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West Wall of the Southern Niche in the Per-wer sanctuary of the Temple of Hathor at Dendera. (Photo by Erik Gustafson, 2009.)

Among the ruined temples there,

Stupendous columns, and wild images

Of more than man, where marble demons watch
The Zodiac's brazen mystery, and dead men

Hang their mute thoughts on the mute walls around,
He lingered, poring on memorials

Of the world's youth; through the long burning day
Gazed on those speechless shapes; nor when the moon
Filled the mysterious halls with floating shades,
Suspended be the task, bur ever gazed

And gazed, till meaning on his vacant mind
Flashed like strong inspiration, and he saw

The thrilling secrets of the birth of time.

—DPercy Bysshe Shelley, Alastor, 1816
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PREFACE

The Prolemaic temples are some of the best-preserved examples of Egyptian religious architecture. In addi-
tion to their outstanding artistic value, they represent the culmination of a long line of temple development,
particularly in the writing and reliefs used to decorate their walls. During the Ptolemaic period, the number and
polyvalency of hieroglyphic signs and iconographic elements increased dramatically, thereby widening the scribal
playing field for creating expressions that function on multiple aural, visual, and thematic levels.

There have been few scholarly studies of these plays on words, signs, and iconography; despite the intrinsic
relationship of texts, reliefs, and architecture in Egyptian monuments, there have been no comprehensive studies
of these techniques within a unified architectural space. I was therefore motivated to study these scribal methods
within the most important cult chamber of the Temple of Hathor at Dendera: the Per-wer sanctuary. Build-
ing upon the work of Gutbub, Guglielmi, and Derchain, I extended their approaches to the material in several
ways: examining these techniques on both micro- and macro-levels, from their smallest details to their broadest
thematic connections; foregrounding individual techniques to determine the words and phrases singled out
for emphasis; synthesizing their use in the interconnections formed between scenes and texts within the three-
dimensional space of the cult chamber.

I found that these scribal techniques support the three main themes of the Per-wer: Hathor as Creator and
solar goddess; the Myth of the Distant Goddess; the King as Intermediary between the human and divine worlds.
The myth creates the context for the king’s interaction with the goddess, allowing his ritual actions to restore
cosmic balance and activate the creative process. By communicating across boundaries, the scenes link comple-
mentary pairs, creating a network of interrelationships that mirrors the perfection of the divine Creation.

The results of my study suggest that this three-pronged approach could profitably extend to those of other
cult chambers at Dendera, and to other Greco-Roman temples, whose reliefs also contain plays on words, signs,
and iconography. By studying these complex techniques of the ancient scribes, we can thereby come closer to
understanding how they envisioned the universe and the place of humankind within it.
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NoTES ON THE TRANSLITERATIONS AND TRANSLATIONS

In transliterations, proper names of divinities (e.g., H.t-hr, “Hathor”) and toponyms (e.g., Twn.t, “lunet”) are
capitalized. Compound names are hyphenated in transliteration but not in English, e.g., Wbn.t-m-nbw, “She
who shines like gold.” Except for a few epithets, like Nbw.t (Golden One), Wbn.t-m-nbw (She who shines like
gold), and 7r:¢-R¢ (Eye of Ra), most epithets and titles are capitalized only in the English translation; longer epi-
thets capitalize only the first word in English. The epithet, “the Great,” is capitalized, but not separated from the
main name by a comma, e.g., “Hathor the Great,” as it is usually considered a unit in English. “Ka” and “Ba” are
always capitalized in English, though not in transliteration.

As far as possible, I try to reflect in the English what is happening grammatically in the Egyptian. To this end,
prepositional nisbes (adjectives made from prepositions) functioning as substantives are translated to reflect their
role, e.g., int, derived from the preposition meaning “at the head of,” is translated as “foremost one”; if feminine,
“(£)” is added, e.g., hnty.t Twn.t, “Foremost One (£.) of Tunet” (D III, 50.12).

In order to convey more meaning and allusions, some words are transcribed into English, rather than trans-
lated. For example, the male and female sun disks, 7tn and Ttn.t are always given as Aten and Atenet; the male
and female suns, R and R%.7, as Ra and Rayt. Occasionally, the words will be rendered so that they replicate
in English the word play present in the Egyptian, e.g., Ryf n R%w, “Female sun of suns.” The four main names
of Dendera, Twn.t, B.t-di, T3rr, K3b-t3.wy, and Ntry.t, are given as “Iunet,” “Tatdi,” “Tarer,” “Qab-Tawy,” and
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“Netjeryt,” respectively, to maintain their distinctions.! “Iunet,” being especially ubiquitous, is discussed in a
footnote only in the first text in which it appears (Doc 2). Likewise, the two types of eternity, d.t and nhh, are
translated as “d.t-eternity” and “nhh-eternity,” rather than the more traditional (and imprecise), “forever,” and
“eternally.”

The masculine and feminine titles, sm and hm.t, respectively, are translated as “Incarnation,” rather than
“Majesty,” in order to convey the idea that the deity is manifest in the physical vehicle of the statue of the god
or the body of the living king.

1. Kockelmann (2002, 65, 221-32) notes that the different designations for Dendera (Iunet, Iatdi, and Tarer being the most frequent)
function as synonyms, chosen to provide variation between parallel texts and to make word plays in epithets. The frequent occurrence of
word plays with toponyms suggests that the scribes used toponym lists in their construction. Thus, the epithet in a text seems to determine
the choice of the toponym, e.g., in the repetition in these two epithets: Now.t m-hnt pr-Nbw.t, “The Golden One (f) in the Sanctuary of
the Golden One (£.)” (D 11, 72.5); rmn.n=i 3h.t r-tp pr-3h.t, “1 carry the 3h.1 (cow) to the House of the 34.¢ (cow)” (D VII, 181.2).





