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ABSTRACT

The present dissertation investigates the process of transmission of hieroglyphs from
Egypt to Early-Modern Europe. This phenomenon has been studied by Egyptologists and Art
Historians, mostly from a historical and descriptive standpoint, but here an original theoretical
perspective was adopted: Grammatology or the study of writing.

In order to understand this process of stimuli diffusion, and its outcome, it was deemed
necessary to delve into both the Egyptian writing-system and the hieroglyphic phenomenon in
the Renaissance, which led the dissertation to be divided into two parts.

The First Part is devoted to The Ancient Hieroglyph: Chapter One addresses the
mechanics of Egyptian hieroglyphs, their grammatological functions and the outline of a theory
for the text-image dynamics in this context; Chapter Two examines the terminology of
“hieroglyph” in Egypt, and its conceptual difference from the Greek and Contemporary views on
the matter; Chapter Three describes the historical development of the Egyptian writing and a
hypothesis for the emergence of a “hieroglyphic hermeneutics”; Chapter Four is dedicated to
Horapollon’s Hieroglyphica, which is regarded as the main vector of diffusion between Ancient
and Modern hieroglyphic traditions.

The Second Part focuses on The Early-Modern Hieroglyph: Chapter Five outlines the
carly process of diffusion and the first ideas of hieroglyph in the Renaissance; Chapter Six discusses
the creation of new hieroglyphic codes; Chapter Seven tackles the role of hieroglyphs in the birth
of the emblematic tradition and its continuous relationship on different culture levels; Chapter
Eight look into the Spanish jeroglificos, regarding it as a hybrid genre of hieroglyphs and emblems;
Chapter Nine explores the impact of Renaissance hieroglyphs on the cultural perception of
writing; and finally, in Chapter Ten, the process of convergence between hieroglyphs, alchemical
iconography and emblems is analysed in the light of the previous chapters.

It was found that there is an objective relationship between Ancient and Modern

hieroglyphs, not easily perceptible and often downplayed as a result of a certain logocentrism, but



of great importance — especially in terms of its impact on the establishment of a European text-
image tradition.

Another conclusion is that, if Renaissance scholars, artists and poets thought it possible
to write through images, and in fact created speaking pictures, visual compositions can be
considered as a form of writing - being therefore a potential subject of Grammatology. This
finding does not exclude other instruments of analysis, but creates a number of theoretical

solutions in the field of text-image studies that have been employed in the present study.
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PREFACE

The present thesis is the result of research carried on first at the Centre for Emblem Studies
and then at the Stirling Maxwell Centre for the Study of Text-Image Cultures, University of
Glasgow, under the attentive supervision of Dr. Laurence Grove and Prof. Alison Adams. Its
overall purpose was to offer an original contribution to the understanding of the process of
cultural transmission of hieroglyphs from Egypt to Early-Modern Europe.'

The motivation for such a study comes from the perception that the role of hieroglyphs
in the Renaissance was frequently downplayed by contemporary scholarship, which often regards
the phenomenon as a mistake or fantasy — or a mere source of motifs for artwork (something
secondary, unsystematic and deprived of further layer of signification). The more I studied the
subject, the clearer it became that this second-hand prejudice — that Jacques Derrida would regard
as logocentric — created a vicious circle, pushing hieroglyphs away from their status in the Early-
Modern period and making it harder to grasp their influence on other text-image phenomena.

Already in the early stages of the research, I observed two fundamental problems, to which

I formulated respective working premises:

o The lack of referential: although individually both Egyptian and Renaissance hieroglyphs
have been deeply studied by specialists, the actual definition of what a hieroglyph is, is far

from a consensus. In order to solve this issue, it became clear that the study would
necessarily start from the search for a definition of the Ancient Hieroglyph, and the

adoption of a criterion for the Early Modern Hieroglyph;?* and,

t Under the scope of this study, the term “Modern Era” will roughly designate the historical period between the
European Renaissance and the Enlightenment (from c. 1420 to c. 1750).

21 decided to take into consideration anything self-entitled “hieroglyph” in primary sources, avoiding forcing other
phenomena into this definition. The fundamental criterion was, therefore, the cultural convention.
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o The lack of a suitable framework: in order to analyse the process of transmission between
Egyptian hieroglyphs and Renaissance hieroglyphs, it was necessary to find a theoretical
scope that would allow me to articulate both objects of study. I made a choice for
Grammatology, here understood as the general study of writing, departing from the idea

that both phenomena involve the use of visual elements to convey thought.

The research was divided into “cultural stages”, and involved a strong emphasis on
primary sources. Given the volume of information that resulted from this process, and how
difficult it would be to accompany, in a uniform text, the historical development of each
individual idea or phenomenon, it was decided to present the thesis in a conceptual perspective.
Consequently, the dissertation is divided into two parts: the first, dedicated to ancient
hieroglyphs, their mechanics, definitions, and the circumstances that caused their transmission;
and the second, focused on the process of cultural transmission of hieroglyphs in the Renaissance,

its principles, features and codes — and its conceptual relationship with the text-image tradition.

In a dissertation dedicated to exploring the role of images in writing processes, special
attention had to be paid to the use of plates. Their simple use as a secondary resource to convey
information would invariably defeat the arguments presented in this thesis, regarding the
importance of images.

Therefore, the plates elaborated for this thesis aim to provide pieces of evidence
(epiquirema) for phenomena commented within the text and conceptual syntheses of the main
arguments (enargeia) discussed in the dissertation, in the form of theoretical maps or infographics.

The images are expected to “speak for themselves” and, doing so, they can present another

way of reading this dissertation.
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CHAPTER ONE:
A Grammatological Overview ongyptian Hieroglyph

For more than three millennia, Egyptian writing was the pinnacle of this culture: a direct
form of communication with the gods — and therefore a living proof of their existence for the
Egyptians; a monumental vehicle of ideology; the guide map of souls on their way to the
netherworld; a magical object of adoration and cult; a way to carve ideas in the stone-made body
of eternity; the ultimate cause of civilization; or more simply put — a writing-system.!

Throughout this period — longer than our use of alphabet writing — the Egyptian attitude
towards hieroglyphs gained new nuances; the hieroglyphs themselves assumed different meanings
and functions. Therefore, an ideal attempt to analyse, describe and define the Egyptian script in
its amplitude would need to take into consideration an equally wide conjunct of factors. The very
origin of the hieroglyphs, for example, is the origin of writing itself — and this poses a whole new
problematic to the study of hieroglyphs, as one can imagine.

The complexity of such a task — the ideal analysis of Egyptian script — is so evident that
even after more than a century and a half of Egyptological research “a full-scale study of the
conceptual and historical origins of hieroglyphs — a history of #heir conditions of intelligibility,
replication, and figurative dynamics — remains to be written” (Davis 1992: 270). This statement
should not discourage any effort to understand Egyptian writing. On the contrary, it is just a

reminder that different approaches are still welcomed and needed.

In this first chapter there will be very succinct reference to the nature of writing. From
there, I will proceed to a grammatological study of the hieroglyphic modes of interaction between

image and idea (in other words, a description of the Egyptian script). By no means is the objective

1 See Baines; Christin and Goody.
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here to teach how to read hieroglyphs: the fundaments of Egyptian grammar will not be addressed

within this thesis.

1. Undcﬁning Writing

Western Civilisation did not create its writing-system “from scratch”, or witness this
event. A succession of borrowings, assimilations and developments gave birth to our phonetic
system of script: the alphabet. This very simple fact can provide the earliest reason for the
secondary role that writing (as a semiotic system) assumed in Western culture. Although the
importance of writing is self-evident and undeniable in our society, it is equally true that it plays
no active role in Graeco-Roman or Christian mythologies — since no traditional myth explains the
origin of writing, and the latter has absolutely no relevance in their cosmogonies.? Instead, the
raison d’étre of writing in our culture was to preserve the (spoken) word at minimum levels of
figurative interferences.

Arguably, the necessary accuracy demanded to write down the logos also created a sort of
“scriptural iconoclasm” that avoided the use of images to write — given their pluralistic
interpretation —, denied their scriptural possibilities and therefore attempted to devoid it of the
power of conveying thinking. The minimalism of alphabetic writing was then praised and
considered culturally superior to any other writing-system.?

Despite its phenomenological and philosophical evidence, the study of writing as a main
scientific problem came to light very late, in 1952 with Gelb’s 4 Study of Writing that has created
the field of Grammatology. However, the scientific notion of writing, until that point, was

restricted to its physical component — the script — and its relation to spoken language.

2There are some “partial” exceptions: the development of Cretan and Mycenaean writing-systems (later abandoned);
the myth of Cadmos (that in fact suggests the origin of writing in Egypt, but does not discuss it); and Plato’s Phaedyos

(that presenting Egyptian god Theuth/Thoth as the inventor of writing).
3 Cf. Havelock 1976; Gelb 1952.
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This canonical logocentric attitude* had been crowned by Saussure’s definition of writing
as something secondary: “language and writing are two distinct systems of signs; the second exists
for the sole purpose of representing the first” (Saussure 2011: 23).

The prevalence of this perspective was challenged only decades after, by Jacques Derrida’s
influential De la Grammatologie (1967) that was the first work in the twentieth century to address
writing on philosophical grounds, out of this logocentric scope. Still, the greatest problem of
studying writing in the light of science remains the criteria for its definition, and its consequences.
The discrepancy of definitions can be enormous, and no general “Theory of Writing” has been
largely accepted.

For now, instead of trying to define what writing is, or is not, I will speculate briefly on

what I consider three of its constitutive characteristics:

1.1. Writing is Thinking

Very often writing is referred to as a system of communication, and communication
naturally implies the transmission of information from a sender to a recipient. However the daily
use of writing reveals that it goes beyond that: writing is a powerful maieutic instrument. By
writing something down, one creates a dialogue with its own thinking, and the process of
rereading/rewriting works as a key to reformulate/lapidate thoughts; also, writing can be used to
preserve one’s own thoughts, as in private journals and diaries. In both cases, the sender and the
recipient are the same person, and the objective is not only to communicate a thought, but also to
explore it.

To work with this hypothesis implies that, in other words, thoughts do not precede their
“materialization”, as the process of expressing it reformulates the initial thought, taking part in

the very act of thinking. And,

* Wikipedia offers a perfect commonplace: “Writing is the representation of language in a textual medium through
the use of a set of signs or symbols (known as a writing system). It is distinguished from illustration, such as cave
drawing and painting, and non-symbolic preservation of language via non-textual media, such as magnetic tape
audio”.

13



If writing is the mediation of thought, then thought itself is unmediated or immediate: whether or
not a thought is represented, expressed, or transcribed in script, it suffuses the consciousness of the
thinker, to whom it is immediately "present”. (Davis 1992: 256)

Needless to say, this perspective has an immediate impact on the notion of writing as
“representation” — a concept that will also be discussed within this thesis. Provisionally, in order

to complete and illustrate this section, I would say that writing does not represent thinking - it

renders thinking, and by thinking I certainly mean more than a linear sequence of words (see

Derrida 1967).

1.2. Writing as Communication

In the same way writing can be used to disclose one’s own thought (to oneself, the writer),
it can be used to communicate this thought to someone else (the reader) by means of a previously
shared system of convention: the script or writing-system. The writing-system can vary immensely
in its approach to thought and language, being more or less accurate.> Usually, when discussing
“writing-system”, only this aspect of writing is taken into consideration, and this ultimately
reduces the understanding of writing in general and even the importance of a script in particular.®

Obviously, the reading process must not be taken as something passive, because reading,
in its turn, not only interprets the written thoughts: it also fills with new thoughts the spaces that

for some reason could not be decoded, creating actively new meanings.

1.3. Writing as a Paradigm for Thinking

5 Cf. Ong 1982.
¢ Cf. Daniels 1996; Christin 2010.
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This “constitutive characteristic” is somehow a development of both the previous
sections. If it is true that writing is thinking, and that a script is a system of convention, then
something must explain this gap between something idiosyncratic (thinking) and something
cultural (the writing-system).

The fact is that this gap does not exist, because thinking is not so idiosyncratic as one may
think, nor is a script impersonal: the link between the two sides of the same coin has its place
before the act of writing, with thinker/writer modellinga thought to the form of a script, thinking
in terms of writing. In other words, before writing down a thought, one is already thinking in
writing. While I write this thesis, for example, I am not only transforming thoughts into texts, but
also adjusting my ideas to the possibilities given by the Roman alphabet (to my own writing
process, and to my culture).

How this “scriptural paradigm” can affect a thought, however, is something to be explored
(by neuroscience, cognitive and psychoanalytic studies, anthropology, etc.); it will depend on
many factors. One of these factors is one’s awareness of the principles of a script, and the
possibilities of subverting this system (when the thought affects the paradigm) according to one’s
needs. The conscious ruptures caused in this paradigm can result in particular usages of writing
(more or less understandable, or understood as mistakes), new tools (letters, symbols, forms,
usages, functions), or even new scripts. In sum, thinking is constantly adapted to writing, and

writing adapted to thinking.

To offer this very superficial description of these “constitutive characteristics” instead of
presenting a definition of writing-system is intentional: the objective here is only to broaden the
notion of writing so as to discuss its origin — and the origin of hieroglyphs, specifically — outside a
too rigid culturally preconceived ambit.

I am aware of the difficulty that this suspension of judgment implies. The notion of
writing is not normally an object of debate outside specialized academic circles as, I think, it should
be (overall in schooling, when learning to read). In this lack of discussion, the law of least effort
prevails and the concept of “writing” tends to be reduced to its most immediate and accessible

sense: the alphabet.

15



1.4. Graphism

The first human experiences of creating images could probably be identified with the
marks left by humans and other animals in nature, such as scratches, footprints, remains of food.
Although these natural signs could be decoded (revealing essential information for hunting and
protection, as identifiers of preys or predators), these first reproducible images had a function as
indexes (in the semiotical sense of the word), indicating their origins, and therefore their
employment to present ideas other than their immediate meaning was very limited.

It can be supposed, then, that the first signs would need to break away from this signifier

immediacy so as to acquire new functions. And this new step is abstract graphism. [Plate 1]

The emergence of graphic signs at the end of the Palacoanthropians’ reign presupposes the
establishment of a new relationship between the two operating poles [hand/tools, face/language] -
a relationship exclusively characteristic of humanity in the narrow sense, that is to say, one that
meets the requirements of mental symbolization to the same extent as today. (Leroi-Gouhran 1993:

187)

The earliest evidence of this “mental symbolization” dates back to the “end of the
Mousterian period, and becomes plentiful in the Chatelperronian, toward 35,000 B.C.” (Leroi-
Gouhran 1993: 188). In its origin, graphism was the visual mark of a gesture, of a rhythm, and
necessarily a token of human self-awareness. One can but imagine the original functions of

graphism, its magical and/or ornamental appeal, its usage to produce a mnemonic device, etc.

If there is one point of which we may be absolutely sure, it is that graphism did not begin with naive
representations of reality but with abstractions. The discovery of prehistoric art in the late
nineteenth century raised the issue of a “naive” state, an art by which humans supposedly
represented what they saw as a result of a kind of aesthetic triggering effect. It was soon realized near
the beginning of this century [20™"] that this view was mistaken and that magical-religious concerns
were responsible for the figurative art of the Cenozoic Era (...) (Leroi-Gourhan 1993: 188)

15.F igurativism: from Myth to Mythography

16



The first examples of figurative expression appear in the Aurignacian period (c. 30,000
B.C.E.) in parallel with abstract graphism.” These figures did not represent something as a
primitive photogram. Rather, they present a thought — articulating one of the above-mentioned
scriptural characteristics. Rock paintings, therefore, did not reproduce natural landscapes, but

reorganized nature on a symbolic level. [Plate 2]

The contents of the figures of Paleolithic art, the art of the African Dogons, and the bark paintings
of Australian aborigines are, as it were, at the same remove from linear notation as myth is from
historical narration. Indeed in the primitive societies mythology and multidimensional graphism
usually coincide. If T had the courage to use words in their strict sense, I would be tempted to
counterbalance “mytho-logy” — a multidimensional construct based upon the verbal — with “mytho-
graphy”, its strict counterpart based upon the manual. (Leroi-Gouhan 1993: 196)

Mythology and mythography therefore respond to the same process — and perhaps
impulse — of mythical thinking; the former, by means of the articulation of sounds, ze/ls a myth by
means of words (logos); the latter shows a myth by means of images, through a non-linear “syntax”

of figures. Of course, this comparison between mythology and mythography implies a very

particular notion of myth. For Roland Barthes, in his Mythologies, the myth is a “type of speech”:

[it] must be firmly established at the start that myth is a system of communication, that is a message.
This allows one to perceive that myth cannot possibly be an object, a concept, or an idea; it is a mode
of signification, a form. (Barthes 1972: 109)

The idea of myth, as Barthes asserts, is “perfectly consistent with etymology” (Barthes
1972: 109), which can be attested by checking the definition of myth according to Lydell-Scott-

Jones:

ubog, 6,

A. word, speech(...).
2. public speech (...).
3. conversation(...).

4. thing said, fact, matter (...) (Liddell et al 1996)

7 Leroi-Gourhan 1993: 190.
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But the etymological argument, as Barthes also recognises,® does not exclude other notions
at all, as originally a myth also is “s. thing thought, unspoken word, purpose, design, 1.545 (pl.)
(...)”, amongother notions. This latter definition, in theory, precedes the others, as it defines myth
in its latent state: “myth” is also, therefore a story in its yet untold essence — and this is precisely the
notion I will be working with. In this latent state, the myth exists before the notion of form or
content, but it can be manifested as both (form and content) in its pazent state: mythology and
mythography are precisely patent or manifested myths. [Place 3]

The best analogy I can find for the myth’s latency is precisely the dream. This formulation

is not new:

[Bill] Moyers: “Why is a myth different from a dream?”

[Joseph] Campbell: “Oh, because a dream is a personal experience of that deep, dark ground that is
the support of our conscious lives and a myth is the society’s dream. The myth is the public dream
and the dream is the private myth. If your private myth, your dream, happens to coincide with that

of the society, you are in good accord with your group. Ifitisn’t, you've got an adventure in the dark
forest ahead of you”. (Campbell and Moyers 2011: 48)

When one is awakened and recalls a dream,” there is “something to tell”, i.e. the
reminiscences of the dream. The rational process of converting the dream into a narrative imposes
a logical organization so as to fit the dream in the form of story: this procedure creates gaps (that
will need to be “explained”) and excesses (that affect the actual narrative in a subtle way, but that
will appear only in a different account of this dream). Just like the dream, the myth can assume a
“speech form” as a narrative, but as it is converted into zexz, an explicative and argumentative
approach will also take place.

Going back to the definition of mythology and mythography, these two expressive
attitudes, must not be taken as “pure” or “independent” forms of expression. Rather, their parallel
development points out that gestures — materialized in graphism — and sounds — materialized in
speech — had an intense interplay, or a symbiotic relationship. Mythographic compositions
(panels) painted in rocks were conceived in the context of oral culture, which provided the

necessary conventions to explain them; at the same time, the images mnemonically evoked the

® “Innumerable other meanings of the word ‘myth’ can be cited against this. But I have tried to define things, not
words” (Barthes 1972: 109, fn. 1).
? See Goodenough 1991: 113-140.
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sequence of a myth that was to be told, securing it a longer permanency and therefore the

systematization of cultural transmission.

The question of whether or not mythography can be considered not only a precursor but
the actual source of writing remains open and is generally addressed in many works on the history

of writing, This issue will be discussed further on in this thesis.!

2. The Mechanics of Egyptian Hicroglyphs

In this section, I hope to continue my line of reasoning on writing — now introducing
conceptually the succession of innovations that became known as Egyptian writing. Here I will try to

approach critically the different degrees and techniques used to engage image and idea through
hieroglyphs — not only on a “morphological” level, but also in terms of a scriptural “syntax”. This

phenomenon, it is important to make clear, is not yet completely understood:

Even after a century and a half of research, the study of the hieroglyphic script is by no means at an
end. Many problems of detail remain to be clarified. Two issues may be emphasised which, despite
their central importance for the script, have not so far been adequately studied: the structure of the
semantic components in the script, i.e. the nature of semograms, and their relationships with one
another; and the relationship between the script and the language it writes, in particular the
question of how far individual signs convey information about linguistic forms, and how far, as
orthograms, they combine with other signs to record linguistic elements of a higher order. (Schenkel

1976: 7)

For the sake of objectivity, however, a detailed account of such developments in different
moments of Egyptian history, and their full sociological impact, will be sacrificed — unfortunately.
Nevertheless, a small introduction on the “invention” of such techniques (i.e. grammatological
functions), together with a few examples, can be expected.

Ideally, this section could consist of a classic semiotic (or semiologic) analysis of the

Egyptian hieroglyphs. However,

10 p. 60.
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Although Saussure stressed the importance of the relationship of signs to each other, one of the
weaknesses of structuralist semiotics is the tendency to treat individual texts as discrete, closed-off
entities and to focus exclusively on internal structures. Even where texts are studied as a “corpus” (a
unified collection), the overall generic structures tend themselves to be treated as strictly bounded.
The structuralist's first analytical task is often described as being to delimit the boundaries of the
system (what is to be included and what excluded), which is logistically understandable but
ontologically problematic. Even remaining within the structuralist paradigm, we may note that
codes transcend structures. (Chandler 2002: 194)

Therefore, the problem of such an internal approach to sign would be threefold:

® The semiosis of a particular hieroglyph can change through Egyptian history. Therefore a
semiotic analysis, I suggest, favours a synchronic approach, but it is not ideal for a

diachronic study;

® One given hieroglyph could accumulate different reading possibilities, which interfere
directly with its semiosis (and makes it almost impossible to “delimit the boundaries of

the system”);

® The outcome of such a complete task is not only very complex: the volume of information

produced would easily exceed the word limits of a PhD thesis.

Insisting on a conventional semiotic study could lead to an effort of categorization of signs
that would easily turn counterproductive for the scope of this thesis, as a workable set of sign-
categories would easily produce more exceptions than rules. For this reason, the following
description of Egyptian writing will privilege a grammatological approach, discussing “principles”
and not “categories”, precisely because I understand grammatology — as a discipline — not only as

the study of writing in a narrow sense, but also as a science focused on the dynamics of systems of

signification (based on graphic notation).

The terms by which the grammatological functions of ancient hieroglyphic writing are

presented here (mythogram, ideogram, phonogram, etc.), it is important to say, were not
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employed by the Egyptians. It is unknown how the Egyptians referred to these principles, if they
did. The description of these “principles” results from empirical observation of Egyptian writing
throughout its history, and they are discussed, sometimes from a very different perspective, in

most Egyptian Grammars."!

2.1. l\/Iythogmphy12

It is common sense that countless numbers of different meanings can be attributed to a
single image on a symbolic level. In the case of a mythogram, as commented above, the power to
sustain its particular meaning depends on a parallel oral tradition — the mythology — that preserves
the original convention (and continuously recreates it), and that at the same time is nurtured by
the image in question, in a symbiotic relationship that presents a thought.

The oldest known mythography found in the Egyptian area is approximately 15,000 years
old and was rediscovered recently, in 2007, near Qurta.”® It consists of a series of drawings with
extraordinary visual similarity with what later became known as Egyptian hieroglyphs. Despite
their appearance, it is unlikely that this tradition is the same one that was the source of the later
continuum that led to the invention of the Egyptian hieroglyphic system. It is, however, an early
evidence of the use of mythograms in the region. [Plate 4]

Around a thousand years later, Predynastic Egyptian cultures will still make use of rock
drawings (or petroglyphs), with an increasing level of sophistication.'* Examples from Naqada I
period will achieve a new standard of complexity and the “naturalistic” appearance of earlier
petroglyphs will make way for more intricate drawings. [Plate s

The survival of rock drawings across history has a simple reason: as a hard and inorganic

support, the images carved or painted on rocks could last for longer than those — that probably

"' E.g. Gardiner 1957; Allen 2000; Collier and Manley 2003; Loprieno 1995.
"2 Other authors give various names for what I refer as Egyptian mythograms: “pictorial representation”, “Egyptian

art”, etc., often in an unsystematic way, with an equally different approach.
13 See Huyge et al. 2007.
14 See Morrow et al. 2002; Rohls 2000.
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existed — produced on any other natural surface (such as wood, for example). The rise of pottery

techniques represented a further step in the search for long-durable media for imagery:

The assemblage of Predynastic pottery — C-Ware (White Crossed-Lined) and D-Ware (Decorated)
pottery — is particularly renowned because of its captivating designs, which are reminiscent of rock
drawings. Chronologically, C-Ware was an innovation of the Nagada I period, and was replaced by
D-Ware during the Naqada II period (MacArthur 2010: 117)

I like to think that rock drawings finally have “slipped” from rock walls to vessels — and

from there permeated Egyptian material culture. [Plates 6 and 7]

2.1.1. The Semiotic Status of a Mythogram

Because of the visual resemblance that these early mythograms have with later stages of
Egyptian visual culture, it is extremely seductive for someone in the 21%-century to attempt to
interpret them in the light of a later iconology. Intellectually, this process of “reinterpretation” of
such mythograms would not be strange given the ancient attitude toward mythography. However,
the belief that it is possible to identify the “correct” interpretation of a mythogram from this time
must be based on the misconceived presumption that mythograms are a straightforward “pictorial
narrative” — that therefore represented directly an idea or event.” Semiotically speaking, the
mythogram - in its complexity — is a “mute” signifier that stands for a yet undetermined signified
(unless the exact intention of the author is known and preserved). The signified remains unknown
until the moment the myth is z0/d (and this “telling” can be just thought, i.e. not necessarily
expressed). When this happen, pieces of the narrative will establish different levels of semiotic
relation with the images: parts of the mythogram will assume the role of icons, indexes or symbols.

In other words, the interpretamen gradually will fulfil the signified.

'5 T would understand this exercise as a complete rupture with the understanding of mythography itself: again, a
mythogram stands for a story in its untold state, and the “correct” interpretation of its “narrative” would depend on
a told myth (mythology), that has been lost. It is precisely because of this difficulty that the ideography will be

invented.
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I must clarify, however, that my understanding of this phenomenon (that I call
“mythography”) differs from other perspectives — sometimes radically. The term “mythogram”
has previously been applied to pre-historical panels; but as far as T have been informed, it was never

used for what other authors consider to be an example of what is known as “Egyptian art”.

2.1.2. Spatial Aspective

As was mentioned before, mythography “irradiated” the aesthetic principles that would
become a non-exception rule in Egyptian visual culture (either in discrete or non-discrete signs).
The high iconicity was a conditio sine qua non tor Egyptian hieroglyphs. However, it is wrong to
suppose that throughout history Egyptian iconography is purely zaturalistic: especially from the
Dynastic period on, Egyptian imagery did not respect the demands of natural perspective. Rather,
the Egyptians made use of a principle known as “aspective”. Doing so, instead of choosing one
single viewpoint to draw a human figure, for example, the Egyptian artist would choose different
viewpoints so as to capture the best different angles of this single figure, thus putting them all

together and producing an ideally harmonized image.

2.1.3. “Temporal Aspective”

The concept of spatial aspective described above is very helpful to explain what I consider
another important feature of mythography: the power to assemble different moments of an event

in the same panorama. Instead of presenting a succession of acts, arranged according to their
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chronological order, a mythogram tends to group all of them in an ideal scene of the best temporal

aspects of the entire event.'¢

2.1.4. Towards Ideography

From within the domain of Predynastic mythography new solutions for the problems of
interpretation will appear. First, the recurrence of canonical motives will set a strong “pictorial
convention” that will become the most easily recognizable feature of the entire Egyptian visual
culture. Put in different words, the principle — or rule — of iconicity by which the Egyptian
hieroglyphs are easily identified even nowadays was borne from this process. Secondly, from this
system of convention, ideography will emerge.

Moreover, throughout the history of Egyptian hieroglyphic tradition, mythography will
always be source for the creation of new signs or usages, and even much later, when mythograms
will already be sharing the scriptural context with linear writing, they will become the images
known among Egyptologists as “scene”, “vignette” or “illustration” — the problem with these labels

is that they may imply a passive or secondary role of mythography in relation with linear writing.

2.2. Ideography

As mentioned above, a subsequent “innovation” in the mythographic system happens
when the image deploys itself in meaningful parts that can be repeated and articulated, and that
will not stand for an entire myth — as is the case of the mythograms — but for a particular idea,

concept or word, thus becoming subject to a more rigid convention, that will help to identify

16 E.g. Fathers/sons will be often presented at the same apparent age (the difference can be made with size); the
deceased will always have their best young appearance, Osiris will always be already dead, the result of the weighing
of the heart is already displayed (success or failure).
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clements of the mythogram, i.e. the ideogram,” in the context of mythography, will have an
identifier function, allowing the mythographic figure to “explain” itself. Essentially, the ideogram
will allow the direct use of images as marks of place, identity (cither divine or human), property,
numbers, etc. [Plate 8]

Although some ideograms can be identified in late Predynastic rock drawings,'® their
systematic use will be attested in two other different media or scriptural contexts: seals and tags,
and funerary stelae [Plate 9]. These new writing places are of course symptoms of the new functions
that image assumes in the light of ideography. Both tags and funerary stelae are very representative
exponents of the two cultural axes that not much later gave birth to linear writing; rite (here
related to the cult of the dead — which has a major place in Egyptian culture) and administration
(here represented by the notation of numbers and objects for accounting); ideology and power."

For cognitive reasons that will not be discussed here, it is relatively easy to understand and
define a sign as an ideogram. However, the exact semiotic “classification” of each ideogram within
the linear writing-system depends on the relationship that each signifier has with its meaning, in

a specific context. [Plate 10]

2.2.1. Dcfining Spaces in Non-Linear Syntax: Encircling and Scale

Mythographic composition is by definition non-discrete, and occupies scriptural space in
a non-linear order. Arguably, the importance of each element in a mythogram could be suggested
by its proximity to the centre of the composition, its relation to human figures, and its
proportional size. The advent of the ideographic principle within the mythographic domain

demanded a new compositional solution to avoid confusion (as both principles would make use

71 object to the term "logogram” here because very often the same hieroglyph could stand for one or more different
words (logos). If ideograms were logograms or semograms they would not need determinatives or phonetic
complements. However, I do employ the term Jogogram in the sense of a schematograms: i.c. as the “written part of a
word that can be pronounced”. See p. 113.

'8 As the serekh of King Narmer (before ca. 3150 BC), Dynasty 0. See [Plate 13].

1 See Goody 1987.
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of the same visual signs with different functions), which appears in two main forms: scale and
encircling,

Because the first function of an ideogram in the context of mythography is to act as an
identifier, thus determining the sense of mythographic elements, it had to assume a discrete
conventional form (smaller scale) that could be repeated elsewhere, without interfering with the

mythographic domain:*

Protodynastic pictorial narrative uses picture-signs on two distinctly different physical scales. The
large pictures portray a “scene”, and the small pictures identify actors and places by including names.
The small pictures therefore refer to language (names), the large pictures refer to the world (acts). It
would be a mistake, however, to categorize only the small pictures as “writing”. The large pictures
also act as writing. (Assmann 1988: 19)

A second strategy for separating the “mythographic” from the “ideographic” (and later
also “phonetic”) reading was to isolate the identifier in a frame, by drawing its limits with a line
(that could be a circle or square). This can explain the early examples of serekh,* the writing of

place names inside squares, and lately the use of shenu (also known as “cartouche”, that consisted

of the sen ring hieroglyph within which the names of gods and humans were written).

2.3. Phonography: Alluding to Sounds through Paronomasia

Although more “specific” than mythography, the ideographic principle could still allow a
number of different readings, and had serious limitations when employed to present an abstract
concept (as “mother”, for example). A new writing strategy then emerged from the vocalization
of ideograms: the principle of paronomasia. It was clear that a particular reading of an ideogram

could allude to a specific sound, and that instead of reading the ideographical meaning of a sign,

2 More or less in the same way paintings and drawings are signed by artists conventionally at the bottom of the canvas.
! Serekh “was the device within which this name (the royal title known as “Horus name”) was written. It consisted
of a rectangular “frame” with a section of recessed niche walling drawn at the bottom, and usually with the falcon

symbol of the god Horus perched on the top” (Wilkinson 1994: 149).
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one could employ this sound to write something else. This explanation can be clarified by one
simple example. [Plate 11]

This made the pre-existing use of images for writing in Egypt much more complex, but at
the same time allowed the Egyptians to allude to the sounds of their language. The Egyptian
phonograms, in their “classic” form could refer to one, two or three consonants. [Plate 12]

The actual origin of the principle of paronomasia is disputed. It is generally accepted that
the Egyptian punning is derived, by “stimulus diffusion”, from the Sumerian system that would
be slightly older. The most ancient evidence of the use of phonography in Egypt comes from the
Tomb U-j, and dates from around 3320 BC to around 3150 BC.*

For the time being, it is sufficient to observe that by alluding to the sound, the already
existent Egyptian use of images became more and more independent from the oral parallel culture,
and gained more precision. Not only ideography, but also phonography could be applied to
“determine” a mythogram.

