
JAN ASSMANN 

Ancient Egypt and the Materiality 
of the Sign 

<*> 

I c o n i c i t y a n d W o r l d R e f e r e n c e 

World Reference and Language Reference 

If w r i t i n g is l a n g u a g e m a d e visible (Visible Language be ing the 
n a m e o f a related periodical) , t hen h i e r o g l y p h i c w r i t i n g is m o r e 
than a w r i t i n g s y s t e m . It refers n o t on ly to t he E g y p t i a n l a n g u a g e 
bu t also to t he " w o r l d , " tha t is, to objec t s and even t s . H i e r o 
g lyph ics can r ep resen t these i n d e p e n d e n t l y o f a specif ic ar t icu la t ion 
of a single l anguage . A n y o n e w h o expressed this thesis pr io r to 
1822 w o u l d h a v e rece ived o n l y a t i red s h r u g of the shou lde r s . T h i s 
was t he communis opinio c o n c e r n i n g t he f u n c t i o n o f t he h i e r o g l y p h i c 
w r i t i n g s y s t e m . It w a s precisely in this tha t o n e s a w its advan tage . 
Since t he s y s t e m ' s s igns did n o t h a v e any s o u n d value , it w a s n o t 
b o u n d t o a n y specif ic l anguage . T h e s e s igns did n o t establ ish t he 
re ference to reali ty b y w a y o f a par t icu lar l a n g u a g e and its " d o u b l e 
a r t i cu la t ion" b u t w e r e able to r ep resen t " t h i n g s " di rec t ly and a b 
stract concep t s via m e t a p h o r i c and m e t o n y m i c r ep resen ta t ions . 

In 1822 J e a n  F r a n c o i s C h a m p o l l i o n pub l i shed his d e c i p h e r m e n t 
of h ie rog lyph ic s based o n his d i scove ry o f t he s o u n d value o f 
h i e r o g l y p h s . T h i s b r e a k t h r o u g h es tabl ished tha t h i e r o g l y p h i c s is 
no t p ic tu re w r i t i n g bu t a "vis ib le l a n g u a g e " l ike e v e r y o t h e r scr ipt . 
F r o m this p o i n t on , a thesis such as t he o n e a d v a n c e d a b o v e w o u l d 
have been b r a n d e d a bla tan t h e r e s y T h e o n l y d i f fe rence b e t w e e n 
h ie rog lyph ic s and c o m m o n a lphabe t s lies in t he fact tha t t he w r i t 

Originalveröffentlichung in: Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, K. Ludwig Pfeiffer (Hg.), Materialities of 
Communication, Stanford 1994, S. 15-31
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R e f e r e n c e 

Sound Meaning 

Phonograms Ideograms Determinat ives 

e.g., the sign 
of the eye in 
jrj "to do" 

e.g., the sign 
of the eye in 
jrt "eye" 

e.g., the sign 
of the eye in m33 
"to see" 

Fig. i . T h e pr inc ip l e o f d o u b l e c o d i f i c a t i o n 

ing does not operate exclusively on the level of phonological artic
ulation but on the level of semantic articulation as well. In other 
words, there exist not only "sound signs" but also "sense signs" and 
"sound + sense signs." Figure i presents a representation of the 
principle of "double codification" (see Schenkel 1971, 1981, 1984). 

Ideograms refer to words as units made up of sound and mean
ing. Phonograms refer to (a complex of ) sounds that disregard the 
meaning. It therefore becomes possible, for example, to transfer 
the image of the eye with the sound value jr<.t>* to the word 
jr<J> "to do," which has the same sound value. One can also 
write the image of a house with the sound value pr for the word 
pr<J> "to go out," that is, for unrepresentable denotations. + De
terminatives refer to classes of meaning: for example, the sign of 
the eye refers to everything that has to do with seeing, the sign of 
the house to all concepts of space, the sign of the sun to concepts 
of time. 

*The < . t > is a feminine ending that is not included in the sound value of the 
sign. 

t T h e "sound value" of the letters is limited to the consonants and does not 
include vowels. In this way, the scope of transferability is significantly increased. 
The practice of writing only the consonants may have appealed to the Egyptians 
on the basis of the structure of their language. Their language, like other Semi
tohamitic languages, binds lexemic meaning to "roots" with fixed consonants and 
forms inflections by changing the vowels, so that consonants are constants and 
vowels are variables. H. G. Fischer has drawn attention to the exceptionality of 
this practice in the history of writing, which was adapted in later consonantal 
scripts by the Hebrews and Arabs f rom hieroglyphic writing (sec Fischer 1986: 
2526). 
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Sign 

Materiality 

Iconicity 

Sound Meaning : 

