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Abstract

It is often stated that representations of Egyptian deities, such as the animal-headed gods, are better understood as
‘ideograms’—such images do not reflect the ‘true’ appearance of divine figures, which are ultimately hidden. This article
explores how this scholarly interpretation can be attributed to heuristics and perceptual differences, by drawing upon
cognitive research on religion and visual perception. While the notion that Egyptian gods possessed hidden ‘true forms’
holds appeal to an analytical approach to religion, such a viewpoint is unlikely to reflect the full extent of religious
experience, which readily accommodates multiple theological concepts. Meanwhile, the resemblance of certain deities
to ‘ideograms’ can be ascribed to the modern viewer’s familiarity with point-projection images, as well as a tendency
to segregate Egyptian images into individual parts. Such sentiments are unlikely to have been shared by the ancient
viewer.
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1 Introduction

This article explores the heuristics often employed in the interpretation of ancient Egyptian images and beliefs.
Its starting points are a couple of interpretations relating to the appearance of Egyptian gods, which I believe
highlight certain predilections in scholarly analysis. For this reason, the discussion will derive substantially
from cognitive research on religion and visual perception. However, by pursuing this line of inquiry, many
aspects and nuances of ancient Egyptian religion and pictorial representation can only be treated in a cursory
manner. I should add that this paper is not intended to be a study on the appearance of Egyptian gods, hence
the ancient evidence discussed here will be limited to several illustrative examples.

To the modern viewer, the quintessential image of Egyptian religion is perhaps that of the composite gods,
such as those that combine a human body with the head of an animal. For some scholars, these representations
are better understood as ‘icons’ that are produced through the combination of symbolic features (Hornung,
1982: 113–7; Traunecker, 2001: 46). A corollary to this view is that these images do not reflect how the
ancient Egyptians would have envisioned these gods in their mind’s eye. One of the earliest proponents of
this view was Henri Frankfort:

I suspect that the Egyptians did not intend their hybrid designs as renderings of an imagined
reality at all and that we should not take the animal-headed gods at their face value. These
designs were probably pictograms, not portraits. (Frankfort, 1948: 12)

Frankfort’s view has since been echoed by other scholars, many of whom understood such images as
allusions to specific qualities of the gods, rather than a reflection of their appearances (Hornung, 1982: 11;
Silverman, 1991: 16–7; Tobin, 1988: 173; Traunecker, 2001: 45–6, 56). In his influential treatment of
the subject, Erik Hornung asserted that the ancient Egyptians themselves were equally aware of this notion:

According to the texts the true form is “hidden” and “mysterious”; the Coffin Texts tell us that
only the deceased may know the true form of a god (CT VI, 69c, 72d). No thinking Egyptian
would have imagined that the true form of Amun was a man with a ram’s head. (Hornung,
1982: 124–5)

In addition, Hornung (1982: 113–8) pointed to a number of ‘marginal cases’ that underline why depic-
tions of Egyptian gods should be viewed as ‘ideograms’. For the purpose of this article, we will focus on two
specific examples: the composite form of Khepri, whose head is represented by a scarab beetle (Figure 1); and
Selkis, who is depicted as a woman with a scorpion on her head (Figure 2).1

Firstly, it must be acknowledged that Frankfort and Hornung’s interpretations can be disputed based on
elements in the ancient Egyptian evidence. For instance, one could question if the ‘true form’ of gods described
in CT VI, 69c, 72d2 relates to visual appearance in the modern sense, as it could possibly refer to a cult
image. More fundamentally, these scholarly views assume that Egyptian images had a ‘representationalist’
relationship to the depicted entity, a notion that is largely based on modern worldview (Nyord, 2020b: 2–3).
In the ancient Egyptian context, however, images are perhaps better understood as ‘presence’, whereby an
image can be regarded as the very manifestation of what it depicts (Nyord, 2020b: 1–6, 9–28). The importance
of this ontological consideration cannot be overstated—in such a framework, an image can be viewed as the
very actualization of a deity, thus the search for its ‘true form’ becomes somewhat of a moot point.

1As Spieser (2001) pointed out, the iconography of Selkis involves elements from both the scorpion and the water scorpion (Nepa).
For discussions on Egyptian representations of scorpions, Nepa, as well as scorpion deities, see Vernus and Yoyotte (2005: 449–
55), Vernus (1998: 35) and Stoof (2002). For discussions on scarabs and Khepri, see Vernus and Yoyotte (2005: 441–8) and
Minas-Nerpel (2006). For the tomb of Nefertari (QV 66), see McDonald (1996).

