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Michael Friedrich
Introduction: Towards a Holistic Study of
Written Artefacts in Ancient History

Division of labour during the nineteenth century has not only led to the estab-
lishment of professional academic disciplines but also to the disjunction of
fields intrinsically linked to each other. Linguistic, temporal or geographical
boundaries in the humanities often define a discipline, thus, creating seemingly
natural divisions. The ‘national’ histories (e.g. of events, science, literature,
philosophy) and the tripartite division between (classical) Antiquity, the (dark)
Middle Ages and the (enlightened) Modern Period as well as the various at-
tempts at remedying the problems caused by this partition, such as the Late
Antiquity or Early Modern Period are probably the most conspicuous. However,
cases when the same subject matter is divided according to diverging national
traditions, such as definitions of ‘inscription’,! or source types, such as histori-
ans studying a topic by interpreting literary texts and archaeologists doing the
same but using objects that have survived or were dug up from the ground, are
even more intricate. The uneasy relationship between the study of transmitted
literature, i.e. texts, and archaeological evidence, i.e. objects, in some cases, has
produced rather different approaches to ancient history.? Ideology plays a major
role in many of these approaches, particularly for national histories or other

1 The French tradition emphasises the objects and public functions of inscriptions: ‘Ensemble
de caractéres écrits ou gravés sur un monument, une médaille, une monnaie, généralement
pour commémorer le souvenir de quelqu’un ou de quelque chose, ou pour indiquer la destina-
tion d’un édifice’, see <https://www.cnrtl.fr/definition/inscription> (accessed on 25 July 2023);
an Italian definition is similar: ‘Qualsiasi scritta, incisa nella pietra, nel marmo, nel metallo,
fusa nel bronzo, ecc., o scolpita su un monumento, per memoria di persone o di avvenimenti,
come dedica, intitolazione’, see <https://www.treccani.it/vocabolario/iscrizione/> (accessed
on 28 July 2023); the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) highlights the material: ‘esp. a legend,
description, or record traced upon some hard substance for the sake of durability, as on a
monument, building, stone, tablet, medal, coin, vase, etc.’, see <https://www.oed.com/dictionary/
inscription_n?tab=meaning_and_use#328883> (accessed on 25 July 2023); the German tradition
additionally has a negative main criterion, excluding writing that belongs to school or chan-
cery: ‘Inschriften sind Beschriftungen verschiedener Materialien, ... die von Kriften und mit
Methoden hergestellt sind, die nicht dem Schreibschul- oder Kanzleibetrieb angehdren’, see
<https://www.inschriften.net/projekt/richtlinien/edition.html> (accessed on 25 July 2023); also
see Cooley 2012, 117-127; Panciera 2012; and below.

2 For Chinese cases, see Selbitschka 2011 and Selbitschka 2015.

3 Open Access. © 2024 the author, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed
under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111360805-001



2 —— Michael Friedrich

‘narratives’, respectively, critiques of these tales. All this has been well-known
for at least a century and is critically re-examined at regular intervals, depend-
ing on the tide of intellectual vogues. There is, however, one field of enquiry,
which has only received the full attention it deserves in recent years, namely,
the study of written artefacts.

Written artefacts are ‘natural or artificial objects with visual signs applied by
humans’,® including manuscripts and inscriptions from the first clay tablets to
contemporary graffiti. While this definition emphasises the fact that written arte-
facts are material objects containing writing and other content, the disciplines stud-
ying them traditionally single out certain aspects. Philologists and historians, in-
cluding epigraphers, have almost exclusively been interested in texts, the rare
species of experts in ‘auxiliary sciences’, such as diplomacy, palaeography and
codicology, were, by definition, relegated to the second rank, art historians were
concerned with images, musicologists with musical notation, and so forth. Not
only did disciplinary boundaries hamper a better understanding of written arte-
facts, but also a lack of knowledge about Asian, African, and American cultures
and their traditions of scholarship. The last two decades have seen great advances
regarding the codex cultures,* but moving further away from the Mediterranean
and the Near East, scholarship has just begun. The following statement of the late
Johan Peter Gumbert (1936—2016) concerning the need for comparison may just as
well be applied to the study of written artefacts in general:

Regional codicologies are needed for the understanding of the culture’s own book; but it is
comparative codicology that does not only help us to understand the books for our neigh-
bours, but also to understand our own books better — because we see what is different; we
learn that things we thought self-evident were not so; we learn to ask questions that we never
asked before, and we begin to understand the larger history of our book forms.

Looking back, one does not have to share the obsessions of post-structuralist
authors in order to see that a lot of modern scholarship on written artefacts has
been textual scholarship. On the one hand, this has produced the highly devel-
oped art of textual criticism with amazing results for the reconstruction and

3 Slightly modified after a working paper of the Theory and Terminology group (TNT) of the
Centre for the Study of Manuscript Cultures (CSMC) at the University of Hamburg: ‘Definition of
“Written Artefact™; written artefacts produced by mechanical means, such as moveable type
printing, will be neglected in what follows, similar to the field of book history that is mainly
concerned with the Western printed book; for a collection of articles on ‘exploring written
artefacts’, see Quenzer 2021.

4 One of the major achievements is certainly Bausi et al. 2015.

5 Gumbert 2014, 23.
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interpretation of texts, on the other hand, it has moved the very same texts to an
ideal sphere beyond space and time. Textual transmission is seen as a process
of ‘corrupting’ the ‘original’, and the critical procedure is similar to a court case
with ‘witnesses’ and judgement.® This type of scholarship was developed in
biblical and classical studies for ‘works’, as a rule composed by great authors,
and for producing a printed, authoritative edition of the text allowing to inter-
pret the ‘intentions’ of its author. Even in this field, however, there are texts
whose transmission is not reducible to an author’s Urtext with the help of a
stemma,’ even less so with anonymous texts from the Middle Ages, whether
Chinese or Latin. The first attacks on traditional philology, however, came from
experts in modern literature, who looked at manuscripts in a new way.

1 Modern European literary manuscripts:
Text production

A discours on the concepts of work and text as well as author and critic emerged
among French scholars in the 1960s, while, at about the same time, editorial
enterprises led to an increased interest in text production after the devaluation
of the ‘author’ by American New Criticism and Roland Barthes, with scholars
studying the drafts and other ‘pre-texts’ of modern works.?

In 1968, Louis Hay had established a research unit for studying the manu-
scripts of Heinrich Heine, which had been acquired by the Bibliothéque natio-
nale de France one year earlier; in the following years, scholars working on
manuscripts of Marcel Proust, Emile Zola, Gustave Flaubert, and Paul Valéry
joined the group. After various transformations, in 1982 the Institut des textes et
manuscrits modernes (ITEM) was established. It is devoted to the study of mod-

6 The essay Textkritik by Paul Maas (1880-1964) was first published in 1927, but is, together
with the classic Storia della tradizione e critica del testo by Giorgio Pasquali (1885-1952), first
published in 1934, still a point of reference; in an addition from 1937, Maas had already stated
that the stemmatological method sensu stricto would not work for ‘contaminated’ transmission
(‘im Bereich einer Kontamination versagt die strenge Stemmatik’), see Maas 1957, 31.

7 See e.g. the unedited texts of Aristotle, whose transmitted Urtext is an edition of the first
century BCE, transforming them into works (personal communication Christian Brockmann, 24
July 2023), also see Canfora 2002 with the telling title Il copista come autore; similar observa-
tions on the editorial role of scribes (‘copyists’) and the consequences thereof have been made
for many cultures, for ancient Egypt, see Ragazzoli 2017, 96.

8 For a lucid summary written by a participant to the debate, see Hay 1988 (French original 1985).
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ern literary manuscripts, using and further developing the new approach called
critique génétique (genetic criticism) after the Essais de critique génétique, a
collective volume edited by Hay in 1979.° In 1985, Hay wrote, according to the
English translation from 1988:

manuscripts [...] make it possible to examine how the pen works in its irrefutable material
presence. In this way they manifest a level of reality to which no speculative interpretation
can penetrate and possess a material richness that no effort of analysis can hope to ex-
haust. This becomes even clearer when we realise that manuscripts by their singular
properties force us to change our habits of thought. They force us to take into account the
unpredictable, since our knowledge changes every time an important document is discov-
ered or a new technology gives access to previously unknown information. Likewise we
must come to grips with their heterogeneity, since they are diverse by nature: sometimes
they are the testimony of the original stimulation, sometimes the record of the remote
memory like notes, notebooks or diaries; sometimes they document early operations like
projects, workplans or scenarios, sometimes they are the instruments of revision such as
sketches, early versions and most often rough drafts. Their polymorph structure is yet an-
other challenge, as manuscripts have no respect for the convention of linearity, overflow-
ing the page into multiple spaces. The ways in which the text is laid out on the page, with
marginal notations, additions, cross-references, deletions, alterations, in different hand-
writing styles, and with drawings and symbols, texture the discourse, increase the signifi-
cations and multiply the possible readings.°

The intellectual activities resulting in a ‘work’ are clearly still at the centre of the
enquiry, but the written artefacts are now acknowledged to manifest a superb
‘level of reality’ and ‘to change our habits of thought’." Some Anglo-American
scholars, such as Jerome McGann (b. 1937) in his A Critique of Modern Textual
Criticism of 1983, followed a similar approach.” Genetic criticism is also applied
in the study of modern composers,® but rarely outside of Europe.**

9 Hay 1979. See the rich website of the ITEM at <http://www.item.ens.fr/thematique>, and the
series Textes et manuscrits, edited by Hay and published since 1982 at the CNRS, especially the
volume De la lettre au livre: Sémiotique des manuscrits littéraires (1989); for a recent assessment
of the institute, see Zanardo 2019.

10 Hay 1988, 69.

11 For a more recent description of genetic criticism and the relevance of material evidence,
see Grésillon 2016, 45-128.

12 See McGann 1983; it is perhaps no accident that he published a work devoted to the role of
layout and typography in modernist literature, see McGann 1993, and became one of the early
proponents of ‘digital humanities’.

13 For the long-term project studying the works of Beethoven, see <https://beethovens-
werkstatt.de/projekt/> (accessed on 26 July 2023).

14 The late Raoul David Findeisen (1958-2017) was one of these rare exceptions, for his first
article on text production, namely, of a Lu Xun manuscript, see Findeisen 2022.



Introduction: Towards a Holistic Study of Written Artefacts in Ancient History == 5

Gérard Genette (1930-2018) had participated in the earlier discours and
published a highly influential work titled Seuils (English ‘paratexts’) in 1987.
Coming from the other end of the production of modern literature, namely, the
printed book, he discussed elements which he termed paratexte. Briefly, every-
thing which is not part of the work in the strictest sense is ‘paratext’, i.e. an
accessory to the text, including front and back matter, illustrations, advertising
materials and reviews. This term has made a career, firstly, in book history and
was also adopted for the study of manuscripts and other media, although it had
been developed for the printed book of the modern publishing world.” A recent
publication states three main functions of paratexts in manuscripts:

1) structuring (e.g. offering navigation aids that guide the reader, such as tables of con-
tents), 2) commenting (e.g. glosses and annotations that offer interpretations and explana-
tions of a text), and 3) documenting.'

Paratexts are ‘settings’ for the textualisation both of historical events and, at time, of the inti-
mate impulses and emotions of individual people. In certain manuscripts paratexts depict a
more vivid picture of the historical role of manuscripts as real objects in the hands of real peo-
ple; it is there that opinions, feelings, inclinations, etc. of the individuals involved in the pro-
duction and transmission of manuscripts can find their textual transposition."”

In this respect, colophons, ownership and reader notes are among the most
informative paratexts.'®

2 Medieval European literary manuscripts:
Textual variance

The wealth of variants and the resulting problems of editing texts had always
been a topic in the field of Western European medieval literature. In the tradi-
tion of earlier discussions of orality and literacy, Paul Zumthor (1915-1995) had
proposed his concept of mouvance since 1972, insisting that ‘une mobilité essen-

15 See Genette 1987; in academia outside of the Francophone world, the term has been mis-
understood as some sort of text, therefore, it has been suggested to replace it by ‘paracontent’,
see Ciotti et al. 2018.

16 Ciotti and Lin 2016, vii.

17 Ciotti and Lin 2016, viii.

18 For a brief overview on the state of the art, see Ciotti and Lin 2016, vii, and for colophons in
the pothi book form, Balbir and Ciotti 2022.
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tielle du texte médiéval’® was a product of the oral culture of the Middle Ages,
caused by intervocalité as opposed to the intertextualité of written texts.* Ber-
nard Cerquiglini (b. 1947) criticised the ‘Lachmannian method’ and the ‘best-
text method’ of Joseph Bédier (1864-1938) in his polemical essay Eloge de la
variante. Histoire critique de la philologie (1989), and claimed variance to be an
integral part of textual transmission in manuscripts in the Middle Ages.”

One year later, his British colleague Stephen G. Nichols (b. 1936) proposed a
‘new philology’ that he later presented as ‘material philology’ (1997) or even
‘materialist philology’ (1996).%

Material philology takes as its point of departure the premise that one should study or theorize
medieval literature by reinserting it directly into the vif of its historical context by privileging
the material artifact(s) that convey this literature to us: the manuscript. This view sees the
manuscript not as a passive record, but as a historical document thrusting itself into history
and whose very materiality makes it a medieval event, a cultural drama.?

Nichols and the German medievalist Siegfried Wenzel edited The Whole Book:
Cultural Perspectives on the Medieval Miscellany in 1996, which became a milestone
for the study of those multifaceted artefacts called ‘miscellanies’ in European me-
dieval literary studies.” In their introduction, they call for ‘attention to the single
manuscript as a historical artifact’ by taking the following into account:

Such features as the ink and script of a given text; the quality and size of the material on
which it is written; the layout in which it presents itself to the eye; the makeup of each in-
dividual volume, with its gatherings, colophons, subscriptions, and binding; further, the
company of other works in which a given text was first gathered and has been preserved;
and finally, its particular textual variants, especially those that resulted from factors other
than scribal misreading or carelessness — all these features yield information, over and
above that implied in the texts themselves, about the text’s audience, its purpose and
even the intention an individual scribe may have had in producing this particular copy.
Beyond transmitting basic information about a given text, they speak to us about its so-
cial, commercial, and intellectual organization at the moment of its inscription.®

19 Zumthor 1972, 71.

20 See Zumthor 1987, 160-168.

21 See Cerquiglini 1989; for the rectification of the ‘Lachmann phantasm’ and its creation by
Bédier in 1913, see Primavesi and Bleuler 2022, 11-13, 63-68, and for the present state of stem-
matology, Roelli 2020; for Cerquiglini’s impact on an Egyptologist, see Quirke 2004, 29-33.

22 Nichols 1990; Nichols 1997; Nichols and Wenzel 1996; the first article mentioned the mar-
ginalisation of medieval studies.

23 Nichols 1997, 10-11.

24 For a discussion of this ambiguous term, see Friedrich and Schwarke 2016, 1-17.

25 Nichols and Wenzel 1997, 1.
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This materialist philology ‘goes beyond traditional textual criticism’ and

postulates the possibility that a given manuscript, having been organized along certain
principles, may well present its text(s) according to its own agenda, as worked out by the
person who planned and supervised the production of the manuscript. Far from being a
transparent or neutral vehicle, the codex can have a typological identity that affects the
way we read and understand the texts it presents. The manuscript agency — manuscript
kind or identity — can thus offer social or anthropological insights into the way its texts
were or could have been read by the patron or public to which it was diffused.?

Paying close attention to material aspects has generally become part and parcel
of medieval studies by now - for those still working with manuscripts and not
completely relying on modern editions.” However, it is clear that codicological
or other material features are still considered secondary to the text, as is illus-
trated by the title of a contemporary review article discussing these and other
attempts at the methodological renovation of medieval literary studies: ‘To-
wards a Universal History of the Text’.”® This does not come as a surprise, since
the ‘new’ philologists were literary scholars. Without provocative labels, an
American medievalist such as Tim William Machan contributed reflections on
the nature of medieval texts, and mentioned the new opportunities provided by
digital tools and the possibility of displaying variants as hypertext in a collec-
tion of articles from 1994.” Digital tools are now ubiquitously used for present-
ing a variety of modern or any other type of manuscript.

3 Image, layout, and script: Visual organisation

The relationship between text and image had been a topic much earlier in medi-
eval art history, presumably due to the importance of the physical artefact to
this discipline and the large corpus of manuscripts extant. It appears in 1980 in
the title of a Festschrift to the German medievalist Friedrich Ohly (1914-1996),
who in 1968, together with the historian Karl Hauck (1916-2007), established
the first ‘inter-disciplinary’ Sonderforschungsbereich ‘Mittelalterforschung’ in
the humanities, funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgesellschaft (DFG, German

26 Nichols and Wenzel 1997, 2; the introduction to ‘new philology’ above has been taken from
Friedrich and Schwarke 2016, 4.

