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“Enigmatic writing” / “Visuelle Poesie” / “cryptographie”

Tomb BH 17
(Photo: Philipp Seyr)

Statue of sn-n-mw.t, Fort Worth AP 85.2
(www.kimbellart.org)

Wooden Panel of ḥzi-rꜥ
(after FISCHER 1972, 16 Fig. 25)





I) Non-royal settings II) Royal settings

a) Non-royal tombs/objects b) Netherworld Books c) Temple inscriptions

Stela Louvre C 65 
Model Scribal Palette MMA 30.7.1
(Photos: www.collection.louvre.fr;  
DRIOTON 1933, Pl. II)

Second shrine of Tutankhamun, side 2, scene 5 
(DARNELL 2004, Pl. 11)

Luxor Frieze of Ramses II.
(LD III, Pl. 149)

Settings of New Kingdom enigmatic writing



How to encode texts: ostraca with enigmatic writing?

‘Ostracon‘ with the name of Thutmose I 
(DRIOTON 1940, 377 Fig. 48)

‘Ostracon‘ with the name of Merenptah
(DRIOTON 1940, 384 Fig. 49)



Ostracon Cairo CG 25671 (after ČERNÝ 1935, Pl. LXX)

How to encode texts: ostraca with enigmatic writing?



Enigmatic writing by the workmen of DeM

Relief Fragments CG 35061–2 (Galán & Menéndez 2018, 168–171, Pl. L) Ostracon Cairo CG 25359 
(Photo: Khaled Hassan, Cairo University)



LOPEZ 1982, pl. 146–146a



ancient break

modern break

Ostracon Turin CGT 57440







Cracking the code



Cracking the code



Cracking the code



pꜣ

kꜣ

ꜥnḫ (m) mꜣꜥ.t pꜣ kꜣ ꜥnḫ m mꜣꜥ.t

? = ?

Cracking the code



pꜣ

kꜣ

ꜥnḫ (m) mꜣꜥ.t dgs=k 

“May you walk through (…)”

Cracking the code

pꜣ kꜣ ꜥnḫ m mꜣꜥ.t



pꜣ

kꜣ

ꜥnḫ (m) mꜣꜥ.t dgs=k 

ḏ → d [ejective alveolar > ejective palatal]

Cracking the code

pꜣ kꜣ ꜥnḫ m mꜣꜥ.t



pꜣ

kꜣ

ꜥnḫ (m) mꜣꜥ.t dgs=k 

ḏ → d

ḳꜣ → g

[ejective alveolar > ejective palatal]

[consonantal principle + uvular > velar guttural]

Cracking the code

pꜣ kꜣ ꜥnḫ m mꜣꜥ.t



pꜣ

kꜣ

ꜥnḫ (m) mꜣꜥ.t dgs=k 

ḏ → d

ḳꜣ → g

z → s

[ejective alveolar > ejective palatal]

[consonantal principle + uvular > velar guttural]
[voiced > voiceless]

Cracking the code

pꜣ kꜣ ꜥnḫ m mꜣꜥ.t



pꜣ

kꜣ

ꜥnḫ (m) mꜣꜥ.t dgs=k 

ḏ → d

ḳꜣ → g

z → s

[ejective alveolar > ejective palatal]

[consonantal principle + uvular > velar guttural]
[voiced > voiceless]

Cracking the code

pꜣ kꜣ ꜥnḫ m mꜣꜥ.t



pꜣ

kꜣ

ꜥnḫ (m) mꜣꜥ.t dgs=k 

ḏ → d

ḳꜣ → g

z → s

kꜣ.t → k

[ejective alveolar > ejective palatal]

[consonantal principle + uvular > velar guttural]
[voiced > voiceless]

[consonantal principle]

Cracking the code

pꜣ kꜣ ꜥnḫ m mꜣꜥ.t



Vs 5

Rt 3

Aligning the two versions



Aligning the two versions

May you go out and may you go in your tomb, 
which is located at the ?entrance?

of the temple that you made 
for Osiris, Nephthys, and for Isis.

May you pronounce the three secret images 
that are within the Silent Place.
They are [placed] close to your heart, 
located on top of your chest.

May you spend a long time in Thebes 
with its food.

Location of the tomb

Enigmatic dimension



May you tell to your knee to lift (you) up, 
receiving the […] of the goddesses,
O bull who lives by Maat.

May you enter the door of turquoise, 
red granite and ṯk.t-stone.

May you reach the stairway 
?of real metal?

May you hurry [… of] the inhabitants 
of the Caverns

May four rowers/rudders make you 
cross over to the island of […]

May you rest […] in the thick of the field 
of offe[rings]

Travel across the Netherworld

Aligning the two versions



A closer look at the enigmatic version
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Functions of the hieroglyphs in the cryptographic version

Norm Enigmatic



Phonograms
1. Are mostly ‘alienated’

a) Creativity (several values not in Roberson 2020)
b) Variation (different signs for the same value)
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Rt. 1



Phonograms
1. Are mostly ‘alienated’

a) Creativity (several values not in Roberson 2020)
b) Variation (different signs for the same value)

2. But they follow the standard norm for
a) Grammatical items
b) Basic verbs
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Logograms
1. Mostly standard

a) No redundancy
b) Classifiers as logograms
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Norm Enigmatic

for

for

s.t ‘place’

ḥms=k ‘may you rest’



Logograms
1. Mostly standard

a) No redundancy
b) Classifiers as logograms

2. One sportive enigmatic spelling
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for

for

s.t ‘place’

ḏd=k ‘fꜣ=f’ n p(ꜣ)d=f ‘May you ask to you knee to lift (you) up’

?for?

ḥms=k ‘may you rest’



Classifiers
1. Always follow the standard norm
2. Only after sequences of alienated phonograms
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Wsjr ‘Osiris’

js ‘tomb’

jgr(.t) ‘Silent Place’

šnb(.t) ‘chest’

dgs ‘to enter’

sbꜣ ‘door’

spr ‘to arrive’

ḫnd(w) ‘stairway, throne’



Encoding or decoding?

Material recto and verso



Encoding or decoding?

Hesitations about 
the correct segmentation

Rt 2



Encoding or decoding?

Hieratic spellings that follow the 
“cryptographic norm”



Encoding or decoding?

Decoding process



Sitz im Leben
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Conclusions
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