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Book review: Materiality of Writing in Early Mesopotamia, edified by Thomas E. Blake and Christina Tsouparopoulou.

Materiality of Writing in Early Mesopotamia edited by Thomas E. Blake and Christina Tsouparopoulou is a 2016 published book which comprises of the collective essays from the International Academic Heidelberg conference in May 2013, organised by the Collaborative Research Centre 933 established in 2011 at Heidelberg University. Their main focus of study as an organisation is ‘the materiality of writing (as an act) and the materiality of text (as an artefact)[footnoteRef:2] from a historical perspective. This book review is excluding the 4 German chapters as I am not fluent in the language, nor have the means to faithfully translate it.  [2:  Thomas E.Blake and Christina Tsouparopoulou, Materiality of Writing in Early Mesopotamia, De Gruter, 2016. ] 

[bookmark: _Int_A9jV9UUi]The main objective of the conference was to address the neglected relation between inscribed artefacts, its material character, and the prioritisation of these texts due to their content being power-discursive.’[footnoteRef:3] The main aim of the book is the study of various writing media on various materials in their forms and formats through an anthropological and textual approach.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  IBID.]  [4:  IBID, Pg. 3. ] 

[bookmark: _Int_z64GQqV9][bookmark: _Int_Ay2HMij4][bookmark: _Int_XJQaqsdz][bookmark: _Int_flVp0dB4]The book comprises of an introduction, 12 chapters by a different author (scholars of Assyriology and who were contributors to the May 2013 conference) and a concluding section summarising the authors and their other works. The book runs in chronological order, beginning with clay tokens (the earliest administrative device) to the end of the 4th millennium BCE. Many text groups are analysed in various mediums, such as legal documents[footnoteRef:5], dedicatory objects[footnoteRef:6], private commemorative inscriptions[footnoteRef:7] and also the layout and evolution of tablet texts.[footnoteRef:8] The timeline ends at the 2nd millennium BCE with the increasement of durable stones as a medium for writing and the last 3 essays discuss innovative approaches to already established notions of materiality. The book is not limited to text groups or language, with Sumerian, Akkadian and Hittite texts being the focus of chapters in the cuneiform script, meaning a broad range of cultures within Mesopotamia are being discussed. [5:  Thomas E. Balke The Interplay of Material, Text, and Iconography in Some of the Oldest “Legal” 
Documents, Pgs]  [6:  Gianni Marchesi, Object, Images, and Text: Remarks on Two “Intercultural Style” Vessels 
from Nippur Pgs 95-108 and Jean M. Evans, Materiality, Writing, and Context in the Inana Temple at Nippur: The Dedicatory Objects from Level VIIB Pgs. 165-182. ]  [7:  Jakob Andersson, Private Commemorative Inscriptions of the Early Dynastic and Sargonic Periods: 
Some Considerations Pgs. 47-7. ]  [8:  Camille Lecompte, Observations on Diplomatics, Tablet Layout and Cultural Evolution of the Early Third 
Millennium: The Archaic Texts from Ur, Pgs. 133-164. ] 


[bookmark: _Int_YrMzwnmn][bookmark: _Int_IpsMhmbX][bookmark: _Int_ODSb6FPm]Chapters are consolidated, with chapter 3[footnoteRef:9] being the longest chapter with 39 pages and the shortest at 13 pages, chapter 4[footnoteRef:10]. Images and graphs are provided when needed which helps the reader contextualise excavation sites and artefacts with clear details of each figure. The authors make efforts to create a list of abbreviations at the end of their chapters for those who are unfamiliar, making the reader feel more included in academic scholarship and saves them from independently having to search for it themselves.	Comment by Nigel Watkins: amended spelling
	Comment by Nigel Watkins: amended [9:  Paola Paoletti, Die Palägraphie der lexikalischen Texte aus Ebla: Einige erste Betrachtungen, Pgs. 183-222. ]  [10:  Gianni Marchesi, Object, Images, and Text: Remarks on Two “Intercultural Style” Vessels from Nippur, Pgs. 95-108.] 


