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The Near East, cradle of civiliza-

tion, gave birth to arts of monu-

mental sculpture and painting
in a time long before the
beginnings of written history.
By the time Athens was bursting
into flower as a center of Western
culture, Egypt, Mesopotamia,
and their neighbors could look
back on nearly twenty-five
centuries of continuous artistic
development. With the excep-
tion of perspective, almost every
aspect of visual expression
known today had been studied
and brilliantly exploited, each
culture in its turn adding its
quota to the ever-increasing
sum of accomplishment. The
legacy we ourselves have in-
herited from these distant times
can be seen in the varied and
magnificent array of art work,
preserved either where their
makers placed them or distri-
buted among the great museums
of the world. Seton Lloyd has
written a brilliant text of great
interest to art lover and archaeol-
ogist alike, in which the art of the
ancient Near East is for the first
time presented in a popular
manner by one of the world’s
leading authorities.
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Introduction

In a world of equivocal values, art is an acceptable reality and its
contemplation one of the greater privileges of our heredity. But its
historical manifestations, numerous and varied as they are, have
been ‘sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought’. Whole lifetimes
have been spent in the study of some comparatively insignificant
phase or ‘movement’. In the present case, a moment’s consideration
of the subject which these pictures illustrate is sufficient to impress
one with its magnitude and complexity. Like other studies of its sort,
this is limited in time and place; but the two have here a special
significance. The geographical area with which we are to deal pro-
vided a setting for man’s carliest and greatest adventures in artistic
expression; and our period of time witnessed prodigies of 1ntellectual
development without parallel in his subsequent history.

For it was not only art which had its beginnings in the Near East
during the remote age we are about to describe. Science followed
hard on the invention of writing: superstition was replaced by
ordered religion and philosophy. In the space of no more than a few
centuries humanity acquired the power of self-expression, and learnt
to enrich the world with the products of its own ingenuity. It is an
extraordinary story of spontancous creation, and all the more
remarkable for the comparatively short time in which the whole
transformation took place. Two thousand years before Greek civiliza-
tion was heard of, Near Eastern man had already become familiar
with the subtleties of intellectual understanding. When Sophocles
spoke of our most advanced achievements—‘language and wind-
swift thought and city-dwelling habits’—he was referring to a heri-
tage of whose antiquity he had no conception. Nor, for that matter,
had we ourselves until comparatively recent years. For it is by no
means generally realized how much the historian’s view of such
matters has changed in our own lifetime.



Half a century ago the very history of the ancient Near East was
imperfectly known. Much of the evidence which today makes its
understanding possible had not yet been discovered; and in the
realm of art it should be remembered that this includes rather more
than half of the objects illustrated in this book. It is also interesting
to recall the popular attitude at the end of the last century to such
works as were already known or had recently been discovered. The
Egyptian monuments, the Assyrian reliefs, and other antiquities of a
character too insistently obtrusive to be ignored were regarded with
curiosity rather than admiration. They were thought of, like the
newly deciphered inscriptions which accompanied them, as being
vaguely associated with Biblical history and invested generally with
the glamour of extreme antiquity. But to minds conditioned by
nineteenth-century education, the forms of artistic expression and
intellectual ideas which they represented, scemed archaic, alien, and
even grotesque; a kind of ‘false start’ or premature and abortive
development in art, unconnected in any way with the true genesis of
our own culture which was associated with classical Greece.

Today all this is changed completely, and our reference to Greece
has a special relevance in considering the main factors which have
changed it. Our own thinking is connected with that of the ancient
Grecks by such an unbroken thread of tradition that almost every
aspect of their civilization can perfectly be understood. In the case
of the ancient Near East the very reverse is true. A considerable
literature has already accumulated on the subject of its various
civilizations, but it is based almost exclusively on the study of their
material remains which have been discovered by archacologists
during the past century.

It depends, that is, primarily on archaeology. For if this word be
used in its more comprehensive sense, it must be taken to include
the manifold activities of a versatile and diversely occupied pro-
fession, the dual function of which is first to make available historical
evidence and sccondly to be concerned with its interpretation.
Indeed, in the Near East archacology has provided a kind of ‘lens’,
through which today these ancient civilizations have become more
clearly visible against their correct geographical and historical back-
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ground, and their monuments are now recognizable as works of art.
In these circumstances the present writer has little need to apologize
for being in fact a professional archacologist.

Having said this much, an important reservation must be made in
regard to the quality and completeness of our newly acquired know-
ledge. The pictures presented in this book are no more than a small
representative collection of art-works, chosen for their conspicuous
beauty or having some other special significance. The present
assemblage could easily be duplicated or its contents multiplied
many times over without beginning to exhaust the available choice
or supply. Yet the total of existing antiquities from which these are
selected is no more than a chance residue—microscopically small—
of the vast wealth accumulated in their time by the ancient peoples
we are considering. From this same modest total of remains, supple-
mented by equally small relics of their literature, the daily lives,
mental processes, and general behaviour, as well as the actual
history of those peoples have been reconstructed with astonishing
ingenuity and perception by modern scholars. Yet their conclusions
may no more be considered complete or even adequate than the
volume of evidence on which they are based. In a word, then, there
is still a great deal about these ancient peoples that we do not know.
There are also many of their surviving works which we simply do
not understand, though the fault in this case often lies in the circum-
stances of their discovery.

In archaeology, the scholar is dependent for his interpretation on
the excavator’s account of the setting in which an object was found,;
but both are frustrated by commercial traffic in antiquities which
destroys their value as documents. Perhaps all this will serve to
explain why references to archacological matters must occur so
frequently in a work which should otherwise be directly concerned
with art-history. Certainly, if we return now as we must to the birth
of civilization in the Near East and to the first beginnings of art, our
inquiry will have to be directed through archaeological channels.

Prehistorians in our own generation have familiarized us with the
successive phases through which the civilizing process passed: the
transition from a food-gathering to a food-producing economy;
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the first sporadic attempts at systematic farming and the ‘Neolithic
revolution’ which substituted the ordered life of settled communities
for the precarious improvisations of nomadic existence. Among the
people of that age it brought into being new social classes, such as the
artisans whose special contribution excused them from agricultural
labour, or the story-tellers and musicians with their gift for stimu-
lating man’s thoughts about himself. Next came the federation of
village entities for mutual help or protection and the recognition of
one of them as leader. The idea of a city, with its prospect of even
greater complexity and the political organization of a city-state
were by then not far distant.

The final and decisive steps in man’s progress from Neolithic
adolescence to the full maturity of civilized emancipation seems to
have depended not only on the initiative of precocious minorities
but also, and to an even greater extent, on the effect produced by
particular forms of environment. Indeed, the genesis of the whole
extraordinary phenomenon would be a great deal more easily
explained if it could be conveniently attributed to the inborn genius
of some well-defined racial group—to a “chosen people’ in the Old
Testament sense. But this clearly is not the case; since the Sumerians
for instance of Lower Mesopotamia and the early dynasts of the
Nile Valley, who shared the honours with them in this respect, were
racially and otherwise quite unrelated. It is rather then in the coun-
tries themselves that we must seek some common factor which may
have stimulated their rapid development.

During the fifth and fourth millennia B.c., a slow prelude to
fulfilment was played out in the Near East by prehistoric peoples
of mixed extraction, who appear to have been fairly widely distri-
buted. Certainly the lands in which they dwelt included Egypt,
Palestine, Syria, and Mesopotamia; a girdle of cultivable lands
encircling the wilderness of Arabia once designated by James Henry
Breasted the ‘fertile crescent’.

In our picture of the early world, this shapeless terrain with its
varied climate appears for a score of centuries to accommodate a
congregation of peoples, whose united ambition is limited to the
maintenance of a simple agricultural economy in villages loosely
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grouped on tribal principles. This age of innocence prolongs itself
almost until the end of the fourth millennium, but ends in an
astonishing transformation. In a space of time which can almost be
reckoned in generations, the entire scene changes. Cities are founded
and new systems of government contrived for them; religious
beliefs and observances are formulated. The art of writing appears as
a novel invention, accompanied by monumental architecture,
sculpture, and the first experiments in science. It is as though the
whole potential of human ingenuity had quite suddenly been fully
understood and unhesitatingly exploited.

If this is to be taken as the point in man’s history at which civiliza-
tion in the accepted sense begins, let us consider once more the
geographical location of its birth. From its inception the whole
remarkable development is strictly localized. As Oswald Spengler
observed—‘It comes into flower on the soil of precisely definable
regions, to which it remains linked by a plant-like attachment.’
Furthermore, and even more strangely, an almost identical blossom-
ing appears to have taken place simultancously in two widely
separated localities. The glow of partial enlightenment, which has
hitherto been fairly evenly diffused over the countries of the Near
East, scems suddenly concentrated in the brilliant illumination of
two individual provinces: Egypt and Mesopotamia.

We shall deal then with these two great centres of world civiliza-
tion jointly at first, since their early developments were along such
closely parallel lines. Next we shall discuss separately their progress
during the formative period in the first half of the third millennium
B.C. in which their cultural growth reached maturity, and notice the
regional characteristics by which it was now so sharply differentiated.
Other countries of the Near East will after that have to be considered.
Persia will have already been mentioned in connexion with the
heredity of the Sumerians. Anatolia and countries of the Levant,
Syria, and Palestine will appear as the home of peripheral cultures,
whose contribution to the total of creative accomplishment in the
Near East was of minor importance and their art a dim light reflected
from more brilliant constellations.

And in all this, because our deliberations will depend on the
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understanding of man as a reflective being, we shall find his desire
for artistic expression intimately associated with his religious beliefs.
For in the whole of the ancient Near East, art was inseparable from
religion and without it would have found little inspiration. Indeed,
the works of a purely profane character illustrated in this bpok form
such a negligible minority, that a word should at once be said about
the principles of Near Eastern theology which make the rest to a
greater or lesser degree comprehensible.

One cardinal preoccupation of primitive religious thought, com-
mon to both Egypt and Mesopotamia, consists in speculation
regarding the purpose of human life and the creation of the world
into which man is born. In both countries the first and simplest
concept is that of initial ‘chaos’, out of which ‘order’ is brought and
a coherent pattern of life established through the grace of a dimly
conceived original spirit. Both peoples also pictured the universe as a
formless and limitless expanse of darkness, referred to by the
Egyptian word meaning ‘waters’ and the primeval ‘abyss’ of Meso-
potamian imagery. Both also agree on the emergence from the
waters of a primordial ‘mound’ or platform, an idea which was for
them perhaps associated with islands of mud left by the receding
Nile floods or the reclamation of land from the tidal marshes of
Sumer. But the Egyptians also conceived an alternative picture of a
three-dimensional ‘abyss’, in which a light and habitable area opened
like an envelope or bubble, limited on all sides by the primeval
‘waters’. And this introduces us for the first time to the strangely
undisciplined fluidity of Egyptian thinking, where conflicting notions
could exist side-by-side without sense of contradiction, like multiple
hypotheses in a single complex speculation.

From an early stage, separate forces in the performance of this
miracle were recognizable by names or symbols. The primary
creator-spirit became the first of the ‘Great Gods’, Atum-Ra. Con~
ceived of as hermaphrodite, he procured for himself a supplementary
pair of spirits, and they in their turn begat the twin elements of earth
and sky, which when separated shaped the ‘“firmament’. Shu and
Tefnut—Geb and Nut—their names are perhaps unimportant to the
lay reader, except inasmuch as their relationship shaped itself into an
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immutable formula which survived as the basis of Egyptian belief
and ritual for several thousand years. However it may have been
modified and complicated by later accretions, the central liturgy
continued to be compounded of the same unchanging elements, and
it was to these that the planning of temples was invariably accom-
modated. Rundle Clark has in this respect compared them to the
Christian Church which, through all the vicissitudes of factional
deviation, has retained its primary function as a setting for the Holy
Eucharist.

In Egyptian beliefs there are two other determinative principles,
one of which is the concept of divine kingship. This also seems to
have been foreshadowed by the creation-formula, in which the
primeval ‘mound’ is sometimes alternatively described as a ‘throne’.
Certainly the assurance and control of man’s fortunes by a beneficent
god, through the intervention of an earthly ruler who was in fact
his own provisional incarnation, was accepted from the ecarliest
historic times onwards as part of the ‘order’ which creation brought
out of ‘chaos’. The Egyptian Pharaoh was thus invested with all the
attributes most satisfying to his subjects—National Hero—Leading
Warrior—figurative ‘Son of the Gods’; in fact the manifestation on
earth of God himself.

Secondly the Egyptians seem to have been obsessed with the
possibilities of immortality and life-after-death. This was at first
perhaps dependent on their identification of kingship with divinity
for it manifests itself in the elaborate provision of funerary equip-
ment for royal tombs. But similar privileges are later extended to the
Pharaoh’s less exalted subjects, the prolongation of whose life after
death in a modified form was also provided for. There is an almost
macabre materialism in the form which these provisions took; in the
supply of comforts and amenities, undifferentiated in any way from
the requirements of a mere mortal. And it is therefore hardly sur-
prising that, as metaphysical speculation increased, some more
abstract objective for human aspirations came to be sought. In the
course of time this need was met by the cult of the god Osiris.

By the end of the Egyptian Fifth Dynasty, in about 2500 B.C., we
have a new form of evidence for Egyptian religious beliefs in the
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form of the so-called Pyramid Texts—the carliest preserved body of
religious literature, which is largely a product of the famous Helio-
politan school of theology. The cult of Osiris here emerges as a
newly instituted form of what may broadly be called nature-worship,
and from now onwards it continues to exist concurrently with other
and sometimes rival cults. It is at first a “fertility cult’, similar to those
found in all parts of the Near East from the catliest times, in which
the male Osiris is associated with a consort, Isis and a son, Horus in a
triple formula with an obvious significance. But as a ‘dying god’,
Osiris came later to be connected with the after-life, and so by
gradual degrees with a spiritual destiny distinct from mere material
persistence.

