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writing was well developed. For instance, the REEE.,“.E._H among the &nuw_. :.4.
ing, and writing was enshrined in the standardized c?.._.wam formula Starting in
the Old Kingdom. This formula, written in hietoglyphic on _:F.. .JmmonE.n ared
of 4 tomb, ensuted perpetual offerings of tangible things, Enmaz,.S.._::.__. food
and drink, for the deceased, The writing served both as a text to be recited _u._.
living offerers at the tomb and as an insurance policy: in the absence oﬁ physi-
cal offerings, the words themselves could ensute some level of provision for
the dead (Collier and Manley 1998, 36). It is also significant that the m_ﬁ_.:.w__.-
itself explicitly links the deceased to the king, the formula itself starts with “an
offering that the king gives” A scarch for permanence beyond the threshold of
death has also been seen as a principal motivation behind .nr_n development of
autobiographical tomb inscriptions in the Old Kingdom, one impottant m..an_._,_.n
ofwhich was again to stress the favor shown by the king to the mnn,nu sed official
(Baines 1983, 577). Both these penres had a long history in mmu,wmg:,acﬁcsﬁ.
?mnw__nn. but there are echoes of related uses of Egyptian writing during carlier
phases of its development. )

Although it is not clear that continual cm.nn_ﬁ.m.m were part of very eatly
mortuary practice, maintaining both personal identity "..:,.q_ social position, par-
ticularly in relation to the king, was an important mﬁ.am in ?n__cnn:o._,._. =Hn_§.
tectute, and provisioning of tombs from at least the earliest ﬁun.mom_ of _u..mﬂ#:_u
kingship, hundreds of years before the Old Kingdom. Writ ing, which was
o,x?cBnJ. restticted during this period, was uso_.__._nh. means of demonstrating
and perpetuating both individuality and social HnEcc_._”m_. ﬂ_nnmc._._.i names s_...&
roval names are the two eatliest types of writing in private elite tombs. .E..:m
vm_nann suggests that the need to balance individual w..n.nmam_._com and mmunra_
position in death was in place very carly, Although this is elearest for mﬁﬁ__ﬁ
{adividuals in the First Dynasty, starting ca. 3000 BCE, it can be suggested with
somewhat mote caution for kings in eatlier generations. This atgument rests on
the contexts as much as the content of early inscriptions. )

To show that specifically mortuary uses were ?nma_sn:ﬁ&. in .ﬁrn ﬂ...wnw__‘
stages of Egyptian writing’s development, [ will first present a brief m:m._nnma.cn
of the contexts within which early writing in Egypt has been found. Following
this, Twill lay out what T am e/ attempting to do in this discussion and gnm,En
what T understand “writing”” to be in these contexts. Twill then urn to specific
examples of inscriptions in mortuary contests and how they allow us to see the
continued agency of the dead.

THE CONTEXTS OF EARLY EGYPTIAN WRITING

The formative stages of Egyptian writing in the last centuries of the mosa.nw
millennium BCE are best represented in mottuary contexts. Rock-cut insctip-
tions from the period are also increasingly well-known. Almost certainly, there
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are extensive missing contexts, and as such, we remain unsure of the totality
of writing’s uses at this time, Absolute and even relative dating of many carly
inscriptions can be difficult except in cases where associated artifacts can be
analyzed in terms of well-defined typologies ot, somewhat latet, when recog-
nizable royal names are present in the insctiptions starting in the Protodynastic
petiod (ca. 3100-3000 BCE). Both rock insctiptions and mortuary inscriptions
are currently the subject of intense and profitable work. It is not my goal here
to offer a comprehensive survey or discussion of eatly Egyptian writing and its
various contexts and uses. Rather, I will focus on one context—mortuary—and
one potential way to understand the inclusion of wtiting in this context, that is,
the continued social agency of the dead. I do not offer this as an exclusive way
of understanding these insctiptions themselves ot their presence in mortuary
contexts. Early writing in general and early mortuary insctiptions in patticular
have often been the subject of discussion with tegatd to their administrative
and/or ceremonial functions, and neither function is incompatible with a role
for writing in communicating across the boundary of death. To the contraty,
understanding mortuary uses of writing may make cleater that administrative
and ceremonial functions could be linked, particulatly as the need to maintain
social position, so intimately linked to place in the administtation, appears to
be key in the ritualized context of the tomb.

