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ANCIENT EGYPTIAN PHONOLOGY

In Ancient Egyptian Phonology, James P. Allen studies the sounds
of the language spoken by the ancient Egyptians. Using the in-
ternal evidence of the language, he proceeds from individual
vowels and consonants to the sound of actual ancient Egyptian
texts. Allen also explores variants, alternants, and the develop-
ment of sound in texts, and touches on external evidence from
Afroasiatic cognate languages. The most up-to-date work on this
topic, Ancient Egyptian Phonology is an essential resource for
Egyptologists and will also be of interest to scholars and linguists
of African and Semitic languages.

James P. Allen is the Charles Edwin Wilbour Professor of Egyp-
tology at Brown University. A scholar of ancient Egyptian lan-
guage and thought, he is the author of Middle Egyptian: An In-
troduction to the Language and Culture of Hieroglyphs and The
Ancient Egyptian Language: An Historical Studly. Since 2010 he
has been one of the leading scholars in a complete re-evaluation

of the grammar as well as the phonology of the language.
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PREFACE

The study of the ancient Egyptian language is comparable in
some ways to paleontology. Except for Coptic, the remnants of
the language survive in skeletal form, like the bones of dino-
saurs, and our attempts to understand the living language is like
the efforts of paleontologists to understand dinosaurs by
rearticulating their skeletons and studying whatever clues are
left of their behavior.

The first paleontologists, in the nineteenth century, were
not always certain how the bones went together. They also
thought that dinosaurs belonged to the lizard family, and that
belief endured into the twentieth century, governing the un-
derstandingand analysis of the creatures. It turns out to be true,
but not for all dinosaurs. A significant group of them — thero-
pods, including the Tyrannosaurus rex — were ornithoids, the
ancestors of birds.

In Egyptology, the analogy to 19th-century paleontology is
the analysis of ancient Egyptian as a Semitic language. The first
Egyptologists were trained in Semitic languages and naturally
understood the newly deciphered addition to the Afro-Asiatic

family from that perspective. Phonology, as well as grammar, is

vii
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the heir to that tradition: for example, the transcription of Q as
i—“sometimes /j/ and sometimes /?/”—and of k as 3—
“strong /?/ ! The Semitic viewpoint persists, and not just as
tradition: the most influential study of Egyptian phonology
in the past half-century has been the 1971 article of a Semiti-
cist, Otto Réssler, “Das Agyptische als semitische Sprache.”

To be fair, the early Egyptologists had few clues as to the
nature of the language. It was only natural for Semiticists to
see traces of Asiatic languages in its features, just as those
trained in African languages have sometimes recognized non-
Semitic traits. Unfortunately, experts in Afroasiatic linguistics
have often made questionable analyses because their know-
ledge of Egyptian has been based on dictionaries and studies
rather than the first-hand knowledge that would allow them
to make informed judgments, and the same is true for Egyp-
tologists looking for cognates, whose knowledge of Afroasiatic
linguistics is generally superficial at best.

In our passion to articulate and reconstruct the hiero-
glyphic skeleton, we have forgotten that correspondence is
not the same as identity. The fact that Arabic speakers heard
ancient Greek [Trohepaiog as w etk batlaimiis does not re-
veal that Greek T was an “emphatic” consonant like Arabic &
t. To assess the true value of 7, we have to look at its place

within the ancient Greek phonological system. The same is

1 Slant marks (/x/) enclose phonemes.



ix ANCIENT EGYPTIAN PHONOLOGY

true for ancient Egyptian phonology. Although ancient Egyp-
tian dwn “stretch” is cognate with Arabic J sk 22/ “length,” for
example, that is not necessarily justification for interpreting
Egyptian d as an “emphatic” dental or Egyptian  as [1], any
more than the cognate relationship of Spanish jungla with
English jungle means that the two /’s necessarily represent the
same sort of consonant.

In assessing the features of ancient Egyptian phonology,
primary weight must be given to internal evidence: the vari-
ants, alternants, and developments of a sound within the
language itself, insofar as they can be traced, before external
evidence is brought to bear. The present study is an attempt
to do just that. With respect to the external evidence of Af-
roasiatic cognates, I claim no specific expertise, and I fully
realize that some of my conclusions may be called into ques-
tion by those with more knowledge and experience in
Afroasiatic linguistics than I. With respect to Egyptian, how-
ever, I am fully convinced of the validity of both the method
and the conclusions adopted in this book. Some of the latter
are different from what I advocated in my 2013 study, 7he
Ancient Egyptian Language: An Historical Study. That is at it
should be. Scholarship, like science, needs to be open to new
ideas and new conclusions.

