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Abstract
Since the 1987 publication of the monographs both of R.M. Boehmer and H.G.
Güterbock (“Glyptik aus dem Stadtgebiet von Hattuta”) and C. Mora (“La glittica
anatolica del II millenio A.C.”) on the subject of the classification and dating of
Hittite glyptic, an immense amount of new seal material has come to light. In parti-
cular the ca. 3400 sealed bullae from the Niflantepe archive in Hattuta, but also the
seal material from the upper city of Hattuta, from Kuflakl› and Kaman-Kalehöyük,
have been a welcome addition to Hittite glyptic studies. The following paper presents
selected results of the author’s long-term work on the non-royal seal material from
Niflantepe with respect to the structuring and dating of Hittite glyptic. Of particular
significance is a group of early Empire period seal impressions of Hittite officials
and the relatively large number of signet impressions that can be dated to the later
Empire period. Furthermore, on the basis of sealings from Maflat, the Upper City of
Hattuta and Kaman-Kalehöyük the sequence of the pre-Empire period seals of the
15th–14th centuries is re-examined.

I. Introduction
The structuring and dating of Hittite glyptic was last undertaken in two independent stud-
ies which appeared in monograph form in 1987, almost 20 years ago. The first survey
entitled “Glyptik aus dem Stadtgebiet von Bo¤azköy” was a cooperative effort on the part
of the archaeologist R.M. Boehmer and the Hittitologist H.G. Güterbock who used the seal
material from the Lower City of Hattuta as a basis for their study (Boehmer/Güterbock
1987). The second work “La Glittica Anatolica del II millennio A.C.: Classificazione tipo-
logica” by the hittitologist C. Mora took a different starting point by dealing with seal
material from outside the Hittite capital (Mora 1987; see also Mora 1990). Since the mid
eighties there have been a number of new discoveries, in particular of sealed bullae from
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valuable archaeological contexts. I refer here, for example, to the sealed bullae from the
North Terrace Temple and “Building C” in Kuflakl› (Müller-Karpe 1995, 16 p. Abb. 12–13;
Müller-Karpe 1997, 108, 110 fig. 8; Müller-Karpe 1998, 102-106 with figs. 7–9; Müller-Karpe
1999, 62 p. fig. 6a–b; Müller-Karpe 2001, 227 p. fig. 3), from Kaman-Kalehöyük (Yoshida
1999), the temples of the Upper City of Hattuta (A. Dinçol 1993; A. Dinçol 2001; B. Dinçol
1998a; B. Dinçol 1998b; B. Dinçol 2001; Dinçol/Dinçol 2003) and the Niflantepe-Archive
also in the Hittite capital (Herbordt 1998; Herbordt 2002; Herbordt 2005). An important
addition are also the sealed tablets from Emar, the administrative center of the Hittite
province Attata in Northern Syria, recently published by D. Beyer (Beyer 2001). Today I
would like to present the results of my examination of the Niflantepe bullae, in particular
of the nonroyal seals, and to discuss this material within the broader context of Hittite glyp-
tic in general. In the interest of the theme of this workshop I will be looking at what con-
tributions could be made with respect to the structuring and dating of Hittite glyptic and
what problems remain unsolved.

II. Significance of the Seal Material from the Niflantepe Complex
for Hittite Glyptic Studies
In the 1990 and 1991 excavation seasons at Bo¤azköy the remains of a building thorough-
ly destroyed by fire and located on the steep western slope of Niflantepe was unearthed (see
Neve 1991, 322–335; Neve 1992, 307–316; Neve 1996, 52–58 figs. 143–166, 168–169). This
building, now known as the “Westbau”, contained in its basement rooms and its mudbrick
collapse that was washed downslope ca. 3400 sealed bullae and 28 royal land grant docu-
ments (fig. 1–2). The plan of the distribution of the tablets and bullae in the basement
rooms 1-3 of the “Westbau” (Herbordt 2005, folding plan), which we will discuss later in
the paper, indicates that they were originally kept in an upper storey of the building.
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Fig. 1   Section drawing of “Westbau” and slope trench (after Neve 1992, 312 fig. 6).



