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Préface
Fareward

PIerre Deleage
Laboratoire d Anthropologie Sociale Pans (France)

deleageplerre@hotmall corn

O n ne connaît aujourd'hui avec certitude que quatre ecntures mventees mdependamment les unes des autres
L'écnture sumenenne, en Mesopotarme méridionale, et l'ecnture egyptienne apparurent a peu pres en
même temps, dans les dermers siecles du IVrmllenarre, les speciahstes de ces ecntures discutent encore de

l'antenonte de l'un de ces systèmes sur l'autre et le debat est regulierement relance par les decouvertes archéologiques
et les options théonques choisies En l'etat des connaissances, les premieres traces de l'écnture chinoise remontent au
XIIIe siecle et celles de l'ecnture maya au IV" siècle, ces dates s'entendant avant l'ere commune Toutes les ecntures qUI
nous sont famiheres denvent, d'une mamere ou d'une autre, de ces quatre ecntures ongmelles

Ces ecntures ont en commun d'être des systèmes mixtes de transcription de la langue leurs sIgnes graphiques ont
une valeur SOIt logo graphrque, ils mscnvent des umtes de sens, SOIt phonographique, ils mscnvent des umtes sonores
S'li est évident que les sIgnes phonographiques dependent de la phonologie particuhere a chaque langue, il ne faut pas
croire que les signes logo graphiques denotent un referent mdependant de toute langue Au contraire, dans la mesure
où chaque langue vehicule sa propre distribution semantique, par les particularites de ses decoupages lexicaux, les
SIgneslogographIques sont rattaches eux aUSSI a une langue donnée De mamere imprecise, li serait possible de dire
qu'ils notent les mots de la langue (au sens stnct un logogramme code une umte morphologique de la langue)

Cette dichotomie sérruotique entre logographie et phonographIe ne doit toutefois pas être essennahsee Aucune ecnture
ne se reduit a la SImple transcription des sonontes d'une langue, pas même l'alphabet phonetique mternanonal, et le
SImple espacement des mots introduit une dimension logographique dans les alphabets tres phonographiques qUIfont
correspondre de mamere systematIque un son a une lettre et une lettre a un son - ce que ne font, SOIt dit en passant, ru
l'alphabet français ni l'alphabet anglais (Marshall Unger & Del-rancis 1995) Aucune ecnture ne se reduit non plus a la
SImple transcnptIon des mots d'une langue Certes l'ecnture chmoise est massivement logographIque, chaque caractere
codant un mot, cependant plus de 90% de ses SIgnessont composites et contIennent un element graphrque indiquant
la mamere dont le mot se prononce - la chose etant rendue aisee par le fart que les mots chinois, dans leur grande
majorite, sont constItues d'une seule syllabe il est donc plus prudent de considerer que, d'un pomt de vue semiotique,
les ecntures se repartIssent le long d'une échelle dont les extremites sont d'un côte la pure notation du sens et de l'autre
la pure notation du son La plupart des ecntures sont SOIt plutôt phonograpluques, comme l'alphabet elles codent
avant tout des sons, SOIt plutôt logograpluques, comme l'ecnture chinoise elles codent avant tout des mots (fig 1)

Ces elements étant donnes, il existe aujourd'hui plusieurs approches du probleme de l'ongme de l'ecnture La première
est psychologique elle consiste à étudier les contramtes que notre hentage neuronal commun fart peser sur l'apparence
graphique et l'armature sérmonque des ecntures Stamslas Dehaene (Dehaene 2007) a par exemple montre que la lecture
etait pme en charge par une arre cerebrale, une partie du cortex occipito-temporal ventral, qUIsemble être spéciahsée
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chez les prunates dans la reconnaissance de formes geometnques simples Cette contrainte cognitive, dont la fonction
pourrait être de reconnaître les objets VlSUelS malgre les aspects vanes qu'ils peuvent présenter au systeme perceptif
serait recyclee au cours de I'mvennon et de la selection des elements graphiques d'une ecnture Elle en expliquerait la
stabilite des formes, la facilite de leur reconnaissance malgre leur vanabihté relative et, empiriquement, l'arr de famille
qu'entretiennent toutes les écntures du monde

La deUXIeme approche, celle des histonens, est la plus commune elle consiste a associer la naissance de l'ecnture a
l'accroissement des échanges marchands correle a la sedentansanon, a l'urbamsanon et a l'apparition d'une forme
d'orgamsanon sociale de type etatique TI est mdemable que l'mvennon et la transmission de l'ecnture sont condmonnees
par un degre assez eleve de division sociale du travail Or on Salt aujourd'hui que les écntures, ou du moms leurs
pnnCIpes serruonques essentiels, sont apparus par surgissements soudains a l'echelle d'une vie humaine (Glassner
2000, Houston 2004) Le caractere systematique de la notation phonographique, ou chaque umte n'existe que par
son contraste avec les autres, exige en effet un effort intellectuel concerte et assez bref qm s'appuya a chaque fois, en
le recyclant, sur un répertoire de representations iconographiques traditionnel relativement stable qw devait être bien
connu des mventeurs mais qUln'avait pas vocation a transcnre une langue Cet effort cognmf rrnportant, les mventeurs
d'ecnture etant aussi les premiers hnguistes, fut tres clairement favonse par une organisation SOCIale liberant certains
individus, aux detnment d'autres, des tâches productives les plus elementaires La sedentansation, l'urbamsanon, la
division SOCIale du travail furent donc des conditions necessaires (mais non suffisantes) de l'invention de l'ecnture

L'association des ongInes de l'ecnture a des besoms admmistraufs de comptabihté est cependant beaucoup plus
problematique Outre le fait qu'elle ne convient ni au cas chinois, m au cas maya, elle repose d'une part sur des donnees
archeologiques tres lacunaires et d'autre part sur un raisonnement approximatif (Houston 2004) Apparemment
personne ne s'est demande pourquOI les techmques traditionnelles de comptage n'ont pas suffit a satisfaire ces besoms
adrmrnstranfs, pourquOl une techmque aUSSI peu economique et aUSSI complexe qu'un codage de la langue parlee a
ete elaboree pour remplir un tel objectif L'hypothese reste neanmoms difficile a refuter en l'etat des connaissances
actuelles Dans tous les cas, SI une division sociale du travail accentuee libera suffisamment de temps pour permettre a
certams mdrvidus d'elaborer, en l'espace d'une generanon, une technologie aUSSI raffinee que l'ecnture, il manque aux
theones de ces historiens une descnpnon des conditions institutionnelles preCIses de ces inventions et surtout la raison
susceptible d'expliquer pOurqUOI un effort mtellectuel aUSSI rrnportant a paru valoir la peme d'être fourm

La troisième approche du probleme de l'ongme de l'ecnture consiste d'une part a identifier des antecedents graphrques
aux formes des caracteres des ecntures et d'autre part à chercher des continuites d'usage de maténaux et d'operations
techmques C'est la VOle pnvilegiee par les histonens de l'ecnture car elle est de lom la plus susceptible de fournir à court
terme des résultats probants La plupart des etudes rassemblees dans ce volume empruntent tres largement cette VOle
de recherche Les repertoires ornementaux, les systemes numenques, les mscnpnons calendarres, les sceaux, qw tous
preexisterent aux ecntures, ont ainsi ete mis a contribution et de nombreuses continuités ont ete reperees, permettant
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d'imaginer les procedures qm perrrurent auxmventeurs d'ecnture de recycler des systemes grapluques qw leur etaient
familiers

Une telle approche pose neanmoms avec une acuite certame le probleme de la defimnon de l'ecnture, c'est-a-dire de la
drlférence entre l'ecnture et les soi-disant « proto-ecntures » Car s'il est clair que la categone résiduelle des « systemes
graphiques qw ne sont pas des ecntures » comporte des technologres extrêmement drlferentes les unes des autres, il est
possible qu'en y regardant de plus pres on pmsse se donner les moyens non seulement de clanfier quelques catégones
conceptuelles, y compns celle d'ecnture, mais aUSSI d'aborder le probleme de l'ongme de l'ecnture d'une nouvelle
mamère C'est ce que Je propose d'esquisser ICI

Elen avant l'invention de l'écnture, il est plus que probable que de nombreuses societés humames ont elabore et utilise
des systemes grapluques standardises vehiculant de l'mformatIon Ces systèmes graphiques etaient mdependants d'une
langue donnee, ilsn'avaient pas pour objectif de transcnre des mots ou des sons lis pouvaient neanmoms être decodes
par une communaute qw, SI elle n'etait pas defime par une langue partagée, entretenart un ensemble de representatIons
culturelles semblables Les chromques de guerre des Iroquois, dans l'Amenque du Nord des XVIIe et xvnr siecles,
constitue un bon exemple de ces systemes graphiques Elles pouvaient être gravees sur un casse-tête personnel mais
aUSSI sur certams arbres ecorces SItuésà proxnmte du heu d'un combat, a la vue de tous, devenant aInSI de véntables
monuments

Elles employaient des caractères standardises en nombre hmité dont l'mscnpnon obeissait a une syntaxe ngoureuse
(Meachum 2007) Le prelllier SIgneétait un « autoportrait» désignant le chef de l'expedition guernere au moyen de la
reproduction d'une partie de son tatouage personnel et/ou de l'entite surnaturelle a laquelle il etait hé (plus rarement
au moyen de son embleme d'appartenance clamque) SUIVaIt une sene de representatIons stylisees de wampum, des
colliers de perles, qm symbolisaient chacun une expedition guernere Lorsqu'un toampum etait représente transpercé
par une flèche, c'est que le chef avait eté blesse lors de l'affrontement SUIVaIent, sous forme de personnages stylises,
les pnsonmers et les tues, avec l'indication de leur sexe D'autres elements pouvaient être ajoutés, tels que le nombre
de guerners (une sunple sene de traits), le contexte geograpluque (une carte) ou les armes volees aux VIctimes (fig 2)

Ces chromques guerneres utilisaient donc un systeme grapluque extrêmement standardise, non pas pour mscnre les
elements d'une langue, mars pour donner a VOIr un certam nombre d'mformatIons codifiées De ce fait elles n'etaient
pas attachees à un discours à transmettre et à fairememonser, et ellesne rentraient pas dans le cadre d'un apprentissage
Gravees sur les arbres, elles pouvaient être «lues» par les ennerrus des IrOquOIS qUIne parlaient pas leur langue, comme
les Abenaqui, les Delaware, les Choctaw, les Creek, etc Des chromques guernères semblables, purs systemes graphiques
standardisés véhiculant des informations codifiees mdependamment d'une langue ou d'un discours donnes, peuvent
être egalement trouves chez les Indiens des Plaines qUIles peignaient sur des peaux de bisons avant de les mscnre, au
XIX" siècle, dans des carnets qu'ils conservaient sur eux (Wlute Bull & Howard 1998, Dempsey 2007) Le systeme de
notation des devms gourmantche, en Afnque de l'ouest, fait aUSSI parne de ce genre de systemes graphiques (Cartry
1963) et il en existe de nombreux autres dans le monde

Beaucoup plus mteressants peut-être sont les systemes graphiques standardises dont la fonction etait d'mscnre des
discours en une langue donnee ils furent egalement assez nombreux etj'ai ChOISI, dans un livre recent, de les quahfier
« d'ecnture » (Deleage 20 13a) ils diffèrent neanmoins des ecntures dép evoquees - sumenenne, egyptIenne, chinoise,
maya - dans la mesure ou leur repertoire de caracteres n'a pas pour vocation de transcnre l'mtegrahté des elements
(morphologiques et/ou phonetiques) d'un discours mais seulement certains de ces elements ngoureusement choisis
selon des regles précises De ce fait ces systemes graphiques se caractensent par leur selectivite

Ainsi, parrru les Indiens des Plaines d'Amenque du Nord, il était de coutume qu'un homme tienne le registre des noms
des armees passees il conservait de cette mamère une chromque historique qu'il connaissait par cœur et qu'il POUVaIt
reciter à la demande Elle consistait en la sene chronologiquement ordonnée des noms attnbues a chacun des hivers
A chaque nom etait aSSOCIe un court recit en expliquant l'ongme, une anecdote, un fart marquant ou lllcongm Par
exemple, dans le registre lakota de Chien Rapide (Sunka Luzahan), l'annee 1863 est nommee «Ils tuereni unchasseur

Preiustoues de 1ecriture Iconographie pratiques graphiques et emergence de 1ecnt dans 1Egypte predynastlque 1 2D76 i 5 15
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de renard» et le recit du meurtre est associé a ce nom (fig 3) Le nom doit
être retenu par cœur tandis qu'il suffit de memonser le schema narratif
approximanf du récit (Howard 1960 388)

SI de nombreuses sociétés des Plaines, a l'exemple des Blackfeet, se
contenterent d'une memorisation purement orale de ces hstes de noms
propres (WIssler 1911 45), certains Indiens des Plaines employerent
diverses techmques de notation pour pOUVOIT les « lire » - de longs bâtons
couvertes d'entailles, de multiples nœuds se succédant sur une corde, des
paquets de bâtonnets, etc Finalement, au XIXe siecle, apparurent ce que
la littérature anthropologique nomme des « comptes d'hivers », c'est
à-dire des transcnpnons graphiques de ces discours sur papIer, à l'aide
d'un systeme graphique nouveau de nature logographique (Clark 1885
211-212) li s'agissait la d'un système graphique selecnf seule la sene
precisement ordonnée de noms propres etait IDScnte, a l'exclusion des
recits qUl etaient racontes lorsque le chromqueur deroulait les annales de
sa societe et qUl demeuraient conserves par la seule memoire orale En
dehors des Plaines, on trouve des chromques histonques a la semiotique
similaire chez les Pima, les Papago, les Sahsh ou les Flathead

Au XIXe siècle, la Conféderatlon IroquOIse reorgamsa et msntua une
ceremome complexe qUl devint le cœur de sa tradition ntuelle, la
« céremome de condoleance », au cours de laquelle les chefs recemment
décédes etalent pleures et leurs successeurs mtromses (Fenton 1985, Gibson
etal 1992) Elle comportait une sene de cmq ntuels a accomplir les uns a

b

~

/r....... .c. ~ ~~~---,
/"~- ~ -

2a & b Chroniques gueTTIeres des IroqUOIS 1 troouois wernerS chromc/e
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la suite des autres, chac un comportant de longs chants à réciter leplus exactement possible, Le premier rituel, nommé
« M archer sur le sentier» ou enco re « Éloge funèbre des Fondateurs de la Ligue », consistait en la récitation ordo nnée
des noms des cinquan te chels de la Ligue des Iroqu ois. En voici les premières lignes :

Tehkanhhoken, entends-nous bien, loi qui était duf
Hayemoatha, entends-nous bien, loiqui était chef

Shadekariluoade. entends-nous bien, loi qui était chef
Sharenhhoioane, entends-nous bien, loi qui était chef
Te/ryonhegh/..wen, entends-nous bien, loiqui était chef

(Ha le 1963: 129)

Dan s la mesure où l'exactit ude de la répétition était parti culièrement rech erchée par les ritualistes iroqu ois, o n vit
appa raître des transcrip tions gra phiques sélectives de cette éloge funèbre mai s aussi d 'autres chants de la cérémonie.
Il sem ble qu'un grand co llie r de toampum à cinquante branc hes fut d'abord utilisé (jenness 1932 ). Il fut ensuite
remplacé par une série de ca rac tères gravés sur des ca nn es de bois (Fenton 1950) ou tracé s sur des feuilles de papi er
(H ewitt & Fenton 1945). Seu le la partie variable des éno ncés du cha nt, le nom propre du chef, é tait inscrite, la partie
co nsta nte, indéfiniment répétée, « Entends-nous bien, toi qui é tai t che f », éta it quant à elle co nfiée à la mém oire
orale. IJ s'agissait donc d 'un système graphiq ue standa rd isé tran scrivant de mani ère sélective un discours précis. À la
différence des comptes d 'h ivers des Indiens des Plain es, la parti e non inscrite du discours devait elle au ssi faire l'objet
d 'une mém ori sation par cœ ur, mot à mot ; la répéti tion à l'id entique de cette panic dan s cha que énoncé du chant en
rend ai t toutefois la mém orisation orale assez aisée (fig. 4).

Prehistoires de t ' écnture. Iconcgraphie, pratiques granhiques er émergence de l'écrit dans l 'Égyp te p rédynas tiqu 120 '(\ 1 -. 15
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Le chamarnsme des Navajo du Sud-Ouest des Etats-Urns est d'une grande complexrté il comporte plusieurs longues
ceremornes therapeutiques, durant entre deux et neuf nuits, pour lesquelles le praticien doit memonser de longs chants,
diverses sequences gestuelles liees a l'usage d'un grand nombre d'objets ntuels et un certain nombre de peintures de
sable a l'Iconographie compliquee Certains chamanes uuhserent egalement, au cours de leur penode d'apprentissage,
des transcriptions graplnques de leur repertoire de chants (Newcomb etal 1956, Deleage 20 Il) Le systeme graplnque
que le chamane Fils de Perle utilisa pour transcnre le chant du Dieu Parlant a éte publie par le musicologue David
McAllester en 1950 (McAllester 1950) Voio la traduction de la prenuere strophe du chant

MOl, mouuenantj'aoance, mot, maintenantj'aoance
MOl, mamtenantj'aoance

MOl,je SUIS le Dzeu Paslani; mamtenantj'aoance
Depuis l'est souierram.j'aoance; maintenantj'aoance
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L'aurore enfàce de mot, mamienanij'aoance
Lematsblanc enfàce de mol, mamienantj'aoance

Desquantües de choses molles enfàce de mol, mamienanij'auance
Desquantues d'eau enfàce de mol, mamtenanij'aoance
Lepollen de mats enfàce de mol, mamtenanij'aoance

Surla tête duDieuParlant, de l'obsidienne etdes quaniites de choses molles, mauuenantj'aoance
Une orezlle de matsa l'extremzte enùetemeni couverte de grazns m'tnstruu; mauüenantj'aoance

Mol,l avance dessus, mamtenanil avance
MOl,Je SUlS Sahanahray Bekay Horlum; mamtenantj'aoance

Devant mol, la beaute, mamienantj'aoance
Demere mol, la beaute, mauuenantj'aoonce

Mol, matntenanij'aoance, mol, mamtenantj'aoance
Mol, maintenantj'aoonce; mol, mauüenantj'aoance

Le chant est composé dans une structure parallehste classique que l'on trouve dans tous les chants navajo et dans la
plupart des traditions orales du monde On distmgue une parne vanable, « Moi.je SUIS le DIeu Parlant », etc, et une
parue constante, «Mamtenant,j'avance », mlassablement repetee a la surte de chacune des vanables - procedure
que l'on a deja observee dans l'eloge funebre des Iroquois La seconde strophe du chant est structuree par le même
parallehsme , cependant elle introduit une nouvelle forme de parallélisme, d'ordre supeneur, en duphquant exactement
la même succession de sequences tout en en substituant chacune des vanables

En voici la traduction

Mol, mamtenantj'aoance
N/ol,Je SUlS leDieu Hoghan, mamtenanij'aoance

Depuis l'ouest souierram j'aoance; mainienanij'aoance
LecrepusculeJaune enfàcede mol, mamtenantj'aiance

LemaisJaune enfacede mol, mamienanil avance
Desquaniues de choses dures enface de mol, mamtenantj'aoance

Unpeud'eau enface de mol, mainienanil avance
Lepollen de mais enfàee de mol, mamienanil avance

Surla couronne de latête duDœu Hoghan, unarc-en-culetdes quanùies de c1wses dures,
mamtenanij'aumce avec eux, mauüenanij'aoance

Ungrain de mats rond meparle, maintenantl avance
MOl,lavance dessus, maintenantl avance

MOl,Je SUlS Sahanahray Bekay Horhon; mamienantj'auance
Derriere mol, la beaute, mamtenantj'aoance
Devant mol, la beaute, mamienantj'aoance

Mol, mamtenantj'aoance; mol, mauuenanij'aoance
Mol, mamienantj'auance; mol, mauuenanij'aoance

Mol, mamtenantj'aoance

La structure de cette seconde strophe est exactement identique a celle de la premiere, SImplement, aux vanables
sequencees de la preIDIere strophe VIennent se substituer; a propos d'un second nom de divirute, de nouvelles vanables
On peut donc voir chaque strophe comme un seul énonce d'une structure paralléhste d'ordre supeneur De quelle
mamere FIls de Perle a-t-Il realise sa transcnpnon graphique de ce chant? li a d'abord chorsi de ne noter que les seules
vanables de la structure parallehste En effet, même SI un SIgne correspond a la constante «J'avance », Il n'est dessme
qu'une fois (en troisieme pOSItIOn) , pour la SUIte de la transcnpnon, Il reste implicite PUIS le chanteur a transcnt la
seconde strophe de la même mamere, en selectionnant les seules vanables Mais Il a egalement donne a VOIr la seconde
forme de parallehsme, d'ordre supeneur, en etabhssant une double correspondance graphique et spatiale entre les
deux senes « paralleles » de caracteres (fig 5)

Prehtstoues de 1ecriture Iconographie pratiques graphiques et emergence de 1ecni dans 1Egypte predynesttque 1 20161 5 75
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L'exemple navajo prouve donc que les systemes grapluques transcrivant de mamere sélecnve des chscours ne se lirmtent
pas a I'inscnption de listes de noms mais concernent aUSSI des chants rituels complexes D'une mamere plus generale,
la semiotique selective de ces systemes graphIques est reguherement accompagnee d'ennchissements iconographiques
(Severi 1994), ce en quoi lis ne chfferent guere de l'ecriture au sens propre qUl entretient depuis longtemps des liens
complexes avec l'Image (Bolzom 2005) On remarquera aUSSI que SI les parties de discours sélecnonnees par la
transcnpnon sont le plus souvent des logogrammes, li existe des exemples chez les Apaches (Basso & Anderson 1973)
et les Mexica (Boone 2000) où certams sIgnes de ces systemes selectifs etaient phonographiques

Par ailleurs SI l'on compare les systèmes graphiques vehiculant de simples mforrnanons aux systèmes graphIques
transcnvant des chscours, on observera d'abord que la standardisation grapluque est beaucoup plus poussee dans
les premIers que dans les seconds, ce qUl s'explique simplement par le fait que les seconds ne font qu'accompagner
un chscours Ensuite Il apparaît que tanchs que les chromques guerneres des Iroquois et des Inchens des Plaines ne
donnerent heu qu'à des gloses, a la mamère de legendes expliquant la signification de dessins, les systemes grapluques
selectifs, quant a eux, eurent reguherement l'occasion d'être transhttéres en alphabet latm Ainsi les comptes d'hivers
des Lakota (McCoy 1983) et les chants ntuels des Iroquois (Hewitt 1928) firent l'objet de translitteration alphabetique
de la part de ceux-la même qUl etalent tenus d'en assurer la transmission

En plus de leur sérmonque selective, les systemes graphIques transcnvant les chromques historiques des Inchens des
Plames, les eloge funebres des Iroquois et les chants des Navajo partagent une caracteristique fondamentale tous
ces systemes grapluques firent l'objet d'un regIme d'usage attache (Deleage 20 13a, 20 13b, 2013c) Cela signifie
qu'Ils furent constitutrvement attaches a des chscours précis, et non pas à n'Importe quel chscours, comme c'est le cas
en general pour les ecritures Ils n'eurent pas pour fonction de se substituer a ces chscours mais d'en accompagner
l'apprentissage par cœur de ce fait, et encore une fois à la chfference de l'écnture, ces systemes grapluques selecnfs
ne pouvaient pas remplacer la transmission orale, lis avaient pour umque objectif d'en accroître la fidelite, d'une
récitation a l'autre Enfin dans la mesure ou ces systemes graphIques etaient attaches a des chscours precIs, lis étaient
attaches aux mstitunons dont la tâche consistait a assurer la transrrnssion de ces chscours , dans les exemples etuchés,
li s'agit de la fonction de chromqueur chez les Inchens des Plames, de la ceremome de condoleances chez les Iroquois
et des chamanes chanteurs chez les Navajo Il est evident que c'est dans le cadre rrucrosociologique de ces mstitunons
que ces systèmes graphIques de transcription selective du chscours ont ete mvente , de ce fait li est possible que ce
regIme d'usage attache SOIt conceptuellement fecond pour penser l'ongme des grandes écritures qUlfurent elaborees
indépendamment les unes des autres

Les systemes graphiques selectifs et attaches sont ainsi suscepnbles de jouer un rôle Important dans la reflexion sur les
conditions de l'invention de l'ecriture en general Car nous savons tres bien pour quelle finalite lis furent elabores leurs
mventeurs souhaitaient faciliter la memonsanon exacte de chscours rituels standarchses Autrement cht, lis voulaient
elaborer un moyen d'accroître encore plus la stabilite de chscours sacres afin qu'lis se propagent au plus grand nombre
sous une seule forme canomque Ce regIme d'usage attache semble pOUVOIr être transpose, certes avec prudence,
aux ecritures ongmelles Ainsi, Stephen Houston (Houston 1994) a defendu l'Idee selon laquelle l'ecriture maya fut
toujours caractensee par un regIme d'usage « recitationnel »(recttatwnallttewcy) elle etait destmee a transcrire des
textes hautement formalises qm devalent être lus ou recites a VOlX haute dans chverses occasions ceremomelles La
transmission de ce savoir-lire ou de ce savoir « recitationnel » etait peut-être même disjointe de celle du savoir-ecnre
des scnbes

Plus recemment, Leon Vandermeersch (Vandermeersch 20 Il 119) a synthetise en une seule phrase le fait que
l'ecriture chinoise fut ongmellement mseparable de textes ou de discours standarchses « En Chme, la genese de
l'ecriture presente cette parnculante que ce qUl est d'abord mvente n'est pas un systeme de notation du chscours oral
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ordinaire exprimé spontanement dans la langue naturelle, mais un systeme de notations d'operations divinatoires
expnmees de façon extrêmement formahsée » Les ecritures maya et chinoises etaient donc très probablement, au
moment de leur apparition, des ecntures attachees et c'est pour satisfaire un tel regune d'usage qu'elles furent mventees

On peut dès lors se demander a bon droit SI les ecritures mesopotarmenne et egyptienne ne furent pas, elles aUSSI, dans
un prermer temps, des ecritures attachees, mventees afin d'accroître la stabilite de traditions discursives canoniques
dont la repetition exacte etaitJugee de la plus haute Importance par une petite classe d'experts Une telle explication
aurait le mente de donner une motivation plausible à l'extraordinaire effort mtellectuel que durent fournir ces experts
en tradmon orale afin d'mventer à la fois une ecnture et une tradition ecrite

Dans ce volume, Alejandro jimenez-Serrano définit les débuts de l'ecnture egyptlenne comme une « ecnture
entièrement développee mais dotee d'une capacité hrmtee de commumcanon » tandis que Remo Mugnaiom rappelle,
a propos de l'écnture mesopotarmenne, « qu'li ne faut pas perdre de vue qu'a ce stade, la transcription fide1e de la
langue n'est pas dans la perspective de l'ecriture Seuls, en effet, n'ont de raisons d'être pns en compte que les elements
fondamentaux permettant d'apprehender les diverses modalites des operations comme leur nature, leur moment, leur
duree, leur heu aInSIque les personnes, les choses et les quantites impliquees La place de l'oralité se laisse d'ailleurs
encore sentir dans le systeme pwsque le lecteur, pour comprendre l'exacte teneur du message, doit être au courant
de sa signification »

Dans les deux cas, ces ecritures logo-phonographiques firent, dans un premIer temps, l'objet d'un regIme d'usage
tres particulier, ciblant des discours preCIS, deja connus et transmis par ailleurs, en les transcrivant parfois de mamere
selective Il semble donc que l'hypothese selon laquelle toutes les ecntures seraient, au moment de leur invention,
et à l'egal des systemes graphiques sélectifs, des ecritures attachees pourrait egalement être venfiee en Egypte et en
Mesopotarrue Les « proto-ecritures », plutôt que d'être banmes de la réflexion sémiotique et confondues dans une
categone mal construite, pourraient des lors, par la pnse en compte de leur sérmotique et de leur regIme d'usage,
contnbuer a renouve1er les recherches et les theorisations concernant l'ongme de l'ecriture

PrehIstoires de 1ecnture tconcqmptue pratiques graphiques et emergence de l'ecnt dans l'Egypte predynesuoue 120161 5 15
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T he papers presented In tills first volume of Prehistoues de laMeduerranee have In common a concern WIth the
WIdercommunicative practices out of wluch wntmg systems first emerged Their POIntof departure, In many
cases, is the hrruted relanonship between wntmg and spoken language that charactenzes many, and perhaps

all, of the world's earhest known scnpts In Egypt and the MIddle East, where the earliest scnpts later developed Into
more extensive systems of language notation, this POIntof departure IS now uncontroversial By contrast, In other parts
of the world (notably Pakistan and India, heartlands of the Harappan civilization) the hmited relationship between
early scnpt and language has become a subject of nval claims concernIng the hentage of modern nation-states and
their roots In a "CIvilized" Bronze Age past (as recently reported In Sczence vol 306, 2004 The Indus Scnpt-Wnte
or Wrong? 2026-2029)

Claims of the latter sort denve their rhetoncal force from an outdated notion of literacy as the dividing line between
CIvilized(or progressive) and non-CIvilized (or barbanc) peoples By contrast, the papers In this edition take senously
the diversity and complexity of non-literate communicative practices, as a necessary precursor for understanding the
SOCIal and cultural milieux out of wluch the earhest scnpts emerged Asthey demonstrate, this reqUIres close attention
to the matenal substrates and archaeological contexts of sIgn-beanng media, as well as the Interface between writing
and numeracy Studies of this kind are often most productive when undertaken In a comparative framework, of the
sort attempted here Some of the conclusions reached In the individual papers that follow will undoubtedly prove
controversial, and there IS much that one could disagree WIth Collectively, however, they POInt the way forwards
to a new understanding of the emergence of wntlng, In WhICh archaeologists (working construcuvely alongside
epigraphers) are now begmmng to play a lead role
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Alejandro [rrnenez-Serrano
Urnversrdad de [aen (Spain)

aleJandroJJs@yahooes

Abstract - The mam aim of the present paper IS to open
a debate of the multiple features related to the ongm of
wntmg m Egypt Although some ques1:J.ons arose m the
past, overall referred to the ongmal place where emerged
the Egyptian wntmg, there are still many other questions
waitmg for discussion why was the wntmg invented?
How was the wntmg constructed? Which was the ongm
of some of the earhest signs? These are Just some of
several questions that anse when we approach to the
subject In the present article, some Ideas Will be exposed
together Withan historic and cultural contextuahza1:J.on of
the penod m which wntmg emerged m Egypt

Keywords - Cemetery U of Abydos, Ongm of wntmg and state,
Gebel Tjaun, early logograms, Horns, Hierakonpohs

Resume - L'objectlfpnnctpalde cet article est d'ouimr le debat sur
les mulnples aspects concernant l'ongme de l'ecnture en Egypte
Bun que certames questums aient dqa ete soulevees par le passe,
d'autres portent surla localite ongmelle ou est apparue l'ecnture
alors que d'autres attendent d'ttre debattues pourquoi l'ecnture
a-t-elle ete uuientee ? Comment l'ecnture s'est-t-elle constuuee ?

QyAle est l'ongme de certains des plusanczens slgnes ? Ce nesont
que quelques unes des questums qUl emergent lorsque l'on aborde
le sujet Dans le present texte, quelques idees vont etre exposees
accompagnees d'une contextualisatum histonque etculture/le de la
penode au cours de laquelle l'ecnture apparau en Egypte

Mats-cles - Ctmetiere U d'Abydos, ongznes de l'ecnture etde I'euu; Gebel
Tjauu, premiers logogrammes, Horus, Hierakonpohs
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D uring this long process, some of the elements become
icon s a nd their representation were sta nda rdized. T he
la tte r innovation is one of the m ost important steps for
the birth of wri ting, becau se the standard ized icon s j ust
repr esent the most recogniza ble featu res o f a n e lemen t.
It wa s j ust not on ly a n artistic d epi c tio n , b u t a lso a
message whose element s were schernat izcd and, then,
und erstood by a fam ilia rized wat ch er. However, that
message was not writing, because it migh t be un derstood
by an y observe r.

In th a t to m b, G . D reycr (D rcve r 1998). fo u nd a n
incom pa ra ble Iuncrary eq uipment of the P rcd yn astic
p e riod, eve n taki ng into accou nt that it was a t least
d istu rbed by Amenil cau at the en d of the 19'h cen tu ry.
T he fune ra ry go od s fou nd a t th a t tomb had no eq ual:
the re were enormo us qu an tities of pott ery, in which there
were so me for ms wit h a Ca naanean o rig in. Togethe r
with th e la tter, the re we re a lso Egypti a n po ts; m a ny
of them had differ en t dipin ti on th e surfa ce, probably
showing the place or origin of the pro du cts. Dreyer and
his tea m unearthed a lso exclusive goo ds tha t confirmed
the high position of th e indi vid ual buried a t th at tom b,
which, by the way, is the la rgest o f the a ll the graves da ted
to the Prcd yna stic period in Egyp t. In bri ef, the discovery
of tomb U -j has been the most relevan t find in the studies
of th e ea rly Egyptian wr iting since the wo rks ca rried out
by Perric in Abyd os (fig. 3). The main rea son to asseverate
that is the appe a ra nce of th e ea rliest signs in Egypt.

and political), the visua l co m m unica tion was co m moner
a nd mo rt' a bundan t tha n befo re. T he re fo re , scenes
with specific me a nings mu ltiplied o n pots, as well as on
pla teau x of proper roc k sur faces (fig. 2). T ha t dynamic
extende d to other p la nes, such ce remoni al objects, sea ls
and even (or the decor a tion of restricted spaces, as Tomb
100 a t Hicrakon polis. As a co ntinuo us process, it m ight
be co nside red a futi le deb ate to esta blish if the writing
o rigina ted before th e Sta te or together wi th the Sta te ' .
U nder my point of view, artistic dep ictions, writing a nd
the S ta te formation developed togeth e r, responding to
the socia l, economic, politic and rel igious nec essities o f
a dvnamic cultu re.

T he ne xt s tep occu rre d wh en so m e o f tho se icons
acq u ire d a lingu isti c m ea n ing an d that happe ned
p robably short befo re the period in wh ich lived th e ruler
bu ried in tomb U -j .
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I n th e last yea rs, di ffe re nt stud ies o n th e ea rl ies t
ico nog rap h ic a n d sc ri p tu ra l m at e ri al from
Egypt have per m itted to esta blish a seq uence o f

dev elopment that begins with the a rtistic represent ation
and finishes with thc writing. T hus, it is quite certain that
thi s process was in parallel to thc increase of co mplex
socie ties a long the Va lley of th e N ilc (fig. I). With the
first sym pto m s o f th e appeara nce o f the co m plex ity
in a ll the sp he res of the life (socia l, econ omic, religio us
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2. Gebel Tjauti Rock Inscription / Inscription a/, Gebel Tjallti Rock

3. A representation of an early ruler (?) associated to a falcon. Tag from
tomb U-J, Abydos / Representation d 'un premier dingeanl assocro a un
teucon. Tombe U-j, Ab vaos

The variety in style and number even led to Regulski
(Regulski 2008: 1000) to believe in existence of clifferent
local traditions of pristine writings, However, this
suggesting hypothesis does not find any support in the
absence of "local" parallels, As it hasjust mentioned before,
the birth of the Egyptian writing is the result of a long
process dominated by the artistic representations, which
was the base used for the signs, The conceptualization of
Egyptian writing is so complex and created ex nihilo that
eliminates the possibility of the existence of contemporary
systems of pristine writings, Moreover, as far I know, there
is not any single local tradition differentiated from the
Upper Egyptian material culture in Naqada IIlA., not
even in the variety of the artistic representations, In fact,
it is symptomatic that writing appeared in the place that
will lead the process of Unification, which opens the
question about the transcendence of the writing in the
final success of Abydos. 'Without any doubt, the magic
charge of writing played an important role at that early
stages of the Egyptian civilization.
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The earliest system of writing In Egypt

Recently, we have suggested (Jlmenez Serrano 2007) a
process of development of the lueroglypluc wntmg which
at least departs from the SIgnS found m tomb U-J (Dreyer
1998 )from Umm el-Qaab (Abydos), complemented with
the iconographic discourse of the victory represented m
the relief of Gebel Tjautf

Basically, my hypothesis IS focused on the Idea that
there was a very pnmrtive system of writing -but with a
commumcanve capacity- m the penod m which the ruler
buned m tomb U-J lived That wntmg was only composed
with logograms and phonograms Later (probably dunng
the reIgn of Horus Ka or short before), due to a wider
use of the wntmg, It was necessary to create semantic
determmatives due to the appearance of problems of
homophony

At a first glance, the SIgnS from tomb U-J seem Icons,
but a deeper analysis of them permits to mdividuahze
logograms and phonograms (Jlmenez Serrano 2007
52-61) Therefore, It IS clear that It must be considered
a fully developed wntmg, but with a limited capacity of
communication

In tills context, some questions emerge, does such small
quantity of SIgns represent the reality m which the wntmg
IS still developmg and, consequently, the number of SIgnS IS
still very modest? Or, m contrast, do the SIgnS that appeared
m tomb U-J are a small part of a more developed system,
which, due to vanous reasons, was not carved or drew on
the objects ?

In order to make an approach for answenng of those
questions, It IS necessary to compare the data from U-J
to the relief found at Gebel Tjauti The aforementioned
tableau represents the sacnfice of an enemy as the
climax of a victonous discourse, probably after a razzia
m the regIOnof Ombos' At that depiction, It IS possible

2 Hcndnckx & Fnedman WIthcontnbutions of Damcll, In Damcll 2002
ID Iq

3 Cf Hcndnckx & Tnedman WIthcontnbunons of Darncll, In Darnc1l2002
17 However, Kalh (Kalh 2003) prefers to interpret as a military expedition
earned out byHierakonpohtan troops, their tar ~cl would be the locahty of
Hu, capital 01 the 7th Upper Egyptian nome, and after then victory on the
W'lybad. home, they engraved dICgraffito That attack would havc mtcgratcd
Hu and ItSdcpcndcnttcmtory into the kingdom of Hicrakonpohs To support
Ius mterpretanon, Kahl (Kalh 2003a 49-50) considers the bucraruum as the
later hieroglyphic emblem of the 7dI UppCI Egypuan nome

to observe an Iconography that It IS necessary to remmd
that IS mdissolubly umted to the wnting as It will be later
reproduced m the Narmer palette, more concretely the
sacnfice of an enemy by the kmg who beats with a mace
In both cases, the sacnfice happens before the goddess
Bat or Hathor and the active action IS played by the ruler,
m one case represented by a scorpIOn, m the other by an
anthropomofic figured identified with the name of Narmer

Apart from the iconographic representation of the sacnfice
(known at least from the Naqada I penodt) and easily
understandable by any observer, there are some logograms
that contextuahze lmguistically the scene and provides
some details that would be unknown m another way
We refer to the presence of the goddess (Bat or Hathor),
represented as a bucraneum, which defines the ntual, or
the reference to the desert with an early representation of
the later SIgn N25, which localizes the scene! Those SIgns
can be read as logograms because they match with the
three condrnons that a lueroglyph must have according to
Vernus (Vernus 1993,2001)
- to be a known lueroglyph or accompany one,
- to follow the conventional system of representation,
- to have other parallels

Another feature of the SIgns discovered at tomb U-J and
Gebel Tjauti is that most of them referred to toponyms
In both contexts (a rmhtary victory over a close locality
followed by a sacnfice of an enemy as well as the tags
attached to the products that accompamed to the defunct
buned m a great tomb m Umm el-Qaab), the high presence
of those mentions 18 reasonable, moreover m the case of the
funerary goods, where It would be necessary to know the
ongm of the products (if lrifra) Precisely under our pomt of
view, tills IS one of the fundamental aspects to unravel the
ongm and development of the wnting m ancient Egypt

As It IS well known, the funerary equipment was mainly
composed by goods of daily use, ritual items to be used
only dunng the funerary ceremomes and, finally, those
that were exclusively gomg to be used as part of the
funerary equipment The two latter, the ritual items and
the grave-goods prepared only for the mterment, needed
a storehouse to be kept them unnl the death of the owner
At that place, It should be obligatory to have a register or
at least a system which perrmtted the identification of all
the goods It IS m tills context where the tags found m tomb

4 Kohler, m Dreyer etal 1998 111-115, Abb 12 1,13

S About these interpretations, ifHendnckx & Fncdman WIth contnbunons
of Darncll, III Darnell 2002 16



U-J begm to have sense and together WIth this, the ongm of
wntmg The tags acted as identifiers of the product, either
their precedence or the quantity and the good Itself played
as a factual logogram

Thus, It IS quite probable that m the early court of
Abydos there were a storehouse, m which all the objects
to be used for the royal bunal and kept perfectly classified
Probably, those goods were part of the royal treasure,
perhaps already known as pr-hd That institution IS one
of the oldest recorded m Egypt Asfar we know, the oldest
mention dates back to the regency of queen Mer-Neith
(Petne 1900 pI XXIII, n° 40) Although, the chronological
distance between the time of the ruler of tomb U-J and the
regency of Mer-Nett IS more than two hundred years, the
complexity and the SIze of the terntory controlled by the
former ruler would need -with no doubt- the existence of
sirmlar adrmmstratrve structures (If not the same) as those
that are possible to see dunng the first half of the FIrSt
Dynasty

There IS even the record of a title related most probably
WIththe duties of proVIslOnmg the royal tomb Ipy tp nswt
is-g.f3 "Kmg's hegeman (lit he who IS under the head of
the kmg) of the place of provisionmg" Gones 2000, Il
789 § 2877), which first mention dates back to the reIgn
of Horus Sekhermb (Petne 1901 PI XXI, n° 165), at the
end of the Second Dynasty In this case, the word must be
translated not as 'place' or 'Chamber' but as 'tomb', as this
word used to be understood" If the title IS translated as It IS
suggested here, It becomes full of sense as "supplier of the
(royal)tomb", the person m charge for the management of
the funerary goods of the royal tomb If It existed at the end
of the Second Dynasty, It IS easy to assume that a smular
position rmght eXISt before?

In this sense, It IS necessary to rermnd the discovery of five
different types of seal-impressions m tomb U-J (Dreyer
1998 108-112, Abb 72a-e, Taf 26a-n), which certainly
proves the existence of a complex adrrumstranon m the
royal palace at that time" It IS hkely that the absence of
more similar examples IS due to the archaeological chance
and the hrruted extension of terntory controlled by the
ruler buned m tomb U-J

6 Bannmg 2003 214 § ~785, cf JZ IS also as "Kammer, Amt, Arcluv"

in id (216§ 3791) and Is-dfJ "vcrsorgungsverwaltung" Id (21793797)

7 For a bnef synthesisof the utle hry tp nswtlS-dfJ dunng the Second and
the Tlurd Dynasues, cfWel1l1908 83-85,9\ 120

8 Even before (Naqada IId), if Bartung 1998

Different aspects related to the most ancien eqyptian wntmq 125

The U-J togs and the Upper Egyptian
toponyms

In despite of Dreyer related some toponyms found m
tomb U-J to settlements and towns m Lower Egypt, It
seems clear that, m reality, they referred to neighbonng
toponyms of Abydos or different products Thus, for
example, tags 52-56 were read by the German scholar
as 'Abydos (Dreyer 1998 139, 140), when It referred to
the "Elephantme" (Kahl2001 118, Breyer 2002 56- 58,
JImenez Serrano 2004, Kuhlmann 2008) In this context,
It seems appropnate to remember that other toponyms
firstly identrfied WIthlocalities of Lower Egypt have been
localized m Upper Egypt ITlffienez Serrano 2007a 53- 60)
In the hypothetic case that we could read correctly all
the toponyms found at tomb U-J, It would permit us to
establish quite certainly the boundanes of the terntory
controlled directly or indirectly by that ruler But all of this
IS Just a mere conjecture However, It IS certam that many
groups of SIgnS have parallels WIthmany similarities WIth
other dated later Those that cannot be read or identified
WIthlater toponyms would refer to localities that lost their
Importance dunng the next decades or centunes or they
changed their graphy In both cases, It IS impossible for
us to relate WIth the later ones In the former, It seems
obVIOUS that WIth the expanSIOn of the Upper Egyptian
kmgdom to the North and to the South, some centers lost
their econormc, strategic or religious importance

It IS m this pomt where some logograms have their ongm,
concretely m the adoption of the fetishes as elements full
of Imguisnc meamng Thus, throughout the centunes,
the denomination of the nomoz was based m the pnrmtrve
fetishes or m the representations of the most Important
gods of their terntones (pars pro toto or synecdoche) The
clearest example of all of those found m tomb U-J IS the
one that represents the goddess Bat (if Dreyer 1998 65-68,
Abb 45-48, Taf 18) In this case, It IS impossible to know
If It refers to that goddess or to the terntory that later will
be known as the 7th nome?

In this sense, Eva-Mana Engel (Engel 2006 157-158,
Abb 4) register the oldest mention of a nome (Sp3t) and
that dates to the Naqada IlIA1 penod, very close to the
date of tomb U-J Although It IS possible that at that time,
the complexity of the Abydene state would force to create
a terntonal adrrunistration, under our pomt of VIewthe

9 Kahl 2003b 130 Against that mterpretanon, Rcgulski 2008 991
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4 Tags found In tomb U J representing the temple of Hrerakonpohs / Inscriptions
retrouvees dans la tombe U-Jrepresentant le temple de Hlerakonpolis

As It IS well-known, Egyptian wnnng was full of magIc
connotations, most probably because of the pnrrutrve use
of the fetishes and the drvimties as the most ancient SIgnS
of wntmg

umque two pieces of evidence commented before, which
are fragmentary, rmght refer to another tOpIC related to the
cultivation In fact, Engel (Engel2006 159-160) suggested
that the first dIVIsIOn mto nomoi was created around the
reIgn of Den, dunng the rmddle of the FIrStDynasty

least from the reIgn of Iry Hor, the kmg willbe identified
to the god Horus and VIce versa (IImenez Serrano 2007b
142-145, Tabla4)

The tags that mentioned different places or mstitutions
of Hierakonpohs were manufactured at Abydos or m

WorshIppmg of falcon gods m Egypt IS WIdely attested m
historic times Therefore, the different depictions of falcons
found at tomb U-J or at the Gebel Tjaun Inscnpnon n" 1
rmght not necessanly make reference to the most known
Horus, Horus Nekhem Moreover, those representations
of falcons might refer not to Horus but to have other
meanmgs, as for example nb "lord" In this sense, Horus
and Set are mentioned usmg two falcons nbwy "The
Two Lords" on some stone vessels dated to the reIgn n
of Anedyib and found m Abydos (Petne 1900 pl V n°
12 & pI VI nos 4 & 8) and the subterranean gallenes of
the Step Pyramid!' Probably the same reference to both
gods together dates back to the penod of Naqada IIlB
(IImenez Serrano 2003 111- 112,2007 299-301) All
of this means that any identification of the falcon SIgn
WIth the god Horus Nekhem IS Just speculanve Indeed, the
representation of the god Horus Nekheni IS completely
chfferent to those found m the Naqada IlIA2 Hence, Late
Predynasnc falcon depictions use to share more sirmlannes
WIth SIgn (G5) or even (G7) than WIth (G 11), (G 12) or
(G 13) In consequence, any identification of the Abydene
ruler WIth the god Horus Nekhem would not be necessanly
certam In this context, It IS necessary to remmd that
Hierakonpohs at that moment (Naqada IlIA) had ItS own
elite that rmght be developmg m parallel to the Abydene'"
Then, It would have no sense that a god worshipped m a
settlement presumably mdependent at that time would be
represented m an equal plane WIth a ruler who IS spreading
his mfluence most surely to the North However, several
tags, which, according to my interpretation, represent
the CIty temple of Hierakonpohs (IImenez Serrano 2002
59-60) were found m tomb U-J (Dreyer 1998 Abb 77,
n 61-69, Abb 80, n 127-129,Jlmenez Serrano 2007a
55-56) If that identification were correct, how would be
the presence of products from Hierakonpohs interpreted?
Because, It has Just been mentioned above that, there IS a
stable ehte rulmg at Hierakonpohs, at least smce the end
of the penod of Naqada I

o

,
o

In the Naqada IIIA2 penod, the ruler still relates to a
drvimty m an equal plane Concretely, m tomb U-J It was
found a tag m which IS depicted a human bemg WIth a
suck together WIth the figure of a falcon (if figure 3 Dreyer
1998 Abb 76, n 51) This representation, together WIth
the Gebel Tjaun, shows that the ruler and the god have the
same status In other words, they are associated Later, at

It IS likely that dunng the process of expansion of the
Upper Egyptian kmgdom at the end of the Predynasnc
penod, the terntones Just mtegrated or conquest were
identified from the fetish of the mam drviruty worshiped
m the area, whose cult would be controlled by the
preceding ehtes!" Thus, It was unnecessary to mention
the name of the defeated enemy, as It will be done later,
which It would reqUIrea phonetic way to do It, knowledge
that It had not been already fully-developed Moreover,
representing those fetishes WIth a hnguisnc charge, the
ruler assures the protection of those drvimnes m the
funerary ambit where their names will rest together WIth
the defunct

10 Obviously, the change from Icon to sign of the fetishes rrught happen
before Naqada IIIA2, but not much earlier If their hnguisnc use began before
the period of Naqada IIIA2, It had to be m respome to the regional trade or
the regional religious hie About the latter, It" likely that at thal early time,
the neighbonng drvmines interacted as part of a common mythogenesis

11 q Licau & Lauer (Lacau & Lauer 1959 PI 8, n" 36, 1961 21) There
are later mentions With t1usgraphy m the Pyiarmd Texts

12 Thus, tomb 2 if Hoflman, Lupton &Adam~ (1982 48-50) and Adams
(2000 22-23,35-43) and tomb 10, if Adams (2000 27 29, 129-136) Both
ale dated 10 Naqada IIIA2 penod



Its rmmediate terntory (Dreyer 1998 137, fig 4) Those
tags were attached to products that ongmally come from
Hierakonpolis Those goods could have a commercial
or diplomanc ongm and only would confirm the intense
contacts between Abydos and Hierakonpolis In this
context, there are some votives objects found m the
CIty temple of Hierakonpohs that represent scenes WIth
scorpions, m some cases, together WIth some hieroglyphic
SIgnS (Qmbell 1900 pI XII n° 2, XVII top left, XVIII
top) and whose date has been always related to the reign
of kmg Scorpion (11), who would have hved some years
before Narmer However, some of those representations
are esthencallycloser to the U-J than the preVIOUS moments
to the FIrSt Dynasty

Bibliography

Adams 2000, ADAMS B , Excavations m the Locality 6 cemetery
at Hterakonpolis, 1979-1985, Oxford, Archaeopress, 2000,

316 P (Egyptian SrudresAssociauon Publication, 41Bnnsh

archaeological Reports - mternauonal Series, 903)

Bames 2008, BAINES J , Birth of wntlng and Kingship

Introduction, m Egypt at its ortgms2 proceedsngs ofthe
international conference" OrtgmoftheState, Predynasttc and
EarlyDynasticEgypt " Toulouse (France) 5th-8th September
2005, Midant-Reynes B , Tnstant Y (Dir ), Leuven, Peeters,

2008, p 841-849 (Onentaha Lovaruensia Analecra, 172)

Breyer 2002, BREYER F, Die Schnftzeugmsse des pradynasnchen

Komgsgrabes U-J In Umm el-Qaab Versuch erne

Neumterpretatlon,JournalofEgypttanArchaeology, London,

88,2002, P 53-65

Darnell 2002, DARNELL J C, Theban desert road Stlrvey m
the Egyptian western desert Volume 1 Gebel Tjautt rock
mscrtptzons 1-45 and Wadt el-Hol rockmscrtpttons1- 45,
Chicago, Onental Insutute of the Uruversity of Chicago,

2002, 174 P , 126 pi

Dreyer 1998, DREYER G , Umm el-Qaab I daspradynastische
Komgsgrab U-J und seineFuhen SchrtjtzeugntSSe, Mainz,

Zabern, 1998, 195 P (Archaologische Veroffenthchungen

(Deutsches Archaologrsches Insntut Abteilung Kairo), 86)

Dreyer et al 1998, DREYER G , HARTUNG U , HIKADE T,

KOHLER E C , MULLER V, PUMPENMEIER F,

Umm el-Qaab Nachuntersuchungen irn fruhzertlrchen

Different aspects related to the most ancien eqyptran wntlng /27

The presence of those hieroglyphs m votrve objects m an
area where there IS no evidence of them unnl that moment
would confer to those offenngs a magic transcendence even
higher than m a first SIght

Dunng the Naqada IIIA2 penod, the hieroglyphic wnnng
IS a reality and IS circumscribed to the region of Abydos
and the neighbonng areas (as Gebel TJautI)13 That can
mdicate thatwnnng developed at that area, most probably
some years before the rule of monarch buned at tomb U-J

13 Cd the places of ongm of the so called earliest lueroglyphs discussed by
Dreyer(1998 87) Ll-AmrahandNaqada GJal~oJJn1eneLE,eITallo(2007a48)

Komgsfnedhof 9/10 Vorberrchr, Mttteilungen des
Deutscben Archaologtschen Instituts AbtetlungKairo, Mamz,

54, 1998,p 77-167

Engel 2006, ENGEL EM, Die Enrwicklung des Systems der

agyptischen NomOI In der Fruhzeit, Mittetlungen des
DeutschenArcbaologtscben Instttuts AbtetlungKairo, Mainz,

62, 2006, P 151-160

Graff 2009, GRAFF G , Les pemtures sur vases de Nagada 1
Nagada11 nouuelle approche semtologtque de I tconographte
predynastique, Leuven, Unrversrry Press, 2009, 431 P

(Egyptian Prehistory Monographs, 6)

Hanrug 2003, HANNIG R , Agyptisches Worterbuch I Alres

Reich und Ersre Zwischenzert, Mamz, Zabern, 2003,

1681 P (Kulturgescluchte der annken Welt, 981 Hanrug

Lexrca.vi)

Hartung 1998a pour HJ1Cpms2, HARTUNG U , Pradynasnsche

Siegclabrollungen aus dem FnedhofU m Abydos (Umm el
Qaab), MtttetlungendesDeutschen Archaalogiscben Instttuts

Abtetlung Kairo, Mamz, 54, 1998a pour Hdl_pms2,

p 187-217

Hoffinanetal. 1982, HOFFMAN MA, LUPTON C ,ADAMS B ,

Excavations at Locahty 6, m Thepredynastic of'Hierakonpolu
an tntertm report, Hoffman M A (Dir ), Giza I Macomb,

Cairo Uruversuy Herbarium - FacultyofSCience I Deparrment

of SOCIOlogy and Anthropology - Western Illmois Unrversity;

1982, p 38-60 (Pubhcanon (EgyptIanSrudresAssocanon), 1)

Prerustotres de f ecnture tconoqreptue orenquea graphlques et emergence de f ecrtt dans f'Egypte predynestique I20161 21 28



28/ Alejandro Jimenez-Serrano

jrmenez Serrano 2002, ]IMENEZ SERRANO A , RoyalfestIVals
m the latepredynasttc periodand thefirst dynasty, Oxford,
Archaeopress, 2002, 116 P (Bnnsh archaeological Reports
Internanonal Series, 1076)

jimenez Serrano2003, ]IMENEZ SERRANOA, Chronologyand
LocalTradrnons The representation of powerand the royal
namem the latepredynasnc period,Archeo-Ntl Bulletin de la
SOCIete pour Ietude des culturesprepharaontques de la uallee du
Ml, Paris, 13,2003, P 93-142

junenezSerrano 2004, ]IMENEZ SERRANOA ,Elephants srandmg
on Hrlls or the Oldest Name of Elephantme, m Egyptat tts

onglm studies m memory ofBarbaraAdams proceedmg: ofthe
tntemattonalconference Ongtn oftheState, Predynasttc and
Early DynasticEgypt '; Krakow, 28August-1stSeptember2002,
Hendnckx S , Friedman R, Cialowicz K M et al (DIr),
Leuven, Peeters, 2004, p 847-858 (Onentalia Lovaniensia

analecta, 138)

jrmenez Serrano 2007a, ]IMENEZ SERRANO A, Principles

of the Oldest Egyptian systemof wrItIng,LmguaAegyptta,
Gottmgen, 15,2007, P 47-66

JrmenezSerrano2007b, ]IMENEZSERRAN0 A, Lospnmeros reyes
y la unz/icaClon de Egtpto, ]aen, Uruversidad de ]aen, 2007,
430 p (ColeccronMarnnez de Mazas- Sene Esrudios)

Jones 2000, ]ONES D , An index ofancientEgyptian titles, epithets
andphrases oftheOldKtngdiJm, Oxford,Archaeopress, 2000,
1045P (Bnnsh archaeological Reports- Internanonal Senes,
866)

Kahl 2001, KAHL] , Hreroglyphic WntIng During the Fourth
Millenmum BC An analysis of systems, Arcbeo-Ntl Bulletin
delaSocietepourI etude des culturesprepharaontques delauallee
duNtl, ParIS, 11,2001, P 102-134

KahI 2003a, KAHL] , DasSchlagen desFemdes vonHu GebelTjaun
Felsmschnft1, Gottmger Miszellen, GottIngen, 192, 2003a,
p 47-54

KahI 2003b, KAHL] ,DIe fruhenSchnftzeugmsse ausdem Grab U-J
m Umm el-Qaab, Chronique d'Egypte, Bruxelles, 78, 2003b,
P 112-135

Kuhlmann 2008, KUHLMANN K P, Pradynast ischer
Elfenbemhandel enclang der Oasenroute?Anmerkungenzum
Toponym, Abydos', m Zeichen ausdem Sand. Streifltchter aus
Agyptem GeschtchtezurEhren uon GuntherDreyer, EngelE -M ,

MullerV, Hartung U etal (DIr), WIesbaden, Harrassowitz,
2008, p 421-426

Lacau & Lauer1959, LACAUP, LAUER] -P, La Pyramtde a Degres
Tome IV tnscnpttonsgravees sur lesvases, Le Caire, Insntut

francars d'Archeologie onentale, 1959, ler Fascicule Planches

Lacau& Lauer1961, LACAUP, LAUER] -P, La Pyramtde aDegres
Tome IV mscrlptlons gravees sur les vases, Le Caire, Insntut

fran<;aJs d'Archeologie onentale, 1961,2emeFascicule Texte

Petne 1900, PETRIEWM F, The royal tombs oftheearliest dynasties
PartI, London, EgyptExploraaon Fund, 1900, 51 p , 67 pl
(Memoir of the EgyptExploraaonSOCiety, 18)

Petne 1901, PETRIEWM F, The royal tombs oftheearliest dynasties
Part11, London/ Boston,EgyptExploraaonFund, 1901,VII +

60 p , 63 pI (Memoir of the EgyptExploration SOCiety, 21)

Posener 1940, POSENER G , Pnnces etpays d'Aste etdeNubie textes
bterattques surdes figunnesd envoutement du Moyen Empire,
Bruxelles, Pondanon egyprologique Reine Ehsabeth, 1940,
114p

Qillbelll900, QUIBELL] E, Hterakonpolss PartI Plaies otdtscovenes

m 1898, London, Quantch, 1900, 12 p, 43 pl (Egyptian
Research Account)

Regulski 2008, REGULSKlI , The Ongm ofWnrmg m Relanon to
the Emergence of the EgyptianState,m Egypt at usongtm2
proceedmgs of thetntemattonal conference" Orlgm oftheState,
Predynasttc and Early Dynastic Egypt Toulouse (France) 5th
8th September 2005, Midant-Reynes B , Tnstant Y (DIr),
Leuven, Peeters, 2008, p 985-1009 (Onentaha Lovarnensia
Analecra, 172)

Regulskr 2010, REGULSKl I , A Palaeoempbu: study ofEarly Wntmg
m Egypt, Leuven, Peeters, 2010, 827P (OnenrahaLovaruensra

Analecra, 195)

Vemus 1993, VERNUS P, La naissance de l'ecnrure clans I'Egypte
ancienne, Archeo-Ntl Bulletm de la SOCIete pour l'etltde des
cultures prepbaraoniques de la uallee du Nil, Pans, 3, 1993,
P 75-108

Vemus 2001, VERNUS P, Les premIeresattestations de l'ecnrure
lueroglypluque, Aegyptus, Milano,81, 2001, P 13-35

Wetl11908, WEILL R , Desmonuments et de lbistoire des II' et III'
dynasties egyptlennes, ParIS, E Leroux, 1908,515 p



I

"I:
, I

, ,
I

, I
I

Egyptran SCript and Rock-Art Connected or Unconnected?

