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Abstract

Seals and seal impressions known at present from the Ancient Near East amount to some tens of thousands. 
Despite this number only a few matches between extant seals and impressions have been identified. The reason 
may be ascribed to the mobility of seals and sealed objects in the past as well as in more recent times: clay bullae 
and tablets could be sent to distant places after being sealed. Actual seals have been often brought to light by il-
legal excavations and sold on the antiquity market. Seals and sealings might therefore not be found in the same 
expected place. Moreover, the common practice of re-carving seals caused the loss of many original designs 
whose existence is now testified only by ancient impressions.
Other reasons, however, may be considered. Museum and private collections have been published in several 
editions and online catalogues. Though a number of innovative methods for imaging and presenting seals and 
seal impressions have been developed, the cross comparison of seal designs for the discovery of new matches re-
mains a long and laborious process.
This paper will discuss some issues related to the matching of seals and their impressions in current studies by 
presenting a new cataloguing approach for the dataset offered by Kültepe/Kaniš.
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The seal’s or impression’s design, which is com-
monly called “composite seal”3, is the linear imma-
terial element on which scholars mostly base their 
studies. 

For decades glyptic studies have been the ideal 
place for iconographic and stylistic debates. 

The tendency to use one seal for many centuries 
and to carry it across large regions initially made dif-
ficult to assess date and provenience of certain sam-
ples, even when they were found in archaeological 
contexts. Objects where seal impressions appear can 
provide valuable clues to the chronological and geo-
graphical reference of the seal that made them. Seals 
are frequently applied on inscribed objects. Once 
texts are dated and located, same dates and places 
can be referred to seals impressed on them and to 
other examples in comparable style.4

As long as research was improved, scholars were 
able to trace with more accuracy the long evolu-
tion of glyptic art and to accordingly fit in seals on 
the basis of material, shape, size, carving technique, 
styles, represented scene, and single iconographic 
motifs. First publications proposed classifications 
of seals according to the time and place of origin. 
Rich catalogues offered large amounts of material 
for iconographical and stylistic analyses.5

In the second half of the last century, a new ho-
listic approach focusing on the importance of seals 
and their impressions, not only for the History of 
Art of the Ancient Near East, but also for the under-
standing of social, economic and ideological dynam-
ics of the past, was inaugurated.6 Scholars started 
joining archaeological, art historical and philologi-
cal competences and explored seals not only as ob-
jets d’art, but also as windows from which to observe 
ancient life. Studies were devoted to manufacturing, 
diffusion and consumption in order to trace the dif-
ferent phases of the seal’s life, from the retrieval of 
the raw material to the carving of the intaglio and 
from workshop production to their use by custom-

3 Tsouparopoulou 2014, p. 52.
4 W. W. Hallo in Introduction to Buchanan 1981, 

p. xi.
5 Ward 1910; Frankfort 1939; Moorgat 1940; 

Porada 1948.
6 E.g. Cassin 1960; Gibson, Biggs (eds.) 1977; Po-

rada 1993. On this theme see, in particular, Winter 2001.

1. Introduction1

Stamp and cylinder seals are small objects whose 
surface is engraved with a design that appears in 
relief when they are respectively stamped or rolled 
over a plastic material.

In the ancient Near East, impressions making 
was only one of the seal’s functions. Seals were not 
only legal instruments, whose impressions marked 
ownership, authority, acknowledgment and obli-
gation on documents and properties, but were also 
amulets, votive objects, and status symbols.

Since their origins, glyptic studies have dealt 
with the duality constituted by seals and seal im-
pressions. Seals are unique objects characterized 
by some physical features, such as size, material, 
colour, texture, etc. Though some seals are cop-
ies made upon a shared model, each of them is the 
product of a distinct craftsmanship process. Im-
pressions of the same seal can appear singly or mul-
tiply on one object or on different ones. Since they 
are produced by the same seal, they substantially 
look the same. Nonetheless they are necessarily dif-
ferent because each of them is the archaeological 
evidence of a different human action, i.e. the act of 
impressing the seal on the object appointed to re-
tain the impression. Each impression is thus differ-
ent from the other and has some intrinsic features 
that identify it: position on the object impressed, 
legibility, distortion caused by the irregular rolling 
of the seal (when it is a cylinder), deterioration or 
incompleteness are all aspects affecting the final 
appearance of the impression.

Seals and seal impressions are therefore comple-
mentary and find their trait d’union in the design 
they both display: one in negative – the intaglio of 
the seal, which is directly perceivable from the seal’s 
surface – and the other in positive – the relief of the 
impression, which is the mediated form of the seal’s 
intaglio.2 

1 I wish to thank the Broadening Horizons 5 Organizing 
Committee for accepting my paper and my anonymous review-
ers for their helpful comments.

2 For cylinder seals and cylinder seal impressions, a fur-
ther point to be considered is the difference for beholders in 
perceiving the cyclical design of the intaglio and the linear 
freeze of the relief.
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Re-carvings not only occurred at considerable 
distances and long intervals from the original hab-
itat of the seal, but were also requested by current 
owners when they advanced in rank or had to ac-
knowledge new supervisors,10 as perhaps happened 
in cases ns. 4 and 15 (Table 1). Seal 1195 in Har-
vard Semitic Museum was initially claimed by E. 
D. van Buren to have produced the impression 
on the bulla Tell Asmar 33.104.11 The publica-
tion side by side of the seal and the bulla by Boeh-
mer in 1965 showed, however, that designs differ 
in the inscription and in a few other details: the 
one on the impression identifies the owner, Puzur-
rum, as a scribe (dub-sar) while the one on the seal 
makes him a book-keeper (sag-su18).12 In light of 
their great similarity, Hallo suggests that the seal 
may represent “a modification of the seal impres-
sion, or vice versa, [the change was] made after the 
owner’s assumption of a new role”, though he does 
not even exclude that the impression was made by 
another seal of the same owner.13 Case 15, similar-
ly, shows a seal impressed on a receipt mentioning 
Aššur-remanni as receiving party, who in this role 
is expected to impress his seal on the tablet (LB 
2532- Böhl collection).14 The impression, howev-
er, has no inscription or caption allowing the iden-
tification of the seal, which displays a stag eating 
from the “sacred tree” in a common Middle As-
syrian scheme. The same design has been detect-
ed on a seal preserved at the Bibliothèque Natio-
nale and known as “seal of Aššur-remanni” thanks 
to the inscription running horizontally across the 
top of the cylinder: KIŠIB dA-šur-ARHUŠ-ni/A 
Mu-KAR-dA-šur, “seal of Aššur-remanni, son of 
Mušezib-Aššur”. Such a coincidence would tempt 

cious stones Ur III seals were usually made of, such as lapis la-
zuli), but also from their intrinsic qualities. Ancient seals were 
relics of a glorious time, whose prestige as antique valuables 
was increased also by the prominence of their ancient owners, 
e.g. the seals of scribes Ur-lugal-banda (CS 421) and Lukalla 
(kt m/k 63), whose names were significantly maintained in 
the inscription by the new owners of the seals (Ricetti 2014, 
pp. 121-128).

