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HOW WRITING LED

TO PICTURE PAINTING

DENISE SCHMANDT-BESSERAT 1.i \

ottery painting was a major art form in the

ancient Near East as early as the seventh
millenmium B.C. For thousands of years, the
designs painted on ceramic pots were largely lim-
ited to geometric or animal patterns, though these
decorations were often very elaborate and strik-
ing. Then, in the third millennium B.C., Mesopotami-
ans and Elamites began producing a new form of
pottery painting: namative scenes, or painted tableans
that tell stories in images.

How did this happen, seemingly all of a sudden?
Is it possible to say why the adoption of narrative
scenes—zo familiar to us today in art, advertisements
and even comic booke—first appeared where and when
they did? Can we really witness the hirth of a major
art form that ocourred 5,000 years ago?

The answer is yes. The specific precipitating event
was the development of writing in southem Mesopotamia
toward the end of the fourth millennium B.C. By bor-
rowing strategies used in writing, painters vastly increased
their capacity to commumcate information.

Freliterate narrative compositions i Near Eastem
pottery painting are exceedingly rare. One example is
a hunting scene painted on the inside of a bowl from
Susa, dating 1o about 3500 B.C.! The hunter, sport-
ing an impressive hairdo or headdress, aims his bow
at an ibex located on the other side of a set of sweep-

ing broken lines. Another example,
a 4,000 B.C. vase fragment from Telul
eth-Thalathat in northermn Iraq, shows
a calf following a cow.® As these exam-
ples show, all of the known preliterate
Near Eastern narrative compositions
depict a small number of participants
whose association is obwious: A hunter
stalks his prey; a calf seeks out its mother.
Far more often, however, early pottery
produced by such peoples as the Halaf cul-
ture (6500-4500 B.C.) of northern
Mesopotamia and the Ubaid culture (4500-
3500 B.C.) of southern Mesopotamia was dec-
orated with geometric designs.® The potter would
mark out a register (an enclosed band extend-
ing around the circumference of the object) on
a ceramic vessel; then he would decorate this
register with patterns of hemringbones, zig-zags,
inverted triangles or other designs. On a late-fifth-
millennium B.C. bowl from Telul eth-Thalathat, for
example, the thin top register (the Am, really) is dec-
orated with a pattern of small thangles. Below this
rim, a second register is painted with broad oblique
bands of erisseross lines. The two registers are sepa-
rated by a pair of dark lines,
East of Mesopotamia, in Elam, contemporaneous
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Pravious poges: Does the painting on this 12-inch-high vase,
dating around 2800 B.C,, show a hunt? Or passibly prepara-
tions for a secrificat” Although we cannot “read” the scena, It
does present some kind of narmative—and that wos a revolution-
ary developrnent in the Mear East. For thousands of years vases
were only decorated with geometric or onimol designs; then, in
the aarly third millennium B.C., arisans began producing vase
paintings with narrative scenes, Why then? Author Denise
Schmandt-Bessarat suggests that they leamed the tricks of the
trade frem aary cuneiform writing. (This scorlet ware vase,
found in central lrag, is part of the Boghdad Museum's collec.
tlon. According to Zalnad Bahrant, a senior consultant to the
lragi Minlstry of Culture, its location is now unknown.)

potters preferved animal designs' An early-fourth-
millennium B.C. heaker from Susa, for example, is
decorated with registers contaiming images of water
birds, dogs and ibexes—forming one of the most
ornate and beautiful preliterate Near Eastem pottery
paintings (see photo, p. 40). These animal designs
are extremely stylized; for example, the birds of the
upper register are painied with only five brush strokes
of various lengths and thicknesses to show their heads,
elongated necks, bodies and lege. The second reg-
ister from the top shows five running dogs with pointed
heads, thin bodies, stretched-out legs and curly tails.
At the bottom are three ibexes, each with homs in
the shape of two large concentric circles twice as
large as the animals’ bodies,
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The animal motifs on
this Flamite vessel do not
tell a story. As with the
Mesopotamian geomet-
tic designs, the ani-
mal patterns simply
repeat again and
again arotmd the ves-
sel until the allotted
space in the register
is filled.

