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In the very first year there appeared from the Red Sea (the Persian Gulf) in an area bordering on Babylonia a frightening monster, named Oannes. . . . It had the whole body of a fish, but underneath and attached to the head of the fish there was another head, human, and joined to the tail of the fish, feet, like those of a man, and it had a human voice. Its form has been preserved in sculpture to this day. Berossos says that this monster spent its days with men, never eating anything, but teaching men the skills necessary for writing and for doing mathematics and for all sorts of knowledge: how to build cities, found temples, and make laws. It taught men how to determine borders and divide land, and also how to plant seeds and then to harvest their fruits and vegetables. In short, it taught men all those things conducive to a settled and civilized life. Since that time nothing further has been discovered.
—Berossos, History of Babylonia, Book 1
(after Verbrugghe and Wickersham 2001: 44)
Paleolithic art offers very few examples of what might be construed as flights of the imagination. Its monsters can be counted on the fingers of one hand.
—André Leroi-Gourhan, Gesture and Speech, 1993 [1964]: 393
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THE ORIGINS OF MONSTERS
INTRODUCTION
The first age of mechanical reproduction belongs to Mesopotamia, and to the remarkable efflorescence of urban life that took place there some six thousand years ago. Its impact on visual culture, and on the history of design, has gone largely unnoticed. Walter Benjamin’s famous (1936) essay on The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction looked no further back than the cast bronzes, terracottas, and coins of the ancient Greeks.1 And when Henri Frankfort’s compendious study of Cylinder Seals appeared three years later, it was as a Documentary Essay on the Art and Religion of the Ancient Near East,2 rather than a treatise on the origins of print. Almost as quickly as it had emerged from the ground, the first age of mechanical reproduction disappeared from scholarly view. And the images it produced, in accordance with modern tastes and intellectual concerns, have found a new afterlife as singular works of art.
In this book, I reinstate the first age of mechanical reproduction as a context in which to discuss the relationship between image and cognition. Linking these various interests is the theme of “monsters,”3 a term that I will shortly do away with and replace with “composites,” which more accurately describes what I am interested in. That is, the early history of a particular kind of anatomical experiment, taking place in the visual domain. The essence of the experiment lay in isolating the limbs or other features of diverse species and recombining them to form images of beings that have no counterparts in the visible world. By a “history,” I mean an analysis of how that experiment unfolded within a particular set of institutional and technological conditions, and what it contributed to the establishment and reproduction of those conditions.
Visual experiments of this sort are of course much older than urban life. As I will go on to discuss, they can occasionally be detected within the preserved record of prehistoric—Paleolithic and Neolithic—art. But their presence there is highly attenuated, almost to the point where one begins to suspect a pattern of deliberate avoidance. It is understandable that interpreters of prehistoric art, seeking clues to the origins of religious thought or symbolic expression, have placed great emphasis on the few surviving candidates. But this should not distract attention from the much stronger association between composite figures and the emergence of urban life, in the western part of the Old World, around six millennia ago.
Once established as subjects for regular depiction, images of composite beings often led remarkably cosmopolitan lives. They achieve distributions in the archaeological record that far outstrip those of other figural images, a pattern that continues into later periods of antiquity, beyond the scope of this book, the focus of which will be upon the Bronze Age (ca. 3000–1200 BC) with an eye to the Iron Age (ca. 1200–500 BC) as an axis of comparison. The distributions that I am referring to do not follow a random pattern: they are clearly associated with the expansion of political and commercial networks and, on a local scale, with the growth of urban settlements and the emergence of social elites—in other words, with the periods often labeled “proto,” “archaic,” or “formative”—because they precede the coalescence of cultural traditions into officially sanctioned canons or styles.
From the appearance of Mesopotamian composites in the art of protodynastic Egypt to the spread of “orientalizing” motifs in the Iron Age Mediterranean, the adoption of such images far beyond their source areas has long provided archaeologists with a sensitive tracer for the growth of commercial routes linking otherwise remote societies. Long-range image transfers of this kind are usually considered as isolated phenomena. I will suggest that, when viewed collectively, they provide evidence for a pattern of cultural transmission that unfolds with impressive consistency across chronological and cultural boundaries, inviting consideration in more general terms. In interpreting that pattern, I will be drawing upon recent approaches to the analysis of culture that are grounded in the study of cognition.
I will be particularly, though not exclusively, concerned with a body of theory called the “epidemiology of culture.” Developed on the cusp of evolutionary anthropology and cognitive psychology, and most closely associated with the work of Dan Sperber and Pascal Boyer,4 its goal is to explain the differential spread and durability of cultural representations in terms of evolved biases in human cognition. Such theories, as currently formulated, have been applied mainly to language-based aspects of culture. They offer no readymade methodology for understanding the relationship between cognition and the transmission of a wider range of cultural practices, artifacts, or institutions; nor were they designed with a view to the analysis of visual images or archaeological data. My aim, in relating them to material of the latter kind, is not to “fit square pegs into round holes.” It is rather to probe the boundaries of analytical fields that claim, in the last resort, to be addressing a common problem: the unified understanding of culture as a product of both history and cognition.
As Barbara Stafford observes, one of the greatest attractions of a rapprochement between cognitive and cultural studies is the promise of deeper insight into “the potency and longevity of certain types of representation.”5 The desire for such a rapprochement is increasingly felt in archaeological and anthropological research,6 as well as in art history. Major cultural turning points such as the earliest appearance of pictorial art, the invention of farming, and the development of writing, mathematics, and metrical systems, are now often considered not only as technological transformations but also as transformations in modes of thought.7 Bridging the disciplinary gap between cognitive psychology and archaeological reconstructions of the past is, however, a complex and risky affair. A brief example of the pitfalls will serve to further introduce the main theme and problematic of this book.
Cognitive psychologists in the 1990s proposed that our ability, as a species, to generate mental images of impossible beings (three-headed men, horses with wings, and so on) may have evolved in tandem with our capacity for complex social interaction. The hypothesis derived from controlled experimental studies in which children who exhibit behavioral deficits in social interaction and imaginative expression were asked to produce drawings of creatures that do not exist. By comparison with typically developing children, they performed poorly in this task.8 The study, tentative in its conclusions, was subsequently incorporated into archaeological debates concerning the interpretation of prehistoric art. In light of its findings, it was proposed that the rendering in Upper Paleolithic rock art of composite figures—such as the famous “Sorcerer” of Les Trois Frères (shown later in figure 3.1b), whose body comprises both human and animal parts—may have reinforced the development among early hunter-gatherers of cognitive capacities for complex symbolic communication that would otherwise have remained latent.9
It may be surprising for some readers to learn that, despite established critiques (such as those mounted by the anthropologist
A. Irving Hallowell in the mid-twentieth century),10 behaviors observed in modern infants are still being used to frame hypotheses about the evolution of human cognition in prehistoric times. In this particular instance, it was subsequently demonstrated that, under modified experimental conditions, children with the same range of behavioral symptoms are, in fact, perfectly able to draw pictures of imaginary beings, including anatomical composites.11 Experimental psychology is a fast-moving field, and evolutionary hypotheses based on an uncritical acceptance of its findings are inherently fragile.
But there are other methodological issues at play. Data for psychological experiments of the kind described often derive from controlled observations of how subjects make and perceive images. It is commonly assumed, in the course of such experiments, that physical images provide faithful reflections of evolved, mental representations, projected mirror-like onto the material world. But the creation and perception of images is always mediated by other factors, of which cultural historians have long been aware. They include sensory-motor skills, developed in relation to particular tools and materials, and socially learned expectations about what can and cannot be seen in the world.12 Cultural historians might then be inclined to ask how far the boundaries of visual imagination are set by nurture rather than nature, over historical rather than evolutionary timescales.
For instance, an Egyptologist noting the routine appearance of griffins among the (real) desert animals mentioned or depicted in ancient Egyptian sources has commented:
We should recognize that our categorization of “real” and “imaginary” animals is far from being an objective criterion of universal applicability. An ancient Egyptian would have reckoned with the possibility of really encountering a griffin, especially if walking around in the area near the Red Sea coast, and there is even a demotic tale telling of a griffin that comes from the Red Sea and wreaks havoc among the Egyptian army.13
At least some evolutionary psychologists would want to qualify that statement. They would point out that openly stated beliefs in the reality of griffins or dragons—while perfectly valid within certain cultural contexts—are likely to be of a different cognitive order to beliefs in living species, including species that we may never encounter in reality. The reason they would give is that human minds possess a hard-wired mechanism for classifying and processing information about living kinds of plants and animals.14 That mechanism evolved over many thousands of years through adaptation to ancestral environments in which things such as griffins and dragons did not exist. Cultural norms may suppress, exploit, or manipulate those innate neurological dispositions, but cannot override them entirely.
Theoretical and philosophical debates have so far done little to bridge the chasm between constructivist and biological understandings of human cognition. The current impasse and the increasing specialization of cognitive neuroscience have allowed many in the humanities and social sciences to beat a quiet retreat into apparently more familiar territory, even as the analytical ground on which they work is shifting beneath their feet. Anthropological understandings of cognition, as Susanne Küchler observes,15 are similarly torn between extremes: the notion of autopoiesis through an “embodied mind,” flexibly learning to cognize its surroundings through tactile encounters with a culture-laden world, and the opposing (but no less romantic) notion of a pristine and immutable hunter-gatherer brain, still fighting its primeval battles through recalcitrant cultural terrain, in a modern situation of its own mysterious making.
In an effort to break this deadlock, and to broaden the debate beyond the domain of language, both Küchler and Stafford have highlighted the role of physical objects as nonhuman bearers of thought-like processes, carrying “images that make shared learning possible.”16 The advent of artificial intelligence, they point out, has taken the notion of animated objects far beyond the realms of metaphor and theory, locating it at the center of current knowledge economies and communicative practice. Rather than taking this development to mark an unbridgeable rupture with the past, they ask how, in preelectronic and predigital worlds, images—and their media of transmission—may nevertheless have encapsulated forms of associative reasoning that do not simply encode what is already in the mind but also organize thought into patterns that are historically and culturally distinctive.17
Images of composite animals pose a series of interesting conceptual problems in this regard. Their transmission can be interpreted via two very different notions of modularity, one rooted in cognition and the other in technology. From the perspective of evolutionary psychology they can be viewed as “taxonomic aberrations,”18 activating a dedicated neurological device (or “mental module”) for the recognition of living kinds, but at the same time confounding its expectations by combining elements from different species or genera. This point is complex, and I will return to it in more detail. But composite bodies are also the products of another kind of modularity, which is concerned with the practical and conceptual division of the physical world (including the world of images) into standard and interchangeable subunits. Although their respective starting points are very different—one beginning inside the mind and the other outside the body—both concepts of modularity have implications for cultural transmission, and as I will try to show, the early history of the composite figure obliges us to address the relationship between them.
It was in fact an ancient historian, Mikhail Rostovtzeff, for whom these lectures in their original form were fortuitously named, who first pointed out an association between the earliest expansion of urban life and the spread of what he termed “fantastic creations formed by the amalgamation of favorite animals of the period with each other and sometimes with human beings.”19 My first chapter asks what led him almost a century ago to compare distributions of composites from China to Scandinavia, and to seek links between them. In the remainder of this book, I consider—from various perspectives—how the distribution of composite figures in the visual record offers fertile testing ground for an “epidemiological” approach to culture, and ultimately forces a revision of some of its central assumptions. In doing so, I offer a number of general observations about the relationship between image, cognition, and early state formation in the western Old World.
1
IMAGE AND ECONOMY IN THE ANCIENT WORLD
THE BRONZE AGE OF MIKHAIL ROSTOVTZEFF
Mikhail Ivanovich Rostovtzeff (1870–1952) is remembered most often today for his seminal studies of Greco-Roman antiquity, and for his controversial—some might say untenable—view that the true architects of classical civilization were not those tied to the land, whether as peasant laborers or feudal aristocracy, but rather the middling professional classes of merchants, industrialists, and bankers whose social aspirations were most closely in tune with the civic values of an expanding urban society.1 In reviewing Rostovtzeff’s monumental work on the social and economic history of the Roman Empire, Glenn Bowersock notes that “he presupposed a capitalist society which itself presupposed the primacy of commerce and industry” as guiding influences upon the course of history.2 Rostovtzeff therefore represents one side of an ongoing debate over the nature of economic life in the ancient world, and the extent to which the forms and functions of ancient economies can be understood through the lens of modern experience.3
Rostovtzeff’s life and work has been the subject of several notable studies, written mostly by experts on the classical world.4 This may explain a relative lack of attention to those features of his scholarship that an archaeologist, working on earlier periods, might find most intriguing. They relate less to his championing of the bourgeoisie than to the sheer scale—both spatial and chronological—on which he tried to pursue a complex argument about the relationship between economic forces and cultural change, and also to the variety of historical sources that he brought into account. For Rostovtzeff, the civilizing role of commerce and capital (as opposed to agrarian values and dynastic authority) was not to be reconstructed just on the basis of fiscal records and other textual sources. It could also be detected in the material culture of tribal, nonliterate societies, and most notably in the elaborate styles of imagery that they produced, circulated, and wove together with a consummate skill that still commands our admiration (figure 1.1).
Following on the heels of his (1922) Iranians and Greeks in South Russia, we find a series of lectures on The Animal Style in South Russia and China, delivered at Princeton and published in 1929. I will return to those lectures, and to the subject of China, in chapter 5. The former study laid foundations for an internal account of seminomadic civilization on the Russian steppe, relying mainly on archaeological discoveries, instead of the written accounts of Scythian and Sarmatian culture provided by Greek commentators. Rostovtzeff highlighted the prominence of cosmopolitan display items, procured from urban trading partners, in the tombs of the steppe kings. He took this as evidence that their wealth and power was grounded in access to commercial routes flanking the great patchwork of grasslands between the Danube and the Yellow River. The steppe acted as a kind of cultural cauldron in which otherwise unrelated elements of urban civilization were drawn together in novel combinations, and disseminated farther afield. This was most apparent in the intense fusion of visual styles and techniques to be found in nomadic art, echoes of which could be detected from the northern frontiers of China to Celtic Europe.5
Still more striking are Rostovtzeff’s attempts to find traces of this commercial and cosmopolitan impulse amid the evidence of pre- and protohistoric societies.6 This interest in the deep origins of Old World civilizations becomes more understandable in the context of Rostovtzeff’s exile from his native Russia, at age forty-eight. It provided a way of suggesting that Bolshevik communism, far from being the culmination of a long evolutionary process, was an anomalous departure from the values that had shaped Europe’s development over the millennia.7 Alongside studies of Greco-Roman economy and society, we find Rostovtzeff embroiled in debates over the chronological position and cultural affiliations of Bronze Age metal hoards, unearthed along the shores of the Caspian and Black Seas.8 With remarkable perspicacity, he discerned relationships among the elite iconography of protodynastic Egypt, Mesopotamia, Elam, and the Caucasus, some of which I will be considering in the chapters that follow. And in Iranians and Greeks, we discover a cultural genealogy for the fantastic beasts of Scythian art, reaching back to the first Bronze Age states on the Tigris and Euphrates. The wider implications were fairly clear: feudalism had not emerged from the closed, command economies of Marx’s “Asiatic mode of production,” but from an interconnected world of remote antiquity, bound together by shared commercial interests.
1.1. Images of fantastic creatures from the Pazyryk and Tuekta kurgans, South Russia, seventh to fourth century BC (after S. I. Rudenko. 1960. Kul’tura naseleniia tsentral’nogo Altaia v Skifskoe vremia. Moscow/Leningrad: Izdvo Akademii nauk SSSR, fig. 148).
It is, perhaps, worth trying to relate these prehistoric interests a little more closely to Rostovtzeff’s better-known work on later periods of antiquity. Caravan Cities, published in 1932, was a more personal account of the classical remains at Petra, Jerash, Palmyra, and also Dura-Europos, on the Syrian Euphrates, where Rostovtzeff had excavated. Its opening chapter, tracing the Bronze Age origins of the caravan trade in the Near East, demonstrates an acute awareness of archaeological evidence as a window onto far-flung connections, linking the development of ancient societies. The first great alluvial civilizations of Sumer and Egypt, he noted, were dependent on remote highland sources for supplies of metal, ivory, rare woods, precious stones, spices, cosmetics, pearls, and “incense for the delectation of gods and men.” The archaeological distribution of luxury consumables, commercial instruments, and political symbols confirmed that “the oldest city-states of Sumer in Mesopotamia were linked to far distant lands by caravans: to Egypt in the west, to Asia Minor in the north, to Turkestan, Seistan, and India in the east and south-east.”9
Archaeologists, such as V. Gordon Childe and Henri Frankfort, would later add substance to this historical sketch of a connected Bronze Age world, reaching from the Indus to the Mediterranean, bound together through commerce in rare and precious commodities.10 The chapters that follow will explore that world in greater detail. First, however, there is more to say about Rostovtzeff’s approach to images, and how it defines my own task.
