Early Alphabetic Writing and its correspondence to New
Kingdom Hieratic. Considering a BI-graphic sequence of
signs on an ostracon from the New Kingdom
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Ludwig D. Morenz

According to recent research, alphabetic
writing was invented during the Middle Kingdom
within the sphere of cross cultural contact between
Semitic—speaking nomads and the Egyptian
expeditions to south—western Sinai'. Furthermore,
looking at individual objects in a close reading, we
can understand an 18" Dynasty ostracon from the
tomb of Sennefer as an adaptation of alphabetic
writing into the Egyptian culture of writing in the
New Kingdom. It shows the southwest—Semitic
Halaham sequence of letters? translated into
Egyptian Hieratic®.

This new ‘alphabetic’ (or should we say
Halahamic) understanding of the ostracon from the
Theban tomb of Sennefri* opens a new window to
look at the history of early alphabetic writing from
an Egyptian perspective. This specific example
does not stand entirely isolated in New Kingdom
of Egypt. Another ostracon from the Valley of the
Queens (Fig. 1), which has already been discussed
occasionally®, seems to allow a far more coherent
reading and understanding within the history of
early alphabetic writing than had been previously
assumed. I would suggest reading the bottom line
as hieratic script corresponding to the top line
containing alphabetic letters. Furthermore, both
lines can be seen as closely linked in intertextual
or even intratextual relation. Thus, we might
think of some kind of advanced school text, but
unfortunately any archaeological context is lacking
for the ostracon.

(Fig. 1) Mixed alphabetic—hieratic ostracon from the Valley
of the Queens.

For any attempts of interpretation, we should
consider the layout and the framing lines indicating
a certain demarcation between the two distinctly
different types of writing on the ostracon.
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The upper line contains alphabet letters (Fig. 2).
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(Fig. 2) Signs from the ostracon and their equation with early
alphabet letters.

Furthermore, we notice the following
correspondences between the signs in the two lines
on this ostracon (Fig. 3).
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(Fig. 3) Alphabetic-hieratic correspondences on the ostracon.

For a palaeographic dating, it may be pointed
out that the hieratic form of the m (<) is booked
particularly for the time of Ramses III-IX, while
the sign Sitting man with hand on his mouth has
particularly good forms for comparison during the
time of Ramses III'2. This paleographic dating fits
very well with the location in which the ostracon
was found, in the Valley of the Queens. Compared
with the standard hieratic forms, the sign of the
Sitting man with hand on his mouth f§ shows a
higher degree of figurativeness. Here, the head is
shown with a rather distinct eye. Concerning the
drawing of the eye, there is a correspondence with
the bovine head (the Alef), just coincidence or
probably intention?

The scribe chose rather similar hieratic
forms as equivalents to the alphabet letters. This
is particularly obvious for the m, but even the
sign Sitting man with hands on his mouth shows
similarities to the bovine head when turned around
90 degrees = R just coincidence or probably
intention too?

Nevertheless, these formal similarities between
the signs constitute only secondary formal
correspondences chosen by the Egyptian scribe
because the original alphabet letters and the earliest
examples known from Serabit el Khadim were
clearly based on other hieroglyphic prototypes,
including, in many cases an acrophonic derivation
within the Semitic language'®. Thus, we can expect
a reinterpretation of the primary alphabet letters
within the horizon of a scribe trained in Egyptian
New Kingdom hieratic script.

Both lines on the ostracon show the following
sequence of letters 3-++m+t, one in alphabetic letters
and the other in hieratic script. They might encode
either the common Semitic root 3m¢' or a kind of
consonantal skeleton with the first letter of the
alphabet (Alef), a middle letter (Mem) and the final
alphabet letter (Taw), indeed the scribe may even
have combined both these aspects on the ostracon?.

We have no additional information to determine
the cultural identity of the anonymous scribe, but it
seems safe to assume a scribe trained in Hieratic who
searched deliberately for hieratic correspondences
to the shape of Semitic alphabet letters. Another
interesting feature is the miswriting of the letter
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Taw which was then corrected in a second attempt
(third and fourth letter). Indeed, this sign has some
similarities to forms such as "¥ (sign list N 14),
but this choice probably was not considered to be
appropriate by the scribe. Thus, we might assume
the scribe to have been more familiar with Hieratic
than alphabetic writing, and this assumption fits
nicely with the observation that the scribe of this
ostracon appears to have chosen hieratic signs with
formal similarities to the alphabet letters.

In addition to the 18" Dynasty cuneiform school
texts from Tell El Amarna'®, this ostracon from the
Theban Valley of the Queens provides important
evidence for the question of how Egyptian scribes
in the New Kingdom approached foreign writing
systems to understand and probably learn them.
While Akkadian cuneiform was used as a lingua
franca in Late Bronze Age diplomacy in the Ancient
Near East', the interest of the Egyptian scribes in
alphabetic writing might have been fostered more
by intellectual curiosity and probably a more
individual approach to a certain foreign writing
system.

In addition to the HalaHam—ostracon from the
tomb of Sennefri'®, the ostracon under discussion
is another important document for the usage of
alphabetic writing during the New Kingdom/Late
Bronze Age. It is approximately 100 years earlier,
but was found in the Theban area as well. Overall
that is not very much, but it is enough to demonstrate
the knowledge and usage of alphabetic writing in
New Kingdom Thebes. Thus, the two ostraca can
be analysed as examples for the early distribution
of alphabetic writing which arguably originated in
Serabit el Khadim".

Furthermore, it is interesting to note the rather
high degree of figurativeness of the signs on this
ostracon from 13/12 century BCE. Looking at
the palaecography of early alphabetic writing, we
may assume that for the second half of the second
millennium BCE a more figurative and a more
cursive version of the alphabetic writing would
have been used side by side.
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