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OFFICIAL SEAL MOTIFS AT LARSA AND UR 

IN THE 19TH CENTURY BC 

Adelheid OTTO*

Seals and sealings are certainly one of the most effective media to get 

access to behaviours and beliefs of the ancient Near Eastern people. It is 

therefore a strange fact that many archaeologists are not keen to study 

these minute but meaningful icons, and that even fewer Assyriologists 

are fond of deciphering the seal inscriptions on sealings. One reason 

might be that the work with sealings means studying for hours and hours 

small clay fragments, which bear only tiny parts of shallow images and 

cuneiform signs and are often obliterated by deep cuneiform writing or 

impurities of the clay. Dominique Charpin is exceptional also in this 

respect, since he has been passionate about deciphering even the faintest 

traces of seal legends from Mari, Ur and other sites. We share the passion 

for sealings, and this article is in fact the outcome of his own reading of 

two very specific seal legends on sealings from Ur which we excavated 

recently. I dedicate this study to him in deep admiration for his achieve-

ments in the field of Near Eastern studies and with infinite thank for his 

friendship.

1. INTRODUCTION

The mentioning of kings’ names allows for the most accurate dating of 

any material in the Ancient Near East. Seals, which identify their owner 

as a member of the royal family or apparatus, are our most precious tools 

for dating purposes. They are even more reliable than seal impressions 

on dated tablets, since those allow only for a terminus�ante�quem. There-

fore, it is of great importance, that the impressions of two seals of serv-

ants of Larsa kings have been found recently at Ur. They date to the Isin 

Larsa- or early Old Babylonian period, more precisely to two specific 

Larsa kings, one of whom reigned two years only and the other one only 

nine months. Thus they represent a stroke of luck concerning precisely 

* Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität, München.
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dated seals. On the one hand, the seals close a gap in our knowledge 

about official Larsa seals, since one of them is the first known seal of 

a servant of king Ṣilli-Adad. On the other hand, they give new answers 

to the question, when the Old Babylonian standard seal motif for the 

members of the royal apparatus became accepted and replaced the old 

seal motif which had been perpetuated since the Ur III period. We will 

pursue this question in the following, by integrating the two seals in the 

line of the hitherto known seals of servants of the Larsa kings.

2. NEW SEALINGS FROM UR 

New excavations at Ur have been conducted under the direction of Eliza-

beth Stone (Stony Brook University NY) since 2015.1 Within this project, 

a team of LMU Munich conducted a geophysical survey and a small-

scale excavation in March-April 2017.2 We excavated partly one early 

Old Babylonian house, which was situated at the southern end of the 

South Mound (Fig. 1). This area close to the city wall and maximal dis-

tant from Woolley’s areas AH and EM was chosen in order to investigate 

if a house and its inhabitants near the periphery differed functionally, 

socially or economically from those in the city center. Only the southern 

part of the house, comprising eight rooms, was excavated, the northern 

part was only traced by scraping and is awaiting further excavation.

Around 45 sealed labels and tablet cases were found in the house, most 

of them lying in a heap of waste in Room 5 (Fig. 2 a: the room in the 

middle). They lay mixed with c. 40 cuneiform tablets, numerous sherds 

and animal bones (Fig. 2 a-b). Clearly, most of the worthless remains of 

the house had been thrown away here when the house was abandoned 

and cleared at the end of phase 3. This indicates a severe break in the 

history of the house, since the house was massively changed and the 

floors rised in the following phase 4.

The associated cuneiform documents — letters and especially the seal 

legends, which have been deciphered by Dominique Charpin3 — suggest 

1 We thank Elizabeth Stone for the permission to participate in her excavation project 
at Ur. Our thanks go also to the Vice Minister Dr. Qais Rasheed for permitting our partici-
pation. For the new project see Stone & Zimansky 2016.

2 We thank all the members of the team for their enormous efforts, and the Gerda 
Henkel Stiftung for the financial support.

