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IDENTITY MARKS 
 

 الھویة بصمات

Ben Haring    
 

Identitätsmarken    
Marques d’identité 
 
Various types of non-textual notations were used in ancient Egypt in addition to, and in the absence of, writing. 
Systems of identity marks, such as ownership marks, masons’ marks, and pot marks, are important categories 
among these notations. Such marks express the identity of persons, groups, institutions, or places, and are 
usually attested as individual signs painted or scratched on artifacts or stone surfaces. Although different from 
writing, the graphic repertoires of marking systems often include characters of writing, in addition to pictorial 
and abstract signs. Clusters of marks, sometimes with added signs of a different nature, may even resemble 
written texts and share some of the latter’s characteristics. 

 الھویة، بصمات "علامات" أنظمة. القدیمة مصر في النصیة غیر الرموز من مختلفة أنواع استخدام تم
 ھذه تعبر. الرموز ھذه بین مھمة فئات تعد ، الأواني وعلامات البناء لاماتوع الملكیة علامات مثل

 علامات من تتكون ما وعادة الأماكن، أو، المؤسسات أو، الجماعات أو، الأشخاص ھویة عن العلامات
 عن اختلافھا من الرغم على. الحجریة الأسطح أو الأثریة القطع على محفورة أو مرسومة فردیة

 التصویریة العلامات إلى بالإضافة كتابیة، أحرفاً تتضمن ما غالباً الھویة علامات أن إلا الكتابة،
 النصوص تشبھ قد مضاف الیھا رموز من نوع مختلف، من العلامات، مجموعات أحیاناً. والتجریدیة

 .الكتابة خصائص بعض في وتشترك المكتوبة،

dentity marks, as they are known 
from ancient Egypt, are a type of 
non-textual notation and usually 

take the form of individual graphic signs 
painted or scratched on objects, buildings, and 
rock surfaces. They were applied, for instance, 
on pottery vessels, textiles, and furniture by 
manufacturers and owners; in quarries and on 
stone blocks by quarry and construction 
workforces; and on buildings and rock surfaces 
by individuals for commemorative or votive 
purposes. The identities expressed by the 
marks could be those of individuals, groups, 
institutions, or places. As such, they represent 
a phenomenon attested in many cultures 
throughout history and are referred to as “non-
textual identity marks” (Haring and Kaper eds. 
2009; Haring, van der Moezel, and Soliman 

eds. 2018) or “non-textual marking systems” 
(Andrássy, Budka, and Kammerzell eds. 2009; 
Budka, Kammerzell, and Rzepka eds. 2015). 
They can be regarded as a specific sort of 
graphic information processing system, along 
with systems such as numerical information 
storage, graphic memory aids, and writing 
(terminology as proposed by Kammerzell 
2009). 

   “Non-textual” means that the uses of the 
signs, and the systems they are part of, follow 
rules different from those of writing in a 
linguistic sense, and hence do not necessarily 
reflect human speech. Nevertheless, in 
societies familiar with writing, marking systems 
may include graphic signs borrowed from 
writing, and combinations of marks 
(sometimes with additional signs of a different 
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nature, such as numbers and depictions of 
commodities) may show similarities with 
textual layout, and even with linguistic syntax. 
A graphic composition (partly) consisting of 
identity marks may thus superficially resemble 
a written text and can be considered a case of 
pseudo-script (e.g., figs. 1 and 8; Haring 2018: 
231-240). As opposed to true writing, however, 
non-textual marks represent systems of single 
articulation—that is, their meaning is conveyed 
directly by individual signs—whereas the 
individual characters of writing convey 
meaning principally through their 
combination, and thus represent systems of 
double articulation (Depauw 2009b: 207-208; 
Haring 2018: 91-92). Being notations of single 
articulation, marking systems are “open” 
systems in the sense that it is relatively easy for 
users to add, discard, or adapt signs. In writing 
systems this is far less usual, in some cases (e.g., 
in alphabetic writing systems) practically 
impossible, although Egyptian hieroglyphic 
writing was relatively open to extension of the 
sign repertoire. 

