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Family Portraits

Some Considerations on the

Iconographical Motif of the “Woman with Child”
in the art of the Third Millennium B.C.E.

Davide NADALI
SAPIENZA UNIVERSITA DI RoMa

Representations of women with a child at their breast or on their lap are often
seen in the regions of the Ancient Near East in nearly all historical periods. They
are found on different artefacts, for example bronze and clay statuettes, cylinder
seals, clay plaques, bas-reliefs and ivory panels.!

The nature of these images has long been debated: whether they depict god-
desses feeding a child, usually identified with a young king, or more generally
women as mothers nourishing their child. On the one hand, the identification of the
women as goddesses and the child as a young king clearly has strong religious and
cultural implications on the role and meaning of kingship. The office of kingship is
strictly and explicitly linked to the sphere of the divine; the king is adopted by a god-
dess and he is even nourished by her. Inscriptions of Mesopotamian kings usually
emphasize this divine affiliation.?

On the other hand, the interpretation of the women as human nourishing a
child has more than one possible meaning, generally associated with the idea of
motherhood and fertility. In this case, it would appear that we are dealing with
non-divine women, and one can speak either of amulets created for the protection
of women and children, or of idols as an expression of popular cults related to the
positive outcome of a birth.3

In the present study, the representations of women with a child on stelae and
cylinder seals of Syria dated to third millennium BC are taken into consideration.
The aim is to show that, in that particular cultural context, the image of the woman
with the child conveys a precise message which is political rather than religious.

The Stele of Chuera was recovered by A. Moortgat in his excavations in the Syr-
ian site of Tell Chuera (Fig. 1). The stele was unfortunately found out of place in
the Mitanni-Bau, but according to stylistic and iconographical features, Moortgat
suggests that it can be dated between the Mesilim and Akkadian periods. More
precisely it has been linked to the latest stratum of Early Dynastic Chuera.* Even

1. See Kiithne 1978 and Parayre 1997.

2. See, for example, the claim of divine motherhood by Eannatum in the third millennium BC
(Frayne 2008: E.1.9.3.1) and Assurbanipal in the first millennium BC (Hymn to Ishtar of Nineveh and
Arbela, Livingstone 1989: 10-13). See also Parayre 1997: 76.

3. Kithne 1978: 510.

4. Moortgat—-Moortgat-Correns 1976: 57.

227



228 DavIDE NADALI

Fig. 1. Stele of Tell Chuera
(after Moortgat—Moortgat-
Correns 1976: Abb. 20a).

though the surface of the relief is much worn, seven female figures can be recog-
nised, of whom two are carrying a child. The figures have long plaited hair and wear
tall conical caps. Since there appear to be no traces of horns, it seems they could be
human female figures.

The fragmentary Stele of Halawa comes from the area of the temple (Fig. 2). It
has been dated by W. Orthmann between the end of the Akkadian period and the
beginning of Ur III.% The left part of the central register is further divided into two
registers: in the upper one, a procession of four women to the left is recognisable, one
of whom carries a child. Their hairstyle is completely different from the figures of
the stele of Chuera and it would appear we are definitely dealing with human female
figures. All of the women have their hair tied up, a feature that distinguishes female
characters such as queens, women courtiers, and servants. This is also the case in
other representations of human female figures of Akkadian and later Ur III art.®

Impressions of the queen’s seal and seals of the queen’s household, found in the
storehouse of the royal palace of Tell Mozan, ancient Urkes, show representations
of woman with a child sitting on her lap (Fig. 3).”7 Here the seated woman has been
identified with the queen Uqnitum, wife of Tupkis, the endan (Hurrian word for
king) of Urkes.

This identification is unmistakable; the cuneiform caption registers both her
name and title. We are here certainly dealing with a palatial context. This is further
confirmed by the archaeological context which points to a palatial use of the seals
bearing the image of the queen, presumably with her son on her lap (Fig. 4).8

5. An Akkadian date is currently considered more plausible (Orthmann 1985: 471; 1989: 76).

6. Spycket 1954: 171-172; Asher-Greve 2006: 69-72; Weiershduser 2006: 267; Mayr 2002; Suter
2007. On the contrary, long loose hair usually identifies high-priestesses (see the considerations by Suter
2007 and 2008). As a consequence, based on this difference of hairstyle, one can wonder whether the
seven women on the Stele of Tell Chuera with their long loose hair can conversely be identified with high
priestesses. Lastly, see Pinnock 2008: 72.

