
PART ONE: HORUS IS HATHOR?

An early, yet very common, combination of signs
on Middle Bronze Age scarabs is (Fig. 1). It is
very frequently attested in Canaan and Byblos,
but is rare in Egypt.2 It does not appear in the
Uronarti collection or any other dated Egyptian
example, and is known from Tell el-Dabca from
two surface finds to date.3 This motif was by and
large explained by scholars as a combination of
the hieroglyph of the Horus falcon and a crudely
executed n®r (R8) hieroglyph.4

Assessing the aggregate of hieroglyphic signs
that appear on the Middle Bronze Age scarabs, it
seems that the aggregate is built of signs which
are connected either to the royal titles, royal
names, or otherwise to good wish meanings.5

Unlike other non-iconic scripts, in the hiero-
glyphic script, single pictorial icons, which are easy

to identify by the uninitiated as well, carry full
meanings6 such as “the king of Upper and Lower
Egypt,” “life,7” “good,” “stability,” “gold,” “unifica-
tion,” “His Majesty,” “protection,” etc.; all these
signs may have simultaneously carried the addi-
tional prestige value “Egyptian” for their users.
One should remember that even in Egypt only a
very small percentage of the population could
read and write: the estimated range is 1–3%.8 Yet
probably every Egyptian, and many foreigners
too, would have recognized these specific icons
and would have understood their meaning. We
can find the budding form of this usage on early
scarabs.9 A basic repertoire of Egyptian signs on
scarabs is represented by the corpora of Uronarti
and Kahun.10 These local Egyptian corpora can
clearly be shown to have borrowed their motifs
from Egyptian Middle Kingdom jewelry, magic
wands, coffins, and of course typical royal and pri-

* A shorter version of this article was presented at the con-
ference “Grenzbereiche der Schrift, Neue Forschungen
zur ägyptischen Kultur und Geschichte,” organized by
the Berlin-Brandenburgische Akademie der Wissen-
schaften and held in Berlin on 19th January 2006.
I am deeply indebted to Benjamin Sass for the fruitful
discussions on the Protosinaitic script and his many
helpful comments and suggestions. Thanks are also
due to Claus Jurman from the Institute of Egyptology of
the University of Vienna, who very skillfully aided me in
editing this article and made useful suggestions. Final-
ly, I would like to thank Niv Allon from the Department
of Bible Studies of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem
for his contribution to the editorial work and to the
reading of the Wadi el-Óôl inscriptions.
The designations of the hieroglyphic signs in this arti-
cle follow the sign list in GARDINER 1957: 438–548.

1 Beatrice Teissier mentioned his work writing “M. Shuval
of Tel Aviv University is currently making a comparative
study of Middle Bronze Age scarabs in order to deter-

mine which were Palestinian and which were Egyptian”
(TEISSIER 1996: 15, n. 9). 

2 TUFNELL 1984: 118; BEN-TOR 1997: 179; MLINAR 2006:
214–218.

3 BEN-TOR 1998: 159.
4 TUFNELL 1984: 118; KEEL 1995: 172; BEN-TOR 1998: 159.
5 For a recent elaborate discussion on this topic, see

QUIRKE 2004.
6 They are not symbols but are part of a writing system and

thus have a stable signified in the language – they refer
to a word or a combination of words.

7 The anx sign (S34) is one of the most popular
Egyptian hieroglyphs on cylinder seals. It also appears as
a symbol of blessing at royal courts (e.g., Alalakh: BECK

2002: 81). Its attraction lies in the option of presenting the
abstract notion “life” in a single, concrete, portable icon.

