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venue for postgraduates and early career scholars in Ancient Near Eastern Studies. Three volumes present 
the proceedings of the 6th Broadening Horizons Conference, which took place at the Freie Universität 
Berlin from 24–28 June, 2019. The general theme, ‘Bridging the Gap: Disciplines, Times, and Spaces in 
Dialogue’, is aimed at encouraging communication and the development of multidisciplinary approaches 
to the study of material cultures and textual sources.

Volume 2 contains 20 papers from Session 3 — Visual and Textual Forms of Communication; Session 7 
— The Future of the Past. Archaeologists and Historians in Cultural Heritage Studies; and Session 8 — 
Produce, Consume, Repeat. History and Archaeology of Ancient Near Eastern Economies.
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current research fellow at the Institute for Near Eastern Archaeology at the Freie Universität Berlin, 
Germany. She is the field director of the Tell Ushayer excavations in Jordan. She held several positions 
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All Access Archaeology publications are available as a free-to-download pdf eBook and in print format. 
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Foreword

These volumes represent the proceedings of the conference Broadening Horizons 6, hosted by the 
Institute for Ancient Near Eastern Studies and the Institute for Near Eastern Archaeology at the Freie 
Universität Berlin from 24–28 June 2019. Taking the long-standing partnership of the two institutes and 
the multidisciplinary tradition of Ancient Studies in Berlin as inspiration, the general theme of ‘Bridging 
the Gap’ was chosen to encourage approaches to the study of the Ancient Near East which transcend 
traditional disciplinary boundaries in bringing a range of evidence and methods into dialogue.

The Berlin conference was fortunate to include over 100 papers presented by participants from over 
22 countries and 70 universities. These were divided into eight thematic sessions, each framed by an 
introductory keynote. Since its first incarnation at the University of Ghent in 2006, Broadening Horizons 
has developed into a regular venue for young scholars in the field. In many respects, it remains the only 
conference of its kind, taking both ‘ancient’ and ‘Near East’ in the broadest sense possible, from the 
prehistoric to the Islamic periods. It is a particular point of pride that the conference is not confined 
by field, but remains open to any philological, archaeological, and methodological approaches to the 
material. As a conference for and organized by young scholars, it thus provides a uniquely wide snap-
shot of current work.

Berlin was chosen as a venue for Broadening Horizons 6 by the members of the Organizing Committee 
of the previous conference that took place in Udine in 2017, and to whom we are grateful. In agreement 
between the two committees and in the spirit of international cooperation, the organization of 
the conference in Berlin also included members of the preceding one. We are happy to express our 
enormous thanks to the institutions and persons without whose support the conference, and these 
proceedings, would not have been possible. Funding for the conference was provided by the German 
Research Foundation (DFG), the Office of International affairs of the Freie Universität Berlin, and the 
Ernst-Reuter Gesellschaft. The university’s administration and staff, the Department of History and 
Cultural Studies, Prof. Dominik Bonatz (Institute for Near Eastern Archaeology), and Prof. Jörg Klinger 
(Institute for Ancient Near Eastern Studies) all provided generous logistic and administrative support 
during the organization and the conference itself. Rana Zaher designed our brilliant logo, which 
contributed greatly both to conference identity and now the cover of these volumes. Members of our 
Scientific Committee, some of whom joined us during the conference, provided generous advice and 
encouragement.

The smooth and timely flow of the individual sessions was largely due to the tireless efforts of the 
numerous student assistants and session chairs. It is only fitting that we mention here explicitly the 
catering and hosting offered by Cosimo Dalessandro and the Ristorante Galileo, which has long since 
become an institution of its own within the Freie Universität Berlin, and which kept the breaks of the 
conference amply supplied with coffee and refreshments. The conference’s opening and closing events 
hosted at the Museum Europäischer Kulturen (MEK) by EßKultur provided the ideal setting for social 
interaction and exchange.

These volumes were only possible due to the perseverance of the participants who submitted their 
contributions despite the closure of libraries, difficulties in accessing resources, and the many hardships 



the pandemic imposed on our lives in 2020 and 2021. Our thanks are due especially for their heroic efforts 
in the timely submission of their papers during a most difficult year. We also express our sympathy and 
understanding to those who decided to withdraw their papers as a result of the imposed limitations. 
Finally, we are especially grateful to the many referees who graciously agreed to donate their time and 
efforts to the reviews, even as their crucial contributions remain anonymous.

