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Introduction
During the Middle Bronze Age to the Late Bronze Age the ProtoSinaitic and Proto-Canaanite alphabet show two main phases—
iconic and linear. While all but one Proto-Sinaitic inscription show
iconic variations, the so-called Proto-Canaanite inscriptions show
two phases—an early iconic phase and a later linear phase. A
direct paleographic evolution line can be drawn between the
Proto-Sinaitic and Proto-Canaanite iconic phase to the linear
phase of the alphabetic script in Late Bronze Age Canaan (Pardee
1997b and 1997c). At the beginning of the Iron Age the linear
script continues to undergo processes of cursivization and later
also of standardization (Sass 1988, Tables 4, 5; Finkelstein and Sass
2013: 173–175).
It seems plausible, for reasons to be discussed below, that other
paleographic varieties of the original Proto-Sinaitic script dialect
developed in additional locations (e.g., Egypt), but each eventually
came to an impasse. The Sinai–Canaan “stream of letters” seems to be
the central branch that shows an almost direct line of paleographical
development from the letters repertoire in Sinai to the letters
repertoire of the early Iron Age in Canaan and Phoenicia.2
However, the dividing line between the iconic and the linear ProtoCanaanite script is far from being a given, nor are the reasons that
turned the iconic system into a linear one clear. In this article I
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Dedicated to Benjamin Sass, a rare scholar whose contribution to the study of the
alphabet’s history is immeasurable. A friend and colleague without whose support
and assistance I would never have ventured on my own journey to uncover the origin
of the alphabet.
Naveh 1997 (after Albright) and also below.

follow closely the semiotic qualities and semiotic development of
the iconic phase of the script during the Middle Bronze and the
Late Bronze Age, and the possible effects of this iconicity on its
producers and addressees. The iconic Proto-Sinaitic and ProtoCanaanite phase will be presented in detail versus the new linear
Proto-Canaanite phase that becomes visible during the last part of
the Late Bronze Age.

LIST OF FINDS: MIDDLE BRONZE AGE–LATE BRONZE AGE
The finds below are arranged according to their characteristics of iconicity.
Iconic Proto-Sinaitic and Iconic Proto-Canaanite Phase
1. Sinai inscriptions (more than 30 inscriptions), Sinai 345–380, Sass
1988: 9, Figs. 1–139; Hamilton 2006: 332–386
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2. Wadi el-Hôl inscriptions (2 inscriptions, Darnell et al. 2005, Fig. 2,
16)

Alphabets, Texts and Artifacts; Studies Presented to Benjamin Sass

3. Gezer sherd (3 letters, Sass 1988, Fig. 145–146)
4. Lachish dagger (4 Letters, Sass 1988, Fig. 140–141)
5. Gezer jars (mostly single letters on jars, Seger 1983: 484–493; Sass
1988, Fig. 248)
6. Shechem plaque (short inscription, Sass 1988, Fig. 148–149;
Hamilton 2006, Fig. a.62)
7. Valley of the Queen ostracon (4 letters, Sass 1988, Fig. 286)
Linear Proto-Canaanite Phase3
1. Lachish ewer (Sass 1988, Fig. 156–160)
2. Sinai inscription 375c (Sass 1988, Figs. 136, 137)4
3. Lachish bowl fragment (Sass 1988, Figs. 163–165)
4. Lachish bowl (Sass 1988, Figs. 166–167)
5. Qubur el-Walaydah bowl (Sass 1988, Figs. 180–181)
6. Nagila sherd (Sass 1988, Figs. 143–144)
DEFINITION OF ICONICITY IN SCRIPT SYSTEMS
According to my hypothesis, the high iconicity of the Egyptian
hieroglyphic system was the trigger and the vehicle for the invention
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See Finkelstein and Sass 2013: 150.
The letters of this inscription are definitely linear variations of the Middle Bronze
Age alphabet (clear linear Alep), and were acknowledged as such by Sass 1988: 45
(citing Cross) and Hamilton 2006: 377–378. As the mines were also used during
the Late Bronze Age, this inscription may belong to this period (e.g., Beit-Arieh
1978, 1985).

of the earliest alphabet in Sinai.5 The hieroglyphic writing system
comprises a few hundred iconic signs that are meticulously drawn
according to Egyptian rules of representation. They refer to their
signifieds through a complex net of interlacing reading rules.6
However, the very definition of iconicity and its different levels is
still hotly debated in Semiotics (e.g. Sonesson 2010). Nevertheless,
few discussions ever turn to pictorial scripts. Only few studies have
been devoted to the semiotic qualities of the hieroglyphic script
(Goldwasser 1995, 2009; Depuydt 1994, 1995, and recently Polis and
Rosmorduc 2015). The definitions of Saussure and Pierce (Saussure
et al. 1966; Pierce, overview by Hoopes 2006) are still the frame
of reference for any discussion of scripts. The terms “motivated
sign” versus “arbitrary sign,” coined by Saussure, are still widely
used. However, these terms leave the judgment of motivation or
arbitrariness to the common sense of the beholder or researcher, not
taking into account other factors such as previous cultural knowledge
and contextual expectations. Nor do these terms deal with borderline
cases—the type of icons that make up many of the examples in the
early alphabet.7
New studies in the field of brain research have shown that alphabetic
scripts as well as more “iconic” scripts like Chinese and Japanese, are
processed in a special area of the brain labeled by scholars the “letter
box” 8 (Tan et al. 2001; Dehaene 2010; Frost 2012 also for Chinese and
Japanese). Even though, for obvious reasons, research has never been
conducted on native speakers or readers of Egyptian hieroglyphs, it
could be postulated that in this case too the little images that make
5
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In a series of detailed articles since 2006, I have laid down my theory on the
invention of the alphabet at Serabit el-Khadem during the Middle Kingdom.
My main argument has been that the models for the new letters could be safely
detected paleographically in the repertoire of the Sinai hieroglyphic inscriptions of
the Middle Kingdom. This assumption goes back to the firm insistence of Gardiner,
the decipherer of the script (and one of the publishers of the Sinai inscriptions)
that the script was invented in Sinai during the Middle Kingdom in Sinai (Gardiner
1916, 1962). Sass wrote the seminal book on the alphabetic inscriptions in Sinai
and the other early alphabetic inscriptions of the Bronze Age. In this book (Sass
1988) agrees with Gardiner’s date for the invention and substantiates it with the
important Middle Kingdom dating by Bothmer of the famous little sphinx (Sinai
345, Sass 1988: 136). However, Sass changed his opinion for different reasons,
all of which cannot be discussed here; see his discussion in Sass 2005a; 2005b
and especially 2008. Other scholars still hold a variety of opinions. Recently, the
Egyptologist Pascal Vernus has endorsed my arguments and the Middle Kingdom
date of the invention; see Vernus 2015.
For a modern penetrating semantic analysis of the script, see Polis and Rosmorduc 2015
with detailed bibliography, going back to the work of Champollion. A comparison of the
semiotic status of the hieroglyphic signs vs. the new alphabetic signs can be found in
Goldwasser 2011, and Vernus 2015.
Pardee 1997b: 352 refers to the Proto-Sinaitic script as “quasi-pictographic.”
Of course, an anachronistic modern definition.

a. Scaling: All icons that play the role of hieroglyphs are put on the
same scale. The elephant, the mountains and the head are all put in
the same grid, already in the earliest hieroglyphic inscriptions (Fig.
2), as well as in early Sumerian inscriptions (Fig. 3).

c. Single direction: All tokens in a row as a rule face the same direction.
These three factors instruct the reader to process the pictorial
information before him as SCRIPT. One of the immediate results
of this process is that it puts certain constrictions and expectations
on the possible meaning of the image. It is not a “free image”10
but should be processed as representative of a verbal message, i.e.,
representation of a linguistic message. The prominent examples of the
pictorial scripts of the Ancient Near East—Egyptian hieroglyphs,
Minoan hieroglyphs and Anatolian hieroglyphs all obey the above set
of rules, under specific variations (Figs. 4–6).
9
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On playful “sportive” uses of the script in which the icons play a double role as
signifiers in the script while simultaneously playing a part in an additional pictorial
meaning “my brother.” The two hieroglyphs that
message, see, e.g., sn.i
are “joining hands.” In this
should have been written with space in a row
way they expand pictorially the linguistic message presented by the script with
pictorial information that hint at a positive, close relationship (Goldwasser 1995:
19–20, after an example by Vernus 1987). Many specific discussions of various
sportive examples of hieroglyphic signs which “return to the icon” can be found in
the Egyptological literature.
Of course, there is no real “free image” also in pictorial representations, see for
example the discussion in Gell 1998 with extensive bibliography.
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b. No interaction: The hieroglyphs, as a rule, do not interact as pictures
with each other. The space between them remains an intentional
semiotic “gap.”
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up the hieroglyphic script system would have been processed, i.e.,
“read,” mainly in the “letter box” and not in other areas of the brain
that are consecrated to picture processing. These results strongly
suggest a separate discussion of iconicity in script and in picture.
The little icons that are used for the transcription of verbal language
in Egyptian hieroglyphic inscriptions are in many cases not sharply
differentiated in space from pictorial representations on Egyptian
records, e.g., stelae, wall reliefs and paintings, etc. (Fig. 1). However, in
most cases, a reader or even an uninitiated beholder of a hieroglyphic
inscription rarely finds himself in a dilemma if the message he faces is
an inscription or pictorial scene. The icons that are used as tokens of
the Egyptian script system differ clearly from pictorial images, even
if at first glance they look like mere repetitive miniatures of the same
kind of pictorial images.9
What kind of visual information would instruct the brain to move
from “picture reading” areas to the so-called “letter box” in a case
of a highly pictorial script such as the Egyptian hieroglyphic system?

