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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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“What do Egyptian gods look like?” RESEARCH ARTICLE

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. (HornuUNG,
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).!

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, 72d? 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 (NvorD, 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 (NvorD, 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.

'As 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 VErRNUs and YovoTTE (2005: 449—
55), VERNUS (1998: 35) and Stoor (2002). For discussions on scarabs and Khepri, see VErnUs and YovoTTE (2005: 441-8) and
Minas-NERPEL (2006). For the tomb of Nefertari (QV 66), see McDoNALD (1996).

’pE Buck (1956). For translations, see FAULKNER (1977: 133-4). See also NvorD (2020a), who questioned whether funerary texts
should be understood as literal descriptions of the afterlife.
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0I00 I 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 NvorD, 2013: 151)? Furthermore, while there
are clear references to the hiddenness of deities,? there is also an abundance of pictorial and written evidence
alluding to their physical appearances.* If we adopt a ‘multiplicity of approaches™ 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.®

*See for example Assmann (1995: 136-55) for the hiddenness and divine transcendence of Amun.

*See for example RoT (2006: 26), who demonstrates how Egyptian myths tend to present divine figures as having human-like
behaviour and bodily features.

>This term, which originated in an essay by FrankrorT 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 (GoEgss,
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 (GoEeBs, 2002).

®In pursuing this line of questioning, I am, admittedly, omitting much of the discussion relating to concepts such as the by, Mprw,
and the transcendence of Egyptian gods. See for example Assmann (1995: 133-55), AssMANN (2001: 6-13, 40-7), MEEKS and
FAavArRD-MEEKS (1997: 53-63) and HORNUNG (1994).
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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 research’ 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

"For a brief overview of recent developments in the cognitive science of religion, see PyvsiAinen (2012).
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DPODFQUT PG HPEEFQFOEJOHPODPOUFYUT BOEUIFTFDPODFQUT DB

SPBTTFTTUIFDSPTT DVMUVSBM WBMJEJUZ PG UIFTFWOEJOHT UIF I
JOOPSUIFSO70EJB _JTQPQVMBUJPO XBTTFMFDUFECFDBVTF FWFO
SFHBSE UIF4VQSFNF #FJOH #SBINBO BT GPSNMFTT BOE OPO BOUISP !
,SJTIOB 7JTIOVBOE 4JWB BSF SFHVMBSMZ EFQJDUFE JOIVNBO GPSN
QBSUJDJQBOUT UFOEFE UP IBWF NVMUJQMF DPODFQUT PG FBDI HPE
EFHSFF PG BOUISPQPNPSQIJTN DPVME CF MPXFS GPS #SBINBO UIF GP
UIBU#SBINBOJTBOUISPQPNPSQIJTFEUPBTIJNJMBS EFHSFF BT EFJUJF

4VSQSJTIJOHMZ GBNJMJBSJUZ XJUI SFMJHIJPVT DPODFQUTTFFENTUP
HPE *OTUVEJFTDPOEVDUFEPO'JOOJTIBEVMUTBOE "NFSIJDBO DPMMF
NPSF SFMJHJPVT UIF QBSUJDJQBOUT UIF NPSF MIJLFMZ UIFZ XFSF UP E
CPOFTYPSUIBTBIFJHIUUIBUDBO CFNFBTVSFE JODFO-UBINFUFSTY UP
"TINJMBS DPSSFMBUJPO XBT BMTPEOPUFESJOPUIFS TIUVEIFT

