
Reviews

the material. I concentrate on O’Connor’s overall
conclusions. He rejects Emery’s speculation that there
may have been Egyptian occupation at the site prior
to the Old Kingdom, but suggests that a Classic
A-group settlement may have existed there at some
point (the use of calendar dates would have helped
those only vaguely versed with Nubian chronology).
The main occupation of the site dates from around
the time of Khufu through to perhaps that of
Djedkare, spanning some 250 years (c. 2600–2350
BC; again, use of actual dates by the author would
have been preferable). Dates based on the names of the
Egyptian kings found on the Old Kingdom sealings—
to be published separately by J.-P. Pätznick—are also
supported by archaeological evidence. Buhen may
have been abandoned because of the government’s
inability to hold on to outlying areas, perhaps due to
the development of the C-group culture.

The most interesting part of the conclusions is that
pertaining to the purpose of the settlement. Ever
since Emery published his preliminary reports in
the early 1960s, it has been assumed that Buhen
was a copper-smelting settlement. O’Connor re-
examines this interpretation in great detail (pp. 221–
28), concluding that the evidence for copper smelting
at Buhen is not as great as Emery supposed. Whatever
smelting existed was on a small scale, and, taking
his cue from an analysis of an ore fragment (El
Gayar & Jones 1989), O’Connor speculates that gold
may have been as or more important than copper
at Buhen. He also argues that the site was in a
strategically important location and may have been
a storage facility for expeditions to Nubia, as well as
also being an important trading place, and perhaps
even a location for exploiting the wood resources of
the area.

In addition to the provision of detailed information
on an often overlooked site, this book is also
interesting for insight into how the archaeologist
works. O’Connor is constantly evaluating Emery’s
thought processes on how specific conclusions were
derived, and frequently coming to his own, different
conclusions. Given that O’Connor was one of the
team who actually excavated the site, it can be seen
just how difficult it is to interpret the notes of a
colleague. O’Connor has done a magnificent job on
this, but the book is a strong, silent advocate for how
important it is for the director of any excavation to
write up his or her own records; it is all too easy to
succumb to the temptation to keep digging and to
postpone publication. Combine this with the delays

in the editing process and we should be hugely grateful
that this book ever saw the light of day. It is sincerely to
be hoped that O’Connor will be able soon to publish
his own very important excavations.

What is missing from this book? A number of further
reports in the EES archive relating to the site to
which the reader is referred. There is no consolidated
bibliography, so following some of the references to
source is tricky, especially those quoted using op. cit.,
and an index and page-specific cross-referencing in
the text would have made the mass of data more
accessible. Technically, the printing of the review copy
seems to be quite faint, and many photos could have
done with greater definition. In general, the reviewer
wishes for the EES to go back to the former hardback
format for their fieldwork reports.

One problem with the timescale over which this book
has been produced—as explained in the Foreword—
in that it largely reflects the state of knowledge c. 1990.
Nubian studies have grown immensely since that date
and, while I understand the imperative to publish
this book, one cannot wonder whether it should
have been further updated. But the data in it are
now available for further re-evaluation in the light of
recent work. David O’Connor, and Patricia Spencer,
the editor, deserve everyone’s praise and thanks for
ensuring that this important book has finally been
published.

References
EMERY, W.B. 1963. Egypt Exploration Society:

preliminary reports on the excavations at Buhen.
Kush 11: 116–20.

EL GAYAR, E.S. & M.P. JONES. 1989. A possible source
of copper ore fragments found at the Old Kingdom
town of Buhen. Journal of Egyptian Archaeology 75:
31–40. http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/3821897

JAMES, T.G.H. 1962. Editorial foreword. Journal of
Egyptian Archaeology 48: 1–4.

