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. Préface
Foreword

Pierre Deleage

Laboratoire d Anthropologie Sociale  Paris (France)
deleagepierre@hotmail com

n ne connait aujourd’hu avec certitude que quatre ecritures mventees independamment les unes des autres

D’écriture sumerienne, en Mesopotamie méndionale, et ’ecriture egyptienne apparurent a peu pres en

méme temps, dans les dermers siecles du IVermllenaire , les speciahstes de ces ecritures discutent encore de
’anteriorite de I'un de ces systemes sur ’autre et le debat est reguberement relance parles decouvertes archéologiques
et les options théoriques chosies En etat des connaissances, les premueres traces de I’écriture chinoise remontent au
xm© siecle et celles de ecriture maya au 1v° siecle, ces dates s’entendant avant ere commune Toutes les ecritures qui
nous sont familieres dervent, d’une mantere ou d’une autre, de ces quatre ecritures orginelles

Ces ecritures ont en commun d’étre des systémes muxtes de transcription de la langue leurs signes graphiques ont
une valeur soit logographique, ils mscrivent des unites de sens, soit phonographique, ils inscrivent des unites sonores
S’1l est évident que les signes phonographiques dependent de la phonologre particuliere a chaque langue, 1l ne faut pas
croire que les signes logographiques denotent un referent independant de toute langue Au contraire, dans la mesure
ou chaque langue vehicule sa propre distribution semantique, par les particulantes de ses decoupages lexicaux, les
signes logographiques sont rattaches eux auss: a une langue donnée De maniere imprecise, 1l serait possible de dire
qu’ils notent les mots de la langue (au sens strict un logogramme code une urute morphologique de la langue)

Cette cichotomie sérmotique entre logographie et phonographue ne doit toutefors pas étre essentialisee Aucune ecriture
ne se redmt a la ssmple transcription des sonorites d'une langue, pas méme I’alphabet phonetique mnternational, et le
simple espacement des mots introdut une dimension logographique dans les alphabets tres phonographiques qui font
correspondre de mamere systematique un son a une lettre et une lettre a un son - ce que ne font, soit dit en passant, m
I'alphabet francais m ’alphabet anglais (Marshall Unger & DeFrancis 1995) Aucune ecriture ne se reduit non plus ala
simple transcription des mots d’'une langue Certes I’ecriture chinoise est massivement logographique, chaque caractere
codant un mot , cependant plus de 90% de ses signes sont composites et contiennent un element graphique indiquant
la maniere dont le mot se prononce - la chose etant rendue aisee par le fait que les mots chinos, dans leur grande
majorite, sont constitues d’une seule syllabe 1 est donc plus prudent de considerer que, d’un point de vue semiotique,
les ecritures se repartissent le long d’'une échelle dont les extrenutes sont d’un céte la pure notation du sens et de I'autre
la pure notation du son La plupart des ecritures sont soit plutét phonographiques, comme Palphabet elles codent
avant tout des sons, soit plut6t logographiques, comme ecriture chinoise elles codent avant tout des mots (fig 1)

Ces elements étant donnes, 1l existe ayjourd’hu plusieurs approches du probleme de 'ongme de 'ecriture La premuére
est psychologique elle consste a étudier les contraintes que notre hentage neuronal commun fait peser sur I’apparence
graphique etl’armature sémiotique des ecritures Stamslas Dehaene (Dehaene 2007) a par exemple montre que la lecture
etait prise en charge par une aire cerebrale, une partie du cortex occipito-temporal ventral, qui semble étre spéciahisée
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Phonographie pure Logographie pure
Fmlandais Chinois
Frangais Japonais
Anglas Coreen Codes
Notation crypto-
phonétique graphiques
v v

m—— | epartition des ecritures intégrales existantes
Contmuum theorique

1 Continuum semiotique des ecritures / Semiotic continuum of writing systems

chez les primates dans la reconnaissance de formes geometriques stmples Cette contrainte cognitive, dont la fonction
pourrait étre de reconnaitre les objets visuels malgre les aspects varies qu’ils peuvent présenter au systeme perceptf,
serait recyclee au cours de I'mvention et de la selection des elements graphiques d’'une ecriture Elle en exphquerait la
stabihite des formes, la facihte de leur reconnaissance malgre leur vanabilité relative et, empinquement, l'air de farmille
qu’entretiennent toutes les écritures du monde

La deuxieme approche, celle des historiens, est la plus commune elle consiste a associer la naissance de ecriture a
Paccroissement des échanges marchands correle a la sedentarisation, a 'urbamsation et a 'appantion d’une forme
d’orgamsation sociale de type etatique Il est indemable que 'mvention etla transiussion de ecriture sont conditionnees
par un degre assez eleve de division sociale du travail Or on sait aujourd’hui que les écritures, ou du moins leurs
principes semiotiques essentiels, sont apparus par surgissements soudains a I’echelle d’une vie humaine (Glassner
2000, Houston 2004) Le caractere systematique de la notation phonographique, ou chaque unite n’existe que par
son contraste avec les autres, exige en effet un effort intellectuel concerte et assez bref qui s’appuya a chaque fors, en
le recyclant, sur un répertorre de representations iconographiques traditionnel relativement stable qui devait étre bien
connu des mnventeurs mais qui w’avait pas vocation a transcrire une langue Cet effort cognitif important, les inventeurs
d’ecriture etant aussi les premuers hingustes, fut tres clairement favorise par une orgamsation sociale liberant certains
mdividus, aux detriment d’autres, des taches productives les plus elementaires La sedentarisation, I'urbanisation, la
division sociale du travail furent donc des conditions necessaires (mais non suffisantes) de I''nvention de ’ecriture

L’association des ongines de I'ecriture a des besoins admimistratifs de comptabilité est cependant beaucoup plus
problematique Outre le fait qu’elle ne convient m au cas chinors, 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 pourquot les techmques traditionnelles de comptage n’ont pas suffit a satisfaire ces besoins
admmstranfs, pourquor une techmque auss: peu econormque et auss: complexe quun codage de la langue parlee a
ete elaboree pour remplir un tel objectuf L’hypothese reste neanmoins difficile a refuter en I'etat des connaissances
actuelles Dans tous les cas, s1 une division sociale du travail accentuee ibera suffisamment de temps pour permettre a
certains indvidus d’elaborer; en espace d’une generation, une technologie aussi raffinee que Pecriture, 1 manque aux
theores de ces hustoriens une description des conditions institutionnelles precises de ces mventions et surtout la raison
susceptible d’exphquer pourquor un effort mtellectuel auss1 important a paru valoir la peine d’étre fourm

La troisieme approche du probleme de Pongine de 'ecriture consiste d’une part a identifier des antecedents graphiques
aux formes des caracteres des ecritures et d’autre part a chercher des continuites d’usage de matériaux et d’operations
techniques C’est la voie privilegtee par les historiens de ’ecriture car elle est de lomn la plus susceptible de fourmir a 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 numeriques, les inscriptions calendaures, les sceaux, qui tous
preexisterent aux ecritures, ont ainsi ete nus a contribution et de nombreuses continuités ont ete reperees, permettant
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d’mmaginer les procedures qui permirent aux inventeurs d’ecriture de recycler des systemes graphques qui leur etatent
farmbiers

Une telle approche pose neanmorns avec une acuite certame le probleme de la defimtion de Pecriture, ¢’est-a-dire de la
différence entre 'ecriture et les sor-disant « proto-ecritures » Car sll est clair que la categorie résiduelle des « systemes
graphiques qui ne sont pas des ecritures » comporte des technologies extrémement differentes les unes des autres, 1l est
possible qu’en y regardant de plus pres on puisse se donner les moyens non seulement de clarifier quelques catégories
conceptuelles, y comprs celle d’ecriture, mais ausst d’aborder le probleme de ’origine de ’ecriture d’une nouvelle
manere C’est ce que je propose d’esquisser 1c1

Bien avant 'mvention de ’écriture, 1l est plus que probable que de nombreuses societés humaines ont elabore et utihise
des systemes graphiques standardises vehiculant de 'imformation Ces systémes graphiques etatent independants d'une
langue donnee, 1ls n’avaient pas pour objectif’ de transcrire des mots ou des sons Ils pouvaient neanmorns étre decodes
par une communaute quu, s elle n’etait pas defime par une langue partagée, entretenait un ensemble de representations
culturelles semblables Les chromques de guerre des Iroquors, dans I’Amernique du Nord des Xvir® et xvine© siecles,
constitue un bon exemple de ces systemes graphiques Elles pouvalent étre gravees sur un casse-téte personnel mais
auss1 sur certams arbres ecorces situés a proximite du heu d’un combat, a la vue de tous, devenant ams1 de véritables
monuments

Elles employaient des caracteres standardises en nombre limmté dont 'inscription obeissait a une syntaxe rigoureuse
(Meachum 2007) Le prenuer signe était un « autoportrait » désignant le chef de I’expedition guerriere au moyen de la
reproduction d’une partie de son tatouage personnel et/ou de entite surnaturelle a laquelle 1l etait 1é (plus rarement
au moyen de son embleme d’appartenance clanique) Survait une serie de representations stylisees de wampum, des
colliers de perles, qui symbolisatent chacun une expedition guerriere Lorsqu’un wampum etait représente transpercé
par une fléche, c’est que le chef avait eté blesse lors de l'affrontement Suivaent, sous forme de personnages stylhses,
les prisonnuers et les tues, avec I'mdication de leur sexe D’autres elements pouvalent étre ajoutés, tels que le nombre
de guerners (une sumple serie de traits), le contexte geographique (une carte) ou les armes volees aux victimes (fig 2)

Ces chromques guerrieres utiisaient donc un systeme graphique extrémement standardise, non pas pour nscrire les
elements d’une langue, mais pour donner a voir un certain nombre d’informations codifiées De ce fait elles n’etatent
pas attachees 2 un discours & transmettre et a faire memoriser, et elles ne rentratent pas dansle cadre d’un apprentissage
Gravees sur les arbres, elles pouvaient étre « lues » par les ennemus des froquois qui ne parlatent pas leur langue, comme
les Abenaquu, les Delaware, les Choctaw, les Creek, etc Des chromques guerriéres semblables, purs systemes graphiques
standardisés véhiculant des informations codifiees independamment d’une langue ou d’un discours donnes, peuvent
étre egalement trouves chez les Indiens des Plamnes qui les peignalent sur des peaux de bisons avant de les mscrire, au
XIx® siecle, dans des carnets qu’ils conservalent sur eux (White Bull & Howard 1998, Dempsey 2007) Le systeme de
notation des devins gourmantche, en Afrique de ’ouest, fait auss: partie de ce genre de systemes graphiques (Cartry
1963) et1l en existe de nombreux autres dans le monde

Beaucoup plus mteressants peut-étre sont les systemes graphiques standardises dont la fonction etait d’mscrire des
chscours en une langue donnee s furent egalement assez nombreux et j’a1 choisi, dans un hivre recent, de les qualifier
«d’ecriture » (Deleage 2013a) s différent neanmoins des ecritures déja evoquees - sumerienne, egyptienne, chinoise,
maya - dans la mesure ou leur repertoire de caracteres n’a pas pour vocation de transcrire I'itegrahté des elements
(morphologiques et/ou phonetiques) d’un discours mas seulement certains de ces elements rigoureusement choisis
selon des regles précises De ce faut ces systemes graphiques se caracterisent par leur selectivite

Aungi, parmi les Indiens des Plaines d’Amerique du Nord, 1l état de coutume qu’un homme tienne le registre des noms
des annees passees 1l conservait de cette mameére une chromque historique qu’il connaissait par cceur et qu’il pouvait
reciter 2 la demande Elle consistait en la serie chronologiquement ordonnée des noms attribues a chacun des hivers
A chaque nom etait assocte un court recit en exphquant Porigine, une anecdote, un fait marquant ou mcongru Par
exemple, dans le registre lakota de Chien Rapide (Sunka Luzahan), 'annee 1863 est nommee « {is tuerent un chasseur

Pretustotres de | ecriture Iconographie pratiques graphiques et emergence de | ecrit dans | Egypte predynastique | 2016]5 15
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de renard » et le recit du meurtre est associé a ce nom (fig 3) Le nom doit
étre retenu par cceur tandis qu'dl suffit de memorser le schema narratf
approxumatif du récit (Howard 1960 388)

S1 de nombreuses sociétes des Plaines, a ’exemple des Blackfeet, se
contenterent d’une memorisation purement orale de ces listes de noms
propres (Wissler 1911 45), certains Indiens des Plaines employerent
dwverses techruques de notation pour pouvorr les « lire » - de longs batons
couvertes d’entailles, de multiples nceuds se suceédant sur une corde, des
paquets de batonnets, etc Finalement, au XIx® siecle, apparurent ce que
la hittérature anthropologique nomme des « comptes d’hivers », c’est-
a-dire des transcriptions graphiques de ces discours sur papier, a Paide
d’un systeme graphique nouveau de nature logographique (Clark 1885
211-212) 1l sagissait la d’un systéme graphique selectf seule la sene
precisement ordonnée de noms propres ctait inscrite, a 'exclusion des

recits qui etalent racontes lorsque le chromqueur deroulast les annales de =
sa societe et qui demeuraient conserves par la seule memoure orale En
dehors des Plamnes, on trouve des chroniques historiques a la semiotique =
similaire chez les Pima, les Papago, les Salish ou les Flathead

=

Au x1x° siecle, la Conféderation 1roquoise reorganisa et institua une
ceremonie complexe qui devint le coeur de sa tradition rituelle, la
« céremomnie de condoleance », au cours de laquelle les chefs recemment
décédes etatent pleures et leurs successeurs mtroruses (Fenton 1985, Gibson
etal 1992) Elle comportant une serie de cing ntuels a accomphr les uns a

b 2a & b Chroniques guerrieres des lroquors / lroquois warrior s chronicle
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3. Chronigue historique lakota de Chien Rapide / Swilt Dog's Lakota historical chronicia

la suite des autres, chacun comportant de longs chants a réciter le plus exactement p0551ble Le premier rituel, nommgé
« Marcher sur le sentier » ou encore « Eloge funebre des Fondatcurs de la Ligue », consistait en la récitation ordonnee
dcs noms des cinquantce chefs de la Ligue dcs Iroquois. En voict les premicres hgncs .

Tehkanhhoken, entends-nous bien, tor qui élait chef
Hayenwoatha, entends-nous bien, toi qui étail chef
Shadekarihwade, entends-nous bien, lot qui élail chef
Sharenhhowane, entends-nous bien, lot quz étail chef
Tehyonheghtwen, entends-nous ben, tor qui élail chef
{(Hale 1963: 129)

Dans la mesure ou exactitude de la répétition était particulierement recherchée par les ritualistes iroquois, on vit
apparaitre des transcriptions graphiques sélectives de cette éloge funébre mais aussi d’autres chants de la cérémonie.
II semble qu’un grand collier de wampum a cinquante branches fut d’abord utilisé (Jenness 1932). 1I fut ensuite
remplacé par une série de caractéres gravés sur des cannes de hois (Fenton 1950) ou tracés sur des feuilles de papier
(Hewitt & Fenton 1945). Scule Ja partic vanable des énoncés du chant, le nom propre du chef, était inscrite, la partie
constante, indéfiniment répétéc, « Entends-nous bien, toi qui était chef », était quant a elle confiée a la mémoire
orale. Il S’agissait donc d’un systeme graphique standardisé transcrivant de maniére sélective un discours précis. Ala
différence des comptes d’hivers des Inciens des Plaines, la partie non inscrite du discours devait elle aussi faire objet
d’une mémorisation par cceur, mot a mot ; la répétition a I'identique de cette partie dans chaque énoncé du chant en
rendait toutefols la mémorisation orale assez aisée (fig. 4).

Préhistoires de ['écnture. lconographic, pratiques graphiques et émergence de 'écrit dans {'Eqypte prédynastique |
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4 Canne de condoleance de la Confederation iroquoise /
Iroquors Confederacy s condolence cane

Le chamanisme des Navajo du Sud-Ouest des Etats-Unus est d"une grande complexité 1l comporte plusieurs longues
ceremonues therapeutiques, durant entre deux et neuf muts, pour lesquelles le praticien doit memoriser de longs chants,
diverses sequences gestuelles hees a 'usage d’un grand nombre d’objets rituels et un certain nombre de pentures de
sable al’iconographie comphquee Certains chamanes utiliserent egalement, au cours de leur periode d’apprentissage,
des transcriptions graphiques de leur repertoire de chants (Newcomb etal 1956, Deleage 201 1) Le systeme graphique
que le chamane Fils de Perle utilisa pour transcrire le chant du Dieu Parlant a éte publie par le musicologue David
McAllester en 1950 (McAllester 1950) Voiai la traduction de la premuere strophe du chant

Mor, mantenant ) avance, mor, maintenant ' avance
Mor, maintenant j’avance
Mo, je surs le Dieu Parlant, mamtenant y’avance
Depuss Uest souterran, j’avance, mamtenant ’avance
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Laurore en face de mor, mantenant y’avance
Le mas blanc en face de mor, maintenant y’avance
Des quantstes de choses molles en face de moy, maintenant y’avance
Des quantites d’eau en face de mor, maintenant y’avance
Le pollen de maus en face de mor, mantenant y’avance
Sur la téte du Diew Parlant, de Pobsudienne et des quantites de choses molles, maintenant y’avance
Une orelle de mass a Uextremite entierement couverte de gramns m’mstrust, mantenant )’ avance
Moy, j’avance dessus, maintenant j’avance
Mou, ye swrs Sahanahray Bekay Hozhon, maintenant yavance

Devant mor, la beaute, mantenant y’avance
Derriere moy, la beaute, mantenant y’avance

Mo, mawntenant y’avance, mor, mamntenant j’avance

Moy, mantenant " avance, mor, mantenant y’avance

Le chant est composé dans une structure parallehste classique que 'on trouve dans tous les chants navajo et dans la
plupart des traditions orales du monde On distingue une partie vanable, « Moy, je suis le Dieu Parlant », etc , et une
partie constante, « Maintenant, y’avance », inlassablement repetee a la suite de chacune des varables — procedure
que I'on a deja observee dans I’eloge funebre des Iroquois La seconde strophe du chant est structuree par le méme
parallehsme , cependant elle mtroduit une nouvelle forme de paralléhsme, d’ordre superieur, en duphquant exactement
la méme succession de sequences tout en en substituant chacune des variables

En voici la traduction

Moy, mamntenant yavance
Mo, ge suss le Drew Hoghan, mamntenant y'avance
Deprus Pouest souterrain, y’avance, mantenant y’avance
Le crepuscule jaune en face de moy, mantenant y’avance
Le maus jaune en face de mor, mantenant y’avance
Des quanttes de choses dures en face de mor, mawmntenant y’avance
Un peu deau en face de moy, mantenanty’avance
Le pollen de mans en face de moy, mamtenant y’avance
Sur la couronne de la téte du Dieu Hoghan, un arc-en-ciel et des quantites de choses dures,
mamntenant ) avance avec eux, mamtenant | avance
Un gram de mass rond me parle, mantenant y’avance
Mo, javance dessus, mamntenant y’avance
Mo, je surs Sahanahray Bekay Hozhon, maintenant j’avance
Dernere moy, la beaute, mawntenant y’avance
Devant mou, la beaute, mantenant  1’avance
Moy, mantenant y’avance, mor, mantenant )’ avance
Mo, mantenant y’avance, mor, mamntenant j’avance
Moz, mamtenant y’avance

La structure de cette seconde strophe est exactement identique a celle de la premiere, siumplement, aux variables
sequencees de la premiere strophe viennent se substituer, a propos d’un second nom de divinite, de nouvelles variables
On peut donc vorr chaque strophe comme un seul énonce d’une structure paralléhste d’ordre supenieur De quelle
manitere Fils de Perle a-t-1l realise sa transcription graphique de ce chant ? Il a d’abord choisi de ne noter que les seules
variables de la structure paralleliste En effet, méme s1 un signe correspond ala constante « J’avance », 11 n’est dessine
qu’une fois (en troisieme position) , pour la suite de la transcription, 1l reste imphcite Puis le chanteur a transcrit la
seconde strophe de la méme manuere, en selechionnant les seules variables Mais 1l a egalement donne a vour la seconde
forme de parallelisme, d’ordre superieur, en etablissant une double correspondance graphique et spatiale entre les
deux series « paralleles » de caracteres (fig 5)

Prehistoires de | ecriture Iconographie pratiques graphiques et emergence de | ecnit dans | Egypte predynastique | 201615 15
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L’exemple navajo prouve donc que les systemes graphiques transcrivant de marniere sélective des ciscours ne se hmitent
pas al'mscription de histes de noms mais concernent ausst des chants rituels complexes D’une mamere plus generale,
la semiotique selective de ces systemes graphiques est reguherement accompagnee d’enrichissements iconographiques
(Sever1 1994), ce en quor 1ls ne différent guere de I'ecriture au sens propre qui entretient depuis longtemps des hens
complexes avec 'image (Bolzon1 2005) On remarquera aussi que si les parties de discours sélectionnees par la
transcription sont le plus souvent des logogrammes, 1l existe des exemples chez les Apaches (Basso & Anderson 1973)
et les Mexica (Boone 2000) ou certains signes de ces systemes selectifs etalent phonographiques

Par ailleurs s1 ’on compare les systémes graphiques vehiculant de simples informations aux systémes graphiques
transcrivant des discours, on observera d’abord que la standardisation graphique est beaucoup plus poussee dans
les premuers que dans les seconds, ce qui s’explique simplement par le fait que les seconds ne font qu’accompagner
un discours Enswite 1l apparait que tandis que les chromques guerneres des Iroquos et des Indiens des Plames ne
donnerent heu qu’a des gloses, a la maniere de legendes exphquant la signification de dessins, les systemes graphiques
selectifs, quant a eux, eurent reguherement I’occasion d’étre transhttéres en alphabet latin Ainsi les comptes d’hivers
des Lakota McCoy 1983) etles chants rituels des Iroquois (Hewitt 1928) firent 'objet de transhtteration alphabetique
de la part de ceux-la méme qui etazent tenus d’en assurer la transnussion

En plus de leur sémiotique selective, les systemes graphiques transcrivant les chromques historiques des Indiens des
Plaines, les eloge funebres des Iroquors et les chants des Navajo partagent une caractenistque fondamentale tous
ces systemes graphiques firent 'objet d’un regime d’usage attache (Deleage 2013a, 2013b, 2013c) Cela signifie
qu’ils furent constitutivement attaches a des discours précs, et non pas a n’'mmporte quel discours, comme c’est le cas
en general pour les ecritures Ils n’eurent pas pour fonction de se substituer a ces discours mais d’en accompagner
I'apprentissage par cceur de ce fat, et encore une fois a la difference de I’écriture, ces systemes graphiques selectifs
ne pouvalent pas remplacer la transmission orale, 1s avalent pour unique objectif d’en accroitre la fidelite, d'une
récitation a "autre Enfin dans la mesure ou ces systemes graphiques etaient attaches a des discours precis, ils étaent
attaches aux mstitutions dont la tiche consistait a assurer la transmuission de ces discours , dans les exemples etudiés,
i s’agit de la fonction de chroniqueur chez les Indiens des Plaines, de la ceremonte de condoleances chez les Iroquois
et des chamanes chanteurs chez les Navajo 1l est evident que c’est dans le cadre microsociologique de ces mstitutions
que ces systémes graphiques de transcription selective du discours ont ete mvente , de ce fait 1l est possible que ce
regime d’usage attache soit conceptuellement fecond pour penser I’onigine des grandes écritures qui furent elaborees
indépendamment les unes des autres

Les systemes graphiques selectfs et attaches sont amnsi susceptibles de jouer un role important dans la reflexion sur les
conditions de 'imvention de 'ecriture en general Car nous savons tres bien pour quelle finahte 1ls furent elabores  leurs
mventeurs souhaitaient facihter la memorisation exacte de discours nituels standardises Autrement dat, 1ls voulalent
elaborer un moyen d’accroitre encore plus la stabilite de discours sacres afin qu’ils se propagent au plus grand nombre
sous une seule forme canonique Ce regime d’usage attache semble pouvorr étre transpose, certes avec prudence,
aux ecritures onginelles Amsi, Stephen Houston (Houston 1994) a defendu 'idee selon laquelle ’ecriture maya fut
toujours caracterisee par un regime d’usage « recitationnel » (recifational biteragy) elle etait destinee a transcrire des
textes hautement formahses qui devaient étre lus ou recites a voix haute dans diverses occasions ceremomnelles La
transmussion de ce savoir-hire ou de ce savorr « recitationnel » etait peut-étre méme disjointe de celle du savoir-ecrire
des scribes

Plus recemment, Leon Vandermeersch (Vandermeersch 2011 119) a synthetise en une seule phrase le fait que
I'ecriture chinoise fut oniginellement mseparable de textes ou de discours standardises « En Chine, la genese de
Iecriture presente cette particulante que ce qui est d’abord invente n’est pas un systeme de notation du discours oral
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Ilam From Thedawn The Soft Waters Corm  Ontopof Obsidian An ear Sahanahray Bekay
the Talking  under the wander lies towards white stuffs pollen Talking ete, lie of corn, Hozhon
God East about me corn God’shead  together ete
L]
I Iam From Theyellow The  Allsorts The Thecorn Thecrownof allsorts A round Saha- Bekay
the Hogahn under the afterglow yellow  of hard Iittle one of pollen Hogahn Gods ofhard  kernelof nahray Hozhon
God West, etc corn things the waters head, the  things corn
rammbow and

5 Transcription du chant du Dieu Parlant par le Navajo Fils de Perle / Son of Pearl s Navajo transcription of the Song of the Talking God

ordinaire exprimé spontanement dans la langue naturelle, mais un systeme de notations d’operations divinatoires
exprimees de fagon extrémement formalisée » Les ecritures maya et chmoises etaient donc trés probablement, au
moment de leur apparition, des ecritures attachees et c’est pour satisfaire un tel regume d’usage qu’elles furent inventees

On peut dés lors se demander a bon droit s1 les ecritures mesopotamienne et egyptienne ne furent pas, elles aussi, dans
un premuer temps, des ecritures attachees, mventees afin d’accroitre la stabilite de trachtions discursives canoniques
dont la répetition exacte etait jugee de la plus haute importance par une petite classe d’experts Une telle exphcation
aurait le merite de donner une motivation plausible a extraordinaire effort intellectuel que durent fournir ces experts
en tracition orale afin d’mventer a la fors une ecriture et une tradition ecrite

Dans ce volume, Alejandro Jimenez-Serrano définit les débuts de ’ecriture egyptienne comme une « ecriture
entiérement développee mais dotee d’une capacité imitee de communication » tandis que Remo Mugnaiom rappelie,
a propos de P’écriture mesopotamenne, « qu’il ne faut pas perdre de vue qu’a ce stade, la transcription fidele de la
langue n’est pas dans la perspective de 'ecriture Seuls, en effet, n’ont de raisons d’étre pris en compte que les elements
fondamentaux permettant d’apprehender les diverses modalites des operations comme leur nature, leur moment, leur
duree, leur heu ains: que les personnes, les choses et les quanutes imphquees La place de orahté se laisse d’ailleurs
encore sentir dans le systeme puisque le lecteur, pour comprendre exacte teneur du message, doit étre au courant
de sa signification »

Dans les deux cas, ces ecritures logo-phonographiques firent, dans un premuer temps, 'objet d’un regime d’usage
tres particuher, ciblant des discours prects, deja connus et transmus par ailleurs, en les transcrivant parfois de mamere
selective Il semble donc que ’hypothese selon laquelle toutes les ecritures seraient, au moment de leur invention,
et a 'egal des systemes graphiques sélectifs, des ecritures attachees pourrait egalement étre verifiee en Egypte et en
Mesopotamue Les « proto-ecritures », plutét que d’étre banmes de la réflexion sémiotique et confondues dans une
categorie mal construite, pourraient des lors, par la prise en compte de leur sérmotique et de leur regime d’usage,
contribuer a renouveler les recherches et les theorisations concernant ’origine de ecriture

Prehustoires de | ecriture Iconographie pratiques graphiques et emergence de I'ecrit dans 'Egypte predynastique | 2016| 5 15
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wider commumncative practices out of which wnting systems first emerged Their point of departure, n many

cases, 1s the hmited relationship between writing and spoken language that characterizes many, and perhaps
all, of the world’s earhest known scripts In Egypt and the Middle East, where the earliest scripts later developed mto
more extensive systems of language notation, this pomnt of departure 1s now uncontroversial By contrast, in other parts
of the world (notably Pakistan and India, heartlands of the Harappan civihzation) the himited relationship between
early script and language has become a subject of rival claims concerning the hentage of modern nation-states and
therr roots in a “civiized” Bronze Age past (as recently reported in Science vol 306, 2004 The Indus Script—Write
or Wrong? 2026-2029)

r i Y he papers presented 1n thus first volume of Prefustorres de la Mediterranee have 1n common a concern wath the

Claims of the latter sort derive their rhetorical force from an outdated notion of Literacy as the dividing hine between
cvihzed (or progressive) and non-civilized (or barbaric) peoples By contrast, the papers in this edition take seriously
the diversity and complexuty of non-hterate communicative practices, as a necessary precursor for understanding the
social and cultural mhieux out of which the earhest scripts emerged As they demonstrate, this requires close attention
to the material substrates and archaeological contexts of sign-bearng media, as well as the interface between writing
and numeracy Stuches of this kind are often most productive when undertaken in a comparative framework, of the
sort attempted here Some of the conclusions reached 1n the individual papers that follow will undoubtedly prove
controverstal, and there 1s much that one could disagree with Collectively, however, they pomnt the way forwards
to a new understanding of the emergence of wnting, 1n which archaeologists (working constructively alongside
epigraphers) are now begmmng to play a lead role
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Different aspects related to the most ancient Egyptian writing

Différents aspects relatifs & la plus ancienne écriture égyptienne

Abstract - The main aim of the present paper 1s to open
a debate of the multiple features related to the orign of
writing 1 Egypt Although some questions arose i the
past, overall referred to the original place where emerged
the Egyptian writing, there are still many other questions
watting for discussion why was the writing invented?
How was the wnting constructed® Which was the origin
of some of the earhest signs® These are just some of
several questions that arise when we approach to the
subject In the present article, some 1deas will be exposed
together with an historic and cultural contextualization of
the period 1n which writing emerged in Egypt

Keywords - Cemetery U of Abydos, Origin of writing and state,
Gebel Tjauti, early logograms, Horus, Hierakonpols

Alejandro Jimenez-Serrano

Universidad de Jaen (Spain)
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Résume - L'objectif principal de cet article est d’ouvrir le debat sur
les multiples aspects concernant Ponygine de Uecriture en Egypte
Buen que certanes questions awent deja ele soulevees par le passe,
d’autres portent sur la localite onginelle ou est apparue Uecriture
alors que d’autres attendent d’étre debattues  pourquor Pecriture
a-t-elle ete inventee > Comment Pecriture s’est-t-elle constituée ?
Quelle est Ponigine de certains des plus anciens signes ? Ce ne sont
que quelques unes des questions qui emergent lorsque Ion aborde
le swet Dans le present texte, quelgues 1dees vont étre exposees
accompagnees d’une contextualisation hustorique et culturelle de la
perwode au cours de laquelle Uecriture apparast en Egypte

Mots-cles - Cumetiere U d’Abydos, orgines de Uecriture et de Uetat, Gebel
Tyau, premuers logogrammes, Horus, Herakonpolis
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n the last years, different studies on the earliest
iconographic and scriptural material from
Egypt have permitted to establish a sequence of
development that begins with the artistic representation
and fnishes with the writing Thus, itis quite certain that
this process was in parallel to the increase of complex
socicties along the Valley of the Nile (fig. 1). With the
first symptoms of the appearance of the complexity
in all the spheres of the life (social, cconomic, religious

1. Carte de I'Egypte prédynastique. Infographie G. Graff / iz
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and political), the visual communication was commoncer
and more abundant than before. Therefore, scenes
with specific meanings multiplicd on pots, as well as on
plateaux of proper rock surfaces (fig. 2). That dynamic
extended to other plancs, such ceremonial objects, seals
and even {or the decoration of restricted spaccs, as Tomb
100 at Hicrakonpolis. As a continuous process, it might
be considered a fudile debate to establish if the writing
originated before the State or together with the State’.
Under my point of view, artistic depictions, writing and
the State formation devcloped together, responding to
the social, cconomic, politic and religious nccessities of
a dynamie culture.

During this long process, some of the elements become
icons and their representation were standardized. The
latter innovation is one of the most important steps for
the birth of writing, because the standardized icons just
represent the most recognizable features of an element.
It was just not only an artistic depiction, but also a
message whose clements were schematized and, then,
understood by a familiarized watcher. However, that
message was not writing, because it might be understood
by any obscrver.

The next step occurred when some of those icons
acquired « linguistic meaning and that happened
probably short before the period in which lived the ruler
buried in tomb U-j.

In that tomb, G. Dreycr ‘Dreyer 1998). found an
incomparable funcrary equipment of the Predynastic
period, cven taking into account that it was at least
disturbed by Aménilcau at the end of the 19" century.
The funerary goods found at that tomb had no equal:
there were cnormous quantities of pottery, in which there
were somce forms with a Canaanean ornigin. Together
with the latter, there were also Egyptian pots; many
of them had different dipinti on the surface, probably
showing the place of origin of the products. Dreyer and
his tcam unearthed also cxclusive goods that confirmed
the high position of the individual buried at that tomb,
which, by the way, 1s the largest of the all the graves dated
to the Predynastic pertod in Egypt. In bricl; the discovery
of tomb U-j has been the most relevant find in the studies
of the carly Egyptian writing since the works carried out
by Petric w1 Abydos (fig. 3). The main reason to asseverate
that is the appearance of the carliest signs in Egypt.
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2. Gebel Tjauti Rock Inscription / inscription au Gebal Tjauti Rock

3. A representation of an early ruler (?) associated to a falcon. Tag from
tomb U-j, Abydos / entation d'un prermier di it associe @ un
faucon. Tombe U< A

2UCON. 1ombe "}

The variety in style and number even led to Regulsk:
(Regulski 2008: 1000) to believe in existence of different
local traditions of pristine writings. However, this
suggesting hypothesis does not ind any support in the
absence of “local” parallels. Asit has just 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
climinates the possibility of the existence of contemporary
systems of pristine writings. Moreover, as far Tknow; there
is not any single local tradition differentiated [rom the
Upper Egyptian material culture in Nagada IITA, not
even 1n the vanety of the artisac representations. In fact,
it 1s symptomatc 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 (Jimenez Serrano 2007) a
process of development of the lueroglyphic wriing which
at least departs from the signs found mn tomb U-j (Dreyer
1998 ) from Umm el-Qaab (Abydos), complemented with
the 1conographic discourse of the wictory represented mn
the relief of Gebel Tjautr®

Basically, my hypothesis 1s focused on the 1dea that
there was a very primutive system of writing —but with a
communicative capacity- mn the period m which the ruler
buried in tomb U-jived That wnting was only composed
with logograms and phonograms Later (probably during
the reign of Horus Ka or short before), due to a wider
use of the writing, 1t was necessary to create semantic
determunatives due to the appearance of problems of
homophony

At a first glance, the signs from tomb U-j seem 1cons,
but a deeper analysis of them permuts to individualize
logograms and phonograms (Jiménez Serrano 2007
52-61) Therefore, 1t 1s clear that 1t must be considered
a fully developed writing, but with a hmited capacity of
communication

In this context, some questions emerge, does such small
quantity of signs represent the reahty in which the wnting
1s still developing and, consequently, the number of signss
still very modest? Or, 1n contrast, do the signs that appeared
in tomb U-j are a small part of a more developed system,
which, due to various reasons, was not carved or drew on
the objects ?

In order to make an approach for answering of those
questions, 1t 1s necessary to compare the data from U+
to the rehef found at Gebel Tjauti The aforementioned
tableau represents the sacrifice of an enemy as the
climax of a victorious discourse, probably after a razzia
n the region of Ombos® At that depiction, 1t 1s possible

2 Hendncks & Friedman with contributions of Darnell, 1z Darnell 2002

10 19

3 Cf Hendrickx & Friedman with contributions of Darnell, 2 Darnell 2002

17 However, Kalh (Kalh 2003) piefers to mterpret as a nulitary expedition
carnied out by Hierakonpohtan troops, their taiget would be the locahty of
Hu, capital of the 7th Upper Lgyptian nome, and after then victory, on the
w1y bach home, they engraved the graffito That attack would have integrated
Huandats dependent terntory mto the kingdom of Hierakonpolis To support
tus mterpretanon, Kahl (Kalh 2003a 49-50) considers the bucranium as the
later hueroglyphic emblem of the 7th Upper Lgyptian nome

to observe an 1conography that 1t 1s necessary to remimnd
that 1s indissolubly unuted to the writing as 1t will be later
reproduced 1n the Narmer palette, more concretely the
sacrifice of an enemy by the king who beats with a mace
In both cases, the sacrifice happens before the goddess
Bat or Hathor and the active action 1s played by the ruler,
n one case represented by a scorpion, in the other by an
anthropomofic figured identified with the name of Narmer

Apart from the iconographuc representation of the sacrifice
(known at least from the Nagada I period*) and easily
understandable by any observer, there are some logograms
that contextualize linguistically 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 ritual, or
the reference to the desert with an early representation of
the later sign N25, whuch localizes the scene® Those signs
can be read as logograms because they match with the
three conditions that a lmeroglyph must have according to
Vernus (Vernus 1993, 2001)

- to be a known hieroglyph 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 Tjaut: 1s that most of them referred to toponyms

In both contexts (a mihtary victory over a close locality
followed by a sacrifice of an enemy as well as the tags
attached to the products that accompamed to the defunct
buried 1n a great tomb 1n Umm el-Qaab), the hugh presence
of those mentions 1s reasonable, moreover in the case of the
funerary goods, where 1t would be necessary to know the
ongin of the products (¢f mfra) Precisely, under our pomnt of
view, thus 1s one of the fundamental aspects to unravel the
ongin and development of the writing 1n ancient Egypt

As 1t 1s well known, the funerary equipment was mainly
composed by goods of daily use, rntual items to be used
only during the funerary ceremones and, finally, those
that were exclusively going to be used as part of the
funerary equipment The two latter, the ntual items and
the grave-goods prepared only for the mterment, needec
a storehouse to be kept them until the death of the owner
At that place, 1t should be obligatory to have a register or
at least a system which permutted the 1dentification of all
the goods It 1s 1 this context where the tags found in tomb

1 Koller, mn Dreyer ezal 1998 111-115, Abb 12 1,13

5 About these mnterpretations, ¢f Hendrichx & Friedman with contributions
of Darnell, in Darnell 2002 16



U-j begin to have sense and together wath this, the origm of
wniting The tags acted as identifiers of the product, either
their precedence or the quantity, and the good itself played
as a factual logogram

Thus, 1t 15 quite probable that in the early court of
Abydos there were a storehouse, 1n which all the objects
to be used for the royal burial and kept perfectly classified
Probably, those goods were part of the royal treasure,
perhaps already known as pr-hd That mstitution 1s one
of the oldest recorded m Egypt As far we know; the oldest
mention dates back to the regency of queen Mer-Neith
(Petrie 1900 pl XXIII, n°40) Although, the chronological
distance between the time of the ruler of tomb U-j and the
regency of Mer-Neit 1s more than two hundred years, the
complexuty and the size of the terntory controlled by the
former ruler would need -with no doubt- the existence of
stmilar admimstrative structures (f not the same) as those
that are possible to see during the first half of the First

Dynasty

There 1s even the record of a title related most probably
with the duties of provisioning the royal tomb hry tp nswt
is-df3 “Kang’s hegeman (bt he who 1s under the head of
the king) of the place of provisioning” (Jones 2000, 11
789 § 2877), whach first mention dates back to the reign
of Horus Sekherub (Petrie 1901 Pl 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 thus
word used to be understood® If the title 1s translated asit1s
suggested here, 1t becomes full of sense as “suppher of the
(royal) tomb”, the person i charge for the management of
the funerary goods of the royal tomb If it existed at the end
of the Second Dynasty; 1t 1s easy to assume that a simular
posttion nmught exust before’

In thus sense, 1t 1s necessary to renund the discovery of five
different types of seal-impressions in tomb U-j (Dreyer
1998 108-112, Abb 72a-¢, Taf 26a-n), which certainly
proves the exastence of a complex admimstration 1n the
royal palace at that time® It 1s hikely that the absence of
more stmilar examples 1s due to the archaeological chance
and the limited extension of terntory controlled by the
ruler buried 1n tomb U+

6 Hanning 2003 214 § 3785, cf jz ¥ also as “Kammer, Amt, Archiv”
inid (216 § 3791) and s-df3 “versorgungsverwaltung”1d (217 §3797)

7 Tor abnef synthesis of the utle hry fp nswtis-df3 dunng the Second and
the Third Dynastes, ¢f Weill 1908 83-85, 95, 120

8 Even before (Naqada IId), ¢ Hartung 1998
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The U+ tags and the Upper Egyptian
foponyms

In despate of Dreyer related some toponyms found in
tomb U-j to settlements and towns in Lower Egypt, 1t
seems clear that, i reality, they referred to neighboring
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 1t referred to
the “Elephantine” (Kahl 2001 118, Breyer 2002 56- 58,
Jiménez Serrano 2004, Kuhlmann 2008) In this context,
1t seems appropriate to remember that other toponyms
firstly identified with localities of Lower Egypt have been
localized m Upper Egypt (Jiménez Serrano 2007a 53- 60)
In the hypothetic case that we could read correctly all
the toponyms found at tomb U-j, 1t would permut us to
establish quite certainly the boundaries of the terntory
controlled drrectly or indirectly by that ruler Butall of this
1s Just a mere conjecture However, 1t 1s certam that many
groups of signs have parallels with many similarities with
other dated later 'Those that cannot be read or identified
with later toponyms would refer to localities that lost their
importance during the next decades or centuries or they
changed their graphy In both cases, 1t 1s impossible for
us to relate with the later ones In the former, 1t seems
obwvious that with the expansion of the Upper Egyptian
kingdom to the North and to the South, some centers lost
their economuc, strategic or religious importance

It 15 m this pomnt where some logograms have their origm,
concretely 1n the adoption of the fetishes as elements full
of linguistic meaming Thus, throughout the centures,
the denomination of the nomo: was based 1n the prinutive
fetishes or 1n the representations of the most important
gods of therr territories (pars pro foto or synecdoche) The
clearest example of all of those found in tomb U-j 1s the
one that represents the goddess Bat (¢f Dreyer 1998 65-68,
Abb 45-48, Taf 18) In thus case, 1t 1s impossible to know
if 1t refers to that goddess or to the territory that later will
be known as the 7th nome®

In this sense, Eva-Maria Engel (Engel 2006 157-158,
Abb 4) register the oldest mention of a nome (sp3t) and
that dates to the Nagada IIIA1 period, very close to the
date of tomb U-j Although it 1s possible that at that time,
the complexty of the Abydene state would force to create
a ternitorial admimstration, under our point of view the

9 Kahl 2003b 130 Agamst that interpretation, Regulsla 2008 991
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4 Tags found in tomb U | representing the temple of Hierakonpolis / Inscriptions
retrouvees dans la tombe U- representant le temple de Hierakonpohs

umque two pieces of evidence commented before, which
are fragmentary, might refer to another topic related to the
cultivation In fact, Engel (Engel 2006 159-160) suggested
that the first division nto nomo: was created around the
reign of Den, during the nuddle of the First Dynasty

It 15 likely that during the process of expansion of the
Upper Egyptian kingdom at the end of the Predynastic
period, the territories just mtegrated or conquest were
1dentified from the fetish of the main divimity worshiped
i the area, whose cult would be controlled by the
preceding elites'® Thus, 1t was unnecessary to mention
the name of the defeated enemy, as 1t will be done later,
which 1t would requure a phonetic way to do 1t, knowledge
that 1t had not been already fully-developed Moreover,
representing those fetishes with a hnguistic charge, the
ruler assures the protection of those divimties in the

funerary ambit where their names will rest together with
the defunct

As 1t 18 well-known, Egyptian writing was full of magic
connotations, most probably because of the primutive use
of the fetishes and the divinities as the most ancient signs
of wnting

In the Nagada IIJA2 penod, the ruler stll relates to a
divimty n an equal plane Concretely, in tomb U-j 1t was
found a tag mn which 1s depicted a human being with a
stick together with the figure of a falcon (¢f figure 3 Dreyer
1998 Abb 76,n 51) This representation, together with
the Gebel Tjauty, shows that the ruler and the god have the
same status In other words, they are associated Later, at

10 Obwiously, the change from icon to sign of the fetishes might happen
before Nagada IITA2, but not much earher I their hnguistic use began before
the period of Naqada IIIA2, 1t had (o be m response to the regional trade or
the regional religious hfe About the latter, 1t 15 hikely that at thal early time,
the neighboring divimties interacted as part of a common mythogenesis

least from the reign of Iry Hor, the king will be identified
to the god Horus and vice versa (Jimenez Serrano 2007b
142-145, Tabla 4)

Worshipping of falcon gods in Egypt 1s widely attested in
histonic times Therefore, the different depictions of falcons
found at tomb U-j or at the Gebel Tjaut1 Inscnption n® 1
mught not necessarily make reference to the most known
Horus, Horus Nekhen: Moreover, those representations
of falcons might refer not to Horus but to have other
meamngs, as for example nb “lord” In this sense, Horus
and Set are mentioned using two falcons nbwy “The
Two Lords” on some stone vessels dated to the reign n
of Anedyib and found in Abydos (Petnie 1900 pl V n°
12 & pl VInos 4 & 8) and the subterranean galleries of
the Step Pyranrud! Probably the same reference to both
gods together dates back to the period of Nagada IIIB
(Jimenez Serrano 2003 111- 112, 2007 299-301) All
of this means that any 1dentification of the falcon sign
with the god Horus Nekfien: 1s just speculative Indeed, the
representation of the god Horus Nekhens 1s completely
different to those found in the Nagada IIIA? Hence, Late
Predynastic falcon depictions use to share more similarities
with sign (G5) or even (G7) than with (G11), (G12) or
(G13) In consequence, any identification of the Abydene
ruler with the god Horus Nekken: would not be necessanly
certain In this context, 1t 1s necessary to remind that
Hierakonpols at that moment (Naqada ITIA) had its own
elite that might be developing in parallel to the Abydene!®

Then, 1t would have no sense that a god worshipped 1n a
settlement presumably independent at that ttme would be
represented 1n an equal plane with a ruler who s spreading
his influence most surely to the North However, several
tags, which, according to my interpretation, represent
the aty temple of Hierakonpolss (Jimenez Serrano 2002

59-60) were found m tomb U-j (Dreyer 1998 Abb 77,
n 61-69, Abb 80,n 127-129, imenez Serrano 2007a

55-56) If that identification were correct, how would be
the presence of products from Hierakonpolis interpreted?
Because, 1t has just been mentioned above that, there 1s a
stable elite ruhng at Hierakonpolss, at least since the end
of the period of Nagadal

The tags that mentioned different places or nstitutions
of Hierakonpolis were manufactured at Abydos or in

u Cf Lncau & Lauer (Lacau & Lauer 1959 P1 8,n° 36, 1961 21) There
are later mentions with this graphy mn the Pyiamd Texts

12 Thus, tomb 2 ¢f Hoffman, Lupton & Adams (1982 48-50) and Adams
(2000 22-23, 35-43) and tomb 10, ¢f Adams (2000 27 29, 129-136) Both
aie dated to Naqada ITIA2 period



its immedhate terrtory (Dreyer 1998 137, fig 4) Those
tags were attached to products that originally come from
Hierakonpolis Those goods could have a commercial
or diplomatic ongin and only would confirm the intense
contacts between Abydos and Hierakonpolis In this
context, there are some votives objects found 1n the
city temple of Hierakonpolis that represent scenes with
scorpions, In some cases, together with some hieroglyphic
signs (Quibell 1900 pl XII n° 2, XVII top left, XVIII
top) and whose date has been always related to the reign
of king Scorpion (II), who would have lived some years
before Narmer However, some of those representations
are esthetically closer to the U-j than the previous moments
to the First Dynasty
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Fgyptian Script and Rock-Art Connected or Unconnected?
i Ecriture égyptienne et art rupestre Connectés ou non @

Abstract - The rock-art of the late predynastic and corpus
of signs on late Protodynastic mecha, notably tags and
seal impressions are examined here i order outline
their relattonship within the early Egyptian world view
and the development of systems of commumnication and
display The mmportance of hunting and control of the
wild 1s widely seen 1n the petroglyphs, pottery and other
grave goods and the development of these motfs 1s traced
through the Naqada cultural phase They are emblematic
of the prestige accruing to the elites who engaged 1n
desert hunting expeditions

Keywords - Graphic image, rock-art, hunting, boats, elite,
funerary practice

Francis Lankester
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Résumé - Lart rupestre du dermer predynastique et le corpus
de signes des dermers medas protodynastiques, notamment les
marques et les sceaux, sont examunes we pour definer les contours
de leur relation dans la wiswon naissante du monde egyptien et
le developpement des systémes de commumcation et d’affichage
Lumportance de la chasse et du controle du sawvage sont largement
vistbles dans les petroglyphes, les poteries et les autres objets graves
et le developpement de ces motyfs est reconnu tout au long de la
phase culturelle Naqada Ils symbolisent le prestige grandissant
des eltes qur se sont engage dans des expeditions de chasse dans
le desert

Mots-cles - Image graphique, art rupestre, chasse, bateaux, elle, pratiques
Junerawres
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symbols, and the use of such over space and time 1n

elaborate rock mscription tableaux, may well have set
the stage for the development of writing 1n Egypt (Darnell
2006 3) On the surface this1s an unhkely development to
have occurred, given the lack of correspondence between
1mages 1n the rock-art and signs which later became
hieroglyphs Only ‘Min’s thunderbolt,” a mace and some
birds (Darnell 2002 23 & 2009 100), as well as boats
(Rohl 2000, Morrow & Morrow 2002) can be seen 1n
dynastic Egyptian wnting (Anselin 2001 121) However,
1t will be argued here that the early Egyptian overall
world-view expressed 1n the rock-art from Nagada I-111
can be seen 1n early graphic images utihsed as ‘writing”’

E t has been suggested that “the development of visual

We cannot look at early writing as merely coding
iformation “Writing 1s not just a techmque developed
to serve a universal human need, but rather 1t 1s a social
process of knowledge representation based on human
nteraction and hustorical continuity” (Damerow 2006 7)

It 1s possible to overlook the material dimensions of the
objects on which ‘writing’ has been found Here I propose
that the early graphic images found 1n funerary contexts
and 1n desert rock-art are hnked by purpose and display
1n a developing Egyptian ehte ‘religion ’

Distribution and Dating of Egypfian
Petroglyphs

Distribution

The predynastic and early dynastic rock-art considered
here 1slocated, from north to south, 1n the Central Eastern
Desert (Rohl 2000, Morrow & Morrow 2002), ‘Dormimon
Behind Thebes’ (Darnell 2002), El Kab (Huyge 1995),
Hierakonpolis, Kom Ombo drainage Basin (Judd 2009),
the Nile Valley-especially Gebel Sisila & Sayala (Cervicek
1974, Engelmayer 1965), Gharb Aswan (Gatto et al
2010), and Gebel Sheikh Suleiman (Wilhams & Logan
1987 285) The Eastern Desert from Wad: el Atwani in
the region of Qena south to the Kom Ombo Drainage
Basin (map 1) includes the majority of the rock-art
evidence with over three hundred sites (Judd 2009,
Lankester 2012) Dating the rock-art 1s often problematic,
gwven the absence of archaeological remains which can
be clearly associated with the petroglyphs

Dating the Pefroglyphs

The approach taken here 1s firstly to identify clearly
Nagada images, primarily boats and figures with their

arms raised above the head and incurved, by reference
to the C and D-Ware and other Nile Valley artefacts In
addition, pharaonic boats by the presence of (a2 mamly
central) mast, sail, and/ or steering oar(s), can be identified
and excluded Butby this means only a minority of the boat
images will be identfied (46 predynastic Nagada I and II
and three Naqgada III examples in the Central Eastern
Desert) The next stage 1s to identify ‘compositions ’
These are sets of associated and related motifs n terms
of style, subject, superimposition and patination and to
date the boat images which are unknown m Nile Valley
evidence by their occurrence 1n these scenes

An dlustrative example of a composition 1s 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) All of these images, with the exception of four
later additions of three horses and a camel, constitute a
single composition A considerable number of animals
and six boats can be seen 1n the dlustration Most of these
are square boats, which are common 1n the corpus Two
possess a stern with a feature seen 1n other boat 1mages,
akin to a “I” with downturned ends There are two other
similar stern features which can assist in 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 Nagada II petroglyph boats have them
The streamer 1s mainly found in southern Central
Eastern Desert wacis (22 out of 25 sites, Lankester 2012
51) These features alone do not tie the design to any
particular ime period However, n the rnight-hand corner
there 1s an incurved ‘three frond’ boat with an s-shaped
prow whuch bears some resemblance to the boat on the
Ashmolean clay box Again, this alone 1s not conclusive
of an early, predynastic date Butit additionally contains a
clear ‘arms raised’ figure found on C and D-Ware, dating
to both Nagada I and IT Therefore, 1t 1s possible to date
this both this boat type and the scene as being predynastic
i date If the incurved ‘frond’ boat can be dated to late
Nagada I/early Naqgada II, then we have a date for the
whole scene

Scenes with the ‘arms raised’ figure alone can be dated
to Nagada I/1I1, and with the mncurved ‘“frond’ boat to a
narrower period than that NagadaIc-Ila/b Where boats
have examples of these features, they are ‘predynastic,’
as are clearly associated 1mages on the same rock face
with the same patination Given the strong association
of boats, especially ‘Square’ types, plumed figures, often
engaged 1n hunting and ammals such as giraffe, hippo,
crocodile and hippopotamus which can be assigned an
carly date By this means, a total of 344 predynastic boat



Egyptian Script and Rock-Ant. Connacted or Uncannected? / 31

I _ ) Réseaux des principaux wadis du Désert oriental Map 1. The Eastern Desert from Wadi el Atwani in the region of Qena south to the Kom
Ombo Drainage Basin / Le desert de 'est de Wadi el Atwar au sud de Qena au bassin
de Kom Ombao

images can be identificd (compared to 94 pharaonic cra
vesscls-Lankester 2002; 209). Human and animal images
which are determined to be integral to a scene with
datcable predynastic boats can then be dated, and then
those associated with dateable images and of the same
patination.

