TOWARDS AN UNDERSTANDING OF THE ROLE
OF GLYPTIC IMAGERY IN THE ADMINISTRATIVE SYSTEMS
OF PROTO-LITERATE GREATER MESOPOTAMIA

Hovry Prrrman

InTRODUCTION

The considerable value of glyptic art as a source for the study of pre- and proto-historic cultures of
the Near East is clear from the fact that it has been successfully incorporated into wide variety of
analytical approaches. In addition to its invaluable role as a chronological and regional marker, glyptic
‘art is one of the few artifact types regularly scrutinized for insights concerning both the ancient belief
and symbolic systems. While it has long been known that seals were used in the administration of the
pre-literate economies, this subject has recently become a focus of greater attention, as the stimulating
symposium of “Archives before Writing” demonstrates!.
As my contribution to the symposium, | want to discuss glyptic in the context of pre- and proto-
literate systems of accounting used in greater Mesopotamia. My discussion will proceed from two
perspectives that are usually kept separate in the analysis of glyptic art. One, which has been so clearly
articulated in the seminal work of Enrica Fiandra and Piera Ferioli, focuses on the functional role of seals
in administrative systems. Another considers the symbolic message of the imagery engraved on the seals.
Rather than discussing a specific category of seal imagery, a specific administrative practice or a
specific site, | will raise here more general questions about the glyptic imagery of the protoliterate
period in greater MesopotamiaZ. For example, should we expect there to be any correlation between
glyptic imagery and the administrative process in the proto-historic period? If so, to what degree might
- such correlations exist? If imagery is involved with administration, how would we expect that association
tn be expressed through the imagery? How did the imagery work in the administration? It is not answers
to these questions that | offer in this preliminary attempt. Rather | will examine some of the assumptions
that must underlie a discussion of these questions.
As has been so clearly shown both through the work of Denise Schmandt-Besserat? and through
the work of German and other scholars who have studied the archaic scripts?, the economic
administration in the ancient Near East developed out of a system of signing that denoted quantity
through abstract number and denoted quality through visual symbols that acquired their meaning
through both resemblance and convention. Through the archaeological evidence we know that from the
beginning, seals were one of the tools of the ancient administrative systems that also used tokens and clay
masses of various shapes into which marks were incised or impresseds. It is the symbolic value for the
economic administration of the marks made by those engraved stones on clay masses that | am
concerning with here.
_ This is not a new topic for consideration®. Hans Nissen openly grappled with the problem of the
function of glyptic imagery in the economic administration of proto-historic Mesopotamia’. Nissen's
ypothesis divided glyptic imagery of the Late Uruk period into two categories. His criteria for these
tms were first, complexity, or more accurately uniqueness, of image and second, technique of
. He designated these categories the “schematic” (Fig. 1 a, b) and “complex” groups (Fig. 2).
He pmpqsad that “schematic” seals, which could be quickly made with mechanical tools such as the
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Fig. la- Uruk; UVE 5 L. 27b (after Amiet 1980: no. 346).

Fig. 1b - Seal in New York {after Amiet 1980 no. 312).

cutting wheel and the drill (and were therefore cheap to produce) belonged to institutions. He
contrasted these with seals having more complex figural imagery. He concluded that these would have
belonged to individuals whose position within the administrative hierarchy required that they take
individual responsibility for the commitment undertaken through the act of sealing. The assumptions
that underlie this construct deserve to be examined because it has become a model through which
variation in pre- and protoiterate glyptic imagery is understood®,

Nissen supports his hypothesis through two lines of reasoning. The first concerns social
organization and argues that because complex seals would have taken a long time to make, they would
have been expensive. From that one deduces that they were objects of elite ownership, in particular they
belonged to elite individuals who held positions of authority within the economic administration. The
second line of reasoning concerns systems of signing. Nissen argues that the mechanism through which
the seals would have been differentiated and associated with individual people was the unique features
found among the design elements or within the composition of the imagery. To support such a
hypothesis, he argues that while protoiterate seals share themes and design elements, there are very
few examples that are virtually indistinguishable®. Nissen does not, however, explore how such a system
of signs would function but proceeds to a consideration of administrative hierarchy.

Before going further, let us consider the assumption that lead Nissen to this conclusion in the first
place. It is consistently asserted in the scholarly literature that seals “as markers of their owners, . . .
served to witness, guarantee, acknowledge receipt or confirm obligation when rolled on commercial or
administrative documents, letter orders, envelopes, bullae, jar and door sealings™?. When we look
carefully at the impressions in their administrative context, it becomes clear that this authorizing
lunction was not accomplished through the carved imagery per se but rather through the more general
act of sealing, of making a mark, be it the impression of a seal, a fingernail, or the fringe of a garment!!,
The identity of any individual seal owner was conferred not through imagery'?, but rather through an
inscription, either on the seal itself or on the document that was sealed. The glyptic art of the pre- and
proto-historic periods do not carry inscriptions!®. Thus the sole means by which individuals were
designated on seals of the historic periods was not employed in the earlier seals.

Returning to the imagery on proto-literate seals, Nissen's notion works well enough in the absence
of visual differentiation, namely with the so-called “schematic” seals which have a low level of
differentiation and might therefore designate institutions or groups'?. But even if we accept the idea that
repeated imagery denoted membership in a particular group, it is not possible to conclude from this that
the opposite would be true, that a high level of visual differentiation would serve to denote individuals,




Towards an Understanding of the Role of Glyptic Imagery 179

AL

3 RS,
3 ﬁ@jﬁ% ©

Fig. 2 a - Uruk (after Brandes 1980b: 79 no, f).
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Fig. 2b - Uruk: UVB 26/27 (1972) pl. 42a (after Amiet 1980: no. 1609).