The prototype of this encounter of mythography, ideography and phonography is the
Narmer Palette (Dynasty o, before ca. 3150). From this remarkable example, one can observe how
mythography is employed to depict a possible historical event, in a highly ideological way, and
how ideography and phonography united for the deixis of such an event. A great number of
compositional conventions and motives can already be attested: even before the rise of linear

Writing. [Plate 13]

Here, I feel compelled to make a brief commentary on phonography in Egypt: despite the
fact that this principle is taken as the cradle of Egyptian writing, the Egyptians’ allusion to sounds
within their writing-system is far from perfect. On the one hand, although a contemporary scholar
can transcribe in alphabetic writing the supposed phonetic value of a hieroglyph, the fact is that
the Egyptians did not have this possibility. In the beginning, the reading of visual punning was
probably as “enigmatic” as a rebus game - i.e. essentially, it was a charade. On the other hand, it is
true that a small set of hieroglyphs that employed the principle of paronomasia, equivocally called
“hieroglyphic alphabet”, was frequently used —to allude also to the sound of foreign words. As a

matter of fact, these very few hieroglyphs were the most used ones, together with some recurrent

2 Dreyer and Hartung 1998. [Plate 09]
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ideograms and determinatives. However, what is understood now as “phonetic writing” actually
operated, to a great extent, as an orthographic convention (i.e. certain words were written in a
particular way not because of an accurate allusion to their sounds, but because they were
traditionally, or canonically, written with those hieroglyphs — even when the pronunciation of

such words changed as time passed). Apparently, Bossuet’s maxim that

We do not read letter by letter; but the whole pattern of the word makes its impression on the eyes
and on the mind, so that if this pattern suddenly changes considerably, the words lose the features
which make them recognizable to the sight and the eyes are no longer satisfied (Cahiers de Mezeray,

1673)...

... can also be applied to the reading of hieroglyphs. Moreover, evidence suggests that the
Egyptian scribes’ education for writing in hieroglyphs was more based on systematic copying,?
than on the application of structural principles previously learned. It is this entire phenomenon —
of writing words by convention, and not by the straightforward application of a principle — that I

ultimately call “logography”.

2.4. The Determinative Sign

It is beyond doubt that phonography represented a great grammatological tool in Egypt.
However, as the phonograms did not allude to vowels, one can suppose that the number of
homographs could be considerable. To avoid the difficult work of reading by guessing a way
through ambiguities, a creative solution was promptly designed: the addition of a special and
“mute” hieroglyph* at the end of the word - the so called determinative — that would function
immediately as a reading aid. [Plate 14]

Some of the earliest examples of the use of determinatives come from the aforementioned

Tomb of U-j where the ideogram of mountain was used as a determinative of place to identify the

** See Baines 1983; for process of learning hieroglyphs, see p. 110.
2% “Mute” because they do not carry any phonetic value. Simply put they cannot be read out loud, while ideograms or
phonograms can.
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city of Elephantine. During the Old Kingdom, their usage became more frequent, and from the

Middle Kingdom on they assumed their celebrated systematic form. According to Assmann,

A new stage is reached when the “large” signs [i.e. mythograms] are integrated into the inventory of
the “small” ones [i.c. linear hieroglyphs]. This is the origin of determinatives. The determinative is
originally nothing more than a “picture” reduced to script size that joins the preceding phonogram
as annotation. There reference of these sense signs only gradually becomes generalized from
sememes to classemes. The word for “beetle” is originally determined by the picture of abeetle. Only
later is the word for “beetle” determined by the picture of a bird as falling into the sense class “flying
animals”, and even later by the picture of an animal skin as falling into the more general sense class
“animal”. (Assmann 1988: 20)

Gardiner has a different and also interesting explanation for the origin of this principle,

according to him:

The name “determinative” is in many cases historically inaccurate, the ideogram having been the
original sign with which the word was first written, and the phonograms having been prefixed to it
subsequently for the sake of clearness. In such cases it might be more truly said that the phonograms
determine the sound of the ideogram, than that the ideogram determines the semse of the

phonograms. (Gardiner 1957: 31)

My hypothesis is somehow a synthesis of Assmann and Gardiner: the phonogram, indeed,
was created first of all for the purpose of “determining” the meaning of another image — either
mythogram or ideogram — by alluding to its name (sound), as I discussed before. Therefore giving
the name “determinative” only to the particular usage of hieroglyph presented here could imply
that other writing strategies (mythograms, phonograms, ideograms and even rules of
composition) did not have the function of “determining” something — as Gardiner suggests. I
think that while the phonograms were used only to identify another image, they did not need the
determinatives for themselves. But as phonograms began to be employed to write isolated words
or expressions, out of a mythographic context, the determinative hieroglyph became more and
more necessary — and they were, as Assmann says, mythograms incorporated among the “small”

hieroglyphs.
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“Determinatives” are elsewhere called “classemes” or “classifiers”.?> Notwithstanding, I do
not find these new terms very helpful either. First, because they presuppose an idea of
“categorization” that is somehow strange to Egyptian culture?® — and more importantly because
they reduce or even subtract the expressive function or possibilities of such signs.

To illustrate my point— that the use of determinatives had a much more organic role - I
offer some few self-explanatory examples of the functions of determinatives [Plate 15], and a list of
the most common determinative signs from Classical Hieroglyphic Writing. [Plate 16]

In sum, the function of the determinative, that is never an arbitrary sign, goes far beyond

the sole and secondary function of indicating the class for a word “phonetically written”.

2.5. The Birth and Dcvclopmcnt of Linear Writing

From Dynasty o on, the coexistence of mythograms, ideograms and phonograms in the
context of Egyptian use of images to write led to the gradual but inevitable development of this script
as a closed system (with a certain number of signs and rules). The articulated signs, as mentioned

before, were introduced to material culture and assumed new functions: as indexes they were
employed in tags and sealings, in pottery and wooden objects, in votive plaques and funerary stelae.

This phenomenon led to the rise and advance of a new technology: the text — or linear writing.

[Plate 17]

In the period between the 3rd dynasty and Old Kingdom,

Writing is reformed so that its potential to record continuous language is realized. Rates of literacy
probably rise. The concept of a text appears, but perhaps only for ritual, that is, instrumental matter.
The importance of scarcity decreases, and expression and comment are possible, being manifest first
in biographies, which become the least instrumental writings. Writing is now prominent in law
(where the legal document, another type of text, develops) and religion, which are the points of
departure for later developments. (Baines 2007: 59)

» Orly Goldwasser proposes a different name (and theoretical approach) for the “determinative” sign: classifier
(2002: 13).
% See Chapter Two.
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While in the Old Kingdom,

With the emergence of a society strongly founded upon what has been described as "the bureaucratic
mind", the quantity and the complexity of written documents expands dramatically (Dyn. IV- VI,
2650-2150 BCE). From this period we have a wealth of texts exhibiting a full-fledged writing system
based on a systematic, rather than random application of the principles described in section 2.2. The
inventory of signs is slightly over a thousand and the possibility of substitute writings for the same
word is reduced in the case of logograms, but maintained for the phonetic signs (...). Texts from this
period are mainly documents pertaining to the administration of royal funerary domains, legends
on the walls of private tombs of the elite in the necropoleis of the Memphite area, autobiographies
on the external walls of the rock-cut tombs in Upper Egypt, and the theological corpus of the
"Pyramid Texts" in the burial chambers of the royal tombs from the end of Dyn. V (about 2330
BCE) through the end of the Old Kingdom. (Loprieno 1995: 20)

25.1. Principlcs ofComposition and the Order of Rcading

In Dynasty I the articulated signs were more frequently put together to form small
phrases. Such usage of hieroglyphs naturally created the need for an order of reading, which was
immediately invented. It consisted in the establishment of a series of technical advances: the
direction of reading starting from where the hieroglyphs were facing; the introduction of dividing
lines;*” etc. These principles of composition can be straightforwardly comprehended through
some examples. [Plate 18]

The fundaments of graphic composition were underlined by an aesthetic tendency or rule:

the horror vacui. This “horror of the empty space” could interfere with orthography and change the
order of hieroglyphs in a word, for example, just to avoid the unnecessary space between the signs.

To attend to this rule with perfection, after the Old Kingdom grids of squares were set so

as to prepare the soil for an ideally elegant distribution of hieroglyphs in the space available

(Schenkel 1976: 5).

7 Grosso modo, the width of the space between lines would not be wider than two hieroglyphs — for vertical lines - or
one standard hieroglyph — for horizontal line.
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Beside the horror vacui, with the systematization of Egyptian writing other features could
affect the order of hieroglyphs and words in textual production. One of these factors is “honorific
transposition”. Words of particular importance (such as the names of gods, pharaohs, etc.) would

be transposed to the beginning of the text: no matter the syntactical order.

252. The Changes in Mythography Related to the Introduction of Linear Writing
(or Classical Egyptian Mythography)

While the discrete hieroglyphs evolved into an autonomous linear writing, mythography
was also subject to a deep process of conventionalization. A set of canonical motifs was introduced,
but this did not mean that the nature of mythography changed: even when depicting a historical
event, these compositions preserved the atemporal presentation of a story, its “temporal aspective”
— in other words, different moments could be brought together into a uniform and timeless
panorama. Therefore, as in theory the mythogram initially was not a tool to display a succession
of facts, it cannot be a “pictorial representation of an event”, per se.® However, it could become
one as linear writing could introduce the notion of temporality in full writing (see below).

Together with the primacy of iconicity, four other tools were fundamental to this process
of systematization of mythography: the highly conventionalized incorporation of gestures — that
could merge with any figure and interfere with its meaning, mostly as an index of its psychological
or physical attitude; the use of “attributes” to define the identity of figures — by means of
hieroglyphs placed on the head or hands of gods, humans, and other beings; the progressive
assimilation of linear hieroglyphs in the mythographic domain; and the use of canonical scenes.
Also, given the importance of mythographic compositions, they could be regarded as the last and

most elaborated stage of the scribes’ education: once a writer had mastered the linear signs, he

#1n cases like the Narmer Palette, another technique is introduced: the separation of scenes by lines. However, there

is not clear evidence of the sequential order of events.
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would finally be able to produce mythographic inscriptions - taking into consideration their
rigorous principles of composition.?

For all those reasons, I once again reaffirm my reluctance in accepting that mythograms -
even at this more developed and conventional stage — are “pictorial representations”, “symbols”,
“illustrations” or simply “Ancient Egyptian art”. Generally speaking, the similarity between
Egyptian mythography and the most relaxed sense of “art” is only superficial: and it can be
resumed as a technique and an aesthetic preoccupation. In terms of function and cultural role,
Egyptian mythography had a very specific purpose. Otherwise, one can affirm that mythography
is an artistic modality — if the discrete hieroglyphs (and therefore also the linear texts they

compose) are also understood this way, since they share the same aesthetic preoccupation.

2.5.3. Principles of Composition in Full Writing®

In mythographic compositions that incorporated linear signs, the distinction between the
(linear or non-linear) domains could easily be recognized by a number of distinct characteristics:
scale (linear signs would be discrete), alignment (linear signs would be grouped together, in a
sequence) and arrangement — groups of linear signs would be placed at the periphery of the
mythographic composition. [Plate 19]

The proportional dimension of the elements of a mythographic domain (such as the figure
of gods, kings, offerings etc.) was still determined by the importance of such elements, and their
importance in a given context. Therefore, gods would frequently be bigger than human beings;
ritualistic objects and offerings would be proportionally bigger (in relation to the image of a
person, for example) than in nature. In linear writing, however, the size/proportion of a
hieroglyph does not depend necessarily on meaning, but on their harmonious disposition (see

Section 2.5.1. above).

2 Schaffer 1986 and Wilkinson 1994.

37 call “full writing” here a composition that involves linear and non-linear domains.

33



2.6. Classical Hieroglyphic Writing (CHW): The Traditional Normalization of

Hicroglyphs

So far I have presented the principles of hieroglyphic writing departing from their
historical origin, or grammatological function, and not as unchanged aspects of a uniform writing-
system. This choice aimed to echo the notion that this script was built from a succession of
innovations that at some point were “institutionalized” in a particular system (from the Old
Kingdom on, as observed above). This institutionalized script would “accommodate” the many

principles of Egyptian writing in what can be understood as its classic systematization.

In the Middle Kingdom (2050-1750 BCE), the authority of the royal court is reaffirmed after about
acentury of centrifugal tendencies towards provincial centers of power ("First Intermediate Period”,
2150-2050 BCE). A newly developed school system for the education of the bureaucratic elite fixes
Egyptian orthography by reducing the number of graphic renditions conventionally allowed for any
given word: while in the Old Kingdom the spectrum of scribal possibilities was relatively broad, only
one or two of the potential options are now selected as the received written form(s) of the word.
This conventional orthography of the word usually consists either of a logogram (for the most basic
nouns of the lexicon) or of a sequence of phonograms, often complementized, followed by a
determinative (...). When compared with the Old Kingdom system, logograms [i.c. ideograms] have
become less common and slightly varying hieroglyphic shapes have been reduced to one basic form,
for a total of about 750 signs. The classical principles remain in use for monumental hieroglyphs as
well as for manual Hieratic until the end of Dyn. XVIII (ca. 1300 BCE) (Loprieno 1995: 21)

This process of standardization that happened in the Middle Kingdom formed, in the first
place, which is to be understood as the classic model of Egyptian writing, given that in the
upcoming eras this system of convention will be regarded by the Egyptians themselves as a
fundamental point of reference — more or less in the same way Latin or Greek were held in Modern

Europe. Furthermore, given the abundant literature produced in this period, this model will be

the basis for what I call “Classical Hieroglyphic Writing” (CHW).
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CHW is the theoretical model that results from a descriptive analysis of Egyptian writing
during the Middle Kingdom.?! In other words, it is the prototype of the hieroglyphic script that
serves as the basis for contemporary Egyptian Grammars and introductions to Egyptian writing.>?
Anyone studying Egyptian hieroglyphs will first come in contact with this model:? for that
reason, probably, the CHW can be regarded as the paradigm of hieroglyphs as well.

Needless to say, the development of Egyptian hieroglyphic writing is not limited by this
“classic format”; nor does this historical frame enclose the most sophisticated or complex use of

hieroglyphs.

3. Discussion: A Grammatological Thcory for Image-Text Dynamics.

L'image comme écriture, [écriture comme image. Dans ['univers sémiotique des
anciens Egyptiens, image et texte sunissaient de la facon la plus intime, la plus
complice, au point de dissoudre la barriére entre liconique et lécrit, infranchissable

dans la pensée occidentale.*

This journey across the features of the Egyptian hieroglyphic system, despite its
fragmentary and descriptive character, was absolutely necessary to give evidence of the complexity
of this script in terms of the use of images to write. From this grammatological analysis, I identified
two fundamental principles that are the backbone of my thesis: the vertical and horizontal modes

of interaction between image and text (or idea).

3! No account explaining the rules that guided the use of hieroglyphs in this period survived to our days. For more
about the Egyptian attitude toward their own writing, see Chapters Two and Three.

32See fn. 11.

33 From the basic knowledge acquired with the study of CHW, one can specialize in different periods of the history
of Egyptian writing (Late or Graeco-Roman periods, for example) with the help of specialized literature that builds
on this previous knowledge (Junge 2005; Kurth 2007).

3 Tefnin 1984.
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4.1. Vertical Modes of Interaction: Assimilation and Overlaying

That the most striking characteristic of Egyptian hieroglyphic writing is its iconicity, is
self-evident. Nevertheless, there is another remarkable quality that is hidden under the (almost)
immutable appearance of hieroglyphs: the phenomenon of “assimilation”. As one can observe
from the previous sections of this chapter, at any given moment, Egyptian writing is the sum of its
own historical process, i.e. the advent of new possibilities did not make earlier manifestations
obsolete: the introduction of ideography did not “surpass” mythography; the use of phonography
did not “overcome” ideography; the use of parallel systems (hieratic, demotic or alphabet) did not
“supplant” hieroglyphic writing; and so on — as could have happened. The best and simplest
analogy for this phenomenon seems to be the contrast between monotheism and polytheism:
while in the former there prevails an attitude of exclusivity towards the divine (the system of belief
cannot integrate other divine entities), in the latter there is a tendency towards accommodating
other beliefs by means of syncretism.

This process of assimilation of successive grammatological principles (i.e. the invention of
new techniques to write through images) unavoidably led to the equally important phenomenon

of overlaying of meaning values, which affected the hieroglyphs at all levels of writing:

3.2. Polysemy and Allography

As frequently one single hieroglyph could accumulate new meanings (sememes) resulting
from different reading techniques or conventions, the phenomenon of polysemy can be
considered a natural trait of the Egyptian hieroglyphic script. And in the same way a signifier
(hieroglyph) could have many different meanings, one signified (meaning) could be written in
many different ways — and this is the definition of allography, another recurrent phenomenon.

Polysemy and allography were always present in Egyptian hieroglyphs: even if in some
periods the orthographic rules were more restricted, especially in the CHW, in later times the
increase of polysemy and allographs will play a fundamental role. According to Fairman, in this

period there are:

36



(a) An increase in the signs in common use and in the values they could bear (...).

(b) A bigincrease in the number of ideograms and in the number of determinatives that are used as
ideograms and phonograms.

(c) An increase, as compared with Classical Egyptian, in purely alphabetic writings.(...) (Fairman

1945:57)

In essence, this is the most immediate result of polysemy and allography, or perhaps
evidence they were not an exception, but the rule in certain contexts.

It is important to observe that by the Ptolemaic era, Egyptian scribes were likely to be
familiar with Greek alphabetic writing (see Chapter Three). This fact can be taken as a logical
explanation for the increase of monoconsonantal phonograms (referred above by Fairman as
“purely alphabetic writing”) through the use of acronyms, consonantal principle, or even
simplification (by metathesis) applied to any discrete hieroglyph. [Plates 20 and 21]

It is said that the number of discrete hieroglyphs jumped from around 700 in Classical
Hieroglyphic Writing to more than 7,000 during the Graeco-Roman period (see Chapter Three).
However, I would say that it is not correct to infer that the majority of these hieroglyphs were
“devised” all of sudden: most of them were already present in mythography, or in the Egyptian
visual culture in general — and little by little assumed new meanings and functions. If that is the
case, the relationship between mythography and linear hieroglyphs poses a very interesting
problem to the idea of writing as a closed system, with a particular number of signs: the writing of

discrete hieroglyphs allowed “access” to the wide mythographic repertoire.

32.1. Overlaying in the Linear Domain

L] Sign-LCVCl: [Plate 22]

Itisafact that an image can be read in many different ways. It is also true that the Egyptian
hieroglyph is, externally, an “image”. As one can observe from this study of Egyptian script,
originally the hieroglyphic image was part of a mythogram. Soon, with the advent of discrete signs,

the ideographic principle was introduced, followed by phonography and by determinative signs.
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Some signs could bear all these possibilities; others were (or became) specialized in one function,
although I consider that all discrete signs kept their first mythographic essence.

As I mentioned before, the phenomenon of polysemy and allography are an undisputable
consequence — and evidence — of the “overlaying process”, and although it is almost impossible to
determine the semiotic status of a hieroglyph, it seems clear that the hieroglyph is not an arbitrary

signifier (in the sense that there is an explanation for the signifier-signified relationship). I would

go even further and suggest that the hieroglyph is a scriptural category on its own.

e  Word-Level: [Plate 23]

Because of the many different ways to read a sign (polysemy), and the numerous
homographs produced by a consonant-based phonography, avoiding ambiguities when reading a
word in Egyptian hieroglyphs could be a very difficult task. Fortunately the system of
determination not only helped to identify the desired sense of a word, in linguistic terms, but often
provided an expressive but silent surplus to the “logogram”. Therefore, it is clear that in many
words at least two different functions were employed.?> This means that even in the linear writing,
in a word level, there was a relationship between linear and non-linear signs.

Despite this very “organic” explanation of how to compose a word in Egyptian, the fact is
that convention plays a fundamental role. Evidence suggests that the canonical versions of words
(orthogram) were learned in their entirety, by means of extensive copying exercises (see Chapter

Three). It is in this conventional layer that abbreviation takes place, as well as compositional rules.

o Text-Level: [Plate 24]

Over the “word-level” layer, comes the fabric of text — and I mean text not only in its
linguistic sense, but also from a grammatological perspective (i.c. in the way writing features can
affect language). In this stratum, the rules are more conventionalized and the effect is more subtle

— at least at first glance. The canonical formulae, in a strict sense, and the concision of epigraphic

3 Especially in the case of nouns and verbs.
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writing are responsible for a kind of phrasal orthography. The rules of composition are now
affected by the principle of honorific transposition, and the placement of writing (its relation to
objects/surfaces) plays a pivotal role. The place where something is written not only becomes a
kind of genre, but interferes with the system of determination.*

In terms of an “interlevel exchange” with the previous layers, this becomes the stage were
the “overtone” emerges. So far it can easily be observed that the Egyptian writing had a wide
spectrum of scriptural possibilities. A competent scribe, aware of this fact, could then use the
opportunities given by the Egyptian system to write simultaneously “in more than one layer”. The
sole choice of hieroglyphs used in the composition of a text can carry a message more or less

evident that produces a grammatological effect that I refer to here as “overtone”. [Plates 25 and 26]

According to Sauneron,

Lécriture, en d'autres termes, cesse d étre un simple outil du langage pour devenir en elle-méme
et indépendamment du texte, un moyen d'expression. (...) Le texte hiéroglyphique lui-méme,
par son aspect et ses multiples valeurs, posséde sa propre harmonie et ses propres parallélismes.
Indépendamment des mots lus et compris, les images de signes percues par les yeux offrent
létrange spectacle de signes semblables associés dans des groupes esthétiques, ou de tableaux dont
laspect seul suggére déja une idée. (Sauneron 1982: 54)

Although the use of these overtones can be identified in different stages of the Egyptian
hieroglyphic writing,®® it is in the Late and Graeco-Roman periods that these strategies are
employed more systematically. In temple texts such as Dendera, Esna or Edfu, more than one
overtone strategy could be cast, producing complex layers of meaning that run the risk of being lost
if these texts are superficially transcribed and translated (from the transcription). This subject will

be further discussed in a historical perspective in Chapter Three.

36 Statues or sarcophagi frequently assume the role of determinatives; certain parts of temples or funeral places
demand a specific kind of text, etc.

7 The notion of “overtone” used here is directly derived from Ernst Fenollosa’s celebrated essay The Chinese Written
Character as a Medium for Poetry, edited by Ezra Pound (London: Instigations, 1920). Compare this phenomenon
to the “complexograms” in Early-Modern period (Chapter Ten).

38 “Figurative hieroglyphs occur as early as the Old Kingdom, from which it is attested on funerary monuments, often
in lists of the tomb owner’s titles, where it was apparently intended to intrigue the passer-by and encourage him to
read an otherwise standard formulaic inscription. It was also used to impart emblematic signiﬁcance to a text”

(Parkinson, 1999: 80).
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Another scriptural strategy that takes place in this context (i.e. vertical text-image

interaction) is the phenomenon of alliteration:

Alliteration in texts has the fortunate consequence for modem scholars of enabling them to read
signs whose values would otherwise be obscure. It is a feature found from the Pyramid Texts onward
and like punning it has the underlying aim of making words in a sentence effective, especially against
hostile forces. Those puns which use two words, where one is derived from the other, could be
argued to be the ultimate form of alliteration - with the whole words of a sentence alliterating and
not simply the initial sign. In these cases both pun and alliteration serve the same purpose of
explaining and emphasising the meaning of the phrase. Alliteration has a much more extensive use
at Edfu, because punning requires a narrower variety of words than alliteration. The most striking
set of alliterative phrases are in the texts describing the procession of standards at the New Year
Festival. Each bearer of a standard has an accompanying line of text in the inscriptions and it may
have actually been spoken by each priest - in each line the eight to nine words alliterate, each line
alliterates a different sound but each expresses the same purpose - to remove impurity or hostile
forces from the path of the procession. Each word is selected - firstly for its appropriate meaning and
secondly to fit into the pattern of alliteration. (Wilson 1991: 87)

It is necessary to highlight that, in a composition, in the same way words (as signified) can
be chosen to fit the intended alliteration, hieroglyphs (as signifier) can be chosen to fit intentional
overtones. The conclusion is that alliteration can be understood as a sort of undertone. Although
both overtones and undertones are manifest in text, as they depend on (and are designed to

y dep g
produce) repetition, they depend on choices that are made at a “word level” (thanks to polysemy
and allography) and therefore they make evident the intense grammatological interplay between

g y y g g y
these two layers.

The sequence of “conventional layers” could go further to the formation of genres and
literary canons, but analysing Egyptian literature in this perspective would take this description of
Egyptian writing far away from the scope of the present thesis. Nevertheless, in addition to all the

gyp g y p p
peculiarities mentioned above, in the textual domain there is one last characteristic that will reveal

itself fundamental for this thesis: the “horizontal interaction” with non-linear domains.

322. Overlaying in Non-Linear Domain

Just as the linear writing, mythography also became covered with “layers” [Plate 27]. These

different strati of grammatological signification affected the previous ground of mythography.
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It is interesting to notice that while in the overlaying in linear writing there is a tendency
toward subjectivity, with overlap of new meanings creating a profusion of new values, in the case

of overlaying in non-linear writing, the effect is the reverse: there is a tendency toward objectivity,
as the new layers belp to discern things, somehow producing a kind of “path of reading” among the

otherwise “mysterious” mythographic domain.

Some of these functional “layers” can be readily identified:

e Attributes: [Plate 28]

I have already mentioned the importance of the use of “attributes” for the creation of
composite signs. The garments of a figure, and the object/hieroglyph that are placed on its head
or hands, are an essential grammatological instrument in the semiosis of a mythogram. The
relationship between the figure and these objects varies: sometimes the object/hieroglyph is
related to a particular event in the mythology of this figure, and has a pertinent symbolical status;
sometimes it is a phonogram that helps us to understand the name of this figure, or alludes to
some other quality or issue.”” The attributes may also convey aspects of the attitude of a figure,
especially when related to an action (as is the case of holding weapons, for example). Besides any

other additional meaning, the attribute points out the identity of a figure and its status.

e Drama: [Plate 29]

Another “layer of determination” can be recognised by the physical attitude, pose or action
of animated figures.”’ In this case, the visual mimesis is clear, as the symbolic human gesture is
performed in the mythographic domain. In terms of its signification, this dramatic component
not only indicates the signification of a figure by means of an iconic “presentation” of a posture or

gesture (that is a symbol), but it also operates as an index of the feelings to which this pose alludes.

% Attributes, as mentioned above, can be used as hieroglyphs to compose “overtones” in mythographic contexts.
% Images of gods, humans, animals and even some beings that are inanimate in principle, but that can assume
animated existence (such as the sun that gains arms, or the Horus eye that might have wings, ctc.)
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In order to be used satisfactorily, the gesture must be deconstructed into its most ideal
form,* clear from the ambiguities of a naturalistic posture: ressembling Meyerhold’s idea of
“biomechanics”.

According to Wilkinson,

When Egyptian art is analysed from this perspective [gestures], certain types and groupings of
gestures make themselves clear. One distinction which must be made from the outset is between
what we might call independent and sequential gestures. A gesture which may be performed without
reference to other gestures or actions (...) may be termed as independent, and many of the figural
“poses” seen in Egyptian art reflect this kind of gesture. For example, the crossed arms of many
mummies and statues representing a gesture of this kind (...). On the other hand, sequential gestures
exist only as part of a larger complex of actions, gestures, or activities. (Wilkinson 1999: 193)

Put in a different way, the “independent” gesture is a pose (it assumes its meaning when a
particular static position — of the body, legs, arms, etc. — is reached); and the “sequential” gesture
is a snapshot of a dynamic gesture, usually taken from its most dramatic moment (as when a bow
is armed, just about to shoot; when a mace is held up in the air just before striking a blow; or the
moment when someone strikes his own chest as a sign of penitence, etc.). Frequently these gestures

also appear in discrete hieroglyphs (especially in the case of determinatives in mimetic function).

In sum, the strong convention of gestures and actions shows that a kind of silent language
can be apprehended quite objectively from the mythographic domain. If the internal argument is
not convincing enough, the following passage fits this conclusion perfectly and points out the

importance of visual communication for the Egyptians:

I say at her side that I rejoice in seeing her [Hathor]. My hands do “come to me, come to me”. My
body says, my lips repeat.*

e Canonical Scenes: [Plate 30 and 31]

“With few exceptions — such as the laughing face of Bes, for example — the humanoid figures usually preserve a serene
facial expression.

4 Stela of Wahankh Intef I from Thebes, apud Lichtheim 1975: 95.
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The ultimate “layer of convention” in mythograms is the set of canonical scenes. Here,
figures and their attributes, gestures and actions are finally brought together in the same context.
As is the case with the “textual stratum” of linear writing, the mythogram has its own kind of
“formulae”, i.e. classic motifs that are frequently repeated.

From the examples available, one can observe that sometimes, in the same context, a whole
conjunct of scenes is organized in one single and timeless context, without a clear separation or
sequential order, due to its “temporal aspective”.

In sum, the mythogram — from its irradiation of “untold” meanings, to the possibilities
given by the overlays described here — makes evident that this image is more than a subject for
meditation, or an illustration. Although not by means of words, this form of expression might

convey a vast volume of information that can be apprehended only by trained eyes.

In synthesis, the vertical text-image nexus, either in linear or non-linear writing, combines
layers of both “essential” and “additional” instruments of signification and a strong system of
convention. The occurrence of a clear interplay between these layers is not a rule, it is true, but it
is not a rare phenomenon either: it is a vibrant evidence of the richness and pungency of this
writing-system.

From this brief discussion, a small number of conclusions can be drawn:

e The semantic features of hieroglyphs are not restricted to the “writing of words” at their
most basic level (i.e. logography in word-level layer). Instead, they contaminate all levels
of writing; therefore, any attempt to reduce hieroglyphic writing by circumscribing it to a

“simple phonetic writing with some ideograms” must be treated with caution;

e Although I have presented the text-image nexus in “layers” there is an intense interplay
between the different and successive levels of signification. In point of fact, they are
interdependent: any overlay depends on (and is affected by) its basis or previous layer.

There are features, such as “overtones”, that, albeit manifest in a zextual layer, depend on

sign and word-level choices;
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As for the process of composition of hieroglyphic inscriptions, the process of overlaying
can be compared to the stages of cinematographic production: script (when the
logography is produced); storyboard (when the entire programme is shaped, including
overtones and undertones and figurative strategies); shooting and montage (when the
work is designed — especially in the case of mythographic domains); distribution (i.e. the
physical context of the work, and its relationship with its environment) and exhibition
(when the work is put in its social context, read aloud, re-enacted, read or simply admired

or adored);

There is a vivid and constant exchange between the domains of verbal and non-verbal
communication under the aegis of visual expression (as is the case of the determinative

signs). They also overlap (for instance, in the polysemy of some hieroglyphs);

In the “vertical text-image nexus” there is a two-way traffic of forces of signification: on
the one hand, there is an initial force of “suggestion” (logogram, text, linear domain); on
the other hand there is a force of “determination” (determinatives, figurative strategies,
written surface or non-linear domain), and these forces are mediated by a fine balance

between convention and innovations;

The hieroglyphic script, as it can be apprehended from its internal evidence exposed here,
is a deeply motivated system of communication. It is also a fact that there is a profusion of
different strategies of signification, which include an impulse of determination. By this
impulse I do not mean the determinative sign per se, but the tendency (impossible to
quantify) in the hieroglyphic system of assessing the meaning by contrasting two forces of
signification. This principle of determination, sexsu lato, is the same used to identify
mythographic figures in the earliest examples of linear writing in a mythographic context;
and it took more sophisticated form in the use of determinatives — in linear writing — and
attributes and gestures — in non-linear writing, Wherever the image presents its meaning
objectively (by convention), the determination tends to be subjective (as is the case for
logogram + determinative sign); and where the image suggests its meaning in a subjective
way, the determination acts objectively (as is the case for mythographic figure +

attributes). Running the foreseeable but sometimes unavoidable risk of making a
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postulation on non-quantitative grounds, I would say that the conjunction between the
necessary motivation of signs and the plentiful instruments (and forces) of signification can
create a very particular kind of expectation in the reader. With this expectation, the reader
is never sure if he or she has exhausted the possibilities of reading of a given hieroglyph or
inscription. This uncertainty and the consequent search for “hidden meanings” might
produce new meanings — sometimes even unintentionally — and, from the perspective of the
inner workings of hieroglyphic writing, it could be intuited as a magical quality of this

script.

