Sensory Archaeology/Anthropology: Glassmaking in Ancient Mesopotamia and 1970’s Afghanistan
Sensory Archaeology/Anthropology: Glassmaking in Ancient Mesopotamia and 1970’s Afghanistan

Sensory Archaeology/Anthropology: Glassmaking in Ancient Mesopotamia and 1970’s Afghanistan

Sensory archaeology/Anthropology: glassmaking in ancient Mesopotamia and 1970’s Afghanistan
Theodora Brown, 2217535
Introduction 
This handbook will explore the interdisciplinary fields of sensory archaeology/ anthropology and its application to the ancient craft of glassmaking in Mesopotamia and the recorded observations of glassmaking in Afghanistan in the documentry The Glassmakers of Herat (1979). The discovery of glassmakers in Afghanistan being so similar to that of the glassmaking recipe tablets provides a unique opportunity to see the glassmaking recipes being practiced without having to replicate the technological process in an experimental archaeological setting. The documentary acts as an ethnography, allowing us to see the craft being practiced under intrinsic knowledge and the long term affects glassmaking has on the craftsman, information that is not available in the archaeological record.

This handbook aims to encourage the practice of sensory studies and application within archaeology and anthropology due to its importance of reconstructing the past.
Sensory archaeology/anthropology
[bookmark: _Int_UnvDcdQI]Until the late 1990s western ontologies within archaeology and anthropology valued sight as the predominant sense, while a sensorial approach encourages the interaction of all senses that were otherwise neglected. In Western culture the five main senses are conceptualised as touch, sight, taste, sound, and taste. 
Human social experience is dependent on the bodily sense, however why is there a limited application within archaeology and anthropology?

[bookmark: _Int_yZxhigBW][bookmark: _Int_L9atFsMQ]Some anthropologists like Feldman claim that the value of sight is a reflection on the Western conditions people live under which cause discordance within the senses of everyday life.[footnoteRef:1] Modernisation in society removes humans from an agrarian and rural society to an urban and industrial environment, causing less interaction with the natural world and natural materials, thus lessening our dependence on our senses as they are slowly made redundant.  [1:  Yannis Hamilakis, Archaeology & the Senses, Human Experience, Memory, and the Affect, Cambridge University Press, 2013, Pg. 1-2. 
] 


[bookmark: _Int_QZsaCptZ]Sensory archaeology/anthropology allows us new interactions with martial culture and give us insights of human experience in the ancient world that one can not gleam from just sight, after all humans are multi-sensory beings, our simple function of existing is by ‘being in the world’[footnoteRef:2] and our bodies is how we mediate that process. [2:  Hubert L.Dreyfus, Being-In-The_World, A Commentary on Heidegger’s Being and Time, Division I, The MIT Press, USA, 1995, Pg. 40. ] 



CASE STUDY- GLASSMAKING
The earliest evidence of glass manufacturing in the world belongs to Mesopotamia in the late 3rd Millennium BCE, before that human interactions with glass were from rare natural sources. 
Timeline of Mesopotamia glass production:
	2nd Millennium BCE: 
	Evidence of glass beads within Mesopotamia.

	16th Century BCE: 
	Evidence of coloured glass and glass vessels present.

	12th century BCE: 
	Political instability throughout the Near East causes the market decline of luxury goods, affecting the glass industry. 

	8th Century BCE: 
	The Neo-Assyrian Empire reached the height of its power, art is revived and becomes a key centre. 

	1st Century BCE:

	Glassblowing technique introduced. New techniques lead to mass production, which allows glass vessels to be affordable to those of non-elite but modest status. 


[image: ][footnoteRef:3]Information complied from Bertman, Handbook to life in Ancient Mesopotamia, 2003. [3:  Stephen Bertman, Handbook to life in Ancient Mesopotamia, Facts On File, New York, 2003, Pg. 229-230.] 

[footnoteRef:4] Photo 1: CMG: 55.1.64 Nude female pendent from North Mesopotamia, 1500-1200BCE.  [4:  https://glasscollection.cmog.org/objects/3228 <Accessed on 24/11/2024>] 


[image: ][footnoteRef:5] Photo 2: BM: K.2520 Neo-Assyrian glassmaking tablets from Nineveh, the Library of Ashurbanipal.  [5:  https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/W_K-2520 <Accessed on 24/11/2024>] 

Glass in Mesopotamia were used in numerous aspects of material culture, mainly including art and vessels but in small capacities due to its delicate nature and small production. This included jewellery, (beads, amulets, and pendants), vases, bottles for holding commodities such as perfume and little figurines. Cult statues eyes were also inlayed with coloured glass mimicking precious stones such as lapis lazuli. To a modern perspective, this may sound like a cheap alternative, however in Assyrian or Sumerian scholars contexts there was no binary difference between ‘natural’ or ‘artificial.’[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Eduardo A. Escobar, Glassmaking as Scribal Craft, A Wonder to Behold: Craftsmanship and the Creation of Babylon's Ishtar Gate, Princeton University Press, 2019 Pg. 121.] 

