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Introduction    
 

The research attempts to explore the possible existing thread(s) between the 

contemporary perception of “the feminine” and the representation of the divine 
feminine in ancient Middle Eastern cultures. The status of Arab women in Arab-

speaking cultures1 is one of the most controversial issues. Scholars as well as the 
public constantly debate whether Arab women are oppressed or not, whether they 

need to be emancipated, and how they can liberate themselves. A further question is 
why does this conservatism and censorship happen today in the twenty-first century 

globalized world. 
To many people in the Middle East I had the “privilege” of being born and 

raised in Dubai, United Arab Emirates, one of the most luxury-consuming petroleum-

rich countries in the Arab Gulf region. In 2000 I moved back to Cairo, Egypt with my 
family. For an adult female —or almost— relocating to, and from, one Arab-Muslim 

community to the other may seem smooth and easy: it is not, as cultural specificities 
between regions and communities are as diverse as the 22 different dialects of the 

Arabic language-base that occupy the region. 
The status of Arab women has interested me since my voluntary relocation to 

what is “genetically” considered home: Cairo, Egypt. Though Egypt is considered by 
most of the 22 Arab-speaking states as a relatively “open” and “liberal society, it is 

there, as an adult, that I recognized the lack of gender equality and the challenges 
that prevent most women –including myself– from having full social and cultural 

rights. Moving to Germany to pursue my Ph.D. research four years back, sparked a 

deeper chronic desire that I have had since the above-mentioned relocation. I was 
driven –by academia, research, mentorship, and by my own work—to rethink and 

reflect deeper on the socio-cultural factors that led to the current state –considered 
by many as oppression—of what we can address here for the purpose of this 

research as “Arab Women”, as well as women living within the virtual borders of the 
Middle East2. Relatively speaking, my mind went into what I like to think of and call 

 
1 Every country of the 22 Arab-speaking states has its own cultural specificities, including its sub-
cultures that may even have a unique dialect, accent, or a sub-language altogether, like the sub-culture 
of Nubia of Egypt and Sudan who speak beside Arabic, an African tribal language, as well as the case 
of the Egyptian oasis of Siwa, whose people have a special dialect in Egyptian Arabic, plus a unique 
desert language that is a hybrid influenced by the Amazigh and Tuareg. Other cases include Tunisia, 
Algeria, Morocco, and South Sudan. 
2 Women moving from the West and from other different geographical regions for the purpose of 
work, study or other reasons, many times find themselves obliged to conform with conservative dress 
codes, behaviors, and local norms that are almost always sub-rational. 
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“the struggle of relativity”: Egypt is a relatively free society and liberal in comparison 

to almost all states of the Arab Gulf region. Germany on the other hand and as a 
solid representation of a contemporary Western state / European state, exemplifies 

personal freedom, freedom of thought, as well as the freedom to choose the mode of 
life one chooses for oneself. Relatively speaking, Egypt is closed and conservative in 

comparison to Germany. In Germany, Gender equality is the norm, with all the 
choices that were earned across the decades of struggle for such rights. Accepting 

the other –whoever that other is—comes with the “freedom package”.  It is freedom 
and tolerance that inspired me to go on this journey of exploring what it is to be 

Middle Eastern, Arab, Egyptian and child of the world in the twenty first century.  
Flexibility, freedom and equality is nevertheless flawed sometimes: in some 

situations I found myself trapped in a certain frame due to the fact that I come from a 

Muslim region, the fact that I am Egyptian, and the fact that I am a woman. In fact it 
is a trap because “I was born” Muslim, “born female” and born Arab / Egyptian”; I had 

no choice in any of those parameters that certainly formed and formulated the person 
I am now. 

Everywhere, there and here, racism does exist sometimes, other times it is 
stereotyping (particular parts in the Eastern provinces of Germany, again relatively 

speaking to other parts of the country), and I have encountered both. Sometimes it 
becomes annoying to be asked repeatedly: are you forced to be veiled in Egypt? Can 

you travel alone without your family? Are you allowed to paint nude figures? What 
does not break you makes you stronger: the strength I got from difference and being 

different on the morphological and cultural identity levels helps me today to construct 

–at last– an identity of my own. With my painting and academic practices I cross 
social and cultural boundaries as much as I want, demolishing taboos as I create my 

artworks, while opening my mind and heart to assimilate the knowledge that such 
difference brings, knowing in total certainty that as I grow I will formulate my very 

own independent hybridized cultural identity with everything that I have painted and 
written. 

 

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 
My experience in Germany made me think of the Western assumption about 

the female identity (cultural, gender, physical, and everything in between) and how 

could this be interpreted if evaluated in the Arab-speaking cultures. The mainstream 
perception –among many German strata and age groups, males or females–is that 
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Muslim women – especially Arabs– are oppressed, without a definition on the 

parameters, characteristics or quantification ‘of this oppression’. 
 

I was compelled to look more carefully into the history of the Arab identity as it was 
formed and reformed to serve the political interests of the modern day during the 

twentieth century, though roots of many Arab traditions and conventions can be 
traced through late antiquity and medieval times through successive non-interrupted 

foreign invasions3. 
I will Particularly focus on Egypt –where I come from—as this country has 

seen the birth of the first Feminist movement in the Middle East and Africa in 1923, 
with leading figures like Huda Shaarawi, Siza Nabarawy and Dorreyya Shafik helping 

women of Egypt to take off the veil, go to universities and assume jobs of doctors, 

engineers and journalists, as well as attaining the right for parliamentary vote4. 
A variety of cultural elements as class, ethnicity, religion, sexuality and other 

forces such as education or geographic location shape women identity in their 
society. Women in Egyptian culture are chosen specifically based on the recognition 

of political, traditional and religious discourse that shaped female identity in Egypt 
today and through history. What happened to the perception of female status and 

female autonomy in the region and its culture since then? And why this regressive 
shift –by modern Western standards– happened at the first place? 

Among the key questions related to political / religious changes that have 
been posed in Egypt in the last one hundred years are those that involve, and are 

related to, law. On the issue of the identity of the legal system, the main question that 

has occupied the Egyptians over the past century is whether it is acceptable for laws 
to be derived from Islam or from secular, European sources (as is the case in most of 

the post-colonial Islamic world) in Egypt, a country that identifies itself as a Muslim 
State.  

 
3 In the ancient times (from 3200 BC till 332 BC), Egypt was invaded twice by the Perisans, then the 
Greek entered to conquer the Persians in 332 BC and stayed, then Egypt was inaded by the Romans 
who enter to conquer the Greeks and stayed, then the Arab invasion came in the year 600 AD to 
conquer the Romans and they stayed, then super invasion by the Memluks, then Turks, then French, 
then English all came one to conquer the other. Egypt was first ruled by a “pure” Egyptian only in 
1952, which makes Egypt the longest invaded /colonized state in history. 
4 Egypt had its first democratic parliament in 18882 
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Islam gives women many rights, freedom, respect and equality according to 

Quranic Verses in Surat An-Nisa’a (the Women)5. But it does not recognize the wave 
of liberation / emancipation, which some women are calling for. Islam protects the 

Muslim woman who is “decent” (which entails traits like introvert, shy, home-keeper) 
and who respects her home, her husband and children. Islam does not give rights to 

the woman who rebels and who is Nashez6 (HIJAB, 1985).   
On the contradicting opinions by feminists who come from Islamic 

background and are linked by name and citizenship to Islam as a reference, the 
strand of feminist thought upholds transactional reciprocity: “husbands maintain and 

wives obey” as the basis of for a healthy Islamic gender-dynamics within the Islamic 
home. Women are oppressed precisely because they attempt to attain the status of 

"equal" to the male domestic companion, be it a father, a brother or a husband. 

Through the patriarchal dictation, women are hence being placed in unnatural setting 
and unfair situations –as judged by Western values-, with consequent denigration, 

deprivation of their integrity and dignity as female constituents of society, and their 
diminished roles within defined domestic zones they are never allowed to trespass. 

The values of East and West are hence juxtaposed. 
A dichotomy of values is observed through: women in many Arabic-speaking 

nation states in the Middle East, are "forced" to go out and compete in the labor 
market; a task that entails their (women) continuous daily- contact with men of all 

ages (at the work place, public transport, markets, etc..) in a humiliating and 
inappropriate way (Abu-Odeh 2004, p.150).  

On another visual platform, this research is concerned with the representation 

of female deities / goddesses in ancient Egypt and the concept of hybridization within 
contemporary art practice in the Arab-Middle East region. 

 
5  
This verse of the Quran indicates that there is no superiority for one sex over the other. On his authority 
from Ibn 'Abbas both genders are created from the single soul, with the same human and spiritual 
nature. Ibn 'Abbas stated that Allah (God) has created mankind out of one living entity, and out of it 
created its mate, and out of the two spread abroad a multitude of men and women. Islam elevates the 
demeaned status of women and grants them rights equal to those of men. The equality of women in 
Islam is evident by the unprecedented human rights given to them under a monotheistic religion as 
defined in the Quran. The wording of aforementioned Quranic verse indicated that the primary Islamic 
text does not specify one specific sex over the other which is a proof of gender non-bias and equality. 
In the 71st verse of Surat At-Tawbah Allah has given responsibilities to women and men equally and 
more examples to be found in the Quranci Text. 
6 Nashez is a woman who leaves her husband's house and refuses to return, a woman who decides for 
her personal different reasons to step out of her marriage, a woman who decides to step out of the 
marriage bond. 

{!} "#$%&'() *+,-*%(. (/ (0"(1 (23.45 30&6 7 (8" (9*)( *:5 (; &2&< (0=,4 (>" (?(@ A &B345 (23.45 5= ,C3@5 (; 7 #>" (?&D (; 5#E&F(1 #G" (H&) (I,J*K &L 3M(< (; "(J (H*;(N "(J*K &L (O(. (P(; QR (S &95(; QT *U(D *V &L *+,- (C(. (P A &B345 ,+,-3< () 5= ,C3@5 ,W"3K45 "(JXY(Z "(Y
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When one thinks of heroes, the images that come to mind are usually those 

of great warriors, all male icons, of men who were the founders of civilizations. These 
men –in one way or another– cause ruptures and introduce changes in their 

surroundings. Kings in Egypt were complex intermediaries that straddled the 
terrestrial and divine realms. They were, obviously, living humans, but upon 

ascension to the throne, they also embodied the eternal office of kingship itself. The 
ka, or spirit, of kingship was often depicted as a separate entity standing behind the 

human ruler. This divine aspect of the office of kingship was what gave authority to 
the human ruler. The living king was associated with the god Horus, the powerful, 

virile falcon-headed god who was believed to bestow the throne to the first human 
king (Budge, 1904, p.3). For this reason, I believe that kings in ancient Egypt were 

mending and continuing the legacy within their surroundings, as for the idea of 

change it was not a favorable one.  

This reason led some Egyptologists to believe that there is no one particular 

Egyptian hero, at least not in the terms stated previously. More likely, there is a 
Pharaoh, who controls and rules over in a form –and format– of God. 

The proliferative variety of animal imagery within ancient Egyptian 

iconography continues to remain a source of astonishment and bewilderment to a 
diversity of strata scholars and viewers alike. The iconography of divine beings was a 

human invention, an intellectual construct, developed to provide means to express, 
discuss, manipulate and understand the various physical forces within the cosmos 

inhabited by the people of ancient Egypt. 

There is however a broader method to perceive this “hero figure”. Since the 
beginning of the twentieth century scholars of mythology and literature have been 

studying the mythical hero, the protagonist of myths. What they discovered is that 
this figure can be found in the accounts and narratives of practically every civilization 

as examined intensively by Joseph Campbell in his book: The Hero With A Thousand 

Faces. In this research I aim to study a subject that belongs to the science of 
Egyptology for my theoretical source, using the works of goddesses / deities 

figuration, as documented in Egyptian museums and temples. I will sustain my 
analysis of various Egyptian narratives in the fundamental stages of attempting to 

academically discover the paradigm of the hero myth. 

This research is not so much a history of the animal resemblance / 
representation in ancient Egyptian culture, neither a history of the feminine 
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representation in art or literature studies; this work is more of a narrative of the 

human female figure, in different forms of hybridization to represent the multiplicity of 
roles a woman plays across time, as well as a transmitter of messages.  

The approach to the female body represents its cultural identity, and puts it in 
relation to the metaphoric concept of ancient Egyptian hybrid goddesses and deity. I 

will –as an integral part of this research- also investigate the representation of the 

female body today, within present conservative Egyptian mainstream culture, and 
state findings on possible bridges between past and current perceptions. The female 

sexuality as a form of expression is depicted in my practical work, and referenced in 
much of the cited literature. 

My goal is to approach the hero myth in ancient Egypt from both 

perspectives: the historical approach, where the academic discipline of Egyptology is 
in point; and the broader interpretation of feminine figuration studies, where cultural 

identity and its consequences are in point. Moreover, hybridized human with animal 
mask is referred to across cultures in ancient as well as in modern times, and I will 

focus on female deities and describe their change of masks to match the change of 
their social roles, as well as their roles of power. 

The research attempts to understand the complexity of the cumulative 

contemporary Egyptian cultural identity as manifested in visual arts, through 
researching the possible pathway(s) that bridge the ancient to the contemporary.  

Statement of the Problem 
Due to the difficulty of studying the process of women‘s identity shifting in the 

Arab world (I personally prefer the term the Arab-speaking states, as every country 
has its cultural specificity), I narrowed down the constituents of my topic and chose a 

single country, Egypt, to conduct my research. I chose Egypt based on several 
factors: it is my native country where my family comes from, and, though I was born 

in Dubai, I grew up in an Egyptian home, influenced by a very specific Egyptian 
culture, language, dialect, food and attire. I also grew up aware of the political, 

traditional and religious discourses that have shaped the present female identity –if 
we can academically say so– in Egypt throughout history. My choice was also due to 

personal experience while living in Egypt for almost sixteen years. 
For any academic investigator researching the topic of female identity in 

relation to the public sphere of the contemporary Egyptian culture, one will often 
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encounter the topic of liberation / emancipation and modernism. I have learned how 

modernization of Egypt –and the consequent social modernism– in the early 
twentieth century, and the Western influences that led to such social and economic 

transformation is a substantial factor to understand the Egyptian women‘s identity 
shifting across time. When I started to research the topic of modernism in Egypt, the 

phenomenon of Westernization emerged. In order to study the women‘s identity 
shifting and the socio-political processes that have influenced it, I realized that I had 

to focus on cultural memory, specifically on interdisciplinary exchange––between 
media studies and cultural history found in the research duo Jan and Aleida 

Assmann. 
Second attention goes to ancient Egyptian iconography; one can observe that 

women who lived on the banks of the Nile during the early antiquity age enjoyed a form 

of complete equality, as proven by the imagery on the walls of tombs and temples, 
where male to female ratios were identical when depicting ordinary citizens or when 

picturing Gods and deities (figures 1 & 2).  

 
Figure 1. Sennejem and his wife farming; Deir El Madina, Luxor, around 19th Dynasty 
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Figure 2. Mural depiction of husband and wife harvesting crops; Deir El Madina, Luxor, 
around 19th Dynasty 
 

The Egyptians viewed their universe as a complete duality of male and female 
(figures 3 & 4). Universal balance and order was represented in / by the female deity 

Maat, symbol of cosmic harmony by whose rules the pharaoh must govern. Royal 
women undertook military campaigns whilst others were depicted for their active role 

in conflict. Women were regarded as sufficiently threatening to be listed as 'enemies 
of the state', and female graves containing weapons were found throughout the three 

millennia of Egyptian history. Women in ancient Egypt had a status that significantly 
contrasts with the status of many modern women because they had power in ways 

that women commonly do not in contemporary societies.  
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Figure 3. Tutankh Emen & his wife Ankhsen Emen in a moment of intimacy 

 
A variety of cultural elements are discussed in my thesis: class, ethnicity, 

religion, sexuality, education and geographic location. I hypothesize that such 
elements eventually do shape women in their society. In order to narrow down the 

wider scope of the continuously shifting perception and understanding of what being 
a female in a conservative society today means, the research is only concerned with 

such representation in the visual arts. This entails from freedom of physical 
expression, sexuality and the relationship with tribal traditions accumulated through 

centuries. 
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Figure 4. Life-size painted sculpture in limestone of Prince Rahotep and his wife Nofret. Old 
Kingdom. Note the equal female and male sizes, and the full gender equality that the piece 
suggests. 
 

Theoretical Framework 
Virtually, all studies in sociocultural memory refer to Maurice Halbwachs’ 

seminal script On Collective Memory. The book offered me the first introduction to his 

writings. In Halbwachs’s works on memory, precisely the works Les Cadres Sociaux 
de la Mémoire, published in 1925, and La Mémoire Collective, posthumously 

published in 1947/1950, he argued that “history sets in when social memory is fading 
or breaking up”. The body of works proposes multiple states to think about history: 

first, history is perhaps something unitary: ‘there is only one history’, while there are 
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several collective memories. A second thought is that history is characterized by 

demarcations, while collective memory is more fluid and gradualist. In this research / 
thesis, I argue for the merit of its development within the theory of kommunikatives 

und kulturelles Gedächtnis (communicative and cultural memory), developed by 
literary scholar Aleida Assmann (1947), and her fellow research partner Egyptologist 

Jan Assmann (1938). I build parts of my hypothesis on the work of the Assmann’s 
research team, especially their essays from the 1980s until today. I also reference 

the brilliant work of Wallis Budge the English Egyptologist, Orientalist, and philologist 
(1999), whose texts helped me for years develop the references for my painting 

practice, part of which is included in this thesis. 
Although visual representations from my art references, whether ancient or 

contemporary, as well as from my own painting practice, will have to play a central 

role in this academic work, the theoretical framework will address how identity is 
abstracted into cultural notions, and how it takes on symbolic values.  

Together with the contributions by Aleida and Jan Assmann, I propose the 
core framework of identity as an integral part of cultural memory, and what we call 

“history”, which rests on theories of the more general concepts of collective memory 
(Halbwachs), communicative and cultural memory (Aleida and Jan Assmann). 

This academic work is motivated by a tendency to study the female figurative 
form in painting, archaeological, historical, universal and contemporary. I reference 

and reflect the field of cultural memory studies to connect messages in contemporary 
visuals with the historical representations that individuals, groups and communities 

have anthropologically throughout the ages formulated in their minds according to 

their cultural specificities. I will study the relevance of such representation from past 
to present. 

It is my belief that the theoretical framework presented here can explicate 
such complex and intertwined representations, as well as exert extra academic 

attention to the precise reasons for why communities remember the past, and to 
what is recalled and behaviorally associated, by means of genetic and cultural 

transmission. This work is an attempt to take one step further in the field of cultural 
memory studies, by focusing on the visual practice rather than expanding on the 

theory. 

The theoretical framework proposed in this academic thesis roams around my 
very own painting practice and its very particular theoretical references that have 

attracted me for around a decade, and has been feeding the ideas that appear in all 
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of my paintings. For this research, I am referencing and citing the works of artists and 

philosophers who have contributed to the philosophical fields of cultural memory, 
cultural anthropology, visual communication, community archaeology and 

Egyptology. The cited works within my hypothesis offer itself as a contribution to the 
self critical turn in the field towards studies of ‘travelling memory’ by Astrid Erll 

(2011), and could further offer a methodology of analyzing different means of 
transmission informed by Sybille Krämer (2015), and making kin forms by Donna 

Haraway (2016). The propositions of both may justify my continuous obsession with 
the hybridization of form that appear in my work. I come from Egypt, and I belong to 

the strata of artists who come from regions of “cultural overload”; cultures that have 
enjoyed more than suffered from a long process of cross-fertilization of thought, of 

knowledge and everything that comes long. 

In my research here, I will give an overview of the field of “cultural memory” 
studies; I will consider the role of religion in shaping culture, attitude (with its three 

components: cognition, affection and behavior), and the memory of its origin that is 
transmitted through millennia. For more than two decades, an increasing number of 

scholars proposed that the memory of every community at any given moment in time 
intervenes in our perceptions and consequently the behaviors that lead to everything 

that is done; the past hence affects the present. 
Today, as Andreas Huyssen claimed in 1995, “we are obsessed with memory 

and live in the midst of a memory boom”. Older theoretical models of memory have 
been re-evaluated and new ones developed in order to address historical and 

contemporary phenomena. Maurice Halbwachs’ essays on memory stand at the very 

center of these changes. The reappraisals of his work in the 1980s by many 
scholars, including Aleida and Jan Assmann, have rearranged the theoretical 

landscape. Notions like ‘history’, ‘myth’, and ‘tradition’ now compete with a whole 
range of concepts, subsumed under umbrella terms like ‘social memory’, ‘collective 

memory’, ‘communicative memory’, and ‘cultural memory’. ‘Memory’ has become a 
leading term; historical sites now seem less attractive to scholars than do sites of 

memory. Memory scholar Astrid Erll suggests that memory culture around the turn of 
the millennium covered the whole cultural sphere and had become a leading concept 

in the humanities worldwide (2005). My research stands with Erll’s call for studies of 

memory that travel across and beyond nations and that take on transcultural and 
transnational perspectives.  
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For five years I have been fascinated by Halbwachs’s conceptualization of the 

frameworks of memory, Erll argues to focus on the movement of symbols across 
time and space proposed by art historian Aby Warburg in his seminal work The 

Mnemosyne Atlas, where he studies the transmission of gestures of emotion from 
pagan antiquity to the Renaissance and into the present. Such fascination led me to 

ponder on gods and deities of the pagan millennia (slightly over three of those), to 
the concept of organized religion that shaped societies in the past ten centuries to 

this day. This led me to understand the constrains of the formal social control (the 
four principal legal systems adopted in the world, namely the common law, the civil 

law, the communist / Marxist and the Islamic laws), as well as the informal social 
controls (conventions, traditions and tribal norms) imposed by conservative societies 

across history to this day. Formal and informal social control have for centuries 

subdued women, and undermined their roles, from voting (Swiss women were 
allowed to vote only in February 1971, while Egyptian women in 1956), to the right 

for education, healthcare, and to express their sexuality and sexual freedom of 
choice. In my painting practice, these readings have influenced my production for the 

past years, as well as the practical component of this thesis. 
 

Here I must attest, define and stress upon one fact: my work does not evolve, 
not even remotely, around gender identity and feminism or feminist theory. I come 

from a culture that endures “cultural overload”: a culture that has been ancient 
Egyptian, Greek, Roman, Arab, Memluk, Ottoman, a French colony then lastly a 

British Colony for 5188 years. The official language in Egypt is Arabic. The Egyptian 

colloquial (spoken) language today keeps over 400 words of ancient Egyptian, 150 
Greek, over 100 Italian, 50 Spanish (from the Arab-Andalus immigrations after the 

twelfth century), 200 Turkish, and around 2000 hybridized words that are spoken 
from all the previous culminations. Those are words, pure semantics, semiotics, and 

hermeneutics that were transmitted at one point of history, then have travelled 
throughout history, kept in memory, and with time became hybridized along the way. 

 
Travelling, time, memory and transmission become an integral part of this 

research. Erll’s texts influenced my theory and practice, with questions like ‘What we 

are dealing with, therefore’, is not so much (and perhaps not even metaphorically) 
“sites” of memory, lieux de mémoire, but rather the “travels” of memory, les voyages 

or les mouvements de mémoire’ (2009).  
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Following in the spirit of Erll’s travelling memory, I will propose a travelling 

iconography / visual culture as part of an alternative approach to cultural 
transmission –and like language, perhaps cultural hybridization--, as a method of 

creating a bridge to travel between analogs. 
Whereas readings in Archaeology, Egyptology, cultural anthropology, feminist 

thought and colonialism have accompanied the development of the thesis, the 
theories themselves have not been employed in the argument. My study remains an 

interdisciplinary enterprise based in visual arts, hybridization, cultural transmission 
and cultural memory. 

 

Objectives 
In Astrid Erll’s 2011 original essay ‘Travelling Memory’, she calls for studies of 

memory that travel across and beyond nations, and that take on transcultural and 

transnational perspective. Her view is inspired by Halbwachs’ conceptualization of 
memory frameworks that deviates from following the line of singular cultural identity. 

Warburg’s streamline of the transmission of gestures from antiquity to the 
Renaissance, and their uninterrupted continuity to the present is what I am trying to 

draw a parallel to in this thesis through what has happened in Egypt, where ancient 
Egyptian models arrived to our present day travelling through time and genetics, from 

Greeks to Romans, to Arabs, en passant by the Ottomans, French and the British. 
This cross fertilization happened through immigration, invasion and voluntary mixing 

of blood (marriages) best described in the French language as “métissage”, or 

interbreeding. Such “blending will lead in my hypothesis to the metamorphosis of the 
human to human-animal hybrid, to consequently the contemporary superhero. 

Cultural memory is in constant motion; and in this memory modifications 
happen by time, some voluntary and some happen as time degrades the memory. 

For Astrid Erll, the third phase of memory studies should be the investigation of ‘the 
paths which certain stories, rituals and images have taken; and not so much by 

echoing what social groups may claim as their roots: the alleged origins of a cultural 
memory’ (2011, p.11).  

I demonstrate in chapter two, with the help of Aleida and Jan Assmann, that 
the one same icon / symbol / code may provide various meanings and relations 

within the same memory. In chapter three, I will point to how the hybridization 

methodology effectively works as a tool for cultural transmission. 
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This thesis argues that iconography, visual in static or kinetic imagery, is not 

a permanent or stable feature of culture; rather elements cross and travel through 
time, and with memory everything changes, developing into other hybridized forms, 

as new elements enter the same memory space.  
For my thesis I am inclined to study the female metamorphosis from human to hybrid 

forms that become a goddess / deity. The process of hybridization uses iconography 
as a mediator in cultural transmission. The proposed research contributes to shifting 

the focus from the singular cultural identity within a certain time, to various 
metaphoric phenomena that blend elements from memory to come up with novel 

hybridized icons that live for another periods of time. This becomes a method for 
knowledge production, or a novel myth production, or the creation of new cultural 

realities that takes their lifecycle until another process of hybridization happens after 

the passage of more time. 
This thesis argues that the iconography of hybrid goddesses/ deities is an 

inspiring form of cultural transmission, and the hybridization methodology could be 
used as a mediator for that purpose.  
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Chapter I 
Cultural Memory: Jan Assmann 
A proposition and a springboard for my visual and academic research 
 
Jan Assmann 

This chapter is based on a broad understanding of cultural memory, as 

proposed by Jan Assmann, suggested as a provisional definition for the 

phenomenon. “The interplay of present and past in socio-cultural contexts” is a major 
constituent of true meanings for attitudes and their consequent behaviors in every 

community, albeit large or small. Such interplay is for Assmann what forms the 
cultural memory of any one group at a particular time. For cultural anthropologist 

Clifford Geertz, who studied ritual beliefs in Asian communities, it is Assmann’s 
cultural memory proposition that explains why and how communities preserve their 

rituals / actions and perception of beliefs across time (decades, centuries & 
millennia). For Geertz, every action has two meanings: one apparent and one 

profound that has roots in the collective cultural memory 7.   

 
The understanding of the term Cultural Memory proposed by the Assmanns 

(J. Assmann; A. Assmann), allows for an inclusion of a broad spectrum of 
phenomena as possible objects for the study of cultural memory. This may range 

from individual acts of remembering in a social context, to the group memory (of 
family, friends, veterans, etc.). This also includes the national memory with its –

sometimes chauvinistic– “invented traditions.”  The field, cultural memory studies, is 
not restricted to the study of those ways of making sense only of the past, which are 

intentional and performed through particular culturally-specific narratives. Such 
intentional performances go hand in hand with the construction of identities across 

time that continuously evolve, develop and are hybridized. This connection 

(intentional remembering, narrative, identity) has certainly endowed a massive share 
of research in memory studies so far. The field thus remains open for the exploration 

of unintentional and implicit ways of cultural remembering, or of inherently non-
narrative, visualized or figurative forms, due to the diversity of forms of memory. 

 

 

7 Clifford Geertz: 1966 publication Anthropological approaches to the Study of Religion, pages from 1 
to 46, edited by Michael Banton. ASA Monographs 3. London: Tavistock Publications. 
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Cultural Memory is a field of study to which many disciplines contribute, using 

their specific methodologies and perspectives. This makes for its terminological 
wealth, as well as its disjointedness. It has been clear since its very inception that the 

study of cultural memory can only be successful if it is based on cooperation among 
different disciplines. Cultural Memory is therefore not merely a multidisciplinary field 

of studies, but fundamentally an inter-disciplinary continuously-evolving 
phenomenon, almost like an empirical project. Many exciting forms of collaboration 

have already been fostered by philosophers and research teams from the fields of 
Humanities and Social Sciences (HUSS).  

 
The interdisciplinary exchange between media studies and cultural history (J. 

Assmann; A. Assmann), history and sociology (Olick), neuroscience and social 

psychology (Welzer; Markowitsch), cognitive psychology and history (Manier and 
Hirst) or social psychology and linguistics (Echterhoff), social and cultural 

anthropology (Geertz, Barthes) are perfect examples of how wealthy and how 
empirical research fields intersect. Intensive dialogue among disciplines continuously 

uncovers the manifold intersections of memory and culture. This, however, requires a 
very sensitive handling of terminology and a careful discrimination of the specific 

disciplinary uses of certain concepts, as well as their literal, metaphorical, and 
metonymical implications. 

 
Cultural Memory and its intersection with visual identity are the focus of this 

chapter, I focus on Egyptian female deities based on the communicative and culture 

memory as Jan Assmann describes it. Memory is the faculty that enables us to form 
an awareness of selfhood (identity), both on the personal and on the collective level. 

Identity, in its turn, is related to time. A human self is a "diachronic identity," built "of 
the stuff of time" (Luckmann). Assmann outlines a theory of cultural memory that 

draws on three scholars, whom he identifies as the ‘founding fathers’ of memory 
studies: Maurice Halbwachs, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Sigmund Freud. According to 

Assmann, ‘cultural memory’ concerns the history of origins in an absolute past, which 
took place at least 100 years before the present and requires formal institution, 

(religious) ritual, stability, a canon, written texts and promulgation by specialists in the 

tradition (2011, p. 34-44). 
 Assmann hypothesizes that there is a necessity about memory that forces the 

researcher to include not just a social dimension but also a cultural one. Central to 
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Assmann’s theory is the distinction between cultural memory and what he calls 

communicative memory. In Vom Nutzen und Nachteil der Historie für das Leben 
(1874) Friedrich Nietzsche addresses the need of every man —and every people— 

to acquire a certain culturally-specific knowledge of the past. History can offer that in 
three ways, he suggests. For the acting and striving man, there exists a monumental 

kind of history, for the preserving and admiring man an antiquarian kind, and for the 
man that suffers and needs liberation there is the critical kind.  

 Nietzsche’s three kinds of relations to history – one ideological and creative, 
one traditional and preserving, and one judging and condemning – return in different 

forms in subsequent models of history and social memory. With its concern for the 
relations with the past that individuals and societies enter into, rather than for the 

reconstruction of the past as such, his text has consequently been included as one of 

the classics in the theoretical development of theories of collective memory: 
 

“If the man who wants to achieve something great needs the 
past at all he will master it through monumental history; who on 
the other hand likes to persist in the traditional and venerable 
will care for the past as an antiquarian historian; and only he 
who is oppressed by some present misery and wants to throw 
off the burden at all costs has a need for critical, that is judging 
and condemning history” (Nietzsche, 1874, p. 18-19). 

 
 

Two distinct memory frame parallels are drawn and proposed by Assmann: 
communicative memory and cultural memory. Communicative memory comprises 

‘memories which refer to the recent past’, i.e. memories which are shared by 

contemporaries and extend, normally, over three to four generations. Communicative 
memory thus evolves over  –and can certainly be affected by– time. Whereas 

communicative memory is linked to personal experience and social interaction, 
cultural memory is a matter of institutionalized memo-technics. Usually, it focuses on 

fixed moments in the past, and takes a set from those embodied in texts, images and 
rituals, through which societies and groups celebrate and commemorate defining 

moments (Assmann, 2002, p. 48-56). 
Combining Halbwach’s notion of collective memory with Nietzsche’s theory of 

conscience and Freud’s theory of superego, Assmann explains that communicative 

memory is the kind of memory that binds together the three or four generations of a 
social collectivity that are co-present at any one time. Communicative memory is a 

function of humans’ everyday social and expressive capacities such as dialogue, 
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gesture, habit and the like. ‘Society inscribes itself in this memory’, Assmann writes, 

‘with all its norms and values and creates in the individual the authority that Freud 
called the superego and that has traditionally been called “conscience”’ (Freud, 1939, 

p. 7). 
Cultural memory, in contrast, binds memory across distant generations. 

Assmann explains that cultural memory is the outcome of the various media of 
memory storage a society uses, from stone tablets to computers, to preserve its way 

of life. He writes, ‘If we think of the typical three-generation cycle of communicative 
memory as a synchronic memory-space, then cultural memory, with its traditions 

reaching far back into the past, forms the diachronic axis’ (Assmann, 2006, p. 8). 
Human memory brings about a synthesis of time and identity, both on the 

collective and on the personal levels, which can be addressed as a diachronic 

identity. It is this identity that allows human beings, both personally and collectively, 
to orient themselves in their own spaces and in time. This synthesis of time and 

identity is effectuated by memory. We may distinguish between three levels in 
relation to time, identity and memory:  

 
Level Time Identity Memory 
Inner (neuro-
mental) 
 

Inner, subjective 
time 

Inner self Individual memory 
 

Social Social time Social self, person 
as carrier of social 
roles 
 

Communicative 
memory 
 

Cultural Historical, 
mythical, 
cultural time 
 

Cultural identity 
 

Cultural memory 
 

Table 1. (Assmann, 2006, 109). 
 

