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Preface

Symposia, to be productive in the advance of scholarship, should occur at times of stress or rapid change
in the development of a field. When they do, as in this instance, important communications take place on
many levels. Most of the interchange is reflected, if not always accurately summarized, in the revised
versions of formal papers like those comprising the body of this volume. Echoes persist, of course, of
illuminating consensuses and disagreements not captured even in a continuous and uniformly intelligible
transcript of the major exchanges. And in this and most similar cases transcripts of such exacting standards
are simply not available. As a would-be participant who instead found himself engaged at the time in
fieldwork, the range and cumulative impact of the formal contributions leaves me keenly aware of what

I missed.

Yet later readers of the papers like myself have at least a slight countervailing advantage in greater
detachment. The confusions and cross purposes of oral discourse sometimes befog issues rather than
clarify them. Seen from a greater distance, it is the unifying themes in this symposium that loom in
highest relief.

Diverse as they are, the papers converge in signalling a turning point in the study of ancient Near Eastern
cylinder seals. A traditional and relatively cohesive paradigm of study is brought into uneasy coexistence
with many alternative avenues of analytical approach. Direct attack and rebuttal is not the form of the
discourse, however, for the respective domains of the alternatives may complement rather than compete
with one another and in any case remain to be charted. Dimly but with considerable excitement, one
glimpses an emerging, multi-stranded enterprise that can only enhance the relevance of the study of glyptic
art and craft production for the understanding of wider cultural patterns.

The introduction briefly outlines developments in the disciplined study of cylinder seals as it has been
traditionally carried forward, but the intellectual context underlying the study as a whole has been even
more succinctly set forward by Henri Frankfort. A “continuous narrative” was the stated objective of his
major contribution to the field, concerned with “the stylistic development . . . of the most characteristic
pictorial expression of the Babylonians” (Frankfort, Cylinder Seals, p. xv). Chronological divisions are
interposed into the flow of this narrative on the combined basis of historical, philological and archaeological
considerations, but inscriptions on seals and questions of manufacturing technique, procurement of raw
materials, and even symbolic or economic function receive extremely limited treatment as ‘‘subsidiary
matters.” The importance and viability of the approach described in Frankfort’s pioneering work is
reflected in its continuing service as a basis for major monographic contributions a generation and more
later, and one can probably expect it to be further refined and applied for many years to come. In
particular, as Pierre Amiet has indicated, the overall chronological sequence of stylistic patterns continues to
be modified in detail as new local and regional patterns with somewhat distinctive or divergent histories

are identified (Amiet, Glyptique, p. 12).

In a very profound sense, the orientations for study that emerge with this volume have only become
possible because the foundations of our understanding of the temporal and spatial systematics of seals have
been so well laid. But it is also true that this group of contributors is no longer primarily preoccupied with
the major theme of Frankfort’s work. Prominent in almost all of the newly differentiated directions for
research is a greatly heightened concern for embedding seals and seal impressions in a web of administrative,
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economic and cultural activities of which they are highly stylized and enduring—but also characteristically
incomplete—representations.

Two modes of analysis seem to interact to produce this shift. One explores subsets of seals or seal
impressions in an attempt to specify different patterns of manufacture, ownership or use. The other, more
“contextual,” approach seeks to establish the broad institutional setting within which some group of seals
was employed at a particular time period.

While obviously differing in some respects, it must be stressed that these two approaches are usually linked
in practice and are essentially complementary. They are joined in these papers by reliance on full use of
the textual sources, which, as Gibson observes, frequently was not the case in the past. They also share
an awareness that stylistic unity need not imply an equivalent unity in the cultural significance or modes
of use of the seals themselves. Hence careful attention is uniformly given to specifying particular patterns
and settings of use, without asserting that all such patterns form a coherent, unified, or even presently
delimitable whole. Finally, as in Johannes Renger’s demonstration that sealings served as aids in the
authentication of documents rather than as counterparts of modern signatures representing personal
commitments, these authors take pains to elicit ancient patterns of belief and behavior from their own data
and to avoid the casual application of modern categories and perceptions.

What is gained, in other words, is a sense that the study of seals can genuinely contribute to the
understanding of important aspects of ancient history and society. What is partially and temporarily set
aside—we may take for granted that it can never be forgotten—is an earlier concern for the unifying themes
of glyptic art, and for establishing their enduring place within the achievements of Mesopotamian
civilization as a whole.

Robert McC. Adams



Introduction

There are numerous publications on stamp and cylinder seals, and the field of glyptic study is vigorously
healthy. Most studies of seals, however, are stylistic or iconographic. They deal with changes in style and
content through time or from place to place, or even artist to artist. Very little has been done to define
the function of seals and the practice of sealing in the ancient world. Only in the past few years has
much attention been paid to the use of seals on cuneiform documents, but even when such attention has
been given, the aim has usually been to date the appearance of specific styles or elements through their
occurrence on dated tablets. It was clear that seals were used in administrative, bureaucratic contexts, in
legal transactions, and in a few other ways, but the full range of function and change in function through
time has not been investigated systematically.

It was in a discussion which Gibson had with Edith Porada and Hans J. Nissen at the Rencontre
Assyriologique in Rome in July 1974 that the idea for a symposium on seal function was born. It was
clear that such a meeting would appeal to Assyriologists, archeologists, historians, and anthropologists as
well as art historians. In London, Gibson met Mogens Trolle Larsen, who agreed to join the symposium.
Back in Chicago, a phone call to Arizona gained the participation of William L. Rathje. At the Oriental
Institute the notion of a seal conference met with general interest from staff and students. The ground
here had been prepared through years of work on seals by Henri Frankfort, Helene Kantor, Benno
Landsberger, and 1. J. Gelb.

The symposium was basically an Oriental Institute product, with contributions by our guests to complement
or supplement our papers. The main focus was ancient Mesopotamia, but comparative material was brought
in from Egypt, Iran, and Anatolia. An attempt to enlist the participation of scholars dealing with Sasanian,
Islamic, Ottoman, and medieval European sealing practices was unsuccessful. W. W. Hallo’s paper, submitted
when he had become aware of Steinkeller’s contribution, is a welcome addition. Robert McC. Adams agreed
to read the contributions and to write a preface. Denise Schmandt-Besserat (University of Texas, Austin)
was invited to attend because of her special interest in the early development of sealing. William Sumner
(Ohio State University) was asked not only to attend the symposium but also to give a separate lecture

on his excavations at the ancient Iranian capital, Anshan (Tal-i-Maliyan), where he found clay sealings in a
palace. We are grateful to him and the other participants, especially M. Trolle Larsen, H. J. Nissen, and

E. Porada, for making sacrifices of time and money to take part. The fact that there was such an
enthusiastic response from as far away as Denmark and Germany when there was no financial underwriting
of the symposium indicates that sealing is considered of great importance by a number of scholars.