Ecnture egyptJenne et art rupestre Cotinectes ou non?

Francis Lankester
Durham Umverslty Department of Archaeology Umted Kingdom

lankester2@aol com

Abstract -The rock-art of the late predynasnc and corpus
of SIgnS on late Protodynasnc media, notably tags and
seal impressions are exammed here m order outlme
their relanonship within the early Egyptian world VIew
and the development of systems of commurucanon and
display The Importance of hunting and control of the
Wild IS Widely seen III the petroglyphs, pottery and other
grave goods and the development of these motifs IS traced
through the Naqada cultural phase They are emblematic
of the prestige accrumg to the elites who engaged m
desert huntmg expeditions

Keywords - Grapluc Image, rock-art, huntIng, boats, ehte,
funeral)' practice

Resume - Lart rupestre du demur predynastique et le corpus
de szgnes des dermers medias protodynasuques, notamment les
marques et les sceaux, sont examines ta pour defimr les contours
de leur relation dans la vISIOn natssante du monde egyptzen et
le developpement des systemes de commumcatzon et d'ajfichage
Liimportance de lachasse etducontriJle dusauvage sont largement
msibles dans les petrog(yphes, les potenes et les autres objets graves
et le developpement de ces motifs est reconnu tout au long de la
phase culturelle Naqada lis symbohseni le prestzge grandissant
des elites quz sesont engage dans des expeditums de chasse dans
ledesert

Mots-cles - Image graphique; artrupestre, chasse, bateaux, elue, prauques
funeraires
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I t has been suggested that "the development of visual
symbols, and the use of such over space and nme m
elaborate rock mscnption tableaux, may well have set

the stage for the development of writing m Egypt (Darnell
2006 3) On the surface this IS an unhkely development to
have occurred, gIventhe lack of correspondence between
Images m the rock-art and sIgns which later became
hieroglyphs Only 'Mm's thunderbolt,' a mace and some
birds (Darnell 2002 23 & 2009 100), as well as boats
(Rohl 2000, Morrow & Morrow 2002) can be seen m
dynastic Egyptian writing (Ansehn 2001 121) However,
It will be argued here that the early Egyptian overall
world-view expressed m the rock-art from Naqada l-Ill
can be seen m early graplnc Images utilised as 'wnnng '

vVe cannot look at early wntmg as merely codmg
mformanon "Wntmg IS not Just a techmque developed
to serve a umversal human need, but rather It IS a SOCIal
process of knowledge representation based on human
interaction and histoncal continuity" (Damerow 2006 7)
It IS possible to overlook the matenal dimensions of the
objects on which 'wnnng' has been found Here I propose
that the early grapmc Images found m funerary contexts
and m desert rock-art are hnked by purpose and display
m a developmg Egypnan elite 'religion '

Distnbunon and Dating of Egyp"I"lan
Petroglyphs

Dtstnbunor:

The predynastic and early dynastic rock-art considered
here IS located, from north to south, m the Central Eastern
Desert (Roh12000,Morrow & Morrow 2002), 'Dorrnruon
Behmd Thebes' (Darnell 2002), El Kab (Huyge 1995),
Hierakonpohs, Kom ambo drainage Basm (Judsl2009),
the Nile Valley-especially Gebel Silsila& Sayala (Cervicek
1974, Engelmayer 1965), Gharb Aswan (Gatto et al
2010), and Gebel Sheikh Suleiman (WIllmms& Logan
1987 285) The Eastern Desert from Warn el Atwam m
the regIon of Qena south to the Kom ambo Drainage
Basm (map 1) mcludes the majority of the rock-art
evidence WIth over three hundred SItes (Judd 2009,
Lankester 2012) Dating the rock-art IS often problematic,
gIven the absence of archaeological remains which can
be clearly associated WIth the petroglyphs

Dating the Petroglyphs

The approach taken here IS firstly to identify clearly
Naqada Images, pnrnanly boats and figures WIth their

arms raised above the head and mcurved, by reference
to the C and D-Ware and other Nile Valley artefacts In
addition, pharaomc boats by the presence of (a mamly
central) mast, sail,and/or steenng oar(s),can be identified
and excluded But by thismeans onlya mmonty of the boat
Images willbe idennfied (46 predynasnc Naqada I and Il
and three Naqada III examples m the Central Eastern
Desert) The next stage IS to identify 'compositions '
These are sets of associated and related motifs m terms
of style, subject, supenmposinon and patmation and to
date the boat Images which are unknown m Nile Valley
evidence by their occurrence m these scenes

An illustrativeexample of a composition IS seen at BAR- 9
where 8 boats, one WIth an 'arm raised' figure amidships,
are found among numerous ammal and hunting motifs
(fig 1& 2) Allof these Images, WIth the exception of four
later additions of three horses and a camel, constitute a
smgle composition A considerable number of ammals
and SIX boats can be seen m the illustration Most of these
are square boats, which are common m the corpus Two
possess a stern WIth a feature seen m other boat Images,
akin to a 'T' WIth downturned ends There are two other
similar stern features which can assist m dating Both
of these boats also have two 'streamers' at the other
end Double streamers are found on the SIckle boats on
D-Ware hanging from the 'standard' pole However,
none of the few Naqada Il petroglyph boats have them
The streamer IS mamly found m southern Central
Eastern Desert warns (22 out of 25 SItes, Lankester 20 12
5 1) These features alone do not tie the design to any
particular time penod However,m the nght-hand corner
there IS an mcurved 'three frond' boat WIth an s-shaped
prow which bears some resemblance to the boat on the
Ashmolean clay box Again, this alone IS not conclusive
of an early, predynasnc date But It addinonally contains a
clear 'arms raised' figure found on C and D-Ware, danng
to both Naqada I and Il Therefore, It IS possible to date
tillsboth tills boat type and the scene as bemg predynasnc
m date If the mcurved 'frond' boat can be dated to late
Naqada IIearly Naqada Il, then we have a date for the
whole scene

Scenes WIth the 'arms raised' figure alone can be dated
to Naqada IIIl, and WIth the mcurved 'frond' boat to a
narrowerpenod than that Naqadalc-Ila/b Where boats
have examples of these features, they are 'predynastic,'
as are clearly associated Images on the same rock face
WIth the same patmation GIven the strong aSSOCIatIOn
of boats, especially 'Square' types, plumed figures, often
engaged m huntmg and ammals such as gIraffe, hippo,
crocodile and hippopotamus which can be assigned an
early date By this means, a total of 344 predynasnc boat
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I_.J Reseaux des principaux wadis du Desert oriental Map 1. The Eastern Desert from Wadi el Alwani in the region of Qena sou th to the Kom
Omb o Drainage Basin / Le Desert de t 'es: de War!i et A twam au sud de Qena DU bass in
de l om Ombo

images can be identified (compared to 94 ph a raonic era
vcsscls-Lankester 200 2: 209). Human and a nimal images
whic h are det er m ined to be integra l to a scene with
datcabl c pre dyna stic boats ca n then be dated , a nd then
those assoc ia ted with dateable images and of the sa me
pa tina tion.

Noaada t/eottv Naqada If boat motifs
1. Human figures on D-Ware 'co ntrolling' wild desert animal s, Graff 2009:
256 / Figures numoino s sur vases D-Ware ' con/ID/ant «ies ammaux
s<HwlIges :i ll desert, Grot! 2009. 256, [Jraw,ngJL:.>o;r,,·, G , GrM

2. Human figures 'co ntrolling' wild desert animals, Graff 2009: 258/ Fig lll'8S
numsm es " contra/ant -oes animill»' sallvages ou desor: ' Gmt( 2009: 258

A large variety of boat forms is found in the Naq ada I
Period , which suggests that a wid e variety of boats,
'Sickle' and 'Square,' was actually used in Egyp t as ea rly
as the four th millenni um BCE. As a consequence, simply
compa ring apparen tly simila r shapes in mobilia ry a rt
from the Nile Valley a nd in the desert rock-art co rp us
will be unprod uctive. Naqada I boats on mobilia ry a rt
show multip le oa rs o r non e, so me tim es ther e is also a
long steering oar towards the stern , and mo st boats are
shown with cabins. A C-Ware bow l in the Cairo Egyp tian
Mu seum includes images of ostrich, crocodile, an telope,

Pre l'tsrotres :1£' /'!k lt/we, Ic:onnyrap hre. pra llC!(les grilpnrquF.S er emergen r'e oe t'ecnt oen: l 'Egypte prodyl1 <1srlq /l$ I .11 I
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The largest number of boat representations that are
commonly assigned to the later Naqada II Penod
IS found on D- Ware pottery (Graff 2009) There
are similar boats m the pamtmg m Tomb 100 m
Hierakonpohs (Wilkmson 2003 69) A total of fifty
nme boat petroglyphs, identified as 'Type I' (fig 4,
Engelmaver 1965, Cervicek 1974) and dated to the
Naqada II penod by the different investigators, can be
identified m Upper Egypt and Lower Nubia (Dunbar
1941, Engelmayer 1965, Hellstrom & Langballe 1970,
Cervicek 1986, Huyge 1995, Vahala & Cervicek 1999)
Thus, the representations m the petroglyphs are heavily
outnumbered by those on the D-Ware pottery The latter
are shown WIth vanous 'standards,' wlule the petroglyphs
m the NIle Valley very rarely possess this feature ThIS
suggests that the representations on the pottery are
special m some way Only a dozen of these boat Images
are found m the Eastern Desert m addition to their bemg
rare elsewhere (Lankester 2012 203)

three 'fronds' The 'arms raised' figure IS found on both
Naqada I and II pottery and m the form of figunnes
The motif does not contmue mto the Naqada III
Penod m a Nile Valley context, nor IS It associated WIth
any petroglyph assigned to this penod On the other
hand, clearly identifiable Naqada I!early Naqada II
boat Images are mamly located m the Eastern Desert
(Lankester 2012) There IS one petroglyph from El
Hosh (Wmkler 1938), one near Silsila (Cervicek 1974
Abb 244), SIX at HK 61 at Hierakonpohs (Berger 1992,
Fnedman 2008) and at least one from west of Thebes
(Darnell 2011 1157), but no others are apparent from
anywhere else m the Nile Valley

Naqada If Boat MotIfs

4 Clay fiqurmes Naqada 1/11 atter Kantor 1944 fig 7 / Ffgunnes d arglle
Naqada 1111, d apres Kantor 1944 fig 7

.-----~I=-

3 C-ware bowl In Naqada IIc context with dancers and hippopotamus
hunt scene Graft, 2009 226/ Coupe C-ware en contexte Naqada IIc avec
danseurs et scenes de chasse a 1tnppopotsme, Graft 2009 226

Several pertinent observations can be made concermng
the Ashmolean box boat Image The Ashmolean 'frond
boat' motif does not appear at all on any D-Ware
pottery (Graff 2009) While there are examples of boat
representations with upward-bending ends, there IS
only one WIth the tnangular element and none WIth the

huntmg dog, hippopotarnus, scorpIOn and fish (fig 3)
The first five of these are also represented among the
petroglyphs

There IS one boat Image useful for datmg the clay box
m the Ashmolean Museum m Oxford has a painted
mcurved sickleboat WIth an S-shaped prow and a double
'frond' at the stern It does come from a dateable context
from the end of the Naqada I penod (Randal-Maciver &
Mace 1902), or perhaps the begmnmg of Naqada II
(Graff 2009 250) Despite ItS chronology, this drawing
IS different from the four sickle boats on the Gebelem
Lmen, which IS also dated to the end of Naqada I or
the begmnmg of Naqada II Penod (Adams & Cialowicz
1997 36, Hendnckx 2011 personal communication)
In addition to the S-shaped prow and double feature
at the stern, there are severallmes projectmg mwards
from the stern, whereas on mcurved boat drawmgs m
the Central Eastern Desert there IS only one, usually
projectmg from the often trIangular object at the top of
the stern (fig 1 & 2)



Naqada /11 Boat Motifs

In the Na qa da III Period boat models, knife handles, ivo ry
an d bone labels, the Q ustul Incense Burner (Williams &
Logan 1987: 252), a nd d rawings on pottery rarel y disp lay
a wider ra nge of boat form s compared to the mobiliary
a rt of the Naqada I a nd II Periods. Boat mod els, the
Q astu l lneense Burn er and a vase in the British Museum
(EA35324) display a new kind of boat design with a very
high p row a nd a triangular stern. The same design is
seen in petroglyphs in Lower Nubia and Upper Egyp t
(D unba r 1941 , Eng elm aye r 1965, AJmagro Basch &
Alm agro Gorbea 1968 , ~e1lstrom & Langballe 1970,
Hu yge 1995 , Vah al a & Cervicck 1999). A similarly
shaped boat , but with a more sloping prow and with ou t
the tr iang ular ste rn , is displayed on a graffito in G ebel
She ikh Suleima n, by some boat mode ls, on the Narm er
Palette, and in petroglyphs in Lower N ubia and U p pe r
Egyp t (Dunbar 1 9L~ 1, Almagro Basch &AlmagrovGor bea
1968, O tto & Buschen dorf-Otto 1993, Vahala & Cervic ek
1999).

T he overwhelm ing m aj orit y of images in th e Ce ntra l
Easter n Desert a nd Kom O m bo d ra inage Basin ca n be
assigned to the lat e Naqad a 11early N aqada II per iod
(La nkcstc r 20 12), a nd th ere a re re late d boa t images a t
H iera konpolis (Berger 1982, Fried man 2008). H owever,
El K ab has m ain ly Naqa da Il c / d an d HI boat im ages
(H uyge 1995). In ad d ition, a ltho ugh two sickle boa ts
behind T he bes are no ted as Naqada Il the othe r illustrated
im ages of maces, high -p rowed boats and a boat with a
hori zon tally perch ed falcon on the prow, seven boats in
all, can be assigned to N aqada III (DarneU 2009: 9 7).The
situation in the Eastern D esert where there are only four
N aqada III style boats (fig. 5,Judd 2009, Lankester 20 12)

5. El Kab 'arms rarsed' figures In classic pose / rtgUNS ail" orue I~'V(,,~ liB
Kab 811 position classique, photo courtesy/photo O. t-Iuyge

Egyp ran Script and fl ock-An Connected or Unconnected? /33

is in co ntra st to that in U ppe r a nd Lower N ubia. Th ere
is a co ncentra tion of Naq ad a III vessels a t G harb Aswa n
(Gatto 2009), a nd especially at Sayala (Engelmayer 1965),
in addition to simila rly styled boats in the Sheikh Su leiman
g ra ffito (Willia ms & Logan 1987 : 285 ), confi rm ing a
trend to later representat ions the further south on e goes.
T here are a t least 120 N aq ada III boa t im ages in total
from Aswan to Lower N ubia (D unbar 194·1, Engelmayer
1965, Almagro Basch & AJmagro Corbea 1968, Otto &
Buschend orf- O tto 1993, Vah ala & Cervicek 1999). This
co mpares with 60 Naqada Il bo at images akin to the
depiction s o n D-Wa re, half of which are at El Kab or
in th e desert (H uyg e 1995, Lankester 2012). Thus, the
p revalence of Naqada fII boat petroglyphs appears to
mar k expa nsion of the early Egyptian state and military
ac tion southwa rds.

Funera ry Con nections

Connections between the Petrogfyphs and
Predynastic Pottery

It is p ro posed here that th ere is a clo se rel ati o nshi p
between the p red ynastic rock-a rt a nd Iunerary practice in
the N ile Valley. C-Wa re pots display many hunting scenes,
ofte n of croc od iles a nd / or hippopot ami , with 'a r ms
ra ised ' figures (figures with both a rms ra ised above th e
head and incurved) in addition to a few boats. H owever,
in five cases boats a re associated with wild animals (G ra ff
2009). H unting with dogs is a feature of this pottery. In
the subsequen t D-\IVa re there are onl y five examples of
do gs in the sce nes on pottery, a nd examples of hunters
with dog packs chasing down prey or possessing bows
arc absen t.

The close con nec tion (in archaeologica lcontexts) between
human death and animal death from the early predynastic
has been not ed by Wengrow (2006). "B y dramatically
assimilating hum an death to the culling of herds, Iunera ry
rit es may have represen ted it as part of the repet itive,
cycl ica l o rd er o f destructio n a nd rejuven ati on, upon
whic h dom estic and soc ia l regeneratio n also dep end ed"
(We ng row 2006: (8). Examples of' con trol over wi ld
an im als, wheth er by hunting, lasso ing, or the coe rcive
power of 'dancing ' figur es are wid espread a mong the
Easte rn Desert petroglyphs. T h is ca n also be seen both
o n pottery suc h as th e Ma ha sna C -Ware bowl with
dan cers and hippopotamu s hunt ing (G raff2009: 226) and
th e pc troglyphs a t Bara m iya- 9 wher e ther e is c rocod ile
hunting a nd a 'da ncing' figure in a boar. By extension this
represent s powe r over deat h, a nd the a bility to con tin ue
wit h life after deat h .

Preh/$Iolr.;s de t'ecutu re . Ir.onograpllle. ",rlqiJes grapniq/J"s ar t?mergence de I'ecrit 'fans J'Egy le prodynastiqu" I., ,t>I '" ,:r
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Hitherto there has been a problem connecting predynasric
burial objects, notably pottery, to the rock-art in the desert
dateable to the Predynastic. The boat images on the
D- Ware pottery constitute a formalised and restricted
repertoire with considerable differences from the C-\IVare
and the petroglyphs. This leads to the reasonable question
that "if' the square-hulled and incurved sickle shaped boats
were essentially funerary in nature..... why are they not
more common on objects (painted pottery) that actually
accompanied thc deceased in the afterlife?" (Huygc
2004·: l21). Noncthclcss, this objection can be overcome
as both in the petroglyph and Nile valley contexts thcrc
are associated boats, hunting and dancing-for example,
the Cebclcin Linen, T l00 painting, and 'arms raised'
figurines in bu rials, While on the extremely formalised
D-ware pottery we have no actual hunting scenes, there
are 36 examples of men with throw-sticks in addition to
desert animals such as the ostrich and addax, Some of
the male figures actually touch an addax and can be said
to be in control of animals (fig. 6 & 7). 145 of thc D- 'Ware
pots have depictions of desert animals, so there is a strong
link between valley and desert (Graff2009). Therefore, we
can, alicr all, connect the D-ware grave pottery
with desert pctroglyph scenes. Moreover, only
a few D-\Vare fragments have been found in
settlements. All of the proverianced complete
vessels come from burials (Graff 2009). They
show a restricted, formalised repertoire and
were probably made in a limited number of
locations in a small number of' workshops.

Connections with , and the
Importance of, Hunting

Images of hunting in the desert
How can we account for the combination of
boats, hunting and 'dancing figures' in both
the rock-art and the Nile Valley? Hunting
imagery is found in the Central Eastern Desert
over millennia and in many dynastic tomb
paintings. Hunting images are
widespread in the Central Eastern
Desert and herding is only a very
minor part of the pe troglyph scenes.
Hunting is clearly a major activity
in the Central Eastern Desert
pctroglyphs, as 256 figures (29.5%)
at l06 (42.5%) are engaged in
hunting (Lankestcr 20 l2: 166).
This is defined as where a figure is
accompanicd by a dog, has a bow
and/ or is in close association with
animals, or stands among animals.

Interestingly, at 27 additional sites (11%) dogs are shown
chasing down prey but no human hunters arc indicated.
Thus, some form of hunting is indicated at a hundred
and thirty-three sites (53.5%) in the Central Eastern
Desert. Adding those involved in the 'control' of bovids
and other animals, since most of these are likely to be
hunting there are 292 (36%) human figures engaged in
hunting. Notably, at 67 (65%) of the 106 sites where
human figures arc clearly engaged in hunting there is a
closc relationship with boats Lankester 2012: 168). Thus
thcrc is a strong correlation between hun ting imagcs
and those of boats specifically, and animal images and
boats gcncrally. 18 sites have the 'Integrated' scenes
where boats, human figures and animals constitute a
mixed composition. The 'arms raised' figure is seen at
29 sites-almost always associated with animal petroglyphs

6. El Kab, variant of 'arms raised' figure (right) with animals I './nml
Ut. ; ,11 ~.1LKB ' ~ l.l'" rv i Iu· 1. ' J . tr1J.JfA, -hit 'H i/( rjd i ; ,\ photo COlJrt P. ~3ylt tl ,rc'
D. Huyge

7.Typical hunting scene, detail from BAR-10, Wadi Baramiya / Scene de
cnnsse IY.o"lue , ,iotall cte BAR· 10, Wadi BaramiV3



and present particularly at the largest predynastic and
'Integrated' sites. At only three sites boat images are not
in the scene with the figures, although they may be present
at the site or nearby. Thus, they fit within the varied burial
practices and preparations [or the afterlife which were
being developed in the Prcdynastic.

Imoges of an imal 'contro l' in the Central
Eastern Desert
There are 74 (8.5%) human images engaged in control
of an animal either by leash, lasso or harpoon (Lankester
2012: 164). These include 35 sites involving 45 figures
(61% of controlling figures) have control of a bovid. With
two exceptions the method used isa lasso or leash to one of
the horns. 12 figures art' engaged in controlling crocodile
(fig. 8) and hippopotamus. Five of these hippopotamus
hunters arc present at \Vadi Qash-3 engaged with two
animals in the same scene, accompanied by a dancing
figure with arms raised (Morrow & Morrow 2002: 286).
Further examples occur at Umm Salam-5 (Morrow &
Morrow 2002: 49), at Wadi Hajalij (North)-9 (Morrow &
Morrow 2002: 42), another at Wadi Umm Sam-32
where a small stick figure holds the ends of two 'Navy
lines leading to the head of a hippopotamus (Morrow &
Morrow 2002: 82) in addition to one hunted from a
'frond boat' in Wadi Midriq with a 'dancing' ligure
on board (fig. 9, C. Hanson, pers. cornm.), A crocodile
hunting scene occurs at three sites, Wadi Hajalij (South)-I
(Rohl 2000: 3 l), Wadi Baramiya-9 (Rohl 2000: 41) and
Qash-3 (Morrow & Morrow 2002: 286). No animal is
shown as having been 'killed' among the Eastern Desert
petroglyphs. They arc either 'controlled' or chased down
by packs of dogs and/or by hunters with bows.

Rema insand imageso f hunting in the Nile Volle y
There is evidence of hunting at 'Block 'fhree,' a structure
at Mahasna, north-west of Abydos (and therefore related
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to the northern region of the Eastern Desert survey
area) dated to Naqada II a/b. Remains of wild animals
were deposited around this and the elite structure, as
at Hierakonpolis (Anderson 2006: 259). An apparent
connection with the desert hunting representations can
also be found at Hierakonpolis in the animal burials
in the elite cemetery at HK6 (Naqada IIa). 58 whole
animals have been located around the perimeter of
the T6 tomb complex which at 60m long and 40m
wide with pillared halls was a considerable installation.
These include an aurochs, 2 elephants, 3 hippopotami,
a crocodile, a hartebeest, a leopard, 8 baboons, 18 sheep
or goat, and no less than '~2 dogs (Friedman 2011: 39,
Patch 2012: 87). The remains of at least 22 ostrich eggs
were recovered from a 'ritual precinct' of what were
originally pillarcd bui Idings. Some of these eggs had
been set up on display bases (Friedman 2005 & 2007),
including one with a hunting scene (Friedman 2011: 41)
along with flint arrowheads and flint animals, including
barbary sheep and ibex. Considerable faunal remains
at the Naqada lIblc HK29A complex suggest butchery
and feasting, and include the remains of cattle, wild
animals including hippopotami, crocodile and large
perch, (Friedman 2009: 84). This use of wild fauna is
in stark contrast to the unimportance of game in food
consumption in ancient Egypt. Faunal remains from
HK29A include 1'1. 7'% wild animals compared to 1.6%
at Hierakonpolis excluding HK29A (Linseele & van
Neer 2009: 55). Overall, hunting makes up only 2% of
food procurement in the Predynastic, but wild mammals
constitute 16% of remains at HK 29A temple site and
there is a wide range of wild animals at elite cemetery
HK6 (Hcndrickx 2006: 735).

Wc also sec evidence of hunting on pottery from burials
in the Nile Valley. There are 12 examples of hunting
hippopotami and crocodiles in the C-Ware, and 20

8. 'Integrated' boats and hunting panorama with figure controlling crocodile and 'arms raised' figure in boat, BAR·9, Wadi Baramiya / 'Botooux in/vgres
daJJ$ ut: envi ronne merr/ de ctuisse. d'lP.C une (i'Ju re controlanl UI! ctccodite et un nersonnaoe j bras teves dans le beieeu, BAR-9, Wadi Barnm'ya
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9. Detail from Figure 8 showing control of crocodile and bovid (digitally enhanced) / uetall de lil Ilqure R mon tron t le controte
de crocoaite« et bnvid es ('Ill €' avec qmn numeriq tJe)

vessels portraying hunting with dogs or by dogs alone
(Graff 2009). This includes several with the prey being
grasped, as occurs in the desert scenes. Dogs also occur
quite frequently on ivories, but usually at the end of
a neat row of animals seemingly controlling them,
and also on palettes and knife handles (Hendriekx
2006: 728). Figures wearing feathers, probably from
ostriches, are seen on C and D-Ware pottery and on
palettes as well as in the rock-art. This suggests that the
journey in to the desert and portrayals of hunting and
control of wild animals were considered more important
than actual captures. In any case, these may have been
hard to undertake if clite non-specialists were engaging
in the hunting trips. On the other hand, ostrich eggs
and feathers would have been would have been easier
to collect. We do see a mixture of desert and valley
animals on C-\Vare, while on D-\Vare, primarily from
burials, only desert fauna (and five examples of dogs) arc
indicated (Graff2009). There are also desert and riverinc
animals shown being hunted together at petroglyph
sites such as Baramiya-9 and Qash-3. Therefore, valley
and desert are intimately linked within a setting of
domination and control.

Imag es o f hunting in Naqado III
The portrayal of hunting continues into Naqada Ill. The
'hunters palette' (fig. 10) shows figures with one and two
plumes, and wearing dog tails, although carrying a pear
shaped mace and a falcon standard, which constitute
clear evidence of elite status. \Ve additionally see bow
carrying figures on labels from Tomb U-J at Abydos,
antelope and ibex horns: 21 tags in total out of 137 with
representations other than numerals (Dreyer 1998). The
importance of hunting to the elite also continues through
the dynastic era, but often in controlled situations shown

in tomb paintings where the deceased hunts animals are
trapped and brought into an enclosure, not the hunter
(perhaps the deceased and/ or his relatives) going out
deep into the desert (Strandberg 2009). In the tomb
scenes we see dead and dying animals hit by missile
weapons (Osbor n 1998), whereas in the predynastic
desert scenes (with the exception of the crocodile and
hippopotamus harpooning) there is only the hunt itself;
not the result.

The Role of 'Danc ing '

The power of dance

Dance is a cross-cultural function that, "in traditional
communities bears various social and religious functions"
(Garfinkcl 2003: 17). There arc many depictions of
what may be dancing from the Neolithic Near East and
Balkans (Garfinkel 2003). Those outside Egypt rarely
show the dancers together with animals and never with
the large numbers of quadrupeds seen in the CED
petroglyphs. 'Dancers' on the D-Ware and in the rock
art also appear either singly or in very small groups as
opposed to large groups, in some cases circles, of dancers
outside Egypt. Interpretation of Mesopotamian dancing
scenes suggests that they represent the earliest roots of
the later, 3rct millennium, temple cult dramas (Garfinkel
2003: 40). However, the prominence of singleton figures
in the rock-art (two-thirds, and the other multiple examples
are pairs, Lankester 20 12)indicates a different function of
the Egyptian dance scenes in the rock-art and on pottery.
Moreover, the 'dance' seen on the Gebelein Linen, D-\Vare
and desert rock-art with the 'arms raised' figure pose does
not continue into the Egyptian dynastic era, by this time
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10. 'Dancers' and animal control, SAL-35, Wadi Umm Salam / 'Oaflseurs ' eranimaux -conrrores-, SAL-"S . Wad' Umm Sa/am

representing 'a n echo of its imp ortant role in the symbolic
representation of Predynastic Egyp t (Ga rfinkeI2003: 267).

Da nce has pow er a nd thi s lies, " in its mult ise nsory,
emo tio nal, and sym bolic ca pacit y to commu nica te.. ..
Dance isa vehicle tha t incorporates inchoate idcas in visible
human form and modifies inner expe rience as wellas social
ac tion" (Ga rfinkel 2003: 59). It is a multi sensory ac tivity,
which frames a nd prolon gs com munica tion, a nd " the
sight of perform ers moving in time and space, the sounds
of p hysica l movem ent, the sm ell of physical exert ion,
the feeling of kinaesthetic activity or empathy, the tou ch
of body to bod y or performing area, a nd the p roxemic
sense-has the unique po tential of going beyond man y o ther
aud io-vis ual media o f persuasion " (C arfinkel 2003 : 59).
Once the dance is over the participant feels restored and
refreshed with inner tensions released (G arfinkeI2003 :59).

Contrary explanations for the 'a rms raised '
figure

W hile a persuasive case has been made that the pottery
a nd petroglyph figures with a r ms raised a nd incurvcd
a bove the head a rc a dancin g pose (Garfinkel 2003,
Lankester 20 (2), it has becn sugge sted th at the y either
rep resent horns o r the celebra tion of victo ry a ttended
by pri son ers (H eud rickx 20 I I, H en dri ckx 200 2). T he
proposed relat ion ship between the 'a rms raised ' ges ture
on the on e hand and figurative flints, pa lettes and amulets
(H e nd rickx 200 2: 284 , 294- 6) rests primaril y upon a
subj ective per ceived similari ty in shape. In the rock-a rt
the figures a re found in associa tio n with a va riety o f
ga me animals a nd boat s, no t with herding T he ngu re s
ap pear to be a part of the control a nd dominat ion o f wild

an imals, a nd therefore of 'wild ness' and the desert areas
in gene ra l. No r do bovids appea r a t a ll on the D-Ware
pottery. On the contra ry, the 'danc ing ' figure is a fea ture
of this pott e ry' in association with figures carryi ng th row
sticks, the co ntrol of animals, and boats (above).

That the raised arms gesture involves dancing has been
convincingly a rgu ed by C a rfinkcl (Ga rfinkel 200 1, 2003),
focusing o n th e lack o f aggressive ge stures, a nd th er e
being no smiting scenes or bou nd pri soners in me C- Ware
examples. H endrick.."X notes tha t " the m ilitary aspect is not
rendered th rough actu al scenes of violen ce, but through
capt ives with their a r ms boun d at their backs and in
some cases 'a ttached ' to la rger figu res, sometimes holding
maces, co nsidered to be the victor s, and that "Raised arms
a rc anothe r exp ression of victory" (H endri ckx 20 I I: 76).
H owever, the difficul ty of inte rp reting the C-Ware scenes
is demo nstrated by a pot fro m Tomb U -239 at Abydos
(fig. 11 ). T his do es have a large figure (perha ps the same
one shown three times) ca rrying a n object which m ight
be a mace. H oweve r, th e o bjec t is ca r ried in a non 
th rea tening wa y in relati on to th e sma lle r figu res. No r
is there a ny sign tha t the smaller figu res are bound . O n
the contra ry, wh ere the figures are co nnected, they hold
ea ch other by the hand . In the bottom the re may even be
a woman holding a small ch ild or baby. This is suppo rted
by a no the r vesse l from Abydo s, in To m b U - 145 (fig. 12)
where wha t appear to be ar ms are crude ly show n in both
the top and middle regi ster figures and where indi vid ual
legs are not delinea ted . Here th e peop le appear to be
sta nd ing ar m-in-a rm , rather th an being bound . Even
the figures in the bottom register co ntro lling/ ha rpoo ning
hi ppop ot ami ha ve lim bs wh ich a re sim ila rly crudely
dep icted, lackin g even feet.

Prt)!IIS!OI{('JS a cecnuue. Ico nograpn,o , pral /ques graplliqlJes et em"rgence c e "';'cnr dJns I'Ew pre oreavnosuque I
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11. Main cliff face boa t with five large figures, another boat with 'arms raised ' figure on board , and dragged boa t to right, WAS- l a Wadi Abu Wasil ! Ba /eau
ae la pero! prinClpale svec cinq glands personnages, un au lra oil /eau avec un personnage il orae Iflves sur till ooteau et un euts« be leuu haie $ 111 la droll'"
WAS·1U Wadi Abu Wasil

The a rtisans wh o painted the ima ges simply did not
regard accu rate depiction of the human body as bein g
important, as is often the case in the roc k-a rt . It is not
a case of lack of' skill bu t of' givin g significance to the
depiction of activities of hunting and co ntrol. T herefore,
th e 'a rms rai sed ' figures and th eir compa nions here
represent a communal dance ac tivity, rath er tha n having
a ny military function . Moreover, there a re no examples
of military ac tivity or pri soners 0 11 the D-Ware . On these

vessels a large female 'a rms raise d' figure is sometimes
associate d with m ale figur es ca rrying th row-sticks. T here
a rc a lso 12 examples on the D- Ware pottery of figures
holding hands, or resting their han d or arm on a nother
figure's a rm or sho ulde r (G ra ff 2009). Non e of these
figures arc bo und in a ny wa y, Non-pottery evidence
with associated images, such as the Gebelein Linen, also
shows communal dancing, including 'a rms raised ' figures
and a (damaged) row of dancers holding hands, with no

12, Boats, hunting scene including animal control on flat rock front and right of main face, WAS-10 (Wadi Abu Wasil) !
Beteaux, scene de chasse mciuon: une SCHne de con/role rj 'anil11.1! sur line parol en face et acJrOl le tie la paro ipnnClpale



evidence of violent dominance. This lack or a military
theme is echoed in the rock-art where it is completely
absent until Naqada IId or later in the 'Scorpion Tableau'
at Gebel Tjauti (Darnell 2002, Hartung 20(0).

Function of the 'da ncing' figures

There are 62 'dancing' figures recorded at 29 sites in
the Central Eastern Desert (out of 98 predynastic sites,
Lankester 20 12: 175).In addition there arc five'arms raised'
figures at El Kab, albeit only associated with one quadruped
(fig. 13; and a related dancing fig'urewi th the hands turned
outwards associated with a hunting scene with boat') below
much like related scenes in the Eastern Desert (fig. 14·). It
is apparent that 'dancing' is an important, although not
overwhelming, aspect of the rock-art during a restricted
period of time. Between the petroglyphs and D-Ware
depictions there is the difference that the 'arms raised'
figures in the desert seem to be overwhelmingly male, as arc
the kw on C-'IVare, while those on the Gebelein Linen and
the D-Ware arc overwhelmingly female. This may be due to
artefact survival,or to a difference in belief regarding the role
of the figures in Iunerary practice. 'Dancing' does appear
as an important part of predynastic funerary practice
Not only are there figurines from Naqada I and perhaps
earlier; (Ucko 196'))but there are dancers on C-Ware. These
inelude three scenes on provenanced pots from cemetery U
at Abydos including one 'arms raised' figure (Gra(f2009:
245 &247) and two un-provcnanced pot')with 'arms raised'
figures from U niversity College London and Brussels,(Gralf
2009: 242 & 243). There isalso a Naqada II c C-vVare bowl
from Mahasna showing two dancers withoutstretched arms
assor.iared with hippopotamus harpooning (fig. 15), as the
'arms raised' dancing figures are associated with hunting
scenes in the rock-art. Different kinds of dancing are thus
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indicated in late Naqada I through lie even apart (ram the
formalised D-'IVare. However, it must be noted that the
'arms raised' figure is only found on 20 D-ware vesselsout
of 469 (Graff2009). Moreover, on the D-Ware the large
'arms raised' figures have a variety of arm positions. This
is also evident in (provenanced) figurines over a long period
(fig. 16).

The role of dancing in early Egyptian society is intimately
connected to Iunerary practice, as evidenced by pottery,
figurines, T 100 and the Gebelein Linen. On the GebeJein
Linen we see a formalised group dance which includes
'arms raised' figures in the classic incurved pose in
addition to dancers holding hands (seen also on D-vVare),
and others with one arm raised. In the rock-art most of
the dancing figures are singletons (Lankester 2012: 159),
but there is one example of two in a boat, and two of
three and one of six dancers in the Wadis Salam, Umrn
Hajalij (South) and Kanais respectively (Rohl, 2000).
In many cases the desert dancing figu res are no better

14. C-Ware bowl with dog attacking
'comb ibex: Graff 2009: 233 / Coupe
C-Wafe compotten; un cnten altaqu8'lt
un ibex represent6 ClJrr.mv uoe extremn»
IJ > perQllo. Grat ! 2009 ' 233

13. Dragged boat with central 'arms raised' figure on trianqular rock in front of main face, WAS-1 0, Wadi Abu Wasil / Ba/eau
hale avec po ur figLI/'f: cemrulc: un personnage . IUX brlJS I(JV('.~ nu-ttessu« (le la rete sur une ps ro. Iriangulaire e n face'de la
pami p nnc ioste ,WAS- l O. Wadi Ab, ) \'';,1sil
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The presence of the human figures, mcludmg especially
those WIth their arms raised and mcurved, IS also notable
m such scenes These are unlikely to show actual game
dnves or people standing m the middle of a WIld herd
Anyone attemptmg this would either be trampled, or
more hkely see the fnghtened ammals disappearing mto
the distance III flight Where huntmg IS shown m the

petroglyph scenes It mvolves either hunters
with bows or chasmg down prey with
dogs ThIS gathenng together of otherwise
unassociable elements can only be as a
result of magical human control At Umm
Salam-35 we see 'arms raised' figures among
a vaned group of ammals A large figure
controls a bOVId WIth a rope and together WIth
these figures mfluences the arnmal collection
These face different ways and thus cannot
constitute a game dnve, but are brought here
by the human figures At BAR-9 an 'arms
raised' figure and two figures controllmg
respectively a bOVId and a crocodile 'glue'
the scene together In these scenes a mIX of
ammals, desert and nvenne, large and small,
climber and grazer, are brought together by
this means The fimshed Image IS present
on the rock surface for a very long time,
mdeed forever, III human perception unless
deliberately erased, and this IS not a feature
of the Central Eastern Desert rock-art

In addition to the control of WIld animals
we also see mastery of the WIld power of
water m the towed vessels, often seen m
the 'Integrated' rock-art scenes While only
6% of boat Images m the Central Eastern
Desert are towed or have a tow lme, they do
compnse a part of scenes over much of this
core predynasnc area Major tableau which

constitute 'Integrated' scenes, such as BAR-9 (Wadi
Bararmya) m the south and WAS-l 0 (WadiAbu Wasil)m
the north-central regIon of the Central Eastern Desert,
are notable for this feature In BAR-9 (see fig 1 & 2) the
vessels are m the midst of the huntIng/ammal control
scene WAS-l 0 constitutes a scene 'm depth' contammg
a towed boat WIthan 'arms raised' figure on board on a
rock m front of the main cliffface, which also has a towed
boat and an associated 'dancmg' figure

Many of the boats associated WIth the 'arms raised' figure
petroglyphs are probably dateable to late Naqada I/
early Naqada Il, and the D-Ware WIthItS related scenes
dates to late Naqada Il But the 'arms raised' figure
does not occur after this penod and there are only a few
petroglyphs dateable to Naqada III m the desert ThIS
suggests that III the late Naqada I/Naqada Il penod,
hunting m the desert was an elite activity and an element
that needed to be continued mto bunals There are forty
'arms raised' figures on C and D-vVare (4 examples
on C-Ware, 36 on D-Ware, Graff2009 151-2) Boats
(251) and 'water' (308) are the most common motifs

15 Cylindrical pot with face
copyright Royal Museum of

Arts & History Brussels / Pot
cyimdnque presente comme

un visage Musee Royaux d Art
et d'Hlstolre, BruxeJles

\Impossible

Human control of the combinations

Explaining the
Combinations'

Composition of the combinations

If the presence of hunting scenes IS readily
exphcable, It IS the reahstically 'impossible
combination' of boats, huntmg and figures
m an mtegrated scene which must be explamed In the
rock-art these scenes contrast WIth examples dated to the
mature pharaornc penod where boats are next to hunting
or arnmal scenes rather than integrated within them The
presence of boats among ammals stands out, especially
since we rarely see huntmg from boats but rather boats
III the middle of desert hunting scenes BAR-9 m WadI
Bararmya shows a typical scene WIth the chasmg down of
arnmals by packs of dogs III conjunction WIth lassomg of
a crocodile, antelope and bOVId and 8 boats (seefig 1& 2)
One of the boats IS bemg towed, and another has a tow
hne but no figures pullmg It

delmeated than non-dancing ones It IS the
pose which appears to have been Important
to the petroglyph creators The figures stand
statically, often among the ammals they
'control' (fig l7) Therefore It IS this act of
power which IS the most Important pomt
portrayed by the petroglyph scenes mvolvmg
these dancers Only one collective dance
IS seen m the Nile Valley, on the Gebelem
Lmen But this portrayal combmed with
boats and a hippopotamus hunt, m addition
to at least one desert ammal, together WIth
the presence of a few groups of dancers m
the petroglyphs, mdicates communal activity
The early Naqada EgyptIans combmed
the power of dance WIth control over the
WIld, represented by desert fauna as well as
crocodile and hippopotamus, and WIth nver
vessels m the necessary equipment for the
elite deceased
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16. Batt lefield Palette (detail), Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, author's photo /
Pale tte dire de I" Ba laille. As/m wleafJMU5fJUm. Oxlom, p110/0 lie l'a ule,JI

on the D- Ware (G rafr 200 9 : 171 & l8l ). T hus it was
not thought necessa ry to have the 'a rms raised' figure
present in more than a mino rity of g raves in Naqada Il,
while boats appear more sign ifica nt a nd required. In
Naqacla J th er e is a ver y sm a ll number of figures on
C- Ware , although there are also clay figu rines (U eko
1968) and exa mples of boats; 5 on C-Wart' (G raff 2009:
17 1) and some boa t models and pot-m arks. H ere we see
the beginning of the them e. T he Ge belein Linen is eith er
dat ed to lat e Naqada I (Ada rns & C ialowicz 1998 : 36)
or ea rly Naqada TI (G ra ff 2009: 25 0) a nd has a g ro up
o f the ' a r ms rai sed ' figures, boa ts a nd hun ting, whi le
the Naqada TIc Tom b 100 pa in ting has dan cers, boat s

and hunti ng. In none of aUof these examples ar e vessels
indi cated as travelling on wat er. The Tomb 100 sce nes
therefore represent a culmina tion of the development of
these features in the rock-art.

The integ ra tion of boa ts with a nim als and human s
hunti ng or in control of animals demonstrates the ability
of people to control the natural world through gesture and
dance as well as by lasso and bow. O n the Gebelein Lin en
an d Hi erak onp olis To mb l OO painti ng, found in elite
buri als, we see a sim ilar dan ce/boat/hun t combination .
This time, the p resen ce of the 'a rms ra ised' figures in a
co mmun a l dan ce sugges ts a n ac tua l ce remony fo r the

P ly!/,isIOil'f'..5 de t'ec ntuie. fcoll ogm phie. pretiaues gr oh iques et t,meryerJcff du iecn! dans i'EgYPle f)ledyna~tlqlJ e I ' "'.. " .tf,
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KanalsfBaramlya

17 Distnbution of frond boats In the CED and relationship to related petroglyphs at Hierakonpohs
and clay box found at AI Amrah now In the Ashmolean Museum Oxford / Dtstribution des bateaux a
fIgures de proue dans la pertie centrale du Dseert Onenatl, mls en reletion avec les petroglyphes de
Hlerakonpolls et le coffret en arglie actuellement conserve au Ashmolean Museum Oxford

Mcneh

to the ntual shown m particular
on the Gebelem Lmen and Tomb
lOO pamtmg "When rrtual is most
powerful It reheves us of the fear
of death and places us m harmony
with the universe" (Ijesselstejm
2005 7) Therefore, the 'dancmg'
figures lmk hunting and boats, valley
and desert m a seamless bndge
between hfe dunng hfe and life mto
the after-life The non-portrayal of
dogs on the D-Ware IS particular to
D-ware, as they continue on palettes
and knife handles In addition, the
Importance of hunnng m ehte bunals
contmues into the pharaornc age m
the many tomb paintings showmg
the deceased engaged m this activity
From Dynasty I labels huntmg can
be seen, m addition to corrallmg of
WIld ammals for later slaughter m
controlled hunts GImenez-Serrano
2002 59) The 'arms raised' motif
dropped out of the repertoire

Presumably this particular gesture was deemed to be
unnecessary, or that m the early dynastic period this ntual
hunting acnvity was reserved only for the kmg, who was
deemed to have the power over the Wild

Hammamat

deceased The hnen was found m an elite grave, as was the
C and D-Ware Thus m late Naqada I/early Naqada II
we have the dance m a Nile Valleybunal context together
With figunnes and hunting Implements, mcludmg clay
models of these m some graves (Fnedman 2009)

DISCUSSion
Funerary Practice In Desert and Valley

We can overcome objections to seemg the predynasnc
petroglyphs as related to funerary beliefs The presence of
the 'reahstically impossible combinations' and associations
m both Nile Valley bunal and desert petroglyph contexts
provides a firm lmk between the two locanons In the
early predynastic It IS apparent that the later perceived
division between a valley home and desert ahen land did
not exist, at least m elite behaviour The spread of the
combmations, 'frond' boats and 'arms raised' figures over
the Central Eastern Desert suggests that this was true
for the whole of the core of the Naqada culture In this
culture grave goods are commonly seen as 'provisionmg'
the deceased for the afterlife But the activities shown
m the desert Images combmed With human and ammal
figunnes, arrowheads and representations of boats and
'dance' m graves, suggests that this combination allows
'participation' m this afterhfe We find this thematic
combmation m the petroglyphs and on bunal objects
over a WIde area of Upper Egypt Through then
mechamcal resonance the 'dancmg' figures grve power

If we place the Central Eastern Desert evidence within
the context of EgyptIan rock-art overall, we can trace
the development of the Egyptian state and of funerary
religion In the early Predynastic penod travellers from a
number of mdependent centres m the Naqada culture
went mto the desert m order to conduct ntual huntmg,
and perhaps also to collect the garnet, carnelian and Red
Sea shells we see m graves We can see a particular lmk
between the boat petroglyphs at Kanais and those m the
valley at Hierakonpohs But the vanety of expression
within a common culture, as shown by the Widespread
distnbunon of the 'frond' boats and 'arms raised' figures,
suggests diverse ehte groups from several centres operanng
at this time We also see hunting as an ehte activity rangmg
from Hierakonpolis to Mahasna However, the 'frond'
boats are hmited to an area bounded by WadI Hammamat
m the north and Gebel Silsila m the south-m other words
the core area of the early Naqada culture

In the Naqada IIc/d penod there IS very little depiction
of activity m the desert, and such as there IS relates m the



southern wadis to the sickle boats seen m TlOO (dated
to Naqada Ilc) and m the north to Images on D-Ware
A small number of cross-hatched rectangles on D-Ware
may represent architectural features consisting of reed
mattmg, as found at Hierakonpohs, are associated With
desert ammals (Graff etal 2011) These may represent
culnc structures to which ammals were brought Thus, the
D-Ware does show a connection between valleyand desert
m Its portrayal of desert fauna and ammal 'control' But
there IS a move from overt display of imperishable lffiages
on rock to the bunal of these for the benefit of the person
m his/her grave where they would only be seen by the
deceased, both funcuonmg to benefit the deceased m the
next Me By associating ammal and human death With
boats, mediated by dance, powerful regeneratlve forces
could be engaged to enable deceased members of the
elrte to participate m the afierhfe It was therefore part of
expected elitebehaviour at this time to hunt m what IS now
the Eastern Desert On the rock surfaces they displayed
an aspect of their world VIew, the regenerative power
of hunting and ammal control allied to travel by boat
What was considered Important to display VISUally above
ground was later buned Withthe deceased as a necessary
regenerative tool

In Naqada Ill, which straddles the proto-dynastic and
early dynastic penods, only three boats and three serekhs,
two of Narmer and one empty, can be found m the
Central Eastern Desert (Lankester 20 12) The distnbunon
of Naqada III boats m Egypt and Nubia, Witha massive
concentration at Sayala of forty vessel images, shows the
progress of Egyptlan impenahsm Moreover, the presence
of many Naqada III motifs at 'Dormmon Behmd Thebes,'
together With the Gebel Tjauti tableau (Darnell 2002),
mirrors the shift of power towards the northern Naqada
culture terntory dominated by ThIS (Abydos) towards the
end of the Protodynasnc penod allied Withan extension
southwards of the Naqada culture mto Lower Nubia
Depictions of Naqada IIIstyle boats m the latter area at
Gebel Sheikh Suleiman and on the Qustul mcense burner
show these vessels engaged m combat-a rare actrvity
apart from the battle on the Gebel Arak kmfe handle In
contrast, the few Naqada III boats ill the Central Eastern
Desert are smgletons devoid of context

While the Image repertoire changes m the proto-dynasnc
penod, With the 'arms raised' figure droppmg out, dogs
engaged m hunting do continue to be portrayed There
IS a smgle dog m aSSOCIatIOn WIth a crowned figure
accompamed by fan and standard bearers at Gharb
Aswan (Hendnckx etal 2009 170) Dogs are alsopresent
on the 'Hunters Palette' workmg With plumed figures
carrymg bows and maces m addition to a falcon standard
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Kmfe handles such as the Brooklyn example have a dog at
the end of a lme of ammals, seemmgly controlling them
Among the U-J tags, 5 have representations of a figure
With a bow and one carrying a throw-stick, 10 show a
dog, and SIXteen have the head of an ammal-probably
an Ibex or barbary sheep (Piquette 2007) 20 have an
elephant, almost always associated Witha building akm to
the later 'per-wer' shnne, Itself resembhng an elephant
Thus, WIld ammals feature strongly m this restncted
corpus Domestic ammals, apart from the dogs which
can be hunting arumals, are conspicuously absent, while
the remarnmg fauna are mainly vanous birds The small
number of sealmgs from Uj mdudes more WIld animals
and a few boats

Concernmg the labels and sealmgs' function, Bames
(Bames 2004 171) usefully remmds us that symbohc
aspects of adrrnmstranon m Egypt were at least as
SIgnIficant as practical ones Tomb Uj IS notable for the
first evidence of storerooms attached to the grave If the
tags were attached to goods deemed necessary for the
deceased's afterlife, then perhaps they record the source
of what was supplied, whether towns OWing allegiance to,
or estatesowned by,the person mterred However, the lack
of a Widespread application to administration outside of
a restncted number of elrte Abydos tombs, suggests that
VIsual display was as Important In addition, none were
found attached to anything, despite bemg perforated Not
only IS the range of SIgnS on the tags restncted, but the small
amount of seal ImpreSSIOns carnes Images which appear
to fillup the space, rather than having a Imguisnc content
Early Dynastic sealmgsoften contam unmtelhgiblepseudo
writing (Bames2004 183) Both SIgnS and seals are VISUal
symbolicresources of the elite,as are the earher petroglyph
scenes and associated pottery The considerable numbers
of WIld ammals, dogs and bow-carrymgfigures among the
U-J tags indicates the connnumg importance of hunting
and control over the WIld

The Importance of boats IS seen at all stages of Egyptlan
history The Widespread presence of boat and water
symbols on the D-Ware and of rock-art boat Images
shows how mtegral they are to early Egyptian funerary
practice The amalgamation of boats m hunting scenes
does not continue mto the dynastic era But boats are
dearly a necessary Item of equipment for the deceased,
as seen m the model estate With boat m the tomb of Aha
(Emery 1961)and the Abydos boat bunals by the 'Western
Mastaba' (O'Connor 2009) The Iconography seen m the
Eastern Desert rock-art always mainly represented the
hunting activities of the elite and ItS need to show control
over the Wild and ensure regeneration of the deceased
Boats appear to be able to travel anywhere, and people m

Pretustotres de l'ecnture tconoqreptne prettques graphlques et emergence de I ecnt dans I Egypte predynestique I20/61 29 45
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them to be able to support huntmg activities It IS unclear
what purpose the Early Dynastic buned boats and boat
models fulfilled However, we can say that both hunting
and the use of boats were seen as necessary m funerary
pracace

Conclusion

It IS not possible to trace the use of VIsual symbols from
rock-art mto the Egyptian scnpt However, the tags
and seal impressions which represent early Egyptian
'wntmg' SIt comfortably within the emphasis dunng
the predynastic penod on control of wild ammals by
huntmg with dogs, and with boats Images of ammal
control and boats seen m the rock-art, particularly m
the Eastern Desert and on the C and D-Ware pottery,
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The Iconography on Decorated Ware

L'/conographle des Decorated Ware

Gwenola Graff
IRD UMR 208 PALOC - Paris (France)

gwenolagraft@lrd fr

Abstract - The lecture I am gomg to gIVe deals WIth the
Naqadan pamted vases We WIll not deal m great detail
WIth the White cross-lined vases of the Naqada I-IIAB
penod, but WIll focus on the Decorated vases of the
Naqada IIC-D penod The ornamental patterns of the
different elements of these vases, the lmks between these
elements and their position on the surface of the vases
have obviously been chosen m accordance WIth stnct
rules These rules display a hierarchy within the elements
making up the ornamental patterns I WIll first try to
explam these rules m order to understand how the syntax
of the Naqadan ornaments works and then compare
them WItha broad outlme of the oldest hieroglyph wntmg
syntax which IS known, that of the Old Empire

Keywords - Iconography, Naqada, Pamted vases, Semiology

Resume - La presente commumcaium porte sur les vases peznts
nagadzens us vases Whzte cross-lined de Nagada I-IIAB ne
retzendront que peu notre attentzon et nous ne nous concentrerons
que sur les Decorated de Nagada IIC-D En dfit) tl apparaft
au traoers de leur decor quedes regles stnctes regzssent ausst bzen
le dunx des elements, leurs assocuuums que leur posztzonnement
sur la surface du vase Elles sont stnctes et temozgnent d'une
hierarclne au setn des elements constuuufs du decor Apres auotr
degage autantque possible ces regle~ pourreconstztuer unesyntaxe
de Pimage nagadienne, on tentera unemise enparallele auec les
grandes lzgnes delasyniaxe laplus anctenne connuepourl'ecnture
/zzerogtyphzque) celle de l'Ancien-Empire

Mots-cles -Lconographu, Nagada, vases pants, semiologie de l'zmage
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D unngtheNaqadalandNaqadaIlculturesbetween
3,900 and 3,400 BC a certain amount of ceramics
were pamted The shape of the vases which were

pamted IS not chfferentfrom the shape of the non-pamted
vases Very few pamted vases were produced compared to
the total amount of vases Their number neverthelessgrew
over the years There were more pamted vasesproduced m
the Naqada II penod than m the Naqada I penod, especially
towards the end of the Naqada II penod

This production IS mamly known as part of grave objects
However, these vaseswere not only used for graves but also
for everyday purposes m settlements This ImpresslOn IS
more the result of the history of research on the Egyptian
predynasnc penod than a reahsnc picture of reahty

The painted vases from the Naqada I penod, named
Whrte cross-lmed by the father of the predynasnc penod,
WM F Petne, are different from the Decorated ware of
the Naqada II penod There are chfferences m the types of
ceramics used and alsom styleand pictures The shapes and
colours are chfferentand also the way m which the elements
are drawn and how the patterns are set up It 1Svery easy to
see the chfference between a Wlute cross-lmedware, which
IS red with white paintings and a Decorated vase, which
1Spinkish beige with red and brown ornamental patterns

C-Ware and D-Ware do not fully correspond to the cultural
separation of Naqada I and Naqada II C-Ware has been
identified between 3,900 and 3,650, which means from
Naqada IA to Naqada IIA-B, and D-Ware from 3,650 to
3,400, wlnch means dunng Naqada IlC and D (fig 1)

The mam chfference between the C and the D ware IS the
way the picture IS set up The stnct and restrictive rules
on how to choose the ornamental patterns appear m the
Naqada II penod They did not exist m the Naqada I
penod The wide range of combinations m the choice
of ornamental patterns became more hrrnted between
the "C-Ware" and the "D-Ware" penods This could be
explamed by the fact that structure and hierarchy played a
more Important rolem society; which could alsobe observed
m the funerary field

In any case, we consider that these stnct rules make It
easier for us to study this penod, provided that they can
be identified and interpreted They give us useful keys to
understand the ornamental patterns These constraints
facilitate m particular a semiological approach We can
consider that they provide us with a proto-syntax m the
meamng given by G Sauvet "Dans le domame de la
communication graphique prelustonque la syntaxe
represente l'ensemble des 101S qw fixent les relations que

les signes entrenennent entre eux " (Sauvet & Wlodarczyk
1977 551)

The fact that the structure of the D-Ware patterns 1Seasier to
study explainswhy I am gomg to concentrate on them here
Chronologically the Decorated ware marks an Important
stage m the setting-up of the ornamental patterns They
are closer to the first SIgnS of writing, although there IS a
bIggap of 300 years between them and the dockets on the
U-J grave

The corpus

The corpus on which the study on the D-Ware IS based was
started m the framework of a thesispubhshed m 2009 (Graff
2009) and the database has been groWlng ever since To
date, this work IS based on a total of 475 Items of D-Ware,
which mcludes complete vases or sherds (fig 2) Insofar as
my study focuses on the analysis of the combinanons of
chfferentelements, vasesneeded to displayat least two SIgI1S
of different categones m order to be taken into account
As a result, the numerous vases dating back to the very
end of the Naqada II and Naqada IIIpenods were not
mcluded, because they only had a spiral or ondulated lines
as patterns These vases should be studied separately smce
their ornamental pattern seems to be trymg to imitate the
vems of stones Dunng that penod of time, stone vases
started bemg produced Smce their production required
exceptional techmcal skills and admittedly they had a
decorative effect, copIes out of clay were produced But
this 1S a different Issue

The Items on which the study IS based come from old
excavations as well as from more recent excavations which
provided more mforrnanon A large amount of Items are
kept m museums, but their ongIn IS unknown However,
we can draw a map which shows the different ongIns of
these Items It shows that the highest concentration of these
Items IS located around the area of Naqada, the core zone
of this culture But the Naqada II culture starts to extend
towards the North as wellas the South until the Naqada III
penod Painted vases can be found m the Nile Delta or m
Lower Nubia

Sets of themes

Types of scene

The ornamental patterns on vases are divided m scenes
"With a few exceptions, there IS only one type of scene on
each vase However the same scene can appear two or
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th ree times on the vase in different sec tions interrupted
by the handles. T he ran ge of differ ent types of scenes is
quite limited , There are 6 typ es, including 2 which ca n
already be seen on the C-vVar e. The ot her types are only
to be found on the D-Ware (for a complete description of
each type of scene, see G raff2 009: 79-89) ,
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The two com mon sets of them es which can be see n on
the C and D- Ware are the scene with animal presentation
and the plant scene. The scene with anima l presentation
shows animals co mpleme nted by plants or geometri ca l
signs displayed without an y specific order on the surface
of the vast', It looks as if this type of ornamental display
dates bac k to the Naqada I peri od an d has developed
furth er in the Naqad a 11 period. The two most freq uen t
animals are the ostrich and the ibex ,

Th e plant scene obviously shows plants, and on ly plants,
which mean s ne ither anima ls nor huma n bei ngs, This
type of scene can bc compleme nted by some geographical
signs or non-identified signs (doubJe circles, clots" .), but
the re arc only a few of them a nd they do not fill a lot
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of space There are more plant scenes m the Naqada II
penod than m the Naqada I penod

The four scenes dommant m the Naqada II penod are
navigation scenes, scenes WIth ammal row, scenes WIth
ammal skins and ntual scenes The navigation scenes can
be identified as such on the condition that a boat can be
seen on the pattern, WIthhuman bemgs or WIthoutor WIth
any other kind of SIgnS

The ammal row IS a type of pattern m which ammals can
be seen standing m lme, a mixture of chfferent ammals, all
standing m hne, on an lffiagmary ground or on different
registers The ammal rows from the early Dynastic penod
can be found on some handles of IVOry kmves, for example
on the Brooklyn kmfe, the Carnarvon kmfe or on the Pitt
RIvers kmfe Unhke the scene WIth ammal presentation,
the lay-out IS structured

The scene WIth ammal skins has a separate place within
the group It can be considered a particular type of a ntual
scene This type of scene IS built m the most ngorous and
systematic way It must display at least one ammal skin
fixed on crossed sticks It IS very often surrounded by boats,
shnnes, trees, birds and mats We WIll deal with these
questions m more detail later on

Definmg the ntual scene IS actually quite a difficult task

Therefore, m terms of the Image, we can expect that some
of the motifs will be out of place and are Improbable m
the rrudst of a seemmgly banal scene Another level of
reahty emerges m a discreet or not so discreet fashion
The presence of entities or drvirnties to which the nte IS
addressed IS vital for idennfymg the scene Unfortunately,
they are not always represented In the case of the
Naqadan Image, It would seem that they are not directly
depicted (even IT they are perhaps evoked by the ferrumne
figures or the mast standards)

In this particular case, there are a certam number of pIeces
of evidence of the presence of another level of reahty

Wlule there are numerous cornbmanons mdicatmg a ntual
scene, they are generally based around three motifs the
orante, the addax and the horn, simple or double We can
therefore deduce that these three motifs are therefore the
most sigmficant 01 representative cntena of a ntual scene
(fig 3)

The presence of one of these cntena IS enough to indicate
a ntual scene Nevertheless, as a general rule, two or three
appear together
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The scenes occur show a slice of reality at odds WIth
the contingent logic of daily hfe We have moved onto
another plane

The elements

The elements of a scene are placed next to each other,
Juxtaposed, WIth little lmks between them Usually the
elements are Isolated, but some of them are always
multiplied, for example the full tnangles, the ondulated
lmes and other non-identified little ondulated SIgns
Some SIgns can be Isolated, but most of the time they
are multiplied ThIS IS the case for two ammals the Ibex
and the ostnches/ or f1ammgos (both mterpretanons are
possible)

Altogether there IS a range of 124 elements displayed on
the D-ware (compared to 261 if both C- and D-Ware are
taken mto account) Some are displayed only once and
others about 200 times

These elements are classified m categones orgamsed m a
way similar to the Oardmer Sign-List (fig 4)

These categones are
- human bemgs, subdivided m men and women
- ammals subdivided m the following groups

mammals (divided mto little bovmes and camdae)
birds
saunans and reptiles
fish
other non identified ammals

- plants
- navigation (the hull and other parts of a boat)
- mats and fences (which prove the existence of a hght
architecture)
- weapons and traps
- horns and the "fan"
- ammal skins
- geograpmcal elements which indicate two environments

firstly, the desert and the steppe
secondly, valleys and oases

- elements not yet identified (55 altogether)

These elements were chosen by the painters themselves or
the persons they worked for but we have to keep m mmd
that the Naqadan field IS much WIderm terms of patterns
There are enure parts of their environment which we
cannot see ThIS means that these Items can only play
a hmited role m the study They do not prove whether
this population was settled or not, whether they hved m
villages,divided m stockbreeders and farmers There IS no
evidence of houses or culnvated plants (the plants which
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can be seen are difficult to idennfy;but they are obviously
small trees or long grass, some of It growmg m water)
There IS evidence of very few cattle, one smgle OVIne, a
ram Although Naqadan food was to a large extent based
on fish, ornamental patterns With fish can only be seen
twice on the D-vVare It was not a habit to pamt ordinary
food I should pomt out that the besnanes of the Late
Paleohthic caves do not show any painting of food either;
which shows agam that It was quite normal not to pamt
food

The besuary Itself does not exactly reflect ammal hfe m
the NIlevalleyand Itsdesert surroundmgs from the rmddle
of the fourth millenmum What about bIg cats, monkeys,
msects, small birds and small carmvorous animals?