Assmann’s description of the inner level memory is a matter of our neuro-
mental system. On the social level, memory is a matter of communication and social 

interaction. According to the French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs, our memory 
depends on socialization and communication, and that memory can be analyzed as a 

function of our social life. The inner and personal levels enable us to live in groups 
and communities, which in turn enables us to create a memory, individual and 

collective. As a social construct and as a memory narrative, the past conveys a kind 
of connective structure, a diachronic identity to societies, groups and individuals, 

both in the social and in the temporal dimension (table 1). 
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Cultural memory thus extends society’s ability to remember far beyond the 
biological and expressive limitations of simple communicative memory. ‘With cultural 

memory’, Assmann writes, ‘the depths of time open up’ (Assmann, 2006, p. 24). 
Therefore, tradition is central to the concept of cultural memory; it can be understood 

as follows:  
“The entire panoply of things … called tradition … a system of 
memory sites, a system of markers that enables the individual 
who lives in this tradition to belong, that is, to realize his potential 
as the member of a society in the sense of a community where it 
is possible to learn, remember, and to share in culture”. 
(Assmann, 2006, p. 9) 

 
However, cultural memory is not synonymous with tradition. While cultural 

memory includes well-articulated systems of memory, it also includes scraps of 

stored memory that have been forgotten, discarded, or misplaced. As an analytical 
concept, cultural memory thus accounts for a society’s ability to reproduce its way of 

life diachronically over many generations, and its ability to forget and rediscover 
cultural forms –in what Freud calls-- the ‘return of the repressed.’ Because cultural 

memory includes notions of both continuity and latency, it captures the unique quality 
of rapprochement between ‘historicist’ theorists of tradition, and ‘presentist’ theorists 

of invented tradition. 
 

To Assman, the third level, the cultural level, is best described by the art 

historian Aby Warburg, who coined the term “social memory”; Warburg seems to 
have been the first who treated images, that is, cultural objections, as carriers of 

memory. His main study as art historian was focused on Bildgedächtnis (iconic 
memory), but the general approach to reception of history as a form of cultural 

memory could be applied to other domains of symbolic forms as well. 
 

Cultural Memory as a conceptual construct has been explicitly developed 
during the last twenty years. It is, therefore, only since then that the connection 

between time, identity, and how cultural elements travel through time, as well as 
memory –in its three dimensions of the personal, the social, and the cultural– has 

become more and more evident. The term “ communicative memory” is used in this 

research in order to delineate the difference between Halbwachs’s concept of 
“collective memory” and our understanding of “cultural memory” (A. Assmann). 
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Our memory exists only in constant interaction; this natural process occurs 
not only with other human memories but also with “construct things”, outward 

symbols. Those symbols are carriers of memory, and on a social level, those 
symbols are the tools to make a memory for those who do not have one. “Things” are 

constructs that are reminders, keepers and preservers of memory: “monuments, 
museums, libraries, archives, and other mnemonic institutions. This is what we call 

cultural memory”. (A. Assmann, 2011).  
 

Cultural Memory is based on fixed points and milestones that have all 
happened in the past. The past is not preserved as such: past events that have just 

happened and have been recorded by means of an interested party. Rather, a proper 

past is “cast in symbols as they are represented in oral myths or in writings, 
performed in feasts. They continually illuminate a changing present”. Cultural 

memory reaches back into the past as recorded events, only so far as the past can 
be reclaimed as “ours.”  

 On all of its levels, memory is defined by an intricate interaction between 
remembering and forgetting. Every form of memory that deserves the name, be it 

individual or collective, is defined between what is remembered and what is 
forgotten, excluded, rejected, inaccessible, buried. This division is indeed a structural 

feature of memory itself. It holds true also for the complex architecture of “cultural 
memory” in a literate society; one that has devised more or less sophisticated 

techniques of storing information in external carriers. Cultural memory differs from 

other forms of memory in that its structure is not bipolar but triadic (A. Assmann, 
2011, p.128). It is organized not around the poles of remembering and forgetting. 

This third category refers to the cultural function of storing extensive information in 
libraries, museums, and archives that far exceeds the capacities of human 

memories. These caches of information, therefore, are neither actively remembered 
nor totally forgotten, because they remain materially accessible for possible use. One 

may refer to this intermediary existence between remembering and forgetting as a 
“status of latency” which in this case arises from the material storage and 

accessibility starts of (for the moment) forgotten, unused, and irrelevant information. 

Within cultural memory, an “active memory” is set up against the background of an 
archival memory. The active memory refers to what a society consciously selects 
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and maintains as salient and vital items for common orientation and shared 

remembering. 
 The Assmann team of researchers explore possibilities where cultural 

memory and identity are interrelated and intertwined. Assmann assigns to cultural 
memory the following characteristics:  

 (1) Concretion of identity, for it preserves the store of knowledge from which a 
group derives the awareness of its unity and peculiarity.  

(2) Capacity of reconstruction, because each generation relates to the immovable 
figures of memory differently.  

(3) Capacity of objectivities, because the crystallization of collective shared 
meaning is a prerequisite of its transmission.  

(4) Capacity of organization, which implies specialization and institutional support.  

(5) Obligation, because the normative self-image of the group engenders a system 
of values that has a binding character; and finally: 

(6) Reflexivity in the sense that it can draw on itself to explain and revise how 
cultural memory is constructed, as well as its capacity to reflect the self-image of the 

group (1995, p. 130–32).  
 

In my thesis, I am building my case around how cultural memory’s role is 
indispensable and paramount in the definition and preservation of the group / clan / 

tribe identity through my art practice. I am adapting —and adopting— core concepts 
of social identities with their personal constituents, in describing and trying to 

understand the group norms influenced by such constituents. The following part of 

my research is the practical implementation of Assmann’s hypothesis of 
remembering and recalling memories. 
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1.2 Means of remembering in my Art Practice 
 

 
Figure: 5 

Painting: Hathor, 2019, Acrylic on canvas, 120 x 160 cm, @Shaima Dief 
 

There is no doubt that the ancient Egyptian pictorial text is a tool to model an 
aspect of cultural transmission (Baines, 2007). My art practice identifies with what 

Assmann describes as “complex reading pictures [which] are produced as a unique 
phenomenon in art history, where the three functions of writing converge first to 
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explain the picture, second to identify the person, the third to record sound to 

supplement the rendering of the speeches”. As they address both the “inner eye” and 
the “inner ear”, and go far beyond to the extent that Assmann related those to 

modern picture narratives, like contemporary comic strips (1994, p. 24). 
The imitation in hieroglyphic script using the visible forms of nature for letters, 

they refer to invisible principles or meaning as for them the world as we see is a 
visible expression of an invisible concept. Every sign has the aspect of its function 

within the sign system and the aspect of its physical manifestation, the first refer to a 
specific meaning while the second indicates this meaning. As every sign has two 

sides: the semantic  –its meaning– and the material side –its physical form–, in which 
lies Aleida Assmann’s dialectic of presence and absence (A. Assmann 1988, p. 238-

89), I use this approach as a tool in my painting [Figure: 5]. By using similar 

iconography that has been used in hieroglyphic writing, I adopt Assmann’s 
description that “the mythological interpretation of objects in the “seen world” were 

meant to connect to events in the unseen world of the gods, showing the "power of 
language to create relationships" (Assmann, 2001, p. 83-87). I proceed to identify 

and classify the role of Hathor iconography in the “hidden meaning”, creating a 
personal database organized according to the hybridization methodology through my 

practice. Next, I correlate the ways in which an individual would perceive the image 
on the canvas, with reference to the scenes in which it was found. 

How the sign was used in the hieroglyphic script could be found in the 
Dendera Temple8. The first sign [Figure: 6], a seated woman with Hathor’s horns-

and-disk headdress, is a direct representation of the goddess, so it reads as ‘Hathor.’ 

The second sign [Figure: 7], the cow-headed cobra, is a visual pun on two of her 
forms: as a cow, or as the Uraeus on the brow of the sun god. The composite of 

these two forms playfully represents nb.t Iwn.t, "Lady of Dendera." (Iversen, 1993, p. 
136-147). The two signs form a kind of hieroglyphic shorthand, briefly and clearly 

conveying aspects of the goddess on both visual and aural levels. 

 
8 In a small town and former bishopric in Egypt situated on the west bank of the Nile, It contains the 
Dendera Temple. one of the best-preserved temple sites from ancient Upper Egypt. 
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Figure: 6        Figure: 7 

"Hathor Lady of Dendera, Eye of Ra" (D III, 92,7). 

 

The figures stand out from the rest of the script, accentuating both the importance of 
the deities while preserving the visual aspect of the designed script. Such strings of 

ideograms found abundantly as of the 26th dynasty in the Late Period (664 – 323), as 
well as much later in Graeco-Roman (332 BC -395 AD) temples led mainstream 

archaeologists to believe that that hieroglyphs were purely symbolic and 
metaphorical (Iversen, 1993, p. 43-44). 

 
Figure: 8 

Hathor as a cow suckling Hatshepsut, a female pharaoh, at Hatshepsut's temple at 
Deir el-Bahari, 15th century BC. 

 
In my painting practice I use the cow symbol —Hathor—, once called “the 

beautiful one” [Figure: 5], and who has permeated every aspect of female life in 
ancient Egypt. I believe the symbol of the cow is being misunderstood and 
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misinterpreted as a sign of ugliness and repulsion. The cow –the animal as seen in 

the Book of the Dead – which in hieroglyphic means Hathor, the Goddess who 
symbolizes the earth, fertility to all creatures (Brugsch, 1878), is being misinterpreted 

in modern Egyptian society as an insult; when a woman is called a cow, the 
misnomer denotes the semiotic and hermeneutic sign of unaesthetic obesity, 

ugliness and lack of attractiveness. My use of the cow symbol in my painting practice 
resonates with Assmann’s dialectic essence of presence and absence. 

The Soul Ba9 which had a sign in hieroglyphic, is used in my paintings 
[Figure: 5]. In ancient Egypt it was hard to imagine the spirit without matter and 

therefore everything had to be done to preserve the body, since matter could not be 
imagined without spirit. Therefore, it has a soul. Hieroglyphs refer to forms in their 

iconic “world reference” and in this way offer themselves not only as reading 

material, but for contemplative observation as well.  
In my paintings, the relationship between myth and culture memory is 

inseparable; as Peter Coogan, in his book Superhero: The Secret Origin of a Genre, 
attributes the roots of the genre to epic heroes like Hercules and Gilgamesh, arguing 

that the origins and prototypes of the superhero as well as their inspiration can be 
located in ancient epic and myths, partially as a part of a collective cultural 

unconsciousness (2006, p. 116-125). In a similar direction, Scott McCloud argues 
that comics as an art form has its roots in Egyptian hieroglyphics (1993, p. 13- 15). 

 
Myths offer great contributions to making sense of human history: According 

to Barthes (1975, p. 109), a myth is a way of communication, a message. It reminds 

us that a myth is not an object, a concept or an idea, but a way of making sense. 
Myths on which social consciousness is based also provide the inner world of 

mankind to meet the outside world. In modern culture, myths have adapted 
themselves to cultural actors in the societies so they lived very well that we almost 

could not perceive them as myths. Myths are the soul of the society as well as being 
the memory of it: “The societies that protect myths and keep them alive are 

nourished by the strongest feature of the human soul” (Campbell, 1972, p. 14-5). 
Myths that reappear in an artistic scene trigger social changes. The mass media 

provides myths effectively for the use in modern age societies. In shaping the 

 
9 Ba in hieroglyphic, takes the form of a bird with a human head. 
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consciousness of society, today's sociological and cultural changes have a major role 

(McCloud, 1993). 
Myths that are called “hero myths” distinguish human beings with their 

supernatural powers. In one way, we can perceive the stories of super heroes as 
they seem to be adapted and appropriated to the culture they are in, in terms of their 

social functions and sociological representation and the way they convey emotions. 
 The storytelling / re-telling of stories that explore and explain the different 

stages of life on earth is not simply a story from the pages of old civilizations; it can 
be perceived as an instruction manual for the rites and meaning of life. It seems that 

ever since early civilizations, the god / superhero has been vital to man’s existence. 
This is evident in the ancient mythology and faith / religion systems across the 

ancient world, in fairy tales, and in the documentation of the vast cultural histories of 

divergent societies. This phenomenon I would as well argue, is seen in re-using the 
mythological ancient Egyptian gods and goddesses in my practical project as a way 

to re-tell stories and their catalytic role in acts of remembrance [Figure: 5]. 
 

1.3 Collective Memory Between existence and non-existence: the cases 

of Aleida Assmann and Maurice Halbwachs  
In the 1920s, Maurice Halbwachs proposed a problematic developing his 

theory of collective memory as a product of social frameworks. Halbwachs draws a 

dividing-line between memory and history. He argues that history sets in when ‘social 
memory is fading or breaking up’; that history is something unitary –as he proposes 

“there is only one history”–, while there are several collective memories. Halbwachs 

notes that history is characterized by demarcations, while collective memory is more 
fluid and gradualist. Most striking, perhaps, is his tendency to bracket out the role of 

the historian from the influence of social groups, past or present. He or she appears 
transcendent, or at least striving for objectivity and impartiality (Rossington and 

Whitehead, 2007, p. 139 - 43).   
 

This notion of the historian as somehow independent of the interests and 
vagaries of memory, or indeed any other influence other than scholarly integrity, still 

informs present-day views, even if Halbwachs’ proposition has been severely 

undermined in recent decades, not least by the concepts and the interpretations of 
postmodernism. Researchers and scholars arrive at a dichotomous understanding of 

the relationship between memory and history in modernity that contrasts starkly with 
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the altogether more harmonious relationship they enjoyed in pre-modern 

perceptions. History becomes the necessary corrective to memory, even its 
perceptions and antithesis, not something embodied within it (A. Assman, 2011,p. 

323). 
When Halbwachs introduced the term “collective memory” into the social 

sciences in 1952, he was met with skepticism that has not fully disappeared. Susan 
Sontag, who wrote extensively about photography, the image and how the mind 

processes images and stores them in memory, claims that “All memory is individual, 
unreproducible - it dies with each person. What is called collective memory is not a 

remembering but a stipulating: that this is important, and this is the story about how it 
happened, with the pictures that lock the story in our minds.” (2003, p. 76). Sontag 

overtly denies Halbwachs’ proposition and delivers her own interpretation to how a 

group of people stipulate / bargain in their conscious as well as their subconscious 
how reality happened, and what could be perceived, stored then recalled as a 

memory.  
In her proposition to how ephemeral memory is in terms of its individuality, 

irreproducibility and how it dies with the individual –who is an integral constituent of 
the collective–, the insistence on the “collective” segment of the expression becomes 

futile. 
The role-played by collective memory in the process of shaping and 

maintaining a social identity reveals its diachronic dimension. Ideologies create 
substantiating archives of images, representative images, which encapsulate 

common ideas of significance and “trigger predictable thoughts, feelings” (Sontag 

2003, p. 85-6).  
In which ways do historians approach this topic? For many historians – not 

least Peter Novick and Henry Rousso (cited above) – Maurice Halbwachs’ writings 
on collective memory represent the most significant starting points for approaching 

what we can address as the memory of the past. Translated into English as On 
Collective Memory, Halbwachs’ ground-breaking book Les Cadres Sociaux de la 

Mémoire  (1925) had an almost immediate effect on all fields of historical studies 
(Halbwachs, 1992). The notion of collective memory has since proven fruitful for 

newer generations of historians who seek to understand history, in a way that is not 

just in terms of high politics, diplomacy and economics, but also as one of the 
attitudes profoundly connected to perceiving, assimilating and addressing particular 

images of the past.  
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There is no period in history that has not been itself influenced by previous 

history. This observation is self-evident on one level: we live in a world that is the 
result product of centuries of continuous evolution. The study of collective memory 

delves more understanding of historical events that lead to others, recorded memory 
and its influence on attitudes and behaviors, what came before –regardless of the 

accuracy of such recorded perceptions– that informs, underpin and reinforce 
thinking, action and reaction in the “now”, the present time. For Halbwachs, these 

understandings are essentially social phenomena, even as they are realized at the 
level of the one individual: “one may say that an individual remembers by placing 

herself / himself in the perspective of the group; but one may also affirm that the 
memory of the group realizes and manifests itself in individual memories” 

(Halbwachs, 1992, p. 40).  

We all belong to at least one, and usually multiple social groups of primary 
and secondary references: family, neighbor, colleague, peer, religious, and / or 

ideology groups whose coherence and identity depend to a considerable extent on a 
shared view of the past. These groups are the social frameworks (cadres sociaux) 

that shape our individual memory. Halbwachs has subsequently been criticized for 
advocating a rather reified / transformative view of collective memory. When Aleida 

Assmann was asked: What is the function of individual and collective forms of 
remembering and forgetting? Why do we need a collective memory? Her answer 

was: “As individuals, we must remember what is important to us: our PIN (number), 
the materials for the exam, or appointments we have to keep. It is good to forget the 

insults from one neighbor, but not the other neighbor’s readiness to help. We do not 

‘need’ collective memory, we ‘ARE’ collective memory. We instantly notice what we 
share with other members of a nation when we are abroad and confronted with other 

people’s projections.” (A. Assmann, 2018) 
The debate over the question of whether there is such an elusive and 

controversial term as “collective memory”, is rather futile as there are academic and 
scholarly consensus on more specific ones such as “social,” “political,” and “cultural 

memory.” The point in such a discourse is not to introduce further abstract theoretical 
constructs, but to investigate empirically what these conceptual tools are, and how 

memories are generated on the levels of the individual as well as the group. The 

process further entails how memories are transformed by transmission of 
information, media, then how they are recalled and reconstructed retrospectively 

according to present norms, aims, visions, and projects. The interdisciplinary project 
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of the memory discourse is to understand better the mechanisms and strategies of 

the way memories are formed by individuals and by groups under specific 
circumstances, and how they are transmitted and transformed in complex processes 

of continuous reconstruction. 
 

Family, neighborhood, peer groups, the generation, nation and culture are 
such larger groups to which individuals refer to in description as ‘We’. Each ‘we’ is 

constructed through specific discourse and events that become references, which 
draw certain boundary lines, and define respective principles of inclusion and 

exclusion. To acknowledge the proposition / concept of “collective memory,” is to 
accept and acknowledge the possibility of the presence of “collective identity.”  

There is no question that such concepts have been abused in both the 

academic and layperson’s spheres in the past, and perhaps such abuse still exists 
and is still conductive to exclusionary and destructive politics in the scholarly and 

academic publishing field. In order to overcome the malignant aspects that this 
construct is able to generate, it is of little help to deny its reality, and defy the 

practicality and efficiency of the terms as starting points for academic research. To 
contain its problematic potential, it is more efficient to emphasize and maintain the 

plurality of identities and “memory-systems” within the individual person. They can 
function as a beneficial system of checks-and-balance to guard against the imperial 

dominance of one exclusive “collective memory.” 

 

1.4 Memory Transmission through my Art Practice 
Egyptian Museum in Leipzig / Ägyptisches Museum der Universität 
Leipzig in 21019 

 
In my research, I propose that the importance of visual culture elements linked 

to religion should not be sidelined in the study of society. Rather the opportunity at 

hand is to reveal the role that the process of visualization plays in the social 
construction of reality. Visual practices help fabricate the worlds in which people live, 

and therefore present a promising way of deepening our understanding of how 
religions work and operate within communities (Morgan, 1999, p. 51).  

Visual culture is an attempt to talk about the visual components that are 

imbedded in everyday life. As such it tends to be oriented around personal and public 
activities like working, playing, giving birth, growing, eating, and dying. The focus on 
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the relationship between visual culture and religious practice produces what I will call 

‘spiritual visualization.’ My desire for such transformation, for a connection between 
how we see and how we live, is part of what drives the realm of the scientific field of 

visual culture, that attempts to link aesthetics and ethics, and the inherited past with 
modern visuals. Implied in this shift is the understanding that one cannot simply orient 

her / his analysis around just the objects that are seen; whether these objects are a 
Van Gogh painting, a Prada fashion line, a handwritten and decorated illuminated 

script (Bible or Qor’an), or that new Gap commercial. This proposed transformation / 
shift attempts to take into account the overall field of vision.  

The specificity of Ma’at’s (my heroine’s) body lives in her specific context of 
fused space and time—crowded by other hybrid forms, anchored to the earth by the 

gravity of the novel hybrid physics, or flying in the sky in an analogy to contemporary 

superheroes, surrounded by buildings and streets that form a unique present and an 
equally unique history. Symbols and codes of food and shelter —the basic needs—

are always available, because they must never be dependent and never be in need 
of support of “male others”, imposed by the informal social control, and inflicted by 

the tribe in unwritten codes. 
I am primarily concerned with actions and deeds in which the body aims to 

accomplish: a definite purpose or task. There are thus numerous aspects of the 
feminine bodily existence that become the focus of my practice. The concept of the 

body as a sexual being is an indispensable part of this research. Sexuality entails a 
dichotomy: on the one hand motherhood as a result of sexuality, and on the other 

sexuality as a carnal deed of desire. The first is an expression of pure acceptable 

sexuality, especially if love between partners is expressed, while the latter may 
express impurity; a dichotomy that still exists in Oriental societies today, as well as 

Oriental communities within Western societies, that still see today crimes of honor 
practiced against women. Love is spiritual, and must be crowned officially by 

marriage and motherhood to be described as “good sexuality”, while sheer erotic 
desire almost always ends with a description of “bad and impure sexuality”. Heaven 

and hell may enter as elements of motivation and to induce fear. 
The separation of motherhood from sexuality thus instantiates culture’s denial 

of the body, and the consignment of fleshy desires to the wishful realms of fearful 

temptation (figure 38, 39, 40). 
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Figure: 9 
Painting: Acrylic on canvas, 160 x 120 cm, 2019, @Shaima Dief 
 
Painting: Analysis 

Visual culture is not simply interested in the formal dimensions of an image, 
nor merely in the historical background and setting for the “original” production of the 
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image, but rather in the ongoing environment and life of images. Visual culture is 

engaged with the production and the reception of visual objects, the makers and the 
viewers, and through Clifford Geertz’s proposition of finding meaning in whole seen 

life situations, in themselves visualized and lived, religion rituals, community 
interactions and games included.  

In my analysis, as well as in this mode of academic analysis, gender, sex, 
race, nationality, religion, family, and other forces of identification come to play vital 

roles in the construction of my paintings, and how it is viewed by the visualizer, and 
by whom the works are seen, perceived and assimilated. 

In a number of books since the mid-1990s, David Morgan linked the attention 
paid to visual practices, to how such care supplements and / or alters our very views 

of religion. He attributes a great part of religious formation of the viewer to the act of 

looking itself, and how such an act “indeed, constitutes a powerful practice of belief” 
(p. 9). 

In his seminal essay Religion as a Cultural System, Clifford Geertz gave very 
precise description to –rather than a definition of– religion: it has to have a “set of 

symbols” that are interrelated, and become sacred / sanctified as rituals; it also has 
to “establish powerful, pervasive and long lasting moods and motivations in men by 

formulating conceptions of general order of existence”. Those conceptions are 
“clothed” –in his description—with “such an aura of factuality that the moods and 

motivations seen uniquely realistic”. (Geertz, 1966).  In another –equally significant 
essay of 1973– Geertz described culture as a “system of inherited conceptions, 

expressed in symbolic forms, by means of which men communicate, perpetuate and 

develop their knowledge about attitudes towards life”. 
The giving up of a traditional cultural identity in favor of a dominating culture 

is necessarily accompanied by religious conversion, and religion is “universally 
recognized as the strongest bastion against assimilation”. (Assmann, 1996, p. 29). 

Much of Religion –a phenomenon that is elusive and impossible to reach a 
consensus on one sole definition of– and Cultural Memory is an extended 

commentary on the difference between ritual memory (incorporation) and written 
memory (inscription) as well as on the relationship between media forms – as 

transmitters of ideas– and religion. Using symbols from ancient Egyptian cult 

religions, which were characterized by ritual forms of remembering, Assmann 
powerfully conveys what it means to experience the sacred in cultic societies. He 

reveals culturally alien worlds, such as the cults of Isis (known in ancient pre-Greek 
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Egyptian language as Isset) and Ra, in which ritual performance was believed to 

allow the world to persist by harnessing and renewing the powers of the cosmos. 
Assmann claims that, without ritual continuity, ‘the universe would suffer or even 

collapse’ for cultic societies (Assmann, 2006, p. 126).  
The experience of time, according to Assmann’s hypothesis, may have been 

different in cultic societies.  He suggests that ritual time is a radically present time in 
which the mythical source of creation collapses into the present and subsumes the 

future by ensuring the continual recreation of the world. He also defines book 
religions (the Abrahamic biblical Middle East three religions) as contrasting to cultic 

religions. 
Drawing on Freud’s groundbreaking work on the emergence of monotheism, 

Assmann argues that “the step to a transcendental religion was a step out of the 

world – we are tempted to speak of an emigration, an exodus – into the world of 
writing” (Assmann, 2006, p. 137). With book / Abrahamic religions, hence, the sacred 

becomes radically separated from ‘this world’. 
Alongside the ritual distinction between mythical and present time, religions 

books created the textual distinction between the classical and the contemporary 
times. Assmann suggests that the implications of this shift in the medium of cultural 

memory, from ritual to textual remembering, are profound for the shape of religion. 
The written word is no longer merely a vehicle for recording sacred things; it 

becomes sacred in itself. Something is sacred because it is written down. Whereas 
the successful cultic priest is judged by his skill in performing sacred knowledge, the 

monotheistic priest is judged by his skill in interpreting “the Word”. The first verse in 

the opening chapter of the Gospel of John, the beginning of the Holy Bible “In the 
beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God”. This 

is stunningly equivalent to Iqra’a” (means simply: “Read”), which is the beginning of 
the third and final Abrahamic book: the Islamic Quoran. The first phrase reads in 

translation: “Read, in the name of God, The creator, who created man from a 
“clinging thing” (which means a fertilized egg in the womb), and educated man 

everything in knowledge”. 
Ritual reproduction –like what is observed in all organized religions– gives way to the 

production of the unfamiliar, the profound. To Assman, theatrics, gives way to 

hermeneutics, the art and science of interpreting and finding meaning in religious / 
sacred texts. 
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However, as a result of the increased emphasis on hermeneutics innovation, 

religions must develop techniques by which they can ‘rein in’ the urge to push the 
boundaries of knowledge. This is canonization, the transformation of simple mortal 

humans to saints. Such transformation is some sort of metamorphosis from human to 
saint, and becomes a radical promotion for the new saint in the memory of the 

community: people stop remembering the person and start worshiping the saint.  
With the canon, Assmann shows that written memory paradoxically creates more 

opportunities for forgetting than ritual memory does. Canons create vast archives of 
stored memory, some of which will inevitably become lost. “It is only through the 

interplay between these processes of making visible and canonization”, Assmann 
concludes, “that culture can become an island in the ocean of forgetting that can 

ensure continuity for centuries and even millennia” (Assmann, 2006, p. 84). 

Assmann creates a compelling portrait of the Egyptian temple as an 
embodiment of the canon, the canonized from the plethora of Egyptian deities and 

gods, and a physical repository of cultural memory, with the necessity of memory for 
cultural transmission over generations, and its great significance in the preservation 

of one’s individual and / or corporate –in this case the temple– identity. In his 
hypothesis, he seems to avoid linking those perceptions with their primary causes. In 

fact, Assmann places his view of religious sensibilities upon transcendence instead 
of immanence, and sees the latter as reflecting the primary aims of “cosmotheism” 

and the former. For him, the more significant of the two is to be a product of 
monotheism: “The translatability of gods depended on their natural evidence. They 

are accessible either to experience, or to reason, or to both”. This is transmitted “in 

the form of indubitable, intersubjective, and intercultural data to which one can point 
in searching for a name in another language. What this form of natural evidence 

excludes is “belief”: where all is “given” there is nothing to believe in. The worship of 
gods is a matter of knowledge and obedience but not of belief”. (Assmann, 1996, p. 

32) 
People walking “by the sight”, simple Egyptians who become temple-goers, 

could point to the visible world in telling which gods they worshiped. People walking 
by faith, the same temple-goers who are just more pious, had to tell a story, the truth 

of which rests on matters outside the visible world. “They could translate the story, but 

not the god’. (Assmann, 1996, p.33).  
Assmann distinguishes between “inclusive monotheism,” which evolves from 

polytheism –as polytheists recognize all the gods to be manifestations of the one 
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God– and “exclusive monotheism,” which rejects the plurality of gods as false, and 

seeks truth in the one and only God, the creator of all. The former is an evolutionary 
development within polytheism, while the latter is a revolutionary rejection of 

polytheism. Assmann asserts that both are evident in Egyptian religion, the former in 
New Kingdom texts focusing on Amun-Rā, the latter in the religion of Akhenaten in 

the 18th Dynasty, around 1353-1336 BCE. 
 

 
Figure: 10  
Painting: I am A Goddess, 2019, acrylic on canvas, 200 x 180 cm, Note self-portrait as a royal 
divinity in total control.  

 
Painting: Analysis 

Note the distortion of the female protagonist, as if in a process of de-

construction and re-construction of the physical body and of identity. The placenta 
that ties the infants suggests desired kinship and clan / tribe formation, the process 

of pro-creation. The stretching of the same placenta suggests an ambivalent feeling 
as to sever all ties with formal identities, or keep everything stretched: to build a clan 

or break free. The skeptic looks in the eyes of the bottom figures suggest the 
informal social control. 
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Assuming that every religion comprises at least three aspects—cult, theology, 

and lifestyle—Assmann demonstrates that in ancient Egypt’s religion the cult 
constituted the most prominent domain, crucial for the maintenance of the cosmic 

order. He elaborates that more attention has always been given to the theological 
developments in Egypt’s ancient religion, which was more of “a way of life” and 

“belief” than what we may perceive today as organized religion. He divides the 
second half of the second millennium BCE into distinctive periods, each with its own 

theological characteristics. In the era preceding Akhenaten’s reform, polytheism (a 
more precise word than “paganism”) already had a strong sense of unity. The sun 

god was regarded as the sole origin of the cosmos, and the other gods were thought 

to have emanated from this supreme deity. After the timeless process of creation, the 
maintenance of the cosmos became a matter of cooperation between the sun god 

and the other gods. However, during the last decades preceding Akhenaten’s 
revolution, the perspective moved more towards a monotheistic model that was 

implied more than explicitly expressed. The sun god was described as maintaining 
the world on his (as he was male) own, without any cooperative actions with divine 

partners. The theological shift under Akhenaten was much more radical. The 
veneration of the sun god Aten was imposed, while the other gods and their cults 

were abolished altogether, with archaeologists differing if such abolishment 
happened gradually or all of a sudden. After Akhenaten’s reign –which lasted 

between 18 to 28 years–the other gods were rehabilitated, but could be seen as 

mere names, aspects, or manifestations of the supreme One. While in the Amarna 
period (around 1353-1336 BCE) the world was assumed not to have a divinity of its 

own, Egyptian theologians now introduced the idea that the cosmos is God’s body, 
created by emanation, and animated by the divine Ba, or “soul.” This form of 

inclusive monotheism, which had roots before Akhenaten’s reform, remained 
widespread until late antiquity. Remarkably, this tolerant monotheism was a form of 

polytheism, and did not feel the need to distance itself from the transmitted 
polytheistic traditions. 

 
What takes place in what I like to address as “the spiritual visual practice” of 

ancient Egyptians is bound up with a sense of history and memory. One does not see 

what happens in front of one’s eyes and perceive it as pure happenstance; the 
process of visualization is a complex interaction between the memory, the conscious 
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and the subconscious. Such process –taking a fraction of a second—gives meaning 

to what is being seen. It is the meaning that counts, not what is seen; and such 
instantaneous meaning is influenced by the cultural, social, and tactile memories of 

the individual’s past. Religious / spiritual visual culture finds belief in the most secular 
of places, and the secular in the most religious of times, all the while rethinking 

hierarchical relationships between the sacred and the profane. In the end, religious / 
spiritual visual culture is the connections made between the material and the spiritual, 

between the temporal (past, present, and future) and the spatial, and between human 
and divinity, be it male or female. 

For ancient Egyptians, the world they saw and in which they lived was nothing 
more than part of a much larger universe; one that cannot be seen, felt or really 

comprehended: that is the realm of the absolute Divine (Campbell, 2004). The ancient 

Egyptians reflected on that “other” world, and tried to represent it in their tombs, which 
in fact represented the unavoidable initial path to reach it. They even drew maps to 

indicate the proper ways to reach the absolute “other life”: eternity. They even 
described it in their texts. People in contemporary Egypt continue to believe in an 

invisible / intangible world known as Al-Ghaib (loosely translated as the mystic 
obscure, the hidden) as mentioned on several occasions in the Holy Quran. This 

realm is divided into different spheres or worlds: the world of the souls, the world of 
the angels and the world of the djinns/spirits, and ghosts. As was the case in ancient 

Egypt, these different realms are spread all around us, and their inhabitants can mix 
in and interfere with daily human life.  

Until this day, there are many existing beliefs and superstitions that were 

passed down through time to illustrate the power of this mystic obscure. This is the 
work of the transmitted cultural memory. Transmissions from ancient Egypt do not 

stop at beliefs, attitudes, perceptions that lead to optimism and superstitions, fables 
and folk tales. We find them in daily colloquial language and its metaphors, in 

gestures, in funerary traditions, in tools, in food, and in numerous other aspects in the 
modern daily life. But Egyptians themselves today, like many modern societies with 

ancient heritage, do not always notice these traditions, because they live within their 
culture without stopping to observe it.  
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1.5 Cosmogony and Creation in Ancient Egypt 
The main focus of this chapter circles around the visual practice in ancient 

Egyptian iconography. What takes place in what I like to address as “the spiritual 
visual practice” of ancient Egyptians is bound up with a sense of history and memory. 

