings 24:8. 

Saraph Serpent A ruler in Moab.  

1 Chronicles 4:27. 

Hobab Serpent (from hubôb) Father in law of Moses. 

Numbers 10:29 

Hawwah Serpent (from hayyah) Semitic name of Eve. 

Genesis 3:20. 

Shephupham / Shephuphan Horned snake (shephiphon) Descendents of family of 

Benjamin. Numbers 26:39; 1 

Chronicles 8:5. 

 

Examples in Table 1 include Nahshon (serpent), the brother in law of Aaron. 

Skipworth (1899:265) also divulges this name as being that of a prince of Judah and 

an ancestor of David. This, Skipworth believes, indicates a link between the tribes of 

Levi, Judah and the house of David. He also speculates that they may have 

worshipped Nehuġtan.  
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Another interesting link is made by Meek (1960:128-129) as he explains that ónaỠǕshô 

(˷˥ˮ) (Hebrew for serpent) is very similar to ónǕỠǕshô (˷˥)ˮ meaning ódivination. The 

consonants are identical. The difference is in the vowels. Here is a link between 

serpents and magic. Meek (1960:129) believes that the neighbouring tribes perceived 

the Levites to be medicine men or shamans.  

 

Levi was one of the sons of Israel who went to Egypt with Jacob and his household 

(Genesis 46:6-11). We can assume that they would have been familiar with the 

serpent deities and their roles in Egyptian religion. Moses, himself a Levite, would 

also have been familiar with all of this. As both Moses and Aaron were both Levites 

and both used a magic rod it would appear that the rod may have Levite origins (Meek 

1960:123).  

 

There does not appear to be any direct concrete evidence that shows the Levites as 

snake handlers or charmers but they do appear to have a number of serpent links that 

indicate that they originally had a serpent as their tribal totem.  

 

2.4.3.5  Snake charmers at Ugarit 

Further insight into the existence of snake charmers is gleaned from two tablets found 

in the private library of an Ugaritic priest. These tablets are prophylactic charms and 

will be looked at again in Chapter Seven. At this point however we are interested in 

evidence of snake handlers. A translation of part of one of the tablets is as follows:       

From him the conjuror shall destroy, 

From him, he shall extirpate the venom. 

There he shall bind the serpent, 

Shall feed the (serpent), the scaly, 

Shall set up a chair and sit down (Astour 1968:16) 

 

In the text nỠġ is the term used for serpent. It is commonly used in Hebrew. According 

to Astour (1968:16) its use here is the first known in Ugaritic literature. The conjuror 

mentioned is a snake charmer. In Ugaritic it is mlỦġ. It seems to be related to the 

Hebrew verb lǕỦaġ. In Ugaritic the verb is lỦġ and in Akkadian laỦǕġu. It means óto 

whisperô (Astour 1968:17). The above translation appears to indicate that the 

conjurorôs job was to handle the snake and diffuse the venom. The use of the word 

óconjurorô is interesting. It suggests that the snake handler was perceived as someone 

with magical powers, someone who was able to handle a snake without being bitten 
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and someone who was able to seemingly communicate with the creatures. This 

particular tablet indicates that snake charmers considered themselves to be under 

divine guidance (Astour 1968:19). PỠlt appears to be the patron goddess of Ugaritic 

serpent charmers. The second tablet has a section that refers to the collection of 

venom by the gods. The text refers to the picking of venom and ófrom the mouth of 

the Devourer, the poison they tore outô. This suggests that the poison glands may 

actually be removed by snake charmers. Knowledge of how a snake functions is also 

demonstrated in this text. Astour (1968:31) mentions that cobras cannot strike 

accurately in bright light - ancient serpent charmers knew this, hence the mention of 

the solar deity in this particular text. They were reliant on her to provide light in order 

for them to be able to perform their tasks. Astour (1968:36) concludes that as snake 

charmers do not appear on lists of temple personal or in corporations that they were 

not full time professionals at Ugarit. More likely, as suggested by Astour (1968:36) 

priests filled the role of snake charmer as required. 

 

2.4.3.6 Snake charming as normal Canaanite practice 

Serpent charmers appear to have been quite the norm in ancient Canaan. Their 

existence is attested to in the Old Testament. Jeremiah 8:17 reads óFor behold I am 

sending among you serpents, adders which cannot be charmed, and they shall bite 

youô. The mention of the act of charming indicates the existence of the practise. 

Further, in Psalms 58:5 we encounter the following passage pertaining to adders being 

deaf: óéso that it does not hear the voice of the charmers or of the cunning 

enchanterô. In addition we have an example in Ecclesiastes 10:11 óIf the serpent bites 

before it is charmed there is no advantage in a charmerô. From this it is quite apparent 

that snake charmers existed. Serpent charming, according to Robertson Smith 

(1995:55) was very common amongst the Hebrews and the most common form of 

incantation was directed at the creatures. Snakes were revered as órevealersô. This 

seems to infer that the snake charmer was the medium through which the snake 

revealed information. The charmer can therefore be considered to be an interpreter of 

sorts, rather like a dream interpreter. 

 

Kohôs 1994 thesis presents archaeological evidence for the development and existence 

of a snake cult in the southern Levant. He mentions eight faience pendants found at 

Beth Shan dating to the Late Bronze Age. He suspects that these are suspension 
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pendants and would have hung from the cultic garments of the priests. If these are the 

priests of a serpent cult then we can expand the personnel associated with snakes in 

Syria-Palestine to include priests in addition to snake handlers. 

 

2.5 SNAKE CULTS 

 

A cult focuses its beliefs and rituals upon a specific deity or object. A serpent cult 

would therefore have a serpent as the object of worship or make much use of serpent 

symbols. 

 

2.5.1 Mesopotamia and Egypt 

 

Snake cults did exist in ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia. The functions of the cults in 

these two regions are far more obvious than in Syria-Palestine.   

 

The snake was very much part of Egyptian religion, particularly Wadjet, protector of 

the pharaoh and other deities. In addition there was Renenutet who was primarily 

associated with the harvest and fertility but was also a nurturer (cf Chapter Six on 

protective serpents). In Mesopotamia the obvious serpent god was Ningizzida, god of 

fertility and healing (cf Chapters Four and Six). The evidence from Elam referred to 

by Mundkur (1983:86) would suggest that there is a difference between priests who 

dealt with snakes as a service (healing, provision of amulets and removal of snakes 

from buildings) and priests who handled snakes as part of ophiolatory.  

 

2.5.2 Syria-Palestine 

 

2.5.2.1 The unofficial snake cult 

Koh (1994:2) believes that serpent cults existed in the southern Levant in the Bronze 

and Iron Ages and were unofficial cults. In other words ophiolatory had a popular but 

unofficial following. This is not unusual as many cults functioned alongside the 

official cults, and shrines and temples were set up for the worship of the objects of 

these cults. This may explain the presence of the bronze serpent in the Temple of 

Jerusalem.  
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2.5.2.2 A Bronze Age cult 

Kohôs study (1994) is an archaeological one with evidence based on artefacts that 

carry snake motifs or are snake figurines. Although some snake artefacts are attested 

to from as early as the Chalcolithic, Kohôs (1994:46) study shows that the amount of 

archaeological evidence incorporating snake symbols and bronze snake figurines 

begins to increase during the Bronze Age, particularly during the latter part of Middle 

Bronze II. At this time the distribution of snake artefacts is more widely spread across 

the Levant and increases in quantity into the Late Bronze Age.  

 

The height of the serpent cults appears to have been during the Late Bronze Age and 

many of the snake artefacts of this period are found in cultic contexts (Koh 1994:69). 

The identifying of the Late Bronze Age as the height of the serpent cult would be 

deduced from the increased number of finds dating to this period compared to the 

Middle Bronze Age. In fact Koh (1994:69) believes that the cult was fast becoming a 

religion. Decreased numbers of finds during Iron Age I would indicate that the serpent 

cults seemed to have dwindled during this period. Many of these artefacts were found 

in private dwellings, shrines and temples. Artefacts include, but are not limited to 

snake figurines, vessels with snake motifs, cultic stands, pendants, plaques and rock 

engravings. 

 

2.5.2.3 The serpent in the Temple 

Kohôs (1994:40) mention of the destruction of the bronze serpent in Jerusalemôs 

Temple is indicative of the fact that a serpent cult did indeed exist amongst the 

Israelites
34

 (cf 4.4.1 regarding the origin of the bronze serpent and its use in the 

Temple). The serpent cult was subservient to the Yahweh cult. This implies that the 

Yahweh cult was dominant over the serpent cult. It was not unusual practice for two 

cults to exist side by side in this manner. The presence of the bronze serpent was 

therefore initially tolerated in the Temple. The mere fact that the serpent was 

destroyed and that the serpent is the recipient of negative publicity in the Garden of 

Eden narrative in Genesis indicates that the involvement of the serpent in belief 

systems of the time was important enough in popular culture to warrant attempted 

annihilation by official religion.  

                                                 
34

 2 Kings 18:4. 
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2.5.2.4 Moses and the serpent 

The link between Moses and the bronze serpent is established (cf 4.4.1 regarding the 

relationship between Moses and the bronze serpent/Nahash). An interesting point to 

add is that the father-in-law of Moses was the Kenite, Jethro. He was a Midianite 

priest. Finds in the Negev include a Bronze Age staff and serpentine rock engraving 

and an Iron Age I bronze snake figurine from a Midianite temple at Timna (Koh 

1994:9). At the same site a votive altar with a serpent motif running along its edge 

was found. This also dates to Iron Age I.
35

 Koh (1994:96) does not specify the use of 

the votive altar but points us in the direction of 2 Kings 18:4 where it is mentioned 

that the people of Israel had burned incense to the bronze serpent. It is therefore 

possible that incense was burned on this altar to the serpent. 

 

2.5.2.5 Absence of serpent temples 

Collectively the individual pieces of information are indicative of serpent cults within 

Syria-Palestine. No temples, hymns or texts dedicated to the worship of the serpent 

have been found in southern Levant (Koh 1994:28). This indicates that the serpent 

cult was subsidiary to mainstream organised religion. There was no national serpent 

god but the serpent was important enough to have a popular following and found its 

place in apotropaic magic. In this it played a role in serving the needs of the people. 

