
Chapter 1

The origins of writing

in Egypt

Setting the scene

The civilization of Ancient Egypt existed between around 3500 bc

and 30 bc. It occupied the area of the valley and delta of the River
Nile northward from its First Cataract in the north-east corner of
Africa. With desert to the west, east, and south and sea to the north
and further east, the Nile Valley delineated the Egyptian state. It
was also incredibly rich in all kinds of resources including abundant
fish, birds, wild and domesticated animals, many varieties of stone
in the desert quarries, and metals, especially gold, in the eastern
wastelands. Most importantly there was a flood which revitalized
the agricultural lands every year with fresh mud.

The people of Egypt have left behind monuments and objects, many
of them covered in the writing now known as Egyptian hieroglyphs.
They used this pictorial sign system to write down their language
and record aspects of their culture. The information from the
writing tells us something about how the Egyptians governed their
land and people, about their beliefs, and about their hopes and
dreams. Though we can read hieroglyphs this does not mean that
we know everything there is to know about Ancient Egypt, partly
because the writings have survived accidentally and so are a fraction
of the original corpus and partly because the writings only preserve
those things the Egyptians themselves thought were important.
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This means we have to tread a very careful path in interpreting and
attempting to understand the writings, for our sources are biased by
chance and by design. They do, however, give us a point of contact
with the minds of the Ancient Egyptians.

Ancient Egyptian is classed by linguists as an Afro-Asiatic language.
This means that it is related to North African languages such as
Berber and Cushitic, and to Asiatic (or Semitic) languages such as
Arabic and Hebrew. Modern Egyptians speak Egyptian Arabic, not
Ancient Egyptian, which is now a ‘dead’ language. The ancient
language was a mixture of words connected by a grammatical
system spoken by people in the north of Africa and the Near East.

Early rock pictures
The earliest people who lived in the Nile Valley may have originated
in different places, each bringing with them different aspects of
language and vocabulary. One such area was the savannah-like
region on the edges of the Sahara bordering Egypt on the west. The
people living here around 5000 bc were hunter-gatherers and cattle
herders who depended on the food they gathered and their animals
for their existence. They would have needed to remember good
grazing areas, water holes and routes across the waste margins.
Such memories would be passed down orally and possibly also in
pictures.

Rock pictures left behind by these early hunters are found in the
Western Desert in the areas of the Gilf Kebir, Uweinat, and around
the Kharga Oasis.1 These rock pictures may be the beginnings of
pictorial writing in this area – that is, the means of communicating
a thought or idea by drawing a sign with a tool held in the hand.
Although they are notoriously difficult to date, some of them are
found in close proximity to Neolithic settlement areas and relate to
the lifestyles of the people in this region. They also show the
beginnings of the visualization of concepts and the need to
formulate a common means of communication in some way. These

2

H
ie

ro
g

ly
p

h
s



two ideas of communication and visualizing images are the central
concepts in understanding writing and Egyptian hieroglyphs.

The earliest rock-art images show the things which were most
important to those who drew them. They show different groups of
people with different lifestyles. At Uweinat the cattle breeders drew
mostly cattle and showed themselves leaping over them and
herding them with their crooked staffs. They also hunted ostriches
with their bows and arrows. In the Kharga Oasis area were men
with head-dresses, hunting animals, including antelopes, giraffes,
and wild bulls. The people of the more mountainous areas in the
east hunted rhinoceros, elephant, and ostrich. The images were
either picked out of the rocky outcrops in the desert with stone
picks or were painted in red or yellow ochre, black charcoal, or
gypsum. The animals no longer exist in these parts of the world
because it is now too dry, but clearly at this time, around the end of
the fifth millennium bc, they were important to the hunters.2 It is
possible that the hunters drew the images either before the hunt as
a wish for what they would catch or after the hunt to record what
they had captured. Some of the scenes may have been accompanied
by oral stories and acted as illustrations for the hunter as he regaled
his companions with his exploits. In such cases the pictures act as
cartoon images representing frozen actions, but they also show the
cognitive link between pictures, words, and sounds.

