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Abstract

The study of the “ancient mind”, with its implications to the material culture and the actions of humans in the 
past, is currently ongoing. However, only a few segments of the archaeological research are advancing applica-
tions of cognitive studies in the field and producing insights inferred from their application. Transformations 
and variations in the archaeological data, as are figurative representations on objects, could benefit from a non-
representational investigation and shed light on areas of the research still under debate. This paper, drawing upon 
the theory of material engagement, notions of extended and embodied cognition, material symbols, and material 
agency stemmed from anthropology, aims to introduce a brief outline of how iconographic motifs and styles have 
the capacity of guiding and influencing human becomingness. From this perspective, novel ways of examining the 
past may help to trace processes of becoming and to shed light on the interaction between Near East and Egypt at 
the end of the fourth millennium. Notably, the contribution focuses on how the presence of Mesopotamian mo-
tifs on specific Egyptian objects actively shaped and produced the basis for the creation of an elite in Egypt. Mostly 
due to lack in sources of data, the logic behind the processes of simplification and the birth of the Egyptian elites 
is still partially obscure. However, those periods of change are able to illuminate the importance between people 
and their cognitive environments and to give us more insights into the processes behind change and stability in 
the material and social worlds. Through an analysis of objects as partaking to a certain style, it is here advocated 
that a cognitive approach to figurative motifs has the potential to produce novel insights about social and cultural 
transformations among people, materials, and their environments.
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Every human action brings something new into the 
world, influencing the ecology of our environments 
in ways that are always different and not predeter-
mined because of our inherited bodies.1 As incom-
plete and unstable organisms we are also the result 
of a distal phylogeny, a continuous process of mak-
ing (writing, potting, drawing) that precedes us and 
unfolds in time through recursive coupling transac-
tions with objects in the world.2 This means that re-
lations and interactions are configured as two-sided 
exchanges between individuals, objects, plants, an-
imals, and landscapes.3 Through such interactions, 
individuals and objects become one. As we shall see 
with the appearance of motifs stylistically related 
with Near Eastern ones, transformations in the way 
objects are also results in changes in the social, bod-
ily, and cultural domains.4 Under this light, Egyp-
tian representations showing south Mesopotamian 
features, let us understand how the interaction be-
tween persons and objects shaped symbolic behav-
iours that sustained the emerging of Egyptian elites 
in the late IV millennium. 

Southern Mesopotamian iconographic motifs 
and styles, as reflected in material culture and archi-
tecture, have fostered the study of interactions and 
connections, not only for what concern the Meso-
potamia and its surroundings. Transmission and 
change of stylistic similarities with recurrent motifs 
spread outside the confines of Mesopotamia, Syria, 
Anatolia, and Iran to reach Egypt at the verge of the 
IV millennium. The connection of the latter with 
the other countries has yet to be understood.

The pieces of information gathered in the years, 
most of which devoided of an archaeological context 
and based upon what are now passive paradigms,5 
hinder our comprehension of technological and sty-
listic similarities between the Near Eastern regions 
and Egypt. The crux is to grasp stylistic changes and 

1 Bergson 1911 (19982).
2 Cf. Malafouris 2013; Kelso 2016, p. 497; Gos-

den 2005.
3 For the Theory of Material Engagement see Mala-

fouris 2013.
4 They are inseparable part of the same, there is no dif-

ference nor limits between the one or the other as advocated 
by a relational ontology like the one inspired by Malafouris 
2013, pp. 8-9.

5 Emberling, Minc 2016, pp. 820, 832.

interactions, their capacity of acting in the world, 
and especially of coupling with the environment, 
as a unique phenomenon able to guide or constrain 
human action. Constructing a pathway to complex-
ity that would align the Egyptian prehistoric soci-
eties with the schemes of western structuralism is 
not the purpose of this paper. A priori teleological 
assumptions are tossed away to explore how certain 
stylistic motifs come to be and transform themselves 
crisscrossing multiple temporalities. It also becomes 
possible to see the extent to which they can spread 
across wide geographical spaces bringing forth novel 
ways of interacting. This is why we shall explore how 
stylistic similarities between Mesopotamian motifs 
in Egypt have the capacity of guiding and influenc-
ing human becomingness, as part of symmetric and 
recursive interactions with similar objects.

I do not intend to advance our understanding of 
the historical period. The aim here is to demonstrate 
how during periods of change the relations between 
objects in a certain style and persons become more 
evident. The result of which allows archaeologists to 
explore transformations in both material and social 
worlds through the co-constitution of bodily, mental, 
and social domains within cognitive environments. 
Style in itself has the potency of linking together dis-
tant regions and diverse times to give sense to our ne-
cessity of cataloguing and making sense of the world. 
But it also has the powerful capacity of channelling 
transformations in the environments with whom it 
interacts with. It is a context in itself, and as such it 
will be treated throughout the next pages. 

1. Egypt and the Near East
in the fourth millennium

The archaeological data from the Near East and 
Egypt characterise the last centuries of the IV mil-
lennium as a period of rapid developments in both 
social and economic spheres. Many scholars de-
scribe this phase as of coalescence of social groups, 
ideas, and cultures fostered by the spread of Uruk 
material culture and related practices.6 

6 For the Egyptian context see: Wengrow 2006; 
Andełkovic 2014; Stevenson 2016. For the Near East-
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the great similarities in technology and style found 
within and outside the mentioned regions. On 
the other, archaeological excavations have put un-
der discussion the once widespread theory that the 
“Uruk Expansion” started from one centre.12 The 
majority of scholars now acknowledge that chang-
es in practices and material culture originated from 
various scattered south Mesopotamian settlements 
and enclaves. According to some theories, these for-
eign quarters embedded within pre-existent cen-
tres were found across the Jazira, the shores of the 
Euphrates, the Zagros Mountains, and in western 
and central Iran.13 These local communities were 
not underdeveloped entities flourished during the 
“Uruk Expansion”.14 Features that would be later 
found in the Uruk period had already established 
before southern models influenced the region,15 like 
in the case of Tell Brak.16 These assumptions reso-
nate with the documented presence of local pro-
duction of Uruk style pottery and,17 although they 
do not explain the lack of trade goods in the ar-
chaeological strata,18 could partially enlighten why 
Uruk style in northern Mesopotamia,19 Anatolia,20 

12 Uruk in southern Mesopotamia has long been identi-
fied as one of the first urban centres, not only for its large size 
(ca. 250 ha) and monumental architecture but because of the 
effects its emergence had on regional settlement patterns. Ad-
ams, Nissen 1972; Nissen 2015.

13 Algaze 1989; Stein 2002. Indigenous settlements 
in Anatolia and northern Mesopotamia are attested in various 
forms, as mention Algaze et Al. 1990; Palmieri, Frangi-
pane 1986; Gibson, Maktash, 2000; Stein 2012; Algaze 
1993 (20052), pp. 53-56; cf. Badler 2002; Rothman 2013 
presents different views regarding the Uruk expansion in the 
Zagros region. Contacts with Khuzestan and Susiana.

14 Algaze 2008, p. 11; Rothman 2004, pp. 80-88; 
Wattenmaker 1990. On nomadic tribes: Porter 2002, 
pp. 24-25; and for trade routes: Frangipane 2004.

15 Stein 2012.
16 McMahon 2013; Oates et Al. 2007; Ur, 

Karsgaard, Oates 2007.
17 Schwartz, Hollander 2016.
18 Although wine (McGovern 2003, pp. 148-166) and 

textiles, in the specific wool (Porter 2012), were among the 
imported goods.

19 Emberling 2002; Algaze 2008. For Schwartz 
1989 and Wattenmaker 1990 Uruk artefacts were only the 
result of stylistic appropriations of locals used to convey the 
Uruk elite ideology or coming from a local enclave.

