
  

  Open Access. © 2024 the author, published by De Gruyter.  This work is licensed 
under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License. 
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111360805-011 

Gianluca Miniaci 
Bakhtin, Gramsci, and the Materiality of the 
Egyptian Hieroglyphs: When the ‘Official’ 
Culture Leaks into the ‘Folk’ Domain 

Abstract: The ancient Egyptian hieroglyphic writing is an extremely permeable 
field (given its materiality and performative character), more prone to introduc-
ing material variations in the sign during the ‘performance’ of its 
(re)production: some targeted hieroglyphs were deliberately manipulated, mod-
ified, and altered. The custom first appeared in the royal sphere (c. 2345 BCE) and 
then slowly moved into the private domain (till c. 2000 BCE), being continuously 
transformed and adapted, becoming increasingly inconsistent, unsystematic, 
and confused, till complete abandonment (c. 1500 BCE). This path can be read in 
the light of the socio-linguistic ideas of Mikhail Bakhtin and Antonio Gramsci, 
which see a deep connection between language and society. In its diachronic 
evolution, the patchy and inconsistent absorption and transformation of mutila-
tion hieroglyph practice from the lower levels of society can be imagined as the 
‘leak of fragments of hegemonic culture into a folk domain’. 

1 Linguistic signs and their materiality 

The article moves from a statement by the anthropologist Webb Keane:  

Material objects contrast in several ways to the familiar Saussurean model of the arbitrary 
sign, which signifies only by virtue of a social convention […]. The materiality of the objects 
represents an essential condition for their movement across social and semiotic domains.1  

An important dichotomy in the study of the human past given by the division be-
tween ‘texts’ and ‘objects’, which are often associated with two different ontologies 
is encapsulated in this sentence.2 The texts are usually connected with an inherent 

|| 
1 Keane 2001, 73. 
2 Keane 2003. 
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‘immateriality’: the arbitrariness3 of the signs reduces the possibility of ‘movement’ 
significantly. Changing the shape and order of the signs will irremediably alter the 
code represented by the signs themselves, leading the communicative system to 
crash: the sign cannot move too freely.4 Contrarily, the objects, given their materi-
ality and non-discursive nature, are less harnessed in a social convention and can 
move more freely across social, spatial and temporal dimensions. 

Nonetheless, materiality is an inherent structure also belonging profoundly 
to texts and their marking system.5 The term ‘materiality’ is usually applied to 
the objects–people relation perceived as an agent-centred process.6 People and 
communities engage with the material world through the actions and creation 
of an object world (i.e. artefacts/things), which concomitantly shapes and con-
strains the human experience and behaviour (i.e. capacity of the physical prop-
erties of things to modify human perception and action, remodelling ideas and 
identities).7 However, the concept of materiality and agency must also be ap-
plied to language and its written system. We think of objects in words8 and ma-
teriality is also expressed in/through words.9 Keane, for instance, noted the role 
of language in shaping the house types of Sumba, in south-eastern Indonesia. 
The traditional houses of Sumba partially derive in their physical conformation 
from traditional ritual speeches, which emphasise the canonical forms that a 
house should have, including a precise division of the rooms and types of furni-
ture. With the progressive loss of ritual speeches in contemporary times, the 
houses of Sumba also started changing and transforming, substantially aban-
doning the forms and divisions promoted by the ritual speech.10 

The signs themselves show a deep material entanglement with the people, so-
ciety and surrounding world. The most basic unit of the text, i.e. the linguistic sign, 

|| 
3 The links between the signifier and signified (in a Saussurean way), between sound–image 
and meanings, cannot be found in nature or logic because they are simply based on an arbi-
trary, conventional tradition, which is valid till the users decide it is not; de Saussure 1986, 73. 
4 See recent studies gathered in Cavanaugh and Shankar 2017, esp. Shankar and Cavanaugh 2017, 
1–28.  
5 See Shankar and Cavanaugh 2012 and recent studies gathered in Quenzer 2021. 
6 Knappett 2005; Knappett 2012; Knappett 2014, 4701–4702; Miller 2005b; Ingold 2007; Fahl-
ander 2008; Taylor 2009. For Egyptology, see Kienlin and Bussmann 2022; Miniaci 2023.  
7 Appadurai 1986; Miller 1987; Gell 1998; Miller 1998; Miller 2005b; Renfrew and Bahn 2005, 159–
163; Meskell 2005; Henare, Holbraad and Wastell 2007; Hodder 2011; Malafouris 2013; Drazin and 
Küchler 2015. For further bibliographical references, see Joyce 2015; Joyce and Gillespie 2015. 
8 Searle 1969. 
9 Beetz 2016, 86; Gell 1998, 4: ‘Culture has no existence independently from its manifestations 
in social interactions’. 
10 Keane 1995. 
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has been defined a ‘psychological imprint’11 left by society on the material surfaces 
of the world. The term ‘psychological imprint’ aims at encapsulating two different 
souls enclosed in the sign: the material one, given by the grapheme, a physical 
mark created to be correlated to a sound or a noun, and the semantic concept (the 
meaning), the immaterial part of an abstract system expressed through the graph-
eme or – more frequently – a combination of them.12 The graphemes must always 
rely on their material aspect (for their realisation) and find their ‘raison d’être’ in 
the people, i.e. a material support and at least one communicator (writer) and one 
recipient (interpreter). It is only in their material and social process that the signs 
liberate their signification. Therefore, as for any type of material production, the 
sign must also be understood in its dialogic reality13 and cannot be independent of 
its social fabric and materialisation,14 disregarding the number of communicative, 
metamaterial inputs it encapsulates.15  

Ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs offer an important case study for measuring 
the degree of entanglement16 between the linguistic sign, people and material 
world, shading lights on the significant role played by society and history in the 
formation of the materiality of the linguistic sign. 

