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	How does intentionally inflicting damage to material objects mediate the human experience in the prehistoric eastern Mediterranean? For all of the diversity in cultural practice in the civilisations of the Greek mainland and Aegean islands, Crete, Cyprus and the eastern coast of Italy between 4000-750 BC, archaeologists consider the custom of ritually killing objects as a normative, if inconsistent practice. Yet as artefacts that are alike only in that they have been disarticulated, intentionally destroyed objects defy easy characterization. Such pieces frequently stand outside of clearly defined patterns.

        
	This volume is an initial step in addressing a gap in the scholarship by aiming to deconstruct and contextualize the practice of intentional fragmentation. The case studies in this volume present a diverse range of evidence, including pottery, lithics, metals, jewellery, figurines, buildings and human remains, in an exploration of the wide spectrum of meanings behind material destruction.
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          Introduction to the volume

        

        Jan Driessen

      

      
        
           Since its creation in 2009, the Centre for the Study of Ancient Worlds (CEMA) – one of the research centres within INCAL, the Institute of Civilisations, Arts and Letters at the University of Louvain (of which also Aegis, our Aegean Interdisciplinary Studies research group forms part and to which all researchers associated with the ARC-programme belong) – decided to focus its attention to manifestations of destruction, crisis and fragmentation as a research axis for the scholars from the different disciplines – archaeology, ancient history, philology – that comprised the centre. Besides their pertinence within the study of ancient societies which we considered understudied, their present-day relevance also seemed clear. This led to a first, three-day conference in December 2011, during which many aspects of destruction were discussed by archaeologists, philologists, historians and theoreticians of which the proceedings were published in 2013 (Driessen 2013). Among the phenomena that received attention, several gave rise to particularly lively and stimulating discussions, including staged destructions and termination cults but also the fragmentation of objects and related depositional practices. Two of the phenomena – crisis situations followed by violent destructions and abandonments, on the one hand, and earthquake destruction archaeology, on the other hand – were quickly followed up: the latter by a workshop in November 2012 (Jusseret & Sintubin in press), the former by a major 5-year program on crisis studies in general and the one affecting the 13th c. BC Aegean and Eastern Mediterranean in particular1. The aim of this program, which is funded by the Louvain Academy and the French Community of Belgium, is to organize a series of workshops, lectures, excavations, exhibitions and congresses especially focusing on the modalities surrounding the claimed collapse around 1200 BC (see, more recently, Cline 2014). The project was kicked off with a workshop in October 2013 on chronology and ceramics with the somewhat unusual title – How Long is a Century? (Langohr in press). It was followed by an international congress on the archaeology of the Mediterranean Sea (Driessen et alii in press), a workshop on crisis cults and cults in crisis (Cavalieri, Lebrun & Meunier in press) and one on climate and environment in the late 2nd Millennium BC (Jusseret et alii in press). Several workshops on manifestations of crisis in texts of the ancient Near East also took place and a workshop on Crisis and Collapse is scheduled for the autumn of 2015. The workshop of which this volume is the reflection was made possible thanks to the financial help of the National Research Foundation (FNRS), Wallonie-Bruxelles International, INCAL, CEMA and the ARC ‘A World in Crisis?’. CEMA is also thanked for aid in the publication of the volume.

           One of the issues discussed in several papers of the Destruction conference was fragmentation2. It is common place (and most of us have had to suffer the accusation) to say that archaeology is about rubbish – we have the late William Rathje (1992) to thank for this. It is not. It is about fragments. The past is not only a foreign but also a fragmented country…. Indeed, 99% of the things we find are fragmented objects, whether in floor deposits, fills, slope wash, accumulations or indeed rubbish middens. And consequently, our knowledge of this past can also only be fragmentary (already Barrett 1994). But fragments are things that have lured presentday artists and are intriguing archaeological discourse3. The twelve papers that comprise this volume share therefore a common objective: to find out why objects ended up broken altogether and to explore to what extent broken objects, discarded or not, are collected and curated and receive a new meaning (Brown 2000).

