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Abstracts

Chapter 1. Introduction: Developing an approach to writing as material practice
Kathryn E. Piquette and Ruth D. Whitehouse

In this chapter we introduce the topic of the materiality of writing and the approaches and meth-
ods needed to study writing from a material perspective. Within this interpretive theme analysis
concentrates not on the linguistic and semantic meanings of ‘texts’ but on their physicality and
how this relates to creators and users. We also introduce the individual chapters of the book,
which cover a chronological span from ¢.3200 BCE to the present day and a geographical range
from the Americas to the Near East and Europe. We end with a brief survey of research on writ-
ing as material practice and set out the role that we hope the present volume will play in develop-
ing this exciting new research theme.

Chapter 2. The Twisting Paths of Recall: Khipu (Andean cord notation) as artifact
Frank Salomon

Khipu, the cord- and knot-based Andean information medium, had a one-century heyday (15%
century — 1532 cE) as the administrative script of the Inka empire. Before and after this period,
however, the cord medium underwent a varied evolution, including the development of mate-
rial attributes different from Inka norms. In this chapter, I review innovative recent work on the
material-meaningful nexus in Inka khipu, and then suggest how other studies — both archaeo-
logical and ethnographic — further clarify our notions of khipus’ ‘inscribed object-world’

The best-understood property of Inka khipus is the use of knots to register numbers and cal-
culations in decimal registry. However, knotted arithmetic falls far short of explaining all the
physical attributes of khipus, such as many-stranded and multicolored cords of varied structure,
attached tufts and bulbs, and knotting arrays that defy the decimal structure.

Archaeologically, elaborate khipus are known to have predated the Inka format by at least a
half-millennium. Such pre-Inka khipu were less knotted than Inka ones, but more colorful and
perhaps more aesthetically driven. Khipus also continued to be made well into the 20* century
CE, and have been ethnographically studied. Studies of khipu in communities that used cords
for herding or as media for internal administration also point to properties other above and
beyond knotability. Foci of the present essay include the fact that this eminently flexible medium
exists in different physical states during its use cycle; that its composition by physically discrete
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parts lends it to use as a simulation device as opposed to text-fixing device; that its physical mode
of articulating parts tends toward diagrammatic representation of data hierarchies, rather than
sentential syntax; and that the act of ‘reading’ was physically distributed among cord-handlers,
calculators, and interpreters, implying that there was no such actor as the unitary reader. Without
denying that there were established practices for verbalizing khipu content, I suggest that Tufte’s
notion of “data graphic” may be more faithful to khipu practice than models premised on ‘writing
proper.

Chapter 3. Writing as Material Technology: Orientation within landscapes of the
Classic Maya world
Sarah E. Jackson

This chapter considers how writing may be understood as a material technology. In this way, we
can understand text as not only having an effect or impact because of its content, but also because
of its material form and the ways that form is perceived and used. Textual objects — a phrase that
emphasizes the simultaneously material and textual nature of the artifacts I discuss — accom-
plish certain types of work that draw upon both the content and the material nature of the text.
By considering texts in an artifactual light, I argue that texts do important work in organizing
the material world. Furthermore, the specific material forms that texts take impact the ways in
which such work is carried out, and the ways in which their meanings are perceived and visu-
ally consumed. I explore these ideas in the context of three Maya text objects, all inscribed with
Classic Maya writing: a stone monument, a painted ceramic vessel, and a set of incised bone
needles; in each case, I suggest that an orientational technology is at work. That is, the percep-
tion and use of these text objects serve to locate people in culturally defined landscapes, and in
particular, within socio-political landscapes that include both experiential and imagined aspects.
The experience of these texts allowed ancient viewers to situate themselves along a series of axes,
not all of which are obvious or visible through other modes of material analysis. In both modern
and ancient instances, orientational technologies involve accessing content that shapes human
actions in the world, and that is experienced in specific ways representative of particular, shared
worldviews. The text objects that I examine encode perspectives that located Maya individuals in
relative positions through expressions of the shape and nature of the realms in which they lived,
including dimensions of territoriality, conceptions of temporality, and constructions of personal
and institutional difference. Significantly, the text objects examined are not reified in their mate-
rial state, but change both in form and in place and manner of use, yielding surprisingly dynamic
characteristics.

Chapter 4. Writing (and Reading) as Material Practice: The world of cuneiform culture
as an arena for investigation
Roger Matthews

The ancient Near East was home to the world’s earliest written texts, from 3200 BCE, and the
tradition of writing on clay endured for more than 3000 years, lasting from the Late Chalcolithic
until the end of the Iron Age of Mesopotamia and neighbouring regions. A great many languages,
generally unrelated to each other, were written in the so-called ‘cuneiform culture’ Cuneiform
texts form an integral part of the socio-political and material culture of multiple societies of the
ancient Near East, including early states, cities, and the world’s first empires, but hitherto their
study has focussed on philological and historical issues. A new wave of research addresses the
materiality of cuneiform texts, and I review and elaborate on that research here. In this consid-
eration of current approaches to the materiality of text in the ancient Near East, I explore several
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significant issues relating to the materiality of writing in the cuneiform tradition. Key questions
are: what was the extent of literacy (writing and / or reading) in the ancient Near East; who were
the intended audiences for cuneiform texts of varying types; what is the significance of variation
in the physical media of texts; and, how representative are surviving corpora of ancient writing
systems? In reviewing these questions, I aim to demonstrate that the extremely rich assemblages
of cuneiform documents, often in the form of archives, constitute a major resource for ongoing
and future exploration.