2 The materiality and performativity of the 
Egyptian hieroglyphs 

The hieroglyphic writing system is hybrid, since it employs signs corresponding to 
phonograms (single or multiple consonants) and logograms (signs which indicate 
lexical units, i.e. words).17 In addition, the writing system also integrates a number 
of signs which serve as classifiers (semantic determinatives) in order to denote the 
semantic domain of words.18 The word ‘palace’, for instance, can be accompanied 
by a classifier of a ‘house’, in order to indicate that that word belongs to the seman-

|| 
11 Klages 2006, 35. 
12 De Saussure 1986, 66. 
13 Bakhtin 1981, 269. See below. 
14 DeMarrais 2004. 
15 Derrida 1988, 7–8. 
16 For the entanglement theory (especially in relations between objects and humans), see 
Martindale 2009; Stockhammer 2012; Whitley 2013. For its application to Egyptian archaeology, 
see Miniaci 2019b. 
17 Winand 2021. 
18 Allen 2014.  
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tic sphere of the ‘human buildings’. The sign does not have any phonetic or logo-
graphic value.19 In addition, Egyptian writing emerged against a background of a 
non-glottic system (= images used as emblems),20 existing for a long time before 
the development of writing and having a strong tradition.21 Indeed, the hieroglyph-
ic system shows a very strong performative character,22 greatly emphasising the 
visibility of the sign itself and its representational part.23 

The Pyramid Texts, for instance, written on the funerary walls of the pyramids, 
were meant to be more of a material reification of the oral rituals performed in 
connection with the royal tombs rather than a written communicative act:24 they 
have a non-discursive structure; they seem to present only a very limited ortho-
graphic nature; and the lack of complex grammar and syntax make it difficult to 
provide a clear translation.25 Thus, the Pyramid Texts can be seen as an embodi-
ment of the ritual, made in a permanent way by carving part of its key sentences in 
the stone of the pyramids, a material performance in the funerary architecture, 
rather than a structured written transposition of a (ritual) communication. In this 
specific case, the priority of the writing was given by two key elements: the materi-
ality and performativity of the writing, i.e. the specific ‘action’ – in itself – of writ-
ing words (performativity), and how and where they were written (materiality: 
carved in the stones of the pyramid and following a precise ritual order).26 

Hence, hieroglyphic writing is an extremely permeable field: a part of the 
writing system of the Egyptian language, for instance, can be interpreted – to a 
certain extent – even without fully mastering the complex network of semiotic 
associations of the signs.27 Such a nature is more prone to introduce material 
variations in the sign during the ‘performance’ of its (re)production,28 because 
the iconic nature29 – and presence of classifiers30 – could support the understand-
ing of the signified even when significant forms of modification are introduced. 

|| 
19 For more recent discussions on the structure of the Egyptian writing system, see Regulski 2022. 
20 Stauder 2021. Cf. Woods 2010, 18–20. See Kammerzell 2009. 
21 Baines 2004; Stauder 2022, esp. 223–227. See Vernus 2016. 
22 Eyre 2018. 
23 Stauder 2022; Stauder 2023.  
24 Eyre 2018, 6. 
25 See Hays 2015. Contra Allen 2017. 
26 Allen 1994. 
27 See discussions in Baines 1989; Andrássy, Budka and Kammerzell 2009; Budka, Kammer-
zell and Rzepka 2015; Haring 2018; Haring 2021. Also see Regulski 2010, 1. 
28 Eyre 2018. 
29 Schenkel 2011; Graff 2017; Stauder 2018; Vernus 2019; Thuault 2020; Pries 2023. 
30 See Zsolnay 2023. 
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3 The manipulation of the hieroglyphic signs 

The materiality and performativity of hieroglyphic signs are embodied in a practice 
adopted in various periods of Egyptian history, which consisted of a deliberate 
manipulation, modification and alteration of selected graphemes, deviating from 
the standard way of representation.31 The ancient Egyptians – in the course of their 
history – decided to arbitrarily manipulate – often mutilating – the signs in texts, 
spells and formulae related to the deceased, without altering (i.e. making opaque 
or unintelligible) the communicative ‘code’, but just acting on the materiality of the 
sign and the performative act of their carving or inscribing.32 

The manipulation of the signs often consists of the ‘mutilation’ of the sub-
jects they were representing or a form of alteration by omitting/substituting 
specific signs in a semantic unit. Three different types of manipulation applied 
to a grapheme can be documented throughout Egyptian history: (1) mutilation: 
the body of the sign is divided into separate parts, as though severed; body 
parts are omitted, cancelled or covered (i.e. by plaster) (see Fig. 1);33 the sign is 
directly drawn in an incomplete form (see Fig. 2);34 (2) substitution: some signs 
or words are represented/spelled with different graphemes, which have equiva-
lent phonetic value35 (see Fig. 3) or by a ‘symbolic’ substitute (such as circles or 
strokes);36 and (3) omission: a sign is simply omitted.37 

|| 
31 The funerary domain seems to be the reason that prompted such a practice, since it is 
connected with mortuary contexts in its first forms of appearance. However, it does not appear 
in a consistent and continuous way throughout Egyptian history. Most scholars believed that 
the mutilation of certain animated signs (especially in the case of vipers, see below) was in-
tended to avoid any dangerous action against the deceased by the animation of the signs them-
selves. This explanation is not satisfactory since the manipulation did not affect all the animat-
ed signs in a funerary text uniformly; see Nyord forthcoming. The reasons for the manipulation 
of hieroglyphs are summarised in Miniaci and Thuault forthcoming.  
32 The main works on the mutilation of the signs are by Lacau 1913; Lacau 1926; Pierre 1994; 
Miniaci 2010; Schenkel 2011; Iannarilli 2017; Iannarilli 2018; Iannarilli 2019; Roth 2017; Miniaci 
and von Pilgrim 2022; Miniaci and Thuault forthcoming. 
33 See especially Leclant 1977, 282, 288. 
34 See, for instance, Miniaci 2010. 
35 Lacau 1913, 24–26 
36 Lacau 1913, 17–24. 
37 Lacau 1913, 3–16. 
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Fig. 1: Mutilated signs covered by plaster from the pyramid of Pepi I; from Pierre 1994, figs 5–7. 