   This is not to say that marking systems have 
no rules. In any context where they are used, 
identity marks stand for human beings and for 
the social and administrative frameworks these 
persons find themselves in. Creation, selection, 
and transmission of individual marks are often 
determined by family, social, and professional 
relationships. Naturally, in order for marking 
systems to be an effective means of 
communication, they have to be clear in what 
they say, and must try to avoid ambiguity. The 

spatial or physical position of a mark, isolated 
or in combination with other signs, is 
important for its understanding: the meaning 
of an individual mark—just as that of a written 
text—partly depends on the place where it has 
been applied (e.g., on a pottery vessel or on a 
rock surface); and when a mark is combined 
with other marks, or with signs of a different 
nature, its precise meaning may partly depend 
on its place in the sequence (for an example, 
see below, A Special Case: Identity Marks at Deir 
el-Medina). Such observations do not invalidate 
the principle of single articulation, but they do 
add an important nuance to it. 

   In societies that use writing, the morphology 
of individual identity marks may be influenced, 
sometimes very strongly, by characters of the 
current writing system(s). One might even say 
that characters of writing or combinations of 
them (monograms) can be used individually as 
identity marks. Often, however, the 
morphological repertoire of marking systems 
can include signs of different graphic 
inspiration, either pictorial (depictions of 
concrete objects or living creatures) or abstract 
(geometric). Ancient Egyptian team marks and 
workmen’s marks are typical examples of 
marking systems of threefold graphic 
inspiration: writing, picture, and geometry (e.g., 
Andrássy 2009a; Haring 2018: 227-231). The 
same three components can be detected in 
visual communication more generally, as 
becomes clear from the triad 
“writing/picture/notation” proposed by the 
art historian James Elkins (Elkins 1999: 82-91).

 

 
Figure 1. Ostracon Cairo CG 24105, found in the Valley of the Kings, near the tomb of Amenhotep II, and 

probably from his reign.
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   In pharaonic Egypt, hieroglyphs presented 
themselves as prototypes for identity marks 
that could be connected with the owners’ 
names (e.g.,  for Wsr-HA.t Userhat, and  for 
Jn-Hr.t-xa.w Anhurkhawy), but in other cases 
such a connection appears to have been absent. 
A case in point here is , denoting anx ankh 
when used in hieroglyphic writing, but as a 
mark often representing persons without the 
element anx in their names. To less literate 
users, it could even alternate with  (nfr as 
hieroglyph), as a graphical variant turned 
upside down (Haring 2018: 226). Indeed, the 
orientation of a grapheme as a mark was not 
crucial for those who did not recognize it as a 
hieroglyph; hence, marks could be rotated or 
mirrored without change of meaning (Depauw 
2009b: 210-212). Even for those acquainted 
with hieroglyphs, it is not always easy to 
distinguish between hieroglyphic and other 
pictorial marks, given the iconic nature of the 
hieroglyphic writing system itself, its relative 
openness and graphic variety, and the poor 
quality with which many marks were made. 

   Unlike writing, non-textual marking systems 
can be used easily by semi-literate or illiterate 
persons or communities, and indeed the use of 
such systems is thought to be much older than 
writing, potentially reaching back to 
Palaeolithic times. Their use as identity marks, 
however, is difficult to demonstrate in the 
absence of written information about the 
supposed users. Needless to say, in societies 
where writing is absent, the graphic inspiration 
for individual marks is restricted to the pictorial 
and abstract domains. Prehistoric rock carvings 
and paintings (for instance, in France; see von 
Petzinger and Nowell 2014), and markings on 
portable objects, may thus include pictorial and 
geometric signs potentially referring to their 
makers or owners. In the Middle East, marking 
systems make their appearance well before 
writing in the form of sealings (seventh 
millennium BCE at the latest; Duistermaat 
2012) and pot marks (mid-fourth millennium; 
Bréand 2015; Oates and Oates 1997). This 
does not mean that writing developed out of 
marking systems, or that marks represent an 
early form of writing: the repertoire and style 
of marks and the earliest writing systems do 
not show significant overlap (for pot marks 

and early writing, see Baines 2004: 159-160; 
Sconzo 2013: 285-289; Bréand 2015: 211). Nor 
did writing supplant or marginalize marking 
systems, which continued to exist alongside 
writing, and whose development and 
popularity could even be stimulated by it (as is 
particularly clear in the case of Ramesside Deir 
el-Medina). 