CELEBRATING MONSTERS
By the early decades of the twentieth century, the study of prehistoric and ancient art in continental Europe had become strongly associated with questions of racial identity and national spirit. The influence of Alois Riegl (1858–1905), and his concept of Kunstwollen, was especially strong in Austria and Germany.11 As Jas Elsner points out, the period in which Riegl’s followers developed his new science of the visual arts was also that in which Mendelian genetics were first applied to questions of inheritance and variability among natural species. The common analytical factor, which Elsner also detects in Gestalt psychology, was faith in the idea that minute and critical study of form would eventually lay bare the workings of a grand totality.12
Applied to culture, this paradigm could only incorporate the mixing of local and foreign elements in somewhat ambivalent terms. Hence Riegl, writing of the famous Bronze Age cups from Vapheio near Sparta, could acknowledge a technological debt to Oriental craftsmanship, while insisting that the borrowings had been of a purely technical nature, serving only to augment a preexisting cultural milieu that remained steadfastly Greek, and hence European. Half a century before the decipherment of the Linear B script, which demonstrated the Bronze Age roots of Classical Greek language, he already felt able to write, on the basis of the golden cups and their relief decoration, that “the Mycenaean period heralds the people who would later invent philosophy and the natural sciences and who would create the notion that man is the measure of all things.”13
Riegl did not live to see the publication of Fredrik Poulsen’s (1912) study of orientalizing influences upon archaic Greek art. Poulsen’s achievement was to lay out, with unprecedented clarity, a range of evidence for the movement of artistic techniques and motifs—including a variety of composite creatures—from the western fringes of the Neo-Assyrian Empire to the Aegean and central Mediterranean, in the centuries preceding the formation of the classical Greek canon (figure 1.2).14 Perhaps it is wrong to speculate as to whether Riegl would have agreed with the view of some later historians, who interpreted orientalizing art as a kind of unpleasant inoculation, which Greek culture had to endure in order to realize its native genius. But at a time when social fears about a contemporary “Eastern Problem” ran high in Europe, there seemed an obvious significance to the infiltration of Greek art by “monstrous” forces at its point of gestation, and their subsequent “taming” within a native scheme of representation.15
It is against this background that we can begin to appreciate the distinctiveness of Rostovtzeff’s approach to the interpretation of imagery, and his particular attraction to the imaginary creatures of nomadic art. He seems to have delighted in the unbounded character of these particular designs, following their transmission far and wide, across the boundaries of urban and pastoral, literate and nonliterate, societies. In addition to their innately hybrid character—as depictions of fantastic, composite species—the images whose distribution he so carefully traced are also the outcome of cultural admixtures and borrowings, fusing technical knowledge of diverse media and modes of representation from multiple societies. And yet, as he intimated, we typically find these depictions on the surfaces of artifacts that possessed strong local significance as ritual or magical objects, through the use of which each individual society forged its own special relationship to the gods.
1.2. (a, b) Sheet-bronze vessels and (c) stand with relief decoration, engraving, and repoussé, from Central Italy (a, c) and Rhodes (b), seventh century BC (after F. Poulsen. 1912. Der Orient und die frühgriechische Kunst. Leibzig: B. G. Teubner, figs. 86, 135–137).
It might be argued that these movements of monsters, seemingly promiscuous and endlessly adaptive, offered a kind of visual counterpart to Rostovtzeff’s story of an ever-expanding Bronze Age civilization, evolving by virtue of its receptiveness to outside influence, and its ingenuity in weaving together the local and the foreign. As a template for the interpretation of social history, however, this attempt to project Homo economicus onto the world of images—if such it was—was scarcely less idealized than the myths of cultural autochthony that it sought to displace. Image and economy are connected in Rostovtzeff’s work through their distributions in time and space, rather than by any causal or functional relationship. We search in vain for any attempt to account for the fact that, over a period of millennia, the nomadic elite of the Russian steppe not only commissioned and accumulated exotic wealth from an urban hinterland but also sacrificed it to the ground in spectacular burial rites, creating a monumental landscape of kurgan mounds that extended from the Altai to the Black Sea (ensuring, in the process, the physical preservation of objects and images that have largely disappeared from their areas of manufacture).
It is not difficult, with hindsight, to see why Rostovtzeff avoided such matters. In the 1920s and 1930s, they would have brought him into the uneasy company of the Frankfurt- and Vienna-based Kulturkreislehre, or still worse perhaps, the hyper-diffusionist school of prehistory, which was busily tracing the movement of Egyptian cults and esoteric signs across the Atlantic, borne aloft on the slimmest of evidence.16 Yet an unwillingness to consider functional, as opposed to merely distributional, relationships between the spread of representations and the expansion of commerce is equally evident in Rostovtzeff’s reconstructions of later antiquity. Following his gaze around the ruins of Jerash, Petra, or Palymra, it is the ritual landscape of sacred springs and pathways, ornate rock-cut tombs, and stone temples adorned with cult statues that command our attention, but their links to the mundane world of the market, theater, public bath, and household remain unclear.17
What, then, has Rostovtzeff bequeathed to the study of preclassical antiquity that might be of lasting value? Different people will have different answers, but the legacy that interests me, and that I propose to develop, concerns the links he explored between large-scale distributions of images and the growth of commercial and political networks. It is understandable, given the fragmentary nature of his evidence, that Rostovtzeff should have contented himself with tracing the outlines of these relationships, leaving aside questions of causation. He did, however, propose one specific avenue of inquiry, which remains relatively unexplored, and which I will adopt as my own point of departure. It concerns the sporadic transmission, across cultural boundaries, of certain distinctive kinds of image.
FANTASTIC IMAGES AND THE GROWTH OF NETWORKS
In Iranians and Greeks in South Russia, Rostovtzeff drew attention to what he perceived as an important innovation in visual culture, tracing its source to the third millennium BC, and to ancient Sumer: the world’s first literate and urban civilization, located on the southern plains of Mesopotamia. Today we would extend this search for origins back at least to the fourth, or perhaps the late fifth, millennium. The innovation was, as he put it, “the introduction into decorative and symbolic art of special symbolic and fantastic creations formed by the amalgamation of favourite animals of the period with each other and sometimes with human beings.”18
Rostovtzeff never made fully clear what he viewed as the significance of this development. The following passage of his text leaves no doubt that, for him, the point was not going to be one about the symbolic workings of a collective unconscious. This he left to the analytical psychologists, and to their intellectual counterparts in art history. Instead it resided in the empirical distribution of particular images (and particular ways of crafting images) along certain pathways of cultural transmission, and the historical connections and responses generated by such spreads: “It was thus,” he went on, “that the popular types of fantastic animals with a religious significance arose: the two types of griffin—with a horned lion’s head, and with an eared eagle’s head, both crested; the two types of dragon—with a snake’s or a crocodile’s head, horned or not; the well-known type of the sphinx. All these types spread far and wide, eastward, westward, and northward.”19
In the last statement, Rostovtzeff has already departed from the art historical orthodoxy of his day, abandoning a strictly “orientalizing” framework of interpretation—focused upon the Greek world—for one that places equal emphasis on north- and eastward movements of culture.20 At this critical point, however, his argument becomes enigmatic, increasing markedly in scope, but little in clarity:
I cannot dwell upon this subject either. I must point out, however, that the Sumerian innovations exercised a powerful influence upon the entire ancient world. The influence can be observed everywhere, in Egypt, in Hittite Asia Minor, in Babylonia and Assyria, in the Aegean and Mycenaean world, in Cyprus and in Phoenicia, in Phrygia, Lydia, Cappadocia, Paphlagonia, Lycia, in Etruria and in Sardinia, and finally in continental, island and colonial Greece.21
But Greece did not, in fact, mark the end of the monsters’ trail. Rostovtzeff goes on to note that in Mesopotamia, the heartland of monsters, further mutations took place throughout the first millennium BC, producing new generations of fantastic beasts. As though spurred on by a sudden realization, he documents the transfer of this new bestiary into Iranian art, whence it flowed into the Scythian animal style, departing both northward “to the forests and swamps” of temperate Europe, and eastward, to the frontiers of China.22 So, he thought, these fabulous creatures had found their way, through diverse routes of contact and transmission, onto the surfaces of funerary offerings presented to the gods of the Danube and the Yellow River, to be received with equal grace by both.
2
MATERIALS FOR AN EPIDEMIOLOGY OF CULTURE
Rostovtzeff’s exploratory mapping of composite figures contains the seeds of a more focused study on the relationship between cognition and cultural transmission. After a century of archaeological and art historical research, the map, of course, will need to be heavily redrawn. To attempt this on a comprehensive scale would today require a volume, or perhaps a number of volumes, many times larger than this one. So I will focus, in the chapters that follow, on establishing where the main contours of the distribution lie: its zones of greatest and least intensity, how they shift around, and what other phenomena their movement might relate to. First, however, I will set out the justification for this remapping exercise, as well as a more precise definition of its subject matter, beginning with a discussion of composite animals as counterfactual images.
COUNTERINTUITIVE ELEMENTS IN THE TRANSMISSION OF CULTURE
Experimental studies show that the cognitive processing of animal forms is highly sensitized to part-whole relations, such that a total presence may be inferred from quite limited visual cues.1 Pictures of animals—even when jumbled, distorted, or incomplete—may therefore activate neural pathways attuned to the recognition and differentiation of living kinds. Images that ostentatiously combine elements from different species—what Barbara Stafford calls “compressive compositions”—draw attention to these otherwise unconscious processing mechanisms, foregrounding the human mind’s ability to compensate for absences in the visible world, and its capacity to conjure organic-seeming wholes out of “individualistic, competing, and fissionable parts.”2
Such observations allow us to build bridges between the cognition of images and theories of cultural transmission. Here I will be particularly concerned with a school of evolutionary psychology called the “epidemiology of culture,”3 which has so far focused mainly on the transmission of concepts through language. The analogy is not so much with the spread of diseases as with the analytical resolution at which epidemiologists address problems of distribution. A basic requirement of this approach, as with other neo-Darwinian approaches to cultural transmission,4 is that the distribution of cultural facts should be studied at the level of “populations.” What this means is that distributions should not be approached within predefined boundaries—whether those of the sedentary group, the nation-state, or as given by geographical circumstances—but at their fullest observable extent. Only then is it possible to assess their conditions of expansion, and to establish why some elements of culture are more able than others to spread and to become stable within larger fields of transmission.5
A second principle of the epidemiological approach is that these macro-distributions should be accounted for in terms of processes taking place at the micro-scale of human interaction.6 It is here that cognitive capacities and constraints come into play. A significant body of research suggests that our everyday perception of the world is shaped by a modular pattern of cognition.7 Mental modules are specialized neurological learning devices, attuned to the acquisition and processing of knowledge within particular domains of experience. Language acquisition, mathematical reasoning, and facial recognition are examples of such domains, which have received attention from developmental psychologists and neurobiologists.8 Another is the capacity to interpret the behavior of others in terms of mental states like belief and desire (so-called theory of mind), a prerequisite for competence in social interaction.9 It is hypothesized that this modular formatting of the mind-brain took place at an early stage in the evolution of our species, through interaction with environments very different from those we now inhabit. As part of our species-wide genetic inheritance, it has nevertheless continued to shape cultural transmission and innovation along certain pathways.
Modular reconstructions of human cognitive processes—and in particular the kind of “massive modularity” required by the epidemiology of culture—are not uncontroversial. The neurological basis of the approach therefore remains open to question and revision.10 In probing the relationship between cognition and culture, it nevertheless seems preferable to work within the bounds of an established hypothesis, rather than with some more vague or implicit notion of “how the mind functions.” Sperber and Hirschfeld propose that tangible artifacts, as well as spoken discourse, may stimulate specific mental modules, thus enhancing their chances of transmission:
For instance, face recognition modules found in primates accept as input simple visual patterns that in a natural environment are almost exclusively produced by actual faces. In the human cultural environment, a great many artifacts are aimed at the face recognition module. They include portraits, caricatures, masks and made-up faces. The effectiveness of these cultural artifacts is in part explained by the fact that they rely on and exploit a natural disposition.11
The aspect of modular cognition that I am mainly concerned with is the intuitive categorization of nonhuman living kinds, sometimes referred to as “folk biology.”12 Even very young infants tend to assign plants and animals (including ones they have never actually encountered) to hierarchical and mutually exclusive classes. These classificatory structures seem to be applied much more readily to nonhuman living kinds than to other types of subject matter. Moreover, the boundaries of these elementary classes, defined at the levels of species and genera, exhibit limited variability across cultures. This capacity to organize knowledge of the natural world into sophisticated categories seems far in excess of what infants can absorb from environmental exposure or social learning. One explanation would be the existence of an evolved mental module for sorting living kinds into categories on the basis of morphological difference.13 “Using verbal descriptions and pictures as inputs, the module,” as Sperber and Hirschfeld note, “might build representations of many species with whom the individual is unlikely ever to interact—including extinct species such as the dinosaurs, or imaginary species such as dragons.”14
The modularity thesis and its possible effects on cultural transmission have been extensively discussed in the work of Pascal Boyer, with primary reference to the cognitive foundations of religion.15 Boyer argues that most anthropological studies of religion have greatly exaggerated the strange or counterintuitive aspects of religious symbolism. Representations of supernatural beings typically comprise strong elements of intuitive knowledge that appeal to modular common sense, and within which their more extraordinary characteristics are embedded. Spirits, for example, are likely to be talked about as possessing many typical attributes of persons, such as the capacity to form intentions and beliefs, despite the fact that they are mostly invisible and pass through physical obstacles. Boyer further proposes that some such cognitive balancing act is necessary for the successful transmission of religious ideas:
In any cultural environment, indefinitely many representations of religious entities are constantly created and communicated. Only some of them, however, have the potential to support both imaginative scenarios and intuitive references. These are the ones that combine a rich intuitive base, with all its inferential potential, and a limited series of violations of intuitive theories, which are attention-demanding. Because of these characteristics, such assumptions are more likely than others to be easily acquired, memorized, and transmitted than other assumptions. It should not be surprising, therefore, that they constitute the most recurrent aspects of religious systems.16
Sperber and Hirschfeld argue that representations of supernatural beings “blatantly violate the kind of basic expectations that are delivered by domain-specific cognitive mechanisms,” but like Boyer they also note:
Despite these striking departures from intuitive knowledge the appearance and behavior of supernatural beings is otherwise what intuition would expect of natural beings. That is, they have enough of the characteristic features of plants, animals, people, topographic entities or celestial bodies to fall squarely in the actual domain of cognitive modules. Supernatural animals have, apart from their supernatural features, a regular biology. . . . It is this combination of a few striking violations with otherwise conformity to ordinary expectations that makes supernatural beings attention arresting and memorable, and rich in inferential potential.17
Examples of “religious concepts” provided by Sperber and Boyer derive mainly from verbal statements about the behavior, thought patterns, or physical properties of supernatural agents. Such testimony is lacking for much of the material covered in this book, although textual records may flesh out the picture in some cases (as with the civilizing sea-monster of Berossos’s History of Babylonia, in this book’s epigraph). It is nevertheless consistent with an epidemiological approach to assume that the distribution of intuitive and counterintuitive characteristics may cut across multiple cognitive and sensory domains, including the visual and the tangible as well as the linguistic.18 Indeed, the assertion that “minimally counterintuitive statements” are especially stimulating, memorable, and thus highly transmissible resonates closely with Stafford’s discussion of “conspicuously interlocking images” that “change the strength of our synaptic connections since their puzzling appearance counters habituation and augments sensitization.”19
On the expectations of this model, images of composite animals, with one foot in anatomical reality and the other in fantasy, should provide good materials for an “epidemiological” study. We might reasonably hypothesize that, as minimally counterintuitive images, they constitute robust points of reference for ideas about the supernatural, capable of crossing cultural boundaries and acting as ready vehicles for a multiplicity of ritual, theological, and mythological discourses.20 The striking diffusion of composite figures noted by Rostovtzeff, and to be revisited in the following chapters, thus holds out the prospect of an empirical case study in the epidemiology of culture, and a step toward a cognitive history of images. As will become clear, however, things are not nearly so simple. The early history of the composite figure will ultimately oblige us to reformulate a number of the theoretical principles that have just been outlined.
COMPOSITES AND DISTRIBUTIONS
Before going any further, I want to clarify some terms of reference. I will start by explaining why, throughout the remainder of this study, I reject the term “monster” in favor of what I am calling “composites.” I will then move on to explain what I mean by a “distribution of images.” I use the term “images” rather than “representations,” because with composites I am concerned at all times with creatures of the imagination, as opposed to pictures of living things that could be seen in the world. I will also introduce a number of comparative observations on the status of composites in the visual arts of recent hunter-gatherer societies, which offer important alternatives to assumptions about the symbolic meaning of anatomical hybrids that are ingrained in the field of cultural studies.