 

Fig. 2: Example of hieroglyphic signs represented in incomplete way on various inscriptions 
from the Pyramid Texts of the Old Kingdom; from Iannarilli 2018, 39, table 1; courtesy of Fran-
cesca Iannarilli. 
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Fig. 3: Examples of substitution of signs with the use of different graphemes for the divine 
names of Anubis and Horus; redrawn from Roth 2017, 300, fig. 18.5. 

4 A diachronic perspective 

The manipulation of the signs is not tied to a particular narrow time spot, specif-
ic people or documentation, but crosses different epochs, spanning centuries, 
moving across different layers of society, involving various types of texts and is 
adopted on different media (writing surfaces). Therefore, it must be analysed in 
its diachronic perspective. An important premise is that the custom of mutilat-
ing hieroglyphs in the funerary domain is not universally adopted and is docu-
mented only in specific time frames and a limited number of contexts. Apart 
from the royal sphere, where it is employed with a certain consistency, it is not 
clear yet which the bias was for the adoption of this practice. 

4.1 The origin: A royal embryo (c. 2345–2181 BCE) 

The manipulation of hieroglyphic signs appeared for the first time in the Pyramid 
Texts of Unas38 (end of the fifth dynasty; c. 2345–2315 BCE) and, since then, it has 
been attested with a certain ‘regularity’ and systematicity in all the inscriptions 
carved in the known royal pyramids of the sixth dynasty in the Memphite necropo-
lis, i.e. Saqqara (Teti, Pepi I, Merenre, and Pepi II, c. 2315–2181 BCE). From the time 
of Pepi II, the manipulation of hieroglyphs is also documented in the tombs of the 

|| 
38 Lacau 1913, 2–3; Roth 2017, 292–293; Thuault 2020. 
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queens: Neit, Iput and Wedjebten (see Fig. 4)39 (c. 2325–2150 BCE). The manipula-
tion of hieroglyphs is further documented in one of the few pyramids preserved for 
the kings of the Seventh and Eighth Dynasties, King Ibi40 (who lived for an indefi-
nite time span between c. 2150 and 2055 BCE) at Saqqara. In the current state of our 
knowledge, the texts in the pyramid of Ibi represent the latest Pyramid Text (most 
recent) found in a royal tomb so far: the manipulation of hieroglyphs documented 
in the walls of the pyramid of Ibi indicates that such a custom continued with ‘con-
sistency’ (notwithstanding several variation and exceptions)41 in the royal sphere 
since its first appearance.42 

 

Fig. 4: Excerpt of a Pyramid Text from the pyramid of Queen Wedjebten; redrawn from Jéquier 1928, 
Paroi Sud II. 

|| 
39 Jéquier 1928; Jéquier 1933. 
40 Jéquier 1935. 
41 For the consistency/inconsistency, see remarks in Iannarilli 2018. 
42 Lehner and Hawass 2017, 311. 
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The signs involved in the manipulation were uniquely represented by living 
beings, primarily and consistently focusing on human figures (male and fe-
male):43 they were generally omitted or deprived of a part of their body (see Fig. 
5) (less frequently, replaced by abstract symbols, such as a circle or diagonal 
line).44 Starting from the time of Pepi I (c. 2325–2150 BCE), the manipulation 
(omission and mutilation) was applied to a wider array of signs representing 
animals and especially mammals: lions, hares, hartebeests, gazelles, elephants, 
cows, calves and bulls; with less frequency to hippopotami, donkeys, giraffes 
and baboons;45 more rarely jackals, rams, collared goats and goatskins.46 Scor-
pions were represented in a form that omitted the tail.47 No birds, insects, 
snakes or other reptiles were involved in the process of mutilation at this 
stage,48 although the words for snakes and worms were not accompanied by any 
semantic classifier (which in Egyptian writing would have meant the actual 
representation of a snake or worm): the horned viper (used for the phoneme f) 
and cobra (used for the phoneme ḏ) were regularly spelled and fully represent-
ed in the Pyramid Texts corpora (see below).49 

The first evidence of ‘mutilated’ hieroglyphs shows how this practice gener-
ated and remained intimately connected with the royal contexts in the Mem-
phite necropolis: first documented in kings’ pyramids and, in a second instance, 
also reproduced on the walls of queens’ pyramids. A clear evolution of the pat-
tern can be documented with a royal sphere, since it started with human figures 
and was rapidly also extended to other animate beings, i.e. animals (not all but 
only selected types). Rather unexpectedly, dangerous signs, such as cobras and 
vipers – probably due to their phonetic role – were not subject to any mutilation 
or manipulation at this time. 

|| 
43 Lacau 1913, 42–49. The signs representing fishes were also consistently omitted, Roth 2017, 293. 
44 Lacau 1913, 17–24; Roth 2017, 292; Iannarilli 2018, 41. 
45 Lacau 1913, 36–41; Roth 2017, 293. 
46 Roth 2017, 293. 
47 Lacau 1913, 49. 
48 Lacau 1913, 41. The pelican is omitted in one instance, see Roth 2017, 294. 
49 Leclant 1977, 282. 
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Fig. 5: Excerpt of a Pyramid Text from the pyramid of King Merenre; redrawn from Pierre-
Croisiau 2019, vol. 2, 463. 
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4.2 One step below: The incorporation into the private domain 
(c. 2250–2181 BCE) 

The practice of manipulating hieroglyphs in funerary contexts passed rapidly 
from the royal to the private domain, breaking up the documentary isolation of 
the Pyramid Texts corpora.50 The appearance of the phenomenon in private 
contexts is first attested in the second half of the sixth dynasty (c. 2250 BCE),51 
documented mainly in funerary chambers or coffin inscriptions, all documented 
in the Memphite necropolis (therefore, close to the origin point – Unas at 
Saqqara?).52 The tomb of Ihy at Saqqara may be one of the earliest examples, 
probably dated to the later sixth dynasty.53 It is not inconceivable that the ma-
nipulation of hieroglyphs passed from the royal to the private sphere in the 
Memphite necropolis around the end of the sixth dynasty (c. 2278–2181 BCE?), 
because this is also the area and time when the royal tradition of the Pyramid 
Texts moved into the private sphere.54 The practice of mutilating hieroglyphs 
was most probably also adopted by the private sphere. 