The response would probably have been greater had we publicized the symposium. We chose not to
because we wanted an informal, relaxed atmosphere unlike that of most meetings, with opportunities for
real exchange of ideas. There was no prior commitment to publish the papers, so participants felt free to
speculate a little more than might otherwise have been the case. We are grateful to the contributors for
agreeing after the symposium to work up their papers for this volume and for doing so in a brief time.
Unfortunately, because he had other publishing deadlines, M. Civil was forced to withdraw his paper on
various philological problems concerning seals and sealings. H. Giiterbock had a prior commitment to
publish his contribution on Hittite sealing practices in a memorial volume for Professor Rodney Young.
Gibson’s paper on sealing at Nippur from Jamdat Nasr into Islamic times has also been omitted. Anyone
who discusses Mesopotamian culture in a general way must draw much from Nippur because this site has
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furnished by far the largest group of cuneiform tablets in southern Mesopotamia, and several of the
contributions (especially those of P. Steinkeller and J. Renger) are based in great part on Nippur
material. Thus Gibson’s paper would have been repetitious except in the parts dealing with unpublished
seals and sealings (for which others have publication rights). Some observations from the paper are
included in his summation, however.

In editing these papers, our primary concerns have been ease of comprehension for an audience wider
than Mesopotamian specialists, low-cost but sufficient illustrations, and completeness of references

without unnecessary bulk. Some philologists may find translations of well-known terms superfluous,

but we have tried to keep the interests of non-philologists in mind. Illustrations in a book on seals

are always a problem, and a volume must usually be very expensive or else have poor photographs or
else line drawings (often misleading) must be used. In this volume we have opted for the use of microfiche,
allowing us a much greater number of illustrations at low cost.! Nearly all line drawings have been
included in the text. As far as our references are concerned, we have generally used the abbreviations of
the Chicago Assyrian Dictionary for Mesopotamian references and Helck and Otto’s Lexikon der Agyptologie
for Egyptian. A few frequently-cited works and books not listed in these two sources are given in our

list of abbreviations. For greater readability for non-philologists, most of the transliterations have been

put in the footnotes. To help hold down costs we have omitted diacritical marks, italics, and special
conventions unless needed to avoid ambiguity.

We are much indebted to Peter T. Daniels, who assisted in all phases of editing and preparing the papers
for publication, and to Paul Zimansky, who took most of the slides shown at the symposium and who
prepared the fiche for publication. We also thank J. A. Scurlock and C. Rochberg-Halton for their help
with the symposium itself. J. A. Brinkman, Director of the Oriental Institute, and G. F. Swift, Curator of
the Oriental Institute Museum, gave encouragement to the symposium and made facilities available. We are
particularly grateful to Giorgio Buccellati for agreeing to publish this volume in the series Bibliotheca
Mesopotamica following cancellation of what we thought was an agreement by the University of Chicago
Press. )

Chicago, July 1976 McGuire Gibson
Robert D. Biggs

1. Mlustrations on the fiche cards are referred to by letter and number, for example, A-5. The capital
letter refers to the horizontal row, the number to the location within the row.
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Of Professional Seal Cutters
and Nonprofessionally Made Seals

by
Edith Porada
Columbia University

I begin the discussion of professional seal cutters with a tentative suggestion as to the origin of cylinder
seals. They seem to have appeared at the same time as a renewed fashion for fine vessels of stone,! which,
in turn, may have been connected with an improvement in the technique of drilling stone. Is it possible
that the bore cores of such vessels were used for cylindrical beads and seals?? It may be noted that the
heavy work with the drill in the engraving of what may have been the earliest cylinder seals? suggests that
the craftsmen were persons who ably used that mechanical tool, which was certainly employed by the
makers of stone vessels. The idea implied here is that the makers of stone vessels may have developed
the cylinder seal (and the crudely drilled stamp seals of related style), rather than that engravers of finely
carved stamp seals introduced a variation in the shape and carving of their seal stones. This idea may find
some support in D. O. Edzard’s suggestion that the Sumerian name of the seal cutter, bur-gul, Akkadian
parkullu or purkullu, refers in the second syllable gul to an activity associated with stone vessels. Edzard
refers to a Sumerian text in which the stone-cutter, bur-gul, occurs “(in the destroyed temple) where the
stone-cutter used to make vessels for me, where the goldsmith used to make jewelry for me.”$ Summarizing
the available evidence, Oppenheim commented that the purkullu was originally a craftsman who cut seals
and worked on stone reliefs and stone vases. In the Neo-Assyrian period, however, the embossing of the
metal-plating on palace and temple doors seems to have fallen within the competence of this artist.®

Little is known about the organization of a seal cutter’s workshop in Mesopotamia but evidence from tablets
of Alalakh in the fifteenth or fourteenth centuries B.C. indicates that, like the smith, leather-worker, carpet-
weaver, and stonemason, the seal cutter had a workshop. This can be deduced from an Alalakh text which
names 16 carpenters, 3 stonemasons, 5 carpet-weavers, 12 leather-workers, 16 smiths, and one seal cutter.’

Most important for present-day knowledge of the seal cutter’s craft is a text which A. L. Oppenheim brought
to my attention and of which he made a translation for me. It records an agreement to apprentice a slave
for a period of five years to learn the craft of the purkullu from a man named Hashdaj, who was himself

a slave of the Persian king Cambyses.8

The length of a seal cutter’s apprenticeship is understandable in view of the difficulties facing the craftsman
in creating a minute design in a curved surface in the negative (an intaglio) almost without the benefit of
visual control. This lack of visual control may be assumed especially for work with the bow drill. The
action of the seal cutter can be described as imagining himself inside the body of the man or animal which
is being represented and as carving from the inside against the outer surface.’