But in deference to the Egyptian tradition of theological com-
plexity, older beliefs and practices were by no means superseded, and
the cult of Osiris came to be considered mercly as a single facet in the
structure of a composite faith. The Great Gods continued to be pre-
eminent in their own spheres, which varied in importance only with
the shift of political ascendancy from one religious centre to another.
In Heliopolis the sun-god, Ra, was still the supreme deity at the end
of the Old Kingdom: Amen of Thebes usurped his position in the
Middle Kingdom and maintained it (with a short interval for
heretical Aten-worship) until the end of the New. But these were
merely the central figures in an ever-increasing tangle of sub-deities,
nature-spirits, and other mythological creations, which was further
complicated by the tendency for each to have several different
manifestations, or for two to become assimilated without losing
their identity.

Such then were the primary characteristics which distinguished
Egyptian religion from that of Mesopotamia and other neighbouring
countrics. For the Sumerian king was a mere ‘leader’ or ‘shepherd’
of his people, and in relation to his god no more than a ‘steward’.
Nor was the Sumerian, or for that matter any other contemporary
religion much concerned with life-after-death. Outside Egypt there
is a lack of funerary evidence to confirm this generalization, but in
Mesopotamian religious literature and art, this subject seems to be so
overshadowed by the hazards of human existence that there is time
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2 Map showing the main areas and sites important for the history of art in the

ancient Near East: modern towns are capitalized, sites are shown in upper and
lower case

for no more than a resentful glance at the threat of mortality. Cer-
tainly the realm of spiritual survival, dimly located ‘among the
stars’ in the Osiride conception, sounds superior to the dark and
formless purgatory of the Sumerian ‘underworld’. But here again is
an outstandingly important subject, still insufficiently documented
or understood for us to be able to do more than speculate about it.
We must content ourselves with pictorial scenes, such as that of a
Sumerian ruler modestly confronting his god or a Hittite king in the
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protective embrace of a young deity, and with our own ability to
savour in them the religious climate of so remote an age..

But our text and the pictures which illustrate it will make these
things clear. Here it remains only for the writer to discharge a
personal obligation.

Belonging as I do to the class of archaeologist whose duties have
lain mainly in the field of excavation, I have sought help in my argu-
ment from those pre-eminent in the realm of interpretation. Above
all my debt is to Henri and H. A. G. Frankfort, whose scholarly and
imaginative writing I have frequently quoted, because their well-
tempered idiom can seldom be paraphrased. To these two names
should be added that of Cyril Aldred, since his skilful and elegantly
worded summary in Ancient Egyptian Art has been drawn upon to
fill the gaps in my own knowledge. Finally I am also indebted to
my wife for advice on aesthetics, and to Mr Harry Smith of Christ’s
College, Cambridge, for help of the sort which only an Egyptologist

could give.
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PART ONE

Egypt and Sumer:
The Stimulus of Environment

This story of a momentous sequel to the genesis of mankind may be
thought of as resembling a Nativity play. When the spectacle is
introduced, the curtain first rises to reveal a picture of the Near East,
in which two countries only are as yet illuminated. Egypt and
Mesopotamia emerge separately from the surrounding obscurity,
their familiar anatomy already easily recognizable.

The geological formation of these two great river-valleys, and the
history of their early population by human beings have much in
common but also some notable differences. To understand the
beginnings of life in Egypt one has to picture, during the Neolithic
period, the gradual drying-up of North Africa and the Levant, until
the great elongated canyon through which the Nile flowed and the
delta which it was gradually creating, alone remained like an oasis of
inhabitable humidity. Upon this haven converged not only tribes of
Neolithic farmers, but a countless variety of wild animals and birds.
The first cultivators settled in the meadows and shrublands which
emerged from the mud-flats as the river continually altered its
course. Their isolated villages were surrounded by marshlands of
rushes or sedge and forests of tall papyrus. Here and in the parkland
of the tributary wadis on cither side of the valley, the villagers found
themselves in intimate relationship with the teeming wild-life, which
shared their new home. Meat was plentiful for habitual hunters,
and a surprising variety of species seems to have been deemed suit-
able for domestication. The effects of this carly intimacy with the
fauna so confidently sharing their environment are still to be seen in
the zoological symbolism of Egyptian religion in historical times
and its sensitive iconography.

Archacological remains of these carliest settlers have been found,
not in the valley itself, where the flood-water has long ago removed
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3 These vesscls from Susa and Persepolis are
decorated in lustrous black paint, fading to
wine-colour, on a wet-smoothed yellowish
ground. Prehistoric animal and bird drawings
have been through a long process of formaliza-
tion, culminating in these well-adapted decora-
tive motifs for panel-filling or surface
ornament

or buried them beneath its falling burden of alluvial mud, but in
recesscs of the escarpments which enclosed the valley on either side.
They have once more provided details of the prelude to Egyptian
history in the fifth and early fourth millennia 8.c., which Egypto-
logists divide into three phases, conveniently named after the sites
where traces of them were found; Tasian, Badarian, and Amratian.
Between the last of these and the actual foundation of the first
Pharaonic dynasty in about 3100 B.C., there is a final Predynastic phase
called Gerzean. This Gerzean period is of immensely greater signi-
ficance, since it witnessed the first vital stages in the upsurge of
cultural creativity which is our subject. The material evidence in this
respect is unhappily meagre, yet it suffices to show that most elements
which eventually contributed to the maturity of Dynastic civilization
were already present at this period.

In Mesopotamia a phase of comparable significance is immediately
apparent in the so-called Protoliterate period; an epoch rather
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awkwardly labelled in this way because the art of writing is already
known, though hardly as yet used for monumental purposes.
Covering the six or seven centuries which precede the beginnings of
written history, it not only fits chronologically with the Gerzean
period in Egypt, but is distinguished by the same convulsive cultural
developments, with which are associated the first considerable mani-
festations of creative art. These make their appearance almost
simultaneously in the two milieux; but in such clear independence
and isolation that in comparing them presently we shall be struck
more than anything by the factors in their character which are
inexplicably but unmistakably common to both.

In Mesopotamia, the whole cultural development of which we
are speaking is usually attributed to the precocious ability of the
Sumerians—a non-Indo-European, non-Semitic pcoplc whose
presence in the alluvial province created by the Lower Tigris and
Euphrates is attested historically from the beginning of the third
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millennium onwards. Today very little doubt any longer exists
regarding their origins. They were the first arrivals in the drying
marshes at the head of the Persian Gulf, and they came down from
an ecarlier home in the Iranian Highlands, where their remoter past
merges into a pattern of prehistoric migrations. Their new homeland
resembled in many respects that of the first Egyptians in the Nile
Valley. Their settlements were raised on islands or banks of mud
emerging from reedy marshes; for agriculture they depended both
on the annual flooding of the rivers and on irrigation; like the
Marsh-Arabs of modern Iraq they domesticated cattle of the water-
buffalo type and they hunted lions, boar, or wildfowl and fished like
the Egyptians. Clay and reeds were the most handy material for all
purposes; and if their talent for painting pottery was perhaps no more
remarkable than the attainments of earlier craftsmen elsewhere, their
astonishingly rapid mastery of architectural design and ornament,
first through the elaboration of reed-and-clay structures and later of
bricks and terracotta, is just one of those symptoms of inborn
originality which was to raise them head and shoulders above their
primitive contemporaries.

‘But here we are reaching too far ahead. We must start at the
beginning by seeking out and considering the very earliest germina-
tion in Near Eastern man of a capacity for spontaneous artistic
expression. This will ‘mean returning for a moment to the semi-
static world of the prehistoric peoples; and we shall there immediately
find ourselves handicapped by the comparative scarcity of material
evidence. At first glance indeed, there appear to be no more than two
categories of artifact worth considering. One is pottery and the other
prehistoric figurines of men or animals. The former, being ubiquitous
and almost indestructible, offers the more considerable volume of
evidence and is most rewarding as a subject of study.

It is generally assumed that the design of baked clay vessels
provided a first outlet for the impulse in man to create something
with an aesthetically satisfying appearance. Craftsmen of a very early
age must have observed that the utility of their products need not be
impaired by minor adjustments of shape for this purpose. Such ex-
periments would lead naturally to the addition of surface ornament;

20




and incised patterns reminiscent of the vessel’'s basketwork origin
might suggest an casy beginning. It could at first be no more than
a fanciful gesture which brought a band of bright paint to the rim.
of a bowl; but when falling drops traced vertical lines from rim
to base, new decorative possibilities would become apparent. Tenta-
tive patterns began to emerge, simple at first and as a rule rigidly
geometrical, but later developing freedom and subtlety which
permitted of their adaptation to plastic form.

Yet it would almost certainly be wrong to conclude that these
earliest experiments in two-dimensional ornament were confined
exclusively to pottery. As the designs evolve and their motifs
multiply, intrusive elements, peculiar for instance to the process of
weaving cloth, are occasionally recognizable and can be seen to
impose a character alien to the principles of painted ornament. The
consequent conclusion that already at this ecarly period simple
products of the loom were commonly supplemented by pattern-
stitching, has recently come to be widely accepted, and is indeed
substantiated by actual finds such as a woven skirt knotted with
beads, from an Al ‘Ubaid grave at Eridu (c. 3500 B.C.). From pre-
historic excavations in the Near East there is a vast and varied
assemblage of material to illustrate such developments, and examples
can be chosen almost at random. As for the supposed influence of
textiles, it can perhaps most clearly be seen in the early ‘Eridu’
pottery of southern Mesopotamia and in the polychrome Tell Halaf
ware of the north (Ill. 5). Certainly in Persia, by the time the
historic period is reached, painted ornament on pottery is often
almost indistinguishable from traditional designs used in weaving
kileems and other modern fabrics (IIl. 4).

It is from Persia that archaeologists derive the finest ceramic
ornament associated with this period: and there can be no doubt
that the kind of designs which develop spontaneously from the use of
paint on a soft brush are best illustrated by examples of prehistoric
pottery from sites like Susa and Persepolis (Ill. 3). Their bold
curves and contrasting angularities are beautifully adapted to plastic
requirements and improved by wide spacing. Furthermore they
provide a feature of peculiar interest in the adoption of bird, animal,
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4 Nihavand: painted jar of mid second millennium B.c. showing the use in
Persia during the historic period of designs, including animal motifs properly
belonging to textiles. In this example they make a striking comparison with
comparatively modern kileem or rug patterns '

and even human forms as decorative motifs. There is here perhaps a
distant connexion with the cave-paintings of Palaeolithic man: but
if so, a link is still missing and must be sought in unknown inter-
mediate developments. For when we reach the earliest Susa designs,
the shapes are already stylized almost beyond recognition. The
simplified silhouettes of animals and birds; like the dancing homun-
culi which must once have featured as individual figures, are even
linked together in a repetitive fricze, to form a band of enrichment
or to emphasize the horizontal significance of some plastic curve.
Here and there one still sees an isolated figure, whose sole function
is to fill a gap in the design: like the hunter with his bow in IIl. 6
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A ’/5 Tell Halaf ware; the pottery is burnished after firing to give it a slight
( polish. The designs used show the influence of basketwork or perhaps once
~.again of thtlle patterns

who might equally well have been found on the wall of a cave. But
by contrast, the ibex-symbol in this picture is recognizable merely
as a decorative unit, purposely adapted to the panel in which it is set.
Like other representations ‘of animals and birds, its very identity has
become irrelevant, since the pamter himself, concerned only with its
decorative value, may well have-been ignorant of its traditional
significance. N

These early vase-painters mark a stage at which regional character-
istics in the development of art begin to be differentiated. Where
Persia is concerned, we shall presently examine some of the qualities
by which local art-forms are distinguished in later times. They
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" 6 This detail from a Susa A bowl
shows one rare instance of a
human figure, a hunter with his

bow, being used as a filling

motif. Facing page: Dog, bird,
ibex, fish, and horse are here re-
duced to mere hieroglyphs

include for instance a peculiar clarity and precision in the ordered
arrangement of decorative shapes; a predilection for expressive
silhouettes and a conspicuous interest in birds and animals (IIl. 6).
Comparable traits, as we have seen, can already clearly be detected
in the ceramic ornament of the prehistoric period in Persia; and we
shall accordingly be led to conclude that these are deep-seated
regional idiosyncrasies, contributing to a tradition in art which is to
all intents and purposes indestructible. It seems probable that, if more
was known of the early history of music, traces of the same con-
servatism could be found there also. —

If something is to be learnt from regional development in pottery,
the same cannot unfortunately be said of prehistoric figurines. The
form they take and their diverse peculiarities indicate as a rule the
period to which they belong rather than the place they come
from. Of the animal figures the great majority are crudely made
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playthings for children and of no artistic interest. Those on the other
hand which are based upon the human form or provided with recog-
nizably human attributes, have a magic or religious significance that
places them in the category of cult-objects (Ill. 7). Their main
distinction lies in the fact that they seck to give plastic expression to
an abstract idea or symbol. But the shapes which confront us have
become so stereotyped that their meaning is almost completely lost
to us (as it may ultimately well have been to those who made them).
Indeed so remote from modern understanding has their archaic
symbolism become, that anthropologists content themselves with
generalizations about the personification of fertlhty and the Asiatic
‘mother-goddess’. Nor in these circumstances is much to be gained
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from any attempted interpretation of their plastic detail: the imagery
of so remote an age is too obscure (Ill. 7-10).

