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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Proto-Elamite Sealed Clay Strips from Susa: A Functional
Reappraisal

Rouhollah Yousefi Zoshk!(®),Hassan Afshari Salaki*(®), Donya Etemadifar?

Abstract

Examining administrative artefacts from the Proto-Elamite period in Susa through a phenom-
enological lens allows historians and archaeologists to contextualize these documents not
only as dormant material culture but also as dynamic instruments in negotiating economic
control, political authority, and institutional identity. This article draws on newly reevaluated
evidence of clay sealing strips housed in the National Museum of Iran, interpreted initially as
“wall sealings” by Holly Pittman. It reconsiders their function in light of comparative frame-
works developed by Adelheid Otto for Middle Bronze Age Syria. By situating these items with-
in the broader conceptual field of “administrative writing”, here extended to include physical
sealing devices as protoarchival media, this study examines the thematic frameworks, autho-
rial stances, and intended audiences embedded in both the ancient administrative practices
and the modern scholarly discourse. Rather than occupying a marginal position in archaeo-
logical literature, these sealing strips emerge as powerful heuristic tools for understanding the
evolution of bureaucratic management in early Iranian state formations.
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Introduction

The structural transformations in Iranian
archaeology, whether viewed in ancient
or modern contexts, reflect layers of po-
litical change, shifts in governance, and
evolving cultural paradigms (Helwing,
2004; Afshari & Yousofi Zoshk, 2021). In
Proto-Elamite Susa, administrative arte-
facts such as clay sealing strips illustrate
these processes at their earliest stage,
where bureaucratic systems emerged
alongside specialized material culture
(Pittman, 1997). First classified by Hol-
ly Pittman as wall sealings (Pittman,
1997), more than 78 of these strips were
recovered by the French archaeological
mission prior to the 1950s, often without
stratigraphic documentation (Amiet,
1972). Their interpretation was shaped
largely by morphology rather than con-
text. The present study re-examines
their function in light of Otto’s (1995)
work on Langetten from the YasmahAd-
du palace at Tell Beydar, where similar
objects served archival, logistical, and
identification purposes. This compara-
tive framework positions the Susa strips
as potentially integral elements in early
administrative networks rather than ar-
chitectural fastenings.

Methodology

The analytical approach combines: De-
scriptive Reading; documenting form,
dimensions, clay composition, surface
preparation, seal impression placement,
and perforation patterns (Otto, 1995; Pitt-
man, 1997) and Explanatory Elucidation;
situating artefacts within ancient oper-
ational chains of production, use, and
archiving, with crossregional parallels

from Mesopotamia and Syria (Otto, 1995;
Frangipane, 2010) and finally Deductive
Interpretation; applying phenomenolog-
ical classification to consider user intent,
institutional audience, and symbolic cap-
ital (Afshari, 2019; Yousofi Zoshk, 2010).

Discussion

Morphological traits, elongated strip
form, absence of architectural adhesion,
smoothed surfaces with continuous seal
impressions suggest uses aligned with
“commodity tags” rather than fixed wall
seals (Pittman, 1997; Otto, 1995). In Tell
Beydar, such strips documented identity,
certified delivery, and recorded inven-
tory data (Otto, 1995). In Proto-Elamite
administrative practice, the sealing of
containers followed a deliberate, multi-
stage procedure designed to ensure both
the security of goods and the creation of
verifiable administrative records (Pitt-
man, 1997). First, the mouth of the vessel
was covered with a closely woven piece
of cloth, usually made from tightly spun
plant fibers. This fabric prevented the
clay from directly contacting the ves-
sel’'s contents, safeguarding perishable or
moisture-sensitive goods. Next, a strong
cord often plaited from plant fibers or
fashioned from narrow leather strips was
tied securely around the vessel’s neck,
over the cloth, to hold the covering firm-
ly in place. Over this closure, a dome of
soft, well-kneaded clay was applied, com-
pletely sealing the mouth of the contain-
er. The clay dome acted as a secondary
barrier, strengthening the closure and
deterring tampering. In many cases, one
or more narrow strips of soft clay were
placed horizontally, diagonally, or around
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the dome’s perimeter. These strips func-
tioned as a smooth surface upon which
the official cylinder seal could be rolled.
Finally, before the clay dried, the cylinder
seal was applied with uniform pressure,
imprinting a continuous design across
the strip and sometimes across the dome
itself, which recorded the identity of the
responsible official or institution. Any
attempt to remove the clay or untie the
cord without authorization would inev-
itably destroy the impression, making
the breach evident. Combining physical
security with a standardized visual re-
cord of authority, this method integrated
practical storage concerns with the bu-
reaucratic needs of inventory tracking,
ownership verification, and transaction
archiving. This multi-stage system en-
sured both logistical recording and se-
curity, as breakage left visible tampering
traces (Otto, 1995).

After use, many strips were retained
in archives as tangible proof of transac-
tions, while others were discarded with
daily debris (Pittman, 1997; Otto, 1995).
Their twofold role, securing goods and
creating portable, storable records, un-
derscores their administrative versatility.

