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Abstract: The essay offers a history of the motif of the multi-headed creatures in Revelation of John 12:3 
and 13:1–2. It presents hints for a transmission of these specific creatures from a common view of cultures 
in the Ancient Near East in antiquity. So far, the focus for explaining these creatures was mainly based on 
motifs from the Old Testament, or the heads were seen as signs for Roman emperors. But with inclusion of 
sources from various cultures of the Ancient Near East, it becomes obvious that the feature of multiple 
heads, as well as the specific number of seven heads, is a common theme in different cultures. The 
presentation was surely not invented by John and there is no need to equate the heads with Roman emperors. 
 

 
1. Introduction 

If one thinks about threats to God and Christ in 
the Bible, the Revelation of John and the men-
tioning of specific enemies are surely among 
the most impressive examples. In Rev 12:3 and 
13:1–2 two of these enemies are described as a 
snake and a beast, each of them with seven 
heads. In Rev 12:9 John denominates the seven-
headed snake as the Satan, so this specific 
depiction of an animal becomes the most 
obvious threat to God and his creation. The 
phenomenon of creatures with many heads is 
attested only in a few instances in the Bible. The 
prophet Ezekiel mentions a Kerub with two 
faces in Ezek 41:18b–19; according to Ezek 
1:4–10 a Kerub can also have four faces. 
According to Ps 74:13 (cf. Jes 27:1), a Tannīn 
 and according to Ps 74:14, a Liwyatan (תַּנִּין)
(לִוְיַתַן) 0F

1 can have multiple heads, but the specific 
number is not mentioned. 1F

2 Thereby, the motif 

 
* This article was written in the project “Egyptian 
loanwords in Languages of the Ancient Near East”, 
which is funded by the Fritz Thyssen Foundation. 
1 For this specific being, see the literature presented by 
Ebach 1984; Huber 2016; Lipinski 1984, 521–522; 
Uehlinger 1999, 511–515. 

of a snake or a beast with seven heads is unique 
in the Bible in the Revelation of John, and the 
prophet used this representation of an enemy of 
God in his prophetic proclamation of an era, 
which will end with a fight between God and 
the evil. 

The question is, is this motif, the depiction of a 
seven-headed being as an enemy, a unique 
motif of John or can this motif be seen as a 
common topic in the Ancient Near East? Can 
we identify the snake as a common threat for 
god(s) in the time before John wrote his 
Revelation? By an investigation of the 
archaeological remains passed down from other 
ancient Near Eastern Cultures, we can clearly 
show that John did not invent or even develop 
the motif. With a look at the specific motif 
history, proposed explanations made by schol-
ars in commentaries or articles about Rev 12:3 
and 13:1–2 can be rejected. The aim is, to 

2 For this Psalm s. Dahood 1968, 198–208; Gunkel 
1986, 320–326; Hossfeld – Zenger 2000, 355–372; 
Kraus 1989, 675–683; Oeming – Vette 2010, 181–187; 
Seybold 1996, 285–290; Tate 1990, 240–255. 
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collect significant depictions and written 
sources of snakes with seven heads from the 
Ancient Near East, and especially to examine 
the motif history of these creatures in different 
cultures. In a further step, it is the aim to answer 
the question, why especially a seven-headed 
snake becomes the enemy of God par 
excellence in Revelation. The favorable end of 
the battle can be seen as perfection of creation 
by the final overcoming of all evil – with that, 
the snake takes part in the last part of the 
progress of history, which is controlled and 
directed by God,3 to bring his creation to 
completion. Due to the fact that the sources 
mentioned afterward emerges from various 
cultures, the motif of “Seven heads” illuminates 
how different cultures shared traditions and 
common topics through several centuries. 

2. Creatures with Seven Heads in Revelation 

The composition of the Revelation of John is 
commonly dated to the last years of power of 
Emperor Domitian,4 who ruled between 81 and 
96 CE.5 According to Rev 1:9, the Revelation 
was written by a certain John on the island of 
Patmos in the Cyclades. In chapters 12 and 13, 
the writer reflects the vision of Daniel, which 
can be attributed to the assumption of Jürgen 
Roloff to a type of “Grundmaterial apokalyp-
tischen Welt- und Geschichtsverständnisses”.6 

 
3 Cf. Leonhardt 2009, 388. 
4 There are other views, which are not commonly 
accepted. Hadorn 1928, 221–223, 225–226 dated the 
composition before 70 CE; Wilson 1993, 587–605 
dated it under Nero (54–68) or Galba; Berger 1995, 
616–618 dated it in the year of the four emperors 68/69 
CE, and J. W. Marshall 2001, 2 dated it one year later 
to 69/70 CE. In contrast to these scholars, Kraft 1974, 
93–95 came up with the assumption, that the 
Revelation was created over a longer period between 
the years 97/98 and 114/115 CE, and with this dating, 
in the years of power of the emperors Nerva (96–98 
CE) and Trajan (98–117 CE). For a summary, s. 
Witulski 2007a, 14–52. Another point of view was 
expressed by Witulski 2007a, 346–350; Witulski 
2007b, 174, who dates the book as late as emperor 
Hadrian (117–138 Ce), exactly between the years 132 
and 135. Furthermore, he equals the emperor with the 

In the vision of the prophet in Rev 12 and 13, 
two creatures are described, which have more 
than one head. At first, a woman, which has 
born a child, appears in the sky in Rev 12:1–2. 
It is no doubt, that the newborn child is Christ. 
The seven-headed snake appears after the 
woman in Rev 12:3. 