27 See Bloch et al. 2014 and the review of this Festschrift to Nichols in Cohen 2017.

28 See Wandhoff 1997.

29 See Machan 1994, 190-191.
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Research Foundation).’® In 1987, the International Association of Word and
Image Studies / Association Internationale pour ’Etude des Rapports entre
Texte et Image was founded and has produced a wealth of studies in regular
conferences and publications. Its periodical Word & Image: A Journal of Ver-
bal/Visual Enquiry has appeared since 1985 and is mainly concerned with West-
ern European medieval and Byzantine art history, once in a while also including
glimpses into other traditions. A conference on ‘the dynamics of text and image
on objects and monuments from Mesopotamia’ was held at New York University
in 2018, showing the fertility of this topic in ancient non-European traditions.*
Diagrams, being neither image nor text, are only sporadically dealt with.*

The Journal of Typographic Research was first published in 1967. Its title was
changed to Visible Language four years later with the sub-title The Journal for Re-
search on the Visible Media of Language Expression, nowadays presenting itself as
The Journal of Visual Communication Research.” The changes reflect an expansion
of this particular field from typography to other ‘visible media of language expres-
sion’, finally arriving at visual communication at large, including images and
graphics. One of the many authors using this inclusive approach was the same
McGann who had published his critique of textual criticism in 1983. His Black Rid-
ers from 1993 introduces typography and layout as essential to understanding
modernist English literature.>* After the turn of the millennium, types of layout in
manuscripts have been addressed more than once with special emphasis on the
opening. The term ‘impagination’ was coined very recently to describe related
phenomena in a cross-cultural perspective.®® Manuscript architecture, the three-
dimensionality of manuscripts, is rarely addressed.*®

Another approach was proposed by the philosopher Sybille Krdamer in
2003.% In her concept of Schriftbildlichkeit (iconicity of script), almost all writing
is inherently iconic because it inscribes surfaces materially and perceptibly,

30 See Meier and Ruberg 1980; for more recent theoretical assessments, see Vouilloux 2005;
Pérez-Simon and Hériché-Pradeau 2013.

31 See <https://isaw.nyu.edu/publications/newsletters/021/conference-1> (accessed on 15 July
2023); for ancient Egypt, see, among many others, Baines 2007.

32 But see Hamburger, Roxburgh and Safran 2022.

33 See <https://journals.uc.edu/index.php/vl/about> (accessed on 15 July 2023); for applying
the term to other visual media, such as film, see Mitchell 1994.

34 McGann 1993.

35 See Chang, Grafton and Most 2021.

36 See Miiller and Saurma-Jeltsch 2009.

37 See Kramer 2003; indebted to the debate on orality and literacy, this term emerged from
Kramer’s earlier attempts to conceptualise non-phonetic writing or ‘operative writing’, such as
mathematical notation or universal writing systems suggested by Leibniz and others, see
Kramer 1996, 105-107.
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thus, being similar to images, but, simultaneously, closer to language, embody-
ing a discrete and syntactically ordered system of references.”® Her work has
inspired art historians, mainly in the German-speaking areas, and one of them
has looked anew at the non-alphabetic writing systems of East Asia.”

4 Against interpretation: Materiality as a concept

In 1988 a collective volume appeared, that would deeply impact following discus-
sions even beyond its German-speaking audience, also in the Anglo-American
world via its 1994 partial English translation. Materialitit der Kommunikation, in
the English translation Materialities of Communication, set out to drive the final
nail into the coffin of the interpretative business, especially in all aspects involving
the German concepts of Geist (spirit) and Geisteswissenschaften (humanities): ‘we
are fed up with the hypotheses of understanding and their semantics’.° The con-
cluding essay by one of the editors in the English volume is titled ‘A Farewell to
Interpretation’.” Mostly concerned with modern media history and the past and
present of the humanities, the concept of materiality serves to discuss theoretical
problems in the originally seventy-five contributions, of which only twenty made it
into the English version, with three additional ones coming from other publica-
tions, and the introductory and the closing essays rewritten for the English vol-
ume.”? The article of the Egyptologist Jan Assmann (b. 1938) is instructive for our
purpose, not only because it is one of the few not dealing with modern times but
also because of its theoretical implications:

If writing is language made visible (Visible Language being the name of a related periodi-
cal), then hieroglyphic writing is more than a writing system. It refers not only to the
Egyptian language, but also to the ‘world’ that is, to objects and events. Hieroglyphics can
represent these independently of a specific articulation of a single language.®

38 Kramer and Totzke 2012, 23.

39 See e.g. Mersmann 2015.

40 Pfeiffer 1988, 24, not in the introductory essay in the English volume.

41 See Gumbrecht 1994; in the meantime, the author had received a position at Stanford Uni-
versity and addressed his American audience directly in this piece, just a few years later he
proposed a ‘return to philology’, see Gumbrecht 2003; for a philological critique of this enter-
prise see Ziolkowski 2005.

42 See Gumbrecht and Pfeiffer 1994, vi.

43 Assmann 1994, 15.
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Wherein, then, lies the assumed ‘world reference’ of Egyptian hieroglyphic writing? It lies
in the materiality of the sign and not in what we call semanticity. [...] It may seem surpris-
ing to interpret the iconic reference of Egyptian hieroglyphics as materiality. The concept
of materiality brings to mind the purely material, such as stone or paper, engraving or
coloring, rather than a characteristic such as iconicity. What I mean is this: every sign has
two aspects, the aspect of its functioning within a sign system, by which it can refer to a
specific meaning, and the aspect of its physical manifestation, by which it can indicate
this meaning. [...] The concept of materiality includes the second aspect and everything
that serves as a physical carrier of meaning. [...] In this sense, the iconicity of hieroglyphs
is an aspect of their materiality that can be shed with no change to their language-
referential meaning.*

In addition to its contribution to the conceptual framework centred around
materiality, it further discussed the inscriptional modality of communication as
a third type beside the oral and the written, with the inscriptional modality
more closely resembling the oral than the written one:

The aestheticized script [...] takes the place of the voice. The monument takes the place of
the body, and the monumental physical situation, limited by space, takes the place of the
oral physical situation, restricted by both time and space.*

Excluding papyri from his ruminations, Assmann has brought, in his sense, the
materiality of writing and the spatiality of inscriptions to the discussion of writ-
ten artefacts, which still inform today’s scholarly endeavours, at the same time,
similar to many other theoreticians, refraining from a discussion of the materi-
als used.”

5 Codicology and archaeometry: Concrete
materiality

The debates on the materiality of written artefacts mentioned above have mainly
been conducted by members of disciplines focusing on texts with a theoretical
interest, as opposed to the study of their material composition. Codicology did
not play any role in these deliberations, although this branch of science had

44 Assmann 1994, 17-18.

45 Assmann 1994, 25-26.

46 For a historically informed reassessment of Mayan and Egyptian hieroglyphs following the
argument developed by Assmann, see Houston and Stauder 2020.
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advanced considerably in the second half of the twentieth century.”” Taking its
name from the codex book form,* it has developed a refined vocabulary for
describing and analysing the physical structure of the Mediterranean codex.
Recent developments in this field have produced major innovations and no
longer consider codices as static entities, but apply stratigraphic methods to
study their history, hopefully inspiring similar endeavours for Asian and Ameri-
can cultures and book forms such as rolls or pothi.* Statistical codicology al-
lows insights into larger contexts, and even the most complex part of book
technology, the binding, is now approached in a cooperation of scholars and
conservators.”*® Dominique Charpin called for a ‘diplomatics of Mesopotamian
documents’ in 2002,* and archaeometric methods had already been included in
the study of a corpus of Neo-Sumerian clay tablets in 2004.%> A number of palae-
ographic studies have demonstrated the usefulness of adapting methods devel-
oped for writing on other media to the study of clay tablets.>

Except for art history traditionally being involved in the materials of the
works of art it studies, archaeology is the only other major discipline dealing
with physical objects by definition; if written artefacts are found, the study of
their content is usually left to historians or philologists. Thus, although written
artefacts, without doubt, belong to material culture, neither archaeology nor
anthropology considers them inside the frame of their enquiries as a rule. Thus,
the Journal of Material Culture (since 1996) has not published work on written
artefacts. While the lone voice of the classicist Kenneth W. Clark (1898-1979)
had already claimed in 1951 that ‘manuscripts belong to archaeology’,> histori-
ans of the ancient Near East or Egypt have been much less hesitant to include
material features in the study of texts.>

Just as codicology ‘helps’ philology, archaeology is supported by the ‘auxil-
iary science’ of archaeometry or archaeological science. It is a cover term for

47 See Gumbert 2004.

48 For the term book form see Gumbert 2013.

49 For a very brief overview, see Friedrich and Schwarke 2016, 8-15, Malachi Beit-Arié’s He-
brew Codicology was published in 2022, <doi.org/10.25592/uhhfdm.9349> (accessed on 6 Au-
gust 2023); for a first step towards a codicology of the scroll (or roll), see Andrist et al. 2022.

50 For the former, see Maniaci 2021, for the latter, Bausi and Friedrich 2023.

51 See Charpin 2002, for an English version see Charpin 2010, 25-42, Chapter 2.

52 See D’Agostino, Pomponio and Laurito 2004.

53 See Devecchi 2012; Devecchi, Miiller and Mynafova 2015 and Devecchi, Miiller and Mynéafo-
va 2019.

54 See Clark 1951; I am grateful to Paola Buzi for having drawn my attention to this publication.

55 See e.g. Radner 1995.
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scientific methods to date, analyse and characterise artefacts.”® The Research
Laboratory for Archaeology and the History of Art was founded at Oxford Uni-
versity in 1955; the publication of its Bulletin of the Research Laboratory for Ar-
chaeology and the History of Art commenced three years later. It was subse-
quently titled Archaeometry, thus, giving birth to the now more common name
of the new ‘discipline’, and remains, together with its competitor, the Journal of
Archaeological Science from the British capital, founded in 1974, one of the ma-
jor periodicals in the field. The first Chair of Archaeological Science in Britain
was established in 1989.” Major museums and archaeological departments have
archaeometric laboratories today, but most of them follow tradition and do not
count written artefacts among their objects of study, at the same time, strug-
gling with the ever-increasing costs of instrumentation and the need for its con-
tinuous updating.

Some spectacular cases, such as the so-called Archimedes palimpsest,>®
aroused greater interest in the opportunities which scientific methods offered
for the study of manuscripts only towards the end of the twentieth century. By
now, methods range from optics using a simple microscope to genomics and
proteomics, requiring highly sophisticated instrumentation.”® There are still
only a few long-term research units devoted to written artefacts and possessing
a laboratory, therefore, most of the studies are conducted with the help of pro-
ject funding and concern individual artefacts or small corpora.

6 Ancient inscriptions and manuscripts:
Materiality, spatiality, and practices

All ancient civilisations with writing systems have left inscriptions on durable
materials, while their manuscripts, as a rule, did not survive, with the exception
of clay tablets from the ancient Near East.®® What we have to our avail has been
excavated, not always by archaeologists, whether Mesopotamian clay tablets,
Egyptian papyri, Indian birch-bark manuscripts or Chinese bamboo rolls. Disci-

56 See Leute 2016; Buckley 2020.

57 For the 1990 inaugural lecture of the first chair, see Tite 1991.

58 For a popular account on the recovery of the lost text, see Netz and Noel 2007.

59 For up-to-date case studies, see Brockmann et al. 2014 and Brockmann et al. 2018; for a
guide to ‘biocodicology’, see Fiddyment et al. 2019, also see Creydt and Fischer 2021.

60 For clay tablets being manuscripts, see Michel 2021.
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plinary boundaries arose according to circumstances and are fuzzy, thus, for
example, papyrology

cannot actually be defined by the material support: Potsherds can belong to epigraphy or
papyrology, depending on their origin and nature, while the great parchment codices of
the fourth and fifth centuries are most usually thought of as papyrological texts. [..] A
public/private dichotomy is undermined by papyri put up as public notices, and many
types of content are found in both epigraphical and papyrological texts — edicts of Roman
governors, to give only one obvious example. Nor does geography divide the field: Both
papyrological and epigraphical texts can be found from Britain to Afghanistan, although,
for environmental reasons, most papyrological material comes from Egypt. Material that
in Egypt would be considered papyrological finds a home in the Corpus inscriptionum
iranicarum when written in a Persian language.®

This holds true, mutatis mutandis, for the study of other ancient written arte-
facts as well. Considering codices and other book forms, that is, material objects
as texts, bespeaks a certain innocence still to be found in those disciplines con-
cerned mainly with texts, just as the common phrase of ‘editing a manuscript’.
In epigraphy, ‘inscription’ is commonly used in an ambiguous way, referring to
the material object and to its written content. A conceptual disambiguation
similar to the one available for manuscripts would certainly be appreciated.®
Epigraphy is a conservative discipline. The developments sketched above
for the study of manuscripts do not have a parallel in the study of inscriptions,
where it was only very recently realised that the former might inspire the lat-
ter.® Epigraphy has emerged as an ‘auxiliary science’ from the study of ‘classi-
cal antiquity’, that is, from the Greco-Roman Mediterranean, then branching out
to ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia, later periods and, finally, to all ‘epigraphic
cultures’. The term ‘monument’, still often used for the artefacts, points clearly
to the presupposition that most of them have a commemorative function.* Pub-
lication of huge corpora has made the written content of inscriptions available,
in the earlier stages just editing the ‘main’ texts, later on including graffiti and
more precise information on the position of the inscriptions. By now, digital

61 Bagnall 2009b, xvii.

62 See Lorusso et al. 2015 for a survey of definitions of ‘manuscript’ and ‘manuscript book’ and
for a new definition, completely abstracting from content and material support: ‘A MS is an
artefact planned and realised to provide surfaces on which visible signs are applied by hand; it
is portable, self-contained, and unique’ (Lorusso et al. 2015, 1).

63 See e.g. Harter-Uibopuu 2021.

64 See OED, <https://www.oed.com/dictionary/monument_n?tab=meaning_and_use#35970163>
(accessed on 28 July 2023).
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tools provide new opportunities for improving the accessibility of the data, and
virtual reality allows us to experience reconstructions of inscribed spaces.®
Ramsey MacMullen (1928-2022) introduced quantitative methods to Roman
epigraphy under the label ‘epigraphic habit’ in 1982,% a concept which is still
productive.”” In the same year, Giancarlo Susini (1927-2000), who had already,
much earlier, considered inscriptions to be archaeological objects and not only
written data, mentioned ambiente (environment) and paesaggio (landscape) as
constituent elements of the epigraphic enquiry.®® The elaborated definition of
inscription by Silvio Panciera (1933-2016) as ‘its more or less intentional devia-
tion from what may be said to be “normal” writing in the context in which it was
produced’ (1998) takes into account material and spatial features.® The concept
of ‘epigraphic landscape’ appeared in English-language academia in the late
1990s, becoming more or less a commonplace by now.” In 2022, Kelsey Jackson
Williams proposed a ‘theoretical model of the epigraphic landscape’, taking
‘landscape’ literally and suggesting three aspects to be studied: the monument,
the stone in its space and the stone in its landscape.” The Sonderforschungs-
bereich ‘Materiale Textkulturen’ at the University of Heidelberg (2011-2023,
funded by DFG) and its publications have given additional momentum to a
broader approach to the study of inscriptions.” Since 2019, the Cluster of Excel-
lence ‘Understanding Written Artefacts’ at the University of Hamburg has de-

65 For the Miletus project of an archaeologist, an ancient historian and computer scientist, see
<https://www.csmc.uni-hamburg.de/written-artefacts/research-fields/field-b/rfb02.html> (ac-
cessed on 1 August 2023).

66 See MacMullen 1982.

67 See e.g. Cooley 2012; Nawotka 2020.

68 ‘[L]’ambiente e il paesaggio cui l'iscrizione era destinata, quegli ambienti e quei paesaggi
nei quali € successivamente vissuta’, see Susini 1982, 17; also see Cebrian Fernandez 2021, 15.
69 Panciera 2012, 8, where the author also adds a more positive element, namely, its ‘unidirec-
tional communication’.

70 For a much-quoted example, see Cooley 2000; for a study of Chinese stone inscriptions in
‘landscapes of words’, see Harrist 2008.

71 See Williams 2022; his case study is taken from early modern Europe, but ‘both classical
and post-classical students of epigraphy can benefit from a methodological conversation be-
gun across chronological boundaries’ (Williams 2022, 17). It remains to be seen whether Alfred
Gell’s concept of agency will grow roots in epigraphy; for its use in manuscript studies, see
Kohs and Kienitz 2022.

72 See the respective volumes of its series Materiale Textkulturen, often dealing with the
Sonderforschungsbereich’s topic ‘materiality and presence’, e.g. Balke and Tsouparopoulou
2016; Bolle 2019; in spite of the philosophical inclination of the introduction, Petrovic, Petrovic
and Thomas 2019 also include studies which are much more down to earth.
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veloped a cross-cultural approach in one of its research fields.” A Handbook of
Epigraphic Cultures is scheduled to appear in 2024.

Albeit heuristically, the general state of affairs in the fields related to the
study of ancient written artefacts may be illustrated by five volumes of the Ox-
ford Handbook series, dealing with Hellenic Studies (2009), Roman Epigraphy
(2018), Egyptian Epigraphy and Palaeography (2020), Papyrology (2009) and
Cuneiform Culture (2011), although the scope and purpose of these collective
volumes differ to a considerable degree. The first contains a brief chapter on
Greek epigraphy, but it deals only with texts and ways to retrieve texts that have
become illegible.” The volume on Roman epigraphy has two chapters on in-
scriptions as ‘monuments’: ‘Inscribing Roman Texts: Officinae, Layout, and
Carving Techniques’ and, on a more abstract level, ‘The “Epigraphic Habit” in
the Roman World’ - they follow the one on ‘The Main Types of Inscriptions’ that
classifies them according to textual criteria.”® Most of the thirty-five chapters use
the inscriptions’ content for studying topics of ancient history. Turning to the
volume on ancient Egypt, it faithfully reflects the perpetual fascination with
hieroglyphs and the palaeographic problems they pose. With the exception of
an article on the tools and materials of carving and painting,” however, it con-
tinues to distinguish ‘genres’ of inscriptions, that is, texts,’”® and, only in pass-
ing, has something to offer on the material features of written artefacts.

