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Egyptian and! Coptic PhOl10logy
Antonio Loprieno
University of California, Los Angeles

22.1. Introductiol1
At the present state of our knowledge, a discussion of Egyptian and Coptic
phonology must be addressed primarily as an issue of diachronic, rather
than synchronic linguistics. While it is possible to recognize regular patterns
of sound change in the history of the Egyptian language as a whole, including in many cases its Afroasiatic antecedents, the synchronic systelTIS of phonological oppositions at any given time in the four millennia of the
productive history of this language often defy a clear analysis. Furthermore,
the dynamic models of historical phonology tend to hide many uncertainties
behind the regularity of a reconstructed paradigm, conveying the misleading
impression that for eacp' of the different phases of the language (Early Egyp, tian, Middle Egyptian, Late Egyptlan, Coptic) we are indeed able to establish a discrete phonological system.
The phonetic realities underne~th the abstract phonological reconstructions are even more elusive: the traditional pronunciation and transliteration
of many hieroglyphic phonemes rest upon hardly anything more than scholarly conventions, and even for the relatively well-known Coptic, in V\rhich
Egyptian sounds are rendered in a Greek-based alphabet, it is difficult to
assess reliable phonetic values for'some of the Greek signs and of the Demotic graphemes that were added to the Greek alphabetic set.
In fact, the main reason for the'difficulties in reconstructing the phonology of Ancient Egyptian lies in the very nature of the writing systems: I-lieroglyphs, Hieratic, and Demotic repltesent the mere consonantal skeleton of a
word (and sometirnes only a portion thereof), followed by indicators of lexical classes, the so-called" determinatives." Semivocalic phonen1es are rarely
indicated, vowels practically never. As for Coptic, in which vowels are indeed rendered, one should not underestimate the methodological difficulty
inherent in the widespread assumption of a phonological or phonetic identity between a sp~cific Coptic sigri and its original value in the Greek system-an identity which is by no means unquestionable.
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Therefore, the reconstruction of the phonological inventor
phonetic values i~ any period of the history of Egyptian is bound to remain
highly hypothetical: it can only be approached through a heuristic procedure
in which three dimensions are checked against each other and mutually verified (cf. § 22.2): the reconstruction of Afroasiatic prehistory, l the information drawn from contemporary sources in other (mostly Semitic) languages
with a better investigated phonology (Hoch 1991), and the laws of phonological evolution leading froln older Egyptian to Coptic. 2
J

22.2. Heuristic criteria
In spite of these difficulties, the study of Egyptian phonology has achieved
significant progress since the initial studies of the late 19th century, both in
the assessment of consonanta1 values and in the reconstruction of vocalic
phonemes and prosodic rules. To achieve this goal, scholars rely on four procedures of linguistic reconstruction. 3

22.2.1. Comparative Afroasiatic linguistics
Egyptian is a language of the Afroasiatic phylum, and the presence of established etymological correspondences offers a fundamental source for the reconstruction of phonological values. E.g., since Eg. <q3b> corresponds to
Sem. qrb meaning 'interior part', one can confidently establish that Eg. <q>
=Iql and that <b> =Ib/.
22.2.2. Contemporary transcriptions in foreign languages
Many Akkadian texts, especially from the archive of el-'.Amarna (15th-14th
c. B.C.E.), contain Egyptian words, names, and short phrases in cuneiform
transcription. Although the phonology and the grapherrlics of Al<kadian are
themselves by no means fully decoded, these transcriptions provide a valuable insight into the contemporary pronunciation of Egyptian.. E.g'~1 Eg.
<stpnr'> 'the-one-whom-(the-god-)Ra-has-chosen' (royal name of :King
Ramses II) appears in cuneiform. as sa-te-ep-na-ri/e-a, a form on the basis of
1. Suggestions for the reconstruction of the phonological evolution from Afroasia.tic to
Egyptian are presented by Schenkel 1990: 48-57; Kammerzell 1992; and Zeidler 1992.
2. The most complete description of these rules and of the patterns of Egyptian vocalization
is found in Osing 1976: 10-30.
3. Cf. Schenkel 1990: 23-28. This book presents the most up-to-date and compact picture
of Egyptian phonology (pp. 24-93). I shall make specific references to it only in the rare
cases in which my analysis differs from Schenkel's in a significant way.
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which' one can both 1 .t the contemporary Egyptian pronunciation as
~:·/saltepnalri:lal and observe the correspondence Eg. <s> II Akk. <8>, both of
which were probably realized as [s] or as a sound very close to it (at least in
som.e dialects). 4