Clearly people were drawing pictures of things important to them at
this time, but they may have written on other things now lost to us,
such as animal hides, shells, plant leaves or bark, and even
themselves. They could have covered their bodies with painted
designs, tattoos, and perhaps also pictures of important things, such
as the ostrich they wanted to catch the next day, or the bull whose
qualities they wanted to acquire. These images and pictures enable
the process of sympathetic magic to work and this is another key
concept in the use of writing in Ancient Egypt.
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Boats, landscapes, and people

As the savannah areas dried up through climate change, the raging
torrent of the River Nile became calmer, allowing people to move
into the Nile Valley and delta and begin to live off its fish and water
birds and to cultivate the muddy fields of its flood-plain. Rock
drawings of boats may relate to the first contacts between the
hunters of the savannah and the riverine and marsh people of the
Nile Valley. In old water courses called wadis in the Eastern Desert
of Egypt, there are also many rock drawings of which the earliest
also relate to the boat people.

The boats vary in shape – some have flat bottoms and right-angled
keels while others have rounded bottoms. The boats usually contain
people and oarsmen, although sometimes they contain standards
and animals which may relate to early gods or chiefs in the Nile
Valley. The first Predynastic cultures in Egypt and in particular
Naqada II culture in Upper Egypt (around 3500–3300 bc) also

1. Rock pictures including animals and a boat with deities or heroes.
From site 26, Wadi Abu Wasil, Eastern Desert.
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painted pictures of boats and desert landscapes on pottery vessels
which were buried in tombs. There is no doubt that boats were
important within the Nile Valley for transport, perhaps for warfare,
for trade, and for the status of early chiefs (in the same way that
limousines or yachts stand for millionaire status in our culture) and
this may be the reason for their prominence. At certain times of year
the wadis could have been covered in grass after rainfall and at this
time expeditions may have been sent into them to collect semi-
precious and hard stones or plants or to hunt desert game or to
graze flocks and herds. The boat pictures could also have acted as
reminders of home for the valley people or markers of the rank of
individual expeditions sent there. It has long been suggested that
they could also represent expeditions sent out to the Red Sea to go
further afield and that they could even suggest actual contact with
other riverine traders outside Egypt at this time, particularly with
those from Mesopotamia. Some of the boat images in rock pictures
and on pottery may represent mythical stories about heroes who
ventured or came from beyond Egypt. The people of this area at this
time may have been able to recognize the tale about the hero
meeting the round-bottom boat people at sea, the story of the hero
reaching a mystical island, the hero finding the fabulous black stone
of the desert, or the hero making his epic journey across the desert
back to his beloved valley.3 All of the boat images may relate one
story or they may tell a thousand different tales. It is impossible for
us to know because we have lost the oral narrative, but something is
being communicated here and its culmination is in Tomb 100 at
Nekhen (Hierakonpolis).

Tomb 100 was the tomb of the chief of Nekhen, one of the early
states of the Egyptian Kingdoms. The tomb consisted of a number
of small chambers made of mud brick and was partly sunk into the
desert surface. When it was discovered in 1896 it had been robbed
out completely, but the paintings on its walls, though damaged, told
a remarkable story. There were scenes showing a series of boats of
all kinds with dancing women, desert landscapes, animals, animal
hunters, the capture and slaying of human prisoners, and also the
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hero who tamed wild animals. The tomb has been dated on stylistic
grounds and from the archaeological material associated with it to
the Naqada IIc period, about 3300 bc. The scenes seem to be a
culmination of all kinds of visual arts from Predynastic Egypt. Is the
tomb a repository of the most important myth of the people of
Nekhen or is it one man’s life, shown with his family at certain
important times – the first hunt, religious rituals, his death? It may
be a narrative or an advertisement, a fantasy or an idealizing
autobiography.4

