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1. INTRODUCTION

In the ancient myths of the Near East, clay is the matter, matrix and at the same time body
of the shape, as we say, figure and substance of Nature'. Clay gives the possibility replicating
the one in many, the copy and the similar, the unique and the diverse. Nevertheless, when we
pass from this metaphor, at home in mythopoeic thought,? and survey the daily life of ancient

‘peoples™ to consider the physical properties of clay, our attention is captured by its plastic

! The College de France (55 Rencontre Assyri-
ologique International 2009) and British Museum
(6" International Conference on the Archaeology of
Ancient Near East 2010) workshops on the ‘Manu-
facture and Analysis of Cuneiform Tablets’ provided
me with the occasion to prepare this synthesis on
Early and Middle Bronze Clay figurines from Ebla,
bringing together different ideas, concepts and mate-
rials that I began to collect since the interdisciplinary
congress “Argilla. Storie di Terra Cruda” organized
by me and by Giovanni Greco in Rome (25-26 may
2007) edited by Ramazzotti - Greco 2011 (Artemide,
Roma) (Ramazzortt - Greco 2011). For this reason,
I would like to thank Paolo Matthiae, Director of
the Ebla Archaeological Mission, for giving me the
opportunity of studying these unpublished objects
coming from the Ebla archaeological excavations and
for his valuable participation in our congress held in
the Museo della Centrale Montemartini (Ostiense,
Rome) and in the Sala Pietro da Cortona (Campi-
doglio, Rome); Maria Giovann Biga for her partici-
pation in the congress “Argilla”, for her continuous
and professional contribution to the exploration of
the Near Eastern clay tablet world and for inviting
me to the Paris and London workshops, where I had
the opportunity for to compare, refine and verify
cognitive interpretation of the Mesopotamian clay as

‘matter of creation’ and - of course - Gabriella Scan-
done Matthiae for her scientific and personal support
of our common and ancient interest on the Ebla Clay
Figurines as ‘popular idols’.

2 On the literary, aesthetic and cognitive concept
of mythopoeic thoughts, see FRANKFORT 1948; FRANK-
FORT 1950; GROENEWEGEN - FRANKFORT 1951; JACOBSEN
1970; FrRaNkFORT 1992a, pp. 3-21; FrankrorT 1992b,
pp- 47-69; FRANKFORT et al. 1946; 1949; MATTHIAE 1984;
MartrHIAE 20033, pp. 3-14; Serz 2011, pp. 49-70. On
the religious, cosmological and literary texts related to
themythopoeic thoughts in ancient Mesopotamia, see
KraMmER 1964, pp. 149-142; PerTiNaTO 1971; KRAMER
1972; Jacossen 1976; LamserT 1975, pp. 42-65; Bort-
TERO - KrRAMER 1992; Foster 1993; LamserT 1995, pp.
1825-1835; BLACK et al. 2004.

3 The historical reconstruction of the so-called
popular thought from ancient Near Eastern archae-
ological documents is of course both a political and
technical problem. 'm convinced that the clay figu-
rines will constitute an important set of information
to build up a “common sense” interpretation of the
data and to limit an historical reconstruction exclu-
sively linked to the rhetoric of ancient kingships.
Here the use of “people” as an ambitious and com-
plex heuristic category is intended to pay homage to
Samuel Noah Kramer (Kramer 1964) and Peter Roger
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Fig. 1b - TM92P290 Fragmentary Clay Figurine from
Ebla, Old Syrian Period (Idlib Museum, Syria).

Fig. 1a — Snake-headed Human Figurine, Ubaid Pe-
riod (Baghdad Museum, Iraq).

essence and we see the infinite forms that every lump of earth can take as if the clod of earth
gave the hands the capacities of creation, alteration and replication.

In this ancient repetition of manual creation, and in their organization, some art histo-
rians have seen «La Vie des formes» and, on the other hand, since cultures have always been
considered the more material the more they are tied to the Earth and the more they are able to
touch and model the earth. Material, in any case, is an ambiguous word, difficult to understand
outside its human historiography*. Some people who are more sensitive (or simply lucky) see
the material as the opposite of the ideal, others regard material as the first stage in the evolution
of techniques, and still others view the moulded clay as an expression of techniques which can

transform anything into meaningful expression’.

Stuart Moorey (Moorey 2003) philologically and ar-
chaeologically pioneering works that tried to explore
the natural limit of the textual, material and figurative
data.

* On the anthropomorphic interpretations of the
so-called ‘material culture’ concept in modern and

contemporary archaeological thought, see Ramazzo-
111 20104, pp. 50-87.

For an historiography of ancient Near East-
ern clay, and for an interdisciplinary overview of the
world of clay in the modern and ancient cultures see
Ramazzortr - Greco 2011.
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2. Tue Arcaaic Mytas oF CrAy: CREATION AND «CrL4Y-ACTION»®