22.2.3. Egyptian renderings of foreign wordsJ
especially of Northwest Semitic origin
This criterion represents the symmetrical counterpart to tIle preceding one:
it provides an insight into the phonology of contemporary Egyptian 'Nhile at
the same time offering the possibility of verifying scholarly assumptions on
Semitic phonology. E.g., Northwest Sem. ~l- soper 'scribe' =:;> Eg. <tu-pa-r>.
The relevance of this piece of evidence is twofold: on the one hand, it raises
questions about the phonological status and the phonetic realization of Eg.
lei, which is the palatal phoneme usually transcribed 1 by Egyptologists,
while on the other, it can also be used to shed some light on the value of the
phoneme lsi (samekh), which originally must have been an affricate [is] in
Semitic (cf. Faber 1990: 627; Hoch 1991: 484£.; Faber 1992).
22.2.4. The evidence provided by Coptic
The latest stage in the development of Egyptian provides the broadest basis
for the study of the phonology of older periods of the language as well. E.g.,
Eg. <w'b> 'pure', 'to be pure', 'prie$t' appears in Coptic in the lexemes
OyaaB 'holy', oYOlT 'to be pure', OyHHB 'priest'. This evidence enables us to
reconstruct three different vocalization patterns underlying the saIne graphic
reality of hieroglyphic Egyptian: the stative )1- wif'baw 'he is pure', the infinitive ~l- wa'db 'to become pure', and the noun ~. wI'ab 'priest'. At the same tilne,
this piece of evidence raises questions of consonantis.m, i.e., the fate of the
phoIleIne III and the reason for the alternance B vs. 11 in the Coptic forms as
opposed to <b> in both cases in their Egyptian antecedents.
In the practice of Egyptian phonological reconstruction, these four aspects appear constantly combined: while each of them, if considered individually, proves largely inadequate in order to determine a synchronic stage,
together they convey a relatively homogeneous picture of the fundamental
laws of Egyptian phonological development. What follows in the next paragraphs (§ § 22.3-6) is a tentative historical phonology of Egyptian fronl its
Afroasiatic roots to alphabetic Coptic. Transcriptions from Egyptian and
4. See Faber 1990: 627ff.; 1992. For dialectal differences in the case of AIde s cf. von Soden
1969 § 30.
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Semitic follow the established conventions in these respectiv
~lds and are
rendered in italics; transliterations of graphemes without reference to their
phonological status are indicated in angle brackets «x»; phonemes (/x/) and
tentative phonetic values ([x]) are represented according to IPA conventions.
At this point, a methodological warning is in order: in the case of Egyptian (and of many other 'philological' languages known only through written records), the distinction between the phoneme as the distinctive minimal
unit of the language (/x/) and the often much larger inventory of sounds ([x])
representing its physical realizations is heuristically less practicable than for
languages with a better-·known p~onological structure: while scholars can
strive for the reconstruction of the "sound units" of the languag~, the technical assessment of their phonological status, which would require in each
case the minimal pair test, often proves a very problelnatic endeavor: on the
one hand, our only source of information is represented by a complex writing system which combines phonetic and semantic principles; on the other
hand, because of the restrictiveness of cultural conventions governing the
use of writing in Egyptian society, S our knowledge of the lexicon is doomed
to remain far from exhaustive.