The overriding principle in this study is that the Egyptian
evidence must be looked at for itself, and not as a simulacrum

of other languages. We cannot appreciate Egyptian art if we
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view it as a primitive version of Renaissance painting, or Egyp—
tian grammar if we look for equivalents of the tenses and
moods of Western languages. In our efforts to see the reality
behind the skeleton of the hieroglyphic writing system, we
must realize that its skin might turn out to be not the scales of
lizards, but the feathers of birds.

This book is partly the result of a graduate seminar on the
topic that I led at Brown in the Spring semester of 2018. I am
grateful to its students, Vicky Almansa, Julia Puglisi (Har-
vard), and Silvia Stubtiov4, for their insights, which helped me
refine some of my own. I am especially grateful to Christian
Casey for reading parts of this book and debating most of it
with me, and to Andréas Stauder, for reviewing and amending
my original manuscript. The present version is the better for
their input.

[ offer this study as one hopeful step in advancing the un-
derstanding of both Egyptian itself and its true place within
the larger Afroasiatic family of languages.



PART I

PHONEMES AND
PHONES






1. COPTIC

Any study of ancient Egyptian phonology must be based on
Coptic, because that is phonologically the most transparent
stage of the language. Coptic is written in an alphabet derived
from the Greek, with additional signs from Demotic primarily
for sounds not present or not represented in Greek. It appears
fully formed in the third century AD but has written anteced-
ents at least six centuries carlier.! Coptic had six major dialects:
Akhmimic (A), Bohairic (B), Fayumic (F), Lycopolitan (L, for-
merly Subakhmimic A,, also known as Lyco-Diospolitan),
Oxyrhynchite (or Mesokemic, M), and Saidic (S). These vary
from one another grammatically in some respects, but mainly

phonologically.

GRAPHEMES
The graphemes found in texts from the six major Coptic

dialects are the following, in the order of the Greek alphabet:

1 Most recently, Quack 2017. The antecedents are often termed “Old
Coptic” (OC).



4 ANCIENT EGYPTIAN PHONOLOGY

CorTIC  VAR/ALT GREEK CorTIC  VAR/ALT GREEK

A € A P A P
B oy,q,m B C Z, 2
r K r T AT, e T
A T A Y €, LH Y
€ A, - E ¢ mnzmn(B) O
z c z X  KZLKK(B) X
H Le Y, x H ¢ Tic W
o TT;T(B) O ) o Q
1 € | [0} C

K r,G, X K q B, OY

A P A 2 b

M N M 2(a) 29

N M N b (B) 29

= RC = X TW, 6

o oy 0 6 Xx; x (B)

m B, ¢ n T TI

The graphemesr, A, and z are used mainly in Greek loan-
words, but r and z also occur as variants of Kk and c,
respectively: e.g., ANK/ANI “I,” anzHBe/ANcHBe “school-
room.” The graphemes =, ¢, and T are monograms in all
dialects, for Kc, rc, and T, respectively.

The graphemes o, ¢, and x are monographic for T2, 112,
and K2, respectively, in all dialects except Bohairic, where they
replace T, 11, and K, respectively, in certain words and phonetic

environments: for example, B $HOY1 vs. AM TTHOYE, F TTHOY],
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LS riHye€ “heaven.” Bohairic also has a similar alternation be-
tween its 6 and the x of other dialects: e.g., B 6NOY vs. AFLS
XNoy “ask.”

The graphemes 2 and p exist in Akhmimic and Bohairic,
respectively; they are replaced by 2 or @ in other dialects: e.g,, A
2€, B pe, F 21, LMS 2€ “manner” and A 2wrie, BF gwrm, LS
wwrie, M wore “become.”

In some dialects, the grapheme 1 is also spelled €1, as well
as i before or after a vowel: e.g,, AL IN€, BF INI, AMS €INe
“bring”; AFM Ti€i, B ¢pal, L meel, S miai “this.” The grapheme
Y is used primarily in oy, representing [u] and [w], and after
vowels: ay/aoy, €y/€oy, Hy/Hoy, ooy, and @y/woy; it oc-
curs by itself either in Greek loan words or as a variant of €, h.
or I: e.g., F TEENH ~ TYBNH “animal.”

A graphemic feature of most Coptic dialects is a supralit-
eral stroke (e.g., M) or, in Bohairic, a dot or acute accent (e.g.,
t1/M). Both are used in some manuscripts to mark a grapheme
that represents a syllabic consonant or a separate syllable: for
example, B NOOK, S nTOK “you.” In some cases, the supralit-
eral mark varies with € both within and across dialects: e.g., A

2N, BbeN, F 2€N, FLMS 2N “in.”