Élite writing at Abydos
A little later at Abydos (the cemetery of another early kingdom at
This), the local rulers were also being buried in élite tombs with
separate compartments for the body of the dead chief and for the
goods which were buried with him. The man buried in Tomb U-j
around 3200 bc was very wealthy and his goods included jars of
resin or wine from the area of Syria-Palestine, a dish made of
obsidian, an ivory sceptre, and many other things of which only the
labels have survived. Around 190 labels were found in the form of
small rectangles of wood or ivory carved with pictorial hieroglyphic
signs showing a variety of information. The most simple bore
numbers: one vertical stroke represented one object, two strokes
denoted two objects, tens were shown with an inverted horseshoe
shape, and hundreds by a swirl. Each label had a hole bored in the
corner so that it could be tied to whatever it denoted – perhaps a
box or bag containing, for example, three (lengths of cloth), two
(festival bread loaves). These numerical signs are the earliest
recognizable writing from Egypt – a symbol specifically designed to
give information which cannot otherwise be deduced. The single
units would be clear but the swirls would have to be understood as
numbers by both the writer and the viewer. A second group of labels
show a variety of signs in a bewildering series of associated groups.
They have been interpreted as representing goods from different
places: a shrine resembling an elephant together with a real
elephant may represent Nekhen or Aswan; the jackal perhaps
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stands for the jackal lands of Middle Egypt, while the archer may
represent the tribes of archers in the Eastern Desert – perhaps those
who sent bows or arrows as tribute to this powerful Abydos ruler.
There are writings of the placenames Buto, ‘Fighter-City’, and ‘Ship-
City’, the identities of which are otherwise lost. The most complex
labels may show administrative activities such as bird hunting, fish
catching, and cloth production which were directly controlled by
the ruler’s residence and harim. Altogether around fifty signs are
attested, both signs with sound values only (phonograms) and signs
with meaning values only (semograms), indicating the level of
sophistication of writing at this time.5

Tombs dating from the Predynastic period often contain pottery
vessels, probably not because the pottery itself was always
intrinsically valuable but because of their contents – fats, unguents,
ointments, perfumes, beer, wine, resin, grain, meat, pickles,
preserved fruit, or dried meat. Pottery and stone vessels were the
plastic boxes and bags of their time. Often these pots were incised
or drawn in ink with a sign such as a circle, a pair of arms, or a cross
and in these cases the signs do not describe the contents (no doubt
labels were used, since jars could store many different items). These
signs instead seem to indicate ownership – either of the pot or of the
jar and its contents – for when the kingdoms of Egypt were united
in the Early Dynastic Period, around 3100 bc, we find that these pot
marks contain the names of the early kings of the country. They are
written as a rectangular box called a serekh, half covered in a series
of vertical lines with a picture sign in the other half and a falcon
standing on top of the box. The falcon is a sign for the king, the box
represents the royal residence and the sign inside the box is a writing
in pictorial script of the name of the king. It seems logical that the
most important things should have been among the first things to
be identified by this writing. Here the king’s name denotes his
ownership of the jar and its contents. The serekh is a stylized
representation of the palace complex with a niched-facade enclosure
wall and is the first identifier of a king’s name, at once protecting it
and symbolizing the institution of the palace administration.
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Commemoration and accounting, ownership
and display

Writing in the tombs of the Early Dynastic Period at Abydos was
used sparingly, so far as we can tell. This might, however, be a false
impression. The tombs seem to be miniature versions of the houses
of the kings and stored all his requirements for the next life. These
ranged from food and clothing to oil for anointing (like aftershave
and bath salts), plus exquisitely beautiful prestige and imported
goods worthy of a king in the afterlife, so that his royal status was
apparent to the gods. It was thought vital to record the ownership of
these items so that there could be no doubt of it. It was also
necessary to record the quantities and provenance of the goods so
that the living would know how much had been placed in the tomb
and therefore removed from the real storerooms of the palace. This
suggests that the tomb records would then be compared with the
palace magazine records and the two tallied so that the debits from
the real stores could be accounted for. The royal stores no doubt
comprised goods from all the king’s domains and trading contacts
and each of those places must have had its own accounts recording
the taxes and tributes due to the king, what was actually paid and
when it was sent to the residence. The tomb is the tip of the
iceberg of a huge state organization and the use of writing in it
hints at the huge accounting machinery at work in the
background. It may seem less than glamorous to suggest that the
invention of writing happened for taxation purposes, but whether
material is recorded for the warehouse or for the afterlife, it is part
of the same process.