Chapter 5. Re-writing the Script: Decoding the textual experience in the Bronze Age
Levant (¢.2000-1150 BCE)
Rachael Thyrza Sparks

Writing in its many forms was an important part of the political, economic and cultural landscape
of the Levant during the 2" millennium BCE. Diverse scripts were used to record both local and
foreign languages, and included Egyptian formal and cursive hieroglyphs, hieratic, cuneiform,
alphabetic cuneiform, Proto-Canaanite, Hittite hieroglyphs, and linear Aegean scripts. While the
corpus is not large, it is significant and hints at the range of writing practices and knowledge
available.

This chapter reviews the evidence for Middle and Late Bronze Age writing from a primarily
archaeological perspective, showing how a study of object function, materiality and contexts of
use can inform on broader questions of textual availability, awareness, and execution. Texts played
a variety of roles within the communities they served. Texts could act as educational tools; to exert
political authority, impress, and intimidate; to enhance objects used in funerary or ritual settings,
and to mark personal ownership. Across these roles, we can also evaluate more broadly how writ-
ing technique, material, and script converge, and what the choices that were being made in this
respect can tell us about how writing was being organised and managed.

This leads to the conclusion that, despite strong script diversity in the region, most forms of
script appear to have been used in discrete environments with little overlap between them. Many
uses were confined to a professional setting, with scribes operating within local and imposed
administrative networks as representatives of the status quo. Beyond this, writing was generally
restricted to elite consumers and so had limited impact on society as a whole. The exception lay
in more visible forms of writing, such as publically erected stelae, and in special classes of object
such as amulets and amuletic objects, such as the scarab, which could be privately owned by a
wider group of people. Accessibility, however, did not necessarily equate with understanding, and
for the majority, the significance of a text may well have lain in its visual and material qualities and
associations rather than in the actual words recorded.

Ultimately it was the more personal and unofficial applications of writing that proved to be the
most robust, and it was these that survived to bridge the gap between the end of the Late Bronze
Age and the emergence of a whole new set of polities and writing practices in the Iron II period.

Chapter 6. The Function and Meaning of Writing in the Prehistoric Aegean: Some

reflections on the social and symbolic significance of writing from a material perspective
Heléne Whittaker

In this chapter I discuss the materiality of writing in the Bronze Age Aegean, with a particular
focus on evidence from Crete. It is from here that the earliest forms of writing in the Aegean
derive, dating to before the end of the 3" millennium BCE. In the period of the first palaces there
seem to have been two systems of writing in use: Linear A and the so-called Cretan Hieroglyphic
Script. The development of these scripts coincides more or less with the construction of the first
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palaces at Knossos, Malia, and Phaistos, and it is probable that the early use of writing on Crete
was closely associated with the emergence of centralised administration at the transition from
the Early Bronze Age to the Middle Bronze Age. In the first part of the chapter I review the dif-
ferent types of support (clay, stone, metal, bone) that are known from archaeological excavation
or for which there is indirect evidence (wood, papyrus, leather). I consider their particular mate-
rial qualities in relation to the act of writing as well as to the types of documents for which they
were used and the contexts in which they were produced and put to use. In the second part of
the chapter I discuss Aegean writing in terms of its social and symbolic meanings. It is possible
that the ability to record information in a visible and tangible form may have been seen as a form
of esoteric power. Early examples of writing occur on seals, which would have been objects of
prestige and perhaps authority, as well as on clay tablets. Writing on stone and metal artefacts has
been found in cultic contexts, which suggests that writing may have been associated with religious
meaning as well as having been a way of enhancing objects made of valuable materials.

Chapter 7. Form Follows Function: Writing and its supports in the Aegean Bronze Age
Sarah Finlayson

The phrase ‘form follows function;, originally conceived as an aesthetic principle, has been applied
to fields as disparate as architecture and software engineering. I use it here as a starting point from
which to unpick the complex and changing relationship between writing and its supports during
the Aegean Bronze Age, with the basic hypothesis that the shape, and to a lesser extent, material, of
objects that bear writing change according to the purpose to which they, object + writing, are put.

I examine the evidence at two levels. Firstly, the use of writing supports in each of the three main
Aegean scripts, Cretan Hieroglyphic, Linear A. and Linear B, is reviewed. Cretan Hieroglyphic
and Linear A are both in use on Crete during the First and early Second Palace Periods, although
largely in different areas, offering the possibility of comparing contemporary approaches to the
creation and use of different objects on which to write what seem to be (given that both scripts
are undeciphered) broadly similar subject matters. Cretan Hieroglyphic ceases to be used later in
the Second Palace Period, and Linear A use spreads — likewise, Linear B replaces Linear A in the
Third Palace Period; these two transitions allow us to look at how practice changes through time,
but also, potentially, at the deliberate refinement of writing supports as certain forms are carried
from old to new script, new shapes are introduced, and others go out of use.

While keeping these longer term patterns in mind, I then focus on Linear A; its diverse range of
writing supports offers the potential of building up a more detailed picture of how and where dif-
ferent kinds of writing-bearing object are used within a particular chronological period. Writing
appears on objects we classify as administrative, such as clay tablets, but also, intriguingly, on what
seem to be non-administrative items like metal pins or stone ‘libation tables, giving the impres-
sion of a loose and flexible attitude to what can be written upon. Key questions to consider include
to what extent this diversity of shape is ‘organised’? Does the shape of the writing support add
meaning to the usually brief inscription, or vice versa? And, is it possible that people interacting
with writing might have visibility of only one kind of support — what would this mean for their
conception of writing, and our definitions of literacy?

