EDMUND S. MELTZER

HIERATIC IS BEAUTIFUL.:
ANCIENT EGYPTIAN CALLIGRAPHY REVISITED

A recent excellent book entitled Ancient Egyptian Calligraphy! makes it
clear in the subtitle that for the author—a deservedly outstanding authority on
ancient Egyptian writing and an—"Egyptian calligraphy” (“beautiful writing”)
means the writing of the hieroglyphic script. This reflects the overwhelming
response of westem Egyptologists to Egyptian writing, a response very much
in keeping with that of their Renaissance and Classical forebears2 In this
attraction to, or exaltation of, the hieroglyphs as epitomizing the aesthetic
dimension of ancient Egyptian writing, ancient observers and later scholars are
ostensibly following the lead of the ancient Egyptians themselves, as the
hieroglyphs are the “decorative,” “artistic,” “monumental” script par
excellence, permeating artistic production in every medium and on every
scale.3 . (The hieroglyphs are also by far the most publicly prominent and
accessible—indeed omnipresent—of the ancient scripts as encountered by all
travelers to Egypt, ancient, modemn and in between.) It has thus been easy to
overlook or even ignore the role of the hieratic script (Figure 1) as the one
which, for most educated Egyptians of the Pharaonic period, probably would
have loomed as the primary embodiment of “calligraphy” in their immediate
experience and practice. The most explicit realization of, or receptivity to, this
dimension of hieratic by an Egyptologist thus far is expressed by James F.
Romano in a recent survey of Egyptian writing intended for an audience of
professional scribes:

Deftly moving his brush over the papyrus, the scribe produced rounded

forms that, in the earliest stages of hieratic, were merely schematic

forms of their original hieroglyphic paradigms. Eventually, however,

the same aesthetic standards reflected in hieroglyphic writing began to

influence hieratic as well. Several late hieratic texts achieve an

ornateness and sophistication of design that prefigures by at least a

millennium the finest Arabic calligraphy.4

We suggest that this assessment characterizes many more texts covering a
far longer period.

The prevailing tendency to give something of a short shrift to hieratic is
facilitated and reinforced by major habits and priorities of modemn study:

1)  Egyptologists publish, and initially study and leam to read, the mass
of hieratic literary texts, documents, “technical” texts, graffiti, rock
inscriptions and occasional stelae, as well as the important hieratic component

of the mortuary literature, in hieroglyphic transcription (though the edirio
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FIGURE 1.
A Sample of Egyptian Hieratic Writing
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princeps includes photographs or facsimilies as well), fostering the misleading
impression that most Egyptian writing in the Pharaonic period was done “in
hieroglyphs,” and diverting attention (including our own!) from the hieratic
originals;5

2) Egyptologists learn to read hieratic, transcribe it into hieroglyphs,
copy it intelligibly, and date it palacographically and orthographically, but not
really write it; 6

3) Unlike the ancient Egyptian scribal students themselves?,
Egyptologists leam to read hieroglyphs first, and only then hieratic (which,
even after it is introduced, is often not a major focus of the curriculum).

The manner in which Egyptian writing is normally introduced is conducive
1 another misleading impression, namely, that hieroglyphs are somehow “self-
explanatory” and are also sufficient to “explain” what is found in
hieratic—though Egyptologists have really known better, as much of the
literature cited here indicates. In fact, the coexistence, interpenetration, and
reciprocal influence of the two scripts is considerable and results in many
features of specific hieroglyphic texts, as well as many commonly-used signs
and orthographies, that need to be “explained” by hieratic.8 In an important
recent study, Parlebas shows how this “feedback” from hieratic forms even
influences iconography:

. ce qui nous semble le plus remarquable est 1’opposition tranchée
entre le caractére volontaire et conscient de 1'utilisation des signes
hi¢roglyphiques proprement dits, en tant que signes exacts et précis,
pour expliciter 1’iconographie, d'une part, et d’autre part la maniére
inconsciente par laquelle, par le biais de mauvaises lectures ou de
lectures approximatives de signes cursifs peu précis, I’iconographie
traditionelle a pu étre profondemment modifiée. 9
The expansion of the sphere of hieratic into monumental texts is a

significant aspect of the history of that script, 10 although in said domain the
hieroglyphs always reigned supreme (finally to be joined by demotic in the
well-known “bi-” or “trilingual” inscriptions such as the Rosetta Stone). The
importance and influence of hieratic beyond the borders of Egypt has been
noted in the use of hieratic numerals on Iron Age Hebrew ostraca,!! and
hieratic has been suggested as a possible model for sign-forms and values of
both the Ugaritic and “linear” Canaanite alphabets,12 though that has not
represented a consensus.

Recent Egyptological work has been characterized by a (most welcome and
overdue) increasing sensitivity to the visual and, one might say, metaphonetic
aspects of Egyptian writing.13  While this has mainly focused on the
hieroglyphic script, the visual dimension of hieratic has occasionally been
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noted, for example by Foster in his discussion of the multi-layered endeavor
of translating the Late Egyptian love songs (which, though written in hieratic,
as he discusses at length, he nonetheless characterizes as “Hieroglyphic Love
Songs” in the title of his article!)14  Though Te Velde considers that “the
hieratic and demotic was (sic) developed . . . to meet the practical need of
rapid writing,”15 and that in hieratic “the pictorial character of Egyptian
writing is hardly recognizable,”16 he discusses the signs used in the incipit of
Papyrus Prisse (a Middle Kingdom literary hieratic text) giving full scope to
the determinatives as encoding/conveying “metalinguistic” information (i.e.,
semantic/visual information transcending what he regards as the fundamental
identity/meaning of the word).17  (His judgment that the logograms, as
opposed to the determinatives, “do(es) not seem to add much extra- or
metalinguistic information to the strict linguistic information18 has nothing to
do with the use of hieratic per se but hinges on his definition of
“metalinguistic.”)