The flora seems to be very poor as well In the Naqada IT
penod the flora IS limited to the Naqadan plant (probably
the banana tree or the aloe) and a kmd of bush

But certam elements are proportIonally over-represented
which shows how much these elements were appreciated
by the society which produced these drawings Examples
mclude 16 different elements used to Illustrate the
vanous species of gazelles, and m particular 25 sorts of
banners on mast, these kmds of shields stuck on the side
of the boat cabms, With hardly legible symbols wntten
on them

Ornemental pattern construction

In order to advance m the study of these pictures, we will
have a closelook at their components m terms of quantity
Tills will provide us With a number of keyswhich willhelp
us understand the meanmg

Number of elements per vase

As a first stage we willfind out how many different SIgnS
were used to make up an ornamental pattern We only
used undamaged vases to carry out this study DIfferent
versions of the same SIgn were not taken mto account
For example, when a boat has several mast standards, we
counted only one SIgn

The bIg majority of the D-Ware have from 2 to 9 SIgnS
Withtwo peaks from 3 to 8 SIgnS per vase SometImes, but
very rarely there are up to 15, 16 or even 29 elements m
one pattern, which means that we had a hrmted choice
of elements compared to the WIde range of SIgns (as
many as 124)which illustrated the vases ill the Naqada IT
penod
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Having completed the counting of SIgnS as a first step of
our study, we can proceed to the next, the study of the
associative field

ASSOCiatIVe field

The associative field IS based on the number of possible
lmks on a grven element dependmg on how many times
It appears Beanng m mmd that most D-Ware have from
2 to 8 SIgns on their patterns, It IS mterestmg to check
whether all the represented elements of this penod can
be combmed Withany other, or If some followa different
system of association Withmore lmksto certam elements
than to others (fig 5)

All elements identified at least 6 times have been taken
mto account, which leaves 34 elements only In order
to observe a possible chronological development, the
elements composmg the ornamental patterns on C-Ware
were remtroduced

The elements which were observed can be divided mto
three groups, according to their coefficient of association
The first group mcludes the elements With a coefficient
lower than 1, m other words, those which are associated
With the highest amount of different elements

The second group mcludes the elements Witha coefficient
between 1 and 2

The third group mcludes the elements With a coefficient
higher than 2 The last ones are associated With a more
hrrnted number of elements It IS worth mentIonmg that
the elements of the first group (With a coefficient lower
than 1)are often associated With other elements which
only appear once m the whole corpus The fact that
they are numerous explams why the table and the chart
which we used show only 34 elements and not all those
which have been identified 143 elements of a pattern
are displayed once only and 74 are displayed between
two and SIX nmes

If these groups are corroborated With the penods dunng
which each element was identified, a strong correlation
can be noticed between the groups determmed, on the one
hand, by the ratio 'times idenufied/riumber of elements
m the associative field', and the penod of identification
on the other The two groups whose coefficient IS higher
than 1 are composed of SIgns which are mamly or
exclusively identified dunng Naqada IT On the other
hand, the last group, composed of elements whose ratio
IS below 1, consists of elements existing on C-vVare,With
the exception of the addax and the Ibex The difference
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betw een the group whose coe fficien t is betw een I and 2
a nd that ove r 2 lies in the fact th at th e signs of thi s last
g roup are tho se of the scene with animal skin. It is known
that the object s carryin g these scenes a re a mo ng the latest
existing in the corpus, towa rds Naqada II C-D.

T he study of the coe fficien t of associ ation shows that the
Naqadan picture becam e more and more co mplex with
time.

Elements imposition on the vases

Th is h elps us to conclud e th at th e e le me n ts a re
more diversified in the Naqada I pe riod a nd also th at
the co m bin a tions be twee n th em are not very stric t.
N evertheless, with progress in time, the am o unt of
elem en ts decreases, and despite of the fact tha t eleme nts
a re more often identified , their co mbinations are more
and more limired.

The development of the Naqadan painted pictu re leads
with the time to a growing structuring of the picture,
focussing on a few specific elements whi ch ca n only be
combined with some others in accordan ce with logical
rules. These rules are clearly defined but a re difficult to
identify a posteriori.

\Ne are goi ng to observe that the elements ar e no t at all
placed or sprea d at random on the D- Ware, The elem ents
follow a clea r hierarchy and also take into acc ount th e
materi a l of which the vase is made and the constr aints
resulti ng from it. As far as the D- Ware is concerned , the
vases have in mo st cases a closed shape and two or three
handles a t a regular distance, fixed on the upper third
part of th e vase.

All these e lem en ts are generaJly placed next to eac h
other in one or two registers or floating, because the line
whi ch usually sym bolises the ground is missing. The links
bet ween the signs can rarely be seen. Two options ar e
used to show a lin k between two signs.

~ •q1lrnh:

~ ~
n I I

N ~V'.. 11~

V

Fi rst ly, sm a ll o udulate d signs link two ele me n ts or,
secondly, an object, usually held by a man. H e ca n also
place his hand on it.

5. The different groups according to the associative field/
Les cli rreronls 910upes corresponoen : aux cham ps essocie:

T hese different links ca n be divided in two g roups (fig. 6).
First, th e links whi ch req uire a n " instru ment" : eithe r a
stick, a fan, o r a weapon with a n indi cation which shows
by which means th e link is mad e. Then the links whi ch
require a direct co ntac t with the hand . It me an s that the
pe rson owns th e seco nd element (especia lly whe n the
seco nd eleme nt is a n a nimal). It can also mean that th ere
is a rela tionship betwee n the two characters (for example
when th e second element is a woman).

f ~
os tr ich sco rpio

! ~
plant uddax

~~ er tharpoon net

0
women men

.......... Aconcent ric ccrclcs

'ul l lri31l}.\I~s triangles

linked ligncs

snake

hip popot amu s

~A&.V/!I/ ~ /V\IV\/'v.
h..-rriugbonc crocodile broke n lignc

VVV ~ pfI
ondulmcd linked

line, Barbary Sheep bovine

7

5

4

9

8

6

13

12

11

10

15

16

17

3

2 ~

14

o

19

Number of elements per gro up

18

2 <7

Rati o num ber o f attestatio ns / number of elements in the assoc iati ve fi eld



1 Ondulated signs between two members

6 The mediator signs I Les slgnes de mediation

2 Indirect relationship

a with a horn

b with a/an

c with a weapon 01 a rope
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3 Direct relatronship

a with a women

b wtth an animal

Smce there IS no lmk between the elements, there IS no
question of time It IS not a story which IS bemg told while
holdmg an object m one's hands The picture can be read
hke a nebula divided m a central zone and a penpheral
area We first read the zones of higher intensity and
then the zones of lower intensity The elements are not
evenly scattered m the scene (what means the space IS
not filled m a homogeneous way) Some elements are
grouped together m a focal area, Withthe other elements
spread outside tills area The density or m other words the
meamng IS different from one SIgn to the next

The focal zones are not placed at random on the vase
either They are usually placed m a symmetncal way on
each SIde of the vase There IS only one m each secnon
The best example of this kmd of structure IS a sequence
which IS rrnrrored on both SIdes of an ammal skm,
hangmg on sucks m the middle They correspond to
what we defined previously as the scene Withammal skm
They mainly occur m the Naqada IIC-D penod From a

chronological pomt of view; this kind of scene IS the last
one to appear on the D-Ware

The central or axial position of tills SIgn makes It the most
Important element of this sequence This IS actually the
only element which does not change m the group

One of four boats appears together Witha hangmg ammal
skm There seems to be a strong correlation between the
boat and the ammal skm The central pOSItIOn of the
elements makes It even more obVIOUS In most cases the
ammal skins are placed under the boats, m their axis, and
they are framed on both SIdes by the handles of the vase
The boat placed on the upper part IS honzontal, whereas
the skm below IS vertical

These are the first pIeces of evidence of such a ngorous
symmetry and geometry m Egvptian pamtmg Some
elements which are placed very close to the skm have a
fixed posinon, like the shnne ~ or the Naqadan plant

Prernstoires de I ecnture Iconographle pretsquesqrepmques et emergence de I'ecnt dans I Egypte predynesuque 12016147 61
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c-, . Other elements can change- places or be inverted.
1'01' example the bird i and the little tree or bush ~
can change places and also replaceone of the elements
of the sequence. vVe can conclude that all the elements
playing a role of substitutes have the same meaning or, in
other words, belong to the same semantic field. Variants
are just different ways of expressing the same meaning
(fig. 7).

Should we consider the Naqadan pictural system to be a
form of language' in the sense of F dc Saussure, we can
say that the way the elements are Iayed out has a meaning.

The general meaning of these combinations see-ms to be
more complex than a simple addition of the respective
meaning of each individual Sigl1. Their interaction creates
a more elaborate, a more complex meaning.

It also very typical of the painting on vases that men are
always in action. They are always shown in profile, while
doing something, unlike women, who are shown frontal,
not moving and hieratic. This can mostly be seen on ritual
sce-nes. Men are almost always involved in an action. The
reason why they are so much involved in their action is
that they probably are those who benefit from it. Whether
they act as individuals or as members of the Naqadan
society, they are most probably the beneficiaries of the
rites hinted at.

Whcn an individual person is shown, it means that
this person has a special status. When a community is
shown, it is always represented by a man. Women refer
to a different, lcss contingent sphere. These are probably
hierophanies.

There is no sign of time in the Naqadan pictures. They
do not indicate in which order the action develops. The
only information given is action opposed to passiveness.
Animals as well as women are subjected to the action
whereas men decide on starting it.

Besides it is clear that in the N aqadian pictures, humanity
is divided in men and women and is not considered as an
abstract entity \Ve can see sometimes the same sexual
distinction used for animals representations, with the
mention of udder or penis.

The purpose of all this is not necessarily to understand
directly the meaning of the pictures but to help us
understand the broadlincs of thc internal structure. It
is very probable that the painters of the Naqadan period
had less and less freedom to improvise and norms were
becoming gradually stricter. In addition, the message
which passed on through these pictures was becoming
more and more complex. Towards the Naqada llC-D
period, the mental structuring which made it possible to
elaborate a message was strong and constraining. The

Some exe mples

7. The 'animal skin' sequence / La sf§quence centre» sueIcs peou «all/males, pctureszpnotos G. Graft

Maximal development oftbe sequence
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Now that we kn ow th a t th e wh ole sys tem
is based o n a logic o f eit her exclusion of, or

associa tion between , eleme nts, we have a key to find
o ut which a re the dominant pairs which exclude each

Among those that arc associated with each other there are
two groups clea rly opposed to each other because they are
far apa rt. One g roup consis ts of elements and N
, and the other of eleme nts 'f and the addax. While the
male cha racter is close to the second combination, we did
not include it here. We will see why later on .

T hese elements were selected because they appeared
very often a nd a lso because they seemed to follow
constraining combina tions. What we mean by constraining
com binations is that the se elemen ts are preferably or
exclusively associated with specific elements and arc rarely
or not at all associated with others.

9. Associations between elements of diHerent categories / Associations
entre e/em nts de dlfferell les ceteqooe»

T he six other signs (ibex, bird , wavy lines, trees, boat ad
map ) occupy a n intermedi ary position between these
two poles. Nevertheless some signs a re placed eloser to
o ne pole th an to th e o the r. One can see ve ry cle arl y
tha t the ibex, which is closely placed next to th e gro up
wo ma n-addax does not norm all y have an y link with
eithe r the skin o r the N aq ad an plan t. Likewise the mat is
closely linked to j -~\ , but mu ch less to 'f -~ .
O ndulat ed signs, the little tree a nd the boat are close to

eac h other and almost half way bet ween both pole s.
, T he bird, wh ich is linked to bo th p oles, seems to

" have its own sta tus .

G This gra p hic gives us the main guidelinesV a bo ut th e way the Gerzean ornament

\

works but it will have to be refined.
To su m up , we can say that two
a n tag onist pairs which on the one

*
hand co n sist of the animal skin
a nd the Naqad an plant and on the
othe r of the woman and the addax,
stro ngly linked with the man. A

J
ce rta in a m ou n t of intermediate
elem ents a re placed between them
a nd ca n be associated to each of
th e p airs. These two pairs seem
to pl ay a maj or role in the lay-out

as we II as the str uctur i ng of the
o rname nt. According to the graphic,

they a re the ele me n ts that determine
al l the othe rs.

Recur ent assoc iations

More important associations, between major elements

Major associations, between major and minor elements

Strong associa tions. between minor elements

Graphic represen tations of combinations

Our ob serva tions show that ornamental patterns were
becoming more a nd more cod ified with time. In orde r
to ge t a bett er understa nding how the pain ting on vases
works, we tried to apply a factor ana lysis (6g. 8).

ornamental pattern is built acco rdi ng to codes and the
way the elements are link ed tog ether is a lso based on
codes.

The ge ne ra l g ra p hic shows th e in teract ion s bet ween
eleven typical eleme nts from the Naq ad a II period a nd
particularl y wel l-ide ntified during th e Naqad a Il C- D
period. This elements are : the wome n, the men , the addax,
the ibex, the bird , the boat , trees, the a nima ls skin raised
on sticks, the wavy lines and the map .

\ IVe can spea k a bout a real gra phic system.

Pre/,isroite$ de recntum. Iconog'1lph1p pra tiqut!s vrapl liaue.s et emergence de l 'ecti t dans I'Egyple predynastlque . :'1.' . 1.1: 0'
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other These two paIrs are firstly, the addax-woman and,
secondly, the Naqadan plant-animal skin Apart from
them, the function of the boat, the small tree and to
a lesser extent of the Ibex IS to enable the aSSOCiatIOn
between elements which would otherwise exclude each
other

Bearmg m mmd that the dommant paIrs are incompatible
within one ornament, there can only be one pair at a
time on one vase Vases can be classified m two groups,
accordmg to what kmd of paIr IS drawn on them 13
vases carry the paIr woman-addax and 70 vases carry the
pair Naqadan plant-skin An obvious Imbalance exists
between the two dyads A graphic below summanzes
the most Important associations between the 8 lughter
represented elements on the D-Ware (fig 9)

D-Ware syntax

svmaxicot taws

The study of this specific graphic system gIves us a
broad understandmg of how the syntax IS orgamsed It
IS mteresnng to hst the mam features of this system This
IS what I am gomg to do now

These ornaments can not be read from the left
to the nght In order to get the meamng of this
wntmg, we have to focus on specific zones and
only then look at penpheral zones
Most elements are placed next to each other,
without any lmk between them, except when
there IS a mediation sIgn If there IS one, It IS
held by humans
Men are shown as members of an active pole,
contrary to women who do not move
Some elements are repeated, usually three times,
and do not have any meamng unless they are
associated with other elements
Two paIrs of elements emerge which are
not compatible with each other and which
determme the choice of the other elements of
the ornament
The location of the sIgns on the vase IS
organised m a hierarchy and reflects their
relative Importance for the understandmg of
the scene
The scenes are repeated usually two or, more
rarely, three times on the different sides of the
vase, interrupted by the handles These scenes
can vary slightly m detail, without any Impact
on the general meamng

Parallels with the hieroglyphic wntmg durmg
the Old Kmgdom

It will be mterestmg to present what we know about
the structures of the syntax of the oldest EgyptIan
language we know, m other words the language of the
Old Empire

The wntmg of the third rmllennrum IS hIghly complex
This IS partly due to our lack of knowledge of how
words and also sentences are lmked together Accordmg
to P Vernus, "pas d'enonces comportant une relation
predicative explicite, et encore moms de phrases
complexes" Sentences are statements rather than
actions But also "l'ecnture ne prend en charge qu'une
succession de substantifs, et d'mfimnfs consntuant avec
leurs expansions eventuelles- apposition, regime au gemtlf
direct, coordination- des syntagmes nommaux en foncnon
d'enonces-ntres" (Vernus 1993 95)

A proper noun can contam by Itself the equrvalent of a full
sentence At the firststage of the oldestEgyptian language,
static nommal forms are predommant Verbs themselves
are mostly used m the form of nouns, as IS the case for
the mfiniuves or the different participles There are also
relanve verbal forms and pseudo-participles to indicate
a quahty or an acquired state The sentences are built
according to a parataxic way,with the use of Juxtaposed
clauseswithout subordinating conjunctions Lmkmgwords
do not existbut words follow each other m a logical way

On the other hand, the wntten hieroglyph language from
the Old Empire has other ways of expression such as the
emphasis sigrnfied by particles or by different pronouns
It also has a way of expressmg the negative form through
particles and negative verbs There are two groups of
nouns those which have a determmer and those without
Proper nouns have a determiner, also the nouns which
are combmed with demonstratives or combined with
a deterrmnanve complement This language also has a
passIve form and an active form ThIS seems to have a
major mfluence on the structunng of thoughts There
IS also a strong contrast between the masculme and the
femmme form There IS no neutral form Smce there IS
no form of declension, the function of a word IS indicated
by ItS position withm the sentence At last, the plural IS
indicated by the repetition of a word, usually three times

Asfar as the word formation IS concerned, mtensrve verbs
are formed by the duplication of the verbal root Tills total
or partial duplication alwayslaysan emphasis on the verbs
In order to form intransitive intensrve verbs, an N IS added
m front of the verbal root A W IS added 10 front of the



NAQAD A PAINTING
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OLD KINGDOM WRITING

you are heard

nn pnv
n

the houses

~7 sn brother

~7~ snt sister

a1~~ sdm·tn you hear- -
- - -

Plural notation

Duality
male/female

ACTIF vs PASS1F

WIT H

sdm·twtn
- - -

by means of

accompan iment

Complex forms
construction

~ m: by means of, with

~~ hn ' : together , with

Word cons truction with sense evo lution:
1. by doublig means:

nd to question ! ngn<;! to take advice
2. By addition ofN to the verbal root:
k31 to think ! nk3i to reflect
3. By addition ofW to the verbal root:
b3 to dig up ! wb3 to open, to dri11

4. By addition of Sto the verbal root:
rh to know ! srb to indicate

10 (part 1). Syntaxica i par allels between Naqada pain ling and Old Kingdom writ ing /
Parallele Syrrta.<lqut: en tre les pellltu(~s :;agad i nnes et t'ecti tu t» de l 'Ancr 'n Empire
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l h.rve 1(""1<1

accomplished forms sdm.n.f

No time.
unaccomplished forms sQm.f

I am looking I'or

OLD KINGDOM WRJTING

King is powerful:
He seizes souls,
He takes lip souls

-+ -+- \ c rh + pronom de rapp el + . 
ca ll back

emphasis of the
name of the god emphasis

the king
proclitic particule
(heart, see)

o

3.
I

Cl

3.

------ - -1 Look, the god Ra, it is him who shines
in the sky, as sun

5) The co nstr uct ion o f sequence s havin g a com plex
meaning is made by duplication or by add ing simple
elements, whi ch m odify its meani ng. T he glo ba l
meaning of th e whole is not the same as th e simp le
accumula tion of the first meaning of eac h simp le
element. T his mea ns:
- in th e hie roglyph wri tin g, the const ruc tio n of the
Egyptian words is based on the additio n o f prefixes
which makes their meaning cha nge.
- in the Naqada n painting, the seq uence centred o n the
animal skin hanging on sticks probably means more
than a simple addi tion of elements.
6) There is no trace of the notion of tim e (fig. 10-2):
- in the lan gu a ge, there are tr a ce s o f some
unaccompli sh ed a nd accomplish ed for m s. But the
notion of time ca n be deduced only from the con text.
- in th e Naq adan pictur e, the readin g is not linear but
co nco mitant.
7) With rega rd to th e way the seq ue nces are built:
- in the hieroglyph writing, the g ram mat ica l function

10 (part 2). Syntaxica l parallels between Naqada painting and Old
Kingdom writing I Pmalll)le synt;V(lque entre tes peintures nagadie n'18S el
i'een'/ure de l'A IlGI!'!!' EOlplre

NAQADA PAI:'ITING

oSequences
construction

No notion
of time

Intensification
of information
by redundant
formulations

More than likely the Naqadan spoken language was the
same, in a more archa ic state) as that noted down at the
time of the hieroglyph writing of the Old Empi re. As a
matter of fact, there is no trace of changc in the vernacular
language between the middle of the fourth millennium and
the beginning of the third millennium.

"Vc can now co mpare the two g ra p hic systems , the
pictural and the written system (fig. 10-1).
I) The plural form is indicat ed in both systems by a
repe tition . As a ru le, the sign which is put in the plural
is repeated three times.
2)There is a m arked duality between male and femal e.
There is no neu tral form.
3) There is an ac tive and a passive
form. The not ion of time is very
vagu e. In th e pain ting of Naqada,
the initiative of a n ac tion is clearl y
a nd systematica lly ta ken by men .
It is indicat ed by a man holding
a tool. We can co mpare this with
the constru ction of the first ca usal
sen tences which contain a genitival
adjective of subordina tion , which
means "which belongs to". This
adjective has the same func tion as
the tool on the paint ing.
4) Th e m ean ing of "with" is
ve ry preci se. A di stin cti on is
made between " with" mean in g
" w h i c h acco m pa n ies" a n d
" with" mean ing " by mea ns of" .
This di stin c tion is marked by
the use of two di fferent words
in the Egypti an langu age. This
distinction al so appea rs in the
picture. T h e seco nd m eaning
o f "with " (= by m ean s of) is
materialized by a horn or a trophy,
held by a male charac ter and th e
fir st m ean in g of " with" (which
acc ompanies) is sym bolized by
a masculin e cha rac te r holding
another sign.

verbal root of the verbs which indicate thorough action.
An Sin front of a ver bal root indicates that the verb is a
causative verb.

The arch aic Egyptian language makes a distinction
be tween the two possible meanings of "with". Firstly,
"with" means "acco mpany" and, secondly, a mean s, the
way,an instrument.



of a word IS gIVenby ItS position m the sentence
- m the picture, the position of the SIgnS within the
ornament follows stnct rules, especially the position
of SIgnS accordmg to a central aXIS The handles have
a strong function
8) In the sentences of the Old Empire writing, there IS no
evidence of either subordmanon or articulation between
the different parts of a sentence The juxtaposition of
propositions IS without any coordination, m other WOl ds
the "parataxic construction" IS very similar to the usual
lack of contacts or lmks between the elements which
are placed next to each other on a vase The semantic
equivalence of the SIgns m the pamtmgs matches the
notion of synonyms and lexical fields m a complex
language composed of different constituents The same
Idea IS repeated m a sirrularor even identical way m order
to emphasise It Parallelism supports the Importance of
the information provided
- a vase mcludes two identical scenes m each section
between the two handles
- m the Pyramids Texts redundant formulations are
apphed resulting from spoken language

The mam structures of hieroglyphic writing were perhaps
already expressed m the most recent pamtlngs on vases
Naqadan painting has fewerpossibilmes of expreSSIOn than
wnting Its message IS more limited and lessprecise It can
only expressa certam number of messages, alwaysidentical
or different variations of the same theme However, It
already uses the structures which will be further developed
a few centunes later on

Conclusion

On the other hand, the search, m the Naqadan paintings,
for a common structure of the two systems seems much
more relevant than m the proto-hieroglyphs The full
tnangles are no doubt at the ongm of the mountam SIgn
(N25 m the Gardmer Sign-hst) and the ondulated hnes
have led to the water SIgn (hieroglyph N35) Likewise
the hieroglyphs designating an addax, an Ibex or a
hippopotamus resemble their version pamted on the
vases The determmers are the category of hieroglyphic
SIgnS which ennches most sigmficantly the catalogue of
Naqadan elements However, the function of determmers
IS not always used m the wntmg of the Early Dynastic
penod Any search for preVIOUS occurrence of wntmg
symbols, beyond the few examples gIVen, becomes
more haphazard and must be handled WIth caution
Naqadan pamtmgs do not provide a catalogue of SIgns
for hieroglyphic wntlngs

The Iconography on Decorated Ware /61

A few SIgnS will obviously be part of either system They
are almost umversal One can find numerous examples
of writings or graphic systems - other than the Egyptlan 
usmg tnangles for mountams or ondulated lines for water
WIthoutany hnk to hieroglyphic wntmgs The search for
mternal structures which we haveJust earned out enables
us to draw more profound parallels
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Intact wine [ors with pre-hrmq potrnorks
from the Early Dynashc cemetery at Helwan, Egypt

Jarres a vln mtoctes avec marques masees
avant cusson de la necropoie thlntte d'Helouan, Egypte

Edwm C M van den Brink 1 I Chnstma E Kohler 2 IJane C Smythe 3

I Israel Antiquities Authonty Jerusalem (Israel) edwln@lsrantlque org II

2 Instrtuts fur Agyptologle Uruversrtat W,en (Osterreich) e chnsnana koehlen@unlvleac at

3 The American Research Center Cairo (Egypt) Jsmythe@arce org

Abstract - The current paper presents and discusses
a group of 148 mtact, marked wme Jars excavated m
Helwan, against the backdrop of related data culled
from four selected, partly contemporary cemetenes, VIZ

those of Mmshat Abu Omar, Kafr Hassan Dawood,
Abu Roash and Tarkhan Their study contnbutes not
only to the theme of early dynastic potmarks per se, but
also to contextual and social analyses and perhaps scnpt
development more m general The vanous groupmgs
of both legible and mtelhgrble potmarks are slowly but
certamly expanding, and the apphcanon of the term
preformal hieroglyphs to several of these seems fittmg

Keywords - Helwan, potmarks, Thmite penod, circulation of
prestige goods

Resume - Get article presente et etudie un groupe de 148Jarres
a tnn, tntactes, avec des potmarks, en provenance des fouilles
de la necropole d'Helouan et mis en parallele avec des objets
sumlaues enprovenance dequatre autres necropoles, portiellemeni
contemporames, celles de Minshat Abu Omar, Kafr Hassan
Dawood, Abou Roash et Tarkhan Leur etude coninbue non
seulement au theme des piemiets potmarks dynastiques en SOl,

mats aussi de manure plus genirale aux analyses contextuelles
et sociales et peui-etre au developpement de l'ecnture Les
duets regioupemenis depotmarks tant hstbles qu'mtelhgtbles se
developpent lentement mats stlrement, et l'applicatum du terme
htel0glyphes prifOrmels a plusteurs d'entre ceux-ci semblejuste

Mots cles - Helouan, potmarks, penode thinue, cuculauon des buns de
prestIge

Pretustoues de I ecnture tconoqreptue preuoues graphlques et emergence de I ecnt dans I Egypte predynastlque I20161 63 86



64/ EdwmC M van den Bnnk Chnstrana E Kohler & Jane C Smythe

T he round table discussions orgarnzed by Gweno1a
Graff and her colleagues within the framework
of Prehtstones Q/ wntzng Iconogwph;)l graphzc practzces

and emergence Q/ wntzng tnpredynastzc Egypt provided a suitable
environment m which to recommence the tOpIC of pre
finng apphed potmarks and their contamers found m
proto- and early dynastic, VIZ, Naqada IIIB-D contexts
m Egypt, mamly - though not exclusively - denvmg from
the mortuary realm

The relevance of foresaid potmarks as a non-verbal
sigmfication system, developmg m tandem with the
process of the emergence of writing m early Egypt, has
been chscussed most recently by van den Bnnk (van den
Brmk 2010 334) Tills process, evo1vmg from pictographic,
through ideographic to eventually phonetic representation,
IS recorded ill chfferent mecha, eg ill rock art, ill the pamted
decoration on certam types of pottery vessels, on stamp
and cyhnder seals and seahngs, bone, IVOry and wooden
labels, mk mscnpnons etc To date tillsprocess finds Itsfirst
condensed, tangible expreSSIOn ill the Schnftzeugnzsse from
Tomb VIJ and neighbonng tombs at Umm el-Qa'ab,
Abydos, dated to the Naqada IIIAl/2 (Dreyer 1998,
Hartung 2001)

The currentpaper presents and chscusses potmarks apphed
to one particular classof ceramic vessels only,namely that of
'wineJars' (petne's types 75-76 (petnel953), van den Brmk's
types III and IV (van den Bnnk 1996) deriving from the
excavations earned out m the past by Z Y Saad, resumed
m 1997 by E C Kohler and her team m the cemetery of
Helwan A group of 148mtact, markedwineJars 15discussed
here for the first nme, agamst the backdrop of related data
culled from four selected, partly contemporary cemetenes,
VIZ those of Mmshat Abu Omar, Kafr Hassan Dawood,
Abu Roash and Tarkhan, m the hope of shedchng further
hght on the largely snllemgmanc meamng of the potmarks

The Helwan excavations

In the early 1950s Z Saad unearthed two adjacent
subterranean tombs withm an area of the early dynastic
cemetery at Helwan as part of an extensive excavation
earned out over numerous seasons, which to date remain
largely unpubhshed These two tombs were subsequently
used by the excavator as repositories for large amounts of
mtact pottery and stone vessels as well as selected human
remams, denvmg mainly from his 9th and 11th seasons
of excavation ill the cemetery

Dunng renewed excavations m the Helwan cemetery
under the auspIces of Macquane University, Sydney

m 1997 11998 and 2002/2003, Koh1er located and re
opened those tombs m an area designated Operation 3
(Koh1er 2005) Together they held an estimated 1735
pottery vessels of different types (Smythe 2004 317,
2008 151), mcludmg 106 mostly intact, wine Jars with
potmarks' which form the bulk of the collection under
discussion

The Helwan wine Jars bearing
potmarks

ThIS study considers these vessels and an additional 14
(Appendix 12 tables 1-2), which were also excavated
under the superVIsIonof Saad, but which were selected by
mm for chsp1ay m the former on-SItemuseum at Helwanl
Ezbet el-Walda Out of safety concerns, this museum's
entire collection was transported m 1967 m 158 wooden
crates to the basement of Egyptian Museum m Cairo,
where they lay forgotten until their recent re-discovery
by KoWer (KoWer 2002, KoWer 2004b)

Of these 120 vessels derivmg from Saad's work m the
Helwan cemetery, 86 still have tomb allocanon numbers
(nos 1-86 m Appendix 1 table 1) that 1mk them WIth
62 different graves The remammg 34 either lack any
identifying numbers or these have become illegible over
time (nos 87-120 m Appenchx 1 table 2) Therefore, the
vesselscannot be allocated to any specific grave Together
WIth 28 wme jars beanng potmarks (nos 121-148 m
Appenchx 1 table 3) from eight graves excavated more
recently by Kohler (Kohler 2004a) m an area designated
Operation 4, both groups of vessels are discussed
below as a corpus of 148 wine jars and their potmarks
denvmg from this cemetery Of this collection, 32 jars
with potmarks and SlX that did not bear potmarks have
already been pubhshed elsewhere, some only cursonly
and others ill more detail (if Appenchx 1 tables 1-3, Saad
1947 figs 11-12, 1951 PI 71 3-4, Kohler & van denBnnk
2002 fig 1, 1-4, Kohler 2004a figs 3,4, 7b, Kohler 2004b
fig 6,Smythe2004 figs 11-12,2008 figs 1-2,4,15-16,18,
28,32, 37-38,vandenBrmk2010 figs 1-2)

1 Only two wine Jars were found to be incomplete (Appendix I table I
nos 32 and 47) On a diffe:ent note, It IS worth mcnuorung that SIX of the
wine jars had been modified post-firing by dnllmg holes at varymg heights
through the vessels'walls, m one case four holes at ound a larger pcrfoi anon
(Appendix 1 table 1 nos 2,42,51,54,79 and 92), mdicanng an apparent
re-use of these con tamers before final deposition m the graves for a recent
discussion of pnmary \ s secondary use of wineJar, found m early dynastic
mortuary contexts, sec Mawdslcy 2011

2 for this Appendix, see http / /pm revues org/
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Wine Jars from Operations 3/7 and 3/3

A Wine Jars with anginal tomb allocation
numbers stJII preserved on them
Nmety-mne mtact wme jars, mcludmg 86 WIth potmarks
and 13 others, unmarked, were retneved from "storage
tombs" Operation 3/1 and 3/3 (Appendix 1 table 1)
Based on the preserved ongmal excavation tomb number
on each of these jars, they must have come from 62
distinct graves

The distribution of WInejars WIth potmarks by grave,
based on the corpus under discussion' IS as follows
53 graves each contamed a smglejar
3 graves contamed 2jars
3 graves contamed 3jars
3 graves contamed respectively4, 6 and 8jars

B Wine Jars without ptovemences
Thirty-four unprovenanced wme jars with potmarks
denve from an unknown, but maximum, number of 34
graves (Appendix 1 table 2) The number of graves for
this quantity of WInejars rmght be lower, however, as It
IS likelysome of the jars were found m groups of two or
more

Operation 4

WIth work m this area still ongomg, to date 28 wme
jars WIth potmarks and two similar; unmarked jars, that
were analyzed for this study, denve from eight graves
(Appendix 1 table 3) In contrast to the 120 jars WIth
potmarks noted above, the full archaeological context of
each of the jars from this Operation IS known

The distribution of WIne jars WIth potmarks by grave IS as
follows
3 graves contamed a smglejar
1grave contamed 2jars
2 graves contamed 3jars
1grave contained 6jars
1 grave contamed 11jars

Wine Jar types represented In the Helwan
assemblage

The earliest wme jar types m the present corpus,
charactenzed by either pushed-up, vestigial, mdented

3 It should be taken 111to account that Saad only retamed complete or intact
vessels (Smythe 2004 317, Kohler & Srnythc 2004 126) ThL total amount
of JaISpel grave mentioned 111 tlns section, therefore, should be considered
as the II1I111mum number of Jars known from anyone tomb assemblage

1 Types 11 and III wmejars With Incised serekh sign NB the 1 2 or 3 d1glt
numbers appeanng In conjunction Witheach Individual Jarat ItSlower left Side
as represented In figs 1-5 correspond With the numbenng/order In which the
Helwan Jars have been presented In Appendix 1 tables 1-3 / Jarres a vtn
de types 11 et III tnctsees de serekhs NB pour les figs 1a 5 les nombres
places en bas a gauche de chaque Jarrecorrespondent a I odre dans lequel
les Jarresd Helouan ant eM presentees dans I annexe 1 tables 1-3

ledge handles (n= 1)or by Impressed, crescennc decoration
on the shoulder (n=8) are few m number (Appendix 1
tables 1-2, nos 7,9,45,61,73,85,86, 116, 117) They
are ascnbed to van den Bnnk's jar Types II and III
respectively, and date from Late Dynasty 0 to the very
begmrung of Dynasty 1 (van den Bnnk 1996 144-147)
Four of these jars are incised WItha serekh

Pretnstotres de I ecnture lconoqmptue prstiques graph/ques et emergence de I ecnt dans l'Egypte predynesttque12016163 86
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2 Type IV wmejars with [ 9 tJ Sm J sign I Jarres a vtn de type IV avec le s/gne [ 9 tJ Sm J
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3 Type IV wmejars hw t s3-h3 Adpb estate / Jarres a vm de type IV hw t s3-h3 de l'ete: d AdJlb

The vast majority of mtact wme jars found at Helwan,
however, date from the second half of the FIrSt Dynasty
to sometime dunng the Second Dynasty (Smythe
2004 323) They consist of tall exemplars WIth three
(n= 16), two (n=38), one (n=66) or WIthout any (n= 19)
contmuous plam bands applied to their tapenng bodies,
types classifiedby van den Bnnk as Nb-d (van den Bnnk
1996 148) Most Jars are made from alluvial NIle silt,
with a significantly smaller percentage made of marl
clay (if Appendix 1 tables 1-2, Smythe op czt)4 Not a
smglespeCImen of the bulkier,Type IVaJar, datable to the
end of Dynasty °and very begmnmg of Dynasty 1, has
been identified amongst the group at Issue Based on the
information denvmg from Operations 3 and 4 onlY, there
appears to be a gap m the use of the Helwan cemetery
covenng the first half of the FIrStDynasty, although this
may well be due to the lack of published matenals from
other areas of the cemetery

Composition of the He/wan potmarks

The Helwan corpus mcludes 27 potmarks on WIne Jars
that are legible (if below, table 3) These compnse the
four Jars incised WIth a seiedi already noted above (fig 1,
Appendix 1 1- 2 7,84,85, 116) and 15Jars beanng the
floral mark ['gt} Sm'] (U E barley) (fig 2, Appendix 1

4 Although not all wine prs with potmarks that are listed IJ1 Appendix 1
tables 1 3 have been cxamuu.d accor clmg to hbnc, yet fiom those tint have
been studied, 92 ale made of alluvial ?\ile silt and only 26 of marl clay

tables 1-2 20,22,26,34,35,45,60,70,72,73,81,93,96,
104, 120) These have been discussed elsewhere at length
(Kohler & van den Bnnk 2002, van den Bnnk 2010) Four
additionalJars are mscnbed WIth the hiot s3-h3estate-sign
of A[ne]dpb, allof which have accompanymg marks, two
of which (nos 5 and 118)are identical (fig 3, Appendix 1
tables 1-2 nos 5,6,64, 118) FIveJars bear the domam
SIgn of Semerkhet (fig 4, Appendix 1 tables 1-2 nos 1,
3,4, 119, 120)5, one (no 4)WIthout the usual crenellated
ovalframe, and another (no 120)notably associated WIth
the Smj-slgn

Excludmg these 27 legible mscnptions, the remammg
121 potmarks (figs 5-6) m the corpus under dISCUSSIOn
can be subdivided mto marks consisting of a smgle SIgn
(n=3l), or different combinations and quannnes of SIgnS
mcluding two (n=63), three (n=22), four (n=4), and, m
one case, eight distinct, usually honzontally aligned
SIgns, thus formmg composite or compound potmarks
Of these, seventy-three simple and compound pormarks"

5 In contrast to dom nn name, of Scrncikhct's predecessors usually found
on cyhnder scal impi cssions but not mcised on the actual pottery vessels
thcmseh e" Scmcrkhet's domam name I' incised into pottery, -md doe, not
occur on cylmder seal impressions I hrs mdic-ucs a change Jll the handhng
of wmr, jar, bcanng this p-uucular type of mscnpnon dunng the reign of
Scmcrkhet Notably sec aho Appendix 1 table 7 61

6 A simple potmark consists of one disnnct, baSIC SIgn (n=77) as listed m
\ all den Bnnk 1992 282-284, table 2 A compound potmark consists 01
a comhimnon 01 two 01 more distmct SIgnS as hsted m op cu 285-296,

figs 6-17
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Table 1 Compilation of total numbers of graves and pottery vessels retneved from selected early dynastic cemetenes In Lower Egypt - 1 Total
number of graves excavated In each distinct cemetery 2 Total number of graves that contained marked vessels regardless of vessel type 3 Total
number of graves that specifically contained wine Jarswith potrnarks, 4 Total amount of cerarmc vessels excavated In each of the selected cemetenes
5 Total amount of marked vessels regardless of vessel type 6 Total amount of wine Jars bearing potmarks 7 Total amount of wine Jars without
potmarks I Synthese du nombre total de tombes et de vetsselles ceretruques provenant des cunetieres setecttonnes de la premiere dynastle de 8asse
Egypte - 1 Nombre total de tombes fouslees dans chaque cimetiere distinct 2 Nombre total de tombes qUI contenaient des vaisselles avec marques
Independamment du type de vaissenes 3 Nombre total de tombes qUIcontenaient specifiquernent des jarres avrns avec marques mcrsees 4 Ouantrte
totale de varssellescerarruques decouvertes dans chacun des cirneneres selectionnes 5 Ouantrte totale de varssellesavec marques mdependarnrnent
du type de vaissellles 6 Ouantite totale de jarres a vm portant des potmarks 7 Ouantite totale de jarres avm sans marques mcisees

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
# graves # graves yieldmg # gravesyielding # cerarrucvessels # marked # markedwinejars # unmarkedwmeJars

Site potmarks markedwinejars cerarrncvessels

Mmshat Abu Ornar 420 1 100 (23 8%) 30 (30%) 2360 332 164' 35
Kafr Hassan Dawood 752 963 34 1775 227 90 150

(incl !type III Jar) (excl 4 onstone (mcl lIon typeIII Jars) (mcl 188 typeIll)

(128%) (354%) vesselsr'

Helwan ± 10 000 ? 69 5 ea 1735 6 ? 148 15
Tarkhan 2167 87 (41%) 26 (29%) ea 2917 7 356 67 29"
AbuRoash 400~ 88 (22%) 37 (42%) 1670 209 105 60

I TIllSnumber concerns both latepredynastic and early dynastic graves (grave gl oups 1 N) but excludes afurther2639 Graeco Roman bunals uncovered

at the same site, 2 ThIS number Includes J08 marked jars ofvan den Brink s (1996) Type N (Kroeper s [2000Jwine-types 1 4) and 56 marked jars of

Ius Type JJJ(Kroepei sop Clt serekh types) 3 TIllSnumber may include some graves excavated between 1989 and 1995 by S el Hangouri (Tasste pers

comtn 2011), 4 A total of262 potmarks divided amongst 227dtffe:ent vessels are recordedfor the 1989 1999 excavations (Tasste et al Inprep ), however
after the plannedstudy ofthe vessels In the Zagazig Magazine and further excavations at Kafr Hassan Dawood thisfigure may well change (Tasste pers

com 2011), 5 ThISnumber IS based on Operattons 3/1,313 and 4 as presented In this paper only 6 ThISnumber only accounts for the ceramic vessels

retrieved from "storage tombs Operations 311(ca 1000 complete vessels) and 313 (ca 735 Intact vessels), 7 Pottery total IS based upon number of
vessels from the published registers According to Lisa Mawdsley (pers cotnm 2011) bastng herselfon Petne's actual tomb cards, there actually are

over 4500 vessels, 8 TIllSfigure IS based on the published registers In Petrie's two excavation reports However, according to unpublished data most
kmdly provided by Ltsa Mawdsley dertvtng from Petne s tomb cards there are actually 239 unmarked wme jars ofPetrie s Types 75 76 bringing the

grand total ofmarked and unmarked wllle jars for the Tarkhan cemeteries to 306 9 In adduion to the 381 graves excavated by A Klasens InAbu Roash
this number also include the 19 graves previously excavated there by Montet (1946) m Cemetery M

Table 2 Distnbutron of Jars With potmarks over grave totals from selected early dynastic cemetenes In Lower Egypt - 1 Total number of graves that
contain wine Jars Withpotmarks 2 Total number of graves containing a Singlewine JarWitha potmark 3 Total number of graves containing two wine Jars With
potmarks 4 Total number of graves containing three wine Jars With potmarks 5 Total number of graves containing four wine JarsWith potmarks 6 Graves
containing between 5 to maximum 23 wine Jars Withpotmarks I Dtsinbutton des Jarres avec marques inctsees pemu la toteltte des tombes provenant des
cuneueres selectionnes de la premiere tiynestte de 8asse Egypte - 1 Nombre total de tombes qUIcontenaient des jarres a vm avec marques mcisees
2 Nombre total de tombes qUIcontenaient une seule jarre a vm avec marque mcisee 3 Nombre total de tombes qUIcontenaient deux jarres a vm avec
marques mcrsees 4 Nombre total de tombes qUIcontenaient trois jarres a vm avec marques mcisees 5 Nombre total de tombes qUIcontenaient quatre
jarres a vm avec marques mcrsees 6 Tombes qUi contenalent entre cmq et un maximum de 23 ierres a vm avec marques mersees

1 2 3 4 5 6
# graves With # graves With 1 # graves With 2 # graves With 3 # graves WIth 4 # graves With Sor

Site
marked wrneJars marked wmeJars marked wrneJars marked wrneJars marked wine Jars more marked wrne jars'

Mmshat Abu Omar 30 13 (44 8%) 2 (6 8%) 6 (20 7%) 3 (103%) 1/5 (3 4%), 1/6 (3 4%),
2/9 (6 8%),1110 (3 4%),
1/22 (3 4%)

Kafr Hassan Dawood 34 16 (47%) 9 (26%) 3 (87%) 1 (29%) 2/5 (6 7%), 1/6 (2 9%),
1/9 (2 9%), 1/18 (2 9%)

He1wan Op 3/EMO 70 ~ 56 (80 0%) 4 (57%) 5 (71%) 1 (14%) 2/6 (2 8%), 1/8 (1 4%),

and Op 4 1/11 (14%)

Tarkhan 26 3 15 (57 7%) 8 (30 8%) 1 (3 8%) 1 (38%) 1/8 (3 8%)

Abu Roash 32 (ex! Montet's) 21 (656%) 4 (12 5%) 2 (6 2%) 2 (6 2%) 1/5 (31%),1/14 (31%),
1123(31%)

1 115 116 219(etc [standsfor 1 grave with 5 marked wine jars 1 grave with 6 marked wtne jars two graves with 9 marked wtne jars each (etc ) 2 Note

that 34 marked wme jars from Helwan are unprovenanced and that their number does not show up m this table 3 Note that 21 marked wme jars from
Tarkhan cannot be attnbuted to a particular grave and are therefore not included III this table (data kindly provided by L Mawdsley)
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are already attested elsewhere as documented m van
den Bnnk's 1992 corpus, and annotated m Appenchx 1
tables 1-3 In the absence of a paleography, 32
additional simple and compound potmarks could not
be attnbuted WIth 100 % confidence to either a specific
known potmark consisting of a smgle, basic sIgn or a
combination of two or more baSIC sIgns as categonzed
m the 1992 potmark corpus, because they can be
mterpreted as rnmor paleograpluc vananons of attested
SIgnS or their combmations, or else must be considered
to be new, previously unrecorded signs and their
combmations Amongst these are several compound
potmarks that are known on basic sign level, but not
on compound sign-group level, several others consist
of one recorded and one previously unrecorded sign,
nearly a dozen are new (that IS, previously unattested),
compound potmarks, each compnsed of two SIgnS, both
of which are known as distmct, baSIC signs but thus
far had not been recorded m combination with one
another, several others are completely new sIgns, one
m combination with Srn), a sIgn consciously excluded
from the 1992 potmark corpus, but mcorporated m
the 2007 data base of the wwwpotmark-egypt corn
as basic SIgn group group Cl (see van den Bnnk 2010
331) More defirutrve assessment of these observations
IS not possible WIthout the aid of a paleography of all
published early dynastic potmarks, a resource not yet
realized (see also van den Bnnk 2011 1010)

The rernammg 16 potmarks m the Helwan corpus are
clearly new additions to the 1992 corpus, and mclude
SImple potmarks consisting of a smgle, not previously
recorded, new sIgn, or compound potmarks consisting
of hitherto unattested combmanons of previously
documented single or multiple SIgnS (Appenchx 1 tables
1-3 nos 18,22-23,44,47,55,66-68, 79,89, 103, Ill,
115,123 and 130)

Several SImple and compound potmarks occur more
than once m the Helwan corpus there are three
compound potmarks each consisting of two distmct
sIgns (van den Bnnk 1992 Groups I 9, I 30- 33 and
VII 11), each attested twice or tnce (Appendix 1 tables
1-2 nos 78,94,24,30,54,58, 76 respectively), one tnple
cornbmanon (Group I 58) IS attested twice (Appenchx 1
tablesl-2 nos 5 and 118)', two single sIgns (Appenchx 1
tables 1-2 nos 31, 50, 82 and 91, 136)are attested three
and two times, respectively Most frequently appeanng

7 The ') ,,~eOmbll1dtlOn Group I 58 IS recorded on PipiSdenvmg from
V.l110US ccmctcnes m Egypt (cf wwwpotrnark-egypt corn), m one instance

juxtaposed to the estate ~lgJI of An [ec11J1b, ef Petne 1900 PI 46, 137-X 51

baSIC signs are Srn) (n=15, Group CI), a square (n=15,
Group I), a fish (n=7, Group XXVI), a parr of arms
(n=6, Group Ill), a tree-like sign (n=4, Group IV), a
moon or star (n=3, Group XIX), a parr of snakes (n=2,
Group XXV) and the CIty sIgn (?) nuo t (n=2, Group
XXXI)

It has been noted m the past (van den Bnnk 1992 271)
that m 35 2% (or 25 records) of all (n=71) attested
compound potmarks that consist of a combinanon of
three distinct sIgns (*ABC) within the 1992 corpus, at
least one of three possible double combinations ("'AB
[or *BA], *BC [or *CB] and *AC [or *CA]) IS observed,
m 31 % (22 mstances) of the cases two out of three
possible double combmanons IS observed, and only
m 14 1 % (10 instances) of the cases all three possible
double combmanons contained m any individual tnple
combmation are known, while m 197 % (14 records)
only the tnple combmanons are recorded, while none
of the three possible double combmanons within each
tnple combmanon are attested He1wan WIneprs nos 18
and 23 supplement the 1992 record m this respect m the
already previously recorded tnple-compound potmark
Group IV41 (*ABC), only two of the three theoretically
possible double combmations (IV2 [*AB] and IV28
[*AC]) had been attested pnor to the rediscovery of
Helwan matenal Helwan wme Jar potmark no 18
constitutes the unattested third and possible combination
of *BC within this tnple compounded potmark Helwan
wine Jar potmark no 23 presents the reverse side of
the same coin It presents the otherwise unattested tnple
combmation (*ABC), that consists of three previously
attested double combmations (i'AB, *AC, *BC, m this
case SIgn Groups IV2, IV49 and VI 16)

The illustrations accompanymg this paper begm WIth the
wine Jars and their potmarks from Operations 3/1 and
3/3, startmg with the 271egrble marks chstnbuted across
four groups (figs 1-4),listed m the order of appearance m
table 3 They are followed by the rernammg jars of the
aforementioned Operations, orgamzed m the order of
their appearance m Appenchx 1 tables 1-2, (figs 5 1-56)
These are then followed by the 28 Jars of Operation 4
(listed m Appendix 1 table 3, figs 5 6-5 7), which
chronologically are also the latest exemplars, for the most
part, of WIne Jars attested m the corpus Finally; all 148
potmark drawings of these are presented together m fig 6,
m order of their appearance m Appenchx 1 tables 1-3
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Selekh t ec s«, hwt s3-h3 Semerkhet domain References

Site Ajnejdjrb estate

Mmshat Abu Omar 6 6 3* 1 Kroeper 2000

Kafr Hassan Dawood 2 4 - - Tassie etal 2008, m prep

Helwan 4 15 4 5 van den Bnnk 2010 Table 1
Tarkhan 3 4 - 1 Mawdslev 2006
Abu Roash 1 7 - - Klasens 1958 - 1961

