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Abstract: This paper analyzes the connection of written language and artistic
expression, through three case studies on epigraphy. Written language is secondary to spoken
word and has been given various forms, even within the same culture. I aim to addresss the
significance of written language in the cultural purpose of an object. Through three case studies I
will analyze the way in which the artists are conveying a message to the viewer through written
language. First is pectoral necklaces of Ancient Egypt, which are artistically produced and
communicate a sentence in hieroglyphs. Second is the study of Greek funerary epigraphic
decoration on tombstones which utilize first person narrative. First is pectoral necklaces of
Ancient Egypt, which are artistically produced and communicate a sentence in hieroglyphs. First
is the use of Pseudo-Arabic in the Italia Renaissance, particularly in paintings of religious
subjects. Three very different cultures all carefully using language to convey political power,
autonomy in death, and cultural literacy / connections to early Christianity, respectively. I will
back up these connections with specific artistic objects, paying close attention to their purpose
and cultural origins. I will convey the importance of the analysis of written language in an art
historical sense, and its significance in the analysis of visual art.
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Writing is the secondary form of language based on the primary spoken form.1 Written
language is configured in varied ways, for example, block print or more artistic means like
calligraphy. The divide between art and writing can be ambiguous. A simple chalkboard in a
diner can become an elegant expression of the day’s menu, or a signature can be valuable for its
unique use of dots and lines. This paper explores this frequent interconnectedness between text
and art through examining epigraphy of three different cultures and time periods: ancient Egypt,
ancient Greece, and Late Medieval/Renaissance Italy. Ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs are a perfect
hybrid of writing and visual culture as they can be a figural representation of an animal, human
or plant while simultaneously representing an idea or a sound, creating multiple levels of
meaning. This relationship is seen in the pectoral necklaces of the Twelfth Dynasty. This unique
jewelry type utilizes hieroglyphs that can be read as a sentence or have deep iconographic
meaning, sometimes concurrently. The necklaces were worn exclusively by women, which raises
issues of gender roles in ancient Egyptian society as well. In ancient Greece, written language
was often an important component of funerary monuments from the Archaic, Classical, and
Hellenistic periods. Many tombstones are decorated with inscriptions revealing information
about the deceased, their family, their accomplishments, and more. Some grave markers stand
out for their unique use of first-person narrative (i.e. “I” and “me”). These pronouns function as
either the voice of the deceased, a living mortal addressing the deceased, or the monument itself,
speaking of its own creation. The inscriptions add deeper meaning to the monuments’ imagery
and create a sense of individualism, highlighting the importance of the deceased buried beneath
them to their survivors. Religious art flourished in Italy during the Late Medieval and
Renaissance period. From church decoration to painting, the Church and wealthy donors used art
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as a devotional and political tool. Due to increased interactions with the Muslim Empires of the
Near East and North Africa, Islamic objects made their way into European markets, including
church treasuries. Trade in the Mediterranean was booming, and the Crusades sparked a cultural
revolution in 1096 CE that claimed the Holy Land as Christian territory. Because of these crosscultural connections, Arabic inscriptions, a prominent element of Islamic art, appeared in Italian
religious art, but often in the form of nonsense inscriptions created by artisans with no
knowledge of Arabic simply imitating the look of Islamic calligraphy. The inclusion of these
Arabic/faux-Arabic inscriptions goes beyond what the words do (or do not) say but rather refer
to contemporary European cultural associations between the language of Islam and the Holy
Land. In each of these instances, the interplay between text and art creates a rich synthesis of
artistic ideals and cultural messages for the viewer.
Case Study 1: Egyptian Pectorals of the Middle Kingdom
A History of Hieroglyphs, Royal Women, and Egyptian Jewelry
In order to understand the social and political effects of pectoral necklaces, we first must
explore the roles of the royal women who wore them during the Middle Kingdom (2030-1650
BCE) and the function of hieroglyphic writing. Ancient Egyptian art has a reputation for being
static, and while this may be true in that iconographic meaning, once established, often remained
constant for thousands of years, there were many societal factors and political reasonings behind
the use of images and their context. Hieroglyphs, which means “holy writing” in Greek, emerged
early in Egypt’s history and were simultaneously a writing system and iconographical language
that could be understood by even the illiterate.2 At first, hieroglyphs only were used for writing
names and for labeling purposes. Later they were used for longer texts, including literature, the
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high point of which is considered to be the Middle Kingdom with classic stories, such as the
Story of Sinhue.3 Egyptian hieroglyphs have three different forms. The first are phonograms,
which are symbols that represent a sound. (In contrast, English uses a purely phonological
writing system based on the Latin alphabet.) The second form are determinatives – labeling
signs, often to identify words that follow. Determinatives are silent but have meaning in writing,
much like an apostrophe or comma in English. The third type of hieroglyph is an ideogram, or
logogram, which is a symbol that stands for an entire word. Some hieroglyphs can have dual
meanings, as an ideogram or a phonogram, so a vertical stroke adjacent to the symbol is used to
delineate a hieroglyph as an ideogram. There are no vowels in the ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs,
which English words are very dependent on.4 Monumental hieroglyphic inscriptions were carved
and/or painted on stone or wood on public buildings or monuments in conjunction with figural
scenes, often commemorating the accomplishments of a pharaoh. Smaller hieroglyphs
surrounding the scene note the purpose of recording the pictured event. While the syntax of
Egyptian hieroglyphs allows them to be coherently written in any direction (left to right, right to
left, up and down, down and up), they are most often written in right to left. The direction the
hieroglyphs face indicates the direction in which they are to be read.5 The varying orientation of
the hieroglyphs has no effect on the meaning, allowing the potential for artistic placement. Janice
Kamrin, a curator of Egyptian Art at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, notes, “Hieroglyphic texts
are works of art that were planned and executed carefully for maximum aesthetic effect. They are
often woven into scenes that they are labeling or accompanying. They are therefore arranged
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very deliberately, with an eye to balance and symmetry.”6 One of the first examples of
hieroglyphic inscriptions is the Narmer Palette from the Late Predynastic Period, approximately
3100 BCE (Figure 1).7 The imagery on both sides commemorates the unification of Egypt at the
beginning of the Early Dynastic Period (ca. 3100-2649 BCE) by King Narmer, who triumphantly
holds a mace above an enemy’s head. He is shown wearing the White Crown of Upper Egypt on
one side and the Red Crown of Lower Egypt on the reverse, legitimizing his rule over both lands.
At the top of each side are cow heads with human faces, either representing the goddess Bat or
Hathor, both bovine divinities of Upper Egypt, Narmer’s homeland. Hathor was the “Mother
Goddess” of sexuality, fertility, dancing, and song, as well as the consort of Horus, the
progenitor of all Egyptian pharaohs, making her a logical guardian of the king. 8 By the Middle
