The Early Dynastic votive statues of 
Sumerian Sculpture from Tell Asmar and Khafajah
And the Male Gaze 
 
The objects I have chosen for my analysis are from the Tell Asmar hoard, described as the Early Dynastic Sumerian statues. They are the largest male and female statues from the hoard, both originally described by Henri Frankfort in his 1939 excavation publication, as “representing the god of fertility and the mother goddess” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 13). The purpose of this analysis will be to consider how and why they have been chosen to fit within the scholarship, from the original to the present day, and whether as a potential votive object that might be the artistic representation of a dedicant, but also whether the original reception and analysis of the statues had an inherent gender bias when considering and comparing their relative artistic merits. 

Jean Evans (2012) whose research into Sumerian sculpture and the Early Dynastic period, is a Research Associate at the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago, the same Institute as Henri Frankfort the publisher of Sculpture of the Third Millennium B.C from Tell Asmar and Khafajah (1939), the person who labelled the statues as art. Evans in her book The lives of Sumerian Sculpture: an archaeology of the Early Dynastic Temple (2012), poses the questions “what a stone statue of a human figure has signified, both in modern times and in antiquity” (Evans, 2012, p. back cover). This point should be considered, when looking at the original interpretation of the stone statues, but also when considering why when they were excavated they were  labelled with the purpose they have been and whether Evans (2012) disagreement with that original interpretation is justified.  

Evans (2012) describes the purpose behind her book as being an investigation into the statues created during the 500-year period between 2900- 2350 BC, described as the Early Dynastic period, and attributed to the people of Sumer. She points out that the location of Sumer conformed with the modern day south of Iraq, and that at least 550 of these statues survive from that period and have been found within the temple compounds. E, H Cline of George Washington University in his 2013 review of Evans book, describes the books approach as combining anthropology , art and history in analysing “Sumerian sculpture” (Cline, 2013, p. 1898). He commends her writing for knowing about, but not finding it necessary to include all of the new “jargon laden terms like entanglement, and  materiality” (Cline, 2013, p. 1898). Sarah Jarmer Scott in her 2013 review of the book, argues that the value of Evans scholarship is in “its investigation of the relationship of humankind’s intellect with that of constructed bodies” (Scott, 2013, p. 1). That its usefulness to scholarship was beyond that of just those studying the ancient Near East, but also “art historians as well as archaeologists and anthropologists” (Scott, 2013, p. 1).  The point Evans wishes to emphasise as the books particular purpose, is for the reader to acknowledge and engage with the original encounter with Sumer by Frankfort and his team, and how those ideas and interpretations have carried forward up to the present day, and continue to impact upon our ideas about these statues. 

Frankfort (1939) from the first page of the introduction, describes the statues as art and considers the creative achievement behind them to rival that of Egypt, and that their discovery could increase our comprehension of the very nature of art. From their study we may gain a greater insight into the nature of art, now that there was an alternative to the “pre-Greek school” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 1) of Egypt, upon which further study may be performed. He points out the statues were found in the “Square Temple” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 3) so named by the excavators, describing it as “hoard of statues” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 3) and they had been discovered beneath the ground next to the altar. The three biggest statues; fertility god and mother goddess, arranged in the space first and then the others less carefully added later, which contributed to their greater damaged state. 
[image: ]
Next Frankfort (1939) describes the positions these statues would have originally been arranged in within the temple shrine, and the purpose they would have served there. He describes there being no structural features within the shrine to display the statues, noting the only built area was likely to be for the “cult statue of the god” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 10). Concluding this space would be  too small to include the statues without them crowding around the shrine’s deity statue. Frankfort (1939) argues that the statues were arranged against the walls, but only of those who’s dedicants were of sufficient influence or wealth to be placed within the presence of the god. The example he turns too to justify this interpretation, is that of “from the inscriptions on Gudea’s statues” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 10), that as a result of each inauguration of Gudea’s statue, an offering to the temple was made. Frankfort (1939) therefore concludes that for any other dedicant’s statue to be there also, a more moderate offering must have been made by any that could afford to do so for their statues to be present in that sacred space. He compares the evidence from that of Assur  and admits there is no clash of evidence between Assur and those of Tell Asmar and Khafajah. Plate 1 Cult Statue of God Abu From Square Temple of Abu at Tell Asmar, after Frankfort, 1939. 