We do not see what happens in front of our eyes and perceive it as pure 
happenstance; the process of visualization is a complex interaction between the 

memory, the conscious and the subconscious. Such process –taking a fraction of a 
second—gives meaning to what is being seen. It is the meaning that counts, not what 

is seen; and such instantaneous meaning is influenced by the cultural, social, and 
tactile memories of the individual’s past. Religious / spiritual visual culture finds belief 

in the most secular of places, and the secular in the most religious of times, all the 

while rethinking hierarchical relationships between the sacred and the profane. In the 
end, religious / spiritual visual culture is the connections made between the material 

and the spiritual, between the temporal (past, present, and future) and the spatial, 
and between human and divinity, be it male or female. 

For ancient Egyptians, the world they saw and in which they lived was nothing 
more than part of a much larger universe; one that cannot be seen, felt or really 

comprehended: that is the realm of the absolute Divine (Campbell, 1972). The ancient 
Egyptians reflected on that “other” world, and tried to represent it in their tombs, which 

in fact represented the unavoidable initial path to reach it. They even drew maps to 
indicate the proper ways to reach the absolute “other life”: eternity. They even 

described it in their texts.  

According to Assman’s analysis of conceiving the origin of the world, there 
are two fundamental models: an intransitive and a transitive one. The first model is 

developing all of itself out of a primordial chaos or matter and a spontaneous growth 
mostly out of water. The second model takes the world to be the object of 

constructive activity of a creator, this transitive model is shared by three monotheistic 
religions, biblical and rabbinical Judaism, Christianity, and Islam (2007, p. 17-18). 

The two models interact in a complex manner in ancient Egypt, as the first 
cosmogonic impulse is a spontaneous process. Out of water Atum arises, which 

signifies ‘non-being’ and ‘complete being’ –the self-generated one-, and is an 
example of what Sigmund Freud refers to as ‘der Gegensinn der Urworte’ (Freud 

1910). The cosmogonic moment is when Atum turns from ‘non-being’ into ‘being’, 

adopting in the act the shape of sun and emitting air ‘Shu’ and fire ‘Tefnut’. From this 
point on the process of creation continues in the biomorphic form of begetting and 
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giving birth, as ‘Shu’ (air) and ‘Tefnut’ (dew / fire) beget Geb (earth) and Nut (skies / 

heaven) who in turn give birth to the next generation. 
Jan Assmann describes cosmos as the first dimension of divine presence or 

manifestation, or nature. The cosmic dimension provides evidence of the gods 
through the natural world and its phenomena. Nobody would dream of denying the 

existence of the divine powers: they are overwhelmingly present in the shape of sun, 
moon, air, water, fire, earth, life, death, war, peace, and the juxtapositions between 

complementary opposites goes on. It is possible to neglect them, to break one of 
their specific taboos, to miss the correct performance of their rites, but it is impossible 

to either enter or leave a relationship which is always already established, into which 
we are born, and which is never the matter of a personal decision. In ancient Egypt 

the deities cooperate in creating and maintaining the world. In Egypt, the sun-god 

and his daily course across the sky and the underworld beneath the earth form the 
center of this cosmology process all create the universe. The cosmic process was 

viewed as an interaction of convergent and divergent powers. Two otherwise 
antagonistic powers, Horus, the deity of royal legitimacy, and Seth, the god of 

anarchic violence and force, cooperated in defending the sun-god ‘Rā’ against 
Apophis (also known as Apep), a water-dragon / mottled snake personifying chaos. 

The order must always be defended against a gravitation toward disorder or entropy. 
Order is time or movement, and it would come to an immediate standstill if the 

enemy were definitely annihilated once and for all. 
The ancient Egyptians were in awe of the manifestations of nature. Like all 

humans, they knew they were at nature’s mercy. The sun gave them a sense of time 

and constancy but could not ensure peace and tranquility. The Nile sustained them 
through annual inundations, but “high” and “low” Niles could bring famine and disrupt 

the social order. Animals could be docile or hostile but had powers the Egyptians 
could neither fathom nor control. Consequently, the Egyptians conceived and 

worshipped gods through whom they hoped to appease and moderate the forces of 
nature. Although the Egyptians did not worship the Nile itself, they worshipped the 

gods of the inundation (Pinch, 2002, p.136). As a general rule with very few 
exceptions, Egyptians worshiped the entities that gave them bounty, and those 

ferocious elements that controlled nature, for which awe and respect needed to be 

demonstrated. 
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They prayed to deities who had manifestations of animal power for good or 

bad – for example, the falcon-headed supreme sun-god Rā, the motherly, cow-
headed Hathor, and the raging lion-headed Sekhmet (Pinch, 2002, p.123). 

Egyptians were ruled by kings who were themselves incarnated gods, who 
did not disdain to live on earth and mingled with humans. From one point of view 

ancient Egypt was as much a land of gods as of humans, in the matter of religion, 
Egyptians showed a tenacity of belief and a conservatism which distinguished them 

from all other great nations of antiquity. Moreover, they were renowned as much for 
the variety as for the number of their gods. Animals, birds, fishes and reptiles were 

worshipped by Ancient Egyptians in all dynasties, but in addition to these they 
adored the great powers of nature as well as a large number of beings with which 

they peopled the heavens, the air, the earth, the sky, the sun, the moon, the stars 

and the water. The commonest form in which a spirit was believed to make itself 
visible to man was that of some beast, birds, fish or reptile.  

 
Primitive man saw nothing ridiculous in attributing speech to 

inanimate objects and animals, which were supposed to think, 
and reason, and act like human beings; and the religious 

literature of many of the most ancient nations contains 
numerous proofs of this fact (Budge, 1904, 18). 

 

The reasons which induced the early inhabitants of the Nile Valley to worship 

animals is suggested by Budge to be that; in Egypt primitive man must have 

worshiped animals in the first instance because they possessed strength, power and 
cunning greater than his own, or because they were endowed with some quality 

which enabled them to do him bodily harm or cause his death. The fundamental 
motive in man for worshipping animals was probably fear (Budge, 1904, p. 22). 

However, Velde argues that in the Egyptian religion there were countless relations 
between animals and gods, that many gods were represented in animal form or as 

humans with animal head, and that a religious value was attached to many animals 
for their symbolic meaning and an animal in itself has a religious significance 

because of its being different from humans (Velde, 1982, p. 128), every human with 

animal head became a deity that played an earthly role, and / or was a manifestation 
of a divine god / goddess, all of whom –with the exception of Seth–, wore no masks.  
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Whether it’s the fear or the symbolic meaning, this does not necessarily imply 

that worshiping animals means receiving their meaning only via conventional 
correspondence with the materialistic world. Instead I suggest that the need of a 

rescuer / hero / god is manifested by the creation of mythological entities, metaphors 
and symbols, triggering the imagination to come up with solutions to the impasses of 

cultural and societal day to day problems. Therefore, the existence of a god or 
goddess was necessary, the king was considered to be an incarnation of the creator 

god, and thus divine kingship, as put by Jan Assmann (1990, p. 219). Numerous 
different symbolizations of this progression fill the universe of the mythological 

network. For instance, the factions of the American chasing clans regularly viewed 
themselves as slipped from half-animal, half-human, predecessors. These 

predecessors fathered the human individuals from the group, as well as, additionally, 

the animal species after which the faction was named. In this process, the human 
individuals from the Beaver family were blood cousins of the creature Beavers, 

defenders of the species and thus ensured by the creature shrewdness of the wood 
people (Campbell, 2004, p. 356).  

 There is no Egyptian word for ‘religion,’ but there is a text that clarifies the 
Egyptian concept. Noted by Jan Assmann according to this text, the sun-god and 

creator, Ra, placed the king on earth in order that he might establish Maat 
(justice/truth/order) and annihilate Isfet (injustice/deceit/disorder) by judging 

humankind and satisfying the gods (i.e., by giving offerings to the gods and funerary 
offerings to the dead). Establishing Maat and annihilating Isfet: this formula refers to 

a broad concept of religion, encompassing both cult and culture. Within this broad 

concept, the text draws a further distinction, setting off cult (satisfying the gods) from 
justice (judging humankind). In Egypt, the question of justice is dealt with not in the 

context of religion proper, which is concerned with satisfying the gods, but in the 
comparatively secular context of judging humankind. In the broader frame of 

establishing Maat justice, morals play a central role. Mythologies of ancient 
civilizations gave birth to a proliferation of animal-human crossbreeds, which were 

represented as signs, symbols, paintings and sculptures. These hybrid creatures 
guided the ancient mind to come to terms with spiritual beliefs, it also reflects the 

fundamental order and elementary structure of human society—, husband and wife, 

brother and sister, mother and son, mother and daughter, father and son, father and 
daughter, lover and beloved, lord and slave, hero and enemy, God and human, and 

similar juxtapositions. 
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Another perspective on animal metaphorical meaning in ancient Egyptian 

religion by Bailleul-Le Suer is: religion penetrated every facet of ancient Egyptian life, 
from international politics to family household. So thoroughly were religious beliefs 

assumed that the Egyptian language even lacked a word for “religious.” The ancient 
Egyptian religious system focused on a plethora of gods and goddesses, which at 

their core represented the cosmic and social forces in the universe. Worship of these 
deities involved a variety of rituals, many of which would have structured the patterns 

of everyday life. In death, Egyptians sought the company of the gods, thereby 
becoming powerful spirits to whom the living could appeal for redress of earthly 

grievances. Egyptian culture was entirely infused with this religiosity, offering ample 
opportunity for intimate contact with divinity in many ways. Birds firmed a regular 

feature in the Egyptian natural environment and were therefore embedded into 

standard religious iconography. Statues, temple reliefs and amulets often depict 
divinities with avian features or in complete avian form. These features evoked for 

the viewer the identity of the deities and alluded to their characteristic power, such as 
flight or ferocity (Bailleul-Le Suer, 2012, 177). 

 Reading the conception of the cosmos and the conception of hieroglyphs is 
the base of the Memphite Theology creation, using a term coined by Aleide Assmann 

‘immediate signification’ explains the relationship of hieroglyphic signs to the world is 
more direct than the relationship of words to what they donate (1980).  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 



 51 

1.6 Creation and Storytelling in my Art Practice 
 

 
Figure: 11 

Painting: Acrylic on canvas, 200 x 180 cm, 2019, @Shaima Dief 
 

Much of the literature and archaeological research in this chapter stresses the 
strong connection between the writing and iconography in the Egyptian mindset. 

Before digging deeper in the metaphoric analysis of my painting practice and the 
practical part of my hypothesis, I would first like to justify the use of the female body 

in my project and its relation to memory. 
The human body is a major focus of social representation, and is particularly 

prominent in societies whose material culture is not strongly elaborated in other 

domains. While the body is significant for every human group today and throughout 
history, in sedentary societies and civilizations it is complemented by a vast range of 

other elements of material culture. In my painting practice I use ‘representation’ to 
mean any use of pigment, line, area, or texture to create iconography, pictorial 

rendering, or both, as well as three-dimensional modeling of materials to achieve 
equivalent results. Visual representation can be applied to a vast range of media, 

among which the human body has a central position as a subject matter, the more so 
in societies with limited material culture. 
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Female characters in my painting work are based on the concept of the lived 

body derived from existential phenomenology, as a means of theorizing sexual 
subjectivity without danger of either biological reductionism or gender essentialism. 

The lived body is a unified idea of a physical body acting and experiencing in a 
specific sociocultural context. It is body-in-situation. In my work gender is nothing 

other than a social performative element. The figures in my paintings escort me to 
explore the female psyche and the mysterious labyrinths of her soul. 

The most important way in which visual representation differs from language 
is that, although much in it is extremely variable, so that visual forms can differ 

radically in different cultures and can verge on incomprehensibility between one 
culture and another, neither representational nor non-representational visual forms 

are completely arbitrary. Pictorial forms relate ultimately to visual perception and to 

the phenomenal world, to which cognition and representation respond interpretively 
and toward which they point. Visual forms that are not pictorial make use of 

distinctions of line, surface, and so forth, the potential range of which is not infinite 
and is at least partly anchored in constants of human cognition. This anchoring of 

visual representation in the world as well as in cognition may reinforce its symbolic 
significance. 

The word Vorstellung, from which the new term was coined, implies both 
‘image’ and ‘conception’. Egyptologist Heinrich Schäfer, who wrote extensively on 

Egyptian art states that “The great majority of the non-foreshortened views which 
dominate Egyptian drawings are based on images which the eye at some time 

provided. In addition, however, the sense of touch unquestionably contributes to 

those images. One can even say that in any representation, whether perspective or 
based on frontal images, the hand seeks out the images in the material.” (Schäfer, 

1986, p. 99). Schäfer seems to have believed that human memory stores un-
foreshortened images, irrespective of whether they are used for representation; only 

an infinitesimal proportion will be so used. Vision, as used by an artist in depiction, 
must in any case be memory—that is, visual subject matter must be processed and 

stored before it is recalled, then applied to representation, so that neither vision nor 
memory need correspond with depictions. One can argue that much of what one 

might consider characteristic of Egyptian style, is more of an aggregate of 

representational and compositional conventions, as there is remarkably little 
adjustment of physical features for stylistic effect for over 3200 years.  
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In ancient Egypt iconography, one can observe that women who lived on the 

banks of the Nile enjoyed a form of equality. The Egyptians viewed their universe as 
a complete duality of male and female. Giving balance and order to all things was the 

female deity Maāt, symbol of cosmic harmony, by whose rules (Maat’s) the king / 
pharaoh –and hence all the government structure below– must govern. Female royal 

/ regal figures undertook military campaigns, whilst others were decorated for their 
active role in conflict management and / or resolution. Women were regarded as 

sufficiently threatening to be listed as 'enemies of the state', and female graves 
containing weapons are found throughout the three millennia of Egyptian history. 

Women in ancient Egypt had a status that significantly contrasts with the status of 
many modern women: they occupied official positions of power in ways that women 

in contemporary societies are not always lucky to achieve. 

 Maāt, the female deity of absolute divine justice, wearing on her head an 
ostrich feather; a feather that can represent the deity as a stand-alone element 

instead of a full depiction of the goddess; a feather that became a symbol reserved 
exclusively to justice for over three millennia. Maāt, a Goddess personifying all the 

elements of cosmic harmony as created the One, the Only creator-god at the 
beginning of time. She represented truth, justice and moral integrity. Ancient 

Egyptians see Maāt as their authority to govern, and stress how their reigns uphold 
the laws of the universe, which she embodies.  

In my painting practice, I have been using Maāt –the deity and / or her feather 
symbol—for several years. For my practical work in this study, I have displaced her 

ostrich feather symbol to reflect on the dualism in modern society: a phenomenon in 

Oriental societies that gives power in an informal social control to male family 
members (no matter how young) to control all the female members of the tribe. Such 

power is not based on meritocracy, but rather on gender [figure 11].  
The female gathering depicted in the painting, reflects on the strong 

relationship among women in modern Egypt, the fact that they are all lying on the 
same bed which Hathor is protecting them –note the cow heads surrounding the 

bed–, is reflecting on the ancient relationship between Hathor and the women of 
Egypt; here we can notice the attempt of hybridization of time and space. Time and 

space are hybridized in my painting by bringing the symbols of the past and displace 

them in presentational conflict of modern society. The idea of ancient Egypt of hybrid 
creature is focusing on adding the animal power to the human body, however in 

modern hybrid iconography, –the rabbit mask which I am using in my painting– is 
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attached to the sexual submission behavior of females as sold products and sexual 

objects for example in Playboy Magazine. 
In the description of Sekhmet-Bast-Rā is in the Book of the Dead, the 

iconography represented as a woman with a man’s head, and wings attached to her 
arms, and the heads of two vultures springing either from her head or neck; she has 

the phallus of a man to scar her enemies and the claws of a lion (Pinch, 2002, p. 
518). The visualization of female in my painting combines the man phallus, and 

woman sexuality, in one iconography, seated in a position of total control. Although 
this control / power was taken from her and giving to the young baby flying in shock 

above her, whom is in modern society the youngest male member who is controlling 
the whole family. This created situation in my painting resembles the dualism in 

modern society and works as a reminder of powerful goddess from ancient Egypt. 

I try to confront and shock the audience with my painting, motivating them to 
ask questions like: how do we remember ancient Egyptian Female goddesses, and 

how do we accept female behavior in modern society, does a woman have the same 
power as before, does she have control over her body, sexuality, and life. Even if 

those questions could not be answered, this might open the possibility to recall / 
remember our memories of the past, open a discussion to learn more, and at least 

admit the dualism in our modern society and behavior. 
Female character / person / goddess in my painting lives fully, in total control 

of her body, in a unique socio-historical context, defying expectations of the 
surrounding others; the space and time in the paintings are hybridized and fused to 

match the heroines [figure 9, 10, 11]. My heroines do dictate their Maāt rules of the 

hybridized universe with its set of hybridized physical and logical laws. No female 
heroine has to declare an identity or sexual preference, and each does not abide by 

taboos. The lived body is particular in its morphology, material similarities, and 
differences from other bodies [figure 11]. 

 

Conclusion 
Imagination and memory are closely interconnected (Carruthers, 1998). Both 

memory and imagination are typically human faculties for travelling in time. They 
allow us not only to refer to the past and to receive its formative impulses, but also to 

imagine the future and even to think about and beyond one’s death. 

My art / creative practice is to create a visualized identity that could be 
perceived as extracted from memory, through the personal and individualized 
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process of remembering. I plan to use my daily studio process of imagination to form 

mental images of myself as a hybrid human-animal divinity. As both imagination and 
memory are related to time, images that I shall create will build an imaginary timeline 

of my life-story, as well as what could be described as a “diachronic identity”. The 
construct is based on Assmann’s theory of how the “remembered” past may extend 

back to the times of creation, and the imagined future to the end of the world (2006).  
The term mnemohistory, coined by Assmann in his 1997 book Moses, the Egyptian, 

is defined as “Unlike history proper, mnemohistory is concerned not with the past as 
such, but only with the past as it is remembered. It surveys the story-lines of tradition, 

the webs of intertextuality, the diachronic continuities and discontinuities of reading 
the past.” 

Mnemohistory as a phenomenon is not much interested in the factuality as in 

the actuality of the past; not in the past for its own sake, but in its later impact and 
reception by the communities who will recall it from the collective memory.  As 

“Mnemohistory is reception theory applied to history, but “reception” is not to be 
understood here merely in the narrow sense of transmitting and receiving. The past 

is not simply “received” by the present. The present is “haunted” by the past and the 
past is modeled, invented, reinvented, and reconstructed by the present”  (p. 9).  

 
The key question around mnemohistory then vis-à-vis historical research is 

not about the original significance of past events, but rather about how these events 
emerge in specific instances, are then translated over time, and about their everyday 

actualization and propagation. More precisely, mnemohistory asks questions such 

as: What does anyone know of the past in the present? The notion of mnemohistory 
allows one to move beyond the otherwise often unresolvable questions of what really 

happened to questions of how particular ways of construing the past enable later 
communities to constitute and sustain themselves (Assman A., 2008, p.47). 

History as an ongoing process of linear happenstance is the principal tool -in 
my painting. We are surrounded by a symbolic past afterlife (Nachleben, in German) 

that continuously influences our own historical imagination. Thus, on a general level, 
the field of memory studies can be regarded as part of a broader change in how we 

see time and the interrelations of the past, the present, and the future. It is credible 

that these developments in general, as well as the spectacular rise of the concept of 
memory in particular, have irreversibly changed both the nature and outlooks of 

history writing. 
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In my research, I propose that the importance of visual culture elements linked 

to religion should not be sidelined in the study of society. Rather the opportunity at 

hand is to reveal the role that the process of visualization plays in the social 
construction of reality. Visual practices help fabricate the worlds in which people live, 

and therefore present a promising way of deepening our understanding of how 
religions work and operate within communities (Morgan, 1999, p. 51). In a number of 

books since the mid-1990s, David Morgan linked the attention paid to visual 
practices, to how such care supplements and / or alters our very views of religion. He 

attributes a great part of the religious formation of the viewer to the act of looking 
itself, and how such an act “indeed, constitutes a powerful practice of belief” (p. 9). 

Visual culture is an attempt to talk about the visual components that are 

imbedded in everyday life. As such it tends to be oriented around personal and public 
activities like working, playing, giving birth, growing, eating, and dying. The focus on 

the relationship between visual culture and religious practice produces what I will call 
‘spiritual visualization.’ My desire for such transformation, for a connection between 

how we see and how we live, is part of what drives the realms of the scientific field of 
visual culture, that attempt to link aesthetics and ethics, and the inherited past with 

modern visuals. Implied in this shift is the understanding that one cannot simply orient 
her / his analysis around just the objects that are seen, whether these objects are a 

Van Gogh painting, a Prada fashion line, a handwritten and decorated illuminated 
script (Bible or Qor’an), or that new Gap commercial. This proposed transformation / 

shift attempts to take into account the overall field of vision.  

Visual culture is concerned with the creation and reception of visual objects, 
creators and audiences, and through the suggestion of Clifford Geertz to find 

meaning in whole situations of life observed, visualized and lived in themselves, 
including religious ceremonies, group experiences and sports. Gender, sex, race, 

nationality, faith, family, and other forces of identity play vital roles in the construction 
of my paintings in my research, as well as in this mode of academic analysis, and 

how the visualizer sees them, and by whom the works are viewed, interpreted and 
assimilated. 
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Chapter II 
 
Hybrid Transmission 

In this chapter, I analyze specific deities to understand contemporary 

Egyptian identity —visual and innate— through ancient deeply-rooted cultural 

elements, as manifested in contemporary visual arts. The multilayered ancient 
Egyptian culture will be my guiding reference. The chapter focuses on the female 

body within its cultural identity and puts it in relation with the metaphoric concept of 
ancient Egyptian hybrid Goddesses and deities. I review the visual human and 

animal elements together, exploring through my text the possible connections 
between them. I focus on such elements as visual communication methodologies to 

express ideas and ideologies through my painting practice. 

As mythologies of ancient civilizations prolifically gave birth to animal-human 
crossbreeds, which were represented in optical symbols and referents, these 

hybridized creatures guided the ancient mind to come to terms with celestial 
phenomena. Thanks to these visual idioms, expressed through the use of symbols 

and referent groupings and assemblages, ancient civilizations’ understanding of 
sophisticated and intriguing philosophies gained ground. The contemporary 

American culture sought animal-human hybrids to create symbolically super-heroes, 

who could overpower evil forces, which would threaten mankind in modern times. 
The very same culture seems to be seeking the help of nature to control the 

digitalized and mechanized civilization. The family of super hybrids of animals and 
humans includes Batman, Spiderman, Catwoman, Conte Dracula, and Werewolf. 

In this chapter, my focus will be on the idea of Mythological hybrids of animals 

and humans in the form of goddess/deity which fired the imagination of historians 
and travelers to the Egyptian-Levant region throughout the Middle Ages onwards. 

Ancient artists depicted human beings living in remote areas as hybrids of animals 
and humans; some of which were, nonetheless, imported from cross-bred bodies in 

the ancient civilizations. Through this chapter I propose a visual analysis of the 
human-animal superhero‘s relevance as an iconic figure and the relationship 

between these visual metaphors, ancient Egyptian mythology, and the hybridization 
concepts I use in my art practice.  
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2.1 Females in Ancient Egyptian Iconography 
 

Mythologies of ancient civilizations gave birth to a proliferation of animal-
human crossbreeds, which were represented as signs, codes and symbols 

embedded within the practices of painting (on the walls of tombs and temples) and 
sculpture of all sizes, from mini-scale to colossal (figures 12 & 13). These hybrid 

creatures guided the ancient mind to come to terms with spiritual beliefs. This visual 
language was the manifestation of a complex philosophy; Sekhmet, the solar deity, 

had an attractive female body and a head of a lioness. The two goddesses Bastet 
(with a head of a cat), and Hathor (a cow-headed female) were depicted as attractive 

and nubile women, who were responsible for arousing sexual desire and fertility.  

 

Figure 12. Seated Sekhmets. On the left, created during reign of Amenhotep III (1391 - 1353 
BC), 18th dynasty. On the right, created during the reign of Shoshenq I (around 943–922 BC) 
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Figure 13. Minute scale Sekhmet, made in faience, blue-glazed (around 300 BC) 

 

Ancient Egyptian society recognized women as equal to men; moreover, as 

having an essential complementarity. This gender equality existed for around 3200 
years, and is documented through ancient Egyptian iconography, where female and 

male deities equally governed society, culture and is reflected in the visual 

representation on the carefully designed walls of tombs and temples. The ancient 
Egyptian civilization, examined in this research, has been selected for three reasons: 

first, the plethora of available evidence; second, because of their meaning for myself 
as a visual artist who comes from this culture through my bloodline: third, because of 

its significant influence on later generations of Egyptian, as well as international 
visual artists (figures 14 & 15).  
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Figure 14. Matthew Barney (American), The Cremaster Cycle 

 

Figure 15. Jane Alexander (South African), The Butcher 
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Before creation begins there is no division into genders. The creator seems to 

include both the male and female principles. Creator deities were commonly called 
“the father and mother of all things” (Pinch, 2002, p. 63). There is some evidence for 

Same-sex relationship in ancient Egypt, though subtle in narrative and not explicit 
like expressed in contemporary queer theory. One reference is a certain book of 

dreams, the Papyrus Carlsberg XIII (c. 2nd Century AD), which shows that same sex 
female intimate physical relationships were at least recognized by archaeological 

evidence –and judging by ancient texts, not strongly favored– late in Egypt’s history 
(figures 16 & 17): If a married woman has intercourse with her, she will have an ill 

fate, and one of her children will [lacuna] … If a female has intercourse with her, she 
will lie (Manniche, L. 1987, p. 102-103). 

 

 

Figure 16. Statue of two women, Idet and Ruiu, depicted in a form typical to married 
couples, @ Museo Egizio 

Same-sex   couples   are   difficult   to   trace, though this possibility has been 

suggested for various    same-sex    pairs    buried    together    (Meskell, 1999, p. 
200 – 203) or   sharing   a   stela   (DuQuesne, 2008, p. 58).  Depictions in the 5th  

Dynasty tomb of Niankhkhnum  and  Khnumhotep   show  the  two  men  with  
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iconography  similar  to that of a married couple—iconography that has  been  

variously  interpreted  as  that  of  a  same-sex  couple  (Reeder  2000,  2008),  a  
pair  of  twins  (Baines  1985a;  Parkinson  2008),  and  Siamese   twins   (O’Connor   

summarized   in   Reeder    2008:    152). Nyankh-Khnum and Khnum-hotep each 
had families of their own with children and wives, but when they died their families 

apparently decided to bury them together in one and the same mastaba tomb. In this 
mastaba, several paintings depict both men embracing each other and touching their 

faces nose-on-nose. These depictions leave plenty of room for speculation, because 
in Ancient Egypt the nose-on-nose touching normally represented a kiss.  

A well-known story, dating back to the Middle Kingdom tells about an 

anonymous citizen, who comes to the audience hall of king Pepi II (here named by 
his birth name, Neferkarê). The citizen wants to lament about an unnamed 

circumstance, but the king does not want to listen to the laments, so he orders his 
royal musicians to drown the stranger’s speech with noise. Disappointed, the 

stranger leaves the palace. When this happens several times, he orders his friend, 
the high official Tjeti, to follow the king. The king in turn is frequently leaving the 

palace during the night. Tjeti finds out that king Pepi II keeps visiting his loyal general 

officer Sasenet for several hours, then returning back home. 

The chapter in which king Pepi II visits his loyal general officer is subject of 

passionate discussions. Especially one certain phrase stays in the centre of 
investigations: the text says, “his majesty went into Sasenet’s house and did to him 

what his majesty desired.” The phrase “doing what ones desires” is commonly a 

flowery paraphrase to describe sex. For this reason, some scholars are convinced, 
that the papyrus reveals king Pepi’s homosexual interests and his same-sex 

relationship to his general officer. But other scholars are instead convinced, that the 
precarious passage is merely an allegoric pun to religious texts, in which the sun god 

Rā visits the underworld god Osiris during the middle four hours of the night. 

Parkinson (1995) argues, however, that sexual preferences were not used to 
categorize people in ancient Egypt. Thus, king Pepi II would be taking the role of Rā 

and Sasenet would take the role of Osiris. The phrases about “doing what ones 
desires” would therefore be overrated and misinterpreted (Parkinson, 1995, p. 57).  
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Figure 17. A Ramesside period ostracon, depicting a homosexual couple in coitus 
(two men having sex together) 

A further story about same-sex interactions can be found in Papyrus Illahun, 

dating back to the Middle Kingdom. It contains the preserved story of the Osiris myth 
and the legendary fight for the throne of Egypt between Horus and Seth (Masterson, 

Rabinowitz, Robson, 2015, p. 33). Clearly these same sex acts took place, and 
clearly they were acceptable enough to be written about, but only in the context of 

defiling or subjugating a subservient male. Thus it can be concluded that an active 
role in a same-sex relationship was not compromising to the Egyptian idea of the 

male gender role (Parkinson, 1995, p.76). 

Significant parts of this chapter will focus on understanding metaphoric 
aspects behind human-animal female imagery during the ancient Egyptian three 

millennia (3200 BC to the AD). On the theoretical level, an investigative approach is 
taken to examine the contemporary concept of kin-making by approaching the textual 

work of Donna Haraway in the following chapter. A bridging hypothesis is developed 
through my art work to relate such theory to kin-making across time in Egypt, from 

ancient past to present. 

To the Egyptians, the family unit is a very significant component of the 
society. Kinship in this respect plays a very significant role in all the society relations. 

The identity of an individual in the Egyptian context is linked to his/her status in the 
network of the kin members related to him (Antoun, 2002). As children grow up to 

maturation they are socialized to integrate with their kin group, a factor which is 

cemented through marriage unions. Marriage is a very significant unit in the Egyptian 
society as it is the conduit through which family legacy is continued. Unless a woman 

and a man have their first child, they are never recognized as a mother and a father. 
The most prized values in the Egyptian community are security, honor and dignity, 
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and the society believes that the only way a person can maintain those core values is 

by marrying a close relative –often the first cousin on the paternal side (Antoun, 
2002, p. 24). In order for a member to have honor, security and dignity it is necessary 

for him to remain as part of a larger kin group (Abinader, 1997, p. 95). This is the way 
to maintain identity and remain in the same kin; a person is usually compelled to 

marry his/her cousin.   

Egyptians consider descent patrilineal, and in the past the ideal family in the 
Egyptian context was an extended family that comprised of a man and his wife –or in 

some cases wives– his sons and their wives and his unmarried daughters (Abisaab, 
2009). The society valued kinship and honor, the younger family members in the unit 

deferred to older members while women deferred to men. The family structure was 
closely knit and individual decisions were minimal, in regard to marriage, the families 

were involved in making sure that a person got the appropriate suitor who had to be 
a first cousin (Altorki, 2004). The society sought to protect the women, hence 

marrying a stranger as opposed to a well-known cousin was frowned upon. 
Moreover, an individual sought to maintain his family name and honor by remaining 

within the confines of the kin.  

2.2 Egyptian Hybrid Deities 
Ancient Egyptians worshipped a large number of animals, birds and reptiles 

with a seriousness and earnestness, however they were scrupulous in religious 

matters, and they always bore the character of being an extremely religious nation.  
In his book The Search for God in Ancient Egypt, Assman investigates the 

term he used as ‘divine presence’ in the ‘dimensions of divine presence’, which is 

known to us as gods / goddesses in sacred architecture: “over the course of time, 
from the middle of the third millennium B.CE. on, the rule that sacred buildings were 

to be erected of stone and domestic structures of mud brick was ever more strictly 
observed” (2001, p. 1). In this work, when I write about an extremely religious culture, 

I mean complex societies with overarching ideologies that possess a high-cultural 
core (compare Yoffee et al. 2005: 253; for the distinctive case of Egypt, see Baines 

2003a).  In linking art / architecture / decorum with knowledge and hierarchy, 
Egyptian culture is different from any other culture, so Egypt was not like the 

hierarchical caste society of India analyzed in Louis Dumont’s classical work (1970). 

The evidence of the visual texts and sculptural complexes of the ancient 
Egyptian era proves that from the earliest to the latest period of their history that 
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spanned a period of slightly more than three millennia, the observance of religious 

festivals, the performance of religious duties, magic rituals, worshipping deities / 
gods, funeral ceremonies and services commemorative of the dead occupied a 

significant part of the daily life –and energy– of the nation’s social and cultural 
spheres. This important space was documented on the walls of temples and tombs, 

and on the objects, ornaments and sculpture that were transmitted across time to be 
viewed and studied today. In modern and contemporary Egyptian visual arts, we can 

academically trace such influence in major art practices in film, painting and 
sculpture today (figures 18, 19 & 20)  

 

Figure 18. Abdel Hadi El Gazzar (Egyptian), The Green Madman, 1951. Note the codes and 
symbols on the hands of the subject, as well as the two raising hands, resembling the ancient 
Egyptian Ka (the doppelganger). 
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Figure 19. Abdel Hadi El Gazzar (Egyptian), Preparing for Exorcism. Note the elements of 
religion in the background (figure praying), as well as the use of ancient Egyptian visual 
elements like the horned viper snake (reptile), and the duck/goose (bird), both will be 
slaughtered during the exorcism magic ritual. 
 

Egyptians were ruled by kings who were themselves incarnated gods, who 
did not disdain to live on earth, and mingled in total interaction with humans (Budge, 

1904). From one point of view ancient Egypt was as much a land of gods as that of –
and for– humans. In the matter of religion, Egyptians showed a tenacity of belief and 

conservatism that distinguish them from all other great nations of antiquity. They 

were renowned as much for the variety as for the number of their male and female 
gods and divinities. 