Kingdom, Hathor had melded with Bat, making her the one cow goddess, and she was the
goddess most frequently honored with temples.9
Worship of Hathor was closely associated with elite women of the Old Kingdom (ca. 26492150 BCE), who held the title of priestess and were essential in the goddess’ religious
celebrations. The role was not hereditary and those related to a priestess were not always given
an associated title, suggesting a woman’s role was not always defined by her relationship to male
relatives at that time. Women in the Old Kingdom also could hold administrative titles.10
Hathor’s name translates to “house of Horus,” implying her role as the mother of Horus. Another
name for Hathor was “gold.” She was the main female deity of the Old and Middle Kingdoms
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and was closely connected to kingship.11 During the hundred year First Intermediate Period (ca.
2150-2030 BCE), Egypt separated again, due to famine and issues with pharaonic succession.
Chaos fell over the land, and with the great social upheaval and widespread distrust of the king,
whose primary role was to retain order (ma’at) over chaos (isfet) in society, there was a
corresponding decline in women’s positions within cultic practices and in the governmental
administration.12 The priestesses of Hathor no longer held an important role, and although the
role of priestesses declined in all cults, women continued to be providers of music during
religious rituals. The title ‘Priestess of Hathor’ continued to be a signifier of elite status, but it
was not associated with much public responsibility, if any at all, as it had been in the Old
Kingdom.13 Some scholars argue that even with the decline of priestesses and women in
administrative roles, the royal women of the subsequent Middle Kingdom enjoyed elevated
status during the Twelfth Dynasty (1981-1802 BCE).14 New titles appear to signify that royal
women were significant counterparts to the king. For example, “great wife of the king” appears
for the first time as a signifier for the pharaoh’s main wife, as does the term “lady of the Two
Lands,” a feminine version of the pharaonic title “lord of the Two Lands.” The political roles
these women held are not clear, but the new titulary shows an attempt to legitimize the power of
these royal women in a new way. The titles may have been used to emphasize the close
relationship the women, especially the pharaoh’s main wife, had with the king himself.15
Burials from the Twelfth Dynasty continue to connect the pharaohs and their wives to the
cult of Hathor. The tomb and mortuary temple of Nebeheptre Mentuhotep II, the pharaoh
11
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accredited with the reunion of Upper and Lower Egypt and the establishment of the Middle
Kingdom, was built at Deir el-Bahri, a site known as sacred to the goddess, and her imagery
decorates the walls of his main wife’s tomb in the complex. Nebheptre used Hathoric imagery to
legitimize his rule as the new sole ruler of Egypt, and he married a number of priestesses of
Hathor, who were buried in his funerary monument, showing he had an intimate physical
connection to the bovine goddess.16 Nebheptre Mentuhotep II, seen as a great hero in Egyptian
history, set the precedent for utilizing women to further bring power to the royal line through
Hathoric associations.17 During the Middle Kingdom, pyramid complexes were revived as
pharaonic burial sites, and royal women were at times given their own pyramid for burial.
Pyramid burials were the resting place of both men and women in the Old Kingdom but was
used for only men in the Middle Kingdom until the Twelfth Dynasty, when women were buried
under pyramids as well.18 The Twelfth Dynasty queens and princesses were given elaborate
caches of jewelry and cosmetic jars among their funerary goods, some of which were not
disturbed by grave robbers. The most impressive jewelry from these graves are the pectoral
necklaces, unique to this dynasty.
Egyptian jewelry is an essential part of ancient Egyptian artistic culture, its origins dating
back to at least 4000 BCE.19 Wearing jewelry could signify political status, military rank, or
royal lineage and protect the wearer, all while being decorative. Jewelry, like all forms of visual
culture in ancient Egypt, was a method of spreading pharaonic propaganda. Pectorals are a type
of necklace that have a brooch-like appearance and traditionally took a trapezoidal shape. They
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were attached either to strings of beads or gold broad bands and rested on the upper chest.20
Pectorals were worn nearly exclusively by royal women and do not appear to have been made
prior to the Twelfth Dynasty. Not only do we have the pectorals themselves, but we have portrait
statues of royal women wearing them, usually incised into the hard stone. A statue of Queen
Nefret II from the Twelfth Dynasty showcases such a pectoral, with tapered edges at the bottom,
and upper and lower zones with complementary motifs (Figure 2). The upper register contains
the throne name of Senwosret II (her husband) in a cartouche flanked by two uraei (cobras), one
wearing the crown of Upper Egypt, the other with the crown of Lower Egypt. The lower register
has two Horus eyes, also known as wedjat eyes, hovering over two falcons sitting on the
hieroglyph for gold. Generally, the pectorals contain a combination of pharaonic cartouches and
other hieroglyphs, creating an aesthetic scene with linguistic elements.
The Pectoral Necklaces of the Royal Women of the Twelfth Dynasty
Princess Sithathoryunet, daughter of Senwosret II of the Twelfth Dynasty, was buried
along the south side of her father’s pyramid. Her tomb was looted in antiquity, but only the
sarcophagus and its immediate area were robbed, not the adjacent rooms holding boxes of her
personal items and jewelry.21 The pectoral found in her jewelry cache was the first pectoral to be
found by archaeologists.22 It contains the cartouche of the pharaoh Senwosret II and is dated to
his reign of 1887-1888 BCE (Figure 3). Symmetrically organized hieroglyphs made of cloisonné
lapis lazuli, cornelian, and turquoise can be read as a sentence stating, “The god of the rising sun
grants life and dominion over all that the sun encircles for one million one hundred thousand
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years [i.e., eternity] to King Khakheperre [Senwosret II]."23 The pectoral is only 1.75 inches in
height and 3.25 inches in width. Each hieroglyph can be recognized separately as an ideogram,
such as the palm ribs, which individually mean “millions of years.” When held by the god Heh,
the ideograms are read together as “one million one hundred thousand years,” representing
eternity, while also being a symmetrical composition. The hieroglyphs can also change
semantically. The two falcons have one of their feet lowered clutching the shen sign meaning
“encircled.” This same shen ideogram is lengthened to contain the name of Senwosret II into a
cartouche, making it a determinative hieroglyph.24 The hieroglyphic statement becomes
propaganda, emphasizing Senwosret II’s rule for eternity with the blessing of the divine sun god,
Ra-Horakhty, often shown in the form of a falcon. The placement of the propagandic statement
as decoration on a female body accentuates the close proximity of women to the pharaoh in the
royal court, all of which has a connection to the divine through the pharaoh’s presence. The king
legitimized his rule on the bodies of the women physically closest to him, who have ancient
connections to the powerful goddess Hathor and therefore august traditions of the Old Kingdom
when the priestesses of Hathor were held in high regard.
A pectoral found in the tomb of a woman named Sithathor was made during the same
reign. She is thought to be the daughter of Senwosret II and sister to Senwosret III, so she may
well be the sister of Sithathoryunet. This pectoral is made with the same technique and similar
gemstones, but its composition is framed, imitating the architecture of a divine shrine. In the
center is the cartouche of Senwosret II (Figure 4). Two Horus falcons flank the cartouche and
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stand on the hieroglyph for the word “gold.” Their beaks touch the hieroglyphs which read as,
“the gods are content,” signifying this as the pharaoh’s “Horus-of-gold” name, one of the five
traditional names of pharaonic titulary.25 The symmetrical design shows a high level of