It is obvious from this description that the seal cutter’s technique was probably the most difficult of those
applied in ancient arts. How much did a cylinder seal cost? Speculation should range from low-priced,
mass-produced, carelessly carved pieces of ungainly stone to a cylinder described by Nabonidus as of “the
costliest jasper, a stone (befitting) a king, upon which Ashurbanipal, King of Assyria, had improved by
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drawing upon it a picture of Sin—that his own name be remembered—and upon which he had written a
eulogy of Sin and hung it around the neck of (the image of) Sin, (this stone) whose exterior had been
damaged in these days, during the destruction (wrought by) the enemy, [I restored/mounted and deposited]
in Esagila, the temple which keeps the great gods alive, in order not to (permit an) interruption of the
oracles given by him (Sin) (by means of this sea]?).”10

The piece, the cylinder of a god, was probably as large a cylinder as the two examples found at Babylon
and discussed by E. D. Van Buren in an article entitled “Seals of the Gods.”!!  Since the cylinder was
an appropriate offering for a king, it must have been considered valuable.

I would like to relate this cylinder, dedicated by a king, to one in the Oriental Institute Museum (A-2), the
inscription of which was read by D. O. Edzard,!? and may be translated:

To (the goddess) Nin-Ishkun
llaknuid the seal cutter
presented (this).

I understand the inscription as a dedication by a seal cutter to his patron. The fact that a seal cutter
could dedicate an inscribed object of any kind places him in a somewhat elevated position among
professionals. The magnificent engraving of the goddess Ishtar in the seal must have added to the value
of the object, a value which, in turn, seems to me to indicate a certain social standing of the donor.

I tried to learn something about the social and economic position of seal cutters from the texts available
to me. It is essential information because to some degree the position of the artist in a society influences
the content and the form of his work. M. T. Barrelet posed the question concerning the position of the
seal cutter of the Sargonic Period on the basis of the noticeable changes in style and iconography in that
age. She pointed out that Henri Frankfort had ascribed the changes to a new concern with concrete
representation on the part of the seal cutters. B. Buchanan saw in the new style a revolutionary change
in the attitude of man toward society and the gods. P. Amiet saw Akkadian art primarily as a royal art
with the iconography based on a cosmic symbolism. Mme Barrelet asked whether the seal cutter of the
Sargonic Period would have been able to create an imagery which implied so many new elements,
especially the narrative scenes in which gods are protagonists and which constitute over fifty per cent of
the subject matter in the Sargonic age. She arrived at the conclusion that the seal cutter was not the
inventor of the elaborate scenes but that he represented what he was ordered to execute, using as his
prototypes images seen in the temple and at festivals; furthermore, that the relatively small number of
elaborate scenes was the reflection of the attitudes and ideas of a select group of scribes.!3

I think that an investigation of seals made by nonprofessionals can somewhat modify Mme Barrelet’s thesis
to indicate that the basis for the iconographic repertory may have been larger than she had assumed. 1
hope that my examples are sufficiently convincing to obviate an explanation of which seal in particular

is considered to have been made by a professional seal cutter and which by a nonprofessional.

One nonprofessionally made example (A-3a-b) comes from a Late Bronze Age level at Enkomi in Cyprus,
specifically Late Bronze Illa, about 1200-1190 B.C.1* There were many different seal groups in Cyprus at
that time, but none shows the thin lines of the present example. Two creatures of the type known as the
Minoan-Mycenaean genii face each other on the Cypriote cylinder over a symbol consisting of two balls
with pendent ribbons. To the left is a figure raising its hand above an animal placed upside down,
probably a feline. The cylinder is made of clay and the way in which the lines were made by drawing a
sharp point like a needle through the clay while it was wet and soft reminds me of signs on clay balls

on tablets with Cypriote inscriptions found at Enkomi and at Ras Shamra-Ugarit.!42
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A cylinder made by a professional seal cutter with a very similar subject was also found at Enkomi
(A—4a-b).15 It is made of hematite, a hard stone, not easy to carve, and shows the mastery of the
professional in the graceful outline of the lion between the two genii whose heads are unfortunately
broken off along with the top of the cylinder.

Not only the loss of the top of the hematite cylinder but also the lack of a clearly defined action leave
the viewer guessing at the relation of thé genii to the lion, though the latter probably represents evil and
death in Cypriote iconography and the genii may be threatening or controlling the beast.

The action in the clay cylinder is much clearer: the genii, fearsome demons, guard the symbol; at their
side a hero or worshipper with his hand raised above a lion or other feline has probably killed the latter.
It is a lucid statement of a mythological or religious fact. The excavator, P. Dikaios, added a postscript
to my appendix on his seals.!® It seems that this cylinder and another were found in a room in which
some ritual may have taken place. The ritual was doubtless performed by a priest and 1 suppose that he
was also the engraver of the nonprofessionally made cylinder on which he produced the design much as he
probably would have inscribed a text on a tablet.

Equal clarity of meaning can be found in a cylinder from the Sammelfund deposit in Uruk-Warka (A-5a). 17
Before the symbol of Inanna stands a female figure wearing the same two-pointed headdress worn by the
goddess or priestess on the great vase,1 where it is partly obliterated by a break. Before her are two
baskets heaped with offerings and behind the baskets is the personage who offered them. This figure
appears on cylinders of the period as a priest feeding animals, 19 ona sealing from Susa where he defends
a temple, 20 or brings offerings to a temple, here exemplified by the well-known scene in which the
offering is a feline with cut-off paws (A-5b). 21 Al these are beautlfully carved cylinders, more explicit
than later seals as to the place of action and the action itself.?

Yet in none of these professionally made cylinders does the female figure appear, whereas she is seen not
only in the first of this group (A-5a), but also in a number of others from the same deposit which are
all crudely cut in soft limestone.

There are extensive connections between the linear engraving of the cylinder from Uruk-Warka (A-5a) and
the pictographic signs of the contemporary tablets. The Inanna symbol especially, w1th the slightly curving
lines indicating the post, is closer to the pictographic signs of the contemporary tablets?* than to the
straight three-dimensional post seen on the three other cylinders of this group.

Who would have made such seals for what purpose? A man who did not have the means of obtaining a
well-made cylinder? Hardly. More likely it was a scribe—at that time presumably a priest who made these
seals for a specific ritual. This seems all the more likely since the objects were found with what seems to
have been the furnishings of a temple in which Inanna must have played an important role.?