22.3. The prehistory of Egyptian phonology
Before the emergence of Egyptian as a written language, a few adjustments
within the stock of phonernes inherited from "Afroasiatic,,6 seem to have
taken place. Three n1ajor evolutions from the original phonological stock
characterize the Egyptian domain as it begins its recorded history. 7
(a) In the apical and interdental series, voiced ~"" d, ~""z, and ~:. 0- develop into
the pharyngeal phoneine III (Rossler 1971: 275-77), probably going
through an intermediate stage vvith pharyngealized lateral: ~:. d, ~:. z, ~:. 0- (> ~:·f)
> 11/. 8 E.g., Eg. 'r.t 'portal', cf. Sem. ~"" dalt 'door'; Eg. 3" 'to speak a foreign
5. What is often referred to as "rules of decorum": cf. Eyre and Baines 1989.
6. "Afroasiatic" is here used as a conventional tern1 to indicate the set of linguistic features
which Egyptian shares with a certain nun1ber of other language families (Semitic, Berber,
Cushitic, Chadic), without implying the belief in the existence of an actual proto-language
ancestral to these families. The different theoretical models are discussed in LopriLeno 1986:
1-12, 187-90.
7. In the following transcriptions, v denotes an unidentified short vowel (a, i, or u), corresponding (for typographic reasons) to the Egyptological convention
8. Cf. the comparable evolution froln Proto-Sem, ~:'fl to Aram. <q>, later <'>: ~r lrfl > <?arqa>
> <?ar'a> 'earth' (Brockelmann 1908: 134).
v.
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language', cf. Sen~
rgz (AI'. lag"aza 'to speak enigmatically', JHebr. l'z 'to
speak a foreign language'); AA ~"" oupp 'fly' > Eg. 'if} ~:·/')uffvjl > Coptic aq, cf.
Sem. ~"" cjbb (Akk. dubbum, Ar. cjubab, Hebr. z~b{jb).
(b) AITIOng the liquids, the original opposition between nasal ~:. 11, latera.!
~"" 1, and vibrant ~""Tunderwenta profound reorganization, not yet fully understood in its specific details, in which a role was also played by dialectal varieties. AA ~:~n and ~"'r were kept as Eg. In! and IR/-the latter being the
phoneme conventionally transcribed 3 by Egyptologists and traditionally
taken to be a variety of glottal ~top 17./, but in early Egyptian probably a
"uvular trill ,,;9 Eg.jnk ~:-/ja'nak/ (I(ammerze1l1991b: 201), Sem. ~:·lallfiku, 1st
sg. pronoun, or Eg. k3m ~""/'kaRmvwl (Osing 1976: 857), Sein. ~:·karl11 'vineyard'. On the cOfltrary, AA ~"'l does not display uniform Egyptian correspondences nor is Eg. ~:·/1/ indicated by an independent grapheme, in spite of its
almost certain presence in the phonological inventory of the language: AA
~:·l corresponds to Eg. <n>, e.g., AA ~:·ljs 'tongue' > Eg. ns ~:·/lis/, cf. Coptic
i\aC, Sem. ~:·ljs-iin; to Eg. <r>, e.g., jzr ~:·/'jaervwl 'tamarisk', cf. Sem. ~:-lnJl; to
Eg. <3>, e.g., 3" 'to speak foreign; languages', cf. Sem. ~"" 19z (see above); and
to Eg. <j>, e.g., AA ~:·ljb 'heart' > Eg. jb ~""/jib/, cf. Sen1. ~:·libb or AA ':-lwn
'color' > Eg. jwn ~:·/ja'winJ (Osing 1976: 316), cf. Sem. ~"'lawn. Presulnably,
proto-Ego ~:-lmerged with other sonorants in the dialect which eventually led
to the written language, while still being kept in less norlTIative varieties of
the language: in the New I(ingdom, when Later Egyptian becalne the written
form of the language for the domain of adlninistration and literature, a specific grapheme <n>+<r> was created in order to express the phonelne 11/. In
Demotic, 11/ is autonomously indicated by a graphelne <1>, a diacritic variety
of <r> = Ir/.
(c) The AA velar plosives ~:·k/""g, and ~""-* display two outcomes in Eg.: either they are maintained as k IkJ, g Ig/, and q Iq/, or they are palatalized into
fle/, j Ij/, and g Ijl respectively: cf. the 2nd person suffix pronoun n1asc. Ik/ <
~""-ka/-ku vs~ fern. le/< ~:·-ki (Kammerzell 1991b: 198ff.) or the opposition
between the two Eg. roots W3g (cf. W3g ~""/'wa:Rijl 'green') and ]3q (cf. J3Q.t
~"'/'juRqatl 'vegetables') from an identical AA root ~"" wrk.
(d) The phonemes corresponding to the so-called "elnphatic" series of
other branches of the AA phylum lost their phonological status in Egyptian,
merging either with the corresponding voiceless fricative, as in the labial
.9. A possible reInnant of the early pronunciation of this phoneme is perhaps its OlHC0111e as
Coptic Ir/ in specific phonetic surroundings: BXrOBI 'sickle' < b b.t ~:-/9a'RabjvtJ(?), with f9 R j >
[ktr]. Cf. the references in Westendorf 1965: 67.
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series, in which AA ~:.jJ develops into Eg. IfI: AA ~:. sjJy 'se
~:·;-safxaw/, cf. Sem. ~:·sb~ or with the corresponding voiced plosive: (1) the
AA emphatic dentals ~:. t and ::. $ merge into Eg. Id/: Eg. dwn 'to stretch'
~:-;-da:wanJ, cf. Sem. {wl'to be long'; Eg. wdpw 'servant', cf. Ar. wa$.1f; (2) in
specific phonetic environments, the AA emphatic velars ~l-.If and ::. ~( merge
into the voiced palatal stop Ij/, the phoneme conventionally transcribed g by
Egyptologists: AA ~:. wr¥> Eg. W3g ~:·;awa:Rijl 'green', cf. Sem. ~l- warq 'leaf'; AA
::·n~m > Eg. ndm :l-pna:jimJ 's'weet', cf. Sem. ~:·n'm. As we just saw, in absence
of palatalization, AA ::·~is kept in Eg. as Iq/, which was probably articulated
as ejective [q'] (see § 22.6 for Coptic evidence of this articulation): from AA
~l-Jrrb~lb are derived both Eg.. q3b'interior' (cf. Akk. qerbum 'inside') and Eg.
dnb 'to turn' (cf. Ar. qlb 'to turn around'). As for AA :l-~, when not subject to
palatalization it merges into the voiceless pharyngeal fricative Ih/: AA ::. ~al >
Eg. 1]r ~:·/harl 'on', cf. Sem. ~:. '81.