καὶ ὤϕθη ἄλλο σημεῖον ἐν τῷ οὐρανῷ καὶ 
ἰδοὺ δράκων μέγας πυρρὸς ἔχων κεφαλὰς 
ἑπτὰ καὶ κέρατα δέκα καὶ ἐπὶ τὰς κεφαλὰς 
αὐτοῦ ἑπτὰ διαδήματα 

“And there appeared another sign in heaven; 
and behold a great red snake, having seven 
heads and ten horns, and seven crowns upon 
his heads.”7 

The animal, which can be accurately defined as 
an enemy of God, a counterpart to Christ and 
the embodiment of the antichrist,8 has, accord-
ing to the text of the Revelation, seven heads, 
ten horns and seven crowns upon the horns. The 
text is mainly consistent in the textual record, 
only some minor textual witnesses omit μέγας.9 

Not until the seven-headed snake can attack the 
child, Christ is raptured and the snake is beaten 
and defeated by the archangel Michael in Rev 
12:7–8. The fallen snake goes to the sea there-
upon and then the prophet sees another creature, 
this time identified as a beast (θηρίον) 
according to Rev 13:1–2, which emerges from 

animal of Rev 13:1–18. Ritt 2009, 997 equals this 
animal pars pro toto with the apocalyptic power of the 
state, which accelerates the coming of the kingdom of 
God. 
5 For example Bachmann 2000, 360–362; Böcher 
2010, 14; Broer 2001, 669–672; Feuillet 1962, 77; 
Klauck 1992, 161; Kollmann 2007, 54–55; Mounce 
2009, 15–16; Ritt 2009, 997; Roloff 2002, 34, n. 63; 
Schnelle 2002, 562–566; Scott 1949, 30; Yarbro 
Collins 1981, 377–403. 
6 Roloff 2002, 35. 
7 For the Greek text Nestle – Aland 2017, 654. 
8 Cf. Roloff 2002, 40 and 48–49. For the expression 
Ἀντίχριστος in the New Testament, which is not 
documented before 1Joh 2:18, 22; 4:3 and 2Joh 7, s. 
Klauck 1992, 237–248; Jenks 1991. 
9 Cf. Nestle – Aland 2017, 654 and also Karrer 2012, 
438 and 441. 
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the sea – a counterpart to the first beast, which 
appeared on land. 

καὶ εἶδον ἐκ τῆς θαλάσσης θηρίον 
ἀναβαῖνον ἔχον κέρατα δέκα καὶ κεφαλὰς 
ἑπτὰ καὶ ἐπὶ τῶν κεράτων αὐτοῦ δέκα 
διαδήματα καὶ ἐπὶ τὰς κεφαλὰς αὐτοῦ 
ὀνόματα βλασφημίας καὶ τὸ θηρίον ὃ εἶδον 
ἦν ὅμοιον παρδάλει καὶ οἱ πόδες αὐτοῦ ὡς 
ἄρκου καὶ τὸ στόμα αὐτοῦ ὡς στόμα λέοντος 
καὶ ἔδωκεν αὐτῷ δράκων τὴν δύναμιν αὐτοῦ 
καὶ τὸν θρόνον αὐτοῦ καὶ ἐξουσίαν μεγάλην  

“And I saw a beast rise up out of the sea, 
having ten horns and seven heads, and upon 
his horns ten crowns, and upon his heads the 
names of blasphemy. And the beast which I 
saw was like unto a leopard, and his feet 
were as the feet of a bear, and his mouth as 
the mouth of a lion. And the snake gave him 
his power, and his throne and great 
authority.”10 

The body of the beast is like unto a leopard 
(παρδάλις), it has the feet of a bear (ἄρκος) and 
the mouth of a lion (λέων). With that, the beast 
is clearly a composite being of different ani-
mals, which can be compared to the animals 
and the beast in Dan 7. The second creature is a 
helper of the first one,11 which was brought up 
out of the sea by the snake. Later the δράκων 
μέγας in Rev 12:8 steps upon the beach. Thus, 
the snake and the beast are standing 
simultaneously upon the beach. That both of 
them belong together can be clarified by Rev 
16:13, where three unclean spirits (πνεύματα 
τρία ἀκάθαρτα) like frogs (βάτραχοι) come out 
of the mouths of the snake and the beast, and 
also from the mouth of the false prophet 

 
10 For the Greek text Nestle – Aland 2017, 656. A 
minor textual version is the alteration of ὀνόματα in 
Rev 13:1 to ὀνόμα. 
11 E. g. interpreted as the false prophet by Hadorn 
1928, 144; Lohmeyer 1926, 115; Sickenberger 1940, 
131. 
12 This head was interpreted by Bousset 1906, 360–
361; Charles 1920, 348–350; Hadorn 1928, 143 and 
Reddish 2001, 250–251 as Emperor Nero. 

