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Preface

“Image, Thought, and the Making of Social Worlds” is the third volume in the new-
ly founded publication series on visual archaeology (FAVis), edited by the Institute 
for Archaeological Sciences (IAW) at the University of Freiburg i. Br. It is a collec-
tion of papers originally presented at a conference organized by David Wengrow in 
2019 as part of the “Initiative Kleine Fächer Baden-Württemberg”. David Wengrow 
conceived the volume during several stays as a visiting professor at the University of 
Freiburg, and it sheds new light on how images can be a creative expression of past 
cultures in two main ways. Firstly, as image systems in their own right and secondly 
as a way of communication with regard to and in conjunction with writing. In this 
way, the heuristic value of images as an archaeological source reaches dimensions 
that are as fundamental as they are innovative for image studies. In addition, the 
Freiburg conference expanded the Freiburg Institute of Archaeological Sciences’ ar-
chaeological approaches beyond the temporal and spatial boundaries of the Ancient 
World and repositioned them in the realm of early image and writing systems.

The editors of FAVis wish to thank David Wengrow and all participants of the 
Freiburg conference on “Thought, Image, and the Making of Social Worlds”. Special 
thanks go to Stephanie Merten, who has once again overseen the careful and diligent 
editing of this volume. Finally, we would like to thank the publisher Propylaeum in 
Heidelberg and Maria Effinger, for including our series in the publisher’s program 
and for her continued, valuable support.

Freiburg, December 2021

Ralf von den Hoff 
Christoph Huth 

on behalf of the editors of FAVis

Published in: David Wengrow (Ed.), Image, Thought, 
and the Making of Social Worlds, Freiburger Studien 
zur Archäologie & Visuellen Kultur 3. Heidelberg: 
Propylaeum 2022, V, DOI: 10.11588/propylaeum.842.c10802
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Part I

Image systems



Introductory Essay



David Wengrow

In his Discourse on the Origins of Inequality, Jean-Jacques Rousseau asks his reader 
to imagine a human being with the capacity to mark its own body – adorning its 
skin with feathers, shells, or pigments – yet lacking the capacity for making images.1 
This fictional being, in its ‘state of nature’, possesses an imagination, but its mind 
‘paints no pictures’ (just as it possesses a heart, but has no conscience). Being un-
able to conjure images in the mind, Rousseau’s primordial human is also lacking in 
foresight; trapped in an eternal present, it is incapable of conceiving any reality other 
than that which confronts it in and of the moment. It was, as Rousseau realised, a 
necessary step to deprive his ‘savage’ of the image-making faculty (along with con-
ventional language, property relations, and abstract thought). Only then could he 
tell a story of these human-like creatures running 

headlong for their chains in the belief that they were securing their liberty; for although 
they had enough reason to see the advantages of political institutions, they did not have 
enough experience to foresee their dangers.2

Buried in the logic of Rousseau’s second Discourse lurks an intimation of the syn-
thetic relationship between thought, image, and the making of social worlds,3  
which is increasingly borne out by the findings of modern neuroscience,4 as well as 
being richly exemplified in ethnographic studies (most rigorously, perhaps, for the 
anthropology of North America and Oceania), and in the first-hand testimonies of 

1 Rousseau 1984 [1754], 115–116.
2 Ibid., 69.
3 Synthetic, in much the same sense that Rodney Needham proposed in his (2014 [1978]) ‘syn-

thetic images’.
4 Metzinger 2009, 31–34, and passim.

On image systems in human history
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Indigenous experts and artists, to which I will return in due course. Expressing him-
self rhetorically, by imagining what it might mean to be without it, Rousseau notes 
how the faculty of image-making begins neither in pure thought nor in the external 
world of ‘art’ and ‘ornament’, but in the sympathetic meeting of human minds with 
specific materials in their vicinity; and moreover, that the capacity to make images 
is ineluctably tied to what we would now see as an evolved capacity for mental time 
travel5 – the ability to project oneself, consciously, into the past or future – and so 
also to the arts of memory, modelling, and navigation.

Pacific artworks illustrate this with special clarity, by making explicit reference to 
previous and future creations. Shell valuables used in kula ceremonies carry within 
their forms an archive of their own passage from one owner to the next,6 while cer-
emonial axes that circulate at mortuary feasts in Melanesia turn out to be complex 
technical models, calling to mind specific past relations and foreshadowing ones to 
come;7 and the figural carvings of New Ireland known as malanggan are designed 
to open pathways of memory, leading via images to ancestral names, not ordinarily 
spoken.8 Encompassing past and future, they cannot easily be placed into bound-
ed historical contexts, because they are the means by which history itself is known: 
“people do not therefore have to explain such images by reference to events outside 
them: the images contain events.”9

As opposed to isolated acts of making marks, patterns, or figures, image systems 
of this kind are technological and cognitive supports for expansive social networks.10 
For populations bound together in such networks, images work periodically to syn-
chronise mental processes, bringing complex imaginaries of time, space, and states 
of being into alignment. Image systems of this kind form part of our species’ cultural 
heritage, and no doubt their history extends back much further than their earliest 
durable traces in the archaeological record of the later Palaeolithic. Epic songs, po-
etry, and other skilled or formalised types of discourse are often anchored within 
them, and the forms of memory-work they entail.11 Image systems are vital cognitive 
aids in navigating cosmological space through divination, vision quests, or shamanic 
journeys, just as they are essential in navigating the outer realities of physical space; 

5 For the psychological and evolutionary basis of mental time travel (or ‘chronesthesia’), see Tul-
ving 1972.

6 Damon 1980.
7 Battaglia 1993.
8 Küchler 1999.
9 Strathern 1990, 157.
10 By working across the divide between ethnographically documented art and the traditional 

subject-matter of art history, Descola (2010) has arguably gone further than anyone else in 
establishing the basis for a general anthropology of image systems, in the sense intended here.

11 Lagrou, this volume; Severi 2015, and this volume; see also Cesarino 2013.
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arguably, it is images and image systems alone that can mediate effectively between 
these different orders of experience.

It can hardly be doubted, for instance, that image systems played a crucial role 
in our species’ development of those skills, which led to the first great conquests of 
maritime space. Most likely the images in question were made of ephemeral mate-
rials, like the stick-charts used until recent times by inhabitants of the remote Mar-
shall Islands. Made of palm ribs, coconut fibers, and shells, these charts were not 
maps, but worked as analogical models, helping Marshallese navigators commit to 
memory the principles of swell and land interaction they would encounter on sea 
voyages.12 No such devices could be expected to survive from the period between say 
60,000 and 10,000 years ago, when our species first occupied large parts of Oceania, 
and even if they did, we would be hard pushed to ascertain their complex mathemat-
ical and topological functions simply by inspecting them, as these functions already 
assume a great deal of social and practical knowledge, grounded in the shared expe-
rience of maritime travel along island chains and atolls.

Image systems, as will already be obvious, are in no way confined to small-scale 
societies, but quite the opposite. More often they serve to integrate diverse pop-
ulations at a regional or even continental scale, forming unbounded networks,13 
whose participants may be otherwise widely dispersed, and often speak different or 
sometimes even unrelated languages. These aspects of their distribution highlight 
two important features of image systems: one negative, the other positive. First, that 
they don’t necessarily require explicit (linguistic) exegesis to perform their techni-
cal and mnemonic functions,14 and second, that they are highly effective vehicles of 
cartographic and topological reasoning, which become especially important when 
social interaction takes on a discontinuous or sporadic form, switching routinely 

12 Ascher 2004.
13 Unbounded, in the sense that most members of the extended group will never encounter one 

another in person, but nevertheless maintain potential relationships of hospitality or debt; in 
which sense, there is a dialectical relationship between image systems and the broader notion of 
human societies as necessarily ‘imagined’ communities (for which, see Bloch 2008).

14 Consider, for instance, the case of the New Guinea Highlands, whose indigenous inhabitants 
produce exceptionally rich and complex artworks (notably wigs, body-paintings, and costumes) 
but engage in very little exegesis of those works. Instead, words used for images tend to relate 
to an assessment of their ‘fittingness’, ‘brilliance’, or ‘intensity’, which in turn index their degree 
of connection with local clan-folk and more remote maternal kin. There is no ‘iconography’ or 
concern with decoding or revealing symbolic meanings assumed to be found in images; in fact, 
talk is held to be cheap and shallow, in contrast to deeper truths expressed by images (O’Hanlon 
1992, 605, with further references). Such attitudes – which reverse the depth metaphors we 
conventionally use to assign language a superior status to images – are far from universal among 
users of image systems (see e.g. Morphy 1989, on Yolngu aesthetics), but the point is worth 
making, if only to illustrate the relative autonomy of image-based knowledge from spoken com-
munication.
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between different scales; as, for example, when moving across the “patchwork ecolo-
gies” spanning vast areas of Australasia and Oceania; regions famous for their com-
plex image systems.15

Archaeological studies suggest scalar alternations are an extremely ancient fea-
ture of human sociality, initially arising from the seasonal rounds of Palaeolithic 
hunter-fisher-gatherers. It is likely that variations in the size and form of groups en-
tailed changes in moral norms and political arrangements across different parts of 
the annual cycle. The precise nature of these changes will itself have been highly var-
iable, and cannot be predicted on the basis of demography or environment alone.16 
Regular alternations of this sort may well be among the ecological factors shaping 
human cognition in deep evolutionary time. Few images survive from such early pe-
riods,17 but the standing architectural remains of later forager societies offer striking 
exemplars of this convergence between periodic assemblies and the coordination of 
labour to produce durable images, usually at sensitive points of orientation in the 
landscape, and often on a spectacular scale. Notable examples – which serve to illus-
trate something of the variability in materials and design – include the Urfa Valley 
culture of southern Turkey, to which the stone temples of Göbekli Tepe belong,18 
and the Late Woodland Effigy Mound Culture of the American Midwest, with its 
focus on figural and geometric earthworks.19

On the other hand, it is abundantly clear that image-systems are not ‘primitive’ 
or ‘archaic’ features of human culture. History and archaeology offer many cases 
of expansive civilisations, the unity of which is most consistently expressed – not 
in traces of administrative or military power – but in the use of images to activate 
links between local groups and superordinate networks, which never coalesce into 
formal empires. Image-based polities of this kind have often spanned enormous ter-
ritories, and are ubiquitous not just in Oceania, but also sub-Saharan Africa20 and 
the pre-Columbian Americas, which furnish such notable examples as Chavín de 

15 Küchler, this volume; and see also Krämer, this volume.
16 Wengrow – Graeber 2015.
17 See Pettitt, this volume.
18 Dietrich et al. 2012.
19 Boszhardt 2012.
20 Martínez-Ruiz, this volume.
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Huántar, Ohio Hopewell, Cahokia, and perhaps also Olmec Mexico.21 To the in-
itial astonishment of European ‘discoverers’ and commentators, it turned out that 
regional systems of this kind could mobilise labour and produce monuments of pre-
cise dimensions and spatial orientation22 – stone carvings, ceremonial ball-courts, or 
figurative earthworks – on a scale more typically associated with the literate states 
and empires of ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia, or China.

It would be a mistake to deduce from this any simple contrast between the Amer-
icas and Eurasia. The early history of the Mediterranean and the Central Asian 
steppe presents many cases of image systems acting as connectors between otherwise 
fragmented social groups, where the transmission of particular types of imagery 
(and ways of composing them) also heralds major reconfigurations of politico-reli-
gious systems. Examples include the so-called orientalising artworks of the Iron Age 
Mediterranean and their Bronze Age precursors, or the roughly contemporaneous 
‘Animal Style’ art of Central Asia, which reached from the Black Sea to the frontiers 
of China. Close inspection of the figures and images in question – which include 
stable sets of anatomical composites or Mischwesen – reveals common constraints on 
their composition, as well as a tendency to use prototypes which have their genesis in 
the visual arts of the first cities. Such ‘inter-cultural’ systems of complex pictographs 
flourished in parallel with and often directly alongside the earliest forms of writing.23

Slotting cases such as Chavín or Cahokia into a framework of social evolution 
based on the history of Eurasian (literate) polities has proved difficult, not because 
of any oral/literate distinction, but because such frameworks assume from the out-
set that power over others resides in ownership of landed estates and other tangible 
resources, and the capacity to administer and defend them. With this in mind, it is 
intriguing to note recent comparisons between the Americas and Eurasia, which 
suggest disparities in material wealth (measured by archaeological proxies such as dif-
ferent numbers of grave goods or variations in house size) were of secondary impor-
tance in many pre-Columbian societies, forming an aggregate contrast with Bronze 

21 In searching for scalar counterparts in ancient Eurasia we might look to the late Neolithic of 
central and northern China, during the third millennium BC. The initial growth of urban set-
tlements there was not linked to any obvious administrative or military apparatus, but rather 
to a ritual economy based on bone-oracle divination, as well as the effusive production and 
circulation of images in jade. Made in standard shapes that allowed them to be worn or carried 
on the person, but also to be stacked, counted, and combined in greater numbers, ornamented 
jades seem to have functioned as a sort of ritual currency, straddling the worlds of the living and 
dead. In funerals, and no doubt other ritual contexts, this facilitated the precise measurement of 
personal distinction, expressing differences of rank along a common scale of value (cf. Liu 2003).

22 Clark (2004) explains the startling geometrical precision of monumental construction in the 
Pre-Columbian Americas as being most likely based on an indigenous form of string theory, and 
documents its consistency over spectacular (continent-wide) distances and over millennia of history.

23 Wengrow 2014; Severi, this volume.
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Age Eurasia, where they consistently reached much higher levels.24 Macro-differenc-
es of this sort have been taken to indicate that overall levels of social inequality were 
greater in ancient Eurasia than in the Americas, but this may well be misreading the 
evidence. Arguably, such models suffer from the same materialist bias that plagued 
attempts to apply ‘world systems’ theory to the pre-Columbian Americas.25 For ex-
ample, efforts to view Mississippian cultural expansion through the lens of core-pe-
riphery relations noted that groups on the margins of Mississippian influence, such 
as the ancestors of the Iroquois, may have supplied maize, meat, hides, minerals and 
human captives to the urban centre of Cahokia in return for ‘prestige-goods’ that 
were, in fact, largely immaterial (and, we might add, image-based) such as access to 
calendrical knowledge connected with the growth cycles of maize.26 

A wealth of ethno-historical data points towards a different interpretation, plac-
ing image-systems rather than material surplus at the centre of Amerindian political 
economies. What the quantitative studies may reflect is simply that power and cen-
tralisation in the pre-Columbian Americas were not usually grounded in the stock-
piling of goods or defence of landed estates, but in control over what Robert Lowie 
termed sacra: indigenous forms of property that were immaterial or incorporeal, 
including everything from magic formulae, stories, and medical knowledge, to the 
right to perform a certain dance, or stitch a certain pattern on one’s mantle.27 It can 
hardly be coincidental that in more recent Amerindian societies, it was usually own-
ership of such ‘incorporeal’ goods (Lowie compares them to our patents and copy-
rights) that unlocked rights of usufruct over land and resources: weapons, tools, and 
hunting grounds might be freely shared, but the esoteric powers to reproduce game 
or ensure luck in the chase were individually owned and jealously guarded; they were 
also inherited, bought, and sold. 

Quite often, sacra have both material and immaterial elements, as with the cer-
emonial ‘bundles’ used by Plains societies, which include not only physical objects 
but accompanying dances, rituals, and songs.28 Famously, among groups of the 
Northwest Coast, such rights were fiercely contested through claims to honorific 
titles, captured in images emblazoned on heirloom treasures.29 In Kwakwaka’wakw 

24 Kohler et al. 2017.
25 The aforementioned study, for instance, attributes the overall difference to the use of working 

animals and advanced metal industries in Eurasia, as against their absence in the Americas.
26 Dincauze – Hasenstab 1989.
27 Lowie 1928; and see, more recently, Harrison 1992. Lowie’s critique of materialism has been 

widely absorbed into discussions of indigenous cultural property, although his own anthropo-
logical contributions are now largely forgotten, and no longer feature in seminal works on the 
topic (e.g. Anderson – Geismar 2017).

28 Zedeño 2008.
29 Codere 1950.
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society, to take just one instance, ownership of an heirloom wooden feast-dish also 
conveyed the right to gather berries on a certain stretch of land, with which to fill 
it, which in turn afforded its owner the right to present those berries while singing 
a certain song at a certain feast, and so forth. Feast-dishes are both corporeal and 
incorporeal property at the same time, since they can die and be reincarnated. While 
the dish itself may rot away or be burned, the names of protective spirits carved onto 
its surface (and onto ladles used with such dishes) are considered eternal, and images 
are the means of calling them to mind, and contesting claims upon them.30

Rousseau’s Discourse reminds us of this political potential in image systems: 
making visible the workings of any particular configuration of social reality is also 
to lay that reality open to scrutiny, reflection, and critique. Modern theorists of so-
cial evolution, placing their eggs in the flimsiest portion of Rousseau’s basket, have 
largely ignored this point about self-consciousness, while embracing the fable of 
humanity’s original innocence, and unwitting departure from a state of pristine 
simplicity on a voyage of technological discovery that would ultimately guarantee 
both our ‘complexity’ and enslavement. But in fact, what the archaeological record 
now shows is quite the opposite: far from lacking imagination or self-consciousness, 
Palaeolithic communities created images of social forms (“instituted signs,” as Rous-
seau had it) that could not possibly have formed the permanent basis of their collec-
tive existence, let alone their workaday modes of political or economic organisation. 

Most striking in this respect are the so-called aristocratic burials of the Europe-
an Upper Palaeolithic, which are really more like ritual dioramas, where the deco-
rated corpses of exceptional individuals (singled out by strikingly unusual physical 
features, traced in their skeletal remains) were transformed into images of power, 
saturated with ornaments and exotic regalia. The burials in question bear compar-
ison with the ‘chiefly’ or even ‘royal’ tombs of much later Eurasian prehistory, yet 
they lack any obvious counterpart outside the domain of ritual performances, where 
barely any trace of social rank or stratification can be found in the archaeological 
record.31 Ritual tableaus created by Ice Age hunter-gatherers call to mind the pos-
sibility of a ranked society, of precisely the sort that seems to have been avoided in 
their daily affairs (recalling Lévi-Strauss’ observation, in Tristes Tropiques, that the 
graphic art of Kadiweu women is “like the phantasm of a society ardently and insa-
tiably seeking a means of expressing symbolically the institutions it might have, if its 
interests and superstitions did not stand in the way”).32 

Such discoveries support the view that early human societies were character-
ised by a much higher degree of conscious social experimentation than generally 

30 Walens 1981, 56–58.
31 Wengrow – Graeber 2015, 600–603; 609–611.
32 Lévi-Strauss 1973 [1955], 197; Lagrou, this volume.
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thought, and image systems were integral to this kind of projective social thought. 
Also remarkable is the sheer geographical scale on which such systems operated, 
among forager groups who were demographically sparse and often widely dis-
persed.33 These findings resonate with a sea-change taking place in evolutionary an-
thropology, which is coming to terms with what ethnographers insisted all along: 
that recent and contemporary hunter-gatherer societies (even living under condi-
tions of displacement and demographic decline) are not usually confined to isolated 
bands (a more unfortunate legacy of Rousseau), but keep open the possibility of 
social relations with some thousands of other individuals regarded as potential kin 
– sharing rights, debts, and other obligatory relationships – despite the fact that 
they are geographically dispersed, have little common genetic inheritance, and often 
speak different first languages.34 

Not by chance, those same evolutionary studies are now also rediscovering the 
importance of image systems, like the acrylic paintings produced by Aboriginal 
groups in Australia’s Western Desert.35 Here we might go a step further, and turn to 
the indigenous concept of wunan,36 which describes the workings of image systems 
more elegantly than any western neologism. In the older ethnographic literature, 
wunan referred simultaneously to at least two quite different things: a system of 
image-making (in this case rock paintings, ranging in scale from miniature to mas-
sive) and far-flung hospitality zones traversed by people from hundreds of different 
communities, within which they could always expect to be valued and cared for. In 
the West Kimberleys, for instance, wunan is often described as a kind of ceremonial 
trading system, a little like Melanesian kula; sacred knowledge flows in one direc-
tion, material wealth in another; yet at the same time, it refers to the overall structure 
of the moiety system which extends between groups and ensures everyone has part-
ners, or potential hosts, even in distant places.37

Ngarinyin intellectuals have recently made a point of explaining that wunan ac-
tually means even more than this. The wunan system, they emphasise, is first and 
foremost a form of law, but a law that is impressed on the landscape through com-
plex images, and can only be learned by moving through it; but it is also “a set of 
prescriptive and proscriptive rules of civilised behaviour [...] the most prised pos-

33 This was long suspected, based on the wide distribution of cave art and portable female figu-
rines (Gamble 1982), and now it can also be directly demonstrated by provenance studies of 
personal ornaments made on animal tooth, as well as the circulation – often across many hun-
dreds of kilometres – of pigments, shell or bone beadwork, and other portable decorative media 
(Schmidt – Zimmermann 2019).

34  Bird et al. 2019.
35  Ibid., 102.
36  Alternate spellings:  wunnan, winan, wunnun, wurnan.
37  E.g. Blundell – Layton 1978.
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session of a Ngarinyin adult.” Being civilised in this manner has both a moral and 
aesthetic dimension; one Senior Law Man, David Mowaljarlai, argued explicitly that 
while regional relations in the dominant (white) culture are founded on economics, 
Aboriginal civilisation is built on images, and wunan law in particular is evidence of 
a social order started by an artist:

[...] that is, the law is depicted through the aesthetic nature of the land. To Indigenous 
Australians, symbolism holds as much legal validity as mathematics does for the laws 
of physics – perhaps that is why these laws have more in common with each other 
than with the Western legal codes. Mowaljarlai states that the law was called the wunan 
system, the law of sharing – that is, a jurisprudence of relationship and witnessing each 
other’s behaviour.38

A moral and legal order of such impressive scale, created by artists, seems an appro-
priate image with which to end this opening chapter, in which I have tried to outline 
the theoretical context of the present volume, and the inter-disciplinary conference 
it derives from.

Our aim, as well as exploring the rising epistemological status of image systems 
across a range of disciplines, was to problematise the relationship between image and 
script, or at least ‘play in the space’ between them.39 As an indication of how differ-
ent that space looks now from half a century ago, it is worth recalling that I. J. Gelb, 
in his influential A Study of Writing,40 identified aesthetic impulses as an obstacle 
to humanity’s discovery of writing and mathematics. Understanding the principle 
that signs can work in conventional ways to convey language and calculus, as distinct 
from their value as depictions, was viewed by him as a major breakthrough in human 
systems of logic and reasoning, paving the way for modern scientific discoveries. 
From a historical and logical perspective, this always begged an obvious question 
(famously posed by Claude Lévi-Strauss):41 what other kinds of intellectual activity 
did then make possible discoveries such as the invention of farming, complex met-
allurgy, systems of maritime navigation, monumental architecture etc. – most of 
which predate writing and formal mathematics by millennia? The answer, as we can 
now begin to see, lies to a significant degree with image systems.

Modern research has also shown Gelb’s evolutionary scheme to rest on a false 
equation between script and the notation of spoken language, which experts now 

38 Ngarjno et al. 2000, 22; see also Mowaljarlai – Malnic 1993; Doring – Nyawarra 2014.
39 As Quilter so nicely puts it in his chapter here; and see also contributions to this volume by 

Carraro, Gaillemin, Houston, Selz, and Shaughnessy, among others.
40 Gelb 1952.
41 Lévi-Strauss 1962.
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consider to have been a relatively minor concern for the inventors of the first known 
writing systems, whether Mesopotamian cuneiform, Chinese logograms, or the 
glyph-based systems of Egypt and the Maya.42 Despite being some decades old, these 
findings of philology and epigraphy have yet to filter out very far beyond their disci-
plinary specialisms. Cognitive and evolutionary studies of literacy have yet to fully 
absorb their implications.43 Anthropologists too often seem to be working with an 
outmoded understanding of script development, as overdetermined by the nota-
tion of spoken language. Art historians and philologists, on the other hand, may be 
working with an equally outmoded understanding of image systems, as underdeter-
mined by advanced and rigorous thought processes.

Archaeologists, for their part, find themselves in the position of happy magpies, 
recombining scraps of insight from all around; but with occasional exceptions, they 
have been reluctant to accord images even the most basic attentions of their own dis-
ciplinary toolkit: the detailed study of distribution, principles of assemblage, mor-
phology, taphonomy, and depositional context.44 One such exception is the field of 
prehistoric rock-art studies.45 At Lubang Jeriji Saléh, on the island of Borneo, image 
systems executed on cave walls can now be traced back some forty thousand years, 
to a point considerably older than the much better-known rock art of western Eu-
rope.46 Etchings that survive on stone and ochre from Blombos Cave in South Af-
rica push the surviving record of human image-making back to around 70,000 BC. 
Of course, this is still a very late point in time relative to the appearance of cognitive-
ly modern Homo sapiens, which lies well over 100,000 years further into the past.47 

Contrary to what is sometimes suggested, there is no great mystery here. Quite 
aside from the lost record of what was thought and done through perishable media, 
once we accept what is known ethnographically, and what we are told by Indigenous 
experts – which is, that image systems are no less complex technical achievements 
than writing systems, that they can express sophisticated dialogical theories of hu-
man society and politics, and that their inception is often linked to significant break-
throughs in other fields of knowledge – then the ‘mystery’ disappears. To claim other- 
wise is to insist on the commonplace fallacy that image systems should somehow 

42 For which, see Houston 2004; Selz, this volume.
43 Interestingly, recent advances in neuroscience show the orthographic coding of most scripts 

is constrained by cognitive predispositions, which do not relate to language, but rather to the 
recognition of specific line configurations and junctions (the “visual word-form area”; Dehaene 
2009). To date, however, studies of this kind have only engaged to a limited degree with empir-
ical evidence for the earliest development of scripts, a potentially rich area for future research.

44 For a different perspective on this issue, see Knappett, this volume.
45 See also, Pettitt, this volume.
46 Aubert 2014.
47 See Mellars et al. 2007.
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have emerged spontaneously at the dawn of history like language, advanced motor 
skills, or the very capacity for abstract thought. Really this is just another way of 
trivialising or infantilising the intellectual attainments of people without writing,48 
while also consigning their achievements to an utterly artificial temporality. With 
images systems now once again in the ascendant, we can ill-afford to lose sight of 
these deeper histories.
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Performative geometries



Susanne Küchler

Much of contemporary thought on the nature and significance of the image has 
been shaped by the ideas of Aby Warburg, first defended as methodological impera-
tive in 1912. Warburg’s vision was of an alternative to what he called a “panoramic 
view of history”1 comprised of chronologies, influences and the occasional genius, 
to be replaced with a methodology that is sensitive to the image’s own capabilities to 
extend itself in time.2 This other methodology, referred to by Warburg as capturing 
the image’s ‘Nachleben’ has become known in its translation as the ‘survival’ of the 
image.3

The term ‘survival’ credits Warburg’s methodological ideas exclusively with tem-
poral connotations, yet fails to do justice to his encounter with an anthropology 
that shaped his interest in “the necessity of the image and the role that it played 
in thought processes and in the constitution of a tradition”.4 Warburg’s encounter 
with Navajo ritual performance and his personal acquaintance with anthropologists 
established in America, via his meeting with Franz Boas5 and his familiarity with the 
nineteenth writings of Edward B. Tylor6, are well known, yet although Didi-Huber-
man’s scholarship shows how Warburg’s notion of survival draws upon Tylorian 
anthropology, this has not led to a reappraisal of his method; in particular, his rec-
ognition that the image is akin to epic poetry, in which all pasts are equally present.7 
It is crucial to the argument of this paper that Warburg, arguably following Tylor 
as well as Boas, was not so much concerned with the recurrence of certain forms, as 

1 Warburg 1999, 585.
2 Didi-Huberman 1990; 2002.
3 Didi-Huberman 2002, 61.
4 Severi 2015, 39.
5 Boas 1915; 1955 [1927].
6 Tylor 1871.
7 Severi 2015, 39; Didi-Huberman 2002, 63; Tylor 1871, 64. 
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with showing that the psychological efficacy of form, or its capacity to abduct asso-
ciations, is intrinsic to the form itself.8 

Against the backdrop of Oceania, with its rich archives of ethnographic infor-
mation and images, this paper will address the question of why images prevail. The 
answer will emerge from left field, namely from considerations of the labor process, 
and how it directs attention to a nuancing of temporal sequences, modeled by a 
gesture-like image that is executed with transformational and geometrical precision, 
leaving the image to signal forward and backward in time, while allowing for the 
contemplation of operational sequences that inform mundane practices such as the 
trading of goods, the building of houses and the making of images. It is the model- 
like quality of the image across Oceania that has left us with both ubiquitous col-
lections of artefacts (as the individual artifact is dispensable, while its prototype 
becomes the most coveted form of intellectual property), while at the same time 
resisting conventional interpretative analysis.9 

The anthropologist Frederick Damon draws a parallel between the experience 
and observational skills infusing boat-dominated economies of Oceania, and other 
productive regimes, such as rice cultivation in Asia, and pre-industrial as well as lab-
oratory cultures in the West, all having in common the repeated reissuing of proto-
types via ‘intelligent adjustment and elaboration’.10 A singular artifact – whether 
rice paddy or calligraphic symbol – is understood as a totality that holds immanent, 
within its own composition, relations that have the potential to amplify; and it is 
this capacity to be both singular and yet intuitively recognized as a multiple and 
inherently transformational entity that sets the image apart from script.11 

Unlike substitutionary forms of script, where graphic elements stand in for a 
linguistic sign, the image gives form to a sequence of what Gregory Bateson called a 
process of “double description”.12 This description abducts attention, in that atten-
tion is shifted from identifying patterns of similarities and differences to relations as-
sociated with higher-order precepts, concepts, and normative rules. The properties 
of this kind of image with its capture of temporal sequence, at once fluid and holis-
tic, arguably attracted Warburg, in that it provocatively opposed a substitutionary 
notion of objectification, which the machine age had imposed the labor process.13

8 Bing 1999, 81.
9 Brunt – Thomas 2012.
10 Damon 2012.
11 Damon 2012, 183; Wallace 1978, 382–383.
12 Bateson 1979. 
13 Wallace 1978. 
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The image and its permutations

The image Warburg had in mind when developing his ideas of a new methodology 
was also alive in the work of Walter Benjamin, where it captures in more or less 
material ways the rhythmic, relational, and transformational qualities of poetry and 
music.14 In Benjamin’s theory of the object, the image shares with script a logic of 
composition that transcends or is prior to its use as an enabler of contemplation, 
and as the bearer of an interplay between memory and creativity. Yet while script 
transports the visible and the experiential, the image rendered as object enables the 
thinking of the invisible.15

Von der Lühe’s essay on Hannah Arendt’s poetry argues that Arendt read Wal-
ter Benjamin as a poetic thinker who, like a diver searching for pearls, brings to the 
surface thought as fragments, or “immerwährende Urphänomene”.16 The art histo-
rian Natasha Eaton17 deploys Arendt’s metaphor of the pearl in order to explore the 
magical aspects of labor shaping the elite consumption of the pearl in East India’s 
British colonial visual economy. In this essay, I will employ an analogous procedure 
to expose the complex underpinnings of a political economy of the image made 
visible (crystalized, so to speak) in iterative and transitive structures, whose magi-
cal temporal reversibility and measured multiplicity delivers the promise of wealth 
and fortune, via fragments of an invisible underworld from which it is wrought by 
thought alone. It is the pearl’s multiplicity, measure, heterogeneity and propensity 
for assemblage that casts light on ideas that are as germane to sustaining life as they 
are adaptable (as ecologies of thought) to varying conditions of life. 

Nowhere is the pearl more clearly associated with forms of sociability that are 
mimetically elaborated in art, than in Asia and the Pacific, notably the Austrone-
sian-speaking diaspora across island Oceania. Ethnographies offer rich descriptions 
of image-based polities that manage forms of wealth, be it intellectual-ritual prop-
erty, movable and immovable property, or relations of labor or loyalty. With their 
distinct aesthetic forms, images here are far more than just by-products of forms 
of social organization or labor processes, like pearl fishing or the cultivation of rice 
paddies. Rather we must heed Damon’s18 reminder, that it is the very elaboration 
of these images which demands a certain modality of attention, whose cultivation 
pervades culture, society, and ecology.

14 Bracken 2002.
15 Von der Lühe 2015, 100.
16 Arendt 1989, 258.
17 Eaton 2016.
18 Damon 2012.
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Recent work on hunter-gatherer societies foregrounds an understand-
ing of images as vehicles for contemplating modes of objectification, in ways 
which challenge received notions of how aesthetic forms relate to types of po-
litical economy. This research considers fluid groups of co-residing/co-work-
ing individuals, symptomatic of ‘small’ societies across Oceania, and arrives at 
the conclusion that they are “not drawn from a small well-defined communi-
ty or ethnolinguistic group, but rather from networks of social organization 
maintained in relational, rather than material, wealth accumulation”, and that 
the wealth people build and inherit is “stored in social networks”.19 In other 
words, the way social networks store wealth, and by implication distribute and 
transmit it, takes the form of an image. This conclusion reminds one of the classic 
insight espoused by the anthropologist Roy Wagner, who said of the image in Oce-
ania that it “figures sympathetically its field of reference” and “becomes that which 
it expresses”.20 The image matters here, because it is the network, and not just its 
transient expression.21

Images that are “in a constant state of adjustment and elaboration”22 like the pro-
cesses which they mimetically reference, confront assumptions about how images 
work and what they do. The first assumption is the idea that when the image is held 
to be subject to living memory and passions, it is unable to serve as authoritative ar-
chive, capable of competing with written text.23 Instead of tracing the elaboration of 
images as evidence of what Warburg called mnemosyne, whereby the image recalls its 
own becoming, we tend to impose on the image an understanding of remembering 
developed in the laboratory context. In the words of Cambridge psychologist Fritz 
Bartlett,24 whose early 20th century study of remembering shaped subsequent re-
search on the topic, the elaboration of the image is the by-product of the successful 
conduct of an act of recollection, which standardizes content into inter-subjectively 
understandable expressions. The idea that the image serves remembering, but is not 
itself active as informational gesture (capable of generating variations of itself, as well 
as new versions of itself over time) became a dominant trope shaping the design of 
information technology, and sees the form or aesthetic elaboration of content as a 
contingent, necessary, byproduct of communication.25 

This notion of the image in the service of information-processing loses sight of 
the gesturing capabilities of the image, which signals forward and backward in time, 

19 Bird et al. 2019, 96–97.
20 Wagner 1986, 6.
21 Küchler 2015.
22 Damon 2012, 190.
23 Pomian 1999, 47.
24 Bartlett 1932.
25 Wiberg – Robles 2010.
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in a manner recovered by Aby Warburg.26 It is the kind of informational gesturing 
afforded by images, to which this essay will now turn, in order to answer a question: 
in what way do images work differently to script, and what does this work do so that 
it is not encompassed by script? We will see that the image invites experience and 
acute observation not unlike the skill required by calligraphy,27 and how like mu-
sic, it extends beyond itself by conjuring up a totality, the understanding of which 
withholds itself from those unaccustomed to its composition, as keenly as it ignites 
recognition among those practiced in its contemplation. 

Ethnographic data from Oceania are ideally suited to exploring this gesturing 
capacity of the image as we have both rich ethnographic accounts and large archives 
of exemplars. Both of these testify to the longevity and regional expansion of image- 
based polities that manage the distribution of scarce resources to great effect, by 
pooling relations of labour and loyalty in ways that are future-directed and open- 
ended. The reference to relations of labour and loyalty is not to suggest a reduc-
tionist argument, but to underscore that a sense of trust in the nature of relations 
supporting the predictability of future returns is managed by the image in ways that 
go beyond the information-processing and transmission capabilities of script. 

Societies in Oceania are famous for investing in prospective strategies that are 
predictable and reliable, sustained by a sense of “paradigm certainty”,28 and given 
testimony in images that form the core of gift-based political economies, uniquely 
governed by the principle of distribution. The nature of these distributive econo-
mies, within which images do their work, has been the subject of a now classic study 
by the geographer Tim Flannery29 on the ecology of Australasia and Oceania and its 
constraints upon the organization of political economies. His work Future Eaters 
sets out to capture the distinctiveness of ideas that enabled the settlement of wider 
Oceania, directed as they are toward securing future returns of wealth via relations 
of credit based on friendship and trust, rather than kinship and marriage. Europe-
ans, explains Flannery, came out of an environment conducive to the exercise and 
use of raw power, as the landscape was rich and extractable. By contrast the flora, 
fauna, and human inhabitants of Australasia had to learn how to make a lot out of 
a little, to husband scarce resources by seeing how far they could be extended, rather 
than how quickly they could be extracted. 

In approaching the role of the image in terms of its triangulation of ideas, math-
ematics, and ecology, this paper will seek to be mindful of Flannery’s observation, 
that such distributive economic systems call into being the use of contemplative 

26 Severi 2015.
27 Damon 2012, 183–185.
28 Wagner 1986, 56.
29 Flannery 1994.
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models that are inter-subjectively shared, and yet also adjustable, scalable, and trans-
latable, being grounded, ultimately, in the conduct of familiar technical operations.

The paradigmatic image 

It will come as no surprise to learn that the introduction of script, used for all kinds 
of technical purposes such as the recording of oratory or quantities of different valu-
ables involved in transactions, has not replaced the work of the image in Australasia 
and Oceania. To understand why the image has prevailed, we need to have a closer 
look at the image itself and the qualities that enable it to serve as a model for how to 
think about, manage, and extend relations across vast regional networks.

The diversity of Oceanic and Australasian image-making is famous and well 
documented,30 yet the underlying reasons for this evident variability remain poor-
ly understood. Existing analyses still largely shy away from the complexity that re-
sides within the image, visible only when studying a corpus and its unfurling into 
variations and iterative transformations. This unfurling into generative variations, 
however, allows us to contemplate the periodicity and interconnected rhythms of 
phenomena as diverse as the complex seasonality of an interdependent chain of is-
land ecologies, the distribution of variegated rights in usufruct, the patterns of gene-
alogies or the exploits of ancestral spirits, to name just a few.31 

To unpack the image’s own temporality, in the spirit of Aby Warburg, and the 
image’s poetic and immanent relational nature, in the spirit of Walter Benjamin, and 
to carry out an analysis comparatively across the region’s diverse image-based poli-
ties, would surely go beyond the scope of an essay. A sketch will have to suffice, as a 
means of outlining the different ways in which images capture the periodicity and 
rhythm of processes whose interconnection, prediction, and advanced recognition 
is essential for distributive economies to work.

An intriguing, and in some ways, elementary example of the kind of image we 
are dealing with is stone money on the Micronesian island of Yap. The stone boul-
ders, carved in a rounded shape and hollowed out in the center, were first described 
by the American explorer William Henry Furness III who spent two months on 
Yap in 1903.32 The boulders come in varying sizes, and are positioned in front of 
houses, having been transported to their positions from distant islands via arduous 
sea journeys. Furness made a most perplexing observation, namely that Yap had an 
economy based on money in the form of these large, solid, and round stone boul-

30 Brunt – Thomas 2012; Myers 2004. 
31 Damon 2016.
32 Furness 1910.
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ders, called ‘fei’, which range in size from between two to twelve feet. Although ‘fei’ 
guarantee transactions, the stone, taken from quarries by canoe from islands outside 
Yap territory, were never, or rarely moved. This is because, rather than serving as 
quasi-commodities in barter-like exchange, they in fact served to make manifest the 
potential for future transactions of the household. The measure of a stone wheel 
thus denoted, not a relation to a hypothetical set of commodities purchased with it, 
but a temporally structured system of credit and clearing – “a tangible and visible 
record of outstanding credit the seller enjoyed with the rest of Yap”.33

Yap stone money is a classic example of an economic system that extends itself 
via images, materialized in perhaps the most permanent way possible. In its rounded 
shape and central hole, the aesthetic and formal qualities of the worked stone recalls 
the strung together assemblages of stone and shell beads carried close to the body, 
and harbored as personal possessions whose exchange extends the name of persons. 
Yap stone boulders thus draw out the artificial nature of sociability and underscore 
the importance of trust that is at the heart of the credit bearing and credit clearing 
system.34 Systems of this kind, documented across Oceania with the abstract idea of 
debt at their core, have their match in an equally abstract idea of relation, one that 
finds its expression in the most complex kinship systems described by anthropol-
ogists, and in a correspondingly complex relation between image and exchange.35 
What is distinctive about the exchanges that distribute resources is their focus on 
relations of trust, which are codified in and abducted via images, as easily recog-
nized and as they are remembered. Even the seemingly straightforward geometry of 
the Yap boulder makes debts as tangible and lasting as the stone which holds their 
memory.

Circular disks shaped from shell and strung together to form strings of varying 
length and thickness are a necessary accompaniment of exchange in areas of the Pa-
cific, where relations span islands and diverse ecosystems held together by systems 
of credit similar to that described by Furness for the Micronesian island of Yap. The 
relation between large and immobile boulders and miniaturized disks held together 
on a thread shows up differing velocities of circulation and their relation to different 
‘densities’ of social relation.36 As Annette Weiner argued in her comparative research 
on inalienable possessions in Oceania, the more ‘dense’ relations are, the more in- 
alienable the possession at the center of exchange. Weiner understood the image to 
act as a guarantor for the kind of relationship its making foreshadows. She illustrates 
how relations come to inhabit the image, using the example of Samoan fine mats. 

33 Martin 2016, 12.
34 Simmel 2005 [1916].
35 Myers 2004.
36 Weiner 1992; 1994.
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Woven as an essential gift at life-cycle rituals, mats are perpetually gifted, yet 
kept folded and stored in the roof of the house where over time they form an in-
dissoluble entity, the size of which is commensurate with the spatial and temporal 
extension of the network, very similar, in principle, to the Yap stone boulders. Wein-
er’s37 formative research was in the Trobriand Islands of the Massim, a region lying 
south-west of mainland New Guinea and a society famous for its regional exchange 
system known as the kula. Previous research had concentrated on the complexity of 
the inter-island exchange system, punctuated by the circulation of arm-shells and 
necklaces as memorable touchstones of long-lasting partnerships between men and 
their islands. Weiner, on the other hand, contributed an understanding of women’s 
wealth in the form of banana-leaf bundles that manifest the reach of a matrilineal 
clan (dala). Stacked and left to rot, the size of gifted bundles manifests the credit 
accrued in a matriclan; the material itself being recognized for its association with 
the self-seeding renewal of banana palms, grown by its members.

What we have here are images that literally accrue relations as they are bound and 
tied to a place where they are immobilized, and yet show the passage of time, wheth-
er through the accumulation of patina or by decomposing. As such, they allow the 
complex nature of credit networks to be contemplated and understood. It would, 
however, be wrong to say that distributed relations and relations of trust are opera-
tive solely via images rendered physically immobile. This is illustrated by perhaps the 
most iconic image in Oceania, which is the boat, and there is no other type of boat 
so intensely studied as the one built for sailing between the numerous archipelagoes 
of the Milne Bay area of Papua New Guinea, enabling overseas kula expeditions.38 

The kula canoe39 is a model par excellence of how social, economic and political 
life in this island world works, and the lens through which its workings are contem-
plated and its outcomes predicted. Itself produced to be exchanged in ways mapping 
onto inter-island relations formed through marriage, the boat forms the standard 
– at once experienced, observed and imagined – through which the social system cre-
ates and understands itself.40 The kula canoe is designed for sailing with heavy loads, 
transporting people, produce, and goods across the diverse island ecologies whose 
interdependence is tangibly manifest in the interlocking parts of the boat, which 
themselves are the point of discussion when thinking about the distribution and 

37 Weiner 1976.
38 The societies in the Milne Bay have given rise to a sustained and numerous ethnographic studies 

in a single area. For bibliography and a rich account of the epistemic role of the canoe in the 
island region of Milne Bay see Damon 2016. For analyses of the kula canoe as art form see 
Scoditti 1989; Campbell 2002.

39 There are three distinct forms, one product in the East of the region, the other in the West and 
one introduced from outside. 

40 Damon 2012, 178. b.
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differential use of island resources, the layout of villages, or the positioning of hous-
es. The boat is a manifestation of the imagined totality of the kula, understood as 
a system of temporal operations, epitomized by the circulation of shell valuables in 
clockwise and anticlockwise direction around the thus-enchained islands of Milne 
Bay. 

As a vehicle enabling the movement of kula valuables, the kula canoe and its 
journeys around the islands are associated with the keeping of time in villages, and 
with creating time in its ontological form, as the passage of shell valuables effects the 
escalating fame and rank of their owners.41 There is no space here to elaborate on 
the construction, or on the formal and epistemic properties of the boat, whose parts 
mimetically capture working elements of the human body (its lungs and heart), 
nor the processes of exchanging labor and loyalties that help sustain the social body 
over time. The kula canoe as an artifact that is produced, reproduced, sailed and 
imagined; it absorbs people’s attention because of the “effective complementarity, 
the conjoining of differences, a mimetic of the encompassing purposes these crafts 
enable”.42 What is important to grasp, here, is that the boat and the valuables it 
transports around the island allow the contemplation and nuanced understanding 
of a temporally structured system of credit and clearing, in which the probability of 
future returns is evidenced by, and commensurate with the abductive capability of 
iconic forms.43

To understand how the image models, not just the abstract qualities of opera-
tional systems central to sustaining social life, but in fact hones in on the temporal 
nature of these operations, making manifest sequences that are covert and yet essen-
tial to the system, we will now turn to the example of malanggan.44 Here, as we will 
see, an image is held in memory, while simultaneously being fanned out across a net-
work managing the leasehold of distributed and internally differentiated land rights; 
its extension in time and space made visible in the periodicity, rhythm, and repeti-
tion of its manifold compositions. A brief glance at how the image works will help 
us to understand how ‘membership’ in the system is an internalized affair, which an 
image – temporarily made visible – both reveals and occludes, making adjustments 
to entitlement possible through its constant extension. 

In doing so, and in thinking ahead to the second part of the present volume (‘Re-
configuring image and script’), it is also worth noting in advance how, in the case of 
malanggan, to fix image sequences via script would be tantamount to closing down 

41 Munn 1986.
42 Damon 2012, 179.
43 Martin 2016, 12.
44 Küchler 2002; 2015.
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the distributive and transformative capability of the system itself, which is undergo-
ing perpetual renewal and elaboration.

Folded time, and the unfolding of the image

There are more than 25,000 malanggan figures carved from wood45 in museum col-
lections worldwide. All of them are collected from the island of New Ireland, at the 
northern most end of the Bismarck Archipelago Northeast of mainland New Guin-
ea, in the main between 1875 and 1930, with fewer artefacts collected thereafter 
because of the cessation of merchant shipping in the area. 

Parallels can be drawn between the performative role of these figures made as 
effigies, and the description of effigies used in performances that accompanied 
the funerals of medieval French and English Kings. As described by the historian  
Ernst Kantorowicz,46 such medieval effigies stood in for, and were treated as if they 
were the king’s body until a successor had been announced, separating the office of 
kingship from the mortal body of the king and thus establishing the notion of the 
social body composed of offices and institutions that came to form the foundations 
of the modern state. Similarly, the malanggan effigy effects the separation of forms 
of ownership from mortal titleholders. The death of an elder marks the process of 
transferring rights and responsibilities concerning resources and their distribution. 
The way this happens is again very similar to the medieval case described by Kan-
torowicz. Again, the image possesses a generic rather than physical likeness that cap-
tures the idea of the institution, rather than the person incumbent; and, again, it 
contains all past relations of labour and loyalty associated with usufructury rights 
to land. The first image realized in an effigy after the death of an elder, issued forth, 
usually, by his sister’s son, thus folds time into its fretwork, to be unfolded again in 
the form of effigies realized across the sister’s son’s life-time, in exchanges that renew 
and extend the usufructury rights held by his mother’s brother. The image people 
use to discuss this folding and unfolding of time in effigies is that of binding, with 
the knot acting as an object or vehicle to think through the transformations under-
gone by the image.

Other kinds of parallels can be drawn between malanggan and the boat-centric 
imagery of the kula, discussed above; primarily insofar as canoes, shell valuables, 
and also malanggan images are made for exchange, gifted to open a new path to be 

45 A few woven malanggan are held in collections, but these are rather the exception as most woven 
malanggan, usually made for female or juvenile deceased, were burnt soon after their public pres-
entation. There are no transactions over usufructury rights associated with woven malanggan.

46 Kantorowicz 1957.
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followed by people and things. In the case of malanggan, the path is formed by the 
memory of an image as it is unfolding into its component parts, each gifted to near 
or distant villages in exchange for rights to use the land to grow gardens, harvest 
trees, or fish in the lagoon.

Malanggan is, in fact, the generic name for a secondary burial, the third and final 
stage of a long process of completing ‘the work for the dead’. As such it takes place 
years after the initial burial, with the actual preparations of planning for a ceremony 
– involving the planting of gardens, hiring of the carver, the fencing of two enclo-
sures, the building of cooking houses and shelters – beginning in earnest with the 
interment of an elder in the local cemetery. Once made and exchanged to underscore 
an existing, extended, or new leasehold, those who are in receipt of a component can 
further partition it or project it in a different dimension and scale to initiate further 
leasehold relations. 

Each image is thus a witness to transactions of rights in land, while also project-
ing forward the possible future extension of a rhizomatic leasehold network, within 
which resources are distributed and wealth accumulated over time. Like the ma-
langgan image, the leasehold network is under constant construction, held together 
by the logic underpinning both images and their evolving polities. The idea that 
malanggan folds time into images, which in turn allow the unfolding of time, over-
lapping with the biographical lifecycle of persons, allows us to see how the notion of 
the image as abstract totality (present within each and every one of its component 
parts, as so visibly manifest in the kula canoe) has more radical implications for our 
understanding of the necessity of the image than were so far apparent. Malanggan 
is nothing less than a means to conceptualize the permutations of a social polity 
through generative and logically contingent compositions, which are like fragments 
and permutations of a melody, inherently recognizable, while open-ended in their 
articulation.

This perspective on the image and the relations it holds internally – made mani-
fest in a periodic and rhythmic fashion, that reflects the temporality of the distribu-
tive system in which it operates – exemplifies ideas that are found elsewhere in wider 
Oceania. Most important, perhaps, is the collapse of the distinction between the 
singular and the multiple, much discussed in relation to cosmology and concepts 
of personhood.47 Here, multiplicity underpins a relational conception of number, 
whereby individual elements serve as connectors or operators, generating sequences 
of elements, the totality of which is subsumed in its parts. This system provides 
an economical way of generating infinite combinations out of a limited number 

47 Wagner 1992; Mimika 1987.
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of elements, just as described long ago by the anthropologist Nancy Munn48 with 
reference to Australian Aboriginal sand drawing. 

Rules underpinning the combination of graphic elements in Australian Abo-
riginal drawing are such that the resulting image system behaves neither like a visual 
system, in which images merely reference what is known independently, nor like a 
script, in which elements are combined in stable, rather than infinitely transform-
ative, ways. Aboriginal peoples in Australia share a topological coordinate system 
with people in wider Oceania, one that allows for the mapping of relations while 
holding multiple levels of action in view at once, permitting the workings of com-
plex kinship systems. Not only does this system permit the integration of the local 
with the global in ways that force us to rethink preconceptions of such societies as 
small-scale. It also points to the unique significance of the image system informed by 
the coordinate system, as a means to extend ego-centric networks through time and 
space, in a predictable fashion.49 

The key point here is that spatial cognition, the reckoning of social relations, and 
the making of images work together by drawing on an independent geometrical ob-
ject, shaped by number sequences and their combination, the nature of which was 
uncovered by the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss50 in the 1960s, using the then 
new powers of computing to analyze data made available by ethnography. Although 
anthropology has not followed Lévi-Strauss’s lead in tracking the mathematical and 
geometric ideas underpinning kinship, contemporary ethnography concurs that im-
ages work as temporal maps of social relations, abducting attention and thus allow-
ing people to contemplate the interlacing of relations, of processes and practices that 
are experienced, acutely observed, and carefully elaborated at every step.

To be explicit, images in Australian Aboriginal society do not so much transmit 
information about social relations, as model the cognitive basis on which relations 
can be understood recursively, and thus predicted. Seemingly small scale, yet distrib-
uted, its polities model productive social relations via a grid-based, generative, and 
transformational image system that ingeniously permits relations to be understood 
and predicted, independently of the particular position one inhabits. 

Munn’s work on the way relations are modeled via a coordinate system, the 
workings of which shape graphic imagery, drew on the earlier work of Claude Lévi- 
Strauss in his analysis of myth.51 The logic to which Lévi-Strauss drew attention is, 
in turn, that of an algebraic system that uniquely allows for a relational conception 
of number and its translation into a geometric shape, elaborated across a variety 

48 Munn 1966.
49 Levinson 2003; Gloczweski 1989.
50 Levi-Strauss 1969.
51 Levi-Strauss 1963.
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of media. Known in mathematics as a ‘non-commutative group’ or ‘Klein group’, 
based on quaternion number systems that permit rotations in three-dimension-
al space (à la Rubik’s cube), the abstract qualities of this algebraic system are not 
widely known outside of pure mathematics. It is therefore to the relation between 
geometric imagination and the fashioning of an image-based polity, at once distrib-
utive and accumulative, that we must finally turn. 

The geometry of the image-based polity 

Constrained by a physical world ‘out there’, and by the psycho-biology of the human 
visual system and upright posture, western traditions of scientific and philosophical 
thought assume the human body at the center of the universe to be a natural dis-
position, congruent to a child’s conception of the world. Anthropology’s generic 
adoption of this ego-centric, relative, and anthropomorphic position ignores the 
theoretical and methodological challenges of its own ethnographic accounts, which 
point to the contrary. The idea that space can be conceptualized in absolute terms 
by peoples who operate in the world on par with post-Newtonian scientists, inde-
pendent of any objects that space might contain, is still easily brushed aside today by 
those who are not equipped to handle the complexities of image-based polities in the 
Pacific, and arguably also elsewhere.

As Lévi-Strauss had realized, societies in Oceania utilize the topological and ro-
tational capabilities of an algebraic system that foregrounds the relational quality 
of number sequences and their calibration, in order to model temporal sequences 
underpinning relations between six classes of kin. Kinship in these societies is thus a 
matter of recursive actions rather than classificatory types. Since kinship here is not 
based on classification, but rather on sequences unfolding over time and in space, 
script would be inadequate to contemplate the workings of the system and to have 
what the Roy Wagner52 termed ‘paradigm certainty’, which allows for trust in the 
probability of future returns. Drawing on research into the spatial cognition at work 
in these societies, and having uncovered the mathematical logic underpinning the 
topological conception of space, we can now go a step further.

Common to societies in Oceania is the epistemic significance of navigation, 
and a resulting conception of space that, unsurprisingly perhaps, confounds our 
expectation. This is because Oceanic navigation relies on the conception of space as 
curved, comprised of points arranged in sets of relations or neighborhoods.53 Math-

52 Wagner 1986.
53 Hutchins 1995.
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ematically understandable via tools we know as differential geometry, the idea of the 
curved surface is radically distinct from the perception of flat space. This is because 
curved space comprises points in a relation to one another that is both heterogene-
ous and multiple. The topology of points in curved surfaces is made understandable 
and knowable by representing it in objects such as ‘stick charts’ used by Micronesian 
seafarers, or in piecework coverlets of Eastern Polynesia used for the reckoning of 
complex genealogical relations, critical to the transmission of land rights and polit-
ical authority.54 These objects evince the idea of a ‘neighborhood of points’, related 
to one another in ways that allow for a simultaneous conception of their inside- and 
outside-ness, disjunction and connection, and for the contemplation of these rela-
tions within motor-sequences based on the actions of folding and tearing. It is via 
images that people move, not through, but in space, simultaneously and sequential-
ly, rather than via fixed points along a trajectory. 

Across Eastern Polynesia, the image takes form in pre-coloured cloth, which has 
to do with the association between clothing and the creation of a social body that 
reaches back to pre-Christian times. The labor of stitching (approved of by mission-
aries) provided cover for the transference of political economies from men to wom-
en, and from a vertical hierarchy defined by distinctions of age and origin to a lateral 
one, in which households compete over the scale of networks they control.55 In the 
Cook Islands, where both genealogy and hierarchical distinctions are most complex, 
differentiation between and extension of ties across households matters hugely, and 
these are discussed against the backdrop of work, the stitching of shrouds for the 
dead, that consumes the attention of every household. Stitched collectively and 
competitively, uniting households and opposing them according to rules that have 
more to do with friendship than kinship, fabrics are large and complex, falling into 
three types distinguished by the manner of attaching assembled pieces to one an-
other. 

Although not dissimilar to coverlets fabricated elsewhere in Eastern Polynesia, 
those of the Cook Islands are known for the fiendishly complex construction of 
piecework known as tivaivai taorei, made by assembling tiny geometric colored 
pieces of pre-dyed cloth into iterated, self-similar and transitively arranged motivic 
elements. Like the motivic elements of the malanggan, the pieced-together elements 
replicated across the surface of a tivaivai are seemingly representational, depicting 
flowers in the main. However, the views depicted are impossible ones to have, unless 
one presses and thus flattens the flower, splitting and reassembling its parts in ways 
that allow us to see it in the round, while laid out on a two-dimensional surface. 

54 Küchler 2017.
55 Küchler 2009.
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Rather than working as a drawing, the tivaivai is an image of hyperrealism, with pol-
len and stamen embroidered in bewildering detail, and of abstraction, with color-
ed patches arranged as mirror image of themselves within a single motivic element. 
Attention is thereby drawn to what matters most and this is the assemblage itself, 
rather than its veracity as representation.

Assemblage and patching as graphic gestures, constitutive of connectivity and 
continuity, touch at the core of a sentiment that pervades Cook Islands’ social polity. 
Nothing can quite convey the sense of disparateness that exists between households 
populating the tiny islands, where proximity alone would seem to condition people 
to think of themselves as related. One reason for disconnectedness, as pervasive as 
the artificial connections made visible in the tivaivai, is the practice of adoption 
from beyond the island. So-called feeding children are taken into a household by a 
couple in their later years, to raise the child as the spiritual owner and guardian of 
knowledge that connects the living with those who came before. Every feeding child 
repeats the journey of a foreign ancestor whose identity is key to the transmission of 
land. The existence of dual genealogical connections, one recalling a foreign and the 
other local ancestor, makes the Cook Island genealogical system the most complicat-
ed one in the Maori speaking world. 

The exact position of a household in relation to the dual principle of descent is 
calculated using a technique for maritime navigation, which involves the assigning 
of spatial values to temporal relations. Motivic elements that constitute a piecework 
manifest the resulting number sequences in the form of colored patches that can be 
contemplated via the patterns, which become apparent when two sides of a triangle 
are commuted in relation to one another. The sides of each triangle, remembered 
as sequences of numbers of colored patches, are called out to the sewing bee, allow-
ing it to stitch identical squares, with women making one triangle each before the 
whole is assembled into an iterative, transitive, and recursive image. By sewing such 
a coverlet together, women become one body, resembling the cosmological unity of 
the social polity encompassing the living and the dead, as each has to pull the thread 
with the same strength in order for a flat coverlet to be rendered from sequences, 
which are imagined as constituting a geometric object.  

The piecework coverlet of the Cook Islands is but one example of the geomet-
ric imagination that underpins image-based polities, whose navigation demands 
the capture, through images, of a relationship between the visible and the invisible, 
thus allowing islanders, as Anneliese Riles has observed, “[to] hold multiple levels 
of action in view at once.”56 Understanding the nature of these images, their formal 
properties and logic of composition, their multiplicity, coherence, and potential for 

56 Riles 1998, 379.



Küchler

34

transformation and extension across diverse domains of social life, enables us to un-
derstand how they work, and how they continue to matter in supporting trust in 
the probability of future returns, amidst the manifold uncertainties of life under 
conditions of monetary economy and rapid environmental change. 

In conclusion

I have argued that image systems in Oceania run alongside narrative systems, par-
taking of the same rhythmic periodicity and mathematical structure, without being 
overtaken or replaced by language.57 Acknowledging the use of an absolute concep-
tion of space, alongside an egocentric one – where the idea of relation is inseparable 
from its shape – has far-reaching consequences for our understanding of how image 
systems work, and the difference they make to society and culture, given the para-
digmatic relation that exists between image-forms, and forms of labor and loyalty. 
The first point to note is that image systems such as the ones discussed here are for 
contemplation, and not for communication. In this way, they are consulted for ver-
ification and adjudication of the truth value they instantiate, and also the certainty 
they issue over processes whose probable outcome is vital to livelihood, and to the 
sustainability of life more generally, in political economies where successful actions 
of distribution are the guarantor of future returns. 

Secondly, given that the images under consideration model spatial and temporal 
relations in absolute terms, yet expresses them qualitatively, the composition of the 
image and its unfolding as “folded time” is critical to the modeling of processes that, 
by definition, demand attention to sequences of operation. This paper began by 
invoking Aby Warburg’s call for a methodology sensitive to the image’s own tempo-
rality, and the snapshot given of just a few case-studies reveals how much work there 
is still to be done, to move away from analytical preoccupations with classification 
toward a comparative study of modalities of attention. 

Third, and finally, the image’s identity as an image system, holding immanent 
within its own form relations between past and future images, was shown to result 
from acts of calibration, rather than enunciation, leaving us free to reconcile the flu-
idity of the image’s formal properties with the stress on its continuous elaboration. 
The (temporal) logic that propels the image, attended to as a model of how to be 
‘in relation’, therefore invites us to return to a concern with form as independent of 
language, and yet sharing with language certain properties – musical, rhythmic, and 

57 Cf. Severi; Wengrow, this volume.
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sequential – further consideration of which may enable us to think productively 
about why it is that images prevail.
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Els Lagrou

Scholars have long argued in favour of the need for an inter-semiotic approach to 
native systems of knowledge transmission in Amazonia.1 How do the senses relate 
and allow us to store and access knowledge? When relations – between visual pat-
terns, myth, ritual song and topography – become the principal subject of compar-
ative research, we will be able to compare different configurations of a continuum 
of dislocations and mutations around the theme of appropriate and inappropriate 
relational distances from an Amazonian perspective.2

Another important aspect, resulting from the possibility of translating images 
into words, or vice versa, is suggested by Severi and relates to the possible contri-
butions of ethnography to the study of cognitive psychology. Comparing three 
closely related ethnographic cases from North-eastern Amazonia, the Yekuana, 
Wayana-Apalai basketry and Waiãpi flute music, that have been described in detail 
by respectively Guss, Van Velthem and Beaudet, Severi shows how the analysis of 
the transduction between images, names and sounds can give us access to the evoca-
tion of transmutating and complex beings that could not be otherwise perceived or 

*  I want to thank David Wengrow and his colleagues at the University of Freiburg for the organi-
zation of the stimulating conference on Thought, Image, and the Making of Social Worlds and for 
the initiative to publish the results of this interdisciplinary encounter.