In our investigation of cylinders of nonprofessional ori gm we move to the Sargonic Period with an example
from the stratified cylinders of the Diyala sites (A-6). 6 Frankfort has noted that such seals appear as
popular products outside the glyptic tradition.?” A tall, beardless, and therefore presumably female figure
is seated with a stalk or ear of grain in one hand and another such stalk at her back, probably meant to
be on her other side. A smaller figure, marked as a deity by a pair of horns, carries a bucket. A small
unidentified seated figure appears at the end of the scene.

I think the scene was meant to show a grain goddess like the one in a professionally made cylinder of the
same age from Khafaje (A-7a). 28 Whereas the professional seal cutter was bound by stylistic conventions to
represent all figures with their heads at the same level, from the cylinder of nonprofessional make we get
an idea of the concept of a gigantic deity before whom the small worshipper may have been meant to sit
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in permanent adoration. 1Tt is possible that this was a home-made seal but I think it could also have been
produced by a nonprofessional seal cutter for some ritual.

Other examples come from Nuzi.?? A number of cylinders were not considered worthy of publication
because of their crudeness or, in one case, lack of definition. In the last mentioned example, a piece of
clay shaped like a cylinder, but not perforated, had been rolled while still damp over an impression of
Syrian style (fig. 1).30 This attractive branch of the Mitannian style prevailed in Syria in the fifteenth

and fourteenth centuries B.C. showing a multitude of figures, guilloches, and tree designs delicately engraved
with a drill.
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Not one original cylinder of this style was found at Nuzi, but there are numerous impressions made with
seals of Syrian style on Nuzi tablets.3] One wonders whether this clay cylinder was made by a clever
inhabitant of Nuzi who used another person’s impression to make an elegant foreign-looking seal for
himself, or whether actually this object was not meant to be used as a seal, a purpose for which it was
not well suited because of the lack of definition in the negative relief. It is the only such example known
to me and therefore no further comment is possible.

Another unperforated clay cylinder, one deeply if unprofessionally engraved (A—7b),32 shows a large and
impressive-looking bull standing before a seated figure which is so simplified as to look like a pictograph.
Above the back of the bull is a symbol topped by sundisk and moon crescent. This symbol, which I have
discussed in another context,33 occurs occasionally at Nuzi, most prominently on the sealing of king
Ithiia,34 but its meaning, namely its association with a bull, doubtless the emblematic animal of Teshup,

the chief deity of the Hurrian pantheon, could be derived only from this nonprofessionally engraved example.

Another such example, perhaps of faience, of which only the lower half is preserved (fig. 2), is more
complicated. Here a frontally positioned female figure holding a tambourine is approached by a male figure
from the right, and beside her is the larze head of a bull. 3* The stylization of the bull shows the head and
the bone from which the homs spring clearly distinguished from the forehead as in the wall painting from
Nuzi. 3¢ An earlier representation of a bull’s head does not show that feature;37 for this reason alone the
present cylinder should be dated in the Nuzi Period. It is important that the date of the design be defined
because the closest parallel for the subject, the cylinder of Ana-Sin-taklaku, an official of king Zimrilim of
Mari, originated several centuries earlier. 38 There we see a goddess with a tambourine hanging from her
elbow. She wears the boots with upturned toes worn by Hittite warriors and a bordered mantle, open in
front, likewise associated with male martial figures. The figure expresses the double function of the
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Figure 2. Fragmentary cylinder
with a frontal goddess and a
king; a bucranium terminates
the scene.

Nuzi (Harvard Semitic Museum).

goddess as deity of war and at the same time in her alluring aspect, indicated by the exposure of the
lower part of her body as goddess of love and procreation. This figure can be related to the little ivory
from Nuzi about which M. Mellink wrote a remarkable iconographic study. 39 She pointed out that the
figurine was nude except for a mantle and a warrior’s boot on one foot. She suggested identification of
the figure with the goddess of war, Shaushga. Several other representations of this goddess exist in
widely separated regions, indicating that she was known and worshipped over a large area. 40

Like other nonprofessionally made cylinders, the one from Nuzi (fig. 2) showing the widely revered great
war goddess with the tambourine being approached by what was doubtless the local ruler, was executed in
a linear manner, clearly recognizable but devoid of esthetic qualities or pretensions. In summary, cylinders
of this type have revealed that there was a religious imagery outside the world of professional seal engraving.
The question is whether this was a widely distributed imagery, available to everybody, or one restricted to

a special group. When I began this search, I was sure that some seals had been made by people who could
not afford the services of a professional seal cutter and had therefore created their own cylinders with the
designs most favored at that time and in a specific region. I am no longer certain of this and would suggest
instead that there were often, though probably not always, seals made by priestly scribes*! who drew the
figures like ideograms and combined them in scenes which indeed reflected concerns and mythological
concepts most common at the time and in the area in which these objects originated.

NOTES

1.  Fine stone vessels have appeared in levels of the sixth millennium B.C. at several sites in the Near
East, for example at Jarmo (R. J. Braidwood and B. Howe, Prehistoric Investigations in Iraqi
Kurdistan, SAOC 31 [1960], p. 45 and pl. 21:12-16), at Umm Dabaghiyah (D. Kirkbride, lraq 25
[1973], pp. 4-5 and pls. 2:1-11 and 8 b), and at Tell as-Sawwan (F. el-Wailly and B. Abu es-Soof,
Sumer 21 [1965], p. 22 and pls. 28, 32, and 24), and the tradition continued in the north during
the Halaf Period as shown at Arpachiyah (M. Mallowan, Iraq 2 [1935], pp. 76-79 and fig. 44), but
the number of such stone vessels diminished during the Ubaid Period. The limited number of stone
vessels of the Ubaid Period can be deduced from the listing by A. L. Perkins, The Comparative
Archeology of Mesopotamia (SAOC 25 [1949]), p. 86. A new impetus, however, seems to have been
provided in the Late Uruk and Jamdat Nasr periods in the last centuries of the fourth millennium B.C.,
perhaps due to the development of a more effective drilling technique. At Tepe Gawra the tombs
dated to Level X (approximately contemporary with Uruk V, ca. 3300 B.C.) and later show that the
craftsmen of that site “combined unusual skill and a highly developed sense of esthetic values with
imported varieties of stone . . .” (A. J. Tobler, Tepe Gawra 2 [Philadelphia, 1950], p. 82).
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In the south there are two striking examples of stone vessels: the great vase with relief carving from
Uruk, which | believe to have been made in Uruk at the time of the IV a phase and the probably
later vase with lions found at the same site (for excellent reproductions see E. Strommenger and

M. Hirmer, 5000 Years of the Art of Mesopotamia [New York, 1964}, pls. 19-22, and 26-27). For a
survey of additional stone vessels of this age, see Perkins, Comparative: Archaeology, pp. 134-38.