10 Boehmer 1997; Mayr in Hallo 2001, pp. 250-251.
11 Van Buren 1946, p. 8, ad fig. 8.
12 Lambert 1985, p. 92, n. 17.
13 Hallo 2001, p. 246.
14 Hallo 1973, p. 183.

ers. Iconographical and stylistic researches were pro-
gressively refined and new issues and links to ancient 
world daily life, imagery and images perception were 
searched into carved designs. Prosopographic and 
sealing practices analyses allowed the exploration of 
single identities, groups and communities.7

In the following pages I will present an approach 
for dealing with seal’s and impression’s designs that 
brings together the materiality of seals and sealed 
objects with the immateriality of the design.

2. Seal-impression matches: a survey

Seals and seal impressions known at present from 
the ancient Near East amount to some tens of thou-
sands. Despite their number only a few matches be-
tween actual seals and impressions have been identi-
fied so far. In 2001 W. W. Hallo presented a survey 
on the alleged matches of seals and seal impressions 
known to him since that time: of about a dozen cas-
es he mentions and a few others added in the last 
years, only three seem to be genuine cases (grey 
highlighted in Table 1), while others remain mostly 
hypothetical.

Therefore, the inevitable question is: why only a 
few matches have been detected so far? 

Scholars suggest different explanations. Seals, 
which were often made of prestigious stones, had 
frequently their “life span” extended far beyond 
the place and time of their original user.8 Ancient 
seals were sufficiently valuable for a new owner to 
wish acquiring one and changing the intaglio, so 
that re-carvings frequently and systematically hap-
pened. Ur III seal impressions on the envelopes 
from Kültepe/Kaniš prove the appreciation of later 
generations for ancient seals. Alterations and addi-
tions were generally produced on Ur III re-used seal 
surfaces, though a few seals have been re-used with-
out changes and occasionally preserve the ancient 
inscription together with the new one.9

7 For Old Assyrian studies, to which the following proj-
ect is devoted, see in particular Larsen 1977; Teissier 1994; 
Lassen 2012; Ricetti 2014.

8 Hallo, introduction to Buchanan 1981, pp. x, xiv.
9 The prestige Old Assyrian merchants attributed to Ur 

III seals not only derived from their material value (i.e. the pre-
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Table 1 – Alleged matches surveyed by Hallo in 2001 plus more recent additions1

N. Seal Seal impression Type Match supposed
 /proposed by Authenticity

1 Illustrated London News, Jan. 
28, p. 142, fig. 3; Buchanan 
1965, p. 204, n. 4; pl. XVI, D 
(Falaika V); Kjareum 1983, 
pp. 78-79, n. 176. 

Buchanan 1965, 
p. 204, n. 4; pl. XVI, 
C (YBC 5447).

Stamp, Persian 
Gulf, Failaka 
Island.

Buchanan: “this design so closely 
resemble the impressions on the tab-
let that at first sight one might think 
they had been made by that seal” 
(Buchanan 1965, p. 204).

Disproved: the seal 
and the seal that 
made the impres-
sion are variants 
on a common 
theme (hallo 
2001, pp. 239-240, 
fig. 1-2).

2 macKay 1938, p. 328, pl . XCIX, 
n. 661.

macKay 1938, 
p. 328, pl. XCI, 
n. 20.

Stamp, Indus 
Valley.

Buchanan (1965, p. 204), who, how-
ever, was doubtful in a margin note 
to Mackay’s volume reported by Hal-
lo (2001, p. 239, n. 4).

Doubtful.

3 esin, harmanKaya 1987, fig. 14; 
see also esin 1989, p. 137.

esin 1985, p. 260, 
n. 14; see also esin 
1989, p. 137.

Stamp, ‘Ubaid 
period, Değir-
mentepe.

reichel 2003, p. 364, n. 29. Not confirmed.

4 Ward 1910, p. 363, fig. 1246; 
Boehmer 1965, pl. XLVIII, 
fig. 566, n. 1308 (HSM 1195).

Van Buren 1946, 
p. 8, ad fig. 8; 
FranKFort, jacoB-
sen 1955, p. 49, pl. 
61, n. 649; Boehmer 
1965, pl. XLIII, 
fig. 567 (Tell Asmar 
33.104).

Cylinder, Old 
Akkadian.

Van Buren 1946, p. 8. Disproved (lamBert 
1985, p. 92, n. 17), 
though the seal im-
pression or the seal 
might have been 
modified after the 
owner’s assumption 
of a new role (hallo 
2001, p. 246).

5 collon 1982, pl. XLV, n. 382. delaporte 1920, 18 
(T. 155) (AO 4213).

Cylinder, Ur III. Waetzoldt 1989, though the impres-
sion has not been published yet.

Not confirmed, see 
hallo 2001, p. 247.

6 moorey, Gurney 1973, p. 72, pl. 
XXXIV, 4.

yildiz, Waetzoldt 
1994, p. 900. 

Cylinder, Ur III. Mayr, as reported in hallo 2001, 
p. 250, affirms that one cannot en-
tirely dismiss the possibility that the 
seal was the source of the impres-
sion mentioned. 

Not confirmed.

7 mayr 2005, n. 85. oWen 1991, p. 230. Cylinder, Ur III, 
from Umma.

D. I. Owen, as reported in the CDLI 
webpage mentioned in note 8.

Not confirmed.

8 eisen 1940, pl. 13, n. 128; 
ÖzGüç 1986, p. 51, figs. 4-6 
(L55.49.50 – Moore Collection).

speleers 1943, 
pp. 169-170, n. 660 
and matouš 1962, 
Ka 662.

Cylinder, Ana-
tolian.

For speleers 1943, pp. 169-170, n. 
660: Buchanan (1965, p. 204, n. 4), 
who, however, admits the possibility 
of a modern impression. 
For matouš 1962, Ka 662: N. Özgüç 
(1986, p. 50), who likewise suggests 
that the impressions on the unin-
scribed tablet from Kültepe have been 
made in recent times (1986, p. 53, 
n. 15).

