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INTRODUCTION 

The seals of the ancient Near East are a precious resource for the historian 
of art. No other medium affords so continuous or so abundant a record of 
the graphic response to the world as observed and imagined by the ancients. 

But this record is not an open book; it requires decipherment and explica
tion as surely as the most inscrutable of texts. The present work is offered as 
a contribution to such an explanation. The first of two projected volumes, it 
catalogues one of the world's major collections of ancient Near Eastern seals, 
from prehistoric times to c. 1600 B.c. The second volume will deal with the 

items of the Late Bronze Age and subsequent periods. 

The Yale Babylonian Collection comprises not only the items listed in its 
own name (YBC) but also a number of other collections, including those 
which were bequeathed or endowed by James B. Nies (NBC), J.P. Morgan 
(MLC), and Edward T. Newell (NCBS and NCBT). The last in particular 
includes a very rich collection of seals, some of them previously catalogued 
by von der Osten in 1934 (OIP 22), but others acquired since then; almost all 

of them are included in the present work. 

Seals played a number of different roles in their ancient Near Eastern set
ting. They were by nature legal instruments; they also fulfilled a ritual func
tion as amulets; 1 or, as "an artistic replica of an object used in daily life in the 
domestic, commercial, or military sphere," they could serve as votive ob
jects. 2 But above all they were objets d'art and it is this aspect to which the 
catalogue that follows is primarily devoted. As such they were of consider
able intrinsic value to their ancient owners. They could at all periods be cut 

from shell, bone (cf. No. 208), or local limestone, but the more prized exam
ples were carved in semiprecious stones which, in Mesopotamia at least, con
stituted imported luxuries, subject to changes in availability or taste. Thus 
marble was most characteristic of the earliest periods, calcite of the Early 

Dynastic period, serpentine of the Akkadian and Ur III periods, and hema
tite of the Old Babylonian period. At all periods a few examples in lapis 
lazuli, obsidian, alabaster, jasper, and other, rarer stones occur. 

I. B. L. Goff, "Cylinder seals as amulets," in Symbols of Prehistoric MesojJotmnia (1963), pp. 195--210, reprinted
(with revisions) from journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 19 (I 956), pp. 23-38.

2. W. W. Hallo, "The royal inscriptions of Ur: a typology," HUCA 33 (1962), pp. 12f. and n. 107. 
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The earliest cylinder seals were up to 60 mm in height (cf. No. 138), and 
often their diameter equalled or even exceeded their height. But by Early 
Dynastic times their average height was closer to 20 mm, and this remained 
the rule in later periods (except under the Kassites) but for costly votive seals 
like "Sulgi 48" (40 mm). 3 The small size of the typical (nonvotive) seal may 
have served to keep down the expense of what became a relatively popular 
form of artistic expression. Or it may have been dictated by the practical 
(legal) functions of the seal, whether as a mark of ownership on a vessel or 
on a small bulla attached to a shipment, or as a mark of origin, authority, 
acknowledgment, or obligation on a letter or document. In any event, the 
loss of a prized seal was a noteworthy event which entailed not only legal 
consequences but also ominous implications calling for ritual measures. 4 

More often, high value and small size conspired to extend the "life span" 
and the habitat of many a seal far beyond the place and time of its original 
maker or owner. To illustrate this observation, one need only point to 
numerous Near Eastern cylinder seals which made their way to the Aegean 
basin,5 including those of Middle Babylonian (Kassite) date found as far 
away as Thebes in Greece,6 or to the vassal-treaties of Esarhaddon, sealed 
with three dynastic seals, one dated to his Neo-Assyrian father Sennaherib, 
one to Middle Assyrian, and one back to Old Assyrian times. 7 

Given this tendency of seals to survive over many centuries and to travel 
far from their place of origin, it is difficult to assess the date and prove
nience even of those found in situ in a scientific excavation with clearly 
defined stratigraphy. The difficulty is compounded when the seals are ac
quired by gift or purchase and no appeal to excavation records is possible. 
Such is the case with the vast majority of the seals at Yale. Yet the seal cut
ter's art cannot be appreciated, even on a purely esthetic level, without some 
sense of time and place. Where does a given piece fit into the long evolution 
of the glyptic technique? And how close is it to the great centers of seal de
signing, or how far removed to the periphery or the provinces? Fortunately, 
the scholarly study of the genre has advanced to the point where these ques
tions can be answered with some assurance on internal grounds. Such indi
cations as material, size, shape, techniques of workmanship, choice and 
treatment of motifs - all duly noted in the descriptive entries of the 

3. HUCA 33, p. 33 (= Louvre T, 11 !).
4. Hallo, "Seals lost and found" in M. Gibson and R. D. Biggs, eds., Seals and Sealing in the Ancient Near East