In the world of Sumer and Akkad, clay always appears as the material and the ideal of
every creation process. It is, in other words, a unique coexistence of values, ethics and tech-
nologies that compose allusive and metaphorical images, historical and meta-historical sub-
jects. Clay is indeed a plastic material. However, both in Sumerian (im) and Akkadian (7utn),
clay is not linguistically distinguished from mud. Regarding the Sumerian tradition of the
poem Enki and Ninmakh, Nammu, the mother of all the gods, pulls out clay from the Apsi
(The Primeval Ocean)’ in order to put it in the matrix of the first man; this matrix, elaborated
by Enki Nu.dim.mud®, the artificer, will be used to make man a replicable «automaton» as-
signed to serve the gods, to obtain food for them and to placate their wrath’. In this myth,
the animation of the automaton through the life-giving breath of Ninmakh seems to create a
solution for Enki’s laziness'®. This laziness is apparently incompatible with his well-known
official status Enki ‘the wise’; but perhaps it is evident here that in the mythogenesis every
contradiction — in a vein that seems to us quite ironical — should be resolved: wisdom and
guile are universal values of the intellect, but they are also able to invent human slavery'.
Later, in the Curse of Akkad", one of the most potent invectives against those whose sacrilege
dared to injure the Ekur of Nippur (the Temple of Enlil founded at the beginning of creation)
is: «May your clay return to its ApsQ; may it be clay cursed by Enki! ». Afterwards, in the
Atrambasis, the Akkadian poem, the birth goddess Belet-ili is given instructions by Ea to
mix the flesh and blood of a god with clay to produce mankind; and so the clay itself will be
kneaded with the flesh and the blood of a sacrificed god, as if to emphasize a sort of «sacrifice
for life». Finally, the element of the Apsi-Clay is eliminated in the Enuma Elish'* epic and
mankind will be created with the blood of Kingu’s corpse, the sacrificed rebel god; it seems

® This neologism intends to translate an Italian
word (Cretazione), invented by a child who was ob-
served and analysed while working with clay by dif-
ferent psychotherapists, and has been adopted for the
title of an important essay written by the psychologist
Gabriella Trani (Trant 2002).

7 The Apst is usually means as the ‘Primeval
Ocean’ (GreeN 1978, pp. 127-167; SjoBErRG 1994, p.
202; Horowrrz 1998, p. 335) sustaining the earthly and
royal order (Ramazzorr 2009b, pp. 54-59), although
the etymology of the word is still uncertain (LamBerT
1997, pp. 75-77).

8 The clay of the Apsi is plastic since the pri-
meval ocean waters give the earth plasticity and so
different images and shapes can be moulded. In this
specific character of the Apsii we should understand
the epithet Nu.dim.mud (image fashioner, god of
shaping) and this attribute made Enki the protection
of artisans and craftsmen. See Jacossen 1976, p. 111;
CavigNEAUX - KREBERNIK 1998-2001, p. 607.

? Anyway, as suggested by Kramer we can’t ex-

clude a particular version of the myth centred on the
spontaneous birth of the man from the Earth, in a
second moment Enlil: «broke through the cast of the
earth with his newly created pickaxe so that the first
man developed below could “sprout forth”». Kramer
1974,Op. 5.

10 See Kramer 1970, pp. 103-110; KRAMER - MAIER
1989, pp. 3-10; Coorer 1989, pp. 87-89; BLACK - GREEN
1992, pp. 75-76; Fareer - FLUGGE 1995, pp. 287-292;
HarLo 1996, pp. 231-234; Espax 2006.

" Enki’s first effort at human creation produces
a visibly defective human his creatures are imperfect;
but the god will decree a specific destiny for his crea-
tures (ME) and these ME will be existential arche-
types of the human being. See CasteLLivo 1959, pp.
25-32; OBERHUBER 1963, pp. 3-16; FARBER - FLUGGE
1973; MATTHIAE 1984, pp. 7-37.

12 Coorer 1983.

13 LaMBERT - MiLLARD 1999; WiLCKE 1999, pp- 63-
112.

% Maut 2000, pp. 23-34.
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here that clay, «<matter of creation»'®, has been transfigured into the «vital essence» of human-
ity, acquiring a function and a role that are easily understandable if analyzed from the point
of view of «original sin» as the foundation of human life.

Modeling clay was used for the first Neolithic moulded skull: the skull was removed from
the head of the dead and replaced by a plaster mask that reproduced the image and attributes,
modifying and embellishing some details (Jericho, Palestine)'®. The sun-dried clay statues of
Ayn Ghazal in Jordan are exceptional discoveries of coroplastic that is already statuary, a coro-
plastic that does not have miniature proportions, but was discovered in contexts where there
were miniature handmade human and animal figurines'. The clay mask that transfigures the
face of the dead and the clay reproductions of the family are archetypes, which with plastic
manipulation imitated the dead with features from life, therefore the passage between the two;
and the mask'® and copy should be considered two of the most important nodes in the later
consecration rites of divine statues”. In any case, the link between these theoretical, liter-
ary and aesthetic notions can be identified in the Samarra figurines from Niniveh and Choga
Mami, in the so-called Neolithic «Pillar Figurines» from Tell Bougqras, in the Yarim Tepe II
anthropomorphic vessels and later on in the southern Mesopotamian Figurines Ophidiennes
dated to the end of the Ubaid period and coming from Uruk, Oueili, Uqair, Ubayd, Ur and
Eridu.

Indeed, these are a homogenous group of 20 hybrid figurines discovered out of their
original contexts, except for the Ur and Eridu copies that were found in inhumations. The
long heads, the almond-shaped eyes, the large shoulders and the long legs are formal indexes
of the transformation of a human’s natural proportions; these elements make the body a model
for a metamorphic change that in this case has been associated with a primeval aspect of Nin-
gizzida, the snake-lord of the Earth and the Netherworld®®. But the metamorphism of these
figurines, their human and animal morphology, should not be recognized a posteriori; indeed,
these shapes reveal something more than a vague exaggeration of deities’ attributes or, if you
prefer, too much divine exaggeration of human attributes: «the driving emotion in the making
of these images was fear of bodily harm and an effort to find protection through the represen-
tation of the relevant superhuman figure»*!. The metamorphism of these subjects depends on
controlled manipulation of some details that could have had ideographic values (the faces, the
eyes, the shoulders, the legs and the arms); and this kind of alteration can be preserved through
millennia as technique capable of making the metamorphic clay figurines a sort of prosthesis
of ostensible reality?.