Many themes are discussed, such as the “intercultural style” vessels from Nippur.[footnoteRef:11] This chapter is relevant to my studies due to studying comparative mythology for my dissertation, although this was not through a material object perspective, it was a great resource for the dissection of intercultural styles as these objects are apart of cultural exchange.  [11:  IBID, Pgs. 95-107. ] 

[bookmark: _Int_53GStm6Z]The two objects used in this study were decorated vessels of spotted felines in conflict from the Early Dynastic IIIa period found in the context level of VIIB in the Temple of Inanna at Nippur.[footnoteRef:12] However, they were not manufactured in Nippur but in southeastern Iran, Jiroft and were imported into Mesopotamia as luxury goods. They were engraved in cuneiform to dedicate and make requests to Gods. The author declares in the conclusion that the vessels were exotic to the inhabitants of Mesopotamia and once imported they were then later inscribed to turn them into a votive object. Therefore, these “intercultural style” vessels are not intercultural but are ‘culture-specific’ to where they were made.  [12:  IBID, Pg. 97. ] 

This has given me a new perspective of intercultural styles in material culture and their definition. Although there may be evidence of intercultural exchange between myths and material objects, they are also culture-specific to where they are practiced and reside. Although I greatly enjoyed this chapter, I was left somewhat frustrated with the author quoting scholarship in a non-English language and offering no translation, causing me to pause and translate independently which ruined the flow of reading. 

This book also exposed me to the Hittie kingdom and culture in the chapter Materiality and Presence of the Anitta Text in Original and Secondary Context: Considerations on the Original Nature of the Proclamation of Anitta (CTH 1) and Its Transmission as Part of Hittite Traditional Literature by Lisa Wilhelmi.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Lisa Wilhelmi, Materiality and Presence of the Anitta Text in Original and Secondary Context: Considerations on the Original Nature of the Proclamation of Anitta (CTH 1) and Its Transmission as Part of Hittite Traditional Literature, Pgs. 223-240. ] 

The Anitta text (CTH 1) provides many insights in the Hittie Kingdom and the text itself functions as a legitimisation/declaration of kingship and an instruction manual for the heir and administration alike which even gives examples of royal family discord from the past and the untoward affects it had on the Hatti land as a precursor.[footnoteRef:14]  However, this Anitta text was repeated and found throughout Anatolia (including one in the gate of Anitta’s palace.[footnoteRef:15]) Complied together it is unsure what original language was used as copies were made in Old Assyrian, Hittite and Hittite with old Babylonia sign forms.[footnoteRef:16] Unfortunately, due to the lack of comparative material, it is unable to decide the original language however there is also the question of materials.  [14:  IBID, Pg. 227.]  [15:  IBID, Pg. 233. ]  [16:  IBID, Pg. 232-233. ] 

[bookmark: _Int_cHX3F50f]Due to the text being located in a gate, it is assumed to have been written on a stone tablet although no inscriptions of this type have been found in Anatolia dated to the Old Assyrian period.[footnoteRef:17] One surviving bronze tablet from the Hittie period represents a copy of the silver tablet brought to Egypt containing a peace treaty between the two kingdoms, it was deposited with great care however it is questioned whenever the tablet was originally placed in an inner city gate of Hattuša.  [17:  IBID, Pg. 233. ] 

[bookmark: _Int_AlrPWmMT]This is my first experience reading academically about metal tablets, the author states that due to its value, aesthetics, and durability that tablets composed of metal had to be of significant importance to the authors[footnoteRef:18] and despite being the only one found in the Hittite realm, such significance is also present within Mesopotamia.  [18:  IBID, Pg. 235. ] 


[bookmark: _Int_dq2UklUX]This book also questions the lack of inscribed objects and its meaning in the chapter regarding the Inana Temple of Nippur with dedicatory objects.[footnoteRef:19] With the excavations of Level VIIB there are inscribed 25 stones vessels out of 100, with most being dedicated by women.[footnoteRef:20] Is this the outcome of a shift of function? Or that the tradition of dedicating inscribed objects in the Early Dynastic period did not yet begin? [19:  Jean M. Evans, Materiality, Writing, and Context in the Inana Temple at Nippur: The Dedicatory Objects from Level VIIB, Pgs. 165-182. ]  [20:  IBID, Pg. 170. ] 