20 A striking case is Hacinebi Tepe (ca. 3700-3300 BC) 
where Uruk materials, having a strong stylistic similarity with 
southern ones, are linked with and kiln-wasters indexical of lo-

In the Near East, right after 4000 BC, long-
distance contacts in southern Mesopotamia and 
the neighbouring regions increased supporting ex-
changes of ideas and objects.7 Findings and archi-
tectural features from excavations testify the con-
tinuous processes of change in people and objects. 
Transformations in materials and practices related 
to the production of artefacts from Lower Meso-
potamia spread in Khuzestan, northern Iraq, Syria-
Palestine, arriving up to the shores of the Euphrates 
in Anatolia. Distinctive wheel-made plates, bowls, 
and jars with peculiar surface treatments accom-
panied what are usually considered administrative 
tools such as seals, clay tokens or tablets, and archi-
tectural features found in Uruk.8 Objects bearing 
certain iconographic themes radiated like an epi-
demic, perhaps through merchants or itinerant pot-
ters, supporting and guiding novel possibilities for 
thinking and making.9 Scholars have seen this circu-
lation of ideas in the shape of new styles and motifs, 
technologies, and related practices as part of the so-
called “Uruk Expansion”.10 But recent excavations 
in Syria, Levant, Anatolia, and Iran carried out af-
ter the political deterioration in the region have 
been questioning this theory. Settlement data, com-
bined with archaeometric analyses, are sketching a 
diverse picture of the late Chalcolithic and opening 
to study dynamics of contacts between civilisations. 
On the one hand, archaeometry points out that 
long-distance transport of Uruk ceramic vessels oc-
curred only rarely,11 and by itself did not account for 

ern area: Algaze 1993 (20052); Frangipane 2001; Yoffee 
2005 (20062), Potts 1999 (20162). 

7 Boroffka 2009; Helwing 2013, pp. 93-106.
8 Niessen 2002, pp. 7-12.
9 Boroffka 2009.
10 This theory was first introduced by G. Algaze to de-

scribe the generally uniform material evidence surfacing in ar-
chaeological strata first recognised at Uruk in southern Meso-
potamia. Artefacts and architectural features manifesting sty-
listic similarities with examples excavated at Uruk have been 
interpreted as a complex system of exchanges and interactions, 
see Algaze 1989, 1993 (20052), 2008. Spanning an area of ap-
proximately 5500 km2, the so called “Uruk Expansion” is still 
considered by various scholars as the world's first colonial trad-
ing network, with outposts and enclaves disseminated across 
Mesopotamia, Iran, and southern Anatolia. See also Stein 
1999. For other ideas on the “Uruk Expansion”: Watten-
maker 1990; Kohl 1989.

11 Schwartz, Hollander 2016, pp. 894-5.
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ture.28 These elements, along with the expansion 
of prestige-good systems, give an apparent image 
of ever-increasing social stratification and of rising 
complexity in the late prehistoric societies.29 Apart 
from a few studies that sought to see Egypt from 
a diverse perspective,30 neo-evolutionistic theo-
ries of social complexity are rooted into the later 
conception of the pharaonic state.31 D. Wengrow 
follows as main thread of enquiry the role of fig-
urative representations acknowledging previous 
research on the theme of art.32 However, though 
he recognises that the late prehistoric imagery of 
Egypt manifests a certain degree of representation-
al fluidity, he follows the path traced by J. Baines,33 
marginalising the role objects have in influencing 
and guiding human action. Other investigations 
focussed mostly on figurative representations no-
tably on hunting scenes,34 elite iconography,35 pot-
tery decorations.36 Only a few placed emphasis on 
the stylistic similarities between rock-art and other 
forms of decorations.37 The retrospective approach 
and the incorporation of later pharaonic develop-
ments within the world of late prehistory require, 
however, too many caveats.38 Explaining the in-
creasing standardisation as surfacing from con-
trol over trade routes, limited access to materials, 
appropriation of figurative themes, and adopting 
later historical developments follows a predeter-
mined path that could lead to pitfalls. Concen-
trating on the relation between material words 

28 See for i.e. Andełkovic 2014; Campagno 2011; 
Köhler 2010.

29 Wengrow 2006, pp. 141-156.
30 See Stevenson 2016; Hendrickx 2014, 

pp. 259-267.
31 Andełkovic 2014; Campagno 2011; Köhler 

2010.
32 Wengrow 2006, pp. 7-8.
33 Baines 2007, pp. 7-10.
34 Hendrickx, Förster 2010; Hendrickx, Ey-

ckerman 2010; Hendrickx 2010, 2011.
35 Hendrickx, Eyckerman 2012; Hendrickx, 

Friedman, Eyckerman 2011; Williams, Logan 1987.
36 Graff 2009; Hartung 2008.
37 Darnell 2009; Hardtke 2017; Hendrickx, 

Darnell, Gatto 2012; Hendrickx, Droux, Eycker-
man 2018; Hendrickx 2006.

38 Červiček 1998; Graff 2009; Hardtke 2016; 
Huyge 2002; Wilkinson 2003.

Syria,21 Khuzestan and Susa transformed local cul-
tural traditions,22 triggering other changes in people 
and culture. Trajectories of interaction between hu-
mans, nonhumans, and their environments paved 
the way to a system of exchanges between cultures 
more complicated than what was once thought of. 
It should not surprise that research on this period 
has been focussing on contacts between cultures, 
sometimes as far as Egypt.

Archaeological assemblages in the late 
Predynastic,23 betwixt Naqada IID (ca. 3450-3325 
cal. BC) and Naqada IIIB-D (ca. 3085-2867 cal. 
BC), manifest a broad series of transformations. 
Alas, lack of published data and scarcity of surveys 
fostered past and present studies to focalise mainly 
on «establishing working models, definitions, and 
evolutionary trajectories».24 

These accounts, grounded on materials from 
burial contexts, describe the second part of the 
IV millennium as a period of generalised simpli-
fication and subtractions of forms and practices,25 
forced by centripetal processes generating «struc -
tural effects of state».26 The population was de-
prived of pictures and symbols, while an emerg-
ing elite was rising through the control of diverse 
forms of power and resources.27 In this light, al-
terations in objects and associated practices are 
presented as the reflection of a social power di-
rected toward the creation of a hierarchical struc-

cal production (Stein 1999, 2002).
21 Common example is Habuba Kabira (Boese 1995; 

Schwartz 2001).
22 The presence of a contact with southern Mesopotamia 

isn’t under debate, Lapui-type pottery support the contact be-
tween Susa and Mesopotamia although not of the entire Khu-
zestan (Askari Chaverdi, Petrie, Taylor 2008; Petrie 
2013; Petrie et Al. 2013; Sardari 2013), but ceramic data 
seems not support the idea of a permanent occupation and in-
stead suggests that Uruk pottery was manufactured by locals at 
the site (Rothman 2013).

23 The absolute chronology of the Predynastic period ad-
opted is based on Dee et Al. 2013.

24 Wynne-Jones, Kohring 2007, p. 3.
25 For a general overview of what has been termed paral-

lel processes of state formation see Wengrow 2006; Smith 
2003, pp. 277-278.

