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Introduction

Small, image-bearing items usually produced from
available local stone, sometimes together with items
made from clay, bone or exotic materials, are tradi-
tionally called stamp seals. These items are regularly
encountered at later 7th and 6th millennium BC sites
of Northern Mesopotamia (Fig. 1). A remarkable
unity can be observed in the selection of seal ima-
ges across this region, which strengthens the impres-
sion that these objects were part of a common sym-
bolic world. Various styles of cross-hatching, concen-
tric circles, zigzags or a combination of parallel and

perpendicular lines were often incised on carefully
shaped geometric surfaces (Fig. 2). More naturalis-
tic images of animals, such as caprines, snakes and
scorpions along with humanoid and house imagery
are also consistently observed. The great majority
of these objects have pendant- or bead-style perfora-
tions or raised suspension loops that indicate attach-
ment to another medium, such as a rope or textile
(von Wickede 1990; Charvat 1991). Evidence from
the mid-7th millennium BC cemetery at Tell Ain el-
Kerkh indicates that they were worn on the hip or
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hand area as body adorn-
ments by individuals of both
sexes and of various ages, in-
cluding juveniles and children
(Tsuneki 2011).

The role of stamps and pen-
dants in Mesopotamia is of-
ten considered within an evo-
lutionary framework that led
to the emergence of writing
(Dittman 1986; Nissen et al.
1993; Pittman 1994; Frangi-
pane 1994; 2000; Schmandt-
Besserat 1996; Postgate
2005; Algaze 2008). In this
framework, the construction
of a universal Mesopotamian
ideology is narrated as a pro-
gressive development of increasingly rational solu-
tions to administrative problems over the course of
development of a sedentary agricultural lifestyle.
The most overt crystallisation of this idea is found
in the work of Denise Schmandt-Besserat (1992;
1994; 1996; 2007; 2009), who, by focusing on the
geometry of image-bearing objects from various pre-
historic and proto-historic contexts, postulated that
stamps with particular geometric shapes symbolised
counting of particular types of goods that, when
used as sealing, secured a record of those goods in
exchange transactions.

Many scholars agree that the objects studied by
Schmandt-Besserat may have served as antecedents
to the proto-cuneiform writing system. The evidence
for the earliest writing comes from clay tablets found
at Uruk dated to c. 3200 BC, the majority of which

are understood to be records of material transactions
taking place within the economy of a densely popu-
lated temple-state in which trade and labour was
centrally controlled through powerful political insti-
tutions and religious rituals enacted within the con-
text of monumental architecture (Algaze 2008). Ac-
cording to Robert Englund (1998; 2004), in the pe-
riod just prior to the development of writing, geo-
metrically shaped objects began to be used as tokens
that were impressed on clay envelopes, which then
became the basis of numerical tablets and ultimately
proto-cuneiform, or pictographic and ideographic
writing.

The discovery, in Sabi Abyad, of approx. 300 seal-
ings (impressed clay used to seal goods and commo-
dities) was a prominent factor in the identification
of stamps and pendants as types of administrative

Fig. 1. Map of the later 7th and 6th millennium BC sites mentioned in the
text (adapted from Carter 2010).

Tab. 1. Generalized chronology for the Early and the Late Neolithic periods of the Near East.

Time period Associated cultural development
The Early Neolithic (Aceramic or Pre-pottery Neolithic)  Emergence of early forms of sedentary life and ritual, with
c. 10000–7000 BC the first domesticated grasses appearing during the initial

stages, followed by the development of an increasing 
reliance on domesticated legumes and herd animals 
which was accompanied by increasing architectural
elaboration and ritual intensification. 

The Late Neolithic (Ceramic Neolithic) Appearance of wide scale colonization of the Northern
c. 7000–5500 BC Mesopotamian landscape by small communities of 

extended households who subsisted on  mixed farming 
and herding strategies. Introduction of portable items, 
such as pottery and stamp seals, laden with symbolism
which gradually created an impression of a culturally
unified horizon, commonly referred to as the Halaf,
over Northern Mesopotamia.



Fig. 2. Various stamp seals, pendants and
related images bearing objects from the
6th millennium BC contexts in Northern
Mesopotamia: a) Domuztepe Dt 2804, ser-
pentinite (from Carter 2010.168, Fig. 5.2);
b) Ras Shamra, carnelian (from von Wi-
ckede 1990.Pl. no. 186); c) Domuztepe Dt
3, serpentinite (from Carter 2010.168, Fig.
5.17); d) Arpachiyah A 18, steatite (from
Mallowan, Rose 1935.93, Fig. 50.15; dra-
wing adapted from von Wickede 1990); e)
Domuztepe Dt 492, dark red clayey slate
(from Carter 2010.170; Fig. 5.24); f) Tell
Halaf, Limestone (from von Wickede 1990.
Pl. no. 207); g) Domuztepe Dt 140, serpen-
tinite (from Carter 2010.170, Fig. 5.33); h)
Arpachiyah A 583, steatite (from Mallo-
wan, Rose 1935.583, Pl. VIIa; drawing
adapted from von Wickede 1990); i) Arpa-
chiyah A 13, limestone (from Mallowan,
Rose 1935. 94, Fig 51.10; drawing adapted
from von Wickede 1990.Pl. no. 133); j) Do-
muztepe Dt 171, serpentinite (from Carter
2010.172, Fig. 6.1); k) Sabi Abyad sealing
impression (from Akkermans, Duister-
maat 2004.7, Fig. 4.19); l) Sabi Abyad sea-
ling impression (from Duistermaat 1996.
359, Fig. 5.3, C 1.1); m) Sabi Abyad seal-
ing impression (from Duistermaat 1996.
359, Fig. 5.3, B 2.1); n) Arpachiyah A 895
(B), limestone (from Mallowan, Rose
1935.Pl. 6. A; drawing adapted from von
Wickede 1990); o) Arpachiyah, steatite
(from Mallowan, Rose 1935.93, Fig 51.4,
Pl. VI a.11); p) Sabi Abyad, sealing impres-
sion (from Duistermaat 1996.362, Fig.
5.6, T1.1).
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tools. Together with a concentration of miniature
vessels, tokens, discs and figurines, the sealings came
from the Level 6 settlement known as the ‘Burnt Vil-
lage’, a well-established community with large, clo-
sely spaced rectangular buildings and many small
tholoi that were largely destroyed by fire around
6000 BC (Akkermans, Verhoeven 1995; Akkermans,
Duistermaat 1997). The sealings were concentrated
within particular rooms of extensive architectural
complexes, where they appear to have been placed
after having been removed from the sealed objects
(Duistermaat 1996). Actual stamps have also been
recovered from other contexts at Sabi Abyad, and 15
of these stamps have been published (Duistermaat
1996; Akkermans, Duistermaat 2004).