craftmanship. Again, the hieroglyphs can be interpreted as an aesthetically design or as a legible
statement. The Horus falcon is a powerful icon and its presence adjacent to the cartouche and
literally touching the pharaoh’s “Horus-of-gold” name directly connects the pharaoh to the god,
from whom he was believed to literally descend. Additionally, the two Horus figures wear the
crowns of Upper and Lower Egypt, showing that the pharaoh’s name was powerful across all of
Egypt.
Two other pectorals were found in the burial of Mereret, thought to be the daughter of
Senwosret III. One of the pectorals has the cartouche of Senwosret III, the other the name of
Amenemhat III, who may be her brother. Both depict a smiting scene. The pectoral with the
cartouche of Senwosret III has heraldic hieracosphinxes, a creature with a falcon head and lion
body, and Nekhbet above the cartouche stretching her vulture wings (Figure 5). The
hieracosphinx is a depiction of “Horus the Elder,” a form of Horus representing the falcon god as
defeater of Seth, the murderer of his father Osiris, and claimant to the throne of Egypt, thereby
re-establishing order in the world.26 The hieracosphinx smites Nubian figures, distinguished by
their dark skin, their defining physical feature when depicted in Egyptian art.27 Senwosret III led
a successful campaign of expansion south into Nubia during his reign and set up fortifications to
protect and show their formidable power in the newly conquered territory. In the pectoral, not
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just the pharaoh defeats the Nubians, but Horus the Elder does, the divine personification of
Egyptian unification himself. In this imagery, Senwosret III suggested that his military campaign
of expansion was part of the “manifest destiny” of Egypt. The pectoral cannot be read as a text,
but its iconography clearly links Senwosret III with Horus as a powerful peace bringer to the
Egyptian lands. It becomes an artistic record of Egyptian history and the accomplishments of
Senwosret III.
The pectoral belonging to Mereret with the cartouche of Amenemhat III (Figure 6) is
more complex with hieroglyphs intended to be read as statements shoved into the empty spaces.
Hieroglyphs between the legs of the smiting king label the scene as “smiting the Bedouins of
Asia.”28 The pectoral attempts what the pectoral of Sithathoryunet did so perfectly – artistic
symmetry with a readable text – while maintaining the inclusion of the smiting element of
Senwosret III’s pectoral for Mereret. The pectoral of Sithathoryunet is the only pectoral that can
be read as a complete sentence. This pectoral with Amenemhat III’s cartouche has readable
sections but is not legible as one entity. The pectoral he created for Mereret is overcrowded with
hieroglyphs, motifs, and figural elements. The craftsmanship is not as high quality as those of the
earlier Twelfth Dynasty – the design is not as concise, the colors are not as bright, and has not
been preserved as well. Amenemhat III took the throne after the death of his predecessor and
father, Senwosret III, who was revered for his military expeditions in the south. Perhaps
Amenemhat III wanted to emphasize his relationship to his father, showing a continuation of
power into his reign. Amenemhat III also commissioned a replica of the Pectoral of
Sithathoryunet with the cartouche of Senwosret II with his own cartouche in the place of
Senwosret II’s (Figure 7) for Princess Sithathoryunet. Here too, the quality of the replica is much
28
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lower. Perhaps this was Sithathoryunet’s favorite necklace, and it was replicated by her relative
in her old age. Maybe Amenemhat III admired the pectoral commissioned by Senwosret II for
the princess and wanted to create a masterpiece of his own.
Two surviving pectorals were created for private use in upper class families, both found
in Twelfth Dynasty burials. Their central element relates to Hathor as opposed to a royal
cartouche. One pectoral has an ukh pillar, a symbol closely associated with Hathor, with two
birds standing on the hieroglyph for gold beneath Horus eyes, also known as wedjat eyes (Figure
8). The other pectoral depicts Hathor in the middle, flanked by a Seth-animal and Horus in
hieracosphinx form, beneath wedjat eyes (Figure 9). These pectorals have a clear connection to
Hathor, but their owners are unknown. The royal princess’s pectorals have no clear connection to
the cult of Hathor, but Wolfram Grajetzki argues that their burial with the women shows Hathor
meaning in the pectorals. He mentions how pharaoh’s mothers identified themselves as the
physical embodiment of Hathor and held the most important female role in the royal court. The
inclusion of “Horus of gold” names on the Pectoral of Sithathor (Figure 6) and the private
pectoral (Figure 10) allude to this connection of Hathor and the royal court, as Hathor was
referred to as “gold.” Additionally, royal women were buried in around the pharaoh (tombs of
Nebheptre Mentuhotep II, Senwosret II and III) confirmed the pharaoh’s status as divine in the
afterlife, and their jewelry with them was evidence of their own royalty and connection to
Hathor.29 Royal women for generations were a medium between the pharaohs and Hathor. The
pharaohs who gave the pectorals to the queens and princesses also buried the women under
pyramids, emphasizing their own connection to the female divinity.
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In these pectorals, hieroglyphs are simultaneously readable words and figures endowed
with significant iconographic symbolism. The imagery used in them, such as the pharaoh smiting
and the falcon god Horus, were motifs that had been around for over a millennium by the Middle
Kingdom, and were thus recognizable to everyone in society, even the illiterate majority. Those
who could read hieroglyphs, predominantly those affiliated with the government, could further
understand the written messages inside the pectorals when they existed. The pectorals, which
appear to have been primarily royal commissions for favored women of the pharaoh’s household,
are yet another example of how Twelfth Dynasty kings legitimized their rule by underscoring
their connections to the powerful cult of Hathor, a tradition established by the founder of the
Middle Kingdom, Nebheptre Mentuhotep II. As the pharaohs of Egypt claimed to be the literal
offspring of Horus, the desire to have a strong bond with Hathor, Horus’ consort, was most
logical, and it is not surprising that royal women were viewed as the earthly equivalent of the
goddess, devoted to her cult. The women wearing their jewelry with allusions to Horus, Hathor,
and the pharaoh’s military might therefore became walking testaments to the king’s authority
and his connection to the divine. Additionally, jewelry was believed to have an innate power of
magical protection, not only guarding the royal wearer, but also the pharaoh himself as they
visually proclaiming praise in his name, which is shown adjacent to images of sacred power.
Whether these women wore them around the public or their family is unknown, but the necklaces
clearly show importance to the royals as they were created with such intricate craftsmanship and
fine attention to detail.
Case Study 2: Use of First-Person Narrative on Figural Greek Grave Stelae
Ancient Greek Burial Practices, Social Beliefs, and Tombstone Production
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By the early seventh century BCE, the Greek world consisted of poleis, or city-states,
scattered around the Mediterranean Sea, from Asia Minor to as far west as North Africa and
Spain.30 It can be easy to generalize all of Greece as one entity, but each city-state had local
traditions, cults, practices, laws, social orders, etc. Discussion of ancient Greece tends to be
biased towards an Athenocentric view (focused on Athens), due to the abundance of literary,
epigraphical, and archaeological evidence that comes from this large, wealthy site. Overall,
Greek society was highly patriarchal, and only citizen males could own property, vote, run for
office, and more. Women, slaves, and foreigners could not participate in political affairs.31
Athens was unique in that its population was made up of more slaves and foreigners compared to
the populations of other city-states in Greece.32 Both foreigners, referred to as metics, and