8 BAINES and EYRE 1983.
9 Mainly with the floral “unification” motif, see WARD

1978. 
10 TUFNELL 1975.
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vate stelae. Yet the rich repertoire that makes its
appearance during the Hyksos period in Tell el-
Dabca and Canaan must have made use of addi-
tional sources and a different semiotic tradition.11

One wonders whether Canaanites outside
Egypt were exposed to genuine Egyptian inscrip-
tions, besides the scarab repertoire. Should this
have been the case, one should ask which genres
of Egyptian inscriptions might have served as
sources of influence,12 and where the encounter
might have taken place. Possible loci of encounter
could have been royal and private inscriptions in
Byblos13 or the Eastern Delta – the fertile land
which was always an eminent goal of Canaanite
nomads and immigrants, and which during the
late Middle Kingdom witnessed a back-and-forth
movement of Canaanites in great numbers.14 If we
take the Hathor temple in Sinai and its inscrip-
tions as an example of an Egyptian temple-site in

the Levant during the Middle Bronze Age (even
if of unusual dimensions), we may observe that
already a limited number of typical Middle King-
dom stelae and other inscriptions may be suffi-
cient to yield all the Egyptian signs and symbols
that can be identified on Canaanite scarabs.

From the life-long cultural studies of Othmar
Keel and his school, it may be observed that the
new iconographic aggregate on Middle Bronze
Age scarabs, which surpasses the repertoire of
original Egyptian topics, is comprised of images
that have meaning and high priority within the
Canaanite cultural sphere, such as the Goddess,
her branch, her caprids, variations of the weather-
god or his lion, the ruler, ruler and attendant,
pairs of gods in entangled positions, god and wor-
shiper, etc.15

It seems that Egyptian gods were incorporated
into this productive and innovative Canaanite
aggregate only if they carried a meaning for the
Canaanite holder or beholder.16 The rare occur-
rences of Ptah may point to his popularity in
northern Egypt, and may hint at the possibility of
a Ptah cult in Canaan, already in the Middle
Bronze Age.17 A dominant image of a Hathor-like
goddess, even in her most “Egyptian” representa-
tions, was probably identified by the Canaanites
with their own Goddess, as Silvia Schroer ingen-
iously showed.18 One wonders, in this context:
what was the meaning and the cultural appeal of
the repetitive combination for the Canaanite
holder of the seal?

The falcon is a popular image in the scarab
repertoire. It appears in two main variations:

a.  A falcon-headed human being.

b.  A bird-form falcon. 
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11 On this tradition, see the various studies of Keel, e.g.,
KEEL 1989a. For the Tell el-Dabca industry, see MLINAR

2004.
12 KEEL 1995: 167–168.
13 On Byblos and Ras Shamra/Ugarit as centers for the

diffusion of Egyptian art (part of which may have
reached Palestine), see BECK 2002: 66 and passim. For
an inscription with Hathor nbt Kbn, “Mistress of Byb-
los,” from Byblos, see MONTET 1928: 35, fig. 6.

14 Bietak has recently identified an Early Bronze Age tem-
ple of Asiatic type in the Delta, see BIETAK 2003; also
BIETAK 1998.

15 For a compelling example of such a loan, see KEEL

1995: 224; see also KEEL 1989a: passim. On Egyptian

motifs on Middle Bronze Age cylinder seals, see EDER

1995 and TEISSIER 1996.
16 In her thinking on Canaanite art and culture, BECK

devoted special attention to questions on the semiotic
procedures and translations involved in the “copying”
of Egyptian symbols by Canaanite/Syrian craftsmen,
see BECK 2002. 

17 It was suggested that a temple of Ptah existed in
Ashkelon in the Late Bronze Age, see HELCK 1971: 443;
on Ptah on Middle Bronze Age scarabs, see KEEL

1989b: 286–291; KEEL 1995: 213–214 and 241–242; MLI-
NAR 2001: 224–226. Ptah was very popular in the Sinai
inscriptions of the Middle Bronze Age.

18 SCHROER 1989.
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Fig. 1  Canaanite scarabs with the motif 
(after KEEL 2004: 88, figs. 57–60)



Keel, in various publications, has strongly
argued that these two icons had kept their Egypt-
ian meaning.  He interprets the falcon-headed
human being as the Egyptian god Horus,19 and
not the Canaanite god Hauron as suggested pre-
viously by other scholars.20 A detailed survey of
the appearances of the human-headed Horus-like
images in the Near East and of his Canaanite
attributes leads Keel to the suggestion that Horus
was identified for a long time in Syria and Canaan
with the weather-god (Baal), and that it is this
identification that triggered his appearance on
large numbers of typical Canaanite scarabs.21 The
occurrences of the scarabs with the bird-form fal-
con or similar birds seem to be, in his opinion,
variations on this topic. 