(ψευδοπροφήτης). From the different heads of 
the second beast, only one is emphasized in Rev 
13:3. This head is wounded to death (καὶ μίαν 
ἐκ τῶν κεφαλῶν αὐτοῦ ὡς ἐσφαγμένην εἰς 
θάνατον), but later this deadly wound is healed 
(καὶ ἡ πληγὴ τοῦ θανάτου αὐτοῦ 
ἐθεραπεύθη).12 

The prophet sees the animal a last time in the 
wilderness. According to Rev 17:3, the prophet 
sees a woman sitting upon a scarlet colored 
beast, full of names of blasphemy, having seven 
heads and ten horns (καὶ εἶδον γυναῖκα 
καθημένην ἐπὶ θηρίον κόκκινον γέμοντα 
ὀνόματα βλασφημίας ἔχων κεφαλὰς ἑπτὰ καὶ 
κέρατα δέκα), as it is mentioned once more in 
Rev 17:7. It is apparently the same beast, which 
comes out of the sea in Rev 13. 

3. The Snake and the Beast with Seven Heads 
– Scholarly Points of View 

Only in a few commentaries, the depiction of 
the seven-headed creatures in Rev 12:3 and 
13:1–2 was approached by scholars. Especially 
considering some archaeological remains, we 
can make further suggestions to develop a com-
pletely different approach to the interpretation 
of these creatures and the motif history of the 
snake. The origin and the interpretation of the 
snake with seven heads in Rev 12:3 and 13:1–2 
is only discussed in a few instances. The exact 
number of the heads as seven was often inter-
preted as an account for the Roman Empire and 
the heads as the embodiment of emperors.13 The 
interpretation of animals in a vision was already 
developed by scholars for the vision of Daniel 
in Dan 7,14 which was written during the second 

13 E.g. Blount 2009, 229; Böcher 1988, 82–83; Bousset 
1906, 367; Charles 1920, 345–347; Friesen 2001, 141; 
Hadorn 1928, 141; Mounce 2009, 245–246; Preuß – 
Berger 2003, 394; Ritt 1986, 66; Roloff 2002, 39; 
Smith 1872, 19; Wikenhauser 1959, 104–105. Contra 
identifications like these, Beagley 1987, 106; Ernst 
1967, 118. 
14 Cf. Bauer 1996, 145–147; Collins 1993, 166–170; 
Flusser 1972, 148–175; Lebram 1984, 88–89; Koch 
1980, 182–205; Mertens 1971, 136–139; Montgomery 
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century BC in the period of the Maccabees.15 

The heads of the snake of Revelation were iden-
tified with the emperors Tiberius, Caligula, 
Claudius, Nero, Vespasian, Titus, and Domi-
tian. But only by exclusion of the emperors 
Galba, Otho, Vitellius, and even Augustus, the 
number seven can be achieved. The question 
remains, in which way the exclusion can be 
verified or even justified. The interpretation of 
the seven heads as the exact aforementioned 
emperors is arbitrary since it eliminates some 
others. Robert L. Thomas wants to see the heads 
of the creatures as a real prophecy by identify-
ing them with emperors or empires in the fu-
ture.16 A slightly different approach was 
brought forward by Mitchell G. Reddish, who 
wants to identify the second creature with all of 
the emperors of the Roman Empire.17 But also 
for this identification, the question remains, 
why the seven heads should be understood as 
embodiments of emperors. 

Another interpretation of the particular snake 
with seven heads was the identification as the 
snake from the Garden of Eden.18 But for this 
presumption, we have to assume that it grew six 
new heads because there is no evidence for a 
reptile with more than one head in Gen 3. 
Another interpretation identifies the reptile with 
Satan,19 which can also be explained by the ref-
erence of the prophet in Rev 12:9 itself. In this 
construction, there are references to Ezek 29:3 
and 32:2, where the Egyptian Pharaoh is 
denominated as a snake and thus, the whole 
snake was interpreted by scholars as the land of 

 
1950, 289; Redditt 1990, 121–122; Roloff 2002, 12; 
Scheider 1954, 48. 
15 For an introduction, s. Albani 2010, 40–54; Collins 
2001, 1–15; Förg 2013, 206–218; Mertens 1971, 168–
170. 
16 Thomas 1995, 123. 
17 Reddish 2001, 258. 
18 Cf. Charles 1920, 325; Hadorn 1928, 134; Lohmeyer 
1926, 101; Sickenberger 1940, 121–122; Wikenhauser 
1959, 96. 
19 Cf. Blount 2009, 229; Larkin 1919, 91; Lupieri 1999, 
191; Mbosowo 2010, 103; Morris 2002, 153. 
20 Reddish 2001, 234. 
21 London, BM 55466+55486+55627, rs. II, 12 (STC 
I, 213:12), an astrological-mythological text, 

Egypt as a whole. But in this case, the only 
common element in both sources is the snake – 
but in Ezek 29:3 and 32:2 there is no 
designation as a reptile with many heads and an 
interpretation of every snake mentioned in the 
Bible with the beast of Revelation is far from 
being accepted. 

A specific identification of one of the creatures 
with seven heads in the Revelation, as it was 
pointed out by Reddish for instance, who 
identifies it with Mesopotamian goddess 
Tiāmat or with the snake Python from the myth 
of the Greek goddess Leto,20 cannot be 
accepted due to the fact that neither Tiāmat nor 
Python were ever depicted with seven heads nor 
does either of the texts mention this specific 
aspect. According to one source, Tiāmat could 
have a male and a female face,21 but the 
appearance with two faces in the form of a 
Janiceps symmetros is different from a creature 
with seven heads, so a special identification is 
not convincing. 

