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In archaeological terminology, small portable objects made of stone,
mud, bone, and metal, usually 1-5 cm in diameter, with carved
patterns are called seals. This tool probably had different functions in
prehistoric times, but the economic function of the seal is more
important. The greatest variety of cylindrical and metal mesh seals
can be seen in the Bronze Age. The present article seeks to answer the
following questions: What are the characteristics of Tepe Hissar seals
in terms of typology and iconography? Are the typological and
iconographical changes of the seals of Tepe Hissar related to the
arrival of other cultures in this region? Have the cultural and religious
evolutions of the native people of the region caused the changes in
seals? This research is of documentary type and based on the
descriptive-analytical method, which was carried out with the aim of
typology and iconography of the seals discovered from Tepe Hissar
Damghan. The seals of the Hissar I and II periods have been often
discovered from grave contexts and the seals of the Hissar III period
have been often discovered from architectural contexts. This study
shows that most of the seals are of the stamp type and most of the
engraved patterns are geometric. The seals of Tepe Hissar were made
of various stones and materials, some of which were local and some
imported from other regions. This shows the extent of commercial
and economic activities in Tepe Hissar.
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Introduction

A seal is an object generally made of stone or
ivory, shell, inlay, jade, metal, wood, mud, and
a mixture of bitumen. This tool usually has a
carved pattern and when it is pressed on a soft
surface, it leaves an impression (Roaf, 1990: 72;
Atakuman, 2015: 760-61). In the ancient Near
East, two types of seals were used: cylindrical
and stamp seals.

The function mechanism of seals in
prehistoric times shows obvious differences.
The most obvious differences can be noticed in
the appearance of cylindrical seals or the
appearance of metal mesh seals in the Bronze
Age. One of the effective factors in the
emergence of cylindrical and metal mesh seals
in the Bronze Age was the development of
inter-regional trade, followed by specialization
in the societies of this period (Talai, 2019b: 39-
40).

Tepe Hissar, an almost destroyed mound, is
located about 3 km southeast of Damghan (Fig.
1) (Schmidt, 1933a: 331). Considering the salient

parts of the site, the total area of Tepe Hissar is
about 12 hectares (Roustaei, 2010: 614). Schmidt
divided the three main layers recognized into
sub-layers of the Hissar (1A, IB, IC), Hissar (I1A,
1IB), and Hissar (IIIA, 1IIB, IIIC) (Schmidt, 1937:
19). The Revision Commission (headed by
Dyson) divided the cultural sequence of Tepe
Hissar into six phases from A (upper layer) to F
(lower layer). Layers E/F correspond to period
I/IIA (the late 5th millennium to 3600 BC).
Layer D corresponds to period IIB (ca. 3600 -
2900 BC); Layer B/ C corresponds to period I1IB
(ca. 2600 - 2200 BC); and Layer A corresponds
to period IIIC (ca. 2100 - 1700 BC) (Dyson &
Lawn, 1989: 143).

This research deals with the typology and
iconography of the seals discovered from Tepe
Hissar and their comparative comparison with
the seals of other contemporary civilizations in
the region. In addition, commercial connections
between Tepe Hissar and other civilizations are
investigated based on similar seal impressions.

Figure 1: Aerial image of Tepe Hissar (Google Earth, 2021).

Methodology

This research is of documentary type and based
on the descriptive-analytical method, which
was carried out with the aim of typology and
iconography of the seals discovered from Tepe

Hissar, Damghan. First, the seals found from
the excavations at Tepe Hissar were classified
based on the material, pattern, and context.
Then, they were compared with similar seals
obtained from other sites in the region. It is
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worth noting that the seal impressions found in
Tepe Hissar were taken from the website of the
University of Pennsylvania Museum.

Discussion

Schmidt recorded 122 stamp seals during his
1931-32 excavations at Tepe Hissar. All the seals
found from the Hissar I and II periods were
stamp seals, and no cylindrical seals had been
found before the Hissar III period. There are
only three cylinder seals in the Tepe Hissar
seals collection, which Schmidt attributed to
Hissar IIIB and believed that they were
imported from other cultures, probably
Mesopotamia or Elam (Schmidt, 1937: 309).

