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The Shahrood Museum holds 32 Sasanian clay bullae that were confiscated in
2005. These bullae hold invaluable information, contributing substantially to our
understanding of Sasanian seals and sealing practices. The primary objective of
our current research is to determine the methods by which the bullae were
affixed to documents or packages. We also endeavor to thoroughly analyze the
iconography depicted on these bullae and to establish their relative chronology.
This article presents an in-depth, descriptive-analytical overview focusing
exclusively on the collection of clay bullae in the Shahrood Museum. Each
motif is carefully examined to underscore the importance of these bullae.
Following the meticulous cleaning process, the inscriptions on the bullae will be
deciphered and subsequently published in a separate article. The results of our
study reveal that among the 32 clay bullae, 11 bear inscription, while 20 feature
animal motifs (both real and mythological), symbols, and devices. The margins
of 20 seal impressions contain inscriptions. Notably, the inscription on one bulla
has vanished due to erosion. During the preliminary examination of the clay
bullae at the Shahrood Museum, we have identified 60 seal impression. The
bullae that bear multiple sealings consist of one large or principal sealing and
several smaller and subsidiary sealings around the central main sealing. Most of
the bullae exhibit one sealing, with only one bulla featuring seven sealings. The
sealings bear ‘administrative’ and ‘Personal’ seals.
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The Shahrood Museum houses a collection of Sasanian bullae acquired through illicit excavations,
subsequently confiscated by the law enforcement in Semnan province in 2006. Despite a lack of
knowledge regarding the archaeological context, the examination of inscriptions and images on these
bullae contributes significantly to our understanding of Sasanian sigillography. This research focuses
on reading inscriptions, determining sealing methods, identifying production dates, and analyzing
stylistic and iconographic features of the images displayed on the bullae.

Upon the initial examination of the bullae, it became evident that due to heavy deposits on them,
reading most of the inscriptions and understanding some of the images on the bullae are currently
almost impossible. It is planned for the near future to undertake the cleaning and conservation of
these bullae in the laboratory of the Cultural Heritage, Tourism, and Handicrafts Organization of
Semnan province. Additionally, after cleaning, close-up photography of both sides of all bullae and
seal impressions will be conducted. One of the challenges in studying the bullae is documenting and
producing suitable images that display all the details of the bullae in a way that the inscriptions and
images can be easily distinguished. Since the seals were impressed on clay, the details of the images
and inscriptions on some sealings are not clearly visible. Also, some of the impressions on other
bullae are either lost or severely worn out. The very small dimensions of the sealings and their
concave surface, the quality of the sealings, the method of sealing (precision and pressure), and the
quality of the clay are factors that make photographing and lighting each sealing challenging even
for professional photographers .

This article is structured into three sections: First, it offers an overview of the method employed
for sealing documents and objects during the Sasanian period. Subsequently, it delves into the
detailed examination of 32 bullac housed in the Shahrood Museum. This section provides
information about their specifications, including dimensions, shape, material, and images on the
bullae, all are presented in the corresponding tables. In the final section, the iconography of the
images and the contents of the inscriptions are briefly discussed. Although the number of bullae in
the Shahrood Museum collection is limited compared to other collections of Sasanian bullae, the
collection includes a significant number of important ‘administrative’ and ‘personal’ seals, as well as
a diverse array of images .

2.Research Method

The current research adopts a fundamental approach, employing both field and library research
methods for gathering data and documents. This paper strives to describe Sasanian bullae in the
Shahrood Museum using historical and descriptive-analytical research methods. The methodology
involves an initial description of the bullae, followed by a comprehensive analysis of the images
displayed on them through comparative studies. Additionally, the paper explores plausible methods
employed in affixing these bullae to documents and objects.

3.Bullae in the Shahrood Museum

The bullae in the Shahrood Museum were confiscated by the Shahrood County Intelligence Office
on 04/05/2006, and unfortunately, their original provenance remains unknown. These bullae are
made of soft red clay, with some containing granules mixed with quartz. Their colors range from
reddish to beige. Some bullae show signs of heating, presenting a black to gray hue, while others
appear smoky and black. All the bullae are backed, but we are uncertain about whether this was
accidental or intentional. The bullae are disc-shaped or nearly spherical, resembling domes. The
backs of the bullae are often flat or slightly concave. Notably, the backs of the bullae often display
traces of string or narrow bands, accompanied by two holes or grooves facilitating the passage of a
band or strap. This characteristic suggests their attachment to documents or objects (Figs. 1-3). The
concave back of certain bullae indicates their attachment to rolled documents. The sealing process
involved pressing a lump of clay onto the item, securing it with a string passing over the bulla (Fig.
2:21). Some bullae exhibit traces of organic materials, such as leather texture or fabric. Notably, the
imprint of a rectangular object, possibly a document, is discernible on the back of one bulla (Fig. 3:
24). Among the 32 bullae, a total of 60 seal impressions have been identified, including 11 pieces
with inscriptions and 20 with images featuring real and mythical animals, symbols, and devices.
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Notably, 20 seal impressions bear inscriptions. The image on one of the seal impressions is
completely lost due to erosion.

4.Conclusion

The examination of the bullae in Shahrood Museum has revealed that the seal impressions belong to
‘administrative’ and ‘personal’ seals, with the former being epigraphic. The bullae bear between one
and seven seal impressions. The impressions of the main and large seals were impressed in the
central part of the bulla. Smaller subsidiary seals are shown around the bullae, are attributed to
individuals who acted as witnesses. Various methods of attachment to documents and objects are
evident on the backs of the bullae, showcasing traces of leather, string, and leather bands. The
diversity in images, particularly those featuring composite and mythological animals, is notable.
These images are presented in two distinct styles — nature-oriented and schematic or abstract. This
diversity reflects the profound significance and symbolic values associated with these animals in the
beliefs of Sasanian society .

Dating the bullae is a formidable challenge; however, through stylistic analysis and the content of
inscriptions, a relative dating can be established. A small group, identified by factors such as method
of display, stylistic comparison, and features of animal iconography (e.g., representations of winged
horses), can be attributed to the early Sasanian period. The majority, often featuring only inscribed
sealings, can be dated to the fifth and sixth centuries CE.
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Table 2. Specifications of Sasanian Bullae held in the Shahrood Museum
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Figure 1. Bullae Nos. 1-12 (M. Motahri Nejad 2024)
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Figure 2. Bullae Nos. 13-22 (M. Motahri Nejad 2024)
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Figure 3. Bullae Nos. 23-32 (M. Motahri Nejad 2024)
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Figure 4. Bullae Nos. 23-32 (M. Motahri Nejad 2024)
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Figure 5. Bullae Nos. 23-32 (M. Motahri Nejad 2024)
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Figure 6. Bullae Nos. 23-32 (M. Motahri Nejad 2024)
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Figure 7. Bullae Nos. 23-32 (M. Motahri Nejad 2024)
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Figure 8. Bullae Nos. 23-32 (M. Motahri Nejad 2024)
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Figure 9. Bullae Nos. 23-32 (M. Motahri Nejad 2024)
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Figure 10. Bullae Nos. 23-32 (M. Motahri Nejad 2024)
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Figure 11. Bullae Nos. 23-32 (M. Motahri Nejad 2024)
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