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BEAUTY IN CLAY:
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Chadwick 1976, ix.

AESTHETICS AND SCRIPT
IN MYCENAEAN GREECE

At first glance, the inclusion of Linear B in an exhibit on beauty might seem
absurd’. The very name of the script is dry and unimaginative. The objects on
which it was inscribed - clay tablets, sealings, labels, and clay transport ves-
sels — are not especially noted for their beauty. The exclusively administrative
content of Mycenaean texts is likewise not conducive to a study of aesthetics:
even John Chadwick described them as “drab and lifeless documents” The
Greek word kaAdg ("beautiful”), for example, is not to be found in the extant
lexicon of Mycenaean Greek.

Despite these limitations, careful examination of the Linear B fexts shows
that there is beauty in clay. This beauty is, of course, very much in the eye
of the beholder: in this case, the eye of the individuals who wrote in Linear
B. whom | will call “scribes” for convenience, even though we do not know
what they would have been called in the Bronze Age, and they were likely
elite administrators rather than mere copyists. Through careful attention to
the practices of these scribes, we can begin to appreciate the aesthetics
of Linear B.

Although these aesthetics cannot compare in grace and refinement with
those of an Archaic kouros or a Macedonian gold wreath, analytically they
may be more revealing. Because Linear B was used exclusively to track the
administrative operations of the Mycenaean palace, writing had an ex-
ceedingly limited circulation. Not only was literacy restricted to a narrow ad-
ministrative elite, but these texts were also temporary documents that would
have been kept for a year at most before being recycled or reused. The Lin-
ear B tablets, in contrast to kouroi or gold wreaths or even stone inscriptions,
were never meant for display, and so their aesthetic principles reflect, in a
very direct and unmediated way, those of the scribes that made and used
these documents.

Tablets

Mycenaean scribes organized their texts so that they communicated in-
formation effectively and elegantly. For instance, they drew horizontal lines to
distinguish each row of text, and used larger letters to distinguish important in-
formation or to divide alonger text into sections. They also sometimes carefully
structured their texts info columns, almost the same way that we might draw a
table. The best example of this is Pylos Cn 608 (fig. 1), which we can translate
roughly as follows (the words in italics are all place-names in western Messenia;
Pics represents the ideogram):
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.1 thus will fatten fatted pigs
2 the community officials:

3 Piswa Pes 3
4 Metapa PGS 3
5 Pet'nos PGS 6
.6 Spragianes PGS 2
7 Aphus PIGS 2
8 Agrewa PGS 2
.9  Hatos Pes 3
.10 Kraradroi PIcs 2
11 Rrion PGS 2

The scribe who wrote this tfablet has expertly arranged it to present the infor-
mation in a tabular form?® In the infroductory header of the document, the word
for “fatted pigs” (si-a,ro, /sialons/, cf. ciaAog) is located above the ideogram for
the fatted pigs (sus+Sk the ideogram for pig is here ligatured with the syllabic sign
Sl an dbbreviation for si-a,r0) and the number of each (indicated with a red
rectangle in fig. 1). The word for “community officials” (o-pi-da-mi-jo, / opidamioi/,
cf. éridnuio) is located above the names of the nine major communities to which
the officials in question belonged (indicated with a blue rectangle in fig. 1). The
word order seems to have been intentionally manipulated to achieve this result,
since we would normally expect the subject to immediately follow the verb? Thus
the nouns in the infroductory header effectively serve as headings for the two
columns below.

To our modern eyes such an arrangement seems unremarkable, but in fact
tables, even of this simple sort, are exceedingly rare in antiquity. Tables were
never the preferred mode of formatting tablets in early Mesopotamian writ-
ing, even those involving complex calculations, and a survey of the Roman
evidence likewise finds that tables are exceptionally rare’ Indeed, most Linear
B tablets are not so clearly organized, but are rather structured as simple lists.
This is even true of sets of tablets that record repetitive information that would
be amenable to a tabular format.