Categories of Identity Marks 
Notations classified as non-textual marking 
systems include more systems than identity 
marks. Marks of very similar appearance, and 
attested in similar positions, are for instance 
assembly marks, setting marks, and bench 
marks, whose primary purpose is not to 
express the identity of builders or responsible 
authorities, but to indicate how buildings, 
furniture, etc., are to be constructed and 
oriented (see, for example, Arnold, D. 1979: 
27-28; Budka 2009a: 73-78; Wieczorek 2015; 
Di Cerbo and Jasnow 2016). In the case of pot 
marks, it is often uncertain what is expressed 
by the marks applied: identities of producers or 
owners, purpose or quality of the vessel or its 
content, or yet something else. Similar 
difficulties relate to marks on bricks and tiles, 
and in quarries. The following overview 
concentrates on categories of marks that 
certainly or possibly have the expression of 
identities of individual persons, groups of 
persons, or institutions as their (main) purpose. 
It will be clear from this overview that the 
object or surface inscribed with marks is as 
important in establishing their genre or 
purpose as the form and meaning of the marks 
themselves. When all available criteria are taken 
into account, marks may still defy 
interpretation and classification (it should be 
noted that ancient Egyptian marking systems 
were hardly the object of systematic research 
until two decades ago). The categories that do 
seem relevant are certainly not mutually 
exclusive; for instance, the same signs may be 
mason’s marks or team marks as well as quarry 
marks, or pot marks as well as ownership 
marks. 

   Team marks reflect the identity of teams (Ts.t) 
of workmen of monumental building projects 
of the Old and Middle Kingdoms—that is, the 
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teams quarrying, transporting, and setting 
stone blocks. These teams together constituted 
“phyles” (sA.w), which were joined on a higher 
level into “gangs” (apr.w). Whereas the phyles 
and gangs were indicated on stone blocks 
either by fully written names and words, or 
single-hieroglyph abbreviations, teams were 
consistently referred to by single signs of 
hieroglyphic, pictorial, or abstract nature (fig. 
2). Hieroglyphic signs appear to be the most 
common, and many of these possibly refer to 
the names of persons, institutions, places, or 
districts, and some perhaps to the names of the 
teams themselves (Arnold, F. 1990: 22-23; 
Roth 1991: 124-133; Andrássy 2009a: 18-21; 
van der Moezel 2015: 20-21; Yamada 2017). 
Such references are more difficult to establish 
for pictorial but non-hieroglyphic marks, and 
for geometric ones. It is likely, moreover, that 
the meaning of a mark was recognized only 
within the context of one or more specific 
building projects, and during a limited span of 
time (Andrássy 2009a: 22). It is uncertain if 
team marks were used in later periods; 
Eighteenth Dynasty and Ramesside marks in 
quarries and on blocks of monumental 
buildings may refer to groups of workmen or 
individual masons; some are possibly 
abbreviations of the names of institutions and 
places (Budka 2009b: 182-189; Nilsson 2018: 
119-121).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Gang and phyle names in the pyramid of 
Menkaura, Giza, with geometric team mark at lower 
left. 

 

   Masons’ marks are usually understood to refer 
to individual workmen, rather than teams, in 
monumental stone building (as in, for example, 
European monumental building of the Middle 
Ages and later centuries; see Van Belle 2014). 
Possible but very doubtful examples have been 