Nagada l/early Nagada Il boat motifs

Vare « contisiant -oes animaus A large variety of boat forms is found in the Naqada I

G Gra Pcrlod which suggests that a wide variety of boats,
‘Sickle’ and ‘Squarce,” was actually used in Egypt as carly
as the fourth millennium BCE. As a consequence, simply
t scles animaux sauvages du désert’ Graf 4 comparing apparently similar shapes in mobiliary art
from the Nile Valley and in the desert rock-art corpus
will be unproductive. Naqada I boats on mobiliary art
show multiple oars or none, sometimes therc is also a
long stcering oar towards the stern, and most boats are
shown with cabins. A C-Ware bowl in the Cairo Egyptian
Museum mcludes images of ostrich, crocodile, antelope,
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S

3 C-ware bowl In Nagada llc context with dancers and hippopotamus
hunt scene Graff, 2009 226 / Coupe C-ware en contexte Nagada lic avec
danseurs et scenes de chasse a | hippopotame, Graff 2009 226

hunting dog, hippopotamus, scorpion and fish (fig 3)
The first five of these are also represented among the
petroglyphs

There 1s one boat image useful for dating the clay box
1 the Ashmolean Museum 1n Oxford has a panted
incurved sickle boat with an S-shaped prow and a double
‘frond’ at the stern It does come from a dateable context
from the end of the Nagada I period (Randal-Maciver &
Mace 1902), or perhaps the beginning of Naqgada II
(Graff 2009 250) Despute 1ts chronology, this drawing
1s different from the four sickle boats on the Gebelemn
Linen, which 1s also dated to the end of Naqgada I or
the beginmng of Nagada II Period (Adams & Cialowicz
1997 36, Hendnickx 2011 personal communication)
In addition to the S-shaped prow and double feature
at the stern, there are several lines projecting inwards
from the stern, whereas on incurved boat drawings in
the Central Eastern Desert there 1s only one, usually
projecting from the often triangular object at the top of
the stern (fig 1 & 2)

Several pertinent observations can be made concerning
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 1s
only one with the triangular element and none with the

three ‘fronds * The ‘arms raised’ figure 1s found on both
Nagada I and II pottery and 1n the form of figurines
The motif does not continue into the Naqada III
Pertod 1 a Nile Valley context, nor 1s 1t associated with
any petroglyph assigned to this period On the other
hand, clearly identifiable Naqada 1/early Nagada II
boat images are mainly located 1n the Eastern Desert
(Lankester 2012) There 1s one petroglyph from El
Hosh (Winkler 1938), one near Silsila (CerviCek 1974
Abb 244), six at HK 61 at Hierakonpolis (Berger 1992,
Friedman 2008) and at least one from west of Thebes
(Darnell 2011 1157), but no others are apparent from
anywhere else 1 the Nile Valley

Nagada Il Boat Motifs

The largest number of boat representations that are
commonly assigned to the later Naqada II Period
1s found on D-Ware pottery (Graff 2009) There
are stmilar boats in the painting in Tomb 100 1n
Hierakonpolis (Wilkinson 2003 69) A total of fifty-
nine boat petroglyphs, identified as “Type I’ (fig 4,
Engelmavyer 1965, CerviCek 1974) and dated to the
Nagada II pertod by the different investigators, can be
identified in Upper Egypt and Lower Nubia (Dunbar
1941, Engelmayer 1965, Hellstrom & Langballe 1970,
CerviCek 1986, Huyge 1995, Vahala & Cervicek 1999)

Thus, the representations 1n the petroglyphs are heavily
outnumbered by those on the D-Ware pottery The latter
are shown with various ‘standards,” while the petroglyphs
in the Nile Valley very rarely possess this feature This
suggests that the representations on the pottery are
special in some way Only a dozen of these boat images
are found n the Eastern Desert in addition to their being
rare elsewhere (Lankester 2012 203)

4 Clay figurines Nagada I/Il after Kantor 1944 fig 7/ Figunnes d argile
Nagada I/ll, d apres Kantor 1944 fig 7




Naqada Il Boat Mofifs

In the Naqgada IIT Period boat models, knife handles, ivory
and bone labels, the Qustul Incensce Burner (Williams &
Logan 1987: 252), and drawings on pottery rarcly display
a wider range of boat forms compared to the mobiliary
art of the Nagada I and II Periods. Boat models, the
Qastul Incense Burner and a vase 1n the British Museum
(EA35324) display a new kind of boat design with a very
high prow and a triangular stern. The same design is
seen in petroglyphs in Lower Nubia and Upper Egypt
(Dunbar 1941, Engelmayer 1965, Almagro Basch &
Almagro Gorbea 1968, Hellstrom & Langballe 1970,
Huyge 1995, Vahala & Cervi€ek 1999). A similarly
shaped boat, but with a more sloping prow and without
the triangular stern, 1s displayed on a grafthto in Gebel
Sheikh Suleiman, by some boat models, on the Narmer
Palette, and in petrovlyphs in Lower Nubia and Upper
Egvpt (Dunbar 1941, Almagro Basch & Almagro Gorbea

1968, Otto &Buschcndorf Otto 1993, Vahala & Cervicek
1999).

The overwhelming majority of images in the Central
Eastern Desert and Kom Ombo drainage Basin can be
assigned to the late Nagada I/carly Nagada II period
(Lankester 2012), and there are related boat images at
Hierakonpolis (Berger 1982, Friedman 2008). However,
El Kab has mainly Naqada Ilc/d and I boat images
(Huyge 1995). In addition, although two sickle boats
behind Thebes are noted as Nagada II the other llustrated
images of maces, high-prowed boats and a boat with a
horizontally perched falcon on the prow, seven boats in
all, can be assigned to Naqada Il (Darnell 2009: 97). The
situation in the Eastern Desert where there are only four
Nagada I style boats (hg. 5, Judd 2009, Lankester 2012)

5. El Kab 'arms raised’ figures in classic pose / Figures aux bras levas o B
Kab an position classique, photo courtesy/photo :

D. Huyge
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15 1n contrast to that in Upper and Lower Nubia. There
1s a concentration of Nagada III vesscls at Gharb Aswan
(Gatto 2009), and especially at Sayala (Engelmayer 1965),
in aclcliion to similarly styled boats in the Sheikh Suleiman
graffico (Willlams & Logan 1987: 285), confirming a
trend to later representations the further south one goes.
There are at least |20 Naqgada III boat images in total
from Aswan to Lower Nubia (Dunbar 1941, Engelmayer
1965, Almagro Basch & Almagro Gorbea 1968 Otto &
Buschendorf-Otto 1993, Vahala & Cervitek 1999) [his
compares with 60 Naqada IT boat images akin to the
depictions on D-Ware, half of which are at El Kab or
in the desert (Huyge 1995, Lankester 2012). Thus, the
prevalence of Nagada IIT boat petroglyphs appears to
mark expansion of the early Egyptian state and military
action southwards.

Funerary Connections

Connections between the Petroglyphs and
Predynastic Poftery

It is proposed here that there is a close relationship
between the predynastic rock-art and funerary practice in
the Nile Valley. C-Ware pots display many hunting scenes,
often of crocodiles and/or hippopotami, with ‘arms
raised’ figures (figures with both arms raised above the
head and incurved) in addition to a few boats. However,
in five cases boats are associated with wild animals (Graff
2009). Hunting with dogs 1s a feature of this pottcry In
the subsequent D-Ware thcre are only five examples of
dogs in the scenes on pottery, and examples of hunters
with dog packs chasing down prey or possessing bows
arc absent.

The close connection (in archacological contexts) between
human dcath and amimal death from the early predynastic
has been noted by Wengrow (2006). “By dramatically
assimilaing human death to the culling of herds, funerary
rites may have represented 1t as part of the repetitive,
cyclical order of destruction and rejuvenation, upon
which domestic and social regeneration also depended”
(Wengrow 2006: 68). Examples ol control over wild
animals, whether by hunting, lassoing, or the coercive
powcr of ‘dancing’ figures are widespread among the
Eastern Desert petroglyphs. This can also be seen both
on pottery such as thc Mahasna C-Ware bowl with
dancers and hippopotamus hunung (Graff 2009: 226) and
the petroglyphs at Baramiya-9 where there is crocodile
hunting and a ‘dancing’ figure in a boat. By extension this
represents power over death, and the ability to continue
with life after death.
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Hitherto there has been a problem connecting predynastic
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-Ware
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
morc common on objects (pairltcd pottery) that actually
accompanicd the deccased in the afterlife?” (Huyge
2004: 121). Nonctheless, this objection can be overcome
as both in the petroglyph and Nile valley contexts there
are associated boats, hunting and dancing-for example,
the Gebelein Linen, T'100 painting, and ‘arms raised’
figurines in burials. \Mhdc 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 hgures actually touch an addax and can be said
tobem control of animals (fig. 6 & 7). 145 of the D-Ware
pots have depictions of desert animals, so there 1s a strong
link between valley and desert (Graft 2009). Therefore, we
can, aficr all, connect the D-ware grave pottery
with desert petroglyph scenes. Moreover, only
a few D-Ware fragments have been found in
scttlements. All of the provenanced complete
vessels come from burials (Graff 2009). They
show a restricted, formalised repertoire and
were probably made in a imited number of
locations in a small number of workshops.

Connections with, and the
Importance of, Hunting

ages of hunting in the clesert
Hoxv can we account for the combination of
boats, hunting and ‘dancing figures’ in both
the rock-art cmd the Nile Vallcv“ Hunting
imagery is found in the Central Eastern Desert
over millennia and in many dvnastic tomb
paintings. Hunting images are
widespread in the Central Eastern
Desert and herding 1s only a very
minor part of the petroglyph scenes.
Hunting 1s clearly a major activity
in the Central Eastern Desert
petroglyphs, as 256 figures (29.5%)
at 106 {42.5%) are engaged 1n
hunting {Lankester 2012: 166).
This 1s defined as where a figure is
accompanicd by a dog, has a bow
and/or 1s 1n 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 thosc 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
lluman figures are clearly engaged in hunting there is a
close relationship with boats Lankester 2012: 168). Thus
there 1s a strong correlation between hunting images
and those of boats specifically, and animal images and
boats gencerally. 18 sites have the ‘Integrated’ scenes
where boats, human figures and animals constitute a
mixed composition. The ‘arms raised’ figure 1s seen at
29 sites-almost always associated with animal petroglyphs

6. El Kab, variant of ‘arms ra|sed flgure (right) with animals / /1 :
migix. photo court esya Hoto -

T DO AL S Bves (9 O

D. Huyge

7.Typical hunting scene, detail from BAR-10, Wadi Baramiya / Scene e
chasse typique, détall de BAR- 10, Waao) Baramiya




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 for the afterlife which svere
being developed in the Predynastic.
Images of animal "control” in the Cenfral
Eastern Desert
There are 74 (8.5%) human images cngaged in control
of an animal cither by lcash, lasso or harpoon (Lankester
2012: 164). Thesc include 35 sites involving 45 figures
(61% of controlling figures) have control of a bovid. With
two exceptions the method used 1s a lasso or leash to one of
the horns. 12 figures are engaged in controlling crocodile
(hg 8) and hippopotamus. Five of these hippopotamus
hunters are present at Wadi 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 wavy
lines leading to the head of a hippopotamus (Morrow &
Morrow 2002: 82) in addition to onc hunted [rom a
‘frond boat’ in Wadi Midrig with a ‘dancing’ {igurc
on board (fg. 9, C. Hanson, pers. comm.). A crocodile
hunting scene occurs at three sites, Wadi Hajalyj (South)-1
(Rohl 2000: 31), Wadi Baramiya-9 (Roh! 2000: 41} and
Qash-3 (Morrow & Morrow 2002: 286). No animal is
shown as having been ‘killed” among the Eastern Desert
petroglyphs. They are cither ‘controlled’ or chased down
by packs of dogs and/or by hunters with bows.

Remains and images of hunting in the Nile Valley
There is evidence ol hunting at “Block Three,” 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 Nagada Il 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
m the elite cemetery at HK6 (Nagada ITa). 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,
acrocodile, a hartebeest, a leopard, 8 baboons, 18 sheep
or goat, and no less than 42 dogs (Fricdman 2011: 39,
Patch 2012: 87). The remains of at lcast 22 ostrich eggs
were recovered from a ‘ritual precinet’ ol what were
originally pillared buildings. Some of these cggs had
been set up on display bases (Friedman 2005 & 2007),
mcluding one with a hunting scene (Friedman 201 1: 41)
along with flint arrowheads and fiint animals, including
barbary sheep and 1bex. Considerable faunal remains
at the Nagada 11b/c HK29A complex suggest butchery
and feasting, and include the remains of cattle, wild
animals including hippopotami, crocodile and large
perch, (Fricdman 2009: 84). This use of wild fauna is
in stark contrast to the unimportance of game in [ood
consumption in ancient Egypt. Faunal remains from
HK29A include 14.7% 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 15 a wide range of wild animals at elitc cemetery

HK®6 (Hendrickx 2006: 735).

We also sce evidence ol 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 / ‘Saleaux intégrés
dans un-environnemeant de chasse, avec une figure confrdlant un crocodile el un personnage @ bras levés dans lg bateau, BAR-9, Wadi Barasmiya

Frahistoimes de l'écnture: lconggraphie, pratiques graphigues el emergence de llécril dans I'Egypte prédynastigue | 2014 2 5
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9. Detail from Figure 8 showing control of crocodile and bovid (digitally enhanced) / Odial de la houre 8 montrant fe contrile
de cracodiles et bovidés {vue avec gam numerique)

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 (requently on ivories, but usually at the end of
a neat row of animals scemingly controlling them,
and also on palettes and knilc handles (Hendrickx
2006: 728). Figures wearing [eathers, 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 11 to the desert and portrayals of hunting and
control of wild animals were consicdered 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-Ware, while on D-Ware, primarily from
burials, only desert fauna {(and five examples of dogs) arc
indicated (Graff 2009). There are also desert and riverince
animals shown being hunted togethcer at petroglyph
sites such as Baramiya-9 and Qash-3. Therclorc, valley
and desert are intimately linked within a setting of
domination and control.

Images of hunting in Nagada il
The portrayal of hunting continues into Nagada I11. The
‘hunters palette’ (fig. 10) shows figures with onc and two
plumes, and wearing dog tails, although carrying a pear-
shaped mace and a falcon standard, which constitute
clear evidence of elite status. We additionally see bow
carrying figures on labels from Tomb U-] 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 (Osborn 1998), whereas in the predynastic
descrt scenes (with the exception of the crocodile and
hippopotamus harpooning) there is only the hunt itself,
not the resul.

The Role of ‘Dancing’

The power of dance

Dance is a cross-cultural [unction that, “in traditional
communities bears various social and religious functions”
(Garfinkel 2003: 17). There are many depictions of
what may be dancing [rom the Neolithic Near East and
Balkans (Garfinkel 2003). Those outside Egypt rarely
show the dancers together with animals and never with
the large numbers ol quadrupeds scen in the CED
petroglyphs. ‘Dancers” on the D-Warc and in the rock-
art also appear either singly or in very small groups as
opposed to large groups, in some cascs circles, of dancers
outsicle Egypt. Intcrpretation of Mesopotarmian dancing
scenes suggests that they represent the earliest roots of
the later, 3 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 2012} 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-Ware
and desert rock-art with the ‘arms raised” figure pose does
not continue into the Egyptian dynastic era, by this time



10. 'Dancers’ and animat control, SAL-35, Wadi Umm Salam /

representng ‘an echo of 1ts important role in the symbolic

representation of Predynastic Egypt(Garfinkel 2003: 267).

Dance has power and this lies, “in its multisensory,
emotional, and symbolic capacity to communicate....
Danceis a vehicle that incorporates inchoate 1idcasin visible
human form and modifics inner experience as well as social
action” (Garfinkel 2003: 59). It 1s a multisensory actvity,
which frames and prolongs communication, and “the
sight ol performers moving in time and space, the sounds
of physical movement, the smell of physical exertion,
the feeling of kinaesthetic activity or empathy, the touch
of body to body or performing area, and the proxemic
sense-has the unique potential of going beyond many other
audio-visual media of persuasion” (Garfinkel 2003: 59).
Once the dance is over the participant [eels restored and
refreshed with inner tensions released (Garfinkel 2003: 59).

Contrary explanations for the ‘arms raised’

figure

While a persuasive case has been made that the pottery
and petroglyph figurcs with arms raised and incurved
above the head are a dancing pose (Garlinkel 2003,
Lankester 2012), 1t has been suggested that they either
represent horns or the celebration of victory attended
by prisoners (Hendrickx 201 I, Hendrickx 2002). The
proposed relationship between the ‘arms raised’ gesture
on the one hand and figurative flints, palettes and amulets
(Hendrickx 2002: 284, 294-6) rests primarily upon a
subjective perceived similarity in shape. In the rock-art
the figures are found in association with a variety of
game animals and boats, not with herding. The figures
appear to be a part of the control and domination of wild
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Dariseurs’ et animaux «controfess, SAL-35, Wadi Umrn Salam

animals, and therefore of ‘wildness” and the desert areas
in gencral. Nor do bovids appear at all on the D-Ware
pottery. On the contrary, the ‘dancing’ figure 1s a feature
of this pottery in association with figures carrying throw-
sticks, the control of animals, and boats (above).

That the raised arms gesture involves dancing has been
convincingly argued by Garfinkel (Garfinkel 2001, 2003),
focusing on the lack ol aggressive gestures, and there
being no smiting scenes or bound prisoners in the C-Ware
examples. Hendrickx notes that “the military aspect is not
rendered through actual scenes of violence, but through
captives with their arms bound at their backs and in
some cases ‘attached’ to larger figures, sometimes holding
maces, considered to be the victors, and that “Raised arms
are another expression of victory ” (Hendnckx 201 1: 76).
However, the difficulty of interpreting the C-Ware scenes
1s demonstrated by a pot from Tomb U-239 at Abydos
(fig. 11). This does have a large figure (perhaps the same
one shown three times) carrying an object which might
be a macc. However, the object 1s carried in a non-
threatening way in relation to the smaller figures. Nor
is there any sign that the smaller figures are bound. On
the contrary, where the figures are connected, they hold
cach other by the hand. In the bottom there may even be
a woman holding a small child or baby. This is supported
by another vessel from Abydos, in Tomb U-145 (g 12)
where what appear to be arms are crudely shown in both
the top and middle register figures and where individual
legs are not delineated. Here the people appear to be
standing arm-in-arm, rather than being bound. Even
the figures in the bottom register controlling/harpooning
hippopotami have limbs which are similarly crudely
depicted, lacking even fect.

Prehistaires de I'écnfure. lconographie, pratiques graphiques et émergence de ['éorit dans |'Egypte predynastique |
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11. Main cliff face boat with five large figures, another boat with ‘arms raised’ figure on board, and dragged boat to right, WAS-10 Wadi Abu Wasil / SZalfaay
de ia parpi principale avec cing grands personnages, un dutre bateau avec un personnage 4 orac laves sur un bateau et un avtre bateau hale sur iz droite

WAS- 10 Wadi Abu Wasd

The artisans who painted the images simply did not
regard accurate depiction of the human body as being
important, as is often the case n the rock-art. It 1s not
a case of lack of skill but of giving significance to the
depiction of activities of hunting and control. Therefore,
the ‘arms raised’ figures and their companions here
represent a communal dance activity, rather than having
any military function. Moreover, there are no examples
ol military activity or prisoners on the D-Ware. On these

vessels a large female ‘arms raised’ figure is sometimes
associated with male figures carrying throw-sticks. There
arc also 12 examples on the D-Ware pottery of figures
holding hands, or resting their hand or arm on another
figure’s arm or shoulder (Graff 2009). None of these
figurcs are bound in any way. Non-pottery evidence
with associated images, such as the Gebelein Linen, also
shows communal dancing, including ‘arms 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) /
Bateaux; scene de chasse mcluant une scene de controle d’animal sur une paror an faceel & droite de la paroi prmcipale




evidence of violent dominance. This lack ol a military
theme is echoced in the rock-art where it 1s completely
absentunul Nagada IId or later in the *‘Scorpion Tableauw’
at Gebel Tjauti (Darnell 2002, Hartung 2010).

Function of the '‘dancing’ figures

There are 62 ‘dancing’ figures recorded at 29 sites in
the Central Eastern Desert (out of 98 predynastic sitcs,
Lankester 2012: 175). In addition there arc five ‘arms raised’
figuresat El Kab, albeit only associated with one quaclruped
(fig. 13} and a rclated dancing iigure with the hands turned
outwards assoclated with a hunting scene with boats below
much like related scenes in the Eastern Desert (hg [4). It
1s apparent that ‘dancing’ 1s an important, although not
overwhelming, aspect of the rock-art during a restricted
period of nme. Between the petroglyphs and D-Ware
depictions there is the difference that the ‘arms raised’
figuresin the desertseem to be overwhelmingly male, as are
the few on C-Ware, while those on the Gebelein Linen and
the D-Warc arc overwhelmingly female. This mav be due to
artcfactsurvival, or to a difference in belief regarding the role
of the figures in funerary practice. ‘Dancing’ does appcar
as an important part of predynastic funerary practice.
Not only are there figurines from Nagada I and perhaps
earlier,(Ucko 1965) but there are dancers on C-Ware. These
include three scenes on provenanced pots from cemetery U
at Abydos including one ‘arms raisecl’ Agure (Graft 2009:
245 & 247) and two un-provenanced pots with ‘arms raised’
figures from University College London and Brussels, (Graff
2009: 242 & 243). Therc is also a Nagada Il ¢ C-Ware bowl
from Mahasna showing two dancers with outstretched arms
associated with hippopotamus harpooning (fig. 15), as the
‘arms raised” dancing hgures are associated with hunting
scenes in the rock-art. Different kinds of dancing are thus
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indicated in late Nagada I through llc even apart [rom the
formalised D-Ware. However, it must be noted that the
‘arms raised” hgure 1s only found on 20 D-ware vessels out
of 469 (Graff 2009). Moreover, on the D-Ware the large
‘arms raised’ figures have a variety of arm positions. This
15 also evident in (provenanced) figurines over a long period
(hg 16).

The role of dancing in early Egyptian society is intimately
connected to funerary practice, as evidenced by pottery,
figurines, 1100 and the Gebelein Linen. On the Gebelein
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-Ware),
and others with one arm raised. In the rock-art most of
the dancing higures 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, Umm
Hajalyj (South) and Kanais respectively (Rohl, 2000).
In many cases the desert dancing figures are no better

14. C-Ware bowl with dog attacking
‘comb ibex,” Graff 2009: 233 / Coupe
C-Ware comportant un chien altaquart
uribex représenté comme une extrémite

de paigne, Graff 2008: 233

13. Dragged boat with central ‘arms raised’ figure on triangular rock in front of main face, WAS-10, Wadi Abu Wasil / Salean
halg avec pour figure centrale un personnage aux bras levés au-dessus de 1a téle sur une pardl triangulaire en face de i3

paroil principals, WAS-10, Wadi Abu Wasi!
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dehneated than non-dancing ones It 1s the
pose which appears to have been important
to the petroglyph creators The figures stand
statically, often among the amimals they
‘control’ (fig 17) Therefore 1t 1s this act of
power which 1s the most important point
portrayed by the petroglyph scenes mvolving
these dancers Only one collective dance
1s seen 1n the Nile Valley, on the Gebelein
Linen But this portrayal combined with
boats and a hippopotamus hunt, in addition
to at least one desert animal, together with
the presence of a few groups of dancers in
the petroglyphs, mdicates communal activity
The early Nagada Egyptians combined
the power of dance with control over the
wild, represented by desert fauna as well as
crocodde and hippopotamus, and with river
vessels 1n the necessary equipment for the
elite deceased

Explaning the
Combinations’

‘Impossible

Composition of the combinations

If the presence of hunting scenes 1s reacily
explicable, 1t 1s the realistically ‘impossible
combination’ of boats, hunting and figures
n an ntegrated scene which must be explained In the
rock-art these scenes contrast with examples dated to the
mature pharaonic period where boats are next to hunting
or amimal scenes rather than integrated within them The
presence of boats among ammals stands out, especially
since we rarely see hunting from boats but rather boats
m the nuddle of desert hunting scenes BAR-9 1n Wadt
Baramuya shows a typical scene with the chasing down of
animals by packs of dogs in conjunction with lassoing of
a crocodile, antelope and bovid and 8 boats (see fig 1& 2)

One of the boats 15 being towed, and another has a tow
hine but no figures pulling 1t

Human control of the combinations

The presence of the human figures, including especially
those with their arms raised and incurved, 1s also notable
mn such scenes These are unlikely to show actual game
drives or people standing in the muddle of a wald herd
Anyone attempting this would erther be trampled, or
more likely see the frightened amimals disappearing mto
the distance 1 flight Where hunting 1s shown 1n the

15 Cylindrical pot with face
copyright Royal Museum of
Arts & History Brussels / Pot
cylindnque presente comme
un visage Musee Royaux d Art
et d'Histoire, Bruxelles

petroglyph scenes 1t involves either hunters
with bows or chasing down prey with
dogs This gathering 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 varied group of amimals A large figure
controls a bovid with a rope and together with
these figures mfluences the ammal collection
These face different ways and thus cannot
constitute a game dnive, but are brought here
by the human figures At BAR-9 an ‘arms
raised’ figure and two figures controlling
respectively a bovid and a crocodile ‘glue’
the scene together In these scenes a mix of
ammals, desert and rverine, large and small,
chmber and grazer, are brought together by
this means The fimshed 1image 1s present
on the rock surface for a very long time,
indeed forever, in human perception unless
deliberately erased, and this 1s not a feature
of the Central Eastern Desert rock-art

In addition to the control of wild amimals
we also see mastery of the wild power of
water 1n the towed vessels, often seen 1n
the ‘Integrated’ rock-art scenes While only
6% of boat images in the Central Eastern
Desert are towed or have a tow line, they do
comprise a part of scenes over much of this
core predynastic area Major tableau which
constitute ‘Integrated’ scenes, such as BAR-9 (Wad
Baramiya)in the south and WAS-10 (Wacdi Abu Wagl) in
the north-central region of the Central Eastern Desert,
are notable for this feature In BAR-9 (see fig 1 & 2) the
vessels are i the mudst of the hunting/ammal control
scene WAS-10 constitutes a scene ‘in depth’ containing
a towed boat with an ‘arms raised’ figure on board on a
rock n front of the main chiff face, which also has a towed
boat and an associated ‘dancing’ figure

Many of the boats associated with the ‘arms raised’ figure
petroglyphs are probably dateable to late Naqada 1/
early Naqada II, and the D-Ware with 1its related scenes
dates to late Naqada II But the ‘arms raised’ figure
does not occur after this period and there are only a few
petroglyphs dateable to Naqada I 1n the desert This
suggests that in the late Naqada I/Naqada II period,
hunting in the desert was an elite activity and an element
that needed to be continued 1nto burtals There are forty
‘arms raised’ figures on C and D-Ware (4 examples
on C-Ware, 36 on D-Ware, Graft 2009 151-2) Boats
(251) and *water’ (308) are the most common motifs
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16. Battlefield Palette (detail), Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, author’s photo /

on the D-Ware (Grafl 2009: 171 & [81). Thus it was
not thought necessary to have the ‘arms raised’ igurce
present in more than a minority of graves in Nagada II,
while boats appear more significant and required. In
Nagada I there is a very small number ol ligures on
C-Ware, although there are also clay figurines (Ucko
1968) and examples of boats; 5 on C-Ware (Graft 2009:
[71) and some boat models and pot-marks. Here we see
the beginning of the theme. The Gebelein Lincen is either
dated to late Nagada I (Adams & Cialowicz 1998: 36)
or carly Nagada IT (Graff 2009: 250) and has a group
of the ‘arms raised’ figures, boats and hunting, while
the Nagada Ilc Tomb 100 painting has clancers, boats

fe ta Bataille, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, pholto

de l'auteur

and hunting, In none of all of these examples are vessels
indicated as travelling on water. The Tomb 100 scenes
therefore represent a culmination of the development of
these features in the rock-art.

The integration of boats with animals and humans
hunting 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. On the Gebelein Linen
and Hierakonpolis Tomb 100 painting, found in elite
burials, we see a similar dance/boat/hunt combination.
This tme, the presence of the ‘arms raised” figures in a
communal dance suggests an actual ceremony for the
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to the ritual shown in particular
on the Gebelein Linen and Tomb
100 pamting “When nitual 1s most
powerful 1t relieves us of the fear
of death and places us in harmony
with the universe” (Ijesselstejin
2005 7) Therefore, the ‘dancing’
figures link hunting and boats, valley
and desert 1n a scamless bridge
between life during hfe and life into
the after-ife The non-portrayal of
dogs on the D-Ware 1s particular to
D-ware, as they continue on palettes
and knife handles In addition, the
importance of huntingin ehte burals
continues mnto the pharaonic age in
the many tomb paintings showing
the deceased engaged in this activity
TFrom Dynasty I labels hunting can
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17 Distribution of frond boats in the CED and relationship to related petroglyphs at Hierakonpolis
and clay box found at Al Amrah now in the Ashmolean Museum Oxford / Distribution des bateaux a
figures de proue dans la partie centrale du Dseert Onenatl, mis en relation avec les petroglyphes de
Hierakonpolis et le coffret en argile actuellement conserve au Ashmolean Museum Oxford

deceased The hinen was found in an ehte grave, as was the
C and D-Ware Thus n late Nagada I/early Nagada IT
we have the dance m a Nile Valley burial context together
with figunines and hunting implements, including clay
models of these 1n some graves (Friedman 2009)

Funerary Practice in Desert and Valley

We can overcome objections to seeing the predynastic
petroglyphs as related to funerary behefs The presence of
the ‘reahstically impossible combinations’ and associations
1n both Nile Valley bural and desert petroglyph contexts
provides a firm link between the two locations In the
early predynastic 1t 1s apparent that the later percerved
division between a valley home and desert alien land did
not exist, at least in elite behaviour The spread of the
combinations, ‘frond’ boats and ‘arms raised’ figures over
the Central Eastern Desert suggests that this was true
for the whole of the core of the Naqgada culture In this
culture grave goods are commonly seen as ‘provisioning’
the deceased for the afterhfe But the activities shown
1n the desert images combined with human and animal
figurines, arrowheads and representations of boats and
‘dance’ 1n graves, suggests that this combination allows
‘participation’ n this afterlife We find this thematic
combination 1n the petroglyphs and on burial objects
over a wide area of Upper Egypt Through their
mechanical resonance the ‘dancing’ figures give power

be seen, 1 addition to corralling of
wild amimals for later slaughter 1n
controlled hunts (Jimenez-Serrano
2002 59) The ‘arms raised’ motif
dropped out of the repertoire
Presumably this particular gesture was deemed to be
unnecessary, or that in the early dynastc period this ritual
huntng activity was reserved only for the king, who was
deemed to have the power over the wild

Discussion

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
rehgion In the early Predynastic period travellers from a
number of imndependent centres 1n the Naqgada culture
went 1nto the desert in order to conduct ritual hunting,
and perhaps also to collect the garnet, carnehan and Red
Sea shells we see 1 graves We can see a particular link
between the boat petroglyphs at Kanais and those m the
valley at Hierakonpolis But the variety of expression
within a common culture, as shown by the widespread
distribution of the “frond’ boats and “arms raised’ figures,
suggests diverse elite groups from several centres operating
at this ttme We also see hunting as an ehte activity ranging
from Hierakonpobhs to Mahasna However, the ‘frond’
boats are lmited to an area bounded by Wad: Hammamat
1n the north and Gebel Silsila 1n the south-in other words
the core area of the early Naqgada culture

In the Nagada IIc/d period there 1s very httle depiction
of activity m the desert, and such as there 1s relates n the



southern wadis to the sickle boats seen 1n T'100 (dated
to Naqgada Ilc) and 1n the north to images on D-Ware
A small number of cross-hatched rectangles on D-Ware
may represent architectural features consisting of reed
matting, as found at Hierakonpols, are associated with
desert ammals (Graff et a/ 2011) These may represent
cultic structures to which animals were brought Thus, the
D-Ware does show a connection between valley and desert
1 1ts portrayal of desert fauna and ammal ‘control * But
there 1s a move from overt display of imperishable images
on rock to the burial of these for the benefit of the person
in his/her grave where they would only be seen by the
deceased, both functioning to benefit the deceased n the
next hfe By associating ammal and human death with
boats, mediated by dance, powerful regenerative forces
could be engaged to enable deceased members of the
elite to participate 1n the afterlife It was therefore part of
expected elite behaviour at this time to hunt i whatis now
the Eastern Desert On the rock surfaces they displayed
an aspect of their world view, the regenerative power
of hunting and amimal control allied to travel by boat
What was considered important to display visually above
ground was later buried with the deceased as a necessary
regenerative tool

In Naqgada III, which straddles the proto-dynastic and
early dynastic periods, only three boats and three serekhs,
two of Narmer and one empty, can be found 1n the
Central Eastern Desert (Lankester 2012) 'The distribution
of Naqada III boats 1n Egypt and Nubia, with a massive
concentration at Sayala of forty vessel images, shows the
progress of Egyptian imperiahsm Moreover, the presence
of many Naqada III motifs at ‘Donmumon Behind Thebes,’
together with the Gebel Tjaut: tableau (Darnell 2002),
murrors the shift of power towards the northern Naqada
culture terrtory domnated by This (Abydos) towards the
end of the Protodynastic period allied with an extension
southwards of the Nagada culture into Lower Nubia
Depictions of Naqada III style boats 1n the latter area at
Gebel Sheikh Suleiman and on the Qustul incense burner
show these vessels engaged 1n combat-a rare activity
apart from the battle on the Gebel Arak knife handle In
contrast, the few Naqada III boats m the Central Eastern
Desert are singletons devoid of context

While the image repertoire changes 1n the proto-dynastic
period, with the ‘arms raised’ figure dropping out, dogs
engaged 1n hunting do continue to be portrayed There
1s a single dog 1 association with a crowned figure
accompanied by fan and standard bearers at Gharb
Aswan (Hendrickx et al 2009 170) Dogs are also present
on the ‘Hunters Palette’ working wath plumed figures
carrying bows and maces i addition to a falcon standard
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Kmife handles such as the Brooklyn example have a dog at
the end of alme of ammals, seemingly 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 1bex or barbary sheep (Piquette 2007) 20 have an
elephant, almost always associated with a building akin to
the later ‘per-wer’ shrine, 1tself resembling an elephant
Thus, wild amimals feature strongly in this restricted
corpus Domestic ammals, apart from the dogs which
can be hunting animals, are conspicuously absent, while
the remammg fauna are mamly various birds The small
number of sealings from U-j includes more wild ammals
and a few boats

Concerning the labels and sealings’ function, Baines
(Bames 2004 171) usefully reminds us that symbolic
aspects of administration in Egypt were at least as
sigrificant as practical ones Tomb U-j 1s 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 supphed, whether towns owing allegiance to,
or estates owned by, the person mterred However, the lack
of a widespread application to administration outside of
a restricted number of elite Abydos tombs, suggests that
visual display was as important In addition, none were
found attached to anything, despite being perforated Not
only 1s the range of signs on the tags restricted, but the small
amount of seal impressions carries images which appear
to fill up the space, rather than having a inguistic content
Early Dynastic seahngs often contain unintelhgible pseudo-
wrting (Bames 2004 183) Both signs and seals are visual
symbolic resources of the elite, as are the earher petroglyph
scenes and associated pottery The considerable numbers
of wild ammals, dogs and bow-carrymng figures among the
U-j tags mchcates the continuing importance of hunting
and control over the wild

The importance of boats 1s seen at all stages of Egyptian
history The widespread presence of boat and water
symbols on the D-Ware and of rock-art boat images
shows how integral they are to early Egyptian funerary
practice The amalgamation of boats in hunting scenes
does not continue 1nto the dynastic era But boats are
clearly a necessary item of equipment for the deceased,
as seen in the model estate with boat 1 the tomb of Aha
(Emery 1961) and the Abydos boat burials by the ‘Western
Mastaba’ (O’Connor 2009) The iconography seen in the
Eastern Desert rock-art always mainly represented the
hunting activities of the elite and 1ts need to show control
over the wild and ensure regeneration of the deceased
Boats appear to be able to travel anywhere, and people in
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them to be able to support hunting activities It 1s unclear
what purpose the Early Dynastic buried boats and boat
models fulfilled However, we can say that both hunting
and the use of boats were seen as necessary in funerary
practice

Conclusion

It 1s not possible to trace the use of visual symbols from
rock-art into the Egyptian script However, the tags
and seal impressions which represent early Egyptian
‘writing’ sit comfortably within the emphasis during
the predynastic period on control of wild ammals by
hunting with dogs, and with boats Images of animal
control and boats seen 1 the rock-art, particularly in
the Eastern Desert and on the G and D-Ware pottery,
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The lconography on Decorated Ware
[ 'iconographie des Decorated Ware

Abstract - The lecture I am going to give deals with the
Nagadan painted vases We will not deal in great detail
with the White cross-lined vases of the Nagada I-IIAB
period, but will focus on the Decorated vases of the
Nagada IIC-D period The ornamental patterns of the
different elements of these vases, the links between these
elements and their position on the surface of the vases
have obviously been chosen 1n accordance with strict
rules These rules display a hierarchy within the elements
making up the ornamental patterns I will first try to
explain these rules in order to understand how the syntax
of the Nagadan ornaments works and then compare
them with a broad outline of the oldest hieroglyph writing
syntax which 1s known, that of the Old Empire

Keywords - Iconography, Naqada, Painted vases, Semiology

Gwenola Graff

IRD  UMR 208 PALOC - Paris (France)
gwenola.graff@ird fr

Resume - La presente commumication porte sur les vases peints
nagadiens Les vases Whte cross-lined de Nagada I-1IAB ne
refiendront que peu notre attention et nous ne nous concentrerons
que sur les Decorated de Nagada IIC-D En effet, 1l apparatl
au travers de leur decor que des regles strictes regissent ausst bien
le chowx des elements, leurs associations que leur posuronnement
sur la surface du vase Elles sont stricles et temoignent d’une
huerarchie au semn des elements constitutufs du decor Apres avowr
degage autant que possible ces régles, pour reconstituer une syntaxe
de l’vmage nagadienne, on tentera une muse en parallele avec les
grandes hgnes de la syntaxe la plus ancienne connue pour Uecriture
laeroglyphuque, celle de UAncien-Emprre

Mofts-cles - Ieonographie, Nagada, vases pewnts, semwologie de I’tmage
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urng the Nagadaland Nagada Il cultures between

3,900 and 3,400 BC a certan amount of ceramics

were painted The shape of the vases which were
pawnted 1s not different from the shape of the non-pamnted
vases Very few pamnted vases were produced compared to
the total amount of vases Their number nevertheless grew
over the years There were more painted vases produced n
the Naqada Il period than in the Nagada I period, especially
towards the end of the Nagada II period

Thus production 1s mainly known as part of grave objects
However, these vases were not only used for graves but also
for everyday purposes 1n settlements This impression 1s
more the result of the hustory of research on the Egypthan
predynastic penod than a reahstic picture of reality

The painted vases from the Nagada I period, named
Whiute cross-lined by the father of the predynastic period,
WM F Petnie, are different from the Decorated ware of
the Nagada Il period There are differences m the types of
cerarmics used and also n style and pictures The shapes and
colours are different and also the way i which the elements
are drawn and how the patterns are set up It1s very easy to
see the difference between a White cross-lined ware, which
1s red with white paintings and a Decorated vase, which
1s pmkish beige with red and brown ornamental patterns

C-Ware and D-Ware do not fully correspond to the cultural
separation of Nagada I and Nagada II C-Ware has been
identified between 3,900 and 3,650, which means from
Nagada JA to Nagada IJA-B, and D-Ware from 3,650 to
3,400, which means during Nagada IIC and D (fig 1)

The mamn difference between the G and the D ware 1s the
way the picture 1s set up The strict and restrictive rules
on how to choose the ornamental patterns appear in the
Nagada II period They did not exist in the Nagada I
period The wide range of combinations n the choice
of ornamental patterns became more limited between
the “C-Ware” and the “D-Ware” periods This could be
explaimned by the fact that structure and lmerarchy played a
more mmportant role mn society, which could also be observed
n the funerary field

In any case, we consider that these strict rules make 1t
easter for us to study thus period, provided that they can
be 1dentified and interpreted They give us useful keys to
understand the ornamental patterns These constramnts
facihitate in particular a semiological approach We can
consider that they prownide us with a proto-syntax in the
meaning given by G Sauvet “Dans le domaine de la
communication graphique prehistorique la syntaxe

represente ensemble des lois qu fixent les relations que

les signes entretiennent entre eux ” (Sauvet & Wlodarczyk
1977 551)

The fact that the structure of the D-Ware patterns 1s easier to
study explains why I am gomng to concentrate on them here
Chronologically the Decorated ware marks an important
stage 1n the setting-up of the ornamental patterns They
are closer to the first signs of writing, although there 1s a
big gap of 300 years between them and the dockets on the
U~ grave

The corpus

The corpus on which the study on the D-Ware 1s based was
started in the framework of a thesis published n 2009 (Graff
2009) and the database has been growing ever since To
date, this work 1s 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 combinations of
different elements, vases needed to display at least two signs
of different categories i order to be taken into account

As a result, the numerous vases dating back to the very
end of the Nagada II and Nagada III periods 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 wmitate the
vems of stones During that period of time, stone vases
started being produced Since their production requured
exceptional technical skills and admittedly they had a
decorative effect, copies out of clay were produced But
this 1s a different 1ssue

The 1tems on which the study 1s based come from old
excavations as well as from more recent excavations which
provided more mnformation A large amount of 1tems are
kept 1n museums, but their origin 1s unknown However,
we can draw a map which shows the different ongins of
these items It shows that the lughest concentration of these
itemns 1s located around the area of Naqada, the core zone
of thes culture But the Nagada II culture starts to extend
towards the North as well as the South until the Nagada ITT
period Pamnted vases can be found m the Nile Delta or m
Lower Nubia

Sefts of themes

Types of scene

The ornamental patterns on vases are divided 1n scenes
With a few exceptions, there 1s only one type of scene on
each vase However the same scene can appear two or
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1. Painted vases in the Nagadan chronology/
Vases peints dans la chronologie du Nagada
pictures/ofhitos G, Graff

threc times on the vase in different sections interrupted
by the handles. The range of diffcrent types of scenes is
quite limited. There are 6 types, including 2 which can
already be scen on the C-Ware. The other types are only
to be found on the D-Ware (for a complete description of
each type of scene, see Graf 2009: 79-89).

The two common sets of themes which can be seen on
the G and D-Warc are the scene with animal presentation
and the plant scene. The scene with animal presentation
shows animals complemented by plants or geometrical
signs displayed without any specific order on the surface
of the vase. It looks as il this type of ornamental cisplay
dates back to the Nagada I period and has developed
further in the Nagada II period. The two most frequent
animals are the ostrich and the ibex.

The plant scene obviously shows plants, and only plants,
which means ncither animals nor human beings. This
type of scene can be complemented by some geographical
signs or non-identified signs (double circles, cots ...}, but
there arc only a few of them and they do not fill a lot
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of space There are more plant scenes i the Naqada II
period than 1n the Nagada I period

The four scenes dominant in the Nagada II period are
navigation scenes, scenes with animal row, scenes with
amumal skins and ritual scenes The navigation scenes can
be 1dentfied as such on the condition that a boat can be
seen on the pattern, with human beings or without or with
any other kind of signs

The ammal row 1s a type of pattern in which ammals can
be seen standing in line, a mixture of different ammals, all
standing 1n line, on an 1magmary ground or on different
registers The ammal rows from the early Dynastic period
can be found on some handles of 1vory knves, for example
on the Brooklyn kmfe, the Carnarvon kmife or on the Pitt-
Ruavers kmife Unlike the scene with ammal presentation,
the lay-out 1s structured

The scene with amimal skins has a separate place within
the group It can be considered a particular type of a ritual
scene This type of scene 1s built in the most ngorous and
systematic way It must display at least one animal skin
fixed on crossed sticks It 1s very often surrounded by boats,
shrines, trees, birds and mats We will deal with these
questions 1n more detail later on

Defining the ritual scene 1s actually quite a difheult task

Therefore, 1n terms of the image, we can expect that some
of the motfs will be out of place and are improbable in
the mdst of a seemingly banal scene Another level of
reality emerges 1n a discreet or not so discreet fashion
The presence of entities or divinities to which the rite 1s
addressed 1s vital for identifying the scene Unfortunately,
they are not always represented In the case of the
Nagadan image, 1t would seem that they are not directly
depicted (even if they are perhaps evoked by the fermimne
figures or the mast standards)

In this particular case, there are a certain number of pieces
of evidence of the presence of another level of reality

While there are numerous combinations indicating 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 motfs are therefore the
most sigmficant o1 representative criteria of a ntual scene

(fig 3)

The presence of one of these criteria 1s enough to indicate
artual 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 life We have moved onto
another plane

The elements

The elements of a scene are placed next to each other,
Juxtaposed, with hittle links between them Usually the
elements are 1solated, but some of them are always
multiplied, for example the full trangles, the ondulated
lines and other non-identified Iittle ondulated signs
Some signs can be 1solated, but most of the time they
are multiphed This 1s the case for two ammals the 1bex
and the ostriches/ or flamimgos (both interpretations are
possible)

Altogether there 1s a range of 124 elements displayed on
the D-ware (compared to 261 if both C- and D-Ware are
taken mnto account) Some are displayed only once and
others about 200 imes

These elements are classified 1n categones orgamsed in a
way simular to the Gardiner Sign-Lst (fig 4)

These categories are

- human bemngs, subdivided in men and women

- ammals subdivided 1n the following groups
*  mammals (divided mnto little bovines and carudace)
*  biurds

* saunans and reptiles

 fish
*  other non identified amimals
- plants

- navigation (the hull and other parts of a boat)

- mats and fences (which prove the existence of a light

architecture)

- weapons and traps

- horns and the “fan”

- animal skins

- geographical elements which indicate two environments
» firstly, the desert and the steppe
*  secondly, valleys and oases

- elements not yet 1dentified (55 altogether)

These elements were chosen by the painters themselves or
the persons they worked for but we have to keep m mind
that the Nagadan field 1s much wider mn terms of patterns
There are entire parts of their environment which we
cannot see This means that these items can only play
a limited role 1n the study They do not prove whether
this population was settled or not, whether they hved
villages, divided 1n stockbreeders and farmers There1sno
evidence of houses or cultvated plants (the plants which
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can be seen are difficult to identify, but they are obviously
small trees or long grass, some of 1t growing in water)

There 1s evidence of very few cattle, one single ovine, a
ram Although Nagadan food was to a large extent based
on fish, ornamental patterns with fish can only be seen
twice on the D-Ware It was not a habit to paint ordinary
food I should point out that the bestiaries of the Late
Paleolithic caves do not show any panting of food either,
which shows again that 1t was quite normal not to pamnt
food

The bestiary 1tself’ does not exactly reflect ammal hfe m
the Nile valley and 1ts desert surroundings from the middle
of the fourth millennium What about big cats, monkeys,
msects, small birds and small carnivorous amimals®

The flora seems to be very poor as well In the Nagada IT
period the flora 1s imited to the Nagadan plant (probably
the banana tree or the aloe) and a kind of bush

But certain elements are proportionally over-represented
which shows how much these elements were appreciated
by the society which produced these drawings Examples
include 16 different elements used to illustrate the
vartous species of gazelles, and in particular 25 sorts of
banners on mast, these kinds of shields stuck on the side
of the boat cabins, with hardly legible symbols written
on them

Ornemental pattern construction

In order to advance 1n the study of these pictures, we wall
have a close look at their components 1n terms of quantity
This will provide us with a number of keys which will help
us understand the meaning

Number of elements per vase

As a first stage we will find 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 mnto account
For example, when a boat has several mast standards, we
counted only one sign

The big majornity of the D-Ware have from 2 to 9 signs
with two peaks from 3 to 8 signs per vase Sometimes, but
very rarely there are up to 15, 16 or even 29 elements in
one pattern, which means that we had a limited choice
of elements compared to the wide range of signs (as
many as 1 24) which lustrated the vases in the Nagada II
period
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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 1s based on the number of possible
links on a given element depending on how many times
it appears Bearing in mind that most D-Ware have from
2 to 8 signs on their patterns, 1t 1s interesting to check
whether all the represented elements of this period can
be combined with any other, or if some follow a different
system of association with more links to certain elements
than to others (fig 5)

All elements 1dentified at least 6 imes have been taken
into account, which leaves 34 elements only In order
to observe a possible chronological development, the
elements composing the ornamental patterns on G-Ware
were remtroduced

The elements which were observed can be divided into
three groups, according to their coefficient of association
The first group ncludes the elements with a coefficient
lower than 1, 1n other words, those which are associated
with the hughest amount of different elements

The second group 1ncludes the elements with a coefficient
between 1 and 2

The third group includes the elements with a coefficient
higher than 2 The last ones are associated with a more
limited number of elements It 1s worth mentioning that
the elements of the first group (with a coefficient lower
than 1) are often associated with other elements which
only appear once in the whole corpus The fact that
they are numerous explains why the table and the chart
which we used show only 34 elements and not all those
which have been 1dentified 143 elements of a pattern
are displayed once only and 74 are displayed between
two and six times

If these groups are corroborated wath the periods during
which each element was 1dentified, a strong correlation
can be noticed between the groups determined, on the one
hand, by the ratio ‘times 1dentified/number of elements
1n the associative field’, and the period of 1dentification
on the other The two groups whose coefhicient 1s lugher
than | are composed of signs which are mainly or
exclusively 1dentified during Nagada II On the other
hand, the last group, composed of elements whose ratio
1s below 1, consists of elements existing on C-Ware, with
the exception of the addax and the 1ibex The difference
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between the group whose coefficient is between 1 and 2
and that over 2 lies in the fact that the signs of this last
group are those of the scene with animal skin. Itis known
that the objects carrying these scenes are among the latest
existing in the corpus, towards Nagada 11C-D.