*MA02275/114 2900/31 and 3009/1 all three wlIle type 1 JGlS

Table 3 Different types of Wine Jars with legible classes of signs I Dtttetents types de jerresa vm avec des classes ttsibte« de sianes

1 2 3 4 5 6
# marked wineJars,excluding # wineJarsmarked # wineJars marked # wineJars marked # wmeJarsmarked # wineJarsmarked

Site those listed m Table 3 With 1 Sign with 2 Signs with 3 Signs With 4 signs With 5 ormore SIgnS

Mmshat AbuOmar 148 56 (38%) 72 (49%) 17 (11%) 3 (2%) -
KafrHassanDawood 90 1 40 (44 4%) 35 (38 8%) 11(124%) 1 (11%) 2/5(22%)-1/6(11%)
He1wan 120 31 (26%) 62 (52%) 22 (18%) 4 (3%) 1/82 (0 8%)
Tarkhan 59 31 (525%) 26 (441%) 2 (3 4%) - -
AbuRoash 97 47 (49%) 41 (42%) 9 (9%) - -

I SIX markedpotsherdsare toofragmentaryto enabledeterminauon oftileongtnal numberofeo occurringsigns 2 118 stand standsfor onepotmark
conststtng ofeight signs

Table 4 Numencal drstnbutron of single and multiple (/ e compound) potmarks on wme Jars from selected cemetenes - 1 Total number of wine Jarswith
potmarks per cemetery 2 Jars with one sign 3 Jars with two signs 4 Jars wrth three signs 5 Jars with four signs 6 Jars with five or more signs I Dtstnbutton
numenque des marques mceees tsolees ou mUlt/ples ~ e composes) sur les jerre« a vms des cimeueres setectionnes - 1 Nombre total par cirnenerede jarres
a vm avec marques mcisees 2 Jarres aslgne unique 3 Jarres a deux siqnes 4 Jarres a tros slgnes 5 Jarres a quatre srgnes 6 Jarres a cnq slgnes ou plus

Comparison of the dstrouton of jors
With potmarks by grave between the
cemetery at Helwan and selected
contemporary cemeteries In Lower
Egypt

Although crucial, contextual information concernmg
actual tomb locations and possible additional funerary
gifts associated WIth the WIne Jars excavated by Saad are
mostly lackmg, we suggest that a companson of available
data on the numenc distribution of WIneJars WIth potmarks
per grave m Helwan WIth that of other cemetenes may,
nevertheless, be mforrnanve Companson may aid the
discernment of quanntanve patterns m the deposinon of
wme Jars m graves that, m turn, could perhaps shed light
on the personal wealth or SOCial status or persona of the
deceased, If not members of the hvmg associated with
the deceased Accordmgly; tables 1-2 present pertinent,
comparative data from the cemetenes of Mmshat Abu
Omar (based on Kroeper 2000, if Appendix 1 table 6),
Kafr Hassan Dawood (based on Tassie etal. 2008, m prep,
ifAppendix 1 table 7),Abu Roash (based on van den Bnnk
1992 267-269, fig 3), and Tarkhan (based on Mawdsley
2006, 2009, if Appendix 1 tables 4-5) The cemetery
sample thus mcludes provincial cemetenes somewhat

distant from Memphis, considered to be the core area where
a umfied Egyptian polity was developmg, and cemetenes
closer to that center Although the cemetenes were all m
use dunng the height of production and use of WInejars
beanngpotmarks (Naqada IIIB-C), some were estabhshed
earlier as well as continued m use later than others

Table 1 indicates that graves contammg marked pottery
vesselsform but a small percentage (3 7% - 23 8%) of the
total number of graves wrthmthe selected cemetenes and
that withm this small group, graves contammg WIneJars
WIthand WIthout potmarks are a smaller percentage still
(rangmg from 30% - 42% of all graves contammg marked
pottery vessels) of the total number of graves"

The information from table 2 shows that the majority
of the early dynastic graves (44 8 % - 80 %) that mclude
WIneJars WIthpotmarks, contam only one such jar The
data further suggest that a significantly lower percentage
of graves (38 4 % - 142 %) contam 2-4 such Jars, while
only a small percentage (3 9% - 17 4%) contain between
5 and a maximum of 23 It IS tempting to mterpret such

8 SllICC a specific glOUp 01 gla\ cs, namely those yicldmg marked" me
Jdr, that cannot be dated to a specific time range (z e Naqada UIB-C),IS
compared \\ nh the overall numbers of gravLs that undouhtedly include
instances cxtcndmg beyond the above menuoned unu. range, this PICtUl e
IS urrrvordably distorted
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Compound marks of three individual SIgnS make up a
mmor, though still sigrnficant portion of all recorded
potmarks m the cemetenes surveyed above, while
compounds of four and up to eight distinct SIgnS are rare

although some cemetenes have more vessels beanng
smgle sIgns than others At Mmshat Abu Omar and
Helwan, for mstance, compound potmarks consisnng of
two SIgnS are more numerous than those consistmg of a
smgle SIgn The Importance of this pattermng, however,
does not concern so much a specific cemetery or groups of
cemetenes, It rather reflects somethmg about the mternal
orgamzation and composition of potmarks and perhaps
possible associations with admmistranve institutions
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chfferences m groups of grave goods as evidence of SOCIal
distinctions between the mterred In many mstances
there IS a correlation between tomb SIze and number of
funerary gifts mcluded, eg, the two graves at Mmshat
Abu Omar that Yielded the largest number of wme Jars,
Graves 1590 and 2275 (with respectively 25 and 16 wine
Jars), are relatively large, mudbnck structures, referred to
by their excavators as elite-tombs (Kroeper 1992 table 2)
A surular case also occurs at Kafr Hassan Dawood, where
the two largest mud-lined graves 913 and 970 produced
the greatest number of wine Jars, and m tills case also the
largest number of potmarks This would suggest that the
greater the number of marked Jars, the higher the SOCIal
standmg of the owner of the tomb This interpretation
seems logical given that the greatest number of relatively
small graves, representing the mass of the populanon
of the cemetery contamed only one or no wme Jars
accompanYing the deceased to the after-hfe (if table 1)

Additional Recently
legible potmark signs

proposed

Contmumg the cross-cemetery comparison, table 3 lists
the totals of wine Jars with legible mscnptions similar
to those found at Helwan (n=27, see above), deriving
from four additional cemetenes m Lower Egypt The
distnbunon of wine Jars m Egypt with either A[ne] dpb's
estate SIgn or Semerkhet's domam SIgnIS very restncted,
with the majority of both former (55) and latter (116)
deriving from their respective tombs situated m the royal
necropolis m Umm el-Qa'ab, Abydos? Inscnpnons with
the estate name of A[ne]dJlb and the Semerkhet domam
are unattested at the cemetenes at Kafr Hassan Dawood
and Abu Roash The Ajnejdpb estate SIgnIS also absent
from the Tarkhan cemetenes In almost all cases legible
SIgnS are accompanied by additional smgle or compound
potmarks that are less mtelhgible

Excludmg the 27 inscnptions hsted m table 3, the
remammg 121 potmarks m the corpus under mSCUSSIOn
can be subdivided, as already mentioned above, mto
potmark groups consisting of one, or combinations of 2
or more distinct SIgnS (up to a maximum of 8) The way
m which this distribution compares to those recorded for
the addmonal selected cemetenes IS shown m table 4

Table 4 indicates that the vast majority of potmarks are
those that either consist of a smgle SIgnor a composite of
two distinct SIgnS Compound potmarks consisting of two
SIgnS are slightly more numerous than those consisting
of a smgle SIgnwithin the group of selected cemetenes,

9 v

In conn ast, wlllcJals with the Sm'J Sign have a more even drstnbunon
wrtlun the Lower Nile Valley and Delta, 15 denvc fiom Abyclos, 52 from
Saqqara, while 1.naddmonal S? are drstnbuted among the five cemetenes
appeanng 111table 3

Readmgs or mterpretanons have recently been suggested
for several other incised potmark groups based on
their apparent sirrnlanty to some of the shghtly later
hieroglyphs (Anselm 2007, 2008, 201 Oa-b, 2011 a-b,
Breand 2008, Kroeper 2000, Mawdsley 2006, 2009,
Tassre etat 2008 215-217), to the extent that they have
been called "preformal hieroglyphs" by some (Tassie etal ,
op czt 217-218) Several of these also occur m the Helwan
corpus They mclude the square or rectangle (n=33, van
den Bnnk's [1992] Group sIgn I 1), suggested readmg
kw t [if Kroeper 2000 216] or pr [Mawdsley 2006, see also
Anselm 20 11b) In the Helwan assemblage tills SIgn either
appears alone (n=2) or m combmanon with one or two
additional SIgnS (n=31), eg, m combmation with a fish
(n=6), a frequent combination (van den Bnnk's [1992]
SIgn sub-groups I 30-1 32 (n=87) which Kroeper - m
analogy to certam Old Kmgdom onornastica - suggests
represent an estate name m the Delta (zbzd , Ansehn
2011 a), another frequently occurnng mark concerns
the genenc, non-perpendicular, crois simple (n= 12)
mterpreted as a mnernomc device m the production of
pottery vessels by Breand (Breand 2008)

Other SIgns appeanng m the Helwan corpus that perhaps
can be read or are smular to the slightlylater hieroglyphs,
mclude van den Bnnk's (1992) SIgn groups III 1 (n=6, k3
or s~n), IVl (n=5), X (n=2, 3bd"lunar festival", see Anselm
20 1Ob), XXXI 1 (nJw t), appeanng twice m the Helwan
corpus m combmation with another SIgnand XXXVII
(n= 1)m combination with a serekh Notably absent from
the Helwan corpus are the frequently recorded SIgnS for
e g nJr(Group XI) and mr (Group XVII), and the hs-vase
like SIgnGroup X and Group XXI
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Conclusions

It IS chfficult, perhaps too early to comment at this stage
on the possible wider ramificanons of the analyses
and resultant trends emergIng from this small and
mcompletely preserved aspect of early dynastic mortuary
behavior The bulk of data used for exammmg the WIne
jars and their potmarks, and mforrnauon concermng
their distribution among graves m the Helwan cemetery
as presented here denve from Z Y Saad's excavations
In the absence of relevant field records or publications,
these data are hopelessly madequate to work WIth These
CIrcumstances preclude a deeper investigation mto how,
for example, WIne jars beanng potmarks and their
distnbunon over parts of the Helwan cemetery relate
to eg , other vessel types and their distnbution, to other
tomb contents, tomb SIze, location within the cemetery,
skeletal remams If preserved, sex, gender, age, etc Thus,
attempts to cast additional hght on the SOCIal status of
the owners of those tombs or others affiliated WIth them
(if eg , Parker-Pearson 1999) are severely hindered
Kroeper's (Kroeper 2000 215) observation that "the
highest amounts of marks was not found m the grave
WIth the highest amount of offenngs" stands as a caveat
to guard against assummg simple correlations between

quannnes, sizeand SOCIal status Past cultural frameworks
of sigmficance might be more complex than one might
minally expect

Although the contextual analysisof a classof grave goods,
even within a smgle cemetery-m this case of WIne jars
beanng potmarks- goes well beyond the scope of the
present paper, we could begm to overcome the problem
of incomplete archaeological records for Helwan by
investigating comparable data from the four selected
contemporary cemetenes for which field records and
published excavation reports do exist It IS therefore hoped
that the selected data presented here might encourage
others to continue to pursue potmark research m new
ways and build on the groundwork laid by this study

As discussed above, the vanous groupmgs of both
legible and mtelligible potmarks are slowly, but gradually
expanding, and the application of the term preformal
hieroglyphs to several of these seems fittmg WIth the
renewed excavationsat the Helwan cemetery snllongomg,
the present assemblage of WIne jars WIthpotmarks will
undoubtedly contmue to expand and contnbute not
only to the theme of early dynastic potmarks per se, but
also to contextual and SOCIal analyses as well as scnpt
development more generally
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5-1 WlneJarsIn the order of appearance as In Appendix 1 tables 1-3 For missing Jars nos 1 3-7 20 22 and 26 see figs 1-4/ Jarres a vm dans I ordre
d'eppentior: de I Annexe 1 tableaux 1-3 Pour les Jarres manquantes nos 1 3-7 20 22, and 26 voir figs 1-4
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5-2 WlneJarsIn the order of appearance as In Appendix 1 tables 1-3 For missing Jarnos 34-35, see fig 2/ Jarres a vtndans I'ordre d'epoentton de
I Annexe 1 tableaux 1 3 Pour les Jarresmanquantes n° 34-35 voir fIg 2
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5-3 WmeJars m the order of appearance as In Appendix 1 tables 1-3 For missing Jarnos 60 64 see fig 2 and 3/ Jarres a vm dans Iordre d eppetttion
de I'Annexe 1 tableaux 1-3 Pour les farres manquantes n° 60 64 voir figs 2 et 3
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5-4 WlneJars In the order of appearance as In Appendix 1 tables 1-3 For missing Jarnos 70-73 81 see fig 2 far nos 85-86, see fig 1/ Jarres a vm
dans lordre d'eppenttonde IAnnexe 1 tableaux 1-3 Pour les jerres manquantes n° 70-73 81, votr fig 2 pour les n° 85-86 vot:fIg 1

Pretustotres de I ecnture Iconographle prettques graphlques et emergence de i'ecnt dans I Egypte oredynesuoue I20161 63 86



78/ Edwm C M van den Bnnk Chnstrana E Kohler & Jane C Smythe

I
I I

\1\ /
98 ~

1,1
\ ,\

(lr~
I 11 \

,I 7~i I :1
\\ I' 'I : /

\\ I I

\

11
\ I I

I

112

,
\

\

\
!
/
I
i
I
I

J
I
I

!
!
!
I

/
I

!

111

5-5 WmeJarsin the order of appearance as In Appendix 1 tables 1-3 For missing Jarnos 93 96 and 104 see fig 2/ Jarres a vm dans I'ordre
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Abstract - When attemptmg to make sense of intentional
marks on Predynasnc-Late Predynasnc matenal culture,
emphasis typically centres on differennatmg iconographic
from semantic functions and elucidating symbolic
meanmgs The concern to classify a mark or sets of
marks accordmg to conventional, often anachrorustically
denved, categones of SIgnor symbol has led to a general
neglect of related areas of past meamng production
One of these areas IS matenal practice, mcludmg Its
technological facets This paper takes as Its pomt of
departure the premise that meamng IS not bound up
solely m the morphology of graphical marks but also
resides m the matenals and techmques deployed m
their expressIOn It also alms to address the paradox,
that while much of archaeology IS ultimately concerned
with transformations m technology, as investigators we
have been negligent m considering the effects of the
technologies we use m the present for the documentation
and study of technologies m the past Before addressing
this paradox I discuss how we need to re-matenahse our
concept of early Egyptian graphical culture so that we
can then consider It as part of past technological practice
In doing so, I draw on theoretical concepts of matenahty,
technological practice and phenomenology for the
framework they provide for explonng early graphical
evidence as both process and outcome of embodied
sensonal and technological practice In terms of
technology m the present as applied to research, vanous
challenges confront mqUlry mto the finer matenal details
of surface marks and related features Capture and study
usmg conventional photography, archaeological drawings
or other lmagIng methods are mherently selectrve and
can result m omissions or errors FIrst-hand study IS not
always possible and, even then, some surface details can
be difficult to discern Advanced digital technologies are

Resume - Lorsque l'on essaie de donner du sens aux marques
intentumnelles de la culture matenelle pre et prato-dynasttque,
l'auention sefocalise a differenczer lesfonctums iconographiques
de celles qUl relevent de la semantique et a resoudre les
slgmjicatlOns symboliques Lefait de classifier unemarque ouun
ensemble demarques enaccord avec des categories de slgnes oude
symboles souvent deniees deconuentums anachroniques a conduit
a negltger tout un ensemble d'autres champs de la productum
mentale anctenne L'un de ces aspects est lapratique matenelle,
en incluant ses facettes technologtques Get article prendcomme
point de depart la premisse que la pensee ne se cantonne pas
a la morphologte des slgnes grapluques mats reside aUSSl dans
les matenaux et les techniques deployes dans son expression
Ceci mse egalement a prendre en compte le paradoxe qUl est
que l'archeologue s'tnteresse avant tout aux transformations de
la technologte et qu'en tant que chercheurs nous avons negltge
de considerer les 1fets des technologies que nous utiltsons d
l'heure actuelle sur la documentation et l'etude des technologies
dupasse Avant de lefaue,ye ooudrais demontrer combten nous
avons besoin de rematenaliser notre conception de la culture
graphique de l'Egypte pre-pharaonique pour quenous puissums
ensuite la considerer comme une part delapratique technologique
ancienne En faisant celaj'emprunte aux concepts theonques de
la matenalie, delapratique technologique eta laphenomenologie
les schemes qu'tlsfournissent pour explorer les plus anctennes
attestations graphlques a lafits comme processus et resultat de
Pmcorporalite sensonelle et de la pratique technologtque En ce
qUl concerne la tedinologie contemporame telle qu'elle estutiltsee
par la recherche, differents dqfis attendent le questumnement sur
les fins details matenels des marques de surface et des formes
stmilaires Laprisedevueet l'etude, enuulisantlaphotographze
conoentumnelle, le dessm ardieologtque ou d'autres methodes
d'imagene, sontpar essence selectifs et de cela peut resulter des
omissions et des erreurs Une etude depremiere-main n'est pas
tOUJOU1S possible et, surtout, des details de surface peuvent are
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umquely positioned to overcome such challenges and
present excitmg potential for bnngmg diverse subject
matter, methodologies, theoretical approaches and
media together Reflectance Transformation Imagmg
(RTI) enables the lugh resolution and detailed capture
of object surfaces and features Applied successfully
to a range of documentary and other archaeological
evidence, RTI IS only recently bemg exploited for the
study of early Egyptian graphical culture I present two
RTI case studies the so-called Battlefield Palette or Lion
Palette, and an mscnbed ivory funerary label ThIS RTI
data was acquired dunng the collaborative University of
Southampton and University of Oxford project aimed
at developmg a Reflectance Transformation Imagmg
Systems for Ancient Documentary Artefacts (RTISAD),
funded by the AHRC Digital Equipment and Database
Enhancement for Impact scheme (DEDEFI) Through
these examples I show the value of tiling fuller account
of the techno-matenahty of graphical marks and
demonstrate the tremendous potential offered by RTI for
documentmg, visualismg and studymg the early EgyptIan
graphic traditions and their development

Keywords - digital photography, documentation, embochment,
matenahty, phenomenology, matenal practice, Reflectance
Transformation Imagmg, RTI, technology; tools

W hen attempting to make sense of intentional
marks on Predyriasuc-Late Predynastic
matenal culture, emphasis typically centres

on Image morphology and the differentiation of
iconographic from semantic functions, or the elucidation
of symbolic meamngs The concern to classify a mark,
or sets of marks, according to conventional categones of
SIgnand symbol has led to a general neglect of related
areas of past meamng production ThIS paper takes as Its
pomt of departure the prermse that meamng IS not bound
up solely m the morphology of grapmcal marks but also
resides m their matenahty as part of individual and social
practice It IS Important to document the matenals and
techmques used m grapmcal activities (KaW 2001 106
108),but this IS only the first step If we are to understand
graphical developments m relation to hnguisnc and
wider cultural practices (e g Bames 2010 146), we also
need to move beyond notions of matenal as playmg a
paSSIve supporting role as a "substrate" or "background
substance" for SIgnS, or treatment of Imagery as a distinct
"constrate" (Mountford 1969 630 tn KaW 2001 106), to
see these as mutually constituting

dtffictles a discerner Les technologies diguales aoancees ont
une POstton unzque pour repondre a de tels defis et presenient
un potentiel prometteur pour opporter aces sujets a la fots
des aoancees matenelles, methodologiques et theonques La
Reflectance Transformauon Imagzng (RTf) rend possible une
haute resolution et une prise de vue de detazl de la surface de
l'obje: etde ses particulanres Deja uulisee aoec succes pourtoute
une sene de documents et d'objets archeologtques, la RTI n'est
exploitee que depuis peupourl'etude de la culture graphzque de
l'Egypte protodynastzque Je uoudnus presenter deux casd'etude
de laRTI lapalette dzte duChamp de Bataille ouPalette duLzon
et une etiquette funeraue tnscnie, en tuotre Il s'agzt du resultat
d'un prOJet de collaboratzon entre l'Unuersue de Southampton
et l'Umuersue d'Osford, Reflectance Transformatum Imagzng
fi'ystems for Ancient Documentary Artifacts (RTISAD), fonde
par leAHRC Dlgztal Equipment andDatabase Enhancement
ftr Impact scheme (DEDEFf) Au traoers de ces exemples, Je
souhaiiertus montrer l'mtert; de prendre en compte la techno
matenalue des marques graphzques et demontrer leformidable
potentiel qffirt par la RTI pour documenter, msualtser et
etudier la plus ancienne traduum graphzque egyptzenne et ses
developpements

Mots cles - phatographu: numenque, documentatzon, mcarnatton,
matenaltte, phenomenologze, pratique matenelle, Reflectance Transformatum
lmagzng, RTl, technologze, outtls

As I have discussed elsewhere (Piquette 2007, 2008),
theoretical concepts of matenahty and technological
practice (if DeMarraIs etal 2004, Dobres 2000) provide
useful frameworks for mvesnganng early grapmcal media
These enable us to reframe the matenal-image relanonship
as one of mutual constitution, WIth the recognition
that the meamng and function of one cannot be fully
understood without reference to the other Technological
acts of knowledgeable, embodied producers created
particular matenal, techmcal and semantic relationships,
these m turn mformed subsequent sensonal perception,
embodied engagement, and thus cogmnve processes of
understanding and meamng construction It IS all very
well to advocate a more promment role for theones of
matenal practice m research on the development of
early Egyptian graphIcal culture, but It IS also the case
that meanmgful adaptation and apphcation of SOCial
and archaeological theory IS currently Impeded by Issues
of a more practical and immediate nature - namely
direct access to image-bearing objects, or accurate high
resolution Images of them, as well as to their associated
archaeological data Some of these Issues are a question
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of publication methods for archaeological evidence
classified as '(early) wntmg', 'art' or a similar category
and conventional assumptions about what should be
documented and visualised m a book or article Other
Issues have to do WIthdata capture technology

In what follows, I dISCUSS the some of the barners to
technology- and matenal-focussed studies of early
Egyptian graphIcal culture as presented by variability
m documentation and re-presentation, focussmg
particularly on hne drawmgs and photography In light
of these, I present an emerging advanced digital ImagIng
technology, Reflectance Transformation Imagmg (RTI),
and present selected results from a recent RTI research
project undertaken at the University of Oxford m
collaboration WIth the University of Southampton My
aim IS to demonstrate the ways m which this powerful
ImagIng techmque overcomes many documentation and
visualisation challenges by providing a hIghly accurate
record of an object surface, thereby enablmg a more
reflexive, theoretically-informed and Importantly,
archaeological, study of the development of Egyptian
wntmg

expenence and engage WIth analogue (z e paper-based
text-objects such as books andjournal articles) compared
WIthdigital text-objects (e g websites, PDFs, blogs), threw
mto sharp relief the tremendous Impact technological
change and choice IS having on research processes and
their outcomes (Piquette et al 2010) ThIS research
mto modern wnter!reader expenence and practice m
acaderma combmed WIth Carver's critique has provoked
me to reflect on the impact of modem technologies used
m research on early Egypnan graphical culture

Beyond the need to thmk more critically about how
technologies used m the present mform the ways m
which we reconstruct the past, there IS an added twist for
early EgypTIan writing and Its progemtors these are not
typically seen as matenal and technological m the same
way that, for example, hthic and ceramic data are I am
therefore mterested m assessmg direct and indirect modes
of documentation, as well as subsequent paper-based and
digital visuahsanons My mterest also lies m identifying
where these can be augmented to take fuller account of
matenahty; and the kmds of insight to be gamed from
particular documentation techniques for our understandmg
of the development of early EgypTIangraphIcal culture

I Research undertaken WIth Prof Claire Warwick, DIrector of the UeL
Centre for DIgital Humamues, as part of the User Expenence Research
Group (or the Canadian Foundation for Innovation, the Social SCIence
and Research Council of Canada (SSHRC)MaJoI Collaboranon Research
Imuanve project, Implementmg New Knowledge Envu onments (I1'JKE)

While much of archaeology IS ultimately concerned WIth
transformations m technology, Geoff Carver (Carver
2005 3-4) observes the paradox that, as investigators
we have been neghgent m considering the effects of the
technologies we use m the present for the documentation
and study of technologies m the past Carver focuses
hIS critique on lackmg awareness of the Impacts of
digital technologies, but ills observation IS also germane
to the unreflexrve use of analogue technologies for the
documentation of archaeological evidence Only now
that we struggle to keep pace WIth digital technological
change, and to grasp how these are transformmg modes
of research and knowledge construction (e g Taylor etaL
2010), IS the formative role of conventional technologies
bemg drawn mto our discursive consciousness DISCUSSIon
of these Issues IS now underway, although mamly from
within Digital Humanities and Information SCIence (see
Benardou etaL 2010) A recent study' of how researchers

Iechnoloqv Past and
Addressmq a paradox

Present The extent to which a method enables a certam kind of
documentation IS not SImply an objective act where one
simply deploys the best imagmg hardware and most up-to
date software or carefully adheres to a particular facsimile
techmque The ambiguity; heterogeneity or multiplicity
of the matenal world means that choices must be made
WIthregard to where we direct our 'gaze' as investigators
(Shanks & Hodder 1998 77) We may choose to document
the 'natural' surface and!or surface modifications of an
artefact as revealed by the trowel and brush, or - perhaps
enchanted by the iconic, indexical or symbolic possibihues
of surface marks - record, visualise or otherwise direct
study only to the contour of shapes attnbuted such
functions (eg Raffaele 2005 figs 1-2, fig 4, B13, Anselm
2008), if that (e g Ogdon 2006) ThIS selectivity IS what
Haas (Haas 1996 esp 32) refers to as the "Technology
IS Transparent" myth, we effectively lookmg through the
materiahty and technology of our endeavours (see also
O'Hara etaL 2002 271),neglecting to recogmse the impact
these have on analysis and interpretation Archaeological
remams, whether or not they mcorporate epigraphic,
palaeographic, glyptlc, pot mark or other 'VIsual'
information are not SImplygIven "data" Archaeologists
may have a raw matenal, but from the moment of
designanng It "archaeological" and makmg somethmg of
It through recording; drawing, photographIng, publishing,
exhibiting, etc this IS nevertheless a mode of SOCIal
and cultural (Shanks & Hodder 1998 77) - and as Just
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highlighted, technologzcal production I now turn to selected
methods of (re-)productIon m the present, particularly
photography and hne drawmg In particular, I consider
the challenges and opportumties these present for studies
of early EgyptIan graphIcal development that are also
sensmve to the techno-matenal nature of the evidence

Technologies of Image Re-production
In the Present

Documentation and visualisation of early Egyptian
graphIcal data goes back more than a century and has
mvolved a vanety of methods and practices Until the
advent and WIdespread use of photography, artefact
facsimile and dissemmanon consisted predommantly of
sketches, hne drawmgs and water colours Photographic
and hne drawmg re-production have been pnmanly m
black and white, WIth the occasional use of colour tIntmg
(Emery 1938 pl l8A, Petne 1900 pI 17, no 26) WIth
the decreased cost of colour reproduction, especially
WIth the advent of dIgItal and onlme pubhcation, the
cnncal data that colour provides about past technological
practice IS mcreasmgly available

FaCSImIle hne drawings are an mdispensible component
of documentation (der Manuelian 1998 97, see also
p 100, n 4 for bnef bibliography on epigraphic and
palaeographic method) What IS stnkmg about the 2D
re-production techmques found among the studies
on early Egyptian graphical culture, IS the diversity
of ways m which these are deployed and the different
extents to which past materiahty IS re-constructed A
lme drawmg might be used as an illustration on ItS
own, or together WIth ItS compamon photograph for
companson, WIthor WIthout scales (van den Bnnk 2001
66-67, figs 73-77), or the methods rmght be combmed
to highlight particular surface details (e g hne drawings
on photographs, Ibrahim & Tallet 2009 181, fig 2) A
facsimile of a FIrStDynasty mscnbed funerary label from
Saqqara combmes artefact morphology WIthpreserved
and proposed cornposmonal structure, and transcnpnon
and description (Menu 2001 165, fig 1) However, other
features such as the potentially significant use of red,
black/dark grey, green, and yellow/white coloured
pastes m the mCISIOns (albeit colour as it appears today,
see Piquette 2007) are neglected2 Publicanons may also

2 Companson of the published photograph of the label (Emery 1938
pi \7A) IVIth the ongmal artefact m the Cauo Museum UE 70114) shows
that this lme drawmg m Emery's report contains errors (a note reading
"S &M 1937(37/281)" may provide addmonal mforrnauon about drawing

provide information about production technologies m
figure captions and m-text description, e g potmarks
"wet incised", "dry incised", "hghtly incised after
finng" (Fnedman et al 1999 8-9, figs 7-8) Likewise,
on occasion figure captions specify that tracmgs are
made from photographs rather than the ongmal surface
(e g Storemyr 2009 126, figs 8-9) In her palaeographic
study of early Egyptian wntmg Regulski (RegulskI
2010 10-12) helpfully provides an alphabetic indicator
of, e g whether a SIgn outhne was made by tracmg
the original object, was a digital tracmg (presumably
of a photograph of the original object), a published
drawmg or photograph, or denved from Kaplony's
(Kaplony 1963, Ill) reconstruction drawings However,
such information IS by no means provided regularly m
pnmary source pubhcations, presentmg a substantial
barner to comparative research from an artefactual
standpomt

Inconsistencies m visualisation methods m separate studies
IS one Issue,but within a smgle-themed pubhcanon it would
seem that the value of bnngmg related research together
between two covers IS partially defeated by variability m
re-production For example,Archeo-.Nil2009, on early rock
art, reveals substantial differences within and between
individual studies Imagery from the same SIte may be
chfferentlyillustrated a black and white photograph shows
an incised "Serekh of Horus Qa-a" and other marks,
while lme drawing IS used to depict a "Late FIrStDynasty
hieroglyphic mscnpnon [above a boat scene]" (Darnell
2009 102, figs 24-25) In contrast to facsimile methods
where subtractrve surface transformations are mked m
completely (Wmk1er 1938 pl 32,2), methods which are
more sensitive to past techmques of production, such
as shading and lme WIdth used to differentiate pecked,
engraved and scratched surface marks (e g ClaBen etal
2009 50, fig 6), facilitate comparative analysis of past
techmques and tool use In addition to separate use, the
combmanon of hne drawing and photography can bnng
together empmcal and contextual information to convey
Important aspects of materiahty eg where Ibrahim and
Tallet (Ibrahim & Tallet 2009 181, fig 2)indicate relative
pOSItIOns of scenes m bas-rehef on the same rock face
Photographs can convey certain technological details and
contextual mformanon, but quality vanes lughly, rangIng
from relatively good rakmg light to subjects being virtually
lostmshadow(eg Gattoetal 2009 l6l,qffig 14WIth
fig 15)

methods for the report), yet the hue drawings (seeEmery 1938 35, fig 8 and
pi 18A, WIthcolour nntmg) rather than the photograph or original object
has been copied/reproduced, resulung m perpetuanou of the c.nors (e~
Rl1ld&ElIenne2000 4·,fig I, Menu 2001 165, fig I)
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Of course many factors llllpmge on the process of Image
documentation m the field and what ultimately reaches
publication Nigel Strudwick (m the context of Theban
tomb painting, Strudwick 2001) highhghts the logistic,
trammg and financial implications for vanous facsimile
methods (see also Carnmos 1976, Bell 1987, Traunecker
1987, Malek 1988) Lighnng presents a perenmal difficulty
durmg photography or first-hand drawing AsJust touched
upon, surface details and their colours, whether underlymg
or applied, are revealed, altered, or obscured dependmg
on the illurmnanon source, locanon and intensity (Gibson
1979 97-98), and cannot always be predicted or controlled
Although a greater challenge m outdoor contexts, hghnng
also presents difficulties for portable surfaces, especially
where surfaces are poorly preserved For example, a hne
drawing of a red and black mk-mscnbed label (Newberry
1912 282, E), presumably based on the photograph made
usmg visible hght (Amelmeau 1905 425, pI 37, no 3,
Louvre E 25 268), differs m many details from the drawmg
based on photographs made under mulnspectral hght The
latter flesh out additional traces of the imagery and other
marks (Godron 1990 27-28, pls 1-3)

These differences m copIes bear out an additional pomt,
however, that visibility mvolvmg ocular stimulation VIa
a light source IS but one factor impacting on how an
investigator perceives surface information and chooses
to reproduce It DIfferences between lme drawings' of
a wooden label WIth the same provenance and dating
(British Museum, EA 32650) WIth preserved incisions,
some more ambiguous than others, indicate the extent of
mterpretanon that takes place dunng the act of copymg
(also cf Vikennev's (1959) 'tidied' Ime drawing of an IVOry
label dated to the reIgn of Djet (fig 1)WIthIts photograph
(pl 2, tabletB,fromEmery 1954 102,pl 35b)

Schafer remarked on the habit of pubhcation to focus
on the content of the Image, WIth other surface features
madequately indicated (Schafer 2002 [19l9J 74-75)
Indeed, outdated notions concernmg the immatenahty
of certain kinds of surface feature have persisted, leading
to unevenness m their contextuahsanon m documentation
and visualisation Assumptions concernmg the stand
alone nature or 'complete' state of graphical marks have
led to hrmted consideration of evidence for the matenal
acts leading to their expressIOn on a surface (Piquette &
Whitehouse 2013) Potmark typologies are an Important

3 Note In particular the diflerent rendenngs of the four birds In the 3rd
register of the right-hand column (Godron Iq90 pis 4- 5, no 7WIth8-10)
Based on companson with label fragments recovered during Gel man
excavations at Abydos, I now believe the scene should be reconstructed as
bu ds bung caught In a clap net by the ruler (Piqucttc forthcommg)

chronological tool (e g van den Bnnk 1996), but m addition
to mark shape and meamng content such typologies would
also benefit from accounting for pahmpsest, evidence for
tool type and ductus As Mawdsley (Mawdsley 2009 199
200) and van den Bnnk (van den Brink 1992 267) remark,
a sigmficant problem for retrospective potmarks studies IS
that these are often illustrated WIthout specific reference
to their onginal pottery earner; makmg datlng and other
contextuahsanon difficult If not impossible DIfferent levels
of subjectivity are also mtroduced depending on the nature
of the source subject A facsimile may be created bytracing
an ongmal subject or a photograph of It (RegulskI 2004
952, n 1) or VIce versa, although this IS rare (see Qjubell
1923 pl Tl, no 3) This IS not always made explicit, as
mentioned, but can sometimes be mferred For example,
when Imagery lost m shadow m an onginal photograph IS
orrntted m a later drawing, tills strongly suggests that the
source subject was the photograph rather than the ongmal
object (if Petne 1901 pl 3, no 1 WIth Emery 1961 53,
fig 13, Piquette 2010 56, pl 1)- and that checking' against
the ongmal object probably did not take place

That a hne-drawmg of an object IS unavoidably the product
of subjective choices (Shanks and Hodder 1998 77) IS also
hIghhghted by the contrasting treatments gIven to objects
which do, or do not, bear llllagery On the one hand, the
mtenor and extenor surface features of ceramic vessels
from Umm el-Qa'ab are drligently drawn usmg pen
and Ink WIth details precisely indicated by fine snpplmg
(DreyeretaL 1998 l3l,figs 22-24) On the other, m the
same pubhcauon a perforated IVOry plaque beanng the
mched frame of 'Narmer' IS rendered more schemancally
Its rectangular shape IS merely indicated m outline along
WIththe basic contours of the incised llllagery, although the
remams of the coloured paste mfillmg the label mCISIOns
are indicated m careful detail by a fine hatchmg, WIth
some damage indicated by sparse snpplmg (Dreyer etat
1998 139, fig 29, pl 5) In contrast to facsimiles of the
contemporary cerarrnc vessels and their surface features
as Just noted from the same SIte and appeanng m the
same publication, however, evidence for label surface
preparation or other tool marks IS not visualised Here we
see that matenal contextual information IS inconsistently
provided m facsimile form depending, presumably, on
assumptions the investigator Imposes concernmg object
function and meanmg For the labels and other objects seen
pnmanly for their 'wntmg', details of techmque, texture,
style, mechamcal use, and Ideal onentanon for attachment,
VIewmg/'readabillty', and so on are usually de-emphasised
m favour of elucidatmg SIgnmorphology

A range of other Issues mvanably inform the investigator's
'gaze', and mfluence what IS drawn, photographed or
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otherwise documented Observers may 'see' object surfaces
differently depenclmg on environmental conditions such
as access to a stationary or mobile hght source of vaI)'lng
intensity; physiological factors, such as quahty of eyesight,
the presence/absence of colour blindness, and so on
'Lookmg' IS also mformed by cultural factors such as
training and area of expertise, research mterests, methods
and theoretical perspective (seeTerras 2006) The imphed
arrn(s) of re-production facsimile IS usually for preservation
and documentation, and to aid the processes of reading,
decipherment and interpretation Because of the
subjective nature of observation and the fact that method
and motivation are not always declared, It IS rrnportant to
dunk cnncally and reflexively about the processes which
mformed a pubhshed facsimile

As for hne drawmgs, these are typically used to distinguish
intentional from umntentional surface marks, for example
to clanfy the contours or details of relief which m a
photograph may be difficult to pick out from an eroded
or damaged back-ground For Schafer (wntmg m the
1956 Preface to his Principles ofEgyptian Art) the pnmary
aim of his use of illustration m his text IS" not to show
the beauty of Egyptian works of art They are chiefly
mtended as examples of rendenngs of nature which seem
strange to us this goal can be achieved m hne drawmgs
which demonstrate m an unpretentious way the point I
am discussing' (seeSchafer 1919 [2002] XXVll) Strudwick
(Strudwick2001 128-129) stresses the rrnportance of the
'feel' of the surface the epigrapher acqmres as she works
m front of the surface bemg documented, and the 'feel' of
an ongmal versus a facsimile Here the goal of artefact and
standmg monument documentanon must be to "do duty to
the ongmal" At the same trrne, It IS also acknowledged that
tills IS an impossible task (Bames 1984 22, Strudwick 2001
137),or at least thwarted by rrnpreClsIons mherent m axioms
such as "nature", "onginal" or other under-theonsed
concepts that SItuate the subject of documentation outside
ItS context(s) of time and past social space

Overall, facsirmle methods for early Egyptian graprucal
culture overwhelming emphasise what IS depicted, the
nature of the iconographic and repertoire, and design
development (if Aldred 1980 32-36) This IS not to say
that matenals and techmque are wholly Ignored (later
evidence for past image-making processes has provoked
creative solutions such as the use of overlays (Strudwick
2001 132) Nevertheless, the how of depicnon and
graplucal symbolhng by the early Egypnan artist/scnbe
and the ways m which the choice of tool and techmque
mformed those areas which have been emphasised (design,
appearance, semantic meamng) need to be more fully and
consistently accounted for Early Egyptian graphical culture

IS not merely a representation of past realities awaiting
recovery through diligent recording methods but exists m
the present, our reconstructions of It are connngent upon
the methods and perspectives we bnng to them (seeBarrett
2000 62-65,Jones & Macgregor 2002 3) Even with this
awareness and recogIUsmg the Importance of accounting
for the role of matenahty and technological practice m the
development of early Egyptian scnbal systems, how can we
detect, document and explore relanonslups between tools,
matenals, embodied pracnnoners and other aspects of the
chaine operatoire of rrnage production and consumption?
Before I turn to one possible solution, I want to briefly
consider further rrnagery and related practices m the past
from a theoretical perspective

Past Graphical Practice and
Sensory Expenence

Theones of matenal practice and the body assert the
embeddedness of human action and expenence m the
matenal world However, much research on Image,
writing and text takes an ocularcentnc perspective, even
though engagement with and expenence of Imagery,
past or present, IS never a purely VISUal activity (ClaBen
et al 2009 59) Indeed, human actors do more than
just look at things, gaze, read or contemplate them, "
they may also touch, smell and taste them, people drag
objects around, use, wear, tear, fix, repalr and maintain
them, grow tired of them, put them away, discard them
and rediscover them" (Lofgren 1997 103) In seekmg to
re-matenahse early Egyptian graphical culture (Piquette
2008), yet aVOId "fetishismg the thmgishness of things"
we need to think about matenahty as part of everyday
skills, and competences as part of mteracnons with and
expenences of graphical objects (if Lofgren 1997 103)
Within archaeology and anthropology phenomenology
has become an Importance source of inspiration for
thmkmg through the way people perceIve and expenence
cultural objects and landscapes (e g Olsen 1990, 2003,
Gosden 1994, Ingold 2000, Thomas 2006) I argue that
phenomenology also presents new and interesting ways
of explonng graphIcal culture and past expenence of
scnbal and artistic spaces Sensory mputs of SIght,sound,
touch, taste, smell would have been central to mdrvidual
graphical practice, albeit influencing engagement and
meamng construction to chfferent extents m the course of
production and consumption

Among the environmental conditions which Impmge on
sensory perception and embodied techno-matenal action
m the world IS illumination LIght IS fundamental for
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the VISUal perception of surfaces of material substances
(Cibson 1979 16-32, 121) From direct, ambient or
reflected sunlight to lamp, torch or candle hght, suitable
illurnmation would have been required dunng acts of
drawing, writing, painting, caTVlng and so on (see eg
Sundstedt et at 2004, Gutierez et at 2006, Kider et at
2009) As illumination stimulates ocular perception, It
reinforces other sensory expenence and VIce versa, such
as the ways m which VISUal appearance corresponds to
the tactile sensations of roughly cut wooden or IVOry
surfaces, or those sanded/smoothed m preparation
for mscnption The reflexive practiuoner would have
sought a SUItable relationship between hght source and
the location and angle of the matenal surface depending
on tools and inscription techmque used Lightmg
considerations would have also extended to the general
work space, and additional matenals and paraphernalia
(pigments, gnndmg equipment, adhesives, water, illlXlng
pot, palette, artistic Implements, etc) Illummation
would also have been adapted to pracnnoner'sts') bodily
requirements of height, SIze, posture, quality of eye SIght,
types of movement required for a gIven task, and overall
ergonOmIC preferences These factors were also important
for consumers of graphIcal culture dunng touching and
handlmg, lookmg,readmg or discussingaloud and so forth
Of course we must bear m rmnd the vanous possibilities
that pnmary sigruficancemay have resided m the creanve
act rather than ItS outcome, and that, where intended,
audiences and types of consumption varied across time
and space (if Bames 20 12 3)

A techno-material perspective and consideration of
the embodied practitioner also reqUIres a broader
conceptualisation such that early Egyptian graphical
culture IS set m relation to lived expenence I am acutely
aware of the fact that only very limited evidence survives
archaeologically to directly support such reconstruction
Even where evidence does survive m later periods,
visuahsmg and otherwise modelling past scenarios of
phenomenological expenence present challenges which
may never be surmountable for both epistemological and
technological reasons However, one area where advanced
digital ImagIng technologies are presenting exciting
opportunities IS m the documentation and visualisation
of artefact surfaces These developments facilitate study
of early EgyptIan graplucal culture from conventional as
well as phenornenological perspectives

Reflectance Transformation Imaglng

Digital imagmg technologies are mcreasmgly enabhng
greater detail and accuracy m lillage capture m 2D, 2D+

and 3D These are presentmg easier ways of collating and
shanng graphIcal data, and thus more opportunities for
explonng the matenality of semantic meamngs However,
due to the high cost of hardware and software (e g der
Manuehan 1998 113 on digital epigraphy) and difficulties
m accessing the necessary trammg and expertise, some
technologies are inaccessible to researchers within and
WIthoutEgypt Also, for digmsanon m museum and field
contexts, devices are needed that are quickly and easily
deployable,havea simplecahbranon procedure and, Ideally,
few movmg parts as these are vulnerable m field contexts
(Willems et at 2005), for example, where sand and dust
easily become airborne Likewise, digital techmques need
to fitmto waysof workmg that already eXISt, the aim should
be to complement and augment those workflows rather
than replace them Reflectance Transformation Imagmg
(RTI) presents a digrtalcapture system that addresses many
of these pragmatic requrrements Moreover, It overcomes
perenmal problems associated WIth surface hghtIng dunng
documentation, and of particular mterest here, exploration
of evidence for the techno-matenal issuesdiscussedabove
through dynamically relit visuahsanons

Dunngfirst-handexammatIonhghtlngproXlilllty,mtenSlty
and direction can be adjusted manually but this iterative
process IS tune-consuming; and can be cumbersome and
unsatisfactory WIth the exception of VIdeo capture and
rehghtmg on 3D models, the fixity of hght location and
angle IS particularly problematic for convex, concave
and other complex surfaces RTI provides a solution
to those problems by enabling the user to take multiple
hrgh-resolution detailed digital photographs of surface
features WIth light applied from a different pOSItIOn for
each exposure The multiple captures are amalgamated
together usmgmathemancal algorithms such as Polynormal
Texture Mappmg (PTM, developed by Tom Malzbender
(Malzbender etal. 2001)of Hewlett Packard Laboratories)
The resultmg RTIfile allowsfor photorealisnc VIrtual re
hghtmg and non-photoreahsnc rendering of surfaces m
real-time

There are two m am methods of creating RTI
visuahsanons One reqUIres a hghtmg dome (fig 1) to
provide illummation dunng photography and IS the
most efficient way of Imaglllg quantities of smaller
portable objects (eg no larger than l Zcm"for a hghtmg
dome 1 meter m diameter) The other main method,
Highlight RTI (H-RTI), makes use of a hand-held hght
source during photography (seeMudge etat 2006, fig 2)
Photography of the target surface IS undertaken WItha
tnpod-mounted camera, both of which remain stationary
wlnle 24-60 photographs are taken, each exposure bemg
systematically ht from a shghtly different direction and
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position to create a virtual dome of light. Although more
time consuming than using a lighting dome, H-RTI is
adaptable to a wider range of surface sizes and locations.
Similar results are gained with the manual and lighting
dome methods, although the two case studies presented
below were obtained via the latter technique.

This particular system and the results derive from the
collaborative University of Oxford and University of
Southampton Reflectance Transformation /magzng Systemsfor
Ancient Documentary Artefacts project, funded by the UK
Arts and Humanities Research Council in 2010 via the
Digital Equipment and Database Enhancement for Impact
(DEDEFI) scheme (for detailed discussion and interim
project results sec Earl etal. 2011). The system consists of
a I-meter diameter plastic dome or hemisphere with 76
LED illumination sources evenly distributed and affixed to
its underside. The dome disassembles into four quarters for
portabiliry A digital camera is suspended overhead from
a frame such that the lens projects through an aperture
at the top of the dome (fig. I). Artefacts are placed under
thc domc for imaging. Each RTI capture sequence entails
taking a series of digital photographs using a different
LED light source for each exposure, thus casting light onto
the 3D artefact surface from multiple angles. Capture is
executed from a computer using software to control the
camera, LEDs, image file download and to record camera
settings and related capture mctadata, The series of images
are then fitted using, for example, Polynomial Texture Map
(YflVI)fitting software (Malzbender etat. 200 I). Thc result
can be visualised using RTI viewing software (below).

Compared with some advanced irnaging techniques, RTI
(and especially H-RTI) are relatively inexpensive in terms

of equipment costs, personnel and time. With a few hours
of training, dome-based RTI can be easily undertaken
by most any researcher. Since surfaces are lit from
multiple locations, RTI docs not require nearly as much
interpretation at the point of capture compared with fixed
light documentation methods. Contact with the surface
is not required with RTI, reducing risk of damage from
tracing paper or similar, adhesives, pcn/pcncil pressure,
etc.

Like any documentation method, RTI has its strengths as
well as drawbacks. The dome places a restriction in the size
and position of object s, but this can be overcome by using
H -RTI for largcr non-portable surfaces whether positioned
horizontally, vertically, overhead or underfoot (fig. 2).
Compared with conventional epigraphic methods, H-RTI
in particular presents a low-cost solution for documenting
surfaces accurately and quickly. Facsimile work normally

1. Reflectance Transformation Imaging camera and lighting dome system.
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2. H-RTI equipm ent set up for the capture of a
limestone ostracon in the A.gyptisches Museum und
Papyrussammlung , Staall iche Museen zu Berlin. The
author measures the distance betwoon he flash and
target surface nr or 10 laking one cl il series 0' digital
pholograpllS. Photograph eou esy Hemoo Pag, I M,se
en plae de t'ecuipeme nt H·RT7 pour la prise de vue
d 'un ostracon en cetcae» iJ I'AgvcJtiSClJes r"luseum
li no PapvruSS8mmlll ng. StaarliclJe 'vluseen de Ber'/in.
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undert aken on-site can be done thoroughly
and accurately elsewhere given the ability to
virtually relight surfaces from an y position
with a click of the mouse, as well as output
optimally lit pho tographs for printing and
tracing. O f course, in orde r to understand
some aspects of marcrial iry and embodied
exp er ience, espec ially for more 3D surfaces, first-hand
engagement is still import ant, e.g. fo r percept ion of scale
and shape vis-a-vis the bod y, the requirements of head and
eye movem ents, the need to perambula te, bend or twist
whi le viewing (Whitehou se 2013). Likewise, the tact ile
and muscular expe rience of shap e, texture, temperature,
and weight , as well as other swsory input s associated with
objects and spaces cannot (yet) be thorou ghly assessed via
digita l visua lisation and reproduction. Thus, as wi th any
new digital tool or method, the intention ca nno t bc to
supplant traditional \ovay of working, but to complem en t
them (Bates et al. 1995, Benardou etaf. 2010: 20).

As for using PTMS and othe r RTI file types, th ese
ca n be viewed using softwa re such as the op en access
RTIViewer (Bogan 20 I0). The user views the HTI fileon
the computer screen and explores the art efact surface by
virtually acUusting the position of the Light with the mou se
for optima l viewing, by zoo ming- in and out, naviga ting
aro und the surface, a nd using rend ering mo des. 'This
latter feature of the viewing software is especially critical
for enhancing the ap pea rance of surface mo rp ho logy
and, where graphical marks are con cerned, improving
' readability' . Wh en viewing the surface and moving the
Ligh t position, an impression of a 3D surface iscreated, but
similar to conventional digital photography the vie wing
plan e cannot be adjusted, hence the viewing experience is
best described as 2D+. It should bc noted that for surface
features which do not cast a shadow (e.g stains, traces of ink
that have been absorbed into the surface), results are best
achieved using multispectral Ligh ting with RTI (Happa et
aL. 20 I0: 162). As the following examples demon strate,
where surface relief is present the use of vi sible light RTI
captures fea ture s in striking detail, ena bling systematic
and controlled study in fa r grea ter depth tha n is usua lly
possible with the naked eye.

Revealing Processes of Production:
The Battlefield Palette and an ivory
label

T he larger surviving fragment of the so-called Battlefield
Palette or Lion Palette (EA 2079 I4) and an in cised
ivory label (EA 32668) held in the British Museu m are
among several early imagc-bea rin g objec ts on which I
have conducted RTP. This pa lette, a slab of mudstonc
(Stevenson 2005: 150) measur ing 28.7 cm in widt h and
19.6 cm in height and ca rved in low relief on both faces
is dated to c. 3100 BCE and may have co me from the
Upp er Egyptian site of Abydos (see Spencer 1980: 79-80,
esp. n. ] 101' no. 576). Large elaborate palettes of this type,
the Na rrne r palette being the most well-known, appea r
to derive from the more humble pa lette trad itions of the
Predynasric-Early Dynastic per iods (c.4 I00 BCE- c.3000
BCE). Predominantly found in burial con texts, these
smaller palettes of rhornboidal , faunal an d rectangular
shapes bear ground mineral residues 101' cosmetic if not
also ritual purposes (Petrie 1953, Stcvenson 2005: 150).
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The large size of examples such as the Bat tlefield Palette,
the lack of grinding evidence, elab or a te na ture of the
ca rving, a nd their find contexts(where provenanced) point
to the high sta tus an d more socially exclusive 'ceremonial'
function (e.,g: Baines 1989: 475-477).

Published images of the Battlefield Palett e include black
and white photographs, colour photographs, line drawings
(c.g: Petrie 1953: pIs. D-E, Spencer 1993: 5il-55, figs, 34
35), and line d rawing with added dia grammatic details
(e.g Da\~s 1992: figs. 33-34). The aim of facsimile among
previous stu dies of this objects has been to highligh t image
morphology, in order to suppor t hypotheses con cerning
narrative struc ture and sequence of reading (Davis 1992),
social symbolic roles (c.g Baines 1989, 1993), and objec t
function (O 'Connor 2002). Similar to the lack of attention

3. Lower part of the Battl efield Palell e. Relief carved mudstone. c.3100
BCE, thought to come from Abydos . EA 20791 8nl istl Museum. Aotnors
Rll photograph, cconesvtrustees ortile 8n IshM,lssurn / Psrtse mreriOUfe de
/a Palette du Champ de baraille. Bas -Raf ie' Wl rnudsto no. 3 10Uava!1lnoire
ere. censee provetur d 'Abydos. CA ~· () 79 7 . Brilis" Museum P!lOIO("<lpl ,ie
lie (<lUlauf .wee I .1;m a/)''t! autonsMion (/u Bl itls l t Aiu:oeum

paid to the mat eri al signifi ca nce as discussed by Alice
Stevenso n (Stevenson 2005 : 150- 153), material feat ures
such as non-repre sen tational surface m arks ar e ra rely the
subjec t of illustra tion or study. T hat these are visible to some
exten t in many published photographs (c.g: Spe nce r 1980:
pl. 64,576, lower), and especially appa rent upon first han d
examina tion, begs the question of why these tech nological
de tailshave been neglected. Asdiscussed, this may be partly
due to traditional ways of 'seeing' and 'loo king ' at ea rly
Egyptian evidence types designate d 'writin g' or 'a rt ' - the
tendency to look through technology and materiality in the
interest of deciph erment or in terp reta tion of symb olism .

It is therefore importan t to emphasise that the value of new
imagi ng techniques is not solely their ability to ca pture data
more qui ckly or with more precision, but also because 
as the following results compellingly illustrate - these can
provoke us to 'see' old evidence in new ways and gain new
insight. The Ba ttlefield Palett e is shown in figure 3 as it
appears under visible light, illuminated from all di rectio ns.
The shape and form of the figures are quite clear: Some
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tool marks are visible, but the ground overall looks relatively
Aat. By zoom ing in and changi ng the direction of the light ,
surface marks become mu ch more articulated (fig, 4), T he
specular enhancement mode augments the appea rance of
sur face shapes (fig, 5), Up on navigati ng aro und the surface
and adj usting the light settings, nu merous tool marks and
episodes of surface removal are revealed , bearing witness
to the complex processes that were involved in creating the
imagery, a selection of which are explained below.

4. (previous page) Detail of the Battlefield Palette under normal visible light
from upper right at an angle of 15°_20°. Author's RTI photograph, courtesy
Trustees01 the Bnt: sh Museum / Detail de la Palette de ~hamp de batallle SO(iS

Line /LJmiere nommte sltLlee en haul a oroit« de lS'-20"d 'angle, Pi 'otoqlaDn.~ ,

.=' fi iJftJur !1v';:X 't.:.1({1)[1(1 P. ,]urn.'l&'i(IOIl ~1I Bnr/$f1 f,,1';5J:.'-Ifn

5. (previous page) Lower part of the Battlefield Palette using the specular
enhancement render ing mode. AuttlCr'S Rn photograph, courtesy Trustees
o lne Brrtish Museum / Peme ,n l (H18 l1ff! de la Palette de champ de ba /a/lie
lIlrli:;ant le mode de rendu de la RTJ. Pho/agraphie do I'auteur. avec I'aima I<J
a.,tOllsallOt <111 Brili,11Museum

Study of the tools m arks on both faces of th e palette
shows that figures were blocked out by carving relat ively
deep channels. In va rious places the decision was taken
to adjus t contours a long the way as evidenced by cuts
around some figures which echo their shape but are carved
deep er than the present level of the g round . The ' bird '
on the viewer's right in figure 6, for exa m ple, exhibits a
line running pa rallel a nd la the left of the lower wing,
indica ting that the width of the wing has been reduced ,
with the ends of the seconda ry fea thers (those closer to the
body) shortened or brough t forwa rd towa rd the lead ing
edge of the wing, O ther evidence for re-carving is seen
below the head and beak o f the 'b ird ' on the far left.
Shadows reveal traces which , again, parallel the presen t
con tour suggesting that the lower beak had been th icker
and the beak longer and more downward-curving. O n the
far left side of the palet te in the a rea between the legs of
a 'human figur e' (fig. 7), a pair of cuts which form an up -

6. Spec ular enhancement rende ring mod e showing, among other de tai ls, a faint line running parall el w ith the back edge of o f the lower wing o f the right
fac ing bird. AJl hor 's RTI ohotcqraph. courtesy Trustees of the British Museum / Le mode de rendu d e la RTf man/rani, parmi d 'autres details, une fine ligne
para/tele au bard arriere de I'aile interteure de I'oiseau de drone. Photographie de I'dule'Jr, avec I'aima /lle avt llrisatk)1] du British Museum



side -do wn v-sha pc may be tra rr :s of pr evious intention al
ca rv ing (tool slips an' a lso possihle . Th ("s(' ma rks were
then pa rt ia lly scra tched awa y u r erase d . Di stinguish ing
between 'erasures' an d marks that have been removed or
reduced as part of the normal finishing process is difficu lt,
al tho ugh eac h is ea sier to recognise in softer ston es like
th ose fro m which the pa lette is carved (A nna Scrot ta
Pcrs. Co rnm , 15 August 20 I I). Another po ssibly relat ed
pattern is cha racte rised by a series of short par allel strok es
can be see n below the 'human figure's' foot. These short
strokes differ in appe a rance from the contour rcca rvin g,
and the 'er asure '(?) between the legs in their length , ang le,
and spac ing. Th ese marks also dif-fer from surro unding
scratch marks which seem to relat e to the gene ral lowering
a nd smoot hing of the gro Ll nd .