To conclude, I return to the longer view, and my original hypothesis, to consider whether form
really does follow function with Aegean Bronze Age writing, and whether the changes that occur
result from writing-users refining the system, or the system refining the users.
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Chapter 8. Materiality of Minoan Writing: Modes of display and perception
Georgia Flouda

In traditional narratives of Minoan archaeology, the visual display of writing is usually overlooked.
This chapter seeks to outline a framework for exploring the modes of display and the perception
of Minoan writing by focussing on artefact categories bearing Cretan Hieroglyphic and Linear
A inscriptions. Since both scripts are still undeciphered, they lend themselves to a study of their
attestations as signs in the Peircean sense. Attention is therefore redirected from the written form
of the specific inscriptions, the ‘signifier’ or ‘representamen, to the physical aspects of their mate-
rial supports and to the symbolic messages projected by them. Semiotic relationships that are
grounded in the material properties and the performative capacities of the artefacts themselves
are examined, in order to detect aspects of artefactual meaning that may not be immediately obvi-
ous from a conventional perspective. Parameters like material, size, shape, and other functional
aspects of Minoan inscribed artefacts are analysed. Special emphasis is also placed on artefacts
that possibly served as symbolic devices, mainly inscribed sealstones and their impressions on
clay. The combination of script with images that may have constituted a visual code, and its poten-
tial for assessing literacy, is explored in the case of the Archanes Script and Cretan Hieroglyphic
sealstones. Clay, metal, and stone objects carrying Linear A inscriptions of a non-administrative
character are also systematically considered. The different ways scale, directionality, alignment,
and the small scale of writing have informed the creation of these inscribed objects constitute one
of the main questions posed. How small size could have affected the use of some inscribed objects
in display events and rituals that included performance is also explored.

In order to address the modes of perception of Minoan writing, the analysis relies on examin-
ing how the graphic symbols of the two scripts are arranged in the ‘graphic space, namely the area
where text is positioned and read. In this framework, directionality, alignment, and scale of the
Hieroglyphic and Linear A signs are treated as indexes. Finally, the study focusses on the ways
in which these parameters may have affected the experience of the inscribed artefacts by social
actors, as well as the role of these objects in practices of remembrance.

Chapter 9. Saving on Clay: The Linear B practice of cutting tablets
Helena Tomas

The practice of cutting clay tablets is evident in both Minoan Linear A and Mycenaean Linear B
administration. Tablets were most probably cut after having been inscribed, when the residue of
clay with no text was removed, either to be reused for producing further tablets, or to minimise
space needed for their storage. This habit is especially apparent in the earliest deposit of Linear B
tablets — the Room of the Chariot Tablets — where nearly 20% of all tablets were cut. It is pre-
cisely these tablets that will be discussed in this chapter.

Most of the cut tablets from the Room of the Chariot Tablets are of elongated shape. Some
were cut on the sides immediately before the first sign or immediately after the last one. This may
reflect the practice of saving clay whenever possible. The tablets generally give an impression of
economy: their entire surface is usually inscribed without leaving any unused space; when a tablet
was larger than needed, the unneeded parts seem to have been excised and reused.

Another explanation has been proposed for the cutting of these tablets: the practice of divid-
ing a set of information into separate records. Although cut and separated in the past, scholars
recently joined some of these tablets proving that these small documents initially belonged to
one larger tablet. The name introduced to describe this kind of a document is a simili-join. As for
the purpose of simili-joins, it has been previously suggested that larger tablets were divided into
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smaller units for the purpose of rearranging the information, and this is a possibility that is further
explored in this paper.

Apart from the actual cutting, another feature may be an indication of the practice of simili-
joins. A certain number of elongated tablets from the Room of the Chariot tablets have vertical
lines incised across them. It seems that their function was to divide certain sections of a tablet.
Perhaps these lines were incised to indicate where to cut the tablet, as suggested by Jan Driessen.
By following this line of thought, it will be proposed that records of this type were probably writ-
ten with the anticipated need for rearranging of the data, meaning that the simili-joins may have
been planned in advance — hence the practice of marking tablets with vertical lines for cutting.
These lines must have been incised when the tablet was still moist, i.e. either while inscribing the
text, or not much longer afterwards. If so, the question is: why did such tablets remain undivided?

Chapter 10. Straight, Crooked and Joined-up Writing: An early Mediterranean view
Alan Johnston

The role of different surfaces in the development of writing styles in the earlier periods of literacy
in the Mediterranean world has rarely been discussed. I examine some aspects with particular
reference to writers of Greek and Etruscan. The study is of course impeded by the limited nature
of the evidence preserved for us, but we can make some estimates of the character of lost materi-
als, most notably skin and papyrus, from a few secondary sources, largely from Greek literature.

A major factor with respect to the influence of the medium (whether the surface or the tool)
is the extent at any given period of tendencies towards ‘cursivity’; the concept is discussed briefly
and some sporadic examples are noted of the usage of ‘flowing’ letters in the material that is pre-
served in the period down to ¢.400 BCE. However, a contrary development is seen in the more
formal texts on stone appearing from the later 6™ century in the ‘stoichedon’ style of patterned
‘four-square lettering’ The appearance of such, mainly official, texts on stone or bronze may have
reined in any incipient moves to casual, joined up, writing. This is suggested by the few glimmers
of Greek texts on papyrus that survive from the period before ¢.350 BCE (and the sole Etruscan one
after that date), where the lettering remains in ‘capitals’

With respect to overall tendencies within the broad geographical area, not many individual
polities have yielded sufficient material for solid judgements to be made; local usages can be occa-
sionally isolated, but the general pace of change to the cursive writing that indeed eventually
emerges is slow between the 7% to 4™ centuries; some comparanda can be seen in other areas of
material culture where ease of manufacture and utility are somewhat haltingly developed.

