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Figure 5- Vase decorated with a chariot scene from Susa, Sumero Elamite period,
first half of the 3™ Millennium BC, stored at the Teheran Museum. After, Pierre
Amiet, Elam, Archee Editeurs, Auvers-sur-Oise, 1966, P. 146, Fig. 106 A.

Figure 6- Jar decorated with five successive scenes, from the Diyala region, ED I,
ca. 2900-2800 BC after pinhas Delougaz, Pottery from the Diyala Region, The

Oriental Institute Publications Vol. LXIII, The University of Chicagp Press,
Chicago 1952, P1. 138.
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Figure 3- Bowl decorated with a hunting scene from Susa I, ca. 3500 BC, after
Pierre Amiet, Elam Archee Editeurs, Auvers-sur-Qise, 1966, P.44, Fig. 16.

Figure 4- Vase decorated with a cow followed by her calf, from Telul eth Thalathat,
Iraq, Ubaid L. After Namio Egami, Telul eth Thalathat, The Excavations of Tell 11,
1956-1957, The Tokyo University Irag-Iran Expedition, Report 1, The Yamakawa

Publishing Co, Tokyo, 1959, P1. 6.
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Figure 1- Prehistoric painted bow! from Telul eth Thalathat, Iraq, Ubaid period,
ca. 4500-4000 BC, after Namio Egami, Telul eth Thalathat, The Excavations of Tell
IT 1956-1957, The Tokyo University Iraq-Iran Expedition, Report 1, The
Yamakawa Publishing Co, Tokyo, 1959, Fig. 12.1.
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z‘n

T — Figure 2- Prehistoric beaker decorated with
*i**““”“:‘“"""‘“”f"""’“ animal line, from Susa I, ca. 4000 BC,
r -\ Y stored at the Louvre, after Edith Porada,

The Art of Ancient Iran, Crown Publishers,
New York 1965, P. 28, Fig. 8.
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CAPTIONS:

Figure 1. Prehistoric painted bowl from Telul eth Thalathat, Iraq,
Ubaid period, ca. 4500-4000 BC, after Namio Egami, Telul eth
Thalathat, The Excavations of Tell II 1956-1957, The Tokyo
University Iraq-Iran Expedition, Report 1, The Yamakawa Publishing
Co, Tokyo, 1959, Fig. 12:1..

Figure 2. Prehistoric beaker decorated with animal lines, from
Susa I, ca. 4000 BC, stored at the Louvre, after Edith Porada, The Art
of Ancient Iran, Crown Publishers, New York 1965, P. 28, Fig. 8.

Figure 3. Bowl decorated with a hunting scene from Susa I, ca.
3500 BC, after Pierre Amiet, Elam, Archee Editeurs, Auvers-sur-Oise,
1966, P.44, Fig. 16.

Figure 4. Vase decorated with a cow followed by her calf, from
Telul eth Thalathat, Iraq, Ubaid 1. After Namio Egami, Telul eth
Thalathat, The Excavations of Tell II, 1956-1957, The Tokyo
University Irag-Iran Expedition, Report 1, The Yamakawa Publishing
Co, Tokyo, 1959, P1. 6.

Figure 5. Vase decorated with a chariot scene from Susa, Sumero
Elamite period, first half of the 3rd Millennium BC, stored at the
Teheran Museum. After, Pierre Amiet, Elam, Archce Editeurs,

Auvers-sur-Oise, 1966, P.146, Fig. 106 A.
Figure 6. Jar decorated with five successive scenes, from the

Diyala region, ED I, ca. 2900-2800 BC after Pinhas Delougaz, Pottery
from the Diyala Region, The Oriental Institute Publications Vol.
LXIII, The University of Chicago Press, Chicago 1952, P1. 138.
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In sum, reading a visual composition requires several analytical
processes:

1. Identify the symbols: status symbols such as headdresses and
lack thereof, gestures, garments. '

2 Evaluate the spatial and social relationships interconnecting the
figures.
3. Reconstruct the sequence of events leading to and following the
scene. |

The analytical processes required to "reading" the Scarlet ware

images were akin to those for reading a text. Like the images of a
composition, the order, position, context of the cuneiform glyphs and

their relation to one another was significant. The cuneiform signs that
composed a text drew their meaning from their confi guration and in
particular from their conjunction with the tablet and with other signs.
For example, glyphs such as the wedge changed meaning according
to:

® Size: a small wedge =1 and a large wedge = 60

* Location on the tablet: a wedge on the upper part of the tablet = 60

a wedge on the lower part of the tablet = 1

* Relation with other signs. a wedge alone = a measure of grain A
wedge + a unit of merchandize = "1" Furthermore, the sign for
bread according to the context may express:

Bread
Food ration
Eat

The sound "ninda".

