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Abstract

Word, Object, Image: the Bed as a Sign in New Kingdom Egyptian Art

by Elizabeth Ann Cummins

In this dissertation, I examine the bed as word, object, and image in the New Kingdom in order to explore the bed’s function within the semiotic structure of Egyptian art. Like many western cultures today, the Egyptians associated the bed with the concepts of sleep, death, and sexual activity, but the conceptual framework in which it was comprehended was quite different from the modern perspective. The connotative meanings (in semiotics, the secondary or cultural meanings) that stem from the sign of the bed must be examined within its ancient framework. In addition to examining the bed within the material culture, I look at the bed in both text and image.  Due to the pictorial nature of the Egyptian language, the bed not only appears as a subject of writing but as the writing itself--as a hieroglyph.  The fine line between text and image within the Egyptian visual system is brought forward when examining the bed within both spheres.
I have organized much of the material based on the ancient Egyptians’ concepts of sex, sleep, and death. These three ideas were intertwined within the Egyptian consciousness as sleep and death were often compared as liminal states and sexual activity in the Egyptians' view led not only to birth in this life but also the next. I argue that the bed signaled to the viewer that the occupant was in a transitional state, with the bed becoming a location to successfully transfer its occupant into the next realm or protect the individual on the uncertain thresholds of sleep or conception.  I propose the bed makes its own transformation as well, when it becomes the lion-headed funerary bier, indicating the nature and significance it holds in its funerary functions. The ultimate function for the sign of the bed is that of rebirth for its occupant.
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