In the course of the chapter I draw on examples from inscribed ceramics to papyrus, mummy
bindings and rock-cut graffiti and other stone inscriptions to illustrate both local phenomena
and more general tendencies pertaining to individual types of surfaces and writing instruments.
Virtually all emerge from the basic form of alphabet developed in some areas of the Greek-speaking
world in the period ¢.850-775 BCE from a Semitic model; the initial re-working of the signs that
were borrowed at that time can be seen to be grounded in the current decorative style of the
period, the so-called Geometric style, which appears in more or less ‘rigid” versions throughout
the area. In the background there will remain the topic of the relationship of writer to reader, and
the extent to which the former may have had the latter’s interests in mind; a general trend away
from the use of interpuncts is an indication that such interests were not of any deep-seated nature.
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Chapter 11. “It Is Written”?: Making, remaking and unmaking early ‘writing’ in the
lower Nile Valley
Kathryn E. Piquette

Conventional analysis and interpretation of inscriptions and associated images often focus on
their status as finished objects, with less attention being devoted to image ‘life histories, particu-
larly the creative processes involved in physical expression. The aim of this chapter is to explore
the unfolding of written culture across time-space in relation to particular material media and the
implications of their transformations for the role of inscribed objects. For its basis, this inquiry
grapples with evidence from the lower Nile Valley during the Late Predynastic-Early Dynastic
periods (¢.3300 / 3100-2800 / 2770 BCE), including perforated bone, ivory and wooden plaques
or ‘labels; stone vessels, and funerary stelae from cemetery contexts, with particular focus on the
Upper Egyptian site of Abydos. Tool and other marks on these objects provide detailed insight
into sequences of technical action involved in the writing process. However, I move beyond a
general consideration of the writing act to focus on different degrees of un-making and partial
making, as well as episodes of adjustment, addition, and possible re-making. Whole compositions
and parts thereof are obliterated through vigorous scratching or scraping away while some are
scored or crossed out. Yet other images are tidily removed. Additions may be made after initial
inscription using different or similar writing tools and techniques. In at least one case, the drafting
phase appears complete while the subsequent carving remains unfinished. Drawing on the notion
of chaine opératoire and practice theory, including structuration, I examine these secondary and
other transformations and consider their implications for maker intention and choice, and object
function and meaning. In contrast to notions of writing as enduring and transcendent, embodied
in terms such as ‘record’” or ‘source, a material practice approach prompts consideration of the
ways in which writing and related symbolic modes may be unstable. Based on the form, content
and modes of expression, as well as spatial and temporal distribution, Egypt’s earliest script was
clearly bound up with the development of the Egyptian state, playing an important role in high
status funerary practice. However, despite the centralisation and increasing standardisation of
scribal and artistic activities, the ways in which the writing ‘system’ was practised on more local
and individual levels could be variable and contingent.

Chapter 12. Written Greek but Drawn Egyptian: Script changes in a bilingual dream

papyrus
Stephen Kidd

This chapter explores the conceptual background behind shifting from writing Greek to Demotic
in a 3" century BCE Greco-Egyptian bilingual letter. In this letter, a man writes to his friend about
a recent dream. He is writing in Greek, but in order to describe his dream accurately, he says, he
must write the dream itself in Egyptian. He writes in Greek, “it seemed like a good idea to tell you
about the dream, so that you may know the way which the gods know you. I have written below
in Egyptian, so that you may accurately understand”. After saying his Greek farewell he begins
writing in a Demotic hand: “I saw myself in a dream in the following way: I am standing at the
doorway of the sanctuary. A priest is sitting there, and many people are standing beside him. The
priest spoke to the people who were standing there...”

What is the reason for this code-shift? Could it be that the letter-writer’s Greek was not pro-
ficient enough to describe the dream? As was noted long ago, this cannot be the case, since one
would then expect that the letter-writer would not have written his addressee a Greek letter in the
first place. Although one might suggest linguistic or cultural reasons for the code-shift, I look to
the scripts themselves and how they were written for clues. I argue that the two scripts (not just
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the two languages) inform the letter-writer’s decision to choose and elevate Demotic as the proper
vehicle for recounting his dream. The argument is made in three parts: first, there is an examina-
tion of the different ways that these two languages were physically written; second, a description
of the process of writing an alphabetic (Greek) versus a logographic (Demotic) script; and third,
a conjecture of the subjective experience of the alphabetic-logographic shift through comparative
evidence (English and Chinese).

Chapter 13. The Other Writing: Iconic literacy and situla art in pre-Roman Veneto

(Ttaly)
Elisa Perego

This chapter explores the relation between the metalworking tradition of ‘Situla Art’ and alpha-
betic writing in the Veneto region, north-east Italy, between ¢.650-275 BCE. By taking further the
approach of Italian scholar Luca Zaghetto, who suggested interpreting the iconographic motifs
of Situla Art as a real language, I adopt and expand upon the concept of iconic literacy to eluci-
date the elaboration and fruition of both this sophisticated decorative technique and ‘traditional
literacy in a phase of tumultuous socio-political development for Iron Age Veneto. Notably, the
aim of this study is neither to demonstrate that situla art was structurally equivalent to alphabetic
writing nor to identify general similarities in the logic of iconic and verbal literacy. Rather, by
drawing on different strands of research that propose (a) breaking down the dichotomy between
verbal and non-verbal modes of communication and (b) focussing on the value of literacy as
a power-laden, historically-situated social practice, my analysis investigates the development of
situla art and ‘traditional’ writing in Iron Age Veneto by tackling the socio-cultural milieu(s) in
which they developed. As both Venetic situla art and writing appear to have initially spread in
various elite contexts as a consequence of deep cultural contact with Etruria and other neigh-
bouring populations, I explore their role in promoting the status of high-ranking individuals at
different ceremonies, by advertising both their wealth and access to exotic ideas and materials.
In particular, I discuss how situla art products and inscribed objects became variously part of a
‘package’ of selected ideologies, rituals, forms of display, and eating and drinking habits — often
imported from outside Veneto — that came to draw a line between the elites and marginal social
groups unable to access these resources. While analysing how the adoption and re-elaboration of
these different ritual techniques and consumption practices shaped the Venetic elite lifestyle and
communicative system, I also draw attention to some specific differences in the ritual use of situla
art and writing, despite their potential connection to the same social sphere.