Phonogram Ideogram Determinative Things and events 

Fig. 2. The semanticity vs. the materiality of the sign 

T h e s y s t e m can m a n a g e w i t h a b o u t 700 s igns b y c o m b i n i n g 
these t h ree f u n c t i o n s . C o m p a r e , o n t he o t h e r h a n d , t he i nc r ed 
ible n u m b e r o f s igns in scr ipts such as Chinese , w h e r e the i d e o 
g raph ic e l e m e n t is s t ronge r . "Wor ld r e f e r ence" is n o t i nc luded in 
this s c h e m e . All func t i ons , i nc lud ing i d e o g r a m s and d e t e r m i n a 
tives, refer t o the l anguage . It is a c o m m o n m i s t a k e t o see a direct , 
cxt ra l inguis t ic re fe rence to reali ty in these s igns (as does , e .g . , te 
Velde 1985/86). Sense is also a l inguis t ic c a t e g o r y Sense s igns refer 
cither to " s e m e m e s " ( w o r d m e a n i n g s , i d e o g r a m s ) o r t o "class
ernes" (wordc lass m e a n i n g s , de te rmina t ives ) . T h e y refer in any 
case t o l a n g u a g e and t o t he level of its s e m a n t i c ar t icu la t ion o f 
reality, n o t direc t ly to reali ty itself. We w o u l d l ike t o keep this basic 
dis t inc t ion in m i n d and keep the s c h e m e f ree o f a n y l a n g u a g e 
i n d e p e n d e n t w o r l d re fe rence . W h e r e i n , t hen , lies t he a s s u m e d 

World r e f e rence" of E g y p t i a n h i e r o g l y p h i c w r i t i n g ? It lies in the 
materiality of t he s ign and n o t in w h a t w e call its semanticity. We will 
a c c o m m o d a t e this re fe rence n o t w i t h i n bu t ou t s ide t he s c h e m e , 
which , w i t h its t h ree func t i ons , is l imi ted to seman t i c i ty (see Fig. 
2) . It m a y s e e m su rp r i s ing t o in te rp re t t he i conic r e fe rence of 
E g y p t i a n h i e r o g l y p h i c s as m a t e r i a l i t y T h e concep t of mater ia l i ty 
br ings t o m i n d the pure ly mater ia l , such as s tone or paper , c n g r a v 
lr>g o r co lo r ing , r a the r t han a character is t ic such as iconici ty. W h a t I 
m e a n is this: eve ry s ign has t w o aspects , t he aspect o f its f u n c t i o n 
wi th in a s ign s y s t e m , b y w h i c h it can refer t o a specif ic m e a n i n g , 
and t he aspect o f its physical mani fe s t a t i on , b y w h i c h it can indica te 
this m e a n i n g . T h e concep t o f seman t i c i ty inc ludes e v e r y t h i n g f r o m 

Semanticity 

Symbolism 
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the first aspect that is necessary and important for the functioning 
of the sign as a sign. The concept of materiality includes the second 
aspect and everything that serves as a physical carrier of meaning. 
This carrier can be formed one way or another without necessarily 
influencing the functionality of the sign. An "R" can be chiseled in 
stone, written on paper, carved in bark, printed in Gothic, Bodoni, 
Garamond, or Helvetica type without having its meaning, its refer
ence to the phoneme [r], affected in the least. Its distinctiveness is 
crucial: it must not be confused with a "P" or a "B." Everything 
else belongs to the materiality of the sign, which, although neces
sary for the indication of the meaning, does not add anything to the 
meaning by its specificity. In this sense, the iconicity of hieroglyphs 
is an aspect of their materiality that can be shed with no change to 
their languagereferential meaning. Egyptian cursive scripts took 
this path and developed within the independent laws and paths of 
graphic systems. Hieroglyphic writing maintained its pictorial re
alism. This shows that this sign system is not a "visible language" 
in the complete sense, but is more than just a script, involving more 
than just language reference. This "more" is based on its pictorial
ness; it is therefore "world reference." 

The Origin and Development of Hieroglyphs 

It is a mistake to believe that writing was invented to record 
language. This possibility only gradually presented itself after hun
dreds if not thousands of years of experience with scriptlike record
ing systems. Sumerian writing goes back to "calculi," or counting 
stones. These were small clay models that had numerical or objec
tive meaning and were used to record not linguistic but rather 
economic communications and transactions and to register owner
ship and other claims on land, animals, and grain (see Schmandt
Besserat 1982a, 1982b). Iconicity did not play a particularly great 
role since the signs were very abstract f rom the beginning. 

In contrast to the Sumerian case, Egyptian hieroglyphic writing 
had its origins in a recording system in which iconicity was impor
tant f rom the beginning. Its purpose was political rather than 
economic communication, the recording of acts of special political 
significance (see Fig. 3). Two goals were of primary importance. 
The first was to secure the result of these acts permanently by 
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Fig. 3. C e r e m o n i a l slate pa le t t e o f K i n g N a r m e r (ca. 3000 B.C.) (SOURCE: 
H . M i i l l e r - K a r p e , Handbuch der Vorgeschichte II, M u n i c h , 1968, pi. 26) 

depic t ing t h e m in s t o n e and depos i t i ng t h e m in a sacred place. T h i s 
placed the r eco rd in a phys ica l s i tua t ion tha t w a s b o t h p e r m a n e n t 
and o p e n to t he d iv ine w o r l d . T h e second w a s t o create a m e a n s fo r 
chrono log ica l or i en t a t i on b y r e c o r d i n g t he m a j o r e v e n t o f a g iven 
year and n a m i n g t he year af te r tha t even t . T h i s is t he or ig in o f 
E g y p t i a n c h r o n o g r a p h y and the r e c o r d i n g of his tory . T h e f i rs t goa l 
is also t he or ig in o f all m o n u m e n t a l a rch i t ec tu re and pic tor ia l art . 
T h e o n l y m e a n i n g o f such ar t w a s t o e x p o s e and t o d e v e l o p t he 
physical s i tua t ion as a "sacred space o f p e r m a n e n c e . " A n d it is also 
the or ig in o f h i e r o g l y p h i c s tha t r e m a i n s a g e n r e o f pictor ia l art . It is 
rese rved f o r t he " w r i t i n g of d iv ine w o r d s , " as it is called in E g y p 
tian, fo r r e c o r d i n g s in t he sacred space of p e r m a n e n c e . 1 