women could not vote, but they were protected under the law. Slaves, considered the property of
their masters, had no legal protection and were not enfranchised.33 Sparta, the main power of the
Peloponnese and a powerful adversary to Athens, differed dramatically in its political and society
practices. Governed by two co-ruling kings and an oligarchic council, it was dependent on the
helots, meaning “captives,” of the neighboring region of Messene, whom they held in
sharecropping-like schemes and could not speak in court or hold high-ranking political offices.34
Spartan women could not vote or hold office, but they could own property and had their own
athletic events.35 They were given a public education by the state, but their main purpose in their
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society was still to provide healthy children, seen as a heroic act.36 In Sparta, only those who
perished in battle or in childbirth could have their name inscribed on a tombstone.37
Stone grave markers were produced in many areas of Greece as a memorial to the
deceased for the family to visit and remember them by, as we do today in many areas of the
world. Funerary monument production in Greece was affected by a variety of factors – levels of
private wealth, wars, and sumptuary laws. Due to the wealth of its citizens, its close proximity of
a marble source (Mount Pentelicus to the northeast), and the reuse of these stone slabs in the
city’s walls, most extant carved grave markers come from Athens, particularly in the area of the
Kerameikos, most extensively excavated and studied ancient cemetery in Greece, just outside
Athens’s ancient walls to the northwest. Burials here date back to the Bronze Age, when it seems
to have been designated as a formal cemetery between 1200-1100 BCE.38 Sculpted limestone and
marble funerary monuments were made during the Archaic Period (ca. 700-480 BCE), but their
production ceased around 500 BCE, believed to be connected with the establishment of the
Athenian democracy when perhaps it was seen as anti-democratic to flaunt one’s wealth with
luxurious grave markers. It was not until 430 BCE, not long after the start of the Peloponnesian
War (431-404 BCE) between the Athenians and Spartans, that marble funerary monuments once
again appeared in Athens’ cemeteries. After the Spartans invaded the city’s surrounding
countryside, hoping to starve out their enemies, the Athenians were forced to live within walls of
the city, its port at Piraeus, and the defensive wall system connecting the two. The city lacked the
sanitation resources necessary to accommodate the population boom and resulting waves of
disease over the next five years killed those living in the city walls, possibly up to 25-30% of the
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population, in addition to those soldiers dying in battle. The high fatality rates seem to have
created a need among the survivors to commemorate their loved ones permanently. The city had
a large number of masons and sculptors looking for work after the completion of the rebuilding
of temples in and around Athens destroyed in the 480 BCE Persian sack of the city, factors that
together resulted in a surge of marble funerary stelae production that lasted well into the 4th
century BCE until the sumptuary laws passed by Demetrios of Phaleron in 317-308 BCE. This
regulation prohibited the showcasing of one’s wealth in the form of funerary monuments.
Tombstone design moved from luxurious stelae with an architectural framework and figural
relief to short columns with no figural relief and a simple engraved name.39 Stone grave markers
were produced continuously between the Archaic Period and the Hellenistic Era (323-31 BCE)
in the Greek world outside of Athens, but apparently not to the same degree of quantity and
quality. For example, in Thebes, a major city in the region of Boeotia northwest of Athens,
tombstones were simplistic in design, most often in the form of architectural stelae. When
Alexander the Great destroyed the city in 335 BCE, the city’s grave markers were taken from
their original site for reuse in other ways, such as for building walls and later rebuilding of the
city, and grave markers were no longer produced as Thebans were slaughtered or enslaved.40
The ancient Greeks believed a proper burial was necessary for the deceased’s soul to be
at rest. A soul without proper burial could potentially cause trouble in the mortal world. 41 The
dead kept their soul (psyche) and image (eidolon) but lost their strength (menos) and their wits
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(phrenes). The deceased’s soul was thought to dwell near their grave. 42 On a white ground
lekythos by the Achilles Painter, a mourner and a deceased figure stand next to a grave stele,
assumed to be the funerary monument of the deceased man on the right who reaches out to touch
the grave marker. Atop his head stands an eidolon, a representation of the deceased’s soul
(Figure 10). Even though the dead were thought to have lost their physicality and personality, the
ancient Greeks revered and were and wary of the presence of the souls of the dead. On the
second day of the Anthesteria, a three-day festival honoring Dionysus, it was believed the
deceased left their graves to wander among the living. People were advised to chew buckthorn
and smear pitch (a dark tar-like substance) above their doors to defend their homes against these
spirits.43 The Athenian lawmaker Solon made it illegal to speak ill of the dead, and telling lies of
the dead was even more of a criminal offense. Denying a proper burial or not tending to the
graves of one’s ancestors was charged as an act of hybris (exaggerated self-pride) and an insult
to the deceased’s dignity.44 The burial process followed certain steps, the first being the
prothesis, or laying out of the body, done in the house after washing and dressing the body. Next
was the ekphora, the funeral procession to the graveyard. Finally, the body was buried or
cremated. Burial rites and grave tending were usually done by the deceased’s female relatives.
Continued remembrance and care for the dead ensured immortality.45 Grave markers were
important in funeral rites and offerings, standing as a replacement for the deceased or a symbol
of them.46 Funerary monuments took various forms including columns, free-standing statues, and
the most common type – stone slabs, often inscribed with epitaphs commemorating a specific
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person (or persons) buried at that.47 A soul lingering at the grave can become reality with the use
of first-person narrative in the tombstones’ epigraphic decoration. Such inscriptions use “I” or
“me” to convey the voice of the deceased, of the burier, or of the tombstone itself. Thus, funerary
imagery combined with the epigraphic decoration offers a composite of the commemorated
deceased’s identity in ancient Greek society. The use of first-person inscriptions shows a
correlation with grave stelae erected for those underrepresented in Greek politics and society.
Here, the deceased can finally speak with their own voice and be given public recognition in
death, gaining autonomy and power over an oppressive social system.
First-Person Narrative on Greek Funerary Stele
Analyzing tombstones produced between the Archaic and Hellenistic periods reveals a
pattern of first-person narrative. The earliest known example to me is dated to 600 BCE, and the
latest is from the 1st century CE. Browsing through large epigraphic collections and records
(about 250-300 examples overall), I found 61 instances of first-person narrative in a funerary
context. Of these examples, 17 are Archaic, 31 are Classical, and 13 are Hellenistic (Figure 11). I
collected my samples by searching through multiple catalogues of Greek funerary inscriptions48
and during my travels around Greece in June 2019 when I recorded examples of these particular
epitaphs while visiting museums in Athens, the Peloponnese, and Macedonia. The increase in
first-person inscriptions in the Classical period may be (at least partially) due to the events of the
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Peloponnesian War, when more funerary monuments were produced. Even so, there is a
consistent trend of using the first-person narrative throughout the three eras.
In my analysis, I established three main types of sentence formulae including first person
pronouns used on the grave monuments. Type 1 consists of “I” read as the voice of the