The objects to which we have been referring belong in Meso-
potamia to the Al ‘Ubaid phase. The later half of this phase is also
distinguished by the carliest experiments in formal architecture; and
these seem to testify to an interest in design which could no longer be
satisfied by ornamental pottery. Some indeed would see in them
evidence that the Sumerians have already appeared on the scene; but
whether or not this is so, as the gencrations pass, which separate the
vase-painters of Al ‘Ubaid from the great innovators of Protoliterate
Mesopotamia and Predynastic Egypt, the cultural upheaval can be
seen to be gaining momentum.

First we must refer to the invention during this period of the art
of writing, which again seems to have developed independently in
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7 Naqada: two Egyptian Predynastic figurines of
the Gerzean culture, the left of ivory, the right of
alabaster. These arc still no more than primitive
totems

the two countries. There is evidence to suggest that its first appear-
ance in Mesopotamia should be dated a shade earlier than in Egypt,
and—what is perhaps more interesting—that the purposes for which
it was first used were by no means identical. In Mesopotamia the
carliest writing took the form of administrative records and served a
strictly practical purpose; in Egypt it appears in the shape of com-
memorative texts on royal monuments. The beginning of Egyptian
history therefore coincides exactly with the invention of writing;
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8 Left: Terracotta figurine from the Predynastic levels at Al ‘Ubaid with a
bitumen wig and incised pubic triangle. Excrescences on the shoulders may
represent tattooing. 9 Right: A male figurine of the same type from Eridu,
carrying an emblematic mace
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and we are consequently able to gather something about political
events in Predynastic times. We see the Egyptians of that period as a
homogeneous people, loosely grouped in rural districts dependent on
small market-towns, and already intelligently exploiting their rich
agricultural environment. Politically,-however, a distinction is made
between ‘Upper’ and ‘Lower’ Egypt, which have their own separate
kings. They are military rivals, perpetually covetous of each other’s
territory. The names of some of them appear in reliefs, but have to
be identified by the hieroglyphic forms which they take (such as
‘Scorpion’ or ‘Snake’), since we do not know how they were pro-
nounced. For the rest it is possible to conclude that the people of
Upper Egypt had predominantly African characteristics, derived no
doubt from their forebears and contemporary associations; whereas
Lower Egypt tended to be influenced by the ideas and material
assets of their Asiatic neighbours.

Where Predynastic art is concerned, there are again already
regional distinctions. Egyptian artists are mainly concerned with
historical and monumental subjects, while Protoliterate art in
Mesopotamia is primarily religious. In Egypt the actual monuments
surviving from the period are by no means plentiful, but they make
up for this by their truly remarkable character. Their monumental
intent is in almost all cases obvious, since the descriptive scenes
depicted are in fact ‘reminders’ of historical events, and as such the
precursors of written history. They consist mostly of fine carvings
in relief on stone or ivory. A huge votive mace-head in the Ash-
molean Museum (Ill. 11) commemorates the conquests of an
Upper Egyptian king, ‘Scorpion’, who is for some reason depicted
supervising the opening of a canal. This king seems to have succeeded
in consolidating the Upper Egyptian Kingdoms as far north as
Cairo; for his monuments have been found near there in the Turah
quarries. Then there are the beautiful ivory knife-handle from
Gebel-cl-Arak in Upper Egypt (Ill. 12), depicting the pursuit of
game, and a number of sculptured stone palettes—objects which
must originally have had a practical purpose in holding eye-pigment,
but which have somehow acquired a monumental function. There
arc also the ‘Hunter’s palette’ in the British Museum (Ill. 13),
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10 Naqada: dancing figurine of the Egyptian Predynastic Amratian culture.
The slender form unlike the stylized Gerzean figures recognizes the significance
of human anatomy. The rough painted designs are a combination of geometric
patterns, representations of dress ornament—or perhaps tattooing—and semi-
naturalistic animal forms
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11 Hierakonopolis: two ceremonial votive limestone mace-
heads. The larger mace shows King ‘Scorpion’ ceremoni-
ally opening a canal. He wears the white crown of Upper
Egypt and a kilt with an animal tail and is accompanied
by a retinue. The figures are not yet placed on groundlines
and the curve of the irrigation canal and awkward position
of the kneeling figure with the basket are clumsy attempts
to represent three-dimensional space
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12 Gebel-el-Arak: obverse and re-
verse of an ivory-handled flint knife,
illustrating the earliest Egyptian
relief-carving. The figure supported
by two lions in the hunting scene
makes a striking comparison with
the Mesopotamian archer in Ill. 17,
while the naked figures in the battle
scene are almost identical with those
on the Sumerian stone vase (I/l. 18)
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13 The Predynastic ‘Hunter’s palette’ in slate
with a central mixing panel shows two groups
co-operating in a lion-hunt; they wear head-
feathers and kilts and carry various weapons. On
the lower right-hand fragment one of their num-
ber has a lasso. Compare with Il 17

on which two groups of people, distinguished by standards, colla-
borate in what must have been a traditionally famous lion-hunt; and
others with wild animals and more fantastic beasts, whose signifi-
cance for the most part escapes us. Finally, though it does not pro-
perly belong to the period, there is the famous ‘Narmer palette’
(Ill. 14)—a twofold monument, commemorating a royal victory
and the final amalgamation of Upper and Lower Egypt under a
single ruler. For the ancient Egyptians traced their history back to
Menes, the first king of their First Dynasty, who ruled at Nekhen
(Hierakonopolis), and who traditionally united the whole land into a
single Kingdom. Narmer and Menes are now generally considered
to be identical.

Taken in sequence, these sculptured reliefs represent the earliest
stages of Egyptian art. The knife-handle, for instance, shows a
pattern of figures which, in their arbitrary horizontal arrangement,
have hardly even begun to conform to the outline of the object
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14 Hierakonopolis: the votive palette of King Narmer, perhaps the firstsovereign to
unite the “Two Lands’ under a single rule, is a key monument of the Archaic period.
Right: The King wearing the crown of Lower Egypt and preceded by his standards,
goes out to inspect the enemy dead. Entwined beasts below appear also in Sumerian
art. At the bottom the King in the form of a wild ox batters down the door of a
fortificd settlement. Left: On the reverse the King, now wearing the southern
crown, strikes down a kneeling enemy. At the bottom are two fallen enemies

which they decorate. Yet they are no longer isolated or aimlessly
scattered in the manner of cave-paintings. They are purposefully
grouped and related to make a coherentscene. All these carvings show
outstanding craftsmanship, fine drawing of organic shapes and—
what is more important—an understanding of their adaptability to
the requirements of abstract design. In this respect they are entirely
without parallel in any form of prehistoric art. But their secondary
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15 Hierakonopolis: wall-painting from a tomb showing an expansion of the themes
shown on the Gebel-el-Arak knife even to a naval scene which appears on the
reverse of the knife-handle. The African animals and their mythical counterparts
are woven into a pattern with no apparent monumental purpose
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interest lies in the fact that the principles to which they conform still
have little in common with those of Egyptian art in later times. They
have the function of ‘illustrations’, in contrast to the formal ‘state-
ments’ of classical practice. In the mace-head, for example, the shape
of the canal features as a clumsy device, aimed at creating a space-
relationship between the figure of the King and those of his assisting
subordinates. By the time we reach the Narmer palette, the need for
such an expedient has already been avoided by the device known as a
‘groundline’, which divides the picture into simple horizontal
registers—a formula afterwards rigidly adhered to for many cen-
turies. Unlike King ‘Scorpion’, whose bodily appearance on a specific
occasion is depicted on the mace-head, King Narmer’s gesture of
slaying an enemy acquires the static quality of a symbol, endlessly
repeated in the subsequent history of Egyptian art.

Two more Predynastic monuments, representing media other
than carving, must be mentioned. One is the astonishing wall-
painting from Kom-el-Ahmar, the site of Hierakonopolis (IIl. 15);
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16 El-Gebelein: fragments of painted linen from a Predynastic tomb showing a
hippopotamus-hunt taking place from two different-sized vessels. Unlike most
representations of human figures at the time these have short noses and wear beards

the other is the fragmentary painted fabric from Gebelein (111
16)—surely the most ancient relic of its sort that has survived. The
wall-painting seems to be half-way in conception between the
Predynastic carvings and the Narmer palette. In it all the main
stylistic developments of the period seem to be represented in
miniature. As in the Gebel-el-Arak carving, individual figures in the
foreground are grouped and connected, by ‘intent’ (sparring
warriors), ‘action’ (slaying an enemy—or enemies, when the plural is
expressed graphically), or by ‘interest’ (a stag looking back over its
shoulder). The heraldic device of 2 human figure supported by pairs
of beasts again echoes the dominant group on the knife-handle. The
five animals in the centre (said to be ‘caught in a trap’) make a
centrifugal pattern more reminiscent of prehistoric pottery, but
those above are already unmistakably linked by a groundline as in the
Narmer palette. Works of this sort from Hierakonopolis, character-
istic of the first formative stages of Egyptian art, are so instructive
and significant that one hopes the excavations may eventually be
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17 Warka (Uruk). Granite
stela and detail (right) of
Protoliterate period depicting
a lion-hunt. The comparison
with contemporary Egyptian
carving is significant. The two
huntsmen  bearded, long-
haired, wearing a head~band
and broad belted kilt recall the
heraldic group on the Gebel-
cl-Arak knife-handle (1Il. 12),
the impaled lions those on the
‘Hunter’s palette’ (Iil. 13)

continued. The Gebelein textile too shows an carly Egyptian apti-
tude for visual expression, for which little scope is afforded by the
conventions of later times.

Art-objects which have survived from earliest Sumerian times in
Mesopotamia are hardly more plentiful than the relics of Predynastic
Egypt. They consist exclusively of stone-carvings, either in relief or
in the round; and, considering the extreme rarity of stone in the
alluvial plain of southern Iraq, we should be grateful for the wide-
spread archacological enterprisc to which we owe their recovery.
Two of the best-known and carliest examples are from Warka
(ancient Uruk). These at once illustrate the adaptability of the
sculptor’s technique to varying materials, the one being of granite
and the other alabaster. The first is a fragmentary stela, on which a
hunting scene is depicted (Ill. 17); the second a tall stone vase,
carved in horizontal registers with an claborate religious scene
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(Ill. 18). If, after so sudden a transition from one geographical
milieu to another, we compare these carvings with their Egyptian
counterparts, we are struck by a similarity so remarkable that we find
it hard to believe in their independent origin. In the first place, the
depth and quality of the relief-carving is indistinguishable, and only
in the case of the granite fragment is its precision slightly dulled by
the technical limitations of the material. Next, there are the subjects
chosen and the actual figures composing them. That of the ‘Lion-
hunt’ recalls the Hunter’s palette; and no one can fail to observe
that, apart from any more general similarity in the scene depicted,
the lions themselves in the two pictures, with spent arrows sticking
out from their manes, are practically interchangeable, while the
Mesopotamian hunter, drawing his bow on the stela, and the
Egyptian figure supported by lions on the Gebel-cl-Arak ivory (both
pethaps kings:), seem even to be similarly clothed. Nor is this all.
For if we require a ‘least common denominator’, the simplest repeti-
tive figures in the designs from either provenance will serve the
purpose of comparison. For example, the standing combatants on
the obverse of the Egyptian ivory are distinguished from the ritually
naked priests in the procession on the Mesopotamian vase only by
the Predynastic codpieces. For the rest, both outline and musculature
are practically identical.

Such parallels could very casily be multiplied, particularly where
the portrayal of animals is concerned. And even when we turn to
consider the half-dozen or so examples of sculpture in the round that
have survived in either ficld, some justifiable comparison will be
apparent. There is for instance the mythical beast in the Brooklyn
Muscum (Ill. 19), of which Henri Frankfort has said that it ‘. . .
stands at the head of a long line of monsters which appear in all
the great periods of Mesopotamian art and convincingly express the
terror with which man realizes his helplessness in a hostile universe’.
When stripped of such metaphysical associations it becomes sculp-
turally comparable, for example in Egypt to Narmer’s alabaster
ape. Similarly, if we compare the little female statuette from Khafaje
(Ill. 20) (the only one of its sort surviving from Protoliterate
times), we notice something in the forward set of the head and a
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18 Sculptured alabaster vase from Warka. At the top (right) the leader of a pro-
cession, probably a king (head and shoulders missing), presents a basket of fruit to
the goddess Innana or her priestess, identified by the two symbols behind her. In
the second row nude priests bring offerings; in the bottom rows are animals and
plants symbolizing two aspects of fertility
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certain lack of sophisticated formality, which recalls the damaged
ivory portrait of the first Egyptian Pharaoh.

