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ix

 Avant-propos des éditeurs

Très cher Dominique,

Chacun de nous te connaît depuis maintenant de nombreuses années et c’est pour te témoigner notre 
infinie reconnaissance que nous avons souhaité t’offrir ces Mélanges. En effet, tu as toujours été d’un grand 
soutien, ce que soulignent tous les participants à ce volume, et nous voulions t’en remercier ici.

Pour ma part, je souhaiterais, dans les quelques lignes qui vont suivre, retracer une partie de notre par‑
cours commun, qui a débuté il y a une quinzaine d’années maintenant.

En effet, jeune étudiante fraîchement arrivée à Strasbourg le bac en poche (en 2001), j’ai suivi ton ensei‑
gnement dès la première année. Tu me fis alors découvrir toute la richesse de l’histoire et de l’archéologie du 
Proche‑Orient ancien, que je ne connaissais pratiquement pas. J’ai par la suite choisi de me spécialiser dans 
cette voie et ai réalisé une maîtrise, un master puis une thèse sous ta direction. C’est donc grâce à toi que j’ai 
découvert l’Orient, c’est toi qui me l’a fait aimer et qui m’as transmis bon nombre des connaissances que 
j’ai maintenant. Je me souviens d’ailleurs de l’étonnement mais aussi de l’admiration que j’ai pu ressentir 
parfois en te voyant dégager un mur de briques avec une rapidité étonnante, muni de ton éternel pic qui ne 
te quitte jamais, lors de mon premier jour de fouilles à Mari alors que je ne distinguais rien de particulier 
dans ce qui me semblait n’être qu’un amas terreux. Mais, grâce à la confiance que tu m’as accordée, j’ai 
eu très tôt l’opportunité d’enseigner et de partir en fouilles à l’étranger, autant en Turquie qu’en Syrie, à 
Porsuk et Mari notamment.

Pour toutes les raisons évoquées ci‑dessus et pour bien d’autres encore, c’est pour moi un très grand 
honneur que de te dédier ces Mélanges et l’occasion de te témoigner encore une fois mon affection.

Nombreux sont les collègues et amis à avoir répondu à l’appel que nous avons lancé avec Philippe et 
Pascal et à avoir voulu s’associer à notre initiative. Qu’ils en soient chaleureusement remerciés ici.

Je te souhaite une retraite heureuse et paisible et espère que, maintenant que tu es libéré des cours et 
surtout de toutes les contraintes administratives, tu pourras te consacrer comme tu l’entends aux recherches 
que tu as envie de mener ainsi qu’à ta famille et ceux qui te sont chers. – Julie Patrier

Participer à ces mélanges était rendre hommage aux trois facettes d’un même homme, l’enseignant, 
le scientifique et le collègue, qui m’ont été révélées au long des années et à la faveur des circonstances. 
C’est à la fin des années 1980 que je découvris Dominique professeur, dans la pénombre de l’amphithéâtre 
de l’école du Louvre où je suivais, jeune étudiant, les cours organiques de première année. J’étais loin 
à l’époque de pouvoir seulement me douter que je le recroiserai plusieurs fois dans les décennies qui 
 suivraient. Je tiens de lui mon initiation à l’Archéologie orientale, une étape qui fut décisive.

Je ne fus capable que plus tard, en progressant dans mon cursus, durant mes longues années de doctorat 
et au‑delà, d’apprécier sa dimension d’archéologue et de chercheur. Y contribuèrent, bien sûr, la lecture de 
ses publications, mais également les courtes entrevues qui s’égrainèrent au fil des colloques et de nos acti‑
vités respectives en Syrie, notamment à ses retours de mission qui l’amenaient à l’IFAPO de Jirs al‑‘Abyad 
où j’ai tenu mes quartiers pendant quelques années. Le terrain ne nous ayant jamais rapprochés, ce fut donc 
longtemps une prise de connaissance en quelque sorte distante, mais toujours cordiale et stimulante.

C’est enfin en tant qu’authentique partenaire de travail qu’il me fut donné de côtoyer Dominique à 
partir de mon élection à la faculté des Sciences historiques de l’université de Strasbourg en 2008. Car si je 
trouvai un supérieur de fait hiérarchique, le Professeur en chaire, je profitai avant tout de son exemple, de 
sa guidance, de sa sollicitude et de son soutien, toutes choses qui se sont montrées déterminantes dans les 
nouvelles fonctions que j’avais à assumer. Je ne saurais lui être trop redevable de la confiance qu’il m’a 
accordée.