The independent English term ‘glass’ is not used in the glassmaking texts but instead ‘stonelike materials’ served as a classifier for the words used in Akkadian ‘abnu’ and Sumerian ‘NA4’.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  IBID.] 

BM K.2520 are Neo-Assyrian instructional recipes to produce diverse types of glass, it comprises of 15 tablets (and fragments) by Assyrian scribes for the Library of Ashurbanipal, Nineveh (northern Iraq) and dated to approximately 650BC.[footnoteRef:8] The tablets are considered both technological and culturally significant.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/W_K-2520 <Accessed on 24/11/2024>]  [9:  Eduardo A. Escobar, Glassmaking as Scribal Craft, Pg. 120. ] 

Technologically, the tablets compromise of the technical ingredients (silicates, plant ashes and oxides in detail to the fractional quality of weights) and the technical process instructing the craftsman as ‘you’ step-by-step on how to make the glass. 
Ritual is also built heavily into the technology, throughout the texts there is a demand for the creation of a spiritually untainted environment. This is present from the making of the kiln ‘when you lay the foundations of a glassmaking kiln, you search repeatedly for a suitable day during a favourable month…’[footnoteRef:10] and during the creation of the glass ‘As soon as [you complete (the construction of)] the kiln, in the house of the kiln (...) you set down Kubu deities in order that an outsider or stranger cannot enter; one who is impure cannot cross their (Kubus') presence…You will constantly scatter aromatics offerings in their presence… On the day that you [set down] the glass within the kiln, you make [a sheep] sacrifice in the presence of the Kubu deities…’[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Noemi Borrelli & Eduardo A.Escobar, Crafting Purity in Assyro-Babylonian Procedures. Time, Space, and the Material World*, https://www.researchgate.net/journal/ARYS-Antigueedad-Religiones-y-Sociedades-2173-6847?_tp=eyJjb250ZXh0Ijp7ImZpcnN0UGFnZSI6InB1YmxpY2F0aW9uIiwicGFnZSI6InB1YmxpY2F0aW9uIn19, 2022, Pg. 36.]  [11:  IBID, Pg. 38. ] 


Culturally, we see that the agency of writing the glassmaking recipes by scribes was not just for technicians as the texts frame glassmaking as antiquarian knowledge, but as part of scribal craft, therefore making glassmaking both in the dominion of technicians and scribes.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Eduardo A. Escobar, Glassmaking as Scribal Craft, Pg. ] 


Glassmaking in Afghanistan
[image: ]










[footnoteRef:13]Image: Location of Herat in Afghanistan.  [13:  https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2012/3/8/profile-herat-province <Accessed on 24/11/2024>] 

The Glassmakers of Herat[footnoteRef:14] (1979) is currently on YouTube to watch for free under ‘The Corning Museum of Glass’ channel. It was produced and directed by Elliott Erwin for The Corning Museum of Glass and filmed in 1977.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  https://youtu.be/BMYE83DJU4Q?si=Obh1FcHMBHInp7Cm <Accessed on 24/11/2024>]  [15:  IBID] 

The documentary offers a cross-cultural comparison of ancient Mesopotamian glassmaking from the glassmaking recipes to that of the last glassmakers of Herat, a small family business operated by two cousins. The family claims to have been working as glassmakers for 200 years and learnt the craft from observing their fathers. However, the documentary questions this because despite the factors of and space, the family makes glass similar to the techniques of the Nineveh glassmaking recipes. 
The documentary questions if this is a symptom of Herat’s location being missed by modernisation, including electrification. Modern tools such as instruments, fans, scales or timers are not used due to lack of electricity, resources and poverty. They make their own wooden tools, and have to be inventive with tools such using a sawed-off rifle barrel as a blowpipe and they don’t reference the technological process to written instructions. 
The glassmakers collect and prepare their ingredients once a week by hand foraging white quartz (to be crushed back in the factory) and burning wild alkaline-rich plants to make plant ash. The ingredients are transported back by a pack mule. Local trade is relied upon for wood as fuel for their kiln, which is the most expensive part of glassmaking. 
[bookmark: _Int_RmxOmOtj][bookmark: _Int_jWBNrGIF][image: ]Due to having no weighing scales, proportions of the ingredients are measured intrinsically by sight and weight in the glassmaker’s hand. To make blue glass, they heat and add to the hand mixed mixture scrap cooper compound, in the Nineveh tablets this ingredient called ‘slow copper’.[footnoteRef:16] The glassmakers know when the glass is ready to be molded by its physical shape when its malleable with the tools.  [16:  Eduardo A. Escobar, Glassmaking as Scribal Craft, Pg. 120.] 