Insofar as the use of hieratic signs is affected by the modification/
“mutilation” and avoidance of certain signs and types of signs in some
mortuary and religious contexts, a phenomenon mainly studied by Lacau, 19
the “semographic” content or nature of the signs is being treated as important.
The “mutilated” representation of the snake/inimical snake determinative, with
knives on each of its upraised coils, is attested—sparsely—in hieratic
beginning in the 21st Dynasty, when the orbit of hieratic expanded to include
an appreciable corpus of mortuary papyri (though some of these were still
written in hieroglyphs through the Graeco-Roman period).20  For the
avoidance/substitution of signs, orthography must be examined carefully, and
context is of paramount importance, as the phenomena observed and studied
by Lacau are characterized by mortuary contexts, uses in the tomb and parts of
the tomb, and proximity to the deceased.2! Other special cases of such
“singling out” of signs include the avoidence of signs connotative of the
traditional religion and deities at Amama, 22 avoidance of the name/hieroglyph
of the god Ser at Abydos,23 and, in the Old Kingdom, avoidance of
logographic/determined writings of divine names within private theophores. 24
Many of these uses have been and would be found primarily in hieroglyphic
texts, but is also necessary to make a thorough study of mortuary/religious
literature in hieratic; the latter must be defined to include some exemplars of
the Coffin Texts, which are about a millennium earlier than the post-New
Kingdom introduction of well-attested hieratic mortuary papyri, and some of
which were part of the material originally studied by Lacau.25

How fitting a culmination to the history of hieratic that in the Graeco-
Roman period, in the words of Gilbert Bagnani,26
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The great majority of the scribes could not read the earlier scripts (i.e.,

including hieratic—ESM), althou gh they were able to write and perhaps

understand them, or, to put it less paradoxically, they knew the
meanings of the various words and signs but were not able to render

them phonetically. Their knowledge was purely visual and mnemonic .

(!—our emphasis.)

The specifically visual content of signs can be highlighted even in
demotic,27 despite the further attenuation or dilution of the visual aspect of that
script.28 That, however, is perhaps a subject for another study.

Having amply illustrated the visual component and “visual connection” of
hieratic throughout its history, and the change and growth that the
visual/‘semographic” aspect of that script was capable of manifesting in the
larger context of the development of Egyptian writing and scribal traditions of
the Egyptian language, let us proceed now to focus on what might more
narrowly be understood as the calligraphic dimension of hieratic.

This is seen most fundamentally in the scribal hands themselves, their
general execution as well as the often beautiful and powerful renditions of
individual signs and groups. Especially eye-catching for the modem observer
are (e.g.) those representing living things.29 The overall effect, however, is
far from limited to isolated individual si gns but clearly indicates expert and
cultivated styles. Looking at many administrative as well as literary/
“liturgical” hands, the point is made indelibly that it falls far short of reality to
regard hieratic merely as a utilitarian exercise or a concession to the need for a
cursive script (though it was certainly treated as such by unimaginative scribes
of varying degrees of mere competence, or the absence thereof).30 The
teachers who “corrected” their pupils’ sign-forms were teaching not merely
accuracy but elegance.3!

It is this writer’s firm conviction that hieratic texts would richly repay a
study by scholars specializing in calligraphy as it is practiced in living
traditions such as Chinese, Japanese and Arabic, in terms of the actual
execution of the texts with the appropriate writing materials, the strokes
involved in the making of given signs and sign-groups, etc.—a study which
the present writer can recommend but unfortunately, at least at this point, is
not qualified to pursue.32

We can, however, draw attention to a scribal practice employed in the
writing of hieratic that can be regarded as “calligraphic,” that is, motivated by
the desire to enhance the appearance of the text, to beautify the script (and
perhaps thus underscore, as it were, the proficiency of the scribe). One
obvious such feature is the elongation of signs in some exemplars of
epistolary formulae (e.g., in the Hekanakhte Letters),33 reminiscent of the
elongated or attenuated letters found in Hebrew and Arabic calligraphy.
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The boast of the proud ancient Egyptian scribe, ink s§ ikr n(y) —c_lbc wif “1
am a scribe whose fingers are excellent/skillful/pleasing” (sometimes
translated “nimble”),34 would not seem to have applied merely to speed,

accuracy, reliability, or efficiency.

NOTES
“Hieratic is beautiful” is a spontaneous comment of a first-year student of Egyptian at the
Institute for the History of Ancient Civilizations, Northeast Nommal University, Changchun,
China. The writer thanks Ms. Mary Gow and the staff of the Wilbour Library of Egyptology and
Department of Egyptian, Classical and Ancient Middle Eastem Art of the Brooklyn Museum, for
promptly and cheerfully providing many references and copies of publications as yet
unobtainable in China. Without their help this article could not have been completed.
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