This identification presents one difficulty, as it
is not clear when and how the “switch” from
Horus-Baal to Seth-Baal took place. King Nehesi
of Avaris had pledged alliance to Seth.22 Does this
fact suggest that the weather-god was already
identified with Seth in Avaris before the time of
the “Great Hyksos”? A scarab lately discovered by
Claude Doumet-Serhal at Sidon mentions

, %tx nb IAii, “Seth, Lord of IAii.”23

The name of the land IAii has the classifier.
The owner of the scarab carries a West Semitic
name. Jean Yoyotte dates the scarab to the end of
the 12th Dynasty.24 From this new find one may
conclude that Seth, probably identified with Baal,
was worshiped in a region somewhere on the
Lebanese coast as early as the end of the 12th

Dynasty.25 The solution to the Horus/Seth incon-
gruity may be that Horus-Baal and Seth-Baal rep-

resent two competing repertoires. The Horus-
Baal may have originated in what Keel would call
Volksreligion26 before the Hyksos period. The com-
peting Seth-Baal identification may have been
born or adopted in the court circles in the Delta
and/or Byblos. The question that still remains
unanswered is the “why” question, viz., why would
some power holders choose to promote Seth’s
position by identifying him with Baal, and make
him their own primary god. Also, during the New
Kingdom the maintenance of the Baal-Seth iden-
tification is mostly related to the royal circles.
Schneider suggests that Baal was promoted to the
god of the Egyptian kingship by Amenophis II.27

The 19th Dynasty kept the closest relations with
Seth. The famous 400-Year Stela not only presents
Seth as a personal god of Ramesses II, but also
reports an official “ascent” to the throne of Seth
aA p˙ty (“great of power”), i.e., the inauguration of
the kingship of Seth is regarded as an official
royal event.28 In the official repertoire of the New
Kingdom, we find awe and reverence for Seth. Yet
the picture in the Volksreligion might have been
different. During the Hyksos times, Seth appears
rarely on scarabs, and remains a rarity during the
New Kingdom. He is also almost absent from the
“Figurines Universe,” which is a window into the
religious beliefs of the lower class,29 and is not
very common on private stelae of the New King-
dom, very much unlike less central Canaanite
gods, such as the sphinx Hauron-Harmakhis.30

Going back to the beginning of our discussion, to
the Horus sign group, we shall try to reach
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19 In her article titled “Image and Identity: Egypt’s East-
ern Neighbors, East Delta People and the Hyksos,”
Dorothea Arnold suggests on the ground of various
drawings in the pyramid of Lisht that the Asiatics who
worked in Egypt in the pyramid project venerated the
god Sokar (ARNOLD, DO. forthcoming).

20 In his more recent book, Keel is somewhat more
obscure in his identification and sees it as a Canaanite-
Egyptian combination of the royal god Horus and the
Canaanite royal god; see KEEL 1998: 41.

21 KEEL 1989a: 244–277, esp. 276.
22 BIETAK 1984; BIETAK 1990.
23 LOFFET 2006.
24 I am grateful to Professor Jean Yoyotte for the infor-

mation concerning the date of the scarab. The scarab
is entirely Egyptian in style and the perfect hieroglyphs
show a rare high level of “Egyptianness.”

25 Compare here the cylinder seal with Seth nb […] dated
by Collon (cited by Teissier) to the eighteenth century
BCE; see TEISSIER 1996: 18–19 with fig. 77.

26 KEEL 1989b: 291 and passim. The identification might
have happened in the center of the repertoire (e.g.,
courts) and only then moved to the fringe Volksreligion
domain. Horus does not appear in the literary tradition
of the Ancient Near East, whereas the “Canaanite con-
nections” of Hathor, for example, are well documented
in literature and in material culture.