_FTFEJTQBSBUFDPODFQUT PG HPEDBOCFFYQMBJOFE UISPVHIEVB
UJOHVITIFTUXPUZQFTPGDPHOJUJWFQSPDFTTJOH J BOJNQMJDJU I
BOEEFMJCFSBUJWF NPEFHAQ®@ BEDIWMDIDBEMMZ BOUISPQPNPSQIJDDPODFQ
UVIJUIJWF QSPDFTTJOH XIFSFBT UIFPMPHIJDBMMZ DPSSFDU @FDIPOTF
EJTTPOBODFT JO DPHOJUJWF QSPDFTTJOH BSF OPU MIJNJUFE UP UIF &
TFTTBTDJFOUJWD VOEFSTUBOEJOH PG B QIFOPNFOPO UUIFFBSUI SF
QIFOPNFOPO VTJOH GPML BDDPVOUT UUIF BVDJT NPWJOH GEPNJKBTU
DPOHSVJUJFTBSF NFSFMZ NFEJBUFE CZB UNZUIPG PCKFDUJWJTNY X
UPPVS FYQFSJIFODFTSY>S X

%FMJCFSBUJWF QSPDFTTJOH NBZ FYQMBJO XI1Z TDIPMBSMZ TUVEJFT
UUSVF GPSNY PG &HZQUJBO HPET JO UIBU UIFJS UBOHJCMF SFQSFTFC
VMUBOFPVTMZ WBMJE 4VDIBO JOUFSQSFUBUJPO * XPVME BSHVF B
TEFLT PSHBOJ[BUJPO BOE DPIFSFODF .PSFPWFS JG FBDI EFJUZ QPT
QSPWJEF B TFNCMBODF PG PSEFS UP UIF SFQSFTFOUBUJPOT PG &HZQL
TFMG DPOUSBEJDUPSZ JTFTTFOUJBMJTUWJFX IPXFWFS JTVOMJLF
JFODF *OEFFE XIFOQPTFE XJUIUIFRVFTUJPO UXIBUEP &HZQUJBO HF
QJDUVSF SBN IFBEFENFOBOE CPWJOF IFBEFE XPNFO XIJMFBUUIF TB
UIFTFEFJUJFTBSFIJEEFOBOE VOLOPXO

0OF PG UIFNBJODSJUJDJTNTPG UIJTTUVEZDPODFSOTUIF MBOHVBHF VIFE 30 UIF OB
™3 BSHVFE UIBUUFSNTTVDIBT UXBUDIJOHY UMJTUFOJOHY BOE UCFJOH QM
DVFT UP BOUISPQPNPSQIJ[F HPE *OEFFE FWFO XIFO UIF FYQFSIJNFOUFST SFQMBDF
QBSUJDJQBOUTBOUISPQPNPSQIJ[FEUIF TVQFSBPNQVUFS SPVHIMZFRPG-BGEJINF
SeEet ™M GPSBO FYUFOTJWF FWBMVBUJPO PG UIFTF WOEJOHT BT XFMM BT BO PW
QPTTIJCMF MJOL CFUXFFO OBSSBUJWE-BOE BOUISPQB®ESQIJTN TFF

IPUF IPXFWFS UIBU UIF TBNF QBSUJDJQBOUT XFSF BMTP NPSF MJLFMZ UP BRSJCVUI
HPE 'PSJOTUBODF HPEJTPOFODPODFQUVBMJTFEBTBOBHFOUBCMF UPFYFSUGPS
47 ("M _e§e‘ ™Moy

)PXFWFS UIFSFJTBMTP FWJEFODFDPOUSBEJDUPSZUP UIJT BTUVEZPOBEIFSFOUT
FOHBHFNFOU MFBET UPBEFDSFBTFE UFOEFODZ UiP BRSJCMUK BOBISPQPNPSQIJD QS
'PS PWFSWJIFXT PG EVBM QSPDFTTJOH RPEFMT PROIFNBOSPHOJUIPO TBEFBT CFFO
BSHVFEUIBUUIJT CBMBODF CFUXFFO FYQMJDJU J F UIFPMPHJDBM BOE JNQMJDJU
UP UIF TVDDFTTBOE MPOHFWIHZ'"P&SFMIJHIPVT TZTUFNT
_JTINQMJIDJUUFOEFODZUPBOUISPQPNPSQIJ[FEJWJORCFJOHTIBT CFKO CHFWMRE YFHL
UIBUBOUISPQPNPSQIJTNJT FTTFOUJBM UP SFMJHJPO UIF SFTVMU PG B UQFSDFQUYV
IVNBO BHFODZ 4FFBMTP #PZFSYT POUPMPHJDBM FYQMBOBUJPO XIJDITVHHFTUT Ul
XJUIVOVTVBM GFBUVSFT
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_FNBKPSJUZPGUIFTDIPPM BRFOEJOH QBSUJDJQBOUT TFMFDUFE U
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EJVFS HSFBUMZ BDSPTT DVMUVSFOWJIFXFSTBDDVTUPNFE XJUI &BTU ™
SFTUFSOBSUEJTUPSUFE BOEWJIDFWFGHEBFE MJOFBSQFSTQFDUJWFF
XIJDIDPVMEBQQFBSVOSFBMJTUJD UPUMFVOGBEKNIMIBIVMETFQWKSSFMT