Nor do animals on
the: same register of the
Elamite beaker interact
with one another. The
60 birds perched on the
lop register just stand 5%
atill; they are tightly packed
together, and they do not
E-EID'I.'-" an}' AWareness Df QT
another. The same is tue of the five
dogs and three ibexes, In fact, the
disregard of the animals for their own
kind is matched only by their utter indiffer-
ence to the other species. The birds are unaware of
the dogs, which are oblivious to the ibexes. The painter
has almost underscored the lack of interaction by
depicting the animals in each register as facing in
the oppesite direction to the animals in the register
below, forming whal we might call a boustrophedon
composition (from the Greek ineaning “as the ox plows,”
boustrophedon refers to wnting in which each sue-
cessive line is read in the opposite direction). Fur-
thermore, the dogs are not aligned with the ibexes and
therefore appear to be out of step.

Clearly, the animal patterms serve an aesthetie, or
decorative, function. The pottery painter creates a pat-
tern (a stylized water bird, say) and repeats it until he
has completed the joumey around the vessel's circum-
ference. He now has a work of great beauty. This aes-
thetic function is also suggested by the use of lines
between remsters and, it the case of the register with
the ihexes, between images on the same regster. The
lines are of various thicknesses, creating a visual thythm,
The thick band around the lip echoes the band around
the base, the three lines below the birds corespond to




Floral and geometric designs omament these ceramic ves-
sels, The G-inch-wide flattened bowl ot left is from the Halaf
period (6000-5400 B.C.) in northern Mesopotamia; the deli-
caote ohjects below—the tallest piece at center is only 5
inches high—are from the Ubaid period (5900-4300 B.C.) in
southern Mesopotamia. Pottery painting in the Neor East
goes back ot l=ast as far as the seventh millennium B.C. For
thousands of years, however, artisans painted pots simply
with designs meant to be beautiful, or possibly symbaolically
meoningful, but not meant to tell stories.




a parallel set of three lines below the
ibex, and a pair of lines of different thick-
nesses appears in reversed onder above and
below the dogs. Integral to the desipn, the
bnes form a kind of geometric pattern that
15 fused with the animal pattem,

These pottery paintings from Elam and
Mesopotamia are representative of preliter-
ate pottery paintings thmughout the Near
Fast. With few exceptions, preliterate pot-
tery decorations make use of repeated pat-
tems and of framing lines to separate reg-
isters. They are also “composed™ —that is,
they were intended to be viewed as an aes-
thetic whole. Mesopotamian painters employed
varied geometric motifs o create handsome
overall desims. Flamite painters weaved together
R L amimal motifs of varions kinds and shapes—
i i on the Susa beaker, for example, vertical
long-necked birds, horzontal mmning dogs and
circular Thex homs—into an atractive design
meant to be appreciated in ils entirety,

We cannot assume, however, that these non-
narmative paintings were merely decorative, that
they had no meaning. Most scholars assume that
the ancient Flamites would have thought of the
birds, dogs and ihexes on the Susa beaker as
symbols (Ihough we do not know what they sym-
bolized}—much us we moderms think of the dove
as = symhol of peace. The Ubaid geometric
motifs may also represent ideas, deities or natu-
ral phenomena, So it is likely that Mesopotamian
and Elamite pottery paintings evoked profound
ideas, but they did not tell elaborate stories.

Painted pottery disappeared entirely during the
so-called proto-literate peried (3500-2900 B.C.), when
the earliest writing appeared (and when Sumerian

Long-necked birds, siender running degs and Ibexes with curv-
ing harms grace this spectocular beaker from the Elamite city
of Susa, east of sauthern Mesepetarmio. Dating around 4000
B.C,, the beaker was tound in o cemetery in Susa’s acropolis
alang with such other burial goods as copper axes. A little

over 11 inches high, this beoker, now in the Louyre Museum,
was probably too fragile actually fo be used as o drinking ves-
sal. It waos likely created as a decorative object, pethaps
specifically as o funerary offering.
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and Mesopotamian city-states were emerging). During
this perind, plain or gray bur ol ward prevailed
Painlings on puuﬂ",' merged in 'rlw carly d‘mast:r
periad . L) The e s, the
so-called searlet ware popular in ﬂne Dwala reg 'nn ut' stood for & medium
nitral ['rIesnpt-tmni& and at Sus measure of gram. In
ive ; the mid-fourth mil-
oe of pot-  lennium B.C., inyve
g and  tory administrators in
polamia and Elam
i tokens in

The tokens below wire used to keepinventodes of
goods:Acsmall cone-shaped tokien, for example,
represented o smoll mecsure:of grain. By the mid-
fourth millesinium B.C., tokens becaon to be stored
in round clay envelopes; somietimes with the enva-
lope’s contents impressed on its surfoce. Toward
the ‘'end of the fourth millannium, Mesopetamians
developed o new system in which token shopes
were-inclsed: on cloy foblers, os in the photos
above. These tablets made careful use of space
and size fo represent different omounts of goods!
the large cone shupes ploced obove the circles (on
the tablet obove) denote’large measures of groin,
whereas the smaller cone shopes placed below
the circles (In the tablet above left) denote small
measures-of grain,
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envelopes o keep accounting records orderly and
tamper-proof (we have about 150 of these hollow clay
balls with tokens inside).