22.4. The phonological system of Early Egyptian (about 2500 B.e.E.)
At the beginning of its written history, i.e., during the historical period
known as the "Old Kingdom" (2800-2150 B.C.E.), one can assume that the
Egyptian language displayed the phonological inventory shown in l"1a ble 221. Here, x indicates the traditional Egyptological transcription, Ixl the posited phoneme, [x] a tentative phonetic reconstruction (if different from Ix/).
Some contemporary scholars, following Rossler 1971 (among Egyptologists cf. primarily Schenkel 1990: 24-57; cf. also Kammerzell 1992: 169ff.;
Zeidler 1992: 204ff.) and a long tradition going back to the 19th century,
offer a partially different analysis of these phonemes: since Eg. <d> and <<1>
represent, as we just saw, the heirs of AA "emphatics" C'" t/$ and ~:.¥J~ respectively}, these phonemes, ratiler than as "voiced" Idl and Ij/, should be understood as "voiceless emphatic" <d> = ItI and <<1> = 19/, although the actual
phonetic realization of the feature [+EMPHATIC], whether pharyngealization,
velarization, or glottalization, cannot be determined with certainty (Kammerzell1992: 169).
Yet, because of the presence of just two, rather than three phonenles in the
respective Egyptian consonantal series, I prefer to analyze them as poles of
the simpler binary opposition "voiceless" vs. "voiced" .10 However, an important discovery .of the alternative approach to Egyptian phonology must
10. An excellent discussion of adequacy and advantages of this simpler solution is offered by
Hoch 1991: 508 ff.
.
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be borne in mind and accounted for: on the basis of both com'
Itive evidence 11 and diachronic signals,12 Egyptian mediae often appe'ar to have
neutralized the feature [+ VOICED] and to have been realized-together with
the uvular plosive Iq/-as ejective stops.13 Ejectivity, the existence of w'hich
can also be inferred through indirect Coptic evidence (cf. § 22.6), brought
these phonelnes into the phonetic proximity of Semitic (and Afroasiatic)
"emphatics": most likely Idl = [1'], probably also Ijl = [e'] , Igl = [k'], and Iql =
Iq'l. A possible explanation of this phenomenon of especially initial devoicing 14 is that the feature [+ VOICED] n1ust have progressively become redundant under the competition of the optional aspiration which, at least in some
varieties of the language and specific environments, characterized Egyptian
voiceless stops: Ipl = [ph] and ItI = [th], probably also lei = [eh] and Ik/ = [kh].15
This is shown by the fact that Eg. Ipl and ItI are rendered in th~ Greek transcriptions by ~ and 8 respectively: pt1}. ~:·/pi'tah/ '(the god)Ptah~ > <p8a, and
Eg. lei and Ikl often by cr and X respectively: lb-nlr ~:·/,cab'na:carl > ~:-/,cgb'nu:tgl
'(the city of) Sebennytos' > 2:£PEVV1YCO<;, b3k-n-m=f ~:-/lba:Rak-vn-'ri:n,rfl >
~:·/bokkolri:(nv)1 'Bocchoris' (p . n., lit. 'servant-of-his-name') "> BoyxoptC;,
11. Schenkel 1990: 33-41. In loanwords from Egyptian to Semitic, Eg. d is always rendered
by Sem. !: Eg. jdmj ::-;jv'duanvj! Uv1t'uan(vj)] > I-Iebr. fe/an 'red linen'. The same holds true for
Babylonian transcriptions of Eg. words: jfdw :l- Ijafdawl Ugft'aw] 'four' = Middle Bab. ip!au
(Lambdin 1952: 136-37); Sem. !, on the other hand, is rendered both by Eg. d (with ,which
it shared "markedness," whatever the phonetic realization of this feature may have been)
and by Eg. t (with which it shared "voicelessness"). Also, Igi and /ql were articulated in a
very silnilar way, i.e., [k'] and [q'] respectively, a fact which explains why Eg. g (= [k']) is
always rendered by Sem. q (= [q]): Eg. gstj:l- I'gastvj! ['k'ast(vj)] 'palette' > Hebr.qeset « ::. qast)
'bow' (Lambdin 1952: 148), whereas both Sem. q (= [q]) and g (= [g]) can be rendered by Eg.
g. As for Eg. g ("ejective"), it regularly corresponds to Sem. $ ("emphatic"): g'n.t ;l-/'julnvt!
['c'uln(vt)] '(the city of) Tanis' > Hebr. ${J'an « ::-$ufn). Cf. Hoch 1991: 512 ff.
12. Cf. the consistency displayed by the evolutions Eg. Id/ > Coptic T, Eg. Ijl > Coptic oX, Eg.
Ig/> Coptic K or 6: see Worrell 1934: 17-30.
13. For the discussion of similar "glottalic" approaches to the phonology of Indo-European
and of the proxilnity of voiced phonemes to ejectives see Schn1alstieg 1990: 362-65. An
-exception is represented by fbi = [b], in which the feature [+VOICED] was probably kept
because of the difficulty of maintaining in a linguistic systeln a glottalized IP'], due to the distaI,lce between glottis and lips: cf. the discussion by Schmalstieg (pp. 363 £.).
14. This pattern of devoicing represents a form of "initial strengthening" (Hock 1991:
162-64).
15. An excellent analysis of the relation between three different types of stops (voicedunaspirated, voiceless-aspirated, and voiceless-unaspirated) is provided by Worrell 1934:
17f£.: while Egyptian "voiceless" plosives are aspirated, their "voiced" counterparts, 1N'hich
were probably articulated as ejectives, correspond rather to Worrell's "half-voiced" (i.e.,
voiceless-unaspirated) stops.
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.5 aspiration is still exhibited by some Coptic dialects such as Bohairic (cf. § 22.6).
As for the sibilants, Old Kingdom Egyptian displays three phonemes, conventionally transcribed z (or s), s (or 8), and s. When subject to palatalization, this last phoneme corresponds etymologically to AA ~:. x (which, as a
rule, evolves to Eg. !J = IC;/): Eg. !Jmm,- smm 'to become hot', cf. SemI ~r 1}.nl111.
This phenomenon seems indeed to indicate an articulation IfI for Eg. s, although both AA ~:. and ~:. are continued by Eg. 8 (8), i.e., by the second phonerrle listed above: cf. AA ~rsu: 'he' > Eg. sw ~:·/suwl (cf. I(ammerzell1991b:
190f£.), SemI ~r SLIwa; .AA ~:. sapat 'lip' > Eg. sp.t ~:·tsa:patl (Osing 1976: 870f.),
SemI ~:. sapat. It is quite possible, therefore, that Eg. s lsi was characterized by
a supplementary articulatory feature, whose precise phonic nature (perhaps
of lateral or palatal type) is impossible to determine. Eg. z, on the other
hand, is the heir of PiA ~:. f) and ~:- s, as is shown by such correspondences as
the already mentioned Eg. jzr ~rPja8rVwl 'tamarisk', cf. Sem. ~:·lal1 or AA
~:-suL~anl 'locust' > Eg. zn1}mw ~:·/8anlhu:mvwl (Osing 1976: 454), cf. I-Iebr.
sol'iim. Here I reconstruct z as 18/,16 but it needs to be stressed that the phonological opposition between leI and lsi was neutralized by the beginning of
the Middle I(ingdom, at which time <z> and <s> had become graphic variants of the same phoneme lsI. Howev:er, the articulation and the phonological status of sibilants in the whole phylum remains a thorny issue of AA