PHONES
The phonetic value of Coptic graphemes can be deduced
from both the Greek graphemes on which they are based and

from language-internal instances of alternation and variation.
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For the former, it is clear that Coptic graphemes do not al-
ways represent the values they had for Greek speakers in the
erawhen Coptic is first attested, but rather those of the Greek
language some six centuries earlier.* The phonetic value of
some Greek graphemes changed between the Classical age
(fifch and fourth centuries BC) and the Koine period (third
century BC to third century AD), and the Coptic values are for
the most part those of the older language:’

GREEK CLASSICAL ~ KOINE COPTIC COPTIC
GRAPHEME VALUE VALUE  GRAPHEME VALUE
r [g] [] r (k]
A (d] (0] A (]
H [e:] (1] H (e, €]
©) [¢] (6] ) [ch], [¢*]
[0) [P [4.f] ¢ [ph], [p"]
X (k"] [x] x (kh], (k"]

These correspondences agree with the earliest evidence for
Egyptian words and texts written in the Greek alphabet dur-
ing the Ptolemaic Period, and they argue for the preservation
of that scribal tradition even as the pronunciation of Greek

itself evolved.

Satzinger 2003.

5  Allen 1987, 12-32, 62-79; Horrocks 2010, 117-20. This study uses
the symbols of the International Phonetic Alphabet, between square
brackets, to indicate pronunciation, with the exception that post-syl-
labic " is used to mark stress: e.g., MTON [m-ton'].
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Greek words that appear in Coptic texts, however, gener-
ally reflect contemporary Koine phonology, clearly indicating
that the Greek characters used for Coptic sounds in the third

century did not derive from contemporary Greek: for example,

CLASSICAL KOINE GREEK CoPTIC
GREEK  VALUE  VALUE EXAMPLE RENDERING

[y]
X (kh] [x] yopaxtip papakrhp [xa-rak-ter’] “mark”

Li] wily mal pi'-li] “gate”

Al [ai] [e] Olkaog  Alkeoc [ti"ke-os]  “just”
[b]  [B.v] Bhantey gqranmrer  [dlap’-ti] “hinder”
H [e:] [1,i] é¢momiun emctmer [e-pis-ti'-mi] “prudence”
Ol [2i] [1,i] éroluog  geTemoc [he-ti-mos] “ready”
1] [
[

Of vowels, € is the most common, as well as the most
common Coptic grapheme. Its correspondence with Koine
[€], as in AIkeoc for dtxaiog, indicates that it had a similar
value in Coptic. Its use as a variant of the signs for a syllabic
consonant, however, point to a realization closer to [3]: e.g., S
MTON ~ €MTON “rest” [m-ton’] ~ [am-ton’]. Its value may
therefore have encompassed, and lain between, mid-central
(€] and [5], with realization probably conditioned by both di-
alect and phonological environment. € also occurs as a variant
of a, both within and across dialects — for example, S xacTq,
M xecTq “exalt him” (Matt. 23:12). This suggests a phonetic
value for a close to that of €, probably back central [a] ~ [2].
Coptic Hwas likely pronounced [1/i] in Greek loanwords, and

this may account for its occasional variance with 1in Coptic
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words — e.g., S NHB€ ~ NIB€ “swim” — but it also varies with
eand A — e.g, S PAT ~ PET ~ PHT “foot” — and was therefore
most likely close in value to those vowels in native words, prob-
ably ranging between [€] and [e]. The other vowels correspond
to their Greek counterparts in loanwords and presumably had
similar phonetic realizations: 1 [1/i], 0 [2], oy [u], and w [0].

The consonants represented by Greek letters correspond
pretty much to their pre-Hellenic ancestors. T, A, and z were
probably pronounced like K, T, and ¢, respectively, judging
from their variance with those graphemes in Coptic words. B
alternates with 11 and varies with ¢ and oy: A oyaage, B
OYAR, FLS OYAAB, M oY€R “pure” and A oyart, S oyort “be-
come pure’; S WBT ~ WYT “goose”; B OYICI ~ BICI, S OY€ICE
~ Bice “saw.” The alternation suggests a phonetic realization
not only as a stop ([b] — [p]) but also as a bilabial fricative
(8], which explains its variance with oy. Variation with ¢ sug-
gests that the latter may also have been bilabial, distinguished
from B by voicing. Thus, 8 — [b]/[p]/[B] and q — [4].