The serpents remain nameless with the exception of Nahash, the bronze serpent of 

Jerusalemôs Temple (cf Nahash/Nehuġtan in 4.4.1). Koh (1994) does, however believe 

that the serpent deity was female.
36

 

 

2.5.3 Positive perceptions 

 

It is important to note the observations of McDonald (1989) and Koh (1994) in that 

the artefacts examined in their research conveyed a positive feeling and that there is 

nothing negative portrayed about the snake in Canaanite and Israelite culture from 

these artefacts. In general an example of the ópositive feelingô conveyed by the 

artefacts is the link of the serpent with healing and fertility in all three regions: Syria-

Palestine, Egypt and Mesopotamia (Koh 1994:133). In Mesopotamia the snake god 

Ningizzida was linked to healing (Koh 1994:133, McDonald 1989:182), and the 
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 See Koh (1994:9, 96). 
36

 See Koh (1994:91-92, 126-131) for the identity and gender of the goddess. 
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Egyptian cobra goddess Renennutet was linked to the harvest and granaries (Koh 

1994:134). Furthermore Koh (1994:136) mentions the association of the snake with 

symbols of life, fertility and healing such as the bull, nipples, grain and plants. 

McDonald (1989:181) mentions that the appearance of snakes on cult stands links it 

to goddesses and fertility. Serpent imagery on pottery óreflects an aspect of ancient 

Near Eastern religion and healing practicesô (McDonald 1989:183). The perception of 

the serpent in Syria-Palestine is therefore by and large a positive one.  

 

2.6      CONCLUSION 

 

We should not attempt to create dividing lines by placing magic, religion and healing 

into categories as we then cannot understand these realms as the ancient Near 

Easterner did. Magic was employed throughout ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia and 

Syria-Palestine. It was used to heal sufferers and keep evil at bay. It therefore had 

healing and protective functions. Magic and religion did not function in opposition to 

each other as magic is an aspect of religion. It appears that the Israelites were the only 

group to develop a religious intolerance to magic. Despite this there are many 

examples of these practices in the Hebrew Bible.  

 

In ancient Egyptian medical practice, magical and medical remedies were used 

together. They worked in conjunction with each other just as they did in 

Mesopotamia. Treatment was clearly aimed at mind and body and therefore holistic in 

nature. I believe that Gellerôs (2010a:4) reference to the magical component of 

healing as the psychological element is important. It guides our modern minds away 

from seeing magic as related to conjuring and rather towards viewing it as a practice 

taken very seriously by the ancient Near Easterner, particularly with regards to 

preserving the individual from harm and playing an important role in healing. 

 

Magic was a divine phenomenon used by deities and humankind alike. Illness and 

misfortune was brought about by demons or dissatisfied deities. It came from the 

supernatural hence the use of powers from the supernatural realm (magic) to resolve 

problems. The cause of the problem had to be identified in order for appropriate 

action to be taken.  

 



 

47 

 

Magic involved the use of amulets in verbal, textual (prayers, spells and incantations) 

or object format to achieve a desired result. Amulets were widely used for protection 

and healing and were believed to contain magical powers. In addition it was believed 

that the choice of substance from which the amulet was made was also of importance.  

Amulets in object form could be worn. They were also used in buildings from 

dwellings to temples and palaces. Amulets were not only for the living but were also 

interred with the deceased.  

 

The presence of the snake, real or imagined, was such a factor in peopleôs lives that it 

warranted specialised personnel. Healers, medical practitioners and charmers appear 

to have had links to the temple and furthermore appear to have been connected to the 

priesthood. In ancient Egypt the practitioner was most likely to be dealing with snake 

bites and healing was the priest-physician known as the Controller of Selqet. A snake 

charming manual suggests the existence of charmers was highly likely. In 

Mesopotamia specialist snake exorcists were called nigru, muġ-la-la-ah-hu or muġlah. 

They are identified as charmers and could be male or female. Priests existed in Elam 

that handled snakes. It is difficult to identify specific snake handlers in Syria-Palestine 

and even link them to medical matters but it is possible that the Levites may have 

filled this role. There were snake handlers at Ugarit. So it seems apparent that each 

region may well have had personnel that were most likely specialists in dealing with 

snakes from medical, magical or religious perspectives.   

 

One of the most noticeable differences between snake cults in the regions in this study 

is that we know the names of the snakes in the cults of ancient Egypt and 

Mesopotamia. The same cannot be said for the snake cults in Syria-Palestine. 

Irrespectively the snake was important enough to be worshipped and even deified. 
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CHAPTER THREE  

THE SERPENT IN CHAOS AND MISCHIEF  

 

3.1     INTRODUCTION 

 

What did ancient human beings fear? Humankind feared disorder or chaos. People 

feared the darkness. They believed that the world in which they lived was filled with 

demons and evil spirits. People feared anything which may upset the ordered 

universe. They feared chaos. The symbol of the serpent was very often used to 

represent this fear as it was seen as a threat to order. The way in which the serpent 

symbol was used to represent this fear was to include it as the villain in mythology, 

funeral texts and art. Why the need for apotropaic magic? It was needed to protect 

humankind from chaos, disaster, illness and suffering. 

 

This Chapter introduces the serpents that represent chaos and mischief and those 

deities and beings associated with chaos and suffering that used the serpent as their 

symbol or who had ophidian links. How these serpents, deities and chaotic beings of 

Mesopotamia, Egypt and Syria-Palestine were dealt with is covered in the following 

chapters. In what follows it will be investigated how the ancient Near Easterner 

placed the serpent in villainous roles. Humankindôs fear of snakes and fear of disorder 

made the snake a prime candidate to represent the negative forces surrounding them. 

The role the serpent filled in the world of negative forces will be examined. First the 

threat caused by venomous snakes in the ancient Near East will be investigated. 

Secondly those that affected universal order will be looked at, and thirdly those that 

affected health and well-being will be examined. 

 

3.1.1    Demons and hybrids 

 

3.1.1.1 Demons 

Demons were supernatural beings on a level between that of mortal humankind and 

the realm of immortal deities (Black & Green 2008:63). Mesopotamians recognised 

both good and bad demons. Black & Green (2008:63) explain that demons tend to be 

the óupright human-bodied creatureô and that monsters were deemed to be óan animal 
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combination on all foursô. In other words demons were more anthropomorphic in 

appearance and monsters were more animal-like. 

 

Demons inhabited in the human world. It was only from around the 1
st
 millennium 

BCE in Mesopotamia that the concept of the underworld being populated by demons 

began to emerge (Black & Green 2008:63). It was believed that evil demons were 

instructed by the gods to inflict punishment usually in the form of a disease according 

to Black & Green (2008:63). These demons could take on serpent form or have 

serpent associations. The Babylonian Lamaġtu is a prime example of an evil demon 

with serpent links. She is often depicted grasping serpents in her hands. Pazuzu was a 

demon who countered the effects of Lamaġtu and he was endowed with a serpent 

phallus (Black & Green 2008:64-65).  

 

3.1.1.2 Hybrids and serpent monsters 

Hybrid serpents were not always malevolent but are included here in order to explain 

the form of the creature. Many serpent hybrids such as dragons do, however, occur 

frequently in association with chaos and disorder. 

 

Snakes with two heads or two tails are an actual biological phenomenon. As Mundkur 

(1983:77) points out ancient man would have noticed this. Fantastical serpent 

creatures such as multi-headed serpents, winged snakes and dragons would have 

developed from this phenomenon. Monsters with serpent characteristics include the 

snake-dragon and the snake with multiple heads. A depiction of a two-headed snake is 

found on an early Sumerian cylinder seal of the Uruk period. On an Akkadian 

cylinder seal of the mid 3
rd

 millennium BCE appears a seven-headed serpent monster 

and the Egyptian Nehebkau appears as a two-headed snake with a third head at the tip 

of the tail (Mundkur 1983:79).  

 

In ancient Egypt snake hybrids found their way onto tomb walls from the Dynastic 

periods onwards. Examples of these hybrids, many of which occupied the underworld, 

are described by Budge (1972:103-105) as follows: 

¶ Sedja: a creature with a serpentôs neck attached to a leopardôs body. 
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¶ Bata: a serpent with four human bodies and four pairs of legs attached 

to his body. 

¶ Khepri: a serpent with a pair of human legs at each end of his body 

with the feet turned outwards. 

¶ An unknown god of magic with the body of a fish, human facial 

features all balanced on equine legs and a snake for a tail. 

¶ Seba: a serpent with twelve human heads emanating from his back. 

¶ Shemti: a serpent with four human heads and four pairs of legs on 

either end of his body. 

 

The Mesopotamians created all sorts of ophidian hybrids. One particular prophylactic 

incantation refers to the serpent having six mouths and seven tongues. It describes a 

serpent creature óbushy of hair, horrible of featureô with frightful eyes (Wilson 

2001:15). The Mesopotamian muġhuġġu was an ophidian hybrid with seven heads. A 

single-headed example was very common and a familiar depiction of this was found 

on the enamelled brick-work of the Iġtar Gate. It was also used to guard the palace 

entrance in Babylon according to Wilson (2001:14). The creature had a long neck, the 

head of a horned snake, feline front feet and vultureôs feet at the rear. This creature, 

which we would probably call a dragon, had a scaly body (Wilson 2001:14). The 

horned snake which inspired the muġhuġġu was probably a viper such as the Arabian 

Horned Viper (Cerastes gasperetti). This same creature is referred to as muġmahhu by 

Black & Green (2008:165). 

 

3.2     VENOMOUS SNAKES IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST 

 

In todayôs modern world we understand that chaos and ill health can hardly have been 

caused by these deities, demons and mythological creatures. To the ancient Near 

Easterner however these entities posed very real threats. Realistically the biological 

snake (as opposed to the mythological serpent, deity or demon) was far more likely to 

be the cause of untold suffering and death. By having a look at the venomous snake 

we are able to glimpse an understanding of why the snake was cast in the roles 

explained in this Chapter.  
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3.2.1     Venom 

 

Knowing about the effects of the various types of snake venom allows us understand 

the fear of snakes held by the ancient individual. Three common types of snake 

venom that produce a variety of effects are discussed here.
37

 For anyone bitten by a 

venomous snake the situation is alarming to say the least and victims often produce 

symptoms of shock in addition to reactions to the venom.  

 

3.2.1.1 Neurotoxic venom 

Neurotoxic venom produces symptoms such as drowsiness, vomiting, sweating, and 

vision and speech problems fairly rapidly after the bite. This is followed by 

difficulties in swallowing and breathing. The neurotoxin paralyses the respiratory 

muscles so without treatment the victim is likely to suffocate and die (Marais 

2004:38). Examples of snakes with neurotoxic venom include cobras.  

 

3.2.1.2 Haemotoxic venom 

Haemotoxic venom does not cause an immediate noticeable reaction other than blood 

oozing from the bite wound. The victim may think that he or she is alright but within 

a few hours symptoms such as nausea, vomiting, sweating, headaches and confusion 

arise. Within twelve to thirty six hours however bleeding from mucous membranes 

occurs, followed by internal bleeding (Marais 2004:39). In the Middle East snakes 

that typically have this kind of venom include the Levantine viper and Carpet viper.  