The relatively small amounts of lapis lazuli used at any time in comparison with the other stones
mentioned in the excavation reports, all of which were traded from Iran (see A. Schiiller, UVB 19
[1963], p. 58), suggests that lapis lazuli was only a very minor portion of the large amounts of
various types of stones for luxury objects imported into Mesopotamia. This trade was apparently
closely connected with the improved methods of working in stone and seems to have constituted a
contemporary phenomenon together with the production of large numbers of stone vessels and the
emergence of cylinder seals.

The lack of examination of stone vessels for the method of their manufacture is surprising. Only Sir
Leonard Woolley described an instrument for boring stone vessels (UE 4 [Philadelphia, 1956}, p. 14,
fig. 5 and pl. 13, U. 16405). This is a large drill head which Woolley thought was used in conjunction
with a bow drill. He mentioned that previous to the use of this large drill head a smaller hole might
have been bored out (ibid., p. 185, s.v. U. 16405). A somewhat different method appears to have been
used in the vessel examined by E. Heinrich and described by him in Kleinfunde aus den archaischen Tempel-
Schichten in Uruk-Warka [hereafter Kleinfunde], (Leipzig, 1936), p. 36: “Nur die Hohlung ist mit einem
schnell gedrehten Werkzeug ausgebohrt.”

In view of this uncertainty concerning the method of hollowing out stone vessels in the Uruk-Jamdat
Nasr Periods, | asked Mr. Joseph Ternbach to investigate the matter since he is very interested in
ancient working methods and has access to material for such studies. In a preliminary report which
is to be expanded into a fully documented article, he was able to determine that in a jar of this

time range there had been six drillings at almost regular intervals forming a circle about 6 cm. in
diameter. The resulting core, which might have been loosened from the bottom by wedging, would
have been large enough for one of the great cylinders of the age. In examining two Early Dynastic
vessels, Mr. Tembach found that they appear to have been hollowed out by means of a tubular drill.
One would think that this was also the method by which the vessel from the Kleinfunde hoard,
described by Heinrich, was bored.

P. Amiet, La glyptique mésopotamienne archaique (Paris, 1961), p. 38, suggested that the cylinders
with massive forms such as are produced by drilling, seen in some of the sealings of Susa and Uruk,
belong to the beginning of cylinder seal engraving.

D. O. Edzard, AfO 19 (1959-60), p. 24: “Fiir gul als an Steingefissen ausgeiibte handwerkliche
Tatigkeit vgl. die SL 429, 19b zitierte Stelle PBS 10/2, Nr. 15, Kol. I 8-9: 8bur-gule bur ba-an-gul-la-mu
9za-gin-dim-e za-gin ba-an-dim-ma-mu “mein (Haus,) in dem der Steinschneider die Steingefisse bearbeitet

hat, in dem der Lapislazuli-Arbeiter den Lapislazuli bearbeitet hat.” I owe the reference to D. Marcus, who
kindly gathered references on purkullu for me.

Translation after CAD Z, p. 10, s.v. zadimmu.

Dream-book, p. 263, n. 16.

See M. Dietrich and O. Loretz in ZA 60 (1970), p. 121.

Andrews University Seminary Studies 6 (July, 1968), p. 145, N. 25.

I am describing here my own sensations when, years ago, the gem engraver Miss Beth Sutherland
kindly permitted me to use her tools in an attempt to carve a design on a stone.

Cited from the text of the basalt stela in Istanbul, translated by Oppenheim in Pritchard,ANETz,
p. 311. .

Studi e materiali di historia delle religioni 10 (1934), pp. 165-73.
AfO 22 (1968-69), p. 17, no. 27: a-na dNIN-i§-ku-un, i-la-ak-nu-id, [bur]-gul, AMU.RU.
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“Etude de glyptique akkadienne: I'imagination figurative et le cycle d’Ea . . .” Or. n.s. 39 (1970),
pp. 213-51.

See my Appendix I, “Seals,” in P. Dikaios, Enkomi 2 (Mainz, 1971), p. 798 sub. no. 15 (Inv. 1265)
and plates indicated there.

For example, see Enkomi 2, pl. 191 and C. F. A. Schaeffer in Ugaritica 3, p. 229, fig. 204a and pls. 8
and 9.

Enkomi 2, p. 793, sub. no. 7 (Inv. 446) and plates indicated there.

“Supplementary Notes on the Archaeological and Stratigraphical Evidence Connected with the
Cylinder and Stamp Seals,” Enkomi 2, pp. 813-14.

Heinrich, Kleinfunde, pl. 18, a (W 14778g). On p. 30, Heinrich notes that the design, simply
scratched on the cylinder, permits clear definition of details such as the headdress of the woman.
Ibid., pls. 2-3.

Moortgat, Rollsiegel, no. 29.

Amiet, Elam (Auvers-sur-Oise, 1966), p. 86, no. 45 A-B.

For an enlarged reproduction of the cylinder formerly in the Newell Collection now in the Yale

Babylonian Collection see my section in M. J. Mellink, Die frithen Stufen der Kunst, Propylden
Kunstgeschichte, vol. 13 (Berlin, 1974), pls. 72e and 73b, text p. 164.

The extant cylinder seals of Uruk to Jamdat Nasr Style with representations of the priestly ruler
were collected and reproduced in drawings by Amiet in La glyptique mésopotamienne archdique,
pls. 43-47 and pl. 48 bis, passim.

Heinrich, Kleinfunde, pl. 18b-d (W 14806p, W 14819f, W 14772 c2). The design of the cylinder on
top, pl. 18a (W 14877g), is more explicit than the others in having two curving lines over the
baskets which Heinrich rightly interprets as the heaped offerings (see p. 30).