The values of the other graphemes derived from Demotic
can also be deduced from variances and correspondents: @ [f]
(Arabic 05«8 agman from gHMoyN “Hermopolis”), 2 [h]
(2eBpwN for 11120 hebron “Hebron”), x [¢] (F xoy1a, B
Teoyie “dry” - [¢] ~ [tf]), 6 [K] (S pacapen from Greek
daxidprov “turban”® — [kia] — [Ka]).

6 Girgis 1967-1968, 58.
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In most dialects, ¢ © x are monograms for 12 T2 K2, re-
spectively; AFLS 12w and M m2oB “the (m) thing (2wB/
20R),” for example, can also be spelled ¢pwr/Ppog. In Bohairic,
however, they represent, like their Greek ancestors, the aspi-
rated counterparts of T T K, respectively. Aspiration occurs
before a stressed vowel and before a sonant (B A M N p) or oy
and 1/€1 preceding a stressed vowel:” e.g., a1 [phai] “this one”
vs. TIAIP@MI [pai-ro’-mi] “this man,” xgw@ [k"Bof] “you
loosen” vs. kewq [ksod] “you defile.” Similarly, in Bohairic 6
is [t"], the aspirated counterpart of x [¢]: e.g., B 61C1 “exalt”
(ALMS x1c€, F x1c1). Its phonetic value in that dialect can also
be gauged from variants such as MOpP6NAY2 ~ MOP@WNA2
[mor’-thnawh] ~ [mor'-$nah] “scapular” ([t"] lenited to [[])
and 6WNT ~ XONT [tho'-nt] ~ [to’-nt] “try” ([t"] deaspi-
rated to [¢]).

The alternation of ¢ <> 1 is environmentally conditioned
and therefore reflects a single phoneme, but the other alter-
nants are phonemic: B ewp1 “willow” vs. Top1 “handle,” xpam
“fire” vs. kpwM “safflower,” 60 “plant” vs. xo0 “hunchback.”
The phonemic status of the aspirates is reflected in their preser-
vation where environmental aspiration is not required: e.g,
oict [thi'-si] “exalt” and eecpnoyt [thes-phnu’-ti] “exalt
God.”

7 Shisha-Halevy 1991, 54. In turn, therefore, aspiration was perhaps
neutralized in other environments, similar to [t"] ~ [t] in American

English: e.g., hat [hat"] vs. hatter [hat'-1].
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Aspiration is not visible in the other dialects: for example,
B ewp1 vs. S Twpe “willow,” B xpwM vs. F KA@M and S KpwM, B
i vs. ALMS x1ce and F xic1. Whether this reflects an absence
of aspirates in these dialects or merely a graphemic neutrality
(i.e., AFLMS T representing both [t] and [t"]) is not self-evident.
The fact that these dialects use graphemes derived from the un-
aspirated graphemes of (Classical) Greek (x, 7, and 7) might
suggest the former. Arabic renderings of Coptic words, how-
ever, sometimes show a correspondence between [t] and £, on
the one hand, and [t"] and # on the other: e.g, A TwBe, B
TWEI, S TOWEBE/TWEE “brick” 2 Arabic &:sh t2ba; B oaq, S
Taq “spit” £ <& 4/ This may or may not reflect the influ-
ence of Bohairic,” but it is also visible in place-names from
non-Bohairic areas: e.g., S ClOOYT “Asyut” 2 L sl g5y

PHONOTACTICS

Coptic words have a single nodal stress around which every-
thing else is reduced as much as is possible phonetically: e.g.,
20€INe [hoi'-ng] “some” + poMe [ro’-me] “man” + tMe [ti'-

me] “village” — 2eNpMiMe [hen-rm-ti-me] “villagers.” In

8  Bishai 1964, 46.

9 The prevalence of Bohairic in the north at the time of the Arab con-
quest has also been called into question: Kahle 1954, 249-52.

10 B ciwoyT. The association of Arabic ¢ with unaspirated [t] is also vis-
ible in Greek ITrokepaiog “Prolemy” 2 Arabic s sedlb: batlaimiis. Cf.
also Bishai 1964, 41: “The velarization of T is normal owing to its un-
aspirated nature.”
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native words, the vowels 0, w, and usually n carry primary
stress; the other vowels can be stressed or not: e.g., SB aNa@
[a-naf’] “oath,” SBF eNe2 [e-neh'] “cternity,” BF N1 [i'-ni]
“bring,” ABFLMS oyNoY [u-nu’] “hour.”