15 For the clay as “matter of creation” in the an-
cient Mesopotamia thought see Ramazzotrr in press d.
16 SrroumAL 1973; Feremsach 1977, pp. 179-181;
BieNErT 1991, pp. 9-23; Ramazzorrt 2003, pp. 444-448.
17 RoLLerson 1986, pp. 45-52.

8 Statues were also objects of a recurrent re-
newal rites, like the annual replacement of the silver
mask that covered the statue of Kura at Ebla during
the Early Syrian period. See Arcur 2005, pp. 81-100;

Arcni 2010, pp. 3-17.

! For a general introduction to the aesthetic of
the mask and copy in the ancient Mesopotamian com-
municative systems, related to the composite statues
see Ramazzort1 2010b, pp. 309-326.

20 Breniquer 2001, pp. 45-55.

21 PorapA 19954, p. 10.

22 Interpretation of the ancient Near East clay
figurines is strictly related to the very different ‘anthro-



17,2011 Aesthetic and Cognitive Report 349

3. NEAR EASTERN COROPLASTIC SHAPES: MODELING AND IDEOGRAPHY

Beginning with the Samarra, Halaf and Ubaid Periods, the additional elements, moulded,
painted, impressed and incised on the clay surfaces, are the center of the figure; they are kinds
of ideogramas adapted to a model that seems standardized. These applications, impressions
and incisions are so typical of Sumerian image perception and cognition that, observing one
single part both of the miniature composite statues and clay figurines of the Uruk period, it
is possible to reconstruct the semantic unity of the subjects (pars pro toto): the wheel of a cer-
emonial wagon, the instrument of a musician, the representative standard, the sex of the man
and the woman, the human or deity’s headgear and so on.

The use of the «Agricultural Revolution» to fix the times and modes of the clay figu-
rines mass production should not be forgotten or neglected®, but the «Symbolic Revolution»
behind these images seems extended over such a large geographical area that it is inappropri-
ate to suggest a historical and cultural epicenter for human clay reproduction as an aesthetic
aptitude?®. This aptitude implies organizing shapes by integrating and aggregating elements
as signs. At the same time, the high variability of attributions and subjects represented makes
questionable the hypothesis that most ancient coroplastic was related to the first administra-

Fig. 2a. — TM83G148: Fragmentary Clay Figurine
from Ebla, Early Syrian Period (Idlib Museum).

pomorphic’ methods used for their classification: Van
Buren 1931; Ucko 1962, pp. 38-54; ELLis 1967, pp. 51-
61; KLENGEL-BRANDT 1967, pp. 19-28; BARRELET 1968;
vaN Buren 1969; Hroupa - Braun-HovrzinGer 1981, pp.
61-67; GReEN 1983, pp. 87-96; Pincu 1983, pp. 405-414;
Remer 1988; GmvButas 1989; WicGERMAN 1986; 1992;
Sycker 1992b, pp. 183-196; Brentyes 1994, pp. 15-18;
KLENGEL-BRANDT 1995, pp. 114-118; Ucko 1996, pp. 300-
304; TringHAM - CONKEY 1998; BrauN- HoLZINGER 1999,
pp. 149-172; Pruss 2000, pp. 51-63; Pruss - Novik
2000, pp. 84-195; MaruL 2001, pp. 353-367; ASSANTE

Fig. 2b - TM84G94: Fragmentary Clay Figurine from
Ebla, Old Syrian Period (Idlib Museum).

2002, pp. 1-29; Nicro 2002a, pp. 1-11; KING-UNDERHILL
2002, pp. 707-714; ReaDE 2002, pp. 174-164; MARCHETTI
2003, pp. 247-283; Nakamura 2004, pp. 11-25; MOOREY
2005; Kuyt - CHessoN 2005, pp. 152-174; MEyer 2008,
pp- 349-363; AsuscH 2008, pp. 373-385; MarcHETTI 2009,
pp- 279-296; Parapiso - Corantont 2010, pp. 323-330;
Ramazzort 2012, pp. 53-72; Ramazzort 2011d.

3 Cauvin 1994, Cauvin 2000.

2% For the specific character of this ‘aesthetic
aptitude’ in the Southeastern Europe Neolithic see
BamLey 2005.
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tive processes® or dedicated to the mother-god, to the fecundity of nature and inspired by the
nuclear family, intended as a microcosm of the entire society?.

If so, why the high frequency of clay figurines in the pre-urban archeological contexts
and in the seminomadic, nomads and other scattered modern ethnographic groups? Why also
the clay imitation of games, furnishings, hybrids (Pl. VI: 1-2), omens and — more generally —
many subjects and objects that frequently fall outside the control of our classificatory cat-
egories (PL. IV: 1-2)? In these reproductions an inner geometry is continuously translated but
in different shapes; the clothes are diversified but not exclusively; the roles are alluded but
not the hierarchy; sexual attributes are almost always emphasized but not sexuality”. This
fact connotes a status quo that exemplifies the infinite diversities of being-there / there-being
(dasein); moreover, agglutination and incision of signs on standard clay models was the most
useful, technical and cognitive way to select from the collective memory and to transfer to a
living communication system the people’s action, the people’s desire for deeper consolidated
images of authorities and institutions®. Starting from the clay replica of humankind, the silent
or non-verbal miniature replica of physical and metaphysical beings, it will be possible also to
distinguish a figurative world from a non-figurative world, to reduce the world to a hand scale,
and to make the hand’s action on the clay an extension of human capabilities on the present,
on the past and on the future, bypassing any written ‘dramatic’ distinction between peoples
and authorities.

In fact, in the ancient Near East we can identify historically what we call “image” in our
western culture many centuries later”’; probably since the Old Akkadian period when the
word salmu translated the Sumerian term ALAM which denote indifferently representations
of gods, kings and human beings, as well as demons™.