1 Lévi-Strauss 1948; Lagrou 1996, 2007, 2011; Keifenheim 2004; Barcelos 2013; Menezes Bastos 
2013; Severi 2014.

2 The problem of proper relational distances is a central theme in Lévi-Strauss’s Mythologiques 
(Lévi-Strauss 1964, 1966, 1968, 1971). 
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Fig. 1: Gloria, master of design, Purus River (photo by the author 2014).
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represented.3 The primordial anaconda of the Huni Kuin (Kaxinawa),4 called Yube, 
is an excellent example of this kind of procedure, as I intend to show in this paper.

In this article, I will approach the problem of inter-semiotic translations in the 
Amazon, taking as a starting point the examination of thought processes at work in 
the engendering of geometric patterns in Huni Kuin graphic systems. I intend to 
show how these thought processes are independent from speech and writing sys-
tems, but can, nonetheless, be illuminated by native exegesis codified in shamanistic 
song texts and myth.

One of the outcomes of this exegesis points towards an explicit association  
between song lines and patterns that can be visualised mentally by men and are 
drawn on different bodily surfaces by women. Thus, the agency of patterned de-
sign seems to be the revelation of connectivity between different realms of reality 
and different beings, as well as between people, on a social level. Pattern shows how 
everything is linked and how every unity is composed of symmetrical relations with 
a systematic asymmetrical inflection that makes the pattern move and change. Be-
cause of the connective nature of pattern, its use needs to be controlled in periods 
of crisis and vulnerability, such as at birth and when mourning the dead (Fig. 1).

The widespread occurrence of phenomena of synaesthesia has intrigued scholars 
of the North-western Amazon, who study the relation between mental visualising 
and song in shamanistic rituals in the region. The use of substances to induce visions 
is widespread in the Western corner of the Amazonian rainforest and the transmu-
tation of sound and words, but also smell and touch, into visions widely reported.5 

The first register of the transposition of the hypothesis of “seeing the lines of a 
song” to the context of the execution of design can be found in Bruno Illius and 
in the transcription by Angelica Gebhart-Sayer of the words by a Shipibo artist of 
renown, Herlinda Agustín, who reported that in old times two closely connected 
masters of design would coordinate their drawings through song.6 They would sit 
at opposite sides of a big ceremonial pot and, by following the melody of the song, 
the women would draw lines that joined perfectly those traced by her partner at the 
other side of the pot. In this case Shipibo graphic design systems would constitute 

3 Guss 1989; Beaudet 1997;  Van Velthem 2003; Severi 2014.
4 The Cashinahua (bat people), as they were known in literature, or Huni Kuin (real people) as 

they prefer to be called nowadays, are a Pano speaking group, living at both sides of the frontier 
between Brazil and Peru, in the Western Amazonian rainforest. On the whole their population 
counts around 12,000 people. I develop fieldwork among the Huni Kuin of the Alto Purus 
River since 1989.

5 On the Piaroa see Overing 1978; on the Siona Langdon 2013; on the Tukano Reichel-Dol-
matoff 1972 and Hugh-Jones 1979; on the Peruvian vegetalistas Luna 1992; on the Colombian 
taita’s Taussig 2011 and 2016.

6 Illius 1994; Gebhart-Sayer 1987.
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precise musical scores. This hypothesis, however, has been subject to objection by 
other specialists in Shipibo design, who argue that the translation of one register 
into another is never literal (Fig. 2).7 

Shipibo shamans say it is the spirit of the humming bird who paints the song 
before the eyes of the shaman, who in turn copies it to give it to the women, masters 
of design; or they produce a halo of design around the apprentice’s head wherefrom 
she will later on get her inspiration.8 Thus we would have a transmutation between 
sound and image involving at the same time a translation from the language of the 
spirits to that of humans, from sound to pattern and from male inspiration to fe-
male art. This complex relation between female art and male inspiration, however, 
has received several torsions in recent times with women shamans having direct ac-
cess to the vision-inducing brew, besides claiming their own sources of inspiration, 
such as ‘plantas mestras’, special ‘perspectival plants’ whose leaves they squeeze into 
the apprentice’s eyes to help them visualise and dream with complex designs.9 The 
same practice is of utmost importance to the Huni Kuin Masters of design. Shipibo-
Conibo and Piro patterning deals with the circulation of live-giving substances, 

7 Brabec de Mori – Mori Silvano de Brabec 2008; Belaunde 2009, 32–33.
8 Illius 1994; Gebhart-Sayer 1985 and 1986; Brabec de Mori – Mori Silvano de Brabec 2008.
9 Valenzuela – Valera 2005; Belaunde 2009.

Fig. 2: Shipibo shirt embroidered with kene (photo by the author).
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from blood and manioc beer to the sap circulating through the veins of the leaves.10 
Huni Kuin design systems are closely related to these Peruvian graphic traditions of 
Panoan origin and permit us to problematize the same cognitive questions of trans-
lation and transmutation between ritual song, myth and visually coded systems of 
knowledge transmission, but with different results. 

If the art of weaving with design is a female speciality in Western Amazonia, in 
Eastern Amazonia, among Tukanoan, Arawak and Carib speaking people, the pro-
duction of basketry with design is a male speciality, intimately related to the context 
of transmission of ritual knowledge through song and the narration of the myths of 
origin. Equally among the Wauja from the Xingu River, the art of basketry and the 
production of design are male specialities, intrinsically related to the production of 
sound. It was while singing his profoundly sad love song for his sister that the inces-
tuous hero produced his own basket to transform himself into the anaconda, key 
symbol of the region, considered to contain all potential designs on its skin.11 

The Wauja myth of origin of the Arakuni snake is a transformation of the well-
known myths of origin of the moon, where the pattern on the face of the moon, a 
primordial design par excellence, is a reminder of the prohibition and consequences 
of incest.12 If in the case of the Huni Kuin it was the girl who wanted to mark and 
thus expose her mysterious nightly visitor, in the Wauja myth it is the mother who 
recognizes the pattern of her son’s body painting on the skin of her daughter. In 
both cases women reveal and look over the maintenance of proper relational distanc-
es and shame produces transformation and irreversible separation.

Amongst the Huni Kuin, visual systems of knowledge transmission envision a 
controlled access to the spatio-temporal information contained in the geometric pat-
terns, kene, produced, exclusively, by women. Women are reluctant to speak about 
their kene, while strangers and men alike keep asking them for the names of the de-
signs they produce. This openly recognized and approved jealous and silent attitude, 
a defensive strategy against the risks of obviation, is part of a specific notion of how 
knowledge should be transmitted and acquired. It expresses an acute awareness of 
the dangers inherent to all display and use of a knowledge that has its roots outside 
the known social world. For this reason, discursive everyday language is considered 
inappropriate and insufficient.

Although the engendering of pattern on different surfaces follows a clearly recog-
nizable style, the techniques to produce them differ. If the composition of design in 
drawing depends on graphic techniques that order the space covered in design along 
lines that seek to produce – among others – a kinetic effect of instability between 

10 Gow 2001; Colpron 2005.
11 For the Yekuana, Guss 1989; for the Wauja, Barcelos 2013.
12 See Lévi-Strauss 1964, 1966, 1968 and 1971.
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the perception of foreground and background, the rendering of complex patterns in 
weaving reveals the importance of numeral sequencing. The execution of pattern on 
a pre-existing surface invokes interesting partial connections with thought processes 
explored by the abstractionist movement in Modern art,13 while the creation of pat-
tern in weaving is undeniably related to mathematical ideas where the numbers 2, 4 
and 8 are of special importance.14 

The idea that 

Image-systems that are non-script based are defined by images that do not stand alone, 
but are positioned in complex networks of relations externalized in formal properties, 
which exude both systemic constancy and systemic variation,15 

can be interestingly rephrased from an Amerindian perspective where the notion of 
groups of transformation and the essentially dual and fractal nature of all being are 
central. 

When dealing with geometric patterns, we inevitably enter the domain of math-
ematical, formal and relational thinking. In the Amazon, the Huni Kuin have taken 
this art to interesting heights, since, in contrast to most of their neighbors, who spe-
cialized in certain surfaces and techniques, the Huni Kuin allowed design to migrate 
to almost all of the surfaces that cover their world: in weaving, basketry, ceramics, 
beadwork, and face or body painting. Men and women alike appreciate complex 
design very much and consider it to be the expression of complex thought processes. 
As I intend to show in this paper, both their ‘relational ontology’ and their ‘lab-
yrinthine patterns’ are about connections and transformations that link different 
beings and species, human and nonhuman, as well as topologies separated in space 
and time. 

The same primordial boa/anaconda who is at the origin of all designs is the own-
er of the potent ayahuasca brew, considered to be his blood. Visionary experiences 
with the brew are important cosmopolitical events and can be described as aesthetic 
battlefields where yuxin beings throw images, ornaments and designs onto the eye-
soul of humans who enter their realm. The ritual singer responds through powerful 
‘song lines’ that become lines of vision to be followed by the eye-souls of those who 
are in trouble. People take the brew in order to see. Design plays an important role 
in male visionary experience and it is through the translation of ritual song and the 
myths of origin that they invoke that we have access to the meaning of design. 

13 Lagrou 2011.
14 Almeida 2019.
15 Küchler 2019.
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The process of transmutation of design into sound and words is never direct. It 
involves a translation of female practice and knowledge into male shamanistic song 
and narrative; the opposite, so to speak, of what happens in some of the versions of 
Shipibo inspiration for design mentioned above.

The complex enunciator and composite being who stands behind this exchange 
and transformation of design into song and vice versa is the primordial anaconda, an 
androgynous being that originated during the great deluge from the combination of 
a man and woman lying down in a hammock with design. This hammock, the skin 
of the snake, contains all possible patterns, figures and forms of live. Thus, both in 
ritual song and through the concatenation and embedding of different patterns in 
woven fabric, we arrive at the representation of a composite and transmutating be-
ing, a multiple chimera that contains sequences of different beings within its almost 
amorphous elongated body.

Another interesting result of this process of translation between different fields 
of specialisation within a same cultural group is that, when we connect the different 
levels of relational and topographical information contained in Huni Kuin pattern, 
myth and song texts, we can identify versions of the mathematical formula of the 
Möbius string or Klein bottle, both images of the canonical formula of Lévi-Strauss. 
We will come back to this idea at the end of this text.

When analysing the production of patterns, Franz Boas was amongst the first 
to deviate attention from the meaning of separate design units to visual process-
es of image production, such as the phenomenon of ‘split representation’ in the 
transition of tri-dimensional to two-dimensional figures. Boas was interested in how 
pattern works cognitively and visually. His interest in the formal principles at work 
in pattern formation prefigure the reading of patterning as the manifestation of ge-
ometrical and mathematical thought processes, revealing mind-sets very different 
from the ones at work in the conception of pictures delineated against a stable back-
ground.16

Lévi-Strauss, when analysing Kadiwéu facial design (in Central Brazil) (Fig. 3), 
would take this analysis further, by associating the formal characteristic of ‘split 
representation’ in design with the complexities of Kadiwéu social thinking. In the 
asymmetric patterns of arabesques, Lévi-Strauss noted the operation of a symmetri-
cal quadruple split along inverted axes, showing how their design followed the same 
formal logic of a ‘game of cards’. The Kadiwéu did not posses a kinship or naming 
system composed of moieties, but their neighbours, the Bororo did. Lévi-Strauss 
suggests that in facial design, through the symmetrical patterning hidden behind 
an asymmetrical design, the Kadiwéu aristocrats expressed their desire for the social 

16 See Gell 1998 and Belting 2011 on this topic.
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equilibrium achieved by their neighbours, the Bororo. In other words, the Kadiwéu 
artists imagined, by means of patterns on their faces, what the Bororo achieved in 
their kinship system and spatial organization.17

If the logic of the ‘game of cards’ is applied to symmetric forms, as we fi nd in 
the geometric art produced by the Huni Kuin, and we describe the forms in math-
ematical terms, we will fi nd variations of patterns composed of four symmetries by 
refl ection, around a horizontal and vertical axe and around two diagonals, combined 
with a rotation of the order of four. When composed of rectangular meanders we 
obtain a central pattern that, depending on the relational network in which it is 

17 Lévi-Strauss 1955.

Fig. 3: Photo of kadiwéu woman by Darcy Ribeiro (archive Museu do Índio, 1950s).
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inserted will receive diff erent names: bawe kene (pattern of the plant squeezed in the 
eyes to dream with design), xamantin, xantima (Fig. 4), nawan kene (pattern of the 
enemy-stranger), etc.

When composed of diamond shapes, this pattern is called inu tae txede bedu: the 
jaguar’s paw with parrot’s eye. Four diamonds enclosed by a path in the form of a 
diamond form this design. Inside of it we have four ‘eye’ patterns. The pattern of the 
‘white eyed parrot’, txede bedu, is the fi rst to be executed by a girl when learning to 
weave with design. In myth this bird gained its defi ning features, the eyes surround-
ed by white, when it stole the cooking fi re from its stingy owner, the cannibal Inka. 
In shamanistic song, the pattern is invoked to acquire the capacity of clairvoyance, 
described to me as the capacity of the disembodied eye, not limited by forehead or 
eyebrows, to see what is normally invisible. Women invoke the pattern in ritual song 
to visualize complex patterns when weaving (Fig. 5).

The diamond shape with a dot inside represents the eye soul liberated from the 
limitations of bodily perspective. As a design unit, by means of specifi c combinato-
ry rules, this motif gives rise to several patterns. When joined in a grid or lace, the 
diamonds compose the pattern called cottonseed, xapu buxe. This pattern is used on 
the forehead of young girls. At this age young girls spend a lot of their time helping 
their mothers and other female kin with the preparation of cotton strings for weav-
ing. The pattern refers to a strong soul for a long life. The parrot’s eye, formed by 

Fig. 4: Girl painted with xamanti pattern (photo by the author 1991).



Lagrou

48

Fig. 5: Detail from a hammock called the back of the boa, composed of the ‘jaguar’s paw’ and ‘parrot’s 
eye’ motive (photo by the author). 

Fig. 6: Details from bead-
work with the patterns: 
inu tae, xapu buxe and 
dunu mapu (photo by the 
author).
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a linear sequence of small identical diamond shapes and separated by triangles, can 
also be called the back of the boa snake, dunu kate, especially when combined with 
other patterns within the pattern. The triangles, in between the diamonds, are in 
fact cut off diamonds that continue beyond the perceived patterned surface. But 
as triangles they are called baxu xaka, scale of the baxu fish. The suggestion of an 
infinite propagation of self-similar shapes in space is a defining characteristic of the 
style under study (Fig. 6).

When the diamonds are linked to each other at the corner, in strings, we obtain 
the pattern ‘boa’s brain’, dunu mapu, or ‘intestines of the boa’, dunu puku. A vari-
ety of names of graphic designs refer to intestines and brains of important game or 
predators. The idea of a correspondence between patterns inside and outside the 
body has been encountered also amongst the Piro of the Peruvian rainforest by Peter 
Gow,18 and refers to the Möbius structure of shamanic vision: the inversion and 
connection between inside and outside vision. The diamond motif, when iteratively 
and symmetrically joined in linear sequences of replication of equal elements, thus 
produces, alternatively, the multiplication of eye motifs or the surface of the skin of 
the boa. When joined at the points, the pattern refers to the interior organs of the 
same boa that engenders all possible forms out of its own body.

But let us come back to the diamond shaped pattern of the jaguar’s paw, com-
posed of four interrelated, symmetrically inverted, diamonds. It is possible to asso-
ciate this pattern to the Dravidian alternating namesake system (with a Kariera in-
flection), which presides over Huni Kuin social organization. This namesake system 
is composed of a limited stock of names and follows gendered lines of transmission. 
A person’s name attributes him or her a place in the intricate web of kinship terms 
and determines in which section one should find one’s marriage partner: in the same 
generation section of the opposite moiety and ideally in one’s own village.

Recently, Mauro Almeida, a colleague working with ethno-mathematics and 
kinship patterns, noted that the same numbers, 2, 4 and 8, that play a central role 
in Huni Kuin mathematics and weaving, also have a central role in their social or-
ganization.19 Thus we could, effectively, read patterns of the family of the ‘jaguar’s 
paw’, as well as those composed of four rectangular meanders, with their four fold 
symmetrical inversions of the ‘game of cards’, not only in terms of moiety comple-
mentarity, as suggested by Lévi-Strauss for the Kadiwéu, but in terms of a formal 
language to show the proper relations between four equally opposed and comple-
mentary naming and marriage sections, connected through marriage. 

18 Gow 2001.
19 Almeida 2019.



Lagrou

50

Instead of design units or specifi c patterns diff erentiating social groups and moie-
ties, as we have for the Jê peoples,20 Huni Kuin women explained to me that all the 
patterns were part of ‘one and the same big design’(kene habiaski). This big design, 
however, is composed of many pathways, patterns in a pattern. Thus I soon came 
to the conclusion that the labyrinthine patterns women produced were not about 
marking off  internal diff erences, but, to the contrary, meant to show the multiple 
relations and iterations that compose any single being (Fig. 7).  

The ‘jaguar’ (inu) moiety is composed of the sections ‘tapir’ (awa), a terrestrial 
being, and ‘lightning’ (kana), a sky entity; the ‘brilliance’ (dua) moiety is composed 
of the sections ‘peccary’ (yawa), a terrestrial being, and anaconda (dunu), a water 
being. Prescribed marriage occurs among the terrestrial sections of opposed moieties 
or between the sections of water and sky people. When oblique marriages do occur, 
however, they connect, respectively, earth and sky people, or earth and water people, 
people belonging to contiguous topologies that should normally be kept separate. 
Yet this is exactly what design seems to do, at least this is what we learn from the 

20 Vidal 1992.

Fig. 7: Txana Xane and Sebidua, brothers and owners of song from the Purus River (photo by the 
author 2014).
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myths of origin. This virtual reality of connectivity is evoked and thus turned pres-
ent in ritual song. In it we recognise the important Amerindian cosmological figure 
of potential affinity.21 

In myth we learn that the art of design and much other exogenous knowledge is 
the result of secret love affairs with beings situated either ‘too far’ from or ‘too close’ 
to ego. Design is about trying to find equilibrium between the ruling symmetry of 
woven patterns and the systematic disturbance of this symmetry by the introduction 
of an aesthetically much appreciated asymmetry. It is the asymmetric detail in a pat-
tern that connects it to another pattern, thus engendering smooth transformations 
from one design into another. Asymmetry stands for the dangerous but productive 
transgression of the appropriate distances between people, nonhuman beings and 
locations. Transgressions of this kind are constitutive of the initiation in the art of 
weaving with design, mastered only by a few women.

To be able to conceive and produce complex patterns, a woman has to pass the 
ordeal of the ritual killing of a boa constrictor and the subsequent incorporation of 
its xinan, thought-spirit, during the period of her apprenticeship. ‘To know’ means 
to partially become what is known; to become one with the one who knows and 
transfers his knowledge. The art of weaving with design involves an initiation ritual 
and reclusion that resembles in every respect the initiation of men in shamanism. A 
master of design (ainbu keneya) becomes two in one: a human with the power of 
vision of the boa snake. During the period of seclusion she also has the voice of the 
boa, with the power to kill. This excessive identification, through consubstantiation, 
is dangerous and only lasts as long as the girl is secluded.22

The presence of design marks not only humans, but also certain animals and 
plants with patterns on their skin, as well as inhabitants of the water world and the 
sky. All these beings possess the power of metamorphosis. Design does not only 
cover the bodies with its maze or net, closing them off or opening them to outside 
influences, but, most importantly, traces connections between bodies and different 
topographies. From ritual song, we learn that the inhabitants of the sky are con-
nected to those who live on earth by means of the rainbow, called the path of the 
dead, nawan bai. This was one of the first designs to appear in the world when the 
ancestor Yube became the moon and received from his mother her cotton strings of 
different colours to climb up into the sky. The stripes that cross a patterned surface 
in woven fabric refer to this rainbow motif. Labyrinthine patterns can act as maps 

21 Viveiros de Castro 2001. On the relevance of this relational concept for the Pehuenche of South-
ern Chile Bonelli 2019, 67 notes “Potential affinity indexes a relational domain that exceeds 
interspecies borders and involves intensive and transformative relations between humans and 
animals, plants and spirits”.

22 Lagrou 1998 and 2007; Keifenheim 1998.
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for the mental eye lost in a world of images, but also as a trap, when the eye cannot 
find its way out of the maze that separates the worlds of the living and the dead, two 
sides of a same world, invisible to one another.

If the living and the dead have different perspectives on almost everything, what 
connects them is design. The most important characteristic of Huni Kuin patterns, 
the kinetic instability of the relation between figure and counter figure, makes vis-
ible the relativity of perspective. Thus, although human and spirit are supposed to 
see as figure what is ground to the other, when looking at a labyrinthine design, it is 
impossible to keep the two perspectives separated. Thus design establishes the path 
from one side to the other. To see and to be looked at are interrelated processes in 
the Amazonian universe. For this reason, when mourning or in reclusion, having to 
hide from the view of spirit beings, people cover themselves in black genipa paint, 
to become invisible for them. For the same reason people who are very ill will avoid 
sleeping in hammocks with design.

Most myths related to the origin of design refer to the transformations of the 
ancestor Yube who, in one event, became the moon after having been marked with 
design by his sister; while, in another, he became the anaconda. As we saw, the ana-
conda was engendered by the combination of Yube with his wife Sidika, when they 
were lying in their hammock with design and the great deluge covered and trans-
formed them. The anaconda is therefore a double, androgynous being. Thus we 
understand why the agency of design consists in attracting. Sexual attraction is the 
prototype of other capturing strategies, used in hunting and war.

An important diacritic in the naming of motifs in a woven fabric is the differ-
ence between lines that touch (which are detxia, or xantima) and others that remain 
open (medasua). When painted, the patterns on the skin are composed of parallel 
lines that should be kept separate, while following the asymmetrical curves of body 
and face; these lines are connected to other lines “that should touch”. “No lines 
should be left open”, a woman explained to me. The art in composing a labyrinth of 
lines, to be closed only at the end, is to connect the right lines. If not you destroy the 
kinetic effect of the pattern.

The lines that touch hint at this dual character of Yube, where the connecting 
line means the encounter of male and female. The combination of the xantima (to 
touch) motif with xamantin (to contain), an important weaving pattern, was de-
scribed to me on several occasions as referring to sexual intercourse: “to place on the 
legs, to join”. In the fabric reproduced below the enveloping motif with the big path 
that encompasses the smaller path is called xamantin. The fill-in lines of xantima, to 
touch, refer to the sexual encounter.

When, during my fieldwork in the 90s, I asked them for the name of a pattern, 
women specialists would systematically answer me with a long sentence; teaching 
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my unaccustomed eye to follow the pathways and multiple relations of which their 
geometric designs are composed. People frequently disagreed over the appropriate 
name or description of a pattern, because of the varying number of meanders, angles 
of 90 degrees, and the possibility to enter the pattern following different paths – 
such as the ‘path of the white eyed parrot’, or that of the ‘crocodile tail’, of the  ‘tail 
of the scorpion’, or the  ‘foreigner’s path’, ‘the path of the esperaí vine’ etc. The 
possibility of entering the design from different perspectives thus transforms a name 
into a narrative of the movements of the eye in the labyrinth of lines that compose 
the patterned space. Pattern does not depict forms but relations.

Most of the patterns are composed of rectangular meanders with different num-
bers of turnings, called tabaxu. The number of angels of these spirals and the var-
ied relations of translation and inversion between them, generates an apparently 
infinite number of motifs. The more turnings a meander has, the more complex 
and difficult becomes a design. Xunu kene, the design of the big and beautifully 
round shaped lupuna tree, with its big crown of leaves, is considered to be the most 
complex of them all. The lupuna tree is the tree of life and has several names: ‘tree 
of design’ (kenen hi), ‘tree of knowledge’ (xinan hi), ‘tree of Yube’ (Yuben hi). From 
its roots the fathers and grandfathers sculpt the stools for the rite of passage of their 
children, while mother and/or grandmothers paint them.

The relation between symmetry and asymmetry; the engendering of movement 
and the perception of profundity inside the patterned surface, through the inter-
play of encompassing and encompassed patterns; and the intertwined and reversible 
character of interior and exterior, are geometrical movements that lead us to the 
mathematical formula of the Möbius string or Klein bottle, both images of the ca-
nonical formula of Lévi-Strauss.23

This oscillating dualism implies the possibility of different forms to transform 
into each other. The movement of other-becoming, as expressed in the shamanis-
tic songs that accompany visionary experience, is to systematically point towards 
the in-betweenness of all being, related to processes of becoming. Shamanistic song 
and graphic patterns point in the same direction. That which has been ingested will 
ingest its ‘predator’ in turn. That which has been encompassed will encompass and 
back again. There is a movement of inversion between inside and outside, between 
what was ingested and what ingests, the enunciator and ‘that which is said’, pro-
ducing a complex figure of unfolding, multiplication and other-becoming, and the 
undoing of this process, for the duration of the experience. We find ourselves in an 
Amazonian shamanic universe where to see and to know means to partially ‘become 

23 Lévi-Strauss 1958; Lévi-Strauss 1985.
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other’.24 The idea that the point of view is located in the body implies that vision is 
understood as a tactile engagement between seeing and being seen. The eye touches 
and is encompassed by the surfaces it explores.

The logic of visualizing pattern in this universe, a pattern in constant and ka-
leidoscopic movement of metamorphosis, where spirals unfold between encom-
passing and encompassed patterns, brings us to the principle of the bottle of Klein, 
where, through an alternating inversion between figure and counter-figure, and a 
systematic folding and unfolding of positions, the separation between interior and 
exterior is suspended.25

If we read the myths of origin of design in this key, we come to the surprising 
conclusion that they can be read along the same twisted lines of the canonical for-
mula of Lévi-Strauss as we proposed for the graphic style and the ritual songs. Lack 
of space will oblige us to be short, but the formula can be stated as follows:  

Fx (a) : Fy (a) : : Fy  (b) : Fb
-1 (x)

a = marriage, sexual relation
b = lack of reciprocity, undoing of the alliance

x = too close
y = too distant

The formula reads as follows: The function ‘too close’ (x) in the choice of a sexual 
partner (a) is to the function ‘too distant’ (y) in the choice of a sexual partner (a); as 
the function ‘too distant’ (y) is in the ‘undoing of marriage alliance’ (b) in relation to 
the function ‘travestism’ (excess of reciprocity) (b-1) of the one who is ‘too close’ (x).

The myths or parts of myths of origin of design presented here are:
1. Yube the moon
2. Muka and the origin of design
3. The deluge: revenge of the fish people (when Yube was originated)
4. Napu ainbu, the man-woman

24 Taussig 1993.
25 For a similar phenomenon, among the Piro of Eastern Peru, see Gow 1999, 237.
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1. Yube the moon: 

Too close, incestuous brother dies
The first myth about the origin of the moon counts how the sister of Yube, to dis-
cover the identity of her nightly visitor, used genipap to mark his face. The founding 
relation in this version of the classic Amerindian myth of the origin of the moon is 
that between brother and sister, who, because of having been too close, are at the 
origin of celestial temporality, the phases of the moon, and the periodicity of men-
struation. The sister of moon is responsible for having made visible the rules that 
govern reproduction. Once she marks the face of her nightly visitor with genipap 
paint, impossible to be washed off, a hidden relation has been revealed and thus been 
made impossible. Ashamed, Yube decides to die. The marks on the face of the moon 
can be considered to be the first design.

2. Muka and the origin of design: 

Too distant, animal lover is killed
This is one of the existing versions of the myth of origin of how women learned 
the art of design. The ancestor Muka would go to her garden every late afternoon. 
There she would meet the boa, in her eyes, a beautiful young man. He would wrap 
himself around her body and, with his tongue close to her face, teach her the secrets 
of design. When her husband discovers the affair, he kills his rival.

3. The great deluge: 

Revenge of the fish people
Too distant, fish people take revenge
In this myth, the fish people produce the great deluge to take revenge against the  
humans. The ancestor Ixan had given in to the calling of the song of a toad at night-
fall and went to life with the fish people. His abandoned wife was brokenhearted. 
When the fish people allowed him to visit his kin, his former wife caught him and 
didn’t let him go any more. The fish people were received without food or drink. 
When back home they produced the great deluge. Many artifacts were transformed 
into animals and a couple lying down in their hammock with design became trans-
formed in the anaconda.  
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4. Napu ainbu: 

Excess of reciprocity with what is too close
The ancestor Muka bukanku had learned the art of weaving with design from Sidi-
ka, the boa constrictor Sidika, whom she addressed as ‘sister in law’. Every late af-
ternoon she would go to her garden where she set down with the boa and learned 
to weave. But she lived alone with her son and had no daughters to teach her art to. 
Thus she decided to teach her son, whose name became Napu ainbu, Napu woman. 
When she died and he went to look for his distant kin, they took him for a wom-
an, because he was covered in design and dressed as a woman. As a transvestite, he 
accepted sex with a man who fell in love with him. He became pregnant but died 
because he had no birth channel. His body had not been prepared to give birth.

The myths of the origin of design are related to each other by means of transfor-
mations and inversions around the theme of appropriate and inappropriate distanc-
es between kin, between humans and non-humans and between the living and the 
dead. They are a comment on the meta-communicative, iconic language of the art of 
patterning that constitutes a relational topography, showing how proper distances 
should be kept and created, while showing, at the same time, how these distances 
collapse during the transformational processes of other-becoming that characterize 
the becoming of all personal biographies of human beings in the Amerindian rela-
tional ontology under study that posits a profound transformation of identity when 
a person dies. 

In the case of the Huni Kuin, the ‘thinking body’, with its capacity of sensuous 
agency and cognition, will start to lose its souls and its agentive and cognitive abil-
ities, one by one, in the process of illness. A body only releases souls when sleeping 
or when ill. Death is the conclusion of this process of other-becoming, a process 
during which, after losing its animating souls, the body will disintegrate and trans-
form into earthworms while the souls will disperse and adopt different forms. One 
of the souls, the one living in both the eyes and the heart, will go to live with and 
marry the Inka cannibal Gods. He himself will become an Inka God after having 
been devoured by them. Other souls will wander for a while on earth as long as the 
body and memories exist. The paths drawn by design prefigure the journey of body 
and soul during and after life.
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C. Lévi-Strauss, Tristes tropiques (Paris 1955)
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Visual and material ways of knowing





Paul Pettitt

Human societies have evolved an extreme reliance on culture,1 much of which is 
visual in one way or another, and how and why this occurred is a major preoccu-
pation of palaoanthropology. Palaeolithic visual culture is usually caricatured as re-
flecting a dominance of representations of gregarious prey animals, at least on the 
basis of European Upper Palaeolithic art. It certainly was for the last 30,000 years 
of the Pleistocene, to which our record of figurative art is currently restricted when 
viewed critically. It is easy to see why. Even modern, urban visual worlds – at least 
those of imagination, entertainment, aesthetics, and advertising – are dominated 
by animals and anthropoid animals, which sell things far better than their human 
counterparts.2 Our psychology has presumably been shaped by our evolutionary 
heritage as hunter-gatherers dependent largely on the procurement of wild animals 
for survival. The centrality of animals to our visual worlds is apparent as soon as fig-
urative art appeared among Upper Palaeolithic Homo sapiens hunter-gather groups 
by 40,000 years before present (henceforth BP) in Sulawesi, Indonesia,3 probably 
by/during the 37th millennium BP in Europe, and possibly by 30,000 BP in Africa.4 
In Palaeolithic terms figurative art appeared relatively recently, however. It is now 

* I am grateful to David Wengrow and Christoph Huth for inviting me to the Freiburg workshop, 
and particularly for encouraging this submission as I had to pull out of the workshop at the 
last moment. David has the patience of a saint! Joao Zilhão very kindly read carefully through 
a draft and for all its faults it is much improved as a result of his perceptive comments. Joao, 
Christopher Henshilwood, Francesco d’Errico and Pierre-Jean Texier very kindly provided im-
ages from their own fieldwork, without which we would not know most of what we do about 
the peripersonal phase of art.

1 Henrich 2015.
2 McCutchen 2005; Spears – Germain 2007.
3 Aubert et al. 2014.
4 Rifkin et al. 2016.
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evident that this was preceded by a long period of non-figurative visual culture, well 
documented from ∼100,000 BP but evident up to 400,000 years beforehand, reveal-
ing a long use of material adjuncts to visual culture among Neanderthal and early 
Homo sapiens groups. Hence while is it understandable that when human groups 
sought to represent things fairly realistically they chose animals; but when we want 
to understand how human visual culture emerged we need to look at another set of 
material entirely.

We can assume that visual culture emerged not as a passive entity, but as a form 
of social action; communication used to debate, explain, reassure, and persuade5. 
From this perspective I explore current evidence for the earliest, pre-figurative visual 
culture, probably created on the body, as well as on objects in close and routine con-
tact with it, and used to extend marks of the body onto the external landscape (rock 
surfaces). As a falsifiable working conclusion I conclude that this began with a long 
phase of non-shared markings of meaning only to individuals, which I call babble 
(for not unkind reasons I explain below).  Subsequently, from at least ∼100,000 BP 
such markings gained group coherence and were gathered into visual traditions by 
both Neanderthals and Homo sapiens. I follow a basic hypothesis that art originat-
ed as body decoration, became extended to small, portable objects associated with  
routine tasks close to the body, and finally to the fixed, external landscape, over the 
period from >500,000 – <100,000 BP,6 and I identify both similarities and dissimi-
larities between the two groups. It should go without saying that, as the two are most 
likely regional variations of the same highly-encephalised hominin species, these dif-
ferences are cultural, not cognitive. I make no assumption that all late Pleistocene 
human groups used tangible visual culture or that it was the same everywhere; I also 
dispense entirely with the unhelpful term ‘symbolism’, instead trying to nuance the 
different visual worlds those groups who have left tangible artistic residues may have 
occupied. 

Evolution of visual culture: from babble to coherence

The act of marking presumably arose out of personal habits and the routine ways 
that individuals made things and passed time, all of which may be defined as behav-
ioural rituals. Great apes are highly visual and apparently enjoy using signs; we may 
therefore expect a propensity for signing among hominins, and that signs could be 
combined spontaneously from an early age and elaborated upon from adulthood 

5 Gell 1998.
6 Hodgson – Pettitt 2018.
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if social contexts supported this (‘innovation’). Chimpanzees exhibit ritualised dis-
plays that can even lead to what archaeologists might term ‘structured deposition’.7 
Common features of modern behavioural rituals include specially prescribed col-
ours, numbers, and an emphasis on order and symmetry, which promote feelings of 
wellbeing, and in extremis can become obsessive compulsive disorders.8 If natural 
colourants were accessible in the landscape, we might expect individuals to exper-
iment with decoration and signing, and incorporate such behaviour into routines 
that are reassuring, decontaminating and assuaging. This should not be surprising; 
the watershed comes when such behaviours are synchronised at group level, which 
can have profoundly beneficial effects on individuals9 and enhance intra-group co-
operation10 and prosociality.11 The maintenance of key concepts of lithic technology 
by Neanderthals over tens of thousands of years12 may be an indicator of the central-
ity of shared ritualised actions to social cohesion among their groups, for example, 
and it is fair to assume that individual ritualised behaviours could be imitated and 
at some point would come under selection as group signals. As social worlds grew 
at either intra- or inter-group scale, the importance of such shared individualisms 
would grow; 

[w]hat changed during the Palaeolithic was the character and extent of the social scale 
[…] materials needed to support extended networks within a social landscape led to the 
elaboration of culture to carry the novel social representations in symbolic form.13

Logically, the prime components of early visual culture would be those natural ob-
jects encountered in quotidian life that could be deployed easily for obvious display; 
“social extension would be impossible without harnessing the environment as part 
of our cognitive architecture”.14

From the perspective of communication among animals, it is evident that 
many arguments about the origins of ‘modern behaviour’ have followed remarka-
bly simplistic reasoning, however. We find an object in the archaeological record; 
it functions as part of complex systems in the present (shell jewellery for example); 
we therefore assume similar complexity was at work in the past, and we therefore 
conclude that past ‘artists’ were as symbolically adept as us, a conclusion so general-

7 Kühl et al. 2016.
8 Dulaney – Fiske 1994.
9 Bulbulia – Sosis 2011.
10 Sosis – Alacorta 2003.
11 Fischer et al. 2013.
12 Soressi 2004.
13 Gamble 1998.
14 Gamble 2010.
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ised that it has little use. It doesn’t help that prehistoric archaeology is largely visual, 
and hence we potentially over-exaggerate the importance of the ‘art’ objects we find. 
From an ethological viewpoint, if we were able to focus on audial culture (‘speech’), 
the shared intra-group calls (linguistic dialects), community-specific greeting rituals, 
and click-greetings learned by imitation in socially stable cetacean groups – “cultures 
that closely parallel those found in chimpanzees and humans”15 – would lead us to 
conclude that several taxa of whales and dolphins were ‘behaviourally modern’. So 
what?

Chimpanzees and bonobos show us that we can justifiably expect a lot from early 
hominin visual culture, given that they inhabit visual worlds that are fundamentally 
similar to humans in terms of colour and pattern perception.16 They are capable 
of self-recognition, and possess at least a rudimentary concept of self.17 They make 
use of visual symbols to communicate their perceptions of the world and to express 
desires and make requests;18 they make statements about things,19 express moral 
concepts (good and bad) in appropriate social contexts20 and concepts of posses-
sion.21. Their visual symbols can be combined into two (occasionally three) elements 
(e.g. numbers, colours, objects);22 they express basic numeracy (including, cardinals, 
ordinals and the meaning of zero),23 and use arbitrary visual signs to indicate goal 
objects at locations currently observed up to 650m distant.24 They display delayed 
imitation (‘memory’) in their use of signs,25 populational (cultural) variation in 
their gestural signals,26 and, like humans, can generate novel symbol combinations 
in conversational contexts. Given this, chimpanzees might think the argument that 
gathering of ‘beauty shells’ from intertidal beaches reflects ‘modern behaviour’ and 
‘symbolic thought’27 a little quaint. 

To primates, the ability to represent something by something else is no big deal. 

The capacity of chimpanzees for symbolic thought probably emerged […] for perceiv-
ing the relations between things. We can trace a pathway along which representations 

15 Rendell – Whitehead 2001.
16 Matsuzawa 1996.
17 Gallup 1970.
18 Savage-Rumbaugh – Lewin 1994.
19 Lyn et al. 2011.
20 Lyn et al. 2008.
21 Itakura 1994.
22 Savage-Rumbaugh et al. 1986; Lyn et al. 2008, 2011; Itakura 1994.
23 Biro – Matsuzawa 2001.
24 Menzel et al. 2002.
25 Allen Gardner – Gardner 1969.
26 Tomasello et al. 1989.
27 Jerardino – Marean 2010, 422.
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of, for example, a fig become progressively more distant from the fig itself. The value of 
a fig to a chimpanzee lies in eating it […] he quickly learn[s] to recognise, as fig, the fruit 
above his head […] which he has already learned to know through taste. He […] learn[s] 
that a characteristic odour is representative of fig, even though […] [it] is out of sight. 
Food calls made by other chimpanzees […] may also conjure up the concept of fig. Given 
the chimpanzees’ proven learning ability, there does not seem to be any great cognitive 
leap from these achievements to understanding that some quite new and different stimu-
lus (a symbol) can also be representative of a fig. Although chimpanzee calls are, for the 
most part, dictated by emotions, cognitive abilities are sometimes required to interpret 
them. And the interpretations themselves may be precursors of symbolic thought.28

 It does not end with figs; “[…] apes can learn to produce symbols […] to bring about 
the occurrence of desired effects.”29 

At some point, in the terminology of developmental psychology, individual 
‘babble’ became socially imitated and shared as a ‘coherent’ symbol. Babble is ran-
dom, unsystematic noise making (e.g. ‘googoo’) a definition which I extend here 
to any individual behaviour that is not necessarily conscious, meaningful or shared 
with the social group. In terms of visual worlds it could be the conscious sequence 
an individual uses to knap a core or butcher an animal, or an unconscious sequence 
the individual uses to engrave a pattern onto a shell for no obvious reason (doodling). 
Chimpanzees are good doodlers; they enjoy painting with colour30 and scribble 
with pens31, examples of exactly the sort of material babble that could evolve into 
coherent visual culture if this were socially advantageous, through the two-way dia-
logue in which language is socially acquired by chimpanzees, bonobos and human 
infants.32 I shall argue below that we can identify this origin of cultural coherency 
archaeologically.

Peripersonal babble

Palaeoanthropologists assume that visual culture originated on the body in the ab-
sence of any evidence to the contrary.33 This seems sensible, given that the body is 
the focus of social negotiation. There is no reason to assume that Neanderthals and 
early Homo sapiens didn’t intuitively think of the self as occupying a physical lo-

28 Goodall 1986 my emphasis.
29 Savage-Rumbaugh et al. 1986.
30 Morriss-Kay 2010.
31 Hayes – Hayes 1951, 106 my emphasis.
32 Gillespie-Lynch et al. 2011.
33 E.g. Morriss-Kay 2010, 160.
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cation within the body, close to the eyes, as modern children and adults do,34 and 
one might assume that the face in particular was under prime selection for visual 
elaboration. 

I interpret as evidence of ‘babble’ the earliest material objects of apparently 
non-quotidian purpose which are, however, unique to their contexts; they are not 
repeated either on the same site or in the wider archaeological record, and as such, 
until we find other examples of similar objects it is parsimonious to assume that they 
reflect limited or unique acts – the babble of sole individuals using these materials 
as a social scaffold between themselves and whatever they believe the material rep-
resents. These objects are in some cases strongly identified with mechanical actions 
linked to quotidian tasks such as opening shells with stone tools to obtain the edible 
animal, and in all cases represent minimal, even ephemeral, modifications. That they 
are found only sporadically from ∼500,000 BP onwards may be significant. Geomet-
ric markings engraved on a mollusc shell at Trinil, Java is a rare example from the ear-
liest end of this range, representing the brief activity of an individual in the context 
of freshwater shellfish consumption.35 A number of examples of engraved cortex of 
stone flakes and tools are known between ∼380,000 and ∼35,000 BP across Europe 
and Western Eurasia,36 produced by Homo heidelbergensis and Homo neandertha-
lensis, and while a number of supposed engraved pieces of bone and ivory from the 
European Lower and Middle Palaeolithic have been shown to have taphonomic ori-
gins, isolated examples of deliberate marking on these materials also show these taxa 
similarly marking them.37 Engraved stones, bones, and ivory often exhibits careful 
engraving, but such objects are still rare, singular examples standing out among the 
many unmodified examples of these materials on each site. Two examples of Pierres 
figures – natural objects whose resemblance to the human body has been empha-
sised by minimal (if careful) engraving – are perhaps best seen as examples of indi-
vidual babble. A small pebble from Berekhat Ram (Israel), probably ∼280–250,000 
BP in age, was modified with a flint point,38 and a similarly small example from Tan 
Tan (Morocco), probably ∼400,000 BP in age, was grooved and coloured with red 
pigment, in each case to elucidate the objects’ natural resemblance to the human 
body. The babble could either have been internal (‘this looks like a human body’) or 
interactive (‘you look like the human body’); whichever the case there is no reason 
to see these as examples of shared visual culture.

34 Starmans – Bloom 2012.
35 Joordens et al. 2015.
36 Majkić et al. 2018.
37 d’Errico – Villa 1997.
38 d’Errico – Nowell 2000.
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Towards concordancy: Neanderthal peripersonal visual culture

Transport and use of colourants, indicative of a concern with display, may be a 
stronger indicator of shared visual culture. At Maastricht-Belvedere (Limburg, 
Netherlands) droplets of haematite paint obtained from a source >40km distant 
was scattered across the site, indicating the use of a wet paint.39 From ∼100,000 BP 
evidence for pigment use in the Middle Palaeolithic increases significantly. Late Ne-
anderthals used black (manganese dioxide; perhaps charcoal), red and yellow (hae-
matite) pigments widely40 in at least France41 and Romania42 and from which also 
comes evidence of grinding,43 and it may be no coincidence that from this time one 
sees a higher incidence of modified raw materials, composite technology and, for 
that matter, burials,44 suggesting that late Neanderthals were accelerating the com-
plexity of their behaviour, and that complexity included the visual world. 

Use of bivalve shells to contain and/or process pigment is evident from at least 
115,000 BP in Murcia, Spain.45 At Cueva de los Aviones ∼115,000 BP,46 red and 
yellow pigment lumps were carried to the site from local sources, along with several 
taxa of complete mollusc shells, several of which bear natural and artificial perfora-
tions used for suspension. Colourful marine shells, presumably suspended about 
the person, were clearly part of the local Neanderthal visual culture. Among these, 
one Glycymeris shell (Fig. 1) among several suspended using natural perforations of 
their umbo (hinge prominence), bears traces of haematite colourant around its per-
foration, perhaps picked up from contact with a coloured material (clothing?). One 
of three Spondylus shells contained traces of a “pigmentatious mass”47 of charcoal, 
haematite, dolomite and pyrite in an iron oxide-hydroxide mineral base. At Cueva 
Antón ∼50,000 BP, an artificially perforated Pecten shell (Fig. 2) bears traces of an 
orange pigment mix of yellow goethite and red haematite on its external discoloured 
surface, perhaps in an attempt to replicate the preserved natural red colour of its 
internal surface; perforation and paint strongly suggesting that its function was as 
a personal ornament, not a palette for pigment production.48 The mix of two dis-
tinct pigments strongly suggests the desire for a specific colour, rather than random 

39 Roebroeks et al. 2012.
40 d’Errico 2003.
41 Soressi – d’Errico 2007.
42 Carciumaru et al. 2002.
43 Villa – d’Errico 2001; Carciumaru et al. 2002.
44 Langley et al. 2008.
45 Zilhão et al. 2010.
46 Hoffmann et al. 2018a.
47 Zilhão et al. 2010, 1024.
48 Ibid., 1025.
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Fig. 1: Shell of Spondylus gaederopus (modern break) from Cueva de los Aviones. Note the natural 
radial red patterning (left). Location (centre) and detail (right) of pigmentatious mass (image courtesy 
Joao Zilhão).

Fig. 2: Perforated half-shell of Pecten maximus from Cueva Antón, showing the natural internal red 
colour (left) and white external side coloured with pigment (image courtesy Joao Zilhão).
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colouring. The excavators of these two sites make a strongly argued case that these 
represent fortuitous preservation of a widespread late Middle Palaeolithic tradition 
of personal ornamentation rather than a few odd pieces,49 and it is of interest to note 
that the selection of naturally perforated Glycymeris shells for suspension can be 
found from this time down to the Neolithic (Joao Zilhão pers. comm.).

By ∼45–41,000 BP at the Grotte du Renne (Arcy-sur-Cure, France) the canines 
of wolf, fox and hyaena, and incisors of horse, bovid, reindeer, marmot and bear 
were pierced/grooved for suspension during the Châtelperronian, as were a fos-
sil shell, belemnite and crinoids, a fragment of rhinoceros molar, and pendants of 
mammoth ivory and a stalactite (in addition to black, red and yellow colourants).50 
A pierced wolf canine and deer relict canine were also recovered from the Châtel-
perronian of Quincay (France);51 hare and wolf long bones were modified, probably 
to use as pendants at Buran-Kaya III (Crimea),52 and cutmarked claws of powerful 
diurnal raptors and corvids at several sites in France and Italy also presumably func-
tioned as ornaments53. Although it is somewhat exaggerated to see these as assigning 
“unprecedented cognitive abilities to these hominins”54 they certainly demonstrate 
a selective interest in the claws of predatory birds, as does the careful removal of 
dark coloured wing feathers by Neanderthals at Fumane Cave, Italy >45,000 BP.55 
As with mollusc shells, Neanderthals selected a strict range of natural objects from 
among a vast set of potential materials for display. Why select only canines from 
carnivores unless these had specific meaning to their visual world?

From this time, Neanderthal engravings on natural materials include short par-
allel lines,56 zigzags57 and curves58 including four carefully engraved ‘nested’ semicir-
cles with surrounding lines.59 Lines deeply engraved onto the bedrock of Gorham’s 
Cave, Gibraltar60 may form part of this phenomenon, but as these are unconvinc-
ingly dated it is unclear whether they were made by Neanderthals or later occupants 
of the cave. Markings of the body on cave walls can now be dated to before 65,000 
BP in three Spanish caves (Fig. 3a–c). These take the form of hand stencils (Mal-
travieso Cave, Estremadura), colour washes on stalactite draperies (Ardales Cave, 

49 Ibid., 1026.
50 d’Errico et al. 1998.
51 Granger – Lévêque 1997.
52 d’Errico – Laroulandie 2000; Caron et al. 2011.
53 Morin – Laroulandie 2012.
54 Finlayson et al. 2012, 1.
55 Peresani et al. 2013.
56 Bednarik 1992; d’Errico – Villa 1997.
57 Marshack 1996, 357; d’Errico – Villa 1997.
58 Fiore et al. 2004.
59 Marshack 1996.
60 Vidal et al. 2014.
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Fig. 3a: Spanish non-figurative cave art with minimum ages of 65,000 BP obtained on flowstones sam-
pled at the figured locations: Rectangular ‘scalariform sign’ created by linked finger dots in La Pasiega 
cave. Images around this that are not dots were added much later, during the Upper Palaeolithic.
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Fig. 3b: Spanish non-figurative cave art with minimum ages of 65,000 BP obtained on flowstones 
sampled at the figured locations: Hand stencil GS3b in Maltravieso cave (image manipulated using 
D-Stretch programme on right).
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Malaga), and a rectangle comprised of joined finger dots (La Pasiega Cave, Can-
tabria), all in red pigment.61 These are not dated directly but on the basis of dates 
for the formation of flowstones overlying them which serve as minimum ages, and 
thus while the authorship of this non-figurative visual culture is a scientifically open 
question, a parsimonious interpretation based on the associated archaeology of the 
sites suggests that they were very likely made by Neanderthals rather than earlier  
archaic hominins. These marks form a direct association of the individual body with 
the cave wall, and are consistent with a critical review of the dating for hand stencils 
in European cave art, which date to >40,000 BP and likely disappeared after ∼30,000 
BP,62 and it is interesting that it is from ∼100,000 years ago that some Neanderthal 
groups take an interest in the dead body, interring them in shallow graves for the 
first time.63

61 Hoffmann et al. 2018b.
62 Pettitt et al. 2015.
63 Pettitt 2011.

Fig. 3c: Spanish non-figurative cave art with minimum ages of 65,000 BP obtained on flowstones sam-
pled at the figured locations: Red wash within the folds of a flowstone drapery in Ardales cave. (All 
photos U-Th cave art dating team, Hoffmann et al. 2018).
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It is noticeable how much body parts dominate Neanderthal visual culture; par-
simoniously we can assume that pigments were used to decorate the body, which 
was otherwise decorated with body parts of other animals (molluscs, terrestrial and 
avian carnivores and herbivores). Parts of that body were extended to the landscape 
in the form of non-figurative cave art produced through direct contact and placed 
in meaningful association with the topography of cave walls, essentially a bridging 
dialogue between the Neanderthal ‘artist’ and the rock surface.

Towards concordancy: Homo sapiens peripersonal visual culture 

Pigments occur on a number of African Middle Stone Age (MSA) sites from  
> 260,000 BP,64 often in great number. At the imprecisely dated late MSA sequence 
of Porc-Epic cave (Ethiopia) grindstone pebbles were used to process ochres of dis-
tinct hues repeatedly over the course of ∼4000 years.65 Several dozen ochre lumps, 
some bearing traces of grinding and scraping were recovered from ∼170–150,000 BP 
levels of Pinnacle Point cave on the Cape Coast of South Africa, again biased to-
wards using the most colour-saturated examples for pigment production.66 Between 
100,000 and 75,000 BP, pigment processing was abundant in Blombos Cave on the 
Cape coast of South Africa. Production of a red (ochre) paint by early Homo sapiens 
is indicated by ochre-stained shell mortars and pebble pestles from level TK-2 dated 
to ∼100,000 BP.67 Striations on ochre lumps indicative of powdering through scrap-
ing or grinding with stone tools characterise this and younger MSA levels.68 Of sev-
eral hundred sizeable fragments of ochre from these levels, 19 from the three main 
MSA complexes bear incised markings spanning the period 100,000–75,000 BP 
(most numerous at the older end of this range)69. Some of these marks are bi-prod-
ucts of the process of powdering by scraping, but at least eight pieces from eight 
layers were deliberately incised with marks taking the form of parallel/subparallel 
lines often with shorter, oblique or perpendicular lines crossing them; cross hatch-
ings where long single lines or paired lines (bands) are crossed with short oblique or 
perpendicular lines, and dendritic (branched) forms in which several lines diverge 
obliquely from a point of convergence70 (Fig. 4a–c). In addition to carefully-in-
cised cross hatchings, one fragment (M3-9) bears a short, deeply incised line which 

64 d’Errico et al. 2003.
65 Rosso et al. 2017.
66 Marean et al. 2007.
67 Henshilwood et al. 2011.
68 Henshilwood et al. 2009.
69 Ibid.
70 Ibid., 42.
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Fig. 4a: Blombos Cave engraved ochres: Piece M1-5 ground slab showing dendritic scraping (left) and 
cross-hatching (right). 

Fig. 4b: Blombos Cave engraved 
ochres: Piece M1-6 retouched, 
ground and scraped slab with two 
sets of engraved, superimposed 
lines crossed and framed by three 
horizontal lines. 
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appears to function to emphasise a series of radial scars resulting from the removal 
of a flake off of one edge of this piece by percussion. As the site’s excavators note, 
the examples of deliberate engravings from Blombos “represent a focussed and not 
abstracted attempt to produce a pattern”71 and that 

considering that engravings and traces of utilisation for pigment production often 
occur on the same objects, it is reasonable to speculate that motifs/decorations may 
represent templates of designs produced on other media, for example human and 
animal skin, wood, and stone using the extracted ochre powder.72

It seems that marks created by the practical task of ochre powder production lead 
to the deliberate and careful (re)creation of such markings apparently for their own 
sake, and to represent ideas.73 As they are generally too small to function as forms of 

71 Ibid., 42.
72 Ibid., 45.
73 Mellet et al. 2019.

Fig. 4c: Blombos Cave engraved ochres: Piece M3-1, small shard fractured off a larger lump of hae-
matised shale bearing remnants of two long obliquely-crossed lines (images courtesy of Christopher 
Henshilwood & Francesco d’Errico).
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display,74 it is possible that they originated as a form of individual babble, although 
the repetition of motif traditions in differing levels at Blombos suggests that a degree 
of concordancy had now emerged. That visual ‘rules’ were in place is further sug-
gested by several dozen ∼75,000 year old perforated beads of Nassarius kraussianus 

74 Henshilwood et al. 2009, 42.

Fig. 5: Diepkloof engraved ostrich eggshell fragments (image courtesy Pierre-Jean Texier).
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shells from several MSA levels of the site,75 coloured orange and black, and strung at 
first in alternate pattern, giving way over time to a pattern in which the dorsal sides 
of shells were tied together in pairs, in each case according to strict rules.76

African evidence for MSA engraved traditions and beads are widespread. At 
the Diepkloof rockshelter on the Cape coast, engraved eggshell containers were be-
ing used by 65,000 BP.77 Although ostrich eggshell fragments have been recovered 
throughout the ∼130,000 – ∼45,000 year old sequence at the site, the engraved frag-
ments are restricted to the 18 sequential layers that can be ascribed culturally to 
the technologically precocious Howieson’s Poort complex ∼65,000 – ∼55,000 BP 
(Fig. 5). They take the form of four distinct and repeated deeply incised motifis; 
hatched bands (the most common), parallel/subparallel lines, intersecting lines, and 
cross-hatching. These were created using standard, repeated techniques78 and vari-
ation in the proportions of the motifs over the entire Howieson’s Poort sequence 
suggests that hatched lines were dominant earlier, and came to be replaced by the 
parallel lines,79 a process of cultural change over time intriguingly similar to that 
observed in Blombos Cave. Circular beads of ostrich eggshell extend back to at least 
50,000 BP in the MSA levels of the Magubike rockshelter in Tanzania,80 and a per-
forated Conus shell bearing traces of ochre was found in the burial pit of an infant 
∼74,000 BP of Howieson’s Poort attribution in Border Cave, KwaZulu-Natal.81

At the Grotte des Pigeons (Taforalt, Morocco), perforated shells of Nassarius 
gibbosulus, several bearing ochre traces, were clearly strung ∼82,000 BP.82 Two per-
forated shells of this taxon also derive from from ∼135–100,000 BP levels of Skhul 
Cave (Israel) and another between the two sites at the open air MSA (Aterian) site 
of Oed Djebbana (Algeria), probably similar in age to Skhul.83 Ten perforated Gly-
cymeris shells derive from four of the lowermost Middle Palaeolithic levels of Qafzeh 
Cave (Israel)84 ∼92,000 BP, in addition to >84 ochre lumps of mainly pink-red hue 
with occasional yellows and browns deriving from several sources local to the cave.85 
Several ochre lumps bear traces of scraping and grinding similar to those from Blom-
bos, suggesting practices of procurement and use over ∼10,000 years86. Although 

75 Henshilwood et al. 2004.
76 Vanhaeren et al. 2013.
77 Texier et al. 2010.
78 Ibid., 6182.
79 Ibid., 6182.
80 Miller – Willoughby 2014.
81 d’Errico – Backwell 2016.
82 Bouzouggar et al. 2007.
83 Vanhaeren et al. 2006.
84 Bar-Yosef Mayer et al. 2009.
85 Hovers et al. 2003.
86 Ibid., 507.



Pettitt

80

the shells’ perforations are natural, wear patterns indicate that they were strung, and 
as with the Neanderthal examples from Spain clearly functioned as objects of visual 
culture in their own right, reflecting a deliberate concern with brightly coloured 
species of several hues; two bear yellow ochre staining, one red ochre, one red ochre 
and black manganese, and two black manganese. The shells had been brought to the 
cave from marine sources ∼40km distant, presumably as ornaments on the body. 
Once again, as with Neanderthals, the Qafzeh Homo sapiens groups were also taking 
an interest in the burial of the bodies of the dead apparently for the first time.

Making beads and associated ornaments were repeated activities ∼45,000–35,000 
BP in the Initial Upper Palaeolithic levels of Ücağizli Cave I (Turkey).87 A variety of 
marine and fossil gastropod shells including Nassarius gibbosulus were pierced for 
suspension and found isolated or in small groups, the latter perhaps indicative of 
suspended ‘strings’. The dominance of Nassarius over ∼10,000 years at Ücağizli, and 
in Israel, North, and South Africa from at least 35,000 years earlier, demonstrates 
a “surprising persistence” of this form as an element of visual culture which could 
indicate a form of selective conservatism in their use.88  These are of course visually 
attractive natural objects, and one need invoke no specific societal connection over 
such vast temporal and geographical spans, but one can certainly conclude that they 
functioned, if not as the main objects of visual attention per se, “but as the most 
conservative components of a flexible medium for visual signalling”89.

Aside from brightly-coloured shells, there seems to have been a distinct lack of 
interest in other body parts in the visual culture of MSA Homo sapiens. As with Ne-
anderthals, a strong interest in the use of pigments of selected colours could be taken 
to indicate a concern with a body-centred visual culture, and the widespread use of a 
few taxa of shell jewellery is consistent with this. At this point, however, they diverge 
from Neanderthals, showing instead an interest in a tradition of geometric mark-
ings derived from the processing of ochre and extending onto eggshell containers at 
Diepkloof, presumably indicating that such concordant themes were replicated on 
a variety of objects associated with daily life. The concordancy of theme on objects 
which do not decorate the body per se, and which were movable to and from the 
individual, may suggest that a focus on a group-based message based on practical 
acts was desired.

87 Stiner et al. 2013.
88 Ibid., 396.
89 Ibid., 396.
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Early visual worlds: seashell societies and colour cultures

While we cannot be sure as to the specific contribution of language and gesture to 
the creation of Neanderthal and early Homo sapiens social worlds, we can assume 
that the routine ways of making things, whether handaxes for the former or Still 
Bay Points for the latter,90 provided a visually repetitive and reassuring social core. 
The individual babble that surfaced out of this from time to time became social-
ly concordant by at least 100,000 years ago and out of which a long, non-figura-
tive visual world arose. The visual worlds of both Neanderthals and Homo sapiens 
involved the use of a varied but deliberately restricted range of natural materials 
from the terrestrial, marine and avian worlds to decorate the body and small ob-
jects closely associated with it. Given their antiquity it is reasonable to assume that 
brightly hued pigments were selected first, and in the absence of information to the 
contrary were used to elaborate the body. By 100,000 years ago brightly coloured 
shells strung about the body accessorised colour signalling in both groups (possibly 
earliest among Neanderthals)91, and Neanderthals replicated the natural colours of 
these with pigments where necessary, replicated natural perforations on shells, and 
selected specific parts of carnivores (canines, claws, feathers), and herbivores (inci-
sors) as well as more complex carved pendants. It seems that they were developing 
their visual worlds through reference to their animal conspecifics, or in individual 
discourse with them. By contrast, African Homo sapiens groups took inspiration 
from the markings produced by flaking, scraping and grinding pigments, turning 
them into a reference-based system of markings on small objects held in the hands, 
or in a group discourse with their ritualised actions. In both cases one might say that 
the visual world imitated – or drew inspiration from – the natural world. 

I have argued that systems of concordant signalling evolved by ∼100,000 years 
ago, alongside other behavioural markers of the awareness of the social body such 
as burial. As yet, it seems that only Neanderthals extended their body marks to the 
wider landscape, in the form of ‘cave art’. This does not necessarily indicate that 
their rock art was an attempt to extend the active state of signalling beyond the ‘here 
and now’; the visual message could still have had brief effectiveness. But it does sug-
gest that a meaningful relationship was being drawn between the individual and the 
wider world beyond the quotidian. This may suggest that Neanderthals were con-
cerned with an elaboration of the individual body and projection of parts of it onto 
the fixed external world such as ‘cave art’, whereas African Homo sapiens were more 
concerned with the expression of group abstract identities on portable (and per-

90 Högberg – Lombard 2016.
91 Hoffmann et al. 2018a.
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haps exchangeable) items. Although within artistic traditions that emphasise shared 
norms style can be used to emphasise individual skills and identities,92 perhaps, in 
Polly Wiessner’s terminology,93 Neanderthal visual worlds were more concerned 
with assertive signalling (about the individual to the group) whereas those of Homo 
sapiens were with emblemic (about the group to the group). 
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Granger – Lévêque 1997
J. M. Granger – F. Lévêque, Parure castelperronienne et aurignacienne. Étude 
de trois séries inédites de dents percées et comparaisons, Comptes Rendus de 
l’Académie des Sciences - Series IIA - Earth and Planetary Science 325(7), 1997, 
537–543

Hayes – Hayes 1951
K. J. Hayes – C. Hayes, The Intellectual Development of a Home-Raised Chim-
panzee, Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 95, 1951, 105–109

Henrich 2015
J. Henrich, Culture and Social Behaviour, Current Opinion in Behavioral 
Sciences 3, 2015, 84–89.