s

s

linguistics.
,
The Eg. phonelne /jl represents the outcome of AA ~:.j (Eg. jron 'right side',
therefore 'West', the point of reference being represented by the sources of
the Nile, i.e., the South, vs. SemI ~:. ymn 'right side', therefore 'South', the
point of reference being the place where the sun rises, i.e., the East) and of
AA ~:·1 (Eg. jwn 'color', cf. SemI ~:·lawn, see also § 22.3) when subject to palatalization. Probably by the beginning of the Middle I(ingdom, as part of the
global reorganization of liquid phonemes which took place in Egyptian
(with IRI > I'll and the neutralization of the opposition between III and other
sonorants, cf. Table 22-1), Ijl turned into I'll before an unstressed vowel in
16. Schenkel 1986 suggests the interpretation of z as affricate [is], because it stands for It! +
in the word nzw 'king', whose more traditional writing is ntsw. Whether an affricate (as
suggested by Schenkel and by the equation with AA ;l-s) or a fricative (as suggested by the
correspondence with AA ':- 8), it is not surprising that this phoneme should be used to i ndicate a sibilant immediately following a nasal, a phonetic surrounding which often tends to
generate affrication: Insl < <nts>, <nz> = ['"'ntS] (a la Schenkel) or <nz> = rUne] > <nts> = Insl
['"'nts] (as defended here): for "consonantal epenthesis" (as in the case of [11S] > [niS]) cf. I-lock
1991: 117 ff.

lsi

---
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initial position (e.g., jwn ~:·/ja'win/ > ~~/?a'winl 'color') and in 1 ~vocalic position following the stress (e.g·., l}.jpw ~l-phujpvw/ > Phef'pvwl '[the god] Apis').
Among the guttural fricatives, <b> = /~/ continues AA ~l-x (AA ~l- x/anam >
Eg. !Jnmw '[the ram-god] Khnum', Ar. ganam 'sheep'), <!J> = IXI is the outcome of AA ~l- y (AA ;;. wsy \vide' > Eg. ws!J, Ar. WS), and <4> = Ih/ derives
from AA ~:·4 when not subject to palatalization (AA ~:·su14am 'locust:' > Eg.
zn1}.mH) Hebr. sol'iiln). The phonelne <h> = IbI does not display any unequivocal AA cognate.
22.4.1. Vowels
The vocalic system of early Egyptian can be reconstructed as in Table 22-2.