P r o t o d y n a s t i c pictor ia l na r r a t i ve uses p ic tu re  s igns o n t w o 
dis t inct ly d i f fe ren t physica l scales. T h e la rge pic tures p o r t r a y a 
"scene , " and t he smal l pic tures i den t i fy ac tors and places b y i n c l u d 
ing n a m e s . T h e smal l pic tures t h e r e f o r e re fer t o language (names) , 
the la rge pic tures re fer to the world (acts). It w o u l d be a mis take , 
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h o w e v e r , t o ca tegor ize on ly t he smal l pic tures as " w r i t i n g . " T h e 
la rge pic tures also act as w r i t i n g . A f t e r all, t he en t i re c o m p l e x 
p ic tu re " w r i t e s " a n a m e , tha t is, t he year n a m e d af te r tha t par t icu lar 
even t . T h i s t y p e of r e c o r d i n g is successful o n l y w h e n b o t h t ypes o f 
signs, t he smal l ones w i t h l a n g u a g e re fe rence and t he la rge ones 
w i t h w o r l d re ference , w o r k t oge the r . N e i t h e r of the t w o " m e d i a " is 
se l f -suff ic ient in r e c o r d i n g the i n t e n d e d o r a n y o t h e r m e a n i n g . T h e 
smal l s igns d o n o t yet m a k e u p a w r i t i n g s y s t e m b u t are s i m p l y a 
cons t i t uen t of a c o m p l e x r e c o r d i n g s y s t e m . 

A n e w s tage is reached w h e n the " l a r g e " s igns are i n t eg ra t ed 
i n to the i n v e n t o r y o f t he " s m a l l " ones . T h i s is t he or ig in of de te r 
mina t ives . T h e d e t e r m i n a t i v e is or ig ina l ly n o t h i n g m o r e t han a 
" p i c t u r e " r educed to scr ipt size tha t j o i n s t he preced ing p h o n o g r a m 
as a n n o t a t i o n . T h e re fe rence of these sense s igns o n l y gradua l ly 
b e c o m e s genera l ized f r o m s e m e m e s t o classemes. T h e w o r d fo r 
"bee t l e " is or ig ina l ly d e t e r m i n e d b y t he p ic tu re o f a beet le . O n l y 
later is t he w o r d fo r "bee t l e " d e t e r m i n e d by the p ic tu re o f a b i rd as 
fal l ing i n to the sense class " f ly ing an ima l s , " and even later b y t he 
p ic tu re of an an ima l skin as fal l ing i n to the m o r e genera l sense class 
" a n i m a l . " 

Picture and Writing: Interdependence and 
Complementary Multimediality 

A typical e x a m p l e shou ld suff ice t o m a k e clear to w h a t d e g r e e 
the spheres of w o r l d r ep re sen ta t ion and l a n g u a g e r e c o r d i n g in f lu 
enced each other . I t ake th is e x a m p l e f r o m the t o m b of C o u n t 
Paher i in E l  K a b , da t i ng t o t he early N e w K i n g d o m ( m i d d l e o f the 
second m i l l e n n i u m B.C.), in o t h e r w o r d s , t o the m i d d l e o f E g y p 
tian his tory . Figure 4 s h o w s t he w e s t wal l o f the t o m b ( s o u t h e r n 
part) . Figure 5 replaces the h i e r o g l y p h s w i t h t r ans la t ions . I m p o r 
tan t in Figure 4 are t he f o l l o w i n g character is t ics . 

1. T h e c o m p l e t e flexibility of t he w r i t i n g . W i t h t he c h a n g e in 
w r i t i n g di rec t ion ( r ight to lef t , hor i zon ta l to vertical), t he w r i t i n g is 
able t o ad jus t c o m p l e t e l y to t he c o m p o s i t i o n of t he p ic tu re and t he 
di rec t ion of t he f igures , tha t is, t o t he " sense" o f t he scene (see 
Fischer 1977a, 1986; Vernus 1985). 

2. T h e fluid transition b e t w e e n cap t ion ( the text i n t eg ra t ed in to 
t he pic ture) and i l lus t ra t ion ( the p ic tu re i n t eg ra t ed i n t o t he text) in 
t he f r a m e w o r k of m u t u a l " d e t e r m i n a t i o n . " 
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The corn scribe who 
counts the corn, [his 
n a m e is] Thotnofer. 