The sealings were apparently used to mark food or
other commodities that may have been kept in straw
baskets or stone or clay containers (Akkermans,
Duistermaat 1997). Often, the same surface was co-
vered with multiple impressions of the same seal.

Considerable variation was observed among motifs,
which comprised a total of 67 separate types of ima-
gery, most frequent among caprines (17%), ‘S’-sha-
ped motifs possibly representing snakes (10%) and
zig-zag motifs possibly representing scorpions (5%).
Through a complex set of arguments, the excavators
concluded that the Burnt Village served the storage
needs of pastoralists travelling in the Balikh Valley,
and that the practice of sealing was used to keep a
record of the commodities secured by sedentary
groups at the site (Akkermans, Duistermaat 1997;
Verhoeven 1999).

Alwo von Wickede (1990) recorded 43 sealings and
130 stamps from various 6th millennium BC con-
texts, mostly from Arpachiyah, with smaller numbers
from Chagar Bazar, Tell Hassan, Gird Banahilk, Tepe
Gawra and Yarım Tepe. Some of the best-crafted ar-
tefacts from Arpachiyah were found at the Burnt
House, the rich archaeological context of Tt 6, which
is believed to have been a communal storage area
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for valuable objects such as figurines, finely made
pottery and stamps before it was intentionally burnt
during the abandonment of the site (Mallowan, Rose
1935; Campbell 2000). At the Burnt House, 41 seal-
ing impressions, apparently created from 26 stamps,
were recovered along with other valuable objects.

Evidence of sealing and stamping practices varies
substantially among sites. At the 20ha site of Do-
muztepe in Kahramanmaras, Turkey, for example,
approx. 150 stamps, pendants and related objects
were collected, whereas very few sealings were en-
countered (Denham on-line). At Domuztepe, stamps
and pendants were not found within a discrete buil-
ding; rather, nearly one-third of the stamps and pen-
dants found at Domuztepe were encountered during
the surface survey of the site, and the rest were
found within archaeological deposits from the late
7th through the early 6th millennium BC. In particu-
lar, the ‘Death Pit’, a communal burial context, was a
rich find context for stamps and pendants (Campbell
et al. 1999; Carter et al. 2003). Most of the stamps
were carved from serpentinite, a local stone, although
jasper, alabaster, steatite, limestone, quartzite and
sandstone were also used.

Various attempts have been made to reveal the so-
cial function of the late 7th and 6th millennium BC
period stamp seals. For example, Frangipane’s argu-
ment draws attention to their use as identity mark-
ers, albeit the term ‘identity’ begs the fundamental
question of how personhood was constructed in
social contexts in the 7th and 6th millennium BC
(Fowler 2002; 2004; 2010). Frangipane (2007.159)
argues that, “the similarity between the different
groups of seal design comprising very specific ico-
nographic sets, each of which was characterized
by the repetition of a particular motif, indicates
that the seal-holders withdrawing the goods must
have been members and representatives of diffe-
rent households or clans, each one symbolized by
a dominant motif, perhaps a kind of identity sym-
bol.” In a critical light, however, the similarity be-
tween images carved on the stamp surfaces would
probably make for a very inefficient form of indivi-
dualised or group marker to be used in property con-
trol on any scale. Nevertheless, it is certainly possible
that such signs of ‘membership’ were shared beyond
individual households to clans or tribal groups, and
linked together numerous communities within a cul-
tural system of integration.

In an attempt at a more holistic interpretation, Sarah
K. Costello (2000; 2011) argued that tokens, seals

and even writing should not be viewed as func-
tional solutions to the administrative needs of the
first states. Rather, she postulated that stamp ima-
ges carry meaning, in many cases religious, and that
the earliest context of writing was intertwined with
a long visual and symbolic tradition rooted in reli-
gious belief and practice. Yet, by referencing one par-
ticular shaft straightener from the PPNA site of Jerf
el-Ahmar, Costello traced the history of a quadruped-
snake-raptor image trilogy to the detriment of other
rich and often much more significant imagery of the
7th and 6th millennium BC, such as the crosshatching
design commonly found on the geometrically shaped
seals of the period.

It is possible that the previous approaches to the Late
Neolithic stamps and related image-bearing objects
have assumed that if a certain set of imagery appea-
red in ‘writing’, then these imagery and or similar
looking objects could be selectively sought out in
prehistory and assembled as a backdrop to a pro-
gressively evolving administrative and religious sys-
tem within which writing became practically per-
ceivable. However, the success of any approach link-
ing early imagery to the emergence of writing or to
the development of central authority requires an un-
derstanding of the processes and practices through
which selected elements of prehistoric imagery survi-
ved and were reproduced within the administrative
record system of temple-states. With this framework,
this study aims not to solve the riddle of the emer-
gence of writing, but to understand the role played
by stamps and pendants in the symbolic construc-
tion of communities in later Neolithic Northern Me-
sopotamia.