In conclusion, I propose that art benefited from the analytical
processes developed by and for literacy. In particular, like on a tablet,
‘the context, location, size, position of the images on a vase became
semantic. Writing also brought meaning to lines. They no longer
separated but bound together the actors of a scene. Therefore, when
some of the principles of writing were applied to art, images could tell
complex stories. The invention of writing had a major cognitive
impact on Iranian and Mesopotamian art of the early third millennium
BC.

* I'thank Lauren Phillips for library research.
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people sipping beer from a jar, and lastly a chariot scene.

Here the equipage consists of an individual and his attendant
standing on a carriage drawn by a team of four equids. Vegetation,
birds, a colt and a fish may suggest the landscape.

The composition of the vessels described above differed widely
from the prehistoric Ubaid and Susa [ potteries. First, their
composition involves several different figures rather than repeating
the same design. Second, the individuals interact rather than simply
being repeated in a parallel fashion. Lastly, and perhaps most
significantly, the lines became semantic. Whereas in Ubaid and Susa I
lines were esthetic dividers, those on the

Scarlet ware were understood as ground lines indicating that all the
figures standing above a line shared the same space at the same time
and participated in the same event. (Garrison, 1989, 9) Accordingly,
all the figures in the composition were linked together and each figure
was to be interpreted in relation with the others. For example, on the
Susa Il vase, the story unfolds when analyzing the relative size,
position, placement, orientation, gesturing and location of the
participants located on the ground line as follows:

e Size denotes hierarchy. The master 1s far taller than the attendant.
The figure on the tower 1s smallest.

e Position illustrates dominance. The hero i1s seated while the
attendant 1s standing. | |

¢ Placement determines importance: The hero occupies the center of
the composition.

e Space shows importance. The chariot occupies three quarters of the
ground line, the tower one quarter and the attendant 1s squeezed in
between the carriage and the ox.

e The orientation of the figures suggests the relationship. The waving
figure turns his/her head towards the hero who does not look back.
The attendant has eye contact with his master.

¢ Gesturing illustrates action: The figure on the tower waves to the
hero while the attendant checks the chariot.

» The location suggests the next development: The individual in the
tower and the attendant will soon welcome/be left behind by the
traveler. |
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This does not mean that the paintings were meaningless. We may
assumer that the ibexes, the largest feature of the tumbler composition,
were symbols and so were possibly some of the Ubaid geometric
motifs. If so, the Mesopotamian and Elamite potteries evoked ideas -
perhaps profound ideas - without telling a story.

2. Art After Writing: Narration
Painted potteries disappeared during the proto-literate period 3500-
2900BC, when plain or grey burnished wares prevailed. (Collon,

1995, 45) Paintings on pottery reemerged in the early dynastic period
ca. 2900 BC. At that time, the so-called "scarlet ware," popular in the

Diyala region and Susa III innovated complex narrative scenes.

In Susa, a vase illustrates a departure scene involving three figures.
(Amiet, 1966, 135,136) To the left a bare-headed person clad in a
wide robe, and therefore probably a woman, is seated at the top of a
three tiered tower. Her right hand rests on her hip while with the left
she emphatically waves good bye to an individual seated in a four
wheeled chariot. The charioteer has his head shown in profile but the
eye and the rest of the body is depicted frontally including the torso
with massive arms and long legs superimposed in a twisted position.
The man's garments are not indicated except for a flat cap. A bare
headed and clean shaven attendant bustles about the chariot, which is
depicted in great detail. The design includes a two-part box with a
high front provided with an opening for the reins, a curved draft pole,
solid wheels rotating around a hub and with a copious set of copper
nails around the leather tires. The carriage is drawn by one ox with a
big round eye and long horns whose coat is pictured by various
checker patterns. It is not clear if an oval motif at the back is part of a
tail, no longer visible. The four triangles featured on and above the
ground line may suggest that the equipage is bound for a mountainous
region.