In considering these parallel developments in Egypt and Meso-
potamia during the final centuries of the fourth millenium Bs.c.,
and their joint contribution to the creation of world civilization, we
notice the unaccountable persistence in both centres of similarities,
both in artistic technique and convention, which suggest the existence
of some mysterious common factor in the mentalities of two
anthropologically unrelated peoples. Furthermore, mere resemblances
in art become clearly related phenomena in the realms of architecture
and pictographic writing; so that it is increasingly difficult to
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19 Monster, crystalline limestone. This is the
first and perhaps the most striking of many
monstrous forms in which the Sumerians
symbolized the malevolence and hostility of
nature towards humanity

20 Statuette of a woman, from Khafaje. Being
the earliest sculpture of its kind, this shows a
certain naive realism which was later lost in
the greater formality and discipline of the
Dynastic period




21 Female face in white marble from Warka. This formed part of a statue of which
the greater part was made of wood. The hair would have been added in gold-leaf

on bitumen and the eyes in coloured inlay
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22 Reconstruction of the head shown on the previous
page, as it is thought to have originally appeared. All
the features were brightly coloured, and modern
taste would probably prefer the incomplete to the
finished version

remember that there is only the most slender and equivocal evidence
for actual contacts between the two peoples at the early period.
Mesopotamian art on the other hand does show some unique
developments which are purely its own. For instance there is the
famous white marble head (or ‘mask’, as it should more properly be
described) from Warka (Ill. 21-2), for its actual form serves to
emphasize the difficulties by which Mesopotamian sculptors were
faced. This must have been a life-size statue, but, owing to the
scarcity of stone, it was constructed in wood, with only the exposed
parts, such as hands and face, sculptured in the rarer material. The
back of the head, with its elaborate coiffure, was completed in bitu-
men and covered with gold-leaf or copper, which extended in flat
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23 Cylinder-seal impression from Khafaje. Jemdet Nasr
period. A sacred herd belonging to a temple is depicted.
The reed structure in the middle is a byre, and the objects
projecting from it are symbols of a divinity. The engraving
of these bulls shows the same freshness and vitality as

appears in the larger scale animal carvings of the period

waves over the forehead. This was fixed to the stone by metal studs
and no doubt appropriately engraved. The eyes, eyebrows, and
parting of the hair were finally emphasized with coloured inlays.
The appearance of the head with these supplementary adornments
can reliably be reconstructed by analogy with later sculptures; but
the mask in its surviving form has an air of simple nobility, derived
solely from the sensitive modelling and luminous quality of the
stone. To the modern eye, its effect is diminished by further embel-
lishment.

Next come the carved designs on cylinder-seals, which appear for
the first time in great numbers at this period (Ill. 23). They reflect in
miniature (and may even have inspired) subjects and designs cur-
rently popular in larger scale forms of decoration which had less
chance of survival. These seals were of course objects of practical
utility, carried on the person and used to ‘sign one’s name’ by rolling
them on soft clay. The resulting ‘impression’ with its frieze-like and
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repetitive design, can today be more conveniently studied than the
cylinder itself, on which it appears rather awkwardly in negative.

Already, during the very carliest phase of Sumerian art, quite
elaborate scenes are represented in which groups of human and
animal figures take part. In common with some larger carvings,
such as the Warka stone vase, they give us first glimpses of Sumerian
religious ritual and symbolism. We see a ceremony in progress near a
temple (recognizable by the complicated reed-and-clay fagade of
early times), in which naked priests as usual bring offerings; or the
figure of a king feeding a sacred herd of cattle. A suppliant is con-
ducted by priests to a mother-goddess shrine, or punts himself in a
boat decorated with flowers. Though their significance is often
hidden from us, we are impressed by the purposeful animation of
these quaint little figures. Occasionally too there are secular subjects,
such as a hunting scene or a herdsman defending his flock against
lions. But few of the individual motifs appear to be purely decora-
tive, and some of the most grotesque, like ‘copulating vipers’ or
‘serpent-headed lions’, are thought to symbolize the forces of nature.

A little later, however (Ill. 59), the craftsmanship of the carving
declines—perhaps because the spread of writing had so greatly
increased the demand for seals. Insufficient care is taken to see
that the traces of initial drill-holes are eliminated by secondary
engraving; and a new type of design appears with a repetitive
simplification of running animal-shapes, later deteriorating into
frankly geometrical patterns. This has come to be known as the
‘Brocade’ style.

Two forms of architectural ornaments are characteristic of these
times. One is applied to the outside fagades of temples, which are
now raised on high platforms of mud-brick. It is a form of mosaic,
composed of pencil-like terracotta cones, their ends dipped in paint
of various colours, which are inserted in the wet plaster of the wall-
face to create a geometrical pattern (Ill. 24). Towards the end of
the period the experiments become more ambitious, large cones of
gypsum having their heads inset with coloured stone or even
sheathed in bronze. A new form of interior ornament is illustrated
by the attractive little temple at ‘Ugqair, where the walls and high
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24 Cone mosaic from one of the
engaged columns of the pillared
hall at Warka. Hundreds of thou-
sands of these coloured cones were
used to create a brilliant polychrome
effect. The patterns are sometimes
reminiscent of textiles

altar were decorated with painted frescoes. A band of geometrical
ornament in several colours serves as a base for a procession of half-
life-size human and animal figures, and their surviving lower parts
tantalizingly suggest religious scenes familiar on cylinder-seals. The
geometric ornament on the other hand, recalls both in colour and in
design the bi~chrome painted pottery of the time, which had reached
a high standard of technical accomplishment (Ill. 25).

These decorated temples of early Sumerian times must undoubtedly
represent an advanced stage in the evolution of the Mesopotamian
city-states—a stage at which the Sumerian language could already
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25 Painted pots from Tel Asmar. Jemdet Nasr period.
Identical colours were used in the contemporary wall-
paintings found at ‘Uqair (¢f. Ill. 221)

be expressed in written signs, and records of all sorts were beginning
to be kept. We are in fact approaching the period at which written
history may be said to have begun. Babylonian historians of later
times used a traditional ‘Flood’, as a chronological landmark in
dealing with these earliest ages. In their Dynastic lists there are kings
‘before the Flood’, whose names must still be legendary, since some
can be identified with epic heroes and even with gods. If then we
consider these as corresponding in time to the Predynastic kings of
Upper and Lower Egypt, their successors ‘after the Flood” are pro-
bably no less authentic than the First Dynasty Pharaohs. They are
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grouped under the names of major cities such as Kish, Erech, and Ur,
which must successively have established hegemony over the whole
of Sumeria.

From now onwards in the art of the two countries, the process of
characteristic differentiation completes itself and is maintained almost
without interruption for a matter of fifteen centuries. We must
therefore look at them separately and in turn, with no more than
occasional reference to comparable or contrasting idiosyncrasies. At
the same time our supplementary heritage from other Near Eastern
countries must be considered. Persia’s contribution, though belated,
will be found distinguished and important; that of other countries
such as Anatolia and the Levant, commensurate only with their
status as peripheral domains, in whose history lack of cultural
continuity accounts for the shortcomings of an art which is mainly
derivative.

In any case, the great volume of antique remains relevant to the
history of art, which a dry and innocuous climate has preserved for
us in the rock-cut tombs and stone buildings of Egypt, so far exceeds
the corresponding legacy of other lands that it should here certainly
take precedence.

48



PART TWO

Early Pharaohs and the Pyramid Age

Writing in 1931, the late Professor Peet gave it as his opinion that
‘the general public, in so far as it is interested in Egyptian art at all, is
interested in it mainly because its products are surrounded by the
romance which attaches to every thing that is several thousand years
old and has been dug up out of the ground’. Certainly in our own
time the popular attitude towards the subject has passed through
some curious vicissitudes. To the discriminating eye of the neo-
classicist at the beginning of the present century, it seems to have
appeared as an unintelligible archaism, rigid and immutable, obsolete
while still adolescent—a sort of intractable chrysalis from which the
‘perfection’ of Greek art was inconsequently to emerge. By contrast,
in the nineteen-twenties it was rediscovered by a group of art-critics
and adopted by them (in common for instance with the work of
the Benin sculptors), as a vindication of their own newly formed
aesthetic convictions. It became ‘the object of most enthusiastic
admiration’, and was acclaimed in the contemporary movement
against Impressionism as ‘an exemplary achievement conforming
to the most modern artistic aspirations’.

In Germany during this time a great art-historian, Heinrich
Schaefer, had been patiently advocating a more rational approach to
the whole subject. His reasonable contention was that one should
‘penetrate as deeply as possible into all the manifestations of spiritual
life among the ancient Egyptians which have come down to us’, in
order to arouse in oneself what he called ‘Egyptian thought and
feeling’, before attempting to interpret Egyptian art. Having done
so himself very thoroughly, he was able to present his conclusions
in the most enlightening form, and to provide for others a new
and intelligible approach to a most rewarding subject of study.
Schaefer’s work was acclaimed as an indispensable contribution
by British Egyptologists, one of whom went so far as to insist
that ‘he who has not made himself acquainted with at least its general
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lines, is still groping about in the dark in the realm of Egyptian art:
he may admire it or despise it, but he cannot really understand it’.
Where Schaefer’s German colleagues were concerned, however, his
approach had failed to satisfy some, who insisted upon the need for a
formal analysis of the actual properties inherent in the available
material, without regard for the ‘irrelevant’ circumstances of its
cultural background.

By this time the whole subject had become so controversially
involved that it was excusable for some writers on the subject to
content themselves with illustrating and describing a number of
representative Egyptian sculptures or wall-paintings and noting the
characteristics of the various periods, without going more deeply
into the subject of Egyptian art as a whole. Today, the most profit-
able approach probably lies half-way between the two. If we are to
assess the contribution of Egypt to man’s total of artistic experience,
we must clearly avoid judging it exclusively in terms of our own,
perhaps alien, culture and endeavour first to imagine an attitude
of mind which was the formative factor in the creation both of
Egyptian religion and of Egyptian art. At the same time it would be
quite wrong to ignore the inherent aesthetic qualities without which
Egyptian sculptures and drawings would not be works of art at all.
We must in fact realize that the interpretation of art in the context of
cultural history should, as Frankfort has put it, ‘be amplified by an
analysis of its formal qualities, precisely as the interpretation of
written documents in that same context is preceded by a critical
examination of their linguistic qualities’.

Frankfort has also commented on the strangeness of Egyptian art
to the modern eye—a quality which Schaefer attributes mainly to the
absence in the reliefs of perspective as we ourselves understand it, and
to the unfamiliarity of the alternative method employed in them for
rendering nature. He then refers to a circumstance which might very
well escape one’s attention, namely that ‘the use of perspective, far
from being natural or common, is not even usual; its principle has
been discovered only once in the whole course of human history,
and that in the fifth century B.c. in Greece’. Perspective in fact is
only understood today by peoples who have been directly or
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indirectly influenced by the principles of Greek art. If forms of art
which have not been subjected to this influence should be labelled
‘pre-Greek’, the term must be extended not only to primitive
peoples at all periods but to untaught children of our own day. The
phenomena connected with seeing in perspective are in fact perfectly
familiar to every ‘pre-Greek’ artist. But for purposes of drawing he
rejects this view as false and resorts to a reasoned selection of his
subject’s known characteristics. We thus find him combining in one
picture of a single object aspects of it from different viewpoints.
The result is what has today come to be known as ‘ideoplastic’ art.
For the Egyptian artist, however, one must not for a moment imagine
that there is any question of a choice being made between this form
of presentation and ‘normal’ perspective, for the latter was not yet
invented. If it had been, he would have rejected it, as merely express-
ing a world of appearances as distinct from his own more reliable
mental perception. It is for this reason that ideas rather than appear-
ances underlie the forms which he uses.

Before returning then to our analysis of the formal qualities by
which Egyptian art is distinguished, let us consider for a moment the
wider subject of its purpose and raison d’étre. Here we shall immedi-
ately be confronted by the central fact of its intimate and almost
exclusive association with Egyptian religious beliefs. From the
carliest times Egyptian art had no serious purpose unconnected with
religion—a circumstance which becomes less surprising when one
remembers the magnitude of the part which religion played in
Egyptian life generally, among a people incapable of distinguishing
between religious and political thought. And here is another sense in
which the label ‘pre-Greek’ could be applied to Egyptian attitudes of
mind. For every aspect of their public and private lives was seen by
them against a pattern of religious beliefs or practices, which totally
excluded what might be called the ‘lay outlook’. The classical separa-
tion of religious authority from civic administration, or the still later
distinction béetween Church and State would have been incom-
prehensible in Dynastic Egypt.

To turn to the actual character of Egyptian religion, we must
remember first its preoccupation with monarchy as the earthly
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manifestation of divine power and with the prolongation of life
after death; the symbolism of its complicated mythology and ritual
conventions which permeated the whole fabric of daily life. Its main
principles and the imagery by which they were expressed, were
already stabilized during the Fourth Dynasty, but the centuries that
followed saw a long process of elaboration. For Egyptian religious
ideas did not so much grow as accumulate. As Cyril Aldred has
said—Little was ever rejected by this conservative people, and it is
probable that Egyptian religion could mean all things to all men
from philosophical ideas for the educated few in an age of culture,
to a mere superstition for the unquestioning masses at a period of
decline.’

The function of Egyptian art was to express religious abstractions
in a comprehensible form, to create for religious purposes lasting
memorials of persons and events, and to provide appropriate settings
for religious rituals. The nature of this work implied a restrictive
discipline for the artist himself, and it is him whom we must next
consider. We shall observe his lack of individual status and the
limitations imposed on him by convention to the exclusion of actual
style, as well as the creative ingenuity which enabled him to over-
come such disabilities; and we shall be able to study in the solution
which he reached, some interesting characteristics reflecting the
peculiar environment in which he lived.

We have mentioned earlier how certain prehistoric figurines can
be identified as ‘cult-objects’. Logically there is no reason why the
same term should not be applied to the bulk of Egyptian statuary.
Being predominantly monumental in intent, it has a well-defined
function relating to a religious cult, and the purpose of the cult is a
memorial one—that is, it is aimed at perpetuating the memory (and
thereby the existence) of human personality. At first this cult seems

===
26 Statuette of King Pepy I, six inches high, in green slate,
with inlaid eyes. This is the earliest ex voto statue showing a
king kneeling to make a libation. Unlike the funerary cult-
statues, it is largely freed from the formal inhibitions of
stone-carving and shows a surprising naturalism
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to have been associated exclusively with royalty. It was in fact con-
cerned with what has been called ‘the grandiose paradox of sacred
kingship’; not, at first, with divine kingship, since belief in the
ex officio divinity of kings seems to have been a secondary develop-
ment; but with the prolongation of a cycle of existence which
would otherwise end in death. Starting as a royal prerogative, the
privileges of the cult were afterwards extended to the royal family,
and later again, with diminishing discrimination to their associates
and dependents; so that the usage could be adapted to universal
belief in survival and the statuary to the funerary requirements of
private people (Ill. 27). It is a little surprising to remind oneself
that the Egyptian artist could, in this way, fairly be described as a
‘monumental mason’, with little reservation regarding the con-
notation which modern usage has given to the term. The proper
setting for his work was in association with a tomb; and this in fact
is where it is for the most part found.