27 SCHNEIDER 2003: 161.
28 MONTET 1933; STADELMANN 1986.
29 The fate of Seth in the Late Period may be the result of

his “detachment” from popular beliefs. 
30 STADELMANN 1967: 76–88; ZIVIE-COCHE 2002: 55–78. 



the meaning of the combination. It is important
to note that the combination appears in a large
array of variations.31

The common opinion that we have here a cou-
pling of a Horus and a badly executed nTr sign is
very unconvincing. It is hard to identify the
semantic or cultural reason for the possible
attachment of the Horus and the nTr sign. If we
asked ourselves, what are the possible sources of
borrowing for this popular combination, we
would quickly find ourselves in a blind alley. The
coupling of these two signs has hardly any Egypt-
ian equivalent, and is generally very uncommon
in Egyptian inscriptions.32

Another option, put forward by Keel,33 who
reads the combination as falcon sign and a qnbt

“corner” sign (O38), has no meaning or par-
allels in Egyptian, and the falcon (or the onbt

hieroglyph) is mostly placed in the wrong direc-
tion from the point of view of correct hieroglyph-
ic writing.

In a chapter of his thesis, dated 18.4.94,
Menakhem Shuval offered a new direction. Bas-
ing his conclusions on comparisons to scenes
from Meir, which show a combination of motifs
frequent on Canaanite scarabs – Hathor heads,

shrines, and falcons (Fig. 2) – he suggests seeing
in our combination a “Canaanite representation
of the name of Hathor.” 

He correctly compares the frequent appear-
ance of the in a shrine-like motif to a green
jasper scarab from Megiddo (Fig. 3), in which the
shrine houses a branch or tree, a clear symbol of
the Canaanite Goddess. Shuval ends his discus-
sion by suggesting that the combination may
be a Canaanite variant of the name of the goddess
Hathor, suggesting Byblos as the source of influ-
ence.

In the eyes of the (Canaanite) beholder?

The spelling of the name Hathor, the female
Goddess par excellence, the goddess of love, music,
and turquoise, is something of a surprise for the
uninitiated, even today. The iconic values of the
signs involved in the writing of her name have no
inherent feminine semantic value. They consist
of a square and a falcon inside the square. With-
in the big square there is another little square in
the corner ( ) (O10).34 The initiated knows
that the square is a building or enclosure which
carries the phonetic value Hwt, but also the iconic
meaning “residence.” The falcon stands for the
phonetic value Hr, but also retains its iconic mean-
ing of the “divine falcon.” Thus, Hathor, the
divine mother of Horus, is metaphorically named
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31 Christa Mlinar is preparing a catalogue of all occur-
rences; see MLINAR forthcoming, Chapter V.

32 In the Egyptian material, the only prominent place
where the combination repeatedly appears during
this period is the Horus name of Sesostris III (BECKE-
RATH 1999: 85). An observer with a limited knowledge of
Egyptian may couple incorrectly the falcon and the nTr,
“god,” sign, which begins the Horus name ,
whereas the falcon is in reality only the antecedent of
the first royal name and thus a constant, while the fol-

lowing signs may change ad infinitum. Another theoret-
ical and very unfeasible suggestion would be that the
combination means Horus + nTr as [DIVINE] classifier.
Such a reading would require a very advanced knowl-
edge of the hieroglyphic system, and is very rare even
in Egypt. For this classifier, see recently GOLDWASSER

2006: 270–274.
33 KEEL 1995: 172.
34 On the meaning of the hieroglyph, see ATZLER 1972:

17–44 and BIETAK 1979: 141.
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Fig. 2  Depiction of sistra from the Middle Kingdom, Meir 
(BLACKMAN 1915: pl. XV)

Fig. 3  A scarab from Megiddo 
(LOUD 1948: pl. 150, no. 104)



“the Residence of Horus.” In Figs. 4–6 below, we
see a collection of variations of writing of the
name “Hathor” in Egyptian inscriptions from
Egypt and Sinai:

The collection of examples in Figs. 4, 5 and 6
is by no means comprehensive, and contains
material from only a few sources. Yet even within
this rather limited corpus the variations are strik-
ing. The name of the goddess Hathor can be writ-
ten with the bird standing outside the square, with
an additional phonetic complement t (X1)
within the square, and the “corner” on the side of
the square has no real fixed position and may
“travel” around within the square. In the example
of Fig. 5c, the bird is replaced by the icon (D2,
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Fig. 4  Writings of Hathor from Egypt (private stelae from
Giza, Naga ed-Der, and of unknown provenance, Old
Kingdom and First Intermediate Period) (a: LUTZ 1927:
pl. 20, no. 38; b–d: ibid.: pl. 15, no. 28; e: BUDGE 1913: 

pl. 46, no. 318)

d)

c)

b)

a)

Fig. 5  Middle Kingdom examples of the writing of Hathor from Sinai (a: Sinai I: pl. XLIV, no. 102, e. face; b: ibid.:
pl. XXXVI, no. 118, l. 2; c: ibid.: pl. XXII, no. 80, left side, l. 3; d: ibid.: pl. XVI, no. 47, col. 2)



standing outside the shrine) that also carries the
phonetic value Hr, and the name of the goddess
takes as classifier the icon , “cobra,” (I12) a clas-
sifier of female goddesses from the Old Kingdom
on.35 In Fig. 5d, a different building (reversed
Serekh building?) replaces the original sign
(O6). The Horus is now within the building, but
in the company of the cobra classifier and the epi-
thet of the goddess nbt mfkAt, “The Mistress of
Turquoise.”

We can postulate that owing to the clear icon-
ic value of the signs creating the name of Hathor,
and their surprising mobility, the uninitiated
could have easily learned to recognize the name
of the important goddess. Yet lacking the under-
standing and religious background of the hiero-
glyphic system, such an observer might have seen
in the name three (or four) separate elements:

1. A Horus falcon (G5) or a generic “bird”
(see also Fig. 7a–b).

2. A small half-square sign (O38a) that may
appear in different places (and sometimes also a
“half circle” ).

3. A frame .

The fact that the corner is mobile and that the
bird can “step out” of the square may have
enhanced the feeling of three separate elements.
The “half square” may be understood as a free
element that could be put in different positions
and locations, or not be there at all (e.g., Fig. 5b
above). The t examples may have contributed
to the location of the “half square” behind the
bird’s back. The square frame can be easily dis-
pensed with, especially when an alternative
“frame” is created in many cases by other design
elements such as the “shrine” motif.36

On an 18th Dynasty sistrum from Deir el-
Bahari the Hwt hieroglyph is exchanged for a
different building, a typical shrine (Fig. 8).

However, in this example, unlike in the
Canaanite versions, the Egyptian artist creates a
meaningful iconic variation as he understands
the hieroglyphic principle, recognizes the Hwt as
an architectural element, and then toys with the
icons by exchanging the hieroglyph, which
may represent the plan of a building (the little
half square could represent a doorway at the
side), with the side view of another building, a
shrine. On the same sistrum, we see two adjacent
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35 SHALOMI-HEN 2006: 151.
36 E.g., PETRIE 1917: pl. XI, nos. 611–612; BEN-TOR 1997:

178, 5. For a comprehensive study on this motif, see
MLINAR forthcoming.
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Fig. 6  Sinai inscriptions no. 28 (a, b–c: details of col. 1 and 3)
and no. 29 (d) (a: Sinai I: pl. XII, no. 28; b: ibid., col. 1; 

c: ibid., col. 3; d: ibid.: pl. X, no. 29, cols. 1–2)

d)c)b)

a)



falcons which are strongly reminiscent of similar
compositions on scarabs. 

An interesting comparison can be observed
in Ptolemaic texts from the Hathor temple at
Dendera:37

The word “Hathor” is mostly written in the
texts in the prototypical way (Fig. 9a). Yet in
example b the scribe exchanges the Horus bird
with the hieroglyph Hr , “face,” which should be
read here only as a phonetic signifier – the iconic
meaning “face” should be discarded. In the last
example he takes the next step into the realm of
“visual poetics,”38 as he changes the prototypical
generic Hr icon into the specific face of Hathor,
thus referring not only to the phonetic Hr, but also
to the full signified ¡wt-Hr, which would otherwise
be attained only by adding the Hwt sign. How-

ever, this kind of writing does not create a real
redundant information structure, but adds the
idea of “Hathor in her shrine,” already hinted at
by the 18th Dynasty artist who created the sistrum
discussed above. 