A basic distinction in Coptic words is between stressed
syllables that end in a vowel (open) and those that end in a
consonant (closed). These have an effect on vowel quality for

the following pairs:

CLOSED OPEN  EXAMPLES
a/o o AFL CAN, BS CON “brother” vs. ALS cwNe€, BF

CWNI “sister”: [san/son] vs. [so’-ne/so’-ni]

€/a H  AFLM 2P€K, BS 2Pak “your (ms) face” vs. AB-
FLMS 2pHTN “your (pl) face”: [hrek/hrak] vs.
[hre'-tn]

e/a 1 AFLM X€CTOY, S XACTOY “exalt them” vs.

«

ALMS XICE, F XICl “exalt”: [tUes'-tu/vas'-tu|

vs. [th'-se/ti'si]

These alternants have traditionally been described as “short”
(2 € 0) and “long” (11 @) vowels."" In Oxyrhynchite, how-
ever, the first alternation usually does not occur, while the
second and third do: M conN “brother” vs. M coNe “sister.”
This indicates a difference in vowel quality rather than
length: probably lax (-T) a € o versus tense (+T) H1w. The

11 The classic study is Edgerton 1947 (published before the description
of Oxyrhynchite).
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vowel oy [u] does not exhibit syllabic alternation, and there-
fore does not seem to exhibit +T as a feature. It does, however,
appear as an open alternant of €/a after M and N: for example,
ABLS Na2MN, FM Ne2MN [nah’-mn], [neh’-mn] “save us” vs. F
NoYy2€M, LMS Noy2M [nu’-hem], [nu’-hm] “save.” Since w
does not normally occur after M and N, this alternation indi-
cates a general change of @ — oy in that environment: i.e.,
MW/N® — MOY/NOY.

On the basis of these alternants, Coptic can be described
as having a general rule whereby an open syllable produces
tenseness in a stressed vowel, and in a closed syllable, laxness
(with the exception of 0 in Oxyrhynchite): thus, ®OPEN —
oT." The primary exception to this rule is the pattern 1w2/
1oy2 of some verbs: c.g., BES oy®wN “open” (M oyoN) and
ABFLMS MOYN “remain.” Because of its restricted environ-
ment, this feature has been judged a secondary vocalization of
an original pattern represented by AL oyeN “open.”" In some
cases, however, exceptions are only apparent: e.g., BLMS QT,
a variant of FLS @wT “cut,” and B kel “doorbolt,” probably
reflecting [kel'-i], as indicated by S kaxe [kI'-Is].

Since both Hand 1 have a and € as lax alternants, the alter-

nation appears to affect relaxation of the tense vowels in closed

12 The symbol o indicates a correspondence between + and -: ie.,
+OPEN — +T and ~OPEN — -T.
13 Steindorff 1951, § 245.
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syllables rather than tensing of the lax vowels in open ones. The
generation of a or € as a lax alternant of 1 and 1 is determined
mostly by dialect: both tense vowels generally become a in BS
and € in AFLM. Phonetically, therefore, BS a may have been e-
like, possibly low front [@], and AFLM € may have been a-like,
possibly mid front [¢]. In turn, BS € could therefore represent
mid central [3] rather than [€]. The generation of a or o asa lax
alternant of w is similarly determined largely by the same dia-
lectal distinction: generally a in AFLM and o in BS.

Exceptions to this distribution are environmentally con-
ditioned. In a closed syllable before @, 2, and b, @ becomes BS
a and EM € rather than BS 0 and FM a: for example, F 9o@T,
S cw@T /30'-8t/, /s0’-8t/ “stop” — F wewT(, S ca@T( /38’
tf/, /sa¥’-tf/ “stop him,” M NoygM /nu’-hm/ “save” —
NeZMN /neh’-mn/ “save us,” B wpT, S w2T /po’-xt/, /po’-
ht/ “bend” — B papTc, STIa2Tc /pax’-ts/, /pah’-ts/ “bend it.”
Stressed /i/ followed by a sonant (B A M N p) in a closed sylla-
ble becomes B € and F nrather than B A and F € and disappears
in the other dialects, producing a syllabic consonant: B xiM1, F
6INI, ALMS 6iNe /ti-mi/, /ki-ni/, /ki'-ne/ “find> — B
X€EMTOY, F GHNTOY, ALMS 6NTOY /tem’-tu/, /ken'-tu/,
/kn'-tu/ “find them.” Before 1/€1 and oY, /o/ regularly be-
comes @ rather than o in Bohairic and /e/ before 1/€1
becomes Hrather than € in Bohairic and Fayumic: e.g., BM@IT

/moit/ vs. ALM MA€IT, F MAIT, S MO€IT /mait/, /mboit/