The tomb too was a focus for the display of the cult practices
surrounding the dead king and was not only the means for
transferring him to another sphere of existence with the ancestor
gods, but provided a restricted arena for the display of his power
and status. In this sphere, the tomb architecture funnels life-
restoring power to the king’s spirit, whose existence is assured by
the presence of hieroglyphs naming him.
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Den (or Dewen) was one of the first great kings of Egypt, around
2800 bc. He ruled a united kingdom centred on the capital city at
Ineb-Hedj, ‘White Walls’ (Memphis), and his tomb at Abydos is a
good guide to how much written material might have been
produced at that time.

At the entrance of the tomb were two monolithic stelae – inscribed
stone slabs bearing only the name of the king. It was written inside
the serekh-rectangle, with a falcon representing the god Horus
standing upon it. Inside are the two hieroglyphs spelling the king’s
name: a human hand and a zig-zag water sign, Den. Inside the
tomb many inscribed labels and jar sealings were found and they
also record a second name of the king which is read either as
Khasety or Semty. Some of the labels record ‘events’ or ‘festivals’ in
the reign of the king and served as a yearly account (annal) of his
rule. They record the kind of living myth that is the life of a
successful king.

A close examination of one of Den’s labels from Abydos shows how
far the use of hieroglyphs and pictures had come up to this point.

2. Label of Den from Abydos.
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The wooden label (British Museum 32.650) measures 8 cm by
5.4 cm and the text on it reads from right to left. At the top right of
the label is the attaching hole and the tall vertical sign at the very
right is a notched palm rib meaning ‘year’, so this reads, ‘The
Year of . . .’. The scene at the top right shows a figure seated on a
stepped platform inside a booth. He wears a White Crown and
holds a flail of office. In front of him a figure wearing the Double
Crown of Upper and Lower Egypt and holding a flail and rod is
running around two sets of hemispherical markers. The event is the
Sed-festival, when the king proved his fitness and strength after a
period of time in office by running around a marked course.

The scene below is less clear but seems to show a walled enclosure
containing several hieroglyphs, perhaps the name of a town. To the
left is what was originally interpreted as a small squatting figure of a
woman with several hieroglyphs in front of her which may be her
name. Behind her is a man wearing a head-dress and carrying an
oar and a staff. Three hieroglyphs above him show a vessel with
human legs, a bolt of cloth, and possibly a vulture sign. Behind him
the two top signs spell the second name of Den and the lower sign is
some sort of portable shrine. The damaged scene below contains
bird, land, and plant hieroglyphs. The large area to the left contains
the serekh bearing Den’s name and to its left is a title, ‘Seal bearer of
the king of Lower Egypt’, and the name ‘Hemaka’ (written with a
twisted rope, a sickle, and a pair of arms). Hemaka was an
important and powerful official of Den. To the left is another
rectangle containing signs, of which the last one is a word meaning
‘to build’. Beneath is a word meaning ‘House of the King’. The
hieroglyphs in the lower left part of the tablet can be recognized and
mention the ‘Horus Throne’ and a dais. They seem to record further
that the label was used on a jar of oil, perhaps recording its date of
production or precise provenance. Alternatively, the oil may have
been symbolically connected with the events depicted, either as
anointing oil or offering oil. The tablet records ‘The year of a
Sed-festival, Opening the festival of the Beautiful Doorway’, and
perhaps something connected with the building of the king’s palace.
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As is clear from this part-interpretation, the signs have much
information to give and act as a fully fledged writing system.

Altogether fragments of thirty-one such ‘annal’ labels are known
from Den’s tomb and they mention events such as the ‘Journey of
the Reput on the Lake’ or ‘Capture of the wild bull near Buto’. There
is a clear tradition of recording events both with cultic and
economic benefits. Other inscribed objects were found in Den’s
tomb including stelae with the names of people buried with the
king, inscribed game pieces, and jar sealings. Some of them repeat
‘cultic events’ from the labels such as the Lower Egyptian king
spearing a hippopotamus and, of course, record the name of the
king. The most interesting personal object from Den’s tomb was the
lid of an ivory box inscribed to show that it had contained his own
seal of office.6