This helps us to conclude that the elements are
morc diversified in the Nagada I period and also that
the combinations between them arc not very strict.
Nevertheless, with progress in time, the amount of
elements decreascs, and despite of the [act that elements
are more often identified, their combinations are more
ancd more limited.

The development of the Nagadan painted picture leads
with the time to a growing structuring ol the picture,
focussing on a few specific elements which can only be
combined with some others in accordance with logical
rules. These rules are clearly defined but arc difficult to
idenafy a posterior.

Number of elements per group

The study of the coefficient of association shows that the
Nagadan picture became more and more complex with
time.

Elements imposition on the vases

We are going to obscrve that the elements are not at all
placed or spread at random on the D-Ware. The elements
follow a clear hierarchy and also take into account the
material of which the vase 1s made and the constraints
resulung from 1t. As far as the D-Ware is concerned, the
vases have in most cases a closed shape and two or [thL
handles at a regular distance, fixed on the upper third
part of the vasc.

All these elements are generally placed next to each
other in one or two registers or floating, because the line
which usually symbohses the ground i1s missing. The links
between the signs can rarely be seen. Two options are
used to show a link between two signs.

Firstly, small ondulated signs link two elements or,
secondly, an object, usually held by a man. He can also

19—L place his hand on 1t.
18- AU > PNV . ‘ _ L
herciogbone.  crgeatite Brkzaligl These different links can be divided in two groups (fig: 6).
7= First, the links which require an “instrument”: either a
16— # stick, a fan, or a weapon with an indication which shows
ondulated liiked by which means the link is made. Then the links which
15 =B SpeE require a direct contact with the hand. It means that the
14— person owns the second element (especially when the
k \ d cle ! )
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1 Ondulated signs between two members

2 Indirect relationship

a withahorn
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3 Durect relationship

a with a women

T

£ >
&

b with a fan

b with an amimal

6 The mediator signs / Les signes de mediation

Since there 1s no hink between the elements, there 1s no
question of time It1s not a story which 1s being told while
holding an object 1n one’shands The picture can be read
like a nebula divided 1n a central zone and a peripheral
area We first read the zones of higher intensity and
then the zones of lower intensity The elements are not
evenly scattered 1n the scene (what means the space 1s
not filled 1n a homogeneous way) Some elements are
grouped together 1n a focal area, with the other elements
spread outside this area The density or in other words the
meaning 1s different from one sign to the next

The focal zones are not placed at random on the vase
either They are usually placed 1n a symmetrical way on
each side of the vase There 1s only one 1n each section

The best example of this kind of structure 1s a sequence
which 1s mirrored on both sides of an animal skin,
hanging on sticks 1n the middle They correspond to
what we defined previously as the scene with ammal skin
They mainly occur in the Nagada IIC-D period Froma

chronological pomt of view, this kind of scene 1s the last
one to appear on the D-Ware

The central or axial postion of this sign makes 1t the most
important element of this sequence Thus 1s actually the
only element which does not change 1n the group

One of four boats appears together with a hanging ammal
skin There seems to be a strong correlation between the
boat and the amimal skin The central position of the
elements makes 1t even more obvious In most cases the
animal skins are placed under the boats, 1n their axis, and
they are framed on both sides by the handles of the vase
The boat placed on the upper part1s horizontal, whereas
the skin below 1s vertical

These are the first pieces of evidence of such a rigorous
symmetry and geometry in Egyptian painting Some
elements which are placed very close to the skin have a
fixed position, Iike the shrine £ or the Nagadan plant
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#&" . Other elements can change places or be inverted.
For example the bird (r and the little tree or bush &&
can change places and also replaceone of the elements
of the sequence. We 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. Vanants
are just different ways of” expressing the same meaning

(hg 7).

Should we consider the Nagadan pictural system to be a
form of language in the sense of I dec Saussure, we can
say that the way the elements are layed out has a meaning:

The general meaiung of these combinations seems to be
more complex than a simple addition of the respective
meaning of each individual sign. 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
scenes. Men are almost always involved in an action. The
reason why they are so much involved in their action is
that they probably are thosc who benefit from 1t. Whether
they act as individuals or as members of the Nagadan
society, they are most probably the beneficiarics of the
rites hinted at.

7. The ‘animal skin’ sequence / La sequence cenlr

“aae 5"

Maximal development of the sequence

e Sur fgs peax a

Some exemples

When an individual person is shown, it means that
this person has a special status. When a community 1s
shown, it is always represented by a man. Women refer
to a different, less contingent sphere. These are probably
hierophanies.

There is no sign of time in the Nagadan 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.

Besidesitis clear thatin the Naqadian pictures, humanity
1s divided 1n men and women and 1s not considered as an
abstract entity. We can sce sometimes the same sexual
distinction used for animals representations, with the
mention of udder or penis.

The purpose of all this 1s not necessarily to understand
directly the meaning of the pictures but to help us
understand the broad lines of the internal structure. It
is very probable that the painters of the Nagadan 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 I1C-D
period, the mental structuring which made it possible to
elaboratc a message was strong and constraining. The

G, Graff

5, pictures/photos
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ornamental pattern is built according to codes and the
way the elements are linked together is also based on
codes.

We can speak about a real graphic system.
Graphic represeniations of combinations

Our observations show that ornamental patterns were
becoming more and more codified with time. In order
to get a better understanding how the painting on vases
works, we tried to apply a factor analysis (hg. 8).

The general graphic shows the interactions between
eleven typical elements from the Nagada II period and
particularly well-identified during the Naqada I1C-D
period. This elements are: the women, the men, the addax,
the 1bex, the bird, the boa, trees, the animals skin raised
on sticks, the wavy lines and the map.

~

(
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These clements were selected because they appeared
very often and also because they seemed to follow
constraining combinations. What we mean by constraining
combinations is that these elements are preferably or
exclusively associated with specific elements and arc rarely
or not at all associated with others.

Among those that arc associated with each other there are
two groups clearly opposed to each other because they are
far apart. One group consists of elements § and #&

, and the other ol elements § and the addax. While the
male character is close to the second combinaton, we did
not include 1t here. We will sce why later on.

The six other signs (ibex, bird, wavy lines, trees, boat ad
map) occupy an intermediary position between these
two poles. Nevertheless some signs are placed closer to
one pole than to the other. One can see very clearly
that the 1bex, which is closely placed next to the group
woman-addax does not normally have any link with
either the skin or the Nagadan plant. Likewise the matis
closelylinked to ¥ - && ,butmuchlessto P -
Ondulated signs, the little tree and the boat are close to
each other and almost half way between both poles.
The bird, which is linked to both poles, scems to
have 1ts own status.

This graphic gives us the main guidelines
about the way the Gerzean ornament
works but 1t will have to be refined.
To sum up, we can say that two
antagonist pairs which on the one
hand consist of the animal skin
and the Nagadan plant and on the

|
F
St

Recurent associations
More important associations, between major elements
Major associations, between major and minor elements

Strong associations, between minor elements

other of the woman and the addax,
strongly linked with the man. A
certain amount of intermecdiate
elements are placed between them
and can be associated to each of
the pairs. These two pairs seem
to play a major role in the lay-out
as well as the structuring of the
ornament. According to the graphic,
they are the elements that determine
all the others.

~

Now that we know that the whole system

1s based on a logic of either exclusion of, or
association between, elements, we have a key to find
out which are the dominant pairs which exclude each

9. Associations between elements of different categories / Associations

entre éléments de dlfférentes catégornes
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other These two pairs are firstly, the addax-woman and,
secondly, the Nagadan plant-animal skin Apart from
them, the function of the boat, the small tree and to
a lesser extent of the ibex 1s to enable the association
between elements which would otherwise exclude each
other

Bearng i mind that the dorminant pairs are ncompatble
within one ornament, there can only be one pair at a
time on one vase Vases can be classified in two groups,
according to what kind of pair 1s drawn on them 13
vases carry the pair woman-addax and 70 vases carry the
pair Nagadan plant-skin An obvious imbalance exusts
between the two dyads A graphic below summarizes
the most important assoctations between the 8 highter
represented elements on the D-Ware (fig 9)

D-Ware syntax

Syntaxical laws

The study of this specific graphic system gives us a
broad understanding of how the syntax 1s orgamsed It
1s interesting to list the mam features of thus system Thus
1s what I am going to do now

»  These ornaments can not be read from the left
to the night In order to get the meaning of this
writing, we have to focus on specific zones and
only then look at peripheral zones

*  Most elements are placed next to each other,
without any link between them, except when
there 1s a mediation sign If there 1s one, 1t 1s
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 meaning unless they are
assoclated with other elements

+ Two pairs of elements emerge which are
not compatible with each other and which
determune the choice of the other elements of
the ornament

* The location of the signs on the vase 1s
organised 1n a hierarchy and reflects their
relative importance for the understanding 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 shghtly in detail, without any impact
on the general meaning

Parallels with the hieroglyphic writing during
the Old Kingdom

It will be interesting to present what we know about
the structures of the syntax of the oldest Egyptian
language we know, in other words the language of the
Old Empire

The wnting of the third millennium 1s highly complex
This 1s partly due to our lack of knowledge of how
words and also sentences are linked together According
to P Vernus, “pas d’énoncés comportant une relation
prédicative explicite, et encore moins de phrases
complexes” Sentences are statements rather than
actions But also “I’ecnture ne prend en charge qu’une
succession de substantifs, et d’infinitifs constituant avec
leurs expansions eventuelles - apposition, régime au gemtf
direct, coordination- des syntagmes nominaux en fonction
d’enoncés-titres” (Vernus 1993 95)

A proper noun can contain by itself the equivalent of a full
sentence At the first stage of the oldest Egyptian language,
static nominal forms are predorminant Verbs themselves
are mostly used 1 the form of nouns, as 1s the case for
the infinitives or the different participles There are also
relative verbal forms and pseudo-participles to indicate
a quality or an acquired state The sentences are built
according to a parataxic way, with the use of juxtaposed
clauses without subordimating conjunctions Linking words
do not exst but words follow each other 1n a logical way

On the other hand, the wntten hieroglyph language from
the Old Empire has other ways of expression such as the
emphasis signified by particles or by different pronouns
It also has a way of expressing the negative form through
particles and negative verbs There are two groups of
nouns those which have a determuner and those without
Proper nouns have a determuner, also the nouns which
are combined with demonstratives or combined with
a determinative complement Thus language also has a
passive form and an active form This seems to have a
major mfluence on the structuring of thoughts There
1s also a strong contrast between the masculine and the
feminine form There 1s no neutral form Since there 1s
no form of declension, the function of a word 1s mdicated
by 1ts posiion within the sentence At last, the plural 1s
mndicated by the repetition of a word, usually three times

As far as the word formation 1s concerned, intensive verbs
are formed by the duplication of the verbal root Thus total
or partial duplication always lays an emphasis on the verbs

In order to form intransitive intensive verbs, an N 1s added
m front of the verbal root A W 1s added 1n front of the
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NAQADA PAINTING OLD KINGDOM WRITING

T — N

m i

Plural notation

the houses

FITIIVIS
& ﬁ Ry/) brother
MNVWA

@Q @ Sni - sister

Duality
male/female

ﬂk - sdm-tn you hear

ﬁk a % ?ml sdm- tw-In

you are heard

ACTIF vs PASSIF

WITH

by means of

m m : by means of, with

T

L hn’: together, with

accompaniment

Word construction with sense evolution:

1. by doublig means:
nd to question/ ndnd to take advice
2. By addition of N to the verbal root:
k31 to think / nk31 to reflect
3. By addition of W to the verbal root:
b3 to dig up / wb3 to open, to drill
4. By addition Qf S to the verbal root:
rh to know / srh to indicate

Complex forms
construction

10 (part 1). Syntaxical parallels between Nagada painting and Old Kingdom writing /

Parallale syntaxique entre les peintures nagadiennes el 'acriture de 'Ancien Empire
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verbal root of the verbs which indicate thorough action.
An S in front of a verbal root indicates that the verb is a
causaave verb.

The archaic Egyptian language makes a distinction
between the two possible meanings of “with”. Firstly,
“with” means “accompany” and, secondly, 2 means, the
way, an instrument.

More than likely the Naqadan spoken language was the
same, in a more archaic state, as that noted down at the
time of the hieroglyph writing of the Old Empire. As a
matter of fact, there 1s no trace of change in the vernacular
tanguage between the middle of the fourth millennium and
the beginning of the third millennium.

We can now compare the two graphic systems, the
pictural and the written system (fig. 10-1).

1) The plural form is indicated in both systems by a
repetition. As a rule, the sign which is put in the plural
is repeated three times.

2) There 1s a marked duality between male and female
There is no neutral form.

3) There is an active and a passive
form. The notion ot time 1s very
vague. In the painting of Naqgada,
the initiative of an action is clearly
and systematically taken by men.

It 1s indicated by a man holding

a tool. We can compare this with
the construction of the first causal
sentences which contain a genitival ‘
adjective of subordination, which
means “which belongs to”. This
adjective has the same function as
the tool on the painting

4) The meaning of “with” is
very precise. A distinction is
made between “with” meaning
“which accompanies” and
“with” meaning “by means of ™.
This distinction is marked by
the use of two different words
in the Egyptian language. This
distinction also appears in the
picture. The second meaning

No notion
of time

Sequences v
construction ||

LA
7 k. "'f

5) The construction of sequences having a complex
meaning 1s made by duplication or by adding simple
elements, which modity its meaning. The global
meaning of the whole is not the same as the simple
accumulation of the first meaning of each simple
element. This means:

- in the hieroglyph writing, the construction of the
Egyptian words 1s based on the addition of prefixes
which makes their meaning change.

- in the Nagadan painting, the sequence centred on the
animal skin hanging on sticks probably means more
than a simple addition of clements.

6) There 1s no trace of the notion of time (g, 10-2):

- in the language, there are traces of some
unaccomplished and accomplished forms. But the
notion of time can be deduced only from the context.
- 1n the Nagadan picture, the reading is not linear but
concomitant.

7) With regard to the way the sequences are built:

- in the hieroglyph writing, the grammatical function

10 (part 2). Syntaxical parallels between Naqada pamtmg and Old
ngdom wntmg/'-. iitle syntaxigue entn peintures fiennes et

racnture AR T

NAQADA PAINTING

OLD KINGDOM WRITING

No time.
unaccomplished forms sdm.f

ant lookimg [or ‘

rras

rop

accomplished forms sdm.n.f

I e toumnd ‘

| emphasis
| name of the god
hs | the king
| || proclitic particule
L, (heart, see)

* = verl + pronom de rappel + %
call back
of the
emphasis

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

of “with” (= by means of) is
materialized by a horn or a trophy,
held by a male character and the
first meaning of “with” (which
accompanies) is symbolized by |
a masculine character holding
another sign.

| Intensification
of information
by redundant
formulations

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




of a word 1s given by 1ts position 1n the sentence

- 1n the picture, the position of the signs within the
ornament follows strict rules, especially the position
of signs according to a central axis The handles have
a strong function

8) In the sentences of the Old Empire writing, there 1s no
evidence of either subordination or articulation between
the different parts of a sentence The juxtaposition of
propositions 1s without any coordination, 1 other woids
the “parataxic construction” 1s very simular to the usual
lack of contacts or links between the elements which
are placed next to each other on a vase The semantic
equivalence of the signs in the paintings matches the
notion of synonyms and lexical fields in a complex
language composed of different constituents The same
1dea 1s repeated 1n a ssmilar or even identical way 1n order
to emphasise 1t Parallelism supports the importance of
the information provided

- a vase includes two 1dentical scenes 1n each section
between the two handles

- n the Pyramids Texts redundant formulations are
apphed resulting from spoken language

The main structures of hieroglyphic writing were perhaps
already expressed 1n the most recent paintings on vases
Naqadan pamnting has fewer possibilities of expression than
writing Its message 1s more hmited and less precise It can
only express a certamn number of messages, always identical
or different vanations of the same theme However, 1t
already uses the structures which will be further developed
a few centuries later on

Conclusion

On the other hand, the search, in the Nagadan paintings,
for a common structure of the two systems seems much
more relevant than in the proto-hieroglyphs The full
triangles are no doubt at the origin of the mountain sign
(N25 1n the Gardiner Sign-hist) and the ondulated hnes
have led to the water sign (hieroglyph N35) Likewise
the lueroglyphs designating an addax, an 1bex or a
hippopotamus resemble their version paimnted on the
vases The determiners are the category of hieroglyphic
signs which enrniches most significantly the catalogue of
Nagadan elements However, the function of determuners
1s not always used i the wnting of the Early Dynastic
period Any search for previous occurrence of writing
symbols, beyond the few examples given, becomes
more haphazard and must be handled with caution
Nagadan paintings do not provide a catalogue of signs
for hueroglyphic writings

The lconography on Decorated Ware / 61

A few signs will obviously be part of erther system They
are almost uruversal One can find numerous examples
of writings or graphic systems - other than the Egyptian -
using tniangles for mountams or ondulated lines for water
without any hink to hieroglyphic writings The search for
internal structures which we have just carried out enables
us to draw more profound parallels
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Infact wine jars with pre-firing potmarks

from the Early Dynastic cemetery at Helwan, Egypt
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Abstract - The current paper presents and discusses
a group of 148 intact, marked wine jars excavated n
Helwan, against the backdrop of related data culled
from four selected, partly contemporary cemeteres, viz
those of Minshat Abu Omar, Kafr Hassan Dawood,
Abu Roash and Tarkhan Their study contributes not
only to the theme of early dynastic potmarks per se, but
also to contextual and social analyses and perhaps script
development more 1n general The various groupings
of both legible and intelhgible potmarks are slowly but
certamly expanding, and the application of the term
preformal hieroglyphs to several of these seems fitting

Keywords - Helwan, potmarks, Thinite period, circulation of
prestige goods

3 The Amencan Research Center Carro (Egypt) jsmythe@arce org

Resume - Cet artwcle presente et etudie un groupe de 148 jarres
a v, wiactes, avec des potmarks, en provenance des fourlles
de la necropole d’Helouan et mus en parallele avec des objets
sumulawres en provenance de quatre autres necropoles, partiellement
contemporaines, celles de Munshat Abu Omay, Kafr Hassan
Dawood, Abou Roash et Tarkhan Leur etude contribue non
seulement au theme des premuers potmarks dynastiques en sol,
mais ausst de mamére plus générale aux analyses contextuelles
et socales et peut-étre au developpement de ['ecriture Les
dwers regroupements de potmarks tant hsibles qu'itelligibles se
developpent lentement mas sirement, et U'application du terme
hieroglyphes preformels a plusieurs d'entre ceux-cv semble yuste

Mofts cles - Helouan, potmarks, periode thinite, circulation des biens de
prestige
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Graff and her colleagues within the framework

of Prelustories of wnting Iconogiaphy, graphuc practices
and emergence of writing in predynastic Egypt provided a swutable
environment 1n which to recommence the topic of pre-
firng apphed potmarks and thewr contamers found 1n
proto- and early dynastic, viz , Nagada IIIB-D contexts
in Egypt, mamly — though not exclusively — deriving from
the mortuary realm

7 I Y he round table discussions organized by Gwenola

The relevance of foresaid potmarks as a non-verbal
signification system, developing 1n tandem with the
process of the emergence of writing 1n early Egypt, has
been discussed most recently by van den Brink (van den
Brink 2010 334) Thus process, evolving from pictographuc,
through ideographic to eventually phonetic representation,
1srecorded m cifferent media, e g m rock art, in the painted
decoration on certain types of pottery vessels, on stamp
and cylinder seals and sealings, bone, wvory and wooden
labels, ink inscriptions etc To date this process finds its first
condensed, tangible expression m the Schryfizeugnisse from
Tomb U/j and neighboring tombs at Umm el-Qa’ab,
Abydos, dated to the Nagada ITIA1/2 (Dreyer 1998,
Hartung 2001)

The current paper presents and discusses potmarks apphied
to one particular class of ceranmc vessels only, namely that of
‘wine jars’ (Petrie’s types 75-76 (Petrie1953), van den Brink’s
types III and IV (van den Brink 1996) deriving from the
excavations carried out in the past by Z'Y Saad, resumed
in 1997 by E C Kohler and her team 1n the cemetery of
Helwan A group of 148 ntact, marked wine jars s discussed
here for the first time, agamnst the backdrop of related data
culled from four selected, partly contemporary cemeteries,
viz those of Minshat Abu Omar, Kafr Hassan Dawood,
Abu Roash and Tarkhan, i the hope of shedding further
light on the largely still emgmatic meamng of the potmarks

The Helwan excavations

In the early 1950s Z Saad unearthed two adjacent
subterranean tombs within an area of the early dynastic
cemetery at Helwan as part of an extensive excavation
carried out over numerous seasons, which to date remain
largely unpublished These two tombs were subsequently
used by the excavator as repositortes for large amounts of
ntact pottery and stone vessels as well as selected human
remains, deriving mainly from his 9th and 11th seasons
of excavation in the cemetery

Durning renewed excavations in the Helwan cemetery
under the auspices of Macquarie University, Sydney

m 1997/1998 and 2002/2003, Kohler located and re-
opened those tombs 1 an area designated Operation 3
(Kohler 2005) Together they held an estimated 1735
pottery vessels of different types (Smythe 2004 317,
2008 151), ncluding 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 1% tables 1-2), which were also excavated
under the supervision of Saad, but which were selected by
him for display 1n the former on-site museum at Helwan/
Ezbet el-Walda Out of safety concerns, this museum’s
entire collection was transported in 1967 mn 158 wooden
crates to the basement of Egyptian Museum 1n Cairo,

where they lay forgotten until their recent re-discovery
by Kohler (Kohler 2002, Kohler 2004b)

Of these 120 vessels deriving from Saad’s work 1n the
Helwan cemetery, 86 still have tomb allocation numbers
(nos 1-86 mn Appendix 1 table 1) that link them with
62 different graves The remaiming 34 either lack any
1dentifying numbers or these have become 1llegible over
tumie (nos 87-120 1n Appendix 1 table 2) Therefore, the
vessels cannot be allocated to any specific grave Together
with 28 wine jars bearing potmarks (nos 121-148 1n
Appendix 1 table 3) from eight graves excavated more
recently by Kohler (Kohler 2004a) i an area designated
Operation 4, both groups of vessels are discussed
below as a corpus of 148 wine jars and their potmarks
dertving from this cemetery Of this collection, 32 jars
with potmarks and six that did not bear potmarks have
already been published elsewhere, some only cursorly
and others in more detall (¢f Appendix 1 tables 1-3, Saad
1947 figs 11-12,1951 P1 71 3-4, Kohler & van den Brink
2002 fig 1, 1-4, Kohler 2004a figs 3,4, 7b, Kohler 2004b
fig 6, Smythe 2004 figs 11-12,2008 figs 1-2,4, 15-16, 18,
28, 32, 37-38, van den Brink 2010 figs 1-2)

1 Only two winc jars werc found to be mcomplete (Appendix 1 table 1
nos 32 and 47) On a different note, 1t 1s worth mentionung that six of the
wine jars had been modified post-firmg by dnlling holes at varymng heights
through the vessels’ walls, in one case {four holes atound a larger perforation
(Appendix I table I nos 2,42,51, 54, 79 and 92), indicating an apparent
re-use of these containers before final deposition m the graves For a recent
discussion of primary vs secondary usc of wine jars foundin carly dynastic
mortuary contexts, sce Mawdsley 2011

2 Tor this Append, see http //pm revues org/
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Wine Jars from QOperations 3/1 and 3/3

A Wine jars with oniginal tomb allocation
numbers still preserved on them
Ninety-nine mntact wine jars, including 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 onginal excavation tomb number
on each of these jars, they must have come from 62
distinct graves

The distnbution of wine jars with potmarks by grave,
based on the corpus under discussion® 1s as follows
53 graves each contained a single jar

3 graves contamed 2 jars

3 graves contamed 3 jars

3 graves contamned respectively 4, 6 and 8 jars

B Wine jars without proveniences
Thurty-four unprovenanced wine 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 wine jars might be lower, however, as 1t
1s ikely some of the jars were found 1n groups of two or
more

Operation 4

With work 1n this area still ongoing, to date 28 wine
Jjars with potmarks and two similar, unmarked jars, that
were analyzed for this study, derive 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 1s known

The distribution of wine jars with potmarks by grave 1s as
follows

3 graves contained a single jar

1 grave contained 2 jars

2 graves contamed 3 jars

1 grave contained 6 jars

1 grave contamed 11 jars

Wine jar types represented in the Helwan
assemblage

The earliest wine jar types in the present corpus,
characterized by either pushed-up, vestigial, indented

3 It should be tahen mto account that Saad only retamed complete or intact
vesscls (Smythe 2004 317, Kohler & Smythe 2004 126) The total amount
of jais per grave mentioned 1n this scction, therefore, should be considered
as the mummum number of jars known from any one tomb assemblage

(/’ i/ i
i |

1 Types Il and {ll winejars with incised serekh sign NB the 1 2 or 3 digit-
numbers appearing in conjunction with each individual jar at its lower left side
as represented in figs 1-5 correspond with the numbering/order in which the
Helwan jars have been presented in Appendix 1 tables 1-3 / Jarres a vin
de types Il et lll incisees de serekhs NB pour les figs 1 & 5 les nombres
places en bas a gauche de chaque jarre correspondent a | odre dans lequel
les jarres d Helouan ont eté presentees dans | annexe 1 tables 1-3

20 cm

ledge handles (n=1) or by impressed, crescentic decoration
on the shoulder (n=8) are few 1n number (Appendix 1

tables 1-2, nos 7,9, 45, 61, 73, 85, 86, 116, 117) They
are ascribed to van den Brink’s jar Types II and III
respectively, and date from Late Dynasty 0 to the very
beginning of Dynasty 1 (van den Brink 1996 144-147)

Four of these jars are incised with a serekh
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2 Type IV winejars with { g t] Smj sign / Jarres a vin de type IV avec le signe [g t] Sm
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3 Type IV winejars hw t s3-h3 Adjib estate / Jarres a vin de type IV hw t s3-h3 de I'etat d Adjib

The vast majority of intact wine jars found at Helwan,
however, date from the second half of the First Dynasty
to sometime during 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)
continuous plain bands apphed to their tapening bodies,
types classified by van den Brink as IVb-d (van den Brink
1996 148) Most jars are made from alluvial Nile silt,
with a significantly smaller percentage made of marl
clay (¢f Appendix 1 tables 1-2, Smythe op c#)* Not a
single specimen of the bulkier, Type I'Va jar, datable to the
end of Dynasty 0 and very beginming of Dynasty 1, has
been identified amongst the group at 1ssue Based on the
information denving from Operations 3 and 4 only, there
appears to be a gap 1n the use of the Helwan cemetery
covering the first half of the First Dynasty, although thus
may well be due to the lack of published matenals from
other areas of the cemetery

Compostition of the Helwan potmarks

The Helwan corpus mcludes 27 potmarks on wine jars
that are legible (¢f below, table 3) These comprise the
four jars mncised with a serekh already noted above (fig 1,
Appendix 1 1-2 7, 84, 85, 116) and 15 jars bearing the
floral mark /¢#] $m’ (UE barley) (fig 2, Appendix 1

4 Although not all wine jars with potmarhs that ate histed in Appendix 1
tables 1 3 liave been exammed according to inbric, yet fiom those that have
been studied, 92 are made of alluvial Nile 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 atlength
(Kohler & van den Brink 2002, van den Brink 2010) Four
additional jars are inscnibed wath the /e ¢ s3-13 estate-sign
of A[ne]djib, all of which have accompanying marks, two
of which (nos 5 and 118) are1dentical (fig 3, Appendix 1
tables 1-2 nos 5, 6, 64, 118) Five jars bear the domain-
sign of Semerkhet (fig 4, Appendix 1 tables 1-2 nos 1,
3,4, 119, 120%, one (no 4)without the usual crenellated
oval frame, and another (no 120) notably associated with
the Sm’-sign

Excluding these 27 legible inscriptions, the remaining
121 potmarks (figs 5-6) in the corpus under discussion
can be subdivided into marks consisting of a single sign
(n=31), or different combinations and quantities of signs
mncluding two (n=63), three (n=22), four (n=4), and, 1n
one case, eight distinct, usually horizontally aligned
signs, thus forming composite or compound potmarks
Of these, seventy-three simple and compound potmarks®

5 In contrast to dom un names of Scmaikhet’s predecessors usually found
on cyhnder seal impiessions but not mased on the actual pottery vessels
themsel es, Semerhhet’s domain name 15 incsed 1nto pottery, aind does not
occur on cylinder seal impressions Lhis mdicates a change n the handhng
of wine jars bearng this puticular type of mscripnon durmg the reign of
Semcrhhet Notably sce also Appendix 1 table 7 61

6 A stmple potmark consists of one distinct, basic sign (n=77) as hsted m
van den Brink 1992 282-284, table 2 A compound potmark consists of
a combmtion ol two o1 more distnct signs as hsted mn op ait 285-296,
figs 6-17
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Table 1 Compilatton of total numbers of graves and pottery vessels retrieved from selected early dynastic cemeteries 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 jars with potmarks, 4 Total amount of ceramic vessels excavated in each of the selected cemeteries
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 / Synthese du nombre total de tombes et de vaisselles ceramiques provenant des cimetieres selectionnes de la premiere dynastie de Basse
Egypte - 1 Nombre total de tombes foulllees dans chaque cimetiere distinct 2 Nombre total de tombes qui contenarent des vaisselies avec marques
independamment du type de vaissefles 3 Nombre total de tombes qui contenaient specifiquement des jarres 4 vins avec marques incisees 4 Quantite
totale de vaisselles ceramiques decouvertes dans chacun des cimetieres selectionnes 5§ Quantité totale de vaisselles avec marques independamment
du type de vaissellles 6 Quantité totale de jarres a vin portant des potmarks 7 Quantite totale de jarres & vin sans marques Incisees

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
# graves |# graves yielding|# graves yielding |# ceramic vessels |# marked # marked wine jars  |# unmarked wine jars
Site potmarks marked wine jars ceramic vessels
Minshat Abu Omar 420’ 100 (23 8%) 30 (30%) 2360 332 1647 35
Kafr Hassan Dawood | 752 96° 34 1775 227 90 150
(incl 1 type I1I jar) (excl 4 onstone |(mncl 11 on type Il jars)| (incl 188 type III)
(12 8%) (35 4%) vessels)!

Helwan + 10 000 ? 69° ca 1735° ? 148 15
Tarkhan 2167 87 (4 1%) 26 (29%) ca 2917 356 67 29°
Abu Roash 400° 88 (22%) 37 (42%) 1670 209 105 60

1 Thus number concerns both late predynastic and early dynastic graves (grave groups 1 IV) but excludes a further 2639 Graeco Roman burials uncovered
at the same site, * This number includes 108 marked Jjars of van den Brink s (1996) Type IV (Kroeper s [2000] wine-types 1 4) and 56 marked jars of
Ius Type 11l (Kroeper s op cit serekh types) 3 This number may include some graves excavated between 1989 and 1995 by S el Hangouri (Tassie pers
comin 2011), 4 Atotal 0f 262 potmarks dvided amongst 227 differ ent vessels are recorded for the 1989 1999 excavations (Tassie et al wn prep ), however
after the planned study of the vessels in the Zagazig Magazine and further excavations at Kafr Hassan Dawood this figure may well change (Tassie pers
com 2011),% Ths number 1s based on Operations 3/1, 3/3 and 4 as presented in this paper only S This number only accounts for the ceramic vessels
retrieved from “storage tombs Operations 3/1 (ca 1000 complete vessels) and 3/3 (ca 735 intact vessels), 7 Pottery total 1s based upon number of
vessels from the published registers According to Lisa Mawdsley (pers comm 2011) basing herself on Petrie’s actual tomb cards, there actually are
over 4500 vessels, 8 This Jfigure 15 based on the published registers in Petrie’s two excavation reports However, according to unpubhished data most
fkandly provided by Lisa Mawdsley derwving from Petrie s tomb cards there are actually 239 unmarked wine jars of Petrie s Types 75 76 bringing the
grand total of marked and unmarked wine jars for the Tarkhan cemetertes to 306 % Inaddition to the 381 graves excavated by A Klasens in Abu Roash
this number also include the 19 graves previously excavated there by Montet (1946) in Cemetery M

Table 2 Distribution of jars with potmarks over grave totals from selected early dynastic cemeteries in Lower Egypt - 1 Total number of graves that
contain wine Jars with potmarks 2 Total number of graves containing a single wine jar with a potmark 3 Total number of graves containing two wine jars with
potmarks 4 Total number of graves contaning three wine jars with potmarks 5 Total number of graves containing four wine jars with potmarks 6 Graves
containing between 5 to maximum 23 wine jars with potmarks / Distribution des jarres avec marques Iincisees parmi la totalite des tombes provenant des
cimetieres selectionnes de ia premiere dynastie de Basse Egypte - 7 Nombre total de tombes qui contenaient des jarres a vin avec marques Incisees
2 Nombre total de tombes qui contenaient une seule jarre a vin avec marque incisee 3 Nombre total de tombes qui contenaient deux jarres a vin avec
marques incisées 4 Nombre total de tombes qui contenaient trois jarres a vin avec marques incisees 5 Nombre total de tombes qui contenaient quatre
Jarres a vin avec margues Incisees 6 Tombes qui contenaient entre cing et un maxiynum de 23 jarres a vin avec margues INcisees

1 2 3 4 5 6
# graves with #graveswith 1 |# graves with2 |# graves with3  |# graves with 4 | # graves with Sor
Site marked wine jars | marked wine jars | marked wine jars | marked wine jars |marked wine jars| more marked wine _]ars1
Minshat Abu Omar 30 13 (44 8%) 2 (6 8%) 6 (20 7%) 3(103%) |[1/5(34%), 1/6 (3 4%),
2/9 (6 8%), 1/10 (3 4%),
1/22 (3 4%)
Kafr Hassan Dawood 34 16 (47%) 9 (26%) 3 (87%) 1(29%) 2/5 (6 7%y, 1/6 (2 9%),
1/9 (2 9%, 1/18 (2 9%)
Helwan Op 3/EMO 70° 56 (80 0%) 4(57%) 5(7 1%) 1(14%) 2/6 (2 8%), 1/8 (1 4%),
and Op 4 1/11 (1 4%)
Tarkhan 263 15 (57 7%) 8 (30 8%) 1 (3 8%) 1 (3 8%) 1/8 (3 8%)
Abu Roash 32 (ex] Montet’s) | 21 (65 6%) 4 (12 5%) 2(62%) 2 (6 2%) 1/5 (3 1%), 1/14 (3 1%),
123 (3 1%)

Lys 16 219 (etc ) stands for 1 grave with 5 marked wine jars 1 grave with 6 marked wine jars two graves with 9 marked wine jars each (etc ) 2 Note
that 34 marked wine jars from Helwan are unprovenanced and that thewr number does not show up n this table 3 Note that 21 marked wine Jars from
Tarkhan cannot be attributed to a particular grave and are therefore not included in this table (data kindly provided by L. Mawdsley)
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are already attested elsewhere as documented 1n van
den Brink’s 1992 corpus, and annotated in Appendix 1

tables 1-3 In the absence of a paleography, 32
additional simple and compound potmarks could not
be attributed with 100 % confidence to either a specific
known potmark consisting of a single, basic sign or a
combination of two or more basic signs as categorized
in the 1992 potmark corpus, because they can be
iterpreted as minor paleograplic variations of attested
signs or their combinations, or else must be considered
to be new, previously unrecorded signs and their
combinations 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 1s, previously unattested),
compound potmarks, each comprised of two signs, both
of which are known as distinct, basic signs but thus
far had not been recorded 1n combination with one
another, several others are completely new signs, one
1n combination with $m?, a sign consciously excluded
from the 1992 potmark corpus, but incorporated in
the 2007 data base of the www potmark-egypt com
as basic sign group group CI (se¢ van den Brink 2010

331) More definitive assessment of these observations
1s not possible without the aid of a paleography of all
published early dynastic potmarks, a resource not yet
realized (see also van den Brink 2011 1010)

The remaming 16 potmarks in the Helwan corpus are
clearly new additions to the 1992 corpus, and mclude
simple potmarks consisting of a single, not previously
recorded, new sign, or compound potmarks consisting
of hitherto unattested combinations of previously
documented single or multiple signs (Appendix 1 tables
1-3 nos 18, 22-23, 44, 47, 55, 66-68, 79, 89, 103, 111,
115, 123 and 130)

Several simple and compound potmarks occur more
than once 1in the Helwan corpus there are three
compound potmarks each consisting of two distinct
signs (van den Brink 1992 Groups 19, I30-33 and
VII 11), each attested twice or trice (Appendix 1 tables
1-2 nos 78,94, 24,30, 54, 58, 76 respectively), one triple
combination (Group I 58)1s attested twice (Appendix 1

tables1-2 nos 5 and 118)", two single signs (Appendix 1

tables 1-2 nos 31,50, 82 and 91, 136) are attested three
and two times, respectively Most frequently appearing

7 The 3 sign combination Group I 58 1s recorded on 15 yus denving (rom
various ccmeteries m bgypt (cf www potmark-egypt com), In onc mstance
juntaposed to the estate sign ol An[ed|jth, cf Petrie 1900 PI 46, 137-X 51

basic signs are Sm? (n=15, Group CI), a square (n=15,
Group 1), a fish (n=7, Group XXVI), a pair of arms
(n=6, Group III), a tree-like sign (n=4, Group IV), a
moon or star (n1=3, Group XIX), a pawr of snakes (n=2,
Group XXV) and the city sign (?) nuw ¢ (n=2, Group
XXXTI)

It has been noted 1n the past (van den Brink 1992 271)
that mn 35 2% (or 25 records) of all (n=71) attested
compound potmarks that consist of a combination 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])1s observed,
m 31 % (22 instances) of the cases two out of three
possible double combinations 1s observed, and only
m 14 1 % (10 instances) of the cases all three possible
double combinations contamed n any individual triple
combination are known, while 1n 19 7 % (14 records)
only the triple combinations are recorded, while none
of the three possible double combmations within each
triple combination are attested Helwan wine jars nos 18
and 23 supplement the 1992 record in this respect 1n the
already previously recorded triple-compound potmark
Group IV41 (*ABQ), only two of the three theoretically
possible double combinations (IV2 [*AB] and IV28
[*AC]) had been attested prior to the rediscovery of
Helwan material Helwan wine jar potmark no 18
constitutes the unattested third and possible combimation
of *BC wathun this triple compounded potmark Helwan
wine Jar potmark no 23 presents the reverse side of
the same comn 1t presents the otherwise unattested triple
combination (*ABC), that consists of three previously
attested double combinations (*AB, *AC, *BC, 1n ths
case sign Groups IV2,1V49 and VI 16)

The dlustrations accompanying this paper begin with the
wine jars and their potmarks from Operations 3/1 and
3/3, starting with the 27 legible marks distributed across
four groups (figs 1-4), isted 1n the order of appearance in
table 3 They are followed by the remaining jars of the
aforementioned Operations, orgamzed 1n the order of
their appearance m Appendix 1 tables 1-2, (figs 5 1-5 6)
These are then followed by the 28 jars of Operation 4
(lsted 1n Appendix | table 3, figs 5 6-5 7), which
chronologcally are also the latest exemplars, for the most
part, of wine jars attested in the corpus Finally, all 148
potmark drawings of these are presented togethern fig 6,
mn order of their appearance m Appendix 1 tables 1-3
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Serekh | [gt] Smy |hwt s3-h3 Semerkhet domain | References
Site A[ne]djib estate
Minshat Abu Omar 6 6 3* 1 Kroeper 2000
Kafr Hassan Dawood 2 4 - - Tassie et al 2008, 1n prep
Helwan 4 15 4 5 van den Brink 2010 Table 1
Tarkhan 3 4 - 1 Mawdsley 2006
Abu Roash 1 7 - - Klasens 1958 - 1961

* MAO 2275/114 2900/31 and 3009/1 all three wine type 1 jars

Table 3 Different types of wine jars with legible classes of signs / Differents types de jarres a vin avec des classes lisibles de signes

1 2 3 4 5 6
# marked wine jars, excluding | # wine jars marked |# wine jars marked |# wine jars marked | # wine jars marked| # wine jars marked

Site those listed in Table 3 with 1 sign with 2 signs with 3 signs with 4 signs with 5 or more signs
Minshat Abu Omar 148 56 (38%) 72 (49%) 17 (11%) 3 (2%) -
Kafr Hassan Dawood 90" 40 (44 4%) 35 (38 8%) 11(12 4%) 1 (11%) 2/5(22%)- 1/6(1 1%)
Helwan 120 31 (26%) 62 (52%) 22 (18%) 4(3%) 1/8 (0 8%)
Tarkhan 59 31 (52 5%) 26 (44 1%) 2 (34%) - -
Abu Roash 97 47 (49%) 41 (42%) 9 (9%) - -

L S1x marked potsherds are too fragmentary to enable deternunation of the original number of co occurring signs % 148 stand stands for one potmark

consisting of eight signs

Table 4 Numencal distribution of singie and multiple (f e compound) potmarks on wine jars from selected cemeteries - 1 Total number of wine jars with
potmarks per cemetery 2 Jars with one sign 3 Jars with two signs 4 Jars with three signs 5 Jars with four signs 6 Jars with five or more signs / Distnbution
numenque des marques incisees isolees ou multiples (f e composes) sur les jarres a vins des cimetieres selectionnes - 1 Nombre total par cimetiere de jarres
avinavec marques incisees 2 Jarres asigne unique 3 Jarres adeux signes 4 Jarres atrois signes 5 Jarres a quatre signes 6 Jarres a cing signes ou plus

Comparnson of the distnbution of jars
with potmarks by grave between the
cemetery af Helwan and selected
confemporary cemeteries 1IN Lower

Egypt

Although crucial, contextual information concerning
actual tomb locations and possible additional funerary
gifts associated with the wine jars excavated by Saad are
mostly lacking, we suggest that a companson of available
data on the numeric distribution of wine jars with potmarks
per grave in Helwan with that of other cemeteries may,
nevertheless, be informative Comparison may aid the
discernment of quantitative patterns in the deposition of
wine jars In 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 living associated with
the deceased Accordingly, tables 1-2 present pertinent,
comparative data from the cemeteries of Minshat Abu
Omar (based on Kroeper 2000, ¢f Appendix 1 table 6),
Kafr Hassan Dawood (based on Tassie ¢ al. 2008, n prep ,
¢f Appendix 1 table 7), Abu Roash (based on van den Brink
1992 267-269, fig 3), and Tarkhan (based on Mawdsley
2006, 2009, ¢f Appendix 1 tables 4-5) The cemetery
sample thus includes provincial cemeteries somewhat

distant from Memphus, considered to be the core area where
a unified Egyptian polity was developing, and cemeteres
closer to that center Although the cemetenes were all in
use dunng the height of production and use of wine jars
bearing potmarks (Nagada IIIB-C), some were established
earlier as well as continued 1n use later than others

Table 1 indicates that graves containing marked pottery
vessels form but a small percentage (3 7% —23 8%, of the
total number of graves within the selected cemeteries and
that within this small group, graves containing wine jars
with and without potmarks are a smaller percentage still
(ranging from 30% —42% of all graves containing marked
pottery vessels) of the total number of graves®

The mformation from table 2 shows that the majornty
of the early dynastic graves (44 8 %0 — 80 %) that include
wine jars with potmarks, contain only one such jar The
data further suggest that a sigmificantly lower percentage
of graves (38 4 % — 14 2 %) contam 2-4 such jars, while
only a small percentage (3 9% — 17 4%) contain between
5 and a maxamum of 23 It1s tempting to mterpret such

8 Since a specilic group of graves, namely those yiclding marked wine
jars that cannot be dated to a speaific ume 1ange (¢ Nagada HIB-C), 1s
compaied with the overall numbers of graves that undoubtedly mclude
nstances cxtending beyond the above mentioned ume range, this picture
1s unvordably distorted
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differences in groups of grave goods as evidence of social
distinctions between the interred In many instances
there 1s a correlation between tomb size and number of
funerary gfts included, ¢ g, the two graves at Minshat
Abu Omar that yielded the largest number of wine jars,
Graves 1590 and 2275 (with respectively 25 and 16 wine
Jjars), are relatively large, mudbrick structures, referred to
by their excavators as ehte-tombs (Kroeper 1992 table 2)

A similar 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 mn thus case also the
largest number of potmarks This would suggest that the
greater the number of marked jars, the lugher the social
standing of the owner of the tomb This interpretation
seems logical given that the greatest number of relatively
small graves, representing the mass of the population
of the cemetery contained only one or no wine jars
accompanying the deceased to the after-life (¢f table 1)

Continuing the cross-cemetery comparison, table 3 lists
the totals of wine jars with legible inscriptions similar
to those found at Helwan (n=27, see above), deriving
from four additional cemeteries in Lower Egypt The
distribution of wine jars in Egypt with either A[ne]djib’s
estate sign or Semerkhet’s domain sign 1s very restricted,
with the majonty of both former (55) and latter (116)
derving from their respective tombs situated in the royal
necropolis n Umm el-Qa’ab, Abydos® Inscriptions with
the estate name of A[ne]djib and the Semerkhet domain
are unattested at the cemeteries at Kafr Hassan Dawood
and Abu Roash The A[ne]djib estate sign 15 also absent
from the Tarkhan cemeteries In almost all cases legible
signs are accompanied by additional single or compound
potmarks that are less intelhgible

Excluding the 27 inscriptions listed 1n table 3, the
remaining 121 potmarks 1n the corpus under discussion
can be subdivided, as already mentioned above, into
potmark groups consisting of one, or combinations of 2
or more distinct signs (up to a maximum of 8) The way
1 whuch this distribution compares to those recorded for
the additional selected cemeteries 1s shown 1n table 4

Table 4 indicates that the vast majority of potmarks are
those that erther consist of a single sign or a composite of
two distinct signs CGompound potmarks consisting of two
signs are shghtly more numerous than those consisting
of a single sign within the group of selected cemeteries,

% In contrast, wine Ja1s with the Sm’) sign have a more even distribution
within the Lower Nile Valley and Delta, 15 derive fiom Abydos, 52 from
Saqqara, while 1 additional 32 are distributed among the five cemeteries
appearing m table 3

although some cemeteries have more vessels bearing
single signs than others At Minshat Abu Omar and
Helwan, for instance, compound potmarks consisting of
two signs are more numerous than those consisting of a
single sign The importance of thus patterming, however,
does not concern so much a specific cemetery or groups of
cemeteries, 1t rather reflects something about the internal
organization and composition of potmarks and perhaps
possible associations with admimstrative mstitutions

Compound marks of three individual signs make up a
munor, though still sigmificant portion of all recorded
potmarks in the cemeteries surveyed above, while
compounds of four and up to eight distinct signs are rare

Additional Recently
legible potmark signs

proposed

Readings or mterpretations have recently been suggested
for several other incised potmark groups based on
their apparent similarity to some of the shghtly later
hieroglyphs (Anselin 2007, 2008, 2010a-b, 2011a-b,
Breand 2008, Kroeper 2000, Mawdsley 2006, 2009,
Tassie et al 2008 215-217), to the extent that they have
been called “preformal hieroglyphs” by some (Tassie et al
opcut 217-218) Several of these also occur in the Helwan
corpus They include the square or rectangle (n=33, van
den Brink’s [1992] Group sign I 1), suggested reading
faw t [¢f Kroeper 2000 216] or pr [Mawdsley 2006, see also
Ansehn 2011b) In the Helwan assemblage this sign either
appears alone (n=2) or 1n combination with one or two
additional signs (n=31), ¢ g, 1n combination with a fish
(n=6), a frequent combination (van den Brink’s [1992]
Sign sub-groups I 30-1 32 (n=87) which Kroeper —1n
analogy to certamn Old Kingdom onomastica — suggests
represent an estate name 1in the Delta (1024 , Anselin
201 1a), another frequently occurring mark concerns
the generic, non-perpendicular, crois simple (n=12)
interpreted as a mnemonic device 1 the production of
pottery vessels by Breand (Breand 2008)