The last two volumes differ from the other ones, as they deal mainly with
manuscripts. The introduction to The Oxford Handbook of Papyrology, which
was quoted above in length, states the problems explicitly when it comes to
defining the discipline and its subject matter, and acknowledges that ‘Graeco-
Roman papyri still dominate the book, just as they do the subject’. In spite of
these limitations, there are substantial chapters on materiality, book forms and
palaeography.” One contribution discusses papyrological ‘archives’ and ‘dossi-
ers’, highlighting another problem often encountered in the study of written
artefacts, namely the diverging use of terminology in related disciplines.®® The
title of The Oxford Handbook of Cuneiform Culture already signifies that it is not

73 See <https://www.csmc.uni-hamburg.de/written-artefacts/research-fields/field-b.html> (ac-
cessed on 28 July 2023).

74 Edited by Kaja Harter-Uibopuu, Ondfej Skrabal and Jochen Vennebusch.

75 See Rhodes 2009.

76 Beltran Lloris 2015a; Beltran Lloris 2015b; Edmondson 2015.

77 See Stocks 2020.

78 See Stauder-Porchet and Stauder 2020.

79 See Biilow-Jacobsen 2009; Cavallo 2009; Frésén 2009; Johnson 2009; Taylor 2011.

80 See Vandorpe 2009.
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concerned primarily with disciplines and methods, but with the culture studied
by them. The first of seven parts on different aspects of the cuneiform world is
devoted to ‘Materiality and Literacies’, and opens with a chapter on ‘Tablets as
Artefacts, Scribes as Artisans’, thus, taking the artefact as the starting point, not
the text.®

In stark contrast to the handbooks of epigraphy discussed above, Alison E.
Cooley’s single-author work The Cambridge Manual of Latin Epigraphy from 2012
contains, in addition to a case study, more fundamental reflections on the na-
ture of inscriptions (‘Monuments not Documents’)® and general observations on
‘epigraphic culture in the Roman world’,® including the interplay with other
media, such as papyri, and writing-boards:

Conventionally, epigraphers do not study coins or papyri, but this traditional division of
labour between epigraphists, numismatists, and papyrologists is rather arbitrary, and
runs the risk of ignoring similarities between these different uses of writing, as already
explored to some extent earlier. [...] In order to understand epigraphic culture, it is essen-
tial to recognize the permeability of the boundaries between writing that has been pre-
served on all kinds of media. The medium used for a particular type of text can depend
purely upon regional natural resources rather than upon the intention of the writer. Un-
derstanding inscriptions involves analysis not just of their texts, but also of their lettering
and archaeological context, and it requires us to be ready to look for comparisons not just
between inscriptions that are obviously related to each other, but to cast our gaze onto
other forms of writing t0o.%

After introducing possible ways of classifying inscriptions by function, type of
text, fabric or writing method, and quoting an example of the traditional catego-
risation according to content, Cooley concludes:

What [such categorization] does not do is to reflect accurately the motivations that
prompted people to create inscriptions. [...] After all, although an inscription on a statue
base may be categorized as basically ‘honorific’ in purpose, it made a big difference who
funded it, whether that statue was set up in a public place, or in a house, or at a tomb, and
whether the statue was decreed by a town council or province, or set up by someone’s
freedman.®

81 See Taylor 2011; in addition, see Cartwright and Taylor 2011.

82 See Cooley 2012, 220-228; the same author had already stated the ‘methodological principle
of interpreting inscriptions in terms of their overall appearance, not just their texts’ much
earlier, see Cooley 2000, 1.

83 Cooley 2012, 117-325.

84 Cooley 2012, 125-126.

85 Cooley 2012, 128.
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After touching on the ‘epigraphic habit’, Cooley suggested studying the ‘graffiti
habit’.** Completely disregarded or only taken note of in passing by traditional
epigraphy, graffiti across times and spaces have become a popular topic for
many disciplines, offering the opportunity to study humankind’s urge to leave
traces of writing.*’

A few recent publications stand out in terms of their approaches. The collec-
tive volume Writing as Material Practice: Substance, Surface and Medium edited
by Kathryn E. Piquette and Ruth D. Whitehouse (2013) offers nothing much new
in principle, but has to be mentioned because it aimed decidedly at an archaeo-
logical approach to writing and included contributions dealing mainly with the
ancient Near East and the Mediterranean, but also with ancient America.®®
Michele Cammarosano has presented holistic studies of the ancient Near East-
ern wax boards (2014) and ‘The Cuneiform Stylus’ (2019),* integrating visual
and textual evidence as well as materials analyses and experimental archaeolo-
gy. In Materiality of writing in early Mesopotamia, Thomas E. Balke and Christina
Tsouparopoulou have collected contributions dealing with material aspects of
ancient Near Eastern written artefacts in 2016.°° In 2018, Hella Eckardt present-
ed a study on the inkwell and other writing implements in the Roman world,
demonstrating how material evidence may lead to an understanding of social
and cultural practices.” Also in 2018, Francisca A. J. Hoogendijk and Steffie M.
T. van Gompel edited a volume on the concrete ‘materiality of texts’ from an-
cient Egypt. It included studies on material aspects of writing and written arte-
facts by papyrologists, Egyptologists, archaeologists and technical specialists,
providing models for future cooperation.

Approaches first stimulated by the study of modern and medieval European
manuscripts together with advances in materials sciences and imaging tech-
niques have arrived in the field of ancient history. The reader will have noticed
that, with the exception of ancient Egypt and the ancient Near East, the cultures
of Asia, Africa and America play hardly any role. These limitations to a compar-
ative study of written artefacts are caused by different reasons, on the one hand,
by the small number of experts in these fields, on the other hand, by the fact
that research on East Asian cultures is flourishing — but conducted mainly in

86 Cooley 2012, 111-116.

87 For a cross-cultural approach see Skrabal et al. 2023.
88 See Piquette and Whitehouse 2013.

89 Cammarosano 2014 and Cammarosano 2019.

90 See Balke and Tsouparopoulou 2016.

91 See Eckardt 2018.
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East Asian languages. It is still a long way to a truly holistic approach, but the
journey has begun.

Against this backdrop, the present volume offers eleven case studies exploring
various aspects of written artefacts from the ancient world. The studies are ar-
ranged in five sections.

The first section ‘Methodological Considerations’ reminds us of various
kinds of limitations caused by our sources, present knowledge and received
traditions. Jesper Eidem and Cécile Michel draw attention to the challenges
posed by the huge number of Mesopotamian clay tablets known and their une-
ven distribution in space and time. The authors discuss two examples from the
early second millennium BCE, that are unusually rich and seemingly complete.
Since it is unknown, however, how these ‘archives’ came about, they only pro-
vide illuminating ‘flashes’, but should not be used to draw far-reaching conclu-
sions. This situation will not even be remedied by new discoveries, thus, the
authors call for great caution in writing history. The random survival of written
artefacts is also discussed in Jorrit Kelder’s contribution. He re-examines the
comparatively small corpus of Mycenaean Linear B tablets and shows that their
materiality and functions have to be taken into account when attempting to
understand the society that produced them. Against the paradigm that they
represent palace administration, evidence from many other sources allow the
author to build a strong hypothesis for an extended bureaucracy, at the same
time, contradicting the image conveyed by Homer and his exegetes: absence of
evidence is not evidence of absence.

The Egyptian, Chinese and Indian evidence is discussed in ‘Early Uses of
Writing’. John Baines and Cao Dazhi juxtapose Egyptian and Chinese epigraph-
ical evidence for the emergence of writing and suggest that both in addition to
everyday writing on perishable materials had a pictorial realisation of the script.
While the pictorial style was soon dismissed in China, hieroglyphical writing
continued to be used in Egypt for millennia. The iconic quality of the script and
the importance of some key concepts such as ‘life’ (ankh) led to some signs’
complete detachment from the words they represented and their inclusion in
pictorial contexts, just as hieroglyphical inscriptions in general were only used
in such contexts. In addition, the authors discuss how and in which contexts
kings and elites used writing to control and display status, and for what audi-
ences. To a certain extent, India presents a completely different case. There is
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no hard evidence for writing before Emperor ASoka, and it was probably created
from pre-existing scripts, such as Aramaic. After discussing the two scripts ap-
parent in his inscriptions, Ingo Strauch introduces the stone inscriptions on
rocks and pillars promulgating the ruler’s and the Buddha’s dharma found all
over ASoka’s empire and analyses their production, content and function in
relation to the place where they were set up. The existence of ‘cover letters’ with
instructions for the local officials can be inferred from some inscriptions which
erroneously copied part of them. These letters allow one to reconstruct the pur-
pose of these inscriptions and some practices connected with them. Numerous
mistakes, particularly those made in areas where Dravidian languages were
spoken, may have led to the centralisation of the production of the stone pillars.
Furthermore, dated inscriptions clearly show a development: small inscriptions
which were difficult to access were first engraved in rocks at sites of religious
festivals; larger ones followed, but, similar to the former, they were not ex-
pected to be seen every day; finally, pillars erected in public spaces close to
Buddhist monasteries demonstrated the emperor’s power and support.

Section 3 addresses the ‘Co-presence of Written Artefacts’ and, thus, aspects
which will go unnoticed by purely textual studies. Andréas Stauder looks at a
Theban necropolis from the Early New Kingdom and the spatial setting of text—
image relations in the funeral chapels of three selected tombs. The funerary
chapels were open to visitors and used wall decoration for displaying the status
and wealth of the deceased and their family. Taking the inscribed texts as a
starting point, the author analyses and contextualises their content in relation
to the imagery and the tomb owner, revealing the highly complex and tailor-
made decoration programmes. They were created by master artists who includ-
ed references to earlier tombs in them. The unusually long and difficult-to-read
inscriptions appear as speech emanating from the dominant figures, thus, not
primarily conveying linguistic meaning but make the presence of these figures
felt. The author does not stop short here, but continues to describe the experi-
ence a visitor may have had when walking through the spaces and discovering
the references to earlier tombs. Moving from inscriptions to manuscripts,
Philippe Clancier takes the reader to the houses of two exorcist families from
Late Babylonian Uruk and the clay tablets found there. A close reading of the
archaeological assemblage and the content of the tablets, mainly exorcism,
medicine and divination, discloses studying and teaching activities in these
houses. Further evidence from other sites supports hypotheses concerning the
movement of tablets and the events which led to the destruction of one of the
houses, demonstrating the Sitz im Leben of the materials unearthed.
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The fourth section on ‘Material Features’ contains three contributions.
Michele Cammarosano presents a comprehensive study of wooden boards in
Hittite Anatolia. By collecting data from various domains, such as iconography
and linguistics, besides the content of clay tablets, it becomes possible to place
Hittite wooden boards into the context of other writing supports, such as clay or
wax tablets, and outline their production and usage, including sealing practic-
es. Although no specimen has survived, abundant evidence that they played an
important role in cult and ritual, note-taking and administration is available,
calling for a comparison beyond the Hittite world. Stefano de Martino introduc-
es the small corpus of clay tablets from the kingdom of Mittani, once a powerful
state before it was conquered by the Hittites. Pursuing a holistic approach, he,
firstly, discusses the content and language of the Mittanian documents, then
considers their chemical composition. It could be shown for the tablets from Tell
el-Amarna that the two types of clay both came from the vicinity of the Mittani-
an capital. Two formats are used, the ‘landscape’ format for administrative texts
and the ‘portrait’ format for longer texts and letters, such as the ones found in
Tell el-Amarna. None of the administrative tablets originated from the capital,
but their uniform appearance points to the existence of central standards. In her
study of six hieratic papyri from the collection that arrived at Turin in 1824,
Susanne Topfer examines not only the ‘famous’ side of these papyri but also the
other one, whether recto or verso, and thereby provides glimpses into the ‘biog-
raphy’ of these objects and scribal practices. Most of the manuscripts in the
collection come from the administration of the royal necropolis of Deir el-
Medina, many of them having been reused after having served their purpose.
Asking what was important to the ancient Egyptians themselves, she shows that
one of the ‘famous’ texts was actually written on the verso of an administrative
document that had become useless. This text may have served as a model or
template for inscriptions. Another ‘famous’ papyrus was probably some kind of
notebook for preparing official documents, while yet another one must have
been an archival document. The author successfully contextualises the artefacts
in contemporary practices paying close attention to details of the material con-
stitution and preservation of the papyri. In addition, she uncovers the restaura-
tion work of nineteenth-century conservators and proposes to preserve the pre-
sent state of the ‘patchwork papyri’ because the patches have become integral
parts of them and their history.

The final section moves to ‘Cultural Encounters’ between social strata or
ethnic groups. Drawing on theories of hegemony and folk culture, Gianluca
Miniaci inspects a phenomenon in Egyptian hieroglyphic writing that existed
for less than a millennium. Manipulation, especially mutilation of signs in rela-
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tion to the deceased, first appeared in the twenty-fourth century BCE in the royal
sphere, then, continuously changing, moved into the private domain, and, fi-
nally, became inconsistent before being abandoned in about 1500 BCE. The au-
thor argues that this usage originating from funerary inscriptions of kings and
queens in the Memphite necropolis proliferated to the tombs of high-ranking
officials in the same place, then spread to other sites and lower social strata.
After two centuries without evidence of the mutilating practice, it started anew
in about 1800 BCE, again in the royal sphere and again spread to officials and
lower social groups. Towards the end of the period under scrutiny, the practice
was first abandoned by the royal family before it also vanished from the private
sphere, exemplifying that fragments of ‘high’ or ‘official’ culture may leak into
what has been called ‘folk culture’. The second contribution by Ludwig Morenz
addresses a similar encounter, this time between Egyptians and Canaanites.
Based on Egyptian signs, the latter invented alphabetic writing around 1900 BCE
at the temple of the Egyptian goddess Hathor in the Serabit area of north-
western Sinai, as witnessed by numerous rock stelae erected in front of the ar-
chitectural complex. Egyptian mining expeditions had established this largest
sanctuary outside the Nile Valley and worshipped the goddess as the ‘mistress
of turquoise’, the material they had come for. At the margins of the kingdom,
Egyptians engaged with Canaanites on an equal footing, leading, among others,
to equations of gods. The iconic quality of some of the Canaanite letters was
used for expressing cultural identity, for example, the letter aleph for represent-
ing the deity Hathor-Ba‘alat. Drawing on Egyptian and Canaanite sources, the
author succeeds in recovering the name of the local He tribe. The use of the
letter he testifies to a much more self-confident and active local group than
previously ascribed to the ‘subalterns’ who created a writing system we still
benefit from today.
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Jesper Eidem, Cécile Michel

Some Mesopotamian Challenges: A History
Based on Tablets Unevenly Distributed in
Time and Space

Abstract: The more than three millennia of ancient Mesopotamian cuneiform
tablets, yearly augmented by new finds from sites across the Middle East, pro-
vide a unique and, at times, extremely detailed historical record. The infor-
mation, however, is very unevenly distributed in time and space — as illuminat-
ing flashes rather than comprehensive overviews. The authors of this chapter
draw on cuneiform sources from sites in early second millennium Anatolia and
Upper Mesopotamia to exemplify the challenges which even very rich material
poses to modern scholars, challenges which we believe will remain even as the
cuneiform record inevitably grows substantially in the future.

1 Introduction

Simple tablets of clay inscribed with cuneiform characters are our main sources
for what has been called ‘half of history’ — from the invention of cuneiform in
Lower Iraq sometime around 3300 BCE and into the first century ct.! Cuneiform
first became known through monumental inscriptions, and deciphered princi-
pally with the aid of the trilingual Behistun inscription in the middle of the
nineteenth century Ct. Clay tablets with cuneiform signs also began to appear
and to be recognised as such at many new excavations at sites in Iraq, ancient
Mesopotamia and other parts of the Near East. Large collections of cuneiform
tablets were found and helped to illuminate an otherwise virtually lost world.
These collections of manuscripts were called ‘archives’ by Assyriologists.? This
is not the place to discuss the history of discovery, which will be generally well-
known,? but it may be relevant to recall that the evidence now available has a

1 Michalowski 2021; Michel 2021a, who explains why clay cuneiform tablets are manuscripts.

2 For convenience, we also use the word ‘archive’ for any group of tablets found physically
together, but this term, of course, covers a variety of different concrete situations (Veenhof
1986; Pedersén 1998; Brosius 2003; Faraguna 2013; Bausi et al. 2018).

3 Fontan 1994; Larsen 1996; Chevalier 2002; among others.

3 Open Access. © 2024 the authors, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed
under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111360805-002
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wide distribution in time and space, as shown on the map (Fig. 1), which high-
lights only the sites of discovery of more than 500 tablets.
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Fig. 1: Map showing the main sites where cuneiform tablets have been found, prepared by
Xavier Faivre and Martin Sauvage, and translated from Lion and Michel 2016, 9.

We can very basically distinguish three main categories of tablets: the first two
categories, which will not be our concern here, are those which are of scholarly
content and part of the stream of scientific, religious and literary tradition, and
the official and display texts reflecting royal power and propaganda.” The last
and by far the largest category are tablets of everyday content: letters, bills,
account lists, contracts, in short, the kind of documents most of us have in our
own drawers at home. Needless to say this is a precious and globally unique
kind of evidence. Many tablets — of unbaked clay — have survived fairly intact in
the dry Middle Eastern climate and can now provide flash insights into human

4 For a modern categorization of cuneiform texts, see the attempt made by a French and Brit-
ish team in the CDLI:wiki, <https://cdli.ox.ac.uk/wiki/doku.php?id=text_typologies> (accessed
on 1 September 2022).
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affairs thousands of years ago. The denseness of some of this evidence is truly
remarkable — the best example is perhaps provided by the family archives exca-
vated in houses of the early second millennium merchant settlement in Kanes
(Central Anatolia), and to which we will return below.

While such flashes of information and deep insights are fascinating, they
should not mask the real difficulties ancient Near Eastern scholars have in
weaving together coherent narratives — not to mention structural comprehen-
sion — of ancient societies from them. This is, of course, not a new observation.
The same caveat can be found in numerous studies on Mesopotamian history.’
But is there a solution to this problem?