We cannot conclude the discussion without
mentioning a small number of examples in which
the “half square” sign looks like the Egyptian nTr

hieroglyph.39 I would suggest seeing in these rare
versions a sort of hypercorrection of a school that
recognizes the non-existence of the half-square
sign in the Egyptian decorum.40 In all examples of
this particular variation, the other hieroglyphs
forming part of the decoration of the scarabs are
relatively clear and well executed, and adhere to
the minimal requirements of what seems to be
the “Canaanite decorum” of hieroglyphs.
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37 I am grateful to Claus Jurman for calling my attention
to this text.

38 See GOLDWASSER 1995: 60–62 and passim.
39 E.g., PETRIE 1917: pl. XI, nos. 615, 617–618; KEEL 1997:

383, no. 820. Another possible example is suggested by
Shuval, an unusually big (but broken) scarab from Byb-
los, see DUNANT 1950: pl. CCI, no. 12087.

40 See also BEN-TOR 1998: 159. 

a) b)

Fig. 7  Hathor written with owl or duck; a: sphinx with bilingual inscription from the temple; b: graffito from Rod el-
cAîr (a: BRIQUEL-CHATONNET 1998: 57, fig. 45 [after a photography by F. Le Saout]; b: Sinai I: pl. XCIII, no. 507)

Fig. 9  Writings of “Hathor” in the temple of Dendera 
(a: CHASSINAT and DAUMAS 1972: 174, l. 1; b: ibid.: 174, l. 9;

c: ibid.: 174, l. 11)
Fig. 8  Hathor sistrum of the 18th Dynasty 

(SCHROER 1989: 166, fig. 0150)



Going back to Shuval, he went one step fur-
ther, suggesting that “the wide-spread occurrence
of falcon and falcon-like birds in the scarab
iconography of the Middle Bronze Age in Canaan
may refer, at least in a large number of cases, to
the signified ‘Hathor’ and not to Horus, and thus
may be seen as a part of the widespread cult of the
‘Goddess’ in Canaan,41 whoever she was.” 

What did the Canaanites mean when they
drew a “Horus” bird – Horus or Hathor? For the
Canaanites, the Egyptian rules of the script were
irrelevant and of no interest. The dividing line
between a developed script system and a symbolic
system (that may use the very same signs) is the
adherence of a script to a repetitive closed aggre-
gate of signs. For the script to function success-
fully, these signs should be as repetitive as possi-
ble, as Sethe ingeniously stated already in
1935: “In der ägyptischen Hieroglyphenschrift
herrscht, wo wir sie kennen lernen, d.h. zu
Beginn der geschichtlichen Zeit, schon ganz all-
gemein die festgeprägte Form des Begriffszei-
chens, die das Kennzeichen einer wirklichen
Bilderschrift im Unterschied zu der primitiven
Bildverwendung der schriftlosen Völker bildet.
Jedes einzelne Element der Rede wird durch ein
isoliert dastehendes Bild ausgedrückt, das seine
Form, seinen Tapus [sic! read: Typus], unter allen
Umständen, ohne jede Rücksicht auf den Zusam-
menhang behält.“42

Every important entity in the Canaanite reli-
gious world had a set of symbols belonging to it,
besides its full pictorial representation. The
Canaanite Goddess had, besides her pictorial rep-
resentations, a set of symbols intimately connect-
ed with her. Some of the symbols are synecdochal
representations (pars pro toto – pubic triangle for
the whole Goddess) and some metonymic, such
as the twig and the dove,43 which were closely
related to her.44

The same logic of signification may have been
employed by the Canaanites in reaction to the
icons involved in the spelling of Hathor’s name.
They are not iconic signifiers that should lead
the reader to the phonetic signifiers Hwt and Hr,
but “free icons” – a square, a bird, and a little corner
sign that “belong” to the Goddess. Thus, very fre-
quently the bird is not exactly a falcon, but rather
an owl or a duck (see Fig. 7). In one example
from Tell el-Ajjul (Fig. 10a), it actually looks like
a fledgling duck.