Theoretical concepts

From a material culture perspective, humans have no
pre-discursive existence; rather they become them-
selves through experience, interaction and discourse.
Identity and self are constructs that must be perpe-
tually constituted through social action. Within this
context, objects operate as important active agents
of symbolic construction of community and of an
ever-unfolding process of social change within which
a continuous categorisation, communication and ne-
gotiation of the conceptual world take place. Human
beings manipulate objects to express ideas. However,
meaning in symbolic communication is always con-
textual and fluid; thus, symbolic objects are best ap-
proached as attention-capturing devices that attract
and divert attention to concepts in need of evalua-
tion (Donald 1991). Situated within a complex set
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of social affiliations ranging from family to progres-
sively more encompassing levels of community, in-
dividuals are able to negotiate and elaborate on
their position at the intersection of social bounda-
ries through the continuous manipulation of mate-
rial culture. Objectification, abstraction, portability
and alienation should be viewed as manipulative
technologies that emerge through the dialogue be-
tween the person and the collective (Dobres, Hof-
fman 1994; Dobres 1995; 2000; Tilley 2006).

For example, the contexts through which objects are
attained and distributed can be appropriated or con-
trolled through ritualised acts in such a way that
the objects are ultimately alienated from their origi-
nal contexts of production. Symbolically-laden ob-
jects may be distributed after painful body manipu-
lations or competitive displays of skill during initi-
ation ceremonies in which the body would have
been appropriated for different stages of person-
hood. At large events, social power and hierarchy
may be demonstrated through taboos regarding the
body, place and food preparation. In order to attain,
produce, carry and display objects of social member-
ship, individuals may be increasingly required to de-
monstrate that they possess the skills, knowledge
and responsibility expected of them in order to en-
gage in increasingly hierarchical spheres of the so-
cial world.

Often, the body becomes a negotiable space through
the symbolic agency of objects, which aids in the en-
chainment of the self within a world of other beings
(Chapman 2000). A person is who s/he is because
s/he uses certain objects, lives in certain places, eats
in certain ways and practices certain acts. Those
who wish to join or remain part of a social group

must display his or her capacity to be part of any so-
cial sphere by responsibly engaging in social rela-
tions with all the encountered entities of daily exis-
tence – observing taboos, behaving and speaking ap-
propriately and remaining conscious of the fact that
every thought and action has wider implications.
Failure to honour the obligations of personhood can
be dangerous, as one who does not follow certain
rules and practices may be made into an ‘other’.
Within this context, persons may be either forbid-
den or permitted to prepare their body with special
haircuts, tattoos, etc. and to produce and consume
certain foods in relation to their identities. Food pre-
paration taboos are a particularly important subject
for those who come from different cultural back-
grounds. Through such symbolic displays, an envi-
ronment of trust and cooperation can be created to
allow social exchanges to take place.

In this context, style can be perceived as a product
of the intersection of the person and the structur-
ing principles of community that s/he manipulates
to re-produce social boundaries (Wobst 1977; Kopy-
toff 1986; Carr, Neitzel 1995; Gosden, Marshall
1999). Therefore, in seeking to recover the relations
between objects and their social context, any stylis-
tic analysis requires an exploration of how a given
form is determined by its position in a sequence of
changing forms, what an image depicts as its subject
matter and how an image expresses or even consti-
tutes social relations (Lesure 2011.51, Fig. 17). Also
within this context, an important part of the ‘mes-
sage’ may be embedded within an object’s specific
material qualities such as durability, redundancy,
transferability and expression of investment (Do-
nald 1991; Prijatelj 2007; Gamble 2008) that ex-
pand the symbolic performance characteristics of

Material attributes of affiliation Material attributes of status and social differentiation
Similarity in shape, size, decoration, craftsmanship Differentiation and variation in shape, size, decoration

and craftsmanship
High numbers Low numbers
High visibility (through monumentality or portability) Management of social boundaries through manipulation

of image abstraction
Distribution over wide spatial ranges, with emphasis Different materials (e.g., stone, clay) carrying different 
on social integration messages 

Spatial variations Chronological changes
Variation in the frequency of occurrence of different Change in the frequency of occurrence of different styles
styles within a specific class of items should be within a specific class of items should be evaluated over
evaluated within the context of other material media time and within the context of other material media
at a specific site in order to assess variant social at a specific site in order to assess the introduction
strategies within a cultural horizon. of new strategies of manipulation. 

Fig. 3. Suggested material attributes of social affiliation.
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the raw material by opening up new possibilities of
communication between different scales of audience.

Within a given class of objects, variations in mate-
rial, craftsmanship and levels of abstraction may
signal membership of different social spheres with-
in and between groups (Fig. 3). Different degrees of
craftsmanship may be an indication of different de-
grees of skill, and in social terms, one may expect
that a person carrying a highly crafted object aims
to be distinguished from others. This status may be
achieved over a lifetime, as an individual moves
through consecutive stages of personhood and de-
monstrates the capacity to carry out increasingly
more complex social performances. Like craftsman-
ship, abstraction is another strategy for manipulat-
ing social boundaries. Abstract items are often am-
biguous and require exegesis by those who can un-
derstand and interpret their symbolism. Therefore,
one may expect that the bearers of abstract items
understand the significance and meaning of the ob-
jects with which they are associated. The frequency
with which one encounters abstract and/or highly
crafted objects may be another indicator of access to
knowledge and power domains. For example, high
numbers of a particular class of items may indicate
an emphasis on social inclusion, whereas low num-
bers of a specific set of imagery may indicate segre-
gated power domains controlled by a limited num-
ber of individuals.

I suggest that the prolific use of highly abstract, ela-
borately crafted portable objects such as stamp seals
may reflect a need to expand, as well as limit the
boundaries of social identity. The objects under con-
sideration may be viewed as a field of symbolic tech-
nology that empowered individuals to strategically
negotiate their position within an existing social grid.
That is to say, seals and sealing practices may not
necessarily reflect capitalistic exchange and owner-
ship relations during the 6th millennium BC; instead,
this period may be perceived as one in which social
positions were negotiated by material practices,
which allowed for the symbolic constitution of per-
sonhood and community in new ways.