Confirmed, but 
impressions have 
been made in recent 
times (leinWand 
1984, pp. 119, 150; 
ÖzGüç 1986, pp. 50-
51, 53, n. 15). 

9 porada 1948, pl . 51, n. 347; 
ÖzGüç 1986, 50, fig. 4.5.

hrozný 1952, pl. 
LXXIII, 50B.

Cylinder, Old 
Babylonian 
from Kültepe.

Özgüç (1986, p. 50), though she ad-
mits that only an examination of the 
pieces side by side could determine 
whether they are in fact identical.

Not confirmed.



West & East 225 Monografie, 4

Matching Near Eastern seals and sealings: current issues and new perspectives

N. Seal Seal impression Type Match supposed
 /proposed by Authenticity

10 meijer 1989, p. 11, fig. 6. meijer 1989, p. 11 
(bulla).

Cylinder, Sy-
ro-Anatolian 
(see mazzoni 
1975) from 
Hammam al 
Turkman on 
the Balikh

Meijer (1989, p. 11), but the bulla is 
fragmentary and the match is at best 
probable, not certain (hallo 2001, 
p. 249).

Not confirmed.

11 parrot 1966, pp. 333-335; po-
rada 1980, p. 34, fig. I-14.

parrot 1959. 
Pp. 169-185, pl. 
XLVIII, 71-73, 81b.

Cylinder, Clas-
sic Syrian.

parrot 1966, pp. 333-335; Buchanan 
1970, p. 53; porada 1980, p. 17.

Confirmed, but the 
seal has its inscrip-
tion re-carved since 
it was acquired by 
another owner.

12 At first it was mistaken with: 
moortGat 1940, n. 254; Frayne 
1990, p. 518 at Berlin Museum.
The correct reference is: jacoB-
sen 1940, p. 145, n. 12; FranK-
Fort 1940: pp. 215-216; FranK-
Fort, jacoBsen 1955, p. 50, n. 
709; FranKe 1977, pp. 63-64; 
Frayne 1990, pp. 489-490 
(As.30: 1000 – A.7468, Oriental 
Institute Chicago)

reichel 2003 (As. 
30: T. 643; As. 30: 
T. 650; As. 31: T. 
256).

Cylinder, Old 
Babylonian.

sollBerGer 1965, pp. 29-30, n. 26; 
FranKe 1977; hallo 1983, p. 12, n. 
10; collon, Geller 1983, p. 205; po-
rada 1983, p. 476, n. 1; hallo 2001, 
pp. 245, 252; reichel 2003.

Confirmed.

13 Seal in the collection of Mr. and 
Mrs. Jonathan Rosen (New 
York); see Mayr in hallo 2001, 
p. 251, n. 43.

mattheWs 1992, 
p. 12.

Cylinder, Kas-
site.

Mayr in hallo 2001, p. 251, n. 43. Not confirmed.

14 Grayson 1987, pp. 280-281. Wiseman 1958, 
pp. 19-22.

Cylinder, Kas-
site

Wiseman (1958, pp. 19-22), but “this 
[possibility] must remain in the realm 
of hypothesis” (hallo 2001, p. 252).

Not confirmed.

15 delaporte 1910, p. 173, pl. 
XXI, n. 307; FranKFort 1939, 
pl. XXXI, j; moortGat 1942, 
pp. 70-73, fig. 46.

hallo 1973, p. 181 
(LB 2532).

Cylinder, Mid-
dle Assyrian.

Hallo (1973, p. 184), who, however, 
considers more likely that the 
seal was not the one making the 
impression, though owned by the 
same user.

Doubtful.

16 radner 2012, pp. 687-688, figs. 
1-2 (BM 2002-05-15, 1).

radner 2012, 
pp. 688-690, figs. 
3-5 (BM 84671; 
BM 84553; K. 
348+Ki. 1904-10-9, 
246)
For BM 84671 
see also reade 
1987, p. 145, fig. 7; 
herBordt 1992, 
pl. 32, 3
For K. 348+Ki. 
1904-10-9, 246 see 
also Fales, post-
Gate 1992, p. 94; 
herBordt 1992, 
p. 252, Ninive 203, 
pl. 14, 13.

Stamp, 
Neo-Assyrian.

radner 2012, pp. 687-690. Confirmed.
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though it might well have been recovered during 
an illegal excavation or have been looted in antiq-
uity as well as in more recent times. 

An Old Syrian seal dated at the beginning of 
the second millennium BC and found in Italy in a 
Roman grave of the third century AD is a further 
evidence of seals’ second life after a recovery in the 
past. The seal’s aesthetic quality and alleged amulet-
ic powers made an individual born more than ten 
centuries after its production to wish to be buried 
with it. The seal, now preserved at the Archaeologi-
cal Museum in Florence, had lost its role as admin-
istrative tool and had become the exotic object to be 
shown off in a context belonging to a different era, 
thousands of kilometres far from its original place.21

3. Obstacles to the search for matches

The task of matching has been hampered not only 
by past and recent looting, which was certainly fa-
cilitated by the seal’s small size, nor only by re-carv-
ing activities, as has been pointed out in the previ-
ous paragraph. Although known in thousands of 
samples, seals remain a quite extraordinary finding 
during excavations in comparison to the number of 
objects bearing seal impressions.

Seals were generally carved from hard stones, but 
some of them were made of organic material such as 
bone, ivory and wood, which are rarely preserved in 
archaeological contexts. As prestigious and expen-
sive artworks and representatives of the individual, 
seals were rarely abandoned or lost. If a seal was lost 
or stolen, it was a matter of great concern. The own-
er would warn his fellows about the invalidity of 
any impression that would have appeared after the 
event. Seals are more expected to be found in partic-
ular contexts, such as workshops and graves, which 
are often targeted by illegal diggers, while are rather 
fortuitous finds in other places. Owners always car-
ried their seals along,22 even in their afterlife. Many 
seals were part of the funerary equipment of the 

21 About this seal, see Felli 2013, pp. 329-331, n. 26.
22 E.g. Before leaving for the imminent destruction of the 

city, the inhabitants from Kültepe/Kaniš apparently had been 
able to take along their seals and other valuable possessions 
(Veenhof 2008, pp. 56-57).

to regard this seal as the one that produced the im-
pression on LB 2532, but it seems more likely that 
they are in fact two distinct seals probably owned 
by the same Aššur-remanni, who cancelled the in-
scription on clay or commissioned an uninscribed 
seal similar to the one at Biblithèque Nationale.15 