The function of a mortuary statue within the cult was that of a
human image, assuming or supplementing the identity of the em-
balmed corpse in perpetuity. For this purpose it had to be a portrait
of a sort which would avoid any suggestion of mortal frailty or the
ephemeral nature of human life. It therefore had to be rendered
without cmpha51s on the organic aspect of the original, and invested
with a static quality compatible with the ‘timelessness’ of its purpose.
The Egyptian sculptors, with their incomparable skill, not only
encompassed abstractions such as these, but at the same time
succeeded in achieving a ‘likeness’—not, in all probability, a literal
resemblance, which would have involved them in irrelevant con-
siderations such as character and mood, but the distinctive insignia
of the essential individuality. Actual resemblance was in fact a

—
27 Pair-statue of Mykerinus and his Queen. The first of its
kind to be made, it set a fashion among people of less
exalted rank for having themselves portrayed supported by
or even embracing their wives. In a royal monument of
this sort, the identical treatment of the two figures suggests
that the statue’s secondary purpose was to perpetuate some
more human aspects of the King’s earthly existence
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secondary consideration, for the identity of the statue could be
even less equivocally established by a ritual process of ‘naming’. And
herein lies the significance of inscriptions on these statues, incor-
porating the name of the deceased, for if a statue came to be appro-
priated to the use of a second person, a change in the written title
could render the facial evidence invalid. A practice tending towards
the reverse extreme is illustrated by the so-called ‘reserve heads’
from the royal workshops of the Fourth Dynasty at Giza, which
were placed in the actual burial-chamber (Ill. 31). They seem
to have had the function of supernumerary portraits, added as a
precaution against the destruction or defacement of the body itself.
The mortuary statuc also, for precautionary reasons, could be
duplicated: as many as fifty were found in the great Fifth Dynasty
mastaba of Khnum-baf. '
In this funerary sculpture one already begins to detect signs of a
unique and characteristic approach to aesthetic problems, which is
in fact essentially Egyptian. Attempts made in the past to analyse
this have almost invariably led to the conclusion that the Egyptian
artist must have been psychologically influenced to a very great
extent by his physical environment. The dependable constancy of the
climate and the predictable rhythm of the Nile’s seasonal flooding
were for him reassuring certainties in a preordained way of life.
Then there was the geographical isolation of the country within its
natural frontiers. Protected along its sides by deserts and easily
defensible, it was at the same time insulated from the great migratory
movements which disturbed the neighbouring lands of the Near
East. This scems to have induced in the Egyptians generally a sense
of security and permanence, and in the artist (rather curiously)
a preoccupation with every manifestation of a present existence, in
which the past and the future seemed somehow to be integrated.
In his imagination the actual concept of death did not exist. As the

—
28 Rahotep and Nofret. An unusually well-preserved
example of the painted stone statue, giving a good idea of
the original colouring; the eyes are inlaid with crystal. These
figures are the work of the same school as the ‘reserve

heads’ (1Il. 31)
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29 (above) Statue of Herniunu, the vizier and architect to King Cheops. This
famous statue stands apart from traditional Egyptian sculpture and sets its own stan-~
dards. It appears not to have been painted, so that the extreme subtlety of the
modelling is not obscured. No attempt has been made to disguise the symptoms of
advancing age, but the figure gives an impression of dignity and wisdom. This
statue is probably as near to being a ‘portrait’, in the modern sense, as Egyptian
art ever got

Opposite: 30 (left) Head of Prince Ankh-kaf; 31 (right) A ‘reserve head’ of the
daughter-in-law of Cheops; one of a pair from Sakkara
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sun was reborn each day and Osiris each year, so for the Egyptian
death was simply the night before the triumphant passage to ever-
lasting day.

Another geographical consideration was the Egyptian’s official
conception of his country as a dual entity. Unless we agree with
Frankfort, who considers this merely a ‘mode of thought which con-
ceived totality as an equilibrium of opposites” and had no basis in fact
after the unification of the country by Menes, we must look for
distinctive traits in the art of the “Two Lands’. In fact, from what
little we know of the Delta it appears to have differed from Upper
Egypt, not only in climate and economy, but in the character of its
inhabitants, who had to some extent assimilated their habits of
thought to those of their Asiatic neighbours. Where their art is con-
cerned, one may perhaps take their use of limestone in preference to
the austerities of southern granite, as a symbol of their aesthetic
taste (Zll. 33). In fact it showed symptoms of instinctive naturalism
in contrast to the conceptual formalism of Upper Egypt.
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Two sculptures in contrasting materials. 32 (left) Granite
head from Sakkara; 33 (right) Limestone head of Mykerinus
from Giza. The different materials—extremely hard in the
one case, easy to work in the other—had much to do with
the development of regional styles in the areas where they
were predominantly used. An unusual feature in the My-
kerinus head is the representation of the locks of hair at the
edge of the wig-cover
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Yet it is to the artists of the Upper Nile Valley that we must
attribute almost all the primary characteristics of Old Kingdom art,
as we know it in its most distinctive form. And here all art-historians
seem agreed on the psychological reaction of these people to certain
abstract qualities in their peculiar environment. For the Upper
Egyptian there were no circular horizons. The shape of his immedi-
ate world was manifestly rectilinear; confined between the ruthless
parallels of the escarpment, which separates the cultivated valley
from the high desert on either side. A third dimension was provided
by the floor of the valley itsclf and by the sky, which the Egyptian
imagination conceived as a rigid canopy suspended on invisible
uprights. Some critics have attributed to this Egyptian obsession
with the prismatic aspect of his world, the preference which he shows
for basically cubic forms in his sculpture. No one could fail to notice
how nearly his most typical product conforms to an imaginary cube,
and it is not fashionable to explain this peculiarity by reference to
methods of quarrying stone or to the fact that such sculptures were
usually intended as mere units in the design of a strictly rectilinear
building. It is considered rather to depend on a space-conception
which satisfies his aesthetic predilections. The device which he
adopts is first to consider the two profiles of his subjectindependently.
They are then amalgamated into a three-dimensional form in which
reminiscences of the original cube are purposely retained. Square
thrones or plinths further emphasize the basic geometrical shape.
By the same token it has been observed that, where tomb-paintings
are concerned, he prefers a self-contained rectilinear treatment for
cach scparate wall and an unrelated ceiling, like the ‘canopy’ of the
sky. All this has been associated with the Egyptian’s curious, psycho-
logical sense of confinement—a sort of ‘claustrophilia’ (as Aldred
expressively calls it), which disposes him towards the ‘comfort’ of a

==
34 King Khephren. This statue, one of over a hundred that
stood in the pyramid complex of Khephren at Giza, was to
be a model for all funerary statues of the future. The monu-
mental pose, the attitude of the hands—the right probably
holding a sceptre—and the' formalized symmetry of the
features make it a perfect symbol of divine royalty
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final resting-place in the angular obscurity of a stone sarcophagus
or rock-cut tomb. It is an interesting theory and, if it accounts
indirectly for the dignity of Upper Egyptian art, it also helps to
explain some of its limitations.

It is perhaps worth pointing out that in all this we have been con-
sidering Egyptian artists collectively. As individuals they can hardly
be said to have existed and their personal predilections were of no
account. Their works were not intended for the delectation or
edification of a public whose approbation might flatter or profit their
authors: indeed they were seldom even intended to be seen. As
repositories of superhuman force, they were destined to remain
forever hidden from the profanity of human sight in shrines and
tomb-chambers. The artists themselves were in fact generally
anonymous: not individual contributors to a fabric of creative
production, but simple artisans engaged in a hereditary calling.
What amazes us today is the intuitive sensibility which enabled these
nameless craftsmen to devise an aesthetic means of expressing pre-
scribed abstractions, and to invest this device with an emotional
appeal which is as valid today as it must have been in their own
time. Yet the appeal is no more than a by-product of the practical
achievement. For however we choose to label or interpret the
impulses contributing to accomplishment, the simple fact remains
that during the reigns of the earliest Egyptian Pharaohs, these great
masters perfected a system of presenting organic subjects such as men
and animals in a manner so splendidly convincing and aesthetically
satisfying that it was accepted wholesale by later generations and
considered beyond criticism. Let us now consider their work in
greater detail. v

The first two Egyptian dynasties are usually referred to as the
‘Archaic period’, and it is one from which unfortunately very few
works of art have survived. One conspicuous exception is the
Narmer palette (Ill. 14), on which we have already seen the
figures of ‘Menes’, wearing alternately the crowns of the Southern
and Northern Kingdoms, and the device of united ‘lions’, whose
symbolism we can hardly doubt. Yet there is reason to think that the
political rivalry between the “Two Lands’ continued intermittently
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35 Statue (restored) of
King Kha-Sekhem. The
King wears the white
crown of the south. This
statue already shows the
typical Egyptian charac-
teristic of approximating
to a cubic form. The posi-
tion of the left arm, which
brings both hands on to
the same side, is awkward
and was seldom repeated

until the end of the Second Dynasty, when a more lasting unity was
achieved under a king called Kha-Sekhem, whose portrait has sur-
vived in the form of two funerary statues (Ill. 35). This general situa-
tion seems to be reflected in the location of the earliest royal tombs.
Some were found at Abydos in Upper Egypt where, either in respect
for family traditions or because the Kingdom was once more divided,
certain southern kings appear to have had themselves buried. At
Memphis however, a site conveniently intermediate between the
Delta and Upper Egypt, the vast royal cemetery was also already in
use; and recent excavations have revealed, near Sakkara, First
Dynasty tombs with obviously regal attributes. One of these seems
to combine two different grave-forms—the tumulus-shaped struc-
ture characteristic of the south and the panelled brick mastaba more
typical of Lower Egypt. This one was the tomb of a queen, who
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36 Ivory label from a pair of sandals, show-
ing King Udimu striking down an Asiatic
adversary. His symbolic gesture is the same
as that on the Narmer palette (IIl. 14) and
it continued to be repeated throughout the
history of Egyptian art

appears to have died in the reign of Udimu, fifth king of the First
Dynasty. (His figure also appears on an ivory plaque in the British
Museum (Ill. 36)—one of the few small monuments to have
survived from the Archaic period—where he is depicted in the now
classical attitude of slaying an enemy, in this case recognizable as an
Asiatic, which perhaps suggests some conquest beyond the combined
frontiers of the “Two Lands’.)

These mastaba tombs were rectangular brick structures with many
internal compartments built over the actual subterranean burial-
chamber. Their fagades were decorated with a complicated arrange-
ment of buttresses and recesses—an architectural device whose
unmistakably Mesopotamian character has been accepted by some
archacologists as the first considerable evidence for contact between
the two countries. Others suppose that it was the elaboration of such
buildings by the addition of superimposed upper storeys on a
diminishing scale, which developed logically into the ‘Step Pyramid’
built by Zoser, the first king of the Third Dynasty.

King Zoser’s architect, Im-hetep, is traditionally credited with the
invention of stone masonry. Certainly the extensive complex of
clegant buildings surrounding Zoser’s tomb at Sakkara, bear witness
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37 Relief from the tomb of Ti, Sakkara. On the right men
with harpoons are hunting hippopotamus, which swim in
the river. At the top of the composition birds are trying to
protect their young in the nests. Ti stands in a small skiff
watching. The vertical lines in the background are a stylized

‘representation of papyrus reeds growing along the banks of
the Nile
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to his remarkable ingenuity, not only in rendering effectively in
limestone forms peculiar to the brick-buildings of earlier times, but
in converting organic shapes into attractively stylized ornament
(Ill. 224). His treatment of ceilings, for example, reflecting the
closely set, circular wooden rafters of another age, and his stone
columns with their vertical reeding, resembling bundles of papyrus
stalks, and their ‘pendant-leaf’ capitals, show evidence of a sensitive
taste in design which has no parallel in later times. One indeed wishes
that more examples had survived of the sculpture which went with
it. Unfortunately we have hardly more than a set of rather un-
illuminating wall-reliefs (Ill. 42) and one portrait-statue (Ill. 38),
which was found still in place in the serdab chamber. In spite of
the damaged condition in which it has survived, one can already
recognize in this figure the fully developed attributes of the Old
Kingdom mortuary sculpture.

The Old Kingdom properly begins with the Third Dynasty,
but its full characteristics do not become apparent until the Fourth.
This was the age of the great pyramid-builders—an age of formal-
ism, in which all early symptoms of individuality or naturalism were
swept away, to be replaced by a rigid code of authoritarian conven-
tion. Once the intellectual impact of these influential autocrats had
taken effect, the imagery of Egyptian art crystallized in a definitive
form (Ill. 34). ‘Deviationism’ was forsworn for a thousand years.