The evidence

Within the framework of this analysis, stamps and
related image bearing objects were reviewed from
the sites of Arpachiyah, Domuztepe, Tell Ain el-Kerkh,
Sabi Abyad, Tell Halaf, Yarım Tepe, Chagar Bazaar
and Ras Shamra. While not all of the items are pre-
sented here, examples of most of the representative

types are shown in the text figures, and regional dif-
ferences in style preferences are duly noted. Whereas
the frequency of occurrence and the degree of ab-
straction and craftsmanship of the different types
may have changed over time, such an analysis would
require more accurate chronological and spatial data
than what is available; therefore, this analysis is by
necessity limited to the reconstruction of discursive
relations between the items of the analysed sets as
a whole. Such an analysis is more capable of reveal-
ing image-shape relations and a very general level of
chronological and spatial variation than it is of per-
forming a comprehensive chronological and spatial
evaluation at the site level.

The stamps and seals assessed here may be classified
into three categories and sub-categories as follows:

A. Irregular geometric forms:
A.1. Deltoid; A.2. Bulbous ovoid; A.3. Ovoid with
tip-marking or tip-denticulation; A.4. ‘Sickle’ and
‘foot’; A.5. Trapezoid and pyramid.

B. Regular geometric forms:
B.1. Rectangular; B.2. Circular; B.3. Polypartite ro-
sette; B.4. Quatrefoil rosette; B.5. Triangle and axe.

C. Naturalistic forms:
C.1. Bird;  C.2. Caprine; C.3. Snake; C.4. Scorpion;
C.5. Unidentified animal (Varanus lizard?); C.6.
Humanoid; C.7. Bucranium; C.8. House; C.9. An-
gels; C.10. Double-axes.

A. Irregular geometric forms
These types are found both in pendant and back-
loop handle forms and occur in relatively high num-
bers. Within the irregular forms, five different types
can be recognised:

A.1. Deltoids (Fig. 4): The deltoid objects are es-
sentially comprised of two parts: a smooth, bulbous
part and a long pointed part. Although there may be

Fig. 4. Type A.1. Deltoids: a) Tell Ain el-Kerkh (from
Tsuneki 2011.95, Fig. 21); b) Domuztepe Dt 137,
serpentinite (from Carter 2010.170, Fig. 5.32); c)
Arpachiyah A 17, brown limestone (from Mallo-
wan, Rose 1935.94, Fig. 51.6); d) Arpachiyah A 583,
steatite (from Mallowan, Rose 1935.Pl. VIIa).
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highly abstract items within this range, many of them
appear to be phallic.

A.2. Bulbous ovoids (Fig. 5): These are usually
in pendant form and are encountered at most sites
in moderate numbers. The imagery and shape may
connect some of these forms to the bulbous part of
the deltoids (compare Figs. 4.a and 5.e, f.). At Arpa-
chiyah, bulbous ovoids comprise the majority of all
the pendant-shaped stamps encountered.

A.3. Ovoids with tip-marking or tip-denticula-
tion (Fig. 6). This group includes items with vari-
ous forms of tip denticulation. The so-called ‘hands’
(Fig 6.b, c), which are encountered rarely, but con-

sistently, at many sites, may be considered within
this set.

A.4. ‘Sickles’ and ‘feet’ (Fig. 7): The so-called
sickles and feet may be stylistic variations on delto-
ids and ovoids (Figs. 4, 5, 6). The high frequency
with which they are encountered at Arpachiyah sug-
gests some specific social significance for this site.

A.5. Trapezoids and pyramids (Fig. 8 ): These
types are regularly encountered at many sites. The
form may be a variation of the deltoids (Fig. 4) and/
or humanoid forms (Fig. 19).

B. Regular geometric forms
These include rectangular, circular, triangular and
rosette forms that occur in relatively high numbers.
Well-made pieces and loop-handle stamp forms are

Fig. 5. Type A.2. Bulbous ovoids: a) Arpachiyah A
13, grey stone (from Mallowan, Rose 1935.94, Fig.
51.10); b) Arpachiyah, A 1, steatite (from Mallo-
wan, Rose 1935.93, Fig. 50.7); c) Tepe Gawra, mar-
ble (from Tobler 1950.31, Pl. 172); d) Arpachiyah
A 10, steatite (from Mallowan, Rose 1935.93, Fig.
50.4); e) Yarimtepe II (from von Wickede 1990.Pl.
no. 126); f) Tell Ain el-Kerkh (from Tsuneki 2011.
95, Fig. 21).

Fig. 6. Type A.3. Ovoids with tip-marking or tip-
denticulation: a) Yarım Tepe II, steatite (from von
Wickede 1990.Pls. no 162); b) sealing impression
from Arpachiyah A 619 (from Mallowan, Rose 1935.
Pl. 9b); c) Domuztepe Dt 171, serpentinite (from
Carter 2010.172, Fig. 6.1); d) Arpachiyah A 9, stea-
tite, from Mallowan, Rose 1935.94, Fig. 51.1).

Fig. 7. Type A.4. ‘Sickles’ and ‘feet’: a) Arpachiyah
A 16, steatite (from Mallowan, Rose 1935.93, Fig.
50.25); b) Arpachiyah A 557, quartzite (from Mal-
lowan, Rose 1935.Pl. 8a); c) Arpachiyah, A 882, ste-
atite (from Mallowan, Rose 1935.93, Fig. 50.27).

Fig. 8. Type A.5. Trapezoids and pyramids: a) Ar-
pachiyah A 58l, limestone (from Mallowan, Rose
1935.93, Fig. 50.10); b) Domuztepe Dt 303, turquo-
ise-coloured stone, possibly serpentinite (from Car-
ter 2010.172, Fig. 6.2); c) Domuztepe Dt 4748,
quartz (courtesy of Stuart Campbell, Domuztepe
excavations); d) Sabi Abyad (from Akkermans,
Duistermaat 2004.4, Fig. 2.3).