Case 11 is particularly emblematic both for the 
place where the seal turned up and for the change 
of inscription and owner experienced by the seal. 
The seal originally belonged to a high official of 
king Zimri-Lim of Mari, Ana-Sin-taklaku, as the 
impressions of an inscribed seal on many jar seal-
ings at Mari testify: A-na-(il) Sin-ták-la-ku/mâr 
Da-ri-ish-li-bur/warad Zi-im-ri-li-im, “Ana-Sin-
taklaku, son of Dariš-libur, servant of Zimrilim”.16 
A seal with identical carving (a king offering game? 
to a god with scimitar trampling on a little man 
lying on the ground; a suppliant goddess stand-
ing behind the god followed by a semi-nude god-
dess in war-like attire, Ishtar?; three-lines inscrip-
tion panel),17 but with the inscription of a certain 
Adad-šarrum is now at Louvre Museum after being 
bought in Teheran in 1966 (AO 21988, inscrip-
tion: “Adad-šarrum, son of Šamaiatum, servant of 
the god Nin-š[ubur]”).18 From an accurate obser-
vation of the modern impression, it appears clear 
that the original cuneiform signs in the inscription 
panel have been erased to make way to the signs of 
the new inscription. The previous small size wedg-
es emerge in some traces between the larger signs 
carved on their place.19 After being used by Ana-
Sin-taklaku, who probably resided in Upper Syr-
ia and from there sent his shipments to Mari, the 
fine Classic Syrian seal ended up by acquisition or 
inheritance to Adad-šarrum, who understandably 
did not change the general setting of a fine and el-
egant seal’s design, but just modified the inscrip-
tion with his name. The way the seal was then 
brought to Iran leaves room for most disparate 
speculations. Parrot excludes the seal being stolen,20  

15 Hallo 1973, p. 184.
16 Parrot 1959, p. 254; Parrot 1966, pp. 333-334.
17 Porada 1980, p. 30.
18 Parrot 1966, p. 334.
19 Porada 1980, p. 17.
20 Parrot 1966, pp. 334-335.
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tunately only few archaeological remains have been 
identified for that period.23 Likewise, official docu-
ments and diplomatic gifts exchanged between dis-
tant royal courts were put under their senders’ seal: 
it is the case of the first seal of Zimri-Lim of Mari24 
impressed on two envelope fragments found at Tell 
al Rimah,25 which probably enclosed a letter for 
Hatnu-rapi, king of Qattara;26 and of the impres-
sion of the seals of Aplaḫanda from Carchemish, 
of Yaḫdun-Lim’s daughter Nagiḫanum from Mari, 
and their servants found at Acemhöyük, together 
with several impressions of Šamši-Adad’s seals.27

Other problems arise from the possibility that 
some seals were not used for making impressions – 
they could have been exclusively conceived as jew-
ellery items – or used for decorative purposes with 
painting on perishable material, such as textile or 
leather, as the many stamp seals from Çatal Höyük, 
no one found impressed on clay, would suggest.28

All these claims are certainly important and 
clearly affect the search for matches, but I would go 
further following Waetzoldt’s observations, which 
offer a statistic explanation to the phenomenon. 
Waetzoldt asserts that, in spite of a very large num-
ber of scribal seals (20.000 – 30.000 estimated), at 
the time he wrote, not much more than a hundred 
of them are published. Moreover, text editions often 
do not provide the drawings of the seals impressed.29 
He then claims the discrepancy between poten-
tially available and actually available data. Still un-
known matching seals and impressions might there-
fore had been already retrieved from the soil and lay 
unnoticed among thousands of samples waiting for 
publication. Moreover, the dismemberment of col-
lections and the silent acquisition of samples by un-
known private collectors have caused some seals and 

23 Veenhof 2008, pp. 38-41.
24 Beyer 1985, p. 378.
25 Dalley, Walker, Hawkins 1976, p. 250, n. 5, 

pl. 107, seal 5.
26 Hallo 2001, pp. 248-249.
27 Özgüç 1980, pp. 61-71. The nature of the items ac-

companied by these seal impressions is not clear. Bullae marked 
by royal seals could be attached to commercial merchandise ei-
ther.

28 Türkcan 2013, p. 245.
29 Waetzoldt 1989.

buried: most of the unprovenanced seals probably 
come from robbed graves.

If excavations do not yield many actual seals, the 
opposite happens to sealings, which not surprising-
ly constitute a substantial part of the archaeological 
remains. Though these artefacts have not been saved 
from illegal digging activities and looting either, the 
phenomenon was partly balanced by their abundan-
cy within the archaeological layers. Their number 
basically depends on two reasons: statistic (one seal 
produce countless sealings) and profit (clay artefacts 
have lower economic appeal than seals). In archaeo-
logical researches, accidentalness plays a role as well. 
Sealings were made of both wet and dried clay that 
in many cases were baked by conflagrations destroy-
ing ancient palaces and cities. Baked clay artefacts, 
though subjected to crack or break, become strong 
and durable to most environmental conditions and 
are generally well preserved even after millennia. The 
custom of sealing clay objects in daily life activities 
such as trade, administration and communication 
produced masses of sealings that have been often 
found in administrative offices, public and private 
storerooms and archives or, once useless, discarded 
in pits and dedicated rooms.

As a result we have, on the one side, a large num-
ber of seals that often lack any archaeological infor-
mation and, on the other, a larger number of seal-
ings that have been mostly found in context. The 
balance between seals and sealings is further affected 
by the above frequently stressed practice of re-sur-
facing seals: making the previous design no more 
identifiable inevitably cuts down the number of ex-
tant seals.

Further congenital obstacles to the matching 
process must be then considered. One is the dislo-
cation of seals and their impressions, which means 
that the search for matches must expand the lim-
its of the context, site, region, and area from where 
the sample under study comes, requiring a big effort 
from the scholar. Within the wide network cover-
ing the ancient Near East, merchandise and docu-
ments could be sent far from the place where seal-
ings were applied. Many shipments and letters sent 
to merchants in Kaniš during the Old Assyrian pe-
riod bear impression of seals that should be seek for 
in Assur, one thousand kilometres far, where unfor-



West & East 228 Monografie, 4

Melissa Ricetti

merely give a clue to their appearance. Line draw-
ings are rarely provided, given the good legibility of 
most modern impressions. 