Costanza Coppini
Georg Cyrus

Hamaseh Golestaneh
Christian W. Hess

Nathalie Kallas
Federico Manuelli

Rocco Palermo

Berlin, 18 July 2021
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Seal-Impressed Vessels at Hama, Syria
Vacca, Tumolo, Mouamar and Lumsden

Seal-Impressed Vessels at Hama, Syria (c. 2500-2000 BC)

Abstract

During the second half of the 3rd millennium BC – a time of state formation and diffuse urbanization in 
the Near East – new kinds of food preparation tools and cooking and serving ceramics appear, alongside 
the proliferation of a new standardized range of vessels specifically designed for consuming liquids. 
Hama, in the Orontes Valley, seems to have been in this period at the centre of a West Syrian use of a 
new and improved cooking pot, characterized by the occurrence of seal impressions. This paper seeks to 
reconsider the evidence of seal impressed cooking pots from Hama J (8-1), making use of both published 
and unpublished vessels kept at the National Museum of Denmark. We discuss several aspects related to 
the typology, chronology, and petrography of the vessels, their find context, the technical characteristics 
of the seal impressions (i.e., position and orientation), as well as the iconography. This allows us to put 
forward some hypotheses about the dynamics of production and distribution of seal impressed pots at 
Hama and other western Syrian sites during the Early Bronze Age period.

Keywords

Hama, Syria, Seal-Impressions, Cooking Pots, Early Bronze Age

Introduction1

During the second half of the 3rd millennium BC – a time of state formation and diffuse urbanization in 
the Near East – new kinds of food preparation tools and cooking and serving ceramics appear, alongside 
the proliferation of a new standardized range of vessels specifically designed for consuming liquids. The 
latter include jugs, pitchers, necked jars, goblets and mugs manufactured in Simple and Painted Simple 
Ware, which are introduced into the table ware repertoire starting from the mid-3rd millennium BC.2 
At the site of Hama, in the middle Orontes Valley, besides the overwhelming appearance of new serving 
and drinking vessels, we can observe the introduction of specialized containers for preparing food, 
sometimes with a cylinder seal impression rolled on the rim or, more rarely, on the body of the vessel. 

1  This article is the result of a joint work; S. Lumsden and A. Vacca have dealt with the description of the Hama collection, the 
stratigraphic and typological analysis of the vessels, G. Mouamar carried out archaeometric analyses, V. Tumolo has addressed 
the study of the cylinder seal impressions. Introduction and conclusions have been written jointly.
2  Mazzoni 2002; Vacca 2020; D’Andrea and Vacca 2019.
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Hama seems, in fact, to have been at the centre of a western Syrian use of a new and improved cooking 
pot in this period. 

In this article, we discuss the preliminary results of our analysis of seal-impressed pots coming from levels 
J8-1 at Hama and dating to the second half of the 3rd millennium BC (Early Bronze Age IV, henceforth 
EB IV, c. 2500-2000 BC), making use of both published and unpublished vessels kept at the National 
Museum of Denmark. We present the general features of the entire repertoire of seal-impressed vessels 
documented in EB IV levels at Hama, including both Simple Ware (SW) storage/transport containers 
and ovoid and globular hole-mouth vessels – possibly cooking pots, with a special focus on the latter. 
These specialized vessels are characterized by the co-occurrence of distinct physical and iconographic 
features: the ovoid or globular shape with a wide mouth, the frequent combing of the outer surface, the 
reddish/brownish porous fabrics rich in calcite aggregates, and the possible occurrence of cylinder seals 
impressions. In particular, the presence of cylinder seal impressions makes these jars quite remarkable 
and frequently discussed in the archaeological literature. Different explanations have been suggested for 
the purpose of seal impressions on jars, and a general agreement is far from being reached.3 The present 
state of research still lacks studies combining systematic petrographic analyses with the investigation 
of a large corpus of stratified seal-impressed vessels analysed in a diachronic perspective. In this regard, 
the repertoire from Hama offers the opportunity of correlating these types of systematic investigations 
with the contextual and stratigraphic analysis of a large corpus of evidence uncovered at a single site.

In this paper aspects related to the seal impressions (i.e., position and orientation) and the iconography 
will be correlated with the variation in the physical features of the vessels – such as ware, dimensions, 
or shape – in order to detect information useful for a preliminary reconstruction of the dynamics of 
production and distribution of the Hama seal impressed pots. The observations derived from this study 
are nevertheless preliminary, since additional archaeometric investigations coupled with fingerprint 
analysis (currently being carried out by A. Sanders, University of Chicago),4 and residue analysis are also 
being undertaken, in order to broaden the interpretative framework, shedding light on specific stages 
of the chaîne opératoire process and on consumption patterns.

