The Art of Enchantment:
Discussion Paper
Introduction
This discussion paper will focus on the enchantment of art and material artifacts as it relates to the ancient near east specifically the Mycenaeans, Harrapans and Tell el-Ajjul civilisations of the late bronze age will be examined as a host for the discussion surrounding magical enchantment. The art of enchantment was crucial to the ritualistic and spiritual aspects of life in the ancient world, being used by all classes of ancient people to enhance their lives and the betterment of their societies.[footnoteRef:1] From west to east across the globe enchantment has connected humanity to the powers of the gods and heroes of the past. This tradition was especially strong in the bronze age ancient near east being practiced by hundreds of civilisations that called the land their home. Enchantment, however, is a term now dominated by modern terminology, being viewed as simply putting a certain power into an object and not the deeply spiritual/religious and ritualistic practice employed by civilisations of the past. Enchantment was not only conducted by spiritual leaders but also the craftsman who meticulously carved and laboured over materials to create beautiful and deeply spiritual pieces of art.[footnoteRef:2] Each aspect of the material item must be examined to understand the nuance of magical enchantment in the ancient world as each point in enchanting an artifact is crucial to its overall importance.  [1:  Morgan, D., 2018]  [2:  Gell, A., 1992] 

Gell on Enchantment
	Defining the magical tradition of enchantment can be a difficult task for scholars as there are many forms of enchantment that have been observed throughout history and among different civilisations. However common factors can help us define these ritualistic practices. One of the most influential scholars researching enchantment in the ancient world A. Gell (1988) describes “magic as an 'ideal' technology which orients practical technology and codifies technical procedures at the cognitive-symbolic level.” This means that the technical process that is supported by magical or spiritual beliefs used to imbue an artifact with the essence of a supernatural power was the key to technological advancement in the ancient world. This “magical” power is then passed on to the user or used to “Bless” the land.[footnoteRef:3] Interestingly Gell’s use of the phrase “cognitive-symbolic” is an indication that the ideas of magic and enchantment are both symbolic of what imagery depicted and the cognitive thought that would be involved in the creation of magical art as well as the cognition required to understand and use the magic portrayed/imbued. At this point it is important to note that technology and art are synonymous with each other in regard to civilisations of the past. This concept may be difficult for modern people to comprehend as today art and technology could not be further from each other in practice. However, art in the ancient world and technology where one in the same. This concept explains magical enchantment through Gell’s ideas as art is seen as a representation of the “divine” and the representative power of what is being portrayed on a certain piece of art.[footnoteRef:4] Gell attempts to put forward the idea that enchantment is not only related to magical words and inscription but also the technical process of creating the enchanted object.[footnoteRef:5] For example, enchantment would require a master craftsman to design and create the material artifact then a priest to enchant and use the product of the craftsman’s work.[footnoteRef:6] Gell also examines the relationship between technology and magical practices linking these practices and the technological advancements made in the ancient world. Examining enchantment in context with Gell’s theories gives scholars a view of magic and technology that intertwines the two.[footnoteRef:7] To a modern audience this concept is seemingly absurd as we relate technology to science however, to ancient people this distinction simply did not exist as all technology would have some relation to spiritual beliefs and magic. Modern science has replaced the supernatural as our explanation for the world around us whereas in the ancient world magic and the gods were the science of their era.  [3:  Chua, L. and Elliott, M. eds., 2022]  [4:  Gell, A., 1988]  [5:  Gell, A., 1988 ]  [6:  Gell, A., 1992]  [7:  Gell, A., 1992] 

Weapons
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Description automatically generated with low confidence]Enchantment can take many forms across cultures however, there are commonalities between different cultures and the forms of enchantment. The purpose of enchantment will also differ. The ancient near east is a perfect example of this. The methodology and purpose of enchantment to ancient Harrapans will differ from that of ancient Mycenaeans.[footnoteRef:8] The culture of the ancient Mycenaeans has been widely debated among scholars due to the close connects we see between this culture and that of the Minoans.[footnoteRef:9] One shared aspect of these cultures comes in enchantment, or more specifically the artistic styles employed by both of these cultures. One example of shared artistic representation is lion iconography on art.[footnoteRef:10] Seen below is a Mycenaean dagger which was likely ceremonial. [8:  Davis, S.K., 2018.]  [9:  Wiener, M.H., 2015]  [10:  Thomas, N.R., 2004] 

