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Therefore, the meaning inherent in a seal was not
only embedded in the main scene usually depicting
human or divine protagonists, but also in the count-
less tiny motifs which are especially frequent on seals
attested at Kiiltepe. These are often called ‘filling
motifs’ (Collon 1995), but they were clearly no mean-
ingless fillers of free space, but implied an added value
for the seal owner. Some of them even contained infor-
mation about the seal owner’s profession, belief, or
major concern. Since many ‘filling motifs’ were rarely
depicted on large-scale works of art, they must have
had a symbolic or amuletic meaning specific for the seal
owner. Even so-called decorative bands expressed the
concerns of the seal owner and were not merely decora-
tive adornments, e.g. the guilloche, frequently attested
also on stamp seals from Kiiltepe (Ozgii¢c & Tunca 2001,
pls 18-19) served as a symbol of fertility (Otto 2016).

The choice of a seal motif was dependent on the sta-
tus and position of the seal owner, and it was particu-
larly influenced by whether the person acted as part
of an institution or as a private person. The motifs for
private seals could obviously be freely chosen, whereas
official or institutional seals had to follow the motif
commanded by the institution, which was given the
value of an official coat of arms.?

The Ball-Staff” and Pot’ on Assyrian,
Anatolian, Syrian/Syro-Cappadocian, and
Babylonian Seals

Let us focus on a pair of these small motifs which was
depicted frequently on seals dating to the first half of
the second millennium, but has not yet been understood
properly: the ‘ball-staff” and the ‘pot’. The enigmatic
object called in English literature most frequently ‘ball-
and-staff’ or ‘ball-staff’, but which carries many other
names as well (see below), is a vertical bar with a round
or semicircular excrescence halfway up the staff, nearly
always depicted as a lateral protrusion, rarely as a cen-
tral protrusion. The ‘pot’ is a small globular object with
a narrow neck. Its lower body and the opening of the
top are sometimes rendered as linear, smooth surfaces,
sometimes as wavy lines. These two objects occur nearly
always as a pair, only sometimes alone, on numerous
seals of every style group in Kanes. In the following, I will
analyse these objects on the basis of the seal impressions

3 The contrast between motifs on official and private seals has
already been discussed several times for Old Syrian and Old Babylo-
nian seals (Otto 2000, 173-78; 2013; 2017, 30-33), but it needs to be
studied systematically for other periods and regions.
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from Kiiltepe published so far, focusing especially on the
two major ‘source books’ by Teissier (1994) and Ozgiic
(2006).

Figure 3.1 illustrates examples of the varying depic-
tions of every style. The adoration scene of the Syrian
style cylinder (Fig. 3.1a) shows the ball-staff and
pot placed horizontally above the altar between the
supreme authority and the worshipper, i.e. in the centre
of the scene. The Anatolian style cylinder seal (Fig. 3.1b)
depicts both motifs in a similarly central position at the
focal point of the scene, beside and above the altar. Note
that the ball-staff bears a kind of loop at its upper end,
and that the upper edge of the pot is rendered as a zig-
zag line. The recut Old Babylonian seal with an origi-
nal audience scene (Fig. 3.1c) had the ball-staff added
immediately in front of the face of the supreme author-
ity, i.e. in a most prominent position. The Anatolian
stamp seal (Fig. 3.1d) shows a large female and smaller
male worshipper in adoration towards the seated god-
dess, between them only the ball-staff and the pot. Also
the Assyrian style cylinder seal had the objects placed
in direct connection to a female and a male worshipper,
both of them being introduced by a goddess (Fig. 3.1d).

However, the meaning of these objects has been a
matter of debate over the past decades. Common inter-
pretations include:* a vertical loom and a comb, a gate-
post and aryballos (connected with water deities); while
the pot alone has most often been interpreted as a small
vessel, called pot or vase, the interpretations of the ball-
staff are varied and sometimes imaginative: a balance,
a measuring instrument, a dropping tube for remov-
ing wine from a container, a case for holding drinking
tubes, a spouted jar for libations, toiletry equipment, or
even a water-pipe for smoking. Nimet Ozgiic used to call
them an elixir vase and a vase.

None of these previous interpretations is convinc-
ing. This is also because most scholars studied only the
representations on Old Babylonian seals, most of which
are much more stereotypical and abbreviated than Old
Anatolian or Old Syrian ones. Because ‘ball-staff’ and
‘pot” were placed as isolated elements between figures
without any relation to the scene, this led to the general
belief that these objects were more or less irrelevant fill-
ing motifs. In contrast, on Kiiltepe seals of the Anatolian
and Syrian groups, these objects were depicted in a
much more varied way, often as relevant elements of
whole scenes, which sheds new light on their meaning.

4 The basis of this enumeration are the collections by Dominique

~y1Collon (1986, 49-51) and Elisa RoBberger (2018, 120-21).
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3. LAW AND JUSTICE IN KANES AND ITS DEPICTION ON CYLINDER SEALS 45

This depiction on the Akkadian seal (Fig. 3.11a) is to
our knowledge unique in showing the act of weighing
with a small handheld scale and the filling and levelling
of a measuring container. Because scenes on cylinder
seals from the third millennium sometimes have clear
allusions to the task or profession of the seal owner,
we may assume that this seal (unfortunately without
provenance) belonged to a merchant or to a weighing
office which was either associated with a temple of the
Sun God or made allusion to the guarantee of the pro-
cedures by the Sun God. In any case, this seal shows in a
very explicit way the Sun God’s role as the protector of
weighing and measuring.