Table 22-·2. Early Egyptian Vowe1s

Front
Central
Back

Short

Long

li/
/a/
lui

/i:/
/a:/
lu:1

The three vocalic qualities posited for early Egyptian are inherited directly
from the AA prehistory of the language. While never spelled out in vvriting,
vocalic phonemes can be reconstructed with a sufficient degree of systematic
reliability on the basis of the four criteria formulated in § 22.2. For the earliest phase in the development of the Egyptian phonological system we do
not posit the existence of a phoneme shwa.
Unlike stressed vocalic phonemes, unstressed vovvels cannot be reconstructed with any degree of reliability. E.g., in n!r ;:·Pna:carl 'god', while the
stressed vowel can be reconstructed directly from Coptic NOyT£ (with ~:·/na:1
> Inu:/, cf. § 22.6), the quality' of the unstressed vowel in ~:- -car can only be
inferred indirectly through the feminine form n!r.t ~:·/nalca:ratl > Coptic
-NTWre (with ~:·/ca:1 > Ito:/, cf. § 22.6). The extent to' which a whole paradigmatic class sho~ld be posited on the basis of analogy is still a matter of
intense scholarly debate.

22.4.2. Syllabic structures
As a general rule, the opposition between short and long vowel is not phonological, but determined by the respective syllabic structure: long vowels
appear in open stressed syllables, short vowels in closed and in open
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unstressed syllabI.. \1ajor exceptions are represented by the presence of ~l
long vowel in closea.-stressed syllable in the infinitive of biconsonantal verbal
roots and, at least according to some scholars, the possibility of long or
doubly-closed syllables in final position. Accordingly, the following five at
seven patterns of syllabic distrib:ution (patterns 6-7 are not universally accepted) are characteristic for early Egyptian (C = consonant, V = vowel, # =word boundaries):

1.
2.
3.
4.

5.
6.
7.

'cvc
(_)CVC(_)
'CV:
#CV
#Cv:c#
1
_

_ICVCC#, ~ICV:C#
I_CV#, I_CV:#

jnn ;:-/ja1nan/ 'we'
rm! ~:·Pra:macl 'man'
hlp ~l- /'ha:tipl 'pleasing'
tpj ~:·Ita'pijl 'first'
mn ~l- /ma:n/ 'to stay'
mdw.w ~l-/ma'duwwl 'words,17
stp.k(w) ~:·/svepa:ku/ 'I chose,18

Table 22-3 shows the syllabic paradigms admissible in early Egyptia n. Pa"rentheses signify that the presence of the corresponding sylla bic strucrure i.:s
not universally accepted. This is' the case of the doubly-closed stressed syllable, which characterizes a certain number of plural forms of bisyllabic.
nouns, and of the open unstressed syllable in final position, typical for th~
endings of specific verbal forms (pattern -CV#) and personal pronouns (pat~
tern -CV:#).

Iable 22-3. Early;Egyptian Syllabic Structures
Pretonic
Open
Closed
Doubly-closed
Long

#CV

1
_

#CVC

1
_

Tonic

Posttonic

#CV:_
ICVC

CCVCC#)

ICV:C#

In historical Egyptian, the stress falls either on the ultimate (OXytO~l

I

or

OV\

17. Schenkel 1983a: 171-230; 1990: 6~-78.
18. I(alnmerzell 1991a: 189-92; 1991b: 198 ff. In the more traditional interprct :l on, tl
fall of final vowels is seen in connection with the transition from the Dteisilbengesei ~ to th
Zweisilbengesetz in the prehistory of Egyptian: cf. Fecht 1960 §§ 392-4·06; Schen kcl 199(
78-86.
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:erns 19 are
the penultimate (paroxytone) syllable of a word. Oxytone,
#CV·CVC# (wbg ~:·/wa·bax/ 'to become white', Coptic OyB.a<9), #cvc·cvc#
Ufdw ~:·/jafdaw/ 'four', Coptic qTOOy), #cv:c# (gd~:·/ja:d/ 'to say', Coptic xm),
#cv·cvcc# (mdw.w ~:·hna·duwwl 'words', Coptic B_ M-r .ay).20 Paroxytone patterns are #·cvccvc# (stp. w ~~Psatpaw/ 'is chosen', Coptic cOTrr), #·CV:CVC# (stp
~:- /sa:tapl 'to choose', Coptic cIDTrr), #cv·cvccvc# (gprw. w ~:·/xu·pirwaw/ 'transformations', Akk. transcription (a)b-pi/6-ia; Osing 1976: 558f£.),
#CV·CV:~VC# (psgw ~:·/pi·si:jvw/ 'nine', Coptic 'fIT), #CVC·CVCCVC# (WpH~
tjw ~:·/wap·wutjvw/ 'messengers', Akk. (/-pu-ti/u-pu-ut) , #cvc·cv:cvc# (wPw.tj
~~/wap·wu:tvjl 'lnessenger', Meroitic apote; Osing 1976: 532-33).
Since the stress can only affect the last two syllables of an Egyptian word,
the governing rule of syllabic patterns is known w"ith the German terill
Zweisilbengesetz('law of the two syllables'). For the prehistory of the Egyptian language, some scholars posit a situation in which, as in the related
Selnitic languages, the stress could also affect the antepenultimate syllable
(Dreisilbengesetz, i.e., 'law of the three syllables'; Fecht 1960 §§ 325-47)..
Following the loss of the short vowel in the open posttonic syllable, words
displaying this syllabic pattern were subsequently integrated into the regular
patterns with penultimate stress: ~:. ~:./Ixupiraw/ > ~:·Pxupraw/ 'transforrrlation'.