 

3.2.1.3 Cytotoxic venom 

Cytotoxic venom results in characteristically painful bites that cause swelling to take 

place and swelling may continue to increase for up to seventy two hours. Tissue 

necrosis commonly results and it may happen that limbs and digits may face 

amputation or very severe scarring requiring skin grafts. In the ancient world this 

latter procedure would not have been possible. This type of venom is found in adders, 

vipers and spitting cobras (Marais 2004:37).  

 

 

                                                 
37

 See OôShea (2005: 20-22) regarding the complexities of the variety of snake venoms and their effects  

   on man. 
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3.2.1.4 Fear of venomous bites 

Envenomation does not occur in all cases of snake bite (Marais 2004:37). Some 

species are not venomous to man. Even venomous species do not always inject venom 

with the bite. An adult snake is able to control the amount of venom it passes on with 

the bite. Venomous species vary in their degree of danger that they pose to man. 

Irrespectively ancient man had good reason to be fearful of snakes as the 

repercussions of envenomation were disastrous. Ancient man did not have access to 

the medical resources that we do today.  The horror of being bitten and knowing the 

possible outcome must have been terrifying. The words of the Egyptian sun god Re in 

the legend of Re and Isis so aptly describe the fear and the onset of symptoms when 

he says:  

 

I was bitten by a serpent which I saw not. Is it fire? Is it water? I am colder than 

water, I am hotter than fire. All my flesh sweateth, I quake, my eye hath no strength, I 

cannot see the sky, and the sweat rusheth to my face even as in the time of summer.
38

 

 

3.2.2     Venomous snakes  

 

Whilst we may never know exactly what venomous species existed in the ancient 

Near East in the Bronze Age we can get an idea by looking at some of the modern day 

venomous snakes from the region. It would appear that the species have not changed 

very much in the last few thousand years at all.
39

 So the snake species that we see 

today are very much the same ones that would have been seen by ancient Near 

Easterners. If anything their range may have altered slightly due to environmental 

changes. We can also see if we are able to identify some of these species when 

compared to ancient art and textual descriptions.   

 

3.2.2.1 Differentiating between various species of snakes 

As mentioned not all snakes have venom that causes the reactions described above. 

Some sectors of the population must have been able to differentiate between 

venomous and non-venomous snakes. The priests of Elam for example seemed to 

have been quite happy to handle snakes.  

                                                 
38

 Budge 1967:xc. 
39

 Private communication with Professor Graham Alexander, Faculty of Science, School of Animal,  

    Plant and Environmental Sciences at the University of the Witwatersrand.  
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Figure 1: Elamite priests with snakes
40

 

 

Mundkur (1983:83) informs us that venomous snakes were probably defanged by 

handlers. One can imagine the awe in which snake handlers were held by those who 

were generally fearful of snakes.  

 

3.2.2.2 Viper versus cobra 

We should not underestimate ancient manôs ability to distinguish between varieties of 

snakes. We do know that the Babylonians were able to distinguish between Viperidae 

(vipers and adders) and Elapidae (cobras).
41

 An incantation from the Old Babylonian 

period makes reference to the viper as óthe snake that cannot be conjuredô (Astour 

1968:17) - the Israelites, too, were able to tell them apart. Jeremiah 8:17 and Psalms 

58:5 for example both refer to adders that cannot be charmed or are ódeafô.
42

 There is 

a distinct behavioural difference between an adder and a cobra. One does not see 

snake charmers working with adders. Indeed Corkill (1939:49) says that vipers are not 

used by charmers. A cobra will rise up and follow the movement of the charmer 

giving the appearance of being conjured or charmed. The reference to the adder being 

deaf suggests that the snake did not behave like a species that could be charmed.  

 

3.2.2.3 Egyptian snakes and the Brooklyn Papyrus 

The ancient Egyptians were clearly able to distinguish between numerous species of 

snakes. The Brooklyn Papyrus is a testimony to this. This artefact in the Brooklyn 

Museum is a copy dating to c 300 BCE. The original is thought to date back to c 2200 

BCE in the Old Kingdom period (Nunn 1996:183). The papyrus was a manual for 

medico-magical practitioners who may have been called upon to deal with snake bite 

victims. The Brooklyn Papyrus lists twenty one snakes although it is thought that it 

                                                 
40

 Elamite cylinder seal impression c 2300 BCE (Mundkur 1983:86).  
41

 Cobras are not the only elapids. Mambas also fall into this category but are not relevant here.  
42

 Snakes have an auditory nerve so are able to sense vibration travelling through the ground. They  

   cannot hear sound travelling through air (Marais 2004:19; OôShea 2005:13).  
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may originally have listed thirty seven. Some identification with snakes of our 

modern day world was made by the French scholar Serge Sauneron who translated the 

papyri into French. Nunn (1996) consulted with Professor Warrell at Oxford 

regarding identification. In some instances he concurred with Sauneron and in other 

instances he made a different identification. As a result we have a list of the following 

possible species identified by the ancient Egyptians:
43

 

¶ Spitting cobra (Naja pallida). 

¶ Black desert cobra/Innes cobra (Naja morgani / Walterinnesia 

aegyptia). 

¶ Burrowing asp
44

 (Atractaspis microlepidota). 

¶ Persian horned viper (Pseudocerastes persicus). 

¶ Desert horned viper (Cerastes cerastes / Cerastes cornutus). 

¶ Burtonôs carpet viper (Cerastes coloratus). 

¶ Sand boa (Eryx jaculus) (non-venomous). 

¶ Saw scaled viper (Echis pyramidum). 

¶ Egyptian cobra (Naja haje). 

¶ Puff adder (Bitis arietans). 

¶ Sahara sand viper (Cerastes vipera). 

 

3.2.2.4 Snakes species in Iraq    

 In his article Snake specialists in Iraq Corkill (1939) mentions various species of 

snake that may give insight into what species were around in Mesopotamia during the 

Bronze Age. There is the Javelin Sand Boa (Eryx jaculus) which is not venomous to 

man. This appears in Egypt as well (Corkill 1939:45). Also considered non-dangerous 

are Grayôs Whip Snake (Coluber ventrimaculatus), the European Whip Snake 

(Coluber jugulans), the Common Water Snake (Natrix lesselatus), and Montpellier 

snake (Malpolon monspessulana). These varieties are all common in this region. The 

Hoodless Cobra (Naja morgani) is the same as the Black Desert Cobra found in 

Egypt. Also venomous is the Levantine Viper (Vipera lebentina).
45

 Both are common 

species. Corkill (1939:46) mentions that this snake may be the deaf adder referred to 

                                                 
43

 Nunn (1996:185-186). 
44

 Burrowing asps are also known as Stiletto snakes. They are highly venomous, inflicting a painful  

   bite and should never be handled (Marais 2004:143-147).  
45

 Referred to as Macrovipera lebentina by OôShea (2005:59). This is the new classification. 
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in Psalms 58:5 as it is locally called the ódeaf snakeô. This snake, which has a few 

sub-species, is found from Iraq right through the Levant and into North Africa 

(OôShea 2005:59). The venomous Carpet Viper (Echis coloratus) found in Egypt is 

also found in Iraq. The other venomous snake named by Corkill is the Horned Viper 

(Cerastes cornutus/gasperetti) (Corkill 1939:46). This may well be the inspiration for 

the horned snake common in Mesopotamian mythology and art.    

 

3.2.2.5 Snake species in Syria, Lebanon, Jordan and Israel 

Many of the venomous snakes found in Egypt and Iraq also exist in Syria, Lebanon, 

Jordan and Israel. The Levantine Viper, Black Desert Cobra, burrowing asps and 

carpet vipers are some of these. In addition there is the Palestine viper (Daboia 

palestinae) which has beautiful zigzag markings and issues a hissing sound as a 

warning (OôShea 2005:60). Many close relatives of the North African vipers occur 

across this region. This includes the Arabian horned viper (Cerastes gasperetti), 

Sahara horned viper and the Sahara sand viper. Also present is MacMahonôs viper 

(Eristicophis macmahonii) (OôShea 2005:62). 

 

3.2.3     Identification of ancient Near Eastern snakes 

 

I would like to suggest a few snake species that may had provided the influence for 

some of the serpents mentioned in this Chapter.  

 

3.2.3.1 Desert horned vipers 

The Arabian horned viper (Cerastes gasperetti) is found from the Sinai across the 

Arabian Peninsula into Iraq and south-western Iran (OôShea 2005:61). A scale over 

each eye presents a horn. The representation of Tiamat on the óAin Samiya cup shows 

a snake with a fairly thick body rather like a viper. The patterning is similar to an 

Arabian horned viper. The representation of Tiamat on the Williams cylinder clearly 

shows a horned snake. This again makes the Arabian horned viper a likely candidate.  

 

There are various representations of the muġhuġġu dragon that could well be 

influenced by this same viper. Baġmu and the muġhuġġu tend to be depicted with 

horns. Baġmu is the totem animal of the snake god Ningizzida. A prime example of 
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the muġhuġġu is seen on the Iġtar Gate of Babylon and it represents Marduk on 

kudurrus, or boundary stones.  

 

      

             Figure 2: Arabian horned viper
46

                  Figure 3: Muġhuġġu dragon from the Iġtar Gate
47

 

 

The Egyptian counterpart of the Arabian horned viper is Cerastes cerastes, the Sahara 

horned viper. This viper may well be the one represented in Egyptian hieroglyphics to 

represent the letter ófô = . 

 

3.2.3.2 Red spitting cobra 

In my opinion the red spitting cobra (Naja pallida) or a related species, the Nubian 

spitting cobra (Naja nubiae) may be the inspiration for the fire spitting cobras found 

in the Egyptian underworld. One such example is Kheti. In the Book of Gates he 

breathes fire at the enemies of Osiris. In the sixth hour of the Amduat Afu encounters 

nine fire-spitting cobras that spit fire at the enemies of the sun god.  

 

The red spitting cobra is generally salmon coloured and can have a black band across 

its throat. It, rather than the Egyptian cobra (Naja haje), may well have inspired the 

beautiful cobra crafted from gold and semi-precious stones found in the tomb of 

Senwosret II (Silverman 1997:29).  

 

Figure 4: Gold and semi-precious stone cobra from tomb of Senwosret II
48

 

                                                 
46

 Photograph of Cerastes gasperetti with kind permission of Dr Tony Phelps. 
47

 Photograph: Wendy Golding (2009). Archaeological Museum, Istanbul. 
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Figure 5: Juvenile red spitting cobra
49

 

The black band on the red spitting cobra will be visible on the throat when the snake 

displays its hood.  

 

3.2.3.3 General vipers 

It has already been suggested by Corkill (1939:46) that the Levantine viper may be 

the deaf adder referred to in Psalms 58:5. Astour (1968:17) refers to a snake from an 

Old Babylonian incantation that ócannot be conjuredô. It may be any one of the viper 

species that would have been found in Iraq. These include the Armenian rock viper 

(Vipera raddei), the Persian viper (Pseudocerastes persicus) or even MacMahonôs 

viper (Eristicophus macmahonii). The Huluppu tree snake (cf 3.4.1.6) that knows no 

charm may also be one of these.  