7. Buccellati—Kelly-Buccellati 1995-96.

8. The sealings were found in the storehouse/service wing AK of the Royal Palace AP of Mozan.
On the archaeological and stratigraphic context of the sealings, see the detailed archaeological reports
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Fig. 2. Drawing of the Stele
of Halawa (after Orthmann
1989: Abb. 40).

Fig. 3. Drawing of the sealing bearing the
impression of the queen’s seal. The inscription
states: «Ugnitum, the wife of Tupki$» (after
Buccellati—Kelly-Buccellati 1995-96: fig. 6).

It must be stressed that both the iconographic details and the style of the arte-
facts detailed above are completely different. In particular, the seals of Tell Mozan
are strongly characterised by a local style in the rendering of the figures, estab-
lishing the proportions and depicting the relationships among the figures. As M.
Kelly-Buccellati rightly observed, the iconography of the seals, as well as of other
artefacts found in Tell Mozan, has a local origin strongly influenced and imbued by
the Hurrian cultural background.?

by G. Buccellati (1998: 20-21) and G. Buccellati and M. Kelly-Buccellati (1995-96: 3—6; 2000: 136-139;
2001: 60-63; 2002a: 110-113).

9. Buccellati—Kelly-Buccellati 1980: 77-80; 1998: 195-197; Kelly-Buccellati 1998: 41-49; 2001:
52-53.



230 DavIDE NADALI
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Nevertheless, even if the way of carving and the details are different, the ico-
nography of the woman and child is a common feature which probably depends on
the political role of the figure of the queen in Syrian society of the third millen-
nium BC. The image of the woman and child appears both as part of composite in
narrative monuments (like the stele of Halawa), and as the main scene carved on
the palatial seals which are the tools of the administrative, economic, and political
control of goods by means of a network of officials working for and on behalf of the
central administration.

Two other cylinder seals, both dated to the Akkadian period, depict the scene
of the woman with a child. One seal (U. 10757) comes from the Royal Cemetery of
Ur (Fig. 5).10 It depicts a seated woman, with a child on her lap and a procession
of two other women moving toward her. A third woman stands behind the seated
one. A cylinder seal without provenance, now in the British Museum of London (BM
89343), also depicts a very similar scene (Fig. 6): a seated woman with a child on
her lap, two women in front of her and finally a woman behind her attending to a
second child. !t

In my opinion, these women are not goddesses since they do not wear any of the
typical divine attire or attributes; their tied-up hair points to women courtiers. 2
Again, the image of the woman with the child appears in a non-religious context
with human female figures approaching and attending the seated female character.
Based on the comparison with the seal impressions of Tell Mozan, it might be sug-
gested that the seated woman with a child on her lap might be identified with the
main person, probably a royal wife with her son, the heir to the throne.

10. The seal was found in the tomb PG 871, a simple inhumation grave of a woman (Woolley 1934:
182-183, pl. 211:291). On the seal, see Boehmer (1965: 97-98, fig. 559), who dates the seal to his Akka-
dian IIT chronological classification and classifies it among the representation of a goddess with the child.
See also Parayre 1997: 70; Asher-Greve 2006: 65.

11. On the seal, see Boehmer 1965: 97-98, fig. 556; Collon 1982: no. 142, pl. XX; Parayre 1997:
70-71. Collon is uncertain whether the seated woman is a goddess or a woman (1982: 74).

12. See Suter 2007 and 2008: 22.



Family Portraits 231

Fig. 5. Modern impression
of the cylinder seal U. 10757
found in the tomb PG 871,
Royal Cemetery of Ur (after
Woolley 1934: pl. 211:291).

Fig. 6. Modern
impression of the
unprovenanced
cylinder seal,
British Museum
BM 89343 (after
Collon 1982: pl.
XX: no. 142).