Image 1: Mycenaean dagger
[bookmark: _Hlk133792290]This dagger portrays a powerful and beautiful scene of a lion hunting deer. The lion can be seen close to the daggers hilt taking down a deer. The dagger is dated between 2000 to 1500 BCE. The materials that make up this blade consist of the metal’s gold, bronze and niello (alloy made of sulphur with silver, copper, or lead). The dagger is also described as “damascened” which is a labour-intensive process designed to give the blade a pattern through continuous reforging of the metal alongside adding additional metals. This process to this day is extremely difficult and takes a blacksmith years to master this process.[footnoteRef:11] There are many types of metal that could be used to create a dagger, but the type of metals used in the creation of this dagger is crucial to understanding the role the dagger played in Mycenaean culture. For example, a typical dagger would be made from the same base materials (commonly bronze for this period)[footnoteRef:12] as one made for ceremonial purposes however there will be key differences, one such difference is the use of gold plating (this can be seen on the dagger shown above) which as a rare metal would elevate the stature of the item itself due to the societal status of the metal gold.[footnoteRef:13] The process of creating this dagger would have also played a massive role in the relation it plays to magical practices.[footnoteRef:14] Returning to Gells ideas that the cognitive and symbolic aspects of creating enchanted items this dagger displays the key signs laid out in his arguments for magical enchantment in relation to its material composition. The use of niello indicates that the maker of this particular item was an extremely skilled metal worker as alloys would have been difficult to produce in a pre-industrial society. The elements (sulphur with silver, copper, or lead) that make up niello are also critical to the understanding this artifact as these elements are rare and highly valued. The use of these metals indicates that this would have been a ceremonial dagger another supporting factor for this argument is that the dagger was found in a tomb. This connection can be made as tombs were generally regulated to important individuals in a society due to the laborious process of creating a tomb as opposed to a normal grave. The use of rare elements then indicates that this tomb would have been the burial site of an important individual.[footnoteRef:15] The use of these metals in conjunction with the gold plating seen on the dagger all indicated some level of technological enchantment based on the scarcity and cost of these elements and the relation metals such as these have with the “divine.” It is common to see gold plating used across the near east in iconography of mythical proportions.[footnoteRef:16]  [11:  Verhoeven, J.D., Pendray, A.H. and Gibson, E.D., 1996]  [12:  Georganas, I., 2010]  [13:  Armbruster, B., 2016]  [14:  Gell, A., 1988]  [15:  Armbruster, B., 2016]  [16:  Armbruster, B., 2016] 

It is unlikely that this dagger was used for practical purposes such as hunting or sacrifices as the ornate iconography would have been damaged in the use of the dagger. Alongside it is even more unlikely that this dagger was used in human sacrifices as there is little evidence of the Mycenaeans conducting such rituals.[footnoteRef:17] The damage seen on the above dagger is likely caused by natural degradation supporting that this was not used in a practical sense and indicating further towards the spirituality of this piece. However, to properly understand the enchanted elements of this dagger the iconography must also be examined as the materiality of this item can only tell us so much about the nature of the enchantment presented on this dagger.  [17:  McGeorge, P.J., 2015] 

	The iconography present on this dagger is powerful by nature as it represents a large and strong beast hunting and grappling a deer to the floor representing both speed and power. This scene is then clearly a scene of power with the iconography of the lion representing the power that is to be passed down to the user. It is reasonable then to say that this dagger was likely an effigy of power offering strength to the user and imbuing the user with the power of a lion. Lions would have been a common sight to an ancient Mycenaean as the lions in Mediterranean died out during the Hellenic period.[footnoteRef:18] The relation between lions and hunting likely led to the mythologisation of the apex predator for the ancient Mycenaeans as it would have been the most powerful beast in the land and would have been hunting the same animals as the ancient Mycenaeans. This mythologisation of the apex predators of the land is not exclusive to the Mycenaeans as cultures cross the world mythologised the apex predators of the land. For example, the Norse idolised bears as a symbol of power linking them to many different gods and kings.[footnoteRef:19]  [18:  Castleden, R., 2005]  [19:  Castleden, R., 2005] 