Even Hydra was named as the pattern by Leon 
Morris,22 but if we have a closer look at the 
Greek sources, we find many different numbers 
of heads designated to her, but the number 
seven is never attested. Another interpretation 
was put forward by Hubert Ritt, who tries to 
identify the seven-headed snake with the Greek 
god Typhon and the woman of Rev 12:1–2 with 

published by King 1902, 213; Landsberger 1923, 45; 
s. further Reynolds 1999, 377; McBeath 1999, 29. 
22 Cf. Morris 2002, 153. According to Alkaios, frag. 
443 (ἐννεα κέφαλος) and Pseudo-Hyginus, Fab. 30 
(cum capitibus novem), Hydra has nine heads; but she 
can also have fifty heads (πεντηκοντακέφαλον) 
according to Simonides, frag. 569; s. Liberman 1999, 
193; P. K. Marshall 1993, 44; Page 1962, 294. 
Diodorus Siculus, Bibl. hist. IV, 11, 5 mentions one 
hundred necks, and on every neck one snake (ἑκατὸν 
αὐχένες ἔχοντες κεφαλὰς ὄφεων διετετύπωντο), s. 
Oldfather 1956, 376. This is also the case for Ovid, 
Met. IX, 1956 (centum numero) and for the Suda, s. 
Adler 1935, 635; Miller 1984, 6. 
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the Egyptian goddess Isis.23 This identification 
is also not convincing due to the fact that 
neither Seth nor his interpretatio graeca 
Typhon has seven heads.24 The only connecting 
element – a pregnant woman, who escapes from 
an enemy, does not suffice as a hint for a 
tradition, because this motif is very common, 
not only in antiquity, but also in modern 
times.25 Adela Yarbro Collins and Robert H. 
Charles tried to identify the creature in the 
Revelation with a „mušruššusic tâmtim“, i.e. the 
famous mythological hybrid creature 
mušḫuššu, kown from ancient Mesopotamia, 
which is e.g. depicted on the reconstructed Ištar 
Gate of the city of Babylon from the 6th century 
BC.26 This identification is also not 
maintainable because the mušḫuššu is never 
depicted with more than one head. 

Ernst Lohmeyer and Hubert Ritt want to equate 
Liwyatan and Tannīn, already known from Ps 
74, with the creatures of Revelation.27 It will be 
pointed out later, that there are some similarities 
between the creatures, but a direct identification 
is not convincing if we take the complete motif 
history of the specific creature in the Ancient 
Near East into account. As it was already 
pointed out, there are some connections be-
tween Daniel, Ezekiel and the Revelation,28 but 
the multi-headed beings mentioned in Dan 7:6 
and Ezek 1:4–10 and 41:18b–19 are different 
from the seven-headed ones in Revelation, so a 
direct adoption is not convincing.

 
23 Cf. Ritt 1986, 65; comparable Yarbro Collins 2001, 
75–76; and also Charles 1920, 313, but he identifies 
the fleeing women with the Egyptian goddess Hathor. 
24 According to some writers like Aischylos, Prom. 
353–354 (ἑκατογκάρανος), Aristophanes, Nub. 336 
(ἑκατογκεφάλα τυφῶ), Hesiod, Theog. 824–826, 
Oppian, Hal. III, 15, Pindaros, P. I, 16f. 
(ἑκατοντακάρανος), VIII, 16 (ἑκατόγκρανος) or O. 
IV, 6–7 (ἑκατογκεφάλος), Pseudo-Hyginus, Fab. 152 
or Seneca, Herc. f. 784, Typhon has one hundred 
heads; s. Billerbeck 1999, 144; Dover 1968, 24; Fajen 
1999, 144; P. K. Marshall 1993, 131; Race 1997, 88/ 

4. A Seven Headed Snake in the Ancient 
Near East 

The discussion of the attested scholarly views 
shows that a consistent or even convincing 
explanation or derivation has not been 
presented so far. But if we have a closer look at 
the specific motif of the seven-headed snake in 
different cultures of the Ancient Near East, a 
harmonization becomes a possibility. The 
development of an animal, or more specific, a 
snake with seven heads is not an invention of 
John, but can be traced back to many cultures 
of the Ancient Near East more than two 
millennia ago. The development of depictions 
of creatures with more than one head started, as 
becomes clear from the archaeological remains, 
with animals with two heads on one body. The 
depiction of animals with two heads, e.g. birds, 
turtles, gazelles, on so-called cosmetic palettes 
is very common in Egypt during the fourth 
millennium BC.29 This is also the case for some 
depictions on seals from the region of Syria and 
the Palestinian area, which can be dated to the 
period between the Chalcolithic and the early 
Bronze Age.30 From this early motif, the 
development of other animals, gods, or even 
humans and composite beings starts off and 
objects bearing such depictions are passed 
down for more than three millennia to the time 
CE. 

 

 

 

214/ 330; von Schirnding 2012, 66; Sommerstein 
2008, 480. Strabo, Geogr. XIII, 4, 6 cites a fragment of 
Pindaros, which mentions only fifty heads 
(πεντηκοντοκέφαλος), s. Radt 2004, 650. 
25 Cf. the sources mentioned by Bousset 1906, 20–74. 
26 Yarbro Collins 2001, 77; Charles 1920, 318. 
27 Cf. Lohmeyer 1926, 113; Ritt 1986, 66. 
28 Cf. Kowalski 2004, 504–507; Parallels to Daniel 
mentioned by Moyise 1995, 51–53; for parallels to 
Isaiah Fekkes III 1994, 175–190. 
29 For sources Theis 2017, 131–136. 
30 S. Teissier 1987, 30 (figs. 2a–d). 