Figure 1: A Middle Kingdom Egyptian wall painting from Beni-Hasan. The Canaanites
appear in the pictorial and in the hieroglyphic inscription above. (Photograph courtesy
of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, no. 33.8.17.)

Figure 2: Proto-Dynastic Egyptian bone tag from tomb U-J at Abydos. The mountain
ridge and the snake are the same size. (After Dreyer et al. 1998: no. 143.)

“Recognition Cues”—Iconicity Judgment in Scripts
As we shall deal in this article with a case of a rather gradual reduction
of iconicity, the definition of iconic vs. non-iconic will not suffice for
the present discussion. It would remain a futile subjective intellectual
exercise. Therefore, I would like to introduce into the discussion of
iconicity in script a new notion, that of “recognition cue.”11 Iconicity
could be high or mediocre or low, but what is finally crucial for our
11

On “recognition” in general, and “recognition on the basis of specified cues,” see
Gell 1998: 25 and passim.
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question in the discussion of alphabet is whether a reader or beholder
can recognize the pictorial meaning of the sign through the icon of the
script. While iconicity level is a gradual notion, the recognition test
tries to point to the moment, or border, when an iconic sign is no
longer an independent carrier of a meaning by its form alone.
An illustration of this new terminology could be provided by the
following test. The Sinai example
(Sinai 376, after Sass 1988: Table
4, no. 376; Hamilton 2006: 223) for the letter Resh is an awkward,
non-standard reproduction of a human head. The icon is the pictorial
signifier for the letter Resh. Although a minimal, extremely nonstandard example, it should be rated rather high on the “recognition
scale” as it provides sound visual information, including the eyeball, for
a quick identification of the desired signified, the letter-name “head.”
On the other pole can be found examples such as
(after
Darnell et al. 2005, Fig. 3), cursive variations of the head hieroglyph
, which refers to the meaning [human head] and phonological value
tp in Egyptian. Although clearly standard cursive hieroglyphs reproduced
by the experienced hand of Egyptian scribes, they would probably not
pass the “recognition test” as it would not be identified as [human
head] by an uninitiated reader. Even if the Egyptian
is still an iconic
sign in many respects, it has lost its independent iconic quality, i.e., the
visual information variables that being put together would lead an
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Figure 3: An early Sumerian clay tablet. The bull’s head and the other signs are the
same size. (After Woods 2010: 71, Fig. 41, obverse.)

Figure 4: Egyptian hieroglyphs. A Middle Kingdom inscription outside the temple
at the mines in Serabit el-Khadem. The arrow points to the reading direction, the
hieroglyphs must face the reader. (After Sinai I: 53, Pl. LXXXIV.)
uninitiated reader to recognize a [human head] icon. Its iconic
“recognition cues” are now very low, and the reader must have previous
knowledge in order to reach the correct signified [human head].
THE ICONIC PROTO-SINAITIC PHASE

Egyptian Hieroglyphs in Sinai—Level of Iconicity and
“Recognition Cues”
Most Middle Kingdom Egyptian hieroglyphic inscriptions in Sinai
are of good iconicity level. So too are the Egyptian hieroglyphic
inscriptions that are to be found even today directly outside the
turquoise mines (e.g., Fig. 4). I have suggested that it is in the circles
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Most Egyptian hieroglyphic inscriptions in the temple and around the mines show
an iconic level that ranges between very good to mediocre. Interestingly, cursive
hieroglyphs and “mixed script” (Darnell et al. 2005) typical of desert roads and mines
during the Middle Kingdom are scarcely represented in Sinai. They hardly exist in
the temple precinct and are not very common even in graffito around the mines
and on the roads to the Hathor temple. This fact, if not related to “chances of find,”
should point to different social structure in Sinai. According to the finds it seems that
the Sinai expeditions included many professional scribes educated in hieroglyphic
writing who could offer their writing services to other members of the Egyptian
expedition (even soldiers, e.g., Sinai I, Pl. LI, no. 163). The expeditions included also
foreigners of which the Canaanite expert miners made up one specialized group. For
a discussion of the expeditions and their manpower, see Seyfried 1981; Morenz 2011;
and Goldwasser 2012b and Goldwasser 2016.
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of miners who worked in mines L and M in Serabit el-Khadem that
the alphabet was probably invented. In these two mines and their
surroundings alone, about 20 alphabetic inscriptions were discovered
(Sass 1988: 9), comprising some of the longest and better written
examples (Figs. 7–8).12
The Egyptian hieroglyphs represent referents in the world through
detailed Egyptian pictorial representation codes. Most of the tokens of
the hieroglyphic script were probably understandable to the Egyptian
viewer who could identify not a few “referents in the Egyptian
world” that stood behind the miniature pictures. The icons are of high
iconicity and would easily pass the “recognition test” by an Egyptian.
Nevertheless, outsiders coming from a different cultural background
could sometimes give wrong readings to Egyptian hieroglyphs.
It seems that the very high iconicity quality of such hieroglyphic
examples enticed and made possible the invention of the alphabet by
the illiterate miners who assigned a new “Canaanite reading” to the
hieroglyphic icons. (Goldwasser 2006, 2012a, 2015).
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Figure 5: The Phaistos Disk, a unique find showing highly iconic Cretan
hieroglyphs. All hieroglyphs face in the same direction and are in the same scale.
(After Godart 1994: 53.)

Figure 6: Anatolian hieroglyphs from Karkemish. In each line the hieroglyphs face
the same direction. (After Payne 2010: 59.)

Figure 7: Sinai alphabetic inscription 349. The arrow shows the direction of reading,
which is the opposite of Egyptian reading rules. (After Sass 1988: Fig. 27.)
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Unlike the hundreds of signs of the hieroglyphic system, the ProtoSinaitic alphabetic repertoire presents a very limited number of
signs—around 30. The icons that represent acrophonically the new
letters are imitations of local Middle Kingdom Egyptian hieroglyphs
from Sinai, or were born under the influence of local hieroglyphs
(Goldwasser 2006, 2012a and discussion below). The hieroglyphs
that were chosen from the local Egyptian repertoire were all
“recognizable,” rather universal iconic images by the “reading” of the
inventors. Most scholars are of the opinion that all the newly invented
alphabetic letters are, in one way or another, pictures that represent
the names of the letters in a Canaanite dialect. The hieroglyphs that
serve as prototypes to the alphabetic letters were all very commonly
used in the hieroglyphic inscriptions in Sinai during the Middle
Kingdom and thus of high availability for the inventors.
However, as to be expected, the illiterate Canaanite inventors were not
able to correctly recognize all “referents in the Egyptian world” of
the hieroglyphs they had chosen. The referents may have been
unavailable to them, as much as the codes of Egyptian art. For
example, the stool
was wrongly chosen to represent the image of
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Proto-Sinaitic Alphabetic Letters—Level of Iconicity and
“Recognition Cues”

Orly Goldwasser

Figure 8: Sinai alphabetic inscription 351. The signs in this inscription are written
vertically. (Photograph after Sass 1988: Fig. 38. Transcription after Hamilton
2006: Fig. A.14.)

“house”
–Bet. In another case, that of Waw , it seems that a few
different hieroglyphs carrying different meaning in Egyptian were
taken as prototypes by the uninitiated inventors. They regarded
different Egyptian hieroglyphs that look somehow similar as
variations of a single referent (Goldwasser 2006)—in their minds a
toggle-pin (see also below). It is most probable that the Sinai
alphabetic letter was meant to represent in the pictorial the widely
used Canaanite toggle-pin that may have been called Waw in
Canaanite. (Here see already Naveh 1997: 27; Goldwasser 2006,
2012a: 13; Rainey 2009: 85.)
The new icons of the alphabet present a recognizable, minimal image of
the name of each letter. Unlike the highly standardized hieroglyphic
system, no sign of any standardization effort can be found in Sinai.
The new letters may present very different pictorial manifestations of
the same signifier, i.e., “name” (we shall return to this issue later). It
is also feasible that in some cases two icons with two different names
were used as “competing” signifiers for a letter in this early stage.13
Nevertheless, most examples of newly created letters that appear
in Sinai could pass the “recognition test,” even if they are of a very
poor pictorial quality. The identified icon, and then its “name,” led the
reader to the final goal—the sound, which he should have reached
in all cases by applying an acrophonic reduction to the icon’s name.
The Letters’ List—Iconicity and “Recognition Cues” in the ProtoSinaitic Letters14
In this paragraph I discuss only letters that are present in more than
four examples in Sinai. I follow here Sass 1988, Table 4.15
Alep, “bull.” The bull is represented metonymically by a bull’s
head, clearly imitating a prominent Egyptian hieroglyph in Sinai.
The metonymic pictorial representation is simpler than the full
icon of the animal
that is also known in the hieroglyphic
system. As in most animal pictorial metonymies, the head icon,
the typical and most identifiable part of the bull, leads the
beholder directly to the desired signified—a male bovine. All
alphabetic examples, of obviously different bull’s head-variations,
nonetheless show a good level of iconicity, and good “recognition
cues.” The letter is clearly born under hieroglyphic influence, and
the hieroglyphic sources in Sinai are evident (Goldwasser 2006,
Table 1). The iconically correct, almost realistic, stance of the
bull’s head, is carefully kept in all cases.
13
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See discussion of Dalt below, and compare here Hamilton 2006: 317–318.
The signs in this chapter were taken from Sass 1988, Tables 4 and 5, unless listed differently.
Reproductions of the inscriptions in Hamilton 2006 were also consulted.