Other signs appearmng in the Helwan corpus that perhaps
can be read or are similar to the slightly later lieroglyphs,
include van den Brink’s (1992) Sign groups III 1 (n=6, £3
or sim), IV1 (n=5), X (n=2, 3bd “lunar festival”, se¢ Anselin
2010b), XXXI 1 (nw f), appearing twice in the Helwan
corpus 1 combination with another sign and XXXVII
(n=1) 1n combination with a serekh Notably absent from
the Helwan corpus are the frequently recorded signs for
e g ntr (Group XI) and mr (Group X VII), and the As-vase
Iike sign Group X and Group XXI
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Conclusions

It 1s dafficult, perhaps too early to comment at thus stage
on the possible wider ramfications of the analyses
and resultant trends emerging from this small and
incompletely preserved aspect of early dynastic mortuary
behavior The bulk of data used for examning the wine
Jars and their potmarks, and information concerning
their distribution among graves in the Helwan cemetery
as presented here derive from Z Y Saad’s excavations
In the absence of relevant field records or publcations,
these data are hopelessly madequate to work with These
circumstances preclude a deeper mvestigation into how,
for example, wine jars bearing potmarks and their
distribution over parts of the Helwan cemetery relate
to eg, other vessel types and their distribution, to other
tomb contents, tomb size, location within the cemetery,
skeletal remains if preserved, sex, gender, age, etc Thus,
attempts to cast additional light on the social status of
the owners of those tombs or others affiiated with them
(¢f eg, Parker-Pearson 1999) are severely hindered
Kroeper’s (Kroeper 2000 215) observation that “the
highest amounts of marks was not found in the grave
with the lighest amount of offerings” stands as a caveat
to guard against assuming simple correlations between

quantities, size and social status Past cultural frameworks
of sigmificance mught be more complex than one might
mutially expect

Although the contextual analysis of a class of grave goods,
even within a single cemetery—in this case of wine jars
bearig potmarks— goes well beyond the scope of the
present paper, we could begin to overcome the problem
of mncomplete archaeological records for Helwan by
investigating comparable data from the four selected
contemporary cemeteries for which field records and
pubhshed excavation reports do exast It 1s therefore hoped
that the selected data presented here might encourage
others to continue to pursue potmark research mn new
ways and build on the groundwork laid by this study

As discussed above, the various groupings of both
legible and intelhgible potmarks are slowly, but gradually
expanding, and the application of the term preformal
hieroglyphs to several of these seems fiting With the
renewed excavations at the Helwan cemetery still ongomg,
the present assemblage of wine jars with potmarks will
undoubtedly continue to expand and contribute not
only to the theme of early dynastic potmarks per se, but
also to contextual and social analyses as well as script
development more generally
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-7 20 22 and 26 see figs 1-4 / Jarres a vin dans ! ordre

‘appantion de | Annexe 1 tableaux 1-3 Pour les jarres manquantes nos 1 3-7 20 22, and 26 voir figs 1-4

5-1 Winejars In the order of appearance as in Appendix 1 tables 1-3 For missing jars nos 1 3

d
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'apparttion de

-3 For mussing Jar nos 34-35, see fig 2 / Jarres a vin dans l'ordre d

I Annexe 1 tableaux 1 3 Pour les jarres manquantes n° 34-35 vorr fig 2

5-2 Winejars in the order of appearance as in Appendix 1 tables 1
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-3 For missing jar nos 60 64 see fig 2 and 3 / Jarres a vin dans | ordre d apparition

5-3 Winejars in the order of appearance as in Appendix 1 tables 1

-3 Pour les jarres manquantes n° 60 64 voir figs 2et3

de 'Annexe 1 tableaux 1
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s E—

e p———

-3 For missing jar nos 70-73 81 see fig 2 fornos 85-86, see fig 1/Jarres avin

dans | ordre d’appantion de | Annexe 1 tableaux 1-3 Pour les jarres manquantes n° 70-73 81, voir fig 2 pour les n° 85-86 voir fig 1

5-4 Winejars in the order of appearance as in Appendix 1 tables 1
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5-5 Winejars in the order of appearance as in Appendix 1 tables 1-3 For missing jar nos 93 96 and 104 see fig 2 / Jarres a vin dans "ordre
d'apparition de | Annexe 1 tableaux 1-3 Pour les jarres manquantes n° 93 96 et 104, vorr fig 2
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5 6 Winejars In the order of appearance as in Appendix 1 tables 1-3 For missing jar no 116 see fig 1, for no 118, see fig 3, forno 119, see fig 4,
forno 120 see figs 2 and 4 / Jarres a vin dans I'ordre d'appanition de I'Annexe 1 tableaux 1-3 Pour les jarres manquantes n° 116 voir fig 1 pour le
n° 118 voirfig 3 pourlen® 119 voir fig 4 pourle n° 120, vorr figs 2 et 4

Prehistoires de | ecniture Iconographie pratiques graphiques et emergence de | ecnit dans | Egypte predynastique | 2016| 63 86



80 / Edwin C M van den Brink Christiana E Kohler & Jane C Smythe

5-7 Winejars in the order of appearance as in Appendix 1 tables 1-3 / Jarres a vin dans / ordre d appantion de | Annexe 1 tableaux 1-3
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6-1 Corpus of Helwan potmarks / Corpus des marques incisees d Helouan
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6-3 Corpus of Helwan potmarks / Corpus des marques de potiers d Helouan
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6-4 Corpus of Helwan potmarks / Corpus des marques de potrers d Helouan
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Documen‘rlng Early Egyptian Imagery Analysing past technologies
and materialifies with the aid of Reflectance Transformation Imaging (RTI)

Documenter les mages proto-dynastique L'analyse des technologies
anaennes et des matériaux & lade de la Reflectance Transformation Imaging (RT))

Abstract - When attempting to make sense of mtentional
marks on Predynastic-Late Predynastic material culture,
emphasis typically centres on differentiating iconographic
from semantic functions and eluadating symbolc
meanings The concern to classify a mark or sets of
marks according to conventional, often anachronistically-
derived, categories of sign or symbol has led to a general
neglect of related areas of past meaning production
One of these areas 1s materal practice, including its
technological facets This paper takes as its pomnt of
departure the premse that meaning 1s not bound up
solely n the morphology of graphical marks but also
resides 1n the materials and techmiques deployed 1n
their expression It also aims to address the paradox,
that while much of archaeology 1s ultimately concerned
with transformations mn technology, as investigators we
have been negligent in considering the effects of the
technologies we use m the present for the documentation
and study of technologies in the past Before addressing
this paradox I discuss how we need to re-materialise our
concept of early Egyptian graphical culture so that we
can then consider 1t as part of past technological practice
In doing so, I draw on theoretical concepts of matenality,
technological practice and phenomenology for the
framework they provide for exploring early graphical
evidence as both process and outcome of embodied
sensortal and technological practice In terms of
technology 1n the present as applied to research, various
challenges confront inquiry mto the finer material details
of surface marks and related features Capture and study
using conventional photography, archaeological drawings
or other imagmg methods are inherenty selective and
can result in omissions or errors First-hand study 1s not
always possible and, even then, some surface details can
be difficult to discern Advanced digital technologies are

Kathryn E Piquette

Freile Universitat Berlin and Universitat zu Koln - Deutschiand
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Resume - Lorsque ’on essaie de donner du sens aux marques
intentionnelles de la culture materelle pre et proto-dynastique,
Cattention se focalise a dfferencier les fonctions wonographiques
de celles quu relevent de la semantique et a resoudre les
sigmifications symbohques Le faut de classifier une marque ou un
ensemble de marques en accord avec des categories de signes ou de
symboles souvent derwees de conventions anachroniques a condwuit
a neghger tout un ensemble d’autres champs de la production
mentale ancienne L'un de ces aspects est la pratique materielle,
en wncluant ses facettes technologiques Cet article prend comme
pownt de depart la premusse que la pensee ne se cantonne pas
a la morphologie des signes graphuques mais reside ausst dans
les mateniaux et les techmques deployes dans son expression
Cecr vise egalement a prendre en compte le paradoxe qui est
que Carcheologue s'interesse avant tout aux transformations de
la technologie et qu’en tant que chercheurs nous avons neglge
de considerer les effets des technologies que nous utilisons 4
Cheure actuelle sur la documentation et Petude des technologies
du passe Avant de le fawre, je voudrars demontrer combien nous
avons besown de rematerialiser notre conception de la culture
graphique de PEgyple pre-pharaomque pour que nous puissions
ensuite la considerer comme une part de la pratique technologique
ancienne En faisant cela, y’emprunte aux concepts theoniques de
la matenalie, de la praiique technologique et a la phenomenologre
les schemes quls fournissent pour explorer les plus anciennes
attestations grapaques a la _fois comme processus et resultat de
Pincorporalite sensorielle et de la pratique technologique En ce
quz concerne la technologie contemporamne telle qu’elle est utilisee
par la recherche, differents defis attendent le questionnement sur
les fins detals materiels des marques de surface et des formes
sumilares La prise de vue et Uetude, en utilisant la photographue
conventionnelle, le dessm archeologique ou d’autres methodes
d’imagerie, sont par essence selectyfs et de cela peut resuller des
omussions et des erreurs Une etude de premiere-main n'est pas
lowpowrs possible et, surtout, des details de surface peuvent étre
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uniquely positioned to overcome such challenges and
present exciting potential for bringing diverse subject
matter, methodologies, theoretical approaches and
media together Reflectance Transformation Imaging
(RTT) enables the high resolution and detailed capture
of object surfaces and features Appled successfully
to a range of documentary and other archaeological
evidence, RTT 1s only recently beng exploited for the
study of early Egyptian graphical culture I present two
RTT case stuches the so-called Battlefield Palette or Lion
Palette, and an mscribed wory funerary label This RTI
data was acqured during the collaborative University of
Southampton and Unversity of Oxford project aimed
at developmg a Reflectance Transformation Imagng
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 taking fuller account
of the techno-mateniahty of graphical marks and
demonstrate the tremendous potential offered by RTT for
documenting, visualising and studying the early Egyptian
graphic tracitions and their development

Keywords - chgital photography, documentation, embodiment,
materiality, phenomenology, matenal practice, Reflectance
Transformation Imaging, RTT, technology, tools

¥ hen attempting to make sense of mntentional
marks on Predynastic-Late Predynastic
: material culture, emphasis typically centres
on 1mage morphology and the differentiation of
1conographic from semantic functions, or the elucidation
of symbolic meanings The concern to classify a mark,
or sets of marks, according to conventional categories of
sign and symbol has led to a general neglect of related
areas of past meaning production This paper takes asits
pomt of departure the premuse that meamng 1s not bound
up solely in the morphology of graphical marks but also
resides 1n their matenality as part of individual and social
practice It 1s important to document the materials and
techmques used i graphical activities (Kahl 2001 106-
108}, but thus 1s only the first step If we are to understand
graphical developments 1n relation to hinguistic and
wider cultural practices {¢g Baines 2010 146), we also
need to move beyond notions of material as playmmg a
passive supporting role as a “substrate” or “background
substance” for signs, or treattnent of 1magery as a distinct
“constrate” (Mountford 1969 630 Kahl 2001 106), to
see these as mutually constituting

difficiles a discerner Les technologies digitales avancees ont
une positon umique pour repondre a de tels defis et presentent
un potenitel promelieur pour apporter a ces swets a la _fois
des avancees materelles, methodologiques et theoniques La
Reflectance Transformation Imaging (RTI) rend possible une
haute resolution et une prise de vue de detarl de la surface de
Lobyet et de ses particularres Deja utilisee avec succes pour toute
une serie de documents et d’objets archeologiques, la RTI nest
explortee que depurs peu pour Petude de la culture graphigue de
UEgypte protodynastique Je voudrais presenter deux cas d’etude
dela RTI lapalette dite du Champ de Batalle ou Palette du Lion
et une etiquette funeraire inscrite, en wowre Il s’agit du resultat
d’un projet de collaboration entre ’Unwersite de Southampton
et PUnwersite d’Oxford, Reflectance Transformation Imaging
Systems _for Ancient Documentary Artefacts (RTISAD), fonde
par le AHRC Digital Equipment and Database Enhancement
Jor Impact scheme (DEDEFI) Au travers de ces exemples, je
souhaiterars montrer Pinterét de prendre en comple la techno-
matenialite des marques graphiques et demontrer le_formidable
potentiel offert par la RTI pour documenter, visualiser et
etudier la plus ancienne tradition graphique egyptienne et ses
développements

Mots cles - photographie numenque, documentation, ncarnation,
materalite, phenomenologie, pratique matenelle, Reflectance Transformation
Imaging, RTI, technologie, outils

As T have discussed elsewhere (Piquette 2007, 2008),
theoretical concepts of materiahty and technological
practice (¢f DeMarras et al 2004, Dobres 2000) provide
useful frameworks for investigating early graphical mecha
These enable us to reframe the material-image relationship
as one of mutual constitution, with the recognition
that the meaning and function of one cannot be fully
understood without reference to the other Technological
acts of knowledgeable, embodied producers created
particular matenal, technical and semantic relationships,
these in turn mformed subsequent sensorial perception,
embodied engagement, and thus cognitive processes of
understanding and meamng construction It 1s all very
well to advocate a more prominent role for theories of
material practice in research on the development of
early Egyptian graphical culture, but 1t 1s also the case
that meamngful adaptation and application of social
and archacological theory 1s currently impeded by 1ssues
of a more practical and immediate nature — namely
direct access to 1image-bearing objects, or accurate high-
resolution images of them, as well as to their associated
archacological data Some of these 1ssues are a question
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of publication methods for archaeological evidence
classified as ‘(early) wnuang’, ‘art’ or a similar category
and conventional assumptions about what should be
documented and visualised 1n a book or article Other
1ssues have to do with data capture technology

In what follows, I discuss the some of the barrers to
technology- and material-focussed studies of early
Egyptian graphical culture as presented by variabihty
1n documentation and re-presentation, focussing
particularly on line drawings and photography In hight
of these, I present an emerging advanced digital imaging
technology, Reflectance Transformation Imaging (RTT),
and present selected results from a recent R1T research
project undertaken at the University of Oxford in
collaboration with the University of Southampton My
aim 1s to demonstrate the ways 1n which this powerful
1maging technique overcomes many documentation and
visualisation challenges by providing a highly accurate
record of an object surface, thereby enabling a more
reflexive, theoretically-informed and importantly,
archaeological, study of the development of Egyptian
writing

Technology Past and Present

Addressing a paradox

While much of archaeology 1s ulimately concerned with
transformations mn technology, Geoft Carver (Carver
2005 3-4) observes the paradox that, as investigators
we have been neglgent in considering the effects of the
technologies we use n the present for the documentation
and study of technologies 1n the past Carver focuses
his critique on lacking awareness of the impacts of
digital technologies, but his observation 1s also germane
to the unreflexive 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 transforming modes
of research and knowledge construction (¢ g Taylor et al
2010), 1s the formative role of conventional technologies
being drawn into our discursive consciousness Discussion
of these 1ssues 1s now underway, although mainly from
within Digital Humanities and Information Science (see
Benardou et al. 2010) A recent study® of how researchers

1 Research undertaken with Prof Claire ‘Warwick, Director of the UCL
Centre for Digital Humamties, as part of the User Experience Research
Group [or the Canadian Youndauon for Innovation, the Social Science
and Research Council of Canada (SSHRC) Major Collaboranon Research
Imtiative project, Implementing New Knowledge Envionments (INKE)

experience and engage with analogue (z ¢ paper-based
text-objects such as books and journal articles) compared
with digital text-objects (eg websites, PDFs, blogs), threw
into sharp relief the tremendous impact technological
change and choice 1s having on research processes and
their outcomes (Piquette ¢t a/ 2010) This research
into modern writer/reader experience and practice 1n
academia combined with Carver’s criique has provoked
me to reflect on the impact of modern technologies used
m research on early Egyptian graphucal culture

Beyond the need to think more critically about how
technologies used 1n the present inform the ways 1n
which we reconstruct the past, there 1s an added twist for
carly Egyptian writing and 1ts progenitors these are not
typically seen as material and technological n the same
way that, for example, hithic and ceramic data are I am
therefore mterested m assessing direct and mdirect modes
of documentation, as well as subsequent paper-based and
digital visuahsations My interest also lies in 1dentifying
where these can be augmented to take fuller account of
materiality, and the kinds of insight to be gained from
particular documentation techmques for our understanding
of the development of early Egyptian graphical culture

The extent to which a method enables a certan kind of
documentation 1s not simply an objective act where one
stmply deploys the best imaging hardware and most up-to-
date software or carefully adheres to a particular facsimile
techmque The ambiguity, heterogeneity or multipheity
of the material world means that choices must be made
with regard 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 1conic, ndexical or symbolic possibilities
of surface marks — record, visualise or otherwise direct
study only to the contour of shapes attributed such
functions (eg Raffaele 2005 figs 1-2, fig 4, B13, Anselin
2008), if that (¢g Ogdon 2006) This selectivity 1s what
Haas (Haas 1996 esp 32) refers to as the “Technology
1s Transparent” myth, we effectively looking #hrough the
materiality and technology of our endeavours (see also
O’Haraetal 2002 271), neglecting to recogmse the impact
these have on analysis and mterpretation Archacological
remains, whether or not they incorporate epigraphic,
palaeographic, glyptic, pot mark or other ‘visual’
information are not simply given “data” Archaeologsts
may have a raw material, but from the moment of
designating 1t “archaeological” and making something of
1t through recording, drawing, photographing, publishing,
exhibiting, etc this 1s nevertheless a mode of social
and cultural (Shanks & Hodder 1998 77)— and as just
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highlighted, fechnological production Inow turn to selected
methods of (re-)production 1n the present, particularly
photography and hne drawing In particular, I consider
the challenges and opportumties these present for stuches
of early Egyptian graphical development that are also
sensitive to the techno-material 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
mnvolved a variety of methods and practices Until the
advent and widespread use of photography, artefact
facsimile and dissemnation consisted predomunantly of
sketches, line drawings and water colours Photographic
and line drawing re-production have been primanly in
black and whate, with the occasional use of colour tinting
(Emery 1938 pl 18A, Petrie 1900 pl 17, no 26) With
the decreased cost of colour reproduction, especially
with the advent of digital and online publication, the
cntical data that colour provides about past technological
practice 1s increasingly available

Tacsimile ine drawings are an indispensible component
of documentation (der Manuehan 1998 97, see also
p 100, n 4 for brief bibliography on epigraphic and
palacographic method) What 1s strtking about the 2D
re-production techniques found among the studies
on early Egyptian graphical culture, 1s the diversity
of ways 1n which these are deployed and the different
extents to which past maternality 1s re-constructed A
line drawing might be used as an illustration on 1ts
own, or together with its companion photograph for
comparison, with or without scales (van den Brink 2001

66-67, figs 73-77), or the methods might be combined
to highlight particular surface detais (¢g line drawings
on photographs, Ibrahim & Tallet 2009 181, fig 2) A
facsimile of a First Dynasty inscribed funerary label from
Saqqara combines artefact morphology with preserved
and proposed compositional structure, and transcription
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 1n the mcisions (albeit colour as 1t appears today,
see Piquette 2007) are neglected* Publications may also

z Comparison of the published photograph of the label (Emery 1938
pl 17A) with the onginal artefact in the Cano Museum (JE 701 14) shows
that this hine drawing in Emery’s report contains errors (a notc reading
“S &M 1937(37/281)” may provide addittonal mformation about drawing

provide information about production technologies in
figure captions and in-text description, e g potmarks
“wet incised”, “dry mncised”; “lightly incised after
finng” (Fniedman ef a/ 1999 8-9, figs 7-8) Likewuse,
on occasion figure captions specify that tracings are
made from photographs rather than the origmal surface
(e g Storemyr 2009 126, figs 8-9) In her palacographic
study of early Egyptian writing Regulski (Regulsk:
2010 10-12) helpfully provides an alphabetic indicator
of, e g whether a sign outline was made by tracing
the oniginal object, was a digital tracing (presumably
of a photograph of the original object), a published
drawing or photograph, or derived from Kaplony’s
(Kaplony 1963, I1I) reconstruction drawings However,
such mnformation 1s by no means provided regularly in
primary source publications, presenting a substantial
barrier to comparative research from an artefactual
standpoint

Inconsistencies i visuahisation methods n separate studies
1s one 1ssue, but within a single-themed publication 1t would
seem that the value of bringing related research together
between two covers 1s partially defeated by variabihty in
re-production Yor example, Archeo-NL 2009, on early rock
art, reveals substantial differences within and between
individual studies Imagery from the same site may be
ddferentlyillustrated a black and white photograph shows
an mcised “Serekh of Horus QQa-a” and other marks,
while line drawing 1s used to depict a “Late First Dynasty
hieroglyphic inscription [above a boat scene|” (Darnell
2009 102, figs 24-25) In contrast to facsimule methods
where subtractive surface transformations are mked in
completely (Winkler 1938 pl 32, 2), methods which are
more sensitive to past techniques of production, such
as shading and line width used to differentiate pecked,
engraved and scratched surface marks (¢g ClaBlen et al
2009 50, fig 6), faciitate comparative analysis of past
techmques and tool use In addition to separate use, the
combination of line drawing and photography can bring
together empirical and contextual nformation to convey
important aspects of materiality, ¢g where Ibrahim and
Tallet (Ibrahim & Tallet 2009 181, fig 2) indicate relative
positions of scenes in bas-relief on the same rock face
Photographs can convey certain technological details and
contextual information, but qualty varies lughly, ranging
from relatively good raking ight to subjects being vartually
lost in shadow (¢ g Gatto et al 2009 161, ¢f fig 14 with
fig 15)

methods for the report), yet the Ime drawings (see Cmery 1938 35, fig 8 and
pl 18A, with colour tinting) rather than the photograph or original object
has been copied/reproduced, resulung n perpetuation of the criors (g
Baud & Etienne 2000 4, ig 1, Menu 2001 165, fig 1)
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Of course many factors impinge on the process of 1mage
documentation 1n the field and what ultimately reaches
publication Nigel Strudwick (in the context of Theban
tomb painting, Strudwick 2001) lnghlights the logistic,
traiming and financial implications for various facsimile
methods (see also Carmminos 1976, Bell 1987, Traunecker
1987, Malek 1988) Laghting presents a perenmal difficulty
during photography or first-hand drawing Asjust touched
upon, surface details and therr colours, whether underlying
or apphed, are revealed, altered, or obscured depending
on the lumnation source, location and intensity (Gibson
1979 97-98), and cannot always be predicted or controlled
Although a greater challenge in outdoor contexts, hghting
also presents dufficulties for portable surfaces, especially
where surfaces are poorly preserved For example, a hne
drawing of a red and black ink-inscribed label (Newberry
1912 282, E), presumably based on the photograph made
using visible hght (Amelineau 1905 425, pl 37, no 3,
Louvre E 25 268), chffers in many detauls from the drawing
based on photographs made under multispectral hght The
latter flesh out additional traces of the imagery and other
marks (Godron 1990 27-28, pls 1-3)

These differences in copies bear out an additional point,
however, that visibility mnvolving ocular stmulation via
a light source 1s but one factor impacting on how an
investigator percewves surface information and chooses
to reproduce 1t Differences between line drawings® of
a wooden label with the same provenance and dating
(Briish Museum, EA 32650) with preserved incisions,
some more ambiguous than others, indicate the extent of
mterpretation that takes place during the act of copying
(also cf Vikentiev’s (1959) ‘idied’ ine drawing of an vory
label dated to the reign of Djet (g 1) wath 1ts photograph
(pl 2, tablet B, from Emery 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 [1919] 74-75)

Indeed, outdated notions concermng the immatenality
of certain kinds of surface feature have persisted, leading
to unevenness mn their contextuahisation in documentation
and visualisation Assumptions concerning the stand-
alone nature or ‘complete’ state of graphical marks have
led to limuted consideration of evidence for the material
acts leading to their expression on a surface (Piquette &
Whitehouse 2013) Potmark typologies are an important

3 Note m particular the diflerent renderings of the four birds m the 3rd
regster of the night-hand column (Godron 1990 pls 4 5,no 7 with 8-10)
Based on comparison with label fragments recovered during Geiman
excavations at Abydos, I now believe the scene should be reconstructed as
buds bung caught in a clap net by the ruler (Piquette forthcomimg)

chronological tool (¢ g van den Brink 1996), butin addition
to mark shape and meamng content such typologies would
also benefit from accounting for palimpsest, evidence for
tool type and ductus As Mawdsley (Mawdsley 2009 199-
200) and van den Brink (van den Brink 1992 267) remark,
a significant problem for retrospective potmarks studies 1s
that these are often illustrated without specaific reference
to their original pottery carrier, making dating and other
contextualisation difficultif notimpossible Differentlevels
of subjectivity are also introduced depencing on the nature
of the source subject A facsimle may be created by tracing
an ongnal subject or a photograph of 1t (Regulski 2004
952, n 1) or vice versa, although this 15 rare (see Quibell
1923 pl 11, no 3) Thus 1s not always made exphcit, as
mentioned, but can sometimes be mnferred For example,
when imagery lost in shadow 1 an oniginal photograph 1s
omitted 1n a later drawing, this strongly suggests that the
source subject was the photograph rather than the oniginal
object (¢f Petrie 1901 pl 3, no 1 with Emery 1961 53,
fig 13, Piquette 2010 56, pl 1)—and that checling agaimst
the ongmal object probably did not take place

That a line-drawing of an object1s unavoidably the product
of subjective choices (Shanks and Hodder 1998 77)1s also
highhghted by the contrasting treatments given to objects
which do, or do not, bear imagery On the one hand, the
mntenior and exterior surface features of ceramic vessels
from Umm el-Qa’ab are diligently drawn using pen
and ik with details precisely indicated by fine stippling
(Dreyer et al. 1998 131, figs 22-24) On the other, m the
same publication a perforated vory plaque bearing the
niched frame of ‘Narmer’ 1s rendered more schematically
Its rectangular shape 1s merely indicated 1n outhne along
with the basic contours of the inaised imagery; although the
remains of the coloured paste nfiling the label incisions
are indicated 1n careful detail by a fine hatching, with
some damage indicated by sparse stipphng (Dreyer et al
1998 139, fig 29, pl 5) In contrast to facsimiles of the
contemporary ceramic vessels and their surface features
as just noted from the same site and appearing 1n the
same publication, however, enidence for label surface
preparation or other tool marks 1s not visualised Here we
see that matenal contextual information 1s inconsistently
provided 1n facsimile form depending, presumably, on
assumptions the mvestigator imposes concerning object
function and meamng For the labels and other objects seen
primarnly for their ‘writing’, details of techmque, texture,
style, mechamcal use, and 1deal onientation for attachment,
viewing/ ‘readability’, and so on are usually de-emphasised
m favour of elucidating sign morphology

A range of other 1ssues invariably inform the investigator’s
‘gaze’, and influence what 1s drawn, photographed or
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otherwise documented Observers may ‘see’ object surfaces
differently dependmg on environmental conditions such
as access to a stationary or mobile hight source of varying
intensity, phystological factors, such as quality of eyesight,
the presence/absence of colour blindness, and so on
‘Looking’ 15 also informed by cultural factors such as
tramming and area of expertise, research mnterests, methods
and theoretical perspective (see Terras 2006) The imphed
aim(s) of re-production facsimule 1s 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, 1t 1s important to
think critically and reflexavely about the processes which
mnformed a published facsimule

As for ine drawings, these are typically used to disingush
mtentional from umntentional surface marks, for example
to clanfy the contours or details of relief which in a
photograph may be difficult to pick out from an eroded
or damaged back-ground For Schafer (writing in the
1956 Preface to has Prnciples of Egyptian Arf) the primary
aim of his use of ilustration mn his text 1s “ not to show
the beauty of Egyptian works of art They are chiefly
intended as examples of renderings of nature which seem
strange tous  this goal can be achieved m line drawings
which demonstrate 1n an unpretentious way the pomnt I
am ciscussing” (see Schafer 1919 [2002] xxvm) Strudwick
(Strudwick 2001 128-129) stresses the importance of the
‘feel’ of the surface the epigrapher acquires as she works
m front of the surface being documented, and the “feel’ of
an ongmal versus a facsimile Here the goal of artefact and
standing monument documentation must be to “do duty to
the orgmal” Atthe same tume, 1t 15 also acknowledged that
this 1s an impossible task (Bames 1984 22, Strudwick 2001
137), oratleast thwarted by imprecisions inherent in axioms
such as “nature”, “original” or other under-theorised
concepts that situate the subject of documentation outside
1ts context(s) of time and past social space

Overall, facsimile methods for early Egyptian graphical
culture overwhelming emphasise what 1s depicted, the
nature of the iconographic and repertoire, and design
development (¢f Aldred 1980 32-36) This 1s not to say
that materials and technique are wholly 1ignored (later
evidence for past image-making processes has provoked
creative solutions such as the use of overays (Strudwick
2001 132) Nevertheless, the sow of depiction and
graphical symbolling by the early Egyptian artist/scribe
and the ways 1n which the choice of tool and techmque
informed those areas which have been emphasised (design,
appearance, semantic meanng) need to be more fully and
consistently accounted for Early Egyptian graphical culture

1s not merely a representation of past realities awaiting
recovery through diligent recording methods but exusts in
the present, our reconstructions of 1t are contingent upon
the methods and perspectives we bring to them (see Barrett
2000 62-65, Jones & Macgregor 2002 3) Even with this
awareness and recogmsing the importance of accountng
for the role of matenality and technological practice in the
development of early Egyptian scribal systems, how can we
detect, document and explore relationships between tools,
materials, embodied practitioners and other aspects of the
chaine operatoire of image production and consumption?
Before I turn to one posstble solution, I want to briefly
consider further imagery and related practices m the past
from a theoretical perspective

Past Graphical Practice and
Sensory Experience

Theores of material practice and the body assert the
embeddedness of human action and experience in the
material world However, much research on image,
wnting and text takes an ocularcentric perspective, even
though engagement with and experience of imagery,
past or present, 1s 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, repair and maintain
them, grow tired of them, put them away, discard them
and rediscover them” (Lofgren 1997 103) In seeking to
re-materialise early Egyptian graphical culture (Piquette
2008), yet avord “fetishising the thingishness of things”
we need to think about materiality as part of everyday
skalls, and competences as part of mteractions with and
experiences of graphical objects (¢f Lofgren 1997 103)
Within archaeology and anthropology phenomenology
has become an 1mportance source of mspiration for
thinking through the way people perceve and experience
cultural objects and landscapes (¢ g Olsen 1990, 2003,
Gosden 1994, Ingold 2000, Thomas 2006) I argue that
phenomenology also presents new and interestng ways
of explonng graphical culture and past experience of
scribal and artistic spaces Sensory mputs of sight, sound,
touch, taste, smell would have been central to indrvidual
graphical practice, albeit influencing engagement and
meaning construction to chfferent extents in the course of
production and consumption

Among the environmental condittons which impinge on
sensory perception and embodied techno-material action
i the world 1s llumination Light 1s fundamental for



Documenting Early Egyptian Imagery Analysing past technologies and matenalities with the aid of Reflectance Transformation Imaging (RTI) / 93

the visual perception of surfaces of material substances
(Gibson 1979 16-32, 121) From direct, ambient or
reflected sunlight to lamp, torch or candle hght, swtable
llumination would have been required during acts of
drawing, writing, painting, carving and so on (see ¢ g
Sundstedt e al 2004, Gutierez et al 2006, Kider et al
2009) As dlumination stimulates ocular perception, 1t
reinforces other sensory experience and vice versa, such
as the ways 1n which visual appearance corresponds to
the tactile sensations of roughly cut wooden or wory
surfaces, or those sanded/smoothed 1n preparation
for inscription The reflexive practiioner would have
sought a suitable relationship between hight source and
the location and angle of the matenal surface depending
on tools and inscription technmque used Lighting
considerations would have also extended to the general
work space, and additional materials and paraphernala
(prgments, grinding equipment, adhesives, water, mixing
pot, palette, artistic implements, etc ) Illumination
would also have been adapted to practitioner’s(s’) 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 during touching and
handling, looking, reading or discussing aloud and so forth
Of course we must bear mn mind the various possibilities
that primary sigmficance may have resided in the creative
act rather than 1ts outcome, and that, where intended,
audiences and types of consumption varied across time

and space (¢f Baines 2012 3)

A techno-material perspective and consideration of
the embodied practitioner also requires a broader
conceptualisation such that early Egyptian graphical
culture 1s set 1n relation to hved expenence Iam acutely
aware of the fact that only very hmited evidence survives
archaeologically to directly support such reconstruction

Even where evidence does survive 1n later periods,
visuahising and otherwise modelling past scenarios of
phenomenological experience present challenges which
may never be surmountable for both epistemological and
technological reasons However, one area where advanced
digital imaging technologies are presenting exciting
opportunties 1s in the documentation and visualisation
of artefact surfaces These developments facihtate study
of early Egyptian graphical culture from conventional as
well as phenomenological perspectives

Reflectance Transformation Imaging

Digital imaging technologies are increasingly enabling
greater detail and accuracy n mage capture mn 2D, 2D+

and 3D These are presenting easier ways of collating and
sharing graphical data, and thus more opportumties for
exploring the materiality of semantic meamngs However,
due to the high cost of hardware and software (¢g der
Manuelian 1998 113 on digital epigraphy) and difficulties
1n accessing the necessary tramning and expertise, some
technologies are mnaccessible to researchers within and
without Egypt Also, for digitisation 1n museum and field
contexts, devices are needed that are quickly and easily
deployable, have a ssmple caltbration procedure and, 1deally;
few moving parts as these are vulnerable 1n field contexts
(Willems ¢t al 2005), for example, where sand and dust
casily become airborne Likewise, digital techmques need
to fit into ways of working that already exust, the aim should
be to complement and augment those workflows rather
than replace them Reflectance Transformation Imaging
(RTT) presents a digital capture system that addresses many
of these pragmatic requirements Moreover, 1t overcomes
perennial problems associated with surface ighting during
documentation, and of particular interest here, exploration
of evidence for the techno-material 1ssues discussed above
through dynarmcally relit visualisations

Durng first-hand examination ighting proxarmty, intensity
and direction can be adjusted manually but this iterative
process 1s time-consunung, and can be cumbersome and
unsatisfactory With the exception of video capture and
relighting on 3D models, the fixaty of Light location and
angle 1s particularly problematic for convex, concave
and other complex surfaces RTT provides a solution
to those problems by enabling the user to take multiple
high-resolution detailed digital photographs of surface
features with light applied from a different position for
each exposure The multiple captures are amalgamated
together using mathematical algornthms such as Polynornual
Texture Mapping (PIM, developed by Tom Malzbender
(Malzbender et al. 2001) of Hewlett Packard Laboratories)
The resulting RT1 file allows for photorealistic virtual re-
lighting and non-photorealistic rendering of surfaces in
real-time

There are two main methods of creating RTI
visuahsations One requires a lighting dome (fig 1) to
provide illumination during photography and 1s the
most efficient way of 1maging quantities of smaller
portable objects (¢g no larger than 17cm? for a hghting
dome 1 meter in diameter) The other main method,
Highlight RTT (H-RTT), makes use of a hand-held hght
source during photography (see Mudge et al 2006, fig 2)
Photography of the target surface 1s undertaken with a
tripod-mounted camera, both of which remain stationary
while 24-60 photographs are taken, each exposure being
systematically lit from a shghtly different direction and
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position to create a virtual dome of Jight. Although more
time consuming than using a lighting dome, H-RTT 1s
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 Imaging Systems for
Ancient Documentary Artefacts project, funded by the UK
Arts and Humanities Research Council in 2010 via the
Digital Equipment and Database Enhancement for mpact
(DEDEFT) scheme {for detailed cliscussion and intcrim
project results sec Earl et al. 2011). The system consists of
a l-meter diameter plastic dome or hemisphere with 76
LED illumination sources evenly distributed and affixed to
1ts underside. The dome disassembles into four quarters for
portability. A digital camera is suspended overhead from
a frame such that the lens projects through an aperture
at the top of the dome (fig. 1). Artefacts are placed under
the dome for imaging: Each RTT capture sequence entails
taking a scries ol digital photographs using a different
LED light source for each exposure, thus casting hght onto
the 3D artefact surface from multiple angles. Capturc is
executed from a computer using software to control the
camera, LEDs, image file download and to record camera
setings and related capture metadata. The series of images
are then fitted using, for example, Polynomual Texture Map
(PTM) fitang sottware (Malzbender ¢t al. 2001). The resule

can be visualised using RTT viewing soltwarc (below).

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

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

Like any documentaton method, RTT has its strengths as
well as drawbacks. The dome places a restriction i the size
and position of objects, but this can be overcome by using
H-RTTf{orJarger non-portable surfaces whether positioned
horizontally, vertically, overhead or underfoot (lig. 2).
Compared with conventional epigraphic methods, H-RTT
m particular presents a low-cost solution for documenung
surfaces accurately and quickly. Facsimile work normally

1. Reflectance Transformation Imaglng camera and lighting dome system.
study of Ancient Docurments at the Un
2} 10 reveal H—, irrary of .",l ET




2. H-RTI equipment set up for the capture of a
limestone ostracon in the Agyptisches Museum und
Papyrussammiung, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin. The
author measures the distance betwean the flash and
target surface prior 1o taking one of a series of digital
ohotoqra[ 8. F’hotoqraph <:uu"n % Heu“oo Pagu / Mise

undertaken on-site can be done thoroughly
and accurately elsewhere given the ability to
virtually relight surfaces from any position
with a click of the mouse, as well as output
optimally lit photographs for printing and
tracing. Of course, in order to understand
some aspects of matcrlallw and embodied
experience, cspecially for more 3D surfaces, ﬁrst nnd
engagement is still important, eg for perception of scale
and shape vis-a-vis the body, the requirements of head and
eye movements, the need to perambulate, bend or twist
while viewing (Whitchouse 2013). Likewise, the tactile
and muscular experience of shape, texture, temperature,
and weight, as well as other sensory inputs associated with
objects and spaces cannot (vet) be thoroughly assessed via
digital visualisation and reproduction. Thus, as with any
new digital tool or method, the intention cannot be to
supplant traditional way of working, but to complement

them (Bates et al. 1995, Benardou e al. 2010: 20).

As for using PITMS and other RTT file types, these
can be viewed using software such as the open access
RTTViewer (Bogart 2010). The user views the RTT file on
the computer screen and explores the artefact surface by
virtually adjusting the position of the hight with the mouse
for optimal viewing, by zooming in and out, navigating
around the surface, and using rendering modes. This
latter feature of the viewing software is especially critical
for enhancing the appearance of surface morphology
and, where graphical marks arc concerned, improving
‘readability’. When viewing the surface and moving the
light position, an impression of a 3D surfacc is created, but
similar to conventional digital photography the viewing
plane cannot be adjusted, hence the viewing expericncc is
best described as 2D+. It should be noted that for surface
features which do not cast a shadow (g stains, traces of ink
that have been absorbed into the surface), results are best
achieved using mulaspectral lighting with RTT (Happa e
al. 2010: 162). As the following examples demonstrate,
where surface relief is present the use of visible light RTI
captures features in striking detail, enabling systematic
and controlled study in far greater depth than is usually
possible with the naked cye.

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

The larger surviving fragment of the so-called Battlcfield
qucttc or Lion Pa ette (EA 207914 and an inciscd
ory label (EA 32668) held in the British Museum are
among several early image-bearing objects on which [
have conducted RTT5. This palette, a slab of mudstone
(Stevenson 2005: 150) measuring 28.7 cm in width and
19.6 cm in height and carved in low relief on both faces
is dated to ¢ 3100 BCE and may have come [rom the
Upper Egyptian site of Abydos (see Spencer [980: 79-80,
esp. . | for no. 576). Large elaborate palcttes of this type,
the Narmer palette being the most well-known, appear
to derive from the more humble palette traditions of the
Predynastuc—Early Dynastic periods (c.4100 BCE—¢.3000
BCE). Predominantly found in burial contexts, these
smaller palettes of rhomboidal, faunal and rectangular
shapes bear ground mineral resiclues for cosmetic if not
also ritual purposes (Petrie 1953, Stevenson 2005: 150).
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The large size of examples such as the Battlefield Palette,
the lack of grinding evidence, elaborate nature of the
carving, and their find contexts (where provenanced) point
to the high status and more socially exclusive ‘ceremonial’
functon (eg Baines 1989: 475-477).

Published images ol the Battlefeld Palette include black
and white photographs, colour photographs, line drawings
(eg Petric 1953: pls. D-E, Spencer 1993: 54-55, figs. 34-
33), and line drawing with added diagrammatic details
(eg Davis 1992: figs. 33-34). The aim of facsimile among
previous studies of this objects has been to highlight image
morphology, in order to support hypotheses concerning
narrative structurc and sequence ol reading (Davis 1992),
social symbolic roles (e.g Baines 1939, 1993), and object
function (O’Connor 2002). Similar to the lack of attention

3. Lower part of the Battlefield Palette. Relief carved mudstone, ¢.3100
BCE, thought to come from Abydos. EA 20791, British Museum, Author’s
HTI photograph, courtesy Trustess of the  Muser 3

paid to the matcrial significance as discussed by Alice
Stevenson (Stevenson 2005: 150-153), material features
such as non-representational surface marks are rarely the
subject of illustration or study. That these are visible to some
extent in many published photographs (eg Spencer!980:
pl. 64, 576, lower), and especially apparent upon first hand
examination, begs the question of why these technological
details have been neglected. As discussed, this may be partly
due to traditional ways ol ‘seeing’ and ‘looking” at early
Egyptian evidence types designated ‘writing” or ‘art’ —the
tendency to look through technology and matenahty in the
interest of decipherment or interpretation of symbolism.

Itis therefore important to cmphasise that the value ol new
imaging techniques is not solely their ability to capture data
more quickly or with more precision, but also because —
as the following results compcellingly illustrate — these can
provoke us to ‘see’ old evidence in new ways and gain new
msight. The Battlefield Palette is shown in figure 3 as it
appears under visible light, illuminated from all directons.
The shape and form ol the figures are quite clcar. Some







tool marks are visible, but the ground overall looks relatively
flat. By zooming in and changing the direction of the light,
surface marks become much more articulated (fig. 4). The
specular enhancement mode augments the appcarance of
surface shapes (fig. 5). Upon navigating around the surface
and adjusting the light settings, numerous tool marks and
episodes of surface removal are revealed, bearing witness
to the complex processes that were involved in creaang the
umagcry, 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
Britia

5. (previous page) Lower part of the Battlefield Palette using the specular
enhancement rendering mode. Authar's HT1 photoaral
British Museum / Partie 1 ¢

Study of the tools marks on both faccs of the palette
shows that figures were blocked out by carving relatively
deep channels. In various places the decision was taken
to acjust contours along the way as evidenced by cuts
around some figures which echo their shape but are carved
deeper than the present level of the ground. The “bird’
on the viewer’s right in figure 6, for example, exhibits a
line running parallel and to the left of the lower wing,
indicating that the width of the wing has been reduced,
with the ends of the secondary feathers (those closer to the
body) shortened or brought forward toward the leading
edge of the wing. Other evidence for re-carving is seen
below the head and beak ol the ‘bird’ on the far left.
Shadows reveal traces which, again, parallel the present
contour suggesting that the lower beak had been thicker
and the beak longer and more downward-curving. On the
far left side of the palettc in the area between the legs of
a ‘human hgure’ {fig. 7), a pair of cuts which form an up-

6. Specular enhancement rendering mode showing, among other details, a faint line running parallel with the back edge of of the lower wing of the right-
facing bird. Author's KTl photograph, courtesy Trustees of the British Museum / Le mode de rendu de la RTI montrant, parmi d’autres détails, une fine ligne

paraliéle au bord arriere de ['aile inférieure de I'oiseau de droite. Photographie de I'auteur, avec I'aimalile aut

isation du British Museum




side-down V-shape may be traces of previous intentional
carving (tool slips arc also possible . These marks were
then partially scratched away or crased. Distinguishing
between ‘erasures” and marks that have been removed or
reduced as part of the normal Anishing process s difficult,
although each is casicr to recognisc in softer stoncs like
those from which the palette is carved (Anna Scrotta
Pers. Comm. 15 August 201 1. Another possibly related
pattern is characterised by a series ol short parallel strokes
can be seen below the *human figure’s” foot. These short
strokes differ in appearance from the contour recarving,
and the ¢ (‘I’dSLlIL( ) between the legs in their length, angle,
and spacing. Thesc marks also dliffer from surroundmg
scratch marks which scem to relate to the genceral lowering
and smoothing ol the grouncl.

Careful study of the marks by moving the hght position
also provides msight into tool types. The deep troughs

forming the contours of figures are similar in width and
may be diagnostic of the shape and width of the up of
the tool used. At various points it 1s possible to discern a
shortabruptline or cut within, yet running perpendicular
to, the trough, c.g. on the hand of the *human figure’
being attacked by the ‘bon’ (fig. 8). What appcars to be
the canving mark from a flat squarc-cornered chisel tip
{or part thereof) is apparent along the external contour
ol the rght hand. A similar tool mark runs parallel and

Jjust below the hand. This may have been made with the

thin edge of the same o0l type or a inc-tipped tool to
render the thin Aexure lines in the hand. Of course, onc
must bear in mind that the tips of these wools were likely
to have been modified constantly as work progressed.
Flint chisels would be subject to fracturing, requiring
re-knapping. Copper or copper alloy chiscls would need
to be re-hammered when they became dull (Stocks
2003: 74-99, Anna Scrotta Pers. Comm. 15 August 201 1).

7. Apparent erasure marks between ‘human f|gure s’ Iegs and below one foot direclly ‘behlnd the bl(d S upper wmg, as c|ar|f|ed using the d|ﬁuse gam RTI

rendenng mode. ALl RT 1y

s juste alar
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8. Detail from the lower central part of the palette showing, below the isolated hand, what may be the mark of a carving tool with a flat square-cornered

t|p Aulhors RTI _,:Juwhr ull'lancod pl’lol(.lqrdph courtesy Trustess of the British Museurn / Catail
i : ees par un outil. de taille a I'extrémite carree apiatie. FHotor

etre les traces laiss

It 1s interesting to note what z appears (o be an apparent
lack of tool control ( ) or care [?) for these latter interior
markings in particular. Cuts travclhng beyond the outer
contours of figures and into the ground can be found in
several places on the palette, such as the detailing on the
‘birds” wings (fig. 7).

In addition to facilitating analysis of surface
transformations which are important for understanding
production of an object, RTT can also uncover evidence
for arustic habit and p hysical movements which may be
indicative of skill level, changing priorities or contrasting
attention to detail®. RTI presents opportunities for
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reassessing previous interpretations of early graphical
culture. For example, Whitney Dawvis has proposed a four-
part narrative structurc of the Battlefeld Palette, dividing
the composition into four rough horizontal registers or
bands (Davis 1992: fig. 34, 122-123). In contrast, David
O’Connor (O’Connor 2002: 13) finds the register effect
irregularly maintained and composition conforming to
a mode of circularity, revolving around the cosmetic
cup 1n the centre of the ‘battle scene’. A fundamental
question is therefore whether proposals for compositional
understanding are supported by physical evidence for the
production workflow. Can we discern a patterin in the
blocking out of compositional space and image grouping?
What docs this tells us about the intentions of designers
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and/or artisans concerning structure and meaning? In
the upper right of the Bauleficld Palctte, it is possible
to discern horizontal lines under the fect of the cloaked
human figurc and rear foot of the bound ‘capuve’ fig. 9),
“These lines may point to an mterest to ensure precise
placement of the feet along a horizontal axis, although
similar lines below the feet of other upright hgures, such
as the bound ‘captives’ in the upper left and the ‘Lo, are
not present or, at least initial drafting of the composition
with ink or by hght engraving prior to carving do not
appear to survive. About lem above the bottom edge of
the palette at least two honzontal lines are scratched into
the surface beginning on the left and appear to continue
under the feet of the “bird to the right, under the arm of
the fallen *human figure’. Tt is le](U[L to discern whether
this relates to figurc ahonmcm or perhaps the cutting of
the mudstonc slal) to shapc.

Prehistores da 'ecniture.
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Further analysis of the surface {catures of all the
fragments of the Battleheld Palette is needed. This is
underway along with RTT-aided study of the Hunters
and other decorated palettes eg Piquette & MacDonald
2012). Additional study will hopefully provide insight into
the wider social context ol production, its organisation,
the cxtent of its restriction, and mechanisms of
ansmission.

These sclected examples nevertheless show the kinds
of insight RTT provides into artefact lifc history, for
example, shedding light on compositional intentions
and choices, including format, dircction, orientation,
vicw, association, relative scale, cte. These enhanced
visualisations give access to a micro-scale stratgraphy
that constitutes a new and valuable source of evidence for
augmenung our understanding of how writing and art,
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through their physical expression, became increasingly
distinct vet interrclated mode of symbolling (Piquette
2007:275-284, Davis 1976 .

I now turn briefly to a second case study, the RTT results
on an incised ivory label in the Britsh Museum (EA

32668; Spencer 1980: 63, no. 463, pls. [p] 49, [d] 51).
The inscribed labels, examplcs of \vhxch were mentioned
ahove, are perforated, rectangular plaques of 1vory, bone
and wood found n funcrary contexts during the Late
Predynastic and the First Dynasty (eg Dreyer 1998,
Piquctte 2007, Petrie 1900, 1901). The labels were
presumably attached to, or otherwise associated with,
funcrary items placed in and around ‘royal” and other
high status tombs. One or both surfaces bear written
and 1conic imagery concerning goods, their quantity
and quality, with some examples depicting acts of the
Egyptian ruler, and other events.

The RTI results for EA 32668 also demonstrate the
wavs this technology can aid a techno-material and
phcnomcnolomml ipproach toc (Lrl\ Egyptian graplncal
culture. The development of prelerences for certain
configurations, shapcs, proportions, types of curvature or
rectilinearity was partially due to tool choice (see Herring
2005: 1, also Baines 2004+ 139) andl their knowledgeable
use. Indeed, the development of particular physical
movements or ductus - the direction. scquence and speed
with which the strokes make up an image  in relation
to tool type can be llustrated by comparing two First
Dyvnasty instances of ‘stripped palm branch’/*M4” or the
so-called ‘year-sign’. One was made using a thin chisel
or burin, illustrated here (Ag 10 and another made with
brush and ink on wood.