The Hama collection

The large collection of seal-impressed vessels coming from Hama has a lot to offer for such a study. 
The Danish excavations at Hama, carried out in the 1930s, still provide some of the best evidence for 
mundane domestic contexts for the Early Bronze Age period in the northern Levant, with a broad 
horizontal exposure (over 1600 square meters) and a lengthy sequence (more than four meters of 
deposits). This study is part of a larger multidisciplinary project on the Hama J Period that has as its 
main goal the re-examination and publication of the whole corpus from these domestic contexts, based 
on the artefacts and the field documentation stored at the National Museum of Denmark.5 As noted 
above, the Hama J Period roughly covers the second half of the 3rd millennium BC, that is, in terms of 
the Syrian chronology, the Early Bronze Age IV. It encompasses eight main phases, from J8 to J1, roughly 
corresponding to the EB IVA1-2 and the following EB IVB period.

Recent studies of Hama Period J based on the analysis of a large collection of artefacts stored in the 
National Museum suggest that, although Hama seems not to have been a large settlement (c. twelve  ha), 
it nonetheless may have been a significant place during the second half of the 3rd millennium. The 
material culture from Hama and the information gathered from contemporary texts from Palace 

3  See, among others, Ben-Tor 1978; Mazzoni 1992; 1993; 2013; 2017; Flender 2000; Joffe 2001; Graff 2012; Thalmann 2013.
4  Sanders 2019. 
5  See Vacca et al. 2018.
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G archives at Ebla attest to broad regional and inter-regional connections for Hama,6 and Ebla texts 
indicate that Hama was home to an important cult centre, which was a pilgrimage destination for the 
Ebla elite.7

The excavations of EB IV levels yielded a total amount of 76 impressed vessels in Simple and Cooking 
Wares, including jars, pots, and few bowls, kept both at the National Museum of Aleppo and at the 
National Museum of Denmark. Out of these 76, 49 are now in Copenhagen and they are for the most part 
still unpublished.8

In terms of chronology, the first appearance of seal-impressed vessels is documented in Level J8, which 
can be dated to the mid-3rd millennium BC.9 The majority of the impressed vessels can be ascribed to 
Levels J6 and J5, which are dated to the EB IVA (c. 2450-2300 BC). A still large number of examples were 
collected from the following EB IVB Levels J4 and 3, while only 2 examples were associated with the 
latest Levels, J2 and 1 (c. 2300-2000 BC) (Figure 1).

6  Edwards 2019; Vacca et al. 2018.
7  Archi 2015; Bonechi 2016 with relevant bibliography. 
8  The 49 seal-impressed items kept at the National Museum of Denmark in Copenhagen consist of 24 cooking pots, 24 
transport/storage jars, and one bowl. Further 17 seal-impressed cooking pots are at the National Museum of Aleppo. The seal 
impressed potsherds and vessels found during the Danish expedition of 1931-38, have been partially published by Ingholt 
(1940), Fugmann (1958) and Ravn (1960). In addition, further impressions – both kept at the Archaeological Museum of Aleppo 
and the National Museum of Denmark – were studied by Mazzoni (1992, 98-114, B87-B115, with further references) and 
Matthews (1996).
9  For the dating of Level J8 see especially: Mazzoni 2002, 76; Vacca 2015; Mouamar 2017.

Figure 1: Histogram showing the occurrence of seal-impressed vessels in the different Levels of Hama J.
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Typological and contextual analyses

Three types of Cooking Ware (CW) pots can be distinguished among the Hama J assemblage: the everted-
rim type (which is also the most frequent one, totalling 27 vessels), the vertical rim (12 items) and the 
hole-mouth pot (20 examples; see Figure 2).10 The first two types are very similar in terms of overall 
vessel morphology and are characterized by an ovoid body and a swollen rim, elongated and everted 
(Type 1) or short and vertical (Type 2) (Figure 2: 1-2). The cylinder seal impression is typically applied 
on the rim or, in one case, the shoulder (see below). The third type encompasses globular-shaped, hole-
mouth pots with thickened and protruding inner rim; the cylinder seal impression is usually rolled on 
the outer side of the rim (Figure 2: 3). Identical types, but not sealed, occur as well throughout Levels 
J8-1. The majority of these vessels are characterized by the occurrence of a similar surface treatment, 
consisting of a horizontal combing applied on the outer surface, although smoothed surfaces are also 
attested (see below). At Hama, the three pot types coexist and are documented by several vessels 
retrieved in domestic units from Level J8 to Level J1. The earliest evidence of seal-impressed pots comes 
from Level J8, when hole-mouth CW pots appear for the first time in the Hama assemblage, featuring 
parallel developments as those described for the Ebla region during EB IVA1.11 

Similar corrugated, seal-impressed jars have been found in several central and northern inner Syrian 
sites, located between Ebla and Hama.12 They come from both public and domestic contexts, suggesting 
that the distribution and utilisation of these containers cut across different levels of the society. 
Interestingly, Hama is the only site where different types of corrugated pots co-occur (Figure  2), 
suggesting a local production (also supported by archaeometric analyses) and a widespread demand 
and supply of these containers.