"YVVY V ) i \ \ 1 i~i > V i ^ i . > .~Y\ 1 

<\nd it you bring m e 11,009 . H a r i n , n > h a r a , n „ „ , ( m ,. 
I will comb them all. S „ S f ' ^ i 8 0 m a 7 

words, you bold-head of a peasant . 

Give m e a handlul, otherwise we will come back tonigt1' 
Let go of yesterday's grumbling! Be silent today! 

s T' 

Stand still, a n d don't ruffle yourself, you wonderful 
pair of horses of the prince, you w h o are beloved by 
your master , you [horses] in w h o m the prince prides 

himself in any company! 

O h beautiful day! the temperature is cool. T h e oxen are Friend, hurry up with your work1 

pulling T h e sky is to our taste. Let us work for the prince. Let us finish in [the right] time! 

Hurry up, boss. 
Set the oxen into 
motion! Look, the 
prince is standing 
tn . - i r ,ihi.l 

Ich inr j J <u 

[J 
Collection of taxes by the governors of 
this region, under the vigilant leadership 
of Count Paheri , who never gets tired 

a n d never forgets anything 
to do with his charge. 

' £ 3 w m CA 

m B 
Fig. 5- Mural f rom the t omb of Count Paheri (Fig. 4), with English 
captions 
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for un o r yourse!ves, oxen, thresh the straw 
m S r . d e r ' a n d t h r e s h , n e c o r n , o r y° u r 

\ f&l! on 1 give a n v r e s t , o y°ur n e a r t ! 

"] the weather is cool. 
Alt,, 

T h e carrying pole 
does not spend the 
day on my shoulder! 
How strong is my 
heart! 

T h e sun is hot! Hurry up! T a k e your legs into your 
H o w good it hands! T h e water has come and 
would be to will soon reach the sheaves, 
receive the value 
of the corn in fish. 

M 

(In antiphony) This day is beautiful! C o m e out to the field! T h e north wind has 
risen, the sky is to our taste. Let us work and get our hearts together. 

QQQ A 1%. 
ansa mu 

I. c o n t i n u e W e do it! H e r e 
we are! Don't 
fear for the field 
it is very good! 

to work mora Ihe expression 
lhan enough Df your mouth, 
lor the prince my little one 

T h e year is good, free from d a m a g e , 
all the plants are healthy, and the 
calves too are growing magnificently. 

Departure of Count Paheri in order 
to load the boats with the harvest. 

Loading of the ships with corn. Shall we carry corn a n d spelt the whole 
day long? Are the barns not already overflowing with c o m ? Are the 
ships not already so heavily laden that the corn runs over? And 
nevertheless they m a k e us speed up Do they think that our hearts 
are m a d e of iron? 

Hurry up 
P v l i H d 
is ready to 

!illt>(i 

Nile is 
also very 
ugh 
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3. T h e three functions o f the w r i t i n g . T h e f i rs t is t o explain t he 
p ic tu re (scene titles in t he inf in i t ive , e .g . , " D e p a r t u r e o f C o u n t 
Paher i to load t he ships"). T h e second is t o identify t he pe r sons 
( anno ta t i ons of n a m e s , e .g . , " t h e gra in a c c o u n t a n t , w h o c o u n t s t he 
gra in , T h o t n o f e r " ) . T h e th i rd is to s u p p l e m e n t t he r e n d e r i n g o f 
speeches , tha t is t o record sound, in m u l t i p l e media . 

In this way, these c o m p l e x r ead ing pic tures are p r o d u c e d as a 
u n i q u e p h e n o m e n o n in art his tory . T h e y address n o t on ly t he i nne r 
eye b u t also t h e inner ear2 and , in t he r ichness of t he c o n n e c t i o n 
b e t w e e n p ic tu re and w r i t i n g , g o far b e y o n d w h a t is poss ib le in t he 
area o f m o d e r n p ic tu re nar ra t ives (comics) . 3 

I n s c r i p t i o n a l i t y : P h y s i c a l P r e s e n c e 
a n d S i t u a t i o n a l G r o u n d i n g 

Semiotic Interference 

E v e r y s ign has t w o sides: t he s e m a n t i c side, namely , its m e a n 
ing, and t he mater ia l side, namely , its physica l f o r m . N o t on ly does 
a s ign sense h a v e t o t ake physica l shape in o r d e r t o m a n i f e s t i tself, 
b u t this phys ica l shape , in w h i c h lies Aleida A s s m a n n ' s dialect ic o f 
presence and absence (A. A s s m a n n 1988: 23839 ) , m u s t also b e 
d i m i n i s h e d in its o w n i m p o r t a n c e ; tha t is t o say, it m u s t be seman-
tically neutralized. T h e par t i c ipa t ion of t he mater ia l can n e v e r be 
si lenced b u t can on ly be m a d e la tent . T h e mater ia l aspect o f the s ign 
is n e v e r categor ica l ly ins igni f icant b u t a l w a y s m o r e o r less la tent ly 
cos ign i f ican t (see Fig. 6). 