Toward the end of the fourth millenninm, sceounts
began to be recorded on clay tablets, For example, the
image of a cone-shaped token incised in wet clay resulted
in a wedge shape, which then came to stand for a small
or larpe (depending on the size of the wedpe) measurs
of grain: and a sphedeal oken incised in wet clay pro-
duced a circle, which came to stand for a medium meas-
ure of gram. Blocks of clay impressed with such loken
counters were the worlds first written tablers,

Cuneifrom (Fwedge-shaped™) writing developed from

In the second half of the fourth millennium B.C.; painted pot-
tery disoppeared entirely in Mesopotamio. Then, in the eary
third millennium B.C., artisans began producing pottery paint-
ings with nomative séenes—such as the 1 3-inch-tall vase (left)
from Tell Khafaje, in centrat irag, ond the 19-inch-tall vase
{opposite) from Susa.

These paintings cleardy tell some kind of story, even if tha
dietails are now obscurs to us, The upper register of the Khafaje
vase, from left to right, shows three musical scenes followed by o
scene in which sonvecne accompanied by on ottendant departs
in o chariot. The division of scenes into registers, the use of com-
mon baselines, and the communication of information through
the uze of spoce and sze (the ottendant in the Khofoje vose is
smaller than his master, for example, and the master has a mone
central position in the scene) all dedve from writing, according to
author Denise Schmandt-Besserat. Such "writerdy” techniques
alfowed artizans to create the eorliest images that tell o stony




these incised
accounting 4
tablets. Mesopotami-
.ans and Elamites cres
ated syllabic forms of
cuneiform by making the signs
Ll gt ':i".-':.""" e e s Mol rﬁfﬁr
to the: sounds—or purts of the soinds—of the
things they represented (oil, wine, bricks, goats, and so0
on). The first phonetic signs represented the names of
people who gave or received goods. The name would
have been rendered phonetically as a rebus composed
of two or more signs stuck together, In Suner, for exam-
ple, the name “Lucas” could be rendered by a sign for
“man” (the Sumerian word fu) plus a sign for “mouth”
{the Sumerian word k). In this way, syllabic comeiform
writing encoded the sounds of human language ®
From the beginning, the signs impressed on the
accounting lablets were organized in lines. Fach line
generally consisted of one or several identieal signs.
In turn, the Tines were organized in hierarchical
order, with the largest units oceupying the top of the
tablets. This system is illustrated by two lablets (see
photos, p. 41), each featuring an account of quantities
of grin. The large and small wedges representing large

COHTINUES DN PAGE 54

# Sea the following Origins columns in Arebagalngy Cdyssey by Denise
Schmandt-Besserat; *Signa of Life™ (deacribing how writing evolved fiom
counting), JumryFehmane 20025 and “Ome, Twa . Three™ (dezorih-
ing the development of counling), Septemben/Octoher. 2002,
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Birth of Narrotive Art

COMTIHULD FROM: PAGE 43

and small quantities of grain can be:
easily distinguished because they
appmruhﬁvemdbelmv&mcm
sigms staudmgfuramﬂdlmn quiantity
of grain. On the rare ‘occasions when,
.85 in the rght-hand photoion page 41,
& line f5:composed of two. different
s%ﬂna Eargerumtw\aﬁplm:edto
b the right and the lesser units 1o the

The inventory tiblels thus made
usé of a linear format in which: the
size, position and order of signs con-
veyed certain: indormation:

The earliest pattery paintings with
narrative compositions vere also oggan-
ized in this way, A good example is a
painted jar from Khofaje: (ancient
Tuh;b},muermﬂhaq,dahlgmmg
mh'ﬂ’nrdmﬂienmumﬂﬂ.{seep.%}.
The upper register of the painting is -

organized into four panels showing (1)
a percitssion ensemble, (2) & persan
listening to'a singer accompanied by &
Iyre, {3) a banquet involving two peo-
ple sipping beer from a jar, and (4) a
chariot scene {which extends down
below the baseline of the three preced-
mgmmglsws} in which a driver and his
Al standﬂnacamagedmmh
aleamofeqwd:, Very likely, this :
painting depicts the various episodes of

g festival, with the: grand charot scene
prﬁrﬂltmgl}mdepmmreorammlof
the paricipants,”