The Egyptian Book of the Dead is a term coined in the nineteenth century CE 
for a body of texts known to the Ancient Egyptians as the Spells for Going Forth by 

Day. After the Book of the Dead was first translated by Egyptologists, it gained a 
place in the popular imagination as the Bible of the Ancient Egyptians. The 

comparison is very inappropriate. The Book of the Dead was not the central holy 
book of Egyptian religion. It was just one of a series of manuals composed to assist 

the spirits of the elite dead to achieve and maintain a full afterlife (Pinch, 2002, p. 220 
- 221). The indispensability of this book (usually taking the form of a scroll) for over 

two millennia created a whole commercial sector of scribes, illustrators and 

calligraphers in commercial workshops that were part of the funerary industry. In this 
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book / scroll, tens of prayers to the various gods and deities were essential for the 

deceased to have an afterlife, and the texts was written in the form of answers and 
incantations to respond to the inquiries of the gods. The complexity of this process is 

not known in any other ancient culture.  
Animals, birds, fishes and reptiles were worshipped by Ancient Egyptians in 

all dynasties, but in addition to these they adored the great powers of nature as well 
as a large number of beings with which they peopled the heavens, the air, the earth, 

the sky, the sun, the moon, the stars and the water. The commonest form in which a 
spirit was believed to make itself visible to man was that of some beast, birds, fish or 

reptile, hence the use of those particular elements in folk rituals of exorcism and bad 
spirit repulsion to this day.  

 

Figure 20. Hamed Nada (Egyptian 1924 - 1990), Magic Dance (aka Brass Music). Note the 
hybrid animal-human figure in the left bottom of the work. Beside music and dance, Nada 
worked extensively over several decades on the subject matter of exorcism and magic rituals 
as well, much of their symbols come from ancient Egypt. 
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Egyptologist Wallis Budge states that “Primitive man saw nothing ridiculous in 

attributing speech to inanimate objects and animals, which were supposed to think, 
and reason, and act like human beings; and the religious literature of many of the most 

ancient nations contains numerous proofs of this fact”. (Budge, 1904, 18) 

The reasons which induced the early inhabitants of the Nile Valley to worship 

animals is suggested by Budge to be that “because they possessed strength, power 
and cunning greater than his own, or because they were endowed with some quality 

which enabled them to do him / her bodily harm or cause death. The fundamental 
motive in man for worshipping animals was probably fear” (Budge, 1904, p. 22).  

In his seminal work Orientalism, Edward Said criticizes the framework through 
which Western historians, travelers and writers have influenced the Western public 

sphere for centuries through their interpretation of the Eastern / Oriental habits –including 

the seemingly indispensable and omnipresent cultural element of religion– to stain Islamic 
societies of the oriental Middle East as too conservative, regressive and exotic. Egypt 

was an integral station for all writers and historians since the dawn of time (Said, 1978-9). 
The Greek writer Diodorus Siculus (of Sicily) visited northern Egypt in the mid first 

century BCE. In his description of the country he picked out elements of Egyptian 
religion that he found bizarre, such as the reverential treatment of sacred animals 

(Pinch, 2002, p. 40). Said believed that Orientalist thought –that certainly existed since 
the texts of the Greek Diodorus– defies objectivity many times, and refrains at other times 

from representing realities of the peoples described, all their fault is believing in a religion 
that is not Western Christianity, and consequently referring to such peoples as the “other”. 

This ‘otherness’ is a foundation element that facilitated and legitimized the imperialist and 

colonial conquests of the West to the inferior East. It is still observed –and accepted-- in 
the contemporary geopolitical ecosystem, even with radical “neo-mercantilist10” practices. 

Religion dominated and formed an integral part in their everyday life, with its 
symbols that represent inherent ancient beliefs of the potent divine superpower –God, 

gods or deities. Those deities and gods were sometimes invisible and many times 
concretized in the form of animals which interacted with humans in one harmonious 

universe.  
However, Velde argues that in the Egyptian religion there were countless 

relations between animals and gods, that many gods were represented in animal 

 
10 Neo-mercantilism is protecting profitable trade even of armed forces have to be employed; invasions 
of several parts of the Middle East in the past thirty years for oil and gas trade is a perfect example of 
such practice. 
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form or as humans with animal head, and that a religious value was attached to 

many animals for their symbolic meaning, and that an animal in itself may have a 
religious significance for the sheer reason of its being different from humans (Velde, 

1982, p. 128).  
Whether it is because of the fear or the symbolic meaning, this does not 

necessarily imply that worshiping animals means receiving the spiritual meanings 
only via conventional correspondence with the materialistic world. We still find 

another reason for this practice of worship of animals, like the case of the cow Hathor 
and the sheep Khnoum, where they are elements of generosity and bounty: they do 

not cause harm, and there may not be a clear symbolic reason other than that 
(Brown, 2010). 

Instead I suggest that the need of a “rescuer” or a hero –and consequently an 

animal-human god– draws out a metaphor and a symbol for such a need. We create 
a deity that is a superhero according to the function it performs in real life, real 

natural physics. Such process reflects the community / societal culture of the time. I 
hypothesize that the creation and the sustained existence of a superpower –in the 

form of god / goddess / deity– was a necessity.  
 

The king was considered to be the incarnation of the creator god, and thus 
divine kingship –and in some form kin-ship-- as partially proposed by Jan Assmann 

(1990, p. 219). The mother-goddess-and-son conception is associated with the early 
belief in the female origin of the world and of life. The "Great Mother" was self-

begotten as the "Great Father" was self-begotten (later transformed to the creationist 

concept of Adam & Eve), and the strange Egyptian idea that a god became "husband 
of his mother" arose from the fusion of the conflicting ideas regarding creation. 

The hermeneutics of hybridizing man-animal forms in ancient Egypt is 
complex and to many researchers –who came three to five millennia later– probably 

confusing. Religion / faith had to do with such hybridization. Bailleul-Le Suer attests 
that religion penetrated every facet of ancient Egyptian life, from international politics 

to family household. So thoroughly were spiritual beliefs assumed that the Egyptian 
language even lacked a word for “religious.” The ancient Egyptian religious system 

focused on plethora of gods and goddesses, which at their core represented the 

cosmic and social forces in the universe. Worship of these deities involved a variety 
of rituals, many of which would have structured the patterns of everyday life. In 



 71 

death, Egyptians sought the company of the gods, who represent the embodiment of 

super powers, and to whom the living could appeal for redress of earthly grievances.  
Egyptian culture was entirely infused with such religiosity, which offered vast 

opportunities for intimate contact with the realm of the divine in a diversity of ways. 
Birds formed a regular feature in the Egyptian natural daily environment. They were 

therefore embedded into standard religious iconography as alphabetical forms and 
as an image to illustrate or to complement the text. “Statues, temple reliefs, and 

amulets often depict divinities with avian features, or in complete avian / bird form. 
These features evoked for the viewer the identity of the deities and alluded to their 

characteristic power, such as flight or ferocity” (Bailleul-Le Suer, 2012, p. 177). 
The pre-dynastic Egyptians, prior to 3200 BC, and since the earliest stages of 

their existence around the Nile believed that the sea, the earth, the air, and the sky 

were abundant and overflowing with spirits that are invisible, although vividly tangible 
creatures in their minds. The spirits who infested every part of the visible world were 

countless in forms: they even differed from each other with respect to power. The 
spirit that caused the Nile flood was greater than the one that lived in a canal; the 

spirit that made the sun rise was more powerful than the one that governed the moon 
(Budge, 1904, p. 10). As the difference between the supposed powers of such spirits 

was distinguished, the indexing went to discern on how and to what extent friendly, 
and how and to what extent evil. In process of time, the spirits of evil were joined, 

and assuming the existence of a place where evil spirits and their evil chiefs lived 
together formed the prototype of hell. Along the same lines friendly spirits were 

placed together in one abode under the authority of rulers, and this idea became the 

base of the later conception of heaven. The whole process of evolution from great 
good to heaven and high evil to hell took more than three millennia to achieve, when 

monotheism evolved. Sir Wallis Budge describes the three spirits: evil, good and the 
spirit of the powers of nature. Those three core pillars became the springboard for 

the concept of the “great cosmic gods of the dynastic Egyptian” (Budge, 1904). 

From the Old Kingdom onward, Maāt ‘s presence was thought to be vital to 

the daily regeneration of the sun god. In books of the dead she is often shown 
standing close to Rā in both the Day and Night boats of the sun. This, or the dual 

nature of Egypt as two kingdoms, may explain why Maāt can appear as two identical 

goddesses (Pinch, 2002, p. 160). At different periods and in various theological 
centers, a number of deities could be identified with the creator who emerged from 

the primeval waters. These creator deities include the gods Atum, Rā (often 



 72 

combined as Ra-Atum), Shu, Ptah, Khnum, and Amun-Ra and the goddesses Neith, 

Hathor, and Isis. Important stages in the creation process were the establishment of 
Maāt, the divine order; the division of beings into male and female; and the 

separation of earth and sky. The Egyptian cosmos consisted of a divine realm in the 
upper sky; the earth, with Egypt at its center; and the Duat (or Dat), the underworld 

that was to become the realm of the dead. The creator produced other deities and 
then lesser beings such as people and animals (Pinch, 2002, p. 61). 

 In Coffin Texts spell 80, new identities are given to Shu and Tefnut. Atum 
names Shu as Life and Tefnut as Maāt (Truth, Justice, Order). By naming these 

qualities, the creator brings them into existence. Atum embraces the two forms of his 
daughter, Tefnut and Maāt. Nun, the god of the primeval waters, tells Atum to kiss 

Maat and place her at his nose “so that your heart may live.” Maāt the goddess was 

the favorite daughter of the creator, the one who brought her father joy. Maāt as a 
concept was the ordering and governing principle of the created world. The opposite 

of Maat was Isfet (chaos, disorder) or gereg (wrongdoing, evil). The creator and all 
his/her creations were to live on and through Maāt. All Egyptian rulers, and those 

who helped them to govern, were supposed to establish the state of Maāt on earth, 
“as it was in the First Time” (Pinch, 2002, p. 59). 

A series of cosmic events was part of the First Time Shu and Tefnut 
separated from their father and came together in the first sexual union of male and 

female. Tefnut then gave birth to another pair of deities, a son Geb, who was 
associated with the earth, and a daughter Nut, who was associated with the sky. Geb 

and Nut embraced each other so ardently that there was no room between them for 

anything to exist. Nut conceived children but could not or would not give birth to 
them. Geb and Nut seemed to want to become one, reversing the movement toward 

diversity. If creation was to continue, another separation was necessary (Pinch, 
2002, p. 65). 

The central concept of Egyptian cosmology and ethics was personified as the 
goddess Maāt wearing an ostrich feather on her head. The word Maāt can mean 

truth, justice, righteousness, order, balance, and cosmic law. The gods were said to 
“live on Maāt,” and the goddess was identified with the basics of life: air to breathe, 

bread to eat, and beer to drink. From the fourteenth century BCE onward, Maāt was 

often shown as a winged goddess (Pinch, 2002, p. 160). 
Starting with the cosmos, which is the origin of creation: the first dimension of 

divine presence / manifestation is the cosmos, including nature. The cosmic 
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dimension provides evidence of the gods through the natural world and its 

phenomena. Nobody would dream of denying the existence of the divine powers: 
they are overwhelmingly present in the shape of sun and moon, air, water, fire, earth, 

life, death, war and peace. It is possible to neglect them, to break one of their specific 
taboos, to miss the correct performance of their rites, but it is impossible to either 

enter or leave a relationship which is always already established, into which we are 
born, and which is never a matter of a personal decision. In ancient Egypt the deities 

cooperate in creating and maintaining the world. The sun-God and his daily course 
across the sky, as well as the underworld beneath the earth, both form the center of 

this cosmology process (Assmann, 2007, p. 24). 
The cosmic process was viewed as an interaction of convergent and 

divergent powers. Two otherwise antagonistic powers: Horus, the god of royal 

legitimacy, and Seth, the god of anarchic violence and force, cooperated in 
defending the sun-God against Apopis / Apophis, a water-dragon personifying 

chaos11. The order must always be defended against a gravitation toward disorder or 
entropy. Order is time or movement, and it would come to an immediate standstill if 

the enemy were definitely annihilated once and for all. 
 It is important to clarify at this point that there is no ancient Egyptian word for 

“religion,” but there is a text that clarifies the Egyptian spiritual concept. Noted by Jan 
Assmann according to this text, the sun-god and creator, Rā, placed the king on 

earth in order that he might establish Maāt (justice / truth / order) and annihilate Isfet 
(injustice / lie / disorder) by judging humankind and satisfying the gods (i.e., by giving 

offerings to the gods and funerary offerings to the dead). Establishing Maāt and 

annihilating Isfet: this formula refers to a broad concept of religion, encompassing 
both cult and culture. Within this universe of deities and plethora of superpowers, a 

further distinction is explored in my hypothesis, that is setting off cult and worship 
(satisfying the gods) from universal concepts of justice (judging humankind). In 

Egypt, the question of justice is dealt with –not in the context of religion proper that is 
concerned with satisfying the gods–, but in the comparatively secular context of 

judging humankind according to the universal laws of manners and codes of ethical 

 
11 linguistic hypothesis: Horus, represented by the falcon) was never the real pronounciation. The “u” 
and the “s” at the end of the word was added in the Greek period. The real Horus was pronounced 
“h’rr” or “h’err”, transformed in the Arabic language later as “hor” (meaning free, liberated, at liberty). 
Note the symbol of the falcon and liberty. Seth, on the other hand, became “satan”, and with ancient 
pronounciation “sheth”, transformed in Arabic to “Shetan”, the current word used since the conception 
of Islam.  
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conduct. Maāt, the deity representing absolute justice, comes into focus, and plays a 

central role. 
 

The ancient Egyptian iconography across time depicted in detailed 
documentation the fundamental order and elementary structure of the human 

society: husband and wife, brother and sister, mother and son, mother and daughter, 
father and son, father and daughter, lover and beloved, lord and slave, hero and 

enemy, and all sorts of interactivity between community members. 
Kinship is based on personal relationships and is best expressed through 

groups of people. The most widespread analytical category of kinship relations in the 
modern West is ‘the family’. Yet, ‘family’ is a heavily loaded term and hence 

extremely difficult to define. Even more in ancient Egypt, there are at least twelve 

terms that could be rendered as ‘family’ (Frankfort, 1983, p. 178–301). 
While reading about ancient Egypt, one observes that women who lived on 

the banks of the Nile enjoyed a form of equality. The Egyptians viewed their universe 
as a complete duality of male and female. Among the roles played by Maāt, absolute 

justice, is constructing balance and order to all universal elements. She was the 
symbol of cosmic harmony by whose rules the pharaoh must govern (Budge, 1904).  

The Egyptian idea of ‘Maāt’ or justice means precisely the spirit of mutual 
understanding, solidarity, and community that is the indispensable foundation of civil 

society (Assmann, 1998, p. 395). For ancient Egyptians Maāt is the principle of social 
and cosmic connectivity, and the translation of Maāt is truth, justice, order, however 

Assmann propose the term connective justice. Assmann explains that Maāt is not 

only a divine substance that simply exists, rather it is how people must practice by 
doing and saying, and without the active cooperation of men and women, Maāt 

cannot subsist in the world and Isfet will take over (Assmann, 1998, p. 402). In the 
Lamentations of Kha-khepere-seneb, it is stated that Maāt is the principle that 

creates society, allowing humans to live together in harmony, and causing mutual 
love and memory (Bate, 1970, p. 146). 

Few ancient civilizations enabled women to achieve significant social status 
almost equal to their male counterparts / partners. Ancient Egypt is one perfect 

example of such civilizations; there are not only examples indicating women had 

frequently assumed positions in high office including priesthood, which may indicate 
that society –having accepted such roles— may have been both patriarchal and 
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matriarchal at the same time. More surprising, at quite a few times during the three 

millennia of this ancient civilization, women were accepted as Pharaohs / Kings. 
 

Egypt was both a monarchy and a theocratic society. Political, military and 
religious systems were intertwined in a very particular way, which was not fully 

autocratic and not fully theocratic. The military worked for both. We have not heard of 
a female military leader, but, on the contrary, female deities, priestesses and female 

Pharaohs are recorded, named, and given the divine titles that male counterparts 
doing the same executive position enjoyed. Throughout 3200 years, two art styles 

are defined, the “idealistic” style, which improved and corrected the image of the 
Pharaoh, his queen, his family, his nobility and his governors to look “ideal”. Such a 

term would mean that corrections were made to induce awe for Egyptians, inflict fear 

for the enemies, and seduce the gods with the perfect proportions of the “pictured” 
king and / or him and his family. This style saw minor changes for three millennia. 

Around 1500 BC, during the 18th Dynasty, a novel style was adopted during the reign 
of Amenophis III, the father of Akhenaten, and adopted fully by Akhenaten 

(Amenophis IV), with the migration of the Egyptian capital to Akhet-Aten / Tal El 
Amarna (known within Egyptology literature as the Amarna period, and the art style 

as the Amarna style).  

 
Figure 21. Relief from a shrine - description: Akhenaton and Nefertiti seated, holding 3 of their 
daughters, under the rays of the sun god Aton giving Ankh-symbols to them - production place: 
Achet-Aton / Amarna - period / date: New Kingdom, later 18. dynasty, Amarna-period, ca. 1350-
1340 BC - material: limestone - height: 32 cm - findspot: Achet-Aton / Amarna - museum / 
inventory number: Berlin. 
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This new approach is often termed the “realistic” style, where the artist was 

asked to depict the subject with all its imperfections, –including the radical case of 
Akhenaten himself, who may have suffered certain deformities–. This style died 

shortly after Akhenaten and his family, and may have survived anything up to 80 
years, and to some historians even much less [figure 21]. 

In both art styles, the realist style that sustained over three millennia and the 
realist style that was linked to Akhenaten’s time and a few years later (from 18 to 28 

years only), we see women posing and pictured at equal size and status as their 
spouses, in support at work, or within family context holding each other or clasping 

hands. 

In some sense, we may interpret such poses as that the woman could be not 
just the partner, but also the protector, probably associated with the basic idea of the 

female protective goddess. Women mingled in female communities in markets, 
peasantry, and some women from the same family –grandmother, mother and 

daughter—had very particular jobs as musicians, mourners, beside their work 
alongside their husbands in agricultural jobs and farms. Women of nobility, many 

times from the same family, could hold prestigious positions in priesthood connected 
to some female deities. On the individual level, evidence can be seen in depictions of 

peasant women helping their farmer husbands with seeding, watering, harvesting, 
and taking care of the animals alongside their spouses. The worklife was equally 

divided, women had their hair exposed, their robes wide and with arms exposed for 

practicality, sometimes legs too if necessity of the work required, without any 
evidence of corporal taboos of any sort; not a single one in the history that spanned 

three millennia. Townswomen were shown as entertainers, professional musicians, 
dancers, members of temple staff and party guests. Women in ancient Egypt had 

roles that resembled twentieth century professional Western women. They 
contributed to society and sometimes even in untraditional ways. There are scenes 

of women in weaving workshops, and tomb inscriptions of women's professional 
involvement. Such titles could range from political to religious, from social support to 

funerary. Some titles inscribed on tombs were mainly honorific; to honor the women 
after they die. Some examples of titles are: Overseer of Female Physicians, Judge 

and Vizier, Director of the Dining Hall, and Overseer of Funerary Priests. 

  
 



 77 

 
Why hybrids? 

The two states of “What is purely spirit” and “what is purely human” meet and 
create a “third edition” of finer selfhood” (Campbell, 2004). There were countless 

relations between animals and gods in ancient Egypt, and animals “had their 
religious values for their symbolic meaning” (Velde, 1982, p. 128), My practice and 

my research focus is on the entity of the hybrid creature –human and animal fusion– 
in relation to its origin in Egyptian mythology. Between God and human exists “The 

Wall of Paradise”, between dark and light, evil and good, death and life, fear and 
hope, not being and being; there exists a transmission point where only hybrids / 

heroes can pass through. As the Greeks associated it with “two rocky islands of the 
Euxine Sea” (Campbell, 2004, p. 82) 

 

In his Discours de la Méthode, French philosopher and scientist Rene’ 
Descartes reflects on the difference between humans and machines, which also 

represents the difference between humans and animals; for Descartes animals are 
living machines. Humans and machines are diverse through language and reason, 

which likewise recognize humans from animals, It is along these lines clear that the 
messenger is not in order of his discourse, and it is not astounding that in his 

capacity as a transmitter he can likewise be conveniently replaced with non-human 
capacity (1850, p. 98). 

Another perspective that emphasizes the idea of a non-human messenger 
was mounted by German media philosopher Sybille Krämer in her study Medium, 

Messenger, Transmission using angels as an example for her argument. The Greek 

word ‘angelos’, the Hebrew word ‘malakh’, the Arabic word ‘malak’, and the Persian 
word ‘fereshteh’ all denote ‘ambassadors’ (Pleşu, 2005, p. 243). Angels are not 

simply there, but rather they are active, as Augustine notes: ‘angelus enim officii 
nomen est, non natura’. ‘Angel’ is therefore the name of an office, a function. For 

Krämer angels represent the imaginary embodiment of the messenger and the 
activity of transmission more than any other phenomenon, she takes this example 

further and explains that the primary duty of angels is to serve as holy messengers 
via network channels for the transmission of messages (2015, p. 87-88). Angels 

make relations exactly on the grounds that their transmission exercises build up a 

middle space arranged between the domains of the divine and the human, and they 
interface these universes by actually opening a channel between them.  
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 Angels are transmitters between two worlds / dimensions, between the divine 

and the human and this space in between is not a ‘place’, therefore if location is not 
an issue for angels then neither is the spatiality or a world in between. Although they 

must communicate according to human standards to be understood and to be able to 
deliver the message, they might have a humanized side or be partly human; “without 

bodies they would not be angels at all, but rather like God himself” (Gehring, 2004, 
p.  52). In other words: angels are and must be hybrid entities. 

 As my main focus is hybrid goddesses/deities as messengers, I reflect on 
similar tasks, like Hermes in Greek myth who is able to move freely between the 

worlds of the mortal and the divine, and functioned as the emissary and messenger 
of the gods (see Michel Serres, Hermes 1982). The Greek mythology figure Hermes 

finds its origins in the Egyptian Ogdoad, where he (Hermes) was worshipped at a 

place known to the Egyptians as Khemenu (Eighth Town) and to the Greeks as 
Hermopolis. This was the main cult center of the moon god Thoth, whom the Greeks 

identified with Hermes and also played messenger (Pinch, 1994, p. 25-28). Though 
he was not a hybrid creature or at least not represented as so, angels –not unlike 

Hermes– are winged creatures, which carries a ‘fundamental mythic significance’ 
and implies a ‘similar origin for birds and angels’ (Macho, 1997, p. 88).  

On the other hand, Thoth was linked in myths with two potent images of 
power used in magic, the sun eye and the moon eye and was depicted as a male 

human body with the head of an ibis or a baboon (Pinch, 1994, p. 29). Continuing 
and relating the concept of the ibis and the visual representation of the hybrid 

messengers in the prosaic is best described by the cultural anthropologist Thomas 

Macho: ‘Angels are intermediate beings, and they appear as a blending of birds and 
humans [...] archaic aviation pioneers; they can ascend to heaven and hover over 

land and sea. After subtracting metaphysics and the scholastic art of speculation, all 
that remains are feathers and wings’ (Macho, 1997, p. 83).  

The hybrid visualized wings of angels are representing the profane side of the 
sacred hybridization that shapes their ‘mode of existence’ as proposed by Krämer. 

Their ability to communicate through spoken words shows their human-like side in 
parallel with their immortality and weightless mobile existence (2015, p. 91). Only 

because they are hybrid creatures, they are able to combine the attributes of the 

divine and the human in a subtle conflation of incorporation and excorporation 
(Pleşu, 2005, p. 240). They allow the divine ‘to emerge from the shadows of distance’ 

and manifest itself as something close to human. Like Andrei Pleşu, Massimo 
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Cacciari also addresses the Ein-Bildung12, by revealing this imaginative dimension 

the angel rescues perception from ‘merely being perception’ and it thus becomes 
apparent that every perceived object is always also a ‘fictum’ (Cacciari and Emilio 

Vedova, 1989, p. 22). This is the reason why we only see images of angels but not 
the angels themselves. Though how could we visualize what is not seen, Sigrid 

Weigel emphasizes how paintings of angels embody ‘the moment of visualization’ 
and they thus serve as a ‘means for reflection on painting itself’ (Weigel, 2007a, p. 

309-310). For Weigel, the visualized image of the unseen is opening the discussion 
of the concept of the pictorial visible image in the painting. Budge believed that man 

in all ages seems prone to believe in the existence of composite animals and 
monsters. In his research, he claims that even the most cultured of the most ancient 

nations, e.g., the Egyptians and the Babylonians, formed no exception to that rule 

(Budge, 1904, p. 62). 
Ancient Egyptians worshiped animals, the spirits of nature, and the powers of 

nature. They were all grouped and described as Neteru by the Egyptians, which we 
translate nowadays as ‘gods’ that possess divine attribute. Sefer, the winged human 

head which springs from the back of the leopard strongly reminds us of the modern 
conventional representations of angels in religious pictures (Lepsius, 1842, p. 131). 

Other nations of antiquity create a way to distinguish between different classes of 
divinity, they invented series of orders of angels, to each of which they gave names 

and assigned various duties in connexion with the service of the Deity (Budge, 1904, 
p.4-5). In the Qur’an –Islam’s holy book–, precisely in the verses of Surat Fater, it is 

clearly stated that “Allah (God) creates angels as his messengers”, in a clear 

description of having two, or three, or four pairs of wings, based on their rank and 
importance13. One of those angles has been seen by the prophet Muhammad as 

stated in the verses of Surat Al-Takweer: “an angel with six hundred pairs of wings14.” 
The ranking of the angles, their duties and tasks are described in details in the 

Qur’an (see Budge, the description of angels in the Qur’an in his book The Gods of 
The Egyptians).  

 
12 Translator’s note: The inclusion of a hyphen in the German word for imagination (Ein-Bildung) also 
suggests ‘forming one’. 
13 

 
14  
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Close to such Quranic angel description comes the system of angels created 

by the Syrians where angles are divided in three orders: upper, middle, and lower. In 
this system we find Gabriel, ranking at the top of the upper tier in the highest class, 

as the mediator between God and his creation. The concept of angels extends 
further to the ancient Hebrew mythology which is –according to Budge– inspired by 

the Egyptian texts, and shows that the Jewish communities borrowed from the former 
in the earliest period (Budge, 1904, p. 6-7). I attempt through my hypothesis to prove 

the essentiality of and the absolute need for a hybrid creature; a messenger or a 
medium to connect between the two worlds: the spiritual and the physical; a hybrid 

entity that combines genetically and where the divine and earthly are organically 
intertwined.  

 

2.3 Hybrid Deities in Ancient Egypt: Story Telling 
 

“Peoples from every fold of earth had long been both 

generated and nourished by stories, myths, performances, 
powers, and embodiments of entities not divided into categories 

recognizable to most conventional Western philosophy and 
politics. Such stories and embodiments were also deeply 

embedded in the practices and accounts of both recent and long-
established peoples living throughout what was once called the 

West.” 

(Haraway, 2016, p. 161) 
 

There are countless episodes where animals and gods interacted, cross-
fertilized and hybridized in ancient Egyptian mythology. The Dutch egyptologist and 

archeologist Henri Frankfort views this complex relationship as based on difference: 
that an animal in itself had a religious significance because of its being different from 

humans (Frankfort, 1961). This difference makes the relationship essential, as it is 
complementary: an animal is incomplete, and man –in the context of the whole 

mankind, not as the male gender– is incomplete too.  
Focusing on the lioness deity in her multiplicity of roles and forms, the 

historical iconography appears in the representation of the goddesses Sekhmet 
(deity), Pakhet (Deity), Tefnut (goddess), Bastet and Beset (both deities), and 

sometimes Mut (goddess). The goddesses / deity are represented as female human 
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figure and animal –lion or cat– headed. Lions and cats were connected with 

goddesses who may be called daughters of the sun god Ra and eye of Ra. It is not 
surprising that the cat is linked to women, for –throughout history–, most civilizations 

connected the catlike behaviors with female connotations. But what applies in one 
culture is not forcibly applicable or similar in another. The myth of the sun’s eye 

description is when the sun’s eye became infuriated and departed to the south, a 
male divinity Shu, goes to visit the angry goddess who has retired to solitude in the 

shape of a furious lion. This male god brings about the reconciliation with the eye of 
the sun. The raging goddess then takes the shape of peaceful and harmless cat 

(Velde 1982, p. 135). 
 

Lioness Deity 
Sekhmet means ‘powerful one’, or ‘power’. She symbolized the 

consequences of female desire, yet her actions could be lewdly entertaining, and 
even arousing. Although she clearly communicated a moral message about the 

importance of female chastity, she also opened up possibilities for women’s sexual 
agency. She is the daughter of Ra, before he sends Sekhmet, he first sends Hathor 

to smite the humans in the desert, upon which she returns and states the ‘it was 
agreeable to my heart (Maystre, 1941). Sekhmet is depicted with lion-head and 

female body with solar eye; identified as the disc of the sun on her head [figure 22]. 
Of all the archer goddesses of might in the Egyptian pantheon, Sekhmet is the most 

dreaded. Her arrows came to be personified as seven messengers who inflicted 

plague and destruction on humanity. As the controller of disease demons, Sekhmet 
became a patron goddess of medicine. 
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Figure 22: Colossal statue of the goddess Sekhmet from the Mut temple 

complex at Karnak, probably Wrst set up in the mortuary temple of 
Amenhotep III on the West Bank at Thebes. Granodiorite. 18th dynasty, reign 

of Amenhotep III. preserved height 1.98 m, width 48.7 cm. British Museum 
EA45. Courtesy British Museum. 

 

In a magical text called The Book of the Heavenly Cow, the enemies of Ra 
are a rebellious stratum of humanity. This book is inscribed on one of the Golden 

Shrines of King Tutankhamun (c. 1336 - 1327 BC). According to this text: The 
mightiest Ra once lived on earth, as a king over gods / deities and people. He had 

become old, so that his bones were like silver, his flesh like gold, and his hair like 
lapis lazuli. He was intrigued by humanity. When he learned about their rebellion, the 

sun god called his solar eye, Shu, Tefnut, Geb, Nut, and the Ogdoad who had been 
with him in the primeval waters. Ra told them how the creatures who had sprung 

from his own eye were plotting against him. After seeking the advice of Nun –the 

most ancient of beings–, she replied that the most fitting punishment was to send the 
Eye Goddess, Hathor, against them. Hathor found the conspirators in the desert. She 

slaughtered them and drank their blood. This was how the terrible lioness Sekhmet 
came into being (Pinch, 1994, p. 25). The Eye Goddess returned to Ra at nightfall, 

intending to kill the rest of humanity on the following day, but Ra decided to save 
them. This is the reason why Pinch interprets her as ‘wrathful’ deity: “The lioness 

Sekhmet, who personified the most destructive aspects of solar energy” (1994, p. 
25). 
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According to Germond, in Sekhmet et la protection du monde (1981) she is a 

wrathful deity, beyond this interpretation other Egyptologists refer to a ‘double 
nature’: one positive and another negative. It is contradictory to vest the beneficent 

nature of Sekhmet in some other deity –such as Hathor or Bastet–. Even aside from 
the issue of confusing persons with functions, it can be seen that neither of these 

‘beneficent’ goddesses are any less associated with ‘wrathful’ activity than is 
Sekhmet. One myth in particular reveals the bloodthirsty side of Sekhmet, which is 

found in a number of versions in royal tombs at Thebes (today the city of Luxor), as 
well as on the outer gilded shrine which covered the sarcophagus of Tutankhamun 

(Dynasty XVIII). However, the ancient Egyptian mindset corresponds to the idea of 
spiritual embodiment. The Greek philosopher, Proclus (c. 410-485 CE), who played a 

crucial role in the transmission of Platonic philosophy from antiquity to the Middle 

Ages, described such spiritual embodiment as “things coming to be in a foreign 
place,” meaning the souls of humans and other animals coming to embodiment, a 

phenomenon that –through continuous repetition of the narrative-- becomes 
introduced as the universal truth. Very distinctive forms of different species of 

animals “dominate the physical substrate by means of the form.” This process, 
however, which is the very essence of life for embodied beings, and which is not 

accomplished once and for all but is ongoing at every moment, means that these 
beings are “composed out of opposites” and “subsist from adversaries” (Taylor, 

2010). I am proposing –in contradiction to Taylor-- that the constituents of this 
hybridization are not just opposing forms, but rather opposing-and-complementary at 

the same time. Accordingly, I would rather interpret the virtual unity of genesis and 

destruction, a unity which is a central theme in the theology of Sekhmet. 
 

Campbell states that “What is purely spirit” and “what is purely human” meet 
and create a third edition of finer selfhood (Campbell, 2004). In the traditional 

historical version of any heroine / hybrid deity / goddess, once she discovers and 
assimilates her opposite, and after meeting her unsuspected self, and all her 

resistance mechanisms are broken, she finds then that she and her opposite are one 
species (Campbell p. 99). 
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Figure 23: Mehyt on the left with Khnum on the right, 
shown on the outside wall of the temple at Esna 

In one of the many versions of the myth of the Distant Goddess, Sekhmet is 
next identified as Mehyt, a goddess whose name means ‘the one who makes full’, 

and who features with her consort Onuris, whose name means ‘bringer of the distant 
one’ [figure 23]. The use of another deity’s name as an epithet is a standard feature 

of Egyptian hymns, and expresses one of the prime resources of Egyptian theology, 
for which each God or Goddess can encompass any number of other Gods as 

different aspects of him/herself. Such identifications do not affect the uniqueness 
(wa) or individuality of each deity, which is highly valued in Egyptian theology. 