In the private domain, the reptiles – especially vipers and cobras – were 
mutilated for the first time (see Fig. 6),55 while, as has been stated previously, 
this was not the case in royal contexts. The first case of the ‘mutilation’ of rep-
tiles can be considered in the tomb of Mereruka at Saqqara, where the cobra is 
avoided in the word Wadjet (the name of the goddess associated as a snake-
headed woman or a snake).56 However, the first non-royal inscriptions with 
mutilated viper/cobra signs are grouped mainly in a number of tombs at Heli-
opolis:57 vipers are cut at the neck, while cobras are omitted.58  

The passage into the private domain, therefore, is not mechanical, but fol-
lows its own path with innovation, change and transformation, as demonstrat-

|| 
50 Iannarilli 2019, 300.  
51 Jéquier 1929, 73, 81, 103, pl. 7; Roth 2017, 303. 
52 The vipers on an offering table in the tomb of Nesw at south Saqqara show mutilation. The 
context is dated to after the sixth dynasty, see Berger-El-Naggar 2005. 
53 Roth 2017, 299–300. 
54 Willems 2014, 168–177; Morales 2017, 1–16. See especially Allen 1976. 
55 Lacau 1913, 49. Inanimate signs – such as the emblem of divinity (GSL R8) – are for the first 
time subjected to the manipulation of signs in private contexts of the late Old Kingdom, cf. 
Lacau 1926, 80 (suppression). 
56 Roth 2017, 301, table 18.1. See Firth and Gunn 1926, vol. 2, 173–174, pl. 2–4; Collombert 2010, 76, 
no. 133. 
57 Daressy and Barsanti 1916 (archaeological context and plan). See comments on the mutila-
tion in Lacau 1926, 77–81. 
58 Roth 2017, 303. Lions also continued to be mutilated in these tombs. 
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ed by the mutilation of the reptiles (especially the horned viper). Once detached 
from the royal sphere and control, the manipulation phenomenon also assumed 
traits of higher randomness, distributed across various contexts without the 
predictability or systematicity documented in the Pyramid Texts.  

 

Fig. 6: Coffin inscriptions of Shemayt; redrawn from Jéquier 1929, pl. 11. 

4.3 A regional spread: Outside the origin centre  
(c. 2278–2055 BCE) 

The practice of manipulating hieroglyphs also spread outside of the Memphite 
necropolis after it appeared in the private domain by the end of the Old King-
dom.59 The case of Weni, in the south of Egypt, at Abydos,60 shows how the ma-
nipulation of hieroglyphs in funerary texts also moved from north to south in a 
non-simultaneous manner, but with a chronological gap. All the inscriptions 
from the subterranean rooms in the tomb of Weni bear mutilated signs, includ-
ing the viper and the name of Weni himself.61 The spelling of Weni’s name is 
‘systematically’ mutilated (or the human signs are omitted) only in the subter-
ranean chamber, being written completely in inscriptions in the parts above 
ground (see Fig. 7). While private people from the northern part of Egypt had 
already adopted the customs of mutilating hieroglyphics some generations 
before Weni, none of the texts in the funerary inscriptions of Weni’s father, Iuu, 
vizier during the reign of Pepi I, bear any sign of hieroglyphic manipulation. 

|| 
59 See Miniaci 2019b for the changing of burial concepts in the Middle Kingdom. 
60 Richards 2002, 85–102. 
61 Richards 2002, 98, fig. 23. 
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Fig. 7: Spelling of the name of Weni in the inscriptions recorded in the funerary space (B + C) 
and in the surface monuments (A); redrawn from Richards 2002, fig. 23. 

The mutation practice also evolved as it spread outside of the origin centre: at 
the beginning of the First Intermediate period (c. 2181–2055 BCE), the practice of 
mutilation seems instead to have migrated also to different media, not always 
intimately connected with the funerary sacred space, such as stelae (see Fig. 8), 
offering tables and false doors, which were usually located in the chapel, a 
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public and visible space, therefore, not in close contact with the deceased.62 The 
mutilation particularly of the viper – in private contexts – had assumed some 
peculiar traits, and endured as the most persistent feature even until the end of 
the First Intermediate period, when the practice of mutilation/omission started 
to wane (very early Middle Kingdom, i.e. late eleventh dynasty, c. 2155–1991 BCE).  

 

Fig. 8: Stela of Itj from Gebelein, Museo Egizio Torino (S.13114); CC BY 2.0. 

The manipulation in the First Intermediate period focused mainly on the 
viper sign, showing four different types of mutilation inflicted: (1) head sepa-
rated from the body, as though severed by a cut; (2) head separated from the 
body and displaced somewhere else in an unnatural position (often placed 
above the viper’s body); (3) viper without the head; and (4) viper without the 
tail. 63 The late sixth dynasty tomb of Idu at Dendera64 contains one of the first 
documented combinations of two different mutilations of the viper sign: most 
of the vipers are shown headless while two are represented decapitated,65 

|| 
62 Russo 2010, table 1, nos. 39–55. 
63 Pitkin 2017, 107–122, esp. table 5.0. 
64 Petrie 1900, 46, pl. Va 
65 Roth 2017, 306. 
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indicating that different types of mutilation coexisted. The removal of the 
viper tail, documented only sporadically, seems to occur instead only in later 
times, by the beginning of the eleventh dynasty, and only in provincial con-
texts.66 Rune Nyord has raised the question whether the mutilation of the 
viper, which spread rapidly and became a dominant feature during this 
phase and the following one (First Intermediate period–early Middle King-
dom) could be due to the vicinity and subjectivity of the people carv-
ing/painting or commissioning the inscriptions. Horned vipers were definite-
ly present in the borders of the deserts where the tombs were typically 
located and they could have been one of the main struggles for people work-
ing in or crossing the necropolis (e.g. for the funeral or the funerary ritual).67 
Such a suggestion moves the focus from conceptual part (i.e. the theologi-
cal/linguistic authors) towards the pragmatical one (the makers and artisans 
of the inscriptions/inscribed objects). In this time, the manipulation of the 
other signs – previously targeted – had almost completely vanished. 