monument itself speaking about the deceased person to whom it is dedicated. An example of a
type 1 inscription is on the stele of Mnasitheos, dated to 520-15 BCE and found in the cemetery
of Akraphaia, a Boeotian city (Figure 12). It reads, “Of Mnasitheos I am the mnema on the road,
beautiful. But he set me up, Pyricchos, in place of long-ago affection.”49 The semantics of the
word “φιλε̄µοσύνε̄ς” (affection) can be interpreted as an expression of familial love, romantic
love, or a pederastic relationship between an older man and younger boy, a common relationship
in ancient Greece to introduce young men into society. On the stele, the young boy holds a
flower to his nose and a cockerel by his groin, making it a sensual image as this type of bird was
a common gift to boys from their adult male lovers. Hence the meaning of “φιλε̄µοσύνε̄ς”
likely references pederastic love.50 The inscription’s first sentence references the space on the
road the viewer shares with the monument and thus the deceased. Then the conjunction “but”
reminds the viewer the represented figure is no longer alive. Mnasitheos is not the one speaking
in the inscription, but the monument’s voice becomes an agent in the remembrance of
Mnasitheos’s life and physical form, which is recreated in the mind and memory of the audience.
The inscription using “I” brings the young man back to life. Pyricchos is the patron of the
monument, thus he controls the way that Mnasitheos will be remembered by its viewers. The
monument becomes an agent in the remembrance of the young man, speaking about him and his
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relationship to the commissioner. There is a noticeable correlation between young death and
first-person inscriptions (Figure 13).
Type 2 inscriptions employ the first-person narrative to convey the voice of the deceased
speaking through the monument to the reader. An example of this is the Phrasikleia Kore from
550-530 BCE and found in the region of Attica. The inscription states, “[This is] the sema
(memorial) of Phrasikleia. I will always be called a kore, having been allotted this name from the
gods instead of a marriage. Aristion from the island of Paros made it”51 (Figure 14). Kore (plural:
korai) is the ancient Greek term for “maiden,” meaning a woman not yet married. Like the stele
of Mnasitheos, the statue stands “in place” for something lost, in this case her inability to fulfill
her potential as a mother and wife due to an early demise. The correlation between groups
underrepresented in Greek society (women and foreigners in particular) and use of first-person in
tombstone inscriptions is undeniable, making up a majority of the surviving examples (Figure
15). Women were not considered citizens in ancient Greece and could not participate in affairs of
the state. They spent their lives indoors, with the exception of participating in religious rituals,
fetching water, or visiting and tending to graves.52 Ancient Greek women were not truly
considered gyne (women) until they bore children, which is seen as their most valuable
contribution to their family. The prominence of korai as heroines and lovers of the gods in Greek
mythology indicates that women in ancient Greece were considered most powerful and alluring
just prior to marriage. During the Archaic period, free-standing statues of young women (called
korai statues by modern archaeologists) were occasionally used as grave markers of aristocratic
women, such as the Phrasikleia Kore.53 More often, they were dedicated to goddesses in
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sanctuaries, such as those found buried on the Athenian acropolis. The inscription on the base of
the Phrasikleia Kore indicates that the funerary kore statues represent the deceased, but the
identity of those uncovered in sacral contexts is greatly debated in modern scholarship, ranging
from depictions of the dedicator to the deity herself. The term “kore” was an alternative name for
Persephone, the daughter of Demeter, who was kidnapped by Hades to be his wife in the
Underworld. Ancient Greek funerary and marital rituals have striking similarities as these events
were the two big transformations in a woman’s life, as well as the two acceptable times she could
receive attention in the public.54 As prior to her burial, a bride was bathed and dressed in her
finest clothing and jewels before traveling in a nighttime procession between her childhood
home and that of her groom. Marriage was likely a traumatic experience for young girls, as they
were around 14 years old and would lose their virginity to a much older man. A Hellenistic
inscription from Crete also commemorates a maiden’s death on a grave stele, describing it as an
abduction by Hades, “Damatria, daughter of Quintus. O daughter of mine, whom for old age I
kept, so that you could bury my grey hair, as was fitting. Came Hades, who inflicts pain; when
he saw your beauty and immaculate character, at once abducted you…”55 For ancient Greek
women, it was generally considered unfavorable for one’s name to be spoken publicly as it
usually meant some form of scandal or dishonor leading to common gossip. An exception,
however, seems to be the inclusion of female names on funerary monuments. Through her grave
marker, Phrasikleia is able to speak and be honored in the public eye, and the text alludes to a
life continued in the Underworld, positively immortalizes her existence on earth, and mourns the
loss of a life cut tragically short. Ironically, she is remembered in her death as an everlasting
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image of a beautiful girl, with a name, an identity, and a voice – more autonomy than she would
have ever had during her mortal existence.
Another noteworthy type 2 inscription is the Grave stele of Ampharete and her
Grandchild from the Athenian Kerameikos dated to 430-420 BCE (Figure 16). The stele is in
architectural framework typical of Classical period stelae and shows a seated woman directing
her gaze at a child on her knees and holding a bird in her right hand. The inscription reads, “This
child, my daughter’s, I hold, the dear one whom, when we were alive and saw the rays of the sun
with our eyes, I held on my knees, and whom, dead, I myself dead hold even now.”56 The
inscription emphasizes the idea that love and familial bonds last beyond the grave. The two
figures physically touch each other, which can be seen in stelae from this time period that portray
living and deceased figures together. An Attic grave stele at the Metropolitan Museum of Art
depicts a bearded man seated in a chair, surrounded by figures presumed to be his family (Figure
17). He shakes right hands with a standing man, a motif known as the dexiosis. This gesture
emphasizes the figures’ relationships as a family unit.57 The physical closeness of Ampharete and
her grandchild may likewise have been an attempt to show their intimate relationship. Based on
the dating of the stele to the years of the Peloponnesian War and the fact that it commemorates
the death of two individuals from the same family, it seems plausible that both passed away due
to the plague outbreaks in the early years of the conflict. Usually, ancient Greek families did not
have elaborate grave markers for infants due to their high mortality rate. Babies were considered
to be incapable of intellectual thought, so they were able to return to the world of spirits without
much of a transition.58 Families regularly exposed infants deemed unfit for survival, leaving them
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for dead so as not be a drain on family or societal resources. However, in the case of Ampharete
and her grandchild, the simultaneous death of two family members seems to have caused
extreme grief. Since adults needed a proper burial by religious practice and law, funerary rites
for both individuals were likely conducted concurrently.
In a type 3 inscription, the speaker is a third party, either the patron, sculptor, family
member, or an abstract “other” figure, who speaks about or to the deceased. This least common
form of first-person inscription reads like a letter from a close friend or relative to the deceased.
For instance, an inscribed stele from 350 BCE found in Attica reads, “Melitta daughter of
Apollodoros… Here Earth hides the good nurse of Hippostrate, and now she misses you. I loved
you when you were alive too, nurse, and I still honor you now that you are under the Earth, and I