An obvious answer could be simply patience: fairly loose estimates of the
total number of tablets unearthed and now in public and private collections —
some hidden from view — easily approach the figure of one million,® but this is,
no doubt, but a fraction of the tablets still hidden in the thousands of ancient
settlement mounds strewn across the vast areas of the Middle East where cunei-
form script was in use. The real number is, naturally, a wild guess, but we
would not be surprised if the retrievable number of tablets approaches or ex-
ceeds a hundred million. Therefore, one view could have it that we may simply
wait for more of this hidden treasure to become available and the many over-
lapping flashes, which will then eventually throw more solid light on ancient
realities. It is, indeed, easy to quote examples which might support such a view.
Apart from the Old Assyrian archives from Kane$ already mentioned, the best
example is undoubtedly the trove of information and insights provided by the
unexpected find of a large mid-third millennium state archive in Tell Mardikh,
ancient Ebla (north-west Syria), in 1974 — a corpus which has opened up a wide
new horizon on the history of Upper Mesopotamia.” But — and this is fundamen-
tal — even with more millions of new tablets, the evidence will remain flash-like
and challenging for historians. In this situation, it is important to raise aware-
ness of what is really at stake. Which factors have structured the survival of the
evidence available, and presumably also the evidence which will become avail-

5 See e.g. Van de Mieroop 1999; Zettler 2003.

6 A fairly recent and careful attempt to assess a total count of known tablets and their total
text matter reaches the figure of c. 500,000 cuneiform texts (Streck 2010), but is clearly on the
low side. The large number of manuscripts and inscriptions in private or hidden collections or
circulating on the market are difficult to estimate. An instructive indication, just a small tip of
the iceberg, is provided by the listing of some 1,700 cuneiform tablets offered for sale by major
auction houses in recent decades (Theis 2017; Theis 2021; Theis 2022).

7 Matthiae 2021.
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able in the future. To illustrate this, we briefly discuss two examples drawn from
Anatolia and Upper Mesopotamia in the early second millennium BCE.

Table 1: Chronological chart showing main sites and rulers mentioned in the text (all dates BCE).

Kanes ASSur Mari Babylon
Level Il
c. 1940-1835

Samsi-Adad

c.1808-1775 Hammurabi
Level Ib Yasmah-Addu €. 1792-1750
c.1832-1700 c.1782-1774

ISme-Dagan Zimri-Lim

c. 17742 c.1774-1761

2 The Old Assyrian texts from Kiiltepe

The first example deals with the so-called private ‘archives’ belonging to Assyri-
an merchants found at the site of Kiiltepe, in Central Anatolia, near the modern
city of Kayseri.® Merchants from AsSur, on the Tigris in northern Iraq, estab-
lished long-distance trade with Central Anatolia and settled there in about forty
localities during the late twentieth and early nineteenth centuries BCE. Kanes,
located at Kiiltepe and a thousand kilometres away from ASSur, was at the cen-
tre of this trade network. The site was explored several times in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries CE before being excavated continuously
from 1948 by a Turkish archaeological team.’ Kiiltepe is divided in two main
areas, the mound, where the local palace and temples were built, and the lower
town, located on the north-east of the mound, where the Assyrian merchants
were living mixed with the local inhabitants. Up to now, the excavations on the
mound have yielded only forty cuneiform clay tablets, while in the lower town,
no less than 22,700 tablets have been unearthed.® More than 22,000 of these
tablets date to the first half of the nineteenth century BCE and were found in
houses inhabited predominantly by Assyrians. Each of these houses yielded

8 Larsen 2015 offers a general presentation of this period.
9 (Ozgii¢ 2003; Kulakoglu and Kangal 2010.
10 Michel 2003 and Michel 2021b for an up to date inventory of the Old Assyrian tablets.



Some Mesopotamian Challenges =—— 35

from a dozen to more than a thousand tablets. The remaining six or seven hun-
dred tablets date to the eighteenth century BCE. Kiiltepe tablets represent the
earliest written attestation of the Assyrian language and are, thus, referred to as
0ld Assyrian texts.

Fig. 2: Tablets found in situ in the house of Salim-A33ur excavated in 1994 in the lower town of
Kiltepe, ancient Kanes. © Kiiltepe Archaeological Archives.

Given that the Old Assyrian levels of A3Sur have not been excavated because
they are located underneath the monumental buildings of the first millennium
Assyrian capital, only twenty-four discarded tablets and thirty royal inscriptions
have been recovered there." Thus, the tablets, envelopes and fragments discov-
ered at Kiiltepe provide a very partial and one-sided view of the history of the
Old Assyrian trade and its actors. They offer flashes of the organisation of the

11 Michel 2003, 121-123.
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trade, society and daily life of Kane$ inhabitants and, indirectly, of ASSur inhab-
itants.

Gojko Barjamovic, Thomas Hertel and Mogens Larsen published a major
study in 2012 based mainly on the Kiiltepe texts, including dates, to propose a
reconstructed social and economic history of the Old Assyrian period.”? Their
analysis, based on statistical and prosopographical data, centres on the distri-
bution of ‘1250 dated events recorded in c. 1150 individual texts’.” The resulting
graph' would indicate that the Old Assyrian texts stem from a short span of
time of thirty years:

The graph shows that both the rise and the fall are so steep that we need to find new ways
to describe and explain the development of the Old Assyrian community at Kanesh.”

Among the several possibilities to explain the ‘abrupt increase’ of the records
around c. 1893, the authors suggest the following:

A commercial system based on venture trade and relatively brief visits (two or three years)
to Central Anatolia (...) was becoming replaced by a pattern of long-term partnerships with
semi-permanent agents living abroad for many years at a time.'®

The authors explain the ‘sharp decline’ of ‘dated text’ around 1865," thirty years
before the destruction of many houses by fire, by an ‘economic recession’,
which would have happened after the death of the most prominent merchants.*®

This study is based on the assumption that we have a sufficiently complete
and continuous corpus of texts for the period considered — the archaeological
Level II of the lower city of Kanes, i.e. nineteenth century BCE — to carry out a
statistical analysis. Each Kiiltepe ‘archive’ corresponds to tablets found in one
house and belonging to individuals who lived there during a limited period of
their lives, often related by family links, eventually over two or three genera-
tions.”

12 Barjamovic, Hertel and Larsen 2012.

13 Barjamovic, Hertel and Larsen 2012, 55.

14 Barjamovic, Hertel and Larsen 2012, 56.

15 Barjamovic, Hertel and Larsen 2012, 58.

16 Barjamovic, Hertel and Larsen 2012, 62.

17 The selected corpus included in the graph of Barjamovic, Hertel and Larsen 2012, 56, fig. 14,
does not correspond to dated texts but texts mentioning a date.

18 Barjamovic, Hertel and Larsen 2012, 69-70.

19 For Old Assyrian archives, see Michel 1998; Michel 2018; Veenhof 2003; Veenhof 2013;
Larsen 2008.
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Each of the Kiiltepe ‘archives’ comprises an average of 40% or more of let-
ters sent from ASSur or the other Old Assyrian settlements in Anatolia; a total of
some 9,000 letters have been unearthed at Kiiltepe. Letters very rarely include
dates; when they do so, the date usually concerns a past event and not the time
the letter was written. Thus, the chronological organisation of letters is only
possible when they evoke the same business and eventually provide a follow-up.

Legal texts form the second important group of tablets found within houses.
These include commercial and family contracts, on the one hand, and legal
texts, on the other hand. A few of the latter may include a date referring to a
past event. Loan contracts are the most numerous legal texts; they regularly
consist of commercial loans which can run over more than a year. In many cas-
es, loans include a date with a year name. The legal validity of the loans was
provided by their clay envelope on which the text was copied and which was
sealed by the debtor and the witnesses. Once the debt was repaid, the tablet was
given back to the debtor who eventually ‘killed’ it, discarding it or breaking the
envelope, thus, cancelling the legal validity of the contract; therefore, loans
should have a limited validity. Loan contracts are regularly found in the house
of the creditor, and more rarely in the house of one of the witnesses.

Several loans could be listed in long memoranda which were kept for
personal accounting; some of these texts could include dates running over
more than twenty years. A small number of loans are known both by their
contract and memoranda and there are sometimes duplicates of these memo-
randa, this means that the graph may include two or more texts referring to
the same loan.

The graph created by Barjamovic, Hertel and Larsen is based on dates
mentioned in 1,150 Old Assyrian texts;* this number corresponds to 5% of
the total amount of Old Assyrian tablets discovered to date. Loan contracts
and memoranda represent no less than 75% of the texts included in the
graph, but 15%, at most, of the total of tablets found at Kiiltepe. Letters men-
tioning dates represent some 10% of the graph, but letters constitute more
than 40% of the Old Assyrian texts. The analysis of texts found in a single
house show that they regularly include old letters belonging to past genera-
tions: letters are often the oldest texts found in a house.” This graph is cer-

20 The graph caption, Barjamovic, Hertel and Larsen 2012, 56, fig. 14, is ‘The chronological
distribution of Old Assyrian Texts’.

21 Michel 2008 and Michel 2018, 59-60, 64—65 for the archive of Ali-ahum and his son AsSur-
taklaku which includes a group of some thirty letters addressed to his father Iddin-Suen. See
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tainly instructive and must be analysed as part of the economic development
of loan procedures. However, there is an obvious bias in basing the history of
the period on such a graph, given the random character and discontinuous
nature of the sources at our disposal.

Scholars specialising in the Old Assyrian period have only a tiny fraction of
the tablets that remain to be found, not to mention what must have been written
by the Assyrian merchants living in AsSur, Kane$ and some forty other towns of
Central Anatolia. Only nine hectares of the lower town have been excavated in
Kiiltepe itself, but recent soundings suggest that the lower town extended all
around the tell.” Several Assyrian merchants owned houses in both AsSur and
Kanes, and sometimes also in other Anatolian towns where they could have left
tablets as well.”

Moreover, we do not know whether all the texts found in a house were vol-
untarily preserved and filed there or if some of them were discarded and left
there. Texts themselves regularly allude to the extraction of tablets from an
‘archive’ and the transfer of some tablet containers between two houses or two
towns, and when moving to another town, it is probable that individuals would
bring with them their most important tablets. Each individual ‘archive’ found at
Kiiltepe is inherently incomplete.

The Kiiltepe tablets document certain individuals and some of their activi-
ties in an ad hoc manner. When studying the texts found in a house, many ques-
tions need to be addressed, such as: Why do we have these texts? Do we have all
texts that were kept by the inhabitants of a house? How did they sort their texts?
What do we lack?

3 The Kingdom of Sams§i-Adad

Discovery of early second millennium BCE archives from ancient Mari and
later contemporary smaller archives at sites such as Chagar Bazar, Tell Bi’a
and Tell Shemshara combine to illuminate, among many other things, the

also Larsen 2010, 6, which includes two letters sent to Issu-arik the grand-father (texts nos. 2-3)
who was presumably active during the years 1935-1890.

22 Kulakoglu 2010, 45.

23 This is, for example, the case with Salim-A38ur, who had a house in Durhumit, where he
died and was buried (Larsen 2010, 26), or Ali-ahum, who shared his time between A$Sur, Kanes
and BuruShattum, where he must have left some of his letters, legal texts and personal ac-
counts (Michel 2018, 59).



Some Mesopotamian Challenges —— 39

‘kingdom of Upper Mesopotamia’ ruled by Samsi-Adad, and virtually un-
known from other sources (Fig. 3).* This short-lived kingdom at its maximum
extent spanned an area more or less equivalent to that briefly occupied by
the infamous ‘Islamic State’ a few years ago (2014-2017), a not entirely coin-
cidental parallel, which, however, we shall not pursue further here. What is
important in this context is to examine the origin and composition of the
sources available, and we may begin with Mari, which has produced the ma-

jor evidence by far.
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Fig. 3: Map of Upper Mesopotamia with the sites mentioned in text. Map: Jesper Eidem, Cécile
Michel and Martin Sauvage, after Sauvage 2020, 81.

24 For a fresh overview in English of this period and the relevant sources, see Arkhipov 2022.
The reign of Samsi-Adad is mentioned in the Assyrian King List and a few official inscriptions
from ASSur and Nineveh, but apart from this formal information, there are only a very few
references to Samsi-Adad or his kingdom outside the sources discussed here (Arkhipov 2022,
320-327).
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Mari (modern Tell Hariri) was an important capital for centuries, situated on the
Middle Euphrates in Syria, but Zimri-Lim, its last king, was defeated by Hammu-
rabi of Babylon and Mari destroyed c. 1760 BCE. When French archaeologists
excavated the royal palace of Mari in the 1930s, they found groups of cuneiform
tablets in various rooms of the complex, but the main find was made in a small
room (no. 115) flanking the inner court. There were thousands of tablets here,
principally the diplomatic and political correspondence of the King Zimri-Lim,
but also a large group of letters dating to the time of his predecessor, Yasmah-
Addu, a son of Samsi-Adad placed as a ‘junior’ king in Mari. Seven small labels
written by officials of Hammurabi and once probably attached to wickerwork
boxes where the tablets had been stored were found together with the tablets.
Six of the labels refer to ‘tablets of servants of Zimri-Lim’ and the last to ‘tablets
of the servants of Sam&i-Adad’. This latter group famously include many letters
sent by Sam3i-Adad himself to his son Yasmah-Addu. They also include letters
sent from ISme-Dagan, another son of the king who was in control of the eastern
part of the kingdom, and many letters sent by officials and other associates of
Yasmah-Addu.

The situation in room 115 shows that Hammurabi officials, after the con-
quest of Mari, probably sorted through the tablet groups available left in the
palace, and gathered the main state correspondence in boxes in room 115. Fur-
thermore, an overview of the tablets still remaining indicates that groups of
important documents are missing, such as most of the letters one would have
expected Hammurabi himself to have sent to Zimri-Lim while they were still
allies. Such documents were presumably removed by Hammurabi’s officials and
taken to Babylon.

We clearly already face a complicated situation at this level, but there is
more. Scattered in various rooms of the Mari palace were thousands of adminis-
trative documents from the fourteen year reign of Zimri-Lim, some found where
they had been used and/or stored, but similar documents from the former reign
were predominantly found as fill-in benches and other secondary contexts, and
fittingly described as ‘dead archives’®. Thus, the site of Mari provides us with
examples of three main categories of surviving/available textual evidence.

— ‘dead’ archives — discarded in antiquity — and in many cases lost;

‘inactive’ archives — kept for potential reference in antiquity — for any num-

ber of ad hoc reasons; and
— ‘living’ archives - left in situ by destruction and/or abandonment.

25 Charpin 1995 and Charpin 2019, 14-15.
26 Charpin 2012.
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Considering how these categories apply to the evidence for the reign of Samsi-
Adad, we can note, firstly, that other contemporary groups of texts were found
elsewhere in Mari, such as in the smaller ‘oriental’ palace,” and, no doubt, un-
excavated portions of the very large site may still hide further evidence. This is,
of course, a situation which applies generally. The early part of Samsi-Adad’s
long reign (c. 1830-1775 BCE) is still poorly known, but he initially established
himself in the city of Ekallatum, a site located somewhere north of AsSur.”® Lat-
er, he left the son ISme-Dagan in charge there, and himself moved to the new
capital of Subat-Enlil, ancient Sehna, modern Tell Leilan in the Upper Habur
Basin, while Yasmah-Addu was placed in Mari to the south-west. Ekallatum has
not yet delivered any evidence and, as we shall see, major text groups from this
period have not surfaced at Tell Leilan. This means that regarding the state
correspondence of the kingdom, virtually only the segment from Mari is availa-
ble, and however spectacular that may be, we would certainly also like to have,
for instance, some of the letters Samsi-Adad sent to ISme-Dagan, not to mention
the letters Samsi-Adad would have received from both sons and other important
contemporary figures. New excavations may, of course, remedy this situation,
but any optimism in this regard must clearly be tempered with caution. Events
at the relevant sites post Samsi-Adad may well have turned most of the sources
desired into ‘dead’ or, at least, ‘inactive’ archives.

Estimating the original output of cuneiform tablets in any particular context
is complicated at best, but we must assume that a large number of documents,
especially of administrative content, were discarded at more or less regular
intervals. The levigated clay was sometimes recycled,” or the tablets were simp-
ly dumped into garbage pits or fill used for construction purposes. Some of the
earlier administrative documents found at Mari provide a good example of the
latter practice. This is hardly surprising, but what of the substantial group of
letters from the time of Yasmah-Addu found in room 115 at Mari? The curious
fact about these letters is that they were kept in the Mari palace many years after
the demise of the Samsi-Adad kingdom, and were still there when Hammurabi
of Babylon conquered and destroyed Mari. Why did Yasmah-Addu’s successor
and rival keep all these documents? No adequate explanation has been provid-
ed yet for this ‘inactive’ archive.’® Purely historical interest is hardly the answer,

27 Charpin 1985

28 Ziegler 2002, and more recently the site of Tell Huwaish, c. 18 km north of AsSur was sug-
gested as ancient Ekallatum, see Ziegler and Otto 2022.

29 Taylor and Cartwright 2011.

30 Seee.g. Finet 1986.
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and the best theory is that the documents were left basically because of a hesi-
tance to discard them. Some of the subject matter in them was still relevant and
so they survived, probably fairly undisturbed and un-consulted, until the Mari
palace was destroyed.” A fairly unusual situation and clearly very lucky for us.
Of course, we would have liked to have known where in the palace they were
kept before being boxed in room 115, and whether Hammurabi’s officials also
picked specimens from this group to carry off to Babylon.

As mentioned previously, smaller subsidiary archives from the same period
have been excavated at other sites in Upper Mesopotamia. The more notable
finds come from the provincial centres of Chagar Bazar (ancient ASnakkum) and
Tell Bi’a (ancient Tuttul) in north-eastern Syria, and include series of admin-
istration notes dating to the latter part of Samsi-Adad’s reign. Especially the
extensive text groups from Chagar Bazar provide extremely interesting infor-
mation on the internal organisation of the kingdom, but most of the tablets were
apparently discarded, ‘dead’ archives.” The correspondence received by the
local governor from other main actors in the kingdom, if still preserved, has not
yet been located.