10  We discuss here 73 Cooking Ware pots, including both plain vessels and pots with seal impressions.
11  The hole-mouth CW pot is a diagnostic type of the EB IVA1 period (c. 2550-2450 BC) and it is attested side-by-side with the 
first goblet types introduced in Level J8 (Mazzoni 2002, 76; Vacca 2015). Hole-mouth pots documented at Ebla are generally 
unsealed, while the examples from Hama can bear cylinder seal impressions rolled on the outer rim (Fugmann 1958, fig. 58:3F 
183; here Figure 2: 3).
12  Mazzoni 1992, 98.

Figure 2: Three main types of CW pots with cylinder seal impressions from Hama J: 1. vertical rim (3F 183); 2. everted rim (3K 
304); 3. hole-mouth pot (3H 417). ©Nationalmuseet.
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Overall, seal-impressed CW pots with vertical or everted rims are widely attested both in public 
buildings (Ebla, Royal Palace G) and private dwellings (such as Hama, Tell Qarqur, Tell Acharneh, Tell 
Masin, and Tell Mishrifeh/Qatna) (Figure 3).13 At Ebla, the swollen and everted rim corrugated pot is 
the only type documented and occurs both in the sealed and unsealed varieties.14 Conversely, the seal-
impressed hole-mouth type has been found mainly in domestic buildings at sites located in the Middle 
Orontes Valley such as Hama, Tell Qarqur, Qal’at el-Mudiq, and Al-Rawda, although several vessels 
were retrieved in secondary contexts (Figure 3).15 It is possible that these CW pots were produced by 
specialized workshops located in the Middle Orontes Valley, as the large number of examples found at 
Hama and other nearby sites seems to suggest.

Corrugated pots from Hama were retrieved in houses, stacked in rooms together with other vessels or 
in working spaces associated with grinding stones and other tools for food preparation. The position of 
some of these pots can be reconstructed thanks to the analysis of original sketches and object cards kept 
at the National Museum correlated with general plans drawn for each architectural level by the Danish 

13  Hama: Fugmann 1958, 59, fig. 65:3H 319 (J6), 64, fig. 74:3F 183 (J5), 69, fig. 85:3K 304 (J4). Tell Qarqur (Area A, out of context): 
Dornemann 2003, fig. 197. Tell ‘Acharneh: Cooper 2007, 48, fig. 12 right. Tell Masin (level 3): Du Mesnil du Buisson 1935, pl. 
XLIX:25. Tell Mishrifeh/Qatna: Barro 2003, 91, fig. 16. 
14  Matthews 1996, 121-155; Peyronel et al. 2014, 20-24, fig. 10:1-5.
15  Hama: Fugmann 1958, 53, fig. 8:3F 183 (J8), 65, fig. 75:3H 417 n°6 (J5), 74, fig. 93:3D 540 (J3). Al-Rawda (the vessels come from 
the stratigraphic sounding excavated in Sector 4): Castel et al. 2008, 48, fig. 19:RW1.2251.12. Qal’at el-Mudiq (Square B1, level 2): 
Collon and Zaqzouq 1972, fig. 7:AP.70.VI.3.1500. Tell ‘Acharneh: Cooper 2007, 48, fig. 12 left. 

Figure 3: Map with the distribution of seal-impressed pots.



Session 3 — Visual and Textual Forms of Communication

126

team. For instance, in Level J5, which is the best preserved one due to its destruction by fire, the position 
of several pots was registered within different domestic buildings. A large house, located in the south-
western sector of the excavation area (in square I10), and composed of at least six rooms giving access 
to the north to a courtyard or another sector of the same building,16 yielded two seal-impressed pots. 
These hole-mouth types (3H417b and 3H471) were retrieved in room R.2, together with other preserved 
vessels and basalt grinding stones.17 The blackened bottom of these pots suggests a prolonged exposure 
to fire. 