Care ful study of the marks by moving the ligh t position
a lso provides insigh t in to too l type s. The deep tro ugh s

form ing the co ntou rs of figll rcs a rc sim ila r in wid th a nd
m ay be d iagn ostic of th e shape a nd wid th of the tip of'
the tool used . At va rious point s it is po ssible to disce rn a
short abr upt line or cut within, yet runn ing perpendicular
to, the trou gh , e.g. on th e ha nd of the ' hu ma n figure '
being attac ked by the ' lion' (fig, 8). Wh a t ap pears to be
the cal'\ing mark from a fiat sq ua re-co rn e red chisel tip
(o r part thereo f) is apparen t alon g the ex te rn al co ntour
of the right hand, A sim ilar tool mark runs paralle l and
just below the hand. This may have been made with the
thi n edge of the same tool type or Cl inc -tippe d tool to
render the thin flcxurc lines in the hand. O f course, one
mu st bear in mind that the tips of these tools were likely
to haw been modified co nstant ly as work progressed .
Flint ch isels wo uld be subj ect to fracturing, requir in g
re-knapp ing, Copper or copper alloy chisels would need
to be re- ham me red wh en they be ca m e d ull (S tocks
200 3: 74-99, Anna Scroua Pers. Comm . l5 /\Ugll st 20 I I).

7. Apparent erasure marks between 'human figu re's' legs and below one foot direcIl y 'beh ind' the bird 's upper wing, as clarified using the diHuse gain RTI
rendering mode. AUlhor 's RTI ( lo tograph. coertesvTrustees l lt he British M,1SfHJ:11/ Stries i1pparrmt!?s enlm les ;Dmbes dl} fa figure humai"6 et SO(l~ un de ses
p,,'ldsiLls~e a l'am0re (le ,'o1Ile Sl.i,~ef1ttwe de I '7iseau v/srbl!?s gmce all renau de la RTI. PI I< Jf{Yj s"I '/' if'! 1i!!'<JLJ r'_~ lr ,~ •. ! ,Nnall . eut.» ,sa l.')!, I1IBrrtish .\;1" . " 11

Preh,s r() ire~ de i 'ecriture. Iconographie, omuu ues prap l, iques et emergence de i 'ecn i dam I'Egyp te predynasltC/ue ! , '0 ;61 «r . ' r.
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8, Detail from the lower central part of the palette show ing, below the isolated hand , wh at may be the mark of a carving tool with a flat square-cornered
tip, Author's RTI specular enhanced rJhOI0t1ril ph, courtesy Trustees of the British Musoum I Detail ae la zone cont mto do la oon! inteneura de la palette,
mon trsnt, sous la main Isolee, ce qui po urriJierlt etreles traces leissee: per un oulll de I£Jllle a I'extrem/m cemie app/at/e. p /,(,rOarap l!ll! (/0 t'sutsn«, if l "Le

l'afrrtafJ /e autorisattOllave"tfS"] tv'1uSi;1t lm

I t is interesting to note wh at appears to be an apparent
lack of tool contro l (?) or ea rl: (?) for the se latter interior
markings in particular. Cu ts travel ling beyo nd the outer
co ntours of figu res and into the ground ca n be found in
several places on the palett e, such as the detailin g on the
'birds" wi ngs (fig. 7).

I n add iti o n lo fac ilit a ting a n a lys is o f sur fac e
transfor mations which are importan t for understanding
produ ction of an obj ect , RTI can also uncover evidence
for a rtistic habit and physical movements which may be
indicative of skill level, cha nging priorities or contrasting
a tten tio n to d etail" . RT I prese n ts opportunities fo r

ri r. ~~ . IW,lt,) d' ·lJiJ.. .11'. I. lt ,ktll ~ lil l Il l, ti ll 'I' IIl\HT "10',1 -h UIl I .111 fi~lIl1 '''' ":
Ih.. 'Iunl "" ,Iu' li~hl h.t "" , ' \t ' i"dl<.:. ,I,'l! : ••11 Il.lk, d ' hurua n licuu« "illl

reassessing previous in terp reta tions of ea rly gra phical
cultu re. For exa mple, Whitney D avis has proposed a four
part na rrative structure of the Battlefield Palett e, divid ing
the co mposition into fou r ro ug h horizontal registers o r
ban ds (Davis 1992: fig. 34, 122-123). In co n tra st, David
O 'Connor (O 'Connor 2002 : (3) finds the register effect
irregularly main tained a nd co mpos ition co nfor ming to
a mode of cir cula rity, revolvin g aro und the cosm etic
cup in the centre of th e ' battle sce ne ' . A fundam en tal
question is therefore whether prop osals for composition aJ
und erstanding are supported by physical evidence for the
p rod uc tion workflow. C an we discern a patterin in th e
blocking out of com positional space and image grouping?
Wh at does this tells us about the intentions of designers



9. Lines under the feet o f the c loaked human figures in the upper right and the rear foo t o f the bou nd captive . Author's RTl specutar eni1an<;€-d PI1 log 'a ph.
co urt esy Tn.stees ,}lll1e Bn ish MuSP.' ,m I Lignes O(/S les piecs de figues hummnes velues de manteau.~ en tisut aclmi te et aI'arr i£"e au p,ed au prisonnier
attache. D'H,!o9 ' U:111€ .1 I Iut.e JI ;'yf:' .'dl' '';tl! >1t! 'l jJr ~ ' l';d ln t fl BrJtl-n ,~Al~. u u,

an d /or a rt isa ns co ncern ing struct u re a nd m ean ing? In
the up p er rig ht o f th e Ba ttlefield Pale tte. it is possible
to disc e rn horizontal lin es under th e feet of the cloa ked
hu m an figl lre an d rea r foot o f th e bou nd 'cap tive ' (fig. 9).
T hese lines m a y po in t to a n int e rest to e nsure preci se
p lacement of th e feet a long a h o rizontal axis, a ltho ugh
sim ila r lin es be low th e feet of' o th er up rig ht (lgl.lres, such
as the bo un d 'ca p tives' in the up per left and th e ' lion' , are
no t p resen t or, at least init ial dra fting of the compositio n
wi th ink o r by light e ng raving p rio r to ca rvi ng do not
a ppea r to survive. Ab out IC l11 above the bottom edge of
the palette at least two hori zo n ta l lines a re scratched into
the su rface hegi nning on the left a nd appear to con tinue
under th e Icct of' th e ' bird' to Ihe rig ht , und e r thc a rm of'
the fallen ' hum a n figure '. It is d ifficult to d isce rn whether
this rela tes to figure a lignmen t or perhaps th e cutting of
the mu dst o uc slab to sha pe.

Fu r the r a na lvsis o f' th e su r fa ce fe atures o f a ll the
fragmcnts o f ~ he Batt le field Pa le tte is neede d . This is
und crway a long with RTf-aided st udy o f the Hu n ters
a nd o the r deco ra ted pale tte', ,f-g Piq ucuc & MacD o na ld
20 12). Additio nal study will hopefull y provid e insig ht in to
th e wider soc ia l co n text o r produc tion , its o rga nisat ion ,
th e e x ten t o f it s re s t r ict ion , a n d m ec han ism s o f
kno wledge transm ission .

T he se se lec te d exa m ple s ncvcrthel.ss sho w th e kinds
o f in sig h t RT f provid es in to a rt efac t li re hi sto ry, fo r
exam ple, she dd ing lig h t o n co rnp osit iona l inten tion s
a nd choices, including fo rm a t, di rection, orien tation,
vie w, associat ion , rel a tive sca le, etc. Th ese e nh a n ced
visua lisa tio ns g ive ac ce ss to a m ic ro- scal e srra tigra p hy
that con sti tutes a new a nd valua ble sour ce of evide nce for
augm enting o ur under standing of how wTiting a nd a rt,

Prehis lo're.~ de t'ecuture . tconoqreo me, prtutques graphiques et emergence de recm rl ans I'Eg yp te oreoynssuque I_ ~ . I 1
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thro ugh thei r physical exp ression .. became increasingly
distin ct yet int er rela ted mode of sym bolling (Piq uette
2007: 275-284 , Davis 197b:'

I now turn briefly to a second case sturly, the RTI results
o n an in cised ivory la bel in the Bri tish Mu seum (E.\
32 668 : Sp encer 1980: 65, no. 46 5, pis. [P] 49, [d] 51).
' I'he inscrib ed lab els, examples of which were mentio ned
above, are perforated, rect an gu lar plaques of ivory, bone
a nd wood lound in Iun cra ry contexts d uring the Late
Prcdynastic an d the First D yn asty (f.g D reyer 1998,
Piquct te 200 7, Pe tri e 1900, 1901 ). T he la bels we re
p resumably a ttached to, o r otherwise assoc ia ted with,
Iuncrary item s placed in a nd a ro und ' roya l' a nd other
high sta tus tom bs. O n e o r both sur faces bear written
a nd iconic image ry con cern ing goods, their quantity
a nd quali ty, with some exa mples depic ting acts of the
Egyp tian rule r, a nd other events.

T he RTI results for EA 32668 a lso demonst ra te the
lVa~ 's th is techn o logy can a id a tcch no- rnat c ria l a nd
phcnome nologica l approach to " 'l rly Egyp tian graphical
cu ltu re. T he deve lop ment of pre fe renc es fo r ce rt a in
co nfigu ra tions, shapes, p roportions, types of curvatu re or
rectilinearity was partially d ue to tool cho ice (see Herring
2005 : I, a lso Bain es 2004: 159) a nd I heir knowledgeable
use . Indeed . the develop men t of particu la r physica l
moveme n ts or ducu IS' the direction . sequ en ce and speed
with which the strokes make up an imag(' in rela tion
to too l type can I )(~ illustra ted by co m paring two First
D ynasty instances or 'stripped palm bra nch' /' 1'\114' or the
so-called 'yea r-sign' . O ne was made using a th in chise l
or burin , illust rate d here (fig. Illl and an other ma de with
br ush an d in k on wood .

.Fhc RTI spccula r enhancemen t rendering mod e clarifies
the ph ysical structure of th is ta ll ver tical sigil or 'sim ple
graphica l object ' (Se o )' which runs parallel to th e fa r
right edge Jlg. 11a-b). T his SGO was crea ted by inc ising
in to the Sur G1CC. At least two associa ted m a rks ca n br
understood as too l slips. O nc ex tends upwa rds ang ling
away and slightly to the light of the m ain vertica l line, the
d irection and a ngle suggesting that fo rce was app lied , to
the tool a nd in turn 10 the surface, lro rn below (Iig. I la).
Another too lslip is visible at the top left of the sign where,
rather than following th e downward curve of th« sea,
it'derails' to th e left and awa y fro m th e m ain trou gh
(as viewed in figu re II b). Toge th er th ese slips sugges t

7 h lr Il 1Ilt"IIUldl ,II Ill lC 11 ",\ P ].\ 1I,11I 1)1I DI "'I ;' I .md u« I II l11t 11I' lil t h.lxi \'(

1I I l ll i Ul d l l ~ Y li ll , .111\ cdr, 11 luu- nu u.rl! -,IIt1 1 i~ llll l l illl: I ~" I ~ . ' l ' t

I lil'p l, 'III ' "': l ) Ir . ,-)

a du ct us of bottom to top , th e upper slip perhaps eve n
indicating tha t the sc ribe turn ed the label clockwise as
she used thc th in ch isel to remove surface ma terial to
for m the curve.

10. Incised and painted elephant ivory label, First Dynasty, relgll of
Semerkhet. 'Royal' Tombs Cemetery, Abydos . Pe ne I ~X)O: fTJ 2:1. ID]
pI. 17, no. 26.IPI 12, no. 1. se also Kaplony 1968, 111 : pI. 144, 8478 , Smr
ht a, 1, Katll 19114; 287. SO' JiCO nu 677), EA 32668. British iuseum.
Una clr(l\\IlI1g <:0<:' 105,/ EOYPf Exoioranon s oceiv Author's photoqraph,
COU'10SYof the frLlSIBeS of I le I lllsh Museum / Plaqu otte d i,'oire Jrlcisee
et pein to. 7" Dynas rte. reign.., de Seme rkhet 'Royal' Tomb Cemetery.
Ab ydos. P,! lI iF r</oo lTj:77.JDJr!. ' - . ,'/0 ?6. {PI .'2, !!u I , ~, ., /I') K 1'",.'
1963. 'If pI. f":.:. . ;/8 Snp! f" r. K III 1Q94 ' 28:, s m:.- n" , It,7 , EA
:?2CF:.:? Bmr ; ;"' l Aft "", J ~"'~'!! rlli 1, l it a~o:?t: I'afl'n. t\1.-~ IW k H~r I ,t=". I ,

S< ..... /. / 'o ~; .'/ If tl u j. 'Fq~' '. '. P'l'ntt ,;r:u:Hl1e' j f l'iJufHJ.j,·: dl,t,, ~ III I,t
~w r 'I:; uv»: 11 a l/I.~' ;v1l '. .1-'1 ' !



11a- d . Reflectance trans fo rmation images
rendered in the specular enhance me nt mode,
sho wing det ails of an inscr ibed label (see
captio n abo ve). StlOW,nO: a) ·r.130' si, '1 wit 11001
m ark extend,n frOIl1 fer I ~ ~ f gig' 10'.'1" ",15 IhB
IClwor 10: ; b) S<JrTltJ S ' ow,ny ('..01 mark extond ,ng
rom 1101 sice. ,n bo flom to t p ouect ton. c--<l)

low er lert cor ler or iabel S110'Mng incis,ons
linO rlyill'l erasure mar ks an(j ra -siscnpnou.
snocutar nhancemant anrl rJ if:use modes,
respec trvelv. Au hors RTI photoqraphs. courtesy
Tn mtRf!~ l)f Ille Bri tish ML."JOllln / Renciu l'inl'lge.>
transform" ",S par la rettectorc e. montranr tes
t(irilll ,~ (i ,me nll3QlJelt" grave, (VOIr la '(!]')IT;'

pro cedenta). a) "','PI 1.1 () :1'.'• .: l'd'CI '"
!'O~Jr'l t. }U,,'.a'lt J" 'I,IIJI :,' 1 ' 11 }ti J. '1 if

. 't.'( It '' U,}~ 11 ) l'fU( n , b) mr""b l r"j:..Ht fi'o n r'<l l' (t

'n ,m/III " 111JIl uvti/ - 'tt ' t '1r1.lIlf, t ~ j rklrtle 1rnltf 0 4.:t

tXl~ en /;,JuI .. c-cn '.:. l"niSl inlf }t ,( JUf q;fliCfI€J UP In
.) Ii1(H/CfW trcouun: c't.\s In(~/t,'O(,'S ~OU.s j£1c;ente[
t f N~:;, tr.!; ~:.~ .1'_n 1:...1:r/ rt ~.' Jt et (le -P. JIlsr.rr() ll un,
1"'I ,~,t~!I/P.f.I _ f3,'~ " 1,1(1,; ./lIP )Ir e ! !U','1:':J{ 'P r~it!u.I~ ,

, .· 1(,,1 J t 'it hiP . Jp r, ..1'UI,l ,1'cl 'I, I I}) 1

111/', t111pI lit I " , . •...1ll.IY .'.U IJ

A co ntrast ing exa mp le o r 'stripped palm
branch ' / 'M4 's a ppears on a slightly ea rlier
la bel pro bably da ting to aro un d the tim e
of . \ tUib, mad e of woo d in the Ashrno lcan
Museum (r., 1233), a ltho ug h on ly its top
edge is preserved . It wa s in scribed in
ink using a rush p en o r sim ila r flexib le
brush- like too l. F irst -ha nd study a nd
th e line d rawing p rovided in K aplo ny's
publicati on (K a plo ny 1963: pI. 143, 845

H \ 11'11 .11 11 11 111 ru lt ll ,U.:,1' ch. i41 1.111' Ill ' Ifllln\' l\. a f1 1 11 1l ~
IIH. \' K,tI,1 1'1'11 ,,,d R, ', Ji,1.,j clllll \ illr ltllo 111,111\'"

!i... I I' " \d W l. 111111 ' h di.... ,It;fl l·lll l·UI . lhr ;11I1I1,l'I(, i
I II dC'~.1 ri l " SI;( ) IJ t i t p lt l '; '1" \ 1lld 1·.I\( llw , Il l I t '" t.t
1'111.011 11' l 'lIl1l l i 'l ll rt' ," l. ('Cl 11. II I l IH~( fir '1 Il, d, ' -\1

!ll' \ ' 'lid I1 lt"d "1)1 Id thi 111. 11'" r

Pr(~IJlstoi,,,s de recnture. lconograph /s, pfilf,que. gnmhrques et emergence de t'ecnt dan~ 1'E.gypre predynastlq uIfJ I_0 ~ I ~ (.
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12 - Upper part of a wooden funerary label from Abydos probably from
Tomb X attnbuted to AdJlb (Kaplony 1963 III 845 see also Petne 1901
[0] pi 42 41 Ashmolean Museum E 1233) First-hand examination of the
faded marks confirms what IS Indicated m this drawing - that the stripped
palm branch I M4 was constructed usmq at least two strokes Advanced
digital ImagJng IS needed to confirm details such as stroke direction
Reproduced courtesy Harrassowitz Verlag I Partre supeneure d'une
plaquette funeral re en bois d Abydos, probablement de la Tombe X
attnbuee a AdJlb (Kaplony 1963 III 845 voir aussi Petne 1901 [0] pi 42
41 Ashmolean Museum E 1233) L examen en premiere main des marques
diffuses confirme ce qUIest figure sur ce dessm - que la o: branche styhsee
de palrruar • I ' M4 • a ete reahsee en deux traces au rnoms L unaqene
numenque est necessare pour connrrner les details tels que I onentaton du
trace (Autonsatton reproduction Harrassowrtz Ed )

[which also appears to have been based on first-hand
exammanonj], see also Petne 1901 39, pl 42,41) suggest
a different ductus (fig 12) The preserved upper portion
of tills SGO appears to have been made usmg two strokes,
one formmg the top curved section and a second long
vertical stroke While It IS quite clear that two strokes were
used, their sequence and direction IS more difficult to
determme The curvmg stroke may have started on the
left, the brush bemg brought around to the nght and as
pressure was applied, broademng out ItS fibres as the scnbe
brought the arrn-wnst-hand-finger-tool motion to a stop
upon reachmg the vertical axis of the SIgn However, the
reverse IS also possible It IS here that RTf! may augment
study of early scnbal practice (e g Kahl's (2001) study
of scnbal hands on NIIIA2 labels), by further clanfymg
the mtimate relationships between matenal, tool and
techmque m relation to bodily movement and gesture

'Whlle unfimshed objects offer a direct wmdow onto
production processes (Schafer 2002 [19l9J 76), RTI
enables us to revisit well-studied, apparently-fimshed
objects and discover additional processual evidence
Returmng to incised IVOry label EA32668, additional
surface features m the lower left corner are of techno
matenal mterest The lme drawmg m the excavation

9 Due to gallery I enovauons at the Ashrnolean, I was unable to conduct
RTI this label fragment dunng the Rn~AD project

report (fig 10, Petne 1900 pl 17, no 26) distmguishes
with hatchmg surface damage probably due to msect
activity; although tills IS inconsistently visualised Beyond
remarks on the damage, no comment IS made regardIng
non-graphical marks m the lower left corner nor have I yet
encountered their discussion or 'accurate' visualisation m
subsequent publications (e g Kaplony 1963, I 305, 1963,
III pl 144, 847B, Smr-ht a, 1, Spencer 1980 65, pl 54,
no 461) Granted the surface of tills label IS difficult to
make sense of, even dunng my own first-hand study for
my doctoral research focussmg specifically on matenahty,
I too overlooked the tool marks m this area (Piquette
2007) Only when explonng the RTI Image of the label
and repeatedly reposinonmg the hght, and especially
through use of the specular enhancement rendenng
mode, did I finally see what appears to be pahmpsest
As shown m figure 11c, the surface bears a senes of
strokes which are clearly different m their morphology
and ductus compared with other tool marks, probably
associated with surface preparation pnor to mscnption
Indeed, their purpose seems to have been one of erasure
(see Piquette 2013) gIVenthe presence of a vertical lme
discernible underneath the rear-most part of a neatly
incised 'mammal belly and tail'I'F32' or 'log' I'M4l' (?),
and extending below and perhaps under what appears
to be 'pool'I'N36/N39'and upwards toward 'hon
forepart'I'F4', as well as the remams of an mClSIOn below
'lion's' forepaw It IS also possible to discern a honzontal
cut underlymg the left-most 'dots' above 'hand with dots
emergmg from It (or located around It)'I'D46*1O, as well
as above the 'wnst' It IS temptlng to see 'hoe'I'U6-U7'
under 'two arms'I'D28' on the left, although placement
and relative scale appear odd A similar set of marks can
be foundjust to the nght and below and therefore may be
an 'artefact' of erasure Overall, this area of the label was

10 1 he use of Gardmer's 'i<' to denote where a " "gn retains an archaic
appearance "{Gardmei 1994 439, my emphasis) speaks to the gencI al
problem projecnng back from Middle Egyptian a, well a, the lack of an
early F gypnan sIgn list and font
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subject to at least four episodes of surface removal surface
preparation (e g short marks along left edge runmng from
upper left to lower nght), pnmary mcrsion, erasure (marks
runnmgfrom lower left to upper nght), secondary mcision
ThIS pahmpsest raises mterestmg questions concermng
label use On many FIrStDynasty labels the lower area or
lower left corner typically bears mformanon understood
to relate to a type of grave good, erasure and re-mscnbed
m this area therefore presents several pOSSIbIlItIes The
maker could have simply made an error that was later
detected and corrected A change relanng to the product
may have occurred between the commissioning of the
label and Its use, whether pnor to or m the course of
the funeral and final deposinon m the cemetery Another
possibility IS that some labels were used more than once
and for this reason the product information was changed
These scenanos cannot be substantiated at present, but
present tantahsmg ghmpses into concerns that would
have been part of the lived expenence of early Egypnan
artisans and consumers, and thus the WIder context of
graphIcal practIce (for more on 'erasure' see Piquette
2013)

Analysis of techno-matenal features WIth the aid of
RTI reveals the complexities of artefact 'life histories'
production and consumption were not necessanly
sequential m time and space but consisted of a process
of tackmg backwards and forwards From tool use,
techmque, and cornposinonal choices, to intentions and
changmg pnonties, the imphcations of these different
aspects of graphIcal practice are Important for how
we understand Image function and overall meamng
Such evidence stands to provide Important insight the
WIder SOCIal contexts of graphIcal development, such as
conventionalisation or renegotiation of norms through
artistic practice and scnbal knowledge shanng, whether
m workshops or more informal settings, whether alone
or In dialogue WIth other artisans, or with patrons,
commissioners or other stakeholders

Summing up and Future Directions

As I have highlighted previously (e g Piquette 2008
and more recently, Piquette & Whitehouse 2013), the
artefact text duahty has persisted for decades across
much of archaeology and textual studies (seeJohnson
1999, Moreland 2006,2001) Similarly, interest m past
writing and ItS progemtors often centres on icornc and
lmguisnc meamng In this chapter I considered through
the sigmficance of matenahty and technology for
understanding early Egyptian Imagery, WIth partIcular
emphasis on production I highhghted the need to address

the paradox of technology by considering reflexively
image-makmg technologies m the present and how these
Impact on our reconstructions of past graphIcal practices

I also directed attention to methodological Issues of data
quality m documentation and visualisation, outlmmg
some of the barners to the capture of data needed to
support a techno-matenal approach RTI alleviates
many of these problems, presenting a powerful tool
for mterrogatmg early Egyptian Iconography m new
ways Some pracnoners of post-processual archaeology
adopted the VIew that, Inasmuch as we read the SIgnS
and words of a text, so to can we 'read' past matenal
culture (Hodder 1986, Tilley 1990, 1991, see also Frantz
1998 794) There has also been the recognition of
Important differences between thmgs and texts (Hodder
2000, see also Buchh 1995), matenal culture IS In the
world and plays a fundamentally chfferent constitutive
role for our bemg m this world than texts and language
(Olsen 2003 90) However, Inasmuch as things do
"more thanJust speak and express meamngs" (ifJoerges
1988 224), cntiques of textual analogy have neglected
to recognise that writing and Image also do more than
Just encode language and other symbolic meanmgs We
must take the cntique further and turn 'matenal culture
as text' on ItS head Thus, from the perspective of 'text
as matenal culture' - or more appropnately for evidence
where semantic function IS ambiguous, 'graphIcal culture
as matenal culture' - archaeological method and theory
become emphatically germane to research of an art
historical and philological nature, Just as these domains
do to archaeology, however defined

In addition to enablmg detailed study of the artefactuahty
of mscnbed objects, ImproVIng readability and aiding
epigraphic work, the high quality Image filescreated usmg
RTI and ItS re-hghting and enhancement tools enable
greater consistency m documentation and visualisation
The files can be shared and easily VIewed VIa open
access software (see eg http / / culturalheritageimagmg
org/) By building and rnamtammg an open access RTI
commumty, this data capture method enables users to
respond to calls for detailed and synthetic studies that are
mtegrated into WIder archaeology (see eg Riemer 2009
44) Projects such as RTISAD (above) have been working
toward open access RTI repository has been explonng
Issues of developmg interconnected annotations around
these digital objects

In addition to presenting a robust ImagIng technology
to add the archaeologist's repertoire, an area where
RTI also stands to play an exceptionally Important role
IS m preservation Peter der Manuehan (der Manuehan
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1998 97) has highhghted the need to take advantage of
new technologies, particularly m hght of the rapid rate of
detenoranon and other threats to Egypnan and Sudanese
monuments The destruction of the earhest monumental
rock inscriptions at the south Sinai site of WadI el-Humur
(Ibrahim & Tallet 2008 154)and elsewhere (e g Hendnckx
etal 2012 1069-1070) highlights the need for easily field
deployable technologies and rapid low-cost recordmg 
somethmg for which RTI, and especially H-RTI, are
suitably designed

RTI has been apphed successfully to a range of
documentary evidence (Earl etal: 201Oa,b, 2011, Piquette
2014), but beyond the present and a small amount of other
Egypt-related work (see bnef reference m Wrllems etal
2009 21, n 60, pls 4A-B, D on Dayr al-Barsha for Jar

stopper sealmgs, Anna Serotta IS conductmg H-RTI on
stone sculpture at the Metropohtan Museum of Art, pers
comm 20 April 2011), RTI has seen hrruted use within
Egyptology11 I hope that the overviewpresented above will
prompt further mterest m RTI for documenting, visuahsmg
and studymg the development of early Egyptian graphIcal
culture RTI provides a pomt for departure, and return,
for the reflexive exploration of image-making matenals
and technologies with regard to past practice and of
particular importance, our re-constructions methods and
technologies m the present

11 Since wntmg this chapter an mCleas1l1g number of field and museum
projects have been applying RT1, with the field apphcanon of highhght RTI
by the Ul11\ersity of [aen, Spain, mission at Qubbbet el-Hawa, directed bv
Alejandro [imenez-Scrrano, bcmg among the first
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Categories of Control Development of Cylinder Seal Glyphc
within the Context of Egyphan State Formahon
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sur sceau-cyhndre dans le contexte de la format/on de I'Etat egypt/en
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Abstract - Employmg a WIdevanety of excavated matenal
from Egypt and neighbonng reglOns, this study re-evaluates
the syhsnc development of seals and sealmgs dunng the
coalescence of the Egyptian Dynastic state The author
proposes that cylmder seals and sealmgs found m Cemetery
U at Abydos, at A Group Lower Nubian sites and at the
Egypuan tradmg post of 'En Besor m southern Palestine
provide a continuum of glypnc development from the
Naqada IId penod (ca 3480 BC) to the end of Dynasty 0
(ca 3110 BC) TIllS continuum reflects early contact WIth
southern Mesopotarrua and her colorues, but also the
spreadmg influence of Upper Egyptian culture, the gradual
development of the Egyptian hieroglypluc writing system
and the growing ascendancy of an all-powerful monarchy
Tills glypnc seriation system was developed by dividing
the Images of the Abydos Cemetery U cylinder and stamp
seal impressions into categones based pnmanly on dates
determmed by radiocarbon and archaeological evidence
and secondanly on the basis of composition, style and motifs
These groups are then examined to determme whether
different groups indicate different semiotic categones, using
a system suggested by Mesopotamian cylinder seal studies
The seahngs are then compared and contrasted WIth other
Predynasnc Egyptian artworks The styhsuc development
of cylinder seals and seahngs at Abydos IS uses as a basis for
drscussmg other Predynasnc seals and seahngs from sites
WIthEgypuan-mfluenced matenal culture m Lower Nubia,
dating to the Naqada IIIb-c penod, and southern Palestme,
datmg from late Dynasty 0 to Dynasty I The semiotic
categones denoted by the glypnc from these different sites
provide indications of the types of interactions takmg place
between SOCial networks and bases of power within Egypt
and between Egypt and her nearest neighbors

Keywords - Cylinder seal, giypuc, Egyptian state forrnanon, EI
Amra, Mesopotamia-Egypt relanonslup

Resume - En utthsant une large quantue du matenelfoudle en
pioienance dJEgypte et des regums uotstnes, ceue etude reeoalue le
developpement siylistique des sceaux et des empremtes de sceaux
durant la perzode de formaium de l'etat egyptlen pharaomque
Dauieurpropose que les sceaux-cylmdres etles empreuttes de sceaux
trouues dans la necropole U d'Abydos, ceux des sues dugroupe A
de Basse-Nubie et ceux des comptotrs commerctaux egyptzens
dJ~n Besor au sudde la Palestine; procedent d'une contmuite du
deoeloppement de la glyptzque dePUIS la penode de Nagada lId
(ea 3480 BC))usquJ{) lafin de la Dynastie 0 (ea 3110 BC)
Cette contmuue refletenut tant des contacts precoces auec le sud
de la Mesopotamie et ses colonies que Pmfluence crotssante de la
culture de Haute-Egypte, ledeoeloppement progressif du systeme
d'ecnture huroglyphlque egyptun, amsique l'ascendance crotssante
d'une monarchie toute puissante Ce systeme de senatum glyptlque
a ete developpe endunsani les Images des sceaux etdes empretnies
de la necropole U d'Abydos en categones basees au depart sur
des dates radiocarbones et sur les donnees archeologtques et, dans
un deuxieme temps, d'apres la composuum, le style et les motifs
Ces gloupes sont alors examines pour determiner lesquels d'enire
eux mdiquent differentes categories semiottques; en utdisani une
methode suggeree par l'etude des sceaux cyhndres mesopotamiens
Les sceaux sont alors mzs enparallele auec les autres supports
iconograpluques de PEgypte predynasuque Le deoeloppement
styhstique des sceaux et de leurs empruntes a Abydos est uuhse
comme base pour aborder les autres sceaux predynastiques
de sites sous Influence egyptzenne en Basse-Nubie; dates de
Nagada IIIb-cJ et du sud de la Palestine; dates des dynasties 0
a I Les categorzes senuottques denotees par la glyptique de ces
dsfferents sues donnent des indicauons sur les !ypes d'uueracuon
quz prenneniplace entre les reseaux soaauxet les bases dupouuotr
enEgypte d'une part, entre fEgypte etses uoistns les plusproches,
d'auue part

Mots-cles - Sceau-cyltndre, g!ypttque, formauon de l'etat egyptten,
EI- Amra, relations Mesopotamie-Egypte
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E mploymg a wide vanety of excavated matenal from
Egypt and neighbonng regions, thisstudy exammes
the stylistic development of seals and sealmgs

dunng the gradual coalescence of the Egyptian dynastic
state The available glypnc evidence suggests Egyptians
rapidly progress from the adoption and adaptation of
glypnc stylesfrom imported Mesopotamian matenal m the
early Naqada ITpenod to creating and employmg semiotic
categones denotmg SOCIal institutions and admmistratrve
roles m the formative Egyptian state of the Naqada III
penod Recent archaeological discoveries indicate that the
use of seals was more widespread m Upper Egypt dunng
this penod than previously supposed and not hrruted to
sites with royal associations This m turn provides us
some basis for a discussion of sealing use, not only m the
context of long distance trade but for the development of
admmistratrve networks m Upper Egypt some of which
may have been created for the purpose of enhancmg and
complementing the control of highlyvalued goods for the
use of Egypt's elites

Cylmder seals and sealmgs found m Cemetery U at
Abydos (Dreyer et aL 1998, Hartung 1998a), at the Upper
Egyptian settlement at El-Amra (HIll & Herbich 2011),
and the admmistranve buildings at Naqada's South Town
(Di Mana 2007) show an enthusiastic adoption of the
techmque as a way to control the flow of trade goods from
outside Egypt'Sborders and provide a continuum of glyptIC
development from the Naqada ITdpenod (ea 3480 BC) to
the end of Dynasty 0 (ca 3110 BC) Glypnc evidence from
A-Group Lower Nubian sites and the Egyptlan trading
post at 'En Besor m southern Palestme IS mforrnanve on
how this techmque was employed m areas not directly
under Egyptian control but clearly m close contact with
the developmg visual vocabulary of the Egypuan ehtes
directmg trade m neighbonng regions (vanden Bnnk 1995)
This contmuum reflects indirect contact with southern
Mesopotamia and her colomes, but also the spreading
mfluence of Egyptian elite culture, and the developmental
stages of the Egyptian lueroglyphic system Evidence of the
different waysm which Upper and Lower Egyptians, as well
as LowerNubians adopted sealmg technology usmg readily
available matenals IS an indication of how widespread the
practice was m the late and termmal Predynasnc penod

I have previously proposed a glyptic seriation system by
dividing the Images of the Abydos Cemetery U cylinder
and stamp seal impressions mto categones based pnmanly
on dates determmed by radiocarbon and archaeological
evidence and secondanly on the baSIS of composition,
style and motif (HIll 2004) I then exammed these
styhsnc groups to deterrnme whether different groups
might mdicate different semiotic meamngs, usmg a

model suggested by Mesopotarman cylmder seal studies
(Pittman 1993) The stylisticdevelopment of cylmder seals
and sealmgs at Abydos was used as a baSIS from which
to discuss other Predynasnc seals and seahngs from SItes
with Egypnan- related matenal m Lower Nubia (dating
to the Naqada Illb-c penod) and southern Palestme
(dating to the late Dynasty 0 to rmd-Dynasty I) Fmally,
this stylistic progressIOn was used to suggest Predynasnc
danng cntena for seals and sealmgs previously thought to
be Early Dynastic However, the paucity of our sources has
hindered scholars from developmg a well rounded picture
of the systemswithm which sealmg practice evolved While
most of the newest Upper Egyptian evidence comes from
an elite mortuary SIte, It must be recogmzed that sealing
was very much a practice of the everyday sphere of trade
and exchange however elaborate Its expression may have
been m the elite mortuary sphere Findings at the SIte of
El-Amra m Upper Egypt and Tell el-Farkha m Lower
Egypt provide a more nuanced view of the practices and
institutions mvolved m the use of seals

Archaeologists began to reevaluate Predynastic Egyptian
cylinder seals and sealing practices based on discoveries
of the German Archaeological Institute at the Band U
cemetenes at Abydos m the mld-1990s Seals and mud
sealmgs have been published from settlement contexts
at Naqada's South Town, m the settlement at Tell el
Farkha m the Nile Delta and m the Termmal Predynasnc
to Dynasty I phase of Adaima, mdicating that sealmg
practice was not hrruted to the royal mortuary sphere, nor
used only to protect exotic sumptuary goods (Midant
Reynes & Buchez 2002) Excavations at Tell el-Farkha
(Chlodmckr 2008 496-7) and survey at the Upper
Egyptian SIte of El-Amra m the Qena district to the south
of Abydos (Hill & Herbich 2011) have uncovered stillmore
evidence of sealing practice m settlement contexts, though
m different functional settings Taken together, these finds
indicate that there was a system of adrmmstenng the flow
of goods which lay outside or worked m conjunction with
systems of mterregional trade and tnbute contnbutmg
sumptuary goods to elite bunals

Cyhnder seals and seahngs found m the U Cemetery at
Abydos, A-Group Lower Nubian SItes, and the EgyptIan
trading post at 'En Besor m southern Palestme provide
a continuum of glyptIC development begmning m the
Naqada lId penod (ea 3480 BC) and connnuing to the
end of Dynasty 0 (ca 3110 BC) and some indication of
the senuonc categones developmg as a means of slgnalIng
msntunons and possibly office and affiliation

The Abydos seal impressions were excavated m multiple
graves m the U Cemetery by the German Archaeological
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Institute expedition led by Dreyer (Dreyer etal. 1996, Dreyer
etat 1998) and their context and possible interpretations
have been discussedby Hartung (Hartung 1998, 2001) The
seal impressions and their datable archaeological context
provided us WIth the first evidence that the Egyptians, at
this location, were makmg use of cylinder seals m ways
that served the interests of local ehtes, namely through the
control of sumptuary goods meant for the tombs of the
ruler and hIS family members (ca 3400 BC) However,
the Isolated nature of the Cemetery U evidence within
Upper Egypt as a whole has led some scholars to question
whether tills first wave of cylinder seal use was a bnef local
phenomenon and that a lacuna of both glyptlc and grapmc
development existsbetween the Naqada Illa2 and the First
Dynasty'

Cemetery U at Abydos IS located m the northernmost
region where the prehistoric Naqada culture developed m
the 4th rrullenmum BC The last graves m the cemetery
date to the Naqada III b-c and make a continuous temporal
development mto Cemetery B dating to Dynasty 0, the
penod dunng which the northern and southern terntones
of the early state were brought under the control of a central
authonty (Kemp 2006 73- 8, Wrlkmson 1999 36- 41)
EVIdence suggests that umficanon consisted of a gradual
expanSlOn of Upper Egyptian mfluence and control over
the Delta, partly by peaceful means such as trade and
colonization and to some degree by warfare as IS attested
on early Egyptian monuments such as the Narmer Palette
(Petne 1921 figs J26, K27)

Egyptian sealmgs from thispenod, like those of their Asian
counterparts m the Mesopotarman cultures of Uruk and
Elam, consist of small lumps of clay used to fasten two ends
of a stnng or thong, holdmg a Jar lid or a bag tie m place
When they were stillwet, the lumps of clay were Impressed
several times WItha seal that left a small intaglio relief on
the surface Sealmg a Jar, bag or door not only protected
the goods m It from tampenng, but It was a practical
means of control and symbol of adrrnrustratrve power
Seal impressions, like the goods they sealed, were mobile
Therefore different seal impression styles can indicate

1 I'herc ISindeed a gap m the available evidence, but I do not thmk that
this necessarily mdicatcs a deficiency of usage but rather a deficiency of

OUl sources of mformauon The Cemetery U material was only rccovercd
aliet a detailed and systematic cxanunanon of a pre\lously excavated and
heavily looted site Wlulc It may be dilfirult to ovu state the uuportance of
Jomb U J the msutunons indicated by the evrdcncc It contained did not
cxrst m isolauon from the rest of UppCI F~)tlan society Seahng evidcncc
recovered from other tombs m the cemetery <iremdicauve of a much wider
system of u arh. and 'ldmullstrauve control The challenge IS to discover
the mstnuuons and S)sterns which have been so far largely absent from our
chSCUSSIOIlS, namely, Upper Egvpuan sculemenr SltCS

chfferent pomts of ongm and possibility different economic
mstitunons While our samples contam relatively few styles
compared to the large corpus of Mesopotarman seals, the
seals and seal impressions found m Egypt and neighbonng
regions can be compared for styhsnc and themanc affinities
These compansons, combmed WIthchronological controls
provided by associated artifacts and 14C dates, permit
the construction of a seriation of cylmder seal glypTIC m
Predynasnc Egypt Radiocarbon dates from the German
Archaeological Institute Cemetery U excavations have
further set apart the Naqada II penod and the Naqada III
penod by 150 years (Gorsdorf etaL 1998, Hendnckx 2006
92)

This expanded time frame, allows for a longer penod of
development between these two phases of Predynasuc
Egyptian culture Hartung has suggested that cylmder
seals were used m Egypt as early as the Naqada llc penod
(Hartung 1998b) He bases this assessment on the highly
developed use of seals m the Naqada IId penod, and
evidence at Abydos of contact WIth the proto-hterate
Elarmte culture (Dreyer 1998 181) and trade networks
between Lower Egypt and southern Palestine However,
there IS evidence from SItes such as Naqada and at Naga ed
Der which argue for contact WIththe cultures of southern
Mesopotamia (Podzorski 1988, Di Mana 2007) What
was the pnmary route through which proto-Elamite
matenal reached Egypt IS snll debated A growing number
of scholars focus on the possibility of sea trade WIth
Mesopotamian colomes based m northern Syna and/or
land-based trade through southern Canaan (Mark 1997,
Hartung 1998b) A longstanchng argument holds that
because late Predynastic Upper Egyptian art shows a
strong Elarmte mfluence that contact WIth tills Southern
Mesopotarman culture occurred through a Red Sea trade
route funnelmg Mesopotamian goods, mcludmg seals,
directly to the Upper Egyptian pohnes of This, Naqada
and Hierakonpohs through the wadis of the Eastern Desert
(Kantor 1952 1992, r»Mana 2007)

Recent sUlVey at the SIte of EI-Amra, 8 km to the south of
Cemetery U at Abydos, provides additional evidence of a
longer penod dunng which the adoption and adaptation
of sealing practice took place'' Features and artifacts
chscoveredm a University of Pennsylvama sponsored survey
of the SIte of EI-Amra m 2007 give support to the Idea that
sealing practice was common m the control of goods at
non-royal centers EI-Amra's cemetenes were published at

2 Thc PIOJCCt was part of my doctor-il field work at the Umversiry 01

Pennsylvama under the dirccuon of Dr Josef vVe~ncr and was supported
by a Nauona] Science Found-uion Dissertanon Enhancement Grant and

a Kolb SOCietyTellowslup

Pretustotres de I ecnture lconoqmptue prettquesgraphlques et emergence de I ecrttdansl'Egypte predynsstique 120761/13 124



116 / Jane f , . Hili

the turn of the twenti et h cent ury by British archaeologist
D avid R andall -Maclv er (RandaU-M acIver & Mace 1902).
R an dall-Macl vcr produced a typology of Predynastic to
Early D ynastic tombs based on his investigations of the site.
In his syn thesisof Prcdynastic culture Petrie chose El-Amra
as the type site for the earliest Predynastic ph ase of Egyptian
culture - the Arnratian ph ase. El-Am ra is one of the thre e
la rgest Predynastic cemeteries in the Abydos region, the
o ther two bein g Ab yd os a nd Mahasna (Pa tch 2004 ),
The magn et ic map in the ce ntra l a rea of the p reserved
site a butting the end of a low dese rt shelf which ends in
a 4-me te r drop o ff to the cultiva tion reveals three clear
concentra tions of anomalies, distinct from the su rrounding
low desert, which arc cha racterized by low magn etic values
(fig. I). Each of these concentra tions a ppears to be ou tlined ,
at least in pa rt , by oblong anomal ies, wh ich co nstitu te
an obvious dem arcation be tween what is insid e and the
surrounding gro und. The largest of these co ncentration s
in the ce nter covers an a rea of c. 3,350 m in the eas tern
part of the prospected area. T he gro und correspondi ng to
this conce nt ra tion of anomalies is uneven, dotted with low

1. Magnetic map outlining the sett lement areas at el-Amra . Gradiorneters
Geoscao Research FM256. Sumpling gnd 0.25 t,y 0.50 m, interpolated to 0.25
hy 025 m. Dynamics -7.' +8.3 nT. Grid hnos eve rv 20 m. Map: 1 HerlJ,ch /
CarTe•.';Suede p lOsr.ocrrOl>, magne ri'lues me ttent ell evidence res Str1.JCIWES
d '/lilb/ Ial aeI-Amr<l. t:, n. , .T 1'tJn ( '

dumps and shallow depressions, and strewn with a mu ch
larger qu antity of pebbles tha n anywhere around it (H ill&
H erb ich 20 l l). Other features include pathways leadi ng
from the wadi bed to gaps in the surface features whi ch
appea r to be entra nces to these demarcated areas.

Th e so il cove ring the mapped anomalies is a di stinc t
g ray color, attesting to the presence of mud or mud bri ck
struct ures unde rgroun d . Examinat io n of the features
revealed the m to be the remains of mud-and-sto ne
co nglome rate a rchitec ture. The wa lls were erected of
stones set in laye rs o f Ni le silt, a nd p laste red apparentl y
with Nile silt . a smoothed surface face has survi ved in a
number of places. T his bui lding techniqu e expla ins the
accum ulations of sto nes on the surface where anomalies
were m apped , e ros io n having left b ehi nd the m o rt'
perm an ent component of the walls, the stones, after the less
dura ble co mponent, Nile mud, has worn aw ay. H offm an
reco rds simila r deflated mud an d cob bleston e walls or wal l
found at ions at H ierakonp olis Locality 29 (H oflm an 1983:
l2). Eroded mud bricks of various sizes were a lso found
on the surface in this area, possibly the remains structures
inside the conglom erate walls.

Invcstigaiions of El-Amra included a surface collection
of the interior and im me d ia te exterior of these wall-Eke
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2 Stamp seal collected at el-Amra, Object 2027 (length 1 75 cm) /
Impression de sceau provenant d el-Amra (long 1 75 cm) Photos/Photos
M NelsonHurst

features Surface finds on the outer wall of the eastern
concentratIon mcluded a terracotta seal Tills seal is pierced
through Itscenter and has 20 indentions on one side m the
shape of a five-pomted star On the other side, there IS a
similar dnlled-hole design though m a less regular pattern
of 14 indentions (fig 2) There IS some firmg discoloration
on one side and evidence of use wear around the edges of
the dnll hole through which the seal was strung I would
subrmt that this object IS a local mterpretatIon of a stone
seal m fired clay, not an example of a counter, used to tally
the number of goods sent or delivered It was pierced
so that It could be strung and carried and measunng at
less than 2 cm m diameter It IS much smaller than other
counters that have been reported by Naqada South
Town excavators and at other sites outside Egypt where
prehterate sealmg practice has been documented m detail,
such as Arslantepe m southern Turkey (Pirelh 2007 58-9,
Frangipane 2007) Examples of counters from El-Amra
mclude a long stnp of unfired clay marked by indentions
and fragments of clay disks sometImes referred counterpart
labels (Hill 20 10 321)

A parallel example m a different medium was a
hermsphencal limestone seal WItha similar dnlled pattern
was found m Tomb 7501 unearthed at the site of Naga-ed
Der Reisner dated the tomb to the Naqada IIbIc penod
based on associated pottery (Pcdzorski 1988 260 1)
Parallels for this type of stamp seal decoration exist at
eastern Mesopotamian at sites like Nuzr/Yorgan Tepe,
Susa, Tepe Gawra, and Tepe Cryan (Caldwell 1976
figs 163,22, 107, and 101) The stnking aspect of the
El-Amra find IS Its medium -fired clay- and Its context m
a settlement area m asSOCIatIOn WIthmud sealmgs Though
It was not found within a datable context, stylistically, the
seal belongs to this earlier phase of contact, Naqada IIc-d

Several different sealmg styles dating to Naqada IId
were found m individual graves at Abydos As Hartung
notes, the placement of multiple sealmgs m a smgle grave

mdicates that seals of this penod did not mark ownership
or the identity of a smgle individual, but were designations
marking the goods placed m the bunal Hartung states
that seahngs found m this cemetery were only found on
Imported Canaamte-style vessels, indicating that the
seals were bemg used as mSlgnlas of long distance trade
admimstration (Hartung 1998b) Seals designating and
protecting trade Items indicate that by the late Naqada II
penod, the central to northern region of Upper Egypt had
already laid foundations for a system of adrmmstratIon and
trade control

The Abydos seal impressions provide a set of lffiages that
we can mfer were sigtuficant to the PredynastIc EgyptIans
Some of these seal impressions fit neatly into the existing
corpus of PredynastIc Egyptianart Others present Images
that dropped out of the Egyptian glyptICrepertoire m the
Early Dynastic Penod Many lffiages are repeated m icomc
fashion m a vanety of different seal compositions In some
cases, the Images similarities to later hieroglyphic SIgnS
hmt at their meamng and pomt to a development of the
Egyptian wntIng system m the Predynasnc even If they
cannot be considered wntIngper se(Hill 2004 24-9)

Seahngs recovered from Abydos Naqada IId graves mto
four glypnc styles, each of which uses a different system
of design and rule of composition A fifth group shows
affinities WIth other PredynastIc artwork The FIeld of
Geometncs or Smgle Symbols group IS defined as a seal
having a smgle repeatmg pattern or symbol (HIll 2004
fig 18) Though the symbols m this group are vaned many
of these design elements evoke later hieroglyphic SIgnS
The most intriguing of these IS the hour glass design which
resembles the Old Kmgdom deterrmnatIve for a cylinder
seal In the Multiple Repeating Symbols group rows of
smgle SIgnS are grouped WIththe intention of representing
natural associations between the sIgns and figural
representatIons (Hill 2004 fig 19) One example from
this group, If Hartung's reconstructIon IS mverted, shows
multiple tnangles which can be hnked to boat standards on
Naqada II painted pottery, above a continuous wavy hne
representing water above a hne of animals representingfish
(Hartung 1998a fig 4) The resulting association IS Boat
-Water -Fish If the tnangle standard was recogmzed as
belonging to a particular region or temple another layer of
meamngIs contaIned within the association thatwe carmot
fully ascertain

The Arumal Rows group contains representatIons that can
be found on D-Ware painted pottery, carved IVOry kmfe
handles and bone or IVOry combs from the Naqada IId
penod (Hill 2004 fig 20) The sirmlanty to Mesopotarman
ammal rows has been noted, and the first example here
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shows some of the cross-fernhzauon of these two styles
For mstance, the typicallyElanute three-lobed fill element
ISJuxtaposed WIth the tnangle design prevalent on Naqada
lId ware vessels

Central FIgure on FIeld of Smgle or Alternatmg Symbols
group has no precedents m Uruk or Elamite cylmder
seal ImpressIOnsand appears to be an Egyptian stylistic
development (Hill 2004 fig 22) The seal impressions m
this group feature Images which have hnks to cylinder seal
designs wlnch date to the Naqada III penod was well as
later hieroglyphic SIgnS and other Predynasnc artworks
The device of frammg a central figure WIth symbols or a
decorative border also cames over mto later seal designs
In thisgroup symbols recogrnzable as the fetishesfor deities
can be identified m some cases That temple shnnes were
hkely the first econormc insntunons m Predynasnc Egypt
has been proposed by many scholars (Butzer 1976 63, 70,
Tables 2, fig 11,Kemp 2006 112-3) One can hypothesize
therefore that the seahngs marked goods donated to
an elite grave from the shnne of a particular deity For
example, a seal design recovered from Tomb U2l 0 at
Abydos (Hartung 1998 fig 8a) contams a central group of
Icons which can be read as b3 bird on a standard WIth the
iconic determmanve of the cow goddess Bat This figure
IS attested on the Gerzeh Palette and m a later penod on
the Narmer Palette (Ansehn 1999) Bat WIth her distmcnve
mcurved horns IS later associated WIth the 7th Upper
EgyptIan nome, and IS more promment iconographically
than Hathor who became popular m later histone penods
(Fischer 1962 7-8) Snmlar animal icons such as the dog on
the seahng from Tomb U 153 (Hartung 1998 fig 6) also
appear on standards m later monuments mcludmg the
Narmer Palette and the Scorpion Macehead

Other seals and sealmgs which bear relation to the
econormc msntunons of the Naqada lId penod mclude the
fish and net or fish and building style While this design has
strong affinities to seal designs recorded m Mesopotarma,

It IS clear from ItS WIde adoption and adaptation that the
design found a good "cultural fit" m Egypt where sealsand
now seahngs WIth this design has been found at vanous
SItes mcludmg Naga-ed-Der and Matmar Two other
seals, one found at Zawryet el-Aryan m a poorly recorded
context and another purchased on the antiquities market
show more elaborate treatments of the net design which
actually appear to represent buildings and not fishmg
nets (Boehmer 1974) Both Dreyer and Hartung propose
that the Abydos seahng IS one of a standard seal type m
Predynasnc Egypt designanngjnw or offenngs made to
a temple (Hartung 1998) It IS perhaps significant that a
genenc design such as this entered the repertoire at this
stage, representmg a genenc concept rather than a specific
designation or a purely geometnc design could have been
one of the first steps m the Egyptians developmg a VISUal
vocabulary for seals which would "travel" well, 1 e be
readily grasped by whomever saw them, whereas the seals
designanng particular shnnes or distncts would reqUlre a
more speciahzed knowledge to mterpret

Returnmg to the El-Amra finds, our team collected a
terracotta cylinder seal measunng 3 47 cm immediately
inside the embankments of the South Wall (fig 3) The
seal shows use wear on ItS narrower SIde The surface of
the seal IS circumscnbed by three incised grooves and four
horizontal groovesthat would reproduce a picket fence type
pattern on a mud seahng The ImpreSSIOn left by this seal
would be sirmlar to the prototype of the SP3t or nome SIgn
found m mk mscnpnons on cylinder vessels m Tomb U-s,
a tomb roughly contemporary WIth Tomb U-J at Abydos,
dating to Naqada IIIal-2 (Enge1 2006) For a settlement
located outside the royal center, a seal like this one would
serve a localized purpose, markmg goods mtended for
mtraregional use and storage

Other finds along the south wall of Area IB include mud
seahngs A few of these surface finds bear the ImpreSSIOn
of seals while others have ImpreSSIOns of twine, pottery

3 Cylinder Seal collected at el-Amra Object 2020 (length 3 5 cm ) I Sceau-cylmdre provenant d el-Amra otset 2020 (long 3 5 cm)
Photos/Photos M Nelson Hurst
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4 Mud sealings with sealing and back
Impressions collected from the South
Wall and Eastern Concentration areas
at el Amra settlement a) sealing With
seal Impression b) sealing With door
peg Impression cl sealing With cloth
Impression d) sealing With basket
Impression I Empremte de sceau avec
marques de scel/ement provenant
du Mur Sud et de la concentration
Onentale sur le sne d el-Amra a)
Impression de sceau b) sceau avec
empremte d un gond de parte c)
sceau avec impression de textile d)
sceau avec Impression de pamer
Photos/Photos M Nelson Hurst

vessels,boxes, cloth bags, door bolts, and box knobs (fig 4)
Tills indicates that the south wall was the mam entrance
though willeh goods were delivered, unsealed, mspected
and possibly resealed These finds are remarkably sirrular
to findmgs at the admnustranve building at Naqada's South
Town (Barocas 1985, Barocas, Fattovich & Tosl 1989, DI
Mana 2007) The comparative nchness of the tombs within
the El-Amra cemetery dunng the late Predynasnc (Naqada
lId) IS a strong indication that El-Amra was a destination
point for trade goods (Hartung 200 I abb 54,56)

Terracotta cylmder and stamp seals are not rare m
Mesopotamia and archaeologists have recovered them m
the earliest levels of the sites of Susa, Ur, and the Dryala
regIon Additionally, simple hnear designs appear on seals
made of all types of matenals It was common m the
past for archaeologists to dIsmISS clay seals as imitanons
of "genume" seals made of stone, IVOry or other rarer
and more precIOUS materials Consequently scholars
and collectors disrrussed many terracotta seals as crude
fakes and never pubhshed them nor contnbuted them to
museum collections However, scholars now accept that
clay seals were common from the begmnmg of seahng
practice m Mesopotarma (Werr 1988)

While rare, clay cylinder seals have been attested m both
Egypt and Nubia and mclude tile two examples collected

by FIrth from surface surveys of the Ikkur Fortress and
Kostamna and the poorly glazed example excavated from
a tomb m Zawiyet el-Aryan (Boehmer 1974) Dating to
tile Naqada IIIB, a fired clay cyhnder seal was chscovered
by the Polish Archaeological Expedition to Tell el-Farkha
m the eastern Nile Delta Much of the sealmg matenal
at this site was discovered m the site's production areas,
mdicanng that It was a source pomt for trade goods, not
a destination The terracotta seal IS engraved WIth unages
of an early serekhandnebfJ SIgnS Agam, however, these
SIgnS are genenc designations and no specific king IS named
(Chlodrncki 2008 496-7, fig 4A/B), perhaps making this
seal analogous to the empty serekh potmarks found on
Dynasty 0 wine and oiljars However, for the purpose of
directing goods to the culture core where the king resided,
such a seal would have served Its purpose

The Tomb U-J seal ImpreSSIOns represent a closed find
from a dated context and give us a smgle time capsule
of cyhnder seal styles designated for royal or illgh status
use m the Naqada IlIa 2 penod EVIdence of a slgnmg
system also found m U-J on bone and IVOry labels and mk
pottery mscnpnons indicates that a system of "writing"
locales and the names of shnnes dechcated to particular
deities was well developed dunng this period, but was not
seen as an essential element m seal glypnc Tills restncnve
use of early hieroglyphic writing was probably related to
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the different fimcnons served by the labels, pottery vessels
and seals Seals dunng this penod go through a different
land of elaboration, one designed to mark and enhance the
status of the person for whom the goods are mtended or
from whom the goods were donated The most dramatic
marker of this elaboration IS the complex geometnc
borders which frame the figural scenesengraved m the seal
These geometnc designs have been found m the pamted
decoration of mches on the superstructure facade of FIrst
Dynasty tombs at Saqqara Their umqueness m Upper
Egypt's glypnc corpus for Upper Egypt could indicate
that the owner of U-J was practicing an early form of
commochty branchng, markmg the ranty and quahty of
the goods destmed for the tomb of the ruler (Wengrow
2008 9) Asidefrom advertising the exotic quahty of bunal
goods, there was also the Issueof quantity that might have
created a different kmd of economic pressure Amassmg
the resources for an ehte bunal would reqUIre not only
Imported goods, but such goods m numbers that would
further enhance the status of the ruler ThIS pressure
toward ever mcreasmg conspicuous consumption may
have led to the local manufacture of foreign style pottery
as a means of mflanng the apparent nchness of the bunal
It IS therefore interestmg to note that the remams of what
appears to be a draft kiln chscovered through magnetic
prospection El-Amra were strewn WIth the sherds of
vessels which bear similarities to the Palestinian style
pottery recoveredfrom Tomb U-Jat Abydos Wlnle further
mvesnganon of thisfeature IS required, It could be evidence
of a local production center manufacturmg the exotic
(Hill &Herbich 2011, Porat& Goren 2001,2002, Hartung
2002) Seal impressions from U-J contam stylistic features
that SUrVIve from earher penods mcluchng busy, crowded
compositions Horror oaau dunng this penod IS expressed
through the numerous, VIrtually shapeless elements filling
small spaces In addition to ammal rows IS what might be
termed a dommant element, a human or animal icon, m
the case of Tomb U -J a scorpIOnfigure on one sealmg and
a human figure carrymg a scepter m another sealmg,both
controlling WIld desert creatures