 Distant Worlds Journal 5 (2020) 43 

As it was already mentioned, according to Ps 
74:13 and to Ps 74:14, a Tannīn (תַּנִּין) and a 
Liwyatan (לִוְיַתַן) can have multiple heads.31 
Psalm 74:3–9 is a text about an enemy, who has 
entered the temple. This topic was interpreted 
in theological discourse as a reflection of the 
Babylonian invasion of 587 BC.32 If the 
sanctum is destroyed, this can be seen as an 
attack of the god itself, and with that, both of 
the beings with multiple heads in Ps 74 can be 
defined as enemies of God par excellence. In 
Ugarit, there was also a being named Tunnanu, 
and according to KTU 1.3, III, 40–42 this being 
is a “fleeing snake” (bṯn cqltn) with “seven 
heads” (šbct r’ašm).33 According to KTU 1.83, 
5, this being has two tongues (lšnm) and so 
possibly also two faces or heads.34 The number 
of faces or heads does not seem to be 
standardized in antiquity, but in both of the 
aforementioned sources, a plural is certainly 
attested. We can think about the influence of 
John by the Tannīn in Ps 74:13, but this being 
can also be embedded in a further history of the 
motif in the Ancient Near East. The  Tannīn in 
Ps 74:13 can also be equated with the Tannīna 
in Odes of Solomon 22:5, which is described as 
an animal with seven heads in the second 
century CE.34F

35 It is worth mentioning that there 
are no other hints to sources of a seven-headed 
snake in the Bible or the region of Syria and the 
Levant so far, but the motif is quite common in 

 
31 This Psalm is often quoted in magical texts, as it is 
the case with Berlin, Staatsbibliothek, Ms. Sachau 95 
in a conjuration of a snake. Thanks lot to Peter Juhás 
(Münster/Göttingen) for this information! For the 
manuscript s. Sachau 2006, 367–374 (no. 107). 
32 S. Wälchli 2012, 58–59. 
33 For the Ugaritic text s. Dietrich − Loretz − Sanmartin 
1995, 12. For a comparison between texts from the 
city-state of Ugarit and Ps 74 s. Donner 1967, 338–
344. 
34 For the Ugaritic text s. Dietrich − Loretz − Sanmartin 
1995, 101. 
35 There are many interpretations of the Tannīn in the 
Old Testament. In Ex 7:10–12 it was defined as a 
crocodile, cf. Baethgen 1892, 234; Briggs – Briggs 
1925, 155; Cassuto 1967, 94; Duhm 1922, 287 (the 
dragons are according to Duhm a depiction of the 
swimming generals of the Pharaoh!); Gunkel 1986, 
325; Herkenne 1936, 253; Hossfeld – Zenger 2000, 

other regions nearby. Due to the existence of 
these other sources, one should refrain from 
naming one specific culture as the origin of the 
seven-headed snake. Snakes can be seen as 
aggressors and enemies in various sources;36 
the number seven was also an influential and 
powerful number, as it is pointed out below. 

There is also the description of a snake with 
seven heads from Ugarit. In the important 
myths of the so-called Bacal-cycle in KTU 1.5, 
vs. I, 1–3 the god Mōtu tells Bacal, that he killed 
“Lītānu, the fleeing snake” (tmḫṣ Ltn bṯn brḥ), 
“the mightyful, the one with seven heads” (šlyṭ 
d šbct r’ašm).37 Again, in this case, the snake is 
an enemy of gods, which has to be destroyed.38 
This episode is mentioned once more in KTU 
1.82, 1–7.39 The name of the enemy and the 
description as a beast with multiple heads 
brings this myth in connection with biblical 
texts as Jes 27:1; 51:9; Ps 74:13–14; 89:11; 
104:26; 148:7 and Hiob 7:12; 9:13; 41:26, 
which were also interpreted as a description of 
the struggle against chaos.40 It is very important 
to mention that Lītānu and Šlyṭ live in the sea41 
– and the seven-headed creature in Rev 13:1 is 
also emerging from the sea. It is also possible 
that the Tunannu, which must be a snake due to 
his equalization with Sumerian MUŠ and 
Akkadian bašmu on a tablet from Ugarit,42 has 
at least two faces or heads with KTU 1.83, 5, 
but according to KTU 1.3, III, 40–42 seven 

424; Kalt 1936, 271; Kittel 1929, 249; Kraus 1989, 
676; Meiser 1974, 352; H. Schmidt 1934, 141; van 
Uchelen 1986, 247; or as some sort of sea monster, cf. 
Tate 1990, 240. 
36 S. Theis 2014, 613–619. 
37 For the Ugaritic text Dietrich − Loretz − Sanmartin 
1995, 22; cf. the commentary by Dietrich – Loretz 
1999–2000, 56–74. This designation correlates with 
CTA V, col. I: 1–4, s. Herdner 1963, 32. 
38 Cf. KTU 1.3, III, 40–42, s. Dietrich − Loretz − 
Sanmartin 1995, 12; Smith – Pitard 2009, 204; Niehr 
2015, 206–207. 
39 Cf. the recent publication by Miglio 2013, 30–48. 
40 Cf. Bauks 2019, § 3.1.2; for other sources § 3.2; for 
this case Kaiser 1959, 74–75/ 145. 
41 S. Dietrich − Loretz 1999−2000, 75; Donner 1967, 
343. 
42 Published by Nougayrol et al. 1968, 24, no. 137, I, 
8ʹ. 
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heads.43 This Tunannu can be equated with 
Hebrew תַּנִּין, already mentioned as a multi-
headed creature in Ps 74:13. 