Based on the analysis of seal-impressed pots from domestic contexts at Qarqur, S. Graff argues that 
these vessels served in the preparation of special foods, such as the bitter vetch, and therefore it was 
necessary to distinguish them by means of the seal impression from other cooking equipment for 
hygienic or ritual purposes.18

In Palace G of Ebla, corrugated jars occur in association with fireplaces, as well as in areas devoted 
to food storage or food processing activities, pointing to a multifunctional use. Nevertheless, the 
documentation from the kitchen room of the palace (L.2890) clearly shows that they were employed as 
cooking pots, and, at the time of the destruction of the palace, vegetable substances (and in particular 
wild herbs with medicinal properties) were boiling in them.19 Ovoid corrugated jars, both sealed and 
unsealed with a capacity of 40 to 80 litres, were found in place above the hearths, while two others had 
fallen and were crushed on the floor. Due to the particular assemblage found in the Palace G kitchen, 
its segregated character, as well as its proximity to the Court of Audience, accessible through the 
Monumental Stairway – it has been suggested that the kitchen was used to prepare beverages to be 
distributed during convivial occasions.20 The evidence from the kitchen of Palace G indicates that a 
functional distinction between sealed and not sealed ovoid corrugated jars cannot be proven, at least 
in this case. In fact, botanical analyses of plant remain from Ebla’s kitchen show that both types of 
corrugated jars were employed for the preparation of the same kind of products. It seems, therefore, 
likely that the specific function of these vessels was not communicated by the seal impressions, but that 
it was instead connected to the peculiar physical properties of the pot.

Petrography

As for the manufacturing technique, the CW pots share similar characteristics concerning the grooving 
of the outer surfaces (probably functional for heat conductivity) and the mineral composition of pastes 
(Figure 4). Up to now 26 samples have been analyzed only with binocular magnifier.21 Further analyses, 
including the characterization of petrofabrics and chemical analyses, are planned in order to explore 
our preliminary observations. What we can say based on these first data is that the majority of samples 
of seal-impressed pots have a spatic calcite-rich fabric, the angular and rhombohedral shape of the 
calcite fragments indicates that calcite crystals from an additional source were crushed and added to 
a clay raw material; the coarse calcite is observed by its fairly white interference colours (Figure 4). 
Spatic calcite-rich fabrics also characterize cooking pots with incised zigzags applied on the outer rim. 
These, however, appear prepared in a different way, with generally smaller sub-angular aggregates. 
Calcite temper gives the ceramics coefficients similar to that of clay, creating the thermodynamic 
suitability required for cooking pots. In other words, repeated heating and cooling will not damage 

16  See the plan published in Fugmann 1958, fig. 73.
17  Fugmann 1958, fig. 75:3H 417 no. 6. 
18  Graff 2012, 37-39.
19  Wachter-Sarkady 2013; Peyronel et al. 2014.
20  Peyronel et al. 2014. A possible use of the kitchen as a pharmacy has been also put forward by Vacca et al. 2017.
21  Archaeometric studies (petrographic and chemical studies) are currently being undertaken by G. Mouamar at the ArAr – 
Archéologie et Archeometrie, CNRS, Lyon.
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the pot and the tabular shape of calcite grains helps prevent cracks and breakage, being more stable at 
higher temperatures.

Generally speaking, the fabrics employed for corrugated pots are basically different from that of 
‘common’ CW pots, which are always characterized by basalt-rich fabrics. So, why produce different 
kinds of pots? Are the corrugated pots highly specialized vessels in terms of their performance, such as 
modern aluminium and stainless-steel cookware, or are they related to the production of specific foods? 
Targeted petrographic and chemical analyses are being carried out in order to investigate these aspects, 
as well as to clarify if a possible difference in terms of fabrics between sealed and not sealed pots existed.

The seal impressions 

Consistent with the EB IV repertoire from the northern Levant, the Hama J seal impressions corpus 
consists only of cylinder seal impressions.22 With the exception of one sealing, apparently created by 
a cylinder that was rolled vertically along the neck of a vessel (3D 658), the impressions were applied 
horizontally on the SW and CW jars – the latter including both hole-mouth jars and pots with everted 
or vertical rims (Figures 5: 1, 6: 1-4). On the SW transport/storage jars, the seals were generally rolled 
along the shoulder or the upper body of the vessel (Figure 6: 1-2). In some cases (3C 662; 3B 800a-b + 
O17 I, 3H 194a-c; 3H 195), the impressions were applied twice, forming two parallel horizontal bands 
(Figure 6: 1). As for the CW pots, the seals were run on the rim of the three types of vessels (see above). 

22  Only one impression kept at the National Museum of Denmark (3H 623) seems to have been made by a stamp seal that was 
impressed several times in order to create a dense pattern. This item, uncovered from a context of Phase H (Middle Bronze 
Age), might represent a later development of the practice. 

