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G.P.F, van den Boorn (Leiden), The Seal Collection of the

Rijksmuseum van Oudheden, Leiden. A Survey.

I welcome this opportunity, kindly provided by D. Homés-
Fredericqg, to inform the reader on the existence of the seal
collection of the Rijksmuseum van Oudheden (RMO) at Leiden.
The series 'Glyptica' seems to constitute an appropriate plat-
form to present detailed information on individual seals and
their publication as well as general information on large,
unpublished collections.

The Ancient Near Eastern Department of the RMO is not as
well known as its famous Egyptian and Classical counterparts.
The reason for this state of affairs is not to be sought in
the quality and range of its collections. Although smaller
than the latter two Departments, the Ancient Near Eastern Col-
lection comprises a variety of artefacts from Mesopotamia,
Anatolia, Syria, Palestine and Iran with a qualitative and
quantitative emphasis on the Palestinian and Iranian collec-
tions. The relative ignorance of the general public and of Near
Eastern archaeologists on this point can be explained i.a. by
the fact that the Department lacks permanent exhibition facili-
ties at this moment and that its collections remain largely
unpublished.

I sincerely hope that this unfamiliarity can be removed
gradually in the near future. Exhibition facilities for a per-
manent Near Eastern Gallerie are planned within the new exten-
sion program of the museum, to be completed within ca. five
years, and several projects are presently undertaken to secure
publication of parts of the collection (1).

One of these projects concerns our seal collection. The
main division within this group is between cylinder seals,
amulet seals, stamp seals etc. of Pre-Sasanian date and the
collection of Sasanian seals.

l. Pre-Sasanian seals

This first unit is made up of two parts which correspond
with their date of entry in the museum.

A. A first group of cylinder seals, covering the whole of the
Ancient Near East, amounts to 44 pieces. The acquisition of
this group began in the first decade of this century. A major
contribution to this lot is a collection of seals acquired by
Prof. de Liagre B&hl in Mesopotamia in 1933 which subsequently
entered the museum. Afterwards individual seals were puchased
until the late fifties, including some fine Achaemenian stamp
seals. Amulet seals and early geometric seals, in total some
8 pieces, were mainly acquired by de Liagre B&hl,

In recent years a number of acquisitions were made in the
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field of glyptics, viz. a copper cylinder seal of Jemdet Nasr
date surmonted by a bull's figure and two Early Hittite bronze
stamp seals (2).

B. The Department was fortunate to receive in January 1981

as a legacy of Dr. Schiirmann his collection of Near Eastern
seals. The Pre-Sasanian part comprises 127 stone and frit cy-
linder seals of Mesopotamian and Iranian origin. To the Schiir-
mann Collection also belong some early flat seals and a number
of stone and black glass stamp seals with geometric and primi-
tive animal design, possibly with Iranian and/or Anatolian back-
grounds ; together 26 pieces.

In general it can be said that this part of the RMO col-
lection, amounting to some 200 seals, covers a time-span from
the beginnings of glyptic art down to the Achaemenian Period.
All of the seals were purchased on the art market and from
private collections. For the time being they remain, therefore,
without a specific provenance. As far as I know, none of the
seals, inclusive of a number of fine specimens with inscrip-
tion, has been published before.

2. Sasanian seals

Before 1981 the Department possessed ca. 10 Sasanian seals.
This meagre score changed considerably with the acquisition of
the Schiirmann Collection (cf. above 1, B).

The Sasanian part of this collection consists of about
1150 seals. I think it can safely be considered one of the
larger collections in Europe at the time. Schiirmann, as an ama-
teur, appears to have taken a keen interest in the geological
as well as in the iconographic aspect of Sasanian seals. As a
result, all the various kinds of stone and every main type of
shape, manufacture and iconographic representation - as can be
found, for instance, in the studies of Bivar, Brunner, Borisov-
Lukonin and Gignoux-Gyselen - are present in his collection.
The number of haematite seals and of decorated pieces is com-
parably high and some 15 seals bear names and inscriptions. To
this group also belong 6 bullae and some 20 Sasanian stone rings.