2 See in particular ScHMANDT-BESSERAT 1992, 69; WINTER 1995, pp. 2569-2580; PostGaTE 1994, pp.
1996. 176-184; FrRaNkrORT 1992b, pp. 47-69; Porapa 1995b,

%6 See in particular Givsutas 1982, 1989, 1991.
For a different model and quite an opposing view see
Ucko 1968, where the cultic role of the mother-god-
dess has been strongly criticised.

On a more specific ‘gender approach’ on the
Near East clay figurines see Assante 2006, p. 183;
Pruss 2002, pp. 537-545; McCarrrey 2002, pp. 379-
391; Garcia-VENTURA - LOPEZ-BERTRAN 2010, pp. 739-
749.

28 On the specifically cognitive character of the
ancient Mesopotamian figurative system see Ramaz-
zotT1 2010b, pp. 309-326; Ramazzortt 2012, pp. 53-
72.

2% On the ancient visual communication systems
in Babylonian cultures see Jacossen 1987, pp. 1-11;
Coorer 1990, pp. 109-116; Micuarowskr 1990, pp. 53-

pp- 2695-2714; AMIET 1997, pp. 321-337; WaLKER-Dick
1999, pp. 55-122; WintER 2002, pp. 3-28; BaHRANI
2002, pp. 15-22; WinTER 2003, pp. 403-421; BAHRANI
2003; Ramazzortr 2005, pp. 511-565; WinTerR 2007,
pp- 117-142; MatTHIAE 2007, pp. 270-311; Ramazzortr
2007, pp. 7-20; Banrant 2008, pp. 155-170; Ramazzo-
111 20114, pp. 19-37.

3% And will be the only definition both for the
statues and for the stelae (sum. NA-RU-A; Akk. from
Sumerian loan: nar@). For the stelze concept in the
Ebla documents see Arcur 1998, pp. 15-24. For the
association of this linguistic concept with the conclu-
sion of a Semitization process and the birth of a more
allusive, symbolic, affective and quite metaphysical
syncretic vision of humans, of the kingships and of
the gods see RamazzoTri mn press a.
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4. THE FEARLY SYRIAN AND OLD SyriaN Cororrastic FUNCTIONS:

Miniatures, Fractures and Cuts

The miniature, or the idea of reproducing every subject of the imagination on a miniature
scale, seems ahistorical character of perception®, which in the Near Eastern visual cultures
(and it would be better to say not only in the Near Eastern visual cultures) becomes a tactile
experience. In this specific sense the Ebla clay figurines represent an extraordinary and unique
corpus among many other Near Eastern and Egyptian catalogues (collections and repertories)*
of original and contextual documents strictly related both chronologically and geographically
to the Mesopotamia milien (Fig. 1b; P1. I: 2-3; Pl II: 1-5)*. The Early Syrian®* handmade
clay figurines of Ebla form a highly complex network of diversified baked and unbaked clay
figurines comparable to many similar images from Northern Syrian urban centers®; but, in
observing these materials, it is also possible to select some subjects that could be considered
“figurative archetypes’ of the first Mesopotamian state societies’® adapted to the contextual
economic conditions of secondary state formation (Fig. 1b; Pl. I: 2)*’. Since in the Sumerian
world the modeling of clay was a technique to mould the earth that pre-exists the reproduction
of copies, in the second half of the third millennium we find in Ebla a local translation of the
Sumerian tradition of miniature reproductions of human beings and the appearance of very
different shapes and styles, contemporaneous to the Early Dynastic symbolic tradition, which

31 For the logic of perception see Damerow 1996;
Damerow 1998, pp. 247-269.

32 Catalogues of the ancient Near Eastern clay
figurines from Syria and Mesopotamia: Heuzey 1882;
LecraiN 1930; van Buren 1930; Oriricius 1961; Zie-
GLER 1962; Ucko 1968; vaN BUREN 1969; KLENGEL-
BranoT 1978; LittauerR - CrROWEL 1979; BADRE 1980;
WRrEDE 1990, pp. 215-301; WrEDE 1991, pp. 151-177;
Pruss 1996; Spycker 1992a; AueracH 1994; D’ AMORE
1998, pp. 75-98; MarcherTt 2001; Moorey 2005;
TeeTeR 2010; PinNoCck 2011.

3 MartHiaE 1965, pp. 81-103; Barer 1979, pp.
9-18; MaRrcHETTI 2000a, pp. 839-867; Pmnnock 2000,
pp- 127-134; MatrHIAE 2001, pp. 272-281; MARCHETTI
2009, pp. 279-296; LiseLra 2010, pp. 821-836; PARADI-
so - CoranTont 2010, pp. 323-330.

* For the relative chronology of the Early Syr-
ian Period based on historical, cultural and material
cultural data see Mazzont 1985, pp. 3-8; MATTHIAE
1989, pp. 163-169; AsTour 1992, pp. 23-39; Mazzont
2002, pp. 69-96; ArcHi - Bica 2003, pp. 1-44; Mat-
THIAE 2009, pp. 165-204.

> Typologies for Early Syrian clay figurines have
been proposed for Hama J 1-6 (FucMaNN 1958; BADRE
1980, p. 180), for the Orontes area (BAaprE 1980, pp. 52-
54), for Tell Afis (ScanpoNE MaTTHIAE 1998, pp. 385-
414; ScANDONE MatTHIAE 2002, pp. 16-18), for Umm

el Marra (Perry 2007) for Tell Halawa and Tell Chuera
(MEyER 2008, pp. 349-363), for Selenkahiye (Liesowrrz
1988), for Tell Mumbaka-Ekalte (CzicoN - WERNER
1998), for Tell es-Sweyhat (Horranp 1976, pp. 36-60),
for Habuba Kebira (HeiNricH et al. 1970, pp. 27-85).
The Ebla clay figurines have been only preliminarily
analysed by Marchert 2001, pp. 27-32; 62-64; 85-87
and PevRONEL 2008, pp. 787-806.