Figure 4: Thick sections of selected sherds from Hama J showing the fabrics of four cooking pots (spatic calcite-rich fabric).
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One exception is represented by a cooking pot that has the cylinder seal impression applied on the 
shoulder, directly below the rim (3H 957). From many of the best-preserved items, it seems that the 
sealings on the cooking pots’ rims originally consisted of short strips of a well-defined length that did 
not cover the entire circumference of the vessels (Figures 5: 1, 6: 3). This technical aspect distinguishes 
the northern Levantine seal impressions from those of the central and southern Levant, as already noted 
by J.-P. Thalmann (‘Dans tous les cas, les empreintes de cylindres sur céramique du groupe SC sont donc bien des 
marques, ce qui les distingue radicalement de celles du groupe LC’).23 Interestingly, non-seal-impressed CW 
jars from the same phases of Hama J (23 examples in Copenhagen, 1 in Aleppo) are similar in shapes and 

23  Thalmann 2013, 291. 

Figure 5: Technical features of seal impressions and incised decorations from Hama, on CW pots: 1. horizontal strips with well-
defined side edges of seal impressions; 2. incised decoration. Pictures not in scale. ©Nationalmuseet. 
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characterized by incised decorations on the rim, consisting of horizontal parallel wavy lines or zigzags 
made by using a stick or pointed tool. They resemble the seal impressions not only in the position on 
the vessels, but also by the fact that – in the same way as the sealings – they also do not cover the entire 
circumference of the vessels but create strips with well-defined side edges (Figure 5: 2). 

The majority of the seal impressions are characterized by purely geometric designs, consisting of 
simple motifs (i.e., net pattern) or designs created by the regular repetition of one basic element, such 
as parallel vertical lines (3E 916), oblique strokes (3K 301), zigzags (3K 292; 3H 793), and concentric 
lozenges (3F 183).24 Running spirals/guilloches (3E 487; 3E 992: Figure 6: 4) find parallels in the central 
Levant, at Byblos and Sidon.25 For the rest of the repertoire, geometric motifs are created by the use of 
different elements together, such as crosses and parallel strokes (3H 936), triangles and lines variously 
disposed (3G 399), triangles, rhomboids and herringbones (3E 995). Quite peculiar designs are created by 
superimposing two or three horizontal strips of regular motifs, such as crossing meanders and vegetal-
like herringbone patterns (3E 468), or spirals, herringbones, and compartments filled with parallel 
hatches (3H 957).26 

Vegetal and floral patterns are one of the hallmarks of the Hama repertoire: leaves, rosettes, and 
vegetal-like elements are widely depicted in diverse designs. Herringbone patterns (e.g., 3C 904; 3E 
489) can be interpreted as simplified and stylized depictions of plants.27 A design quite distinctive of 
the Hama repertoire consists of rosettes with linear elements at the top and the bottom, alternated 
with partitions filled by a vegetal-like herringbone design and a zigzag (3C 662), herringbones and a 
net pattern (3F 341), or herringbones vertically and horizontally disposed (e.g., 3B 800 + O 17 I, here 
Figure 6: 1; 3H 194; 3H 195; 3H 518 + 3H 525; 3K 359; 15906).28 In a less-well designed version of this same 
type of scheme, the rosette is depicted in a star-like manner and further linear patterns were added (3K 
360; 3K 290). The rosette and herringbone motifs can also be represented together with other types of 
geometric designs, such as the double spiral (3E 484), or with a figurative subject, such as the animal – 
maybe a gazelle – depicted on 3F 727+3D 540.29 The rosette is possibly surrounded by two snakes in the 
latter representation, as well as in 3C 603.30 A similar rosette surrounded by a snake characterizes the 
impression TM.75.G.280/18 from Ebla.31 

The repertoire of figurative depictions at Hama, consisting of about 20 sealings, is dominated by two 
main themes: the herding and the dance scenes. The first type of representation possibly refers to 
an attitude of protection over the flock, as already proposed by S. Mazzoni, who suggested that these 
images would represent herding activities rather than hunting.32 Such scenes of protection over the 
flock are depicted according to a quite standardized scheme. A human figure, which can hold a weapon 