The RTT specular enhancement rendering mode clarifies
the physical structure of this tall vertcal sign or 51mpl(
graphical object’ (SGOV which runs pirallel to the far
right ccge ﬁo [la-b). This SGO was created by incising
nto the surfacc. At least two associated marks can be
understood as tool shps. Onc extends upwards angling
away and slightly to the right of the mai verdcal line, the
dircction and angle suggesting that force was applied, to
the too] and in turn (o the surface, from below (fig. lal.
Another tool slip isvisible at the top left of the sign whcrc
rather than following the downward curve of th( SGO,
it "derails’ to the left and away from the main trough
(as viewed 1n figure | Lb). Togct 1er these slips suggest

a ductus ol bottom to top, the upper slip perhaps even
indicating that the scribe turned the label clockwise as
she used the thin chisel to remove surface material to
form the curve.

10. Incised and painted eiephant ivory label,
Semerknet. ‘Roya\‘ Tombs Cemetery Abydos
pl. 17, no, &

K |I|I W

First Dynasty, reign of

n'r,» 190

ht a,




11a-d. Reflectance transformation images
rendered in the specular enhancement mode,
showing details of an inscribed label (see

ancemant and  diffuse
r's RT1 photograpl

A contrasting example of “stripped palm
branch’/‘M4% appears on aslightly earlier
label probably dating to around the umc
ol Adjib, made of wood in the Ashmolcan
Muscum (E.1233), although only 1its top
edge 1s preserved. It was inscribed in
ik using a rush pen or similar flexible
brush-like tool. First-hand study and
the line drawing provided in Kaplony’s

publication (Kaplony 1963: pl. 143, 845

Mplvamoeric irmage oy it follom laplony
FOrd Wil 1997 el Rewulaki 20000 widi wlivrn

el whene there 5 disagroen b he aim bere
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12 - Upper part of a wooden funerary label from Abydos probably from
Tomb X attributed to Adjib (Kaplony 1963 |l 845 see also Petne 1901
D] pt 42 41 Ashmolean Museum E 1233) First-hand examination of the
faded marks confirms what 1s iIndicated in this drawing - that the stnpped
palm branch /M4 was constructed using at least two strokes Advanced
digital 1maging 1s needed to confirm detalls such as stroke direction
Reproduced courtesy Harrassowitz Verlag / Partie superieure d'une
plaquette funeraire en bois d Abydos, probablement de la Tombe X
attnbuee a Adpb (Kaplony 1963 Il 845 vorr aussi Petrie 1901 [D] pl 42
41 Ashmolean Museum E 1233) L examen en premiere main des marques
diffuses confirme ce qu est figure sur ce dessin — que la « branche stylisee
de palmier » / <« M4 > a ete realisee en deux traces au moins L imagere
numerigue est necessarre pour confirmer les details tels que | orientation du
trace (Autorisation reproduction Harrassowrtz Ed )

[which also appears to have been based on first-hand
examination)], see also Petrie 1901 39, pl 42, 41) suggest
a different ductus (fig 12) The preserved upper porton
of this SGO appears to have been made using two strokes,
one forming the top curved section and a second long
vertical stroke While 1t1s quute clear that two strokes were
used, their sequence and direction 1s more difficult to
determine The curving stroke may have started on the
left, the brush bemng brought around to the right and as
pressure was applied, broademng out its fibres as the scribe
brought the arm-wnst-hand-finger-tool motion to a stop
upon reaching the vertical axis of the sign However, the
reverse 1s also posstble It 1s here that RTI® may augment
study of early scribal practice (¢g Kahl’s (2001) study
of scribal hands on NIITAZ2 labels), by further clanfying
the intimate relationships between material, tool and
techmque 1n relation to bodily movement and gesture

While unfinished objects offer a direct window onto
production processes (Schafer 2002 [1919] 76), RTI
enables us to revisit well-studied, apparently-finished
objects and discover additional processual evidence
Returnimng to mcised wory label EA32668, additional
surface features mn the lower left corner are of techno-
material nterest The line drawing in the excavation

% Due to gallery renovations at the Ashmolean, I was unable to conduct
RT1 this labd fragment durmg the RTISAD project

report (fig 10, Petrie 1900 pl 17, no 26) distinguishes
with hatching surface damage probably due to insect
activity, although this 1s inconsistently visualised Beyond
remarks on the damage, no comment 1s made regarding
non-graphical marks i the lower left corner nor have I yet
encountered their discussion or ‘accurate’ visualisation in
subsequent publications (¢ g Kaplony 1963,1 305, 1963,
IIT pl 144, 8478, Smr-ht a, 1, Spencer 1980 65, pl 54,
no 461) Granted the surface of this label 1s difficult to
make sense of, even during my own first-hand study for
my doctoral research focussing specifically on materiality,
I too overlooked the tool marks in this area (Piquette
2007) Only when explonng the RIT image of the label
and repeatedly repositioning the hight, and especially
through use of the specular enhancement rendering
mode, did I finally see what appears to be palimpsest
As shown 1n figure 1lc, the surface bears a series of
strokes which are clearly different in their morphology
and ductus compared with other tool marks, probably
associated with surface preparation prior to mscription
Indeed, thewr purpose seemns to have been one of erasure
(see Piquette 2013) given the presence of a vertical ine
discernible underneath the rear-most part of a neatly
mased ‘mammal belly and tail’/ ‘F32” or log’/‘M41’ (7),
and extending below and perhaps under what appears
to be ‘pool’/‘N36/N39’and upwards toward ‘lion
forepart’/‘F4’, as well as the remains of an mcision below
‘hon’s’ forepaw It 15 also possible to discern a horizontal
cut underlymg the left-most ‘dots’ above ‘hand with dots
emergme from 1t (or located around 1t)’/“D46*1°, as well
as above the ‘wnist’ It 1s tempting to see ‘hoe’/*U6-U7’
under ‘two arms’/ ‘D28’ on the left, although placement
and relative scale appear odd A similar set of marks can
be found just to the right and below and therefore may be
an ‘artefact’ of erasure Overall, this area of the label was

10 T he use of Gardiner’s ¥ to denote where a sign retans an archatc
appearance ” (Gardmer 1994 439, my emphasis) speaks to the geneial
problem projecting back from Middle Egyptian as well as the lack of an
early Fgyptian sign bist and font



Documenting Earty Egyptian Imagery Analysing past technologies and matenalities with the aid of Reflectance Transformation Imaging (RTI) / 105

subject to at least four episodes of surface removal surface
preparation (¢ g short marks along left edge runmng from
upper left to lower right), primary incision, erasure {(marks
runmng from lower left to upper nght), secondary mcision
This palimpsest raises interesting questions concerning
label use On many First Dynasty labels the lower area or
lower left corner typically bears information understood
torelate to a type of grave good, erasure and re-inscribed
1n this area therefore presents several possibilities The
maker could have simply made an error that was later
detected and corrected A change relating to the product
may have occurred between the commussioning of the
label and 1ts use, whether prior to or in the course of
the funeral and final deposition 1n the cemetery Another
possibility 1s that some labels were used more than once
and for this reason the product information was changed
These scenarios cannot be substantiated at present, but
present tantalising ghimpses 1nto concerns that would
have been part of the hved experience of early Egyptian
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 ‘hife histories®
production and consumption were not necessarily
sequential 1n time and space but consisted of a process
of tacking backwards and forwards From tool use,
technique, and compositional choices, to intentions and
changing priorities, the implications of these different
aspects of graphical practice are important for how
we understand 1mage function and overall meaning
Such evidence stands to provide important msight the
wider social contexts of graphical development, such as
conventionahisation or renegotiation of norms through
artistic practice and scribal knowledge sharing, whether
in workshops or more 1informal settings, whether alone
or in dialogue with other artisans, or with patrons,
commusstoners 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 duality has persisted for decades across
much of archaeology and textual studies (see Johnson
1999, Moreland 2006, 2001) Simuilarly, interest in past
writing and 1its progenitors often centres on 1conic and
hngustic meamng In this chapter I considered through
the significance of matenality and technology for
understanding early Egyptian imagery, with particular
emphasis on production I mghhghted the need to address

the paradox of technology by considering reflexively
image-making technologies in the present and how these
mmpact on our reconstructions of past graphical practices

T also directed attention to methodological 1ssues of data
quality in documentation and visualisation, outlining
some of the barriers to the capture of data needed to
support a techno-material approach RTT alleviates
many of these problems, presenting a powerful tool
for interrogating early Egyptian iconography in new
ways Some practioners 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 material
culture (Hodder 1986, Tilley 1990, 1991, see also Frantz
1998 794) There has also been the recognition of
important differences between things and texts (Hodder
2000, see also Buchli 1995), materal culture 1s in the
world and plays a fundamentally different constitutive
role for our being 1n this world than texts and language
(Olsen 2003 90) However, inasmuch as things do
“more than just speak and express meanings” (¢f Joerges
1988 224), critiques of textual analogy have neglected
to recognise that wriing and image also do more than
Just encode language and other symbohc meanings We
must take the critique further and turn ‘material culture
as text’ on 1ts head Thus, from the perspective of ‘text
as material culture’ — or more appropriately for evidence
where semantic function 1s ambiguous, ‘graphical culture
as material culture’ — archaeological method and theory
become emphatically germane to research of an art
hustorical and philological nature, just as these domains
do to archaeology, however defined

In addition to enabhing detailed study of the artefactualty
of 1nscribed objects, improving readability and aiding
epigraphic work, the high quahty image files created using
RTT and 1ts re-hghting and enhancement tools enable
greater consistency in documentation and visuahisation
The files can be shared and easily viewed via open
access software (see ¢g http //culturalhentageimaging
org/) By buillding and maintaiming an open access RT1T
community, this data capture method enables users to
respond to calls for detailed and synthetic stuches that are
mtegrated mnto wider archaeology (see ¢g Riemer 2009
44) Projects such as RTISAD (above) have been working
toward open access RTT repository has been exploring
1ssues of developing interconnected annotations around

these digital objects

In addition to presenting a robust imaging technology
to add the archaeologist’s repertoire, an area where
RTT also stands to play an exceptionally important role
1s 1n preservation Peter der Manuehan (der Manuehan
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1998 97) has highhghted the need to take advantage of
new technologies, particularly in hght of the rapid rate of
deterioration and other threats to Egyptian and Sudanese
monuments The destruction of the earhest monumental
rock mscriptions at the south Siai site of Wadi el-Humur
(Tbralum & Tallet 2008 154)and elsewhere (¢g Hendrickx
etal 2012 1069-1070) nghlights the need for easily field-
deployable technologies and rapid low-cost recording —
something for which RTI, and especially H-RTI, are
surtably designed

RTT has been applied successfully to a range of
documentary enidence (Earl et al 2010a, b, 2011, Piquette
2014), butbeyond the present and a small amount of other
Egypt-related work (see brief reference mn Willems et al
2009 21,n 60, pls 4A-B, D on Dayr al-Barsha for jar

stopper sealings, Anna Serotta 1s conducting H-RTT on
stone sculpture at the Metropohtan Museum of Art, pers
comm 20 April 2011), RTT has seen lirmted use within
Egyptology™ Thope that the overview presented above will
prompt further mterest n RTT for documenting, visuahsing
and studying the development of early Egyptian graphical
culture RTT prowides a point for departure, and return,
for the reflexive exploration of 1mage-making materials
and technologies with regard to past practice and of
particular importance, our re-constructions methods and
technologies in the present

1 gmec writing this chapter an mcieasing numbecr of field and museum
projects have been applymg RT1, wath the field apphcation of highlight RTT
by the Unnversity of Jaen, Spain, mussion at Qubbbet el-Hawa, dirccted by
Aleggandro Jimenez-Serrano, bemng among the first
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Categories of Control Development of Gylnder Seal Glyptic
within the Context of Egyptian State Formation

Catégories de contréle Développement de la glyptique

sur sceau-cylindre dans le contexte de la formation de [Etat égyptien

Abstract - Employing a wide variety of excavated material
from Egypt and neighboring regions, this study re-evaluates
the sylstic development of seals and sealings during the
coalescence of the Egyptian Dynastic state The author
proposes that cylinder seals and sealings found in Cemetery
U at Abydos, at A Group Lower Nubian sites and at the
Egyptian trading post of ‘En Besor 1n southern Palestine
provide a continuum of glyptic development from the
Nagqada IId period (ca 3480 BC) to the end of Dynasty 0
{(ca 3110 BC) This continuum reflects early contact with
southern Mesopotarmua and her colomes, but also the
spreadimg mfluence of Upper Egyptian culture, the gradual
development of the Egyptan hieroglyphic writing system
and the growing ascendancy of an all-powerful monarchy
This glyptic seriation system was developed by dmwiding
the 1mages of the Abydos Gemetery U cylinder and stamp
seal 1mpressions 1nto categories based prnimarily on dates
determmed by radiocarbon and archaeological evidence
andsecondarnily on the basis of composition, style and motifs
These groups are then examined to determine whether
different groups indicate different semiotic categories, using
a system suggested by Mesopotamian cylinder seal studies
The sealings are then compared and contrasted with other
Predynastic Egyptian artworks The stylistc development
of cyhinder seals and sealings at Abydos 1s uses as a basis for
discussing other Predynastic seals and seahings from sites
with Egyptian-influenced materal culture in Lower Nubia,
dating to the Naqada ITIb-c period, and southern Palestine,
dating from late Dynasty 0 to Dynasty I The senuotic
categories denoted by the glyptic from these different sites
provide indications of the types of mnteractions taking place
between social networks and bases of power withun Egypt
and between Egypt and her nearest neighbors

Keywords - Gylinder seal, glyptic, Egyptian state formation, El-
Amra, Mesopotamia-Egypt relationship

Jane A Hill

Egyptian Section University of Pennsylvania
hilli@rowan edu

Resume - En utilisant une large quantite du materiel foulle en
provenance d’Egypte et des régions vorsines, cette etude recvalue le
développement styhstique des sceaux et des emprewntes de sceaux
durant la perode de formaton de Petat egyptien pharaomique

Lauteur propose que les sceaux-cylindres et les emprentes de sceaux
trouves dans la necropole U d’Abydos, ceux des sites du groupe A
de Basse-Nubte et ceux des complows commerciaux egypliens
d>En Besor au sud de la Palestine, procedent d’une continurte du
developpement de la glyptique depurs la periode de Nagada Ild
(ca 3480 BC) jusqu’d la fin de la Dynastie 0 (ca 3110 BC)

Cette continute refleterart tant des contacts precoces avec le sud
de la Mesopotame et ses colomes que Pinfluence croussante de la
culture de Haute-Egypte, le developpement progressif du systeme
d’ecreture hueroglyplaque egyptien, amns que Iascendance crovssante
d’une monarchie toute pusssante Ce systeme de senation glyptique
a ele développe en dwisant les vmages des sceaux et des emprentes
de la necropole U d’Abydos en categories basees au depart sur
des dates radwearbones et sur les donnees archeologiques et, dans
un deuxieme temps, d’apres la composition, le style et les motsfs

Ces groupes sont alors examunes pour determiner lesquels d’entre
eux indiquent dyfferentes categories semuotiques, en utilisant une
methode suggeree par Petude des sceaux cylindres mesopotamuens

Les sceaux sont alors mus en parallele avec les autres supports
wonographiques de PEgypte predynastque Le developpement
styhstique des sceaux et de leurs empruntes a Abydos est utilise
comme base pour aborder les autres sceaux predynastques
de sutes sous wnfluence egyptienne en Basse-Nubie, dates de
Nagada IITb-c, et du sud de la Palestine, dates des dynasties 0
a I Les categores semuotiques denotees par la glyptique de ces
differents sites donnent des indications sur les types dinteraction
gu%rennent place entre les reseaux socraux et les bases du pouvorr
en Bgyple d’une part, entre PEgyple et ses vosins les plus proches,
d’autie part

Mots-cles - Sceau-cybndre, glyptique, formatwn de Uetat egyptien,
El- Amra, relations Me:opotamw—Egypte
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Egypt and neighborning regions, this study examines

the stylistic development of seals and sealings
during the gradual coalescence of the Egyptian dynastic
state The available glyptic evidence suggests Egyptians
rapidly progress from the adoption and adaptation of
glyptic styles from mported Mesopotarman matenal in the
carly Nagada Il period to creating and employing semiotic
categories denoting social institutions and administrative
roles 1n the formative Egyptian state of the Nagada III
pertod Recent archaeological discoveries indicate that the
use of seals was more widespread mn Upper Egypt during
this period than previously supposed and not limited to
sites with royal associations This in turn provides us
some basis for a discussion of sealing use, not only mn the
context of long distance trade but for the development of
administrative networks 1n Upper Egypt some of which
may have been created for the purpose of enhancing and
complementing the control of mghly valued goods for the
use of Egypt’s elites

l j mploying a wide variety of excavated matenal from

Cylinder seals and sealings found in Cemetery U at
Abydos (Dreyer ¢ al. 1998, Hartung 1998a), at the Upper
Egyptian settlement at El-Amra (Hill & Herbich 2011),
and the admimstrative buildings at Naqada’s South Town
(D1 Mana 2007) show an enthusiastic adoption of the
techmque as a way to control the flow of trade goods from
outside Egypt’s borders and provide a contnuum of glyptic
development from the Nagada IId period (ca 3480 BC)to
the end of Dynasty 0 (ca 3110BC) Glyptic evidence from
A-Group Lower Nubian sites and the Egyptian trading
post at ‘En Besor 1n southern Palestine 1s informative on
how this techmque was employed 1n areas not directly
under Egyptian control but clearly 1n close contact with
the developing visual vocabulary of the Egyptian ehtes
directing trade in neighboring regions (van den Brink 1995)

This continuum 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 neroglyphic system Ewidence of the
different waysin which Upper and Lower Egyptians, as well
as Lower Nubians adopted sealing technology using readily
available materials 1s an indication of how widespread the
practice was 1n the late and termmal Predynastic period

I have previously proposed a glyptic seriation system by
dividmg the 1mages of the Abydos Cemetery U cylinder
and stamp seal impressions nto categories based primarily
on dates determined by radiocarbon and archaeological
evidence and secondanly on the basis of composition,
style and motif (Hill 2004) I then examined these
stylistic groups to determine whether cufferent groups
mught indicate different semiotic meanings, using a

model suggested by Mesopotarman cylinder seal studies
(Pittman 1993) The stylisic development of cyhnder seals
and sealings at Abydos was used as a basis from which
to discuss other Predynastic seals and sealings from sites
with Egyptian- related matenal in Lower Nubia (dating
to the Nagada IIIb-c period) and southern Palestine
(dating to the late Dynasty 0 to mad-Dynasty I) Finally,
thus stylistic progression was used to suggest Predynastic
dating criteria for seals and sealings previously thought to
be Early Dynastic However, the paucity of our sources has
hindered scholars from developing a well rounded picture
of the systems within which sealing practice evolved While
most of the newest Upper Egyptian evidence comes from
an elite mortuary site, 1t must be recognized that sealing
was very much a practice of the everyday sphere of trade
and exchange however elaborate 1ts expression may have
been 1n the elite mortuary sphere Findings at the site of
El-Amra in Upper Egypt and Tell el-Farkha i Lower
Egypt provide a more nuanced view of the practices and
msttutions mvolved 1n the use of seals

Archacologists began to reevaluate Predynastic Egyptian
cylinder seals and sealing practices based on discoveries
of the German Archacological Institute at the B and U
cemeteries at Abydos 1n the mid-1990s Seals and mud
sealings have been published from settlement contexts
at Naqada’s South Town, 1n the settlement at Tell el-
Farkha in the Nile Delta and in the Terminal Predynastic
to Dynasty I phase of Adaima, indicating that sealing
practice was not himited to the royal mortuary sphere, nor
used only to protect exotic sumptuary goods (Midant-
Reynes & Buchez 2002) Excavations at Tell el-Farkha
(Chtodnick: 2008 496-7) and survey at the Upper
Egyptian site of El-Amra n the Qena district to the south
of Abydos (Hill & Herbich 2011) have uncovered sull more
evidence of sealing practice i settlement contexts, though
1n different functional settings Taken together, these finds
indicate that there was a system of adminustering the flow
of goods which lay outside or worked 1n conjunction wath
systems of interregional trade and tribute contributing
sumptuary goods to elite burals

Cylinder seals and sealings found 1n the U Cemetery at
Abydos, A-Group Lower Nubian sttes, and the Egyptian
trading post at ‘En Besor 1n southern Palestine provide
a continuum of glyptic development beginming 1n the
Nagada IId period (ca 3480 BC) and continuing to the
end of Dynasty 0 (ca 3110 BC) and some indication of
the sermotic categornes developing as a means of signahing
mstitutions 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 e al. 1996, Dreyer
et al 1998) and their context and possible interpretations
have been discussed by 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 making use of cyhinder seals in ways
that served the interests of local elites, namely through the
control of sumptuary goods meant for the tombs of the
ruler and his family members (ca 3400 BC) However,
the 1solated nature of the Cemetery U evidence within
Upper Egypt as a whole has led some scholars to question
whether this first wave of cylinder seal use was a brief local
phenomenon and that alacuna of both glypticand graphic
development exsts between the Nagada 111a2 and the Frrst

Dynasty*

Cemetery U at Abydos 1s located 1n the northernmost
region where the prehustonic Nagada culture developed in
the 4th mullennium BC The last graves in the cemetery
date to the Nagada [I b-c and make a continuous temporal
development into Cemetery B dating to Dynasty 0, the
penod during which the northern and southern territones
of the early state were brought under the control of a central
authonty (Kemp 2006 73- 8, Wilkinson 1999 36- 41)
Ewvidence suggests that unification consisted of a gradual
expansion of Upper Egyptian influence and control over
the Delta, partly by peaceful means such as trade and
colonization and to some degree by warfare as 1s attested
on early Egyptian monuments such as the Narmer Palette
(Petric 1921 figs J26, K27)

Egyptian sealings from thus period, like those of their Asian
counterparts m the Mesopotaman cultures of Uruk and
Elam, consist of small lumps of clay used to fasten two ends
of a string or thong, holding a jar hd or a bag tie 1n place
When they were still wet, the lumps of clay were impressed
several tmes with a seal that left a small intagho rehef on
the surface Sealing a jar, bag or door not only protected
the goods 1n 1t from tampering, but 1t was a practical
means of control and symbol of admimstrative power
Seal impressions, like the goods they sealed, were mobile
Therefore different seal impression styles can mdicate

! There s ndeed a gap m the available evidence, but I do not think that
this necessanly indicates a deficiency of usage but rather a deficiency of
out sources of mformauon The Cemetery U material was only recovered
after a detailed and systematic exarmunauon of a previously excavated and
heawily looted site While it may be difficult to ovurstate the importance of
lomb U j the msutunons indicated by the evidence 1t contamned did not
exist m 1solation from the rest of Upper Feyptian society Scaling cvidence
recovered from other tombs i the cemetery are mdicatve of a much wider
system of tiadc and admumstrauve control The challenge 1s to discover
the mstitutions and systems which have been so far largely absent from our
ciscussions, namely, Upper Egvptian settlement sites

different pomnts of origm and possibility different econonmc
institutions While our samples contain relatively few styles
compared to the large corpus of Mesopotamian seals, the
seals and seal impressions found m Egypt and neighborng
regions can be compared for styhstic and thematic affimties

These comparisons, combined with chronological controls
provided by associated artifacts and *C dates, permut
the construction of a sertation of cylinder seal glyptic
Predynastic Egypt Radiocarbon dates from the German
Archaeological Insttute Gemetery U excavations have
further set apart the Naqada II period and the Nagada III
period by 150 years (Gorsdorf et al 1998, Hendrickx 2006

92)

This expanded time frame, allows for a longer period of
development between these two phases of Predynastic
Egyptian culture Hartung has suggested that cylinder
seals were used i Egypt as early as the Nagada Ilc peniod
(Hartung 1998b) He bases this assessment on the highly
developed use of seals in the Nagada IlId period, and
evidence at Abydos of contact with the proto-literate
Elamute culture (Dreyer 1998 181) and trade networks
between Lower Egypt and southern Palestine However,
there 1s evidence from sites such as Naqada and at Naga ed
Dér whnch argue for contact with the cultures of southern
Mesopotamia (Podzorsk: 1988, D1 Maria 2007) What
was the primary route through which proto-Elamaite
matenal reached Egypt s stll debated A growing number
of scholars focus on the possibility of sea trade with
Mesopotaman colonies based 1n northern Syna and/or
land-based trade through southern Canaan (Mark 1997,
Hartung 1998b) A longstanding argument holds that
because late Predynastic Upper Egyptian art shows a
strong Elamute influence that contact with this Southern
Mesopotarman culture occurred through a Red Sea trade
route funneling Mesopotamian goods, including seals,
directly to the Upper Egyptian pohties of This, Nagada
and Hierakonpols through the wadis of the Fastern Desert
(Kantor 1952 1992, D1 Mana 2007)

Recent survey at the site of El-Amra, 8 km to the south of
Cemetery U at Abydos, provides additional evidence of a
longer pertod duning which the adoption and adaptation
of sealing practice took place? Features and artifacts
discovered in a University of Pennsylvama sponsored survey
of the site of El-Amra in 2007 give support to the 1dea that
sealing practice was common 1 the control of goods at
non-ioyal centers El-Amra’s cemeteries were pubhshed at

2 The ptaject was part of my doctoral field work at the University of
Pennsylvama mnder the direction of Dr Josef Wegner and was supported
by a Nauonal Scienec Foundation Dissertation Enhancement Grant and
a Kolb Society Tellowslup
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the turn of the twentieth century by British archacologist
David Randall-Maclver (Randall-Maclver & Mace 1902).
Randall-Maclver produced a typology of Predynastic to
Early Dynastc tombs based on his investigations of the site.
In his synthesis of Predynastic culture Petrie chose El-Amra
as the type site for the carliest Predynastc phase of Egyptian
culture — the Amratian phase. El-Amra is onc of the three
largest Predynastic cemecteries in the Abydos region, the
other two being Abydos and Mahasna (Patch 2004).
The magnetic map in the central arca of the prescrved
sitc abutting the cnd of a low desert shelf which ends in
a 4-meter drop off to the cultivation reveals three clear
concentrations of anomalies, distinct from the surrouncing
low desert, which are characterized by low magnetic valucs
(Ag 1). Each of these concentrations appears to be outlined,
at least in part, by oblong anomalics, which constitute
an obvious dematrcation between what is inside and the
surrounding ground. The largest ol these concentrations
In the center covers an area of ¢. 3,350 m 1n the eastern
partof the prospected area. The ground corresponding to
this concentration of anomalics is uncven, dotted with low

1. Magnetic map outlining the settlement areas at el-Amra. Gradiometers
Geoscan Research FM25
by .25 m. Dynamics

Sampiling grid 0.25 by 0.50 m, interpolated to C.25
+8.3 nT. Gnd I v 20 m. Map: T. Herbich /

1eficue en gvidencea les struclures

- -

West Concentration

dumps and shallow depressions, and strewn with a much
larger quantity of pebbles than anywhere around it (Hill &
Herbich 2011). Other featurcs include pathways leading
from the wadi bed to gaps in the surface features which
appear to be entrances to these demarcated arcas.

The soil covering the mapped anomalies is a distinct
gray color, attesting to the presence of mud or mud bnick
structures underground. Examination of the features
revealed them to be the remains of mud-and-stone
conglomerate architecture. The walls were crected of
stones set in layers of Nile silt, and plastered apparently
with Nile silt - a smoothed surface face has survived in a
number of places. This building technique explains the
accumulations ol stones on the surface where anomalies
were mapped, crosion having left behind the more
permancnt component ol the walls, the stoncs, after the less
durable component, Nile mud, has worn away. Hoffman
records similar deflated mud and cobblestone walls or wall
foundations at Hierakonpolis Locality 29 (Hofiman 1983:
12). Eroded mud bricks of various sizes were also found
on the surface in this arca, possibly the remains structures
inside the conglomerate walls.

Investigations ol El-Amra included a surfacc collection
of the interior and immediate cxterior of these wall-like
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2 Stamp seal collected at el-Amra, Object 2027 (length 175 cm) /
Impression de sceau provenant d el-Amra (long 1 75 cm) Photos/Photos
M Nelson Hurst

features Surface finds on the outer wall of the eastern
concentration included a terracotta seal Thus seal 1s prerced
through 1ts center and has 20 ndentions on one side 1n the
shape of a five-pointed star On the other side, there 1s a
similar dnlled-hole design though 1n a less regular pattern
of 14 mdentions (fig 2) There 1s some finng discoloration
on one side and evidence of use wear around the edges of
the drill hole through which the seal was strung I would
submut that this object 1s a local mterpretation of a stone
sealn fired clay, not an example of a counter, used to tally
the number of goods sent or delivered It was pierced
so that 1t could be strung and carried and measuring at
less than 2 cm in diameter 1t 1s much smaller than other
counters that have been reported by Nagada South
Town excavators and at other sites outside Egypt where
preliterate sealing practice has been documented n detaal,
such as Arslantepe n southern Turkey (Pirelh 2007 58-9,
Frangipane 2007) Examples of counters from El-Amra
mclude a long strip of unfired clay marked by mdentions
and fragments of clay disks sometimes referred counterpart
labels (Hill 2010 321)

A parallel example 1n a different medium was a
hemuspherical imestone seal with a similar drlled pattern
was found m Tomb 7501 unearthed at the site of Naga-ed-
Dér Resner dated the tomb to the Nagada IIb/c period
based on associated pottery (Podzorskr 1988 260 1)

Parallels for this type of stamp seal decoration exist at
eastern Mesopotamian at sites like Nuzi/Yorgan Tepe,
Susa, Tepe Gawra, and Tepe Giyan (Caldwell 1976

figs 163, 22, 107, and 101) The striking aspect of the
El- Amra find 1s 1ts medium — fired clay - and 1ts context in
asettlement area n association with mud sealings Though
1t was not found within a datable context, styhstically, the
seal belongs to thus earher phase of contact, Nagada Ilc-d

Several different sealing styles dating to Nagada IId
were found 1 individual graves at Abydos As Hartung
notes, the placement of multiple sealings m a single grave

indicates that seals of this period did not mark ownership
or the identity of a single individual, but were designations
marking the goods placed in the bunial Hartung states
that sealings found n this cemetery were only found on
imported Canaanite-style vessels, indicating that the
seals were being used as mnsignias of long distance trade
administration (Hartung 1998b) Seals designating and
protecting trade 1tems mndicate that by the late Nagada IT
period, the central to northern region of Upper Egypt had
already laid foundations for a system of admmstration and
trade control

The Abydos seal impressions provide a set of images that
we can infer were sigruficant to the Predynastic Egyptians
Some of these seal impressions fit neatly mto the existing
corpus of Predynastic Egyptian art Others present images
that dropped out of the Egyptian glyptic repertorre in the
Farly Dynastic Period Many images are repeated in iconic
fashion 1 a vanety of different seal compositions In some
cases, the 1mages sumlarities to later hieroglyphic signs
hint at therr meanng and point to a development of the
Egyptian writing system 1n the Predynastic even if they
cannot be considered writing per se (Hall 2004 24-9)

Sealings recovered from Abydos Nagada IId graves into
four glyptic styles, each of which uses a different system
of design and rule of composihion A fifth group shows
affimties with other Predynastic artwork The Field of
Geometrics or Single Symbols group 1s defined as a seal
having a single repeating pattern or symbol (Hill 2004
fig 18) Though the symbols i this group are varied many
of these design elements evoke later lieroglyphic signs
The mostntriguing of these 1s the hour glass design which
resembles the Old Kingdom determinative for a cyhnder
seal In the Multiple Repeating Symbols group rows of
single signs are grouped with the mtention of representing
natural associations between the signs and figural
representations (Hill 2004 fig 19) One example from
thus group, if Hartung’s reconstruction 1s inverted, shows
multiple triangles which can be linked to boat standards on
Nagada II pamted pottery, above a continuous wavy hne
representing water above a hne of animals representing fish
(Hartung 1998a fig 4) The resulting association 1s Boat
-Water -Fish If the tnangle standard was recognized as
belonging to a particular region or temple another layer of
meaning 1s contamned within the association that we cannot
fully ascertain

The Ammal Rows group contains representations that can
be found on D-Ware pamted pottery, carved wory kmife
handles and bone or wory combs from the Nagada IId
period (Hill 2004 fig 20) The sumilanty to Mesopotarmian
arumal rows has been noted, and the first example here
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shows some of the cross-fernlization of these two styles

Tor instance, the typically Elarmte three-lobed fill element
1sjuxtaposed with the tnangle design prevalent on Nagada
IId ware vessels

Central Figure on Field of Single or Alternating Symbols
group has no precedents in Uruk or Elamite cylinder
seal impressions and appears to be an Egyptian styhstic
development (Hill 2004 fig 22) The seal impressions in
this group feature images which have links to cylinder seal
designs wlnch date to the Nagada III period was well as
later hieroglyphic signs and other Predynastic artworks
The device of framing a central figure with symbols or a
decorative border also carries over into later seal designs
In this group symbols recogruzable as the fetishes for deities
can be 1dentified mn some cases That temple shrines were
likely the first economic mstitutions 1n Predynastic 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 sealings marked goods donated to
an elite grave from the shrine of a particular deity For
example, a seal design recovered from Tomb U210 at
Abydos (Hartung 1998 fig 8a) contains a central group of
1cons which can be read as b3 bird on a standard with the
1conuc determinative of the cow goddess Bat Ths figure
1s attested on the Gerzeh Palette and 1n a later period on
the Narmer Palette (Anselin 1999) Bat with her distinctive
incurved horns 1s later associated with the 7th Upper
Egyptian nome, and 1s more promment iconographically
than Hathor who became popular n later historic periods
(Fischer 1962 7-8) Similar ammal 1cons such as the dog on
the seahng from Tomb U153 (Hartung 1998 fig 6) also
appear on standards 1n later monuments including the
Narmer Palette and the Scorpion Macehead

Other seals and sealings which bear relation to the
economuc nstitutions of the Nagada IId period include the
fish and net or fish and bulding style Whule this design has
strong affinities to seal designs recorded 1n Mesopotamua,

1t 1s clear from 1ts wide adoption and adaptation that the
design found a good “cultural fit” n Egypt where seals and
now sealings with this design has been found at various
sites including Naga-ed-Der and Matmar Two other
seals, one found at Zawiyet el-Aryan in a poorly recorded
context and another purchased on the antiquities market
show more elaborate treatments of the net design which
actually appear to represent buldings and not fishing
nets (Boehmer 1974) Both Dreyer and Hartung propose
that the Abydos sealing 1s one of a standard seal type in
Predynastc Egypt designating jrw or offerings made to
a temple (Hartung 1998) It 1s perhaps sigmficant that a
generic design such as this entered the repertoire at this
stage, representing a generic concept rather than a specific
designation or a purely geometric design could have been
one of the first steps in the Egyptians developing a visual
vocabulary for seals which would “travel” well, 1 e be
readily grasped by whomever saw them, whereas the seals
designating particular shrines or districts would require a
more specialized knowledge to interpret

Returning to the El-Amra finds, our team collected a
terracotta cylinder seal measuring 3 47 cm immediately
nside the embankments of the South Wall (fig 3) The
seal shows use wear on 1ts narrower side The surface of
the seal 1s circumscribed by three mcised grooves and four
horzontal grooves that would reproduce a picket fence type
pattern on a mud sealing The impression left by thus seal
would be simuilar to the prototype of the sp3f or nome sign
found 1n mk mscriptions on cylinder vessels n Tomb U-s,
a tomb roughly contemporary with Tomb U-j at Abydos,
dating to Naqada Ilal-2 (Engel 2006) For a settlement
located outside the royal center, a seal like this one would
serve a localized purpose, marking goods intended for
intraregional use and storage

Other finds along the south wall of Area IB include mud
sealings 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 ) / Sceau-cylindre provenant d el-Amra objet 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 c¢) sealing with cloth
impression d) sealing with basket
Impression / Empreinte de sceau avec
marques de scellement provenant
du Mur Sud et de la concentration
Orientale sur le site del-Amra a)
impression de sceau b) sceau avec
empreinte dun gond de porte c)
sceau avec impression de textile d)
sceau avec impression de panier

vessels, boxes, cloth bags, door bolts, and box knobs (fig 4)
Thus indicates that the south wall was the main entrance
though which goods were delivered, unsealed, mspected
and posstbly resealed These finds are remarkably simlar
to findings at the admmstrative bulding at Nagada’s South
Town (Barocas 1985, Barocas, Fattovich & Tos1 1989, D1
Maria 2007) The comparative richness of the tombs within
the El-Amra cemetery during the late Predynastic (Naqada
IId) 1s a strong indication that El-Amra was a destination
pomt for trade goods (Hartung 2001 abb 54, 56)

Terracotta cylinder and stamp seals are not rare 1n
Mesopotarma and archaeologists have recovered them mn
the carhest levels of the sites of Susa, Ur, and the Diyala
region Additionally, simple hnear designs appear on seals
made of all types of materials It was common 1n the
past for archaeologsts to dismuss clay seals as imitations
of “genuine” seals made of stone, wvory or other rarer
and more precious materials Gonsequently scholars
and collectors dismussed many terracotta seals as crude
fakes and never published them nor contributed them to
museumn collections However, scholars now accept that
clay seals were common from the beginning of sealing
practice in Mesopotarma (Werr 1988)

While rare, clay cyhnder seals have been attested in both
Egypt and Nubia and mclude the two examples collected

Photos/Photos M Nelson Hurst

by Firth from surface surveys of the Ikkur Fortress and
Kostamna and the poorly glazed example excavated from
a tomb 1n Zawiyet el-Aryan (Bochmer 1974) Dating to
the Nagada IIIB, a fired clay cylinder seal was ciscovered
by the Polish Archaeological Expedition to Tell el-Farkha
1n the eastern Nile Delta Much of the sealing matenial
at this site was discovered 1n the site’s production areas,
mdicating that 1t was a source pownt for trade goods, not
a destination The terracotta seal 1s engraved with images
of an early serekh and nebfy signs Again, however, these
signs are generic designations and no specific king 1s named
(Chlodmick: 2008 496-7, fig 4A/B), perhaps making this
seal analogous to the empty serekh potmarks found on
Dynasty 0 wine and o1l jars 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 impresstons represent a closed find
from a dated context and give us a single time capsule
of cyhnder seal styles designated for royal or lugh status
use 1n the Nagada IlIa 2 period Ewidence of a sigming
system also found 1 U-j on bone and vory labels and ink
pottery mscriptions indicates that a system of “writing”
locales and the names of shrines dedicated to particular
derties was well developed during this period, but was not
seen as an essential element 1n seal glyptic Thus restrictive
use of early hieroglyphic wniting was probably related to
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the different functions served by the labels, pottery vessels
and seals Seals during thus period go through a different
kind of elaboration, one designed to mark and enhance the
status of the person for whom the goods are intended or
from whom the goods were donated The most dramatic
marker of this elaboration 1s the complex geometric
borders which frame the figural scenes engraved in the seal
These geometric designs have been found in the painted
decoration of niches on the superstructure facade of First
Dynasty tombs at Saqqara Thewr uriqueness in Upper
Egypt’s glyptic corpus for Upper Egypt could indicate
that the owner of U+ was practicing an early form of
commodity branding, marking the rarity and quality of
the goods destined for the tomb of the ruler (Wengrow
2008 9) Aside from advertising the exotic quahty of burial
goods, there was also the 1ssue of quantity that mught have
created a different kind of economuc pressure Amassing
the resources for an elite burial would require not only
imported goods, but such goods 1n numbers that would
further enhance the status of the ruler This pressure
toward ever increasing conspicuous consumption may
have led to the local manufacture of foreign style pottery
as a means of inflating the apparent richness of the burial
It 15 therefore interesting to note that the remas of what
appears to be a draft kiln discovered through magnetic
prospection El-Amra were strewn with the sherds of
vessels which bear similarities to the Palestiman style
pottery recovered from Tomb U-j at Abydos While further
mvestigation of this feature 1s requured, 1t could be evidence
of a local production center manufacturing the exotic
(Hull & Herbich 2011, Porat & Goren 2001, 2002, Hartung
2002) Seal impressions from U-j contain styhstic features
that survive from earher periods including busy, crowded
compositions Horror vacur during this period 1s expressed
through the numerous, virtually shapeless elements filing
small spaces In addition to animal rows 1s what might be
termed a dominant element, a human or amimal 1con, 1n
the case of Tomb U-j a scorpion figure on one sealing and
a human figure carrying a scepter in another sealing, both
controlling wild desert creatures

The surviving glyptic maternal from Egypt’s southern
periphery in Lower Nubia emphasizes the hively trade 1n
raw materials and fimshed goods between the Nagada IId
to Nagada IIIb cultures of Upper Egypt and the Classic
and Terminal A-Group Nubians at the sites of Faras,
Qustul, Sarras West and Siali The powerful chiefdoms that
ruled this region n the late Predynastic employed their own
set of 1conographic images expressing the power of the
ruler, however, 1t 1s clear that 1deas and 1mages were bemng
exchanged from the adoption, adaptation and m some
cases melding of Egyptian and Nubian iconography The
Faras, Qustul L-17, Sarras West, and Siah Seal impressions

document the development of an mcreasingly narrative
structure of seal design (Griffiths 1921, Wilhams 1986 168,
Mlls & Nordstrom 1966 fig 3, Reisner 1910 pl 65f) The
Siali Seal impression illustrates the short-lived combination
of pure imagery with leroglyphic inscriptions that were
soon to dorunate cylinder seal decoration 1n the Early
Dynastic Period While Nubian seals were used 1n an area
peripheral to the core Upper Egyptian culture, they appear
to elaborate the theme of subjugation to a central authority
In all cases, the seals and seal impression of Lower Nubia
have direct affinities to the styles and conventions employed
in the Abydos Cemetery U seals These include most
notably the presence of ammal rows, high-prow boats, filler
elements, the use of frammg devices above and below the
main compositional field and the standing human figure

In the peripheral areas to Egypt’s north the glyptic imagery
shows definite influences from seal glyptic of Northern
Syria and Palestine The largest corpus of seal impressions
extant comes from the site of ‘En Besor, a settlement that
has been mterpreted to be trading outpost colonized by
Egyptians (Brandl 1992) The preserved imagery from
these sealings 1s predominantly Egyptian i character
A total of 90 seal impressions were recovered n the
excavation of Stratum IIT of the ‘En Besor Tell Gophna
has dated to the end of Dynasty O or the beginning of the
First Dynasty on the basis of Egyptian style pottery found
1n association with the sealings (Schulmann 1976, 1980,
Gophna 1987, 1990) The ‘En Besor sealings share with
the Abydos matenal the busy compositions and the use
of numerous fill elements Though found 1n completely
different cultural contexts the ‘En Besor seals share with
the Nubian seals and sealmgs 1deograms such as mverted
«ka» arms and human figures representing a controlhng
or ruhng element 1n seal compositions A major clement
from the Upper Egyptian style 15 the walking or «praismgy»
man, though his tools or symbols of authority and control
frequently change or disappear altogether This may have
more to do with differences 1n status of seal carners and
users at ‘En Besor who were shipping goods to Egypt
rather than the Egyptian elites for whom the goods were
mtended Additionally there 1s evaidence for influence
from Northern Syran glyptic, particularly in some of the
decorative elements such as wave borders (Pittman 1994a
figs 10 a-b)

A sermotic model used to analyze proto-hterate Uruk seal
impressions recogmzes the different functions of the sites
from whuch seals were recovered therefore the different
glyptic needs of seal bearers acting at the culture’s core
centers and those used on the periphery of the trading
and production network (Pittman 1994b) A comparison
of the seals from Uruk’s core and periphery show that the
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seals found at the center emphasize the ritual roles of the
rulers Those from the pertpheral trading colores m Syria
show the production, management and transport of goods
needed to support temple economues at the center

In applymg this model to Upper Egyptian elites who also
were engaged m controlling long distance trade networks,
we can see that they shared stmilar needs with the elites of
the Uruk system While the economuc frameworks for each
of these systems are similar the symbohc frameworks for
representing core and peniphery were culturally specific
(fig 5) The elites of the central Nagada culture were
interested 1n obtaining, controlling and redistributing
rare trade goods for their benefit Through the use and
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redistribution of these goods, the power and prestige of
the ruler and the cult centers were enhanced The images
on the seals at the center would focus on the divine aspects
of the ruler and interdependent relationship he shared
with the gods who supported hum On the other hand, the
adminustrators 1n the peripheral trading posts would have
been mterested in demonstrating their efficacy in obtamng
and delivering goods needed at the center Or as we know
was the case 1 hustoric pertods, the outpost commander’s
duty was to keep the local inhabitants productive, under
control and submussive to the Egyptian ruler

However, to concentrate exclusively on the long distance
trade aspects of seal use and glyptic development would
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5 Seal impressions from a-d Upper Egypts core culture (Hartung 1998a fig 12), e-f seals from Egypts southern periphery (Willams 1986 168)
g-1 seal impressions from Egypt s northern periphery (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 egyptienne (Willlams 1986 168) g-1 sceau de la peripherie nord
egyptienne (Schulman 1976 fig 1 Schulman 1980 fig 1)
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be to 1gnore half of the picture of the processes occurring
within the Upper Egyptian core From the Nagada Ild to
Dynasty 1, the region saw the consohdation of royal power
reflected 1n glyptic development by royal iconography
subsuming or incorporating other Upper Egyptian
mstitutions including traditional cultic centers (Hill 2004
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Systémes numériques égyptiens et mésopotamiens

Eléments de comparaison

Egyptian and mesopotamian numerical systems

Comparative elements

Resume - Parmiu les plus anciens signes d’ecriture trouves
dans la tombe U-} a Abydos (sur les plaquettes et les
mscriptions peintes des vases) se trouve des signes de
notation des nombres

Le systeme numenque employe a Nagada ITA-B est
deja celur que Pon connait pour les periodes historiques
1 n’evoluera pas tant que I'ecriture hreroglyphique sera en
usage Il est umque quelque soitla nature des entites chffrees
C’est un systeme a base 10, qui ne connait pas le zero

S1 P'mvention de Iecriture est bien mesopotamienne
et qu'elle a ensuite ete divulguee et adaptee en Egypte,
selon I’hypothese classique de transmission, cela devrait se
repercuter au niveau des systemes numeriques employes
En effet, pour ces deux cultures les signes de notation des
nombres apparaissent auss: anctennement que ceux de
notation des mots La Mesopotanue developpe des les
origines plusieurs systemes numeriques, en fonction de
ce qui est denombre C’est pourquor nous allons nous
pencher sur cette complexe question pour examiner
ce qu’elle peut apporter a la question d’une omngine
autochtone ou importee de ’ecriture en Egypte

Mols-cles - Egypte, Mesopotamie, systemes numeriques,
histoire des mathematiques, ecriture

Gwenola Graff

IRD - UMR 208 PALOC  Paris (France)
gwenola graff@ird fr

Abstract - Among the oldest writings signs brought to hght n
the Uy tomb in Abydos (on plaquettes and parnted vases) several
numeniwcal signs have been discovered

The numerical wniting system used in Nagada IIA-B
perod 1s already the same that the one from historical period
It won’t change untl the end of hueroglyphic system use It s a
base 10 number system where zero 15 1gnored

If we consider the nvention of writing as a mesopolaman
one, later spread and adapted to early Egypt, following the
classical transmission hypothesis, 1t would have created some
repercussions on numencal systems For both culture indeed,
numenical writing signs appear as soon as word nolation
From the beginming, Mesopotama 15 using several numerwcal
systems at the mean tume according to what 15 counted It 15
the reason why we shall focus on this complex question
order to wnvestigate what o could bring to the question of an
autochionous or imported ongin of writing m early Egypt

Keywords - Egypt, Mesopotama, numerical sysiems, lstory of the
mathematics, wriing
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ecritures connues Les premueres mnscriptions du

monde reconnues comme telles a I’heure actuelle
sont les tablettes en argile trouvees a Uruk L’écriture
qu’elles notent est le proto-cuneiforme , deux siécles plus
tard, deux autres ecritures font leur entree en scene
1l s’agit du proto-elamite en Iran et des hieroglyphes
egyptiens Les plus anciennes mscriptions connues pour
I’Egypte sont celles decouvertes dans la tombe U-j, du ro1
Scorpion, dans la necropole d’'Umm el-Qaab a Abydos,
vers 3250 av J-C , sout & Nagada IIIAL (Dreyer 1998)

I e IV- millenaire voit apparaitre les plus anciennes

Des son apparition, ’ecriture hieroglyphique note la
langue egyptienne C’est la principale langue que ce
systeme d’ecriture prendra en charge C’est une Jangue
chamito-semutique Elle est par consequent sans filiation
avec le proto-elamite, 1 avec le sumerien

Pour la Mesopotamie, ces deux ecritures peuvent étre
prises en compte La plus ancienne, le proto-cuneiforme,
dont les premueres inscriptions ont ete trouvees a Uruk, sur
le secteur cultuel de I’Eanna, dansles mveaux IV (Nissen,
Damerow & Englund 1993 4 et 7, Gooper 2004 76) Pres
de 500 tablettes ont été retrouvees par ’équipe allemande
en charge de la fouille entre 1928 et 1976 Tres peu de
temps apres, on trouve des tablettes numeriques en proto-
elamute a Suse, dans les niveaux 18 de ’acropole, dans
une maison de particuher (Herrenschmidt 2007 67-69)
L'ecriture proto-elamute n’est toujours pas complétement
dechuffrée, mass elle fait de nombreux emprunts au proto-
cunetforme Les premieres inscriptions sont constituees
par des tablettes comportant uniquement des marques
numerales Les signes d’ecriture proprement dits
apparaissent un peu plus tard, en particuher a Djemdet
Nasr (Englund 2004 124, Cooper 2004 76) Des
tablettes nscrites sont retrouvées des la phase d’Uruk IIT
a Djemdet Nasr, comme on vient de le voir, mais ausst
a Khafajah et a Tell Uqair (Glassner 2000 49-51),
temoignant de la rapide propagation de 1’usage de
Pecriture Sur les 1200 signes differents répertories pour la
période archaique, environ 60 correspondent a des signes
numeraux (Nissen, Damerow & Englund 1993 25)

S1I'invention de 'ecriture est bien mesopotamienne et
qu’elle a ensuite ete divulguee et adaptee en Egypte,
selon ’hypothese classique de transmussion, cela devrait
se repercuter au niveau des systemes numeriques et
métriques employes En effet, pour ces deux cultures les
signes de notation des nombres apparaissent au moins
aussl anciennement que ceux de notation des mots

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

cuneiforme proprement dit, mscrit dans ’argile molle avec
la pomnte d’un calame biseaute Au cours du temps, cette
écriture s’adaptera a differentes langues selon les besoins
Pour le seul III* millenaire, ce sont les Sumerniens, pus les
Akkadiens qui l'utiliseront A ’epoque qui nous interesse,
ala fin du TV* mullenaire, ’ecriture proto-cuneiforme note
lalangue sumenenne Des mscnptions proto-cunéiformes
ont ete retrouvees jusqu’en Syrie du Nord