22.4.3. Text sample (CT'II 209c-210c)
Here is a short text sample of Early Egyptian. The conventional Egyptological transliteration of the original hieroglyphic text (drawn from the funerary
corpus of the Coffin Texts, about 2000 B.C.E.) is followed by a translation
and a tentative phonological reconstruction.
jr.t lJprw. w n1 bjk qj ssd sncj 11fr. w
rs 3S.t bk3.tj hr mtw.t sn=s wsjr
fz=s 1}.jm.t Wl1.t jb=s ngm. W In mtw.t sn=8 wsjr
'To Inake transformations as falcon. The lightning flash will strike, the gods
will be afraid.
Isis will wake up pregnant from the seed of her brother Osiris.
19. In the following examples, the reconstruction of the phonological structure of a specific
word in early Egyptian is accompanied by the later evidence (Akkadian transcriptions from
the New I(ingdoln, Meroitic borrowings, or the Coptic fonn of the word) on which this
reconstruction is based..
20. Superscript letters are abbreviations of Coptic dialects represented by the forms they
precede: B, Bohairic; S, Sahidic; A, Akhluimic; L, Lycopolitan (or Subakhmimic); F,
Fayyumic.

~gyptlan
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~~5

She will stand up-th\
stening woman -with her heart rejoicing over the
seed of her brother Osiris.'
~~tji:rit xu'pirwaw ?vm ·ba:jvk qaj 'sa:fvd .sanJa na'cu:ruw
ras ·Ru:sat balkaRtvj <;ur .mitwat ·sa:nvs wv·su:rvt
ca·8as ·hi:mat ·wanjat ·ji:bvs ·najmaw ?vm .mitwat ·sa:nvs wY·su:rvt/

22.5. The phonological system of Later Egyptian (about 1000 B.e.E.)
By the end of the ~'-Jew Kingdom (1550-1000 B.C.E.), the phonological system described in the preceding section had undergone a certain nun1ber of
developments which profoundly modified all its components. The phonology of later Egyptian is better known to us than the hypothetical reconstruction of older Egyptian thanks primarily to the cuneiform transcriptions of
Egyptian words and phrases.
The major changes can be indicated as follows.

2205.1. Consonants
(a) FrOHl the velar to the dental series, OPPOSitions between voiced and
voiceless phonemes become progressively neutralized: t3. wj ~:)'taRwvj/ > Akk.
transcription -ta-a-wa. 'the Two Lands' - dbn ~:·Pdi:ban/ > Akk. transcrip.tion
ti-ba-an 'dbn-weight' (Osing 1976: 420, 619-20). (b) While palatal phonemes are regularly kept in a number of lexemes, they often tend to acquire
a dental realization: psgw ~:·/pilsi:jawl > Akk. transcription pile-si-i,t ~nine'
(Schenkel 1990: 89)~ (c) The dental phonemes ItI and Irl and the glides /j/ and
lwl undergo a process of lenition to I?I at the end of a syllable, and eventually
to I¢I at the end of a word: pg.t ~:·Ppi:jatl > Akk. -pi-ta 'bow'; hnw ~:'lhi:naw/
:> Akk. transcription !Ji-na 'jar'; ~l-lmarjvwl > Akk. transcription ma-a '-ia-,
ma-a-i- 'beloved' (Osing 1976:46:3, 809-10). (d) The uvular trill IRI C0111pletes its evolution to glottal stop I?I and eventually I¢/, n1erging with 171 <
Ijl (cf. § 22.4): while in the execration texts of the Middle I(ingdom the '..vriting <jjj3mt> renders the Sem. toponym ~~yannuta (Hoch 1991: 590), in the
group writing of the New Kingdom <3> has come to indicate the a-vowel
(ibid. 599).
22.5.2~
J~