In Mesopotamia, the fight against a snake or a 
dragon-like creature with seven heads is a 
common motif on seals already in the Early 
Dynastic Period III around 2550–2350 BC. The 
scenes were commonly referred to as “struggle 
against chaos” or “struggle against dragons”.44 

One of the earliest examples is depicted on a 
shell shim, today Jerusalem, BLMJ 2051 (fig. 
1).45 The composite being with the body of a 
panther has seven snakes as heads. In front of it 
sits a god with the horns crown, attacking the 
animal with a throwing stick, which has already 
struck the lowermost head. The god is identified 
with a god of vegetation, presumably Ningirsu 
or Ninurta, and the monster with a 
personification of aridity.46 

 

 

Fig. 1: Jerusalem, BLMJ 2051  
(Drawing by Rebecca-M. Müller, after Schroer – 
Keel 2005, 326–326, no. 233). 

 
43 For the Ugaritic text Dietrich − Loretz − Sanmartin 
1995, 12/ 101. 
44 Cf. Schroer – Keel 2005, 324; Uehlinger 1995, 55–
101. Some of the Mesopotamian pictorial sources are 
mentioned by Lewis 1996, 29. 
45 Published by Black – Green 1992, 165; Braun-
Holzinger 2013, 176; Hansen 1987, 60–61, pl. 16, 29; 
Kahler 2008, 71–76, fig. 3; Keel 2001, 16; McBeath 
1999, 68; Pritchard 1954, 218, no. 671; Schroer – Keel 
2005, 326–327, no. 233; Uehlinger 1995, 89, fig. 9. 
This object is shortly mentioned by Künzl 2015, 23–
24 in comparison to the tradition of John. 
46 Interpretations made by Black – Green 1992, 165; 
Schroer – Keel 2005, 326. 

 

Fig. 2: Chicago, OIM, A 34753  
(Drawing by Rebecca-M. Müller, after Schroer – 
Keel 2005, 326–327, no. 232). 

The object Chicago, OIM, A 34753 (fig. 2) can 
also be dated to the Early Dynastic Period III.47 
The snake is imaged as an animal with seven 
heads – in the depiction, there are only five 
heads left on the body, and two other heads are 
already cut off by the lord of the animal, who is 
standing in front of it. He holds two of the heads 
in his hands. 

Another example is pictured on a seal from 
Ešnunna, today Baġdad, IM 15618, which can 
be dated to the early Akkadian Period around 
2300 BC.48 The creature shows the body of a 
panther with seven snakes as heads and five 
flames emerging from its back.49 A god attacks 
the creature from its front with his spear. Three 
of the heads are already slain, which is depicted 
by these hanging down saggy; a fourth head is 
being lancinated by the spear. The gods on both 
sides have the horns crown on their heads and 
are commonly identified as Ninazu, the city god 
of Ešnunna, or his son Ningišzida or Tišpak.50 

47 Published by Braun-Holzinger 2013, 186, no. 30; 
Douglas van Buren 1946, fig. 16; Frankfort 1935, 121; 
Keel 2001, 16; McBeath 1999, 67–68; Schroer – Keel 
2005, 326–327, no. 232; Uehlinger 1995, 88, fig. 7. 
48 Published by Braun-Holzinger 2013, 186, no. 29; 
Kahler 2008, 71–73, fig. 4–5; Keel 2001, 16; McBeath 
1999, 68; Orthmann 1975, no. 135d; Pritchard 1954, 
221, no. 691; Schroer – Keel 2005, 328–329, no. 234; 
Uehlinger 1995, 89, fig. 10. 
49 Kahler 2008, 72 interprets these as snakes instead of 
flames. 
50 Interpretation according to Schroer – Keel 2005, 
328. 
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All the aforementioned scenes clearly depict the 
battle between a god or gods and a snake with 
seven heads or a beast with seven snakes as 
heads as early as the third millennium BC. The 
number of seven heads is the essential motif. 
Besides the depictions, the snake is referred to 
as MUŠ SAG IMIN “snake with seven heads”51 

and in later times as MUŠ.MAḪ SAG IMIN 
“great snake with seven heads”.52 For example, 
the killing of the seven-headed snake is men-
tioned in AN.GIM, l. 32–40; 52–62 and 
LUGAL-e, l. 13353; both of them are attested 
until the first millennium BC.54 There is also a 
reference in a cuneiform tablet in the collection 
of William F. Albright, which mentions 
Ningirsu in l. 16 as the one, who MUŠ 
SAG.IMIN-na mu-un-ug5-ga-a-ni „has killed 
the seven-headed snake“.55 This tablet comes 
from the ancient city of Dayr and can be dated 
to the Late Babylonian or already the Persian 
Period. The threat posed by seven-headed 
snakes was also viewed as a possible problem 
in everyday life, which becomes evident by a 
reference in the collection of omens in Šumma 
ālu ina mēlê šakin.56 The largest amount of tab-
lets from this collection can be dated to the sev-
enth century BC, but there are also some tablets 
from the third century BC, which shows the 
long tradition of omens in connection with the 
wide-spread find-spots of the tablets.57 In 
Šumma ālu ina mēlê šakin 23:91 a snake with 
seven heads is mentioned, which could possibly 
appear in a man’s house in real life. One of the 
last examples from Mesopotamia is the 
depiction of a seven-headed snake on a seal 
from the Sasanian Empire (fig. 3), which is 
killed by a man on a horse with his spear.58 