3 I am very grateful to him for conveying his results to me. We are presently preparing 
the final publication of all the sealings. 
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that the house was inhabited during Phase 3 by a man called Sîn-nada, 

clearly a member of the local elite. Even his profession is known from 

his unusually long seal inscription of five lines4: he is named a scribe 

and the intendant (UGULA É) of the important Ningal temple, which 

constituted a part of the Giparku in the heart of the sacred area.5 It is 

4 The pure length of seal inscription is already a certain indicator for the social position 
of a seal owner. The basic informations of a seal legend are the name and filiation; if the 
individual is on duty for the king, he indicates his servantship in a third line. Titles and 
professions are often indicated if the individual is on duty in the temple.

5 For the identification of the Ningal temple at the Gipar-ku see Woolley & Mallowan 
1967, p. 40-63, Heinrich 1982, p. 185-188 and Charpin 1986, p. 192-220.

Fig. 1. Situation of Sîn-nada’s house on the South Mound of Ur
and the location of the Ningal temple in the Giparku (Map by B. Einwag).
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Fig. 2a. The partially excavated house of Sîn-nada (March 2017)
with findspots of tablets, tablet cases and labels (Map by M. Gruber).

Fig. 2b. A fragment of a tablet case, sealed with Sîn-nada’s second seal,
in situ near an animal’s jaw.
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interesting to note that the intendant’s home was far away from EM 

where many members of the clergy were living, and that his home was 

situated far away from his „office“, nearly at the opposite end of the city 

(see Fig. 1).

2.1. The�two�seals�of�Sîn-nada,�intendant�of�the�Ningal�temple

Interestingly, the impressions of two different seals of Sîn-nada are 

attested. Apparently, he owned his first seal (Seal 1), when he was on 

duty for king Sîn-eribam, and he possessed the second seal (Seal 2), 

when Ṣilli-Adad reigned for 9 months only.

Seal 1 (Fig. 3) is attested only from impressions on a rectangular tablet 

label.6 The obverse and reverse of the label bore the impression of the 

seal. However, when the seal was rolled over the label, care was given 

only to the seal inscription of five lines, not to the seal image. Therefore, 

only the faint traces of the backside of a suppliant goddess are visible to 

the right of the inscription case. The seal cylinder must have been at least 

2.5 cm high, since the preserved fragment measures 2.2 cm in height. 

Although the seal image is admittedly not well preserved, the seal motif 

can be reconstructed with great probability. A suppliant goddess, turning 

right and depicted to the right of an inscription case, is attested – at least 

in this period – nearly exclusively in audience scenes, rarely offering 

6 Tablet label no. 334, clay with two cord holes, 3.4 × 3.0 × 1.45 cm. 

Fig. 3. Photo and drawing of Seal 1 of Sîn-nada (Servant of Sîn-eribam)
(Photo by P. Zimansky and drawing of inscription by D. Charpin).
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scenes, in front of the enthroned king or god (see for comparisons Figs. 5 

a-d, i, k). The inscription reads: Sîn-nada, son of Igianakezu, scribe, 

intendant (UGULA É) of the Ningal temple, servant of Sîn-eribam (read-

ing and drawing of the inscription: courtesy of D. Charpin). Since Sîn-

eribam reigned only for two years in 1842-41 (MC), this gives a precise 

date for this seal. 

