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On Private Seals of Old Times

TakasHIMA, Hideyuki

Most private seals of old times excavated in surveys are private ones. Very few papers
on private seals have been published till date in comparison with papers related to
seals of government shrines and temples so that many points have been left unknown.
This paper covers a study on the form, contents, usage and functions of private seals
of old times, conducted by evaluating 22 pieces of seal marks contained in the existing
documents of the Nara and Heian eras, 138 pieces of excavated goods and objects
handed down through generations, 2 pieces of broken molds and 5 pieces of earthen
pots bearing seal marks and tiles bearing seal marks.

Concerning the shapes, many seals are of ganchi-yiks (ZHEFL) type and have seal
faces with an approximate size of 4.5cm or less. The number of the characters engraved
in seals is one in almost all cases. Seal descriptions are chosen from the name of the
owner in many cases, but, some were adopted from lucky phrases or idioms. The
purposes of the use of private seals are proving the contents of documents and pre-
venting forgery, erasure and willful alteration. This means that a greater importance
is placed on seal marking itself rather than on the contents of seal inscription.

Private seals are classified into family seals and personal seals. Naturally the family
seal was used only in noble society, and lower class government servants put only
personal seals in the documents that they presented as shown in the Shosé-in Docu-
ments. Therefore, essentially it can be considered that there are no strict difference
between family seals and personal seals and no difference in the functions and sealing
methods.

Private seals play another role that is related to incantation and religious rites. The
objective of dedicating a private seal to Gods and Buddah is considered to have meant
not only a dedication of treasures and properties but also entrusting all rights related
to land and properties to Gods and Buddah. Seal marks impressed on tiles, clay plates
and earthen wares are associated with religious rites held in a community as in

the case of earthen wares which bear inscriptions in Japanese ink and engraved
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inscriptions. The seal marks are intended to discriminate the earthen wares for
religious rites from the earthen ware used daily, indicating that the wares are instru-
ments which belong to Gods and Buddah including evil spirits and demons and that

the person who handles the wares is regarded as the master of religious rites.
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