Contemporary Akkadian seals usually depict goddesses with a child on their
laps.!? Also in the Neo-Sumerian period, the figure holding a child is usually a de-
ity. 14 Conversely, it seems that in Syria, in the second half of the third millennium
BC, the figure of the woman with the child on her lap identifies a woman courtier
namely a high-rank lady, presumably the queen with her son. The Syrian evidence
conveys a non-religious meaning of the image of the woman and child, even on those
monuments which were intended for a temple location, as is presumably the case of
the stelae found at Tell Chuera and Halawa.

In fact the seal impressions of Tell Mozan emphasize the importance of the
figure of the queen as the mother of the heir. This peculiar role seems to be particu-
larly stressed in the queen’s seal: Ugnitum, wife of Tupkis, with the child on her lap
is seated in front of the king of Urkes (Fig. 3). This family portrait has been rightly
considered by M. Kelly-Buccellati as the representation and codification of the dy-
nastic programme of the rulers of Urkes. In particular, the presence of the queen is
the necessary counterpart to guarantee a dynastic succession of the royal family. 1®

13. Boehmer 1965: 97-98, pl. XLVII: 555, 557, 558, 560. See also the Akkadian sealing from Nippur
where a seated god holds a female deity (?) on his lap (Canby 2001: 13, pl. 13b).

14. See the seal impression on a tablet from Laga$, now in the British Museum (BM 20995A;
Fischer 1997: 155, Nr. 1), the relief on a fragment of stone vessel from Ur, now in the British Museum
(BM 116432; Braun-Holzinger 1991: 193, pl. 12 G. 387), two plaques dated to Gudea—one in the Louvre
Museum (AO 58; Braun-Holzinger 1991: 314, W. 24), the other in the Archaeological Museum of Istanbul
(no. 5552; Canby 2001: pl. 13a)—and the upper register of the Stele of Urnammu (Canby 2001: pl. 10). In
all those Neo-Sumerian representations, probably with the only exception of the Stele of Urnammu, the
figure seated on a god’s lap is also a deity.

15. Kelly-Buccellati 2001: 52-53.
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Complementary to the visual evidence from Tell Mozan are the texts of Ebla.
These have been dated to the Early Bronze Age IVA, before the Akkadian period and
earlier than the seal impressions of Tell Mozan, and testify to the role and impor-
tance of the queen as mother of the crown prince and future king of Ebla. Dusigu
was the last wife of Irkab-damu, king of Ebla, but she never had the title of queen,
although she undoubtedly became the most important woman at court.

When her son ISar-damu became king of Ebla, she acquired the title of “the
king’s great mother” (ama-gal en). Actually, she probably acted as temporary regent
queen since her son would have been too young when he became king.'® Thus the
texts of Ebla show the importance of the figure and the political role of the queen in
promoting her son as the only heir of the throne against other candidates, sons of
other courtly ladies.” Differently from Dusigu, Tabur-damu, wife of Isar-damu, had
the title of queen of Ebla.!® Moreover, in the metal text TM.75.G.10074, the sons of
the royal couple are named as “sons of the queen”.1? It has been suggested that such
a definition implies that they are properly sons of the king and queen of Ebla, while
the definition “sons of the king” refers to sons of the king of Ebla and other ladies at
the court.?? It seems that only the “sons of the queen” had the right to become the
heir to the throne.?!

Thus, the image of the queen’s seals of Tell Mozan seems to refer to the political
role of the queen also described in the texts of Ebla.??

However, the seal impressions of Tell Mozan also show that the image of the
queen with the child on her lap functions as a distinctive sign of officials working
in the royal palace. The two seals belonging to the wet-nurse Zamena depict the
queen Ugnitum with her child on her lap (Fig. 7). Zamena stands in front of the
seated queen and holds both the hand and the wrist of the child. The cuneiform
caption states that the seal belongs to Zamena, the nurse of Ugnitum. Again, the
texts of Ebla document the importance of the role of wet-nurses at the royal court.
In particular, they also show a similar intimate relationship between the queen and
her nurse.?? When Tabur-damu marries Isar-damu and becomes queen of Ebla,
Agasadu, her nurse, is also present at court: she does not work as nurse of the sons
of the queen, but she bears the title of “nurse of the queen”, that is the nurse that
nourished the queen when she was a child.?* Taking into consideration the seal of
Zamena, it could be suggested that the standing woman on the British Museum seal