Fig. 9. Type B.1. Rectangu-
lars: a) Domuztepe Dt. 717,
gypsum block style (from
Carter 2010.172, Fig. 8.1); b)
Domuztepe Dt 2804, serpen-
tinite (from Carter 2010.168,
Fig. 5.2); c) Arpachiyah A
574, limestone (from Mallo-
wan, Rose 1935.Pl. 7a); d)
Ras Shamra, carnelian
(from von Wickede 1990.Pl.
no. 186); e) Domuztepe, Dt
1683, serpentinite (from
Carter 2010.168, Fig. 5.12);
f) Domuztepe Dt, serpenti-
nite (from Carter 2010.168,
Fig. 5.10); g) Domuztepe Dt
1787, quartz (?) (from Car-
ter 2010.167, Fig. 4.1); h) Do-
muztepe Dt 180, serpentini-
te (from Carter 2010.170, Fig.
5.23).
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encountered most frequently, although smaller and
less well-made items may also be encountered. Re-
gular geometric forms frequently bear abstract ima-
gery of crosshatching, eyeholes, or a composition of
parallel and perpendicular lines. Also, the surfaces
were sometimes divided into four sections in a man-
ner very similar to that of the quatrefoil rosette
forms (Fig. 12). Otherwise, the surface may some-
times be divided into two sections in a manner simi-
lar to the bulbous ovoids (Fig. 5.e, f) and double-axe
forms (Fig. 23). Rarely encountered relatively larg-
er and heavier block styles and highly crafted poly-
foil rosettes are also included within this category
of items.

B.1. Rectangulars (Fig. 9): Rectangular stamps
are by far the most commonly encountered objects
at many sites of the period. The surfaces are usually
decorated with crosshatching, eyeholes, or a distinct
composition of parallel and perpendicular lines. Four
partite versions, such as Figures 9.d and 9.e, may be
variations of the proper quatrefoil rosette forms
(Fig. 12). Figure 9.g may be a variation of Figure
10.b, both of which appear to be related to the bul-
bous ovoids (Fig. 5.e,f) as well as the lower portion
of the deltoids (Fig. 4.a–c). The objects with ‘eyeho-
les’ (Fig. 9.f, h) may be a variation that referred to

the eyeholes on such objects as demonstrated in Fi-
gures 11.a and 19.

B.2. Circulars (Fig. 10): Circulars are also among
the most commonly encountered types, along with
the rectangular forms. Like rectangulars, they can

have crosshatched surfaces, sometimes with eyeholes.
Alternatively, some object surfaces may be two parti-
tioned, or the surface may be four partite in a simi-
lar way to the rosettes. Four partite versions, such as
Figure 10.c, may be a variation of the proper quatre-

Fig. 10. Type B.2. Circulars: a) Arpachiyah A 18,
steatite (from Mallowan, Rose 1935.93, Fig. 50.15);
b) Domuztepe Dt 133, serpentinite (from Carter
2010.167, Fig. 4.2); c) Domuztepe Dt 492, dark red
clayey slate (from Carter 2010.170, Fig. 5.24); Tell
Halaf, limestone (from von Wickede 1990.Pl. no.
207).
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foil rosette forms (Fig. 12). Figure 10.b may be a va-
riation of Figure 9.g, both of which appear to be re-
lated to the bulbous ovoids (Fig. 5.e, f), as well as
the lower portion of the deltoids (Fig. 4.a–c). The
objects with ‘eyeholes’ (Fig. 10.d) may be a variation
that referred to the eyeholes on such objects as de-
monstrated in Figures 11.a and 19.

B.3. Polypartite rosettes (Fig. 11): Examples of
polypartite rosette forms have been recovered at
many Northern Levantine sites, as well as at Domuz-
tepe. Along with small and less skilfully made exam-
ples (Fig. 11.b, c), some highly crafted objects (Fig.
11.a) can be found within this range of objects. The
polypartite rosette imagery frequently appear on
some of the most remarkable painted pottery known
from Arpachiyah, and are usually symmetrically pla-
ced at the inner centre of the pottery in association
with surrounding quatrefoil rosette imagery. In the
stamp corpus, this centre may take the shape of an
eyehole. Apparently, the depiction of this central hole
added potency and meaning to the whole image.

B.4. Quatrefoil rosettes (Fig. 12): Quatrefoil ro-
sette forms are also among the most commonly en-
countered types. The foils may be shaped as pointed
tips (Fig. 12.a–c) or may have wide edges (Fig. 12.
d–f). Quatrefoil rosette forms with pointed foils ap-
pear to be associated with either full crosshatching
designs (Fig. 12.a) or a simple cross at the tip (Fig.
12.c). Quatrefoil rosettes with wide-edged foils are
commonly decorated with multiple parallel and per-
pendicular lines, sometimes accompanied by a deep-
ly incised line running perpendicular to the outer
edge of the foils. In terms of both their shape and
decoration, the quatrefoil rosette forms may be con-

sidered a close relative of the rectangular and circu-
lar forms (Figs. 9 and 10). Some of the triangular ob-
jects (which may be related to the deltoid forms) are
crafted in a manner similar to the rosette foils (com-
pare Figs. 12.f and 13.a).

B.5. Triangles and axes (Fig. 13): Triangular ob-
jects are also commonly encountered, although not
as frequently as the rectangular, circular or rosette
forms. They appear to be highly stylised versions of
some of the deltoid (compare Figs. 13.a-upside down
and 4.b) and ovoid types (compare Figs. 5.a and
13.b). The shape and imagery suggest that some of
these objects are crafted in a manner similar to ro-
sette foils (compare Fig. 12.f and 13.a). The cattle/
bull horns in Figure 20.b have striking similarities to
Figure 13.c.

C. Naturalistic types
These are highly expressive types encountered ra-
rely, but consistently. Various animal and humanoid

Fig. 11. Type B.3. Polypartite rosettes: a) Domuz-
tepe Dt 168, serpentinite (from Carter 2010.170,
Fig. 5.31); b) Domuztepe Dt 1113, serpentinite
(from Carter 2010.170, Fig. 5.26); c) Domuztepe Dt
1684, coral-coloured quartz (from Carter 2010.
170, Fig. 5.25); d) Tell Ain el-Kerkh (from Tsuneki
2011.95, Fig. 21).