On this last scarab, in front of the duck-bird,
there is a sign that is reminiscent of the t. The
Hwt shrine has turned into a floating shrine on
a cobra-boat (a “remnant” of the cobra classifi-
er?). A Horus bird appears below with anx signs
and the “corner” sign. In the other examples
(Fig. 10b–d) we may find an open square, a
stool-like item (h-d-m), or a shrine.45 The corner
may “travel around” freely, be repeated or omit-
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41 Schroer concludes that the name of the Goddess
remains uncertain (SCHROER 1989: 196–197). Hathor is
called in Sinai “Baalat”.

42 SETHE 1935: 12. See detailed discussion in GOLDWASSER

1995.
43 See ZIFFER 1998: 33*–88*.
44 Another alluring symbol of the Goddess is the suckling

cow; see, e.g., KEEL and UEHLINGER 1998: 40, fig. 31a,
and lately ORNAN 2005: 160–163 with bibliography.
This image is a logogram in the Egyptian hieroglyphic
script with the reading Ams, “to show solicitude,” see
GOLDWASSER 2005: 105–106.

45 All the examples above were listed by Shuval.
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Fig. 10  Scarabs from Tell el-Ajjul (a–b), from the market (Jerusalem) (c), and from
Qatna (d) (a: after GIVEON 1985: 67, no. 21/L.1061 with fig.; b: TUFNELL 1984: 277, pl. IX, 

no. 1470; c: after KEEL 1980: 261, fig. 64; d: AL-MAQDISSI 2001: 152, fig. 7)



ted. All three signs together, or only two of them,
or even one, may refer in a symbolic way to the
Goddess. Indeed, in many Middle Bronze Age
scarabs we find not only a representation of the
Horus bird by itself, but also “corner” signs as
part of the design or the hieroglyphic or “pseu-
do-hieroglyphic” aggregates of signs (Fig. 11).

It is to Menakhem Shuval that credit must be
given for the pioneering insight and originality
that showed us this otherwise hidden facet of
Egyptian-Canaanite cultural contact. It is only
due to his untimely death that our debt to him
has gone unacknowledged until now.

Postscript

When this article was in preparation, I received
the volume “Scarabs of the Second Millennium
BC from Egypt, Nubia, Crete and the Levant:

Chronological and Historical Implications,”46

which contains an article by Othmar Keel on
Canaanite motifs on Middle Bronze Age scarabs. 

Inter alia, he publishes three scarabs from the
collection of the Department of Biblical Studies
of the University of Fribourg (Fig. 12). These
scarabs prove unequivocally that Shuval’s theory
is indeed correct. Keel does not fail to perceive
the importance of these new examples and writes
“This composition reminds the spectator of the
traditional Egyptian way of writing the name of
the goddess Hathor . . . The falcon with the angle
on the B2-head group is probably best under-
stood as a debased (my italics) form of the name of
Hathor.”47

EXCURSUS – SINAI INSCRIPTION 28 

An extreme and unusual set of examples of the
writing of the word ¡wt-Hr comes from Sinai
inscription 28 (Fig. 6a–c), which dates to year 42
of Amenemhat III. This rock-carved inscription
from Wadi Maghârah in Sinai is one of the rare
inscriptions that contain a grammatical mistake
in Egyptian: the indirect object n ¡wt-Hr (col. 5)
precedes the direct object.48 The hieroglyphs of
the inscription are very awkward, they vary in size
and order, and hardly any hieroglyph appears in
the same shape twice. Some hieroglyphs are
unidentifiable, e.g., the sign after the word
“Hathor” in column 5.49

The inscription contains several occurrences
of the name of the goddess ¡wt-Hr. Two of them
have been set apart for special discussion by us in
Fig. 6b–c.

The first example (Fig. 6b) from col. 1 of the
inscription presents an oversized Horus bird stand-
ing above and outside the Hwt sign.50 The Hwt sign
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46 BIETAK and CZERNY 2004.
47 KEEL 2004: 89.
48 Noted in Sinai II: 69, n. g. See also discussion below, p.

144.