This iconography clearly links the symbolic nature of the lion to the practice of enchantment. To strengthen this assertion evidence has been found that the primary source of meat would have been from hunting as there is little evidence to suggest that the Mycenaeans of the late bronze age kept any form of cattle meaning that their society would have relied on hunting to get the proteins needed to survive. Alongside this due to the changing climate the agricultural aspects of Mycenaean culture would have been heavily disrupted caused by the altering climate.[footnoteRef:20] These factors would have elevated the status of the lion as an apex predator and a symbol of power leading the craftsman and spiritual leaders to use their iconography as a symbol of enchanted power. The final aspect that will be examined of this dagger is the nature of a dagger as this is a tool used for primarily killing. This highlights that this item would have been an item of enchanted power as a dagger is inherently a symbol of power alongside the other inherent power symbology such as the use of gold plating and lion iconography. These points are all supported by Gell’s ideas of magical enchantment through the use of iconography indicating that this dagger is indeed an enchanted artifact.[footnoteRef:21] These ideas can be seen on each aspect of this dagger as its materiality and symbology all represent power whether it be the physical power of the lion taking down a deer and the social power displayed in the gold plating and damascened alloy that makes up this spectacular blade. Unfortunately, the hilt is missing meaning we cannot view the piece in its entirety. However, despite this it is not clear what the enchantment meant to the user. Theoretically this may have been a funerary offering to the dead as it may have been intended to give the owner power in the afterlife. This viewpoint can be supported by the fact that this dagger was found in a tomb and not in a palace or temple. [20:  Finné, M., Holmgren, K., Shen, C.C., Hu, H.M., Boyd, M. and Stocker, S., 2017]  [21:  Gell, A., 1992] 

Figurines  
Different artifacts from civilisations other than the ancient Mycenaeans also support these views of symbolic iconography as a form of enchantment. Such examples are the Bactrian axe head also plated in gold and representing a mythologised scene of a bird headed humanoid grappling a dragon and a boar.[footnoteRef:22] Despite the given examples being iconography depicted on “weaponry” (it can be argued that these artifacts are not by definition weaponry as they had little use in warfare or combat but are instead spiritual tools) there are other forms that enchantment can take in representative art. Figurines are one of the most notable examples of enchantment with one type of figurine (that can be seen across cultures) being heavily contested by scholars this is the “fertility idol.”[footnoteRef:23] M. Gimbutas attempts to define the relationship between these figures and religious and spiritual practices in the Harapan civilisation. Gimbutas (1982) states that “art reveals man’s mental response to his environment.” With regards to fertility Gimbutas explains that the relationship between iconography depicting female goddess’s is inherently related to the earth and motherhood. If we apply the ideas of Gell (1988) to this concept, then this viewpoint implies that statues accentuating the female figure are enchanted items as these figurines will bring fertility to the user and bless them with the ability to reproduce.  However, as mentioned the fertility goddess viewpoint has been disputed among scholars in recent years as these beliefs are seen as a modern conception being placed on ancient cultures.[footnoteRef:24] S.K. Davis is one such scholar. Davis (2018) states that “This approach interprets figurines as a homogenous group of artifacts that have a priori equivalence with the presence of gynocentric religion, regardless of the cultural or archaeological contexts they come from” in response to the work of Gimbutas. Davis goes on to describe the logic of arguments such as those put forward by Gimbutas is inherently circular as it neglects many nuances of archaeological finds. Davis then criticises Gimbutas (1982) for neglecting “the majority of figurines to focus on the few that support her matrifocal narrative” (Davis, S.K., 2018). Despite this Davis seemingly supports to some degree the religious approach to figurines found in the Indus valley, again if we apply the theories of Gell to this argument it can be argued that figurines are enchanted artifacts as they relate to a religious or spiritual belief that will pass power down to the user or owner. This approach does then imply that we can understand that figurines are religious however, we will never truly know or understand the full contextual, spiritual and religious meaning of these artifacts leaving nothing but speculation as to the true nature and importance of enchanted artifacts are hidden behind centuries of cultural evolution. [22:  Ambos, C. and Krauskopf, I., 2008,]  [23:  Davis, S.K., 2018.]  [24:  Davis, S.K., 2018.] 