In looking at some of the known mortuary uses of eatly writing, I will
address context on two levels. First, I am intetested in the sites, and components
of sites, from which eatly writing is known. This takes into account not only
the presence of writing in cemeteties but also the practical exclusion of writing
from graves that are not royal or of people closely associated with kings. Even
accepting that we ate probably missing contexts in which wtiting was used, the
tilt to the extremely high elite is generally thought to reflect the original uses of
script; the limitation of literacy and, to a lesser extent, insctibed objects to the
high elite is a faitly constant feature of later Egyptian culture (cf. Baines 1983).
Second, at a more minute level of context, I will look at the specific media used
for writing and the objects to which writing is attached. Unlike the restricted
types of monuments and sites associated with writing, the artifacts associated
with script are, in fact, notably divetse.

In this case I'will quite intentionally #o#examine in detail what eatly inscrip-
tions say in the sense of what words are used. Discussions of teading ate both
extensive and inconclusive, and I hope that by moving away from a focus on
specific meaning I will be able to better approach the mote general question of
the reasons writing is found where it is found. I will also not attempt to catalog
every known instance of eatly Egyptian writing—an extremely difficult task
as the corpus continues to grow rapidly—but will instead focus on a limited
body of material from two petiods, separated by approximately 200 years. The
first period is the Naqada IIIa, dated to apptoximately 3300 BCE; this is the
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first cataract

FIGURE 41, Map of Egypt showing the location of sites associated with eatly examples of writing,

to the medium employed. This means that there is an interaction between the
artifact inscribed and the words of the inscription; together they communicate
a more complicated message than either would alone. This is further made clear
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FIGURE 42. Plan of the subterranean chambeted tomb U-j at Abydos, dated to apptoximately
3300 BCE. This tomb had preserved remains of inscriptions on multiple media. These in-
scriptions are the eatliest agreed-upon examples of Egyptian wiiting, Plan based on work by
the Deutsches Archiologisches Institut, Kairo.

by the distribution of types of inscribed goods throughout the tomby; some are
found in some places and others elsewhere, with very little overlap.

Thtree media with inscriptions or iconographic images are known from
U-j: incised small tags, ink on ceramic vessels, and mud seal impressions. The
inscriptions utilize a fairly extensive corpus of signs, using them both singly
and in larper groupings. Some signs occur in one medinm but not the others,
The most discussed type of inscription is that on ivory or bone tags (Figures
4.3 and 4.4). Although some tags are blank, most have inscriptions that are
numbers ot, presumably, words. As the combinations and orders of signs are
variable, it has been proposed that the system behind their utilization can he
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propetly understood as a script (Baines 2004, 157). It is generally accepted that
the words recorded on the tags are nouns, and the greatest consensus sees them
as indicaring locations, pethaps places from which cither the tags _rnawr_?ﬂh or
the goods to which they were attached came Quhav.n_u 1998, 113-18; f.unnmwn_s.
2006, 203). Attempts to read royal names in the inscriptions are not nniversally
accepted, and no argument has been made that they tepresent types of goods.
The tags are very small, a centimeter or two to a side, ..:_._n_ are drilled at one cor-
nee perhaps so they could be artached by a eord to a :_m_n;. We have approxi-
mately 150 tags, but we have none of the artifacts to which they helonged. The
tags were concentrated in the sonthern chamber of the tomb ﬁﬂﬂn__dn. 1998,
113-36), suggesting that the artifacts they were attached to wete intentionally
separated from other goods. ’ .