$ proposing is a system of signs that was used to designate individual. If one actually
a system would work, it seems that it would entail the exceedingly uneconomical
large numbers of unsystematized differences. Semiotic systems do not work in this
established to denote something as specific and as numerous as individual identity

ny size, consistency and economy in that symbolic system are of the highest valuels.
the same time that Nissen offered his hypothesis, Mark Brandes, in a study of seal
: u{ the Eanna precinct at Uruk, suggested that the seal imagery of the proto-literate
e considered as referring to such things as distinct offices within the administration or

eration that combines the approaches of Brandes and Nissen, Reinhardt Dittmann
retation of the proto-literate seal imagery based on the large sample from Susal’.
to understand the “complex” seal images as literal depictions of activities relevant to
 proto-literate economy. Along with Nissen, Dittmann assumed that administrative

- mwe conclude therefore that such a hierarchical structure would be the single
‘most important features flagged by the imagery of glyptic for the economic

h&cmsidemd essentially equal value. That is to say that their primary functmn
erarchical status in the administration but rather to convey some kind of
relevant to the transaction at hand.
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THE IMAGES THEMSELVES: THEMES VERSUS HIERARCHY

Archaeological investigations over the past two decades have greatly extended our knowledge of
the Late Uruk period. Although there is a considerable range in the interpretation of the evidence, there
is general agreement that the site of Warka, ancient Uruk, was the largest site in the Mesopotamian
alluvium at the time. Further, judging from the results of recent excavations we now know that a number
of sites in the upper Euphrates and Tigris drainage systems had close relationships with Uruk. Guillermo
Algaze has argued that we understand the relationship of these sites in terms of a *World System” model
which explains the farflung distribution of the closely related material assemblages through the idea that
people living in the resource-poor Mesopotamian alluvium penetrated neighboring regions in order to
extract raw materials from the rich neighboring regions?’, He defines several different types of
relationships that sites in the periphery had with the center. Many of these sites, referred to here
through the use of the generic term “colonies,” have produced administrative evidence including sealed
documents, seals and sealings that are closely related to those known from Uruk.

Of all of the sites of the proto-literate period, the glyptic from Susa is the best known?!. Within the
Susa assemblage, virtually all of the theme and style-types of the proto-literate glyptic repertory are
known. Further, they are known at Susa through ancient impressions as well as actual seal stones, a fact
that allows us to be confident that seals with all types of imagery were actually used in the
administrative system. Most of the impressions retrieved from Late Uruk period 5usa?> were made on
documents rather than sealings used for closing jars or doors®. Hollow clay bullae enclosing clay tokens
are the most common administrative document, followed by numerical tablets and tags. All of these
documents carry impressions of between one and three cylinder seals?!. Although none of the other
excavated groups of sealings from the Late Uruk period have been fully published, from what is currently
available it appears that the general patterns of sealing known from Susa were also practiced at other
“colonies™ at Habuba Kibira, Jebel Aruda, Nineveh as well as at Choga Mish in Khuzistan?s,

In total, there is a published corpus of more than 450 images that can be assigned with confidence to
the proto-historic phase contemporary with and related to levels VI through Il in the Eanna precinct at
Uruk?. Virtually all of these images can be categorized as figural even if we cannot readily identify the
subject. Looking at these images by theme rather than by style (that is complex vs. schematic), we see that
within the extant sample there exist a substantial number of different themes?®’. Individual examples within
each theme are differentiated by varying design elements. Themes are defined though an assemblage of
design elements. Examples of these themes can be found among both the complex and the schematic style
groups. When combined in this way, these thematic categories divide into two large groups. One that
depicts or relers to events or activities and the other which depict things or places or emblems.

In the first category are the images that Henri Frankfort long ago called “action” scenes, a term that
neatly skirts the thorny problem of narrative®®, One way to think about these images is that they all
depict events. Through the clarity of their presentation, many of these events can be readily interpreted
as depictions of rituals or ceremonies that were probably central to the functioning of the Late Uruk
state. Many show goods that were offered or brought to or emerged from a structure that we identify as a
“temple.” It is possible that such events took place at regular intervals as an important mechanism
through which goods were redistributed®.

From Uruk itsell we are extremely fortunate to be able to relate the most frequently occurring
theme on the seal images from Uruk to one of the most famous protoliterate monuments, the Uruk vase
(Fig. 3)¥. Several seal images show the so-called priest-king and a second figure approaching large
conical baskets (Fig. 4 a), holding symbols (Fig. 4 b). Others show the stepped altar carried on the back
of an animal (Fig. 4 ¢). And others show paraphernalia such as vessels in the shape of animals (Fig. 4 a.d).
There is never an architectural structure (i.e “temple™) associated with this scenes. Other seals refer to
other registers on that monument showing files or animals and rows of plant (Fig. 4 e},

Another prominent theme seen in the glyptic images from Uruk is the procession of figures bearing
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s the temple (Fig. 5 a-d)32. In addition to a reference to the Warka vase, we have hints of the
depicted in other media, such as the lamentably fragmentary wall paintings from the painted
ri. Virtually all of the temples in these scenes that have identifiable symbols have the

e single, double or triple paired rings. Although the identity of this deity is uncertain, we
nt that it is not Inanna™.
ird theme shows young animals emerging from the biers that are associated both with the
' :mltrlnged emblem (Fig. 6 a, b) and with Inanna (Fig. 6 ¢, d). This scene must refer to the