Of course, the arrangement of Cn 608 as a kind of a table probably has
nothing to do with data analysis. The tabular format doesn’t help the scribe or
another administrator to do any real work, beyond perhaps facilitating them to
tally up the total number of fatted pigs expected by the palace. This is hardly a
difficult arithmetic operation, especially compared to the much more complex
calculations that scribes regularly engaged in. | suspect, rather, that the scribe
of this tablet - Hand 1, the “master scribe” of Pylos - arranged Cn 608 in this way
because it was visually pleasing and neat. Indeed, it is commmon for Mycenaean
scribes to organize texts in ways that are not only efficient, but also elegant. This
is most easily visible in fexts that bear evidence of extensive erasure and re-
writing, where we can see the scribe struggling with how to best organize the
information. Through the study of such practices, we can appreciate a kind of
scribal aesthetic. What is particularly interesting is that although this aesthetic is
broadly shared by Linear B scribes, it is not universal across the Bronze Age Ae-
gean: the scribes of Linear A, the undeciphered script from which Linear B was
developed, do not participate in the same scribal aesthetic. Linear A tablets are
not ruled and do not present information in a tabular format.
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Fig. 1. Pylos tablet Cn 608, with columns
indicated (courtfesy of the Department
of Classics, University of Cincinnati).

3. Palaima 2011, 100-103.
4. Hill 2002, 42-43.
5. Robson 2004 Riggsby, forthcoming.
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7.

Fig. 2 Close up of Pylos table Cr 868
and the peer ideogram (courtesy of the
Department of Classics, University of
Cincinnati).

Palaima 1992, 74.
Palaima 1988, 21, 26.

Fig. 3 Pylos tablet Ea 781 (courtesy of the Department of Classics, University of
Cincinnati).

Fig. 4 Comparison of the go syllabogram from Ea 781 and Ea 782 (courtesy of the
Department of Classics, University of Cincinnati).

Signs

Scribes also had an aesthetic sense when it came to writing signs. For ex-
ample, the scribe of Pylos tablet Cr 868 (an unidentified member of “Class i)
carefully drew a delicate ideogram that represents a deer, showing the deer’s
head in profile (fig. 2). Thomas Palaima has suggested that these scribal rep-
resentations were influenced by images of deer from the wall paintings of the
palace, and hence that the scribes “derived their artistic inspiration from their
surroundings”.

Mycenaean scribes also drew more elaborate syllabograms on occasion’.
For example, the scribe who writes Pylos Ea 781 (Hand 26) draws more elabo-
rate signs when they are the full height of the tablet (just over 2 cm), especially
at the beginning of the tablet (fig. 3). The first sign of the text is an elabo-
rate go, whose upper horizontal undulates slightly (fig. 4, left). The same scribe,
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when writing the same sign in smaller letters (about 1 cm) on Ea 782, simplifies
the sign by flattening the undulation (fig. 4, right). Both ideographic and syllab-
ic signs, then, are liable to be drawn with special care by Mycenaean scribes.

What explains this practice? Scribes tend to draw their signs more elabo-
rately when those signs are larger and positioned in a more prominent loco-
tion, such as at the beginning of an important word. Because writing in the
Mycenaean world was so narrowly employed - indeed, all indications are
that writing in Linear B was a protected technology whose focus was thor-
oughly administrative — our first instinct is to understand these elaborations
in administrative termsé While we cannot rule out the possibility that there
were practical advantages to writing elaborate signs, it seems much more
likely that this practice reflects a scribal aesthetic. That is to say, scribes were
accustomed to drawing signs much more delicately than was strictly neces-
sary. They did not always do so, of course; as Palaima points out, the writing
of Mycenaean scribes must have been affected by a variety of factors, such
as how experienced they were, how quickly they were working, how famil-
iar they were with the subject, and so on®. When they were able, however,
scribes did take care to inscribe their signs carefully, just as they took care
to organize information on the fablet in an elegant fashion. We also see the
same impulse when Linear B signs are painted on stirrup jars. Many scholars
have noted that stirrup jars often bear highly elaborated signs; the size of
these painted signs varies but is always much greater (i.e, 10 cm or more
in height) than that of their counterparts incised on tablets. As with tablets,
however, it is not always the case that painted signs are elaborate; simple,
linear designs are equally common™

The scribal aesthetic eye

We can also discern a scribal aesthetic through the language that they
used to do their administrative work. Although scribes never, in the ftexts
that are preserved, comment on the beauty of an artifact, they do make
qualitative judgements. Thirty-two axles (a-ko-so-ne, déoveg) are declared
by one Pylian scribe to be “worse” (ka-zo-e, probably /kakioes/, cf. kakioveg
the comparative of kakdg), whereas at Knossos textiles and chariot wheels
are judged “(of) better (quality)” (neuter plural a-ro,-a, /ario"a/, an ancient
comparative later replaced by doeiwv). It is doubtful that these all repre-
sent aesthetic judgements, especially when they describe chariot axles
and wheels; more likely, these are evaluations of their functional qualities.
The case of the textiles is more ambiguous, since Mycenaean scribes seem
to differentiate between various grades of textiles. In three cases, “better”
textiles are also designated as e-qge-si-ja (/"ek“esia/), apparently indicat-
ing that it is appropriate for the high-ranking officials known as e-ge-fa
(/Pekvetail), commonly rendered “followers” but are better understood as
“agents who cause to follow”'. Many of these textiles were decorated, and
so the judgement of textile quality is not simply functional, but includes
some aesthetic discernment.