Some indications of the means of the tags’ production have been identi-
fied. Some scholars have atgued for distinguishing different hands on the basis
of variability in the formation of some signs, suggesting that we have multiple
authors ﬂnnmnmnnnnn_ (Kahl 2001, 111). Furthermore, many of wwn tags seem to
have been “mass-ptoduced™ a longer strip of ivory was _nmnn:u.m& with many
signs, and these were then separated into individual tags by scoting n:um. break-
ing the ivory (Dreyer 1998, 137)." These two likely facts no:d—:_._w&.ll,_._mmn_d__:
authars but also some production in a single time and place—nust nmﬁ__nn. in
our assessment of these objects. One suggestion is that the objects receiving
tags were labeled in an intermediate stage of collection, not at the point of
production (unless numerous items came from each place, we é.oFE not expect
the tags to have been mass produced at the point of production}, but _z,wmamn
they were collected as a single group (in which case we might assume a single
administrator would have labeled everything). If these rather large undetly-
ing assumptions are cortect, it could be argued that nothing _mm"nmsmmn to the
object or its initial callection requires it to be labeled; the labeling s necessary
during the assemblage into a larger group. The known use of the group is in a
grave, whete the only person who will have access to it is the deceased. :E.Sw
the deceased was not static but rather was expected to continue to interact with
the goods in his tomb is quite clearly shown by the provision of slits that serve
as model ot notional doorways leading between rooms of the tomb. Although
they are too small for a living human to pass through, it is difficult to explain
these slits as anything other than doors for the deceased to move around his
tomb, which Dreyer and colleagues have interpreted 4s a model house (Dreyer
1998, 6-7). .

The second artifact type bearing inscriptions from U+ is the ceramic ves-
sel, in this case mostly storage jars with wavy handles (Figare 4.5), ,_J_F.m,n bear
signs, Some of which are found in the tag sign corpus and some of which W_E
not. The signs are post-firing inscriptions in ink and rend to be more cursive
in nature than the tag inscriptions. A few signs are predominant in this group,
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FIGURE 45. Ceramic jars with scorpion inscriptions from tomb U-j. Photographs courtesy of
Giinter Dreyer and the Deutsches Archiologisches Institut, Kairo.

most notably scorpions. Thete ate over 100 inscribed jars, stored in the two
northwest chambers of the tomb. No othet Naqada IITa ink inscriptions are
known. There is nothing to indicate at what point the jars were insctibed, save
that it was after firing,

The final category of inscribed artifact from U-j is a bit more difficult.
Numerous mud jar stoppers have been found here, sealed with cylinder seals.
There are impfessions from several different seals, all of which are broadly
similat. They contain a central plaque area with one or more signs, sutrounded
by a patterned area (Hartung 1998, 187-217). The pattern can be composed
of geometric shapes, animals, or other signs singly or in pairs. The pictures in
the central plaque are most often understood to have no wotd values. It has
been suggested that the formal otganization of elements on these seal impres-
sions indicates an encoding of information that is at the same time not writing;
possibly the uniqueness of each seal is indicative of ownership (Kemp 2000,
234). They utilize a limited corpus of depictions and organize these in ways
that apparently have internal logic. Like the tags and sealings, they combine in
different ways some of the same elements and were attached to grave goods.
T agree that the seal impressions from U-j are unlikely to be writing in the
sense of indicating words. But I do think that they were intended to communi-
cate defined messages that depended simultaneously on the symbols employed,
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LAUREL BrsTOCK

First Dynasty (ca. 3000 BCE), if not a generation or two eatliet, Egypt appeats
to have been politically united under these individuals. Unsutprisingly, the
tombs of thesc kings have been one of the major sources of insctibed material
from the First Dynasty, but as they add little to the interpretation of the pres-
ence of wtiting sketched above concerning tomb U-j, they will not be consid-
cred hetre. The non-royal tombs of the First Dynasty that have yielded extensive
inscribed material ate of two types, both of which, although belonging to pri-
vate individuals, are intimately linked with the emerging institution of kingship.
The first of these types of ptivate tombs belongs to people believed to
have been the highest administrators; these tombs are located in the cemeteries
near Memphis, the capital of the country that was founded either immediately
before or during the very eatly First Dynasty. The majority of these tombs ate
found at Saqqara (Figure 4.1). Thesc massive tombs are built of mud-brick on a
rectangular plan with complex patterns of niches on all four of their faces; this
form is reminiscent of the setekh sign, which itself almost certainly reptesents
a type of monumental niched-fagade architecture. The mastaba tombs of the
Memphite cemeteries were extensively stocked with goods, including luxuty
objects and furniture carved out of ivory, stone vessels, and pottery vessels.
Both the tombs and the goods in them can best be secn as gifts from the king to
these individuals; in fact, their sizc and opulence meant that the original exca-
vatot of the Saqqata tombs considered them the “rcal” royal tombs, consign-
ing the pteviously excavated Abydos tombs to the place of cenotaphs (Emety
1939). This view has becn almost entitely rejected by numerous scholars, statt-
ing with Barry Kemp (1966, 1967) and continuing through the most recent
work of David O’Connor (2009). Although now considered erroneous, Emery’s
interpretation of these tombs as toyal is still of interest because it indicates the
extreme size and importance of these tombs, as well as their many connections
to kings, including the common presence of royal names on artifacts in them.