26 Mitchell 1991.
27 Anderson 2006.



West & East 129 Monografie, 2

Cognitive Archaeology and the ‘Ancient Mind’: Mesopotamian motifs in the formation of Egyptian elites in the fourth millennium

their effects».43 From this perspective, style has 
the potency of informing us about the continual 
transformation between energy and matter, their 
unfolding in time, the role of objects and their ca-
pacity of mediate action with and through human 
action, as well as the process of human becoming. 
Figurative representations on artefacts should be 
evaluated not as standing for themselves but as 
participating in an ensemble of processes within 
a cognitive environment.44 The fact that we rec-
ognise in certain objects from Egyptian contexts 
stylistic similarities with Near Eastern ones under-
lines the «psychological saliency» that a group of 
objects, seen as a whole, has in creating a corpus 
to which we make reference. Such psychological or 
cognitive saliency is what strikes us and allows us 
to make comparisons between past human inter-
actions.45 The result is a non-representational ap-
proach that sees in the material itself and in its re-
lations with other elements comprising the world 
a way to understand processes of change in the past 
continuing in the present. As discussed previous-
ly, analyses insofar have stressed the role of Near 
Eastern representations in a period of generalised 
changes and transformations in the attempt to 
advance our vision on the constitutions of social, 
economic, and political powers in line with west-
ern thought. Periods of changes are «important in 
bringing out the relationships between people and 
their object worlds, looking at that strands of con-
tinuities in the requirements objects have of peo-
ple, as well as the changes»46 to understand «the 
things of which the universe is composed and the 
relationships between them»47 and what conse-
quences transformations through time have on the 
human becoming.

43 Gosden, Malafouris 2015, pp. 711.
44 Like in «a model of actively selective emulation», 

Moorey 1987, p. 43.
45 Gell 1998, p. 157-163.
46 Gosden 2005, p. 193.
47 Garrow, Gosden 2012, p. 22.

and human action through a non-representational 
approach to material worlds is necessary to under-
stand the coupling between matter and meaning. 
Of interest is the fact that in the midst of the in-
cipient standardisation it is possible to recognise a 
few artefacts and architectural features displaying 
striking similarities with Uruk motifs.39 It is on the 
style of these motifs we shall direct our attention.

2. A Matter of Style

Sometimes striking, those stylistic resemblances 
point to actions in the past, events in which ma-
terials and meanings come to the world through 
recursive exchanges between humans and nonhu-
mans.40 Style, as it is intended here,41 should be 
seen as thinking in action and thinking through a 
set of relationships that unfolds in different tem-
poralities and across space. It is through style that 
person and persona create a dialogue with objects, 
generating perceptions of time and of being that 
relate one with the other through the idea of style. 
Their relationship is more tightly connected than 
other scholars have so far demonstrated, something 
that the contact between Egypt and the Near East 
demonstrates.42 From this perspective, changes in 
the material world might result from less trace-
able introductions in the interaction between dif-
ferent objects, individuals, and their worlds rather 
than pre-rendered ideas about the constitution of 
the society. In line with C. Gosden and L. Mala-
fouris, I maintain that «[w]hat we need is to bring 
together information on the movement of people 
and the movement and transformations of ma-
terials into some broader holistic understanding 
of movements through time and over space and 

39 Wengrow 2006; Tassie 2014. 
40 Action in the context of Material Engagement The-

ory, and of the set of postulates presented here, is inseparable 
from thought and objects. On «creative thinging» see Mala-
fouris 2014.

41 For other perspectives on style see Hegmon 1992; 
Gosden 2005.

42 Baines, Yoffe 1998; Frankfort 1941; Joffe 
2000; Kantor 1992; Moorey 1987; Pittmann 1996; 
Teissier 1987.
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terial worlds across space unfolding in many over-
lapping temporalities. Objects having certain styles 
part of our environments can, through a continu-
ous relationship, guide us to create changes in the 
world and shape our brains, since we «are the only 
species with plastic minds enfolded within a plastic 
culture, and this metaplasticity opens for a rich field 
of creative and imaginative engagement with our 
surroundings».54

The three case studies we will encounter come 
from specific contexts where the result of actions 
produced reflections in humans and objects. As im-
ages they bring with them a broad spectre of values 
that strike us almost immediately. To escape from 
the mistake of associating figures with later cultur-
al developments, and to understand the processes 
behind the symbolic behaviour and its action on 
the mind, the case studies must be approached on-
tologically as being co-constituted and co-constit-
uent of social, bodily, and cultural domains.55 We 
will not explore the complexity behind the motifs 
in Uruk style. Each will be treated as a material ar-
ticulation to make them testable, quantifiable, and 
participative in the process of making sense of the 
world.

4. Cognitive Environments

In the proposed view motifs assume the role of ex-
ternal neural processes able to complete our basic 
minds along with sensory stimuli, the organisms’ 
past histories, and embodied habits.56 These cogni-
tive processes develop and operate in precise set-
tings: the aforementioned cognitive environments. 
In those loci, material representations act and re-
late to other objects, brains, and bodies becoming 
part of relational networks of recursive intercon-
nections. A cognitive environment, where material 
symbols couple with the human embodied minds, 
became a contextual locus where «cognition, per-

54 Malafouris 2010, pp. 267-270; More on metaplas-
ticity can be also found in Gosden 2009, p. 109.

55 DeMarrais, Robb 2013, pp. 3.
56 For an explanation of the ‘parity principle’: Clark, 

Chalmers 1998, p. 8; Clark 2008, p. 77-78; Hutto, Myin 
2013.

3. Back to the Mind

Casting the boundaries of the mind is not easy, giv-
en the fact that we live in a world where the mind 
is associated with the brain. Such vision not only 
limits our perception of the past but is also restric-
tive for what concerns the symbolic cognition.48 The 
mind must be seen in a co-dependency with matter 
through bodily actions and that ideas and attitudes 
are ‘in’ rather than ‘behind’ it.49 Material worlds, in 
this case, represent a genuine cognitive extension 
that locates its boundaries outside the skin, also 
when it is a material symbol.50

A symbol, in accord with M. Cappuccio and M. 
Wheeler,51 is defined as the capacity to refer to ob-
jects using an interpretative code. This code is not 
embedded in the relationship between the «repe-
resentamen» and the object, and the connection 
between the symbolic and its meaning is arbitrary. 
To be arbitrary the relationship between object and 
«representamen» is decoupled, which means that 
a symbol can be exported in contexts diverse from 
that of origin. Hence the symbol becomes context-
independent. As a consequence, the symbolic mean-
ing is detached from direct bodily situations and 
from the sensorimotor dispositions opening for the 
use of symbols in multiple cognitive contexts.52 Ma-
terial structures decoupled from the original con-
text become meaningful in themselves and open for 
action. These same actions have the potential for 
change, renew or discard meaning through direct or 
indirect engagement.53 In this discourse, style em-
bodies the capacity for action and change. As a dis-
tributed process of thinking, it permits action and 
interaction across space weaving together socio-ma-

48 An insightful introduction to the theories of ‘internal’ 
representations can be found in Malafouris 2013, pp. 26-31.

49 See for instance Knappett 2005, p. 169; Mala-
fouris 2013, p. 34.

50 Clark 2008, pp. 44-60. However, the position of cog-
nitive archaeology in this matter should look beyond the «lan-
guage as scaffolding», as recognised by Roepstorff 2008.

51 Tomasello 2008, p. 58.
52 This doesn’t mean that there is room for intracranial 

symbolical structures or to associate symbolic internal represen-
tations with external elements (Cappuccio, Wheeler 2001, 
but the approach is far more radical Hutto, Myin 2013).

53 For a similar model see: Di Paolo 2005.
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that became possible to disentangle the processes 
that conflate in cognitive environments and to find 
out how minds arise, the world perceived, and the 
social shaped. Moreover, it helps to trace connec-
tions and to understand how interactions happen, 
fostering behaviours able to alter the world and the 
way it is experienced through material engagement.60

5. Mesopotamian Motifs 
and Egyptian Élites

Mesopotamian motifs found in Egypt are not new 
to the study of the contact between Egypt and 
Mesopotamia and have been subject of many stud-
ies.61 Nonetheless, the origins of these interactions 
are still unclear, though a definitely high quantity 

60 Notions of creative power, for instance, resonate with 
the consideration of this contribution and can help to trace a 
diverse trajectory for the Late Prehistoric societies of Egypt.
Wynne-Jones, Kohring 2007.