See Hamilton 2006: 40.
Cross and Lambdin 1960: 25; Sass 1988: 113–114. Hamilton (2006: 62–74 with
detailed bibliography and discussion) enthusiastically embraces Cross and
Lambdin’s suggestion of alternation with the door [dlt] icon which in his opinion may
also stand for this letter in the Sinai script. He suggests two examples, 362, and 376
. However these signs are read by Sass 1988: 32,118 and Table 4 as Ḥet.
18 This inscription shows many idiosyncrasies even within the framework of the
unstable Sinai alphabetic repertoire.
19 See note 11 above.
20 In Sinai II, 67 note 1, Gardiner, Černý and Peet define this sign as a “Sinai hieroglyph.”
This fact is already mentioned by Sass 1988: 115. For discussions of this letter
Goldwasser 2006: 137–138, and Hamilton 2006: 76–86. Cross and Lambdin 1960: 25
mention the name of the letter in Ethiopian—Hoy. Scholars that try to suggest an
acrophonic reading from the Semitic root hll breach the basic hypothesis that the
names of the letters refer to the original Canaanite readings (e.g., Morenz 2011: 118).
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Bet,“house.” Even if based on an incorrect reading of an
Egyptian hieroglyph (Goldwasser 2006: 143–146), all examples of
the letter Bet show iconicity, presenting what the Canaanites
seemingly perceived as a minimal plan of a house. In the case of
Bet, it may be argued that from the point of view of the “recognition
cues” the rare variations that show the entrance are the better
variations, as they bring to the mind of the beholder a more specific
plan of a house, i.e., more cues. They probably also brought about,
at least in some cases, the common image of the
“soul house.”16
This type of widespread clay offering model, typical of non-prestige
finds in Egypt in this time, would fit the social context of the
miners (Goldwasser 2006: 143; 2012b; Hamilton 2006: 38–52). The
unique example of the two-column house
(Sinai 367) is even
more instructive iconically (after Hamilton 2006: Fig. A.39).
“fish” Dalt (?).17 At least seven examples of a letter represented by
a fish icon are known from Sinai. Its identification is still debated.
The level of iconicity of the fish is mediocre but it has sufficient
“recognition cues.” Most examples keep the Egyptian horizontal
stance. A single example that makes up part of a graffito on the
road to the temple at Serabit el–Khadem presents what is probably
an independent reproduction of a vertical fish (Sinai 37618).
“door”? Dalt/Het (?).19 The iconic meaning, and “recognition
cues” of this letter are unclear and the signified could hardly
be recognized pictorially without previous knowledge. Its
reproduction would be difficult as it is a culture-bound referent
that may refer to many different kinds of doors(?).
He, “Man standing with lifted arms.” At least nine examples of
this letter are known in Sinai, all of them of high “recognition
cues.” The “Canaanite reading” of this hieroglyph seems to
refer metonymically to a shout uttered by this person, “Hoy” or
“Hey,” that would then explain nicely the name of the letter.20

Two examples at least show a single legged man probably
imitating Egyptian prototypes (Goldwasser 2006: 137–138), yet
the human figure and the gesture are very clear and are thus
easily recognized. The stability of the iconic representation and
the “sameness” of the examples in Sinai point to a strong stable
local model. The Egyptian hieroglyph
is known in hundreds
of examples in Sinai during the Middle Kingdom, while it is rare
in Egypt. It has a specific reading in Sinai, referring to a low-rank
title (Sass 1988: 115; Goldwasser 2012a: 12).
Waw,“toggle pin” (?). A common, specifically Canaanite item.
A pin that held the Canaanite robe and made up part of tomb
equipment in the Middle Bronze Age in Canaan and in Egypt.21
Its “recognition cues” are hard for the modern beholder to
measure. The letter shows unstable stances. If the letter indeed
represents a toggle-pin it is not surprising, as the reference has
no single, defined stance. The stance would be decided according
to consideration of space in each inscription.
Zayin (?) or ḏ?–(Sass 1988: 116–117, Table 4 and Hamilton 2006:
145–154). The iconic meaning of the two parallel lines and the
“name” of this visual compound has not been safely identified in
modern research.
Harm (?)–“wick of twisted flax.” Name of the letter and its
history in the alphabet is a winding road.22 The name of the
letter in Ethiopian is Harm. However, all examples of this letter
from Sinai carry high recognition factors and resemble the
hieroglyph that stands for the same referent, probably a wick
of a lamp, a much used daily item especially in the mines. From
the point of view of “recognition cues” it is of no importance if
the letter shows two or three coils—the “recognition cues” are
high enough. All alphabetic examples piously imitate the correct
upright Egyptian stance.
Kaf, “palm.” There are at least four clear examples in Sinai, all
showing a well-defined iconic variation of a natural open palm.
As the minimal important cues are the fingers, all examples from
Sinai show the fingers.This icon has no parallel in the hieroglyphic
system and is evidently a genuine creation of the inventors of the
script. Its upright stance in Sinai distances it further from any
possible hieroglyphic Egyptian model. The Egyptian hieroglyph
for “palm”
, normally does not show the fingers and is
always horizontal.
21
22

Goldwasser 2012a: 13 with Fig. 7. For the Canaanite toggle-pin, see Ziffer 1990: 59–61
and discussion above.
Sass 1988: 117–120; Hamilton 2006: 57–60 with a long discussion on the name of the letter.
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23 See here Hamilton 2006: 154–171.
24 Hieroglyphic examples of eye without eye pupil are known in the inscriptions in Sinai;
see Goldwasser 2006: 141.
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Lamed, “ox-goad.” If the identification of the referent in this case is
correct, we see a more or less steady representation of shepherd’s
crook. Some of the examples show a more open design than
the others. This letter might have had a pictorial origin in a few
different Egyptian hieroglyphs (see reconstruction in Goldwasser
2006: 140). However, the hieroglyphs went through the process
of “Canaanite reading,” ending up with what was probably the
Canaanite word for ox-goad—lamed. Another possibility would be
that we face in this case another example of a referent chosen only
from the immediate environment of the inventors (like the Kaf),
not passing through the channel of hieroglyphs. For the modern
beholder, this letter stands low on the recognition scale, but it might
have been different for a Canaanite who could have recognized this
commonly-used stick. The stance of the letter is highly variated,
but as Sass already correctly remarked: “. . . letters originating in
objects such as the ox-goad (lamed) which in reality could be placed
in different positions are shown in various stances” (Sass 1988: 11).
Mem “water ripple.” A highly iconic signifier for water, carrying
a high universal “recognition cue.” All examples in Sinai clearly
imitate the Egyptian hieroglyph as it is known in Sinai, keeping
the ripples and the horizontal stance.
Nun, “snake.” All examples show clear “recognition cues” of
snakes. The origin of all examples are easy to identify iconically in
hieroglyphs
and
. The letters are a clear imitation of two
familiar (but different in the reading and use in the Egyptian script)
snake hieroglyphs which are common in the Middle Kingdom
Sinai Egyptian corpus.23 Almost all examples of the letter could
easily be recognized as [snake] by a beholder. The name of the
letter in Ethiopian is nahaš. For a discussion of the name, see Sass
1988: 125–126 and Hamilton 2006: 170–171 with note 205.
>Ayin, “human eye.” The representation of the human eye
clearly follows the Egyptian examples in Sinai (Goldwasser 2006,
Table 1). In most examples of the Proto-Canaanite script the
pupil is missing, somehow reducing the quick recognition effect.
Yet the elongated form of the eye keeps the main “recognition
cue,” also in the examples without the eyeball.24 In almost all
cases the realistic horizontal stance of the eye is piously kept as
in the Egyptian hieroglyphs in Sinai. Strangely enough, this rule
is broken by the writer of the alphabetic inscription on the little
sphinx (Sinai 345), and the block statue (Sinai 346). The eye

26

appears three times in these inscriptions, each time in a vertical,
non-Egyptian stance, probably as result of space considerations.25
However, the producer of the inscription on the sphinx does not
reduce the “recognition cues” dramatically as in both cases he
keeps the pupil and the elongated form of the eye.
Pe, “corner” or “builder corner” (?). Naveh (1997: 25 after
Albright) suggested reconstructing the original name of the
letter as pe<a (Hebrew )ּפֵ ָאה. If this is the case, the referent may
be the corner of a building or, as I have cautiously suggested, a
common building tool—a “builder’s corner” (Goldwasser 2006:
141, Fig. 19). This tool, well known in Middle Kingdom Egypt,
was surely known and possibly even used by the miners in Sinai.
Pe is another letter that does not seem to have its origins or
inspiration in the hieroglyphic system. The corner hieroglyph
(Gardiner sign O38
) is hardly to be found in the Middle
Kingdom Egyptian inscriptions in Sinai (already Sass 1988: 128)
and is a rather rare hieroglyph in general. It seems that here again
a “real life” model was taken from the working environment of
the miners. The letter has good “recognition cues” for a local
beholder who is acquainted with the referent, and the iconic
relations between signifier and signified are clear.
The unstable stance of the letter in all its examples in Sinai fit
the reconstruction as a “builder’s corner.” The position
fits
the way the tool was used by builders.
Qop, “Monkey”? The iconicity level of all known examples
is law, and the “recognition cues” are weak. If our identification of
the icon is correct, it seems that an identification of the sign by the
readers must have depended on some previous knowledge. There is
no prototype for this letter in the hieroglyphic script, so this would
again be a letter born outside the hieroglyphic system. However,
if we follow the name of the letter, we find that monkeys, both in
the flesh and in stone, were companions of scribes and pet animals
of Egyptians (Fig. 9).27 The baboon was the protective god of
scribes and writing in Egypt and monkeys were sacred animals in
the Canaanite world. 28 It is very possible that the inventors were
impressed by monkeys that were brought by scribes or others to