The significance of the seal material from the Niflantepe complex for Hittite glyptic stud-
ies lies first in the large number of sealed bullae retrieved, which exceeds all other find
spots thus far, and second in their archaeological context as inventory of one particular
building. A comparable but smaller group of bullae and land grants was excavated in the
late 1930’s in Building D on Büyükkale and published by H.G. Güterbock in two volumes
entitled “Siegel aus Bo¤azköy I/II” (Güterbock 1940; Güterbock 1942). Smaller collections
of bullae, such as those from Tarsus (Gelb 1956, 242–254 pl. 401–408; Goldman 1956,
242–244) and Korucutepe (Güterbock 1973; Güterbock 1980) in the Keban Area of the
Upper Euphrates (Ituwa), unfortunately come from poor archaeological contexts. Finally,
the sealed tablets of the 14th–13th centuries from Ugarit (Schaeffer 1956, 1–66; Laroche
1956, 97–160) must also be mentioned as an important source of firmly dated material.

A chronological framework for the seal corpus of Niflantepe is provided by the royal inscrip-
tions both on the land grants and the digraphic seals of Hittite kings and queens on the
bullae. A look at the distribution of royal seals both in the graph (fig. 3) and table (fig. 4)
shows, first of all, that a long period of time is represented: from the royal seal impressions
on land grants of the 15th century to those of Suppiluliuma II at the end of the Hittite
Empire. The graph (fig. 3) shows, however, that the peak of administrative activity for the
archive is clearly represented by the reign of Tuthaliya IV, whose sealings (Tuthaliya IV +
“Labarna”-seals) comprise 33% of the royal seal material1. What can also be clearly seen in
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1 “Labarna”-seals are an administrative seal type bearing a hieroglyphic inscription that gives only the royal titles
“Great King” (MAGNUS.REX = L. 18) and “Labarna” (IUDEX.LA = L. 277) but not the name of the king. For ex-
amples see Güterbock 1940, 55 p. no. 93-103; and Beran 1967, 78 no. 234 pp. Because the title “Labarna”
(IUDEX.LA) is found only in the seal and stone inscriptions of the last two generations of Hittite kings, Tuthaliya IV
to Suppiluliuma II, we have a firm basis for dating the “Labarna”-seals (see Hawkins 1995, 108ff.; Otten 1967,
229 pp.). In the Niflantepe archive they are well-represented with a total of 248 (fig. 3 and 4). Because the last two
Hittite kings, Arnuwanda III and Suppiluliuma II, are so poorly represented in the archive with just 44 and 8 seal-
ings respectively (fig. 4), and the peak of administrative activity lies in the reign of Tuthaliya IV (452 sealings), I have
counted the “Labarna”-sealings together with Tuthaliya IV in the graph (fig. 3).

Fig. 2   Schematic plan of the “Westbau” (after Neve 1992, 310 fig. 3).
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Fig. 3   Graph showing the distribution of royal seals from Niflantepe.

Fig. 4   Table showing the distribution of royal seals from Niflantepe.

the graph is that most of the seal material dates to the 13th century with the other large
percentages falling into the reigns of Hattutili III (19.2%), Murtili III (16.3%), and Muwat-
alli II (9%). Surprisingly, the two last kings of the Hittite Empire are poorly represented
with only 2.1% for Arnuwanda III and a mere 0.4% for Suppilulima II. Taken together,
then, the sealings of 13th century kings amount to 80% of the royal sealings. (For more on
the royal seal impressions see the article of D. Bawanypeck elsewhere in this volume).

The next step is to show how the nonroyal seal impressions figure in the total number of
seal impressions in the archive. What is the proportion of nonroyal to royal sealings? The



pie chart (fig. 5) shows that the 1364 non-royal seal impressions comprise 38.6% of the
Niflantepe archive as opposed to 60% royal seal material (i.e., the royal sealings including
“Labarna”-sealings and sealed land grants). The resulting ratio of nonroyal sealings to
royal sealings is ca. 2:3.