61 Frankfort 1941; Joffe 2000; Kantor 1992; 
Moorey 1987; Pittmann 1996; Teissier 1987.

ception and action arise together, dialectically form-
ing each other».57 This means that all the elements 
that are part of the minds, as are figurative motifs 
partaking to a certain style, are all comprised of the 
environment and are connected together within a 
cognitive environment (fig. 1).

It is in the composition between all the elements 
of a cognitive environment that is possible to recog-
nise how symbols activate and stimulate people and 
their engagement. Objects in the world influence 
and guide human action. Through styles they relate 
together and impose their presence upon humans, 
mediating and creating possibilities for action and 
thinking. As a result, changes are produced through 
an ongoing process of transformation mediated by 
objects, as are motifs, having a certain style. This 
process brings forth novel way humans can use to 
relate with the world. As a consequence, the minds 
can be influenced and guided by objects reflecting 
a common attitude that promote the formation of 
groups.

Nonetheless, the interactions between all these 
constituents generate something that is more than a 
web of processes framed within an enclosed context. 
Every subject in a cognitive environment is a com-
position of different materials and practices result-
ing from past interactions. Artefacts, their shapes, 
decorations, and materials all come from diverse 
social and geographical spaces; each of them has 
its own temporalities that conflate in determined 
times and places into objects.58 Such approach al-
lows to extend and expand our analysis outside the 
boundaries of the single situated place and the sur-
face of a pot, marble seal or piece of knapped stone.

The fluid nature of objects not only leave traces 
but goes outside the confines traced by culture and 
can be followed towards other cognitive environ-
ments to trace connections and changes along time 
and across space.59 The relationships generated are, 
consequently, in an endless state of change, as are 
the social interactions that establish them. It is in 
the interconnections, which generate the networks, 

57 Malafouris 2009, p. 293.
58 Latour 2005, pp. 169-172.
59 We can define this as a subjective quality and self-evi-

dent of ideas that spread over the boundaries of political inten-
tion (Boyer 1994, pp. 3-4).

Figure 1
Scheme of a cognitive environment where minds inte-
racts with the same material articulations through direct 
interaction (Picture by author)
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ergies channelled from interactions. Each element 
of a cognitive environment will be compared with 
others because only in the composition with other 
constituents a material became able to shape minds, 
attitudes, behaviours, and be recursively shaped 
over time.

5.1. Interweaving Serpents

The Gebel el-Tarif knife (fig. 2), now in the Egyp-
tian Museum, has no context although its name 
designates Abydos as the place of origin. A dat-
ing is consequently unknown, although according 
to M.R. Bohemer and W. Davis,66 parallel motifs 
in the Susiana, and comparison with other knives 
from the region, a dating approximately close to 
Naqada IIIA or IIIB (cal. 3325-3085 BC) can be as-
sumed. On one side of the ivory handle, originally 
covered with sheets of gold, are two serpents coiling 
around three rosettes. The overall composition is 
also almost identical to the Berlin Staatliche Muse-
um knife (inv. 151137), and the handle in the UCL 
Petrie Museum (UC. 16294).

A strikingly similar motif with two snakes is 
stamped, for instance, on an unfired clay bulla dated 
to the Protoliterate Period (3300 – 2700 BC) from 
Susa.67 The snake in Iran has a long tradition, it is 
found earlier on bullae and seals, alone (fig. 3), or 
even intertwined (fig. 4); outside the administrative 
sphere emblematic is a beaker from the Susa I pe-
riod (fig. 5).

 The same animal was already part of the late 
prehistoric Egyptian imagery. Although not in-
tertwined, it was cast on a wide variety of objects, 
mostly pots earlier than the knife-handles. Worth 
of mentioning are two vessels dated Naqada IID2 
(ca. 3325 cal. BC) from Hu in Lower Egypt, which 
represents two couples of snakes around a tree or a 
branch,68 and a pot from Abadiya (fig. 6) with three 

66 Bohemer 1991, p. 55; Davis 1992 (p. 48), according 
to the formal organisation of the figures dates the object to the 
late Naqada IIC-D or early IIIA.

67 Amiet 1980, pl. 14bis.
68 Ashmolean Museum AN 1896-1908.E.2874. This repe-

resentation has been compared with a palm tree; cf. Graff 
2009, p. 169.

of raw materials from burials point to exchanges 
along trade routes, supposedly mediated by the 
Levant.62

Most material representations derived from 
Near Eastern contexts come from cylinder seals. In 
Mesopotamia these depictions were seen as a com-
mon symbolic system part of the cultural environ-
ments that recalled the society they came from; 
they admitted ideas to be exported beyond the place 
where they were produced.63 As we are going to see, 
in Egypt a bulk of materials bearing foreign stylis-
tic motifs triggered changes in making and thinking 
about local objects and traditions. The theme of (1) 
the interweaving serpents, (2) the rows of ordered 
animals, and (3) fantastic beasts, such as gryphons 
or serpopards, are found on a limited but consider-
able array of artefacts in archaeological contexts in 
Egypt. These themes have been chosen for their sty-
listic catchiness and counterintuitive features, able 
to put into practice the theoretical assumption de-
lineated above. 

The following analysis relies on the independ-
ence of style in being the context of analysis by it-
self and upon its capacity of generating «relations 
of relations».64 The real meaningful way to look 
at objects with physical or decorative similarities 
is to look at other objects in the same style. Con-
text is hence mediated through objects and through 
the relations that an object, partaking to a certain 
style, has in association with the broader category 
of which it is part. In other words, the context of a 
motif representing a gryphon is the style to whom 
that motif is part of. Although this sounds unusual,65 
given that we are looking at the social composition 
in relation to the engagement of motifs in a certain 
style, it is a way to understand actions and their re-
sults. The presence or not of a known archaeologi-
cal context does not prevent to consider objects as a 
conflation of other temporalities, materials, and en-

62 The Delta played a focal role in filtering and trading 
with Upper Egypt, as it is underlined in the findings from Tell 
el-Farkha (Mączyńska 2014).

63 Wengrow 2014, pp. 67-74.
64 Gell 1998, pp. 165-168.
65 There are other frameworks and approaches that look 

at other contexts, for instance I. Hodder’s contextual archae-
ology focusses on how society and their divisions use things 
(Hodder 1982).
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Figure 2
The Gebel el-Tarif knife handle recto and verso 
(after De Morgan 1896, p. 115)

Figure 4 
Stamp of intertwined stake (Kelsey Museum 91.3.95, 
after Cool Root 2002, fig. 5.1a)

Figure 5
Beaker with snake from Susa, ca. 4000 BC 
(Courtesy of the Louvre Museum, Sb 3168)

Figure 3
Stamp seal with snake (Kelsey Museum 91.3.99, 
after Cool Root 2002, fig. 5.1a)

Figure 6
Pot from Abadiya with three serpents drawn around 
crocodiles (Photo by author, copyright by Ashmolean 
Museum, E.2882)
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ary assemblages well before the late prehistory.70 In 
Greater Mesopotamia, instead, what lacks are deco-
rated knife-handles. The manufacturing technique 
manifests high skilled professionals and differs from 
Iranian, Syrian or generally Mesopotamian exem-
plars. This, apart from strengthening that the mak-
ing of the handles has a local Egyptian origin, also 
indicates that the knife was not a symbol of power 
because it was a weapon. Linages of stone knives, as 
mentioned, are known and hence related to a sys-
tem were interaction with them was already part of 
a custom set of actions and resulted in specific inter-
actions. Something that the objects themselves me-
diated. Knives detained greater significance not for 
being weapons in the sense we usually give them but 
for its physical, or better aesthetic, qualities.71 The 
chosen material, the specific colours, and the tech-
nique adopted are in line with other examples at-
tested throughout the late prehistoric period.72 For 
instance, we know of knives engaging in interac-
tions with humans during the closure of tombs.73 In 
those events, the deceased buried with memorable 
objects and the people linked by kinship relations 
associated to their possessions demonstrated their 
capacity of trapping others minds and of composing 
together social, ideological, and perhaps religious 
aspects acquiring thus a special status. The Gebel 
el-Tarif knife (fig. 2) results as the gathering of ac-
tions, materials, from distant social and geographi-
cal spaces able to shape minds through interaction. 
Through visual association material representations 
are not only part of cognitive environments but 
generate them connecting socio-material worlds by 
placing together foreign and local conceptions. The 
role objects retained in changing human actions and 
behaviours is even more visible in relation to anoth-
er theme: the rows of animals.