( = Bibliotheca Mesopotamica 6, 1977), pp. 55-60.
5. For a complete list of these sec H. -G. Buchholz in G. F. Bass ct al., Cape Gelidonya: A Bronze Age Shipwreck ( =

TAPhS 57, 1967), ch. xii.
6. H. Limet. Les legendes des sceaux cassites ( 1971), pp. I 2f. with literature; for an illustration, cf. simply Hallo and

Simpson, The Ancient Near East: a History (I 97 !), p. 109 (fig. 21).
7. D. J. Wiseman, "The Vassal Treaties of Esarhaddon," Iraq 20 (1958), esp. pp. 14-22. Cf. also 978x below. 

x INTRODUCTION 



p 

-

catalogue - come to the aid of the glyptic specialist. In addition, he can 
avail himself of the help of the textual expert. 

This seal catalogue, perhaps more than some of its predecessors, reflects a 
continuing collaboration between archaeologist and philologist. That is as it 
should be, for the art of the seal cutter and the skill of the scribe developed 
in tandem. Recent discoveries have only served to underline the antiquity 
and persistence of this parallel evolution. The earliest writing now known, 
such as that at Godin Tepe in Central Western Iran, consists entirely of im
pressions of number signs and impressions of seals side by side on the same 
tablet.8 In India to the east, the so-called Indus Valley script combined these 
two techniques to produce a kind of writing by means of impressing stamp 
seals singly or in groups, or so at least according to recent attempts at de
cipherment.9 In Sumer to the west, where both seals and writing evolved to 
their maximum potential, they did so separately but at the same time con
jointly, for the typical seal came to include an inscription, "".hile for its part 
the typical cuneiform tablet (at least in certain categories of texts) came to 
include a seal impression. 

The Yale Babylonian Collection is particularly rich in tablets bearing the 
impressions of such a seal or seals. Although these tablets most often en
tered the collection by gift or purchase, their date and provenience can fre
quently be fixed by the explicit testimony of their contents, or implicitly by 
other internal evidence. A particularly significant example is represented by 
No. 1090. This stamp seal, impressed on a tablet dated to the tenth year of 
King Gungunum of Larsa (1923 B.C. in the "middle chronology") has helped 
to date the entire family of so-called "Persian Gulf" seals and, in turn, the 
end of the Indus Valley (Harappa) culture, an event which had fluctuated 
previously between estimates as far apart as 2500 B.c. and 1500 B.c.10 Thus 
tablets inscribed with cuneiform texts can provide valuable clues to the 
chronological and geographical variations in the style of the seals impressed 
on them - and of actual examples of preserved seals in comparable styles. 
While it was not possible to incorporate all such sealed tablets in the 
catalogue, a special effort has been made to include a large and representa
tive sample. 

The systematic use of the seal impressions has involved greater attention 
than sometimes customary to the tablets on which they were impressed. It is 

8. See for now H. Weiss and T. Cuyler Young,Jr., "The Merchants of Susa," Iran 13 (1975), pp. 1-17.
9. Cf. J. V. Kinnier Wilson, Inda-Sumerian (1974). For a dissenting view see E. Sollberger, BSOAS 39 (1976), pp.

183f.
10. For some of the chronological implications of this finding, see the literature cited ad Joe. below and Edith

Porada, "Remarks on seals found in the Gulf States," Artibus Asiae 33 (1971), pp. 331--37. Cf. also G. Bibby,
Looking for Di/mun (1969), p. 362.
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therefore fortunate that large and coherent bodies of texts were being 

edited for publication while work on the seal catalogue was in progress. Such 

volumes as Simmons's Early Old Babylonian Documents (YOS 14), Feigin'sLegal 

and Administrative Texts of the Reign of Samsu-iluna (YOS 12), and Finkelstein's 
Late Old Babylonian Documents and Letters (YOS 13) - to mention only the 
examples of Old Babylonian date - were reviewed in the light of the seal 
evidence to the mutual benefit both of those volumes and the present one. 

Thus the evidence of seals and seal impressions is complementary. The 
ancient impressions resemble the impressions made on modern clay from 
the ancient seals and thus help to date and place the latter. But they are 
never identical; despite all the collaboration between glyptic and textual 
specialists, no actual impression of a seal on an ancient tablet (or vessel) has 
yet been successfully identified with an extant ancient seal. This principle 

was first stated for the Neo-Sumerian period ("there is, to my knowledge, 
not a single example of an original seal of this period also known from its 
impression"11

) and then more generally ("the chances of discovery have so

far yielded only one ancient impression that could have been made by a re
covered seal"12

). It has been reiterated periodically ("It is curious that,

though thousands of cylinder seals and impressions are known, only one 
seal has been found the design of which unquestionably matches that in an 
impression"13

