Critical Review of the chapter
The Tell Asmar Hoard and Rituals of Early Dynastic Sculpture,   taken from Brian A. Brown, Marian H. Feldman (Eds)
Critical Approaches to Ancient Near Eastern Art

The main purpose of this chapter is to reconsider the approach that has been taken in the methodological interpretation, and perception of the Early Dynastic temple statues as artworks. The author argues this interpretation is still deep-rooted in their original reception as artworks and has continued to dictate the choices of how they were and continue to be  displayed in Museums. The author, Jean M. Evans (2014), argues that this approach to the display of the statues, has not considered the agency of the statues, therefore ignored both the archaeological context of the statues and textual evidence that is available on them, when considering the statues agency, as more than just exhibits before the divine. 
Evans (2014) argues that whilst the statues were created for the act and purpose of devotion, these statues then moulded those acts of worship by the dedicants, and in doing so “assumed agency” (Evans, 2014, p. 645). Evans (2014) adds that this agency must be understood in relation to those visitors of the temples, and not just the relationship to the temples celestial occupant.  Evans (2104) argues in concluding the chapters abstract, the visual style chosen for the statues was one of abstraction,  Evans (2014) this choice of abstraction aided in shaping the encounter between the dedicant person and the celestial. With this corporeal object in its existing physical form, having the potential capacity to intercede between the worlds of the sacred, the departed and the living.   

This chapter by Evans is twenty pages long and taken from the book “Critical Approaches to Ancient Near Eastern Art”, edited by Brian Brown and Marian Feldman, published by Walter De Gruyter Inc in 2014. It has thirty-one contributors within its 812 pages and costing $149.99 when it was first published. The size of the book, 220 x 770 x 300 cm causes on to consider the possibility of expensive coffee table appreciation, which potentially limits the appeal to a niche market of select academics and wealthy amateurs interested in art, and the Ancient Near East. In the contributors page, Jean M. Evans is described as working at the University of Chicago, within their Oriental Institute as a Research Associate. It then describes a variety of accolades and endowments awarded to Evans, and mentions one recently published book, The Lives of Sumerian Sculpture: An Archaeology of the Early Dynastic Temple, by Cambridge University Press. 

Evans (2014) breaks down her chapter into eight sections, including abstract, introduction and conclusion. The abstract and introduction between them are no more than a page and a half, whilst the conclusion is a page.  The remaining five sections are on the reception of the hoard, the dedicating of sculpture during this time, the rituals associated with the hoard, the location within the temple of the hoard and lastly what is known of the identity of the patron of the  hoard and what Evans calls “sculpture as ritual” (Evans, 2014, p. 656).
Evans (2014) in the introduction starts with a short synopsis of the archaeological and geographical context for the Hoard. When it was excavated, 1934, where, east of Bagdad in the region of Diyala and at the site of Tell Asmar. Evans (2014)  describes the hoard as composed of twelve statues, that had been buried together in the floor of the “Abu Temple” (Evans, 2014, p. 645), the date of the hoard 2900-2350 BCE, the Early Dynastic period of Mesopotamia. 

Evans (2014) follows this with a quote from her own paper of 2007, informing us this to be the earliest discovered collection of temple sculpture. Highlighting the significance of these statues as only found in such high numbers from this period, and that the statues from this period revealing in their inscriptions, some of the dedicants were of non-royal personage. The wealthy elite status of the dedicant of the statue being based upon the clear assumption, that as these statues were made from stone and inscribed, no one but an elite could afford such an object. Evans (2014) in the introduction emphasises the point that when the statues had been discovered in 1934, they had then been announced as the earliest  historic sculptures in stone  and the abstract nature of their shapes had thus caused them to be labelled and investigated since that time as artworks. Evans (2014) argues this approach persisted up to the present day and had meant that the statues since that time been limited from a  wider investigation into their life and actions within the temple.
Evans (2014) next considers how the statues have been received and encountered by the public, since time of their first discovery. Describing the photograph which has become the only record of all the statues collected together, before being separated between the museums of Chicago, New York and Bagdad. Evans (2014) considers this image to not to be an unbiased recording of the pre break-up of the statues, arguing that it is unlike other photographs of aggregated archaeological material such as pottery. The twelve statues are not arranged in a row, smallest to largest, but in close grouping which shrouds the full details of the statues and prevents a better assessment of their individual sizes. 

Evans (2014) argues their grouping is artistically driven, considering their configuration of the smaller statues clustering around the tallest one in the centre, to purposely reinforce the interpretation of the statues as artwork. This predisposition to the hoard being considered and framed as artwork according Evans (2014), is further strengthened by the fact of their being made of stone, and “stone sculpture is, traditionally a fine art” (Evans, 2014, p. 648). Evans (2014) declares Henri Frankfort as “the director of the Iraq expedition” (Evans, 2014, p. 648) and more importantly the publisher of excavation report from Tell Asmar, pushing his agenda of artistic significance of the stone statues as potentially providing an explanation to what art was. Evans (2014) then explains her concept of artistic abstraction and how this was accepted as a “geometric style” (Evans, 2014, p. 648), how this was considered to be the earliest recorded artistic style. 