considered for the late Old Kingdom 
(Andrássy 2009a: 22-25). Individual masons’ 
marks do not seem to have become frequent 
before the Eighteenth Dynasty; the earliest 
examples likely referring to individual masons 
are attested on the remains of the small Aten 
temple at el-Amarna and on Amarna talatat 
blocks at Hermopolis (fig. 3; Roeder 1969: pl. 
219; Mallinson 1989; Van der Perre 2015: 77-
78), and on blocks of the temple of Aye and 
Horemheb at Medinet Habu (Anthes 1939, 
here called “quarry marks”). Very similar marks 
were used in the construction of the Deir el-
Bahri temples of the Eighteenth Dynasty (but 
may refer there to teams or institutions), and 
by the royal necropolis workmen at Deir el-
Medina from the time of Hatshepsut and 
Thutmose III onward (for Deir el-Bahri see 
Budka 2009b: 180-196; for Deir el-Medina see 
below: A Special Case: Identity Marks at Deir el-
Medina). The Deir el-Medina marks represent 
individual men and their families. In this 
particular case, however, the term “masons’ 
marks” is not quite appropriate, since they are 
hardly attested on masonry or in the royal rock 
tombs. Whereas in the case of Deir el-Medina 
the meaning of the marks can be established 
with the help of written sources mentioning 
the same workmen, identification with 
individual workmen is less clear in the case of 
the temple blocks. But the talatat blocks of the 
Amarna temples would appear, by their modest 
size, to be the work of individual masons, and 
some of the Horemheb/Aye blocks bear 
hieratic inscriptions identifying them as the 
work of specified individuals (Anthes 1939). 
Identity marks in quarries and on masonry of 
the Late and Ptolemaic and Roman Periods are 
thought to refer to individual masons, their 
superiors, or even contractors (Jaritz 1980: 87; 
Depauw 2009a: 98; Dijkstra 2012: 33-34; 
interpretation as team marks by Baumann 
2022: 421). The Meroitic masons’ marks of 
Musawwarat el-Sufra are also thought to 
include the signs of individual masons 
(Karberg 2020: 18). In addition to the 
traditional hieroglyphic, pictorial, and 
geometric signs, marks on temple blocks of the 
Ptolemaic and Roman Periods include Greek 
alphabetic characters (e.g., Jaritz 1980: 85-94; 
Fauerbach 2018: 197-203). 
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Figure 3. Masons’ marks on talatat blocks at Hermopolis. 

 

   Quarry marks represent a category that 
overlaps with the previous two. Team marks 
and masons’ marks on stone blocks could 
theoretically be applied in quarries, but also 
later in the process of transport and building, 
and it is often difficult to establish at what 
point exactly the marks were made. Texts from 
the Ptolemaic and Roman Periods make clear 
that the same masons were responsible for the 
quarrying, transport, and setting of blocks at 
the construction site (Depauw 2009a: 96-98), 
but that was not necessarily the case in earlier 
periods. The marks on blocks of the Middle 
Kingdom pyramids at el-Lisht, for instance, are 
thought to have been made during transport 
(marks of this period not being attested in 
quarries) by teams of workmen settled near the 

quarries or near the pyramids (Arnold, F. 1990: 
14, 19-20). The term “quarry marks” can safely 
be used for signs actually attested in quarries, 
but such marks do not all necessarily refer to 
individual workmen or groups of them. The 
variety of marks left at the sandstone quarries 
of Gebel el-Silsila from the New Kingdom to 
the Ptolemaic and Roman Periods include 
workers’ identity marks but also marks 
indicating the work process and more symbolic 
signs, such as depictions of deities or their 
attributes, possibly with an apotropaic function 
(Nilsson 2015, 2018); the same is true for the 
limestone quarries of Deir Abu Hinnis, 
exploited in the Amarna Period (Van der Perre 
2015: 74-75). The identity marks in the quarries 
of the New Kingdom and later periods at 
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Gebel el-Silsila and in the region of Deir el-
Bersha are thought to represent individuals 
rather than teams (Depauw 2009a: 98; Van der 
Perre 2015: 79; Nilsson 2018: 119-121). Marks 
of the Eighteenth Dynasty left in a limestone 
quarry at Qurna during the reign of 
Amenhotep III, possibly connected with the 
building of his memorial temple, are also 
known from ostraca found near the king’s 
tomb and at Deir el-Medina, and are to be 
interpreted as the individual marks of royal 
necropolis workmen (Nishimoto, Yoshimura, 
and Kondo 2002). 

   Tile marks are signs incised or painted on the 
back of ceramic tiles that decorated the walls of 
temples, palaces, and tombs. The incised marks 
were made before firing at the short ends of the 
rectangular tiles, above or beneath the tenons 
by which the tiles were attached to the walls; 
the painted marks were made after firing. Well-
known examples are the glazed polychrome 
tiles from the reign of Ramesses III at Medinet 
Habu and Tell el-Yahudiya (Parkinson 1999: 
108-109), and the blue faience tiles of the 
Djoser pyramid complex (Parkinson 1999: 93; 
Kuraszkiewicz 2015). Tiles of the latter type are 
also attested at the sites of early Old Kingdom 
temples elsewhere in Egypt (from Tell Ibrahim 
Awad to Elephantine: van Haarlem 2019: 76-
85). The graphic repertoire of the marks on 
these tiles is partly hieroglyphic or otherwise 
pictorial, partly geometric, and also includes 
numbers in the form of vertical strokes and 
hieratic signs for “10” (Kuraszkiewicz 2015: 
44; van Haarlem 2019: 77). The repertoire on 
the Ramesses III tiles is very similar (Anthes 
1951: 43; Śliwa 1974: 235-236; Parkinson 1999: 
109; see also the marks on Ramesside tiles from 
Qantir: Hayes 1937: 25-27). The meaning of 
these marks is very uncertain. In fact, only a 
minority of tiles bear marks. One marked tile 
may therefore have been part of a batch of 
(otherwise unmarked) tiles, the incised marks 
possibly referring to workshops or (teams of) 
producers, according to Hayes (1937: 25, note 
98), Parkinson (1999: 93), and Kuraszkiewicz 
(2015: 47). The painted marks are thought to 
express the destination or position of the tiles 
(assembly marks [Versatzmarken]: Hayes 1937: 
25, note 98; Śliwa 1974: 235-236; Parkinson 
1999: 93). 