25 See Sass 1988: Figs. 3,4,13. Darnell et al. (2005) suggest a borrowing from early
Twelfth Dynasty inscriptions. However, this phenomenon is very rare in Egypt and is
not known in the Sinai hieroglyphic corpus.
26 After Hamilton 2006: 339.
27 For discussion and examples, see Goldwasser 2006: 142 and 2016. A baboon was
carefully buried in the New Kingdom palace at Tell el-Dab’a. It was about 45(!) years
old; see Bietak et al 2001: 83.
28 See Scandone Matthiae 2004. Monkeys were also known on cylinder seals of this
period; see Teissier 1996: 112 (e.g., no. 186 p.97).
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Sinai as mascots or companions. Such considerations would explain
the choice of this referent by the inventors. If the referent was
indeed still alive in the minds of the inventors, its stance in Sinai—
vertical or horizontal—would fit nicely a schematic representation
of possible postures of this animal.
29
Resh, “human head.” The (male) human head
signifiers, even if meager in detail, keep the necessary minimal
“recognition cues” in almost all examples. Instances with eye
pupil or hairline (after the Egyptian model) carry the strongest
“recognition cues.” This Canaanite letter was clearly born under
the influence of Egyptian hieroglyphs, as the examples with the
hairline show. However, probably once again, two hieroglyphs
may have been on the inventors’ and writers’ minds. The first
stronger prototype
(e.g., Sinai I, 53, line 1) indeed carries
the meaning [head] in hieroglyphs, but the second prototype
(e.g., Sinai I, 53, line 7) which looks to the uninitiated as “head
from an en-face view” in Egyptian has a different meaning, strictly
that of “face” or “above” (and derivatives) but never [head]. The
Sinai script maintains in all examples of the Resh, the iconic
upright natural stance of a head.

Orly Goldwasser

Figure 9: Sandstone figure of a monkey, Middle Kingdom, Egypt. (Photograph
courtesy of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, no. 34.1.179.)

“Shin and θann,30 unstrung bow” (?). All examples of the bow
are iconically similar, all furnishing minimal necessary information
for the recognition task. Sass remarks correctly that in all pictorial
representations of bows, the bowstring is always missing (Sass
1988: 132). However, neither do all hieroglyphic representations
of bows show the bowstring (Hamilton 2006: 233). Yet, the
soldier hieroglyph
and other pictorial representations from
Egypt (e.g., bows as part of tomb equipment represented on
coffins) do present the string (e.g., Hayes 1953: 316, Fig. 205). It
seems that the string was not a necessary element for the
completion of the recognition task from the point of view of the
inventors. Here, as in other cases, the models would not
necessarily be only hieroglyphs (if at all) but probably similar
bows that were used by Asiatics during this period (e.g., Fig. 10)
and maybe even by the inventors themselves.
The string shows the bow as “ready for action” and this may
also be part of the message in the above representation of the
Asiatics in Beni-Hassan. However, when in storage or not in
action, the bows were probably kept without a string in order to
maintain their elasticity. The horizontal stance
of the letter
that appears in almost all examples in Sinai may also point to a
referent of “bow at rest.”
Taw, “mark.” Even if the identification of the specific referent is
not evident, the letter presents a manifestation of its name, thus
carrying an almost universal “recognition cue.” It might have
been born under hieroglyphic influence, or independently (Sass
1988: 133; Hamilton 2006: 246–253). The horizontal-vertical
stance repeats itself in the examples in Sinai, but it seems that the
stance is of no special concern in this case and does not diminish
in any way the recognition factor of the letter.

The Egyptian Influence on the Early Alphabet in Sinai—A Summary
In the process of invention, the Proto-Sinaitic letters were heavily
influenced by the Middle Kingdom writing tradition in Sinai. The
influence becomes quite evident not only by the choice of the forms
of the letters discussed above but first and foremost by the adoption
of the scaling rule. Very few Proto-Sinaitic inscriptions, clearly of
lesser quality, break this rule. The rule of “no interaction” between the
icons is also strictly kept by the alphabet; the single direction rule is
only partially kept (Goldwasser 2012a). However, since according to
my reconstruction the inventors did not know Egyptian, the reading
30 For discussions of the names of the letter, see Sass 1988: 131–132; Cross and
Huehnergard 2003: 228; Hamilton 2006: 213, 241–244 with bibliography.

135

31 I am grateful to Benjamin Sass for calling my attention to this phenomenon.
32 See also the discussion of the hieroglyphic inscription of the Canaanite dignitary
Khebeded and its possible links to the alphabet in Goldwasser 2006 and 2012a.
Sass (1988: 143) already remarked about this Egyptian inscription : “Hebded and the
other Semites in Sinai during the Middle Kingdom had at their disposal a selection
of hieroglyphic inscriptions . . . which included prototypes of almost all the ProtoSinaitic letters . . . [in] Sinai 92 . . . in which Hebded is mentioned . . . the shape of the
letters is reminiscent of the Proto-Sinaitic inscriptions.”

• From the Iconic to the Linear

direction on most examples of Proto-Sinaitic is incorrect according
to Egyptian writing rules (e.g., Fig. 7).
Strong Egyptian influence can also be seen in the overall arrangement
of many of the inscriptions, especially those around the mines. Many
inscriptions were originally stela-form, i.e., imitating the form of
Egyptian stelae. Sinai 349 (Fig. 7), which is one of the choice ProtoSinaitic inscriptions at the site, shows even base lines in clear imitation
of Egyptian stelae. Sinai 350 imitates the vertical separation lines typical
of Egyptian hieroglyphic inscriptions which are also known in Sinai.31
Sinai 351 (Fig. 8) presents a large figure of the god Ptah as part of the
inscription. All three inscriptions were found at the entrance to Mine L.
The popularity of the hieroglyph
in Sinai (Goldwasser 2006: 138,
Fig. 17), and its adoption into the alphabetic system by the inventors,
through a “Canaanite reading,” anchors the invention in the specific
Sinai hieroglyphic corpus.32 All He letters in Sinai show the influence
of hieroglyphic prototypes from Sinai (Goldwasser 2006:137-138).
However, all these influences and borrowings are external, disconnected
to the inner-mechanism of the newly invented alphabetic script.
The icons-letters of the Semitic alphabet have Canaanite names that
also sometimes reflect changed meanings not related to the original
Egyptian iconic reading of the sign. Moreover, there is no proof
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Figure 10: Bows used by Asiatics during the Middle Kingdom, as depicted in the wall
painting in Beni Hasan, Egypt. (After Lepsius et al. 1897: Vol 2, Pl. 133.)

in the newly invented alphabetic script system that points to any
understanding of the complex semiotic rules of the Egyptian pictorial
system (Goldwasser 2011). It is evident that the acrophonic procedure
was not borrowed from the Egyptian system of the Middle Kingdom,
as was recently clearly shown (Vernus 2015).33
THE ICONIC STAGE OF THE ALPHABET IN EGYPT AND CANAAN
Datable iconic alphabetic inscriptions from outside Sinai are few and
far between. In this group, I put together all inscriptions other than
the Proto-Sinaitic that show a relatively high level of iconicity and
“recognition cues.” I have included in the discussion only material
that comes from controlled sites, which are dated between 1700 to ca.
1400 BCE and which originate from Egypt and Canaan. The number
of finds is very small and the repertoire of letters and examples is
very limited. Hopefully, future excavations will change this picture.