À tous ces titres, assembler un volume de mélanges en son honneur – tâche qui s’annonçait redoutable 
au vu des nombreux collègues, amis et proches qui se sont empressés de se joindre à l’entreprise – fut par‑
dessus tout un plaisir. Les contributeurs, je l’espère, l’auront partagé. Qu’ils soient tous sincèrement et pro‑
fondément remerciés. Puisse maintenant le dédicataire puiser dans ce volume la juste et collective marque 
d’estime et d’amitié que ses auteurs y ont mise. – Philippe Quenet

Tout est affaire d’empreinte dans l’itinéraire orientaliste de Dominique Beyer et c’est avec un plaisir 
tout particulier que le comité d’édition de ce volume de mélanges et tous ses participants se sont prêtés au 
rituel imposé par un tel exercice. Il est en effet à nos yeux le reflet des intenses relations que Dominique 
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Beyer a tissé tout au long de sa carrière, dans les musées, à l’université, mais surtout sur les divers terrains 
où il a travaillé au Proche‑Orient – en Syrie, pour l’essentiel, mais aussi en Turquie, en Iraq et en Crète – et 
son travail est loin d’être achevé, rappelons‑le. Dominique Beyer est surtout pour la génération de ceux qui 
l’ont suivi un modèle d’exigence face au terrain, mais surtout face à ces objets sortis des fouilles dont on 
sait à quel point ils sont difficiles à interpréter.

Son approche de l’archéologie orientale est avant tout concrète en effet, et tous ceux qui ont eu la 
chance de travailler avec lui ont apprécié la rigueur avec laquelle étaient conduites les fouilles et dirigés 
les chantiers, des chantiers dont on voyait tout de suite en les fréquentant qu’ils n’étaient pas seulement 
destinés à satisfaire un besoin de fouiller, mais, plus que tout, un besoin de lire et comprendre les vesti‑
ges archéologiques, quel que soit le degré de complexité créé par les complexes mécanismes de dépôt et 
d’érosion qui caractérisent les tells. Fouiller sous sa direction ou en collaboration avec lui, c’est en effet 
d’abord ap prendre une discipline de travail faite de prudence et surtout d’humilité face à des vestiges qui ne 
se laissent jamais aisément saisir. Cette discipline passe avant tout par la connaissance intime des vestiges 
de briques crues, mais aussi des objets qu’ils recèlent. Elle passe surtout par de longues relations d’amitiés 
et un amour profond pour le Proche‑Orient, ses chercheurs et ses habitants.

Plus qu’un archéologue fouilleur, Dominique Beyer nous a appris l’art d’exploiter les objets issus des 
fouilles, et travailler à ses côtés, à l’occasion notamment de la découverte des dizaines de scellement por‑
tant le sceau du roi Ishgi‑Mari, découverts à Mari en 2000‑2001, a été une véritable leçon pour beaucoup. 
Le travail de nettoyage, puis le patient travail de reconstruction des deux empreintes originales ont été 
conduits en quelques semaines extrêmement intenses et tous ceux qui ont vécu ces journées se rappellent 
à quel point on voyait la compréhension de l’histoire mariote se faire en direct, au fil de ses observations, 
loin des grandes théories.

« Mille et une empreintes » nous a donc paru un excellent fil conducteur pour ce volume de mélanges 
qui traduit la diversité des voies d’investigation que les travaux de Dominique Beyer ont affectée. On 
y retrouvera ainsi divers thèmes ou champs de recherche qui ont animé son chemin. Retenons d’abord 
l’iconographie, la glyptique syrienne et syro‑hittite au premier chef. Mais le champ est plus large et com‑
prend à la fois la statuaire et la coroplastie ; les terrains ensuite, qu’ils se situent en Turquie ou en Syrie ; 
des questions plus générales enfin, liées à l’évolution d’une discipline en pleine recomposition. C’est donc 
un très grand plaisir de lui présenter ce volume. – Pascal Butterlin

Lille – Strasbourg – Paris

mars 2015
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Much more than just a Decorative Element: 
The Guilloche as Symbol of Fertility

Adelheid Otto*

Für Dominique mit herzlichem Dank für seine wegweisenden Beiträge 
zur Archäologie und Siegelkunst Syriens.