So let us finally turn our attention from actual statuary of the Old
Kingdom to the sculptured reliefs and paintings, which decorate the
walls, not only of mortuary temples, but of the tombs of private
individuals. One of the carliest examples of the latter is the Third
Dynasty tomb of the royal scribe, Hesy-ra (Ill. 39). The famous

—
38 Statue of King Zoser. This statue, which was much
damaged when its inlaid eyes were at some time prized out
of its head, achieves a powerfully monumental effect from
its formal adaption to the cubic simplicity of the throne
upon which it sits. In the dark serdab chamber of the tomb
it could only be seen through two holes pierced in the front
wall. It is the oldest life-sized mortuary statue and has the
King’s name incised on the base
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wooden panels in which he is portrayed with such fine craftsman-
ship stand facing a long frieze, depicting, not as yet actual scenes,
but groups of his possessions and the everyday utensils of his life.
Next, dating from the Fourth Dynasty (when decoration was more
often austerely restricted), there are the paintings in the tomb of
Ranofer at Meidum, where he also is pictured as a living man, this
time regarding a sequence of little scenes relating to his earthly
existence. (They are still arranged with considerable simplicity in
horizontal sequences or ‘registers’ around the ‘false door’ through
which, in tombs of his time, the dead was supposed to communicate
with the living.) These two arrangements form a prelude to the
fully developed reliefs of the Sakkara tombs (Ill. 43) where the
figure of the occupant, distinguished by his disproportionate size,
dominates a series of busy and naturalistic episodes and situations,
typifying his normal life. There are agricultural scenes in which
labourers are harvesting or attending to animals; servants and scribes
asscmblihg the produce or revenues of his estate; boating scenes or
hunting expeditions among the birds and animals of the marshes. In
all these the dead man seems specifically to be portrayed, not as
participating in such activities or even supervising them, but merely
as watching them. Mrs Frankfort takes this to mean that the function
of the reliefs is to appease his assumed nostalgia. What we sce is the
‘image of the man-in-death, watching life’s familiar manifestations’.

Of reliefs in royal mortuary temples we have so far mentioned
only a single group, from a building annexed to Zoser’s tomb at
Sakkara. These carvings depicted the King taking part in a cere-
monial race (Ill. 42). During the remainder of the Third Dynasty the
subject of such reliefs continued to be predominantly religious and

9
39 Wooden panel from the tomb of Hesy-ra, Sakkara.
This relief, dating from the reign of Zoser, already embodies
all the elements of the stylistic formula rigidly adhered to
in later times. It is characteristic of the ‘pre-Greek’ approach
to art, where superficial appearances are discarded in favour
of mentally perceived realities. Aspects of the subject from
different viewpoints are combined in the composition of a
picture, whose function is that of a meaningful ideogram
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40 Reliefs from the tomb of Mereruka. This is a large private (i.e. non-royal)
tomb, containing painted limestone-reliefs notable for their bold execution and
originality of composition. They show mostly scenes from rural life. In the top
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row asses are being loaded with panniers and driven forward by sticks. In the bot-
tom row (right) corn is being cut and (centre) tied up into bundles. The hiero-
glyphics represent the playful banter of the workers
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41 Relief of the god Geb from the Zoser shrine, Heliopolis.
The face is drawn in the convention noted earlier, with
intricate archaic detail in the carving of the wig, beard, and
necklace, as well as in the slender hieroglyphs

was often associated with the cult of the sun-god, Ra. In the Fourth,
mortuary reliefs seem hardly to have featured at all, perhaps because
the tremendous austerity of granite temples and the ponderous
monumentality of their statuary made surface ornament seem
incongruously trivial. But thereafter they begin to reappear, and in
the Fifth Dynasty there are, for instance, the beautiful sculptures
from the funerary temple of Sahure, to illustrate the variety of sub-
jects which were now considered suitable. They also serve to show
some distinctive features of royal reliefs, as opposed to those in
private tombs.

If we remember at what an carly stage the divinity of the living
Pharaoh became a primary article of Egyptian religious belief, a
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42 Relief of King Zoser, from a false door-panel (Sakkara). The King is taking part
in a ritual race. He carries a flail and wears the crown of Upper Egypt. The carving
is in very low relief, but small modulations of the surface are enough to suggest
bone structure
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moment’s reflection will show that the function of the royal reliefs |
must differ radically from that of pictures in the tombs of mere
mortals. The nostalgic confrontation of the dead man with the
amenities of human existence, in the case of a god, would be totally
paradoxical. Instead of ‘watching’, then, the figure of the King .J
participates in and even directs the events pictured; and one has the |
fecling that the sculptures themselves have once more acquired a
purely monumental function. The perpetuation of the King’s divinity
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43 Relief from the tomb of Ptah-hotep at Sakkara.
The dead man, shown as usual on a much larger
scale than the common people, stretches out his hand
to receive the King’s gifts. We also see the produce
of the fields, musicians playing and, at the top,
craftsmen at work. These and other everyday scenes,
familiar to him during his life on earth, are depicted
in order to appease the nostalgic loneliness of his tomb
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in the hereafter is not for a moment in doubt; but there are other
more ephemeral attributes of royalty, such as the dignity of material
accomplishment or the attainment of worldly fame (as well as some
purely human needs such as family affection), whose survival must
be ensured.

The total of reliefs from both these classes of building, including
the astonishingly beautiful carvings from the tomb of Ti at Sak-
kara (Ill. 37), constitute a major contribution of the Old King-
dom to the world’s art-treasures. The delicate line-drawing and
masterful precision of their carving have no equal in later periods.
After the end of the Fourth Dynasty the armies of craftsmen em-
ployed on the grandiose projects of the pyramid-builders, rendered
temporarily idle by their completion, made their services available
to a wider and less discriminating class of patrons, and by the Sixth,
a process of obvious vulgarization has begun. Carving in deep relief
is an innovation, and one which obviously allows greater latitude for
imperfect craftsmanship. Nevertheless, in royal circles at least, the
exacting standards of carlier days are maintained until the end of the
Old Kingdom. The reliefs from the funerary temple of Pepy II bear
comparison with the best carving of the era.

With such a picture in mind, of Egypt during the period of the
Old Kingdom—a land united under the rule of a single divine king,
and a people whose precocious mentality had already evolved a
formal system of abstract expression—we must now turn to Meso-
potamia. We shall find ourselves faced with many contrasts and
some curious complexities which may once more be attributed as
much to physical environment as to the racial characteristics of the
people with whom we are dealing.
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PART THREE

Creative Genius in Mesopotamia
and a Reflection in Anatolia

SUMER AND AKKAD

We find ourselves once more in the early centuries of the third
millennium B.C., and in the great alluvial basin at the head of the
Persian Gulf. Sumerian civilization is now in full flower. But this is
no single united Kingdom. It is a pattern of city-states, each of them
at first a primitive democracy ruled by a council of leading citizens.
Individual leaders were only chosen to deal with temporary emer-
gencies, though it was doubtless the prolongation of such crises
which eventually gave them a more permanent status. Even then,
the titles attributed to them were in themselves equivocal. Ensi
(‘city-governor’) alternated with lugal (‘king’), when the city ex-
tended its dominion by conquest. But even lugal had no more pre-
tentious meaning than ‘great man’, and was used by tradition in
certain cities regardless of their station in preference to ensi or other
titles— (rather as the head of a modern college may be ‘president’,
‘master’, ‘warden’, etc.). Kings were not thought of as gods until
Akkadian times, and then only certain individuals acquired this
distinction. These ‘kings’ in fact had a rather modest conception of
themselves as political and religious ‘leaders’ of their small States;
and when later large parts of the country tended to become tem-
porarily united under a single ruler, he became merely ‘Shepherd
of the Black-headed People’, i.c. the Sumerians.

Dynasties of Sumerian kings ruling in cities such as Ur, Erech, or
Kish, were listed by Babylonian scribes of later times, and gained
reality in our own generation when archaeologists found their
names mentioned in inscriptions associated with tombs and monu-
ments. It is for this reason that the true Sumerian period is usually
known as Early Dynastic.

Under this régime, great advances were made in cultural evolution.
Cities were fortified and adorned with public buildings; law-codes
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were drawn up; canals were dug to irrigate the land and im-
prove communications by boat; armies were equipped and troops
trained for the first time to move in orderly formation, victories
were celebrated and treaties ratified. As a result, when one comes to
study the total of art-objects surviving from this period one finds
that a fair number of them have a monumental function, commemo-
rating purely secular events such as military conquests, the com-
pletion of a building, or opening of a canal. These take the form of
stone stelac sculptured in relief or carved stone plaques. But the
remainder, which constitute a far greater majority, are made to serve
obvious religious purposes of one sort or another; and included in
this category are all statues of whatever material, carved or con-
structed in the round, for these are invariably intended for a place in
the sanctuary of a temple. Purely decorative designs without either
commemorative or religious purpose are rarest of all (though
strangely enough, during the first of the threc phases into which
archacology has divided the Early Dynastic period, these include
cylinder-seals, whose designers had temporarily become preoccupied
with mere pattern).

In any approach to the nature and origins of Sumerian religion,
the first factor to note is as usual the influence of environment; the
effects of geological and climatic conditions on contemporary super-
stitions and beliefs. Like the Egyptians, the inhabitants of the Tigris
and Euphrates valleys were above all dependent for their livelihood
on river water. But the Sumerians had also to rely on irrigation by
means of canals; and to an almost equal extent, they depended on the
precarious comfort of the spring rains, whose failure could bring
famine and disaster. For five months in the summer the Meso-
potamian climate creates a purgatory of heat and desiccation, during
which man’s hope of survival is directly dependent on the products
of his own industry during the winter and spring. There is no reason
to think that conditions differed greatly in the third millennium s.c.
Beasts of prey, poisonous insects, and disease were other dangers
against which a Sumerian was compelled to guard himself; so that
in the end, all his will-power and ingenuity were continually pitted
against hostile and potentially destructive elements in nature. In
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44 Cylinder-seal from Ur, second Early Dynastic period. Two bulls couchant on
either side of a triple plant and protected by human figures from attacking eagles,
bulls, stag, and ibex underneath

these circumstances success and prosperity naturally came to be
identified with the principle of fertility, a blessing to which the
Sumerian anxiously aspired through prayer, as well as by practical
contrivance. But it is also hardly surprising if, from a religious point
of view, he is found to conceive himself as ‘subject without appeal
to the acts of distant and fearful divinities whom he serves but
cannot love’.

All this is perfectly expressed in Sumerian religious practices, and
even more so in the fabric of contemporary mythology. For it must
be remembered that any definition which we ourselves may formu-
late of the Mesopotamian attitude towards nature and man’s pre-
carious destiny, is based on abstractions beyond the capacity of
Sumerian introspection. Myths were the natural remedy for this
short-coming. They served as a tangible garment of uncomplicated
imagery in which to clothe abstract conclusions and to perpetuate the
revelations of thought or experience. The philosophic convictions
and beliefs of an entire people are embodied in Sumerian mythology.
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45 Im-dugud, the benevolent
lion-headed cagle of Sumerian
myth, appears in charge of two
stags in a huge copper-relicf,
forty-two inches high, which
ornamented a Sumerian temple
at Al ‘Ubaid

This is the reason why the pictorial presentation of mythical
figures and events provides the subject of so much Sumerian art.
Information from this source alone would indeed have sufficed to
familiarize us with them, even if they had not meanwhile been
introduced to us in literary form. The ‘Bull of Heaven’, for instance,
whose fiery breath burns up the crops (Ill. 44), is a figure easy to
identify, and it requires little imagination to see in the intervention
of the ponderous lion-headed eagle, Im-dugud, whose wings shroud
the heavens in dark clouds (Ill. 45), the image of a benevolent
rainstorm bringing an end to a prolonged drought. Then also there
is the pantheon of Sumerian deities, with its several trinities including
figures like Tammuz (the ‘dying-god’ of The Golden Bough) who
descends ‘beneath the mountain’ when vegetation succumbs to the
heat and desiccation of the summer, and must be resurrected in the
spring for his symbolic marriage with Inanna, the ‘earth-mother’,
in order to ensure the fertility of crops and herds.

Some of these myths were not only recorded in writing and
depicted by artists, but ceremonially recited during appropriate
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celebrations; and in certain cases, as though the virtue of the myth
B ot b made more effective by repetition, they were actuaily
dramatized. In Sumer, the great festivals which marked successive
stages in the natural progress of the seasons provided occasions for
these performances and culminated in the fertility ritual associated
with the New Year. This was the hieros gamos—the ‘holy-marriage’
between god and goddess, whose symbolism was enacted on the
raised sanctuary of the ziggurat temple, the male role being played
by the King himself.

The actual sources from which surviving works of art are derived
throw further light on the character of Sumerian religion. In Egypt,
more than fifty per cent of extant sculptures and paintings have
their origin in tombs or are associated in some way with funerary
monuments. All bear witness directly or indirectly to the Egyptian
belief in man’s survival after death. Sumerian philosophy, in con-
trast to Egyptian, seems reluctantly to accept the finite character of
his existence. A large part, for instance, of the famous Gilgamesh
epic is concerned with the great hero’s quest for the secret of
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46 ‘Inlaid Standard’ from Ur. The ‘war panel’ face. The two lower registers depict
a battle: Sumerian infantry in metal helmets, cloaks, and fleece kilts; four-wheeled
chariots drawn by four wild asses. In the top register the King, taller than his men,
descends from his chariot to inspect captives

immortality; and one notices how, when faced with ultimate failure,
he resigns himself to the conclusion that ‘when the gods created
man they let death be his share, and life withheld in their own
hands’. For the Sumerians in fact, a central preoccupation was with
the task of securing a reliable pattern of existence in the shadow of
their own mortality; and it was for this reason that their religious
beliefs focused themselves on the miracles of procreation and the
seasonal resurrection of natural fecundity. As for honouring the dead
or providing for their life in the hereafter, the evidence on this
subject is surprisingly scarce. For out of a total of some six hundred
kings who must have ruled in Mesopotamia up to the final fall of
Babylon and Nineveh, the tombs of no more than half a dozen have
been found; and, with the exception of the First Dynasty tombs at
Ur, whose ‘royalty’ is controversial, all had been plundered in
antiquity.

