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PROLOGUE: AIM OF THE BOOK

This book is about writing in first-millennium BCE Italy. The title is a play on words. If ‘matters’ is read as a verb, it means that writing is important. If instead it is read as a plural noun, it refers in general to stuff (information, opinions) about writing, but it also refers more specifically to the emphasis on materiality that characterizes this study. All the meanings are relevant to the book.

The main aim of this book is to study non-linguistic aspects of writing, using as case studies writing in first-millennium BCE Italy. Because of the long history of linguistic dominance in the study of ancient languages in general, and those of Italy in particular, non-linguistic aspects of the written record have been neglected. The neglected areas include the archaeological context of the epigraphic finds – which in Italy is given some (but I would argue inadequate) attention – while almost entirely absent are approaches that focus on the materiality of the inscribed objects and monuments. Non-linguistic aspects of writing considered in this book include the mobility/fixity of artefacts/monuments, their location in relation to each other and, where relevant, to the landscape. They also include scale and the arrangement of the writing on the object, as well as a range of what I regard as standard archaeological aspects, such as the material employed, the technology involved and the function of the artefact. Finally I also look at sensory aspects, particularly visual characteristics such as colour and luminescence, but also those related to other senses such as touch and sound.

Of course I do not intend to show disrespect to linguistic studies in any way, but these are in good hands and will continue to advance with the development of new approaches and new epigraphic discoveries. What I hope to do is to offer alternative ways of looking at the data, which will provide additional information and add to the totality of our understanding of the earliest writing in Italy. I should emphasize that the book does not aim to provide a historical account of the early use of writing in Italy, but rather to look at aspects of the practice of writing that have been neglected previously.

The chapters that follow offer a framework for foregrounding material approaches in order to redress this longstanding imbalance in the way the inscriptions of first-millennium BCE Italy have been studied. Far more avenues of enquiry have been opened up than can be pursued at one time; the field of study is potentially very rich and varied. The chapters of this book consist of a series of separate studies; what links them is that they are all about material objects bearing writing. Each chapter explores a different approach but they are all focused on the objects and monuments, rather than the linguistic and semantic contents of the inscriptions.


Arrangement of the book

Chapter 1 discusses the background to the study, outlining the research projects from which it evolved and the social and archaeological contexts of early writing in Italy. Chapter 2 is another introductory chapter, providing information about the classification of the inscriptions according to archaeological context, semantic content and materiality. Chapters 3 to 6 are linked by the emphasis on the theme of materiality and the aim of demonstrating that this approach can generate new ways of studying inscriptions, which in turn can lead to new information and new interpretations. Chapter 3 offers a classificatory scheme based on materiality, concentrating on the criteria of mobility/fixity and scale, and producing primary groups described as ‘portable’, ‘installation’ and ‘landscape’ respectively. Chapter 4 presents a comparative analysis of the different databases, using archaeological context as the primary category, to compare with materiality, and with content. Chapter 5 turns to technology and adopts a chaîne opératoire approach, to look at the total production sequence of the artefacts bearing writing, with the aim of assessing the role played by the writers (meaning here the people who executed the writing, who may or may not have been different from the originators of the texts) in the whole production sequence. Chapter 6 adopts a novel approach, using three case studies to compare inscribed and uninscribed artefacts of the same type in an attempt to assess what difference writing makes.

Chapters 7 to 9 turn to the semantic content of inscriptions, studied together with their material contexts; they deal with three specific aspects of the data, which are considered within broad anthropological and social frameworks. Chapter 7 is concerned with the agency of objects, pursued through consideration of so-called ‘speaking inscriptions’. Chapter 8 looks at the ritualization of writing, through examination of artefacts associated with the teaching and learning of writing. Chapter 9 looks at the occurrence of personal names in the inscriptions and their significance in relation to anthropological theories about naming as self-identity and naming as social classification; it also considers the motivation of the individuals who inscribed (or had inscribed) their names on artefacts and monuments.

Chapters 10 and 11 are concerned with social aspects of writing in first-millennium BCE Italy. Chapter 10 looks at the issue of gender and adopts a number of approaches to investigating the possible role(s) of women in relation to writing, a research field where stereotypical assumptions still hamper attempts at impartial investigation. Chapter 11 considers broader issues of writing and society, particularly who was doing the writing and for what purposes Chapter 12 offers an overview of the contribution made by the material approaches adopted in this book to our understanding of writing in first-millennium BCE Italy; it also looks at the potential relevance of approaches of this type to the study of other bodies of writing in different times and places.



Terminology and conventions

My aim for this book has been to balance the precision in the use of terms and provision of references required for a scholarly readership with the desire to produce a readable and not too cluttered account. This has led to compromises along the way. I agonized for a while about what general term to use in relation to the basic data discussed in this book, but in the end I decided to stick with the traditional ‘inscription’. The problem is that ‘inscription’ represents a particular methodology of writing, one among many used in the Italian Iron Age, and I felt that in a work that concentrates on the materiality of writing, it was not really appropriate to generalize one method to apply to everything written. However, trying to get away from this inconsistency and to find a (methodologically) neutral term proved problematic. For a while I debated using ‘text object’, but concluded that this would probably be more distracting than helpful to the reader. So ‘inscription’ it is and I hope the reader will forgive me for the inconsistency: in this work the term ‘inscription’ is used both as a general word for all the written items discussed and, where relevant, to one particular technique of creating the writing.