When the impressions of king Išḫi‑Addu’s seal found in Qatna were published recently (fig. 1a), there 
was some amazement: why does the royal seal design consist only of a “decorative geometric design asso‑
ciated with an inscription”1 and shows no figurative motifs as most other royal seals do? Usually the motifs 
depicted on royal seals mirror the self‑concept of the king. Would Išḫi‑Addu’s seal be an exception to this 
rule? Since another seal of Išḫi‑Addu2 (fig. 1b) shows also mainly vertical rows of two different guilloche 
bands and inscription lines, the choice of the guilloche as the main motif of these royal seals seems to be 
intentional. What then was to be expressed by this pattern?

The guilloche is a motif which adorns Near Eastern stone vessels, stelae, votive plaques, temple facades, 
jewellery, seals and other media over the centuries. The guilloche, in French torsade and in German Flecht-
band consists of intertwined bands. These can be made up of several strands, may consist of elongated 
elements with an oval central space, or of perfectly circular elements with or without central dots (compare 
fig. 7b and 9a). Countless variants are produced by plaiting several bands together (see fig. 10b and 11b) or 
by connecting them diagonally3. Because the varying bands often merge into one another (fig. 2; see also 
fig. 10b), it may be supposed that they were interchangeable. From this it may be deduced that their intent 
was similar, if a meaning may be attributed to them at all: usually these bands are interpreted as ‘decorative 
elements’, although D. Beyer doubted the purely ornamental function of the motifs which form bordures et 
bandes décoratives: “parmi ceux-ci certains ne sont que des motifs géométriques décoratifs, d’autres peu-
vent apparaître comme des éléments à valeur symbolique plus ou moins stylisés”4. Probably he referred to 
the idea that the guilloche meant water. This has several times been articulated5, but not generally accepted. 
My aim is to show here that – although the decoding of abstract depictions is always a challenging task – the 
guilloche bands had a distinct symbolic value in the Ancient Near East.

I. The development of the motif
Intertwined bands are already attested in the late fourth millennium BC on stamp and cylinder seals of the 

Late Chalcolithic/Late Uruk period (fig. 3a‑c). They occur in a wide area from Arslantepe in the Northwest 
to Uruk and the Susiana in the Southeast. These bands were probably meant to depict the bodies of entwin‑ 
ed snakes, the heads of which are frequently, though not always, represented (fig. 3b and 3c). H. Pittman 
interprets the snake twist as copulating snakes6, an attractive idea which is corroborated by observations in 
nature. Snakes tightly coil together while mating, forming a natural guilloche (see numerous pictures on 
the web).

Guilloche bands continued to be depicted in the third millennium, e.g. on stone vessels from Susa7 
(fig. 4). Several steatite vases from Mari, decorated with regular guilloche bands, some of them already 

* Professor, Johannes Gutenberg‑Universität, Mainz.
1  Morandi Bonacossi and Eidem 2006, p. 46; they assembled also the evidence for similar seals. At least one other 
contemporary cylinder seal which also shows only an inscription and a stylised guilloche pattern belonged to a high‑
ranking person, the wife of a general from Yamhad: Collon 1986, no 15 (see also a seal from the former Brett Collec‑
tion: Collon 1986, no 14). 
2  See extensively Otto 2004, p. 82‑83, pl. 87/2a‑d, M 83.
3  For numerous variants of torsades/Flechtbänder and Schlaufenbänder, see e.g. Beyer 2001, p. 415‑417, and Otto 
2000, p. 274‑276.
4  Beyer 2001, p. 413.
5  P. Amiet (1966, p. 158) spoke of “une torsade symbolique de l’eau”; D. Collon (1975, p. 194) assumed “that the 
guilloche and spiral were used in Syria as a decorative element which served a dual purpose as a pictograph meaning 
‘Flowing Water’”.
6  Pittman 2007, p. 297.
7  Amiet 1966, nos 118 and 122.
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(a) (b)

Fig. 1. (a) The seal of king Išḫi-Addu of Qatna, showing only guilloche bands and an inscription 
(Morandi Bonacossi and Eidem 2006, p. 47, fig. 5b). (b) Fragmentary seal impression of another seal of 

king Išḫi-Addu, found at Tuttul (Otto 2004, pl. 87/2b).