It may be useful to start with an evocative counterdefinition, provided by the psychologist Rudolph Arnheim in an introductory note to a book of drawings by the New York–based artist Leo Russell, published in 1949. The book bore the simple title Monsters. Modern art, Arnheim observed, frequently uses distortions or paradoxical combinations of images to give an impression of “man-made disorder that could and should be remedied by man.” But monsters, he suggested, are uniquely disturbing images, as they alone present this disorder as “having grown naturally,” as something organically formed rather than manufactured. The “birth of a monster,” he suggested, represents “a failure of nature herself and threatens our faith in the basic soundness of what grows,” and that is why we find “the mere thought of a biological monster so profoundly sickening,” much more so than “the sight of a mutilated body.”21
Arnheim’s reading of monstrous images, vivid as it may be, is most useful here in illustrating the sort of definition that I wish to avoid, because it seems to assume so much of what should first be investigated. In fact, all that could be retained for my own purposes (were I to keep hold of the term “monster’) is his description of incongruous combinations of body parts, drawn from two or more species, and forming the appearance of an organic entity. The German Mischwesen perhaps conveys these attributes a little more precisely. “Monster” is potentially broader. It may include beings of unnatural proportions as well as “cyborgs”: living systems comprising mixtures of organic and synthetic parts. The Latin root monstrum further links monsters to morality, and to intimations of misfortune—portentous signs and evil omens.22 The point was not lost on Arnheim, who talks of monsters as bearers of the “threatening message that nature can go out of joint.” Interesting as all these observations may be, their main value here is to exemplify the kind of intuitive understanding of the monstrous that I am rejecting.
To retain the term “monster” for my subject matter would also risk giving an impression of Juvenalian assault upon the beliefs systems of past societies, where figures with mixed human and animal attributes may be variously associated with gods (as was the case in Egypt, for example) or protective spirits (as was usual in Mesopotamia, and known in Egypt), to be further differentiated in turn from a host of other invisible agents, such as ghosts and demons. Distinctions of this kind should of course be properly recognized and reconstructed, wherever possible, and the term “monster” is wholly inadequate in this respect.23 Native taxonomies of supernatural agents are not, however, the main focus of this study. In many of the cases I consider, surviving source material does not permit us to attach named identities of that sort to pictures of imaginary beings. Other kinds of interpretation, more tightly focused on the internal properties of objects and images than on language or text, must be brought to bear. My preferred term of analysis, “composite,” is not devoid of ambiguities. So let me be clear about what is intended.
What differentiates “composites” from other types of image? As recently highlighted by Philippe Descola, in a wide-ranging comparison of image-making traditions,24 there is more to this question than first meets the eye. He points out that the regular production of composites implies a certain underlying approach to the rendering of body as image, which has been cultivated in many but by no means all societies.25 The starting point for depiction is not an organism in its totality but rather its constituent elements, each of which must be accurately and realistically portrayed in its own right. Working from that principle, and subject to institutional norms and constraints, makers of images can use the various components at their disposal to assemble organic figures of different kinds, including those with clear prototypes in the visible world and those that combine elements drawn from different species. It is the latter that I refer to, throughout this study, as composites.
Precisely because of their fictive character, the creation of visually compelling composites requires enhanced accuracy in the depiction of individual body parts, each of which should be rendered at a common scale and should be clearly identifiable, in and of itself, as belonging to a certain kind of species. The total bodily form of that species is absent from the resulting depiction, but its presence is signified, nonetheless, by the spatial disposition of elements around a companion body that belongs to an animal of an entirely different kind. The outcome is a new kind of figure that is sui generis, imaginary, but nevertheless retains a certain basic coherence on the anatomical plane.26 Hence the Tilapia fins, on a figure from protodynastic Egypt, are placed in anatomically correct positions on a mammal’s body (figure 2.1), as though it were the body of a fish; so too with the head of the Minotaur, carried on human shoulders, or the wings of Pegasus, correctly poised for flight.
2.1. (a) Naturalistic reconstruction of (b) composite figures carved in relief on the ivory handle of a knife from Abu Zaidan, Egypt, ca. 3300 BC (see also figure 4.2; reconstruction after a drawing by F. Roloux, with permission of Dirk Huyge. © RMAH, Brussels).
As Leonardo da Vinci knew well, the visually compelling character of imaginary composites rests upon a substratum of anatomical correctness. His notebooks provide direct instructions on How to Make an Imaginary Animal Look Natural:
You know that you cannot make any animal without it having limbs such that each bears some resemblance to that of some one of the other animals. If therefore you wish to make one of your imaginary animals appear natural—let us suppose it to be a dragon—take for its head that of a mastiff or setter, for its eyes those of a cat, for its ears those of a porcupine, for its nose that of a greyhound, with the eyebrows of a lion, the temples of an old cock and the neck of a water tortoise.27
In violating some limited part of intuitive biology, composites thus typically affirm many of its underlying structural principles. Legs are still positioned for walking, eyes for seeing, wings for flying, fins for propulsion, and so on, allowing us to infer (often extraordinary) properties of movement and vitality for the resulting figures.
IMAGE AND ONTOLOGY
Under what conditions have these particular kinds of visual experiments been either avoided or cultivated? Under what circumstances have they become integral to the construction of more encompassing systems of knowledge and meaning? Images of the kind I have in mind are of course quite central to our modern mass culture of entertainment and commercial marketing. They play especially prominent roles in the enculturation of children. Perhaps it is this deep sense of familiarity that has led some commentators to assume their ubiquity in other cultural and historical contexts, extending back into the remote prehistory of our species. “Monsters,” wrote Arnheim, “have been made in all epochs of art.”28 As I will try to show, this claim—widely rehearsed in more recent studies—is actually quite difficult to substantiate. The reality, when viewed on an archaeological timescale, is both more complex and more intriguing than it suggests. The question is one of distribution, and here again I need to qualify my terms.
The first point to make concerns the differential survival of cultural media that carry and transmit images. An object lesson in caution is provided here by the orientalizing (or, more accurately, “occidentalizing”) skin tattoos and felt textiles, miraculously preserved in the frozen Iron Age tombs of Pazyryk, some 1,600 meters above sea level on the High Altai, which feature a range of fantastical creatures (figure 2.2).29 Visual media of this kind were common in earlier times too, but are not normally preserved in the archaeological record owing to their perishable nature. What we are seeing in any period is a fraction of what existed—and specifically that fraction that, through a combination of physical durability and depositional circumstances, has survived into the present. It may not be necessary to go as far as David Napier, who suggests that we are dealing at all times with objects “that are known to us because they are made of durable materials, not because they represent any enduring categories of thought.”30 The basic observation is, however, an important one.
2.2. Tattooing on the body in Pazyryk kurgan 2, and detail from right arm, fourth century BC (after S. I. Rudenko. 1970. Frozen Tombs of Siberia: The Pazyryk Burials of Iron Age Horsemen. London: J. M. Dent & Sons, figs. 51–52, 128).
Further reminders of the importance of organic and perishable materials are provided by the indigenous arts of areas such as the American Northwest Coast, Amazonia, central and northern Australia, sub-Saharan Africa, and the circumpolar North. Figures made of feather, fur, sinew, and string; richly colored paintings on tree bark and skin; ornamented masks and containers of bone, wood, and ivory—these are among the mainstays of visual cultures that developed on, or beyond, the margins of agrarian states, kingdoms, and empires, with their generally more durable and monumental traditions of display. Anthropological studies of visual cultures that lie outside the canonical subject matter of art history also pose questions concerning the mixing of anatomical forms that are unlikely to arise from within our own experience, rooted as they are in other ontological frameworks.
While I do not intend to labor this latter point, it is worth noting that the kind of anatomical reshuffling, which is necessary to produce images of the sort I am interested in, seems generally quite at odds with the plastic and visual arts of recent hunter-gatherers and small-scale cultivators.31 It is, by contrast, an extremely important element in their “performance arts,” where ritual actors take on attributes of animal bodies—not (contra Arnheim) as signs of “disorder” or “nature gone out of joint”—but to gain a deeper empathy and insight into the thoughts of nonhuman beings whose modes of reasoning are considered similar to those of people. It also finds a place in negative sorcery, as with the Greenland Inuit practice of arranging bones from diverse species to make a temporary effigy known as tupilak, which served as a ritual attractor for malevolent, supernatural forces that could be sent to wreak havoc on a human victim (figure 2.3). For reasons of prudence, such effigies were not traditionally rendered as permanent images.32
2.3. “Making a tupilak” (after K. Rasmussen. 1921. Eskimo Folk-Tales, with Illustrations by Native Eskimo Artists, ed. and trans. W. Worster. London and Copenhagen: Christiana, Gyldendal).
Among the Inuit, and some Amazonian and southern African groups, crossing the body boundaries that ordinarily separate one species from another is a craft or skill that all people can master, and in which some excel. These gifted individuals approximate in their abilities the tricksters and shape-shifters that indigenous folklore so often associates with a primordial age, before the world of living things was divided into the species we see around us. The success of the trickster or shaman in crossing those boundaries and navigating a safe return resides precisely in the capacity to move seamlessly between different morphological states without being caught in the process. In San legend, this quality is epitomized in the figure of the Mantis, who fools the children by taking on the appearance of a dead hartebeest, which then evades capture by regrouping its dismembered body parts in the form of a running man, and chases them home.33 Or in the realm of material culture, we might think of the multilayered masks of the Nuxalk, Tlingit, and Kwakiutl (figure 2.4), which flicker open and shut during ritual performances, affording glimpses of a human face/being lodged within an animal body, but never more than glimpses.34
2.4. Kwakiutl multilayered mask, painted wood with hinge mechanism (after F. Boas. 1909. The Kwakiutl of Vancouver Island. Leiden: E. J. Brill; New York: G. E. Stechert).
To depict such states of mediation in durable form is at odds with an ontology in which fluidity and flexibility are everything, and may invite danger by leaving open a permanent trace of a relationship between human and “other” that should be properly circumscribed by rites of passage and closure. Images of composite beings, rigid and unchanging, evoke these principles of metamorphosis only to subvert them, by fixing transformations within stable forms that are capable of being repeated and disseminated, over and over again.35 But I am getting ahead of myself. At this stage, I may be reasonably accused of having put the cart before the horse. Have I not simply assumed that Rostovtzeff’s intuition was correct, and that a study of the kind proposed should begin in the Near East, and no earlier than the origins of urban life? My task in the next chapter must therefore be to consider in some detail the case for a much earlier beginning to the composite’s tale, among the hunter-gatherers and villagers of remote prehistory.
3
THE HIDDEN SHAMAN
FICTIVE ANATOMY IN PALEOLITHIC AND NEOLITHIC ART
It has been suggested on more than one occasion that “imaginary animals, ‘monsters’, and composite figures are found throughout the Upper Paleolithic art tradition” that flourished among hunter-gatherers of the last Ice Age, between around 40,000 and 10,000 years ago.1 That tradition, or better complex of traditions, is most richly documented across a broad swath of southern Europe, on what were then the fringes of a vast steppe bordering the zone of maximum glaciation. Notable concentrations of Paleolithic imagery have been discovered in the French Périgord, in Cantabrian Spain, in the Swabian Jura, and on the Russian Plain. To the east of this distribution, they are mainly restricted to mobile objects with carved surface ornament—such as hunting tools, personal ornaments, and figurines in bone and ivory—while to the west, by no later than 13,000 BC, such objects are accompanied by spectacular paintings and engraving on rock surfaces.2
ORIGINS OF FICTIVE ANATOMY: PALEOLITHIC ART AND RITUAL
The presence, among this surviving corpus, of figures combining human and animal attributes plays an important role in recent debates over the significance of image making among early human populations.3 Among the earliest known is the so-called lion-man, a figure almost eleven inches high, reconstructed from fragments of mammoth ivory found toward the rear of a shallow cave at Hohlenstein Stadel, in the Lone Valley of southwest Germany (figure 3.1a).4 Dated by its associated archaeological deposits to around 30,000 years ago, it is among the oldest examples of mobile figural sculpture in the world.5 A still older sculpture of a standing figure has been unearthed from Hohle Fels, in the nearby Ach Valley.6 Despite its fragmentary state, comparisons have been drawn with the lion-man; but alternative interpretations of both figures remain possible.7
A clearer example of a figure with mixed human and animal attributes appears on an engraved plaque found at Etiolles, in the Paris Basin, positioned behind a carving of a horse (figure 3.1c).8 Dated to around 12,000 years ago, it belongs to the final stages of the Upper Paleolithic, as the last major phase of glacial climate was drawing to a close. The special nature of this object is further indicated by its archaeological context. It was found face down, and seemingly deliberately hidden, beneath a supporting block of a prehistoric hearth. Of similar, or slightly earlier, date is the carved and painted image often referred to as the “Sorcerer,” found deep within a network of subterranean passages at Les Trois Frères, in the Ariège uplands of southern France. The original was probably executed around 14,000 years ago, but the image that still features in most scholarly and popular publications was created by the Abbé Henri Breuil in the early twentieth century (figure 3.1b).9
Breuil, whose copies of prehistoric rock art have been widely influential, followed the interpretive paradigm that was prevalent in his day.10 This emphasized the magical role of animal images in increasing the fertility of herds and the success of hunting, a view now widely rejected in light of the lack of correspondence between species most commonly depicted in cave paintings (such as bison, horses, and mammoth), and those whose physical remains are most frequently reported from habitation sites (notably reindeer). The conditions under which Breuil recorded rock art were often, by his own admission, difficult, and some of the techniques used were at best simple. In the case of Les Trois Frères, a period of twenty years elapsed between the making of the copies and their publication, which often involved redrawing by a collaborator who had never visited the caves.11
3.1. (a) Ivory statuette from Hohlenstein-Stadel, Germany, ca. 30,000 BC; (b) the Abbé Henri Breuil’s rendering of a carved and painted figure known as the “Sorcerer” from Les Trois-Frères cave, France, ca. 12,000 BC; and (c) engraved plaque from Etiolles, France, ca. 10,000 BC (after Hahn 1986, p. 247, pl. 17; Breuil 1952, p. 166, fig. 130; Taborin et al. 2001, p. 126, fig. 2).
Discrepancies between Breuil’s reconstruction of the Sorcerer and the original image, which lacks a number of the features he identified, were already pointed out some decades ago.12 Reservations have sometimes been expressed about the identification of other Paleolithic images, deemed to represent imaginary creatures or masked humans.13 Nevertheless, these figures remain central to recent interpretations of Paleolithic image making. David Lewis-Williams, for example, takes the presence of hybrid human-animal figures, or masked human figures, as support for his theory that much Paleolithic rock art was created as part of shamanic rituals involving altered states of consciousness, whereby human actors entered into close participation with ancestral spirits in animal form.14 Steven Mithen considers whether the much earlier creation of figures such as the lion-man might reflect a fundamental change in human cognition, taking place around 30,000 years ago or perhaps earlier still, and signaling the inception of a dual capacity for complex symbolizing and sophisticated social interaction.15
The prominence ascribed to such figures in interpretation is out of all proportion to their quantity. During the later phases of the Upper Paleolithic (ca. 13,000–10,000 BC), when archaeological traces of image making are first available in significant quantities, the record is dominated by detailed and anatomically accurate representations of living kinds: large mammals as well as smaller, but significant numbers of birds, fish, and (mainly female) humans. Among this extensive corpus of painted and engraved figures, it has proved difficult to identify images of beings with composite anatomies that are replicated with any degree of fidelity. Suggestions to the contrary are often bolstered by selective comparisons with the rock art of living or recent hunter-gatherers in southern Africa.16 In fact, such images are far from ubiquitous there, and their chronological range is unknown.17 Were we, in spite of this, to admit the more regular depiction of composites or masked human actors in recent rock art traditions, this would surely provide an instructive point of contrast, rather than a surrogate for the Paleolithic record.
Questioning the frequency of composites among the surviving corpus of Paleolithic art does not, of course, require us to postulate that its creators had anything other than fully modern minds, capable of communicating complex symbolic messages. Nor does it require us to reject interpretations that explore the significance of such images in the ritual life of prehistoric societies. It does, however, establish an important benchmark for studying their distribution in the archaeological record. The significant point, to which I will return, is that if such beings did populate the collective imaginary of early hunter-gatherers, then their presence was made manifest predominantly through ephemeral modes of display such as psychotropic visions and masked performances that have left few durable traces.
In searching for more positive evidence of such displays, we are obliged to probe below the surface of the land into the funerary record of Paleolithic and Mesolithic societies, with their often effusive ritual compositions of human and animal body parts (figure 3.2). Examples can be traced far back in time from the “shamanic” graves of later prehistory18 to the much older cross-species burials of the Carmel caves; the latter, dating to around 100,000 BC, bringing us almost to the dawn of the human story.19 But these ritual composites, which will remain an important feature of Neolithic funerary customs,20 find only the faintest of echoes in the surviving visual record. Perhaps there is something to be learned from that silence, about the limits set by early hunter-gatherers to the materialization of the invisible?
IMAGERY OF THE FIRST FARMERS
At what point in the archaeological record do durable images of composite beings achieve some wider currency? We might look with some optimism to the much more diverse record of Neolithic art. In doing so, my focus will be upon areas that would subsequently witness the emergence of the earliest cities and states. Those same regions of the Near East and northeast Africa have produced unusually dense concentrations of late prehistoric imagery, distributed across a wide range of media, and allowing us the privilege of a diachronic perspective on the millennia between the end of the last Ice Age (ca. 10,000 BC) and the beginnings of urban life (ca. 4000 BC).21
3.2. Mixed burials of human and animal body parts from sites of the Natufian period in Israel, ca. 10,000 BC: (a) elderly woman with fifty tortoise shells and parts of wild boar, eagle, cow, leopard, and martens, from Hilazon Tachtit (image by P. Groszman, from Grosman et al. 2008; courtesy L. Grosman); (b) adult (?)female with disarranged body parts and gazelle horn-cores, from Mallaha (Eynan; after Perrot and Ladiray 1988, fig. 32).
