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CYLINDER AND STAMP SEALS

Cylinder seals: No. 1. Early Dynastic; basalt. No. 2. Jemdet Naar; marble. No. 3.

Early Dynastic; shell. No. 4. Agade; basalt. No. 5. Babylonian; hematite. No. 6.

Neo-Babylonian (modern impression); carnelian. Stamp seals: No. 7. Neo- Babylonian;
quartz. No. 8. Sasanid; chalcedony. No. 9. Sasanid; carnelian.

Actual size
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Ancient Seals of the Near East

The cylinder seal is the major contribution of Mesopo-
tamia to glyptic art. Cylinders originated during the

Uruk period in the fourth millennium B.C., and were used

for more than three thousand years by the peoples of the

Near East.

Cylinder seals are engraved in intaglio on the curved

surface. Both before and after the invention of writing,

they were utilized for many types of sealing purposes.

The shapes of the cylinders, varying slightly during dif-

ferent periods, were well adapted for making impressions

on all sorts of irregular clay surfaces. Moist clay plastered

about the cover of a jar and rolled over by a seal would

prevent any tampering with the contents of the jar with-

out destruction of the owner's seal impression. An im-

pression on a lump of clay placed over the knot of a cord

would protect merchandise tied in a bundle. A dab of

impressed clay on an object would label its ownership.
The earliest written documents bear seal impressions.

Business transactions written on clay tablets were legal-

ized by the seal impressions of witnesses, and state letters

were authenticated by the seals of officials.

Stone of all kinds, usually of the harder varieties, was

the most generally used material for the cylinders, but

during the Early Dynastic period seals were often cut

from the cores of spider shells from the Persian Gulf.

Copper and bronze gravers and the bow-drill were the

tools of the early seal-cutter. Later he added to these

a small revolving disk. The cylinders were usually
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perforated lengthwise so that they could be worn either

attached to a pin or suspended from a cord about the neck
or wrist.

The seals depict nearly all phases of the life of the

times, with emphasis on the mythological. Inscriptions
first appear on cylinders in the Early Dynastic period
and consist only of the name of the owner. Later the

seals were dedicated by the owner to the king or a god,
the inscriptions reaching their greatest length during the

Kassite period with prayers to the gods. The cuneiform

characters were cut in reverse so that they could be read

from the impression.

Although in later Assyrian and Neo-Babylonian times

stamp seals began to replace cylinders, it was not until

after the fall of the Persian Empire in 331 B.C. that the

cylinder seal died out. Stamp seals were engraved only on
the base. They were made of the same materials that were
used for cylinders, and the engraving technique was simi-

lar. The stamp, like the cylinder, could be used on clay,
but it was better suited than the cylinder for use on the

newer writing materials that gradually displaced the clay
tablet. Stamp seals are still in use, but the pictorial seal

of the Near East died out with the Arab conquest in

A.D. 637.

The seal impressions illustrated in the following pages
represent some of the finest examples of the major periods
in Near Eastern glyptic art. These photographs are from

reproductions in the frieze of the Babylonian Hall

(Hall K), in which the impressions have been enlarged

approximately twenty-five times.
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ANCIENT IMPRESSIONS OF SEALS

Nos. 1 and 2. Babylonian; impressions of cylinder seals on clay. No. 3. Neo-Baby-
lonian; stamp on asphalt jar-stopper. No. 4. Third Dynasty Ur; clay "receipt" bear-

ing cylinder-seal impression of a man named Gududu. No. 5. Babylonian; showing
cylinder-seal impressions of witnesses to a real estate transaction.

Actual size
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ô
(4-1

03

.JQ
-^ -C

<D be O)

03

T3 •'-

0) 0) S3+J rr- TO

X! t^ -C

S ^ "
O X5 0)

c ^ :S

Sh

>
o
03

t ^-
^.2 ^

i; 03 o)
•5 -C -12^ o e
<4-l r-J

-CI

SI -^
OJ o
.22 c

>j :;:5

bo1^

t: -^

Om

m
-a
m

o

i
>

03

. --(

S-i

0)

c

O) o

O
• P—«

m ^

a»

o
OS 5J

03 +J
-C +J rH
a m .