Studying the seals of Tepe Hissar indicated
that they were made of various stones and
materials, some of which were local, and others
were imported from other areas. This shows the
extent of commercial and economic activities in
Tepe Hissar. We can mention materials such as

shells, which probably indicate the commercial
relationship of Tepe Hissar with the southern
regions of Iran. The materials used to make the
seals of Tepe Hissar include limestone, baked
clay, gypsum, glass paste, soapstone, marble,
copper, shell, grahamite, and serpentine,
among which gypsum, limestone, and baked
clay are the most abundant in all Hissar periods.
Large copper seals appear in the Hissar 1IB
period (Schmidt, 1937: 119).

Out of the total 118 seals studied, 53 belonged
to Hissar I, 19 belonged to Hissar II, 16 belonged
to Hissar III, and 5 were found from the mixed
layer of Hissar IC-IIA. Among them, there are
25 stamp seals whose period cannot be
accurately determined. Table 1 presents the
types of materials used in making seals by
period. In terms of form, the studied seals are
divided into eight categories, oval, polygonal,
circular, button, conical, rectangular, square,
and medal (Fig. 2).

Table 1: The quantity of materials used in making the seals of Tepe Hissar, Damghan.

ity Hissar 1C-
No. Material Hissar | Hissar 11 Hissar 111 Unknown HA Sum
Period?
1 gypsum 13- (11 %) 3-(2/5%) 1- (0/8%) 14- (11/8%) 1- (8%) 32- (27/11%)
2 limestone 25- (21/18 %) 3- (2/5%) = 1- (/8%) = 29- (24/5%)
3 baked clay 4- (3/3%) 1-(/8%) 6-(5%) 4- (3/3%) 4- (3/3%) 19- (16/1%)
4 glass Paste - 6- (5%) - 3- (2/5%) = 9- (7/6%)
5 soapstone 6- (5%) 1-(0/8%) 1-(0/8%) - 8- (6/7%)
6 cooper - 2- (1/6%) 4- (3/3%) - - 6- (5%)
7 marble s 1- (0/8%) 2- (1/8%) = = 3- (2/5%)
8 serpentine - 2-(1/6%) 1- (0/8%) - 3- (2/5%)
9 Shell = 2- (1/6%) = = = 2- (1/6%)
10 grahamite 1- (0/8%) - - - 1- (0/8%)
11 Uil 4- (313%) 1- (0/8%) 1- (0/8%) 6- (5 %)
material E " il : . k
Total seals for each 5 ® % % % 118
et 53(44/9%) | 19(16/1%) | 16(13/5%) 25(21/1%) 5(4/2%) S A
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Figure 2: Typology of the seals of Tepe Hissar.

The seal patterns can be categorized in the
following groups: Crosses (filled and diagonal)
(Figs. 3a-b); Two semicircles (Figs. 3c-d);
Groove (Fig. 6e); Wavy and zigzag lines (Figs.
3f-g); Geometric shapes (Figs. 3h-i); Rotation
(Fig. 3j-k); Checkered (grid) (Fig. 31); Animal
motifs (Fig. 3m); Geometrical, human and
animal combination Patterns (Fig. 3n);
Incomprehensible and unusual patterns (Fig.
30); Seals without motifs (Fig. 3p).

There have been changes in the patterns
between the periods of Hissar Il and III. Besides,
changes have been made in the context of seals.
Seals of the Hissar III period were not recovered
from the graves. Although the small number of
seals of the Hissar Il and III periods makes it
difficult to draw conclusions based on the
correct percentage and number, the available
information indicates definite changes between
these periods (Bennett, 1989: 128). Seals with
human and animal motifs are rarely seen until
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the Hissar III period. Only one example of a seal
with human and animal motifs was found in
the Hissar I period. On the other hand,
geometrical patterns with different quantities

33-15-597
m

are observed in all periods of Hissar (Bennett,
1989: 128). The shapes of seals and their
diversity, especially their mystery, are greater
in the Hissar III period (Afsharfar, 2010: 14).

P

Figure 3: The Iconography of the seals of Tepe Hissar.