ﬁ!mple herds.
her series of “action” themes from Uruk we see the priest/king receiving bound and
me:s (Fig. 7 a-€)%. These also depict events, a public display of the defeated human
mly state, From Uruk all prisoners are clearly identifiable by their rope binding and their

distributed helter skelter over the image ground (Fig. 7 a, b, ¢). From the “colonies” at
Mish and Susa (Fig. 7 d, e) come a small number of images that show events that involve
t/king or warfare. Representations of bound prisoners from the site of Susa are always
urbent over (Fig. 7 e). If the system of images are linked between sites then it is possible
postures represent particular stages in the tenure of these individuals as captives.
1 to the “action” scenes shared with Uruk, there are many images that were found at the
ﬂmt are different from those we know from Uruk®. They are not different in style, in
cture, or in individual design elements, but in theme. While at Uruk the themes of action
‘be categorized either as a ritual or military/political event, at Susa the most common
the “action” images is the manufacturing of goods. Among the most common industries
‘Susa glyptic are activities related to weaving (Fig. 8 a-e). As is true in the scenes of
ods to the temple at Uruk, the relationships of individuals in the workplace are clearly
defined. Worker, supervisor, commodities, record keeping in the workplace are shown?7,
Is the threshing and the storage of grain (Fig. 9 a, b). Other images show working the fields
ng of young animals (Fig. 11), and the transportation of goods (Fig. 12 a, b)3. Included in

Fig. 3 - Uruk Vase (Pittrnan 1987),
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this group are the numerous impressions of seals found at Susa of pigtail ladies carrying a variety of objects
that might be commodities or standards signifying group membership (Fig. 13 a-f.

The other major group of images carved on proto-iterate seals both in the center at Uruk and in
the “colonies™ does not present literal representations of events, either as ritual or as production. Rather
than a “discursive” one, the arrangement of the design elements, many times identical to those found in
the “action” images, have a formal “symbolic” or “emblematic” character.

There are several types of these “symbolic” representations, One group known from both Uruk and
the “colonies” show vessels, tools or products of manufacturing in rows (Fig. 14 a, b). Some show these
in association with human figures, such as the weaving or manufacturing scene from Susa (Fig. 8 c), but
others seem not to refer to a process, but rather they appear to list visually the end products of the
manufacturing process (Fig. 14 a). At Uruk we do not find among the published seals such visual lists of
commodities, instead they are combined with scenes of “action.”

A related subject shows animals associated with certain of these manufactured products. From
both Uruk and the “colonies”, caprids are shown with finished textile and plants (Fig. 15 a); with textile,
vessel and plant (Fig. 15 b, ¢); with a ladder pattern® (Fig. 15 d); and felines and raptors with vessels (Fig.
16 a-d). The last group shows groups of animals in files (Fig. 17 a<) or confronting posture (Fig. 18 a,b).

The final large group of symbolic or emblematic images considered here shows compositions of
caprids (Fig. 19 a, b), felines (Fig. 19 c, d, e), or snake-necked felines (Fig. 19 f, g) rampant towards each other
or otherwise heraldically arranged. These paired creatures are not usually shown alone, but rather they are
maodified by design elements in the upper and lower fields, most commonly birds (Fig. 19 b, d), vessels (Fig.
19 ¢, h) or both (Fig. 19 d). In one instance we see a human figure, carrying a open cup (Fig. 19 f).

A related formal composition is also known both at Susa and Uruk. This is the use of the snake
interlace that surrounds and separates a single design element which takes on the character of a sign
(Fig. 20 a, b, ¢).

OTHER SYSTEMS OF SIGNING INVENTED IN THE PROTO-LITERATE PERIOD

Before attempting to extract from this discussion some of the principles according to which this
system of proto-literate imagery might have been organized for use in the economic administration, it is
useful to look briefly at the other major semiotic system that was invented during the Late Uruk period,
essentially simultaneously with the glyptic imagery, that is to say, writing.

Although there are substantial areas of disagreement among scholars who consider archaic writing
systems, all seem to agree “that writing provides a set of visual images to represent language items.” 1! It
appears that there are a number of ways in which the “set of visual images” can accomplish the
representation of language. In the very earliest stages of the proto-cuneiform writing system, there is only
very loose connection between spoken and written forms of the language. Like all pristine scripts, the
proto-cuneiform script made extensive use of pictographs whose meaning is variously identified as
mnemonic, ideographic, and logographic. In addition to mnemonic devices/ideograms/logograms other
types of signs were used, including numbers, and signs with syllabic/phonetic value. A significant number
of signs were polyvalent, their meaning being determined by the context of their use. These were often
marked by signs that served as determinatives, signs that held semantic rather than linguistic value.12

In her lucid description of the formal features of the earliest proto-cuneiform script Margaret Green
states that "the archaic scribes were highly visually oriented, but not with the eye of an artist.™ Although
unstated, Green seems to imply an “artistic eye” somehow transcends cultural context. But surely the
artist of the Uruk IV/IIl period would be as much affected by the cognitive patterns of his time as the
scribe. It is indeed the “eye”, or more accurately the “mind”, of the artist of the Uruk IV/I period that | am
trying to explore here. What is possible to see is that in the proto-literate period in greater Mesopotamia,
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4 & - Seal in Dresden (affer Amiet 1980; no, 643),

Fig. 4 ¢ - Uruk (after Amiet 1980: no. 652).

Fig. 4 d - Uruk: UVB 7, tf. 25e (after Amiet 1980: no. 650).
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Fig. 4 e - Uruk: Falkenstein ATU | tf. 71, no. 654 (after Amiet 1950: no. 193).
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Fig. 5 c- Uruk: UVB 16 (1960} tf, 26 i; 31 a-f; p. 53 W 19410, 5, 12. Tablet H. 30 level IVa (after Amiet 1980: pl. 13 bis E).
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Fig. 5 d - Tell Billa (after Amiet 1980 no. 656,
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Fig. 6a - Urul: UVB 20 1964 pl. 261, (after Amiet 1980; no. 1604),

Fig. 6b - Uruk (after Brandes 1979: ¢f 32).
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Fig. 6c - Uruk (after Amiet 1980: no. 186).
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Fig. 7d - Susa (after Amiet 1972 ne. 695). Fig. Te - Susa (affer Amier 1972 no. 683),
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Fig. 8a - Susa (after Amiet 1972 no. 674).