6NCFIUP SFNBSLFE UIBU PODF XFCFDPNF BDDVTUPNFE XJUI B QBSUJDVMBS T
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UIBUUIFTFGBDUPSTTIPVMECFIFFEFEJOBTZMVN QSPDFEVSFTBOEJOUFSOBUJPOBI!I
PG % JNBHFT

7BSJPVTBDDPVOUT JOEJDBUF UIBUBFTUIFUJD TUZMFT OPXWJFXFEBTUSFBMJTUJD)
'PSFYBNQMF &NCFSUP SFQPSUFE UIBU FBSMZ WJFXFSTPG*NQSFTTJPOJTUBSUPOF



a8IBUEP &HZQUJBO HPET MPPL MJLF & 3kykgxin "xzoirk

(>>e™e3 x BTTFSUTUIBUSFBMJTNJTTINQMZBUNBRFSPGIBCJU)
SFQSFTFOUBUJPO UIBU POFJTBDDVTUPNFE UP

-JLFXJTF &HZQUJBOBSUPOMZBQQFBSTUVOOBUVSBMYZXIFQO'KVEHFE
OVSEJYDVMUJFTJOUSBOTMBUJOHDFSUBJOJNBHFTJOUP UISF
UPIBWFCFFOTIBSFECZUIFBODJFOUWJFXFS -JLFUIFQBSUJDJQBOU"
XF CFDPNFU % SFTQPOEFOUTY XIFOXFNJTSFBEUIF QFSDFQUVBM DVF

8IPTFJEFPHSBN

*OMJGF XIFOBOPCKFDUJTWSTU FODPVOUFSFE BDPNNPO SFTQPOTF
HSBTQ PG JUT TIBQF BOE EJNFOTJPOTGSPN WBSRI®LHAMNJIBIXR® BGUTQ S P
GBJSBQQSPYJNBUJPOPGTVDIBOJNQSFTTJPO BOESFQSFTFOUTRVJL
GPS WJFXFSTBDDVTUPNFE UP MJOFBS QFSTQFDUJWF UIFWJTVBMEJT
CFSFTPMWFE 'PS JOTUBODF GFX NPEFSO PCTFSWFST XPVME IBWF U
'JHVSF FWFO UIPVHIJU SFQSFTFOUT BESBNBUJD EFQEXUVBFX3B50 M (
UPNC PXOFS JT SFQSFTFOUFE XJUI POF FZFJO GVMM WJEX XF EP OPU
UIFTF JOTUBODFT PVS GBNJMJBSJUZ XJUI HBSEFOT BOE UIF IVNBO BC
FBTJMZ SFDPODJMFE