Le proto-elamite note une langue mconnue, peut-ctre
de type agglutmante Il n’est atteste que durant 500 ans
Ses descendants seront ’elarmte cuneiforme et le hineaire
elamite

Le proto-elamite concerne non seulement Suse et la
region de ’Elam, mais des mscriptions ont eté retrouvees
sur d’autres sites du plateau 1ranien en relation avec
I’Elam (Englund 2004 103, fig 5 2) Audebut des annees
2000, des objets de provenance mconnue affluent sur le
marche de 'art Les douanes rramennes recherchent le
site d’origine en cours de pillage et leur travail permet
de mettre a jour un nouveau complexe culturel autour
de Jiroft (Madypdzadeh & Perrot 2003) Des inscriptions
proto-elamutes ont eté decouvertes sur ce site, mais 1l reste a
apprendre quelles sont les modalités de relation avec Suse

Systemes numérique et métngue
égyptiens

Dans un premuer temps, nous allons faire un rapide pomnt
sur le systeme numerique egyptien

Notation numénque (fig 1)

Parmu les plus anciens signes d’ecriture trouves dans la
tombe U-j (sur les plaquettes et les mscriptions peintes
des vases) se trouvent des signes de notation des nombres

Le systeme numenque employe a Nagada HIA-B est déja
celu1 que I’on connait pour les periodes historiques On
ne lu1 connait pas d’antécédent Il n’évoluera pas tant
que I'ecrniture hieroglyphique sera en usage Les signes
de notation seront seulement stmplifiés dans les ecritures
cursives hieratiques et demotiques 1l est umque quelque
soit la nature des entites chiffrees C’est un systeme a
base 10, qu1 ne connait pas le zéro

Lavaleur d’un chiffre n’est par consequent pas liee a son
rang dansla notation, comme dans notre systeme Chaque
chuffre egyptien a sa valeur propre, independamment de
son rang
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Hiero Valeur Transluter ation Prononciation
I 1 w(( J/w) oua (rou)
|l 2 $nw(y) senou(y)
I I I 3 émt('w) khemet(ou)
I I I I 4 fa"w fedou
I I I I I 5 diw diou
I" $r$w sersou
m_|° g
11! 7 Sh(w) sefkh(o
i e
I I H 8 émn('w) hemen(ou)
I I i =| 9 ﬁjd('w) pesedj(ou)
N 10 m‘-i(w) medj{ou)
q 1 OO kY4 shet
I 1 000 & kha
n 10 OOO dé( djeba
N | 100000 |4 ran
ﬁ' 1 000 000 | 4% hehe

1 Systeme numerique egyptien / Egyptian numerical system

Toutefors, on trouve des traces d’un systeme peu developpe
et simple de numeration sans doute tres archaique dans
les groupements (souvent famithaux) de dieux Un vaut
alors pour I'unite, deux pour le duel, trois pour le pluriel
simple et neuf pour le pluriel du pluriel, autrement dit la
notion « beaucoup » On connait ainsi des triades et des
eneades divines

Les Egyptiens connaissent et peuvent utiliser les
quatre opérations de calcul , addition, soustraction,
multiphcation et diviston Toutefoss, on s’apergoit qu’is
preferent generalement ramener les operations a des
procedures binatres et qu’ils utilisent I’addition comme
base de toute operation, multiphcation, division, racine,
puissance, equation (Couchoud 1993 6) De méme, 11

leur est particulierement typique de chercher a rapporter
les calculs ala fraction 2/3 qu’ils utihsent avec une facilité
deconcertante, faisant penser qu’il existait des tables
de fractions dont on n’a malheureusement pas trace

(Couchoud 1993 6)
Premiéres attestations

Les premieres attestations du systeme de notation
numerique s’echelonnent au cours de Nagada III ,
ans! les chiffres 6-7-8-9-10-12 et 100 sont marques
sur les etiquettes de la tombe U-), maus 1l faut attendre
Nagada ITIB1 pour trouver la mention de 1-3 et 4 A
partir de Nagada HIGC, toutle systeme numerographique
est employe

Systemes méinques (fig 2)

En ce qui concerne les differentes unites de mesure,
I’egyptien dispose d’un systeme relativement simple qui
s’enrichit au cours du temps, sans doute en fonction de
besoins nouveaux et de contacts avec d’autres systemes,
comme pour la coudee de Nippur

Les differents systémes metriques egyptiens sont en base
10 eux ausst IIs utihsent a grande echelle la division en
fractions Toutefors, 1l existe pour la metrologie quelques
systemes non decimaux pour les sous-unites ce sont
les systemes qu1 ont pour reference le corps humain
(Couchoud 1993 17) Ainst il faut sept palmes (mesure
de la largueur de la mamn) pour faire une coudée (mesure
du bras de la pointe du majeur a ’articulation du coude)
et quatre doigts (mesures dans leur largueur) pour faire
une palme En effet, la reference au corps humam pour les
urutes de longueur, de surface et de volume est courante
dans les cultures anciennes Pour toutes ces mesures, 1l
est difficile de les rapporter precisement a notre systeme
metrique Elles semblent varier en fonction de 'epoque,
mais ausst peut-étre de la region, comparables en cela a
nos systemes non unifies de I’Ancien Regime

Mesures des surfaces
La mesure principale de longueur est la coudee, terme
quu est ecrit mh et qui est a peu pres equivalent a 52,5 cm
Une coudee est subdivisee en 7 palmes ($sp)’ Une palme
vaut donc autour de 75 mm Elle est elle-méme subdivise
en 7 doigts (db ), ce qui entraine qu’un doigt devait étre
proche de 18,5 mm

l1a premiere mention de cetle sous unite de mesure remonterait au moins
a Djosar au debut de la ITI° dyn (Regulshi 2010 161 et 564)
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Mesures de longueur
Nom Hieroglyphes Transht | Valeur
coudee IJ[ mh  |c45cm
coudee o mh nsw
royale P ¢ 52em
1114 ¢ 75 mm =
palme a 82 (177 coudee
¢ 18 5Smm
doigt ﬂ dbr 1/4 palme
VPP
khet al ét c52m
Mesures de volume
Nom Hieroglyphes Transht | Valeur | Usage
boisseau T 4 .‘-‘ED ﬁ_k!l c 48] [|ceréales
o
c9611
‘o Qg -ﬁ- var _ﬂ. Zt}r E:s;:s) lal
" " 1/320 de
bouchee' L ro botssean
Mesures des liquides
Nom Hieroglyphes Transhit | Valeur | Usage
m Biere, vin
henou U}B hnw |c 0481 Jait, micl
[—] Biere
des 6 ds Inconnue
—y—
A
hebenet N a 3] hbnt  |Inconnue | Vin, encens
Tres petite
setcha l] k 6 stz Inconnue | mesure de
bilere
pusy X Huile
men 6 mn Inconnue encens
Mesure des poids
Nom Hieroglyphes Transilit | Valeur
= 13 6,
deben = ong (o] dbon Z A Eg
o c9lg
kedet ﬂ = bdt auN E

2 Systemes metriques egyptiens / Egyptian Metnic system

Mesures de surface
Nom Hieroglyphes Transht | Valeur
2 2
aroure < st |, Jéff
au carre
-—
remen Q ¥mn |1/2 aroure
heseb X hsh 1/4 aroure
== 10%coudees|
la x | 17 au carre
10*coudees
kha i é’ au carre

R

7

(&)
™

—

1
&4

Fractions de | oe1l Oudjat

A

=1/2 est la seule fraction utihsee avant la XX dynastie

La coudee peut étre royale pour les monuments officiels
Sa valeur est alors legerement superieure a la coudee
smmple

100 coudees font un k#et (hf), qui est par consequent
equvalent a 52,5 m environ

Mesures des aires
L’unite de base est ’'aroure Elle vaut plus ou moins
92735 m?2 Ce terme s’écrit S st3t L’aroure est egale

an

au khet porte au carre et de la a 10 coudees au carre

Laroure possede elle-méme des fractions

-la ' aroure s’appelle =73 rmn

-le 1/4 aroure s’appelle §[| | S hsb (ou* en hieratique)
-la 1/8 aroure s’appelle &, s3 (hieratique)

Selon Sethe (Sethe 1916 74 sq), ce systeme de subdivisions
de la st3f remonterait a un temps recule de I’histoire
egyptienne
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En apphcation 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 st3t

Mesures des poids

1l exaste 2 etalons pour le poids  le deben (dbn == / =o)
et son duxieme le ¥= kdt La mesure du poids est a la
base une mesure pour le metal, I’'or en particuber On
sait qu'al’Ancien Empire un deben d’or valaitenv 13,6 g
et un deben de cuivre env 27,3 g Neanmoins, au Nouvel
Empire, 1l ne semble rester qu’une seule mesure de deben
qui équivaut a 91 g le plus souvent

Mesures de volume et de capacité

La mesure de capacite la plus courante est le hekat (hk3t
74:0) ou boisseau La plus ancienne mention de cette
unite de mesure remonte au papyrus d’Abousiy, a la fin
de la V® dynastie (Genival & Posener-Krneger 1968) Le
determmnatif du mot ({4 @) est constitue d’une mesure
a grain (probablement un seau) et de trois grains de
cereales qui s’en ecoulent (fig 3) Cela indique qu’a
I’origine du moins cette mesure était destinee aux
ceréales

Les sous-divisions du 4efkat sont les parties recomposees
de I’cell du dieu du ciel, Horus, appele oudjat, selon un
récit mythologique en relation avec la lune A partir du
principe de la division de I'ce1l oudjat, toutes les parties
du Aekat dowvent étre composee a l’aide des six fractions
de ceil (voir fig 2 les unites de mesure egyptiennes)
Aux epoques les plus anciennes, on trouve seulement
mention de la moitie Dans ce cas, on utilise de facon
conyointe le systeme decimal et les fractions

Une mesure multiple du kekat est le khar 11 correspond
a 5 quadruples hekat, soit env 96,111 Le terme khar
signifie ‘sac’ D’apres S Couchoud (Couchoud 1993
41), 1l s’agirait d’un objet en cuir, mais le determinatif
du mot ( f}) correspond a un objet en vannerie? Il
est également mentionne a partir de la fin de la v*
dynastie, dans les sources d’Aboustr (Cemval & Posener-
Krieger 1968)

La plus petite mesure de capacité estle ro Elle s’ecrit avec
le signe de la bouche <  Elle correspond a 1/320°™
de boisseau fekat, sort env 0,015 L Elle correspond a la
notion de ‘bouchee’

2 voir Gardiner 1927 524 Correspond 1 V19 dela Sign-List de Garduner
¥ WBII493,2 14
4 Py1 Spruch 280 = Pyr 4222-422d

Mesures des iquides
Les mesures de hquides sont des multiples du Azzou Elles
utiisent majoritairement les fractions Le Aenou represente
un dizieme du /Aekat, soit env 0,481 Ce mot est d’origine

sermitique® La prermere mention connue figure dans les
Textes des Pyramudes, a la fin de la V¥ dynastie*

D’autres systemes de mesure des hquides existent, en
fonction du type de denree et de la quantité mesuree On
connait ainsi le des, pour la biere, le Aebenet, pour le vin et
I'encens, le men, pour huile et ’encens et le setcha pour de
trés petites mesures de biere Malheureusement, les valeurs
exactes de ces mesures n’ont pas pu étre reconstituees

Des récipients a I'origine des unités
de mesure ?

Contrairement au systeme mesopotamien dans lequel la
nature de ’objet decompté determune 'unite metrique
(voir plus bas), 1l semble, en Egypte, que le type du
contenant mnflue sur le choix de la mesure de capacite
D’apres S Couchoud (Couchoud 1993 41), ce sont les
recipients de conservation ou de transport qui deviennent
des mesures de capacite On pourrart alors distinguer trois
types d’unite

1 s Ietype ‘seau’ ou ‘tonnelet’ dont s’echappent
quelques grams Cet objet igide, represente par exemple
dans la tombe de Nakht (T'T'52) (voir fig 3 les objets
étalons), contient par excellence des cereales ou des
graines Il est utihsé comme determinatif pour certains
noms de cereales $ =, @ bdtblé, ou 81z T ssrgraims, cereales
en general Ce signe (U9 dans la Sign-Last de Gardiner)
est atteste des la II° dynastie, sous le regne de Ninetjer
(Kahl 1994 746, Regulski 2010 195 et 655) Une vanante
ancienne du signe, attestee dans les Textes des Pyramudes
et auparavant sous le regne de Den (I" dynastie ,
Kahl 1994, p 746) comprend trois gramns au dessus du
boisseau 3 (var q% It) et sert a ecrire orge, cereales
C’est le déterminanf du bosseau hekat

2 ft ‘grand contenant’ C’estle signe V19 de Gardiner
Il pourrait s’agir principalement d’un sac (en cuir pour
S Couchoud} Maus le determinatif renvoie a un objet
en vannerie, peut-&tre parfois un panier en oster Le sac
en lin, dont le determinatif est y’, vanante de ’Ancien
Empire )\, peut étre écarte, bien que I’on trouve le
mot ‘grains’ ecrit s§r (sécher) Bg?§® sur 'obelisque
de la reine Hatshepsout 2 Karnak Dans certains

5 Attestc desle regne de Djer (au debut dela Ire dynastic) of Regulsha 2010
203 et 688)
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EGYPTE

Tombe de Nakht (TT52),
XVIIléme dyn.

Boisseau pour Ja

mesure clu grain

3. Les objets étalons / The standarr

Deben en jaspe opalin
Ouserkaf, Véme dyn.
(3,8x2,5x25cm)
Valeur du dchen: 13,64 ¢

MESOPOTAMIE

Les vases rations

D - K

SAG NINDA GU.
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cas, 1l semble que le grand contenant soit une jarre
C’estle determunatif du kha, decuple du boisseau
3 & unpot® C’est un vase destine a recevoir des
liquides Le hquide par excellence est 1c1 la biere Ce
signe est d’ailleurs utthse comme determinatif Eour un
mot genéral désignant la biere, hnkt (heneket), ﬁae

Les autres denrees fluides conservees dans ce type
d’objet sont le lait, le vin, le miel, ’huile et ’encens
Pour ce dernier, 1l faut preciser que la resine etait
reduite en poudre avant d’étre brilee, ce qui exphque
sa classification parmi les fluides D’ailleurs, le
hieroglyphes utilise comme determinatif pour sntr
(senetcher) ’encens est 128 qui represente trois
petits grains et est generalement employe pour ce
qu1 coule (sable, poudre metallique, khol, etc )
Dafferentes unites utilisent ce determinatif  /ienow, des,
hebenet, setcha et men

La prionte du type de contenant sur le contenu est peut-
étre une explication possible pour comprendre le recours
st frequent aux fractions Le contenant peut se trouver
étre pleln a moiltie, ou au quart,

Vocabulaire des nombres et des opérations
mathématiques

Alain Anselin a etude le vocabulaire des nombres et des
opérations mathematiques egyptiennes, pour en degager
des 1soglosses dans les langues couchitiques, tchadiques,
omotiques ou berberes du cote africain, et sérmtiques, du
c6te onental (Ansehn 2008) Concernant les 10 premers
numéraux, 1l en arrive a la conclusion que 3 -4 -5 -
9 et 10 ont des 1soglosses africains (Anselin 2008 868-
870) et 2 - 6 - 7 - 8 ont des comparanda a chercher du
cbte sermutique (Anselin 2008 870-872) Maus la question
des mots de la langue est differente de celle de ecriture
proprement dite qui nous interesse 1c1 En effet, s1
personne a ’heure actuelle ne pense que les Egyptiens
de ’epoque thinite aient pu parler une autre langue
que celle qui est notee a ’Ancien Empire, on 1gnore par
essence quand elle s’est formee et distinguee de celles des
peuples voisins (peut-étre entre le V2 et le X© mullenanre,
sans assurance aucune) Le fait qu’elle emprunte une
partie de son vocabulaire a ses voisins africains et une
autre a ses voisins orientaux ne reflete que sa position
geographique et est en so1 une tautologie Ces emprunts
n’augurent en rien des mecanismes de construction du
systeme ecrit qui survient plusieurs millenaires plus tard

6 W22 dansla Sign-L1st de Gardmer Von Regulshi 2010, p 206 Aueste
depuis Narmer (Kahl 1994 801)

Ceci est d’autant plus pregnant que st le Len entre le signe
etle son auquel il correspond dansla langue est atteste des
P'ongine de ecriture tant en Egypte qu’en Mésopotamue,
la numeration en est ’exception type ! Le Lien signe-son
n’est pas necessaire En effet, la lecture des nombres est
d’abord conceptuelle et peut se faire sans reference 4 la
valeur phonétique du nombre Cela contribue ala valeur
de langage universel des mathematiques C’est aussi une
des raisons pour lesquelles les signes numeriques peuvent
étre décodes (des lors qu’ils sont 1dentifies) méme dans
une ecriture pas encore déchuffrée, ce qu est le cas avec
le proto-elamute

Les systémes numérnques
mésopotfamiens

Systéme numérique proto-élamite (fig 4)

La numerologie proto-elamite a ete empruntee au
proto-cunerforme (Englund 2004 106-108 et 122-124)
Elle se distingue toutefois par un emplo1 beaucoup plus
large du systeme en base 10 Les systémes sexagesimaux
et bisexagesimaux sont reserves a certains emplois
que ’on detaillera plus bas dans la suite de notre
developpement

Systéme numérique proto-cunéiforme

Lanumérologie proto-cuneiforme repose principalement
sur des systemes sexagesimaux et bisexagesimaux Le
systeme decimal peut étre 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’ll a la proprieté d’étre divisible par un
grand nombre de chiffres

Il semble qu’un premier systeme de denombrement
cardinal elementaire des elements ait existé avant
Uruk IV 1l consistait en ’enregistrement des unites
de méme grandeur les unes a la suite des autres, en ne
faisant intervenir que le principe de correspondance
unite par unite, sans proceder a des reductions, donc,
sans recourtr a la memoire Ce procede est atteste dans
toute l’aire qui sera touchee par la culture urukéenne,
soit en Syrie du nord, en Susiane et en Mesopotamie

meridionale (Glassner 2000 63)

La notation numerale urukeenne attribue des signes
différents aux divers ordres d’unites existantes, tout en
partant du principe de la juxtaposition des nombres par
addition , autrement dit, a chaque fois que la somme des
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Proto-elamite
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4 Systemes numeriques mesopotamiens / Mesopotarmian numerical system

unites attemnt la valeur de ['unite superieure, on nscrit
la marque de cette urute superieure apres avolr procede
aux réductions necessaires Cette methode parait une
mnovation du temps d’Uruk IVa ou b (Glassner 2000

62) Elle necessite une memorisation des donnees avant
leur réduction , 1l est a ce propos intéressant de noter que
le méme mot, en langue sumernenne, prononce « shid »
veulle dire compter et réciter L’ecriture, quant a elle, se
dit « sar » (Glassner 2000 144)

La notation graphique est tres sumple et repose a la base sur
la combinaison de deux signes I'encoche) ™. etle cercle ®,
en fonction de la position donnee au stylet

Les signes numéniques se distinguent a I’origine des
signes-mots parce qu’ils ne sont pas 1NSCrits avec une

pointe triangulaire mais imprimes dans ’argile Ces
mmpressions se farsaient avec un stylet circularre applhique
perpendiculairement ou avec un angle oblique sur la
surface a ecrire Les tablettes d’Uruk comportent amsi les
deux types de signes, imprimés en creux pour les chiffres
ou 1ncises avec le calame pour les mots A partir de la
periode d’Ur III, les signes numeraux seront eux ausst
ecrits avec le calame, de la méme mamniere que les mots
(Nissen, Damerow & Englund 1993 140)

Systémes métniques (fig 5)

Les systemes metriques du proto-cuneirforme sont
tres complexes a 'onigine A ’epoque d’Uruk, on en
connait 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 - « Obyets Discrets »
animaux domestiques et

sauvages + Humains +

Produits anumaux +

Poisson seche + Outils

+ Produits en laine et en

bois + Textiles +

- Ceramiques

- Rations de cereales, en

particulier d’orge

Animaux morts + Rares attestations
Rations de cereales +
Fromages + Poissons

frais

Proto -Elamite Objets de statut eleve

Ftres vivants (animaux
et humamn de statut
inferieur)

Tabl 1 Lutiisation des differentes bases de calcul / The use of various bases

une smmplification et une uniformisation croissante
A Pépoque des Dynasties Archaiques, 1l n’en restera
quasiment plus qu’un, le systtme SE Les differents
types metriques mesures se reconnaitront alors par un
systeme positionnel

En ce qui concerne les cereales, dont la gesuon a une
grande importance pour les systemes comptables des
socletes anciennes, comme la Mesopotamie ou I’Egypte,
I'umite de base estle BAN Elle equivaut a 6 litres de grains
1l exaste une mesure multiple de celle-c1, le BARIGA, quu
est six fois supeneure (Schmandt-Besserat 1992 150) Le
GUR vaut 60 BAN ou 10 BARIGA

De mameére plus concréte, on connait a la fin dela periode
d’Uruk et a celle de Djemdet Nasr des objets qui ont
pu servir d’unites de mesure ce sont des bols a lévre
eversee et des coupes coniques retrouves par centaines
sur les sites (fig 3) Toutefors, 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 tarcifs) Le fait que leur transcription
pictographique correspond a un ideogramme quui se Iit
« rationnement » [D etaze cette hypothese (fig 3)

Les systemes metriques archaiques opérent des
distinctions tres precises qui attestent de I'importance
des produits cerealiers on trouve amnsi des systemes
metriques différents pour les gruaux, le malt utihse dans la
confection de la biére ou les cereales sous forme de grains

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

Autrement dit, 11 n’est méme pas besoin de preciser ce que
P’on compte, puisque le systeme numérique et metrique
choisi indique en lur-méme quelles categories d’objets
sont consideres Mais selon qu’ils figurent dans un
systéme ou dans un autre, les mémes signes graphiques
n’ontpas la méme valeur Lls ont sumultanément plusieurs
valeurs possibles

On connait egalement des systemes de mesure des aires
Dans ce systéme, la petite encoche se dit | IKU , le petit
cercle ] BUR , le grand cercle 1 SAR Un BUR vaut
I8 IKU et | SAR vaut 1080 TKU ou 60 BUR

On connait auss un systéme d’evaluation des journees
de travail des ouvriers

Un dernier systeme, qui se maintiendra un peu plus
longtemps que les autres, decompte le temps Nous
sommes heritiers de ce systeme de mesure du temps, pour
le fa1t que nos minutes et nos heures soient decoupees en
60 fractions egales La mesure de la surface de la terre
en un cercle de 360 degres est egalement un heritage
mésopotamien

Il nous faut remarquer que la « seraime » mesopotamienne
est une decade, comme en Egypte

Conclusion

Quelle que soit 'écnture etuciee, on doit faire la méme
constatation ['écriture des rnathemathues precede celle
des mots Cela est sans doute lice a la necessite qui amene
a créex ces ecritures et qui est commune semble-t-1l au
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Mesures du gram

Proto elamute
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proto-cuneiforme, au proto-elamite et aux hieroglyphes
la comptabilité de donnees de plus en plus nombreuses et
complexes Elle est hée ala maitrise du flux des richesses
Celui-c1 passe entre les mains des serviteurs cultuels a
Uruk, de riches particuliers semble-t-1 a Suse, et dans
celles du souveramn en Egypte Aux mémes besoins ont pu
correspondre les mémes reponses techniques La question
serait probablement tres différente s1 on I’abordait pour
les ecritures chinoises ou mayas qui ne decoulent pas
des mémes necessites En Chine par exemple, on sait
que Pecniture est nee de fins divinatoires Les premuers
supports en sont des carapaces de tortue passees au feu et
qui sont craquelees par la chaleur Ces lignes et ces fentes
sont alors interpretees D’autres supports moins resistants
ont du exister tres anciennement, dont on n’a pas trace
En ce qu1 concerne le systeme numerique chinoss, 1l est
des son apparition en base 10

Maus les paralleles s’arrétentla Les systemes numeriques
et les unites metriques different Les Elamaites et les
Sumeriens ont la méme 1dee du systeme numérnique,
avec des usages qui different d’une culture a I’autre et
un dosage different entre le systeme sexagesimal et le
systeme decimal Celu1 des Egyptiens n’a rien a voir 11
1gnore totalement le systeme sexagestmal, ne s’adapte pas
a la nature de ce qui est compte Le contenant a peut-
étre plus d'importance Dans leur premuer etat, les signes
numeriques sumeriens ne sont pas des entites abstraites
rendant I'dee de 1, 2,3  Leur signification englobe la
valeur numeérique et 'unite de mesure concernee Dans
la mesure ou 1l existe 13 systémes numeriques en vigueur
et que les objets decomptes par chaque systeme sont
fixes precisément, le signe numerique mduit egalement
a quelle categorie 1ls appartiennent Le signe numénque
rend par consequent compte de la valeur numernique, du
type d’'unité de mesure et de ’objet décompte Cect est
etranger a la conception egyptienne, puisque des leur
apparition les signes numeriques peuvent rendre compte
de n’importe quel objet (arume, inammeé, sohide, hiquide,
abstrait) decompte Lidee abstraite du nombre est deja
extraite des cas contingents

Les unites de mesure n’ont rien de commun et
leur processus de formation méme est inverse en
Mesopotamue, on part d’'un ensemble de 13 systemes
differents qui seront progressivement simplifies et unifiés
En Egypte, on augmente le nombre d’unites metriques en
creant des multiples et des sous-multiples de celles quisont
deja exastantes au fur et a mesure du temps et des besoins
C’est ala fin de leur historre que les mesures egyptiennes
sont le plus complexes L'utilisation des fractions, s1
importante dans I’exercice quotidien du scribe, est une
solution a laquelle les Egyptiens sont seuls a recourtr

D’apres A Anselin, on trouve plus de paralleles entre
le systeme egyptien et ceux d’Afrique, qui utilisent
exclustvementla base 10, qu’avec ceux de la Mésopotamie

En quol cette revue rapide des systemes numernques et
metriques des Egyptiens et des Mesopotamuens peut-
elle apporter un element a la question recurrente d’une
origine autochtone de ecriture en Egypte ou de son
emprunt a la Mésopotamie ? Face a I'afflux des denrees
que les souveramns d’Abydos et de Hiérakonpolis faisatent
converger vers eux, depuis des contrees fort lomtaines,
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 memorre de ’homme Il a fallu palher ces defaillances
et pouvolr transmettre d’une personne a une autre ces
enregistrements G’est probablement a ce moment que
’ecriture apparait comme la solution technologique la
plus adaptee On compte et on mesure avant d’ecrire des
operations mathématiques

A ce moment de I’histoire, des objets mesopotamiens
arculent en Egypte Parmu eux, I'un des precurseurs de
P’ecniture, le sceau-cylindre Il porte une rconographie
complexe en provenance des rives du Tigre et de
IEuphrate L’idee du support est adoptee par les
Egyptiens, I''conographie repensée et re-appropriee
En va-t-1l de méme de Iecriture, adopte-t-on une 1dee
en la reformulant » Aucun document, aucune tablette
proto-cuneiforme n’a eté retrouvée dans des niveaux
predynastiques L’idee méme de la tablette en argile
n’existe pas en Egypte, ou ce materiau est egalement
abondant, facile a se procurer et de bonne qualite

Nila maténalité de ’écriture, m les umvers mentaux dans
lesquels I’etude des signes numeriques et des systemes
de mesure nous ont plonges ne semblent indiquer de
transmussion Les mathematiques sont une ecriture et
une viston du monde Ceux des Mesopotamiens et des
Egyptiens ne montrent que peu de ponts d’interface
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| 'écriture cunéiforme

Autour de I'nvention de 'écriture en Mésopotamie

The cuneiform writing

About the invention of writing in Mesopotamia

Résume - Les conditions et les mecanismes qui presiderent
a I’apparition de 'ecriture a la fin du I'V® millenaire sont
generalement tenus pour acquis avant de devenir un
outll au service de la langue, ’ecriture aurait ete un sumple
systeme d’enregistrement, une sorte d’aide-memoire a
'usage de quelques scribes dont la seule preoccupation
etait de conserver la trace d’operattons comptables
toujours plus nombreuses et plus complexes, inherentes a
la gestion des premiers grands centres urbains

Depus quelques annees une telle approche des choses
do1t étre nuancee voire corrigee Gréace, a la publication
recente du corpus des documents archaiques sortis des
sables de I’antique Mesopotamie et de son voisinage,
1 n’est plus possible, en effet, d’accepter Idee d’un
glissement d’une ecriture de choses vers une ecriture de
mots Telle que nous la saisissons a ses debuts, Pecriture
nous apparait, en effet, orgamisee sur des principes qui,
pour autant que nous les comprenions, n’evoluerent
guere au cours des millenaires suivants Bien lomn de se
limiter a un systeme primitif associant des choses a des
nombres, elle revele, des ses debuts, P’etroitesse de ses
rapports avec la langue et ses implications cogmtives dans
un vaste mouvement de pensee du monde au sein duquel
elle se comprend elle-méme comme un objet

Mots clés - Mesopotamie, cunerforme, Uruk, comptabilite

Remo Mugnaioni
IREMAM - Aix Marsellle Universite UMR 7310

remo mugnaioni@free fr

Abstract - The conditions and mechamsms behind the emergence
of wniting at the end of the 4th mullenmum are generally taken
Jor granted before becoruing a tool for language, wniting would
have been a simple recording system, a sort of memory-aid used
by several scribes mn order to preserve a trace of the mcreasingly
complex and numerous accounting operations wnherent wn the
orgamzation of the first mamn urban centres

This approach now needs to be revewed and corrected The
recent publication of the corpus of archaic documents extracted
Jrom the sands of ancient Mesopotamua and the surrounding
areas shows that 1t 15 no longer valid to accept the notion of a
shft from a writing of things towards a wniting of words From
the beginming of writing as we know 1, 1t appears to be orgamzed
according to principles that remain the same during the course of
the followmng mullenma Rather than appearing as a primatie
Ssystem associating things with numbers, from the outset, writing
was mextricably binked to language and fo the related cogmitwe
mmplications m a vast movement of world thought, wn which
becomes an object i wself

Keywords - Mesopotama, cuneform, Uruk, accounts
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|l n’existe pas a proprement parler de mythe

mesopotamuen traitant de 'imvention de I’ecriture

Seules quelques allusions y sont faites dans trois
grands textes Enmerkar et le seigneur d’Aratta, Inanna et Enk
amns1 qu’un passage tiré des Babylomaka 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 pomnt de
’ecriture repond aux exigences de la narration

Le premuer de ces textes dont la composition remonte
probablement a la seconde moitie du III* millenaire
(Kramer 1952 3), relate de quelle maniere Enmerkar
souverain d’Uruk envoya un ermussaire aupres du seigneur
d’Arattal; afin de lw reclamer le patement d’un tribut sous
formes de matieres precieuses qu’ll projetart d’utiliser pour
la restauration du temple de la deesse Inanna, patronne
de la cite Alors qu’entre les deux souverains, s’ installe
une ventable joute ou chacun rivalise « d’intelhigence
technique » (Herrenschmudt 2007 78) afin de reduire
'autre 4 ses exigences, Enmerkar mandate une dermere fors
son messager aupres de son rival, en lu confiant un message
dont la complexite rendait difficile la memornsation Le
heraut, la « bouche lourde », dit le texte, fut alors dans
'incapacité de le repeter* Devant les himites mnesiques
de son messager, Enmerkar pétnt alors de I'argile et en
fagonna une tablette ou 1l laissa la trace de ses paroles

Parce que la bouche du heraut wetat pas capable de
le repeter;
Le sexgneur de Kullaba® fagonna Fargle et ecnit le
message comme sur une tabletle
Auparavant le fart d’ecrire un message sur de Pargle
ne se faisait pas,
Mamienant, pour le reste des yours apportes par Utu
vraiment 1 en sera awnse !
Le segneur de Kullaba inscrint le message comme sur
une tablette, 1l en fut ansi 4
Recevant un peu plus loin cette tablette, le seigneur d’Aratta
1’y decouvrit que des clous qu’il ne sut interpreter et malgre
sa colere, accepta la defaite
Le sagneur d’Aratta regarda Uargle,
Le message transmus etait un clou, alors son_front
exprima la colere®

! Cite inconnue, situee probablement en I

21 502 km-g1,-a ha ni-dugud su nu-mu-un da an g -g1, «le heraut la
bouche lourde fut dans incapacite de repeta »

1 s"agit du nom d’unc des zones d’Uruk

4 Tagnes 503-507

5 Lignes 540 541 en arattah-he, im-m 1 1g1 1-m m-bar / 1mm dug, ga

gag-am, sag ki mi-re,-da-am,; Pout unc autrc traduetion de cc passage
vour Glassner 2000 39

Bien que ce recit ne puisse étre retenu pour etablr les reelles
motvations qui presiderent a 'imvention de Pecriture, 1l n’en
demeure pas mowms qu’il se fait 'echo d’un certam nombre
de points qui s’accordent avec la realite On y retrouve,
en effet, les deux pdles principaux de cette invention la
cite d’Uruk que le texte désigne sous le nom d’un de ses
quartiers, Kullaba et I'Iran ou, a I'instar d’Aratta, des
villes comme Suse jouérent un réle détermmant dans le
developpement de I’ecriture mars auss1 certains aspects de
la chronologie revoyant les evenements dans un contexte
mythique que la liste royale suménenne situe en amont
du regne d’Enmebarages: de Kis, c’est-a-dire au moment
ou l'ecriture quitte le champ d’une utthsation econormque
pour couvrr les premueres mscriptions royales

Le deuxieme recit faisant allusion & la naissance de
’ecriture est un long poeme sumerien intitulé Inanna et
Enk: On y raconte que ce dernier, ayant recu la deesse
dans son temple d’Endu, s’est laisse alle & l1a boisson et pris
par une generosite qu’ll regrettera, lu offnt toute une serie
de savorrs parmi lesquels se trouvait 'ecriture Prevoyant
certamement le revirement d’Enky, la deesse Inanna s’en
fut aussitot pour rejoindre son temple dans la ville d’Uruk
Aprés maintes tentatives pour recouvrer son bien, Enki se
resolut 4 les lu1 ceder

Par mon prestige ! par mon Apsd,
A la sainte Inanna, ma fille, je vars offrw;
Sans que nul m’en empéche,
Les techmques du bows, du metal, de Uecriture,
De la fondere, du cuw; des etoffes,
De Parchatecture et de la vannere,
Et Inanna les prit ©

Bien que fortement laconique quant aux conditions de
I'mvention de I’ecriture, ce poeme nous revele que celle-c1
reste consideree comme une techmque parmu d’autres, au
méme titre que I’ebenisterie ou la tannerie S1 Endu est
envisage, de par ses liens avec Enk: qui preside a tous les
arts, comme le ieu d’ongine d’ou proviennent I'ensemble
des savours, 1l ”’en demeure pas moins que le texte accorde
a Uruk une place centrale dans ses liens avec Pecriture

Le dernier texte, qui concerne notre propos, n’est pas
directement sort1 des sables mesopotanuens 1l appartient,
en fait, a une histoire de la Babylonie redigee en grec au
debut du mr° siecle avant notre ere, par un prétre du dieu
Mardouk portant le nom de Berose Destinee a informer
sur les traditions locales les nouveaux maitres grecs de

¢ Inanna et Enk 111, 8-11 voir traduction de] Bottero (Botlero 1966 233
234)
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1 Carte des sites principaux ayant livre de la documentation archaique / Map of the main sites having delivered archaic documentation

’orient, cette oeuvre intitulee Babylomaka, reprenait pas a
pas les grands récits fondateurs ains1 que les principaux
evenements qui agiterent cette region du monde jusqu’a
la periode hellemstique

Parmu les extraits qui nous sont parvenus7, 1l est raconte
qu’une creature mi-homme, mi-poisson, portant le
nom d’Oannes, sortit de la mer pour apporter a une
humanite encore fruste, les rudiments de la civilisation
en leur enseignant, entre autres techmques, agniculture
et 'ecriture

« Cet étre vivant passe le jour en compagnie des

hommes, sans consommer aucune nourriture, o leur
transmet la pratique des lettres, des mathematiques

et de toutes sortes d’arts, la fondation des cites, la

construction des sanctuanes, la promulgation des lows
et ol enseignait la geometrie, 1f montrat les semences
et les recoltes, en general tout ce qua concerne la ve
domestiquee 1l le transmet aux hommes » ®

7 Le tente ne nous st connu, en effet, qu a travers diveiscs recensions
tardives Sur les Babylomaka vorr Bourlard 2006

8 «To {Gov, Tnv lev uepav SlaTpPely peTa TAY avfpwniwy, ouse|Lay

Bien que ce recit ne nous soit pas parvenu dans sa version
cunetforme, 1l 1mporte, toutefors, d’en faire mention, en
rappelant combien les informations de Berose se revelent
precises et exactes lorsqu’il est possible de les comparer
avec les sources onginelles Dans cette assurance, 1l est
tentant, avec Jean Bottéro, de voir dans la trame de ce
recit une allusion a 'impact des Sumeriens sur le sud de
la Mesopotamue et a leurs contributions dans un certain
nombre de techmques au compte desquelles, 1l convient
de aiter ’écriture (Bottero & Kramer 1989 201)

La genése du systéme

Les conditions et les mecanismes qui présiderent a
I’appantion de 'ecriture a la fin du IV millenaire sont
generalement tenus pour acquis avant de devenir un
outll au service de la langue, ’ecriture aurait ete un simple

Tpodmy mpoodepopevor, Tapadlioval Te TOLS avBpwTTOLS YPALLATWY Kdl
WaBTLaTwy Kal TEXVAY TavToSATAV EJLTIELPLAY KAL TOAEWY CUVOLKLOHLOUS
KaL Lepliv LBPUTELS, Kal VOjLWY ELONYT|OELS Kal YewpeTpLav SL8aokeLy, kal
OTEPILATA KAL KAPTIHY CUMAYWYAS UTOBELKIVAL, KAL CUVOAWS TIaVTa TA
TipoS MLEpwOL avmnkovTa Plov mapadiSoval Tols avbputols » Fagmentum 1,
§4,13-25
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systeme d’enregistrement, une sorte d’aide-memoire a
'usage de quelques scribes dont la seule preoccupation
etait de conserver la trace d’opérations comptables
toujours plus nombreuses et plus complexes, mherentes
a la gestion des premuers grands centres urbains

Pourtant, depuis quelques annees une telle approche
doit étre nuancee voire corrigee Gréce, a ’achevement
de la publication du corpus’ des documents archaiques
sortis des sables d’une quinzaine de sites de I'antique
Mesopotamie et de ses marges, 1l n’est plus possible,
en effet, d’accepter 'idee d’un glissement d’une
ecriture de choses vers une écriture de mots Telle
que nous la saisissons a ses débuts, I'écriture apparait
deja organisee sur des principes qui, pour autant que
nous les comprenions, n’evoluerent guere au cours des
mullenaires suivants Bien loin de se limiter a un systéme
primutif associant des choses & des nombres, elle revéle,
deés ses premueres traces, I’etroitesse de ses rapports avec
la langue et ses implications cognitives dans un vaste
mouvement de pensee du monde au sein duquel elle se
comprend elle-méme comme un objet (fig 2)

Pourtant, notre comprehension de la genese du systeme
est encore loin d’étre acquise A ce jour, 'histoire des
debuts de I’ecriture en Mesopotamie s’ecrit encore en
pointiles et les blancs sont encore loin d’étre 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 écrits dont nous disposons

Le temps el 'espace

Le premuer probleme que pose a I'historien le corpus
des quelques 6000 tablettes archaiques trouvees a
Uruk, Suse, Djemdet Nasr, Kish ou Ur, est avant tout
celut de sa datation® (fig 3) De mamniere generale, s1la
paleographie permet d’en proposer une chronologie
relative, 1l reste toutefois cifficile de rattacher celle-c1 d 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

% s textes provenant d’Uiuk sont publics d ws les cing volumes des
Archarsche Texte aus Uruk (ATU) Les autres dans les quatre volumes des
Matenalien zu den finhen Schnftzeugmssen des Vorderen Ortents (MSVO)
10 Ace Jour les corporn de sites avant hvre de la documentations uchaique
sont Uruk Larsa et Ummna, Jemdet Nasr, Tell Uqair Tell Asmai, Hafadje,
Nimve, Habuba Kabira Jebel Haruda, Hacinebs, Tell Biak, Susc, Choga
Mis, Godin [epe, a ces documents s ajoutent ceun d origine mconnue

construction de certains batiments de I'Eanna (fig 2) ce
qut les rend donc difficile a dater™ En outre, comme
nous le revelent les rapports de fowlles, I'dentification du
mveau archeologique auquel sont associes ces documents
fut justement conditionnee par la présence des tablettes
ellessmémes Ce qui, de manére tautologique, revient a
dire qu’ayant servies de marqueurs chronologiques, les
tablettes ont ete datees & partir d’elles-mémes ! En realite,
seules sept d’entre elles ont ete decouvertes sur leur sol
d’ongine Toutes proviennent du « temple rouge » que
les archeologues hesitent a dater du niveau IVa ou IVb
de ’Eanna® On comprend donc qu’en toute honnéteté,
sans information complementaire, toute tentative de
datation a partir du site d'Uruk reste mexploitable Par
chance, le site de fowlles de ’acropole de Suse nous ofire
une situation toute differente et permet de contourner les
difficultés 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 ’apparition
des premiers documents écrits peu apres le milieu du
IV millenaire ou plus précisément dans une fourchette
temporelle oscillant entre 3400 et 3200 av J -C (Lebrun &
Viallat 1978) (fig 3)

L'interprétation des premiers documents

Comprendre pour quelles raisons de tels documents firent
leur apparition a ce moment precis de I’histoire pose
avant toutes choses le probleme de leur mterpretation
Malheureusement, leur anciennete comme leur originalité
semblaient releguer dans le domaine de Iillusoire ou
de ’hypothetique toute tentative de dechiffrement Par
chance, un certain nombre de ces textes presentaient
des similitudes avec certaines tablettes plus recentes,
decouvertes sur le site de Tell Fara, ’ancienne Suruppak!
Ces dernieres, tout a fait intelligibles, constitualent
de longues listes de signes, regroupant de maniere
thematique, des noms de villes, de poissons, d’o1seaux,
de vases ou de fonctionnaires™ (fig 4) Se fondant alors
sur les correspondances existant entre ces documents
plus recents et les tablettes archarques, 1l devint alors
possible didentifier un grand nombre de signes et par 1a
d’appréhender le contenu du reste du corpus Dés lors,
trois grands types de documents purent étre identifies les
listes lexicales dont nous venons de parler, des documents a

1 Sur ces problemes de datauons voir tout d’abord Falkenstein 1936 3
et 23 et 5q (amsi que la note 5 22) Voir par la swite la correction de cette
datation proposec pat H J Lenzen (Lenzen 1950 1-20)

12 Sur ces tablettes W 21300, 1 2 W 21300, 7 vorr Bottero 1966 59-60

3 Sur lcs tablettes de Tell Fara / Shuruppak vorr Damedl 1923

14 Sur cesbstes cn generalvoir Gavigneaux 1983 609-641 et en particuber
pour la periode archaique 612-616
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caractere comptable ou gestionnaire et quelques tablettes
«scolarres » présentant des exercices d’ecriture

HE 12

Eﬂ_ 13
H%m 14

E:Ef 16

La documentation comptable constitue, de loin, la masse
la plus importante de ces textes archaiques De mamere
assez generale, on y traite d’operations gestionnaires
concernant des produits cerealiers, des produits laitiers,
des inventaires de troupeaux ou de personnel et méme
de calculs previsionnels sur les rendements des champs
etdes cheptels Sil1dentification des differents acteurs de
ces operations reste difficile, les volumes engages revelent
qu’elles emanent d’importantes structures officielles En
temoigne la tablette MSVO 3, 64 appartenant a un lot
provenant d’un grand centre de distribution de produts
céreahers, dirige par un admimistrateur dont le nom est
lu conventionnellement KU SIM, ou 1l est question de la
distribution de lots de cereales a quatre fonctionnaires
I’un de 7776 hitres, un autre de 1176 htres un troisieme de
1008 et le dernier de 4752 hitres

Les listes lexicales dont 1l a ete question plus haut,
constituent, de leur cote, un ensemble d’environ
670 tablettes formant les duplicata de quatorze listes
differentes'® Elles recensent, tout en 'impliquant dans
un vaste mouvement cognitif, 'univers des textes a

15 Sur Ies hstes lexicales en guneral voir Cavigneaux 1983 609-641 et en
partculier pour la perode aichaique 612 616, m-us ausst Englund & Nissen
1993 On y retrouve des enumerations de heus, d’ammausx, de plantes, de
produnts manufactures et de personnes (probablement des fonctions occupecs)
A cet ensemble s’ajoute ce que Pon designe sous terme de « Tnbute »
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4 Tableau comparatif entre les
differentes entrees des listes
de noms de fonctionnaires de
| apparell detat a I'epoque de
I'Uruk et du Fara / Comparative
table between the vanous entries
of the lsts of names of state
employees of the state apparatus
at the time of Uruk and of Fara

caractere economique en I’organisant survant un ordre
determine reg1 par des considerations hierarchiques ou
typologiques, tout en offrant probablement aux differents
acteurs de I’ecriture une documentation de reference au
sein de laquelle 1ls puisent des signes en fonction de leurs
besoins

St 1’on excepte les textes « scolaires » qui témoignent de
I'exastence d’une mnstance formatrice des scribes (fig 5),
c’est donc une documentation majoritairement hee a des
preoccupations gestionnaires ou econonuques qui fait son
apparition au cours de la periode de "'Uruk Recent (fig 6
et 7) Des lors, se pose la question des specificites socio-
economgques de ce moment de 'histoire mesopotanmenne
qui conditionnérent I’elaboration de ce nouvel outil que
fut ecriture

Les condihons de la genése du systéeme

Ce moment qu’est la culture de I’Uruk s’mscrit dans
un large processus qui trouve ses origines dans celle de
I’Obeid (6500-3700 av J -G ) pour s’achever au cours de
la periode dute de Jemdet Nasr (crca 3000-2900 av J - C)
Avec I’essor de ’agriculture rendu possible par une
pratique plus large de I'irrigation, ce qui caracterise au
mueux les specificites de cette epoque est certamement
la concentration progressive des populations au sein de
grands centres urbains La differentiation croissante
entre agglomerations voit alors certaines d’entre elles
s’'imposer comme de veritables metropoles ot le tissu
urbain s’organise sur de nouvelles bases [’habitat
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y devient plus disparate tandis qu’apparaissent
d’immenses ensembles architecturaux a vocation non
domestique, trahissant I’emergence d’une societe
nouvelle dominee par une clite Au sommet de celle-
c1, une figure individualisee qu’1l est convenu d’appeler
le Ro1-prétre, se laisse entrevoir dans la statuaire et la
glyptique, assurant des fonctions religieuses tout en
exercant un pouvolr coercitif s’appuyant inevitablement
sur une lourde administration

L’extension des voies fluviales et terrestres, I'invention
de la roue ou 'utilisation de certaines especes comme
animaux de bat, associes au gigantisme de ce qu’l est

alors convenu d’appeler des cites, explique probablement
le developpement des réseaux économiques mterurbains
entre la métropole et ses villes vassales Des lors, la
complexite accrue des operations gestionnaires liees aux
nouvelles dimensions de I’economie ainsi que le souc
de garantir I'imntegrite de ces operations dans lesquelles
participait un nombre plus grand d’mtermediaires, furent
certainement a ’origine de deux innovations techmques
le sceau-cylindre et la bulle & calcuh’®

50 la periode le passage de la culture de ’Oberd a 1’'Uruk, voir Butterhin
2003, Totest 1996, Huot et al. 1990

5 Exercice d apprentissage (BM 128990) /
Exercice of learning (BM 128990)

6 Distribution de cereales a divers responsables de | apparell d'etat /
Distribution of cereal with different responsibles for the state apparatus
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De la bulle a calcul @ la tablette

Utilises depuus la fin de la culture du Halaf, autour de
la premuere 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* nullenare,
a de petits cylindres, comportant sur leur surface de
révolution un decor mcise au contenu symbohque (fig 8)
La rason de ce remplacement s’exphque probablement
par la possibilite de ce nouveau support a developper
une 1mage plus elaboree et par la de déhvrer un message
plus detaille tout en continuant a garantir 'integnte d’'un
contenu!’