70 Most researchers recognise in depictions scenes of war-
fare, but there are also alternative views: Garfinkel 2001; 
Prezioso 2017.

71 Cf. Gosden 2005; Gell 1998.
72 Knives are found in almost every burial context in Up-

per and Lower Egypt, for more data: Lund 2009.
73 A study on Predynastic burial rites from the viewpoint 

of Adaïma: Stevenson 2009.

serpents drawn around crocodiles. Snakes with 
plants were already part of the late prehistoric ico-
nography and represented a symbol: a feature de-
tached from the original context and reproduced in 
a new setting. 

What the «high-culture» supposedly re--
ceived from the Near Eastern cognitive environ-
ments was not the meaning or the Uruk ideology 
but a representative mode: the intertwined style. 
The mode of representation arises as a novel intro-
duction shaped on a pre-existing stylistic feature 
of the prehistoric Egyptian populations. What we 
see here is a transformation in objects that goes 
beyond questions such who has created the image 
or diffused it. The interaction between objects, 
more than the interplay between persons, guided 
stylistic change. It was not a sudden change and 
was not mediated through the same administra-
tive idea, as the surface on which those depictions 
were carved point out. Moreover, we can observe 
diverse temporalities nested in each iteration of 
the intertwined style. Firstly, it is possible to rec-
ognise the time of the original object, or objects. 
Secondly, the date of the Egyptian counterpart. 
Both of them are historically situated and bound-
ed within the chronological time and the time 
in which they participated in the action. Also, 
style seen as a whole unique corpus of linearly ar-
ranged actions, is outside time and links together 
every of its instances. The result is indexical of a 
constant state of change that develops in various 
ways; in the homeland as a system of «commodi-
ity branding»,69 in Egypt as a catchy motif able to 
capture the eye of the observer and to entangle it 
with something new: the human body and its rela-
tions with the social sphere.

Why this style was linked with a knife? Some 
would reply that the materiality of the knife itself 
is a display of might and power. As a ceremonial 
object, the knife demonstrates the wielder’s capac-
ity of defending the group or of harming his or her 
foes. However, this is not so easy. Knives do not 
appear in the Egyptian prehistoric imagery before 
this period but are almost ubiquitous in the funer-

69 Wengrow 2010, pp. 16-19.
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Like in the case of snakes, rows of animals are 
found in Egyptian contexts before Mesopotamic-
themed manifestations make their appearance in 
the local assemblages. Again, depictions on pottery 
pre-date the outbreak of this theme by centuries, as 
pointed by the case in fig. 11 dated Naqada IIC-D 
(ca. 3450-3325 cal. BC).

Conversely, in the Susiana, the environment ap-
pears for the first time on seals whereas rows of ani-
mals in the Susa III period (3100-2900 BC) break 
with the Late Uruk phase. Other similarities be-

5.2. Rows of Animals

Returning to the Gebel el-Tarif knife, it is possible 
to notice on the reverse of the handle (fig. 2) an in-
teresting motif: rows of animals marching in ordered 
rows. Ibexes, a leopard, lions, a gryphon, and dogs all 
move forward in the three registers. Similar examples 
are the Pitt-Rivers knife (fig. 7), the Carnarvon Knife 
(fig. 8), the Abu Zeidan knife (fig. 9), the so-called 
Davis Comb (fig. 10), and the aforementioned UCL 
Petrie Museum and the Berlin knives.

Figure 9 
The Abu Zeidan knife, ca. 3300-3100 BC (Courtesy of the Brooklyn Museum, AN 09.889.118)

Figure 8 
The Carnarvon knife, ca. 3200 cal. BC (Courtesy of the New York Metropolitan Museum of Art, AN 26.7.1281)

Figure 7
The Pitt-Rivers knife at the British Museum, ca. 3325 cal. BC (Courtesy of the British Museum, AN 35331001)



West & East 136 Monografie, 2

Emanuele Prezioso

and past traditions that coalesced into highly read-
able and immediate pictorial symbols.75 On the 
contrary, in Egypt the multiplicity of media and the 
presence of certain themes from external contexts 
are part of a fluid structure in which figures were 
adopted, modified, and presented in many shapes; 
they were constantly manipulated, revised, and al-
tered. The rows of animals do not just testify the will 
of depicting the creation as an idealised cosmology. 
They were a means to construct the world by pre-
senting features of the perceived physical environ-
ment: a composition that does not simply mirror 
the reality but «self-mirrored» it.76 The world is 
not represented as pre-conceived in an inner mind, 
it is created in the same moment in which it is expe-
rienced and externalised.

The context, even more than in the previous ex-
ample, acquires a pivotal role. Stylistic motifs and 
their materiality alone have no meaning. However, 
they generated relationalities when directly accessed 
by the human counterparts. Then the mind arises in 
the interaction with these figures, as illustrated in 
fig. 1. This means, on the other hand, that minds 

75 Wengrow 2014, pp. 76-73.
76 Goodman 1978.

tween the two cultures are manifested by the same 
disposition on registers, whilst otherwise the pres-
ence of specific arrangements between animals is 
less evident.74 Combinations of animal species on 
ivory artefacts of the period seemingly mirror a pre-
cise intention, which manifests changes in the sym-
bolic minds of earliest Egyptians and innovation 
within the composition of themes. 

However, the criteria chosen by the artist ap-
pear to be less evident than in the Near East coun-
terparts. This difference is easily understandable by 
recognising that is in the interaction with objects in 
the respective cognitive environments that Egypt 
and Greater Mesopotamia diverge.

In the latter, material representations are linked 
with the administrative sphere; seals, with their 
miniaturised depictions, remained closely linked 
with the bureaucratic context. Therefore, the re-
duced space and the immediacy needed by their 
setting of use generated a multiplication of stand-
ardised forms. These were subjected to multiple 
compositions of diverse ideas, fields of knowledge, 

74 The limited amount of material doesn’t allow to rec-
ognise a general framework; a glimpse of a pre-conceived struc-
ture in representation could be pointed by similarities in pot-
tery. See Graff 2009.

Figure 10
The Davis Comb with rows of diverse animals, ca. 3300-
3100 BC (Courtesy of the New York Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, AN 30.8.224)

Figure 11
Vessel with ibexes and natural features dated Naqada 
IIC-D, ca. 3450-3325 BC (Courtesy of the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, AN 12.182.41)
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and a gryphon. The latter is a new introduction in 
the Egyptian repertoire of material representations, 
and it is limited to the late Naqada III (ca. 3100-
2900 cal. BC).77 Such material representation is 
taken and adopted without modifications intro-
ducing an entirely new symbol for the first Egyp-
tians; the reason for its failure. Even though there 
are experiments, as visible on the Abu Zeidan knife 
(fig. 8), such type of material articulations failed 
and were not accepted, a fate to which are also des-
tined the palettes themselves.