Seal 2 (Fig. 4) is known from 15 envelope fragments. The seal must 

have been 2.6 cm high with a diameter of 1.3 cm. The image shows the 

victorious king (or king with the mace) facing the suppliant goddess and 

an inscription of five lines. The traces of a 2.5 mm wide metal cap, nicely 

decorated with a fine herringbone pattern, has left traces on several 

impressions. The inscription reads: Sîn-nada, son of Igianakezu, scribe, 

UGULA É of the Ningal temple, servant of Ṣilli-Adad (reading and 

drawing of the inscription: courtesy of D. Charpin).7

King Ṣilli-Adad had reigned for a few months only, when the Amorite 

Kudur-mabuk conquered Ur and Larsa in 1835 (MC), removed Ṣilli-

Adad and installed his son Warad-Sîn as the new king of Larsa and Ur.8 

This gives us on the one hand a very precise date of this seal. On the 

other hand, it is striking that this seal is the latest dated object within 

the house, before it was abandoned. Therefore, our hypothesis is, that the 

political turmoils following the change of regimes had direct impact on 

Sîn-nada, who belonged to the former king’s apparatus. We suppose that 

he had to leave his house and perhaps even Ur, before his house was 

taken over by other people. 

As we have already seen, Sîn-nada owned first an official seal indicat-

ing his service to king Sîn-eribam, and he got a new seal when Ṣilli-Adad 

ascended the throne. But although the two seals are only 6-7 years distant 

in time, different scenes are depicted: his first seal must have shown an 

audience scene to the enthroned king, his second seal showed the victori-

ous king facing the suppliant goddess. Why had he chosen a different 

motif for his second seal? Was everybody free to choose his favourite 

seal motif? Were these motifs usual for officials of the kings?

7 During his service for Ṣilli-Adad he was probably involved in the restoration work 
at the Ningal temple, which is reported in RIME 4, E4.2.12.2 (Frayne 1990, 
p. 2000-2001).

8 Charpin 2004, p. 107, 116-118, 385-387.
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Fig. 4. Photos and drawing of Seal 2 of Sîn-nada (Servant of Ṣilli-Adad)
(Photos by P. Zimansky and drawing of inscription by D. Charpin).



770 A. OTTO

3. SEALS OF SERVANTS OF LARSA KINGS 
FROM GUNGUNUM TO RÎM-SÎN

Several seals of servants of the Larsa kings or of members of the royal 

family are known, most of them from their impressions on tablets and 

labels. They have been dealt with — among others — by Edith Porada 

(1950), Lamia al-Gailani Werr (1988), and Felix Blocher (1992). For the 

purpose of this study, most of the hitherto known examples were assem-

bled on Figure 5.9 At least one seal impression has now been known from 

every king from Gungunum (1932-1906) until Rîm-Sîn I (1822-1763). 

Thanks to Sîn-nada’s second seal, which fills the gap at the time of Ṣilli-

Adad, only from the time of Sîn-iqīšam (1840-36) there is no seal known 

so far.

Several seals show the audience scene: a worshipper in a long gar-

ment, beardless and shaven-headed or wearing a cap, is facing the seated 

king, seldom a god. Usually the worshipper stands with hands clasped, 

exceptionally he raises one hand in adoration or offers a kid or a liquid. 

These seals belong to servants of Gungunum (1932-1906) (Fig. 5 a-c)10, 

Abi-sarê (1905-1895) (Fig. 5 d-e)11, Sumu-el (1894-1866) (Fig. 5 f-h)12, 

Nûr-Adad (1965-50) (Fig. 5 i)13, Sîn-iddinam (1849-1843) (Fig. 5 k)14 

and our friend Sîn-nada, servant of Sîn-eribam (1842-41) (Fig. 5 l).

This motif, however, is not attested on seals of servants or court mem-

bers after Sîn-eribam. From the time of Ṣilli-Adad (1835) onwards, only 

the scene of the victorious king facing the suppliant goddess is attested 

so far on their seals (Fig. 5 n). The seal of king Warad-Sîn (1834-1823) 

himself — although only fragmentarily preserved — clearly must have 

shown this image (Fig. 5 o), as does the seal of his servant (Fig. 5 p).15 

The seals of Rîm-Sîn’s wife Beltani (Fig. 5 q) and a servant of Rîm-Sîn 

(Fig. 5 r) also show this motif.16 

There has been an intensive discussion for the past 100 years how to 

interpret this figure, which was so common in the Old Babylonian period, 

9 This collection is not complete. Unfortunately, a thorough collection and study of all 
Mesopotamian servants’ seals is still missing today, although the depicted themes are 
essential not only for our understanding of the ideological concepts of the regimes.