3.3. Horizontal Tcxt-lmage Nexus: chistcr, El(phrasis and Syncrgraphy

Despite the intense exchanges between mythography and linear writing — often
mentioned throughout this chapter — it is clear that they have created two distinct and
autonomous domains where one of these two forms of expressions would be preeminent.

This autonomy, however, does not mean that these domains could not converge and
cooperate so as to render meaning in a rich and full way. [Place 32]

In this section I will discuss the modes of interaction between different domains, or text-
image nexuses, as I was able to observe in the context of Egyptian writing. Nonetheless, I am not
the first to observe this phenomenon. Jan Assmann, with his particularly keen vision, has already
questioned “to what degree the spheres of world representation and language recording
influenced each other”, and based on a typical example of this relationship (tomb of Count Paheri
in El-Kab, New Kingdom), he reached some very interesting conclusions, finally calling attention

to:

1. The complete flexibility of the writing. With the change in writing direction (right to left,
horizontal to vertical), the writing is able to adjust completely to the composition of the picture and
the direction of the figures, that is, to the “sense” of the scene (see Fischer 19772, 1986; Vernus
1985).

2. The fluid transition between caption (the text integrated into the picture) and illustration (the
picture integrated into the text) in the framework of mutual “determination”.

3. The three functions of the writing. The first is to explain the picture (scene titles in the infinitive,

e.g., “‘Departure of Count Paheri to load the ships”). The second is to identify the persons
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(annotations of names, e.g., “the grain accountant, who counts the grain, Thotnofer”). The third is
to supplement the rendering of speeches, that is to record sound. (Assman 1988: 2.4)

In his last item in the passage above, Assmann identifies three “functions” in the
relationship between what he calls “caption” and “scene”. Similarly, I identified three main modes

of interaction between linear (text) and non-linear (image) domains:

LEAL ASSMAN

1. Register > “Record Sound”

2. Ekphrasis > “Explain the Picture”
2. Ekphrasis, Identification > “Identify the Picture”
3. Synergraphy > [no equivalent]

In spite of the evident parallelism between our perspectives, one can observe a
fundamental discrepancy: first, Assmann proposes that the linear text (which he refers as
y prop
(3 PEY » << . » . . . . . [{%) . »
writing” or “caption”) has a function in relation to the non-linear domain (“illustration” or
“picture”) — and not that both domains engage in this relationship as equal parts; also he does not
propose here an equivalent for what I will be referring as “synergraphy” — one of the image-text

nexuses in hieroglyphic writing, which will be examined below. [Plate 33]

3.3.1. chistcr

The function of “register” occurs when the linear text registers what is being expressed by
a mythographic figure [Plates 34 and 35]. At the same time, what is expressed can help to identify the
figure, and of course affect the semiosis of the mythogram (especially in contrast with the dramatic

gestures and actions). This function can be divided into “utterance” and “scribing’:

e Utterance: [Plate 36]
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This is the case when a figure says something, and its voice is recorded in first person — or
as Assmann puts, it is the “rendering of speeches”. It works precisely in the same way a graphic
novel balloon or a medieval banderole does. In terms of the semiotic implication of this mode of
text-image interaction, it is fascinating to observe that the idea of giving (a discursive) voice to a
mythographic figure is, on a very complex level and scale, comparable to the use of linear
hieroglyphs to produce or allude to sounds and words. Also, when the “speaking” figure is a god,
the Egyptian name for hieroglyphic writing — “the words of the gods” — makes an even more poetic
sense.

Frequently the utterance is introduced by formulae designed for this function.
] Scribing: [Plate 37]

It is very similar to utterance, but here, instead of speaking, the mythographic figure is

shown writing or drawing the linear text.

332 Ekphrasis

Ekphrasis is the poetic figure that grosso modo comprises the description, in text, of an

artwork. According to the Grove Art Online,

An ekphrasis can be characterized as an extended description of a rhetorical nature. The author
displayed his skill with words as well as expressing the qualities of the work described. An ekphrasis
generally attempted to convey the visual impression and the emotional responses evoked by the
painting or building, not to leave a detailed, factual account. In an ekphrasis of a painting the author
did not confine himself to the specific moment represented but was free to discuss the general
narrative context, referring both forwards and backwards in time. He was also free to imagine what

the characters might be feeling or saying and might even be moved to address them.*?

©Webb 2012.
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This term here has a very specific sense: ekphrasis is the rendition of something conceived
in a domain into another (non-linear to linear and vice-versa) — i.e. a translation between domains
(even if both domains are conceived at the same time, by the same author). Itis only in this context
that T accept using the term representation as the same content is presented (at least) two times: in
two different forms of expression. [Plate 38]

In this context and besides its “descriptive” nature (that unites the qualities of both
domains to deliver essentially an approximate content from two different perspectives — in the
case of words that employ phonograms and determinatives), the ekphrasis, can have two other

basic functions:
e Primary level: Identification

This first function is equivalent to the first usage of discrete hieroglyphs in mythographic
domains: it helps to identify the figure by naming it. By extension, it can be applied to any sort of

“title” or “caption” that helps to understand the mythogram — or vice-versa. [Plate 39]

e Secondary level: Determination

The ekphrasis can also operate in a “determinative function”, where both domains
determine each other precisely in the same way a determinative sign works. As a matter of fact,
frequently a certain figure in the mythographic panel can serve as determinative for a related text,

q y gu ythographic p

written in the same context. [Plate 40]

3.3.3. Synergraphy

Synergraphy is a neologism that I have coined to name what I consider the most
sophisticated nexus between linear and non-linear domains, between text and image. Even though
it is not as frequent as the other nexuses, and very difficult to identify (as it is also difficult to

describe), I find it extremely significant as a grammatological phenomenon.
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In general terms, synergraphy occurs when the interaction between linear domain A and
non-linear domain B (apparently independent of each other in terms of signification) lead to a
third (C) meaning, which would not be achieved by A or B individually. This syrergraphic
meaning (C) depends on a mythical interpretation of A and/or B, and one cannot say (unless it is
stated by the author) if the achieved interpretation is correct or not — which ensures a strong
subjectivity for this grammatological phenomenon and an enigmatic aura that invites and
challenges elucidations. [Plates 41 and 42]

The synergraphy is, in effect, the art of writing something without writing it: in a
“controlled experiment” of subjectivity and suggestion. By means of this process, a descriptive or
narrative construction can become a powerful argumentation without any kind of intellectual
confrontation (since a rhetorical proposition can be confronted or refuted only when it clearly
postulated). This process will be discussed further on in the thesis, as I expect to identify its role
in Horapollon’s Hieroglyphica (Chapter Four) and its “rebirth” in the context of the Renaissance
hieroglyphic phenomenon (Chapter Five).

As for how synergraphy occurs, after I identified this phenomenon in my research, I
searched for secondary sources dealing with this problematic, but this quest was not successful.
Given the importance of this form of text-image interaction for the present thesis, I felt the need

to outline a provisional hypothesis for the synergetic cognitive process of signification.

3.3.4.The Cognitivc Process of Syncrgraphic: a Hypothcsis

According to my examination, this phenomenon can be divided into five different

cognitive moments, which I try to describe below: [Plate 43]

a) Recognition

The fundamental condition for the synergraphic effect is that the reader must get into

contact with a panopticon and recognize that there are two domains — a linear and a mythographic
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one — that are not an immediate ekphrasis of each other (i.c. that the text is not describing or
identifying the mythogram, or vice-versa). It is in the contrast between the two domains that the

synergy operates.

b) Expectation

I already have called attention to akind of expeczation that was created by the combination
between a highly motivated system and the overlaying of different grammatological functions.
Hypothetically, it is because of this expectation that, when a reader comes across two “non-
ckphrasal” domains, he suspects that there is a “hidden” connection between the two domains,

which must be deciphered or “guessed”.

c) Exegesis

The mythographic image is always enigmatic, and as I postulated before, even with many
indications* that give hints in a certain direction, its discursive meaning depends on “retelling”
the myth. This recounting of the myth may be a silent exercise, and I called this step “exegesis”
because this process of telling the myth is naturally intercalated with interpretations and
assumptions.

In semiotic terms, the movement of unveiling the meaning of a mythogram is like a
projection of the interpretamen (motivated by previous knowledge of the myth, i.e. convention)

over the signified.

d) Epiphany

4 Such as identifiers, attributes, etc.
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At some point, in the exercise of retelling and interpreting the myth mentally (in a process
that can be confused with the act of deciphering), a particular aspect of the story will finally create
a contrast with what is said in the linear domain: the whole composition will, then, “make sense”.
I call “epiphany” the exact moment when the reader realises what he or she will consider being the
“hidden” meaning of the composition (no matter if it is in line with the intention of the author of

the composition).

e) Delectation

The result of this complex process of cognition is not only the epiphany (the
understanding of the “hidden meaning”). There is a kind of pleasure that can be compared, in the
way it affects the human brain, with the joy of finishing a puzzle or playing a video game.”
Arguably, another consequence of synergraphy can be an anagogical effect: if the composition in
question is of religious or mystical nature, the act of understanding it deeply may be the equivalent
of a communion with the sacred, or a personal revelation.

The synergic process of discovering the “hidden meaning”, for effects of analogy, is very
similar to the process of divinatory systems. I will take tarot as an example: the interpretation
(exegesis) of the cards (mythogram) creates a series of meaningful contrasts with people and events

(text). From this interaction, one can “deduce” an advice or “predict” future events (synergraphic

effect).

3.3.5. On the Difference between Synergy and Ekphrasis and the Combination of

Horizontal Modes of Interaction in the same Context

“ See Koepp et al. 1998.
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It is very difficult to set boundaries between such sophisticated (and sometimes
subjective) strategies. For now, I would stress the difference between synergraphy and ekphrasis

by pointing out two arguments:

® One of the conditions for synergraphy is an initial divergence — a non-obvious

relationship. By definition, ekphrasis produces the contrary effect;

e Synergy alludes to something that “is not there”. Albeit in the case of ekphrasis each
domain can be autonomous (and the determination reinforces and qualifies the other

domain), without the two domains the synergraphy cannot exist.

It is important to highlight, however, that sometimes different modes of interaction can
coexist in the same scriptural context. Just as the vertical the horizontal modes of interaction
sometimes can overlap each other, different horizontal modes of interaction can occur manifested
between parts of domains. For instance, in the same inscription, elements of the mythogram can
possibly be described by a certain section of text (ekphrasis), and other parts of the same text can
produce a synergetic effect in relation to the same mythogram, or another element from the non-
linear domain. One can think of hypothetical and succinct illustration of the phenomenon in
which the mythographic domain has two figures (for example, the gods Horus and Isis) and the
linear text related to these figures is “behold my son, the young Horus”. The linear text consists in
register, in relation to the figure of Isis (who is saying the text), and in an ekphrasis, in the relation

to the figure of Horus (that it describes).

Beyond the technicalities of this chapter, what strikes me the most is the immense number
of ways by which the image unfolded itself in writing. The grammatological functions presented
here are not only instruments of signification: they are poetic possibilities. Paraphrasing Ernst

Fenollosa, it is not absurd to think of “Hieroglyphs as a Medium for Poetry”.
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CHAPTERTWO:
Deﬁning “Sacred Writing”

This second chapter aims to shed light on a problem that, although not always apparent,
is of great concern: the definition of hieroglyph. The necessity for this discussion came from the
observation, during my doctoral research, that the modern notion of “hieroglyph”, continuously
changing along history, is based in essence on an “outsider” perception of Egyptian writing, made
during a comparatively short period of the history of hieroglyphs (the Graeco-Roman period).
This notion, however, conflicts with the Egyptians’ own understanding of writing, image and

hieroglyph.

1. What Determines che Origin of Egyptian Writing?

As difficult as finding a universal definition for writing is to ascertain a date for the origin
of Egyptian writing. The problem, apparently, is not the dating of the pieces of material evidence
available today, but a conceptual issue, in determining the sense of “writing” or “script” — in its

relationship with natural language:

Existing descriptions of the “origins” of writing (hieroglyphic script) in Egypt are impoverished
analytically as much from acceptance of the distinction between natural-language text and pictorial
text as primary and their “relation” as secondary as from their failure to identify the semiological
status and function of such signs as the cipher keys and the replicatory relations between pictorial
narrativity and pictorial symbolism (for example in metaphor). (Davis 1992: 270)

With regard to Egyptian hieroglyphs, the discussion mostly focuses on the stage of its
development at which Egyptian “iconography” or “art” becomes a script (according to a previous
definition of writing, of course). This problematic, consequently, presupposes a distinction

between Egyptian “iconography” and “writing”, and a turning point that connects these two
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factors. I am not convinced that this is the only possible approach to the question of the origin of
Egyptian hieroglyphs — perhaps because, so far, I did not come across any argument capable of
persuading me that there is one single origin for them in semiotic terms: on the contrary, there is
a constant succession of innovations in the Egyptian usage of images that culminated with the

systematization of “Classical Egyptian writing” (i.e. Middle Egyptian).

According to Hornung,

Some earlier Egyptologists believed that the hieroglyphs grew out of an older, strictly pictorial
writing system. A study by Kurt Sethe, published posthumously in 1939, announces this view in its
title, From Image to Letter (Vom Bilde zum Buchstaben) (...). Several years after the publication of
Sethe’s work, Alexander Scharft produced additional archaeological evidence to support the newer
thesis that the Egyptians actually invented writing at the beginning of historical time. Today this
view has found general acceptance (...). [ am convinced that the ancient Egyptian system of writing
represents an invention made around 3000 B.C. in order to express information that could not be
conveyed by other means. From the very beginning writing has been a daughter of art. By 3000 B.C.
the Egyptians had developed an extensive vocabulary in the visual arts that enabled them to
represent such complex subjects as the hunt, the conquest of enemies, burials, even their hopes for
the afterlife. To complement and extend this capability they needed a kind of writing that would
allow them to do more than they could do with a script based solely on pictures. They needed a
writing system with a phonetic, rather than a pictographic, basis. (Hornung 1992: 20)

Although I consider myself a deep admirer of Hornung’s work, this passage is problematic
in many ways. First, because after his attempt to refute Sethe’s thesis, Hornung suggest that the
Egyptians had, in their “art”, a vocabulary that allowed them to “represent... complex subjects”.
The major issue, however, comes when he suggests that the Egyptians needed a system with a
phonetic basis to develop their script. This assertion is to be proved. The Chinese, for example,
did not need a phonetic basis to develop their writing-system — and I would disagree that
hieroglyphic writing is “phonetically based”. Here, apparently, the Western confusion between
word and sound reigns again — to develop their linear writing, the Egyptians needed to write
words, not sounds.

Concerning the notion of an origin for Egyptian hieroglyphic writing, it is essential to
bear in mind that the successive invention of new forms of interaction between image and idea
did not supplant the previous ones, and in the case of some hieroglyphs, they even overlap. To

determine one origin implies choosing one of these innovations as the fundament of the entire

system, as if it were possible to isolate it from the remaining innovations. Semiotically speaking,
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one of the most interesting characteristics of Egyptian hieroglyphs is precisely the assimilation of
many different strategies of writing within one larger system, with an outstanding uniformity.

During the history of Egyptian writing, oral culture played different roles, with different
levels of interaction with the image. In the first place, mythography — a non-verbal use of image —
could not be dissociated from its verbal counterpart, mythology. Although independent as
physical phenomena, mythograms would reveal a myth in its visual-spatial, whereas mythology
would present a myth in its verbal-temporal form, and both forms of expression would operate
often in the same context. Later the orality will still have a no less important part in the scriptural
system of convention, as it will “invade” and permeate the domains of image, by means of the
principle of phonography. The question here is: which stage of the development of writing should
be determinant to its definition as a semiotic system? The usage of visual signs to convey human
thought, from mythography to ideography, or its relationship with oral culture on a particular
level? The hieroglyphic principles of iconicity, identification (which will become determination),
ideography and mythography are no less important than the rebus (punning) principle for
Egyptian script as a closed semiotic system. Therefore, why should we consider the latter the birth
of writing?

This discussion, of course, cannot be restricted to its “internal” arguments, i.e. the stages
of development of writing strategies. The “external” arguments — viz. the interaction between
writing and culture — are equally important. Each innovation had an important impact on
Egyptian culture: the inaugural mythography was the offspring of Egyptian mythological
thinking, which was a fundamental development towards the formation of Egyptian civilization;
ideography has created the first marks of identity and space occupation (deictics), which evolved
into accounts of rulers’ names and places, and had an important role in administration (including
the employment of numbers and labels of products); phonography permitted the documentation
of (or the allusion to) sounds and led to linear writing.

From an anthropological perspective it is hard to say that any of these “externals” have a
major or minor importance, especially given the causal relationship between them - and in the
case of Egyptian writing, coexistence. I think that the choice to define writing according to the
principles of linear writing — or phonetic writing — is nothing but ideological or ethnocentric,

frequent and easily demonstrable in contemporary literature:
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This, of course, is to overlook the utter discrepancy between the phonetic alphabet and any other
kind of writing whatever. Only the phonetic alphabet makes a break between eye and ear, between
semantic meaning and visual code; and thus only phonetic writing has the power to translate man from

the tribal ro the civilized sphere, to give him an eye for an ear. (McLuhan1962: Ixvi)

2. The Egyptian Mind-Set and Conccptions of Writing

2.1. Tcrminology

Nowadays the notion of hieroglyph inhabits the popular imaginary, which is filled with
fictional or documentary films or pictures of Ancient Egyptian inscriptions. As a cultural
phenomenon, this whole imaginary builds in its foreground a very strong concept of hieroglyph —
that is very much under the influence of our own notions of “writing” or “image”. Asaresult, from
common-sense, one might learn that hieroglyphs, among other things, are “a kind of picture-
writing used in Ancient Egypt”.

In academia, the so far indisputable concept of “hieroglyph” can be resumed in the

following terms:

The basic writing system of ancient Egyptian consisted of about five hundred common signs known
as hieroglyphs. The term “hieroglyph” comes from two Greek words meaning “sacred carvings”,
which are a translation, in turn, of the Egyptian’s own name for their writing system, “divine
speech”. Each sign in this system is a hieroglyph, and the system as a whole is called hieroglyphic (zor
“hieroglyphics”). (Allen 2000: 2)

To define a long-lasting and complex system such as Egyptian hieroglyphic writing is a
hard task, and therefore always exposed to generalizations. For the sake of didactics, the precision
of adefinition is often sacrificed, and so demands later clarifications, exceptions and amendments.
I do not aim to confront Allen’s assertions mentioned above, but it seems evident that his
definition is a clear symptom of how our civilization perceives Egyptian culture through Greek
terms, or “translations”. Anyone familiar with translation studies, however, will agree that in this
process of rendering concepts from one culture to another, something is always lost. The word
“hieroglyph”, no doubt, renders the most general understanding of Egyptian writing in our
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culture, but is it really faithful to the Egyptian understanding of their own writing-system? The first
step to find an answer for this question is to examine the terminology that the Egyptians employed
to refer to their indigenous writing.

I was surprised that, despite my recurrent efforts, I was unable to find a book or paper
dedicated to discussing the Egyptians’ own conception of writing. Grammars and iconological
manuals were — at least apparently — satisfied by the canonical notion that “hieroglyph” translates
the Egyptian expression mdw-ntr that, in its turn, is said to correspond to the Egyptian writing-
system. There is absolutely no doubt that this notion and etymology for “hieroglyph” is a sufficient
working concept for most Egyptologists nowadays. However, in my opinion, a more critical inquiry
on the very nature of “writing” in Egypt demands a more careful analysis of the Egyptian
terminology applied to this matter. Regardless of the short space available for such discussion in

this thesis, I would like to briefly examine some few Egyptian concepts (to be debated later):

SN
Gt

({5} » <« » ({9} » <« »
image”; “form”; “sign”; “character

The word #.¢ is perhaps one of the most enigmatic concepts in Egypt. As one can observe,
the semantic spectrum of this concept is wide and absolutely symptomatic of the Egyptian
understanding of hieroglyphs as images — or of images as hieroglyphs. Penelope Wilson offers a

very didactic explanation of the usages of this term:

At Beni Hasan (...) #iz [alternative transliteration for #.7] is used to designate “writing signs”. From
the 18" Dynasty to the Roman period the king could be called #i-#-R’ where the king was
understood to be the earthly symbol or sign for the sun god = rather like a sign which is used to write
a whole word, but at the same time it is a representation or image of what it refers [Hornung,
Mensch als Bild, p. 143]. At Edfu [Temple] tit occurs frequently and its use covers the range from
tit “writing symbols” to it “pictorial representations” (Wilson 1991: 1978).

! Erman and Grapow: S, 239.1-240.11. As one can expect, there are other orthographs for this word.
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In other words, #j.¢ can not only stand for “image” (or mythograph), as it was also employed
to signify a singular discrete hieroglyph - i.e. the minimum unit of linear writing — as can be

attested in the following passage:

Completed from beginning to end as found in writing, copied it character [tj.t] by character [1.1],
collated, checked and corrected.?

There is evidence that these “characters” had “names” (rez) that could be “said” or

“pronounced” (dd):

Hold you back, I expect (it), (otherwise) <I'll> say the names of the four characters [#3, pl.], who
are in the Mansion of Benben in Heliopolis: “Small, Bes, Short, dwarf™

And this fact is exceptionally significant as it might suggest the Egyptians’ awareness of
their use of the paronomasia principle (in which they would pronounce the name of figurative
images for abstract concepts — such as “small”) and how they would deal with this scriptural
phenomenon.

If the meanings mentioned above are not enigmatic enough, the word #.¢ could also

signify the “form” or “image” of a being® in the way in which a king could be the image of a god:

Le roi de Haute et de Basse Egypte, ['héritier <des> dieux Everge‘tes, [¥élu de Ptah, le ka de Ré est
puissant, image vivante d'Amon, fils de Ré, Ptolémée, vivant éternellement, aimé d'Isis, limage de R,

qui est 4 la téte des deux pays’

Finally, one of the hints that could help a contemporary reader to better understand the

meaning of this word resides in its written form — especially in the mysterious determinative

frequently employed to write this word, the lower part of the Udjat-Eye: ™ .° Unfortunately, it

%4, ¢ 'character, figure, form "CG 51 189 pKairo (pJuja), Tb 149 (line [972]), apud Thesaurus Linguae Aegyptiae
(henceforth TLA).

3tjA.(PL) "Figur" Papyrus des Imbotep Sobn des Pschentobe (pNew York MMA 35.9.21), apud TLA.

*4j,¢ "Leichen, Figur, Gestalt" Papyrus Paris Louvre 3092, apud TLA.

> 4, "Gestalt” Prolemaic and Roman Hieroglyphic Texts, Deir el-Medina, sanctuaire, décoration intérieure, paroi sud

- moitié ouest, 2e reg, 2e scéne. Apud TLA.
¢ Cf. the Udjat-Eye sign: b wd3.t
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is very difficult to ascertain the “grapho-etymological” connection between the concept and its
determinative in this particular case. However, a good lead would be precisely the cosmetic
painting used to underline eyes in Egypt, today known as “kohl”: these marks were made,
probably, through the same process that could be used to produce other drawings, lines. From this
original sense, others might have originated: this notion of #j.t as mark suits very well even the idea
of “image of god” attributed to kings, for example, and this is especially interesting given its
relationship with vision: “literally”, ™~ brings together the notion of eye (where it was applied)
and mark (as a sign) — which can result in intriguing mythological implications.” Later on, when
the image was destitute of its scriptural power, /. was still preserved in Coptic as Toe, i.e. “spot”

(Cerny 2010: 180)

"\ F—:="1
s$,% or zh3?

<« » <« . » <« . . » ({3 . . »
to draw”; “to write”; writing’; “writings

While j.¢ can signify the minimum unit of writing, s§ or zA3 correspond to a broader sense
of script: it can be used as verb or noun, and address both the notions of writing and drawing from
which other senses are also derived.’® A representative example of its usage can be translated as

follows:

To be recited over a crocodile of clay with grain in its mouth, and its eye of faience set [in] its head.
One shall tie (?) (it) and draw [or write, s$] an image [wt] of the gods upon a strip of fine linen to

be placed upon his head™

7 If one considers that Thoth wasas creator of w3dt and writing...

8 Erman and Grapow: 3,476.16-479.9; 16 attestations at TLA.

? Erman and Grapow: 3,476.16-479.9; 268 attestations at 7LA.

191. a device for writing; 2. write /a text/; 3. paint /a picture with a brush/; 4. a text, abook, a painting; 5. Script; 6. a
writer; 7. an artist; 8. papyrus in the meaning of something (material) for writing (Erman and Grapow: 3,475-481.);
extremely frequent...

158, w Magical Papyri, The Beatty Chester pPBM 10685, Verso 4.1 to 9 (line vs. 4.7), apud TLA.
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This passage puts forward — from the Egyptian terminological standpoint — an argument
that is extremely important for this thesis, and that I shall highlight over and again: that the
Egyptians were aware that images (according to their own terms) were used to write, and that
Egyptian iconology is, therefore, meant to be read. Another splendid occurrence is reported by

Penelope Wilson:

At Edfu the verb refers to the writing of the texts on papyrus or wooden boards and also on the
il Q
N

temple walls: 17 Bl & 1 shmw written with images IV 13,4 (Wilson 1991: 1631)

In the occurrence above it is interesting to observe that the “images” in question are not
tj.t — which would stand for “written images” — but “shmw” (shm.w, Erman and Grapow: 4,

245.3-8) and thus refers to “cult images” or “divine powers”:

The singular form of siim occurs very often as a variant on other words for images or cult statues.
The word occurs from early texts, it is derived from sim “might” which took on the meaning ‘image
of god’ perhaps as a visible sign of the god’s might. In the Canopus Decree the Greek translates the
term as étxwv and iepdv dyokpo [Daumas, Moyens p. 175]. In earlier texts it is often difficult to
determine whether this is ‘might’ or ‘image’. In underworld literature the might of a deity proceeds
from their external appearance. From Amduat 156,10 shm is parallel to b3 as part of the personality
— an image detached from the personality. (Wilson 1991: 1602)

This fact carries profound implications, again, with regard to which sort of image can be
used to write — especially when the “image” of someone attains the same ontological status as the
soul (b3), the name (r7), the heart (i), the shadow (§wt) and the “spirit” (k3) as constitutive parts
of the being.

As is the case with ™, the hieroglyph ™8 is crucial to understanding the concept of s§ or
zh3. This ideogram shows the scribe’s apparatus (calamus, ink pot and palette) and stands for the
object itself and the whole range of meanings in its orbit, such as “scribe”, “writings” and the verbs
“to draw” and “to write”: actions that would be performed by using the same instruments. In the
“standard” orthography presented here, the ideogram is complemented by the hieroglyph —, a
bunch of papyrus, that serves as a determinative for abstract and documental concepts and

sophisticatedly complements the notion of drawing/writing through the display of both medium

(scribe’s instruments) and support (papyrus)...
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As for having the same word for “drawing” and “writing”, this might be part of a wider
phenomenon: In different cultures, especially in the Indo-European group,' the use of words
originally applied to drawing (engraving or inscribing) are extended to incorporate also the rising
notion of writing. This is an observable fact in Greek, with ypadewv/ypddw; in Latin with
scriptura/scribo;’® and even in English, with writing/write.!* Needless to say, this phenomenon is
an important testimony of how writing was received in such cultures. Curiously, in most Indo-
European languages — or in the totality of the languages I was able to verify — the words that shared
bipolar meaning (drawing/writing) lost their initial sense in favour of the second, little by little.
In order to illustrate my point, one example might suffice: in Old English, writan “to score,
outline, draw the figure of” incorporated the meaning of “writing something down”. Today,
however, “to write” would hardly correspond to “draw the figure of something”.

Although in Egypt the earliest aspect of this phenomenon occurs, s§ will preserve both
meanings for millennia — even in Coptic’> where later the status of hieroglyphic writing change
dramatically.'®

Finally, it can be claimed that this is a too general term. However s§' or zA3 are frequently
employed together with other relevant concepts (such as #/.¢, mdw.ntr, etc.) in compound nouns

or expressions, fitting a wide range of vocabulary nuances in the semantic field of visual expression.

2 Which has not witnessed the creation of conventional writing-systems, but imported this cultural product.
13 Scribere "to write", from PIE *skreibh- (cf. Gk. skariphasthai "to scratch an outline, sketch”, Lett. skripat “scratch,
write", O.N. hrifa "scratch"), from root *sker- "cut, incise" (cf. O.E. sceran "cut off, shear”; cf. “shear”) on the notion of
carving marks in stone, wood, etc. (Online Etymology Dictionary, “Write”).
Y4“Q.E. writan 'to score, outline, draw the figure of;’ later ‘to set down in writing’ (class I strong verb; past tense wrat,
pp- writen), from P.Gmc. *writanan ‘tear, scratch’ (cf. O.Fris. writa ‘to write, O.S. writan ‘to tear, scratch, write,
O.N. rita ‘write, scratch, outline,” O.H.G. rizan ‘to write, scratch, tear,” Ger. reiffen ‘to tear, pull, tug, sketch, draw,
design’), outside connections doubtful. Words for ‘write’ in most LE languages originally mean ‘carve, scratch, cut’
(cf. L. scribere, Gk. grapho, Skt. rikh-); a few originally meant ‘paint’ (cf. Goth. meljan, O.C.S. pisati, and most of the
modern Slavic cognates)” (ibidem).
5 Cpau, “write, paint” (Crum 1939: 381 b; Cerny 2010: 172).
16 See Chapter Three.
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)l

mdw-ntr v

“god's word(s)” or “divine words”; “sacred writings”; “hieroglyphs”

Literally, the expression mdw-ntr can be “god’s words” or “divine words” (which I prefer).
Nevertheless, nowadays it is frequently translated straightforwardly as “hieroglyphs”. According

to Loprieno, e.g.:

This term [hieroglyphic writing] has been used since the Ptolemaic period (323-30 BCE) as the
Greek counterpart (iepoyhodixd. ypapuata, “sacred incised letters”) to the Egyptian expression
mdw.w-ntr “god’s words”.!8

If one examines Loprieno’s explanation closely, something is missing: how can “god’s

words” become “sacred incised letters” in Greek? I think that it is more likely that iepoylvdika

ypaupeate, could be, at some point, a version of, for example:

ey 1l

zh3. w-n-mdw.w-ntr®

The above mentioned expression could be translated as “the writing(s) of the divine
words”. Somehow, Loprieno’s explanation does not take zh3 () into consideration, and by
doing so, follows other scholars that translate an incomplete connotative expression (“[the writing

of] the divine words”) into a denotative word (“hieroglyph”). Just to confirm my suspicion and

7 Erman and Grapow: 2, 180.13-181.6; FCD 122; 23 attestations at 7L A.
'8 Loprieno 1995: 11.
19 Erman and Grapow: 2, 181.2.
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better illustrate my argument, I decided to refer to an authentic source from the same period
mentioned by Loprieno, which could include this expression in hieroglyphs and its translation

into Greek. Providentially the famous Rosetta Stone? includes the perfect example. There,

a7l

zh3-n-mdw.w-ntr*!

is presented in Greek as iepoig [kau eyywptog kot EXAevixoig] ypappaosty, which in its turn
can be translated into English as “in sacred [and enchorial and Greek] letters”. Thus, as one can
observe, the “writing” component (243 > ypaupaow) of the expression has been strangely omitted

by Loprieno and others. According to Patrick Boylan, in his Thoth, the Egyptian Hermes,

Thereis (...) no doubt that “Divine words” often mean “hieroglyphic” in the texts of the Late Period.
But in the texts of the M. K. (...) the “Divine words” seem to be something other than mere script:

they are carefully distinguished from the (= the written sign, script), and seem to be what is
conveyed or expressed by the written signs, rather than the signs themselves. (...)When Thoth is
called “Lord of the mdw ntr” his lordship over spoken words, rather than over script, is expressed. In

his familiar epithet —=IS= (Cf. Mariette, Karnak, 16, Thutmosis III) “he who hath given word
and script-sign” the “spoken word” (mdw) is clearly distinguished from the written symbol (drf).
(Boylan 1922: 93)

Controversially, I would go so far as to disagree with Boylan and suggest that in general
there is a clear distinction between the uses of l and (R ,even in the Ptolemaic period. I would
say that the apparent interchange between such concepts is nourished not only by their close
relationship (since hieroglyphs convey divine words), but also because of mythological® and

religious precedents.

