
ing out that despite the outrage expressed by a
number of western project directors and institu-
tions, the law was extraordinarily generous
when compared to those governing antiquities
from European countries at the time, where all
ancient artefacts were considered property of
the state in which the excavation took place.

Throughout Reclaiming a Plundered Past,
the reader’s attention is drawn to the politi-
cal use of archaeology and especially to the
ways in which archaeological materials and
interpretations are used to selectively bolster
particular kinds of identities. Bernhardsson
traces the ways in which archaeological
knowledge contributed to European interest
in the land of Iraq, its delineation as a coun-
try, and the affirmation of its identity as a
nation. Claims for the critical role played by
archaeology in nationalist discourses are no
longer novel, but the author extends the
point to argue that nationalism promotes
the creation of linear and unproblematic
histories.

Reflection on these latter issues offers, to
my mind, some of the greatest creative poten-
tial of this book. It is no longer enough to artic-
ulate the ways in which archaeology plays a
part in bolstering nationalism and other par-
ticular identities. We need to begin to reflect as
well on other ways in which our work can con-
tribute to present discourses and to effecting
political change. How can we work against the
appropriation of archaeology for the writing
of linear and unproblematic histories? How
can we work against its exploitation on behalf
of exclusive agendas, whether nationalist or
other? How can we move beyond the nearly
automatic equation of archaeological materials
with particular groups and identities, an equa-
tion that partakes at best of a romantic and
oversimplified notion of life in the past and of
the ways in which social groups are formed,
maintained, and change? Should we not
endeavour to show that Mesopotamian arte-
facts are more than just part of ‘our shared his-
tory and accomplishments’ (p. 2) – they are
also part of our shared barbarism (cf. Bernbeck
and Pollock in press). Although Bernhard-
sson’s book does not take that step, its rich
and provocative analysis offers the impetus
and the raw material to allow us to explore
other associations and other ways of thinking
about archaeological practice and knowledge
production.
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Andrea Vianello, Late Bronze Age Mycenaean
and Italic Products in the West Mediterranean. A
Social and Economic Analysis. (Oxford: British
Archaeological Reports, International Series
1439, 2005, 256 pp., pbk, ISBN 1 84171 875 0)

Vianello’s work discusses the relationship
between the Mycenaean world and the central
Mediterranean. His choice is a daring one, since
the same topic and cultural area have been part
of a recent study by G.J. van Wijngaarden
(2002).

Vianello organizes his work into two main
sections, with the second (Gazetteer of sites
and additional data) providing the basic data
for the analysis developed in the book’s first
part (Chapters 1–6). The core of Vianello’s line
of reasoning is a simple, clever and laudable
one, and can be summarized as follows: given
the wide spatial and chronological distribution
of Aegean ware in the western Mediterranean,
can one infer patterns in its use and distribu-
tion? Are these patterns, if any, similar in each
western Mediterranean area? How can differ-
ent patterns be explained within an exchange
framework? The goal of the study is to under-
stand ‘the reasons for the people of Bronze
Age West Mediterranean to consume’ Aegean
ware (p. 17). Vianello’s perspective is clearly
not Aegean-centric.

After a history of previous studies and a
wide-ranging critical review of the interpretative
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models put forward by different scholars
through the years (Chapter 1), the focus turns
to the methodology (Chapter 2). Vianello high-
lights some key-points. The first is the prudent
label Aegean-type used for the pottery instead
of others, like Mycenaean. This is necessary
because of the existence of an Italic production
of Mycenaean-type pottery and because of the
difficulty in identifying the origin of a vessel
without scientific analyses. The other key-
points are the guidelines for the analysis to
come (pp. 19–20): the functional context, that is
the relation between shape, type and function
of the pottery; the depositional context, that is
the situation in which the pottery was
deposited; and the cultural context, in other
words the general indigenous frame. The
author makes clear the theoretical models in
use (pp. 25–30): Hodder’s contextual approach,
Wylie’s inductive-analogical model, and the
consumption approach, seen from a global-
ized perspective. In particular, the inductive
model is well suited for studies that attempt to
infer general patterns from detailed evidence.
Hodder’s model is one of the key elements of
studies faced with the problem of cross-cul-
tural consumption and it should be noted that
it provided the basis for van Wijngaarden’s
work as well (2002:29).

