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Introduction

Egyptian enigmatic writing (also referred as “cryptography,” see below) can be 

broadly defined as a variety of extended practices of hieroglyphic writing that are 

set against immediate decoding, foreground the iconicity inherent in hieroglyphic 

writing, and invite a more absorbed or experiential engagement by the beholder/ 

reader. Through these delays, enigmatic writing can reveal meaning beyond the 

linguistic sequence; in its particular visual presence and iconicity, it can be boldly 

affirmative and even transformative.

The present set of two volumes (Studies and Lexicon) concerns enigmatic writ

ing at the time of its richest development, the New Kingdom (c. 1550-1070 bce).1 In 

individual groups of signs or extending over the whole inscription, enigmatic writ

ing is then found in a variety of settings corresponding to three main traditions: 

royal settings, with, notably, monumental full-figured friezes in temples and over 

the entrance of royal tombs; non-royal settings, with enigmatic groups of signs in 

texts inscribed notably in the entrances of funerary chapels and on scribal palettes; 

and (sections of) Netherworld Books and related cosmographic compositions in

scribed in enigmatic writing, mainly but not exclusively in sealed-off royal tombs. 

The traditions of enigmatic writing associated with these settings are diverse yet 

interrelated; as a whole, the phenomenon represents one major dimension of New 

Kingdom written culture.

1 General introductions to New Kingdom enigmatic writing: Darnell 2004, 14-34; Roberson 2013, 

3-8; Klotz, this volume; and Darnell, this volume. For enigmatic writing in the broader frame of 

“visuelle Poesie” over the long history of Egyptian hieroglyphic writing, see Morenz 2008.

2 Diego Espinel, this volume; Werning, this volume.

3 Compare Klotz, this volume, observing that the signs were in part selected in relation to their 

monumental size and that to how they would be seen from the ground.

The pragmatics of enigmatic writing vary with settings and people. In some of 

its settings, enigmatic writing is ostentatiously displayed, while in others it is with

drawn from general visibility. In the sealed-off underground appartements of royal 

tombs, enigmatic writing contributed transforming the place in which it was in

scribed. When seen, enigmatic writing could create a complicity with the beholder 

able to solve its challenges and appreciate the wit and ingenuity that had gone into 

making it, and further serve as an index of a restricted in-group sociology and iden

tity.2 While enigmatic writing excludes through its difficulty, it invites through its 

bold visual presence. There were various levels of participation in enigmatic writ

ing: as the monumental display of Ramses H’s enigmatic frieze on the architrave of 

the forecourt of Luxor temple demonstrates,3 enigmatic writing was also geared at 

broader audiences.
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Hieroglyphic writing, in general, emphasizes the iconicity of the signs. Enigmat

ic writing, in its different instantiations, pushes this emphasis even further. It favors 

signs that have a high visual resolution, are highly iconic, carry culturally encyclo

pedic meaning, and/or are full-figured? Through its concentration on such signs, 

compounded with the deconventionalization of spellings, enigmatic writing comes 

with a visual otherness - particularly manifest in display settings, yet characteristic 

of enigmatic writing in general including in the Netherworld Books. As much as any 

added difficulty in decoding, this visual otherness arrests the eye, foregrounds writ

ing as such, and causes the beholder to engage more deeply with the thickness of 

writing.4 5 Supplemental domains of signification, latent in regular hieroglyphic writ

ing, can thus be revealed, beyond the sequential articulations of language.6

4 Klotz, this volume; Stauder, this volume.

5 In this sense, compare also Assmann’s (1994) interpretation of Egyptian enigmatic writing as a 

“Kalligraphie,” with the deconventionalization of writing resulting in the beholder/reader getting 

stuck in the thicket of the signs (“im Dickicht der Zeichen”).

6 Darnell, this volume; Klotz, this volume; Morenz 2008.

7 Klotz, this volume; Darnell, this volume; Pries 2016.

8 Darnell 2004, 471-482; this volume.

9 Darnell, this volume. See also the arguably intended suspension of decidability in the graphic 

double entendres in the sculptor Irtysen’s presentation of his craft as restricted knowledge 

(c. 2000 bce): Stauder 2018.

10 Overview of early Wissenchaftsgechichte: Morenz 2008,18-23.

11 Drioton 1933; 1940; and many other studies references throughout the present volume.

12 Lauth 1866; Goodwin 1873.

The heightened iconicity, visual otherness, and delayed reading associated with 

enigmatic writing also ground its performative dimensions. In appropriate contexts, 

such as on monumental friezes in sacral spaces, royal titularies inscribed in enig

matic writing could thus be seen as evoking the consubstantiality of the king with 

the gods, inscribing his name into the divine realm and turning it into a solar icon.7 

In the Netherworld Books, the visual otherness of enigmatic writing could become 

indexical of the otherness of a space-time that was conceived of as st?, difficult to 

apprehend.8 In certain contexts, it was the enigmatic character itself of enigmatic 

writing that could become a - necessarily oblique - representation of domains of 

signification that are unknown, or otherwise impossible to represent directly.9

Interest in Egyptian enigmatic writing goes back to Champollion himself.10 The 

term “cryptography” is associated with the name of Etienne Drioton whose collec

tions of inscriptions and early studies, beginning in the 1930’s were foundational in 

establishing this field of study.11 “Enigmatic writing” is the earlier term, harkening 

back to pioneers such as Franz Lauth and Charles Goodwin in the 1860’s and 

1870’s.12 It has been more recently revived by John Darnell, who criticized tenets of 