Moving to the capital of the Samsi-Adad kingdom, ancient Subat-Enlil (alias
Tell Leilan), excavated 1979-2010 by a Yale University team, very few docu-
ments from the time of the famous king have yet been found.” This largely re-
flects deliberate research strategies of the project, which, after an initial focus
on the early second millennium levels, concentrated on earlier occupations. The
former efforts, however, produced two large groups of tablets, both dated to the
period after Samsi-Adad. The latest and largest of these group, excavated in the
so-called ‘Lower Town Palace East’ in 1985 and 1987, is a composite group of
documents from the reigns of two successive local kings a generation or so after
Samsi-Adad. Interestingly it represents a small-scale parallel to the large ‘ar-
chive’ found in room 115 of the Mari palace: a smaller group of letters from the
early king, and a much larger one from his successor. In this case, however, the
whole group, minus selected pieces, seems to have been set aside as an ‘inac-
tive’ archive by the next, third king. Eventually, it was probably dumped into
rooms of the palace where it was found, mixed with fill used in a reconstruction
project.>*

31 Eidem 2004.

32 Lacambre 2010.

33 For an overview of the epigraphic finds from Tell Leilan of the second millennium BCE, see
Eidem 2012.

34 Eidem 2017.
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Finally, in the far eastern corner of the kingdom, at Tell Shemshara, located
on the Rania Plain in what is now the Kurdish Autonomous Region of Iraq, Dan-
ish and Iraqi archaeologists in the 1950s retrieved small, but very informative
archives belonging to one of Samsi-Adad’s vassals, a local nobleman by the
name of Kuwari. His own archive of letters was found by the Danish team in a
room of his palace, which was destroyed by fire in a rebellion c. 1780 BCE. It
reveals an exciting story of how Kuwari, originally posted as governor by a local
kingdom in the Zagros mountains, was obliged to become a vassal of the mighty
Samsi-Adad.® The letters sent to Kuwari from Samsi-Adad himself, his son I$me-
Dagan, and various of their officials, thus, come from what was a ‘living’ ar-
chive, frozen in time by an act of war — while Sam3i-Adad was still alive.*

Fig. 4: The Danish camp at Tell Shemshara, 1957. Second figure from left: the field director
Harald Ingholt (photo Jgrgen Lassge).

35 Eidem and Laessge 2001.

36 In this sense, the small archive from Shemshara is still unique. One reason is certainly that
the site apparently saw little subsequent occupation in contrast to, for example, Mari, but other
‘living’ archives from this period are no doubt preserved and may be retrieved one day.
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Therefore, the kingdom of Samsi-Adad, a fleeting but important early state for-
mation in Upper Mesopotamia, and, in some measure, a catalyst for the later
Assyrian empire, is, as yet, best revealed to us by two rather fortuitous events.
The most important is certainly the decision made in ancient Mari, for whatever
exact reason or whim, to not discard a large portion of Yasmah-Addu’s corre-
spondence. The second was an intuitive decision made by the field director at
Tell Shemshara in 1957 to excavate exactly the spot where the main palace ar-
chive was buried - before the site was flooded.” Without these events, extant
evidence would today be limited to series of administrative notes providing only
a spare chronological and formal framework. Instead we have a very rich, nu-
anced and sometimes very intimate impression of at least the later history of the
kingdom of Samsi-Adad,® but one heavily influenced by fortunes of preserva-
tion and discovery, and still very much an open file.

4 Conclusions

The two examples briefly outlined above reflect the primary expertise of the
authors, and it is important to note that the relevant evidence can no doubt be
counted as some of the more privileged available from the extant record of cu-
neiform data. In spite of the abundance of preserved manuscripts, ancient Mes-
opotamia remained fundamentally semi-literate, writing and reading being
practiced mostly within narrow circles of bureaucrats and scholarly scribes. The
early second millennium BCE, to which our examples belong, was exceptionally
a period of more extensive literacy. Many merchants and mid- to high-level
officials were clearly able to read and write, and numerous letters provide lively
and engaging information. Even this fortunate situation, however, remains
challenging due to the uneven and sometimes inexplicable distribution of the
evidence. The bulk of the Old Assyrian tablets from ancient Kane$ containing
dates, for instance, seems to belong squarely within a c. thirty-year period, a
generation or so before the destruction of Level II, but does this, as suggested,
reflect a particularly affluent period of the trade, or could it be a mere coinci-
dence? Older tablets were regularly discarded, and this might account for the
assumed low-intensity activity in the initial phase of Level II, while, on the oth-
er hand, the latest tablets could have been evacuated before the final destruc-

37 Eidem 2020.
38 Charpin and Ziegler 2003, 75-168.
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tion. Hopefully the publication and retrieval of further evidence may serve to
reach firmer conclusions and, meanwhile, we are also left to speculate to what
extent additional textual finds may provide us with new and perhaps surprising
perspectives on the ‘kingdom of Upper Mesopotamia’, a fascinating chapter of
Mesopotamian history, illuminated by apparently rich but very circumscribed
sources.

In the end, there is no predictable system to which tablets may be preserved
and become available. The reality which faces historians of the ancient Near
East, therefore, is a lack of archival completeness and continuity — and, not
least, more summaries which might provide a secure framework for the casually
preserved segments. Documents in any archaeological context usually represent
only selected or deselected portions of the original contextual scribal output.
We are, of course, all aware of this, but may still be tempted to portray our evi-
dence as more representative of the ancient reality than it actually is. There is
no ultimate solution to this challenge, which we believe will basically remain as
more millions of tablets eventually appear. Scholars must still be detectives of
the past. They must carefully consider the origin and composition of very casual
or incidental evidence, and only then use it for judicious reconstructions,
which, in the end, can only be tentative. The immediate enthusiasm and joy
elicited by a new tablet find, entirely appropriate, is usually tempered by its
relative isolation and all the cold tracks which it opens up. This is at once an
exciting but also frustrating situation, relatively unique in relation to other
fields of ancient history, where the appearance of major new textual sources is
rare. The history of the ancient Near East, viewed through the lenses of the ex-
tant cuneiform record, may be likened to a multiple award-winning motion
picture of which only randomly dispersed segments representing a few percent
of the original version are preserved.
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Jorrit Kelder
Epigraphy, Archaeology, and our
Understanding of the Mycenaean World

Abstract: In this paper I will examine not only how the materiality of Linear B
texts — the earliest known texts written in Greek — may inform us about their use
and meaning within Mycenaean society, but also how their materiality and
related chances of survival may have skewed our understanding of that same
society. In order to highlight such potential pitfalls, I will summarise the main
characteristics of the corpus of Linear B as well as the general contexts in which
these texts were, and indeed still are, found.

1 Writing in and our understanding of the Bronze
Age Aegean

Unlike various regions in the Near East, writing came relatively late to the Aege-
an. The first scripts arrived on Crete in the second millennium BCE and include,
as far as we can tell since none of these scripts have yet been deciphered, at
least two hieroglyphic writing systems (of which the Phaistos disc may be the
most famous example) and a, possibly, derivate linear script; now commonly
known as Linear A.! The various Minoan scripts are known primarily from clay
tablets and nodules, but other materials were also used. We have inscriptions
on stone (e.g. on small offering tablets and vases),’> whereas imprints on clay
sealings strongly suggest the use of other, perishable materials. This appears to
have included very thin animal skin (perhaps even parchment), possibly papy-
rus (leather string-imprints suggests a document that was folded and then se-
cured with strings and a knot) and perhaps wood (although there is no positive
proof for the latter).”> Writing in the Mycenaean world emerged even later, and
was, or so it is commonly thought, first developed when a Mycenaean group
took over control of the palace of Knossos at some point in the late fifteenth

1 For an overview, see Ventris and Chadwick 1973, 37-42; Chadwick 1987, 45; Steele 2017. For the
relationship between Linear A and Cretan hieroglyphic, see Ferrara, Montecchi and Valério 2022.

2 Davis 2014.

3 Whittaker 2013, 112.

3 Open Access. © 2024 the author, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed
under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111360805-003
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century BCE.* The Mycenaean script took its form after Linear A, and is, conse-
quently, known as Linear B. From Knossos, the concept spread across the Greek
mainland.’

Like the literate cultures of the ancient Near East, the Mycenaeans wrote on
clay. The tablets that have been recovered come in two shapes: (1) in a format
that resembles Near Eastern tablets, the so-called page-shaped tablet, and (2)
the so-called palm-leaf-shaped tablets. This — the use of clay tablets — is where
the comparison with the Near East really ends, for, unlike in the Near East, the
scope of the extant Mycenaean texts is extremely limited. There is an explana-
tion for this, for Mycenaean tablets were not meant to last. Indeed, most of the
texts suggest that we are dealing with day-to-day records of the flow of goods,
objects, and people within a given administrative region. The sole reason for the
tablets’ survival is that they were baked in the fire which destroyed the build-
ings in which they were stored. Virtually none of the tablets that have been
discovered so far predate the destruction of their respective palace by more than
a year, thus, providing us with a very faint and fragmentary impression of the
palace administration in its final stages.

Whilst some very vague parallels in administrative praxis between Linear B
and Near Eastern archives have been proposed, there is really very little to sug-
gest anything more than superficial similarities.® Unlike the Near East, we have
no literary texts, no treaties, no omina or religious texts. What we are left with
are essentially receipts or registrations of outstanding debts to the palatial
treasury, and not much more. Again, unlike the Near East, no private Linear B
archives have been uncovered to date. The archives of the Mycenaean world,
therefore, were inherently different from contemporary archives in the Near East.

Also unlike the Near East, our evidence for writing in the Mycenaean world
is extremely limited. Archaeologists have recovered so-called archives at vari-
ous sites; the largest collections were found at Knossos and at Pylos in Messenia
and include some 4105 and 1056 tablets, respectively.” Indeed, the tablets from
this latter site played a pivotal role in the eventual decipherment of Linear B in
1952 by Michael Ventris, who established that the language behind the script
was an archaic form of Greek. Apart from Knossos and Pylos, Linear B tablets
have also been uncovered at Mycenae (78 tablets), Tiryns (25 tablets) and
Thebes (in Boeotia; 304 tablets), Chania (on Crete; 5 tablets) and Volos (2 tab-

4 Karagianni 2015, 27-28.

5 Chadwick 1976, xiii.

6 Rougemont 2011, esp. 388-389.

7 Nakassis 2022, 5; see also Palaima 2004, 270; Nikoloudis 2006, 142.
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lets):® all of these sites were, or could be identified as, important centres known
from the Iliad, and, consequently, it was swiftly assumed that writing in the
Mycenaean world was essentially restricted to the palatial elite, and then only
to cover a very limited array of activities — I will come to this below.

L ._ | J-'.‘:I_‘__i_-._w_ =
. _f-f_,-';

Fig. 1: Map of the Mycenaean world, with the centres where Linear B inscribed clay tablets have
been found. 1: Dimini, 2: Thebes, 3: Mycenae, 4: Tiryns, 5: Aghios Vasileios, 6: Pylos, 7:
Iklaina, 8: Chania, 9: Knossos. The fragment on the left was found at Iklaina (courtesy Michael
Cosmopoulos), the clay sealing on the right comes from Aghios Vasileios (photo by Adamantia
Vasilogamvrou, Athens Society of Archaeology).

Exciting discoveries have been made at a place called Aghios Vasileios in Laco-
nia in recent years, and amongst the finds are numerous (at least one hundred)
Linear B tablets.” Because of this, and the apparent quality of other finds — there
are, for example, indications that some of the buildings there were decorated
with colourful frescoes — it is now often assumed that this site may have been
ancient Lakedaimon, and that the palace during its heyday controlled much,

8 Nikoloudis 2006, 142; for Volos, see Skafida, Karnava and Olivier 2012.
9 Aravantinos and Vasilogamvrou 2012.
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perhaps all, of Laconia.”® In a way, these finds seem to confirm the supposition
that writing in the Mycenaean world was essentially restricted to palace life.
Indeed, the presence of Linear B tablets has by now become so firmly tied in
archaeological theory to the presence of a Mycenaean palace, that such tablets
have almost become a diagnostic feature: when we find tablets, we will find a
palace!

2 Cracks in the paradigm

That the concept of writing being restricted to the palace may not be entirely
correct, or alternatively, that we may have to widen our definition of a palace in
the Mycenaean world, is, however, suggested by recent discoveries at the vil-
lage of Iklaina, a place not too far from Pylos. Here, the remains of a village with
a major central building have been discovered that must have thrived in the
fifteenth and fourteenth centuries BCE, whilst it is not quite of the scale of palac-
es like Pylos, let alone Tiryns or Mycenae, clearly served as the local seat of
power. Amongst its charred remains - the building was burnt, and though the
excavator has changed his mind regarding the exact date of the destruction
several times, it now seems this may have happened around 1250 BCE" — was a
fragment of a Linear B tablet.”? This, of course, suggests that writing may not
have been limited to palace administration and that it was more widespread
than previously thought.

There are, indeed, various reasons to suggest that Linear B was not solely
the preserve of the palace administration, and that even within the palatial
spheres, it was used for a wider array of purposes than is currently thought.
Examples of the latter are various (total of 140) so-called ‘stirrup jars’ with Line-
ar B signs painted on them. Whilst some inscriptions clearly indicate a royal
interest in the contents of these pots (they bear the sign ‘wa-na-ka-te-ro’, usual-
ly taken as an abbreviation for wanakteros, ‘royal’, from wanax, ‘king’),” most
other signs are generally understood to reflect either the names of the (supervi-
sors of the) respective pottery workshops, or perhaps the producers of the olive
oil that was supposedly kept in these jars.' Seeing that most of these pots were

10 Vasilogamvrou 2013; Hope Simpson 2018, 291.
11 Cosmopoulos et al. 2019.

12 Cosmopoulos 2019, 358.

13 Judson 2013, 84.

14 Judson 2013 for extensive discussion.
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made (and found) on Crete, they probably served a very simple role in adminis-
tering the flow of oil on and from Crete (for some of these vessels were found in
Thebes and in the Argolid).” As such, they were part of the palatial sphere of
administration, but their presence seems to suggest a wider literacy of some sort
that may have extended to some leaders of pottery workshops or olive oil facilities.
Some degree of literacy may be expected amongst workshop leaders, and
perhaps even personnel of palatial workshops. So-called clay labels may testify
to this, as do inscribed sealings. A fragment of a stone weight with an incised
Linear B inscription (‘e-qe-’?) from Dimini (found in one of the small rooms,
identified as industrial areas, attached to megaron A) also suggests that writing
was understood by the workmen using this particular weight.'® Similarly, one
may imagine that priests and priestesses were literate. A sherd from a kylix with
an otherwise unintelligible inscription also comes from Dimini.” Kylikes, ves-
sels that are shaped much like a modern champagne glass, were commonly
used for banquets and religious festivals, and the sherd was found near what
may plausibly be described as an altar. Moreover, seven identical signs (‘ka’)
were carved into the stone lintel of the Kazanaki tholos (a monumental, bee-
hive-shaped tomb) at nearby Volos, whereas a grave in the cemetery of Medeon
yielded a unique seal bearing a three-sign Linear B inscription.’® The seal is now
on display in the Delphi Archaeological Museum, and labelled as ivory, though
it is most probably of bone. It was found in a chamber tomb (239), in a Late Hel-
ladic ITIC context (the chronological designation for the period immediately
following, and perhaps coinciding with, the collapse of the palaces; that is, the
twelfth century BCE). Unless one wants to propose that Linear B writing survived
the collapse of the palaces, it is likely to have been a heirloom. The signs are
legible and read ‘e-ko-ja’ or if they were meant to be read from the seal-

15 Hallager 1987; Judson 2013.

16 Adrymi-Sismani and Godart 2005, 47-69; Adrymi-Sismani 2016.

17 Adrymi-Sysmani 2016, fig. 2.23; see also Pantou 2010, 383 (whose point that neither the
inscription on this sherd nor that on the nearby weight can be considered as evidence for
administrative literacy at Dimini, seems to be mostly inspired by her hypothesis that the region
had no single central administrative centre, but several centres; yet even if this model were
correct, I can see no reason to suppose that literacy was absent at Dimini, and these inscrip-
tions unintelligible).

18 Whitley 2005, 59-61, figs 103 and 104; Adrymi-Sismani and Alexandrou 2009; it has been
proposed that the signs, of varying sizes, represent the seven cremation burials, apparently of
adults and infants, within the tholos. The identification of the signs as Linear B is controver-
sial, however, and it has been suggested they may merely have been symbols (Janko 2015, 45).
For the seal from Medeon, see CMS V/2 no. 415; Younger 1989, 31-32, n. 4.
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impression, ‘ja-ko-e’ (as it happens, all three signs are symmetrical and can thus
be read both from left to right and dextroverse). Either way, the meaning of
these three signs eludes us, though we could perhaps think of a personal or
place name.

Fig. 2: An overview of possible Linear B writing on various different materials. Clockwise, from
the upper left corner: the Uluburun diptych (courtesy Cemal Pulak), an inscribed stirrup jar
found at Thebes (at the Archaeological Museum of Thebes), the bone seal from Medeon (CMS
V/2 no. 415), the stone weight from Dimini, now in the Archaeological Museum of Volos (cour-
tesy Daniel Diffendale) and a Linear B clay tablet (KN Co 903) from Knossos. Public domain.

The small number of inscribed objects other than clay tablets have led most
academics to assume that the use of Linear B was extremely restricted and was
only used for administrative purposes within the palatial organisation. But I
would prefer to flip that line of reasoning, and suggest that the very presence of
these other objects, few though they are, indicates a wider use of the script —
beyond the palace archives.”