) and bears repeating here. The one instance alluded to here

involves the Old Babylonian seal of Ana-Sin-taklaku, known from numerous 
impressions at Mari, 14 and apparently re-inscribed by one Adad-sarrum be

fore turning up in Iran.15 For Middle Assyrian glyptic, a case has since been

documented which may involve a change of inscription without a change of 
seal owner.16 

The essential feature of any seal is a negative design, i.e., an intaglio en
graving which, when impressed or rolled over wet clay, leaves a positive im

pression in relief. A secondary feature of the seal is the esthetic appeal of the 
seal stone itself. On the early stamp seals, this appeal may rest on the elabo
rate carving of the stone in the round to yield a miniature sculpture, in natu

ralistic or geometric form, which is itself a work of art. This is especially true 
in Iran, Assyria, and Anatolia, where the prehistoric stamp seals are best at-

11. Hallo, HUCA 33 (1962), p. 14. 
12. Buchanan, "A dated 'Persian Gulf seal and its implications," Studies . .. Landsberger (=AS 16, 1965), p. 204

n. 4. The onejJossible instance alluded to is an Indus Valley example.
13. Buchanan, Yale University Library Gazette 45 (1970), p. 53.
14. A. Parrot, MAM 2: Le jJalais [3) Documents et Monuments (1959), pp. 169-85.
15. Parrot,Syria 43 (1966), pp. 333-35.
16. Hallo, "The seals of Assur-remanni," Symbolae ... Bohl (1973), pp. 180-84, esp. p. 184.
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tested, and where they continued to flourish in the third millennium.17 In 
Babylonia, the frequent employment of early seals on the strip of wet clay 
which covered and sealed the juncture between a vessel and its cover led ear

lier to the abandonment of the stamp seal and the emergence of the cylinder 

seal. 18 The latter lent itself ideally to the purpose; it could be rolled around 

the juncture in one continuous motion, providing an unbroken frieze which 

must have discouraged attempts to tamper with the contents. The develop
ment seems to be attested first in the south of Mesopotamia, and quickly be
came a hallmark of Mesopotamian influence wherever that influence spread. 

The earliest Mesopotamian cylinder seals, those of the Uruk IV and Jam
dat Nasr periods, experimented with a wide range of shapes and sizes, all 
variations of the basic cylinder form. They sometimes added elaborate carv
ings on top of the cylinder - a mark, perhaps, of some reluctance to aban
don entirely the sculptural aspects of the stamp seals. These periods also 
witnessed considerable latitude in the choice of materials. Thus, for exam

ple, the only instances of metal seals now known all date to the Jamdat Nasr 
period. Two of these are in the private collection of Dr. Leonard Gorelick 

(New York), a third is Newell 33 (not republished below). All three were 
analyzed by X-ray fluorescence spectrometry and found to contain high 
percentages of copper and smaller portions of lead and other metals.19 

By Early Dynastic times, most of these elaborations and variations were 
abandoned again, and there emerged what may be described as the stan
dard cylinder seal. It was typically carved from stone20 or shell, and its size 
and shape tended to vary within narrower limits, the height of the cylinder 
being typically just under two times its diameter. As if to make up for the 
reduction in variety, some of the later seals were carved on stones selected 
for their inherent appeal - on the basis of coloration, variegation, or rarity 
- and new techniques were devised for ever more refined carving of the
surface. Such technical refinements culminated in a veritable "revolution" in
glyptic art at the end of the period covered by this volume. 21 

The increasing emphasis on the decoration of the cylinder seal may also 
account for another "secondary" aspect - the seal inscription. One function 

17. Buchanan, "The prehistoric stamp seal: a reconsideration of some old excavations," JAGS 87 (1967), pp.
265-79, 525-40.

18. Frankfort, pp. 1-4. Other explanations of the origin of the cylinder seal are offered by E. Porada in Gibson and 
Biggs, SeaLrnnd Sealing, p. 7, and by P. Steinkeller, ibid., p. 43 and no. 25.

19. Analysis performed by the Metropolitan Museum of Art and reported by letter of 29 December 1978 from
Pieter Meyers to the Yale Babylonian Collection.

20. See above for some of the varieties of stone employed; for details see the catalogue. For an Early Dynastic lII
seal of bitumen covered with silver see Buchanan, Ash C, 183.

21. Buchanan, "Cylinder seal impressions in the Yale Babylonian Collection illustrating a revolution in art circa
1700 B.c.," Yale Uni-uersity Library Gazette 45 (1970), pp. 53-65.
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of the seal was no doubt to serve as a mark of ownership, but that function 
was adequately fulfilled by the design, which was more or less different for 
each seal. The addition of the inscription - initially simply the owner's 
name - must therefore be regarded as an optional reinforcement of this 
function, and through Early Dynastic times it is only sporadically attested. 
Beginning with the Sargonic period, however, it became more and more 
common and, inevitably, more elaborate. Full transliterations and transla
tions of the seal inscriptions are therefore appended to the catalogue, to
gether with an analysis of some of the more significant or problematical 
specimens, and a synthesis of the entire inscriptional genre. 