The period in question saw the domestication of cereal crops and herd animals, and the establishment of sedentary life across a significant part of the western Old World.22 In an influential study, Jacques Cauvin characterized these developments as “the birth of the gods and the origins of agriculture.”23 He was referring to a series of pronounced changes in ritual and symbolic expression that accompanied the early stages of plant and animal domestication in western Asia, and then spread—together with the farming economy—to neighboring regions. At the core of Cauvin’s argument was a contention that Neolithic representations of supernatural agency differed from those of earlier, hunter-gather societies. He perceived in the symbolism of the first farming communities an acknowledgment of remote and invisible deities: a new register of divinity, dominating and mastering a preexisting order of relations between humans and ancestral beings. With the “birth of the gods,” those ancestral figures formerly credited with the making of the cosmos were relegated to a lower plane of reality, closer to the material world of ordinary humanity. Hence, Neolithic villages became populated by the physical remains of human and animal ancestors, impinging on the most intimate spaces of the household, making new and complex demands upon the society of the living. Among those demands, we find the performance of labor-intensive rituals, which involved the cleansing and symbolic refleshing of skulls, and the provision of exotic materials—pigments, shells, and colored stones—which ornamented the bodies of both the living and the dead.
To what extent can this Neolithic birth of the gods also be considered a “birth of monsters,” or rather “composites,” to be precise? Was it among these societies, unprecedented in their willingness to intervene in the reproductive patterns of other species, that anatomical hybrids made a concerted entry to the world of images? The existence of such images among the surviving corpus of Neolithic pictorial art has been quite widely discussed,24 but in fact remains intriguingly difficult to substantiate.25 Among the few archaeologists to comment directly on this point is Klaus Schmidt, the excavator of Göbekli Tepe, a ceremonial center of the ninth millennium BC, located between the mountains and plains of southeast Turkey and within the broad zone where changes in hunter-gatherer lifestyles were under way that would lead, within a few centuries, to the adoption of farming.26
A rich assemblage of monumental relief carvings and freestanding sculpture was built into the stone architecture of this remarkable site. The figures, a selection of which are illustrated in figure 3.3, include an array of wild animals, such as lion and boar, some with a ferocious, almost nightmarish aspect. While bodies were often schematically rendered, faces were carved in some detail. Open mouths contain lolling tongues and carefully depicted rows of gnashing teeth: features that, even in royal hunting scenes, seem to have been avoided by the makers of much later urban monuments in the same region. Certain carvings, notably that of a bird that appears to sit and manipulate a round object, may ascribe human-like motor skills to animals. Others, such as the figure of a bull, are rendered in twisted perspective, with the body depicted in profile and the head as if seen from above. There is something undeniably otherworldly about this corpus of images, yet they make very little play on the possibilities of composite depiction.
3.3. Monumental animal reliefs on stone monoliths from the Pre-Pottery Neolithic site of Göbekli Tepe, southeast Turkey, ca. 9000 BC (after K. Schmidt. 1998. Frühneolithische Tempel. Ein Forschungsbericht zum präkeramischen Neolithikum Obermesopotamiens. Mitteilungen der Deutschen Orient Gesellschaft 130: 17–49).
3.4. Painted ceramic containers of the Late Neolithic period with animal ornament, from Samarra (Iraq, seventh millennium BC; after E. Herzfeld. 1930. Die vorgeschichtlichen Töpfereien von Samarra. Berlin: Dietrich Reimer Verlag, fig. 23) and Tell Halaf (Syria, sixth millennium BC; after M. F. von Oppenheim. 1943. Tell Halaf. Erster Band: die prähistorischen Funde. Berlin: de Gruyter, pl. 6.2; figures not to scale).
The observation gains in interest as we broaden our horizons to neighboring regions, and to later periods of Near Eastern prehistory. Where cross-site regularities do exist in the subject matter of pictorial representation, they relate to recognizable types of wild fauna (felines, serpents, boar, and cattle), while the miniature clay figurines recovered from many sites show mainly horned ungulates and human forms, readily distinguishable from one another in the majority of cases.27 Other popular subjects include carnivorous scavengers, perhaps reflecting their role in the ritual removal of flesh from human and animal corpses, prior to revivification with clay and other substances.28 On the eastern mound of Çatalhöyük (ca. 7500–6000 BC), in the Konya Plain of central Turkey, there is evidence that crane wings were worn by human actors in ritual performances,29 but compelling images of composite beings have proved difficult to identify among the site’s uniquely rich corpus of mobile and parietal art.30
Surviving evidence for the development of pictorial art in the later Neolithic of the Near East focuses on the ornamentation of handmade serving vessels. In the seventh and sixth millennia BC, household ceramics became a preferred medium for the execution of painted designs that followed common templates across extensive networks of village societies, spanning impressive geographical distances. Right across the monochrome and polychrome traditions of these periods, painters appear to have favored the depiction of natural kinds of animal and floral subjects, especially those with obvious symmetrical properties that harmonized with the forms of vessels, themselves inspired by the structural properties of basketry (figure 3.4).31 Similar observations can be made for the painted pottery traditions of neighboring Iran during the sixth and fifth millennia BC.32 Composites are also hard to detect among the late Neolithic corpora of clay and stone figurines from northern Mesopotamia, which comprise either animal or human subjects, the latter depicted with widely varying degrees of schematization, and sometimes with added elements of costume or body ornamentation.33
Farther west, a rich and distinctive corpus of late prehistoric (or “predynastic”) art, dating to the early and middle parts of the fourth millennium (ca. 4000–3300 BC), is preserved from the Nile Valley. It focuses to a greater extent upon the ornamentation of cosmetic implements such as ivory combs and palettes for the grinding of body paint (figure 3.5)—legacies from the more mobile Neolithic societies of this region, where farming economies centered initially upon herding rather than raising crops.34 In bringing this chapter to a close I will consider the development of this predynastic art, focusing on changing methods of animal depiction and their relationship to anatomical knowledge in pictorial and nonpictorial domains. This forms a prelude to chapter 4, where I discuss the transformation of Egyptian visual culture during the period of state formation, including the introduction of composite figures, both local and externally derived.
3.5. Predynastic Egyptian cosmetic articles with animal ornament, early to mid-fourth millennium BC: (a, b) bone combs from Naqada, Upper Egypt; (c) fish-shaped siltstone palette for grinding cosmetics from Tell el-Amarna (after J. C. Payne. 1993. Catalogue of the Predynastic Egyptian Collection in the Ashmolean Museum. Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press, figs. 75: 1839 and 77: 1904–1905; courtesy Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford; figures not to scale).
AN ART OF AFFINITY: RELATIONALITY IN PREDYNASTIC EGYPT
In Egypt, as elsewhere, prehistoric societies existed in close proximity to the animal world. Detailed observation of animal behavior was integral to the successful pursuit of a hunter-gatherer lifestyle, evidence for which can be traced back into the deep Paleolithic record of North East Africa.35 So too was the effective butchering of carcasses and the use of animal skins, bone, teeth and other body parts for a variety of practical and ritual purposes. Hunting remained an important activity following the widespread adoption of domestic animals in the fifth millennium BC, and later that of cereal farming in the fourth.36 Focused attention on animal anatomy is also evident in the prehistoric funerary record. Burials of animals, both wild and domestic, are attested in Neolithic cemeteries throughout the Nile Valley, and preservative treatments were applied to animal (as well as human) corpses by no later than the mid-fourth millennium BC.37
At Hierakonpolis, in the south of the country, there is evidence for the curation and sacrifice of wild animals in contexts of ceremonial display. Set back from the floodplain of the Nile on the fringes of a large wadi, a remarkable concentration of animal burials, dating to the early and middle parts of the fourth millennium, was established around a complex of human interments partitioned by fenced enclosures.38 They included specimens of elephant, aurochs, hippopotamus, hartebeest, baboon, dog, and wild cats.39 Many of these species must have been brought from distant locations. Another strikingly diverse assemblage of aquatic fauna (turtle, crocodile, and perch of exceptional size) together with wild mammals (Barbary sheep, hare, gazelle) derives from a further enclosure located closer to the floodplain, within the nearby settlement.40
Archaeological evidence of this sort has a bearing on our understanding of contemporaneous imagery, in which animals feature prominently. It demonstrates beyond doubt that predynastic societies in Egypt cultivated intimate firsthand knowledge, not just of the species they kept as domesticates, but also of an extraordinary range of wild fauna distributed across the Nile Valley and the adjacent deserts. In addition to freestanding figurines, media on which animals (and a range of other subjects) were depicted included painted ceramics and a variety of portable, cosmetic articles such as stone palettes for the grinding of pigment and combs, pins, or spoons made of bone or ivory (see figure 3.5).41 A painted vase (figure 3.6), one of two found within a human burial at Abydos in southern Egypt, serves to introduce the predynastic mode of depiction for living kinds.42 It belongs to a class of red-polished ceramics, decorated in white with linear designs, that were regularly produced between around 4000 and 3650 BC.43 The painters of such vessels, which also included bowls and beakers, usually filled the bodies of animals with linear patterns such as radiating triangles, diamonds, or cross-hatching, and on any given container those patterns varied consistently between species. On the taller Abydos vase, the depiction of baby hippo in the bellies of larger ones suggests a concern with what is inside animals, and therefore invisible, which may be relevant to an understanding of nonfigural body patterning as well.
3.6. Tall vase with painted decoration (white on red burnish), from a burial at Abydos, Umm el-Qaab, Upper Egypt, early fourth millennium BC (Naqada I period; after Dreyer et al. 2003; courtesy F. Arnold, DAI Cairo).
Relationships between the internal contents of figures and the wider “landscape” in which they appear are also suggested by the extension of filling patterns and motifs from animal bodies to surrounding parts of the container.44 Human forms, by contrast, are often painted almost solid. Scale and outline provide the only axes of differentiation among them. Their relationships to one another, and also to animals, are indicated by schematic lines, which may or may not represent real objects such as limbs or ropes.45 On a later type of painted pottery, produced between ca. 3650–3300 BC,46 solid color—now painted dark on a pale, marl ceramic—was often used to fill the bodies of both humans and animals completely. As on the earlier painted pottery, elements of costume and the objects carried by humans appear as further extensions of an overall body-shape.47
Despite this lack of emphasis on anatomical detail, animal figures on predynastic pottery of both painted varieties take generally realistic and identifiable forms. Clear and bold outlines allow them to be identified as species existing on the Nile floodplain or in the surrounding low deserts. Contemporaneous images on other media, such as palettes and combs, can for the most part be similarly identified as turtles, birds, fish, hippopotami, horned mammals, and so on.48 In certain cases, however, a play on visual resemblances seems calculated to elicit more than one possible identification, or to avoid definitive identification altogether. A widely distributed type of pendant—found mainly in infant burials—can thus be equally well identified with a bull, ram, or elephant head (figure 3.7a).49 Similar ambiguities surround the interpretation of certain animal designs on cosmetic implements. Combs, pins, and grinding palettes are often topped with symmetrical extensions that have been variously identified as horns or opposed bird-heads (figure 3.7b).50 Some anthropomorphic figurines have beak-like faces, and a striking group from el-Ma‘amariya includes figures with arms raised in a posture that might be identified with curving horns or outstretched wings (figure 3.7c).51
3.7. Ambiguous forms in predynastic Egyptian art, early fourth millennium BC: (a) ivory pendant and (b) bone comb from burials at Naqada (after Payne 1993; figures courtesy Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford), and (c) clay figurine from el-Ma‘amariya (courtesy J. Hubert; figures not to scale).
Insofar as these latter images combine aspects of different body forms, it is in a manner clearly distinct from the composite figures that we find associated with gods and demons in later dynastic art, and whose beginnings I will discuss in the chapter that follows. The earlier, predynastic hybrids do not result from a systematic division and recombination of standardized body parts. Instead they seem to arise from a thoughtful play on continuities and resemblances in the appearance of various species, resulting in a mode of depiction that continues to resist modern attempts at classification. They belong not to the urbanized image world of the composite figure, where we will shortly arrive, but to an earlier art of ambiguity where the forms of living beings mingle and interpenetrate on contact, and where meaningful relations emerge from the blending of affinities rather than from the assemblage of contrasts.
4
URBAN CREATIONS
THE CULTURAL ECOLOGY OF COMPOSITE ANIMALS
In chapter 1, I retraced Mikhail Rostovtzeff’s search for the origins of “animal style” art in the ancient Old World. There he drew attention to the distinctive pattern-forming behavior of composite figures in the visual record. Despite appearing to be acts of free association, imaginary beings of this type turn out to share formal characteristics that recur frequently and consistently between societies. In the course of the Bronze and Iron Ages, they achieved impressive distributions that extend widely across cultural and political boundaries: a case of cultural resilience against apparently surprising odds (see the following, and chapters 5 and 6).
To explain the peculiar resilience and “catchiness” of composite animals, I laid out, in chapter 2, a preliminary hypothesis based on the principles of evolutionary psychology, and in particular the “epidemiology of culture.” I explored ways in which existing models of that sort might be extended from the analysis of language to images. In particular, I considered how—by targeting our intuitive faculties for the perception of living kinds, but also introducing a breach of expectations—images of composite animals might approximate the cognitive effects of “minimally counterintuitive” propositions, of a kind widely discussed in the evolutionary psychology of religion. Provided the correct balance is achieved, and the ratio of real to unreal elements does not tip too far either way, an epidemiological model would attribute to such images certain selective advantages, accounting for their ability to become “both relatively stable within a group and recurrent among different groups.”1
The patchiness of composites in the prehistoric visual record, which I discussed in the preceding chapter, has already posed difficulties for this hypothesis. It is beyond doubt that Paleolithic and Neolithic societies sometimes created durable images of composite beings, and the few surviving candidates have often been accorded great prominence in modern interpretations. Yet they remain strikingly isolated. If the popularity of minimally counterintuitive images is to be explained by their core cultural content and its appeal to universal cognitive biases, then why did composite figures fail so spectacularly to “catch on” across the many millennia of innovation in visual culture that precede the onset of urban life? Much hinges here upon our conceptualization of the “counterintuitive” and its role in cultural transmission, a problem that I will return to in later chapters. A more immediate priority is to establish the point at which such figures do achieve some wider currency, and begin to behave in the kind of culturally contagious ways that Rostovtzeff would have recognized for later antiquity. To what kind of “cultural ecology”2 does the composite animal belong? In answering this question, I will begin where the previous chapter left off, in Egypt.
FITNESS OR “FITTINGNESS”? COMPOSITES IN EARLY DYNASTIC EGYPT
It has long been recognized that the emergence of a unified territorial state in Egypt, between around 3300 and 3000 BC, was accompanied by marked transformations in visual culture.3 The change is most apparent in the development of images that were carved in raised relief on ceremonial objects of the period. Such objects, which include weapons and items of personal display, express the self-fashioning practices of ascendant elites.4 Dense arrangements of figures emerge directly from their surfaces, like magnified versions of the raised impressions produced by cylinder seals. The latter were introduced to Egypt from western Asia around the middle of the fourth millennium BC5 as a novel way of marking the clay closures of commodity vessels, including vessels deposited as offerings in high status tombs. At that time, competing chiefdoms reached out to obtain novel sources of distinction and prestige, forming new frontiers of exchange around the Levantine coast and the shores of the Arabian Peninsula.6
4.1. The “Two Dog Palette” from Hierakonpolis, Upper Egypt, ca. 3200 BC (courtesy Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford; drawing by Marion Cox).
Periods of intensified exposure to outside influence are often also times of extraordinary cultural efflorescence and innovation, combined with aggressive competition over traditional sources of value. In Egypt, investment in new modes of depiction focused initially upon established status symbols and media of personal presentation. Cosmetic grinding palettes, combs, knives, and mace-heads—central components of social display in the Nile Valley since Neolithic times—were now decorated with relief figures of wild and dangerous animals (figure 4.1).7 Both in technical execution and principles of composition, these sculpted bodies mark a departure from the animal imagery of predynastic times, discussed in chapter 3. Together with the novel play on light and shadow produced by relief carving, there is a completely new emphasis on details of joints and musculature. Once the outline of a figure had been established, incision and fine modeling were used to distinguish not only individual body parts but also particular structural features and elements that correspond to an empirical reality below the skin. In some cases, the repetitive carving of these lifelike creations in row after minute row suggests an aesthetic interest in the standardization of form (figure 4.2). The Egyptian (dynastic) artist, as Kent Weeks suggests: “was a keen observer of nature and, even in the earliest reliefs he exhibited an awareness of the subtleties of musculature and surface anatomy to the point that some of his relief figures look like illustrations from an early medical textbook.”8
These observations should, however, be set against the pervasive unreality of protodynastic Egyptian art. The same anatomical empiricism that allows these animal depictions to be identified with zoological precision9 also produced an entirely new kind of visual imaginary, based on the subdivision of accurately rendered body parts and their reassembly into ostentatiously artificial wholes. It is as though the entire field of image making were being reinvented on the basis of a new theory of material connections and integration; a new understanding of part–whole relations, of which composite animals—which now included both homegrown and imported varieties10—are just one, especially clear manifestation. The same applies, broadly, to dynastic modes of depiction for the human form, the core principles of which remained relatively stable from the First Dynasty onward. Bodies were constructed out of standardized parts, each depicted with great precision in its typical form and assembled in the manner of a “composite diagram.”11 Anatomical elements were treated almost as discrete entities, unified within the confines of an encompassing outline. Their dimensions adhered broadly, but not rigidly, to an ideal system of proportions, compatible with more general principles of Egyptian metrology.12
4.2. Ivory handle of a ceremonial flint knife found at Abu Zaidan, Upper Egypt, ca. 3300 BC (after Needler 1984; drawings by C. S. Churcher; courtesy Brooklyn Museum, Museum Collection Fund, New York).