The SUrVIVIng glyptIc matenal from Egypt's southern
penphery m Lower Nubia emphasizes the hvely trade m
raw matenals and fimshed goods between the Naqada lId
to Naqada IIIb cultures of Upper Egypt and the ClaSSIC
and Termmal A-Group Nubians at the SItes of Faras,
Qustul, Sarras Westand Siah The powerful chiefdoms that
ruled thisregIOn m the late Predynasnc employed their own
set of iconographic Images expressmg the power of the
ruler, however,It IS clear that Ideas and Images were bemg
exchanged from the adoption, adaptation and m some
cases meldmg of Egypnan and Nubian Iconography The
Faras, Qustul L-l 7, Sarras West,and Siah Seal ImpreSSIOns

document the development of an mcreasmgly narrative
structure of seal design (Gnffiths 1921,WIlhams 1986 168,
Mills & Nordstrom 1966 fig3, Reisner 1910 pl 65~ The
Siah Seal impression illustratesthe short-hved combination
of pure Imagery WIth hieroglyphic inscnptions that were
soon to dommate cylmder seal decoration m the Early
Dynastic Penod Wlnle Nubian sealswere used m an area
penpheral to the core Upper Egypnan culture, they appear
to elaborate the theme of subjugation to a central authonty
In all cases, the seals and seal impression of Lower Nubia
have direct affinitiesto the stylesand conventions employed
m the Abydos Cemetery U seals These mclude most
notably the presence of animal rows,high-prow boats, filler
elements, the use of frammg devices above and below the
mam composinonal field and the stanchng human figure

In the penpheral areas to Egypt's north the glypnc Imagery
shows defimte mfluences from seal glypnc of Northern
Syna and Palestme The largest corpus of seal ImpressIOns
extant comes from the SIte of 'En Besor, a settlement that
has been mterpreted to be trading outpost colomzed by
Egyptians (Brandl 1992) The preserved Imagery from
these sealmgs IS predommantly EgyptIan m character
A total of 90 seal ImpressIOns were recovered m the
excavation of Stratum III of the 'En Besor Tell Gophna
has dated to the end of Dynasty 0 or the begmmng of the
FIrStDynasty on the baSIS of Egypnan stylepottery found
m association WIth the seahngs (Schulmann 1976, 1980,
Gophna 1987, 1990) The 'En Besor seahngs share WIth
the Abydos matenal the busy compositions and the use
of numerous fill elements Though found m completely
different cultural contexts the 'En Besor seals share WIth
the Nubian seals and seahngs Ideograms such as mverted
«km> arms and human figures representing a controlling
or ruhng element m seal compositions A major element
from the Upper Egyptian styleIS the walking or «praIsmg»
man, though his tools or symbols of authonty and control
frequently change or chsappear altogether ThIS may have
more to do WIth chfferencesm status of seal carriers and
users at 'En Besor who were shipping goods to Egypt
rather than the Egyptian ehtes for whom the goods were
mtended Additionally there IS evidence for mfluence
from Northern Synan glypnc, particularly m some of the
decorative elements such as wave borders (Pittman 1994a
figs 10 a-b)

A sermonc model used to analyze proto-hterate Uruk seal
ImpreSSIOns recogmzes the different functions of the SItes
from which seals were recovered therefore the chfferent
glyptIc needs of seal bearers acting at the culture's core
centers and those used on the penphery of the trachng
and production network (Pittman 1994b) A companson
of the sealsfrom Uruk's core and penphery show that the
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seals found at the center emphasize the ntual roles of the
rulers Those from the penpheral trading colomesm Syna
show the production, management and transport of goods
needed to support temple econonnes at the center

In applymg this model to Upper Egyptian ehtes who also
were engaged m controlling long chstance trade networks,
we can see that they shared similar needs Withthe ehtes of
the Uruk system While the econonnc frameworks for each
of these systems are similar the symbolic frameworks for
representmg core and penphery were culturally specific
(fig 5) The ehtes of the central Naqada culture were
mterested m obtammg, controlhng and redistnbunng
rare trade goods for their benefit Through the use and

a

C

redistribution of these goods, the power and prestige of
the ruler and the cult centers were enhanced The images
on the sealsat the center would focus on the divine aspects
of the ruler and mterdependent relationship he shared
Withthe gods who supported hIID On the other hand, the
adnnmstrators m the penpheral trachng posts would have
been mterested m demonstrating their efficacym obtammg
and dehvenng goods needed at the center Or as we know
was the case m histone penods, the outpost commander's
duty was to keep the local inhabitants productive, under
control and subrmssrve to the Egyptian ruler

However, to concentrate exclusivelyon the long chstance
trade aspects of seal use and glyptlc development would

b

d

e

g h

5 Seal nnpressions from a-d Upper Egypt s core culture (Hartung 1998a fig 12), e-f seals from Egypt s southern periphery (Wllllams 1986 168)
g-I seal impressions from Egypt s northern penphery (Schulman 1976 fig 1 Schulman 1980 fig 1) / impressions de sceaux provenant a-d du foyer
culturel de Haute-Egypte (Hartung 1998a fig 12), e-f sceau de la penphene sud eqypuenne (INllllams 1986 168) g-I sceau de la penphene nord
egyptlenne (Schulman 1976 fig 1 Schulman 1980 fIg 1)
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be to Ignore half of the picture of the processes occurnng
within the Upper Egyptian core From the Naqada IId to
Dynasty 1,the region saw the consohdanon of royal power
reflected m glyptic development by royal Iconography
subsummg or mcorporatmg other Upper EgyptIan
institutions mdudmg tradmonal cultic centers (Hill 2004
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Resume - Parmi les plus anciens signes d'ecnture trouves
dans la tombe U-J a Abydos (sur les plaquettes et les
mscnpuons peintes des vases) se trouve des signes de
notation des nombres

Le systeme numenque employe a Nagada IIA-B est
dqa celui que l'on connaît pour les penodes hrstonques
li n'evoluera pas tant que l'ecnture hieroglypluque sera en
usage li est umque quelque soitla nature des entites chiffrees
C'est un systeme a base 10, qm ne connaît pas le zero

SI l'invention de l'ecnture est bien mesopotamienne
et qu'elle a ensuite ete divulguee et adaptee en Egypte,
selon l'hypothese classique de transrmssion, cela devrait se
repercuter au mveau des systemes numenques employes
En effet, pour ces deux cultures les signes de notation des
nombres apparaissent aussi anciennement que ceux de
notation des mots La Mesopotarme developpe des les
angines plusieurs systemes numenques, en fonction de
ce qm est denombre C'est pourquOl nous allons nous
pencher sur cette complexe question pour exammer
ce qu'elle peut apporter a la question d'une origme
autochtone ou Importee de l'ecnture en Egypte

Mots-cles - Egypte, Mesopotarme, systemes numenques,
histoire des mathemanques, ecnture

Abstract - Among the oldest wntzngs szgns brought to lzght zn
the Uy tomb zn Abydos (on plaquettes andpaznted vases) several
numencal szgns have been dzscovered

The numencal wntzng system used zn Nagada lIA -B
penod ts already the same that the one from Iustoncal penod
It won'tchange untzl the endif hzeroglyphzc system use It zs a
base 10 number system ichere zero ts zgnored

if weconszder the znventzon if wntzng as a mesopotamian
one, later spread and adapted to early Egypt, fàllowzng the
classzcal transmzsszon hypothesls, tt would have created some
repercussions on numencal systems For both culture zndeed,
numencal wntzng szgns appear as soon as word notation
From the begznnzng, Mesopotamia zs uszng several numencal
systems at the mean tune accordzng to what ts counted It zs
the reason why we shallfocus on thzs complex questzon zn
ordei to znvestzgate what ü could brtng to the questzon if an
autochtonous orunported ongzn if wntzng zn early Egypt

Keywords - Egypt, Mesopotamia, numencal systems, htstory if the
mathemaucs, wntzng
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L e IV' millenaire VOlt apparaître les plus anciennes
ecntures connues Les premieres mscnptions du
monde reconnues comme telles a l'heure actuelle

sont les tablettes en argile trouvees a Uruk L'écnture
qu'elles notent est le proto-cuneiforme , deux siècles plus
tard, deux autres ecntures font leur entree en scene
Il s'agit du proto-elamite en Iran et des hieroglyphes
egyptlens Les plus anciennes mscnpnons connues pour
l'Egypte sont celles decouvertes dans la tombe U-J, du rOI
Scorpion, dans la necropole d'Umm el-Qaab a Abydos,
vers 3250 av J-C , SOIt à Nagada IIIAI (Dreyer 1998)

Des son appantion, l'ecnture hieroglyphique note la
langue egyptienne C'est la pnncipale langue que ce
systeme d'ecnture prendra en charge C'est une langue
charrnto-sermtique Elle est par consequent sans filiation
avec le proto-elarrnte, ru avec le sumenen

Pour la Mesopotamie, ces deux ecntures peuvent être
pnses en compte La plus ancienne, le proto-cuneiforme,
dont les prermeres mscnpnons ont ete trouvees aUruk, sur
le secteur cultuel de l'Eanna, dans les mveaux IV (Nissen,
Damerow & Englund 1993 4 et 7, Cooper 2004 76) Pres
de 500 tablettes ont été retrouvees par l'équipe allemande
en charge de la fouille entre 1928 et 1976 Tres peu de
temps apres, on trouve des tablettes numenques en proto
elamite a Suse, dans les mveaux 18 de l'acropole, dans
une maison de particulier (Herrenschrrndt 2007 67-69)
L'ecnture proto-elarmte n'est toujours pas complètement
dechiffrée, mais elle fait de nombreux emprunts au proto
cuneiforme Les premIeres mscnptions sont constituees
par des tablettes comportant umquement des marques
numerales Les sIgnes d'ecnture proprement dits
apparaissent un peu plus tard, en particuher a Djerndet
Nasr (Englund 2004 124, Cooper 2004 76) Des
tablettes mscntes sont retrouvées des la phase d'Uruk III
a Djerndet Nasr, comme on VIent de le VOIr, mais aUSSI
a Khafajah et a Tell Uqair (Glassner 2000 49-51),
temoignant de la rapide propagation de l'usage de
l'ecnture Sur les 1200 SIgnes differents répertones pour la
pénode archaique, environ 60 correspondent a des SIgnes
numeraux (Nissen, Damerow & Englund 1993 25)

Si I'mvennon de l'ecnture est bien mesopotamienne et
qu'elle a ensuite ete divulguee et adaptee en Egypte,
selon l'hypothese classique de transmission, cela devrait
se repercuter au mveau des systemes numenques et
métnques employes En effet, pour ces deux cultures les
SIgnes de notation des nombres apparaissent au moms
aUSSI anciennement que ceux de notation des mots

Le proto-cuneiforme a une longue histoire bien
documentee sur plusieurs millenaires, puisqu'il evolue en

cuneiforme proprement dit, inscrit dans l'argile molle avec
la pomte d'un calame biseaute Au cours du temps, cette
écnture s'adaptera a differentes langues selon les besoms
Pour le seul Ille millenaire, ce sont les Sumenens, pUIS les
Akkadiens qui l'utihseront Al'epoque qUInous mteresse,
a la fin du IV' millenaire, l'ecnture proto-cuneiforme note
la langue sumenenne Des mscnpnons proto-cunéiformes
ont ete retrouveesJusqu'en Syne du Nord

Le proto-elarmte note une langue mconnue, peut-être
de type agglutinante Il n'est atteste que durant 500 ans
Ses descendants seront l'elarrnte cuneiforme et le lmeaire
elarmte

Le proto-elamite concerne non seulement Suse et la
regIon de l'Elam, mais des mscnpnons ont eté retro uvees
sur d'autres sites du plateau iraruen en relation avec
l'Elam (Englund 2004 103, fig 5 2) Au debut des annees
2000, des objets de provenance mconnue affiuent sur le
marche de l'art Les douanes iraniennes recherchent le
SIte d'origme en cours de pillage et leur travail permet
de mettre a Jour un nouveau complexe culturel autour
de jiroft (Madpdzadeh & Perrot 2003) Des mscnptions
proto-elarmtes ont eté decouvertes sur ce SIte, mais Ilreste à
apprendre quelles sont les modalités de relation avec Suse

Systèmes numérique et métnque
égyp1lens

Dans un prermer temps, nous allons faire un rapide pomt
sur le systeme numenque egyptien

Notation numénque (fig 7)

Parmi les plus anciens SIgnesd'ecnture trouves dans la
tombe U-J (sur les plaquettes et les inscriptions pemtes
des vases)se trouvent des SIgnes de notation des nombres

Le systeme numenque employe a Nagada llIA-B est dép
celui que l'on connaît pour les penodes historiques On
ne lUI connaît pas d'antécédent Il n'évoluera pas tant
que l'ecnture hieroglyphique sera en usage Les SIgnes
de notation seront seulement simplifiés dans les ecntures
cursives hieratiques et demotiques Il est umque quelque
SOIt la nature des entites chiffrees C'est un systeme a
base 10, qUI ne connaît pas le zéro

La valeur d'un chiffre n'est par consequent pas liee a son
rang dans la notation, comme dans notre systeme Chaque
chiffre egyptien a sa valeur propre, mdependamment de
son rang
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Htero Valeur Translneration Prononctatton,
1 wr(yw) oua (IOU)

Il 2 snw(y) senou(y)

"' 3 lJmt(w) khemet(ou)

1111 4 fdw fedou

Il Il 1 5 diw diou

III 6 srfw sersou
III
III 7 iflJ(w) sefkh(ou)
1111
1111 8 lJmn(w) hemen(ou)
1111
1111 9 }!r/(w) pesedjfou)
11111

n 10 mrj(w) medjfou)

~ 100 Il shet

l 1 000 (fi kha

~ la 000 gor djeba

~ 100 000 /ifn hefen

~ 1 000 000 hh hehe

1 Systeme nurnenque eqyptien 1 Egyptlan numencel system

Toutefois,on trouve des traces d'un systemepeu developpe
et simple de numeration sans doute tres archaique dans
les groupements (souvent farrnliaux) de dieux Un vaut
alors pour l'umte, deux pour le duel, trois pour le plunel
simple et neuf pour le plunel du plunel, autrement drt la
notion « beaucoup» On connaît aInSI des triades et des
eneades divines

Les Egyptiens connaissent et peuvent utiliser les
quatre opérations de calcul, addition, soustraction,
mulnphcauon et division Toutefois, on s'aperçoit qu'Ils
preferent generalement ramener les operations a des
procedures binaires et qu'Ils utilisent I'addinon comme
base de toute operation, multiplication, division, racme,
pmssance, equation (Couchoud 1993 6) De même, Il

leur est particulièrement typique de chercher a rapporter
les calculs a la fraction 2/3 qu'Ils utilisent avec une facilité
deconcertante, faisant penser qu'Il existait des tables
de fractions dont on n'a malheureusement pas trace
(Couchoud 1993 6)

Premtères otteetatïons

Les premIeres attestations du systeme de notation
numenque s'echelonnent au cours de Nagada III ,
ainsi les chiffres 6-7-8-9-10-12 et 100 sont marques
sur les etiquettes de la tombe U-J, mais Il faut attendre
Nagada IlIB l pour trouver la mennon de 1-3 et 4 A
partir de Nagada mc, tout le systeme numerographique
estemploye

Systèmes métnques (fig 2)

En ce qui concerne les differentes umtes de mesure,
l'egyptien dispose d'un systeme relativement simple qm
s'ennchit au cours du temps, sans doute en fonction de
besoms nouveaux et de contacts avec d'autres systemes,
comme pour la coudee de Nippur

Les differents systèmes metnques egyptiens sont en base
10 eux aUSSI Ils utilisent a grande echelle la division en
fracnons Toutefois, li existe pour la metrologie quelques
systemes non decimaux pour les sous-umtes ce sont
les systemes qUI ont pour reference le corps humam
(Couchoud 1993 17) Ainsi Il faut sept palmes (mesure
de la largueur de la main) pour faire une coudée (mesure
du bras de la pomte du majeur a l'articulation du coude)
et quatre doigts (mesures dans leur largueur) pour faire
une palme En effet,la reference au corps humain pour les
umtes de longueur, de surface et de volume est courante
dans les cultures anciennes Pour toutes ces mesures, Il
est difficilede les rapporter precisement a notre systeme
metnque Elles semblent vaner en fonction de l'epoque,
mais aUSSI peut-être de la region, comparables en cela a
nos systemes non unifies de l'Ancien Regime

Mesures des surfaces
La mesure principale de longueur est la coudee, terme
qm est ecnt mh et qm est a peu pres equivalent a 52,5 cm
Une coudee est subdivisee en 7 palmes (fSp)l Une palme
vaut donc autour de 75 mm Elle est elle-même subdivise
en 7 doigts (db J, ce qm entraîne qu'un doigt devait être
proche de 18,5 mm

1 La premlere mcnnon de celle som umte de mesure rernonterart au moms
a DJOSLI au debut de la III' dyn (Rcgulski 2010 161 el 564)

Prerustotres de 1ecriture lconoqœptue, pratiques graphiques et emergence de 1ecnt dans 1tgypte predvnssttque 120161125 136
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Mesures de longueur

Nom Hieroglyphes Transllt Valeur

coudee "\ mit c45 cm--li

coudee

+~ mil nsw
royale c 52 cm

J!1I.""",,, fsp c 75 mm=
palme 0 117 coudee

doigt ~ tibr
c 185mm =
1/4palme

~

khel 1 !Jt c 52 m
~

Mesures de volume

Nom Hieroglyphes Transltt Valeur Usage

boisseau T~l(]) hlpt c 481 ceréales

~fT varfT
/pr

c 96 II

khar (4851 a 1
AE)