           My personal interest in fragments goes back to the DAIS-The Aegean Feast conference, held in Melbourne in 2008 where, together with Charlotte Langohr and Alexandre Farnoux, I presented a paper on the presence of pits used for the structured deposition of mostly fragmented objects that occurred on Late Bronze Age Crete in general and at 13th c. BC Malia in particular. In this specific case we were able to make joins between fragments of pottery and other objects found in pits outside a large architectural complex with fragments found within (Driessen, Farnoux & Langohr 2008). We were tempted to explain the deposition as a result of one or more commensality practices, major gatherings by both the residents and affiliated non-residents of the building. Once the feast was over and its paraphernalia ritually broken, the participants retained a fragment as a souvenir. This brought to mind recent cases of fragmentation, as that happening on Easter Saturday on the island of Corfu where each year hundreds of specially produced vases of all sizes, the so-called botides, are thrown off balconies, roofs and through windows within the squares and streets of Corfu town. Hundreds then rush out and try to recover and collect the best sherds, taking them home and cherish them for the year to come as bringers of luck. Some say it welcomes spring, symbolizing that there will be new crops to gather in new pots, others the stoning of Judas Iscariot. Those who have been to Greece in less recent times will also remember the Απογορέυετε το σπάσιμο clearly signposted in the tavernas, forbidding people to smash plates during meals in which drink was plentiful, similar to the Russian Стакану быть! (‘break the glasses’) tradition. Somehow, these modern examples may help us to explain structured depositions of fine pottery sherds in Antiquity, often resulting from commensality practices (e. g. Driessen in press for examples at Nopigia and Sissi). Indeed, vase and plate smashing is by some regarded as a survival of another custom, also widespread in archaeology, that of ritually ‘killing’ ceramic vessels used for feasts, especially but not only those commemorating the dead. The intentional breaking of pots, which is a type of controlled loss, may also have helped participants in dealing with the deaths of their beloved ones, a loss which they could not control. The many examples of ritual pottery breakage represent a widespread practice in Greek antiquity as shown in the paper ‘Destructions at the grave’, by Alexandra Alexandridou (2013) in the Destruction volume, on offering trenches. Note that, although the vases can be largely reconstructed, fragments are still missing and it is mostly not possible to decide whether this is simply a result of taphonomic processes or enchainment practices. In the above mentioned case of Malia, we argued that fragments were taken away as ‘souvenirs’, with the stress on the French ‘se souvenir’ ‘to remember’, containers of memory or mnemonic devices that helped to keep specific social occasions alive. Essentially this brings us back to the biography of things (e.g. Kopytoff 1986; Appadurai 1986; Gosden & Marshall 1999; Gilchrist 2000), something clearly illustrated by the Iliad and Odyssey (Grethlein 2008), or the  keimelion – “something that can be kept, a treasure, a non-utilitarian article which is not used but is kept safe, since its function is to be owned or to be given as a present” (Aubet 1993: 134 referring to Od. 4: 590-605). Within the epics, antiques or heirlooms play an important role and it is obvious that 8th c. BC elites attached great value in possessing objects from the distant past, even broken ones (Crielaard 2002: esp. 248).

           But perhaps the most surprising case of fragmentation is also one of the most iconic examples of Greek archaeology, although it is rarely mentioned as such. In one tomb of the Early Iron Age cemetery at Lefkandi, on the island of Euboea, was found “a head of clay which was broken at the neck and had clearly once been part of something larger, an unusual vase or perhaps a statuette. It remained an enigma. Our problem was cleared up several days later when we were excavating another similar tomb some 3 m. away” (Desborough, Nicholls & Popham 1970: 21). Here was found “a broken statuette. After cleaning and mending, the statuette was found to be lacking its head and it was then realized that the head previously found in Tomb I in fact belonged to this figure, which turned out to be a centaur” (Desborough, Nicholls & Popham 1970: 21). The excavators, Desborough, Nicholls and Popham, stated: “Many explanations of the finding of these two pieces of the same statuette in different tombs are possible. Perhaps, after the initial breakage of the centaur, its head was kept by one member of the family and the body retained by another, and each prized the object sufficiently for the parts to be buried with them when they die” (Desborough, Nicholls & Popham 1970: 22). It is no longer possible to decide whether the statue was intentionally or accidentally broken but it is certainly not an isolated practice. In this regard, it may be interesting to mention that the head of what may be another centaur was found within a house recently excavated at Lefkandi by the team directed by Irini Lemos (pers. comm.). Can we assume that the missing body of this head was already deposited within an as yet unknown tomb or waits to be found in another house? And what then about, for example, the head of a LM III figurine, probably originally belonging to the type of statue with uplifted arms, which was found on its own in a small shrine in LM IIIB Palaikastro (MacGillivray et alii 1987: 143, fig. 5) and which is on the cover of this volume4? The separate use of heads also brings to mind the plastered skulls of the Neolithic Levant (Kuijt 2009) but perhaps we may also think of a real act of decapitation since the burying of a terracotta head finds a counterpart in Iron Age Eleftherna on Crete where, on the pyre of some hero, the decapitated body of a man was found (Stampolidis 1995). Do both decapitations suggest the same thing? A replacement sacrifice? A similar explanation has been offered by Paul Rehak and Robert Cromarty to account for the fragments of relief stone vases on Minoan Crete of which many examples have been found but complete ones only exceptionally (Rehak 1995; 1995a; Cromarty 2008). But these are just two of the possibilities to explain ‘damaged goods’.

