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Response to Aly’s Discussion Paper:
Is Semiotic and Structural Analysis Enough to Understand the Meretseger Statuette?
In this paper, Aly explains that Meretseger was the divine protective entity that represented and was encapsulated within the pyramid-shaped peak el-Qurn, above the Valley of the Kings.
The statue itself is made of limestone, about 35cm high, and sculpted to show the coiling nature of the cobra as well as the shuti of Ma’at, the horns of Hathor and the tripartite crown of divinity, marking her clearly as a goddess.  On first appearance, she has an ‘uncarved’ section on the top surface of the statue, but this actually represents el-Qurn, the part of the desert landscape which embodies her.  The statue is not a perfect representation of the goddess, but rather is imperfect, with possible evidence of ritual handling. 
Aly clearly explains the theory of structuralism – that creation and imbued meaning of such an object can be segregated into three parts – the ‘source of emission’ which is the actual creation of the object by the craftsperson who made it, the ‘channel of transmission’ which is the sculpture itself, how it is used in ritual performance, and the ‘point of reception’ which in this case was the villagers of Deir el Medhina.  At this juncture I would argue that structural and semiotic analysis can only provide part of the context of the sculpture, I think it would be important to place this particular statue within the other material finds of the village and to identify any evidence of the chaine operatoire.  This would add to the anthropological element of the paper and really bring the statue to life.  
From the perspective of Ancient Egyptian cult and religion, the statue behaves almost like a part of the ‘machine of social control.’  This statue was not regarded merely as a simple representation, but by engagement with the ka of the statue, handlers would have been connecting with the goddess herself.  This then would have formed part of the ‘constant, watchful motion’ that Aly describes when alluding to the cobra’s coils and the representation of the mountain.
Early on in the paper, Aly alludes to similarities to Renentutet, and although this isn’t the focus of the paper, the dual nature of the cobra perhaps needed a little more explanation for me – I understand how the cobra would be associated with the desert and with ‘striking with blindness’ for transgressions, but Renentutet, completing the duality, represents a ‘nurturing protector’ and ‘fertility and harvest,’ and I would have benefitted from a clearer explanation of where those concepts come from.
I learnt a lot from reading this paper, having no prior knowledge of Meretseger, but what was most interesting for me was the clear outline of the semiotic elements of the statue itself – being able to ‘read’ the statue as an Ancient Egyptian might have and to begin to understand the function of each part of the sculpture was fascinating.  Aly’s passion for understanding objects was clear in this paper, and her explanation of complex ideas was sound.  Her break down of Structuralism was also really useful to get the most from the paper and Aly’s insights.  The organisation of the paper was also excellent, with a clear ‘journey’ through the ideas and how they would be developed in the next part of the assignment.  
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