There is also a hint that in cult temples the display of royal power
was dependent on the integration of hieroglyphic writing and
organized depictions of rituals or commemoration of events. The
most famous example from this time is the Narmer Palette,
apparently of Dynasty 0–1 (c.3100 bc) made of slate and decorated
in raised relief. Found at Nekhen, it shows King Narmer, his name
written with catfish and chisel hieroglyphs, as king of northern
and southern Egyptian kingdoms. As the king of the southern
Egyptian kingdom, probably centred on Nekhen, Narmer is about
to brain his enemy, who is shown as culturally different. His death is
not shown because the moment depicted is the precise second
before the king acts – he can take life or give life. As the king of the
northern Egyptian kingdom, perhaps centred on Nubt (Ombos),
the king takes part in a victory parade surveying the decapitated
bodies of his enemies and accompanied by a boy or man carrying
his sandals and by a person wearing a heavy wig and leopard-skin
garment. The figure is either his chief minister or a high-ranking
priest. Though palettes were used to grind down pigments for use as
bodily adornment, the size of this palette, its decoration, and the
hieroglyphs on it suggest it was meant for display in processions or
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in the sanctuary of the temple to Horus at Nekhen. It
commemorated the acts of Narmer and his devotion to the god
Horus.

Materials
By the time of the Early Dynastic Period the principles of writing
must have been firmly embedded in the system of kingship in
Egypt for such a complex society to be able to run a cohesive
administration. In this case, clearly, the writing and the ideas
behind it came much earlier, but it is difficult for us to trace all the
stages of its development. The painted Naqada pottery is hardly a
full written document, but if such early documents were woven
mats, papyrus, wooden boards, clay, or mud, they have not survived
because they were not buried in the cemeteries whence much of the
material has come.

The development of papyrus was also a crucial factor in the
growth of writing as a means of communication. It is made from
the reedy and abundant pith of the papyrus plant, which, when
hammered together in thin strips and dried, forms a good,
smooth writing surface which is easy to carry and could be rolled
up and used several times. We know that the Egyptians were
expert mat and basket weavers and so were used to working with
all kinds of reeds and grasses from Neolithic times onwards. It is
likely that they had experimented with making papyrus in the
Predynastic period and with using it as a writing or painting
surface for ‘portable’ messages. As can be seen from the early
royal tombs, a vast range of writing surfaces were used: labels of
bone, ivory, and wood on jars for incised inscriptions; jars for ink
inscriptions; stone stelae inscribed with the king’s name; flakes of
stone painted with images (ostrakon). There are also mud seal
impressions, again showing the ownership of various jars and
their contents by the king. A roll of papyrus was found at Saqqara
in the tomb of Hemaka, an official of Dynasty 1, but it was blank
and unused.
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Seal impressions are in themselves important as a means of easy
replication of written signs, for one seal would be used to create a
large number of impressions. Some of these early seals have
survived in the form of a cylinder made of stone or wood. The
‘cylinder seal’ had a hole through the centre and the outside of the
cylinder was incised in sunk relief with the writing, usually of the
king’s name or other words or a scene. When a string or stick was
put through the hole it could be rolled over wet clay or mud and the
impression of the seal would be left standing proud on the surface
of the mud. Though this is a typical method of sealing jars in early
Egypt, the cylinder seal was probably a Mesopotamian invention.
The fact that the Egyptians adopted the cylinder seal has led to the
suggestion that the idea of writing, and of writing in pictures
(hieroglyphs) in particular, originated in Mesopotamia.