3 The aneurystic concept of archetype in the
Analytical Psychology and in the History of Reli-
gions has been proposed by Frankrort 1992b, pp.
47-69.

37 The Secondary State Formation of north-
ern Mesopotamia and Syria is usually considered as
based on a more intensive and osmotic contact be-
tween nomads, semi-nomads and sedentary groups.
See Ramazzorri 2003, pp. 15-71; Ramazzorri 2009a,
pp- 193-202. The problem of the imported im-
ages identification could partially be solved with
the chemical-physical analysis of the figurine’s clay
provenience. See Ramazzorrt 2011c, pp. 16-19. In
any case the local imitation of foreigners figurative
models must be intended also as a specific aspect of
the Ebla aesthetic culture, so deeply related to the
lexical and conceptual translation of the Sumerian
and Early Dynastic written and visual documents.
See Ramazzott1 2010b, pp. 309-326.
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we can typologically distinguish as Early Syrian, on the basis of their distinctive iconographic
characteristics (Fig. 2a; P1. I: 1, 3; PL. 11: 1, 2, 3)*®.

However, during the Old Syrian® period these differences are reduced to uniform series*
not restricted to the female, male or animal clay figurines as such (PL II: 5; PL. III: 1-4; PL. IV
3; PL. V: 1, 4; PL. VI: 2), but — as we’ll see — also to their specific breakages. In some cases, these
breakages are linked to post-depositional stratigraphic causes: the semidried, dried or well-
baked clay rolls between layers and the more sensitive parts break.

But the evident regularity of some breaks, the very rapid incisions of specific parts and

0

the regular absence of selected parts of the bodies show us that some examples were inten-
tionally broken with a single stroke or a number of rapid strokes*'; and those specific frac-
tures, slashes and cuts could be related to apothropaic rites, probably involving consecration
and / or donation (PL I: 4; PL. III: 3, 4; PL. IV: 4)*2. In any case, it is too simplistic to ascribe
any specific break to a request, offer, or question, applying the ex voro classical concept to this
dimension so remote from western world’s spirituality, just as it is inappropriate to justify
every cut, slash and break with the deterministic laws of stratigraphy. Until now any discus-
sion of the original function of clay figurines is highly speculative, even if many archaeolo-
gists, philologists and art historians have pointed out that we can’t exclude an apotropaic use
of the figurine to banish evil®
divinatory practices®.

If so, at the same time, we can’t exclude as well a possible ‘popular emulation’ of the

and/or a religious use strictly related to temple activities** or to

making of images as a sort of an adaptive dynamic system continuously organized around

8 The precious Early Syrian expressive figu-
rines, more conceptually and technologically linked
to contemporary composite, miniature statues, are re-
placed by less varied images of the Old Syrian period,
that only in some exceptional cases can be considered
fine handmade products. At the same time, the heads,
the applications and breaks in the appendages of the
Old Syrian coroplastic became a distinctive character
of the new mass production. We can suppose for this
production not only faster and almost industrial bak-
ing that reduced the quality of products, but also a
specific role probably related to some pervasive reli-
gious cults as the Ishtar cult was at Ebla and Hadad at
Alep. See MatTHIAE 2003b, pp. 381-402.

3% For the relative chronology of the Old Syr-
ian Period based on historical, cultural and material
cultural data see Nigro 2002b, pp. 297-328; MATTHIAE
2006¢, pp. 39-51; MarcHeTTI 2007, pp. 247-253; MAT-
THIAE 2007, pp. 6-33; PINNoCk 2007, pp. 457-472.

9 MarcHeTTI 20004, pp. 839-867; MARCHETTI
2000b, pp. 117-132; MarcuHETT1 2001; MARCHETTI 2003,
pp- 390-420; MarcHETTI 2007, pp. 247-283; MARCHETTI
2009, pp. 279-296; D1 MicHeLE 2010, pp. 145-154.
In the Old Syrian period we observe a reduction in

the variability of subjects represented, strong for-
malization of the well known models and impressive
growth. We now know that this mass production was
established in the Old Syrian city, a city that contains
more than five sacred places and royal buildings where
there was strong religious and political conformity,
ideologically oriented.

For some examples of these intentional break-
ages in the Ebla Middle Bronze clay figurines see the
recent microscope analysis in Ramazzortt 2011c, pp.
16-19.

*2 Such was the ritual of the fragmentary stone
figurines from Keros dated to an Early Cycladic sanc-
tuary and recently discovered and discussed by Ren-
frew in occasion of the Balzan Prize for Prehistoric
Archaeology conference: “Cognitive Archaeology
from Theory to Practice: The Early Cycladic Sanctu-
ary at Keros” held on 30 November 2011 at the ‘Ac-
cademia Nazionale dei Lincei’ (Rome).

# See MEYER 2008, pp. 349-363.

* See MarcreTTI - NiGro 1997, pp. 1-44; Mar-
cHETTI - N1GrO 2000, pp. 245-287.

# MarcrerTI 2009, pp- 279-296.
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Fig. 3a-b — TM95P584: fractures and cuts on a fragmentary clay figurine from Ebla, Old Syrian Period (Idlib
Museum).

the rhetoric of the government authorities, or their spirit (Geist)*. However, at Ebla during
the Early Syrian period, the spatial distribution of the clay figurines can’t be associated with
specific cult monuments, and their diffusion in the Royal Palace G of Ebla* — since the rare
Early Bronze clay figurines discovered in the enormous Temple of the Rock*® seem not to be
accidental — demonstrates a sort of affinity of this miniature world with kingship more than
with the world of the people®.