Evans (2014) then argues it is not whether the sculptures were or were not examples of this style that was important, but that because they had been first greeted as such and only been acknowledged and studied from that artistic perspective, this had prevented a wider investigation into the potential  purpose and possible meaning of the statues in their original temple setting. Evans (2014) points out that the inscribed statues express the common petition for health, wealth and longevity for the benefactor of the statue. This process was enacted through the dedication of the statue to the temple where the dedicant sought the compassionate security “of the resident deity of a temple” (Evans, 2014, p. 648). Evans (2014) points out that it has frequently been emphasised by the style of exhibition used for the statues as depictions of the dedicant because of the pose they perform, that of  clasped hands in front of their chest and staring straight ahead, and therefore enacting “prayer before the divine” (Evans, 2014, p. 648).

This prayer pose and the museum practices of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries according to Evans (2014), has meant overlooking the archaeological finds context as a consideration for the statues actual display, and that this has then contributed to their being displayed as objects of art instead. This method of archaeological display Evans (2014) argues has continued into the present, even though such statues were never found displayed this way upon excavation. Evans (2014) argues that such statues were not just found buried within the sanctuary but throughout the temple and this had to be considered, so it is necessary to re-examine the museum display context, and then to look at the statues once again without such a singular limiting focus.

Evans (2014) in her next section, considers the idea of and purpose behind the dedication of such statues in the temple context. First explaining the physical layout of the sanctuary within the temple, and explain the potentially limited numbers of people having access to this area, due to its size and importance, and as a possible response to those restrictions leading to the development of the statue of dedication, standing in place of its donor and participating in any religious enterprises that were enacted as a consequence. An interesting point Evans (2014) makes about the dedicant and the votive aspect of the statue is the idea of there being a “constituted social relationship between the donor and the statue” (Evans, 2014, p. 651). That this facet of the statue was just another less overt aspect of statue in the relationship between the dedicant, the statue and the message concealed within it in its appeal to the deity, and then the deity as receiver of this message. Evans (2014) considers it a necessary shift in approaching the statues beyond art to examine their actions within the temple complex themselves. 

Evans (2014) in her last section, considers the purpose of the statue in the temple customs and the possible identification behind the patron of the statue. Here Evans (2014) examines the pose as well as the appearance of the statues. Explaining the initial identification of the largest statue in the group as a deity when first examined, and that the female statue holding a child was considered to be a “mother goddess” (Evans, 2014, p. 656), pointing out that this view of them being deities is no longer accepted. 

In conclusion Evans (2014), reiterates the point of it being essential to put aside the solitary viewpoint of the statues as objects of art, whose singular purpose was to be observed, but to examine “the ritual life of temple sculpture” (Evans, 2014, p. 662). Evans (2014) argues that the statues form of abstraction developed, from the need for uniformity and discernibility in this class of dedicants statues, and not for them to be discernible as any particular individual. Evans (2014) also argues that these statues abstract appearance meant that they served dedicants beyond the original donor of the statue, that the use of abstraction was the system by which they were experienced as a statue for the temple. Evans (2014) concludes that the statues when first excavated were considered as artistically uniform, which she considers wrong, citing that there are too many inconsistencies in style between the statues for them to be uniform, from difference in bases, poses, standing and kneeling, holding objects or clasping hands, that all these deviations mean the hoard is too broad in style to be anything but a mixed collection of statues. 

Evans (2012) in her book The Lives Of Sumerian Sculpture, in her conclusion of the Asmar statues (Evans, 2012, p. 178) argues the importance of the statue as front facing, that this frontality pose serves the purpose of mediating between the temple visitor and the celestial inhabitant. Evans (2012) also argues “that temple statues evolved from a need to depict the donor in human form” (Evans, 2012, p. 178), clarifying this point in her 2014 conclusion, by arguing that the style of abstraction was maintained even as the style of the statues “shifted in favour of the donor image” (Evans, 2014, p. 662). 

Zainab Bahrani (2017) in her book Mesopotamia, points out that this style of statue were found at the sites of Nippur, Ur, Assur and Mari. Bahrani (2017) also describes them stylistically as abstracted, depicting people as supplicants, that the statue was made to speak for an individual when engaging with the celestial. The statues were possessed of  agency and it was not necessary to be an exact likeness of the benefactor for them to transmit “the life force of the individual in the statue for all time” (Bahrani, 2017, p. 71). Joan B. Connelly (1989) in Standing before One’s God: Votive sculpture and the Cypriot religious tradition, argued that the Tell Asmar statues expressed the prayer of the supplicant and not the person themselves, ensuring the continuity of the prayer forever.
 
The point Evans (2014) ultimately appears to want to convey to the reader, is the need to stop looking at the Tell Asmar Hoard as art objects, as this has prevented them from being looked at as potentially serving a different non-artistic purpose, it has caused them to be displayed in museums as art objects, again ignoring any alternative interpretation and display possibility. Looking at the statues as more than or not just as art objects, is long overdue. Evans pushing the research into the statues as abstracted votive objects, serving the dedicant and the deity, but also having a purpose beyond the original benefactor and potentially benefitting dedicants into perpetuity is an interesting idea that I intend to use in my own research. 
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