Mesopotamian influence?
Mesopotamia was the land between the two rivers of the Tigris
and Euphrates, an area in modern Iraq. Around 3500 bc the
Mesopotamian civilization based on the land of Sumer, with its
capital Ur, was a powerful complex society with cities, a system of
writing, and a fully developed administrative system to supervise
tax collection and to manage surplus agricultural resources. It is
likely that there was some kind of communication with the Nile
Valley, perhaps by means of sea routes or by land routes giving
access both to northern Egypt and through the wadi channels to
Upper Egypt and the first main centres at Naqada, Nekhen, and
possibly This. Mesopotamia may have needed raw materials such as
gold, grain, or stone from Egypt, and Egypt may have wanted
commodities such as tin and timber from Mesopotamia. There also
seems to have been an exchange of invisible exports/imports such as
technological ideas, cultural developments, and people. In Egypt it
is possible to see some Mesopotamian technological and cultural
traits during the Predynastic period and the beginning of the
Early Dynastic Period: mud brick, niched facade architecture,
subterranean houses (both at Maadi), and the ‘man taming the
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beasts’ artistic motif (Tomb 100). Among the ideas which came to
Egypt could have been the idea of picture writing. In Mesopotamia,
the Sumerian language was written in a pictorial script on clay
tablets and carved on seals. Writing was used from around 3500 bc,
particularly for documenting transactions and keeping accounts by
the state administration. It may never be possible to tell from the
archaeological evidence exactly how far Egypt was influenced by
external factors, but if there had been contact, the Egyptians went
on and developed their own writing system and its uses in their own
way without drawing anything further from outside.

As more archaeological work is done in Egypt the evidence for the
use of writing at earlier periods than is currently known may come
to light. It also seems likely that any early contacts between Egypt
and Mesopotamia will have left no real trace and that ultimately
both civilizations developed their writing systems independently.
Contacts between contenders are difficult if not impossible to
determine but as both have similar geography and agricultural
practices, it is no surprise that both would have the same
requirements for the control of the state and its resources. It is
interesting that in Mesopotamia the pictorial form of the script
was dropped very early in favour of a much more efficient writing
system using small wedge shapes called cuneiform. The Egyptians,
meanwhile, developed a dual form of writing and kept the pictorial
script for special purposes.

Stimulus and rule
In the case of Den’s tomb, writing was used to name and identify, to
keep accounts and to record specific cultic events pertaining to the
king. The commemoration of these basic records achieved a cultic
status of which the Early Dynastic tombs and Early Dynastic temple
deposits are our only archaeological evidence. It is likely that they
only refer to the rather rarefied élite sphere and record their
concerns. The impression given is that in the valley and delta
settlements writing was used more rarely for royal commemoration.
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This cannot possibly be the case for every place, however, and
the main administrative centres of Egypt will have had written
documents of many types which have not survived. Indeed the
success of the Egyptian state was based on the mass organization of
agricultural surplus, so that it could be used to feed those who
worked on non-agricultural projects for the king such as craftsmen,
bureaucrats, the army, and members of quarry expeditions and the
royal court.

The year’s planning was based on one particular astronomical
event. At the moment the flood began, the star Sirius was first
visible from Egypt after a seventy-day absence. This coincidence
signalled the beginning of the whole administrative year and it
was all recorded. The timing of the rising of Sirius – the goddess
Sopdet in Egypt – and especially the height of the flood were
meticulously recorded and cross-checked. The flood began around
mid-July, covered the Nile Valley and delta for about three
months, and then receded. The ideal height was about 20 cubits
(10 m) at Aswan, 12 cubits (6 m) near Cairo, and about 7 cubits in
the delta (3.5 m). If this were exceeded settlements and farms
could be destroyed, but if the flood fell short, not enough land
would be flooded or water brought to produce the required food
and surpluses. The southernmost part of Egypt at Aswan was
therefore one of the key points in the country for measuring the
flood height. As soon as the king’s officials knew the height of the
flood, they could calculate from their past records in the archives
how much tax could be collected and therefore what kind of
projects could be sustained for the glory of the king. This fiscal
yield was broken down into units so that by the time the flood
began to recede about three months later the scribes could be on
hand to mark out the exact amount of land and inform farmers of
their expected yields. From that first sign of the flood at Aswan a
king would know what building projects he could afford, how
many artisans and specialists he could usefully put to work, and
perhaps how many foreign campaigns he could undertake. At
times of low floods, the king would know that he needed to
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husband his resources wisely and perhaps scale down his building
works and temple donations.

All of this was made possible by careful record-taking and
accessible archives. Any king worth his salt would invest in his
scribal training programme and he may even have come through it
himself. Measuring, counting, calculating, and taxing were
therefore the practical motivating reasons for developing a clear
writing system in Egypt. The ideological reasons for the
development of writing were concerned with recording this
information to establish the status of the king in this life, in the
next, and in the realm of the gods.
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