On the contrary, the spatial distribution of clay figurines during the Old Syrian Period is
widely diffused, although it has been possible to underline a specific and symbolic proximity
among some clay figurines and many cultic places. These new spatial organizations could reveal
a new aspect of the political characters of the city™ in which the figurines became “clay idols of

* Many inductions of the cult images and “many
rituals of constitution and installation” are attested in
Mesopotamia since the end of the third Millennium,
and later on the “mouth-washing” and “mouth-open-
ing” ritual were created in order to transform the hu-
manly manufactured icon into a living deity; moreo-
ver a special verb meaning ‘to give birth’ (sum. tud;
akk. waladu) was used for the creation of the statue,
rather than the verb ‘to make’ (dim,). See WaLker -
Dick 1999, pp. 55-122; WiNTER 20004, pp. 129-162.

7" PeyrRONEL 2008, pp. 787-806.

8 MaTTHIAE 2006b, pp. 447-493.

* If we have to hypothesize for which occasions
the Early Syrian clay figurines were realized we can
consider the documented existence of some institutional
rituals as official occasions as well to realize clay repro-
ductions, such as the monkey sacrifice at Mari and the
equids sacrifice at Umm al-Marra. On the particular
importance of equids in Syria during the Early Bronze
Age Period see Biga 2007, pp. 125-151; for the supposed
equids ritual dated to the Early Bronze Age period see
ScawarTz 2006, pp. 603-641; Scuwartz 2007, pp. 39-68.

> One future project for the Ebla clay figurine
corpus is the findspot localization on a Geographic
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people”, diffused everywhere as ‘Volksgeister’ media of an inner communication inspired and
sustained by popular belief, sometimes intimate without explicit ideological constraints of the
authorities, other times quite instinctive reproduction of the real world as mysterious requests
or questions for the venerated deities®.

5. THE AESTHETICS OF EARLY SYRIAN AND OLD SYRIAN COROPLASTIC:
REPRODUCTIONS, AUTOMATIONS AND PREVISION

Since the theistic world view of the ancient Orient did
not allow for chance or hazard, this meant that eve-
rything was an expression of the divine, creative will
which manifested itself in the world again and again.
This form of thinking made it possible to draw conclu-
stons about the divine plans for the future on the basis of
exact observations of the ever changing material world.
Maur 2007, p. 362.

During the Early Dynastic and the Early Syrian period (with the Second Urban Revo-
lution®?) in Mesopotamia and in Syria the quantity and variability of the clay figurines grew,
while the hybridism recognized during the Halaf and Ubaid period® disappears and the
more naturalistic representations of the Uruk — Jemdet Nasr period decrease®. At Ebla in
the Old Syrian period, however, the figurines are highly structured; the moulded categories
are related to the divided spheres of hybrid humans and animals and are elaborated on shared
a model with standard proportions and dimensions®. In other words, the technique of the
agglutinated, composite, moulded signs on the wide variety of Early Syrian subjects is fol-
lowed by closer imitations of the real and/or metaphysical world during the Old Syrian pe-
riod. This transformation starts with a rapid change, probably with the collapse of the Early
Syrian centralized political power, at the beginning of the Akkadian period, when the ag-
gressive expansion of the Sargonic royal household at the expense of many local institutions

Information System map in order to classify spatially
the distributions of the main clay figurine types and
fractures, since could be a semantic relation among
the clay figurines, their identity and their breakages.
See RamazzotT1 in press b.

> For the archaeological context and the inter-
pretation of the unbaked clay figurines discovered in
the Favissa P. 9301 of the Middle Bronze Age Temple
HH2 see Liserra 2010, pp. 821-836.

2 On the political and economical character of
the ‘Second Urban Revolution’ settlement system in
northern Mesopotamia see Ramazzotrt 2002, pp. 651-
752; Ramazzorrt 2003, pp. 15-71; Ramazzortt 2009a,
pp. 193-202.

>3 For the hybrid clay figurines dated to the Ha-

laf and Ubaid period see BreniQuET 2001, pp. 45-55.

> For the naturalistic clay representation in
miniature scale of the Uruk period from Warka see
Z1eGLER 1962; WREDE 1990, pp. 215-301; WrEDE 1991;
WREDE 2003.

>> These tendencies show us an aesthetic pro-
gram of society and while the constraints imposed on
the variability of the pre-existent classes are percep-
tible, during the Old Syrian period the human sub-
jects are fashioned on standard schemes emphasizing
their dimensions, proportions and sometimes their
social roles. MATTHIAE 1965, pp. 81-103; Barrr 1979,
pp- 9-18; MarcHETTI 20003, pp. 839-867; MARCHETTI
2000b, pp. 117-132; MarcHETTI 2001; MARCHETTI 2007,
pp- 247-283.



17,2011 Aesthetic and Cognitive Report 355
is attested™. In this period — after the «Fall»*’ — we have some rare and particular painted clay
figurines that cannot be automatically assigned to the previous tradition (PI- II: 4)°%.

In any case, with the beginning of the Old Syrian period the human, animal and divine
figures proliferate, but in the habitus of this baked mass production coexists on one hand the
tendency to formalize more ancient schemes of representation and, on the other, the tendency
to maintain archaic ideographic codes to make subjects and individuals recognizable®. These
ideographic codes, the use of clay details of the image and the image prossemic as socially
recognizable signs of the institutional, political and religious roles were probably inspired by
a popular imitation and translation of some contemporary Old Syrian ‘surpassing works’,
such the ‘Face of Ishtar’, that were impressive images of the most archaic Eblaite kingship and
religious power®.