 

I suggest that the Egyptian Apophis may have been influenced by a carpet or saw-

scaled viper. Apophis is often depicted as a snake with patterning which these vipers 

have, as opposed to a cobra which tends to have a more uniform body colouration.  

 

3.3      THE SERPENT AS A THREAT TO ORDER 

 

In ancient Near Eastern cosmogonies the primordial world is chaotic according to 

Girardot (1987:1537). It was believed that chaos was the pre-ordered state of the 

cosmos. According to this belief there exists a watery matrix from whence the many 

of the primeval creative forces originate (Girardot 1987:1538). These creative forces 

are not always inclined towards ordered creation however and tend to oppose the 
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 Silverman (1997:29) 
49

 Photograph of Naja pallida with kind permission of Dr Tony Phelps. 
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positive creative forces. Many of these pro-chaotic entities have been given an 

ophidian nature by the ancient Near Easterner.  

 

Chaos can be represented by the monstrous creatures of the pre-ordered universe. 

Chaos could be overcome by order, says Girardot (1987:1539), often in the form of a 

battle. Order had to be maintained so a continual battle was waged between chaos and 

order. I believe that this universal struggle can manifest on a personal level. This 

personal level would refer to the maintenance of an individualôs health and well-being 

in the face of illness and death which were represented by negative forces. These 

negative forces were demons or dangerous creatures such as snakes. It stands to 

reason that what was perceived by the individual as a personal threat could threaten 

the bigger picture as well. This bigger picture would be the world around the 

individual, his universe. Chaos therefore affected not only the universe but also the 

individualôs health.   

 

One of the most common images of chaos in mythology, comments Girardot 

(1987:1538), is water, be it a matrix of nothingness or a turbulent sea.
50

 The chaotic 

potential in this image is visualised as a monster or serpentine being of sorts. This is 

noticed in cosmogonies of the ancient Near East.  

 

3.3.1   Mesopotamia 

 

3.3.1.1 Tiamat 

According to the Mesopotamian narrative, in the beginning there was Apsu, the 

watery matrix from whence everything originated. Apsu is considered to represent the 

sweet subterranean groundwater (Leick 1998:11). Apsu gave rise to two deities being 

Anshar and Kishar according to Black & Green (2008:34). Kishar was a coiled 

serpent. This serpent appears to be a boundary and a protective serpent (Wakeman 

1973:21-22). Anshar and Kishar began to prepare creation. Budge (2001:4) explains 

that eventually the gods of ordered creation (Ea
51

, Anu and Bel) came into being and 

began their work. This perturbed Apsu and he consulted with Tiamat and together 

                                                 
50

 Consider flood mythologies. They, too, represent chaos. 
51

 Ea has a sea-monster form. One of these forms, Sassu-urinnu, explicitly has a serpent head  

   (Thompson 1904:149).  
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they hatched a plan to interfere with ordered creation. Tiamat sent Mummu to try and 

halt the work of the creator gods but Mummu was defeated. Budge (2001:4-5) adds 

that Tiamat gave birth to ódevilish monstersô and together with her consort Kingu 

intended to battle the other deities. These deities were led by Marduk. Tiamat was the 

keeper of the Tablet of Destinies. This was an amulet of sorts (Budge 2001:xx) and 

appeared to be the source of Tiamatôs power. It was used by her to perform chaotic 

deeds. The tablet, says Budge (2001:xx), was given to Kingu to aid him in defeating 

Marduk. Kingu took refuge in Tiamat but Marduk split Tiamat open with a spear. 

From one half of her body he created the heavens and from the other he made the 

oceans. Marduk confiscated the tablet from Kingu (Budge 2001:xxi).  

 

The creation goddess Tiamat is considered by a number of scholars to have ophidian 

characteristics. Tiamat, Apsu and Kingu have all been described by Mundkur 

(1983:126) as monster serpents, representatives of primordial chaos. At the akitu 

festival the Assyrian ruler played the role of Assur and defeated Tiamat and the other 

serpents of chaos in a re-enactment of the Enuma Elish (Mundkur 1983:126).  

 

Tiamat was depicted by ancient Mesopotamians as having a scaly body like that of a 

serpent (Budge 1978:4). She personified evil but was also considered to be a deity 

from which everything emanated. Barton (1893:14) maintains that Tiamat was 

portrayed as a dragon or serpent to convey her evil nature and that she represented 

chaos in the destructive power of the stormy sea. From Babylonian and Assyrian 

sculptures and seals it is learnt that Tiamat was perceived as a ósea dragonô. She had a 

feline or griffin head, wings, clawed feet and a scaly tail (Barton 1893:5). During the 

Assyrian era Tiamat in dragon form is represented on cylinder seals in conflict with 

Marduk. She also appears in serpent form on a cylinder seal
52

 (Ward 1890:291).  

 

According to Barton (1893:1) Tiamat refers to the ópersonified seaô and the female 

ómythical sea monsterô.
53

 She was also a creative entity (Barton 1893:2). The 

translation of line 45 on the reverse of a composite tablet
54

 reads ólike a serpent 
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 Plate XVIII-2, The American Journal of Archaeology and of the History of Fine Arts, 6 (3)  (Sep.  

   1890).  
53

 Ward (1890:291) refers to Sayce and  Smithôs Chaldean Genesis (1880:114) 
54

 Two damaged tablets, one from Borsippa and one from Nineveh, were combined to enable a  

   transliteration (Barton 1893:5). 
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Tiamat whom he had bound turned after himô. It refers to how Tiamat turns on 

Marduk. In this we can understand that chaos, the original form of the universe, 

opposes ordered creative forces represented by Marduk.  

 

A silver cup was found in tomb 204a at óAin-Samiya.
55

 Its form is described by Yevin 

(1971:78) as being similar to Mesopotamian pottery forms. Decoration on 

approximately 80% of its surface has been preserved. There are two scenes that are 

important as they are believed to represent the battle between Tiamat and Marduk 

(Yevin 1971:79).
56

 Both depictions of Tiamat on the cup show her as a serpent. She 

has scaly patterns on her thick, almost slug-like body. In my opinion this body shape 

is what one would associate with an adder or viper. The human figure in one scene 

holds a plant towards Tiamat. Yadin (1971:83) explains this plant as one used to 

diffuse the venom of Tiamat. In another scene two other figures hold a crescent-

shaped device above her. In the opinion of Yadin (1971:83) this latter scene 

represents the moment just before Tiamat is split in two.  

 

Figure 6: Scene from the óAin-Samiya cup
57

 

 

3.3.1.2 Tiamatôs monsters 

The ódevilish broodô that Tiamat gives birth to consists of eleven monsters. Several of 

these have serpent forms. They include muġmahhu, uġumgallu, baġmu and muġhuġġu. 

The latter is a snake-dragon whilst the other three are types of horned snake (Black & 

Green 2008:177). These monsters were all defeated by Marduk along with Tiamat. 

Baġmu and muġhuġġu eventually became representatives of several Mesopotamian 

deities such as Marduk and Ningizzida (cf Chapter Six on protective serpents, 

specifically 6.2.2). Black & Green (2008:177) mention that members of Tiamatôs 
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 óAin-Samiya is located north-west of Jericho. 
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 See Yevin (1971:79) for drawings of scenes from the cup. 
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 Drawing copied from Grafmanôs article (1972:49) Bringing Tiamat to Earth. 
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brood were invoked in incantations. The word muġhuġġu was one of the words used 

by Akkadians to refer to the sea (Wyatt 2005:204).  

 

Figure 7: The seven-headed monster, Muġmahhu
58

 

 

3.3.2   Syria-Palestine 

 

3.3.2.1 Leviathan 

Leviathan is the legendary sea monster referred to in the Bible. It represents chaos and 

is the opponent of ordered creation. Reference to its serpent form is found in the root 

of its name ólwyô meaning óto coilô (Machinist 2007:696). The Ugaritic form of its 

name is óltnô. Machinist (2007:696) tells us that the name Leviathan is used 

interchangeably with other sea monsters in the Bible. These are ótanninô, meaning 

ódragonô and órahavô and óyamô which both refer to the sea. NǕhǕġ bǕriǯŁh meaning 

óevil serpentô is both the Ugaritic and Hebrew name for Leviathan (Gordon 

1995:2782).  

 

Job 26:13 reads óby his winds the heavens were made fair; his hand pierced the 

fleeing serpentô. This fleeing serpent is the nǕhǕġ bǕriǯŁh that Gordon (1995:2782) 

tells us refers to óevil serpentô. Interestingly Goldziher (1967:27) has the translation as 

óflying serpentô. 

 

Feliks (2007:697) points us in the direction of various Biblical references for a 

description of Leviathan. Psalms 74:14 reads óthou didst crush the heads of 

Leviathanô. Here is a reference to the sea monster as a creature with several heads. 

The reference implies the defeat of chaos, represented as a sea monster, by order 

which is represented by the Israelite god. In Psalms 104:26 Leviathan is referred to as 

a creature made by god. It is in Isaiah 27:1 that we learn of the sea monster as óthe 
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fleeing serpent, Leviathan the twisting serpentô. The verse also informs us that the 

Israelite god will punish Leviathan with a sword and slay it. Again this is also a 

reference to the victory of order over chaos. We are informed of the gender of 

Leviathan in Job 41:1: ócan you draw out Leviathan with a fish hook or press down 

his tongue with a chord?ô  

 

Texts found at Ras Shamra have been pieced together to produce the dialogue 

between the gods Baal and Mot. In a retort to Baal Mot says óEôen if thou shouldst 

smite Leviathan, the slant serpent, make an end of the tortuous serpent, that tyrant 

with the sevenfold heads, yet still wouldst thou fall weary, inert, exhaustedô (Gaster 

1944:34). It is not just through the Hebrew Bible that we find references to Leviathan 

and a description. Baal is a mighty weather god and Motôs reference to him being 

exhausted should he tackle the serpent testifies to the enormity of Leviathanôs 

strength.   

 

The reference in Isaiah 27:1 regarding the slaying of Leviathan with a sword brings to 

mind the Tiamat image on the óAin-Samiya cup. The fleeing serpent motif occurs on a 

hematite seal known as the Williams cylinder. Ward (1898:102) explains that the seal 

came into the possession of a missionary in Mosul
59

 and Mardin
60

, a Dr Williams. 

Whilst the provenance of this seal is unknown Ward presumes that he may have 

obtained it in the region where he functioned as a missionary. Ward (1898:103) 

somehow doubts that this cylinder is Babylonian or Assyrian though and may come 

from west of Mesopotamia. Nevertheless it depicts the familiar Mesopotamian 

mythological scene of Marduk chasing the dragon, Tiamat, with a sword. In this 

instance the dragon is clearly shown as a horned serpent. The Mesopotamian Tiamat 

represented evil, hence the serpent becoming the representative symbol of evil spirits. 