Fig. 2. Variants of the guilloche bands merged into one another on a Syrian seal of the 18th century 
(Porada 1948, no 980).

Fig. 3. Snake twists as guilloche bands on sealings from Arslantepe/Malatya and from Uruk, Building C, 
period Uruk IVa. (a) Pittman 2007, p. 239, A430-256. (b) Pittman 2007, p. 242, A434-250. (c) Boehmer 

1999, fig. 68/1: Variante 1.

(a) (b)

(c)
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consisting of various strands or with a dot in the middle8, seem to indicate that the motif was attested mainly 
in the North Mesopotamian and Syrian regions during the Early Bronze Age II‑IV. But since countless 
steatite objects with numerous variations of coiled snakes have been found in the region around Jiroft, the 
special popularity of the motif in the Iranian orbit has been clearly established (fig. 5a). The motif was also 
common on contemporary cylinder seals, especially in the Khabur triangle. Numerous seals from Tell Brak 
and Tell Beydar show a horizontal guilloche between, above or below rows of animals or animals’ heads 
and human figures, and exceptionally only parallel guilloche bands (fig. 6a‑b).

The next securely dated depictions of guilloche bands are attested on North Mesopotamian and Syrian 
seals of the late 19th and early 18th century (Middle Chronology). They are dated to the reign of king Samsi‑
Addu9 (fig. 7a) and to contemporary levels at Acemhöyük (fig. 7b)10. Presumably the motif had survived in 
the same region in the form of varying decorative bands11. The guilloche became more and more complex 
on Classical Syrian seals in Syria and North Mesopotamia: beginning from two lightly wound strands of 
elongated ovals (see fig. 7b), it developed to perfectly circular elements.

In the course of the 18th century, when the iconography of the Syrian glyptic became to be canonised, the 
guilloche replaced more and more other forms of ‘decorative’ bands. The bands were getting more complex 
and there was an increased use of mechanical tools. In the late Middle Bronze and the Late Bronze Age, 
the guilloche was more and more produced with the help of mechanical tools: circles and semi‑circles were 
produced with the hollow drill and the connecting lines between them with the cutting wheel (fig. 8). This 
led to a certain optical dissolution, but the motif as such apparently kept its significance.

A guilloche occurs most frequently on Old Syrian and Middle Syrian seals. It is often placed horizon‑
tally between so‑called secondary scenes which consist of animals, especially lions, birds, hares, gazelles 
and hybrid creatures such as sphinges or griffons; ritual scenes of people in a row or people involved in a 
banquet or symposium were also frequent (see fig. 11c, 12a, 13b and 13c). The vertical guilloche occurs 
on Old Syrian seals which show isolated elements arranged in vertical columns12. Two guilloche bands 

8  Margueron 2004, p. 288‑289.
9  Among these the famous seal of Samiya, servant of Samsi‑Addu, and of another servant: Otto 2000, nos 415 and 418.
10  Seal impression fragments from Tall Bi‘a / Tuttul: Otto 2000, no. 363 and 375. This last seal impression of a servant 
of Samsi‑Addu, found at Tuttul, shows the first horizontal guilloche dividing the secondary scenes (see extensively 
Otto 2004, p. 83‑84, pl. 87‑89, M 84). Approximately contemporary impressions were found in Mari (Beyer 1997, 
467f., fig. 8 and 9) and Kārum Kanish Ib (Kültepe Kt. n/k 30; Otto 2000, no 399). A lapis lazuli seal is said to come 
from a homogenous hoard with objects of the XIIth dynasty (Collon 1986, p. 60, no 18; Otto 2000, no 360). Iconogra‑
phy and style indicate that these seals originated in the Qatna region and Western Syria.
11  A variety of bands is attested on seals of the early 18th century (Otto 2000, pl. 1‑7, Siegelgruppe 1). 
12  A seal impression from Hammam Turkman (Meijer 1998, p. 219, fig. 1; Otto 2000, no 60) indicates that these seals 
were common in Northern Mesopotamia and Syria in the early Middle Bronze Age II.