   Brick marks (“brick” here meaning 
mudbrick/adobe) constitute a problematic 
category, as do pot marks, it being uncertain in 
both cases if they have anything to do with the 
identity of persons or institutions. Not 
included here are the hieroglyphic stamps on 
mudbricks giving the names of kings and 
institutions as attested from the early New 
Kingdom onward (Kemp 2000: 83-84; Budka 
2009b: 192-193). Bricks were marked while still 
in the molds by their producers, either with 
fingers or with a stick in the wet clay; when 
unmolded, bricks could be stamped by way of 
control (as becomes clear from a case study of 
the memorial temple of Thutmose III; Seco 
Álvarez and Gamarra Campuzano 2015: 65). 
Brick marks are usually of a very simple type, 
consisting of dots, strokes, crosses, and circles, 
or combinations of these (for examples see 
Arnold, D. 1979: 7; Seco Álvarez and Gamarra 
Campuzano 2015: 63; the same is true for pre-
fired pot marks). It is uncertain what these 
marks represent; possibly they refer to 
individual makers or groups of them. A 
remarkable cross-cultural parallel is Inca 
monumental mudbrick architecture, where 
marks of similar appearance represent the 
communities (ayllu or comunidad) who produced 
the bricks in periodical state corvée (Tsai 2021). 

 
Figure 4. Pot marks from el-Lahun. 

 

   Pot marks appeared in Egypt about the mid-
fourth millennium BCE at the latest (the 
earliest known pre-fired marks belong to 
Naqada IIA: Hendrickx 2008; Bréand 2015), 
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and continued to be used throughout Egyptian 
history. It is important to distinguish between 
pre-fired marks, incised before firing, and post-
fired ones, scratched or painted on finished 
ceramic objects. These two types of pot marks 
usually have different morphologies, and are 
bound to express different things. Obviously, 
pre-fired marks were deemed important during 
the production process and may even refer to 
it (although that is far from certain), whereas 
post-fired marks could theoretically be applied 
long after pottery production. Corpora of 
marked pottery from el-Lahun (Middle 
Kingdom: Gallorini 2009) and Qantir 
(Ramesside: Ditze 2007) include pre-fired 
marks, which are usually of simple design 
(strokes and crosses made with finger or stick, 
as shown in Figure 4; hence comparable to tile 
marks and brick marks), and post-fired marks 
with more complex forms, including 
hieroglyphs. Thus writing appears to have had 
some influence in the making of post-fired 
marks (apart from being present in the form of 
post-fired, written dockets), whereas the marks 
made during pottery production usually reflect 
a hardly literate milieu. The strokes of pre-fired 
marks may express numbers, and sometimes 
include hieratic “10” (˄). Such numerical 
information seems to have been conveyed, for 
instance, by marks on Middle Kingdom storage 
jars from the quarries of Gebel el-Asr, which 
were connected with “12th Dynasty 
governmental distribution of supplies,” 
according to Shaw (2009: 77). Pre-fired marks 
are tentatively associated with institutional 
production and logistics by other authors as 
well (e.g., Gallorini 2009: 121-122; Bréand 
2015: 210; Engel 2015: 224). A recent analysis 
of pre-fired marks on Early Dynastic bread 
molds from Tell Gabbara suggests two 
different practices: 1) hieroglyphic marks 
incised in the interior of the molds, leaving the 
same marks on the baked loaves, possibly as 
indications of quality or use of the bread 
(“commodity branding”: Rampersad 2020); 
and 2) non-hieroglyphic, linear marks on the 
outside, possibly referring to individual 
producers and/or receivers of bread rations in 
local, “proto-bureaucratic” rationing, before 
centralized state administration and its written 
records took over (Rampersad 2022). It is 