Fig. 12. Type B.4. Quatrefoil Rosettes: a) Domuz-
tepe Dt 3, serpentinite (from Carter 2010.168, Fig.
5.17); b) Domuztepe Dt 48, flint (from Carter 2010.
168, Fig. 5.16); c) Domuztepe Dt 2, serpentinite
(from Carter 2010.168, Fig. 5.15); d) Domuztepe Dt
244, sandstone (from Carter 2010.168, Fig. 5.19);
e) Domuztepe Dt 353, serpentinite or flint(?) (from
Carter 2010.170, Fig. 5.30); f) Domuztepe Dt 1687,
serpentinite (from Carter 2010.170, Fig. 5.29).

Fig. 13. Type B.5. Triangles and axes: a) Domuz-
tepe Dt 140, serpentinite (from Carter 2010.170,
Fig. 5.33); b) Domuztepe Dt 3601, serpentine
(courtesy of Stuart Campbell, Domuztepe excava-
tions); c) Domuztepe Dt 242, serpentinite(?) (cour-
tesy of Stuart Campbell, Domuztepe excavations).
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and house forms were particularly popular in the
Northern Mesopotamian context.

C.1. Birds (Fig. 14): Birds, together with houses,
are often encountered as pottery decoration.

C.2. Caprines (Fig. 15): Caprines are frequently
encountered in the later 7th millennium BC contexts
of Sabi Abyad.

C.3. Snakes (Fig. 16): Snakes are understood to
be one of the earliest symbolically depicted ani-
mals in Northern Mesopotamia. They were frequent-
ly encountered at the pillars of the late PPNA con-
texts of Göbekli Tepe. In the stamp corpus, the snake
imagery was most commonly observed in late 7th

millennium BC contexts of Sabi Abyad. Snakes also
appear on decorated pottery of the 6th millennium,
although rarely.

C.4. Scorpions (Fig. 17): Scorpions were also
among the most commonly depicted animals at the
PPNA site of Göbekli Tepe. Like the snake imagery,
scorpion images are highly stylised versions of the
real thing.

C.5. Unidentified animals (Fig. 18): The image
of a quadruped with spread legs is a common motif
in many Early Neolithic contexts. A relief image of a
Varanus lizard, a dangerous species that lives in the
desert and camouflages itself in the sand, was depic-
ted on one of the pillars at Göbekli Tepe. However,
it is difficult to identify the animals depicted on the
later 7th and 6th millennium stamps of Northern Me-
sopotamia.

C.6. Humanoids (Fig. 19): In PPNA and PPNB
contexts the pillars encountered at Göbekli Tepe, Ye-
nimahalle and Nevalı Çori were considered anthro-
pomorphic and were strongly associated with male-
ness. The eyes on Figure 19.a and 19.b may be lin-
ked with the eyeholes depicted on items in Figures
9.f–h and 10.d. Figure 19.c may be a variation of a
so-called angel form at Figure 22.b.

C.7. Bucrania (Fig. 20): Bucrania are considered
among the most significant imagery of the later Neo-
lithic. The stamp or pendant forms are encountered
at many sites, albeit in very small numbers. They
bear stylistic resemblances to some deltoid forms
(e.g., Fig. 4.c upside down) as well as the house form
in Figure 21. Also, note the similarity between the
possibly phallic drill in Figure 13.c and the bucrania
in Figure 20.b.

Fig. 14. Arpachiyah A 870 (B), steatite (from Mal-
lowan, Rose 1935.94, Fig. 51.7).

Fig. 15. Sabi Abyad sealing impression (from Dui-
stermaat 1996.359, Fig. 5.3, A1.1).

Fig. 16. a) Sabi Abyad sealing impression (from
Duistermaat 1996.359, Fig. 5.3, C1.1); b) Sabi Ab-
yad sealing impression (from Duistermaat 1996.
359, Fig. 5.3, C3.1).

Fig. 17. Sealing impression: a) Sabi Abyad sealing
impression (from Duistermaat 1996.359, Fig. 5.3,
B 2.1); b) Domuztepe block stamp Dt. 444, serpen-
tinite (from Carter 2010.17, Fig. 8.3).

Fig. 18. Type C.5. Unidentified animals: a) Sabi
Abyad sealing impression (from Akkermans, Dui-
stermaat 2004.7, Fig. 4.19); b) Gogjali near Arpa-
chiyah A 887, steatite (from Mallowan, Rose 1935.
94, Fig 51.9).
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C.8. House (Fig. 21): House depictions are some-
times encountered on the painted pottery of the
period. One rare example in stamp form, which is
shown in Figure 21, comes from Arpachiyah, and
the stylistic links between this object and some of

the bucrania forms (Fig. 20.a upside down) as well
as deltoid forms (Fig. 4) is worth mentioning.

C.9. ‘Angels’ (Fig. 22): The so-called angels may
be associated with more abstract forms such as the
phallic deltoids (Fig. 4) or some rosette styles (Fig.
12.d). It is also possible to note the connection of
the imagery between the triangular forms (e.g., Figs.
13.a and 22.a). In some ways, Figure 22.b can also be
associated with the humanoid form in Figure 19.c.

C.10. Double axe (Fig. 23): What has been termed
a double axe at Arpachiyah by Max Mallowan, is a
specific design which resembles a two-foiled rosette
(Figs. 9.g and 10.b). Also, the bulbous portion of the
arguably phallic deltoid forms may be linked with
this image (Fig. 4.a–c).

The discourse of stamp seals

The comparative relationships mentioned in the pre-
sentation of evidence is summarised in Figure 24.
Within this context, both the quatrefoil and poly-
partite rosette forms may be understood as highly
stylised composite depictions of male genitalia. If at
least some of the deltoids and ovoids are variant de-
pictions of the male sexual organ, the sickles and so-
called feet may represent a special body wrapping
or manipulation technique which may have been
emphasised at Arpachiyah.