‘Mehyt’ here serves to identify a particular function of Sekhmet, just as in another 

context ‘Sekhmet’ could identify a function of Mehyt (Hornung, 1982, p. 185-6). She 
is also associated with other deities, e.g. Bastet [figure 24]. 
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Figure 24: Block showing Bastet in the ruins of her temple at Bubastis, Pinch 2002, p. 116. 

 

A well-known text runs: She is furious as Sekhmet (the lioness) and she is 
contented as Bastet (the cat). In description of Mut, Morenz analyzes this identity-

shifting:  
“Mut aber ist ihrerseits dreieinige Göttin, die die Katze Bastet und 

die Löwin Sachmet in ihr Wesen aufgenommen hat. So sind Mut 
und Katze verbunden und Hera die griechische Mut erhält eine 

Katze als Weihgeschenk nach Samos” (Morenz, 1975, p. 499). 

 According to the myth of the sun’s eye, it is safe to argue that all goddesses 
who were lion goddesses, and who represented the eye of the sun were connected 

with the cat in principle. On the religious level, cats could symbolize peace and 
reconciliation with an angry divinity (Velde. 1982, p. 137). Instead of proposing a 

wrong question like why the cat? I would rather propose various personal 
observations of some Egyptologists in an attempt to justify the significance of the cat 

to the ancient Egyptian mindset. For E. Riefsthal it was the peculiar ‘aloofness’ (1952, 
p. 3) of the cat that drew an attention to it for religious worshiping. Hehn suggests: 

 
 “Das Verschlossene und Stumme, daher Ahnungreiche, das nach 

Regel alle Thiere haben, ist in der Katze und deren 

eigenthümlichen, gleichsam mystischen Sitten un Neigungen 
besonders fühlbar. Sie hat noch jetzt für den, der sie gewähren 

lässt und sie aufmerksam beobachtet, etwas Ägyptisches, das die 
Vorliebe der Einen, den Widerwillen der Andrere weckt” (1911, p. 

448).  
“The reserved and mute, and therefore foreboding, which all 

animals usually have, is particularly palpable in the cat and its 
peculiar, as it were mystical customs and tendencies. She still has 

something Egyptian for those who let her have her way and 

observes her attentively, which arouses the liking of some and the 
revulsion of others." 

 
Accordingly, one would agree that the domestication of a cat in Egypt that arrived to 

Europe via Greece in the Middle Ages ‘etwas Ägyptisches’ is still alive and purring 
among us. The cat is the clearest case of domestication around the whole world, 
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even though it does not produce meat or milk like a cow and has no economical 

reason for that domestication phenomenon, the probable reason for its significant 
religious worship is perhaps the pure pleasure of harmless companionship. It is only 

in Egypt where we represent a progressive domestication of the cat starting with 
guardian of granary, a position hardly higher than that of an alley-cat, to pet of the 

mistress of the house (Baldwin, 1975, p. 428-448). In the instruction of 
Ankhsheshonqy on papyrus acuoted by the British museum 1896: 

When a man smells of myrrh,  
his wife is a cat before him. 

When a man is suffering, 
his wife is a lioness before him. 

(Ankhsheshonq 15, 11-12). 

 
This clear-cut relationship between man and cat, woman and cat, cat and cat is 

perfectly described in the Ankhsheshonqy prose. The strong mighty Egyptian woman 
/ female symbolically can voluntarily interact with her male –at her own will– according 

to the state of her male partner, and hence with the change of roles, there is a 
metamorphoses from cat to lioness. 

 
Hybrid Metaphor in My Art Practice: Sekhmet 

Metaphor is an analogy between two objects or ideas, conveyed by the use of 

a word instead of another. Metaphor at its most basic level, describes the rational 

knowledge of one concept to understand or relate to another. It is a trial of drawing 
our vision towards what is not there, and, indeed, what cannot be anywhere, it keeps 

reminding us that it is one’s sight that is limited, not one’s vision. Metaphors are 
especially powerful when used to help understand a concept that is novel, avant-

garde, irrational or intangible. The classic example of this use of metaphor is the 
attempt to understand death. It also helps us to understand abstract concepts like the 

temporal and the spatial: time and space. The expression used in the English 
language ‘time is money’ is a perfect example of the use of metaphor to express a 

hermeneutic idea. “Hamlet was not reading when he said he was reading words; 
neither do we act when we perform actions, nor think when we entertain thoughts. A 

dog taught the action of shaking hands not shake your hand. A robot can say words 

but cannot say them to you” (P. Carse, 1986, p. 5). The metaphor is tool used in 
peoples’ daily lives used semiotically and hermeneutically to express complex and 
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intricate ideas that are more powerful than the use of simple descriptive words. 

Adonis, the great contemporary Syrian poet and scholar describes the image 
as follows, “Images are people and places and subjects and events and actions. 

They link us to symbols and myth, because they originate from this ascending, 
descending dialectic, between God and man, between invisible reality and visible 

reality. They are changed with dreams and irrational elements such as magic and 
hallucinations and madness and Shath and ecstasy. This relationship becomes the 

essence itself or creative imagination among Sufis”. (Adonis, 2005, p. 136) 

Sufis referred to by Adonis are Islamic mystics; origins of Islamic mysticism is 

a mystery and subject to loads of scholarly speculation. It is suggested that Sufi 
thought has emerged in the Middle East around the eighth century, particularly in 

either Egypt, Iran and / or Turkey (Iran / Persia had invaded ancient Egypt twice in 

the antiquities age, and Turkey invaded Egypt for five centuries after the Arab 
conquest of Roman Egypt around the year 620 AD).  

Some place the development of mature Sufism in the Islamic civilization of Al-
Andalus, the European Islamic progressive period that spanned around seven 

centuries. With scholars like Ibn Rushd (Aviros), Ibn Arabi and Abul Abbas Al Mursi, 
–the latter two had part of their migratory itinerary in Egypt–, whose writings were 

built on translations of the classic Greek philosophy, which in turn finds its root in the 
earlier ancient Egyptian philosophy, civilization and religion. Mysticism developed 

according to both approaches find roots within the ancient Egyptian philosophy, one 
that was the first to develop the concept of self-purification, the unification between 

the divine and man, and the inseparable link between cosmology, metaphysics and 

the physical world. 
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Figure 25. Sekhmet I, Acrylic on Canvas, 200 x 120 cm, 2013 @ Shaima Dief 

 
‘Mysticism’ in ancient Egyptian visuals does not imply detaching oneself from 

real world, but only detaching oneself from the overt appearance in order to attain its 
depths and plunge into its inner dimension; hermeneutically, that would be the 

essential meaning of seeing by “the eye of the heart”. Indirect and subtle usability of 
words is indispensable to give depth and sophistication that draws a three-
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dimensional image in the mind of the listener / reader, accentuate the meaning and 

stress on the transmitted message. 
 

 
Figure 26. Bastet I, Acrylic on Canvas, 160 x 140 cm, 2013 @ Shaima Dief 

 

The metaphor in my artwork revolves around the success in achieving 
impactful reception of the transmitted message which is not forcibly achieved through 

successful representation of describing an object through visual physiognomic 
description only, but “in what it indicates or symbolizes” (Krippendorff, 2006) [figure 

25, 26]. However, the concept of metaphor itself is highly contested. As the German 
philosopher Anselm Haverkamp remarks in the introduction to his famous collection 

of articles on metaphor Theorie der Metapher: “[es gibt keine einheitliche 
Metaphernforschung und eine Theorie der Metapher nur als Sammelnamen 

konkurrierender Ansätze”. There is no such thing as a unified research of metaphor 
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and a theory exists only as a collective name for competing approaches. (Haverkamp 

quoted in Rolf, 2005, p.2). 
At the center of ancient Egyptian belief was the concept of cult that is directed 

to a particular deity; every region in Egypt had its very own specific deity with a cult 
directed towards its worship. The main function of a specific cult was to establish a 

connection between this world and the otherworld, where both the gods and the 
transfigured spirits of the dead were supposed to live and interact. The basic form of 

this connection was an exchange of goods. The living served the gods and spirits 
with offerings and sacrifices, and consequently received in return support and 

blessing. The ultimate aim of these offerings, therefore, was not to “feed the gods,” 
but to support this connection, and the cultic trade was only a symbolic expression of 

contact and communication. Every presentation of offerings, in temples and tombs, 

was accompanied by a cult-specific spell, stressing its symbolic or sacramental 
meaning. However, the Egyptian concept of the divine was not restricted to the 

sphere of cult practices. The gods were believed to dwell in the other worlds 
(supernal and infernal), and to take only temporary sojourn in cultic representations 

such as cult images, symbols, sacred animals, trees, and a diversity of visually and 
culturally-recognized objects. 

Cult was concerned with establishing and supporting this sojourn, to make 
the divine descend from heaven into the image, to transfer divine actions from the 

celestial to the terrestrial / earthly realm. During the offering ritual, the god or the 
spirit was invoked to come from all parts of the world in order to partake of the 

offering meal; he or she was not supposed to be simply present in the temple or 

tomb. The gods were believed not to dwell aimlessly and for infinite periods of time, 
but only to visit earth when summoned by worshippers, and this visit would 

irrevocably end if cult were discontinued. “Withholding offerings would make the gods 
not starve, but only retreat into their supernal or infernal abodes. The cult with its 

rituals, symbols, and recitations formed only one dimension of divine presence. 
Another dimension was the cosmos as a sphere where the divine manifested itself” 

(Assmann, 1999). 
The Egyptians accumulated an incredible amount of knowledge –for their 

time— in all fields of arts and sciences. For Egyptians and for the rest of the 

antiquities’ world, this knowledge was a kind of sacred cosmology. In the cosmic 
dimension of divine presence, every major Egyptian deity had a specific cosmic 

manifestation and played a role in the cosmic process:  the ancient Egyptian 
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technology spanned the fields of architecture, mathematics, construction, language 

and writing, astronomy and medicine. The concept of the deity Maāt and total 
universal harmony was the core of the Egyptian approach of acquired ancient 

technology and their application in their daily use. Women worked alongside men in 
all fields in equal workload in particular fields like agriculture, farming and priesthood 

using the available technology of the time (Frankfort, 1948, p. 359).  
 

Genesis and the consequent dynamics and interaction in the divine and the 
earthly realms. In the cultic dimension that entailed interaction with humans, they had 

a place on earth in which to exert their terrestrial ruler-ship. In both dimensions, the 
principle of diversity was irreducibly relevant: the cosmic process resulted from the 

synergy of a multitude of different powers, and the order and structure of Egypt found 

its expression in the various towns and cities ruled by deities. All of the major deities 
are lords or ladies of a town, and all of the major towns or cities are the realms of 

specific deities in ultimate and total domination. The institution of divine rulership 
served as a representation of social and political identity. The focus of social and 

political identification in Egypt was the temple and its lord, always a specific deity. 
  

The term “name” in the Egyptian sense is not just a name in the 
contemporary sense, an identifier of a person. It entailed a more comprehensive 

sense: everything that can be said and told of a person. A name is not just an 
identifier but a description, a linguistic representation of a person’s essence. Saying 

the name of a deity means reciting hymns and eulogies in his or her praise. The 

linguistic dimension of divine presence concretized and at the same time utilized 
Egyptian concepts of sacred language and sacred texts. The recitation in the 

appropriate context and rigorous manner and under supervision of priests –according 
to the ancient Egyptians– has the power of sacred magic, and contributes to the 

sustenance and maintenance of the world.  
“The most important realization of the linguistic dimension of divine presence 

is myth. In Egypt, the principle of mythical thinking is the logic of establishing 
analogies between three discreet realms: cosmos, state, and individual destiny 

(especially death). Therefore, cosmology, political philosophy, and funerary beliefs 

may not be separated; all three levels of reality are constantly projected onto each 
other in Egyptian religious texts.” (Johnston, 2007, p. 157) 
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 Two deities, Ptah and Khnum, were sometimes credited with physically 

“fashioning” the world and its inhabitants. Ptah was the patron god of craftsmen and 
artists. He was particularly associated with sculpture and metalworking. Ptah was 

said to have invented the Opening of the Mouth ritual in which an adze and other 
tools were used to “bring to life” statues and mummies. The shaping of royal bodies 

was a task more usually attributed to Khnum. Khnum was represented by a ram, an 
animal renowned for aggressive virility. He was sometimes described as “begetting” 

the gods, but as a creator he was usually celebrated as the divine craftsman who 
“formed everything” on his potter’s wheel. (Pinch, 2002, p. 62-63). 

 
2.4 Hybrids in Modern days 

Myths are one of the oldest values of society. It is possible to find traces even 

in our day, since they are embedded within the subconscious dark corridors in the 
minds of all people. With the modern development, and possibilities of technology, 

myths have found a chance to emerge in our everyday life. 
The representational shift that happened to the superhero concept, starting in 

the Golden Age to the Bronze Age is extremely vivid; from unnaturally perfect to 
humanly flawed. In 1938 the publication of action comics, introduced the figure, who 

went on to become the paragon for the whole superhero genre: Superman. His 
defining characteristics are his amazing powers that range from the ability to fly, his 

bulletproof skin as well as his amazing strength to x-ray vision. As an alien on earth 
raised by human foster parents in accordance with the American way of life, from the 

very beginning he stood for everything that was viewed as valuable in American 

society. This stance was famously abbreviated to the poetic saying that he fights for 
truth, justice and the American way. The superheroes of the 1960s were common 

men, teenagers, alcoholics, handicapped, misfits, and monsters. The more modern 
Spiderman –who came to existence in August 1962– comes with a story that appeals 

to the young readership so he is constantly out of job, money or without a girlfriend. It 
seems to be that human societies manage their traditional myths and stories so as to 

create new ones, which would correspond to new factors and to the new world that 
they need to live in.  

The transition from the flawless ideal to the flawed human that already started 

in the 1960s has ended here, when the stories of the 1980s turn superheroes into 
criminals, psychopaths and murderers. Superheroes are no longer viewed as 

welcomed saviors but they become rather outcasts of the society. The Bronze Age 
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commonly introduces narrative with no obvious villain, but rather an array of 

characters with different perspectives of good and bad. This novel approach 
“challenges the reader to think ethically about the nature of the state of 

Superheroism: vigilante crime-fighting, and the relationship between what is just and 
what is legal.” (Reynolds, 2008, p. 453). For example in the 1980’s The Dark Knight 

Returns and unlike the previous stories where Batman enjoyed a close relationship 
with Gotham‘s officials, his help is now not appreciated and he is viewed as even a 

bigger threat to society than organized gangs. The significant portion of the novel 
takes place on TV screens, showing the television as the main mediator of public 

opinion. The anchormen and their guests overanalyze the situation in endless 
debates, eventually stripping all the blame from the Joker and Two-Face –the two 

former foes of Batman–, and reaching the conclusion that Batman is the one to really 

blame for their (the foes) current mental state as well as their past deeds. The shift of 
Batman‘s position in the eyes of the public from a hero to a criminal is further 

emphasized in the story by the role of Superman, who has become an unthinking 
tool in the hands of the American government under the new social order, and 

essentially lost the moral perception of what is good and what is bad.  
Where the Golden Ages established the defining tropes of the superhero 

genre and the Silver Age helped to draw a closer parallel between superhero 
characters and real human beings, the Bronze Age brings the fictional world further 

to the reality, making comments and exploring issues that are relevant for the 
modern reader (Johnson, 2012, p. 26). 

On the other hand, heroes of antiquity either had a divine origin, or were 

protected by a deity. However, if the contemporary writer continues to tell the readers 
that the supernatural powers of the heroes came from their divine origin, or from the 

grace of a deity, then that principal would not “fly”, as the essentialities for a hybrid 
man-animal superhero requires a visual image convenient for the contemporary 

reader / viewer. The contemporary reader needs to live in her /his very own 
contemporary mythology construct. 

Today, it is science: the contemporary human-animal hybrid superhero needs 
to answer to science, and extract her / his powers from science, and the powers 

need to transcend only to some extent the standard contemporary logic, and the 

well-defined laws of physics. S/he has to possess extra-physical powers, while the 
rest of the universe below need to abide by the standard logic and Isaac Newton’s 

laws of physics. 
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The powers of these contemporary heroes/gods came from the development 

of experiments in a lab. People controvert and criticize the myths of religious 
traditions, since they have the ability to challenge the monopoly of God in the 

process of creation (LoCicero, 2008, p. 201-202). Between God and human exists 
“The Wall of Paradise”. Between dark and light, evil and good, death and life, fear 

and hope, not being and being, regular humans operate, while “the transmitting point 
where only hybrids/heroes always pass through”. As the Greeks associated it with 

two rocky islands of the Euxine Sea (Campbell, 2004, p. 82) 
The phenomenal popularity and commercial success of the American 

superhero universe, with its inherent superficiality and –controversial “wealth of 
imagination– is a good example to identify a society and a culture. Those 

superheroes formed and still form a significant aspect of popular culture for over 

seventy years. They have moved past their original literary medium of comics and 
have become ubiquitous in the contemporary world, embedded in the public 

subconscious, and present in movies, on television, apparel, etc. 
The parallel between the superhero stories and the ancient mythologies 

shows that they share the same societal functions, well-known characters from both 
worlds possess similar traits. The genre defines a new category of literary character 

– the superhero, both as an extension of the traditional conception of hero character 
from Ancient mythology and as an independent contemporary cultural category. 

Superhero narratives create a consistent mythology of their own, addressing an 
equally wide range of topics for their readers to contemplate. 

Although now in modern days, one could argue that there is no need for 

hybrid heroes anymore, and that the dream-web of myth fell apart as the modern 
man emerged from the ancient ignorance of ancient religions, where temple / church 

controlled the minds and the imagination, and set all laws, to the enlightened world of 
modernity. The modern social unit is a carrier of an economic-political organization, 

and certainly no longer a transmitter of religious content. This established fact is “the 
complete opposite to men in stable periods of coordinating mythologies, which is 

known now as lies” (Campbell, 2004, p. 358). 
Today, all the mysteries that existed in myth no longer interest our psyche, unless it 

passes scientific tests. Science is the answer to everything that exists within –and is 

output of—our imagination. 
Today, the human race is the crucial mystery; it is no longer the animal world 

from the biology lessons, not the botanical world of plants, not the miracle of the 
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spheres. Man, proposes Campbell, becomes that alien presence with whom the 

forces of egoism must come to terms, and through whom the ego is to be crucified 
and resurrected, and in whose image society is to be reformed (2004, p. 361).  

On the caves of French Lascaux, and the rocks of the Tassili african Sahara 
desert, we have seen the tiger, the mammoth, the bull, the hippopotamus, the giraffe, 

and all sorts of human interactions for more than fifty millennia, all documented and 
proven by science. We have seen masks of those animals adapted and adopted to 

be ported by men and women, in rituals and in other roles that was essential for their 
time. Campbell observes that “an oblivious distinguishing proof occurred, and this 

was at last rendered cognizant in the half-human, half-creature, figures of the 
legendary totem-precursors. The creatures turned into the guides of mankind. The 

hero-deed in the modern time is relevant to new conflicts –egoism, politics, economy, 

identity-, where in old ages there was darkness, now there is light; but also, where 
light was, there now is darkness” (Campbell 2004). 

 

2.5 Hybrid Deity: Reflection on Contemporary Art Practices 
We have no recorded evidence of the female artists in the art teams that 

created those magnificent ancient murals of temples or tombs, yet in contemporary 
art, numerous significant female artists approached and interpreted the societal 

female roles through visual hybridization of the woman-animal form. The work of 
Nancy Spero is significant on two levels: firstly, she was a leader in such a visual 

approach that resorted to ancient iconography to interpret and transmit a 

contemporary idea. Secondly, she was one of the leading artists in the American 
women-artists rights movement that took to activism to transmit her message, and by 

researching her practice, we can get a glimpse of the Western thought of such 
female roles. Spero’s work appropriates from ancient Egyptian, Greek, Roman, 

Indian, as well as Mayan cultures. In her site-specific work that she executed for the 
7th Cairo Biennale 1998, Spero printed from rubber templates all her appropriated 

images of women from ancient cultures and stamped those on the walls of the 
Palace of The Arts, the principal venue for the Biennale.  

I also here explore the work of Egyptian-French visual artist Khaled Hafez, 
who –having lived most of his life in Egypt at extreme times that included wars and 

revolutions since the 1960s– has been exploring the shifting composite identity of 

Egypt since the beginning of his career in 1987, and had been –and I am using his 
own words—“documenting the continuously metamorphosing social norms that 
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always includes hybridization of thought, Eastern and Western”. What draws me to 

Hafez’s work is that it projects two visual-conceptual levels. level one is his use of the 
female form that he extracts from fashion magazines, with male forms that he 

extracts from sports and bodybuilding magazines, and having both interact in a game 
of male-female power struggle, with balanced forces, and a disciplined design that 

conveys assimilation of the ancient painting craft. The second layer is his continuous 
play on notions of male-female, past-present, East-West and past-present.  The 

practices of both Spero and Hafez, as well as the images of the works of other artists 
utilized in this chapter, shed rationale and logic when I attempt to write about my very 

own practice of painting, especially as they both use iconography of hybridized and 
masked ancient deities, each in their own way. Both artists are relevant to my 

resorting to theories of Haraway and Assmann, and both –like myself—are obsessed 

with transmission, messaging and dissemination of information through the process 
of image-making. 

 

The Practice of Nancy Spero  
Nancy Spero is an example of an artist who –throughout almost her entire 

career—used repeated iconography of the female figure, extracted from printed 
images of the antiquities, scanned and treated in templates, to emulate the ancient art 

practice of repeating the one unit for pattern-creation. 
Her continuous referencing of and appropriation from ancient civilizations became a 

personal methodology in her studio practice; her image-making process was focused 

on how to express the role of women in society. One of the four significant figures of 
the American feminist movement of the sixties and seventies America, with Judi 

Chicago, Jenny Holtzer and Barbara Kruger, all of whom expressed the rise of gender 
identity in the visual arts. With Holtzer, Chicago and Kruger expressing issues of 

equality, rights and violence, Spero was more concerned with the woman as an 
integral part of the universe. Her figurines / icons that she printed over and over in site-

specific installations’ walls, as well as on canvas and hard surfaces –many times in 
non-traditional canvas formats (variable exaggerated horizontal or vertical dimensions) 

– all showed a cosmos of Nut (the deity of ancient Egyptian skies, and the mother of 
Isis and Nephtis), the Akkadian Eshtar, the Sumerian Inanna, and the West Semetic 

Deity Astrate, all are deities of war and sexual love in their relevant Mesopotamian 

religions: all identify with the Egyptian Sekhmet, the lioness-masked voluptuous 
female.  
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While Spero’s early works —like her contemporaries Chicago, Holtzer and 
Kruger— has highlighted the practicing of male violence and abuse of women, and 

their physical bodies across time (like in her series Torture of Women, created over 
two years between 1974 and 1976), her later work attempted to focus on the societal 

roles of women. Spero’s painted surfaces —many times devoid of painted 
backgrounds— focused on the female body, and the overall effect simulated a state of 

weightlessness, rendering the figures with a sense of lightness. To represent the 
passage of time, she related women from the modern times with women from ancient 

cultures, especially Egypt, Mesopotamia, near East and Greece, in dances and in 
marches scattered over the blank surfaces. Spero constructs her images of women, 

as protagonist participants in history-making, where every female is a symbol of the 

making of art, science, literature and an integral constituent even in mythology. Such 
use of well-assimilated imagery –as everyone has seen those in elementary schools 

in childhood, and as part of the universal culture of adulthood– brings an emulated 
state of the past, and poses a question in the mind of viewers: why all those women? 

why all are of the past? why are they are all in a state of weightlessness? and why are 
many nudes? To start answering that is the objective of the artist, a female artist who 

is bringing the issue of female objectification across time, as the trade of the female 
body has been transmitted across time, up to this day in contemporary times with 

mafias flourishing across the globe. Perhaps such objectification and consumption of 
female bodies in such a trade makes the status of gender equality fragile, hence such 

states of weightlessness. 



 98 

 
Figure 27. Nancy Spero’s “The Goddess Nut II,” a 1990 hand-printing and printed collage on 
five panels of paper. It is among the works in Ms. Spero’s exhibition at MoMA PS1 in Queens.  
 

Despite the overall balance of the entirety of the work, and the gay, almost 
happy state every element is in, note the state of weightlessness, that may represent 
the fragility and vulnerability of the female subjects, almost all –with few exceptions— 
are nude, to denote objectification, yet announce the importance of the woman’s role 
in society, as all the subjects in this work are females. 
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Figure 28. Nancy Spero, ”The Dance,” 1993. Linocut on wove paper 34 x 41.5 cm (13.39 x 
16.34 in), Courtesy of ICA, London.  
 

Note that Nut, goddess of all skies, protects the women below her, in almost 
maternal kinship. All the bending subjects below Nut are women, despite the short 
hair style, they all have naked breasts, again announcing maternity. The position of 
the subjects, bending, subdued and in strenuous movement and position denote both 
labor / work , and perhaps slavery. All elements are carefully lay-outed to announce 
the female roles in society: protection, maternity, work. 
 

The Practice of Khaled Hafez  
In an interview with Hafez in January 2020 for this research, and in 

discussion of Italian art historian Martina Corgnati’s analysis of his work and his 
process in image selection and image making, and the proportion of painting-to-

collage in his studio practice; what he elaborated on is how his eyes work with his 

mind to create visual stories: his personal narrative. Hafez’s obsession is with 
identity, the identity for which people go to war and kill 100 millions in two world wars, 

and get in a Middle East struggle for seventy years. For such a visual research, 
Hafez explains that he is posing questions more than more than proposing answers: 

“How can one define oneself as Egyptian? Is it by language? The colloquial spoken 
Egyptian has 400 ancient words, 50 Italian words, 100 Turkish and at least 20 

Spanish words, plus around 100 Greek words. Is it by history? Ancient Egypt was 
invaded twice by the Persians, the Greeks entered in 332 BC to kick out the Persians 

and made Egypt their home, the Italians came around the year “0” to conquer the 
Greeks and stayed 600 years till the Arabs took over, then the Memluks, then the 
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Turkish Ottomans, the French came over the Ottomans in a super invasion (the 

French occupied Egypt that was occupied by the Ottomans already), then the British 
kicked the French and took over. So eventually Egypt is Egyptian, Greek, Roman, 

Arab, plus, plus…. It is pagan, Jewish, Christian and certainly Islamic…. So, for 
Egypt there is no East and West. In my practice, I try to break the barrier between 

past and present, between East and West, and between the sacred and the 
ephemeral. I use in my collage images from Western advertising and I appropriate 

those into Eastern deities and gods, and I use English to make an irony of the 
concept that the process of transmission of divine messages come from the sky”. 

Hafez is concerned too with the process of communication, and the transmission of 
information: “The ancient Egyptian sculpture had the apparent function of 

symbolizing God-King, in a static pose, with limbs close to the body to minimize 

physical damage to the sculptural colossal pieces across time. The principal function 
of sculpture is / was to be part of the temple setting, where architecture, sculpture, 

sound and light inflict different emotional states into worshipers, temple goers or 
viewers. This, in my personal opinion, is what became in the twentieth century known 

and defined as installation art, and interdisciplinary site-specific art practices. On the 
other hand ancient Egyptian painting served another function totally; if we examine 

the perfectly three dimensional sculpture and compare it to the two dimensional 
painting, we are confronted by a question: were the artists who made those massive 

site-specific public art sculpture/projects incapable of using theories of shadow and 
light, composition and creating more sophisticated rules for a more realist painting? 

The answer is quite simple: we need to look for the function of the artwork; in my 

personal opinion the main purpose of painting is not the simple aesthetics. In fact 
painting was kept two dimensional so as not to fall in the trap of appraisal of 

aesthetics. The painting serves the function of narration, whether reality or fiction, 
and documentation of factual or value / belief-based events. 

 
The two-dimensional painting did not change or develop much over three 

millennia, and always respected the same / initially set rules; they were descriptive, 
there was a narrative, they were always kinetic where figures moved from right to left 

or vice versa, never in opposite directions unless for decorative reasons, always 

following rigorous rules of expression: for confirmation and accentuation the figures 
were repeated several times in succession, and always there was descriptive text. 

This combination of text and two-dimensional graphic drawing is what we know 
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today, in our contemporary world, as the comic strips, and the kinetic aspect of the 

figures gave birth to today’s film footage; the whole narrative is propaganda, 
advertising or documentary work.” (Hafez, artist statement for the exhibition 

Philadelphia Chromosome, Galleria San Carlo, Milan, 2005)  

 
Figure 29. Khaled Hafez, The Book of Flight, mixed media on canvas, five panels, 600 x 250 
cm, 2010. Courtesy Ayyam Gallery, UAE, and Nome Gallery Berlin.  
 
 Note the two female goddesses on both sides, as if a “bracket” to the 

content of the work. Both are female top-models from fashion advertising, with 
painted Catwoman-Hathor masks, painted and in outline. The male-female roles are 

inverted: females dominate as suggested by the proportions, while male figures –

extracted from bodybuilding magazines, scanned and treated in phototransfer and 
collage—walk in rhythmic military movement. A suggestion of ironic power struggle 

can be seen, as the men raise their arms in muscle demonstration. 
 

 
Figure 30. Khaled Hafez, Berlin Angels, 2013, mixed media and acrylic on canvas, 200 x 250 
cm.  
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Note the playfulness of the female deities that dominate the canvas in three 

points: Hathor on the left (as always, a Western model metamorphosed into the 
ancient goddess), as well as the center floor of the work. The male figure on the right 

closes “the bracket” around the content. Angels –used as messengers of the divine—
fill the upper part of the canvas from left to right. 

 

 
Figure 31. Khaled Hafez, Berlin Angels, 2013, detail from the painting above, mixed media 

and acrylic on canvas, 200 x 250 cm.  

 
Note the playful state of the angels, and the irony about their divine roles that 

stand in juxtaposition to religious painting since the renaissance. 

 
2.6 Test Case 
Transmission Through Hybridization 

The Deutsches Wörterbuch —German dictionary— explains the original 

meaning of the word ‘transmission’ as tantamount to ‘carry across’: A burden is taken 
up and carried ‘across something’, like a bridge (Grimm and Grimm, 1961, vol. 23, p. 

602). Sybille Krämer in her study of cultural techniques draws attention to the 

importance of transmission through hybridization, and explains the meaning of it in 
five precise pillars. The first is to explain the problem of communication itself, a 

problem that does not comprise distance, but rather contains the otherness of the 
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universes between which an association is to be built up. A blend of two contrasts: a 

constituent that is the powerful God Almighty with his infinite powers that transcends 
the physical world, while the other component entails the simple mortal human. At 

that, this relationship is unidirectional vis-à-vis the power hierarchy. 
  The second pillar is the proposition that art with all its creative techniques 

flourishes with the infinite possibilities of form-hybridization. The hybridized forms 
(like angels or superheroes) are mediators of messages. There are heterogeneous 

elements that built up when there are common and complementary 'contact organs' 
that are made up of properties of both worlds, that could be fused to create the 

hybrid in a “rational” manner. For, despite of the fictitious nature of hybridization, 
there are physical elements that need to be respected to create hybridized form that 

will eventually be popular and successful in popular culture. There are numerous 

cases where those hybrid forms fell out of memory, and never made it to fame.  
It is accurately the juxtaposition and synchronization of these opposing attributes that 

permits the angel –as a form of superhero, since all angels fly, and humans cannot-- 
to work as a middle notion or mediator. 

Krämer’s third pillar is a proposition that such hybridity could be achieved only 
through embodiment, for the transmission of the divine universe is impossible without 

embodiment. Giving an opposite example of heavenly message transmission of 
Lucifer who became a subject of change by building up his very own existence and 

denouncing his heteronomy and the simpler intermediate position.  
Kramer’s fourth pillar states that angels are more than ‘gods’ cute telegraphs’; they 

are not just simple messengers, as they can be mediators and can have 

reconciliatory functions too. Although the hidden concept behind those creatures that 
they bring the distance of the monotheistic God closer, they make the invisible visible 

and the absent present, they are the traces of the unseen/invisible/hidden God 
(2015, p. 95). 

 ‘Creative transmission’ is one form of passing a message, transmitting 
thoughts and concepts. That certainly depends on witnesses; it could be traced by 

examining the relationship between the witness and the audience. The witness in this 
case is a medium for knowledge production and knowledge transmission at the same 

time (Krämer, 2015, p. 145-146). 

For my practical studio research and hypothesis, I use pre-existing as well as 
created images of the hybrid Egyptian goddess and deity as witness, messenger, 

producer and transmitter of knowledge [figure 9, 11,33]. I do not attempt to bridge 
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between or appropriate differences, I rather use scientific observation and 

interpretation to develop a visual hypothesis in total objectivity. 

 
Figure: 32 

Painting: Acrylic on canvas, 160 x 120 cm, 2019, @Shaima Dief 
 

  Through my painting projects executed in Germany at The Egyptian Museum 

in Leipzig / Ägyptisches Museum der Universität Leipzig, some of which were 
completed for my PhD hypothesis, I am attempting to be a mediator of messages, of 

thoughts that evolved in the Arabic speaking cumulative culture of Egypt, to the 
Western German city in which I live and have been creatively productive, precisely 

Leipzig, with its own cumulative culture. Time has passed in thousands of years on 
both locations where my hypothesis has evolved and flourished, in thought and in 

painting.  