Additionally, the social target seems to expand during the First Intermedi-
ate period, reaching a more modest and peripheral level of the population, as 
demonstrated by the titles of the owners of some stelae from Nag ed-Deir and 
Rizeiqat.68  

The practice of the manipulation of hieroglyphs transformed and changed 
as it moved across geographical areas, time and society, evolving according to 
the needs and vision of the different social layers. The horned viper became the 
focus of the mutilation, while the manipulation of other animate signs started to 
slowly fall into disuse. 

4.4 The interruption: The archaeological traces of a vanishing 
practice (c. 2155–1926 BCE) 

The number of signs targeted for mutilation during the First Intermediate 
period gradually reduced and disappeared at the dawn of the Middle King-
dom, shortly after the reign of Mentuhotep II (c. 2060–2009 BCE),69 although 
there are a few traces left in the reign of Senwosret I, during the twelfth dyn-

|| 
66 The removal of the tail is a rare feature in the First Intermediate period: see, for instance, 
Petrie 1909, 3, 16–17, pl. II–III; Clère and Vandier 1948, 14, § 18; Brovarski 2018, 386, fig. 12.9 
(stela from Nag ed-Deir, N 4593). See Russo 2010, 252, n. 6. 
67 Nyord forthcoming. 
68 Pitkin 2023, 133–203. 
69 Brovarski 1998, 58. 
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asty (c. 1971–1926 BCE), as documented by a stela found in Elephantine, 
where the sign of the crocodile is left incomplete,70 and an inscription of the 
funerary chamber of Senwosret-akh at Lisht, where a carved bird was origi-
nally represented deprived of its legs and only in a second moment were they 
added in paint.71  

With the beginning of the second millennium, there is no documentation of 
this practice in the archaeological records, which visibly had disappeared – 
unless it went unseen underground.72 

4.5 The rebirth: Again a new start from the royalty  
(c. 1800–1550 BCE) 

By the late Middle Kingdom (c. 1800 BCE), the practice of manipulating (by draw-
ing in an incomplete way) some of the signs in the funerary texts reappeared 
again on inscribed objects in the royal sphere. In this case, the archaeology 
documents the real first steps of this practice. In a burial, originally conceived 
for the princess Neferuptah,73 the hieroglyphs inscribed on her vessels had orig-
inally been outlined complete with all the bird signs provided with their legs.74 
Only later were their legs deliberately erased (see Fig. 9). The action of an ex-
plicit erasure applied to the initially intact and fully shaped hieroglyphs is fol-
lowed by a consistent use of mutilated hieroglyphs utilised in the actual burial 
of Neferuptah found at Hawara south.75 

|| 
70 Miniaci and von Pilgrim 2022. 
71 Hayes 1937, 26, col. 447. 
72 Cf. Miniaci forthcoming. 
73 Presumably the daughter of King Amenemhat III. 
74 Petrie 1890, 8, 17, pl. V; Miniaci 2010. 
75 Farag and Iskander 1971, 1–6. See Farag and Iskander 1971, esp. 24, fig. 20 (granite sarcoph-
agus), 48–58, fig. 30–32, pl. XXXVII.a.b (wooden coffin), 14–15, fig. 8–10 (silver vases), 7–10 and  
pl. VII (offering table). 
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Fig. 9: Vessel fragments belonging to the Neferuptah burial equipment from the burial cham-
ber of King Amenemhat III at Hawara; redrawn from Petrie 1890, 17, pl. 5. 

The rise (or readoption) of this practice is again tied to the royal sphere and its 
inner circle, as documented by the inscriptions of the objects from the burial 
equipment of King Awibre Hor at Dahshur.76 All the inscriptions found on the 
objects equipping the tomb were drawn with incomplete hieroglyphs (see Fig. 10), 
following a practice inspired by the texts in the Pyramid Texts although not 
faithfully reproducing it. Indeed, the human beings were avoided, such as those 
documented in the Pyramid Texts of the Old Kingdom, but new signs were sub-
ject to mutilation (such as birds and snakes).  

Although the funerary inscriptions from kings and royal families of the time 
are rather reduced, there is still evidence that the practice of mutilating hiero-
glyphs remained in use for royalty for all the late Middle Kingdom and Second 
Intermediate period (c. 1650–1550 BCE). Indeed, the practice is documented for 
the king’s daughter Nubheteptihered (see Fig. 11), King Senebkay,77 King Intef 
Sekhemre Wepmaat, King Intef Sekhemre Heruhirmaat and King Intef 
Nubkheperre (listed in supposed chronological order).78 In addition, also the 
coffin of the last king of the seventeenth dynasty, Kamose, employed incom-
plete hieroglyphs, although a private coffin was used for the king.79 In fact, 
royalty seem to have abandoned this practice right at the end of the Second 
Intermediate period, since the inscriptions on the royal coffins of King Seqenen-

|| 
76 De Morgan 1895, 101–102 and pl. 36. 
77 Wegner 2017 (burial chamber); Wegner and Cahail 2021, 81–88 (canopic box), esp. 344. 
78 Miniaci 2011, 212, 268–271.  
79 Miniaci 2011, 226–227.  
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re Tao (predecessor of Kamose) and Queen Ahhotep (contemporary of Kamose)80 
do not present any mutilation of hieroglyphs (see below). 

 

Fig. 10: Inscribed columns and bands from the coffin of King Awibre Hor found at Dahshur; 
redrawn from De Morgan 1895, 104, fig. 245. 

|| 
80 Betrò 2022, 132. For Queen Ahhotep, see Miniaci 2022. 
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Fig. 11: Inscribed columns and bands from the coffin of king’s daughter Nubheteptihered found 
at Dahshur © redrawn from De Morgan 1895, 111, fig. 264. 