[bookmark: _Int_tafiSTEB]Despite being published by a German publishing house, the majority language of the book is English. However out of 12 essays, 4 are in German, making these chapters accessible to German-speaking readers only. Although this does exclude certain chapters of the book to non-German speaking readers, it is important and expected within academic journals for authors to publish in languages that allow them to maintain professional language and present their expertise within the academic scholarship.’[footnoteRef:21]  It was also frustrating (as mentioned earlier) that authors when quoting scholarship in foreign languages did also not offer an English translation version. If reading the e-book on a device, efforts to translate chapters are less taxing, however if reading a physical copy, translating quotes and whole chapters will be more arduous and most likely the reader will unfortunately have to miss these quotes and chapters and their scholarly content, not allowing them to reach a cohesive conclusion at the end of the book due to missing content of specific topics.   [21:  Yali Liu & Louisa Buckingham, Language choice and academic publishing: a social-ecological perspective on languages other than English, Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development, 2024, Vol. 45, No. 8, 2977-2991, 2022, Pg. 2977. ] 

Those without an academic background may prove challenging for the heavy technical language that is used regarding the discussions of materiality, however it seems unlikely that this book would be accessible to those without an academic background or appeal to those not interested in scholarship surrounding Mesopotamia or materiality.
Due to a different author for each chapter and discussing different aspects of the materiality of writing in the 3rd millennium Mesopotamia, there was a risk of no cohesive writing style throughout the book, however I found no difficulty in keeping engaged with the multiple authors and each had similar writing styles/vocabulary. 

In the last chapter ‘notes of the contributors’ the reader can learn about each author's academic background, where they are based professionally, and what other works they have authored, making it easy for the reader to find and consume more of their works if desired. This book exposed me to Susan Pollock, who is author to the chapter ‘From Clay to Stone: Material Practices and Writing in Third Mesopotamia’[footnoteRef:22] and has left me wanting to read more scholarship from her such as the books: The Eden That Never Was[footnoteRef:23] and Archaeologies of the Middle East: Critical Perspectives.[footnoteRef:24]  [22:  Susan Pollock, From Clay to Stone: Material Practices and Writing in Third Mesopotamia’ Pgs. 277-291.]  [23:  Susan Pollock, The Eden That Never Was, Cambridge, 1999. ]  [24:  Susan Pollock and Reinhard Bernbeck, Archaeologies of the Middle East: Critical Perspectives, Blackwell, 2005. ] 



[bookmark: _Int_C4eQnpkc]Materiality of Writing in Early Mesopotamia is a unique book in the genre of Mesopotamia history regarding the materiality of writing. Earlier books such as Agency in Ancient Writing[footnoteRef:25] have similar essays however have only two dedicatory chapters regarding Mesopotamia and are though the discipline of agency as an archaeological concept and material agency, not materiality: Bureaucratic Backlashes: Bureaucrats as Agents of Socioeconomic Change in Proto-Historic Mesopotamia[footnoteRef:26] and Contingency and Innovation in Native Transcripts of Encrypted Cuneiform (UD.GAL.NUN).[footnoteRef:27] [25:  Joshua Englehardt, Agency in Ancient Writing, University Press of Colorado, 2013. ]  [26:  IBID, Clemens Reichel, Bureaucratic Backlashes: Bureaucrats as Agents of Socioeconomic Change in Proto-Historic Mesopotamia, Pgs. 45-70.]  [27:  IBID, Contingency and Innovation in Native Transcripts of Encrypted Cuneiform (UD.GAL.NUN), PGs. 165-182. ] 


[bookmark: _Int_m11aXcdF]In conclusion Materiality of Writing in Early Mesopotamia would be an excellent resource for those who want an overview of the materiality of writing in Mesopotamia during the 3rd Millennium. Despite each chapter being written by a different author there is still the same consistency and balance of intellectual rigour and readability in each thematic chapter. Each offer clear and engaging narratives without oversimplifying the complexities of the subject matter. A book written in this nature with multiple authors exposes the reader to multiple scholars of Assyriology and hopefully after this book will continue reading their works. 
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