Seal impressions are usually published in black 
and white flatbed or camera pictures where carving 
details are generally more distinguishable than in 
colour. Visual efficacy varies according to picture’s 
size and quality and is highly affected by the state 
of conservation of the sample. Pictures are seldom 
accompanied by handmade line drawings that help 
the untrained eye to the comprehension of the seal 
impression’s design. Some catalogues provide line 
drawings but no pictures of the impression, so that 
we must necessarily rely on the personal evaluation 
of the drawing’s author. Different interpretations 
are not unusual: the low legibility of the surface or 
the incompleteness of the impression seldom result-
ed in different drawing solutions. 

Seals’ designs are generally described by a short 
text that is very helpful for deciphering representa-
tions in presence of unfamiliar motifs and for clari-
fying details that do not clearly emerge on pictures 
and drawings.

The recourse to such mediated forms (i.e. flatbed 
and camera pictures and line drawings) can some-
how reduce glyptic research perspectives. Modern 
impressions serve quite well art historical and epi-
graphic analyses, but can be misleading for an in-
depth study on the way craftsmen worked with 
the material and on how seals were originally per-
ceived.31 Likewise, composite seal’s designs do not 
reflect the way impressions appear on tablets or oth-
er objects and do not represent any authentic use 
of seals. Nonetheless any image support is always a 
great advantage over nothing at all.

31 Two examples offered by Wayne T. Pitard, direc-
tor of Spurlock Museum, show how the seal’s carver adapted 
the natural morphological features of the stone to his decora-
tive purposes. In a Persian seal preserved at Spurlock Museum 
(1900.53.0052A) the artist inserted the representation with-
in the wedge created by the banded waves of the agate stone, 
which appear as the rays of the winged sun carved at the bot-
tom. Similarly, on a Neo-Assyrian seal (1900.53.0097A), the 
sacred tree has been carved on a hematite red patch emerging 
on the white agate of the surface that highlights it as the focus of 
the scene. These artistic expedients would go completely lost by 
looking only at the modern impression of the seal, rather than 
at the seal both as artwork in itself and tool for making impres-
sions (Pitard 2014).

sealings to end up in collections that have very few 
chances to be published.30

The prospect of finding matches thus largely 
depends on the capacity of scholars of making the 
enormous glyptic dataset – sometimes still inacces-
sible – available to the public and of surveying col-
lections in the most systematic way: an issue that is 
closely related to the way glyptic samples are collect-
ed, classified and reported within catalogues that of-
ten do not provide efficient search conditions, as 
will be better pointed out in the next paragraphs.

Accordingly, the following project aims at mak-
ing the search for matches within the dataset offered 
by Kültepe/Kaniš a less fortuitous and laborious 
task trough a new cataloguing approach. 

4. The matching process

Ideally the matching is a very easy operation. By 
browsing among pictures and line drawings of seals 
and seal impressions published in catalogues and ar-
chaeological reports or, when possible, by browsing 
among material in excavations and museums store-
rooms, extant seals are identified as the ones that 
produced at least one known impression.

The process may be described in three phases: 
1) Seal or impression design acquaintance;
2) Searching;
3) Matching.

4.1 Seal or impression design acquaintance

Seals and impressions are published in several print-
ed and online catalogues and differ in the way they 
are catalogued and imagined.

Seals are generally displayed with colour or black 
and white camera pictures of the present-day lab-
oratory impression, occasionally accompanied by 
shots of the seal from one or different angles, which 

30 A few private collections, such as the Frida Hahn and 
the Rudolf Blanckertz Collections, disappeared: the first was 
auctioned at Sotheby’s and tablets are now scattered in differ-
ent countries, while for the second any trace has been lost. Old-
er collections have been frequently sources of later ones and oc-
casionally names of their former owners were not revealed.
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largest number of terms of comparison. Published 
collections are increasing in number, but a substan-
tial part of them are still not or not sufficiently ac-
cessible and often not well served by current photo 
documentation. Many museums offer free access to 
their online databases. Despite excellent examples 
such as the British Museum and the Penn Museum, 
which give access to a rich image apparatus and al-
low a good control over search criteria, museum on-
line publication and inspection still appears as a long 
path to be accomplished.34 An important dataset is 
also offered by the project “Mesopotamian Seals” 
carried out within the Cuneiform Digital Library 
Initiative (CDLI), which, though still poor of im-
ages, catalogues more than 30.000 glyptic artefacts 
from some of the major world collections.35

In the light of these figures, what can be done 
for making the search faster and more effective? 
Though descriptions often rely on subjective inter-
pretations, they offer an invaluable contribution, in 
connection to museum databases which include one 
or more queryable description fields. When look-
ing for a specific feature, “description” parameters 
can be entered and results filtered accordingly. El-
ementary and fast, but is it really effective? Digital 
catalogues tend to the simplicity and the unity of 
language, but there is always a certain degree of ar-
bitrariness in adopting a certain vocabulary rather 
than another. Our enquiries might therefore not let 
emerge data that in a differently set database would 
have been included in the results list.

4.3. Matching

Given the amount of different representations and 
the consistency of certain patterns, it is rather un-
likely that one would be able to recognize the same 
design in a seal and in a seal impression confiding 
only on his or her visual memory. Databases al-

34 British Museum Collection online can be browsed by 
visiting the following link: http://www.britishmuseum.org/re-
search/collection_online/search.aspx. Penn Museum Collec-
tion is reachable from the Digital Penn Museum page https://
www.penn.museum/collections/. In both cases research op-
tions allow many different query solutions, but images are often 
still lacking.

35 https://cdli.ucla.edu/projects/seals/seals.html. 

Nowadays new imagining techniques adopt-
ing laser scanning and Reflectance Transformation 
Imaging (RTI) offer more satisfying solutions for 
the recording and publication of data, such as 3D 
models and digital rollouts of seals, which allow to 
enjoy, together with designs, aspects of seals and 
impressions that are usually neglected (i.e. colour, 
texture, grain, translucency of the stone, position of 
the design on the seal surface and on the impressed 
object, etc.).32 

4.2. Searching

Once the seal’s or impression’s design has been as-
similated, we can advance to the second phase of the 
matching process. Searching for the match means 
that designs have to be juxtaposed to thousands of 
already known seals or impressions with the aim 
to find their exact counterpart. Considering the 
number of samples to be compared with (tens of 
thousands if we sum glyptic artefacts of only major 
collections)33, the search is an extraordinary time 
consuming task. Priority may be given to groups of 
samples somehow related to the design under exam 
(i.e. those from the same certain or alleged site or re-
gion, though we have seen above that seals’ mobility 
can be unpredictable) or to collections particularly 
rich of samples in the same style.