usually difficult to assess whether pot marks 
indeed express identity, individual or otherwise 
(Gallorini 2009: 120-121). One account on 
hieratic Papyrus Gebelein III (Fourth or Fifth 
Dynasty) shows the sign  between a heading 
mentioning an inspection by a person called 
Khuy and seven columns that specify types of 
pottery and their numbers. The sign may well 
have been used by Khuy to mark the items 
inspected, as is assumed by Andrássy (2015). 
An important point to note is the relative 
scarcity of pot marks (pre- or post-fired) 
among pottery retrieved at almost every site. 
This is certainly true for the New Kingdom 
(e.g., at Qantir; Ditze 2007: 273), with the 
single exception of Deir el-Medina (Aston 
2009: 52). It could mean that marked vessels, 
like tiles, were once part of batches of 
(otherwise unmarked) vessels. The post-fired 
pot marks of Deir el-Medina are the necropolis 
workmen’s personal marks, which they also 
used for other purposes. As pot marks they are 
probably signs of ownership, and thus present 
a rare case of more frequently applied marks 
with more certainty about their meaning. 
Another case of more frequent marking is the 
production of pottery for ritual or festive 
occasions, such as the palace ware produced 
for the sed-festivals of Amenhotep III (Hope 
1999) and, quite possibly, the pottery destined 
for Osirian rituals at Umm el-Qaab (Budka 
2015). Post-fired marks incised on Ptolemaic 
jars from the Theban necropolis are thought to 
refer to the jars’ function or context (Schreiber 
2015). Finally, it should be noted that pot 
marks are not the only type of information 
applied to pottery items; often, they occur 
together with other signs or sign systems, such 
as (written) dockets and seal impressions 
(Engel 2015: 215; Haring 2018: 47-48). 

   Ownership marks are attested on various types 
of objects, such as furniture, textiles, and tools. 
Post-fired marks on pottery also potentially 
refer to the owners of vessels; they certainly did 
so in the Deir el-Medina community. The same 
community left ownership marks painted on, 
or woven in, clothing and engraved on stone 
seats, headrests of stone and wood, combs, and 
tools of wood and metal (see Haring 2018: 42, 
note 5 for references). These categories of 
marked objects are certainly not restricted to 
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Deir el-Medina, nor do they necessarily 
indicate personal ownership as opposed to 
ownership by an entity (e.g., a temple). Several 
burials from the reign of Mentuhotep 
Nebhepetra, near the king’s temple at Deir el-
Bahri, included linen marked with an enigmatic 
sign thought to refer to the temple or the 
surrounding cemetery (fig. 5), and a copper 
chisel bearing the same mark (Winlock 1945: 4 
and 26). Linen from embalmers’ caches of the 
Eighteenth Dynasty in the Valley of the Kings 
bear hieratic inscriptions but also crosses and 
hieroglyphic groups, such as anx Dd wAs (KV 54 
and 63; Winlock 2010: 32-34; Ertman, Wilson, 
and Schaden 2006: 25). Marks on tools are 
known also from the Old and Middle 
Kingdoms (e.g., Petrie 1917: pls. III-IV) and 
seem to be incorporated in hieratic accounts of 
copper tools in P. Reisner II, possibly referring 
there to places where teams of workmen were 
based (Roth 1991: 122-124; Andrássy 2009b, 
and see p. 120, notes 18-19, for references to 
marked tools). 

 
Figure 5. Marked linen from the reign of 
Mentuhotep Nebhepetra, Deir el-Bahri. 

