
Figurative 
semograms
from a typological 
perspective
How classifier studies have advanced 
our understanding of form-meaning 
pairings in writing systems worldwide 



Outline of the talk

• Universals of writing systems
• Three levels of meaning
• Three types of iconicity
• Four kinds of semograms

• Fundamental question – Types of relations 
between the iconic and linguistic meanings of 
figurative semograms

• Rhetoric – From horizontal and vertical relations to 
synecdoches

• Semiotics – Modelling simple, additive and 
combined types of synecdoches
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Fundamental 
question

Can one model the relations between the 
iconic and linguistic meanings 
of figurative semograms?

(Goldwasser 1995: 31)

(Goldwasser 2002: 13)



Method

1) Taking the horizontal and vertical axes of classifier studies 
(Goldwasser 1995 ; 2002)

2) Resorting to the concept of synecdoche introduced by Lincke
(2011) in Egyptology

3) Generalizing its application based on Groupe µ’ (1970) 
Rhétorique générale



Types of synecdoches

Synecdoche is a basic stylistic figure that 
substitutes one term for another, more 
general or more specific, along two axes: 
part-whole (meronymic) and genre-
species (taxonomic)



Types of synecdoches
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Combined synecdoche (1)

Metonymy as double (spec.) meronymic synecdoches

In the Aztec script, the 
composite glyph showing a 
basket, jar and cups 
symbolises the medical 
toolkit and is read tlama
”doctor”

medical 
devices doctor

MEDICAL SECTOR

tlama
“doctor”

meromero



Combined synecdoche (2)

Metaphor as double (gen.) taxonomic synecdoches

crocodile
shooting 

star / 
lightning

SUPER-FAST (AND
DANGEROUS) ENTITIES

taxo taxo

dj=j mꜣꜣ=sn ḥm=k mj sšd

“I cause them to see thy majesty 
as a shooting star (…)”

(Goldwasser 1995: 60–61)



To sum up

Homothetic Simple 
synecdoche

(1) Meronymic
• Specification
• Generalization
(2) Taxonomic
• Specification
• Generalization

Additive 
synecdoche

Example
Meronymic (spec.) + 

taxonomic (spec.)

Combined 
Synecdoche

(1) Meronymic & 
meronymic (spec.)
(2) Taxonomic & 
taxonomic (gen.)

“agave” “army” “fowl” “doctor”

MORPHIC ICONICITY ANALOGIC ICONICITY



tzatzi
“to shout”

chachalaca
“to talk a lot”

DIAGRAMMATIC ICONICITY



Thank you!