will honor you as long as I live…”59 Hippostrate is the speaker and laments the loss of her nurse,
Melitta, to whom she was close as a child. As women, both the speaker and the deceased are
confined to the domestic sphere, but this inscription gives Hippostrate a public forum to express
her love for Melitta, where both of them can cherish it.
The use of first-person continued into the Roman era, seen in an inscription from Egypt
commemorating a young woman who died while pregnant that reads, “Thallus’ son of
Chaeremon married me in his great house. I die in pain, escaping the pangs of childbirth, leaving
the breath of life when I was 25 years old; from a disease which he died of before, I succumbed
after…Wayfarers, as you go by, all you to, say: Beloved Dosithea, stay well, also among the
dead.”60 Even later in 3rd-4th century CE Crete, a Libyan woman who died there has type 2 and
type 3 first-person narrative in her epitaph. The inscription on the stele is separated into two
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distinct parts. The first section reads from the voice of the deceased, “Here I lie, Sympherousa,
aged thirty, foreigner of Libyan origin…” The second section was written by her husband, “I,
Nikon, wrote this. Her onetime husband. Now no more: a victim of the evil eye, I gave the
beauty to someone else…”61 The evil eye her husband speaks of is Hades, who took his beautiful
wife as he took Persephone, also showing a continuation of association of deceased women with
Persephone. The combination of the deceased and her husband speaking in the first person
allows both of them have a voice and communicate with each other between the realm of the
living and the dead.
Regardless of the structural formulae of the first-person inscriptions, they all provide
autonomy in death to those without a public voice in ancient Greek society, namely women,
foreigners, and slaves. In death, they are finally free to speak out about their lives, to their family
and all those who saw their grave monuments. Even now, we can read aloud the voices of those
who died in antiquity. This practice brought public recognition of the dead and comfort to the
viewer mourning the deceased by strengthening their memory of their lost one. Since the
deceased lost their menos and phrenes, the dead were thought of having no way to vocally
express themselves, thus the inscribed grave marker could serve as a surrogate, permanent voice
on behalf of the deceased, which might have offered particular consolation for those who lost a
family member tragically or unexpectedly at a young age while they could not yet speak. An
inscription from the 2nd century CE reads, “My name is Aelian, but I went into the ground
voiceless.”62 Here an interesting contradiction comes to play as a deceased child acknowledges
their own inability to speak but borrows the voice of someone living who reads the inscription.
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The commemoration of the dead through their own voice ensured immortality, as we speak their
words continually into existence. In the case of Greek funerary epigraphy, the inscriptions serve
more of a functional purpose than artistic. However, it helps us have a greater understanding of
the art of the funerary monuments. They aid in the insight to beliefs of the afterlife and how
people of different classes saw their transition from mortal to immortal. Those restricted during
their lifetime who gained a voice through death even have power over us today, as we read their
epigrams.
Case Study 3: Islamic and Pseudo-Islamic Inscriptions in Late Medieval and Renaissance
Italian Art
Christian and Islamic Interaction through Trade and Crusades
Europe and the Islamic Empires of the Levant and Northern Africa had a complex
relationship during the Middle Ages, exemplified by the Crusades, which began in 1096 CE
when Pope Urban II sent out a call to Christian laypeople to reclaim the Holy Land of Jerusalem,
taking it away from Islamic rule. Clergymen encouraged the Crusaders’ practice of furta sacra
(“holy theft”). Objects were stolen from the Holy Land and the surrounding areas to be brought
back to Christian churches in Europe and thereby fuel the competition for sacred relics. Some
Islamic objects were misinterpreted as items associated with the life of Jesus, Mary, Biblical
figures, and saints; others were used as reliquaries (relic holders). Participants in the Crusades
believed it to be their God-given right to steal the objects, as part of their pious duty to reclaim
the Holy Land and the artifacts from the life of Jesus. The largest influx of relics taken from the
Near East occurred during the Crusades, especially Fourth Crusade (1199-1204 CE). Furta sacra
was not a new concept – it began about four centuries prior during the Carolingian Empire when
Christian martyrs became cultic heroes for the laypeople, and they in turn desired to be closer to
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the martyrs’ bodies, believing it would bring them salvation.63 Churches competed with one
another for possession of these relics and theft even occurred between churches, first done by the
two Venetian merchants who stole the body of Saint Mark from Alexandria.64 Relics gave
laymen a physical connection to the divine, and they would travel along pilgrimage routes across
Europe to be in the presence of relics, bringing substantial income to the churches in which they
were housed.
The Crusades led to an increase in trade between Europe and the Islamic Empires through
the Mediterranean region as crusaders grew an appreciation for Islamic craftsmanship.65 Venice
in particular was a prominent commercial power in the eastern Mediterranean with important
trade relationships with the Mamluks of Egypt and Syria, the Safavids of Iran, and the Ottomans
of Turkey.66 Venetian markets were filled with spices, soaps, cotton, silks, luxurious carpets,
velvet, glass, gilded manuscripts, inlaid metalwork, and more from the Islamic Near East and
through them these goods filtered throughout Europe. However, the origins of these Islamic
objects uncovered in western Europe are not always clear, like the Baptistère de Saint Louis
(Figure 18). Scholars have debated over the iconographic meaning, sponsorship, and creation
date/location of the brass basin. It first appears in records in a treasury of a French church,
possibly indicating that it was created for a Christian. It is decorated with Arabic inscriptions and
imagery that is stylistically Islamic, but the iconography has been interpreted as either Christian
or Islamic.67
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The borders between Islamic and Christian Empires wavered during the Middle Ages.
The Iberian Peninsula fell to Islamic rule under the Umayyad Caliphate after the Abbasid
Caliphate overthrew and executed the Umayyads, with the exception of Abd al-Rahman I who
escaped across northern Africa. The conquest of the Iberian Peninsula from the Visigoths began
in 711 CE, and Islamic rule in the region gained strength until the start of its slow decline in
1084 CE. Al-Andalus, the name of the Iberian Peninsula under Islamic rule, had a mixed
population of Muslim Arabs, Christians (known as Mozarabs), and Jews.68 It became a center of
learning, cultural sophistication, unique architecture (Great Mosque of Cordoba, Alhambra), and
great commercial wealth. The legal system set up by the Muslim rulers allowed the Jewish
population more freedom in their religious beliefs and business ventures than under Christian
rule. The Islamic rulers also set up a system to tax non-Muslim inhabitants, so some Christians
converted in order to achieve higher societal status.69 Islamic rulers held the region until 1492,
when they were defeated at Granada by the Spanish King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella. They
threatened that all Muslims and Jews remaining in the area must to convert back to Christianity
or face expulsion. They also placed a Christian cathedral directly in the middle of the Mosque of
Cordoba, making it a permanent reminder of the diverse rule of the Iberian Peninsula. To the east
in Italy, the Byzantine Empire lost control of Sicily in 826 CE after an invasion by the Aghlabid
Dynasty from Northern Africa, and the island later conquered by the Fatimid Caliphate from
Egypt.70 Like al-Andalus, early medieval Sicily had a diverse population of multiple religions
and ethnicities. The Norman nobleman Roger I reclaimed Sicily as Catholic land in 1071, and