24  Ingholt 1940, 43: note 3, pl. XV:1; Mazzoni 1992, 152, B101, Tav. XXXIV.
25  3E 487: Ingholt 1940, 43: note 2; Mazzoni 1992, 151, B97, Tav. XXXIII. Byblos: Dunand 1950-1958, no. 19307, Pl. CXCV. Sidon: 
Doumet-Serhal 2006, 262: no. 5, Pl. 167:5.
26  Mazzoni 1992, 154, B112, Tav. XXXV. 
27  Ingholt 1940, 43: note 6; Mazzoni 1992, 151, B98, Tav. XXXIII. 
28  3C 662: Ingholt 1940, 34: note 1; Mazzoni 1992, 150, B92, Tav. XXXII. 3F 341: Ingholt 1940, 43: note 1; Mazzoni 1992, 152-153, 
B103, Tav. XXXIV. 3B 800 (a-b) + O 17 I: Mazzoni 1992, 149, B88, Tav. XXXII. 3H 194 (a-c): Mazzoni 1992, 153, B106, Tav. XXXIV. 3H 
195: Ingholt 1940, 43: note 1, pl. XV:2, 42: note 6; Mazzoni 1992, 153, B107, Tav. XXXIV. 3H 518 + 3H 525: Matthews 1996, 144: no. 
18, Tabs. II:18, V:18. See Mazzoni 1992, 75, A35, Tav. IX, XVII, XXI and 67-68, A4, Tav. IV, XI, XXIII for parallels. 
29  3E 484: Ingholt 1940, 42: note 6, 43: note 2; Mazzoni 1992, 151, B96, Tav. XXXIII. 3F 727 (+ 3D 540): Ingholt 1940, 33: note 8, 42: 
note 6, 43: note 6, pl. XIV:6; Mazzoni 1992, 153, B105, Tav. XXXIV.
30  Matthews 1996, 144: no. 14, Tabs. II:14, IV:14.
31  Mazzoni 1992, 70, A15, Tav. VI, XIII, XXIV.
32  3F 68: Matthews 1996, 142: no. 3, Tabs. I:3, IV:3. 3H 380: Ingholt 1940, 42: note 5, pl. XIV:5; Mazzoni 1992, 154, B109, Tav. 
XXXV. 3H 373, on a bowl: Ingholt 1940, 42: note 5; Mazzoni 1992, 153-154, B108, Tav. XXXIV. Group I2b ‘scene di pastorizia’: 
Mazzoni 1992, 46-57. 
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(likely a dagger: 3H 380, here Figure 6: 3), is associated with one or two quadrupeds – representing the 
flock – that can be positioned as facing each other (3F 68) or tête-bêche (3H 380; 3H 373). Further elements 
are also included in the scene: a herringbone design, probably representing a vegetal element (3F 68), 
and a scorpion (3H 38). These kinds of images seem to be popular in the northern Levant and eastern 
Syria, as documented by seal impressions from Ebla, Tell es-Suffane, Tell Mozan, Tell Leilan, Tell Brak.33 
To the south, this theme does not spread beyond Khirbet ez-Zeraqon.34 The other type of figurative 
motif that characterises the Hama repertoire consists of dance scenes, depicting frontal figures with the 
arms open to the sides.35 The arms can be bent slightly upward (3A 665; 3E 742), with the figures holding 
each other’s hand. In 3A 665, the spaces left between the figures are filled by quadrupeds standing on 
triangles (Figure 6: 2). S. Mazzoni suggested an association between these scenes and the ‘rituel de haut 
Syrie’ motif, already identified by Amiet.36 In contrast to the herding scenes, this type of image seems 
to be mostly widespread in the southern areas. In fact, while it is known in the southern (e.g., Bab edh-

33  From Ebla, TM.89.G.383/1: Mazzoni 1992, 76, A41, Tav. X, XVIII, XX; TM.68.D.30: Mazzoni 1992, 67, A3, Tav. IV, XI; TM.77.G.477: 
Mazzoni 1992, 71-72, A21, Tav. VI, XIV; TM.90.P.327: Mazzoni 1993, 405, A46, fig. 6, Pl. 73:2; TM.07.HH.636: Tumolo 2017, 169, fig. 
2:2. From Tell es-Suffane: Mazzoni 2006, 384-385, Taf. 8b. From Tell Mozan: Matthews 1997, 289: no. 500, Pls. XXXVII.LVII. From 
Tell Leilan: Parayre 1990, 557-558: no. 4, fig. 28:4. From Tell Brak: Matthews 1991, 152: no. 14, fig. 2:14. According to E. Rova, 
the Levantine husbandry scenes would actually be the Levantine counterpart of the north-eastern Syrian ‘master of animals’ 
theme, consisting of both the local types of depictions and contest scenes (Rova 2006, 307). 
34  Tumolo 2019, 43-44 with further references.
35  3A 665: Ingholt 1940, 42: note 3, pl. XIV:3; Mazzoni 1992, 149, B87, Tav. XXXII. 3E 744: Ingholt 1940, 42: note 3; Mazzoni 1992, 
152, B100, Tav. XXXIII. 3E 742: Matthews 1996, 143: no. 11, Tabs. II:11, IV:11.
36  Mazzoni 1992, 103 with further references.