Jewellery 
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Description automatically generated]Jewellery is another aspect of art that was enchanted by ancient civilisations.[footnoteRef:25] Seen below is a collection of jewellery excavated from Tell el-Ajjul (modern-day Palestine).  [25:  Duggan, A., 2019] 

[bookmark: _Hlk133854618][bookmark: _Hlk133855136]Image 2: Golden jewellery collection excavated from Tell el-Ajjul
	This collection of jewellery is made from gold and as previously mentioned this would mean that these items where likely worn by the upper classes of Tell el-Ajjul. Not all of the presented artworks are of the same use. As can be seen this collection is a mixture of rings earrings and pendants. However, the most intriguing aspect of this collection is the variety of iconography seen. The creation the jewellery shown would have been much easer than that of the dagger previously mentioned therefor the enchantment of these artifacts would have primarily been drawn from the iconography of which there are many variations shown in this collection. One standout item of this collection is the triangular pendant seen at the top right if the image. Which is oddly reminiscent of funerary masks found in Mycenae.[footnoteRef:26] These masks have been linked to enchantment. One of the most famous of these is the mask of Agamemnon which is also made of a thin sheet of gold and was supposedly placed on the body of a Mycenaean found in a tomb.[footnoteRef:27] However the authenticity of this mask has been drawn into question due to the dubious nature of its finding.[footnoteRef:28] Each of the artifacts shown in this collection represent some form of iconography one of the more obvious examples is the golden sun pendant seen to the left of the previously mentioned item. This can be understood primarily as the sun is seen consistently as the representation of a powerful god commonly the primary god of a religion.[footnoteRef:29] Yet again if we apply the ideas of Gell this would imply that the user had a connection with the primary god of their religion. This meaning that the enchantment of this particular pendant may carry the power of the sun. Ritualised gestures could also play a role in the enchanted nature of these pendants. Many cultures have a god that relates to the sun and commonly these religions have gestures of reaching for the sky to worship and pray to a god of the sun. The ideas of E. H. Gombrich (2017) could be applied here as he attempts to portray the idea that art and gesture are one in the same. Gombrich focuses on Christianity in his 2017 paper “Gesture and Expression in Art” however, this can still apply to these objects. The use of prayer gestures in Christianity have been linked to the worship of the sun with strong connections between the Christian God and the ancient Mesopotamian god of the sun.[footnoteRef:30] Gombrich in his paper even draws this connection and adds that these gestures can be shown through the artworks of a certain culture. With the cultures of ancient Mesopotamia and those in Tell el-Ajjul being geographically close these ideas and gestures could be shared in both cultures implying that the enchantment of these pieces of art may have been similar in both civilisations.  [26:  Dickinson, O., 2005]  [27:  Dickinson, O., 2005]  [28:  Dickinson, O., 2005]  [29:  Holland, G.S., 2009]  [30:  Rassam, S., 2005] 

Summary
The importance of examining works of art such as the dagger, jewellery and figurines shown in this discussion paper in context to enchantment is crucial to understanding the perspective that ancient humans had regarding the wider world. Ancient civilisations saw the world far different from the perspective of modern humanity an example of this can be seen in the form of enchantment. Enchantment in the modern day refers to a much different system and process than that seen in ancient civilisations as to our modern societies enchantment is seen as a mystical process that is disconnected from physical reality. However, this distinction is not present for ancient societies as magic and enchantment were the science of their day. An example of this is the magical role of the goddess Isis in ancient Egypt as she would be invoked to heal the sick and protect against disease, in the modern day this role is filled by doctors and medicine.[footnoteRef:31] To understand this idea an object must be examined in all potential contexts (Religious, material, and cognitive) as is supported by the work of Gell and Davis. With regards to the understanding of an enchanted items the process of creation is also crucial for the enchanted artefact as skill, time and effort is required to produce intricate pieces of art that portray the iconographic elements of an artifact and portraying the desired powers/blessing. Each of these factors brings the maker/user of the enchanted artifact closer to the spiritual aspects of art linking both them and the item to the gods and powers they wish to portray and gain. However, the generalisation of ancient cultures may have an effect on the views modern scholars have on the process and effects of enchantment with speculation (based on evidence) being the most common factor to modern scholars covering enchanted artifacts. This means that despite us understanding that an artifact is religious, spiritual, and enchanted we may never truly understand the meaning behind the enchantment. This generalisation is perfectly presented in the views on female figurines.[footnoteRef:32] Scholars such as Gimbutas have portrayed have fallen for this generalisation trap linking all female statues to fertility despite evidence for this being scattered and inconclusive. To conclude the true nature of enchanted artifacts may never be understood in full however, we are able to determine religious or spiritual aspects and intent portrayed though iconography on artifacts that can be linked to the process of enchantment. Finally, the process of enchantment itself relies on multiple different aspects (such as iconography and materiality) to produce the desired effect that ancient people would have believed these artifacts have.  [31:  Lawrence, C., 1978]  [32:  Davis, S.K., 2018] 
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