68

Oleg Grabar, “Islamic Spain, The First Four Centuries, An Introduction,” in Al-Andalus: The Art of Islamic Spain,
ed. Jerrilynn D. Dodds (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1992), 3-9.
69
Oleg Grabar, “Islamic Spain, The First Four Centuries, An Introduction,” 6.
70
A History of the Crusades, ed. Kenneth Meyer Setton, Marshall W. Baldwin (Madison: University of Wisconsin
Press, 1969), 104.

28

passed it down to his son Roger II, who founded the Kingdom of Sicily in 1130. Roger II showed
great tolerance and inclusion of the non-Christian population during his rule, integrating
Byzantine, Latin, and Islamic cultures in his court and artistic decoration of his palace.71 Sicily
under the rule of Roger II experienced unprecedented religious tolerance and artistic
interweaving.
Pseudo-Arabic Inscriptions in Italian Art
Arabic calligraphy is historically an essential characteristic of sacred Islamic art as the
Quran does not allow the creation of sculpture or the figural representation of holy figures. The
possession and appropriation of Islamic objects in and by European churches began to normalize
Arabic in a Christian religious setting, adorning chalices, relics, relic containers and wrappings
and more. Not knowing the true meaning of the inscriptions, which were usually related to
Islamic rulers, Allah, and Muhammed, artists in western Europe appropriated the elegant
lettering as their own. Over time, pseudo-Arabic became a symbol of wealth and the beginnings
of Christianity, which artists and viewers wanted to use in the devotion of figures such as Jesus
and Mary. Arabic lost its legible meaning and became a motif connected to the Holy Land and
the exotic east. The association of Arabic with the Bible then grew beyond the Church. As the
wealthy laymen also desired the objects for personal ownership and commissioned works,
pseudo-Arabic became more widespread and recognized, which in turn elevated the status of
Islamic objects and textiles in Christian society. Pseudo-Arabic inscriptions, albeit filled with
linguistic inaccuracies as a written text, still operates as a means of symbolic communication in
the visual arts that speaks of the cultural interactions between Christianity and Islam.
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One of the earliest examples of the appropriation of Arabic texts in medieval Europe are
the mysterious Cedar Doors of the Cathedral of Notre Dame du Puy-en-Velay in Le Puy, France,
which still hang in their original location since their creation in the twelfth century. The doors,
made of larch wood, lead to chapels of minor saints and consist of narrative scenes of the life of
Jesus. On the left, scenes of Jesus’s early life, from the Annunciation to the Adoration of Magi,
are depicted, while on the right, scenes of the Passion, the end of Jesus’s life, are portrayed
(Figure 19). Underneath the scenes are Latin labels to identify them, but around the borders of
the door, pseudo-Arabic inscriptions are used as framing devices around the Biblical scenes.
Scholars have not been able to universally accept a translation of the pseudo-Arabic with one
French scholar claiming it is the Shahada, the Muslim profession of faith, while another reads it
as “This is what Allah desired,” and yet another scholar claims it says “the kingdom (or power)
is Allah.”72 The difficulty in accurately discerning the meaning of the text demonstrates that the
craftspeople were unaware of how to form proper words and sentences in Arabic, thus making it
a pseudo-inscription. It is unclear how or why the doors were given their pseudo-Arabic
inscriptions, and such epigraphic decoration on architectural features of churches is less
common, especially in comparison to the multitude of examples of pseudo-Arabic calligraphy in
Renaissance painting.
The Cedar Doors bear some resemblance to details on the ciboria of Maître-Alpais – a
drinking vessel from Limoges, France, a town to the northwest of Le Puy-en-Velay, made of
gilded copper with champlevé enamel from around 1200.73 The inscriptions on the ciboria and
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the Cedar Doors have similar phrasing, are both designed in units, and contain a trefoil design
amongst the pseudo inscriptions (Figure 20). However, the lettering of the Cedar Doors more
closely approximates Arabic text more than the ciboria does, which could be due to the Bishop
of Le Puy-en-Velay (Adhemar de Monteil), participating in the First Crusade between 10821098.74 It is said he took the Cadouin Shroud, rumored to have been placed on Jesus’s head
during his burial, from Antioch.75 The border of the shroud has Kufic inscriptions, stating that
textile was produced under Caliph El al-Musta‘lī, who ruled in Egypt from 1094-1101 CE.76 The
date of its shroud’s creation and its supposed theft by Bishop Monteil are very close, which blurs
the lines of the textile’s travels. Regardless, the Cadouin Shroud was venerated by the Christian
community around Limoges. Comparing the form of the inscriptions on the Cadouin Shroud to
those on the Cedar Doors, one can easily observe similarities. To a non-Arabic reader’s eyes, the
Cadouin Shroud inscription appears as units, framed with vertical elements and a circular motif
between them, which is actually just a decorative unit, but could be seen as a part of the Arabic
words (Figure 21). The Christians likely saw the Kufic script as decorative elements and were
inspired as well by the recent acquisitions of the Crusaders chose to adorn the new doors of Le
Puy-en-Velay Cathedral with a similar motif.
In 1133-34 CE, the Mantle of Roger II was made in Palermo with silk embroidered with
gold thread. Its primary imagery fancifully depicts a lion trampling a camel, a motif interpreted
as Christianity defeating Islam (Figure 22). Historically, the mantle was thought to have been
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created for Charlemagne, the first of the Holy Roman Emperors.77 The mantle became an icon of
the Holy Roman Empire and was worn by Holy Roman Emperors during their coronation until
Napoleon’s reign in the early 1800s, exemplifying the fascination with Islamic textiles that lasted
for centuries in Europe. Its border is embellished with Arabic inscriptions, which offer
information about its creation and wishes for the wearer’s good fortune, wealth, and prosperity.
Many textiles owned by the wealthy were embroidered with pseudo-Arabic, possibly inspired by
this mantle, to distinguish them as objects for the elite and grant them an apotropaic function,
bringing good luck to the wearer and warding off evil.78 The mantle imitates the form and
function of the robes of honor in its contemporary Islamic Empires given by caliphs to chosen
dignitaries to commemorate their accomplishments or loyalty in an official ceremony.79 The
robes of honor had calligraphic decoration usually on the armbands and on the bottom hem of the
garment. Roger II may have adopted this practice out of respect for the Islamic culture of Sicily,
normalizing Islamic practices and the Arabic language by royal use, while spreading the use of
robes of honor to a new part of the world.
Pseudo-Arabic epigraphic decoration was used in multiple media during the Italian
Renaissance. Looking closely at paintings like Madonna of Humility by Gentile da Fabriano
from 1415-16 CE, one can see calligraphic decoration in Mary’s halo, on the hems of Mary’s
robe and around on the border of the blanket the infant Christ lays on (Figure 23). Mary’s cloak
imitates the form of Islamic robes of honor. The calligraphy adorns the bottom and chest of the
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cloak. Mary is given a robe of honor as they would be given in an Islamic Empire – as a form of
respect and denoting honor. Pseudo-Arabic inscriptions also adorn Mary’s halo. The letters on
her halo cannot be read but the calligraphy on the baby Jesus’ textile can be read, often identified
as the Shahada, the Muslim profession of faith. This artist repeatedly used pseudo-Arabic
inscriptions in his work, inspired by his study of fourteenth and fifteenth century Mamluk
brassware (Figure 24).80 The halo behind Mary closely resembles a Mamluk brassware tray, as if
the tray was placed behind her head.
Mamluk brassware also inspired Andrea del Verrocchio in the creation of his bronze
David (1473-1475), which is adorned with pseudo inscriptions in bands on the figure’s leather
tunic (Figure 25). As in the Madonna of Humility, David’s clothes seem to imitate Islamic robes
of honor in the placement of inscriptions. David wears a sleeveless tunic, but the bands acting as
straps and the hems are decorated with pseudo-Arabic. Verrocchio was likely working from
pseudo-Arabic models, either imported for sale in the European market or made for the elite of
the Islamic world.81 Some Islamic objects contain pseudo inscriptions, but not solely for the sake
of decoration. They were meant to signify a sophistication and understanding of the importance
of written Arabic script as the language of the Quran. A Turkish prayer rug from the 17th century
contains pseudo-inscriptions at the foot of the rug, where the worshipper would step onto the rug,
and verses of the Quran in legible Arabic face the worshipper as he kneels (Figure 26).82
Verrocchio’s David utilizes pseudo-Arabic as decoration, imitating calligraphy as seen on robes
of honor, but he does pay attention to the lettering forms, whether on purpose or by coincidence
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is unknown. Both the garment David wears and its decorative inscription along its borders
alludes to the origins of Christianity in the Levant.83 In the Old Testament, David, even as a
young shepherd, defended Israel against its enemies and eventually conquered Jerusalem,
making it the capital of his kingdom.84 David and his son Solomon were venerated as ideal
“Christian” rulers throughout the Middle Ages, and in Renaissance Florence, the Israelite king
became the symbol of the Florentine Republic and was a favored subject of sculpture patronized
by its most powerful family, the Medici.85 Verrochio’s statue, commissioned by the Medici and
later sold to the Florentine government for placement in the Palazzo della Signoria, the town’s
city hall, shows the future king after his victory over Goliath, not only seems to have referenced
Florence’s more recent triumphs over its enemies, such as Giangaleazzo Visconti, first duke of
Milan, and King Laudislaus of Naples, but also stood for lingering Christian desires to reclaim
the Holy Land as theirs.86
The timing of the adoption of pseudo-Arabic calligraphy in Christian art is speculative,
due to the imprecise documentation, but the connection between text and image is undeniable, as
in Islamic art, text has become image. The image the language became is calligraphic in nature,
with meaning symbolic to early Christianity and wealth. Figural Islamic art is mostly secular in
nature, due to the customs of aniconism.87 Thus calligraphic decoration became one of the few
acceptable means of elaborating sacred architecture and ritual objects, underscored by the
believed divine nature of the Arabic language itself, as it was the language that Allah gave the

83

Mack and Zakariya, “The Pseudo-Arabic on Andrea Del Verrocchio’s David,” 168.
Niels Peter Lemche, The A to Z of Ancient Israel (Plymouth: Scarecrow Press, 2004), 103.
85
Sarah Blake McHam, “Donatello’s Bronze ‘David’ and ‘Judith’ as Metaphors of Medici Rule in Florence,” The
Art Bulletin 83, no. 1 (2001), 34.
86
Laurie Schneider, “Donatello’s Bronze David,” The Art Bulletin 55, no. 2 (1973), 213.
87
The recorded teachings of the Koran, Hadiths, and Sunnah all discourage the representation of living things in art
as that is the job of Allah. For a further discussion see: Rasim Basak, “The Muslim Artist’s Conflict: Figurative
Prohibition in Islam,” New Trends and Issues Proceedings on Humanities and Social Sciences 5 (2017), 33-39.
84