As Aleida A s s m a n n s h o w s , readabi l i ty is decreased b y a c t u 
alized c o  m e a n i n g . T h e r ead ing gaze, w h i c h n o r m a l l y sees direc t ly 
t h r o u g h t he mater ia l i ty o f s igns t o the sense tha t is s h o w n in t h e m , 
is hal ted b y t he e labora t ion o f t he f o r m in a physica l m a n i f e s t a t i o n . 
" T h e i m p u l s e t o w a r d a coalescing spi r i tua l iza t ion c o u n t e r s the 
mater ia l i za t ion o f the t e x t . " " R e a d i n g " b e c o m e s " g a z i n g . " T h e 
n u m e r o u s e x a m p l e s f r o m all w r i t i n g t r ad i t ions show, never the less , 
t ha t w r i t e r s h a v e been c o n c e r n e d n o t on ly w i t h the r ead ing b u t also 
w i t h t he " f a sc ina t ed" gaze. General ly , the possibi l i t ies o f a gradua l 
actual iza t ion o f a la tent mater ia l cos ign i f ica t ion lie w i t h i n t he n o r 
m a l w r i t i n g s y s t e m of a cu l tu re and are n o t di f fe ren t i a ted as a 
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Sign 

Semanticity 

Signification 

Materiality 

Latent cosignification 

minimalized actualized 

e.g., cursive script 

Fig. 6. T h e cos ign i f i c a t i on o f t he mate r i a l s ign 

e.g., hieroglyphs, 
Chinese calligraphy, 
initials in medieval 
manuscripts 

special scr ipt . Such di f fe ren t i a t ion is precisely t he case in E g y p t i a n , 
h o w e v e r . H e r e , f r o m t he special scr ip t o f h i e r o g l y p h s , a curs ive 
script w a s d e v e l o p e d f o r e v e r y d a y p u r p o s e s , in w h i c h t he cos ign i 
f icat ion o f sign f o r m s w a s m i n i m a l i z e d and semio t i c i n t e r f e rence 
m o s t l y nul l i f ied . T h i s presen t s us w i t h a real digraphic s i tua t ion , in 
w h i c h o n e scr ipt d e v e l o p e d f r o m t he o t h e r b u t r e m o v e d i tself so far 
f r o m t he initial scr ip t tha t it had t o be l ea rned separately. T h u s 
it w a s poss ib le fo r t he " s a c r e d " scr ipt of h i e r o g l y p h s t o cul t iva te 
its d y s f u n c t i o n a l e x t r a v a g a n c e , an e x t r a v a g a n c e in b o t h p r o d u c 
t ion and (on accoun t of t he h igh degree o f s e m i o t i c in te r fe rence) 
r ecep t ion . 

Monumentality and Immortality 

U p t o now, in dea l ing w i t h the " e m b o d i m e n t " o f the sense, w e 
have on ly s p o k e n a b o u t t he mater ia l i ty of the s ign. T h e r e are an 
addi t iona l t w o e l emen t s fo r a to ta l of t h ree aspects o f t he physica l . 
H e r e w e see tha t , in v i e w of t he modal i t i e s of t he e m b o d i m e n t o f 
c o m m u n i c a t i v e sense, w e m u s t d i s t ingu i sh oral and w r i t t e n c o m 
m u n i c a t i o n as wel l as inscr ip t iona l c o m m u n i c a t i o n . 

Figure 7 i l lumina tes t he s u r p r i s i n g fact tha t , w i t h r ega rd to 
physical presence and specifici ty, t he inscr ip t iona l s i tua t ion is m u c h 
closer t o t he oral t han to t he w r i t t e n . T h e aesthet ic ized scr ipt , 
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Communication 

Oral Written Inscriptional 

Materiality of the sign Voice Neutral script Aesthetic script 

Sign carrier Body Paper, etc. Monument 

Physical situation Limited by space-time Unspecified Limited by space 

Fig. 7. The modalities of communication 

actualized in its cosignification, takes the place of the voice. The 
monument takes the place of the body, and the monumental physi
cal situation, limited by space, takes the place of the oral physical 
situation, restricted by both time and space. This monumental 
context can more or less be specified and limited in spatial terms 
(e.g., churches, mausoleums, squares). The three aspects of oral 
communication—voice, body, and limited situation—are neutral
ized and minimized in everyday, utilitarian writing. This is made 
possible by a legible script, easily transported carrier material, and 
the situationunspecific, arbitrary receptivity that such material 
allows. The three aspects of orality are carefully reconstructed by 
other means in the inscriptional situation. 

In considering Egyptian hieroglyphs, we stand before a sensual 
presence of the greatest imaginable intensity. Hieroglyphic writing 
is to be found almost exclusively in the context of monumental car
riers and important, limited communicational spaces. The Egyp
tians realized the monumental embodiment of sense through un
precedented expenditure. Behind this is what Paul Eluard has called 
"le dur desir de durer," or the stubborn quest for permanence, a 
desire for eternity that seeks its salvation in the sheer persistence 
and massiveness of its material. We are also in the land of m u m 
mification, that is, the inability to imagine the soul without the 
body, the spirit without the material. By erecting such monuments 
the Egyptians created, alongside the everyday, a world of stone m 
which impermanent existence was made permanent and the mate
rial basis for eternal life was prepared. This was the "sacred space of 
permanence" that, as a communicational situation, was open to the 
divine. In this space one became physically present through monu
ments and gained speech and voice through hieroglyphs. 
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S y s t e m i c O p e n n e s s : T h e W o r l d as T e x t 