An earby-third-illennim vVase froi
Suaa,sim“nnnpaﬁﬁ,pmﬂdesm
Elamite paratlel® A fieze bmken into
three panels i3 painted above the
shmidarcfﬂmcmlrm&.}w}nlow
mﬁmyf;ﬂdmgiwjmﬂ gmuping
SCEnE, 0 and 3
of three elements: threes and two-tered
towers with peopls on them, and a vase
with: plants:

Aa on the Khadaje jar, the scenes

Ancther metnber
of Archasology
Odbyzsey's
Editoria] ddvisory
Board, Danize
Schmandt-
Besserat {“Birth
of Morrotive A"
p. 36} is a pro-
fassor of Middle
Eastern Studies ot the University of Texas ot
Austin Her ortlcle “Stone Age Death
Mosks™ appeared Tnthe Marchispdl 2003
isswe of Archoeslogy Cldyssey,

on the Susa vase seem related, even
if we cannot now supply the connec-
tion and “read” the story. What iz
clear is that the decorations on both
of thess vessels ‘are not ropeated pat
terng bt individialieed tablearse. On
the Susa vase, for example, each fg-
wre in the charjot seene is distin-
uished from the others by garb, ges-
ture and context: The charioteer
sports & flat-cap and is cedted in a
fourwheeled chariot. His bare-
headed, clesn-shaven attendant, wear-
ing & fringed gaxment, hustles about
the vehicle, In back of the chariot, 4

seated on a three-tiered tower
and dressed in & short wnic emphati-
cally wavesto the hero,

If preliterate paintars strove to
achieve the ubmost stylization, painters
of the literate: periad ‘sought to convey
as much infonmation-as possible. For
example, the chanot is depicted n
great detail, with a to-part box, a long
curved draft pole; solid wheels motating:
around 2 huby, and even Eme a:ipm ‘st
of copper nails securing the leather
tires. pﬁpﬁl‘; single on that deews- the
chariot is: shown with 3 big rournd f:}re
and the corvéd homs: chamacteristic of
its species,

The function of lines also ciwnged
significantly in the pottery paintings of
the literate period, In the preliterate
period; lines were used a5 dividers; in
the literate period, lings were used to
unite the features of a compesition. On
the Sisz vase, for example, the tower,
the:chardot wheels, the aitendant’s feat

sand the ox’s hooves all et onan

i d hn&—unenhﬂg thie:
: magtn&:tgr@?thu?m space and time (the
o pulls the cart away from the tower).
The charnot zcene depicts an event; it
doés ot just present 4 patterm.

This suggeats ancther difference

“between preliterate and literate pot-

tery paintings. In the fonner, the vari-
ous pattemns on a vessel are meant to
prduce ‘an overall effect o beantiful
object. In paintings of the Lterate
peuod, on the other hand, each scene
15 meant o be read mdrndua]ly, or
sequientially, even though the various
scenes, or sequences probably fit
tﬂgelliﬂr to tella larger story.

From these eadly examples, then, it
is* possible to discem the principal
technigues painters lesmmed from

seribes to-tell & story in images-—
allowing us, some 5,000 years latér,

to undesstand the basic elements of a
narrative scene even if we cannct
Yread™ it from heginning toend.

In the literste period, “reading”
imiages became akin o reading a text.
Like the signs lined up on a tblet,
p&mted figures sharing the same line
were understood to belong together,
Like viritten sipns, fgures of different
sizes had different meanings. Much:as
the meanings of written texs

-depended on the place and order of
the sijgns on a tablet, the meanings of

painted scenes depended on the posi-
Hon and orientation-of elements,
All this may not have happened
consclously, There: was probably no
single “adapter” who announced: “We

~shall henceforth borow grammatical

rules from ::unmfnm writing to tell
stories in images.” Very likely the
mea:ungful and’ efficient organization
of signs on tablets simply suggested
Io vaze painters a meaningﬁ:l
efficient way lo arrange images.

In any case, it was a revolutionary-
development in the history of art.
Although preliterate painters could pro-
dice beantiful Frniges, and even evoke
pm{uundldaa.s,ﬂaeycmdﬁmtmﬂcmt-
plex stories invalving mullrpiﬁ ﬁgtm
To tell such stories, painlers’
rules to orzankc the ]Iﬁﬂge&'—ﬂﬂd lhe}*
found these: rules in writing, £
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