 
51 Cf. the entries in lexical lists, e.g. CDLI, no. 
P461397, l. 277  
(cdli.ucla.edu/search/search_results.php?CompositeN
umber=Q000001; 21st March, 2019). 
52 Cf. Douglas van Buren 1946, 18–19; Heimpel 1968, 
480–482; Landsberger 1934, 53. In general, s. Pientka-
Hinz 2011, 208. 
53 S. Cooper 1978, 144.  
54 Published by Cooper 1978, 60–65.  
55 Published by Lambert 1971, 345; s. also 
Wiggermann 1992, 162.  

 
Fig. 3: Seal, Sasanian period, today J. Pierpont 
Morgan Library (Drawing by Rebecca-M. Müller, 
after Ward 1910, 211, fig. 641). 

Besides the fact that the depiction of animals 
with two heads is already attested from the 
fourth millennium BC in Egypt,59 a seven-
headed snake seems to be of minor interest, 
here. There are numerous depictions of snakes 
with multiple heads especially in the Books of 
the Netherworld, but a creature with exactly 
seven snakes as heads is only attested once on 
Pap. Berlin. P. 15770 and this composite 
creature also has an eighth head of an 
antelope.60 This being can also be interpreted as 
an enemy, due to the fact that it is attacked by a 
god with his spear and by the fact that the 
depiction is found on a protection amulet. For 
paleographic reasons, the amulet made of papy-
rus can be dated to the 20th dynasty. The next 
Egyptian depiction of a snake with seven heads 
comes from the Persian Period and is found in 
the temple of Hībis in the oasis of al-Ḫārğa, 
build in the reign of Dareios I. (522–486 BC).61 
Based on the description, this animal is a helper. 
The latest known type is attested on a gem in 
Cambridge, 2012.1.144 (fig. 4).62  

56 Cf. the edition of Freedman 2006. 
57 Concerning the concept of tradition in general Theis 
– Wilhelmi 2015, 710–713 and 715–716. 
58 Published by Ward 1910, 211, fig. 641. 
59 S. Kaplony 1963, pl. 6, no. 7; pl. 25, no. 56–57; pl. 
26, no. 62; Theis 2017. 
60 Published by Fischer-Elfert 2015, 141–145; for a 
special discussion of this being see now Theis 2019. 
61 Published by de Garis Davies 1953, pl. 3, 2. 
62 Published by Michel 2004, 137, pl. 59, 2. 
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The composite being has a human body and 
seven snakes as heads. With the aforemen-
tioned sources, in Egypt a snake with seven 
heads is only attested in a few sources and this 
being can be an enemy or a helper. 

 

Fig. 4: Gem, Cambridge 2012.1.144  
(Drawing by Rebecca-M. Müller, after Michel 2004, 
pl. 59, 2). 

The sources for a beast or especially a snake 
with seven heads are also common during the 
time CE, so John is not the only attestation for 
this motif. In the Coptic translation of Rev 12:3, 
the creature is described verbatim as “a great 
scarlet coloured dragon“ (ouno[ =ndrakwn 
eftresrws).63 A snake with seven heads 
(Tannīna ḏ-šabcā rḝšaw) is attested in the Odes 
of Solomon 22:5 and described as an enemy of 
God.64 By taking the name Tannīna into 
account, we can clearly trace back this snake to 
the aforementioned sources from Ugarit and the 
Bible; the defeat and the slaughtering of the 
snake is mentioned in a section about the might 
and deeds of God. A basilisk with seven heads 

 
63 Published by Horner 1924, 390. 
64 Published by Lattke 2001, 147. In the Coptic 
translation, there is only a “snake” referred to and not 
more to Tunannu, cf. ibd., 147. S. Niehr 2006, 726 for  

is also attested in Pistis Sophia 71, which is 
described as an enemy of the Pistis, but finally, 
it is defeated.65 Also, in Nağc Ḥammādī II, 1, 
11, 26–35 Iaw is once described as a god with 
the head of a snake (drakwn), and upon it, 
seven other heads (casfe =nape).66 

According to the sources, a snake, or for some 
instances a beast with seven snakes as heads, is 
always depicted or described as an enemy of a 
god or gods or even humans, and this animal is 
always defeated by gods. The snake can be seen 
as a specific sort of enemy for gods and humans 
in every culture of the Ancient Near East. In 
Mesopotamia, the type of a seven-headed crea-
ture is attested for more than three millennia, 
for a longer period than in any other culture. It 
becomes obvious that almost every culture has 
some sort of a seven-headed beast as an enemy 
of god(s). From the first sources in Mesopo-
tamia, which were created already during the 
Early Dynasty Period III around 2550–2350 
BC, over the mentioning of a specific Tunannu 
in the city state of Ugarit and the Bible (תַּנִּין), 
and also some attestations from Egypt, a snake 
with seven heads was used by John as the 
ultimate enemy of God in his Revelation, as it 
is also attested in the later Odes of Solomon 
(Tannīna). 