Apart from the seals, the collection comprises a number of
Islamic stamp seals and 99 bronze and silver rings, mainly of
Sasanian and Early Islamic date (possibly, some may have to be
dated earlier and some may prove to be Hellenistic and Roman).
The same may be said of some 50 incised gems, a number of which
seem to have a definite Graeco-Persian origin,

As goes for the first group, none of the seals has been
published before and all objects were acquired on the art market.

This brief survey tends to show that, although the Rijks-
museum van Oudheden does not posses a seal collection comparable
to those in, for instance, Paris, London or Oxford, it certainly
has an attractive and varied collection representing nearly
every stage in Ancient Near Eastern glyptics. Therefore, an
attempt to secure publication of this group of artefacts is
imperative.
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As for the first group described above, Dr. G. van Driel
of the Assyriological Institute of the University of Leiden
has kindly agreed on taking up the study and analysis of this
part of the collection. Moreover, Prof. Homés-Fredericqg has
generously offered help and assistance in this matter. Dr. Van
Driel intends to publish this group of cylinder seals in the
form of a long article in OMRO within approximately three to
four years.

With regard to the second group, the Sasanian seals, I
am indebted to Prof. J. Duchesne-Guillemin for bringing me into
contact with Prof. Ph. Gignoux and Dr. R. Gyselen of the Ecole
Pratique des Hautes Etudes at Paris, who showed an immediate
interest in the collection. We have not yet determined the form
in which this large group of seals, or a major part of it, will
be published ultimately. However, we have good hopes that a
publication can be realized in the near future in some way or
the other.

For the purpose of study and analysis an adequate impres-
sion in synthetic, undistortable material will be made of every
seal in the two groups. As far as possible and needed, every
seal will be photographed.

The aim of this paper was first of all to inform the
interested reader on the existence of the seals collection of
the Rijksmuseum van Oudheden at Leiden and to indicate in a
cursory way the nature of its contents (3). I sincerely hope
that this survey of the RMO seal collection and the planned
activities to secure its publication may constitute a contri-
bution, however small that may be, to our knowledge of Ancient
Near Eastern glyptics.

All information on the seals and on the Ancient Near East-
ern Department of the Rijksmuseum van Oudheden can be obtained
from :

G.P.F. van den Boorn, curator
Rijksmuseum van Oudheden
Rapenburg 28

2311 EW LEIDEN

THE NETHERLANDS

Notes

(1) The text material is being published in a series of continuing articles
by Prof. W.H.Ph. Romer and Drs. W.H. van Soldt, see OMRO 56 (1975),
1-19 ; OMRO 63 (1982), 42-57. The Bohl Collection of terracotta figu-
rines and later acquisitions in this field will be studied in the next
two years. Individual pieces are being published by the present writer,
see OMRO 62 (1981), 27-32 ; OMRO 63 (1982), 58-66 and in forthcoming
articles by Prof. K. Veenhof (Assur), Dr. E.C.L. During Caspers (Fest-
schrift Beatrice de Cardi) and Drs. F. Wiggerman (OMRO). A small mono-
graph on the Iranian Collections (in Dutch with English summary),
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intended for the general public as well as for the interested special-
ist, is being prepared by this writer. It may serve as a guide to the

exhibition "Ancient Iran. Pre-Islamic Art and Artefact in the Collec-

tions of the Rijksmuseum van Oudheden at Leiden" (autumn 1983).

(2) For these seals and for other recent acquisitions, see G.P.F. van
den Boorn, Recent Acquisitions from the Ancient Near East, OMRO 64

(1983), forthcoming.

(3) TIdentification and description of individual seals in this survey
would have been unwarranted at this stage of the project because it
would mean prejudging the still unknown results of the studies which
are presently undertaken.