Fig. 8b - Susa (after Amiet 1972: no. 673).
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Fig. 8c - Susa (after Amiet 1972 no. 646).

Fig. 8d - Susa (after Amiet 1972 no. 641),
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Fig, 8e - Susa (after Amiet 1972: no. 665),
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Fig. Ba - Susa (after Amiet 1972 no. 66.3). Fig. 9b - Susa (after Amiet 1972: no. 660).
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Fig. 10 - Susa (after Amiet 1972 no. 621). Fig. 11 - Susa (after Amiet 1972 no. 614).
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Fig. 12 a - Susa (after Amiet 1972: no. 622), Fig. 12 b - Susa (after Amiet 1972: no. 678).
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" and “picturing” systems of representation shared many features suggesting that the mind of
| the mind of the scribe were at least in some aspects two facets of a larger system of

-.dgn appears in each instance essentially the same although there is certainly a range in
ion. Any significant graphic variation would mark a change in conventional meaning.
sslﬂ'ls are arranged in visual patterns that wauld be compatible with the transmission of

s mlbd We know that syntax is virtually undeveloped in the earliest proto-cuneiform
and becomes far more rigidly defined as the script becomes ever more capable of recording

m appear outside of strictly depictive setting.

e formal visual features of proto-cuneiform script can help us to understand some of the

d even when combined, and on the level of composition in which individual design elements
;npamd to give each equal emphasis on a neutra] ground. There is rarely ﬂ'verlappmg unless it

ed the composition of the glyptic imager_',r of the following Early Dynastic period#.

dardization
script there is a narrow range of graphic variation in individual signs. Any significant graphic

the inscriptions, signs are arranged in visual patterns that would be compatible with the
ion of verbal messages. Unlike the first two formal features that are shared by both the text and
1ages, it is not the verbal message that governs the organization of the design elements.
parallel principle does seem to hold. Design elements are arranged according to patterns that

delivers commodity to temple on specific occasion.

e last point, that in systems of written script, signs appear outside of strictly depictive setting,

apply to all glyptic imagery. It applies to those images that do not show “action” but rather
de ign elements in serial or heraldic relations. But unlike in the script, one cannot assume the
y that there was a transfer of meaning to natural language?,

0 relevant that the core images of an “action” scene are frequently modified or expanded by
ents that are not arranged according to principles of visual messages but are either visual lists
e to ﬂtherwlse modify other images, acting therefore in the capacity as a determinative. These
elements are not meant to be understood as part of the core depictive message, but rather are

;ltl!parl additional information (e.g. Fig. 2 b in the series of objects above the procession). Often
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Fig. 13 e - Susa (after Amiet 1972 no. 7O, Fig. 13 [ - Susa (after Amier 1972 no T8 ).

such design elements will be “slotted” one for the other within a depictive setting (compare Figs. 5a and 5
b)%¥. One type of plant replaced with another. or divine symbols, or commodity type, or vessel type.

Through this comparison with the structure of the earliest texts, | want to suggest that the “mixed”
nature of the visual imagery can be thought of as parallel to the “mixed” nature of the proto-cuneiform
script. Some design elements act iconically through resemblance much like a pictograph/ideogram (Fig. 2 a).
Others seems to be more like logograms in which they are an abstract symbol for a thing/word (Fig. 5 a).
Others seem to be more like determinatives, slotted in one for the other (Fig. 13aforFig. 17 b, ¢).

In addition to these formal features in which the presentation and the organization of the glyptic
imagery can be seen in some ways comparable to the script, there is undeniable similarity in the
appearance of some signs and some design elements used in glyptic imagery. Obviously, since we cannot
read these signs on the tablets, it is impossible to speculate on whether they could have the same
meaning in both systems, but in the case of the frontal bulls head*’, or divine symbols*, or the typology
of vessels*, the similarity cannot be overlookeds!,

ConNcLupnG REMARKS

Having compared the formal structure of proto-cuneiform texts and proto-literate glyptic images,
we can return to function of the imagery in the economic ad ministration. What, if anything could they
have contributed to the administrative system in which they are used? Are they really the visual
equivalent of names, of signatures? It seems in fact that the one topic that the seal imagery does not
address is name. We have representations of different types of officials, the priest/king, acolytes,
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 Fig. 14 a - Susa (after Amiet 1972 no. 629). Fig. 14 b - Susa (after Amiet 1972 no. 713).

and personal workers. They are all clearly distinguished both by attire and by posture but
ated as generic types and are not differentiated.

jore the administrative role of the seals can be understood in the proto-literate period, we must
arer understanding of the scope and the objectives of the administrative processes. This