? Decree issued at Memphis in 196 BC on behalf of King Ptolemy

*! Rosetta Stone, hieroglyphic text, line 14.

2 Rosetta Stone, Greek text, line 54.

3 Asdhwty (Thoth) is the lord of mdw-ntr and, at the same time, the creator of 3. w-n-mdw. w-ntr. The relationship
between writing and mythology in Egypt is further discussed below...
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My humble etymological hypothesis for the origin of mdw ntr is that thanks to historical
changes of the Egyptian language there has always been a gap between the language behind the
orthography ancient linear inscriptions and the vernacular speech.?* When the term mdw ntr
became common in the Old Kingdom, it might have referred to this “liturgical language”,” not
spoken anymore, but perceived as divine since it was always present in sacred contexts and it was
different from that spoken currently. In fact, if one analyses the context of all the attestations for

mdw ntr in the Thesaurus Linguae Aegyptiae, it becomes clear that whenever the expression mdw
ntr alludes to “hieroglyphic linear writing” it is necessarily accompanied by z/43 or s§ (“writing”) as
in the expression zA3.w-n-mdw.w-ntr. Otherwise, I would say mdw ntr refers to the liturgical

language — the divine speech.

ﬁ:%}_%
e =

d,,f‘ 26

<« . . » <« . » <« » <« »
writing”; “script”; “document”; “papyrus roll

Penelope Wilson has translated drf as “written word” and postulated a particularly

interesting hypothesis for the origin for this lemma:

Weber suggests that drfis somethmg upon which one writes [Buchwesen, p. 99ff]. At Edfu: the king
brings tp-rd to Horus ts n.k = =111 and raises up to him writings IT 16 6—7, Thoth is accredited with

having initiated fiQVI 262,8; Thoth is the Lord of writing rdi mdw = who causes written
words to be spoken II 80,12. (...) In origin drf may be connected with drf - the black line of the
eyebrow (cf. Wb V 477,7 and 8) for the black line resembles the lines of writing. (Wilson 1991:
2110)

Wilson’s premise endows our conjectural etymology of #.¢ with even more poetical

substance. Also, it can be observed from Wilson and Boyler’s previous quotations that drf has

 See next Chapter.
% Such as the use of Latin by the Catholic Church.
26 Erman and Grapow: 5,477.8-19.
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been used to reinforce the difference between written and spoken words. More specifically, drf is
clearly employed as the written medium of words, not necessarily the “writing-system” itself. In

order to assume this function, 4rf would need a complement — which is also used with ss:

There is no lack of other words [than mdw ntr] to express “hieroglyph” in Egyptian. The most
familiar of these terms is drf, or better, “drfof Thoth”. An expert in hieroglyphics is “he who knows
the drf of Thoth” (Berlin 73 16: XVIIIth Dyn.). “Hieroglyphs”, meaning an inscription written in
hieroglyphs, would be rendered as 553 dhwti (Leyden 1, 350, recto 4, 23) or 553 n dhwti, Cairo,
20539, etc.). (Boylan 1922: 93)

Undoubtedly, as Boylan already observed, “the distinction between the script and what

was expressed by it could be made with sufficient clearness in Egyptian” (1922: 94).

The few Egyptian concepts presented in this section constitute the starting point for a
preliminary discussion on the Egyptian conception of writing — in contrast with its Greek

reception (which is, still, the source of the Western understanding of “hieroglyph”).

2.2. Mythology and the Magic of Writing

It is almost a natural conclusion, after meditating upon the previous section, that the
Egyptian terminology for writing (in context) is a help, but does not suffice to define the Egyptian
conception of script or “hieroglyph” per se. A more complete understanding of writing clearly
demands a deeper investigation of the sociological impact of writing in Egypt (see Goody and
Baines), which can picture the consequences of writing in this society — although the causes of this
impact, I would dare to suggest, rely mostly on the mythological power of this script, and its
condition as an object of faith. This hypothesis implies that faith was not only the source and
catalyst of the hieroglyph’s “organic mechanics” and ideological efficacy, but also the vector of its
extent and permanency in Egypt as a kind of gravitational force of signification, bringing together

several aspects of the native culture, which would, in their turn, nourish writing. In other words,
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this wide system of signification, empowered by the presence of hieroglyphic writing and its
meaningful correspondence with the Egyptian world, would became an evidence of its own

supernatural character — thus legitimizing its adoration or idolatry.

22.1. Hicroglyphic Cosmogony

In the introduction to this thesis I made a point of mentioning the fact that the Western
canon had not witnessed the birth of writing: the alphabet was “imported” (by stimulus diffusion)
from another culture” — and that perhaps explains why it did not assume a preeminent role as a

theological preoccupation.” In the West, writing becomes a neutral vehicle of the /ogos, while for

the Egyptians it seems to be quite different — when the system of linear writing is institutionalized
in Egypt, it was but a natural step: the visual culture was already at a very developed stage, with
characteristics (eg. mythography) that would be preserved in this new medium (writing) and with
a crucial visual similarity. Put in a different way, whereas in the alphabet the written signs were
apparently abstract and arbitrary, foreign to Western iconography, in Egypt linear writing made
use of a repertoire of images that already existed in its visual culture. From the theological
perspective, therefore, one can speculate that there was no immediate factual contradiction in
assuming that writing was invented by the gods — and then revealed to humanity.”

In fact, for the Egyptians, writing is often referred to as invented by Thoth,* the patron

of tradition and scribe of the gods.

In the M. K. the formulae of the mortuary offerings are expressly ascribed to Thoth. So we are told

that the offerings for the dead were arranged bt " gl “according to this writing which
Thoth hath given” (Lacau, Sarcophages, p. 147). Every offering for the dead should be made

bt et | g B 1 “according to this script of the Divine words which Thoth himself hath

* Thereisa “memory” of the transmission of the alphabet: the Roman awareness that its writing came from Etruscan,
which came from Greek, that derived from Phoenician (Cadmus’ myth).

% Hebraic is certainly an exception.

# Especially for the illiterate population.

30 Also known as Djehuti or Hermes.
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made” (Lacau, Sarcophages, p. 206). Thoth appears, then, in the M. K. as author of the “script of the

Divine words”. (Boylan 1922: 92.)

Being the lord of writing and divine words, Thoth was the god of communication
(therefore associated with Hermes) and also, by extension, tradition — since he created the laws
and was the ultimate judge of the gods and the dead. From his epithets, one can assume that, at

least mythologically, words and writing had the same source — as Boylan keenly demonstrates:

One of the very common epithets of Thoth is “who hath given words and script” (cf. Nav., Tozb. C.
182, 3 f. etc.: Berlin 2293, XIXth Dyn.). The texts of the late period are particularly clear as to his
invention of writing (Pap. Hearst VI, 9 f.: Ebers I, 8-10). The script of funerary tablets is called the
“drf of Thoth” (Berlin 7316, XVIIIth Dyn.). D7f means primarily legible signs, the separate
characters in script: but it sometimes means “writing” in the sense of documents or texts (cf. Mar.,
Dend. 111, 722), and, in this further sense of the word, Thoth was also regarded as the lord of script.
One of his most widely used epithets is the 76 sS4, “Lord of writing”. All kinds of texts, books,

temple-inscriptions, collections of liturgical documents (“rituals”), inscriptions on stelae, and
tablets were called V& (Boylan 1922: 99)

I already mentioned the excerpt in which Boylan brings to light the fact that not only is

the concept of “writing” present in Thoth’s epithet, but the corollary is also true:

There is no lack of other words [than mdw ntr] to express “hieroglyph” in Egyptian. The most
familiar of these terms is drf, or better, “drfof Thoth”. An expert in hieroglyphics is “he who knows
the drf of Thoth” (Berlin 7316: XVIIIth Dyn.). “Hieroglyphs”, meaning an inscription written in
hieroglyphs, would be rendered as 553 dhwti (Leyden I, 350, recto 4, 23) or s§3 n dhwti, Cairo,
20539, etc.). (Boylan 1922: 93)

So, Thoth is the god of writing, and the hieroglyphs are the script of Thoth (or 553 n dhwti)

— another definition of “hieroglyph”, sustained by its mythological source. These epithets can be
considered a sort of “static or latent myth”: the title of a story that is not necessarily told in a
context in which the epithet is used, but that makes part of the imaginary that surrounds this god.
However, the relationship between the sacred and writing, between Thoth and hieroglyphs, can

also be attested in a more dynamic way within this imaginary — registered in the narrated myths of

creation, for example.
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In the Shabaka Stone, from the 25th Dynasty, Ptah creates “all things and all divine

words” from what he had first imagined® and then announces:

Sight, hearing, breathing - they report to the heart, and it makes every understanding come forth
(hpr). As to the tongue, it repeats what the heart has devised. Thus all the gods were born and his
Ennead was completed. For every word of the god came about through what the heart devised and

the tongue commanded.?

In this cosmogonic account, Thoth “takes shape” as Ptah’s tongue and by doing so he plays
his role as a creation god — which could be understood as reading out loud what he could see in
Ptah’s heart. The demiurge imagination, therefore, was populated only by hieroglyphs — the divine

thoughts that originated the divine words and, from them, the universe.

The creation account of the Memphite Theology teaches us (...) above all two things: one regarding
the conception of the cosmos and another regarding the conception of hieroglyphs. It stresses the
“scriptural” structure of the cosmos and the “cosmic” structure of the hieroglyphic signs... All
creation accounts that view the world as generated by verbal articulation presuppose a structural
analogy between language and cosmos. The late-Egyptian account, however, goes even a step further
in conceiving of the world as the result not only of an act of speech, but of writing. (Assmann 2007:

29)?

The introductory words of the Onomasticon of Amenemipet reiterate the role of Thoth as

the agent of creation:

Beginning of the teaching, explaining to the heart, instructing the ignorant, to know all that exists,

created by Ptah, brought into being by Thoth** the sky with its features, the earth and what is in it.

From these two important examples, it can be suggested — in mythological terms — that

hieroglyphs were not considered doubles or representations of beings, as is often suggested. Instead,

they are emanations or echoes of the primeval signs (in Ptah’s demiurgic mind) that actually gave

3! For the Egyptians, the imagination was one of the faculties of the heart — not the brain.

32 Shabaka Stone (BM EA 498) translated by (Lichtheim, 1975: 51-57)

33 Although I personally dispute the notion of “divine words” as a straightforward term for hieroglyphs, especially in
the context of the Shabaka Stone, I would not discredit Assmann’s conclusions.

3 Cf. translation in Assmann: “What Ptah has created and Thoth has written down” (1997: 114).

35 The Onomasticon of Amenemipet (see Gardiner, 1947)
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existence to the thing that the hieroglyphs are referring to. Metaphorically speaking, things are
not the parents of hieroglyphs — they are identical twins. Although this notion can sound absurd
in the light of modern understanding of writing and signs (semiotics), from an anthropological
perspective it can provide a plausible explanation for the creative power of hieroglyphs and its

impact on Egyptian culture:

In ancient Egypt writing was more than a means of communication because the written word had
the power to create what was recorded. For example, the written reference to food offerings on a
mortuary stela (see Catalog No. 80) ensured that those provisions would be provided for the
deceased forever, and the written reference to a person’s name ensured that individual’s eternal
existence in the afterlife. The connection between the writing of a person’s name (or even the name
of a god) and their existence is demonstrated by occasions where, for often unknown reasons, their
name has been chiselled out or erased, thereby “killing” that individual. In a similar way, the identity
of a statue could be altered by changing the name incised on it without recarving the facial features.
In some contexts, signs of animals that might bite, sting, and consume funerary offerings were
considered to be dangerous. When these signs appear in texts on coffins or on tomb walls, they are
sometimes mutilated by knives or shown cut in two to render them powerless. (Johnson 2010: 156)

From the statement above, and the evidence that sustains it, it is a natural conclusion to
assume that the signification of hieroglyphs was not restricted to its relationship with language or
to its undeniable aesthetic appeal. The mythical or magical power of hieroglyphs also goes beyond
a passive role in mythological accounts: it is effectively internalized in the signification of the
image. Therefore, despite frequent statements that the hieroglyph of a snake, for example, does
not mean the snake itself, but only the sound /f7 - as if the image of the snake itself was second
(or perhaps even irrelevant) to the phonetic value of this hieroglyph — one can observe that for the
Egyptians the hieroglyph was more than that, either as a sign or writing-system. More boldly, I
would suggest that the hieroglyphs had not only the “internal” reading strategies described in the
previous chapter, but also “external” reading strategies, i.c.: in the same way as a hieroglyph could
have mythographic, ideographic, phonographic and determinative values, they also had a magical
value (which, again - if not in the domain of language, at least in the domain of visual culture -
impacts their ordinary signification no less importantly). In the case of talismans in the form of
hieroglyphs, and other magical devices, this magical value was able to go beyond the writing-
language connection and, for example, be appropriated by illiterate Egyptians in a much wider

convcntional system.
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3. The Graeco-Roman and Christian Conceptions of Hicroglyphs: Culcural Clashes

As surprising as it might sound, the Egyptian notion of writing has been discussed
frequently in alien terms. “Hieroglyph”, “mythogram”, “ideogram”, “phonogram”,
“determinative”, etc. are all foreign words and perhaps even strange concepts for the Egyptian
mentality. In fact, it is undeniable that the Graeco-Roman understanding of hieroglyph has
received more academic attention than the Egyptians’ own conceptions. This might be for a
number of reasons: first, the western interest in hieroglyphs could be focused only on its own
reception of this notion, and its influence on western culture. In this case, it is absolutely
legitimate — although not ideal — to ignore the Egyptian terminology and ideas on hieroglyphs.
Second, the Egyptian broad notion of script is probably easier to understand if mediated by our
own western viewpoint — as the Greek mentality is much closer to our contemporary one. This
option, however, because it can be based on ethnocentric premises, is therefore prejudiced, as I
hope I will be able to demonstrate in this chapter. Finally, there is the access to information.
General access to Greek and Latin (both language and published sources), one might suppose, is
wider than to Egyptian hieroglyphs.

In essence, I am of the opinion that it is absolutely acceptable to use the Greek
understanding of hieroglyph as the basis to understanding the reception of hieroglyphs in the
West. However, it must be clear that this notion, per se, contemplates only part of the story, and
makes it very hard to discover what has been correctly interpreted in this process. The Greeks, for
instance, witnessed only a fraction of the history of hieroglyphs. Compared with the “life” of

hieroglyphs, the Greek-Roman accounts are recent.

Ergo, this section does not aim to produce an overview of the foreign conceptions of
Egyptian culture per se.’ It focuses rather on the alien notions of hieroglyph (including the
etymology of such a concept) to later contrast them with the Egyptians' own perspective — as

discussed so far in this thesis.

36 There are excellent sources on this subject. See Budge 1893; Iversen 1993; Hornung 2002.
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3.1. Historical Accounts

There has always been a discussion on who the Greeks who first visited Egypt were, what
they have actually learned, borrowed, and understood from that civilisation. By the middle of the
s century B.C.E., Herodotus of Halicarnassus visited Egypt and later produced the first account

of what he witnessed. With regard to Egyptian writing, he wrote:

The Greeks write and calculate from left to right, but the Egyptians from right to left... And they
make use of two kind of letters (ypoupora), one of which is called “sacred” (1epé) and the other
“popular” (demotic). (Herodotus: II, 36)

The term he uses to describe the hieroglyphic system (“sacred”) is precisely the one that
will often be used later, during the Egyptian Ptolemaic Period. It is important to highlight that
the expression “iepd. ypappate” (“sacred writing [letters]”) was the “official translation”, into
Greek, of the whole expression zh3-n-mdw.w-ntr (“the writing of the divine words”).”

The difference between sacred and popular writings would become canonical in Greek
accounts of the Egyptian script. For instance, Diodorus Siculus in his Historical Library
(BiBMoB¥xn ioTopiky), written between 60 and 30 B.C.E., gives a very similar introduction to this

subject, centuries after Herodotus:

And the priests teach the boys two kinds of letters, those called sacred by the Egyptians and those
containing more common sort of learning... Of the two kinds of Egyptian letters, the demotic are
taught to all, but those called sacred by the Egyptians are known to the priests alone. (My emphasis.
Diodorus Siculus, Bibl. I: 74. Loeb Classical Library, 1935)

However, the Greek from Sicily does not only name the system, but attempts to describe
briefly its mechanics — and by doing so, employs the adjective “hieroglyphic” (iepoyhvdixée, from

iepoe, “sacred”, and yAddw, “I carve, engrave”) for the first time in known Greek literature:

We must now speak about the Ethiopian writing which is called hieroglyphic among the Egyptians...
Now it is found that the forms of their letters take the shape of animals of every kind, and of the

37 The best evidence for that is precisely the Rosetta Stone, further discussed below (1.5.4)
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members of the human body, and of implements and especially carpenters’ tools; for their writing
does not express the intended concept by means of syllables joined one to another, but by means of
the significance of the objects which have been copied and by its figurative meaning which has been
impressed upon the memory by practice... by paying close attention to the significance inherent in
each object and by training their minds through drill and exercise of the memory over a long period,
they read from habit everything which has been written. (My emphasis. Diodorus Siculus, Bib/. III:

4. Loeb Classical Library, 193s)

Strikingly, Diodorus appear to make a distinction between Egyptian letters (“sacred” and
“demotic”) and Ethiopian letters, which are “hieroglyphic” (according to the Egyptians). In this
context, the only difference that can be drawn between “sacred letters” and “sacred carved letters”
is the fact that the “hieroglyphic” is employed in monumental writing. For many, Diodorus’
conception of “sacred carved letters” fits perfectly the notion of hieroglyphic linear writing, but
in my opinion, it might address even more than that, as it suggests a form of interpretation that is
not strange to the notion of non-linear writing (mythographic compositions).

Many other authors will describe Egyptian writing and make use of the concept
“hieroglyphic”, in general, as an adjective to “letters”, and not as a noun. Amongst these authors,
the common denominator is the fact that none of them had knowledge at first hand: as a matter
of fact, the foreign (Greek or Roman, Christian or Pagan) knowledge of hieroglyphs, with
unknown exceptions, is based on secondary sources or hearsay. The iconicity of hieroglyphs,
unsurprisingly, would inspire awe and foster the curiosity of strangers — but access to a deeper
knowledge of the system, which was the gateway to the native metaphysics, was certainly reserved

to Egyptians priests.

3.2. Neo-Platonism and Thcurgy

The superficial interest and curiosity that marked the first “outsider” accounts of
hieroglyphs, later on, suffered a major turn with the renewed attention that Neo-Platonic — and
theurgic — thinkers cast on hieroglyphs. This dramatic change auspiciously coincides with the
Graeco-Roman control of Egypt, i.c. the outsiders who produced the account not only visited the

country, but often coexisted with the Egyptians’ priests in Egyptian territory. For the first time,
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outsiders would consider hieroglyphs as objects of philosophical implications, and presumably
their metaphysical applications.
The most illustrative example of this new attitude is, beyond doubt, Plotinus (c. 204/5 -

270 C.E.), also known as “the Egyptian”. For the Neo-Platonic philosopher,

The wise of Egypt - whether in precise knowledge or by a prompting of nature - indicated the truth
where, in their effort towards philosophical statement, they left aside the writing-forms that take in
the detail of words and sentences - those characters that represent sounds and convey the
propositions of reasoning - and drew pictures instead, engraving in the temple-inscriptions 4
separate image for every separate item: thus they exhibited the mode in which the Supreme goes forth.
For cach manifestation of knowledge and wisdom is a distinct image, an object in itself, an
immediate unity, not as aggregate of discursive reasoning and detailed willing. Later from this
wisdom in unity there appears, in another form of being, an image, already less compact, which
announces the original in an outward stage and seeks the causes by which things are such that the
wonder rises how a generated world can be so excellent. (Plotinus: V, 8-6. Translated by MacKenna
and Page’®)

Plotinus does not only present what he understood as the features of Egyptian writing,
but attempts to formulate a philosophical model for the script — which bears similarities with the
“enigmatic script” use in temples during the Graeco-Roman period.? Although Plotinus was born
in Egypt, he apparently does not recognize that the hieroglyphs were able to “take in the detail of
words and sentences”, but had he consulted any Egyptian priest on the meaning of temple-
inscriptions of the period, the religious exegesis of the text would not be much different, at least
at the level he would be allowed to know. The final passage is of particular interest here because it
suggests that a “less compact” image (that I am inclined to interpret as his notion of mythogram)
“announces the original” meaning of the discrete characters in an “outward stage”, thus working
as a development of the philosophical investigation — mediated by visual signs — on the theme,
which is to be interpreted. In other words, Plotinus seems to consider here the interaction
between linear and non-linear scripts. Furthermore, according to Plotinus” argumentation, the
“outward” “form of being” is not only a kind of syntax of distinct images, it seems to be a more

exoteric stage of writing.

38 The Six Enneads. London: P. L. Warner, 1917-1930.
¥ See p. 121.
73



For the philosopher, the script in question would confirm and legitimate some of his
arguments on intellectual beauty. His preoccupation is clearly not to present Egyptian writing (or
philosophical viewpoints) systematically. And his explanation is even more incomplete — from a
grammatological perspective — than Clement of Alexandria’s, which would probably be available
then. Itis absolutely clear that there is no influence of Platonism on the interpretation of Egyptian
writing whatsoever, as some scholars might have suggested. Instead, there might arguably be an
influence of hieroglyphic interpretation on Plotinus’ understanding of image — which transcends

the scope of this thesis but nevertheless deserves to be further studied. According to Iversen,

In the intervening period after Plotinus, the interest [on hieroglyphs] remained as great as ever in
Neo-Platonic circles, and quite an extensive hieroglyphic literature arose written in Greek, which,
together with the socalled [sic] Hermetic writings, and books such as Iamblichus’ treatise on the
Egyptian mysteries, bear illuminating evidence of the widespread Hellenistic interest in what was
supposed to be Egyptian philosophy and mysticism. (Iversen 1993: 46)

In the hall of philosophers, there is a clear difference between Plotinus’s attitude to
hieroglyphs and that of Jamblichus (c. 245 - c. 325). Jamblichus studied under Porphyry (who, in
turn, was educated by Plotinus), and his interest in theurgy provoked a major disagreement with
the latter. In response, Jamblichus wrote his Theurgia, or On the Egyptian Mysteries, in which he

states:

I desire, beforehand, however, to interpret to thee the peculiar form of the theological system of the
Egyptians. For they, endeavoring to represent the productive principle of the universe and the
creative function of the gods, exhibit certain images as symbols of mystic, occult and invisible
conceptions, in a similar manner as of Nature (the productive principle), in her peculiar way, makes
alikeness of invisible principles through symbols in visible forms. But the creative energy of the gods
delineates the genuine reality of the forms through the visible images. (Jamblichus, Theurgia: 15.
Translated by Wilder 1911)

After introducing his conception of Egyptian images (he does not use the word
“hieroglyph”, nor “sacred writing”), Jamblichus proceeds with an explanation of different
Egyptian “symbols” from which he draws a philosophical interpretation. While Plotinus had a

latent or passive interest in hieroglyphs, that he used as an illustration for his consideration of the
intellectual beauty, Jamblichus presents a patent or active interest, i.e. he in point of fact draws

conclusions from hieroglyphs.
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3.3. Christianity

Hieroglyphs, by definition, were a fundamental and indissociable aspect of Egyptian
religious rites. For “pagan outsiders”, who professed non-exclusive faiths (polytheistic,
synchretic), Egyptian writing could be appreciated in its sacred or philosophical dimension.
However, with the spread of Christianity, hieroglyphs would become at risk, as they became a
strong symbol of Egyptian belief — which could not coexist with a monotheistic faith. Therefore,
it is fascinating that the best extant “outsider” definition of the hieroglyphic system has been

preserved precisely by a Christian priest. Clement of Alexandria (c.150 - ¢. 215), in his Stromata,

states that

Those instructed among the Egyptians learn first all the genre of Egyptian letters which is called
“epistolographic”; secondly, the “hieratic” genre, which is used by the sacred scribes; finally and in the
last place, the “hieroglyphic” genre, which partly express things literally by means of primary letters
and which is partly symbolical. In the symbolical method, one kind speaks “literally” by imitation,
and a second kind writes as it were metaphorically, and a third one is outright allegorical by means

of certain enigmas. (Clement of Alexandria, Stromata: V 4, 20-21; cf. Horst 1997: 35)

As one can guess by the difficult access that “outsiders” had to hieroglyphs, such a precise
account would demand an excellent source not only for the meaning of certain signs, but in the
general mechanics of this script. Today, it is generally accepted that Clement’s probable source
was Chaeremon’s treatise on hieroglyphs.* Having a source for his explanations, however, does
not overshadow the merits of Clement of Alexandria who, despite his beliefs, was apparently
interested in Egyptian writing, This tolerance, however, would not be shared by the following
generations of Christians. For instance, here is how Shenoute of Atripe (ca. 385 to 465),

archimandrite of the White Monastery,* would regard hieroglyphs:

And if before today it was laws for murdering men's souls which were in it, written in blood and not
in black ink alone, there is nothing else written with respect to them except the likeness of the snakes and

40 See Vergote 1939.
“1'The White Monastery was located at Sohag, on the riverbank opposite Panopolis.
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the scorpions, and the dogs and the cats, and the crocodiles and the frogs, the foxes, the other reptiles,
the wild beasts and the birds and the domestic animals and the rest; moreover, (there is) also the
likeness of the sun and the moon and all the rest, all of their works being ridiculous and false things.
And in the place of these things, it is the soulsaving writings of life which will henceforth be in it,
fulfilling the word of God. (Young 1981: 351)

In such a short passage, Shenoute maintains that hieroglyphs were mere “likenesses” of
animals (something that denies the grammatological function of hieroglyphs); that they were
ridiculous® and false, and that therefore they should be vandalised with biblical graffiti.
Shenoute’s ire and belligerence are the portrait of Egypt at that period, in which temples and
religious symbols were systematically destroyed, and pagans persecuted. Through the violence
justified with words and actions such as Shenoute’s, hieroglyphic writing would be strongly

repressed and take its final steps into the oblivion.

4. Discussion: Lost in Translation: cthe discrcpant undcrstanding of “hicroglyph”

We can take nothing for granted (...) conceptions which are familiar—or even axiomatic—to us, may
be irrelevant to ancient culture. (...) The paradoxes are founded on a discrepancy between our own
outlook and the views and intentions of the ancients. (Frankfort 1948: 124-125)

It is almost certain that people who are formally educated, exposed to television
documentaries, films or richly illustrated history books, have a picture in mind when it comes to
Egyptian writing. In fact, often, one’s idea is based solely on the iconicity of hieroglyphs: whatever
looks like Egyptian iconic signs, is a hieroglyph. It is not a matter of grammatological, religious or
sociological functions. What remains behind the appearance of a hieroglyph can remain a mystery.
With regard to Egyptology, it is clear that this science works with a definition of hieroglyph. The
question is: is this notion really rooted in the Egyptian understanding of writing? Is the notion of
“hieroglyph” in vogue loyal to its actual meaning? I dare to defend that even our scientific
definition of hieroglyph cannot be taken for granted and that any challenge to it is welcome, as

long as it is anchored in plausible arguments. The reason is that each definition of hieroglyph, at

4 Cf. Remondon 1952 and Frankfurter 1998.
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the best of the hypotheses, is made for a time, to address a particular mentality — as I hope to

succinctly demonstrate in this discussion.

4.1. Speculations toward the Egyptian conception ofhieroglyph

Egyptian hieroglyphic writing is a cultural phenomenon that has been in use in Ancient
Egypt for more than three millennia — perhaps longer than the first Phoenician contours of what
would become our current system of writing (Roman alphabet). Therefore, it is genuinely
impossible to draw one single and uniform conclusion on how the Egyptians perceived their writing-
system throughout History. There is, however, a set of traits and characteristics that can be of use
to enable contemporary theoreticians to create a more precise instrument of observation of such

a phenomenon:

e Egyptians had their own nomenclature for writing, and these terms reveal not only

important nuances of Egyptian thought, but a specific conception of writing;

e The distinction between phonograms, ideograms, determinatives, etc. is an outsider
theoretical model used to describe and categorize the Egyptian writing-system. There is no
extant document explaining how the Egyptians distinguished the different
grammatological function of signs. By the Late Period, for instance, the distinction was

unclear;*

e At least one of the Egyptian terms for “hieroglyph” (2.2, which is also the most frequent)

could be applied either to individual linear signs or non-linear images:

It was not coincidental (...) that the Egyptians used the same word to refer to both their hieroglyphic
writing and the drawing of their artworks, and it was often the same scribe who produced both. The

% See the notion of “grammatological gap” (Chapter Three, p. 101)
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noted historian of Egyptian art Cyril Aldred stressed this fact when he wrote that “... once a scribe
had learnt to draw the full range of ... [hieroglyphic] signs with requisite skill he had become #pso
facto an artist, since the composition of his pictures is the assemblage of a number of ideographs with
some interaction between them” (My emphasis. Wilkinson 1994: 151)

From the point of view of artistic skills, as is suggested by Aldred and Wilkinson above,

mythography (i.e. the composition of pictures) was the pinnacle of hieroglyphic instruction;

There was an active interaction between linear and non-linear domains, and there is no

apparent prevalence of linear writing over mythography — on the contrary:

Many texts, primarily the younger ones, are accompanied by pictures. So several spells of the Book
of the Dead are illustrated by vignettes. Some funeral papyri mainly consist of religious
representations, to which a few explanations are added. In the description of the journey of the
sungod through the netherworld, generally called 47 Duat, the main thing is the representation of
the voyage of the sun-god during the twelve hours of the night. Though there is a text which links
up the different scenes, the texts, written around the pictures, have no significance in themselves,
but serve as explanations. This means that the illustrations of the texts are no artistic extras, but form
an essential part of the texts, and sometimes even the main part. One should therewith keep in mind,
that hieroglyphs originally were a picture-writing. This cannot be purely accidental. Obviously the
ancient Egyptians were endowed with imagination. (My emphasis. Bleeker 1975: 100)

Ergo, the “hieroglyphic” image, the mythogram, was supposed to be interpreted and, I

argue, most be regarded as a constitutive and fundamental part of the writing-system;
gu & p g-sy

Hieroglyphs had a genetic relationship with Egyptian religion: they were invented by gods
and in at least one of the cosmogonies, they took part in the Creation of the world. From
this fact, hieroglyphs could be “animated” and have magjcal properties — I am convinced
that this should affect the Egyptian (and our...) understanding of the status of hieroglyph

as a sign, as their meaning extrapolates their grammatological function;

Mythograms (or non-linear hieroglyphic inscriptions) were subject to a different level or
form of literacy, if those ignorant of linear writing were able to interpret (or at least guess)

the meaning of these images — which relied on a much broader form of convention — the

myth;
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e According to the Egyptian perspective exemplified in Memphite Theology, I would
suggest that hieroglyphic iconicity should not be regarded as a representation of
something: they do not merely represent an entity from immediate reality (i.c., a picture
of a being), but render visible the essential elements from which nature itself was created
(in the heart of demiurge). Therefore, if a semiotic analysis of a particular hieroglyph is
intended, it must take into consideration that, before being employed as a
grammatological sign to convey elements of speech or ideas (phonograms, ideograms,
etc.), hieroglyphs were considered /iving entities with intrinsic power and magical

function.