The concept of the deity chasing the fleeing serpent appears to have transferred to 

Syria-Palestine as is seen in the Williams cylinder and the description in Isaiah 27:1 

(Ward 18988:103). Both the text and the seal would seem to represent the triumph of 

order over chaos.  
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 Mosul is in northern Iraq, north-west of Baghdad. 
60

 Mardin is in the south-east of Turkey. 
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Figure 8: The Williams cylinder
61

 

 

3.3.2.2 Tannin 

Tannin refers to a sea monster slain by Yahweh. The plural form of the word tannin is 

ótannihimô and has been used to refer to sea monsters, snakes and dragons (Heider 

1999:834). Indeed Tannin is referred to as a monster of chaos that dwells in the sea by 

Van Henten (1999:265). Goldziher (1967:27) associates tannin with a dragon. It 

appears that the magical rod of Aaron that transforms into a snake in Exodus was 

referred to as ótanninô (Hendel 1999:746). 

 

According to Wakeman (1973:70) tannin seems to be a general word used to depict 

snakes. The word ótannihimô is used in Exodus 7:12 to refer to the serpents that the 

rods belonging to Aaron and the pharaohôs magicians morphed into. This concurs 

with Hendel (1999:746) saying that the rods of Moses and Aaron morph into 

venomous snakes, being nǕỠǕġ and tannin. The word is also used to refer to the sea-

monsters created by the Israelite god in Genesis 1:21. In Deuteronomy 32:33 it is used 

to refer to serpents and asps. Wakeman (1973:73) believes that tannin should not be 

used as a proper noun and is more likely a generic mythological term. She maintains 

that tannin is also a synonym for nǕỠǕġ and could be invoked for magical purposes 

(Wakeman 1973:79). 

 

3.3.2.3 Rahab 

Job 26:12-13 reads óby his power he stilled the sea; by his understanding he smote 

Rahab. By his wind the heavens were made fair; his hand pierced the fleeing serpentô. 

It is evident from this that Rahab, like Leviathan, is referred to as a fleeing serpent 

and is a representative of the sea. Rahab was a sea monster (Goldziher 1967:27), a 

storm dragon whose name held the meanings of ónoisyô and ódefiantô (Goldziher 
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 Drawing of the Williams cylinder obtained from Wardôs (1898:102) article Bel and the dragon. 
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1967:423). One can imagine a great thunder storm with dark clouds filling the sky. It 

does indeed bring to mind a great angry cosmic dragon. 

 

3.3.2.4 Yam 

Yam was an Ugaritic deity who represented the sea as well as rivers. Offerings were 

made to appease him as he played an important role in the life of those who went to 

sea (Leick 1998:166).  

 

Yam is known from his role in the Baal cycle of myths found at Ras Shamra, ancient 

Ugarit on the Syrian coast. Leick (1998:18) explains that Baal was an important 

weather god but not the creator god in the Ugaritic pantheon. He appears to be the 

patron deity of Ugarit. Baal can only earn his position in the pantheon and gain a 

palace by being victorious over Yam, god of the sea, and Mot, the god of death. Yam 

demands that Baal submit to him. Baal refuses and they battle it out on Mount 

Sapan/Zaphon (Wasilewska 2000:115). Baal defeats Yam with magical weapons 

made by the dual craftsman deity Kothar and Khasis (Wasilewska 2000:115).  

 

Yam is not an evil force like the Mesopotamian Tiamat. It is only as the stormy sea 

that he has a chaotic element. In fact as Wasilewska (2000:116) points out Baal 

almost causes the collapse of order by defeating Yam. Coogan (1978:82), in 

Wasilewska (2000:116), mentions that the sea is referred to as óLothanô and óSerpentô.  

 

Baal, however, is not the only one who is victorious over Yam. His consort Anat says 

of Yam óDid I not muzzle the dragon? I closed his [mouth]! I smote the writhing 

serpent, Tyrant with seven heads!ô (Wyatt 2005:21). In another passage from Ugarit 

texts Mot says to Baal ówhen you smote Litan the twisting serpent, destroyed the 

writhing serpent, Tyrant with seven heads!ô (Wyatt 2005:21). We now have a 

description of Yam as a writhing and twisting seven-headed serpent which is of the 

male gender. This description is very much like that of Leviathan. Yam, however, is 

deified whilst Leviathan and Rahab are not. It would appear that Wyattôs translation 

and that of Gaster are derived from the same source. Litan and Leviathan may 

therefore be one and the same serpent monster. Wyatt (2005:21) attributes the name 

Litan to Yam. 
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3.3.2.5 Storms and serpent worship 

According to Goldziher (1967:28) the defeat of the sea monsters Leviathan, tannin 

and Rahab by Yahweh are the remnants of much older nomadic myths. Worship of 

rain is common amongst primitive people. Rain and storms became deified and 

Goldziher (1967:224) maintains this was synonymous with worship of the serpent 

because the rain was perceived to be a fluid serpent. However, new ideas came into 

being in which a heavy rain-darkened sky was a danger to the sun. The deified sun 

was opposed by rain and storm and hence the serpent became the enemy (Goldziher 

1967:224). Understanding the Hebrew sea monster myths becomes easier if one 

accepts that they are based on older nomadic religion.  

 

According to Goldziher (1967:28) lightning was the flying serpent whilst the curved 

serpent represented rain in older nomadic traditions. Both were enemies of the sun. 

Consider lightning as a phenomenon that has a light bright enough to rival that of the 

sun. Consider the storm clouds as phenomena that can cover up and devour the sunôs 

light. If we can consider associating Yahweh with the sun god or transfer the traits of 

the sun god to Yahweh we can begin to make sense of how the Biblical sea monster 

myths evolved. Goldziher (1967:423) sees the sea monsters as storm dragons. In his 

view there are three forms of the dragon: 

¶ clouds, which represent the coiled up form 

¶ lightning, which represent the flying form (bǕriǯŁh) 

¶ streaming rain, which represents the extended form 

The extended form (Tannin / rain) comes down from the heavens and enters the ocean 

where it becomes Rahab.  

 

3.3.3   Egypt 

 

3.3.3.1 Apophis (Apep) 

It seems to me that the serpent Apophis is the ancient Egyptian embodiment of 

disorder. He is depicted as a monstrous serpent. The myths concerning Apophis 

involve creation and also the underworld and there are variations on these myths. 
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The Egyptian creation narrative records that in the beginning there was Nun, the 

watery matrix and the source of everything. In the matrix was the essence of a god 

called Neberdjer and a host of creatures described by Budge (2001:7) as the óspawn of 

rebellious maliceô. By employing the powers of Heka, Neberdjer became the creator 

god Khepera. In the role of Khepera he proceeded to form creation but this bothered 

the óspawn of rebellious maliceô (Budge 2001:7-8). Khepera created light and day but 

Seth, representative of dark and night, battled with day and light. Day and night were 

established. In addition the other creator deities were created. Seth, says Budge 

(2001:8), devised a plan to war against the sun god Re. Budge (2001:8) explains that 

in the eastern part of the sky he placed Apophis with his hoard. The intention was for 

Apophis to prevent Re from rising. However, Re dispersed of the hoard of Apophis by 

casting his rays upon them. He rendered Apophis paralysed by casting a spell upon 

him (Budge 2001:8). However, this defeat was only temporary for the following 

morning Apophis was lying in wait for Re and the battle commenced once again, just 

like it does every morning (Budge 2001:8). One of the results of Reôs failure to 

permanently defeat Apophis meant that his evil demons were around and posed a 

threat to humankind (Budge 2001:8-9).  

 

In Egyptian mythology the sun god Re travels on a barque through the underworld at 

night (Watterson: 1999:44). The underworld river along which the barque travels is 

filled with deities and demons óblessed and damned alikeô (Muller 2003:5). Chief of 

these demons is Apophis. He is slain and Re is órejuvenated in the serpent which 

embodies timeô (Muller 2003:5). It is explained by Muller (2003:5) that this cycle 

repeats itself daily suggesting that the triumph of order over chaos is a continual 

battle. Apophis here represents chaos. In order to slay Apophis in some versions of 

the myth Re takes on the form of the Cat of Heliopolis and severs the serpentôs head 

(Watterson 1999:44). In other versions of the myth it is Seth who protects Re by 

standing on the prow of the boat and slaying Apophis (Te Velde 2003:333). 

 

The negativity that attaches itself to Apophis derives from the fact that anything that 

threatened light or the sun was considered evil or darkness. Light and sun is 

personified in Re and so darkness and threat are personified in Apophis. He was 

considered to be the enemy. 
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During the Old Kingdom period Apophis does not appear in texts or pictorial 

representations. Morenz (2004:202) thinks this may be because Apophis was part of 

popular culture and not state religion. It is highly likely that belief in Apophis was in 

existence during the Old Kingdom period. Apophis first appears in sources during the 

First Intermediate Period, a time of political upheaval and therefore chaos. The reason 

for this appearance may be due to changes in religious beliefs and concepts in popular 

thought beginning to emerge in official thought (Morenz 2004:203). One of the 

earliest references to Apophis occurs in the IXth Dynasty tomb of a nomarch, 

Ankhtifi of Moôalla (Morenz 2004:201).  

 

Morenz (2004:202) states that Apophis was never deified, hence the absence of any 

cult statues in his honour. Like other snakes of chaos in the ancient Near East he is 

associated with water. Morenz (2004:203) refers to Piankoff (1949) in saying that 

Apophis is coloured blue in some pictorial depictions which indicates his water 

association. Thompson (1970:135) mentions the possibility that the Mesopotamian 

myth of the conflict between Tiamat and Marduk may have diffused into Egypt 

around 2500 BCE and may well have influenced the concept of Apophis, the serpent 

demon. 

 

3.3.3.2 The serpents of the underworld 

The ancient Egyptian underworld was rife with snakes, the majority of which posed a 

threat to the deceased. Chief of these representatives of evil and chaos was Apophis. 

We know the names of some of these fiends whilst others remain nameless. Budge 

(1972:96) mentions Sebau, for example, who is a serpent fiend mentioned in the 

Papyrus of Ani, whilst Kheti was a fire-spitting serpent of the underworld. Other 

mythological underworld snakes include Aqebi, Sethra, Abtu, and Sethu (Budge 

1972:96). However not all of the underworld serpents were evil. There were some that 

protected the sun god and we shall experience both types of serpent as we now 

embark on a journey through the underworld. The following journey of the sun god is 

mainly taken from Budge (1972: 357-368)  

 

The Egyptian underworld (or Tuat / Duat) was the place where the sun went at night 

(Tobin 2003:242) and the place where the souls of the dead and spirits resided (Budge 

1969:170/1972:351). Budge (1969:171) further explains that it was not equated with 
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hell but rather was another world, as distinct from the present world of the living. 