Chapter 14. “Tombstones’ in the North Italian Iron Age: Careless writers or athletic
readers?
Ruth D. Whitehouse

Several different types of inscribed stone monument of the North Italian Iron Age are interpreted
as funerary markers and so could be described as ‘tombstones’. In the traditional classification of
these monuments, the primary criterion used is the language of the inscription — Etruscan or
Venetic — and the monuments assigned to the two different language groups are almost never
discussed together. A second criterion is the typology of the monuments, variously described as
stelae, cippi or ciottoloni. What is never included in the classification process, and is rarely dis-
cussed at all, is the arrangement of the writing on the surface of the stone and its relationship to
the iconography, where present.

The present chapter examines the tombstones from a different perspective, which places the
form and arrangement of the writing at the centre of the analysis. The monuments in question
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exhibit widely varying arrangements of text, including horizontal or vertical lines on flat surfaces,
horizontal lines around the circumference of cylindrical monuments, straight lines around the
sides of figured panels, and a few unique elaborate arrangements. The arrangement of the writ-
ing on inscriptions with multiple lines of text also varies: some are written as sitting on separate
baselines, so that the letters are all the same way up, while others are inscribed as on a continuous
baseline, so that the letters of the second line are upside down in relation to those on the first.
These different ways of organising the text have implications for the way people engaged with
the monuments, both those who produced the inscriptions (traditionally labelled ‘writers’) and
those who interacted with them subsequently (traditionally ‘readers’). The analysis considers the
bodily movements involved in reading the inscriptions, the character of the original experience
of visiting the cemeteries, and the implications for understanding the nature of ‘reading’ in Iron
Age North Italy.

Chapter 15. Different Times, Different Materials and Different Purposes: Writing on
objects at the Grand Arcade site in Cambridge
Craig Cessford

During the 18"-20" centuries writing is extremely common on objects made from a wide range of
materials that are recovered archaeologically. This evidence is particularly susceptible to nuanced
interpretation, as it often forms part of short term deliberate depositional events linked to specific
households and consisting of large numbers of items. The nature of the evidence also means that
a biographical approach to both individual items and groups of objects can be fruitfully applied.
Despite this, such finds have attracted relatively little attention, principally because they are con-
ceived of as part of an unproblematic ‘familiar past. By looking in detail at six assemblages of
material spanning the late 18" to early 20™ century recovered during recent excavations at the
Grand Arcade site in Cambridge, England, this chapter focusses on how the different materials,
sizes, forms, and functions of different types of artefacts affect how writing was employed upon
them, as well as why writing does not occur on certain types of artefacts. What was the function
of the various types of writing and who was the intended audience? To what extent is some of the
writing primarily tactile rather than visual? To what extent was some of the writing meant to be
read at all, as some of it was effectively hidden? It also explores the relationship between writing on
materials that survive archaeologically and the dominant form of writing on paper that has usually
perished. It emerges that much of the writing relates to regulation, although there is also evidence
for resistance, as well as a repeated a link to children, and commercial and institutional branding.
As writing on objects becomes more common between the late 18" and early 20* centuries and a
text-saturated culture develops, the individual texts in later assemblages are often less visible than
in earlier groups and are frequently apparently not intended to be read by the consumers of the
objects themselves.

Chapter 16. Writing Conservation: The impact of text on conservation decisions and
practice
Elizabeth Pye

The purpose of conservation is to investigate and preserve objects, and the information they
hold, and to make them available for study and enjoyment now and in the future. Illustrated with
several examples, this chapter explores the way in which conservation approaches objects which
carry written text. Objects can be seen as documents waiting to be read, and much of the embod-
ied information remains latent until elucidated during conservation. The thinking and practice of
conservation are governed by a number of concepts and principles including the need to establish
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the significance of an object and its future use; treatments should not affect the identity of an
object and should change the object as little as possible, both materially and conceptually, while
securing a satisfactory conservation result. The identity of an object is seen as the sum of the val-
ues assigned to it. Values may be material or conceptual: so the material form of writing may also
carry meaning, as in early printing, or in handwriting. The conservator is faced with a dilemma
if an object demonstrates several values because it may be necessary to prioritise one value over
another. In practice, because of its evidential value, the presence (or assumed presence) of any
form of writing will almost always take priority over other factors when making conservation
decisions, even if this affects other evidence. Conservation cleaning may risk loss of material of
an object such as the corrosion layers on a coin, in order to reveal the materiality of text, and here
permanent material change is accepted if it results in exposure of the text. The recent development
of digital imaging has introduced the concept and practice of ‘digital preservation’ which pro-
vides the possibility of virtual investigation and virtual restoration of text, thus obviating material
change. Other modern techniques such as computerised tomography have shown potential for
the detection of text by virtual unrolling or flattening of distorted documents. However, the ‘real
thing’ still has considerable power and will continue to need material care. Furthermore, digital
imaging introduces another dilemma as the hardware and software involved in producing the
images which document and disclose textual materialities will themselves require conservation.



Introduction: Developing an approach to writing
as material practice

Kathryn E. Piquette and Ruth D. Whitehouse

Freie Universitat Berlin and University College London

Scope and Impetus

This book grapples with the issue of writing and related graphical modes as forms of material
culture. The diverse case studies are unified and underpinned by the notion that writing is fun-
damentally material — that it is preceded by and constituted through the material practices of
human practitioners. From this vantage point, understandings of things that are written must
therefore go beyond study of textual meanings and take account of the material worlds in which
writing is inextricably embedded. In aligning along this common theme, analytical and inter-
pretive priority is given, not to the linguistic and semantic meanings of graphical marks, but to
their physicality and the ways in which this relates to creators and users. Covering a temporal
span of some 5000 years, from ¢.3200 BCE to the present day, and ranging in spatial context from
the Americas to the Near East, the papers bring a variety of perspectives which contribute to
both specific and broader questions of writing, its meaning and significance. As such, these case
studies also contribute to an emerging discourse (below) on ‘writing’ and ‘materiality’ They also
contribute to the development of contextualising paradigms equipped to cope with the com-
plexities of graphical cultures in relation to the people who created and attributed meaning to
them through a diverse array of individual and wider social practices.