‘of administration envisioned here is one that was concerned with a small but extremely
rt of the economy, the portion that was of interest to the central authority. Further, the glyptic
ts that the most commonly occurring themes, those of rituals or activities of production
together. All of these economic functions must have been extremely important not only to
: but also to at least a significant portion of the economic life of the Late Uruk state.
context, images could be indicating a particular occasion and hence the time and the
lination of goods’!. Images of production show us in quite specific terms what was
what the social relations of production were. Could these be the production of goods that
at time of ritual celebrations? Or are they goods that were given in exchange for raw
5 that do not refer to actual events are more difficult to interpret. Many seem to refer to
odities or combinations of commodities: textiles, vessels, caprids for textiles, caprids for
- meat/sacrifice. Others might flag social groups. The emblematic groups are often
by vessels or by symbols whose meanings are lost to us; perhaps they are designations
duction groups or other corporate entities.
| reading of these images will always lie beyond our reach, just as a literal reading of the
But | believe that they must be approached together both because they were invented
because they were used together in the same administrative system. These images
ntributed to the administration of the economy in a way that augmented the inscriptions.
 seal ownership becomes important, during the later part of the Early Dynastic | period,
1l names were added to the seal imagery through the use of proto-cuneiform inscription.
' that the large number of themes so typical of the proto-literate period are replaced
ed and illegible theme of animal combat.
nt as reading these laconic documents, is what they can tell us about the social and
iabits of ancient humanity. Not only do we have the invention of writing at this
ve have the invention of what Frankfort has called “action™ art. Before this time, much of
e that we define as “art” is essentially the residue of ritual or ceremonial activity or it
‘markers within the social hierarchy. The art of the proto-iterate period, both on the
media records for us (as it did for its original audience) status and ritual, but unlike
arlier periods, it does not do so directly. What images begin to do for the first time was to
relations and social behavior; through illustration, imagery communicated social norms
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Fig. 15 d - Susa (after Amier 1972 51 1.

and it extended ritual. It stood outside of the event; it conveyed message through time and space that
was clear to all who were literate in the visual system.

It has long been noted that one of the features that accompanies the appearance of the “state” is
the occurrence of this kind of representation. At least in greater Mesopotamia, we see the representation
of ever more elaborate and detailed and differentiated events and relationshi ps. Both writing and visual
narration as systems of symbolizing were invented in the same crucible. Both were the externalization
and the concretization of information and both were tools of social control.

I am exploring in more general terms the ways in which these two modes of symbolic expression,
textual and visual, were related, My investigation of this early material suggests that there was a strong
structural, contextual and thematic linkage between visual works of "art” and “written” texts and that
these two modes of expression stood in opposition to spoken communications. in particular to dialogue,
and to ritual or other acts of physical communication. Implicit in such a view is an explanation for the
tremendous thematic variety that characterizes the proto-literate glyptic corpus, a variety that rapidly
constricts following the collapse of the protoliterate social economic organization and the re-alignment
into what we know as the Early Dynastic city states.
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Fig. 16g - Uruk (after Brandes 1979; if. 16).
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Fig. 17b - Uruk; Red Temple: UVB 5 tl. 24a (after Amiet 1980: IT6). 1
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Fig. 18a - Uruk; Limestone Temple: UVB 5 tl. 251 {after Amiet 1980: 178).
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“ig. 18b - Uruk IV: UVB 5, ti. 24c. level 4 (affer Amiet 1980: 177)
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S

Fig. 19a - Susa (after Amier 1972: 464 ).

n ZA 15 tf 4 abb 11 Fig. 19d - Uruk; Limestone Temple: UVB 5 ti. 26b
{after Amiet 1980 199).

- Amiet 1972: 478). Fig. 19g - Susa (after Amiet 1972: 475).

Y,

6 1960 tf 26g; 30 a-d; p. 50: Fig. 19h - Uruk; Red Temple: UVB 5 tf. 22d. Lenzen ZA 15t
1980: pl. 13 bis L). 4 abb. 9 (after Amiet 1980 2011 ).
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rilten version of the paper presented at the conference, | am grateful to the organizers for thelr invitation and for
It has benefitted from comments made at the symposium as well as remarks by the editors.
arate” is used here in the sense first proposed by Delougaz to denote the cultural horizon equivalent to the
1 1l in the Eanna sounding at Uruk. The general geographical term “greater Mesooptamia”™ embraces southern
q tan, and those sites in Syria and northern Mesopotama which were, judging by their material culture,
with the southern sites,
1992,
AsD ExcLusg 1990, pp. 220-1 for a selective bibliography.
sions of seals on clay are know from the Halal period at Arpachiyah. Arguing from the criterion of
tation, both the shape of the seal and the number of impressions on those flat, round or oblong
have contained information about number and commaodity (or subject). For illustrations see voN WICKEDE

seals and sealings held in Chicago in 1975 Initlated the current discussion of this subject. Geson anp Bisos
ho have tackied this problem in the early periods are L Brus AND VALLAT 1978; SHENDGE 1983; AMET 1985, ALIZADEH

. Lx Baux anD VAL AT 1978; Romivar 1988; ALzanei 1988,
ﬁ;.&.ﬂi‘ 28, opp. 29 illustrates separate seal images that are virtually indistinguishable. These seals belong
plex category. By Nissen's reasoning, these seals would have belonged to the same individual.

it expect. It is possible to discern some Instances of consistent patterns linking imagery and seal owner or
‘Winter has shown that there exist correlations between the rank of official and the content of seal imagery
Wircrer 1987,
at personal names were répresented in the protocuneiform script. See Nissen, DasEsov A Encrusn 1990,
 of the use of personal names in the archaic script.
ld work in essentially the same way as the Neo-Sumerian seals in which rank was flagged through imagery,
s never the rigorous consistency in the Protoiterate schematic seals that one finds in the seals of the Neo-

from the lexical lists that the Proto-Sumerians were interested in systematic correlations. Lists of fishes see
 Civi it Bicos 1966; list of professions and titles Nssen, Damerov ann Exciunn 1990, pp. 1537, FAKENSTEN
X1 4-24.

a; 1986, He did not, however, attempl to explore how such a system would work as a code. For a discussion
see the review by Cowox 19812,