Within the underworld was a realm of immortality and happiness for the deceased. As 

Budge (1969:171) describes it the underworld was separated from Egypt by a range of 

mountains. It took the form of a narrow valley with a river that ran through its entire 

length ï rather like the Nile Valley. At the western end of the mountain range was an 

aperture. The sun god entered the underworld through this aperture and exited at the 

eastern end. The souls of the dead entered the underworld in the same way. Within the 

underworld were a series of underworlds, and Budge (1972:352) explains that they 

had to be travelled through in order for the soul to reach the óabode of the godsô, 

presumably the place of happiness and immortality. Budge (1969:171) further 

explains that the route, however, was fraught with dangers, demons and evil spirits, 

many of whom took the form of snakes. Spells and incantations were designed to help 

the soul successfully traverse the perils of the underworld (Budge 1972:352).  

 

The Book of Coming Forth by Day is a very old collection of hymns, prayers and 

incantations designed to assist the deceased in his journey through the underworld and 

provide protection from its perils. Its hymns, prayers and incantations were in 

existence prior to 3500 BCE (Budge 1969:174).  According to the Book of Coming 

Forth by Day the underworld had seven halls. Each hall was entered via a door 

guarded by three deities (Budge 1972:353). The Elysian Fields of the underworld had 

twenty one pylons
62

 (Budge 1969:177). Each pylon had a gatekeeper. There was also 

a realm of Osiris in the underworld which was divided into fourteen states, each 

governed by a deity. State VI was Asest, the realm of Rerek, a serpent god who is 

described as being seven cubits long and having the evil eye. Asest was a state of fires 

(Budge 1972:355).  

 

From the New Kingdom period onwards the priests felt that it would be beneficial to 

the deceased to have illustrations of all these various realms within the underworld 

(Budge 1969:173/1972:356). As a result vignettes began to accompany texts from the 

Book of the Dead on the walls of tombs. This was essentially the updated version of 

the Book of Coming Forth by Day.  There are two versions of this illustrated guide to 
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the underworld. One is the Amduat
63

 and the other is known as the Book of Gates 

(Budge 1972:356).  

 

The Amduat/underworld was divided into sections called hours, explains Budge 

1972:357). These pertain to hours of the night. The sun god sails along the waterway 

of the underworld and passes through each section or hour. In this context, says 

Budge (1972:358) Re is called Afu, a reference to the body of Re. The fourth hour 

was a region of large threatening snakes. The souls of the dead lined up on the river 

banks to aid the passage of the sun god. From Budge (1972:360) we learn that in the 

fourth hour the sun god had to leave his boat and embark upon one that was in effect a 

serpent body with snake heads at the bow and stern. Flames issued from the mouth of 

the serpent-headed bow to light the way along this darkened passage.  

 

Figure 9: The serpent barque
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Numerous hybrid serpent monsters are passed: two- and three-headed serpents, one 

with wings.  

 

Figure 10: Multi-headed and winged serpents
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In the fifth hour Budge (1972:360) relays that Afu encounters other perils including a 

monstrous two-headed serpent. At the sixth hour Afu disembarks from his serpent 

boat and once again clambers aboard his original boat. In this hour he encounters 

beings that he orders to destroy Apophis. He also comes across a five-headed serpent 

called ǔsh-hru who is depicted as encircling Afu. This clearly is a protective serpent. 

In fact the realm of the sixth hour appears to be a realm of protective serpents as next 

Afu meets a large serpent that gives rise to the heads of the four sons of Horus, says 

Budge (1972:362). The four sons of Horus are the four deities that protect the major 
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 Alternatively known as The Book of What is in the Underworld.  
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internal organs removed during preparation of the body for mummification. Each one 

protects a canopic jar (Meltzer 2003:167-168). They are Hapy, Imsety, Duamutef and 

Kebehsenuef and appear in the Book of Gates where they restrain the ummti snakes 

with chains (Dodson  2003:133) 

 

Next, says Budge (1972:361-362) Afu encounters nine serpents that spit fire at the 

enemies of the sun god. They cut up the shadows of these enemies with knives.  

 

Figure 11: Serpent giving rise to heads of the four sons of Horus
66

 

 

Having traversed the region of the sixth hour Afu enters the seventh hour and his 

passage is restricted by sand bars and the serpent Ne a er (Budge 1972:362). The 

serpent is strangled by a scorpion goddess who impales him with six knives. Afu is 

now given a protective shrine by the serpent Mehen.
67

 According to Budge 

(1972:362) Mehen continues to protect Afu into the eighth hour.  

 

Figure 12: Upper register: the protection of Afu by Mehen.  

Lower register: the slaying of Nehaher by the scorpion goddess
68

 

 

So Afu proceeds through the hours until he enters the eleventh hour, where once again 

serpents are encountered (Budge 1972:364). Until this point Afu has carried a serpent 

sceptre but it now becomes an ordinary royal sceptre. The front of his boat now 

carries a disc and the serpent Pes t (Budge 1972:364). There are twelve deities along 
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the river banks who remove Mehen. According to Budge (1972:364) he is replaced by 

two cobras, one carrying the white crown and the other carrying the red crown. Neith 

appears in four different forms. She was the mother of the serpent demon, Apophis. 

Sometimes she was represented as a golden cobra and as such was a goddess of life 

and fate (Johnson 1981:132). Temporarily winged and human-headed serpents 

appear. Horus, according to Budge (1972:365), appears on the left bank as a hawk-

headed man and wears the solar disc and uraeus cobra. The boomerang weapon he 

holds is apparently a serpent which is thrown at the enemy.  

 

Figure 13: Serpents bearing the crowns
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Finally, we are informed by Budge (1972:367), Afu enters the twelfth hour, the region 

preceding day. Pes t has been replaced by Khepri upon the boatôs bow and it is pulled 

through the entire body of a serpent named Ka-en-ankh-neteru. As the boat enters the 

serpent Afu takes on a dead body but emerges new and rejuvenated as Khepri
70

, the 

rising sun (Budge 1972:367). The serpent through which the boat is pulled appears 

then to have a renewing and life giving function.  

 

The Book of Gates, says Budge (1972:368) likewise divided the underworld into 

twelve regions. The first region is called the antechamber of night and the twelfth is 

called the antechamber of day.  There are twelve serpents each of which guard a gate. 

Budge (1972:368) lists eleven of them by name from gate two: Saa-set, Aqebi, Djetbi, 

Tekaher, Setem-arif, Akhan-maat, Set-hra, ǔbta, Sethu, Amnetef and Sbi/Reri.  

 

When the sun god Afu-Re enters the first gate he is dead. Khepri accompanies him 

and is encircled by an ouroboros serpent (Budge 1972:368). Upon entering gate two 

Afu announces that he has come to judge the dead. In the realm of gate three says 

Budge (1972:369) are twelve funerary shrines over which a serpent called Seti is 

stretched.  
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 Budge (1969:253).  
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 It would appear that Khepri in the form of the rising sun may be completely different from Khepri  

    the serpent. They seem to be two different entities.  
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Figure 14: Seti over the funerary shrines
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Budge (1972:370) informs us that in the fourth gate Afu finds a mound divided into 

two. Upon the mound stand the goddesses of twelve hours. The monster serpent 

erret lies in the divided mound and, says Budge (1972:370), gives rise to twelve 

serpents. The Twelve Hours consume the serpents. Afu next encounters the Lake of 

Cobras by which stand the Ten Living Cobras (Budge 1972:370). They promise loyal 

service to Afu in exchange for offerings. Next Afu meets a god in mummified form 

standing within a shrine. He is wearing the crown of the south and standing upon a 

serpent. A cobra goddess Nesert is positioned in front of the shrine, says Budge 

(1972:371).  

 

We are informed by Budge (1972:371) that within the fifth gate a serpent named 

Nudji is being held by a group of deities. There appear to be no serpent forms within 

the sixth gate. However, we are told by Budge (1972:371) that Afu now enters the 

realm of the seventh gate where he encounters monster serpents who attempt to block 

his passing. They are led by Seba Apep (Apophis), says Budge (1972:372), who has 

twelve heads but he is devoured by the protective deities. Afu continues to the Pool of 

Fire which is guarded by a fiery serpent. In the eighth gate Afu encounters a fire-

belching serpent named Kheti. He commands him to breathe fire upon the enemies of 

Osiris (Budge 1972:373).  

 

Figure 15: The fire-breathing serpent Kheti
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The realm of the ninth gate, says Budge (1972:374) is dominated by the Powers of 

Evil. Here Afu will rely upon all his loyal gods to help him through. Afu passes 
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Apophis and Shesshes, the crocodile monster (Budge 1972:375). He passes Shemti, 

an eight-headed serpent and also the serpent Bata. A serpent Khepri with two cobras 

arising from his body is also encountered (Budge 1972:375). It is not clear how this 

serpent Khepri differs from the solar Khepri but he does not appear to be malevolent.  

 

In the tenth gate stellar deities help Afu prepare to be born again as the rising sun 

(Budge 1972:375). There appear to be some benevolent serpents in this gate including 

Mehen who serves as a barque for Horus-Set who is accompanied by six serpents. 

Budge (1972:375) informs us that there is also Semi, a winged serpent and a serpent 

with two human bodies.  

 

Figure 16: Semi and the serpent with human bodies
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Budge (1972:375) relays that a battle ensues between Apophis and the protectors of 

Afu. Apophis is chained to the ground and prevented from advancing by a series of 

gods with knives. Each of these gods has four serpents emanating from a human body. 

The allies of Apophis are called the Uamemtiu and they are restrained by Geb and the 

four sons of Horus (Budge 1972:377).  

 

Figure 17: Uamemtiu restrained by Geb and the Four Sons of Horus
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Finally Afuôs boat arrives at the eleventh gate. According to Budge (1972:377) 

Apophis is convincingly defeated. The sons of Horus destroy him with knives. The 

deities within the eleventh gate rejoice and Afu passes on his boat to the twelfth gate 

guarded by two serpents (Budge 1972:379). The cobras of Isis and Nephthys are also 

positioned by the doors of this gate. The sky goddess Nut gives birth to the sun god 

and a new day dawns.  
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3.3.3.3 The serpent aspect of Seth 

The god Seth had a dual nature (cf 6.3.12.1 for his role as a protective serpent). Seth 

could symbolise evil and was therefore identified with the serpent according to 

Thompson (1970:134). He was the enemy of Re in the form of a hissing serpent. 