NIGEL STRUDWICK

Cambridge, UK
(Email: ncs3@cam.ac.uk)

EMMA BLAKE. Social networks and regional identity
in Bronze Age Italy. 2014. xiv+325 pages, 41 b&w
illustrations and 15 tables. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press; 978-1-107-06320-4 hardback £65
& $99

C© Antiquity Publications Ltd, 2015

1518

https://doi.org/10.15184/aqy.2015.166 Published online by Cambridge University Press

http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/3821897
mailto:ncs3@cam.ac.uk
https://doi.org/10.15184/aqy.2015.166


R
ev

ie
w

Reviews

A network approach
to the past re-
quires social rela-
tions to be under-
stood through ar-
chaeological objects
rather than through
interviews or direct
observations; con-
sequently, we are

working with proxies of proxies. The leap from
the identification of static network patterns to their
explanation in terms of past social processes is
hazardous. In her application of network theory
to the archaeology of Bronze Age—and later—
Italy, however, Emma Blake has clearly succeeded in
bridging this difficult gap.

To avoid the theoretical problems associated with
the concept of ethnicity, Blake approaches the
formation of cultural groups in terms of regionalism.
Chapter 1 reviews evidence that includes origin myths
in the ancient Greek literature and geographical
distributions of Iron Age material culture and
language groups. These strands of evidence combine
nicely to reflect the regional groupings known from
the fourth and third centuries BC, but are not
so informative in delineating the origins or early
development of these groups, which most scholars
date to the Early Iron Age or even the Final
Bronze Age. In connection with this, in Chapter
3, Blake discusses the problems of studying identity
formation from material culture and explains why she
adopts an interactionist model—it is the interaction
between groups of people (social networks) and the
particular form of those interactions (the properties
of the network) that determine the success of these
people in identity formation (‘path dependence’,
pp. 77–79).

In order to identify these social networks, Blake
considers the circulation of imports and specialised
objects (mainly bronzes) across the Italian Peninsula
during the Recent and the Final Bronze Age 1–2.
In particular, if two sites produce evidence for the
same type of object—and they are less than 50km
apart, or a day’s sail in the case of coastal sites—Blake
considers the sites to be connected. This is based on
the assumption that “In Bronze Age Italy, where long-
distance trade was limited, non-local objects would
have circulated along local exchange routes. One may
expect the co-presence of identical rare objects at
nearby sites to be far from coincidental” (pp. 71–72).

The Bronze Age networks that Blake creates form into
a number of discrete clusters.

The Recent Bronze Age network divides into four
main clusters (fig. 4.1): the Po-Apennine, Lombardy,
Trentino and Southern. While demonstrating
regionalism, these clusters seem quite different from
the regional identities distinguished in Early Iron
Age Italy. With the Final Bronze Age, however,
the picture changes significantly (see fig. 4.5) and
network clusters correlate much better with the areas
that will be subsequently occupied by recognisable
ethnic groups: Garda, Veneto, Apennine, Etruria,
Basilicata and Apulia (although some other regions
are missing or at least not clearly visible: Molise,
Liguria, Campania, Calabria). But what is most
interesting is that “those Bronze Age networks that
demonstrate cohesion and dense interactions are
located where well-defined groups emerge later, as
in the case of the Etruscan and the Veneti, whereas
the weaker, disconnected networks precede poorly
defined groups in the same area, as in the case
in Apulia and Basilicata” (p. 19). With regard to
verifying correlations between Final Bronze Age
networks and later regional affiliations, Blake tests
her hypotheses statistically, treating distance and
shared material culture as independent variables.
Not surprisingly, sites that are closer together show
very high probability of later regional affiliation, but
more interestingly, regardless of proximity, the co-
occurrence of specific objects also demonstrates a
significant statistical relationship to the probability
of later affiliation.

In Chapters 5–8, Blake considers the network
clusters in further detail and traces their regional
development, incorporating hoards and ritual
deposits that were excluded from the original analysis
and also removing the distance criterion so as to
verify the influence of actual geographical proximity.
For northern Italy, the network data fit quite well
to the principal groupings of the Terremare and
Canegrate cultures, with the emergence during the
Final Bronze Age of smaller groups: around Lake
Garda, as part of a broader circuit of long-distance
transalpine connections, and in the Veneto, focused
on the site of Frattesina. For west-central Italy,
the network data show a lack of strong coherent
groups during the Recent Bronze Age, with two
clusters roughly corresponding to the Tolfa and
Fiora groups emerging during the Final Bronze Age.
Blake interprets Villanovan culture as an aggregative
phenomenon rather than—as suggested by Bietti
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Sestieri— one that broke off from a more loosely
defined group. Latium meanwhile appears as a
peripheral zone “with no internally driven networks
of its own” (pp. 178–79).