49 The text is written in the “expedition paleographical
dialect,” see below, p. 132, n. 60, and p. 143–144.

50 Compare here an inscription from Faras, see KARKOWS-
KI 1981: 78–80.

Fig. 11  Free-moving “corner” symbols of Hathor on scarabs 
(a–b: after KEEL 1995: 201, figs. 376–377; c: ibid.: 199, fig. 371)

Fig. 12  New examples of “Hathor-scarabs” 
(a–c: after KEEL 2004: 90, figs. 65–67)



has become in this case a small square, with a cor-
ner in a detached position (as on the scarabs!) and
with a relatively big accompanying t sign. Almost
the same writing is repeated in column 2. 

Fig. 6c presents another variation. In this case,
the Hwt appears as a square with three squares
inside, which are of uneven form. The t appears
outside the Hwt and the big Horus bird appears at
the end of the combination.

In these examples,  the writer plays freely on
the theme frame + elements inside or outside the frame
(the “corner” sign appears in a correct position
just once), while a very big, dominant Horus is
always hovering above independently, overriding
the small Hwt.

There is good reason to assume that the writ-
ers of this inscription may have been Canaanites
with a limited knowledge of Egyptian and hiero-
glyphs, yet were able to write by themselves. The
inscription is made of simple short phrases. The
hieroglyphs show the same concepts that were
operative in the scarabs of the Middle Bronze
Age. The elements work separately: the “corner”
is detached from the Hwt and the Horus is strong-
ly visually conceptualized as the dominant ele-
ment in the name of Hathor. It is easy to detect
here an attitude to the signs that is similar to that
which we see on the scarabs: the primacy of
Horus, his clear detachment from the Hwt sign,
and the free-floating half corner.

PART TWO – CANAANITES READING HIEROGLYPHS –
THE INVENTION OF THE ALPHABET IN SINAI

The imaginative “Canaanite reading” of Egyptian
hieroglyphs, manifested in the Canaanite scarab
production and to some extent in Sinai inscrip-
tion 28 (Fig. 6a–c), was carried even further. In an
experimental and highly creative move, the atti-
tude described in Part I led to one of the greatest
inventions in the history of civilization – the
invention of what will be later called the “Alpha-
betic Script.”

The “Canaanite reading” is characterized by:

1. An idiosyncratic Canaanite identification (i.e.,
according to a Canaanite interpretation) of an

iconic meaning of graphemes in the hiero-
glyphic script.

2. Use of the loaned grapheme in a “free” way, in
a completely different context, and in order to
refer to referents in the Canaanite culture or
language, with no consideration of the rules of
the original Egyptian script.

In the “Canaanite reading” procedure which
was exemplified in the first part of this article, in
the case of ¡wt-Hr, a complex Egyptian hiero-
glyphic structure, which obtains meaning by the
assignment of Egyptian iconic and/or Egyptian
phonetic signifieds to iconic signifiers, is put
aside. Instead, the parts of the sign are recycled as
independent signs and are read anew separately.
The Horus bird, the shrine and the “corner” signs
become free, unbound elements. They retain
their iconic meanings – shrine or square, Horus
and corner – and accordingly, they occur in com-
positions referring to their newly assigned iconic
meanings. However, in many cases they are acti-
vated at the same time as symbols – each of them
(not only the full combination) may refer
metonymically to the original whole – Hathor or
the Goddess.

Other Egyptian signs on Canaanite scarabs may
have referred to their iconic meanings alone and
not to the Egyptian phonetic signifier/signified
prescribed by the hieroglyphic script system.
Graphemes that make part of the so-called a-n-r-a

group51 (see, e.g., Fig. 1352) are usually identified
by scholars as degenerate imitations of Egyptian
signs. These signs carry, in Egyptian, meanings such

Fig. 13  Examples of a-n-r-a scarabs from Tell el-Ajjul (a)
and Jericho (b) (a: after KEEL 1997: 311, no. 615; 

b: SCANDONE MATTHIAE 2004: 196, fig. 2.7)
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51 On this type of scarabs, see the recent monograph by
Richards 2001.

52 In Fig. 13 the water sign (N35) is represented by
the simplified versions , (as with many other
scarabs and small stelae of this period).

Orly Goldwasser
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