34

Quran to the prophet Muhammed.88 Arabic scripts take a variety of forms, and characters may
change based on placement in the word or the sentence.89 Arabic lettering can also be intertwined
with vegetal patterns and forms, such as in Architectural Tile with Partial Inscription, from
present-day Uzbekistan and dated to the second half of the fourteenth century (Figure 27). While
the meaning of the inscriptions was lost when Islamic objects with Arabic calligraphy were
repurposed in European Christian context, they continued to be aesthetically appreciated and
were imitated by local craftsmen, likely because of the new meaning the script gained as a motif
of the Holy Land and the Bible itself. The inclusion of written Arabic, at varying levels of
accuracy, was not intended to have semantic interpretation but was to be seen as a unit indicating
the commissioner’s or artist’s cultural literacy, a trait of an exotic world, one to be taken over.
The Crusades brought around a new age of ownership of Islamic objects, which were seen as
evidence of one’s sophistication and piety in journeying to the Levant to obtain them. The holy
wars were a physical attempt at cultural domination, while possessing Islamic objects, at times
procured through physical force, a microaggression of orientalism. Over time, pseudo-Arabic
language evolved during the Renaissance as an artistic appropriation of aesthetic appreciation,
cultural intelligence, and domination.
Conclusion
Through these three case studies on epigraphy, I have explored different aspects of the
interrelationship of art and image. The hieroglyphic script of ancient Egypt inherently blurred the
lines between figural imagery and text. Written language often functioned to enhance adjacent
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visual representation, a practice frequently utilized in state-sponsored projects to demonstrate the
pharaoh’s authority to all of his people, literate and illiterate alike. Knowledge of the hieroglyphs
was the key to enter into the government ranks and was a marker of membership in the royal
court. The written word’s perceived inherent power made it a logical choice for protective
emblems in hieroglyphic form brilliantly embodied in the pectorals given to royal women of the
Twelfth Dynasty that simultaneously glorified and guarded the wearer as well as the pharaonic
patron. On the figurally decorated funerary monuments of ancient Greece, first-person language
is used in epitaphs to give a public voice to members of society who were denied this right
during their mortal lives and add further individualism to the permanent record of their existence.
The cemeteries were a public place for people to come visit, believing the deceased’s soul could
be loitering by the tombstone, a belief which is furthered actualized by the dead speaking on
their tombstones. The inscriptions are not necessarily valued for their aesthetic, but for the
insight we can gain through them on beliefs on afterlife. It is especially important for those
underrepresented in politics and society, as they can fully gain a voice on their tombstone. These
inscriptions can bring an intersectional feminist view on the patriarchal society of ancient
Greece. In late Medieval and Italian Renaissance art, the inclusion of pseudo-Arabic is practiced
by multiple artisans sponsored by an elite and powerful collective. Although the written language
is no longer legible, especially to a European audience, these decorative inscriptions are a
distinct connection to Biblical history and a showcase of cultural literacy. In these three ways, art
intersects with sociolinguistics to expose the effects of social factors on the production of art.
Just as written language can become art, art can become language, leaving the two areas of study
with blurred lines between them. Writing is not just a secondary form of language but can
become an artistic expression used by individuals who are aiming for recognition in their society.
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The ability to read and write is historically reserved for those in power and with wealth, as they
had the means to educate themselves and their family. Ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs epitomize
the declared authority one has by being able to understand writing and the pseudo-Arabic of
Italian art shows intelligence and cultural literacy of the elite and pious. In the case of ancient
Greek first-person inscriptions, language brings the power to the non-elite and non-citizens, as
they utilize writing (which they may not have even had the ability to understand in their life) to
bring autonomy to their soul in the afterlife. These three cases, spanning culture and time, prove
that written language is a powerful tool, and combined with art, becomes a synthesized display
of the complexity of language, art, and society.
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(Twelfth Dynasty, Reign of Senwosret II),
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of Senwosret II, gold, lapis lazuli, cornelian,
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Figure 5 – Pectoral of Mereret with the
cartouche of Senwosret III, gold, lapis lazuli,
cornelian, turquoise, Twelfth Dynasty (Reign
of Senwosret III), Dahshur, Egypt.
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Figure 6 – Pectoral of Mereret with the cartouche
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of Amenemhat III), Dashur, Egypt, Egyptian
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Dashur, Egypt, Lender Johns Hopkins University
Archaeological Museum for Eton College, Windsor,
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Figure 10 – Attributed to the Achilles
Painter, Mourner and Deceased at the
Tomb (detail of the deceased and his
eidolon), terracotta white ground
lekythos, Classical Greek, 440 BCE,
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New
York.
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Figure 12 – Grave stele of Mnasitheos, from the
Akraphaia Cemetary, Boeotia, 520-515 BCE,
Archaeological Museum of Thebes.

Figure 13 – Graph showing firstperson inscriptions mentioning
the age of death in the Archaic,
Classical, and Hellenistic
Periods.
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Figure 14 – Phrasikleia Kore, Myrrhinous,
Attica, 550-530 BCE, signed by Aristion of
Paros, National Archaeological Museum of
Athens.

Figure 15 – Graph
showing the
gender and
citizenship status
affecting the use
of first-person
narrative in
tombstone
inscriptions.
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Figure 16 – Grave stele of Ampharete and her
Grandchild, 430-420 BCE, Athenian Karameikos.

Figure 17 – Marble stele (grave marker) of a man, marble,
375-350 BCE, Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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Figure 18 – Baptistère de Saint
Louis, hammering, engraving,
and inlay in brass, gold, and
silver, 14th century?, SyroEgyptian zone (Mamluk
Dynasty), Louvre, Paris.

Figure 19 - Cedar Doors, larch
wood, Twelfth Century, Cathedral
of Notre Dame du Puy-en-Velay, Le
Puy, France.
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Figure 20 –
Comparison of the
inscriptions on the
Cedar Doors and the
Maître-Alpais ciboria,
Maître-Alpais ciboria,
gilded copper,
champlevé enamel,
around 1200,
Limoges, France.

Figure 21 – detail of the Cadouin Shroud,
linen and silk, Egypt, 1094-1101, Abbey of
Cadouin, Dordogne, France. Proposed ‘unit’
encircled in red. Comparison to figures from
Figure 20.
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Figure 22 – Mantle of Roger II of Sicily, silk embroidered with gold thread, finely cut gold
encrusted with precious stones and enriched with cloisonné enamel, Palermo, Sicily, 1133-34,
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna.

Figure 23 – Madonna of Humility, Gentile da
Fabriano, tempera on panel, 1415-16, Museo
Nazionale di San Matteo, Pisa.
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Figure 24 – Example of Mamluk
brassware. Inlaid tray, brass, engraved
and inlaid with silver and black
compound (niello), Egypt, late 13th-early
14th century, Metropolitan Museum of
Art, New York.

Figure 25 – David, sculpture and detail of pseudo inscriptions
on his clothes. Andrea del Verrocchio, bronze, 1473-74,
Museo Nazionale del Bargello, Florence.
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Figure 26 – Prayer Rug, Turkish, 17th century, wool,
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Pseudo
inscriptions border the bottom of the rug, with Arabic script
around the rest of the rug.

Figure 27 - Architectural Tile with Partial
Inscription, carved and glazed stonepaste, presentday Uzbekistan, second half of fourteenth century,
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
Fragmentary piece of a larger arch from a façade.
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