Iconic Proto-Canaanite Inscriptions in Egypt–Middle Bronze Age
and Late Bronze II
Wadi el-Hôl Inscriptions (Figs. 11 and 12)
These two highly important inscriptions were discovered by John
Darnell almost two decades ago. 34 Through a painstaking study of
the inscriptions, their environment and the neighboring Egyptian
inscriptions, Darnell dated the new alphabetic inscriptions to the end
of the Twelfth or the beginning of the Thirteenth Dynasty (Darnell
et al. 2005). If his date is correct, it is clear proof that the alphabet
indeed already existed in the Middle Kingdom. I have suggested
that unlike the Sinai inscriptions, these inscriptions show “intrusions”
from the mechanism of the hieroglyphic script system, such as the
use of classifiers (i.e., determinatives). Moreover, it seems that the
writer(s) of Wadi el-Hôl had a very unstable iconic model for the He,
probably as this hieroglyph was rather rare in hieroglyphic inscriptions
in Egypt, unlike the case in Sinai where it was clearly one of the
most dominant hieroglyphs in the Middle Kingdom corpus. From
all alphabetic letters, the sign
(the iconic signifier of He) carries
the most complicated semiotic relation to its signified (“name”
of the letter = Hey or Hoy). Here the reader had to use a specific
metonymy to read the sign correctly—the [man] icon stands for his
33

For a tentative reconstruction of a possible mechanism that might have led to the creation
of the “single consonant representation” of the invented alphabet, see Goldwasser 2015.
34 When this find was announced by Darnell, Cross and McCarter acknowledged that
the alphabet could have been invented during the Middle Kingdom; see Wilford
1999. I am grateful to Benjamin Sass for this reference. For a tentative reading of the
inscriptions, see Wimmer and Wimmer-Dweikat 2001.
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35 On the mechanism of this possible intrusion with parallel examples from Egyptian,
see Goldwasser 2006: 147–149.
36 For a different reading of this letter, see Vanderhooft 2013.
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specific call—“Hoy.” As the “upright held hands,” which are the main
“recognition cue” of this hieroglyph as well as that of the Sinai letter,
do not always feature in Wadi el-Hôl,
(one out of three)—it
may point to an already blurred understanding of the iconic original.
I have cautiously suggested an additional explanation for two
variations— in inscription no. 2 and possibly also in inscription
no. 1. It is conceivable to read them as intrusions of the Egyptian
classifier
[human-male] into these alphabetic inscriptions.35
The influence of local Egyptian environment may also be traced by a
different version of the Kaf, reminiscent of an Egyptian hieroglyph with
a fitting phonetic signified (kA)
and a rather close iconic meaning—
up-held hands (Goldwasser 2006: 150; Hamilton 2006: 330).36
The Wadi el-Hôl inscriptions present a new prototype for the letter
Bet. The hieroglyph
(Gardiner 1957: 49, O4), which could be
interpreted iconically as [house] (Darnell et al. 2005: 77; with a
single possible example in Sinai, Goldwasser 2006: 149), appears
very clearly here in inscription no. 1 (Fig. 11). The incorrect stance
of the letter in comparison to the possible hieroglyphic original
strongly suggests that the writer of inscription no.1 did not master
hieroglyphic Egyptian.
An important innovation that seems to have been born in Egypt,
at least as far as our knowledge of this point, is the introduction
of the vertical Mem which is highly unusual in the hieroglyphic
system. This unusual stance is introduced for the first time in the
Wadi el-Hôl inscription no. 1. It may have its roots in a “Canaanite
Reading” of Egyptian cursive hieroglyphs that were drawn in the
vicinity of the alphabetic inscriptions in Wadi el-Hôl that carry very
different meaning in Egyptian, but may still look like “water” to
the uninitiated (detailed discussion in Goldwasser 2006: 147–148).
Nevertheless, they still carry a strong “recognition cue,” whereas to
the uninitiated they look like “water” drawn vertically, a common
iconographic representation of water in Egypt and the Ancient Near
East (Fig. 13).
Were the two inscriptions in Wadi el-Hôl carved by different hands? The
highly differing [head] letters may bear witness to that or they may
be the result of experimental “reproduction” (see below). Inscription
no. 2 is a clear case of “reproduction”
, while inscription no.
1 presents at least one universal, minimal
[head]. No [head]
letter in Wadi el-Hôl bears resemblance to the Egyptian hieroglyphic
original
. Yet the two highly iconic bulls-heads
are almost

Figure 11: Wadi el-Hôl inscription no. 1 (After Darnell et al. 2005: Fig. 2.)

Figure 12: Wadi el-Hôl inscription no. 2. (After Darnell et al. 2005: Fig. 16.)

Figure 13: Egyptian graffiti in cursive hieroglyphs from Wadi el-Hôl, including
vertical signs which do not denote “water” but look similar to [water] icons. The
signs may look like vertical [water] hieroglyphs to an uninitiated. (After Darnell
2002: Pl. 109b, no. 28; Goldwasser 2006: 148, Fig. 26.)

identical, and resemble the Egyptian prototype. The additional
“recognition cues” presented in the bulls icon in Wadi el-Hôl—an
eye, and a strong marking of the mouth—make these two examples
the most iconic ones in the repertoire of the Alep examples in the
early alphabetic inscriptions known to date. The most iconic example
from Sinai (Sinai 377) shows an ear
(after Hamilton 2006: 381)
but probably no mouth marking, and a less marked eye.

• Water, highly iconic, drawn by a stable hand in vertical stance = Mem;

• Cross, Tav. This letter is rather clear iconically.
The four letters keep the correct “alphabetic distance.” Their
arrangement—single signs in a row without keeping to an imaginary
base line—is non-Egyptian.
The appearance of the vertical water sign on the ostracon would fit the
“Egyptian” alphabetic tradition of the Wadi el-Hôl vertical stance.
The same vertical stance also appears four times in Gezer (see below),
if the signs on the jars are indeed letters. The only problematic sign in
this combination is the third letter, which remains enigmatic.
The lower part of this ostracon seems to present signs written, again,
in a “non-Egyptian” style but not fitting any known letters of the
Canaanite alphabet.
37 What seems to be a similar letter in the correct stance seems to appear in the ProtoSinaitic inscription 364, and is read as a variation of Ṣade by Sass 1988: 34; Hamilton
2006: 367–368.
38 A similar sign can be discerned on an ostracon from Egypt dated to the Nineteenth
Dynasty that carries signs that are clearly not hieratic or hieroglyphs (Petrie 1912,
front page picture). Was there a different script dialect of an alphabet that developed
independently in Egypt from the Proto-Sinaitic script? Was the h-l-ḥ-m order born
there? On possible Egyptian sources for the alphabet, see Kammerzell 2001. On a
likely awareness of the h-l-ḥ-m order in New Kingdom Egypt, see recently Haring
2015. If the Timna inscription is authentic and not a recent forgery it belongs to this
category. For the Timna inscription, see Wimmer 2010.
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• An upside-down “plant” (?) maybe a Sade37, yet also not un-similar
to one of the Kaf signs that emerges much latter on the `Isbet Sartah
ostracon (Sass 1988, Table 5), and a letter in South-Arabic on a jar
from Tell el-Kheleifeh mentioned in Naveh 1997: 45, Fig. 38 looks
rather similar.38 In any case, the ostracon shows a rare upside-down
stance, if this sign is correctly identified;
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Valley of the Queens Alphabetic (?) Ostracon (New Kingdom) (Fig. 14)
The upper part of this little ostracon shows four signs that may be
identified as iconic Proto-Canaanite (Leibovitch 1940, Pl. VI). The
signs are definitely not hieratic or an Egyptian cursive nor «workers
marks» (see Budka et al. 2015). The four signs could be read as four
alphabetic letters:
• Bull, with high “recognition cues” = Alep;

Figure 14 Valley of the Queens alphabetic(?) ostracon. (After Sass 1988: Fig. 286.)

Iconic Proto-Canaanite Inscriptions in Canaan–Middle Bronze
Age to Late Bronze Age II
The Lachish Bronze Dagger–Middle Bronze Age (Fig. 15)
This find is of great importance as it has a very well-defined date. Sass
describes in detail its archaeological context (Sass 1988: 53, Figs.
140–141). The bronze dagger was found in a tomb that could safely
be dated to the 17th century BCE.39 Along with the dagger Sass
gives an illustration of the pottery and scarabs that were found with
it. A toggle-pin typical of the Canaanite Middle Bronze Age was also
found in the same tomb.40
Nevertheless, Sass cites Cross’ doubts that the script on the dagger is
Proto-Canaanite.
It is evident that we are dealing here with a four letter inscription. The
producer piously kept the rule of scaling, he incised the signs in a
straight vertical line and kept a measured distance between them.
Naturally they do not relate to each other. They are iconic, but only
two signs [head] and [snake] carry good “recognition cues” at least
for the modern beholder.
The first sign
may represent a cumbersome eye without a pupil,41
which is well known in Sinai (Sass 1988, Table 4) or a fish (see
examples below, from Gezer).
39 Daggers are not to be found in tombs in Canaan or in Egypt after the MB IIc period,
see Philip 1989.
40 Sass 1988: Figs 140–142 and 53–54. For the toggle-pins, see above n. 16.
41 Are the two small vertical lines on the left unrelated scratches?
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The second sign is clearly a head
icon. An iconic [head] sign is
known from only two systems of writing in Canaan during this
period—Egyptian hieroglyphs and the Proto-Sinaitic alphabet.42 The
sign on the Lachish dagger clearly lacks any “Egyptianicity”43 and
does not look like the Egyptian head of the hieroglyphic system; it
may be a good example of “reproduction” (see below).
The third sign
could be a snake, in this case facing the same
direction as the [head] sign. It carries a certain resemblance to the
Egyptian prototypes and to the Proto-Sinaitic examples.
42 Another hieroglyphic script may have existed already in this period in Crete.
However, this highly iconic script is known from a single find (see Fig. 5). The
four signs on the dagger give no reason to believe that the dagger belongs to
this tradition.
43 See Goldwasser 1995: 58 n. 7. After Roland Barth’s “Italianicity,” “the condensed
essence of everything that could be Italian.”
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Figure 15: The Lachish dagger. Bronze with incised four letter inscription. (After
Sass 1988, Fig. 140–141.)