Moreover, during the Late Old Syrian period we witness the multiplication of some fig-
urines that are not properly ‘imitations and/or representations’ but follow an autonomous

Fig. 4a-b — TM05HH9308: Unbaked Clay Figurine from Ebla, Old Syrian Period (Idlib Museum).

% Ramazzorri 2009b, pp. 54-65; RaMazzoTTI
2011b, pp. 341-375.

> Dotck 1999, pp. 293-304; Dorck 2001, pp. 11-
28; ArcHr - Bica 2003, pp. 1-44.

> Some figurines dated to the Early Bronze IVB
period were discovered in Area T (MatrrHIAE 1993)
and in the so called Phase I of the Archaic Palace
(MaTTHIAE 20062); recently some painted animal and
human clay figurines were found in Area HH, the lo-
cation of the “Temple of the Rock’ (MarrrIAE 2006b,

pp- 447-493). For some chronological aspects related
to the EBIVB — MB transition at Ebla see DoLck 2008,
pp- 171-194; MarrHIAE 2008, pp. 5-32.

% Such as the so-called «undressed goddess»,
the «<nude goddess with hands on her breasts» or the
«doves of the goddess», closely related to the popular,
rather than official Old Babylonian and Old Syrian
religious tradition. Pinnock 2000, pp. 127-134.

%0 MatrHIAE 2001, pp. 272-281.
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composite project: theriomorphic vases, war wagons, ceremonial chariots and incense burners
(P1. VI: 3-5). These projects show that clay as the «<matter of creation» for humans and animal
and «matter of tactile mimesis» for humankind has become a professional technique to display
a «potential automation» of the real world®, and we could hypothesize that the role of these
infinite reproductions was that of collective copies created in order to have some function
during important rites or in order to stay as memory signs, games and /or allusion in the daily
life®2.

Our preliminary report on this mostly unpublished documentation® plastered, impressed
and marked in the Ebla figurines has focused on the Sumerian concepts of clay as «matter of
creation» and as «moulding technology»®. These categories are subjective or collective inter-
pretations of official, sacred or imaginative reality, but are also the unmistakable symbols of a
popular codification of the Geist of these official, sacred or imaginative reality. In some cases
we can suppose that this codification was realized more or less without political and ideologi-
cal influences, or as an individual’s perception of his own reality. Therefore, the plastic mould
of the «matter of creation» began to copy the observed reality that the producer, free from the

constraints and suggestions of customers, imagined in the clay®.

81 The case of the Early Dynastic, Early Syrian
and then Old Babylonian, Old Syrian and Middle Ela-
mite wagons is typical; they are mobile, multi-sensory
miniatures with tactile, visual and sometimes olfacto-
ry functions. Each mechanism is activated by humans
and is built as a harmonic integration of single parts
(wheels, hubs, bodies, ropes). The parts are decorated
with specific attributes (incised, applied and integrat-
ed), which exhibit the complexity of a unitary project,
of its copy or its simulation. A project that was prob-
ably planned in order to emulate, to memorialize or
to reproduce — on a different scale and in a different
space-time dimension — ceremonial processions, like
the ceremony attested in the L. 2769 Archive at Ebla,
where the couple of divine formally dressed statues
of Kura and Barama were certainly borne on a char-
iot drawn by oxen during the royal ritual. MATTHIAE
2007,2pp. 270-311.

%2 Like the second millennium Ishtar rite of
Mari, where the hierarchical positions of the precious
statues of deities were probably fixed in order to be
seen. Following an Early Dynastic tradition, since
the Early Syrian period many cult objects were trans-
ported inside chapels (dagy) according to Biga (Bica
2006, pp. 19-39) or sacred niches, as the Ishkara image
that we recently supposed was originally located in
the painted niche of the Building FF2 (Ramazzortr -
Dr Lubovico 2011, pp. 66-80); otherwise, in contem-
porary Mesopotamian tradition these images of gods
were set “upon” a seat in a temple and their surfaces
can reflect (more than absorb) the light render the

physical emanation of the Sumerian (me-lam,) and
Akkadian (melammu), as a sort of ‘aura’, according to
WinTER 1994, pp. 123-132.

8 Two MSAE (Materiali e Studi di Archeologia
Eblaita) Volumes related to 4.500 ca. fragments of
Early Syrian and Old Syrian clay figurines discovered
at Ebla since 1981-2001 (a corpus that follow the Mar-
chetti’s publication on the clay figurines discovered
at Ebla since 1964 to 1980) is in preparation by the
author (RAMAZZOTTI in press b).

6 1 hope these two peculiar concepts, aesthetic
and technological, will contribute to our understand-
ing of the Early and Old Syrian coroplastic tradition.
Many quantitative and qualitative differences are per-
ceptible between the productions of the two periods,
but the incisions, the applications and the additions
seem to maintain, in both periods, the same ancient
ideo§raphic value.

> The manipulation of the clay on a miniature
scale to reproduce things observed and thought is an
intimate gesture, sometimes collective and open and
others individual and secret, but able to animate re-
ality artificially and to offer the same reality to the
perceptive and cultural senses of the «common man».
In this dimension, variation of details multiplies the
general richness of each homogenious production.
Sometimes we have just the elementary model of the
shape, while the applications, the orientations, the
rotations, the incisions, the discrepancies, the asym-
metries and the incongruities can reveal an Habitus of
the producer. In other words, this action that can be



17,2011 Aesthetic and Cognitive Report 357

From our contemporary point of view, so deeply immersed in virtual communication, in
the landscape of what is potential in nature, and in a world still plastered by the mass ... media,
this miniature world, a tactile link between reality and imagination, appears far away and per-
vaded by abstractions and incongruities. However its ideographic character, its metamorphic
physical structure and its quite ‘genetic” hybridism reveal a tactile (and to us anachronistic)
continuity between the similar and different, life and death, present and past.