While an increasing emphasis on materiality has characterised many fields of archaeological
research over the last 20 years, studies of writing have lagged behind in this respect. The main
reason is a long established and difficult-to-shift disciplinary division between archaeology and
philology, in which the philologists — often brought in by archaeologists as technical experts
whose interpretations are hard to challenge — have had the upper hand. This has led to an
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emphasis on the content of inscriptions and other writing, concentrating on languages, scripts
and the semantic meanings of texts. These studies not only neglect materiality, which is our focus
here, but they also tend to neglect context (both the specific archaeological context of the artefact,
and the broader cultural and historical context into which written surfaces fit). Studies of content,
context and materiality are all necessary for a holistic study of writing and many of the papers in
this volume, while concentrating on material aspects of writing, do also deal with the meaning of
the texts being studied and the contexts of their production and use.

Our concern with the question of writing artefactuality was prompted by methodological prob-
lems arising out of our own research on ancient writing (e.g. Piquette 2007; 2008; 2013; forthcom-
ing; Whitehouse 2008; 2012). Our interest in exploring writing materialities cross-culturally is
also inspired by the work of several scholars who also challenge the traditional disciplinary divi-
sion between archaeology and philology (e.g. Moreland 2001; 2006; cf. Bottéro 1992; 2000). “Text-
aided archaeology” (Hawkes 1954; see also Little 1992) and discussions of text and archaeology
come closer to providing integrated understandings of the written pasts but nevertheless embody
a paradigm where text is a largely immaterial source about the past. Moreland and others have
highlighted the methodological drawbacks of de-materialising treatments of written objects, and
while a gradual ‘material turn’ is underway in some areas (Andrén 1998; Gardner 2003: especially
2, 6; Matthews 2003: 56-64), an emphatic disciplinary-wide shift to a more holistic and inclu-
sive framework has yet to be realised — whether from philological or archaeological points of
departure. We therefore sought to contribute momentum to this shift by convening a conference
of the same title in 2009 and assembling this edited volume of many of the papers delivered at
that meeting. We feel this represents an important step towards focussing and stimulating a more
sustained engagement with this theme, within archaeological discourse, textual studies, and hope-
fully beyond. Before outlining the contents of the volume we would like to briefly discuss the three
key terms which bind the papers together, namely ‘writing), ‘material, and ‘practice’

Writing

Contributors to this volume address the subject of ‘writing’ in a broad sense, including written-
text and signs taken to represent units of language as well as marking systems that are less clearly
related to spoken language, although the former dominate. Ontologically writing is treated as both
a process and an outcome; authors distinguish the act of writing from the result of that action to
explore how aspects of production and consumption actively constitute written meanings. The
notion of meaning as unfolding in particular times and places, as part of a socially-situated chaine
opératoire, challenges the conventional epistemological role often assigned to writing as a source
about the past (Moreland 2006: 137-138, 143). Papers thus focus on writing as an integral part
of cultural practice and demonstrate that this data type not only augments archaeological recon-
struction of the past, but can fruitfully be studied as material culture and as an active constituent
of the past — just as it continues to be so profoundly in the present (below).

Materials: Writing as artefact

Essential to achieving the paradigmatic shift whereby writing is understood as wholly embed-
ded in, and a dynamic constituent of social worlds, is the theorisation of the ‘material’ in written
culture. Linked to this is the relationship of material to past embodied writers, readers and others
involved in the production and consumption of written objects. A conceptual framework that we
found useful in developing the volume (and conference) theme is expressed in the second part of
the volume title: substance, surface and medium."
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These are the components of a tri-partite model for material properties developed by American
Psychologist James Gibson in his book The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception (1979: espe-
cially chapter 6). His framework is not explicitly directed to writing, but it nevertheless provides
a useful guide for examining the significance of the marks of writing in relation to the material
surfaces on which they occur — and importantly — their multisensory perception by humans in
different environmental conditions (see also Ingold 2007).

Taking as example the inscription of a lead curse tablet from the Roman site of Uley, in
Gloucestershire, England (Figure 1): its particular material substance of lead, the semi-smooth-
ness of the hammered metal surface punctuated by impressions cum incisions as formed by
pressing and dragging a stylus into and across its surface, and the environmental medium of, for
example, lamp or candlelight, come together to provide certain ‘affordances’ or opportunities for
visual perception and other sensory and bodily interactions. Whether viewing, touching, carv-
ing, incising, applying ink and so on, writing acts are directly informed by material properties.
Of course, they are also mediated to varying extents by cultural knowledge (e.g. tacit, explicit) for
a given mark-making system — conventions of script production and meaning to both creator
and intended / unintended audiences. The material results of specific actions — the subtractive
and additive marks or other types of surface transformations encountered on a range of artefacts
and surfaces — deserve documentation, study and explanation alongside palacographical, philo-
logical, linguistic, and historical analyses. The case studies in this volume highlight the kinds
of additional insight gained by investigating substance, surface and medium (albeit variously
defined), and their implications for the content meaning of writing. Moreover, this focus on
material properties encourages clearer articulation and reflexive consideration of the distinction
between graphical evidence as a source about the past, and how an object was also constitutive of
that past (Moreland 2001; 2006).

Writing played an active and meaningful role in the construction of past social lives, the
material constitutive nature of which is raised emphatically by Gibson’s triad. It also makes
imperative setting materials in relation to human perception. Perception of material surfaces
is thus an embodied process which unfolds in time and space; practice is implicated at its very
core. Given that material substances and their surfaces can only be put to use as writing spaces
through bodily action, and can only be identified as writing through sensory perception, it is
clear that the concepts of practice must be central to a material approach to written evidence.