"bouchee" <::> ro 1/320 de
boisseau

Mesures des hquides

Nom Hieroglyphes Transllt Valeur Usage

henou ~O}e hnw c 0,481
Blere, VIn

lau, miel

~6 ds
Blere

des Inconnue-
hebenel ~-6 hbnt Inconnue VIn, encens

Q

~~~6
Tres petite

setcha Stl Inconnue mesure de
blere

~X mn Inconnue
Hutle

men _6 encens

Mesure des poids

Nom Hieroglyphes Transltt Valeur

deben ~I::J ong~O dbn c 136g- - a l'A E

kedel i~ kdt
c 91g
auN E

2 Systemes metnques egyptlens 1Egypttan Metne system

Mesures de surface

Nom Hieroglyphes Transltt Valeur

aroure t:::J Stlt c 2735m2

1 10 coudées
au carré

~
remen

~ 1 rmn. 1/2 aroure

heseb X hsb 1/4 aroure

c;;;=> IO'coudees
la

:a: 1 tJ au carre

kha ï !JI lO''coudees
au carre

Fractionsde 1oeil Oudjat

= 1/2 est la seule fractionuuhsee avant la XX dynastie

La coudee peut être royale pour les monuments officiels
Sa valeur est alors legerement supeneure à la coudee
simple

100 coudees font un khet (bt), qUI est par consequent
equivalent a 52,5 m environ

Mesures des cures
L'umte de base est l'aroure Elle vaut plus ou moins
2735 m2 Ce terme s'écnt :::= sÎ3t L'aroure est egale
au khet porte au carre et de la a 10 coudees au carre

L'aroure possede elle-même des fractions
-la 1/2 aroure s'appelle ~::: rlnn
-le 1/4 aroure s'appelle lllJl.2. hsb (ou x en hieratique)
-la 118 aroure s'appelle ~ s3 (hieratique)
Selon Sethe (Sethe 1916 74 sq),ce systeme de subdivisions
de la sÎ3t remonterait a un temps recule de l'histoire
egypnenne
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En apphcanon de ce procede de mensuration, une bande
de 100 coudees de long sur une coudee de large est « une
coudee de terre» Cette mesure est donc egale a 1/100
de sI3t

Mesures des poids
TI existe2 etalons POt;;le poids le deben (dbn ~CJ 1 ~o)

et son dlXleme le ~CJ kdt La mesure du poids est a la
base une mesure pour le metal, l'or en parncuher On
sait qu'a l'Ancien Empire un deben d'or valait env 13,6 g
et un deben de cuivre env 27,3 g Neanmoins, au Nouvel
Empire, il ne semble rester qu'une seule mesure de deben
qw équivaut à 91 g le plus souvent

Mesures de volume et de capacité
La mesure de capacite la plus courante est le hekat (hk3t
l~llD) ou boisseau La plus ancienne mention de cette
umte de mesure remonte au papyrus d'Abousir, a la fin
de la V dynastie (Cemval & Posener-Kneger 1968) Le
deterrnmanf du mot ('r~.ID) est constitue d'une mesure
a gram (probablement un seau) et de trois grams de
cereales qm s'en ecoulent (fig 3) Cela indique qu'a
l'ongme du moms cette mesure était destmee aux
ceréales

Les sous-divisions du hekat sont les parties recomposees
de l'œil du cheu du ciel, Horus, appele oudjat, selon un
récit mythologique en relation avec la lune A partir du
pnnClpe de la division de l'œil oudjat, toutes les parties
du hekat doivent être composee a l'aide des SIX fractions
de l'œil (voir fig 2 les umtes de mesure egyptiennes)
Aux epoques les plus anciennes, on trouve seulement
mention de la moitie Dans ce cas, on utilise de façon
conjointe le systeme decimal et les fractions

Une mesure multiple du hekat est le khar Il correspond
a 5 quadruples hekat, SOit env 96, Il 1 Le terme khar
sigrufie 'sac' D'apres S Couchoud (Couchoud 1993
41), il s'agirait d'un objet en cuir; mais le deterrnmatif
du mot ( ft) correspond a un objet en vannerie? Il
est également mentionne a partir de la fin de la ve

dynastie, dans les sources d'Abousir (Cemval & Posener
Kneger 1968)

La plus petite mesure de capacité est le ro Elle s'ecnt avec
le signe de la bouche <:> Elle correspond a l1320eme

de boisseau hekat, SOIt env 0,015 L Elle correspond a la
notion de 'bouchee'

2 VOIr Gardiner 1927 ~24 Correspond 'lU VI9 de la Sign-Listdc Gardmer

l WB II 493, 2 14

4 Pyi Sprueh 280 = Pyr 422a-422d

Mesures des liqUides
Les mesures de liquides sont des multiples du henou Elles
utilisent rnajontairement les fractions Le henou represente
un dizieme du hekat, SOIt env 0,481 Ce mot est d'origine
semitique" La prermere mention connue figure dans les
Textes des Pyramides, a la fin de la V dynastie"

D'autres systemes de mesure des liquides existent, en
fonction du type de denree et de la quantité mesuree On
connaît ainsi le des, pour la blere, le hebenet, pour le vin et
l'encens, le men, pour l'huile et l'encens et le setcha pour de
très pentes mesures de blere Malheureusement, lesvaleurs
exactes de ces mesures n'ont pas pu être reconstituees

Des téctpïents à l'angme des umtés
de mesure?

Contrairement au systeme mesopotarmen dans lequel la
nature de l'objet decompté deterrmne l'umte metnque
(VOIr plus bas), tl semble, en Egypte, que le type du
contenant mflue sur le ChOIX de la mesure de capacite
D'apres S Couchoud (Couchoud 1993 41), ce sont les
recipients de conservanon ou de transport qw deviennent
des mesures de capacite On pourrait alors distinguer trois
types d'urnte
1 tCD le type 'seau' ou 'tonnelet' dont s'echappent
quelques grmns Cet objet rigide, represente par exemple
dans la tombe de Nakht (TT52) (VOIr fig 3 les objets
étalons), contient par excellence des cereales ou des
graInes Il est utilisé comme deterrnmanf pour certains
noms de cereales .~. CD bdtblé, ou IIlf~1 ssrgrams, cereales
en general Ce signe (D9 dans la Sign-List de Gardiner)
est atteste des la ne dynastie, sous le regne de Nmetjer
(Kahl1994 746, Regulskt 2010 195 et 655) Une vanante
ancienne du Signe, attestee dans les Textes des Pyrarmdes
et auparavant sous le regne de Den (Ire dynastie ,
Kahl 1994, p 746) comprend trOIS grmns au dessus du
boisseau ~rn (var Q~ it) et sert a ecnre orge, cereales
C'est le dèterrmnatlr du boisseau hekat
2 ft 'grand contenant' C'estle signe V19 de Gardiner
TI pourrait s'agir principalement d'un sac (en cuir pour
S Couchoud) Mais le determmatif renvoie a un objet
en vannene, peut-être parfois un pamer en osier Le sac
en lm, dont le determmatif est <t}, vanante de l'Ancien
Empire 74, peut être écarte, bien que l'on trouve le
mot 'grams' ecnt ssr (sécher) \t\j'CD sur l'obehsque
de la reme Hatshepsout à Karnak Dans certams

5 Atteste desle regne de Djer (au debut delaIre dynastie)cf Rcgulski 2010
203 et 688)
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cas, Il semble que le grand contenant soit une jarre
C'est le determinatif du khat, decuple du boisseau
3 6 un pot'' C'est un vase destme a recevoir des
liquides Le liquide par excellence est ICI la bière Ce
sIgne est d'ailleurs utilise comme deterrnmanf pour un
mot genéral désignant la blere, hnkt (heneket), ~~8

Les autres denrees fluides conservees dans ce type
d'objet sont le lait, le vm, le miel, l'huile et l'encens
Pour ce dernier; Il faut preciser que la resine etait
reduite en poudre avant d'être brûlee, ce qUl explique
sa classification parmI les fluides D'arlleurs, le
hieroglyphes utilise comme deterrmnatif pour sntr
(senetcher) l'encens est I~~~ qm represente trois
petits grams et est generalement employe pour ce
qm coule (sable, poudre metalhque, khol, etc )
DIfferentes umtes utilisent ce deterrnmanf henou, des,
hebenet, setcha et men

La pnonte du type de contenant sur le contenu est peut
être une exphcanon possible pour comprendre le recours
SI frequent aux fractions Le contenant peut se trouver
être plem a moine, ou au quart,

vocobuîatte des nombres et des opérations
mathématiques

Alain Anselm a etudie le vocabulaire des nombres et des
opérations mathematiques egyptiennes, pour en degager
des Isoglosses dans les langues couchitiques, tchadiques,
omotiques ou berberes du côte afncam, et sémitiques, du
côte onental (Anselm 2008) Concernant les 10 prermers
numéraux, Il en arnve a la conclusion que 3 - 4 - 5 
9 et 10 ont des Isoglosses africains (Anselm 2008 868
870) et 2 - 6 - 7 - 8 ont des comparanda a chercher du
côte semitique (Anselm 2008 870-872) Mals la question
des mots de la langue est differente de celle de l'ecnture
proprement dite qm nous interesse ICI En effet, SI
personne a l'heure actuelle ne pense que les Egyptlens
de l'epoque tlumte aient pu parler une autre langue
que celle qui est notee a l'Ancien Empire, on Ignore par
essence quand elle s'est formee et distinguee de celles des
peuples voisins (peut-être entre le V et le Xc millenaire,
sans assurance aucune) Le fait qu'elle emprunte une
partie de son vocabulaire a ses voisins afncams et une
autre à ses voisins onentaux ne reflete que sa position
geographlque et est en sm une tautologie Ces emprunts
n'augurent en rien des mecamsmes de construction du
systeme ecnt qUl survient plusieurs millenaires plus tard

6 \\'22 dans la Sign-List de Gaidmer Von Rcgulski 2010, p 206 Atteste
depuis Narmei (Kth11994 801)

CeCIest d'autant plus pregnant que SIle lien entre le SIgne
et le son auquel Il correspond dans la langue est atteste des
l'origine de l'ecnture tant en Egypte qu'en Mésopotarme,
la numeration en est l'exception type 1 Le lien SIgne-son
n'est pas necessaire En effet, la lecture des nombres est
d'abord conceptuelle et peut se faire sans reference à la
valeur phonétique du nombre Cela contnbue à la valeur
de langage umversel des mathemanques C'est aUSSI une
des raisons pour lesquelles les SIgnesnumenques peuvent
être décodes (des lors qu'Ils sont identifies) même dans
une ecnture pas encore déchiffrée, ce qUl est le cas avec
le proto-elarmte

Les systèmes numénques
mésopota miens

Système numénque oroto-étamtte (ftg 4)

La numerologie proto-elamite a ete empruntee au
proto-cuneiforme (Englund 2004 106-108 et 122-124)
Elle se distingue toutefois par un emploi beaucoup plus
large du systeme en base 10 Les systèmes sexagesimaux
et bisexagesimaux sont reserves a certains emplois
que l'on detaillera plus bas dans la suite de notre
developpement

Système numénque proto-cunéiforme

La numérologie proto-cuneiforme repose pnncipalement
sur des systemes sexageslmaux et bisexagesimaux Le
systeme decimal peut être employe ponctuellement, en
particulier pour de petites umtes de grandeur L'avantage
du systeme sexagesimal, davantage deconnecte du corps
humain que le systeme en base 10 dont les doigts sont la
reference, est qu'il a la propneté d'être dIVISIble par un
grand nombre de chiffres

Il semble qu'un premIer systeme de denombrement
cardinal elementaire des elements ait existé avant
Uruk IV Il consistait en l'enregistrement des umtes
de même grandeur les unes a la suite des autres, en ne
faisant mtervernr que le prmClpe de correspondance
umte par umte, sans proceder a des reductions, donc,
sans recounr a la memoire Ce procede est atteste dans
toute l'aire qm sera touchee par la culture urukéenne,
soit en Syrie du nord, en Susiane et en Mesopotamie
meridionale (Glassner 2000 63)

La notation numerale urukeenne attnbue des SIgnes
différents aux divers ordres d'umtes existantes, tout en
partant du pnnCIpe de la juxtaposrtion des nombres par
addinon , autrement dit, a chaque fois que la somme des
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4 Systemes numenques rnesopotarruens 1Mesopotamlan numencalsystem

umtes attemt la valeur de l'umte supeneure, on inscrit
la marque de cette umte supeneure apres aVOIr procede
aux réductions necessaires Cette methode paraît une
innovation du temps d'Uruk Na ou b (Glassner 2000
62) Elle necessite une memonsation des donnees avant
leur réducnon , Il est a ce propos mtéressant de noter que
le même mot, en langue sumenenne, prononce « shid »
veuille dire compter et réciter L'ecnture, quant a elle, se
dit « sar» (Glassner 2000 144)

La notanon graphique est tres simple et repose a la base sur
la combinaison de deux SIgnes l'encoche t -=-- et le cercle e,
en fonction de la position donnee au stylet

Les SIgnes numénques se distinguent a l'ongrne des
SIgnes-mots parce qu'Ils ne sont pas mscnts avec une

pomte triangulaire mais Impnmes dans l'argile Ces
lillpresslOns se faisaient avec un stylet circulaire applique
perpendiculairement ou avec un angle obhque sur la
surface a ecnre Les tablettes d'Uruk comportent ainsi les
deux types de SIgnes, impnmés en creux pC{ur les chiffres
ou incises avec le calame pour les mots A partir de la
penode d'Ur III, les SIgnes numeraux seront eux aussi
ecnts avec le calame, de la même mamere que les mots
(Nissen, Damerow & Englund 1993 140)

Systèmes métnques (fig 5)

Les systemes metnques du proto-cuneiforme sont
tres complexes a l'ongrne A l'epoque d'Uruk, on en
connaît treize differents, en fonction des specificites des
produits denombres Ils tendent progressivement vers
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Base 60 Base 120 Base 10
Proto -Cuneiforme - « Objets Discrets» Animaux morts + Rares attestations

ammaux domestiques et Rations de cereales +
sauvages + Humams + Fromages + POissons
Produits animaux + frais
POisson seche + Outils
+ Produits en lame et en
bois + Textiles +
- Ceramiques
- Rations de cereales, en
particulier d'orge

Proto -Elamite Objets de statut eleve Êtres vivants (ammaux
et humam de statut
mfeneur)

Tabl 1 L utilisation des differentes bases de calcul! The use of vanous bases

une simphficanon et une urnforrmsation croissante
A l'époque des Dynasties Archaiques, Il n'en restera
quasiment plus qu'un, le système SE Les differents
types metnques mesures se reconnaitront alors par un
systeme posinonnel

En ce qUi concerne les cereales, dont la gestion a une
grande Importance pour les systemes comptables des
societes anciennes, comme la Mesopotarme ou l'Egypte,
l'umte de base est le BAN Elle equivaut a 6 litres de grains
Il existe une mesure multiple de celle-CI, le BARIGA, qUi
est SIX fois supen~ure (Schmandt-Besserat 1992 150) Le
GUR vaut 60 BAN ou 10 BARIGA

De mamère plus concrète, on connaît a la finde la penode
d'Uruk et a celle de Djemdet Nasr des objets qUi ont
pu servir d'umtes de mesure ce sont des bols a lèvre
eversee et des coupes comques retrouves par centaines
sur les sites (fig 3) Toutefois, leur contenance n'est pas
totalement standardisee Leur contenance represente a
peu pres la moitie d'une ration quotidienne d'orge pour
les employes domestiques (d'apres les indications donnees
par des textes plus tardifs) Le fait que leur transcnpnon
pictographique correspond a un Ideogramme qUi se lit
« rationnernent » D> etaie cette hypothese (fig 3)

Les systemes metnques archaiques opèrent des
distinctions tres precises qUi attestent de l'Importance
des produits cerealiers on trouve ainsi des systemes
metnques différents pour les gruaux, le malt utihse dans la
confection de la bière ou les cereales sous forme de graills

Le principal liquide auquel correspond un systeme de
mesure est le lait On mesure egalement les corps gras

Autrement dit, Iln'est même pas besoin de preCiser ce que
l'on compte, pUisque le systeme numénque et metnque
ChOISI indique en lui-même quelles categones d'objets
sont consideres Mais selon qu'Ils figurent dans un
système ou dans un autre, les mêmes signes graphiques
n'ont pas la même valeur lis ont Simultanément plusieurs
valeurs possibles

On connaît egalement des systemes de mesure des aires
Dans ce système, la petite encoche se dit 1 IKU , le petit
cercle 1 BUR, le grand cercle 1 SAR U~ BUR vaut
18IKU et 1 SAR vaut 1080 IKU ou 60 BUR

On connaît aussi un système d'evaluation des Journees
de travail des ouvners

Un dermer systeme, qUi se mamtiendra un peu plus
longtemps que les autres, decompte le temps Nous
sommes heritiers de ce systeme de mesure du temps, pour
le fait que nos minutes et nos heures soient decoupees en
60 fractions egaies La mesure de la surface de la terre
en un cercle de 360 degres est egalement un hentage
mésopotamien

Il nous faut remarquer que la« semaine» mesopotarmenne
est une decade, comme en Egypte

Conclusion

Quelle que SOIt l'écnture etudiee, on doit faire la même
constatation l'écnture des mathematiques precede celle
des mots Cela est sans doute liee a la necessite qUiamene
à créer ces ecntures et qUi est commune semble-Hl au
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prote-cuneiforme, au proto-elarrute et aux hieroglyphes
la comptabilité de donnees de plus en plus nombreuses et
complexes Elle est hée a la maîtnse du flux des nchesses
Celui-ci passe entre les mains des serviteurs cultuels a
Uruk, de nches particuliers semble-t-il a Suse, et dans
celles du souveram en Egypte Aux mêmes besoins ont pu
correspondre les mêmes reponses techmques La question
serait probablement tres différente si on l'abordait pour
les ecntures chinoises ou mayas qm ne de coulent pas
des mêmes necessites En Chme par exemple, on salt
que l'ecriture est nee de fins divinatoires Les premIers
supports en sont des carapaces de tortue passees au feu et
qUlsont craquelees par la chaleur Ces lignes et ces fentes
sont alors mterpretees D'autres supports moins resistants
ont du exister tres anciennement, dont on n'a pas trace
En ce qm concerne le systeme numenque chinois, il est
des son apparition en base 10

Mais lesparaUeles s'arrêtent la Les systemes numeriques
et les umtes metnques different Les Elarrntes et les
Sumeriens ont la même Idee du systeme numérique,
avec des usages qm different d'une culture a l'autre et
un dosage different entre le systeme sexagesimal et le
systeme decimal Celui des Egyptiens n'a nen a voir Il
Ignore totalement le systeme sexagesimal, ne s'adapte pas
a la nature de ce qm est compte Le contenant a peut
être plus d'importance Dans leur preilller etat, les sIgnes
numenques sumenens ne sont pas des entites abstraites
rendant l'Idee de l, 2, 3 Leur signification englobe la
valeur numénque et l'umte de mesure concernee Dans
la mesure où il existe 13 systèmes numenques en vigueur
et que les objets decomptes par chaque systeme sont
fixes precisément, le sIgne numenque induit egalement
a quelle categone ils appartiennent Le signe numérique
rend par consequent compte de la valeur numenque, du
type d'umté de mesure et de l'objet décompte Ceci est
etranger a la conception egyptienne, pmsque des leur
appantion les signes numenques peuvent rendre compte
de n'importe quel objet (amme, marumé, solide, liquide,
abstrait) decompte L'Idee abstraite du nombre est deja
extraite des cas contingents

Les unites de mesure n'ont nen de commun et
leur processus de formation même est mverse en
Mesopotarme, on part d'un ensemble de 13 systemes
differents qUlseront progressivement simplifies et umfiés
En Egypte, on augmente le nombre d'umtes metnques en
creant des multiples et des sous-multiples de cellesqUlsont
deja existantes au fur et a mesure du temps et des besoms
C'est a la fin de leur histoire que les mesures egyptiennes
sont le plus complexes L'unhsation des fractions, SI
Importante dans l'exercice quotidien du scribe, est une
solution à laquelle les Egyptlens sont seuls a recounr

D'apres A Anselm, on trouve plus de paralleles entre
le systeme egyptien et ceux d'Afnque, qm utilisent
exclusivement la base 10, qu'avec ceux de la Mésopotarme

En quOl cette revue rapide des systemes numenques et
metnques des Egyptiens et des Mesopotamiens peut
elle apporter un element a la question recurrente d'une
ongme autochtone de l'ecnture en Egypte ou de son
emprunt a la Mésopotarme ? Face à l'afflux des denrees
que les souverains d'Abydos et de Hiérakonpohs faisaient
converger vers eux, depuis des contrees fort lomtames,
en particulier pour constituer leur mobilier funéraire,
leurs gestionnaires ont du developper des systemes
d'enregistrement des donnees Les operations sont
devenues de plus en plus difficiles et nombreuses, defiant
la memoire de l'homme Il a fallu pallier ces defaillances
et pouvoir transmettre d'une personne a une autre ces
enregistrements C'est probablement a ce moment que
l'ecnture apparaît comme la solution technologique la
plus adaptee On compte et on mesure avant d'ecnre des
operations mathématiques

A ce moment de l'histoire, des objets mesopotamiens
circulent en Egypte Parmi eux, l'un des precurseurs de
l'ecriture, le sceau-cylmdre Il porte une iconographie
complexe en provenance des nves du TIgre et de
l'Euphrate L'Idee du support est adoptee par les
Egyptiens, l'iconographie repensée et re-appropnee
En va-t-il de même de l'ecnture, adopte-t-on une Idee
en la reformulant? Aucun document, aucune tablette
proto-cuneiforme n'a eté retrouvée dans des niveaux
predynastiques L'Idee même de la tablette en argile
n'existe pas en Egypte, ou ce materiau est egalement
abondant, facile a se procurer et de bonne quahte

NI la maténalité de l'écnture, rn les umvers mentaux dans
lesquels l'etude des SIgnes numenques et des systemes
de mesure nous ont plonges ne semblent indiquer de
transmission Les mathernatiques sont une ecriture et
une vision du monde Ceux des Mesopotamiens et des
Egyptiens ne montrent que peu de pomts d'mterface
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Résume- Les condinons et les mecanismes qm presiderent
a l'appantion de l'ecriture a la fin du IV millenaire sont
generalement tenus pour acqms avant de devenir un
ounl au service de la langue, l'ecriture aurait ete un simple
systeme d'enregistrement, une sorte d'aide-mernorre a
l'usage de quelques scnbes dont la seule preoccupation
etait de conserver la trace d'operatIons comptables
toujours plus nombreuses et plus complexes, inherentes a
la gestion des premiers grands centres urbains

Depuis quelques annees une telle approche des choses
doit être nuancee voire corrigee Grâce, a la publication
recente du corpus des documents archaiques sortis des
sables de l'antique Mesopotamie et de son vOlsmage,
il n'est plus possible, en effet, d'accepter l'Idee d'un
ghssement d'une ecriture de choses vers une ecriture de
mots Telle que nous la saisissons a ses debuts, l'ecriture
nous apparaît, en effet, organisee sur des pnnClpes qm,
pour autant que nous les comprenions, n'evoluerent
guere au cours des millenaires suivants Bien loin de se
hrruter a un systeme pnminf associant des choses a des
nombres, elle revele, des ses debuts, l'etroitesse de ses
rapports avec la langue et ses imphcanons cogmtives dans
un vaste mouvement de pensee du monde au sem duquel
elle se comprend elle-même comme un objet

Mots clés - Mesopotarme, cuneiforme, Uruk, comptabilite

Abstract - The conduums andmechanzsms behznd the emergence
qf wntzng at the end of the 4th mzllennzum are general[y taken
for granted before becomzng a tool ftr language, wntzng ioould
have been a szmple recordzng system, a sort ofmemory-azd used
by several scnbes zn order to preserve a trace qf the znmaszngly
complex and numerous accountzng operatums znherent zn the
orgamrauon ofthe firstmazn urban centres

Tins approach nowneeds to berevzewed andcorrected The
recent publication of the corpus of archazc documents extracted
from the sands qf anczent Mesopotamia and the surroundzng
areas shows that zt ts no longer valzd to accept the notzon of a
shif!}Tom a wntzng cf thzngs towards a wntzng qf words From
the begznnzng if wntzng asweknoto zt, ztappears tobe orgamred
accoidmg to pnnciples thatremazn the same dunng the course of
the ftllowzng mzllennza Rather than appeanng as a pnmuioe
system assoczatzng thzngs wzth numbers, from the outset, umttng
was znextncably lznked to language and to the related cognztzve
tmplicatums zn a vast movement of world thought, zn whzch zt
becomes an object zn ztself

Keywords - Mesopotamia, cuneform, Uruk, accounts
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I l n'existe pas a proprement parler de mythe
mesopotamien traitant de l'invention de l'ecnture
Seules quelques allusions y sont faites dans trois

grands textes Enmerkar et lesmgneur d'Aratta, Inanna etEnki
aInSI qu'un passage tiré des Babylonzaka de Bérose Dans
tous les cas, aucune de ces allusions ne semble relever
d'un recit de reference et a chaque fois la mise au pomt de
l'ecnture repond aux eXIgencesde la narration

Le premIer de ces textes dont la cOmpOSItIOn remonte
probablement a la seconde moitie du Ille millenaire
(Kramer 1952 3), relate de quelle mamere Enmerkar
souverain d'Uruk envoya un emissaire aupres du seIgneur
d'Aratta', afin de lm reclamer le paiement d'un tnbut sous
formes de maneres precieuses qu'il projetait d'utiliser pour
la restauration du temple de la deesse Inanna, patronne
de la CIte Alors qu'entre les deux souverams, s'mstalle
une ventable Joute ou chacun nvahse « d'intelhgence
techrnque » (Herrenschrmdt 2007 78) afin de reduire
l'autre à seseXIgences, Enrnerkar mandate une dermere fois
son messager aupres de son nval, en lm confiant un message
dont la complexite rendait difficile la memonsanon Le
heraut, la « bouche lourde », dit le texte, fut alors dans
l'mcapacité de le repeter Devant les hrmtes mnesiques
de son messager, Enmerkar pétnt alors de l'argile et en
façonna une tablette où il laissa la trace de ses paroles

Parce que labouche duheraut n'etaupas capable de
lerepeter,

Lesmgneur de Kullaba3façonna l'argtle etecnile
message comme surune tablette

Auparaoan: lefazt d'ecrue unmessage surde l'argtle
nesefiusaüpas,

Mamienani; pour le reste desJours apportes par Utu
tmument zl ensera atnst 1

Lesmgneur de Kullaba mscrunt le message comme sur
une tablette, il enjùt ainst 4

Recevant un peu plus lom cette tablette, le seigneur d'Aratta
n'y decouvnt que des clous qu'il ne sut mterpreter et malgre
sa colere, accepta la defaite

Le sezgneur d'Aratta regarda l'argtle,
Le message transmis etaü unclou, alors sonfront

expnma lacolere 5

l CIte inconnue, situee probablement en Ii 'ln

2 I 502 krn-gI,-a!,.a m-duzud su nU-TllU-UIl da ail gI,-gI, < le heraut la
bouche lourde Iut dans l'mcapicrte de repeter »

3 Il s'agit du nom d'une des zones d'Uruk

4 LIgnes 503-507

5 LlgIlCS 540 541 en nrattaki-ke, irn-rn 1 IbTJ i-ru in-bar / irnm dug, ga
e;ag-aTll,sag J.J Ilu-re ,-da-am, POUl une autre traducnon de cc passage
voir Glassner 2000 39

BIen que ce recit ne pUISse être retenu pour etablir les reelles
motrvanons qm presiderent a l'invention de l'ecnture, il n'en
demeure pas moms qu'il se faitl'echo d'un certain nombre
de pomts qUIs'accordent avec la realite On y retrouve,
en effet, les deux pôles pnnCIpaux de cette invention la
CIte d'Uruk que le texte désigne sous le nom d'un de ses
quartiers, Kullaba et l'Iran ou, a l'mstar d'Aratta, des
villes comme Suse Jouèrent un rôle déterminant dans le
developpement de l'ecriture mais aUSSI certains aspects de
la chronologie revoyant les evenements dans un contexte
mythique que la liste royale suménenne SItue en amont
du regne d'Enmebaragesi de KIs, c'est-a-dire au moment
ou l'ecriture quitte le champ d'une utilisation economique
pour couvnr les premieres mscnpnons royales

Le deuxieme recit faisant allusion à la naissance de
l'ecnture est un long poeme sumenen mntulé Inanna et
Enkz On y raconte que ce dermer, ayant reçu la deesse
dans son temple d'Endu, s'est laisse alle à la boisson et pns
par une generosite qu'il regrettera, lm offnt toute une sene
de savoirs parmi lesquels se trouvait l'ecriture Prevoyant
certainement le revirement d'Enki, la deesse Inanna s'en
fut aussitôt pour rejoindre son temple dans la ville d'Uruk
Après maintes tentatives pour recouvrer son bien, Enki se
resolut à les lm ceder

Parmonprns~elparmonApJÛ,

A lasainte Inanna, mafille.jetais offi»;
Sans que nulm'en empêche,

Lestechniques du bots; dumetal; de l'ecriture;
De lafondene, duCUlT, des etqffes,
De l'archztecture etde laoannene,

Et Inanna les prü 6

BIen que fortement lacomque quant aux conditions de
l'invention de l'ecnture, ce poeme nous revele que celle-CI
reste consideree comme une techmque parllil d'autres, au
même titre que l'ebernstene ou la tannene SI Endu est
enVIsage, de par ses liens avec Enki qm preside a tous les
arts, comme le heu d'ongme d'ou proviennent l'ensemble
des savoirs, il n'en demeure pas moms que le texte accorde
a Uruk une place centrale dans ses liens avec l'ecnture

Le dermer texte, qUI concerne notre propos, n'est pas
drrectement som des sables mesopotamiens li appartient,
en fait, à une histoire de la Babylome redigee en grec au
debut du mesiecle avant notre ere, par un prêtre du dieu
Mardouk portant le nom de Berose Destinee a informer
sur les traditions locales les nouveaux maîtres grecs de

6 Inanna et En!"1 III, 8-11 voir traducnon de] Bottero (Bonero 1966 233
234)
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l'onent, cette oeuvre intitulee Babylonzaka, reprenait pas a
pas les grands récits fondateurs aInSI que les pnnClpaux
evenements qUl aglterent cette regIon du monde Jusqu'a
la penode hellernstique

Parrm les extraits qUl nous sont parvenus', li est raconte
qu'une creature ml-homme, ml-pOlsson, portant le
nom d'Oannes, sortit de la mer pour apporter à une
humamte encore fruste, les rudiments de la civihsation
en leur enseignant, entre autres techmques, l'agnculture
et l'ecnture

« Cet être muant passe leJour encompagnze des
hommes, sansconsommer aucune noumture, tl leur
transmet lapratzque des lettres, des mathematzques
etdetoutes sortes d'arts, lafondauon des aies, la

constructzon des sanctuaues, lapromu1gatzon des 100s
ettl ensezgnazt lageometrze, zlmontrazt les semences
et les recoltes, engeneral tout ce quiconcerne la me

domestzquee tl le transmet auxhommes» 8

7 Le texte ne nous est connu, en effel, qu a travers divci ses n.censrons
tardives Sur les Babyloruaka voir Bourlard 2006

8 «To (Wav, TllVflEV llflEpav 8LUTpl~ElV ue rc TWV av8pùJTTwv, OV8EflLUV

BIen que ce recit ne nous soit pas parvenu dans sa version
cuneiforme, li Importe, toutefois, d'en faire mention, en
rappelant combien les mformanons de Berose se revelent
preCIses et exactes lorsqu'Il est possible de les comparer
avec les sources ongmelles Dans cette assurance, Il est
tentant, avecJean Bottéro, de voir dans la trame de ce
recit une allusion a l'Impact des Sumenens sur le sud de
la Mesopotarrne et a leurs contnbutions dans un certam
nombre de techmques au compte desquelles, li convient
de citer l'écnture (Bottero & Krarner 1989 201)

La genèse du système

Les conditions et les mecanismes qUl presiderent a
l'appanuon de l'ecnture a la fin du IV millenaire sont
generalement tenus pour acqUls avant de devemr un
outil au service de la langue, l'ecnture aurait ete un simple

TPO<\JllV'TTpoŒ<\JEPOflEVOV, rrcpcôtôovci TETolS'aV8pW'TTOLS' ypallflaTWV Km
fla811flaTwv Km TEXVWV rrcvroênrrén. Efl'TTElpLUV Km'TTOÀEùIV ŒWOLKLŒflOvç
Km LEpWV l8pWElS', Kat vOflwv ElŒllYllŒElS' Km YEWflETPLUV 8L8aŒKElV, KaL
Œ'TTEpWlTa Km Kapm~v ŒVvaywyaS'V'TT08ELKIIWat, Km ŒVVOÀWS' rmvrn Ta
'TTpOS' llflEPWŒL aVllKoVTa ~LOV rrcpcôtôovc; TOlS' aV8pW'TTOLS' » FlagTllel1tllln l,
~ 4,13-25

Prehistoires de l'ecnture tconoçreotue pratiques graphiques et emergence de 1ecnt dans 1Égypte preaynestique 120/61137 149
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systeme d'enregistrement, une sorte d'aide-memoire a
l'usage de quelques scnbes dont la seule preoccupation
etait de conserver la trace d'opêrations comptables
toujours plus nombreuses et plus complexes, inherentes
a la gestion des premiers grands centres urbains

Pourtant, depuis quelques anne es une telle approche
doit être nuancee voire corngee Grâce, a l'achevement
de la publication du corpus? des documents archaiques
sortis des sables d'une qumzame de sites de I'antique
Mesopotamie et de ses marges, 11 n'est plus possible,
en effet, d'accepter l'Idee d'un ghssement d'une
ecnture de choses vers une écnture de mots Telle
que nous la saisissons à ses débuts, l'écnture apparaît
deja orgamsee sur des pnnClpes qm, pour autant que
nous les compremons, n'evoluerent guere au cours des
millenaires suivants Bien lom de se hrmter a un système
pnrrntif associant des choses à des nombres, elle revèle,
dès ses prermeres traces, l'etroitesse de ses rapports avec
la langue et ses imphcations cogninves dans un vaste
mouvement de pensee du monde au sem duquel elle se
comprend elle-même comme un objet (fig 2)

Pourtant, notre comprehension de la genese du systeme
est encore loin d'être acqmse A ce Jour, l'histoire des
debuts de l'ecnture en Mesopotarme s'ecnt encore en
pointilles et les blancs sont encore loin d'être combles
Conscient de ces difficultes, en les interrogeant dans leur
contexte archeologique et historique, nous chercherons
donc a presenter ce que nous apprennent les plus anciens
documents écnts dont nous disposons

Le temps et l'espace

Le premier probleme que pose a l'historien le corpus
des quelques 6000 tablettes archaiques trouvees a
Uruk, Suse, Djemdet Nasr, Kish ou Ur, est avant tout
celui de sa datation'? (fig 3) De mamere generale, SI la
paleographie permet d'en proposer une chronologie
relative, il reste toutefois difficile de rattacher celle-Cl à la
chronologie absolue Cette difficulte tient essentiellement
a des ambiguités stratigraphiques (Nissen 1974 88,
Strommenger 1980b 481 ) La plupart des documents
découverts a Uruk, proviennent en effet de decombres
archeologiques ayant servis de remblais lors de la

9 I cs textes provenant d'UI uk sont public, d ms les cmq volumes des
Archarsche Texte am Uruk (ATU) Les autre, dans le~ quatre volumes des
Matenahen zu den fiuhen Schnflzcugmsscn des Vorderen Orients (MSVO)

10 A ceJOur les corpor-i de sites ayant livre de la docurncntanons ,1chaiquc
sont Uruk Larsa et Umma,Jemdet Nasr, Iell Uqair Tell Asmai, Hafadje,
Nimve, Habuba Kabira jebcl Haruda, Hacmebi, Tell Bi ak, Suse, Choga
JVIis, Godin Icpe, a ces documents s ajoutent ceux d ongme inconnue

construction de certains bâtiments de l'Eanna (fig 2) ce
qui les rend donc difficile a dater'! En outre, comme
nous le revelent les rapports de fouilles, l'identification du
mveau archeologique auquel sont associes ces documents
fut Justement conditionnee par la présence des tablettes
elles-mêmes Ce qm, de mamère tautologique, revient a
dire qu'ayant servies de marqueurs chronologiques, les
tablettes ont ete datees à partir d'elles-mêmes' En reahte,
seules sept d'entre elles ont ete decouvertes sur leur sol
d'origine Toutes proviennent du « temple rouge» que
les archeologues hesitent a dater du mveau IVa ou IVb
de l'Eanna'ê On comprend donc qu'en toute honnêteté,
sans information complementaire, toute tentative de
datation a partir du site d'Uruk reste inexploitable Par
chance, le site de fouilles de l'acropole de Suse nous offre
une situation toute differente et permet de contourner les
chfficultés Ce site du Khusistan iranien offre, en effet, une
chronologie sans hiatus qu'Il est possible de raccrocher
a celle d'Uruk et par ce biais, d'envisager I'appantion
des premiers documents écnts peu apres le miheu du
IV millenaire ou plus précisément dans une fourchette
temporelle oscillant entre 3400 et 3200 avJ-C (Lebrun &
Viallat 1978) (fig 3)

L'tntetptétcmor: des premiers documents

Comprendre pour quelles raisons de tels documents firent
leur appantion à ce moment precIs de l'histoire pose
avant toutes choses le probleme de leur interpretation
Malheureusement, leur anciennete comme leur ongmahté
semblaient releguer dans le domaine de l'illusoire ou
de l'hypothenque toute tentative de dechiffrement Par
chance, un certain nombre de ces textes presentaient
des similitudes avec certaines tablettes plu} recentes,
decouvertes sur le site de Tell Fâra, l'ancienne Suruppak'"
Ces dermeres, tout a fait mtelligibles, constituaient
de longues hstes de signes, regroupant de mamere
thematique, des noms de villes, de pOlssons, d'oiseaux,
de vases ou de fonctionnaires'? (fig 4) Se fondant alors
sur les correspondances existant entre ces documents
plus recents et les tablettes archaiques, Il devmt alors
possible d'identifier un grand nombre de signes et par là
d'appréhender le contenu du reste du corpus Dès lors,
trois grands types de documents purent être identifies les
hsteslexicalesdont nous venons de parler, des documents a

Il Sur ces problemes de datauons VOir tout d'abord Falkenstcm 1936 3

et 23 et ~q (a111~1 que la note 'i 22) VOIrpal la suite la correction de cette
datation plOposee pm H J Lenzen (Lenzen 1950 1-20)

12 SUI ces tablettes W 21300, 1 a W 21300, 7 voir Boueio 1966 59-60

13 Sur k.s tablettes de Tell l-ara / Shuruppak voir Dumd 1923

14 Sur ces listes U1 general \ orr Cavigneaux 1983 609-641 et en particulier
pour la periode archaique 612-616
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3. Dates d'apparition de la documentation archaïque (Glassner 2000 : 65) /
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caractere comptable ou gestionnaire et quelques tablettes
«scolaires» présentant des exercices d'ecnture

La documentation comptable constitue, de loin, la masse
la plus Importante de ces textes archmques De marnere
assez generale, on y traite d'operations gestionnaires
concernant des produits cerealiers, des produits laitiers,
des inventaires de troupeaux ou de personnel et même
de calculs previsionnels sur les rendements des champs
et des cheptels Si I'idennficanon des drlferents acteurs de
ces operations reste difficile, lesvolumes engages revelent
qu'elles emanent d'Importantes structures officielles En
temoigne la tablette MSVO 3, 64 appartenant à un lot
provenant d'un grand centre de distnbunon de produits
céreahers, dmge par un adrmrnstrateur dont le nom est
lu conventionnellernent KU SIM, ou 11 est question de la
distnbunon de lots de cereales a quatre fonctionnaires
l'un de 7776 htres, un autre de 1176 htres un troisieme de
1008 etle dermer de 4752 htres

Les hstes lexicales dont Il a ete question plus haut,
constituent, de leur côte, un ensemble denviron
670 tablettes formant les duphcata de quatorze hstes
differentes'! Elles recensent, tout en l'impliquant dans
un vaste mouvement cogmuf, l'univers des textes a

15 Sur les listes lexicales en general VOIr Cavigncaus.. 1983 609-641 et en
parucuhcr pour la pcnode aichaique 612 616, rn-us aussi Englund & Nissen
1993 On y retrouve de, enumeranons de lieux, d'animaux, de phntcs, de
produus manufactui es et de personnes (probablement des fonctions occupees)
A cel ensemble s'ajoute ce que J'on designe '011' terme de «Tnbutc »

caractere economique en l'organisant SUIvant un ordre
determme regI par des considerations hierarchiques ou
typologiques, tout en offrant probablement aux drlferents
acteurs de l'ecnture une documentation de reference au
sem de laquelle lis puisent des SIgnes en fonction de leurs
besoms

SI l'on excepte les textes « scolaires » qUI témoignent de
l'existence d'une mstance formatnce des scnbes (fig 5),
c'est donc une documentation majoritairement liee a des
preoccupations gesnonnaares ou econolll1ques qUI fait son
appannon au cours de la penode de l'Uruk Recent (fig 6
et 7) Des lors, se pose la question des specificites SOCIO
economiques de ce moment de l'lustoire mesopotanuenne
qUI conditionnèrent l'elaboration de ce nouvel outil que
fut l'ecnture

Les conditions de la genèse du système

Ce moment qu'est la culture de l'Uruk s'mscnt dans
un large processus qUI trouve ses origines dans celle de
l'Obeid (6500-3700 av J-C) pour s'achever au cours de
la penode dite deJemdet Nasr (circa 3000-2900 av J-C)
Avec l'essor de l'agnculture rendu possible par une
pratique plus large de l'irrigation, ce qUI caractense au
mieux les specificites de cette epoque est certamement
la concentration progressive des populations au sem de
grands centres urbams La differenuation croissante
entre agglomeratIOns VOlt alors certames d'entre elles
s'Imposer comme de ventables metropoles où le tissu
urbam s'organise sur de nouvelles bases l'habitat
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y devient plus disparate tandis qu'apparaissent
d'Immenses ensembles architecturaux a vocation non
domestique, trahissant l'emergence d'une societe
nouvelle dormnee par une elite Au sommet de celle
Cl, une figure individualisee qu'Il est convenu d'appeler
le ROI-prêtre, se laisse entrevoir dans la statuaire et la
glyptique, assurant des fonctions religieuses tout en
exerçant un pouVOIr coercitif s'appuyant inevitablement
sur une lourde adrrurnstration

L'extension des VOles fluviales et terrestres, I'mvention
de la roue ou l'utihsation de certaines especes comme
ammaux de bat, aSSOCIes au gigantisme de ce qu'Il est

alors convenu d'appeler des cites, explique probablement
le developpement des réseaux économiques mterurbams
entre la métropole et ses VIlles vassales Des lors, la
complexite accrue des operations gestionnaires hees aux
nouvelles dimensions de l'econorme am SI que le SOUCI
de garantlr l'mtegnte de ces operations dans lesquelles
participait un nombre plus grand d'intermediaires, furent
certamement a l'ongme de deux innovations techrnques
le sceau-cyhndre et la bulle à calcuh"

16 SUI la penode le passage de la culture de l'Obeid a l'Uruk, \OIr Buuerlm
2003, fOlesL 1996,Huat el al. 1g90

5 Exerciced apprentissage(BM 128990) 1
Exercice of learnmg (BM 128990)

6 Distnbutron de cerealesa divers responsables de 1appareil d'etat 1
Dtstnbutton of cereal witt: ditîerent responstbles for the state apparatus

t-'Imsl.'" l~iW
(Type

d operation)

•••:t~ 1176 litresa fl•••
E~ r-

••: • 1008 litresa•• distribution

~V (signe)

• r--;•• 4752litresa
NISA

U.
<V~I

~~
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D ~D®~ D§§6 [IDf D§f-g DcdcCP D§l--@!!D]

D§~ D§l--~ D§§E [}]= D~~ D§1-1 D~»)c(]
\

D§ ~ D~Q:::1 Dl§§fl [Bf D~~ D)I 1 D ~

D§ § D§l-BJ Dl§§6 œJ= D~~ D~ ][l D jf[!!7 aD
L _ J

D § cC] =t=
D~~ Dêj-~ Dea ][ D§f-~D§1-~

D§ ~
~

DX>---~ Dêr~ ~~ Dê)--~ Dêr~

D~~ D§l--~ D~§l§B~__b D ()~ ~J D~

D§ ~ D~~ u=;m~ D~_P C> ~~ D§l-- ]titt\III-"Ir-
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D§±=~( D~ §:() D"k~ ccmm l§§fl D 11 ~ cêr-Efj ~

De(] r-- D§§E s() D ~ D§r-~ D§}- ~~ D~~

D§l--r---< D~ac)~ D ~ D§§B)iK D~(>~.-
D~~ D~ar:)~ D~~D~~ D Il ~~ D~

D~[>J D§t--~I- D <JII!IIII1 l- DŒ-~ D <IL.- D~

D-It1tlIf'=1l- D§t-~ DŒ] l- ~1f- D~=tœ D~
r:- . 1

D~b:::: D~~ DX>~w---1 f- D~ fCl c;0~T-~DI~aDl
~___ J

DfêF ~l Dê)--~D~ [D c>~§§B D§§B fCl c§[-(llli:5
L.___ •• __J

D~§§ D~~ D~r-- D~~ ~r-~ D~ •

D<j: ~ D§t- d ~ E~cCP D~~ •D~ ~ D§f-.

D§t-~ D§t- Œ:D= ~DJ D~cCP D~ ~ D§t-::~== -e--
7 Liste de titres de fonctionnaires de l'appareil d'etat (en gnse les titres de fonctionnaires attestes dans MSVO 3 64) /

LIst of tttles of state employees of the state apparatus (shaded, the tittes of state employees been attested ln MSVO 3 64)
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De la bulle à calcuh à la tablette

Utilises depuis la fin de la culture du Halaf, autour de
la prellllere moitié du V millenaire, pour le scellement
des vases, des ballots voire des pieces enfermant des
marchandises, les petits cachets aux formes evoquant celle
d'un bouton pourvu d'une face plate ornée d'un motif
grave en négatif font place, vers la fin du IV millenaire,
à de petits cylmdres, comportant sur leur surface de
révolution un decor mCISe au contenu symbohque (fig 8)
La raison de ce remplacement s'exphque probablement
par la possibilite de ce nouveau support a developper
une image plus elaboree et par la de déhvrer un message
plus detaille tout en contmuant a garantir l'mtegnte d'un
contenu'?

La surface de ces bulles est occupee par des déroulements
de sceaux-cyhndres tandis que des encoches, obtenues par
application d'un calame ou peut-être par lillpreSSIOn d'un
calculus, SIgnalent a l'exteneur le contenu de l'enveloppe
S'Il n'existe pas toujours de correspondances stnctes
entre les formes Impnmees et celles des calculi contenus
dans la bulle, Il existe néanmoms dans tous les cas une
correspondance de nombre

L'usage de ces objets reste relativement flou D'aucuns
y VOlent une sorte de bordereau accompagnant une
transacuori Les sceaux garantissant l'mtegnté de
l'enregistrement tandis que les marques indiqueraient
les quantites de biens engages dans l'operation Tout
laisse penser qu'une fois l'enveloppe d'argile bnsee, Il
suffisait,pour s'assurer de la conformite de la transaction,
de confronter les quantites et la nature des biens avec
les calcuh enfermés dans la bulle et les marques
imprimees sur sa surface Toutefois, vraisemblablement
perçu comme redondant, ce double enregistrement fut
simplifie en faisant l'economie des calcuh Des lors, Il est
pensable que le VIde central de la sphere ayant perdu sa

8 Sceau-cylindre 0JA 10537) et son empreinte / Sea/-cylmder (VA 10537) and tts imprtnt

A la même penode, apparaissent de petites spheres
d'argile traditionnellement appelees bulles a l'mteneur
desquelles l'on enfermait des objets aux formes vanees
bâtonnets, billes, disques, petits cônes ou grands cônes
perfores dont les formes ne sont pas sans evoquer certains
SIgnes d'ecnture uuhsés plus tard pour transcnre des
valeurs numerales'" Leur analogie avec les cailloux
qUI servaient a I'apprentissage du calcul leur valant
l'appellation de calculi (fig 9)

17 fOIest 1996 144,150-152 SurlessceallxcngencralvOlrBrancks 1979,
Collan 1987, Grbson &.Blggs 1977, Nrssen 1977 15-23

18 Pour celte scmiouque numenque von Nisscn etal 1993

raison d'être, les bulles s'aplatirent pour former de petits
coussmets a l'ongme des premIeres tablettes Les plus
anciennes tablettes de Suse, appartenant au mveau 18
du sondage de l'Acropole, apparaissent d'ailleurs sous

9 Bulle et calcull (d apres Sb 1927)/
Bulla and celcuu (accordmg to Sb
1927)
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deux formes distinctes, l'une oblongue et l'autre ronde,
imitations directes de deux formes d'enveloppes en argile
egalement connues sur le srte (Lebrun 1977 163-216,
Vallat 1978 193-195, Lebrun&Vallat 1978 Il-59)

SI l'on admet le passage de la bulle a la tablette, ce dont
semble temoigner la stratigraphie de Suse, il convient de
constater que le système d'enregistrement se fait quant a
lUI plus complexe SI a l'mstar des bulles, certames tablettes
contmuent d'associer un sceau et des marques numerales,
d'autres en revanche, aSSOCIent desormais ces mêmes
marques à des sIgnesevoquant, probablement de mamère
plus ou moms figuranve (pictogrammes), la nature des
produits impliqués dans l'opération La coexistence de ces
deux types de tablettes reste difficile a comprendre Il est
possible comme le suggere la presence de plusieurs SIgnes
differents sur une même tablette « pictographique » que
ces dermeres mettaient enjeu plusieurs types de produits
la où les tablettes « numenques » n'enregistraient qu'une
seule marchandise (fig 10)

10 Tablettes" numenque »et .. pictographique "ryv 21300 6)1Numencal
and Plctographlc Tablet (W 21300 6)

La nature des signes

À ce stade, Il est tentant de considerer qu'en renvoyant
à une realite, elle-même en relation avec un mot de la
langue, chaque SIgnegraplnque fut alors naturellement
perçu comme l'expression visible de la globalIte d'un
signifiant lmguistique soit en d'autres termes, que ce
systeme ne fut qu'une simple ecnture de mots, capable,
tout au plus, de rendre les segments d'un discours en
relation avec une quelconque activite gestionnaire En
fait, nombre de details prouvent, tout au contraire,
que des ses debuts le systeme est capable d'une analyse
phomque L'exemple du SIgne GI~ est de ce
pomt de vue tout a fait revelateur En effet, des ses
plus anciennes attestations, le sigrnfiant de ce SIgne
représentant un « roseau» est utihse sur le pnnCIpe du
rebus pour rendre un terme homophone GI signifiant
en suménen « recette» En outre, comme l'a montre
J:J Glassner, quelques SIgnes montrent qu'une analyse
en umtes phonologiques est egalement enjeu dans le

systeme Ainsi, le SIgne MEN, désignant une sorte de
couronne, est compose de deux SIgnes GA.,,, et LN dont
on peut penser que le dermer constitue une mdication
phomque precisant la lecture du SIgne De même, le
SIgne DUB enfermé dans le SIgne GAT" rappelle un des
segments phonologiques de ce composé qUI doit être
lu ÂADUBA

Comme on le VOlt, SI des l'ongme, la dimension phonique
constitue tres certamement une des caracténsnques du
systeme, Il n'en demeure pas moms, qu'a ceJour trop peu
d'éléments permettent de penser l'etendue de son champ
d'application SI nous la decouvrons, avec beaucoup
d'mconnues, dans l'onomastique ou la toponynne, Il ne
faut pas perdre de vue qu'a ce stade, la transcnpnon fidele
de la langue n'est pas dans la perspectrve de « l'ecnture »
Seuls, en effet, n'ont de raisons d'être pns en compte que
les eléments fondamentaux permettant d'appréhender
les diverses modalites des operations comme leur nature,
leur moment, leur duree, leur lieu ainsi que les personnes,
les choses et les quantites impliquees La place de l'oralite
se laisse d'ailleurs encore sentir dans le systeme puisque
le lecteur, pour comprendre l'exacte teneur du message,
doit être au courant de sa signification

Le développement du système

SI d'un pomt de vue paleograplnque la documentation
archaique révele des étapes dans l'evolution de l'ecnture,
les pnnCIpes qUIpresIdèrent à sa genèse restent pourtant
difficiles à appreCIer Le caractère fortement stereotypé
des SIgnes les plus anciens a ainsi encourage certains à
supposer l'existence d'un systeme symbohque precurseur
Pour D Schrnandt-Besserat, un tel systeme peut être
idennfiés dans de petits Jetons aux formes diverses dont on
connaissait l'existence dans tout le Proche-Orient depuis
le Néolithique (Schmandt-Besserat 1977 31-70,1992)
SI cette theone connaît encore un large succès dans la
communaute sciennfique, elle presente neanmoms bon
nombre de faiblesses'? S'Il est mdemable, en effet, que
des similitudes de formes existent entre quelques SIgnes
archaiques et certains de cesJetons, force est de constater
que leurs ressemblances restent souvent très vagues et
presque toujours impossibles a evaluer sur des cnteres
objectifs (fig Il) En outre, la plupart de ces objets
trouves generalement hors contexte archeologique,
constituent un corpus hetérochte tant du pomt de vue
spatial que temporel dont quelques elements sont même

19 Pour lescnuqucs voirIaebei man 1980 339-358,Sampson 1985 57-61,
Jaslm s: Oates 1986 349-350, Englund 1993 1670 1671 , Mrchalowski
1993 996-999, Darnerow 1993 9-35, Zimansky 1993 11)-517, Fnebcrg
1994 4ï7-j02, Brown 19963143 ,Glassner 2000 87-112
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posteneurs de plusieurs millenaires
à la naissance de l'ecnture 1De fait,
en l'absence de plus de coherences,
toute volonté d'y reconnaître des
symboles precurseurs reste donc
fragile et largement suspecte Tout
au plus est-li possible d'avancer que
les deux systemes partagent peut
être des sources communes et qu'lis
se sont éventuellement enrichis
mutuellement au cours des siècles

'), ,
\ :
\

de traits afin de souligner un aspect sur lequell'on
veut insister ,

le tenû « meline », qUIconsiste à incliner une parne
VOIre la totalite d'un sIgne,

r;J"~1 ~,

11 Jetons /
Tokens

t KI>0KI nutdû

}kY

;gy SU > ;=g7' SU minabt

le nutilû « inacheve », ou un sIgne se presente
comme la forme non achevée d'un signe auquel
li est compare,

le minabt« double », qUI consiste a doubler un
sIgne,

A ce Jour, a vrai dire, nos
connaissances de la genese des
sIgnes se ramènent seulement a
apprehender quelques conventions
g r ap h iq u es VOIre quelques
procedes de creation On decouvre ainsi que la tête d'un
mammifère renvoie toujours a l'ammal tout enner alors
qu'une parne de son corps ne designe nen d'autre que
le membre ou l'organe en question Les sIgnes AB". ~
ou SAH2". Ij rendent ainsi respectivement les signifies
de « vache» et de « cochon» tandis que vR." c> et
GESTV gr renvoient simplement a ceux de « CUIsseau»
et d'« oreilles » En outre, ainsi qu'en temoignent les
signes SIG ~ designant le « SOIr» et Vi 9 designant le
« mann », le dessin en miroir d'un sIgne peut servir a
rendre son antonyme'"

QUOIque de mamere plus absconse, les sIgnes GIRs~
et du r::4 temoignent de leur côte de l'existence d'une
ventable conception theonque du systeme Ainsi, sans
que nous puissions acceder a la logique sous-jacente mise
en œuvre dans ces associations, le signe gIrf representant
une tête d'âne est etrangement utilise pour ecnre le mot
« pied » alors que le signe du dessinant effectivement un
« pied » ne sert JamaIs pour designer celUI-CL (Durand
1985)

Ou encore, celui de l'mscnptton ou un sIgne est insere au sem
d'un autre, comme SVG dont la matrice LAGAB contient le
sIgne A

~
~GU7+ !J> GAR >~SAG

A ces procedes, li convient egalement d'ajouter celui de
la composuum, consistant ajuxtaposer des signes simples
pour en former un nouveau, tel GV

7
compose des signes

SAC etGAR,

Parmi les plus representatifs mentionnons
le gunû« hachuré », qUI consiste a hachurer un
sIgne ou l'une de ses parnes d'un certam nombre

Au cours du H" et du I'" millenaire, dans de longs
syllabaires, les lettres babylomens de l'epoque, usant d'une
terminologie faite d'un sabir de sumenen et d'akkadien,
se font peut-être aUSSI l'echo de procedes plus anciens
ayant également préside a I'elaboranon du systeme"

20 rd est en tout cas la valeur de Ils "gne~ a l, penode histonquc

21 Pour une liste plus complete de ces procedes VOIT Cavigueiuv 1983 0
611-612 VQlregalement I'dzard 1980 562, ~ 10 LAGAB x > GD SUG
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La langue des premiers documents

Comme nous l'avons vu, nombres d'indices phomques
tels que lesigneGr~, representant un roseau, utilisé
pour rendre l'homophone GI, signifiant « recette» en
sumenen, encouragent à penser que cette langue se cache
dernere la documentation archaique MaIS est-li léginme
de formuler une telle conclusion, considerant les rares
exemples dont nous disposons ? Il est vrai que d'autres
arguments VIennent étayer cette these Comme l'a suggere
Adam Falkenstem, SIl'on admet d'une part que l'ordre de
succession des sIgnes ne suit pas encore obhgatoirernent
celui de la sequence parlée et d'autre part que le signe ~"

~ est mterchangeable avec LIl;-", li est alors raisonnable
de proposer qu'une sequence telle que ~,,-EN-TI~cJ/
--<f-< attestee dans quelques documents tardifs de l'Uruk
Recent puisse être lue EN LII;-.. TI et correspondre, par la, a
un anthroponyme sumenen sigmfiant «(pmsse le cheu)
ENLIL (donner) la VIe» ou « que (le cheu) ENLIL VIVIfie»
Malheureusement, ICI encore, les exemples restent trop
peu nombreux pour en conclure quOIque ce SOIt
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De la figure au signe d'écriture

From the icone Item ta the alphabettcal wnttng 51gn
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Resume - Le point de vue que j'adopterai pour trarter du
rôle de l'Image dans la genese de l'ecnture sera celui de
l'alphabet C'est en effet en defimssant la lettre comme
un « element », a la suite de Platon, que les Grecs ont
introduit dans l'histoire une conception finaliste de
l'ecnture qUl ne pouvait qu'en discrediter par pnnClpe
les ongInes lcomques Ce discredit s'est trouve renforce
par la conception de la « figure» induite par l'alphabet,
celle d'être elle aussi un « element » c'est-a-dire une urute
fondatnce et disnncnve, independante de son support Ce
n'est certamernent pas un hasard SI le « trompe-l'œil» est
une specificite de l'art occidental li est la transposition
directe de l'alphabet dans le domaine de l'Image Mais ces
fermetures et ces occultations constituent egalement, par
contrecoup, autant d'indices en quelque sorte « negatifs »
qm nous indiquent la marche a suivre pour reperer dans
l'Image les premices de l'ecnture li s'agit d'en identifier
les manques, les oublis, les processus negliges ou mepnses
Je ferai quelques propositions en ce sens « L'espnt
geometnque » qui a preside a l'mvennon de l'alphabet
grec constitue un autre indice interessant, et positif celui
Cl il temoigne de I'mtervennon d'une pensee analytique
et abstraite dans la genese de l'ecnture, dont on a tout
heu de supposer qu'elle ne se mamfeste pas seulement a
l'etape ulnme de son histoire mais qu'elle en a deterrnme
le processus mitial On cherchera a en trouver des preuves
dans le graphisme figuratif fantastique

Mots-des - Signe, serrnologie, alphabet

Abstract - Thepoint if vzew chosenfor my paper dealzng unth
the role if the zmage zn the geneszs if wntzng unll be the one if
the alphabet It ts zndeed zn definzng the letter as an « elernent Il,

follounng Plato, that the greeks zntroduced zn hzstory a finalzst
conception if wntzng whzch only could discredued onpnnaple
This discredü has been Jùrther reirforced by the concept if
«figure Il znduced bythe alphabet It means to bealso an element,
a fiundzng and distmctuie stngulanty; free from us matenal
support It ts not acadentaly that the « trompe l'oetl il pazntzng
ts specifie from westen art hzstory It ts a direct tranger if the
alphabet mio the realm if zmage makzng But these closzngs and
eclipses are also constztutzng, as an znduced result, Il negatzve il

elues and traces to grasp znto the zmage the seeds if wntzng
ioe have to zdentify the lackzngs, the overszghts, the neglected or
dzsconszdered processes I unll draw some Pl0posZtzons about this
The « geometrie spuü Il who gave bzrth to the tnuenium if the
greek alphabet protndes us another znterestzng clue, and a posiuf
one It tesufies the presence if ananalytical andabstract thznkzng
zn the geneszs if wntzng liVe shallconsider that tt does not on{y
belong to the latestphase if us hzstory butthatzttoas determznant
from the very eve if the process liVe unll lookfor procfs if this zn
thefantastzc representations

Keywords - Szgn, semiology; alphabet
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L a figure « non encore inscnte » - ru, a plus forte
raison, encore designee ou nommée comme telle 
a pour caractenstique pnncipale d'être ephemere

Telle est même sa vocation prermère Cette figure possede
a la fois la vertu proteiforme des Images qw nous VIennent
en rêve et leur don fulgurant de la presence Peut-être
est-ce pour cette raison que l'homme a éprouve le besom
de l'mscnre - et qu'il a fim par y prendre goût Moms
au nom de ce qu'elle POUVaIt « représenter» - objet reel
ou pure fantaisie - que pour l'aventure extravagante que
devait constituer pour lm le fait de se l'appropner en en
réalisant un trace Car un « tracé» n'est pas une « trace »,
c'en est même tout l'opposé Il combme l'ephémere du
geste a celui de la figure a des fins de revelations ou de
celebrations reClproques, susceptibles de se rnulnpher
elles-mêmes a l'mfim L'expenence la plus étonnante
qu'offre un trace est qu'Il pmsse être efface et recrée
aussitôt à neuf l'œuvre en métamorphose perpetuelle de
PIcasso en est la preuve li ne serait d'ailleurs pas absurde
de supposer, au contraire des idees reçues, que c'est le
trace de figures sur du sable, ou sur un support similaire,
qm a donne pour la prerruere fois à l'homme l'intuition
de ce qu'allait être, beaucoup plus tard, l'ecnture Sur le
sable, le geste ne fait pas seulement que s'emparer des
figures Ù est en concordance immédiate et sensible avec
le rythme de la parole, qu'il lm est loisible de prolonger
ou de rrumer a l'mteneur même de son graphisme On
ne trouve d'equivalent a cette hberte fusionnelle que
tardivement dans l'histoire de l'ecnture, lorsqu'apparaît
la calligraphie chinoise, où papIer, encre et pmceau
conjuguent leurs fragilites pour permettre au peintre
scnpteur d'mvestir le SIgne ecnt d'un ImaginaIre volatil,
mais peut-être d'autant plus revelateur

RIen n'est plus eloigne d'une telle conception de la figure
que celle que nous devons a l'alphabet, et que résume
pour l'essentiel la notion de « pictogramme », partie
prenante d'un processus qm ne peut conduire qu'a la
lettre puisqu'elle en est le produit direct le pictogramme
est la projection sommaire de « l'element» dans l'umvers
de l'Image Il ne faut donc pas s'etonner SI la culture
occidentale a longtemps refuse aux ecritures dites
« figuranves » le statut d'ecntures à part entlere C'est
seulement au XIXe SIècle qu'elle a accepté de reconnaître
que des figures pouvaient se lire comme on lisait un texte
alphabetique - en l'occurrence que les hieroglyphes
egyptiens etaient aUSSI des « SIgnes des VOlX », comme
les nomme Champollion -, alors qu'elle croyait Jusque
là cette fonction réservée aux seules lettres greco-latines
Cette supenonte de pnnCIpe du verbe pal rapport a
l'Image traverse presque de bout en bout l'histoire de
notre culture En témoigne la doctnne de l'Ut putura
poeszs, apparue à la Renaissance, et qUI a mamtenu

son credit Jusqu'au rrnheu du XIXe siecle Fondee sur
un extrait de vers d'Horace qUI semblait adapte a sa
cause, elle etait irutialement destmee a rendre justice a
la peinture, considérée depuis des siecles comme une
activite d'artisan, et même a la donner pour exemple
a la littérature Or cette mterpretauon s'est mversee
des le milieu du xv" siecle, pour servir au contraire a
promouvoir la narration et les structures du discours
comme les modeles obliges de l'art pictural - quand ce
n'etait pas l'alphabet lm-même on VIent de le constater
chez Alberti (Alberti 1992, Lee 1991, Baxandall 1989)

Ainsi est nee la pemture d'Histoire, ce « grand genre »,
PIVOt de l'academisme, qm s'est Impose sur les cimaises
Jusqu'a ce que Gustave Courbet en offre une version
parodique dans l'Enterrement a Ornans Encore cette
mrtiative devait-elle avoir plutôt pour resultat de
confirmer sa légmrrute Certes, Courbet avait substitué
aux acteurs traditionnels d'une rmse en scene convenue
des heros ISSUS du monde paysan, mais leur rôle dans le
tableau ne se comprend qu'en réference a la tradition
qu'ils sont préclsement censes remettre en cause La
comparaison du Borgour Monsieur Courbet (ou La Rencontre)
de Courbet avec EHommea lamedazlle de Botticelli conduit
aux mêmes conclusions Dans la confrontation iconique
des pOUVOlrs de l'art et de l'argent qu'Ils nous presentent
tous deux, le pemtre le plus révolutionnaire, et le plus
convaincant, n'est pas Courbet, qm s'applique a mtegrer
a une scenographie didactique des « types» conçus dans
la mouvance des physiologies de l'époque -le mécène,
le serviteur et l'artiste, identifies chacun par quelques
objets allegonques le chapeau, les gants, la canne -,
mais Botncelh Tandis que l'un illumine du soleil franc
comtois l'attitude a la fois chnstique et souveraine
du pemtre en manches de chemise, l'autre mtegre la
techmque nouvelle de l'IllUSIOn paysagere - perspectrve
lineaire et glacis bleutes - au double hommage CIrculaire
qm rythme son tableau, laissant au regard du spectateur
le ChOlX de decider devant l'Image, et en Jugeant de ses
effets, du pOUVOIr - celui de l'artiste ou du mecene 
auquel Il donnera sa preference C'est seulement la
decouverte tardive de l'art japOnaIS qm a permIs a la
pemture OCCIdentale de retrouver son mdependance et sa
pleme liberte de création j'aurai l'occasion d'y revemr

La lmguisuque a pns le relais de la litterature au milieu
du xx" slecle, et Impose à son tour aux arts VISUelS sa
grille, et sa domination La même valorisation abusive
du langage se rencontre dans la maniere dont lmguistes
et sérrnoticiens ont enVIsage l'ecnture a cette epoque et
en ont conçu la genese Selon eux, l'ecnture se serait
elaboree en deux étapes sans lien de continuite l'une
avec l'autre Sans doute est-Il admis desormais que



l'Image intervient la première dans cette genese, ou tout
au moms la figure - car Il n'est guere prête attention
dans ce contexte a l'element support de l'Image - et une
figure elle-même compnse au sens de « representation »
hente de la rrumesis platonicienne, que l'on trouve dans
le pictogramme Or tout ne peut pas être represente
comment figurer « le vent », ou « l'âme» ? C'est alors que
la parole serait venue au secours d'un systeme assurement
novateur mais destme a tourner court, et qu'elle aurait
opere la mutation magique et irresistible permettant
a cette ebauche Imparfaite de devemr « écnture » au
sens complet et ngoureux du terme Telle est la thèse
développée par Oswald Ducrot et Tzvetan Todorov en
1972 dans le Dictionnaire encyclopedique des sciences
du langage, au chapitre de l'ecnture Et Ils concluent
« C'est I'impossibihte de generahser ce pnnClpe de
representation qUl a introduit, même dans les ecntures
fondamentalement morphérnographiques comme la
chinoise, l'égyptienne ou la sumerienne, le prmClpe
phonographique On peut presque due que toute
logograplue naît de l'impossibilite d'une représentation
Icomque generahsee» Ces hgnes disparaîtront de
l'edinon suivante du dictionnaire, due a Tzvetan Todorov
et aJean-Mane Schaeffer, et pubhee une vmgtame
d'annees plus tard (Ducrot & Todorov 1972) C'était
deja de bon augure

il semble en effet que notre civilisation de l'alphabet soit
enfin prête, a l'aube de la seconde decenme du XXI"siecle,
a reconnaître a l'Image les potennahtés creatnces qUl
lui sont propres, et a accepter de voir en elle le facteur
decisif dans l'elaboration de ce medium composite que
nous appelons « ecnture» L'empnse des nouvelles
technologies sur la communication mediatique n'y est
certamement pas etrangere Et Il n'est pas interdit de
penser que notre civilisation de l'alphabet va mventer
une pratique ongmale de la lettre, nee de l'ecran,
comme elle l'a fait lors de l'appannon de l'impnmene
et de la typographie, en s'mspirant cette fOlS-CI des
systemes d'ecnture fondes sur l'Ideogramme, puisqu'ils
sont desormais voisins du SIen dans les mêmes hstes
de caracteres, et defilent sur le même support Nous
en observons deja les premIces Les paroIs des tombes
egyptiennes dont les textes se lisaient en les longeant pas a
pas sont devenues ces strates immatenelles que l'on peut
deplacer de la mainjusqu'aux hrmtes extrêmes du VISIble
Nous commençons a aborder autrement l'ecnt, non
par desir ou par capnce, mars par necessite et, Il faut le
reconnaître aUSSI, par hasard le fait de pOUVOlr creer du
texte en en effleurant le support du doigt a dissocié l'acte
d'ecnre des rythmes manuels du ductus - dont le clavier
typographique garde neanmoms la memoire - mais Il a
contnbue en retour a nous faire prendre conscience de
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l'existence de ce ductus et deviner qu'Il avait une histoire,
sans que nous soyons encore tous capables de percevOlr
la complexité et la nchesse d'une telle histoire Ueanneret
20 Il)

Il faudra certamement attendre a nouveau encore
longtemps pour que cette ecnture de troisieme generation,
cette ecnture artificielle - de même que l'on avait donné
dans l'antiquite le nom de « memoire artificielle » a
l'art de la memoire - VIenne renouveler de mamere
sigruficatrve notre umvers de communication quatre
SIècles ont ete necessaires à la civilisation OCCIdentale
pour qu'elle decouvre que la prmcipale vertu du codex
était d'autonser la consultation et la comparaIson des
textes, que ne permettait pas le rouleau Ce que l'on
constate pour l'mstant est que l'aventure informatique
nous a rendus plus lucides et plus critiques à l'égard de
nos relations passées avec l'Image et, par contrecoup,
plus attentifs envers les ecntures figuratives et leur ongme
iconique (Beaux, Pottier & Gnmal 2009)

Car ces ecntures ont toujours fascmé le monde
OCCIdental, et d'autant plus sans doute qu'elles lui etaient
culturellement et conceptuellement inaccessibles Elles
representent en effet pour lui « l'autre» absolu - non pas
alter, « le double », mais abus, et dans ses deux valeurs
opposees de « divin » et de « pana» A la Renaissance,
les figures des hieroglyphes semblent participer d'une
ecnture qUlechappe a l'umvers humam et le transcende,
langue ésotenque et sacree, plus proche du songe que
du reel Au XIXe siecle, c'est le contraire les figures
des abecedaires ne servent qu'a amuser les enfants 
c'est-a-dire, en prenant le mot « enfant» dans son sens
étymologique d'm-fans, ceux qUi ne savent pas encore
parler, ou qUl n'ont pas encore acqUls la SCIence et le
pOUVOlr du langage Les figures ne sont plus que des
accessoires futiles de la parole, des aide-memoire ludiques
de l'alphabet (Maillard 1985, Le Men 1984)

Mais d'ou vient ce SIgnefiguratif, et comment expliquer
son caractere aUSSI necessaire qu'insaisissable ? D'abord
par l'imaginaire, etpar le rêve Nous sommes redevables a
Freud d'avoir libere le rêve et sa lecture du dechiffrement
terme a terme en elements ponctuellement codes auquel
la culture alphabétique l'avait contraint «Non seulement
les elements du rêve sont determmés plusieurs fois par
les pensees du rêve, observe-t-Il dans l'Interpretation des
rêves, mais chacune des pensees du rêve y est representee
par plusieurs elements Des associations d'Idées menent
d'un elément du rêve à plusieurs pensees, d'une pensee
a plusieurs elements ( ) Quel que SOIt le rêve que je
decompose.je retrouve toujours les mêmes pnnclpes les
elements du rêve sont ISSUS de toute la masse des pensees
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du rêve, et chacun d'entre eux, SIon le rapproche des
pensees du rêve, y est plusieurs fois indique » (Freud
1967)

Le modele dont Freud s'est msplre pour lire le rêve est
toujours l'écnture, mais Il s'agit desormais du systeme
hieroglyphique, tel qu'il commençait a être compns au
debut du xx" siecle dans le cercle des non-specialistes
Tentative aventureuse, dont les égyptologues ont
confirme toutefois le bien-fondé, s'agissant en particulier
de l'interpretation que Freud y donne de la figure «la
comparaISon freudienne entre le dechrlfrement du rêve et
celui des mscnpnons hiéroglyphiques resiste bien au regard
critique de l'egyptologue, plus de quatre-vmgts après,
constate Pascal Vernus ( ) De même que les SIgnes de
l'écnture hieroglyphique, les elements du « contenu» du
rêve ne fonctionnent pas comme une SImple collection de
symboles» (Vernus 1983)

La figure « non encore mscnte » ne trouve donc pas
seulement une caution dans la fiction omnque elle se
revèle en être aUSSI un des pnnClpaux moteurs De même,
on doit reconnaître en elle un de ces rmrages polymorphes
qu'evoque Merleau-Ponty, qUlnous permettent d'attemdre
le monde qUlnous entoure en projetant sur hnnos chuneres

« A chaque moment, mon champ perceptrf est rempli de
reflets, de craquements, d'impressions tactrles fugaces que
je SulS hors d'etat de relier precisement au contexte perçu
et que cependant je place d'emblee dans le monde, sans
les confondre jamals avec mes rêvenes A chaque mstant
aussije rêve autour des choses.j'imagine des objets ou des
personnes dont la presence ICI n'est pas incompatible avec
le contexte, et pourtant ils ne se mêlent pas au monde, ils
sont en avant du monde, sur le the âtre de l'imaginaire »
(Merleau-Ponty 1945)

Cette sensibilite aux formes transitives, au roman des
apparences, est presente chez certams ecnvams du
XIXe slecle proches de la pemture chez Baudelaire,
Fromentin, les freres Goncourt, Verlame Mais ce sont
les artistes du xx' SIècle - des pemtres et certams poetes 
devenus, a la suite de Giorgio De Chmco, les passeurs
deliberes du rêve et de l'imaginaire dans l'univers de
« l'mscnt », qw nous eclarrent le mieux sur ce continuum
mental hybnde faisantintervenirpêle-mêle tous les champs
d'expenence du regard humam - sa sensibilite, son savoir,
ses attentes - et l'ensemble de l'umvers auquel ce regard a
acces, qUlconstitue le terreau de la «figure» dans son sens
ongmel et fondateur Henn Michaux en fait le constat en
1954, voyant avec raison dans cette mutation un effet de la
remise en cause generale des valeurs traditionnelles de l'art
en Occident, mais pressentant aUSSI, non sans etonnement

et sans trouble, que n'etaitpas seulement en jeu à travers elle
un nouvelle Idee de l'art c' etait une conception differente
du SIgneqw penetrait la pensee OCCIdentale «Il est etrange
que ce soit en pemture que des SIgnes apparaissent observe
t-il Certes pas pour creer une langue universelle, et même
on n'est pas sûr que ce soit tout a fait des SIgnes Ils en
representent plutôt la hantise ( ) Le pemtre ne Salt plus
tres bien sur quOl il est fonde a s'appuyer L'objet, l'objet
n'est plus ( ) Apres un siecle bientôt d'émiettement, de
tnangulanon des surfaces, le SIgne sans les inconvenients
des formes en trompe-l'œil serait un sûr et solide bloc,
emmemment mamable » (MIchaux 2001)

Le seisme dont « l'objet» a ete saisi au xx" siecle s'etait
amorce quelques decenmes plus tôt, dans les tableaux de
Manet

Matisse s'en est constitue le theoricien, en prenant pour
appw la genèse de ses propres œuvres «L'objet n'est pas
tellement mteressant par lui-même, explique-t-il C'est le
milieu qUl cree l'objet C'est ainsi que j'al travaille toute
ma vie devant les mêmes objets qUlme donnaient la force
de la réahte en engageant mon espnt vers tout ce que ces
objets avaient traversé pour moi et avec moi Un verre
d'eau avec une fleur est une chose differente d'un verre
d'eau avec un CItron L'objet est un acteur un bon acteur
peutjouer dix pleces differentes, un objet peut jouer dans
dix tableaux differents un rôle different On ne le prend
pas seul, 11 evoque un ensemble d'elements Vous me
rappelez ce guendon quej'al pemt Isolédans unjardin ?

Eh bien, 11 etait representatif de toute une ambiance de
plem air dans lequel j'avais vecu Il faut que l'objet agisse
puissamment sur l'imagmanon, Ù faut que le sentrment de
l'artiste s'expnmant par hn le rende digne d'mterêt il ne
dit que ce qu'on lui fait dire » (Matisse 1972)

C'est bien a faire de lm un SIgne que conduit l'mterêt
particulier que porte un artiste a un objet, et qui l'incite a
vouloir l'mscnre la« figure» de cet objet, avant qu'elle
ne s'incarne dans une Image, n'est pas sa representation,
ou sa copIe, elle est la synthese mentale qUl en rassemble
le souvenir et lm confère une présence mcorporelle, de
même que le mot de «fleur» fait se lever dans l'imaginaire
de Mallarmé « l'absente de tout bouquet» Encore une
difference essentielle existe-t-elle entre le mot et la figure
le mot appartient a la tnbu, Il ne se suffit pas a lui-même
pour suggerer la magie mnme d'un objet

La figure, elle, garde toujours un hen avec le réel, SI
fragIle - voire trompeur - soit-il elle est l'mdice d'une
reconnaissance possible de ce reel par quiconque
en contemplera ulteneurement le trace C'est ce qUl
fait d'elle un element de lisibilite, un SIgne, un SIgne



pnve, toutefois, mtegre non a un systeme mais a une
constella1J.on personnelle, et qUl ne peut être de ce fait
que proVlsOlre

Car cette figure a valeur de sIgne est susceptible d'at1J.rer
a elle non seulement tel ou tel individu ISOle mais tout
un groupe, pour peu qu'elle de tienne certaines valeurs
essen1J.elles a la communaute, et que son incarnation
dans des Images sera seille a même de diffuser Telles sont
précisement les figures-signes qUlcomposent les ecntures
figuratives elles ne 1J.rent pas leur ongIne de l'effusion
pnvee ou du concept, mais du coup de foudre collectJ.f

Un destin tout à fait nouveau attend ces signes unagmarres,
lieux de rencontre de la memoire, qu'elle soit pnvee ou
partagee par l'ensemble d'une communaute, des lors
que l'on souhaite les mscnre, un destm tres différent mais
tout aUSSI deterrmnant que celui qUl les a degages du
monde, et qUl tient a l'acte par lequel un artiste, en
son nom propre ou au nom de la societe a laquelle Il
appartient, se les appropne en les transposant sur un
support Les figures s'y ennchissent alors de propnetes
qUlne sont plus seulement celles du « trace», ou plutôt ou
le trace participe d'un ensemble de donnees qin lui sont
etrangeres, dont la premlere consiste dans l'espace sur
lequel les figures doivent s'mscnre, continuum non plus
Imposé de l'exteneur au regard mais elu deliberement
pour leur usage C'est d'ailleurs cette mutation de la figure
dans son transfert de l'Imaginaire a l'Image qUljustifie le
plus, aux yeux de Matisse, le recours au terme de « sIgne»
pour defimr la figure des objets qui l'mspirent en passant
de l'epreuve du reel a celle de l'Image, cette figure est
devenue un composant parrm d'autres a l'mteneur d'une
structure dont elle contnbue elle-même a construire la
coherence « Le SIgne pour lequel Je forge une Image
n'a aucune valeur s'il ne chante pas avec d'autres SIgnes
que Je dois determmer au cours de mon invention et qUl
sont tout a fait particuhers a cette invention Le SIgne
est determme dans le moment queJe l'emploie et pour
l'objet auquel il doit participer C'est pourquOlJe ne peux
a l'avance determmer des SIgnesqUl ne changentJamaiS
et qUl seraient comme une ecnture ceci paralyserait la
liberte de mon mvennon » (Matisse 1972)

De même que la figure « non mscnte » naît volatile et
polymorphe, la figure « inscrite » naît en effet toujours,
et necessairement, associee Elle ne se presente Isolee que
dans des contextes artificiels de célébration, destines a
provoquer la fascmanon ou le respect pour honorer une
drvirnte, un Saint, un roi - d'ou est ISSU le genre, tardif,
du « portrait» - ou afin d'extraire la representation d'un
objet de son environnement iconique et permettre a
cette representa1J.on, par differents effets de truquage ou
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d'illusion, de se confondre avec l'objet reel telle sera la
strategie du « trompe-l'œil»

Le contmuum pictural est regI par le prmClpe oppose,
celui de la contammation, de l'influence reClproque