I have aimed to limit bibliographic references and hope that I have not overdone this. Every inscription cited has a reference that allows it to be traced in the main epigraphic publications. In the case of Etruscan, this is Etruskische Texte (Rix 1991); for Venetic it is La Lingua Venetica (Pellegrini and Prosdocimi 1967), for Raetic Die rätischen Inschriften (Schumacher 1992) as well as Pellegrini and Prosdocimi 1967; for Messapic Monumenta Linguae Messapicae (De Simone and Marchesini 2002); for Lepontic/Celtic Celti d’Italia II. Epigrafia e Lingua (Morandi 2004). If cited inscriptions are not included in one of these publications an appropriate reference is provided. In referencing more generally, I have aimed to offer entry points into the literature and made no attempt at completeness.

In transliteration of inscriptions I have chosen to use the English alphabet and not the Greek and Greek-derived letters of the originals. Thus I use the digraphs ph (for Greek phi) and th (for theta). I realize that this may offend those linguistically inclined, but for the purposes of exploring the topics discussed in this book, it makes very little difference and I have chosen simplicity over precision. The exception to this practice is in Chapter 8, where I discuss alphabets and precision is required.





CHAPTER 1


INTRODUCTION


Background to the study

My interest in first-millennium BCE Italian writing and literacy relates to two AHRB/C-funded research projects, co-organized by myself and John Wilkins, with Kathryn Lomas as researcher. The first, which ran from 2002 to 2005, entitled ‘Developmental Literacy and the Establishment of Regional and State Identity in Early Italy: research beyond Etruria, Greece and Rome’ is concerned with three areas of Italy where the acquisition of writing was a secondary phenomenon (in comparison with the areas where writing was adopted earliest): the Northwest, the Northeast and the Southeast. The languages involved are Lepontic/Celtic (NW), Venetic and Raetic (NE) and Messapic (SE). The second project, entitled ‘Etruscan Literacy in its Social Context, 800–500 BCE’, which ran from 2005 to 2009, relates, as the title implies, to Etruscan, which was the first of the indigenous languages of Italy to be written down, in the eighth (or possibly late ninth) century BCE; it continued in use, at least sporadically, until the early Imperial period, but our study is confined to the first four centuries of its use, 800–400 BCE (a century longer than our original intention, as encapsulated in the project title). The other languages, studied in our first project, were written down from the sixth century BCE onwards and continued in use until displaced by Latin, with Roman expansion from the third century BCE onwards. Of course, the languages and inscriptions studied in the two projects do not represent all the indigenous writing of the first millennium BCE (Penney 1988). The main languages not studied by us are Latin, Oscan and South Picene, on the mainland, and Sikel, Sikan and Elymian in Sicily (mainly covered by the corpus Imagines Italicae, edited by Michael Crawford (2012)). Because the present study is not intended as comprehensive, I feel that it is valid to draw primarily on the databases we compiled in the two AHRC-funded projects because there are enough different groups represented to allow a comparative approach to be adopted. Many of the conclusions drawn in the chapters that follow are also relevant to the inscriptions of the other languages of ancient Italy and, I believe, probably to epigraphic data from other areas too.

Our focus in the AHRC projects was concerned less with the languages and writing systems (the linguistic approaches that have dominated studies in the past) and more with the social contexts of literacy. We investigated issues such as: who practised writing in these ancient societies; what purposes writing was used for; and how writing was related to major social processes such as urbanization, the development of the state and the emergence of new social identities. In order to answer these questions, the projects add detailed studies of archaeological context to the linguistic information traditionally collected. Some of these topics appear in the discussion in this book, but my principal focus here is on materiality, an aspect that was not a main focus of our earlier studies (although we did record many material aspects of the inscribed artefacts and monuments).

My interest in materiality in relation to writing arose from some unexpected difficulties I encountered when I first started to study the inscriptions constituting these databases. I found that I was having rather basic problems in understanding what I was dealing with. These problems were not related to my lack of training in epigraphy or linguistics (my co-director on the projects was a linguist and could fill those gaps) but due to my inability to relate the published inscriptions to the archaeological artefacts and monuments I encountered in museums and on archaeological sites. Because of the linguistic dominance of this field of studies, the way in which inscriptions are published favours linguistic information. The texts are normally transliterated into a familiar alphabet (Greek or Latin) and arranged in neat lines, which read from left to right, however they are arranged on the original artefact; a glance at any of the major bibliographic items relating to our databases (e.g. De Simone and Marchesini 2002; Marinetti 1999; Pellegrini and Prosdocimi 1967; Rix 1991, 1998, 2002; Solinas 1994) shows what this looks like in practice. This format ignores the nature and function of the inscribed object, the material it is made from and the arrangement of the text on the object, as well as a range of technical aspects of manufacture (these kinds of information are not usually omitted from the publication altogether but are relegated to subsidiary status and have to be hunted for). If the focus of investigation is on languages, their writing systems, forms, structures and relationships, this mode of publication makes perfect sense. However, it creates difficulties for those with a more archaeological frame of mind, like myself. My problems with the publication method arose when I found myself having to treat as equivalents – published in exactly the same way – a horizontal inscription on a tombstone, an inscription winding itself around the neck and body of a pottery vase and one climbing up the leg, across the shoulders and down the side of a bronze figurine – to select just three examples. Even when the objects are grouped by site and material employed, there is no concession to the arrangement of the writing on the object. Figure 1.1 shows three objects, all from one site and all made of bronze, but of different types and with writing arranged in quite different ways; nonetheless the texts are published in identical manner on a single page. In studying these publications, I missed the information that has always been fundamental to me in my career as an archaeologist. I found myself asking basic questions: ‘how big is this thing?’, ‘what is it made of?’, ‘what does it look like?’, ‘what does it feel like?’ and so on. It felt as though the linguists had taken the solid, physical and contextualized objects I was accustomed to and somehow squeezed them to extract a sort of ‘essence’ of language, freed from its inconvenient material baggage. These uncomfortable first encounters with the standard publications of Italian inscriptions led me to realize that we could not ignore the materiality of the inscribed
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