In spite of the syntactic way these speculations are presented above, they are the
preliminary result of the grammatological study of ancient hieroglyphs presented so far in these
two first chapters. It is important to state, however, that these propositions are not universally —
or perhaps systematically — accepted by Egyptologists. For this reason, I would like once again to

stress the grammatological perspective of this thesis.

4.2. The “Outsider” Greek Conception of Hicroglyph: How Different it is from the
Egyptian, and How it Affects its Contemporary Undcrstanding

As far as, then, thou canst, O King—(and thou canst [do] all things)—keep [this] our sermon from
translation; in order that such mighty mysteries may not come to the Greeks, and the disdainful
speech of Greece, with [all] its looseness, and its surface beauty, so to speak, take all the strength out
of the solemn and the strong—the energetic speech of Names. The Greeks, O King, have novel
words, energic of “argumentation” [only]; and thus is the philosophizing of the Greeks—the noise

of words. But we do not use words; but we use sounds full-filled with deeds.*

Although the passage above does not mention hieroglyph, it presents the clash between

two cultures on the linguistic stage, advocating that it is not possible to preserve the original

“ The Corpus Hermeticum. The Perfect Sermon of Asclepius unto the King, XV. Translated by Mead 1906.
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meaning of Egyptian concepts in Greek. The impossibility of translation of Philosophical

concepts is also discussed by Jamblicus, in a very similar way:

From this fact it appears agreeable to reason that the language of the sacred nations has been adopted
in preference to that of the rest of mankind. For terms when they are translated do not always
preserve their meaning the same as before; and besides, there are certain idioms with every nation
that are impossible to express to another in intelligible speech. Accordingly, though, it may be
possible to translate them; they no longer preserve the same force. "Foreign terms”, likewise, have
great emphasis and much conciseness, and contain less ambiguity, diversity and varied shades of
meaning”. (Jamblichus. Theurgia: 15. Translated by Wilder 1911)

These two quotations show that, in the context of ethnocentric conflicts, translation is the
first casualty, as it might have the power of revealing — at a glance — the discrepancy between two

different mind-sets. In that case, one can assume that the transposition of a crucial concept such
as “hieroglyph” from its cultural cradle to the Greek mentality was not a simple task. Hence I
would like to address what I consider the four fundamental problems in the translation of

“hieroglyph”:

e Problem 1: Greek Logocentrism x Hieroglyphs

According to Plutarch, no barbarian could issue an order to the Greeks using their language; for it
was impossible for a born slave to understand the language of freedom. The unbridgeable gap
separating Hellenism from any other culture also made unthinkable the translation of Greek into
another tongue. So Epicurus imagined that “the gods spoke Greek”, and asserted that the word
“philosophia” could not be rendered into any foreign language. (Samellas 2010: 320)

I have mentioned already that the Greeks had a historical consciousness of the illiterate
past. The most celebrated example of this assertion comes from Plato’s Phaedrus, in which

Socrates attributes to Theuth (i.e. Thoth) the invention of writing — which, in turn, favoured
forgetfulness as nobody would rely on memory anymore. For the Egyptians hieroglyphs took part
in Creation, or at least were created together with humankind. This is a fundamental

disagreement with profound consequences on the cultural attitude towards the visible sign.

Traditionally, Western philosophy has distinguished “reality” from “appearance”, things themselves
from representations of them, and thought from signs that express it. Signs or representations, in
this view, are but a way to get at reality, truth, or ideas, and they should be as transparent as possible;
they should not get in the way, should not affect or infect the thought or truth they represent. In
this framework, speech has seemed the immediate manifestation or presence of thought, while
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writing, which operates in the absence of the speaker, has been treated as an artificial and derivative
representation of speech, a potentially misleading sign of a sign. (Culler 2000: 11)

Since, for the Greeks, writing had to represent a language (which they expressed by means
of apparently arbitrary signs — the alphabet), “hieroglyphs” could not be understood as a linear

writing-system, as they were, I argue, more than that. Instead, and as a consequence, hieroglyphs
were understood as a purely mythographic system, which in the Greek mentality would be accepted

as allegorical or enigmatic “representations”.

e Problem 2: The outsider Greek perception of “hieroglyph”

They [Greek scholars] refused to acknowledge the phonetic functions of the signs, even in those
cases where they explicitly spoke of them as “letters”, and they ignored entirely the distinction
between the various elements of the script, such as ideograms, determinatives and phonetics signs...
They [also] did not always distinguishe between ordinary hieroglyphs and the iconographic
representation frequently accompanying the inscriptions, and several otherwise enigmatic
“hieroglyphic” interpretations become understandable when it is realized that they are not based on
hieroglyphic inscriptions at all, but are iconographical explanations of reliefs, ornamental motifs, or
conventional religious symbols. (Iversen 1993: 44)

The fact is that, when the Greeks in question formulated their assumptions, the
“distinction between the various elements of the script” was not so clear in Egypt.* Moreover, for
the Egyptians, the distinction between “ordinary hieroglyphs” and “iconographic representation”
mentioned by Iversen was not so obvious either — which is evident by the Egyptian use of terms

such as #j.1 or zh3 that, as it has been demonstrated, would involve both notions.

e Problem 3: The “outsider” Western contemporary notion of “hieroglyph”

The contemporary notion of “hieroglyph” (as can be attested by Iversen’s quotation
above) abhors the Greek resistance to understand the “phonetic functions of the [hieroglyphic]

signs”. However, unconsciously motivated by the very same logocentrism, it ironically takes the

opposite side of this biased spectrum and assumes that “hieroglyphs” are only the signs that are used

“ See p. 19.
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to write words down, i.e. the linear writing, thus denying its mythographic properties. Which forcibly

creates the need of frequently explain the “exceptions”.

e Problem 4: On the Etymology of the word “hieroglyphic” and its inconsistencies

Straightforwardly, for reasons already demonstrated, I am convinced that “hieroglyph” is
not a calque, nor translation, of mdw ntr. It is evident, from the Rosetta Stone for example, that
the expression zh3.mdw-ntr (literally, the writing of the divine words) is translated as iepoig
ypappaoty (Rosetta Stone, Greek, Line s4, literally, “sacred letters [writing]”). The adjective
“hieroglyphic” (“sacred carved”), I supposed, evolved from a later need to distinguish the cursive
(hieratic) and the monumental (i.c. carved) forms of sacred letters — especially those used in temple
inscriptions from the Ptolemaic period on.*

The contemporary insistence on linking the concept of “hieroglyph” solely to the
expression mdw ntr (and not to zh3. mdw-ntr), obviously ignoring the word zh3 (usually translated
as “writing” or “drawing”), is very symptomatic. Its raison d’étre appears to be reinforcing the
outsider western conviction that only a language-based, linear writing should be understood as
writing. However, mdw ntr (which, I argue, corresponds to a liturgical language and possibly, by
extension, to what has been written in this language) is by no means an equivalent to the Egyptian
notion of writing (zA3), which could perfectly be employed to express the use of images (either
discrete characters or “iconographic pictures”) to write.

Another frequent source of misunderstanding is the word #.£, which is rendered either as
“image”, “written sign” or “hieroglyph”, as if they were not equivalents in Egyptian. This
apparently naive inconsistency gives room for all sorts of misunderstandings on the meaning of
hieroglyph in Ancient Egypt.

In sum, from an historical and theoretical perspective, the concept “hieroglyph” is far
from a consistent and ideal definition. Something was lost — or perhaps left behind — in the process

of coining such a concept and translating the Egyptian conception of writing into Greek terms.

46

See  Liddel-Scott-Jones  Lexicon:  “lepoyhud-tcds, %, ¢év, hieroglyphic: lepoyluvdued, with or
without ypdppota, td, D.S.3.4, Plu2.354f, Ps.-Luc.Philopatr21, Dam.Isid.98, etc. Adv. iepoylidt-
xs PMag.Leid.V.8.29”.
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To use Jamblichus’s terms, the notion finally transmitted to Greek “no longer preserve[d] the

same force”. [Plate 44]

4.3. Working Premises about the Notion of Hicroglyph

In the light of the pieces of evidence and arguments raised in this chapter, and discussed
in this section, it seems reasonable to put forward a small number of premises that guide my

understanding of Egyptian “hieroglyph” in the present thesis.

e Premise 1: The frequently presented “structure” of hieroglyphs is solely a model of

observation

Many works have dealt with hieroglyphs, their function, meaning and applications.
However, in our age, this subject seems to belong to a certain academic discipline. This sense of
intellectual property over a cultural phenomenon is harmful since it cements a perspective that is
not necessarily historically accurate or theoretically ideal.

In other words, the theoretical construction presented in Chapters One and Two — or any
other systematic approach to this subject — could be better regarded not as a faithful x-ray of the
structures or meanings of hieroglyphs, but as a por#rait made with the technology (and mentality)
available. Most of the “workable” terms employed in the grammatological study of hieroglyphs
(ideogram, phonogram, rebus, determinative, etc.), and of the ones I also use in the thesis
(mythogram, synergraphy, overtones, etc.) are alien to the Egyptians’ own conception of
hieroglyphs. There is no extant Egyptian text describing the grammatological functions of Egyptian
writing, or the terms they used to “categorize” hieroglyphs. In the absence of such evidence, the

use of hieroglyphs by the Ancient Egyptians could be more “organic” than “structural”.?’

# More or less in the same way an Ancient Latin or Greek speaker did not need to handle a set of grammar tables to
employ the correct cases or declensions.

83



e Proposition 2: Mythography is a constitutive part of hieroglyphic writing

I am not convinced that the analysis (and understanding) of the hieroglyph as a sign
should be circumscribed solely by its relationship to language in the linear system. On the
contrary: the concept of mythography can offer a contribution not only to the comprehension of
the origins of hieroglyphic writing and to the interpretation of “iconographic” material, but to the
relationship between linear and non-linear writing, which has been insufficiently studied. In

general, instead of including the frequency of the Egyptian use of images to convey either verbal
or non-verbal ideas in our models of observation, as a general principle, we prefer to make a

categorical distinction between “writing” and “iconography” that ascribes a secondary role to the
image and, on occasion, fails to explain the frequent migration and exchanges between these
domains — which are presented as a kind of anomaly of the system, instead of its very origin and

€ssence.
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CHAPTERTHREE:

Hermeneutica Hieroglyphica

The already mentioned academic attention given to the Graeco-Roman interpretation of
hieroglyphs might help to produce the false idea that the Egyptians did not reflect or philosophize
about their writing-system and consequently it can overshadow the Egyptian treatises on
hieroglyphs still extant. In this Chapter I hope to explore the tradition of hieroglyphic
hermeneutics which reaches its zenith with Horapollon’s Hieroglyphica (which will be discussed
on Chapter Four). In order to situate Horapollon in the Egyptian hermeneutic tradition, I aim to
create a conceptual map showing the historical contrast between linear writing and the spoken
language throughout the history of the Ancient Egyptian civilization. From empirical observation
based on this map, I will study the different solutions to the “grammatological estrangement”

generated between graphic and spoken spheres, as a natural tendency.

1. Towardsa Theory of the “Grammarological Gap”

1.1. The Historical Development of Egyptian Linear Writing in relation to the

PI'OCCSS oflanguage changes

Any study aiming to explore the relationship between linear writing and spoken language
must start from a fundamental premise: that both are dynamic systems in a different stage of
transformation, despite any illusion of immutability.

It has been systematically postulated that the spoken language, as a system of convention,
changes naturally and independently of any individual will or even consciousness. It is constantly

subject to the principle of least effort, to contact with other languages (linguistic strata), to the
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vicissitudes of its own culture that might cause profound phonetic and phonological, semantic
and morphosyntactic changes. For cultural and political reasons, we distinguish different
historical stages of the same continuous language as if they were different languages (such as Latin
and Spanish, for example).

If in two thousand years Latin underwent such dramatic transformations that it became
contemporary French or Portuguese, it is unreasonable to imagine that the Egyptian language

would remain the same in more than three millennia of written records.

The history of the Egyptian language [Plate 45] — according to socio-cultural and linguistic
criteria — has traditionally been divided into five distinct main stages: Old Egyptian (3000-2000
B.C.E), Middle Egyptian (2000-1300 B.C.E), Late Egyptian (1300-700 B.C.E), Demotic (7th
century B.C.E. to sth century C.E.) and Coptic (4th to 14th century C.E.).! The difference

between such stages is relatively measurable and known to Egyptologists. As J. Ray observes,

The differences between Middle Egyptian and Late Egyptian are roughly similar to those which
separate Latin from Italian, or Middle English from Anglo-Saxon: loss of inflection in nouns,
development of definite and indefinite articles, and replacement of older conjugations by analytic
constructions using auxiliary verbs. (Ray 2007: 811)

When Linear Writing emerged in Egypt, the vernacular language was Old Egyptian. The
writing-system, therefore, was adapted to convey words and sentences from this language. Linear
writing, however, does not change at the same speed as a language — as it obeys a different form of
convention, more strict, which is transmitted through conscious teaching — and so it tends to
preserve old orthographies, sentences-form, words, which had little by little been abandoned by
the spoken language: “Although the norm of writing shifted very slightly all the time,
inconsistencies in writing and grammar show that it never kept pace with the spoken language”
(Baines 1983: 584). I am of the opinion that Egyptians were aware of the difference between the
original language for which Old Egyptian Linear Writing was conceived and later the spoken
language: at a given point, this difference was so clear that they were probably considered distinct
languages — and this could be the reason why the language conveyed in hieroglyphic inscriptions

in that period became known as “divine speech”.

! Loprieno 1995.
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Frank Kammerzell has devised a theoretical model to describe what he calls “degrees of
regularity and simplicity of graphophonemic correspondence rules of a language (L,)” at any given
point of time (T,). According to him, the proximity between a spoken language and the writing-

system that aims to record it depends on three parameters: [Plate 46]

- the temporal distance of T to the time of emergence of the writing system (T,);

- the proportion of typological distance between Ly and the language system L, for which the writing
system was first developed;

- and the retention rate or its opposite, i.c., the rate of adjustment of the writing system to the

particular characteristics of L, (Kammerzell 1998: 2)

From his model, he reaches the conclusion that “in general, the graphophonemic
correspondence rules of an earlier diachronic state of a particular language are more regular than
those of a later stage, if the writing system has not been modified” (p. 23) and, observing his model,
it is reasonable to postulate that there is a temdency of a growing divergence in this
“grammatological correspondence”, as I prefer to call it, which theoretically can only be inhibited
by a change in the retention rate or a reform in the typological distance - since the diachronic

evolution of language cannot be controlled.

John Baines, in his remarkable Literacy and Ancient Egyptian Society (2007: 582),

compares spoken and written Egyptian using a model adapted from Striker. In this graphic [Place

46], one can immediately observe that:

e Egyptian linear writing suffered major reforms which resulted in it getting closer to the

spoken language;

e The linear writing systems tend to acquire a certain stability and become more or less

“independent” of the spoken language;

e  Older systems of convention (of linear writing) were not necessarily abandoned with the

new reforms. They coexisted in different functions and eventually overlapped;

e Reform coincides with major socio-political changes in Egyptian society.
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The distinct reforms that Egyptian linear writing underwent led to the development of a
number of more or less stable codes of linear writing [Plate 47]. However, reforms were not the only
responses to the “grammatological estrangement” (i.c. the growing distance) between written and

spoken Egyptian, as I hope to demonstrate.

Reflecting on Baines/Striker’s model discussed here and other sources, I came to the
conclusion that it would be useful to build a map which could embrace other responses or
solutions so as to build a “big picture” of this whole phenomenon and its complexity [Infographic 1].
This Chapter is essentially an interpretation of this map — and a set of reference symbols will be
employed in the course of this text in order to facilitate the link between the comments here and

the corresponding items from the infographic.

1.2. Convention and Orthodoxy: Maat as a Force of Preservation

The first phenomenon I would like to discuss is the remarkably strict convention that gave
an appearance of immutability to Egyptian writing. In fact, the preservation of the iconicity of
hieroglyphs has no parallel in the history of writing. Sumerian writing, from a very pictorial
system, became a sequence of lines arranged for unskilled eyes in more or less abstract fashion- it
lost its iconicity, the figurative property of the written character. Likewise, Chinese writing
became a very stylized version of its first figurative characters, undergoing many reforms in its
history (the most recent is the one that created “simplified Chinese”). The figurative quality of
Egyptian hieroglyphs, however, seems to have been preserved across the ages often by means of
almost inflexible rules of proportion and design — and I would argue that the reason for such an
attitude cannot be merely aesthetic: Sumerian and Chinese, although losing figurativeness,

preserved a high aesthetic appeal.

Another important characteristic of Egyptian writing, concerning the rigorousness of
convention, is the fact that the emergence of new grammatological functions did not supplant

earlier principles of writing. In other words, the advent of phonetic writing, for example, did not
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overshadow mythographic or ideographic uses of hieroglyphs. The same logic can be applied to
the whole hieroglyphic system: it has not been abandoned even with the invention of more

“practical” systems, such as hieratic, demotic and later even the alphabet — that coexisted in Egypt.

Contrasting this phenomenon with the sacred function of hieroglyphs (discussed in
Chapter Two), it is reasonable to assume that any dramatic change in hieroglyphic writing —

especially in its iconicity — was a tacit zaboo. As there is no known direct statement defining its
terms, this zzboo can be better understood in the light of a broad and crucial fundament of the
Egyptian culture: Maat (m3%)*. Maat has been translated as “cosmic order”, “truth”, “right” and

“justice”, but as Henri Frankfort aptly puts it,

We lack words for conceptions which, like Maat, have ethical as well as metaphysical implications.
We must sometimes translate “order”, sometimes “truth”, sometimes “justice”; and the opposite of
Maat requires a similar variety of renderings. In this manner we emphasize unwittingly the
impossibility of translating Egyptian thoughts into modern language, for the distinctions which we
cannot avoid making did not exist for the Egyptians. Where society is part of a universal order, our
contrast has no meaning. The laws of nature, the laws of society, and the divine commands all belong
to the one category of what is right. The creator put order (or truth) in the place of disorder (or
falschood). The creator’s successor, Pharaoh, repeated this significant act at his accession, in every
victory, at the renovation of a temple and so on. (1948: 54)

Maat has a profound importance in the Creation of the World. In the Pyramid Texts, the
god Re rises from primeval matter (zun) after “putting order (maat) in the chaos (isfer)”.?
According to the Hermopolite cosmogony, Maat is the companion of Thoth, and together with
him she creates the Ogdoad (the eight gods of creation). She is therefore the divine order of the

world, the overall principles that govern both cosmic and human existence. An interesting

example of the latter comes from Tutankhamen’s Restoration Stela at Karnak:

He (Tutankhamen) is the effective King who did what was good for his father and all the gods. He
restored everything that was ruined, to be his monument forever and ever. He has vanquished chaos
from the whole land and has restored Maat to her place. He has made lying a crime, the whole land
being made as it was at the time of creation. (My emphasis. Translated by Davies 1995)

2 Erman and Grapow: 2, 18-20.9.
3 Frankfort 1948: 54.
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The text alludes to the “restoration” of the old tradition after Akhenaten’s heresy and in
this sense the notion of Maat can embrace the meaning of #radition — a particular tradition
initiated by the demiurge(s), which is sacred, right and assumed to be perpetuated across the ages.
Although we lack a word for this concept (that is why I would happily keep it), there is an English
word of Greek origin which is suitable for the consequence of Maat: orthodoxy. 1 propose, with
this expanded interpretation, a rapprochement between Maar and the notion of “decorum™ - in
which the latter is, conceivably, the observable consequence of the former.

The Houses of Life and the scribe caste (in their religious, legal and bureaucratic
functions) were the institutions responsible for the transmission of this zorm or paradigm, often
personified in the figure of a Pharaoh — ultimate upholder and guardian Maat by divine authority.
The preservation of the guidelines of such a concept and its transmission was intermediated, of
course, by records and by their canonical repetition.

This transmission can be easily attested by the fact that the scribes were frequently
admonished to act according to Maat, in other words, to respect the taboo;® by the important
literary genre (sb3.yt writings, which consisted of “teachings” that often involved respecting
Maat) that came to light and reinforced this notion of preservation; and even by one of the most
well-known myths (and mythographic scenes) in Ancient Egypt, which I consider to be the most
emblematic example of the Egyptian orthodoxy: the ritual of weighing the heart (against a Maaz),

the apex of the path to the Afterlife. There, the lesson was clear: not respecting Maat could only

result in damnation and chaos — an idea especially abhorred by the Egyptians.

Outsiders could testify to this aspect of the Egyptian mind-set, with especial regard to its

impact in Egyptian art:

You will wonder when I tell you: Long ago they appear to have recognized the very principle of
which we are now speaking - that their young citizens must be habituated to forms and strains of
virtue. These they fixed, and exhibited the patterns of them in their temples; and no painter or artist is
allowed to innovate upon them, or to leave the traditional forms and invent new ones. To this day, no
alteration is allowed either in these arts, or in music at all. And you will find that their works of art
are painted or moulded in the same forms which they had ten thousand years ago; - this is literally

4 Cf. Baines 1990.
5> Cf. Black 2002: 132.
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true and no exaggeration - their ancient paintings and sculptures are not a whit better or worse than
the work of today, but are made with just the same skill. (My emphasis. Plato. Laws: IL. Translated
by Jowett 1892)

The perfection — and therefore immutability — of the original cosmic order was a belief
deeply rooted in Egyptian society. However, I would suggest that, ultimately, Maat is not only
behind the social conservatism in Egypt, but also impacts on hieroglyphic culture - reinforcing
the social conventions and legitimizing philosophically at least four important features of

Egyptian writing:

e Iconicity: as I have commented above, the preservation of the stylized and easily
recognizable figurativeness of the Egyptian hieroglyphs has no parallel in any other
civilization. I am of the opinion that this phenomenon is the consequence of the specific
beliefs that surround the hieroglyphic culture (discussed in the previous chapter) that, in
their turn, were strictly preserved thanks to another principle that promoted obedience
to ideal forms;® the fzizh kept in the iconic forms of hieroglyphs is of the same nature as
what I understand as the “belief in motivation”, or the principle of the impossibility of
arbitrariness in hieroglyphic writing. In the same way the “form” could not be abstract,
the “content” could not be arbitrary. The divine essence of hieroglyphs was an
“unbreakable force”, as this link goes back to the creation of the world and any disruption
would be regarded, as I suggest, as a zaboo because of the principle of Maat. Moreover, the
impressive aesthetic appeal of hieroglyphs causes such awe that it still provokes a profound

fascination and curiosity centuries after the decline of the Ancient Egyptian civilization.

e Overlapping of grammatological functions: this phenomenon resulted in the profusion
of allography and polysemy in hieroglyphs, already outlined in Chapter One.
Mythography was not replaced by the advent of ideography, which was not replaced by
phonography and so on. New writing possibilities were always incorporated, but older

ones not discarded (although they could become obsolete). This general preservation of

¢ In this sense, | suggest that in a wider sense, the notion of Nefer (beauty, perfection of form) is something to be

preserved by Maat.
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writing strategies made hieroglyphs an extremely rich - although complex -
grammatological system, with a certain room for speculations (on “hidden” meanings)
that will be widely investigated from the Late Period on. That the interaction between
linear (mythograph) and non-linear (text) domains was also “kept alive” since the origin

of hieroglyphic writing is of paramount importance in this thesis;

® Preservation of the hieroglyphic system despite the advent of other systems: the
maintenance of Egyptian sacro-inscribed writing resisted to the principle of least effort, to

the point of demanding more practical/cursive systems to be created;

e Proliferation of Archaisms: hieroglyphic writing had an extremely high resistance to
adapting the writing-system to the language changes, as it would signify an estrangement
from the original system, conceived by the gods. Consequently, archaisms became

frequent.

Itis fundamental to bear in mind, as well, that Maat was not only a philosophical concept:
it was also a highly organized social order, which would reflect on the education of scribes, for

example, and therefore interfere in the process of writing acquisition, use and conception.

1.2.1. Learning the System

Learning the hieroglyphic writing-system was the apex of the processes of literacy in
Ancient Egypt. Since the Middle Kingdom, “hieroglyphs were not the script of education, as they
were not the script of literature or administration”.” Instead, until the Late Period, hieratic was
used with this function (which then was replaced by demotic), as can be attested by schoolboys’

exercises and textbooks from the Twelfth Dynasty on (together with literary evidence).

7 Eyre and Baines 1989: 93.
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Hieroglyphs, therefore, were a further specialization which would finally reach its zenith
in monumental linear inscription and mythographic compositions. This confirms the particular
uses of hieroglyphs derived from their ideological, political and profound sacred function, a power

consolidated around the figure of the “sacred scribe”.

a) An “Orthodox” Methodology: Learning by Copying

Be a craftsman in words, that you may be strong... A king’s tongue is his might; words are more
powerful than any fighting, No one can circumvent the craftsman of the mind... A knowledgeable
man is a storchouse for nobles. Those who know that he knows do not attack him. [Iniquity] has
not arisen in his time, but Maat comes to him (well-)strained, in accordance with what the ancestors
have said. Emulate your fathers, your ancestors... See! Their words remain in writing; open, read and
emulate (their) knowledge. An expert becomes a teacher. (My emphasis. The Instruction of Khety
to Merikare apud Williams 1972: 217)

In terms of its didactics, evidence has established that schooling education in Egypt was

essentially based on repetition:

Students in the scribal schools initially learned to read and write by spending several years reciting
and copying from stock texts before being apprenticed to an individual master for practical
instruction in their future specialization. This rote learning and copying gave rise to a number of
standardized "school texts” which were considered canonical compositions, and hence were copied
again and again, generation after generation. (Black 2002: 127)

According to Eyre and Baines,

Elementary school exercises consisted of a single, simultaneous process of memorising standard set
texts in both oral and written form. A passage of a few lines was copied out and worked over phrase
by phrase. Each phrase was a unit of a few words, of convenient length for oral repetition and
additive memorising. (...) The student presumably learned each phrase aloud by oral repetition,
wrote it, and then progressed to the next, until the whole exercise had been completed. (...) Writing,
reading, and reciting were thus closely connected from the beginning. Visual, oral and auditory
aspects of reading were not separated, and all written texts were also heard. The schoolboy’s
understanding of the script was built up from whole phrases, through words, to individual sense
units or morphological units (such as pronominal endings), sign groups and only in the last resort ro
individual signs. (My emphasis. Eyre and Baines 1989: 94)

It becomes clear that at least the institutionalized education largely favoured tradition -

the ancestors’ words that “remain in writing” and were transmitted through rigid orthographical
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and canonical convention (that should be mastered through repetition), rather than a “structural”
knowledge of the principles of writing and its application, which, as I already mentioned, did not
have equivalent concepts in Egypt (as far as the extant literature is concerned). One of the
outcomes of this pedagogical model is notably a strong resistance to improving the relationship
between the spoken language and the writing-system.

With regard to the preservation of old cultural habits and its impact on the normative

notion of history,

The peculiar conservatism of hieroglyphic script and the thoroughness of Egyptian school education
kept the knowledge of the classical language and its seminal texts alive. These factors, together with
the ongoing usage of archaic texts in cult, ensured that the monuments of the past were not only
visible but also readable. (Assmann 2003: 343)

In view of that, one can observe a vivid “virtuous circle”: cultural orthodoxy would
influence hieroglyphs (preserving its conventions), which would cement cultural orthodoxy

(legitimated by ancient authority and examples exposed and preserved by hieroglyphs).

b) Schematograms and Sign Groups

An important collateral effect of this orthodox methodology can be demonstrated by the

“whole word” process of learning linear writing;

The most important factor in the development of the script's structure is probably the reluctance to
give up sign groups, especially groups used for writing complete words, once they had been
introduced; this can be observed at all periods. As the language changed, but the script did not follow
these changes fast enough, historical writings developed. These are sign groups whose constituent
elements no longer directly supply information about the linguistic forms they encode. If the greater
complexity of the hieroglyphic script is disregarded, this results in an orthography whose
relationship to the spoken language is very similar to that of contemporary English. (Schenkel 1976:

7)

Erik Iversen explains this phenomenon in very similar terms:

[In the twelfth dynasty,] The spellings of individual words became standardized into a more or less
consistent sequence of ideograms, phonetic elements, and determinatives. The use of the latter was
systematized and for the first time fully developed, and each word became, to a certain extent, 4

distinct graphic unity, forming a characteristic word-picture on which subsequent periods based their
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orthography. It was (...) the final as well as the highest development of the script. (...) What followed
was, therefore, decline, which began sporadically as early as the eighteenth and nineteenth dynasties
(ca. 1546-1200 B.C.). The origin [i.e. grammatological function] of various signs was at this stage
already forgotten, with a resulting confusion in their employment, and deliberate attempts to
improve on the established word-pictures, in order to make them conform with the linguistic
evolution, led to an increasing orthographic confusion. (My emphasis. Iversen 1993: 21)

With the “increasing orthographic confusion” generated by the “word-picture”
orthography, why would the Egyptians preserve this system? I think the answer resides in two
preponderant arguments that are related to Maarz: (a) this phenomenon would preserve the
“divine words” as they have been conceived (possibly) by the gods — they were not, therefore,
thought to be arbitrary or simply based on the sounds of spoken language; (b) this conservatism
would allow Egyptian literates to read and preserve their cultural identity, through their
knowledge about their own history and religion, as recorded by their ancestors. In a culture in
which the cult of the ancestors had a preeminent place, it is to be expected that hieroglyphs would
assume the function of a two-way connection between the past and the present.

The method of learning to write through “whole-word”, “word-picture”, “sign groups” or
“schematograms”,® as I prefer, should not be regarded as something absurd to us. Even nowadays
there is a lively theoretical debate between defenders of “phonic” and “whole-word” reading
instruction methods (cf. Dehane, 2009). The former emphasizes the grammatological function
(in this case, the alphabetical phonography) to “build” words, while the latter is based on the
hypothesis that one “grasps” the meaning of an entire word at once - visually (see p. 94). Recent
developments in Neuroscience suggest that our brain, in the process of reading, does recognize
“whole words” concomitantly to the functions of individual characters. (cf. Sala & Anderson
2012)

It is premature to establish a hypothesis for the relative success of this methodology in
preserving the conventions of hieroglyphic writing despite its “estrangement” with the spoken
language. However, whenever a theory for this phenomenon is drafted, I would suggest that three
premises are of equal importance: the orthodox cultural mentality (encapsulated by the notion of

Maat); the cognitive process of “visual word” reading that permits this strange “separation”

between the written and spoken languages (an “orthodox-friendly” method based on the

® Junge 2005: 38.
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grammatological meaning of each hieroglyph, parallel to the contemporary “phonemics”, would
hardly be effective in the learning of hieroglyphs because of the latter’s rich allography and

polysemy values); and the fact that:

Colloquial language differs from the language of writing not only in grammar, but also in the
content of the messages conveyed: when writing one obeys different linguistic norms. In learning to
write, the users of a given language have also learnt involuntarily to observe the unwritten rules
governing expression in any given kind of text — they move to another register. (Junge 2005: 21)

1.2.2. Normalization: Prcscrving the Conventions through Onomastica, Word Lists

and Canonical texts.

Evidence for the strengthening of the conventions that rule “logographic orthography”
could be attested in at least two literary genres: “set books” and “onomastica” (word-lists,

encyclopaedias):

e Sect Books: one of the best examples of these texts, composed around the Eleventh
Dynasty, is the Book of Kemyt (“completion” or “perfection”).” It was written in cursive
hieroglyphs and consists of a choice of sayings, formulae for letter writing, funerary texts
and idioms, copied from different sources and that “was used for a thousand years”
(Williams 1972: 217) as a source for copying in schools (!). From this initial text, the
student would have access to the classics of Egyptian literature. I would insist that this
particular book, and any other of its kind, can be understood not only as an introduction
to more elaborated literary forms, but as a collection of conventions to be preserved in

written language;

? See Meltzer 1990.
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e Onomastica: In his comprehensive critical edition of Egyptian “word-lists”,'* Alan
Gardiner has employed the term “onomasticon” to refer to the Egyptian “catalogues of
things arranged under their kinds” (Nims 1950: 253). The term was a clear and successful
attempt to avoid naming these treatises “glossary” (like the one then known as
“Golénischeff Glossary”), “dictionary” or “encyclopaedia”, since the listed words were
not organized according to an “alphabetical order” and did not include any explanation
for the “entries”. I am of the opinion that these texts had an overall function: to preserve
orthographic and cosmological conventions — through the explicit orthographic model
and implicitly by the way words were grouped into categories organized according to the
apparent hierarchical order of the world. Moreover an onomasticon probably worked as
an aide-memoire comprising key-words that a scribe should always have at hand, when
writing new texts or reading old compositions (so as to avoid constant searches for words
in different papyri). Onomastica have, therefore, an important role in maintaining the
“sign group” system across the ages, despite their non-adequacy for the spoken language

— to which they can be regarded as a response. [Infographic 1]

1.3. Antiquarianism versus Reforms

Hieroglyphic writing existed in the margin between two powerful opposite forces: the
cultural antiquarianism of the Egyptians and the natural distancing between linear writing and

spoken language.