2de Buck (1956). For translations, see Faulkner (1977: 133–4). See also Nyord (2020a), who questioned whether funerary texts
should be understood as literal descriptions of the afterlife.
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Depiction of Khepri from the Tomb of Nefertari (QV 66). Photo: Guillermo Aldana. © J. Paul Getty
Trust, 1992. Used with permission. Image cropped.

More relevant to the aims of this article, however, is that the cited interpretations allow us to probe the
heuristics involved in their formation. If we regard depictions of Egyptian gods as ‘ideograms’ that do not
reflect their true form, we are faced with several paradoxes. For instance, if all divine representations are
ideograms, why do scholars often agree that certain examples (such as those in Figure 1 and Figure 2) are
‘more ideographic’ than others (e.g. Hornung, 1982: 117 and Nyord, 2013: 151)? Furthermore, while there
are clear references to the hiddenness of deities,3 there is also an abundance of pictorial and written evidence
alluding to their physical appearances.4 If we adopt a ‘multiplicity of approaches’5 to Egyptian religion, one
could argue that these two sets of evidence are not necessarily contradictory—the hidden quality of gods
should not invalidate their tangible manifestations.6

3See for example Assmann (1995: 136–55) for the hiddenness and divine transcendence of Amun.
4See for example Roth (2006: 26), who demonstrates how Egyptian myths tend to present divine figures as having human-like
behaviour and bodily features.

5This term, which originated in an essay by Frankfort and Frankfort (1946: 16), is commonly used to describe the flexibility
of Egyptian beliefs, which often accommodated elements that are seemingly contradictory. For instance, the actors involved in a
particular mythical episode are often interchangeable, and could be altered to fit the ritual context in which they are evoked (Goebs,
2002). In the Pyramid Texts, for example, the divine figure that delivers the Eye of Horus to the deceased may be variously named
as Thoth, Horus, or Geb (Goebs, 2002).

6In pursuing this line of questioning, I am, admittedly, omitting much of the discussion relating to concepts such as the b , Πprw,
and the transcendence of Egyptian gods. See for example Assmann (1995: 133–55), Assmann (2001: 6–13, 40–7), Meeks and
Favard-Meeks (1997: 53–63) and Hornung (1994).
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Depiction of Selkis from the Tomb of Nefertari (QV 66). Photo: Guillermo Aldana. © J. Paul Getty
Trust, 1992. Used with permission. Image cropped.

This article aims to address these questions in sequence. In the first section, I examine if there is a cognitive
explanation as to why a strict interpretation of the hiddenness of Egyptian gods may be favoured in scholarly
analysis. The second section explores what makes certain representations, such as the composite form of
Khepri, appear more ‘ideographic’ to the modern eye.

2 The ‘true form’ of Egyptian gods

The notion that god is ultimately formless is one shared by many modern belief systems, including the major
scriptural religions. In spite of this, cognitive research7 suggests that people tend to have more than one
concept of god, and that these concepts often contradict one another. One of the most influential studies in this
domain was conducted by Barrett and Keil (1996). The experiment, which involved American university
students of various faiths, consisted of a direct-response questionnaire and a narrative comprehension test.

In the questionnaire, participants answered questions regarding their conception of god; such as whether
god is all-knowing, omnipresent, and can conduct multiple activities simultaneously. Subsequently, in the
narrative comprehension test, the participants listened to short stories of about 100 words each before an-
swering ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to a series of recall questions. Some of these questions were designed to reveal implicit
concepts of god. For instance, one item read ‘God had just finished answering another prayer when God
helped the boy’. This detail was not included in the story, but was included to serve as comparison with the
participants’ answer in the direct-response questionnaire (i.e. the omnipresence of god).

The results indicate that participants often gave contradictory answers in the two sections. In the ques-
tionnaire, most participants provided theologically-correct responses of god as being non-anthropomorphic,
omnipresent, and not subjected to physical constraints. Conversely, in the narrative comprehension test, par-
ticipants often assigned human attributes and physical constraints to god’s actions, even though such details
were not part of the stories given to them. The researchers concluded that people seem to have multiple

7For a brief overview of recent developments in the cognitive science of religion, see Pyysiäinen (2012).
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