La surface de ces bulles est occupee par des déroulements
de sceaux-cylindres tandis que des encoches, obtenues par
application d’un calame ou peut-étre par impression d’un
calculus, signalent a Pexterteur le contenu de 'enveloppe
5’11 n’existe pas toujours de correspondances strictes
entre les formes imprimees et celles des calculr contenus
dans la bulle, 11 existe néanmoins dans tous les cas une
correspondance de nombre

L'usage de ces objets reste relativement flou D’aucuns
y volent une sorte de boidereau accompagnant une
transaction Les sceaux garantissant l'integrité de
Penregistrement tandis que les marques indiqueralent
les quantites de biens engages dans 'operation Tout
laisse penser qu’une fois I'enveloppe d’argile brisee, 11
suffisait, pour s’assurer de la conformate de la transaction,
de confronter les quantites et la nature des biens avec
les calculi enfermés dans la bulle et les marques
umprimees sur sa surface Toutefors, vraisemblablement
percu comme redondant, ce double enregistrement fut
stmphfie en faisant 'economue des calcull Des lors, 1l est
pensable que le vide central de la sphere ayant perdu sa

8 Sceau-cylindre (VA 10537) et son empreinte / Seal-cyhnder (VA 10537) and its imprint

A la méme periode, apparaissent de petites spheres
d’argile traditionnellement appelees bulles a Pinterieur
desquelles ’on enfermat des objets aux formes variees
batonnets, billes, disques, petits cones ou grands cdnes
perfores dont les formes ne sont pas sans evoquer certans
signes d’ecriture utilisés plus tard pour transcrire des
valeurs numerales' Leur analogie avec les cailloux
qu servatent a ’apprentissage du calcul leur valant
Iappellation de caleulz (fig 9)

17 Torest 1996 144, 150-152 Sur les sceaux en gencral vorr Brandes 1979,
Collon 1987, Gibson & Biggs 1977, Nissen 1977 15-23

18 Pour cette scrmouque numengque von Nissen ef al 1993

raison d’étre, les bulles s’aplatirent pour former de petts
coussiets a ’origine des premieres tablettes Les plus
anciennes tablettes de Suse, appartenant au niveau 18
du sondage de I’Acropole, apparaissent d’ailleurs sous

9 Bulle et calcull (d apres Sb 1927)/
Bulla and calculi (according to Sb
1927)

Prehistorres de | ecriture Iconographie pratiques graphiques et emergence de 'écrit dans | Egypte predynastique | 2016|137 149



146 / Remo Mugnaroni

deux formes distinctes, 'une oblongue et ’autre ronde,
mmutations directes de deux formes d’enveloppes en argile
egalement connues sur le site (Lebrun 1977 163-216,
Vallat 1978 193-195, Lebrun & Vallat 1978 11-59)

St 'on admet le passage de la bulle a la tablette, ce dont
semble temoigner la stratigraphie de Suse, 1l convient de
constater que le systéme d’enregistrement se fait quant a
lu1 plus complexe S1al'mstar des bulles, certames tablettes
continuent d’associer un sceau et des marques numerales,
d’autres en revanche, associent desormais ces mémes
marques a des signes evoquant, probablement de mameére
plus ou mons figurative (pictogrammes), la nature des
produts imphqués dans 'opération La coexastence de ces
deux types de tablettes reste difficile a comprendre 11 est
possible comme le suggere la presence de plusieurs signes
differents sur une méme tablette « pictographique » que
ces dernieres mettalent en jeu plusieurs types de produuts
la ot les tablettes « numeriques » n’enregistrazent qu'une
seule marchandsse (fig 10)

10 Tablettes « numerique »et « pictographique »(W 21300 6) / Numerical
and Pictographic Tablet (W 21300 6)

La nature des signes

A ce stade, 1l est tentant de considerer qu’en renvoyant
a une realite, elle-méme en relation avec un mot de la
langue, chaque signe graphique fut alors naturellement
percu comme l’expression visible de la globalite d’un
sigmifiant linguistique soit en d’autres termes, que ce
systeme ne fut qu’une simple ecriture 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
pownt de vue tout a fait revelateur En effet, des ses
plus anciennes attestations, le sigmfiant de ce signe
représentant un « roseau » est utihise sur le principe du
rebus pour rendre un terme homophone GI signifiant
en sumérien « recette » En outre, comme 1’a montre
-] Glassner, quelques signes montrent qu’une analyse
en unites phonologiques est egalement en jeu dans le

systeme Ainsi, le signe MEN, désignant une sorte de
couronne, est compose de deux signes Ga,, et IN dont
on peut penser que le dermer constitue une indication
phonique precisant la lecture du signe De méme, le
signe DUB enfermé dans le signe Ga,, rappelle un des
segments phonologiques de ce composé qu1 doit &tre
lu AADUBA

Comme on le vout, st des ongine, la dimension phomque
constitue tres certamnement une des caractéristiques du
systeme, 11n’en demeure pas moms, qu’a ce jour trop peu
d’éléments permettent de penser 'etendue de son champ
d’application S1 nous la decouvrons, avec beaucoup
d’inconnues, dans 'onomastique ou la toponynue, 1l ne
faut pas perdre de vue qu’a ce stade, la transcription fidele
de la langue n’est pas dans la perspective de « ecriture »

Seuls, en effet, n’ont de raisons d’étre pris en compte que
les eléments fondamentaux permettant d’appréhender
les diverses modalites des operations comme leur nature,
leur moment, leur duree, leur heu ams1 que les personnes,
les choses et les quantites imphquees La place de'oralite
se laisse d’ailleurs encore sentir dans le systeme puisque
le lecteur, pour comprendre I’exacte teneur du message,
do1t étre au courant de sa signification

Le développement du systeme

S1 d’un point de vue paleographique la documentation
archaique révele des étapes dans I’evolution de I'ecriture,
les principes qui presidérent a sa genése restent pourtant
difficiles a apprecier Le caractére fortement stereotypé
des signes les plus anciens a ainsi encourage certains a
supposer l'existence d’un systeme symbolique precurseur
Pour D Schmandt-Besserat, un tel systeme peut étre
1dentifiés dans de petits jetons aux formes diverses dont on
connaissait ’existence dans tout le Proche-Orient depuis
le Néohthique (Schmandt-Besserat 1977 31-70,1992)

S1 cette theorie connait encore un large succes dans la
communaute scientifique, elle presente neanmoins bon
nombre de faiblesses” Sl est indemable, en effet, que
des simuhitudes de formes existent entre quelques signes
archaiques et certains de ces jetons, force est de constater
que leurs ressemblances restent souvent trés vagues et
presque toujours impossibles a evaluer sur des criteres
objectifs (fig 11) En outre, la plupart de ces objets
trouves generalement hors contexte archeologique,
constituent un corpus hetérochte tant du point de vue
spatial que temporel dont quelques elements sont méme

1 Pourles critiqucs, vour Lieber man 1980 339-358, Sampson 1985 57-61,
Jasim & Oates 1986 349-350, Englund 1993 1670 1671 , Michalowshi
1993 996-999, Damerow 1993 9-35, Zimansky 1993 513-517 , Frieberg
1994 477-502 , Brown 1996 35 43 ,Glassner 2000 87-112
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posterieurs de plusieurs millenaires
ala nassance de ’ecriture ! De fant, ’\ 7
enl’absence de plus de coherences, "

toute volonté d’y reconnalitre des
symboles precurseurs reste donc
fragile et largement suspecte Tout
au plus est-1l possible d’avancer que
les deux systemes partagent peut-
étre des sources communes et qu’ils
se sont éventuellement enrichis
mutuellement au cours des siécles

A ce jour, a vrai dire, nos ©
connaissances de la genese des @

signes se rameénent seulement a 11 Jetons /
apprehender quelques conventions Tokens
graphiques voire quelques
procedes de creation On decouvre amnsi que la téte d’un
mammufére renvole toujours a I’ammal tout entier alors
qu’une partie de son corps ne designe rien d’autre que
le membre ou I’'organe en question Les signes AB,,
ou SAHZ,, @ rendent ainsi respectivement les signifies
de « vache » et de « cochon » tandis que UR,,, <= et
GESTU & renvolent sumplement a ceux de « cuisseau »
et d’« oreilles » En outre, ains1 qu’en temoignent les
signes siG ¢ designant le « soir » et u, 9 designant le
« matin », le dessin en miroir d’un signe peut servir a
rendre son antonyme?

Quoique de maniere plus absconse, les signes GIR, 24,
et du = temoignent de leur cote de I’existence d’une
veritable conception theorique du systeme Ainsi, sans
que nous pusssions acceder a la logique sous-jacente mise
en ceuvre dans ces associations, le signe gir/, representant
une téte d’ane est etrangement utihse pour ecrire le mot
« pied » alors que le signe du dessinant effecivement un

« pied » ne sert Jjamais pour designer celui-c1 (Durand
1985)

Au cours du II* et du I millenaire, dans de longs
syllabaires, les lettres babylomens de ’epoque, usant d’une
termunologie faite d’un sabir de sumerien et d’akkadien,
se font peut-tre aussi ’echo de procedes plus anciens
ayant également préside a ’elaboration du systeme?!

Parmm les plus representanfs mentionnons
*  le gunii « hachuré », qu1 consiste a hachurer un
signe oul'une de ses parties d’un certain nombre

20 Ll est en tout cas la valew de ccs signes a la periode historique

1 Pour une bste plus complete de ces procedes voir Cavigneaus 1983
611-612 Vorr egaleinent Fdzard 1980 562, § 10

de trants afin de souhigner un aspect surlequel 'on
veut msister ,

R GIR, = % GIR, gund
b Gu, > Z@>GU4ngﬁ

*  letend «mcline », qui consiste d inchiner une partie
vorre la totalite d’un signe ,

ét’ KU > <K KU, tend = (SUKUD)

MEN < GA, X EN

C@ SADUBA < GA,, bN

B, > B + N, i

e le nutli « macheve », ou un signe se presente
comme la forme non achevée d’un signe auquel
1l est compare ,

@ KI><> KI nutili

* le minabr « double », qui consiste a doubler un
signe,

DUB

=
= su > = summnah

A ces procedes, 1l convient egalement d’ajouter celur de
la composition, consistant a juxtaposer des signes simples
pour en former un nouveau, tel GU, compose des signes

SAG et GAR, W
@SAG + U>GAR> @\GU

7
Ou encore, celut de I'mserpptson ouun signe est mnsere au semn
d’un autre, comme SUG dont la matrice LAGAB contient le

signe A
O LAGAB X “ A > @ SUG
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La langue des premiers documents

Comme nous "avons vu, nombres d’indices phomques
tels que le signe 1\, | representant un roseau, utilisé
pour rendre I’homophone 61, signifiant « recette » en
sumerien, encouragent a penser que cette langue se cache
derriere la documentation archaique Maus est-il léginme
de formuler une telle conclusion, considerant les rares
exemples dont nous disposons ? Il est vrai1 que d’autres
arguments viennent étayer cette these Comme I’a suggere
Adam Falkenstein, st ’on admet d’une part que 'ordre de
successton des signes ne suit pas encore obhigatorrement
celur de la sequence parlée et d’autre part que le signe E,,,
BE=] est interchangeable avec LiL. ,, 1l est alors raisonnable
de proposer qu’une sequence telle que E,,-EN-TI =]
—< attestee dans quelques documents tardifs de I'Uruk
Recent puisse étre Jue EN LIL ,, TI et correspondre, parla, a
un anthroponyme sumenen signifiant  « (puisse le dieu)
ENLIL (donner) la vie » ou « que (le dieu) ENLIL vivaifie »
Malheureusement, 1c1 encore, les exemples restent trop
peu nombreux pour en conclure quoi que ce soit
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De la figure au signe d'écriture

! From the iconic item to the alphabetical writing sign

Resume - Le point de vue que yadopterai pour traiter du
role de ''mage dans la genese de ’ecriture sera celui de
I’alphabet C’est en effet en definissant la lettre comme
un « element », a la suite de Platon, que les Grecs ont
mtrodut dans [lhistore une conception finaliste de
Pecriture qui ne pouvait qu’en discrediter par principe
les ongmes 1comques Ce discredit s’est trouve renforce
par la conception de la « figure » induite par 'alphabet,
celle d’&tre elle ausst un « element » c’est-a-dire une unite
fondatrice et distinctive, independante de son support Ce
n’est certainement pas un hasard s1 le « trompe-l’cell » est
une specificite de ’art occidental 1l est la transposition
directe de P’alphabet dans le domaine de 'itmage Maus ces
fermetures et ces occultations constituent egalement, par
contrecoup, autant d’indices en quelque sorte « negatifs »
qui nous mdiquent la marche a suivre pour reperer dans
I''mage les premices de l'ecriture 1l s’agit d’en 1dentifier
les manques, les oublis, les processus neghges ou meprises
Je feran quelques propositions en ce sens « Llesprit
geometrique » qui a preside a 'invention de 1’alphabet
grec constitue un autre indice interessant, et posiuf celu-
ci 1 temoigne de 'intervention d’une pensee analytique
et abstraite dans la genese de 'ecriture, dont on a tout
lieu de supposer qu’elle ne se mamfeste pas seulement a
’etape ulime de son histoire mais qu’elle en a determune
le processus mitial On cherchera a en trouver des preuves
dans le graphisme figuratif fantastique

Mofs-cles - Signe, semiologte, alphabet

Anne Marie Christin

Universite Paris Diderot Paris 7
christin_am@club internet fr

Abstract - The pomnt of view chosen_for my paper dealing with
the role of the 1mage in the genests of writing will be the one of
the alphabet 1t 15 indeed 1n defiing the letter as an « element »,
Jollounng Plato, that the greeks wntroduced wn fustory a finalist
conception of writing which ondy could discredited on principle
This discredit has been further remnforced by the concept of
« figure » induced by the alphabet It means to be also an elemeni,
a founding and distmctie singularity, free from s material
support It 15 not accidentaly that the « trompe Poed » painting
1s specific from westen art fustory It 15 a direct transfer of the
alphabet mito the realm of 1mage making But these closings and
echipses are also constituting, as an winduced resull, « negatiwe »
clues and traces to grasp wnto the wmage the seeds of writing
we have to wdentyfy the lackings, the oversights, the neglected or
disconsidered processes 1 unll draw some propositons about thes
The « geometric spinit » who gave burth to the wvention of the
greek alphabet provides us another interesting clue, and a posutyf
one It testifies the presence of an analytical and abstract thinking
wn the geness of writing We shall consider that 1t does not only
belong to the latest phase of 1ts hustory but that it was determanant
Jrom the very eve of the process We wll look for progfs of this in
the fantastic representations

Keywords - Sign, semiology, alphabet
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raison, encore designee ou nommée comme telle —

apour caracteristique principale d’étre ephemere
Telle est méme sa vocation premuére Cette figure possede
ala fois la vertu proteiforme des images qui nous viennent
en réve et leur don fulgurant de la presence Peut-étre
est-ce pour cette raison que I’homme a éprouve le besoin
de I'mscrire — et qu’il a fim par y prendre gotit Moins
au nom de ce qu’elle pouvait « représenter » — objet reel
ou pure fantasie — que pour ’aventure extravagante que
devait constituer pour lui le fait de se approprier en en
réalisant un trace Car un « tracé » n’est pas une « trace »,
c’en est méme tout ’opposé 1l combine ’ephémere du
geste a celui de la figure a des fins de revelations ou de
célebrations reciproques, susceptibles de se multiplier
elles-mémes a 'infin1 L’experience la plus étonnante
qu’offre un trace est qu’il puisse étre efface et recrée
aussitétaneuf 1’ceuvre en métamorphose perpetuelle de
Picasso en estla preuve 1l ne serait d’ailleurs pas absurde
de supposer, au contraire des idees regues, que c’est le
trace de figures sur du sable, ou sur un support similaire,
qu1 a donne pour la premuere fors a I’lhomme P'intuition
de ce qu’allait étre, beaucoup plus tard, ecriture Surle
sable, le geste ne fait pas seulement que s’emparer des
figures 1l est en concordance immédiate et sensible avec
le rythme de la parole, qu’il hu est loisible de prolonger
ou de mumer a I'interieur méme de son graphisme On
ne trouve d’equivalent a cette hiberte fusionnelle que
tardivement dans ’historre de 'ecniture, lorsqu’apparait
la calligraphie chinoise, ot papier, encre et pinceau
conjuguent leurs fragilites pour permettre au pentre-
scripteur d’mvestir le signe ecrit d’un imaginaire volatil,
mais peut-étre d’autant plus revelateur

l a figure « non encore nscrite » — 1, a plus forte

Rien n’est plus eloigne d’une telle conception de la figure
que celle que nous devons a I’alphabet, et que résume
pour essentiel la notion de « pictogramme », partie
prenante d’un processus qui ne peut conduire qu’a la
lettre puisqu’elle en est le prodwt direct le pictogramme
estla projection sommaire de « ’element » dans 'univers
de I''mage Il ne faut donc pas s’etonner s1 la culture
occidentale a longtemps refuse aux ecritures dites
« figuratives » le statut d’ecritures 4 part entiere C’est
seulement au Xrx° siecle qu’elle a accepté de reconnaitre
que des figures pouvaient se lire comme on lisait un texte
alphabetique — en 'occurrence que les hieroglyphes
egyptiens etatent ausst des « signes des voix », comme
les nomme Champolhon —, alors qu’elle croyait jusque-
13 cette fonction réservée aux seules lettres greco-latines
Cette superiorite de principe du verbe par rapport a
I'image tiaverse presque de bout en bout I'histoire de
notre culture En témoigne la doctrine de I’Ut puctura
poesis, apparue a la Renaissance, et qui a maintenu

son credit jusqu’au milieu du x1x°© siecle Fondee sur
un extrait de vers d’Horace qui semblait adapte a sa
cause, clle etait imtialement destinee a rendre justice a
la pemture, considérée depuis des siecles comme une
activite d’artisan, et méme a la donner pour exemple
a la littérature Or cette interpretation s’est inversee
des le milieu du xv* siecle, pour servir au contraire a
promouvorr la narration et les structures du discours
comme les modeles obliges de I’art pictural — quand ce
n’etait pas Palphabet lui-méme on vient de le constater
chez Albert: (Albert1 1992, Lee 1991, Baxandall 1989)

Aunst est nee la peinture d’Histoire, ce « grand genre »,
pivot de 'academisme, qui s’est impose sur les cimaises
Jusqu’a ce que Gustave Gourbet en offre une version
parodique dans I’Enterrement a Ornans Encore cette
mnitiative devait-elle avoir plutét pour resultat de
confirmer sa légihimite Certes, Courbet avait substitué
aux acteurs traditionnels d’une mise en scene convenue
des heros 1ssus du monde paysan, mais leur r6le dans le
tableau ne se comprend qu’en réference a la trachition
qu’ils sont précisement censes remettre en cause La
comparaison du Bomour Monsweur Courbet (ou La Rencontre)
de Courbet avec L'Homme a la medmlle de Botticell conduit
aux mémes conclusions Dans la confrontation iconique
des pouvoirs de I’art et de I'argent qu’ils nous presentent
tous deux, le pemntre le plus révolutionnaire, et le plus
convaincant, n’est pas Courbet, qui s’apphque a mntegrer
a une scenographie didactique des « types » congus dans
la mouvance des physiologies de 'époque — le mécene,
le serviteur et I’artiste, 1dentifies chacun par quelques
objets allegoriques le chapeau, les gants, la canne —,
mais Botticellh Tandis que ’un illumine du soleul franc-
comtois 'attitude a la fois christique et souveraine
du peintre en manches de chemise, ’autre integre la
technique nouvelle de I'illusion paysagere — perspective
lineaire et glacis bleutes —au double hommage circulaire
qu rythme son tableau, laissant au regard du spectateur
le choix de decider devant I'image, et en jugeant de ses
effets, du pouvoir — celu1 de I’artiste ou du mecene —
auquel 1l donnera sa preference C’est seulement la
decouverte tardive de I’art japonais qui a permus a la
pewnture occidentale de retrouver son mndependance et sa
pleme liberte de création j’aurai’occasion d’y reverr

La Iinguistique a pris le relais de la htterature au milieu
du xx° stecle, et impose a son tour aux arts visuels sa
grille, et sa domination La méme valorsation abusive
du langage se rencontre dans la maniere dont inguistes
et sémioticiens ont envisage I’ecriture a cette epoque et
en ont congu la genese Selon eux, 'ecriture se serait
elaboree en deux étapes sans lien de continuite 'une
avec l'autre Sans doute est-1l admis desormais que



I''mage intervient la premiére dans cette genese, ou tout
au motns la figure — car 1l n’est guere préte attention
dans ce contexte a I’element support de 'image — et une
figure elle-méme comprise au sens de « representation »
herite de la mimesis platonicienne, que 'on trouve dans
le pictogramme Or tout ne peut pas étre represente
comment figurer « le vent », ou «’ame » ? C’est alors que
la parole serait venue au secours d’un systeme assurement
novateur mais destine a tourner court, et qu’elle aurait
opere la mutation magique et irresistible permettant
a cette ebauche imparfaite de devenir « écriture » au
sens complet et rigoureux du terme Telle est la thése
développée par Oswald Ducrot et Tzvetan Todorov en
1972 dans le Dictionnaire encyclopedique des sciences
du langage, au chapitre de ecriture Et ils concluent
« C’est ''mpossibilite de generaliser ce principe de
representation qui a introduit, méme dans les ecritures
fondamentalement morphémographiques comme la
chinoise, I’égyptienne ou la sumerienne, le principe
phonographique On peut presque dire que toute
logographie nait de I'impossibilite d’une représentation
iconique generalisee » Ces lignes disparaitront de
I’edition swvante du dictionnaire, due a Tzvetan Todorov
et a Jean-Marie Schaeffer, et publiee une vingtaine
d’annees plus tard (Ducrot & Todorov 1972) C’était
deja de bon augure

Il semble en effet que notre civilisation de I’alphabet sont
enfin préte, al’aube de la seconde decenme du Xx1° siecle,
a reconnaitre a 'image les potentialités creatrices qui
lu1 sont propres, et a accepter de voir en elle le facteur
decisif dans P’elaboration de ce medium composite que
nous appelons « ecriture » L’emprise des nouvelles
technologies sur la communication mediatique n’y est
certamement pas etrangere Et 1l n’est pas interdit de
penser que notre civilisation de I’alphabet va inventer
une pratique originale de la lettre, nee de ’ecran,
comme elle I’a fait lors de I’appantion de 'tmprimere
et de la typographie, en sinspirant cette fois-c1 des
systemes d’ecriture fondes sur ''deogramme, puisqu’ils
sont desormais voisins du sien dans les mémes listes
de caracteres, et defilent sur le méme support Nous
en observons deja les premices Les parois des tombes
egyptiennes dont les textes se hisatent en les longeant pasa
pas sont devenues ces strates immaterielles que 'on peut
deplacer de la main jusqu’aux hmites extrémes du visible
Nous commengons a aborder autrement I’ecrit, non
par desir ou par caprice, mais par necessite et, 11 faut le
reconnaitre auss, par hasard le fait de pouvorr creer du
texte en en effleurant le support du doigt a dissocié I’acte
d’ecrire des rythmes manuels du ductus — dont le clavier
typographique garde neanmoins la memoire — mais1l a
contribue en retour a nous faire prendre conscience de
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Pexistence de ce ductus et deviner qu’il avait une histoire,
sans que nous soyons encore tous capables de percevoir

la complexaté et la richesse d’une telle histoire (Jeanneret
2011)

Il faudra certainement attendre a nouveau encore
longtemps pour que cette ecriture de troisieme generation,
cette ecriture artificielle —de méme que ’on avait donné
dans ’antiquite le nom de « memorre artificielle » a
l’art de la memoire — vienne renouveler de maniere
significative notre univers de communication quatre
siécles ont ete necessatres a la civilisation occidentale
pour qu’elle decouvre que la principale vertu du codex
était d’autoriser la consultation et la comparaison des
textes, que ne permettait pas le rouleau Ce que 'on
constate pour I'mstant est que ’aventure informatique
nous a rendus plus lucides et plus criiques a I'égard de
nos relations passées avec I'image et, par contrecoup,
plus attentifs envers les ecritures figuratives et leur ongue
icomque (Beaux, Pottier & Grimal 2009)

Car ces ecritures ont toujours fasciné le monde
occidental, et d’autant plus sans doute qu’elles lui etalent
culturellement et conceptuellement inaccessibles Elles
representent en effet pour lu1 « I’autre » absolu —non pas
alter, « le double », mais alius, et dans ses deux valeurs
opposees de « divin » et de « paria » A la Renaissance,
les figures des hieroglyphes semblent participer d’une
ecriture qui echappe a I’univers humain et le transcende,
langue ésoterique et sacree, plus proche du songe que
du reel Au x1x° 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’in-fans, ceux qui ne savent pas encore
parler, ou qui n’ont pas encore acquis la science et le
pouvorr du langage Les figures ne sont plus que des

accessotres futiles de la parole, des aide-memorre ludiques
de I’alphabet (Maillard 1985, Le Men 1984)

Mais d’ou vient ce signe figuratif, et comment expliquer
son caractere ausst necessaire qu’insaisissable » D’abord
par 'imagnanre, et parle réve Nous sommes redevables a
Freud d’avoir ibere le réve et sa lecture du dechuffrement
terme a terme en elements ponctuellement codes auquel
la culture alphabétique I’avait contrant « Non seulement
les elements du réve sont determinés plusieurs fois par
les pensees du réve, observe-t-1l dans I'Interpretation des
réves, mais chacune des pensees du réve y est representee
par plusieurs elements Des associations d’idées menent
d’un elément du réve a plusieurs pensees, d’'une pensee
a plusieurs elements () Quel que soit le réve que je
decompose, je retrouve toujours les mémes principes  les
elements du réve sont 1ssus de toute la masse des pensees
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du réve, et chacun d’entre eux, s1 on le rapproche des

pensees du réve, y est plusieurs fois indique » (Freud
1967)

Le modele dont Freud s’est imnspire pour lire le réve est
toujours I'écriture, mais 1l s’agit desormais du systeme
hieroglyphique, tel quil commengait a étre compris 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 particuher
de I'mterpretation que Freud y donne de la figure «la
comparawson freudienne entre le dechuffrement du réve et
celw des mscriptions lnéroglyphiques resiste bien au regard
critique de I'egyptologue, plus de quatre-vingts apres,
constate Pascal Vernus () De méme que les signes de
I’écriture hieroglyphique, les elements du « contenu » du
réve ne fonctionnent pas comme une simple collection de
symboles » (Vernus 1983)

La figure « non encore 1nscrite » ne trouve donc pas
seulement une caution dans la fiction onirique  elle se
revéle en étre ausst un des principaux moteurs De méme,
on doit reconnaitre en elle un de ces mirages polymorphes
qu’evoque Merleau-Ponty, qui nous permettent d’atteindre
le monde qui nous entoure en projetant sur hu nos chumeres

« A chaque moment, mon champ perceptif est rempli de
reflets, de craquements, d’impressions tactiles fugaces que
Jje suis hors d’etat de reher precisement au contexte percu
et que cependant je place d’emblee dans le monde, sans
les confondre jamais avec mes réveries A chaque mstant
auss1 Je réve autour des choses, j'imagme des objets ou des
personnes dont la presence 1c1 n’est pas ncompatble avec
le contexte, et pourtant ils ne se mélent pas au monde, 1ls
sont en avant du monde, sur le theatre de I'imagmaire »

(Merleau-Ponty 1945)

Cette sensibilite aux formes transitives, au roman des
apparences, est presente chez certains ecrivains du
x1x® siecle proches de la peinture chez Baudelaire,
Fromentn, les freres Goncourt, Verlaine Mazis ce sont
les artistes du xx° siécle — des peintres et certains poetes —
devenus, a la suite de Giorgio De Chirico, les passeurs
deliberes du réve et de I'imaginaire dans I'umvers de
«Pmscrit », qui nous eclawrent le rmeux sur ce continuum
mental hybride faisant intervenir péle-méle tous les champs
d’experience du regard humain —sa sensibihite, son savor,
ses attentes — et 'ensemble de I'univers auquel ce regard a
acces, qui constitue le terreau de la « figure » dans son sens
originel et fondateur Henr1 Michaux en fait le constat en
1954, voyant avec raison dans cette mutation un effet de la
renuse en cause generale des valeurs tradinonnelles de Iart
en Ocadent, mais pressentant ausst, non sans etonnement

etsans trouble, que n’etait pas seulement en jeu a travers elle
un nouvelle idee de I’art ¢’ etart une conception cifferente
du signe qui penetraitla pensee occidentale « Il est etrange
que ce soit en pemnture que des signes apparaissent observe-
t-l Certes pas pour creer une langue unverselle, et méme
on n’est pas slir que ce soit tout a fait des signes Ils en
representent plutdt la hantise () Le pewmntre ne sat plus
tres bien sur quoi 1l est fonde a s’appuyer L'objet, I’objet
n'est plus ( ) Apres un siecle bientét d’émuettement, de
triangulation des surfaces, le signe sans les mconvenients
des formes en trompe-1’ce1l serait un siir et sohde bloc,
emmemment maniable » (Michaux 2001)

Le seisme dont « ’objet » a ete saist au Xx° siecle s’etait
amorce quelques decennies plus t6t, dans les tableaux de
Manet

Matsse s’en est constitue le theoricien, en prenant pour
apput la genése de ses propres ceuvres « L’objet n’est pas
tellement interessant par lui-méme, explique-t-11 Cest le
milteu qui cree 'objet Clest ainsi que j’at travaille toute
ma vie devant les mémes objets qu1 me donnatent la force
de la réalte en engageant mon esprit vers tout ce que ces
objets avaient traversé pour mo: et avec mor Un verre
d’eau avec une fleur est une chose differente d’un verre
d’eau avec un atron L'objet est un acteur un bon acteur
peut jouer dix pieces differentes, un objet peut jouer dans
dix tableaux differents un réle different On ne le prend
pas seul, 1l evoque un ensemble d’elements Vous me
rappelez ce gueridon que j’a1 peint 1solé dans un jardin ?
Eh bien, 1l etait representatif de toute une ambiance de
plemn air dans lequel y’avais vecu II faut que I’objet agsse
puissamment sur I'imagination, 1l faut que le sentiment de
I'artiste s’'exprimant par hu le rende digne d’interét 1l ne
dit que ce qu’on I fant dire » (Matsse 1972)

C’est bien a faire de lu1 un signe que condut 'interét
particulier que porte un artiste a un objet, et qui 'mcite a
vouloir Pinscrire  la « figure » de cet objet, avant qu’elle
ne s'incarne dans une 1mage, n’est pas sa representation,
ou sa copie, elle est la synthese mentale qui en rassemble
le souvenir et lu1 confere une présence incorporelle, de
méme que le mot de «fleur » fait se lever dans 'imaginare
de Mallarmé « I’absente de tout bouquet » Encore une
difference essentielle existe-t-elle entre le mot et la figure
le mot appartient a la tribu, 1l ne se suffit pas a lui-méme
pour suggerer la magie inme d’un objet

La figure, elle, garde toujours un hen avec le réel, si
fragile — voire trompeur — soit-1 elle est 'indice d’une
reconnaissance possible de ce reel par quiconque
en contemplera ulterieurement le trace C’est ce qui
fait d’elle un element de listbilite, un signe, un signe



prive, toutefois, integre non a un systeme mais a une
constellation personnelle, et qui ne peut étre de ce fait
que provisolre

Car cette figure a valeur de signe est susceptible d’attirer
a elle non seulement tel ou tel mndividu 1sole mais tout
un groupe, pour peu qu’elle detienne certaines valeurs
essenticlles a la communaute, et que son incarnation
dans des 1mages sera seule a méme de diffuser Telles sont
précisement les figures-signes qui composent les ecritures
figuratives elles ne tirent pas leur ongme de effusion
privee ou du concept, mais du coup de foudre collectif

Un destin tout a fait nouveau attend ces signes imagnaires,
lieux de rencontre de la memoure, qu’elle soit privee ou
partagee par I’ensemble d’une communaute, des lors
que 'on souhaite les inscrire, un destin tres différent mazs
tout auss1 determinant que celur qui les a degages du
monde, et qui tient a ’acte par lequel un artiste, en
son nom propre ou au nom de la societe a laquelle 1]
appartient, se les approprie en les transposant sur un
support Les figures s’y enrichissent alors de propretes
qui ne sont plus seulement celles du « trace », ou plutét ou
le trace participe d’un ensemble de donnees qui lu1 sont
etrangeres, dont la premiere consiste dans ’espace sur
lequel les figures dowvent s’mscrire, continuum non plus
imposé de exterieur au regard mais elu deliberement
pourleur usage C’est d’ailleurs cette mutation de la figure
dans son transfert de 'imagmaire a I'image qui1 justifie le
plus, aux yeux de Matisse, le recours au terme de «signe »
pour definir la figure des objets qui 'mspirent en passant
de ’epreuve du reel a celle de I''mage, cette figure est
devenue un composant parm d’autres a I'interieur d’une
structure dont elle contribue elle-méme a construire la
coherence « Le signe pour lequel je forge une image
n’a aucune valeur sl ne chante pas avec d’autres signes
que je dots determiner au cours de mon mvention et qui
sont tout a fait particuliers a cette invention Le signe
est determine dans le moment que je I’emploie et pour
'objet auquel 1l dout participer C’est pourquot je ne peux
a l’avance determiner des signes qui ne changent jamais
et qui serazent comme une ecriture cecl paralyserait la
liberte de mon invention » (Matisse 1972)

De méme que la figure « non 1nscrite » nait volatile et
polymorphe, la figure « mscrite » nait en effet toujours,
et necessairement, associee Elle ne se presente 1solee que
dans des contextes artificiels de célébration, destines a
provoquer la fascination ou le respect  pour honorer une
divinute, un saint, un ro1 — d’ou est 1ssu le genre, tardif,
du « portrait » — ou afin d’extraire la representaton d’un
objet de son environnement icomque et permettre a
cette representation, par differents effets de truquage ou
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d’illusion, de se confondre avec I’objet reel telle sera la
strategie du « trompe-I’ce1l »

Le contmnuum pictural est regt par le principe oppose,
celul de la contamination, de I'influence reciproque
qu’exercent deux elements d’'une méme 1mage I'un sur
'autre lorsqu’on les rend contigus 1l leur communique
une trowsieme valeur, un nouveau sens, qui n’exclut
pas les leurs propres maus leur apporte un supplement
imaginaire, ne de leur voisinage La decouverte de ce
mecamsme revient & Chevreul, qui I’a decrit et analyse
au debut du X1x° siecle, apres avoir constate « I'influence
que deux couleurs peuvent avorr 'une sur ’autre quand
on les voit simultanement » (Roque 1997)

1l en est cependant de la decouverte de Chevreul et des
exploitations qui ont eté faites des lois et des merveilles de
la « simultaneite » par les pemntres occidentaux comme de
la calhgraphie chinoise elles se situent 'une et 'autre dans
le cadre d’une culture ecrite qu fait retour sur ses onigines
apres en avorr elle-méme considerablement reonente le
cours La portee de leur témoignage ne peut donc étre que
limitee Mais c’est ce qui rend aussi ce temoignage d’autant
plus mnteressant 1l fait apparaitre que la polyvalence
fondatrice de la figure, sa vocation proteiforme, a trouve,
gréce a son transfert dans 'image, non seulement une
confirmation mais un relas, et qui a su traverser les
millenaires en depit de metamorphoses dont certaines
pouvalent passer pour des remises en question, voire
des reniements dans le cas de ’alphabet 1l nous signale
egalement, ce quu est peut-étre plus important encore, que
ce est pas a la seule figure imagimare que ce double effet
de flottement et de pluralite erratique qui caracterise la
figure « mscrite » doit son maintien, mais au SUpport sur
lequel elle se realise, et a 'imagmaire particulier qui lu est
attaché G’est ce que nous confirment les prehistoriens,
donnant méme a ce constat des proportions surprenantes

Car le support des premieres figures dessinees ou gravees
par ’homme ne se definit pas seulement par la surface
ou on 1nscrit ces figures — comme on le fera plus tard
du rouleau ou du tableau — mais par le contexte naturel
dans son ensemble ou 1l lui-méme se trouve nscrit Vu
sous I’angle de la préhistoire, on pourrait presque dire,
en parodiant la formule celebre de Marshall Mac Luhan
«le medum est le message » «le support est la figure »

Tout commence la en effet Ielection d’un lieu singulier
par une societe donnee dans la nature, sorte d’espace-
repere, a la fois etape d’un parcours et proposant lu-
méme par sa surface — qu’elle soit offerte aux regards
de tous ou accessible seulement a quelques-uns s’il s’agit
d’un abri souterrain — une unite induisant a son tour
d’autres parcours, physiques ou purement visuels, a
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créer ou a s’approprier Car les pemntures prehistoriques
ne sont pas nées d’un caprice d’artiste ou du hasard

elles participent d’abord mtimement d’un mouvement
profond d’mnovation sociale et culturelle qu1 marque
les vrais debuts de l’aventure humame « L’emergence
des systemes de representations graphiques accompagne
et amplifie (les) changements sociaux et economiques,
souligne Denis Vialou Les societes s’autonomisent
par rapport a leur enracinement culturel originel ()
L’art prelistorique affirme leur 1dentite et symbohse
P’appropriation de leurs territowres { ) Plus de nouveaux
espaces sont conquis ou acquis par un nombre croissant
de societes differenciees, plus les territoires ont tendance

a étre davantage marques et donc delimités c’est-a~dire
reduits » (Vialou 2007)

L'une des consequences de ce mouvement d’autonomie et
de diversification socio-culturelle a consiste & selectionner
des supports dontle graphisme devat avorr pour premuere
fonction de consacrer et de sceller ''dentité  « L'eventail
ouvert des specificites des espaces paretaux, immeubles
ou mobihers, montre leurs implications actives, explicites,
dans la construction graphique, ou implicites dans la
perception des espaces graphiques En aucun cas, les
relations entre les ceuvres et leurs supports ne paraissent
neutres L’espace parnetal est donc constitutif de I'espace
graphique , autrement dit, ’espace graphique met en
correspondance spatiale les representations avec leurs
supports (Vialou 2007)

Cette dynamque interne propre au support pre-icomgque,
de méme que son réle strategique dans la structuration
des premueres societes humaines, conduisent a interpreter
I’apparition de la « figure inscrite » et les motivations
quil’ontsuscitée d’une autre maniere que nos habitudes
de pensee occidentales nous auraient incites a le faire
L’homme prehistorique n’a pas decide d’inscrire une
figure sur la pierre pour 'incarner dans une matiére
stable et durable — ce qu aurait ete du reste contradictoire
avec sa vocation d’onigine Telle n’etait pas sa priorite
Ce qui lu1 importait en premuer heu etait d’orienter une
surface et de lu1 donner un statut en rapport avec la
présence humaine qui évoluait devant elle La fonction
mmtiale de cette figure a été d'introduire une coherence
visuelle socialisee dans ’ordre de la nature, a Pinteneur
d’un espace, ou d’un lieu, qu’un groupe humain
souhaitait associer a lur Elle etait auss1 d’emprunter a
cet espace, et a ce lieu, sa matiere La « figure 1nscrite »
n’est pas nee en effet seulement de son support parce
qu’ll etait cet écran qui metamorphose toute trace
ou forme en vision revelatrice, mais parce qu’il était
egalement une presence physiquement identifiable, une
provocation au regard et a la main, qui mncitait a creer

des formes dont 1l pouvait étre lw-méme I'mstigateur
« Les caracteres physiques et morphologiques des
supports rupestres () peuvent ou non é&tre pris en
compte et manifestement integres, en tout ou en partie,
dans la structuration des espaces graphiques, observe
Vialou Ainsi des representations animales peuvent
beneficier de volumes en creux ou en relief pour
souligner leurs masses anatomiques, des signes peuvent
se localiser dans un jeu de fissures, etc Gependant, méme
lorsqu’il n’y a pas integration directe des caracteres
pariétaux naturels, ceux-c1 sont percus simultanement
avec les représentations et donc integrés au niveau de la
perception synthetique visuelle (Vialou 2007)

La provocation creatrice nherente au support parietal a
eu pour premicre consequence de rendre les artistes de
la prehistoire particulierement sensibles aux intervalles
qui1 apparaissalent a sa surface, comme a des figures que
’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 I’experience ausst precise et compléte
que possible des diverses combinaisons que leur offrait
ce support, pour en explorer tous les effets « Les iaisons
spatiales entre les représentations se déclinent selon trois
modalites majeures, plus sensibles et plus constantes sur
les parois rocheuses que sur celles de pieces mobiheres
juxtaposition, superposition et emboitement »
note Vialou, qui en analyse les conséquences a
I'interieur des compositions et résume, en conclusion
« Les emboitements sont rares et peuvent conduire a
des lectures pseudo-réalistes, comme celles de femelles
gravides ou de femmes enceintes Les juxtapositions, en
file ou en nappe, donnent toute leur extension spatiale aux
disposttifs paretaux , vides parietaux et pleins graphiques
scandent les dispositifs les vides se remplissent du
sens des liens spatiaux ctablis symboliquement entre
les representations , celles-c1 portent et apportent
sur les parois les valeurs thematiques, c’est-a-dire
les significations qui ont preside a leurs choix Les
superpositions partielles par recoupement des contours
et traces lineaires ains1 que les emboitements donnent
une profondeur aux dispositifs parietaux, comme s’1ls
fa1satent ressortir une stratification du temps, ordonnée
selon des regles graphiques  d’une part les dimensions
relatives , d’autre part la isibihite ou son oppose ouvrant
sur des déchiffrements incomplets ou incertains » (Vialou
2007)

Renversement splendide de I'ordre narratif’ qui ordonne
les mythes et régne sur la parole I’espace et le temps
appartiennent d’abord 1c1 a la pierre, c’est en elle que
’on doit les puiser et les reinventer Aussi la « figure »



qui y prend forme, lom d’apparaitre comme le substitut
d’une realite absente, est-elle pleine realite elle-méme, au
contraire, mais d’une realité qui doit tout a 'abstraction,
ou plus exactement a I'imaginaire de I’abstraction,
comme s1 ’homme de la prehistoire avait tenu un plus
grand compte des lecons 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 lu1 importaient pas Les premieres inscriptions
figuratives sont d’ailleurs fragmentaires et discontinues

« Le plus souvent, la figuration animale est reduite a un
segment anatomique, téte, cornes ou ramures, pattes
ou sabots  ces synecdoques temoignent d’un degré
superieur de I’abstraction figurative qui caracterise
Part ammaher de la Prehistoire, plus generalement que
ne le fait accroire I’expression stylistique du bestiaire
magdalenien d’un exceptionnel haut mveau naturaliste »

(Vialou 2011)

C’est dans ces synecdoques graphiques qu’il faut
chercher les premices du signe ecrit, non dans leur
mutation naturaliste ulterieure, plus spectaculaire
que significative a cet egard ce sont elles en effet qui
rendent 'apparition de Pecriture concevable Sortes
d’« interfaces » en attente de combinaisons futures, ces
figures metonymiques mettaient a la disposition des
mventeurs a vemur tout un arsenal d’elements deja préts
a s’articuler les uns avec les autres Leur fragmentation
raisonnee, la selection criique de leur trace — selon que
’on chosissait de presenter une vue de profil ou de face,
etc —assurait a ces elements une totale autonomie par
rapport au reel, avec pour corollaire la possibilite de
s’agencer dans des umtes les plus variees, susceptibles
d’étre elles-mémes porteuses de sens, que celui-ci refére
ounon aureel L'espace jouait un role majeur dans cette
mise a disposition du tracé — s’1l n’était pas lw-méme
a onigine de sa fragmentation —, dans la mesure ou 1l
devait en operer non seulement ’assemblage materel
mais la synthese, faisant mtervenir le regard comme
acteur ultime du dispositif, de méme que c’etait a ce
regard qu’d revenait d’etablir la hierarchie des figures
pour I’ensemble de la composition

L’extréme hberte d'invention du graphisme panetal, que
son support accompagne et mspire bien ptus qu'il ne lut
fait obstacle, condusait plus naturellement au fabuleux
qu’au vraisemblable II ne faut pas s’en etonner Non
seulement parce que 'on y retrouve, transposee dans la
creation graphique, la mobilite polysermique qui amime
la vision des réves, mais parce que le parcours du regard
sur ’ensemble du dispositif joue un réle essentiel dans la
composittion C’est lut qui pergort la nérarchie des figures
'une par rapport a l'autre al'interieur d’'un méme espace —
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ou comment se rendre de 'une al’autre en se situant amnst
lui-méme par rapport a elles G’est lur ausst qui construit
I'exustence d’un corps compose d’elements d’emprunts,
en allant de la téte a la queue d’un ammal imagmanre et
tout a fait nvraisemblable C’est ce que confirmeront les
ecritures figuratives et leurs combinatoires semiotiques
d’une virtuosite fascmante (Vernus 1981)

Paradoxalement, la figure simple, celle que ’on défimit
comme « representation », ne pouvait apparaitre que
la derniére, a I'1ssue d’un travail d’elimination et de
concentration des motifs exubérants qui lu preexistazent,
dans la pierre, ou dans I'imaginaire de ses createurs Si
I'on admet d’autre part que tout ce qut est de 'ordre du
«visible » ou du « vu» surla surface d’'un ecran—qu’d sout
celurde I'etendue celeste ou d’une paro1 rupestre —procede,
pour les societes archaiques, d’une commumcation etablie
a travers lu1 entre le monde des humains et celui de 'au-
delal, ces figures gravees ou pemntes « de main d’homme »
representalent necessairement beaucoup plus, et dés
leur etat d’ebauche, qu’un simple releve matenel Elles
etaient des creations secondes, certes, elles resultaient de
I'mtervention de ’homme dans 'univers transcendant de
I'image, mazs elles etaient devenues elles auss: des figures
efficaces, des unites de communication, du fait qu’elles
avalent ete mscrites, au méme titre que toutes les figures
« revelees », par le réve, par le ciel — ou par la pierre
C’etant cette efficacite que 'on attendait d’elles avant
toute chose, beaucoup plus qu’une fidelité quelconque a
unreel que 'ecran ou elles apparaissalent avait outrepassé
d’emblee par sa presence méme, et par la for qui attachait
a lu ses spectateurs

On comprend que I’alchime graphique et visuelle des
images ait toujours été precieuse aux cultures orales, et
que celles-c1 atent eu recours a elle de tout temps pour
accompagner leur parole et rassembler autour de cette
parole des temoignages qui en completaient le propos en
lu offrant une plus large diffusion Cette alchimie avait
ete muse spontanement au service de la memorre narrative
des mythes Mais rien n'interdisait de tenter d’aller au-
dela et de substituer a cette memorre celle des mots Et
le fait est que la compliaite fondatrice unissant umage et
parole a entraine dans plusieurs civihsations I'apparition
recurrente de metissages graphiques d’un type sitngulier
IIs concernaient les noms des dieux ou de hauts chgmtaires,
transposes sur des supports a forte valeur commemorative
et symbolique par des figures elles auss: privilegiees Sans
doute cette equivalence graphique etait-elle due au fat

1 Je me permets de renvoyer sut ce sujet a L image ecrate ou la derarson graphugue,
« Llecriture et les dicus », Tlamm irnion (1995) 2009 169-189
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que les ndividus d’exception qui portalent ces noms
participaient eux-mémes a la fois du monde des sociétes
humaines regi par la parole et de 'univers transcendant
auquel le visible seul, et ses 1mages, etait cense pouvoir
donner acces Ces noms etant en général composes de
syntagmes complexes — des noms-phrases —leur mise en
scene figuree amorcait une combinaison tout a fait necte
entre les deux medias? Une nouvelle ere de I'aventure
humane venait de s’ouvrir 1l ne s’agissait cependant pas
encore d « écriture » plutét d’une ebauche premortorre
Une etape supplementaire devait en effet encore étre
franchie pour qu’apparaisse 'ecriture proprement dite
'mstauration d’un systeme de correspondances complet et
coherent entre structures verbales et structures graphiques,
supposant n-méme ’etablissement d’un calibrage spatal,
d’un code rythrmque des traces, 'ordonnance semantque
du parcours visuel 11y fallait aussi et peut-étre surtout, une
nouvelle fois, I’emergence d’une motivation sociale assez
forte pour qu*une communaute comprenne 'mterét qu’elle
aurait a chsposer d’une langue qui ne se parle pas, mais se
regarde Car telle est I'utiite ventable de ’ecriture et sa
principale raison d’étre  permettre a lalangue d’echapper
ala diversite babelienne de la parole, en lw offrant un mode
d’expression equivalent mais d’une tout autre espece, et qui
possede la capacite implicite de devenir universelle en se
rendant accessible au regard de tous

Reste que I’elément fondateur de ce systeme nouveau
etait constitué par la figure, et quil reposait sur le passage
que celle-c1 avait su realiser entre fiction et realite,
imaginaire personnel et communication sociale C’est
la razson pour laquelle les premueres ecritures sont toutes,
et sous toutes les formes qu’on leur connait, des ecritures
figuratives Certaines le sont au sens propre du terme,
comme les hieroglyphes egyptiens , d’autres de maniere
plus ou moins aboutie — ou plus ou moins developpee —
tels les systemes maya et azteque D’autres encore ont
mntegre leurs graphismes figuratifs a des structures plus
abstraites, comme le sumerien ou le chinois , d’autres
enfin, comme P’ecriture Naxi, sont nées parce que
’on pourrait appeler une contamination de voisinage
de systémes préexistants, dont elles ne s’inspirent en
general que de fagon partielle Ce que ces écritures ont
en commun, quel que soit le stade de leur evolution
auquel on les interroge, est de nous ouvrir ’acces a
un 1maginaire social ou les figures se situent dans la
proximite immediate d’une parole, de sorte que, s1 elles

2 Ce metissage est a mettic egalement cn telation avec 'importance du
niasque ¢t des scanfications ou des peinturcs faciales comme marques
d identification dans les societes orales Sur les differentes foimes de
transcriptions du nom sclon la civilisaton ecrite concetnee vou Chrnistn
1998

ne « traduisent » pas toujours cette parole de maniere
fidele et ngoureuse, elles s’en trouvent deja impregnees
du simple fait de prendre appui sur elle®

Maus 1l existe également d’autres formules interméchaires
entre 'image ou la langue « brutes » et ’ecriture quu les
combine ensemble en phrases et en textes Elles sont
multiples Leur particularité est de laisser toute son
autonomue a la parole, sans chercher a I’absorber dans
un complexe unitaire, mais en exploitant au contraire
sa complementarite fonctionnelle et symbolique avec
I'mage Le probleme que posent de telles ebauches est
celu1 de determuner leur statut, et peut-étre plus encore
celut d’1identifier les criteres permettant de definir ce
statut, puisqu’elles n’existent precisement que de se situer
a la marge de tout systeme quel qu’l soit

Des pistes nous sont cependant offertes pour les
approcher par les ecritures institutionnelles elles-mémes,
a travers certaines des strategies graphiques auxquelles
elles dowvent leur apparition, et que ’'on pourrait quahfier
d’»indicateurs d’ebauche» Il est evident par exemple que
les compétences variables, mutables, de I'"déogramme —
passant du logogramme au phonogramme ou au
determmatif —lu viennent de la vocation polymorphe dela
figure non-nscnte L'ecriture hieroglyphique egyptienne
est riche de tels ghissements nes d’une accumulation de
sens divers concentres sur une méme figure Pascal Vernus
cite ’exemple de la figure du cynocephale assis, qui est
I''mage du Dieu Thot, dont ’animal est ’hypostase

« Ce signe fimt par assumer tous les signufies attaches a la
personnalite du dieu, d’ou les valeurs 1deographiques de
«scribe », « dire », « compter », «savolr », « sage », etc , et,
qui plus est, les valeurs phonetiques de ces ideogrammes,
detachees de leur sigmification », glissements que Vernus
associe a ceux du réve « par lequel une image, decentree
par rapport a elle-méme, vaut moins parce qu’elle
represente immediatement que par I’attraction d’une
notion imperialiste, envahissant le «contenu» du réve »

(Vernus 1983)

On peut deduire d’un tel processus que, dans le cadre
de crvilisations dites « orales » qui reservent une place
mmportante a 'expression graphique, toute figure iterative
a valeur polysermque possede deja de maniere potentielle
une valeur proprement «semiotique» Le phenomene est
semble-t-1l assez frequent dans la culture dogon Cest
le cas par exemple de la ligne sinusoidale (ou ligne de
chevrons) dont Genevieve Calame-Griaule et Pierre-
Francis Lacroix ont etabli la histe des interpretations

3 Javais aboide cette question dans Christin 1999 28-36



possibles  « Elle est le symbole a la fois de I’eau, du
serpent, de la lurmuere, de la parole, de la germination, du
tissage, etc , qu’elle soit représentee seule ou qu’elle fasse
partie d’un signe plus complet dans lequel elle exprime,
suivant les contextes, une ou plusieurs de ces valeurs
signifiantes () D’une fagon plus generale, la higne de
chevrons est la representation symbolique du concept
de mouvement ondulatoire en forme de spirale, qui est
I’element commun a toutes les sigrufications possibles du
signe et leur vaut d’étre classees dans la méme categorie
symbolique » (Calame-Griaule & Lacroix 1969, Battestim
(chr) 2006)