O 2k5

?> o ^
J-3 M

-(2 -t-i

O
a

10

M O C

s- <ri
o ^

0)

3

o .^

i5 g
,

I

'^ o

0) be Q^

> be c
•^ C o

Ho »





pq

O)

l-H

o

o
m

<

d

0)

43

of

43

o

o
M
a»

O
U)
I

a>

43

o

O)
43

d in

a S
42 a»

J3 43

!-i

C^
Mr-)

O bO

bJO_C
O) M
43
^
a

O T5

-^ _g
'I' '5-M TO

xs o
.—I u

w

"c ^ ^

S c i
c3 03 3
W)42 w
5-1 J-i

J3

:3
c3

!3

u
o
43 03

m

03 -^ 'g

^ § '^

m m
g y3

O ^ 03

<2 O
(1)

O

^ M M

^ ^

^ «

o
s
W)

.S
43 -O "-§
CJ £« ^

bo.22 o

•§ ^ ^

«^ 43 ^

s ^ s^

O S3 !^

1« .

03 03
'"

M 8 W)

b XJ 43

bX) t>0 S3

^43 C o3

43 S-"

•l-H -4—'

C S3

^ S3
o3 c3

o

^ S

^^

-^

03 03

43 Oi

^
0.

CD 43

m T3
J3

<D o3

-(_) TO

t(-H S3

I s.

03 W3

03 ^
03

i3
OS

0) en

in

45 3

o3

m S3

03

S3
O

%
O

S3 '^

43
S3 <1>

O 43

03 ^

O
H
I—I

O
cn

a!

<3

C3

C
G

43

3

0)

43

C3

3

m

> a>

Cj3

a> o
43

I

B

gee
I i '

s P^ e
Y ^ I

e
13 !=»





-t-J

C
0)

O

00
I

+J
05

I—I

H
I—I

m
H
<

CO

d

o -5

-o o

O 1^ as

CU 0) ^N4/

^3
be

U) 03
4:3

o o

03 03

CO 'O
a» ,^
!-, O

T3 0)

03 -C
0) m

03 a

at c
Ci< o

03

C O)
03 ^

O

03

bX)

be
03

O t-

o >

g-=.2

03 C tx

bc
C .

'^ o
a> ^
CO
0) +J
'^ OS

O 3
bC 5

'^ 5:

'"'
T3

-fl OS

O o3

^ a

be c«

03

03

o

bfi

C
to

03 __

A o

OS rj

.22 -B

Si
O

bC
C
•c
03
O) .

> O)> o

S c2

:g 03

= §

o3 CO

- a>

o t3

O <A

T3 .

03^
c o
•- o
bX) b

•^ _.

iS

bC =^

•1-1 CO

-^ J=

co^
O) .

i3





•





d



^ 1

':^-i-'^ \



5

o
-l-S

<
I—(

:^
o
>^
m

o
w

03 c^

O -^

.2

;-!

C4-I

O
O
ft

c
:«

• t—<

C
o

^^o ^

T3 .is ^

I

(U

ris w

0)M
03

a.

03

M
Hi
+->

03
S-,

=1

03

03

.S w

c3 T3

Sr Is «3

^^ '^

^ ^ u,-

2 03 a>

^ o2
03 O)

^

> r-=. O

• F-H

1-1

O

03

0)

X3

03

o _^^
03 S

- 1^ '55

o3 T3 c

O) O

.- ^ >>

^^^-03

cfl 03 ft

-^ B ^

03

^ ^ oO CQ

X O (D

c
03

'c3

03

T3
C
03

M
ft

<:

a>

o
C
03

S
O

o

Oi

(D

>;,

o
Si

73

^ 3 ?2 03

CO

03

Si
o
c
o
a
Si
0)

O
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HITTITE
No. 18 11th Century B.C.

This is a royal, bihngual stamp seal. In the center

stands the king holding his staff of office. About him is

an inscription in Hittite hieroglyphics. On the periphery
of the seal the same inscription is repeated in cuneiform.

Cuneiform:

Hieroglyphic:

INSCRIPTION

"'Tor-qu-u-iim-me
sar mCit dl Me-ra+a

Tar^u-thi Me-\-ra-e
land king

Tarqutimme the king
of the land Mera

Tarhuthi the king
of the land Mera



NEO-BABYLONIAN
No. 19 6th Century B.C.

A bearded priest, conventionalized, wearing a long gar-

ment, stands before an altar on which is the spade symbol
of Marduk and the stylus symbol of Nabu.



ACHAEMENID
No. 20 5th Century B.C.

This seal shows a charging lion above a wild boar.
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No. 21

PARTHIAN
2nd Century B.C.

Portrait of Mithradates I (171-138 B.C.), probably
done by a Greek artist.



No. 22

SASANID

3rd-4th Century a.d.

A long-horned antelope in repose. Above its tail is a six-

pointed star, and before it are three lines indicating gi'ass.
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