Figure 6: Images on seal impressions from Hama, on SW transport/storage vessels and CW pots: 1. rosettes and herringbone 
motif, on SW (3B 800b); 2. dance scene, on SW (3A 665); 3. herding scene, on CW (3H 380); 4. running spirals/guilloches, on CW 

(3E 992). Pictures not in scale. ©Nationalmuseet.
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Dhra’) and the central Levant (Sidon), for the northern Levant this theme seems to be found only in the 
southern part of the region.37 Besides the Hama finds, one example is known from Tell es-Sour and none 
is documented from northern areas.38 

Discussion and conclusions

This brief overview of the seal-impressed vessels from Hama has allowed us to put forward some 
preliminary observations, which will be further developed through targeted ongoing analyses. As for 
the typology of CW pots with cylinder seal impressions, the sites of the Middle Orontes, and especially 
Hama, show the broadest variability in terms of overall vessel shape. In fact, Hama yielded three different 
typologies of seal-impressed CW pots, co-occurring in the same find contexts.

As already noted by S. Mazzoni, apart from some differences, the sealings from Hama find most 
comparisons with the Ebla’s material and they can be considered, in fact, as part of a cultural unity 
that included the area between the Nahar el-Quweiq and the Homs/Hama area.39 However, although 
the impressions are of the same types, the distribution pattern of the types of jars that are impressed is 
different. In fact, the corrugated jars - both hole-mouth and with swollen rim, vertical or everted - are 
present at Hama, while at Ebla only the swollen rim type is impressed. Besides the geometric designs, 
which find strong comparisons in the Ebla’s corpus, one of the motifs mostly documented at Hama is 
represented by the herding scenes, also well known in the rest of the Syrian region. On the other hand, 
the dance scenes – not documented at Ebla thus far – seem to connect Hama to the south, where these 
types of representations are widespread from Tell es-Sour and Sidon to the entire southern Levant, 
reaching Bab edh-Dhra’. A peculiar aspect of the Hama repertoire is represented by the impressions 
with rosettes+herringbone/plants images, which seem to have been a hallmark of the impressed SW jars 
at the site and find few comparisons in the Ebla corpus.

Based on this evidence, it is possible to hypothesize that the production of CW seal-impressed pots was 
centred in the Middle Orontes Valley and was distributed in a larger area encompassing the Ebla region. 
As far as we know from cuneiform texts from Royal Palace G, Hama was within the orbit of Ebla, and 
tied to the latter in socio-economic and socio-political terms. Thus, the similarities in the iconographic 
repertoire of both sites, as well as the local peculiarities of the Hama repertoire (both in terms of vessel 
morphology and themes carved on the cylinder seals), suggest on the one hand a strong influence 
between the two sites related to intense political and economic relationships, and on the other a certain 
degree of autonomy and regional organization of pottery production. 

As already mentioned, different hypotheses have been suggested about meanings and purposes of the 
seal impressions. Since the corrugated globular pots of the Ebla-Hama region were also employed for 
cooking purposes, they differ from the repertoire of the seal impressed vessels coming from the rest of 
the Levant and eastern Syria and represent a unique case. On the other hand, as in the rest of the region, 
the themes and iconographies depicted are very diverse and find comparisons throughout different 
distribution areas. Some are more widespread and reveal larger connections, while others are more 
particular to the Ebla-Hama region. 

Regarding the relation between the meaning of the depictions and the function of the seal-impressed 
vessels, it should be emphasized that until now it has not been possible to define any kind of correlation 
between the diverse scenes and motifs depicted and the variations in the physical features of the vessels, 
such as shape and dimensions, or in their find-contexts. However, through our multi-disciplinary 

37  Lapp 1989, 5-7, fig. 5; Doumet-Serhal 2009, 2, 9. 
38  Al-Maqdissi and Ishaq 2012, 8-9, figs. 3:a-b. 
39  Mazzoni 1992, 98, 114.



Session 3 — Visual and Textual Forms of Communication

132

methodological approach, we have aimed at exploring other possible correlations, such as seal-
impressions and vessels fabrics through targeted petrographic and chemical analyses. We are confident 
that, with further analyses, much more precise trends will be discovered. Consequently, this would 
allow us to suggest the location of the workshops producing the seal-impressed pots, and whether – and 
in which way – they were different from those producing the non-sealed ones. 

Another line of investigation will be devoted to understand how these pots circulated and to detect 
the possible pattern revealed in their contents (through residue analyses). The accomplishment of this 
multi-disciplinary analysis on Cooking Ware pots from Hama will provide an opportunity to investigate 
the dynamics of production and distribution of the seal impressed vessels in the region, and to shed new 
light on their purpose(s). This will also contribute to the clarification of the dynamics that characterized 
the Early Bronze Age socio-economic system in the area, which has yet to be fully explored. 
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