The second group of graves containing such inscribed objects is usually
considered subsidiary. These graves ate quite small but were cleatly prestigious:
they cluster around the royal tombs and mortuary temples of the First Dynasty
at Abydos. Subsidiary graves are also found around some of the large elite
tombs at Saqqara and the other Memphite cemeteries, where they are fewer in
number and less often associated with insctibed material. The people buried in
subsidiary graves around the royal monuments seem to have been of high sta-
tus and may constitutc the personal retinue of the king, Strong circumstantial
evidence suggests they were sacrificed to accompany the king into the afterlife
(Bestock 2009; Petric 1925).

The relationships between the king and these two groups of people—the
high administrators and those petsonally close to the king—thus seem to have
been maintained into the aftetlife. This is demonstrated, in part, by the location
of the tombs—with administrators butied near the scat of administration and
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his personal retinue buried near the body of the king—and in part by means of
the objects in the tombs, many of them inscribed and many of the inscriptions
beating the king’s name (sec, e.g., Figure 4.6). The relationships thus maintained
are far from equal but do seem mutually dependent. The move of writing and
royal iconography out of purely kingly contests does not indicate 4 lessening of
royal power and prestige but rather shows thar the functions of kingship at both
the practical and ceremonial levels, both in life and in death, are now comples
enough to requite the participation of a fairly lacge and diverse group of people.
Remarkably, there is slight evidence from one of the elite mastabas ar
Saqqara that the very act of writing, and thus its importance for defining not
only goods but also scribes within the emergent royal system, was considered
to have a place in the grave and the afterlife. Tomb $3505 had—among a multi-
tude of inscribed objects of many types—at least five blank perforated wooden
tags and what appeared to be a blank roll of papyrus (Emery and Saad 1938).
If indeed these objects ate the tools of the trade of a scribe, known from his
tomb’s size, location, and wealth to have been 1 member of the high clite of the
Fitst Dynasty, then we may extend the notion of setipt as enabling individual
agency in the afterlife to include the process as well as the product of wtiting.
In addition to tags, pot inscriptions, and seal impressions, there are sevetal
other inscribed media from the First Dynasty. Almost all of these are exclu-
sively associated with the royal, administrator, or subsidiary graves. Therc is onc
type of inscription in particular that T would like to end with, because it lends
support to my argument that one use of early inscriptions was intentionally
mortuary. Many tombs in the First Dynasty, royal and non-royal, were provided
in some form with the name of the tomb occupant, This was sometimes true of
labels and seal impressions, which could contain the name of both the king and
an administrator, most often probably the tomb owner. Tn most eases in which
a specific tomb can be associated with a particular individual, names are known
from stelae (Figure 4.7). Mote than 100 such stelae are known from the royal
and subsidiaty graves, always in stone, quite fine in the case of royal tombs and
quite crude in the case of subsidiary graves.* It is not clear if these were placed in
the praves themselves ot were above ground locations for the livin o to present
offerings to the dead, but most scholars assume that they were above ground
as were later stelae that served as locations for cule a.,.mnn_”_mm from the :_“um_._n R“
the dead. . )
The stelae are not, however, the only way that names were attached to
graves. Sixteen of the subsidiary praves around the tomb of Diet, third king
of the First Dynasty, have names written inside the praves in red paint. None
of these graves had stelae associated with them (Petrie 1900, 8, plate LXTII).
A name on a wall inside the grave cannot have been the location of offerings
by the living. It is conceivable that the painted names were labels, telling the
living where to buty whom at the time of the mass faneral. Nevertheless, this
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