Recalling the considerations on the intertwined 
snakes and the rows of animals, the setback of animal 
composites can be explained with the fact that the 
other Mesopotamian stylistic themes introduced in 
Egypt adopted symbols which already had elements 
participative of the daily interactions between bod-
ies, brains, environments, and objects. Conversely, 

77 Excluding scattered examples from later periods, for 
instance the Birth Tusk, see Quirke 2016.

are formed, if not on equal, at least similar premises. 
Brains and bodies are invited to relate and interact 
with analogous contents through repeated interac-
tion. Engaging with the external stimuli of a cog-
nitive environment can give raise to similar minds, 
common dispositions, and shape bodily, social, and 
mental domains.

Previously it has been stated that interactions 
with objects having certain styles guide human 
thinking and, to a certain extent symbolic cogni-
tion, fostering changes in persons as reflected by 
changes in objects. With the rows of animals, nov-
el stylistic features related with foreign contexts 
produced novel interactions with past objects fos-
tering a sense of community. New Uruk style mo-
tifs on objects, albeit stemmed and interlaced with 
past traditions, related humans and nonhumans. 
In this sense, those motifs supported the creation 
of an elite and the development of a system of in-
teractions between the deceased, the living, and 
the broader socio-material worlds. The symbolic 
mind wasn’t in the brain. It was enacted in a cogni-
tive environment and distributed with objects dis-
playing specific stylistic features.

5.3. Fantastic Beasts

The increasing standardisation of the systems of 
production at the end of the IV millennium in Mes-
opotamia is strictly related with the developments 
of a complex administrative system coexistent and 
enabled by the use of seals. The administrative needs 
and the extensive use of seals shaped the minds of 
its users resulting in the ongoing mediation between 
figures and persons. Through engagement stylistic 
motifs acquired the potency of expressing meaning 
with just a glance. Susa and Uruk manifest the high-
est achievement of this practice, epitomising the 
idea of detaching motifs from one context to adopt 
into another. The same cannot be said for Egypt.

In the prehistory of the region, composites do 
not appear on sealings but on ceremonial palettes. 
The Two-Dog Palette housed at the Ashmolean 
Museum of Oxford (fig. 12) presents a chaotic fight 
between humans and animals. Among them, there 
are two curious figures: a human-jackal flute player 

Figure 12 
The Two Dog Palette (Photo by author, copyright by 
Ashmolean Museum of Oxford, AN1896-1908.E.3924)



West & East 138 Monografie, 2

Emanuele Prezioso

6. Conclusions

What is the symbolic mind? Where is it? These ques-
tions arise from the investigation of objects and 
studies we have followed, albeit briefly, in the pages 
above. As I hoped I have demonstrated, both ques-
tions are futile and in a certain sense misleading. The 
first one vanishes in a variegated plethora of stylistic 
motifs and their transformations, whereas the lat-
ter overlaps and fades within the boundaries of art 
and artefact. What we are left with is then the action 
and the consequences they bring in the bodily, men-
tal, and social domains. The mind is with object and, 
at the same time, is the object itself. With this on-
tological perspective we should ask how it emerges, 
and then choose how to pursue the research to ob-
tain answers – or pose new questions. In our case, the 
interaction created by objects with other objects in 
different styles transformed the material world and 
generated new ways of thinking about the world. 
This is what the objects mentioned above suggest.

Be them transferred by groups of objects along 
trade routes, as a consequence of movements of peo-
ple outside the economic sphere, or the result of the 
will of a group of individuals, Mesopotamian stylis-
tic motifs on carefully chosen objects played a cen-
tral role in transforming other objects and human 
action. The making of specific decorations on ivory 
handles, of white lines on a pot, or of carvings on the 
dark surfaces of palettes, produced new possibilities 
for making sense of the world as reflected in the so-
cial domain.

«An object with a new or subversive sensory 
quality will send social relations off a new path, not 
through any interaction from the part of the object, 
but through its effects on the sets of social relations 
to various forms of sensory activity».80 Motifs on 
objects were hence able to gather over wider geo-
graphical spaces people and objects, creating associ-
ations between a restricted group of persons and the 
new material articulations. The elites became the 
objects they displayed, bodies interlaced with them 
and their social relationships through the capac-
ity decorations had of capturing and transforming. 
This explains why Mesopotamian motifs fostered 

80 Gosden 2001, p. 165.

fantastic beasts were probably perceived as foreign 
and disjointed from previous traditions. Connect-
ing these elements with outer cognitive networks is 
rather difficult too. On the contrary, human-animal 
hybrid figures, like the human-jackal flute player, 
have antecedents, as exemplified by the bird-women 
statuettes from el-Ma’mariya (fig. 13). The increas-
ing importance on the body that appears at the end 
of prehistory is testified by the first examples of pre-
servative treatments on the deceased and reaches its 
peak with the ritual arenas of sacrifice of the First 
Dynasty.78 Such ontological shift reflects another 
creative introduction, mediated through material 
articulations – as were bodies – and built through 
interactions, which changed the way the world was 
perceived: from a dimension dominated by animal 
forces to a cosmology of humans.79

78 Wengrow 2006, pp. 220-226.
79 Prezioso 2017.

Figure 13
Female figure from el-Ma’mariya, 3400-3500 BC 
(Courtesy of the Brooklyn Museum, Accession Number 
07.447.505)
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levels. Stylistic transformations shape and are shaped 
through interaction and activity. They are constant 
and irreversible, although manifest themselves slow-
ly or through the «principle of least difference»;81 
a mechanism which could explain why sometimes 
these symbols appear to be more or less innovative as 
in the case of the three motifs examined. From this 
perspective stability in the social domain are only ap-
parent because there is not stability but only change. 
In this flux of interaction, the capacity for action 
that objects give us interweaves the «lines of becom-
ing» defining the creative evolution of the human 
species, as happened with the birth of the Egyptian 
state and before in Mesopotamia.82

81 Gell 1998, p. 219.
82 Deleuze, Guattari 2004, pp. 224-225.

the creation of an elite: it was not to transmit the 
original meanings and values of the cognitive con-
texts where they were originally introduced. It was a 
creative innovation that, at least in two cases, mixed 
local contexts and past dispositions. The fluid webs 
of interactions among bodies, brains, objects, and 
landscapes generated minds based on shared ways 
of categorising the world constructing as reflection 
groups. In such a scenario, creativity in all its forms 
created a political legitimisation enabling diverse 
overlapping and centrifugal pathways to power.

The same processes are at work when it comes to 
maintaining order in the social, and not the impo-
sition of undefined stability through structures and 
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Hendrickx S. 2010, L’iconographie de la chasse dans 
le contexte social prédynastique, «Archéo-Nil» 20, 
pp. 106-133.

Hendrickx S. 2011, Hunting and social complex-
ity in Predynastic Egypt, «Bulletin des Séances 
Académie Royale des Sciences d’Outre-Mer» 57.2-4, 
pp. 237-263.

Deleuze G., Guattari F. 2004, A Thousand plateaus: 
Capitalism and schizophrenia (trans. Massumi B.), 
London.

DeMarrais E., Robb J. 2013, Art makes society: An in-
troductory visual essay, «World Art» 3.1, pp. 3-22.

De Morgan J. 1896, Recherches sur les origines de 
l’Égypte. Ethnographie préhistorique et tombeau royal 
de Négadah, Paris.

Di Paolo E. 2005, Autopoiesis, adaptivity, teleology, 
agency, «Phenomenology of Cognitive Sciences» 4, 
pp. 429-452.

Emberling G. 2002, Political control in an early state: 
The Eye Temple and the Uruk expansion in Northern 
Mesopotamia, in: Al-Ghailani Werr L., Curtis 
J., Martin H., McMahon A., Reade J., Oates J. 
(eds.), Of Pots and Plans: Papers on the Archaeology 
and History of Mesopotamia and Syria Presented to 
David Oates in Honor of His 75th Birthday, London, 
pp. 62-90.