The majority of the clay bullae are of the cone or drop-shaped type which were formed
around a knot and hung on a string emerging from the top of the cone. These are the type
of sealings that were originally hung on written documents, in this case most likely wood-
en writing boards to which Hittite written sources make frequent reference (for references
and discussion see Symington 1991). It is thus that we speak of an archive in this context.

III. Selected Results with Respect to Structuring and Dating
Generally speaking it can be said that the distribution of
the nonroyal sealings over time reflects that of the royal
sealings, that is, they can be dated to the Empire Period
beginning with the reign of Suppiluliuma I. Not repre-
sented among the nonroyal bullae of Niflantepe – with just
one exception – is the period of the royal land grants. The
impression of the single older seal (fig. 6) can be classi-
fied as “Old Hittite” (“althethitisch”) following the ter-
minology used by R.M. Boehmer. A brief summary of
Boehmer’s classification of the Hittite glyptic material is
useful here (see Boehmer/Güterbock 1987, 33 pp.). On
the basis of the stratigraphy of the lower city of Hattuta he
distinguishes an “Old Hittite” period from about 1650
B.C. (middle chronology) to 1400 B.C. (“Unterstadt 3”)
and a “New Kingdom” from the beginning of the 14th cen-
tury to the fall of the Hittite Empire around 1200 B.C.
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Fig. 5   Pie chart showing the distribution of all seal types included in the Niflantepe corpus 
(with updated percentages for royal and “labarna” sealings).

Fig. 6   
“Old Hittite” seal impression 
from the Niflantepe archive

(scale 2:1; Bo 90/231 = Herbordt
2005, Kat. 259).



Within these two periods he distinguishes earlier and later seal types so that there are
roughly four subdivisions into which Hittite glyptic has been classified. Returning now to
our seal impression (fig. 6), it is a flat impression and has the guilloche bands characteris-
tic of the older Hittite material encircling a central circular field bearing a hieroglyphic
inscription with the name and profession of the seal owner, in this case the scribe “Muwa”.
Common to all seals of the “Old Hittite” type is also the inclusion of the Ankh sign (for
“life” = L. 369) and the triangle(s) (meaning “good” in hieroglyphic writing = L. 370).

The range of Hittite Empire seal shapes and types is in fact very different. Looking at the
graph showing the different types of seal impressions in the Niflantepe corpus (fig. 7), we
see that the majority (57.6%) is not round and flat but round and concave. These can gen-
erally be attributed to the most common seal type of the Empire Period, the biconvex seal.
But, whereas the biconvex seal is a well-known “Leitfossil” of the Empire period, the fact
that the signet ring was the second most frequently used seal type in the Niflantepe archive
comprising 24% of the nonroyal sealings came as a complete surprise. Other seal types
attested are round flat impressions with 9.7% (we will come back to these later) and cylin-
der seal impressions, not surprisingly, with a mere 3.0%.

I would like to take a closer look at the signet ring impressions (fig. 8), because they have
been rare at other Hittite sites. One of the few actual examples from Anatolia apart from
Bo¤azköy is the gold signet found in the vicinity of Sivas (see Ökse et al. 1992). Most signet
impressions have been found in Northern Syria where the signet ring of this particular type
probably also originated (see Boehmer 1982, 41; Herbordt 2005, chapter IV 1.2). The
inscriptions and figured scenes run the length of the ring so that it must be rolled slightly
to obtain the full representation. Signet impressions are frequent on 13th century tablets
from Emar (Beyer 2001, 112 pp.) and are well-attested in Ugarit, as for example those of
prince Taki-Sarruma (Schaeffer 1956, 41 fig. 54–55; 42 fig. 56). Notably, Taki-Sarruma is
also well-represented in the Niflantepe corpus with a variety of seals other than signets.
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Fig. 7   Graph showing the distribution of different types of nonroyal seal impressions in
the Niflantepe corpus (after Herbordt 2005, fig. 19).