   Brand(mark)s are a specific type of ownership 
mark applied to animals and humans by 
pressing a hot metal branding instrument onto 
the skin, leaving a permanent mark (overview 
in Eggebrecht 1975). A number of Egyptian 
branding instruments have survived (Petrie 
1917: 56-57, pl. LXXI; Müller 1987: 72-77, 
where the metal is not specified except in one 
case: copper) and show pictorial and 
hieroglyphic signs: animals (some possibly 
referring to deities) and cattle horns, names and 
figures of kings, and groups of hieroglyphs. 
One  example of the latter type has  and  

(fig. 6), while the description of a brand in 

Twentieth Dynasty P. Varzy talks about a

(bowstring) with a (pillar) inside (Haring 
2018: 39-41). A scene in the Theban tomb of 
Kenamun shows three branding instruments 

with cartouche, , and  (for pr.t-
xrw?), respectively (Davies 1930: 33, pl. 
XXVIII). In the second and third cases, the 
hieroglyphs may be textual abbreviations. The 
brands probably served the marking of 
livestock; some may refer to royal institutions 
and temples as owners. The branding of cattle 
is depicted in, for instance, the Theban tomb 
of Nebamun (Davies 1923: pl. XXXII); the 
branding of war captives is depicted in one of 
the war scenes of Ramesses III at Medinet 
Habu (Epigraphic Survey 1930: pl. 42).  

 

 

Figure 6. Branding instrument Munich ÄS 5520. 
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A Special Case: Identity Marks at Deir el-
Medina 
Identity marks of hieroglyphic, pictorial, and 
abstract nature were used by the community of 
workmen who were responsible for cutting out 
and decorating the rock tombs of the New 
Kingdom pharaohs at Thebes, and who lived 
at the site known today as Deir el-Medina (see 
Haring 2018 for a synthesis, Soliman 2016 for 
the history and identifications of the marks, 
and van der Moezel 2016 for a palaeographic 
and semiotic analysis of the corpus). Among 
the artifacts found at this exceptionally well-
preserved site, and in the Valley of the Kings 
and the Valley of the Queens, are numerous 
marked objects, including pottery vessels and 
dishes, stone jar lids, stone seats and headrests, 
tools of metal and wood, spindle whorls, 
combs, and linen clothing. What is more, the 
same marks were used for administrative 
purposes on ceramic and limestone ostraca, 
over a thousand of which have been found, 

and for commemorative or votive purposes in 
hundreds of graffiti in the Valley of the Kings 
and its surroundings (Fronczak and Rzepka 
2009; Rzepka 2015). The marks are attested as 
ownership marks and appear on ostraca from 
the reigns of Thutmose III and Hatshepsut 
until the late years of Ramesses XI (Haring 
2018: 158-206); their use as graffiti probably 
began in the Ramesside Period (together with 
textual graffiti; Rzepka 2015: 181; Soliman 
2018: 474). 

   From their earliest attestations in the 
Eighteenth Dynasty, the marks seem to be 
multifunctional. They occur as ownership 
marks, for instance, on linen, pottery, and 
bronze vessels and tools in the tomb of the 
overseer of royal tomb construction Kha 
(reigns of Thutmose IV and Amenhotep III; 
Soliman 2015: 110-112). Most of these items 
bear Kha’s personal mark , which also 
appears on pottery from the workmen’s 
settlement (fig. 7).  As  early  as  the  reigns  of  

 

 

 
 

Figure 7. Deir el-Medina pottery and marks, Eighteenth Dynasty. 
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Thutmose III and Hatshepsut, the marks 
appear on ostraca. Some clusters of ostraca 
with workmen’s marks from the Valley of the 
Kings and the West Valley are clearly 
associated with the tombs of Thutmose III, 
Amenhotep II, and Amenhotep III (see fig. 1; 
Soliman 2018: 474-483). The origin of these 
marks is uncertain, as is the origin of the 
workmen themselves. Their resemblance to the 
team marks of the Old and Middle Kingdoms, 
and to the Eighteenth Dynasty team or 
masons’ marks at Deir el-Bahri and Asasif, 
suggests that they followed a centuries-old 
tradition of marking systems in monumental 
building. It is very possible, moreover, that the 
Deir el-Medina workmen of the early 
Eighteenth Dynasty, or some of them, were 
also working for the local Amun temples 
(Soliman 2018: 473 and 506). The 
abovementioned workmen’s marks in the 
Qurna quarry of Amenhotep III strengthen 
this idea. 