16. Biga 2003: 355-356.

17. Biga 1997: 38.

18. Biga 2003: 358.

19. Biga—Pomponio 1993: 110.

20. Weiershauser 2008: 189.

21. In fact, the metal text TM.75.G.10074 does not name the new-born child of Isar-damu and
Tabur-damu, but only specifies that he is the son of the queen. This peculiar definition is used to distin-
guish the royal son (son of the king and the queen of Ebla) from other sons of the king, as for example
Ir’ag-damu, who was born from Isar-damu and an unknown woman, when the queen mother Dusigu and
the minister Ibrium were still alive and at court, according to the evidence of the texts TM.75.G.10183
and ARET I 40 (see Biga—Pomponio 1990: 190-193; Biga 1996: 37-39; 1997: 41; 2000: 73-74).

22. See for example the case of Dusigu who never had the title of “queen” of Ebla (Biga 2003: 355).
She was probably one of the ladies of the king of Ebla, and succeeded in putting her son as the only heir
of the throne of Ebla. For that reason, later, the sons of the king and queen of Ebla were distinguished
as “sons of the queen”, pointing out their legitimacy to be the heirs of the throne. See Weiershiuser 2008:
187. See also fn. 21.

23. On the role of wet-nurses at the court of Ebla, see Biga 1991; 1997; 2000.

24. Biga 1997: 40.
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Fig. 7. Drawing of the sealing bearing the
impression of the seal of the nurse Zamena. The
inscription states: “Seal of Zamena, the nurse of
Ugnitum” (after Buccellati—-Kelly-Buccellati 1995-
96: fig. 8).

(Fig. 6) is a nurse since she is bare breasted.?> As for the seal of Zamena, the nurse
is directly linked with a court lady and her child.26

Instead of recording military victories as Mesopotamian kings usually do, the
rulers of Urke§ are more interested in representing the royal family, within a dynas-
tic programme that aims at the succession of power.

The representation of the woman with a child is probably part of this political
programme of establishing long-lasting dynastic power. This implication is to be
found, within a secular context, in the Early Syrian texts of Ebla, with the political
definition of the royal sons as “sons of the queen”, and in the seals of Tell Mozan
where the motif of the queen and her son becomes an iconographic coded programme
on the royal seals. Even on the stele of Halawa found in the area of the temple, the
woman carrying the child is a court lady, probably with the same hairstyle as the
other women behind her. The fragmentary condition of the stele does not allow fur-
ther hypotheses: however, the exceptional presence of a procession of women might
be the representation, in front of the deities in a temple, of that female counterpart
of the socio-political organization and structure of the Syrian political entities of the
third millennium BC, where female individuals are essential actors within the po-
litical mechanism. Moreover, it differs from the contemporary Mesopotamian stelae
where military events are usually narrated and depicted. We can speculate whether
the Stele of Chuera, with the exclusive representation of female characters, two of
them with a child, also had the same meaning and function.?”

Looking in detail at the Tell Mozan documentation, the Hurrians, whose mas-
sive presence is attested in northern Mesopotamia between 2400 BC and one gener-
ation before Naram-Sin,?8 largely used this iconography. In fact, the Hurrian myth
of Kumarbi, handed down in Hittite language, tells of the birth of Ullikummi who
is placed on Kumarbi’s knees by the Fate Goddess and the Mother Goddess.?° The

25. For a different interpretation, see Frayne 1999: 48—49.

26. Also the seal found in the tomb PG 871 (Fig. 5) shows the same pattern: a female figure stands
in front of the seated woman with the child. The ladies have the same hairstyle, and we can suppose that
the standing one is paying homage to the seated one with the child on her lap. Since there is no inscrip-
tion, unlike with the seals of Mozan, it is impossible to say whether the seal belonged to the seated figure
or to the one standing in front of her, and to establish their role.

27. See the discussion in Pinnock (2008: 71), where the Stele of Halawa is related to both the Stele
of Chuera and the seals of Mozan. See Buccellati—Kelly-Buccellati 1998: 199, who also stressed the com-
mon representation of children on women’s lap in the seals of Mozan, the Stele of Chuera and the Stele
of Halawa, but deny any possible connection of the two stelae with the glyptic evidence from Mozan.