A. Falkenstein, ATU, pp. 57ff., nos. 208-10.

See the suggestions made by Heinrich, Kleinfunde, p. 4, concerning the objects of tiie Sammelfund
as material which had been dedicated to a deity and had been subsequently buried at the occasion
of a rebuilding.

Frankfort, Stratified Cylinder Seals, pl. 63, no. 678 (A 11382 in the Oriental Institute Museum).
Ibid., p. 8.

Ibid., pl. 40, no. 423 (A 17018 in the Oriental Institute Museum). It was included as fig. 540 in
Boehmer, Glyptik. See his discussion of the cylinders on p. 96 under the heading Verschiedene
Vegetationsgottheiten 3) Akkadisch III.

To the late G. Ernest Wright thanks are expressed here for having granted me permission to publish
these cylinder seals, which form part of the collection of the Harvard Semitic Museum.

The seal had no number. The number NN 48 was given to it by C. Gavin, whose help while 1
was working on this material at the Semitic Museum is gratefully acknowledged. The measurements
of the “seal” are: height 28.8 mm., diameter 12.5 mm. Discovery of how the negative design

on the cylinder was obtained was made in collaboration with P. L. Kohl.

See my Seal Impressions of Nuzi, AASOR 24 (1947), nos. 634-47.

The number of this cylinder in the Harvard Semitic Museum is A9-27-28, the height 29.5 mm.,
diameter 16 mm. It is published in “Standards and Stools on Sealings of Nuzi . . .” in Le Temple

et le Culte (Compte rendu de la vingtiéme Rencontre Assyriologique Internationale . . . Leiden,
1972), (Leiden, 1975), pp. 164-72, pl. 32, fig. 8.

See ibid., pp. 154-62.
Ibid., pl. 2, no. 6. The imprint was first published by E. R. Lacheman in drawing in HSS 14, pl. 6.



14

35.

36.

37.
38.

39.

40.

41.

E. Porada

The number of the cylinder at the Harvard Semitic Museum is 29-2-12, the preserved height 15 mm.,
the diameter 10 mm.

R. F. S. Starr, Nuzi (Cambridge, Mass., 1937), pls. 128-29.
C. F. A. Schaeffer in Ugaritica 4, p. 132, fig. 113.

The ancient impressions of that cylinder from Mari were published in Parrot, Mission archéologique

de Mari, vol. 2, Le palais: documents et monuments (Paris, 1959), pl. 48:71-73, 81b. For a drawing
of the impression see P. Amiet, “Notes sur le répertoire iconographique de Mari a I'époque du Palais,”
Syria 37 (1960), p. 230, fig. 13.

M. Mellink, “A Hittite Figurine from Nuzi,” in Vorderasiatische Archiologie: Studien und Aufsitze
A. Moortgat, ed., K. Bittel, E. Heinrich, B. Hrouda, W. Nagel (Berlin, 1964), pp. 155-64.

There is a fragmentary impression from Nuzi published by E. R. Lacheman in HSS 14, pl. 111, no.
270, which shows Shaushga, who is also seen on a cylinder in Mitannian style from Thebes in Boeotia
(publication in preparation).

Although texts frequently mention clay figurines used in rituals, there is no textual evidence known
to me that clay cylinders were thus employed. A collection of references concerning the use of seals
in rituals was made by B. L. Goff, ““The Role of Amulets in Mesopotamian Ritual Texts,” Journal of
the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 19/1-2 (1956), pp. 1-39, passim.



Aspects of the Development of Early Cylinder Seals

by
Hans J. Nissen
Freie Universitdt Berlin

Function, certainly the most crucial aspect of seals, will be the focus of my paper. Yet, a word of caution
is necessary. The material available does not lend itself easily to a discussion of function since for the
early years we lack those kinds of information which scholars of later periods can successfully use for

their investigations of seal function. For the early periods we find a very uneven distribution of seals and
sealed objects, as far as the exact provenience is concerned. There are no inscriptions on the seals I will
consider, and the objects being sealed are either uninscribed or cannot actually be deciphered. Furthermore,
much of the pertinent material from the controlled excavations of Nippur and Uruk remains unpublished.

It is especially this latter reason which precludes most parts of the following paper from being more than

a series of hypotheses.

However, there can be no doubt that cylinder seals had first of all a function in economic life.! As will
be seen below, aside from writing, sealing was the most important part of the controlling mechanisms of
the economy.2 We certainly, therefore, should be looking in this direction for an explanation of the
origin of the cylinder seal.

The Origin of the Cylinder Seal

We can safely assume that the stamp seals which preceded cylinders already had a function in the
economic system3 and we know from excavations that they were replaced by the cylinder seal in a
rather short period of time in both Khuzestan* and Babylonia.5 There are two explanations for this
change from stamp to cylinder seal: 1) the economic system served by boti kinds of seals was
unchanged and “the primary intention for the development of invention of the cylinder seal seems to
have been the need for a detailed narration or an important message to the public,”6 which could not
ve given on the small stamp seal surface, or 2) changes in the economic system required a change in
the kind of seals.

From several approaches, 1 have concluded that the Late Uruk period (ca. 3300 B.C.) must have seen
major changes in the economic system along with changes from a more kinship-oriented society to a
stratified society, observable in the increase of the size of the economic units and the development of
the organization of labor.” These points seem to demand the assumption of a restructuring of the
controlling mechanisms, since the loss of social control provided by the earlier kinship structure
necessitated the introduction of more objective means of control. Looking at stamp seals and cylinder
seals from this angle we indeed find that cylinder seals provided a more effective control because the
entire surface of an object could. be sealed and thus protected from fraud and distortion, while the
relatively small and restricted imprints of stamp seals could only partially secure the item.
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The increase of economic and social stratification led to rather elaborate hierarchical systems of various
levels of decision-making and responsibility-bearing. As the general use of seals increased it became
necessary to furnish those people at the top level of responsibility with seals which, by their design, would
indicate to any viewer within reach of a particular economic system that an object was sealed under the
direct responsibility of those individuals. In order to facilitate this aim, the range of variability in seal
design had to be larger than was allowed by the limited space on the stamp seal. Hence, I see the
cylinder seal as the perfect answer to both problems: the need for better control and the need for an
increase of the range of variability. As we will see, these two features continue to be main arguments

in the explanation of the further develooment of the cylinder seal. Before embarking on this development
it is necessary to discuss the various techniques employed for the manufacture of seals.