Pettitt

86

Henshilwood – Marean 2003
C. Henshilwood – C. Marean, The Origin of Modern Human Behaviour. Cri-
tiques of the Models and their Test Implications, Current Anthropology 44, 
2003, 627–651

Henshilwood et al. 2004
C. Henshilwood – F. d’Errico – M. Vanhaeren – K. L. van Niekerk – Z. Jacobs,  
Middle Stone Age Shell Beads from South Africa, Science 304, 2004, 404

Henshilwood et al. 2009
C. Henshilwood – F. d’Errico – I. Watts, Engraved Ochres from the Middle 
Stone Age Levels at Blombos Cave, South Africa, Journal of Human Evolution 
57, 2009, 27–47

Henshilwood et al. 2011
C. Henshilwood – F. d’Errico – K. L. van Niekerk – Y. Coquinot – Z. Jacobs – 
S.-E. Lauritzen – M. Menu – R. García-Moreno, A 100,000-Year-Old Ochre Pro-
cessing Workshop at Blombos Cave, South Africa, Science 334, 2011, 219–222

Hodgson 2003
D. Hodgson, Seeing the ‘Unseen’. Fragmented Cues and the Implicit in Palaeo-
lithic Art, Cambridge Archaeological Journal 13 (1), 2003, 97–106

Hodgson – Pettitt 2018
D. Hodgson – P. Pettitt, The Origins of Iconic Depictions. Development of a 
Falsifiable Model Derived from the Visual Science of Palaeolithic Cave Art and 
World Rock Art, Cambridge Archaeological Journal 28 (4), 2018, 591–612

Hoffmann et al. 2018a
D. L. Hoffmann – D. Angelucci – V. Villaverde J. Zapata – J. Zilhão, Symbolic 
Use of Marine Shells and Mineral Pigments by Iberian Neanderthals 115,000 
Years Ago, Scientific Advances 4, 2018, eaar5255

Hoffmann et al. 2018b
D. L. Hoffmann – C. D. Standish – M. García-Diez – P. B. Pettitt – J. A. Mil-
ton – J. Zilhão – J. Alcolea – P. Cantalejo-Duarte – H. Collado – R. de Balbín 
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Caroline van Eck

Introduction

In my paper I will consider camouflage as a possible primary source for image-mak-
ing and the creation of social worlds in and through the use of such images. In cam-
ouflage, I will argue, we find competences at work that are essential for image making 
and interaction by means of them: the ability to create and display forms that refer 
to something else, and to recognize shapes as such, for instance. Animal camouflage 
also shares important functions and features with man-made images: that of visual 
persuasion for instance, closely connected to the dynamics of display, and it raises 
interesting questions about the relation between competence and comprehension. 

The arthistorical literature on camouflage is limited to the emergence of camou-
flage as a military phenomenon in the decades preceding the first World War and to 
connections between camouflage design and artists such as Picasso. In zoology the 
focus has been on the role of camouflage as a testcase for evolutionary theory. Yet the 
French surrealist and cultural historian of biology Roger Caillois already argued in 
Le mimétisme animal of 1961 that the Darwinist approach to camouflage, study-
ing it exclusively as a means to survival, is too limited because many camouflage 
strategies turn out on closer inspection to be ineffective. Instead, he proposed to 
consider camouflage as part of a much wider category of animal behaviour, which he 
called animal mimetism, and which has at least three functions: to frighten or mis-
lead predators, to mask, and to adorn.1 But apart from the growing research on the 
camouflage behaviour of the octopus, and the wider image-making capacities and 

1 Caillois 1961, 49.
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aesthetic sensibility of birds such as the bowerbird, the striking similarities between 
animal mimetism and human image-making have hardly been studied.2

One possible way of investigating whether any relations exist between camou-
flage and human image-making would be evolutionary: to consider whether any 
continuities can be found between the behaviour of primates and humans, or be-
tween early human and animal camouflage, and to search for evidence in prehistoric 
images and other vestiges of behaviour. This is an ongoing collection of evidence, 
but it is not the main focus of my paper. Nor will I pursue the evolutionist focus 
on camouflage as the laboratory where survival of the fittest can best be observed. 
Instead I will concentrate on two of the earliest theories on camouflage and the way 
they conceive its relations to image-making: those of Alfred Wallace and Charles 
Darwin, as well as the architect and architectural theorist Gottfried Semper, because 
they formulated some hypotheses about camouflage as social behaviour and the 
points of contact between animal camouflage and the earliest stages of human ma-
terial culture that offer productive starting points for an exploration of the relation 
between animal camouflage and human image-making. Starting from Darwin and 
Semper I will consider whether we could indeed develop a reading of the earliest 
stages of human culture in which camouflage, tatouage and masking can be linked 
as primary sources of image-making.  

But before we proceed, let us pause a moment for a few definitions and clarifica-
tions, and some historical background. First of all, when comparing and sometimes 
contrasting animal camouflage and human image-making I do not assume that we 
can make fundamental distinctions, rooted in biological differences, between ani-
mals and humans, such as the opposition between instinct and culture. Instead I 
believe animals and humans share many dimensions. Also, as Philippe Descola has 
argued recently, the definition of relations between humans and animals is a cultural 
configuration which has many varieties.3 The phenomenon of camouflage was already 
noted by Aristotle and Philostratus, both in animal and human behaviour.4 In art 
there is the Anglo-Saxon tradition of depicting animals as if camouflaged in abstract 
patterns of crosses and lattices, for instance in the Sutton Hoo gold belt-buckle of 
the 7th century CE (Fig. 1). In the 17th-century the Dutch art theorist Franciscus 
Junius gave an interesting list of art works produced by nature: “Nature itself is a 
prolific creator of art works, as can be seen in the beauty of flowers, the feathers of 
peacocks and the spots of leopards.”5 

2 Rothenberg 2013, 61–102.
3 Descola 2005, 19–58.
4 Aristotle, Historia animalium 9, 622a, 2–10. 
5 Junius 1637, 2, 1, 3.
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The term camouflage is a recent one, first attested in the 1880s in French and 
subsequently in English. It is ultimately derived from the noun ‘camouflet’, first 
documented in 1611, in the sense of blowing smoke into somebody’s eyes. French 
camouflage has origins in the theatre, which are completely under-researched. There 
is for instance a tradition in 18th-century acting theory to compare the capacity to 
act convincingly to the adaptive behavior of the chameleon. Such mimetic behavior 
in animals was often cited by naturalists in the early 19th-century as an argument in 
favour of the existence of God, the ultimate benign watchmaker, and against Dar-
win’s dangerous ideas.6

Its history outside biology really starts when in World War I camouflage was de-
veloped as a military strategy, first in the French corps des camoufleurs led by L.-V. 
Guéraud de Scévola.7 Because of the obvious formal similarities between warship 
camouflage and Cubist painting, noted for instance by Picasso, this part of the his-
tory of camouflage has received most arthistorical attention. The key figure is the 
American painter Abbott Thayer, a student of Jean-Léon Gérôme, who specialized 
as an animal and landscape painter and developed a theory and method of what he 
called dazzle painting, based on the principles of camouflage in nature: making the 
underside of animals lighter than their backs, and creating patterns that break up 
surfaces and enable their visual integration with their surroundings (Fig. 2).8 

6 For discussions of camouflage before Darwin see also Boulard 1996, 2961–2963.
7 Forbes 2011, 104; Guiraud de Scévola 1950, 719–720.
8 Cao 2016, 486–511.

Fig. 1: Sutton Hoo  gold belt-buckle, hollow with cast ornament, Anglo-Saxon, 7th century CE. Lon-
don, British Museum (Photo: British Museum).
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Whereas camouflage is generally taken by biologists to refer to an animal taking 
on the protective resemblance of its non-animate surroundings, mimicry refers to 
adopting the behavior and appearance of another animal instead of its physical envi-
ronment.9 Mimicry according to the Oxford English Dictionary was first attested in 
1637: “the art of depicting character by mimetic gestures”, derived from the Greek 
ethologia, the understanding of character as displayed in behavior. In 1817 it was 

9 Evans 1965, 211–220.

Fig. 2: Abbott H. Thayer and R. S. Meryman, Male Wood Duck in a Forest Pool, study for the book 
Concealing Coloration in the Animal Kingdom, oil on canvas, 1907, Washington, Smithsonian Insti-
tution (Photo: Smithsonian Institution).
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first used in biology.10 Mimicry posed a large problem to evolutionary biologists: 
how do creatures produce offspring which are like themselves but different in subtly 
visual ways? 

Another important distinction is that between the forms of camouflage and cam-
ouflage strategies, or between the formal vocabulary, so to speak, adopted in protec-
tive adaptation, versus camouflage as behavior; and finally to distinguish camouflage 
as a social condition.11 When the full range of camouflage and mimicry are taken 
into consideration, they occur across the entire spectrum of animal behavior, in-
cluding humans. Animals practice it, but so do humans, in their dress and actions, 
but also in a psychological and emotional sense: we can camouflage desires, defects, 
fears and personality traits. Dresses can look like wallpaper or tapestry, and the flee-
ing animal takes on the stripes and patterns of its environment. 

10 Kirby – Spence 1818, 223.
11 Cott 1940, 435–438; Cao 2016, 489.

Fig. 3: Caligo Prometheus or Owl Butterfly (Photo: Peter Trimming, Croydon/Wikimedia Commons).
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Camouflage and human image-making: some similarities

But why would we think at all about possible relations between human art, or even 
image-making, and animal camouflage? Perhaps the most important reason to con-
sider this is that in the realm of actual, real living beings, camouflage is the largest, 
most varied, and possibly oldest producer of visual representations. Humans share 
these mimetic powers with other animals, from insects and invertebrates to mam-
mals that are closer to us in evolutionary terms. When a butterfly sports wings that 
show eyes, or a gecko takes on the patterning of their surroundings, they create im-
ages: they imitate the shapes and defining characteristics of other animals or of an 
environment that gives them safety (Figs. 3 and 4). These images or shapes are 
made to look lifelike, and have a semiotic intent, because they are meant to be inter-

Fig. 4: Gecko hiding in tree (Photo: Frans de Waal).
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preted by potential predators in a way that deflects attention from the prey. Some-
times this leads to formal similarities that are as striking as they are fortuitous, as in 
this iuxtaposition of a crab hiding under a mass of disparate objects but still showing 
its claws, with the Borghese Altar now in the Louvre (Figs. 5 and 6).  

Fig. 5: Xenophora Pellidula Reeve, from R. Caillois, Le Mimétisme Animal (Paris: Hachette 1961, 56).
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Once one starts looking for it, camouflage is everywhere in art. It is one of the 
functions of many works of decorative art, such as tapestries or wall papers or boise-

Fig. 6: Borghese altar, 2nd century AD, Roman, Paris, Louvre (Photo: author).
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ries, which are made to hide defects or protect vulnerable surfaces. Animal features 
are often used to make an artefact look frightening, as in harnesses, weaponry, or the 
masks and macarons used on façades. It can be used to appropriate psychological or 
moral traits, or to hide them; or to suggest presence, life and watchful consciousness, 
as in fur capes making their wearers look like a predatory animal; or to appropriate 
animal fascinating powers by using peacock feathers in dresses and hats.

Camouflage and other kinds of adaptive behavior in evolutionary theory

Apart from the interest in cameleons, mimicry, or protective colouring by natural 
theologians as evidence for the argument from design for God’s existence, camou-
flage really became a central issue in the life sciences as a result of the joint discovery 
by Wallace and Darwin in the 1850s  of adaptive behaviour as a means of survival.12 
In biology it quickly became one of the central testing grounds for evolution theory, 
because it is here that one could observe, in nature, how the adaption of species 
to their environment evolved, and how exactly the fittest survived. It also from the 
outset posed two major problems. First, how to account for the enormous variety of 
protective adaptation on show in nature. This was a problem because, as the biolo-
gist Richard Swann Lull put it in 1917: “We cannot conceive of selection taking an 
adaptation past the point of efficacy”.13 Second, how do creatures produce offspring 
which are like themselves but different in subtly visual ways? This would only be 
solved in the 1960s and 70s when evolutionary biology and genomics met, and a 
genetic account of the development and persistance of camouflage over successive 
generations of an animal species could be developed and tested.14 

The relation between animal camouflage and human image-making is singularly 
under-researched, but there are two major nineteenthth-century exceptions who 
both offer at least some starting points for understanding this relation: the ethol-
ogist Alfred Wallace’s work on camouflage and the architect and theorist Gottfried 
Semper’s work on the origins of human material culture and art. Wallace, as is well 
known, spent much of his life studying camouflage and mimicry behaviour among 
insects in Amazonia, coming very close to being the discoverer of evolution theory. 
In a long review essay of various studies of camouflage and mimicry, called Mimicry 
and other Protective Resemblances among Animals published in 1867 in the West-
minster Review he sets out the state-of-the-art view of camouflage, its role in the 
adaptation and survival of species, and the problems still unsolved. Some wonderful 

12 Blaisdell 1982.
13 Quoted in Forbes 2011, 50.
14 Forbes 2011, 197–207.
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examples are cited, such as the Kallima butterfly in India and Malaysia, whose pro-
tective resemblance to its environment is so sophisticated, that its wings do not just 
resemble the leaves, bark and shrubs of its habitat, but also display “powdery black 
dots” that resemble the fungi on these leaves, thus representing, as Wallace puts it, 
leaves in every state of decay.15 Such protective resemblance consists not only of a 
repertoire of forms, shapes, and sizes, texture and colour of skin surfaces, but also of 
behaviour and habits. Together they produce disguises that are almost perfect, given 
the large number of insects that possess them. Wallace also notes that such resem-
blances should be taken in a metaphorical sense: it is not conscious, intentional imi-
tation, but a patterning and shaping of external appearance that occurs in particular 
among animals that multiply rapidly, with incessant slight variations, resulting in 
successful adaptation and hence survival.

At the same time, Wallace introduces a gradual shift from camouflage as a fea-
ture of the external appearance of animals, to a variety of behaviour: animals often 
do not look like their habitat, but start to behave like other animals, who are less 
attractive to their predators, while being quite conspicuous at the same time: “They 
appear like actors or masqueraders dressed up and painted for amusement, or like 
swindlers endeavouring to pass themselves off for well-known or respectable mem-
bers of society”.16 We here enter the domain of the theatre and the masquerade, 
where Semper will shortly take us as well. But there is one last major point made by 
Wallace to take into consideration: that there is no radical division between animal 
and human capacities in creating camouflage and being fooled by it, that is in the 
capacity to display shapes that look like something else, and to see a shape as a sign 
for something else – in short, what we would now call animal and human abilities to 
make something into a sign, and interpret it as such, or semeiosis:

For it is evident that if colours which please us also attract them [animals], and if the 
various disguises which have been enumerated are equally deceptive to them as to our-
selves, then both their powers of vision and their faculties of perception and emotion 
must be essentially of the same nature as our own – a fact of high philosophical impor-
tance in the study of our own nature and our own relation to the lower animals.17

In these few sentences the entire research program of the emergence of the human 
mind as we know it is implied, which the recent work of evolutionary psychologists 
and neurologists like Ramachandran or Zeki have begun to explore.

15 Wallace 1867, 9.
16 Wallace 1867, 40.
17 Wallace 1867, 42.
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Gottfried Semper is the second main nineteenth-century theorist of camouflage. 
His starting-point was not the animal kingdom, but the emergence of human mate-
rial culture from the four basic crafts of weaving, ceramics, carpentry and masonry, 
and their subsequent representations in different materials. We need not go into the 
details of his theory here, but what we do need, is his argument that all human art, as 
opposed to mere artefacts, is based on acts of dressing and masking. And although 
he rarely mentions Darwin, because he did not think his evolutionary history could 
be applied to the arts in a productive way, nor did he use the term camouflage, it is 
evident that much of his theory of art revolves around the notion of taking on the 
appearance of something else, to make artefacts more durable, more meaningful, 
and more successful as a way of coping with the challenges of life. 

The origin and essence of architecture is not construction but the visible rep-
resentation of enclosed space, which in its earliest form took the shape of the par-
tition, pen or fence made of plaited or interwoven sticks and branches. It is thus 
intimately linked with weaving or textile, one of the four primitive crafts that can 
be found all over the world, and which form the cradle of human art and industry. 
“The beginning of building coincides with the beginning of textiles”.18 Inspired by 
the recreation of a Trinidad bamboo hut which he had seen at the Great Exhibition 
of 1851, Semper here breaks with the entire classical tradition of considering the 
petite cabane rustique, that is a building, as the origin of architecture, and instead 
located these origins in the action of space creation and the craft, weaving, that made 
this possible by providing woven curtains, carpets, tents etc.19 

The transformation of ephemeral, textile and wooden tents, scaffoldings and al-
tars into stone buildings marks the transition from building as a pre-architectural 
craft to the art of architecture.20 It took place when its founders changed ephemeral 
festival apparatus – scaffoldings decked out with festoons and garlands, bands and 
trophies – into durable buildings because they wished to leave a permanent memo-
rial of important religious or political acts. This transformation occurred because of 
the human drive to create a lasting, monumental record of important political and 
religious acts, situations and rituals. It consists not only of a change from ephemeral 
to durable materials. It also consists of dressing and masking: marble slabs, stucco 
and polychromy mask and dress the interior structure of buildings. Architecture, 
that is, is not an art of construction, but of disguise – as with all other human arts, 
including the theatre: “[d]er Karnevalskerzendunst ist die wahre Atmosphäre der 

18 Semper 1860–63, vol. 1, 227
19 Semper 1860–63, vol. II, 276, Semper 1884a and b.
20 Semper 1860–63, vol. I, 227–229.
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Kunst”, he famously observed, the lustre of carnival torches is the true atmosphere 
of art.21  

Such masking has a major effect: it animates the exterior of buildings. Through-
out Der Stil passages occur in which architecture is described as if it were a living 
structure, in which the artistic expression of the conflict between pressure and coun-
ter pressure animates the building’s appearance. In the case of Greek temples the use 
of a ‘veil of paint’ masks mechanic necessity and transforms them into “dynamic, 
even organic, forms, a matter of endowing them with a soul [...]”. Semper’s monu-
mental architecture is a theatre of appearances.

Thus, Semper transforms this hypothetic primitivist aetiology into an anthro-
pological theory which identifies the human innate urge to act and to mask reality, 
and thus to create art, what Gustav Klemm called the Kunsttrieb, as the origin of 
architecture as of any other art. That is, materially speaking the origins of building 
lies in the craft of weaving; but anthropologically speaking, the origins of the trans-
formation of building into an art are to be found in the human instinct to disguise, 
play and to represent – and thereby to appropriate and survive.22 

In his pursuit of this anthropological inquiry into the origins of human material 
culture, he identifies two primary activities associated with the cradle of humani-
ty: cannibalism and tatouage. In early cultures such as those of Polynesia, the tree 
trunks that hold up the textile hangings of tents are decorated with painted heads, 
symbolized as he puts it by monstrous human heads, whose origin must be sup-
posed to be the trophy heads of enemies, killed in combat, sacrificed or eaten. They 
are painted in gaudy colours, imitating the artful tatouages of these tribes:

Der Zaun selbst besteht aus starken eingerammten Pfählen zwischen denen Zweige 
eingeflochten sind, die Pfähle aber sind an gewissen Stellen der Zaunwand, besonders 
an den Eingangsthoren, mit buntgemalten Schnitzwerken verziert und zu diesem 
Zwecke überragen sie die Reihe der Nachbarpfähle. Die Skulptur ist hier aus dem 
Pfahlschnitzwerke hervorgegangen. Die Pfahlköpfe sind durch fratzenhafte Men-
schenköpfe symbolisirt, deren Typus wohl ohne Zweifel die wirklichen Köpfe erlegter 
oder geopferter und gefressener Feinde waren. Dazu tritt eine bunte Polychromie, eine 
Nachahmung der Ornamente, die sich die Neuseeländer mit vieler Kunst auf die Haut 
tättowiren, in der That nichts weiter als eine Tättowirung der dargestellten knorrigen 
Popanze.23

21 Semper 1860-63, vol. 1, 232.
22 See for instance Klemm 1855, 55: “Die Darstellung der Erfahrung führt den Menschen zur 

Kunst [...]. Die Darstellung von Ereignissen mit Hilfe von Musik und Tanz rief schon bei den 
Jägerstämmen Amerikas das Drama ins Leben”. In Klemm 1843–51, vol. 1, 214, he uses the 
term “Darstellungstrieb”. Cf. Hvattum 2004, 43.

23 Semper 1860–63, vol. I, 240. See also 217–231.
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Before the development of external masks, to be put on the face, head or entire 
body, Semper posits an earlier stage: that of tatouage, which is part of what might 
be called the primal scene of architecture, since it is closely related to cannibalism as 
a founding moment for human societies. Now tatouage occupies an intriguing in-
termediate position between the external artefact of the mask, and the bodily meta- 
morphosis that is animal camouflage: it is based on a productive human action, but 
exercised on the body. Polychromy, Semper would go on to argue, is an externaliza-
tion of tatouage, and the first manifestation of the principle of dressing and masking 
which for him characterizes all art.

Roger Caillois on camouflage as animal mimetism

The evolutionary account of camouflage as animal adaptive behaviour is not the 
whole story, however. The poet and historian of biology Roger Caillois provides 
a very different perspective. In his youth he was part of the circle of Breton. His 
early, pre-war essays on praying mantises and other picturesque insects can perhaps 
best be described as essays in the cultural history of biology. They question how 
certain insects, such as the praying mantis or the jellyfish, suggestively called méduse 
in French, can acquire such rich incrustations, over the centuries, of myths, beliefs, 
and theories like psycho-analysis.24 In his pre-war work he connected camouflage, 
in animals and humans, to all kinds of psychopathology, and even to the desire to 
disappear into petrification and nothingness. His 1961 book on animal mimetism, 
Le mimétisme animal, far less known, is a much more sober affair. It is concerned 
with developing an understanding of camouflage that goes beyond evolutionary 
monocausalism. Caillois has only one argument for this, but one that is difficult 
to ignore: very often camouflage does not work in nature, for instance because the 
predatory animal can still smell its prey, despite its careful disguise as a piece of rock 
or a staring owl. The formal repertoire, and behavior, of camouflage is far too lavish, 
elaborate, varied and luxuriant to serve that single purpose of protective adaptation. 
As he put it: “Le camouflage est souvent inutile [...]. Il y a luxe de précaution, excès 
de simulacre”.25 

Instead, Caillois subsumes camouflage and mimicry under a much larger cate-
gory, that of animal mimetism: the ability of animals to create forms that imitate 
traits of other animals or their environment, often without conscious intention or 
comprehension. Announcing Daniel Dennett’s recent arguments for competence 

24 Caillois 1934 and 1964.
25 Caillois 1961, 49.
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without comprehension among animals, he cites the case of the octopus. When 
its retinas perceive changes in light, or the approach of a predator, this perception 
acts through optical nerves on cells in its skin surface that adapt themselves to the 
changed colour of the sea water in which this animal dwells. In extreme cases the oc-
topus changes into the shape of a jellyfish, or produces clouds of dark ink that drive 
away the predator. Another suggests the closeness of Caillois’ animal mimetism to 
Gell’s concept of animacy: that of the two circles on butterflies’ wings. These are 
never perceived by the pursuing animal at the same time, because the butterfly, when 
immobile, keeps its wings closed, so the impression they create is not that of a living 
being, or eyes that see, but of an enormous, glittering immobile circle carried by a 
living animal, which appears to see without being an eye. 26  All this is very similar to 
Gell’s analysis of Hindu devotees gazing into the eyes of the statues of their divini-
ties, and claiming that the god returns their gaze, which only makes sense if we take 
the animation this applies in a limited, metaphorical sense, just as we often speak 
about the eye of the camera, which perceives without conscious seeing, without 
claiming cameras are alive.27

The formal similarities between animal mimetism and human image-making 
raise the question whether there are any connections at all between the two. Caillois 
argues that there is a clear connection: what we would call its performative aspect:

[L]a connexion du mimétisme et des ocelles ne saurait être due au hasard. Il y a entre les 
deux phénomènes un lien qu’il convient de déceler. Je l’aperçois pour ma part dans le 
mécanisme de l’exhibition des ocelles fascinateurs. Il ne suffit pas qu’ils existent, il faut 
qu’ils apparaissent. D’abord invisibles, ils éclatent tout d’un coup. Le camouflage [...] le 
confond avec le milieu, il empêche qu’on l’en distingue. Alors soudain, là où il semblait 
n’y a voir rien, d’une sorte d’absence ou au moins de présence neutre, difficile à repérer, 
douteuse, surgissent des cercles énormes aux couleurs vives, invraisemblables, dont la 
fixité fascine. [...] L’insecte opère à la façon d’un masque à volets: à une apparence, il 
en substitue une autre, qui effraie. Mieux: à la place du néant, c’est soudain le visage de 
l’épouvante.28

To clarify this essential point it may help to point out that the protective effect of 
circles on the wings of butterflies, or the fixed, immobile circular aspect that the eyes 
of owls can take on, does not reside primarily in its mimetic character, but in its dy-

26 Ibid., 73.
27 Gell 1998, 12–28.
28 Caillois 1961, 49.
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namic, moving display. The predator is not terrified because it is shown real, seeing 
eyes, but by the sudden appearance of what it mistakes for a terrifying face. 

Human image-making considered as camouflage

Can human image-making, considered against this background, be said to be like 
camouflage? I will run through a few cases, starting with formal similarities, and 
then moving on to similarities in camouflage strategies. There are numerous exam-
ples of the first category, which can be found in many periods and art forms. To 
name but one: the large eyes painted on Greek and Roman ships share a mimetic 
nature and animating if not petrifying, medusan effect with the eyes displayed on 
butterfly wings, which was already noted in Antiquity.29 

As for some examples of camouflage strategies employed in nature as well as art, 
there are clothes masquerading as wall paper or furniture, such as the dresses with 
large floral motifs the 19th-century fashion designer Worth made. These elicited 
comments from his clients that they did not want to look like wallpaper or chairs. 
In a much earlier example masks designed in Primaticcio’s entourage combine head 
covers with camouflage.30 Often the appearance of another animal is adopted to 
look like a fierce predator instead of a fearful trembling victim. This leads to many 
uses of zoomorphism; or, more generally, adopting the appearance of an animal by 
imitating its fur, eyes, face, claws or other parts. In particular, the use of polychromy 
in statuary and architecture should be mentioned, which is rarely adopted merely 
for decorative reasons, but very often to make the defenceless statue or building look 
frightening to looters, as in the Roman mentioned by Pliny and quoted by Semper, 
of the gaudy polychromy on Roman temples that  frightened off Gallic invaders.31 

Taking our cue from Semper’s musings on the origins of human artefactual cul-
ture in cannibalism and tatouage, we could also argue that animal camouflage and 
human image-making meet in the mask. This is where art and nature come together, 
in the manmade artefact that is used to hide one’s real appearance, look like another 
living being, frighten, terrify, or pass unnoticed, in short, to perform some of the 
same function as camouflage, but with different mechanisms. Again, Gottfried 
Semper was the first to theorize this relation. In Der Stil, in a move that was at the 
time entirely novel in its geographical scope and anthropological ambition, he con-
nected the custom of early societies across the world, from the native Indians of 
North America to the Scythians, German tribes, the ‘savages of New Guinea’  or 

29 Seligmann 1910, vol. 2, 145–150 and plates 105–116, as quoted in Caillois 2008, 539.
30 Cf. Viatte 2014, 99.
31 Semper 1834, 10.
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Assyrian priests, to wear animal skins to chase away their enemies and terrify the 
believers into submission with the use of Maskenschmuck: 

So verstecken die Indianer der Prairie bei ihren wilden Kriegestänzen noch jetzt ihr 
Haupt hinter fürchterlichen Thiermasken, dem Bison oder dem Bären entnommen. 
Aehnlichen Maskenschmuck findet man bei den Wilden der Südseeinseln. Diese 
scheusslichen Thiermasken treten bei den ägyptischen Priestern in feinerer Ausbildung 
als hieratischer Kopfputz des den Gott repräsentirenden Priesters auf. Es wurde die 
Thiermaske das frühe Symbol der Verhüllung, des Geheimnissvollen, des Schreckbar-
en. Oft blieb davon nichts als das besonders charakteristische Abzeichen des Thieres 
übrig; z. B. die Stierhörner als Schmuck der Mitra der assyrischen Herrscher [...]. Das 
furchtbare Gorgeion der die Aegis schüttelnden Pallas Athene ist eine Maske. Diese 
war schon lange in dem Leben und in den Künsten ein bedeutsamstes Symbol, bevor 
die dramatische Kunst sich desselben bemächtigte; auch hier sehen wir wieder das 
scheinbar Raffinirteste der antiken Kunst unmittelbar auf die ursprünglichste Natur 
geimpft.32

Finally, next to the shared aspect of masking and disguising, camouflage and mimi- 
cry strategies in art and nature often share a performative aspect: the wings of a but-
terfly need to be opened to show the full illusion of a face with two eyes, just as tap-
estries or some mask varieties need to be deployed to show their full, animated effect. 
This had led some theorists to consider camouflage as a performative act, almost a 
visual speech act.33

This brief overview – but the examples are endless – suggests a few underlying 
similarities between art and camouflage. In the first place,  both are varieties of visual 
persuasion. They have come into being, or were made, to influence their viewers, 
make them afraid, chase them, or attract them. That is, both art and camouflage 
or mimicry can be considered to be actions depending on the dynamics of display 
to become fully effective, and whereas visual persuasion in the arts can often be di-
rected at changing convictions and ideas, camouflage among living beings is aimed 
at changing behaviour. This point needs to be stressed, because many cognitive and 
neuro-scientists studying art today, Zeki for instance, define art far too narrowly as a 
visual record of perception, or as the record of visual analysis of the essential features 
of objects and living beings.34

Second, the mimesis at work in art and camouflage can be both disguise and 
appropriation, as Semper had also noted in the passage I quoted earlier. Third, there 

32 Semper 1860–63, vol. 1, 101.
33 Voss 2003.
34 See for instance Zeki 1999, 140.
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is a performative aspect to both: camouflage works best in a dynamic, interactive 
situation, where eyes are suddenly revealed, textiles appear to move, or legs appear 
to be on the brink of stepping out. Finally, both animal and human camouflage are 
varieties of mimesis, or, to be more precise, of mimetic behavior. In mimicry the 
mimicrying species copies the model’s behavior.35 In camouflage, shape x is made 
to look like y: a duck has to look like the surface of a pond, a crab like a rock. In art, 
stone is made to look like skin, and glass like a living eye. This goes very far, even 
to the extent when dead matter is made to look like a living being. In fact thinking 
about art as camouflage or mimicry forces us to leave aside the traditional idea that 
art is an imitation of the visual appearance of the outside world, and instead consid-
er it as the imitation of, or even as a part of, persuasive animal behaviour.

We can take this further. These similarities also imply underlying similarities in 
behavior, dispositions and psychological features between animal camouflage and 
human image-making, which have only begun to be explored by ethologists.36 They 
all suggest a much greater continuuum between animals and humans than is tra-
ditionally assumed, and all question a rigid division between behaviour based on 
innate instincts and acquired through learning. In the first place,  what we might 
call the emergence of semeiosis, of the capacity to create visual features, and interpret 
them, as signs. Butterflies develop wings with circles that their predators mistake for 
eyes. Related to this, there is the cross-species continuum, already noted by Wallace, 
between animal and human capacities for creating and perceiving forms that suggest 
other shapes and animals. There is  another continuum, noted by Semper, between 
very primitive behaviour, which he took cannibalism to be, its representation on 
the body, and its representation in masks; that is, the continuum between behav-
iour, adornment of skin surface, and making artefacts that all engage in forms of 
shape-changing that are close to camouflage in some of its functions, such as fright-
ening off enemies or predators.

These continuums suggest a fundamental questioning of the traditional divide 
between instinct and learned behaviour, between human empathy and animal in-
stinctual reactions; between nature and culture. As more is understood about the be-
haviour of primates and other mammals, or dolphins, or octopuses, it becomes clear 
that the divide between competence and comprehension, or between conscious and 
intentional action and instinctive patterns of behaviour, is not as clear-cut and ab-
solute as we tend to believe, and does certainly not coincide with the divide between 
humans and other animals. The primatologist Frans de Waal for instances cites the 
case of the veined octopus, who lives in the Indonesian Sea, and spends a large part 

35 Forbes 2011, 5.
36 Lestel 2008, 50-59; 101–167; 363–410.
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of its days in creating camouflage, because it is a favourite food for many predators. 
These octopuses collect coconut shells, which initially offer only hindrance, because 
when the octopus transports them, stretching some of their arms into rigid limbs, 
they only draw attention to itself. But the octopus carries them to a safe lair, where 
it can later use them. So here we have the case of a mollusc collecting camouflage 
for future use, which at least suggests some capacity, conscious or instinctive, for 
planning and foresight.37 

Recently the nature/nurture debate has been completely upset by the work of 
evolutionary psychologists such as Spink or Blumberg, who have shown that many 
forms of animal behavior that are taken to be instinctual, are in fact rather inherit-
ed dispositions whose development is to a large degree shaped by environment, or 
even biography.38 Instead of instinct they prefer to speak of developing systems. The 
masks and tatouage Semper discussed may illustrate this point: they are among the 
earliest human artefacts, and in emerging cultures the first masks were dead animal’s 
heads; but they foster the capacity in humans to depict and represent, in brief to 
make an image in another medium. Dogon masks and their attendant myths illus-
trate this: masks are here made as a – highly stylized – copy of the animal that was 
killed, and worn by the killer to ward off the spirit of the animal: as Semper noted: 
representation and appropriation go very close together in such masquerading be-
havior.39 

To end this list, these human images created by the Dogon in the earliest stages 
of their culture suggest what is perhaps the most fundamental connection between 
animal camouflage and human image-making. They point to the fundamental im-
portance of the ability to see in, and to see as. The creators of cave art and animal 
statuettes made very clever use of the shapes, relief, texture, and play of light and 
shadow of the materials with which they worked, often simply strengthening a con-
tour, or changing a cavity into a shadow by means of a few simple lines (Fig. 7). This 
capacity presupposes the ability to see another shape in a shape; to spot the ambigu-
ity of shapes, textures etc; and it is this very same ability which is both the source of  
camouflage and image-making.40 

37 De Waal 2016, 94.
38 Blumberg 2017; Spink 2011; West-Eberhard 2003.
39 Griaule 2004.
40 On seeing in and seeing as see Wollheim 1992, 46–75 and 2001.
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Conclusion

To summarize very briefly: animal camouflage produces a range of forms, shapes, 
textures, features, as well as behaviour, that humans have adopted to decorate, dress 
and mask their artefacts. Formal elements used by animals to make them incon-
spicuous, unattractive or repellent to their predators, ranging from the texture and 
colour of fungi on decaying leaves to enormous eyes, are used by humans in their 
camouflage as well. They also adopt camouflage formal repertoire, in the persistent 
use of zoomorphism for instance; and they display camouflage behaviour as a so-
cial condition. Now underneath all this there lies, I believe, a common dimension, 
shared by animals and humans. The challenge is how to define that dimension. I 
would suggest it is defined by the shared primary competence of seeing in and seeing 
as: the capacity to see other shapes, features, and beings in lines, colour, texture, 
relief and the play of light and shade.

Fig. 7: Chauvet (France), cave paintings, ca. 30,000 BCE (Photo: Wikimedia Commons).
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Carl Knappett

Introduction

My aim in this paper is to treat artefact typologies as systems, that is, akin to the 
image and text systems that other contributions in this volume examine – in the 
hope of arriving at a fuller understanding of how non-textual media take part in ‘the 
making of social worlds’. To reach this goal I develop a perspective that recognises 
material culture’s capacity to structure knowledge and meaning. However, one sig-
nificant barrier to this objective is the persistent idea that an artefact typology is a 
classificatory scheme that exists only in the mind of the analyst, with little relation-
ship to how those same artefacts would have been conceptualised by ancient indi-
viduals and societies. This distinction is often described in terms of ‘etic’ vs ‘emic’ 
– with the former referring to our own classifications as analysts, and the latter as 
the original meaning inside the ancient person’s mind. The ‘Typological Debate’ 
in archaeology of the mid 20th century revolved in part around the possibility and 
desirability of identifying ‘emic types’, that might reflect the intent of their makers, 
as opposed to ‘etic types’, “which are designated purely for the heuristic convenience 
of the typologist”.1 

*  I am most grateful to David Wengrow for the invitation to take part in the conference at Frei-
burg, and for all of the members of faculty and staff there for the warm welcome and hospitality. 
I thank too all the participants for the stimulating discussion. My thanks also go to the faculty 
and students of the Cornell Institute of Archaeology and Material Studies (CIAMS), where I 
presented a related paper in October 2019. Astrid van Oyen kindly read an earlier draft. For 
the illustrations I warmly thank Heraklion Archaeological Museum, Jean-Claude Poursat and 
L’Ecole Française d’Athènes, the Akrotiri Excavations, and Anastasia Tzigounaki and the Ephor-
ate of Antiquities of Rethymnon. 

1 Adams – Adams 1991, 282.
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Yet, the emic/etic distinction places typology in an impossible position. If, on the 
one hand, a typology is a mental construct of the analyst, then it has little to do with 
ancient society and becomes a very dry and dusty archival record. If, on the other, 
we believe it does exist in the ancient mind, then we place it somewhere that is very 
hard to access. The problem is one of a Cartesian split between mind and matter, or 
what has been described as hylomorphism – the predominant Western notion that 
form is created first in a mental space before being externalised in matter. Within 
anthropology and archaeology this tendency has been critiqued from a number of 
directions,2 taking inspiration from such sources as Actor-Network Theory,3 eco-
logical psychology,4 and extended cognition.5 As van Oyen has argued, addressing 
the question of artefact types in the context of such literature, the emic/etic distinc-
tion loses its sense, if outside becomes inside and vice versa.6 If artefact space is also 
mental space, and if mental space is constituted as much by practical as ideal types, 
then the ancient classificatory mind does not reside in a place that is difficult of  
access – it is out there as part of the ecology that types help create. We might gradu-
ally begin to see, within such a perspective, how the study of types and typologies as 
ancient phenomena could be an exercise that has the potential to be placed alongside 
the study of image and text systems.7 

At this point, though, we have another obstacle to surmount. It comes in the 
form of research over the last two to three decades that has done a great deal to 
‘animate’ material culture, but on rather different terms to what I have in mind 
here. This quite successful approach has essentially sidestepped the entire question 
of the mental by focussing firmly on practice. Though perhaps not explicitly fo-
cussed on types/typologies, what it has done, beyond doubt, is bring artefacts to life. 
First, there was the biographical approach;8 and this has been extremely productive, 
though recently critiqued for promulgating a humanist perspective on artefacts – 
i.e. they can only have social lives like ours.9 There have since been various additions 
to this line of thinking, e.g. object itineraries.10 These ways of bringing objects to 
life form part of a move towards agentic perspectives, in many though not all cases 

2 E.g. Ingold 2000; Knappett 2005; Malafouris 2013.
3 Latour 2005.
4 Gibson 1979.
5 Clark 1997.
6 Van Oyen 2015, 65–66.
7 Adams and Adams stress that a typology is a system of types; they go on to enumerate various 

features of typologies, among which boundedness, comprehensiveness, and mutual exclusive-
ness: Adams – Adams 1991, 76–77. 

8 Appadurai 1986.
9 Holbraad 2011; Holbraad – Pedersen 2016.
10 Hahn – Weiss 2013.
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drawing on phenomenology; what they do is create an orientation towards recep-
tion, whether framed as the ‘consumer’ in the more anthropological accounts, or 
the ‘viewer’ in art historical narratives. We can further recognise these tendencies 
in other means for animating artefacts that have become popular, such as the nar-
ratives created around feasting in both anthropology and archaeology,11 in which 
the consumer is very much the key. From a more art-oriented perspective, we might 
also here evoke the highly influential book Art and Agency by anthropologist Alfred 
Gell, in which the interaction between artwork and viewer is key in agentic rather 
than aesthetic terms.12 While certainly effective they have, like all approaches, their 
shortcomings. Of particular relevance for my argument here, they take typological 
study further away rather than closer to image and text systems. By focusing on ac-
tion, they instrumentalise artefacts, whose effects become only immediate and prox-
imate. The iconographic systems that Gell discounts (at least in the first part of his 
book) are those that serve to draw links across time and space;13 typology does this 
too, in its systemic qualities. These features make artefacts more like image and text 
systems; yet they are minimalized in a flattening perspective in which practice is all 
and the cognitive (because of its presumed dualisms) is excluded.

I need, then, to develop this notion of typology as system – and in ways that fore-
ground its essential cognitive and communicative characteristics. This means, in the 
art context, recognising aesthetics as well as agency;14 and can also benefit from input 
from a novel direction (at least in archaeology) in the form of media theory. This 
lead was provided in the conference itself and is reflected in this volume, with the 
participation of leading practitioners such as Sybille Krämer and Erhard Schüttpelz. 
Media theory has a Canadian lineage, traced back to the work of Marshall McLu-
han, but has also been invigorated by the significant input of German scholarship 
led by Friedrich Kittler. Here I will draw especially on the work of John Durham 
Peters, because of his emphasis on ‘elemental media’, which is particularly germane 
to my needs in this paper.15 While media theory may often be taken to have an ex-
clusive focus on ‘new media’, this is not the original intention, a point that Peters 
underlines. Furthermore, Peters stresses that media are about more than providing 
means for communication; they “provide conditions for existence”.16 He goes on: 
“media are our infrastructures of being, the habitats and materials through which 
we act and are”.17 In this way Peters creates an understanding of ‘elemental media’ 

11 Dietler – Hayden 2001; Wright 2004.
12 Gell 1998.
13 Cf. Stewart 2007, on Roman iconography.
14 Contra Gell 1998; but see Layton 2001; Osborne – Tanner 2007.
15 Peters 2015.
16 Peters 2015, 14.
17 Peters 2015, 15.
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(e.g. sea, sky, fire) that is environmental in a sense that suits the broadly ecological 
approach to typology that I wish to pursue here. 

However, before we plunge further into this ‘infrastructural’ understanding of 
ancient media, a fuller discussion of the agentic approach we have briefly outlined 
will be useful, with specific types and typologies used to illustrate the issues at hand. 

The agentic approach to animating types

In typologies that are typo-functional, our comprehension of the type is immediate-
ly guided by assumptions about what consumers should do with it. Here I refer to 
pottery typologies from the Aegean Bronze Age, and specifically the Middle Mino-
an pottery from the site of Malia on Crete.18 I should emphasise that pottery types 
in this case could largely be defined due to the very large quantity of finds and their 
level of completeness, with many whole vessels and restorable profiles. Within such 
conditions, it was possible to use functional criteria, distinguishing vessels for stor-
age, pouring, drinking, etc. In this typology, when we perform an action as simple 
as naming a given kind of object a ‘jug’ (Fig. 1), and more specifically a beaked jug, 
we are making a functional attribution such that pouring is its primary identity. 
‘Jug’ immediately implies handle, and handle implies hand – so it is at once bodily, 
experiential, ergonomic, and phenomenological.19 We identify other vessels in this 
‘assemblage’ that have similar affordances, and the jug is placed closer in a typology 
to such vessels, rather than on the basis of other features, such as its profile (e.g. 
piriform, convex-concave, ovoid). Some thorny problems can quite rapidly arise, be-
cause if pouring is the key feature, then some vessels apparently adapted to pouring 
may share a spout but otherwise differ in shape or handle arrangement. Take the 
‘bridge-spouted jar’, for example – also seemingly designed for pouring, but quite 
different in many regards.20 In English this difference is signaled by the distinction 
between ‘jug’, used for the vessel with the single vertical handle, and ‘jar’, for the 
two-handled vessel. This logic is quite subjective, however, as rapidly becomes ap-
parent when we look at how other national archaeological traditions deal with this 
same artefactual variability. As published in French, these two forms are actually 
both called cruche – thus linking them more closely than in the English.21 

Questions of size and volume can also enter into typological ordering. If a ‘jug’ 
is very small or very large then that gives us pause – in Fig. 2 we see some jug types 

18 Poursat and Knappett 2005
19 In a Classical context, cf. Gaifman 2018
20 MacGillivray 1998
21 Poursat and Knappett 2005, 64-8
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(such as 1b, or 2d) that are much smaller than type 1a (cf. Fig. 1) – because with 
‘jug’ we are imagining a pouring function, which then implies interaction with an-
other vessel, that other vessel being a cup. When we look at the cups found alongside 
these jugs, and their typical size, then we think that jugs should be of an order of 
magnitude greater in their capacity. Cups that are for individual drinking, and of a 
certain capacity (and crucially with a single handle pointing to what we think of as 
an affordance for drinking), are to be filled by jugs that hold more than any individ-
ual cup. But what fills the jug? Here we imagine the oval-mouthed amphora might 
be fulfilling this function (Fig. 3).22 It can take significantly more liquid than a jug; 
and it could be used to pour, given its shape, though it seems slightly more suited to 
stoppering and porterage. So, we have another functional typology. And on from 
the amphora, we might then consider in turn the pithoid jar, and the pithos.23

If we join up our typologies in this way, then it should be apparent how this sits 
within a broadly phenomenological outlook, one that allows us to activate these 
typologies so that they are far from being static. If we take ‘feasting’ as an animating 
force for these typologies, then we can quickly see how cups, jugs, and amphoras 

22 Poursat – Knappett 2005, 39–43.
23 Poursat – Knappett 2005, 43–49; see also Christakis 2005.

Fig. 1: Beaked jugs from Quartier Mu, Malia, Crete (Courtesy of Ecole Française d’Athènes).
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‘make sense’ actively. Actually, through the amphora we can extend out in other 
directions, to consider its likely function not only in feasting but also as a ‘maritime 
transport container’, or ‘MTC’ for short.24 These examples from Malia c. 1800 BC 
(Fig. 3) are likely some of the earliest. Still, it seems quite likely with their easily 
stoppered closed mouths that they were for the transport of a liquid such as wine. 
Why wine? Well, it is a value-added liquid, what Catherine Pratt calls a cultural com-
modity, and not unlike another long-lived Aegean commodity, olive oil.25 So, the 
‘feasting’ that animates cups and jugs also animates not only amphoras but also the 
networks that made the movement of MTCs possible. This raises various questions 
about what in turn drives conspicuous consumption, and whether such commen-
sality was inclusive or exclusive. But what might be more simply stressed here is that 
we are still dealing with a phenomenological recognition of what can be done with 
vessels – what their openings and handles allow. 

It is this kind of understanding of what typological information provides that 
underscores a recent study that takes an ‘ultralongitudinal’ perspective on the am-
phora as a type.26 Bevan traces a fascinating ‘process’ typology, so to speak, of the 
Mediterranean amphora, and other containers, like the barrel, in a way that one can 

24 Demesticha – Knapp 2016.
25 Pratt 2021.
26 Bevan 2014.

Fig. 2: Different types and sizes of jug from Quartier Mu, Malia, Crete. (Courtesy of Jean-Claude 
Poursat, and Ecole Française d’Athènes).
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see some of the animating forces and processes. It is significantly based on a sense 
of how the amphora, as a transport vessel for liquid commodities, can be handled 
by the human body as it is loaded on and unloaded from ships. So, we can see how 
a phenomenological or even ergonomic approach to types can animate typologies 
diachronically too as we think about how and why they changed or did not change 
over time. The narrative or the forces at play can be complicated further still – one 
might include the use of terraces for agricultural production, or the kinds of ship-
ping technology in play – until one sees a complex set of entanglements in which 
the amphora (or jug) is dynamically situated. However, it remains in many ways 
phenomenological and ergonomic in outlook.

Typologies can be effectively enlivened through this agentic activation. Feasting 
and commodity exchange make processes of jugs and amphoras. But they do not 
sufficiently bring into play the cognitive and aesthetic dimensions of types and ty-
pologies. It is as if they are mostly focused on proximate effects and less on the com-
municative power of types and typologies. This bias, I would suggest, results quite 
naturally when the singularity of the type receives insufficient recognition, and it 
lacks strong differentiation from ‘artefact’. Let us look briefly at what a distinction 
between artefact and type might mean here, before then turning to media theory for 
the stronger emphasis on communication that seems necessary. 

Fig. 3: Oval-mouthed amphoras from Quartier Mu, Malia, Crete (Courtesy of Ecole Française 
d’Athènes).
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From artefacts to typologies, and media ecologies

Even before we talk of a type, there is the matter of what an artefact does that is 
communicative. An artefact communicates what might be done with it – its affor-
dances – in its very form and substance. Its solidity or fragility, its graspability or its 
stability, are qualities that can, arguably, be perceived directly.27 If we at this point 
limit ourselves to certain kinds of artefacts, such as the vast category of containers  
– though we can limit our scope a little by thinking, as above, only of jugs – then one 
simple way of delimiting what they afford is in terms of the openness of their shape. 
One of the first distinctions an archaeologist might make is between an open and 
closed vessel. These two kinds – one can hardly call them types – offer or commu-
nicate different possibilities in terms of consumption, transport, etc. They embody 
different kinds of action potential; and dare one say, implicate various forms of skill 
and knowledge. In the agentic approach outlined above, the artefact itself, through 
its handle, or its spout, ‘communicates’ directly what might be done with it. And 
if we think too of the material in conjunction with the shape, then the container 
material I largely have in mind here is clay. Its malleability when mixed with water 
and then its hardness, reversible as it dries, and then irreversible when it is fired, are 
important qualities in the fashioning of form. It is a medium that has various affor-
dances, though they are somewhat contingent on the cultural techniques that may 
be available.

Whereas an artefact encountered as a one-off may cue certain kinds of action just 
from its intrinsic properties, a type embodies repetition and hence a more structured 
understanding of what might be done with the object. A closed vessel, for example, 
might consistently have a flat and relatively narrow base, with a globular body, a tall 
narrow neck and a long spout. This combination of features when repeated then 
constitutes a type that might not only more regularly and predictably cue certain 
kinds of pouring actions, but also constitute a more standardised set of expecta-
tions around the artefact. The object is perceived not only directly in terms of its 
affordances, but also indirectly in terms of its associations.28 In other words, the 
type is communicative, within this particular medium (of clay, of containers). Fur-
thermore, while it is possible that there might exist just one type, more commonly 
it will exist alongside other types. So, within closed vessel shapes, and returning to 
the jugs with which we began, the beaked jug ‘type’ exists in relationship with the 
bridge-spouted jar ‘type’ (Fig. 4), as well as with a range of other types. Together 
these different types constitute a typology, an ensemble of forms. What is important 

27 Gibson 1979; on qualities, see Ingold 2007, 14.
28 Knappett 2005.
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about this communicatively is that within such a system one type may be under-
stood to offer distinct affordances in relation to others; and the very typology itself 
may embody the various kinds of pouring that are possible. The set of types embod-
ies practical knowledge.

Yet, this kind of reasoning is very much in line with the agentic perspective out-
lined earlier – it is still really about what might be done, instrumentally, with the 
vessels in question. A typology communicates more than this, however, when one 
realises that it is not just the agentic potential of the artefact that is being set in 
context but also its aesthetic qualities. The particular forms that artefacts take on 
relate them in diverse ways to other artefacts – and these very relations communicate 
values and ultimately something of the ontology or worldview of the community in 
question. Perhaps here we begin to approach the volume aims, such that we move 
closer to thought, image and social worlds – with types and images as means by 
which social knowledge is organised and structured. Another way of framing this 
active communicative potential of the ensemble of types is in terms of media, to re-
turn to John Durham Peters. If media are “the habitats and materials through which 
we act and are”,29 then the ecology of material culture ensembles within which past 
and present peoples lived and live can surely be considered in these terms. They do 
form, to borrow another term from Peters, a kind of ‘infrastructure’. The everyday 

29 Peters 2015, 15.

Fig. 4: Bridge-spouted jar and jug types from Quartier Mu, Malia, Crete (Courtesy of Jean-Claude 
Poursat, and Ecole Française d’Athènes).
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material world of cups, jugs and amphoras, pervasive in the ancient world, may not 
appear to be a very promising domain for communication; but as Peters further 
comments on infrastructure, it consists of technologies that withdraw and are ‘de-
mure’.30 Many of the artefacts within the ancient container technologies I describe 
here are also demure – they are largely in the background, part of the everyday ma-
terial world through which people lived. Nevertheless, they had rich communicative 
potential – and I will now explore the ways in which this might have been the case, 
through some particular examples, drawing again from the material worlds of the 
Aegean Bronze Age. Some of the material may seem more ‘aesthetic’ than one might 
imagine for the everyday – but in this material culture, as in many ancient societies, 
making hard and fast distinctions between ‘aesthetic’ and ‘everyday’ objects tends 
to be unproductive. What the material and visual culture to be discussed shows is 
a set of connections among ‘types’ that in themselves contribute to the formation 
of social worlds. I will focus on a couple of processes that I think can help us get 
into these aspects of typologies – one is a process I call ‘composition’, and another 
is ‘modelling’. 

Communicative typologies: composition and modelling

Returning to the clay containers we mentioned above, then we may recall that cups, 
jugs and amphoras are animated by commensality practices. Such a perspective has 
its focus on consumption. By focusing now on composition, it may seem that I am 
proposing a switch of emphasis to production. While this may partly be the case, 
I really want the approach to fall somewhere ‘in between’, in the spirit of the in- 
betweenness that characterizes media.31 The ways in which types are made meaning-
ful through processes of composition are dependent on both making and use. The 
way I use composition here is in relation to the composite – how types are generated 
as composite entities that draw from different media. The medium of metal is often 
considered to be one of the keys to understanding many of the ceramic types of 
the Aegean Bronze Age. If we look at this clay kantharos, for example, it looks like 
it must have been mimicking this silver kantharos, which we might then consider 
its prototype (Fig. 5a–b).32 While such cases have led many scholars to imagine a 
similar situation to that described for Classical pottery,33 many of the examples of 

30 Peters 2015, 34.
31 See Peters 2015, 46.
32 Weingarten 2016.
33 Vickers – Gill 1994.



Artefact typology as media ecology

125

‘skeuomorphism’ are much less obviously based on a prototype.34 Metals do seem to 
be cited in clay, certainly; but then so does stone, and other ‘media’ for that matter. 
We might consider ceramic cups that have the slender strap handle and thin walls 
of metal, but a surface treatment that looks like textile, as in the so-called Early Wo-
ven Style.35 Then there are cups (and jugs) that have metal ribbing and yet white 

34 McCullough 2014.
35 MacGillivray 1998.

Fig. 5a, b: Prototype silver kantharos (from Gournia, Crete), and ceramic kantharos (from Malia, 
Crete) (Courtesy of Heraklion Archaeological Museum, Hellenic Ministry of Culture & Sports, Ar-
chaeological Receipts Fund).

Fig. 6: White-dotted ware, Akrotiri, Thera (Nikolakopoulou 2019, Courtesy of the Akrotiri Excavations).
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dots that evoke Yiali obsidian, as in some examples from Akrotiri (Fig. 6).36 With 
some effects, such as the so-called tortoiseshell ripple, it is not clear what material 
is being evoked – metal, wood grain (Fig. 7) – perhaps the very ambiguity itself is 
compelling.37 There are rhyta in a range of shapes and with details of form that sug-
gest metal, ceramic and stone were fluidly interconnected.38 What all these examples 
suggest is that rather than ceramic simply citing and mimicking the apparently more 
valuable medium of metal, there is rather a process of composition at work, whereby 
something new and innovative is being assembled through the bringing together of 
the medium of clay with metallic form. 

Though this compositional logic might seem to be largely between inorganic 
media – clay, stone and metal – we have already hinted above at the involvement of 
the organic too, with textile, wood and basketry all implicated. We can extend this 
reach into natural forms such as triton shells, with not only ‘originals’ used in Mino-
an cult but also various copies from stone, faience and clay (Fig. 8a–b).39 Such is the 
fineness of some of the tritons in other media that it makes you wonder whether the 
‘real’ shell remains the prototype. Indeed, the sense of some originary form which is 

36 Nikolakopoulou 2019.
37 Hatzaki 2013; Knappett 2020.
38 Koehl 2006.
39 Sanavia – Weingarten 2016.

Fig. 7: Tortoiseshell rip-
ple decoration, Akrotiri, 
Thera (Nikolakopoulou 
2019, Courtesy of the 
Akrotiri Excavations).
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Fig. 8a, b:  
A stone triton 
shell with Minoan 
genii (Courtesy 
Ecole Française 
d’Athènes).
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then mimicked does not seem at all satisfactory in this context.40 Form and material 
are being juxtaposed to create something original, a new ‘composition’. The compo-
sitional choices that are made communicate in some way, and create particular rela-
tionships that incorporate knowledge. A final thought on this compositional logic 
concerns the creation of composite creatures in iconography, which runs alongside 
these typological composites. This process has recently been the subject of an inter-
esting commentary by David Wengrow,41 and some of the ‘monsters’ he discusses, 
such as sphinxes and griffins, feature prominently in the Aegean Bronze Age. An-
other Aegean monster with Near Eastern origins is the Minoan genius, derived from 
Taweret. One such compositional scene of Minoan genii is carved on a triton shell-
stone composite (Fig. 8a–b), making it a composite that is doubly chimerical.42

Turning now from composition to modelling, we can see a comparable set of 
processes whereby connections are made across scales that establish the aesthetic 
connections that make an ensemble of types communicative. The scalar transforma-
tion of modelling is typically one of reduction – and we can observe this in Aegean 
Bronze Age material culture in house or shrine models, figurines, and miniatures. 
In terms of house or shrine models from the Aegean Bronze Age, there are some in-
teresting cases from Minoan Crete. An example from Archanes (Fig. 9) is probably 
the only example of a ‘true’ house model. This reduced-scale clay model of a Minoan 
house can be seen as an icon, or even a diagram – and in representing the ‘real’ house 
in this way it changes it. The same might be said for the ‘shrine’ models, like these 
from the Loomweight Basement at Knossos and from the sites of Monastiraki and 
Piskokephalo (Fig. 10).43 We might also recognize that such models are also much 
more widely distributed across the Near East.44 By using such models, worshippers 
change their relationship to those at full scale by being able to comprehend them all 
at once,45 and by enabling their manipulation and even reimagination. 

Such architectural models are not the only models though. We might also think 
of figurines and miniature vessels as models – and both are quite abundant in the 
material culture of the Aegean Bronze Age. It is possible that many of these were 
arranged together with shrine models at cult locatins to form microcosmic scenes 
(perhaps resembling the pre-made microcosm from Kamilari). Whether figurines, 
miniatures, or shrine models, all are ‘unreal’, in being mere icons or diagrams of 

40 Another interesting example is the use of deer teeth and their skeuomorphs in various materials 
as beads in Neolithic Eurasia; for this phenomenon at Çatalhöyük in Anatolia, see Vasić et al. in 
press; for Late Neolithic Hungary and Europe generally, see Choyke 2001.

41 Wengrow 2014.
42 Knappett 2020.
43 Poursat 2008, fig. 134.
44 Muller 2016.
45 Lévi-Strauss 1962; Bachelard 1964.
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‘real’ scale phenomena. But this iconic or diagrammatic relationship puts the real 
in a new light and makes existing types meaningful in particular ways. That there 
exist miniature forms of beaked jugs is quite significant, because it means that this 
type was recognized to have an iconic quality, a sense that was reinforced through 
the miniature itself. 

Further extending the ‘ecology’ of forms of the beaked jug, we might observe 
that it exists in reduced scale in another medium. It is a sign within the writing sys-
tem Cretan Hieroglyphic (Fig. 11).46 Vase shapes are also signs in the undeciphered  
Linear A script. This gives another imagistic (and syllabic) dimension through 
which the form is animated, deepening the ecology across media. What is of further 
interest with Cretan Hieroglyphic is that its signs were not only incised in clay ad-

46 Olivier – Godart 1996.

Fig. 9: House model from Archanes, Crete (Courtesy of Heraklion Archaeological Museum, Hellenic 
Ministry of Culture & Sports, Archaeological Receipts Fund).
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ministrative documents but were also carved into stone seals: we have ‘Hieroglyphic 
seals’ with sign groups.47 The imagistic quality of the form is here further developed, 
not only in terms of the very small scale of the seals bearing such signs, but also their 
materials (e.g. soft stone in MM II), and their capacity for then impressing their 

47 Flouda 2013; Karnava 2015.

Fig. 10: House model from Monastiraki, Crete (Courtesy A. Tzigounaki, A. Kanta, L. Godart 
© Ephorate of Antiquities of Rethymnon, Ministry of Culture and Sports).

Fig. 11: Beaked jug as Cretan Hieroglyphic sign (after Godart and Olivier 1996, table 16).
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signs into clay to form sealings (with the signs then appearing in relief, not intaglio). 
The multiplication of signs that could then follow is another factor in the commu-
nicativeness of types (even though we may doubt ‘mechanical’ reproduction). 

With the use of scaled-down types in this way as images and signs, it becomes 
more apparent how one might see the type as an image which has a communicative 
function of some kind. This may become clearer with the types that appear in a 
script, but it perhaps also pertains to types that do not have such an existence. Even 
if only some types are made images of so explicitly, one can argue that all types have 
that potential and are always already signs to some extent. This position allows us, 
perhaps, to view typologies (assuming they are not just of our own making and that 
there were roughly equivalent ancient categories too) as image systems (Severi, this 
volume; Houston, this volume) that can scaffold knowledge and communicate. This 
seems quite consistent with positions within media ecologies (see Sybille Kramer, 
Friedrich Kittler). 