Chapter 3 provides an analysis of pottery
forms and functions in the Aegean. The fact
that it is limited to the shapes found in the
western Mediterranean is connected to the
role of this section in the book’s perspective; it
is aimed to sketch out a picture of patterns to
be compared to those of the western
Mediterranean. Chapter 4 deals with this topic
and is, in my view, one of the more interesting
and innovative analyses carried out on the
central Mediterranean documentation so far,
even though it requires some critical remarks
that I shall stress later. This part is divided
into paragraphs, each dealing with one broad
central Mediterranean sector (eastern Sicily-
Aeolian Islands, western Sicily, Ionian Apulia,
Ionian coast). For each area Vianello seeks to
identify patterns in the functional context. The
status of the archaeological documentation
forces him to make some choices (pp. 43–44),
the most important being the use of two broad
chronological periods (LH I–IIIA1, LH IIIA2–C)
as means to seek and compare patterns.
This analysis sheds an innovative light on sev-
eral points; I shall limit myself to a few. The

discovery of ties between the Aeolian Islands
and Vivara is remarkable with regards to the
functional context during LH I–IIIA1 (p. 51).
Whilst the connection between the two sites is
well-known, the complementarity of their
Aegean-type repertoire arises as new evidence
and strengthens the picture of ties between
these two important areas. Another point wor-
thy of note is the similarity of functional con-
text between the Aeolian archipelago and
Thapsos (p. 52), in spite of the different types
of documentation (domestic and funerary
respectively). Other important points are
stressed with regards to western Sicily, an area
that saw activity at two relevant sites, Monte
Grande (LH I–IIIA) and Cannatello (LH
IIIA2–C). The connection between western
Sicily and Sardinia is again stressed from a func-
tional context standpoint. On this topic as well,
Vianello succeeds in rooting in facts (distribution
and pattern of use) what has been stated over
the years by several scholars only on the basis of
fragmentary evidence.

If compared to this high-density chapter,
Chapter 5 is, to my mind, less innovative. It is
concerned with the description/reconstruc-
tion of the depositional context. It seeks to
analyse the distribution of Aegean-type pot-
tery with attention to a dearth of the parame-
ters (e.g. type/dimensions of the huts/tombs;
type of associated items; on-site distribution in
relation to particular buildings) that allow a
reconstruction of the cultural meaning of the
objects (in a contextual archaeology perspec-
tive). Some outcomes of this analysis are
familiar ones, like the wide on-site distribution
of Aegean-type pottery in the Aeolian settle-
ments (see van Wijngaarden 2002:226–227) or,
generally speaking, the luxury value of
imported vessels, with the Aeolian context the
only exception, as correctly admitted by
Vianello (p. 85). Other statements are appar-
ently to be accepted blindly, since the author
does not quote any bibliographical reference
or documentation; this is the case with the
alleged greater dimensions of the shaft graves
of Thapsos’s middle necropolis (contra Alberti
2006). A point that I appreciated in this chapter
is the comparison between Monte Grande and
Cannatello; the hypothesis of a connection is
fascinating, in spite of a short gap between the
two sites, with the functions of the circular
enclosures of the former replaced by the circu-
lar hut of the latter (p. 79). The hypothesis
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seems based on the common presence of
imports in both contexts. It should be noted,
however, that it is unclear if at Cannatello the
greater amount of imported pottery was
found inside circular huts (p. 79) or rectangu-
lar structures (van Wijngaarden 2002:255).