   It is their use on ostraca and in graffiti that 
makes the Deir el-Medina marks stand out 
among ancient Egyptian identity marks. 
Ostraca inscribed with workmen’s marks 
appear to have served administrative purposes. 
Rows or columns of marks represent groups of 
workmen, and additional signs (dots, strokes, 
pictograms referring to commodities, numbers 
and dates in [pseudo-]hieratic) suggest the 
delivery and counting of food rations and 
tools. Ramesside ostraca of this type closely 
parallel hieratic texts on local ostraca and 
papyri recording similar information; in some 
cases, ostraca of both sorts can even be 
demonstrated to reflect the same deliveries on 
precisely the same days (Haring and Soliman 
2014). Whereas hieratic documentary ostraca 
and papyri were the domain of professional 
scribes, ostraca with marks and a limited set of 
additional signs could be produced and read by 
semi-literate workmen, who could thus act as 
(assistant) administrators. Significantly, the 
Eighteenth Dynasty has left us no hieratic 
documentation of royal tomb construction 
(which perhaps existed on papyri or ostraca 
that were not locally kept or were discarded), 
but rudimentary administrative records from 
that period survive in the form of ostraca with 
marks, sometimes with added dots or strokes. 

The wealth of hieratic papyri and ostraca from 
the Ramesside Period is probably to be 
explained by the permanent local presence of 
scribes in the workmen’s community (Haring 
2018: 145-154). Surprisingly, however, their 
work did not cause the disappearance of 
ostraca with marks. The number of these 
ostraca rather seems to have risen together 
with the hieratic ones in the course of the 
Ramesside Period, and to have become more 
and more complex, resulting in a sort of 
pseudo-script that is particularly well-attested 
for the mid-Twentieth Dynasty. 

 

 
Figure 8. Ostracon Strasbourg H 13, reign of 
Ramesses III. 

 

  Ostracon Strasbourg H 13 (fig. 8), from the 
late reign of Ramesses III, for instance, has five 
lines; lines 2-5 start with dates, each of which 
is followed by an individual workman’s mark: 
day 23 , day 24 , day 25 , day 26 . After 
the marks follow pictograms for loaves, jars of 
beer, and units of firewood, with numbers of 
items delivered. Line 2 even includes a hieratic 

version of , for wDA.t “deficit.” At the end of 
line 3 is . This looks like the identity mark of 
the necropolis workman Userhat, who is 
known from the same period. However, 
workmen’s marks only appear at the beginning 
of entries on ostraca of this type. The sign  on 
Strasbourg H 13 is most likely not an identity 
mark but an abbreviation used by the maker of 
the ostracon to refer to Usermaatranakht, a 
woodcutter delivering the firewood (Soliman 
2016: 177). True identity marks (i.e., marks also 
used outside the ostraca) were probably only 
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held by the construction workforce of the royal 
tombs, not by their service staff of 
woodcutters, watercarriers, etc. (Gabler 2014: 
215-216). From this example it becomes clear 
that the position of signs on Ramesside ostraca 
with marks is distinctive. 

   It is mainly due to the ostraca inscribed with 
marks, and their comparison with hieratic 
texts, that the owners of the Deir el-Medina 
marks can be identified, and the process of 
transmission of marks within local families and 
the organization of necropolis workmen can be 
reconstructed through multiple generations. 

Concluding Remarks 
In ancient Egypt, as elsewhere, there were 
different categories of identity marks, for 
different purposes, and following different 
rules. The above survey merely presents the 
categories that have been given modest or 
substantial attention by Egyptologists. Most of 
the publications referred to, notably case 
studies, general discussions, and surveys of 
relevant material, are from the past two 
decades, which indicates that the topic is a 
recent one in the Egyptological research 
agenda. As such it is part of the growing 

interest, within different scholarly fields, in 
extra-textual and non-textual communication 
(as expressed outside Egyptology in Evans 
Pim, Yatsenko, and Perrin 2010; Bodel and 
Houston eds. 2021, and many more 
interdisciplinary volumes). 

   With research being in its early stages, the 
understanding of non-textual marking systems 
is often very limited, which is partly due to a 
traditional textual bias in the humanities, and 
the ensuing marginalization of material 
relevant to this topic. In addition, there are 
more direct obstacles to the research of marks, 
such as the lack of published corpora and the 
absence of written information that might shed 
light on the identities expressed and the 
purposes of the marking systems—as exists for 
the exceptionally well-documented case of 
Deir el-Medina. More extensive and systematic 
research of the relevant corpora is bound to 
improve this situation and to elicit the 
appreciation of Egyptologists, as well as 
specialists in other fields, for the importance of 
marks and marking systems in ancient and 
modern societies to their literate and less 
literate members alike.  
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