Typologies as being and becoming

The above focus on supposedly static types and fixed typologies might seem at odds 
with ideas from extended cognition and Actor-Network Theory, as invoked earlier. 
These modes of thinking have been used to stimulate approaches that undermine 
the type as fixity to create an emphasis on becoming. For Gosden and Malafouris, for 
example, categories and entities reinforce hylomorphism, a mode of thinking that 
places the mental before the material.48 With categories as conceptual phenomena 
enforced in matter, there is little scope for the flow in materials to be recognized. In 
creating a hylonoetic emphasis, these authors seek to develop theory and method 
(through a series of postulates and propositions) towards a ‘process ontology’. To 
do this they draw on Whitehead’s process philosophy, as well as Bergson, Peirce, and 
Bateson. They also recognize a series of other attempts to take process seriously, in 
a range of related fields, from Bruno Latour to Tim Ingold to Jane Bennett. Within 
archaeology, one could also cite Ian Hodder’s entanglement theory, and Fowler and 
Harris’ efforts to interpret West Kennet as both wave and particle.49 

A focus on things as eddies within currents, or waves, from a radically relational 
standpoint, has been very stimulating for archaeological thinking. It forces us to 
question what a ‘jug’ or ‘amphora’ even is – and how beginning with these cate-
gories may stymy our creativity and blind us to the very real forces of change that 

48 Gosden – Malafouris 2015.
49 Hodder 2012; Fowler – Harris 2015.
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make materiality paradoxically dynamic.50 At the same time, flux is the flipside of 
stability;51 becoming is in relation, perhaps tense relation, with being – as shown in 
the recent debate between Ingold and Descola on ontogeny vs ontology.52 Of course, 
sets of types are not static. Some types within the typology will fade away and be-
come obsolescent, and others will appear. In the moments of its appearance, a new 
type may be ambivalent and flexible in its function and meaning – this is where we 
might usefully talk of ‘prototypes’. In this phase before the type is stabilised, the 
prototype may attract more explicit and conscious knowledge discourse. The exten-
sive literature on innovation targets these very moments of what Bijker has called 
‘interpretative flexibility’.53 However, the overpowering emphasis on ‘newness’ that 
such studies bring can be problematic: technology becomes synonymous with the 
new, while ‘old’ technologies (that were once new) are off the radar – as they become 
‘infrastructural’, they withdraw.54 By losing sight of such technologies – by allow-
ing them to fall off our analytical as well as experiential radar – we lose the capaci-
ty to understand the dynamic between old and new, between stability and change,  
between being and becoming.

Conclusions

If we can think in terms of systems or ecologies of types, images, and scripts then we 
can rectify this problem whereby types are seen as static. With a more fully ecolog-
ical approach towards types, in which we recognise their communicative as well as 
agentic qualities, we may then ask more effectively how and why it is at particular 
moments that change might occur. Explaining change may appear a tall order to 
some, requiring a mode of Naturwissenschaften reasoning that is barely compatible 
with the kinds of evidence available; in which case, efforts to enrich our understand-
ing (Verstehen, rather than Erklären) of how typological systems operate might seem 
more palatable. Perhaps an intermediate position is feasible for archaeology, which 
does often appear to sit between these modes of reasoning. 

50 See van Oyen 2015.
51 Knappett 2011.
52 Ingold 2016; Descola 2016.
53 Bijker 1995.
54 Peters 2015, 36.
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Jeffrey Quilter

Introduction

With their contemporaries, the Maya of Mexico and Central America, the Moche 
(a.k.a. Mochica) of Peru (Fig. 1) are distinct among the archaeological cultures of 
the Prehispanic New World in their use of veristic (~ ‘representational’) art. While 
discoveries at Moche huaca (temple) sites in the last 20 years have exposed a virtu-
ally new form of Moche artistic representation, however, the art of this Peruvian 
archaeological culture has been mostly known for its elaborate ceramics. Some of 
these ‘finewares’ are remarkable in their apparent skill in representation such as the 
famous ‘portrait heads’ that seem to be true depictions of the ancient dwellers of the 
North Coast of Peru.1

It seems clear that the great appeal of Moche ceramics is mostly due to the rep-
resentational art style employed by their creators. Surveys2 commonly depict Andean 
art as generally quite abstract and thus difficult to interpret and relate to whereas 
Moche art is replete with images of animals and plants, gods and humans. Moche 
art thus offers us opportunities to interpret it in ways that other Andean art seems 
to not allow. Scholars and the public have been so enthusiastic about Moche rep-
resentations that they have sometimes compared their ceramics to Attic vases and, 
closer to home, with Maya painted vessels.

Before proceeding, then, a corrective statement is in order. First, Moche art seems 
unique only if seen from the perspective of Peruvian prehistory. Looking north-
ward, Moche visual culture fits in very well with earlier and contemporary Ecuado-

1 Woloszyn 2008.
2 Pasztory 1998.

Moche representational art
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Fig. 1: Map of the Moche region with sites mentioned in the text (by author).
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rian ceramic traditions in which representational styles were quite common.3 Still, 
Moche was equally involved with contemporary Peruvian cultures and ultimately 
more influenced by them than by their Ecuadorian neighbours. Ultimately, Moche 
was distinct, in and of itself, in comparison to peoples in these and other regions be-
cause it used representational art in new ways never done before and, interestingly, 
never done after Moche ended, as will be discussed, below.

The contributors to this volume have been asked to consider the subjects of their 
expertise as to how they might (or might not?) bridge the gap or play in the space 
between the study of the history of the development of writing systems and the role 
of images in expressing thought processes. Moche art is an appropriate case study 
chiefly because of its representational style and, even more so, because it employed 
narration. Nevertheless, there is no space between a period before writing systems 
and a time when writing was used in the Andes. Andeans never invented systems of 
writing. But they did invent the quipu (a.k.a. khipu), a radically different form of 
‘writing’.

Two major edited volumes have been published that discuss writing “without 
words” and “alternative literacies” in the ancient Americas.4 It thus is not my inten-
tion, here, to review the issue of how forms of literacy may or may not have exist-
ed in the prehispanic New World or the relative values between different forms of 
recording human thoughts or speech. Rather, here I wish to concentrate on a few 
examples of how one particular Andean archaeological culture, the Moche used var-
ious means by which to apparently (in some cases) or certainly (in other cases) make 
such records. As quipu generally are recognized as the most certain and, perhaps, 
most sophisticated form of record keeping in the Andes, however, I begin by briefly 
discussing them after which I will discuss examples of Moche marking and messag-
ing followed by a summary discussion.

To provide some background for readers unfamiliar with the Moche, I offer a 
thumbnail review of this archaeological culture. I then shift to discuss the most 
developed recording system in the Prehispanic Andes, the quipu of the Inca, and 
other Inca symbolic systems. I also shift far back in time to the Initial Period (ca. 
2000–1000 BC) to discuss some issues of long-term symbolic systems that appear to 
have endured over many centuries in the Central Andes.

3 On Ecuadorian arts see Klein – Cruz Cevallos 2007. Of course, the distinctions between Peru 
and Ecuador did not exist in prehistory. Cultures prior to Moche in the larger region also shared 
artistic styles including representational modeling by ceramic styles such as Cupisnique. See 
Burger 1992.

4 Boone – Mignolo 1994; Boone – Urton 2011.
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Moche defined

Moche is an archaeological culture, only existing in the minds of archaeologists and 
those who listen to them or read their writings. As such, it is defined as a distinct set 
of archaeological remains in a delimited time and space. The chronological span is 
circa AD 300 to 800, and the space consists of about nine river valleys on the North 
Coast of Peru. The distinct archaeological remains consist of a range of things, but 
of special note are large, brightly painted temples (huacas); the burials of elite rul-
er-priests and priestesses with fancy regalia, including gold objects; and elaborately 
painted and modelled ceramic finewares.

The Moche have been studied for more than a century although they were only 
defined as a distinct culture in the 1930s through the work of a North Coast ha-
cendado, Rafael Larco Hoyle.5 Larco also thought of the Moche as a distinct social 
culture with a hierarchical government that ruled over the entire North Coast. His 
view was adopted by both Peruvian and foreign archaeologists and it was only in 
the 1990s when new information led to an undermining of the concept of Moche 
as a nation-state as Larco envisioned it. For much of that time, too, most studies of 
Moche relied on studying finewares that were thought to represent a single develop-
mental sequence of ceramics produced through state control (Fig. 2). These ideas, 
also, have recently been challenged and generally are no longer supported.

Today, Moche seems less like a single cultural and political system and more as 
a social and religious system that included a political and economic dimension but 
which was not uniform throughout the North Coast nor through the many cen-
turies of its recognized existence. A full coverage of issues on the nature of Moche 
cannot be adequately covered, here, but some clarifications will be forthcoming in 
the following discussion. For now, it can be noted that by the time of Moche, people 
throughout Peru had most of the domesticated plants and animals that continued 
to be relied upon to and beyond the arrival of Spaniards in the sixteenth century. 
The Moche and their contemporaries also built impressive irrigation canals and 
maintained roads in and between river valleys. They were skilled in many arts and 
crafts as can be followed in the literature.6 Here, however, we turn our attention 
to Moche signing. In order to best appreciate the Moche case, however, we must 
review the best known and most advanced symbolling systems known for the pre-
historic Central Andes, that of the Inca, the last independent Andeans.

5 Larco Hoyle 2001 [1938].
6 See Quilter 2010; Castillo – Uceda 2008.
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Quipu

Quipu (Fig. 3) are a sophisticated means by which to record all sorts of informa-
tion.7 Although hundreds are known from museum collections around the world 
and while they are mentioned in Spanish chronicles from early times, we do not 
have a specific guide as to how they were used in antiquity. Recent scholarship has 
revolved around the issue of whether these knotted string records were only mem-
ory aids that recorded numbers or whether they were able of recording narratives, 
as some early Spanish chroniclers stated. The evidence, including both archival and 
archaeological breakthroughs, increasingly demonstrates that some quipu indeed 
held narratives.8

7 Andeanists differ whether to use older spellings, such as quipu, and Inca or newer ones (khipu, 
Inka) and, as might be expected, there are all sorts of political ramifications in choosing one 
or the other. My preferences are obvious. Similarly, my choice to use quipu and Inca for both 
singular and plural forms is common though also contested by some.

8 Hyland 2017; Quilter – Urton 2002; Urton 2017; Urton – Chu 2015.

Fig. 2: Moche finewares consist of four major forms (top to bottom): stirrup spout bottles, floreros, 
cancheros, and cántaros (after Donnan – Mackey 1978).
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Thus, depending on how one defines ‘writing’ the Inca may be said to have had 
such a system: a means by which to record and present speech in another medium. 
This three-dimensional form of writing, however, did not emerge from a graphic or 
painterly artistic tradition as was common everywhere else writing developed but 
rather from Andean mastery of the textile arts. 

The majority of the 923 quipu9 currently available for study date to late prehis-
tory, based on archaeological finds and Spanish accounts.10 Currently, the earliest 
identified and generally agreed upon quipu are from the Middle Horizon, ca. AD 
650–1000. The nature and styles of the few such quipu known from that time are 
radically different than the long pendant cords hanging from a main cord of Inca 
times and, at present are completely uninterpretable.11 No subsequent quipu are 
known from the time between the end of the Wari and Tiawanaku cultures of the 
Middle Horizon and the time of the Inca, a span of four centuries, although it is 
well recognized that the highland climates where quipu may have been made by 
members of any of these archaeological cultures is not conducive to preservation of 
organic remains of threads and cords. So, again, contemporary scholarship considers 

9 Urton 2017, 4.
10 For example, Guaman Poma de Ayala 2006 [ca. 1599].
11 Splitstoser 2019.

Fig. 3: A quipu from Leymebamba, Centro Mallqui, Lake of the Condors, Peru. Some consist of only 
a few cords while other have many (photograph courtesy of Gary Urton).
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that the quipu only became elaborated by the Inca in the century or so prior to the 
arrival of the Spaniards.

If we accept quipu as a legitimate form of writing, then asking how art might 
have led to or was related to writing in the ancient Andes raises different and inter-
esting points than discussing the origins of cuneiform, hieroglyphs, or logograms.12 
For it seems obvious that the origins of quipu, being strings, lie in cordage, a ubiqui-
tous technology yet one of the most ignored. Fibre technology has been described as 
“the unseen weapon that allowed the human race to conquer the earth”,13 and one 
of the earliest of technologies, dating to the Paleolithic Period, and recently shown 
to have been a technology used by Neanderthals.14 Karen Hardy15 points out that 
fibres, rolled into string, provide a means of holding things together, physically and 
metaphorically, as the social demands for processing fibres and making tools (bags, 
slings, lassos, clothing) from them helped shape societies, as well. The Paleolithic 
migrants to the New World certainly had advanced fibre technologies in order to get 
to the Americas, however they came. Once in South America, specialized fibre crafts 
devoted to coastal fishing and highland hunting and, eventually, camelid pastoral-
ism, were in high demand. 

Be that as it may, however, and although many people have used knotted strings 
to keep accounts, they did not become elaborated as quipu anywhere other than 
the highlands of Peru and, as best we can judge such things, by the most ‘civilized’ 
and ‘urbanized’ peoples of the Central Andes, compared to many others. This bears 
repeating for emphasis: while fibre arts began in remote antiquity it was only when 
complex social organizations emerged that ‘writing’ in strings and knots developed. 
Before going on with this theme, however, let us return to look at Moche art and 
culture for a comparison with these other developments.

Despite the line of argument that I have just presented, it is worth noting that 
Gary Urton, the leading contemporary scholar on quipu believes that they were not 
a form of writing but rather a means of record keeping using a standardized, com-
plex set of ‘semasiographic’ signs.16 This point has great merit for many of the sym-
bol systems I will discuss for the ancient Andes appear to be just that, record keep-
ing systems or systems of communication by the use of signs rather than a means 
of inscribing speech, per se. Nevertheless, sets of numbers can narrate as much as 
words can. Quipu scholar Marcia Ascher17 points out that by knowing a person’s 

12 Senner 1991.
13 Barber 1994.
14 Hardy et al. 2020.
15 Hardy 2008.
16 G. Urton, personal communication to Quilter, 18/1/2020.
17 Ascher 2002.
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postal code, date of birth, street address, credit card number, and the amount due 
on that card, a very precise and detailed narrative of a person’s recent history can be 
constructed and, depending on the numbers in question, much more.

Moche inscriptions 

The Moche did not have quipus but they did have math. Quipus work on a base-ten 
numerical system. The Moche had either a base-ten or a base-five system as in evi-
dence in its art and in groupings of things.18 It would have required a considerable 
amount of planning and organization including a system of measurements and, like-
ly, weights, to build large temples made of adobe bricks as well as to carry out many 
other complex tasks such as urban planning or the industrial processes involved in 
metallurgy. Still, the lack of quipus in Moche society suggests that keeping track of 
great numbers of people, animals (llamas, guinea pigs), or materials at the kind of 
scale that the Inca did was not part of Moche culture. It is one of the reasons why 
Moche does not appear to have been a complex state organization.19 

The Moche also marked adobe (sun-dried clay) bricks used in the construction 
of their temples (Fig. 4). The marks were made when the brick had been formed but 
the clay still wet as it was drying. Marks are decidedly simple: a handprint, a circle, a 
diagonal line, an X, dots (made with fingers) of various numbers. The design styles 
are similar from site to site but there is no indication of a standard set of symbols 
throughout the Moche region. Marked adobes usually are found in large temples 
known as huacas, made of solid blocks of adobes, often built in wall sections. 

Identifying, analysing, and discussing the nature and meaning of marked adobes 
has been a minor academic industry at various times in the past.20 It was suggest-
ed that laborers of different social groups built different sections of the Huacas de 
Moche as a form of labour tax and may have used marked adobes to keep track of 
their contributions of bricks or work. This does not appear to have been true for all 
sites, however. Specific styles of marked adobes are not always confined to distinct 
wall sections and accounting of the contribution could have been done when bricks 
were delivered after which they could be mixed in the construction of the huaca. In 
sum, then, marked adobes very likely frequently did serve to keep track of a particu-
lar social group’s contributions of bricks to the building of a corporate structure, a 
temple, in which different groups had an interest. 

18 Donnan 2007, 199–202.
19 Quilter – Koons 2012.
20 Hastings – Moseley 1975; Shimada 1994, 98–100; 162–166.
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This system did not last very long and the degree to which it could have been re-
lated to the development of a signing-systems is dubious, at best, given that, indeed, 
such a system never developed. This underscores the fact that people do need to 
keep track of things and so marking and inscribing materials and objects is a wide-
spread phenomenon but it is not writing which is qualitatively a different thing than 
accounting.

Moche markings and representations

Moche fineware vessels were made by using piece-moulds, sections of a complete 
vessel that were made and then ‘glued’ together using a slurry of clay and water.21 
Based on excavations at two well-studied workshops and via studies of ceramics, 
themselves, it is evident that Moche potters had a set of clay moulds that they could 
employ in different combinations. A set of moulds could produce two warrior fig-
ures, for example, that shared basic features with differences provided by switching 
out some moulds for different effects, adding a few details through hand-done de-
tails as well as by different painting on the figures.

21 Donnan – McClelland 1999.

Fig. 4: Moche marked bricks from Huaca Cao Viejo, Chicama Valley (by author).
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Now, art historian Margaret Jackson, who participated in the excavation of one 
of the Moche workshops, Cerro Mayal, made a careful study of moulds found there 
and at the Huacas de Moche and in museum collections.22 She discovered that 
moulds used for making Moche fineware vessels had marks on their surfaces of dif-
ferent types. Register marks were non-representational, straight-line incisions lead-
ing off the edges to help artists align two- or multiple-part moulds. 

Pictorial alignments are marks on the rough, lumpy surfaces of moulds that ex-
press the moulds’ interiors in a one-to-one correspondence. For example, the de-
tailed face of an elite man was indicated by a rough sketch of an eye and a mouth, an 
owl’s face is represented by the outline of the face and another eye, and a grimacing 
deity figure again is represented by a sketch of the face. Presumably, these markings 
were for the convenience of the potter so that he or she could quickly know which 
mould was which. 

There was a third type of marking on moulds for which the mark did not rep-
resent a shorthand version of the design of the actual mould. Instead, the images 
on the exterior are more abstractly related to the image that would be produced by 
using the mould. Thus, a mould for a rattle did not show the object but, rather, a 
sketch of a man with a rattle apparently in his hand. A rattle is shown, however, on 
a mould for a figure of a woman giving birth and Jackson suggests that some rela-
tionship may have been understood between rattles and giving birth.23 She suggests 
that another motif may have been for “ritual vessel assemblage” and that geometric 
“textile-style” patterns are associated with a set of moulds of human faces.

We have some information on languages spoken on the North Coast seven cen-
turies after the Moche.24 We do not know the degree to which the languages of re-
mote prehistory were related to those of the Colonial Period, when the Spanish first 
started to record them although there are various suggestions that there could very 
well have been some such continuities over the centuries. We also know that there 
were other languages about which we know very little, however. Thus, we have no 
way to know if there was some linguistic relationship between some of the symbols 
shown on the Moche mould exteriors and what was represented inside.

A visual use of synecdoches is also in evidence in these mould marks. The crest 
of a warrior’s helmet stands for the whole warrior or the head of a war club symbol-
izes the entire club. In sum, the marking of piece-moulds on their exterior offers us 
a lot to consider concerning Moche conceptions of how parts relate to wholes and 
how different segments or sections of narrations and of things relate one to another. 
Indeed, it is interesting that Moche signing on the outside of clay containers with 

22 Jackson 2002; 2008.
23 Jackson 2008, 102–103.
24 Cerrón – Palomino 1995.
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their more important features on their insides – the actual working imagery to be 
used – has resonances with Denise Schmandt-Besserat’s25 observations on how Mes-
opotamian cuneiform writing may have developed from shorthand markings made 
on the outside of clay envelopes containing symbolic tokens on their insides.

The Moche also marked beans (Fig. 5). They depicted the beans, themselves, as 
well as runners carrying bags with marked beans in them, and there are representa-
tions of deities with marked beans, as well. There are actual examples of the distinc-
tive bags as shown in art with marked beans in them in various museum collections 
and even beans with marks on them. Many people have thought that the marked 

25 Schmandt-Besserat 2010.

Fig. 5: Stirrup spout bottle with painting of marked beans (courtesy Museo Rafael Larco Hererra, 
Lima, Peru. Catalogue No. ML002474).
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Fig. 6: Moche stirrup spout bottle depicting the ‘Revolt of the Objects’ (courtesy Museum Fünf Kon-
tinente, Munich).
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the marked beans were a writing system and Rafael Larco Hoyle thought that the 
marked beans were hieroglyphic signs.26 While the idea of the beans as carrying some 
kinds of messages is tantalizing, no one has found a way to interpret them.

The Moche also made marks on themselves – tattoos – but, to date, no one has 
conducted a study of them. We only have a few examples of tattooed skin. Known 
tattoos tend to be images similar to those found in other art, such as depictions of 
supernaturals. What is quite clear from these different examples is that the Moche 
were quite interested in keeping accounts of things and using systems by which to 
do so.

Moche narrativity

In the early 1990s, three scholars independently concluded that Moche art expressed 
narration. Jürgen Golte of the Freie Universität Berlin, had been working on this 
topic longer than anyone, since the 1980s, but his publications only became widely 
known in the early 1990s.27 His work led him to claim that he had found a long 
mythic narrative that involved a culture hero identified as ‘Wrinkle Face’. Mean-
while, in Peru, Luis Jaime Castillo was exploring narrativity in linking various scenes 
shown on ceramics and murals in what he referred to as the ‘Warrior Narrative’.28 
And, I was concluding that a version of the ‘Revolt of the Objects’, as recounted 

26 Larco Hoyle 2001 [1938], 1942.
27 Golte 1994.
28 Castillo 1989.

Fig. 7: A roll-out drawing of the imagery on the ‘Revolt of the Objects’ vessel shown in Figure 6.(Chris-
topher B. Donnan and Donna McClelland Moche Archive, 1963–2011, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees 
for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.).
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in Peruvian early colonial documents and elsewhere in the New World, was also 
expressed in Moche ceramic and mural art (Fig. 6 and 7).29

The relative merits of these three different approaches are not of great impor-
tance, here. Indeed, one of the points I have been making for some time, now, is 
that there has been too much insistence by many scholars that Moche art should be 
interpreted in one way and in one way only. A unitary model for interpreting Moche 
art was common when the art was thought to be ‘corporate’ – the product of a single 
state entity.

When Moche was considered to have been an expansionist state ‘Moche art’ 
was thought of as a single phenomenon produced by the state in a ‘corporate’ style. 
While style differences through time were acknowledged, the assumption of a uni-
form Moche style meant that scholars could ‘cherry-pick’ art without much regard 
to where artefacts (mostly ceramics) had been found and not even too much con-
cern about their relative dating in the 5-phase sequence developed by Larco Hoyle. 
The single state model also allowed for the iconographic studies of pottery in mu-
seum and private collections that had been purchased from looters because the pro-
venience details were seen as not too important given the assumed standardization 
of Moche ceramic styles and the messages their art may have carried. Still, while we 
now are more concerned about the variability of Moche styles based on an inter-
pretation of a heterogeneous Moche political landscape, there were shared cultural 
styles through time and space.

Narrational strategies

For present purposes, the most important point to consider is that the Moche rep-
resentational art style did not simply allow for narration to be made but (admittedly, 
taking a utilitarianist and functionalist approach), that there was a need to express 
narration that led to the Moche veristic art style (Fig. 7). There was something about 
what Moche was, as a socio-cultural phenomenon, that made advantageous or use-
ful for employment in art. I believe that the main impetus for narration and, indeed, 
for the creation of fineware ceramics with fineline painting of narrative scenes on 
them, was that Moche, especially early Moche, ca. AD 250 to 450 or thereabouts, 
was a distinct social, political, and religious system (with concomitant economic and 
other consequences) that actively recruited people, elites and commoners, to join it. 
My argument for why I believe this was so is too long to present, here, but includes 
the very fineware vessels, themselves, that are so emblematic of the archaeological 

29 Quilter 1990.
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culture. These objects were consumed by people in the hinterlands and the apparent 
desirability to acquire such items strongly suggests that ‘becoming Moche’ was a key 
aspect of what the archaeological culture was all about.

Now, an interesting aspect of Moche narration is how that story-telling was ab-
breviated and segmented. While walls allowed for presentation of long narrations 
of various kinds,30 painted ceramics had relatively limited surface space, resulting 
in three approaches to resolve this problem. The first approach was to paint figures 
smaller so that more could fit on the pottery vessels. The second approach was to 
produce symbolic short-cuts to reference larger concepts, graphic versions of me-
tonymy and synecdoche. And the third approach was to present segments of longer 
narratives, basically editing the story so that a significant scene was presented that 
could be understood as part of a longer story.31

All three of these graphic solutions to decorating ceramic vessels are techniques 
that might have led to the development of writing but did not. While painting fig-
ures smaller seems to not take a great amount of thought, the development of ‘short-
hand’ representations to refer to longer concepts does seem like it is only a few steps 
away from some form of writing as does the editorial process of choosing key scenes 
from a longer narrative to depict. 

Moche’s use of veristic art styles on ceramics served a number of purposes and 
the presence of segments of narratives suggests two impulses. For the producers of 
these vessels there is the impulse to promulgate ideas while for the consumers of the 
ceramics there is a sense of an opening up of conversations. Fineware ceramics were 
made at and obtained from temple sites (huacas) by pilgrims who lived elsewhere. 
The stories narrated in Moche art thus served to create Moche. As I suggested above, 
Moche was a process of ethnogenesis based upon a religious system that promulgated 
itself through artwork; people became Moche, especially early on. Not all art that 
we call Moche was part of that effort but a lot of it was. The stories told by the art 
and the religious system it expressed with its political, social, and economic ties were 
apparently well enough understood by the consumers of those ceramics, that they 
did not need to have the whole story, as it were, on a single vessel. 

In this way, I believe that the narrative scenes on Moche ceramics served simi-
lar roles to the scenes on Attic vases as considered by Robin Osborne:32 the scenes 

30 Quilter 2007.
31 Margaret Jackson (2008; 2011) has proposed that Moche artistic conventions carried much 

more specific information than most scholars have recognized. For example, she interprets  
secondary images such as plants or birds, on the peripheries of battle scenes as being modifiers 
to the meanings of the depicted warriors who, themselves may be historical figures identified 
through details of their clothing. While an intriguing hypothesis, no one has found a way to 
independently confirm Jackson’s proposals. 

32 Osborne 2007.
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served as a starting point for a discussion of what was represented. There was narra-
tion in Moche art but not all pots could be ‘read’ and while we may be attempting 
to read narratives in Moche art they, who made, obtained, and used these ceramics, 
knew the stories so they may not have been reading them so much as referencing 
them like those Classical Greek symposium participants using the images as starting 
places rather than as strict narrations. This is just as true for modelled vessels as well 
as fineline-painted ones while, at the same time, many Moche fineware vessels may 
have had functions that had little to do with narration. But there is more to marking 
an inscribing in Moche art than the expression of narration on fineware ceramics.

Tocapu and place signs

There are two other representational systems that consideration of might help us to 
appreciate issues of non-verbal communication in the ancient Andes. One appears 
late, the tocapu of the Inca and the other is very early, apparent place signs or some-
thing like them, which first appear in Initial Period (ca. 1700–1200 BC) temples. 
Tocapu (Fig. 8) are quadrilateral figures with geometric designs (Fig. 4). They are 
most often found on textiles and qeros (drinking tumblers) but are also known to 
have been painted on burial towers and other media. They have been interpreted as 
hieroglyphs but they were not. Some of them may have been like European heraldry 
in representing specific places, peoples, or Inca bureaucracies, such as an elite army 
corps. But they do not seem to have been logograms; they did not represent words 
or phrases but, rather, the thing, itself. In his review of both scholarship on tocapu 
as well as the images, themselves, Thomas Cummins observes that there are Mo-
che mural images that seem very much like tocapu while other murals are organized 
on grids that suggest that tocapu-like arrangements were of interest to the Moche.33  
Nevertheless, the Moche did not have a clearly developed system of logograms. The 
stylized rectangles could have been something like tocapus but these kinds of sym-
bols apparently were widespread and quite ancient in Peru.

The Garagay temple complex in the Rimac Valley dates to the Initial or Form-
ative Period and was occupied ca. 1000 BC. It was excavated in the 1970s34 and re-
cently has been opened for more investigations. Moulded clay friezes in the atrium 
of the main temple at Garagay have attracted attention for many years. Interspersed 
between representations of deities or mythological creatures are moulded elements 
with an apparently abstract design of a feather-like element and a stepped motif 

33 Cummins 2011, 293–297.
34 Ravines – Isbell 1975.
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(Fig. 9).35 The same image or similar images appear elsewhere in prehistoric Andean 
art including Moche, more frequently a stepped motif and a curled element. I be-
lieve that the image may represent the union of sea and land with the stepped design 
possibly a representation, in profile, of the andenes, the terraces that were the basis 
of Andean agriculture and that also were used to build the early temples. Whatever 

35 Quilter 2001, 24–25.

Fig. 8: An all-tocapu tunic (© Dumbarton Oaks, Pre-Columbian Collection, Washington, D.C.).
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its true meaning, the long duration of use of this image suggests that it had staying 
power and that it was associated with an idea, a concept.

The Garagay icons are not tocapu but seem similar. As noted above, tocapu were 
not only images on textiles but also found on ceramics and architecture. Still, there is 
a strong link in Colonial Period references between the term and textiles and Cum-
mins, himself, states that tocapu are geometric designs framed and arranged in grid 
patterns, something not the case at Garagay and neither at other sites with similar 
presumable emblems. Nevertheless, the tocapu and step-and-wave emblem partake 
of the same signing strategy of presenting abstracted designs that have variable de-
grees of similitude to what they represent but, in all, are abstract references to con-
crete things. Perhaps tocapu derive from the kinds of emblems that first appeared at 
Initial Period temples such as Garagay.

The issue concerning textiles and tocapu is an interesting one because Andean 
textiles are filled with symbolic images. Textiles are considered by many as the great-
est Andean art form and they were highly prized by the Inca and others. One of 
the greatest honors that the Sapa Inca could bestow on someone was to give them 
a garment of cumbi cloth made of the finest camelid hair and praised even by the 
Spaniards as an exceptional fabric. The famous Dumbarton Oaks ‘all-tocapu’ tunic is 
doubly significant not only because it is covered in tocapu but also because it almost 
certainly is an example of cumbi. Weavers throughout the Conquest Period down 
to the present day continue to use motifs in their textiles that have specific symbolic 
meanings even if they no longer use tocapu as their ancestors once did.36

36 Callañaupa Alvarez 2013.

Fig. 9: The Garagay stepped motif and wave elements as seen on an atrium wall at the ceremonial com-
plex. At right is an interpretation of how the original image may have appeared (by author).
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Summary

Moche art employed “technologies of enchantment”.37 Temple murals pulsated 
with colour and movement such as the dramatic ‘Maritime Frieze’ at the Huaca Cao 
Viejo in the Chicama Valley, appearing to continue, to move, beyond the confines 
of its frame or the marching warrior and prisoners around the plaza floor. This art 
moves by itself but would have moved all the more when viewed with the aid of 
the alcohol in chicha (maize ‘beer’) and the mescaline of the San Pedro cactus. So 
too, Moche fineline painted and modelled vessels were an entirely new medium that 
must have been seen as extremely exciting and innovative in their day. 

While there were precedents for the kinds of representations we see on vessels, 
the Moche took the art of portable imagery to new levels and, more importantly, the 
franchise was enlarged to include many more people than before who had access to 
fancy ceramics, probably receiving them as members of a particular temple group. 
Michele Koons38 has identified a distinct Moche ceramic sub-style that she believes 
was shared by the communities that were on the same branch of the irrigation canal 
network the members of which presumably considered the main temple complex 
on it, Licapa II, as their religious centre. It is quite likely that this is how Moche 
ceramic art styles worked, in general, as both makers and signs of social identity and 
in a nested way so that the general style that we think of as Moche was a project 
in ethnogenesis while the sub-styles gave meaning to and reinforced the corporate 
identify of smaller social units.

The Moche marked many things to make symbols and to keep track of human 
affairs. As Jeffrey Splitstoser notes “[i]n a society without writing, colour most likely 
held far more importance as a messaging medium than it does today.”39 Indeed, there 
may have been many other ways that the Moche and other prehistoric cultures were 
making messages with material objects that we just have not yet recognized. Scholars 
note that Middle Horizon (ca. AD 600–1000) tapestry woven tunics – some of the 
most technically complex textiles of the ancient world – exhibited compression of 
design fields. It was only after careful study, however, that it became clear that tunics 
of the Wari polity had vertical designs that narrowed towards the edge while (at least, 
late coastal) Tiwanaku tunics narrowed towards their centres.40 Wari and Tiwanaku 
were contemporary cultures that were somehow related in ways which we still do 
not fully understand. The styles of the textiles indicate that they were consciously 
distinguishing themselves from each other via the style of compressed designs on 

37 Gell 1998.
38 Koons 2015.
39 Splitstoser 2019.
40 Bergh 2012.
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elites’ garments which were sending messages to anyone who saw an official wearing 
such a garment. It is these kinds of highly sophisticated, highly visual, and highly 
communicative manipulation of objects that are examples of the non-writing liter-
ateness of the ancient peoples of the Central Andes.

The Moche did not have a writing system if we take that to mean a standardized 
means by which to render verbal speech into another medium. Like many others in 
the ancient New World and throughout the non- or pre-literate world, in general, 
the Moche had highly developed symbol systems that communicated many ideas 
even if they did not write. They and many other ancient cultures of the Central 
Andes were very close to developing writing, however, given that the Inca finally did 
in the form of their quipus.

 Why the Moche did not write perhaps is even more curious than it might be 
given all of the examples we have seen of marking and sign-making. I think that the 
answer as to why they did not is relatively simple, however: Moche was not a single 
socio-political system over a wide geographic area as were the Inca. As noted previ-
ously, Moche was primarily a religion with political, social, and economic aspects but 
politics and economics were locally based, within a river valley or two. The state of re-
search on Moche is so elemental that we do not really know with any precision what 
kinds of economic exchanges of prestige goods took place between one Moche royal 
court and another. Rather than a single united polity, Moche seems to have been 
politically more like the European Middle Ages or many other cases, such as Pre- and 
Classical Greece in which there was a common religion (with local variants) but po-
litical power was locally based. In Medieval Western Europe, the (Roman Catholic, 
and thus ‘universal’) church was active, politically, but was ignored, challenged, and 
even fought. Religious heresies arose to challenge established authority and these 
were as much social and even ethnic movements as they were spiritually based.

Sometime in the ninth century and possibly into the tenth, Moche culture end-
ed. How and why that occurred are matters that are still unclear to us. What we 
do know, however, is that the end of Moche occurred as highland cultures of the  
Middle Horizon, Wari and Tiahuanaco, arose and strongly influenced much of Peru. 
Although post-Moche culture, known as Lambayeque, on the farther North Coast, 
seems to have been something like a version of Moche, it was conquered by the King-
dom of Chimor (a.k.a. Chimu) based at the city of Chan Chan, farther south. Both 
of these cultures were organized on very different principles than Moche. 

What seems to be the most important aspect of these cultures, especially Chimu, 
is that the propagation of a religious system that was also a nested hierarchy in which 
each family kept its own ancestral mummies with higher-order social groups (ayllus) 
maintaining more important mummies. In other words, every family was its own re-
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ligious unit nested within a matrix of larger and larger units. This kind of system did 
not need to narrate anything because any narrations in revering or celebrating ances-
tral figures could be done as easily by recounting their deeds or personalities. There 
was no need to ‘sell’ an ideology, creed, or set of deities because the deities were one’s 
grandparents or great-grandparents or the great lord who was like a parent. 

Moche sold. It promulgated its deities and ideas and it was quite successful in 
doing so for a century or two and that is why it needed to produce narratives and 
representational art that expressed the religious narrative. When Moche ended, re-
placed by structurally simpler though organizationally larger systems, those narra-
tive devices were no longer needed and so were no longer used. Only later, with the 
rise of the Inca Empire were accounting and recounting needed. The Inca sold their 
new approach to society, culture, and religion and forced it on conquered peoples, 
practices that likely had been carried out in earlier eras. As best we can tell, the Inca 
were the most organized, most expansive, and most bureaucratic political system 
that the Andes had ever experienced and so the quipu system was refined and insti-
tuted as an apparatus of the conquest state.
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Part II

Reconfiguring image and script



Introductory Essay



Carlo Severi

In this chapter, I would like to pose two questions. One is empirical: can we identify 
a set of formal features that Mesoamerican writings have in common with other 
Native American picture-writings? The second is of a more theoretical nature: What 
makes a picture-writing ‘complex’? 

The first question concerns a possible comparison between Mesoamerican writ-
ings and other Native American picture-writing systems, a perspective rarely adopt-
ed in earlier studies.1 I don’t mean to suggest that the notion of pictography is never 
mentioned in the very lively discussions that specialists have conducted about Meso- 
american writings in the last thirty years. On the contrary, the notion of the picto-
graph is very often evoked in these debates. However, the notion of picture-writing 
everyone refers to is defined only in very abstract terms, usually extracted from ty-
pological definitions given in treatises about writing.2 Remarkably, real Amerindian 
picture-writings, coming from outside the Mesoamerican cultural world, have al-
most never been compared with Mesoamerican writings. One may wonder why it 
has been so.

Actually, for decades, scholars have posed an entirely different question. They 
wanted to know whether Mesoamerican writings were, in fact, ‘writings’, or not. 
For an entire tradition of studies, dating at least from Gelb,3 Mesoamerican writ-
ings were considered ‘pictographs’ in the weakest sense of the term. They were con-

*  A first draft of this essay was presented as the Opening Lecture of the Conference Image, Thought, 
and the Making of Social Worlds, organized by David Wengrow (UCL, London) in Freiburg, July 
2019.

1 For the definition of Mesoamerican writings, I refer to Marcus (1992), who includes in this 
group the Aztec, Mixtec, Zapotec, and Maya systems. In this paper, however, I refer mainly to 
Aztec and Mixtec systems.

2  E.g. Gelb 1952; De Francis 1989; Sampson 1985.
3 Gelb 1952.
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sidered as being very far from linguistic signs, and thus unreadable. Other scholars 
(among them Jansen, Boone, Caso, and León-Portilla),4 for good reasons, defiantly 
decided to consider them as ‘full writings’, and started to read them – with spectac-
ular results. That decision, however, proved to have a number of less positive con-
sequences. For one, as Boone frankly admitted, it blurred important distinctions in 
the history of writing,5 thus making the comparison of Mesoamerican writings with 
other forms of writing rather difficult. It also blurred any distinction between Meso- 
american and other Native American picture-writings, thus insulating the Meso- 
american cultures from other Amerindian cultures. 

The idea of putting Mesoamerica among ‘literate’ societies for purposes of com-
parison also had another paradoxical consequence: it confirmed the traditional op-
position between writing and non-writing (and all the fallacies connected to it). As 
Boone writes: 

Writing is not merely a type of notational system, but an entire cultural category. It 
has been used to distinguish literate people from preliterates, people with history from 
those without, and even civilized people from barbarians or primitives […] Given these 
meanings, how can we deny that the Aztecs and Mixtecs had writing?6
 

This decision, even if it proved strategic for the development of certain kinds of 
research, left unexplained the fact that, in Mesoamerica, the use of writing never 
covered anything even remotely approaching the totality of a language. Even if it 
was a form of writing (and, as we shall see, I have no doubts on this point), it was a 
very peculiar one. 

In this chapter, I want to argue that this question of Mesoamerican writings’ 
semiotic nature may be reformulated in more balanced and specific terms. Let us 
assume that every recording system has two fundamental aspects. One concerns the 
kind of semiotics that is inherent to the system (where one might list, for instance, 
phonetic signs, symbols, ideographs, picture-writings, or even ‘pictorial images’). 
The other concerns the kind of information that the system is able to convey and 
effectively record. From this point of view, we may state that Mesoamerican writ-
ings, while possessing an inherent semiotics that associates them with many forms 
of writing and even ‘true writing’, still have an ability to record information that is 

4 Jansen 1988, 1992; Boone 2000, 2007; Caso 1992, 1996; León-Portilla 2003.
5 “As an Aztec specialist, I argue for a broader […] definition of writing, one that embraces non-

verbal systems. Several of my colleagues, people whom I respect and whose opinions I trust, ask 
me why we need to do this, when such a broadening blurs the important distinction between 
phonetic writing and other forms” (Boone 2000, 29).

6 Boone 2000, 29.
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typical of picture-writing systems. Thus, Mesoamerican writings do not easily fit on 
either side of the traditional opposition between the oral and the written, because 
they combine ways of recording knowledge that belong to both. As we will see, they 
bear witness to a very rich pictographic system that progressively included, in differ-
ent degrees, some crucial forms of writing.

The second question I want to discuss is more general. It concerns the notion of 
‘complex picture-writing’. This notion might seem, at first sight, a contradiction in 
terms. In studies devoted to the history of writing, pictographs are regularly defined 
as rudimentary drawings used in oral traditions to represent basic ideas. They are 
seen as unstable and unreliable means of storing knowledge, and many authors7 have 
defined them as devoid of any possible evolution, and thus of complexity. Gelb8 in 
particular, has famously defined pictograms as “dead end symbols”, whose only pos-
sible evolution is to disappear as such, and give way to the development of linguis-
tic signs, based on the entirely different principle of the representation of sounds. I 
would like to show that the notion of complex picture-writing is not only appropri-
ate and useful in the study of Native American recording systems, but also that the 
theoretical definition of it might help us in building a new approach to the study of 
many recording systems used in traditions that have, until now, been wrongly called 
just ‘oral’.

The two questions I want to address are obviously related. So, I will present my 
argument in two steps. First, I will try to identify a common set of formal features 
through a comparison between Mesoamerican writings and Native American pic-
ture-writings. Secondly, I will try to describe the process that makes a pictogram 
complex, both in visual and cognitive terms. My conclusion will be that the defini-
tion of this kind of complexity may allow us to change, not only our way of catego-
rizing writing systems, but also our understanding of the role that images can play in 
cultural processes of representing and recording knowledge.

From temporal sequences to the categorization of societies

The relationship between picture-writing and ‘real’ (phonetic) writing has usual-
ly been understood in terms of a temporal sequence: picture-writings were said to 
precede in time the invention of writing. From this distinction between picture-writ-
ing and ‘true writing’, on the basis of a sequence in time, a categorical distinction 
between ‘written’ and ‘oral’ traditions was then inferred. ‘Oral’ and ‘written’ tech-

7 Cohen 1958; Diringer 1937; Gelb 1952.
8 Gelb 1952.
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niques of recording knowledge thus became the emblems of oral and written socie-
ties. The written societies were associated with a certain kind of social development, 
marked by urbanization, economic growth, accumulation and exchange of com-
modities, centralization of political power, and a certain kind of social inequality. 
The oral societies were simply seen as devoid of all this.

David Wengrow’s brilliant book The Origins of Monsters is particularly helpful 
for changing this traditional perspective on the historical relations (and categorical 
differences) between pictographs and writings. Wengrow9 has shown in very con-
vincing terms that, in Mesopotamia and the Mediterranean region, the period of 
the ‘birth of writing’ was also the moment in which certain kinds of complex picto-
graphs, in the form of ‘composite beings’ – far from disappearing quietly – actually 
emerge and increase in number. The invention of the cuneiform writing system in 
Mesopotamia coincides with the appearance of what he calls monsters: convention-
al graphic forms that have the unmistakable semiotic form and social function of 
pictographs. Wengrow’s book is very rich, and it has its own fascinating agenda – a 
debate with cognitive anthropology and evolutionary psychologists, which does not 
concern us here. But there is at least one point in it that we should underline: even 
in the paradigmatic case of Mesopotamia, phonetic writing did not rapidly replace 
the use of pictographs. Actually, the two recording systems coexisted for centuries. 

What this means is that, while the existence of a temporal sequence leading from 
picture-writings to ‘true writing’ may or may not be confirmed in this or that em-
pirical situation, it can no longer be used to convert a historical sequence into a ty-
pological classification of societies. Societies might be, for long periods in history, 
not entirely ‘oral’, nor entirely ‘written’. This point is obviously relevant for Meso- 
american writings. From a historical point of view, it is clear that Mesoamerica is a 
good example of the hybrid situations Wengrow is talking about. As Jansen10 has 
rightly remarked, the two recording systems that prevailed in Central America, the 
‘pictographic’ and the ‘hieroglyphic’, coexisted for a long time.11 One might say, 
thus, that Wengrow’s findings are confirmed by what we know about Mesoameri-
can cultures, a situation where, it may be added, the social conditions for the birth 
of writing systems were similar to those in Mesopotamia. 

9 Wengrow 2013, 50–74.
10 Jansen 1988, 89.
11 “Both traditions [pictographic and hieroglyphic] evolved simultaneously and were in use for 

more than 1000 years, during which there were several intensive (commercial and military) 
contacts between the peoples that practiced them. Both systems had their advantages. While 
hieroglyphic writing was capable of preserving a text just as it had been formulated, pictography 
was less esoteric and was capable of being used between speakers of different languages” (Jansen 
1988, 89). 
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Instead of ‘pure’ written traditions that we can oppose to ‘pure’ pictography 
(and a dominating oral transmission of knowledge), we find a great number of hy-
brid cases. Furthermore, the Mesoamerican situation has another feature that con-
tradicts the traditional vision. In Central America, ‘writing’ (including in its sema-
siographic form, which is only partially able to represent sounds) never extended 
its influence to the totality of the languages spoken in the region. As is now well 
established12 all Mesoamerican writings – whether they fully represent sounds, as 
in the Maya writing system, or “incidentally interfere”13 with language, as in the  
Nahuatl and Mixtec cultures – directly record only place or personal names, calen-
dars, and numbers. This in no way means that these forms of writing are less power-
ful than others. It means that the process of reading them involves the decipherment 
of a great amount of implicit knowledge, which is a typical feature of Native Ameri-
can picture-writing systems. 

I will argue, in what follows, that to comprehend the logic of both Native Ameri-
can picture-writing and Mesoamerican writings requires a comparative anthropolo-
gy of Native American recording systems. Rather than trying to determine whether 
Native American techniques of memory are true scripts or mere mnemonics, we 
should explore the formal aspects they have in common. 

Native American picture-writings: a new interpretation 

Since the early 1990s, the main question I have been working on has been: why do 
we call the traditions of peoples who lack the use of writing ‘oral’? 

In many cases, these traditions have been shown to be iconographic just as much 
as oral, founded on images as much as on words. In truth, the classic opposition 
between oral and written traditions is not only unrealistic – in that it pays scant 
attention to intermediary situations in which graphic techniques complete the  
exercise of speech, but do not substitute for it – but furthermore rests on a fallacious 
symmetry. The fact is that there are numerous cultures in which, although the social 
memory seems to be based solely on spoken words, the role of images is part and 
parcel of the process of transmitting knowledge. So, in these circumstances, there 
is no symmetrical opposition between the oral and the written domains. What is 
contrasted with writing, in this opposition, is not simply the spoken word. A com-
bination of words and images that forms a memory technique (far richer than what 
is usually meant when we speak of modern and Western ‘mnemonics’), particularly 

12 Coe 2011.
13 Jansen 1992, 20.
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within the context of ritual discourse, constitutes the alternative that, in many soci-
eties, has prevailed over the practice of writing.14

Fieldwork and comparative analysis have shown that the role played in Native 
American cultures by images related to visual memorization can be complex, persis-
tent in time, logically consistent, and, in many cases, quite effective for the memori- 
zation, for instance, of ritual chants. The first document of this kind I have been 
working on is the Nia Igala (Chant of the demon), belonging to the tradition of the 
Kuna of Panama and Colombia.15 Part of this text relates a journey to the supernat-
ural world, where the chanter finds, visits, and describes a series of sixteen ‘villages’ 
inhabited by animal spirits. Each time, the ‘appearance’ of the village is described in 
almost identical terms. Let us have a look at a fragment of this text and at its tran-
scription in pictographs:16 

Far away, there where the sun’s canoe rises, another village appeared 
The village of the monkeys appeared The village shows its monkeys [...] 
Far away, there where the sun’s canoe rises, further still, 
another village appeared 
The village of the threads (snakes) appeared 
The village that coils up like a thread appears 
The village that coils up like a thread reveals itself 

This text is constituted by a verbal formula (“Far away, there where the sun’s ca-
noe rises, another village appeared”) that is never ‘translated’ into images in the pic-
ture-writing (no “canoe of the sun” is present, for instance). What we find instead 
is a graphic formula, quite independent from the text, which represents the notion 
of ‘village’ by a simple triangle that is repeated each time another village is presented 
(Fig. 1).

So, this document refers to two independent formulas, a verbal and a graphic 
one. The only words of the text that are regularly translated into pictography are the 
‘proper names’ of the villages (in this case, the snakes and the monkeys). Through-
out this section of the Nia Igala, we find them visually represented near the point 
of the triangle that represents the village. Even if it is true that pictograms never 
transcribe all the words recited in the text, the choice of the words transcribed is by 

14 Severi 2015.
15 Gomez – Severi 1983.
16 A first interpretation of this shamanistic chant and of its picture-writing version was published 

in Res 3 (Spring 1982); see Severi 1982. For the Kuna text and a Spanish translation of the Nia 
Igar Kalu, see Gomez – Severi 1983, 150-151. 
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no means ‘irregular’17 or left to chance. Following the alternation between repeat-
ed formulas and ‘lists of variations’ (‘proper names’) that structures the parallelistic 
text of the Nia Igala, the pictograms refer only to certain words in the chants and 
indeed to those very words that, at particular moments in the course of the recita-
tion, play the role of ‘verbal variants’ in relation to a set formula. In this case, then, 
picture-writing translates into images only the list of variations of a chant – usually 
names of places or of individuals – while the verbal formulas that provide the narra-
tive structure of the text are only exceptionally translated into pictograms. This is a 
general rule for Kuna pictographs. 

A pictographic Kuna document is thus always constituted by linguistic formulas 
committed to ‘rote’ memory, graphic formulas that are recognizable but  not im-
mediately related to the words of the recited text, and variations of the text trans-
lated into pictograms. Let me underline that this transcription of the variations is 

17 Goody 1987.

Fig. 1: Enrique Gomez, four villages inhabited by spirits, drawn from the Kuna shamanistic chant 
Nia Igala (Chant of the demon). Drawing in an unpublished manuscript collected by Carlo Severi in 
Mulatup (Comarca de San Blas, Panama) in 1979 (Photo author).
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not merely selective. Using iconographic means to represent certain words (color, 
diff erent kinds of forms, etc.), the traditional picture-writer can also add informa-
tion to the text. As a system of recording knowledge, Kuna picture-writing is then 
both selective and redundant. Furthermore, such a system combines the memory of 
words with visual memory. This link to synesthesia might account for its extraor-
dinary eff ectiveness in Kuna tradition, where we are lucky enough to have both 
picture-writing and the corresponding chants. In this case, therefore, we can identi-
fy a certain amount of explicit knowledge – namely, the memorized chant – which 
is represented by picture-writings. 

Fig. 2: Unknown Dakota artist, sequence of picture-writings from the Dakota Bible, ca. 1870, Dahlem 
Museums, Berlin; (a) ‘Rays of cosmic force’ indicating spiritual strength; (b) Horseman wrapped in a 
blanket with head covered, leading a horse with mane and tail adorned with feathers; (c) Lone horse-
man wrapped in a blanket with head covered; (d) Horseman with face revealed, with ‘rays of cosmic 
force’ above his head (Graphic elaborations from the original by Uffi  cio Grafi co, Einaudi Editore, Tu-
rin, produced for Carlo Severi, Il percorso e la voce; see Severi 2004, 148).
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In my subsequent research,18 I have been able to show that this principle of the 
transcription of variants is fruitfully applicable to the interpretation of a great num-
ber of picture-writing systems in the Americas, in particular from the Plains (Western 
Apache, Ojibwa, Lakota-Dakota, Cheyenne, Arapaho, Kiowa, etc.) and the Alaskan 
Inuit. For present purposes, let us focus on an exceptional document produced in 
the 1870s by a Dakota artist, the so-called Dakota Bible.19 This set of two little books 
includes a New Testament translated into Dakota by Stephen Riggs20 and excerpts 
from the Old Testament (Genesis and Proverbs) translated into Dakota by Thomas 
Williamson, published by the American Bible Society in 1866.21 Across the pages of 
these  two volumes, the Native American author of the picture-writing executed a 
sequence of fifty-seven drawings  to recount his ‘pictographic autobiography’, often 
superposing drawings directly on the Biblical text. One of the characteristics of this 
document that has long confounded researchers is the repetitive nature of the pic-
tographic images – a long sequence of drawings representing a horseman. Actually, 
the composition  of sequences of quasi-identical figures is a general feature of Native 
American picture-writing that one  finds in many other examples. Thus, let us try to 
understand this repetition in the Dakota Bible as an intentional feature and look at 
the manner in which  the pictographic figures are organized in space. Let us consid-
er the figure schema that is many times repeated in the Dakota Bible: a warrior on 
horseback, always turned toward the left (Fig. 2). An examination of this configu-
ration in the various traditions of ‘ledger art’ – Cheyenne, Kiowa, or Arapaho, for 
example – reveals that the figure of the horseman nearly always follows an elementa-
ry spatial organization in which the right side is always more important than the left 
and in which every movement is directed from right to left (or from the right toward 
the center of the image). The figure situated to the right always represents the active 
subject of the action; the one situated to the left represents the passive object of the 
action.22 In this kind of iconography, the figures, far from being independent, find 
themselves defined by one another. 

Candace Greene has pointed out that we are faced here with a graphic style of 
great coherence, in which the observer’s attention is always drawn toward some spe-
cific aspect of a figure through its contrast with the figure facing it. We may add that 
this reciprocal definition of images is equally present when, instead of a symmetrical 
structure in which the images confront one another, we find a linear sequence in 
which each figure precedes or follows another. In other words, the reciprocity that 

18 Severi 2012; 2015.
19 Bolz 1988.
20 Riggs 1866.
21 Riggs 1866.
22 Greene 1996, 30.
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constitutes an essential aspect of the pictographic style may be engendered not only 
by a comparison established on the basis of a symmetrical axis but equally by a linear 
sequence.

Let us look at a sequence of three images of the horseman in the Dakota Bible. 
They all represent  the same horseman without being identical. Each representation 
emphasizes particular characteristics within the same iconographic schema. In this 
way a series of different features is presented, each image creating a specific ‘visual 
definition’ of the horseman. In one, which immediately follows the appearance of 
some ‘rays of cosmic force’ indicating spiritual strength (Fig. 2a), the image of the 
horseman is entirely hidden by a blanket (Fig. 2b). Here, the horseman leads a sec-
ond horse with its mane and tail adorned with feathers. Next, the same horseman 
appears alone, without the second horse (Fig. 2c). Then, the horseman uncovers his 
head; a pictogram indicating the presence of ‘rays of cosmic force’ appears above his 
head, but the pattern on his trousers and the spear held in his hand remain the same 
(Fig. 2d).

In the Dakota Bible, the entire story of the warrior on horseback is thus told by 
repeating a constant iconographic pattern and introducing a series of apparently 
minor, yet crucial variations. In this way, the figure of the horseman seems recogniz-
able and yet, in each image, endowed with different attributes. It is clear that in this 
mosaic construction of representations of the horseman, every image is composed 
of a large number of identical items. Each figure reflects a particular distribution of 
the pieces of the mosaic that are no doubt finite in number. But at the same time, 
each figure constitutes a transformation  of another that either precedes or follows 
it. What seemed a strange repetition is actually the result of a parallelistic organiza-
tion of information based on the alternation of a core set of information, to which 
variants are each time appended. It is worth noticing that, contrary to the Kuna 
case, here we have no corresponding text. If we follow the conventions of this ico-
nography, including the one concerning personal names, the pictographs are fully 
readable.23 We know that these autobiographies were ritually chanted on special oc-
casions among the Plains Indians, and, as I have shown elsewhere24 we can even try 
to reconstruct the corresponding chant of this sequence of pictographs. However, 
given the present state of our knowledge, these pictographs (like almost all the codi-
ces of Mesoamerica) can only be connected to implicit knowledge. 

These analyses have allowed me to extend the initial ‘principle of the transcrip-
tion of variants’ that I have found in the Kuna and other cases, into a wider model25 
whereby picture-writing systems can be studied following three levels of analysis: 

23 Severi 2015.
24 Severi 2015, 159–162.
25 Severi 2012.
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in semiotic terms (order/salience); in relation to memory techniques (codification/
recall); and in terms of logic, expressivity, and power (what the system can represent 
and how). Let me mention here only the general conclusion that I have reached: 
social memory in many Amerindian societies is based neither on a process analogous 
to alphabetic writing nor on some vaguely defined ‘oral tradition’. Instead, it de-
pends on graphic mnemonic devices whose primary role is to describe the relation-
ship between a relatively stable iconographic set and a rigorously structured use of 
ritual language. Amerindian pictography is therefore not some abortive forerunner 
of alphabetic writing but a supple and sophisticated art of memory in its own right, 
with a shared, coherent graphic style and a regular relationship to memorized texts. 

We can thus identify three general aspects of this group of picture-writing sys-
tems, as it concerns their means of encoding knowledge: they always use images 
situated in a mentally oriented space; they are constructed following a parallelistic 
criterion that alternates a stable set of ‘core information’ with graphic variations 
appended to it; and they generally belong to a specific memory technique, which 
confers salience to some keywords (usually appearing as variations in a parallelistic 
text). From a general point of view, it is clear that they condense a great amount of 
implicit knowledge. We can thus conclude, for the moment, that fieldwork materi-
als and comparative analysis have confirmed a very precise (but, alas, long ignored) 
remark made by Henry Schoolcraft around 1850, when he was living in an Ojibwa 
village. According to him, the Native Americans had invented “signs depicting the 
chief objects of stanzas committed to memory”.26 Can we now look at Mesoamer-
ican writings, at least experimentally, against this new background, constituted by 
picture-writings found in other parts of America? 

Remarks on the Tizoc Stone

Let us begin with a famous example of the pre-Columbian Aztec art of writing: 
the so-called Tizoc Stone (Piedra de Tizoc), one of the great sacrificial stones of the 
urban centre of Tenochtitlan27, now displayed at the National Anthropological Mu-
seum in Mexico City (Fig. 3). 

It has the form of a disk, and on top of it there is “a central basin-like hollow 
for sacrificial blood, surrounded by the image of the sun. Around the sides fifteen 
pairs of figures, each consisting of a victor and a captive”,28 appear to designate all 

26 Schoolcraft 1852, 226.
27 Umberger 2007, 86; Navarrete 2011, 186–188.
28 Umberger 2007, 90.
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the towns conquered by the people of Tenochtitlan up to the reign of Tizoc.29 The 
figures of the captives are located between earth and sky bands. As Umberger30 has 
pointed out, “[t]he fifteen pairs of protagonists are posed identically, with the captor  
on the left grasping the hair of the captive on the right” (Fig. 4). 

All of the figures carry weapons, primarily atlatls, weapons of the noble class that 
had solar associations, like the Piedra itself. Umberger adds that “the fifteen captors 
are dressed identically, with the exception of the highlighted figure, the ruler Tizoc” 
(Fig 4, far left figure), who is 

the only figure on the monument labelled with a personal name glyph, a leg marked 
with wounds, which is located to his upper left. He also wears the hummingbird 
headdress and ‘starry sky’ painted mask of the Tenochca-Mexica patron god Huitzilo-
pochtli.31
 

29 Wicke 1976.
30 Umberger 2007, 91.
31 Umberger 2007, 91.

Fig. 3: Tizoc Stone, ca. 1480–1490, Basalt, 265 cm (diameter), Museo Nacional de Antropología, 
Mexico City (Photo Dennis Jarvis, https://www.flickr.com/photos/archer10/5732859649, CC BY-
SA 2.0). 
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Umberger also remarks that Tizoc 

is depicted as not totally human in a late modern sense, even though identified as a his-
torical figure by a glyph. Like the deity whose costume he wears, he lacks one foot and 
some smoke emits from the ankle bone. This deity aspect is represented veristically, not 
as a costume part, and contradicts what we know about the historical person, who had 
both feet. These details along with obvious clothing parts, hair styles, poses, and glyphs 
all represent aspects of [Tizoc’s] identity.32

To summarize, Tizoc, the ruler of Tenochtitlan is visually designated by his 
costume and hair styles, which indicate that he is a noble, a male, and a warrior; 
his personal name glyph, the leg marked with wounds; the hummingbird and the 
‘starry sky’ mask, indicating the identity of Huitzilopochtli; and finally, a missing 
foot, from which some smoke emerges, which indicates the identity of the god of 
destiny, Tezcatlipoca, with whom Tizoc also identifies here. This representation of 
Tizoc records, then, much more than his personal name. More precisely, the set of 
features defining him seems to be composed of a core definition (here the wounded 
leg representing his personal glyph), plus a complementary cluster of graphic details 
indicating his status and, beyond his human identity, associating him with the gods 
Huitzilopochtli and Tezcatlipoca. Aztec pictographs, when compared, for instance, 
with writings linked to the representation of words, thus appear to be, like the Na-
tive American picture-writings discussed above, redundant: they add to the name 
many other meanings. The Tizoc Stone is by no means an isolated or exceptional 
case of this tendency toward redundancy with respect to names. Elsewhere, I have 
compared this case with other examples of Nahuatl iconographies.33

Let us underline, for present purposes, how this example shows that, while the 
complexity of Mesoamerican writing is certainly unique in America, some of the 
principles governing the understanding of space and the construction  of images, 
and consequently their way of representing implicit or explicit knowledge, are not. 

If we now try to establish a comparative series of all the examples of picture- 
writings and Mesoamerican writings that we have considered, we will see that all 
appear in a mentally oriented space. The Mesoamerican writings, like the horseman 
figure in the Dakota Bible, are parallelistic. The figure of Tizoc on his namesake 
stone appears in a sequence of quasi-identical pairs of figures, as a single, major var-
iation within a series of variations on a single theme. In his case, too, just like in a 
Kuna pictography, a set of core information is repeated, and variations are inserted 

32 Umberger 2007, 86.
33 Severi 2019.
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in the sequence to enrich the visual definition  of a being. Furthermore, Tizoc, the 
Kuna picture-writings, and the Lakota Bible all belong to a recording system where 
the visual representation goes well beyond what a phonetic representation of a name 
could do. In the Kuna case, we have noticed that one could always enrich the rep-
resentation of a proper name using visual means. In a similar way, the representa-
tion of the Tizoc ‘multiple portrait’ ‘writes down’ much more information than his 
proper name, ‘Smoking Mirror’. Iconic redundancy is thus a common feature of 
Mesoamerican writing and Native American picture- writing. The representation of 
Tizoc is – like the Kuna, and the Dakota – selective, since it strongly condenses an  
amount of explicit and implicit knowledge in relatively few traits. 

If seen from this comparative point of view, Mesoamerican writings bear witness 
not to an unqualified use of ‘drawing’ (nor to a loosely defined notion of ‘writing’) 
but to a mentally oriented organization of iconic space, which belongs to many 
Native American arts of memory. It is within this conceptual universe that various 
forms of writing (‘true’ or semasiographic) have been progressively inserted, thus 
generating the extraordinary complexity, and the specific limits, of Mesoamerican 
writings. 

We now have an answer to our first question. Our comparative series shows that 
some Native American picture-writing systems have in common with Mesoamer-
ican writings a set of formal features. However, it would certainly be a mistake to 
conflate the culture and history of the Plains Indians, the Kuna, the Northwest 
Coast, and the Aztecs in a single set. In order to build an accurate model, we should 
account not only for analogies, but also for differences. Let us now turn then to our 
second question: what makes a picture-writing complex?  Let us try to get further in 
our analysis. 