This modular logic of depiction provided a powerful template for integrating art and writing, and for the close translation of forms between two- and three-dimensional surfaces.13 Phonetic or ideographic signs could thus be mounted on legs, endowed with arms, or enclosed within architectural motifs to enhance their meaning within a composition (figure 4.3a). “Composite hieroglyphs” of this kind are attested in a variety of forms by the First Dynasty, and may have been initially developed for the writing of royal names.14 They were integral to the formation of the dynastic representational system as a whole. Statuary, and in particular the cult statues of gods, is likely to have formed the core of that system, providing models for royal and elite display.15 Two-dimensional and relief representations of divine agency, which survive in greater numbers, include (but are not confined to) figures that fuse an idealized human body with an animal head. Composites of the latter sort were not depictions of gods. Rather they extended the visual logic of the hieroglyphic system to beings whose true physicality was unknown, and who could therefore be approached only through allusions to their supposed qualities and functions.16 A host of “demonic” agents, both benevolent and harmful, were also approached through images of composite bodies, depicted on magically protective instruments and texts (figure 4.3b).17
Intriguingly, the adoption of composite principles in Egyptian art was accompanied by analogous developments in a range of other technological domains, especially those associated with the activities of the early dynastic court (ca. 3100–2800 BC), attested mainly in the material remains of elaborate funerary rituals. Modular construction techniques can be detected in both miniature and monumental formats, and in such diverse products as decorated boxes of wood and ivory,18 boats made with exotic timber,19 and perhaps also in the mud-brick echoes of a now-vanished tradition of ceremonial architecture, in which wooden buildings played a central role.20
4.3. (a) Composite hieroglyphs of the First and Second Dynasties (ca. 3100–2650 BC; after Fischer 1978); (b) ivory birthing tusk with protective images and inscription, from Thebes, Upper Egypt, ca. 1800 BC (after W.M.F. Petrie. 1927. Objects of Daily Use. Cairo: The British School of Archaeology in Egypt, pl. 37: f–g).
4.4. Composite construction in Early Dynastic Egypt: (a) ivory furniture support in the form of a prisoner, with dowel for attachment, from Hierakonpolis, Upper Egypt (after J. E. Quibell and F. W. Green. 1900. Hierakonpolis I. London: B. Quaritch, pl. 11: 4–6); (b) construction of a bed frame with bull’s leg supports from Saqqara, Lower Egypt, late fourth to early third millennium BC (after Emery 1961, fig. 130; image courtesy of the Egypt Exploration Society).
Mortise-and-tenon joints became a standard method for assembling complex structures out of prefabricated and uniform elements, replacing or supplementing earlier techniques of lashing and binding.21 In the remains of high-status furniture, which became a focus of craft specialization,22 these technological changes come together with the world of images depicted on ceremonial objects. Some hundreds of ivory furniture attachments fitted with dowels and slots have been recovered, and can sometimes be identified as three-dimensional versions of figures carved in relief on palettes, knives, and maces, pointing toward the creation of a unified visual environment for elite culture (figure 4.4a).23
Like the wooden or ivory bull hooves carved in standard sizes and attached to the legs of carrying beds and chairs (figure 4.4b),24 images of composite beings slotted neatly into this new material and conceptual world. Their appearance in Egypt—which included the adoption of Mesopotamian prototypes, discussed in the next section—might then appear to have little to do with adaptive “fitness,” in the sense of evolved cognitive biases that might favor their reception, and more to do with what Ian Hodder calls a kind of “fittingness.”25 Albeit in a strangely inverted fashion, composites imply within their own structures certain principles of integration that were weakly developed in prehistoric societies, becoming prominent only with the emergence of urban life, and thus helping to account for the flow of images between urban contexts. This is of course a large generalization to make from a single case. In putting it to the test, a broader range of examples is needed.
THE BRONZE AGE: SETTING A SCENE
To set the scene, it is useful to summarize the more commonly recognized features of Bronze Age civilization in the Near East and neighboring regions, those that differentiate it from earlier, Neolithic civilizations. In terms of social structure, the most important are urbanization, the centralization of political and ritual institutions, and the specialization of crafts dealing both in material things and immaterial knowledge, including—in some cases—the invention of the earliest known writing systems.26 These organizational changes were typically preceded by the expansion of commercial networks using new transport technologies (pack animals, wheeled carts, and sailing ships) as well as rationalized forms of commodity production and packaging that accelerated the pace of commerce. They were locally sustained through the intensification of agriculture, using animal traction and irrigation. Only three types of Old World environment could support the combined effects of these processes—albeit at widely varying scales—and all were periodically subject to overexploitation, leading to decline. These were the seasonally refreshed floodplains of major rivers, the rain-fed steppes where farming could be practiced without irrigation, and the more circumscribed valley systems and oases watered mainly by runoff from adjacent highlands.27
As Rostovtzeff was already able to perceive, the frequency with which urban life took root in such areas, and its subsequent rhythms of expansion and contraction, were closely related to shifting networks of trade (figure 4.5). Long-range commerce centered on a restricted range of commodities—notably metals—whose natural distribution lay, not within the centers of population growth, but along their highland interstices.28 The transformation is first evident during the late fourth millennium BC, on the banks of the Tigris and Euphrates and in the valley and delta of the Nile, where newly formed polities drew in material resources from an extensive hinterland, reaching from the gold mines of the Nubian Desert to the lapis sources of Afghanistan.29 In the early centuries of the third millennium, a new frontier of urbanization opened out along the land routes between lowland Mesopotamia and Afghanistan, crossing the copper-rich uplands of the Iranian Plateau.30
By 2500 BC, the expansion of maritime trade between Mesopotamia and the Indus Valley had stimulated further cycles of urban growth around the fringes of the Persian Gulf,31 and the process was echoed to the north, on the Syrian steppe, where caravan routes now converged on the kingdom of Ebla.32 The cities of the Punjab in turn forged new connections across the Iranian Plateau, extending toward the inland river deltas of Central Asia.33 There, facing the black sands of the Karakum and Kyzylkum, a distinct form of urban life took root in the final centuries of the third millennium.34 And at much the same time, a new zone of maritime interaction was opening up along the Eastern Mediterranean seaboard, with momentous consequences for the island of Crete, and its European hinterland.35
4.5. From the Indus to the Aegean: selected Bronze Age sites and interregional trade routes, ca. 2500–1800 BC.
Each of the areas affected conferred its own cultural foundations upon the basic elements of urban civilization, abandoning certain features of its prehistoric past, but retaining and elaborating others—a role of custodianship usually taken by emergent elites. So, while all share a certain “family resemblance,” there are also pronounced differences between them, which arise from their distinct social structures and ecological settings. The differences are clearly evident in styles of urban planning, in settlement forms and patterns, in cosmology and related modes of ceremonial practice, and in the presence or absence of significant institutions, such as literate bureaucracies and sacred kingship.
CIVILIZATION: A MONSTROUS DAWN
It is striking that, in spite of the differences between them, none of the regions I have mentioned adopted the core features of urban civilization without also establishing a visual repertory of fantastic, composite creatures. In some cases, composite animals were initially introduced from neighboring or more distant centers, passing along the same routes of transmission that brought metals, precious stones, and other commodities deployed locally in the legitimization of elite status. An important factor in their dissemination was the use of carved seals to roll or impress complex images onto the clay closures of transport containers, about which there will be more to say in the following chapters.
Such was almost certainly the case with the appearance in protodynastic Egypt of serpent-necked felines and griffins—both of Mesopotamian or western Iranian origin—during the late fourth millennium BC.36 Upon arrival, these imported composites, which had only recently made their debut on the floodplains of the Tigris and Euphrates, were accorded a central place in the emerging ideology of sacred kingship.37 On the obverse of the Narmer Palette, an early royal monument, their intertwined necks—now leashed by human keepers in what appears to be a local modification—are ingeniously adapted from the miniature medium of seal carving to form a protective rim around the grinding area, where ritual substances were processed before being ingested or applied to the body (figure 4.6).38
4.6. (a) Serpent-necked felines carved in relief on the central register of the Narmer Palette, from Hierakonpolis, Upper Egypt, and (b) similar figures on cylinder seal impressions from Uruk in southern Mesopotamia, late fourth millennium BC (after Wengrow 2006, figs. 2.1–2.2; Frankfort 1939, pl. 4: d, f).
The composite figure of the goddess Taweret, closely associated with the protection of women in childbirth in her area of origin, underwent a similarly impressive transposition.39 Toward the end of the third millennium (ca. 2300–1900 BC), she leapfrogged from the banks of the Nile to the maritime cities of the Levantine coast, and thence to protopalatial Crete.40 On arrival, she picked up a mixture of Aegean and perhaps also Anatolian features,41 paving the way for a series of further monstrous migrations from the east, including the sphinx and griffin, whose watchful eyes overlooked the rebirth of the Minoan palaces in the later Bronze Age (ca. 1700–1400 BC).42 The same three composites—sphinx, griffin, and Taweret in her Minoan form—also traveled farther westward, blending seamlessly into the martial culture of the Greek mainland, and taking up privileged places of residence in the newly constructed palaces at Mycenae, Pylos, and Tiryns (see chapter 6, figure 6.1).43
4.7. Carved intaglio seals from (a) Pakistan (Mohenjo-daro); (b) Bahrain (Karrana); and (c) Turkmenistan (Gonur South), late third to early second millennium BC (after J. P. Joshi and A. Parpola, eds. 1987. Corpus of Indus Seals and Inscriptions, Volume 1, Collections in India. Helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia, fig. M-302, original photograph by Erja Lahdenperä, courtesy Archaeological Survey of India; K. M. Al-Sindi. 1999. Dilmun Seals. Bahrain: Bahrain National Museum, pp. 325–326, no. 249; F. Hiebert. 1994. Origins of the Bronze Age Oasis Civilization in Central Asia. Cambridge, MA: American School of Prehistoric Research, Bulletin 42, p. 151, fig. 9.14: 3).
Each of the urban centers that arose earlier in South and Central Asia, during the third millennium BC, cultivated its own brood of composite animals. We do not know their names, but they are clearly recognizable among the regional styles of glyptic imagery produced in the Indus Valley44 and the Persian Gulf,45 and subsequently in Bactria and Margiana (figure 4.7).46 The stone or metal seals on which they were executed were highly durable objects, and occasionally moved over great distances, together with the commodities they marked.47 The Iranian Plateau and the Syrian steppe have their own, slightly different tales to tell. In the former area, the knitting together of highland and lowland societies into a larger “Proto-Elamite” culture zone was accompanied by the creation of a new repertory of visual symbols, including wild animals performing human activities such as writing, plowing fields, traveling by boat, fighting with weapons, and bearing offerings (figure 4.8a).48 As in Mesopotamia, these designs—carried on cylinder seals—were impressed onto the mud closures of commodity vessels, and onto the surfaces of administrative documents and clay door locks, as well as being transposed to larger media.49 True composites, such as the griffin, also appear in the glyptic art of the Proto-Elamite expansion (figure 4.8b), but overall it was the actions performed by animals—rather than their anatomical forms—that sustained this particular construction of the unreal.50
Urban civilization took root on the grassy steppe of inland Syria at the beginning of the fourth millennium BC and intensified toward its end. Southern Mesopotamian influence along the Middle Euphrates is apparent in (among other things) the adoption of cylinder seals bearing images of composites, including types that were transmitted concurrently to Egypt.51 Around 3100 BC, both Syria and much of northern Mesopotamia witnessed a marked contraction of urban life and long-range commerce. Seals continued in use, and were once again employed in conjunction with painted pottery. Composite animals, however, had no apparent role to play in these more localized forms of cultural display, which spread across the Taurus and Zagros piedmont through social networks comparable in scale to those of Neolithic times.52 Equally notable is their spectacular reappearance, both in seal imagery and in larger media, during the mid-third millennium BC. Sometimes termed Syria’s “second urban revolution,” this period saw the reestablishment of long-range commercial ties between the steppe zone and the city-states of the southern Mesopotamian alluvium.53 Once again, the latter region provided a readymade repertory of composite figures—now heraldically posed in scenes of combat with human heroes—that was adopted with various modifications by Syrian seal-carvers, and transposed onto more monumental media of display (figure 4.8c).54
4.8. (a, b) Cylinder seal impressions from Tall-i Malyan, Fars, southwestern Iran, early third millennium BC (Proto-Elamite; after Pittman 1997: 156, figs. 4c, d), and (c) from Royal Palace G at Ebla, Syria, mid- to late third millennium BC (after Porada 1985: 92, fig. 14).
A general relationship has emerged between the spread of urban life and the widespread transmission of images depicting composite beings. To an extent, that is perhaps alarming—these distributions are often traceable through just a single, surviving medium: image-bearing seals made of durable materials and their impressions on a variety of malleable surfaces, ranging from the mud stoppers of commodity jars to the strips of clay placed across door-thresholds to deter entry, and—in the cases of Mesopotamia and western Iran—the surfaces of clay documents used to record transactions. Undoubtedly, seals are best regarded as tracers for a wider range of commodities, most of which are not preserved in the archaeological record. Among the latter, dyed and ornamented textiles—the quintessential value-added products of early urban economies—are likely to have played a significant role in the long-range dissemination of visual styles and motifs.55 In view of these preservation biases, we might be wary of attaching too much significance either to the seals themselves or to the objects they marked. As the earliest known device for mechanically reproducing a complex image, the impact of seal use on the transmission of visual designs nevertheless warrants closer investigation. I will return to this issue in the chapter that follows.
A WORLD DIVIDED: COMPOSITES, COMMODITIES, AND THE URBAN MILIEU
To further define the cultural ecology of the composite animal, I will focus on the initial transition from village to urban life in Mesopotamia. Through their expansive commercial interests, the first cities established along the Tigris and Euphrates rivers provided a stimulus and example for the growth of centers elsewhere. While the institutional foundations of early urban society there remain poorly understood, the Mesopotamian case therefore retains a certain primal status for the wider urban milieu of the western Old World.
4.9. Composite figurine with female attributes, from a grave at Ur/Tell el-Muqayyar, southern Mesopotamia, fifth millennium BC (‘Ubaid period) (after McAdam 2003: 165, fig. 1).
Two closely related features of that transition are especially germane to the development of composites: the overall standardization of material culture and the cultivation of new technologies based on modular principles of assembly. The beginnings of these processes lie in small-scale communities scattered across the plains of central and northern Mesopotamia, and in neighboring parts of southern Turkey (ca. 5000–4300 BC). These village societies already display emergent properties of urban life that differentiate them from their Neolithic antecedents.56 Their ceramic repertories exhibit a new degree of uniformity and an overall reduction of aesthetic investment,57 and the figurines of this period—which unite elements of human and reptilian form—include complex and relatively standardized forms made by “adding body parts to a central stalk, with features created by carving, painting or application” (figure 4.9).58
The use of stone seals to mark the clay closures of commodities was already widely established in Mesopotamia by the fifth millennium BC, but it was only in this phase of village life that their surface designs began to feature an increasingly diverse range of figural images, often depicted with detailed rendering of joints and musculature.59 The spatial distribution of those images, preserved mainly as impressions on vessel sealings, follows a dense network of highland–lowland trade that extended along the flanks of the Zagros and Taurus mountains, and onto the neighboring plains.60 In addition to horned animals and humans, creatures with multiple limbs make their first appearance, as does a widely distributed but as yet only loosely standardized image of a human body topped by a goat’s head or mask, holding aloft snakes or other dangerous animals (figure 4.10).61
With the expansion of urban settlements throughout Mesopotamia during the fourth millennium BC, the trajectory toward standardization and modularity in material culture intensified markedly. Systems of modular construction, based on the assembly of standardized and interchangeable components, are evident not just in imagery at this time, but also across such diverse technological domains as mud-brick architecture and ceramic commodity packaging (figure 4.11).62 These wider developments in material culture underpinned the invention, around 3300 BC, of the protocuneiform script.63 This new system of information storage was initially designed for bookkeeping purposes in large urban institutions, which acted as the religious and economic hubs of the earliest cities. It was based on a principle of differentiation whereby materials, animals, plants, and labor were divided into fixed subclasses and units of measurement, organized according to abstract criteria of number, order, and rank. Many of the earliest known administrative tablets thus functioned in a manner comparable to modern punch cards and balance sheets. In order for such a recording system to function, every named commodity—each beer or oil jar, each dairy vessel, and their contents, and each animal of the herd—had to be interchangeable with, and thus equivalent to, every other of the same administrative class.64 A smaller number of early inscriptions, known as lexical lists, appear to have had no direct administrative function, and may reflect the intellectual milieu of the earliest scribes, who engaged, as part of their training, in “fanciful paradigmatic name-generating exercises” for a wide range of subjects.65
4.10. Illustration of sealing mechanism and examples of images impressed with stamp seals onto the clay sealings of storage vessels, Mesopotamia and western Iran, late fifth to early fourth millennium BC (after Frankfort 1939, p. 2, fig. 1; Amiet 1980, pls. 2, 6, 7).