A clearer view into the scribal aesthetic is the Pylos Ta series, which is an in-
ventory of furniture and utensils associated with feasting ceremonies. Thomas
Palaima has suggested that this inventory represents a sophisticated solution
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Pluta 2011, 299.
Palaima 1988, 21.

. Judson 2013. On the aesthetics of writing on

the Inscribed Stirrup Jars, see also Zurbach
2006.

. Palaima 2015.



12.
13.
14.
15.

Fig. 5 Pylos fablet Ta 714 (courtesy of the Department of Classics, University of Cincinnati).

Palaima 2000.

Palaima 2003.

Palaima 2003, 199.

We can compare this fo the complex under-
standing of iconography evidenced earlier
in the Late Bronze Age at Pylos, in the newly-
excavated tomb of the “Griffin Warrior” Davis
- Stocker 2016.

to a difficult administrative problem, namely to create a concise and clear
catalog of about 60 different artifacts'2 The manner in which the scribe of this
series (Hand 2) chooses to describe these artifacts thus provides an insight
intfo the scribal aesthetic eye. His methods of description are complex: he does
note the type of artifact, of course, but also additional information to differen-
tiate it, such as its size, material, condition, and decorative motifs. A transla-
tion of just one of these 13 tablets is sufficient to illustrate the sophistication of
Hand 2's descriptions (fig. 5):

Ta714

1. Throne, of rock crystal, inlaid with blue glass paste and green paste and
gold; back-rest,

2. inlaid in gold with figures of men and with heads of se-re-mo in gold and
with palm-trees in gold,

3. and with palm-trees in blue glass paste, 1. Footstool inlaid with blue glass
paste and green paste and gold and with golden bars, 1.

The artifacts that Hand 2 is describing are obviously intricate and compos-
ite, and his descriptions are therefore necessarily complex. In three other en-
tries in the Ta series, moreover, Hand 2 describes five tripods as Cretan-made
(ke-re-si-jo, we-ke, [Krésiowergés/), in a rare use of an ethnic to designate an
artifact’s style or origin'. Two of these entries include the word Aiyeuc (spelled
as ake-u or *34-ke-u), which is most plausibly identified as the personal name
of a craftsman. As Palaima points out, this suggests that scribes and adminis-
tfrators had the ability to identify not only regional styles, but the products of
individual workshops'.

In sum, the few glimpses that the lexical content of the tablets give us into
the aesthetic judgment of scribes suggest that it is very advanced. They are
capable of making sophisticated assessments of complex artifacts and they
apparently have a highly developed vocabulary with which to describe ma-
terials, motifs and workmanship. Considering that the Mycenaeans had a long
history as consumers and producers of sophisticated craft products, and that
the scribes who wrote our tablets were amost certainly members of the ad-
ministrative elite, it is perhaps not surprising to find that the tablets reflect a
refined artistic understanding'®
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Conclusions

Despite their limitations, then, the Linear B tablets do have a contribution to
make to Mycenaean aesthetics. The scribes were careful to organize informa-
tion in clear and elegant formats that resemble modern tables in form (if not
as an organizational or informational device), and there is a clear impetus for
them to draw signs that are not simply clear, but elaborate. That is to say, there
seems to be a consistent effort on the part of scribes to produce well-ordered,
aesthetically pleasing documents. Although | have not discussed them here,
the occasional drawings that scribes made on the reverses of tablets (fig. 6)
are also consistent with this general picture ' What counted as pleasing to the
writers of Linear B was apparently not the same as that of writers of Linear A,
suggesting that this aesthetic is not only well-developed but also distinctive.
The scribes also recognized, and had a developed vocabulary for describing,
the qualities of the artistic products that surrounded them.
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Fig. 6. Pylos tablet Cn 1287, reverse,
showing the drawing of a labyrinth
(courtesy of the Department of
Classics, University of Cincinnati).

16. On these scribal drawings, see especially Palai-
ma 1992,