Looking at a sample of Niflantepe signet impressions (fig. 8) we are struck by the variety of
figured scenes that the stamp seals by comparison lack. All fall into the category of “ritual
scenes”, in which a “worshipper” or a lesser tutelary deity is shown in a gesture of adora-
tion before a greater deity. These are the kinds of scenes that also occur on the so-called
Syro-Hittite cylinders,2 but it is noteworthy that many seals contain elements found only in
the art of the Hittite capital such as the “scenes of embrace” most commonly referred to as
“Umarmungsszenen” (fig. 8, top row right and 2nd row left) and scenes with the winged
deity Sautka followed by Ninatta and Kulitta (fig. 8, fourth row left and right) known from
the relief sculpture of Yaz›l›kaya. It appears that signet rings came into use in the later
Empire Period under the influence of the Hittite provinces in North Syria (see Herbordt
2005, chapter IV 1.2). An important result of my study with respect to the professions of
seal owners was that the signets were primarily used by scribes.

Perhaps the most significant contribution of the Niflantepe seal material with respect to the
structuring and dating of Hittite glyptic lies in the identification of a group of early Empire
Period seal impressions dating to the reign of Suppiluliuma I (see also Herbordt 1998,
312 p.; Herbordt 2005, chapter IV 2.1.1). Until now no real differentiation of nonroyal
seals within the Empire Period on the basis of formal criteria had been possible. I was able
to isolate this particular group by means of the context in which they were found within
the basement rooms of the “Westbau” (see Herbordt 2005, chapter II 2.1).
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Fig. 8   Signet impressions from Niflantepe (after Herbordt 2005, fig. 42).

2 On the term “Syro-Hittite” see Beyer 2001, 34.



The plan showing the distribution of the sealed bullae within the fill of the basement
rooms 1-3 shows distinct clustering according to particular Hittite great kings and queens
(see Herbordt 2005, folding plan). I would like to draw attention here only to the group
in question with respect to the early Empire Period. In the southeast corner of room 3
there is a particularly dense concentration of 144 bullae of king Suppiluliuma I and a group
of officials. Unlike the other bullae that were found scattered in the fill, the sealings of this
group were found in a densely packed conglomerate that had been sealed under part of
the collapsed south wall of room 3. Perhaps they had been part of the contents of a single
container such as a box that fell en bloc from the upper storey. The contents differ from the
other groups found in rooms 1-3 in that only seals of the early Empire Period kings Sup-
piluliuma I (63), Arnuwanda II (6), and Murtili II (5) are included. They are accompa-
nied by sealed bullae of certain officials that also do not occur elsewhere in the three
rooms (see Herbordt 2005, chapter II 2.1).

The seals of seven of the officials, primarily scribes, are illustrated in fig. 9. They differ from
the later Empire Period sealings, examples of which are shown in fig. 10. They can be dis-
tinguished by their small size, their flat seal surfaces, and a relatively small central field with
hieroglyphic inscription in proportion to the overall seal size. Note on the later Empire
Period seals that the central field with hieroglyphic inscription predominates. Another ear-
lier feature is the inclusion of the cuneiform sign “TI” (meaning life) on the inner field of
the seal of the scribe Halparuntiya (fig. 9, top left) which otherwise does not occur on the
seals of later Empire Period officials. Because the seals of this group can be distinguished
from those of the biconvex type predominant elsewhere in the archive, I conclude that the
biconvex seal type must have been introduced after Suppiluliuma I and Murtili II thus con-
firming Güterbock’s 13th century date for the biconvex seals and correcting Ron Gorny’s
date which spans the entire LB II period (i.e., 1400–1200 B.C.) (see Boehmer/Güterbock
1987, 61; Gorny 1993, 187 and 190).
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Fig. 9   Seal impressions of early empire period officials from Niflantepe
(after Herbordt 2005, fig. 26).
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Fig. 10   Seal impressions of later empire period officials from Niflantepe
(from top left after Herbordt 2005, Kat. 514; Kat. 192; Kat. 619; Kat. 650; Kat. 253; Kat. 303).

Fig. 11   Disc-seals predating the Empire period (top: after Boehmer/Güterbock 1987, 57 fig. 43; 
bottom: after Herbordt/Alkan 2000, 95 fig. 1).