4.11. Pouring vessel showing composite construction, from Habuba Kabira South on the Syrian Euphrates, early urban/Uruk period (late fourth millennium BC) (after D. Sürenhagen. 1978. Keramikproduktion in Habuba Kabira-Süd. Berlin: Bruno Hessling, fig. 49).
The invention of a novel repertory of composite figures can be seen to “fit” very logically into this urban and bureaucratic milieu. In pictorial art, new standards of anatomical precision and uniformity, evident in both miniature and monumental formats, echoed wider developments in material culture.66 Through the medium of sealing practices, miniature depiction remained closely tied to the practice of administration, which required the multiplication of standardized and clearly distinguishable signs for the official marking of commodities and documents. Variability among seal designs was generated through often-tiny adjustments in the appearance or arrangement of figures and motifs. These did not alter the overall visual statement, but allowed each design to fulfill its designated role as a discrete identifier within the larger administrative system to which it belonged.67
In its search for new subject matter, it is hardly surprising that the “bureaucratic eye” was increasingly drawn to the possibilities of composite figuration (figure 4.12). Not only did a composite approach to the rendering of organic forms greatly multiply the range of possible subjects for depiction. As Barbara Stafford points out, the counterfactual images that it produced also serve to emphasize details of anatomy that would normally “slip by our attention or be absorbed unthinkingly,”68 becoming noticeable only when disaggregated from their ordinary contexts. Composites thus encapsulated, in striking visual forms, the bureaucratic imperative to confront the world, not as we ordinarily encounter it—made up of unique and sentient totalities—but as an imaginary realm made up of divisible subjects, each comprising a multitude of fissionable, commensurable, and recombinable parts.
4.12. Cylinder seal impressions showing experiments with composite figuration, from Mesopotamia and western Iran, late fourth millennium BC (after R. M. Boehmer. 1999. Uruk: früheste Siegelabrollungen. Mainz am Rhein: Philipp Von Zabern).
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COUNTERINTUITIVE IMAGES AND THE MECHANICAL ARTS
Now the human understanding is infected by the sight of what takes place in the mechanical arts, in which the alteration of bodies proceeds chiefly by composition or separation, and so imagines that something similar goes on in the universal nature of things.
—Francis Bacon, The New Organon
[Novum Organum 1620], Works I: 47–69
Imagine that the composite figures I have been describing were not just images of fictitious animals, but actual sentient beings. Their adaptive strategies and evolution could now be described in some detail. We would observe how they have subsisted within a wide range of environments, and that their origins probably extend back as far as our own. But for much of their early prehistory, the relationship of these creatures to humans was largely one of avoidance. They remained generally very rare and special kinds of animals, only occasionally seen, even by those few people who became experts in their patterns of behavior. All of this changed with the emergence of a new and complex type of ecology, around six thousand years ago. Urban and state-like societies offered a setting in which composites could, for the first time, thrive and multiply in significant numbers, leaving a clear and striking taphonomic imprint on the archaeological record.
Clearly not all varieties of composite animal thrived to the same extent, even within their newly discovered niche. Cases of “arrested development” are not difficult to find. One such case may be illustrated by an atypical cuneiform text, known as the Babylonian Göttertypentext. Most probably composed in the second millennium BC, it survives only in Neo-Assyrian copies.1 The text gives a detailed technical program—of just the kind recommended by Leonardo da Vinci (see chapter 2)—for the depiction of composite beings, and uses them in a very unusual way to personify nouns.2 The following image was intended, for instance, to personify “Grief”:
The head is supplied with a cap and horns of an ox; he is supplied with ears of an ox; the hair hangs loose over his back; the face is that of a woman; his hands are those of a man; he is supplied with wings and his hands are stretched outwards towards his wings; the naked body is that of a woman; his feet stand in the huppu posture.3
As has often been noted, however, almost none of the composites described in the Göttertypentext are attested within the extensive record of Mesopotamian art. Another, and perhaps clearer, case of limited reproduction derives from a palace workshop on Bronze Age Crete. It concerns the miniature creations of the so-called Zakros Master—hyper-composites, combining manifold elements of human and animal bodies—which appear never to have traveled far beyond their point of inception, despite clear attempts to replicate particular images on multiple seals (figure 5.1).4 If composites, to paraphrase Rudolph Arnheim, “can be bred the cheap or the hard way,” then we must also acknowledge that some remained stillborn.
At the other end of the distributional spectrum, we find the contrasting phenomenon of supermobile composites, hopping cultural boundaries with astonishing bravado, and leaving behind them a trail of connections that charts the frontiers of an expanding urban economy. It is unclear how the concept of “fittingness,” introduced in the previous chapter, could account for this particular aspect of their distribution. Unlike, for example, the invention of the wheel (another highly contagious feature of Bronze Age culture), the particular form taken by composite figures is unconstrained by technological function. How, then, are we to explain the frequency with which particular composites moved, often in only slightly modified forms, across cultural frontiers? What kind of constraints were acting on their transmission? What was the source of their intercultural stability and appeal?
5.1. Hyper-composite figures impressed onto clay sealings, found at the palace town of Zakros on Crete, mid-second millennium BC (after Weingarten 1983, pls. 20–25; courtesy Judith Weingarten).
To address these questions, we need a sharper picture of the processes through which composites spread among different regions. In the following chapter, I will propose some distinct patterns of transmission that are attested across multiple chronological periods and regional settings, shedding further light on the institutional contexts of image transmission in the Bronze and Iron Ages. First, however, more needs to be said about the strange “reproductive habits” of the composite animal, and its strong association with mechanical modes of image making. It may be instructive here to step outside the realm of composites proper and consider another type of image, which occupies a middle-ground between masking and the depiction of imaginary beings: the face of Humbaba, legendary guardian of the Cedar Forest defeated by Gilgamesh in battle, exemplified here by a cast terracotta plaque of the second millennium BC from central Iraq (figure 5.2a). The face of Humbaba and its distant Greek relative the gorgoneion exhibit remarkably broad distributions in time and space.5 Both are to some degree “counterintuitive” images, in which the “usual conventions and typical classifications [of physiognomy] are syncopated and intermixed.” “In disrupting the features that make up a human face,” as Jean-Pierre Vernant wrote of the gorgoneion, “it produces an effect of disconcerting strangeness that expresses a form of the monstrous, oscillating between two extremes: the horror of the terrifying and the hilarity of the grotesque.”6 Before asserting a relationship between the limited counterintuitiveness of these images and their cultural catchiness, we should consider the technological background to their dissemination. A recent discovery at Tiryns offers a point of departure.
5.2. Furrowed faces on (a) a cast terracotta plaque from central Iraq, early second millennium BC (after M.-T. Barrelet. 1968. Figurines et reliefs en terre cuite de la Mésopotamie antique. Volume 1. Paris: Paul Geuthner, fig. 759), and (b) on the reconstructed underside of a mold-made faience cup from Tiryns, Greece, thirteenth century BC (courtesy Joseph Maran and Maria Kostoula).
THE MATERIALITY OF (MINIMALLY) COUNTERINTUITIVE FORMS: A VIEW FROM TIRYNS
There are perhaps few better settings for thinking about the cultural significance of monsters, in the broader colloquial sense, than the ruins of Tiryns, overlooking the Gulf of Argos. The Argolid was Bronze Age Greece’s face to the East, just as the Gulf of Corinth—on the other side of an isthmus dominated by the palace at Mycenae—was its face to the West. According to Pausanias, Tiryns became the kingdom of Perseus after his return from the ends of the world with the head of the Gorgon, and his subsequent shaming and exile from Argos.7 The people of Argos claimed that the lethal prize, which retained the power to kill by its stare, was buried beneath their marketplace: a shrewd insurance policy against future ruination, as well as a potent foundation myth. Pausanias’s Description of Greece credited the building of Tiryns’s walls to another race of monsters, the one-eyed giants, or Cyclopes, who undergo a marked transformation in Greek literature, from Homer’s “idle and unruly” troublemakers to the diligent artisans and builders of culture—masters of sculpture and metalworking—that are found in classical sources.8
Dating to the thirteenth century BC, the remains of a multimedia workshop are among the recent finds from a destruction layer in the Lower Citadel of Tiryns.9 The workshop specialized in producing composite faience and sheet metal objects: exotic techniques, imported from the east, and conceivably practiced here by foreign craft-workers. Its products included a distinctive range of head-shaped vessels, the basic forms of which were achieved by pressing successive layers of faience into an intaglio mold. The resulting container was fired to a dark glaze, painted, and ornamented with inlaid eyeballs and perhaps also gold foil attachments. Composite vessels of this kind are rare in Bronze Age Greece, but good parallels are known from urban centers on Cyprus and the Levantine coast, whose trade links to the Argolid are attested in a variety of luxury imports at Tiryns and other Mycenaean palaces.10
Having no base, the cups were designed for rapid drinking, probably of wine, in which the act of consumption—from a spectator’s point of view—replaced the face of the drinker with that of the creature depicted on the cup. As practical objects, they united the ritual techniques of drinking and masking, both of which imply submission to a public act of metamorphosis. One particular vessel from Tiryns is distinguished by a grotesquely furrowed face, and an unusual aperture in its gaping mouth which could be blocked with a finger while drinking, or used for theatrical effect to emit a gory stream of red liquid, perhaps accompanied by a gargling sound (figure 5.2b). Parallels have been drawn with a contemporary series of terracotta masks that were found on Cyprus, and these in turn echo Near Eastern depictions of the ogre Humbaba, whose head (bleeding heavily, no doubt, from the mouth) was taken in combat by Gilgamesh, and transformed into a protective image.11
Both the faience vessels and the terracotta masks they resemble were most often created by pressing soft material into a reusable mold, which allowed precise replication of a complex—and counterintuitive—version of a face.12 A late, and apparently isolated, revival of the same technical procedure occurs in the Peloponnese during the Iron Age, when cast gorgonesque masks appear prominently among dedications from the Spartan sanctuary of Artemis Orthia.13 Its deep origins, however, lie in Mesopotamia, where the one-piece mold was first applied to the reproduction of terracotta images at the end of the third millennium BC and where grotesque faces were produced by this method no later than the beginning of the second, together with a range of composite figures.14 In considering the popularity of this particular type of image—its ability to become, as Pascal Boyer puts it, “both relatively stable within a group and recurrent among different groups”—we can hardly afford to ignore the material procedures through which it was replicated.
A FURTHER PARADOX IN THE EPIDEMIOLOGY OF CULTURE
From the standpoint of an “epidemiological” approach to culture (see chapter 2), the close association between mechanical techniques of image production and the spread of (minimally) counterintuitive forms is puzzling. It implies a strong element of redundancy—a kind of superfluous cultural prosthesis to cognitive predispositions that are already biased towards the reception of such images. The paradox becomes more acute when we take into account that Mesopotamia, the heartland of composite animals, is also the region where mechanical methods were first widely applied to the reproduction of images, via stamp and cylinder seals, initially, and then also via the terracotta mold (see chapter 4).15 Moreover, the subsequent proliferation of composites during the Bronze Age follows closely the spread, to neighboring parts of the Old World, of mechanical modes of image production, and of the palace and temple institutions where they were used to promulgate officially sanctioned signs.16
Within large-scale social formations (where the origin of commodities was increasingly mysterious and remote), the use of image-bearing seals to mark and secure the containers of goods, taken into the body and household, provided evidence of elite claims to secure the materials of life and wellbeing. For millennia, in the ancient Near East and Mediterranean, sealing devices formed the “canvas” on which an ever-evolving imagery of power and protection unfolded: the comings and goings of gods and goddesses, fabulous animals and kings, intricate scenes of industry and travel, feasting and worship, conquest and defeat—all the dazzling visual innovations of the urban state, harnessed to the most elementary social activity of them all, the sharing and distribution of food and drink. Sealing practices created extended webs of accountability between producers and consumers, while the highly specialized techniques of seal manufacture (using intaglio carving and, from the second millennium BC, wheel-cutting of miniature designs) ensured centralized control over the circulation and modification of designs.17
Such practices had a dual effect on the dissemination of images, comparable in some respects to that of the printing press in late medieval and early modern Europe.18 They provided a method for accelerating the replication of powerful visual formulae, simultaneously restricting their production to a small group of artisans and their elite patrons. This use of mechanical image production to fix ritual values within stable media of transmission, extending their dissemination beyond ephemeral performances into the spaces of everyday transactions, is a distinctive and neglected feature of early state formation in the western Old World. It can be counted among those cultural strategies through which elite groups made “legible” their cosmological and political roles in society,19 and it has a direct bearing on the distribution of composite figures in the visual record. Cognition may render us peculiarly susceptible to such images, but viewed in this light their dissemination seems more closely reliant upon technological and political forces.
Might the argument for nurture over nature be pushed further still? Ernst Gombrich, in The Sense of Order, appears to suggest just such a possibility, claiming that pictures of imaginary, composite animals—far from being cognitively infectious—confront unusual obstacles to transmission. Of medieval European grotesques he wrote:
There are no names in our language, no categories in our thought, to come to grips with this elusive dream-imagery in which “all things are mixed.” It outrages both our “sense of order” and our search for meaning . . . [those] tendencies which dominate our perception. They alone enable us to form those expectations which can be subsequently confirmed or refuted and which thus permit us to “make sense” of the information we pick up with our eyes. . . . Not only do the limbs of these composite creatures defy our classifications, often we cannot even tell where they begin or end—they are not individuals, because their bodies merge or join. . . . There is nothing to hold on to, nothing fixed, the deformitas is hard to “code” and harder still to remember, for everything is in flux.20
We are on the verge of a seductive hypothesis, which must be considered if only to be immediately rejected: is mechanical replication in some way a necessary supplement to our innate capacities for recalling and faithfully reproducing counterfactual images on an extended spatial and temporal scale? Let us admit that the idea has its attractions. It provides an economical, if only partial,21 explanation for the sparseness of composites in the prehistoric visual record, and it tallies reasonably well with their observable spread in later periods. Gombrich, however, offered no evidence—experimental or otherwise—to support the notion that pictures of imaginary creatures might be more difficult to remember and replicate than pictures of living species, and no such evidence has to my knowledge been supplied before or since.22 Furthermore, any attempt to formulate a causal or universal equation between the use of mechanical reproduction and the dissemination of fantastic imagery confronts an important counterexample, within the ambit of early Old World cultures.23
THE CASE OF CHINESE BRONZES
For Mikhail Rostovtzeff, with whom this study began, China marked the end of a journey on the monster’s tail, and this chapter will follow suit. An association has long been recognized between the earliest development of cities and urban elites in the valley of the Yellow River and the inception of new modes of display that made great use of fantastic imagery.24 A by-now-familiar contrast can be drawn, in this respect, with preurban societies in the same region. The Neolithic Yangshao culture (ca. 5000–3000 BC) possessed a rich tradition of painted ceramics, the decoration of which comprises, for the most part, geometric motifs.25 On those rare occasions when figurative images are present, they depict recognizable animals (such as fish and birds) or schematic human forms.26 The medium in which imaginary creatures first appear on a significant scale is that of cast bronze vessels (figure 5.3a,b), coinciding with the territorial expansion of Shang power in the latter part of the second millennium BC.27
In early China, bronzes were used in the performance of sacrificial offerings, through which descent groups—the basic units of political organization throughout the Bronze Age—sought to maintain favorable relationships with a host of spirit beings.28 Ceremonial bronze vessels, cast with a sophisticated piece-mold technology, were first produced in quantity with the onset of urban life. They remained central components of dynastic culture for more than a thousand years, spanning the period from around 1500 to 400 BC.29 Writing before the stylistic development of ritual bronzes had been established,30 Rostovtzeff proposed a westerly source for the fantastic creatures that appear on Shang and Zhou vessels—in particular, the taotie (figure 5.3c), which he confidently referred to as a “Chinese ogre mask”; another design that he called an “eagle-griffin”; and a third that he designated a “dragon.” “The main problem of the Chinese animal style,” he wrote in 1929, “is to solve the question of the origin of these three fantastic monsters. Is it possible that the same figures, with the same peculiarities, were invented independently both in the Near East and the Far East?.” “Have the Mesopotamian fantastic animals and those of China a common origin?’31
5.3. Bronze vessels from (a) Yueyang, Hunan, and (b) Sanxingdui (Shang period, thirteenth to twelfth century BC, height 50 cm; after drawing by Li Xiating in R. Bagley. 1999. Shang archaeology. In The Cambridge History of Ancient China: From the Origins of Civilization to 221 B.C., ed. M. Loewe and E. L. Shaughnessy, pp. 124–231. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press), and (c) rubbing of taotie motif (after Rawson 1987: 27, fig. 9.2).