The power of this distinction / difference can without a doubt be balanced: It 
may essentially be a detachment in existence, yet in its most outrageous structure it 

is a proportional otherness and unavailability that can even make people terrified of 
each other, as —to Krämer and following Benjamin’s concept of translation— ‘there 

is no transmission without differentiality’. Her possible assumption that transmission 
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does not conceal differences but rather makes them evident is perhaps thus valid 

(2015, p. 167). 
In my written hypothesis, I focus on transmission within the context of the 

hybrid messenger model in form of goddesses and deities as traces of unseen / 
invisible concepts, I am proposing an explanation to the meaning of traces in this 

context. Traces are ‘messengers from the past’; while the trace is visible, what 
created it stays pulled back and invisible. The presence of the trace visualizes the 

non-presence of what left it behind. The trace embodies not the absent thing itself, 
but rather its absence as if traces are projecting the past events in the current 

present. Krämer distinguishes the difference between messenger and traces as the 
first conveys transmissions across space, while the latter conveys transmissions 

across time. Spatial processes and temporal processes are both integral in the 

process of transmission between sender and recipient. In my painting practice, 
however, I use those traces / messengers as a sole mediator in the process of 

transmission [figure 32].  
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Figure: 33 
Painting/Details: Acrylic on canvas, 2019, @Shaima Dief 

 
Like the front and backsides of the one page, Krämer reiterates that traces 

and messengers are inseparable and connected to each other: ‘Messengers and 
traces are paradigmatic configurations of transmission insofar as they are related to 

one another figuratively’ (2015, p. 174). In another view, Emmanuel Levinas states 
that “when the trace is viewed as a sign, the world of the present merges with the 

past and the future together, in a more or less unified order (Levinas, 1986, p. 345-
359).  
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In my painting projects, I take the proposition of Levinas of traces that can 

fuse the three temporal elements (past, present and future) as a tertiary starting point 
–or a secondary source—for one segment of my body of work. 

I juxtapose this temporal (time) fusion with the fusion of physical bodies: that of the 
human and of the animal. Deities and gods have formed in the past by such fusion. If 

time and space exist in a continuum, then those hybridized / fused forms exist in a 
time-space continuum of fusion, where both physical and temporal are fused. The 

heroes of the paintings –hybridized heroes– transcend the physical time, and exist in 
a space-time continuum of their own. Those entities become thus traces that can 

cross time, a reconstructed past as well as a predicted future, all adapted to the 
regime of the familiar present [figure 33]. 

The spatial ramifications of 'conveying across' –the etymological source of 

transmission– assure that references to time (spatial) depend on synchronization of 
the physical and the temporal, instead of asynchrony that separates time from space, 

which is unpreventably attached to time as a ceaseless progression of events. 
“Concurrence is a spatially motivated thought of time that declines its irreversibility or 

its basic pastness” (Krämer, 2015, p. 183). 
 

Practical Project Objective 
Verborgen (Hidden) 

The proliferative variety of animal imagery within ancient Egyptian 
iconography continues to remain a source of astonishment and bewilderment to a 

diversity of strata scholars and viewers alike. I was initiated to such imagery in my 

childhood, and those still inspire my work till today. The proposed paintings for my 
research show definite references from ancient Egyptian painting. The iconography 

of divine beings was a human invention, an intellectual construct developed to 
provide means to express, discuss, manipulate and understand the various physical 

forces within the cosmos inhabited by the people of ancient Egypt. My work is a 
personal experience to identify myself –as a female adult entity– based on my 

observation and memory. In my research, memory is that faculty that enables us to 
form awareness of selfhood (identity) and its representation in the modern society 

where I live and witness.  

Modern society in its plethora of paradoxes allows superheroes to hide their 
identity, yet the same society does not allow females from Islamic parts of the world 

to wear whatever they want and have to express their cultural identities through a 
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costume that hides their female identity. The textile used for such attire acts as a 

mask that allows hiding behind, protection and empowerment in the perception of 
those who believe. I attempt to depict and capture such paradoxes in my work, 

where superheroes –male and female—mingle with female figures, some covered, 
some distorted, some with covered faces and naked flesh. 

 

Test Case outcome 
Krämer sets out two broad and antagonistic theories of communication that 

she terms the postal principle and the erotic principle. These might be more familiar 
to viewers and readers as transmission accounts of communication, and dialogic 

accounts of communication. In the postal principle account, communication is 

understood as the production of connections across distance, whilst the erotic 
principle aims at the synchronization and standardization of previously divergent 

individuals. In the latter, properly conceived communication envisages the merging of 
individuals, the overcoming of the difference between inner-worlds. The postal 

principle bridges the distance of difference without annihilating it; it is about 
communicating despite the difference, without overcoming it or aiming at finding 

sameness. In other words, the erotic overcomes difference to establish community. 
 

What I am offering in my practical project is an erotic visual bridge, according 
to Krämer’s postal principle, where a medium is essential, as without it there can be 

no bridge across distance; for the erotic principle, it remains on the sideline since the 

ultimate goal of communication is the unmediated coming together of individuals. 
Communication, for Krämer, is an act of sending, a non-reciprocal and non-dialogical 

dissemination. What many comprehend as dialogue is basically taking it in turns to 
transmit to one another. Thus, we ought to communicate with an acknowledgment 

that others may not understand us, and that we may not understand others, and 
choose respecting their otherness. It is in this respect for difference – and not in the 

erotic overcoming of it – that we find some communality, in co-ordinating behavior 
rather than unifying inner-worlds, which Krämer sees as a kind of dance: ‘Contact is 

occasionally possible, but trust is also necessary’ (2015, p. 74). 
Debray’s study in culture transmission differentiates between communication 

as a transport through space while transmission is a transport through time. The 

diachronic movement of ideas is, however, not conditioned by mechanical or 
technical process. Unlike communication which depends on communication 
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machines, transmission has more invisible modes. Ideas link bodies of people 

together into communities. Though transmission involves acts of communication, it is 
a degree higher than mere movements of messages. I believe that knowledge is 

often transmitted as symbol or image. Transmission in my project is more than just 
committing to memory; it is the creation of the environment, scene, signs and 

symbols in my paintings. Creating visuals and exposing them in relative surrounding 
interact to create the ‘medium’ of transmission, in this case my paintings at the 

Egyptian museum in Leipzig [figure 32, 33] 
 

The reason I insist on using painting as a medium, lays in the argument of 
Debray which explains that the Renaissance techne splits into technology and 

artistry: mediology locates the crisis of human identity in this break between the 

‘technologic crust of the human species, and the underground mantle of culture.’ 
What she sees urgently -and I identify with this vision-, is a mediology that accounts 

for both sides of the transmission spectrum. Like Debray’s rejection of McLuhn’s 
reduction of all transmission to the medium of communication and the sociologist’s 

focus on identities and cultural formations, I believe that medium alone is not 
sufficient. As for Debray, it is not possible to choose between technicism and 

culturalism since their interdependence in the transmission of culture is undeniable. 
Hybrids in my paintings are based to an extent on Krämer’s understanding of 

Angels as examples of mediums and of transmitters [figure 26]. Angels allow the 
Divine ‘to emerge from the shadows of distance’ and manifest itself as something 

close to human; they are able to do this because, as hybrid creatures, they combine 

the attributes of the divine and the human in a subtle conflation of incorporation and 
excorporation (2015, p. 92).  

 
Debray’s angels function as messengers and the transmission of divine, only 

because of the invention of angels and demons (1996). Mediology is therefore an 
‘angelogy’, as in my project I invent the hybrids as messengers to transmit the 

memory. The notion / idea is that contact between the heterogeneous can be 
established when the ‘contact organ’ is composed of attributes of both of the worlds 

to be mediated. It is precisely the juxtaposition and simultaneity of these opposing 

characteristics that allows the hybrids to both fuse and function as mediator [figure 
26]. 
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The bridge I am creating through my project is a form of visualized syncretism, 

an amalgam of forms, in terms of double membership and third text: the visual. Such 
a visual language is something that is not readily given, but virtually contemplated 

and kept up in order to provide a framework in which individual cultures can become 
transparent without losing their identities (Assmann, 1996, p. 34). 
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Chapter III 

Making Kin    

 

3.1 Motherhood and Kin-Making 
3.2 Story Telling in My Art Practice 

3.3 Kin-Making: The case of Hathor Motherhood 

3.4 Kin-Making: The case of Mut Motherhood 

3.5 Super Heroes and On-Going past 

3.6 Research Practical Project Conclusion   
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Chapter III 
3.1 Motherhood and Kin-Making 
 

The plethora and flux of contemporary art works that are inspired by the 
female ancient Egyptian deity is statistically significant as judged by the presence of 

numerous artists, males and females on the international art scene who exhibit in 
world museums and international biennales. Apart from the physiognomy / physical 

aspects of the depicted deity, symbology and hermeneutics of the roles played by the 
deity in exploration are also explored by contemporary artists, whose background 

transcend one geographical cultural specificity. Though the roles explored by artists 

like Nancy Spero when depicting the ancient divine feminine, especially Nut and Mut, 
are about the indispensability of the female in society, and about women’s 

empowerment, artists like Khaled Hafez, being a male artist and through exploration 
of deities like Hathur, Nut, Bastet and Sekhmet, stresses on roles of wealth, power, 

negotiation, control and domination of the feminine element that is transmitted across 
time, from the ancient till the contemporary.  

 
There are roles –when examining such ancient female deities– that are 

undermined: kinship and family creation. The tackling of such a paramount earthly 
function –which is creating and controlling the first unit of the tribe/community —the 

family— seems, and for a long time, not to have attracted very many artists, male or 

female, who were inspired by the antiquities. Such lack of appeal –or negligence 
perhaps—may be due to the universal feminist movement that has accompanied 

contemporary art since the fifties of the twentieth century, a Western movement in 
origin that focused on equality and empowerment, and even took –sometimes— a 

radical renunciation of the roles of kinship and family creation. This is the core of my 
argument here, and this is why I resort to Donna Haraway’s approach of symbology 

and hermeneutics to approach contemporary kinship-making that was addressed 
generously in ancient Egyptian visual and collective culture (Haraway, 2016, p. 216). 

The relevance of kinship can be detected in the ancient Egyptian world-view, 
especially in the manner that connections between the king and his family (see the 

figures 3, 4, and 34), the king and the gods, and even among the gods the gods 

themselves, were expressed.  
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“Kin relations can be formed at any time in life. Kin 
making as a means of reducing human numbers and 
demands on the earth, while simultaneously increasing 
human and other critters’ flourishing, engaged intense 
energies and passions in the dispersed emerging 
worlds”.  

(Haraway, 2016, p. 138) 
 

 
 
Figure 34. Akhenaten (reigning circa 1353–1336 or 1351–1334 BC, the tenth ruler of the 
Eighteenth Dynasty. Before the fifth year of his reign, he was known as Amenhotep IV) and 
his Queen Nefertiti, with three of their daughters, enjoying the holy rays of the  sun, known as 
the Aten in Ancient Egypt, 18th Dynasty. Note the kinship that exists on three levels: King and 
his Queen, both parents with their daughters, and the family with the Sun God Amen / Emen / 
Amon (according to different pronunciations).  
 

In the Pyramid Texts, the king was presented as the son of numerous gods, 
such as Atum, Nut, Geb, Isis, and Osiris. Apparently such declaration of multiple 

paternity was a concept of hermeneutics more than semantics; it is perhaps used to 
signify legitimacy and power, rather than a confused bloodline. One example of 

extended family is the concept of a multigenerational dynasty, like the one we see in 
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the relationship between the Queen mother Tiye, mother of Akhenaten, mother in law 

of two women, Nefertiti who certainly gave birth to six daughters, and the second 
wife / consort Kia who probably gave birth to two boys including Tut Ankh Amon, who 

married Ankh-Essen Amon who was his own sister. In the 14th year of Akhenaten’s 
reign the Queen mother Tiye moved to the royal palace at the newly formed capital 

Akhet Aten (now known as Tel El Amarna). Archaeological findings show us this 
large family, predominantly female interacting in Sun worship. Trans-human kinship 

can be seen even earlier than the large Akhenaten family, with Queen Hatshepsut 
who inaugurated herself as a King / Pharaoh, and pictured herself as conceived 

between her human mother and the greater God Amon Ra himself, hence declaring 
herself half human half god, a new potent species, and later herself conceiving a 

daughter without having a pharaoh-husband. Graffiti from that period depict the 

dismay of artists and artisans who carved and painted her temple, mocking in porn 
graffiti the half god half human Pharaoh / Queen/ King being fornicated by her own 

architect Senmut, in a socially rejected extra-marital relationship [figure 35].  
 

 
Figure 35 

 
During the New Kingdom, pharaohs / kings (as the title “pharaoh” appeared 

only in the 18th dynasty) were recognized as bodily sons of Amun (also pronounced 
Emen and Amen as suggested by the alphabets that represented delicate 

pronunciation). In all these significant relationships that the king had with the gods —

all of them suggest a strong divine bond—, one idea is emphasized: the king was not 
only a god himself but also the kin of the gods. Links among the gods themselves 

were also expressed through kinship ties, as evidenced, for example, in the way the 
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gods of the Heliopolitan (of Heliopolis, the current Ain Shams area in Cairo) Ennead 

(the nine gods of genesis) were related to one another: Atum created a brother-sister 
pair (Shu and Tefnut), who begot another brother-sister pair  (Geb and Nut), who in 

turn engendered four children (Osiris, Isis, Seth, and Nephthys); kinship links were 
then projected forward to the next generation [figure 36]. 

 

 
Figure 36. Monumental statue of Amenhotep III (Amenophis III as pronounced in Egyptian 
Greek, ruled Egypt from June 1386 to 1349 BC, or from June 1388 BC to December 1351 
BC/1350 BC) and Queen Tiye, along with their daughters.  
 

Note the hand of the Queen behind the back of her King, suggesting support 
and love. Also note the equal sizes of both King and Queen, suggesting total equal 
stature, societal value, and empowerment. Note the kinship that bonds both parents 
with the only visible daughter / princess. It is noteworthy to mention that the Royal 
family had two boys, one of them (Amenhotep IV: Akhenaten), none of them appear 
in the pose, suggesting a particular kinship to female princesses.  
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The Egyptian language had a remarkable extensive set of terms for kin 
groups starting with the late Old Kingdom (spanning c. 2686– 2181 BC) on, the term 

Abt referred to households or extended families, while the term haw identified the 
close kin of an individual. From the Middle Kingdom on (circa 2050 to 1710 BC), 

several terms were in use, such as mhwt (clan or extended kin group), whyt (kin 
group in village contexts), hr (kin group living in the same household), and hnw (all 

members of a household). During the New Kingdom (Circa 1570 BC and 1544 BC), 
dnjt or dnwt was used to refer to a familial kin group. Moreover, terms with broader 

meanings, such as ht (group, corporation, generation) or wndw (t) (group, troop, 
gang), were sometimes used to refer to kin groups (Frank, 1983, 178-298). 

 

My point in this part of my studio as well as my theoretical work is to 
reconsider the notion of kinship as an indispensable emotional component for the 

creative process of the artist’s practice, who is also a member of a clan, a family, a 
tribe or a community, where relationships can be constructed and reconstructed 

throughout one’s life, using the ancient Egyptian deities kinship as a reference. But 
what definition of kinship am I proposing? It goes definitely beyond physical 

boundaries or biological conception of kinship, and it does not parallel any modern 
Eastern or Western categories of relatedness. I am researching this kinship that is 

necessary for myself as a creator who proposes this argument, to contribute to the 
contemporary discourse in a manner that is timeless and borderless, transcending 

the spatial and the temporal. I am proposing –and researching— the kinship that 

transcends gender, affiliation and ideology of all sorts, and I attest and reiterate that 
my studio and theoretical obsession is not about the proposed feminist, queer or any 

“right” for particular clans, communities or groups. I, as a female artist, explore my 
rights as an artist (who transcends gender identity) to dwell in taboos of freedoms, 

formal and informal social controls, all the way while building kinship with the social 
elements that may have created the very same social controls.  

 
Setting Hathor as an example of kinship, not only to other goddesses / deities 

but also to the royal, and non-royal members of the society, and to other females in 

ancient Egypt, I explore possibilities and methods and propose them in my work, 
studio as well as theoretical.  
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“Hathor was seen to be the womb from which the sun was born each 

morning. This was not fully explained though, the key to the myth lies in that the 
setting sun impregnates the sky, the pregnancy lasts the night, and in the morning 

the sun is reborn” (Assmann, 2001, p. 44). Thus, the sun is both the son and consort 
of the goddess; and the goddess in turn, his mother and wife. This was in order to 

emphasize the self-perpetuating cycle of life, death and rebirth. Thus, Hathor 
facilitated both the birth into life, as well as the rebirth into the afterlife. 

Hathor –who could also be myself, and any other female person, artist or not– could 
be the wife, mother and daughter of the same god, as the god / deity –like all male 

gods / deities– went through different stages of his / their lifecycle, and she –Hathor– 
aided in all and each of those. “As a mother, Hathor gives birth to the solar disk, then 

nourishes it continuously with her milk. As a wife, she is a worthy consort, delighting 

her husband. As a daughter she amuses and pleases her father. Then finally, when 
her father dies, she joins him in the afterlife to aid his restoration and well-being until 

he can again be reborn through her.” (Pinch, 2002, p. 137-139). 
 

In the mid twentieth century at the beginning of what is termed contemporary 
art, long before the feminist movement that flourished in the sixties of the same 

century, ambitious female artists like Lee Krasner and Elaine de Kooning rejected 
motherhood, while both their contemporaries: Louise Nevelson and Grace Hartigan 

had children while keeping their careers that was already difficult for a female 
painter. Perhaps leading an already difficult successful career similar to their male 

counterparts may have meant rejecting the reproductive difference between both 

genders. What is observed in those four artists is that they all refrained from using 
any element that could be seen as “feminine.” With the rise of the feminist movement 

in the late sixties and seventies and with names like Nancy Spero, Judi Chicago, 
Jenny Holzer and Barbra Kruger, female artists managed to achieve exhibition 

opportunities, tackled all subjects including sexual choices and emancipation, yet 
such political awakening was accompanied in the public sphere with the mainstream 

belief that such liberation is associated with a refrain from maternity. Judi Chicago 
though produced a giant artwork around the theme of motherhood and childbearing 

between 1980 and 1985 (Chicago and Schapiro, 2003, p. 43). The work is entitled 

“Birth Project”, and its concept comprised the notions of motherhood and 
childbearing as a universal experience that transcends time and culture. With the 

help of numerous professional women embroiders and needle workers she weaved a 
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series of images that treated her subject matter of birth, creation and transmission 

[figure 37] (Chicago and Schapiro, 2003, p. 43). 

Contemporary to Chicago, Holzer, Spero and Kruger, two other examples can be 
mentioned: painter Elizabeth Murray (Do the Dance, 2005) and photographer Sally 
Mann (New York Times Cover, 1992), who both chose childbirth and motherhood, 
and not only that, integrated images of their own children into their artworks. The 
practice of both artists takes the idea of motherhood and kinship to the level of 
expressing daily experiences, and transcending the sole idea of the female artist and 
her struggle for equality. 
 

 
Figure 37. Judi Chicago, from the series “Birth Project”, 1980-1985 

 
3.2 Story Telling in My Art Practice 

In combining hybridization methodology and bringing back symbols from the 

past, to assist as a reminder and awaken our memory, I tend to tell the story of the 

modern dual society of Egypt that I grew up in, in comparison to the story that has 
been told in ancient Egypt about female goddesses [figure: 9].  

According to the Nut (pronounced noot or nout) story, the Egyptian goddess 
was depicted as a star-covered nude woman arching over the earth. Nut was the 

goddess of the sky and all heavenly bodies, a symbol of protecting the dead when 
they enter the afterlife. According to the Egyptian mythology, during the day, 

heavenly bodies—such as the Sun and Moon—would make their way across her 
body. Then, at dusk, they would be swallowed, pass through her belly during the 

night, and be reborn at dawn. 
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She was pictured as a woman arched on her toes and fingertips over the 

Earth; her body was portrayed as a star-filled sky. Nut's fingers and toes were 
believed to touch the four cardinal points or directions of north, south, east, and west. 

 
Figure: 9 

Painting: Acrylic on canvas, 160 x 120 cm, 2019, @Shaima Dief 
 

I brought the myth alive again, by displacing the symbols in my painting 
(figure 9), as that great goddess cannot have the same powerful position in our 

modern society anymore. Her hands and toes can’t reach the four cardinal points, 
they are weak and tired, her face reflects the ugliness of how society changed her 

and took away her power and meaning. Although she needs the support of the 
goddess Hathor, –who is also depicted in the painting but in a weak position–, she 

can’t receive it and both female goddesses are leaning on each other. The reason 
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we see the cow face as slaughtered and deformed, is that our understanding of 

Hathor changed in the current “modern” time, and the cow symbol / title is given 
today to the fat / housewife woman and is no longer a sign of respect / fertility / 

motherhood or power. The cosmos story told about moon and sun travelling through 
the female body and maintaining balance on earth, is distorted in my painting as a 

reflection of the unbalanced status of females nowadays. 
 

Karen Barad –the feminist philosopher of science trained as a quantum 
physicist– in her scholarly project Posthumanist Performativity, philosophically 

integrates some of the crucial insights of groundbreaking relational materialists, such 
as Donna Haraway and Bruno Latour (see e.g. Haraway, 1994; Latour, 1994). In 

addition to these thinkers, her main inspiration is the Danish physicist Niels Bohr’s 

model of the hydrogen atom, proposed in 1913, as well as his rendition of the 
concept “phenomenon”, which is very different from the classical phenomenological 

definition.  
Barad writes that to Bohr, the primary epistemological unity –the unit that is 

graspable in knowledge– is not “independent objects with inherent boundaries” but 
“phenomena” consisting of both subject-effects and object-effects in “dynamic 

relationality” (Barad, 2003, p. 819), just like the electron in an atom can have three 
movements: move in allowed state, or stay in a stationary state, or split altogether 

from the system in a random state. To Barad, it is only in the phenomenon –in the 
relation between elements– that elements become endowed with concrete 

properties. It is only in relations between every individual element that one particular 

form can take its place only in the overall assemblage, and with other forms taking 
their places, the overall form is made, hence the description ‘form takes form’ and 

‘content becomes content’. Barad proposes that “relata” (aka “entities”) do not 
preexist relations; rather, entities within phenomena emerge and appear and identify 

themselves through specific actions and interactions amongst them.” (Barad, 2003, 
p. 819). 

 Thus conceptualized, phenomena prove the “inseparability of ‘objects’ and 
‘agencies of observation’” (Barad, 1998, p. 96), further implying that “’Subjects’ and 

‘objects’ do not preexist as such, but are constituted through and within particular 

practices” (Barad, 1998, p. 106). The relational-materialist world of Barad is a world 
in which beings and entities constantly generate images of the world and each other, 

thus enacting each other as objects in the world –a world in which beings and entities 
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thus constantly ‘read’ each other in a constantly/continuously ongoing, ever-present, 

“material semiotics” (Haraway, 1988). In her seminal text Staying with the Trouble 
Haraway offers up the Chthulucene: a play on the ancient Greek word chthonic that 

refers to the primordial, elemental spirits of the under-world as they existed before 
being tamed and assimilated into human-based cosmologies. The Chthulucene 

frames the world as a place where inter-species hierarchies are not predetermined, 
but instead remain variable and open for re-interpretation (2016, p. 29). My approach 

is to capture the wealth and texture of the lived realities of human–animal relations, 
where human and animal histories intersect to produce meaningful visual 

interactions. For ancient Egyptian pictorial / iconography, the relationship of such 
intersection –and interaction– with the meaning of detailed roles of such hybrids is 

more direct.  

 Within Staying With the Trouble, Donna Haraway illustrates the truth of the 
matter, one to be re-learned by the humanoid entities that she gives the name –and 

description perhaps– of “humus”, in a manner that is much more than just “co-living”, 
as that phrase doesn’t do much justice to the call being made. Humans, she argues, 

must do more than co-exist or co-live, they must be conscious of the complex web of 
life systems and realize that even within their own bodies they co-live with creatures. 

This co-living attached to the very well-being of the humanoid subjects, as they must 
become something beyond human, as human itself is an intrinsically different title to 

Haraway, one involving the divine sensibilities and assumptions of sky gods rather 
than earth gods (2016, p. 43).  

There must be a construction of what Karen Barad calls agency, although this 

agency does not depend on a singular subject, it is about acting, or rather, intra-
acting to accomplish the very state of symbiosis (or as Haraway distorts the word 

from symbiosis to sympoeisis to match the distortion of the human form to her very 
personal humanoids called Humus) and to address power imbalances. Haraway’s 

methods involve the usage of elaborate storytelling and myth-making and 
acknowledgement of the fact that nature, existence itself is affective. The 

environments in which they find themselves be they urban or rural work on the 
humus subjects as they in turn work on their surroundings. She utilizes stories and 

fables to convey her messages; citing stories to be an effective tool in “staying with 

the trouble,” creating narratives to address a multiplicity of complex issues. Stories –
in the form of analogies- help to establish reality, becoming another factor in the 
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continuous co-constitution of various environmental factors and humanoid subjects 

(2016, p.39).  
 

Storytelling is an important aspect of human reality as well as in my art work, 
it is constructed by told / narrated stories, many of which find their homes in a 

religious or spiritual “con-text” that serve to inform the mode of being of a clan / 
clique / group/ community. Haraway addresses this matter in a variety of ways, one 

of which she drives from Native American traditions, not necessarily religions —as 
that may imply a colonialist approach—, but life encompassing traditions that inform 

an entire group’s holistic and beneficial relationship with their surrounding 
environment; with emphasis on what she coins as “sympoeisis”, a concept of 

“making-with”, co-producing existence with kin species (2016, p. 58).  

Taking Haraway’s essay as a secondary source and a complementary 
starting point for my studio research, I am proposing the ancient Egyptian 

iconography as an example of awareness of the cosmos and nature within the living 
human body [figure 5, 9, 10, 11]. For Haraway, even spaces have been transformed 

into a personal reality, where the Batman Park, an invented space derived from the 
very American comic strips non-real source provide the encounter, spots where her 

humanoids interact. Such spaces —recycled more than reinvented— complete the 
universe of Haraway. 

Haraway functions by jumping over the hurdle of intimidating current “live” 
religions in critique, and alternatively she suggests not a religion of sky / divine / 

Abrahamic biblical gods, but one of earth gods. In order to break with the term 

religion, opting rather for a holistic, sensible materialism such as that found in 
Ancient Egypt, she resorts to tools that weave a fabric of fantasy to convey her 

critical messages. 
Ancient Egyptians, while worshiping both celestial and earthly gods and 

deities, placed an emphasis on the relationship with the land and its inhabitant spirits 
as they are encountered in the day to day and dwell with humanity. This spiritual 

variety of sensible materialism, of living, of being, and of dying is represented in a 
palette of visual iconography, in the form of an array of gods and goddesses and 

implemented as conceptual inspiration in my artwork [figure 38]. 
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Figure 38. Mingling, Acrylic on Canvas, 200 x 120 cm, 2013 @ Shaima dief 

 
Ancient Egyptian painting addressed the relation between the human and 

spiritual in a visualized form, in order to convey through mythic metaphors and 
meaningful iconography very specific political and social messages. Hybrids could be 

inferred to mobilize these metaphors, told through a storytelling iconography, into 

waking reality and enable human subjects to better interact with nature in manners of 
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symbiosis and kin / relationship making, which is the methodology used in my 

artwork [figure 38]. 
Haraway’s attention on working dogs as models for friend species, and 

partner species as models for a new paradigm of ontological and moral connections, 
appears in one way or another to sentimentalize the connections among human-and 

non-human animals, by privileging one of the most uncommonly tight human-animal 
bonds in cultural evolution. Alternatively, her approach seems to downplay the most 

urgent political problems posed by the human domination of animals, by escaping 
into –sometimes extreme– metaphysical vision and playful anecdote (Haraway, 

1991, p. 149-181).  
On a close scrutiny of the ancient Egyptian hybrid creatures, historical and cultural 

anthropological understanding is needed: at a certain stage this intertwined bond 

between human and animal forms lead to stunning images of powerplay that are 
both meaningful and wealthy in intricate layers of culture. The representation of joy 

and love –Haraway’s two most powerful sources of knowledge– is not only 
emotional. Joy and love are both sacred and spiritual forces, and from that joy-love 

common ground with the ancient Egyptian sources, I derive my very own image-
making process [figures 11, 38].  

 

3.3 kin making: The Case of Hathor Motherhood  
Relating to Haraway’s proposition of kin-making, I would propose my 

argument at this stage of the ancient Egyptian deities’ relation to the same kin-

making hypothesis. Haraway notes in her ‘Cyborg Manifesto’ —a key text for 
posthumanist thought— technologies, humans, and animals are interactive and co-

constitutive: ‘a cyborg world might be about lived social and bodily realities in which 
people are not afraid of their joint kinship with animals and machines, not afraid of 

permanently partial identities and contradictory standpoints’ (Haraway 1991, p. 154; 
Latour, 1993). Haraway’s goal is —for her readers— to ‘learn from fusions with 

animals and machines how not to be a man, the embodiment of Western logos’ 
(1991, p. 173). From here arises the kin-making proposition, the relation with other 

species —with kin— is foregrounded, and these are refigured as ‘chthonic ones’, 
‘beings of the earth, both ancient and up-to-the-minute’ (Haraway, 2016, p. 2). 

Haraway rejects the separation of humans and animals or any hierarchical 

relationship between humans and animals, on the other hand she develops an 
understanding of kin-making, wherein all are partners are inescapably involved and 
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invested in shaping and reshaping histories through responses and ongoing 

(re)actions, she asserts that ‘the task is to make kin in lines of inventive connection 
as a practice of learning to live and die well with each other in a thick present’ 

(Haraway, 2016, p. 1). 
Nut in my painting is the primeval mother of all goddesses and gods, who 

was also in later dynastic periods identified with numerous deities like Hathor, Mut, 
Nit, or Neith [figure 9]. Nut, goddess of the skies, is the equivalent of the Greek male 

god Uranus (heaven), while Gaia, the female goddess of earth and nature is 
identified with Gebb, the Egyptian male god of earth and nature. Ancient Egyptians 

and Greeks created for their pantheon of deities, identical gods and goddesses  
–sometimes with inverted gender roles that were convenient to their local cultures–, 

The Greek concept of Gaia was almost identical though with the Roman pantheon: 

"Mother Nature" or the Earth Mother ‘Gaia’, had her equivalent in the Roman 
pantheon was Terra Mater, while in Sumerian mythology Ki is the earth goddess. 

The mythological name was revived in 1979 by James Lovelock, in Gaia: A 
New Look at Life on Earth; his Gaia hypothesis was supported by Lynn Margulis. The 

hypothesis proposes that living organisms and inorganic material are part of a 
dynamic system that shapes the Earth's biosphere, and maintains the Earth as a fit 

environment for life. She was also referred to by Haraway as the goddess with the 
thousand names; “Gaia does not and could not care about human or other biological 

beings’ intentions or desires or needs, but Gaia puts into question our very existence, 
we who have provoked its brutal mutation that threatens both human and nonhuman 

livable presents and futures” (2016, p. 44-61). 

As the father-god was associated with Tem, and the Lord of heaven, and the 
male-parent of all gods, subsequently Neith became ‘the great lady, the mother-

goddess, the lady of heaven, and queen of the gods’, it is also mentioned that she is 
‘the mother of the gods’, and ‘brought forth in primeval time herself, never having 

been created’ (Budge, 1904, p.93). She is also perceived as the mother of Shu and 
Tefnut (354). Later in the Fifth Dynasty we observe the depiction of a female deity in 

form of a woman wears on her head a disk with horns and uraeus, and sometimes 
there are two feathers above the disk, she is called Rāt in the text of Unås, and also 

called ‘Mistress of Heliopolis’ (p. 328). As for Net in Upper Egypt, she was chiefly 

worshiped at Seni (Esneh), the Laropolis of the Greeks, and was represented with 
the head of a lioness painted green, and her title was ‘Father of fathers, and Mother 

of mothers’, she was also described as the great cow ‘who gave birth to the sun, who 
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made the germ of gods’ (463). In the Pyramid Text (Uniås, line 390) where Sekhmet, 

and Bastet were identified with the forms of Hathor, each goddess had the head of a 
lioness (514-515). 

Among all the mentioned examples of motherhood deities, the most important 
for my argument is Hathor, the one who symbolizes the earth, fertility to all creatures; 

she is represented in the iconography that I am using as a conceptual tool for kin-
making [figure 32]. Most of the texts prove that the worship of Hathor was universal, 

and even more her shrines were more numerous than those of Horus. Hathor was 
the mighty mother of the world as well as the old cosmic, as she was the 

personification of the great power of nature, a power that was constantly conceiving, 
creating, bringing forth, raising children, and maintaining all things (Brown, 2010). 

Hathor is ‘the mother of the father, and the daughter of her son’, ‘the mother of every 

god and every goddess’. Hathor was honored in all the local goddesses’ shrines; she 
turned into ‘the chief female counterpart’ and had been allowed to join the great god 

as a guest. A list of names and forms that she took in all large cities in Upper and 
Lower Egypt is given by Dr. Brugsch and cited in Budge’s work is a proof that Hathor 

was identified with Satet, and Ānqet in Elphantine, with Ta-sent-nefert in Ombos, with 
Behutet in Apollinopolis Magna, with Nit, Nebuut, and Menhit in Latopolis, with Mut, 

and Nekhebet in Eileithiaspolis, with Rāt-Tauit, and Åmenthet in Thebes, with Heqet 
in Apollinopolis Parva, with Isis, and Anit in Coptos, with Sefkhet-Āābut in Diospolis 

Prava, with  Mehit-Tefnut-Khut-Menhit  in This, with Isis  and  Khent Åbtet in 
Panopolis, with Heqet and Ānthat in Aphroditopolis, with Nit, Uatchtet, Sekhet, etc., 

in Hypselis, with Maāt and Isis in Hierakonpolis, with Mut  and Sefkhet-āābut in 

Lycopolis, with Sekhet and Maāt in Cusae, with Nehemāuait, and Sefkhet-āābut, and 
Meh-urt in Hermopolis, with Heqet and Ashet in Ibius, with Pakhth at the Speos 

Artemidos, with Ånpet in Cynopolis, with Uatchet in Alabastronpolis, with Hathor of 
Oxyrinchus, with Ānthåt and Mersekhent in Herakleopolis Magna, Renpit in 

Letopolis, with Usert-Heqet in Prosopis, with Nit (Neith) in Saïs, with Urt-Åpset in 
Xoïs, with Isis in Canopus, with  Uatchet  in Buto, with Tefnut in Pa-Tem, with Tatet 

or Tait in Busitis, with khuit in Atheibis, with Tetet  daughter if Rā, and Tefnut in the 
form of a lion, and Hert, the female counterpart if Horus, and Nesert, with Iusāset, 

and Nebt-Hetep, with Iusāset, and Nebt-Hetep,  with Menåt, and Repit, with Khent-

Åbtet in Sele, with Nehmāuait, Tefnut, and Isisi in Hermopolis, with Hāt-Mehit in 
Mendes, with Mut, Tefnut, and Khent-Åbtet in Diospolis, with Bast in Bubastis, with 

Isis, and Uatchet  in Åmmet, and with Septit, and Khekhsit  in the nome of Sept. It is 
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then a great proof that Hathor was representative of all goddesses in Egypt (Dr. 