Necessary but not sufficient condition is the pub-
lication of the emerged material, in order to have the 

32 I mention here a few initiatives that deserve attention. 
They all use different methods of reflectance imaging: Inscrip-
tiFact developed by the West Semitic Research (USC) (Zuck-
erman, Lundberg, Hunt 2014) and OCHRE at the Uni-
versity of Chicago, as well as the Cultural Heritage Imaging 
(CHI), use the PTM/RTI (Polynomial texture mapping/Re-
flectance Transformation Imaging) approach based on the pi-
oneering work by Mark Malzbender (Hewlett-Packard Labs). 
Other projects, such as RTISAD/AHRC at the University of 
Southampton and the GLYPCOL project in Brussels, as well as 
the CDLI staff at the University of Oxford (Wagensonner 
2015) use a RTI system re-edited by the Leuven team with the 
introduction of the Portable Light Dome (Hameeuw 2014).

33 Some of the largest seals and sealings collections are 
preserved at: the Louvre Museum (Paris), the British Museum 
(London), the Penn Museum (Philadelphia), the Oriental In-
stitute (Chicago), the Royal Museums of Brussels, the Vorder-
asiatisches Museum (Berlin), the Pierpont Morgan Library 
(New York) and the Ashmolean Museum (Oxford).
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same design, but after a less superficial analysis it be-
comes clear that they are in fact different. 

The alleged match n. 9 in Table 1 shows anoth-
er very common model: two mirrored groups, each 
composed of a bull-man fighting with a human-
headed bull, are at the sides of a vase supported by 
a high and narrow base ending in two curling arms. 
Between the figures of the first group there is a vase 
and between the ones of the second group a ball-
staff. At the terminal of the composition, there is a 
two-column inscription panel (dUTU / dA-a) over 
a small roaring lion. The same scheme can be seen 
in at least two other seals besides Morgan Seal 347, 
WAM 42.0786 and BM 132533, which at first sight 
might be mistaken for the parent seals of impression 
ICK 1, 50B.37 In comparison to the impression, the 
seal preserved at British Museum has a different 
inscription, an extra crescent and misses the small 
lion; weather the seal from Walters Art Museum 
differs for the position of the human-headed bulls’ 
front legs (on ICK impression, one leg is above the 
other and on WAM seal, one leg is beside the other) 
and tail (on ICK impression, it falls behind the legs 
and on WAM seal, it appears in between the legs). 
Designs seem also diverge in the rendering of the 
central object (on WAM seal, the terminal arms of 
the support slightly lean outwards) and of the small 
lion, which, however, is only half preserved on ICK 
impression (fig. 2: a-c). 

When looking for matches between pieces be-
longing to distant collections, observations are pri-
marily made on available visual data. The capacity of 
the scholar to determine similarities and differences 
therefore depends on the quality of pictures and de-
signs. Impression ICK 1, 50B has been published as 
line drawing and no picture is available. Only an ex-
amination of the clay impression side by side with 
the seal would determine whether the above detect-
ed differences are in fact real. 

Line drawings are a primary concern in glyptic 
studies. Bad quality impressions drawings from old 
publications often arise doubts on design’s interpre-
tations, consequently affecting evaluations on pos-
sible matches. Pictures are therefore highly recom-
mended to be included in publications.

37 Abbreviation for Hrozný 1952.

low to quickly and systematically search among re-
cords and are particularly suitable when looking for 
matches. Any database, however, is not perfect and 
a scrupulous preparation serves to contain any pos-
sible weakness. Both language and query solutions 
are tailored according to the nature of the samples 
and to the personal perception of reality of the da-
tabase developer. Moreover, each style and glyptic 
group counts hundreds of similar compositions 
which differ for only small details: unlikely the de-
sired record would stand out after the first research 
attempt.

Even if language ambiguities are limited and 
queries are planned for providing as much as pos-
sible coherent answers, the first filtering inevitably 
selects a number of “false positive” in addition to 
the desired results, whose entity depends on how 
much detailed the request is. Their amount is any-
way much smaller, and therefore much more man-
ageable, than the total number of registered records. 
After a few filter attempts for refining research, re-
sults can be scrutinized and juxtaposed to the sam-
ple whose counterpart (i.e. seal or impression) is 
missing and with some luck the wanted record will 
eventually come out.

The compositional and iconographical consist-
ency of certain patterns inevitably enhances the 
complexity of the search. The group formed by an 
antelope on its hind-legs attacked by a rampant 
lion and a griffin is a rather common sub-pattern in 
Old Babylonian style seals. It appears identical on a 
number of compositions where the other figures are 
also picked out from the same repertory and seem 
very similar to each other (fig. 1).36 At first sight one 
may feel that compositions derive from exactly the 

36 The group appears almost identically on impression kt 
90/k 96D and seal BM 89124. See also seal BM 141643, where 
the naked hero assumes the same posture as on impression kt 
90/k 96D. On seal BM 89322 a kneeling man takes the place of 
the antelope within the group formed by the attacking lion and 
the griffin, while another sub-pattern formed by an antelope at-
tacked by a rampant lion is juxtaposed to it. The group com-
posed by the kneeling man attacked by the griffin is the same 
on impression kt 90/k 97G and on Morgan Seal 362, which 
share with seal BM 22434 the iconography of the kneeling na-
ked hero on a dais. BM 22434, in turn, has the group formed by 
the hero subjugating the bull in common with kt 90/k 97G and 
the antelope attacked by the rampant lion is the same as in BM 
89322.
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Figure 1
Cylinder seals in Old Babylonian style; a: kt 90/k 96D; b: BM 89124; c: BM 141643; d: BM 89322; e: kt 90/k 97G; 
f: Morgan Seal 362; g: BM 22434. Drawings by the author

Figure 2
Cylinder seal impression (after HROZNÝ 1952, pl. LXXIII, 50B); b: Morgan Seal 347 (after PORADA 1948, pl. 51, 
n. 347); c: WAM 42.786 (© The Walters Art Museum, Baltimore)

a

b

c
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complex syntax of images composed of a multitude 
of elements which differ from each other in a num-
ber of significant details. The corpus therefore con-
stitutes an ideal dataset for testing a glyptic icono-
graphic database, whose aims are mainly two: to 
quickly retrace a recorded sample and to systemati-
cally group records characterized by analogue icon-
ographic features.