Eventually, says Thompson (1970:136), Seth became identified with Apophis. As 

Apophis was not deified, Seth lost his status as a deity. Rundle Clarke (1959:186) also 

aligns Seth with the serpent saying that óthe snake was really Seth in disguiseô.  

 

Seth was a very old god from the Predynastic era, says Watterson (1999:100). He was 

generally associated with the desert and therefore phenomena associated with the 

desert such as dangerous wild animals, wind and rain storms, and also thunder 

(Watterson 1999:102). This is an interesting association and is reminiscent of the 

Palestinian/Levantine storm and sea dragons. Seth however was not a dragon but he 

was a composite animal. The Hyksos in the delta region identified him with Baal, who 

was a Semitic weather god according to Leick (1998:18). The serpent was one of the 

symbols of Seth (Budge 1969:247). Thompson (1970:134) verifies Sethôs 

identification with the snake and his role as a storm god. Seth is also referred to as a 

storm god by Rundle Clarke (1959:208). 

 

The danger posed by Seth was found in myths where he endeavoured to prevent the 

sun from rising. In other words he opposed Re. In this adversarial role he took on the 

form of a monster serpent (Budge 1969:245) and was assisted by small snakes and 

other venomous creatures. The similarity with Apophis is now more apparent and we 

can understand why he was identified with the great underworld demon snake. He 

could also be known as Rerek. The hieroglyphs for Apophis and Rerek contain 

serpent symbols. 

                                     

       Figure 18:  Apophis / Apep hieroglyph
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                              Figure 19: Rerek hieroglyph
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The serpents in both sets of hieroglyphs can easily be seen. The symbol above the two 

squares in the Apophis hieroglyph looks like a serpent viewed from above. In the 

                                                 
75

 Budge (1969:245) 
76

 Budge (1969:245). 



 

75 

 

hieroglyphics it can be seen that the head is differentiated from the rest of the body, 

which can be a characteristic of venomous snakes
77

, although not all.
78

 The widened 

portion of the head is where the venom glands are located. Non-venomous snakes 

generally do not have this proportion of differentiation.  

 

3.3.4  Comparison between the serpent monsters of Mesopotamia, Syria-

Palestine and Egypt. 

 

Table 2: The serpents of chaos 

 

Key to abbreviations 

Egy: Egypt 

Meso: Mesopotamia 

SP: Syria-Palestine 

M: male 

F: female 
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Tiamat Meso F X X  X X  X X X  X 

Leviathan SP M  X  X X  X  X   

Tannin SP M  X  X X  X X X X  

Rahab SP M  X  X X  X X X   

Yam SP M X X  X X  X X X   

Apophis Egy M  X X X X X X    X 

Seth Egy M  X X  X X X X  X X 

 

For ease of reference I refer to the creatures listed in the Table above as serpents. The 

word óserpentô seems to have more of a mythological connotation than the word 

ósnakeô. Indeed they are all linked to mythology. The following facts emerge from the 

table: 

¶ The most noticeable difference between the above is that the feminine 

gender is only assigned to one serpent, Tiamat.  

¶ They all represent a threat to universal order and the environment 

around the ancient Near Eastern person. 
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¶ Only Tiamat and Yam are deified. The serpents above in Hebrew and 

Egyptian mythology are not deified. Seth is only deified in his 

benevolent aspect (cf 6.3.12.1).  

¶ All of the above are perceived as serpents or serpent hybrids. Tiamat, 

Apophis and Seth are viewed as serpents whilst those from Syria-

Palestine have hybrid aspects such as multiple heads.  

¶ The Egyptian serpents are described as demons. The Syro-Palestinian 

and Mesopotamian serpents do not appear to have been demonised. 

¶ The Mesopotamian and Syro-Palestinian serpents are monsters or 

dragons. Apophis does not appear to be a monster and I suggest the 

word ómonstrousô is used to refer to his size rather than his appearance.  

¶ Only the Egyptian serpents are chthonic. Those from Mesopotamia and 

Syria-Palestine in the Table above are not from the underworld.  

¶ All of the above serpents are associated with water. The water 

associations vary. Only Apophis and Leviathan do not appear to be 

linked to storms.  

¶ The Mesopotamian and Syro-Palestinian serpents are linked to the 

ocean. It would therefore seem that the above serpents are either linked 

to the underworld or the ocean, not to both. 

¶ Tannin and Seth are linked to rain through their storm associations. 

¶ The serpents from Syria-Palestine do not appear to have cohorts in 

their chaotic deeds whilst those from Mesopotamia and Egypt do. 

Tiamatôs cohorts are ódevilish monstersô several of which had 

serpentine forms. Her other cohorts are Apsu and Kingu both of whom 

had an ophidian aspect. The cohorts of Apophis were either snakes or 

serpent hybrids. 

 

3.4 THE SERPENT AS A THREAT TO HEALTH AND WELL-BEING 

 

There is a difference between the serpents that affect cosmic order on the one hand, 

and those that are pure mischief makers or affect the individual ancient Near 

Easterner on a personal level. There appear to be very few serpent demons. There are 
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serpents that cause mischief in myths and legends. The biggest real threat from snakes 

to the ancient Near Easternerôs well-being came from live venomous snakes.  

 

3.4.1 Mesopotamia 

 

In ancient Mesopotamia there are a few demons with serpent aspects. There are also 

several deities with serpent aspects and associations that are linked to ill health and 

injury. These conditions were believed to be brought about by certain deities that are 

more often associated with healing or protection and consequently we shall meet up 

with them again in Chapters Four and Six where their serpent aspects and associations 

will be discussed in more detail. It therefore seems that certain serpent deities have a 

dual nature. This does, however, make sense when one considers that disease and ill 

fortune were believed by the Mesopotamians to be bestowed upon humankind by the 

gods in response to some perpetration by the sufferer. These Mesopotamian gods that 

brought about suffering were the very same ones that were appealed to for removal of 

the suffering. First we shall look at the demons then the mischief makers followed by 

the deities. 

 

3.4.1.1 Asag 

Asag was a Mesopotamian demon responsible for causing pain and disease. Asagôs 

method of killing was by means of a óhead feverô (Black & Green 2008:36). 

According to Leick (1998:13) Asag may be one and the same as the Sumerian seven-

headed serpent. This calls to mind other serpents that have sometimes been described 

as having seven heads such as the Mesopotamian muġhuġġu and muġmahha and the 

Syro-Palestinian Yam and Leviathan. Wakeman (1973:9) mentions Asag as a 

chthonic demon. 

 

Asag was defeated by the god Ninurtu (Ningursu) and a depiction of this dates to the 

9
th
 century BCE on slabs erected by Assurnasipal II at the Nimrud                                                   

temple dedicated to Ninurtu (Black & Green 2008:36). Here Asag is depicted as a 

lion-dragon.  
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3.4.1.2 Lamaġtu 

Lamaġtu was a demon, a hybrid monster with the face of a lion. Whilst her totem 

animal was an ass or donkey (Black & Green 2008:116), she was often depicted 

holding snakes. She is described as gliding snake-like into houses (Budge 1978:109). 

Lamaġtuôs abode was the marshes, the mountains and the desert. It appears therefore 

that she could be found anywhere. She was the most feared of the Mesopotamian 

demons. Lamaġtu seemed to prey on pregnant women and young children. She was 

believed to be the cause of miscarriage among humans and animals alike (Budge 

1978:109). If the sufferer had a fever accompanied by jaundice especially involving 

infants then Lamaġtu was believed to be involved. In fact any chronic condition 

affecting children was attributed to her, as were problems with pregnancies including 

miscarriage and premature labour (Scurlock & Andersen 2005:483-485).  

 

Figure 20: Lamaġtu demon holding snakes
79

  

 

3.4.1.3 The seven evil spirits 

Contained in the Utukki Limnѻti
80

 tablets are references to the seven evil spirits. They 

appear in a number of incantations. These spirits seem to be present in the ocean and 

in the heavens (Thompson 1903:xlii). One of the seven is a dragon whilst another is 

described as a óterrible serpentô. Judging by the translation in Thompson (1903:xliii) 

the seven evil spirits appear to be responsible for storms and possibly perceived to be 

accomplices to the storm god. They are described as creeping on their bellies like 

snakes (Thompson 1903:xlv). When they take on these snake characteristics they are 

able to pass from one house to the next. Not even a closed door can keep them out.  
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 From Amiet (1980:402). Picture from lower register of a slab depicting the exorcism of a sick man.  
80

 Part XVI of Cuneiform texts from Babylonian tablets, etc contains texts from 138 clay tablets. Most  

   of these contain spells, incantations and exorcisms from Utukki Limnѻti, also known as the Evil  

   Spirits tablets. These were originally written in Sumerian so the contents of the Babylonian tablets  

   are based on earlier material. They were translated into Assyrian in approximately 650 BCE  

   (Thompson 1903:XI-XII)  
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Aside from the environmental chaos caused by the seven evil spirits such as 

hurricanes, they caused problems for the individual. They were blamed for people 

feeling unsettled. They were responsible for wanderlust, general unrest and disorder 

(Thompson 1903:xlv).  

 

In the 5
th
 Tablet of the Evil Spirits series the seven evil spirits are referred to as the 

óbitter venom of the godsô (Thompson 1903:51). This suggests two things to my 

mind. Firstly, they are aligned with serpents with the reference to venom. Secondly, 

as venom of the gods they have been sent by the gods. They were also called children 

of the underworld (Thompson 1903:51).  

 

3.4.1.4 The headache demons 

In the Tiôi series of tablets (the Headache Tablets)
81

 there is reference to a headache 

demon in Tablet IX. In this incantation the headache demon is compared to a snake: 

ólike a snake, a snake it bindeth the headô (Thompson 1904:81). Unlike the serpent 

and dragon members of the seven evil spirits this particular nameless demon is merely 

likened to a snake.  

 

Another headache demon is the subject on an incantation on a tablet referred to as óPô 

in Thompson (1904:87). This is a particularly nasty headache as it is believed to come 

from the underworld and is shaped like a whirlwind and óas with the fangs of a viper 

it shutteth up everythingô (Thompson 1904:87).  Like the demon in Tablet IX it is also 

not a snake but attributes of a snake are used to relay the severity of this headache.  

 

3.4.1.5 Gilgameshôs snake 

Gilgamesh
82

 has a quest for eternal life (Sandars 1972:97). He seeks out Utnapishtim, 

survivor of a great flood who was granted eternal life by the gods. Utnapishtim sets a 

test for Gilgamesh which he needs to pass before he will give Gilgamesh the 

information regarding eternal life-Gilgamesh must not sleep for six days and seven 

nights (Dalley 2000:116). Gilgamesh fails the test but Utnapishtim takes pity on him 

and tells him of the plant of longevity growing on the ocean floor. Gilgamesh 

                                                 
81

 Part of the series of tablets referred to in Cuneiform tablets from Babylonian Texts, etc (Thompson  

   1904). 
82

 A post-diluvian king from Uruk. He was believed to have lived somewhere between 2800 to 2500  

   BCE (Dalley 2000:40). 
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retrieves the plant and while he rests upon the shore a cunning snake steals it away 

from him (Dalley 2000:119). Gilgamesh is right back where he started: having to 

come to terms with his own mortality (Leick 1998:75). This snake is not chaotic or 

evil. It is simply mischievous. Whilst it does not pose a threat to Gilgameshôs general 

health it does rob him of the chance to possess longevity. This snake, in my opinion, 

is not deified or demonised.  