           Similar to the Lefkandi centaur, there are other cases of fragmented objects deposited in tombs. From Mochlos on Crete, for example, there are two objects5 – a late 14th c. BC collared jug with detached spout and handle and a conical rhyton with a detached pouring spout – which were found in a single tomb, 15, in which there were also two other objects said to have been ‘ritually killed’: a ladle with a detached handle and a bronze dagger snapped in half. Jerolyn Morrison and Douglas Park, who have studied the process in detail, use the term ‘ritual killing’ to denote “a specific form of ritual breaking whereby the vessel’s apparatuses that are crucial to its functioning (e.g., handles, spouts, etc.) are purposefully broken off and discarded. It differs greatly from ritual smashing, as the bulk of the ritually killed vessel remains intact” (Morrison & Park 2008: 207). They call the person responsible for the breaking, the ‘executioner’, turning the entire process into an action with negative connotations. While the removal of some elements does indeed destroy the function of the vessel, its deposition in a tomb already did the same, so there is bound to be another explanation and here enchainment practices stand a better chance of offering a clue. Did cutting away parts of special vessels create a bond between the dead and the living, through the objects which had been used in specific ceremonies? I am not arguing that truly ‘killed’ objects did not exist in the Aegean Bronze and Iron Age, but it is perhaps useful to consider other alternative interpretations (Bradley 1998). Breaking an object can have many explanations. When the pope dies, for example, his official ring, called the Ring of the Fisherman, is ceremoniously destroyed, or, as was recently the case, rendered useless on retirement. This is to prevent misuse of the ring, seen as the reflection of a personal identity, as an official signature. Some objects may indeed have been thought too personal to remain amongst the living and one cannot help to see some benign damnatio memoriae at work here. In two papers, L. V. Grinsell has presented a series of ancient and modern examples of the breaking of things within a funerary context, to which J. Fossey has added other cases (Grinsell 1961; 1973; Fossey 1985). Taking into account cross-cultural practices in different areas of the world, Grinsell has also drawn attention to less exotic interpretations, including, for example, the lack of space within a tomb, an explanation favored by Snodgrass (1967: 37) for Early Iron Age bent swords, such as those illustrated by the West Gate at Eretria or from the Athenian Agora6. In some other cases, however, damaged goods must have received an entirely new function which often still eludes us. For example, a fine krater from a LM IIIB level at Sissi had its base cut off seemingly before firing (Langohr 2009: 172). Perhaps it was set into the floor, similar to what has been observed with some tubular vases with snake handles which may have been used for ritual libations and the feeding of the house (Privitera 2004). The same may have happened with the warrior vase and other kraters at Mycenae the bottoms of which were pierced to be used for libations in houses or on tombs, similar to later Greek practices (Konsolaki-Yannopoulou 2001; E. French (pers. comm.); French, Hillman & Sherratt 2011: 27). Why a krater was cut vertically in two at Prinias is still an enigma but perhaps the image on it was appreciated on its own and the new form implied an entirely new function (Pautasso 2014: 68-69, fig. 3.13). These vases were no longer intended to be used as containers, but as maintainers, as mnemonic devices of meaningful social events – very much as this volume is.
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