Fig. 19. Type C.6. Humanoids: a) Sabi Abyad seal-
ing impression (from Duistermaat 1996.362, Fig.
5.6, T1.1); b) Sabi Abyad sealing impression (from
Duistermaat 1996.360, Fig. 5.4, G1.1); c) Domuzte-
pe pendant (courtesy of Domuztepe excavations);
d) Domuztepe Dt 352, serpentinite (courtesy of Do-
muztepe excavations).

Fig. 20. Type C.7. Bucrania: a) Arpachiyah A 895
(B), limestone (from Mallowan, Rose 1935.Pl. 6.a);
b) Domuztepe (courtesy of Stuart Campbell, Do-
muztepe excavations); c) Chagar Bazaar, marble
(from Mallowan 1936.Pl. 7.33); d) Domuztepe (cour-
tesy of Stuart Campbell, Domuztepe excavations).

Fig. 21. Arpachiyah, steatite (from Mallowan, Rose
1935.93, Pl. VI a.11, Fig. 51.4).

Fig. 22. Type C.9. Angels: a) Domuztepe Dt 6560
(courtesy of Stuart Campbell, Domuztepe excava-
tions); b) Arpachiyah A 860, steatite (from Mal-
lowan, Rose 1935.Pl. VI.b).

Fig. 23. Arpachiyah A 865 (B), steatite (from Mal-
lowan, Rose 1935.Pl. VI.b).
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Some stylistic similarities between the broken figu-
rines of Sabi Abyad (Fig. 25) and the stamp seals
may strengthen the view that the objects under con-
sideration refer to various parts of the male sexual
organ. In the case of the circular objects with cen-
tral eyeholes, it is possible that a particular empha-
sis may have been placed on the potency of either
the upper tip or the lower root of the phallus. The
phallic imagery is also noteworthy in the context of
the house and bucrania pendants; the stylistic simi-
larities between the house (Fig. 21), bucrania (Fig.
20) and the relatively more overt phallic objects
(e.g., Figs. 22.a and 4.c) within the same material cor-
pus may indicate that concepts of male fertility and
house-based social continuity were manipulated and
linked in very special circumstances, as the bucrania
or house shaped objects are rare and were probably
used by ritual specialists.

In terms of the overall image and shape relations,
no one stamp or pendant is precisely the same as
another, and some very distinctive styles were achie-
ved. However, the majority of objects can be classi-
fied into a limited repertoire of geometric shapes
that appear to have been produced by a technique
whereby the raw material was reduced to a sequence
of rectangles, circles, quatrefoil or polyfoil rosettes,
triangles and ovoids. The suggested chain of reduc-
tion also appears to be related to a particular discur-

sive relationship between the objects (Fig. 26). The
regular geometric forms are often associated with
the crosshatch decoration. The rosette forms pro-
vide a transitional link between regular and irregu-
lar forms, whereas the naturalistic forms fall into an
entirely different category and include various wild
animals, bucrania, houses and human shapes.

In terms of decoration, the following three general
categories emerge, all of which can be combined
through the division of the surface into two or more
sections:
❶ crosshatching,
❷ a set of parallel and perpendicular lines,
❸ eyeholes.

Overall, the objects appear to form a discursive field
that links irregular phallic shapes with more com-
plex forms within relatively more abstract and fre-
quently encountered regular types and relatively
more expressive but rarely encountered naturalistic
types (Figs. 27 and 28).

In further interpretive terms, objects exhibiting a
higher degree of stylistic concern, such as the roset-
tes or crosshatched rectangles, are likely to have
been associated with people who understood their
performative and narrative power (Figs. 29 and 30).
While the level of abstraction may have been associ-

Fig. 24. Links between various stamp forms.
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ated with enhanced stages of personhood and com-
munity membership, the relatively high numbers of
items with crosshatching may indicate that their di-
stribution was not as limited as the naturalistic items,
which were probably used by a few people only and
on very special occasions at which powerful concepts
were invoked in order to manipulate existing narra-
tives of the social landscape. It is important to note
that some of these images are associated with earli-
er Neolithic contexts, suggesting that they may have
been connected to highly specialised knowledge and
persons who were capable of consulting and mani-
pulating the past and present.

At a different level, recognisable regional and/or
chronological differences exist in terms of the fre-
quency in which different types have been found.
For example, in the late 7th millennium BC context
of Sabi Abyad, a high frequency of animal images
such as snakes, scorpions and anthro-
pomorphic shapes were encountered.
These images are reminiscent of the
PPNA and PPNB imagery known from
Göbekli Tepe (Schmidt 2000; 2010). On
the other hand, large numbers of irre-
gular ovoid pendant forms were found
at the 6th millennium BC sites at Arpa-
chiyah, whereas at the roughly contem-
porary site of Domuztepe, rectangular
and quatrefoil rosettes were encounte-
red more frequently.

Site-based differences may actually re-
flect regional differences. In Von Wic-
kede’s work on stamps and pendants of
the 7th and 6th millennium BC (von Wic-

kede 1990), ovoid pendants appear with noticeably
greater frequency in Northern Iraq at sites such as
Yarım Tepe and Arpachiyah. In the Levant, both re-
gular and irregular geometric shapes were in use,
although the regular shapes are encountered more
often. Nevertheless, within a local community of
stamp-seal users, individuals appear to have had a
degree of freedom to choose from an iconographic
set, perhaps to add to it creatively, within a permis-
sible range, and thus personalise these items. This
practice indicates a relatively less conservative mind
set, which may in turn indicate the absence of an in-
stitutionalised authority that controlled both econo-
mic and ritual activities. In this respect, the basic
socio-economic unit of the societies of the period
would appear to have been the household (possibly
comprised of extended families), who frequently ga-
thered with nearby households and communities for
routine social events, such as feasts, initiation cere-
monies and other social exchanges. These groups
may have consulted ritual specialists on very speci-
fic occasions, such as death, birth, marriage, place
abandonment, which must have had a direct impact
on the social continuity of the community and the
social position of individuals within it.