[image: ]Frankfort (1939) then declares what the function of  the statues had been, based upon the lettering  upon “their shoulders” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 11) that some of them bore. Only three from both sites had lettering, which had been translated to mean a named dedicant, in one case “Sin has presented (this)” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 11). This was in addition to comparing inscriptions found upon similar statues throughout Mesopotamia and those found upon the various statues of Gudea, each translated as “mentioning a specific act of devotion which entitles him to the god’s gratitude” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 11). This evidence lead him to conclude that the purpose for all the statues were the same, whatever the difference in material or quality of construction, from high to low born status, all the individuals purpose was ultimately the same, to act as a substitute, representing specific individual worshippers before their local shrine deity. 

Frankfort (1939) acknowledges that Mesopotamian representation of their gods has always been in human form, and as a consequence of this, it has been difficult to distinguish between deity and supplicant, except in the case of the statues described as the God Abu the fertility god and the Mother Goddess. These are the two statues I have chosen to focus upon in this piece, as he points out, they are the largest two statues in the cache, with the male one standing at seventy-two centimetres and the female one at fifty-nine [image: ]centimetres tall. The male statue is quite literally head and shoulders taller than all the other in the cache, with the nearest comparable in size to the female one being fifty-five centimetres in height. Two points Frankfort (1939) asserts about these two statues that make them divine and not a representation of a dedicant and are incomparable with any other statues from this period. The first point is, “the unnatural size of the eyes” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 13), which is true in comparison to all those statues within the temple cache, for both statues eyes must take up to a third of the surface area of the face. The iris occupies three quarters of the space of the eyeball, this certainly makes them unusual by comparison to the size and shape of the eyeballs of the rest of the cache. Here Frankfort (1939) considers the rareness of the size and shape of these eyeballs as a factor of their godlike quality, lacks credibility, in the same way he argues the style of the male statues hair contributes to his god argument. This is that the hair, centre parted like the other male statues who were not bald, sitting upon his shoulders and not down on his chest either side of his beard. This is an interesting stylistic point of difference that could be attributed to the sculpturer’s or the patrons personal artistic preference. Plate 2 Head of Cult Statue of God Abu, after Frankfort, 1939
Plate 2 Head of Cult Statue of God Abu, after Frankfort, 1939

 
 Frankfort (1939) in the catalogue describes the material for the eyes as “eyeballs of shell; iris of black limestone; all fixed with bitumen” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 56) and for the female [image: ]statue with just the word “same” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 56) for the eyes. The second point Frankfort (1939) goes into considerably more detail  and that “is the relief on the front of the base of the males statue” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 13), from which he concludes after describing it and comparing it with other similar images found. That this statues relief  was the personification of the regenerative power “of nature” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 14), which was the feature that gods throughout Mesopotamia were venerated for. He admits that his view of the meaning for the relief is disputed and considered decorative in nature rather than “referring specifically to a certain god” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 15). Plate 4 Cult Statue of Mother Goddess from Square Temple of Abu at Tell Asmar, after Frankfort, 1939 


He counters this decorative claim by pointing out that it is this particular reliefs use elsewhere, does not negate its “specific symbolic meaning” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 15). He acknowledges this evidence is inconclusive, but asks of those who deny this interpretation, are they prepared to leave this unexplored, which is unfortunate, as not being able to offer an alternative explanation is poor justification for excepting a meaning that is inconclusive, in the place of no interpretation instead.  

Frankfort (1939) concludes that if you except the male statue is a god, then you must except the female statue is a goddess. Next he applies an aesthetic bias through a gender bias, when he describes the goddess statue as “a clumsy piece of work, lacking the forcefulness and magnetism of its males counterpart” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 15). Once the reader  visits the photographic plates of all the statues at the rear of the book, plate 1 is the described fertility god and plate 4 is the goddess. Plates 2 and 3 are close-up photographs of the head, full frontal and a slightly angled shot whose only purpose is to highlight the appearance of the nose of the statue, its size and shape. The goddess statue does not benefit from this close-up photographic attention, we are first introduced to the goddess statue on plate 4 with her both as a full-frontal torso shot and a full torso side view. The god statue on plate 1 is a solitary photograph, occupying the whole page. Plate 5 is composed of three equally but reduced in page size photographs of the god and goddess, a single full torso  sideview of the god, a full torso view of the back of the goddess and then an angled sideview of the goddess, as viewed from the bare arm side of the statue.  