Brugsch, 1878, p. 431-432).  
In ancient Egyptian iconography Hathor –as well as an arsenal of other 

female deities— was depicted in the woman-animal hybrid form: body of a 
voluptuous woman with a mask of an animal. In the case of Hathor, it was the mask 

of a cow. Similar to other cultures, Hindus do not just worship cows. They also 
worship cobras and monkeys and elephants, as finite forms of the infinite divine. In 

Hinduism, God is visualized through various forms: elements, plants, animals, 
celestial bodies, artefacts, and geometrical forms. So, it is not uncommon for a Hindu 

to worship fire or water, the tulsi shrub or banyan tree, the sun or the moon, a pot or 
a sword, a yantra made of intersecting triangles, circles and squares. However, 

around the world the image of Hindus worshipping cows has captured the 

imagination of people, perhaps because in most parts of the world you eat beef, and 
you don’t see cattle roaming the streets. Snakes and monkeys and elephants are 

eaten in many parts of the world, but not in Europe. And perhaps that is why Hindu 
worship of snakes, monkeys and elephants does not get as much attention. In 

Vaishnava mythology, the cow came to be seen as an embodiment of Lakshmi, the 
goddess of wealth. In the Bhagavata Purana, the earth takes the form of a cow and 

asks Vishnu to protect her. That is why Vishnu, her guardian, is called Go-pala, 
protector of the earth-cow (Sayeed, 2021, p. 296). 

In ancient Egypt Hathor was depicted during the birth-process, interacting 
with other gods and goddesses, and in votive offerings. “Hathor penetrated every 

aspect of ancient Egyptian woman’s life: starting with sexuality, fertility, followed by 

birth, healing and safeguarding, music and finally death” (Pinch, 2002). Hathor 
appeared mainly in three forms: as the theriomorphic (i.e. having an animal form) 

female human-cow, the anthropomorphic goddess with the cow horns and sun disk 
atop her head. One other form is as simple as a face with cow ears and a distinctive 

wig.  
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Figure 39. Hathor, Acrylic on canvas, 150 x 150 cm, 2014 @ Shaima Dief 

 

The ‘making kin’ concept existed in the Egyptian mindset through all the 
mentioned deities, and could also be thought of as a continuation of the themes of 

‘The Companion Species Manifesto’. The cosmic goddess Hathor’s oldest symbol of 

all was the cow, as seen in the Book of the Dead, until the beginning of the Roman 
period. However, the forms in which the goddess is depicted are numerous and she 

was identified with every important local deity, in every class and kind. According to 
Brugsch, her first action was to be ‘the mother of light,’ her second act was to 

produce Shu and Tefnut. Of the various forms she was depicted, few examples of 
her iconography are as the lady of Abshek: she appears in a form of a woman who 

wears upon her head a pair of horns within rests the solar disk, in Hetepet, she was 
depicted wearing the vulture tiara, with a uraeus in front and five uraei on the top of 

it, as the lady of Senemet, she appears in form of a woman with the headdress, or 
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with plumes and horns, as the great goddess of Dendera, she appears in the form of 

a lioness, with a uraeus on her head, holding a scepter in on hand and ‘life’ in the 
other, as the lady of the southern sycamore, she has the head of a cow (Budge, 

1969, p. 429-430). 
Concept of the Egyptian deities and Haraway’s ‘Cyborg Manifesto’ can be 

observed in the late dynastic times, when Bast, Sekhmet, and Rā formed a deity 
which is known to us through an entire chapter in the Book of the Dead of that 

period. In iconography Sekhmet-Bast-Rā is represented as a woman with a man’s 
head, and wings attached to her arms, and the heads of two vultures springing either 

from her head or neck; she has the phallus of a man and the claws of a lion (Budge, 
1969, p. 518). Such visualization of female deity that combines the man, woman, and 

other species in one iconography, could also be seen as the modern theme of the 

cyborg; where gender identification does not exist, and the frontiers of man, hybrid 
and machine are abolished. This concept is traced and represented in my artwork 

[figure 11]. 
The cyborg that as explained by Haraway is a hybrid of machine and 

organism, a creature of social reality as well as a creature of fiction; what she 
identifies as a condensed image of both imagination and material reality. In her 

contribution to socialist-feminist culture and theory, as well as in a postmodernist 
(way?) of imaging, a world without gender, genesis, and maybe without end, we are 

obliged to follow in a universe of hybrids, and of recycling spaces, places and 
entities, all timeless. What has been achieved in the last two centuries in biology and 

evolutionary theory, fiction took a different form in authorship: modern creatures 

evolve from hybridizing ancient with modern, Eastern with Western, and the state of 
fictitious timelessness demolishes barriers between past and present. All recycled 

hybrid forms are objects of knowledge, with diminished lines between man and 
animal, to “a black out follow re-etched in ideological battle or expert debates among 

life and sociology” (Haraway, 1991, p. 150-152).  
Such transparent, non-existent or abolished lines between species, man and 

animal has existed throughout millennia in every ancient mythology, and all started 
with the ancient Egyptian concept of genesis, and the deity that plays a role in 

society. The bloodline of such beliefs arrives to the twenty first century, passing from 

Middle Eastern mythologies, to the three Abrahamic religions that arose in the same 
region, to the world post-Christian cults, as well as contemporary hybridized sects 

that extract from recycling beliefs across time. Biblical and Quranic “Satan”, “djinns,” 
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demons and angels are all the post-religion phenomena of the Egyptian Hybridization 

that started 3200 BC. Such recycling of idea, ideal and ideology are transmitted 
codes for societies of the Middle East that do prevail to this day. 

In my research –creative and academic—I always question the biological-
determinist ideology behind the meaning of human animality; what could that mean 

on the social and ideological levels, and such representation as a determinant of 
attitudes  –and consequently behaviors– of the collective conscious of any one 

community. I believe that the hybrid –human / animal– deities could be placed as 
reference to answer this question. I therefore resort to hybridization of visual 

elements in my art practice. 
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Figure 40. Shaima Deif, Cow, 2019, acrylic on canvas, 200 x 140 cm. 

 
In my artwork Hathor is “mother earth” and the growing tree. Note the 

hierarchy that symbolizes the power struggle, as well as the man-animal 

hybridization that is meant as a hermeneutic proposal. The strenuous positions of the 
tied subject suggest formal and informal social control, in respect of the hierarchy 

[figure 40]. One can notice the hybrid elements in this painting, one can also read the 
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story of female struggle. What was once known as Hathor, sign of motherhood, 

fertility, and source of power of all women in ancient Egypt, became nowadays the 
common struggle for women in the modern society. The male young baby flying in 

the painting reflects society empowering young male family members over females. 
In an Egyptian late kingdom “wisdom text” (Papyrus Insinger 8, 18-19) one 

can read: “The work of Mut and Hathor is that what takes place among women, for 
there are good and bad women among those upon earth.” Although Mut is not 

without malevolent and dissipated traits and remains a leonine goddess who is not 
always a peaceful cat, she is not –like Hathor– a symbol of sexual excitation. Mut is 

the matron, the divine mistress of the house. She is the female compassion man 
meets in his mother, sister, daughter and –to a certain extent– in his wife. She is not 

so much the sexual attraction a man may find in strange and dangerous women 

outside the family. Mut was respected as a woman and as a man, and she had both 
priests and priestesses to worship. The important priestesses were called “God’s 

wives of Amun”; they had names mostly composed with the name of Mut, and were 
regarded as earthly incarnations of Mut.  The femininity of Mut with her royal crowns 

was authoritative, sometimes also aggressive and terrifying. Unlike any other 
Egyptian goddess, she could be depicted as an aggressive woman with a phallus 

that frightens off her enemies. 
To conclude: Hathor was a goddess of power, with whom the ancient 

Egyptian woman could have an individual connection, in light of the fact that Hathor 
was in each circle of her own and open life. Hathor was a family consort, a prominent 

household presence, and to women, even a family member with a non-physical 

manifestation, and this is precisely what I want to represent in my kin-making 
proposition in my painting projects. This status may have been a direct result of 

Hathor’s relatable dual-nature, which causes her to appear to be progressively 
human, and simultaneously divine in the standout; this duality I represent in my work 

through the physical bonding between female bodies, carnal entanglement like the 
bond between the daughter, the mother and the extended family best friend. The 

physical fusion can also comprise animal elements. The idea of the connection 
between Hathor and the women of Egypt can be said to have been profoundly 

spiritual, however exceptionally personal. Not only did the women have a close 

relationship with Hathor, but they could also resort to her using prayers during 
extreme time to drive their personal ambitions. The degree of this kinship extended 

into each circle of the old Egyptian woman’s life. Hathor was a goddess for every 
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single Egyptian, yet she was particularly essential to ladies of ancient Egypt. 

 

3.4 kin making: The Case of Mut Motherhood  
The early concept of Cyborg came to popular culture by the two 1970s 

American soap opera characters The Six Million Dollar Man Steve Austin and The 
Bionic Woman Jamie Sommers, both subject to a fatal accident that required 

replacement of lost biological organs with mechanical and robotic parts, and 
modification that enhanced their sensory and motor functions, and rendering them 

super humans. 
In Haraway reflects on the importance of hybridization in her study of Cyborg 

Manifesto; she shows in her texts how we all –by the late twentieth century– became 

cyborgs; fabricated hybrids of machine and organism / human. Her image of the 
cyborg is of both imagination and material reality, which joined centers structuring of 

historical transformation (Haraway, 1991, p. 150). Her imaginative idea of cyborg’s 
world, is where humans are not afraid of their kinship with animals and machines, not 

terrified of halfway identities and opposing standpoints (1991, p. 154). Haraway 
wrote explicitly that ‘I would rather be a cyborg than a goddess,’ though I would 

rather focus on the necessity of hybridization in both cases –Hathor and Mut– and 
from my visual perspective reproduce what she defended: ‘making kin.’ 

The goddess Mut is known primarily as the spouse of Amun-Rā, the mighty 
king of all gods; she forms with him and their divine child Khonsu the sacred Theban 

triad for over a millennium and a half, from about 1500 BCE until the end of Egyptian 

religious history. She is, however, not just a vague mother goddess, though she is 
often represented with the child Khonsu on her lap. She is a stately royal lady, 

wearing the double royal crowns of Upper and Lower Egypt, as would do numerous 
masculine gods. She is the divine queen mother and queen regnant, a divine female 

pharaoh who represents kingship with her double crown. In Theban cult, she is the 
consort of Åmen, and is considered as one god in the esoteric wisdom of Heliopolis 

(Budge, 1904, p. 88). 

The name Mut was written with the vulture hieroglyph, but was not a vulture 
goddess like Nekhbet. She was represented as an anthropomorphic being with a 

human head or lion head, and probably this was the first representation of the lioness 
head which became exclusively reserved in other dynastic periods to Sekhmet. 

[Figure 32]. Only very seldom, and evidently secondarily, was she given a vulture 
head next to human or lion head. The vulture in this parable is fiercely maternal, 
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which reflects the fact that one of the Egyptian words for vulture (Mut) sounded the 

same as the word for mother. The vulture goddess Nekhbet was a mythical mother to 
every Egyptian king. Queens traditionally wore headdresses in the form of a vulture 

(Pinch, 2015, p. 121). This is why vultures symbolized purity and motherhood, but 
also the eternal cycle of death and rebirth for their ability to transform the “death” 

they feed on –carrion and waste– into life distinguished by an incomparable elegance 
in flight. The vulture headdress that she often wears together with the double crown 

is common to many other goddess and royal women. This vulture headdress, as well 
as the vulture hieroglyph in which her name was written, is a symbol and ideogram of 

motherhood. The Egyptian word for “mother” is written in the vulture hieroglyph and 
is to be read Mwt thus, the name of the goddess Mut means “mother” [Figure 41] 

(Brunsch, 1978, 123-128). 

 

Figure 41. Shaima Dief, Mut-Me I, II, 2021, acrylic on paper, 40 x 30 cm each. 

This multiplicity, sophistication –and sometimes complication– of conceptual 
hybridization between human, cow, cat and lioness, often representing the divine 

feminine is inspiring for me as a painter since my early years as an art student. This 

almost surreal mix, probably five millennia before the term surrealist was even 
coined, inspires even egyptian school children when they paint subject matter related 

to ancient Egypt. Of course, for the youngsters’ painting, identity is not identified by 
gender, yet one finds this standard mix of human, cow, cat, lioness, all female 

elements painted innocuously and without feminist statements. For me as a painter, 
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my passion about the perseverance of the ancient artists to express ideas of female 

might and power through a diversity of female forms was always intriguing for me to 
explore. I started experimenting with hybridization to simulate such complex methods 

of visual expression in 2014 with a quadriptiche that I exhibited at the Salon of Young 
Egyptian Artists in Cairo, where for the first time animal masks were integrated within 

the human bodies to form my personal biological entities that would be –for me– 
timeless, as they are derived from both the ancient and the contemporary on the one 

hand, and from my personal and very intimate diary on another. 

The Sacred versus The Ephemeral 

By blending those sacred figures with nude female bodies that are linked 
physically on the visual level, I experiment with the idea of playfulness: where 

females, deities and earthlings, engage in carnal games, bonding, loving –all types of 

love is kin-making–, I juxtapose the sacred versus the ephemeral, and on my 
canvases, both have equal value, as I propose questions not answers. Human 

female figures in kinetic weightlessness are reminiscent of Nut, or Mut. In 
comparison to other divinities, Mut makes a late appearance in the history of 

Egyptian religion, or at least in the archaeological material that is preserved. So far, 
no definite proof exists that she played a part in the religion of predynastic and early 

dynastic times, or even of the Old Kingdom, first Intermediate Period and Middle 
Kingdom. Mut was one of the numerous goddesses worshiped in Ancient Egypt. 

Apart from some scattered notice in Egyptology studies mainly by J. Yoyotte (1962, 
p. 101 – 110), little particular attention has been paid to Mut, and this made her super 

attractive as a visual element in my work, and I adopt her morphology in self-

portraiture with my face in her body representation. She does not play a striking part 
in Egyptian mythology, her name is found rarely if at all in Pyramid texts, Book of the 

Dead and her vagueness has been complained of by Egyptology scholars, while she 
is so frequently depicted in temples of Mut in South Thebes and elsewhere as 

companion of Amon. This companionship, a type of kin-making, does not deny the 
playfulness in couple relationships. In my painting, such playful mating games are 

omnipresent in some of my larger paintings between the years of 2016 till 2019 
[Figure 11]. 
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Figure 11. Shaima Dief, 2019, Acrylic on canvas, 200 x 180 cm  

 

 The temple of Mut in South Karnak was one of the least investigated spots in 

Thebes, which may lead to a more clearly defined and livelier image of Mut.  She 
replaced Amaunet, the grammatical female companion of Amon, in the Middle 

Kingdom in some aspects. Mut is known from seventeenth dynasty on as “ the Great 

One, Mistress of Isheru”. Isheru is not only the place and temple where Mut was 
worshiped in South Karnak, but it is also a term for a lake that surrounds a temple of 

lion goddess on three of its four sides (Velde, 1982). Mythologically, Isheru is the 
place where these deities were established, so that their burning wrath was cooled. 

“Lioness goddesses / deities were considered to be representations of the Eye Rā, or 
the daughter of Rā, or the original first feminine being. They had a dual ambivalent 

nature in which pacific and creative elements coexisted with fiery, anarchic, 
destructive and dangerous characteristics. These goddesses had to be pacified with 

specific prayers or litanies and rituals” (Yoyotte, 1980). 
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Figure 42. Nineteenth dynasty statue of Mut, part of a double statue, 

c. 1279-1213 BCE, Luxor Museum 
 

 Mut was worshiped in many places in the Nile Valley, the Delta, Nubia and 
the Western Desert oases. By herself or together with other gods, such as Ptah or 

Rā, she was worshiped near Antinoopolis as mistress of Megeb; in Memphis, as Mut 
in the house of Ptah; in Giza, as Mut-Khenty-Abu-Neteru; and in Helioplis’ as Mut-

Her-Senutes, the cruel goddess to whom human victims were offered (Yoyotte, 
1980). 

Mut Visual Description 
Mut iconography is predominantly anthropomorphic; a slim lady in linen 

dress, often brightly colored blue or red in a feather pattern. She was either depicted 
as a woman, sometimes with wings –like Selket–, or a vulture, usually wearing the 

crowns of royalty. She was often shown wearing the double crown of Egypt or the 
vulture headdress of the New Kingdom queens. Occasionally she was depicted as a 

male, on the one hand because she was "Mut, who gives birth, but was herself not 
born of any", and on the other hand due to the superstitious and popular belief that 

there were in fact no male griffon vultures, for both male and female are almost 

identical in appearance (Budge 1999, p. 30) [figure 43]. In later times, she was 
shown as woman with the head of a lioness, a cow or a cobra, as she took on the 

attributes of the other Egyptian goddesses. Mut was also closely associated with a 
number of other goddesses such as Isis (Isset) the mother of Horus (h’rr) the first 
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human, and Nut the goddess of all skies. She was worshipped as a member of a 

number of composite deities. With Isis and Nekhbet she formed the deity called "Mut-
Isis-Nekhbet, the Great Mother and Lady". She was a winged goddess with leonine 

feet, an erect penis and three heads; the head of a lioness wearing Min’s double 
plumed headdress, the head of a woman wearing the double crown of Egypt and the 

head of a vulture wearing the red crown of Lower Egypt (Budge, 1904, p. 518). In 
late dynastic times Bast, Sekhet and Rā formed a deity whose existence is made 

known to us by a chapter in the Book of the Dead. 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

Figure 43 
In the vignette Sekhet-Bast- Rā is represented as a woman with a man’s 

head and wings attached to her arms, and the heads of two vultures springing either 
from her head or neck. “She has the phallus of a man and the claws of a lion. The 

man’s head has upon it the united crowns of the South and North, and taken together 
with the phallus they indicate that the body of the woman, which is here called Mut, 

was supposed to possess the generative and protective powers of Rā” (Budge, 1904, 
518). 

 

Mut replaced Amun’s earlier wife, Amanuet (the invisible goddess) –who 
sustained for almost a thousand years– during the middle Kingdom (2050 to 1710 
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BC). Mut was believed to have existed since primeval times, existing alongside Nun, 

the primeval waters, possibly because she replaced Amaunet who was one of the 
ancient gods of the Ogdoad –the great eight– who lived in the waters. She was 

initially worshipped as a local deity, but rose to prominence as the one queen of the 
gods when her husband, Amun (written and pronounced in ancient Egyptian 

“Emen”), became the foremost national god during the New Kingdom, between the 
16th century BC and the 11th century BC, covering the 18th, 19th and 20th dynasties. 

(Budge, 1904, p. 88) Thebes became the capital of Egypt, and the Theban gods 
became the national gods. As a result, Mut was also closely associated with the 

queen, the mother of the nation, the concept of the contemporary First Lady. She 
was particularly popular with the queens of the 18th and 19th dynasties, most notably 

the Pharaoh Hatshepsut (18th Dynasty) and Nefertari Merytnmut ("Nefertari, Beloved 

of Mut") the Chief wife of Ramessess II (19th dynasty). When her husband Amun 
merged with the sun god Rā, as Amun- Rā, Mut inherited the title the ‘Eye of Rā’ (a 

supreme earned title also associated with and given to Sekhmet, Hathor, Tefnut, 
Bast, and Wadjet amongst others). The ‘Eye of Rā’ was the daughter of Rā in the 

form of a lion who embodied the fierce heat of the sun. However, Mut was also 
"Mother of the Sun in Whom He Rises", making her both the mother and daughter of 

the sun god. Originally Montu (the Theban god of war) was considered to be their 
son, but he was replaced by Khonsu (the moon god). The Theban triad of Amun, Mut 

and Khonsu were worshipped at the Temple of Amun at Luxor (Ipet-Resyt, today 
known as Luxor Temple). 

 

The Metaphor and Symbology of Mut in my Art Practice 

Mut in my painting has changed her appearance in the modern society, 
changed her metaphorical meaning from the Egyptian myth. As she appears terrified, 

scared, and hiding inside the bird instead of flying with the bird [figure: 44]. The 

meaning has changed through time, society and understanding of the ancient 
Egyptian goddesses’ representation which became fogy and uncommunicative in 

modern society. My attempt is to confront the audience with what we use to know 
and is part of our cultural memory, to how we remember it now and how we 

communicate it. The sited position of Mut is different from the ancient representation 
of her, as she is usually depicted standing. This position reflects the changes of the 

society in our current understanding and remembering of the past. The questions 
which arise from the art work, triggers our memory, understanding, and questing 
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whether as females in modern society trapped in their own past or proud of their 

ancient goddesses. 

 
Figure 44. Shaima Deif, Mut II, 2013, acrylic on canvas, 180 x 140 cm. 

 
Symbology (or aka Semiotics) means the attempt to understand the signs 

and symbols behind every image; the cultural anthropology discipline of 
hermeneutics explores the social and cultural meanings, while semiotics deciphers 

codes and symbols. Although the symbol of the cosmic mother –used in my 
painting–can have a multiplicity of collateral names and symbolic depictions, I will try 

to propose an understanding of these apparently different ‘goddesses’ (Isis, Mut, 
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Hathir, Maat, Nut), through the exploration of several academic texts. Such royal 

names and sometimes divine titles are but the functions or aspects of the one and 
only one Great Mother achetype. Schwaller de Lubicz proposes the function of 

symbology: “Symbolism distinguishes Isis from Maat, Hathor from Mut. There is only 
a single femininity, but it acts differently in different environments” (R.A Schwaller 

1998, p. 835). 
In the Pyramid texts, on the east wall and gable of the sarcophagus chamber 

of Unas’ pyramid, the symbolic imagery and text behind the Min: “The phallus is placed 
at the location of the navel, the material attachment [Mut]. A natural birth is denied, but 

receptive femininity is replaced by active, seminal masculinity. This is the Adamic 
hermaphrodite, the first living being who must necessarily contain in itself two natures: 

yes and no, good and bad, high and low.” (R.A Schwaller 1998, p. 835)  

 
Mut was a name and a title of the primordial waters of the cosmos, Naunet, in 

the Ogdoad cosmogony during the Old Kingdom through 6th dynasties (2,686 BCE - 

2,134 BCE). The semiotic name Mut meant “mother” in the ancient Egyptian 
language; she was an ancient Egyptian mother goddess with multiple aspects that 

changed over the thousands of years of evolving visual and religious culture (Velde, 

2002, p. 238). Alternative spellings are Maut and Mout (Pinch, 2016, p. 168). She 
was considered a primal deity, associated with the waters, from which everything 

was born through parthenogenesis. The rulers of Egypt each supported her worship 
in their own culturally-specific way to emphasize their own authority and right to rule 

through an association with Mut.  
The Mut (Mother) is symbolized with the hieroglyph depiction of a vulture. As 

Nekhbet it is a vulture holding the Nekhakha, which is symbolic / hermeneutic of the 
tripartite nature of Man. The vulture Nekhbet usually dominates the head and is seen 

to embrace Isis (Isset) at the location of the skullcap. Nekhbet, was also the patron of 

nature and of childbirth, who was depicted as the nurse of the future king during his 
infancy. The hermeneutic value of Nekhbet was to signify protection of the Pharaoh 

and his land. She is prominently depicted as carrying the cartouche containing the 
name of Pharaoh. The Shnw symbol that Nekhbet carries represents the womb of 

the Great Mother, the womb in which the spiritual child is conceived. In my painting, I 
insert figures of embryos in their mothers’ wombs, infants and children of early age, 

and I link them always to the female heroines on my surfaces to imply such kinship 
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and continuity of bloodline and continuous protection, all signified with Nekhbet and 

Mut. 
Apart from the Nekhbet symbology, Mut usually wears the vulture cap like Nekhbet, 

but other goddesses as well, earned and wore this cap earlier than Mut (Pinch, 2016, 
p. 168). The semiotic reason Mut’s name is written with a vulture, is not because she 

is physically a vulture goddess, but because the word Mwt means “mother”, and is 
already depicted in that particular manner in the vulture pictograph hieroglyph in the 

pyramid texts. The vulture was not only observed as an excellent mother, but as an 
animal function, whose function is that it can feed on the rotten / decaying carcass, 

(Irigaray, p. 3), a hermeneutic representation of the recycling process of life and 
death. It is the creature that can digest what is in a state of putrefaction like the 

jackal. However, in the case of Mut, whose totem is the vulture, the digested 

putrefaction is regurgitated as nourishment: as the meal given to her young children. 
“The vulture speaks of an ability to feed on what is dead which ultimately signifies an 

ability to transform the decaying and dead into the living and nourishing. According to 
the mysteries expressed in this language, we are speaking of psychological 

phenomena, because it is the Psyche that becomes impregnated by the Spirit” 
(Irigaray, p. 3). 
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Figure 45. Mut-Self Portrait, Acrylic on paper, 2019, 100 x 70 cm @ Shaima Dief. 
 

No symbol is ambiguous in ancient Egyptian culture; the totemic or zodiacal 

ideograms that belong to the prehistoric and ancient age of philosophy speaks an 
esoteric language. The animals are always the cosmic functions or neuters, aspects 

of “man” insomuch as aspects of nature. The animals’ symbols are read in the 
natural living system of creation: in their virgin form of nature, the mineral, vegetable, 

and animal kingdoms are contemplated without the artifices of the modern-civilized 
mentality and industry, and without the alienation of nature as experienced in a 

modern metropolis. The origin of scripture seems like the archaic intent to conserve 
this prehistoric philosophy of “cosmosis”: to bring order from chaos. According to 

certain Egyptologists, all ancient Egyptian art is a testament to “a prehistoric science 
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of the soul” that is learned in the observation of nature’s virgin gestures, and written 

in a symbolic fashion that shaped the hieroglyph: the sacred or holy script” 
(Assmann, 2015). In my painting, the confusion of the bird is matched with the 

surprised look of the subject; both elements contest their own existence at the 
special and temporal environments, yet both accept the new destiny of Mut [figure 

45]. 
 

Epithets such as mistress of the sky and eye of the sun –common to many 
other goddesses–, as the spouse of Amon, Mut can be called mistress of the house 

of Amon. Her relation to Amon-Rā can be expressed not only as man and wife, but 
also as mother and son, daughter and father. Egyptologist Herman te Velde 

described the incest in such a relationship as a metaphor to denote the renewal of 

divine life, as expressed in the shape of a female divinity (Velde, 1982). Mut’s ability 
to bring a spiritual re-generation from what is rotten or putrid depends on that 

“digestive solar fire”, much reminiscent of the third manipura chakra located around 
the navel, and this function is identified in the phallus of Min located in the navel of 

the body. The navel, as the feminine and receptive entrance of the spiritual 
substance is fused with a masculine and inceptive semen of the cosmic bull, the 

Apis, the Bakha, the “living soul of Rā”. French mystic and scholar R. A. Schwaller de 
Lubicz, in his 1949 seminal oeuvre The Temple in Man, notes an important principle 

of Egyptian art in relation to the navel: “It is important to note that the figures created 
by the divine verb [Hu] and not procreated through woman do not have navels. For 

example, Tum, who comes forth from the primordial ocean and who is said to have 

been self-created, has no navel, and the kamutef not only does not have a navel, but 
the phallus often occupies its place”. (R.A Schwaller 1998,24).  

 
Egyptologist Wallis Budge, in commenting on Mut, quotes an Egyptian 

formula: “Mut, who gives birth, but was herself not born of any”. The idea of the Great 
Mother archetype is quite explicit in this sentence. Above all, we are dealing with a 

spiritual function that, despite its apparent feminine and masculine traits, is indeed 
androgynous. The phallus in the navel is a fusion of Great Father and Great Mother 

into androgynous Unity. This, we may recall, is attested by the Pharaoh adopting the 
parts of Atum, which made a new cosmic body ‘the Ka’. This accomplishment is 

accompanied with the protection of the person that is an encircling power of 
protection, the Heka, the magic practice of healing and protection. The Ka is the 
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soul’s mystic double, and is one component of the ancient Egyptian concept of the 

soul that has a multiplicity of layers: the ba, the ka, the Akh, the Ib, and the Ren. 
The ancient Egyptians knew when a person had died because he or she had 

lost their vital essence. This loss of essence entailed the loss –or release– of the ka 
from the body, but it certainly was not the end of life. At the point where and when 

the ka had left the body, death is announced. This idea is closely analogous to the 
Western notion of soul. It refers to "spirit" and it is often related to the idea of the 

second image of the person, the person’s double. Even after the person had 
deceased, the ka could remain active / alive so long as it had food, oils, and incense. 

The Ka, as the double of the personality of a man or woman, could be all around, at 
any and every space and place. The ka could actually separate itself from its 

physical body and from its surrounding, and it could unite itself with the body. It could 

also move freely from place to place and return to its body. When a person died, the 
living had to make sure that the ka was taken care of, so that the deceased person 

could have eternal life. Offerings of meat and oil, or cakes and wines were made 
available to the ka. So long as the ka was pleased, pleasured, taken care of, then the 

person who was the owner of the ka could be satisfied. When tombs were built, 
many of the offerings were documented through paintings on the wall, in a process of 

message-transmission to insure that the ka would have a constant supply of oils, 
meat, and cakes. Since the Ka and the Ba are almost always mentioned together 

and an integral part of the self, like the Ying and the Yang complement each other, in 
my painting I resort to repeating my figures like twins, and I engage them in 

continuous entanglement to denote kinship and inseparability. 

Messages were documented within the special rooms in the tombs where the 
ka was worshipped, because in effect, the ka was a part of divinity, having been 

given to humanity when humans were created. According to the Pyramid Texts and 
the Coffin Texts, when the almighty Rā, Ptah, Amen, had created Shu and Tefnut, 

Geb and Nut, Ausar (Osiris) and Auset (Isis, Isset), Neb-het (Nephthis)and Set 
(Seth), the divinity put his arms around them so that his ka might be in them. The 

ancient Egyptian speaks of ‘his djet-body,’ ‘his ha’u-body,’ ‘his belly’, ‘his heart’, ‘his 
Ba-soul’, ‘his ka-soul’, ‘his shadow’, ‘his name’, as a multiplicity of constituents if 

aspects of his person (Assman, 1998, p 384). 
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3.5 Super Heroes and On-Going past 
 

Superhero Hollywood productions invade cinema theaters across five 

continents and command the largest box office revenues in the last decade. The 
impact on behavior in every corner of the world can be observed on the way people 

walk, talk, as well as on their attire. Millions of T-shirts are printed with “Batmans”, 
“Supermans”, “Spidermans”, “Catwomans” and other second and third generation of 

superheroes that erupted from the factories of Marvel, from Detective Comics. All 
authors of the arsenal of superheroes save the fictitious universe every day, and add 

to the American economy a multibillion-dollar stratum from the revenues of clothing, 
toys, copyrighted logos, artifacts addressed to children, adolescents and adults alike. 

Superhero comics are an integral part of the Western adolescent popular 

culture; the narrative relies on this ‘popular culture memory’ that functions as a 
formative text, and helps in creating and maintaining identities and scripts of a 

particular community. Critics address those popular idioms as elements that 
constitute the collective cultural memory (kulturelle Gedächtnis); Jan Assmann, 

refers to that as a sort of shared cultural ‘public domain’, and as Kukkonen phrases 
it: an unlimited reservoir of texts and their “mental representations, which can be 

related to a particular community and their attitudes and ideologies” (2010, p. 123). 
Several studies have been revolving around the idea of the superhero and 

the need of a superhero in the Western / American society. Action Comics (June 
1938) saw the birth of the superhero, arriving in the form of Superman: savior of the 

helpless and oppressed, he battles the forces of evil and injustice (Feiffer, 

1965/2003, p. 10). The superhero, seen as a product of the monomythic American 
hero tradition allows multiple entry points into further analysis and problematisations 

of this seemingly simple character: power, motivation, citizenship, legality, and 
leadership, among others as described by Lawrence and Jewett in The Myth of the 

American Superhero (2002). Joseph Campbell‘s introduced the famous universal 
monomyth in The Hero With A Thousand Faces (1949). The hero myth is focused on 

initiation and acceptance within society. The American monomyth is characterized by 
the hero‘s need for redemption, with a persisting nature as an outsider to the society 

s/he protects. Some scholars see that superheroes were an approach to the 
American identity, American ideology and beliefs that is linked to the Cold War that 

sustained from 1945 till 1990, and the dream for hegemonic political power. It was a 

survival need for the entirety of the Western culture. The combination of the 
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American monomythic superhero and the medium of superhero comics have created 

a cultural phenomenon (James, 1950/1993, p. 118-119). 
Regardless of the reasons for superheroes’ creation in America, or the claims 

that some Jewish authors of the anti-Nazi period created convenient superhero 
comics during WWII, which may testify that there –indeed– were ruptures in the 

seemingly simple view of superhero narratives that is valid to speak for everyone 
(Yanes, 2009, p. 55). It is safe to say that the superhero is approached as a 

politically significant character, who is in a dynamic relationship with the social and 
cultural context that produces it. By analyzing the superhero, a deeper understanding 

of that culture and its specific society is attainable.  
British academic and scholar Chris Murray proposes that one reason behind 

the superheroes‘ strong linkages to cultural and political discourses, and their linked 

issues of legitimacy and power, is to be found precisely in the relationship between 
ideology and myth within the popular superhero narrative (2000, 1p. 45). Therefore 

my attempt is to use the ancient Egyptian Mythology in my artwork, with a focus on 
female goddesses / deities. 

