Book review on Aegean Seals: an introduction by Olga Krzyszkowska
The book that will be reviewed is Aegean Seals: an introduction by Olga Krzyszkowska. Coming across the book while looking for information on seals in the ancient world I found the book to be helpful and even targeted towards helping students understand the material as a means of encouraging fresh interest in the vast subject. The study into the seal stones of the ancient world is potentially indicative of the interconnection between the various civilizations and can indicate the networks of communication and trade based upon the design choices and the material components of the seal stones themselves. As these materials and design choices will be indicative of the routes and areas where artisans were located and what the type of iconography they were encouraged or decided to create. The Review will hopefully emphasise these key elements of the book and concisely summarize the contents.
The book’s interesting elements begin in the preface, where Krzyszkowska states “It (the book) is expressly aimed at students of Aegean Archaeology” this statement stands out as indicative of the educational value and instructive guidance that the book intends to impart to the reader throughout the reading of the subject, a suitable start to a book titled Introduction. The Author begins the introduction with a brief on the history of the materials, as they are our primary sources of evidence aided in the fact the seals are made with durable materials, although, Krzyszkowska suggests that it is likely that “No more than 5% of the original output has survived” The author defines seals as objects with designs engraved on “One or more faces which will produce relief images when pressed into a soft medium” such definition whilst seemingly obvious does help to identify what is and what is not a seal stone. The book also directs the reader, in the introduction, to the Corpus der minoischen und mykenischen Siegal (CMS) which would allow any aspiring archaeology students to easily find the database of Aegean glyptics. The introduction also brings attention to the reader of the reliance on drawings, highlighting the pros and cons of relying on a system such as this. The author also directs the reader to use the scholarship to identify the chronology of the glyptics whilst encouraging potential students to still familiarise themselves with the approaches that these experts may use.
The second Chapter, The Precursors, is a good chapter as it follows on from the preface and the first chapter by way of presenting a brief introduction to the history of the seals and is accompanied by some illustrations of the seals being mentioned as well as imagery of some of the uses, they had that were before the use of these stamps as a means of sealing items and storage containers. The use of illustrations is excellent as it provides a more physical connection to the seals instead of simply being lines of text dictated to the reader with which they might instead create an incorrect mental image, an issue addressed previously as one of the issues with drawing. The chapter also connects itself forward into the book as well as being tied to the first chapter. This tie in with the third chapter comes in the form of a connection between the older fifth millennium objects and the mid-third millennium objects found in the Aegean. The third chapter, titled “The Greek mainland and islands in the third millennium” This chapter follows the example of the second in that it provides a good starting introduction to the presence of seals in the Aegean region as well as extensive use of images to provide visual aid to the text, the author attributes a previous scholar with playing a significant role in the excavation and recovery of a great deal of seals that were preserved in a fire “Received wisdom was dramatically overturned thanks to excavations by John L. Caskey at Lerna in the Argolid (1952-58)” this is important not just for scholars in the field but for the key audience laid out in the preface, the students. However, sometimes the authors language relies upon some form of pre-existing knowledge on ancient cultures, which can hinder the learning process if the student is consistently having to check and recheck language used, this is also a benefit as it broadens the scope of the information the student has access to as a result of this expansion of information. The rest of the chapters follow similar concepts and formulae to the first three, with largely the same emphasis on the student and imparting knowledge, therefore it is relatively safe to assume that they share the same strengths and weaknesses. An important aspect of the book is its highlighting of the issues of modern interpretations and potential future interpretations, as specifically outlines at the end of chapter eleven, sub-titled “Some challenges for the future” this section outlines how research can become outdated as a primary critique of attempting to create a research project on a wide subject, as well as ceding the reality of modern re-examination of existing materials with the express purpose of outdating research, in a way. This section also tackles the sociological aspect of research, and how students might be dissuaded from study when instead this should be a fact that whilst pessimistic in nature, actually allows for more diverse input with the aim to create more accurate evidence as a result of said studies. The appendices address students directly this is appreciated as those looking to pursue more in-depth study of the subject will undoubtedly examine the attached appendices in order to expand their source base.
To sum up the book as a whole I believe that it is concise, creates a solid argument for many of the theories it proposes whilst also ceding precedence to modern scholarship as well as the possibility for new evidence to appear, all in the hopes of providing the students reading this book a multitude of skills as well as information, such as: double checking sources, checking the dates of sources, applying learned skills when looking at interpretations as well as creating their own interpretations of what a seal is and what it may, or may not, have been used for. Overall, the books positive nature and ability to identify the flaws within itself make it excellent and engaging reading material.