In the Marche, Umbria and the Apennines, there
seems to have been a lack of regionalism during
the Recent Bronze Age and Final Bronze Age.
Possible explanations include transhumance practices
that favoured supra-regional circuits, as well as
the disruption caused by later migrations. In the
southern sub-group, Blake identifies two alternative
networks—a maritime circulation of Aegean pottery
and a localised terrestrial circulation of rare metal
objects (with partial overlap in Apulia)—but neither
can be tied securely to any of the regional
cultural groups. Generally, southern Italy shows weak
regionalism during both the Recent Bronze Age
and Final Bronze Age, which can only be partially
explained by the presence of foreign groups and is
best understood in terms of social relations.

In the final chapter, Blake considers the regionalism
that can be detected in Italy during the Final Bronze
Age 1–2. Where cohesive networks are observed,
stronger ethnic groups will emerge during the Iron
Age, such as in Veneto and Etruria. In the south,
instead, where fragile networks are observed during
the Bronze Age, ethnic groups of the first millennium
BC are poorly defined. Meanwhile, in the Apennine
region, a cohesive supra-regional network grouping
northern Etruscans, Umbrians and Picenes, seems
to resist the hypothesis of path dependence but
can be explained in terms of the mobility and
migration of cultural groups. Generally, Blake’s
approach demonstrates a high degree of consistency
between the archaeological data, network clusters and
the ethnic groups of pre-Roman Italy. As she admits,
network patterns or behaviours can sometimes be
explained in multiple ways and therefore the overall
consistency recognised here is significant.

While not the only approach to ethnicity—I have
the impression that the instrumentalist approach
of Barth, Patterson and others is dismissed a little
too hastily (p. 70)—Blake’s work is innovative and
establishes a convincing link between social practices
and identity formation. The book provides a good
example of the application of network analysis in
archaeology—technically detailed but also simply
and clearly explained. The theoretical framework
builds on a detailed archaeological and historical
foundation. It is not fully clear, however, why only
imports (including the introduction of the donkey)

and specialised products (mainly metal objects)
are considered, but common pottery is not. The
observation that Final Bronze Age regional patterning
in material culture does not appear to be reflected in
the ethnic and cultural groups of subsequent periods
is significant but insufficient in its own right and begs
explanation. Generally, although the bibliography
is wide ranging, some of the Italian scholarship is
overlooked; for example, Renato Peroni identified a
Mediterranean metallurgical koiné some years before
Claudio Giardino.

By way of conclusion, Blake compares the regionalism
of the Bronze and Iron Ages to the administrative
regions into which the emperor Augustus divided Italy
at the end of the first millennium BC, and, later still,
to the regionalism of medieval and modern times. As
far as the Augustan regions are concerned, Blake shows
how in general “the stronger groups were respected
while the weaker groups were not. Thus [ . . . ] we
can detect, in a shadowy way, the impression they
must have made to those who encountered them”
(p. 251). In this respect, it ought to be noted that
the use of the Augustan regions as a source for
earlier regionalism in Italy is not completely new,
and Pallottino—quoted by Blake in other passages—
could have been mentioned here as well. In relation
to medieval and modern Italy, Blake notes the strong
unifying power of the institutional and especially
linguistic centralisation imposed by Rome, under
which regionalism certainly existed but did not
endure or re-emerge in its original form—Italian
regionalism before and after the Roman Empire were
two different and separate cycles.
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This volume represents the culmination of decades of
work on Aegean-style pottery in Italy by researchers
connected to what is now called the Istituto di Studi
sul Mediterraneo Antico at the CNR (Consiglio
Nazionale delle Ricerche) in Italy. Each of the
volume’s authors has written extensively on this
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