The main achievement of chapter 5 – that is
in showing the luxury use of Aegean-type pot-
tery – is of pivotal relevance in the reconstruc-
tion of the cultural meaning of foreign pots in
western contexts. This is the focus of the final
Chapter 6. It begins with a broad analysis of
various goods that could be considered as the
reasons for the exchange between Mycenaeans
and the western Mediterranean. After items
like figurines, amber, glass, and ivory (pp.
89–90), much more room is reserved for metal-
work and ox-hide ingots (pp. 91–93). As for
the former, the role of metal objects (especially
Cypriot bowls) as luxury items is stressed (cf.
La Rosa 2000). Apart from Vianello’s rather
contradictory statements about ox-hide ingots
and their role in the archaeological documen-
tation of Sardinia (pp. 91–93), the role of met-
als as prime target of Mycenaean movements
westward is reduced (p. 87). This daring view
acquires its proper value if considered within
the general theoretical frame provided at the
end of the chapter (pp. 94–97). Vianello clev-
erly attempts to explain (what I would define
as) the multidimensional character of the doc-
umentation not overemphasizing just one
aspect of the archaeological record, but consid-
ering it globally, as a complex system. In sum-
mary, the western Mediterranean entered a
Global Production Network (GPN), connecting
societies that were different in terms of geo-
graphical localization and social complexity.
This GPN allowed the connected societies to
share workforces and natural resources. Inside
this system, payments for foreign work
and/or resources were made by exchanging
regional production. I would go further to
suggest that bronze bowls documented at
Thapsos could be considered luxury items
used as currency during the exchange
between Aegeans and the local élite (Alberti
2006), a role in part shared by ox-hide ingots
as well (Lo Schiavo 2004:1333). Vianello’s view
strengthens the role of the locals in selecting
the objects exchanged and explains the differ-
ent consumption patterns in the western
Mediterranean.

As regards some critical remarks, I will limit
myself to a few. The Cypriot character of Can-
natello’s Aegean-type pottery repertoire (De
Miro 1999) is too strong to be dismissed on the
basis of the difficulties in identifying the origins
of merchants. The presence on the same site of
stirrup-jar handles with post-firing marks
points again and with good reason to Cyprus
(Hirschfeld 1993), in spite of the Cretan produc-
tion of the vessels (Day 2005). In this respect, the
presence of Cypriot bronze bowls from the
same area has to be stressed. I believe, in brief,
that sometimes the documentation provides
good hints to pinpoint with reasonable confi-
dence the origins of the traders. The second
remark is about the role of metals in Aegean
western movements. I still consider valid the
hypothesis of metal as a prime target; this may
not be in too sharp a contrast with Vianello’s
model. It must be kept in mind that the involve-
ment of Sardinia (possibly via eastern and
south-central Sicily) from LH IIIA2 onwards
begins when Aegeans leave Vivara, this site
being possibly related to the mineral resource of
central-western Italy. As for the similarity in
functional context between the Aeolian Islands
and Thapsos during LH IIIA2–C (p. 52), I won-
der if this picture is affected by the comparison
of non-homogenous cultural phases: Milazzese
and Ausonio period for the former, Thapsos
period only for the second. Finally, it is a shame
(but not Vianello’s fault) that a number of
important data from Thapsos are not fully
described since they are still unpublished (e.g.
Aegean pottery from the residential quarter) or
only inadequately published (Aegean, Cypriot
as well as local items from Thapsos’s graves).

In conclusion, I welcome Vianello’s work
and I really appreciate his effort in providing a
new perspective. This is valuable because it
does not deny the role of western people in
Late Bronze Age exchanges and because it
provides a general explanation that saves the
validity of the detailed multi-patterned evi-
dence. Whilst the choice of broad periods and
cultural areas could cause a loss of detail, it
enhances the comparability of the documenta-
tion. His analysis of functional context is pre-
cious and marks the main difference with van
Wijngaarden’s work, which remains unsur-
passed as far as the contextual analysis of
Aegean pottery is concerned. The two books
should sit side by side in scholars’ bookcases.