The Tools of the Seal Cutter

By looking at the way cylinder seals of the early historic periods are made we can distinguish between
two groups: 1) seals in which human and animal figures are rendered naturalistically in a way that shows
even minute details;8 the tools used were a variety of large and small engravers, the traces of which were
finally polished to give the seals a smooth appearance, and 2) a group of seals showing much more
schematic figures and geometric motifs done with totally different tools, of which the drill is the best
known.? At least for the earlier phase of cylinder seal manufacture there seems to be a complete
correlation between tool and style with the well-cut seals always made, or at least finished, with engravers,
whereas the schematic seals are always made exclusively with mechanical tools such as the drill.

I wish to discuss another mechanical tool the use of which normally is not given much attention, thougn
it was used as frequently as the drill: the cutting wheel (fig. 1).10 The traces of this tool can be seen
by a comparison of the straight lines on the well-cut Late Uruk seals with the straight lines on the so-
called Jamdat Nasr seals.!l 1In the first case the ends of the lines are rounded or squared off, whereas
the lines of the second group are thinner and shallower towards the end until they fade out completely.
These are characteristic traces of a tool consisting or a round grindstone fixed onto a rotating axle set in
bearings. 12" The technique used in operating the cutting wheel was much the same as that employed
with the potter’s wheel. The grindstone probably was rather thin with a rounded or sharp edge, which
gave round or triangular cuts. The length of the diminishing ends of the lines cut into a flat surface
depended on the diameter of the wheel. If applied to a convex surface, as in the case of a stone
cylinder, the length of these diminishing ends further depended on the relation between the diameters

of the cutting wheel and of the stone cylinder. If the diameter of the tool was larger than that of the
cylinder the taper would be long; if the tool was smaller, then the taper would be extremely short (fig. 2).

In addition to producing straight lines it was possible to some extent to produce curved lines by slightly
tilting the stone cylinder’s axis against the wheel. Becaue the wheel would remain fixed, the result would
not be a simple curved line, but the line would be wider in the bend. This same principle of slightly
tilting the cylinder’s axis could also be used for another effect, the widening of the ends of a line.

Turning to actual cylinder seals of the Late Uruk-Jamdat Nasr-Early Dynastic | periods we find a number
of traces and variations (see table I). Seen chronologically, the use of all kinds and sizes of cutting wheel
for all kinds of straight lines was known from the Late Uruk Period on. The procedure of achieving
additional effects by tilting the cylinder’s axis seems to have come in slightly later.

Some remarks on the drill should be added here, since it seems to be widely accepted that the drill
worked more or less on the same principles as those still seen in today’s Near Eastern bazaars. In modem
practice some kind of drilling head at one end of a wooden stick is placed on the piece to be worked, the
other end of the shaft being pressed down with the chest. One hand directs the tool, the other moves

a bow whose string is wound around the shaft and thus makes the shaft rotate.
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Figure 1. Drawing of a cutting wheel.

Figure 2. Grooves resulting from various combinations of cutting wheels and cylinder sizes.
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To be sure, there is no obvious argument against the assumption that the same method was used in

ancient times. However, because the cutting wheel was mounted—and it must have been since the direction
of its use was perpendicular to its axle—with the axle set in bearings, and because we can see the same
principle being used with the potter’s wheel, why should this principle not have been applied to the drill?
If mounted, its use would have been much easier since the seal cutter could use both hands for pressing
the stone cylinder against the tool.

Table 1

Lines Section Ends Type of Seal Example Period
straight round short temple and flock Frankfort, Stratified Seals, no. 284 JN

city Legrain, UE 3, pl. 54, no. 431 ED |

straight round long brocade Frankfort, Stratified Seals, nos. 235-37 ED I
straight triangular short eye Frankfort, Stratified Seals, nos. 177-80 LU
geometric Frankfort, Stratified Seals, no. 155 JN
straight triangular long fish Buchanan, Ashmolean, no. 49 LU
curved round brocade Porada, Corpus, nos. 46, 48 JN
curved triangular broad geometric Moortgat, Rollsiegel, no. 48 JN
broad geometric Frankfort, Stratified Seals, no. 241 JN

Functional Differences in Early Cylinder Seals

Up to rather recent times there were clear-cut chronological subdivisions like the Uruk, the Jamdat Nasr,
and the Early Dynastic periods, separated from each other by obvious changes in the material culture.
Such changes were seen especially in those traits which were represented by rich and seemingly
chronologically coherent material: architecture, pottery, and seals. It was mainly the so-called ‘‘breaks”

in the development of one or more of these traits which suggested the chronological divisions.!3 Although
it was felt that the material basis for the observation of such “breaks” and their linkage to chronological
aspects was too narrow, there was not enough new material to allow the formulation of a new system;

so the system was widely accepted to such an extent that people began to use it as a template when
dealing with a reconstruction of early history.

However, there are basic doubts a§ to the historic relevance of such “breaks” in the archeological record.
Quite often these ‘“‘breaks” can be explained as consequences of technical innovations, as for instance in
pottery,14 or of cogent changes on the way to a consolidation of the political structures, as can be seen

in the development of some architectural features. 1’ Cylinder seals have escaped such scrutiny and
interpretation so far, mainly because the rich material from the excavations at Uruk still remains
unpublished.16 However, we are fortunate enough to have been presented recently with pertinent

material from places outside Babylonia. Most important in this respect are the excavations at Chogha Mish,
Iran,!? and Habuba Kabira South, Syria.!8 All the evidence from these sites points to the fact that both
places were abandoned within the Late Uruk period, or, to be more precise, at the beginning or within
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the time of Archaic Level IVa of Eanna in Uruk. This conclusion is based on the fact that we find at
these sites the immediate precursors of writing, i.e., sealed clay balls 19 and crude clay tablets with
numbers only,20 but no real writing, which in Uruk makes its first appearance in Level IVa; thus all
the seals and sealings from both places can safely be dated within the Late Uruk period. Since there
were also at these places seals of types which formerly were taken as indicators for the Jamdat Nasr
period, an earlier conjecture of E. Porada’s was confirmed—namely, that “pigtailed women,” “fish,” and
“eye” seals actually existed already in the Late Uruk period.2 1" Such redating would fit in the general
Near Eastern picture much better if seals of these types found outside of the Khuzestan-Babylonian
area do not have to be taken any longer as witnesses for a Jamdat-Nasr expansion but for a much more
logical Uruk expansion. 22 However, by this redating we seem to lose control completely over the early
development of cylinder seals because the obvious differences between various seal groups can no longer
be explained as pure chronological differences.