Nevertheless, it is from the treasures in the so-called ‘Royal
Cemetery’ at Ur that we obtain a first impression of Sumerian taste
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47 The reverse side of the ‘Standard’, showing the victory feast. In the top register
the King and his officers are seated drinking. In the two lower registers booty,
including captured teams of asses, is paraded before them. The purpose of this
‘Standard’ is not known

in design and the rich versatility of Mesopotamian craftsmanship.
Archaic inscriptions found in the tombs themselves do not prove the
occupants kings and queens; they may also have been priests and
priestesses, sacrificed after playing some role in the annual fertility
rite. However this may be, they were buried amid an elaborate and
valuable profusion of tomb-furniture, and accompanied to the grave
by richly dressed attendants, guards, and chariots. Among the
treasures recovered from these tombs, there are individual works of
great interest. One of these at least scems to be imagery serving a
purely commemorative purpose. It is the so-called ‘Standard’—a
double-sided panel on which tiny figures in shell or mother-of-pearl
are inlaid in bitumen against a mosaic of lapis-lazuli, and complicated
events are thus depicted in horizontal sequences or registers within
borders of similar materials. The scene shown on one side (Ill. 46)
is a battle with chariots and infantry engaged, and on the other
(Ill. 47) a feast is in progress at which a victory is being celebrated,
while various forms of booty are paraded before the participants. In
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48 Carved relief from Khafaje, showing a feast in progress. The subject had
become so rigidly standardized that a gap in the bottom left-hand corner is
quite satisfactorily filled by a fragment from a similar plaque found at Ur

cach scene the figure of a king is recognizable by its slightly exag-
gerated size. As an introduction to the dress, appearance, and be-
haviour of the Sumerians, this is a remarkably revealing document.
It also serves well to illustrate some idiosyncrasies obviously though
inexplicably common to both Sumerian and Egyptian drawing, such
as confusion of aspects (front-face and profile combined), and
multiplication by the échelon method (for example the chariot
horses).

Other works in this category were more conventionally carved in
stone. And ‘conventionally’ is here perhaps a suitable word: for
square plaques bearing a simplified version of the battle-and-feast
scene seem to have been duplicated with such precision that, for
instance, one such object found at Khafaje, with half of the lower
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49 Stela of Urnanshe from Telloh. A Sumerian commemorative relief. Urnan-
she, watched by his family, brings earth to make the first brick of a new temple
and (below) celebrates its completion

register missing, could be completed by the addition of a fragment
carved at Ur, a hundred miles away (Ill. 48). If the Ur ‘Standard’
commemorated a specific victory, pictures such as these are pro-
bably no more than a polite formality.

By contrast with the anonymity of these scenes, there is a similar
plaque, carved by Urnanshe, a ruler of Lagash, to cclebrate his
construction of a new temple (Ill. 49). His own figurc and those of
his family are here drawn rather crudely, but they arc covered with
incised hicroglyphs recording their names, almost to the point of
obscuring the design. For a work showing greater acsthetic con-
sideration in its design, one must turn to a sculpture of more general
public significance. The stela of Eannatum, also from Telloh
(Lagash) (Ill. s50), has been reconstructed from pitifully few
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50 Both sides of fragment of
Eannatum’s stela of victory,
from Telloh. Left: The god
Ningirsu entangles the King’s
enemies in a symbolic net.
Right: Eannatum himself,
King of Lagash, leads his pha-
lanx into battle and drives his
own chariot

fragments: but it can be reliably identified as a boundary-stone, set
up after a battle to record a contractual agreement between victor and
vanquished. Here, in addition to the purely monumental and
commemorative function of the sculpture, the religious aspect of the
event is emphasized. The battle is in fact over and the Sumerian
phalanx has resumed its orderly formation: but the figure of the
king, ‘first among equals’, is hardly distinguishable from his troops.
It is to the giant figure of the god Ningirsu that attention is drawn,
and his responsibility for victory is thus piously acknowledged. It
is he who holds the King’s enemies in a symbolical net. Sculpturally
these fragments give a rare glimpse of Sumerian relief-carving at its
best. A group of rather different reliefs, usually carved in hard green
stone with coloured inlay, date from the second phase of the Early
Dynastic period (Ill. 51). Their subjects are mostly secular and have a
curiously exotic character. Indeed, the appearance in one of them of
an Indian-humped bull (zebu) led at first to the erroneous impression
that they were of foreign origin.
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The inlay technique of the Ur ‘Standard’ is also applied to the
decoration of major figures in the round from the same source.
Conspicuously beautiful are the wooden harps with their animal
figureheads and ornamental panels; perhaps most striking of all
being the gold bull’s head in Ill. 52. Both design and materials have
been so skilfully adapted to the creation of this remarkable emblem
that, as Sir Leonard Woolley once remarked, admiration blinds one
to the incongruity of a bull wearing a beard. The grotesque animal
figures of the inlaid panel make an interesting contrast. The gold and
lapis goat in Ill. 57, probably used as a support for a bowl of
incense, clearly has more than mere decorative significance. For the
Sumerians the goat was the personification of virility; and this
figure, with the emblems of vegetation among which its horns are
thrust, must symbolize dual aspects of fertility, animal and vegetable.
There is a contemporary hymn in which Tammuz himself is apos-
trophized as ‘Leading Goat of the Land’. Then there is the straight-
forward jewellers’ and goldsmiths’ work: the court head-dresses
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s1 Carved steatite vase from Khafaje. The symbolism of the design seems once
more to emphasize the natural hazards of a herdsman’s life in Mesopotamia. One
animal depicted is a humped bull of the Indian zebu breed, which is not native to
Mesopotamia; but the human figure is unmistakably Sumerian

with their diadems of willow or beech-leaves, wrought in gold
and crests of metal flowers (Ill. 54). Museum reconstructions of
these complex ornaments are impressive: but the position chosen
for the diadem—almost entirely obscuring the forehead—has always
appeared unconvincing and today is subject to increasing doubt.
The most common form of Sumerian coiffure consists of a chignon
partly concealed by a heavy plait in the form of a tiara. It is more
probable that the diadem lay over this plait, which would explain its
excessive length, for instance in the case of ‘Queen Shubad’. Some of
the most charming objects of all are the chaste and simply fluted
vases of gold (Ill. 55); and, rivalling them, the ceremonial knives
with their studded lapis hafts and sheaths of golden filigree (Ill. 56),
products of craftsmanship unexcelled in later times. Some ceremonial
treasures have the extra interest that their purpose is illustrated

pags
52 Gold bull’s head, from a lyre, found at Ur. Gold-leaf over a wooden core;

hair and beard of lapis-lazuli. This head ornamented the sound-box of the lyre;
its perfection of design makes the beard appear hardly incongruous
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53 Golden wig-helmet of Mes-kalam-shar from Ur: two views, posed on a plaster
model. Features such as the ears are modelled in relief and the details engraved.
When worn, the inside of the helmet was lined with cloth, held in place through
holes along the lower edge. (Compare the King’s helmet in Iil. 50)

in actual pictures. In the Eannatum stela for instance, the king
is seen to be wearing a more practical counterpart of the golden wig-
helmet from the tomb of Mes-kalam-shar (Ill. 53). The rein-ring in
Ill. 58 surmounted by an ass, beautifully modelled in an alloy of gold
and silver, appears on chariot-shafts in the ‘Standard’ battle scene.
Some of the finest relief-carving of the Early Dynastic period is to
be found on cylinder-scals. In its earlier phase, subject-matter had
been subordinated to pattern. The designs were composed of motifs,
sometimes still just recognizable as moving files of animals, but more
often purely ornamental, woven together into a continuous frieze
and forming a pattern of unvarying density. In the second phase
there was a sudden renewal of interest in the pictorial possibilities of
the designs; and no lack of subjects was found among the fantastic
imagery of Sumerian mythology (Ill. 60, 61). Elaborate scenes, in
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54 Head-dress of a woman, from Ur. This consists of leaves and flowers made in
gold in a setting of semi-precious stones such as carnelian. We cannot be certain

how it was meant to be worn; possibly the ornamental wreath should be raised
clear of the forehead

which beasts, humans, and imaginary oddities play conventional
roles, contract themselves into formal designs by counterpoise and
enlacement of the figures, and, where space-filling is required,
isolated symbols are interposed between them. Once more a con-
tinuous pattern of unvarying density is thus devised.

The detailed meaning of these seal-pictures is not always clear.
The symbolism is often obscure, and we are frequently hampered
by ignorance of the most commonplace mythological concepts.
Nevertheless, the total broad significance of some continually
recurring figures can be understood and main themes guessed at.
The most universal motif is conflict—usually between lions and the
mythical protectors of flocks and herds which they have attacked.
Two figures—a ‘naked hero’ and a ‘bull-man’—appear with great
frequency as protectors and have often been identified with the
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55 (above) Gold vase from Ur; the sides are fluted;
round the top and bottom is a herringbone pattern
and double zig-zag

56 (left) Gold dagger from Ur; the blade is of gold
with central rib; the hilt, of wood plated with silver
and gold-studded, has a gold guard, studded with
gold nails

57 (right) “The Ram caughtin the thicket’ from Ur.
An offering-stand of gold, silver, and lapis-lazuli over
a wooden core in the form of a goat (the shoulders
supported some form of receptacle). The powerful
beast thrusting its horns among the emblems of
vegetation symbolizes the virility of Tammuz
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58 Ornamental rein-ring
from Ur. The wild ass is finely
modelled in electrum. Rings
of this sort (though without
the ass) can be seen on the
chariot-shafts in the bottom
register of the Ur ‘Standard’
(111 46)

characters of Gilgamesh and his companion Enkidu of the famous
epic. This connexion has never in fact been proved and the hero
remains anonymous, while the ‘bull-man’ can only vaguely be
associated with the ‘faun’ figure of later mythology. Indeed, it
would probably be idle to attempt the identification of all the images
in these seals by reference to the scanty literary evidence available.
For many of them are clearly mere devices, created ‘on paper’ to fill
a space, and no more than figments of the seal-cutter’s imagination.

The homogencous linear design of these seals in the second phase
is purely two-dimensional and the figures show little if any attempt
at modelling. In the third phase (Ill. 61) a more sculptured treatment
begins to appear and even the muscular system is carefully observed.
There is little variation of the conventional themes, but towards the

—
Cylinder-seals from the first, second, and third Early Dynastic periods: 59 (fop)
‘Brocade’ type, based on files of running animals. 6o (middle) Interlaced beasts and
mythical figures create a frieze-pattern of unvarying density. 61 (botforn) Panels left
blank for inscription articulate self-contained groups of figures, now more care-

fully modelled
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62 Statue of a priest from
Khafaje. The stylized for-
mality of an earlier period has
here given way to representa-
tional interest in detail

63 The largest pair of ‘wor-
shipper’ statues from Tell
Asmar. The male figure, on
account of its height (thirty -
inches) and the symbols
carved on its base, has been
taken by some to represent
the god Abu himself. Set in
base of the female statue are
the legs of a child

—

end of the period a new development is apparent. Empanelled
inscriptions are introduced into the design and their appearance has
the unexpected effect of improving its aesthetic quality. In their
frieze-like repetition, the unbroken sequences of animated figures,
engaged in violent activity, had obviously become wearisome to the
cye, and they benefited greatly from division into self-contained
groups. A new rhythm was created by the regular punctuation which
the inscriptions provided. Mesopotamian seal-carving had now
attained an unprecedented degree of artistic accomplishment. It
reached a yet higher standard of perfection in Akkadian times, when
the scope of the subject was dramatically widened, the seal-cutter
appearing undaunted by the complexity of the religious scenes which
he was expected to compress within so small a space.
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64 Head and shoulders of a Tell
Asmar statue. The formal arrange-
ment of the hair and beard harmon-
izes with the geometrical treatment

of the body

Besides relief and carving there is Sumerian sculpture in the
round. A great deal of this is today available for study, and it has for
the most part been unearthed during the past thirty years. No special-
ized knowledge is needed to enable one to appreciate the curious
appeal of these strange statues of rulers, priests, and ordinary wor-
shippers. Thcy were almost without exception made for and accord-
ingly found among the ruins of Sumerian temples. Some of them
come from excavations in the Diyala cities east of Baghdad; others
from Ur in the extreme south of Iraq, or from Mari, a city on the
Middle Euphrates, now lying within the Syrian frontier. But they
all conform to the same recognizable stylistic conventions and to the
same principles of formal abstraction.

The purpose of these statues is clear. An individual contrived for
himself in stone a sculptured substitute to worship on his behalf.
This is confirmed by the actual words used when such statues are
inscribed. ‘It offers prayers’ is the unequivocal superscription of one
from Lagash, and in another a specific intercession is prefaced by the
formula—'Statuc, say to myking (god) . . .” The statue speaks directly
to the cult-image, just as the supplicant himself would speak to his
god. Unfortunately no authentic example of such cult-image has as
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yet been found. At Tell Asmar on the Diyala, a collection of twenty-
one discarded statues was discovered buried beneath the floor of a
temple-sanctuary (Ill. 63, 64); and they included two abnormally tall
figures with exaggeratedly largeinlaid eyes. The male statue was also
distinguished by the emblems of a vegetation cult sculptured on its
base, while the figure of a child had been inset into that of the female.
On this evidence, Frankfort identified the statues as cult-figures; but
there is a strong argument for rejecting this conclusion. Like all the
other statues in the group, they stand in the conventional attitude of
worship and the hands clasped across their breasts hold small vessels
for pouring libation. They also are worshippers, though probably a
family of special distinction.