 As for older and even ancient myth and fairy tale, the goddess / deity who is 
the mother, sister, mistress, bride and the ultimate goal of every hero’s earthly and 

unearthly desire. She is “The” paragon of all paragons, “The” beauty of all beauties, 
and the reply to all desire. She took forms of Brunhild and little Briar-rose, the 

goddess Mani-dvipa in the Tantric books of medieval and modern India. Her name is 
Kali or the Black One. Her title: The Ferry across the Ocean of Existence in the great 

Hindu mystic of the last century. (Campbell, 2004, p. 104-105).  

 Woman / female / feminine, in the visual language of mythology, speaks to the 
totality of “what can be known”. A male hero is the person who “comes to know”. As 

“he” advances in the moderate commencement –which is life–, the type of the 
goddess / deity experiences for him is a progression of transfigurations. She can 

never be more prominent than himself, however she can always guarantee more 
than he is yet capable of comprehending. She draws, she directs, she offers to burst 

his shackles. Also, in the event that he can coordinate her import, the two --here the 
knower and the known--, will be discharged from each confinement. Woman / female 

/ feminine is the manual for the brilliant summit of arousing experience. By 

inadequate eyes, she is diminished to second rate states. By the hostile stare of 
obliviousness, she is hypnotized to triviality and grotesqueness. Yet, she is 

recovered by the eyes of comprehension: her male counterpart. The male, the 
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legend who can accept her as she seems to be, without undue uproar, yet with the 

consideration and confirmation she requires. He is possibly the king, the incarnate 
god, of her created world. Still the final talent test for the hero is to win the love of the 

goddess when meeting her (p.11-0-106). 
In my painting, I reverse this standard operating procedure of gender roles, where 

males dominate, save, savage, recover, relieve, reinstate; In my painted surface, the 
female heroine is the superhero, she is the doer, the knower, the savior, the player, 

the playful and the dominant force. Perhaps, this would be my statement against the 
global look to the female force as a secondary force within the labor markets, and a 

personal statement to conservative societies, one of which I grew up within. 

 

Why do superheroes wear masks?  
  

 
Figure 46. Mask, Acrylic on Canvas, 2019, 180 x 120 cm @ Shaima Dief. 
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 The secret identity –as proposed by Robert Inchausti– makes the hero a liminal 
being who is unable to resolve his identity, forced to live “in transit” between the two 

worlds he inhabits (Inchausti 1983, p. 69-71). This dual nature is one of the central 
reasons behind the hero‘s inability to integrate into the community, which always 

deems him as an outsider in some sense. Another perspective from literature and 
fiction –especially in the genre of adventure– perceive masks as traditionally 

associated with negative criminal characters, often stereotyped as carrying a big bag 
of money conspicuously marked with the dollar sign. The purpose of the mask in this 

context is straightforward: hide the true identity of the culprit, escape from justice, 
and avoids judgment by society [figure 45]. The character –in this painting– is 

committing a disturbing act and she does not want to be recognized. Contrary to this 

perception, superheroes clearly have the urge to conceal their identity in similar 
manner, despite the fact that they are not criminals for making a change. In my 

painting, as well as in the painting projects of other painters mentioned in this 
research, masking the figures reflects Inchausti’s proposition, to denote that every 

one of us has a double life: on shared in public, another would be the personal secret 
garden, where fantasy, whim and desire dominates, fantasies that would not be 

welcome or favored within the public sphere, a closet where the second identity 
builds as home. 

 A mask is usually designed only for the facial area; when someone puts it on, 
s/he does not create a new identity. S/he merely conceals her / his own true “first 

role/identity”. The mask thus draws a straight line for the readers of the superhero 

comic strip, or the watcher of the moving image footage, to identify the different roles 
played by the very same character. The mask in my painting has a further 

metaphoric aspect; it could be read as an identity, act of choice, or reflection of 
cultural attitudes [figure 46, 47].  
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Figure 47. Mask-Self Portrait, Acrylic on Canvas, 2019, 100 x 80 cm @ Shaima Dief. 

 

Levi-Strauss would argue that the mask is enough for the person who put it 
on to become another being, become one with the surroundings. It (the mask) holds 

the power to transform the surrounding world itself; In the case of the North West 

Pacific Coast Indians 'masks cannot be interpreted in and by themselves as separate 
objects' (p.12). 

A costume is usually all-encompassing; wearing it helps amplify the creation 
of the entirely new identity. The twentieth century Western Superheroes elevated the 

whole concept of an identity-concealing mask to an entirely new level, and created 
the tradition of costume-making and costume-wearing, which perfects the creation of 

the secondary identity. Attire is a statement of its porter to the universe; hence the 
costume is no longer designed to simply conceal the identity of its wearer, but it 

actually becomes a statement on the psychology of the protagonist wearing it.  

A noteworthy tradition in the superhero genre is that the masked hero and the 
civil person are radically different personalities, commonly two opposite extremes of 

a particular characteristic: confident Superman is the opposite of awkward Clark 
Kent, conscientious Batman is the opposite of vain Bruce Wayne, strong Spider-Man 

is the opposite of weak Peter Parker, the same observation applies for incredible 
Hulk, Catwoman, Wonder Woman, and the rest of the bloodline. 
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The basic premise of Alan Moore‘s Watchmen –an example from the Bronze 

Age–, deals with the question of what would happen if some people were inspired by 
the first superhero stories of the Golden Age and actually pursued the same course 

of action in real life. Superheroes in Watchmen are therefore not supernatural at all; 
they are masked people with no special powers whatsoever. In this case the mask is 

just a tool to represent a heroic characteristic. 
The majority of superhero characters follow the pattern of being born into 

their civil / average citizen identity, then they all undergo some dramatic life-altering 
event that eventually brings them to the decision of putting on a costume and 

launching out on the career of a masked crime-fighter. Superman is the only 
exception, portrayed by David Carradine, in Kill Bill Volume 2 (2004):  

 
As you know, l’m quite keen on comic books. Especially the ones about 
superheroes. I find the whole mythology surrounding superheroes 
fascinating. Take my favorite superhero, Superman. Not a great comic 
book. Not particularly well-drawn. But the mythology... The mythology is 
not only great, it's unique. [...] Now, a staple of the superhero mythology is, 
there's the superhero and there's the alter ego. Batman is actually Bruce 
Wayne, Spider-Man is actually Peter Parker. When that character wakes 
up in the morning, he's Peter Parker. He has to put on a costume to 
become Spider-Man. And it is in that characteristic Superman stands 
alone. Superman didn't become Superman. Superman was born 
Superman. When Superman wakes up in the morning, he's Superman. His 
alter ego is Clark Kent. His outfit with the big red S, that's the blanket he 
was wrapped in as a baby when the Kents found him. Those are his 
clothes. What Kent wears - the glasses, the business suit - that's the 
costume. That's the costume Superman wears to blend in with us. Clark 
Kent is how Superman views us. And what are the characteristics of Clark 
Kent? He's weak... he's unsure of himself... he's a coward. Clark Kent is 
Superman's critique on the whole human race.  

 

In my paintings inspired by Egyptian mythology, superheroes do not have to 
hide, do not need a second life / nightlife, or double identity. My super heroes are 

one being, leading and changing the society to a better one. They are making the 
change without fear, especially that they are goddesses to be worshiped and 

followed by many [figure 45].  
 

On-Going Past 
 Ancient Egyptian society, constructed their present and projected their future 

out of their past. In Egypt, creation was seen as involving the setting-up and 
demarcation of an ordered cosmos surrounded by, and shot through with, the 

disordered and the ‘nonexistent’ (Yoyotte, 1951). Time is part of the ordered world, 
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as eternity has its counterpart in two much discussed Egyptian terms, nhh and dt, 

which are mostly used synonymously, but when distinguished appear to refer to 
cyclical and linear time respectively (Assmann, 1975). Some scholars use the term 

mobilized past to describe the present and for anyone who may read it, creating their 
own interpretation of a secondary past, just as monuments are seen to endure for 

long periods. 
 A spiritual legacy of slightly more than five thousand and two hundred years 

(as history started in Egypt with script in the year around 3200 BC), locked away in 
thousands of writings and passed through later religions and philosophies, was 

manifested through language, art and high-multilayered culture. In order to 
understand the ancient Egyptian mindset, we need to free ourselves from our mental 

rooted clichés –all are either Orientalist or Western–, and perceive the universe and 

all entities as one. What we call today ‘Egyptian religion and magic’, is completely 
contradicting with the ancient Egyptian mindset as they had no specific word for 

‘religion’ with the contemporary meaning. Ancient Egyptians had a very imaginative 
spiritual mindset, around mystic creators that they worshiped, loosely and without the 

dogma of organized religion; their spiritual practices in their homes, fields and 
temples were devoid of any strict rituals. This drives me in my practice and in my 

research to propose the word ‘spiritual’ instead. Even the word used for ‘magic’ has 
nothing to do with our current understanding of it; the word would mean “mystic” in 

today’s semantics. Magic though was a totally deep –and sometimes dark—practice 
in ancient Egypt. Egyptians used throughout different periods of the ancient times the 

word magic to refer to both concepts: the mystic and the practice. 

 In their spiritual practice, Egyptians were seeking harmony and balance with 
the creator and all of his creation. It was this harmony; this balanced state of mind 

and justice that Egyptians have known as Maat, the universal order (Assmann, 1990, 
p. 55-56). Egyptians searched for order behind the appearance of chaos, by mapping 

the world of gods into the world of humans. 
  It is important to explain the connection between gods and humans, as gods / 

divine entities are integral elements of what we today call ‘heaven’, and they manifest 
themselves through control of nature. There has never been in recorded script any 

mention of direct communication between humans and the gods, except through the 

Pharaoh in his capacity of ‘son of Rā’. He was recognized as the unique bond which 
linked through his person all levels of the universe (god, humans, the dead, animals, 

nature.. etc). The logic of the included middle, or the term coined by the Swiss 
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philosopher and psychologist Jean Piaget (1896-1980), suggests that if there are two 

antagonistic dimensions, there should be another dimension to link and combine 
them as bridge of communication. In this respect the Pharaoh is the bridge of 

communication. For my research, I would propose the term ‘hybrid creature’ that can 
transmit a message between two different entities, and who in his turn embodies two 

characteristics –divine and materialistic- in herself / himself. This hybrid creature – 
the Pharaoh- was referred to in ancient script as the ‘living image’ of the God. Near 

Colossi of Memnon the god Amun-Ra addresses Amenophis III (1400 BCE) as 
follows: 

You are my son [...]  
who came forth from my limbs,  

my image,  

whom I placed upon the earth. 
(Bell, 1985, p. 288) 

During the dynastic times (32 Dynasties covering a period of 3200 years), 
evidences give the impression that everything stemmed from the king, later in the 

modern kingdom addressed as Per 3a (hence pharaoh). In principle, certainly, all 
powers of decision and all material resources belonged to him (predominantly a male 

king / Pharaoh, with the exception of very few counted times where the queen 
assumed the role of the King). He had a religious duty to ensure the cosmic order, 

the security of Egypt and the happiness of its people in this world and the next. 
Those duties were not achieved only by exercising his authority as king, but by 

maintaining the worship of the gods, with the result that he shared his economic 

prerogative with the temples. On the other hand, both in officiating in those temples 
and in managing the nation's affairs, the Pharaoh is theoretically the sole priest, sole 

warrior, sole judge and sole producer, delegated his power to a whole hierarchy 
(Yoyottee, 1981). This is how the term Pharaoh began and still exists in Egyptian 

modern society, the only one in control and power which, of course, refers to the 

ruling president.  
As mentioned, –in the case of Hathor and Mut– deities which combine the 

animal and human forms, the animal form is generally the older, and apparently 

independent of the human form, which has been attached to it by a more 

anthropomorphic people (Petrie, 2013). For my research, I see a necessity to 

consider these deities as metaphors for today’s contemporary stratum, as well as to 
understand the earliest formation of Egyptian spiritual belief, that I claim part of which 
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has flowed from the ancient past to the present day. 

French sociologist Emile Durkheim’s seminal work –which was also his last– 
Les Formes Elémentaires de la Vie Religieuse, is perceived as a reflection on 

religious ceremonies. The description of the very culturally specific rituals of the 
Warramunga people can be seen to foreshadow fellow French sociologist Maurice 

Halbwachs’ conceptualization of a socially conditioned memory: 
The mythology of a group is the system of beliefs common to 

this group. The traditions whose memory it perpetuates express 
the way in which society represents man and the world; it is a 

moral system and a cosmology as well as a history. So the rite 
serves and can serve only to sustain the vitality of these beliefs, 

to keep them from being effaced from memory and, in sum, to 

revivify the most essential elements of the collective 
consciousness. Through it, the group periodically renews the 

sentiment which it has of itself and of its unity; at the same time, 
individuals are strengthened in their social natures. 

(Durkheim, 1912, p.136) 
Later in his text Durkheim concludes: ‘So we have here a whole group of 

ceremonies whose sole purpose is to awaken certain ideas and sentiments, to attach 
the present to the past or the individual to the group’ (Durkheim, 1912, p. 378). The 

conclusion points to a central point/aspect in later studies of social memory. For 
collective remembering, and as opposed to history, the past is brought into the life of 

the present, without expressing a clear division between the past and present. 

 In Les Cadres sociaux de la mémoire, Maurice Halbwachs makes it clear that 
remembering, as an activity, is entirely dependent on the frameworks of memory. 

Only when memory fragments are placed in relation to the frameworks of one or 
several groups is the individual able to reconstruct and make meaning of the past. 

Forgetting, he postulates, is explained by the disappearance of the frameworks, or 
parts of them (Halbwachs, 1925, p. 279). The changes occur to society and 

individuals for reasons like death, birth, marriages, moving to new city, and other 
changes in the surroundings which effect the memory and may lead to forgetting. 

The person who resists changes and clings to things that the group has stopped 

talking about, is a person who sees what others do not see. S/he behaves as if he 
was suffering from hallucinations (p. 167). Under the social pressure of the group –

that is the community or society– s/he will keep quiet, and soon also he forgets what 
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no one around him talks about. An essential reason for forgetting is the separation 

from a group, which is also introduced by Halbwachs in La Mémoire collective (1947, 
p. 56). He gives an example of losing contact with a group of people that we have 

spent time with on a trip. Those members of the group continued to have 
communication and socialize, any member of the group after a while can still tell 

stories about that trip and we may realize that we have forgotten all about it, we may 
have been able to remember if we stayed in contact with the group. ‘For if that first 

recollection [of our individual memory] is obliterated’, he explains, ’it can no longer be 
retrieved, because we have, for a long time, not belonged to the group in whose 

memory it is retained’ (1947, p. 63). Forgetting, so Halbwachs’ hypothesis can be 
summarized, should be attributed to changing definitions, unavailability, or loss of the 

frameworks of memory, the disappearance of outer stimuli that previously had 

actualized the frameworks of memory: dispersal of the group itself, displacement 
from, or destruction of the environment of the group. Due to the limitation of how long 

collective memories can persist, Jan Assmann reasons, Halbwachs’ theory of 
memory has the priceless advantage of also being a theory of forgetting (1992, p. 

48). 
 

Conclusion 
 It is safe to argue that collective forgetting –an expression to describe the 
attitude contrary to collective memory– becomes an issue of transmission, 

maintenance, and alteration. The collective frameworks of the group define what 

should be remembered in active or passive acts of recall in the present. A central 
claim of the collective memory is that all individual memory is conditioned by the 

social groups the individual is surrounded with: the family as a primary reference 
group, cliques and colleagues of a profession as a secondary reference group, a 

religious community or a political party as extra identifiers of ideology, etc. The 
individual is able to reconstruct the past by the means of frameworks, collective 

shared notions of time, space, and of language. Such notions lead to collective 
norms and rules, by which the community abides as informal social control. I take 

Halbwachs’ suggestion that images remain in memory as vivid and complete units as 
a starting point for my research on the role of memory. My practical project tried to 

answer the question: what if those images are present in vivid forms as they pass 

through time, and communities retain them and recall them all the time. Time and 
nature preserved the relief of Tefnut on the colossal wall of Edfu temple: the image 
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and its descriptive hieroglyphs never disappeared, and people in Edfu live around the 

walls of the temple in an extension of the ancient village. The site has never been 
abandoned since the temple was constructed, and the relief images engraved [figure 

48]. 
 

 
Figure 48: Tefnut on the walls of the temples of Edfu, the west 
bank of the Nile in Edfu, Upper Egypt. 

 
 If the group can only remember what the frameworks enable them to 

reconstruct, those frameworks could be partly conceptualizations of the external 
environment, while the other part is reconstruction and / or description of the inherent 

memory of the mind. To refer to collective memory, or to collective frameworks, is to 
refer to the common aspects of a great number of memories spread out over the 

group members’ individual memory faculties. Language is preserved in such manner, 
as well as traditions, cults, rituals, and other forms of attitudes (with all the 

constituents of an attitude: cognitive, affective and behavioral constituents).  

History and myth blend into a remembered rather than recorded history, like 
communicative memory. Cultural memory refers to acts of making meaning of the 

past, while communicative memory refers to unstructured and everyday 
remembering. Cultural memory indicates remembering in formalized settings in 

institutions, organizations, or societies. 
Things do not ‘have’ a memory of their own, but they may 

remind us, may trigger our memory, because they carry 
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memories which we have invested into them ... On the social 

level, with respect to groups and societies, the role of 
external symbols becomes even more important because 

groups which, of course, do not ‘have’ a memory tend to 
‘make’ themselves one by means of things meant as 

reminders.  
(Assmann,  2008, p. 111) 

We have learnt from Halbwachs that in the collective memory, the part of it 
that the team / couple of Egyptology & archaeology scholars Aleida and Jan 

Assmann refer to as communicative memory, is made up of memory images (or 
images transmitted through memory) developed through frameworks that are as well 

entities of memory. In the reconstructive act, the individual needs to actualize 

frameworks in memory in order to localize and make meaning of memories.  
My hypothesis is that paintings can be considered as frameworks of 

memory, transmission through hybridization, and move the focus from what is 
inherent in the object to its catalytic role in acts of remembrance. This proposition 

helps avoid accusations of abstracting memory by referring to it as objects, and 
directly giving the impression that the past lies embedded in the dead material, 

instead of it being reconstructed in the act of recollection. My proposition was tested 
practically and constructed in the final outcome of the Egyptian Museum in Leipzig 

using the methodology of hybrid transmission and communicative memory. 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

Research Practical Project 
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Egyptian Museum in Leipzig / Ägyptisches Museum der Universität 
Leipzig 2019 

 

 
Figure 49. Test Case @ Egyptian Museum in Leipzig / Ägyptisches Museum der Universität 

Leipzig 2019 

My project is a practical implementation of Halbwachs’s postulation that social 
interaction in the group conditions individual memory and creates a ‘group past’ and a 

‘group future’, which helps to select, explain, retain, and modify memories. It is about 
the ability to remember together with the social group and with the help of the 

presented image of the past. The project proposes to widen the definition of cultural 
heritage and visual symbols of a certain society / identity by including aspects of its 

history, of collective memory, and of processes of change, and showing the importance 
of the metaphoric meaning of an image, compared to its use in ancient period [Figure: 

49]. 

 Memory is not the preserved past or pure facts, but always reconstructed by 
means of societal frameworks in the present, ‘and thus it is continually subject to 

processes of reorganization according to the changes taking place in the frame of 
reference of each successive present. Even that which is new can only appear in the 

form of the reconstructed past, in the sense that traditions can only be exchanged 
with traditions, the past with the past’ (Assmann, 2011, P. 23-24). 

In order to reconstruct the past the group needs to actualize the frameworks 
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of time, space, and the social milieu. Membership of a living group provides the 

member with a specific identity that comprises forms of communication, ideas, 
emotions, and values on the basis of which the individual can represent the group 

and adopt its attitude. 
Following Halbwachs, this practical project does not recognize a dichotomy 

between individual and collective memory as two different types of remembering. 
Conversely, the collective is thought of as inherent to individual thought, questioning 

perspectives that regard individual recollection as isolated from social settings. My 
individual cultural memory and identity is seen in relation to the group and makes use 

of the collective frameworks of thought when I localize and reconstruct the past, 
whether in private –my studio practice as a painter- or in social settings –as in the 

case of the Egyptian Museum exhibition in Leipzig-. The frameworks of social 

relations, of time, and of space are constructs originating in social interaction and 
distributed in the memory of the group members, the individual framework of 

remembering and search the past for identity. 
 In Aleida and Jan Assmann’s model the cultural memory relates itself to a fixed 

and absolute past. But no memory can preserve the past. Like the communicative 
memory, the cultural memory reconstructs it according to frameworks of each 

contemporary society, just like Halbwachs had pointed out in relation to the collective 
memory. Furthermore, the cultural memory needs to be formed culturally; here 

comes my attempt through this exhibition. As cultural memory is not biologically 
transmitted, it has to be kept alive through the sequence of generations. This is a 

matter of cultural mnemotechnics, that is, the storage, retrieval, and communication 

of meaning. These mnemotechnics guarantee continuity and identity, the latter 
clearly being a product of memory (Assmann, 2011, p. 72). 

 Through my practical project, I suggest that my paintings at the museum can 
be considered as frameworks of both individual and group memory, instead of steer 

clear of giving the impression that the past lies embedded in the dead material, 
instead of it being reconstructed in the act of recollection, by moving the focus from 

what is inherent in the object to its catalytic role in the act of remembrance. When I 
present and share my paintings –individual memory–, with the visitors of the 

museum, we may both refer to our memories in order to understand the image and 

make a meaning out of it. We could also refer to external framework or collective 
memory; this act could be referred to as cultural remembrance, since it employs 

memory in the process. The external / collective / group memory as well as the 
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internal / individual memory / diachronic identity become cognitive catalysts, in this 

way I adopt Halbwachs’s concept of communicative memory that allows personal 
interpretation. Instead of determining what to remember and what to forget in order to 

provide values and to support identity and norms, I seek to establish a bridge of 
communicative memory and shared memory to understand the meaning of an image 

‘de-contextualized and disconnected from their former frames which had authorized 
them or determined their meaning’ (A. Assmann, 2011, p. 127). 

 

  
Figure 50. Test Case @ Egyptian Museum in Leipzig / Ägyptisches Museum der Universität 

Leipzig 2019 
 

 
Figure 51. Opening Exhibition @ Egyptian Museum in Leipzig / Ägyptisches Museum der 

Universität Leipzig 2019 
 

The spark of my academic research plus the practical project, started in Cairo 

in 2010, when I first exhibited the series of paintings –titled Women of Cairo– at the 
Opera House [figure 52]. My project on female identity has caused significant 

controversy, after participating in a group exhibition; titled The Human Body, with 

paintings that depicted a woman in Niqab (full facial veil) naked from the waist 
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down. The series of painting reflecting the women’s behavior in the society which 

was sometimes characterized by a double standard/dualism, as some women’s 
actions in the private context differed greatly from their actions in the social public 

context. 

 

Figure 52. Mixed media on Paper 2010, each 75 x 200 cm by Shaima Sobhy, Human Body 
at Opera house Cairo, Egypt. 
 

The public outcry was immediate and Facebook groups –dedicated to 

abuse me personally– sprang up. Still I argue that the experience was a positive 
one. “My message was about the strength of this woman; about how she was on 

display by choice, in full command of her body and her needs. The message of my 

work hasn’t changed since that time, but as long as I don’t use [loaded symbols] I am 
now left alone.” My research is an approach to understand that social dualism behind 

what is culturally accepted and how female identity is represented in visual art and in 
local media.  
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Figure 53. Mixed media on Paper 2011, each 75 x 200 cm by Shaima Sobhy. 

 
After this show, I started developing my symbols / visuals although by 

working on the same theme. Fortunately, I had my first solo exhibition in Cairo in 
Gallery Misr 2013; titled Hybrid, this show was my start into this research, where I 

first questioned why were those symbols / paintings more acceptable in the art scene 
in Cairo, and how did audience / galleries / art-collectors relating to them [figure 54]. 

Most of the feedback I received from the gallery visitors is that they see those hybrid 

creatures as a reference to Egyptian goddesses who carry along a rich culture and 
heritage. That was my inspiring start to look deeper into cultural memory and cultural 

identity. This brought me later into investigating the cultural identity and what we do 
still remember of the past. My hybrid creatures were inspired by the Egyptian 

goddesses / deities, who could take and change forms in order to communicate and 
build a bridge between the spiritual and the materialistic world. 

How I conceptualize and paint those hybrids, is more as creating a 
messenger / medium to form a bridge between the past and the present, further to 

build a bridge between individual diachronic identity, and a cultural memory of the 
past, between Egyptian society / collective memory and European society in the case 

of the Egyptian Museum Exhibition in Leipzig / communicative memory. 
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Figure 54. Poster 2013, Hybrid Exhibition @Gallery Misr by Shaima Sobhy. 

 
 My hypothesis was tested through two methodologies, first an open discussion 

during the exhibition time, and second through a visual-workshop –Titled Hybrids as 
Superheroes– held in both countries; Cairo, Egypt and Leipzig, Germany. The out 

come of the later methodology, has proven that the inherited symbols and concept 
still exists as part of the cultural memory to participants from Cairo. On the other 

hand, participants from Leipzig viewed the topic from the perspective of an outsider, 
in other words they could not relate, understand or contribute to the topic. In the case 

of the museum exhibition in Leipzig, many discussions were on the issue of relativity, 
communicating and representing transparently cultural differences. Nevertheless, 

most of the feedback from the visitors at the museum in Leipzig shared the same 

understanding of symbols / hybrids as goddesses, as in the case of the Hybrid 
exhibition in Cairo. 

  
 Both test cases, testify to the productivity of hybridization methodology. The 

exact method that started 3200 BC in ancient Egypt to visualize Egyptian Goddesses 
/ deities, and which is promoted by Haraway’s hypothesis of kin making in her study 

of Cyborg Manifesto; where she reflects on how we all –by the late twentieth 
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century– became cyborgs; spurious hybrids of machine and organism / human 

(Haraway, 1991, p. 150). What I focus on in her proposition is where humans are not 
afraid of their kinship with animals, not terrified of halfway identities and opposing 

standpoints (1991, p. 154). 
 Using hybridization methodology also reflects on Krämer hypothesis of the 

importance of hybrids, as in her case study of angels’ phenomenon as imaginary 
personification of the messenger for the propose of transmission (2015, p. 87-88). 

Hybrids in my paintings make relations exactly on the grounds that their transmission 
exercises build up a middle space arranged between the domains of the past and the 

present, between Cairo / Egyptian society and Leipzig / German society, and they 
mediate these two different places / times by actually opening a channel between 

them, that I defined previously as communicative memory. 
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Summary 
 The most fundamental understating of hybridization methodology takes the 

form of stable but dynamic notions, accumulated over time in the memory of 
individuals. Schematized and abstracted, the hybrids representation needs to be 

reproduced and reused in order to reconstruct and bring back other memories. 
Reinvented, or reused hybrids can support getting access to social, traditional, 

religious understanding of nations. In this manner, they take the form of the 
messenger / the mediator an innate, equivalent to the use of mental places in the art 

of memory. We remember mythology in order to remember other things. 
 From individual memory perspective, or group collective memory, the act of 

recollection is assumed to be an individual act, biologically based in the brain, but by 

definition conditioned by social collectives. Following Halbwachs, this thesis does not 
recognize a dichotomy between individual and collective memory as two different 

types of remembering. Conversely, the collective is thought of as inherent to 
individual thought, questioning perspectives that regard individual recollection as 

isolated from social settings. The individual places himself in relation to the group 
and makes use of the collective frameworks of thought when he localizes and 

reconstructs the past, whether in private or in social settings. The frameworks of 
social relations, of time, and of space are constructs originating in social interaction 

and distributed in the memory of the group members. The individual has his own 
perspective on the collective frameworks of the group, and the group’s collective 

frameworks can be regarded as a common denominator of the individual outlooks on 

the framework. 
 In acts of remembering, the individual may actualize the depicted symbols in 

memory, but he could also employ precepts from the environment. The latter have 
been referred to as material or external frameworks of memory, suggesting their 

similar role as catalysts for processes of remembrance such as that of the hybrids in 
my paintings. It is only with reference to the hybrids, who work as messengers / 

mediators with a dual nature, that communicate between the past and the present, 
the internal and external space, that individual memory and group memory is in 

focus.  
 The exhibition at the Egyptian museum in Leipzig is my practical method to 

create a communicative memory, using hybrids as mediators in cultural transmission, 

as when the act refers to informal and everyday situations in which group members 
informally search for the past, it takes place in the communicative memory. As 
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explained in chapter one, the exhibition at the Egyptian museum in Leipzig is an act 

of remembering in search for the past with support of my paintings, which then can 
considered as part of the cultural memory. 

 In addition to the theoretical framework summarized above, I have applied my 
hypothesis practically in the form of the public exhibition, and shared the 

methodology with public audience from Cairo / Egypt and Leipzig / German in the 
form of visual art workshops and open discussions. I have also suggested an 

analyzed description of the meaning of hybrids in my artwork as mediators and 
messengers for the purpose of cultural transmission, as well as in relation to other 

artists’ work and use of a similar concept.  
 By using my hybrid creatures in my visual artwork, I am creating a bridge, 

mediators to represent both the past and the present, what we remember of the past, 

and how we understand the past. It is as explained in chapter two; that the 
hybridization methodology in terms of double membership represented in different 

cultures –Cairo / Egypt and Leipzig / Germany- can provide a framework which 
allows artistic discussions and could be individually interpreted, so individual cultures 

/ individual memory can become transparent without losing their identities and turn 
into communicative memory. This transmission through the hybridization theoretical 

approech was explicitly clarified with the support of Krämer’s hypothesis. The 
practical attempt was examined by creating a relationship between the witness –me 

as an artist– and the audience –the exhibition visitors–, to cross space and time, not 
to bridge differences, rather to represent the contrasts transparently. 

 The Kin-making proposition is adopted by many academics and scholars in 

modern society and theoretical research; the topic was represented in the roots of 
the ancient Egyptian mindset and supported theoretically by similar understandings 

such as Haraway’s definition of kin-making. The practical implementation of kin-
making can be observed in many of my artwork and was analyzed visually and 

artistically in chapter three. 
 My practical project outcome tested success by using hybrids in my paintings 

as mediators, it opened a communicative artistic discussion. This methodology gave 
a possible path of communication through paintings / visual analyses, and offered 

relativity through image self-interpretation. 
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Further Studies 
 
 The hybridization methodology could be taken further in order to strengthen 

both individual memory and group collective memory through the visual depiction of 
the formal past in order to create communicative memory. 

During the work on the thesis, several issues have surfaced, which only to a limited 
degree were treated in the main theoretical sources as they deviated deviated from 

the main concern. This study has been suggested as a contribution to the 
establishment of a theoretical hypothesis of communicative memory and 

hybridization methodology in visual art, and some of the following issues could 
indicate further areas of study that might complement it. 

 Central to the notion of collective memory are the social groups. In acts of 

remembrance, the individual places himself in the position of the group and 
reconstructs the past by means of collective frameworks. Lynch and Rossi also 

presuppose the existence of social and cultural groups, but offer few descriptions. 
The same applies to Aleida and Jan Assmann. Scholarship in sociology and social 

psychology could arguably provide conceptual tools for the assessment of groups in 
relation to communicative memory. Other fields of study could also contribute to 

understanding the complexity of group identities and dynamics of relativity through 
visual art. My hybridization methodology suggests possible paths of communication 

through visual analyses, and offer relativity through image self-interpretation. I would 
like to raise the question of how effective can hybrids work as mediators and as tools 

of transmission and communication practically and not only on a theoretical level. An 

analysis of group-bound, exhibition visitors, workshops and artistic discussions over 
time could expose the totality of communicative memory. Widening the research of 

Egyptian mythology to other mythologies, using another visual goddess analysis in 
relation to kin-making and hybridization methodology could be studied. 

 Hybrids as mediators is a theoretical framework rooted in memory studies, 
cultural studies, artistic studies, but in addition it draws on a plethora of other 

humanistic perspectives. Its position at the intersection of the different fields 
suggests its usefulness in a variety of contexts. It is not my intention to limit the 

scope of possible application and elaboration; instead I leave to others to determine 

its potential and limitations. Nonetheless, from my standpoint and with my 
experience, I would like to suggest a few directions into which it could be fruitful to 

take the concept of the hybrids as mediatores in communicative memory, anticipating 
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some of its reasonable applications. Memory studies has become a part of and 

heavily dependant on the memory industry, and its critique and theories are mainly 
based in academia. I will not address such topic in depth here, but merely suggest 

that it should reflect practical and visual fields rather than originate only from a 
theoretical background. The imaginary hybrid creatures need to be addressed in 

cultural transmission or at least as mediators, and as fundamental aspects of the 
processes of communicative and cultural memory. Further research in those topics 

could provide tools for assessing various kinds of intangible or immaterial heritage 
bound to communicative memory in different groups, media, and exhibition spaces. 

 The study has only scratched the surface of the potential use of hybrids as 
mediators in communicative memory. I have outlined the main realms of a practical 

approach for studies of hybrids and communicative memory using visual artwork, 

while others remain to be uncovered in evaluation and elaboration by future 
scholarship. 
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