Study of the seal inscriptions provides further grounds for collaboration 
between archaeologist and Assyriologist, and the present work aspires to 
meet this desideratum. First to be determined is whether design and inscrip
tion are of the same date, for in a surprisingly large number of cases they are 
not. Seal stones were sufficiently valuable so that a new owner might wish to 
change the inscription on an old seal acquired by inheritance or other means 
(cf. notes 14-16); more rarely, changing tastes might dictate a new design, 
or additions to an existing design, without a corresponding change in the 
inscription. 

Having demonstrated that design and inscription were executed together, 
it is next appropriate to see whether one bears on the other. Here recent 
studies in iconography are helpful. The appearance of the "shepherd's 
crook," for instance, and certain other motifs, helps identify some Old 
Babylonian seals as dedicated to the god Amurru, and in doubtful cases like 
No. I 043 even to confirm the reading of the inscription. In other cases, a 
well-preserved inscription may prove the clue to interpreting the traces of 
the design. A particularly dramatic example is provided by the group of seal 
inscriptions associated with the "House of Ur-Meme" and the designs recon
structed, in part from numerous fragmentary exemplars, with their help.22 

Finally, one may hope to gain some thematic correlations from the con
frontation of designs and inscriptions in coherent groups. For example, a 
relatively small group of Neo-Sumerian seals (late Ur III and Early Old 
Babylonian) regularly departs from the standard formulations of the royal 
retainer's seal inscription to proclaim the presentation of the seal by the king 
to the owner (Nos. 653-654). This inscriptional group typically occurs in the 
company of a distinctive design which includes the portrait of the king in a 
ceremony that has been interpreted as a cul tic lustration. 23

22. Below, 425, 609, and 681. See the detailed discussions by Hallo, "The House of U r-Meme," JNES 31 (1972).
pp. 87-95; Buchanan, "An extraordinary seal impression of the Third Dynasty of Ur,"JNES 31, pp.96-101.

23. Cf. J. Borker-Klahn, "Sulgi badet," ZA 64 (1975), pp. 235-40. For another interpretation see M. Lambert,
"Investiture de fonctionnaires en Elam,"journal Asiatique 259 (1971), pp. 217-21.
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There is, indeed, some temptation to go further: to interpret the designs 
of seals, not from the inscriptions (if any) of the seals themselves, but with the 
evidence of other texts. In particular, the epic and mythical texts preserved 
in cuneiform have in the past been invoked to interpret complex scenes of 
ostensibly narrative content. This approach, however, requires great cau
tion. It has been used very sparingly in the present work. Though it may be 
conceivable that figures of myth such as Etana or of epic such as Gilgamesh 
are represented on Early Dynastic and especially on Sargonic seals, the iden
tification is never explicit, i.e. there are no captions to this effect, and no un
ambiguous iconographic hallmarks. In other instances, the identifications 
are even more speculative. In most cases, the literary evidence is so much 
later than the glyptic evidence that it is best not to attempt to correlate the 

two. 

A personal note may serve to conclude this brief introduction. Briggs 
Buchanan devoted the last decades of his life to the seals ahd seal impres
sions of the Yale Babylonian Collection, first as a dedicated volunteer and 
later in more formal capacities. He enlarged the collection by judicious ad
vice on acquisitions, arranged it, conserved it, and catalogued it. His long 
labors were interrupted only by summers spent at the Ashmolean Museum 
in Oxford where he rendered comparable service.24 At his death on De
cember 10, 1976, he had completed all but the introduction of the present 
volume. What he might have wanted to say there must now be left to the 
imagination, though the introduction to the Ashmolean volume may be con
sulted for helpful clues to the organization of the present catalogue. 25 But 
my association with him since 1962 made me familiar with his basic views; 
what is said here is, it is hoped, in their spirit. 26 

New Haven, Connecticut 

June 1977 

WILLIAM W. HALLO 

24. Buchanan, Catalogue of Ancient Near-Eastern Seals in the Ashmolean Museum I: Cylinder Seals (1966). A second
volume, to deal with stamp seals, will be published from Buchanan's manuscript by P. R. S. Moorey.

25. Ash C, pp. xix-xxv.
26. In connection with the presumed Mesopotamian origin of the cylinder seal (above, at note 18), note that the

technical term for "the clay used to close the neck of a storage jar (frequently sealed)" has been identified in
Sumerian (IM.SU) and Akkadian (iinfohku) by Thorkild Jacobsen apud Stephen J. Lieberman, AJA 84 ( 1980), p.
352, note 87.
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