Fig. 4. bowl of bituminous stone from Susa, depicting a guilloche below a row of birds  
(Amiet 1966, no 118).
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Fig. 5. Snakes forming guilloche bands on a steatite object from Jiroft  
(Madjidzadeh 2003, p. 103).

Fig. 6. Cylinder seal impressions from Tell Brak, SS Main and FS 5: (a) the guilloche associated with 
rows of birds and quadrupeds (Matthews 1997, no 234) and (b) the guilloche as the only motif (Matthews 

1997, no 257).

(a) (b)

Fig. 7. The earliest attestations of the guilloche in the second millennium: (a) seal of a servant of Samsi-
Addu, found at Tuttul (Otto 2000, no 375); (b) sealing from Acemhöyük (Otto 2000, no 29).

(a) (b)
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occur frequently along the upper and lower edge of Middle Bronze Age and Late Bronze Age cylinders 
(e.g. fig. 9a). Often they border the seals of high ranking people: among the sealings from Emar, which 
were published by D. Beyer, all the seals of the kings of Carchemish13 were adorned prominently with guil‑
loche bands (e.g. fig. 9b). Also many of the Old Hittite stamp seals were surrounded by varying guilloche 
bands (fig. 9c‑d). Nevertheless, the mentioned guilloche bands are usually interpreted as pretty horizontal 
or vertical dividers of figurative scenes or as decorative framing bands and are judged as adornments of no 
relevance.

When the guilloche occurs isolated in the field, either vertically or horizontally, it is interpreted as a 
meaningless ‘filling motif’, even when it is inserted most prominently between the main figures of the 
image, such as on the seal of queen Šiptu of Mari (fig. 9e). Indeed, numerous scenes in which the guilloche 
was used in a very distinctive way, cast doubt on its interpretation as a purposeless decorative element. 
These scenes will be discussed in the following.

II. The guilloche associated with the naked ‘Heroes of Water’ and the ‘Water God’
The good demon lahmu, depicted as a naked hero with curled hear and beard, was frequently depicted 

in connection with the ‘Water God’. A number of Old Syrian seals show a whirl of these ‘Water Heroes’, 
interconnected with their legs and holding flowing vases. The impression of a fine seal showing this scene 
was found on a tablet from Kārum Kanish Ib. It shows the seated ‘Water God’ with streams of water flow‑
ing from his shoulders and forming a circle around the ‘Water Heroes’ (fig. 10a). In this case the water is 
depicted as a double wavy line. On a slightly cruder (and on stylistic reasons a little later) seal in the Yale 
Babylonian Collection, the same whirl of ‘Water Heroes’ is surrounded by a guilloche which consists of 
perfectly circular elements (fig. 10b). A similar whirl of heroes is surrounded by a twisted band or narrow 
guilloche on a sealing from Alalakh VII (fig. 10c), thus further corroborating the similar meaning of the 
wavy bands and the guilloche.

These two possible ways of depicting water helps to interpret the motifs on a contemporary seal 
(fig. 11a): it shows an introductory scene to the ‘Water God’, similar to that from Kārum Kanish (fig. 10a). 
The water streaming from the shoulders of the god is depicted as wavy bands, but the guilloche bands 
on top and below the main scene and between the secondary scene clearly symbolize water. Other seals 
show the sitting ‘Water God’ framed above and below by guilloche bands, as if sitting in a watery shrine 
(fig. 11b), or enthroned above a guilloche (fig. 11c‑d)14. But also the whirl of ‘Water Heroes’ associated 
with the guilloche is a frequent motif, even though the whirl is often reduced to a pair of heroes tête-bêche15.

The second seal of Mukannišum, servant of Zimrilim of Mari, shows two fish hybrids swimming on top 
of wavy streams of water and also guilloche bands enclosing the inscription (fig. 11e)16. This indicates that 
water was rendered as wavy lines in a narrative context, but was symbolized by a guilloche.