10 Blocher 1992, Nos. 13-17.
11 Blocher 1992, Nos. 23, 37.
12 Blocher 1992, Nos. 48, 36; Buchanan 1981, No. 753.
13 Porada 1950, Fig. 3.
14 Porada 1950, Fig. 2.
15 Blocher 1992, Nos. 76, 97.
16 Moortgat 1940, No. 322; Buchanan 1981, No. 787.
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mainly but not exclusively on cylinder seals. Since we cannot go into 

details here, it suffice to say that the total of arguments points to the 

interpretation of the motif as one of the several manifestations of the king 

or the royal concept, namely the king, who as the continuously successful 

conquerer and leader of his troups symbolized the military powerful 

“victorious king”. The earliest depictions are attested on a seal dating to 

Bur-Sîn of Isin (1897-76), but the figure seems to have appeared nearly 

at the same time also in Northern Mesoptamia, as the seal of Zinuba, son 

of Shakkanakku Iddin-ilum of Mari (c. 1870-50), shows.17 The standard-

ized form – a kilted figure with a brimmed hat, wind-blown hair, holding 

a weapon in the left hand, seems to have been canonized after 1890 BC. 

The type goes ultimately back to Naram-Sîn’s victorious image, which 

is reported e.g. on his famous stele.

At Larsa, the standardized form of the victorious king appears for the 

first time on the seal of a servant of Nûr-Adad (Fig. 5 j).18 Although 

the figure of the victorious king has been preserved only, it it quite cer-

tain that he had been standing opposite the suppliant goddess, since the 

back of the seated king is not visible close to the inscription case as 

would be usual in an audience scene. Interestingly, another seal of a serv-

ant of the same king Nûr-Adad showed the traditional standard scene of 

the audience in front of the seated king (Fig. 5 i).19 Also from the time 

of Sîn-eribam one seal of a servant is known which depicts the victorious 

king opposite suppliant goddess theme (Fig. 5 m).20 Clearly, servants’ 

seals showing the audience scene and the victorious king scene appeared 

side by side under these kings.

There is no attestation of the victorious king scene at Larsa earlier than 

Nûr-Adad. Only one seal of a servant of Sumu-El shows the unique 

depiction of a king with a brimmed hat and a short kilt (Fig. 5 h). 

Although the figure resembles the victorious king in many respects, it 

has a few unusual features such as his right arm which is bent and not 

hanging down, the tip of his kilt between the legs which is missing, and 

his beard which is not wind-blown. It seems as if the conventions about 

how precisely to depict the victorious king had not been fully established 

by then. Only later it became standardized and quasi frozen in its features 

17 For the earliest depiction on a seal of a servant of Bur-Sîn, which has been found at 
Ur, see Legrain 1951, No. 540. For Zinuba see Durand & Otto 2008.

18 Porada 1950, Fig. 6.
19 Porada 1950, Fig. 3.
20 Al-Gailani 1980, No. 19.
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Fig. 5 a-j. Seals of servants of Larsa kings or the royal family
(after al-Gailani Werr 1988, Blocher 1992, Buchanan 1981,

Moortgat 1940, Porada 1950).
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Fig. 5 k-r. Seals of servants of Larsa kings or the royal family
(after al-Gailani Werr 1988, Blocher 1992, Buchanan 1981,

Moortgat 1940, Porada 1950).
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and appearance, and became the most typical standard motif for royals 

and their apparatus throughout the Old Babylonian period. 

It seems that nearly all the seals of servants of Larsa kings from at least 

1930 onwards until at least 1841 bore the motif of the audience scene, 

while servants’ seals from 1835 onwards show uniquely the victorious 

king facing the suppliant goddess. There seems to have been a 25 years 

period of overlapping of the two motifs between 1865 and 1841. 