Fig. 12   Different forms of signs for “life/well-being” (no. 1 = L. 369; no. 2 = L. 441; no. 3 = L. 440).



A comparison of the seal group from the time of Suppiluliuma I with earlier seals is also
useful in making a catalogue of distinctions. For it is precisely the earlier period that
Boehmer calls “later Old Hittite Period/Early New Kingdom” (“ausgehende althethitische
Zeit/beginnendes Neues Reich”), that is, the 15th and early 14th centuries for which we lack
published seal material from stratified contexts (see Boehmer/Güterbock 1987, 57–60).
One group of seals that certainly falls into this earlier period are the disc-shaped seals3 such
as the one with the hieroglyphic inscription of Kantuzzili GAL MESEDI from the Sivas re-
gion (Herbordt/Alkan 2000; Soysal 2003, 41–45) illustrated in the bottom row of fig. 11. I
would like to draw your attention to several key differences in elements of the seal decora-
tion when compared to the seal impressions from the time of Suppiluliuma I (fig. 9). First,
the band surrounding the field containing the hieroglyphic inscription consists of alter-
nating rosettes and Ankh-signs. These elements of decoration are characteristic for disc-se-
als, to be seen also on the Dresden disc-seal at the top of fig. 11, but are not attested on the
later seals. Second, the organisation of the hieroglyphic signs in the central field has
changed on the seals of the Early Empire. The name of the seal owner appears in the cen-
ter of the seal and is flanked left and right by the titles. This antithetical arrangement of
the hieroglyphic inscription appears to be an innovation in the time of Suppiluliuma and
is indeed paralleled by the introduction of the so-called aedicula seal as the royal seal type
during the reign of this king. Third, the signs symbolising “life” on the later seals are no
longer the Ankh sign as we know it on earlier seals. Rather, they have changed to the signs
you see as no. 2 and 3 in fig. 12 and occur both in the central field of the seal and the bor-
der decoration. They are included in the sign list of Laroche as nos. L. 441 and L. 440
(Laroche 1960). 

The disc-seals can with certainty, I believe, be dated to the period immediately preceding
the reign of Suppiluliuma I. An example of such a seal found in the debris of the level III
palace at Maflat (Özgüç 1982, plate 58.1a-c), whose destruction falls in the reign of
Tuthaliya II/III, the father of Suppiluliuma I, confirms this assessment. Two further seal
impressions from the level III palace at Maflat are of interest in this context. One is a rec-
tangular impression divided into two fields (Özgüç 1982, pl. 57.5), the upper field with the
cuneiform sign TI and the lower field with the Ankh sign (L. 369). This again, fits in well
with the elements that I have shown to be slightly earlier than Suppiluliuma I. The other
seal impression (Özgüç 1982, pl. 57.6), however, moves us into another group of seals,
namely those of the hammer type. Characteristic of the later hammer seals are the spiral
and guilloche ornaments placed between figured scenes in the broad band encircling the
small circular field with hieroglyphs at the center of the seal. A further hammer seal
impression was found in level III contemporary to the palace (Özgüç 1982, 154, pl. 89.1).
It shows a small inner circle with hieroglyphic inscription surrounded by a broad outer
band with figured decoration (sphinxes arranged antithetically around stylized trees). The
stratified sealed bullae from Maflat, when published, will be invaluable for filling in the se-
quence of seal types and designs for the 15th and early 14th centuries.
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3 On disc-shaped seals see also Mora 1987, 106 p., who also dates this seal type to the late 15th and early 14th centuries B.C.