The term ‘material’ is conceptualised in variable ways in the volume’s chapters, but overall it
refers to the stuff on which writing appears, and for additive techniques that which physically
constitutes written marks. The term ‘materiality’ can be unhelpful if it is simply used as a sub-
stitute for ‘material’ (see Ingold 2007). However, we suggest it can be useful for distinguishing
between a necessarily passive notion of ‘material’ (substance) that precedes analysis and inter-
pretation, and a more active concept involving material as incorporated subsequently into a nar-
rative of socially situated marking practices. ‘Materiality’ can thus refer in a general way to the
material aspects of artefacts, while also, and importantly, prompting their situation in relation to
mutually-informing sets of practices. This enables material to be described as more than a mere
‘support’ for writing. It becomes active in the construction of meanings, from the preliminary
work of manufacturing artefact ‘blanks” on which marks are made, and the techniques of surface
transformation which give rise to written marks, to the ways in which these physical objects were
incorporated into subsequent activities, from reading / viewing (where intended) and display, to
discard, deposition or loss. In addition to seeing writing as meaningful through the materiality
of its expression, the papers in this volume also advocate study of the way the written is bound
up in individual and group interactions and perceived cultural norms, and how these are repro-
duced or renegotiated.
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Figure 1: a) Incised lead tablet bearing a curse written in the Roman Imperial period. From the
Uley Shrines, West Hill, Gloucestershire (Woodward and Leach 1993: 118, No. 1). WH77.1180,
British Museum; b) Detail derives from Reflectance Transformation Imaging (RTI) visualisa-
tion using the ‘specular enhancement’ rendering mode to clarify ductus and surface transfor-
mations made by the writer’s stylus and other surface morphology. Photograph and RTT detail
Kathryn E. Piquette, Courtesy Roger Tomlin and Trustees of the British Museum.
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Practice: Text as process and outcome

Practice is another conceptual theme which underpins the studies in this volume. Theoretical
approaches to practice (e.g. Bourdieu 1977; Foucault 1979; Giddens 1979; 1984) have been
brought to bear on the study of archaeological data for more than three decades (e.g. David and
Kramer 2001; Dobres 2000). A dominant concern among these studies has been with technology
and charting innovation, change, and continuity. Particular emphasis has been placed on agency,
identity, and the body, but in keeping with traditional disciplinary divisions, writing has been
largely omitted from this discourse. The recognition engendered by a material practice perspec-
tive — that the act of writing and its material products are fundamentally technological — makes
it incumbent upon archaeologists to study the marks of inscription in the same way that lithic,
ceramic or other types of data are examined.

Similar to analyses of these archaeological data types (Schlanger 1996; Tite 2008), it follows that
explanatory frameworks developed for studies of mark-making should also incorporate theories
of practice. Etienne Wenger’s concept of “communities of practice’, with its emphasis on learning,
and participation and reification (1998: 58-62), offers ways for exploring writing on the levels of
both individual and collective practice. Practices are reified, or not, depending on accumulations
of individual participation. Reification in everyday life may remain abstract in its manifestation,
such as the practice of taking a tea break at an appointed time or shaking hands upon meeting, but
reification also shapes experience and meaning in more materially enduring ways. The computer
and printing technologies used to produce this volume constitute the nature of writing and reify
a particular view of it materially, in contrast to many of the writing practices addressed in the
contributions themselves. The concept of “communities of practice” draws on Anthony Giddens’
notion of “structuration” — the negotiation of the relationship between individual agency and
social structures through situated practice. This concept of agency as constituted by, and consti-
tuting of, social structure ensures a framework for understanding practice that is neither over-
individualising nor over-generalising (cf. Gardner 2004: 2-4 with e.g. Barrett 2001: 149; Hodder
2000: 25).

While a concept of agency that is set in relation to social structure can be fruitful for explain-
ing how individuals choose to act and participate (or not) in writing cultures (see Piquette 2013),
archaeological theory is also well-equipped to provide new explanatory frameworks for address-
ing writing in the context of bodily practice. One direction in which engagement with material
practice leads us is a concern for the senses, through which human beings experience the material
world. The broader spectrum of human sensory experience of past materialities has been inves-
tigated within archaeology since the early 1990s and has become more prominent in recent years
(Fahlander and Kjellstrom 2010; Skeates 2010), albeit with limited concern for past writing. The
emergence of Visual Cultural Studies during the late 1980s as its own discipline, and the field of
Image Studies as well (Mitchell 2002: 178), represents an important move to treat imagery and its
materiality from a more multisensory perspective (Jay 2002: 88; despite the visual bias implied
in its name), but here too writing has been sidelined. Perhaps some insight into why certain bar-
riers persist for work across some disciplinary boundaries is required. Marquard Smith (2008:
1-2) makes an interesting observation with regard to publication in his discipline, Visual Cultural
Studies, which parallels our experience in bringing this volume to press. It is commonplace to
encounter numerous books with ‘visual’ and ‘culture’ in the title in university libraries, bookshops
or online booksellers, but where they are shelved or how they are otherwise categorised ranges
widely. From Art History, Aesthetics and Anthropology to Critical Theory or Sociology, no one is
quite sure where to put visual culture or where to find it. The present volume seemed to present a
similar classificatory conundrum (and thus marketing difficulties according to one publisher we
approached). The ontological challenge presented by the notion of writing as object, and an object
that is embedded within the full spectrum of human sensory experience, presents an interesting
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paradox. If one pauses to survey one’s surroundings, graphical culture of all sorts is clearly embed-
ded in the material world. In the present day we cope easily with the interweaving of writing and
associated image types in day-to-day life. Whether we are checking text messages on a phone,
flicking through a magazine, licking a stamp, struggling to unfurl a newspaper on a crowded bus,
or reading this very text as part of a paper-based or e-book, it is easy to see how these material
contexts and sensory experiences beyond the visual are important to writing-related practices
and meanings. Yet, as long as we fail to develop an epistemological infrastructure which supports
investigation of these complexities, we cannot develop an understanding of the wider networks
which constituted past written meaning or properly evaluate its cultural significance. Likewise,
archaeological thought on decision-making processes, choice and intentionality also stands to
contribute to research on the selection of writing materials, and the choices past people made for
how to write, read, view or otherwise engage with written surfaces.