8IFOBOVOGBNIJMJIBS SFGFSFOUJTJOWPMWFE IPXFWFS TVDISFDPC
DFSUBJO EBIMZ MJGF PCKFDUT EFQJDUFE JO UPNC TDFOFT SFNBJO J¢
JUFN IBWF CFFO SFDPWFSEEBSDIBFPMERHIDBMMZITF BOJNBM IFBEFE
OPUQPTTFTT SFBM XPSME SFGFSFOWTITOQUE NN S H NOBPUT $EB R SPTSANOU B
EFTDSJCFEBT UJEFPHSBQIJDY TVDIBT ,IFQSJJO 'JHVSF BSFUZQJD
GPSN JT QFSIBQT QSFDMVEFT UIFUGBNJMJBSJUZ GBDUPSY UIBU NPEF
BOE4FLINFU XIJDIBSFDPNNPOMZ GPVOEJOUIFGPSNPGTUBUVFTPS

OVSFYQFDUBUJPOPGGBNJIJMIBSTIJ[FTBMTP BONPUU E¥Q SFPOFR@DPGC

SFQSFTFOUFE .PEFSO TPDJFUJFTPOFO SFHBSE QIPUPHSBQITBT PCKFDUJWF SFQSHF
EFDPOUFYUVBMJTRBE-SBOE SFTDBMFET B SFTVMU WJFXFST FODPVOUFSJOH QIPUPHS
IBWF EJYDVMUJFT JOUFSQSFUIGH UPEYNBHFT x'>7“ (>™ZZee” AFFBMTP
#BYBOEBMMYTBOBMZTIFPGUIF UQFSIPE FZFY

4AFF BMTRB BOBE &'V x

%SBXJOH VQPO FBSMZ TUVEJFT YO'OFSDFQUWBMTYBRDMFNEPHBU UIF BODJFOU &HZQL
QFSDFJWFE UIFTFJNBHFTRVJUF EJVFSFOUMZ GSPNUIF NPEFSOPCTFSWFS 'PSBO P
&HZQUJIBO/BA/U ¢ TFF

_F UFSN UBTQFDUJWFY XBTsXOAESPEVDFE Cx% BOE JT BTTPDJBUHE XBEW BB MUGHGN
4oe" o7t 3 %FTQJUF UIF DPNNPO VTF PG UIF UFSN UBTQFDUJWFY JO &HZQUPMPHJL
QSFUBUJPOTPO SBDFBOEDVMUVSFBSFQSPCMFNBUJD 'PSFWBMWBUJPOX PG 4DI1aG
[¥>%e X 1'je—"7

'PSTINIJMBS FYBNQMFT TFFx

_FDPOVOESVNPGIPX XFUSFDPHOJTFY NZUIJDBM DSFBUVSRET'I-BTf CFFO BEESFTTFE C
*OUXP EJNFOTJPOBM DPOUFYUT JUJT MJLFMZ UIBU ,IFQSJXBTPOMZEFQJDUFE JO |
WHVSFT *OUISFF EJNFOTJPOBMEFQJDUJPOT XIFSFTVDIJTTVFTPG TUBOEBSEJTBL
SFTFOUFEJOJUT[PPNPS@IJDEGRP&N 4FFBMTP "XFMM LOPXOEFQJDUJPOPG4FMLJTJ
GPSNJTGPVOE PO UIFDBOPQJD  TISIJOFPG5VUBOLIBNVO $BJSP +& CVUTINJIMB
% 7 HSEY—- BQE ““>E£Y—- x OPUFEUIBU % JNBHFTXJUIOPEJSFDUJMMVTJPOF
PG BO FMFQIBOU DPVME CF QFSDFJWFE BT UISFF EJNFOTJROBMEVEYP POGN¥S GBNJ
BCSJFGBTTFTTNFOU PG UIJTDPODFQU /PUFBMTP UIBUVOMJLF UXP EJNFOTJPOBM
UISFF EIJNFOTJPOBM PCKFDUTBQQFBS U CF SFMBUJWFMZ NJOJNBM

OO UIF GBNJIJMJIBSUTA[FHDPVFTFF x OO TJ[FDPO/HUBODZ FFFBOE “ 4AFFBMTP
SFTFBSDI PO UGBNJMJBS EJTUBODFTY XIJDITVHHFTUT UIBU MBSHFS PCKFDUT UFOE
TNBMMFS)REZKEDRIT BM
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