136 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF ARCHAEOLOGY 9(1)



REFERENCES

ALBERTI, G., 2006. Per una ‘gerarchia sociale’ a
Thapsos: analisi contestuale delle evidenze
funerarie e segni di stratificazione. Rivista di
Scienze Preistoriche LVI:369–428.
DAY, P., 2005. Coarseware Stirrup Jars from
Cannatello, Sicily: New Evidence from Petro-
graphic Analysis. Studi Micenei ed Egeo-Anatolici
45:309–314.
DE MIRO, E., 1999. Archai della Sicilia greca.
Presenze egeo-cipriote sulla costa meridionale del-
l’isola. L’emporio miceneo di Cannatello. In La
colonisation grecque en Méditerranée occidentale,
Actes de la rencontre scientifique en hommage
à Georges Vallet:71–81. Rome: École française
de Rome.
HIRSCHFELD, N., 1993. Incised Marks (Post-
Firing) on Aegean Wares. In C. Zerner, P. Zerner
and J. Winder (eds), Wace and Blegen: Pottery as
Evidence for Trade in the Aegean Bronze Age
1939–1989: 311–318. Amsterdam: J.C. Gieben.
LA ROSA, V., 2000. Riconsiderazioni sulla media
e tarda età del bronzo nella media valle del
Platani. Quaderni di Archeologia dell’Università di
Messina 1(1):125–138.
LO SCHIAVO, F., 2004. Ipotesi sulla circolazione
dei metalli nel Mediterraneo centrale. In Atti
della XXXIX Riunione Scientifica Istituto Italiano
di Preistoria e Protostoria:1319–1337. Firenze:
Istituto Italiano di Preistoria e Protostoria.
VAN WIJNGAARDEN, G.J., 2002. Use and
Appreciation of Mycenaean Pottery in the Levant,
Cyprus and Italy (ca. 1600–1200 BC). Amsterdam:
Amsterdam University Press.

Gianmarco Alberti
Department of Archaeology ‘Dinu Adamesteanu’

University of Lecce, Italy

Demetra Papaconstantinou (ed.), Deconstructing
Context: A Critical Approach to Archaeological
Practice (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2006, x + 214
pp., pbk, ISBN 1 84217 204 2)

The ‘deconstructing’ in the title should not
intimidate anyone still threatened by ‘theory’.
Most of the 11 articles collected in this volume
are down-to-earth, use concrete examples, and
largely avoid obtuse jargon. Derived from a

session at the 8th EAA Annual Meeting in
Thessaloniki in 2002, these are not session pro-
ceedings, rather ‘a more structured discussion’
by ‘contributors ... chosen on the basis of their
research topics and background in order to
cover the whole spectrum of archaeological
excavation’. The aim was to emphasize ‘types
of material usually marginalised in archaeo-
logical research and rarely recorded in contex-
tual terms’.

In archaeology, contextual analysis aims at
identifying and interpreting formation processes,
specifically discard and abandonment. The
theory derives from the works of Binford and
Schiffer, with a post-processual emphasis on
ritual and symbolism. Several articles could
also be seen as part of ongoing debates over
analytical scale in archaeology: attempts to
bridge the gap between micromorphological
studies of individual contexts and large-scale
research designs suitable for investigating an
entire site or a landscape.

Demetra Papaconstantinou’s ‘Archaeological
context as a unifying process’ introduces the
relevant historical background. By sacrificing
much for the sake of brevity, such overviews
risk being too obscure to be easily understood
by the uninitiated, or so oversimplified that
others will quibble over details. In this case the
material will be familiar to readers of Trigger,
Hodder, Harris and – more recently – Gavin
Lucas. As these names – and the fact that all of
Demetra’s sources are English-language –
indicate, this is an Anglo-American perspec-
tive, largely failing to recognize methodologi-
cal differences in other traditions (the theme of
a session at the EAA’s 2006 Krakow confer-
ence). A comparative look at the role contex-
tual analysis has played in other disciplines
might also have helped locate everything
within a wider ‘context’.

Catherine M. Cameron’s ‘Ethnoarcha-
eology and its contribution to contextual stud-
ies’ contrasts the way sites are formed, and
how they are usually interpreted.

In ‘From animals and food in space to
bones in context: social zooarchaeology of the
Neolithic farming settlements’, Arkadiusz
Marciniak offers a ‘social zoological’ interpre-
tation to counter ‘simplistic’ studies based
largely on comparisons of relative proportions
of species represented in assemblages. While
sensitive to smaller-scale issues of areas within
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