Nissen, his interest is in hierarchy of carly states, Dittmann assigned a place in the administrative hierarchy
then counted the number of tiers in the hierarchy. The assignment to one or other level in the hlerarchy
presence or absence of design elements. While some of the modifying design elements may indeed have
t& seem arbitrary in their assignment to one or the other of the three tiers in the hierarchy. DITTmans

bibliography see Wiicht 1977 and WrigHT 1982,
 work of Plerre Amiet, the corpus of glyptic imagery from Susa has long been fully published in AsiEr

al terms as levels 19 to 17B in the Acropole sounding. See Le Brun 1971.
1988,
here does not attempt to account for the co-occurence of the impressions of different seals on these
charts the patterns of oceurence but fails to detect any convincing pattern.
Damr. 1982; 1983; Cotron axn ReAne 1983; DeLoucaz avn Kantor 1972, There is striking homogeneity in the
: used in these “colonial” sites, while the administrative system found at Uruk has some different
to consider the function of the sealings from Uruk see Riciio 1991
number are glyptic exemplars contemporary with Levels VI through Il at the Eanna sounding at Uruk.
of published examples there are 161 Images from Uruk; 14 from Jemdet Nasr; fi from Habuba Kibira; 9
from Jebel Aruda; from Susa; 4 fram Choga Mish; and 2 from Nineveh, When all of the material is
might be perhaps doubled. What | exclude from that sample are the proto-elamite images from Susa
the Iranfan highland and those from the Seal Impression Strata levels 84 at Ur. The same general
al argument can, in my opinion, be applied to both of these groups of seal images.
 defined for the seal imagery from Uruk include feeding the flocks; presentation to Inanna; procession to
ac temple; ritual at temple; herd to temple; animal bier; workers; wartare; marshes; twist; animal and
heraldic animals; symbols. For Susa the major themes are: ritual with ruler; master of animals; combat;
I ; figures with goods/standards; transportation of goods; symbols, weaving, figures and vessels:
animal birthing; working in the flelds; animal files; heraldic composition of animal; composite animals;
and object.
%‘[ divides these further into ritual scenes and secular scenes,
usly refer to ritual or ceremonies but do show the priest/king engaged in activities which must also
impartance. In one example we see the priest/king hunting in the marshes, perhaps an efficacious evenl
asociated with the economy,
he iconography of the vase see Haxsex 1976,
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31 Branpes 1986, p. 55 argues that such seal imagery directly coples the Warka vase. A striking characteristic of the art of the
protoliterate period, first observed by FrascrorT 1939, p 23, ks the homogeneity of the imagery across media In this period, |
intend to explore the significance of this relationship in a future study.

32 Amaong the published examples, this theme of procession overlaps with the previously considered theme in only in shared
emphasis on the girdle of the priest king as seen on the vase Itself.

33 Luowp anp SaFar 1943,

#H  This could be the divine sign for Enkl, if the assigned value of sign 421 as Fridu in Green aNp Nissen 1987 is correct, The
procession of the boat always approaches the temple with this ringed standard. The association with water reinforces such an
interpretation.

35 FrangrorT 1939, p. 22 suggests that these scenes have what he terms an “historical” character,

36 The fact that the “colonies” are indeed contemporary with Uruk IV is finally proven by the close analysis of seal Impression
which allows us to be unequivocal in our opinion that Habuba Kibira; Susa level 1817 and Uruk IV are contemporary
regardless of the fact that neither Habuba Kibira nor Susa have proto-cuneiform script at that point. See SmeENuaceN 1986 for
another opinion.

37 Prrrwax 1993

38 These are images that Drrraasy 1986 assigned to dilferent sectors of the economy, an interpretation that is generally
consistent with the one offered here, excepting the variable of hierarchy.

39 Following Nissen, Drrostans 1986, pp. 338-39 includes these in a group that would denote the lowest level of the administrative
hlerarchy.

40 This enigmatic form could denote either a fence or a neck stock used to control animals,

41 Gereen 1981, p. 346. | rely entirely on the work of other scholars for the origin and early development of the proto-cuneiform
script. In particular the positions elaborated by Powell 1981 and Green 1981 are central to my understanding.

42 Powell 1981, pp. 421-23 for a discussion of the conceptual background of the proto-cuneiform script.

43 Green 1981, p. 356.

44  For example see Avirr 1980,

45 Although as Grs 1963, p. 67 shows that is the case In the heraldic device for the lowns of Oxford, Berlin and Munich, In all
three cases there is a phonetic transfer involved in the emblematic devices.

46 Harms 1986, pp. 145496; p, 155 for a discussion of “slotting” in writing systems.

AT Green anD Nssew T98T7: sign no. 29 and 30 compare to Fig. 20 b.

48 GrEEs anD Nissen 1987: slgn no. 375 which is the gate post of Inanna see Fig. 6 d,

49 GreeN anp Nesen 1987: sign nos. 88, 93-124; 190 are vessel types that are used as design elements.

50 Precisely the same relationship exists between the designs clement used in the glazed steatite seals and the proto-elamite
system of writing, See Prmwas 1994,

31 This is diametrically opposed to the interpretation offered by Lt Brum anp Vauat 1978, Thelr analysis which is based on the
assumptions developed by Nesex 1977 posits a market economy in which individuals are documenting private transactions
through the administrative tools of the hollow clay balls and numerical tablets.
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RESPONSE