13  Beyer 2001, p. 45‑48.
14  Similar is an impression from the Middle Bronze palace at Tilmen Höyük (Otto 2000, no 319).
15  E.g. Otto 2000, nos 332‑334.
16  While impressions of Mukannišum’s first seal were found on tablets and their envelopes, this unique seal was used 
to guaranty the content of a leather sack (I am grateful to the équipe de Mari who allowed me to study the seal impres‑
sions in Paris twenty years ago).

Fig. 8. The guilloche, produced with the hollow drill and the cutting wheel, on a Late Bronze Age seal 
from Ugarit (Schaeffer 1983, p. 95, no 8.022).
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(a) (b)

(c) (d) (e)

Fig. 9. (a) Guilloche bands bordering a classical Syrian seal depicting the Naked Goddess opposite the 
Storm God (Gordon 1939, pl. V/38). (b) Seal of king Ini-Tešub of Carchemish, type a (Beyer 2001, p. 47/

A2a). (c) Old Hittite stamp seal, showing the owner’s name surrounded by a guilloche (Boehmer und 
Güterbock 1987, no 120). (d) Old Hittite stamp seal, showing the Naked Goddess opposite the Storm God 

on the back of bulls (Boehmer and Güterbock 1987, no 147). (e) A guilloche between the main figures on the 
seal of Šiptu, queen of Mari (Parrot 1959, pl. XLVI/ME 69).

(a)

(b)

(c)

Fig. 10. (a) The ‘Water God’ associated with a whirl of ‘Water Heroes’ surrounded by wavy bands; sealing 
from Kārum Kanish Ib (Otto 2000, no 336). (b) A whirl of ‘Water Heroes’ surrounded by a guilloche 

(Buchanan 1981, no 1263). (c) A whirl of ‘Water Heroes’ surrounded by a guilloche; impression on a tablet 
from Alalakh VII (drawing after Collon 1975, p. 59, no 109).
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(b)

(c) (d)

(e)

Fig. 11. (a) Guilloche bands extensively employed in scene with the ‘Water God’ (Otto 2000, no 335; 
drawing after buchanan 1966, no 864). (b) Introductory scene to the ‘Water God’ framed by multiple 

guilloche bands (Delaporte 1923, A. 934). (c) The ‘Water God’ enthroned above a guilloche (Williams-Forte 
1981, p. 257f., no 212). (d) The ‘Water God’ enthroned above a guilloche which is framed by ‘Water Heroes’ 
(Delaporte 1910, no 428 = Otto 2000, no 423). (e) Water depicted as wavy lines and guilloche bands on the 

second seal of Mukannišum, servant of Zimrilim (Parrot 1959, pl. XLVIII/ME 43).

(a)

III. The guilloche associated with the goddess of rain and fertility
One of the most typical and most common deities represented on Syrian seals in the first half of the 

second millennium BC is a female person, who is characterized by an elaborate hair knot. She wears usually 
no horned crown and is often but not always depicted naked; nevertheless she is called the Naked God‑
dess17. In fact, she is depicted fully dressed on some seals, and on others she is lifting her skirt or veil. This 
shows that she wore in fact clothes, as was usual for gods, but that the act of lifting the veil was apparently 
one of her most important aspects and thus became a common form in which she was often rendered.

Clearly her nakedness was no indispensable trait at least during the early second millennium. Several 
seals of the Old Syrian Popular Style (19th/18th c.), among which a seal from Lidar Höyük, one from Tilmen 
Höyük and similar ones from the art market, show a fully dressed goddess below a toothed arch18.

17  Uehlinger 1998‑2001.
18  Porter 2001, nos 140‑142, 247‑249. For the seal from Tilmen Höyük, see Umurtak 2007. The seal from Lidar Höyük 
was found in a level 9 (Middle Bronze Age) grave (Mellink 1990, p. 134‑135, fig. 11).
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This ‘Naked Goddess’ was depicted in a variety of ways19: lifting a skirt or veil (fig. 12a), standing on 
a bull (fig. 12b) and standing below an arch‑shaped object (fig. 12c) or inside an arch‑shaped, closed struc‑
ture (fig. 12d). Various combinations of these three major attitudes occur, which shows that these are but 
different ways of depicting the same goddess. I know only one seal which shows all her three characteristic 
attitudes combined (fig. 12e).