The fourth lower sign
cannot be identified, but it is strongly
reminiscent of some alphabetic signs from Sinai classified by Sass
as “unidentified.”44
It is highly probable that this four-sign inscription is an example of an
early Proto-Canaanite script. The four-letter inscription may be a name,
and a personal weapon would be an ideal context for such a text.
The Lachish Kingdom is known later in the Late Bronze Age as a
center of writing—in hieratic, hieroglyphs, and from the 13th century
on—also of the linear alphabet (Finkelstein and Sass 2013: 184 and
discussion below). If my reconstruction of the invention of the
alphabet around 1840 BCE is correct, a period of at least 150 years
separates the Lachish dagger and the Sinai inscriptions.
The Gezer Jars—Late Middle Bronze Age (17th to 16th Centuries BCE)45
This group is comprised of more than a dozen containers, all carrying
inscribed signs on their shoulders before firing. All were found in good
archaeological contexts and in controlled excavations (Seger 1983).
Two of the jars carry combinations of two signs. This phenomenon
strongly suggests that we confront here a script system, and not just
potter’s marks that coincide or resemble Proto-Canaanite letters.46
The two jars that carry a two-sign combination show mm and nt, (Fig.
16) (nt could also be read in the opposite direction—tn). On two
other jars the letter Mem appears in a single instance. All in all, the
Mem (water ripple) appears four times, written by a steady hand
in a vertical stance, with universal “recognition cues.” The vertical
stance is completely absent from Proto-Sinaitic and hieroglyphic
inscriptions in Sinai, but as we saw above, known in the Egyptian
alphabet tradition.
The snake sign that makes part of the combination [snake] + [mark]
example is very different from all examples in Sinai. All ProtoSinaitic examples clearly follow the two hieroglyphic snakes–
and
. The snake icon on the Gezer jar is unique, very natural
and lacking any trace of “Egyptianicity,” although it is rich in
“recognition cues.”
Two clear fish signs (
/
) on two jars are easily identified, and
are probably made by the same hand. The “[fish] letter” is clearly
attested in the Proto-Sinaitic inscriptions. (See discussion above.)
A square Bet
that follows nicely the tradition of the Sinai prototypical
square Bet letter appears on a broken sherd of a jar.
44 Sass 1988: Table 4 (no. 345).
45 Figures in Seger 1983; Sass 1988, Fig. 248.
46 “ . . . Those who were using the signs at Gezer did in fact recognize them to be part
of a linguistic orthography, i.e., an alphabet, and that they were not using random
picture signs”; see Seger 1983: 480.

There are two examples of Lamed, in a vertical stance clearly
recognizable, being a good representation of a stick or “ox-goad”
rather similar to the examples in the Proto-Sinaitic script.47
One jar (Seger 1983, Pl. II, 5) carries a sign
that Seger reads as
an example of [hand]—Yod. This letter is scarce in the Proto-Sinaitic
inscriptions. The two instances brought by Sass for Sinai clearly
follow the hieroglyphic model. If the Gezer example is indeed a
representation of a hand, it is very remote from any hieroglyphic
prototype, and of low “recognition cues.”
The remaining signs are read by Seger (1983: 479) as Gimel, Pe, and Kap.
These readings may be possible but are nevertheless very problematic.

1. First stage–comprised of a row of 5 highly iconic reproduced letters
(?) [head] [water or bow?] [water or bow?] [hand] [head]
If indeed Proto-Canaanite the [head] signs are rather similar to the
unmarked [head] of the Lachish dagger (see above, The Lachish
Bronze Dagger), but one [head] sign may imitate the Egyptian
haircut on the hieroglyph The [hand- Kaf?] sign shows a variation
47 The signs
and
look like a variation of the Egyptian hieroglyph for the number
10 (Gardiner’s sign V20)
48 For the circumstances of the find, see Sass 1988: 55–56.
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The Shechem Plaque (Fig. 18)
Although found in an excavation, the find has no clear stratigraphic
context. The inscription is possibly a later addition to a Middle Bronze
relief (Sass 1988: 57). It might have been incised in two stages:
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The Gezer Sherd (Fig. 17)
Even if not found in a stratified context, the sherd clearly comes from
Tell Gezer.48 It is legitimate to include it in the list as some writing
activity did take place there during the Middle Bronze Age, as we
have seen above. The sherd contains three letters. By their form,
they could be assigned to the iconic phase. The letters are scaled and
maintain correct distance.
The upper (?) sign shows a highly iconic palm
, yet it is
different from the Sinai examples that show mainly the fingers. The
“recognition cues” for “palm” are very good and the sign could stand
for a Kap. However the side-stance for this letter is unknown in the
alphabet in Sinai.
The middle sign
could be identified as a Lamed or a Waw.
Iconically it is much less informative than the palm.
The third sign
is a clear square Bet strongly following the tradition
of the Proto-Sinaitic inscriptions, and similar to the Bet on the jar
from Gezer.
Most scholars regarded the small inscription to be a personal name.

(a)

(b)

Figure 16: Two jars from Gezer carrying a two-sign combination. (After Seger
1983: 488, 492.)

Figure 17: The Gezer sherd. (After Sass 1988, Fig. 145–146.)

Figure 18 :The Shechem Plaque. (After Sass 1988: 56–58, Fig.148.)

closer in its concept to The Gezer Sherd (above), yet possibly
imitating a hieroglyphic model.
2. A much later, rather aggressive addition, of what seems to be two
deeply incised cursive Alep letters49 showing the late non-iconic
variation of the “angle-edge” bull face, fully turned around resting
on its horns (see below, The Role of the “Kingdom of Lachish”).
The lower Alep is clearly intrusive.
SURVIVING THE “STANDSTILL”: THE “REPRODUCTION HYPOTHESIS”
AND THE ADVANTAGE OF ICONICITY
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49 Sass 1988: 114 very carefully suggested seeing here late variations of Dalet.
50 See discussion in Goldwasser 2016.
51 After reviewing about 3000 Nabataean graffiti, Naveh asserts: “The vast majority of
ancient graffiti even those which contain only personal names, were actually prayers”
(Naveh 1979: 27–28).
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In his recent writings Sass has correctly stressed the problematics of an
early, Middle Kingdom date for the invention of the alphabet, a date
which he endorsed in his 1988 publication. His main concern is what
he calls “the standstill,” referring to the long period that elapsed from
the early reconstructed invention to the first testimonies of writing
activity in Canaan by the last part of the Late Bronze Age (Sass
2005a, 2008; Finkelstein and Sass 2013).
As we have seen above, for hundreds of years—between the 19th and
13th centuries BCE, only a trickle of single-letter inscriptions is to
be found in excavated or dated contexts.
If the script was invented so early where did it “hide” for almost 500 years?
I believe that the answer to this question lies in the fields of cultural
history, religion and semiotics.
If my reconstruction is correct, the invention of the alphabet took
place on the fringe of Egyptian and Canaanite cultures, in a
multi-cultural site, far from urban, administrative and educational
centers. The inventors were not part of the “scribal system” of
the Ancient Near East but stood outside it. They may have been
accomplished Canaanite experts of mining techniques, employed
by the Egyptian crown, yet not schooled in writing in any language
or script.50
On the isolated, barren Sinai plateau they came into intimate contact
with Egyptian hieroglyphs. They realized the strong agency power
of the miniature images which, when put together in a very specific
way, become activated as “speaking agents” by the Egyptians.
These agents attached in a permanent, specific, identifiable way
men and their addressees—their gods. They opened a new avenue
of praying to the gods.51 This was an alluring, religiously seductive

option that clearly captured the mind of the Canaanite inventors.
If they could find a way to create such “agents” of their own,
they would become independent players. They would write in
their own language what they wished, when they wished, to their
own gods.52 No intermediary would be necessary, the gods would
remember their prayer.
Their choice of the form and the materiality of the agent had by itself
an indicative role. Stelae imitations, small pictures that make a script
(like the script of the Egyptians) were acknowledged Egyptian means
to approach the gods.
The inventors chose a few hieroglyphs that would represent in the
pictorial Canaanite words they needed to create their “sounds” (i.e.,
consonants) and they added some other icons of their own, creating
the ingenious alphabetic system. (Naveh 1991: 101–102, Pardee
1997a). The result was the inscriptions that Petrie (1906) called
“barbaric” but which were nevertheless acknowledged by him to be
an alphabetic system which he could not decipher. Ten years would
elapse before Gardiner (1916) cracked the code.
In this nascent stage, by the end of the Twelfth Dynasty, the alphabetic
script was probably disseminated by the inventors to their peers in
the mines, and possibly to other Canaanites who took part in the
expeditions. The new Canaanite script traveled from Sinai to Egypt
and Canaan with Canaanite desert experts,53 caravans, Canaanite
soldiers and Canaanite miners.
For more than a thousand years institutional states and the elite had
barred illiterate people from independent participation in cultural
and religious rites. And now, for hundreds of years, the awkward,
simplified writing was kept alive in these circles as a personal
powerful, expressive and perhaps even magical tool.
In order to learn to reproduce a short inscription (a name, short prayer)
in the new script what did one have to master?
a. Remember the names of a group of about 30 icons—the letters.
b. Remember (more or less) the form of the icons that stand for
each one of these names as they were transmitted to him by an
informant.54 However, details of the icon were not crucial as long as
it carried sufficient “recognition cues.”
52 I suggested the religious impetus for the invention in Goldwasser 2006: 151–153: for
this topic, see Morenz 2011.
53 For coining the term “desert experts,” see Darnell et al. 2005: 90.
may be
54 Semiotically the names are not a given, e.g., Goldwasser 2011. The sign
read in many ways but He. Iconicity does not entail straightforward, single readings
for an icon. For the semiotic analysis of reading rules in Egyptian hieroglyphs, see
Goldwasser 1995. These problematics are now revived in modern technology by the
use of icons on smartphones and computers, etc.

c. And, in order to write a word, the “trick” was to extract from each
picture’s name only its first consonantal sound. These “sounds” would
become building blocks of words. The original pictorial meaning of
the icon should now be completely ignored.55 Moreover, all letters
should be more or less of the same size and should not “touch”
each other.