The iconography of the Tizoc stone is based on the creation of what we might 
call an alphabet of forms, where each visual theme is meaningful and corresponds 
to a particular lexeme. This can give rise to a series of forms whereby the animal or 
human being is broken down into its constituents (like Tizoc) and can be metonym-
ically represented by one or more of its parts.34 Is this way of constructing complex 
images by combining fragmentary references to different beings entirely unknown 
in other Amerindian iconographical traditions? Certainly not. This kind of proce-
dure, which involves identifying a repertoire of forms and then combining them in 
the definition of a name, is, for instance, very similar to the so-called totem poles of 
the Northwest Coast, and we find something very similar in the imagery of the Hopi 
iconography. It might be useful to briefly compare the two cases, in order to better 
understand this particular way of combining pictographs. 

34 Severi 2012, 470.



Severi

180

Northwest Coast totem poles: the concept of complex salience

Art historians and anthropologists have studied so-called totem poles of the North-
west Coast at length, focusing on their different styles, mythical references, and 
aesthetics foundations. However, a Northwest Coast totem pole is not merely an 
instantiation of a particular aesthetic idea; it was primarily created to preserve the 
memory of a name or a series of names belonging to a specific social group. Marius 
Barbeau’s35 formidable study of totem poles, as well as numerous other works,36 are 
unanimous in affirming that, whether a pole is linked to the memory of a person, 
house, clan, or moiety, its function is the same: to give visual form to a specific series 
of names of mythical characters (crow, whale, eagle, bear, and so on) that, as a total-
ity, designates a particular social group. 

A good example would be a Haida totem pole from the village of Skedans.37 This 
totem pole is a sort of pictographic column, a vertical series of images of crests or 
“heraldic emblems, which bears a complex name that is read from bottom to top as 
“Black Whale – Crow – Rainbow – Eagle”. The sequence of crests not only visually 
represents the name of the particular social group but also proclaims its ownership 
or other forms of control of certain lands, hunting and fishing territories, or ritual 
privileges. Furthermore, the images always correspond to highly detailed narrative 
cycles describing the group’s history, from its origin myths to more recent legends. 

The Northwest Coast totem pole is, in other words, a mnemonic object. It may 
simply depict the image or symbol of a person buried at the funerary site where it 
stands, or it may proclaim rights, delimit lands, describe collective origins, or evoke 
key events past and present. In each case, a range of functions is realized via the rep-
resentation of a series of names, in the form of linear sequences of crests. So, from 
the point of view of the formal features that we have tried to identify until now, we 
would say that these iconographies are characterized by two criteria: the salience of 
the image which allows one to distinguish an image (and a name) from another, and 
the order that allows one to organize these images in a linear sequence. 

Let us now compare this way of combining picture writings in linear sequenc-
es to how the Hopi solved the same conundrum of representing combinations of 
names, and then compare these in turn to some examples of Mesoamerican writings.

35 Barbeau 1950.
36 Inverarity 1950; Smyly – Smyly 1975; Garfield – Wingert 1967.
37 Illustrated in Smyly – Smyly 1975.
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What is an eagle? Complex salience in Hopi pottery and iconography

Consider, as a first example, a small jar of the San Bernardo Polychrome style, dated 
1625–1680 AD (Fig. 5)38. 

Alexander Stephen, the great authority in these matters, writes that it represents 
an eagle. The first thing that we notice is that the figure of the bird is placed in an ori-
ented space, regulated by a symmetry (left/right), and marked by a vertical axis. The 
body of the eagle is split in two parts, virtually identical, representing its wings. But 
while the head and the claws are represented ‘realistically’, the wings are represented 

38 Patterson 1994, 69.

Fig. 5: An eagle, as represented in a Hopi jar of the San Bernardo Polychrome style, dated 1625–1680 
AD (Patterson 1994, 69).
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as a composition of two other symbols, each of them possessing its own meaning: a 
‘prayer stick’ and a Sky Arrow (one appears in the upper part of the wing, the other 
in the lower part). The tail (placed in a symmetrical disposition vis-à-vis the head of 
the eagle) is also represented through another symbol, that of the Cloud. So, the eagle 
is here used both as a general symbol (referring to a specific mythical being) and as 
a formal pattern following which other symbols are disposed. The eagle is ‘read’, or 
understood, as composed of the prayer stick, the sky arrow, and the cloud. This way 
of embedding symbols into symbols is a general feature of Hopi iconography. 

One might equally consider another ceramic of a similar style, a food basin of 
the Sikyatki polychrome style, approximately dated between 1375 and 1626 AD,39 
which was used, according to Stephen, in the kiva during the New Year feast. Here 
we find that the head of an eagle, which was represented in ‘realistic’ terms in our 
first example, can also be represented through a composite configuration of other 

39 Patterson 1994, 158.

Fig. 6: Hopi jar depicting the thunderbird, Polacca polychrome, style D. Peabody Museum of Ar-
chaeology and Ethnology, Inv. PM43-39-10/25808. Gift of the Estate of Mary T. Hemenway, 1943  
© President and Fellows of Harvard College, Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology. 
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symbols, placed in an oriented space. The image is again split into two symmetrical 
parts, divided by a vertical axis. In the left part only the beak of the eagle is rep-
resented. The right part of the design is divided by a horizontal axis. In the lower 
part another kind of baho (‘prayer stick’) appears. In the upper part of this section 
a heart-shaped object represent an arrowhead of the sky. In his comment, Stephen 
underlines that all the elements that concur in this composite picture are necessary 
to fully describe the head of the eagle.40 This operation of ‘embedding symbols’ is 
systematic. If an eagle is in general ‘composed of’ wings that are composed of bahos 
and sky arrows, and by a tail that ‘is made by’ clouds; the head of this bird is also the 
result of a combination of other elements: a Sky Arrow, and another kind of baho. 

In turn, we can also find examples where this baho is composed of clouds and ears 
of corn. Another jar provides for an even more complex and analytical description 
of what a baho can be.41 In this case, the prayer stick is shown to be a combination 
of a squash bud, a lightning ladder and a double (sky) arrow. We might recognise 
here a widespread stylistic feature both of Native American art and literature: the 
parallelistic combination of graphic patterns, where some key-patterns (the form of 
an eagle; the pattern of its beak; the realistic representation of its claws, etc.) provides 
for the minimal recognition of the name of the mythical being (and of the animal 
itself), while a number of other visual definitions greatly enrich the meaning of the 
proper name. 

Another ceramic jar (Polacca polichrome, style D) now in the collections of the 
Peabody Museum (Fig. 6), is a good example of the complexity that this sophisticat-
ed method of visual representation can reach. 

In 1890, Stephen gave this description of it: 

The subject [. . .] is the mythic Um-tok-ina, the Thunder. It is depicted with the head 
of the serpent genius Baho-li-konga, its body is a rain cloud with lightning darting 
through it. [. . .] The tail is that of the eagle; the wings carry storm clouds, and attached 
to the lower wing are the clouds conveying the rain. The horn-shaped object, on which 
the hail annulets are incised, passing behind the neck and curving over the head, is the 
source of thunder.42

Like the other examples of Hopi pottery that we have seen, this ‘chimerical’ image 
condenses, in a proper name, a great amount of implicit knowledge. From a com-
parative point of view, we may say that these Hopi ceramics make use of simple, em-
blematic forms that, like in the Northwest Coast case, refer to name-lexemes (eagle, 

40 Stephen [1890] 1994, 55–56.
41 Patterson 1994, 78–79.
42 Stephen [1890] 1994, 49. 
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cloud, prayer-stick, arrows, lightning, serpent, and so forth), which are combined 
to represent mythical beings. In the iconography of totem poles, we have seen that 
salient images are disposed in a linear order. In the Hopi case, there are no linear se-
quences. Instead, one of the salient images functions not only as a symbol provided 
with its own meaning, but also as a formal pattern to organize other images. In all 
the cases that we have seen, this process relies on the appeal to one naturally salient 
form (the form of an eagle, for instance), which then functions as an ordering prin-
ciple to which heterogeneous visual themes are attached. 

This process establishes the pattern of what we might call a complex salience. I 
argue that this is the visual procedure that makes a Native American picture-writing 
complex. We find this phenomenon in many Nahuatl pictographs. Consider, for 
example, the pictograph usually employed to represent a town, which has the form 
of a ‘hill’. Good examples of this kind are to be found, for instance, in the Codex 
Boturini,43 which narrates the mythical migration of the Nahuatl people from the 
North to Tenochtitlan. We find here (Fig. 7) a typical pattern, which associates the 
pictograph ‘mountain/town/place’, with a pictograph representing the name of the 
place. 

43 Galarza – Libura 2004.

Fig. 7: From the Tira de Peregrinacion (Codex Boturini), which narrates the Nahuatl mythical migra-
tion from the North to Tenochtitlan’. Public Domain.
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This configuration is well known in many other Native American picture-writ-
ing systems: both the Kuna and the Plain Indians picture-writing systems use it. 
However, in other Nahuatl cases, this ‘basic’ element can be progressively enriched 
by adding to this basic configuration a number of ‘additional pictographs’. As an ex-
ample of this way to generate more complex pictographs, let us see another compar-
ative series, drawn from the First Part of the Mixtec Codex Nuttal (which narrates 
the story of La Vida de 8 Venado)44 (Fig. 8). 

Let us look to the four pictographs in the upper part of the page, starting from 
the right.45 Each pictograph presents its name in the traditional way: we see then the 
Hill of the Stone, the Hill of the Bowl of Pulque, the Hill of the Turquoise Mask, 
and the Hill of the Grass. To the mention of the place-name, each pictographs adds 
further information: to the Hill of Stone, an arrow meaning conquest, the picto-
graph of a Temple, the calendrical (the number 7) and the personal name of an an-

44 Lejarazu 2007, 28
45 The order following which I am presenting the pictographs, is not the original order of the 

Codex Nuttal, which alternates between the two lines of pictographs representing place-names. 
I choose to simplify here, for the sake of clarity. 

Fig. 8: A sequence of Complex Picture-writings drawn from the Mixtec Nuttal Codex © British Mu-
seum, Creative Commons Licence. 



Severi

186

cestor of Deer 8, named Mouvement, are added. Similarly, the Bowl of Pulque Hill 
is represented using the same graphic pattern, at the centre of which a bowl is situat-
ed. But there is more: an arrow of conquest is situated at the upper part of the image, 
and the name of another ancestor (calendrical name 3, personal name Deer) appears 
below the pictograph. The third Hill, named Turquoise Mask, associates the mask 
with another arrow of conquest, and another group of names, 10 Rabbitt, etc. 

We can say that there is regular pattern here, that associates the mention of the 
place-name with information concerning other proper names, referring to ancestors 
and other mythical or historical beings appearing in the genealogy of the protago-
nist. This way to construct complex sequences of pictographs becomes even more 
complex in the representation of gods. If we turn to representations of the god of 

Fig. 9: Tezcatlipoca, the Aztec god of destiny, Codex Borgia (Vatican Library, Borg.mess.1), p. 17 
(Nowotny 1976, 17). 
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destiny, Tezcatlipoca, we find that, around a core definition of him given by the rep-
resentation of his personal name (the glyph ‘smoking mirror’), a damaged or missing 
foot, and possibly black and yellow horizontally striped face paint and a red and 
white circular pectoral, we can also observe a cluster of complementary images that 
contribute to his definition, which can vary and become highly complex. Olivier 
in the most exhaustive study about this god that I have found in the literature, has 
found forty-eight possible glyphs that might refer to Tezcatlipoca.46 Let us see an 
example drawn from the Codex Borgia (Fig. 9). 

After recognizing the key glyph of the smoking mirror (bottom centre, attached 
to the right foot of the god), we might focus, in this extremely rich composition, on 
the day glyphs: beginning at the upper left and following a clockwise direction, we 
find the Deer, the Rabbit, the Eagle, Death, the Wind (which also refers to Quet-
zalcoatl), the Grass, and the Monkey. Each glyph of this cluster is the first term of a 
chain of information associated with it. Each sign indicates the presence of a being 
(itself only partially mentioned), of a day, of a number, of the name of a person, of 
a possible ominous or positive destiny, and so on. The image of the god reaches here 
an impressive complexity, incorporating explicit information (the names) as well as 
references to implicit knowledge (all the stories and cosmological and ritual features 
associated with the god). This way of combining levels of knowledge can go even 
further. Until now, we have seen warriors or gods represented as complex combina-
tions of features coming from different fields (animals, plants, days, stars, numbers, 
and so on). 

But in Aztec pictography one could also combine gods. For instance, on another 
page of the Codex Borgia, Mictlantecuhtli and Quetzalcoatl are joined together to 
form another being, thus generating an even richer and truly astonishing concentra-
tion of visual features (Fig. 10). 

We can conclude that, in Mesoamerican writings, the name of the place, person or 
mythical being depicted is enriched in a way that no phonetic writing could ever do.

On intense images: chimeras, pictographs and complex picture writings 

In all the examples that we have studied here, the images are used (in various degrees) 
to sustain memory. In other words, unlike systems based on the representation of 
the sounds used in a language, these Native American memory techniques aim to 
establish what we may call a set of mnemonic relations between different kinds of 
information. These relationships are not established between a linguistic sign and its 

46 Olivier 1997, 315.
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referent out in the world, as in a ‘true’ writing system. Rather, what we have found 
is a collection of visual inferences, founded upon the decoding of certain images, 
which establish a relation between diff erent memories: for instance, a spatial memo-
ry of places and a memory of words. 

The effi  cacy of practices linked to the memorization of iconographic traditions 
is therefore due, not to a more or less successful attempt to imitate the type of refer-
ence peculiar to writing, but to a relation that they establish between diff erent levels 
of mnemonic elaboration. In this context, it is therefore essential to distinguish not 
only between ‘accurate’ or ‘inaccurate’ representations, but also between ‘fragile’ 
(soon forgotten) images and ‘intense’ mental images, which may become durable 

Fig. 10: Mictlantecuhtli (the God of Death) and Quetzalcoatl combined. Codex Borgia, Vatican Li-
brary, Borg.mess.1, p. 56 (after Nowotny 1976, 56). 
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marks for memory. Let us define, from a purely theoretical point of view, an intense 
image as an image that involves the memory of other images. Wengrow’s monsters or 
‘composites’, which I referred to earlier, are certainly images of this peculiarly mem-
orable kind, since each condenses a multiplicity of forms and other images taken 
from the visible world, and recombines them into a novel totality that is sui generis, 
as with dragons, griffins, sphinxes, and other familiar examples from the world of 
Eurasian and Mediterranean pictorial art.

On the basis of the examples presented in this chapter, one might say that in 
order to memorise relevant information, Native American recording systems always 
use ‘intense’ images, but of a rather different kind. Elsewhere, I have called some 
of these images ‘chimeras’,47 since we may describe the agency of this kind of rep-
resentation as the intensification of its cognitive effectiveness through the mental 
visualization of its implicit or invisible parts. The Mediterranean composite figure 
presents the eye with a compelling organic whole, made up of disparate parts – yes – 
imaginary – but nevertheless leaving relatively little work for the mind to do. The 
chimera works differently as a mnemonic device. Through its very incompleteness, 
it demands more mental labour, relying as much on what is left absent as on what is 
presented to the eye, in order to prompt the recollection of memories and thereby 
conjure resonances with other figures, songs, narratives, and so on. As Wengrow 
points out, the Mediterranean or Eurasian type of composite monster effectively 
puts a stop to this open-ended chain of mental inferences, freezing it in a particular 
form or moment, but thereby also rendering it capable of new forms of expression 
and replication (much as script appears superficially to ‘freeze’ spoken discourse, 
while in fact introducing new elements of iconicity48).

A Hopi Eagle, or a Thunderbird, always ‘evokes’ the memory of a number of 
other images. However, we have also seen that this is not the only way a record-
ing system can be used to generate ‘intense’ images. The study of Native American 
picture-writings shows that there is another way. It consists in inventing apparent-
ly ‘simple’ images, which nonetheless involve the memory of single (or groups of) 
words. This kind of mentally ‘intense’ image appears when the use of pictography 
is associated with the memorisation of some oral material (as in the Kuna or in the 
Plain Indians’ chants). I would argue that these two kinds of iconic representations 
(chimeras or simple pictographs) are generated by the same cognitive process. In one 
case, the process consists in combining an image with the memory of other images. 
In the other, ‘basic’ images refer to the memory of single (or groups of) words. 

47 Severi 2015.
48 See Kraemer, this volume.
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From this formal point of view, both chimeras and picture-writings are ‘intense’ 
images, but each of the two categories has a specific cognitive function. We have seen 
that, in the Kuna or Dakota case, a simple image, placed in its appropriate mental 
space, can refer to crucial words or groups of words. We have subsequently seen 
that Hopi iconographies are good examples of chimeras, since an Eagle, or a Thun-
der Bird is represented through an ordered sequence of pictographs involving the 
representation of other beings. We have eventually seen that some Mesoamerican 
writings, as in our series of place names, are able to do both operations: they refer to 
the memory of single words (or groups of words) and to the memory of groups of 
images. Mesoamerican writings are thus complex, not only because, at some point, 
they transform themselves (totally or partially) into representations of sounds, ac-
quiring the status of linguistic signs. They become complex because they act both as 
chimeras and as picture writings. 

What this shows, in conclusion, is – on the one hand – that, far from being to-
tally different from other Native American recording systems, Mesoamerican writ-
ings share a number of common formal features and belong to the same conceptual 
universe. On the other hand, Mesoamerican writings acquire a specific complexity 
through the development of one of the basic principles of that universe, namely the 
redundancy of the image vis-à-vis the represented name. This principle pertains, not 
to the representation of sounds in spoken language, but to the enrichment of their 
visual aspect. For this reason, we can legitimately call them complex picture-writ-
ings. 
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Bárbaro Martínez-Ruiz 

Although the clear focus of this chapter is the study of bidimbu and bisinsu in Ango-
la and firmas in Cuba, a brief look at some of the other graphic writing forms found 
among the Bakongo peoples of central Africa is warranted. The examples selected for 
cursory examination in this section serve to illustrate not only the widespread usage 
of visual and symbolic language in daily and religious life, but also to demonstrate 
the diversity in graphic forms and designs across related cultures. The differences 
among the forms discussed here in fact sharpen the commonalities; most impor-
tantly the role of graphic writing in facilitating communication between individ-
uals, communities, nature, and ancestral spirits, in imparting and clarifying values, 
perpetuating cultural and cosmological histories, and in shaping moral philosophy.

Lembéta Sign Writing

Lembéta is the name of the graphic system among the Kuba people in the Democrat-
ic Republic of the Congo used for self-discovery before one joins the Ngo (leopard) 
society. Clementine Faїk-Nzuji refers to this graphic writing under the name Lem-
béta which means symbol, sign, mark, and souvenir.1 Partially accurate, this name 
fails to reflect the systematic way in which individual symbolic elements are brought 
together to express complex ideas and beliefs.  

Faïk-Nzuji categorizes the signs into the following three groups: (1) figurative 
graphic signs that illustrate clear animal and human forms; (2) metonymic signs 
that represent fragments of the proverbial literature; (3) abstract signs that gener-
ally appear as geometric forms that represent concepts and ideas. Faїk-Nzuji also 

1 Faїk-Nzuji 2000, 54.
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makes reference to two basic conceptual forms or arrangements of signs; the fi rst is 
the more simple, combining two or three unique symbols, whereas the second form 
combines more than three symbols in a single narrative. The simple graphic form
is comprised of non-autonomous elements for which meaning is determined by the 
joining of two or three signs. Like the stamp in the fi rma system, these simple units 
both carry meaning and become the building blocks for more complicated narra-
tives. In Lembéta, the independent signs that create a graphic symbol have no mean-
ing in isolated form as it is their unity that implies philosophical and cosmogonical 
concepts.2 As a result, although it is understood that these concepts are formed by 
diff erent elements, they, like stamps in Cuba, are read as a unifi ed, and thus single, 
whole.

 Figure 1a can be found among the Kuba, Luba and Chokwe in Angola and the 
Democratic Republic of Congo and generally represents Nzambi a Mpungu (God) 
or Kalunga. This symbol combines with a vertical line that ends where fi ve lines 
radiate out, making a semi-circle and simulating the rays of the sun. In addition to 
its basic meaning of God, this symbol has a multiplicity of meanings including: the 
word, intelligence, work, the pillar of God, and procreation.

Another example of the more simple arrangement is Figure 1b which shows the 
same symbol with an additional element; the radiating lines are topped by an arc of 
parallel dotted lines. These dotted lines represent the constant spiritual journey of 
the ancestors to protect and transmit messages to members of the community. The 
symbol in Figure 1c is drawn on the tomb of a child and signifi es that he or she may 
return. It can also be drawn on the door of a house of a child that is dying as a sign of 

2 Ibid. 124–125.

Fig. 1: Lembéta signs (after Faїk-Nzuji 2000).

a b c



Bakongo graphic writing

199

Fig. 2: Postcard Nègre tatuoué de race Bas-Congo, Democratic Republic of the Congo, ca. ?, Yale Ster-
ling Memorial Library, Manuscripts and Archives (Martínez-Ruiz 2004).
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hope. In this example, the lines that spread from the principal vertical line are closed 
by a zigzagging line that creates the illusion of a hand. The zigzag line is a symbol 
of communication or movement. The symbol means immortality, eternal renewal, 
gifts and hope.3

Figure 2 shows a postcard from the turn of the 19th century Democratic Repub-
lic of Congo in which simple Lémbeta symbols are depicted on the body through 
scarification. Among the Luba and Songye cultures, arrows signify protection, con-
finement, bondage or a complete man. 

 In this example, it is possible to recognize two braids of repeating arrows that 
allude to the complete force that a person can accomplish when he becomes an adult 
or after initiation. Complete force is comprised of three forces; spiritual, physical 
and emotional. This example points out that this person may be accomplished just 
two of those forces indicated by the two braids or arrow sign. 

As mentioned, Lembéta symbols also come in more complex form within an elab-
orate structure (see Fig. 3). Such structures form a union of more than three signs 

3 Ibid. 122.

Fig. 3: Two examples of Lembéta writing, Democratic Republic of the Congo (after Faїk-Nzuji 2000).

a b
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that, once organized in a particular sequence, creates a narrative or a multiplicity of 
meanings. The narrative form of these sign structures and their meaning closely mir-
ror the construction and reading of firmas in Cuba. As the following descriptions 
demonstrate, while each piece of the structure carries meaning, it is the compound 
arrangement that ties these meanings together and gives rise to a message.

According to Faїk-Nzuji, Figure 3a is a sign of prohibition that protects the 
user. The symbol is composed of the following elements from top to bottom: the 
sign of invisible hand, symbol of divine gift and the protective hand of God; the 
crescent, the nocturnal face of God that can also be understand as a sign of fertility 
governed by the ancestors in concert with the spirit of nature; and the dotted arrow-
head that signifies the ancestors  and the spirits of nature that watch over humans.4

Figure 3b can be read in a similar fashion, but from bottom to top. Its compo-
nent signs include:
- Sign of the ancestor and the same biological connection among the peoples in the 
community, symbol of human origin. Also means the invisible hand of God, lan-
guage, intelligence
- Sign of divine origin of humans, also resembles the dot of leopard skin
- Sign of God under and above watching humans 
- Sign of leopard communication, or language, inspiration
- Sign of the first or primary source of meaning, canal, sign or relation of meaning 
- Sign of the underground world, being below and plenitude 

Read as a whole, it is the sign of communication with the ancestors, indicating 
that everything coming from them, they are the beginning. This sign can also mean 
protection.5

As before, these more complex symbol structures can be replicated on the hu-
man body. The verticality of the body helps to interrelate all the signs along the tor-
so, implying a relationship between elements and establishing contact between two 
or more signs in a sequence. This is seen in Figure 4. In this example, the bottom 
sign combines four rows of zigzagging lines, which generally means the formation 
of the family or that the person in the picture is married. The belly button forms 
part of the second sign which, surrounded by dotted lines forming the sun, means 
that the person is in virtual possession by the ancestors and the spirits, and is in the 
process to become an expert or Ngudia Nkisi (priestess). The third sign, to the right 
of the previous one means that the woman is in a single marriage or has been married 
only once. In this location, it also means meditation or the power of meditation. 
The five signs that combine to form the letter M and a diamond shape mean water, 

4 Faїk-Nzuji 1996, 99.
5 Faїk-Nzuji 2000, 127–128.
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Fig. 4: Postcard known Bas-Congo, Democratic Republic of the Congo, ca.?, Yale Sterling Memorial 
Library, Manuscripts and Archives (Martínez-Ruiz 2004).
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or fertility and womanhood, and the inclusion of the diamond means that this in-
dividual is an accomplished woman and has already been initiated. The six signs of 
three vertical zigzag lines mark the motion along the vertical and mean that she is in 
constant communication with the spirits. The final sign of multiples dots forming a 
vertical line is a sign of an infant and means that she has given birth to her first child. 

Panelas (Lip Pot) of Cabinda 

Panelas (Mibaya Nzungu) are a form of graphic writing in sculptural form on 
three-dimensional objects, namely lip pots used by Bakongo peoples in Cabinda, 
a region in the northwest corner of Angola. Panelas combine figurative motifs that 
depict humans, animals, everyday and religious objects, and fruits and vegetables. 
The major function of this graphic tradition is to convey moral meanings for the 
basic interactions between husband and wife and other family matters. Panelas are 
an essential element in traditional society and continually engage the moral law and 
family institutions. Representing communication between husband and wife, the 
panelas actively serve as talking symbols. Each visual depiction is linked to a proverb 
that serves as its other half, neither can exist without the other. 

Panelas are used when some sort of problem arises in the home. The partner that 
has concerns goes to a priest for assistance in identifying the issue through divination 
and devising a symbolic design to address it. Once the design is realized by the priest 
or community sculptor, the panela is taken to the home and left in plain sight. The 
other partner, upon finding the panela, decodes the meaning of the symbols and 
identifies the proverb needed to complete it and understand its moral message. The 
following examples illustrate some of the wide range of messages conveyed through 
the covers and indicate graphic techniques used to alter or add meaning. 

Figure 5a is an example of a single image panela. The picture depicts a crab in 
the center of a circle. The proverb that is part of this example says:

Kala ke I muizi,
I mama ku simba, simbizi.

The crab has claws, 
when it grabs, it doesn’t let go.6 

6 Martins Vaz 1966, 480.
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This proverb relates to a wife and husband at home. It means that the wife wants 
to say that she is suffering a lot in her own house, and that she is not willing to be 
there any longer. The final meaning is in conclusive form “remember that I am not 
your slave”7 and makes clear that the woman is leaving. The second level of signifi-
cance depends on the status of the person. If the person is not married, but lives with 
her partner, it means “although I am young, I am strong enough to work and find 
the man that I love.” 

Figure 5b is an example of two elements related to and interacting with each 
other. Most of the panela examples involve multiple elements that have to be read in 
relation to the main figure that is always the central image in the center of the com-
position. The manner in which a central image controls the reading of the panela 
and influences the meaning of the entire composition is also seen in the reading of 
signatures in Cuba. This figure shows a coiled snake with its head on a basket, and 
a type of fruit called Ntampu-Mvemba. Image one signifies that a married woman 
(or one simply in love) is always at home. Nobody can touch her, she only belongs 

7 Ibid.

Fig. 5: Panelas (lip pots), Cabinda 
(after Martins Vaz 1970).

a b
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to her husband or lover. This figure is a message by the woman seeking greater free-
dom. The basket represents the house, the wife. The snake signifies protection and 
care. The second image in the panela is the Ntampu fruit which is the emblem of 
the Mvemba society. In general this representation functions outside of the society 
as an indication of a verbal action, meaning the person is saying something, and that 
it is sacred, it is true. The fruit is an element that conditions the principle design.  In 
general, only one fruit indicates that it is only for the moment, a single argument, 
although there are other things to be discussed. It also means that, when the piece is 
offered by the husband or lover that he is not disposed to permit extravagances on 
the part of his lover or wife. In general, these are much younger than their husbands 
or lovers.8

Figure 5c is an example of linear reading within the circle but this style still uses 
the central element as the major subject of the reading. This central image, number 
one, represents a drum, number two is a stick to play the drum, number three is a 
sign that identifies the chief of the community and his drumstick, and number four 
is a fish. The meaning of these images is that the person who has a drum of this size 
is from a noble family and that the community must therefore treat him or her with 
respect and courtesy. The community is represented by the individual drumstick. 
The image at the bottom of the panela represents the noble family, the drumstick 
with the noble crest indicates that although living in the same space, the noble fam-
ily has greater privileges and a royal sign to differentiate themselves. The fish at the 
top signifies integrity and respect, indicating that the person will not allow any type 
of offense or disrespect.9

Figure 6 presents examples of more complex interaction that range from three, 
four, and five elements that could be read along the line or in circle with the major 
image in the centre.

Figure 6a is composed of three basic elements. Figure one represents a married 
woman. Image two is a wall, and image three is a Ntampu-Mvemba fruit on either 
side of the central figure. The central figure means that the person is unhappy be-
cause the more she tries to help, she is not able to improve the relationship with 
her husband, an idea that is emphasized by the centrality of the figure alone in the 
middle of the composition. The wall indicates the impossibility of her position. The 
fruits affirm her argument, stating that it is true and she is not lying. Two fruits sig-
nify that her argument is final and that there is nothing more to be said.10 

Figure 6b is comprised of the following images: number one represents a sick 
person in bed, number two is a representation of the Chili-mioko fruit and image 

8 Ibid. 240–241.
9 Ibid. 558–559.
10 Ibid. 461–462.
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three is the Ntampu-Mvemba fruit. The meaning of the central image is the loss 
of love in the family that is shown metaphorically as the family being sick. It also 
represents a loss of family unity as a symbol of prosperity. The Chili-mioko fruit is a 
symbol of understanding and respect for the people. In the context of the composi-
tion, it means that the members of the family, particularly the wife, demand better 
treatment in the future. Image three, the Ntampu fruit merely signifies that this is a 
single argument.11 

Figure 6c is an example of multiple elements around the central image. The 
manner of reading this composition is with each element read in relation to the 
central figure. This central image represents a sick woman in bed, signifying family 
unhappiness. Image two is a religious object emblematic of the Lemba society, indi-
cating that the person cannot do more than they are already doing. Image three is a 
Zinga shell, which here refers to life’s dialectic, implying that there are always diffi-
cult things in life and that maturity is seen in learning to face the difficulties.   Image 

11 Ibid. 466–467.

Fig. 6: Panelas (lip pots), Cabinda 
(after Martins Vaz 1970).
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four illustrates the three rocks used to hold the cooking pot, which signify respect 
and state that the husband must treat his wife with dignity, not as a slave. It also 
indicates that it is the wife that sustains the nucleus of the family. The fifth image is 
the Ntampu-Mvemba fruit that signifies that this is the only argument and that the 
person swears that she is not lying.12 

Sona scripture

In the early 1960s, Gerhard Kubik began his research on Bantu peoples in an area 
that included the countries of Angola, Tanzania, Malawi, Gabon, Cameroon, and 
Zambia. In his study of musicology, Kubik encountered what he called African 

12 Ibid. 463-65.

Fig. 7a–e: Sona Chokwe sand drawings (after Fontinha 1983).
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Graphic Systems and published an essay on the topic in Muntu Magazine. The 
piece focused on Bamum scripture, Kiswahili tattoo signs, and Sona writing among 
the Chokwe people in northeastern and southeastern Angola and western Zambia. 
Kubik summarized his early field research and drew upon previous work conduct-
ed on engravings, scarification, calabash symbols and wall painting in the region by 
the Swedish missionary, Emil Pearson, Mario Fontinha, José Redinha, Eduardo dos 
Santos, and Maria-Louise Bastin.

Sona scripture is drawn in the sand and is based on the use of dots and lines in 
a geometric aestheticism. See Figure 7, for some examples. Figure 7a and 7b are 
among the simplest of the sona designs, representing Ngombe (cow, bull) and Bamba 
Mutai respectively.

Fig. 8a: A performer of the mask Mayinda; 8b: Drawing of Mayinda mask in Sona sand drawing (after 
Fontinha 1983).

a b
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More complex in form, Figures 7c–d illustrate symbols ranging from geometric 
form to anthropomorphic depiction. For example, Figure 7c represents the mask 
Mukishi wo Tshihongo, Figure 7d represents the moment when the dancer has to 
show his ability moving and performing nicely, and Figure 7e represents the expres-
sion of the figure’s personal understanding of the manifestation of the power that 
the drawing represents and the masquerade embodies.13  The final examples relat-
ed a real performance and its depicting in the Sona Scripture. Figure 8a shows a 
real performance of Mayinda masquerade that represents Zemba initiation among 
Chokwe, Pende, and Ndembo. The drawing (Fig. 8b) depicts a gigantic figure that 
will be hit by stars on its way to earth.14

According to Kubik, Sona writing carries social, educational, literary and met-
aphysical messages. He describes it as an “elaborate configuration”15 that can be re-
duced to a few graphemes or a few symbols in a sequence. As is the case with firmas, 
Kubik points out that reading the meanings of Sona signs depend on their location, 
and the number of times the same sign is depicted. He emphasized that learning to 
read and use the signs takes a considerable amount of time and involves a complicat-
ed memorizing technique.

An important use of the Sona sand drawings among the Chokwe is as a divi-
nation system. In a divination ceremony, a basket is used that contains a range of 
objects, each with a particular name, meaning, and associated proverb. In the course 
of divination, the priest removes objects from this basket and lets them fall over the 
ground where signs have been drawn. Meaning is taken from the combination and 
placement of the objects over the board of scripture.

Figure 9 illustrates selected examples of the scriptures that comprise a divination 
board. From numbers 1 to 10, the depicted signs are named: antelope feet, bundle of  
savage rats, rabbit, a kind of animal bones, nest, Mukólu fruit, knee, to support the 
elbow in the knee, two birds in the nest, and a fishing pole.16

While this is not the place to delve into the precise meanings and/or uses of these 
symbols in the divination context, it is important to point out the parallels between 
the usage of this graphic writing in divination and the role played by firmas in Palo 
Monte practice.

Of equal importance to the signs are the three-dimensional objects that are found 
within the divination basket. A selection of these is represented below in Figure 10. 
In the figure, the images mean as follows: A ‘the moon of the month’ means that 
although the person is very sick, will see the moon of the next month, B ‘conspiracy’ 

13 Fontinha 1983, 127–128.
14 Ibid. 140.
15 Kubik 1986, 103–104.
16 Redinha 1974, 56.
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means that the person being consulted is correct, C ‘the name of the arrow head’ 
means that it is necessary to feed the minkisi with blood, D ‘your own dish’ recom-
mends an offering to guarantee a new birth,  E ‘bracelet’ represents the ancestors, 
F ‘Jia’ means the road, G ‘pillow’ means a signal of the bad luck that originates in 

Fig. 9: Examples of Sona sand drawing (after Redinha 1974).
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the dreams, H ‘red clay ball’ means witchcraft, I ‘juice of medicinal roots’ means a 
need for great medicine, J ‘hunter boy’ means a fight caused by sharing the hunting, 
L ‘Upwango’ medicine for twins, M ‘Origin’ means a bad thing that never ends, 
N ‘Kaluta’ means bad dreams, O ‘Tchite a tcha nkaia’ means the need to use fire, P 
‘Mbinga’ means the need to use a charm against conspiracy, and Q ‘Katone’ means 
retaliation. 17

All of the examples and abbreviated explanations in this section are merely by 
way of noting that numerous other, equally complex systems of graphic writing exist 
in central Africa. Like bidimbu, bisinsu, and firmas, these systems facilitate commu-
nication, pass values and moral lessons on, and formulate unique cultural identities.

17 Ibid. 60.

Fig. 10: Examples of Chokwe divinatory objects (after Redinha 1974).
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Gebhard J. Selz

Dedicated to the memory of Robert K. Englund 
– a great scholar and inspiring friend

Introduction

The relationship between ‘text’ and ‘image’ has received renewed interest during the 
past few decades, and not only in the field of Ancient Near Eastern studies.1  Even 
in the limited scope of Mesopotamian studies, a number of (mostly) collected arti-
cles have appeared. Up to now this relationship has often been presented unevenly.2 
Art historians use texts for suggested interpretations; and philologists and historians 
search for images that visualize names and texts, especially narratives. The main in-
terest of both endeavors might be termed the “illustrative approach”,3 which I will 
argue in the following chapter is both useful and detrimental. 

*  My special thanks go to Craig Crossen, for reading, commenting and improving the English 
of this contribution; printing permission for the illustrations was kindly granted by D’Anna, 
Englund, Johnson, Nissen, and Wagensonner.

1 This was the topic of the 61e Rencontre d’Assyriologique Internationale in Geneva and Bern in 
2015; see Attinger et al. 2018. 

2 A remarkable exception is David N. Gimbel’s unfortunately unpublished 2002 PhD thesis from 
Oxford (supervisor J. Baines). He discusses not only the connection and evolution of the picto-
rial systems and the writing systems in both, Early Mesopotamia and Egypt, but he also includes 
a discussion on the pertinent observations from the cognitive sciences. I wish to express here my 
gratitude to David for numerous fruitful discussions on these topics.

3 Even when depictions ‘illustrate’ texts, the correspondence is limited (Michalowski 1990; Coop-
er 2008; Crawford 2014; Sonik 2014). Numerous books and articles are devoted to this subject; 
I will simply cite the recent articles by Nadali 2019 and Payne 2019.
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Both modes of representation produce rather distinct corpora.4 Traditions, how-
ever, sometimes hinder a better understanding of this connection. Indeed, the rela-
tion between visual representation and utterances is, to say the least, faint and prob-
lematic. This should not come as a surprise: the connected two senses – faculties of 
sight and hearing possess quite different properties.5 

Listening to speech or music is timebound: unless recorded, it ‘evaporates’ in the air, 
or, to use another metaphor, it is only smoke and mirrors. The advantage of speech in 
communication is its unparalleled precision. Seeing, on the other hand, is space‐bound: 
in viewing a material (permanent) object, the effects of time are small.6

Moreover, the sensory organs of eye and ear, even from a fixed location, can be 
moved, the head and ears turned and the eyes also lifted or lowered. And cognitive 
research has shown that visual and sound stimuli are processed in different regions 
of the brain (for which, see S. Dehaene’s seminal book Reading in the Brain [2009]). 
Hence the visual perception of the written and its productive force must not be un-
derestimated. The brains of literate humans have specialized regions for dealing with 
written words7 – although Dehaene’s ‘letterbox’ area is stimulated only by written 
words and not by other visual patterns, nor even by word sound. The evolution of 
this brain area (located in the ventral visual area) emerges from the hard-wiring be-
tween visual and aural perception. 

How reading draws on visual and auditive facilities is now – as far as I am able to 
follow the literature – fairly well understood8 and it is our working hypothesis that 
similar processes might have contributed to the evolution of writing.9 Related stud-
ies have further demonstrated that the perception of numerosity and then counting 
is also processed independently and apparently plays a major role in the evolution of 
abstract cognition.10

4 See Cooper 2008. Note that Baines 2007 divided his book in two distinct domains, e.g. the 
written and the visual culture. See further Selz – Niedermayer 2015; Selz 2014. 

5 Cf. Selz 2019.
6 Selz 2019, 369.
7 The evolution of the visual word form area in the brain must also be considered in historic 

context: recognising visual patterns and understanding spoken language are prerequisites for 
learning to read and write.

8 See Dehaene 2009; Dehaene – Cohen 2011; Carreiras et al. 2014. 
9 Overmann has carefully studied the interface between cognition and the evolution of writing, 

including number concepts: see Overmann 2016; 2018a; 2019.
10 Coolidge – Overmann 2012; Chrisomalis 2010 and 2013.
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The ‘logo-syllabic’ hypothesis 

The role of the ‘word form’ in the evolution of writing is still widely debated. The 
earliest known writing systems evolved or were invented in the later 4th millennium 
in Egypt and Mesopotamia.11 Related, and apparently younger systems of writing 
include Luwian hieroglyphic,12 and scripts by the Maya13 and Chinese.14 The desig-
nation of these systems as ‘logo-syllabic writing’ is still widely used and follows a 
well-trodden path: different opinions are often harshly rejected.15 

Concerning the Mesopotamian situation, Gelb wrote in 1963: 

The signs used in the earlier Uruk writing are clearly word signs limited to the expres-
sion of numerals, objects, and personal names. This stage of writing we call logography 
or word writing and which should be sharply distinguished from the so-called ‘ideog-
raphy’.16 

This statement is possibly based on Falkenstein’s notion of 1936: “Die Frage, ob 
die ältesten Belege der Schrift Babyloniens noch Reste einer [...]  Vorstufe der Wort-
schrift, der ‘Ideenschrift’, erkennen lasse, ist ziemlich sicher mit nein zu beantwor-
ten”.17 Similarly, Boltz states that “claims about the exotic, even bizarre, nature of 
the Chinese script, and its ostensible ‘ideographic’ basis, are naive and untenable [...] 
Chinese writing, like writing everywhere, is simply a graphic device for representing 
speech.” And: “The notion of any kind of a script as independent of language seems 
on the face of it to be a sheer impossibility, and yet this is an explicit claim of the 
‘concept-script’ advocates”.18

11 Both systems share features with the Chinese and Mayan scripts.
12 A comparable invention is the Luwian hieroglyphic script; cf. Payne 2010; 2014; 2015.
13 Wichmann 2004; Coe et al. 2005; Houston 1990; Boot 2010. 
14 Boltz 1994; Handel 2016; 2019.
15 Sumerian cuneiform, in contrast to Chinese, only hesitatingly, if ever, developed into “a fully 

functional writing system [which was] [...] able to represent all elements of spoken language, 
including such things as grammatical particles that are not amenable to pictorial representation. 
There were two basic techniques for repurposing, or extending the usage, of a graph: phonetic 
adaptation and semantic adaptation”, Handel 2019, 38.

16 Gelb 1963 [1952], 65.
17 Falkenstein 1936, 31. Of course, Falkenstein knew of the problems of homophones which led 

him to state: “Mit der Ausbildung der Determinative versucht die Schrift, den in der Vieldeu-
tigkeit der Wortzeichen beruhenden Mangel in etwas zu beheben” (Falkenstein 1936, 35).

18 Boltz 1994; 1994, vii, 8. Boltz quotes Du Ponceau 1838: xxiv: “An ideographic system of writ-
ing is a creature of the imagination, and [...] cannot possibly exist concurrently with a language 
of audible sounds”.
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These statements, however, seem to be somewhat circular, being based on the 
notion that writing is (always) glottographic or, at least a fully functional system to 
render speech.19 As we will see, this ‘logocentric’ hypothesis blurs the extant Meso-
potamian facts and might even be challenged with regard to the early Chinese sys-
tem.20 For instance, as Bottéro wrote in 1992, “a pictogram can relate to other real-
ities, attached to the same object by mental processes that are more or less founded 
in reality, or downright conventional, and perfectly well known and utilized in the 
representation of art”.21 

There is much at stake here. The picto- and ideographic origin of (some) signs  
– to which I subscribe – presupposes a non-arbitrary relation to ‘things or notions’ 
independent of any linguistic mediation.22 In a similar way, the process of sign-for-
mation or the development of specific signs attest specific ways of graphic alteration 
often with iconic implications; they have no linguistic foundation.23 The differences 
between glottographic and non-glottographic writing was clearly stated in Hyman:

the relation between glottographic and non-glottographic writing, associate the former 
with the act of reading and the latter with verbalizing, and [we] conclude by suggesting 
that glottography is best viewed as a single subsystem of written language.24 

19 This notion has been systematically elaborated for the Chinese and related writing systems by 
Handel 2019. However, I would argue that the underlying ‘glottographic’ concept is insufficient 
for correctly understanding the evolution of the cuneiform script.

20 Cf. Handel 2016 concerning Xǔ Shèn’s Huìyì. This has been demonstrated by various confer-
ence contributions, perhaps in the most challenging way by Martínez-Ruiz: 2013 on Kongo 
Graphic Writing; see further Battestini 2000.

21 Bottero 1992, 76; quoted in Hyman 2006, 240 with ref. to Selz 2000, 175 in fn. 37.
22 Cf. Boltz 194, 4 fn. 2. In his definition of ‘writing’ Handel 2019, 5 also dismisses all non-glot-

tographic features from the beginning. For Mesopotamia, a special area of such features (infe-
licitously termed, I think, as ‘non-textual’) were discussed in Wagensonner 2009. In the back-
ground of his discussion is the question of whether language has to be considered as semiotic 
prototype or just as one sign system with specific codes in various types of scripts.

23 Most important in this respect was Glassner 2000a and 2000b, 161–214; cf. Selz 2000 and 
Krispijn 1991–92. See further Selz 2013. The underlying problem of early lexical lists were ad-
dressed in Wagensonner 2016, esp. 115–155. However, a work on the ‘grammar’ of cuneiform 
sign formation – such as Myers 2019 for the Chinese script or Boot 2014 for Maya – is not yet 
in sight. How the Mesopotamians handled this issue is demonstrated in Gong 1993 and 2000.

24 Hyman 2006, 231. The boundaries between both are fuzzy: glottography has to be differenti-
ated from ‘pure’ phonetic renderings which in scripts hardly exist outside academic notations. 
Daniels 2018, for example, excludes non-glottographic writing from his overview. And note also 
Glassner 2000b, 217–230 who writes (optimistically) on p. 230: “On était accoutumé à ranger 
tout système d’écriture non dans la linguistique, mais dans la sémiologie. [...] il appartient si-
multanément non à un, mais à deux mondes, celui de l’image et celui de la langue.”
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In fact it is very likely, but difficult to prove, that the so-called logograms of the ear-
liest Mesopotamian writing systems are non-glottographic or purely semasiograph-
ic.25 The assumption that the Sumerian language stands behind the first proto-cu-
neiform texts is still being debated,26 and, importantly, it has so far been impossible to 
decide whether or not one ‘logogram’ corresponds exactly to one word, as defenders 
of the logographic interpretation must contend. There are in fact indications that 
such signs do not because many proto-cuneiform signs convey a meaning which does 
not correspond to the icon referent: the EN (ZATU 134) sign – meaning “lord” – 
almost certainly depicts the so-called bowls’ tray, (German “Bechertablett”, see 
Fig.1);27 the MUŠ3-sign (ZATU 374), the “ring post with streamers”, probably de-

25 See Selz 2020b. In this workshop “Spoken Words and More” at the 64th RAI in Innsbruck M. 
Krebernik argued in “The Relationship between Language and Early Writing” along similar 
lines. I quote from his abstract: “Cuneiform writing in its fully developed stage was glotto-
graphic, i.e. it represented words and phrases of natural languages. The cuneiform system was, 
however, not created for this purpose. [...] The cuneiform signs seem to have been conceived 
as representations of objects, quantities, functionaries and operations rather than as representa-
tions of lexemes and sounds.” 

 An overview and discussion of the taxonomies of writing systems is presented in Sproat 2000, 
127–156. 

26 Englund 2009, 6–8 with fn. 14 and 18; also, Krebernik 2007; 2013 and see here fn. 40.
27 The “bowls’ tray” (“Bechertablett”) in the storage house scene in the upper register of the Uruk 

Vase is clearly related to the cuneiform sign EN for “lord”); in consequence Hockmann 2008, 
327 with fn. 7 discusses other allegedly related types of proto-cuneiform signs. ZATU-numbers 
according to Green – Nissen 1987.

 
Fig. 1: The ‘Tray with Bowls’ as a) archaic as cuneo-
gram (after Green – Nissen 1987, 197, ZATU 134) 
and b) on the upper register of the Uruk Vase (detail 
of https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Vorder-
asiatisches_Museum_Berlin_051.jpg).
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picts an essential element of a “roller door” and very early is also a sign for the Venus 
goddess (see Fig. 2).28 And GURUŠ (ZATU 247), the image of a “sledge,” or AL, 
“the hoe” (ZATU 24), can refer to “workmen”.29  

The understanding of the underlying processes is far from being naïve. Johnson 
shows how complicated and sophisticated such processes could have been.30 Besides 
the mostly administrative documents from the earliest phases of Mesopotamian 
(proto-)cuneiform writing, a larger number of word lists (‘lexical lists’) are preserved 
in which the scribes organized their environment lexically, presumably in part to sys-
tematize the teaching of cuneiform. The Uruk period lists ArLu A and the much 
shorter ArOfficials have been thought somehow related to the socio-political organi-
zation of the Uruk period.31Accordingly, their headings, NAMEŠDA and UKKINa, 
presumably refer to the top positions. Both these initial entries are graphical varia-
tions of the signs ŠITAa1 and UKKINa, which “are iconic representations of drinking 
vessels, but both signs also include an additional vertical wedge that distinguishes 

28 See Selz 2020a, 415; 422.
29 On these signs see Englund 2009, 8–9 fn. 19.
30 Johnson 2015; 2016; 2019; D’Anna et al. 2016.
31 See Selz 1998 and Johnson 2015; further Selz 2020b (chapter 3.5.2); also Charvát 2012 and 

Bourguignon 2012. A highly promising attempt to place the titles listed in Officials in their 
administrative context was undertaken by Lecompte 2018.

Fig. 2: The “Ring Post with Streamers” a) in script, and as b) an artefact (after  Green – Nissen 1987, 
248, ZATU 374; Wagensonner 2009, 59 fig. 7c)
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these signs from the proto-cuneiform signs that actually refer to the vessels them-
selves” – that is SILA3a and UKKINb. The natural assumption would therefore be 
that the possession or/and use of such drinking vessels somehow relates to the social 
position indicated by the content of these lists. The variants of the basic signs (with 
one additional stroke), however, designate portions of meat (or fish) (cf. Fig. 3).

The complicated semantic transfer from the basic sign forms (“vessels”) to those 
in the aforementioned lists is the described by Johnson:

 
I assume here that the addition of a vertical wedge to SILA3a is meant to designate ‘the 
type and amount of meat or fish that is appropriate to someone who receives a SILA3a 
vessel of beer or dairy fats (on the occasion of a festival)’ and likewise that the addition of 
a vertical wedge in the body of the UKKINb sign is meant to refer to ‘a portion of meat 
or fish that is appropriate to someone who normally drinks from the UKKINb vessel’. 32 

These examples nicely demonstrate how the evolution of writing and the evolution 
of the social world are intertwined33 and open a promising new path of script re-

32 Johnson 2015, 198–199.
33 I agree with Johnson 2019, 78: “In the same way that Friberg’s typology of bricks defines the 

potential of Mesopotamian architecture or Damerow and Englund’s work on beer and bread 
production defines the Mesopotamian rationing system, I would like to suggest that meat dis-
tribution defines elite institutional hierarchies in Mesopotamia. Moreover, in doing so, the dis-
tribution of highly valued goods in the context of diacritical feasts provides the essential link 
between what we might call primary economic activities (baking, brick-making, and butcher-
ing) and the second- or higher-order notational and managerial practices that sought to harness 
these primary activities to macro-social projects of one kind or another”.

Fig. 3: Vessels, officials, and portions of meat or fish (after D’Anna et al. 2016, 11; courtesy D’Anna 
and Johnson)
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search.34 A somewhat similar case is attested by the Uruk period form of SANGA2 
(saĝa2) “a purification priest”, that is ZATU 506 (see Rubio 2013). Iconically, the 
sign is probably a combined sign of the graphs for [[CLOTH] COVER] + [JAR] 
like šagan “flask”  [LID/COVER]+[POT STAND] which stands metonymi-
cally for this priest.

In a broader scope, the process of proto-cuneiform sign formation shows many 
elements of conscious reasoning.35 Therefore we suggest that the hypothesis that a 
logogram or glyph represents a word is inconsistent with the observable stages of the 
emergent Mesopotamian script(s) and that the well-known polysemy of cuneiform 
signs accompanies the birth of writing and cannot be judged as a later development 
(see below).36

A consequence of this is the possibility that (some of) the earliest signs may be 
understood independently of a given language. Indeed, in the visual arts we occa-
sionally meet visual ‘writings’ which – in a given cultural context – can be ‘read’ as 
narratives independent of any specific language.37 The best, though rather complex, 
such narrative is on the Uruk Vase (see Fig. 8).38 One might link such readings to 
ekphrastic procedures, that is the verbal representation of the visual. Visual rep-
resentations – as it should be clear from its beginning – are often and sometimes 
intentionally ambiguous and less precise than speech (and glottography).  

The language behind the proto-cuneiform is another matter. Englund in 2009, 
after surveying a number of alleged linguistic features of the proto-cuneiform cor-
pus, was very sceptical that this language was Sumerian.39 I have repeatedly advo-
cated a somewhat Solomonic way out: Sumerian is, I contend, involved in the evo-
lution of proto-cuneiform, but it is by no means certain that it is the only language 
involved or that the proto-cuneiform documents are to be read in this language. 

34 The archaic list “Pots and Garments” (ArPoG) starts with numerous iconic representations of 
vessels; see now Wagensonner 2020, 21–24.

35 See, for example, Glassner 2000a, 2000b, 161–2015; Krispijn 1991–1992; Selz 2017.
36 For the Chinese script similar phenomena are discussed by Handel 2019 under the heading 

phonetic adaptation and semantic adaptation.
37 Contrast this with observations made by Civil 2013, 17–18: “When the scribes attempted for 

the first time to write down narrative texts, they simply enunciated the participants of the nar-
rated event, leaving out the representation of predicates and of the anaphoric pronouns that tie 
together various textual elements and give continuity to a narrative. The bare enumeration of 
the core arguments of the predicate (actor and objects), including perhaps some circumstantial 
complement, but without making explicit the predicate itself, can only function as a mnemonic 
trigger that evokes the full plot in the addressee’s mind.”

38 Schmandt-Besserat 2007, 41–46 devoted an entire chapter to this artefact, “The Uruk Vase: 
Sequential Narrative.”

39 For the Uruk IV and Uruk III type tablets Englund’s CDLI always has “language undeter-
mined”. – Less sceptical is Rubio 2005 who reviewed the available arguments in the context of 
a “linguistic landscape.” For a recent review of Sumerian in Uruk III tablets see Keetman 2020.
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Such expectations may be wrong right from the beginning and I would like to apply 
Baines’ notion concerning the Egyptian situation to Mesopotamia: “There could 
have been no initial expectation that what was written would correspond with what 
was spoken. Language was not the original chief focus of writing [...]”.40 Instead, 
proto-writing “is, in essence, an administrative system and does not directly corre-
spond to spoken language”.41

The ‘language issue’ may be in part resolved by the proven use of ‘rebus type’ 
writings based on (partial) homophony (such as the ARROW,  Sumerian /ti/, for 
LIFE/LIVE, Sumerian /ti(l)/), or the related use of a given syllabic value of a sign 
as free (functional) morphemes, e.g. in Sumerian nominal cases.42 There is growing 
evidence that some of the names for persons in the earliest cuneiform43 are forerun-
ners of later Sumerian names and their readings warrants the rebus principle. In ad-
dition, a number of these administrative documents show at the end a ‘transaction 
formula’ which – in comparison to later usages – may contain Sumerian words: 
the frequently attested GU7 (= ZATU 235)44 may mean “consumption” or “ration” 
while the use of the signs BA45 and GI46 can perhaps be linked to their much later 
use in transaction formulas featuring the Sumerian verbs ba and gi4, and designating 
distribution or return of goods respectively.47 But the application and interpretation 
of these transaction terms remains largely speculative and they cannot yet prove that 
the entire texts are written in Sumerian, as already Englund has demonstrated.48

40 Baines 2012, 29.
41 Veldhuis 2012, 4.
42 Note that Morenz 2004, 42-50 describes a similar function of the rebus principle and of auto-

nyms in the evolution of the Egyptian script. 
43 See Krebernik 2002 and 2013. Similar proposals have been made by Gianni Marchesi in the 

workshop “Spoken Words and More” at the 64th RAI in Innsbruck. In the abstract of his talk 
“Back to the Sumerian Problem: The Issue of the Language behind the Proto-Cuneiform Texts” 
Marchesi states, “Contrary to what is often repeated, not only Sumerian words but also bona fide 
Sumerian personal names consisting of Sumerian sentences can actually be identified in these 
early texts.”

44 W 20274, 36; W20274, 32; W20274,23**.
45 W 20676,5**; W 20676,7; W 21300,2; W 21360,2.
46 W 20246,2.
47 However, the subscripts of several texts combine GI.GI with BA and even with BA and GU7, 

as in W 20511,11. Moreover, there is not a single secure attestation of the use of the sign for 
“reed” (GI) for the homonymous Sumerian verb /gi/ “to return”, even in those cases where the 
sign cannot stand for “reed”. Therefore, the interpretation of these transactional terms remains 
largely speculative and certainly cannot be used as proof that the texts are written in Sumerian, 
as Englund has already emphasized.

48 Englund 1998a, 70-71. For the supposed BA and GI ‘offices’ see Johnson 2015, 187-190.
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How writing started – or why writing was not invented ex nihilo 

Whether and in which respect the famous ‘tokens,’ which after the Neolithic period 
are attested at numerous sites all over the Near East, may reflect an earlier stage of 
pre-writing is less clear than is often suggested. Their vast geographical and chron-
ological distribution makes it rather unlikely that they connect to just one system. 
They relate to the evolution of proto-administrative accounting49 – that is, to the 
broader ‘number sense’,50 rather than to proto-sign forms.51 The best guess so far is 
that these token were counting devices,  Zählsteine, which functionally may relate 
to early abacuses.52 However, for the late Uruk situation a connection of the token 
system(s) to the sealed number tablets and other ‘numeric-ideographic’ tablets53 as 
well as specifically to the sealed hollow spherical clay balls (bullae) seems beyond 
doubt, an idea first formulated by Pierre Amiet (and Maurice Lambert) (see Fig. 
4).54 These bullae functioned as envelopes and contain tokens. Sometimes the shape 
of the tokens was additionally imitated on the surface of these clay balls. The seal-
ings most probably indicated the institution(s) or the officials responsible for the 
accounting. Such clay balls seem to have been in use right down to the middle of the 
2nd millennium BCE.55 Apparently, the aim of the underlying procedure was to pre-
vent any manipulation of accounts during the process of information transmission. 

49 The chronological order of these proto-forms is nicely chartered in Woods 2010, 47; see also 
Krispijn 2012, 181–182.

50 The still extant notion that an abstract number concept was not yet developed in the earliest cu-
neiform documents, as repeatedly advocated by Englund and Damerow (Damerow – Englund 
1987; Englund 1988; Damerow 1996b; Damerow et al. 1996) may now be related to the evo-
lution of cognition in the ways Overmann 2018a and 2018b has argued, based on the Material 
Engagement Theory developed by Malafouris 2010b; 2010a and 2013.

51 Schmandt-Besserat’s hypotheses on this matter received some criticism from a methodological 
point of view; cp. Damerow 1993, Englund 1993; 1998b; Michalowski 1993; see further Woods 
2012. The most critical point in Schmandt-Besserat’s hypothesis is her equation of specific 
(complex) token shapes with specific cuneiform signs. The earliest shapes were simple cones, 
spheres, cylinders, ovoids, disks, and polyhedrons and it seems more than likely that shape was 
arbitrary. Nevertheless, there are a number of tokens – contemporary with other proto-cunei-
form documents – which clearly show overlappings of token forms and cuneiform glyphs; see 
Wagensonner 2009.

52 The existence of abacuses or similar devices in Ancient Mesopotamia is likely – but still disput-
ed, cf. Dercksen 2015.

53 On these see Cooper 2004, 74–75. These tablets document a decisive step forward in the evo-
lution of proto-cuneiform: they contain mixed numerical notations with one or two ideograms; 
see Englund 1998a, 51; 53; 214–215.    

54 Amiet 1966. This was emphasized by Michalowski 1993 and Woods 2012; see also Hirst 2020. 
55 See Oppenheim 1959; Abusch 1981; Woods 2012, 45–50; MacGinnis et al. 2014.
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They may be conceptually be related to the tags attached to goods sent from one 
place to another (Fig. 5).56

56 Such (often pierced) tags are known from the entire Near East; cf. Selz 2020b (chapter 3.4.1.); 
Woods 2010, 71–72; Wagensonner 2009. For similar tags from Abydos, Dreyer 1998 has sug-
gested a syllabic use of some signs which seems to be now widely accepted by Egyptologists. See 
MacArthur 2010, 118–121 and Seidlmayer 2012 (both arguing for a logocentric definition of 
writing). See also Morenz 2004, 39–42.

Fig. 4:  a) number tablet; b) spherical clay ball with token inside; c) sealed number tablet with token; d) 
spherical clay ball and tokens (Uruk) (W 11040 https://cdli.ucla.edu/dl/photo/P001779.jpg, courtesy 
Englund; Wagensonner 2009, 58 fig. 4a. fig 4b; Nissen et al. 1990, 49, courtesy Nissen).
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Originally the logographic-ideographic signs57 of cuneiform script were partially 
grounded in iconicity – that is, with a non-arbitrary relationship between the shape 
of a graph and its associated meaning(s). However, as demonstrated by the process 
of sign formation (‘abstract’ and ‘manipulated’ signs are attested even in the earli-
est stages), in contrast to other comparable writing systems such as Egyptian hiero-
glyphs,  cuneiform script increasingly lost its iconicity.58 Even classification in script 
applies principles quite distinct from those used in visual representations.59 This is 
corroborated by the generally accepted notion that among the earliest sign forms 
are also a considerable number of ‘abstract’ signs for which a pictorial origin is un-

57 Contrary to Falkenstein and others (see above) who oppose the notion of ideographic elements 
(Ideenschrift) in early cuneiform writing (Falkenstein 1936, 31–32) and sometimes even deny 
the existence of rebus writings (cf. Selz 2017), we contend that logographic and ideographic 
elements in the earliest script surface at much the same time.

58 This is a well-known fact, though the scribes of ancient Mesopotamia may have seen more iconic 
references than we assume. The phenomenon of ‘secondary iconization’ further supports this 
hypothesis; see Selz – Pfitzner 2019.

59 Compare the well-known example of the divine classifiers: the star icon in writing and the 
horned crown in the visual arts both indicate divine status; see Selz 2008. In Egypt the connec-
tion between depiction and script seems much closer and, as the use of the unpronounced classi-
fiers demonstrates, non-linguistic elements played an important role in writing; see Goldwasser 
2002; 2006; Goldwasser – Grinevald 2012, and Selz et al. 2017.

Fig. 5: Tags from Uruk (a-c); only c) is a pierced specimen (W 09123,b https://cdli.ucla.edu/dl/line-
art/P001023_l.jpg; W 15662  https://cdli.ucla.edu/dl/photo/P002208.jpg; W 15658 https://cdli.ucla.
edu/dl/lineart/P002207_l.jpg).
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likely.60 The notable discrepancies between Egyptian and Mesopotamian systems 
might relate to the early partial loss of iconicity in the Mesopotamian cuneiform 
script. Nevertheless, script, being by definition a visual means of communication, 
shows overlapping in its sign formations with several iconic elements of the visual 
arts – which are, however, as of yet little understood and researched.61 I will return 
to this topic below.