Drioton’s method, notably the unchecked use of the acrophonic principle, and initi

ated a renewal in studies of enigmatic writing bearing on both its controlled deci
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pherment and the interpretation of its high-cultural determinants.13 While rooted in 

this more recent, post-Driotonian, tradition, authors in the present volume use one 

or the other term. “Cryptography” remains well entrenched, but is technically a 

misnomer because enigmatic writing is not directed at “hiding” any denotational 

contents.14 Nor is it “encrypted” in the technical sense that a “key” would be gener

ally needed to decode it: while a regularized “enigmatic alphabet” is used in some 

contexts, decoding of enigmatic writing more broadly is based mostly on a consid

eration of the various possible associative dimensions of hieroglyphic signs, includ

ing the cultural knowledge embedded in these, and taking into account further 

hints and cues that lie in the enigmatic text itself. Another term and approach to 

enigmatic writing, with broader scope in time and phenomena considered, is Lud

wig Morenz’ “visuelle Poesie”: along with the sacral contexts of many such practic

es, this emphasizes visually ludic dimensions, supplemental meaning, the behold

er’s fascinated gaze, and the interactional dimensions of the encounter with 

enigmatic writing.15

13 Darnell 2004. The “acrophonic debate” has continued after Darnell’s study, e.g., in Morenz 2005 

(allowing acrophony) and Werning 2008 and Klotz 2012 (criticizing it); see further Roberson, “A 

Brief Excursus,” in this volume (critically).

14 Similarly, Pries 2016, 468-469; Morenz 2008, 17-23; Klotz, this volume, introduction; with a 

view on the much later “graphic alchemy” at Esna, Sauneron 1982, 51-53.

15 Morenz 2008, and various studies by the same author. In this tradition, also, e.g., Arpagaus 

2014.

16 Ramesside non-royal contexts were presented at the Basel conference (23-24 May 2015) by Phi

lippe Collombert, who is preparing a separate study with a focus on the learned cenacle around 

Khaemwaset.

The studies in the present volume illustrate the diversity of traditions and prac

tices of enigmatic writing in the New Kingdom (comprehensive overview by Dar

nell): in royal full-figured monumental friezes (Klotz), in private settings of the 

Eighteenth Dynasty (Diego Espinel),16 and in the Netherworld Books (Roberson, 

Werning, Stauder). Across these domains, they illustrate various approaches to 

enigmatic writing. The practice and method of decipherment are demonstrated in 

studies of Ramses’ II enigmatic frieze in the Luxor temple (Klotz) and of the Jackal 

Hymn in the Tomb of Ramses VI (Roberson). These show how proposed readings 

are validated based on textual parallels and on established principles of substitu

tion and derivation (further, Roberson, Excursus). A sophisticated semiotic analysis 

of these principles of derivation and substitution is offered by Werning. Moving 

beyond the individual signs, the enigmatic text is considered in its specific visual 

dimensions and otherness (Klotz, Stauder, for two different traditions of enigmatic 

writing) and in its effects in bringing about a delayed and experiential reading (Dar

nell, Stauder). Addressing the high-cultural functions of enigmatic writing in its 

various settings, Darnell offers a general hermeneutics of enigmatic writing as trans

formative and as expressing significations that are liminal in nature.
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The second volume of the set, A Lexicon of Ancient Egyptian Cryptography of the 

New Kingdom (Roberson, with contributions by Klotz), includes a comprehensive 

list of enigmatic values found in texts of the New Kingdom, with indications of their 

derivation, textual attestations, and when necessary references to the discussion. 

The Lexicon, including its introduction, is presented as a handbook for further re

search and to make the study of enigmatic writing more broadly accessible.

Collectively, these studies and the Lexicon illustrate the diversity of practices 

and traditions of enigmatic writing in the New Kingdom. They demonstrate that 

enigmatic writing is not some arcane and recondite tradition divorced from “regu

lar” hieroglyphic writing. Enigmatic writing is based on the very principles of regu

lar hieroglyphic writing, extending these. Set against instrumentalist ideologies of 

writing understood as an ideally transparent vehicle for linguistic meaning,17 hiero

glyphic writing, in general, is characterized by an excess: in the iconic load of its 

signs, in the cultural significations embedded in these, and in its aesthetic and vir

tuosic dimensions.18 Enigmatic writing pushes these very dimensions even further, 

delving deep into what makes a hieroglyph sign. A higher register of hieroglyphic 

writing, it is even more excessive: visually present, semantically dense, virtuosic. 

Through its enhanced iconicity, its visual otherness, and the resistance it affords to 

immediate decoding, enigmatic writing entices, challenges, dazzles. Through these 

delays, enigmatic writing invites to a more through-going experience of writing and 

opens to what, in native conception and absent substantial explicit meta-discours- 

es, may have been conceived of as the very essence of hieroglyphic writing.

17 E.g., Wilhelm von Humboldt’s view (1826) that a sign is all the more more functional the emptier 

it is. Such alphabetistic ideologies of writing are linked to instrumentalist ideologies of language 

itself, reinforced during the Enlightenment (for a critique, see Silverstein 2014,130 and throughout 

the article).

18 Houston and Stauder 2020. In a similar sense, Morenz (2008, 1): “Im Sinn einer klassische 

westlichen Semiotik erscheint die Sattigung der Zeichen mit Sinn als dysfunktional.”
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