Interestingly, the tablets themselves seem to support the suggestion that
writing may have been more widespread than previously thought. In the first

19 Palaima (2000, 236-237) has argued along similar lines, noting that the palaeography of
some sealings suggest ‘the existence of non-centrist habits of writing and spelling among
individuals (and related institutions) who only periodically came within the orbit of the central
tablet-writers and the central administration’.
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place, because the medium, clay, is a far from ideal canvas for the intricate
signs of the Linear B syllabary. I am not the first to note this; in fact, both Ven-
tris and his collaborator John Chadwick already pointed this out in their famous
book Documents in Mycenaean Greek, and Chadwick was even more explicit in
his book The Decipherment of Linear B:

The character of the script, with its fine lines and delicate curves, in striking contrast to
the contemporary Cypro-Minoan script, is also an indication that clay was not the only
material used for writing: the signs are much more suited to writing with pen and ink.?

Chadwick then continues by suggesting that the clay tablets were, in fact, used
only for rough work and temporary records which were designed to be scrapped
once they had been transferred to a more permanent record — Chadwick sug-
gested papyrus or animal skin. There may have been other media on which the
Mycenaeans kept their records, and here I should highlight the work of my col-
league Willemijn Waal, who has recently suggested that the very shape of the
so-called palm-leaf tablets may be more than just a hint. She argues, quite con-
vincingly I feel, that the Mycenaeans may have initially used real palm leaves
for their documents, and later shaped their (additional) clay tablets after these.”
The use of leaves for writing is not as strange as one might think; similar prac-
tices have been observed elsewhere in the world, for example, in India and the
Far East. Moreover, as Waal noted, in many languages - including my own -
the use of leaves for writing is still reflected in today’s terminology for script
bearers — think of folia, leaf, Blatt, hoja, feuille, foglio or blad. Later Greeks may
even have had a (rather distorted) memory of such a practice in the Mycenaean
world; Herodotos’s ‘phoinikeia grammata’ may originally not have meant
‘phoenician letters’, but rather ‘letters on palm leaves’ — seeing that the word
phoinix can refer to a palm tree, the colour purple or, indeed, to Phoenicia. By
Herodotos’s time, both the use of leaves for writing and Linear B script had
probably been long forgotten, whereas the Phoenicians were still frequent trad-
ing partners — he may have simply misinterpreted (and countless of his readers
ever since) an ancient scribal term.

I feel that Waal’s suggestion is appealing, for it would in many ways make
Mycenaean scribal traditions much more in line with contemporary Near East-
ern and Egyptian traditions, where we do have clear evidence for a whole
swathe of materials that were used to write on, including metal strips, wooden

20 Chadwick 1958, 130; see also Ventris and Chadwick 1973, xxxiii.
21 Waal 2021, 211.
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writing boards? and papyrus. Given the close connections between the Myce-
naean world and the Near East, it would be remarkable if the Mycenaean scribes
behaved completely different from their counterparts in Anatolia, the Levant
and Egypt. Indeed, from oblique references to Ahhiyawan (almost certainly the
Hittite designation for the Mycenaean world) diplomatic correspondence, it is
quite clear that the Mycenaean kings normally wrote to their vassals and foreign
peers. In the so-called ‘Tawagalawa letter’, the Ahhiyawan king is specifically
mentioned to have ‘written’ to his vassal Atpa (IS-PUR) means ‘he [the king]
sent’), whereas later on, the same text refers to a message to the Hittite king that
was apparently conveyed orally; something so out of the ordinary that it war-
rants special mention in the text.”? Though clay tablets were regularly used to
convey diplomatic messages in the Near East, I would argue that a similar prax-
is is inherently unlikely in the case of Ahhiyawan-Hittite correspondence. The
routes taken by Near Eastern messengers were mostly land-based, but unbaked
clay tablets must have been less suitable for maritime travel (though I
acknowledge that the king of Alashiya (Cyprus) wrote to the Egyptian king Ak-
henaten on clay!). It seems to me more likely that Mycenaean correspondence
with the Hittites was written down on perishable but more waterproof materials
(e.g. wooden tablets that were used in contemporary Anatolia). Moreover, there
is no reason to suppose that such correspondence was written down in cunei-
form - it may well have been in Greek (Linear B), Luwian or Hittite (hiero-
glyphs); scripts that lend themselves (as noted above) much more readily to
writing with ink. It is abundantly clear that the ancients believed the early
Greeks had written on things other than clay, such as parchment, cloth, lead
strips, leaves and wood — there are clear references to this in, for example, Pliny
and the Suda, the Byzantine encyclopaedia.” Indeed, Gregory Nagy has recently
argued the (Iron Age) Cypriote word SupBep&Aoupog, which is usually translated
as ‘teacher of letters’ or more generically as ‘scribe’ but etymologically means
‘leather-painter’, may reflect the survival amongst certain groups on Cyprus of,
by that time already ancient, Mycenaean writing traditions.”

The problem with all this is, of course, that without physical evidence it
must largely remain conjecture. Whereas there are clear indications of the use of

22 See Waal 2011 for an argument that Anatolian scribes also wrote directly on wood; Syming-
ton 1991 for writing on wooden boards coated with wax.

23 Kelder 2010, 29, esp. n. 80; Waal 2022, 244; for the text, translation and commentary of the
Tawagalawa letter, see Beckman, Bryce and Cline 2011, 101-122, esp. 105.

24 Waal 2021, 215; Pliny, Naturalis Historia 13.21; Suda ¢ 787, <http://www.stoa.org/sol/>
(accessed on 16 November 2022).

25 Nagy 2020.
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leather or other perishable materials for writing in the Minoan world, no leather
or papyrus has been found from Mycenaean sites, and no larger Mycenaean
texts have been found on anything other than clay tablets. As a result, we may
read, even in fairly recent handbooks, that ‘no evidence suggests that they [the
Mycenaeans] used parchment, as the Minoans did. It follows that literacy was
not widespread’.” Yet, a recent study by Martien Dillo now suggests that the
famous diptych from the Uluburun shipwreck may yield the first Mycenaean
writing on perishable material.” The diptych is made of choice boxwood and
ivory hinges, and must date — with the rest of the ship — to the final years of the
fourteenth century BCE.”® The fields for writing were originally covered in wax to
facilitate writing, but next to these fields, one can just make out a number of
incised figures. These were already noted when the tablet was found in 1986,
and the diptych was duly subjected to inspection by Emmett Bennett Jr., the
doyen of Mycenaean studies at that time. He, however, did not recognise any of
the signs. In a letter to Barry Powell (March 1989) he wrote that, as a conse-
quence, ‘it would be wiser not to claim that the diptych itself is inscribed’.”
Subsequent studies have, indeed, largely ignored the presence of these signs on
the wooden tablets, or, if they are mentioned, dismissed them as the marks of
the diptych’s owner. Dillo, however, has now proposed that these signs repre-
sent Mycenaean numerals and include the numbers 100, 3 and the hitherto
unattested sign for 100,000.

Regardless of whether one is inclined to accept Dillo’s identification (and I
certainly am), the case of the Uluburun diptych demonstrates an unfortunate
tendency amongst Aegeanists: what we do not recognise is ignored, absence of
evidence is taken as evidence for absence, and whole paradigms are subse-
quently built on datasets that are simply incomplete. In the case of Mycenaean
Greece, there is, as I hope to have demonstrated, ample evidence for a much
more eclectic writing culture than was previously assumed. Hints are every-
where: the morphology of the script, the shape of the tablets, the small number
of inscribed objects other than clay tablets, such as the inscribed seal at Delphi
and stone weight from Dimini, later Classical traditions, and, of course, con-
temporary scribal practices in nearby Anatolia, Cyprus and Egypt.

26 Shelmerdine 2008, 13-14.

27 Dillo 2021, 222-223.

28 For the fourteenth century BCE date, see Pulak 1998, 214; though Manning (2014, 109) has
since questioned the reliability of this date. I thank Peter James for this reference.

29 Powell 1991, 66; quoted in Dillo 2021, 221.
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3 Factoids and interpretations

I will conclude my paper by highlighting how the field’s reluctance to look be-
yond its own paradigm has had a demonstrably problematic effect on our un-
derstanding of the Mycenaean world — not just its scribal culture but also its
political and societal structure. In order to do so, we will need to go back to the
years immediately following Ventris’s decipherment of Linear B. The small but
growing corpus of Mycenaean texts had become intelligible and these demon-
strated that, much like their Near Eastern contemporaries, the Mycenaeans were
keen administrators.

Yet, the existence of what appeared to be a fairly extensive Mycenaean bu-
reaucracy did not fit at all with Homer’s world of heroes, cattle raiding and
sackers of cities. As Oliver Dickinson already pointed out:

the world of Homer’s heroes, in which wealth is essentially represented by livestock and
movable treasures, and to acquire these by raiding is not thought at all reprehensible,
seems completely at odds with the world of orderly taxation of territories’ produce reflect-
ed in the Linear B texts.*®

Moreover, new finds at other Mycenaean citadels, including Thebes and Myce-
nae itself, demonstrated that the palatial administration, by and large, affected
only a relatively limited area around the palatial centres. Despite the fact that
Ventris himself had already warned against an overreliance on the evidence
provided by the Linear B texts, the limited geographical reach of the various
palatial administrations was readily taken as evidence for small territorial
states, whereas the relative dearth of references to other known centres or re-
gions outside these reconstructed realms was seen as evidence for political
independence. Rather than resembling the united Mycenaean world described
in the Iliad, the Mycenaean world, thus, would have been much more like the
later, Iron Age world of independent city-states (similar to the world in which
Homer himself would have lived). This idea has persisted to this very day.
Indeed, although our understanding of the Mycenaean world in many ways
has improved dramatically since Ventris’s days, the majority of theoretical
models of Mycenaean palatial society that are used in today’s academic dis-

30 Dickinson 1994, 81.

31 Dickinson 2019, 42; although Dickinson then notes that it is quite possible that Mycenae
may have exercised varying degrees of influence over other palatial centres, ‘some more like
vassals but still technically independent, much as in the Hittite Empire’ (my italics).
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course are vestiges of the era in which Linear B was first deciphered. As such,
these models inherited a number of flaws from earlier research, but these flaws,
even though some are quite obvious and often even recognised, have never
really been properly addressed.

The equation of the administrative purview of the various archives with ac-
tual political boundaries is, I think, one of the most egregious examples of this.
Open a given textbook or Wikipedia, and it will inform you that each of Myce-
naean palaces controlled a limited territory — usually comparable with a mod-
ern province.” These territories are reconstructed on the basis of the Linear B
texts; for example, by plotting toponyms in these lists against known modern
place names or (more reliably) geographical features, such as mountain ranges.
It goes beyond the scope of my paper to demonstrate exactly how problematic
our understanding of all these reconstructed territories really is, though it may
be illustrative to note that the realm of the palace of Thebes is often thought to
have included parts of the island of Euboea, because there is a reference to cat-
tle being sent from that island to the palace on the occasion of a religious festi-
val. I would argue that sending a couple of cows to a given city does not neces-
sarily indicate any kind of power relationship between the regions involved, yet
even this really silly argument has permeated the paradigm to such an extent
that it is hardly ever called into question.”

Indeed, even in the case of the extremely intensively studied palace of Py-
los, only one site — the site of Pylos (‘pu-ro’) itself — can be identified on a map
with absolute certainty. The other identifications of places boil down to rea-
soned speculation at best, and sheer guesswork at worst. Despite these serious
reservations, the Kingdom of Pylos has become a boilerplate for our understand-
ing of other Mycenaean kingdoms and, thus, we read in most textbooks how
Pylos controlled Messenia, Thebes, southern Boeotia, and Aghios Vasileios,
probably Laconia.* In the Argolid, where we have at least three (Mycenae,
Tiryns and Midea) and probably more (Argos, Nauplion) heavily fortified cita-
dels, it is quite clear that this model does not really work, and that there, at
least, the palaces must have belonged to a single polity.*

32 For Pylos: Bennet 1998; most recently Hope Simpson 2014; see discussions in Galaty and
Parkinson 2007 for various approaches to the economic and political reach of the palaces.

33 But see Kelder 2008; Palaima 2011.

34 Shelmerdine 2006; see also (for Knossos and Pylos) Bennet 2017, and see various discus-
sions in Driessen and Van Wijngaarden 2022, that argue for regional and even intraregional
diversity and fragmentation.

35 Crouwel 2008.
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This problem is usually glossed over, or the Argolid is simply accepted as an
exception to the rule of ‘one palace equals one kingdom’. Yet, it really ought to
make us pause and wonder how these various palaces interacted with each
other, and whether we can indeed equate the administrative purview (which is
already a heavily reconstructed construct based on a fragmentary corpus) with
political boundaries. The answer to this question is, I think, that we cannot, and
I have argued in numerous studies that lots of evidence (the remarkable cultural
homogeneity of the Mycenaean world, the remains of what was probably quite
an extensive and extremely well-built network of roads, but, above all, a num-
ber of Hittite texts which refer to a Great King of Ahhiyawa) rather suggest that
most, if not all, of the palaces fell under the sway of a single peripatetic ruler.*
There is even some evidence from the texts for such a scenario, and this was
observed by Nicholas Postgate, who noted that, to a Near Eastern archaeologist,
the uniformity of shape and size of the Linear B tablets throughout Greece ap-
pear to indicate political unification, since in the Near East, every polity was
characterized not only by its own specific way of administration but also by the
shapes and sizes of the tablets. Postgate noted this at a conference for Aegean
prehistorians in 2001: his observations were noted, and — much like the signs on
the Uluburun diptych - duly ignored.”

Postgate raised his point again in his 2013 book on Bronze Age Bureaucracy,
where he wrote:

by analogy with Mesopotamian parallels, specifically Assyria, the close similarities be-
tween the archives from the different mainland palaces might suggest that they all be-
longed to a single overarching system, making each palace more akin to an Assyrian pro-
vincial capital than an independent polity, with the written documentation as a feature of
a single dispersed administrative system rather than indigenous to each separate centre.’®

Yet again, few if any Aegean prehistorians took notice. The apparent reluctance
to question existing paradigms and an overreliance on the extant evidence have
not just resulted in a very problematic understanding of Mycenaean political

36 See e.g. Kelder 2005; Kelder 2010 and, most recently, Kelder 2018. Other have argued along
similar lines, e.g. Lohmann 2010 and Eder and Jung 2015 (who — erroneously - seem to be
under the impression that I exclude Knossos from my model, yet, at the same time, follow
(albeit without references) my 2008 argument for a single, peripatetic wanax ruling over all the
palatial centres).

37 Postgate 2001, 160.

38 Postgate 2013, 411.
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geography but of Mycenaean society as a whole.* Indeed, we even have trouble
understanding the very top of Mycenaean society. The Linear B texts refer to a
wanax. The title is clearly the Mycenaean predecessor of Homer’s anax, a desig-
nation for kings and deities, and thus it seems fair to assume that the Mycenae-
an wanax must also have been someone of significant importance. Yet, the same
texts also refer to a number of other important figures, most notably the
lawagetas. As far as the texts go — and, again, they do not go very far - the
lawagetas seems to have been pretty similar to the wanax: both held a temenos
— probably some sort of special, dedicated and, perhaps, sacred plot of land.
Both seem to have been at the very apex of the Mycenaean social pyramid,
though the texts indicate that the production of the temonos of the lawagetas
was more modest than that of the wanax, perhaps indicating that the lawagetas
was somehow of slightly lower status. Moreover, a single (sic) text from Pylos
indicates that the wanax appointed (or perhaps buried) a specific official (a
damokoro; perhaps an overseer of royal storerooms comparable to the Hittite
AGRIG official, as Marco Poelwijk and I have argued in another paper).*° Based
on the wanax’s apparent involvement in this investment ceremony, and because
the title lawagetas can be understood as ‘leader of the people’, it has been vari-
ously suggested that the wanax was a local king, or perhaps a priest-king,
whereas the lawagetas was either a crown prince or the military commander.*
Though there may be some very vague comparanda in Indo-European legends,
such a duality, with essentially two top dogs at the very top of Mycenaean socie-
ty, would be almost unparalleled. Anywhere else in the ancient Near East, the
king was at the same time the supreme military commander, a worldly autocrat
and the state’s principal conduit to the world of the gods. There certainly were
crown princes in the ancient Near East, but they never held a function or pres-
tige that was essentially identical to that of their father: there was never any
doubt who, at any given time, was in charge. To argue that we have something
wholly different going on in the Mycenaean world would, a priori, require ex-
tremely conclusive proof. But this is lacking.

The interesting thing is that, if we were to interpret the Mycenaean evidence
through the prism of a Near Eastern archaeologist (as Postgate already pro-

39 Ishould note here that simply citing the majority’s view (if it is indeed that), does not, in my
book, constitute a valid argument. In fact, one would expect the proponents of such a view,
apparently shared by so many specialists, to be able to present unequivocal evidence to support
their idea. In the case of the paradigm of multiple culturally similar yet politically independent
Mycenaean states, however, no such evidence has ever been presented.

40 Kelder and Poelwijk 2016.

41 Wundsam 1968, 58; Ruijgh 1985, 167; Palaima 1995.
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posed), the whole problem of a wanax and lawagetas with essentially overlap-
ping functions disappears. In such a scenario, one could easily imagine — as I
argued in 2008 - that the wanax was the LUGAL.GAL (the Great King), and the
lawagetas precisely what his name implied; the ruler of the people, a local,
vassal king. In such a scenario, numerous previously peculiar archaeological
features would now become wholly explicable. The two-partite structure of
many Mycenaean palaces, for example, with two similar, adjacent throne
rooms, could now be seen as the palace of a local ruler, with a larger throne
room for the occasionally visiting Great King. An itinerant court would, again,
be completely compatible with contemporary practice in the Near East and,
indeed, with the much later European Middle Ages (where one would have the
Pfalzen as residencies for local vassal rulers, that doubled as lodgings for the
emperor on his occasional inspections). Such a scenario, moreover, would also
explain why we have — admittedly very scrappy — indications of considerable
investment in a system of roads. The quality of especially Mycenaean bridges —
some of which continued to be in use well into modern times — only makes
sense if these roads were somehow of importance to the survival of the state. It
may be more than coincidence that these bridges can only be reasonably com-
pared to later Roman roadworks, which were primarily built to facilitate the
speedy deployment of troops and goods, and for speedy communication within
the framework of a unified state (a useful comparison may perhaps be made to
China’s Grand Canal, which was similarly created at a time of unification under
the Sui dynasty, or, indeed, the network of roads created under China’s first
emperor).*? Similarly, we would no longer struggle to explain away the remark-
able cultural uniformity of the Mycenaean world. Despite minor regional differ-
ences, the pottery production, fresco manufacture, script and administration (as
we have seen) were essentially the same throughout palatial Greece, and whilst
this does not necessarily indicate political unity, it is surely significant that
nothing similar can be observed until Roman times: during the Classical period,
for example, regional cultural and linguistic diversity was far more pronounced.
However, most importantly, such a scenario would fit completely with the writ-
ten Hittite evidence available, which indicates the presence, at least in the thir-
teenth century BCE, of a Great King, a LUGAL.GAL, of Ahhiyawa; that is Myce-
naean Greece.