Early polysemy of signs? 

The application of homophonic principles for reading cuneiform glyphs, that is the 
rebus-principle, is important for understanding the evolution of writing but does 
not yet transcend the logographic principles. However, whenever cuneiform signs 
are used as polysemes we are confronted with a feature which does not fit into the 
(simplified) notion of a logogram. It may be difficult to identify any polysemic use 
of signs in the proto-cuneiform stage; however, that polysemy was a salient prin-
ciple of the script by the 3rd millennium is beyond doubt: As soon as the sign for 
MOUTH (which evolved by marking the mouth area in the sign for HEAD) des-
ignates not only “mouth”, Sumerian /ka(g)/, but also the Sumerian verb /dug/ “to 
speak”, ‘logograms’ are indeed semasiograms.62 Given the salience of the semasio-
graphic form of writing in later Sumerian cuneiform, it seems reasonable to posit the 
existence of this principle already in the earliest stages of the script.63 

The pictogram of a foot (sign name DU) evolves into the standard cuneiform  
(which, surprisingly, is never used for the Sumerian /ĝiri/ “foot”) and can pos-

sess the following readings and meanings (according to ePSD):

60 Falkenstein 1936, 26 suggests besides groups with clear iconic referents – in complete or abbre-
viated form – a third group of abstract symbolic signs (abstrakte Symbolzeichen). For a renewed 
account on the pictographic origin of some signs and the loss of curvilinear lines see Woods 
2010, 36–37. A more detailed overview on the chronology of the (sealed) spherical balls and the 
numeric-ideographic tablets is given in Boehmer 1999, 120–121.

61 Rare exemptions are the writing of the cities’ sealings (Matthews 1993; 2013) and the Uruk Vase 
(Hockmann 2008).

62 Handel 2019, 40 remarks concerning the Chinese writing system and its adaptation to other 
languages: “semantic adaptation has been extremely common in the application of Chinese 
characters to the representation of other languages [but] in the internal history of the Chinese 
writing system itself  [...] it most probably only occurred in the earliest stages”. The cuneiform 
situation is complicated for two reasons: the earliest texts are not yet fully intelligible and seman-
tic plays and speculations are met everywhere in the so-called lexical lists.

63 Semasiographic writing establishes, of course, a close tie to visual representations.
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DU:64  
de [BRING] wr. de6; [ga; de3; ir; de2] “to bring, carry” Akk. babālu  
du [GO] wr. du “imperfect singular stem of ĝen [to go]” Akk. alāku  
ere [GO] wr. [re; er; e-ra]; erx(|DU.DU|); re6; re7 (DUoverDU); [er-re; i-ri] “perfect 
plural stem of ĝen [to go]” Akk. alāku  
gin [ESTABLISH] wr. [gin6; gi-na; gi-in; ge-en]; gin “(to be) permanent; to con-
firm, establish (in legal contexts), verify; (to be) true; a quality designation; medium 
quality” Akk. kânu; kīnu  
gir [RUNNER] wr. gir5 (DU-šeššeg); gir7 “runner, trotter” Akk. šānû  
gub [STAND] wr. gub “to stand; (to be) assigned (to a task)” Akk. izuzzu  
gub [~SHEEP] wr. gub “a designation of sheep or goats”  
ĝen [GO] wr. ĝen; [ma] “to go; to flow” Akk. alāku  
kin [SICKLE] wr. [urudkin]; gin; [kinx(|ŠE.KIN|); urudŠU.KIN] “sickle” Akk. niggallu  
kur [ENTER] wr. [kur9]; kurx(DU); [kurx(LIL)] “to enter” Akk. erēbu  
ra [CVVE] wr. ra2 “(compound verb verbal element)”  
ša [CVVE] wr. ša4 “(compound verb verbal element)”  
tum [BRING] wr. [tum3]; tum2 “imperfect singular stem of /de/ [to bring]”  
tum [SUITABLE] wr. tum2 “to be suitable”  
tum [UNMNG] wr. tum2; [tum4] “…” 

Admittedly, this brief collection lacks any chronological frame and is therefore 
not so informative regarding the evolution of the denotations of the sign DU. It 
demonstrates, however, the potential of semasiographic writing, which is clearly at-
tested in many instances as early as the Early Dynastic period.65 What is suggested 
here is that the reference of a ‘logogram’ to a specific linguistic unit, a word, is a 
development and not the starting point within the proto-cuneiform script. Both, 

64 Alternative graphic or phonetic forms are given in [brackets].
65 For the Chinese script Handel 2019, 41 posits an evolution from logogram to ideogram: “A 

logogram that is fully dephoneticized would become an ideogram, i.e. a representation of 
meaning that is no longer connected to specific linguistic units in any conventionalized way; it 
would therefore cease to be a graph of a writing system [...].” Both of the processes described 
above, phonetic adaptation and semantic adaptation (or indexical usage), result in polyvalency 
of graphs or, phrased another way, in ambiguity of intended representation. While some degree 
of ambiguity is a tolerable and tolerated feature of all writing systems (and indeed, ambiguity 
is present in all spoken languages which writing systems represent), the development of the 
Chinese writing system demonstrates that script users made deliberate adjustments to reduce 
polyvalency.”
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homophony and polysemy alike contributed to the evolution of proto-cuneiform 
and remained productive throughout the entire history of Sumerian cuneiform.66

Developments in the visual arts and their relation to writing

As indicated above, although the iconic origin of a larger number of cuneiform signs 
is beyond doubt, iconicity plays minor role67 if compared with the Hieroglyphic 
script, – which is true also of the early stages of the Chinese script.68 However, it is 
likely that more signs than we usually think possess iconic references, though iden-
tifying them is difficult. Several such signs in synecdochic or indexical usage provide 
a clear link to depictions and thus demonstrate the connections between script and 
image. The clearest examples may be the Uruk Vase (Fig. 8), the Archaic Cities’ 
Sealings,69 and many other cylinder sealings.

The visual two‐dimensional representations have two modalities: the emblem-
atic, and the linear arrangement of pictorial elements. The first one might, accord-
ing to Watanabe, be termed the “centric” arrangement, and the second may be 
compared to the “continuous” style of narration introduced to art history by the  
Viennese scholar Franz Wickhoff.70 By definition, visual narratives are linked to the 

66 When such ‘logograms’ were used in the context of other languages their polyvalency played 
a secondary role, if any. This is demonstrated by the use of such logograms in Akkadian and 
Hittite texts. The logographic principle applied here, as argued in Selz 2018, is best exemplified 
by the Eblaitograms (and Akkadograms and Hittitograms).  In such cases we see logograms (in 
the precise sense) usually reflecting fossilized writings or spellings of a word.

67 ‘Realistic’ iconic depictions in Cuneiform are comparatively rare. Much more numerous are 
abbreviated icons (“die ihr Vorbild in stark abgekürzter Form wiedergeben,” Falkenstein 1936, 
26). I think this is a not very convincing description and refers only to one variety of this type of 
iconic sign (e.g. the animal head representing the lexemes for different species). I suggest calling 
this group of signs synecdochic / metonymic or indexical, comprising not only ‘abbreviated 
icons’ in Falkenstein’s sense, but also the numerous standard or vessel types designating much 
more than the represented item.

68 Cf. Handel 2019, 42 with n. 21; 89 and 267.
69 Illustrated in Wagensonner 2009, Fig. 8a–c.
70 See Watanabe 2004; 2014, 350–363; see further Sonik 2014. – Circular composition on stamp 

seals such as the specimen from Tepe Gawra analysed in Schmandt-Besserat 2007, 30–35 
are probably linked to the emblematic or centric mode of visual representation. However, 
Schmandt-Besserat remarks: “The glyptic art of the Gawra period, contemporaneous with the 
advent of writing in Mesopotamia, marks the beginning of visual narratives at the site” (2007, 
35). But visual narratives on cylinder seals probably start with linear compositions juxtaposing 
figures in endless rows with no clear beginning or ending. Schmandt-Besserat’s observation is 
important for indicating that the linear sequence (and the ordering in subsequent registers) is 
not the only mode of visual narration.
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representation of a sequence of events.71 Visual narration has been repeatedly dis-
cussed, most importantly by Winter (1985, 1986) and also Selz (2014) as well as Selz 
and Niedermayer (2015):  

Narrative depiction may originate in proto‐historic periods; it certainly became a 
salient feature in the visual arts when representation developed the means to render 
time. These means originated with the invention of cylinder seals, which widely super-
seded earlier stamp seal practices and became one of the most important categories of 
Mesopotamian artifacts. The rolling of a cylinder seal on clay is in itself a time‐bound 
process: it encapsulates time.72

Concerning the evolution of cylinder seals, Porada states that 

the reasons for this development are problematic since stamp seals are more easily 
impressed on lumps of clay used to close the mouths of jars or other containers than 
are cylinder seals. Cylinder seals effectively cover a somewhat larger surface, however, 
such as a clay tablet.73

In fact, several sealed number tablets show that they were sealed first and the signs 
were scratched over the sealings later. The function of these tablets, however, is not 
entirely clear. Did they acknowledge the receipt of a quantity of goods by an eco-
nomic office? Were they kept for internal use in these offices or sent back to the 
sender of the goods? Or were they rather issued by the distributing institution? And, 
finally, how do they relate to door and container sealings?74

Narrative depictions may have originated in proto‐historic periods; they cer-
tainly became a salient feature in the visual arts when representation developed the 
means to render time. These means arrived with the invention of the cylinder seal, 
which widely superseded earlier stamp seal practices and became one of the most 
important categories of Mesopotamian artifacts. 

In an early attempt to relate cylinder sealings to the evolution of the writing sys-
tem Speiser wrote in 1941: “We know today that the Sumerians got their idea of 

71 A brief look at Egypt is informative here: in revisiting and discussing Heinrich Schäfer’s Princi-
ples of Egyptian Art (1919) and his theory on representation in Egyptian art, Baines writes (2007, 
218), “Development of composition is in the form of sequences that can be read along registers 
or set of register”.

72 Selz 2019, 371.
73 Porada 1993, 563.
74 Unfortunately, the transactions documented by the Uruk III and Uruk IV administrative doc-

uments remain largely unknown. Earlier attempts by Vaiman 1974 to connect the subscripts of 
some of these texts with the much younger transaction formulae remain speculative.
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writing from the cylinder seals which they engraved with various designs to serve as 
personal symbols”; and he further remarked “the immediate ancestor of Mesopo-
tamian writing was the cylinder seal, which was first and foremost the Sumerian’s 
mark of ownership.”75 But this was rejected by Gelb in 1963, 65: “I strongly disagree 
with the opinion that the Sumerians came upon the idea of writing through their use 
of the cylinder seal or that the immediate ancestor of writing was the cylinder seal.” 

This important issue was addressed again in the work of Schmandt-Besserat.76 As 
I agree with her notion that “the evolution from evocation to narrative in seal and 
pottery decoration denotes different cognitive skills” (2007, 49) the “linear compo-
sitions” should be judged quite differently because the introduction (‘invention’) of 
cylinder sealings predates the earliest proto-cuneiform tablets of the Uruk IV type 
by several generations.77 It is therefore extremely unlikely that “it was by borrowing 
the linear layout and hallmark strategies of writing to communicate information 
that art began to tell simple stories” […] “leaving little doubt that it was art that em-
ulated writing, not the contrary”.78

The use of cylinder sealing did make pictorial sequencing of events – that is their 
narration – possible; but this was centuries before these features are attested in writ-
ten texts.79 And equally telling, even the sequence of signs in the individual entries of 
the earliest documents often do not yet adapt to the sequence of reading.80 

The transcription of the signs of the three lines below (Fig. 6a), which fol-
low the usual later reading from right top to left bottom, is: AN:NIN:SU:ĜIR2 / 
AN:NINA:UR / GAL:LÚ.

The (linguistically) correct reading is, however, dnin-ĝir2-su / ur-dnanše / lugal 
“(For the god Nin-Girsu, Ur-Nanše, the king,” and the ‘correct’ sequence of the 
signs therefore *AN:NIN: ĜIR2:SU / UR:AN:NINA / LÚ:GAL. It may well be 
that the semantic connotations as well as ‘aesthetic’ arrangement of the ‘logograms’ 
determined their position in these three lines.

75 Speiser 1941, 7–8.
76 Schmandt-Besserat 1997.
77 Schmandt-Besserat is, of course, fully aware of the chronological issue: however the research 

question “studying writing’s impact on seals” may already preclude her discussions: cf. 2007, 28. 
Boehmer has argued that cylinder sealings are attested in Uruk by the period of Uruk V or even 
earlier (Boehmer 1999, 3–9; 113). They seem to predate proto-cuneiform by ca. 500 years, even 
if cylinder sealing was invented in Susa (Boehmer 1999, 114; 122–125).

78 Schmandt-Besserat 2007, 103.
79 See the quote from Civil 2013 in fn. 37.
80 The organization during the earliest periods of the signs of an entry within a line or box re-

mains puzzling: the issue has been addressed by Cancik-Kirschbaum – Mahr 2005 and Can-
cik-Kirschbaum 2012. Occasionally semantic principles seem involved – as in fig. 6a.

 Wagensonner 2020 provides numerous examples for the variation of sign sequences in the lexi-
cal tradition from the late Uruk into subsequent periods.
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Therefore, I suggest that the rolling out of cylinder seals – perhaps indeed in 
order to cover a larger surface more conveniently – finally led to their use in narra-
tive design – at least in a linear sequential mode of representation. As noted before, 
rolling out a cylinder seal is a time-bound process;81 cylinder sealings are therefore 
an ideal medium for representing a sequence of events. The use of multi-register 
seals and other multi-register forms of visual representation in early art is likewise 
an independent development with little connection to the written (linguistic) doc-
umentation. Even the ‘reading’ of visual narratives – always from the bottom to 
the top82 – has no correspondence to the general structure of written documents 
(see Fig. 6b).83 The only correspondence between both is the general organizational 
principles in ‘registers’, which seems to emulate art (cylinder sealings), not the other 
way around.

At this point we can say that art and writing evolved independently as two discrete 
semiotic systems. The fact that both produce rather distinct “incongruent” corpora 
is therefore not surprising.84 Overlappings are, however, attested, specifically with 
cylinder sealings and, to a lesser extent, with the iconic origin of cuneiform signs.

81 Henri Frankfort was the first – and as far as I see the only – scholar who described the process 
of cylinder sealing in similar terms (Frankfort 1939, 2–3). See also Topçuoğlu 2010.

82 At least in the art of the 3rd millennium, I could not find an exception to this rule. Even the 
Stele of the Vultures (contrary to Cooper’s suggestion in 2008) follows the same principle (with 
Winter 1985, 1986).

83 Veldhuis, who advocates a definition of writing along the lines of Gelb, wrote in 2012, 6 that 
“the introduction of an obligatory sign order around the middle of the third millennium created 
a straightforward relationship between visual text and its aural representation.”

84 Cooper 2008. The situation is decidedly different from the late Western tradition, in which art 
is intended to illustrate a given text (as in the biblia pauperum).

Fig. 6: Reading sequence of early texts:  a) Excerpt from an Ur-Nanše inscription (Urn. 35); b) Read-
ing sequence of a Uruk IV cattle account (First lines of Urn. 35, after De Sarzec 1884, XXXVI; VAT 
05294, https://cdli.ucla.edu/dl/lineart/P005410_l.jpg).
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Therefore, I contend that another major step in the evolution of the earliest writ-
ing system was the invention of the cylinder sealings, not later than the first part of 
the fourth millennium.

Interconnections between art and writing

The possible overlap between the visual representations and early writing is demon-
strated by the seal below from early Uruk (CDLI S001379; Uruk III?; see Fig. 7). It can 
be understood as ‘true’ writing in the narrow sense and be read (following Englund):85

1., EZENb MUŠ3a U4 SIG AN / 2., AN AN AN
“Festival: Morning (and) Evening Inana: stars”.86

85 Steinkeller’s suggestion that this seal proves “the Uruk artists knew cuneiform, and that they 
occasionally incorporated it into their images” (Steinkeller 2017, 27) is, of course, perfectly 
feasible. But one could also argue that this seal is an example of the iconic foundations of the 
proto-cuneiform.

86 Cf. Steinkeller 2017, 27 with fn. 31. This ‘transcription’, however, ignores the central and prom-
inent motif of the seal, the bull. I considered previously any link to the narrative ‘Inana and 
the Bull of Heaven’ as purely speculative (cf. Selz 2020a, 418). My untiring reader and editor, 
an expert in archaeo-astronomy, Craig Crossen, however remarks (email from 2/20/2020): “the 
design is astronomical. That means the bull in the design must be Inana’s ‘Bull of Heaven’.”

Fig. 7: Archaic Cylinder seal from Uruk  (Erlenmeyer seal, https://cdli.ucla.edu/dl/photo/P274834_d.
jpg; courtesy Englund).
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Fig. 8: The ‘reading’ sequence of the Uruk Vase (Photo by Osama Shukir Muhammed Amin, https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Warka_Vase#/media/File:Warka_vase_(360).jpg). 
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Although the depictions of this seal can be read as a ‘written text’, it does not 
require a literate seal-cutter. It was certainly understandable within the contempo-
rary system of visual arts, much in the same ways as the depictions on the famous 
Uruk Vase form a visual text which can be read without specific language skills.87 
Schmandt-Besserat and Selz as others have argued for a reading the Vase’s design as 
“narrative,” the former providing a list of “parallels between the Uruk Vase composi-
tion and the impressed tablets”. The parallels are closest concerning the register-like 
disposition of scenes and signs and their boustrophedon arrangement. The reading 
of the Vase is clearly from the bottom to the top register (Fig. 8).88 When we look at 
the proto-cuneiform tablets Schmandt-Besserat’s “12 characteristic features” largely 
disappear (see Fig. 6); direction of reading indicated by arrows. What is common is 
simply the arrangement of the depictions and script in registers.

In fact, the visual organization in registers and the reading from bottom to top 
obtains in virtually all known visual representations of the 3rd millennium BCE. 
Therefore, we contend that writing emulates (or originally adopted) modes of visual 
representation, drawing, among others, on the ekphrastic reading of pictorial pro-
grams.89

The conclusions of the analysis presented here: Any writing is basically a visual 
means of communication. Visual communication fixed by a specific medium ac-
quires a permanence linked to its material qualities and is spatial. Gestures, by con-
trast, lack this property; and sounds and speech are intrinsically transient.90 Vision 
and hearing possess distinct features, although overlaps do exist. In addition, the 
‘number sense’ seems to have evolved at the intersection of these two domains. In-
deed, the development of proto-cuneiform writing was stimulated as a response to 
problems of iconic, phonetic, and numerical representation, all of which stand at 
the cradle of the earliest attested writing system and contributed to its formation.

 During its evolution, Mesopotamian writing drew on three major systems of 
abstract symbolism:

87 See also Hockmann 2008, who describes overlappings between some elements of the storage 
scene in the upper register of the Vase and early cuneiform script (the present writer is, however, 
not fully convinced by Hockmann’s conclusions).

88 See Selz 2019.
89 This contradicts Schmandt-Besserat’s opinion (2007, 46): “Apparently the designer of the vase 

emulated the accounting records by organizing images in lines and giving meaning to their size, 
order location and direction in the composition.”

90 Or in the words of Robertson 2004, 20: “If visual properties combined with aural attributes of 
human perception constitute the possibility of writing, then those selfsame visual properties also 
give writing certain advantages over speech. A simple explanation is that its visual nature makes 
writing preservative, against the transient nature of speech.”



Selz

234

a) Counting [tokens] (tactile and spatial sequenced numerosity)
b) Depictions [with high or low iconicity] (spatial ordered images)
c) Speech/language (temporal ordered sounds)

Consequently, we should go above and beyond, or at least modify, a ‘logocentric’ 
bias when discussing early scripts. Only then can we assign script its proper place 
within the Mesopotamian culture of signs. Mesopotamian reasoning, we contend, 
was not restricted to linguistically expressed propositions.

Summing up

I hope to have demonstrated that the still-prevailing logocentric concept of writ-
ing is too narrow for fully grasping the communicative potential of the cuneiform 
script. A more general semiotic approach provides, in agreement with the emic per-
ception of Mesopotamian scribes, additional insight into their epistemic world. It 
is hermeneutically promising to determine how early Mesopotamian iconography 
and semasiography, although they developed as distinct semiotic systems, remained 
intertwined. The available evidence suggests that the capability to produce and ren-
der narratives originated with visual representations. The production of signs in 
art and in semasiographic writing, however, followed much the same principles. I 
suggest that the increasing prominence of glottographic features in the cuneiform 
script changed the ways of its reception significantly: phonetic allusion and lan-
guage-based analogies partially superseded but never entirely replaced the iconically 
based imagery. During the entire history of cuneiform writing the iconically and 
linguistically represented imagery (and its grammar and syntax), the ‘world behind 
the words’, remained a cornerstone for knowledge transmission. But the material 
discussed here does not provide a final answer to the problem of how “images work 
to generate forms of knowledge distinct from language or text.” Evidently, glotto- 
graphy mimicking speech transmits information with a higher degree of precision 
whereas images alone situate the knowledge within an epistemic universe. We con-
clude that mixed ‘logo-syllabic writings’ preserve and transmit more, and more pro-
found knowledge than simple speech. It seems that this was at the core of all Meso-
potamian hermeneutic endeavor. 91

91 This is what Crisostomo 2019 termed “analogous reasoning” or “analogous hermeneutics” which 
refers to much the same as my “additive thinking” (Selz 2002; 2004, 39; cf. Selz 2013, 50; 64–65 
and Selz in press a). – The notion of Du Ponceau (fn. 18) from 1838 can be well contrasted with Je-
vons (1887, 628), quoted by Crisostomo 2019, 39: “The whole structure of language and the whole 
utility of signs, marks, symbols, pictures, and representations of various kinds rest upon analogy.”
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I also suspect that the differences between both systems are linked to their dis-
tinct aesthetic properties, one consisting of space-oriented visual signs (sight) and 
the other of time-connected perception of sounds (hearing). A link between both 
domains might be that images as words can constitute narratives, which might be 
considered textual prototypes. I suggest that the organization of the visual and lin-
guistic domains as well as their interconnections, and their epistemic power, may 
best be described as rhizoid. Thus, I would like to conclude with Rudolf Arnheim’s 
statements: “The scientist, like the artist, interprets the world around him and with-
in him by making images.” “Thinking calls for image and images contain thought.”92
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1966, 16–23

Arnheim 1997 [1969]
R. Arnheim, Visual Thinking (Berkeley, LA 1997 [1969])

Attinger et al. 2018
P. Attinger – A. Cavigneaux – C. Mittermayer – M. Novak (eds.), Text and Im-
age. Proceedings of the 61e Rencontre Assyriologique Internationale, Genava 
and Bern, 22–26, June 2015 (Leuven  2018)

Baines 2007
J. Baines, Visual and Written Culture in Ancient Egypt (Oxford 2007)

Baines 2012
J. Baines, Scripts, High Culture, and Administration in Middle Kingdom Egypt, 
in: S. D. Houston (ed.), The Shape of the Script. How and Why did Writing 
Systems Change (Santa Fé 2012) 25–63
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Polythetic aspects of writing



Sybille Krämer

Introduction: beyond the dichotomy of word and image 

A new awareness has emerged for the role that images play in our knowledge prac-
tices. What is often diagnosed by the fine arts as a ‘withdrawal from the picture’ is 
shown by the sciences to be a remarkable entry of the picture into a field in which 
images – if considered at all – were mostly perceived as mere illustrations. In the 
course of digitalized research methods, which are entirely dependent on the visuali-
zation of their results, the pictorial as an intellectual device is gaining a new scientific 
dissemination and dignity. The image and with it the questions of conditions, scope 
and limits of scientific visualization have become core epistemic questions. How- 
ever, a closer look at the history of scientific practices shows that they have never 
been able to do without the visualization capabilities of images, schemata, graphs 
and diagrams.1

In the wake of the historical and epistemological revaluation of the image, a 
phenomenon appears that will concern us in the following chapter. It is about an 
operative form of iconicity that belongs to the field of ‘useful images’2 or ‘utility 
images’3: to this class of graphically oriented iconicity we count – in an undoubtedly 
simplifying triad – writings, diagrams or graphs as well as maps.4 

Intuitively, it is clear that these visual phenomena cannot easily be assigned to the 
form of the pictorial that is embodied in a painting or a photograph. The reason is, 
that the language-like character of media like graphs, diagrams and maps is obvious; 
this character however, reveals itself – strictly speaking – as a ‘language of space’. 

1  Galison 1997; Heßler 2006; Latour 1990; Maasen et al. 2006.
2  Original: „nützliche Bilder“, Boehm 2001.
3  Original: „Gebrauchsbilder“, Majetschak 2005.
4  Krämer 2009.
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While speech is usually a process of fleeting acoustics and proceeds in temporal suc-
cession, these languages of space are rooted precisely in the representational poten-
tial of visible, conservable and ‘frozen’ relations, the arrangement of which feeds 
on the two-dimensionality of the surface as well as on the simultaneity of what is 
presented over the surface. But we are familiar with such attributes like two-dimen-
sionality and simultaneity in the realm of ‘ordinary’ pictures. Such an interweaving 
of the linguistic and the pictorial makes one attentive; for we are accustomed to 
differentiating our symbolic capacities in almost classical-canonical typologization 
into the discursive and the iconic, into linguistic representation and pictorial pres-
entation. The fact that word and image form two semiotic modalities that are clearly 
distinguishable and not traceable to one another is confirmed by the assumption of 
a ‘pictorial turn’,5 inasmuch as it already establishes an opposing relationship to the 
‘linguistic turn’ through its name and wants to take up its heritage.

In the face of this dichotomous opposition of language and image, we want to 
suggest that the discursive and the iconic, the saying and the showing are only the 
two conceptually stylized poles of a scale on which all concrete, i.e. spatio-temporally 
situated phenomena appear in differently proportioned mixing ratios in between 
word and picture.  

Does the ‘exit’ of the image from the domain of the fine arts and its ‘entry’ into 
the domain of the arts of knowledge and their history also mean becoming aware 
of precisely those ‘images beyond the pictures’ that are also ‘a language beyond the 
linguistic’? And which thereby hold a potential for representation for which there is 
no analogy in either the oral languages or in ordinary images?

A first indication of the transgression of this opposition between word and im-
age is given by the phenomenon of writing. In the horizon of an alphabet-oriented 
concept of writing, scripts were regarded as a secondary system of symbols referring 
to language as their primary system: writing is written down oral language, is spa-
tially fixed speech.6 This ‘phonographic dogma’ categorizes writing as a form of lan-
guage – and not as an image. Imported with this speech-centered concept of writing 
was the assumption of the constitutive linearity of writing: the temporal sequence 
of oral sounds is spatialized in the linear sequence of letters. But this phonetically 
reduced concept of writing falls short. 

On the one hand, writing can refer to all sorts of things, even the Greek alphabet 
notated not only language but music and numbers.7 On the other hand, musical 
scores, crossword puzzles, chemical formulae, written arithmetic, but also tables of 
contents, footnotes, indices in texts show how far the use of writing breaks with the 

5 Mitchell 1992.
6 Günther – Ludwig 1994, VIII.
7 Kittler 2003.
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principle of linearity.8 All kinds of written text work within the two dimensions of 
the surface insofar as they do not only run in lines to the right or left, but can also 
be read from top to bottom, often in column form. Scripts thus form an interface 
between the discursive and the iconic. Graphical attributes such as underlining and 
italicising, upper and lower case, punctuation or the distinction between continu-
ous text and footnotes document that the linguistic arbitrary principle is also sus-
pended, according to which a word has no similarity with the thing it designates. In 
many respects, the typeface of the written text already shows what is important in 
its interpretation; semantics contour the notational iconicity of written or printed 
texts. 

The concept of ‘notational iconicity’ developed in recent years9 aims to over-
come the phonocentric concept of writing and to design a theory of writing that 
synthesizes the discursive and the iconic dimension. This synthesis unfolds an ex-
ploratory potential of writing that finds no analogy either on the side of ‘pure’ pic-
tures or ‘pure’ oral languages.10 

We have already mentioned that the intertwining of the pictorial and the linguis-
tic is relevant for many cognitive and scientific processes. Here I offer some reflec-
tions, in order to draw attention to a medial attribute of our use of writing, graphs, 
diagrams and maps, which mostly remain a blind spot, and is scarcely reflected 
upon. These mostly concern the phenomenon of ‘artificial flatness’ used as a cul-
tural technique; it can explain, why ‘operative iconicity’ is creative and productive in 
the realm of intellectual work. 

We will first introduce and explain the cultural historical use of ‘flattening out’ 
with some examples. The examples are intended to convey very different ways of 
using inscribed and illustrated surfaces, distinguished in terms of cognition and also 
their underlying epistemic values. They will help to give an intuitive insight into 
what the phenomenon of artificial flatness used as an operative device is all about.

Flattening the sky: constellations as sky diagrams

The sky is populated with constellations making up a surface from the universe’s 
depths. A hardly fathomable sea of stars is endowed with order, by being shaped 
into manageable groups. The transformation of points of light into elements of a 
figure takes place by means of connective lines, invented by humans. Physically, the 
stars brought together in constellations have nothing to do with each other. What 

8 Harris 2000.
9 Krämer et al. 2012.
10 Cf. Severi, this volume.
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is moved into neighborly proximity and transformed into the elements of a unified 
figure is in reality separated by light years.11 It is the line that levels differences; it ren-
ders what is disparate and distant into elements of the same form. 

Each constellation that culture has marked as significant is transmitted and can-
onized through a range of variable sketches, diagrammatic and mimetic drawings, 
and mythological-literary descriptions. Only those who have already gained know-
ledge from looking at these texts and images, will be able to identify stable structures 
within the countless flood of stars. 

Let us look at three different representations of ‘Orion’ (Fig. 1–3):

11 In Orion, the star Betelgeuse is 642 light years away from us, Bellatrix “only” 243 light years.

Fig. 1: Orion photography (http://www2.vobs.at/hs-goetzis/tech/sterne/orion.2.jpg)
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Fig. 2: Orion schema (http://1.bp.blog-
spot.com/-HT8gypOaLKg/T8VLBJzyZrI/
AAAAAAAABY/52iru6DYo_E/s1600/Orion_Grafik.
JPG)

Fig. 3: Mythological/mimetic rep-
resentation (Archive Krämer)
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We see the schema of the constellation Orion within the different concrete im-
ages. A certain abstract order and proportionality is preserved from image to image. 
What is projected onto the heaven is a schema, a structure originally born within 
diagrammatic and pictorial practices. 

Constellations are not an end in themselves. Historically they serve as an orien-
tation and self-indexicalisation. Such a localisation by constellations can only be re-
alized through a connection of spatial and temporal dimensions: a constellation can 
only be used to identify a terrestrial locus if the temporal movement of the celestial 
image is also calculated. As a means of orientation, constellations are useful, even if 
the popular astronomical knowledge sedimentised within them is hardly productive 
for scientific astronomical visualization. 

That we can master and instill order in the chaotic manifoldness of the celestial 
stars through the practice and rediscovery of diagrammatic mapping – and virtually 
all cultures have a place for constellations – is a gesture of sovereignty. What is inac-
cessible becomes an accessible and useful instrument of orientation, what is unfath-
omable is given comprehensible order, the infinite is transformed into incisive form. 
Constellations present this metamorphosis in a paradigmatic way. And in ‘flattening 
the sky’, the practice of diagrammatic inscription plays a decisive role.

Platonic diagrammatical procedures12

Plato’s Menon dialogue is designed to show that knowledge is not transferable from 
one person to another through language and telling, yet knowledge has to be pro-
duced by the knowing subjects.13 This is demonstrated using the situation of a math-
ematically uneducated slave boy. Socrates draws a two-foot square in the sand and 
tells the youth to double the area.

The boy first doubles the length of the sides of the square, but he recognizes 
that this fourfold increase is too much. He then increases the length of the sides to 
three feet, but – as he can see – this also produces a square that is more than twice as 
large. The boy is puzzled and admits that he is irritated: “I don’t know,” he confesses 
to Socrates. With the aid of further questions, in which Socrates does not commu-
nicate the technique of doubling a square, and further geometrical drawings, the 
boy finally recognizes that it is possible to double the area by constructing another 
square from the diagonal (Fig. 4).

12 Krämer 2016a. 
13 Platon, Menon 82b–85c.



Reflections on ‘operative iconicity’ and ‘artificial flatness’

257

What does this ‘diagrammatic primal scene’ reveal? The first steps of the engage-
ment with the drawing involve the realization not of knowledge but rather of a lack 
of knowledge. An intellectual mistake literally becomes visible, and the perceptibility 
of this false assumption paves the way for the next steps of producing the positive 
mathematical knowledge. It is a surface which becomes the experimental field of 
insight, insofar as the drawing is always also revisable: everything that is visualized by 
drawing can be drawn differently. 

Let me only mention here, that similar scenes of diagrammatical reasoning can be 
found in a lot of other Platonic texts. For example, the technique of dihairesis, which 
is a method for defining concepts: a concept is visually broken down in dichoto-
mously structured binary components. It is meanwhile historically proved, that this 
kind of defining by drawing was practiced at the Platonic Academy (Fig. 5).14 

What is an angler?15. Beginning with the initial division of an uppermost 
conceptual distinction between skilled and unskilled activities, the answer di-
agrammatically leads to a term that is no longer divisible, namely the ‘angler’, 
which is dichotomously distinguished from the ‘harpoon fisher’. Dihairesis is a 
technique that ‘spatialises’ these intelligible objects by situating them in quasi- 
visualisable planar arrangements of words. Conceptual relationships are rendered 
visible as lexical arrangements. An almost architectural design is created in which 

14 Philip 1966, 335.
15 Platon, Sophistes 218e–221b

Fig. 4: Fig. A contains the squares drawn by mistake (Politeia, 82b–84c); Fig. B contains the squares 
leading to the solution (84d–85b) (Krämer 2016, 162).
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Fig. 5: Dihairesis of the ‘angler’ (Archive Krämer)



Reflections on ‘operative iconicity’ and ‘artificial flatness’

259

concepts are constructed from components, and conceptual fields are structured 
according to the correlation between part and whole, upper and lower. Partition and 
linkage: These are the basic operations opened up by dihairesis’ strategy of spatiali-
sation. Planar spatiality as a medium for the act of thinking could hardly be articu-
lated more clearly.

How the mathematician Gauß baffled his teacher

According to an anecdote16 about the mathematician Carl Friedrich Gauß (1777–
1855) as a nine-year old boy, his teacher once wanted to occupy his class for a long 
time, so he gave them the task of determining the sum of the first one hundred num-
bers. The pupils made tedious calculations, which mostly resulted in the wrong an-
swer, but Gauß produced the correct answer within minutes: 5050.

How did he do it? Although his calculations involved not drawing lines but 
rather only inscribing and revising sequences of symbols, what matters here is that 
Gauß’ answer was based on using the spatial properties of inscriptions, such as po-
sitioning, grouping, and regrouping.

The addition of the first 100 numbers can be written as a sequence of numbers 
in their chronological order:

1+2+3+4+….97+98+99+100

This chronological order (1) can be altered through transposition, grouping, and 
the insertion of brackets, which allows the first and the last numbers to be brought 
together, the second and the second-last numbers, and so forth, as the commutative 
law of addition allows the arbitrary ordering of numbers to be added and the associ-
ative law states that the summands can be arbitrarily grouped using brackets.

(1+100) + (2+99) + (3+98) +…..(49+52) + (50+51)

An optical situation arises from this revision, as it becomes apparent that the sum of 
the numbers in each set of brackets is the same – namely, 101.

(101) + (101) +….(101) + (101)

16 Hayes 2006.
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In so far as there are 50 such sets of brackets, it is only necessary to calculate 101 
multiplied by 50 yields 5050. 5050 is the solution.

You have never seen a number: numbers do not have any inherent position in 
space and time, but they acquire a visible sensibility and manipulable position on a 
plane through their representation as numerical sign configurations. The operations 
of shifting and regrouping create a visual configuration that enables the ‘aha experi-
ence’ or ‘sudden insight’ that each of these newly formed groups has the same value 
– namely, 101. It is sufficient to observe only the first and last sets of bracketed pairs 
in order to solve the problem.

The discovery of an effective and elegant solution to the problem is thus made 
possible by operating with a written arrangement spatially. 

Artistic and scientific use of shadows

The next two examples refer to the origins of Art and Science17 by using shadows as 
a flattening technique. First to the artistic use of shadows (Fig. 6).

The shadow is the forerunner of projecting three dimensional bodies as two di-
mensional pictures. In the legend of the daughter of the potter Butades in Pliny’s 
Naturalis Historia18 the silhouette of a distant lover engraved on a wall becomes the 
origin of pictorial art within Western tradition. Pliny’s legend shows how the irrevo-
cable passage of time is potentially averted through spatialization.  It is the graphical 
line, which has the power of transfiguration: it converts time into space – and vice 
versa.

The epistemic function of shadows can be seen in the widespread ancient use of 
sun dials, which enable the measurement of time (Fig. 7). The hours of the day are 
readable through the length of the shadows cast by illuminated things. The Roman 
architect Vitruvius describes the working of an ancient sundial in his Ten Books on 
Architecture.19 A pointer – the gnomon – is placed in a whole within a network 
of lines, constructed as a diagram based on astronomical observations and math-
ematical calulations. The shadow of the gnomon allows the hour of the day and 
the month of the year to be observed. Here it is not the fixed yet the mobile shadow 
which matters. It makes time observable as spatial, visual movement on the diagram 
of a surface.

17 Bogen 2005.
18 Plinius, Naturalis historia 35, 15.
19 Vitruvius, De architectura 9, 1, 1ff.
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Fig. 6: Joachim von Sandrarts „Teutsche Academie“, 1675. Butades‘ Daughter (http://www.mpg.
de/1382475/zoom.jpg)

Fig. 7: Sundial (https://www.
atlasobscura.com/places/cran-
mer-park-sundial)
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Artificial flatness20

We live in a three-dimensional world, but we are surrounded by surfaces that are cov-
ered with images and writing. From cave paintings to skin tattoos to graffiti, from 
painted pictures to written notations, from diagrams, technical drawings, and maps 
to film, television, computer screens, tablets, and smart phones, our everyday prac-
tices are permeated with surfaces that represent something. Compositional work 
is hardly possible without musical notation, just as spoken theater is attached to 
scripts and dance performances often depend on choreography. Scientific work is 
inconceivable without formulas, texts, tables, and graphs. Illustrated and inscribed 
surfaces are so ubiquitous and commonplace that we no longer notice the special 
form of spatiality that they incorporate.

A surface is the outer skin of a voluminous body; it always corresponds to an 
underlying deep structure. A plane, on the other hand, is spatially extended but 
without depth. We treat the surfaces of fairly flat yet still three-dimensional objects 
as if they have no depth. The virtual metamorphosis that transforms three-dimen-
sionality into two-dimensionality is first triggered by the act of drawing and writing. 
But please note: planes do not empirically exist. Surfaces are not planes; rather, they 
are treated as planes.

Our body institutes a basic system of spatial orientation through its three per-
pendicular axes. Everything that surrounds us is divided into right or left, over or 
under, before or behind. Artificial flatness abolishes the dimension of depth so that 
only two registers of spatial order are projected onto the surface: right/left and over/
under. What is erased is the dimension of the behind, which in our three-dimension-
al environment marks the region of the hidden and uncontrollable. Flatness thus 
negates the unobservable and uncontrollable ‘behind’ and ‘below’. An illustrated 
or inscribed surface embodies a completely overlookable and controllable space – at 
least so it seems – whose handy format often makes it easy to transport and circulate.

The fullness of the real world as well as the phantasms of fictional worlds thus 
obtain an observable and manageable form; things that are not or that can never be 
(such as images of logically impossible objects) are made perceptual too. 

An illustrated or inscribed surface can even become a laboratory of cognition as 
well as a workshop for aesthetic experimentation and a tool of technical instruction 
(Fig. 8). Artificial flatness is a cultural achievement of the first order. Its aesthetic 
and cognitive ramifications are obvious, yet surprisingly little studied. Just as the in-
vention of the wheel facilitated mobility and creativity in the world of the body, the 
invention of artificial flatness facilitated mobility and creativity in the world of the 

20 Krämer 2016b.
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mind. I will refer to the aesthetic and cognitive deployment of artificial flatness as the 
‘cultural technique of flattening’. Whether empirically scratched or put on: the sur-
face is treated as if it is flat. Writing as well as picturing, script and image both depend 
on flatness as a medium of representation and operativity.  No question that there are 
differences in the degree of flattening. From an aesthetic point of view, the volume 
of the brush application is aesthetically significant. And also with writings, either 

Fig. 8: Oscar Reutervärd: impossible figures (O. Reutersvärd, Unmögliche Figuren. Vom Abenteuer 
der Perspektiven [Augsburg 1990] 29).
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– as in cuneiform writing – the surface is carved or something – as in the ink shaft –  
is applied to it.  But in an epistemic respect based on schematization, writings, dia-
grams, graphs and maps are two-dimensional inscriptions.   

What does it mean for our thought and cognition that nearly everything relat-
ed to the acquisition, justification, and representation of knowledge is organized in 
the medium of inscribed surfaces? My guiding idea is to explain this in terms of a 
cartographic impulse. It is well known from everyday life that if we use maps or navi-
gational tools we have to indexicalise ourselves as a point on the map. If that is done, 
we are able to orient ourselves within an unfamiliar terrain and to target special loca-
tions. By analogy we can transfer this ‘cartographic impulse’ to the cognitive use of 
artificial flatness as means of intellectual orientation within the ‘complex landscapes 
of knowledge’.  

Grammatics of diagrammatics

To understand and describe the use of inscribed surfaces, some fundamental attrib-
utes can be proposed: 

Directionality

Normally we reconstruct diagrams and graphs in terms of visuality; but rather it is 
spatiality that matters here. Flatness introduces the ordering principle of synopsis, 
which allows observers and readers to assume a bird’s eye perspective with regard 
to the surface. Based on the use of geographical overview maps we know that the 
view from above can only facilitate orientation when the map user knows how the 
topographical arrangement of the map corresponds to actual compass directions: 
The direction ‘north’ is conventionally placed at the top of the map. Yet the issue of 
directionality is valid not only for maps but also for texts and images.

It was the philosopher Immanuel Kant who recognized that space is determined 
not only by extension – as Newton proposed – or by the relation between things 
– as Leibniz stated – but also by its directionality.21 Like screws and snail shells, 
illustrated and inscribed surfaces also must have a conventional orientation. Kant 
himself points to the written page as an example:22 when it is rotated 180 degrees 
the internal relation between the symbols does not change, but the text becomes 

21 Kant 1768.
22 Kant 1768, 995.
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unreadable because it has lost its external relation with respect to the reader: it has 
lost its familiar conventional alignment. Writing and reading directions paradigmat-
ically document the phenomenon of integrated directionality which holds for any 
inscribed surface. 

Graphism

The interaction of point, line, and plane establishes a kind of activity which is 
the common root of drawing and writing. The paleontologist and anthropolo-
gist Leroi-Gourhan23 points out that our ability to use acoustic language actually 
has precursors in the signal voices of animals, but there is nothing comparable to 
the production of graphism and images in the pre-human era. As opposed to the 
absolutization of the spoken language as an “Ur-humanum”, it should be empha-
sized that people have two symbolic registers at their disposal: acoustic and visual 
representational forms. Graphism is a basic human competence. The little-noted 
phenomenon of doodling24 – the unintentional drawing of formless shapes that un-
consciously change into elementary forms – testifies to this original potential for 
graphing. Precisely because the pictorial is often identified with the highly stylised 
forms of art or scientific visualisation, we cannot see the innateness and ubiquity of 
our everyday capability of graphing. The rehabilitation of this genuinely graphical 
power of articulation and communication, this ‘image-making capacity that is prior 
to the image’ remains a necessary subject of research.

Schematism

Images, diagrams, and writings are things that physically stand before our eyes. They 
occupy positions in space/time, and are visible, modifiable, and transportable. They 
are extremely mobile in small formats, and their inscriptions mostly remain stable 
throughout their circulation. Nevertheless, the materiality that guarantees their sen-
sory presence is fundamentally replaceable, it is a kind of schematism. 

With the word ‘schema’ we primarily associate a representation that shows the es-
sential outlines of an object and leaves out ‘non-essential’ details. ‘Schematic’ things 
in this sense are the drawn geometric figure, the organigram, the circuit diagram, 
and the floor plan. Nevertheless, we have to distinguish between the ‘schematic rep-

23 Leroi-Gourhan 1980.
24 Driesen 2016.
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resentation’ and the ‘schema’. Schemata are not simply a special type of reductive 
representation, but rather instructions that can then be envisaged and realised in dif-
ferent singular images. This schematism separates operative images from the picto-
rial artwork. Unlike an artwork, which is intimately connected to its material form, 
the materiality of a diagram or a text is not intrinsic but rather extrinsic. Whatever 
is inscribed on a surface can be reproduced on another surface; a change in material 
instantiation is possible without damaging its content. 

Schematism ensures transmissibility: everything represented in point-line con-
stellations can also be transferred or represented in alternative ways.

Relationality

Diagrams do not show objects, but rather relations; diagrams exhibit relations by 
relations. We see that in star constellations, whose arbitrarily drawn connecting 
lines place unrelated stars in an ‘artificial’ relationship. Things and events can be 
perceived, but not relations between them. Relations are something invisible, but 
they too acquire a visible and manipulable position on inscribed surfaces. Is the ar-
tificial surface the genuine birthplace of the idea of a relation? Martin Heidegger25 
described the concept of a ‘relation’ as a ‘holding-together in keeping-apart’: things 
that are differentiated are related to each other in such a way that their difference 
is not abolished. Diagrams are symbolic instruments which facilitate the compari-
son of different things without liquidating their difference. If thinking always also 
means correlating, then it is clear that diagrams understood as graphic apparatuses 
of correlation, can play a fundamental role in all kinds of thought processes.

Referentiality

Writing refers to something else in order to have an understandable meaning and 
not to be pure ornamentation. This also applies to diagrams, graphs, and maps, 
which always refer to something beyond themselves. Yet this ‘beyond’ should not 
be misunderstood as a kind of naive reference. For example: Projecting the surface 
of a sphere onto a flat plane means changing it. Gerhard Mercator’s map – as we all 
know – represents the surface of the earth in a somewhat distorted manner. The 
‘price’ of projection is that a map cannot preserve both the areas and angles of a 
globe at the same time. Mercator’s map was used as an instrument of navigation. To 

25 Heidegger 1978, 152.
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project territories in their real proportional extent would have made the navigation 
function impossible.

Topological maps visualize not the world but rather our knowledge of the world, 
configured and formatted for a particular purpose. This knowledge normally al-
ready exists as mathematical data collections, tables, and written descriptions. The 
map combines all this knowledge as a cartographic medium. ‘Referentiality’ should 
not be understood as an immediate, direct reference to a single object, but to a col-
lective stock of knowledge.  

A non-trivial concept of ‘transnatural mapping’ becomes apparent here. The 
epistemic value of graphism lies in the formation of structural similarity or analogy 
through graphic schematism, which abolishes mimetic similarity. René Descartes’s 
invention of analytic geometry is an example, as it features lines as coordinates with 
which geometric points can be translated into pairs of numbers. As a result, geomet-
ric figures can be represented and processed as arithmetic equations. In this sense, 
the formula of the circle structurally represents the figure of the circle.

Mediality

Inscribed surfaces are media, and they thus function as places of transfiguration: 
Looking at an empirical stroke with width and length, we see a one-dimensional 
line; looking at a concrete geometrical drawing, we see an ideal mathematical object; 
manipulating perceptible signs, we perform mental and cognitive operations. This 
transfiguration of the visible into something conceptual and therefore invisible al-
lows artificial flatness to be an instrument of thinking. We think not only on paper, 
but also with paper. According to my messenger model,26 a medium is a visible en-
tity that occupies the position of a third in-between two different worlds or systems 
or parties, and facilitates an exchange between these heterogeneous spheres. Media 
work especially well when this third is a hybrid that combines the properties of both 
sides.

Inscribed surfaces realize an intermediary role: as two-dimensional forms they 
stand in-between the one-dimensionality of time and the three-dimensionality of 
space; as sensory forms that visualize the imperceptible they are situated in-between 
observation and conception; as technical drawings, assembly instructions, or com-
puter programs they mediate between an abstract plan and its concrete implementa-
tion. By virtue of their position as a third, inscribed surfaces function as devices that 
‘translate’ between heterogeneous fields. Media create an interrelationship between 

26 Krämer 2015.
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things that are different or opposed, such as time and space, observation and concep-
tion, visibility and invisibility, program and its execution.

Operativity

We now reach an important point in describing operative iconicity: diagrams and 
writing are dynamic devices. Like a geographical map, which enables personal move-
ment in unfamiliar terrain, diagrams and texts facilitate intellectual actions in com-
plex areas of knowledge. The surface transforms into a space for exercising memo-
ry, for problem-solving and cognition, for artistic, scientific, and technical designs. 
Operative iconicity not only represent situations and relations, but also intervene in 
them.

This kind of representation often enables the creation of what it represents. 
Does an argument exist, before we create written logic, able to configure sentences 
in a discrete, quasi architectonic order? Does language, understood as a verbal 
communication system, separated from gesture, mimic, prosody and deixis really 
exist, before the Greek alphabet intended to represent speech in difference to other 
dimensions of communication? Does a point exist in the sense of a non-extended 
mathematical entity before it obtains a diagrammatic-operative basis as the center of 
a circle or a point of intersection between lines? Does zero exist as a number before 
it is calculated in writing with the numeral ‘O’ or becomes the center of a coordinate 
axis? Visualization, operationalization, and generation are intertwined, and between 
the poles of embodiment and disembodiment they acquire the status of abstract 
objects of knowledge and invisible theoretical entities, which are established as epis-
temologically perceptible and tangible objects.

Sociality (and digitality): a conclusion

My last point is the intersubjectivity, the sociality of diagrams. Diagrams introduce 
intuition in the intersubjective ‘mode of the We’. They organize supra-individual 
and epistemically shareable experiences. Diagrams can be passed not only from hand 
to hand but also from ‘eye to eye’ and thus from ‘mind to mind’ precisely because 
they are ‘objects of intuition’ and ‘instruments of thought’ situated in space-time. 
The often-mentioned term ‘eye of the mind’ is not an internal, mental eye; rather, it 
is objectively based on the intersubjective clarity of script and diagrams. To under-
stand the epistemic functioning of diagrammatical and notational iconicity is part 
of a social epistemology.
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This is underscored by their normativity. These norms are not necessarily explicit, 
as there are often implicit conventions that regulate the use of inscribed surfaces. 
The fact that the values on a number line increase from left to right or that east is 
right on a map is normal yet arbitrary, as it could also be otherwise. Inscribed sur-
faces would not be accessible without an awareness of these implicit social rules and 
conventions. Diagrams, graphs or maps do not interpret themselves.

We might conclude: the artificial two-dimensional space has a productive cog-
nitive power: whenever we do not know something, the graphic projection of com-
plex content onto a surface makes the invisible visible, as relations and connections 
become viewable and complexity becomes manageable. A synoptic overview is fur-
nished, which allows operations to be performed with diagrams and inscriptions. 
Every symbolic structure can be restructured, and every configuration can be re-
configured. An examination of the function of inscribed surfaces thus reveals that 
they are used not only as instruments for visualizing information but also as tools 
for gaining, operating and exploring information. The invention of artificial two- 
dimensionality created a space of overview, control, and manipulability, as the 
graphic interaction of point, line, and plane enabled the visualization and obser-
vation of invisible, theoretical concepts. The cultural technique of flattening and 
its cartographic impulse are achievements without which the artistic, scientific and 
technical developments of the modern age are unthinkable. 

However, a final and important question then arises regarding the productive 
and creative role of artificial flatness. What happens under the condition of digital-
ity, when the inscribed surfaces evolve into electronically networked interfaces and 
when graphic user-interfaces begin to control our interactions not only with com-
puters but with the world and even our ‘self’? Under the conditions of the electronic 
interface the cultural technique of flattening assumes a radical new signature. Inter-
faces have a double face: In many respects the graphic user interface directed towards 
the user is rooted in the traditional writing and reading practices associated with 
scripts, pictures, diagrams, maps etc. However, the rear side directed towards the 
apparatuses and data networks restores depth dimensions which ‘originally’ the flat 
inscription practices associated with writing and visualization had annulled. Behind 
the interface there is a graduated network of nodes and links composed of numerous 
layers which, instead of connecting man and machine, now just connect computer 
to computer and data streams. 

In contrast to the operative iconicity of inscribed surfaces, the protocol-controlled 
levels behind the user interface, its ‘subfaces’, are characterized by an apparent 
non-iconicity. The user interface becomes the outer skin of a black box consisting 
of interactional computers, data bases, and algorithms which are guided and con-
trolled by technical protocols. Analogous to a rhizome, proliferating beneath the 
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surface of user-friendliness is a region of reinvigorated ‘secrecy’, of expropriation, 
of constitutive nescience. Each piece of software creates a ‘virtual machine’, which 
remains concealed to those operating the software. The competence derived induc-
tively by computers from vast data sets through self- or deep-learning AI programs, 
remains impenetrable in ‘how’ these acquired rules and routines interact – even to 
the developers. And the manifold data traces left by users on the Internet and on 
social media, which are analyzed by algorithms to profile people and to predict their 
future behavior, usually stay hidden from the consciousness of their originator.
To reflect on all this will be another story. 
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Flavia Carraro

The association of texts and textiles is well known, and it is shared by different so-
cieties over space and time, illustrating the language-related practices of verbal and 
narrative composition, both oral and written, so that the flow of speech can be relat-
ed to the passage of the shuttle, the story to the weft thread, the narrative plot to the 
warp on the loom and to the warping of threads, while text, discourse and words are 
woven. Most interestingly, from an anthropological perspective, this association no-
tably attests to the intertextuality outlined among the Quiché Maya by Barbara and 
Dennis Tedlock,1 which reaches across the boundaries between media and technol-
ogies. In this perspective, poems, stories and myths can be contemplated as fabrics, 
just as fabrics and their patterns tell stories, talk about things, transmit and convey 
through image and sight the universes of which they are part.  

The ‘as’ that links texts and textiles does however raise questions, since the me-
diation on which it is based and which it brings to light reveals crucial asymmetries. 
These concern their artefactual nature, the matter and the way in which they are 
made and the objects they give rise to and through which texts and textiles are both 
perceived and apprehended, namely language, thought and image. Indeed, their ob-
vious relationship appears to be equivocal because its biases differ, particularly in the 
role that technique and technology seem to play in the articulation.

Fabrics and texts are associated more according to the relationship between what 
they say and what they show than as products of specific technical operations and 

*  I wish to thank Paul Kockelman and John Huehnergard for their fundamental suggestions and 
comments on the preliminary stage of this work. I am grateful to Eva Basile for the enthusiasm 
and availability in sharing with me since years her inexhaustible knowledge and know-how. 
Finally, many thanks to Niccolò Yablonsky for his stimulating and rigorous remarks. 

1 Tedlock – Tedlock 1985.
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practices, and the semiotic, linguistic and hermeneutic points of view prevail over an 
approach which considers actual writing and weaving. 

In particular, the distribution of technical and symbolic, intellectual and cogni-
tive features in both these technologies demands attention. The complexity of tex-
tile patterns in oral societies is considered both in opposition and parallel to writing 
and written traditions. Accordingly, weaving is viewed as a craft and a minor art in 
the Western tradition, while it takes the place of writing in societies where this is not 
in use, thereby becoming the evidence and the expression of their intellectual and 
cognitive capacities.2 So, as Giorgio Raimondo Cardona provocatively stated, if “the 
savage is the one who does not write”,3 one can say that the non-savage is the one 
who weaves.

In a very similar way, it is a path of abstraction that is traditionally emphasized as 
progress towards the invention of writing,4 in which, by means of a gradual detach-
ment, matter and image finally become transparent to allow what only language can 
truly say to emerge. On the one hand, material aspects and uses of scripts are envi-
sioned separately from the linguistic features of writing systems; on the other hand, 
this separation constitutes the ground for ontologically distinguishing ‘true writing’ 
(phonetic) from ‘non-writing’ (non-phonetic). 

Despite the invalidity, limitations and illusory nature of the Great Divide be-
tween written and oral traditions demonstrated through very different iconographic 
traditions,5 internal dichotomies still affect writing and weaving, running through 
the history of the origins of art6 as well as of writing,7 and texts and fabrics still re-
main objects of division and divided objects.

It is in this context, and by examining the case of a phonetic writing system from 
antiquity, the Mycenaean Linear B, that this paper aims to consider the association 
of texts and textiles in a technological perspective. This will allow the framework of 
their apprehension to be inverted, and the association in which they are involved to 
be questioned and explored more deeply in terms of a true comparison.

2 In particular, with regard to mathematics and geometry. See, for example: Ascher 1991; Urton 
1997; Colleen 2006.

3 Cardona 1988.
4 Schmandt-Besserat 1992; 1996.
5 Severi 2018.
6 Semper 1989; Riegl 1992.
7 Gelb 1952; Leroi-Gourhan 1993.
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Signs and threads: a spider’s and a donkey’s graphic problem

The ‘textility’ of making outlined by Victoria Mitchell8 and Tim Ingold9 as a new 
modality for grasping technical and artistic practices and bridging old dichotomies 
seems to testify to a shift in the point of view adopted, since texts and textiles are 
apprehended by these two authors through their artefactual nature, and their as-
sociation is envisaged in terms of a property. In particular, they address the issue of 
the relationship between texts, textiles and technique,10 on one hand, and between 
drawing and writing,11 on the other, arguing respectively that textiles are a form of 
speaking and that writing is a form of drawing as they all belong to the domain of 
making. It is in and through this common perspective that the technical mediation of 
writing and weaving can also be questioned and, more precisely, the actual ‘graphic 
problem’ they both pose addressed. 

According to Mitchell and Ingold, texts and textiles share the “formative trait”12 
specific to the practices of the lines,13 and they thus reflect the intimacy and complex-
ity of the association of thought and making within the creation of forms through 
materials.14 Most explicitly, Mitchell writes: “Writing, weaving and drawing share 
a common denominator through the practice of graphein, the graphic”,15 so that 
Ingold’s analysis can also be viewed as a further development of Mitchell’s first state-
ment. In order to develop their analyses, Mitchell takes the example of Anni Albers’ 
woven pieces and essays on weaving and design, and Ingold considers drawing, writ-
ing, copying and typing through different cases over the course of history. Nonethe-
less, it is two stories for children that crucially summarize and illustrate their points.

In the Charlotte’s Web story reported by Mitchell, the spider Charlotte weaves 
in her web the words “SOME PIG” astonishing viewers-readers and plunging them 
into confusion. This text signifies two things, which divide Mr. Zuckerman and his 
wife in their perception of ‘the miracle’ they are witnessing at the farm: on one side, 
following the written words, it seems that they have a very special pig; on the other, 
focusing on the inscribed web and, through it, on the writing process, it seems that 
what is actually extraordinary is the spider’s ability to write. 

8 Mitchell 1997.
9 Ingold 2010.
10 Mitchell 1997.
11 Ingold 2007. 
12 Mitchell 1997, 328.
13 Ingold 2007; Ingold 2015.
14 Mitchell 1997, 325.
15 Mitchell 1997, 328.
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Through this story Mitchell points out the “shift”16 introduced by writing and 
technology, which divide words as well as things from the context of their making 
and use. Like the difference between exchange value and use value, Charlotte’s words 
can be perceived differently depending on whether one focuses on their (readable) 
meaning or on what they are as the result of a weaving. But, Mitchell explains, like 
the speaker’s voice and speech, the text woven by Charlotte is an integral part of its 
web, and testifies that body and expression, support and inscription, which have 
been historically separated, are on the contrary part of the same continuum. It is in 
such a striking perspective that the textile practice of modern artists like Anni Albers 
can be understood, in which, Mitchell says, words substitute the use: “For Albers 
the articulation of threads as a formation from within and through interaction with 
the material gives way to a reading in which the threads are represented by the words 
which are used to describe them”.17 This is what the term ‘textility’ aims to account 
for, thus minimizing the separation of the spheres where texts and textiles operate as 
a kind of textile speech and language of making.18 

Consider now the story reported by Ingold, which matches Charlotte’s story in 
many points and complements it as a continuation in the peculiar domain of writ-
ing. This is the story of the “Eeyore’s A” from The house at Pooh corner. 19 Here the 
old donkey Eeyore arranges three sticks of wood on the ground in an A-shape and 
proudly tells his friend Piglet what it is. Obviously, Ingold explains, Eeyore is not 
writing but rather just copying the form of the letter that the schoolboy Christopher 
Robin calls A: for only at school can one learn and realize that “A is a letter, and that 
as such it is just one of a set of letters, called alphabet, each of which has a name.”20 
But, Ingold asks, “at what stage does he cease to draw letters and begin instead to 
write?”21

Eeyore’s story allows Ingold to question the role visible shapes and lines play in 
writing in opposition to verbal composition,22 and in this same respect the opposi-
tion between art and technology. Indeed, the decomposition of skill that originally 
defined the work of both artists and artisans into the components of “creative in-
telligence and imagination on one hand, and routine or habitual bodily techniques 
on the other”23 led to the reduction of technology to the machine and the shifting 
of its concept “from principles for the systematic study of processes of production 

16 Mitchell 1997, 326.
17 Mitchell 1997, 328.
18 Mitchell 1997, 325.
19 Ingold 2007, 120. Ingold develops in a further essay this example, see Ingold 2009.
20 Ingold 2007, 121.
21 Ingold 2007, 121.
22 Ingold 2007, 122.
23 Ingold 2007, 127.
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to principles incorporated into the machinery of production itself”.24 This explains 
for Ingold how the literary artist engaged in verbal composition and the printer as 
typographic artisan who just replicates the author’s work are differentiated, as well as 
how textual production is actually divided into two very different activities. 

In particular, Ingold defines writing as “a special case of drawing in which what 
is drawn comprises the elements of a notation” so that actual writing is “a matter 
of being able to combine the elements […] in a way that makes sense in terms of a 
specific system (and clearly the same elements may be put to use in any number of 
different system).”25 From this perspective, the making of lines thus means encom-
passing the specificity of notation and shifting the focus onto what actually makes a 
text a material artefact first of all. Through drawing Ingold thus addresses lines that 
even an old donkey could draw, irrespective of the value, reference and orthographic 
or spelling use of signs that are traditionally stressed by historians of writing and lin-
guists. In just the same way, language production and actualization in speech allows 
Mitchell to go beyond the separateness between language and craft and to highlight 
that textiles – or spiders – can actually speak. 