Emberling G., Minc L. 2016, Ceramics and long-dis-
tance trade in early Mesopotamian states, «Journal of 
Archaeological Science Reports» 7, pp. 819-834.

Frangipane M. 2001, Centralization in great-
er Mesopotamia, in: Rothman M.S. (ed.), Uruk 
Mesopotamia & its Neighbors – Cross-cultural in-
teractions in the era of state formation, Santa Fe, 
pp. 307-347.

Frangipane M. 2004, “Non–Uruk” developments and 
Uruk-linked features on the northern borders of great-
er Mesopotamia, in: Postgate J.N. (ed.), Artefacts 
of complexity. Tracking the Uruk in the Near East, 
Cambridge, pp. 123-148.

Frankfort H. 1941, The origin of monumental ar-
chitecture in Egypt, «American Journal of Semitic 
Languages and Literatures» 58, pp. 329-358.

Garfinkel Y. 2001, Dancing or fighting? A recent-
ly discovered Predynastic scene from Abydos, Egypt, 
«CambrAJ» 11/2, pp. 241-254.

Garrow D., Gosden C. 2012, Technologies of 
Enchantment? Exploring Celtic Art: 400 BC to AD 
100, Oxford.

Gell A. 1998, Art and agency: An anthropological theo-
ry, Oxford.

Gibson M., Maktash M. 2000, Tell Hamoukar: 
Early city in northeastern Syria, «Antiquity» 74, 
pp. 477-478.

Goodman N. 1978, Ways of worldmaking, Hassocks.
Gosden C. 2001, Making sense: Archaeology and aes-

thetics, «World Archaeology» 33/2, pp. 163-167. 
(https://doi.org/10.1080/00438240120079226)



West & East 142 Monografie, 2

Emanuele Prezioso

Knappett C. 2005, Thinking through material culture: 
An interdisciplinary perspective, Philadelphia.

Kohl P.L. 1989, The use and abuse of world systems 
theory: The case of the pristine west Asian state, in: 
Lamberg-Karlovsky, C.C. (ed.), Archaeological 
Thought in America, Cambridge, pp. 218-240.

Köhler C. 2010, Theories of state formation, in: 
Wendrich W. (ed.), Egyptian Archaeology, 
Chichester, pp. 36-54.

Latour B. 2005, Reassembling the social: An introduc-
tion to Actor-Network-Theory, Oxford.

Lund M. 2009, Egyptian flint work part III: Fishtail 
knives, Rhomboid knives, Gerzean knives and flint fig-
urines, «Chips» 21/3, pp. 5-15.

MaÇzyńska A. 2014, The Nile Delta as a centre of cultur-
al interactions between Upper Egypt and the Southern 
Levant in the 4th Millennium B.C., «Studies in 
Ancient Art and Civilisation» 18, Krakow, pp. 25-45. 

Malafouris L. 2007, Before and Beyond Representation: 
Towards an enactive conception of the Palaeolithic 
image, in: Renfrew C., Morley I. (eds.), Image 
and Imagination : A Global Prehistory of Figurative 
Representation, Cambridge, pp. 289-302.

Malafouris L. 2009, ‘Neuroarchaeology’: Exploring the 
links between neural and cultural plasticity, «Progress 
in Brain Research»178, pp. 253-261.

Malafouris L. 2010, The brain–artefact inter-
face (BAI): A challenge for archaeology and cultur-
al neuroscience, «Social Cognitive and Affective 
Neuroscience» 5, pp. 264-273.

Malafouris L. 2013, How things shape the minds: A 
theory of material engagement, Cambridge MA.

Malafouris L. 2014, Creative Thinging: The Feeling 
of and for Clay, «Pragmatics & Cognition» 22/1, 
pp. 140-158.

McGovern P.E. 2003, Ancient Wine. The Search for the 
Origins of Viniculture, Princeton NJ.

McMahon A. 2013, Tell Brak, early northern 
Mesopotamian urbanism, economic complexity and 
social stress, fifth-fourth millennia BC, in: Bonatz 
D., Martin L. (eds.), 100 Jahre Archäeologische 
Feldforschungen in Nordost-Syrien. Eine Bilanz, 
Wiesbaden, pp. 67-80.

Mitchell T. 1991, The limits of the state: Beyond stat-
ist approaches and their critics, «American Political 
Science Review» 85, pp. 77-96.

Moorey P.R.S. 1987, On tracking cultural trans-
fers in Prehistory: The case of Egypt and Lower 
Mesopotamia in the fourth millennium B.C.E., in: 
Rowlands M., Larsen M.T., Kristiansen K. 

Hendrickx S. 2014, The emergence of the Egyptian state, 
in: Renfrew C., Bahn P. (eds.), The Cambridge 
World Prehistory Vol. 1, Cambridge, pp. 259-278.

Hendrickx S., Darnell J.C., Gatto M.C. 2012, 
The earliest representations of royal power in Egypt. 
The rock drawings of Nag el-Hamdulab (Aswan), 
«Antiquity» 86, pp. 1068-1083.

Hendrickx S., Droux X., Eyckerman M. 2018, 
Predynastic human representations: Two sides of a sto-
ry, in: Huyge D., Van Noten F. (eds.), What ever 
happened to the people? Humans and anthropomorphs 
in the rock art of northern Africa (Royal Academy 
for Overseas Sciences Brussels, 17-19 sept. 2015), 
Brussels, pp. 431-443.

Hendrickx S., Eyckerman M. 2010, Continuity and 
change in the visual representations of Predynastic 
Egypt, in Raffaele F., Nuzzolo M., Incordino 
I. (eds.), Recent discoveries and latest researches in 
Egyptology (Proceedings of the First Neapolitan 
Congress of Egyptology of Naples, 2008), Wiesbaden, 
pp. 121-144. 

Hendrickx S., Eyckerman M. 2012, Visual represen-
tation and state development in Egypt, «Archéo- Nil 
22», pp. 23-72.

Hendrickx S., Förster F. 2010, Early Dynastic art 
and iconography, in: Lloyd A.B. (ed.), A Companion 
to Ancient Egypt, vol. II (Blackwell Companions to 
the Ancient World), Chichester, pp. 826-852.

Hendrickx S., Friedman R., Eyckerman M. 2011, 
Early falcons, in: Morenz L., Kuhn R. (eds.), 
Vorspann oder formative Phase? Ägypten und der 
Vordere Orient 3500-2700 v. Chr. Philippika 48, 
Wiesbaden, pp. 129-162.

Hodder I. 1982, Symbols in Action, Cambridge.
Hutto D.D., Myin E. 2013, Radicalizing enactivism: 

Basic minds without content, Cambridge MA.
Huyge D. 2002, Cosmology, ideology and person-

al religious practice in ancient Egyptian rock art, in: 
Friedman R.F. (ed.), Egypt and Nubia: Gifts of the 
desert, London, pp. 192-206.

Joffe A.H. 2000, Egypt and Syro-Mesopotamia in the 
4th millennium: Implications of the New Chronology, 
«Current Anthropology»  41, pp. 113-123.

Kantor H.J. 1992, The relative chronology of Egypt and 
its foreign correlations before the First Intermediate 
Period, in: Ehrich R.W. (ed.), Chronologies in Old 
World Archaeology, Chicago, pp. 3-21.

Kelso S.J.A. 2016, On the self-organizing origins of 
agency, «Trends in Cognitive Sciences» 20/7, 
pp. 490-499.