BY JUDITH WEINGARTEN

dl like to start with a brief consideration of the two glyptic groups, schematic and complex
generally may be read as geometric and figurative seal imagery. Pittman quotes the
between the former cheap, possibly institutional seals, and the latter expensive, possibly
| seals, and (rightly I think) questions the underlying assumptions. Before discussing that,
| would like to know more about how proto-literate schematic seals were used — for, if the
figurative seals had any objective value, it ought to be reflected in sealing practices. At
-I_G;i‘-éxalnple (RoThman, M5, elsewhere in this volume), we saw that an analysis of sealings
-lli__‘_snme clear functional distinctions between geometric and figurative seals ... though the
of those differences might be open to dispute. There, in Phase 11, over 70 figurative seals
geometric seals stamped container - and door-sealings, surely not a chance distribution. So,
ses: what did all the other geometric seals actually do? And can we probe further: did the
a figurative seals that sealed jars differ in any visual or thematic way from the 40-odd
s that sealed sacks and baskets? One does not expect an administrative open-and-shut case
ative seal stamped only a single sealing (how much simpler had a single figurative seal
erent jars); nonetheless, it is only by such analyses of actual seal use that we can hope to
[ nh:]acﬁvely the different roles — and attached values — of seal imagery.

luating complex versus schematic seals in the pre- and proto-literate periods, what bothers
assumption that figurative seals, as the wave of the future, must have necessarily been
then, at the time when both types of seals were in use. Because figurative seals are more
ing to us, were perhaps more expensive to fabricatel, and we know that the future will
rule) favour them, does not necessarily tell us how seal-users at that time would have
I. One may equally well imagine a tenacious regard for geometric motifs among certain
ong high-ranking individuals. It seems to me that the only way to avoid imposing our
nd historical values on the range of proto-literate glyptic imagery is to consider seal
tual seal-use. | would therefore like to ask Pittman: does the material for such an analysis
ible to study proto-literate sealings by thematic groups? Can we discern if figurative

| point is the use of the word ‘narrative’ to describe scenes on some figurative seals. If
tive' as the representation of specific events involving specific individuals?, | would be
‘any proto-literate seal was narrative in intent. Rather, they must display typical scenes: a
or type of ritual, or king receiving bound prisoners.

in the absence of specific attributes or inscriptions, how could anyone - even of that time —
es to specific individuals or to real events? One wonders then, if it is not somewhat
if the king slaughtering glyptic prisoners is the king of Uruk or the king of Susa
ing Amiet’s paper; he is a king doing what all, any and only kings do; as such, this
easily migrate from town to town, without any necessary — indeed any possible - political

perhaps deeply unfashionable) point: in our studies of seal use and sealing administration,
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We are in some danger of ignoring, or at least pushing aside, the very probable magical significance of
seal imagery., While we pay lip service tg amuletic values, we tend to regard these as a property of the
stone. What | am talking about rather is the magical property of the Image, whereby the single scene on a
seal not only stands (pars pro toto) for a whole sequence of events but actually — magically - primes and
starts those events. In this sense, the glyptic scene Causes its own completion: ‘the whole is inevitably
there™. One thinks particularly of the ‘colonial’ seals and the list-scenes of manufactured goods and
processes which Pittman discusses. Though necessari ly confined to a single glyptic frame, | wonder if
such scenes should not be regarded as intending the entire process, indeed triggering that process,
rather than report ing a single phase of economic industry. Then, this process would include, too, the
final act of sealing, which completes the activity illustrated on the seal. In this sense, one might say that
the seal participates in its own imagery, a perhaps more fruitful way of thinking about the purpose of a
seal — and here | rejoin Pittman — then as an arbitrary system for denoting individuals.

I Onthe practical ambiguities of a ‘cheapness versus eXpensiveness’ argument, see WeinGarTEN, | 1990, pp. 77-83.
2 Defined by Kraeume, C.H. 1957, p. 43, introducing a Symposium on the suliject.
3 DEMETRACOPOULOL LeE, D. 1948, pp, 411-412. J

BieLiocraryy

DEMETRACOPOULOU LEE, I, 1948,
Magic, Science and Religion, and Other Essays, pp. 411412,

KRAELING, C.H. 1957,
Narration in Ancient Art, in “AJA”", 61 p. 43,

WEINGARTEN, J. 199].
The Sealing Structure of Karahdéyiik and some Administrative Links with Phaistos on Crete, (With an
Appendix on the Sealings from Uronarti. in “Oriens Antiquus”, 29, pp. 63-95.
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fuestions are easier to answer than others.
believer in the work that is being done on seal function. | have written a dissertation in
‘the administrative function of the major geometric group of seal images used in this
the glazed steatite group. And I think that there are groups of material that we can do
is on to show that geometric seals are indeed used for different functions that figurati-
this is true for the glazed steatite type seals from Susa and Malyan and the piedmont
three exceptions, they are never used on tablets. They are used only to seal jars and
used for storage. That function stands in opposition to the function of the figural seals
| to seal the proto-elamite tablets and are also used to seal containers as well.
e, in my opinion, very few geometric seals in heartland Mesopotamia. In fact, | do not con-
il ladies to be geometric or even the rows of drilled vessels. Both of these seal images
that exists in the world.
ly have a long and rich tradition of geometric seals in northern Mesopotamian and in
. to more southern sites such as Tell es Sawwan and Wailly those are sites that have
‘representations in the very earliest period. Perhaps there was from that very early
r interest in the south towards figural representation. Thus there is a difference between
e south. | don’t think that it has to do with an interest in identifying individuals.
m of the 34 figural and the 34 individual representations — | am not quite sure how to
0 one has convinced me what the significance is of multiple impressions. | am sure that
e but given the nature of our sample, and given the ways in which this material is
is only when your have a situation like Arslantepe that you can say anything about
¢ of single versus multiple impressions.
trying to accomplish in my line of argumentation is to release us from the notion that
persons always. | don't know what they mean. It is certainly possible that they could
ate personal offices. But we always see every seal impression as defining and
authorizing person, and that is | think a concept which is not likely to be true in

that I was trying to make is that figural representation of the proto-literate horizon
we know from later periods. They are, in fact, almost like the text in that they are
read, very distinct. If you know the glyptic of the ancient Near East, you know that
eriod, we move into a time when there are only two major scenes instead of more than
: combat scene among which it is impossible to distinguish, and the other is the ban-
I do not see the Uruk style or the Uruk figural expression as the wave of the future.