Marco Ramazzotti

Sapienza Universita di Roma
Dipartimento di Scienze dell’Antichita
marco.ramazzotti@uniromal.it
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Riassunto

Questo contributo ¢ una prima analisi iconografica e comparativa di alcune figurine fittili di Ebla data-
bili ai periodi Protosiriano e Palesosiriano, ovvero all’arco di tempo compreso tra la seconda meta del
III Millennio a.C. e la prima meta del II Millennio a.C. I risultati preliminari, ottenuti su un campione
di documenti selezionato tra gli oltre 4000 esemplari di prossima pubblicazione nella serie MSAE (Ma-
teriali e Studi Archeologici di Ebla, Sapienza), identificano la pratica della manipolazione dell’argilla
come una dimensione cognitiva peculiare del mondo mesopotamico arcaico e la costruzione figurativa
dell’esistente come mimesi ideografica, miniaturistica e virtualis (potenziale) della realta. Ne consegue
un habitus estetico eblaita che cambia sensibilmente nell’arco di poche centinaia di anni tra la fine del
I1I Millennio e gli inizi del IT Millennio, e un cambiamento che in queste espressioni fisiche e tattili del
‘senso comune’ rivela una sorprendente originalitd dei ruoli, delle posizioni e dei gesti rivolti alle pro-
gressive e dominanti ‘retoriche dell’abbondanza’.
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Plate I — Figs. 1a-b. TM83G248: Fragmentary Male Clay Figurine, Early Syrian Period (Idlib Museum: 4.1 x 3.8 x
2.0 cm); figs. 2a-b: TM93P589: Fragmentary Male Clay Figurine, Old Syrian Period (Idlib Museum: 4.3 x 3.6 x 1.7
cm); fig. 3: TM83G361: Fragmentary Female Clay Figurine, Early Syrian Period (Idlib Museum: 5.5 x 5.1 x 1.5
cm); fig. 4: TM84G72: Fragmentary Female Clay Figurine, Early Syrian (EBIVB) - Old Syrian Period (MBI), Idlib
Museum 4.3 x5x 1.5 cm.
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Plate IT - Fig. 1: TM84G118: Female Head of an Early Syrian (EBIVB) Clay Figurine (Idlib Museum: 3-4x3.8 x 2.2
cm); fig. 2a-b: TM93P600: Female Head of an EBIVB — MBI Clay Figurine (Idlib Museum: 4.4 x 4.4 x 1.7 cm); figs.
3a-b: TM95P093: Fragmentary Female Clay Figurine, Early Syrian (EBIVB) - Old Syrian (MBI), Idlib Museum
5.4 x 4.3 x 2.5 cm); figs. 4a-b: TM88R416: Fragmentary Female Painted Clay Figurine (EBIVB - Idlib Museum:
5.8 x 4.3 x 1.9 cm); figs. 5a-b: TM93P075: Fragmentary Old Syrian Musicians Clay Figurine (Idlib Museum: 3.2 x
4.2x5.3 cm).

2a-b
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Plate III - Figs. 1a-b: TM83G178: Fragmentary Clay Figurine, Old Syrian Period (Idlib Museum: 3.3 x 3.3 x 1.4 cm);
figs. 2a-b: Fragmentary Male Offerer Clay Figurine, Old Syrian Period (Idlib Museum: 6.5 x 5.1 x 2.9 cm); TM92P596;
figs. 3a-b: TM85G24: Fragmentary Clay Figurine, Old Syrian Period (Idlib Museum: 2.8 x 4.1 x 1.5 cm); figs. 4a-b:
TM92P618: Fragmentary Female Clay Figurine, Old Syrian Period (Idlib Museum: 6.2 x 4.8 x 1.8 cm).
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Plate IV — Figs. 1a-b: TM93P469: Fragmentary Human Clay Figurine, Old Syrian Period (Idlib Museum: 5.6 x 4.3 x
1.2 cm); figs. 2a-b: TM88R095: Fragmentary Human Clay Figurine, Old Syrian Period (Idlib Museum: 3.7 x 3.3 x
0.8 cm); figs. 3a-b: TM94P350: Fragmentary Female Clay Figurine, Old Syrian Period (Idlib Museum: 9.5 x 5.5 x
1.6 x 2.8 base cfr. Marchetti 2001, fig. 8); figs. 4a-b: TM93P056: Fragmentary Male Clay Figurine, Old Syrian Period
(Idlib Museum: 5.6 x 2.6 x 3.8 cm).
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Plate V — Figs. la-b: TM89G186 Fragmentary Quadruped Clay Figurine (Idlib Museum 3.1 x 4.2 x h. 4.2 cm); figs.
2a-b: TM83G198: Fragmentary Hedgehog Clay Figurine (Idlib Museum: 4.9 x 4.3 x h. 3.4 cm); fig. 3: TMO6HHA410:
Fragmentary Monkey Clay Figurine (Idlib Museum: 9.0 x 4.0 x 1.0 cm); fig. 4: TM84G143: Dog Clay Figurine

(Idlib Museum: 4.4 x 2.2 x h. 4.2 cm).
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Plate VI - Figs. 1la-b: TM95P664: Fragmentary Hybrid Animal Clay Figurine (Idlib Museum 7.2 x 3.7 x 1.6 cm; cfr.
MarcueTTI 2001, fig. 46); figs. 2a-b-c: TM93P200: Fragmentary Hybrid Chariot Clay Figurine (Idlib museum: 4.1
x 5.3 cm; cfr. MarcreTTI 2001, fig. 62).
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