28. See Wilhelm 1982; Barrelet (ed.) 1984: 87—88; Michalowski 1986: 135-140; Steinkeller 1998: 76,
94, 96; Akkermans—Schwartz 2003: 285.

29. Buccellati—Kelly-Buccellati 1998: 198; Hoffner 1990: 53; 1998. E. Porada (1959) suggested that
the episode of the birth of Ullikummi might be depicted on the golden bowl of Hasanlu, to be dated to
the first millennium BC. In fact, she first argued a possible Hurrian origin of the imagery of the Hasanlu
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Table 1: Chronological and archaeological phases of Tell Mozan.*

Periodization Palace phases
Man-istu-§u / Naram-Sin |EJ Tupkis and Ugnitum | Construction and
(2269-2240 BC) IITb occupation of Tupkis

Palace
Naram-Sin / Sar-kali- EJ IV |Tar’am-Agade Destruction and first re-
sarri use under Tar’am-Agade
(2240-2193 BC)

a. After Buccellati—Kelly-Buccellati 2002a.

myth obviously refers to the divine world and involves a male deity, but one could
infer that the image of the child seated on the god’s lap has been translated into the
image of a child on women’s knees in mid-third millennium Syria, passing from a
religious to a properly political and secular meaning and use. Not only the child, but
also the woman holding the child is human.3°

Recently, it has been suggested that the terrace and Temple in area BA of Mo-
zan might have been dedicated to Kumarbi, the Hurrian father of the gods.?! Thus,
according to the Hittite text just mentioned, one can wonder whether the Hurrians
in the second half of the third millennium created the iconographical motif of the
woman and child transforming and adapting their religious tradition and combin-
ing it with a long-established political status of royal women as documented by the
texts of Ebla. It can be supposed that the political implication of the iconographi-
cal motif was properly conceived in a period of the history of Syria, when many
important centres fell under the control of Akkad in the late third millennium. In
particular, the seals of Tell Mozan are unique in this sense because of their strong
local Hurrian style that has no comparison with either Mesopotamian or Syrian
contemporary iconographies.

Notwithstanding stylistic connotations,32 it can be observed that the icono-
graphic theme of the woman and child increases in Northern Syria in the late Ak-
kadian period. The nature and origin of this motif is not Akkadian, but properly
Syrian, geographically speaking, and it probably originates from an elaboration that
combines the past role of court ladies and queens in Syrian societies and, as sug-
gested, Hurrian cultural features.?3

In fact, the imagery of the seals of Urkes completely changes after the kingdom
of Tupki§ and Ugnitum. According to the chronological reconstruction of Tell Mo-
zan’s historical and archaeological phases (Table 1), the seal impressions of Tupki§

bowl (see also Mellink 1966). In general, see the discussion in Barrelet (ed.) 1984, in particular at pages
75-83.

30. This feature also distinguishes the Syrian evidence from the Mesopotamian images of gods with
(divine) children (see n. 14).

31. Buccellati—Kelly-Buccellati 2005: 42; 2009: 38, 41, 43—-45.

32. I agree in fact with G. Buccellati and M. Kelly-Buccellati that the seals of Mozan, the stelae of
Chuera and Halawa can not be compared on a stylistic level (see fn. 27).

33. See the considerations by Mellink 1972-75: 515; Barrelet (ed.) 1984: 88, 93.
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Fig. 8. a) Drawing of the seal of Taram-Agade, the daughter of Naram-Sin (after Buccellati—
Kelly-Buccellati 2002b: fig. 2); b) Drawing of the seal of an unknown king of Urkes§, Taram-
Agade’s husband (?) (after ibid.: fig. 3).

and Uqgnitum should be placed in the beginning of the reign of Naram-Sin, or even
earlier.3*

According to this reconstruction, the seal impressions of Tar’am-Agade, Naram-
Sin’s daughter, are later.?® Tar’am-Agade’s seal depicts a classical Akkadian contest
scene (Fig. 8a), leading to the conclusion that she was the queen and wife of a king
of Urkes.35 Although she was the queen of Urkes, she had a typical Akkadian seal,
very different, in both style and iconography, from that of Ugnitum.3” Even the style
of the seal of her supposed unnamed husband, endan/king of Urkes, is Akkadian
(Fig. 8b).38