West & East 143 Monografie, 2

Cognitive Archaeology and the ‘Ancient Mind’: Mesopotamian motifs in the formation of Egyptian elites in the fourth millennium

Quirke S. 2016, Birth Tusks: The armoury of health 
in context – Egypt 1800 BC, (Middle Kingdom 
Studies 3), London.

Roepstorff A. 2008, Things to think with: words and ob-
jects as material symbols, «Philosophical Transaction 
of the Royal Society B» 363, pp. 2049-2054.

Rothman M.S. 2004, Studying the development of com-
plex society. Mesopotamia in the late fifth and fourth 
millennia BC, «Journal of Archaeological Research» 
12/1, pp. 75-119.

Rothman M.S. 2013, Interpreting the role of Godin 
Tepe in the ‘Uruk expansion’, in: Petrie C.A. (ed.), 
Ancient Iran and its neighbours: Local Developments 
and long-range interactions in the 4th millennium BC, 
Oxford and Oakville, pp. 75-91.

Sardari A. 2013, Northern Fars in the fourth millenni-
um BC: Cultural developments during the Lapui phase, 
in: Petrie C.A. (ed.), Ancient Iran and its Neighbours. 
Local Developments and Long-range Interactions in 
the 4th Millennium BC, Oxford, pp. 195-206.

Schwartz M. 1989, Comment on G. Algaze, the 
Uruk expansion: Cross-cultural exchange as a fac-
tor in Early Mesopotamian civilization, «Current 
Anthropology» 30, pp. 596-597.

Schwartz M. 2001, Syria and the Uruk expansion, 
in: Rothman M. (ed.), Uruk Mesopotamia and its 
neighbors: Cross-cultural interactions in the era of state 
formation, Santa Fe, pp. 233-264.

Schwartz M., Hollander D. 2016, The Uruk 
expansion as dynamic process: A reconstruction 
of Middle to Late Uruk exchange patterns from 
bulk stable isotope analyses of bitumen artifacts, 
«Journal of Archaeological Science: Reports» 7, 
pp. 884-899.

Smith A.T. 2003, The political landscape: Constellations 
of authority in early complex polities, Berkeley.

Stein G.J. 1999, Rethinking world systems: diasporas, col-
onies, and interaction in Uruk Mesopotamia, Tucson.

Stein G.J. 2002, The Uruk expansion in Anatolia: a 
Mesopotamian colony and its indigenous host commu-
nity at Hacinebi, Turkey, in: Postgate J.N. (ed.), 
Artefacts of complexity: Tracking the Uruk in the Near 
East British School of Archaeology in Iraq, Wiltshire, 
pp. 149-171.

Stein G.J. 2012, The development of indigenous social 
complexity in Late Chalcolithic upper Mesopotamia 
in the 5th-4th millennia BC: An initial assessment, 
«Origini» 34, pp. 125-151.

Stevenson A. 2009, The Predynastic Egyptian Cemetery 
of el-Gerzeh, Leuven.

(eds.), Centre and periphery in the Ancient World, 
New York, pp. 36-46.

Nissen H.J. 2002, Uruk: key site of the period and key 
site of the problem, in: Postgate J.N. (ed.), Artefacts 
of Complexity. Tracing the Uruk in the Near East, 
Warminster, pp. 1-16.

Nissen H.J. 2015, Urbanization and the techniques 
of communication: the Mesopotamian city of Uruk 
during the 4th millennium BCE, in: Yoffee N. (ed.), 
The Cambridge World History Volume 3: Early Cities 
in Comparative Perspective, 4000 BCE–1200 CE,  
Cambridge, pp. 113-130.

Oates J., McMahon A., Karsgaard P., Quntar 
S.A., Ur J. 2007, Early Mesopotamian urban-
ism: A new view from the north, «Antiquity» 81, 
pp. 585-600.

Palmieri A., Frangipane M. 1986, Assetto redistrib-
utivo di una società protourbana della Fine del 4° 
Millennio, «Dialog. Archeol.» 1, pp. 35-44.

Petrie C.A. 2013, The Chalcolithic in southern Iran, 
«OHAI», pp. 120-158.

Petrie C.A., Sardari A., Ballantyne R., Berberian 
M., Lancelotti C., Mashkour M., McCall 
B., Potts D. T., Weeks L. 2013, Mamasani in the 
fourth millennium BC, in: Petrie C.A. (ed.), Ancient 
Iran and its Neighbours. Local Developments and 
Long-range Interactions in the 4th Millennium BC, 
Oxford, pp. 120-158. 

Pittman H. 1996, Constructing context: The Gebel el-
Arak knife. Greater Mesopotamian and Egyptian in-
teraction in the Late Fourth Millennium B.C.E., in: 
Cooper J.S., Schwartz G.M. (eds.), The study of 
the Ancient Near East in the Twenty-First Century 
(The William Foxwell Albright centennial confer-
ence), Winona Lake IN, pp. 9-32.

Porter A. 2002, The dynamics of death. Ancestors, pas-
toralism, and the origins of a third-millennium city in 
Syria, «BASOR» 325, pp. 1-36.

Porter A. 2012, Mobile pastoralism and the formation 
of Near Eastern civilizations, Cambridge.

Potts D. 1999 (20162), The archaeology of Elam: forma-
tion and transformation of an ancient Iranian state, 
Cambridge.

Prezioso E. 2017, Nature, cosmos, and society in 
Predynastic Egypt, in: O’Sullivan R., Marini 
C., Binnberg J. (eds.), Archaeological Approaches 
to Breaking Boundaries: Interaction, Integration & 
Division (Proceedings of the Graduate Archaeology 
at Oxford Conferences 2015-2016, 12-13 mar 2016), 
Oxford, pp. 35-44.



West & East 144 Monografie, 2

Emanuele Prezioso

Wengrow D. 2010, Introduction: Commodity brand-
ing in archaeological and anthropological perspective, 
in: Wengrow D., Bevan A. (eds.), Cultures of com-
modity branding, Walnut Creek, pp. 11-34.

Wengrow D. 2014, The Origins of Monsters – Image and 
Cognition in the First Age of Mechanical Reproduction, 
Oxford.

Wilkinson T.A. 2003, Genesis of the pharaohs: 
Dramatic new discoveries rewrite the origins of ancient 
Egypt, London.

Williams B.B., Logan T.J. 1987, The Metropolitan 
Museum knife handle and aspects of pharaonic imag-
ery before Narmer, «JNES» 46, pp. 245-286.

Wynne-Jones S., Kohring S. 2007, Socialising com-
plexity, in: Kohring S., Wynne-Jones S. (eds.), 
Socialising complexity. Structure, interaction and 
power in archaeological discourse, Oxford, pp. 2-12. 

Yoffee N. 2005 (20062), Myths of the archaic state, 
Cambridge.

Stevenson A. 2016, The Egyptian Predynastic and state 
formation, «Journal of Archaeological Research» 
24.4, pp. 421-468.

Tassie G.J. 2014, Prehistoric Egypt: Socioeconomic trans-
formations in north-east Africa from the last glacial 
maximum to the Neolithic, 24,000 to 6,000 cal BP, 
London.

Teissier B. 1987, Glyptic evidence for a connection be-
tween Iran, Syro-Palestine and Egypt in the fourth and 
third millennia, «Iran» 25, pp. 27-53.

Tomasello E. 2008, The cultural origins of human cog-
nition, Cambridge MA.

Ur J.A., Karsgaard P., Oates J. 2007, Early urban 
development in the near east, «Science» 317, p. 1188.

Wattenmaker P. 1990, Comments on G. Algaze: 
the Uruk expansion: cross cultural exchange in early 
Mesopotamian Civilization, «Current Anthropology» 
31/1, 67-69.

Wengrow D. 2006, The archaeology of Early Egypt. 
Social transformation in north-east Africa, 10,000 to 
2650 BC, Cambridge.