Chronological impossibilities aside, it has since been suggested that the fantastic creatures of early Chinese art are constructed on quite different principles to their counterparts in the ancient Near East and Mediterranean. Robert Bagley notes a long-standing practice in Chinese art history of viewing prehistoric and Bronze Age images through the retrospective lens of much later, Han-period designs, with their iconic depictions of composite animals.32 Even the enigmatic carvings on Neolithic jades, popular as grave goods on the east coast of China from the fifth to the third millennia BC, have sometimes been confidently identified as dragon motifs.33 The dragons of Han art, as Bagley points out, “are not materially different from the ones we see today on placemats in Chinese restaurants.” But their remote ancestors, he suggests, “were very different indeed, different in the imaginative processes that produced them and different in their elusive, utterly unfamiliar relationship to animals of the real world.”34
Accordingly to Bagley, figural designs on Shang and Western Zhou bronzes should be clearly distinguished from the composites of ancient Near Eastern art.35 The examples of imaginary animals that he considers do not result from clearly articulated variations on animal anatomy. Instead they comprise tantalizing suggestions of organic form that, on closer scrutiny, dissolve back into larger patterns of interlaced lines and projections. In other words, they exemplify just the kind of visual elusiveness that so irritated Gombrich in The Sense of Order.36 Other historians of Chinese art have taken a different approach. Ledderose describes the taotie in terms much closer to those I have used for the design of imaginary composites in the western Old World. “The anatomical parts of the taotie,” he proposes, “may be regarded as modules in a decorative system . . . they are composite, interchangeable parts combined into units.” The taotie, he suggests, can be constructed from up to ten standard bodily elements (such as body, eyes, nose, horns, and claws), which retain their individual shapes even when detached from the body and left “floating in a sea of spirals.”37
From a comparative perspective, and within the wider terms of my discussion, what stands out is the systematic avoidance by Chinese bronze casters of mechanical techniques for the replication of complex visual designs, despite the availability of such methods in other media of lower status.38 Decorative images were painstakingly carved by hand either onto the core from which casting molds were formed39 or onto individual mold sections.40 The overall system of manufacture was modular but not mechanical, and reflects the wider principles on which urban crafts were organized:
For decoration the bronze makers developed a modular system that allowed them to assemble countless combinations from a limited repertoire of motifs and compartments. They also devised a modular technical system for casting their vessels. These systems offered the best solution to the task that the ancient Chinese had set for themselves: to produce high-quality bronzes in sets. . . . To have religious and political life function properly, the Shang aristocracy may have needed in, say, the twelfth century BC, sets of ritual bronzes totaling several thousand units. The bronze makers met the demand by devising modular systems. Modular products lend themselves to a division of labor. They are most smoothly and efficiently fabricated in a production system in which the work is compartmentalized.41
Only from around the eighth century BC onward were clay pattern blocks, such as those discovered at the Houma foundry in Shanxi Province, used to impress designs mechanically onto the mold sections from which bronzes were cast.42 The adoption of this mechanical technique coincides broadly with the absorption, into an existing visual repertory, of restricted elements from a foreign pictorial style that derived ultimately from urban centers of the Near
East.43 Carried onto the Central Chinese Plain through interaction with nomadic populations, these foreign elements included new ways of constructing composite animals and arranging them in confrontational poses that were formerly absent from Chinese art.44 In no way, however, can the earlier avoidance of mechanical replication techniques in bronze casting be said to have impeded the dissemination of standard templates for the visualization of imaginary beings, and the overall impact of mechanical reproduction upon this longe-stablished tradition appears to have been quite minimal.
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MODES OF IMAGE TRANSFER
TRANSFORMATIVE, INTEGRATIVE, PROTECTIVE
The interaction of mental images and physical images is a field still largely unexplored, one that concerns the politics of images no less than the imaginaire of a given society.
—Hans Belting, Image, Medium, Body, 2005: 304
The distribution of composite figures in the visual record raises a number of intriguing problems for the study of cultural transmission, for which only partial and unsatisfactory solutions have so far been offered. Their impressive transmission across cultural boundaries, to be analyzed further in this chapter, is consistent with the expectations of an “epidemiological” approach to the spread of culture, which would accord them a special kind of cognitive catchiness. But that approach, in its current form, offers no way of explaining why such images become stable and widespread only with the onset of urban life and state formation, beginning little more than six thousand years ago—a mere blink of the eye, on the timescale of biological evolution. In the western Old World, high levels of covariation occur between figures of this type and mechanical modes of image making, but, for reasons explored in the previous chapter, a direct causal relationship between the two phenomena can be safely ruled out.
More promising avenues of enquiry were opened up in chapter 4. It was argued there that composite figures “fit” within the wider cultural milieu of the earliest cities, where principles of modular construction and reasoning were cultivated for a wide range of activities such as commerce, administration, and display. But this does not explain the recurrence of the same imaginary figures in different cultural settings. In this chapter, I address the latter problem, focusing on the institutional role of externally derived images within centralized (or centralizing) societies. I will suggest that the macro-distribution of composites follows two distinct but regular modes of transmission and reception, to be termed “transformative” and “integrative.” The fact that both modes can be exemplified from more than one region and chronological period provides a measure of confidence that the patterns observed, while contingent on particular sets of institutional conditions, are not simply random.1
I will then go on to introduce a third mode of transmission, which I term “protective.” Attested most clearly in written and pictorial sources of the first millennium BC, it is defined by the magical deployment of images as defense against the spread of illness and misfortune: an epidemiology of representations, yes, but of a more literal kind than envisaged by evolutionary psychology. These three modes do not exhaust the range of processes through which images of composite beings were transmitted among Bronze and Iron Age societies. Closer inspection of written and pictorial evidence from any single region or period would undoubtedly reveal others. Nor are they mutually exclusive. They shade into one another at various points, and the contrasts between them, which often emerge from very different kinds of source material, should not be overstated. I will begin with transformative modes, where the reception of composite figures from an outside source is associated with periods of accelerated structural change in the host society.
TRANSFORMATIVE MODE: COMPOSITES INTRUDE
Transformative modes of image transfer belong to a wider class of what Andrew Bevan calls “contact phenomena,” appearing among communities that were being strongly influenced by external factors, “sometimes attractive, sometimes repellent.”2 Perhaps the most intensely investigated example is that of Iron Age Greece in a period of city-state formation, commercial expansion, and colonization.3 As Robin Osborne writes of Archaic Greek art:
The animals of the eighth century are predominantly domestic, those of the seventh century fantastic. Creatures of the imagination colonize pots and dedications alike. Not only do fantastic creatures appear in scenes that show stories, but all sorts of parts of vessels of clay, metal, wood, and stone turn into animals’ bodies. From the late eighth century molded snakes writhe their way around the shoulders of Athenian Late Geometric amphorae, and the tripod cauldrons, prestigious dedications at major sanctuaries, sprout griffins’ heads.4
What Osborne captures so effectively is the intrusion of composites—all of them imported from eastern sources—into the heart of an existing cultural milieu.5 The wider transformation of that milieu between the seventh and sixth centuries BC has been characterized as one in which architecture changed “from mud-brick huts with reed roofs and rough stone foundations into marble temples with precisely cut blocks and elegant decorative features, sculpture from small, lumpy terracotta figurines into over-life-size statues of marble or bronze, replete with observed detail, and painting from strips of purely linear design into large-scale figure-compositions of considerable refinement.’6
James Whitley provides a valuable discussion of local variability in the Greek reception of foreign composites, highlighting their wider social significance at a time of institutional change on the mainland.7 He focuses on the dispensation of orientalizing ceramics and metalwork in seventh-century Attica, identifying tensions in the consumption of eastern goods and imagery that were specific to that region, but also shed light on processes taking place in other parts of the Aegean. Throughout much of Greece, the seventh century BC was a period of heightened competition between local elites, whose authority was based on personal ties of loyalty, underpinned by kinship obligations and claims to ancestral status.8 Since the commencement of the Iron Age, in the tenth century, this aristocratic ideal had been sanctioned through a restricted set of ritual practices, in which the selective display of exotic trade items signaled the attainment of rank and status. Grave goods at that time show a hierarchical pattern of distribution in the archaeological record, and imagery—of chariots, battle scenes, and arrangements of human and animal figures—was carefully rationed on ceramics, metalwork, and ivories. With the exception of centaurs, which first appear on Late Geometric pottery, composites are absent from the decoration of these and other display media.
Whitley considers how, by the late eighth century—in Corinth, Euboea, and other parts of Greece—this established social order was disrupted and transformed through the arrival in increasing quantities of foreign trade goods and through the emergence of a cosmopolitan elite, membership of which was defined and signaled primarily through the use of non-Greek objects, images, and practices. The incorporation into local idioms of display of foreign (mainly Levantine) visual designs, and their percolation across multiple levels of Greek society, is reflected in the increasing popularity of orientalizing motifs—including a variety of composite animals—on painted and incised ceramics, whose decoration emulates the appearance of more prestigious metalwork (see also chapter 1). For local elites, orientalizing objects were both sought after and potentially threatening, an ambivalence that Whitley finds most strongly expressed in the region of Attica, where he detects an attempt to circumscribe the symbolic potential of foreign trade goods within established codes of ceremonial display.9
An association between composites, introduced from outside sources, and the reformulation and efflorescence of elite culture can be similarly traced for earlier periods of Mediterranean history. In the centuries directly preceding the emergence of their respective palatial civilizations, both protopalatial Crete (ca. 1950–1700 BC) and Late Helladic I–II Greece (ca. 1600–1350 BC) witnessed an influx of such images carried respectively on Egyptian scarabs and on cylinder seals of the “Common Mitanni Style,” and no doubt also on other, less durable media such as textiles and metalwork.10 In each case, we can follow the incorporation of imported composites into an elite cultural milieu, together with a variety of other exotic practices and commodities. Taweret on Crete adopts the role of “libation carrier” and “bearer of offerings,” as though she had been born into the rituals of Minoan palace life (figure 6.1a).11 Likewise, the sphinxes and griffins that arrived on the Greek mainland merged into the newly ordered space of the megaron, where sacrifices were performed before the wanax, and took up prominent roles in the heroic pageant of Mycenaean kingship (figure 6.1b,c).12
Conventional use of the term “orientalizing” to describe such processes is unhelpful. It confines them to a particular spatial and chronological horizon, and to a particular point of view: the Greek or (implicitly) “European” one. It also discourages comparisons with comparable phenomena of cultural fusion and transformation elsewhere. For example, concurrent with her penetration into the Aegean world, Taweret also moved south into Africa, where she was adopted by indigenous elites whose emergent centers of power lay astride the Third Cataract of the Nile, at Kerma.13 There her protective figure appears at the heart of royal rituals, arrayed along the head and foot supports of ceremonial beds—traditional carrying equipment for deceased members of the court en route to their monumental tombs, where both human kin and cattle were sacrificed in spectacular burial rites.14
Further comparisons can be drawn with the much earlier reception of Near Eastern composites in protodynastic Egypt, at the end of the fourth millennium BC, similarly associated with an efflorescence of elite culture and with the coalescence of new institutions—in this case, the unification of the “Two Lands” of Upper and Lower Egypt under a form of sacred kingship that lasted, in its essentials, until the Greco-Roman period. The core ingredients, discussed in chapter 4, are all there, unfolding over a similar time span of three to four centuries: an influx of composite figures from distant sources, carried on expanding routes of long-distance maritime and overland trade; their incorporation into culturally salient objects and practices that were previously free of them; and their deployment by new and powerful groups whose influence transcended that of earlier factions on both the local and supra-local levels.15
6.1. (a) Cretan rendering of Taweret on a stamp seal impression from Phaistos; (b) griffins pulling a chariot on an impression of a gold signet ring from a tholos tomb at Anthia in Messenia, Greece, mid-second millennium BC; and (c) griffin-lion pair on a wall frieze reconstructed from fragments found in the later palace at Pylos, thirteenth century BC (after Weingarten 1991, p. 22, fig. 3; Krzyszkowska 2005, p. 252, fig. 486, photograph of impression by Olga Krzyszkowska; M. Lang. 1969. The Palace of Nestor at Pylos in Western Messenia II: The Frescoes. Princeton, NJ: University of Cincinnati and Princeton University Press, pl. P-21C46, courtesy of the Department of Classics, University of Cincinnati).
I have defined a recurrent mode of cultural transformation, with recognizable archaeological traces and consistent manifestations across multiple regions and periods. As first exemplified in the fourth millennium BC, the pattern is one of disruption and accelerated change—characteristic of the periods labeled “proto-” or “archaic”—in which received cultural categories are brought into question through heightened exposure to foreign influence. The incorporation of composites, originating outside the established boundaries of a given cultural milieu, is a consistent feature of these transformations, from protodynastic Egypt to Archaic Greece. In no instance can any simple causal relationship be posited between institutional change and the adoption of a foreign bestiary in art or ritual. It is notable, however, that in each of the cases described, exotic composites are associated with the material culture of social elites in the process of self-fashioning, and were accorded discursive prominence through their incorporation into important rituals and ceremonies. The cumulative unfolding of this cultural pattern across an ever-widening area created a common fund of fantastic imagery, shared by Bronze Age elites from the Near East to the Aegean. The growth of this common reservoir of images, connecting elite worlds via the otherworldly, was a precondition for my second mode of cultural transmission: the “integrative” mode.
INTEGRATIVE MODE: COMPOSITES MOVE BETWEEN
The transmission of images in the integrative mode corresponds closely to the development of what are often termed “intercultural” or (anachronistically) “international” styles in the art of the ancient Near East and Mediterranean—that is, elite visual styles blending elements of diverse cultural origin, and resisting identification with particular craft centers or “schools.”16 Marian Feldman, in her book Diplomacy by Design, has done much to clarify the distinctive features of intercultural style objects in the later Bronze Age, including the pervasive presence not only of imaginary animals (notably sphinxes and griffins) but also of composite, fantastical plants among their surface decoration. During the fourteenth and thirteenth centuries BC, luxury goods took on common forms across cultural boundaries, working to consolidate otherwise fragile commercial and political bonds through their circulation as gifts and countergifts. At this time of intense interregional diplomacy between the royal courts of the Eastern Mediterranean, imaginary landscapes—ornamenting the highly crafted surfaces of luxury furniture, vessels, and vehicles—reveal, in their distribution, the cosmopolitan face of courtly life—the desire for mutual recognition and integration across often tense cultural boundaries, negotiated amid the ever-present uncertainty of dynastic politics.
International correspondence of the period, preserved mainly from cuneiform archives found in New Kingdom Egypt and Hittite Anatolia, reveals a sharp competitive edge to royal exchange, and indicates the risks of diplomatic failure entailed by inadequate or inappropriate gestures.17 It is within this ostentatious and fissile world that Feldman locates the decoration of “international style” objects. Composite animals typically feature there in scenes of predation where they are incorporated, either as violent opponents or protective allies, with images of real wild animals such as lions (figure 6.2).18 She suggests that both composite creatures and imaginary plants (notably the “stylized voluted palmette”) serve to locate this imagery “outside the realm of the physical world and into ‘otherness’ that could be either threatening or protective.”19 The evidence assembled by Feldman is extremely diverse, and the characteristics of the integrative mode may be easier to define if we consider an earlier example, more tightly focused upon a single medium.
During the middle and later part of the third millennium BC, in the Early Bronze Age, highly ornamented vessels made from a soft, dark stone known as chlorite achieved an extremely wide distribution, reaching from Central Asia to the Euphrates, and passing across a multiplicity of cultural and political boundaries.20 Such vessels are most frequently documented between the central and southern coastlines of the Persian Gulf and the city-states of lowland Mesopotamia and Khuzistan, where they have been found in temples dedicated to various deities. Carved with metal tools, these “intercultural style” containers, as they are known, were highly individualized both in form and decoration.21 Each was densely ornamented from lip to base on its outer surface with varying combinations of patterned relief carving, figural attachments, and inlays of colored stone and shell (figure 6.3). Composite animals figure prominently, most often in the form of lion-headed serpents, but also including standing bull-men.22 They are among those images of living beings whose bodies are animated by paint and colored inlay. Scorpion-men and lion-men, sometimes shown in the “master-of-animals” pose, are known on chlorite vessels recovered in southern Iran, but as yet these have no clear parallels from excavated contexts.23
6.2. Wooden box lid with relief carving of a landscape populated by real and imaginary animals, found at Saqqara in northern Egypt, ca. 1400 BC (after Morgan 1988: 52, fig. 41).
6.3. Soft-stone vessel with intercultural-style ornament from Khafaje, Iraq, mid-third millennium BC, and rolled-out reproduction of its surface decoration (after H. Frankfort. 1954. The Art and Architecture of the Ancient Orient. Harmondsworth: Penguin, p. 19, fig. 9. © The Trustees of the British Museum).