To sum up: there is ample evidence that the ‘ball-staff
was an instrument like the staff called a strickle today
which was used to smooth the contents in capacity meas-
uring vessels. The capacity units at Kanes$ are well known
(Michel 2020b, 43 with further literature), and also the
method of measuring with measuring pots karpatum
(Dercksen 2021, 333), and certainly a designation similar
for mesequm will be found in the Kiiltepe texts in future.

The Interpretation of the Pot’

In Babylonia, weighed and sealed silver (kaspum kankum)
was the obvious early currency the weight and quality
of which had been checked and guaranteed by the rele-
vant authorities (Marti & Chambon 2019, 59). Evidently,
the silver itself was not sealed (this was invented later,
in the first millennium, in the form of minted coins),
but silver pieces were stored in little pots, when depos-
ited, and in sacks, when transported. The silver sack
was closed with a cord, then weighed on a balance, and
clay labels or clay were attached to the knot of the cord
closing the sack. These clay pieces were then impressed
with seals, and this was described as kisum gadum
kunukkisa.” There is one archaeological proof for it: an
0ld Babylonian clay pot filled with scrap silver and gold,
sets of weight stones, and sealed sack closures, which
was found in the Ebabbar of Larsa (Fig. 3.14a) (Arnaud
et al. 1979). It contained the equipment of the office for
weights and measures (bit kittim) which was housed in
the temple of the Sun God (Charpin 2017). Every leather
sack had contained a few shekels of silver the amount of
which was written on the clay sealing which had been
sealed by the responsible weighing officer. We propose
that the sacks would have looked like the reconstruc-
tion on Figure 3.14b.

26 AEM 1/2 387 no. 463 rev. 8; Stol 2004, 884-85.

In the Assyrian trading colonies in Anatolia the con-
trolling institutions were different ones, but clearly
they existed. Silver is mentioned as ‘refined’ (sarrupum),
‘good’ (dammuqum), ‘checked’ (ammurum), or in various
other forms; possibly the checking meant the estab-
lishment of the correct weight which seems at least
in some instances to have been checked by the ‘House
of the Market’; possibly also ‘marked, verified” (uddu)
silver designates silver which had been controlled by
the local trade office at the Karum; Dercksen (2021,
334-35) summarized: ‘It is never stated who marked or
verified the silver, but it is possible that this was done
on behalf of the local Office of the Colony.” Silver and
gold could be packed in packets (népisum) containing
between 10 and 20 mina or ‘bundles’ (riksum) contain-
ing between 1 shekel and 1 mina, to which sealed clay
tags were attached (Dercksen 2021, 335). Jars contain-
ing hacksilver were excavated in contemporary levels at
Acemhéyiik (Oztan 1997).”

If we compare the visual appearance of the sacks
filled with silver with the depictions of the ‘pot’ on
Kiiltepe seals, we can see striking similarities. The hori-
zontal striations around the very narrow neck and the
serrated upper end (Figs 3.14c, 3.14d) can be much bet-
ter explained if we assume that a sack was depicted
rather than a pot. The objects contained in the sack, i.e.
the numerous, often angular pieces of hacksilver, could
have caused the uneven, wavy outline of the sack on
some seal images, which led to the not infrequent inter-
pretation of the ‘pot’ as a serrated ‘comb’.

Sacks containing silver, i.e. money purses, were
the subject of many letters from Kane$. One letter (Kt
01/k 219) mentions that someone’s purse or sack of
silver (obv. 4: ki-si-i) was stolen in the palace (Giinbatti
2014, 101-04). However, there are more possible iden-
tifications for the sack depicted on the seals. The term
‘leather bag’ (narugqum) in fact meant a long-term joint-
stock capital — one of the innovations of the bankers
and traders at Kane§ (Dercksen 2022, 85-86). Some of
these ‘bags’ are reported to have contained up to 30
pounds of gold, the equivalent of 120 pounds of silver.
Silver was not only a crucial commodity but also the
central currency of Old Assyrian trade (Veenhof 1999).
Dercksen (2022, 88-89) calculated that 600 kg on aver-
age was shipped to ASSur every year and that about
1000 kg silver was yielded through the sale of tin and

27 Marked moulds for producing metal ingots and nipples for eas-
ier division of such ingots were found in Kiiltepe and other Anato-
lian sites, Miiller-Karpe 1994, 138-41.
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ments and letters and the closures of goods and doors,
it is not too far-fetched to claim that the concern for
justice may also have entered the imagery of their seals.

We suggest to identify the ‘ball-staff’ with the strickle
which was an essential tool in capacity measuring pro-
cedures, and the ‘pot” with the purse or sack contain-
ing silver. Gradually these motifs, which were initially
depicted as actively used tools and commodities, devel-
oped into abstract symbols of law and justice. More
than 50 per cent of the seal images known from Kanes
so far contain these symbols, most frequently depicted
under direct protection of the supreme authority or in
close connection with a worshipper, i.e. with the seal
owner who perpetuated his concern for legal processes
in these little symbols.

These pictorial motifs — for the first time attested
in the Akkadian period in clear connection with Samas,
god of justice — may have come to Assyria or to Kiiltepe
via Syria already in the Anatolian Early Bronze Age, and
were developed here further, depicted in lively actions
on seals. An impressively high number of seals of all
styles — Assyrian, Anatolian, Syrian, and even recut Old
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Babylonian seals — show these symbols. They may have
returned into the Babylonian imagery from Anatolia or
Assyria in the Isin-Larsa period. But in Babylonia they
never became equally important icons or symbols like in
Assyria and Anatolia, where the lives of the vast major-
ity of those people who used seals revolved around pri-
vate trade, and where the plea for law and justice was
therefore a major concern.
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