Idolatry and Direct Signification 

T h e r e is a reverse side to t he idea tha t spiri t c a n n o t be i m a g i n e d 
w i t h o u t m a t t e r and tha t e v e r y t h i n g m u s t be d o n e t o prese rve the 
body . M a t t e r c a n n o t be i m a g i n e d w i t h o u t spir i t . M a t t e r t h e r e f o r e 
eo ipso has soul . T h e concep t o f " m a t t e r " does n o t exist in E g y p 
tian.* It w o u l d n e v e r h a v e o c c u r r e d to the E g y p t i a n s t o sco rn a 
dei ty because it w a s m a d e o f b r o n z e o r s tone . A n E g y p t i a n m a x i m 
a d m o n i s h e s o n e t o " h o n o r G o d in his way, w h o is m a d e o f b r o n z e 
and s t o n e " ( M c r i k a r e 125, in Volten 1945: 6 7  6 9 ) , tha t is, " G o d " 
and n o t t he " i m a g e o f G o d . " A c c o r d i n g t o E g y p t i a n beliefs, t he 
idol does n o t r ep resen t the b o d y o f t he g o d b u t is t he b o d y of t he 
g o d . O n e can read in a n o t h e r t ex t tha t " g o l d is the flesh of t he g o d s " 
(Schot t 1961: 150, 16970) . M a t t e r as a lifeless, mean ing le s s , and 
a rb i t r a ry subs tance , f r o m w h i c h e v e r y t h i n g , i nc lud ing even g o d s , 
can be m a d e , is an i n v e n t i o n o f t he Israelites: 

He plants a cedar and the rain nourishes it. 
Then it becomes fuel for a man; 
he takes a part of it and warms himself, 
he kindles a fire and bakes bread; 
also he makes a god and worships it, 
he makes it a graven image and falls down before it. 
Half of it he burns in the fire; 
over the half he eats flesh, 
he roasts meat and is satisfied; 
also he warms himself and says, 
"Aha, I am warm, I have seen the fire!" 
And the rest of it he makes into a god, 
his idol; and falls down to it and worships it; 
he prays to it and says, 
"Deliver me, for thou art my god!" 

(Isa. 44: 14-17, Revised Standard Version) 

In E g y p t w e f ind ourse lves in the o p p o s i t e w o r l d . It o c c u r r e d t o 
n o o n e tha t m a t t e r w a s i n v o l v e d in t he use o f images . T h e reason 
for this lies in t he fact tha t E g y p t w a s a cu l tu re of "d i rec t s ign i f ica

*Significant in this context is the practice in inscriptions within the sar-
cophogus chamber of avoiding or mutilating certain hieroglyphs that portrayed 
living beings. Thus they could not threaten or harm the deceased. 
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t i o n , " in t he sense o f Aleida A s s m a n n ' s dis t inc t ion (A. A s s m a n n 
1980: 57-78) . T h i s m e a n s tha t the w o r l d reveals t he g o d l y or 
sensual in i nexhaus t ib l e f o r m s . T h e s e are t hen dec iphe red b y t he 
" fasc ina ted g lance" o f t he observer . H i e r o g l y p h s re fer t o these 
f o r m s in the i r iconical " w o r l d r e f e r ence" and in th is w a y of fe r 
t hemse lve s n o t on ly as r ead ing mater ia l b u t f o r c o n t e m p l a t i v e 
o b s e r v a t i o n . 4 If t he div ine mani fe s t s i tself in t he sensual ly c o m p r e 
hens ib le physica l f o r m s of t he w o r l d , t hen t he w o r l d r e fe rence o f 
t he i m a g e s signif ies g o d reference . T h e Bib le t h e r e f o r e hi ts t h e nail 
o n the head w h e n , in the m a n y passages w h e r e it f igh t s agains t 
g r a v e n images , it equa tes the m a n u f a c t u r e of i m a g e s and t he w o r 
ship of idols . I m a g e s arc in t hemse lve s a l ready idols . D e c o r a t i v e 
and o t h e r ha rmles s p u r p o s e s are n o t r ecogn ized : 

Therefore take good heed to yourselves. Since you saw no form on the 
day that the Lord spoke to you at Horeb out of the midst of the fire, 
beware lest you act corruptly by making a graven image for yourselves, in 
the form of any figure, the likeness of male or female, the likeness of any 
beast that is on the earth, the likeness of any winged bird that flies in the 
air, the likeness of anything that creeps on the ground, the likeness of any 
fish that is in the water under the earth. And beware lest you lift up your 
eyes to heaven, and when you see the sun and the moon and the stars, all 
the host of heaven, you be drawn away and worship them and serve them, 
things which the Lord your God has allotted to all the peoples under the 
whole heaven. (Deut. 4: 1519. Cf. Exod. 20: 4; Deut. 4: 23, 25, 5: 8) 

T h e Israelites also l ived in a n o n d i s e n c h a n t e d w o r l d . T h e y 
t he re fo re had t o pro tec t t hemse lve s f r o m images . Since J e h o v a h 
does n o t appea r in this w o r l d in any phys ica l ly c o m p r e h e n s i b l e 
mani f e s t a t i ons or f o r m s (fmunah), the w o r l d re fe rence o f i m a g e s 
m u s t refer t o o t h e r gods . Ido la t ry is t h e r e f o r e e q u a t e d w i t h t he 
w o r s h i p of other gods . 