However we understand material practice in general, in any given case study we need to ask
both who were the practitioners and how they practised. Here we come up against another set of
problematic terms — literacy, reading and writing — on which there is a substantial literature. In
the more linguistically oriented studies devoted to the subject of literacy there is a strong emphasis
on ‘reading’ and ‘writing; understood very much in present day terms (see Collins and Blot 2003
for an overview). Archaeologists and ancient historians have devoted much time to discussion of
the extent of literacy in any given society (by which they usually mean the number of people who
could read and write, rather than what is indicated by these terms; see, for instance, Harris’s semi-
nal work Ancient Literacy (Harris 1989) and the responses of a number of other scholars (Beard
et al. 1991). However, the kind of approach adopted in this volume requires the reconsideration
of definitions of both ‘writer’ and ‘reader’ and also to consider a wider range of practitioners than
can be encompassed in these terms, for instance the people who made the artefacts, who may well
have been different from the people who wrote on them.

When thinking about ‘writers’ we need to be explicit about whether we mean the people who
wielded the pen, stylus, brush or chisel, or those who composed the message. These may have
been the same people, but equally may not have been, especially where materials were used
that required complex technologies and specialist artisans. We also need to consider the role
of people commissioning an inscription who might not themselves have been able to write or
read. For instance, the production of a bronze tablet to be put up in a public place, as known
from the Roman world, might involve four different types of maker: a member of the political
or religious establishment to commission the work, a literate bureaucrat to compose the text, a
bronzesmith to fashion the tablet, and probably a different bronze worker to chisel the letters.
Of these people, only the bureaucrat had to be literate, in the sense of understanding the sense
of the text. The person who produced the actual writing (whom one might think reasonable
to label the ‘writer’) might have been copying a prototype and have had little understanding
of what the text meant. Maureen Carroll (2009: 47) mentions a splendid example of this, the
Roman stone funerary inscription from Annaba that reads hic iacet corpus pueri nominandi
(here lies the body of the boy . . . insert name): the letter cutter had failed to notice that he was
meant to insert a specific name!

‘Readers’ are equally difficult to define. We might identify fully literate (in the modern sense)
readers, who could understand texts completely; we might also consider those who could perhaps
read a little, but could not decipher a text in detail. There would be others who could not read at
all but who ‘consumed’ writing through oral performance by others. Or those who did not even
do this but who viewed the texts and knew they were important in some way. And who were the
readers of hidden inscriptions (those on the inside of sealed tombs or even built into the construc-
tion itself)? If the intended viewers were dead people or supernatural beings, in what sense were
they ‘readers’?
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Outline of the Book

Having formulated the theme and methodological framework for the conference in late 2008 /
early 2009, we were astounded by the scale and range of the responses we received to the call for
papers — a testament to the interest and need to bridge the gap between philologically and archae-
ologically oriented studies of writing. Twenty-five papers in total were presented at the annual
conference of the Institute of Archaeology, University College London, held in May 2009. These
were delivered by staff and graduate students from a range of museums and universities across the
UK and from around the world, including the US, Europe and Australia.

A selection of these papers appear in this volume, exploring writing practices from the ancient
past to more recent contexts, although there is a particular concentration on writing from the
ancient Mediterranean region, and the Aegean in particular. This concentration reflects the
responses to the original conference invitation and subsequent choices by both contributors and
editors; interest in the materiality of writing is more developed in some fields than others. The
diversity and asymmetry of temporal contexts and cultural areas represented may seem uncon-
ventional compared with conferences or publications for the traditional subject areas of textual or
material cultural studies. Nevertheless, when mapping out a new research landscape differential
engagement is to be expected — as methodological intersections between writing and material
culture are identified and explored and new configurations which encourage fuller theorisation
and sustained critical discourse are developed. Under these circumstances, which can be defined
as a phase of ongoing epistemological reassessment, we feel that breadth should precede depth.

Fifteen* case studies set writing and related symbolic modes in relation to material practice
including writing production, consumption and related performance and sensory experience.
These studies critically explore traditional definitions and treatments of ‘writing’ to develop new
perspectives and approaches that offer more holistic understandings of this evidence type. The
volume also includes this Introduction and an Epilogue.

In spite of our emphasis on new perspectives and approaches, we have nevertheless organised
the chapters in a somewhat conventional manner, generally following a geographical ordering
with exceptions to allow for the treatment of subject matter according to chronological sequence.
Starting with South and Meso-America, case studies shift to the Near Eastern heartland of writing
and then return westwards to the Mediterranean, and on to Great Britain. We end with a method-
ological paper relating to the conservation of writing. This collection is not necessarily intended to
be read in order, but rather dipped into at points of relevance, concern, and curiosity — hopefully
prompting the reader to engage with less familiar evidence, and provoking consideration of ana-
lytical methods and interpretive frameworks that might be fruitfully adopted, adapted, or other-
wise used to broaden the reader’s perspective.

Indeed, over the decades, explorations of the various facets of ‘written’ objects make clear that
the question of what constitutes ‘writing’ in a given society must remain an open one if it is to be
understood in the terms of its users, and need not be confined to notation systems that are related
directly to spoken l