The Early Unstable Prototype
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55 In sharp contrast to the opinion of Morenz 2009, 2011: 133.
56 See in detail Goldwasser 2006.
57 After Hamilton 2006: 48.
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In this very early stage it seems that there was not a single stable
iconic prototype for any of the letters. Sinai alphabetic inscription
no. 349 is one of the best examples that came down to us (Fig.
7 above). It was found in the entrance to mine L, probably
the site of the invention (Goldwasser 2012b). This is the only
Proto-Sinaitic inscription in which the writer made the effort
to write between baselines imitating more closely the Egyptian
stelae tradition. The scaling of the signs in the inscription was
carefully kept, their stance repeated and their general form
rather repetitive. All signs turn in the same direction [2 bulls] [4
snakes] [2 heads], even if in the wrong direction according to the
Egyptian rules of writing.
If we assume that this inscription was conceived in the circle of the
inventors, we see here a clear tendency of imitation of Egyptian
prototypes, in the signs that are based on hieroglyphs. The bull’s head,
the snake, the square, the wick, all resemble Egyptian hieroglyphs
that can be found in Middle Kingdom Sinai inscriptions.56 Even
the less successful icon [head] sign in line 2 shows a head in
profile and a “hairline” in a clear effort to imitate a hieroglyphic
prototype such as
. Sinai 351, also found at mine L, is also a
highly Egyptianized inscription, as it comprises the only pictorial
representation known in an alphabetic inscription in Sinai. It shows
a clear, large-scale imitation of the Egyptian god “Ptah in its Shrine.”
The Proto-Canaanite inscription on 351 shows more or less the same
paleographic qualities as Sinai no. 349.
However, other inscriptions in Sinai show very different
paleographic qualities. Sinai 358 (Fig. 19) is less successful in
keeping good scaling, and the two first signs [bull] and [fish]
each turn in an opposite direction. Very idiosyncratic examples
of [head] signs appear in Sinai 364
and 365b . Sinai 367
provides a unique example of a [house], presenting what seems
57
to be a house model with two columns
. This example

Figure 19: Sinai alphabetic inscription 358. The two first signs [bull] and [fish]
each face in an opposite direction. (After Sass 1988: Fig. 63.)
seems to be a variation of the house with entrance
known
in other inscriptions (see above).
What could be the reasons for the unstable letter forms in Sinai?
The “Reproduction Hypothesis”
The new script was a non-official invention. People most likely
learned about it in a casual way. Somebody presents some signs,
some examples; the recipient sees the forms. No schooling, no
regular exercise involved. The recipient tries to remember the
forms, but he also tries hard to learn by heart the names. The most
crucial step in this stage is to remember the names, to remember
the list. Were the “alphabet orders” invented for this purpose?
Perhaps with a rhyme?
Later, on some other occasion, he tries to write his name by himself.
Conceivably he could not remember the exact form of the head, or of
the house; possibly he does not care.
The decision and then effort to create single prototypical signs is one
of the basic perquisites of a professional writing system of any
sort (e.g., Sethe 1935: 12; Goldwasser 1995: 26–35). However,
this is exactly what the early alphabet was not— a professional
writing system.
For some of the early Canaanite writers in Sinai and later in Egypt and
Canaan, what was central was the recreation of icons, i.e., “letters” that
a reader could identify. The created sign should have had sufficient
“recognition cues” to help the reader to reach the signified (name of
the letter) through the picture of this letter. As we have already seen,
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58 The same phenomenon prevails today in different hand-writings. Individuals may
produce very different variations of letters, and the crucial element here is also the
“recognition-cur.”
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[head] icons could be very different, but they would all lead the
reader—human or divine — rather safely to the name of the icon in
Canaanite, i.e., Resh.58
The two examples
of [head] signs from Wadi el-Hôl are
clearly examples of such a reproduction process. Of special interest
is the vertical inscription (No.2) that produced an idiosyncratic
individual variation of a [head], picturing the typical Canaanite
hairstyle
(Hamilton 2006; Goldwasser 2010). Writing in
Canaanite, the writer saw no reason to repeat the Egyptian
prototype, or simply did not know it. He reproduced a [head] that
has the “recognition cues” [head] + nationality marker [Canaanite].
The producer of the head letter on the Lachish dagger reproduced
a universal
[head] sign without a specific reference to the
Egyptian or Canaanite prototypes.
The same is the reproduction process that may stand beyond the
variation of the Kaf
on the Gezer sherd (see above). All
examples in Sinai show an upward stance and fingers alone, with
no palm. The Gezer example shows a rare side stance and a unique
representation of the palm. However, this reproduced variation carries
high “recognition cues” that make it easily readable.
That way, if one learned all the names of the letters, one would have
been able to reproduce, at least to a certain extent, most letters.
For non-professional writers the iconic quality was a great asset. The
open option to reproduce the signs anew, i.e., to remember their forms
through their names, was a great advantage. Moreover, the open
iconicity had a strong mnemonic power. The “name” of the letter
and thus its phonetic value could be at least partially reconstructed
through the pictures. Was it the iconicity quality that enabled the
alphabet to survive outside any official system for hundreds of years,
until it was first spotted by scribes and scribal schools in Canaan or
in Ugarit?
The “reproduction hypothesis” dispels another ghost that has
haunted students of the alphabet for decades. Various scholars
tried to date “early” versus “late” inscriptions even within the
corpus of Sinai. Crude variations were taken as representatives
of an early stage of the alphabet, while more smoothly written
examples were seen as a later, more developed phase. Others
looked for different sources (hieroglyphs versus cursive scripts and
hieratic) to explain the different variations of signs (e.g., Darnell
et al. 2005; Hamilton 2006).

Table 1: Selected Examples of Hieroglyphic Prototypes and Iconic
Alphabetic Reproductions from Sinai, Egypt and Canaan during the
Middle Bronze to the Late Bronze Age59

In the light of the “reproduction” hypothesis, I would like to argue that
a particular style or form of a letter is a non-criterion in the study of
the earliest phases of the alphabet. “Recognition cues” and not any
high or low level of production or adherence to prototypes is what
mattered in this early iconic stage.60
THE EMERGENCE OF LINEARIZATION
The above analysis of the inscriptions indicates that only about the 13th
century BCE, within the confines of the material we have at our
disposal today, do we have finds that document a transformation in
the script.61 Two important changes emerge:
a. Linearization, which (initially only partially) causes the loss of
iconicity, leading to a strong reduction in “recognition cues.”
59 After Sass 1988: Tables 4 and 5, and fig. 148, Goldwasser 2006: 153-156. Hieroglyphic
examples after Sinai I.
60 “The still unfixed nature of the initial alphabet noted time and again since the early
days of research, seems to me . . . to advise against painstaking comparisons with
Egyptian writing” (Sass 2008: 198).
61 In the discussion of the unusual [fish] letter of Sinai 376, Sass remarks, “… but this is
to ignore the fact that paleographic development hardly begins prior to the point at
which the letters start to lose their pictographic form” (Sass 1988: 114).

b. Word division, first efforts to divide words by dots or strokes.
The path leading from the iconic tradition of the alphabet in Sinai to
the linear examples that surface in the Late Bronze Age in southern
Canaan is clear, yet it has been difficult to trace its precise course.62

The Role of the “Kingdom of Lachish”
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62 Pardee 1997a. For a detailed table, see Sass 1988: Table 5.
63 Surprisingly enough, a rare, unknown (local?) paleographical variety of Linear B
dating to the end of the Bronze Age also emerged at Lachish; see the discussion in
Finkelberg et al. 2004.
64 See for example the discussion in Goldwasser 1984, 1991a, 1991b; Goldwasser and
Wimmer 1999; Sweeney 2004; Wimmer 2008a and Wimmer and Lehmann 2014.
65 Many Egyptianized finds from Late-Bronze Lachish point to active interference
processes between Egyptians and Canaanites in Lachish. For an overview of the
relevant finds with earlier bibliography, see Koch 2014.
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The “first swallow” known to date of this important new phase of
the alphabetic script comes from 13th century Lachish. As discerned
already by Finkelstein and Sass, by the end of the Late Bronze Age
this town and its outskirts was a center of writing.63 By the end of
the Nineteenth Dynasty and during the Twentieth Dynasty Egyptian
scribes resided at Lachish, Tell Sera’, Tell Haror, Qubur el-Walaydah,
Tell el Far>ah South and Ashkelon. They wrote good, contemporary,
administrative hieratic that exhibited no specific provincial affinities.64
Naturally, what has come down to us is not papyri but writing on
pottery sherds (ostraca) and complete bowls. On the one hand, the
language, topics and measurements mentioned in the texts make part
of the typical Egyptian repertoire; on the other hand, however, the yield
is a specific Canaanite-Egyptian production. The complete Canaanite
bowls that carry hieratic inscriptions (to be carefully differentiated
from the ostraca) seem to be related to a religious-administrative
local belief-system in which large amounts of grain are recorded as
tribute to the Egyptian crown under the pretext of a “gift” in a local
temple (Goldwasser 1984; Wimmer and Lehmann 2014). Most likely,
Egyptian scribes who resided in Canaan and had to deal with such
issues were bilingual and possibly even of Canaanite background.
The degree of their influence and their involvement with the local
Canaanite administration and population has yet to be determined.65
Who adopted the Canaanite iconic script and brought about its
evolution into a linear script? The loss of iconicity points to scribal
intervention that would value simpler signs overruling the mnemonic
character of the iconic signs. The “recognition clues” of the icon are
slowly left behind, and the linear system presents a set of more linear
letters that could hardly be reproduced on the basis of the name of
the letter alone.

