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Horus-eye fractions is the name often given to

a series of six Egyptian signs representing sub-

divisions of the heqat grain volume measure,

since it was first proposed in 1911 that they

represent different parts of the Eye of the god

Horus. Expressed as fractions of a heqat, they

are equivalent to 1
2
, 1
4
, 1
8
, 1
16
, 1
32
, and 1

64
of a heqat,

respectively.

But in the century since the Berlin Egyptolo-

gist Georg Möller (Möller 1911) made this pro-

posal, further information has become available,

and it now appears that, at their origin in the

third millennium BCE, the original cursive (hier-

atic) sign forms had no pictographic (hiero-

glyphic) equivalents (Ritter 2002). Recent work

on the origin and evolution of contemporaneous

Mesopotamian metrological signs (Nissen et al.

1993) makes this conclusion less surprising

than it would have been a century ago; the

contexts of the pedagogic and professional

uses of metrological signs are not the same as

for those signs that represent the phonological

values of the spoken language. The (rare) need

for hieroglyphic equivalents of these measures

led, especially in the New Kingdom (second

half of the second millennium) to fluctuating,

invented pictographic versions of the hieratic

signs and often their substitution by ordinary

(non-metrological) fractional signs.

Starting in the second millennium, there

grew up in priestly circles, quite distinct

from the accounting scribes who used

metrological signs in their professional work,

an interest in numerological speculation,

associating certain metrological values with

gods or parts of the land of Egypt, and

including, at least by the early centuries of the

common era, an imagined relation between

capacity measures and the Eye of Horus

(Osing 1998).

SEE ALSO: Mathematics, Egyptian.
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Figure 1 Möller’s original proposal for the Horus-

eye fractions. From Möller 1911.
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