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Inscribed Wall Relief

Cyfarthfa Castle Museum CCM186.996
Object type: relief
Material: limestone
Period: Pharaonic, possibly New Kingdom
Provenance: unknown, Egypt?
Condition: well worn but decent condition 
Dimensions: height: 6cm-9.2cm; width: 8.1cm-11.9cm; depth: 3.1cm-3.6cm
Object Analysis by Georgie Whittock
This object is an off-white/grey colour piece of limestone which has three hieroglyphic signs, a column divider, and a further hieroglyphic sign which, in this case, has been used as a decorative feature to encompass the columns of text, carved out of it. The three hieroglyphic signs are the hare (wn), and two water signs (n), and the decorative sign is the sky (p.t). The wn, n, and n signs are laid out with the hare at the head of the column, with the first n sign beneath it, and the second n sign lying below again. The hare is an important feature in this object as it shows the reading direction (explained later), and it is very decorative, which is still visible despite the amount of wear and erosion that has occurred. On the back of the object are two clear tool marks which, as discussed below, suggests that it was originally part a wall which has been broken off.
The relief was most likely to have been painted, which would have been the standard practice; Wilson (2003: 70) describes the sequence of events of the craftsmen for the creation of an inscription similar to this object. Firstly, the text would have been recorded on a papyrus roll before being inked onto the wall in its correct layout, then craftsmen would have begun carving out the basic design. From here, the more skilled craftsmen would have taken over to carve the sign out properly, and finally the painters would paint the signs the correct colours. Ashton et al. (2009: 42) states that paint was used on statues because the rock has a plain appearance, and the stone was used not for aesthetics but for how easy it was to work with. Although this object is a relief rather than a statue, the concept of painting to alter the appearance could possibly have applied to other objects as well.
From the design of the partial relief, it would seem to have been the top left corner of the full inscription, which would have been read from right to left, based upon the direction of the hare wn sign. Ancient Egyptians read towards the direction of the depicted beings’ eyes, as they faced the beginning of the inscription (Manley, 2012: 14). Words were intended to be spoken; those which were written were given authority (Zinn, 2018: 70), so the hieroglyphic signs of living beings faced the beginning of the text in order that when the reader is reading the text, they are still essentially having direct communication with those signs (Zinn, 2018: 79). The text direction right to left was the standard direction of reading and writing, though it could also be written left to right (Davies, 1990: 84).

The relief is surmounted by the p.t sign, which was used in reliefs, monuments, and on stelae and enclosed the inscription. This sign was also interchangeable with the goddess Nut or her animal manifestation, the cosmic cow, particularly in ‘mythological iconography and portrayals of solar circumnavigation’ in order to highlight the cosmic ambience (Betrò, 1996: 150).

The context and provenance of this relief is unknown, but it could be assumed that it was on an interior wall or in an enclosed area because of the raised style. An inscription carved into the wall could have been on the exterior walls in order to catch the sunlight, while interior walls had raised reliefs so that any light emphasised the hieroglyphic text or depicted scenes (Wilson, 2003: 71). The two tool marks on the back of the object are most likely as a result of chisels as they are straight and were probably used with a hammer so the wall could be split in depth to allow the relief to be taken off and moved in full. This separation from its original context probably occurred in recent history as opposed to antiquity because of the number of antiquarians and looters who would have destroyed walls in order to retrieve the reliefs to collect or sell, respectively.
From the piece we have, it is difficult to understand what the sign is referring to, and whether it is a single word or part of a word, as there are a number of different meanings to the word wnn, as well as the words it could potentially be a part of. With the presence of the two n signs, it is most likely the case that the word we see is wnn because of the Egyptian uses of complementary signs (signs which complement a letter which is also in the previous sign). In this case, the first n sign would be complementary to the n in the wn, so only one n sign would be necessary to the transliterated word. The word wnn means “to be”, “to be present”, “to exist”, “to run”, or “to open”, and can alter depending on the determinative sign used at the end of the word. If we only have part of a word in this object, it could be a diverse range of words, including: Wnn-nefer: meaning “Who-exists-perfectly” and an epithet of Osiris (Bussman, 2017: 269); Wnn.t referring to the goddess Wenet/Wenenut (“the Swift One”) (van Ryneveld, 2016: 20); or could be part of the phrase iw wn-nꜢw hr which means (property) which was (i.e. came into) [x]’s possession (Johnson, 1994: 128).
It is also not known when this relief dates from. It can be assumed that it is post-12th Dynasty, due to the presence of the p.t sign, though it is probable to date to the New Kingdom, because of the large amount of evidence for the use of the wn, n, and n signs together with the p.t sign. The material could be used to date it alongside comparative reliefs: limestone was used prominently throughout antiquity north of Thebes, however in the Eighteenth Dynasty, Thebes and the southern region of Egypt substituted limestone for sandstone (Ashton et al., 2009: 42). If the design on this object is particularly similar to another relief, it could suggest the period it was from, and possibly its provenance.
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