Crocodilicity: or, The World as Text 

T h e s y s t e m i c o p e n n e s s of h i e r o g l y p h i c w r i t i n g is re la ted t o its 
w o r l d re fe rence as wel l as t o t he fact tha t this is a w o r l d o f direct 
s igni f ica t ion . N e w s igns can cons tan t ly be i n t r o d u c e d o n t he basis 
of b o t h t he m e a n i n g f u l n e s s of the w o r l d and t he iconic i ty o r w o r l d 
referent ia l i ty of t he s ign. T h i s possibi l i ty w a s res t r ic ted unt i l the 
Late Per iod b y certain valid r e q u i r e m e n t s of legibili ty. T h e s e fe t ters 
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w e r e b r o k e n in t he P t o l e m a i c A g e . T h e resul t w a s an exp los ive 
increase in t he n u m b e r of s igns f r o m a b o u t 700 t o o v e r 7,000 (see 
Janssen 1974; Catalogue 1983). B u t this is n o t all. M o s t s igns t o o k o n 
var ious m e a n i n g s , s o m e a d o z e n o r m o r e . T h e peak o f soph i s t i ca 
t ion w a s reached in insc r ip t ions tha t use o n l y o n e s ign, r epea ted 
again and again w i t h d i f fe ren t m e a n i n g s (see Vernus 1977).* 

T h e l a n g u a g e re fe rence o f w r i t i n g is h a r d l y c h a n g e d b y this 
increase in t he n u m b e r of s igns and sign values . T h e decis ive 
changes are to be f o u n d at the level of w o r l d r e fe rence . 5 We are 
deal ing w i t h a k i n d o f literal al legory, w i t h " a l l o g r a p h y " o r "ecr i 
tu re f i g u r a t i v e " (Saunc ron 1982). W i t h t he i n t r o d u c t i o n o f n e w 
signs, n e w " t h i n g s " are i n t r o d u c e d i n t o t he w r i t i n g s y s t e m . T h e 
w o r l d r e fe rence o f t he s y s t e m is s t r e n g t h e n e d , n o t b y t he t r ad i 
t ional m e a n s o f iconical real ism, b u t b y t he n e w m e a n s o f inc reas 
ing t he t h ings tha t serve as s igns . T h e vi r tua l c o n g r u e n c e b e 
t w e e n t he c o r p u s o f t he signs and t he c o r p u s of things is i m p o r t a n t . 
T h r o u g h this, t he w o r l d is def inab le as a c o r p u s of s igns and 
w r i t i n g as a c o r p u s of th ings . W r i t i n g takes o n c o s m i c t rai ts ; the 
cosmic takes o n w r i t t e n t rai ts . B o t h are cod i f i ca t ions o f s igns: t he 
w o r l d as " t h e h ie rog lyph ic s of t he g o d s " ( Junge 1984: 272), w r i t i n g 
as a k i n d of pictor ia l encyc loped ia . 

T h e r e is, h o w e v e r , an i m p o r t a n t di f fe rence in the s ign i f ica t ion 
m o d e of th ings , tha t is, the w a y t h ings are able t o t ake o n m e a n i n g 
as s o o n as t hey are i n t r o d u c e d in to t he f r a m e w o r k o f h i e r o g l y p h i c 
w r i t i n g . I w o u l d l ike to call t he f irst , n o r m a l m o d e " d i r e c t " and t he 
second and m o r e u n u s u a l t he " m e t a p h o r i c . " In t he direct m o d e t he 
i m a g e o f a t h i n g represen t s e i ther t he t h i n g i tself (as w i t h an i d e o 
g r a m ) o r its n a m e in its (consonanta l ) s o u n d va lue (as w i t h a 
p h o n o g r a m ) . In the m e t a p h o r i c m o d e the i m a g e o f a t h i n g does n o t 
represen t the t h i n g i tself bu t r a the r a qual i ty tha t this t h i n g e m 
bodies in a p a r a d i g m a t i c o r e m b l e m a t i c way. T h e s ign o f t he 
crocodi le , fo r e x a m p l e , can s i m p l y m e a n " c r o c o d i l e . " T h i s is the 
direct m o d e . It can also serve as a d e t e r m i n a t i v e in w o r d s tha t m e a n 
" g r e e d , " " t o be greedy , " "v io l ence , " " t o a t t ack , " and so on . T h i s , I 
t h ink , is a c o m p l e t e l y d i f fe ren t m o d e o f r ep resen ta t ion . T h e t h ing , 