Also of great importance for determining the sequence of seal types for this time period
will be the sealed bullae from the Upper City of Hattuta which are being prepared for pub-
lication by A. and B. Dinçol. In fig. 13 are two container sealings and one bulla (?) present-
ed by A. Dinçol in the Festschrift for Nimet Özgüç (A. Dinçol 1993, 128–130), all bearing
seal impressions with hieroglyphic inscriptions naming the “Great Scribe” Matu. What is of
particular importance for our discussion is the fact that Matu uses four different seals in
the course of his career and that these seals are different types that must be approximately
contemporary. The seal impression illustrated in drawing no. 1 of fig. 13 is of the hammer
seal type classified as “Old Hittite”. With its broad outer guilloche band it is comparable to
the seal impression from Niflantepe discussed earlier in my paper (fig. 6). The two different
seals shown in drawings no. 2, 4, and 5 in fig. 13 have on the one hand the continuous guil-
loche band and on the other hand the interrupted spiral and guilloche ornaments we saw on
the Maflat sealing (T. Özgüç 1982, plate 57, 6). And finally, the seal impression illustrated
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Fig. 13   Seal impressions of the “great scribe” Matu from the upper city of Hattuta
(after A. Dinçol 1993, plate 24-25).



in no. 3 of fig. 13 derives from a disc-seal which I have classified above as dating to the first
half of the 14th century. Thus, it would seem that the “Old Hittite” seal type with an outer
guilloche band (e.g., fig. 6 and fig. 13, 1) was in use longer than we have commonly
thought.

A similar phenomenon can be observed at Kaman-Kalehöyük (see Yoshida 1999, 183–197).
Among the seal impressions from the “Round Structure” we again find a range of differ-
ent seal types in use by a single seal owner so that they must be approximately contempo-
rary. These are, in one case, impressions of a hammer seal with looped border surround-
ing the circular field with hieroglyphic inscription, a hammer seal with an outer band
depicting animals around the central circular field with hieroglyphic inscription, and a
disc-seal of the type discussed above (see Yoshida 1999, 194 figs. 4–7).

The examples I have presented show quite nicely that, in any sequence of material culture
there is always an overlap in time in which older and newer styles and conventions coin-
cide. They also illustrate very well the problems with which we are confronted in the
absolute dating of earlier Hittite glyptic.

IV. Conclusion
The corpus of sealed bullae from Niflantepe represents the Hittite Empire Period (begin-
ning with Suppiluliuma I) in its entirety and provides a unique insight into the variety of
Hittite Empire period glyptic. Future publications of the important glyptic assemblages
predating the Empire Period, which I have mentioned, will provide us with a more secure
basis for structuring and dating the earlier Hittite seal material.

Hitit Mühürcülü¤ü: Yeni Keflifler Ifl›¤›nda Yeniden De¤erlendirmeler
Hitit gliptik sanat›n›n klasifikasyonu ve tarihlemesi üzerine R.M. Boehmer ve H.G.
Güterbock (Glyptik aus dem Stadtgebiet von Hattuta) ile C. Mora (La glittica ana-
tolica del II millenio A.C.) taraf›ndan 1987 y›l›nda yay›nlanan temel eserlerden
sonra çok say›da mühür malzeme gün ›fl›¤›na ç›km›flt›r. Özellikle Niflantepe’de 1990
ve 1991 y›llar› kaz›lar›nda yaklafl›k 3400 bulla ile Hattuta Yukar› fiehir, Kuflakl› ve
Kaman Kalehöyük kaz›lar›nda ele geçen mühür malzemeler, Hitit gliptik sanat›n›n
yeniden de¤erlendirilebilmesi için yeni temel oluflturmufltur. Yazar, Niflantepe’de
bulunmufl kral mühürleri d›fl›ndaki mühür bask›lar›n›n yap›s› ve tarihlendirilmesi
konusundaki çal›flmalar›ndan bir derleme yapmaktad›r. Büyük ‹mparatorluk döne-
minin bafllar›na ait Hitit memurlar›n›n mühür bask›lar› ve Geç ‹mparatorluk döne-
mine tarihlenen yüzük mühür bask›lar›n›n göreceli çoklu¤u son derece önemlidir.
Ayr›ca Büyük ‹mparatorluk öncesi, MÖ 15. ve 14. yüzy›llara ait mühür tipolojisi de,
Maflat, Hattuta Yukar› fiehir ve Kaman-Kalehöyük mühürleri de¤erlendirilerek yeni-
den incelenmektedir.
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