In general there was a tendency among Egyptian scribes (as indeed among scribes everywhere) to
render archaic texts more intelligible "on the fly" by substituting more modern orthography,
vocabulary, grammar, and syntax for expressions which had become obsolete. (...) To make matters
even more interesting, in several periods of Egyptian history there was an officially sponsored
antiquarianism which sought to reinstate the artistic and literary norms of the past. One example
of this process was the reform of the writing system during the reign of Thutmose III in an attempt
to bring official hieratic into closer conformity with the corresponding hieroglyphic signs.

10 See Gardiner 1947.
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Another was the resurrection of a purer form of Middle Egyptian at the end of the Twentieth
Dynasty as a "scholastic” language which was no longer understood even by a majority of the scribes.
(My emphasis. Black 2002: 142)

This indicates that the archaism in hieroglyphic writing was not only the product of the
conservatism manifested in strict orthographies, but also the result of antiguarian “renaissances”
that emulate Maat-motivated quest for the original times and have a major impact on Egyptian
cultural — and historical — identity. One of the consequences of this archaism is the gradual
alienation between written and spoken languages, the “grammatological estrangement”, which

could lead to the impracticality of the use of hieroglyphs — at least for some of its functions.

1.4. The Grammatological Gap

As one can imagine, the insistence on preserving the writing convention (for religious
{3} » . . . <« . ”»
reasons) of “sign groups” despite the increasing “grammatological estrangement” could have a

radical consequence in the long run:

The great majority of the scribes could not read the earlier scripts, although they were able to write
and perhaps understand them, or, to put it less paradoxically, they knew the meanings of the various
words and signs but were not able to render them phonetically. Their knowledge was purely visual

and mnemonic. (Bagnani 1933: 166)

Thanks to the oblivion of the grammatological function of each hieroglyph used to write
a word (since this function has become secondary through a strong conventionalized
orthography), a “grammatological gap” would emerge between a word written in hieroglyphs and
its meaning [Place 48]. Beyond doubt, this alienation was not a sudden, large-scale phenomenon - it
was subjected to the different ways a language changes, the frequency of certain words and even
the idiosyncrasies of cultural memory.

Remnant words from historical scripts were a constant source of grammatological gaps

and were frequently accessible in ancient monuments and documents.
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1.5. Responses to “Grammatological Estrangcmcnt”

In order to preserve the hieroglyphic system, despite the increasing distancing between
form and content, of which the “grammatological gap” is the most radical proof that the
grammatological estrangement had reached its peak, different “grammatological solutions” would

emerge in different historical moments:

a) Adoption of Parallel Systems

Alongside epigraphic hieroglyphs, there has always been an emphemeral, cursive
counterpart. The parallel scripts were essentially a simplification of the same script (except
Coptic), without the burdens of the sophisticated iconicity of hieroglyphs, more flexible to
adaptations to the spoken language, and initially designed to daily needs. Since these scripts were
more practical, they allowed hieroglyphs to maintain their complexity and sacred function. [Place

49]

The very manner in which a text is written conveys a strong message: the types of text recorded in
hieroglyphs (stelae and temple inscriptions) are more resistant to linguistic innovation than cursive
hieratic texts (papyri and ostraca). Playing with linguistic forms and with the frequency and method
of use of more ancient or more colloquial forms is another means of expression used by ancient
Egyptian authors. (Junge 2005: 18)

For the sake of comparison, the contemporary world has at least two examples of extant
writing-systems that coexist with traditional writing:

e Chinese: In China, the traditional writing (hanzi), suffered a major reform in the 20"
century (in order to “simplify” the system). Nowadays, the Chinese characters coexist
with pinyin (the official system that transcribes Chinese characters into Roman alphabet).
Pinyin is often used to teach Chinese language to foreigners, to spell Chinese names and
terms in foreign publication (and vice-versa) and as an input method to generate Chinese

characters (hanzi) in computers.
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e Japanese: in practice the modern Japanese writing-system uses four different scripts: kanji
(originated from Chinese hanzi); kana (two syllabaries, hiragana and katakana) and
romanji (Roman alphabet). These different scripts did not supplant completely their
predecessors, and — different from Ancient Egyptian — they can be mixed in the same

written text, with particular functions.

b) Orthographic Reforms

Although the hieroglyphic system was resistant to major changes, they actually occurred.
It would be inconsequent to suggest that the reforms that the hieroglyphs underwent were
motivated exclusively by the increasing grammatological estrangement. Rather, the reforms
coincide with major socio-political changes, which possibly involved times of instability that made
way for such significant cultural changes. Moreover, I imagine that the native centralized power

and organization was a conditio sine qua non to implement these reforms — not only because of the
coercive force, but thanks to what can be understood as a “Maar” authority of the ruling elite in

cultural matters.

Again, the reforms meant important changes, configuring historical scripts that, again,
would not necessarily replace the previous ones (as can be observed in the Infographic 1). Instead,
cach reform is, essentially, a re-convention of the hieroglyphic system that would supposedly adapt
it to the spoken language and to a certain extent remodel the script according to new aesthetic
values — without losing its essence. In other words, reforms were a sort of renaissance in which the
past was the reference not for the archaic conventions, but for the (grammatological) principles

that were revived for their active engagement with language and other semiotic systems.

1.6. Marginalization and the Impossibility of Reform: a Hypothcsis for the
“Cryptographic”, “Enigmatic” or ‘Prolemaic” Hicrogiyphs.
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The introduction of the demotic script in the Late Period consolidated the exclusive
religious-ideographical use of hieroglyphs, and it is reasonable to suggest that gradually there
would be less expectation that hieroglyphic writing would adjust itself to the spoken language. In
the long run, this relative “freedom” from the current language (and affairs) would allow
hieroglyphs to explore their grammatological possibilities.

During the Ptolemaic Period, Greek was introduced as the bureaucratic and elite script
(alongside demotic), and this arguably resulted in a further increase in the “grammatological
estrangement” of hieroglyphs'' not only from their relationship to the language, but from their
preeminent place in the social spectrum as well — and this becomes evident with the loss of

bureaucratic power from the priestly caste:

Avec loccupation grecque, et la mise en place dun systéme administratif différent, les écoles
d’administration civile ou militaire changérent daspect; la culture se sacralisa, le clerc sacré se
distinguant désormais du notaire et de lécrivain public. Quant a lécriture hiéroglyphique, son usage se
restreint progressivement dans tous les domaines, sauf dans son usage lapidaire, et plus spécialement

dans lntilisation qu'on en fait pour décorer les murs des temples. (Sauneron 1982: 49)

With the Roman and Byzantine rule of Egypt, the native religion was systematically

undermined, as the priests were perceived as a possible threat to the foreign power.

The reforms, in effect by the end of the first century B.C.E., involved the reorganization of the entire
hierarchy of the Egyptian priesthood, such that a Roman official became the “High Priest of
Alexandria and All Egypt” or Idios Logos, temples and priesthoods were to rely entirely on imperial
munificence (the suntaxeis) rather than their own lands (with few exceptions), and every aspect of
priestly life was accounted for through a complex bureaucratic system laid out in the “Gromon of
the Idios Logos”. Thus, as Milne observed, “the power and influence of the Egyptian priesthood
were diminished by their conversion (put in extreme terms) from territorial magnates to State
pensioners”. (Frankfurter 1998: 198)

This power displacement, from the native hierarchy to the Roman rule, apparently
favoured the religious independence of local cults and in fact, even allowed the flourishing of a
number of earlier existent or recently created temples (such as Dendera, Edfu, Esna, Karnak,

Philae and Kom Ombo) until the third century C.E. However, it caused major rupture in the

"' The emergence of Greek language and its logic/didactics, essentially of virtually abstract signs for sounds, probably
had a great impact on the Egyptian understanding of their own writing-system and pedagogy.
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ancient religious tradition (until then maintained by the principle of Maaz). In this context,
without a religious central power and hierarchy (dismantled for political purposes), without a
“Maat-authority”, a reform of Egyptian writing was inconceivable.

This process of marginalization,” 1 suggest, had a deep influence on hieroglyphs and their
fate. More and more confined to niches, distant from daily demands (and their connection to the
spoken language) and far from any authority which would oversee the conservation of
conventions and the unity of the system, hieroglyphs enjoyed a certain independence that rapidly
resulted in a rich and radical exploration of the different grammatological possibilities of the
system and led to what became known by Egyptologists as “enigmatic”, “cryptographic” or
“Ptolemaic” writing,"* I particularly disagree with all these terms on conceptual grounds.* First,
because the hieroglyphs were not more “enigmatic” now than they were in earlier moments — they
were still written to particular addressees; second because the same grammatological possibilities
as earlier attestations, although in a much more free and prolific way; and third, because it started
long before (see Darnell 2004) and reached its peak after the Ptolemaic period, already under
Roman power.

I am afraid that the “marginalization” hypothesis discussed above is opposite to Erik

Iversen’s, as for him,

The knowledge of the hieroglyphs was undoubtedly one of these professional secrets, since
hieroglyphic inscriptions still served the political purpose of proclaiming the fiction that the old
state religion was still alive, and the foreign rulers still the pharaonic king-gods; but it became subject
to material changes in the hands of its priestly guardians, who wanted it to be primarily an
instrument of displaying their professional mythical knowledge, and took deliberate pains to make
the actual writing more complex and intricate, so as to add to the exclusiveness of their art. (Iversen

1993: 24)

Iversen seems to present an arguable consequence of the phenomenon as its cause. In the

first place, the priests “whimsical” attitude to “show off” their aptitudes to the foreign rulers does
p p p g
not make sense if one considers that it is unlikely that the foreigners had enough knowledge of

hieroglyphs to judge the priests” ability. Second, it does not explain why religious inscriptions

"2 That leads each temple to create its own scriptural “dialect”.
13 Cf. Fairman 1945; Drioton 1934 et alii.
" Together with Sauneron (1982:51).
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(without any political connotation of public appraise) would make use of such intricate script;
third, the scribes’ art was, indeed, exclusive — without any further action needed to hide its secrets
(the evidence being that no foreign author has been believed to have any deep knowledge of
hieroglyphs). It is important to clarify here that I am discussing the conjunct of factors that
probably allowed this form of writing to flourish’® and not the particular motivation of each
inscription (in opposition to Iversen).

My conjecture is that without a main authority in interpreting hieroglyphic texts, in
firming the orthographical conventions, the script itself became the object of philosophical
investigation (and even cultural identity, in a historical moment in which the native culture was,
again, under foreign rule) and each temple developed a particular form of hieroglyphic writing,'¢
The meaning supposedly hidden in the relationship between hieroglyphs and the sacred became
patent — assuming the voice that earlier would have belonged to exegetes: the reader-priests.
Instead of becoming “enigmatic” or “cryptographic” the script employed all its grammatological

resources to reveal its own second intentions, its own mythical interpretation or magical qualities

— by using mythographic strategies in linear writing at its best.

Fairman makes a notable synthesis of three characteristics of this script, which I quote and

comment:

(a) The language of these inscriptions is largely a dead one, it is not the spoken language of the time
but is something traditional and in the nature of a priestly revival. (Fairman 1945: 55)

A good analogy for this use of hieroglyphs to write a “dead language” is the case of Neolatin
as an artificial written language for the use of intellectuals in the Modern Era. Here and there, the
possibility of making a living (written) use of a dead language can lead to an important reflection

on the different degrees of (in)dependence that linear writing can have in relation to a spoken

language.

'5 piz. the “marginalization of hieroglyphic writing”: decentralized religious authority and dismantlement of priestly
hierarchy, relaxation of writing conventions, increasing “grammatological estrangement” creating a bigger gap
between written and oral language (on top of the introduction of Greek and later Coptic as the ruler’s script),
impossibility of reforms, etc.

16 See Fairman 1945: 55.
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(b) As a system of writing it is essentially a temple writing, something monumental, it does not find
its way into contemporary hieratic texts (except a few passages in Papyrus Salt 825), not even into
those of a religious nature, it is only present to a very limited extent in the hieroglyphic stelae of the
time, and is found in its full, normal and most typical form only on the walls of temples. (Fairman

1945:55)

I am inclined to accept that the walls of temples are an evidence of the religious or
philosophical function of this form of writing, which is a response to a general “sacralisation of

the culture”, to use Sauneron’s words (1982: 48).

(c) Itis not an isolated phenomenon out of touch with the main stream of hieroglyphic writing, but
is the logical continuation, in a more developed form, of a manner of writing that tended to become
increasingly common throughout the Late Period. It is in the direct line of descent from writing
employed in the New Kingdom and possibly even Old Kingdom. There are good indications that
its roots lie in the early stages of the Egyptian language. It is something, therefore, that has always
existed in Egyptian, although, perhaps, it adopts a more extreme form in Ptolemaic. (Fairman 1945:

55)

The “enigmatic” nature of hieroglyphs was not a new phenomenon, as a matter of fact.
Throughout Egyptian history, there are many other examples of “enigmatic” orthographies.
Moreover, mythographic scenes are, in their essence, enigmas that are supposed to be interpreted
according to specific myths. With the process of marginalization of the hieroglyphs, myths were
reincorporated in linear writing in a systematic way and this is what arguably sets the difference
between each temple’s script: the theological-mythological elements, characteristic of each
temple, that would guide the interpretation of these inscriptions.

Additionally, in terms of its mechanics, the hieroglyphic writing of this period has a

number of distinctive characteristics:

(a) Anincrease in the signs in common use and in the values they could bear (...) (Fairman 1945:
56)

The number of signs in use increased from approximately seven hundred in Middle

Egyptian, to more than six thousand, depending on the methodology employed to obtain this
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number.'” T am of the opinion that these hieroglyphs are not exactly new to the hieroglyphic
system: on the contrary, often this number corresponds to the incorporation of existing
mythographic signs in the linear writing — either preserving their mythographic meaning or

acquiring another grammatological function.

(b) Abigincrease in the number of ideograms and in the number of determinatives that are used
as ideograms and phonograms; (Fairman 1945: 56)

One can imagine that the proliferation of ideograms had an important role in substituting
“forgotten” schematograms or signs (thanks to the “grammatological gap”) enabling the scribes to

write in a language that was not spoken anymore.

(c) Anincrease, as compared with Classical Egyptian, in purely alphabetic writing;
(d) The deliberate employment of a variety of alternatives for known signs, values and spellings;
(Fairman 1945: 57)

These two items are intimately related. For “alphabetic writing” Fairman refers here to
the use of monoliterals (phonograms alluding to only one consonantal sign), using the acrostic or
consonantal principle (and not the rebus or paronomasia that characterize the earlier
hieroglyphs); this system would allow the incorporation of allograms to be used according to
figurative needs and have a different approach to phonography, that can be associated with the

introduction of the Greek alphabet in Egypt;

(e) The deliberate revival of archaistic spellings and old values, constructions and usages;
(f) A certain attempt, clearly based on real knowledge, to indicate phonetic changes or the
current pronunciation. (Fairman 1945: 57)

The items (e) and (f) simply reflect the contradictory state of hieroglyphic writing in the
face of the rising grammatological estrangement and the impossibility of reforms: on the one
hand, traditional spellings were still available not only in ancient texts, but hieroglyphic lists; on
the other hand, schematograms subject to “grammatological gap” would be replaced by new

spellings.

7 Hornung 1992: 25.
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Another crucial element of the “enigmatic” writing, not indicated in Fairman’s list of
features, is the frequent and intentional use of “overtones” and figurative strategies, facilitated
with the loosening of orthographic rules and the proliferation of allograms and polysemes.

With their particularities, “marginalized” temple scripts from Ptolemaic, Roman and
Byzantine periods constituted an interesting response to the external threats imposed on the
hieroglyphic writing. Given the impossibility of reforms and the risk of complete alienation
between linear writing and spoken language, they secured the sacred dimension of the script and
faithfully explored the core of the grammatological principles of this writing-system. According

to Wilson,

Once the principles of what is allowed in writing texts are understood — then the texts express not
only the basic message but in cryptic writing and heightened diction can denote a great amount of
allegorical and metaphorical information in addition. As a result more is “understood” from the
texts than they actually say in one sentence. In this way the intellectual content of the text is
increased, the knowledge imparted by the text is augmented and it is the use of the vocabulary and
the way in which it is written which is the tool used to do this rather than grammatical constructions
or expressions. (Wilson 199 1: xxxvii)

The relative orthographic freedom - in relation to earlier historical periods of Egyptian
writing — that the “enigmatic” writings reached is the point at which every inscription became not
only a text, but the only example of its own script. Thus, although traditional convention was
loosened, this does not mean that these scripts would not have any convention whatsoever:
instead, what happens is that these scripts demand the creation of new paradigms, new
conventions or guides to interpretation, so as to be preserved — especially because for obvious
reasons repetition would not be an efficient pedagogical tool in this context. Indeed, one can
observe that, alongside the “enigmatic” tradition, a number of hermeneutic manuals emerge (see
p. 112). Although only a few of these manuals are still extant, they give fundamental support to
the assumption that learning (reading and understanding) hieroglyphs was not focused on the
repetition of texts and schematograms anymore, but went back to the understanding of the

philosophical (mytho-grammatological) meaning of each hieroglyph.

1.7. Discussion: A 77 mnscmdz’ng Script
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The appreciation of the “enigmatic” writing, as a grammatological phenomenon, is not to
be regarded as a simple “exception” or “degeneration” of the hieroglyphic script, first, because it is
not an anomaly but a sophisticated and conscious use of all grammatological possibilities of this
system; second, because it poses important questions concerning the relationship between linear
and non-linear writing-systems — which seems to be vitally important to understanding the
relationship between word and text.

By definition, the notion of /inear writing as it has been discussed in this thesis refers to
the script as a vehicle to language: namely, it aims to record a temporal sequence of words. There
is an order that tends to be the same as the oral language, and the outcome is a text. The linear
domain, however, is not a pure sequence of words: hieroglyphic writing is an extraordinary
example of how non-linear elements can permeate the linear domain.'®

With “enigmatic writing”, logography (i.e., writing words in sequence) is not the only
fundamental outcome of linear script. In a systematic manner, hieroglyphic inscriptions are
composed in a way that will not convey only a text, but something else that transcends it (and it is
not straightforwardly convertible into words). The process of reading these texts, I argue, is not
the same as reading sequences of schematograms or logograms: before being able to read the words,
it is necessary to interpret (decipher, understand) the hieroglyph as a grammatological unit that
can potentially correspond to many different things (often at the same time).

Reading an inscription becomes then a very intriguing cognitive course of action, as the
hieroglyphs are supposed to be understood not only on their linguistic-linear surface, but also in
their non-linear grammatological depth. This immersion, however, is not linear, but a kind of
maze in which different paths are attempted intuitively (unless a manual is used to interpret a
given inscription).

A propos of the steps that the modern Egyptologist should take in order to decipher — and

therefore read — “Ptolemaic” inscriptions, Fairman states that:

(a) Ptolemaic is a logical system of writing and as such it is not to be treated as a game without rules
or method;

8\With hieroglyphs creating non-linear “overtones” or interfering with the semantics of a given word or text.
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(b) At the outset an attempt should be made to read and interpret it in exactly the same way as
normal Egyptian writing until or unless it can clearly be proved that such a course is impossible.
(Fairman 1945: 59)

It is reasonable to think that at least these two first principles were valid as well for
contemporary Egyptian readers. Given that a course of decoding was “impossible”, and that the
hieroglyphs were supposed to mean something, the reader is left to wonder why that sign was
chosen, and to look for hints (which can often depend on their knowledge of a specific mythology)
and integrate the possible meanings of a given sign before proceeding to the next in the linear
order.

From the grammatological point of view, one can suppose that the process of reading these

special compositions was made in two axes:

o The linear axis: which is based on a sequence of logograms, in which the signs have a

predictable or immediately accessible meaning (for the reader);

e The non-linear axis: that is based on the in-depth interpretation of the meaning of each

hieroglyph (also in its relationship to the general context).

These two axes are combined in a “holistic interpretation”: right in the beginning and also
at the end of the reading, the reader could feel impelled to step back and appreciate the “big
picture”, taking into consideration what the visual aspect of the inscription and its context might
inspire, observing the final composition and noticing if there is any apparent “overtone” or
figurative strategy to be understood. Again, the final meaning of the inscription is more than the
sum of words.

I think that this non-linear process of guessing meanings is rooted in mythography: there
is no hierarchy or rule to be followed in order to “decipher” the “enigmatic hieroglyphs” or the
figurative composition. Instead, it is often myth (along with the knowledge of grammatological
possibilities) that will guide the reader’s intuition or knowledge until the right path of
interpretation is chosen and fits the composition. As one can assume, these compositions can
acquire deep theological or even magical implications, as a result of this whole process — and for
this reason I disagree with the idea that such inscriptions are mere “word-games” or void displays

of technical acuity. In certain cases, the “result” of the reading process of these “transcending
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texts”, in which verbal and non-verbal elements are contrasted, can cause an effect similar to the
horizontal interaction between linear and non-linear domains. From the point of view of the

framework proposed in the present thesis, this can mean that the two axes (linear and non-linear)
of grammatological interaction (between image and text) could be intentionally “aligned” or

Superposed’, thus creating the “transcending” effect of these texts.

So far in the present study, I have carefully used quotation marks when referring to the
“enigmatic hieroglyphs” as I do not think that this label is particularly precise: Egyptian writing
has been, since its birth, an “enigmatic” phenomenon. Nor is “cryptographic” an adequate
designation, as this script was aimed to be understood and had “pas de souci d'occultation”
(Sauneron, 1982: 51). The reference to this phenomenon as “Ptolemaic writing”, championed by
important scholars such as Fairman and Sauneron, is also problematic — simply because the
principles of this script are rooted deep in the history of hieroglyphs and lasted longer than the
Ptolemaic dynasty... Unable to find a suitable definition from the Egyptians (who used the Greek
term “hieroglyph” precisely to characterize this zemple script in opposition to the “sacred writing”),
I coined myself at least a workable definition “transcending script”. This notion does not imply
only the religious use of the “enigmatic script™: it refers to a grammatological transcendence of the
linear text into something else.

The definition of the phenomenon discussed here as a “transcending script” also enables
its distinction from “transcending writings” (i.e. the use of “enigmatic” principles before the
Graeco-Roman period) — and even facilitates the reference to the “transcending meaning” of a

particular text or hieroglyph. [Plate 50, see also Plate 25]

2. Hieroglyphic Hermeneutics

By the Ptolemaic period, hieroglyphic writing faced an important threat, as discussed
above. The most visible outcome of this challenge was the emergence of the “enigmatic script”, i.e.

the new hieroglyphic inscriptions on temple walls that enjoyed a relative orthographic freedom
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(and grammatological sophistication) and demanded, as a logical consequence, new manuals of
convention.

These scripts were an answer to the need of new hieroglyphic compositions. In other
words, they were a creative solution. This means that they could not solve the problem of the
interpretation of the traditional hieroglyphs and historical texts. As one can observe, the
phenomenon of grammatological estrangement, facing the impossibility of reforms and the
dismantlement of the priestly hierarchy, led to an increasing grammatological gap between
“schematograms” and their meaning. Here is where the hieroglyphic hermeneutics will play a
crucial role: to recreate the then lost grammatological bounds that connected hieroglyphs and
their meanings, through a deep immersion in their philosophical nature and possibilities. To put
it differently, I would say that the hieroglyphic hermeneutics consisted, essentially, in filling up the
grammatological gap with mythography.

Therefore, hermeneutic treatises'® had two roles: at first, they can be regarded as a reaction
to the rise of “enigmatic” writings, given their need for documenting new conventions, and later
they probably also became a source for new “enigmatic” inscriptions. In this sense they continued
and assumed the function of ancient onomastica; on the other hand, these treatises could be used
to read or “decipher the secrets” (through mythographic interpretation) of ancient inscriptions,
re-establishing the sacred connection between hieroglyphs and meaning and, by doing so, helping
to preserve their sense (with mythology working possibly as a kind of mnemonic device).
Furthermore, a third function can also be envisioned: the difficult task of harmonizing both those
roles so as to preserve the continuity of the system.

Beyond their grammatological function, or perhaps deepening the purpose of writing, the
hermeneutics treatises became a source for deep philosophical and theological speculation
through the investigation of the meaning of hieroglyphs and the “archacology” of their

connections with the divine or natural world.

19 For a discussion on the particularities of some of these treatises, see p- 132.
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2.1. Premises

The hypothesis for the rise of an organized culture of hermeneutic treatises that I am

putting forward is constituted from three premises:

The process of marginalization results in the impossibility of reforms of the hieroglyphic

system (leading it to “enigmatic” changes);

There is a fundamental belief in the impossibility of arbitrariness: i.e. the consciousness
that each sign had a grammatological function and a sacred motivation. This has always
been very clear for a number of hieroglyphs that, besides their objective grammatological
function, always carried a strong magical or mythological content.?® With this principle

in mind, the “grammatological gap” would demand to be filled somehow;

The process of “filling up the grammatological gap with myth” can be regarded as a natural
extension or as the systematization of the mythographic attitude towards the image (which
has always been present in Egyptian culture). Without the certainty of which
grammatological principle connects the hieroglyph and its meaning, the tendency would
be to go back to the mythological fundament which is — to all intents and purposes — the

primordial connection between image and meaning,

In addition to these premises, it is important to have in mind that this late-systematized

hermeneutics of hieroglyphs is not only a way to assist the composition or interpretation of

particular inscriptions: the action of “filling the gap” of hieroglyphs with myths also re-organizes

the native culture and beliefs around the writing-system. Myths, rites, stories that before would

rely on avast literature or oral tradition are grafted onto the hieroglyphic signs, thus reinvigorating

20 Such as -?' , S , :l, ﬂ , O , ideogram of gods, and so on. In this sense, the process that the hieroglyphs undergo in the

hermeneutic treatises has always existed — in a tacit way — in other hieroglyphs. Therefore, it can be regarded as an

extension of a tradition, rather than a creation from scratch.
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the significance and power of writing and the authority of the ancestral Egyptian wisdom.?!As for

the importance of myth as the substance of Egyptian thought, Iversen is precise:

The abstract “truth”, which is the final aim of our science and our theoretical thinking, becomes to
the Egyptians a mythical truth, a truth which can only be expressed and conceived in mythical form,
that is, magically connected or identified with a mythical manifestation. All Egyptian thinking
therefore necessarily becomes mythical thinking, and the fundamental logistic problem becomes the
establishment of the necessary connection between the “practice” of the phenomena and the
problems, and the “theory” of the myths, a connection which is mainly established by means of
metaphors and their linguistic equivalents, the alliterations. (Iversen 1958: 10)

Perhaps, the establishment of hermeneutic treatises can be perceived as a response to the
Greek ethnocentrism and philosophy, as it constitutes a native method of philosophical
investigation or a “sacred science”” which is essentially substantiated by myth. The fact that there
is an analogous hermeneutic tradition in Judaism (the Pardes, biblical exegesis, and the three
cabalistic methods* used to interpret the Torah through the combination of letters) might
facilitate the understanding and contextualization of the intellectual and cultural status that the

hermeneutics of hieroglyphs probably enjoyed in Egypt.

2.2. Treatises on Hicrog]yphic Hermeneutics

A parallel appreciation of the exegetical traditions and the “enigmatic script” discussed
within this chapter can suggest that, at some point, these transcending attitudes toward writing
would merge. The amplification of the hermeneutical possibilities of the hieroglyph, as it becomes
clear with Papyrus Salt 825, would demand a consistent set of principles to help the decipherment
of these writings — so as to avoid the risk of complete estrangement and more “grammatological

gaps”. Itis likely to imagine that each time a text could not be correctly translated the scribe would

*! From an anthropological perspective, ancient hieroglyphs could be understood as an “uncontaminated” source of
native culture — to disclose their philosophical fundaments would be an important way to investigate the ancestor
traditions, and configure an instrument of cultural resistance.

22 Sauneron 1982.

» Temurah (anagrams), notarikon (acrostics) and gematria (numerology).
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have the sensation that something was lost. This feeling could naturally evolve to the fear that his
writings would also be forgotten in the future and, perhaps, justify the creation of a hermeneutic
manual.

Although it might sound awkward to speculate on the “psychology of the exegesis”, there
is certainly a cultural background that makes it very propitious: the impossibility of reforms in the
script, the natural changes of language that are not followed by the script (creating a gap), the
specialized function that hieroglyph inscriptions acquired, the process of marginalizing the native
religion, the belief in the transcending power of hieroglyphs, the already existing exegetical
culture, all contribute to the systematization of Egyptian “hermeneutic treatises”.

Although most of these manuals have been lost or are now extant only in a fragmentary
form, their importance must not be underestimated — the treatises discussed here are the pinnacle
of the hermeneutic attitude towards hieroglyphs and the symptom that writing was developing a

new role.

2.2.1. Tanis Sign Papyrus (British Museum ESA 10672)

This papyrus is the only list in which hieroglyphs appear drawn in their original form
(together with their meanings) that survived from Ancient Egypt. It is dated from the 1* or 2
century C.E. and it was discovered in 1884 by Flinders Petrie in a collection of papyri (fragments
of circa 150 manuscripts, along with a number of other objects) kept in the “house of Bakakhuiu”
(the name being a misreading of Ashaikhet). It is believed that the original document had 33 pages,
comprising c. 462 signs (Griffith 1889: 4).

The manuscript is divided into three columns: the first for each hieroglyphic character,
the second for a transcription of the sign in hieratic and the third with a further explanation
(showing its schematogram and/or “phonetic transcription”), also in hieratic [Plate s 1]. Griffith had

manifest difficulties in understanding the raison d’étre of this manuscript, from the apparent

randomness in the order of the signs displayed, to the whole structure of the document:

This third column seems to contain names by which the signs were ordinarily known, or might be
recognized. It evidently was not intended as a syllabary of phonetic values, for in many cases the sign
is not transcribed, while in others the note is expanded into a phrase; nor a glossary of ideographic
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meanings, for the alphabetic signs which are included have no such meaning; nor again explanation
of the form [...]. Nor, again, are these groups a series of notes illustrating the use of the sign in
practice. [...] On the other hand, a need must have been felt in Egypt of some means of
distinguishing hieroglyphic signs viva voce, both in the schools and in ordinary life. Names must
therefore have been attached to the immense hieroglyphic syllabary, and taught with care, from the
carliest times. If we consider the third column as devoted to the names of the signs, we shall find a
fair explanation. (Griffith 1889: s)

I suspect that, when Griffiths says “for the alphabetic signs which are included have no
such meaning”, he probably ignores the relative flexibility of the use of monoliterals in “enigmatic
inscriptions” — of which Egyptological studies became fully aware long after the publication of
this work.?* Nevertheless, I share Griffith’s opinion that the third column corresponds to the
name by which these signs were probably known by the time the manuscript was written. The
reason for this compilation, therefore, could have something to do with the grammatological
estrangement, which led to the need for a new convention or explanation of the sign (especially
when more than one name is offered). That hieroglyphs could have a name (or several) is
particularly interesting, as their meaning could derive from the meaning of the name/hieroglyph
or from one of the sounds (or part of them) of the name. The purpose of such a manual, therefore,
would be at the same time to preserve conventions, to establish grammatological connections and,
by doing so, cover the needs of a reader of a hieroglyphic inscription.

Despite the fact that the list of signs lacks mythological interpretations, it is important to
draw attention to the way some signs are named, which might be related to current beliefs. A good
clue to investigate is, for example, the sign of ntr (god) being named “embalmed” while the same
sign, repeated three times, preserved the meaning of “gods”. The “names” — sometimes quite
metaphorical - of this list await a more detailed research on their meanings and correlations.