The Tell Asmar statues, together with a smaller group from Tell
Agrab, represent the second phase of the Early Dynastic period.
From the first, none have survived: so they alone show the earlier
of two styles which succeeded one another in the development of
purely Sumerian art. But before any finer distinctions of this sort are
drawn, it may be well to consider the fundamental idiosyncrasies
which set these ecarly Mesopotamian sculptors apart from those of
Egypt or for that matter of any other nationality in later times. One
special disadvantage from which they suffered was the shortage of
stone; nothing could more seriously hamper the work of a sculptor
than this. In the plain of southern Iraq not a pebble is to be found,
and for any purpose it must be imported from elswhere (Ill. 66).
When one remembers the plentiful granite and limestone quarries of
the Nile Valley, the contrast becomes obvious. An Egyptian king
could afford to train an army of stonemasons without considering the
wastage of stone. For the Sumerian sculptor’s apprentice, on the
other hand, practice-material was hard to come by and a spoilt
trial-piece could be a serious matter. In spite of this, there is little
evidence in early Sumerian carving of cautionary reticence. Necks
are precariously slender; bent arms are freed from the stone and
lower legs separated. The result may be gathered from the number
of breakages to be seen, many of them mended by a clumsy system
of dowelling. Later some attempt was made at least to remedy major
weaknesses in the connexion between statue and base. ‘Back-pillars’
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65 Female head from Tell Agrab, Early Dynastic period. The hair was originally
modelled in bitumen and protruded from beneath the head-cloth; the ears would
have had ear-rings. The linen-fold head-dress lent itself to the characteristically
formal style of earlier Sumerian sculpture

of stone were retained, or (as in the case of the Tell Asmar ‘cult-
statuc’) therc was a disproportionate thickening of the ankles.

A term such as ‘cautionary reticence’ brings one now to the
subject of sculptural style. We must next consider the formal
principles of design, which these early artists seem to have devised
(unconsciously, for they would have been no more capable of
expressing them in words than the abstract interpretation of their
own myths). Their central problem was to create a three-dimen-
sional symbol, based on the shape of the human body but capable of
asserting its own independent reality in space. It has been suggested
that in Mesopotamia as in Egypt this was done by approximating the
general shape of the statue to some simple geometrical form, and
that, whereas the Egyptians preferred a cube, Sumerian sculptures
were usually based on a cylinder or cone. This is an ingenious theory
and has been argued in great detail. It provides, for instance, a reason
why the scated statues, which are so familiar and satisfying a feature
of Egyptian sculpture, when attempted in Sumer so often resulted in
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66 Group of coloured stone mace-heads from Tell Agrab. Mace-heads were some-
times engraved with patterns or, as in most of those shown here, were polished to
display the natural qualities of the stone. They illustrate the rarity-value of coloured
stone in an alluvial country

conspicuous failure. Yet it seems an over-elaboration. If the abstrac-
tions of modern critical thought are momentarily stripped from one’s
mind, an obvious connexion presents itself between this regional
disparity of styles and the varying forms in which the stone was
available. In Egypt, the uncompromisingly prismatic blocks pro-
vided by the quarries (as well as the intimate association of sculpture
with architecture), must be contrasted with the miscellaneous boul-
ders imported by the Sumerians and the ‘portable’ character of the
statues into which they were transformed.

But in any case, nothing can alter the fact that the process of
formal simplification, applied equally by the Sumerians to general
shapes and to details such as garments, hair (Ill. 64), and the naked
human body, serves most cffectively to express the significance of
these statues and to invest them with an authentic originality which
excites our admiration. Increasing sophistication might have been
expected to result in a further geometrical simplification: but the
case proved quite otherwise. A new stylistic development in the final
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67 One of the rare examples of a seated
Sumerian statue, from Mari on the Middle
Euphrates, showing how characteristics of
the later naturalistic style came to be
standardized even in the remoter parts of
Mesopotamia. The conspicuous use of a
drill in carving the beard is an unusual
feature of this figure

phase of the Early Dynastic period diverted the artist’s interest from
the austerities of sound carving to portraiture and the modelling of
naturalistic detail (Ill. 62).

It is with pleasure as well as interest that one regards this strange
galaxy of later Sumerian statuary (Ill. 62-5, 67). The places where it
has been found are widely separated geographically, and the materials
used are consequently varied. In many cases the richness of the stone
itself is enhanced by the addition of pigment and inlay. The majority
of female statues date from this period. Eyes and eyebrows are inlaid
and the ecars sometimes pierced for small gold ear-rings. The
claborate Sumerian coiffure is often modelled separately in bitumen.
(As we have already mentioned, careful observation of its details
suggests a reconstruction for the famous head-dresses from Ur
differing very considerably from those which were tentatively made
before these statues were discovered.) Statues in other material than
stone, as we have seen in the ‘Royal Cemetery’ at Ur, were by no
means beyond the capacity of the Sumerian craftsman. Naked human
figures of bronze, standing on four ornamental legs (Ill. 68), scem
to have been a common feature of the ritual furniture in shrines; and
fragments of one such statue from Tell Agrab show it to have been
more than half-life-size. From Tell Agrab also comes the exquisite
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68 Copper statue from
Khafaje. An offering-bowl
would have been fixed to
the head. The figure is
naked except for a belt; he
may be a mythological
hero (compare cylinder-
seals, I1l. 60, 61) or an ordin-
ary human being. A new
naturalism is now appear-
ing in Sumerian art
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69 Model chariot from Tell Agrab. The group is badly corroded; but the delicate
modelling of the four asses’ heads can still be appreciated. The chariot has solid
wheels with studded rims; it has no body, and the charioteer stands on treads above
the axle. This little group is the earliest known example of the cire perdue technique
of casting bronze

model in bronze of a two-wheeled chariot drawn by four wild asses
and driven by a bearded Sumerian (Ill. 69). The casting of this
object is the earliest example known of the cire perdue process.

The transition from Sumerian to Akkadian rule in Mesopotamia
seems to have been the outcome of peaceful penetration by a Semitic
people and their gradual predominance among the ruling classes.
One day perhaps we shall know more about Akkadian art, and it
may confirm the impression we already have of technical compet-
ence and high aesthetic standards. But as yet, even Agade, the capital
of Sargon, most illustrious of Akkadian kings, remains undiscovered
and our knowledge depends on isolated works of art, such as the life-
size bronze head of an Akkadian king, found in a sounding at
Nineveh (Ill. 70) and the magnificent sculptured stela commemora-
ting the victory of Naramsin over a mountain people (Ill. 71). If
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70 Life-sized bronze head of an Akkadian king from Nineveh. The eyes, probably
made of precious stones, have been removed. The elaborate treatment of the hair
and beard contrasts with the smoothness of the face. This head, says Henri Frank-
fort, ‘possesses a secular grandeur without precedent in Mesopotamia’
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71 Stela of Naramsin. This marks a new understanding of
composition in relief; the diagonal emphasis is well adapted
to the shape of the stela. The upward surge of the victorious
army directs one’s eye to the mountain-top. Naramsin
(wearing the horned crown of divinity) faces the dis-
ordered remnants of his foes; above him are the emblems
of his protecting gods



the first of these suggests to us a remarkable improvement in techno-
logical ability and material wealth, the second shows in its beautifully
modulated design, a freedom and confidence of expression far beyond
the ingenuous modesty of Eannatum’s boundary-relief.

The rule of the Akkadian kings ended in disaster. Mesopotamia
was overrun by the Guti, barbaric mountain tribes from Iran, and
half a century of political chaos followed. Of all the Sumerian cities
only Lagash seems somechow to have remained aloof from these
disturbances and under its famous governor, Gudea, must have be-
come an oasis of cultural tranquillity. Surviving works sculptured
in honour of this ruler bear witness to a sort of posthumous blossom-~
ing of Sumerian tradition (Ill. 72-3). As sculpture, indeed, they

72 Diorite  statue  of
Gudea, governor of La-
gash. The hard stone is
carved with complete mas-
tery and brought to a
perfect finish. The face is
still conventionalized, but
the muscles, for instance
of the right arm, are care-

fully studied




73 Another head of Gudea. He wears the turban-
like head-dress that appears in most of his statues;
the convention for representing the eyebrows
should be noted. This series of heads well illus-
trates the combination of serenity and forcefulness
achieved by the Lagash sculptors



74 Treasure from Alaca Hiiyiik. On the left and right are
a flagon and chalice of gold; in the centre, a copper disk
perhaps symbolizing the sun; beneath it, a gold brooch.
These objects come from a group of royal burials at present
confined to eastern Anatolia

perhaps excel anything previously accomplished. Their early dis-
covery by French archaeologists towards the end of the last century,
established them for a whole generation as models by which
Sumerian art was judged.

ANATOLIA

As we approach the end of the third millennium B.c., we are
reaching a point where civilization can no longer have been confined
to the two great river valleys. To a greater or lesser extent it must
already have spread to the neighbouring countries of the Near East,
and here we should now expect to find evidence of independent
artistic development. In fact, it is surprising to discover how little
there is to merit our serious attention. In Iran, for instance, no
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75 Stag-finial from a pole-top, Alaca Hiiyiik. It is made of
copper, with the head plated in gold and electrum inlay.
The style has affinities with that found in pre-Scythian
nomadic art

evidence has survived of cultural development during this early
period, and written history does not begin until the time of the
Akkadian kings, who recorded their military campaigns against the
State of Elam. Little more is known about Palestine or Syria in
the third millennium, and it is not until we turn northwards
towards Anatolia that we can catch a glimpse at least of good taste
and fine craftsmanship during the Early Bronze Age.

There are two main sources of such material. One is the ruins of
Troy, where Schliemann discovered ‘treasures’ of gold and silver,
dating from a period a thousand years carlier than that with which
he was concerned, and to which he understandably attributed them.
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76 Some of the gold jewellery excavated by Schliemann at
Troy. At the top, two pendant ear-rings; in the centre,
double-spiral pins which show similarities with gold-work
from Alaca Hiiyiik; at the bottom, a gold bracelet

The other source is the now famous cemetery at Alaca Hiiyiik, from
which Turkish archaeologists (again seeking Hittite remains of a
later period) recovered an astonishingly rich collection of metal
objects. Both groups are now dated to the twenty-fourth or twenty-
fifth centuries B.c.; and they suggest that three hundred years or so
after the Sumerians had made their unconscious bequest to posterity
in the ‘Royal Cemetery’ at Ur, comparable craftsmanship had begun
to appear in the remote uplands of the Anatolian plateau.

The cemetery at Alaca Hiiyiik, like that at Ur, was not indisput-
ably ‘Royal’, though in this case there was no reason for suspecting
any kind of ritual immolation. Male or female dead (occasionally
both together) were buried in rather large shaft-graves, roofed over
with logs of wood and surrounded by certain ritual-objects, as well
as by their personal possessions (men by their weapons and women
by omaments and toilet requisites). Ritual contrivances most
characteristic of these treasures are the so-called ‘standards’—metal
figures of bulls or stags, with their feet drawn together to fit on to the
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head of a pole—and strange metal grilles, also sometimes orna-
mented with animal figures, which for want of a better name have
been described as ‘sun-disks’. Ornamental heads for the poles sup-
porting a canopy or catafalque would probably best suggest their
purpose, as the poles had golden handles which also survived. These
and many other curious objects—personal ornaments, utensils,
weapons, and the curious metal figurines of a primitive cult—
variously suggest proficiency in technical processes, such as smelting,
hammering, soldering, repoussé work, and the cire perdue process of
casting (Ill. 74-7).

When first discovered, though its elegance was dimly reflected in
the ‘treasures’ from Troy on the remote Aegean coast, this Alaca
tomb-furniture seemed such an isolated manifestation of ‘high life’
in an otherwise rather pedestrian archacological landscape, that it has
sometimes been taken to indicate the temporary rule of a foreign
aristocracy. But more recently indications have been found at other
Anatolian sites that similar cemeteries existed (one of them unfor-
tunately rendered inaccessible by a modern graveyard); and future
excavations may well bring the Early Bronze cultures of Anatolia
into higher artistic repute.

77 Jewellery from the royal tombs of Alaca Hiiyiik. Beads and gold pins. The
craftsmanship here is of a remarkably high standard
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PART FOUR

Development and Diffusion
in the Second Millennium B.C.

MIDDLE KINGDOM ART IN EGYPT
While Mesopotamia was being overrun and its regional dynasties
disorganized by barbarian tribes from Iran, Egypt was slowly
recovering from the effects of equally serious political upheavals.
The central authority of the Pharaohs had been challenged and
temporarily overthrown by a feudal nobility, who, during the
century and a half known as the First Intermediate period, brought
civil war and anarchy to the whole country. Political stability and
the unity of the State were eventually restored during the last fifty
years of the third millennium by a Pharaoh of the Eleventh Dynasty,
Menthu-hetep II, and during the so-called Middle Kingdom which
followed there was a slow revival of Egyptian artistic traditions.
Yet much had changed. Psychologically the Egyptian people
could hardly have remained unaffected by the wholesale disruption
of their social life and economy over so long a period. In fact, their
complacent belief in the immutable stability of their private world
had been badly shaken. This is directly reflected in the art of their
time. There is a new metaphysical approach to the nature and
meaning of temporal authority; a new emphasis on the gravity of a
ruler’s responsibility as opposed to the majestic infallibility with
which royalty invests him. Many writers on the subject have com-
mented on this changed aspect of Middle Kingdom portraiture, and
have seen in the brooding and melancholy expressions of the
Eleventh and Twelfth Dynasty Pharaohs something comparable
to the predominant pessimism of the written precepts which they
passed on to their successors (Ill. 78-9). Aldred, for instance, notices
how the royal statues of the age . . . have little of the god-like
geniality or even the regality of the Old Kingdom Pharaonic
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