The problem with all of these reconstructions is, of course, that we are bal-
ancing probabilities based only on a very limited number of hard facts. Whilst
we do, of course, have archaeology as a tool to reconstruct aspects of the past,

42 ] thank Michael Friedrich for this parallel.
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this tool is notoriously ill-suited to reconstruct more abstract aspects of ancient
societies, such as political structures. In the ancient Near East, this shortcoming
is compensated by an abundance of texts, dealing not only with mundane as-
pects of life, such as taxation or trade, but also with things such as religion,
diplomacy and even history (of sorts). All of that is conspicuously lacking in the
Linear B texts, but because they are the only written sources from the Mycenae-
an world itself, there has been a tendency to use them to understand aspects of
that world that have no relation to their content. This is understandable because
we have got to work with what we have, but, as I hope to have demonstrated,
the results are predictably problematic. What is worse is that some of the fac-
toids that have been distilled through such dubious analyses have become em-
bedded in academic debate, and now serve to as a point of departure for subse-
quent research projects. An example is a recent paper in the American journal
Hesperia which came uncomfortably close to circular reasoning: we know that
there was no overarching larger Mycenaean state and that the Mycenaean polity
was politically fragmented, therefore, as a result, all evidence that suggests
otherwise, including the fairly explicit Hittite texts, must simply be wrong. And
indeed, in this paper, it was argued that the Hittites simply misconstrued the
political reality of the Hittite world in order to accommodate their own precon-
ceptions of kingship — even though those very same texts indicate personal
relationships and visits between the Hittite and Mycenaean courts.”’ Apparent-
ly, people who lived at the same time on either side of the Aegean, and who had
regular and even personal contacts, had it wrong, whereas we, three thousand
years later, know it better. It is possible but inherently unlikely, and I would like
evidence for such a claim. None of that, as far as I can see, has ever been pre-
sented.

4 Looking forward

I should like to end my paper on a positive note, for not all is bad in Aegean
prehistory (though, in view of all the above, we should perhaps call it Aegean
protohistory instead!). In recent years, for example, we have gained a much
better understanding of the scribes who were at work in the different palaces.
Some 32 scribal hands have now been identified at Pylos, who were responsible

43 Blackwell 2021; for personal relationships between Hittite and Ahhiyawan elites, see Waal
2019, 21.
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for writing 1107 tablets, whereas 100 distinct scribes appear to have written
more than 3300 tablets at Knossos.* Waal has already noted that the number of
scribes at both places seems large compared to the modest number of texts, and
suggested that this may again point to a wider range of materiality of Mycenae-
an script bearers.” At the same time, there is a growing understanding that the
Mycenaean world should not be seen as distinct, but instead very much as a
part of the ancient Near East. This tendency has already led to some important
new publications, and I should like to highlight here especially the recent book
The Ahhiyawa Texts by Gary Beckman, Trevor Bryce and Eric Cline — an Assyri-
ologist, a Hittitologist and an archaeologist — which, for the first time, brought
together in an accessible way all Hittite texts pertaining to what is almost cer-
tainly the Mycenaean world (Ahhiyawa).*

I hope to have highlighted in this paper that comparing evidence from one’s
own field to evidence from different fields is precisely what leads to new in-
sights. Indeed, the merit of doing so is now increasingly appreciated, and a
number of recent projects (such as the CREWS and VIEWS projects headed by
Pippa Steele,” or, indeed, the research by Willemijn Waal to which I have al-
ready referred) have begun to bridge the disciplinary divides. Similarly, the
book in which this paper is published has a profoundly holistic approach, and
includes chapters that focus not only on writing practices in the ancient Near
East, but also on early scribal traditions in China and India. Such an approach is
the way forward for gaining a better understanding of how the ancient world
worked, though there are, of course, also dangers in such a comparative ap-
proach. One very real danger is an overreliance on supposed facts from one
given field in order to interpret datasets from one’s own field of enquiry: I have
given some examples from my own field of enquiry (Aegean prehistory, particu-
larly the political organisation of the Mycenaean world) in the lines above.
Comparing data from different fields, therefore, also requires the intellectual
honesty to critically examine one’s own data and those of others, as well as the
willingness to reassesses supposed certainties and dominant paradigms. I hope
that this chapter presents some possible venues to do precisely that.

44 Jeremy Rutter’s online course, lesson 25, ‘The Linear B Tablets and Mycenaean, Social,
Political and Economic Organisation’ <https://sites.dartmouth.edu/aegean-prehistory/lessons/
lesson-25-narrative/> (accessed on 4 October 2022).

45 Waal 2021, 212.

46 Beckman, Bryce and Cline 2011.

47 Two large research projects funded by the European Research Council; more information can
be found at <https://crewsproject.wordpress.com> and <https://viewsproject.wordpress.com>
(accessed 16 November 2022).
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Abbreviation

CMSV = Ingo Pini (ed.), Kleinere Griechische Sammlungen, 2 vols (Corpus der minoischen und
mykenischen Siegel, 5/1-2), Berlin: Gebr. Mann Verlag.

References

Adrymi-Sismani, Vasiliki (2016), ‘Dimini: An Urban Settlement of the Late Bronze Age in the
Pagasitic Gulf, in Jan Driessen (ed.), Ra-pi-ne-u: Studies on the Mycenaean World Offered
to Robert Laffineur for His 70" birthday, Louvain-la-Neuve: Presses universitaires de Lou-
vain, 39-61.

Adrymi-Sismani, Vasiliki and Stamatia Alexandrou (2009), ‘Muknvoik6g BoAwtdg Tdpog atn
8£on Kagavaxr, in Alexandros Mazarakis Ainian (ed.), ApxatoAoyiko épyo Beaoaliag Kot
Ztepeds EAAddag, vol. 3, Thessaly: Ministry of Culture / University of Thessaly, 133-149.

Adrymi-Sismani, Vasiliki and Louis Godart (2005), ‘Les inscriptions en Linéaire B de Dimini /
lolkos et leur contexte archéologique’, Annuario della Scuola Archeologica di Atene e
delle Missioni Italiane in Oriente, 83: 47-69.

Aravantinos, Vassilis and Adamantia Vasilogamvrou (2012), ‘The First Linear B Documents from
Ayios Vasileios (Laconia)’, in Carlier et al. 2012, 41-54.

Beckman, Gary, Trevor Bryce and Eric H. Cline (2011), The Ahhiyawa Texts, Atlanta, GA: Society
of Biblical Literature.

Bennet, John (1998), ‘The Linear B Archives and the Kingdom of Pylos’, in Jack Davis (ed.),
Sandy Pylos: An Archaeological History from Nestor to Navarino, Austin, TX: The University
of Texas Press, 111-133.

Bennet, John (2017), ‘Palaces and their Regions: Geographical Analysis of Territorial Exploita-
tion in Late Bronze Age Crete and Greece’, in Pierre Carlier, Francoise Rougemont and Ju-
lien Zurbach (eds), Palatial Economy in the Ancient Near East and in the Aegean: First
Steps towards a Comprehensive Study and Analysis = Pasiphae, 11: 151-174.

Blackwell, Nicholas (2021), ‘Ahhiyawa, Hatti, and Diplomacy: Implications of Hittite Mispercep-
tions of the Mycenaean World’, Hesperia, 90/2: 191-231.

Carlier, Pierre, Charles De Lamberterie, Markus Egetmeyer, Nicole Guilleux, Francoise
Rougemont and Julien Zurbach (eds) (2012), Ftudes mycéniennes (Biblioteca di
“Pasiphae”, 10), Pisa: Fabrizio Serra.

Chadwick, John (1958), The Decipherment of Linear B, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Chadwick, John (1976), The Mycenaean World, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Chadwick, John (1987), Linear B and Related Scripts, London: Trustees of the British Museum.

Cosmopoulos, Michael (2019), ‘State Formation in Greece: Iklaina and the Unification of Myce-
naean Pylos’, American Journal of Archaeology, 123: 349-380.

Cosmopoulos, Michael, Susan E. Allen, Danielle ). Riebe, Deborah Ruscillo, Maria Liston and
China Shelton (2019), ‘New Accelerator Mass Spectrometry 14C dates from the Mycenaean
Site of Iklaina’, Journal of Archaeological Science: Reports, 24: 888-899.

Crouwel, Joost H. (2008), ‘Ahhiyawa, Argos, and the Argive Plain’, in Chrysanthi Gallou, Mer-
courios Georgiadis and George Muskett (eds), Dioskouroi. Studies Presented to W. G.



66 — Jorrit Kelder

Cavanagh and C. B. Mee on the Anniversary of Their 30-year Joint Contribution to Aegean
Archaeology (BAR International Series, 1889), London: Archaeopress, 265-273.

Davis, Brent (2014), Minoan Stone Vessels with Linear A Inscriptions (Aegaeum, 36), Leuven:
Peeters.

Dickinson, Oliver (1994), The Aegean Bronze Age, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Dickinson, Oliver (2019), ‘What Conclusions Might Be Drawn from the Archaeology of Myce-
naean Civilisation about Political Structure in the Aegean?’, in Kelder and Waal 2019,
31-48.

Dillo, Martien (2021), ‘(Addendum to Waal 2021). Do the Uluburun Signs Represent Mycenaean
Numerals?’, in Michele Bianconi (ed.), Linguistic and Cultural Interactions between Greece
and Anatolia: In Search of the Golden Fleece (Culture and History of the Ancient Near East,
122), Leiden: Brill, 221-224

Driessen, Jan and Gert-Jan van Wijngaarden (eds) (2022), Political Geographies of the Bronze
Age Aegean: Proceedings of the Joint Workshop by the Belgian School at Athens (EBSA)
and the Netherlands Institute at Athens (NIA), May 28-31, 2019, Louvain: Peeters.

Eder, Brigitta and Reinhard Jung (2015), ‘Unus pro omnibus, omnes pro uno: The Mycenaean
Palace System’, in Jorg Weilhartner and Florian Rupenstein (eds), Tradition and Innovation
in the Mycenaean Palatial Polities, Vienna: Verlag der Osterreichischen Akademie der
Wissenschaften, 113-140.

Ferrara, Silvia, Barbara Montecchi and Miguel Valério (2022), ‘The Relationship between Cre-
tan Hieroglyphic and Linear A: A Palaeographic and Structural Approach’, Pasiphae, 16:
81-109.

Galaty, Michael and William Parkinson (eds) (2007), Rethinking Mycenaean Palaces, 2nd edn,
Los Angeles: Cotsen Institute of Archaeology, University of California.

Hallager, Erik (1987), ‘The Inscribed Stirrup Jars: Implications for Late Minoan I1I1B Crete’, Amer-
ican Journal of Archaeology, 91/2: 171-190.

Hope Simpson, Richard (2014), Mycenaean Messenia and the Kingdom of Pylos, Philadelphia,
PA: INSTAP Academic Press.

Hope Simpson, Richard (2018), Mycenaean Greece and Homeric Tradition, available at
<http://hdl.handle.net/1974/24425> (accessed on 16 November 2022).

Janko, Richard (2015), ‘Amber Inscribed in Linear B from Bernstorf in Bavaria. New Light on the
Mycenaean Kingdom of Pylos’, Bayerische Vorgeschichtsbldtter, 80: 39-64.

Judson, Anna (2013), ‘The Linear B Inscribed Stirrup Jars’, Kadmos, 52/1: 69-110.

Karagianni, Angeliki (2015), ‘Linear B Administration: The Communicative Aspects of Written
Media and the Organisation of the Mycenaean Bureaucracy’, in Susanne Enderwitz and
Rebecca Sauer (eds), Communication and Materiality: Written and Unwritten Communica-
tion in Pre-modern Societies (Materiale Textkulturen, 8), Berlin: De Gruyter, 25-60.

Kelder, Jorrit M. (2005), ‘Greece during the Late Bronze Age’, Jaarbericht Ex Oriente Lux, 39:
131-179.

Kelder, Jorrit M. (2008), ‘A Great King at Mycenae. An Argument for the Wanax as Great King
and the Lawagetas as Vassal Ruler’, Palamedes, 3: 49-74.

Kelder, Jorrit M. (2010), The Kingdom of Mycenae: A Great Kingdom in the Late Bronze Age
Aegean, Bethesda, MD: CDL Press.

Kelder, Jorrit M. (2018), ‘The Kingdom of Ahhiyawa: Facts, Factoids and Probabilities’, Studi
Micenei ed Egeo-Anatolici, Nuova Serie, 4: 200-208.

Kelder, Jorrit M. and Marco Poelwijk (2016), ‘The Wanassa and the Damokoro: A New Interpre-
tation of a Linear B Text from Pylos’, Greek, Roman and Byzantine Studies, 56: 572-584.



Epigraphy, Archaeology, and our Understanding of the Mycenaean World =—— 67

Kelder, Jorrit M. and Willemijn Waal (eds) (2019), From ‘LUGAL.GAL’ to ‘Wanax’: Kingship and
Political Organisation in the Late Bronze Age Aegean, Leiden: Sidestone.

Lohmann, Hans (2010), ‘Kiapha Titi und der Synoikismos des Theseus’, in Hans Lohmann and
Torsten Mattern (eds), Attica: Archdologie einer “zentralen” Kulturlandschaft, Akten der
internationalen Tagung vom 18-20 May 2007, Marburg, Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 35-46.

Manning, Sturt W. (2014), A Test of Time and a Test of Time Revisited: The Volcano of Thera and
the Chronology and History of the Aegean and East Mediterranean in the Mid-second Mil-
lennium Bc, Oxford: Oxbow Books.

Nagy, Gregory (2020), ‘A Minoan-Mycenaean Scribal Legacy for Converting Rough Copies into
Fair Copies’, Classical Enquiries (online) <https://classical-inquiries.chs.harvard.edu/a-
minoan-mycenaean-scribal-legacy-for-converting-rough-copies-into-fair-copies/> (ac-
cessed on 16 November 2022).

Nakassis, Dimitri (2022), ‘Linear B’, in Tim Whitmarsh (ed.), Oxford Classical Dictionary (online)
<https://oxfordre.com/classics/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199381135.001.0001/acrefo
re-9780199381135-e-8680?rskey=8zkngf&result=1> (accessed on 14 November 2022).

Nikoloudis, Stavroula (2006), The Ra-wa-ke-ta, Ministerial Authority and Mycenaean Cultural
Identity, PhD thesis, University of Texas in Austin.

Palaima, Thomas G. (1995), ‘The Nature of the Mycenaean Wanax: Non-Indo-European Origins
and Priestly Functions’, in Paul Rehak (ed.), The Role of the Ruler in the Prehistoric Aegean
(Aegaeum, 11), Liége: Université de Liége, 119-139.

Palaima, Thomas G. (2000), ‘The Palaeography of Mycenaean Inscribed Sealings from Thebes
and Pylos: Their Place within the Mycenaean Administrative System and Their Links with
the Extra-Palatial Sphere’, in Walter Miiller (ed.), Minoisch-mykenische Glyptik: Stil,
Ikonographie, Funktion (Corpus der minoischen und mykenischen Siegel, Beiheft, 6), Ber-
lin: Gebriider Mann, 219-238.

Palaima, Thomas G. (2004), ‘Mycenaean Accounting Methods and Systems and Their Place
within Mycenaean Palatial Civilization’, in Michael Hudson and Cornelia Wunsch (eds),
Creating Economic Order: Record-keeping, Standardization, and the Development of Ac-
counting in the Ancient Near East, Bethesda, MD: CDL Press, 269-302.

Palaima, Thomas G. (2011), ‘Euboea, Athens, Thebes and Kadmos: The Implications of the
Linear B References’, in David W. Rupp and Jonathan E. Tomlinson (eds), Euboea and Ath-
ens: Proceedings of a Colloquium in Memory of Malcolm B. Wallace, Athens 26-27 June
2009, Athens: Canadian Institute in Athens, 53-75.

Pantou, Panagiota (2010), ‘Mycenaean Dimini in Context: Investigating Regional Variability and
Socioeconomic Complexities in Late Bronze Age Greece’, American Journal of Archaeolo-
gy, 114/3: 381-401.

Postgate, Nicholas (2001), ‘Discussion’, in John Killen and Sophia Voutsaki (eds), Economy and
Politics in the Mycenaean Palace States, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 160.

Postgate, Nicholas (2013), Bronze Age Bureaucracy: Writing and the Practice of Government in
Assyria, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Powell, Barry B. (1991), Homer and the Origins of the Greek Alphabet, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Pulak, Cemal (1998), ‘The Uluburun Shipwreck: An Overview’, International Journal of Nautical
Archaeology, 27/3: 188-224.

Rougemont, Frangoise (2011), ‘Oil at Nuzi and in the Linear B Records’, Ugarit Forschungen, 43:
345-410.

Ruijgh, Cornelis J. (1985), ‘Problémes de philologie mycénienne’, Minos, 19: 105-167.