 

3.4.1.6 The Huluppu tree snake 

According to Mesopotamian tradition Wasilewska (2000:165-166) tells us that the 

south wind uprooted the Huluppu tree and deposited it on the banks of the Euphrates. 

Here the goddess Inanna found it and carried it off to plant in her garden at Uruk. The 

tree grew big and strong and Inanna wanted to cut off some of the bark in order to 

make a throne or a bed for herself. However, she was unable to do this as a snake 

resided in the base of the tree. The snake is described as a ósnake who knows no 

charmô (Wasilewska 2000:165-166). 

 

Whilst this snake is clearly doing no harm the goddess is afraid of it for some reason. 

Gilgamesh is called upon to remove the snake for Inanna (Wasilewska 2000:166).  

This snake is not deified or demonised and merely provides an obstacle. The reference 

to the snake knowing no charm suggests that either it is unpleasant in nature or that it 

cannot be charmed or communicated with the way a snake charmer would 

communicate with a snake.  

 

3.4.1.7 Iġtar 

Iġtar was characterised by a snake emblem according to Morris & Morris (1965:46). 

She was a Babylonian goddess of sexual love and a mother goddess. She was also a 

goddess of war and punished those who sinned against her (Leick 1998:97). 

Prostitution was a legal enterprise in Babylonian times and Iġtar was patron goddess 

of prostitutes (Scurlock & Andersen 2005:88) - not surprisingly a number of diseases 

for which she was believed to be responsible were diseases associated with sexual 

activity. Diseases in this category that Scurlock & Andersen (2005:89-97) list as 

being attributed to the óhandô of Iġtar are urethritis, vaginitis and syphilis.
83
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 These diseases are linked to gonorrhoea and herpes. 
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Iġtar was able to bestow arthritis of the hips, hands and feet upon humankind 

(Scurlock & Andersen 2005:255). Seizures resulting from head trauma were also 

attributed to her (Scurlock & Andersen 2005:306). As a goddess of war Iġtar was 

deemed to be responsible for severe wound traumas, mental confusion arising from 

head trauma, wound infections and blood loss (Scurlock & Andersen 2005:468). The 

outcome for the sufferer in these instances was not positive. Nightmares in small 

children were also believed to be of her doing (Scurlock & Andersen 2005:368), as 

were visions of ghosts in adults (Scurlock & Andersen 2005:433). Psychosomatic 

pains in the head and chest and pseudo-seizures were another infliction caused by the 

óhandô of Iġtar. She was believed to cause some sort of skin lesion (Scurlock & 

Andersen 2005:454).  

 

3.4.1.8 Iġhara 

Iġhara
84

seems to have originated in the Middle Euphrates region and filtered south 

(Black & Green 1992:110). She appears in north Syria and is mentioned in a Hurrian 

text from Ugarit (Koh 1994:5). Iġharaôs original totem animal was the baġmu snake 

but this was replaced by the scorpion from the Kassite era, hence the reference to her 

by Scurlock & Andersen (2005:499) as scorpion-shaped. Iġhara was believed to inflict 

skin lesions in the upper abdomen and sub-cutaneous bleeding of the fingers. She also 

caused general weakness with a poor prognosis for the sufferer. These symptoms add 

up to meningococcemia
85

 according to Scurlock & Andersen (2005:499 & 543). She 

also caused bloating of the intestines and yellow spots on the abdomen.  

 

3.4.1.9 Iġtaran 

Iġtaran was a Sumerian chthonic serpent deity (Wiggerman 1997:42) whose deputy 

was the serpent god Nirah (Black & Green 1992:111). He was also the brother of 

Iġtar. It is difficult to establish exactly what sickness he was responsible for. The 

sufferer is described as continually placing his hands on his abdomen and sucking his 

fingers. Apparently the sufferer stops drinking fluids, is confused and eventually dies 

- death results from fever and jaundice (Scurlock & Andersen 2005:572).  
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 Iġ ara was a by-form of Iġtar (Scurlock & Andersen 2005:499).  
85

 A bacterial disease in which the toxins of the bacteria break down the walls of the blood vessels  

   (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meningococcemia). Accessed 30 October 2013  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meningococcemia
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3.4.1.10 Ea 

Ea was an Akkadian creator god who was also lord of magic (Leick 1998:37). 

According to Morris & Morris (1965:46) he sometimes had serpent attributes. 

Thompson (1976:63) gives us a description of Eaôs serpent monster form. He had a 

serpent head with horns curled three times around. His body was that of a star-

covered fish and his feet had claws.  

 

Scurlock & Andersen (2005:420-421) inform us that ancient Mesopotamians believed 

that a tooth cavity was created by a worm that ate away at the tooth. A recitation for 

toothache indicates that the ówormô may have been put there by Ea. The worm 

requested Ea to put it amongst the teeth in order to chew up food that lodged between 

them. Ea was not particularly linked to trauma injuries but if a person was sick for 

three days following an abdominal wound the sickness was attributed to the óhandô of 

Ea (Scurlock & Andersen 2005:468). Further inflictions caused by Ea have been 

listed by Scurlock & Andersen as clustered lesions (2005:454), joint pain (2005:488), 

and lesions on the cheek and throat (2005:666). With regards to the joint pain this 

could be accompanied by a fever and a rash. This was partly attributed to Eaôs deputy, 

a ghost and Scurlock & Andersen (2005:488) suggest this may have been something 

like German measles, hepatitis B or another type of viral fever associated with the 

mosquito. 

 

3.4.1.11 Ningizzida  

Ningizzida was a Sumerian chthonic deity whose totem animal was the horned adder 

(Leick 1997:131). He was the god of snakes and also of medicine. Ningizzida was 

believed to be responsible for complications that arose in wound injuries (Scurlock & 

Andersen 2005:468) as well as being responsible for bowel obstructions that resulted 

from abdominal injuries according to Scurlock & Andersen (2005:479) who also 

mention that the god added respiratory distress to his repertoire of inflictions. 

 

3.4.1.12 Nergal 

Nergal was a Babylonian god from the Old Akkadian period. He was lord of the 

underworld and known as a god of pestilence and disease (Leick 1998:127-128). His 

consort was Eriġkigal (Scurlock & Andersen 2005:455). A statue in the Louvre which 

was found at Susa dating to the 16
th
 to 15

th
 centuries BCE shows Nergal riding a 



 

83 

 

chariot with a snake coiled upon his head.
86

 The snake was perceived to be a 

benevolent creature in ancient Elam and was a symbol of the underworld. A god list 

of the Old Babylonian period lists Nergal with known serpent gods Tiġpak, Inġuġinak, 

Iġtaran and Ninazu (Wiggerman 1997:34). I suggest that this strengthens Nergalôs ties 

with the serpent and that the grouping of this deity with known serpent gods is 

indicative of the fact that he may well have been a serpent god himself.  

 

Herbin
87

 informs us that Nergal was a god of death in addition to being a god of 

disease so it is no wonder that from Scurlock & Andersen (2005:465) we learn that 

Nergal was believed to be a god of traumatic injuries that were generally fatal. Along 

with Ningizzida, Nergal could cause wound complications such as infections, death 

from haemorrhagic shock and vomiting of blood as a result of abdominal wounds. He 

was also believed to cause fever blisters (Scurlock & Andersen 2005:468, 473, 617, 

455). 

 

Despite causing mayhem in the form of traumatic injury and disease, Nergal was also 

known to bring about order. In a myth recounted by Wiggerman (1992:167) Baġmu is 

described as having been created in the sea. He is a venomous snake who devours 

humans and animals alike. Nergal is sent by the gods as a snake charmer to subdue 

Baġmu. Like many gods associated with serpents Nergal seems to have an opposite 

side to his nature. 

 

3.4.1.13 Eriġkigal 

Eriġkigal, a Sumerian goddess and queen of the underworld, sister of Inanna and 

consort of Nergal (Leick 1998:55) had a muġhuġġu dragon named MȊtum as her 

messenger (Wiggerman 1997:34). We are told by Wiggerman (1997:34) about a god 

list called An-Anum. In this god list Eriġkigal is grouped together with serpent deities 

Ninaza, Ningizzida, Tiġpak, Iġtaran and Inġuġinak. A god list from the Old 

Babylonian period that is even earlier than the An-Anum list groups Eriġkigal with 

Ninazu and Tiġpak (Wiggerman 1997:34). This points to Eriġkigalôs serpent links 
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 Herbin, N. http://www.louvre.fr/en/oeuvre-notices/statuette-god-riding-chariot-coiled-snake-his-          

head. Accessed 21 March 2012.  
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 Ibid. 

http://www.louvre.fr/en/oeuvre-notices/statuette-god-riding-chariot-coiled-snake-his-%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20head
http://www.louvre.fr/en/oeuvre-notices/statuette-god-riding-chariot-coiled-snake-his-%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20head


 

84 

 

being very strong indeed. Like Ningizzida, Eriġkigal was linked to the constellation 

Hydra. 

 

Eriġkigal was considered responsible for wounds where complications set in and 

resulted in the death of the sufferer and in particular she was responsible for multiple 

injuries where the ribs were involved (Scurlock & Andersen 2005:465, 472).  

 

3.4.2 Egypt 

 

3.4.2.1 In-dif and Djeser-tep 

Both In-dif and Djeser-tep are serpent demons who are considered to pose a threat to 

the deceased (Mundkur 1983:103). Both of these demons are slain by a cat with a 

knife. The slaying of serpent demons in this manner appears to be quite a common 

theme in ancient Egypt. This is one of the ways in which Apophis was slain. They 

may well be chthonic as they pose a threat to the deceased.  

                     

Figure 21:                                                                                             Figure 22:  

The Cat of Heliopolis slaying the serpent Apophis
88

                          The Great Cat slaying Apophis
89 

 

 

3.4.3 Comparison between the serpents of mischief and ill health of 

Mesopotamia and Egypt. 

 

Table 3: The serpents of mischief and ill health 

 

Key to abbreviations 

Egy: Egypt 

Meso: Mesopotamia 

SP: Syria-Palestine 
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 From the 20
th
 Dynasty tomb of a Deir el-Medina workman (Watterson 1996:45). 

89
 From a funerary papyrus dated c 950 BCE (Pinch 2006:21). 