Tepe Hissar, the largest known urban
settlement in the eastern part of North Central
Iran, shows the continuous cultural sequences
from the fifth to the second millennium BC. The
import of turquoise and lapis lazuli refers to the
connection with the East. Furthermore, the
unwritten clay tablets (that are reminiscent of
Proto-Elamite tablets) and a cylinder seal

indicate the connection with the West (Hessari,
2011: 38). The first period of Tepe Hissar reveals
a close relationship with the Chalcolithic Age,
which chronologically spans from about 4300 to
about 3000 BC. On the other hand, the findings
of this site (for instance, the stamp seals) show
many connections and similarities with the
Sialk III period (Talaei, 2019b: 65). In the early
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fourth millennium BC/the end of the
Chalcolithic Age, Tepe Hissar entered a new
period: The change in pottery technique and the
transition from decorated pottery to early Gray
Pottery. The emergence of seals, tablets, and
tokens, a dramatic change in architectural style,
and a significant increase in economic activities
suggest a complex society in Hissar. The
development of industry specialization and
using an administrative system controlling
production and trade are considered during the
fourth millennium BC (Afshar, 2014; Tosi &
Bulgarelli, 1989: 40-41).

The early seals of Tepe Hissar are more
similar to the seals of Tepe Sialk. The geometric
patterns of the Hissar seals are similar to the
Sialk seals (Bennett, 1989: 129). The main
difference between the two sets is in the shape
of the reverse of the seals. The Sialk seals have
small, almost flat handles with perforations and
are similar to buttons (Bennett, 1989: 129). In
both sites, the main characteristic of the seals is
their geometric patterns. Dividing the circular
surfaces of the seals into four parts is a common
practice. The stamp seals of Tepe Hissar are
smaller than the Sialk seals. In addition to the
single place of production, the common
characteristics of the Tepe Hissar seals and the
Tepe Sialk seals reveal a wide connection
between the chalcolithic sites in the region
(Talai, 2019b: 65). Among the Susa finds, a seal
is similar to some limestone seals of the Hissar
I period with zigzag patterns; the dating of this
seal is questionable (Schmidt, 1937: 300). The
great similarity between the Sialk and Hissar
seals, and in some cases with Susa, justify the
similarity of trade relations and exchange of
goods (Afsharfar, 2006: 37). The presence of
seals from Tepe Hissar, Tepe Sialk, Tepe Giyan
and Susa with the pattern of two semicircles in
which zigzag lines and triangles are carved
indicate the economic exchanges of these sites.

The seals found in the Shahr-i Sokhta Site do
not show much connection with the seals
obtained from the Tepe Hissar. Looking at the
images published by Lamberg-Karlowski and
Tosi (1973) and Tosi (1969), it is clear that the
Shahr-i Sokhta seals are very different in
patterns: round, square, rectangular, or often
unusual shapes. These patterns are symmetrical
and geometric, and more similar to the seals of

Turkmenistan than Hissar (Bennett, 1989: 129).
Twelve seals found in Turkmenistan are
published (Megaw, 1976; Pumpelly, 1908). They
vary widely in form, including rectangles,
crosses, spectacular goats, and three-headed
quadrupeds (Megaw, 1976: 256). The existing
geometric patterns bear little resemblance to
Hissar, concentric «circles, and crosses.
However, the connection between the seals of
Hissar and Turkmenistan is not very
significant. The seals of Balkh are also different
from Turkmenistan and Hissar. The Balkh seals
emphasize human and animal motifs (Amiet,
1977). Often a single person or animal
comprises the main motif of the seal (Ibid: Plate
IV), unlike what is seen on the Hissar seals,
which have more than one pattern engraved on
them. Therefore, the seals of Tepe Hissar are not
related to the seals of northern, northeastern, or
southeastern regions. Only the Sialk site has a
series of seal motifs that are similar to the
patterns of the Hissar seal (Bennett, 1989: 130-
131).

Conclusion

Tepe Hissar Damghan is one of the key sites for
identifying the cultures of the central plateau of
Iran. The location of this site on the main trade
route has caused its prosperity of economic
interactions, which is one of the reasons for the
emergence of seals as a sign of ownership in this
site. The seals of Tepe Hissar, which were both
local and imported, are made of different
materials. This shows the scope of the trade
activities in Tepe Hissar Damghan. The Hissar I
and II seals have been often found in grave
contexts and the Hissar Il seals have been often
found in architectural contexts. The seals of
Tepe Hissar have the most similarities with the
seals of Susa and Tepe Sialk, and outside the
Iranian plateau, they show similarities with
Mesopotamia and Central Asia. Unlike the
Sialk site, cylindrical seals and human and
animal motifs have been found very rarely in
Tepe Hissar. Parallel to the development of
trade, there were changes in the quality and
patterns of Tepe Hissar seals, which were
influenced by other cultures and local tastes.
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