The glass in Afghanistan to that of Mesopotamia may not be different in ingredients or technique however, there is a different agency for making glass and a different itinerary of the glass pieces. The core consumers for glass in Afghanistan were inbound tourists, despite this unfortunately its not a profitable business only bringing enough money to continue the business and buy their family’s bread and water. The glassmakers explain how they make many candlesticks as its popular with the tourists and because it uses the most amount of glass its priced as their most expensive piece. 
[bookmark: _Int_AwOrhOqz][bookmark: _Int_PpkYcHhV][bookmark: _Int_Tw576KjB]When the glass is finished being molded its put into the back of the furnace so the glass can cool slowly as the kiln burns out over the night. This is so the glass is not brittle when finished but strong and is also instructed in the glassmaking tablets. To the glassmaker's good glass is where is has a beautiful colour and shine, is smooth and thick and it does its job well. 
[footnoteRef:17] Image 4, above: An example of glass from the Herat workshop.  [17:  https://youtu.be/BMYE83DJU4Q?si=Obh1FcHMBHInp7Cm <Accessed on 24/11/2024>
] 

[bookmark: _Int_xTp4EGNG]However, during the documentary we do not see any rituals being practiced. According to the glassmaking recipes, ritual is part of the technical process, and vital for achieving the successful craft of glass. Mesopotamia region was a dominate influence of ancient everyday life, making agency for ritual and purifications. Whereas in Afghanistan Islam is the dominate religion and with the Mesopotamian religion being extinct, the associated rituals are no longer present or necessary for making glass. 
Although this documentary was vital for the recording an ancient craft before it is lost, its hard to stay objective and watch knowing that glassmaking in this setting is a hazardous occupation and despite functioning at full ability, the family are still in poverty. 
Without electrification and finances to put measures of safety into place such as PPE and ventilation systems, the exposure to harmful chemicals leads to ill health of the workers with the potentiality to contribute to early deaths. One glassmaker explains that the environment is harsh on the eyes and lungs, and despite being 20 he already feels week and his father suffered from permanent physical ailments in his older age from the factory conditions. 
[bookmark: _Int_QIxRmvH0][image: ]However, this does (fortunately but unfortunately) makes the comparisons from glassmaking in Mesopotamia to Herat more exact as it allows us to see the long-term bodily affects it has on the body due to Mesopotamians also not having the same electrification safety features. If glassmaking in this context were re-created for embodied research in experimental archaeology, it would show the technical process of making glass and what the body perceives in the act of glassmaking, however not to a long-term/ life-long extent which ethnographic qualitative research can do. 
[footnoteRef:18]Image 5: one of the Herat glassmakers quality checking their finished products.  [18:  https://youtu.be/BMYE83DJU4Q?si=Obh1FcHMBHInp7Cm <Accessed on 24/11/2024>
] 

CONCLUSIONS
Towards the end of the documentary, its expressed that the glassmakers are immensely proud of their work and is apart of their identity. They plan to continue making glass for the rest of their lives and want their sons to continue the business, however there is concerns for the children’s health and if they can, they would prefer to send their sons to school. There is hope that if electrification reaches the city of Herat fans can be used to draw out smoke in the workshop to make the working environment more tolerable and reduce health risks. They also expressed the desire to have a shop of their own to sell their own glass products to gain more profit. 
Because the price of fuel is the most expensive part of the glassmaking process, the glassmakers had to adapt to collecting broken glass in their neighbourhood and remoulding them, as it uses less fuel than making glass from scratch.
[image: ]One can loosely apply the theory of the ‘dance of agency’ to the glassmakers, but not in the context that the glassmakers will be replaced by machines, but that factors are inhabiting the changing the roles of the glassmakers considerably within their specialised technology due to the absence of funds or the safety of actors that fuel their craft,  shifting from the original 3500-year-old glassmaking method to possibly self extinction.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Andrew Pickering, Material Culture and the Dance of Agency, The Oxford Handbook of Material Culture Studies, Oxford University Press, 2010 Pg. 190.] 

[footnoteRef:20]Image 6: The Herat glass workshop.  [20:  Hhtps://stefangeens.com/2014/01/06/in-search-of-saldullah-the-glassmakers-or-herat/ <Accessed on 24/11/2024>] 

The Glassmakers of Herat offer an embodied ethnography of glassmakers unknowingly following the glassmaking recipes of Nineveh. This allows one to observer the sensorial engagement that comes from making glass, from the collection and preparation of ingredients, making and moulding the glass. Sensory anthropology, informed by sensory perception theories rejects forms of ‘cross-cultural comparison, and disassociating the relationship between culture and place.’[footnoteRef:21] This allows one to experience the environment instead of perceiving the environment with both archaeological experiment and anthropological observation.   [21:  Sarah Pink, The future of sensory archaeology/the anthropology of the sense, Social Anthropology/Anthropologie Sociale (2010), European Association of Social Anthropologists 2010, Pg. 331. ] 

At the end of the documentary there is an update by Robert H. Brill who describes in April 1978 Afghanistan experienced a revolution, and the country became closed off with Herat at the centre of the fighting. The fate of the glassmakers in Herat are unknown, but with the lack of tourists there will no longer be a demand for glass and with the desire to save their children from ill health, this documentary may very well be the last ethnography in the practice of ancient glassmaking technology. 
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