In a few cases she is depicted winged, which points to her ability to fly and move quickly through the 
sky respectively (fig. 13a). On other seals the arch around her is winged: usually the wings are attached 
to the upper corners (fig. 12e and 13b)20, but on one seal from the Brett Collection four pairs of wings are 
attached to the arch (fig. 13c).

A seal in the Bibliothèque nationale21 shows the same naked figure on a bull, but below a rectangular 
arch. Because the seal can be dated to the 19th century by means of antiquaria and style, the angular arch 
may be interpreted as an earlier form of the same arch. This is further corroborated by the goddess below 
the angular arch, which is held by winged genies, on the well‑known seal of Samiya, servant of Samsi‑
Addu. This seal was cut with high probability in the late 19th century. The question arises, if the so‑called 
winged gate, also called the winged temple or “le temple ailé” by Amiet, Matthiae22 and others, is identical 
to this winged arch. However this may be, it is clear that the rounded arch with or without wings around 
the Naked Goddess denotes rain, as van Loon already observed many years ago. Van Loon23 called her 
consequently “the Naked Rain Goddess”. Many seals show her closely associated with the Storm God (see 
e.g. fig. 9a, 9d, 12b and 13c), thus corroborating her association with rain‑storm.

The arm postures of the female person below the arch vary. Either the goddess is putting her hands 
below her breasts or she grasps the arch; seldom she is shown lifting one hand. In rare instances the arch 
around her is closed at the bottom, thus indicating streams of water surrounding her completely (fig. 12d). 
In some cases she is wearing shoes with upturned tips (e.g. fig. 9a or 14a).

On a few seals the Naked Goddess is rendered in a way that is otherwise common for the ‘Water God’ 
Enki / Ea and thus underlines her related competences: the goddess with streams of water flowing from her 
shoulders and associated with the ‘Water Hero’ between two guilloche bands (fig. 14a), and the goddess 
standing below an arch, while Usimu, the two‑faced vizier of Enki/Ea, introduces a worshipper to her 
(fig. 14b).

Several seals from Western Syria and the Levant show a person below an arch which is formed by 
Egyptian ankh symbols (fig. 14c) – clearly a free adaptation of the Egyptian purification ritual motif24. 
There is no doubt that the bow of ankh was meant to indicate life‑giving water.

The different forms of arches (see fig. 12c‑e and 13b‑c) indicate that the guilloche was only one possible 
way of rendering the rain‑storm. The positive aspect of this rain‑storm and the Naked Goddess is expressed 
on many seals: the lifted veil is ending in blossoms (fig. 9a and 13a); birds are sitting above the lifted veil 
(fig. 12a‑b); scorpions and hares, other symbols of fertility, are often associated (fig. 7b and 12a). Clearly 
this goddess was not only in charge of rain, but of fertility in a general way. The guilloche was used as 
symbol for water and fertility.

IV. The guilloche as streams of water on water basins and other works of major arts
There are also several works of major art which clearly demonstrate the symbolic meaning of the guillo‑

che. A rectangular stone basin, found at Susa, is decorated with goat‑fishes and “sacred trees” on its sides, 
thus indicating its function as a water basin, probably used in ablution rituals. The upper edge of the basin 
is decorated with a continuous guilloche band: a further argument for the enduring understanding of this 
motif as a symbol for water (fig. 15).

The middle‑Elamite stela of Untaš‑Napiriša, found at Susa, shows in one register two goddesses holding 
twisted bands of water. They terminate in vases which open to a guilloche band, forming the upper and 
lower border of the scene (fig. 16).

19  There are hundreds of seals which show this goddess, often without any of the mentioned attitudes, but identical in 
antiquaria and associations. In the following only examples are given. For extensive discussions of the Naked Goddess, 
see: van Buren 1959; van Loon 1990, 1992; Uehlinger 1998‑2001; Otto 1998; Otto 2000, p. 206‑210; Otto 2007.
20  See also Ward 1910, no 930, Keel‑Leu and Teissier 2004, no 384, and others.
21  Delaporte 1910, pl. XXXI, no 457.
22  Amiet 1960; Matthiae 1989.
23  Van Loon 1990.
24  Teissier 1996, p. 104.
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(a) (b)

(c)

(d)

(e)

Fig. 12. The Naked Goddess in her various postures: (a) lifting a skirt or veil (Delaporte 1923, pl. 97/1); 
(b) standing on a bull and lifting heir veil; remark the “rainy bow” behind her (Schmidt 1930-1933, no 115); 

(c) standing below an arch (Amiet 1984, fig. 39); (d) standing inside an arch-shaped, closed structure (von der 
Osten 1957, no 297); (e) standing on a bull, below a winged arch and lifting her veil (Porada 1948, no 944).
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Fig. 13. The Naked Goddess winged or below a winged arch. (a) buchanan 1981, no 1242. (b) Speleers 
1943, p. 146, no 1453. (c) von der Osten 1936, no 90.