At this stage, the connection between the letters’ names and their form
becomes less and less iconic. The alphabet starts to move towards the
system we know today—names of letters attached to an arbitrary set
of signs.
Did the Egyptian scribes in the Lachish area learn the alphabetic system
from some carriers of the script in Egypt? Who was interested in
the linearization of the script and for what purposes?66 Was the
“wandering script” adopted at this stage by local Canaanites and the
Canaanite administration?
As no traces of the Canaanite cuneiform alphabet have been discovered
in southern Canaan and the Shephelah to this day, did some
local administration look for its own means of writing?67 Was the
linearization process the result of better adaptation to writing on clay
before firing, or even on papyri?
The earliest example of the linear alphabet known to date is probably
the famous find known as the Lachish Ewer. (Fig. 20) This ewer
provides a link between the Proto-Sinaitic and Proto-Canaanite
iconic script and the impending, more developed linear script. Used
as a “speaking agent” for religious purposes, the beautifully-painted
vase and its inscription are at once a personal prayer and a meaningful
prestige gift to the goddess ҅lt -אלת.68
The inscription runs from left to right. In general, the letters follow
the Sinai alphabetic models of the script, yet some very clear
changes can be discerned. The most striking change is evident in
the stance of the letters. Although keeping to the Sinai tradition
in general, the stance of some letters is emphatically different. The
“water letter” Mem keeps a strong “recognition cue” but appears in
the vertical stance typical of the Egyptian alphabetic tradition (see
above, the Wadi el-Hôl and the Valley of the Queens ostracon). The
“bow” letter appears in a vertical stance while the examples in Sinai
exhibit a horizontal stance. The vertical stance is known in Wadi
el-Hôl in inscription 1. The Yod stance is unusual, as in hieroglyphic
Egyptian, this sign is never found in a vertical stance. The two Yods
differ from each other and the first Yod after the Shin seems to be
a somewhat squeezed, last-minute addition. The vertical stance of
the Yod also appears on the Lachish bowl and later on the Qubur
el-Walaydah bowl.
The Alep bull on the ewer lost its iconic stance and seems to be too
adjusted to the right and is close to the point of losing its “recognition

66 It seems that the Ugaritic script that is now dated to the 13th century (Pardee 2007)
was born from a linear version of the alphabet.
67 See discussion in Finkelstein and Sass 2013: 183–186.
68 Fitting exactly the definition of Naveh 1979: 395.
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cues.” Its front shows the sharp, schematic “angle-edge” that foresees
the later development of this letter. The [bull] and the [snake] letters
look in different directions, which speaks against its production
by a bilingual Egyptian scribe, since this is an alphabetic property
impossible in the Egyptian hieroglyphic system.
The letters are well proportioned and keep a stable distance (aside from
the first Yod mentioned above). The most conspicuous innovation
is the introduction of three separation dots (Naveh 1973). It seems
that they appear on the ewer only in places where the words are not
demarcated pictorially (between mtn and šy). The separation of words
points to linguistic awareness and increases the sense that professional
writers were involved. Such elements would emerge from an analysis
that sentences would be more readable if a separation sign divides
them into words. The appearance of the very same dots on the
Qeiyafa ostracon (Garfinkel et al. 2010) centuries later shows that this
was not an idiosyncratic innovation, but the beginning of a systematic
script tradition.
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Figures 20 :The inscription on the Lachish ewer. (After Sass 1988: Fig. 156–160.)

The alphabetic bowl inscriptions from Lachish (Fig. 21) introduce
another innovation. The alphabetic inscriptions now appear on
complete bowls, written in ink. Paleographically, they look somehow
more cursive than the ewer inscription and the once iconic letters
are now missing most of the “recognition cues.” The Yod that was
still an iconic hand on the ewer is vertical; the “palm” is upside. Yet
it now gets a specific “branch” look, losing its good “recognition
cues.” The same kind of Yod is also repeated on the Nagila sherd
(Fig. 22).
It seems the new letter of this “Lachish school” does not pass the recognition
test and could be identified only through previous experience.
If the two square identical letters in the first row of the Lachish bowl
fragment (Fig. 21) are indeed a variation of Alep (Lemaire 200469),
the bull is already “resting on its horns” and the letter has lost all its
“recognition cues.”
The Lachish alphabetic bowls also continue the “Egyptian alphabetic
tradition” with the most telling Bet examples. As ingeniously
prophesized by Cross, they seem to follow a prototype first discerned
in Wadi el-Hôl, of a Bet probably “reproduced” after the Egyptian
hieroglyph
. This hieroglyph did not serve as a main model for
Bet letters in Sinai (Sass 1988, Table 4 and Goldwasser 200670 and
above). The bowls show a small dividing line, instead of dots,
between the words. A similar dividing line appears on the Nagila
sherd (Fig. 22).
A third, this time incised, alphabetic inscription on a complete
bowl, also dated to the end of the Bronze Age, comes from
Qubur el-Walaydah (Fig. 23). Here the letters are incised, the
dividing lines are elongated,71 and the Alep has completely
lost its “recognition cue,” as the bull is now indeed an “angleedge” bull face, fully turned around, resting on its horns. On
the other hand, the “bow” and the “water” letters have kept
strong “recognition cues,” keeping to the Egyptian (alphabetic)
vertical stance tradition. In the case of the Mem the vertical
stance does not diminish emphatically the “recognition cues”
and the letter still clearly looks like [water]. The Mem loses its
“recognition cues” rather late in the history of the alphabet. All
in all, the script of the Qubur el-Walaydah bowl seems stable
with adequate proportions, with repetitive letter forms written
by a rather confident hand.
69 Sass reads here differently; see Sass 1988: 62–63.
in Sinai 353 (after Hamilton 2006: 347) that may follow
70 There is a single example
hieroglyphic model.
a
71 The elongated dividing line also appears on the Iron Age sherd from Tell es-Safi; see
Maeir et al. 2008.

Hieratic inscriptions (including a sherd of a bowl inscription similar to
the Lachish and Tell Sera bowls) dated to the end of the Late Bronze
Age were also recently found at Qubur el-Walaydah (Wimmer and
Lehmann 2014).
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Figure 23 Bowl dated to the end of the Late Bronze Age, from Qubur el-Walaydah.
(After Sass 1988, Fig. 181.)
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Figure 22: Nagila sherd. (After Sass 1988, Figs. 143–144.)
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Figure 21: The Lachish bowl fragment (left) and the Lachish bowl (right). (After
Sass 1988, Figs. 163–164, 166–167).

The alphabetic writing in a running line or two lines on complete bowls
is strongly reminiscent of the script arrangement on the Egyptian
hieratic bowls discovered at Lachish and Tell Sera (Goldwasser 1984;
Sweeney 2004). One wonders if all these interlacing similarities might
not indeed point to an interference process between Canaanites—
carriers of the alphabetic script —and Egyptian scribes residing in
the Lachish area. Were the Egyptians interested in this new manner
of writing? Did they suggest separating the words, given the absence
of classifiers, which functioned (among other functions) as word
dividers in the Egyptian scripts? Did the local Canaanite writers
imitate the Egyptian scribes’ manner of writing on complete bowls
for religious-administrative purposes? And why is the “Egyptian
alphabet” graphemic variety so conspicuous in these inscriptions?
The unique local Canaanite tradition of hieratic numerals, unknown in
Egypt, which emerged in Canaan in the corpus of Hebrew ostraca
of the Iron Age must reflect a long period of incubation of relations
between Egyptian scribes and their writing traditions and the new
state and its alphabetic writing tradition. This independent archaizing
hieratic paleographic dialect (Lemaire and Vernus 1980, 1983) that
appears in Canaan must reflect a yet-unknown Egyptian legacy of
writing that prevailed in Canaan long after the fall of Egyptian rule
(Goldwasser 1991b).72 The process underlying the early absorption
of the Egyptian hieratic numerals into the Canaanite scribal system
remains entirely unknown.
The period between the invention of the alphabet in Sinai and its
resurgence and extension by the end of the Bronze Age and the
beginning of the Iron Age is still a dark period in the history
of the alphabet. There are too few finds to allow us to safely
reconstruct its history, and the question of how and who started
the linearization should be left open until more finds come to
light. However, the Lachish Kingdom on its Egyptian scribes and
Canaanite population emerges from the hazy uncertainty as a
possible site of alphabetic innovations that would finally lead to
the mature, standardized alphabetic system known later in the
Iron Age.
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72 Sweeney suggests an interesting comparison to Nubia, where Egyptian scribes who
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