If we consider the large range of seal motifs which was available in 

the early Old Babylonian period even in South Babylonia (e.g. the contest 

scene, the presentation scene with a leading goddess, offering to or adora-

tion of standing deities, several scenes on a seal etc.21), the limitation of 

the servants’ seals to two motifs only is striking and cannot be explained 

by pure chance. More likely there existed the idea of an official seal 

motif for the king’s servants or for royal bureau seals, as has already been 

proven for other periods and regions.22 We may therefore conclude that 

these two scenes were chosen on purpose for the officials who were on 

duty for the king.

4. CONCLUSIONS

There existed specific coats of arms already in the early Old Babylonian 

period: motifs which were used mainly by officials who were in service 

of the king or held other high ranking positions. At Larsa this was the 

traditional audience scene, which was maintained until 1841. From 1865 

onwards we see a second motif appear side by side which was later to 

become the unique coat of arms not only at Larsa, but in whole Lower 

and Upper Mesopotamia: the victorious king facing the suppliant god-

dess and thus referring to the king’s piety.23 

The usefulness of a coat of arms-like standard seal motif for the royal 

apparatus is immediately understandable for everyone who has dealt with 

sealing and seal impressions on tablets and labels today, and this was 

21 See Blocher 1992 for an overview. 
22 Official seal motifs for servants of the royal court certainly existed in Northern 

Mesopotamia and Syria from the time of Samsi-Addu onwards (Otto 2000, p. 173-178) 
and in Assyria from the 9th to 7th century, where the royal office seal (the “royal seal 
type”), of which dozens of examples were in use in numerous offices, depicted the king 
stabbing a lion (Herbordt 1992, p. 123-136).

23 In view of the North Mesopotamian model, it appears that also in South Mesopota-
mian kingdoms high ranking officials’ seals were adorned with a sort of “coat of arms”.
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certainly not much different in the second millennium BC: Even if a tiny 

part of the motif only was visible or if it was impossible to decipher the 

inscription, the official character of the sealed document became imme-

diately apparent. It functioned like a coat of arms which allowed to dis-

tinguish between documents which had been verified by a high official 

and others which had been issued by other people on duty and therefore 

facilitated administrative and legal procedures.24

But beyond these utilitarian considerations, there must have been more 

profound, ideological reasons why the choice of motifs was so restricted, 

and why the traditional motif was replaced by another motif, which 

became equally obligatory for officials. The audience motif goes back to 

the Ur III dynasty, when it was one of the most favored scenes on offi-

cials’ seals (Winter 1987). This motif was apparently not changed in the 

early Larsa period, except for a few stylistic and antiquarian details. Pos-

sibly it was maintained on purpose, in order to underline visibly the claim 

of the Larsa kings to be the rightful heirs of the Ur III empire. Already 

Edith Porada (1950) had claimed due to seal impressions of the time of 

Sîn-iddinam of Larsa that the shift from Ur III iconography to Old Baby-

lonian iconography occurred in the middle of the Larsa period only, 

around 1850 BC. 

It is impossible to know if this was connected to the rising of the 

Amorites or if the Amorite kings just resumed already present motifs. 

But it seems that the Amorite Larsa kings were wise enough not to invent 

completely new images for their seals, but to maintain the rather modern 

motif of the victorious king, which had been used by a few servants 

already before. It is not difficult to imagine why the Amorite newcomers 

at Larsa and Ur broke with the centuries old Sumerian traditions — 

which had been perpetuated not only in the coats of arms — and favored 

the motif of the victorious king, which refers to the powerful Akkadian 

king Naram-Sîn who had established the largest empire so far in the Near 

East.

24 This seems to be clear from the study of seals in the North Mesopotamian kingdom 
of Samsi-Addu (Otto 2004). From the study of the seals which were used in the palace at 
Tuttul/Tall Bi’a it seems that other people on duty used private seals, even if they served 
in the royal palace.
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