Two main categories of hieroglyphic signs were affected by the mutilation in the 
late Middle Kingdom: birds and snakes, whose legs and tail were removed, 
respectively; in some instances, their heads were also affected but to a limited 
extent. Other signs were also included in the practice but in a very patchy and 
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random mode: in a few instances, other animals, especially quadrupeds, were 
also deprived of a part of their body (mainly the back). Human beings were 
generally not mutilated or avoided. 

The reemergence of the manipulation of hieroglyphs in funerary contexts 
was again nested inside the royalty, and – given a certain degree of similarity – 
it was clearly inspired by the original concept generated within the royal sphere 
during the Old Kingdom. However, the substantial modifications present in the 
corpus of the royal inscription of the late Middle Kingdom seem to indicate that 
the practice was heavily affected by the last evolution documented in the pri-
vate sphere in the First Intermediate period, where the snakes especially were 
the object of the mutilation. It was not by chance that the ruling groups of the 
Middle Kingdom seem to come from a sub-elite substratum raising to the power 
after the collapse of the reigning groups of the Old Kingdom.81 

4.6 The ‘fall’: The spread into the lower layers of society  
(c. 1800–1550 BCE) 

Soon after the first reintroduction of the use of incomplete hieroglyphs, the 
practice moved into a sector of society in close contact with the highest layers, 
as documented for the ‘high steward’ Nebankh or the ‘lector-priest’ Sesenebnef 
(see Fig. 12), both located around 1800 BCE and 1700 BCE, respectively.82  

The practice gradually moved from the highest ranking groups to a lower 
level of officialdom, as documented by some undated examples (still belonging 
within the time span of c. 1800–1650 BCE) deriving from the northern cemeteries 
of Lisht north, in the cemetery around the pyramid of Amenemhat I: the coffin 
of the ‘overseer of faience workers’ Debeheni83 and the model coffin and shabti84 
of the ‘chamber-keeper of the palace’ Bener85 employ incomplete hieroglyphs in 
their inscriptions.86 

|| 
81 Willems 2022 (also see the critique of the idea of the emergence of the ‘middle class’). See 
Richards 2005; Miniaci 2019a; Bardonova 2021. 
82 The heart scarab of Nebankh, London, British Museum, EA 64378, is published in Quirke 
2003. 
83 Bourriau 1996, 110; Allen 2021, pl. 26–30. 
84 On this type of figurines, representing the workmen for the deceased in the Thereafter, see 
Miniaci 2014. 
85 Arnold 1988, 34–36 and pl. 13; Allen 2021, pl. 20–21.  
86 Also from the Lisht cemetery, the ‘king’s son’ Wahneferhotep, probably still a true son of a 
king and not yet an official, needs to be quoted, see Arnold 1988, 37–40 and pl. 14.  
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Fig. 12: Inscriptions from the coffin of Sesenebnef from Lisht; redrawn from Allen 2021, pl. 191. 
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At a certain point during the Second Intermediate period (c. 1650–1550 BCE), the 
proportion of private burials adopting the use of incomplete hieroglyphs at 
Thebes increased notably, including high as well as low and middle-class offi-
cials: the ‘overseer of the marshland dwellers’ Senebni and the ‘king’s orna-
ment’, perhaps his wife, Khonsw,87 the ‘overseer of the field’ Ibia,88 the ‘general 
of the ruler’s crew’ Hemenhetep,89 the ‘king’s ornaments’ Nubherredi90 and 
Nefnefert,91 the ‘wab-priests’ Nemtyemsaf and Ikhet,92 to name just a few.93  

During the Second Intermediate period (c. 1650–1550 BCE), the use of in-
complete hieroglyphs affected another category of funerary object, which is not 
strictly connected with the innermost space of the burial: the stelae, and be-
came widespread across a larger sector of society.94  

4.7 The disuse: Lost in the ‘inconsistency’ (c. 1550–1500 BCE) 

The royalty started abandoning this practice, which became increasingly incon-
sistent, by the later part of the Second Intermediate period (1530 BCE?): in fact, 
some signs which should have been depicted legless were drafted in a complete 
form, as attested in the inscription of the canopic box of the King Intef 
Sekhemre Wepmaat (mid seventeenth dynasty?).95 The same inconsistency also 
occurs on the canopic box of a Second Intermediate period king called So-
bekemsaf, where birds were simultaneously represented with and without 
legs.96 Again, legged birds are depicted besides unlegged ones on a standing 

|| 
87 Coffins T10C (Senebni) and T6C (Khonsw), following the attribution list in Willems 2014, 
19–40, in Cairo, Egyptian Museum Cairo, Catalogue Général 28029 and Catalogue Général 
28028; see Berlev 1974, 106–113 and pl. 26–28 (coffins + canopic chests). 
88 Grajetzki 2000, 136, V.18. 
89 Coffin T13C (case) in Cairo, Egyptian Museum Cairo, Catalogue Général 28126 + T1Ch (lid) in 
Chicago, Field Museum, A.105215, unpublished, see Lacau 1904, vol. 2, 144–145, vol. 1, 79–80 
and pl. XVI. 
90 Coffin T7C, now in Cairo, Egyptian Museum Cairo, Catalogue Général 28030, see Lacau 
1904, vol. 1, 79–81 and pl. XVI (coffin), pl. XXIII (mask), vol. 2, 87–88. 
91 Coffin T9NY, unpublished, see New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 32.3.429. 
92 The coffin of Nemtyemsaf, T8NY, is unpublished, see New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
32.3.428. The coffin of Ikhet, T6NY, is also unpublished, see New York, Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, 32.3.430, but known from a photographic picture in Hayes 1959, 347–348 and fig. 228. 
93 For the rank of these titles, see Quirke 2004. 
94 Fischer 1987, 39. 
95 Dodson 1994, 117–118, 150–151. Paris, Musée du Louvre, E 2538. 
96 Miniaci 2006. Leiden, Rijksmuseum van Oudheden, AO. 11, see Boeser 1910, 8, no. 70, pl. XVIII. 
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sandstone Osiris statue of King Amenhotep I, first king of the eighteenth dynas-
ty, buried in a shallow grave at Asasif (see Fig. 13).97 While the practice was 
abandoned by the royal family, it continued in the private sphere, as document-
ed in the inscription for several of the feathered (also called rishi) coffins and 
stelae in use at that time (1550–1500 BCE and probably also flowing into the 
beginning of fifteenth century BCE).98 However, it became increasingly sporadic 
and reduced in the number of attestations, until it fell into disuse with time. 