To be sure, there were changes and developments within each of the seal groups, and once we have
sufficient material we certainly will be able to observe chronological differences; but at present our
material is still too scanty and the stratigraphy of Uruk too insufficiently published to allow the
observation of such small-scale changes.

Yet, though we cannot trace the various developments in detail, especially the local differences, it seems
to be possible to trace some overall lines from the beginning of cylinder seals down to the end of the
Early Dynastic I period. The basic assumptions as to the origin and purpose of cylinder seals are that
they were a functional part of the economy and that the various patterns engraved on them played an
important role in this function. Turning now to this problem, the discussion must start with a definition
of the function of the seal. As we know from various uses of the seals on jar-covers, on clay balls, and
on clay tablets, the common purpose of the seal impression seems to have been to signal to any viewer
that a certain person as an individual or a member of a group was present at a certain act, be it as
witness, as overseer, or as controller. Thus, the purpose of any design on the seal was to allow anyone
to make this identification. The number of variations of seal designs thus depends on the number of
people using seals. In case this number is small, and simple patterns on seals are sufficient, the

number of variations can be increased by using combinations of simple patterns. 23 Such a procedure,
however, allows an increase in the number of variations only to a certain point beyond which the system
has to be changed and a category of patterns has to be found which would lend itself to a greater range
of variations. One solution is the use of rather complex scenes in which the possibility of varying
composition and motifs and details offers an inexhaustible range of variation.

Above, we divided the cylinder seals of the Late Uruk period into two large groups: a group of very
individualistic seals, well cut with the use of engravers, and another group of seals with designs

consisting of simple patterns or combinations thereof, and made exclusively with the help of mechanical
tools. Althoug the simple pattern seals have a limited range of variation and thus can be used to identify
only a limited number of people, there exist a great number of actual seals of this kind. Apparently

the number of seal owners was larger than the number of persons to be identified. At the same time
there was a large number of individualistic seals showing that the economic system apparently also
needed a type of seal with a wide range of variation. This fact could be best explained if the simple
pattern seals belonged to “legal persons,” i.e., institutions in which there was more than one individual
authorized to use the seals. To verify an act of sealing, it was necessary to trace back such an impression
only to the “legal person,” not the individual who did the sealing. On the other hand the wide range of
variation in the group of well-cut seals show that they probably were used by persons (or their
representatives) in cases where it was necessary to trace back the impression to particular individuals.
Thus the basic difference between the two large groups of seals is their connection to “legal” versus
“natural” persons. :
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The existence of both groups of seals at the same time shows that there were situations in which

a) people found it necessary to name the specific individual seal owner, and b) where it was sufficient
to identify the owner/user as a member of a “legal person” or institution. Thus the occasions in which
a seal of either group would be used differed, and probably excluded each other: whereas individual
seals would serve as signatures, witnessing the presence of a controlling officer at transactions in which
an individual would bear the main responsibility—on receipts, on lists of stock or the like, seals of
institutions would be used in cases where the level of individual responsibility was much lower, where

it was necessary only to show that a certain item belonged to a certain institution or part of an
institution, or was distributed by that institution.

Elsewhere 1 have shown that at least by the end of the Late Uruk period the main feature of the
economic structure apparently was a rather strict hierarchical order with different levels of decision-
making or responsibility-bearing. 24 Applied here, that could mean that the individualistic seals signifying
individual, i.e., higher, responsibility should be associated with a higher rank in that system of hierarchies,
the simple-design seals with a lower rank. Starting from the above-stated correlation between the kinds
of tools used and the kinds of seals, another correlation becomes evident between the cost of a seal and
the rank of the seal owner/user within the economic system. The more expensive individualistic seals—
much more time had to be invested to cut these seals—were owned or authorized to be used by people in
the higher levels of the hierarchy.

There probably were not only different groups of people using the two groups of seals, but also differences
in sealing practice and in the places where they were used. That could explain the sharp differences in

the occurrence and use of the two groups of seals: whereas we have very few actual examples of the
individualistic seals but quite a number of impressions, we find the opposite with the simple-design seals.
Another difference is that we find a number of individualistic seals impressed on clay tablets of the early
stages of writing, but never simple-design seals. As most probably the places where things were sealed

and where the sealings were broken were different, the sharp contrast just mentioned may be nothing

but a reflection of the very uneven excavation activities within excavated sites. S

This view of different groups of seals being linked to different levels of responsibility or decision-making
within the socio-economic system rather than representing chronological or purely social differences fits
well the general view of the Late Uruk period as a time of a stratified society highly differentiated
socially and economically.

If we turn now to the Jamdat Nasr period the points mentioned still hold true, with one exception:
whereas for the Late Uruk period we saw correlation between representational seals and simple tools on
the one hand and between simple-design seals and mechanical tools on the other, this correlation seems
weaker for the Jamdat Nasr period. During this period an ever-increasing number of seals of the
representational group were cut with the aid of mechanical tools, probably with the intention of reducing
the time involved. As in other cases, however, the use of mechanical tools led to a loss of variation
possibilities because of the standardizing effect, but probably the possible range of variation among
representational seals was still larger than among the simple-design seals. Because of the increasing use

of the mechanical tools by the end of the Jamdat Nasr period or slightly later, such a degree of uniformity
was reached that within the group of representational seals the range of possibilities was not considered
large enough any more.

Since the economic system probably still required seals designating individual responsibility, the need was

felt for a new group which could fill this gap. Therefore it certainly is more than pure coincidence that

this is just the time when a new group of seals appears whose compositions again offer the wide range of
possibilities characteristic of the former- individualistic seals: the Early Dynastic 1 sealings from Nippur. 26

Taking their raw material from the older tradition but rearranging everything and using different principles
of composition they represent the earliest stage of Early Dynastic seal development.