*This intentional encipherment or cryptography of the text is "calligraphy," 
an aesthetic principle. The main concern is not to protect a particularly sacred text 
from unauthorized reading but to employ an especially artistic inscription in 
certain important passages. Sec Sauncron 1982. 
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he re t he crocodi le , does n o t s i m p l y r ep resen t t he w o r d o r t he 
concep t " c r o c o d i l e " b u t a concep t of "c rocod i l i c i t y " as an a g g r e 
ga te of t he behav io ra l quali t ies o f the crocodi le t r ans fe r r ed t o h u 
m a n k i n d . It is i m p o r t a n t h o w t he m e t a p h o r , appl ied t o t he f u n c 
t ions o f w r i t i n g , w o r k s . Ins tead o f call ing a m a n a " c r o c o d i l e " o n 
t he basis of his greed and aggress ion , o n e wri t e s t he w o r d s fo r 
" g r e e d " and " a g g r e s s i o n " w i t h t he s ign of t he crocodi le .* 

T h e m e t a p h o r i c m o d e plays o n l y a s u p p o r t i n g ro le in t he classi
cal w r i t i n g s y s t e m b u t it is n o t ent i re ly u n c o m m o n . T h e r e are, af te r 
all, s o m e t w e n t y signs, all an ima l images , tha t are used in t he 
m e t a p h o r i c m o d e . T h e nicest e x a m p l e is t he s ign of t he c o w tha t 
gives suck t o its calf and licks it l ov ing ly at t he s a m e t i m e . T h e 
w o r d d e t e r m i n e d in this m a n n e r , }ms-jb, m e a n s " t o be h a p p y . " T h i s 
m o t i f also plays an i m p o r t a n t ro le in t he buco l i c scenes o n t o m b 
walls (see M a t h i a e 1961; Keel 1980: 55114) . T h e w o r l d f u n c t i o n s 
n o t on ly as a rese rvo i r of t ypes w i t h such s igns b u t also as a text tha t 
c o n v e y s m e a n i n g . 

T h e m e t a p h o r i c m o d e w a s cons ide rab ly en la rged in the later 
per iod . O n l y in late an t iqu i ty did it achieve its exc lus ive m o n o p o l y 
o n t he m e m o r y tha t w a s lef t o f t he m e a n i n g of h i e r o g l y p h s . In t he 
f i f th or s ix th c e n t u r y A.D . , the E g y p t i a n priest H o r a p o l l o n gave a 
desc r ip t ion o f h i e r o g l y p h s tha t i n t e rp re t s all s igns in t he m e t a 
p h o r i c m o d e . 6 M o s t o f t he socal led s igns h a v e n o t h i n g at all t o d o 
w i t h real h i e r o g l y p h s , b u t even w h e n he hi ts t he m a r k , his e x p l a n a 
t ions are false. For e x a m p l e , he connec t s the p ic tu re of t he d u c k 
w i t h t he m e a n i n g " s o n " b y p o i n t i n g o u t t h e "sense o f f a m i l y " of 
t he d u c k , and l inks the pic tu re o f t he rabb i t w i t h the m e a n i n g " t o 
o p e n " b y re fe rence to t he fact tha t rabbi t s n e v e r close the i r eyes.* 
T h e t ex t of H o r a p o l l o n is based o n and corre la tes th ree ca ta logues : 
(a) a ca ta logue o f concep tua l d e n o t a t i o n s l ike " s o n , " " t o o p e n , " 
" t i m e " ; (b) a ca ta logue o f pic tures (of these, a p p r o x i m a t e l y 10 per 
cent are t rue h ie rog lyphs ) ; and (c) a ca ta logue of universa l k n o w l 
e d g e tha t is r o u g h l y equ iva len t to the bes t ia ry of P h y s i o l o g u s . 

* O f pr imary concern are the w o r d s zkn "to be greedy," hnt "to b e greedy ," and 
zd "to be fur ious , v io lent , aggres s ive ." T h e sparse remarks o f G r a p o w 1924: 9 5 -
96, d o n o t in any w a y d o jus t i ce to the m e a n i n g o f the crocod i l e i m a g e in E g y p t i a n 
m e t a p h o r i c l anguage . 

t W h a t is actually taking place is the s i m p l e s o u n d transferal f r o m zJ "duck" t o 
zJ "son" and f r o m wn "rabbit" to wn "open ." T h i s m o d e had been c o m p l e t e l y 
f o r g o t t e n b y the t i m e o f H o r a p o l l o n . 
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These catalogues are usually correlated according to the following 
scheme: "If you want to express (a), draw (b), because (c)." All of 
this is pure fantasy, but it possessed for late antiquity enormous 
natural authority because it coincided exactly with their biological 
and above all zoological knowledge, a kind of allegorical ethology. 
The component (c) in Horapollon's scheme corresponded exactly 
with the worldview whose validity was unquestioned up until the 
Renaissance. Horapollon's text was in this way able to gain great 
influence in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (see Iversen 
i96i ;Giehlow 1915; Volkmann 1923). This text led to the develop
ment of hieroglyphics or emblematics as systems of communica
tion with metaphoric or allegorical images, an "allography." It also 
established a hieroglyphic worldview that understood the world as 
a complex of meaningful signs, the worldview of "direct significa
tion." Not until the deciphering of hieroglyphics by Champollion 
was this thousandyearold misunderstanding cleared up through 
the rediscovery of the "direct" mode of signification. At the same 
time, all the real knowledge that was a part of this writing system 
was allowed to be forgotten. 