Contemporaneous Mesopotamian scarlet vessels depict even more
complex narrative scenes. (Delougaz, 1952, 70-72, 1.138) The
paintings on a jar from Khafaje are organized into five likely related
scenes depicting respectively drummers part of a percussion ensemble
associated with a scorpion and a mammal (?); a musical scene with a
person listening to a lyre player and a singer; a banquet involving two
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In the next register the emphasis shifts to horizontal lines created by
the elongated bodies of five running dogs. The animals, stylized to the
utmost, have pointed heads, long thin bodies, stretched out legs and
curly tails.

Below, concentric circles representing the exaggerated sweeping
horns of two ibexes dominate the design. The caprids are bracketed
between broken lines and framed by rectangles. Their heads, fore- and
hind parts are reduced to three triangles, half the size of the horns,
- with a few strokes added to represent ears, beards and bushy tails.

Narrative compositions exist but are exceedingly uncommon in
Susa I and Ubaid pottery painting. Among rare examples, a hunting
scene is depicted inside a Susa bowl. (Amiet, 1966, 44) The hunter,
sporting an impressive hairdo or headdress, aims his bow towards an
ibex located on the other side of a set of four sweeping broken lines
(fig. 3). The Ubaid level of Telul eth Thalathat produced a singular
sherd showing a calf following a cow. (Eqami, 1956, 6) (fig.4) These
unique prehistoric narrative scenes share two major characteristics.
First the interaction is simple and second, it involves a minimum
number of participants such as hunter and hunted, or cow and calf.

In sum, the characteristic features of prehistoric pottery paintings

are two fold. First the motifs are repetitious. The same geometric or
animal design is repeated as many times as necessary to cover the

entire circumference of the vase. Second, the function of lines is
merely esthetic. They divide the surface of the vessels delineating the
decorated bands. On the Susa tumbler each register is tightly separated
from the next by a single or a set of thick and thin horizontal lines. As
a result, there is no interface between the various animals. Each
species is segregated from the next: the birds seem unaware of the
dogs that, in turn, seem oblivious of the ibexes. The lack of interaction
is underlined by the fact that each type of animal is facing in a
different direction in a "boustrophedon” composition and the five dogs
are not in line with the ibexes. Furthermore, the birds standing on the
same line are not interacting either. The many long necked birds are
evenly spaced and do not perform any particular action except for
simply standing in parallel lines. The same lack of interaction is true
for the dogs of the second register and the ibexes in the third. In other
words the role of lines as dividers discouraged narrative compositions.
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Abstract:

In this paper I investigate the impact of writing on styles of pottery
painting in the ancient Near East. I analyze geometric and animal line
compositions typical of the Ubaid and Susa I period - preceding the
invention of writing (in the late fourth millennium BC). I compare
them tonarrative scenes on Mesopotamian and Elamite scarlet ware of
the early

Dynastic period - after the invention of writing. I propose that, by
borrowing strategies of writing, art increased its capacity to
communicate information, namely pottery paintings went beyond
mere symbolic evocation to become narrative.

1. Art before writing: Evocation

Painting on pottery was a major form of art in the ancient Near
East. About 4500-3800BC, in the Ubaid period that preceded the
invention of writing, the bulk of Mesopotamian vessels was decorated
with geometric motifs. (Roaf, 1990, P.38) The potter covered a
desired space on the body of the vessel by repeating various patterns
such as zig zag lines, herringbone and inverted triangles in parallel
bands delineated by lines. (fig. 1)

The potters of contemporaneous Susa I, Elam, ca. 4000-3800 BC,
preferred animal designs. (Caubet, 1997, 40-41) A typical Susa
tumbler is divided into three registers filled respectively with water
birds, dogs and ibexes (fig. 2). The upper register features long necked
birds reduced to 5 strokes of various lengths and thicknesses to depict
the creature's head, elongated neck, body and legs. The birds are
repeated perhaps 60 times around the tumbler. Of course the specific
number is not important. The goal was to cover the surface
immediately beneath the lip with a continuous pattern of vertical lines.