[image: ]Frankfort (1939) when discussing the female statues considers their creator or creators to have considered them to be less worthy of creative attention, as “they did not offer the sculptor much scope” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 31) and then relegates their position to the sculpture and public as “the sculptures of women at best appear to us as no more than charming ornaments” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 31). In another comparison of the goddess to the god statue, he starts the description of the goddess by writing “this a statue of the mother goddess but it is in no way the equal of that of the god” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 22). Followed by a dismissal of the facial features, before comparing it to the god statue and condemning the goddess statue for having, “none of the strength of expression which characterises the statue of the god” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 22). This characteristic he is praising the god statue as having, and dismissing the goddess for not having, must be in the eye of the interpreter or too subtle for lay people to appreciate, or alternatively be a display of gender bias, as his next complaint is that of the sculpturer’s lack of  effort to “express the essentially female characteristics” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 22), is this case, that of breasts, which he felt where too little and “carelessly added” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 22). Plate 5 Cult Statues of God Abu and of Mother Goddess from Square Temple of Abu at Tell Asmar, after Frankfort, 1939 


These complaints of the goddess statue as having inferior facial features, lack of definition of body shape, and any real suggestion of femininity appear to be the main contributing issues to its reception by Frankfort (1939). Whilst simultaneously praising the described  qualities of the god statue, say more about him, than they do about the actual statues. The goddess statue’s nose is damaged which leads to a flatter facial appearance, unlike the god statue’s nose, which is both intact and prominent in comparison. The god statues beard takes up a third of its face, with no chin or neck visible because of the arrangement of hair upon the shoulders and in addition to the beard that reaching down to the chest. On the other hand The goddess statue cannot hide her face behind such features, there use may be as much due to obscuring a less technical proficiency of sculpting with veined gypsum, as it may have to do with representing the emblems of hierarchical status of men and differentiating them from their god.  

Zainab Bahrani in her book Mesopotamia: Ancient Art and Architecture (2017), poses the question on the nature of these statues and those of elsewhere, that since these carved stone statues had been uncovered, and had ever since been considered as offerings in human shape, “what it may mean to dedicate an image of oneself to the gods” (Bahrani, 2017, p. 70). After a brief description of the general features of these types of statue, she states that they “represent people as worshippers” (Bahrani, 2017, p. 71) and then acknowledges that most of the statues have no written inscription bearing an individual’s name or social rank. Bahrani (2017) argues the same point as Evans (2012), and that is of agency, the idea that it was not necessary for them to be an exact replica image of the dedicant to serve their purpose, which was “to channel the life force of the individual for all time” (Bahrani, 2017, p. 71). Evans (2012) had argued that with ascribing the label of art to these statues, had led to them being photographed, and then displayed as art objects. 

This had prevented research into them as anything but “the oldest monumental stone sculpture in the history of art” (Evans, 2012, p. 49). R Corbey, R Layton, and J Tanner in their chapter “Archaeology and Art” from A companion to archaeology (2004), admit that “Archaeological art as a field of study is too varied and has too fuzzy boundaries to admit a precise definition”(Corbey, Layton, Tanner, 2004, p. 359), before then attempting to define it. They further highlight that these woolly borders effect singular pieces of art as well, and how art is embedded within its own location’s, and understanding those location’s ideas and connotations are necessary before making any interpretations. 

Evans (2012) point that the statues first perception as a gateway to understanding art as argued by Frankfort (1939), has reduced scholarly interest in looking at them as potentially anything else, , as she did with her 2012 book, is true. But it is more than just the academic pigeonholing of these statues, it is the gendered perspective that Frankfort (1939) continually demonstrated in his comparisons between the male and female statues. Where there are potentially differences in technical skill levels between the statues, which there are, does not justify comparing their respective faces and interpretating that the god as having a definite “strength of expression” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 22), having already dismissed the goddess statue as “in no way equal of that of the god” (Frankfort, 1939, p. 22). I consider Evans (2012) argument for further research into the statues not enough when she only speaks of their being viewed as art objects only. They also need to be reconsidered in light of the gender bias continually demonstrated by Frankfort (1939), in his dated subjective analysis of these fascinating objects.  
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