These two fictional stories for children foreground the complexity of the prac-
tices of language, writing and making through the relationship between medium, 
form and the recognition of their salience and relevance. Furthermore, they vividly 
display them in a situation and then clearly illustrate the conditions for their very 
apprehension. For language and drawing attest to a common textility of making 
but, by their articulation, also raise the fundamental issue of what making texts and 
textiles by writing and weaving actually is. 

Just as they do not explore textile techniques, neither Ingold, nor Mitchell make 
specific reference to writing systems.26 Nevertheless, their analyses draw attention 

24 Ingold 2007, 127. About the analysis of tools and machines and the technological change driven 
by mechanization see Ingold 1995. These elements form the basis for criticism the hylomorphic 
model addressed by Ingold through the “textility of making”, Ingold 2010.

25 Ingold 2007, 122.
26 Ingold considers different writing systems and traditions, but he mostly focuses on material 

forms and on the technical gestures that determine scripts. In particular, on the one hand, “no-
tation” is addressed by Ingold through Nelson Goodman’s theory, and with regard to music and 
literature (Ingold 2007, Chapter 1); on the other, considering graphic practices of the Middle 
Ages as well as modern printing and typography, he mainly and implicitly refers to the alphabet-
ic tradition. With regard to Mitchell, she mentions the case of the Ancient Greek poleis, referring 
to the work of Jean-Pierre Vernant, who notably took into consideration only the complete al-
phabetic writing and never developed the study of the script which, far before the alphabet, was 
employed to write the same language in Crete and on the Greek mainland, which is the Myce-
naean Linear B. Interestingly, concerning textiles, it should be noted that Ingold mentions many 
textile techniques – weaving, basketry, embroidery, tapestry – without going into their technical 
specificities and fundamental differences, while Mitchell focuses on weaving proper and, as the 
reference to Anni Albers’ work demonstrates, to modern Western weaving and Andean weaving. 
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to them: on the one hand, writing seems to be located within its user, in any system 
and as long as the user’s hand draws lines; on the other, language is assimilated with 
making as long as they both convey meaning, regardless of whether the abilities are 
equally shared by actors, agents or operators. 

This point outlines a fundamental shift achieved by writing from both drawing 
and language, in so far as the drawn elements which characterize the notation are 
not lines, or wood sticks as in Eeyore’s story, nor words, as in Charlotte’s story, but 
signs like the “A” shaped from the sticks or those that form the words “SOME PIG” 
in the web, and which both the writer and the reader, unlike Eeyore and Charlotte, 
must be able to use. 

The question of writing and textile notation, which differentiates fabrics and 
texts from the other artefacts of material culture and characterizes the particular 
form of the ‘graphic’ as well as of the making that writing and weaving share, thus 
remains inevitably open. Crucially, this is the question of the relationship between 
what fabrics and texts show, the processes through which this is generated and the 
techniques and materials through which it takes shape. Indeed, in order to fully 
address it, the focus of attention needs to shift slightly, away from the main actors 
of these stories and toward the actual users of writing and weaving technologies, like 
Christopher Robin, the schoolboy who learns to use the alphabet’s set of letters and 
to combine them, and like Anni Albers, who combines warp and weft threads to 
weave at the loom. Strikingly, as Albers writes in a passage of her book On weaving 
about the double, triple and quadruple Peruvian weaves: “If a highly intelligent peo-
ple with no written language, no graph paper, and no pencils could manage such an 
invention, we should be able – easily I hope – to repeat at least these structures.”27 
Now the challenge at stake here does not lie in a ‘description’ of fabrics and weaves, 
but rather in the combination of threads they both constitute and achieve as a kind 
of notation. 

This aspect cannot be distinguished from the making of weaving, but even 
defines it. For weaving consists of the perpendicular interlacing of warp and weft 
threads as they are arranged on the loom and handled by the weaver according to the 
weave structure or module.28 From this it follows that what is noted in fabric are not 
the patterns, as would be the case if they were drawn on a surface, but the process of 
their technical and logical making, which both corresponds to and goes beyond the 
threads employed as well as the image and appearance of the pattern.29

Like textiles, written texts are composite and complex artefacts, and they can be 
understood as the visual and material forms of the principles underlying the tech-

27 Albers 1965, 32. See Mitchell 1997, 328.
28 Emery 1994.
29 Desrosiers 1986; 2012.
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nical manipulation, organization and use of their components, that is to say, signs 
and their combination within systems. On this basis, another characteristic shared 
by texts and textiles can be outlined: texts and textiles can be viewed but also read, 
and deciphered.

How then can we understand the association of texts and textiles from this point 
of view? Is it possible to say that writing is a form of weaving and weaving a form of 
writing?

The case of the decipherment of the Linear B syllabic writing from the Mycenae-
an Bronze Age will provide some elements of discussion, in particular the famous 
scholarly story of the phonetic substitution Grid with which Michael Ventris, a 
young British architect and spare-time scholar, succeeded in ‘weaving’ the relation-
ship between language, writing, signs and Mycenaean texts. 

The Ventris Grid: the writing weaver and the loom 

The Grid has a very long history, encompassing how this device was originally de-
signed by Alice E. Kober, as well as how the repertoire of Linear B signs, beginning 
with graphic shapes on clay tablets, came to be established, mainly due to the work 
of Emmett L. Bennett.30 Yet the story of its use by Ventris as it is told since the deci-
pherment was completed in 1952 can illustrate the point. 

The Grid looks like a table or a blueprint where consonantal (C1,2, 3...15) and vo-
calic types (V1,2, 3...5) organize the graphic and operational space of the diagram by 
reference to a theoretical language and to phonological relationships without any 
reference to actual phonetic values. The squares generated at the intersection of the 
vertical and horizontal axes of the Grid are thus defined by the coordinates: C1V1, 
C2V1, C1V2, etc., which correspond to the form of an open syllable (onset and nucle-
us), so that the squares located on the same axis share the same coordinate according 
to the vertical or the horizontal reading. It is on the basis of this functioning that the 
Grid became a decipherment device in Ventris’ hands. 

The challenge was to insert the Mycenaean signs into the right square in order to 
obtain the right coordinates with which to read an actual language. Ventris inserted 
into the Grid the signs that the Linear B has in common with the Cypriot syllabary 
and which reads “a”, “ti”, and “na” in that system, then the signs of the sign groups 
that in the texts would have probably corresponded to the main toponyms of an-

30 Carraro 2012; 2017a; 2017b; 2021. In the following pages, I will not insist on the peculiar char-
acteristics of the Linear B system and Mycenaean texts, namely the relationship between the two 
kinds of repertoire, syllabic and ideographic, and I refer the reader to these essays, in particular: 
Carraro 2017b and 2021. Concerning the procedure followed by Ventris, see Ventris 1952.
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cient Crete, like Knossos and Amnisos. The Grid’s squares thus began to fill up ac-
cording to the corresponding columns and lines, and the Mycenaean signs acquired 
a syllabic ‘name’: A, NI, NA… insofar as these could be progressively substituted by 
actual vowels and consonants. Hence, Ventris was able to decompose sign groups 
and to compose syllable groups, and finally to see words: not only the name of the 
port of the palace of Knossos, Amnisos, in the syllabic form “a-mi-ni-so”, but the 
name of the palace “ko-no-so”, and finally the words “ko-wo”, “ko-wa”, “ti-ri-po-
de”, in which he could recognize a very ancient state of the Greek language, shaped 
into an open syllabary, certainly unexpected with regard to the Greek alphabetic 
tradition, but nonetheless distinguishable (Fig. 1). 

Playing the role that bilingual and digraph texts have played in other archaeo-
logical decipherments, in the case of Linear B, where no Rosetta stone was available 
and both language and script were unknown, the Grid illustrates the breakthrough 
achieved by an internal method through which “mute signs were forced to speak”.31 
These are the conventional terms in which this decipherment is presented, but the 
story allows other elements to be considered and put into perspective. 

Depending on the focus of attention – the diagram, Ventris’ operations or the 
extraordinary exploit and result of the process – different things come to the fore: 
axes and squares, Linear B signs and letters; a human actor handling an excellent 
knowledge of ancient scripts and languages as well as a pencil; and finally, the substi-
tution which made it possible to read Mycenaean texts produced by scribes during 
the Bronze Age and recovered from archaeological excavations. Yet all these elements 
correspond to the actual Linear B writing which lies precisely between drawing and 
reproducing, for, once switched on, the Grid works in order to make it possible for 
Ventris to ‘write’ the writing of the ancient scribes and to thereby recognize what is 
noted. All of this suggests a number of considerations.

Ventris draws the Linear B signs in his own handwriting on the basis of the rep-
ertoire as extracted and sieved from the variations of scribes’ handwriting on the clay 
tablets; furthermore, knowing this repertoire, he connects signs to their occurrences 
and frequency in the sign groups they compose in the texts. As the homomorphism 
of Chypriot signs as well as the recognition of toponyms demonstrate, this means 
that the shapes and functions of signs are considered at the same time. In particular, 
proper names show the particular position of the language’s shape, which overlaps 
without coinciding with written shape, just as the name given to each sign by the 
Grid’s coordinates do not coincide with a syllable, but rather to its consonantal on-
set and vocalic nucleus. Mycenaean Greek as spoken by Mycenaean scribes needs in 
fact to be philologically reconstructed, starting from the graphic syllables, or syllabic 

31 Chadwick 2014, 66. See also: Ventris – Chadwick 1953
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names, given by the Grid to each of these: “ko-no-so” for Knossos, “a-mi-ni-so” for 
Amnisos, “ko-wo” and “ko-wa” for korwos and korwa. In other words, this illustrates 
that copying or re-drawing signs is not the same as copying and drawing sign shapes, 
and that the notational salience depends on the material and visual form as well as 
on the function signs have in the system.

In the same perspective, the Grid’s structure and functioning require attention. 
Even though we might be tempted to directly relate and juxtapose the letters of the 
alphabet to language, here they have a completely diff erent function and thus reveal 
a very diff erent position for both language and writing. 

Fig. 1: The Grid, Michael Ventris’ letter to Emmet L. Bennett, 18 June 1952 (by courtesy of PASP, 
University of Texas at Austin).
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Consonants and vowels first indicate the relationship between signs in their  
theoretical and very abstract composition, because, first, no phonetic value is attrib-
uted to them a priori, and, secondly, due to the decomposition of a syllabogram 
they actually represent, as if the Mycenaean sign had been opened and decomposed. 
Within the decipherment process this is due to the previous hypotheses regarding 
the grammar and syntax of language, the nature of the graphic system and textual 
comparative analysis: the number of signs found in Linear B texts can only corre-
spond to an open syllabary, and only an inflectional language, whose words vary ac-
cording to number, gender and/or grammatical function, may present the variations 
that Mycenaean texts make visible. Yet this aspect is mainly related to a technological 
point of view, in such a way that language and script are both envisioned as materials 
and technical objects, and are analyzed as such, considering writing technology and 
the possibilities it makes available to its users. 

This is a crucial point, as it concerns the syllabary of Mycenaean scribes as well 
as the alphabet and the diagrammatic device used by Ventris. For if language and 
writing seem to be clearly represented and distributed, the targeted result should not 
be confused with the process used for obtaining it – and actually if Linear B had not 
noted a known language as Greek, the Grid would have been useless – nor should 
the Grid coordinates as they are expressed in the alphabetic letters be confused with 
the language the ancient scribes spoke and noted down, nor, finally, the Linear B 
repertoire with writing. 

Linear B signs come into the Grid’s squares, or rather they are entered by Ventris, 
from a back and forth connection with the texts and the sign groups they show as 
probable words, just as the alphabetic letters result from the connection between 
signs and proper names components, so that letters for consonants and vowels allow 
at the same time language and script to be decontextualized as well as separated, and 
through this, actually related. 

All this means that notation and drawing occur at the same time and that the 
decontextualization and the separation that the Grid and alphabetic letters imple-
ment allow the relationship between language and writing at the heart of notation 
to be actually recognized. The Mycenaean signs are what we see and the syllables that 
make up the words of the language are what they refer to, but only their connection 
can account for writing and notation. From this it follows that the substitution of 
the syllabographic script (Mycenaean signs) with the phonetic types (C and V), then 
the particularization of the latter by means of phonetic tokens (letters for conso-
nants and vowels) as a result of the procedure and a translation are rather a surface 
effect of deeper operations through which the notation making proper disappears, 
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masked by a kind of “chimera” ,32 but a Western and scholarly alphabetic one, involv-
ing language and knowledge.33

One Mycenaean sign/one syllable of the language, but one syllable/two pho-
nemes and so, one syllable/two alphabetic letters: the Grid works on both script and 
language and displays as well as maps their correspondence. However, this work not 
only gives rise to the graphic translation of the Mycenaean repertoire into the CV 
and alphabetic form through a composition, but also gives visible shape to their very 
notation by connections. It thus makes it possible to realize that notation involves 
more than the two dimensions of the Grid as well as the action of drawing strokes. 
For the ‘graphic’ does not only relate to the shapes of the signs, nor to language, but 
rather lies in between. In just the same way, writing cannot correspond either to the 
structure of the Grid, nor to the Mycenaean signs, but to their interlacement, which 
the Grid achieves and renders visible.

The Grid’s squares represent the crossing space between the graphic unit and the 
unit of the language analysis34 as they are manipulated in writing in a way very simi-
lar to that of threads in weaving, where weave, as the number and order of the warp 
and weft threads passing under and over each other, generates the fabric texture and 
makes its patterns visible.35 As in macro photography or in a technical draft of a fab-
ric, in which warp and weft threads and their relationship, barely visible to the naked 
eye, come to the forefront from the background of the effects the weave generates, so 
notation making can finally be seen beyond what is noted. 

The Grid is obviously a scholarly device, yet it does not only ensure a visual-
ization effect and data referencing.36 Nor does it just demonstrate the operation-
al iconicity of diagrams.37 It also shows how the system of signs and the language 
notation emerge as they fit and overlap with each other in the complete alphabet 
by exhibiting at the same time the translation from Mycenaean signs to alphabetic 
letters and its underlying texture. It is from this point of view that the Grid can be 
compared to a weaving machine: just as the loom creates fabrics through an opera-
tional sequence, so too the Grid actually weaves writing. 

It is in this perspective that the story of the Grid tells us also about Ventris, both 
writer and weaver. Weaving at the Grid, he achieves a composite artefact which gives 

32 Severi 2015.
33 In particular, it is noticeable that this can be situated halfway between Severi’s chimera and what 

Els Lagrou defines as an “abstract chimera”. Lagrou 2011.
34 Herrenschmidt 1998. This distinction is very close to the one that underlines Gelb’s definition 

of consonantal alphabets as virtual syllabaries.
35 This is also what Susanne Küchler highlights about knotting and knots, which actually lie in or 

under the surface that makes them visible, Küchler 2001, 65.
36 Latour 1993.
37 Krämer 2003; 2016.
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rise to a double apprehension, or a double snare, just like Charlotte’s web. For if 
it yields separate texts and signs, language and writing, and finally language and 
making, it makes it possible on this same ground to separate the writer from his 
writing and to relate Ventris and the Mycenaean scribe. In other words, Ventris is 
not just reading the texts or speaking in the place of the Mycenaean scribes who 
wrote these texts, nor is he describing the Linear B writing system, but he is actually 
learning to write Linear B. The Mycenaean documentation represents the ‘graphic 
language’ that Ventris must learn to truly write like Eeyore’s schoolboy friend while 
the reverse-engineering he achieves presents the characteristics of the textile analysis 
through which fabrics can be understood and reproduced, as Anni Albers hoped to 
do with Peruvian weaves. 

Unravelling, unmaking and reverse-engineering

The ‘textility of making’ – emphasizing the properties of the materials as well as the 
flow of the maker’s activity – makes it possible to go beyond the separation between 
language, image and craft as intended by Mitchell, who created this neologism, and 
to furthermore call into question the hylomorphic model.38 In harmony with this 
perspective the Grid’s story allows notation as a specific feature of writing to be 
revealed as a practice of sign-combination and, on the basis of this characteristic, 
it reveals a different approach to conceiving the association between writing and 
weaving. Instead of considering weaving and writing as two distinct techniques, or 
bringing them together on the plane of matter by just following the lines manipu-
lated by the hand, the combination of signs and threads as a common trait makes 
it possible to define their specificity as much as to question it. Indeed, considering 
texts and textiles from the technological point of view and focusing on the elements 
from which they are composed makes it possible to arrive at a true comparison. 

From this perspective, the textility of writing indeed points out the snares into 
which texts and textiles could fall, precisely by the oppositions that their association 
aims to minimize and by unveiling the alphabetocentrism as well as the phonocen-
trism implied in the interpretation of writing systems and scripts. It thus raises epis-
temological as well as ontological issues. These closely concern notation with regard 
to language, thought and knowledge and the role they play together with making in 
technology.  

38 Ingold 2010. In his book on “making” Ingold develops his criticism and analysis, see Ingold 
2013. 
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The decipherment of Linear B refers to the particular case of a phonetic system, 
yet, even though ‘notation’ is usually used to describe the form that language takes 
in such systems, the very case of the Grid-loom and the texture it achieves proves to 
be no less exemplary.

The decipherability of a script goes hand in hand with its phonetic character in 
the classification of writing systems since Gelb’s Study of writing, especially with re-
gard to their internal structure, which is what interested him in his grammatological 
project.39 However, far from representing just a symmetrical aspect of phonetism, 
decipherment as a technical process effected on language and scripts adds something 
more that Gelb – just like his critics – seems to have missed. Particularly noticeable 
in this respect is the case of Maya writing, about which Gelb affirmed, just a few 
years before the fundamental insights that enabled it to be read, that had it been a 
phonetic system, it would already have been deciphered.40 

As the story of the Grid has demonstrated, in phonetic writing too, the prac-
tice of signs is not as straightforward as it seems; indeed, it exceeds the one-to-one 
correspondence implicitly established by the repertoire as well as the language rep-
resentation, and lies instead in their interlacement. Interestingly, as in textile analy-
sis, which seeks to understand the logic of the realization of fabrics, more than in 
reading or viewing texts and fabrics and in interpreting what they say and show, the 
discrete, modular and combinatorial trait of writing and weaving makes it possible 
to bring to light and question the notation made in and by signs and threads. In the 
deciphering as much as in the unravelling processes, interlacing is the object of an 
analysis that deals with thought and knowledge and nonetheless is configured as a 
making. The texture thus allows hybrid operational frameworks to be observed and 
their combination to be topographically situated, allowing the materials in action to 
be actually perceived as such.

In this perspective it is possible to highlight the relationship between the differ-
ent aspects that define the graphic as well as the notational in writing, and to consid-
er how they actually operate within both material and intellectual practices rather 
than according to the function that would be assigned to them.

The antiquity of the script analyzed by means of the Grid also calls for attention 
in this respect. For, as in archaeology – which deals with the evidence of past human 
activity, and the actions and contexts that shaped it – in the domain of philology, 
palaeography and epigraphy this approach encompasses language and the special po-
sition it has in such a diachronic perspective. This position is quite particular, as in 
the case of the ancients both speech and the system it “actualizes”41 are caught with-

39 Gelb 1952, vi.
40 Gelb 1952, v.
41 Benveniste 1970.
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in the script, its states, forms and supports, and only on this basis can it be grasped 
and reconstructed. But this reconstructed language cannot coincide with that of the 
original, aural context of its performance, but is instead an artefact whose character-
istics act within and are followed by the decipherer. 

Much more than a merely intellectual deconstructive process, decipherment tes-
tifies to the very making of which notation consists, as it can be apprehended the 
other way around: by unravelling the link that binds language, thought and knowl-
edge or the cognitive, gestural and visual domains. It can thus be considered as a 
“performance”42 as well as a reverse-engineering, and actually as a prototypical act of 
invention and re-invention.43 

What is at stake here, even where writing and language seem inexorably related as 
well as detached from their context as in a phonetic system, and the former seems to 
depend from the latter as a secondary code like in a Saussurean as well as in a Gelbian 
approach, are actually the operations underlying the use of writing and its concre-
tization in the script. Looking at the phonetic or the graphic character of writing 
would mean assimilating language as well as signs to static objects, to be assembled 
or matched in order to allow an image to be seen as it would have been copied. The 
functioning of the Grid and the decipherment process show that the actual way in 
which signs and language work together led, on the contrary, their interlacement as 
in a textile pattern and weave generation. 

This calls into question the specificity of phonetic writing systems with regard to 
the elements on which the dichotomy between ‘true writing’ and ‘non-writing’ tra-
ditionally lies, and interestingly provides a case study different from the ones usually 
taken into consideration when criticising it, which are most often drawn from the 
second category of graphic phenomena. 

It is conventional to distinguish between systems in which signs refer to a stable 
linguistic value which is then considered as decontextualized from a use, and con-
textualized or “attached”44 writing systems, based on the use and on cognitive and 
cultural inferences and memorial techniques.45 On this basis it is assumed that the 
former ‘note’ whereas the latter ‘do’.46 Still, the making of writing makes it possible 
to compare them on the ground of practices and movements and to contemplate 
the continuity of the cognitive, symbolic, linguistic and technical aspects that the 

42 It is in these terms that Ingold briefly mentions the decipherment, Ingold 2007, 10. 
43 Simondon 1958.
44 Déléage 2013.
45 Severi 2009.
46 Cardona 1998; 2000. For the analysis of this distinction with regard to semasiography and 

lexigraphy and with regard to the double repertoire of Linear B and its theory within Mycenaean 
studies, see Carraro 2015. 
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distinction between language, thought and knowledge, on one side, and technique, 
practice and context, on the other, would rather keep separate. 

Far from being a self-explanatory concept intrinsically related to a phonocentric 
point of view, notation can therefore be grasped from the functioning of signs in 
writing as sign-combination technology of both intellect and hand, as is the case in 
weaving. In this way, language and image, making and notation, appear no longer 
opposed, but, on the contrary, to be in a generative relationship in which the two- 
dimensionality of writing and the efficacy of its flatness as well as the plasticity of script 
take part and are put into perspective by the actual texture in which, like threads, 
signs are followed and intertwined by writers and readers over space and time.

Entextileization and writing

The particular reverse-engineering that characterizes phonetic systems provides still 
further elements of reflection. If, by following threads, all textile artefacts can be re-
made, the peculiar machinery at work in phonetic writing is as such that it can be 
closely compared to the weaving technique proper. This calls into question the defi-
nition of technology and, through the examples of the Grid as well as of the loom, it 
permits a reversal in the way in which it is contemplated. 

As the history of looms testifies,47 weaving, unlike other textile techniques, has 
been increasingly mechanized in the various phases of handling the warp and weft 
through very different devices and within very different traditions, from the Andean 
back-strap loom to the Jacquard machine. However, if mechanization gives rise to 
the factorization of making and its decontextualization from the performance of 
the artisan, it also implies that a weaving operational sequence is identified and that, 
based on this, the tasks of the operator as well as the movements of threads are iden-
tified and determined as different phases of the process which concrete pulleys and 
gears, needles and ropes, can handle in the place of the weaver. This is nothing other 
than the mechanical actualization of what Emery points out as the distinctive char-
acteristics of weaving in comparison to other textile techniques, namely the ‘struc-
tural’ and ‘latent discontinuity’ due to the two sets of elements of warp and weft. 48 

The Grid’s structure and functioning illustrate a very similar mechanism. The 
Grid depends on and organizes a discontinuity through alphabetic letters as syllabo-
gram components which concretize an even deeper separation than that which signs 
show in the texts until tying them together and allowing the Mycenaean language 

47 Broudy 1993.
48 Emery 1994, 68. 
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to emerge in the absence of any speech and any living speaker. In particular, the rela-
tionship between the alphabet and the Grid, on the one hand, and between alphabet 
and language, on the other, attracts attention, since it corresponds to the very mech-
anism implemented by a true machine and, by this, allows the decontextualization 
of the phonetic writing to be grasped in the making. 

Depending on the internal characteristics of the language inscription and on 
the phonetic, syntactic or semantic character of writing units, ‘decipherment’, ‘de-
coding’ and ‘linguistic interpretation’ can be distinguished as different operations 
for discovering language and writing from a script as well as for understanding the 
meaning it conveys.49 These operations also entail the different nature of the un-
known variable and the different position of the operator in approaching a text 
through reading, translating or interpreting. The alphabet within the Grid actually 
sequences them: it captures Mycenaean language and writing, and, in translating 
them, consists at the same time in a making and in an analysis of Linear B signs. It is 
in this regard that description and performance can be both separated and related. 

This recalls the three stories of Charlotte’s web, Eeyore’s A and Ventris’ Grid. As 
perfectly illustrated by Christopher Robin, who learns to truly write the language 
he speaks, by Anni Albers, who can describe her fabrics even as she actually expresses 
herself, as a textile artist, in her interlacing of threads, and who is able to learn to 
weave Peruvian fabrics, and finally by Michael Ventris, who, in 1952, becomes able 
to share Mycenaean Greek with the scribes from the Bronze Age who were the orig-
inal speakers, technology gives rise to as much as it derives from a distinction and a 
decontextualization such that they can be synthetized and expressed in a distancing. 

This issue, which is at the very foundation of the anthropological study of 
techniques and technical systems,50 seems to be particularly addressed by writing 
through notation as both epistemic and technical process above and beyond any 
‘technologization’ process – of speech,51 of intellect52 or of shapes, as in printing 
and typography – and nonetheless within a technological making. This is also what  
Eleonor Ochs demonstrates in her seminal essay on transcription.53 Here she not 
only draws attention to linguistic data collection and interpretation, but to writing 
as a process which deals with both immaterial, or theoretical, and material, or tech-
nical, objects as they can actually be understood through practices. 

The separation from the speaker-writer/reader that phonetic systems achieve as 
well as overcome through the mechanics of language and, on the contrary, the need 

49 Gelb 1975; Kahn 1967, xv.
50 Sigaut 1985; 1994.
51 Ong 1982.
52 Goody 1977.
53 Ochs 1979.
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to be as close as possible to the speech and writing context in order to understand 
signs and script in non-phonetic systems, differentiate these systems by the possible 
distribution in phases as well as their concretization itself. For the alphabet makes it 
possible to note and read any language without understanding it. Etruscan is a case 
in point: while not requiring decipherment – its signs are perfectly readable – it has 
still not been decoded – Etruscan inscriptions are not understood as the language 
remains unknown.

The modular and discrete character of signs and their combination distinguish 
writing as well as the flow which characterizes its very making and gives it a new 
thickness, without which, as in weaving, no language, no thought and no patterns 
could appear and be recognized and seen. In this perspective, notation crosses the 
association of texts and textiles, encompassing the hermeneutic process of discourse 
as well as the craft process of making on the common ground of material, visual and 
semiotic artefacts. The textility of writing allows us to follow them in their contex-
ture, and as neither are “entextualized”, 54 but rather entextileized in supple solids – 
as supple as they are solid – and pliable planes – perhaps less planar than they appear. 

References

Albers 1965 
A. Albers, On Weaving (Princeton 1965)

Ascher 1991
M. Ascher, Ethnomathematics. A Multicultural View on Mathematical Ideas 
(Belmont 1991)

Benveniste 1970
E. Benveniste, L’appareil formel de l’énonciation, Langages 17, 1970, 12–18
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F. Carraro, Le déchiffrement des écritures anciennes, ou l’invention de l’écriture. 
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Bérénice Gaillemin

In 1953, in La escritura indígena andina, published in La Paz, Bolivia, Dick Edgar 
Ibarra Grasso described documents on leather and paper containing pictorial signs 
organized as writing systems. The argentine author reported various scholars and 
researchers who, since the second half of the 19th century – and talking about differ-
ent regions located around the Titicaca and Poopo Lakes, as well as in the region of 
Potosi – had each made brief references to Catholic texts transcribed into this form 
of pictorial writing.1

For the most part, these scholars’ references did not reflect in situ observations. 
Moreover, the Argentine Ibarra and his colleagues were more concerned with estab-
lishing proof for the existence of pre-Columbian writing, than with the actual use of 
the signs in contemporary Bolivia (Fig. 1). 

This paper has a different goal. The examples I will provide here date, for the 
oldest ones, from the 1940s, and the uses of the signs I will describe are those I have 
observed during fieldwork between 2012 and 2017. That said, while it would be 
possible to suspect an initial creation of these systems in colonial times, these are 
only hypotheses, due to a lack of sources. My interlocutors cannot testify to this use 
before the beginning of the 20th century. In my opinion, this system of pictorial signs 
most likely has been invented during the second half of the 19th century.

It is during a stay he made in Bolivia in the 1940s that Ibarra discovered still com-
mon practices in the Potosí region and copied notebooks used by several inhabitants. 
These native speakers of Quechua language used pictorial signs to transcribe and learn 
Christian doctrine in their own language. After reading these testimonies, more than 
70 years after Ibarra, and thinking that I would only discover traces of them, I was sur-
prised to discover that these writings were still in use in the area of the municipality of San 

1 Including Tschudi 1869; Wiener 1880; Posnansky 1910 and 1912.

Signs in three dimensions. Sensitive writing and scriptural 
landscape (Bolivia, 21st century)

Published in: David Wengrow (Ed.), Image, Thought, 
and the Making of Social Worlds, Freiburger Studien 
zur Archäologie & Visuellen Kultur 3. Heidelberg: 
Propylaeum 2022, 295–324, DOI: 10.11588/propylaeum.842.c10815
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Lucas. Each year, native speakers use these documents to produce three-dimensional
clay discs associated with fi gures and objects as signs.2 The community destroys 
these clay discs at the end of the Lenten period and Easter celebrations, engaging a 
renewal of the practice during every Lent’s period. 

At this moment of the year, a doctrinero or maestro is appointed in the commu-
nities (between 50 and 500 inhabitants) surrounding the capital city of San Lucas, a 
small-town of 1 360 inhabitants. He is a specialist responsible for teaching doctrine 

2 Th e information and photographs in this paper were collected during Lenten fi eldwork in 2011, 
2013, 2014 and 2017. Th is research started as part of a collective project (with my colleagues 
Pierre Déléage and Isabel Yaya) and benefi ted from funding from the CNRS and LabEx Trans-
ferS. I pursued them in the framework of two post-doctoral research projects at LabEx HAS-
TEC (attached to the Centre d’études en Sciences sociales du religieux – CéSor) and LabEx 
TransferS (attached to the Laboratoire d’anthropologie sociale – LAS – and its linguistic anthro-
pology team). Th is work was developed during a research residency at the Nantes Institute for 
Advanced Study, stay during which I have been kindly invited by D. Wengrow to participate in 
the Symposium Th ought, Image and the Making of Social Worlds (Freiburg, July 2019). I would 
like to thank D. Wengrow as well as my friend Justin Pope for sharing with me their comments 
and corrections. 

Fig. 1: A woman called Manuela Astoraiqui, writing a catholic text and using pictorial signs on a note-
book placed directly on the ground (Ibarra Grasso 1953, 16)
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(doctrina cristiana).3 The doctrinal Christian texts are the Sign of the Cross, Lord 
Father, Hail Mary, Salve Regina, Creed, Ten Commandments, Sacraments, etc., and 
they are, for most of them, almost the same than those translated into Quechua (and 
also in Aymara) during colonial times (Fig. 2).4 

To transmit them, the doctrinero uses clay rezos (rezo meaning ‘prayer’ in Span-
ish) and through these artifacts, he teaches children and old adults, i.e. the gener-
ations not directly considered as part of the labour force. This charge falls to the 

3 The municipality counts 123 communities, spread over a territory of more than 4000 km2 
(32 000 inhabitants in total) and grouped into 15 districts. Depending on their size and their 
commitment to this teaching technique, there may be in each district one or more doctrineros 
designed each year, in charge of teaching a set of communities whose number also varies. My es-
say is essentially based on a fieldwork made in a community called Padcoyo (3000 inhabitants), 
20 km far from the eponym capital of the municipality of San Lucas (department: Chuquisaca; 
region: Nor Cinti). As Garcés reports (2017, 71), the whole period of Lent and Holy Week, in 
San Lucas, is called the time of Doctrine.

4 The Third Lima Council (1582–1583) sponsored a trilingual Doctrina that was published in 
1584 (Doctrina christiana 1584).

Fig. 2: Two doctrineros elected for Lent (Padcoyo district, 2017; photo B. Gaillemin)
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doctrinero as well as to his helpers, called wiskales.5 It is an obligation that requires 
the chosen person to make himself available throughout the ‘doctrine time’, that is 
Lent, in order to teach the doctrine. In the same way, each (Catholic) family in the 
community also undertakes, under penalty of a fine, to send their children to learn 
the doctrine from this designated master. For the masters, ‘knowledge’ lies in the 
way in which rezos are elaborated, read and transmitted. These rezos are also called 
with the Quechua term, llut’asqa, which literally means ‘whose surface is covered 
with clay’. Obviously, it is necessary to know the original text in Quechua, how it 
works and how it is transcribed and vocalized in order to be able to elaborate and 
transmit it. Here materialized, on the ground, we find a kind of map of the teaching, 
since every prayer has to be learnt in a specific order. Depending on the building 
where the lessons take place, small groups are formed around each text according to 
their progress in knowledge.

Underlying the semiotic issue, I will interrogate what drives the inhabitants of 
these communities to submit to this teaching every year. Indeed, I should add that 
the Church, through the priest residing permanently in the capital of the region 
(San Lucas), does not take part in this practice at all. On the contrary, the priest stays 
at a distance, sometimes is not even aware of the practice taking place, and usually 
does not speak Quechua. It is therefore a practice that has its value at the community 
level. But it remains costly in many ways and does not seem a priori justified, since 
masses and sacraments are not held in this language, since also children are totally 
alphabetized, so they could directly read alphabetical texts to learn those texts. So the 
question is: What does this practice really reveal? 

While it would be tempting to quickly assert that this type of sign is used ‘for 
lack of’ knowledge of the alphabet (and insofar as this is generally not the case), 
we will explain the meaning of several signs, thanks to the information provided 
by the teachers and their pupils. On the basis of these observations, and beyond a 
purely semiotic analysis of a system for encoding a given message, I shall propose 
hypotheses on the relations that inhabitants have with these signs rooted in matter 
which, beyond transcribing or translating, enter into a complex system of implicit 
transmission, formulate a thought and refer to the whole of a collective imagination.

5 Spanish colonial loan ‘fiscal’ integrated to Quechua language. Apart from various changes in 
the economic, religious (development of the evangelical churches) and sociological fields, the 
practice studied bears a remarkable resemblance to those described in colonial texts. Indeed, 
as Burkhart indicates, it is known that in the Andes as in New Spain, colonial catechetical 
practices developed rapidly so that “indigenous people, regardless of their piety, had a stake in 
knowing the basic catechism and were pressured to do so. Children were taught these texts, and 
adults were obliged to participate in weekly recitations directed by their priest or their fiscal, the 
indigenous church official who oversaw a large part of community religious life, especially in 
communities with no resident priest” (Burkhart 2016, 169).
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To present this analysis, I will begin by describing some of the semiotic char-
acteristics of this writing, taking as an example the signs used to transcribe a par-
ticular prayer: The Apostles Creed. To do so, I will use different materials. For the 
same prayer, we can count on the notebooks of the doctrineros.6 We can also count 
on photographs of the clay rezos and their figurines. Photographs are hard to be 
used alone, as one figurine is difficult to isolate from the other objects. This dif-
ficulty in itself illustrates the fact that it is indeed a non-exportable technique, to 
be used in situ, in a relational framework (maestro-pupil) and in relation as much 
to matter as to three-dimensional space. Aware of these constraints, I also use the 
drawings I have made myself, directly from the clay, and adding the translation and 
commentaries made by masters and pupils. This comparison allows us not only 
to observe constant uses, omissions or innovations, but also to test reading hypo- 
theses, moving from the flat surface of the paper to its three-dimensional realization.

Reading the first sentences of the Creed: first questions

Now, let us take as an example the signs used to transcribe the Apostles Creed (Fig. 
3, 4). Considering its translation in Quechua, made on colonial times and published 
in 1585, we can first compare this text with the notebook copied in the 1940s. This 
notebook is written in boustrophedon, starting on the lower part, on the right. Its 
pictoral signs can be then compared to a photograph I took in 2017. There, each 
three-dimensional sign, corresponding to a word or a syllable, is organized follow-
ing a spiral pattern, anticlockwise, from the exterior of the clay disk until its center, 
which ends the prayer.

The first sentence transcribes “I believe in God, the Father almighty, Creator of 
heaven and earth.” (Fig. 5). For the verb “believe”, we can see a sign which seems to 
represent a stick, more precisely a cane with a rounded handle. Indeed, on the clay 
disk, we can observe a stick, surrounded by black and white wool strands. This sign 
remains enigmatic and no exegesis has been given to me.7 That said, I will get back 
to the woolen signs later. 

6 The notebooks available at the moment are the copies from the 1940s, made and reproduced 
by Ibarra 1953, 190 (originals nowadays held by P. Déléage, private collection). As my main 
informant, I can also count on Isidoro Flores’s notebook, a doctrinero born in 1936 who shared 
with me some of his knowledge and let me take pictures of the personal notebook he uses to 
develop the three-dimensional prayers each year.

7 It is important to consider the fact that the sign used to say “belief ”, in itself associated with a 
complex network of chain cognitive activities, is close in its materiality to the sign used for “sin” 
(see below) and is characterized by an alternation of black and white strands.
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To transcribe the word “God”, we find the drawing of a cross (Fig. 4, right), 
reported on the clay disc as a multicolored cross. Then, the word “Father” is tran-
scribed by a character painted in black with a kind of crown on his head. While it 
is difficult to recognize this sign transposed into the clay, my drawing shows three 
spikes that correspond, in my opinion, to those of the typical tricorn hat of religious 
members of the Jesuit order (Fig. 6). I think – but it still has to be demonstrated – 
this element could highlight the role of this order in the creation of this method of 
evangelization.8 

For the term “almighty”, while the doctrinero drew a plant on the manuscript, 
a herb called llapa has been placed on the disc (Fig. 5, nr. 4). Here, it is neither a 
symbol nor a figuration but a sign functioning on the principle of homophony: 
“almighty”, translated llapa ati in Quechua, contains several phonemes in common 
with the name of this plant, llapa.

8 As I have observed in the analysis of pictorial catechism elaborated during colonial times in 
Central Mexico, it is quite common for the word “father” to be transcribed by means of the 
representation of a religious figure associated with different missionary orders sent to America 
with the aim of converting the indigenous populations.

Fig. 3: The Apostles’ Creed. Julian Guerrero’s Booknote (reproduced in Ibarra Grasso 1953; picture 
from P. Déléage’s private collection).
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For the following words (Fig. 5, see the last four images), as the syntax of English 
(“Creator of heaven and earth”) diff ers from that of Quechua (in which the verbal 
adjective “creator” is placed at the end of the sentence), the term “sky” is placed 
fi rst in the sequence of the drawing (no. 5): it looks like a red fork holding a black 
oval. In reality, i.e. in the three-dimensional transcription on the clay disc, a stick is 
surmounted by black wool strands. We will come back to the meaning of this sign 
later in this paper (see Fig. 12). The sign for “earth”, on the other hand, is similar 

Fig. 5: Detail from Fig. 3, fi rst sentence of the Creed (read from right to left), with a translinear tran-
scription, in English and nowadays Quechua (when it diff ers, footnotes show the colonial version, 
taken from the trilingual Doctrina published in 1584 after the The Third Lima Council (1582–1583) 
(B. Gaillemin).

Fig. 6: The sign used for the substantive “father”: a Jesuit hat? (B. Gaillemin, detail from Fig. 3).

        7                  6                  5                  4                             3                  2                  1 
I believe (1) in God (2), the Father (3) almighty (4) Creator (7) of heaven (5) and earth (6).
Yñini (1) Dius (2) Yayn (3) Ilapa atipaq (4) hanaq pachap (5), kay pachaq (6) ruraqin (7).

almighty - the Father - in God - I believe
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to a black square in the drawing while it is materialized with a square piece of white 
cloth placed on the clay disc (Fig. 7). It is because the words “earth” and “cloth”, 
here again, are almost homophonic (pacha and p’acha, respectively). 

Finally, a red oblong shape is drawn and we understand this drawing when we 
discover that it corresponds to a peach core. The word “peach” is not only close to 
the verb “to make, to create” in Quechua (for the term “Creator”), but it is also an 
essential element of the production of these agro-pastoral societies, harvested at this 
time of the year, exactly when clay discs are made, in this case during Lent. 

Activities, landscape and imagination

As we can see, the principle of this semiotics is based on a logo-syllabic system. That 
said, it should be noted that, like the culture of peach, we can observe the presence 
of diff erent activities of these peasant societies. The culture of squash, zapallo in 
Spanish, is also present. The name of this vegetable in Spanish is used to describe a 
Quechua term, the adjective “unique” (sapa).

Fig. 7: A black square made real: a piece of cloth to transcribe the term “earth”, homophonic with 
“cloth” (B. Gaillemin, detail from Fig. 3).

creator of - earth - and - heaven
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Similarly, still operating on the principle of homophony, the name of Jesus 
Christ is transposed by means of two elements: ichu, a common plant; followed by 
an animal tooth, khiru. These two words, ichu kiru, evoke the Quechua pronuncia-
tion of “Jesu-Cristu”, Jesus Christ (Fig. 8). 

Here, the sign “tooth”, drawn or materialized by an animal tooth, refers to the 
homophony between the two terms; at the same time, by metonymy, it evokes the 
breeding of ewes in the region, the main activity of these agro-pastoral populations. 
Obviously, the signs not only play on the sounds, but each of the elements is also 
marked by a strong symbolic charge. Another example is the churqui tree, evoked by 
a small branch, and which has assonances in common with the word “son”, churi. 
But it is certainly not by chance that the word “son”, as well as Jesus’ name (tran-
scribed with a sample of ichu), are both transcribed by a plant. Thus, these signs 
would resonate well beyond this homophony. Through the various metaphors used, 
at the end of the lesson, the student will directly experience this natural environ-
ment, life-size. For example, the vision of this majestic tree and other elements of 
fl ora and fauna will allow him, on a daily basis and throughout the year, to establish 
the link between abstract concepts and the surrounding landscape.9 

In this way, the surrounding landscape to which the signs refer can also be con-
ceived as a mirror that evokes the miniature fi gures in a larger scale. And these in turn 
could be seen as the materializations of the small towns and hamlets surrounding the 

9 With regard to the landscape, it is worth recalling that Garcés, an author who was also interested 
in the rezos, completes his analysis by mentioning “the alphabetic presence and the literate land-
scape of the urban environment” (Garcés 2017, 91). Although in this paper I am mainly inter-
ested in the natural landscape environment, I fully agree with the fact that a precise analysis of 
this three-dimensional writing must also take into account the links between orality and writing, 
fi gurative signs and alphabet, elements that also form the social landscape of these communities.

Fig. 8: Phonetic approximation used to spell Jesus Christ’s name (B. Gaillemin).

ICHU - KHIRU
plant - tooth
= Jesu-Christu
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Fig. 9: Two women learning / “traveling” (through) a rezo (Padcoyo, 2015; photo B. Gaillemin).
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communities. Here a bush, elsewhere a fi eld of gourds, there a fl ock of sheep. Many 
of these signs can be compared to the toponyms punctuating the space described 
by Basso and which mark the landscape of the Western Apache;10 toponyms which, 
through their descriptive and pictorial aspect, refer to descriptions formulated by 
the Apache ancestors, to the fi rst human settlements, to the primordial and agrarian 
relations maintained by man with space, as well as to past events that crystallize the 
virtues through which the inhabitants defi ne themselves. In a similar way, in Bolivia, 
like a walker, the pupils’ gaze on the clay discs travels along a furrow dug in the clay, 
punctuated by signs referring to the surrounding spaces, themselves associated with 
countless stories and myths. Implicit, these stories are not formulated by the maes-
tros, who do not spontaneously deliver exegeses on how the fi gurines and symbols 
were chosen (Fig. 9). 

However, in the course of conversations, I sometimes gain access to knowledge 
other than that conveyed by catechesis. Obviously, several signs refer to pious atti-
tudes peculiar to Catholicism: genufl ection, holding a candle in one’s hand; and 
the modeled fi gurines are distinguished from one another by the addition of small 
details. For example, a red veil placed on his head identifi es the penitent confessing, 
while a piece of white cloth – a dawn – recalls the habit of the confi rmand and, by 
ricochet, is associated with the destitution of the poor. As we have seen, with the 
elements relating to the surrounding fauna and fl ora, agricultural, pastoral and culi-
nary activities are also represented (presence of corn grains as well as grinding stone, 
meals in reduction) (Fig. 10).

10 Basso 2016.

Fig. 10: Meals in reduction (left: on the rezo’s surface) reminiscent of the textile receptacles used to 
collect food (corn, beans and beans) eaten for Easter (right: on the church’s ground, Padcoyo 2017; 
photo B. Gaillemin). 
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At the same time, mineral powder suggests mining exploitation. Its evocation 
completes this landscape that not only depicts a surface but also considers the terri-
tory in its verticality. Let us recall here that the underground activities undertaken in 
response to the economic project of the Spanish crown during the colonial period, 
led to the modification of the social, cultural and ecological landscape of Spanish 
and Portuguese America, while at the same time having repercussions on the global 
European and world economy as a result of the extraction of precious minerals such 
as gold, silver or tin.11 However, this exploitation, which is linked to the history of 
the region, is still going on and can just as much be linked to a contemporary mem-
ory: the dangerous activity that develops in the subsoil of these regions (the mines 
of Potosí are only 120 km away) and engages an increasingly destitute workforce.

Finally, several signs recall past rituals, such as the one once held during the festiv-
ities celebrating Saints John and Peter at the time of the summer solstice.12 Alongside 
the drums miniaturized in clay,13 the charangos – small Andean stringed instruments 
of the lute family – whose music usually punctuates the festivities, are evoked with a 
piece of sugar cane cut lengthwise, associated with clay to round out its contours and 
evoke its wooden chest. We also often find evocations of embers (always integrated 
in rebus, “brasa” being used to transcribe the syllables /ra-sa/, in order to denote 
the word (g)ra-cia, i.e. “grace”, even playing the role of synonym to evoke the Virgin 
Mary. Now, to clarify what these small pieces of charcoal correspond to, Maestro  
Isidoro explains to me that they are similar to the elements burnt when the “mesas” 
are made up, these ritual offerings composed by different elements, burnt on char-
coal embers and exhaling aromatic fragrances.14 The fact that the embers and the 
grace of the Virgin Mary are associated with each other is again certainly not fortui-
tous. On the contrary, this connection shows that most of the elements must be con-
sidered, beyond the meanings offered by the literal interpretation of images, since 
others are hidden under homophonic, homomorphic and conceptual networking.15

But the element which, from my point of view, crystallizes a deep semantics, 
playing on symbols and whose raison d’être engages beyond its phonetic asso-
nances, is the one constituted by small stones. These stones punctuate the clay 
discs and several of them can be placed in the same text, as is the case with the 
Decalogue. Raised and set in the clay like menhirs in reduction, one could quick-
ly analyze their presence using phonetic explanation: indeed, these “stones”  
– translated rumi in Quechua – are useful for transcribing the first syllable of the 

11 Scott 2008.
12 See Gaillemin 2021.
13 See Gaillemin – Yaya McKenzie 2018.
14 About the “mesas”, see Fernández Juárez 1997; Bastien 1987.
15 Angenot 2005.
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term runa, “person, human”. Here again and more than anywhere else, the fact that 
the stone serves as a substitute for the term referring to humans certainly finds its 
symbolism in myths specific to the Andes, themselves inextricably associated with 
the surrounding landscape. Myths related in Quechua texts often draw comparisons 
between men and stones. As Taylor writes, 

[t]he erected stones, those kinds of obelisks called huancas, which protected the fields 
and which received fertility cults (as in the case of Tunshuhuanca, to whom children 
were sacrificed to ensure the fertility of the crops) were often described as shuytu rumi 
[generally defined as ‘a stone longer than it is wide’]. However, in one myth that this 
one translates, Tunshuhuanca is a huge monolith, described as ‘like a human being 
with a head and hands’.16

These comparisons have their origin in the Andean cosmovision, in which, as re-
ported by Millones and Romero Barrón, “the original formation or conversion of 
human or divine beings into stone is a constant”. Reporting different quotations 
from the first chronicles elaborated in the colonial period [among which that of 
Juan de Betanzos, Antonio de Recinos, Guamán Poma, Joan de Santa Cruz Pacha- 
cuti and the Inca Garcilaso de la Vega], the authors add that 

[f]requently the animation of beings confined [within] the mineral which, under cer-
tain circumstances, can also regain a form (of voice or activity). Once reconverted, they 
can communicate or intervene in the lives of the people or gods who visit them, simply 
pass through their vicinity, or stumble upon them.17

All these elements lead us to understand why the tradition of the rezos in the 
municipality of San Lucas – although it was not created spontaneously by the in-
digenous people and was certainly imposed by missionaries – is today developing 
and transmitting itself autonomously and independently of the Church. Its long-
term anchorage and stability – at least for more than a century – can certainly be 
explained by the fact that they are truly effective social memories, constructed by 
means of iconographic and oral traditions crossed in ritual action; in what way they 
are similar to the iconographic traditions analyzed by Severi in 2007. As “traps to 

16 Taylor 1990, 131. Translation is mine.
17 Spanish original text: “También es frecuente la animación de seres confinados al mineral que, 

en determinadas circunstancias, pueden recobrar una forma (voz o actividad). Una vez recon-
vertidos, pueden comunicarse o intervenir en la vida de las personas o dioses que los visitan, 
o simplemente transitan por sus cercanías, o bien tropiezan con ellos” (Millones & Romero 
Barrón 2017, 12). Translation is mine.
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see” and “traps to think”, we can indeed say that their signs reveal, through their po-
ly-functionality, a semantic thickness whose multilayered nature we are still far from 
understanding. Yet these representations, as Severi would say, are based on as many 
“mental operations” condensed into images that are effective, intense and fragmen-
tary at the same time, forming true “arts of memory”. Techniques that are both 
visual and oral, they are moreover based on a cognitive activation triggered by the use 
of the body, solicited through all the senses insofar as the very materiality of the signs 
plays a primordial role. We must add that, if people do not usually pray in Quechua 
in church, these prayers can be used on different occasions, linked to the agricultural 
cycle (to ask for rain, to keep the storms away) but also to accompany a traveler or to 
cure certain diseases such as “fright” (el susto) or “evil” (el mal).18

Thus, we can think that the artefacts (clay discs that can be considered as much 
as texts as a linear sequence of figurative spaces inscribed in a materiality of their 
own, referring to a place or a value that are themselves associated with myths) can 
be understood as inscriptions in the space of world-places, revised annually and pe-
riodically transforming the conceptions that the inhabitants have of their own past 
and present. This past articulates together certain pre-Columbian activities such as 
modelling, the adobe technique, weaving and dyeing, with Hispanic elements such 
as the breeding and use of sheep’s wool, the culture of peach and, of course, all ref-
erences to Christianity. As Basso writes: 

[…] les relations qu’entretiennent les peuples avec leur environnement sont intimement 
liées à l’image qu’ils se renvoient d’eux-mêmes en tant que membres d’une société et 
habitants de la Terre, et bien qu’il s’agisse en principe de deux activités distinctes, ces re-
lations s’avèrent dans les faits indissociables. Si elle est une manière de construire le passé, 
un vénérable instrument permettant de faire l’histoire humaine, la création de lieux a 
également pour vocation d’instaurer des traditions sociales et, ce faisant, des identités col-
lectives. D’une certaine manière, nous incarnons les mondes-lieux que nous imaginons.19

That is why I began to wonder if these signs, by their materiality, did not bear the 
trace of a way of categorizing the world, ways of knowing intrinsically linked to ways 
of believing.

18 Sánchez – Sanzetenea 2000, 3; Garcés 2017, 72 and 101.
19 Basso 2016, 30.
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Form, color and material as classifiers? An attempt to understand wool 
as an emic category

In a recent article, Selz, Grinevald and Goldwasser20 address the issue of determi-
native Sumerian. Their publication provides an accurate inventory and analysis of 
these signs. The authors point out that both assyriologists and egyptologists “have 
traditionally found these determinatives to be of little interest, since they consider 
them to be an extra-linguistic phenomenon that merely provides paralinguistic or 
metalinguistic information”. Indeed, determinatives – also known as a taxogram or 
semagram – are generally only described as signs that precede or follow words or 
names “in order to specify them as belonging to semantic groups”, adding that they 
are generally “unpronounced”. Seen only from this angle, scholars have so far shown 
little interest in them.

However, as they explain in their introduction, the aim of their research, “is to 
show how momentous and elaborate this neglected phenomenon of determinatives 
is, and how it can be demonstrated to resemble systems of categorization known in 
linguistic typology as ‘classifier systems’”. I completely converge with their methods 
and will try to start doing a similar analysis concerning Bolivian rezos. Indeed, as is the 
case with all other classifier systems of the world, a semantic analysis of the rezos deter-
minatives (if they are) should provide knowledge about organization in this culture. 

Starting from the materiality or appearance of the signs rather than the words 
they allow to transcribe (not in a linguistic approach), my objective is therefore to try 
to understand the way in which concepts and categories are organized. Adopting a 
‘praxeological approach’, I will seek to identify categories, testifying of “the ability to 
connect things to each other, due both to the a priori semantic conjunction of con-
cepts and to a practical familiarity with the social domains they organize”.21  

First of all, let us specify that, in our case, it would not be a question of appre-
hending a sign placed before or after another sign, but that this sign could, for exam-
ple, correspond to an element added to another sign: it could be a flower, for exam-
ple, but also a color, a texture, a direction, etc. These elements, beyond to providing 
extra semantic information, would especially organize different concepts according 
to an emic classification. As Lakoff writes, “The classical view that categories are 
based on shared properties is not entirely wrong. We often do categorize things on 
that basis. But that is only a small part of the story.” Alluding to the new theory of 
categorization, called prototype theory, Lakoff explains that “a large proportion of 

20 Selz et al. 2017.
21 Quéré 1994, 21; quoted by Monod Becquelin 2012, 14: “la capacité de connecter les choses les 

unes aux autres et cela en raison à la fois de la conjonction sémantique a priori des concepts et 
d’une familiarité pratique avec les domaines sociaux qu’ils organisent”; my translation.
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our categories are not categories of things; they are categories of abstract entities”.22 
Thus, while specialists in ancient writings will group together, for example, all the 
terms associated with a ‘determinative’, which would be that of ‘wooden elements’, 
we might wonder about the reasons (beyond practical reasons) for using this materi-
al rather than another to make, name or designate – or even classify – such and such 
a thing (object or concept).23 

Before we get more concrete by submitting the example used as a basis for our 
hypotheses, let us insist on the fact that classifications, such as species, animate and 
inanimate beings, or materials, are highly cultural choices and hide complex worlds. 
This is why we must therefore avoid isolating part of this reality, or analyzing cogni-
tive system according to western cultural choices. Aware of the possibility of falling 
into this pitfall, I will list different signs, in order to ask whether or not it is an emic 
category. This category remains to be studied in more detail; but I propose that it 
would group together signs containing wool.24 Indeed, I quickly realized that it was 
being used in various forms: it can be unspun or spun, undyed or dyed, with differ-
ent sorts of colors. It can also be associated with sticks (one to four) and be arranged 
in more complex compositions.

Spun and undyed

Placed just after three sticks used to transcribe the number “three”, the wool is spun 
and undyed, wrapped around a stick: in this case, it is used for the term “day” (“he 
rose from the dead on the third day”) and therefore seems to refer to time (Fig. 11). 

This is confirmed by another occurrence, this one coming from the text enumer-
ating the five commandments of the Church. Where it is said that it is obligatory to 
confess “at least once a year”, the term “year” is again transcribed by means of a stick 
to which is attached a naturally white strand of wool.

22 Lakoff 1990, 6.
23 With regard to the divinatory codices produced in pre-Columbian times in Central Mexico, 

some scholars are currently asking questions similar to ours. The work of Katarzyna Mikulska 
(University of Warsaw) is indeed in line with our approach (see the annual meeting Sign and Sym-
bol in Comparative Perspective). For example, Mikulska has been demonstrating that the color of 
the flints, black and red, usually associated with blood and stone, are also used for the depiction 
of teeth and punches for self-sacrifice. She deduces that their colors would thus convey the idea of 
‘sharpness’. This way, the two colors, white and red, do not necessarily refer to a specific material 
but to a characteristic common to different objects (Mikulska 2008; Vauzelle 2018, 588).

24 Note that among the determinatives listed in their inventory, no. 44 corresponds to the ‘wool 
classifier’: “wool” classifies all sorts of (woolen) fabrics, with extension from wool to all sorts of 
other fabrics. b. PR; originally part of compound lexemes, “made of wool”; c. EA (mid 3rd mill.); 
relatively frequent” (Selz et al. 2017, 98).
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Unspun and dyed

Unspun and dyed, wool seems to be able to replace another material. Indeed, I ob-
served that the “sky”, for example, was transcribed by means of a stick topped with 
wool. The stick indicates a distance between the ground and the celestial level. The 
whole stick-wool set is therefore a metaphor for the sky, based itself on the shape of 
wool used as a metaphor for clouds (Fig. 12). 

Color still plays a particular role in the sign used as a metaphor for “holiness”. 
When it comes to saints, an arch (rather a kind of headstone) of clay is surmounted 
by pink wool. My hypothesis is that this sign refers to the arches used in religious 
festivities, decorated in the reality with fl owers. In the absence of fl owers, here the 
pink wool would refer to holiness (Fig. 13a, b).

Spun and monochrome dyed

Spun and monochrome dyed, wool is used dyed in green or black. In this case, the 
stick schematically represents a person’s body. When it is covered with green wool, 
the stick refers to the realm of “life” and “living”, or even “resurrection”. When the 

Fig. 11: Using the wool to refer to “time”: the word “day” (photo and drawing B. Gaillemin)

On the third - day - [Jesus rose again]
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stick is surrounded by black wool strands and tilted towards the surface of the disc, 
then, the stick, its inclination and color convey the idea of a dead man. 

Here we see the role that the color of the wool plays, as well as the semantic dis-
placement of the polysemic stick: denoting time and space in some signs described 
earlier, the stick here evokes the human body.25 And here, in both cases, the wool 
does not refer any more to the clouds in the sky, but to the human’s clothes. At the 
same time, the stick replaces the stone described above and used when it is the term 
“human” that is targeted (rather than here the past participle “living” or “dead”).

Multicolored

Finally, two other examples of signs are associated with wool, this time multicolor-
ed. The fi rst refers to the “kingdom” (in the sentence of the Lord’s Prayer “Thy 
kingdom come”): it is a simple, multicolored stick. Note that, in Quechua, the term 
qhapaq, a term that refers as much to the king as to wealth and power, has been used 
to translate the “kingdom”. The second, as seen in the Creed, is a cross, made of 
several strands of multicolored wool and refering to “God” (Fig. 14).

Do the Quechua of the San Lucas communities establish classifi cations accord-
ing to their knowledge, and would it be possible to think that these signs, made 
from woolly material, share common characteristics? I also noticed that these wool 
sticks were the only ones that were kept from one year to the next. They are certainly 
the least perishable, but perhaps also the most precious. Now, if I use my examples 

25 Note that the word “fl esh” for one of the last phrases of the Creed, referring to the resurrection 
of the fl esh, is transcribed using pieces of non-woven black wool.

Fig. 12: Using the wool to refer as a substitute for another material: the word “heaven” (photo B. 
Gaillemin)
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again, what do the terms “heaven”, “life”, “death”, “holiness”, “wealth” and “God” 
have in common? 

For the moment, it seems that wool expresses a certain relationship to the sa-
cred. At the same time, wool would be a material – like the fl owers on the arches 
found in other contexts – used to express specifi c values or concepts. This material is 

Fig. 13a: Association between pink wool and holiness? (B. Gaillemin)

Fig. 13b: Use of fl owers during Easter celebrations, 2017 (photo B. Gaillemin)

“The Holy Catholic Church, [...]
The Communions of the Saints”
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omnipresent in the life of communities, whose activities are mainly focused on agri-
culture and sheep breeding. And when they take their animals out to pasture every 
day, the shepherds usually take the opportunity to spin the wool with a spindle. The 
spinning is indeed constant: when walking or travelling, on the roadside or in the 
mountains, alone or during a conversation. Also, let’s add that the wool is some-
times still dyed and buyers crowd in front of pigment sellers during ferias, these large 
mobile markets to which people from dispersed communities travel about once a 
month (Fig. 15). 

While in the past, pigments were natural, of mineral or vegetable origin, today 
they are artifi cial and sold directly in powder. Most of the time, wool is bought al-
ready dyed. Nevertheless, it appears that even if the strands of the rezos are not dyed 
manually, their colors retain a certain symbolic imprint. Colors play an important 
role, depending on their symbolic value, some of them also being more expensive or 
diffi  cult to obtain. The green color that we have seen attributed to “living” and “life” 
can be approached to other powders, also sold in the large occasional markets, all of 
green color and used to elaborate diff erent medicinal remedies (Fig. 16).

Finally, I would add that weaving (multicolor) is a key livelihood activity in these 
regions. If we remember that the term qhapaq (also commonly spelt capac) was used 
to translate the “kingdom” of God, we will also remember that it originally meant 
“generous” and was the title given to the powerful lords. To be qhapaq was to be 

Fig. 14: Woolen signs for the words “life” (a), “rich” (b) and “sin” (c) (photo B. Gaillemin)

         a                     b              c
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“able to give goods to a clientele”.26 In the communities, they were the rich herders, 
with many livestock and therefore able to obtain, in exchange for meat and animal 
fertilizer, the labor force of families without livestock. Therefore, it is possible that 
the multicolored wool evokes the rich colored clothing worn by the qhapaq (Fig. 17). 

Undyed and unspun

I will conclude with a last example, the meaning of which seems to be due to a com-
plex interweaving of cascading metaphors. This is the sign used to communicate the 
idea of “sin” (Fig. 14). It is easily identifiable at a glance, frequently used especially 
during the prayer of the Confession: “I sinner... I have sinned, I have sinned, I have 
sinned a lot”. 

It is a large ball of unspun wool, neither dyed, but hung on the top of a stick. In 
this case, we find the stick which is used as a symbol of the human being. Here, the 

26 See Gaillemin 2021.

Fig. 15: Seller of powdered dye pigments at the feria (Ocuri’s monthly market, 2014; photo B. Gail-
lemin)
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weight of sin is evoked by this mass of wool. Thus, man carries this heavy burden of 
wool that he will unload during confession: “It’s something that weighs, someone 
who has a lot of problems”, the students explain to me. 