If one takes into consideration that this papyrus was found in the same collection as a
famous onomasticon, the Tanis Geographical Papyrus, then the sign list can be an adequate piece
of evidence of the right moment in which a transition from an onomasticon tradition to a

hermeneutic treatise was taking place.

2 Cf. Sauneron notion of “alphabetism” in the litanies of Esna (1982: 91).
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2.2.2. Explanation of the Employment of the Hieroglyphs (Papyrus Carlsberg VII)

Published by Erik Iversen as Fragments of a Hieroglyphic Dictionary (Copenhagen, 19538),

this manuscript preserved its original title, which runs as follows:

Explanation of the employment of the hieroglyphs,”> explanation of the difficulties. Disclosure of
the things hidden, explanation of the obscure passages .........cccoeuvurnus by their noble protection.
Explanation of what emanated from the Gods, the noble ancestors, the sacred traditions from the
nomes of Upper and Lower Egypt ......cocvvvureurunnne. (found on) aleather-roll in the temple of Osiris,
the first of the Westerners, the great God, Lord of Abydos, in...... (Iversen 1958: 14)

The first lines of this title can be understood as a definition of hermeneutics of hieroglyphs
in Egyptian terms. Indeed, although extant only in a very fragmentary form [Plate 52],% this work is
very important insofar as iz constitutes the prototype of a hieroglyphic hermeneutic manual. In this
manuscript, all constitutive elements of an exegetical treatise are present: the sign (in cursive
hieroglyph), the meaning and the “mythographic explanation” that fills the grammatological gap
with an interpretation of the mythical connection between sign and meaning. The purpose of this
interpretation is not only to present the different meanings that hieroglyphs can address: more
than that, it aims to clarify the mythical foundations that explain and justify their etymology. The
function of hieroglyphic hermeneutic manuals — as has been discussed here - is therefore fulfilled
in this treatise, since it does not only point out how to use or read the signs (or the “explanation
of the employment of the hieroglyphs”, according to the title), but also synthesizes Egyptian
mythological culture in the body of hieroglyphs (or “the explanation of what emanated from the
Gods, the noble ancestors, the sacred traditions from the nomes of Upper and Lower Egypt”). It
becomes clear, then, that this work can be understood as a symptom that, at that moment, writing

is not only supposed to convey a linear latent linguistic content, but to (organize and then) enable

» Iversen translates /. as “sign”.
2 “Of the present text only scanty fragments of two pages are left, together with three loose fragments” (Iversen 1958:

1)
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an in-depth interpretation of the hieroglyph (perhaps with the purpose of revelations: “disclosure

of the things hidden”)?” and by extension, of the whole of Egyptian culture.

Here is the first hieroglyphic exegesis from Carlsberg VII:

b5

Le. An Ibis. Le. “A heart descends”, in accordance with what Re’ said about it: “it descended from

the body”. Le. A ba descends. L. woeviiveieccicncicicecccciecenenens Everything is perceived
through him. Tt is a “hjn”, o It is the ancient one, who emerged from the box
[chest]. It is the palette ..cooovevvcreneirrinicrccreniniiecnes Everything in this land is perceived through

the treatises and the utensils, which came into existence through him. It is his finger
............................................ Thot[h], the chief of the marvels in the “house of clothing”, who

regulates the entire land, the ... comes into existence through him. (Iversen 1958: 17)

Even with the lacunae imposed by the vicissitudes of time, this passage displays a number

of extremely remarkable features, which were shared in all the hieroglyphs discussed in Carlsberg

VII:

a) It provides a name for the sign (“an ibis”);

b) It is organized as a sequence of entries;

c) The explanatory remarks are introduced with dd (in this context it is equivalent to “id
est” or “that is”, although it can also mean “say” or “speak”);

d) Each entry offers a different potential meaning for the hieroglyph in question, which is
grounded in a specific mythical explanation;

¢) The exegesis not only elucidates the connection between hieroglyph and meaning, or
proposes an etymology, but explains the myth or mythical figures themselves;

f) The relationship between the hieroglyph and this mythical explanation can be analysed,
in its turn, according to the modes of horizontal interaction between non-linear (the
hieroglyph) and linear (text) domains (See p. 45); [Plate 53]

g) One can identify a “tripartite” structure: signifier (hieroglyph), signified (meanings)

and exegesis (interpretation).

¥ Which operates as a vertical text-image nexus.
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There are reasons to believe that these characteristics reached in this work a certain degree
of sophistication and consistency, and this may have outlined the model for other hermeneutic
manuals. Iversen puts it very clearly that: “it must be mentioned that it was undoubtedly from
texts like the present one that authors like Horapollon and Chaeremon drew the material for their
works” (Iversen, 1958: 13). Moreover, it is generally accepted that Papyrus Carlsberg VII came
from the same source as Papyrus Carlsberg I, mentioned above, and I do not think that this fact is
a coincidence — both these manuscripts are the outcome of a very specific mind-set and attitude
towards hieroglyphs (that here shows its systematized form). It is not possible to determine,
however, if Carlsberg VII is the very first or the most influential work in which the characteristics
presented above became assimilated: the title of this papyrus indicates the provenance of the
original source of this work: “aleather-roll in the temple of Osiris”. Should this statement be true,
it could imply the existence of a canon of similar treatises being preserved in temples.?® Should it
be proven false, this assertion can be linked with the tradition of attributing the authorship of
literary works to ancient sources and authority, as a way to reinforce the truth and correctness of

the content.?”

2.2.3. Chaeremon’s Hz’erog/yp/)z'm

Chaeremon of Alexandria was a priest® and Stoic philosopher who flourished in the 1*f
century C.E. He had reached some of the most preeminent positions for an intellectual in his
time: he was the head of section of the Library of Alexandria in the Serapeum and was summoned

to Rome in 49 C.E. where he became tutor of Nero, who would become the Roman Emperor.

% See next Section.

¥ Cf. Berlin Medical Papyrus XV, 14f. and the Shabaka Stone (British Museum, EA 498).

30 “Hierogrammarian” was a priest class. He is mentioned by Eusebius as Xapfuwv 6 tepoypappatedc. The best source
for Chaeremon and his fragments is Horst 1984.
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Although he was known as a prolific author, none of his works survives in a complete
form. However, one of his lost books is of major importance in the scope of the present thesis:
mept T@V lepdv ypappdtwy (“On the Sacred Letters”)’ now traditionally referred to as
Hieroglyphica.’* Fragments of this influential hermeneutic treatise on hieroglyphs were preserved
in the form of commentaries by the Byzantine scholar John Tzetzes and arguably by Clement of
Alexandria,?® among others. This work was probably written in Greek (so as to be accessible to
Tzetzes), and its advent probably conferred a great intellectual and political authority to
Chaeremon since his work could be perceived as the first bridge between the dominant culture
and the native religious secrets, allowing an outsider reinterpretation of Egyptian hieroglyphs.
History has shown that he enjoyed the favour of the Roman rulers of Egypt.

At least one hundred years after Chaeremon’s Hieroglyphica, Clement of Alexandria
would describe with precision — and examples — the processes of interpretation of a hieroglyph in
that time. Until the first century of the Common Era, this sort of information was very unlikely
to be accessible to anyone — especially a Christian. In my opinion, Clement’s description (already
quoted on p. 75), shows very clearly the steps by which the meaning of hieroglyph could be
interpreted in the light of the Greek terminology and categorical mentality, highlighting the
“enigmatic” way that is equivalent to the mythographic process as it has been discussed in this
thesis.

When Clement, probably based on Chaeremon, distinguishes Egyptian writing in three
distinct scripts (epistolographic [i.e. demotic], hieratic and hieroglyphic)* he shows a difference
between “hieratic” and “hieroglyphic”, previously known simply as “sacred letters” in Greek. This
distinction corroborates my hypothesis that the term “hieroglyph writing” (“sacred carved
letters”) emerged so as to distinguish the cursive sacred writing and the “enigmatic writing” that

was used in the temples’ walls.>> More than eighteen centuries later, Clement/Chaeremon’s

3! This title has been preserved in Tzetzes’s Chiliades.
32We know of this name from Suidas: “Xoupruwy ypdpeg Iepoyruixd” (Suidas, Xaipipwv) and “Tepoyhvdied gyparyev
6 Xapruwy” (Suidas, Iepoylvdixs).
33 1 fundamentally agree with Horst (1984) who, echoing Vergote (1939), ascribes Chaeremon as the source for
Clement’s comments on hieroglyphs.
34 See p. 89.
% See p. 97.
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grammatological typology, I would suggest, became the parameter for Champollion and the
Egyptological description of the hieroglyphs.

Chaeremon was not alone in providing this insight into the mechanics of hieroglyphic
writing. Commenting what he believed to be the allegorical nature of the Ifiad (Exegesis in
Iliadem, 1, 97), Tzetzes quotes correctly a series of hieroglyphs and their meanings, naming
Chaeremon as his source [Place 54]. He also suggests that Hieroglyphica could deal with the
mechanics of hieroglyphs, including phonograms: “at another place, if you want, with the aid of
Chaeremon I will speak also about the Ethiopian pronunciation of the characters themselves”.

From the twenty signs described by Tzetzes (out of “innumerable” others from
Chaeremon, according to him), it is not possible to ascertain if the original included mythographic
explanation for the relationship between the hieroglyph and its meaning (it was probably not in
the Byzantine author’s interest). However, Tzetzes elsewhere gives an interesting indication that

it might have been the case in Chaeremon’s work:

As Chaeremon, the Egyptian sacred scribe (fepoypaupareds), demonstrated in his lessons about the
sacred letters (iep@v ypauudrov), the phoenix dies once in seven-thousand and six years, when it is in

the districts of Egypt. (Tzetzes, Chiliades: V, 395-398)%

It becomes clear that there was a mythical content in this work, which was probably
related to the meaning of hieroglyphs. This information is relevant because it can help to situate

Charemon’s Hieroglyphica in the context of other hermeneutic treatises, such as Carlsberg VII.

2.2.4. Lost Hermeneutic Books?

In one of the chambers of the Temple of Edfu, there is a wall inscribed with a list of sacred

books deposited there. One of these scrolls is entitled Instructions for decorating a wall’” or

3¢ Adapted from Host 1997: 25.
37 Sauneron 1960: 138.
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Specification for the painting of a wall*® It is likely that such a treatise, probably in use during the
Graeco-Roman period, referred to the temple inscriptions and their principles: the title itself
resembles Carlsberg VII's title (Explanation of the Employment of the Hieroglyphs).

The fact that the title has been preserved but that the work itself is now lost, suggests that
this might be the case with other hieroglyphic treatises: effectively, there are at least two other

accounts of books that did not made their way from Antiquity:

¢ Bolos of Mendes (3 Century B.C.E.?): According to Diogenes Laertius,” the Egyptian
philosopher (with Greek education or background) Bolos of Mendes wrote two
hieroglyphic hermeneutic treatises: ITept t@v &v BaBuviavt iepav ypappdtay (“On the
Babylonian Hieroglyphs”) and Iepi tév & Mepént (sc. iep@v ypappdtwv) (“On the Meroitic
Hieroglyphs™). It is uncertain if Laertius quoted the titles correctly, or if he ever read such
works. Some ancient authors, such as Diodorus Siculus, did suggest that Egyptian
hieroglyphs had their origin in Ethiopia. Perhaps, taking into consideration the
involvement of Bolos with alchemy and other arts, the notion of hieroglyphs as purely
“Egyptian” was not “exotic and not arcane enough™ to grant his authority. Or, perhaps,
Bolos did not have access to Egyptian religious circles. One way or the other, if these titles
ever existed as books, they reveal that at that moment there was in Egypt a systematic

tradition of interpretation of written characters.

e Apollonides Horapius (or Orapius Apollonides) was allegedly the archiprophet of
Memphis in the first century C.E. Among other works on Egyptian history and religion,
he is said to have written a book called Zepevoudi (Semenouthi).* This title is likely to be

the Greek version of the Egyptian sm.ntr: or “the sacred images (or forms)”. Although it

3% Chassinat 1928: 339-51.

¥ Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers, 9.49.

“ Pseudo-Democritus, or Bolos of Mendes (263): Brill's New Jacoby : Brill Online

41 “Besides, he is found in every way to talk nonsense, and to contradict himself. For when he mentions earth, and
sky, and sea, he gives us to understand that from these the gods were produced; and from these again [the gods] he
declares that certain very dreadful men were sprung,—the race of the Titans and the Cyclopes, and a crowd of giants,
and of the Egyptian gods,—or, rather, vain men, as Apollonides, surnamed Horapius, mentions in the book
entitled Semenouthi, and in his other histories concerning the worship of the Egyptians and their kings, and the vain
labours in which they engaged” (Theophilus, Antiocheni ad Autolycum: 2.6).
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is not possible to ascertain that this was a hermeneutical work, there are at least three
indications that it might have been the case: (i) the historical context, in which other
similar works have appeared; (ii) the access that Apollonides, as a leading priest, would
have to the information needed to write a hermeneutic treatise; (iii) the title itself, which

is certainly not extant in full.

I am of the opinion that the conjunct of the treatises discussed above constitutes reliable
evidence for the “hermeneutic tradition” of hieroglyphs that was systematized in Egypt from the
Ptolemaic Period on. Such treatises, of course, did not appear without reason: there are decisive
factors and cultural precursors that might help explain this change in the perception and attitude
towards writing.

For this thesis — including the hypotheses proposed here - the importance of this
phenomenon is twofold: first, because it draws attention to the process of interpretation of
writing, showing how hieroglyphs incorporated non-linear elements of writing in their linear
system, and thus created a #ranscending kind of script; on the other hand, the whole process
discussed in this Chapter hopefully also explains the emergence of a crucial book — certainly one
of the most significant for the phenomena studied in the present thesis: Horapollon’s

Hieroglyphica.
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CHAPTER FOUR:
Horapollon’s Hz’erog/)/])bzm.

Hieroglyphica was probably written in the second half of the s™ century by Flavius

Horapollon.! The oldest extant copy, in manuscript, dates probably from the 14%century and is
presented as a translation into Greek of the original (together with further amendments), made
by an otherwise unknown Philippos. This influential manuscript is surrounded by controversies
since it was rediscovered in Andros by Christoforo Buondelmonti in 1419 and taken to Florence
in 1422.2 It is divided into two books, the first containing 70 “chapters” and the second 119, and
bears no illustrations or drawing of hieroglyphs: nothing but Greek letters. [Plate 5]

In this version of the work, Book 1 is entitled The Hieroglyphs of Horus Apollon of the Nile?

and subtitled “composed in Egyptian language by the author and translated into Greek by
Philippos”.* Book 2, however, has a very interesting expanded heading that might clarify the

function of this work:

The second book of Horapollon of the Nile on the hermeneutics (¢punvelog) of the hieroglyphic
writings among the Egyptians. Now, in this second treatise I will set forth for you a good account of
the remaining ones which, having no explanation (¢§#/ynow, exegesis), I have necessarily added from

other sources.’

The use of terms such as “hermenecutics” and “exegesis” makes it very clear that, at least for

the compiler/editor/translator (Philippos), the purpose of this work is not merely to list the

' Maspero 1914.

*The impact of this work in European Renaissance will be one of the subjects of the next Chapters.

3 Qpov Amékhmvog [i.e. Horapollon] Nethov Iepoyhudixd.

* & dEveyrepty adTdg Alyvntin dwvij, petédpaoe 0t ilimmog eig Ty EXhadn Sidhextov.

> QPATIOAAQONOZ NEIAQOY tic tav map’ Alyvrrilo lepoyhudikdv ypoppdtwv épunveleg BIBAION
AEYTEPON. At 8¢ tijg Seutépag mparypatelog, Tept Tov dotmdv tov Adyov dyif] ool mapaoticopon & 88 kel €6 dihwv
Gvtrypddwy, odk Exovrd Tve Efymoty, dvarykaing dméraba.
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meaning of hieroglyphs, but to interpret mythically the relationship between signifier and
signified. Hieroglyphica is, therefore, a hermeneutic treatise — as will be discussed in this chapter —
par excellence: and it remains the best preserved document of its kind. Nevertheless, the title of
Book 2 also reveals that something has been added to the original text. These “contributions” are
probably responsible for the discrepancy between the two books (both in form and content) and
the second book’s own heterogeneity, which according to modern scholars is an indication that
they might be the product of different authors.®

Before attempting an assessment of Hieroglyphica, it is necessary to consider to what
extent it corresponds to Horapollon’s original. In this chapter I explore a methodological

approach that can be of help to make this necessary distinction.

To start with, this difference becomes evident if one contrasts chapters from the two

books:

e Example X: Book 1, Chapter 1:

Signifying “Aion” [Ai@v] they [the Egyptians] write the sun and the moon, because these are the
eternal” elements. Wishing to write® “Aion” differently, they draw a serpent with its tail covered by
the rest of its body. The Egyptians call this “uracus” — that s, “basilisk” in Greek. They make this of
gold and place it round the gods. The Egyptians say that “Aion” is shown by this animal because, of
the three existing species of serpents, the others [two] are mortal and this alone is immortal; and
[because] it kills all the other animals by blowing upon them, even without biting. Hence, since it

seems to have the power over life and death, they place it upon the head of the gods. (Hieroglyphica:
1.1)

e Example Y: Book 2, Chapter 32:

Wishing to signify a woman who remains a widow until death, they draw a black dove; for this bird
does not unite with another male as long as it remains widowed. (Hieroghyphica: 2.32)

¢Since Sbordone (1940).
7 atovio
S yparau
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A number of observations can be drawn from a comparative analysis of these two typical
chapters: (a) X is considerably longer than Y and bears a remarkable similarity to other
hermeneutic manuals; (b) X offers two ways to write the concept in question, whilst Y presents
only one way to signify it; (c) the “concept” from X correspond to a single word (Aion), whereas
inY it is much longer (“a woman who remains a widow until death”); (d) the “uraeus” is attested
in Egyptian hieroglyphs, but the “black dove” is not; (e) the meanings offered in X can be attested
(sun and moon to write “eternity”, for example), while the meaning and exegesis shown in Y
cannot; among others.

Despite the differences, the structure of the first example (the triad: hieroglyph, meaning
and exegesis) is clearly imitated in the second one — and this fact has led many critics to
underestimate the importance of Hieroglyphica for “errors” that occur in Book 2, even with the
consensus that these books probably have different authors. Also, this inconsistent criticism
makes it very difficult to discuss Hieroglyphica in its historical context. As a consequence, I have
suggested elsewhere’ that a qualitative or quantitative analysis of this work would benefit if a
differentiation was made between the “Extant Hieroglyphica” (i.e. the Greek manuscript as it has
been found'?) and the “Original Hieroglyphica” (i.e. the hypothetical work written by Horapollon,
partially preserved in the extant version). In order to establish this distinction I then proposed a

number of objective criteria:

e Textual Analysis of the formula <signifier VERB signified>:
A study of the linguistic structure of the chapters in Greek suggests that there is a clear
difference in the distribution of verbal locutions that connect signifier and signified
(derived from the verbs ypadw, “write”; dniéw, “show”; and onpatve “signify”) throughout
the manuscript. The most frequent structure in Book 1 (ypddovreg + signified + VERB +

signifier), for example, does not occur at all in Book 2;

e Number of “entries” (signifier + signified) per chapter:

? “Reassessing Horapollon”, The Society for Emblem Studies International Conference, University of Glasgow, 2011.
10 Bibliotheca Laurentiana Medicea (Florence): MS. Plutei 69: Codex 27
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As one can observe from the examples quoted above, some chapters can present one or
many different meanings for each hieroglyph. In Book 1 there are substantially more

entries per chapter than in Book 2; [Plate 56]

e Attestation of hieroglyphs in earlier Egyptian sources:

e.g. the uraeus occurs in Egyptian linear and non-linear writings; the black dove does not;

e Authenticity:
The attestation or plausibility of the “entries” in earlier Egyptian sources (i.e. if the use of

the hieroglyph described really corresponded to the meaningattributed in Hieroglyphica).

The result of this analysis suggests that the “extant Hieroglyphica” can be divided into
three distinct sections of consecutive chapters that I refer to as A, B and C [Plate 57]. Based on this
criterion, it is possible to elaborate on different authorship scenarios, discerning which sections of
the “extant Hieroglyphica” correspond to the original version of this treatise — at least
provisionally, for the sake of a pertinent criticism. This distinction might be relevant, as well, to
develop specific translating strategies for the books, which would improve our understanding of

such a work.

l. Authorship and Language

My working premise is that only sections A and B can be considered a translation or even
to be related to the conjectural “original Hieroglyphica” written by Horapollon. The basis of my
hypothesis is that these two sections are the only ones that are derived from authentic Egyptian
sources. Moreover, I do not agree that the work as it is now corresponds to a verbatim copy of

Horapollon’s original text. Some scholars have suggested that Hieroglyphica was written originally
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in Greek, following Sbordone.!’ T dispute this possibility on two grounds: first, Flavius
Horapollon was one of the best grammarians of his time,'? while the Greek in this manuscript has

been described as poor — what would explain this contradiction? I am of the opinion that the
p p
“quality” of the text might result from the translation into Greek; second, I think that an

inaccurate translation might be responsible for some imprecision in the meanings given by

Horapollon — here is an example:

Oedv fovhbpevor anpipvar, 7 1Wog [...] iépaxa lwypadodar (Hieroglyphica: 1.06)

Literal translation from Greek:

“Wishing to signify god, or height [...] they draw a falcon”

Anyone trying to attest the use of the hieroglyph of a falcon to write the word “height”
(#0¢) in Egyptian will probably be unsuccessful. However, as this animal was consecrated to the
god Horus, its hieroglyph could be used as a phonogram, to allude to the sound of /7 - and in
Egyptian the notion of “upper part, above” (&vw, in Greek) happens to be written precisely as iry
(or 2pat in Coptic). Although there is no attestation of the hieroglyph of a falcon to write Ary, it

is plausible that it could be used to write this word. Therefore, there is a case for believing that

Horapollon wrote 2pai and the translator chose the wrong Greek word to translate it (after all
g and dvw belong to the same semantic field). This hypothesis is reinforced by the frequent use
of words that, in Coptic, would produce alliteration (frequent in Ancient Egyptian texts) through
the repetition of the consonants /ir (2p).

If the hypothesis presented above is not convincing enough to sustain that Horapollon
wrote his work in Coptic, it at least provides a good case to suggest that Horapollon had direct

access to early sources belonging to the hermeneutic tradition.

Il Lauth immagina ch’ egli componesse il libro in Copto quande ancora non era padrone della lingua greca, alla quale
avrebbe finito col dedicarsi completamente in eta matura’ [... However| Questa trama d’ ipotesi é tutta infondata”
(Sbordone 1940: xxviii). Cf. Lauth 1876.
12 Maspero 1914.
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As for section C, I was not able to find any evidence that this section was written in any
language other than Greek. Many of the hieroglyphs presented in this section do not even occur
in Egyptian iconography and the exegesis is almost totally drawn from Graeco-Roman literary
sources. For this reason, I would attribute this whole section to a later compiler — probably
Philippos himself, who imitates the structure (namely the triad signifier, signified and exegesis) and
the linguistic style (with some symptomatic differences) present in section A. This author is
probably responsible for some interventions in section A, adding new chapters (such as chapter

1.09) or digressions to the “original”.’®

2.“Original Hieroglyphica

The identification of what can be considered derived from the “original Hieroglyphica” is

of great importance: it certainly sets the parameters for analysing this work in its historical context

and, by doing so, underlines the importance of this work as the consolidation of a genre. Here I will
examine some of the characteristics of Hieroglyphica in the light of what has been discussed so far

in this thesis.

2.1. Genre Structure of the Work

Hieroglyphica starts ex-abrupto: there is no introduction or preamble to the text and the

first chapter starts right after the title. This might be an indication that the work was found in

fragments or is actually an epitome of someone who studied the original text and translated briefly

the passages of his or her interest. The fact that the chapters seem to have had a different treatment

13 Cf. Crevatin and Tedeschi 2002: 21.
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(with the first ones being well described, while others lack an elaborated exegesis) might reinforce
this hypothesis.

As is the case with other hermeneutic treatises, Hieroglyphica is not a grammar of the
Egyptian language: at no point is it mentioned that this work was produced with the objective of

teaching how to write in hieroglyphs. In fact, the most common phonographic hieroglyphs are

surprisingly omitted from this work.
Moreover, different from other treatises on the hermeneutics of hieroglyphs, the chapters

of Hieroglyphica have different departure points. Grosso modo, there are two possible angles:

e “Homographic Perspective”: this is the same arrangement adopted by Papyrus Carlsberg
VII, for example, in which a hieroglyph [signifier] is introduced together with its different

meanings [signified]:

Showing “monogenes”, or “genesis” [yeveag]'¥, or “father”, or “cosmos”, or “man”, they draw a
scarab. “Monogenes” because this animal is self-generated" [...]; “Genesis” for the aforementioned
reason; “Father”, because the scarab takes its genesis by a father only; “cosmos”, since its genesis
makes the figure of the cosmos [xoopoeidn]; “male”, since there is no female genre among them [...]

(Hieroglyphica: 1.10)

e Allographic Perspective: here, the concept [signified] is presented followed by one or
more corresponding hieroglyphs [signifiers], showing the different ways it can be

expressed:

When they want to show a “year”, they draw “Isis”, that is, a woman. By the same [sign] they signify
the goddess. Among them Isis is a star, called in Egyptian “Sothis”, and in Greek “Astrocyon”,'¢ that
seems to reign over the other stars, rising sometimes greater, or lesser, sometimes brighter, and at
other times not so. And moreover, according to the rising of this star we learn everything that will
be accomplished in the year to come: on which very account, not without reason, they call the year
‘Isis’. Writing “year” differently, they draw a “palm tree” [branch], because this is the only tree, among
all others, that produces a single branch at [each new] moon rising, so that in twelve branches the
year is completed. (My emphasis. Hieroglyphica: 1.03)

M yeveory, “genesis” or “creation” < from fipr, kbeper, “to become”, “to take shape”.
5 awtoyeveg, self-generated; kheper-djesef, self-generated, “he who created himself” is a common epithet in Egypt.

16 Actpoxkvwy, the dog—star, i.e. Sirius.
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From the viewpoint of genre analysis, this subtle difference in how the content is
presented reveals an original contribution by Hieroglyphica to the hermeneutic tradition. While
in the hermeneutic treatises the signifier [hieroglyph] is the “protagonist” of the entries, to which
many meanings can be attributed, in Hieroglyphica the concept [signified] is also elevated to the
same ontological status as the hieroglyph. Considering that this change does not facilitate the
organization and presentation of the work, and in the absence of further explanation, the reason
for this phenomenon dwells in the realm of speculation. In my opinion, it might be a sign that this
work is not limited purely to the boundaries of “philological interest”. Instead, there appears to
be a strong ontological dimension that justifies the reason why a hieroglyph is attributed to a

concept (sometimes a philosophical entity) by its philosophical (and mythical) nature — and not

only the contrary.

2.2. The Choice of Hierog]yphs

With regard to the choice of the hieroglyphs explained in Hieroglyphica (sections A and
B), it is certain that Horapollon had the opportunity to see hieroglyphic inscriptions on
monuments and ruins. From Zacharias’s description of the inscribed wall of the Shrine of Isis in
Menouthis — that Horapollon visited— it is to be supposed that he had, in fact, a very close contact
with them (see p. 141). So, why did Horapollon not explain in his work the most frequent hieroglyphs
he could see in such inscriptions (mostly phonograms)? Three hypotheses may be explored here: a)
the treatise is not complete and he would have explained such hieroglyphs in his original work,
now lost; b) he did not aim to create a treatise on how to write in hieroglyphs but to compose — as

its title and content suggests — an explanation of hieroglyphs with particular theological and

enigmatic meanings (as is the case with Papyrus Carlsberg VII); c) he did not know the meanings

and relied on previous hermeneutic treatises and/or other sources.

2.2.1. The Order of the Hieroglyphs
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One of the questions that remain unanswered about Hieroglyphica is if there is an order
for the sequence of chapters. As has been mentioned in the previous chapter, Egyptian onomastica
would organize words in hierarchical groups — more or less in the same way as hermeneutic
treatises used to. In Hieroglyphica the chapters are sometimes dedicated to hieroglyphs, sometimes
to concepts. In this sense, it is impracticable to establish an alphabetical sequence. That having
been said, one can observe the configuration of different categories in Hieroglyphica. The

following sequence of chapters illustrates this argument:

CHAPTER THEME

1.36 Heart (Thoth)

1.37 Education

1.38 Egyptian Letters

1.39 Sacred Scribe

1.40 Government or Judge
1.41 Bearer of the Shrine
1.42 Horoscopist

All the themes above are associated with the notion of priesthood in Egypt, and the first
chapter of this sequence is dedicated to the /bis — i.e. the animal consecrated to Thoth, patron of

the priests, Egyptian writing, astronomy, €tc.

2.3. The “Tripartite” Structure of the Chaptcrs

From the passages quoted so far, it is easily observable that the chapters are conceived
around an underlying tripartite structure that combines signifier (hieroglyph), signified (concept)

and exegesis. Although present in most of the chapters, this triad is not stable (some chapters have
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one signifier, one signified, and multiple exegeses; others have one signified, many signifiers and
exegeses, etc.). As discussing the details of the relationship between these three elements in all

chapters in Hieroglyphica would most certainly exceed the limits of this thesis, I present one

illustrative (and famous) example from which I will draw a few considerations:

When they want to write “cosmos”, they draw a serpent devouring its own tail and covered with
many-coloured scales. By the scales they allude to the stars of the cosmos. This animal is very heavy,
like the earth; but it is also very smooth, like water. Every year, it strips off its old age with its skin,
as in the course of a year the cosmos changes and becomes young again. [The fact of] using its own
body as nourishment signifies that all the great things divine providence engenders in the cosmos
are taken back again into it by [a process of] diminution. (Hieroglyphica: 1.02)

23.1.The Signiﬁcr

The most ancient example of a “serpent devouring its own tail” that is still preserved is in
a mythographic panel pertaining to the tomb of Tutankhamen, dating back to the 14™ century
B.C.E. There, two ouroboros-serpents (called “Mehen, the one who encircles”) surround the head
and the feet of the mummified Tutankhamen [Place s8: A]. R. T. Rundle Clark interprets these
serpents as the earth and the sky enclosing the “Cosmic Form” (1959: 81).

Many other examples occur in Egyptian mythograms: the Papyrus of Herytwebkht (Cairo

Museum 10254), from the 21 Dynasty (c. 11™ century B.C.E.), shows the ouroboros as giving
birth to the young Horus, “supported by the two lions of the horizon” [Plate s8: B];' Erik Hornung

recollects another excellent example from the same period: [Place 59: A]

The image of an ouroboros is found on a coffin painting from Dynasty 2 1. The ouroboros surrounds
a rabbit, the Egyptian written sign for wen (being). The rabbit appears on a standard otherwise
reserved for the images of the gods. Words can only approximate what this single image expresses so
beautifully: divine being is enclosed by nonbeing, representing the world’s horizons. Nonbeing is
the space in which being continually renews itself, and is also the locus of the dissolution of being at
the end of time. The nocturnal regeneration of being takes place in the body of the snake. In the
New Kingdom text of the Amduat, the hour-by-hour account of the nightly voyage of the sun god

7 Goff 1979: ﬁgures, 102.
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through the Netherworld, we read that this process takes place inside “the encircler of the world”.
(Hornung 1992: 51)

Later, in the Graeco-Roman period, the ouroboros is converted into an influential
Gnostic symbol, appearing with frequency in Gnostic gems [Plate s9: B], and also an alchemical
sign.'®

There is absolutely no doubt that the ouroboros was an important and genuine Egyptian
mythogram. However, there is absolutely no occurrence of this sign in linear writing. Would that
mean, then, that this sign is not a hieroglyph? If one judges this chapter from the logocentric
conception of hieroglyph as only linear writing, it would be hard to argue the contrary. However,
if one takes into consideration what the Egyptians understood as #.t, the ouroboros is certainly a
hieroglyph, an element of the Egyptian writing culture. This is one of the practical occasions in
which a vacillating notion of hieroglyph may represent lead to an unsatisfactory understanding of
a scriptural phenomenon.

In Hieroglyphica, other cases like this one will occur. But, this was also the case with other
hermeneutic treatises (for instance, the 7bis discussed in Papyrus Carlsberg VII can be interpreted

perfectly as a mythogram). Nevertheless, more frequently the hieroglyphs discussed by
Horapollon are signs affected by “grammatological gap” (due to the long and inexorable process
of “grammatological estrangement”). As it is then impossible to identify the scriptural functions
(ideogram, phonogram, determinative, etc.) of these signs, they all become understood as

mythograms.