Three other seals of Akkadian officials of the queen Tuta-Sar-libbis, queen and
wife of Sar-kali-Sarri, twice depict a classical contest scene;3? the third seal shows
the seated queen while she receives Dada, her estate manager.4’ The absence of
the image of the woman and child might depend on the fact that all seals belonged
to male officials of Tata-Sar-libbis.*! However, also the Akkadian seal belonging to
the wet-nurse Takunai shows a typical presentation scene (Fig. 9):42 the nurse is no
longer represented in front of the court lady with the child, but she is introduced by
a Lama goddess to Ninhursag.

In her analysis on the images of women from the Akkad to the Isin-Larsa period,
Claudia Suter recently observed that “seals suggest that the near absence of women
in sculpture of the Akkad period is more likely to fall in the chance of archaeological
finds”.*3 In any case, as far as the image of the woman and child is concerned, no
representations are documented even in Akkadian glyptic.

34. Buccellati—Kelly-Buccellati 2005: 40.

35. See the considerations on the archaeological context of Tar’am-Agade’s sealings, compared to
the findings of the sealings of Tupki$§ and Ugnitum, by Buccellati—Kelly-Buccellati 2002b: 11-13.

36. Buccellati—Kelly-Buccellati 2000: 139.

37. Buccellati—Kelly-Buccellati 2002b: 13-16.

38. Ibid.: 18.

39. Buchanan—Hallo 1981: fig. 429 (seal of ISkun-Dagan); Boehmer 1964: pl. 13 no. 28 (seal of
Isar-beli).

40. Buccellati—Kelly-Buccellati 2002b: 17; Bohmer 1965: fig. 657.

41. Asher-Greve 2006: 65.

42. For the inscription, see Steinkeller 1988; Westenholz 1999: 72-73.

43. Suter 2008: 24.
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Fig. 9. Modern impression
of the Akkadian seal of the
nurse Takunai, Jerusalem

Bible Lands Museum (after
Asher-Greve 2006: pl. 6,2).

In fact, the only two seals with the image of the woman and child, dated to the
Akkadian period and Akkadian in details like the hairstyle and the position of the
child turned towards the lady (Figs. 5-6), are however so unique in the Akkadian
repertory that I believe they could have a Syrian origin, if not in the style at least in
the choice of the iconographic theme. Indeed, also the sculptural evidence of women
with children in the Akkadian period comes from the Syrian sites of Chuera and
Halawa.

Lastly, the disappearance of the image of the woman and child in the official
glyptic of Urkes is the consequent result of the political change, when Naram-Sin’s
daughter became queen of the city. Ugnitum herself bears an Akkadian name: al-
though no links with the royal house of Akkad are known,** her seals are strictly
local in style, and not Akkadian.

Moreover, the local nature of her seals is also expressed by the image of the
woman and child, which refers to a properly Syrian, and more specifically, a Hurrian
tradition. It might be claimed that this choice is to be understood as an expression of
the political and dynastic programme of the kingdom of Tupkis, probably aiming at
a conscious contrast with Akkad, or at least, by virtue of the local imagery, serving
to distinguish itself from Akkadian tradition.

44. Buccellati—Kelly-Buccellati 1996: 83; 1998: 202. See also the typical Akkadian iconography of
the seal of Innin-$add, associated with the seal of the queen Ugnitum (Buccellati—Kelly-Buccellati 1998:
pl. V,d). Innin-$ada is an Akkadian name, probably identifying an official who followed Uqnitum and
continued to work for her when she moved to Urkes, married Tupki$ and became queen of the city (Buc-
cellati—Kelly-Buccellati 1995-96: 24). A similar story can be reconstructed for Isar-beli, an Akkadian of-
ficial who followed Tar’am-Agade, Naram-Sin’s daughter, when she moved to Urkes. His seal was found
together with the one of Tar’am-Agade (Buccellati—Kelly-Buccellati 2002: 22—-25). «The suggestion then
would be that Innin-$ada is to Ugnitum (about whom, however, we know of no links with the royal house
of Akkad) as Isar-beli is to Taram-Agade» (ibid.: 25).
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