Laconclusion alaquelle ce constat conduit les deux auteurs
reflete le desarror qui pouvait étre celur d’observateurs
de cultures « non ecrites » dans un contexte mntellectuel
(Larticle date de 1969) domine par la hnguistique et le
modele alphabetique tel qu’il avait ete compris par
Saussure Maus elle constitue egalement une ouverture
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les racines de I'écriture hiéroglyphique
Apports de ['iconographie prédynastique - Synthése

The roots of hieroglyphic writing

Contribution from predynastic iconography - Synthesis

\

l'ongine de la rencontre de décembre 2010 a

Aix-en-Provence, se trouvait le projet de reunir

quelques jours autour d’une méme table des
speciahistes, non pas de ecriture hieroglyphique elle-
méme, mais des differents systemes d’enregistrement
et de representation de ’Egypte predynastique Lidee
mnitiale etait d’apprehender ’apparition de ’ecriture
par une demarche inverse de celle a laquelle on a
recours d’ordinaire non pas des premueres inscriptions
incontestables vers les temps obscurs de la genese, en
remontant le temps dans une demarche phylogenetique,
mais au contraire, en se plagant bien en amont de I'instant
T supposé des premiéres attestations (les etiquettes de
la tombe U-j, en 3250 env av J-C ) et en cherchant a
comprendre comment ce moment crucial de ’histowre
de ’humanité se prepare Pour essayer de mieux cerner
le contexte, les motivations et surtout l'imscription
culturelle et cognitive du systéme hieroglyphique dans
ses plus anciens etats, 1l nous a fallu faire 1’effort de
mettre un moment au second plan ’ecriture elle-méme
pour considerer des phenomenes anterieurs et/ou
contemporains qu’elle eclipse, ou qu’on ne lui relie pas
habituellement

C’est a cet exercice qu’ont consent: de se préter dix
chercheurs de six nationalites differentes Grice a leurs
spécialites respectives, les differents systemes grahiques
utilisés en Egypte au IVF mullénaire ont pu étre pris en
consideration, et par la presence d’un collegue assyriologue,
une ouverture comparative vers la Mesopotamie a
éte posstble Les echanges ont eté animes, fructueux,
passionnes et passionnants et ont par ailleurs permis
d’élaborer plusteurs projets de collaboration 1l s’est revéle
que nous avions beaucoup a nous apporter mutuellernent
Nous est apparu tres souhaitable de reconduire une telle
mitiative, ce qui est envisage pour ’annee prochame a Jaen,

Gwenola Graff ' & Alejandro Jimenez Serrano 2

"IRD - UMR 208 PALOC - Parts - gwenola graff@rd fr
2 Unversidad de Jaen Jaen alejandroys@yahoo es

Provence, France, was the intention to gather

around the same table, for a couple of days, not
experts in hicroglyphic writing in itself, but in the various
systems uscd for recording and representing Egypt in pre-
dynastic times At the root of such an event was the 1dea
to comprchend how this writing emerged by following
a reverse process compared with the conventional
approach not from the first unquestionable mscriptions to
the bluired times of genesis, iaveling back in time along a
phylogenctic path, but quite the contrary by starting well
ahead time T as assumcd for the first acknowledgments
(U-) gravestone labels, around 3250 BC) and trying to
understand how the stage for such a critical moment 1n
human history was sct For a better 1dentification of the
actual background, motives and, most importantly, the
cultural and cogmtive parts played by the hieroglyphic
system 1n 1ts oldest forms, the writing n 1tself had to be
set aside for a while so as to focus on earlicr and/or coeval
phenomena that arc usually overshadowed by the writing,
or hardly ever assoctated with 1t

B ehind the December 2010 meeting 1in Aix-en-

Ten researchers from six different countries agreed to try
their hands at such a demanding task Thanks to their
respective specialties, the various graphical systems used
m Egypt during the 4th millennium were taken nto
consideration and, with the help of our assyriologist
fellow researcher, a comparative path to Mesopotarma
could be opened There were hvely, fruitful, passionate
and exaiting debates which eventually resulted in drafung
a number of collaboration projects It turned out that
we all had a lot to contribute and share with each other
We eventually decided that 1t would be highly adwisable
to meet again, which 1s already planned to take place
next year in Jaen, in order to prevent the energy and
emulation geneiated by this meeting from vamsling
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pour ne pas laisser retomber la dynamique et 'emulation
de cette reunion

Les neuf contributions regroupees dans le present
volume rendent compte de ’eventail des systémes
d’enregistrement et de representations en présence
dans ’Egypte du IV¢ millenaire, de la complexite et de
la profondeur de I’ancrage de I'ecriture hieroglyphique
dans le substrat nagadien, ains: que de I’apport de cette
demarche « inversée » a la comprehension de la genese
de 'ecriture

« Pre-ecniture », « proto-ecriture », « para-ecriture »
apparassent alors comme des notions fluctuantes qui
dependent en realite des criteres qu’on definit pour
arréter le stade d’evolution ou un systeme d’encodage
d’informations devient écriture au sens plein Nous
avons evite ces termes autant que faire se peut, parce
qu’ils conduisent a considerer I’écriture comme un
aboutissement ultime, ce vers quol tout converge, et a
regarder les systemes qui n’y parviendraient pas comme
des scories, des ratés de ’evolution Et c’est precisemment
de ce jJugement hierarcmque, plaque a posterior, que nous
voulions nous garder

Gréce a la contribution de F Lankester, ’art rupestre, le
plus ancien systeme considere 1c1, trouve sa place dans ce
volume Les representations gravees ou pemtes sur les blocs
rocheux du désert egyptien exastent des le Paleohtlnque
final A I’epoque pharaomque, les inscriptions jalonnent
les inérawres empruntes par les convors expeditionnaires
commandites par Pautorite centrale Etla pratique de
gravure est toujours attestee aujourd’hu aux abords de
la vallee du N1l C’est par consequent le support qur a la
plus grande longevite En prenant en compte un corpus
predynastique situé dans le desert oriental, la question que
se pose I' Lankester est de savoir st cette iconographue est
en relation avec les systemes symboliques en usage dans
la vallee du N1l a méme epoque Les convergences les
plus probantes lu1 semblent se faire avec les vases peints
de Nagada Il semble a cet auteur que les deux supports
1conographiques procedent de ’evocation de rituels
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, durant laquelle les ammaux chasses deviennent des
epiphantes de forces funestes et chaotiques

Un autre article du volume (G Graff) traite precisement
de ces pentures des vases de Nagada II, dits Decorated
Ware A cette période, plus encore qu’a Nagada I, le decor
de ces objets atteint un haut degre de construction et de
standardisation qui revelent une pensee tres codifiée Au

All nine contributions compiled herein account fo1 the
variety of existing recording and representation systems in
4* millenmum Egypt, of how complex and deeply-rooted
in the Nagadian bedrock was the hieroglyphic writing,
and how much such a “reversed” approach contributed
to understancing the origins of writing

“Pre-writing”, “protowrnting” and “para-writing” are
then percewved as fluctuating concepts that arc actually
contingent upon the defined critena for determining the
evolution stage where the information coding system
turned into proper writing We tried to avoid using such
wordings as much as possible since they usually imply
that writing should be considered as a final outcome,
towards which everything strives, and that any systems
unable to rcach such a goal should be rcgarded as scona,
or huiccups in human evolution Thus 1s the very inductive
type of hicrarchical appraisal that we wished to avoid

Thanks to F Lankester’s mput, rock art, which 1s the
oldest system of imterest heien, finds some relevance in
this article Engraved and painted representations on
boulders in the Egyptian descrt already existed 1n the
Final Paleohthic Inscriptions dating from the Pharaomc
era could be seen along the 1outcs followed by cxpedition
convoys commussioned by the central authority And
engraving remains a substantiated practice on the
outshirts of the Nile river valley Thercfore, 1t 15 the
longest-hved wnting matenal Considering a pre-dynastic
corpus located 1 the Eastern Desert, F Lankcstcr strives
to determune 1f such iconography 1s connected to the
symbolic systems that weie used 1n the Nile niver valley
at that time To him, the most convincing focal points
1 this regard are the painted vessels from Nagada He
regards both 1conographic materials as derived from
a reminiscence of funeral rites designed to bring the
deceascd to life anew In order to do so, rock engravangs
either depicted scenes of navigation and the deceased
body being transported to 1ts grave, or hunting scenes
where hunted animals are turned into incarnations of
fatal and chaotic forccs

Another publication (G Graff) specfically addresses
such painungs on Nagada Il vessels which are referred
to as Decorated Ware Even more than in Naqada I, the
decorations on objects from that time appear highly
constructed and standardized, thereby disclosing a
highly codified thinking process Using special pattern
exclusion and combination rules, the vessel decorations
display a spccific iconogiaphy that recounts hife renewal
concerns Some of those decorations may hint at ritual
peiformances, a few signs of which are provided 1n
archeological records
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moyen de regles d’exclusion et d’associations privilegiees
de monfs, le décor des vases met en place une iconographie
qui retrace des preoccupations liees au renouvellement de
lavie T est possible que certains types de ces decors fassent
allusion a des performances rituelles dont I’archéologie
nous lvre quelques traces

Les sceaux sur lesquels porte ’article de ] Hill sont le
seul artefact qui ne soit pas d’origine autochtone C’est
de Mesopotamie que proviennent ces petits objets a la
fin de Nagada L’objet est conserve et utilise tel quel,
dans les premuiers temps de son mntroduction en Egypte,
et I'iconographie qu’il porte copie les motifs et les
thematiques mesopotamuennes Dans un second temps de
I'utiisation 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
qu1 ne disparaissent pas avec ’avenement de I’ecriture
Progressivement, 1ls pourront servir de support d’ecriture
Mazs cette phase historique de leur usage n’est pas celle
qui nous interessait 1C1

Nous restons dans le domaine de 'administration des
biens et de la comptabihite avec les potmarks presentes par
E vanden Brink Ces marques, incisees sur des jarres de
stockage avant cuisson, composent un systeme complexe
et cifficile 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, nila
contenance du vase, n1 le proprietaire ou la provenance
des denrees Ils donnent certainement des indications
dont la nature ne nous est plus comprehensible a’heure
actuelle Nombreuses sont les jarres portant ce type de
signes, entre Nagada I et la deuxieme dynastie, avec un
pic a la lere dynastie L'apparntion de 'ecriture n’a, par
conséquent, pas fait disparaitre ce systeme d’annotation

La contribution de K Piquette ne porte pas sur un type
d’objet precis mais sur une dimension souvent negligee
de la question la materialite de 'objet A I'aide de
systemes 1nnovants d’imagerie digitale (Reflectance
Transformation Imaging), elle est a la recherche du
geste de I’artisan faconneur d’image par les traces qu’il
a laissees sur le support Cect lu1 permet d’entrer dans
I'intimité de objet et de retrouver les repentirs ou les
modifications en cours d’exécution Les differentes
phases du projet, qui apparaissent dans la genese d’objets
complexes comme les palettes hustoriees, nous permettent
de suwvre I’elaboration conceptuelle de ces artefacts
emblematiques de la periode A travers le geste technique
revele par les outils utihises par K Piquette, encore une
fors, c’est la pensee de ces concepteurs d’image que 'on
cherche a capter

The seals described 1n ] Hill publication are the only
non-indigenous artifact These hittle objects first appeared
in Mesopotamia 1n late Nagada They were kept and
used as 1s during then first stages of entry in Egypt, and
their iconography displays patterns and themes similar
to those found 1n Mesopotamia Subscquently, themes
and patterns were derived from the Egyptian culture and
seals were adjusted to local customs Scals are among
those recording systems that would not disappear with
the arnval of writing They gradually came to serve as
writing material Yet, thus stage i theu use history shall
not be discussed heren

Ou study remans connected to good admmistiation and
accounting with potmaiks, as described by E van den
Brink Such marks, which were mncised mnto storage jars
before firing, make up a complex system that 1s hard to
understand The Dutch researcher was able to determine
that these sets, comprising from one to a few signs (hardly
ever more than fow), neither do pertain to the vessel
contents or capacity, nor to the commodity owner or
source These do provide a number of indications that
can no longer be undcrstood at the present time Many
Jars cisplay this type of signs, dated between Nagada I
and the sccond dynasty, with their number peaking over
the 1st dynasty Therefore, the arrival of wniting cid not
wipe out this annotation technique

K Piquette’s input 1s not related to a specific type of
object, but to a mostly disregarded aspect tlie object’s
physical dimension Using innovative digital imaging
systems (Reflectance Transformation Imaging), she
stives to 1dentify the specific technique used by the
graphic ciafts maker, by way of analyzing the traces
he left on the matenial She can then get close to the
object’s intimate construction process and recognize
the pentimenti and changes that were made dunng the
process The different stages 1n the project, as identified
n the origins of complex objects such as figured palettes,
provide a means to follow the conceptual creation process
fo1 such typical artifacts from that ime The technical
skill unfolded by K Piquettc’s tools 1s also used to peicerve
the thinking process followed by these graphic designers

A Jimenez Serrano’s publication addresses ontological
1ssues pertaining to the first stages of writing Why?
How? And where? Behind the suggestions set forth
by the Spanish 1eseaicher 1s the estimated location
where the writing was supposedly first created Indeed,
considering that this 1s where the oldest 1nscriptions
were found and where the monarchs (and their court)
used to dwell, there 1s every 1eason to believe that
Abydos was the Egyptian birthplace of writing From
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L’article d’A Jimenez Serrano s’attaque aux
questionnements ontologiques relatifs a ’ecriture a ses
debuts Pourquor ? Comment ? Et, ou ? Les propositions
formulees par le chercheur espagnol trouveront leur source
dans la prise en compte du lieu presume de I’elaboration
de Pécriture En effet, dans la mesure ou c’est la qu’ont
ete retrouvees les plus anciennes nscriptions, et que c’est
lale heu de résidence des souverains (et de leur cour), tout
porte a croire que c’est Abydos le berceau egyptien de
I’écriture En partant de ce foyer nucléaire, la propagation
des inscriptions sur d’autres sites, de Haute, puis de Basse-
Egypte, amsi que les mentions d’agglomerations dans
les inscriptions, definissent le territoire sous contréle du
souveram et les relations huerarchiques entre les centres
Par ces inscriptions elles-mémes et leur lieu de provenance,
c’estune carte du premier royaume egyptien qui se dessine,
avec ses enjeux stratégiques, economiques et religieux, et
ses nvahtes entre ‘cités’ au passe parfois ancien

Deux textes se rapportent a I'univers mesopotamien,
celuide R Mugnatomn et celui de G Graff Le premuer
nous expose le versant proto-cunéiforme de la dynamique
que nous recherchons pour I’'Egypte quand, comment,
et pour quels motifs ’écriture nait-elle a Sumer (selon la
formule consacrée) On y decouvre que s1les motivations
pour elaborer une ecriture sont probablement du méme
ordre qu’en Egypte (gestion comptable de flux de biens
et de matieres premueres), ’ecriture cunerforme s’ancre
bien moins dans une tradition 1conographique C’est
probablement du c6te du comptage des troupeaux, avec
les bullae, ces boules d’argile creuses contenant des petits
Jjetons, les calculs, representant les tétes de betail, que 'on
peut trouver les antecedents a Uecriture les plus directs

La deuxieme etude prend en compte, tant pour 'Egypte
que pour la Mesopotamue, le deuxieme type de signes
portes par les inscriptions les plus precoces outre les
mots, les chuffres et les nombres L’ecriture mathematique
commence au mons ausst anciennement que ’ecriture
des mots Mais la muse en parallele des deux systemes de
numerotations et d’unites de mesure montre que cela se faxt
sur des modes radicalement differents on n’utihse pas les
meémes bases pour le calcul, mles mémes referents pour les
mesures Le recours prepondérant aux fractions en Egypte
n’a pas d’equivalent en Mésopotamue etle changement de
base en fonction du type d’objet denombre est totalement
mconnu en Egypte Les deux modes de pensee du nombre
ne se superposent pas, mi ne s’mnterpenetrent Ceci nous
donne des elements pour repondre a la question remanente
de I'influence du systeme mesopotarmen sur I'egyptien

Madame A -M Chrnistin n’est pas egyptologue Sa
contribution aura ete de nous offrir un point de vue

this initial home, the spreading of writing to other sites
i Upper Egypt, then in Lower Egypt, and references
to population clusters in the inscriptions delineate the
territory which was in the monarch’s control and outhne
the hierarchical connections among the centers Based
on those very mscriptions and sources thereof, a map of
the first Egyptian kingdom can be drawn, with its 1elated
strategic, economucal and religious 1ssues at stake and
the conflicts between “cities”, some of which had been
going on for ages

Two texts refer to the Mesopotamian world

R Mugnaiomi and G Graff’s publications The foimer
describes the proto-cunciform aspect of the sought out
process for Egypt when, how and why was the writing
born in Sumer (as the expression goes) The text explamns
that, although the motives for crcating a winting are most
likely stmilar to those 1dentified in Egypt (goods and
comimodity flow accounting managemecnt), cunerform
writing appears less deeply rooted 1n an 1conographic
traditional scheme Immediate past records of writing
would most probably stem from the counting of herds
using bullae - hollow clay balls containing small token
known - and calcult which represent cattle heads

The latter study considers, both for Egypt and
Mesopotamia, the second type of signs included in the
earhest inscriptions 1 addition to words, those contan
digits and numbers Mathematical writing was born at
least as early as written words Still, such wnting schemes
were designed according to extremely different methods,
as 1s shown by comparing both these numbering and
measuring unit systems calculations are not performed
from the same basehnes, and measurements are based on
different referential values There 1s no such predominant
use of fractionsin Mesopotamia as there was m Egypt, and
the changing baseline according to the type of counted
object 1s unknown 1n Egypt Both thinking processes for
numbers may neither be juxtaposed nor mnterwoven This
will help addiess the persistent 1ssue on the impact of the
Mesopotaman system on the Egyptian one

Mrs A -M Christn 1s not an Egyptologist She
contuibuted to this work by providing an external
viewpoint on the subject, and by opening and putting the
concept of sign mnto perspective By reflecting on much
laiger outlooks than the mere Egyptian pre-dynastic
setting, she raises the question of how thc figure, obeying
a mote or less unrestricted giaphic pattern, turned into
an utterly conventional pictographic or alphabetic sign
Adding a phonetic aspect to a scheme that was most
likely associated with visual references only, will provide
the sign with increased profundity
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externe a la discipline, par une ouverture et une mise en
perspective sur la notion de signe Prenant en compte
des horizons beaucoup plus larges que le seul contexte
predynastique egyptien, elle s’interroge sur le passage
de la figure, le trace plus ou mouns libre, vers le signe,
pictographique ou alphabetique, devenu parfaitement
conventionnel L'adjonction d’une dimension phonétique
a ce qu ne faisait probablement reférence qu’au visuel a
Porigine donnera une nouvelle profondeur au signe

Bien qu’un certain nombre de notions ou de donnees
factuelles fassent concensus parmi les specialistes
reuns, 1l existe egalement une certaine diversité, voire
des divergences de points de vue, que nous n’avons pas
voulu aplamr ic1 1l nous importait de montrer I'absence
de vente absolue et la possibilité de mamtenur plusieurs
interprétations en face des données archeologiques ou
linguistiques Par exemple, tous les auteurs s’accordent
a considérer les mscriptions portees par les etiquettes de
Jjarre de la tombe U-) d’Abydos comme les premuers ecrits
hieroglyphiques, a ’exception de F Lankester qui les fait
remonter plus tard De méme, s1 'origine autonome des
hieroglyphes par rapport au cunerforme fait I'unammite
chez les égyptologues reurus a Ax, 1l n’en va pas de méme
pour notre collegue assyrologue qui defend la prnmaute de
I'ecriture sumenenne et son influence sur Egypte!

Respectant la diversité des ponts de vue, le recueil
presente 1c1 contient egalement des contributions qui
offrent un spectre complet des échelles auxquelles la
question peut &tre abordee équivalent a une focalisation
progressive, on trouvera un point de vue theornque, celn
d’un metalangage sur la notion de signe et de figure (A -M
Christin), puis un point de vue synthetique dans le texte
d’A Jimenez Serrano, deux etudes comparatistes croisant
les donnees de deux cultures differentes (R Mugamoni et
G Graff), trois points de vue generaux cibles sur un seul
type d’artefact (F Lankester, | Hill et G Graff), une etude
techmque (K Piquette) et enfin une etude de cas (E van
den Brink)

Tous contribuent a essayer de cerner les processus en
action dans la genese de I’écriture, des le IV rmillenaire

Une dimension qui nous est apparue decisive est la
contrainte du support Cette contrainte peut étre
materielle, comme le met en évidence K Piquette, ou
davantage iconographique, lorsque 'on etudie la muse en
place du decor sur ’objet (clarrement demontrée pour les
vases D-Ware)

La contramte hee al’objet n’est pasla méme en fonction du
type de support iconographique elle est tres forte pourles

Although the experts have reached a consensus on a
number of concepts or facts, other aspects remain the
subjects of different stanccs, or even diverging opinions,
which were not to be ironed out heremn What mattercd
to us was to show that there 1s no absolute truth about ths
subject and that thc available archaeological or inguistic
data could bring forth a variety of interpretations For
example, all authois agree to consider the inscriptions
recordcd on U-j gravestone jar labels in Abydos as the
first hieroglyphic wnting, except for F Lankester who
reckons that such writing was created later on Simuilarly,
despite the fact that the Egyptologists attending the
mceting 1 Aix-en-Provence unanimously asscrted that
hicroglyphics form a self-determined type of writing
as compared with cuneiform writing, our assyriologist
fcllow researcher claims that the Sumerian writing was
predommant and had a significant impact on Egyptian
hastory!

Keeping the various perspectives n mind, herem are also
compiled inputs which piovide a comprehensive range
of different scales to discuss the 1ssue as in a gradual
focusing process, there 1s first a thcoretical viewpomt
with the metalanguage used to refer to signs and figuies
(A -M Christin), then a synthetic outlook provided
i A Jimenez Scrrano’s text, two compaiative studies
with cross-references to data from two different cultures
(R Mugamoni and G Grafl), thrcc general points of
view focused on a single type of artifact (F Lankester, J
Hill and G Graff), a techmcal analysis (K Piquette) and
a case study (E van den Brink)

All contribute to a common effort to identify the
processes at play 1n the origins of wrniting as of the 4™
mullennium

A major conclusive aspect 1s the hmuitations of the
wrnting material ‘This may imply a tangible constraint,
as highlighted by K Piquette, or rather an iconographic
onc when looking at how the dccoration 1s set up on the
object (which has been clearly established for D-Wase)

The object hmitation changes with the iconographic
material 1t1s very strong for D-Ware or figured artifacts
These have not been specifically discussed herein, they
are make-up palettes, club heads or knife handles from
Naqada I1I, featuring such an elaborate and invasive
1conogi aply that it 1s impossible to actually use the object
for 1ts original p1actical purpose They aic ceremonial
items and symbols of a prestigious status, which 1s also
induced by the material they are made of (ivory, fine
limestone, etc ) As far as rock engiavings are conceined,
rehefs and fractures in the block were taken into account
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D-Ware ou les artefacts hustories Ceux-c1 n’ont pas ete vus
en detail 1c1, 11 s’agut des palettes a fard, des tétes de massue
ou des manches de couteau de Nagada III, quu portent une
1conographue trés riche et tres envahissante, s1 bien qu’elle
rend la fonction utihitaire de ’objet impossible Ce sont des
objets de prestige et d’apparat, ce dont teroigne aussi le
materiau dans lequel ils sont fait (ivorre, calcairefin ) En
ce qu concerne les gravures rupestres, on s’apergoit que
les reliefs, les failles du bloc ont pu étre prises en compte
pour la mise en place du decor et que ’emplacement,
Porientation, 'exposition des surfaces rocheuses ont joue
un rdle determinant et quu fait sens

On observe une evolution chronologique mdeniable plus
la periode d’attestation d’un artefact est ancienne, plus
I'importance du support est grande Les supports d'1images
les plus anciens pris 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 I’A Anselin) de Nagada II1 le sont
encore beaucoup, mais les sceaux et les potmarks de la fin
de Nagada III et de la periode thimte (dynasties I et II) le
sont beaucoup moins

L’évolution que I’on pergout est celle du passage d’un
support tridimensionnel, comme le vase ou la téte de
massue, a un support bidimensionnel, mais avec un recto
et un verso, comme la palette histoniee ou le manche de
couteau, avec parfois une continuite graphique entre les
deux faces, pour en arriver au cours la derniere phase du
processus a un support bidimensionnel avec une seule
face

Et d’'une mamere concomitante, alors que la contrainte
du support s’amenuise, le signe porte par lu1 prend
de 'autonomie Il n’est comprehensible que par ses
interactions avec les autres signes du decor et objet
support 2 Nagada Il et au debut de Nagada III Il n’existe
qu’en tant que partie d’un ensemble et n’est pas sigmifiant
parlw-méme Le signe a un sens (celu du referent auquel il
renvole a tout le moins) mais n’est « hsible » qu’en prenant
en compte les combinaisons contraignantes qu le gerent
et la ierarchie des signes dans la muse en place du decor
Le signe n’existe que trés peu a lechelle individuelle, c’est
’ensemble qui porte le sens

Cea s'iverse avec les sceaux et les potmarks  les signes
sont tres peu nombreux, parfois umques et 1l n’exaste plus
de contramnte en relation avec le support Clest le signe ui-
méme qui porte maintenant le sens De méme, 1l semble
gu’on ne trouve plus les exclusions de certamns signes que
provoquait I'utilisation d’un motif donne, ce qu'on a
appele les regles d’association

when the decoration was set up and the location, angle
and exposure of rock surfaccs played a crucial and
meaningful role i the process

An unquestionable chronological progress was obscrved
the older the substantiated artifact, the more significant
the material The oldest consideied image holders, such
as engravings and painted vessels, are very limited with
regard to the choice of elements and how they were to be
arranged, the prestigious objects (“powerfacts” as defined
by A Anschn) fiom Nagada Il were also very restrained
at that time, yet the scopc of scals and potmarks from late
Nagada III and the Thins era (Dynasties I and II) was
much broader

A change 15 clearly sensed fiom a tndimensional type
of material, embodied by vessels or club heads, to a
bidimensional, although double-sided, type of matenal
such as figured palettes or hmfe handles, sometimes with
both sides being linked 1n a graphical continuum, to
eventually tuin to a onc-sided bichmensional matenal in
the last stage of the process

Simultancously, while the matciial imitations were
gradually brought down, the sign on the material
was getting more and more independent It can only
be understood from 1ts relation to other signs in the
decoration and the supporting object from Nagada II
and carly Nagada III The only way 1t can be considered
1s as part of a whole, and 1t conveys no meaning 1n itself
The sign has a meaning (at the very least thc pnmary
concept it 1efers to) but may only be “1ead” in hight of all
1ts governing limutative combinations and the hierarchucal
arrangement of signs in the decoration The sign has
very httle ssgmficance on an individual scale, and only
thc whole does carry the mcaning

The reverse 1s true of seals and potmarks there are not
many signs, sometimes only one, and no hmitation 1s
1elated to the materal The sign 1n atself conveys the
mcamng, and some signs are no longer excluded due to
aspecific pattern to be uscd, which was referred to herein
as combination rules

The sign emerging as an independent component 1s a
necessary prerequcsite to writing Such a radical change
fiom the prevalent matenal to the sign predominance
18 certainly among the preconditions to a tiansition
from giaphics to proper writing However, such a
possibly bivalent, indepcndent or restramned sign also
reflects the deep-rooted ongms of heroglyphic wnting
m 1conography Iconographic traditional scheme and
writing have the same roots, ike two sepaiatc branches
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Cette emergence du signe, comme composante autonome
est un pre-requis indispensable a 'ecriture Le basculement
d’une predorminance du support a celle du signe est sans
doute I'une des conditions (parmui d’autres) au passage
du systeme graphique a I’ecriture proprement dite
Maus cette bivalence possible du signe, autonome ou he
par des contraintes, atteste ausst du profond ancrage de
'ecriture hueroglyphique dans son iconographue Traciion
1conographique et ecriture procédent de la méme ongine,
comme deux rameaux qui se separent de la méme
souche Le fait que les iéroglyphes, contrarement aux
signes de 'écriture cunéiforme, n’aient jamais rompu
avec la représentation supposee du reel (le dessin d’une
houe reste 1dentifiable en tant que houe, méme s1 le
signe est utthse pour ecrire le verbe ‘voir’, en fonction de
sa valeur phonétique), est aussi une des raisons de cette
nterpenetration constante entre écriture et image

Un certain nombre d’elements representés sur les artefacts
consideres 1c1 deviendront, sans changer de forme, des
hieroglyphes Par exemple, I'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 écrire le mot z3w1bex (E30 de la Sign
Last de Gardmer) Mais ces signes ne sont pas st nombreux
et concernent principalement les representations ammales
ou geographiques (trois montagnes pour les plateaux
desertiques, soit 'etranger ou la higne brisee pour I'eau)
Surtout, 1Is n’enrichissent quastment qu’une seule categorie
de signes, les determinatifs Dans 'ecriture hieroglyphique,
ces signes de categorie ne se lisent pas, mais se placent en
fin de mot pour preciser 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 ’1iconographie
nagadienne a ’ecriture est finalement tres reduit La
majorite des signes sont elabores, puis figes dans leur
forme apres I’epoque de la tombe de U-j, entre la fin de
Nagada III et le regne de Djoser, sous la ITI* dynastie (voir
Regulsk1 2010) Ce n’est pas de ce cote qu’il faut chercher
les contributions majeures des systemes graphiques du
ITV: millenaire a ’ecriture

Une muse en parallele des structures contraignantes des
decors de vase de Nagada II et des regles syntaxiques
de I’ecriture hieroglyphique avait permis de mettre en
evidence des convergences profondes (voir Graff 2009
108-111) On a pu observer ains1 de part et d’autre
la notion du pluriel par le triplement d’un element,
I’absence de neutre mais la dualite forte feminin/
masculin, 'opposition des formes passives et actrves,

springing from one stump Among the causes of such
a continuous 1nteitlinkage between writing and images
1s that hieroglyphics, unlihe cuneiform writing signs,
have never broken with the traditional rules of realstic
representation, as presumed (for mstance, the drawing
ol a hoe 1s recognizable as a hoe, even though the sign
1s used to express the verb “see”, based on 1ts phonetic
value)

A number of 1tems displayed on artifacts studied heremn
became lueroglyphucs although they have the same shape
For ecxample, the 1bex that can be scen on Nagada II
decoratcd vessels, make-up palettes, engravings or knife
handles has rcmained as such in the hieroglyphic corpus
to write n3w 1bex (E30 from Gardmer’s Sign List) Stll,
theie are not many signs of that type and those mainly
pertain to amumal or geographical representations (three
mountains to signify descrt plateaus, or the stranger, or
a bioken line to sigiify water) Most importantly, almost
all of them only fallinto the single class of determinative
signs In lueroglyphic wrniting, these signs are not to be
read and appear at the end of the word for clarification
purposes For instance, a boat can be seen after all
navigation terms, or a scatcd man after any locutions
related to a (male) person, etc

Actually, a very limited body of signs was transferred
from Nagadian iconography to writing Most signs were
first designed, then did not change shape after the U+
gravestone era, between late Nagada IIT and the reign of
Djosci, during the 3 Dynasty (see Regulski 2010) Major
mnputs [rom the 4* muillcnmum graphical schemes 1nto
writing aic not to be found there

Comparing the himutative structures of Naqgada II vessel
dccorauions with hieroglyphic syntactuical rules had
brought to light a number of fundamental focal points
(see Graff 2009 108-111) Indecd, both systems include
the expression of pluial through threelold items, have
no neulter yet a stiong feminine/masculine dichotomy,
show opposing passive and active forms, have no clear-
cut time scale except through transitive and mtransitive
forms, and mvolve a predicate that1s formed by adding a
prepositional root to change the meamng (or secondary
signs surrounding a maimn sign 1n the middle for vessels)

Howeser, such a rngid aichitecture for orgamzing the
decoration 1s seen as particular to D-Ware and may not
be transposed as such to other less imitative recording
or representation systems

The legacy from pievious graphical schemes (which
subsequently cocxisted with writing) 1s genei ally associated
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'absence de temporalité marquée autrement que par les
formes transitives et intransitives, ou la construction d’un
predicat par I'adjonction a un radical de prepositions en
modifiant le sens (ou de signes secondarres entourant un
signe domunant place au milieu de la composition pour
les vases)

Maus une architecture auss: stricte dans la construction du
decor semble propre aux D-Ware et ne peut étre transposee
en Petat aux autres systemes d’enregistrement ou de
représentations, moins contraignants

Ce en quor ecriture semble redevable aux systémes
graphiques qu1 ont precédée (et qui ont par la suite
continue une existence concomitante avec elle) est l1é
plus generalement au processus qui amene a etablir des
connexions univoques, ou du moins restremtes a un champ
de significations, entre un signe et un sigmifiant Ge quu se
construit, c’est un rapport particulier a 'image Rendre
compte d’une relation au monde par un graphisme
(figuratif ou abstrant) est un phenomene ubiquiste et tres
ancien C’est probablement propre a H sapuens, s1 ce n'est
au-dela Maus construire un systeme dans lequel on chousit
une representation precise pour la her a un contenu fixe
et répété est une operation beaucoup plus complexe et
tardive Ils’agit de creer un code, par defimtion arbitraire
méme s’1l peut s’averer en partic intuitif La polysemie
du signe doit étre en partie abandonnee Il a ete ains:
arréte, par exemple que la igne de triangles evoquerait
le plateau desertique, et de la etranger, soit ce qui est
par dela la vallée, et que le miheu humide le serait par
la igne ondulee, pour le fleuve, les ouadss et les eaux
courantes, alors que les cercles concentriques renverrazent
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 hen entre
signe et signfie n’est pas ntwittf Ainsi sur les D-Ware,
une natte, ou une construction en natte, est rendue par
deux courtes series de hgne horizontales superposees,
'une legérement decalee par rapport a 'autre == La
difficulte du chercheur contemporain a retrouver ce lien,
en ’absence de transmussion, montre bien la necessité de
I'apprentissage pour la permanence du code

Ces codes fixes, qui rendent une relation entre un signe
et son referent, sont presents dans tous les systemes
graphiques egyptiens C’est un hen de méme type qu
existe dans le systéme mesopotamien des calculs et des
bullae 11 a fallu qu’a un moment on arréte que le petit
cone d’argile valait pour une téte de bétail et rien d’autre

S1 I’on prend en compte les cing foyers primaires
d’'invention de P'ecriture, 1l est a notre connaissance plus

with the process that resulted 1n 1dentifying univocal (or
at least imited to a set of meanings) connections between
a sign and a signifier A specific relation to 1mage was
developed Describing an intcraction with the world
through (figurative or abstract) graphics 1s a very old
ubiquitous process This phenomenon probably dates
back to H sapuens era, or even earher But building a
system where a specific representation 1s connected to
fixed and repeated contents was a much more complex
and belated occurrence The purpose was to create a
code that 15 essentially a1 bitrary although occasionally
mtwtive Part of the sign polysemy was to be dropped
Thereforce, 1t was decided that the triangle line would
refer to a desert plateau and, consequently, to a stranger
or what 1s beyond the valley Also, a wetland would be
expressed by the wavy line, a river by wadis or running
water, whereas the concentric circles would hint at oasis
stagnant water The relationship between the sign and
1ts referent 1s stationary, and can be leaint and taught
This 1s all the more 1impoitant as there 1s no itwtive
connection between the sign and the signified content
Thus, on D-Ware, a mat or mat-made structure will be
represented by two short staggered series of layered
hornizontal ines =3 The modern rescarcher finds 1t
difficult to detect such connection without transmussion,
which shows how much learmng was necessary to ensure
the code would live on

Such fixed codes that were used to account for the
relationship between sign and referent can be found
in all Egyptian graphical schemes The same type of
connection exasted 1 the calul and bullae Mesopotaman
system Eventuallyithad to be established that the small
clay cone represented a cattle head and nothing else

Considenng all five primary sources of writing, we find
1t more difficult to 1dentify sumilar systems for American
writing schemes As for China, signs have been drawn
on vessels from the Yangshao culture (around 5000 BC)
and are 1dentical to stmple wniting signs Still; as more
than 2,500 years separate these vessels from the first
mscriptions, any speculative continuity should be ruled
out

Obwiously, this mental process was most complex and
elaborate 1n such ancient imes 1n Egypt Also, codes
between asign and a given semantc field might very well
have partly influenced the (figurative) ieroglyphic form
and structurc as they are known to be 1n earlier times

During the period fiom the pre-dynastic era
{Naqada ITA-B) and the first two dynasties, a brand
new type of government was boin, strengthened and
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difficile de retrouver des systemes sumilaires pour les
ecritures americames Quant a la Chine, on connait bien
des signes traces sur les vases de la culture de Yangshao
(vers -5 000 av J-C) qu sont 1dentiques a des signes
d’ecriture simples mazs le lnatus de plus de 2 500 ans entre
ces vases et les premieres mscriptions rend toute contumute
hasardeuse

C’est manifestement en Egypte que ce processus mental
a le developpement le plus complexe, le plus riche a
des epoques auss1 anciennes Et 1l est fort probable que
existence de codes entre un signe et un champ sémantique
donne ait influence pour part la forme (figurative) et la
structure de P’ecriture hiéroglyphique telle que nous la
connaissons aux epoques ulterieures

Durant la periode qui comprend la fin du predynastque
(Nagada IIA-B) et les deux premuéres dynasties, on peut
constater 'apparntion, la consoldation et le développement
d’une forme de gouvernement completement nouvelle,
I’Etat, caracterise par une plus grande complexite
sociale, admunistrative et ceremomnelle, qui affecte toutes
les spheres des mondes humain et divin Durant le
processus de construction etatique, la figure du ro1 et sa
relation avec les dieux devient beaucoup plus complexe

Parallélement, progressivement sont creees de nouvelles
formes de représentation du pouvorr au sein desquelles
ecriture joue un role essentel (Jimenez Serrano 2007a)

Se met alors en place, de maniere certaine en Haute-
Egypte, un systéme de representations avec des signes
hiéroglyphiques parmui lesquels certains seront utilises
comme des 1mages, sans perdre leur valeur scripturale

Tout devient plus complexe d’un pomt de vue semantique,
mais en méme temps plus facile & comprendre pour le
lecteur Le caractere figuranf de ecriture est utiisé dans
certaines circonstances pour transmettre un message
mtelligible, dont un exemple paradigmatique serait les
images visibles du public en general, au contraire de la
majorite des cas rencontres jusqu’a maintenant, qui
proviennent de contextes restreints (tombes et temples)

Cec est dil au fait, dans ces premiers moments, que
I’ecriture devient un intrument utilise par un cercle trés
restremt de personnes qui, tres certainement, ’exhibe ausst
dans des contextes accessibles, comme element marqueur
d’une difference Des 1cones on passe aux signes avec
une charge sémantique (logogramme/1deogramme) et,
peu apres, utilisant ce que nous connaissons ayjourd’hw
comme rebus principle, on leur donne une valeur phonetique
qui determune un grand nombre de signes Cec1 permet
une plus grande flexibilité au moment d’ecrire des mots
difficilement représentables L’écriture logographique,
unie avec la phonograplue, permet une ecriture qui a la
capacite d’enregstrer des messages complexes Savoir st un

developed the State, and 1ts rather intricate social,
adminustrative and cecremomal hierarchy affecting all
human and divine 1ealms This state-bulding process
resulted 1 a far moi1e complex relationship between
the king figure and the gods At the same time, new
forms of power symbols were gradually created, where
writing played a major part (Jimenez Seirano 2007a) A
definite repiesentation system was then introduced in
Upper Egypt that included hieroglyphic signs, some of
which would later scrve as 1images without losing their
scriptural function From then on, cverything became
more complex semantically speaking, yet easier to
understand for the reader Iigurative wnting was, under
specific circumstances, used to convey an intelligible
message One paradigmatic example would be the
images disclosed to the general public, as opposed to
most 1nstances known to date and located 1n restricted
settings (gravestones and temples) This can be explained
by the fact that, in those early times, writing became a
vehicle for the imited usc of a very exclusive gioup
of mndviduals, who also most probably used to show
1t 1n accessible situations as a differentiating marker
A transition from 1cons to semantic signs (logogram/
1deogram) took place and, shortly after, using what 1s now
known as the rebus principle, those were associated with a
phonetic value that would define a large number of signs
Thus would therefore offer more flexibility to write words
that would othcrwise be illustrated with difficulty Once
combined with phonographics, logographic writing
helped record complex messages The advent of a third
group of signs (determnative signs bringing a semantic
dimension to other signs) at such an early stage 1n time
1s cutrently under discussion (Jimenez Serrano 2007b)

Unfortunately, the causes of the birth of wriang are not
cleaily known to date There 1s no way to prove that
1t resulted from the admimistrative requuements of a
politically and 1deologically developing State, or that 1t
camc from the surioundings of a temple, as was later
argued in mythology It 1s most probable that a group
of individuals m connection with the royal and religious
socicty (both circles were mscparable in Egypt) needed
at some point 1n time to permanently maintain several
pieces of nformation, whether these were administrative,
political, religious or any other type of information
TFrom that moment on, a new device was born and
further developed as new demands emerged, since 1t
came to be used 1n mcreasingly complex situations, as
1n a State with a growing number of dependent regions
Thus, for example, territories were 1dentified from the
representations of their main gods, and the numeric
system was well developed during the reign of the
monarch who 1s buried in U- gravestone (Nagada IIIA2)
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troisteme groupe de signes, les determinatifs, qui donnent
une valeur semantique aux autres, apparait auss: tot est un
pomnt qui reste débattu (Jimenez Serrano 2007b)

Malheureusement, les raisons qui ont provoque
I'apparition de 'ecriture ne sont pas totalement claires
Nous ne pouvons étres sirs que son origine soit due aux
necessites admmstratives d’un Etat qui se construsait d’un
powmt de vue pohtique et :deologique, m qu’il soit sort1 des
alentours d’un temple non plus, comme la mythologie
essatera plus tard de 'expliquer Ce qui est probable,
c’est qu’un groupe de personnes en relatton avec le cercle
royal et rehgieux — rappelons qu’ls sont mseparables en
Egypte- a eu besoin de maintemr sous une forme durable
une serie d'mnformations, qu’elles solent admumstratives,
politico-religieuses ou de tout autre aspect A partir de ce
moment, est apparu un nouvel instrument, se developpant
lorsqu’apparaissatent de nouvelles nécessites, grace a
son utthsation dans un contexte toujours plus complexe
comme pouvait I'étre un Etat avec un nombre croissant
de regions dependantes du centre Ainsi, par exemple, les
ternitoires ont ete 1dentifies a partir des etendards de leurs
dieux principaux et le systeme numernique était plemement
developpe a la periode du regne du souveraimn enterre dans
la tombe U-j (Nagada IIIA?2) Dans les deux cas, 11 s’agit de
solutions relattvement simples Cest le cas des étendards
qui requierent toutefors une explhcation plus profonde,
parce qu'l s’agit d’un objet identifie a un territorre, dont les
limites sont imprecises, maus indubitablement en relation
avec une divinite ou un sanctuatre concret 1l est possible
que les femenos arent fonctionné peu de temps apres leur
onigine comme les catalyseurs de 'orgamsation politico-
administrative des premieres entites terntoriales de la
Vallee du N1l 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
solent transformees en une metonymie du territoire qui
en dependait

Ces premuers stades de developpement de ’ecriture se
caracterisent par un nombre d’exemples tres restreint,
du fait du contexte redut d’utiisation de ’ecriture ou,
probablement, du fait du hasard archeologique 11 faut dire
que 'égyptologie souffre d’un probleme methodologique
quz nous offre une vision partielle de la realite Au cours de
deux siecles de recherches dans la Vallee du N1, les foulles
archeologiques se sont concentrees sur les necropoles et
les grands temples La prise en compte contemporaine
de ce probléme n’a pas permus de le resoudre En outre,
jusqu’a la fin des annees 1960, les fouilles d’habitat
anterieurs a ’epoque des pyrarmdes ont ete trés rares et,
dans la majorite des cas, entreprises avec des methodes
madequates

Both are rather simple solutions However, the use of
representations 1s worth discussing in more detasls, as
these 1cfer to an object associated with an indefinitely
delineated territory, yet undoubtedly related to a deity or
a tangible sanctuary It may be that temenos, very shortly
after their creation, served as catalysts for the pohitical
and administrative orgamzation of the first terntorial
entittes m the Nile river valley and, once they were part
of a greater reahty, the schematic depictions of their
templcs o1 representations turned 1nto a metonymical
1epresentation of the relatcd territory

The first stages of writing development are known
for their very limited number of examples due to
the restricted conditions of writing o1, very likely, to
archaeological chance It must be said that Egyptology
suffers a methodology problem that only offers a partial
vision of reality During two liundred years of researches
down the Nile niver valley, archaeological excavations
were mamnly limited to necropolises and large temples
Incorporating this pioblem 1n contemporary studies
was not enough to providc a solution In addition, until
the late 1960%, there had been very few cxcavations
i housings dating back to a time befoic the pyramuds
were built and, 1n most cases, inadequate methods were
employcd to do so

Therefore, we need to consider the fact that our current
souices on the origins of wrniting mainly come from the
Upper Egypt region and from funerary and (very seldom)
religious settings (mainly Hieraconpolis) With a morc
compichensive undeistanding of urban and palatial
settings and more examples of temples, the orgins of
writing would certainly be more confidently cxplained
or not! Furthermore, considening the magical quality of
writing, the conditions of 1ts use mmght well be imited to
temples, palaces and the funerary arena

Howevcr that may be, the onigins of writing shall remain
a controversial topic for many decades although in
Egypt, asindicated abovc, 1t 1s deeply linked to figurative
representation

It 1s however well-established that, from the moment ot
1ts birth 1n the last 1/3 of the 4* mullennium, writing
became one of the greatest accepted hknowledge of
mankind From this point, at the junction between
specific peilods, the writing started to grow more
mtricate from a lexical and spelling perspective One
of thesc key moments occurred during the reigns of
Horus Ka and Horus Naimer Both probably weie
responsible for causing almost the entire Nile river
valley, from Elephantine Island to the Mediterranean,
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Ainsi nous devons tenir compte du fait que nos
sources actuelles sur Porigine de I’ecriture procedent
majoritairement de Haute-Egypte et de contextes
funeraires et, dans quelques rares cas, religieux
(Hiérakonpolis principalement) Sans aucun doute, avec
une connassance plus complete des contextes urbains
et palaciaux, et plus d’exemples de temples, on pourrat
expliquer avec momns d’hesitations I’origme de ecriture
ou pas ' Il est auss: possible qu’etant donne le caractere
magique de 'ecriture, son contexte d’utthsation se limute
aux temples, au palais et au monde funeraire

Quo1 qu’il en soit, 'origine de ’écriture est un sujet
polémuque pour encore plusieurs decennues, bien qu’en
Egypte, comme 1l a ete dit plus haut, elle soit iee a la
representation figurative

Ce quu est bien avere, c’est qu’a partir de son apparition,
dans le dernier tiers du IVE millenaire, ecriture devient un
des grands acquis de ’humanite A partir de ce moment,
qu comcide a des periodes specifiques, elle devient plus
complexe du pomt de vue lexical et orthographique Un
de ces moments clefs a eu heu durant les régnes de 'Horus
Ka et de 'Horus Narmer Les deux sont probablement
responsables du fait que presque la totalite de la Vallée
du N1, depuss Elephantine jusqu’a la Mediterranee, sort
sous le gouvernement supréme d’un seul individu Ce saut
qualitatif de ’expansion terntoriale, en plus de la stabilite
pohtique de I’Egypte qui permet une plus grande sécurite
dans les echanges avec les réglons voisines, requiert une
adnmunstration plus vaste et plus complexe necessitant un
mstrument pour faciliter 'enregistrement des donnees et la
transmmssion des ordres et des dons Frunt de ces necessites
et du nouvel ordre pohtique, surgit Memphus, qui devient,
a partir de ce moment, le centre le plus important de
fonctionnaires de ’Etat En méme temps, ces rois ont
besomn d’étre reconnus comme tels par des groupes de
population jusqu’a maintenant etalent etrangere aux
souverams enterres a Abydos et pour lesquels 1l leur
faut utihiser tous les outils qui leur permettent d’étre
comprehensibles 3 differentes visions et experiences Mazs
le nouveau concept que veulent transmettre ces premiers
rois d’Egypte va de pawr avec une sphere divine et magique
qu justifie leur position aupres des hommes Un des
elements fondamentaux qu’ils utthsent est 'ecriture Celle-
c1, partant des representations figuratives anterieures,
utihse les proportions pour magnifier le personnage le plus
important face au reste, ou ssmplement considére le reste
commme quantite mneure, voire, I'ignore

Le succes du systeme etatique en Egypte depuis la
naissance de ’ecriture suppose non seulement la
continuite des methodes de communication, mais

to be governed by a single soveieign Such a jump 1n
quality from territorial expansion, in addition to the
Egyptian political constancy which made for secured
interactions with the neighboring regions, demanded
a larger and morc complex admimstrative system that
1equired a vehicle to expedite data recording as well as
order and gift transmission Memplis was born from
such demands and ncw political order and became,
from then on, the most important hub of State officials
At the same time, the hings needed to be acknowledged
as sovereigns by groups of people who, untl then, were
unknown to the monaichs buried in Abydos and for
which they had to use all possible tools in order to gain
appreciation from different perspectives and experiences
Yet, these first kings of Egypt wanted to convey a new
concept, hand in hand with a divine and magical sphere
that would justify their position 1n relation to men They
used writing as a fundamental vehicle Based on past
figurative representations, wiiting uses proportions to
glorify the leading character as compared to others,
or simply considers others as a minor quantity, or even
ignores them

The success of State as a political system 1 Egypt smce
the creation of writing implies that communications
methods were developed along a continuous path, and
expanded and grecw moie complex as a result of their
very success and practicality Along such a piocess,
the fundamental pimciples of writing, as doubtlessly
identified during the 1eign of Horus Ka, remained
unchanged untl the 5* century BC when Christianity
eventually got rid of the Egyptian paganistic religion as
the last sanctuary for writing
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aussi leur développement ct 'augmentation de leur
complexité comme conséquence de leur propre succes
et lonctionnalité. Dans ce processus, les principes sur
lesquels se construisit écriture, que I'on peut reconnaitre
sans doutc sous le régne de 'Horus Ka, ne changent
pas ct restent immuables jusqu’au v s. ap. J.-C., lorsque
le christianisme cn finira avee la religion paganiste
égyptienne, ultime refuge de éeriture.
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