 

Fig. 13: Inscriptions on the Osiris statue of King Amenhotep I; redrawn from Szafranski 1985, 
261, fig. 2.1. 

|| 
97 Szafranski 1985, 261, fig. 2.1. 
98 Examples are in Marée 1993; Marée 2010; Miniaci 2011; Franke 2013. 
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By the early eighteenth dynasty, the practice had disappeared, and it was no 
longer attested in Egypt, probably forgotten buried under the centuries of dis-
use. The abandonment of this use by the eighteenth dynasty (from c. 1500 on-
wards) closes a ‘chapter’ which included inventions, evolutions and transfor-
mations, with acceleration, deceleration, gaps, adaptation, rethinking and 
rediscovery, passing from one level to another of society, from top to bottom 
and vice versa, in exactly the same way as other artefacts produced by men do.99 

5 The materiality of the signs in the social domain 

Writing is anchored to language in a glottic system via its phonetic and seman-
tic articulations.100 Therefore, language and writing often share a common path. 
Mikhail Bakhtin, a Russian philosopher and literary theorist,101 brought atten-
tion to the social context of language and its semiotic system. The principle 
followed by Bakhtin is that all the forms of discourse are shot through with 
social, political and historical forces.102 A language and its written system can-
not be independent from its social context: ‘Every word smells of the context 
and contexts in which it lived its socially intensified life; all words and forms 
are filled with intentions’.103 The approach to language and writing systems, 
with Bakhtin, loses its unitary, arbitrary and systematic nature – as theorised 
after Ferdinand de Saussure – to become a sort of riven world, fractured in dif-
ferent linguistic forms and habits.104 The everyday experience is translated in 
the world of the language and its writing system, embodying social and histori-
cal conflicts in it.105 Therefore, the language and its written system cannot be 

|| 
99 Cf. Bourdieu 1991. 
100 Stauder 2022, 223. 
101 Hirschkop 2021, 32–52, 92. See Hirschkop 1999. 
102 Bakhtin 1981. 
103 Bakhtin 1981, 293. 
104 ‘All the languages and idioms spoken by different layers of the population, including also 
group mannerisms, professional jargons, generic languages, the languages of generations and 
age-groups, the languages of political tendencies and parties, the languages of authorities, the 
languages of circles and passing fashions, the languages of socio-political days and even hours 
(every day has its own slogan, its own vocabulary, its own accents)’, Bakhtin 1981, 262. 
105 ‘At any given moment of its historical existence, language is heteroglot from top to bot-
tom: it represents the coexistence of socio-ideological contradictions between the present and 
the past, between differing epochs of the past, between different socio-ideological groups in 
the present, between tendencies, schools, circles, and so forth, all given a bodily form […] each 
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conceived as an arbitrary, asocial and ahistorical system of forms: a reservoir of 
neutral forms from which individuals decide to pick out words and structures in 
order to structure the communication.106 Despite Gramsci’s enthusiasm for in-
ternational languages as a means of communication and growth, he severely 
criticised the experiment of Esperanto:  

[how] could an international language take root when it is completely artificial and mechani-
cal, completely ahistorical, not fed by great writers, lacking the expressive richness which 
comes from the variety of dialects, from the variety of forms assumed in different times?107 

Grigorij Vinokur, a literary author and philologist contemporary of Bakhtin, 
showed how the control over the language and text served to manipulate ideol-
ogy, consciousness and culture:108 the national language has the scope to unify 
and make a nation, creating citizens and isolating from the others in order to 
obtain a national, social and political control/unity.109  

In the footsteps of Bakhtin, the study of hieroglyphs and their materiality 
cannot be abstractly separated from other parts of the material world, history, 
politics and – especially – society:110 the manipulation of the hieroglyphic signs 
must be also read as a cultural dialectic between different parts of ancient Egyp-
tian society.111 At first, the practice of the manipulation of the hieroglyphs in 
funerary contexts seems to be generated inside the inner circle of royalty (only 
kings), subsequently passing to a wider layer of the population, which is still 
consistently in the higher hegemonic levels (queens, and later, high officials) 
and, subsequently, circulates in peripherical areas adopted by a lower social 
segment (mid-rank functionaries). In a second phase, during the late Middle 
Kingdom, the practice seems to be resumed, if it had ever been abandoned, 
following a very similar path, first attested in the royalty (kings, queens, royal 

|| 
[…] requires a methodology very different from the others’, Bakhtin 1981, 291. Such a concept 
has been inherited by Gramsci when he perceives language as ‘a living thing and a museum of 
fossils of life and civilizations. When I use the word “disaster” no one can accuse me of believ-
ing in astrology, and when I say, “by Jove!” no one can assume that I am a worshipper of pagan 
divinities. These expressions are however a proof that modern civilization is also a develop-
ment of paganism and astrology’, Gramsci 1971, 450. 
106 Hirschkop 2021, 91. See Vyacheslav 1999 
107 Gramsci 1985, 29. 
108 Eagleton 1996, 102; Beetz 2016, 94–95. 
109 Crowley 2006, 184–185. 
110 Cf. Coward and Ellis 1977; Briggs and Bauman 1995. For the Egyptian side, see Morenz 2007. 
111 See Stauder 2022, 221, who suggests that the emergence of writing is tied to social and 
cultural contexts. See also Morenz 2012. 
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family) and later reproduced in a very unstructured way in lower layers of socie-
ty (high, mid- and lower rank functionaries). The practice changes, transforms 
and becomes adapted to the needs of the specific social sector when passing 
from one segment of society to another. The passage of time and social forces 
makes this practice increasingly inconsistent (also because the original input 
was transformed through the passage of different chronological, spatial and 
social strands), also reproduced in unconventional places different from the 
intimate funerary domain (such as stelae in the offering chapels). 