Similar goals are the basis of the praiseworthy 
and ambitious project originated within the Cu-
neiform Digital Library Initiative (CDLI) and car-
ried out by Christina Tsouparopoulou which aims 
at the registration within a unique database of all 
discovered seals and sealings. Iconographic descrip-
tions are provided, but through an intentionally 
limited vocabulary in comparison to the variables 
of each period and tradition. The database is there-
fore not completely appropriate for the matching 
research, though it is an extraordinary attempt to 
systematically classify glyptic iconography.38 More 
recently, the Institute for Near Eastern Archaeol-
ogy of the Ludwig-Maximilians-University Mu-
nich launched a project to develop a “Concept for 
the Digitization of Ancient Near Eastern Seals 
and Sealings (DigANES)”.39 The project has many 
points in common with the one presented in this 
paper (e.g. the creation of a semantic classifications 
and a standardized vocabulary; the integration of 
visual, material and textual data). Its goal, howev-
er, is still more challenging since the dataset collects 
all corpora of Anciet Near Eastern seals and seal-
ings. The work is still in progess, but once accom-
plished, it will be of great benefit for the study of 
Ancient Near Eastern culture as a whole. A simi-
lar approach, though on a different type of mate-
rial, was also developed within the “Corpus der 
minoischen und mykenischen Siegel (CMS)” pro-
ject, which aims at the systematic documentation 
and publication of all known Aegean seals and seal-
ings in a consistent manner. The project was estab-
lished and carried out in Marburg from 1958 to 
2011, when it was moved to its new home, the In-
stitute of Classical Archaeology at the University of  

38 Tsouparopoulou 2014.
39 https://www.diganes.gwi.uni-muenchen.de/. 

5. An Iconographic Database for 
Kültepe/Kaniš glyptic corpus

Database approach is indeed a great advantage for 
systematic recording and data handling, but only a 
careful strategy and strict methodology make a da-
tabase still appropriate even when research purposes 
change. 

Constructing a database is a complex process 
where early stage choices heavily influence results. 
The first task is to select that part of reality that we 
are to represent on the database and for what aims. 
It is impractical to represent the whole reality and 
no model can reflect it completely and accurately 
for all purposes. Rather we should aim to hold only 
a relatively small part, which will be a good basis for 
future applications, and to produce the most appro-
priate model according to our scope. The material 
selected for this project is the collection of seals and 
sealings from Middle Bronze Age Kültepe/Kaniš, 
which offers one of the richest and diverse corpo-
ra in Near Eastern glyptic art. More than one thou-
sand and five hundred different sealings have been 
already published and hundreds (if not thousands) 
of them are still waiting for publication. Most of 
them are preserved at Museum of Anatolian Civi-
lizations in Ankara, while many others ended up 
in museum and private American, European and 
Turkish collections before Turkish official excava-
tions started in 1948. In publications there is infor-
mation of roughly one hundred and twenty seals 
recovered during excavations, though the actual 
number is certainly higher. In addition to them, 
groups of so-called “Cappadocian” seals populate 
many important seal collections all over the world 
and, though their origin is not certain, they prob-
ably come, if not from Kültepe, at least from one of 
the other Assyrian centres placed on ancient trade 
routes between Mesopotamia, Syria and Anatolia. 

Thanks to their wide trading activity, Assyrian 
merchants could become familiar with and appre-
ciate styles and iconographic motifs typical of oth-
er regions and traditions. This is the reason why 
the sealing corpus from Kültepe includes samples 
in many different glyptic styles (i.e. Old Assyrian, 
Anatolian, Old Syrian, Ur III, Isin-Larsa, Old Bab-
ylonian). Its iconographic repertory is formed by a 
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functional features that are distant from today per-
ception. In their coding effort, scholars must reduce 
to a minimum the risk of symmetrisation with their 
own experience and knowledge, as well as avoid at-
taching to images aprioristic values consolidated in 
past literature. 

Textual coding concerns only the iconographic 
aspects of the representation, which are considered 
according to their relative spatial position within 
the scene.

Figures and objects are identified in terms of 
genre, posture, gesture, and formal features (e.g. at-
tributes, hairstyle, garment, etc.). Each element is 
carefully described balancing the advantages of syn-
thesis against a purely objective codification which 
would result in an excessive number of details. Same 
elements and attitudes must be described constant-
ly using the same expressions without any ambiguity 
or redundancy (fig. 3). 

Stylistically descriptions follow a few fixed rules. 
In order to maintain textual integrity, terms appear 
declined and conjugated while, when needed, their 
not-inflected form follows in brackets, so that the 
correspondence between data recorded and search 
entries is bi-univocal.

The iconographic search function has been 
thought as an implementation of an already exist-
ing relational database which links seal impressions 
to sealers and presents three interrelated sections: 
the first devoted to sealed documents, the second to 
sealers and the third to seal impressions.42 Sections 
are all linked together, so that one can immediate-
ly pass from the object where the seal impression 
is displayed, to the individual who made it, and to 
the impression itself. In most cases impressions are 
not directly linkable to the user/owner of the parent 
seal, since no label is provided next to the impres-
sion. It is therefore essential to recognize impres-
sions made by the same seal in order to identify its 
user/s through a cross comparison of sealers’ names 
on different documents.43

The seal impression’s search mask can be opened 
from the section reserved to seal impressions and of-

42 The database has been created in Microsoft Access. 
Pictures and line drawings are visible in the interface, though 
stored separately as images.

43 Ricetti 2014, pp. 71-74.

Heidelberg.40 A few important issues for the cur-
rent project have been developed thanks to a careful 
comparison with their methodologies.

The system chosen for classifying samples of 
the sealing corpus from Kültepe bases on textual 
description of the designs and on a flexible model 
which allows different and multiple combinations 
of research entries.41 Each seal’s or impression’s de-
sign is segmented into its minimum significant ele-
ments which are converted into text through fixed 
linguistic codes that univocally define them. Defini-
tions are ordered in sequence and formalized into 
complete sentences forming overall descriptions 
that can be filtered and queried according to the 
presence or absence of specific codes. Language is 
specifically tailored to suit the corpus under study. 
The elaboration of common codes results from a 
critical research for the most appropriate form and 
term and inevitably requires some progressive ad-
justments. Linguistic choices depend on the per-
sonal evaluation and preparation of the scholar. 
The identification of single icons and sub-patterns 
(i.e. sets of icons which occur identically in differ-
ent designs) requires an in-depth knowledge of the 
glyptic lexicon and of its figurative organization, 
in particular, when attempting to understand the 
meaning each element acquires according to its in-
teraction with the others. Elements have formal and 

40 https://www.uni-heidelberg.de/fakultaeten/philoso-
phie/zaw/cms/. 