 to the use of the term “narrative” is well taken. | do not understand these images as
cific events. | mean them as representations of repeated events that were, repre-
ed and economical manner so that everyone who needed to understood what was
‘purpose is to show that this is the priest king, and that he has relation with specific
‘of whether the priest king on the seals from Uruk is the same as the priest king on
t least in my mind — has major implications for understanding the structure of the
see this as a representation of the person (office) who is in charge of the Uruk
ly different situation than if we see him as a representation of the person who is
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in charge of Susa and the other colonies. Do they all have rulers that are represented in exactly the same
way that the ruler of Uruk is represented?

And on that I think more work need to be done. But one of the functions of Imagery - and we assu-
me that it was an important function in the earlier periods — was to define boundaries. It was the define
boundaries between people, between polities, between communities. One of the ways that you establish
boundaries is 1o :iiﬂemntiate, and so 1 think one question is this: if you have two competing polities
would they logically represented their ruler jn exactly the same manner?

One of the ways that we can get at the relationships between the sites in the center and periphery
of Mesopotamia is to look at the administrative system, and part of the administrative system is the ima-
ges seen in the glyptic,

The last issue you raise js magic. [ think that images can and might have been efficacious but I do
not think that seal impressions being stored in archives were perceived of as magical. There are two
things that | believe about seal impressions on administrative documents: I do not think that they are
there for decoration and | do not believe that they were magically protecting anything. The seg] impres-
sion are part of 5 practical administrative System. It is a complex system. They're not putting information
into the seals that js not useful,

WEINGARTEN

When I brought up the possibility of a magical purpose, it was really to break the one-to-one
interpretation of, for example, a picture of People working on a textile loom and the assumption that the
seal must have belonged to the administrator of textile production. | would like to get away from (what
seems to me) an extremely simplistic set of assumptions; but it is not a major point,

ALIZADEH

[ am prepared 1o accept what Holly said with some modification. If “Greater Mesopotamia” is used
asa geniuglcalfgemgraphfcai designation, then Susiana may be included. But as a cultura) designation jt
glosses over significant cultural differences between southern Mesopotamia and Susiana, But Holly's
analysis of glyptic designs and imagery and the messages they relate i highly relevant to the study of
cultural complexity.

In the late prehistoric period the repertoire of seal designs is limited, consisting of mostly

Uruk period than | am and so | appreciate your objection and | hesitate to get into a discussion on it. The
one think that I wijl say is that | do not agree that these seal images have “diffused” into the region. The
15 a series of dots. It is g very specific, very complicated system of
imagery that you do not see before Susa 19 level. |t starts in the middle of the Uryk period and by the time
WE get to the Late Uruk period it js very specific and | think quite short lived. And we can see the fact that
Habuba Kibira and Susa and Jebel Aruda and Uruk are sharing these images, and all are separate one from
the other. The imagery is used, | think, more than any other evidence other than administrative evidence as
the basis of the argument for the existence of “colonies” in the Late Uruk period, certainly along with the
pottery. 5o I think that we have to respect the specificity of the iconography and the specificity of the style
just as we respect the specificity of a tablet showing up in a context. We must deal with what that it means.
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that some of these representations would be the “signature” of an individual person?

know how it would work. There are two or three seals of the Late Uruk period that have
Those might in fact be names. I don’t deny the possibility any more than anything else.
k that images exclusively denoted individuals.

you explain, for example, the seals which have an inscription and say “The seal of
udum™? That is a person and an official.

 that a sealing is individualized through its relationship to an inscription, but if you
;nfﬁe.ﬂarly Dynastic combat scenes where in the Royal Cemetery for example only a
combat scenes carved in lapis were inscribed. All of the seals are owned by
no way to know who these individuals were both in antiquity and now unless

associated with them,

s the cylinder seal featuring the priest-king. It is noteworthy that, wherever such seals
Meso : Susa and Choga Mish, Persia; or Habuba Kabira, Syria; they are part of

lage that includes clay cone mosaics, beveled-rim bowls, nose-lugged jars,
pes and impressed tablets. These artifacts depict a bureaucracy: its lavish
and his paraphernalia of power; the administrative kit, including measures,
devices and seals. The context makes it clear that the significance of the seals

ic control.

with any of that and I am not saying that this isn’t a system of control. It is
[ control. But what I am trying to do is to ask what role do the seal images play in
And | am suggesting that | do not see the administration as a system of control
Uruk community is having to pass through all of these controls just to get
as a way of channeling goods to the centralized institution, and so it is only
ent of the centralized institution. It is only dealing with a particular segment of
on and transportation of raw materials. The other thing is that, of course
course there are responsible individuals. I have no question about that. But |
uals. | am talking about the imagery on the seals. And what | see there s,
a reflection of the mechanism through which this redistribution or control was

through religious sanctification and that is why we are seeing what we are
s, If they had wanted to add names to the images though could have done that.
d rebus. If they had wanted to denote individuals by name, they would have

ring the image of the priest-king, and the administrative assemblage to which




they belong, are known to be of Uruk origin, their
Mesopotamian temple zone of influence ar, in other word

presence in Persia and Syria indicates the
s, the extent of the Uruk priest-king's power.

PITTMAN
S50 we agree,
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LIVERANI

The next one is a paper by Joan Aruz from the Metropolitan

Museum, New York. Now we are
crossing the Bosphorus, leaving the Near East to enter into the Aegean.
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