Sources of chlorite were concentrated in central Arabia and around the highland margins of the Gulf of Oman, and production centers for intercultural-style vessels have been identified at Tepe Yahya and perhaps also at Konar Sandal, in the vicinity of Jiroft.24 The location of these sites in the Halil River basin, with ready access to a major maritime outlet at Bandar Abbas, suggests a commercial orientation for the development of intercultural-style ornament, as noted long ago by Philip Kohl.25 This is borne out by its characteristic range of figural designs, which borrow skillfully from neighboring traditions of glyptic art, blending landscape elements—including natural types of flora and fauna—from sources as distant as the Indus Valley and Mesopotamia. The choice of chlorite as a decorative medium is also significant in this context. Its absorbent and insulating qualities were technologically suited to a range of cultic activities, such as the burning of unguents and the preparation of cosmetics and perfumes—objects, and composites, for all manner of special occasions.26
Vessels of this kind would have fitted especially well into a prestigious suite of commercial packages that included tree resins and oils traded northward from the Arabian side of the Gulf, where a further production center is likely to have existed on Tarut Island, in the area referred to by Mesopotamian sources as Dilmun.27 Their easily worked surfaces also invited secondary markings, as with a jar from the Inanna Temple at Nippur, to which a dedicatory inscription has been added.28 Another widely employed decorative motif was the paneled façade, associated with temple structures and ritual offerings in Mesopotamia since the late fourth millennium BC. It often appears surrounded by swirling motifs, perhaps evoking billowing fumes, and suggesting a possible function for these vessels as containers for incense or other substances burned for their fragrance and cleansing effects.
On intercultural-style vessels of the Early Bronze Age, as on international-style objects of the later Bronze Age, composite animals are rarely accorded the kind of discursive prominence that they achieved in transformative modes of transmission. Within the integrative mode, they are usually incorporated into vibrant pictorial landscapes, interacting on an equal footing with real animals as predators or protectors—a more muted visual status, in keeping with the sensitive decorum of interelite exchange. Having defined the essential features of transformative and integrative modes, a third mode of image transfer can now be identified. It is attested through an unusually rich body of evidence from Mesopotamia, casting light on the mobilization of composite animals as vehicles of protective magic, directed against the spread of disease and misfortune.
PROTECTIVE MODE: COMPOSITES DEFEND BOUNDARIES AND THRESHOLDS
To the Neo-Assyrian period in Mesopotamia, corresponding to the first half of the first millennium BC, belong cuneiform documents containing detailed instructions for the manufacture and use of composites.29 Texts of this kind have been found in the royal tablet library of Nineveh, in the House of the Exorcist at Assur, and at other urban locations. As Frans Wiggermann puts it, they prescribe “rituals for the defense of the house against epidemic diseases, represented as an army of protective intruders.”30 The rituals comprise a series of technical acts, some perhaps more symbolic than real,31 which resulted in the production of a small militia of composite figures, accompanied by images of armed deities and guard dogs. The texts also contain detailed instructions for the strategic placement of these miniature figures within and around the designated building, as a first line of defense against invisible and malevolent forces; among the equipment they carry are canonical instruments of cleansing and purification, such as the bucket and censing cone.32
The importance of these written sources, as Wiggermann and others have pointed out, extends beyond their local contexts of storage and use. They offer direct insight into the creation and purpose of an important class of composite figures at a time when Assyrian cultural and political influence extended from the orientalizing world of the Eastern Mediterranean to the highland kingdoms of the Caucasus and western Iran.33 Moreover, the images that are their main concern can be matched with some certainty to those depicted on contemporaneous terracotta plaques and figurines, excavated from the foundations of public and private buildings (figure 6.4).34 In some cases, the descriptions of these miniature composites also accord well with the appearance of monumental figures: protective spirits that guarded the sculpted palaces of the Neo-Assyrian kings;35 and some—such as the “Scorpion-Man” and “Bull-Man’—have regional genealogies extending back to the third millennium BC.36 Wooden images of protective spirits are also mentioned in the texts, but have not survived for inspection.37
Like the demons they were intended to repel, the powers of those supernatural agents invoked in the ritual texts were ambivalent. The purpose of the rituals, and of the technical process of forming a miniature figure, was to obtain a degree of control over them, harnessing them to the domestic realm as a kind of spiritual fortification against outside threats and pollution. The texts make it clear that this could be achieved only with the aid of the gods, which was called upon through the observance of cleansing and sacrificial rites during the making of effigies, and by the consecration of their wood and clay with purifying materials: gold and silver tools for the (symbolic) cutting of wood, and precious stones such as carnelian, to be cast into the pit from which clay was extracted.38 The choice of materials is never explained, but it seems significant that all originate in distant highlands beyond the familiar world of cities, extending the spatial logic of an official worldview in which mountains constituted not just the margins of a civilized, lowland world but also its ontological opposite.39 Geographical remoteness is also directly evoked in inscriptions that empower protective spirits to send the demons “3,600 miles” away from their intended human targets, and also in the depiction of harmful demons—such as the child-devouring Lamashtu—as equipped for long-distance travel over land and sea (figure 6.5).40
6.4. Mold-made terracotta plaques (heights ca. 12 and 14 cm) with images of protective spirits, from Assur in northern Iraq, early first millennium BC (after Rittig 1977, figs. 22, 40).
Some more general observations can be made about these documents, and the associated corpus of images. The first concerns the highly structured, ritualized, and restricted genre of image production to which they belong. Neo-Assyrian composites came in standard sets and assemblages, and the rituals gave precise instructions as to their appearance and proper locations around the house. Every detail of manufacture was clearly set down: the various components of the body (including model wings, horns, and incised scales); its outer treatment with colored pastes; the written incantations to be inscribed on its surface; the weapons and instruments of purification that it was to carry; to which hand each should be attached; and in what order all these acts were to be carried out.41 The counterfactual properties of the resulting image were thereby constructed through a whole series of explicit ritual and technological procedures extraneous to its cultural form—procedures we would be quite unaware of, were it not for the survival of relevant written sources.
6.5. Stone amulet with image of Lamashtu standing on a donkey (probably early first millennium BC, acquired by Leonard Woolley and sometimes attributed to Carchemish, on the Syria-Turkish border; its provenance is in fact unclear; after Burkert 1992: 84, fig. 5).
Making a magically effective composite was then no ordinary technical act, but one guided by strict and preordained regulations, requiring access to special (and often exotic) ingredients and skills, including literacy. While the miniature clay composites of the Neo-Assyrian period may appear, on first inspection, to belong to the same general class of “popular” imagery as prehistoric figurines, their conditions of production are therefore worlds apart. Behind each composite form lurks the complex cultural apparatus of the imperial state, with its carefully administered and ever-expanding archives of occult knowledge, its stores of exotic and magical materials, and its concentration of ritual, medical, and technological expertise.42 Edith Porada perceptively observed that this centralized management of the spirit domain is surely less a proof of “terrible superstition” than of “trust in the exorcists, the ‘men of science’ of the day who had libraries of protective rituals at their disposal.”43
The ability of rulers to concentrate such skills and resources within the imperial center rendered its peripheries—to which terrifying demons such as Lamashtu did indeed travel—peculiarly vulnerable, in a way that goes beyond political or economic insecurity, threatening the psychological foundations of social life.44 It is this particular construction of the alien, composite image that may in some (but clearly not all) cases forge a link with the “transformative mode” of transmission, as defined earlier in this chapter. In his analysis of the Perseus-Gorgon myth, David Napier describes one such process, played out on the margins of Neo-Assyrian imperial and commercial influence.45 Imported composites, he suggests, were given discursive prominence in archaic Greek art as points of engagement with the foreign; as a means of encompassing and modulating the transformative effects of exposure to outside influence, in a way that served the interests of particular groups in local arenas of status competition. The face of Gorgon—prominently mounted on architectural thresholds46 and displayed on the surfaces of feasting equipment—was interlaced with characteristic forms and postures of alien composites, appearing variously on the hybrid body of a centaur or in the “mistress of animals” pose familiar from the protective imagery of the Near East. Visual experiments of this kind, according to Napier, were a matter “of attaching through iconography, and of legitimizing through mythology, images and relationships that in themselves are forceful,” reflecting the “Greek desire to have their own Gorgon be equal to or superior in power to these demons of the Near East, to compete and win out, if you will, on similar iconographic terrain.”47
COMPOSITES AS CAPITAL AND AS INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY
In exploring some of these more elaborate modes of image transfer, the more obvious entanglements of composites with the circulation of luxury goods and materials should not be overlooked. Quantities of expropriated Phoenician and North Syrian ivories, recovered from Assyrian palaces of the early first millennium BC, are just one indicator of the scale on which ornamented materials, also including decorated textiles and metalwork, moved as a consequence of political and military expansion.48 Prestige metalwork in particular, by virtue of its recyclable nature, carried intrinsic commodity value regardless of its decorative content.
Coerced movements of precious objects could also stimulate more complex processes of cultural appropriation. Mehmet-Ali Ataç provides an example in his analysis of the relationship between Ninevite palace relief and Egyptian funerary art (figure 6.6), viewed against the backdrop of Assyria’s conquests on the Nile in the seventh century BC.49 The taking of Thebes, in Upper Egypt, made available to the Ninevite court not only the imperial monuments of the New Kingdom, by then some centuries old, but also the human resources of the Egyptian palaces and temples. Among the movable assets taken to Assyria were scribes and ritual specialists, bringing with them exotic techniques of healing, protective magic, and the interpretation of dreams.50 Three millennia after their first migration from Mesopotamia to the Nile, images of composite beings—and associated forms of specialist, occult knowledge—may therefore have traveled back in the opposite direction as trophies of war.
6.6. Protective spirits from two worlds: (a) monumental relief carving of an ugallu from the North Palace at Nineveh, Iraq, ca. 640 BC (© The Trustees of the British Museum); (b) guardian figures on a funerary shrine of Tutankhamun, Eighteenth Dynasty of Egypt, fourteenth century BC (after E. Hornung. 1990. Valley of the Kings. Horizon of Eternity. New York: Timken, p. 73).
SECURING BOUNDARIES IN A FRAGILE WORLD
At what is admittedly a high level of generality, the modes of image transfer defined in this chapter can be seen to share an underlying problematic. Each is associated to some degree with environments of heightened risk and uncertainty, where failure to properly negotiate boundaries can lead to catastrophic consequences. Within the transformative mode, status accrues to those groups within society who can establish stable relations with an encroaching outside world. The integrative mode is associated with the tense theater of courtly diplomacy, with its fragile alliances and fateful transgressions. And the protective mode, shading into the other two, is a direct response to threats against household and person, in which preemptive ritual attacks are launched upon the demonic carriers of illness and misfortune.
Against this backdrop, the cultural ecology of the composite figure comes into clearer focus. It can now be defined not only in terms of morphology—that is, the “fit” between composites and the technological milieu of the first cities (see chapter 4)—but also in terms of institutional dynamics. Time and again, these otherworldly anatomies provided the locus for a heightened cultural interplay between “self” and “nonself,” condensing some anticipated danger into an image that could be fixed and managed within existing structures of meaning. The cosmos occupied by composites was a fragile and fissile one, presided over by the threat of uncontrolled transformations, and confronted by the prospect of immanent corruption, marginalization, or disintegration. If we are seeking a biological analogy for their properties of transmission, then we might best look not to the field of epidemiology but to that of immunology, which centers on the procedures available to the body (and, by extension, to the body politic) for discerning and neutralizing outside threats.51
CONCLUSION
PERSISTENT, BUT NOT PRIMORDIAL:
EMERGENT PROPERTIES OF COGNITION
No study of composite figures is complete without some consideration of the influential essay published in 1942 by Rudolph Wittkower.1 “Marvels of the East: A Study in the History of Monsters” documented the transmission of a particular style of ethnographic description (and depiction) from its earliest known sources in hand-copied manuscripts of the fourth century BC to the age of the printing press. The monsters in question fall mostly under my definition of “composites.” They are thought to have entered Greek literature as borrowings from Sanskrit fables, carried by ambassadors to the courts of Persia and India.2 In the bestiaries of medieval Europe, they came to define India, in particular, as a land of exotic marvels. Their compound bodies, comprising accurately depicted parts from diverse species, were copied there in conventional forms. The makers of these fantastic beasts acted more as reproducers than innovators, holding in check their imaginations and faithfully rendering the antique prototypes.3 And after the sixteenth century AD, when travel to India became increasingly common, European visitors continued to “see” the same bizarre creatures, illustrating their experiences with resolute confidence.4
This apparent failure of perception or, as he termed it, the monster’s remarkable “power of survival,” was a central concern of Wittkower’s essay. To account for it, he invoked an acquired defect of the “occidental mentality,” describing the latter as “fettered by classical accounts” and unable to represent the East as anything more than a static repository of imaginary otherness. Yet as he himself noted, the same composite creatures also migrated eastward, via Byzantium, appearing in al-Qazwini’s thirteenth-century cosmography, which includes images of dog-headed humans (or “cynocephali”) comparable to those on the Hereford mappa mundi. Others had their remote origins in the ancient Near East, where—as discussed in the preceding chapters—the deeper history of composites can be similarly associated with bureaucratic modes of thought, with the expanding frontiers of urban trading systems, and with the cosmopolitan face of elite culture.
At each twist and turn of the monster’s tail, Wittkower confronted evidence for the confinement of these imaginary creatures to restricted and highly codified modes of image making and image circulation—first within the high-elite sphere of courtly interaction, and later through the more widely disseminated (but still tightly controlled) medium of reproductive prints. He nevertheless insisted on their cultural and cognitive universality. “Monsters,” he confidently wrote, “composite beings, half-human, half-animal—play a part in the thought and imagery of all people at all times.”5 Claims of this sort have been rehearsed many times in the course of this book. As I hope to have shown, they are more often repeated than demonstrated. Nor can they be easily reconciled with the extensive apparatus, institutional and technological, that so often lies behind the making of composite figures, both modern and ancient, and on which they seem so often to depend for their circulation.
An archaeological perspective allows us to release the composite figure from the spell of the primordial, which surrounds the more vague concept of the “monstrous.” Its origins as a stable and widely transmitted type of image belong to the first age of mechanical reproduction, beginning around six thousand years ago. And its underlying logic of figuration—based on the extraction of standard subunits from their given frames and their recombination into composite wholes—expresses modes of practical and abstract reasoning that underpinned the growth of large-scale social formations. Within such contexts, the counterfactual properties of composite figures were offset against two distinct forms of intuitive knowledge, one universal and the other historically contingent.
The first type of knowledge allows properties of vitality and movement to be attributed unreflectively to artificial composites, based on the mind’s innate tendency to compensate for gaps and absences in the visible world, conjuring organic-seeming wholes out of ill-fitting parts. This capacity is presumably universal and can be considered a part of “intuitive biology,” but it was little exploited in the pictorial arts of early hunter-gatherer and farming populations, which focused on the representation of living things that can be seen in the world. The second type of intuitive knowledge, within which the counterfactual properties of composites were grounded, is a historical product of technological and institutional environments that came into existence at a relatively recent point in evolutionary time, with the emergence of the first cities and state-like systems of organization. Such settings fostered the cultivation of an otherwise latent mode of perception that confronts the world, not as we usually encounter it—composed of unique and sentient totalities—but as a realm of divisible subjects, each comprising a multitude of fissionable and recombinable parts (“seeing like a state,” as James C. Scott might have it).6
The embedding of composite figuration within this kind of “double-intuitive”—comprising both universal and historical aspects of cognition—laid foundations for the enhanced orders of cultural receptivity predicted by an “epidemiological” approach. The specific distribution of composite figures in the visual record must be further situated, however, within the institutional dynamics of elite culture, and within particular strategies of governance that first took root during the Bronze Age, including the dissemination of officially sanctioned images through mechanical reproduction. What then remains of the basic hypothesis with which I began: that as minimally counterintuitive images, depictions of fantastic, composite animals should exhibit special properties of cultural transmission?
I suggest we can still accept, with the evolutionary psychologists, that the transmission of cultural imaginaries within a given population is grounded in frameworks of inference that are intuitively shared by most of its members. But it is only in view of the unique plasticity of human cognition—its embedding within forms of practical reason; its ability to shape and be shaped by institutional environments constructed over historical rather than genetic timescales—that the value of this insight becomes clear. The basic point has been well made by Michael Tomasello:
For human cognitive functions shared with other mammals and primates, there has been plenty of time for biological evolution to work its wonders. But for uniquely human cognitive functions, there has been insufficient time for a whole host of these—only 6 million years at most, but much more likely only one-quarter of a million years. A much more plausible view is thus one that focuses on processes that work much more quickly—in historical and ontogenetic time, for example—and searches for the ways in which these processes actually go about creating and maintaining uniquely human cognitive functions.
As he goes on to state:
The basic problem with genetically based modularity approaches—especially when they address uniquely human and socially constituted artifacts and social practices—is that they attempt to skip from the first page of the story, genetics, to the last page of the story, current human cognition, without going through any of the intervening pages. These theorists are thus in many cases leaving out of account formative elements in both historical and ontogenetic time that intervene between the human genotype and phenotype.7
The early history of composite figuration demonstrates how these “formative elements” of cognition may result from complex conjunctures of social, technological, and moral processes. Conjunctures of that sort cannot be replicated in a modern experimental setting. They belong to the irreversible flow of historical time. It is partly in reconstructing such emergent properties of cognition that an archaeological—rather than laboratory-based or ethnographic—approach remains fundamental to the understanding of cultural transmission and cultural change.
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