41 A few quantitative studies made on glyptic samples 
adopt a coding method for seal’s designs based on linguistic 
principles. First developments date back to the 70s of the last 
century, where a broad sample of seals was measured by com-
puterized attributes in order to get better iconographic descrip-
tion and classification (Digard et Al. 1975). Further studies 
appeared on the following decades addressing the analysis to the 
combination of different glyptic elements and to the composi-
tion as a whole, rather than dealing only with isolated parts of 
the repertory (Kelly-Buccellati 1977; Matthews 1990). 
Scholars’ efforts were limited by insufficient coordination and 
little following within the field. Though promising, quantita-
tive data analyses are a difficult challenge. In the last years, the 
mathematical and statistical approaches by Rova, Camiz and Di 
Ludovico (Camiz, Rova 2003; Di Ludovico, Camiz 2015) 
adopted a coding method for seal’s designs based on linguistic 
principles, whose preliminary assumptions have some points in 
common, though different purposes and general method, with 
the present project. At the moment a quantitative approach 
would be impracticable for the corpus under exam, because its 
variety would exceed the method’s capabilities.
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Figure 3
Microsoft Access database screenshot: the user interface of the seal impressions section

fers various query solutions: if we already know the 
impression we can find the correspondent record by 
entering its catalogue number or one of the refer-
ences made in a secondary publication. Abbrevia-
tions and bibliographic standards are displayed in a 
table accessible via hyperlink. The “type” and “style” 
fields allow filtering seals according to their shape 
(i.e. cylinder, stamp, and substitute44) and carving 
style, whose definition often oversimplifies real-
ity for categorization benefits. If the seal is already 
identified or presents an inscription we can filter 
the correspondent data by entering part of the us-
er’s name or part of the inscription.

44 Seal substitutes are objects that are not seals (or not 
properly used as seals), but left their impression on clay as a con-
sequence of an intentional sealing action. Most common are 
rings, earrings, and textiles.

The most interesting function of the search 
mask is the possibility to search for seal impressions 
according to their designs. Search entries can be se-
lected from a list of pre-set iconographic keywords 
and/or by entering textual codes in a number of free 
search textual fields (fig. 4). 

Keywords are ordered into general categories, 
such as “animals”, “deities”, “objects”, “astral sym-
bols”, etc., which collect the most recurrent el-
ements of the composition. They are expressed 
through textual codes and are constantly updated 
with the new elements emerging during the data-
base populating process. Single entries can be se-
lected through a combo box where both categories 
and elements are alphabetically sorted. The num-
ber of keywords that can be entered at once has 
been fixed to twelve, while the free search textual 
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chive excavated at Kültepe/Kaniš (kt 90/k), which 
display 214 impressions made by at least 191 differ-
ent seals45. Samples are still unpublished and textu-
al descriptions and drawings have been developed 
from the direct observation of the original ancient 
artifacts. 

At this stage, the iconographic search mask has 
been proved particularly helpful for the identifica-
tion of already known impressions and the paring 
with partial or damaged impressions of the corpus, 
allowing to quickly find out whether an impression 
on a new object is already catalogued or not.46

Before launching the database online, I plan to 
enlarge the data set to the whole corpus of “Cappa-
docian” glyptic samples and to implement the mod-
el with a section devoted to extant seals from both 
Kültepe excavation and collections. Descriptions 
will base on analyses and interpretative drawings 
made by different scholars. Any bias due to literary 
style will be eliminated during the recording process 
and the iconographic content translated into the 
database’s standard set of linguistic expression.

45 Ricetti forthcoming.
46 Each impression must be registered under a unique 

identifier and identifiers must be linked to the same design, 
when impressions are produced by the same seal. Circumstanc-
es such as re-uses and transfers of seals, as well as the identifi-
cation of the seal’s owner/user, can be hampered by the attri-
bution of unconnected identifiers to impressions made by the 
same seal.

fields have been limited to six, allowing different 
and multiple search combinations according to the 
research requirements.

Unlike keywords, free search fields allow artic-
ulated queries, where not only single elements, but 
also their interaction can be used as a research pa-
rameter. Actions as well as figures often recur with-
in glyptic compositions and, though they can con-
cern different characters and elements, they are 
expressed by identical patterns. The group of figures 
where a human or semi-human character subjugates 
an animal or a fantastic creature by forcing it up-
side down and stepping with one feet on its head is a 
very common pattern within this corpus and can be 
found by entering the correspondent action verb in 
present tense (in this case, subjugate) in one of the 
free search fields. There are many other examples of 
recurring actions depicted on seals: movement ac-
tions, gestures, interaction with objects, with ani-
mals, etc. (Figs. 5-6). 

A tip box suggesting the correct entering of the 
search criteria can be opened by clicking on the info 
symbol on the top right of the search mask. 

The resultant query will provide only samples 
that meet all the fields entered. Results are shown 
in a table which shows the information summary of 
the seal impression and its line drawing.

At the moment, the database collects data be-
longing to a lot of tablets yielded from a single ar-

Figure 4
Screenshot of the seal impressions search mask
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Figure 6
Screenshot of the search mask result according to the combination of the search by the keyword “male deity” and the free 
search of the verb “stand” and of the expression “on the back of a bull”

Figure 5
Screenshot of the search mask results according to the free search of the verb “subjugate”
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the group under exam, as is the one here proposed. 
Once all critical points are solved and a common 
registration procedure set up, all databases can be 
joined into a common network and eventually 
merge into a single general model.

Besides the benefits related to the identification 
of parent seals and ancient impressions, such a data-
base approach would offer many advantages:
– It would offer the opportunity to get in just a 

click iconographic, textual and technological 
data sorted according to the request made.

– It would allow to quickly and univocally link 
impressions made by the same seal.

– It would provide some clues on the seal’s story 
life: the circumstance of its use, its primary owner, 
its secondary user, etc.

The potential for research improvements is very 
high for both scholars who usually work on glyptic 
art and for those who usually do not and might 
need information that would be otherwise difficult 
to find.

6. Conclusion

Going back to the question “why only a few 
matches have been detected so far?”, to the above 
suggestions, I would add another explanation. Some 
matches might well be part of the evidence already 
emerged, but we are not able to identify them, either 
because they are not accessible (a general mapping 
of the existing seals and sealings collections is 
unfortunately lacking) or because the search process 
is not effective enough.

A meticulous iconographic classification ex-
tensively adopted, based on common standards 
and provided with both visual and textual infor-
mation may be a first solution for a rational man-
agement of the evidence at our disposal. A model 
that would be suitable for all Near Eastern glyp-
tic traditions can be seen as the final goal of a long 
adjustment process. Given the peculiarities of each 
glyptic group and their abundance, I consider 
more realistic a system of local databases, each one 
set on specific research parameters according to 
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