(a) (b)

(c)

Fig. 14. (a) The Naked Goddess with water flowing from her shoulders, the Water Hero and guilloche bands 
(Ward 1910, p. 299, no 929). (b) Usimu, the two-faced vizier of Enki/Ea, introducing a worshipper to the 

Naked Goddess below an arch (Beyer 2001, p. 262, F17). (c) A goddess standing below an arch formed by 
ankh (von der Osten 1936, no 88).

(a) (b)

(c)
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Fig. 15. Water basin (13th/12th c.), found at Susa (Amiet 1966, p. 394, no 298 A).

Fig. 16. Stela of Untaš-Napiriša, found at Susa, 14th c., detail (Orthmann 1975, fig. 290).
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Twisted columns were extensively used by Samsi‑Addu for the decoration of the temples that he erect ‑ 
ed at Aššur, Šubat‑Enlil (Tall Leilan) and Karana (Tall Rimaḫ). It has been argued by U. Seidl that they 
symbolize water and fertility25.

The guilloche continues to be understood as a symbol of water in the first millennium BC When Assur‑
banipal pours a libation on slayed lions, the water forms a guilloche band (fig. 17).

Conclusions
The guilloche was just one of many, geometrically stylized bands which symbolized water. But it was 

the most common one, on the one hand presumably because of his appealing appearance. In fact, rivers and 
other streams of water which were flowing on the ground were most often depicted as wavy lines, not as 
a guilloche. The same is true for liquids which were poured during libation rituals, and for water flowing 
from the aryballoi which were held by gods and demons. But when there was no narrative context, the 
wavy strands of water were often replaced by the guilloche. Water in itself symbolized the well‑being of 
the country, which depended – in a dramatic way and sensible for all Near Easterners – from regular and 
sufficient rainfall, perennial watercourses and elaborate irrigation systems.

But the guilloche depicted not only water in the strict sense, but symbolized also fecundity and repro‑
ductiveness of humans and animals. Therefore it is evident why the guilloche became an extremely popular 
motif on seals, which served also as amulets: it was a simple and appealing symbol of the crucial, but 
abstract notion of fertility.

Perhaps the symbolic value of the guilloche as fertility was even prior to its meaning as water, because 
the earliest representations of this motif in the 4th and 3rd millennia evidently depicted mating snakes as a 
symbol of fertility.

25  Seidl in press.

Fig. 17. Assurbanipal pouring a libation offering on slayed lions; relief from Nineveh, 7th c. (detail from 
barnett and Lorenzini 1975, no 125).
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From this it may be concluded that the vertical guilloche on the seal of queen Šiptu of Mari, prominently 
displayed between the main figures (fig. 9e), was no meaningless ornament, but a highly explicit sign for 
Šiptu’s mission to guarantee the continuity of the dynasty by her reproductiveness. Certainly it is not by 
chance, that only the women’s apartment (or ‘Harem’) in the ‘Grand Palais’ at Mari was decorated with 
wall paintings in form of a guilloche band26. These guilloche bands were painted in intensive blue colour, 
thus directly referring to the origin of the motif, water as the source of live. When the cylinders of the kings 
of Carchemish are adorned prominently with guilloche bands, this is much more than a decoration. There‑
fore it is easily understandable why king Išḫi‑Addu of Qatna chose guilloche bands as the main motif of 
his seals (fig. 1a‑b): they were at the same time the request for and the sign of the flourishing of his dynasty 
and his country.

It is to be hoped that the guilloche will be no longer misunderstood as a meaningless pattern, but will be 
accepted as what it was in the Near East over the centuries: a powerful symbol of fertility.
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