Concluding remarks

Douglas Bailey (2000) suggested that a new ’politics
of the human body’ emerged during the transition
to settled life and the development of the ‘built en-
vironment’ of the tell settlements in the Balkan Neo-
lithic (c. 6500 BC). At these densely populated set-
tlements, the negotiation of personal identity and
household composition as a way of resolving dispu-
tes between persons and groups was a major preoc-
cupation. By representing the body in miniature, it

Fig. 25. Clay figurines and stamp seals: a) clay fi-
gurine from Sabi Abyad (from Collet 1996.410,
Fig. 6.2); b) Domuztepe Dt 140, serpentinite (from
Carter 2010.170, Fig. 5.33); c) Domuztepe Dt 1687,
serpentinite (from Carter 2010.170, Fig. 5.29); d)
Domuztepe, Dt 1683, serpentinite (from Carter
2010.168, Fig. 5.12); e) Domuztepe Dt 1113, ser-
pentinite (from Carter 2010.170, Fig. 5.26); f) Do-
muztepe Dt 168, serpentinite (from Carter 2010.
170. Fig. 5.31).

Fig. 26. Diagnostic image and shape relations.
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was possible to invoke different aspects of person
and its relation to the collective, when necessary. Gi-
ven all the other evidence pertaining to the use of
space and burial during the 7th and 6th millennium
BC in Northern Mesopotamia (see Pollock 2011), it
would also be appropriate to place sealings within a
social context still dominated by processes of en-
chainment. Stamps and related image-bearing objects
may have been used as a transformative medium of
discourse that constructed specific narrative links
within a specific set of concepts pertaining to ideas
about sex, place, past and the personhood. I suggest
that the stamps and pendants may have been objects
that elaborated on their users’ identity in various
spheres of social membership. More significantly,
these objects may have introduced a new discursive
field through which personal identities and commu-
nity structures began to be redefined with reference
to male sexuality. This interpretation has been de-
monstrated by the dominance of phallic imagery
within stamp assemblages of the period and the
links built between these phallic images and the re-
maining stamp corpus comprised of the powerful
imagery surviving from the earlier Neolithic of the
region. Nevertheless, this suggestion does not mean
that stamps and pendants would have been used

only by males (in fact, evidence indicates that they
were probably used by both men and women of all
ages). Instead, it may mean all kinds of personhood
were being redefined with reference to the percei-
ved significance of male sexuality.

The introduction and increasing complexity of pot-
tery production during the 7th and 6th millennium
BC indicate that the formal context of food prepara-
tion and consumption had become a significant me-
dium for constructing social divisions when diverse
communities with different social and economic prac-
tices began to exchange commodities, people and
food with greater frequency (Nieuwenhuyse 2007).
Through food, people shared memories and ex-
changed materials, as well as partners, thus forging
alliances (Hayden 1990). In fact, by recognising hie-
rarchical distinctions based on perceptions of food
production, consumption and settlement practices
within and between communities, a certain set of
rules and taboos may have been activated in an at-
tempt to enhance social inclusion within specific
grids of social power. Personhood and its relation to
the communal were possibly constituted within this
context, which resulted in a rich symbolism that ela-
borated on the fluid boundaries between individuals

Fig. 27. Discursive relations between various types in terms of abstraction and frequency.
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and groups (Budja 2003; 2004). In such a context,
stamps would have created an immediate environ-
ment of trust by demonstrating that participants un-
derstood what was socially acceptable.

Within this framework, the stamps of the later 7th

and 6th millennium BC in Northern Mesopotamia
may have connected their users to social spheres
ranging from intimate to wider networks. In effect,
those who claimed to be ready to take on certain so-
cial responsibilities may have been required to de-
monstrate their strict observation of rules regard-
ing the preparation of the social body, and stamp
use may have been part of this display. In return,
the sealing and stamping practices would have de-
monstrated an appropriation of food, commodities
and social relationships within cultural expectations
pertaining to the preparation and consumption of
food and other items. It is possible that in some pla-
ces such as Sabi Abyad or Arpachiyah, sealed objects
were stored or buried in particular rooms in order
to maintain the memory of social exchange events
through which certain persons and groups were en-
chained, and in the processes were indebted to each

Fig. 28. Relations between regular, irregular and naturalistic forms.

Fig. 29. Suggested spheres of social inclusion for
stamp seals, in relation to abstraction, craftsman-
ship and find frequency.

other in more significant ways than they were to
others.
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As a final word, the objectification and abstraction
of important concepts may facilitate the rapid migra-
tion of ideas into vastly remote and sometimes fun-
damentally different social contexts; however, ab-
stract objects are ambiguous and can be interpreted
in multiple ways. Therefore, in order to understand
the specific function of stamps and pendants, one

Form Characteristics Possible social context
Irregular geometric types ● occur in relatively high numbers Passage to adulthood and demonstration of

● usually in pendant styles readiness to assume particular responsi- 
● some highly crafted items bilities within society.
● some overtly phallic objects

Regular geometric types ● occur in relatively high numbers Users may have gone through a particular 
● usually in back loop handle stamp styles stage in personhood, perhaps akin to
● abstract imagery marriage and household leadership.
● linked to powerful concepts of male fertility,

house success and social continuity
Naturalistic types ● rarely but consistently found These were probably used by a few, who

● images are reminiscent of the early were capable of consulting and manipulat-
Neolithic anthropomorphic and ing the past on very special occasions
zoomorphic imagery during which powerful narratives were

invoked and manipulated.

Fig. 30. Different stamp seal types and possible social context.

must inevitably focus on site-specific evidence and
contextualise the use of stamps within the wider ma-
terial culture of figurines, pottery and stone bowls,
before producing generalising theses about the con-
struction of personhood and community during the
7th and 6th millennium BC.
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