The object also seems to convey the original meaning of the Quechua term hu-
cha, which originally referred to an obligation not yet fulfilled. Where weaving is a 
primary subsistence activity, it is not surprising that the burden of sin is metaphor-
ically transposed by means of a material that is carried on the shoulders in the same 
way that we are obliged to transform it. By confession and/or weaving, the penitent 
will relieve the heavy burden or work it to convert it into an orderly and flat textile.27 

Note that another hermeneutic level could be embedded in this sign: we remem-
ber that “time” (through the terms “day” and “year”) is indicated by means of a 
stick associated with one or more strands of spun wool. In this way, we could think 
that the time associated with sin (committing, admitting, confessing, being forgiven, 
repenting, feeling attrition or contrition) is also indicated through the non-woven 
ball.

27 It should also be noted that the action of leveling was chosen by 16th century religious mission-
aries to translate the verb “to forgive” (pampacha-, “to level, forgive”).

Fig. 16: Beautiful shade of green powder, each small pot being used for medical purposes (Ocuri, 2014; 
photo B. Gaillemin)
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Conclusion: Diagram and affordances

Our last example shows how semiotics can contribute to anthropological analysis. It 
makes it possible to understand that an object can in fact be understood no longer 
as a simple abstract symbol or a simple semantic transport (sin = weight; or sin = 
tangled wool). From my point of view, we can rather see the sign for “sin” as a com-
plex diagram. After Burucúa, some images indeed can be seen as “agent diagrams or 
talismans that turned symbols into powerful objects […] [And those diagrams are 
built] with figures that are considered capable of triggering a cognitive activity in the 
soul of the reader-contemplator”.28 

Now, perception of this scheme – the whole of stick-wool – involves and leads to 
action, as the arrangement of figures is capable of causing cognitive activity. In this 
way, let us argue that just as some images can force the eyes to see/work (cf. Hou-
ston, this volume), others would go even further by forcing the mind to work. I pro-
pose that the the sign chosen to denote the word “sin” is a diagram, which triggers 

28 Burucúa 2017, 47 and 58.

Fig. 17: Man setting up his loom (Ventilla’s community, 2017; photo B. Gaillemin)
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an action of thought and integrates into the rest of the conceptions accumulated in 
the mind, body and daily habits of the person who observes, memorizes and incor-
porates it durably in his ways of acting, believing and thinking. 

To access what people communicate through this material, it can also be fruitful 
to call upon on the notion of affordance and to focus directly on the trends or apti-
tudes of substances and objects, consequences of their physical and chemical qualities. 
Initially used by psychologist Gibson, we can appropriate the term thanks to Nor-
man’s definition,29 talking about affordances in the context of interaction between a  
human and a machine; but also, between a human and a material.30 Looking at  
‘action possibilities’ for a given material allows us to ask: which are the qualities of 
this material, in this region, for this population at this particular time, and what is 
said/thought/communicated showing or using this quality in particular? 

Considering the material dimension of the rite, some researchers proposed to 
take a closer look at their physical supports and the sensitive properties of these 
supports, their ‘affordances’. I also think that considering the mobilization of these 
‘affordances’ is essential to understand the process of conceptualizing the invisible. 
It would thus be a question of not taking clay discs and their figurines as a simple 
mode of communication or a memory medium, but as an expression of a vision of 
the world that the ritual act contributes to produce in an ever-changing way. 

The inhabitants do not arbitrarily attribute certain qualities to an objectively 
neutral material. I think that beyond that, the distinction between ‘things’ (such as 
clay or wool) and ‘concepts’ (such as power or the sacred) does not seem relevant to 
them. Thus, the material used in this catechesis informs us about the conceptualiza-
tion and construction of the powers it stages. This remark allows me to underline 
here the importance of materiality in the semiotic used in this Bolivian ritual. 

However, although I stated at the beginning of this presentation that the priests 
of this region were not interested in this practice, in 1988, Father Juan Miranda dis-
covered this form of transcription and published a book on it (Fig. 18). 

With the help of a maestro, every figurine and each object have been translat-
ed into computer pictograms, completed by a translinear translation in Quechua. 
Thinking of revitalizing or at least encouraging this practice, he distributed this 
book across the region. So much so that today, the book is sometimes copied di-
rectly into the clay, in such a way that the page from which the prayer comes can 
sometimes be quoted (Fig. 19). 

This publication finally removed any evidence of the material used to make the 
signs. Spinning, weaving, dying or even the weight of the sinner’s burden, have been 

29 Gibson 1979; Norman 1988. 
30 See in particular Holbraad 2007 and Kedzierska-Manzon 2016.
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Fig. 18: Miranda’s book (extract from the Creed, Miranda 1988, 50–51)

Fig. 19: Miranda’s catechism “quoted” directly into the clay’s rezo: see the small label placed on the disc 
“Dios Creador, p. 28” (lower part of the picture), Quirpini, 2013 (photo B. Gaillemin)
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converted into soccer balls, little cute cats or simple colored vertical sticks, inserted 
on a page whose cellulose will no longer crack, whose flowers will hardly fade, and 
whose collective will no longer be led to gather around, in circles, watering the Pa-
chamama with alcohol each time a prayer is elaborated (or before it is destroyed).

This book is read directly in Quechua by means of Latin characters, it only ex-
presses a willingness to pray in Quechua but no longer claims the use of signs around 
which the community gathers annually. Stowed on a shelf it can be kept from year 
to year and read individually. Thus, if some communities have adopted it, they are 
also those where evangelical churches are most successful. They are also those where 
prayers are only sung and no longer conceived in their three dimensions. And from 
this point of view, the impact of print, beyond literacy, plays an essential role in 
redefining identities.
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Image-script hierarchies





Stephen Houston

Beginning as puffs of air, channeled and shaped by the throat and mouth, words 
travel out from the body to reach other human ears. After cognitive processing, the 
puffs release their message, and communication ensues.1 But words create their own 
problems. How is an assortment of meaningful exhalations, clicks, articulations, 
bellows, flutings, and affrications made more permanent and their recollection pre-
served beyond the memory of speakers and listeners? As many have observed, that 
is exactly what writing does. It takes ephemeral and invisible words and transforms 
them into fixed and visible graphs, to be seen as much as any picture.2 The ancient 
Maya, endowed with a rich legacy of texts and images, left tangible evidence that 
they thought about writing-as-image, as physical objects ripe for representation, 
couched in ideas about the pictorial essence of script.  

*  This essay was presented at the kind invitation of David Wengrow as part of a conference on 
Thought, Image, and the Making of Social Worlds organized at the University of Freiburg. David 
was a most thoughtful and generous host, as were his colleagues at the University. John Baines 
and Mallory Matsumoto drew me to two relevant sources. An earlier version of this paper ap-
peared as a blog, Maya Decipherment, but is altered and reconsidered here. “K” numbers refer to 
images tabulated by Justin Kerr, who has shared them with his usual, open-handed liberality.

1 “Communication” is sometimes not the right label. Speaking to oneself can be seen as a disorder 
in Western psychiatry, which orders up lithium and other drugs to control such an impulse. To 
more recent thinking, chatter without an audience helps to organize the brain and to direct the 
tasks we perform (Kirkham et al. 2012). Moreover, in communicating with others, lip-reading 
offers a non-phonic option, provided that labial movement can be clearly seen (Auer 2010).

2 Tactile scripts like braille and the “night writing” of Charles Barbier de la Serre present another 
story of sensory messaging. They are, as relatively recent innovations, far more restricted in use 
(Weygand 2009, 39; 299).
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What is ‘writing’? 

Let us first reflect on a broader theme at Freiburg. The fact of the matter is that the 
ability to picture language creates its own kinds of play. Other graphic possibilities 
present themselves, other ways of linking with images. Added information becomes 
available. The claim that writing concerns only a phonic or linguistic message is a 
partial understanding at best, misleading at worst. Frolics with graphs, a luxuriation 
in their visible, material nature – these can be as important as any representation of 
sound. In larger scope, this play touches on an unavoidable debate, implicit in many 
presentations at the gathering behind this volume: does ‘writing’ need a reset as a 
concept and a label?   

One perspective sees writing as an explicit, phonic recording, with a commit-
ment to transparency and precise representations of sound. The language behind 
orderly marks is the target. Readers rather than viewers matter most, and complex 
meanings require specification in sound to be recorded effectively.3 Those engaged 
in the decipherment of ancient writing tend naturally to such convictions, which 
lend themselves to tangible, reproducible, and far-reaching results.4 But there is an-
other set of ideas, that multiple graphic systems can exist all at once, that the targets 
are not languages per se but useable, accessible meanings. Such contents are equal 
in value – indeed, in moral weight – to alphabetized prose. To state otherwise is to 
engage, it is said, as among the Puritans of New England, in “denigration” and “re-
pression of […] dialogic potential”, thus ignoring “the non-alphabetic literatures of 
America’s indigenous peoples”.5 

These views have merit yet they may also overstate their case. There are many 
systems of notation, often of impressive complexity. The inarguable fact is that their 
intricacy and ingenuity, be it of wampum or Marquesan tattoos (examples adduced 
by the author cited above), command respect and admiration. At the same time, an 
ethical critique of particular labels may assume that all such graphs and procedures 
are the same, regardless of time and place. This proclaims a doubtful homogeneity 
of human marks. From much evidence, graphs are heterogeneous. They are as in-
formed by history or change as any other human activity. For example, the winter 
counts and other hide-markings of Plains pictography mentioned in the Freiburg 
gathering clearly shift under the influence of European graph-making, especially in 
narrative structure and the nominal tagging of figures.6 They were conceived both 
as meaningful marks, wówapi in Lakota, and as aides mémoires for recitative per-

3 See Sampson 1985, 27; see also Drucker 2014; Hudson 1995, 32–33.
4 E.g., Houston et al. 2001, 7–8.
5 Brander Rasmussen 2012, 78; 122; 139–140.
6 Howard 1960.
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formance.7 Yet, in their formatting and use of graphs, winter counts and accounts 
of heroic deeds flourished and developed under the influence of non-indigenous 
collectors.8 Indigenous graphs are not so much hermetic in nature as conditioned by 
encounters with other systems. 

As Bruno Latour notes,9 graphs transform a “mutable immobile” (speech) into 
an “immutable mobile” (marks that can be moved around but in more fixed or du-
rable form; in this essay, Latour is concerned with two-dimensional paper generated 
by current scientific research, far less, say, with the audio recordings or petroglyphs 
that subvert his dichotomy). Alongside this transformation is likely to be, in all hu-
man messaging, a commensurate presence of doubt, a condition of not-believing, 
even counter-credulity. As a result, since most human messages requires a human 
messenger, there is space for an ‘authoritative witness’. By speaking or marking, that 
person claims certain things to be true. For Miyako Inoue,10 the profession and ac-
ceptance of truth also involves the ‘verbatim’, or, in sociolinguistic jargon, the “du-
rable indexicality [that] materializes the social epistemology of evidence, accounta-
bility, and authenticity.” Code-breakers would put this in plain text as: “the person 
making the marks personally backs what is asserted to be true, by their status and 
role in society and by the palpable, visible testimony of those marks, there for all to 
see”. Latour himself saw that, by this means, “the few may dominate the many”,11 
although he consistently downplayed the hard work of building consensus (among 
the Lakota winter counts, to give one example, prior discussion and agreement un-
derwrote the acceptance of true things).12 As Inoue phrases it, those who are not 
accountable, who only copy what someone else says, are agentively “inert”. Verbatim 
acts can include: “(a) speech to speech (oral transmission of discourse such as myths 
and epics), (b) speech to text (parliamentary records, court proceedings, dictation), 
(c) text to speech (recitation, play script, scripted speech), and (d) text to text (medi-
eval manuscript reproduction)”.13 These do not exist on their own. There has to be 
a larger circle of readers and listeners. And, presumably, the overriding ambition is 
to make information credible. To write or mark is to offer claims and lobby for their 
acceptance. A concrete durability enhances the effort. 

There are many kinds of ‘denigration’, some more subtle than others. A proposal 
that images or semantically freighted objects are ‘writing’ is inherently a projection. 
It asserts that a Western concept of phonic writing must apply to all graphs. But do 

7 Burke 2007, 1–2.
8 Burke 2007, 3.
9 Latour 1986.
10 Inoue 2018, 217.
11 Latour 1986, 27.
12 Burke 2007, 2.
13 Inoue 2018, 219.
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notations need a text or incorporation into ‘non-alphabetic literatures’? Consider 
Sybille Krämer and Horst Bredekamp’s dismay over a “textualist bias” and “discur-
sivism” that “misjudges the epistemic power” of images.14 Then a final feature: the 
act of ‘reading’ may involve graphs that are only accessible through a mystic process 
of gnosis – that is, they were never intended to be ‘read’ other than by inspired rev-
elation.15 Virtuous nomenclature is a commendable thing. But, in immediate prac-
tice, specialists may find it more useful to establish precisely how sound and mean-
ing are recorded, how that content is assembled, elicited, evaluated, and by which 
acts of quiet reflection or public performance. Some marks have a determined, spec-
ified relation to isolable, reproducible sound. Others do not. The former still require 
brains (‘soft storage’) to process and contextualize records of sound and meaning, 
but the marks (‘hard storage’) have an undoubted fixity of phonic reference. By long 
convention and practice, this can be called ‘writing’. 

What is ‘pictured’ writing? 

How and when did phonographic writing operate as pure picture, and why should 
we study them? The answer to the second is clear: images of writing permit local 
views of practice, of such graphs in use, with particular kinds of equipment, people, 
and physical settings, along with glimpses of scribal roles, features thought worthy 
of note, and relative presence and absence of writing. Consider two relevant images. 
The first is an ancient Egyptian carving in granodiorite of the scribe Haremhab, 
from Dynasty 18, ca. 1336–1323 BC (Fig. 1).16 Two texts on this monument are 
legible but reveal a curious pivot of viewership. The inscription on the scribe’s lap, 
depicted as though a scroll, is a hymn to Thoth, deity of scribes, but situated so as 
to be ‘read’ by the image of the sculptor; in contrast, the text to the front would be 
scanned by those making offerings to Haremhab. The same pivot occurs on a more 
fragmentary monument from the same dynasty, a carving of the scribe Amenhotep 
that is now in the British Museum.17 The scroll is also ‘read’ by the courtier, but its 
text situates the monument socially (“a favor from the king”) and physically (the 
temple of Amun in Ipet-sut). 

Yet another image is a relevant scene painted by Douris in Athens, at c. 490–
485 BC (Fig. 2). In it, a schoolmaster holds a partly opened scroll, whose text 
reads:  MOIΣAMOI AΦIΣKAMANΔPON EYPΩNAPXOMAI AEINΔEN. 

14 Krämer – Bredekamp 2013, 20–21.
15 Déléage 2018.
16 Scott 1989, 443–446.
17 #EA103; Scott 1989, 380–382.
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Fig. 1: Haremhab as scribe of the king, Dynasty 18, reign of Aya or Tutankhamun, ca. 1336–1295 BC, 
Memphis, Ptah Temple, Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of Mr. and Mrs. V. Everit Macy, 1923m 
Accession Number:23.10.1 (CC0 1.0).
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Translations of this sentence seem to vary by the translator, but it concerns a Ho-
meric appeal to a muse and a reference to a suitable place for singing by the banks of 
the fast-flowing Scamander.18 One theory suggests that we are looking at a bemused 
schoolmaster and a botched text from an “F” student: a subtle joke about dullards.19 
A representation (a painting by Douris of a scroll and a schoolmaster) embeds a 
second representation (a record of sound and meaning in an addled text). But the 
eye darts between the two levels. It reads the text, yet it also depicts those phrases as 
something physical, an inking on papyrus that opens up within a picture. 

Such an experience seems to have been the aim when Greek and Roman artists 
framed texts within paintings or mosaics. Circles, squares, rectangles, and borders of 
varying complexity housed texts yet also tagged them as mimics of physical objects: 

18 Skamandros, the modern Karamenderes River in Turkey, Sider 2010, 543–547.
19 Sider 2010, 548.

Fig. 2: A schoolroom scene by the painter Douris, red-figure kylix, c. 490–485 BC, Athens; Berlin, 
Antikensammlung, Staatliche Museen 2285 (rendering by author).
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the handled tablets or tabulae ansatae come to mind.20 Deriving from votive plaques 
of wood or metal, such plaques were eventually employed to set texts apart within 
images, no longer three-dimensional but, as in mosaics, flattened out, ‘a work within 
a work’; colored frames or figural attendants to hold a text imparted the illusion of 
tactile separation from the background. In other instances, such as a vignette in an 
illuminated manuscript from c. AD 1450–1475, there can be a mind-bending mix: 
a representation of a representation of a representation.21 An image of a northern 
Italian apothecary’s shop shows jars rimmed with pseudo-Hebrew or pseudo-Kufic 
characters, the latter a simulation – a representation – of legible writing.

Some pictured texts come close to trompe l’oeil, that clever trick by which the 
viewer or reader is led to confuse and blur materials (e.g., The Open Missal, c. 1570, 
Frances Lehman Loeb Art Center, Vassar College, No. 1956.5, Brichacek 2012). In 
this way, a two-dimensional image triggers the perception of a three-dimensional 
object.22 Miriam Milman23 explains how to activate the ruse: make the object as 
close as possible in size to the original it replicates; blend it into surroundings; limit 
depth; avoid live subjects that move; and create edges that do not compromise the 
deception. As one case of many, a painter, perhaps Ludger tom Ring the young-
er (1522–1583), created an open missal (a book for saying mass) that offers a tan-
talizing glimpse of a gilded page (likely a Crucifixion), surrounded by columbine, 
insects, corn flowers, and musical notation. The pages flutter slightly, about to be 
consulted, and a leather strap marks the first passage that is about to be read.24 There 
must have been some market for these ingenious deceptions, for a nearly identical 
painting is in the Galleria degli Uffizi in Florence (No. Cat. 00124048, Inv. 1890, 
6191). Other than a possible signature under the music (“Ludevi rinki”) no part of 
the text is readable. The work itself may have been an amusing surprise that lay on a 
sloping stand in a bookseller’s shop.25 Glossy and expensive, it hinted at knowledge 
that could never be accessed.

A later painting, by Laurent de La Hyre (1606–1656), also displays a text as 
though in three-dimensional space (Fig. 3). A literate audience was the intended 
target, one that would recognize the figure as a liberal art (Grammar), watering a 

20 Leatherbury 2017, 546, 560–67. Images of writing differ from writing inserted into images. A 
good example would be mosaics from the Villa di Cicerone in Pompeii, late second century BC. 
Two contain, in small size, the name of the maker, Dioskourides of Samos, presumably as a mark 
of pride by this Greek artist and by his patron in securing such talent for the villa (Dunbabin 1999, 
44–47). Yet the crediting is relatively unobtrusive, only a small part of the overall display.  

21 Houston 2018b.
22 Houston 2014, 61–62; 147 fn. 40.
23 Milman 2009, 22–23.
24 Brichacek 2012.
25 Stirling 1952, 33.
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plant that is out-of-scene – thirsty growth stands in for young minds. On its ticker 
tape, there reads in Latin: “a meaningful utterance which can be written down, pro-
nounced in the proper way.” The whole was inspired by an illustrated book, Icon-
ologia, 1603, by Cesare Ripa.26 It formed part of a larger set of seven half-length 
panels extolling each of the liberal arts. A bookish audience, smug its own accom-
plishments, would have appreciated the painting and wanted its message to multiply 
among the young. The letters seem to move in real space. They distort, and some of 
the letters disappear in part. The back of the text occurs too, the letters washed out 
in a brown-tinged reversal. An artful ploy simulates what the eyes might actually see 
in a hand-held scroll. Lurking behind are unanswered questions about who is sup-
posed to be reading this or tome or who might have created it. Gendered comment 

26 Wine et al. 1993, 23–25.

Fig. 3: Allegory of Grammar, Laurent de La Hyre, 1650. Baltimore, Walters Art Gallery 37.862, Ac-
quired by Henry Walters with the Massarenti Collection, 1902, CC0 1.0 Universal (CC0 1.0).
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enters into the picture for the somewhat earlier, paired paintings by the northern 
Italian painter Giovanni Battista Moroni.27 A posthumous portrait showing the sa-
vant, Giovanni Bressani, arrays the books, inkwells, and quills of his life (1562, Na-
tional Galleries of Scotland NG2347); yet a painting by the same artist of Contessa 
Lucia Albani Avogadro (La Dama in Rosso), a woman celebrated for her learning 
and elegant sonnets, simply shows her with a fan (1556–1560, London, National 
Gallery of Art NG1023). 

Maya Picturing 

The Classic Maya, my main focus in this essay, showed writing in the same way: as 
representations of representations, on physical objects in pictorial space.28 For ex-
ample, most Maya books are shown, as first suggested by Robert Sonin and amply 
documented by Michael Coe, in the form of leporellos or screenfolds.29 A few are 
unopened or about to be read (Fig. 4). Others are folded up tidily, two pages view-
able at a time (Fig. 5). An intriguing feature, not often noted, is that the books are 
being examined or painted in an impossible manner. The scribe sits perpendicular 
to the correct position for writing, for the folds are always vertical  in a book, not 
horizontal as shown here. Doubtless this was for clarity of presentation. A scribe in 
front of a book would obscure it to the viewer.

Another feature is that, with one exception, such pictured books never disclose 
their contents. Viewers can readily identify a codex by its sumptuous jaguar-pelt 
covering and the thin, smoothed excellence of its page-edges (usually 4 to 10 visi-
ble, i.e., rather terse works by the standards of surviving examples). But they are not 
given any view of the glyphs within. The exception is late, a vessel from the final 
decades of the Classic period (a vase by the same artist may be found in the Museo 
Popol Vuh, Guatemala, No. 5335).30 It shows a mythic tableau of animals bringing 
offerings of food and drink that are presumably being tallied in an open book by two 
monkey scribes (Fig. 6). The deity receiving these treats may be a high god known 
to specialists as ‘God D’, but with unusual touches, for he is borne aloft by a coiled 
snake (on the combinatory complexity of this character).31 Unexpectedly, the book 

27 Ng et al. 2019.
28 Left to the side is an unusual occurrence: glyphs that appear as objects when they are most 

unlikely to have been seen in this manner (e.g., K771, in which an “8 Ajaw” day sign ‘sits’ on 
a surface, much like seated figures – all supernaturals – posed nearby). Year-bearers, numbered 
days marking the shift of years, also perform in like way (Stuart 2004, fig. 4).

29 Coe 1973, 91; Coe 1977, 332–333, figs. 4–7.
30 Chinchilla Mazariegos 2005.
31 See Martin 2015, 214–215, fig. 37.
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shows, at slight angle, in awkward display, some bars, cross-banded signs, and a few 
dots. These off er a casual hint of content, rapid fl icks of ink to suggest writing, but 

Fig. 4: Opossum scribe (K’IN-ni ya-sa u-chu) with Maya codex and vulture accountant (k’a?-na 
u-su) holding single sheet with numbers, perhaps a mythic Long Count date of 6.12.4.10.9 (BAMW 
Photography).

Fig. 5: Trickster rabbit-scribe, northern Guatemala/southern Campeche, c. AD 725. Princeton Uni-
versity Art Museum, y1975–17 (K511, photograph © Justin Kerr)
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not its detail. On present evidence, all such scenes are mythic, the participants gods 
or supernaturals. Not a one appears to be dynastic. Indeed, historical images are 
decidedly phobic about depicting books, despite the undoubted presence of many 
such tomes in Maya cities (a lone dynastic image may include a codex, but, oddly, it 
serves only as a support for the mirror of a preening lord, K6341).

Far more evident are glyphs on depictions of ceramics (Fig. 7). They appear 
where they should, as rim bands, but largely as pseudo-script, ovoids with thickened 
outlines and interior features in more delicate, thinner lines.32 They offer a graphic 
primer of what Maya scribes thought the formal attributes of writing should be. 
The tributary scene mentioned before revels in such labels on ceramics (Fig. 8). 
Each animal – as a whole, they constitute a near-complete typology of Maya mam-
mals and quadrupeds – offers up a drinking vessel with prominent glyphs on the 
side visible to the viewer. The lucid presentation seems not to involve legibility, 

32 Houston 2018b.

Fig. 6: Monkey scribes, scene of food tribute or serving, Peten, Guatemala, c. AD 800. (K3413, pho-
tograph © Justin Kerr).
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however, for they appear to repeat pseudo-glyphs (a large sign with appended suf-
fixes) that resemble the glyph for “sky,” ka’n. The scribe, a painter with a hand for 
inventive scenes roiling with energy, was probably someone with only a light grip on 
glyphic literacy. His two works demonstrate a familiarity with a few signs and their 
customary arrangement as suffixes and larger glyphs, but he had little understanding 
beyond graphic display. His writing was pure picture.

Fig. 7: Vessel with (pseudo-)glyphs, c. AD 700 (K2800, photograph © Justin Kerr).
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The tenuous line between legibility and pseudo-writing is less a necessity than 
a strategy for other scribes, as in the fully literate Akan Suutz’, a painter of a vessel 
now in the Los Angeles County Museum of Art (M.2010.115.12, see also K1599). 
The main text on the vessel is legible, even bold and confi dent. This is someone who 
understood, as do illustrators today, the impact of the la ligne claire.33 Small vessels 
throughout the scene have glyphs that appear to repeat, if with the usual alternation 
or juxtaposition of ‘affi  xes’ and larger signs. Yet there is also an expert execution of a 
“12 Ajaw” on a jar for pulque. That may correspond to a date of, in the Maya Long 
Count system, 9.17.0.0.0 (an ending for a 20-year span often commemorated with 

33 Miller 2007, 17–18; 38; 243, fi rst defi ned in 1977 by the cartoonist Joost Swarte in curating an 
exhibit in Rotterdam, Netherlands.

Fig. 8: Animals serving food, Peten, Guatemala, c. AD 800 (K3413, photograph © Justin Kerr).
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Ajaw signs written in this way, without months), or, in the Western calendar, a Ju-
lian Date of Jan. 21, AD 771. 

The lively scenes of marketing found in Structure Sub 1-4 at Calakmul, Mexico, 
offer both examples of glyphs painted on textiles (a possible u chu-?, u chuy, “sew-
ing”?), but also, in another panel, a cup lifted to the lips of an atole drinker.34 A 
different technique intruded here, “a minutely incised inscription” with yu-li35 that 
may refer to atole or maize-drink, ordinarily spelled ul, or to the act of carving or 
incision itself, yul-il.36 Post-fire texts do not occur Late Classic pottery, especially in 
such a prominent position, but, with this enhancement, the legible text evoked the 
direct action and presence of a scribe.

Glyphs on textiles afford an insight about gender. By common belief – the asser-
tion is plausible yet hard to prove – most weavings were done by women.37 Yet there 
is also overwhelming evidence that the scribes and literate sculptors were men.38 The 
occurrence of pseudo-writing on some textiles, but legible texts on others,39 may 
have several explanations. If an actual textile is being shown, then this may reveal var-
iable literacy among those painting textiles. Note that few appear to be woven into 
the fabric, i.e., they were added later. Or, if the painter of the pot is the relevant party, 
then it simply speaks to their representation of textiles. The glyphs on a vessel from 
Tikal inspire confidence that literate productions appeared in some of these images, 
including a possible reference to a male youth (ch’o-ko? CHAK-la-ya ‘a?). 

A conundrum for any person looking at ancient art is that divide, at times close, 
at times yawning, between depiction and the depicted. These are no snapshots. 
They express a considered view of what to show and how to show it. But the occlu-
sions, partly visible in several images, along with Laurent de La Hyre’s, Allegory of 
Grammar (Fig. 2) reinforce a view that an ocular effect is being entertained here, 
that painters and carvers are displaying not what they know to be there but what 
they can see.40 Occasionally, glyphs are obscured by another piece of cloth or orna-
ment.41 The glyphs painted at the end of Classic period in the Bonampak murals 
refer explicitly to “cloth” in one case (u bu ku), but to secondary painting in another 
(u tz’i ba-li), to the medium of transmission, line-like paint applied after weaving, 
and to the intended display surface. These probably operated in a setting of tribu-

34 Carrasco Vargas – Cordeiro Baqueiro 2012, fig. 8, close-up fig. 33; Martin 2012, 64–65, fig. 6.
35 Martin 2012, 64.
36 Houston 2016, 424–425, fn. 9.
37 Halperin 2016, 435.
38 Houston 2016.
39 Laporte – Fialko 1995, 82, fig. 69.
40 Houston 2016, fig. 13.5.
41 See also a partial sculptor’s name, in the Princeton University Art Museum 2012–78, Houston 

2016, fig. 12.5, in a lead supplied by Bryan Just.



What writing looks like

341

tary offering (hence the T’AB-yi, “raise up,” Room 1, Caption 5c; Houston 2018a, 
152). Texts specified that someone painted them, that they were offered, and that the 
textile belonged to someone, perhaps a maker, perhaps an owner. This pattern has 
also been attested in a carving now in the Dumbarton Oaks collection, Washington, 
D.C.42 It refers to the painting on the cloth and to the ownership (or making) of 
that cloth, but by someone whose name disappears behind a (now-eroded) belt or-
nament. The statements are almost coy in providing the phrasing of possession but 
not any particulars about personal identity.

The art historian Meyer Schapiro paid close attention to pictured text in West-
ern art. Some of his observations are parochial, as in his categorical insistence that 
writing consisted of “arbitrary marks” violating the “unified whole” of a pictorial 
work.43 In the Maya case, sundering imagery and writing hardly makes sense for 
an iconically based script. But, to useful extent, Schapiro was concerned with the 
“material reality of the spoken and written word”44 and with the problem of view-
point. Was inserted text to be ‘read’ by a figure within a picture, a seated Evangelist 
examining a Gospel oriented to his ‘gaze’? Or was the pertinent observer ‘outside’, 
looking at that same Gospel but now laid out for clarity, not as any real book would 
be? Evolutionism creeps in: for Schapiro the latter was “an archaic object-oriented 
attitude”, to be contrasted with “the foreshortenings and overlappings that trans-
form the constant shapes of objects”, crafting “an image coherent to the eye with a 
unifying perspective”.45

‘Archaic’, ‘ordered’, ‘whole’, ‘coherent’, and ‘unifying’ are words of prejudi-
cial intent. Schapiro’s voting record on these matters is clear. Yet pictured writing 
among the Classic Maya recalls similar patterns and a roughly parallel contrast of 
‘attitude’. During a few decades in the Classic period, perhaps over a century, and 
in certain kingdoms or ateliers only, the need for presentational clarity gave way, 
in playful experiment, to what the eye could see, not what was known to be there. 
This process could be understood by the culturally laden term of ‘realism’, but it 
points more to a privileging of viewers, a means of summoning direct experience, 
and bringing observers into physical communion with acts on record. For the Maya, 
this led to what writing looked like.

42 Tokovinine 2012, 69–71, fig. 32; 33.
43 Schapiro 1996, 119.
44 Schapiro 1996, 120.
45 Schapiro 1996, 121; 132; 141; 181.
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Edward L. Shaughnessy

The ‘Preface’ to the Shuo wen jie zi Explaining Pictographs and Analyzing Compo-
nential Graphs, China’s oldest extant dictionary (presented at court in AD 120), 
begins with the following statements about the invention of writing in China:

In antiquity, as for Baoxi’s ruling all under heaven, he looked up and observed the 
images in the heavens, looked down and observed the patterns on the ground, and saw 
that the markings of the birds and beasts were appropriate to the grounds. Near at 
hand he took from his person, and afar he took from things, thereupon first making 
the Eight Trigrams of the Changes in order to display the images.1 Coming to the Di-
vine Farmer (Shennong), he knotted cords to rule, putting affairs in line. As the many 
occupations came to flourish, ornamentation and artifice budded to life. Cang Jie, the 
scribal officer of the Yellow Emperor (Huangdi), saw the tracks of the hooves and claws 
of birds and beasts, and knowing that he could divide them by type and thus differenti-
ate them, he for the first time invented writing and inscribing. […] Cang Jie’s making of 
writing for the first time was probably based on categorizing images and shapes, which 
is why he called them “pictographs” (lit. patterns). Later, shapes and sounds increased, 

1 The word here rendered as “trigram” is gua 卦, which is a generic term for the iconic symbols 
of the Yi jing Classic of Changes, which can be either of three lines or six lines. In Chinese, there 
is no necessary distinction between the three-lined trigrams and the six-lined hexagrams, both 
of which are referred to simply as gua. When it is necessary to differentiate between them, the 
trigrams can be referred to as dan gua 單卦 “single gua” and the hexagrams as chong gua 重
卦 “repeated gua”, or they can be differentiated by their number: the eight trigrams versus the 
sixty-four hexagrams. The word gua seems to be a specialized nominal form of a verb usually 
written gua 掛 that means variously “to draw,” “to suspend”, or “to separate.”

 Since I discuss both trigrams and hexagrams in this study and argue that they serve the same 
function as icons or proto-writing, I sometimes refer to them as “grams,” which is intended to 
refer indistinctly to both trigrams and hexagrams. Gram in this sense, though usually used only as 
a suffix in English, derives from the ancient Greek γράμμα/grámma, “written character, letter, that 
which is drawn”, and thus would seem to be an appropriate translation of the Chinese gua 卦.

Writing natural images and reading China’s Classic of 
Changes

Published in: David Wengrow (Ed.), Image, Thought, 
and the Making of Social Worlds, Freiburger Studien 
zur Archäologie & Visuellen Kultur 3. Heidelberg: 
Propylaeum 2022, 347–362, DOI: 10.11588/propylaeum.842.c10817
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and then he called these “componential graphs” (lit. offspring). Patterns are the basis 
of images of things. Characters are the parturition and proliferation of words. Made 
visible on bamboo and silk, it is called “script”. Script is to resemble.2

This genealogy portrays the invention of writing as a multi-stage process. Writing 
proper begins with pictographs and then, when pictographs are no longer adequate 
to portray the complexity of phenomena and words, is further developed with 
componential graphs, combinations of different components that allow finer dis-
tinctions to be made than is possible with pictographs alone. This origin and early 
development of writing is well known, even if it is still much debated just how to 
understand the relationship between pictographs and componential graphs, and es-
pecially how to understand componential graphs in their own right.3 In this study, 
I do not propose to discuss this process further. Instead, I propose to consider a still 
earlier stage of what the Shuo wen jie zi presents as proto-writing or perhaps natural 
writing. This is the Eight Trigrams of the Yi jing Classic of Changes, long considered 
in China to be the fountainhead of cultural and intellectual expression.

The first sentence in this ‘Preface’ of the Shuo wen jie zi, concerning “Baoxi’s rul-
ing all under heaven”, not only concerns the invention of the Eight Trigrams, but is 
in fact taken directly from the Xici zhuan Commentary on the Appended Statements, 
one of the canonical commentaries now included within the Classic of Changes. The 
relevant passage from this commentary is far more extensive than the single exam-
ple provided by the Shuo wen jie zi; for the sake of completeness I translate it in its 
entirety, though I will analyze only two or three of the twelve examples that it gives.

In antiquity, as for Baoxi’s ruling all under heaven, he looked up and observed the 
images in the heavens, looked down and observed the patterns on the ground, and saw 
that the markings of the birds and beasts were appropriate to the grounds. Near at 
hand he took from his person, and afar he took from things, thereupon first making 
the eight trigrams in order to connect with the virtue of spiritual brightness and to 
categorize the characteristics of the ten-thousand things. He made knotted cords into 
nets in order to hunt and fish, probably taking it from Li ☲ “Netted”. When Baoxi 
died, Shennong arose, chopping wood into hoes and bending wood into plows; he 
used the benefit of hoes and plow to teach all under heaven, probably taking it from 
Yi ䷩ “Increasing”. At mid-day he made markets to bring together the people under 
heaven and to gather the wares under heaven, trading back and forth, each getting what 
he needed; he probably took it from Shi Ke ䷔ “Biting and Chewing”. When Shennong 
died, Huangdi, Yao and Shun arose; by connecting their alternations, they caused the 
people not to be tired, and by extending and transforming them, caused the people to 

2 Shuo wen jie zi Duan zhu, 15a.1a–2b.
3 For the standard introduction to Chinese writing, see Qiu 2000. For a different view, see Boltz 1994.
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be appropriate to them. When changes wore out then they alternated, alternating then 
they connected, and connecting then they were long-lasting. This is why “From heaven 
blessing it. Auspicious. Nothing not beneficial”. Huangdi, Yao and Shun let down 
their clothing and all under heaven was ruled; they probably took this from Qian ䷀ 
“Vigorous” and Kun ䷁ “Compliant”. Chopping wood into boats and planing wood 
into oars, the benefit of boats and oars was used to make the disconnected get across, 
to bring the distant to benefit all under heaven, probably taking it from Huan ䷺ “Dis-
persal”. They tamed cattle and harnessed horses to pull heavy loads and to bring distant 
things in order to benefit all under heaven, probably taking it from Sui ䷐ “Following”. 
They doubled doors and struck rattles in order to anticipate unruly guests, probably 
taking it from Yu ䷏ “Excess”. They cut wood into pestles and excavated the ground 
into mortars, the benefit of pestle and mortar being used to help the ten-thousand peo-
ple, probably taking it from Xiao Guo ䷽ “Lesser Surpassing”. They arced wood into 
bows and planed wood into arrows, the benefit of bows and arrows used to frighten 
all under heaven, probably taking it from Kui ䷥ “Cross-Eyed”. In high antiquity they 
lived in pits and resided in the wilds. The sages of later generations changed this with 
palaces and chambers, with eaves above and joists below to anticipate the wind and 
rain; they probably took it from Da Zhuang ䷠ “Great Strength”. The burials of the 
ancients thickly clothed the corpse with kindling and buried them out in the wilds, 
with neither a mound nor a tree and without counting any mourning period. The 
sages of later generations changed this with coffins, probably taking it from Da Guo ䷛ 
“Greater Surpassing”. In high antiquity they ruled by knotting cords; the sages of later 
generations changed this with writing and inscribing, with the hundred officers ruling 
and overseeing the ten-thousand people; they probably took it from Guai ䷪ “Reso-
lute”.4

This is presented as a history of the invention of culture. The progenitor of all cul-
ture, Baoxi (also known as Fuxi), is said to have ‘first made’ the ‘Eight Trigrams’. As 
is well known, these eight configurations combine three lines that are either solid or 
broken:

☰    ☷    ☳    ☴    ☵    ☲    ☶    ☱

These Eight Trigrams are correlated with the material world, being understood to 
represent the fundamental aspects or matter composing that world: Heaven, Earth, 
Thunder, Wind, Water, Fire, Mountain, and Lake (associated from left to right with 

4 Zhou Yi Wang Bi zhu 8.2a–3a (B2).

Tab. 1: The Eight Trigrams.
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the figures of the trigrams above). Other classifications of the Eight Trigrams associ-
ate them with the eight directions, with different family and social distinctions, with 
parts of the human body, and with different animals, as seen in the following table.

Trigram 
Picture

Name Primary 
Image

Direc-
tion

Family Mem-
ber

Body 
Part

Animal

☰ Qian Heaven North-
west

Father Head Horse

☷ Kun Earth Southwest Mother Abdomen Cow

☳ Zhen Thunder East Eldest Son Feet Dragon

☴ Xun Wind Southeast Eldest Daughter Thighs Chicken

☵ Kan Water North Middle Son Ears Pig

☲ Li Fire South Middle Daugh-
ter

Eyes Pheasant

☶ Gen Moun-
tain

Northeast Youngest Son Hands Dog

☱ Dui Lake West Youngest 
Daughter

Mouth Sheep

This table could be expanded to include numerous other attributes as well. 
In the historical sketch provided by the Xici zhuan, Baoxi is credited with the 

invention of nets to use for hunting and fishing, the idea for which he is supposed 
to have taken from the trigram Li ☲ “Netted”. According to this history, the form 
of this trigram is supposed to have been immanent in nature, identified by Baoxi 
when he “looked up and observed the images in the heavens, looked down and ob-
served the patterns on the ground, and saw that the markings of the birds and beasts 
were appropriate to the grounds”; the solid exterior and broken interior suggested 
to Baoxi the concept of a “net”, and presumably also the idea of using the net to 
catch animals and fish. Thus, rather than invention de novo, Baoxi’s making of nets 
should be understood as a kind of revelation. Elsewhere, the Xici zhuan describes 
this process as one of “imaging” or “figuring” (xiang 象).

Heaven gave birth to the spiritual beings and the sage(s) measured them. Heaven and 
earth alternate and transform and the sage(s) imitated them. Heaven suspended images 
showing the auspicious and ominous and the sages imaged them. The River gave forth 

Tab. 2: Some correspondences of the Eight Trigrams.
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the design and the Luo gave forth the writing and the sages took them as measure. (Xici 
zhuan A11)

Thus, Baoxi’s making of the trigram Li ☲ “Netted” was merely the standardization 
of a pre-existing form; rather than the invention of writing, it was the discovery of a 
natural script.

As did Xu Shen’s ‘Preface’ in his Shuo wen jie zi, traditional theories of writing in 
China have also highlighted the role of the Eight Trigrams as intermediaries between 
natural signs and proper writing. Some modern scholars have sought to build on 
these theories to show relationships between some of the trigram pictures and archa-
ic characters seen in the Shang-dynasty (c. 1200–1045 BC) oracle-bone inscriptions, 
China’s earliest attested writing. For instance, Guo Moruo (1892–1978), one of the 
most famous early scholars of oracle-bone inscriptions, claimed that the trigram 
Kan ☵, the primary association of which is “water”, derives from the character 
most famous early scholars of oracle-bone inscriptions, claimed that the trigram 

 for 
shui 水 “water”.5 This association is easy enough to see, especially if the oracle-bone 
character were to be rotated ninety degrees: . However, somewhat confusingly, 
he also identifi ed Kun ☷, usually associated with “earth”, with the archaic form of 
the character chuan 川 “river”, though in this case he associated the character with 
a secondary characteristic of Kun: its docile nature, “to be in the fl ow”, associated 
with the word shun 順; the Han-dynasty form of this character,  , does somewhat 
resemble the trigram picture for Kun, again especially if it is turned on its side: . 
Guo also suggested, less convincingly, that Qian ☰, associated primarily with “heav-
en”, derives from the character tian 天 “heaven”, the top two strokes of which are 
indeed solid horizontal strokes. However, it is necessary to suppose that the remain-
ing 人 would somehow transform into a single horizontal stroke.6 Finally, he noted 
that Qian ☰ also has associations within the Yi jing tradition with “metal” (jin 金) 
and “jade” (yu 玉), both of which words are written with characters having three 
horizontal strokes. While most of these relationships would seem to be rather im-
pressionistic,7 this is not to say that there is no archaeological evidence supporting 
the interpretation of the trigram pictures as images.

Recent decades have brought the publication of hundreds of divination records 
from the subsequent Zhou dynasty (1045–256 BC). The earliest of these are, like 
the Shang oracle-bone inscriptions, incised into turtle shell, while the later examples 

5 Guo 1940, 4-5.
6 What is more, the archaic form of tian 天 features a round head, , which was only subsequently 

simplifi ed into a horizontal line. Th us, Guo’s analysis of this character is entirely unconvincing.
7 It is worth noting that in an ‘Afterword’ appended to Guo’s book, Chen Mengjia (1911–1966), 

another prominent paleographer, criticized Guo’s identifi cations as both incomplete and ten-
dentious; see Chen 1940, 62.
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are brush-written on bamboo strips. The Zhou turtle-shell inscriptions, fi rst discov-
ered in 1977, are, also like the Shang oracle-bone inscriptions, for the most part re-
cords of turtle-shell divination, the act of causing cracks to appear in the shell of the 
turtle (or in the bone of an ox) and then prognosticating on the basis of the shape 
of the crack. However, these Zhou inscriptions also include quite a few records that 
include groupings of six numbers. Soon after these turtle-shell inscriptions were fi rst 
excavated, Zhang Zhenglang (1912–2005), a notable paleographer of the second half 
of the twentieth century, suggested that these were records of sortilege divination, in 
ancient China usually done with stalks of milfoil. Zhang identifi ed the groupings of 
numbers as precursors to the hexagrams of the Classic of Changes.8

At the time Zhang made this suggestion, it was no more than a surmise based on 
the fact that almost all of these groupings of numbers included six numbers. A few 
years later, evidence was found decisively tying similar groupings of numbers, albeit 
considerably later in time, to sortilege divination. In 1987, archaeologists excavated 
the mid to late Warring States (dated 316 BC or shortly thereafter) Tomb 2 at Bao-
shan, Hubei, fi nding in it numerous bamboo strips on which were written records 
of divination, as well as such other important records as proceedings of court cases 
and inventory of the grave off erings found in the tomb.9 While most of the divina-
tion records reported the use of turtles to perform the divination, others noted the 
use of plants, presumably similar to milfoil, and – like the much earlier Zhou turtle-
shell inscriptions, presented the results as groupings of six numerals. In the decades 
since 1987, many more such numerical hexagrams have been found, and they all 
show clearly that these were indeed the results of sortilege divinations. Although 
there is no suggestion that these divinations made use of the Classic of Changes, it 
seems clear that the numerical hexagrams correspond in some way to the hexagrams 
of that tradition. 

Nevertheless, these numerical symbols are also clearly distinct from the Classic 
of Changes tradition. Most obviously, whereas the hexagrams of the received Yi jing 
tradition are composed of only two types of lines, solid and broken, these divination 
records are made up of numerals. Far and away the most common numbers – es-
pecially in the Baoshan and other Warring States records – are 一 and ∧, usually 
understood as 1 (yi 一) and 6 (liu 六),10 and routinely correlated with yang or solid 
lines (i.e., ⚊) and yin or broken lines (i.e., ⚋) respectively. However, the numbers 
4 (si 四, but written as ), 5 (wu 五, written as ), 7 (qi 七, written as 十), 

8 Zhang 1980. For illustrations of these ‘hexagram numerical symbols’, see Cao 2002, or Shaugh-
nessy 2014, 12.

9 For these records, see Hubei sheng Jing-Sha tielu kaogudui 1991.
10 Th ere is actually good evidence that 一 should instead be understood as 7; for this evidence, see 

Ma 2014.
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8 (ba 八, written as ), and 9 (jiu 九, written as ) also all occur in these records 
(though not necessarily all of them in all of the records). Just as 一 understood as 
1 is routinely correlated with yang or solid lines and ∧ understood as 6 is correlat-
ed with yin or broken lines (i.e., ⚋), so too all of the other odd numbers are also 
routinely correlated with yang or solid lines and all of the other even numbers are 
correlated with yin or broken lines. The most recently appearing evidence, a Warring 
States manuscript entitled by its editors *Shi fa Method of Milfoil Divination, shows 
that these correlations are justifi ed.11

Although these divination records, and especially the later ones from the War-
ring States period, are almost invariably of six numbers, the *Shi fa displays these 
groupings of six numbers as two groupings of three, suggesting that they should be 
understood, at least in some respect, as groupings of trigrams. The *Shi fa text also 
includes one visually compelling image in which the Eight Trigrams, written with 
numerals, are arranged around a human fi gure (Fig. 1). The trigrams correspond for 
the most part to the body parts indicated in Table 2 above.

Reading this image from top to bottom, ☰, easily seen as the trigram Qian ☰, is 
written just above the “head”, with which it is obviously associated; , the trigram 
Dui ☱ actually forms the “mouth”; 
written just above the “head”, with which it is obviously associated; 

, the trigram Kan ☵, is written twice, beside 
the two “ears”; , Kun ☷ is written at the top of the chest in the place of the “heart”; 

, Li ☲, is written just below that, suggesting the “abdomen”; 
 is written at the top of the chest in the place of the “heart”; 

, Gen ☶, is also 
written twice, just below the two “hands”; , Xun ☴, which it is important to note 
is written only once, between the two thighs, might suggest the “genitals”, and 

, which it is important to note 
, 

Zhen ☳, is written twice, below the two “feet”. Five of these associations are exactly 
the same as found in the Shuo gua 說卦 Discussing the Trigrams commentary of the 
Yi jing, and two of the others are at least similarly positioned:

Qian is the head, Kun is the abdomen, Zhen is the feet, Xun is the thighs, Kan is the 
ears, Li is the eyes, Gen is the hands, and Dui is the mouth.

Only Li has a completely diff erent association. In the Diagram of the Human Body, 
it is associated with the “abdomen”, while in the Shuo gua it is associated with the 
“eyes”.12 

11 Li 2014.
12 However, while in the Shuo gua commentary the main association of Li ☲ trigram is with the 

“eyes”, elsewhere the same commentary does provide a secondary association for this trigram 
with the “abdomen”. Schwartz, 2018b, 58, points to a possible iconic basis for the association 
between Li and the “eyes”: in the *Shifa manuscript, this trigram is depicted as ; in other 
Warring States divination records it is written as . In Warring States script, the character for 
“eye” is written as , similar enough that anyone motivated to do so could associate it with  
or .
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Several of the trigram pictures seen in the *Shi fa image seem to be pictographic, 
or at least to have pictographic connotations. Dui ☱: , which is associated with 
the “mouth”, is the clearest case, with the bottom two solid lines seemingly repre-
senting the two lips, and the top line, rendered as usual in this manuscript as ∧, rep-
resenting the nose. Other apparent iconic representations are Gen ☶, written just 
below the two hands, in which the trigram image mimics the drawing of the hands 
and especially the fi ngers, with the bottom two lines representing the fi ngers. As 
Adam Schwartz notes, there is also an obvious connection between the way in which 
the trigram is drawn here, 
Adam Schwartz notes, there is also an obvious connection between the way in which 

 , and the word for “hand” (shou 手) in Western Zhou, 

Fig. 1: *Shi fa fi gurine with Eight Trigrams corresponding to body parts (Li 2014, 113).
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, and Warring States,  , script.13 Zhen ☳, represents the two “feet”, in which the 
bottom solid line mimics the solid line used to depict the feet at the bottom of the 
legs. Finally, Xun ☴ the “genitals” would also seem to be pictographic. Whereas 
the Shuo gua commentary associates Xun with the two “thighs”, in the manuscript 
the trigram is drawn only once, between the thighs. All of the Eight Trigrams have 
distinct genders. Both traditionally and in this manuscript Xun has been regarded as 
female, the eldest daughter. In this connection, the broken line at the bottom of the 
trigram, once again written as ∧, would seem to depict the opening of the vagina.14

Having broached the topic of sex, let me return to the Shuo wen jie zi ‘Preface’ 
with which I began this study; that ‘Preface’ explained the mature Chinese script as 
a process of increasingly prolifi c generation, moving from pictographs to compo-
nential graphs that combined either diff erent ideas to represent yet a third idea, or a 
classifi er and a sound to represent some word that would be diffi  cult if not impossi-
ble to depict graphically.

Cang Jie’s making writing for the fi rst time was probably based on categorizing images 
and shapes, which is why he called them “pictographs” (lit. patterns). Later, shapes 
and sounds increased, and then he called these “componential graphs” (lit. off spring). 
Patterns are the basis of images of things. Characters are the parturition and prolifera-
tion of words.

In the same way that pictographs are adequate to depict only a small number of 
words, such that it was necessary to invent ‘componential graphs’ to encompass the 
proliferation of words, so too the Eight Trigrams, adequate though they were to de-
scribe the fundamental building blocks of nature, soon proved to be inadequate to 
stimulate or to describe the fl orescence of culture. For this reason, each of the Eight 
Trigrams was then doubled to make ‘hexagrams’ (i.e., six-line gua 卦 or grams), com-
bining fi rst with itself and then with each of the other seven trigrams. This gives 
sixty-four such hexagrams (=26). In the received tradition of the Classic of Chang-
es, these sixty-four hexagrams are organized in the following sequence (from left to 
right, top to bottom).

13 Schwartz, 2018a, 1151–1152.
14 For a published statement to this eff ect, see Xia 2020.  
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䷀  ䷁  ䷂  ䷃  ䷄  ䷅  ䷆  ䷇
䷈  ䷉  ䷊  ䷋  ䷌  ䷍  ䷎  ䷏
䷐  ䷑  ䷒  ䷓  ䷔  ䷕  ䷖  ䷗
䷘  ䷙  ䷚  ䷛  ䷜  ䷝  ䷞  ䷟
䷠  ䷠  ䷢  ䷣  ䷤  ䷥  ䷦  ䷧
䷨  ䷩  ䷪  ䷫  ䷬  ䷭  ䷮  ䷯
䷰  ䷱  ䷲  ䷳  ䷴  ䷵  ䷶  ䷷
䷸  ䷹  ䷺  ䷻  ䷼  ䷽  ䷾  ䷿

Like the trigrams, the hexagrams have also been seen as images of natural or hu-
man creations or as iconic representations of actions or emotions. After describing 
Baoxi’s invention (or perhaps better ‘discovery’) of nets and netting – and thus the 
development of hunting and fishing – from the shape of the trigram Li ☲ “Netted”, 
the passage from the Tradition of the Appended Statements quoted at the beginning 
of this study then goes on to state that eleven other inventions or cultural develop-
ments were similarly drawn from hexagrams of the Classic of Changes. The first of 
these inventions were agricultural tools, the hoe and plow, credited to the Divine 
Farmer, the mythological inventor of agriculture, just as his name would suggest

[w]hen Baoxi died, Shennong arose, chopping wood into hoes and bending wood into 
plows; he used the benefit of plow and plowshares to teach all under heaven, probably 
taking it from Yi ䷩ “Increasing.”

This invention is said to have been inspired by the hexagram Yi ䷩ “Increasing,” the 
explanation for which may not be as visually apparent as in the cases of the trigrams 
examined above. It depends on understanding the three lines ☷ in the middle of the 
hexagram (the 2nd, 3rd, and 4th lines counting from the bottom) as the trigram Kun 
☷, the primary natural association of which is “earth” or “ground.” The solid line 
at the bottom of the hexagram picture is then understood to represent the blade of 
the hoe biting under the ground to turn it up, while the two solid lines at the top of 
the picture are explained as the solid superstructure of the plow. The name of the 

Tab. 3: The Sixty-Four Hexagrams.
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hexagram, “Increasing”, is said to refl ect the increased agricultural yields brought 
about by the invention of these tools.

The third of the inventions explains social and commercial interactions, presum-
ably because they were often accompanied by eating:

At mid-day he made markets to bring the people under heaven and to gather the wares 
under heaven, trading back and forth, each getting what he needed; he probably took it 
from Shi Ke ䷔ “Biting and Chewing.”

The text of Shi Ke ䷔ “Biting and Chewing” hexagram is, as the name suggests, 
about eating. The association between the hexagram picture and this notion of eat-
ing is indirect, but with some knowledge of early Chinese paleography and (it has 
to be admitted) a considerable amount of imagination, it may be possible to see it. 
However, it requires fi rst looking at yet another hexagram: Yi 頤 ䷚ “Jaws”. Wen 
Yiduo (1899–1946), one of the most imaginative scholars ever to address the Classic 
of Changes, proposed that this hexagram picture, ䷚, when rotated ninety degrees, 
resembles a jack-o-lantern-like mouth with top and bottom teeth: .15 If one can 
see “Jaws” in  or ䷚, then it might not be too hard to see something inside the 
mouth – presumably food, the image of biting and chewing – in the hexagram pic-
ture ䷔, especially when rotated: 
mouth – presumably food, the image of biting and chewing – in the hexagram pic-

.  
The other hexagrams cited by the Tradition of the Appended Statements as in-

spirations for inventions or cultural developments are harder to see, and would not 
add materially to the point I hope to make in this study. However, before closing we 
should consider further one other hexagram, the most iconic of the hexagrams in the 
Classic of Changes: Ding ䷱, “Caldron”. At fi rst sight, it may be diffi  cult to discern 
the shape of a caldron in this hexagram picture, even if the Tuan zhuan Tradition of 
the Judgments commentary, another of the canonical commentaries included within 
the Classic of Changes, calls it explicitly “the image of a caldron”.16 Nevertheless, it is 
clear from the text of the line statements appended to the hexagram that the author 
or authors of the Zhou Changes could see it. 

First Six: A caldron with upturned feet: Benefi cial to expel the bad, Getting a consort 
with her child. Nothing troubling.

Nine in the Second: A caldron having substance: Our enemy has an illness, It will not 
be able to reach us. Auspicious.

15 Wen 1956, vol. 2 60. Conrady 1931, 417 had previously made a similar suggestion.
16 Zhou Yi Wang Bi zhu, 5.10b.
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Nine in the Third: A caldron’s ears stripped: Its motion is blocked. Pheasant fat uneat-
en, Border rains diminish. Regret, in the end auspicious.

Nine in the Fourth: A caldron’s broken leg: Upsets the dukes stew, Its shape glossy. 
Ominous.

Six in the Fifth: A caldron’s yellow ears and metal bar. Beneficial to affirm.

Top Nine: A caldron’s jade bar. Greatly auspicious. Nothing not beneficial.

The lines of the hexagram are read from the bottom of the hexagram picture to the 
top. Thus, the bottom line, a broken line in the received Yi jing tradition, refers to 
the legs of the caldron, of which two are prominently visible when viewing a caldron 
from the front. The next three lines, all solid lines, are thought to depict the solid 
belly of the caldron; indeed, the second line, “The caldron has substance”, seems to 
refer to this solidity. The fifth line is again broken, and the line statement refers to 
the two handles or “ears” of the caldron. Finally, caldrons were suspended over a fire 
by inserting a metal bar through the two ears; the solid top line is said to depict this 
metal bar, though here it is termed, doubtless euphemistically, a “jade bar”. Isolating 
just the images of these line statements (i.e., without the oracle describing the im-
plications for the human condition or any of the technical divination terminology), 
and putting them side-by-side with an image of an ancient Chinese bronze caldron 
will make these associations more visually compelling (Fig. 2).

To be sure, two of the images seem to be out of place: the reference to the “ears” 
(i.e., the handles) in the Nine in the Third line and that to the leg or legs in the Nine 
in the Fourth line. However, this may derive from the way that the structure of hexa-
grams is understood in the Classic of Changes. As noted above, tradition holds that the 
first grams were trigrams (i.e., three-line pictures), which were subsequently expand-
ed into hexagrams (i.e., six-line pictures) by combining two trigrams. Understood in 
this way, the third line of a hexagram is the top line of the bottom trigram, and thus 
perhaps an appropriate place for the ears of the caldron. Similarly, the fourth line of 
the hexagram is also considered to be the bottom line of the top trigram, and thus an 
appropriate place for the legs of the caldron. At least, this is the explanation usually 
given within the tradition of the Classic of Changes for these two images.

New evidence for the iconicity of the hexagram picture of Ding “Caldron” has 
recently surfaced. In 2011, Dong Shan, a professor of Chinese at Peking University, 
published photographs of an unprovenanced ge-dagger-axe with an inscription that 
seems to include two separate numerical hexagrams, both of which can be converted 
into Ding hexagram, as well as two different phrases that seem to relate to two sepa-
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rate line statements of Ding hexagram.17 Although this dagger-axe was not archaeo-
logically excavated, Professor Dong provides a detailed description of the corrosion 
on it, arguing it is natural and could not have been fabricated recently. The shape of 
the dagger-axe is consistent with dagger-axes made just before and just after the tran-
sition from Western Zhou (1045–771 BC) to Eastern Zhou (770–256 BC); thus, 
roughly the eighth century BC.

The inscription, which runs around the exterior of the blade of the dagger-axe in 
a U-shaped fashion, can be transcribed and translated as follows:

一六一一一六曰

鼎止（趾）真（顛）

鼎黃耳奠止（趾）

五六一一五八

拇（吝）

17 Dong 2011. For illustrations of both the dagger-axe itself and also its inscription, see Dong 
2011, 87. For discussion of this artifact in English, including the same illustrations, see Schwartz 
2018b, 68–70.

A caldron’s jade bar

A caldron’s yellow ears and 
metal bar

A caldron’s broken leg

A caldron’s ears stripped

A caldron having substance

A caldron with upturned feet

Fig. 2: Correlation of Image statements of Ding hexagram with an ancient Chinese bronze ding-
caldron; the vessel pictured is the Da Ke ding 大克鼎 (after Chen 2005, 240).
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1-6-1-1-1-6 says: 
The cauldron’s legs upturned. 
The cauldron’s yellow ears; setting down its legs. 
5-6-1-1-5-8 Distress 

Based on the principle that odd numbers be associated with yang or solid lines and 
even numbers with yin or broken lines, both sets of numerals can be converted into 
Ding ䷱ hexagram of the Yi jing tradition. It is interesting to note that the two sets 
of numbers diff er not only in the numbers they use, but also in the iconicity of their 
picture. What I present above as the fi rst hexagram is made up of only the numbers 
“1” (一)18 and “6” (六, usually written in the script of this time more or less as ∧, 
but here drawn rather more ornamentally as ). By contrast, not only does the 
second hexagram include also the numbers “8” and “5” in addition to “1” and “6”, 
but the entire eff ect produces an almost pictographic rendering of a caldron, with 
the legs, “ears” (i.e., handles), and the suspension bar all particularly apparent. What 
is more, the characters following after the fi rst numerical hexagram picture, intro-
duced with the word yue 曰 “to say,” not only refer to two parts of a hexagram, but 
also correspond reasonably closely with line statements of the First Six and Six in the 
Fifth line statements of Ding hexagram in the Zhou Changes:

Ge-Dagger-Axe Inscription Classic of Changes Ding Hexagram
鼎黃耳奠止（趾）

The cauldron’s yellow ears; setting 
down its legs

鼎止（趾）真（顛）

The cauldron’s legs upturned

鼎黃耳金鉉

Six in the Fifth: A caldron’s yellow ears 
and metal bar

鼎顛趾

First Six: A caldron with upturned feet

18 As noted above (n. 8), there is later evidence that this number should be interpreted instead as 
“7” (qi 七). Th ere would seem to be no evidence to determine whether this reading should be 
applied to this earlier instance of the graph. However, based on the principle that odd numbers 
correspond to solid lines of a hexagram, it would not seem to matter whether this were to be 
read as 1 or as 7.
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Conclusion

Not all of the sixty-four hexagrams of China’s Classic of Changes are so visually com-
pelling by any means. Nevertheless, that some of them – just as some of the Eight 
Trigrams – have been read both within the tradition of that classic, and also by clas-
sical Chinese paleographers, as images of objects or actions, whether natural or arti-
ficial, gives them a privileged place in the history of Chinese grammatology. Whereas 
Cang Jie is said to have invented “writing and inscribing” after having seen “tracks 
of the hooves and claws of birds and beasts”, Baoxi did not so much invent the Eight 
Trigrams as he discovered them. Thus, the Eight Trigrams, and by extension also the 
sixty-four hexagrams, are said to serve as natural images or icons. According to the 
understanding of the Classic of Changes, because the forms exist in nature, simply by 
making the corresponding artifact or action conform with nature, it has been possi-
ble to write nature into the book. Conversely, once the book was written, it became 
possible to expand the book – the Classic of Changes – to encompass all of nature.
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