qu'exercent deux elements d'une même Image l'un sur
l'autre lorsqu'on les rend contigus Il leur commumque
une trotsierne valeur, un nouveau sens, qUl n'exclut
pas les leurs propres mais leur apporte un supplement
Imaginaire, ne de leur vOlsmage La decouverte de ce
mecamsme revient à Chevreul, qUl l'a decnt et analyse
au debut du XIXC siecle, apres avoir constate « l'mfluence
que deux couleurs peuvent avoir l'une sur l'autre quand
on les VOlt simultanement » (Roque 1997)

Il en est cependant de la decouverte de Chevreul et des
exploitations qUl ont eté faites des 10lS et des merveilles de
la « simultaneite » par les pemtres occidentaux comme de
la calhgraplue chinoise ellesse SItuent l'une et l'autre dans
le cadre d'une culture ecnte qm fait retour sur ses ongInes
apres en avoir elle-même considerablement reonente le
cours La portee de leur témoignage ne peut donc être que
limitee Mais c'est ce qm rend aUSSI ce temoignage d'autant
plus interessant Il fait apparaître que la polyvalence
fondatnce de la figure, sa vocation proteiforme, a trouve,
grâce a son transfert dans l'Image, non seulement une
confirmation mais un relais, et qUl a su traverser les
millenaires en depit de metamorphoses dont certames
pouvaient passer pour des rerruses en question, voire
des remements dans le cas de l'alphabet Il nous SIgnale
egalement, ce qm est peut-être plus unportant encore, que
ce n'est pas a la seille figure lmagmaIre que ce double effet
de flottement et de plurahte erratique qm caractense la
figure « mscnte » doit son mamtien, mais au support sur
lequel elle se reahse, et a l'Imaginaire particulier qui lui est
attaché C'est ce que nous confirment les prehistoriens,
donnant même a ce constat des proportions surprenantes
Car le support des premIeres figures dessmees ou gravees
par l'homme ne se defimt pas seulement par la surface
ou on mscnt ces figures - comme on le fera plus tard
du rouleau ou du tableau - mais par le contexte naturel
dans son ensemble ou il lui-même se trouve mscnt Vu
sous l'angle de la préhistoire, on pourrait presque dire,
en parodiant la formule celebre de Marshall Mac Luhan
« le medium est le message» « le support est la figure»

Tout commence la en effet l'election d'un heu smguher
par une societe donnee dans la nature, sorte d'espace
repère, à la fois etape d'un parcours et proposant lm
même par sa surface - qu'elle soit offerte aux regards
de tous ou accessible seulement a quelques-uns s'il s'agit
d'un abn souterrain - une umte induisant a son tour
d'autres parcours, physiques ou purement visuels, a
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créer ou à s'appropner Car les pemtures prelnstoriques
ne sont pas nées d'un capnce d'artiste ou du hasard
elles participent d'abord mtimement d'un mouvement
profond d'mnovation sociale et culturelle qm marque
les vrais debuts de l'aventure humaine « L'emergence
des systèmes de representations graphIques accompagne
et amplifie (les) changements SOCiaUX et econormques,
souligne Denis Vialou Les societes s'autonormsent
par rapport à leur enracmement culturel originel ( )
L'art prehistorique affirme leur identite et symbolise
l'appropnanon de leurs territoires ( ) Plus de nouveaux
espaces sont conqms ou acqms par un nombre croissant
de SOCIetes differenciees, plus les territoires ont tendance
a être davantage marques et donc dehmités c'est-a-dire
reduits » (Vialou 2007)

L'une des consequences de ce mouvement d'autonomie et
de diversification socio-culturelle a consiste à selectionner
des supports dont le grapmsme devait avoir pour preffilere
fonction de consacrer et de sceller l'identité « L'eventail
ouvert des specificites des espaces panetaux, Immeubles
ou mobiliers, montre leurs imphcauons actives, explicites,
dans la construction graphIque, ou implicites dans la
perception des espaces graplnques En aucun cas, les
relations entre les œuvres et leurs supports ne paraissent
neutres L'espace panetal est donc constitutif de l'espace
graphique , autrement dit, l'espace graphique met en
correspondance spatiale les representations avec leurs
supports (VlalOU 2007)

Cette dynamique mterne propre au support pre-Icomque,
de même que son rôle strategique dans la structuration
des preffileres societes humaines, conduisent a mterpreter
l'apparition de la « figure mscnte » et les motivations
qui l'ont suscitée d'une autre mamere que nos habitudes
de pensee occidentales nous auraient incites a le faire
L'homme prehistorique n'a pas decide d'mscnre une
figure sur la pIerre pour l'mcarner dans une matière
stable et durable - ce qUlaurait ete du reste contradictoire
avec sa vocation d'origine Telle n'etait pas sa pnonte
Ce qm lm Importait en premIer heu etait d'onenter une
surface et de lm donner un statut en rapport avec la
présence humame qui évoluait devant elle La fonction
irnnale de cette figure a été d'introduire une coherence
VIsuelle socialisee dans l'ordre de la nature, a l'mteneur
d'un espace, ou d'un heu, qu'un groupe humam
souhaitait aSSOCIer a lm Elle etait aUSSI d'emprunter à
cet espace, et à ce heu, sa matiere La « figure mscnte »
n'est pas nee en effet seulement de son support parce
qu'Il etait cet écran qui metamorphose toute trace
ou forme en vision revelatnce, mais parce qu'Il était
egalement une presence physiquement identifiable, une
provocation au regard et a la mam, qm incitait a creer

des formes dont 11 pouvait être lm-même l'mstigareur
« Les caracteres physiques et morphologiques des
supports rupestres ( ) peuvent ou non être pns en
compte et mamfestement mtegres, en tout ou en partie,
dans la structuration des espaces graphIques, observe
Vialou AmSI des representations ammales peuvent
beneficier de volumes en creux ou en relief pour
souligner leurs masses anatomiques, des signes peuvent
se localiser dans unjeu de fissures, etc Cependant, même
lorsqu'Il n'y a pas integration directe des caracteres
panétaux naturels, ceux-ci sont perçus simultanement
avec les représentations et donc mtegrés au mveau de la
perception synthetique VIsuelle (Vialou 2007)

La provocation creatnce mherente au support panetal a
eu pour première consequence de rendre les artistes de
la prehistoire particuherernent sensibles aux mtervalles
qui apparaissaient à sa surface, comme à des figures que
l'on pouvait deduire de celle que constituait le support
en tant que tel Plus urgent et plus essentiel pour eux
que de traduire en termes graphIques un quelconque
projet etait de faire l'expenence aUSSI precIse et complète
que possible des diverses combinaisons que leur offrait
ce support, pour en explorer tous les effets « Les liaisons
spatiales entre les représentations se déclment selon trois
modalites majeures, plus sensibles et plus constantes sur
les parOls rocheuses que sur celles de pleces mobilieres
juxtaposition, super-position et emboîtement»
note Vialou, qm en analyse les conséquences a
l'mteneur des compositions et résume, en conclusion
« Les emboîtements sont rares et peuvent conduire a
des lectures pseudo-réalistes, comme celles de femelles
gravides ou de femmes encemtes Les juxtapositions, en
file ou en nappe, donnent toute leur extension spatiale aux
dispositifspanetaux , VIdes panetaux et pleins grapmques
scandent les dispositifs les VIdes se remplissent du
sens des hens spatiaux etablis symbohquernent entre
les representations , celles-Cl portent et apportent
sur les parOls les valeurs thematiques, c'est-a-due
les sigmfications qm ont preside a leurs ChOlX Les
superpositions partielles par recoupement des contours
et traces lmeaires ainsi que les emboîtements donnent
une profondeur aux dispositifs panetaux, comme s'Ils
faisaient ressortir une stratification du temps, ordonnée
selon des regles graphIques d'une part les dimensions
relatives , d'autre part la hsibihte ou son oppose ouvrant
sur des déchiffrements mcomplets ou mcertams » (Vialou
2007)

Renversement splendide de l'ordre narratif qm ordonne
les mythes et règne sur la parole l'espace et le temps
appartiennent d'abord ICI a la pIerre, c'est en elle que
l'on doit les pmser et les remventer AUSSI la « figure»



qm y prend forme, lom d'apparaître comme le substitut
d'une realite absente, est-elle pleme realite elle-même, au
contraire, mais d'une reahté qm doit tout a l'abstraction,
ou plus exactement a l'imaginaire de l'abstraction,
comme SI l'homme de la prehistoire avait tenu un plus
grand compte des leçons de la pierre que de celles de
la nature vivante pour la creer la continuité du trace,
comme le realisme qu'en attend un regard moderne,
ne lm Importaient pas Les premieres mscnptions
figuratives sont d'ailleurs fragmentaires et discontinues
« Le plus souvent, la figuration ammale est reduite a un
segment anatomique, tête, cornes ou ramures, pattes
ou sabots ces synecdoques temoignent d'un degré
supeneur de l'abstraction figurative qm caractense
l'art ammaher de la Prehistoire, plus generalement que
ne le fait accroire l'expression styhstique du bestiaire
magdalemen d'un exceptionnel haut mveau naturahste »
(VlalOU 20 Il)

C'est dans ces synecdoques graphiques qu'tl faut
chercher les premices du Signe ecnt, non dans leur
mutation naturahste ulteneure, plus spectaculaire
que sigruficative à cet egard ce sont elles en effet qm
rendent l'appannon de l'ecnture concevable Sortes
d'« mterfaces » en attente de combinaisons futures, ces
figures metonymiques mettaient a la disposition des
mventeurs a vemr tout un arsenal d'elements dep prêts
a s'articuler les uns avec les autres Leur fragmentation
rai sonnee, la selection cnnque de leur trace - selon que
l'on ChOlSISSaIt de presenter une vue de profil ou de face,
etc - assurait à ces elements une totale autonomie par
rapport au reel, avec pour corollaire la possibilite de
s'agencer dans des umtes les plus vanees, susceptibles
d'être elles-mêmes porteuses de sens, que celui-ci refère
ou non au reel L'espace jouait un rôle majeur dans cette
mise a disposition du tracé - s'Il n'était pas lm-même
a l'ongme de sa fragmentation -, dans la mesure ou Il
devait en operer non seulement l'assemblage matenel
mais la synthese, faisant mtervemr le regard comme
acteur ultime du dispositif de même que c'etait a ce
regard qu'Il revenait d'etablir la hierarchie des figures
pour l'ensemble de la composition

L'extrême liberte d'invention du graphisme panetal, que
son support accompagne et msplfe bien plus qu'li ne lm
fait obstacle, conduisait plus naturellement au fabuleux
qu'au vraisemblable Il ne faut pas s'en etonner Non
seulement parce que l'on y retrouve, transposee dans la
creation graphique, la mobilite polyserrnque qm amme
la vision des rêves, mais parce que le parcours du regard
sur l'ensemble du dispositif joue un rôle essentiel dans la
composition C'est lm qm perçoit la hiérarchie des figures
l'une par rapport a l'autre a l'mteneur d'un même espace-
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ou comment se rendre de l'une a l'autre en se situant ainsi
lm-même par rapport a elles C'est lm aussi qm construit
l'existence d'un corps compose d'elements d'emprunts,
en allant de la tête a la queue d'un arumal imagmaire et
tout a fait invraisemblable C'est ce que confirmeront les
ecntures figuranves et leurs combinatoires semiotiques
d'une virtuosite fascmante (Vernus 1981)

Paradoxalement, la figure simple, celle que l'on défimt
comme « representation », ne pouvait apparaître que
la dermère, a l'Issue d'un travail d'elimmanon et de
concentration des motifs exubérants qui lui preexistaient,
dans la pierre, ou dans l'Imaginaire de ses createurs SI
l'on admet d'autre part que tout ce qm est de l'ordre du
«visible»ou du «vu» sur la surface d'un ecran - qu'li soit
celui de l'etendue celesteou d'une parm rupestre -procede,
pour lessocietes archaiques, d'une commumcanon etablie
a travers lm entre le monde des humains et celui de l'au
dela', cesfigures grave es ou pemtes « de main d'homme»
representaient necessairement beaucoup plus, et dès
leur etat d'ebauche, qu'un simple releve matenel Elles
etalent des creations secondes, certes, elles resultaient de
l'mtervention de l'homme dans l'umvers transcendant de
l'Image, mais elles etaient devenues elles aussi des figures
efficaces, des umtes de cornmurncanon, du fait qu'elles
avaient ete mscntes, au même ntre que toutes les figures
« revelees », par le rêve, par le ciel - ou par la pierre
C'etait cette efficacite que l'on attendait d'elles avant
toute chose, beaucoup plus qu'une fidehté quelconque a
un reel que l'ecran ou ellesapparaissaient avait outrepassé
d'emblee par sa presence même, et par la foi qm attachait
a lm ses spectateurs

On comprend que l'alchimie graphique et visuelle des
Images ait toujours été preCleuse aux cultures orales, et
que celles-Claient eu recours a elle de tout temps pour
accompagner leur parole et rassembler autour de cette
parole des temoignages qm en completaient le propos en
lm offrant une plus large diffusion Cette alchimie avait
ete rrusespontanement au service de la memorre narrative
des mythes Mais nen n'interdisait de tenter d'aller au
dela et de substituer a cette memoire celle des mots Et
le fait est que la complicite fondatnce umssant lffiage et
parole a entraîne dans plusieurs crvihsanons l'appantion
recurrente de metissages grapmques d'un type smguher
Ils concernaient lesnoms des meux ou de hauts digmtaires,
transposes sur des supports a forte valeur cornmemoratrve
et symbolique par des figures elles aussi privilegiees Sans
doute cette equivalence graphique etait-elle due au fait

1Je me permet' de renvoyer sm Lesujet a L unagc ecnic ouladeraison grapluque,
« L'ecnturc ct les dicux », Tlarnm mon (1995) 2009 169-189
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que les individus d'exception qUI portaient ces noms
participaient eux-mêmes a la fois du monde des sociétes
humames regI par la parole et de l'umvers transcendant
auquel le visible seul, et ses Images, etait cense pouvOlr
donner acces Ces noms etant en général composes de
syntagmes complexes - des noms-phrases - leur rmse en
scene figuree amorçait une combinaison tout a fait inedite
entre les deux mediasê Une nouvelle ere de l'aventure
humaine venait de s'ouvnr il ne s'agissait cependant pas
encore d «écnture » plutôt d'une ebauche premonitoire
Une etape supplementaire devait en effet encore être
franchie pour qu'apparaisse l'ecnture proprement dite
I'mstauranon d'un systeme de correspondances complet et
coherent entre structures verbales et structures graphIques,
supposant lui-même l'etabhssement d'un cahbrage spatial,
d'un code rythrmque des traces, l'ordonnance semantique
du parcours visuel il y fallait aUSSI et peut-être surtout, une
nouvelle fois, l'emergence d'une motivation sociale assez
forte pour qu'une communaute comprenne l'mterêt qu'elle
aurait a disposer d'une langue qUIne se parle pas, mais se
regarde Car telle est l'utilite ventable de l'ecnture et sa
principale raison d'être permettre a la langue d'echapper
a la diversite babehenne de la parole, en lUI offrant un mode
d'expression equivalent mais d'une tout autre espece, et qUI
possede la capacite implicite de devemr umverselle en se
rendant accessible au regard de tous

Reste que l'elément fondateur de ce systeme nouveau
etait constitué par la figure, et qu'li reposait sur le passage
que celle-CI avait su reahser entre fiction et reahte,
ImagInalre personnel et commumcation SOCIale C'est
la raison pour laquelle les prermeres ecntures sont toutes,
et sous toutes les formes qu'on leur connaît, des ecntures
figuratlves Certames le sont au sens propre du terme,
comme les hieroglyphes egyptiens , d'autres de mamere
plus ou moms aboutie - ou plus ou moms developpee 
tels les systemes maya et azteque D'autres encore ont
mtegre leurs graplusmes figuratifs a des structures plus
abstraites, comme le sumenen ou le chmois , d'autres
enfin, comme l'ecnture Naxi, sont nées parce que
l'on pourrait appeler une contammation de vOlsmage
de systèmes préexistants, dont elles ne s'inspirent en
general que de façon partielle Ce que ces écntures ont
en commun, quel que soit le stade de leur evolunon
auquel on les mterroge, est de nous ouvnr l'acces a
un ImagInaIre SOCial ou les figures se SItuent dans la
proximite Immediate d'une parole, de sorte que, SI elles

2 Ce metissage est a meure egalement en relauon avec l'importance du
masque et des scanficauons ou des pcmtur cs faciales comme marques
d idcnnficauon d-ms les societes or-iles Sur lr-s diflei entes formes de
tl anscnpuons du nom selon la civihsauon ccntc concernee vou Chnsun
1998

ne « traduisent » pas toujours cette parole de mamere
fidele et ngoureuse, elles s'en trouvent deja Impregnees
du SImple fait de prendre appUI sur elle''

Mals 11 existe également d'autres formules intermédiaires
entre l'Image ou la langue « brutes» et l'ecnture qUIles
combme ensemble en phrases et en textes Elles sont
multiples Leur particulanté est de laisser toute son
autonomie a la parole, sans chercher a l'absorber dans
un complexe unitaire, mais en exploitant au contraire
sa complementante fonctionnelle et symbohque avec
l'Image Le probleme que posent de telles ebauches est
celui de deterrmner leur statut, et peut-être plus encore
CelUI d'idennfier les cnteres permettant de defimr ce
statut, puisqu'elles n'existent precisement que de se SItuer
a la marge de tout systeme quel qu'li soit

Des pistes nous sont cependant offertes pour les
approcher par les ecntures institutionnelles elles-mêmes,
a travers certaines des strategies graphiques auxquelles
elles doivent leur appannon, et que l'on pourrait qualifier
d'xmdicateurs d'ebauche» il est evident par exemple que
les compétences vanables, mutables, de l'Idéogramme 
passant du logogramme au phonogramme ou au
deterrmnanf -lUI viennent de la vocation polymorphe de la
figure non-mscnte L'ecnture hieroglyphique egyptienne
est nche de tels ghssements nes d'une accumulation de
sens divers concentres sur une même figure Pascal Vernus
CIte l'exemple de la figure du cynocephale aSSIS, qUI est
l'Image du DIeu Thot, dont l'ammal est l'hypostase
« Ce SIgnefimt par assumer tous les sigrufies attaches a la
personnahte du dieu , d'ou les valeurs ideographiques de
«scnbe », «cirre », «compter », «savoir », «sage », etc, et,
qUIplus est, les valeurs phonetiques de ces Ideogrammes,
detachees de leur signification », ghssements que Vernus
aSSOCle a ceux du rêve « par lequel une Image, decentree
par rapport a elle-même, vaut moins parce qu'elle
represente Immediatement que par l'attraction d'une
notion impenahste, envahissant le «contenu» du rêve»
(Vernus 1983)

On peut deduire d'un tel processus que, dans le cadre
de civilisations dites « orales» qUI reservent une place
Importante à l'expression graphIque, toute figure iterative
a valeur polysermque possede deja de mamere potentielle
une valeur proprement «semiotique» Le phenomene est
semble-Hl assez frequent dans la culture dogon C'est
le cas par exemple de la hgne sinusoidale (ou hgne de
chevrons) dont Genevieve Calame-Gnaule et Pierre
FranCIS Lacroix ont etabh la hste des interpretations

3 J"lVaIS aborde cette question dans Chnstm 1999 28-3b



possibles « Elle est le symbole à la fois de l'eau, du
serpent, de la lurmere, de la parole, de la gerrrunation, du
tissage, etc, qu'elle SOIt représentee seule ou qu'elle fasse
parne d'un SIgne plus complet dans lequel elle expnme,
SUIvant les contextes, une ou plusieurs de ces valeurs
signifiantes ( ) D'une façon plus generale, la ligne de
chevrons est la representation symbolique du concept
de mouvement ondulatoire en forme de spirale, qUI est
l'element commun a toutes les significations possibles du
SIgne et leur vaut d'être classees dans la même categone
symbohque » (Calame-Gnaule & Lacroix 1969,Battesnm
(dir) 2006)

La conclusion a laquelle ce constat conduit lesdeux auteurs
reflete le desarroi qUI POUVaIt être celui d'observateurs
de cultures « non ecntes » dans un contexte mtellectuel
(l'article date de 1969) domme par la lmguisnque et le
modele alphabetique tel qu'Il avait ete compns par
Saussure MaIS elle constitue egalement une ouverture
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,
A I'origme de la rencontre de décembre 2010 a

AIx-en-Provence, se trouvait le projet de reumr
quelques JOurs autour d'une même table des

specialistes, non pas de l'ecnture lueroglyphique elle
même, mais des differents systemes d'enregistrement
et de representation de l'Egypte predynasnque L'Idee
minale etait d'apprehender I'appantion de l'ecnture
par une demarche mverse de celle à laquelle on a
recours d'ordinaire non pas des prerrneres mscnpnons
mcontestables vers les temps obscurs de la genese, en
remontant le temps dans une demarche phylogenetique,
mais au contraire, en se plaçant bien en amont de l'mstant
T supposé des premières attestations (les etiquettes de
la tombe U-J, en 3250 env av J -C ) et en cherchant a
comprendre comment ce moment crucial de l'histoire
de l'humamté se prepare Pour essayer de mieux cerner
le contexte, les motivations et surtout l'inscnpuon
culturelle et cognitive du système hieroglyphique dans
ses plus anciens etats, 11 nous a fallu faire l'effort de
mettre un moment au second plan l'ecnture elle-même
pour considerer des phenomenes anteneurs et/ ou
contemporains qu'elle echpse, ou qu'on ne lui relie pas
habnuellement

C'est a cet exercice qu'ont consenti de se prêter dIX
chercheurs de SlX nationalites differentes Grâce a leurs
spéciahtes respectives, les differents systemes graluques
utihsês en Egypte au IV millénaire ont pu être pns en
consideration, etpar lapresence d'un collegueassynologue,
une ouverture comparative vers la Mesopotarme a
éte possible Les echanges ont eté ammes, fructueux,
passlOnnes et passionnants et ont par ailleurs permis
d'élaborer plusieurs projets de collaboration li s'est revéle
que nous avions beaucoup a nous apporter mutuellement
Nous est apparu tres souhaitable de reconduire une telle
initiative,ce qUlest enV18age pour l'annee prochaine aJaen,

B elund the December 2010 meetmg in Aix-en
Provence, France, was the intention to gather
around the same table, for a couple of days, not

experts in hicroglyphic wnung in itself but m the vanous
systems used for recordmg and represenung Egypt ID pre
dynastie times At the root of such an event was the idea
to comprehend how this wnting emerged by followmg
a reverse plOcess compared with the convenuorial
approach not from the first unquesnonable mscnpnons to
the bhn red times of genesis, tlavehng back in ume along a
phylogenenc path, but quite the contrary by starnng well
ahead tirne T as assumed for the first acknowledgments
(U-J gravestone labels, around 3250 BC) and trymg to
understand how the stage for such a cnncal moment ID

human history was set For a better idennficanon of the
actual background, motives and, most importantly, the
cultural and cognitive parts played by the lueroglyphic
system in its oldest forms, the wntmg in itself had to be
set aside for a wlule so as to Iocus on earher and/or coeval
phenomena that arc usually overshadowed by the wntmg,
or hardly ever associated with it

Ten researchers from SlX different countnes agreed to try
their hands at such a demandmg task Thanks to their
respective specialties, the vanous graphical systems used
in Egypt dunng the 4th rrullennmm were taken into
consideranon and, with the help of our assyriologist
fellow researcher, a comparative path to Mesopotarma
could be opened There were hvely, frurtful, passionatc
and exciung debates wluch eventually resulted m drafnng
a number of collaboration projects It turned out that
we all had a lot to contnbute and share with each other
We eventually decidcd that tt would be highly advisablc
to meet agam, which is already planned to take place
next year mJaen, in order to prevent the energy and
emulation geneiated by this meeting from vamshmg
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pour ne pas laisser retomber la dynanuque et l'emulation
de cette reumon

Les neuf contributions regroupees dans le present
volume rendent compte de l'eventail des systèmes
d'enregistrement et de representations en présence
dans l'Egypte du IV' rrullenarre, de la complexite et de
la profondeur de l'ancrage de l'ecnture hieroglyphique
dans le substrat nagadien, ainsi que de l'apport de cette
demarche « mversée » a la comprehension de la genese
de l'ecnture

« Pre-ecnture », « proto-ecnture », « para-ecriture »
apparaissent alors comme des notions fluctuantes qm
dependent en realite des cnteres qu'on defimt pour
arrêter le stade d'evolution ou un systeme d'encodage
d'informations devient écnture au sens plem Nous
avons evite ces termes autant que faire se peut, parce
qu'Ils conduisent a considerer l'écnture comme un
aboutissement ultime, ce vers qum tout converge, et a
regarder les systemes qm n'y parviendraient pas comme
des scones, des ratés de l'evolution Et c'est precisemment
de cejugement hierarchique, plaque a postenon, que nous
voulions nous garder

Grâce a la contnbunon de F Lankester, l'art rupestre, le
plus ancien systeme considere ICI, trouve sa place dans ce
volume Les representanons gravees ou peintes sur lesblocs
rocheux du désert egyptlen existent des le Paleohthique
final A l'epoque pharaomque, les inscriptions jalonnent
les itinéraires empruntes par les convois expeditionnaires
commandites par l'autonte centrale Et la pratique de
gravure est toujours attestee aujourd'hui aux abords de
la vallee du NIl C'est par consequent le support qm a la
plus grande longevite En prenant cn compte un corpus
predynasnque SItué dans le desert onentaI, la question que
se pose F Lankester est de savoir SI cette iconographie est
en relation avec les systemes symboliques en usage dans
la vallee du NIl a même epoque Les convergences les
plus probantes lm semblent se faire avec les vases peints
de Nagada Il semble a cet auteur que les deux supports
iconographiques procedent de l'evocation de ntuels
funeraires visant au renouvellement de la vie du défunt
Pour ce faire, les gravures rupestres representent soit la
navigation, et le transport du defunt vers sa tombe, soit la
chasse, dm ant laquelle les animaux chasses deviennent des
epiphames de forces funestes et chaotiques

Un autre article du volume (G Graf!) traite precisement
de ces peintures des vases de Nagada II, dits Decorated
T#m A cette pénode, plus encore qu'a Nagada l, le decor
de ces objets atteint un haut degre de construction et de
standardisation qm revelent une pensee tres codifiée Au

AIl nme contributions cornpiled herein account foi the
vanety of existmg recordmg and representanon systems in

4th rmllenruum Egypt, of how complex and deeply-rooted
in the Naqadian bedrock was the lueroglyphic wntmg,
and how much such a "revcrsed" approach contnbuted
to understandmg the ongms of wntmg

"Pre-wntmg", "protowntlng" and "para-wnung" are
then perceivcd as fluctuatmg concepts that arc actually
contingent upon the defined cntena for determmmg the
evolution stage where the mforrnanon codmg system
turned mto propei wntmg We tned to avord usmg such
V\ ordmgs as mu ch as possible smce they usually imply
that wntmg should be considered as a final outcome,
towards which everythmg stnves, and that any systems
unable to rcach such a goal should be rcgarded as scona,
or luccups m human evolution ThIS lS the very inductive
type of lncrarchical appraisal that wc wishcd to avord

Thanks to F Lankester's mput, rock art, which lS the
oldest system of mterest hei ein, finds sorne relevance in
this article Engraved and pamted representations on
bouldcrs 111 the Egypuan desert already existed in the
Fmal Paleohtluc Inscnpnons datmg from the Pharaomc
era could be seen along the routes followed by expedition
convoys cornrmssioned by the central authonty And
engrav111g remams a substantiated practice on the
outskirts of the Nile nver valley Therefore, it IS the
longest-hved wntmg matenal Considenng a pre-dynastie
corpus located 111 the Eastern Desert, F Lankcstcr stnves
to determme If such iconography IS connected to the
symbolic systems that were used in the Nile nver valley
at that ume To hlm, the most convmcing focal pomts
m this regard are the pamtcd vessels from Naqada He
regards bath iconographie matenals as denved from
a rerrnmscence of funeral ntes designed to bnng the
deceascd to hfe anew In order to do so, rock engraVlngs
either depicted scenes of navigation and the deceased
body bemg transported to its grave, or huntmg scenes
where hunted ammals are turned mto incarnations of
fatal and chaotic forces

Another publication (G Graff) specifically addresses
such painungs on Naqada II vessels which are referred
to as Deanated J/Vare Even more th an in Naqada l, the
decorations on objects from that time appear highly
constructed and standardized, thereby disclosing a
hlghly coditied thmkmg process Usmg special pattern
exclusion and combinanon rules, the vcssel decorations
display a specifie iconogiaphy that recounts hfe renewal
concerns Sorne of those decorations may hint at ntual
pel formanccs, a few Slgns of which are provided m
archeological records
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moyen de regles d'exclusion et d'associations pnvilegiees
de motifs, le décor des vases met en place une iconographie
qm retrace des preoccupations hees au renouvellement de
la vie Il est possibleque certams types de ces decors fassent
allusion a des performances ntuelles dont l'archéologie
nous Irvre quelques traces

Les sceaux sur lesquels porte l'article de] HIll sont le
seul artefact qm ne soit pas d'ongme autochtone C'est
de Mesopotarrue que proviennent ces petits objets a la
fin de Nagada L'objet est conserve et utilise tel quel,
dans les premIers temps de son mtroducnon en Egypte,
et l'rconographie qu'Il porte copIe les motifs et les
thematiques mesopotarmennes Dans un second temps de
l'unhsanon des sceaux, les thematiques et les motifs sont
egyptiens et le sceau est remterprete aux couleurs locales
Les sceaux font partie de ces systemes d'enregistrement
qm ne disparaissent pas avec l'avenement de l'ecnture
Progressivement, ils pourront servir de support d'ecnture
Mais cette phase histonque de leur usage n'est pas celle
qm nous interessait ICI

Nous restons dans le domame de l'admmistration des
biens et de la comptabilite avec les potmarks presentes par
E van den Bnnk Ces marques, incisees sur des jarres de
stockage avant cuisson, composent un systeme complexe
et difficile a comprendre Le chercheur hollandais a pu
établir que ces ensembles de un a quelques SIgnes (tres
rarement plus de quatre) n'indiquent m le contenu, ni la
contenance du vase, mie proprietaire ou la provenance
des denrees Ils donnent certamement des mdicanons
dont la nature ne nous est plus comprehensible a l'heure
actuelle Nombreuses sont les Jarres portant ce type de
SIgnes,entre Nagada I et la deuxieme dynasne, avec un
pic a la lere dynastie L'apparition de l'ecnture n'a, par
conséquent, pas fait disparaître ce systeme d'annotation

La contnbunon de K PIquette ne porte pas sur un type
d'objet precIs mals sur une dimension souvent neghgee
de la question la matenahte de l'objet A l'aide de
systemes mnovants d'imagerie digitale (Reflectance
Transformation Imagmg), elle est a la recherche du
geste de l'arnsan façonneur d'Image par les traces qu'il
a laissees sur le support CCCl lm permet d'entrer dans
l'mtmuté de l'objet et de retrouver les repentirs ou les
modifications en cours d'exécution Les differentes
phases du projet, qm apparaissent dans la genese d'objets
complexes comme lespalettes histonees, nous permettent
de suivre l'elaboration conceptuelle de ces artefacts
emblematiques de la penode A travers le geste techmque
revele par les outils utilises par K PIquette, encore une
fois, c'est la pensee de ces concepteurs d'Image que l'on
cherche a capter

The seals descnbcd m] HIll publication arc the only
non-indigcnous artifact These little objccts first appeared
in Mesopotarrua in late Naqada They were kept and
used as lS dunng theu first stages of entry in Egypt, and
the Ir iconography displays patterns and themes similar
to thosc found in Mesopotarrua Subscquently, themes
and patterns were denved from the Egypuan culture and
seals were adjustcd to local customs Scals arc among
those recordmg systems that would not disappear with
the arnval of wntlng They gradually came to serve as
wnting matenal Yet, this stage m theu use history shall
not be discussed herem

Oui study remams connected to good admnusti anon and
accounting with potmai ks, as descnbed by E van den
Bnnk Such marks, wluch were mcised mto storage Jars
beforc finng, make up a complex system that lS hard to
understand The Dutch researcher was ablc to detci mme.
that these sets, compnsmg from one to a few i>lgI1S (harcUy
evcr more than foui), neither do pertam to the vessel
contents or capacity, nor to the cornmodity owner or
source These do provide a number of indications that
can no longer be, undcrstood at the present nme Many
JaIS display this typc of signs, dated between Naqada I
and the second dynasty, with thcir number peakmg over
the 1st dynasty Therefore, the arnval of wntmg did not
wlpe out this annotation techmque

K Piquettc's input lS not related to a specifie type of
object, but to a mostly disregarded aspect the object's
physical dimension Usmg mnovauve digital imaging
systems (Reflectance Transformation Imagmg), she
stnves to identify the specifie tcchmquc used by the
gl aphic Cl afts makcr, by way of analyzmg the traces
he lefi on the matcnal She can then get close to the
object's intimate construction process and recogrnze
thc pcntirncnti and changes that were made dunng the
PlOCCSS The different stages in the project, as idcnnfied
111the engins of complex objects such as figured palettes,
provide a means to Iollow the conceptual creation proccss
foi such typical arnfacts from that urne The techmcal
skillunfolded by K Piqucttc's tools lS also used to peiceive
the thmhmg process followed by these graphlC designers

A J1menez Serrano's publication addresses ontological
Issues pel tammg to the first stages of wntmg Why?
How? And where? Behmd the suggestions set forth
by the Spamsh 1eseat cher lS the estimated location
whcrc the wntmg was supposedly first created Indccd,
considcring that this lS where the oldest inscnptions
werc found and where the monarchs (and their court)
used to dwell, there lS every i eason to believe that
Abydos was the Egyptlan birthplace of wnnng From
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L'article d'A JImenez Serrano s'attaque aux
questionnements ontologiques relatifs a l'ecnture a ses
debuts Pourquoi ? Comment? Et, ou ? Les propositions
formulees par le chercheur espagnol trouveront leur source
dans la pme en compte du heu presume de l'elaboration
de l'écnture En effet, dans la mesure ou c'est la qu'ont
ete retrouvees les plus anciennes mscnptions, et que c'est
la le heu de résidence des souverains (et de leur cour), tout
porte à croire que c'est Abydos le berceau egyptien de
l'écnture En partant de ce foyer nucléaire, la propagation
des mscnpnons sur d'autres sites, de Haute, pulSde Basse
Egypte, ainsi que les mentions d'agglomeratIons dans
les mscnptions, defimssent le territoire sous contrôle du
souverain et les relations hierarchiques entre les centres
Par cesmscnpnons elles-mêmes et leur heu de provenance,
c'est une carte du prenner royaume egyptien qUlse dessine,
avec ses enjeux stratégiques, econonnques et rehgieux, et
ses nvahtes entre 'CItés'au passe parfois ancien

Deux textes se rapportent a l'umvers mesopotarruen,
celui de R Mugnaiom et celui de G Graff Le prenner
nous expose le versant proto-cunéiforme de la dynannque
que nous recherchons pour l'Egypte quand, comment,
et pour quels motifs l'écnture naît-elle a Sumer (selon la
formule consacrée) On y decouvre que SI les motivations
pour elaborer une ecnture sont probablement du même
ordre qu'en Egypte (gestIon comptable de flux de biens
et de matIeres prenneres), l'ecnture cuneiforme s'ancre
bien moins dans une tradition iconographique C'est
probablement du côte du comptage des troupeaux, avec
les bullae, ces boules d'argile creuses contenant des petits
Jetons, les caleulz, representant les têtes de betail, que l'on
peut trouver les antecedents a l'ecnture les plus directs

La deuxieme etude prend en compte, tant pour l'Egypte
que pour la Mesopotarme, le deuXleme type de SIgnes
portes par les mscnptions les plus precoces outre les
mots, les cluffres et les nombres L'ecnture mathematique
commence au moins aUSSI anciennement que l'ecnture
des mots MaIS la nnse en parallele des deux systemes de
numerotations et d'umtes de mesure montre que cela sefait
sur des modes radicalement differents on n'utilise pas les
mêmes bases pour le calcul, ru les mêmes referen tspour les
mesures Lerecours prepondérant aux fractions en Egypte
n'a pas d'equivalent en Mésopotanne et le changement de
base en fonction du type d'objet denombre est totalement
inconnu en Egypte Les deux modes de pensee du nombre
ne se superposent pas, ru ne s'interpenetrent CeCI nous
donne des elements pour repondre a la question remanente
de l'mfluence du systeme mesopotannen sur l'egyptien

Madame A -M Chnstm n'est pas egyptologue Sa
contribution aura ete de nous offnr un point de vue

this mitial home, the spreadmg of wntmg to other sites
in Upper Egypt, then in Lower Egypt, and references
to population clusters m the mscnpnons dehneate the
terntory WhICh was m the monarch's control and outline
the hierarchical connections among the centers Based
on those very mscnptions and sources thereof, a map of
the first EgyptIan kmgdom can be drawn, with its ielated
strategie, econorrucal and religious Issues at stake and
the confucts between "cines", somc of WhICh had been
gomg on for ages

Two texts refer to the Mcsopotanuan world
R Mugnaioru and G Graff's pubhcanons The foi mer
descnbes the proto-cunciforrn aspect of the sought out
process for Egypt when, how and why was the wntmg
born m Sumer (as the expreSSIOn goes) The text explams
that, although the motives for crcatIng a wnting are most
hkely sirmlar to those identified m Egypt (goods and
commodity flow accountmz managemcnt), cuneiforrn
wntmg appears less deeply rooted m an iconographie
tradrtional scheme Immediate past records of wnting
would most probably stem from the countmg of herds
usmg bullae - hollow clay balls contammg small token
known - and calculz which represent cattle heads

The latter study corisiders, both for Egypt and
Mesopotarrua, the second type of SIgnS mcluded in the
earhest mscnptions m addition to words, those contam
digits and numbers Mathemancal wnting was born at
least as early as wntten words Snll, such wntmg schemes
were designed accordmg to extremely different methods,
as IS shown by companng both these numbenng and
measunng umt systems calculations are not performed
from the same baselmes, and measurements are based on
different referential values There IS no such predonnnant
use of fractions in Mesopotanna as there was m Egypt, and
the chanzmg baselme according to the type of counted
object IS unknown m Egypt Both thmkmg processes for
numbers may neither be juxtaposed nor interwoven This
willhelp addiess the persistent Issue on the Impact of the
Mesopotamian system on the EgyptIan one

Mrs A -M Chrrstin IS not an Egyptologist She
contributed to this work by providing an external
viewpomt on the subject, and by opemng and puttmg the
concept of SIgnmto perspective By reflccung on much
lai ger outlooks than the mere Egyptlan pre-dynastie
setnng, she raises the question of how the figure, obeymg
a more or lcss unrestncted gIapluc pattern, turned into
an utterly convcntional pictographie or alphabenc ~Ign

Addmg a phonetic aspect to a scheme that was most
hkely associated with VISUal references only, will provide
the SIgnwith mcreased profundity
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externe a la disciplme, par une ouverture et une mise en
perspective sur la notion de SIgne Prenant en compte
des honzons beaucoup plus larges que le seul contexte
predynastique egyptien, elle s'mterroge sur le passage
de la figure, le trace plus ou moms libre, vers le SIgne,
pictographique ou alphabenque, devenu parfaitement
conventionnel L'adjonction d'une dimension phonénque
a ce qw ne faisait probablement reférence qu'au visuel a
l'ongme donnera une nouvelle profondeur au SIgne

BIen qu'un certam nombre de notions ou de donnees
factuelles fassent concensus parmI les specialistes
reums, Il existe egalement une certame diversité, voire
des divergences de pomts de vue, que nous n'avons pas
voulu aplamr ICI li nous importait de montrer l'absence
de vente absolue et la possibilité de mamtenir plusieurs
interprétations en face des données archeologiques ou
lmguistiques Par exemple, tous les auteurs s'accordent
a considérer les mscnpnons portees par les etiquettes de
jarre de la tombe Uj d'Abydos comme les prermers ecnts
hieroglyphiques, à l'excepnon de F Lankester qui les fait
remonter plus tard De même, si l'ongme autonome des
hieroglyphes par rapport au cuneiforme fait l'unamrmte
chez les égyptologues reums à AIx, Il n'en va pas de même
pour notre collegue assynologue qw defend la pnmaute de
l'ecnture sumenenne et son mfluence sur l'Égypte'

Respectant la diversité des pomts de vue, le recueil
presente ICI contient egalement des contnbunons qUl
offrent un spectre complet des échelles auxquelles la
question peut être abordee équivalent à une focalisation
progreSSIve, on trouvera un point de vue theonque, celui
d'un metalangage sur la notion de SIgne et de figure (A-M
Chnsnn), pUlS un pomt de vue synthetique dans le texte
d'A Jlffienez Serrano, deux etudes comparatistes croisant
les donnees de deux cultures differentes (R Mugamom et
G Graff), trois pomts de vue generaux CIbles sur un seul
type d'artefact (F Lankester,J Hill et G Graff), une etude
techmque (K PIquette) et enfin une etude de cas (E van
denBnnk)

Tous contnbuent a essayer de cerner les processus en
action dans la genese de l'écnture, des le Iv-rmllenaire

Une dimension qUl nous est apparue decisive est la
contramte du support Cette contramte peut être
matenelle, comme le met en évidence K PIquette, ou
davantage iconographique, lorsque l'on etudie la rruse en
place du decor sur l'objet (clairement demontrée pour les
vases D-Mitre)

La contramte liee a l'objet n'est pas la même en fonction du
type de support iconographique elle est tres forte pour les

Although the experts havc reached a consensus on a
number of concepts or facts, other aspects remam the
subjects of different stances, or even divcrging opimons,
which were not to be ironed out herein What mattercd
to us was to show that there lS no absolute truth about tins
subject and that the available archaeological or hnguisuc
data could bnng forth a vanety of interpretations For
example, ail authois agree to consider the mscnpnons
recore!cd on U-j gravestone jar labels in Abydos as the
first Iueroglyphic wntmg, except for F Lankester who
reckons that such wntmg was created latei on Sumlarly;
dcspite the fact that the Egyptologl~t~ attendmg the
meeting in Aix-en-Provence unammously asscrted that
hicroglyphics form a self-determmed type of wnting
as compared with cuneilorrn wntmg, our assynologist
fcllow researcher claims that the Sumenan wntmg was
predommant and had a sigmficant Impact on Egypnan
Iustory'

Kcepmg the vanous perspectives in mmd, herem are also
compiled inputs which piovide a comprehensive range
of different scales to discuss the Issue as in a graduaI
focusmg process, there IS first a thcoretical viewpomt
with the metalanguage used to refer to signs and figures
(A - M Chnstm), thcn a synthetic outlook pi ovided
mA Jlmenez Scrrano's text, two comparative studies
with cross-references to data from two different cultures
(R Mugamom and G Graff), thrcc general points of
view Iocused on a smgle type of artifact (F Lankester, ]
Hill and G Graff), a tcchmcal analysis (K PIquette) and
a case study (E van den Bnnk)

Ali contribute to a common effort to idcntify the
processes at play III the ongIns of wnting as of the 4th

milleruuum

A major conclusrve aspect lS thc hrmtations of the
wnung matenal ThIS may imply a tangible constraint,
as highhghted by K Piquette, or rather an iconographie
one when lookmg at how the decoration lS set up on the
object (which has been clearly estabhshed for D- Vlille)

The object hrmtation changes wrth the iconographie
matenal it lS very strong for D- Vlilre or figured arnfacts
These have not been spccifically discusscd herem, they
are make-up palettes, club heads or kmfe hanclles from
Naqada III, featunng such an elaborate and invasive
iconogi aphy that it lS impossible to actually use the object
for its ongmal pi actical purpose They aIC ceremomal
items and symbols of a presugious status, wluch lS also
mduced by the matenal they are made of (IVOry, fine
hmestone, etc) Asfar as rock engl avmgs are concei ned,
reliefs ane! fractures in the bloch.were taken mto account
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D-Ji1;{zre ou les artefacts histones Ceux-ci n'ont pas ete vus
en detail ICI, li s'agit des palettes a fard, des têtes de massue
ou des manches de couteau de Nagada Ill, qm portent une
iconographie très nche et tres envahissante, SI bien qu'elle
rend la fonction utilitaire de l'objet Impossible Ce sont des
objets de prestige et d'apparat, ce dont temoigne aussi le
matenau dans lequel lissont fait (ivoire,calcaire fin ) En
ce qm concerne les gravures rupestres, on s'aperçoit que
les reliefs, les failles du bloc ont pu être pnses en compte
pour la mise en place du decor et que l'emplacement,
l'orientation, l'exposition des surfaces rocheuses ontJoue
un rôle determmant et qm fait sens

On observe une evolution chronologique mdemable plus
la penode d'attestation d'un artefact est ancienne, plus
l'importance du support est grande Les supports d'Images
les plus anciens pns en compte, les gravures et les vases
peints, sont tres contraints dans le choix et la disposition
des eléments, les objets de prestige (les « powerfacts »
selon la terminologie d'A Anselm) de Nagada IIIle sont
encore beaucoup, mais les sceaux et les potmarks de la fin
de Nagada m et de la penode thmite (dynasties I et II) le
sont beaucoup moms

L'évolution que l'on perçoit est celle du passage d'un
support tridimensionnel, comme le vase ou la tête de
massue, a un support bidimensionnel, mais avec un recto
et un verso, comme la palette historiee ou le manche de
couteau, avec parfois une continuite graphique entre les
deux faces, pour en arnver au cours la dermere phase du
processus à un support bidimensionnel avec une seule
face

Et d'une mamere concomitante, alors que la contrainte
du support s'amenuise, le signe porte par lm prend
de l'autonorme Il n'est comprehensible que par ses
mteractions avec les autres signes du decor et l'objet
support a Nagada II et au debut de Nagada III Il n'existe
qu'en tant que partie d'un ensemble et n'est pas sigmfiant
par lm-même Le signe a un sens (celuidu referent auquel li
renvoie a toutle moms) mais n'est «hsible » qu'en prenant
en compte les combinaisons contraignantes qUlle gerent
et la hierarchie des signes dans la mise en place du decor
Le signe n'existe que très peu a l'echelle individuelle, c'est
l'ensemble qm porte le sens

Ceci s'inverse avec les sceaux et les potmarks les SIgnes
sont tres peu nombreux, parfois umques et li n'existe plus
de contramte en relation avec le support C'est le signe hu
même qm porte maintenant le sens De même, li semble
qu'on ne trouve plus les exclusions de certams SIgnes que
provoquait I'utihsation d'un motif donne, ce qu'on a
appele les regles d'associanon

when the decoration was set up and the locauon, angle
and exposure of rock surfaces played a crucial and
meanmgful role m the process

An unquesnonable chronological progress was obscrved
the older the substannated artifact, the more slgmficant
the matenal The oldest consideied Image holders, such
as engraVlngs and pamted vessels, are very hrruted with
regard to the choree of clements and how they were to be
arranged, the presngious objects ("powerfacts" as defined
by A Anselm) fiom Naqada IIIwere also velYrestrained
at that nrne, yet the scope of scals and potmarks from late
Naqada III and the Thirns era (Dynasties I and II) was
much broader

A change IS clearly sensed fiorn a tndimensional type
of material, ernbodied by vessels or club heads, to a
bidimensional, although double-sided, type of matenal
such as figured palettes or kmfe handles, sometirnes with
both sides bemg lmked in a graphical conunuum, to
eventually tm n to a onc-sidcd bidimensional matenal in

the last stage of the pracess

Simultancously, whrle the matcnal hmitations were
gradually brought down, the slgn on the matenal
was gettmg more and more mdependent IL can only
be understood from its relation to other slgns in the
decoration and the supporung object from Naqada II
and early NaqadaIII The only way it can be considered
IS as part of a whole, and it conveys no meamng in itself
The slgn has a meanmg (at the very least the pnmary
concept it iefcrs to) but may only be "iead" m hght of all
its governmg hrrutanve combmanons and the hierarchical
arrangement of signs in the decoration The Slgn has
very little sigmficance on an mdividual scale, and only
the whole does carry the mcamng

The reverse IS true of seals and potmarks there are not
many signs, sometimes only one, and no hrmtation is
related to the matenal The slgn in itself conveys the
meanmg, and sorne SlgnS are no longer excluded due to
a specifie patter n to be uscd, which was referred to herem
as combinauon rules

The slgn emergmg as an mdependent component IS a
necessary prerequcsite to wntmg Such a radical change
fiom the prevalent matenal to the Slgn predommance
IS certamly among the prcconditions to a transition
[rom gl aphics to proper wntmg However, such a
possibly bivalent, mdepcndent or restramed slgn also
reflects the deep-rooted ongms of hieroglypluc wntmg
in iconography Iconograpluc tradinonal scheme and
wnnng have the same raots, hke two sepai atc branches
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Cette emergence du sIgne, comme composante autonome
est un pre-reqUlS indispensable a l'ecnture Le basculement
d'une predommance du support a celle du sIgne est sans
doute l'une des conditions (parmi d'autres) au passage
du systeme graphIque a l'ecnture proprement dite
MaIS cette bivalence possible du signe, autonome ou he
par des contraintes, atteste aUSSI du profond ancrage de
l'ecriture hieroglyphique dans son iconographie Tradition
iconographique et ecnture procèdent de la même ongme,
comme deux rameaux qm se separent de la même
souche Le fait que les hiéroglyphes, contrairement aux
sIgnes de l'écnture cunéiforme, n'aient JamaIs rompu
avec la représentanon supposee du reel ~e dessm d'une
houe reste identifiable en tant que houe, même SI le
sIgne est utilise pour ecnre le verbe 'voir', en fonction de
sa valeur phonétique), est aUSSI une des raisons de cette
mterpenetranon constante entre écnture et Image

Un certain nombre d'elements representés sur lesartefacts
consideres ICI deviendront, sans changer de forme, des
hieroglyphes Par exemple, l'ibex present sur les vases
decores de Nagada II, les palettes a fard, les gravures
ou les manches de couteau passera tel tel dans le corpus
hieroglyphique pour écnre le mot n3wibex (ESO de la Sign
LIst de Gardiner) MaISces sIgnesne sont pas SI nombreux
et concernent pnncipalement les representations arumales
ou geographlques (trois montagnes pour les plateaux
desertiques, sort l'etranger ou la hgne bnsee pour l'eau)
Surtout, lisn'ennchissent quasiment qu'une seulecategone
de sIgnes, les deterrrunanfs Dans l'ecnture lueroglypluque,
ces sIgnes de categone ne se hsent pas, mais se placent en
fin de mot pour preoser la lecture On trouve par exemple
un bateau a la fin de tous les termes de navigation, un
homme aSSIS pour le vocabulaire relatif a la personne
(masculine) etc

Le corpus des sIgnes transmis de l'rconographie
nagadienne a l'ecriture est finalement tres reduit La
majorite des signes sont elabores, pms figes dans leur
forme apres l'epoque de la tombe de U-j, entre la fin de
Nagada IIIet le regne de Djoser, sous la IIIedynastie (voir
ReguIsla 2010) Ce n'est pas de ce côte qu'li faut chercher
les contributions majeures des systemes graphIques du
IV millenaire à l'ecnture

Une mise en parallele des structures contraignantes des
decors de vase de Nagada II et des regles syntaxiques
de l'ecnture hieroglyphique avait permIs de mettre en
evidence des convergences profondes (voir Graff 2009
108-111) On a pu observer ainsi de part et d'autre
la notion du plunel par le triplement d'un element,
l'absence de neutre mais la duahte forte femmmi
mascuhn, l'opposition des formes passIves et actives,

sprmgmg from one stump Among the causes of such
a contmuous mterlmkage between wntmg and Images
lS that lueroglyphics, unhke cuneiforrn wntmg Slgns,
have never broken with the tradinonal rules of reahstic
representation, as presumed (for mstance, the drawmg
of a hoe lS recogmzable as a hoe, even though the slgn
is used to e"Xpress the verb "see", based on its phonetic
value)

A number of Items displayed on arufacts studied herem
became lueroglyphics although they have the same shape
For example, the ibex that can be sccn on Naqada II
decoratcd vessels, make-up palettes, engraVlngs or kmfe
handles has rcmained as such in the hieroglypluc corpus
to wnte n3w ibex (ESO from Gardmer's Sign List) Snll,
thei e are not many SlgnS of that type and those mainly
pel tam to am mal or geograplucal representanons (three
mountains to sigmfy clesert plateaus, or the stranger, or
a broken lme to sigmfy water) Most rmportantly, almost
all of them only fal1mto the smgle c1ass of determinative
slgns In lneroglyphic wntmg, these SlgnS are not to be
read and appeaI at the end of the word for clarification
purposes For ms tance, a boat can be seen after al1
naviganon terms, or a scatcd man aftcr any locutions
related to a (male) penon, etc

Actual1y, a very hrrntcd body of SlgnS was transferred
from Naqadian iconography to wntmg Most SlgnS were
first dcsigned, then did not change shape after the U-j
gravcstone era, between late Naqacla IIIand the relgn of
Djoser, durmg the SRI Dynasty (seeRegulsla 2010) Major
mputs from the 4 th rrnllcnmum graphlcal schemes mto
wntmg ale not to be found there

Companng the hrrutanve structures of Naqada II vessel
decorations with lueroglyphic syntacucal rules had
brought to hght a number of fundamental focal pomts
(see Graff 2009 108-111) Indeed, both systems include
the expression of plural through threefold Items, have
no neuter yet a stiong femmme/masculme dichotomy,
show opposmg paSSIve and active forms, have no c1ear
cut ume scale except through transitive and mtransrtrve
forrns, and mvolve a predicate that lS formecl by addmg a
preposinonal root to change the meamng (or secondary
SlgnS surroundmg a main slgn in the middle for vessels)

Howes er, such a ngid al chitecture for orgamzmg the
decoration lS seen as particular to D- J~lare and may not
be transposed as such to other less hmuative recordmg
or representation systems

The legacy from plevlous graphlcal schemes (WI11Ch
subsequently cocxisted "VIth wntmg) isgenel ally associated
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l'absence de temporalité marquée autrement que par les
formes transitives et intransitives, ou la construction d'un
predicat par l'adjonction a un radical de prepositions en
modifiant le sens (ou de signes secondaires entourant un
sIgne dormnant place au milieu de la composition pour
les vases)

Mais une architecture aUSSI stncte dans la construction du
decor semble propre auxD- T#zre et ne peut être transposee
en l'etat aux autres systemes d'enregistrement ou de
représentanons, moms contraignants

Ce en quOl l'ecnture semble redevable aux systèmes
graphiques qm l'ont precédée (et qm ont par la suite
continue une existence concomitante avec elle) est hé
plus generalement au processus qm amene a etablir des
connexions umvoques, ou du moms restremtes a un champ
de sigmfications, entre un sIgne et un signifiant Ce qm se
construit, c'est un rapport parncuher à l'Image Rendre
compte d'une relation au monde par un graplusme
(figuratJf ou abstrait) est un phenomene ubiquiste et tres
ancien C'est probablement propre aH sapiens, SI ce n'est
au-delà Mais construire un systeme dans lequel on choisit
une representation preCIsepour la lier a un contenu fixe
et répété est une operation beaucoup plus complexe et
tardive Il s'agit de creer un code, par defimnon arbitraire
même s'il peut s'averer en parne intuitif La polysemie
du SIgne doit être en parne abandonnee Il a ete amSI
arrête, par exemple que la hgne de tnangles evoquerait
le plateau desertique, et de la l'etranger, soit ce qm est
par dela la vallée, et que le rrnheu humide le serait par
la ligne ondulee, pour le fleuve, les ouadis et les eaux
courantes, alors que les cercles concentnques renverraient
aux eaux stagnantes des oaSIS Le rapport entre le SIgne
et son referent est stable, s'apprend et se transmet Cette
dimension est d'autant plus Importante que le lien entre
SIgne et signifie n'est pas mtuinf Ainsi sur les D- TtVare,
une natte, ou une construction en natte, est rendue par
deux courtes senes de hgne honzontales superposees,
l'une legèrement decalee par rapport à l'autre === La
difficulte du chercheur contemporain a retrouver ce hen,
en l'absence de transmission, montre bien la necesslté de
l'apprentissage pour la permanence du code

Ces codes fixes, qm rendent une relation entre un SIgne
et son referent, sont presents dans tous les systemes
graphiques egyptiens C'est un lien de même type qm
existe dans le système mesopotamien des calculs et des
bullae Il a fallu qu'à un moment on arrête que le petit
cône d'argile valait pour une tête de bétail et nen d'autre

SI l'on prend en compte les cmq foyers pnmalres
d'invention de l'ecnture, il est a notre connaissance plus

wrth the PlOcess that resulted in idennfymg umvocal (or
at least lirmted to a set of meanmgs) connections between
a sign and a signifier A specifie relation to Image was
developed Descnbmg an interaction with the world
through (figurative or abstract) graphies is a very old
ubiquitous process ThIS phenomenon probably dates
back to H saptens era, or even earlier But building a
system where a specifie representation is connected to
fixed and repeated contents was a much more complex
and belated occurrence The purpose was to create a
code that rs essentially al brtrary although occasionally
intuitive Part of the slgn polysemy was to be dropped
Therefore, it was decided that the tnangle lme would
refer to a desei t plateau and, consequentIy, to a stranger
or what lS beyond the valley Also, a wetIand would be
expressed by the wavy lme, a nver by wadis or runnmg
water, whereas the concentnc crrcles would hmt at oaSIS
stagnant water The relationshrp betwecn the slgn and
its referent lS statlonary, and can be leal nt and taught
ThIS lS aIl the more lmpOl tant as there lS no intuitive
connecnon between the slgn and the sigmfied content
Thus, on D- TtVme, a mat or mat-made structure will be
represented by two short staggered senes of layered
honzontallmes ~ The modern researcher finds it
difficult to detect~connection without transmission,
wluch shows how much learmng was neces~ary to ensure
the code would lrve on

Such fixed codes that were used ta account for the
relationship between slgn and referent can be found
in aIl Egyptlan graphlcal schemes The same type of
connecnon existed m the calculs and bullae Mesopotarruan
system Eventually it had to be estabhshed that the small
clay cone represented a cattle head and nothmg else

Considenng all five pnmary sources of wntmg, we find
it more difficult to idennfy sirmlar systems foi Amencan
wntmg schemes As for China, slgns have been drawn
on vessels from the Yangshao culture (around 5000 BC)
and are identical to SImple wnnng slgns Snll, as more
than 2,500 years separate these vessels from the first
inscnptions, any speculatrve contmuity should be ruled
out

Obviously, this mental process was most complex and
elaborate in such ancrent urnes in Egypt Also, codes
between a SlgIl and a gIven sernantic field might very weIl
have partIy mfluenced the (figuranve) lueroglyphic form
and structure as they are known ta be in earhcr times

Dunng the penod fi om the p re-dynastrc era
(Naqada lIA-B) and the first two dynasties, a brand
new type of gavernment was bor n, strengthened and
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difficile de retrouver des systemes similaires pour les
ecnrures amencames Quant a la Chine, on connaît bien
des SIgnes traces sur les vases de la culture de Yangshao
(vers -5 000 av J-C) qUI sont identiques a des SIgnes
d'ecriture SImplesmais le hiatus de plus de 2 500 ans entre
cesvases et lespremIeres mscnpnons rend toute connmnte
hasardeuse

C'est marnfestement en Egypte que ce processus mental
a le developpement le plus complexe, le plus nche à
des epoques aUSSI anciennes Et Il est fort probable que
l'existence de codes entre un SIgne et un champ sémantique
donne ait mfluence pour part la forme (figuranve) et la
structure de l'ecriture hiéroglyphique telle que nous la
connaissons aux epoques ulterieures

Durant la periode qUIcomprend la fin du predynasnque
(Nagada IIA-B) et les deux prermères dynasties, on peut
constater l'apparition, la consolidation et le développement
d'une forme de gouvernement completement nouvelle,
l'Etat, caractense par une plus grande complexite
SOCIale, admirnstranve et ceremomelle, qUIaffecte toutes
les spheres des mondes humam et divin Durant le
processus de construction etanque, la figure du roi et sa
relation avec les dieux devient beaucoup plus complexe
Parallèlement, progressivement sont creees de nouvelles
formes de représentanon du pOUVOlr au sem desquelles
l'ecriture joue un rôle essentiel ITlmenez Serrano 2007a)
Se met alors en place, de maniere certame en Haute
Egypte, un système de representations avec des SIgnes
hiéroglyphiques parmI lesquels certams seront utilises
comme des Images, sans perdre leur valeur scripturale
Tout devient plus complexe d'un pomt de vue semantique,
mais en même temps plus facile à comprendre pour le
lecteur Le caractere figuranf de l'ecnture est utilisé dans
certames CIrconstances pour transmettre un message
intelhgible, dont un exemple paradigmatique serait les
Images VISIbles du public en general, au contraire de la
majorite des cas rencontres Jusqu'a mamtenant, qUI
proviennent de contextes restremts (tombes et temples)
CeCI est dû au fait, dans ces premIers moments, que
l'ecriture devient un mtrument utilise par un cercle très
restremt de personnes qUI, tres certainement, l'exhibe aUSSI
dans des contextes accessibles, comme element marqueur
d'une difference Des Icones on passe aux SIgnes avec
une charge sémantique (logogramme/rdeogramme) et,
peu après, utilisant ce que nous connaissons aujourd'hui
comme rebusprmaple, on leur donne une valeur phonetique
qUIdetermme un grand nombre de SIgnes CeCI permet
une plus grande fiexibihté au moment d'ecrire des mots
difficilement représentables L'écriture logographique,
ume avec la phonographie, permet une ecriture qUI a la
capacite d'enregistrer des messages complexes Savoir SI un

developed the State, and its rather mtncate SOCIal,
admirustrative and ccremomal hierarchy affectmg a11
human and divine i ealms ThIS state-buildmg process
resulted in a far more complex relanonship between
the kmg figure and the gods At the same nrne, new
forms of power symbols were gradually creatcd, where
wntmg played a major part ITlmenez Serrano 2007a) A
defimte repi esentanon system was then mtroduced in
Upper Egypt that mcluded hieroglyphic SIgnS, sorne of
which would later serve as Images WlÙl0Ut losmg their
scnptural function From then on, cverythmg became
more complex sernantically speakmg, yet casier to
understand for the reader Figurative wntmg was, under
specifie circumstances, used to convey an mtelhgible
message One paradigmanc example would be the
Images disclosed to thc general public, as opposed to
most mstances known to date and located m restricted
settmgs (gravestones and temples) ThIS can be explamed
by the Iact that, in those early times, wntmg became a
velucle Ioi the hrmted usc of a very exclusive glOup
of mdividuals, who also most probably used to show
it in accessible situations as a differentiatmg marker
A transition from icons to semantic Slgns (logograrrr/
ideogram) took place and, shortly alter; usmg what IS now
known as the rebus pnnaple, those were associated with a
phonetic value that would define a large number of SlgnS
Tlus would therefore offcr more fleXIblhtyto wnte worcls
that would othcrwise be illustrated ,VIÙl difficulty Once
combmed with phonographics, logographic wntmg
helped record complcx messages The advent of a tlurd
group of slgns (deterrnmanve SlgnS bnn!png a semanuc
dimension to other slgns) at such an early stage in nmc
IS cui rently under discussion ITlmenez Serrano 2007b)

Unfortunatcly, the causes of the birth of wnnng are not
cleaily known to date There IS no way to prove that
it rcsulted from the adrmmstrative requll cments of a
pohucally and ideologically developmg State, or that Ii
carne from the sunoundmgs of a temple, as was latcr
argued in mythology It IS most probable that a group
of mdrviduals m connecnon with the royal and rehgious
SOCICty (both circles were inseparable in Egypt) needed
at sorne point in time to permanently mamtam several
pleccs of mforrnanon, whether thcse wcre adrmrustrauvc,
pohtical, rehgious or any othcr type of mforrnauon
From that moment on, a new deviee was born and
further developed as new demands erneiged, since it
came to be used m mcreasmgly complcx situations, as
ma State WIÙl a groWlng number of dependent regIons
Thus, for example, terntones were idennfied from the
representations of thcir mam gods, and the numei ic
system was well developed dunng the reIgn of the
monarch who IS buned m U-J gravestone (NaqadallIA2)
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trOlsiemegroupe de sIgnes, les deterrrunanfs, qUldonnent
une valeur semantique aux autres, apparaît aUSSI tôt est un
pomt qœ reste débattu (Jlmenez Serrano 2üü7b)

Malheureusement, les raisons qUl ont provoque
l'apparition de l'ecnture ne sont pas totalement claires
Nous ne pouvons êtres sûrs que son ongme soit due aux
necessites adrrumstratrves d'un Etat qUlse construisait d'un
pomt de vue pohnque et Ideologique, ru qu'li soit sorti des
alentours d'un temple non plus, comme la mythologie
essaiera plus tard de l'expliquer Ce qUl est probable,
c'est qu'un groupe de personnes en relation avec le cercle
royal et religieux - rappelons qu'lis sont mseparables en
Egypte- a eu besom de mamterur sous une forme durable
une sene d'informations, qu'elles soient adrrumstranves,
pohtico-rehgieuses ou de tout autre aspect A partir de ce
moment, est apparu un nouvel mstrument, se developpant
lorsqu'apparaissaient de nouvelles nécessites, grâce à
son utilisation dans un contexte toujours plus complexe
comme pouvait l'être un Etat avec un nombre croissant
de regIons dependantes du centre Ainsi, par exemple, les
terntoires ont ete identifies a partir des etendards de leurs
dieux pnnClpaux et le systeme numcnque était plemement
developpe a la penode du regne du souverain enterre dans
la tombe U-J (Nagada lIIA2) Dans les deux cas, li s'agit de
solutions relativement simples C'est le cas des étendards
qUl requierent toutefois une exphcation plus profonde,
parce qu'li s'agit d'un objet identifie a un territoire, dont les
limites sont ImpreClses,mais indubitablement en relation
avec une divmite ou un sanctuaire concret li est possible
que les temenos aient fonctionné peu de temps apres leur
ongIne comme les catalyseurs de l'orgamsanon pohnco
adrmmstrative des premIeres entites territonales de la
Vallee du NIl et, une fois qu'Ils ont fait partie d'autres
realites de plus grande envergure, les representations
schématiques de leurs temples ou de leurs etendards se
soient transformees en une metonyrrue du territoire qœ
en dependait

Ces prerruers stades de developpement de l'ecnture se
caractensent par un nombre d'exemples tres restremt,
du fait du contexte reduit d'utihsation de l'ecnture ou,
probablement, du fait du hasard archeologique li faut dire
que I'égyptologie souffre d'un probleme methodologique
qœ nous offre une vision partielle de la realite Au cours de
deux sièclesde recherches dans la Vallee du Nil, les fouilles
archeologiques se sont concentrees sur les necropoles et
les grands temples La pnse en compte contemporaine
de ce problème n'a pas perrrus de le resoudre En outre,
Jusqu'a la fin des annees 1960, les fouilles d'habitat
anteneurs a l'epoque des pyrarrudes ont ete très rares et,
dans la majorite des cas, entrepnses avec des methodes
madequates

Both are rather simple solutions However, the use of
representations IS worth discussing in more details, as
these i cfer to an object associated with an mdefimtely
dehneated tcrntory, yet undoubtedly related to a deity or
a tangible sanctuary It may be that temenos, vcry shortly
after their creation, served as catalysts for the pohucal
and adnurustrative orgamzation of the first teri itorral
entities in the Nile nvei valley and, once they were part
of a greater reahty, the schematic deprenons of their
temples 01 representations turned mto a metonyrmcal
iepresentanon of the relatcd terntory

The first stages of wntmg development are known
for their vcry hrruted number of examples due to
the restncted conditions of wntmg 01, very hkelv, to
archaeological chance It must be said that Egyptology
suffers a methodology pioblcm that only offers a partial
vision of rcality Dunng two hundred years of researches
down the Nile nver valley, archaeological excavations
were mamly hmited to necropolises and large temples
Incorporatmg this pi oblern in contemporary studies
was not enough to providc a solution In addition, until
the late 1960's, there had been very few excavations
in housmgs datmg back to a tïme befoi c the pyrarmds
were built and, in most cases, madequate methods were
employcd to do so

Therefoi e, we need to consider the fact that our current
SOUlceS on the ongIns of wntlng mamly come from the
Upper Egypt regIon and from funerary and (very seldom)
rehgious settlngs (mamly Hieraconpohs) Wlth a more
comprehensive undei standmg of urban and palatial
settmgs and more examples of temples, the ongIns of
wntmg would certamly be more confidently cxplamed
or not' Furthermore, considermg the magical quahty of
wntmg, the conditions of ItS use rmght well bc hrruted to
temples, palaces and the funerary arena

Howevcr that ma)' be, the ongms of wntmg shall remam
a controversial tepic for many decades although in
Egypt, as mdicated abovc, it IS deeply hnked to figuratIve
representauon

It IS however well-estabhshed that, from the moment of
ItS birth m the last 1/3 of the 4Lh rmllenruum, wntmg
became one of the greatest accepted knowledge of
mankmd From this pomt, at the junction between
specifie pei iods, the wntmg started to grow more
mtncate from a lexical and spelhng perspective One
of thcsc key moments occurred dunng the reIgns of
Horus Ka and Horus Nai mer Both probably wei e
responsible for causmg almost the entrre Nile river
valley, from Elephantme Island to the Mediterranean,
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Ainsi nous devons ternr compte du fait que nos
sources actuelles sur l'ongme de l'ecnture procedent
majoritairement de Haute-Egypte et de contextes
funer aires et, dans quelques rares cas, rchgieux
(Hiérakonpohs pnncipalement) Sans aucun doute, avec
une connaissance plus complete des contextes urbains
et palaciaux, et plus d'exemples de temples, on pourrait
expliquer avec moms d'hesitations l'ongme de l'ecnture
ou pas 1 li est aussi possible qu'etant donne le caractere
magique de l'ecnture, son contexte d'unhsation se hrrute
aux temples, au palais et au monde funeraire

Qum qu'il en soit, l'origine de l'écnture est un sujet
polémique pour encore plusieurs decenmes, bien qu'en
Egypte, comme Il a ete dit plus haut, elle soit hee a la
representation figuranve

Ce qw est bien avere, c'est qu'a partir de son appannon,
dans le dermer ners du IV' millenaire, l'ecnture devient un
des grands acqms de l'humamte A partir de ce moment,
qw comcide a des penodes specifiques, elle devient plus
complexe du pomt de vue lexical et orthographique Un
de ces moments clefsa eu heu durant les règnes de l'Horus
Ka et de l'Horus Narmer Les deux sont probablement
responsables du fait que presque la totalite de la Vallée
du NIl, depuis Elephantine Jusqu'a la Mediterranee, soit
sous le gouvernement suprême d'un seul individu Ce saut
quahtanf de l'expansion terntonale, en plus de la stabilite
politique de l'Egypte qUlpermet une plus grande sécunte
dans les echanges avec les régions voisines, requiert une
adrmmstranon plus vaste et plus complexe necessitant un
mstrument pour faciliter l'enregistrement des donnees et la
transmission des ordres et des dons Fruit de ces necessites
et du nouvel ordre pohnque, surgit Memphis, qw devient,
a partir de ce moment, le centre le plus Important de
fonctionnaires de l'Etat En même temps, ces rois ont
besom d'être reconnus comme tels par des groupes de
population Jusqu'a maintenant etaient etrangere aux
souverains enterres a Abydos et pour lesquels il leur
faut utiliser tous les outils qUl leur permettent d'être
comprehensibles à chfferentesvisions et expenences Mais
le nouveau concept que veulent transmettre ees prenuers
rois d'Egypte va de palf avec une sphere divine et magique
qUl justifie leur position aupres des hommes Un des
elements fondamentaux qu'us utilisent est l'ecnture Celle
0, partant des representations figuranves anteneures,
utilise lesproportions pour magmfier le personnage le plus
Important face au reste, ou simplement considère le reste
commme quantite mineure, V01re, l'Ignore

Le succes du systeme etatique en Egypte depuis la
naissance de l'ecnture suppose non seulement la
continuite des methodes de commurncatron, mais

to be governed by a smgle soveieign Such aJump in
quality [rom terntonal expansion, in addition to the
Egyptian pohtical constancy wluch made foi secured
interactions with the neighboring regions, demanded
a larger and more complex adrmrustrauve system that
i equired a vehicle to exp edite data recordmg as weil as
ordci and gIft transmission Memphis was born from
such demands and new pohncal order and became,
from then on, the most Important hub of State officiais
At the same nme, the kmgs needed to be acknowledged
as sovereigns by groups of people who, unul then, were
unknown to the monai chs buned m Abydos and for
wluch they had to use ail possible tools m order to gam
appreciation from different perspectives and expenences
Yet, these first kmgs of Egypt wanted to convey a new
concept, hand m hand with a divine and magical sphere
that wouldJUStIfY their position in relation to men They
used wntmg as a fundamental vehiclc Based on past
figurative representations, wnting uses proportions to
glonfy the leading character as compared to others,
or simply considers others as a rrunor quantity, or even
Ignores them

The success of State as a pohtical system in Egypt smcc
the creation of wntmg imphes that commumcations
mcthods were developed along a conunuous path, and
expanded and grew more complex as a result of their
very success and pracncahty Along such a plOcess,
the fundamental pi mciplcs of wntmg, as doubtlessly
idcntified dunng the lelgn of Horus Ka, rernained
unchanged unnl the 5th century BC when Chnsnaruty
eventually got nd of the Egypnan pagamsuc religion as
the last sanctuary for wnnng
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a uss i leu r développement et l' au gm en ta tion de leur
co m plexité com me co nséque nce de leur p ropre succès
et fonctionnalité . Dans cc p roel'ssLlS, les prin cip es sur
lesquels se construisit l'écriture, q ue l'on peut reconna ître
sa ns doute sous le règne de l'Horus K a, ne cha ng en t
pas ct restent im muables j usq u'au v s. ap.J. -c. , lorsque
le christia n ism e en finira avec la re ligion paganiste
égy ptien ne, ultime refuge de l'écriture.
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it seems thot the relation between the sign und the motetial support might be 0 key 01

understanding. Several promising avenues havebeen pinpoirned while tokin9 into a((Ounl
ofthe memorizotion techniques oforalperformanceln rituol proctiee.
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