68 —— Jorrit Kelder

Steele, Pippa (2017), ‘Other Pre-alphabetic Scripts of Crete and Cyprus’, in Yannis Galanakis,
Anastasia Christophilopoulou and James Grime (eds), Codebreakers and Groundbreakers,
Cambridge: Fitzwilliam Museum & Museum of Classical Archaeology, 43-51.

Shelmerdine, Cynthia W. (2006), ‘Mycenaean Palatial Administration’, in Sigrid Deger-Jalkotzy
and Cynthia W. Shelmerdine (eds), Ancient Greece: From the Mycenaean Palaces to the
Age of Homer, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 73-86.

Shelmerdine, Cynthia W. (2008), ‘Background, Sources, and Methods’, in Cynthia W.
Shelmerdine (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to the Aegean Bronze Age, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1-18.

Skafida, Evagelia, Artemis Karnava and Jean-Pierre Olivier (2012), ‘Two new Linear B Tablets
from the Site of Kastro-Palaia in Volos’, in Carlier et al. 2012, 55-73

Symington, Dorit (1991), ‘Late Bronze Age Writing-boards and Their Uses: Textual Evidence
from Anatolia and Syria’, Anatolian Studies, 41: 111-123.

Vasilogamvrou, Adamantia (2013), ‘Rulers of Mycenaean Laconia: New Insights from Excava-
tions at the Palatial Settlement of Ayios Vasileios near Sparta’, Chinese Archaeology
<http://www.kaogu.cn/html/en/Special_Events/Shanghai_Archaeology_Forum/2013/10
25/29842.html> (accessed on 6 October 2022).

Ventris, Michael and John Chadwick (1973), Documents in Mycenaean Greek: Three Hundred
Selected Tablets from Knossos, Pylos and Mycenae with Commentary and Vocabulary, 2nd
edn, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Waal, Willemijn (2011), ‘They Wrote on Wood. The Case for a Hieroglyphic Scribal Tradition on
Wooden Writing Boards in Hittite Anatolia’, Anatolian Studies, 61: 21-34.

Waal, Willemijn (2019), “My Brother, a Great King, My Peer’. Evidence for a Mycenaean King-
dom from Hittite Texts’, in Kelder and Waal 2019, 9-30.

Waal, Willemijn (2021), ‘Distorted Reflections? Writing in the Late Bronze Age Aegean in the
Mirror of Anatolia’, in Michele Bianconi (ed.), Linguistic and Cultural Interactions between
Greece and Anatolia: In Search of the Golden Fleece (Culture and History of the Ancient
Near East, 122), Leiden: Brill, 197-232.

Waal, Willemijn (2022), ‘The Missing Link? Writing in West Anatolia during the Late Bronze
Age’, in Ivo Hajnal, Eberhard Zangger and Jorrit Kelder (eds), The Political Geography of
Western Anatolia in the Late Bronze Age, Budapest: Archeolingua, 229-269.

Whitley, James (2005), ‘Archaeology in Greece 2004-2005’, Archaeological Reports, 51: 1-118.

Whittaker, Helén (2013), ‘The Function and Meaning of Writing in the Prehistoric Aegean: Some
Reflections on the Social and Symbolic Significance of Writing from a Material Perspec-
tive’, in Kathrin Piquette and Ruth Whitehouse (eds), Writing as Material Practice, London:
Ubiquity Press, 105-121<DOI: 10.5334/bai.f>.

Wundsam, Klaus (1968), Politische und soziale Strukture der Mykenischen Residenzen nach
den Linear B Texten, Vienna: Notring.

Younger, John (1989), ‘ldeograms and Supplementals and Regional Interaction among Aegean
and Cypriote Scripts’, Minos, 24: 29-54.



Early Uses of Writing






John Baines, Cao Dazhi # K&
Material, Spatial, and Social Contexts of
Early Writing: Egypt and China

Abstract: The earliest Egyptian complex sign system was ancestral to the scripts
that developed from around 3100 BCE onward. In China the first writing is not
securely attested until c¢. 1400-1250. In both civilisations the principal writing
media were perishable and are lost but must be allowed for. Both systems had
two realisations, one more pictorial and less cursive than the other. Egypt re-
tained this feature, whereas it disappeared in China from c. 1050. Display in-
scriptions included titles relating to king and court. Shang 7§ dynasty titles
written with pictorial signs are generally termed ‘clan emblems’. Interpretation
as titles provides a more consistent reading, rendering desirable a rethinking of
administrative structures. Kings manipulated titles as an instrument of control,
as is exemplified by rather later inscriptions.

1 Introduction

In both Egypt and China, writing emerged from societal contexts in which
information that might be transmitted verbally had no clear counterpart in
visual forms. Over some centuries in Egypt, from the late fourth to the early
third millennium BCE and through several phases, there developed first a way
of recording meanings through a limited repertory of signs, and then a dou-
ble, some centuries later triple, form of visual notation that conveyed all the
essential features of the Egyptian language. That language stabilized gradu-
ally in writing, in forms that remained largely normative for millennia, de-
spite changes in its spoken counterpart that included a fundamental trans-
formation of its syntax.

Scripts, the visual contexts in which they were used, and the language were
essential to the definition of Egyptian civilisation. At the same time as writing
developed, oral and bodily practices that were no doubt equally essential took
on forms that endured, although probably in more flexible and less slowly
changing realisations. Whether these included writing displayed on the human
body and its coverings is unknown, but parallels in Western Zhou China, where
some inscriptions on bronzes narrate that inscribed artefacts documenting the
award of privileges were attached ceremonially to a belt, remind us of that pos-

3 Open Access. © 2024 the authors, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed
under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111360805-004
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sibility (see Section 4 below). In this chapter we address more the written than
the oral side of the domains just evoked. Nonetheless, the visual and material
residues of writing, as well as the contexts for which evidence is available,
would not have existed or have had meaning without the lived, oral setting,
which must be borne constantly in mind.

China offers an altogether longer background than Egypt for the use of
sign systems in predecessor societies, with graphic signs on elite ceramics
stretching back into the later Neolithic, up to two millennia before the late
second millennium, from which the script is well attested. So far, there is no
consensus about how Chinese writing originated, what period is the earliest
for which a writing system should be posited, how far the older graphic sys-
tems — which consisted of altogether fewer elements than the signs in the
writing system - influenced it, or indeed which systems should come into
consideration. Nonetheless, the visual character of the script, which was
created and gradually acquired a distinctive appearance of its own, was sure-
ly influenced by its elite visual environment. Here, we seek to take into ac-
count Paola Dematté’s arguments in her The Origins of Chinese Writing (2022),
in which she valuably covers both writing as it is generally understood and
the wider background of graphic systems, while pursuing the possible origin
of writing further back than can be attested archaeologically.! The prime
examples we use date to the Anyang period (% %), corresponding to the last
nine kings of the Shang % dynasty of traditional texts (c. 1250-1050 BCE); this
was at least a couple of centuries after the initial development of writing.
Later in this chapter we discuss aspects of Late Shang/Anyang and Western
Zhou [ evidence that offer enlightening parallels for Egyptian material
mainly of the Old Kingdom (later third millennium BCE). Here, we build upon
the approach that Cao Dazhi has developed and published in several articles
(see Section 4 below).

1 Li Feng and Branner 2011 includes several chapters relevant to the earliest writing in China.
We do not refer to them in this section because points in them that are valuable for our discus-
sion are incorporated in other references we give.
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Table 1: Early Egypt: very approximate, rounded dates.

Predynastic period

Nagada IIA-C ¢.3450-3250
Nagada IlA, B; ‘dynasty 0’ c.3250-3050
Early Dynastic period

First dynasty ¢.3050-2850
Second dynasty c.2850-2700
Third dynasty €. 2700-2625
Old Kingdom

Fourth dynasty €. 2625-2475
Fifth dynasty €. 2475-2325
Sixth dynasty €. 2325-2175

After a presentation of the two cases, the discussions below address two princi-
pal issues. The first concerns a characteristic that the earliest Egypt evidence
and that of Anyang period China share, which is the presence of more than one
set of graphic forms. In the Egyptian case, for the earliest phase of which we use
the term sign-system rather than writing in order to leave some issues open, two
styles are present in the find of Tomb U-j at Abydos, the earliest and most in-
formative source, where they were applied to different material supports and at
different scales (for dates, see Table 1).2 In China too, two main surviving cate-
gories of material support — oracle bones and ritual bronzes — bear writing, but
they use the same basic system (little writing survives on other non-perishable
media). On the main prestige medium of bronzes a distinctive style of inscrip-
tion was used in the Xiaoshuanggiao and Anyang periods for a very much more
limited range of signs than occur in standard writing (see Section 3 below). This
was much more formal and pictorial than the writing known from oracle bones;
the latter began to be widely adopted on bronzes near the end of the Anyang
period.

2 Fundamental publication: Dreyer, Hartung and Pumpenmeier 1998. We approach this mate-
rial evidence along lines similar to Stauder 2021, whose brilliant discussion readers may wish
to compare with our summary treatment.
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Table 2: China: Central Plain chronology for Early Bronze Age; dates rounded.

Central Plain chronology

Erlitou (Luoyang) ¢. 1800-1500 BCE
Erligang (Zhengzhou; Early Shang) c. 1500-1350 BCE
Xiaoshuanggiao/Huanbei ¢. 1350-1250 BCE
Anyang/Yinxu (Late Shang) ¢. 1250-1050 BCE
Western Zhou ¢. 1050-771 BCE

A second issue that has longer-term ramifications is how and in which contexts
kings and elites used writing to control and display status, and for what audi-
ences. Here, Egyptian and Chinese bodies of evidence diverge strongly. Rele-
vant Egyptian material spans more than a millennium, from about 3250-2150
BCE (hieroglyphic writing continued to be used in display throughout later
times). By contrast, the Chinese sources we address are mostly of the Anyang
and early Western Zhou periods (c. 1250-950 BCE), developing up to that point
and beyond, into the fuller narrative and discursive context of long inscriptions
on bronzes, as well as almost certainly on other, lost media. Egyptian and Chi-
nese usage evolved in different directions, but the approaches of rulers to elites
and elite display in the two contexts can be profitably compared. Interpretation
of the meaning of the Chinese material relates closely to issues connected with
the presence of more and less pictorial and formal styles of writing, whereas
that is less the case for Egypt. A high proportion of display in both traditions is
in contexts relating to the dead, in China notably in the ancestor cult but not
restricted to it.

Both for Egypt and for China, the aesthetic context of writing is essential.
Egyptian hieroglyphic writing remained tied to the symbolic domain of high-
cultural works of art throughout its history of more than three millennia. Many
centuries passed before inscribed hieroglyphic texts of any length began to be
publicly visible, in the entrance areas of non-royal elite tombs of the late third
millennium BCE, as well as perhaps in much less well attested royal monumental
complexes. In China of the Erligang, Anyang, and Western Zhou periods, ‘deco-
rative’ patterns rather than pictorial representation were at the core of surviving
art, with the premier medium of bronzes — mostly vessels but also other types —
acquiring writing, but not in visually salient settings. Pattern and writing re-
mained separate, with writing mainly on vessel interiors and not immediately
visible to the living (see further Section 3 below). As noted above, in Anyang
times this writing had two realisations. These are a style of monograms and
short groups with enhanced pictorial content that is widely termed ‘clan
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signs/emblems’ and is the form found on bronzes; and the standard script that
is found on vast numbers of oracle bones, which exhibits rather simple and
rigid sign forms that are constrained by the recalcitrant medium.> For both
Egyptian and Chinese traditions, mundane writing on perishable materials for
administrative and other cultural purposes was very probably present, but apart
from a few brush-written signs on oracle bones it hardly survives.* In both cases
it is an open question how long it was before writing became central to admin-
istration. Even when it had acquired that status, administration possessed pres-
tige alongside practical utility (or as some scholars emphasize, often at the ex-
pense of utility),” and this continues to be the case today.

There is no evidence that the earliest writing was used in monumental con-
texts. While such usages could be undiscoverable if they were practised on per-
ishable media and in contexts inaccessible to archaeology, nothing points toward
their having existed in the systems’ initial stages of development. The only partial
exception is the presence of rock art bearing Egyptian royal names from just be-
fore the Dynastic period and around its beginning. The relevant sites, however,
are outside the settled area of Egypt even if sometimes very near it, and they ex-
ploited an existing mode of display in desert regions; they should probably be
seen as adaptations of emerging practices of writing to a special context, rather
than primary influences on it.* We know of no indication that the earliest Chinese
writing was used on monuments; there too, however, it is improbable that any
material that may have existed would survive to be discovered.

Writing has effects in the lived world, in many different ways. We mention be-
low how in the Egyptian case key concepts could be materialized in hieroglyphic
form in order to be rendered visible in action. This type of usage, which is on the
fringes of both images and writing, has parallels almost everywhere, and it appears
to have been particularly important in the earliest stages of writing.” In Western
cultures, heraldry offers a compelling instance of a similar phenomenon that origi-
nated in periods of low literacy but has survived into the present.

Our comparison of bodies of evidence from the earliest accessible periods in
the use of writing in Egypt and China can itself be compared with Anthony
Barbieri-Low’s treatment of the two societies through contrasting themes for
later periods in his illuminating book Ancient Egypt and Early China: State, Soci-

3 For background on oracle bones, see e.g. Keightley 2000; Thorp 2006, 173-185.
4 See notably Qiu Xigui 2000, 60—-67; Bagley 2004.

5 For later periods in Egypt, see e.g. Eyre 2009.

6 Hardtke et al. 2022.

7 Compare Dahl 2023 for Iran.
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ety, and Culture.® Like him, we select our materials on the basis of their thematic
similarities, not in terms of absolute chronology. Our topics are separate from
his. Neither of us can emulate his parallel expertise in the two traditions.

Fig. 1: Map of Egypt in early periods. Drawn by Alison Wilkins.

8 Barbieri-Low 2021.
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2 The emergence of writing in Egypt

In Egypt, Tomb U-j at Abydos (see the map in Fig. 1), which was probably the
burial of a ruler, has produced the earliest surviving examples of a complex sign
system, dating from Naqada IIIA, c. 3200 BCE (see the chronology, Table 1).° The
system has two realisations that hardly overlap: miniature signs carved into
rectangular bone tags (Fig. 2), typically around 1.5 cm high, the majority of
which bear two characters (some of them filled with pigment); and very large,
relatively untidy signs, mostly single, painted in black on crude ceramic vessels
(Fig. 3). The signs on both media are well and confidently executed; the system
is unlikely to have been devised for the funeral and burial of the tomb’s occu-
pant. It is not known what the U-j sign system communicates. Giinter Dreyer
proposed that it recorded the sources of the goods to which the tags were at-
tached and the contents of the vessels. His readings seem plausible, but they
have been questioned, and some of his assumptions are backward projections
of phenomena attested from later times. The material is too scant for confident
interpretation. David Wengrow has pointed out additionally that the tags appear
to have been produced in groups and might have been made for the funeral.!

The miniature signs on the tags are similar in appearance to later hiero-
glyphs, with which they share the characteristic of including a number of spe-
cies of birds in the repertory (the extent of which is not known). Several signs
depict important cultural features, notably the ‘palace facade’ motif, a throne,
and what is known from later as the shrine of Upper Egypt. These representa-
tions of large pieces of material culture relate to an environment of buildings
and furniture that were originally created in reeds and mudbrick. The co-
presence of reeds and brick — the latter also being the material of Tomb U-j —
suggests that the reed elements may have been material tokens of a disappear-
ing but symbolically important tradition, not least because the palace facade
motif was itself a transformation into brick of a pattern originally created in
organic materials, as was the case also in ancient Mesopotamia.

9 For the tags and signs on the vessels, see Stauder 2021; discussion of the aesthetic context,
Baines 2010.
10 Wengrow 2008.



78 —— John Baines, Cao Dazhi & k&

Fig. 2: Sample bone tags from Tomb U-j at Abydos. Nagada IlIA, c. 3200 BCE. Courtesy Deut-
sches Archdologisches Institut, Abteilung Kairo.
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Fig. 3: Inscribed pots 2/1and 5/8 from Tomb U-j at Abydos. Nagada IlIA, c. 3200 BCE. Courtesy
Deutsches Archdologisches Institut, Abteilung Kairo.

No palace, temple, or elite settlement of the period has been discovered. With
exceptions at Hierakonpolis and in the Nile delta,” such elements were proba-
bly set on the floodplain beside the river and cannot be recovered. But the elite
goods, of which the thoroughly plundered Tomb U-j produced tantalizing frag-
ments of exquisite quality, may have been displayed in a rather plain environ-
ment, within which there was craftsmanship of a high order, notably in textiles
and other forms of weaving, as well as a strong emphasis on colour. The prac-
tice of sealing, which had been introduced in the previous couple of centuries,

11 Hierakonpolis: see McNamara 2008; Tell el-Farkha: Ciatowicz, Czarnowicz and Chtodnicki 2018.



80 — John Baines, Cao Dazhi # kK&

provides the clearest pointer to the types of context and material out of which
the sign system emerged.

The U-j seal designs build upon those of the preceding Naqada II phase,
while going beyond them and introducing a new level of complexity." Five seal
designs that have been reconstructed from fragmentary impressions found in
the tomb use a paradoxical strategy of setting a rectangular field of decoration
against a background pattern, as if what is shown is an impression of a seal on a
fabric or, for example, basketry (Fig. 4); a similar treatment is attested for Proto-
Elamite sealings from Iran. There is a pervasive miniaturisation, together with a
focus on the animal world. Pattern is used largely as a background, within
which the rectangular fields contain mainly discrete elements that include a
human-made standard as well as a motif similar to the later ka sign (a pair of
spread human arms joined to form three sides of a rectangle); these are sche-
matic and of uncertain identification. Just one surviving motif is human, show-
ing a man holding a stick and stretching his other arm forward. Two characteris-
tics of these com