Conclusion

A fresh interpretation of the clay seal-
ing strips discovered in Susa and other
ProtoElamite administrative centers
suggests that their function should
extend beyond a purely protective or
sealing role. Archaeological evidence,
including the absence of deliberate
breakage marks, controlled tearing,
or traces of intentional opening, in-

dicates that, unlike clay locks, which
had to be broken to open, these strips
were primarily damaged during dis-
posal rather than during their use or
transfer. On this basis, these strips can
be better understood as “archivable
physical documents”, recording and
confirming, through the use of cylin-
der seal impressions, the identity of
an official, the ownership reference, or
the place of issue of a commodity. In
the complex bureaucratic framework
of the Proto-Elamite period, their role
was less about preventing physical
access and more about recording and
identifying economic and storage in-
formation. This function, especially
in connection with dome-shaped ce-
ramic vessel lids and the “Langette”
pattern, shows that such strips were
used to document the arrival, deliv-
ery, or transfer of goods, occupying a
space between “administrative docu-
mentation” and “practical packaging”;
a dual role, though distinct in the
structure of the administrative sys-
tem. Alongside these strips, hanging
clay seal tags formed another expres-
sion of the same monitoring mecha-
nism. Made of soft clay and attached
to the cord or rope used to tie a basket,
box, or bag, these tags carried cylin-
der seal impressions. They conveyed
key details such as the identity of the
owner, the overseeing official, or the
warehouse custodian. They enabled
the archival and control system to de-
termine the origin and destination of
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goods without opening the container,
thus maintaining a degree of securi-
ty while also providing the means to
track the movement of commodi-
ties. Redefining these two groups of
objects, the clay sealing strips and
the hanging seal tags, opens a new
perspective for understanding the
recording, monitoring, and archiving
networks of the Proto-Elamite period.

These tools reflect not only the order-
liness and standardization of supervi-
sory procedures of the time but also
stand as key evidence for examining
the transition from a tradition-based
economy to a centralized, document-
ed one on the threshold of writing; a
transition in which Susa was at the
very heart.
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Fig. 1. Example of a Proto-Elamite Seal Impression from Susa (National Museum of Iran) Applied Beneath the

Rim of a Pottery Vessel, Along with a Reconstruction of the Sealing Procedure on Ceramic Containers.
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Fig. 2. Conical Lid of a Uruk-style Pottery Vessel from the Vorderasiatisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin.
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Fig. 3. Example of a Seal Impression related to the Sealing of a Pottery Vessel Mouth from Susa (National Museum of
Iran) (Right). The Lid Originates from Nineveh, while the Jar comes from Ur; both belong to Mesopotamia, Jemdet
Nasr period, present-day Iraq (British Museum, London). Reconstruction of the Sealing Process after Palarde (2022).
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Fig. 4. Sealings from a Box, a Bag, and a Basket from Susa (National Museum of Iran), along with a Reconstruc-
tion of the Sealing Procedure on Bags and Boxes.
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Fig. 5. Example of a Sealing from Susa (National Museum of Iran), and a Reconstruction of its Application.
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Fig. 6. Example of a Wall Sealing from Susa (National Museum of Iran), and a Reconstruction of Its Application
(Reconstruction after Paladre, 2022).
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Fig. 7. (a) Detail of a vessel lid with a cylinder seal impression belonging to Iazib-Aranzib. (b) Dome-shaped vessel
lid with clay strips placed on top, from the Lasmab-Adad period at Tell Beydar, present-day Syria. © Dome-shaped
vessel lid made of coarse clay with remains of two strips of softer clay: a small one at the front near the broken rim
and alonger one at the back right. (d) Side view of a clay strip dating to the Late Bronze Age, with remains of coarse
clay adhered to it. (e) View of the same clay strip with a cylinder seal impression (after Otto, 1995).
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Figure 8. (a) Schematic view of a dome-shaped vessel lid with strips of soft clay placed and sealed on top. (b)
Schematic view and section of a pottery vessel closed with fabric: the bottle’s mouth is covered with a piece
of cloth before a lump of clay is applied and sealed. © Schematic view and section of a pottery vessel: the gap
between the ceramic lid and the rim is sealed with a strip of soft clay, followed by the application and sealing of a
lump of clay (images adapted from Otto 1995; reconstruction of panel a by the authors).
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Fig. 9. Cross-section of the Side of a Dome-shaped Vessel Lid with an Inserted Clay Strip. The Back of the Object
Shows the Vessel Rim and a Piece of Cloth Fastened with a Cord (Otto, 1995; Reconstruction by the Authors).
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Fig. 10. Reconstruction of the Method of Applying Clay Tags as Hanging Clay Labels.
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Fig. 1. Two Examples of Proto-Elamite Clay strips with Seal Impressions from Susa (National Museum of Iran),
Used as Strips Attached to Dome-shaped Pottery Vessel Lids.
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Fig. 12. Two Examples of Proto- Elamite Clay Strips with Seal Impressions from Susa and Sialk (National Museum
of Iran) (right) Louvre Museum (left) (Paladre, 2022) Used as Hanging Tags Attached to a Pottery Vessel or a Bag.
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