232.The Signified

In the modern translations of Hieroglyphica (George Boas 1950; Alexander Turner Cory

1840), “cosmos” is often translated as “the universe”. This choice is problematic, since the

contemporary scientific conception of “universe” and even “world” is radically different from the

18 See Chapter Ten for the continuation of the use of the ouroboros in Alchemy.
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ancient cosmological model that Horapollon probably refers to — which involves a celestial vault
where the stars are represented by the scales of the serpent.

To correctly interpret this chapter, it is also fundamental to understand that for the
Egyptians — since remote ages — the concept of “cosmos” does not only encompass the whole

notion of space, but involved the notion of cyclical time:

The Egyptians called the year “that which rejuvenates itself” (renper). On every New Year’s Day it
starts again and after a small beginning it increases in size. The New Year’s Day marks both the
birthday of the sun god and “the beginning of time”; in short, it signals the return of creation.
(Hornung 1992: 52)

In the few chapters of Hieroglyphica, one can see that a number of fundamental concepts
are presented and interpreted in the light of a culture that was then marching to its ruin. Given
the relative critical distrust of Horapollon, modern scholars have failed to propose an
interpretation of Hieroglyphica as a philosophical work — on the edge between abstract Hellenistic
metaphysics and the visible world of hieroglyphs. There is, for instance, a strong philosophical
principle beneath the correspondence between signifier-signified in hermeneutic treatises.

According to Porphyry,

Chaeremon and the others do not believe in anything prior to the visible cosmos (xéouwv), stating
that the basic principles are the gods of the Egyptians and that there are no other gods than the so-
called planets, and those stars which fill up the zodiac, and all those that rise near them, and the
sections relating to the decans, and the horoscopes, and the so-called mighty rulers. (Apud Eusebius.
Preparatio Evangelica: 3.4. Adapted from Horst 1987)

The idea, in Late Antiquity, that there is a direct correspondence between the gods and
the stars is parallel to Horapollon’s statement that Isis corresponds to the star Sirius
(Hieroglyphica: 1.03, quoted above). This principle is very similar to the ancient Egyptian

conception of a mystical unity between hieroglyph and its meaning,

2.33.The Exegesis
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In the chapter quoted here, Horapollon produces what I would call a “mythographic zour
de force”. In order to confirm the relationship between signifier (ouroboros) and signified
(cosmos) he recovers or retells a series of myths in an excursus — using the same model present in

other hermeneutic treatises:

a. “By the scales [of the serpent] they allude to the stars of the cosmos”

Here, the author associates the “many-coloured scales” with the stars in the firmament. A
constitutive part of the signifier, therefore, is associated with a constitutive part of the signified.
Therefore, in this case, there is a correspondence not only between the entities, but also between

their parts — configuring an interesting form of synecdoche.

b. “This animal is very heavy, like the earth; but it is also very smooth, like the water”

This is a particularly enigmatic passage. If one is unfamiliar with the Egyptian myths of
creation, it is very hard to find an association between this quality of the animal and the meaning
of cosmos. However, according to some Ancient Egyptian cosmogonies, the primeval chaos was
essentially made of water (z#7) and from these waters the earth emerged in the form of a mound
(benben, which often occurs in Egyptian visual culture in the form of a pyramid). The Egyptians
often associate amphibians and reptiles with the beings that dwell in the limits between the
created world and the primeval waters — the Ogdoad (the eight gods of creation) are often
presented with the head of frogs. In this fragment, Horapollon again associates the qualities of the

serpent (its weight and smoothness) with the quality of the cosmos (the earth and the water).

c. “Every year, it strips off its old age with its skin, as the course of a year in the cosmos changes and
becomes young again”

The association between the ouroboros and the year was in vogue in the 4™ Century when
Servius explains that "according to the Egyptians, before the invention of the letters the year was

indicated by a picture of a serpent biting its own tail, because it recurs on itself"."” Servius’

¥ “Annus secundum Aegyptios indicabatur ante inventas litteras picto dracone caudam suwam mordente, quia in se

recurrit” (Sexvius. Commentary on Aeneid: 5.85)
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“tripartite arrangement” is remarkably similar to Horapollon, and this suggests, once more, that
Horapollon is part of a canon. In Hieroglyphica, the year is not only associated with the bite, but
more specifically with the serpents’ shedding their skin. Similarly, the poet Nonnus from
Panopolis® (by the end of 4™ century or early s century) suggests that Aion (that Horapollon
discusses in chapter 1.01) “changes the burden of old age like a snake who sloughs off the coils of
the useless old scales, rejuvenescing while washing in the swells of the laws [of time]”

(Dionysiaca: 41.180ff)

d. “[The fact of] using its own body as nourishment signifies that all the great things divine
providence engenders in the cosmos are taken back again into it by [a process of] diminution”

The quotation from Servius appears to be fully developed here. This passage can be
perfectly metaphorically interpreted in its own terms, viz. that the cosmos, as the serpent, is in
constant change, consuming its own existence. In fact, in the early s™ century, Macrobius

associated the ouroboros with Janus (who moves the sky), stating that:

(...) the Phoenicians in order to express him [Janus] in their sacred images would fashion a dragon
reduced in an orb and devouring its own tail, so it appears as the world (mundum) that gets

nourished by its very self and revolves in itself. (Saturnalia: 1, 9, 12)

However, when Horapollon mentions the “diminution” that takes place in the cosmos,
he might be suggesting that there is a second analogy in this exegesis — the hermetic process of

diminution of the being:

The people call change death, because the body is dissolved, and life, when it's dissolved, withdraws
to the unmanifest. But in this sermon (logos), Hermes, My beloved, as thou dost hear, I say the
Cosmos also suffers change - for that a part of it each day is made to be in the unmanifest - yet it is
never dissolved. These are the passions of the Cosmos - revolvings and concealments; revolving is
conversion and concealment renovation. (Corpus Hermeticum: 11, 14)

This idea that the cosmos is eternal, but that its elements dissolve (becoming

“unmanifest”) within its boundaries provoking its change is in absolutely harmony with

Horapollon’s conception. This chapter, consequently, does not only present a series of myths in

 Horapollon was probably born in the same nome (Panopolis, Akhmin), where his family had properties.
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order to justify the relationship between signifier and signified — it goes further and also addresses

a theoretical model of the universe.

The function of exegesis in Hieroglyphica is to fill up the “grammatological gap” with myth
(preserving the understanding of the hieroglyphs) and, by implanting the exegesis, to preserve the
myth itself, organized in a systematic and harmonic way as the explanation of hieroglyphs. As for
its exegetical model, roughly speaking, it is mostly based on the similitude of forms (when
hieroglyphs and their meanings have a similar appearance) and in the correspondence of its direct
or constitutive qualities (at a metaphorical level). Sometimes, the exegesis might also offer a
linguistic explanation, via paronomasia, for an entry (the best example being chapters 1.07 and
1.38).

Hieroglyphica, therefore, is much more than a list of hieroglyphs and their meanings,
together with “useless” explanations. Although its primary function might be interpreting
hieroglyphs, its collateral effect is a unique synthesis of surviving ancient myths, contemporary

myths, philosophical speculations, naturalism, hieroglyphs and language.

2.4. Authcnticity of Horapollon’s Hicroglyphs

As Hieroglyphica was written by the end of the s™ century — approximately a hundred
years after the last known dated hieroglyphic inscription (394 C.E., Temple of Isis, Philac), the
authenticity of Horapollon’s hieroglyphs has always been a preoccupation of its critical fortune.
For many years, this work was taken as something completely wrong or suspicious — partly as a
logocentric biased response to the prolific reception of Hieroglyphica in the Renaissance, and
partly given the problems that could be easily identified in “section C” of the document.

One of the most common mistakes for the appreciation of this treatise was probably the
attempts to compare the hieroglyphs explained by Horapollon with classical hieroglyphic writing,
which was in use two millennia before he was born. The prejudice against Hieroglyphica was so

largely accepted that even today one can still read its echo. To quote a recent example, from a
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preeminent scholar (Peter Parsons, Regius Professor of Greek at Oxford University, from 1989-

2003):

[...] Only later, in the fourth century AD, when the old Egyptian scripts were history, do we find
the charlatan Horapollo interpreting the ‘meaning’ of hicroglyphs for Greek readers — a few facts
buried deep in pure fantasy. (Parsons 2007)

It is not particularly hard to refute this anthology of mistakes:

o There is evidence showing that the Egyptian scripts were still in use in the 4™ century;

e Horapollon flourished in the second half of the s* century — and became the head of the

most important school of Alexandria;

e There is a hypothesis that Hieroglyphica was written in Coptic — if so, the public for this

work was not the Greeks;

e About being “buried deep in pure fantasy”, there is not much to say as this statement lacks

any criterion.

The first systematic studies of Hieroglyphica in the light of Egyptology revealed that many
of the hieroglyphs discussed there could be attested in earlier Egyptian sources. The efforts of
Sbordone (1940), Walle and Vergote (1953) are of paramount importance as they were pioneers
in changing the academic perspective towards Horapollon. More recently, standing on the
shoulders of their predecessors, Thissen (2001), Crevatin and Tedeschi (2002) contributed
decisively to the problem of the authenticity of Hieroglyphica chapters.

The question, however, has not been entirely exhausted. Even the modern editions of
Horapollon come to conclusions that can be the object of a pertinent debate. For instance, here is
how Crevatin and Tedeschi present their quantitative findings on the authenticity of

Hieroglyphica:

[...] If we take into account mere quantitative data, we find a total of 162 hieroglyphs (as many as we
may find in books I and II-30 and 118), the interpretation is (more or less) true in about 9o cases,
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i.c.in 57% of the total. This shows unequivocally that the knowledge referred to by Horapollon was
generally of mediocre quality. The rate is also too low to admit that Horapollon had actual
knowledge of the Egyptian hicroglyphic system, as all other scholars have so far acknowledged.

(Tedeschi and Crevatin 2002: 21).

I have absolutely no intention of discrediting their work, but I must firmly disagree with
some of their results. And I enumerate some of my reasons: (1) the Hieroglyphica we possess is not
the original work (I mantain that even “sections A and B” are but a translation or adaptation of
the original); (2) itis not clear what the authors consider to be the “Egyptian hieroglyphic system”
here (is it the Middle Egyptian? Does it include mythograms or “images”?); (3) the authors do not
demonstrate their criteria to establish what is “more or less”, “true” or “false”; (4) the conclusion
is at best an argumentum ad ignovantiam and an appeal to authority. If one were to compare an
“enigmatic” inscription in an Egyptian temple from the Roman period with another from a text
written in Middle Egyptian, the difference between them, at first sight, would be even more
expressive. Would that mean that the author of the first inscription had no actual knowledge of
hieroglyphs? The answer is no. I do not find terms such as “true, false, right or wrong” particularly
useful for the study of any cultural phenomenon, especially in the case of writing and language.
The validity (or “trueness”) of a semiotic system does not depend on earlier stages of its own
development — but on a synchronic social convention. Ergo, in order to state that a hieroglyph
from Horapollon is “false”, it is necessary to prove it from a source from the period. Otherwise, one
falls into an argument from ignorance, i.c. the absence of evidence (of written texts from the period)
becomes the evidence of absence.

Speaking hypothetically, if Crevatin and Tedeschi reached the conclusion that
Hieroglyphica is only s7% accurate by comparing it with earlier Egyptian sources (criterion), the
logical consequence could be only that Horapollon would not have knowledge of an earlier stage

of the Egyptian hieroglyphic system.

In order to avoid problems of that nature, I propose a small number of criteria for the

analysis of the “veracity” of the hieroglyphs from Horapollon:

e Terminology: the entries (signifier-signified relationship) from Hieroglyphica should be

identified as “attested”, “plausible”, “undefined”, or “non-attested” — thus avoiding

judgements of taste. All these labels except the first must be regarded as provisional (i.c.
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likely to change in the face of new evidence). In my study, I define an entry as “attested (in
earlier sources)” if the hieroglyph in question can be verified with the same meaning, in
carlier stages of Egyptian writing, by comparing it with a sign list (Kurth 2010), lexica
(Wilson 1991; Daumas 1988-1995), or inscriptions/objects; by “(grammatologically)
plausible”, T understand the hieroglyph that — although not attested in the sources
available — makes use of the principles of hieroglyphic writing;*! when the hieroglyph is
attested, but the meaning is not exactly the meaningascribed by Horapollon, or when the
hieroglyph is not exactly the same as described by Horapollon, but the meaning is the
same, I consider the entry “undefined”; finally, when I cannot attest the relationship
between signifier and signified, [ understand it as “non-attested (in earlier sources)” - and

that does not imply that the hieroglyph is fz/se: it means that the only source available is

Hieroglyphica (and could still be “correct” if it was accepted as so by Horapollon’s circle);

Corpus: the difference between the “extant Hieroglyphica” and the “original
Hieroglyphica” must always be clear, as it entails different authors and sources; this also

means that further comparative studies between Greek and Coptic should be undertaken,

so as to verify the uses of alliteration and paronomasia;

Definition of Hieroglyph: the working notion of “hieroglyph” should be closer to the
Egyptian concept of 4. (used in the title of Papyrus Carlsberg VII), and not restricted to
the vulgar idea of hieroglyph (as linear characters only). In other words, mythograms or

“images” must be considered as “hieroglyphs”, precisely as they were (see Chapter Two).

' E.g. Horapollon states that vulture be used to write “boundary” (or “limit”). I have been unable to attest any use of

this hieroglyph with this meaning. However, the vulture can often be used phonetically to write the sound “n” (Kurth,
84) and the Egyptian word for territory is “hyn” (Wilson, 1080). Therefore, although not attested, the vulture could
“plausibly” be used to write phonetically the word “hyn”. Because of the many and enigmatic possibilities of
hieroglyphic writing during the Graeco-Roman Period. Fairman (1945), Drioton (1953) and Sauneron (1982)
constitute an indispensable reference for determining the “plausibility” of Horapollon hieroglyphs, not excluding

OthC[ sources.
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So far, applying the above mentioned criteria in my studies, I have been able to identify

91% of the 177entries from sections A and B with earlier stages of the Egyptian writing. Of these, 62%

have been attested and 29% are plausible.> Hypothetically, Philippos and other later

interventions may be responsible for the other 9%, and/or it can simply refer to new hieroglyphs

or usages — not attested in earlier sources. [Plate 60]

Some further considerations can be derived from these findings:

The internal evidence of Hieroglyphica is not sufficient to determine whether Horapollon
did or did not write texts in hieroglyphs: the author does not write a single sentence in

hieroglyphs, he does not claim to have this competence nor present this treatise as a

method to do so;

Crevatin and Tedeschi’s claims that Horapollon “had actual knowledge of the Egyptian
hieroglyphic system” are, to say the least, imprecise. What did they mean by “knowledge
of an Egyptian hieroglyphic system”? The “true” correlation between signifier and
signified, or the understanding of the grammatological functions that originally linked
hieroglyph and meaning? If their commentary focused on the “signifier-signified” issue,
the postulate was simply ill-formulated (because it does not mean “the knowledge of
Egyptian hieroglyphic system”). However, if the intention was to discuss Horapollon’s
awareness of grammatological knowledge, then there is a problem, as this knowledge was
long forgotten due to the “grammatological estrangement”: “It is greatly to be feared that,
had any one asked the Tebtunis scribe [from the first or second century C.E.] for an
explanation of the characters he was writing, he would have received an answer not very

different from the statements of Horapollo[n]” (Bagnani 1933: 166);

I disagree in the strongest terms with the idea that Horapollon’s work is of “mediocre”

quality — especially if this assertion is derived from quantitative data. On the contrary: the

> The complete results of this study will appear in a commented edition (and translation from Greek into English)

of Hieroglyphica, which T hope to prepare in the near future.
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rate of 91% of attested and plausible hieroglyphs demonstrates quantitatively that
Horapollon (or his source) had a considerable knowledge of these signs (even if not a
practical one). Qualitatively speaking, the exegetical components of Hieroglyphica are yet
to be fully understood, but indicate a deep and systematic knowledge of native mythology

and philosophy — at a time when this knowledge was becoming more and more scarce.

2.5. Context: Author and Purpose

Flavius Horapollon? was a distinguished grammarian-philosopher from Phaenebythis, a
village in the Panopolite nome in the Thebaid, who flourished in the second half of the fifth
century, having taught and lived in Alexandria and Menouthis. He was descended from an
important lineage of intellectuals and philosophers:** his grandfather, Horapollon (the elder, fl.
408 A.D. - 450 A.D.) was a famous grammarian (Suda Q 159) who established his reputation in
Alexandria and later worked in Constantinople (under Theodosius II). He is said to have written
a treatise on the sacred places or temples (Tepevixd), a Patria (Ilatpia, usually a long poem about
the origins of a city, exalting its mythical and historical events) about Alexandria (Photius.
Bibliotheca, 280), a work on Homer (EigOunpov), commentaries (dmopvipata) on Sophocles and
Alcacus and other literary pieces (Spapate) in iambic verse.”> He had at least two sons, Asclepiades
and Heraiscus, who followed in his footsteps. Asclepiades (Flavius Horapollon’s father),

according to Damascius,

had been educated mainly in Egyptian literature, [and] he had a more accurate knowledge of his
native theology [than his brother, Heraiscus], having investigated the principles and methods and
having enquired into the absolute infinity of its extreme limits. One can clearly see this from the
hymns that he composed to the Egyptian gods and from the treatise he set out on the agreement of
all theologies. He also wrote a work dealing with Egyptian prehistory, which contains information
covering no less than thirty thousand years, indeed slightly more. (apud Athanassiadi 1999: 187)

# Cf. “Horapollon 2” in Jones et al. 1980: 570.
# See Maspero (1914).
» Miguélez-Cavero 2008: 7-10.
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The fact that Damascius praises Asclepiades and mentions, as evidence of his qualities, his
“harmony of all theologies” suggests that this work was considered an important source of
knowledge in this time and is likely to have become one of the sources for Hieroglyphica.

Heraiscus, at his turn, was no less brilliant:

They say that even Proclus is said to agree that Heraiscus was his superior; for [it is said that] what
he himself knew the latter also knew, but [that] what Heraiscus Proclus still did not.2¢

According to Suda, drawing from Damascius’ Life of Isidore, Heraiscus was equally
brilliant, but from a different perspective: he had more “magical” approach towards the Egyptian
lore (Suda: Hpaioxog, H 450).

Identifying (Flavius) Horapollon’s filiations is fundamental to understand his sources in
composing Hieroglyphica and his cultural militancy — which could help explain the purpose of
such a work. In Egypt, since ancient times, the knowledge, occupation and sometimes even the
name was traditionally transmitted from father to son. In effect, Horapollon acknowledges that
he was educated by his father, who was a teacher for all his life.”” These closed circles explain
partially the difficult access that “outsiders” would have to obtain information on Egyptian
hieroglyphs — which would become more and more restricted with the growing Christian
persecution of pagan culture.

Since the Roman Empire’s conversion to Christianity, many violent incidents erupted
between Christians and Pagans in Egypt.?® It is of particular interest here to highlight one of these
episodes. Even before Horapollon was born, by the time when his grandfather was active,
Panopolis was under constant harassment caused by Shenoute of Atripe (ca. 385 to 46s),
archimandrite of the White Monastery,” who destroyed pagan temples and cults, and

systematically preached against paganism.** One aspect of Shenoute’s modus operandi is very

% Damascius. Vita Isidori: 107.15-6. Apud Photium. Bibl. Codd: 181,242.

¥ Maspero 1914.

2 Cf. Athanassiadi (1993) and Rémondon (1952).

» The White Monastery was located at Sohag, on the riverbank opposite Panopolis.

% Beda’s Life of Shenoute gives an account of his actions and “victories” against paganism, including the description

oftemples and ObjCCtS dCStl‘OYCd.
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symptomatic, indeed: the tactic of denying the fact that the hieroglyphs were a writing-system (see
p-75)-

Together with the efficient strategy of “provoking and destroying”,?! the attack on
hieroglyphs is not a simple collateral effect of iconoclasm, but a way to alienate pagans by cutting
their bonds with (or even their curiosity toward) their own ancestral tradition. In addition,
convincing people that hieroglyphs were just “ridiculous and false things” would: (i) discredit
Egyptian theological sources and their importance; (ii) support Christian iconoclasm and
“cultural supremacy”; and (iii) taunt crypto-pagan cultists — who would not be able to refute the
argument without giving themselves up.

It is with this background that Horapollon became the head of an important school of

rhetoric and philosophy in Alexandria. His museion attracted some of the most prominent

scholars®® of his time and welcomed disciples from both Christian and Pagan lineage.
Horapollon’s position set him as the champion of this intellectual milieu, a condition that
naturally resulted in rivalry and enmities.

In the autumn of 485,% one of Horapollon’s students, Paralios of Aphrodisias, influenced
by one of his brothers (Stephen, who became a Christian monk in the monastery of Enaton), took

advantage of a day when Horapollon would not be at the school**

to mock and insult Pagan beliefs
and gods in front of his colleagues and teachers, provoking their anger. As a result, he was
ferociously beaten by a band of pagan students.

This incident® was the perfect bait to catch pagans. The Patriarch of Alexandria, Peter
Mongus,* immediately instigated a counter-reaction, incriminating Horapollon before
Entrechius, the Prefect of Alexandria, who was a crypto-pagan himself. Horapollon then went

into hiding together with other colleagues, to some extent with the connivance of Entrechius.

Continuing their retaliation, the Christians united under the command of Peter Mongus to

31 Cf. Hahn et al. 2008.

32 Such as Heraiscus, Isidore, Ammonius Hermias, the Christian sophist John Semeiographos, the Christian
rhetorician Sopater, among others.

33 For a discussion on the date, see Jones et al. 1980: 569.

3 On Fridays, teachers and students of philosophy had their activities at the school, while the rhetoric teachers
worked at home.

35 A recent summarized account of this episode can be found in Watts 2010.

3¢ According to Damascius, “a reckless and truly evil man” (Athanassiadi 1999: 1131).
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attack and destroy the shrine of Isis at Menouthis,?” with the help of Paralios, who knew the place.
The dismantled shrine was a house, according to Zacharias Scholasticus, “totally covered by pagan

inscriptions”, i.e. hieroglyphs, with hidden idols and altars “covered with blood”:*

Quand il vit la multitude des idoles et qu’il apercut lautel convert de sang, il sécria en égyptien: “Iln’y
a qu'un seul Dien”, ayant voulu dire par la qu’il fallait extivper Lerreur du polythéisme nous tendit
d’abord I'idole de Kronos qui était enti¢rement remplie de sang, ensuite toutes les autres idoles des
démons, puis une collection variée d'idoles de toutes espéces, notamment des chiens, des chats, des singes,
des crocodiles et des reptiles; car dans le temps les Egyptz’em adoraient aussi ces animaux. 1 tendit encore
le dragon rebelle. Son idole était de bois, et il me semble que ceux qui adoraient ce serpent, ou plutor
que ce dernier en voulant étre adoré de la sorte, rappelaient la rébellion des premiéres créatures, qui se

fit par le bois (arbre), sur les conseils du serpent. (My emphasis. Kugener 1907: 29)

The “idol of Kronos” that Severus refers to secems to be the same that, according to

Damascius, Heraiscus was able to identify as a “living image” of the god Aion:

Heraiscus had the natural gift of distinguishing between animated and inanimate sacred statues. He
had but to look at one of them and immediately his heart was afflicted by divine frenzy while both
his body and soul leapt up as if possessed by god. But if he was not moved in such a way, the statue
was inanimate and devoid of divine inspiration. It was in this way that he recognized that the
ineffable statue of Aion was possessed by the god who was worshipped by the Alexandrians, being
at the same time Osiris and Adonis as a result of a truly mystical act of union. (Athanassiadi 1999:
76E)

I am convinced that the Aion mentioned above is precisely the one described in the first
chapter of Hieroglyphica, where it is associated with the uraeus. This fact not only proves the
“veracity” of Horapollon’s claims in that chapter, but it can be taken as a piece of evidence to
confirm his authorship.

As a consequence of the events described here, possibly at Easter in 486, Horapollon was
publicly execrated in Christian homilies in Alexandria where he was called the “Soul Destroyer”

(“Psychapollon”). Meanwhile, under the orders of Peter Mongus, twenty camels were loaded with

37 Menouthis was a city near Alexandria that disappeared underwater in the 8™ century.
% For a complete account of what was found, see Zacharias’ Life of Severus (Kugener 1903:27-35)
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idols and other sacred objects from the shrine of Isis, and brought to Alexandria, where they were
first mocked, vandalized, then set on fire, and finally pulverized in public.?”

In late 487 or 488, Nicomedes, an official from Constantinople came to Alexandria to
investigate the possible supporters of the conspiracy against the emperor Zeno a couple of years
before.* As Watts argues, “though it cannot be proven, there is good reason to suspect that Peter
Mongus was behind this” (Watts 2006, 222). And, again, Horapollon was involved. This time he
was captured and tortured, together with Heraiscus, to reveal where Harpocras and Isidorus
(suspects of conspiracy) were, but according to Damascius, “racked with tortures in order to
betray their accomplices, they gritted their teeth and proved themselves superior to yielding to the
tyrant”.* Probably because of torture-related wounds, Heraiscus died soon after that, while hiding
in Gesios’ house.

Between 487-91 and some time before 526,” Horapollon is said to have “go[ne] over to
the other side and abandon[ed] his ancestral customs”, becoming a Christian. Despite Damascius’
statement that there was no apparent reason for this dramatic turn,® it is clear that Horapollon
suffered the violent consequences of being a pagan leader, and for that reason it is not surprising
that he may have become a Christian (or Crypto-Pagan, like Entrechius*) to find peace, escape
exile or simply survive.

On top of that, his wife left him to live with another man. While Horapollon was away,
she took the opportunity to steal from their home in Phaenebythis — the reason why Horapollon
wrote a formal appeal against her. This document, which was discovered by Maspero, is important
not only for being a personal testimony by Horapollon, but because it gives evidence of the quality
of his literary skills in Greek.*

In sum, Horapollon’s life was a sea of troubles, but he took part in the most important

historical events in Egypt. By no means is he an obscure character or “charlatan”: he was one of

% The exact site where these objects were destroyed may have been rediscovered recently in Alexandria (Rodziewicz
1992)

“1n 481 or early 482 the poet Pamprepius went to Alexandria and tried to convince a number of pagan intellectuals
to take part in the revolt.

“! Damascius, Life of Isidore. (Athanassiadi 1999: 17C).

“Cf. Jones et al.: “Horapollon 27, 569.

“ Damascius, Life of Isidore (Athanassiadi 1999: 120B).

“Zacharias, Life of Severus (Kugener 1903: 25-26).

% Cf. Maspero 1914.
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the greatest intellectuals of his time. Curiously, Horapollon is not usually presented as a
philosopher - on the contrary: Damascius declares clearly “Horapollo[n] was not a philosopher
by nature; but he kept hidden deep within himself some of the theological concepts of which he
was aware”.* And Zacharias stresses Horapollon’s quality as a grammarian, in contrast with his

pagan interests:

[le] grammairien (ypapautirds) Horapollon [...] connaissait d’une fagon remarquable son art et son
enseignement était digne d éloge; mais il était de religion paienne, et plein d admiration pour les dénions

et la magie. (Kugener 1907: 15)

Why do neither the Neo-Platonists nor the Christians recognize Horapollon as a
philosopher, as he considered himself? It is certain that his familiar circle had an intense
relationship with Egyptian native cults.¥” Would Egyptian religion or sources not be considered
philosophy by his time? Why would Horapollon represent more risk to the szatus guo than a Neo-
Platonist such as Ammonios?*® How subversive could a grammarian be? The answer may lie in
the purpose of Hieroglyphica.

Considering Horapollon’s life and its historical context, I think that there is also a strong
case for understanding Hieroglyphica as an argument against the Christian disbelief in
hieroglyphs, crossing the border of its hermeneutic function to also become an evidence of the
native wisdom. Should Hieroglyphica be accepted as true, it would contradict the dominant
paradigm and shed light on a wealth of pagan knowledge; Horapollon would be considered the
intellectual link between his contemporaries and the ancient mysteries hidden in hieroglyphic
inscriptions. Furthermore, the characterization of Horapollon as a “magician” is possibly evidence
of his interest in the native culture — as opposed to a chaste affiliation to Christian or Greek

philosophy.

% Damascius, Life of Isidore (Athanassiadi 1999: 120B).

¥ According to Damascius, Asclepiades — Horapollon’s father — mummified his brother, Heraiscus: “Asclepiades
prepared to render him the honours customary to the priests and in particular to wrap his body in the garments of
Osiris, mystic signs [diagramma] appeared everywhere on the sheets and around them divine visions which clearly
revealed the gods with whom his soul now shared its abode” (Athanassiadi 1999: 76E).

“ Horapollon was persecuted and consequently forbidden to teach and later allegedly converted to Christianity.
Ammonios, who was part of Horapollon’s circle and taught in his school, kept his position as a teacher.
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3. Discussion

The discussion of this chapter, dedicated to presenting a new perspective on
Hieroglyphica, appears to be more concise in comparison to the previous chapters, but this should

not be regarded as a sign that it is a less important passage of the current thesis. Rather, the
conclusions or inquiries offered here are the succinct outputs of the premises obtained from the

previous chapters.

3.1. Horapollon asa Continuum of the Egyptian Hermeneutic Tradition

Since its reception in the Renaissance (or, quite possibly because, of it),* Hieroglyphica has
frequently been presented as a Neo-Platonic work. Recently, Mark Wildish made a very erudite
study of the Greek perception of hieroglyphs in his thesis Hieroglyphic Semantics in Late
Antiquity.® The provisional title of his dissertation was “Neoplatonic Hieroglyphics with

particular reference to Horapollo” and in its abstract, available online, it was stated that:

Philosophers, psychologists, and linguists, both ancient and modern, are typically and all but
inexplicably prone to far-reaching and seemingly ineliminable misapprehensions about how
language is related to thought and how each is related to the world. The Neoplatonists, amongst

whom I count Horapollo, were no exception. (My emphasis)>!

However, in the final version of his thesis, defended in 2012 at the University of Durham,

his conclusion seems different:

¥ See Chapter Five.
SOWildish, 2012.
3! heep:/ /fwww.dur.ac.uk/classics/postgraduate/students/wildish/
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The historical argument intended to address the possibility of situating the Hieroglyphica in the
broader hieroglyphic tradition on which it might be thought to depend, either generically or as a
resource for specific exegetical content, is not, however, conclusive evidence of specifically
Neoplatonic philosophical commitments. Though at various points I have in fact suggested that
certain aspects of Neoplatonic theory cited as parallel to those in the Hieroglyphica are matters of
historical contiguity, these cannot on their own establish direct historical influence on the
presuppositions of the latter. They do, however, exhibit a number of formal similarities which justify
the possibility of reading the Hieroglyphica with a view not to descriptive clarifications or
explanatory hypotheses it offers ad intra, but to its reflection of broader methodological

commitments ad extra. (Wildish 2012: 128)

Although he could not find “conclusive evidence of specifically Neoplatonic
philosophical commitments” in Hieroglyphica, he understands that there are parallels between

this work and the Neo-Platonic theory of hieroglyphs:

Though the text of the Hieroglyphica does not offer any explanatory hypotheses of a kind which
explicitly address, for example, Ilamblichus’ theoretical considerations of how hieroglyphs might be
thought to bear sapiential significance by means of similar independent or analytically simple
principles, I have argued that it does reflect other features of Neoplatonic analysis and exegesis. First,
it uncontroversially maintains the tripartite distinction between linguistic expressions, their meanings,
and the objects or name-bearers which they depict. Second, I have argued that the distinction is further
aligned with three modes of hieroglyphic expression: representative, semantic, and symbolic. Third, in
certain cases a procedure of principled (if not systematic) analytic explanatory ascent from empirical
observation through discursive reason to metaphysical or cosmological insights is arguably

employed in the exegesis of the sapiential content of the hieroglyphs. (My emphasis. Wildish: 127)

There is absolutely no doubt that Wildish made a competent research into the Greek
attitude towards hieroglyphs. However, although I happily agree wit