6 The passage from high culture to folk domain 

The chronological ‘movement’ of the manipulation of hieroglyphs from royalty 
to lower layers of society, progressively becoming inconsistent, unsystematic 
and deviating from the original purposes, reminds one of the mode of absorp-
tion of the culture from the subaltern classes sustained by Gramsci in his dis-
cussion about folklore.  

According to Gramsci’s division, the ruling or hegemonic class needs to 
create consent in order to maintain its dominance over a larger part of the 
population. The consent is created through the formation of a hegemonic 
culture, with very precise connotations, in order to be visible, defined and 
immediately recognisable. The scope of creating a hegemonic culture (distinc-
tive commonly recognised traits) is to promulgate models of power and do-
minion, being commonly accepted and immediately targeted without the need 
to constantly reiterate and demonstrate the reasons for power.112 The writing 
and a language definitely represent traits of common consent for a hegemonic 
culture. The centralization and brutal forms of unity engendered by Stalin, for 
instance, were also realised in a coercive way through the imposition of a 
standard Russian language.113 The ‘standardisation’ of the language was act-
ing as centripetal force against natural (?) centrifugal directions.114 Gramsci 

|| 
112 Hall 1986, 15; Colpani 2021. Cf. Banti 2019. 
113 Goodman 1956; Michael G. Smith 1998, esp. 161–173, Chap. 8 ‘Stalin’s linguistic theories as 
cultural conquest’. The language was an instrument by which a regime could dominate people, 
consolidate its power and extend its empire also in other cases, see, for instance, Rubin and 
Jernudd 1971; Gonzalez 1980; Weinstein 1990; Esman 1992. 
114 Contemporary foreign people speaking in a perfect British English, for instance, are simp-
ly reproducing a dialect from the south of England, which is the mirror of the political, social 
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also stressed the role played by a language (a ‘historical institution that 
changes continuously’)115 in the formation of cultural hegemony, functioning 
as a paradigm for the operations of social change and the achievement of 
hegemony.116 The spread of any linguistic feature passes from community to 
community: the more it spreads, the more the culture connected with the 
linguistic feature becomes dominant.117 

The hegemonic order – as imagined by Gramsci – is not permanent but is 
in constant competition with other groups (subalterns?), rising, falling, incor-
porating and being incorporated by other groups, writing and rewriting its 
identity and borders. The continuous transformation of the hegemonic class 
and the absence of an everlasting division between the hegemonic and subal-
tern sectors of society118 create a constant leak of high culture into a more 
popular domain.119  

Gramsci perceived folklore120 (to be interpreted as a ‘moment of formation’ 
rather than as a permanent aspect) as a repository of dismissed ideas, dispersed 
fragments from the high culture of the dominant groups, fragments coming 
from past times, opinions and concepts taken out of context, which are adapted 
and adjusted to a different reality, and more or less distorted from their original 
intent:121  

it [folklore] is stratified, from the more crude to the less crude – if, indeed, one should not 
speak of a confused agglomerate of fragments of all the conceptions of the world and of 
life that have succeeded one another in history. In fact, it is only in folklore that one finds 
surviving evidence, adulterated and mutilated, of the majority of these conceptions.122  

Gramsci perceived folk culture as a repository of meanings and attitudes trans-
formed over time, where people selected, chose, manipulated and transformed 
concepts (i.e. fragments of concepts) fallen from above according to their ‘own’ 

|| 
and historical forces extending the hegemony of the south of England over society, culture and 
widespread in a tyrannic way over a wider territory, Crowley 2006, 186–192. 
115 Ives 2004, 23. 
116 Gramsci 1985, 183–184. Also see Dorothy Smith 1990. 
117 Kroskrity 2000. 
118 Cultures constantly intersect: the pertinent cultural struggles arise at the points of inter-
section; Hall 1981.  
119 Gencarella 2010, 223. 
120 Dei 2018; Dei 2020; Cirese 2022. See notes in Hall 1981. 
121 Gramsci 1985, 189, 193. 
122 Gramsci 1985, 189. 
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needs and criteria.123 The movement is not unidirectional (top-down), but circu-
lar, because people from below are in contact with the power – often also rising 
to the power in a cyclical refuelling of it – and also bring fragments from the 
previous time stratified in folk culture into the hegemonic order.124 

 Viewed in such a light, the phenomenon of the manipulation of the hiero-
glyphs of the Old Kingdom can also be read in its diachronic evolution as the 
‘leak of fragments’ from the official culture. The custom of manipulating hiero-
glyphs was certainly generated in the sphere of the high theology/linguistic in 
order to feature a dominant part of society, i.e. to make the hegemonic culture 
immediately recognisable (in its performativity and materiality), as documented 
during the Old Kingdom in the royal pyramids. When the custom leaked into the 
lower layers of society, it was initially adapted and then distorted, and most 
probably never fully understood, soon becoming ‘non-economic’ and then dis-
missed and abandoned. The second phase of the manipulation of hieroglyphs 
rose up again inside the hegemonic circuit during the late Middle Kingdom, but 
not as an original concept as it was already the result of a reshuffling in the 
‘folk’ culture, depending heavily on the previous passages in the non-dominant 
layers of society. A lower layer of society that, after the collapse of the ruling 
classes of the Old Kingdom, had become part of the hegemonic sphere of socie-
ty. Again, in the late Middle Kingdom, the practice of mutilating hieroglyphs 
passed from the higher into the lower layers, and, again, the passage was not 
complete and direct but happened in a fragmented way, being badly under-
stood, soon became inconsistent, sporadic and then fell into disuse. A circuit of 
cultural transmission that reunified hegemonic and subaltern groups in a con-
stant circle of rise, leak, adaptation, transformation and fall.125 
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