Conclusion 

It becomes obvious that a snake with multiple 
heads or a creature with seven snakes as heads 
are a very common motif in the different 
cultures of the Ancient Near East – in the world 
of living beings and also in the world of the 
gods. Besides the snake with seven heads, there 
are various sources for snakes with two heads 
in Greek and Latin, as it is the case for example 
with Claudius Aelianus, De nat. anim. VIII, 7, 

literature. 
65 Published by C. Schmidt 1905, 156. 
66 For the Coptic text s. Waldstein – Wisse 1995, 71–
73; cf. Waldstein 2001, 118–119. 
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IX, 23 und XVI, 42 (δικέφαλος),67 Isidor of 
Sevilla, Orig. XII, 4, 20 (Amphisbaena (...) duo 
capita habeat, unum in loco suo, alterum in 
cauda)68 or Solinus, De mirab. mundi XXVII, 
29 (amphisbaena consurgit in caput 
geminum)69. Even the Assyrian king Esarhad-
don (680–669 BC) is said to have killed snakes 
with two heads on his tenth campaign, which 
led him to Egypt.70 As it was pointed out, there 
are only a few sources from Egypt with a 
special reference to snakes with seven heads, 
the major part of these sources is passed down 
from Mesopotamia and also from the city state 
of Ugarit. Especially with the creature 
Tunnanu, the later Hebrew Tannīn (תַּנִּין) and the 
Tannīna of the Odes of Salomo 22:5, it is 
possible to establish a motif history of a specific 
multi-headed being for about 1700 years. 

The number seven for the quantity of heads can 
be explained by the special function of this 
number in the Ancient Near East, a symbol and 
an allegory for totality and completion.71 This 
is also the case for the Bible: In Gen 2:2, God 
creates the earth in seven days; according to 
Gen 4:15 the murder of Cain will achieve 
revenge seven-times; and in Gen 7:2–3 Noah 
takes seven of every clean cattle and also of the 
fowls of the air. In apocalypticism, the number 
seven is a common reference for the entirety.72 
Thus, the number of seven heads can be equated 
with totality, in this special case the totality of 
evil. This becomes obvious with the 
designation of the snake in Rev 12:9, which is 
named devil (Διάβολος) and Satan (ὁ Σατανᾶς). 

With the aforementioned sources from the 
various cultures of the Ancient Near East, 
passed down for over four millennia, it becomes 
obvious that a snake with seven heads as the 
embodiment of an enemy is a common motif 
and cannot be traced back to a specific culture. 

 
67 Cf. García Valdés et al. 2006, 195; 217 and 403. 
68 Cf. Lindsay 1957, XII, 4, 20. 
69 Cf. Mommsen 1895, 12. 
70 This is Ash. S. 112 (=K 3082+K 3086+Sm 2027), 
Rs. 5, cf. Borger 1956, 112. 

The special description of John in his Revela-
tion as a δράκων μέγας or a θηρίον with seven 
heads clearly reflects older sources from 
Mesopotamia and also the descriptions from the 
city of Ugarit. This motif of John can be 
explained with the use and the function of this 
specific type of enemy over the centuries in the 
Near East: In all the aforementioned sources, a 
seven-headed snake is an enemy of God. 
Through the number seven, the totality of its 
strength was tried to be expressed. John did not 
develop or even invent this motif, but accessed 
very old ideas of a common mythical back-
ground. For that reason, special explanations 
for the seven heads can be rejected. The snake 
and the beast of Revelation can clearly not be 
traced back to one specific culture or to one god 
or being. The heads of these composite beings 
surely did not depict e.g. seven Roman emper-
ors from Tiberius to Domitian, as we have to 
bear in mind, that the number seven is only 
achieved by eliminating Galba, Otho, and 
Vitellius from the list. Because of the wide-
spread motif, other special identifications of the 
snake, e.g. with the reptile of the Garden of 
Eden, the Egyptian Pharaoh, or gods as Tiāmat 
or the snake Python, as it was suggested by var-
ious scholars, can also be rejected for the 
above-mentioned reasons. We can see the 
beings with seven heads in Revelation as what 
they were understood as in antiquity: The em-
bodiment of the totality of evil, which has to be 
defeated and beaten by (a) god. And this spe-
cific embodiment has a history of its motif from 
the Early Dynastic Period in Mesopotamia, to 
sources from Ugarit, into the Psalms of the Old 
Testament, and finally into the Revelation of 
John. With these sources, which are passed 
down through several centuries and emerge 
from different cultures, we can say that the mo-
tif of a seven-headed being as an enemy of God 

71 For the symbolism s. Reinhold 2008a, 27–34; for 
Egypt s. Rochholz 2002. 
72 S. Mounce 2009, 245–246; Otto 2005, 337–340/ 
344–345 for sources. 
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can be understood as a common topic in the An-
cient Near East and its different cultures. The 
enormous historical symbolism connects these 
various cultures and especially even the history 
of Jews and Christians in the first century CE. 
As these early Christians are based on Jewish 
traditions, we can expect that a seven-headed 
being was also known in this tradition, but was 
not passed down in biblical texts. As it was 
shown, there is a possibility that the Hebrew 
Tannīn (תַּנִּין) can be understood as a creature 
with seven heads, but this specific number is 

not mentioned in Ps 74:13. If we understood a 
Tannīn (תַּנִּין) as a seven-headed being, espe-
cially by a comparison with sources from other 
cultures, Jews and Christians shared the same 
tradition of this threat for god in the first cen-
tury CE, but build this up on older traditions 
from Mesopotamia, which were already devel-
oped during the third millennium BC. 
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