Vowels

series of major developments alters the vocalic system of Egyptian ~jQ. ring
the late New Kingdom, after the reign of Ramses II, i.e., frol11 around 1200
B.C.E. onward: (a) Parallel to the so-called 'Canaanite vowel shift' in con.-emporary Northwest Semitic languages, long stressed ~:·ta:1 becomes ~:)I():I: .(llTV
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'(the god) Horus' ~:4/Iha:ruwl > ~:4Pho:rgl (cf. the Al<k. transcripti
)f the NeoA·ssyrian period -[1uru-; Fecht 1960 § 172). (b) This sound change provokes
other adjustments within the system, most importantly the change of long
stressed ~l-pu:1 into ~:4Pe:/: snj 'tree' ~:4PJu:nvjl > ~:4PJe:ngl (cf. the Akk. transcription of the Neo-Assyrian period -sini; Fecht 1960 § 172; Osing 1976: 148).
(c) Already in the early New I(ingdom, short stressed ~:-PiJ had becon~e ~:-Pe/:
cf. the Eg. anthroponym mnj'Menes' ~l-/malnij/ > ~:4hna'ne{/ (cf. the Akk. transcription ma-ne-e); at a later date, probably around 1000-800 B.C.E., short
stressed ~l-/el < ~;4/il and ~:4/ul Jmerged into the realization ~l-/e/: cf. the Eg. toponym rj)l.t'Tanis' ~:~Pju)nvt/, borrowed in Hebrew at a time when the original
vocalization was clearly productive (~:4 $u'n > $o'8n), but transcribed as $e-e'nU/$a-a'-nu in the Neo-Assyrian period (Schenkel 1990: 87-88; Osing 1976:
377. (d) Unstressed vowels, especially in posttonic position, merged into the
mid central ~:4 /a/ (the so-called shwa): r'w '( the god) Ite' ~:4 Pri:)uwI > :~:- Pre:)gl
(Akk. transcriptions -li-ia, -re-e) ~ nfr 'good' ~l-;ana:fir/ > ~l- Pna:fal (Akk. transcription -na-a-pa) -- m3:t ~l-;alnUR)at/ > ~:-Plnu?la/ (Akk. transcription -mu-a;
Osing 1976: 20, 605-6, 149). (e) A merely phonetic evolution which probably did not affect the phonological level is ~:4 li:1 > :l-I[e:] in proximity of III
and /j/: w'w 'soldier' ~:4pwi:)iw/ (cf. the Akk. transcription from el-Plmarna
zi-i-zi) > ::4[l we :)g] (cf.later transcriptions Li-e-e[1, Li-e-e, Li-e-Li); mbj.t'Northwind' ~l- Ima1hi:jvtl > ~:. [mgDhe:r] (cf. the Akk. transcription -ma-lJe-e;; Osing
1976: 20-21).
Thus, we can posit the vocalic system in Table 22-4 for later Egyptian
around 1000 B.C.E. While at the phonetic level the vocalic sounds have indeed evolved from the 'earlier system presented in § 22.4, the number of vocalic phonemes (six) remajns unchanged.
Table 22-4. Later Egyptian Vowe~ls
Stressed
Unstressed - - - - - - - - Short
JLong
Front

li:1
lei

Central

Igl

le:1
lal

Back

10:1

22.5.3. Syllabic s.

44.,

ctures

Because of the loss of the final dentals and of the semivocalic glides causell
by the strong tonic stress, the system of syllabic structures undergoes a pa r·
tial reorganization, with the emergence of previously unknown or poorl}'
documented syllabic patterns: (a) The development of _ICV:C# in plurisyIL-.
hic words (in early Egyptian, the pattern #CV:C# had a reduced function~11
yield, being limited to the infinitive of biradical verbs): Inl]j.t '(the goddess)
Mehit' ::4/n1a1hu=jvtl > ~l- lnig'hu:?/~ cf. the Akk. transcription -m.a-!Ju-Li, Greek
-IlXll<; (with ~l-/u:1 > 11); !Jmnw'eight' ~l-Ixalma:nvwl> ~:-lxalma:nI, cf. el-All1arnJ
!Ja-ma-an (Osing 1976: 730,476). (b) The same development affects the pattern _ICVCC#, previously limited to some plurals of the type ~:- 111ndllWli ~~
Z3jW.lj '(the city of) Asyut' ~l- /8vR ljawtvjl > ~:4/sgljawt/, cf. Neo-Assyrian cunt
iform si-ia-a-u-ut (Schenkel 1990: 87). (c) The f~ll of final consonants ir
creases the presence of unstressed open syllables of the pattern I_CV#, whic~
in the earlier phase of the language were limited to the endings of specifl ..
verbal forms (pattern -CV#) and personal pronouns (pattern -CV:#): l11j-pQ
'overseer of the troop' ~:4/haorifpi:jatl> ~:4/hgrilpi:dg/, cf. cuneiform a/i/ug-11'-pifa (ibid. 463).
lfable 22-5. Later Egyptian Syllabic Structures
Tonic

Open

Pretonic
(#)CV1_

Closed

(#)CVC1_

ICVC(#)

Posttonic

ICV:_

Doubly-closed

ICVCC#

Long

ICV:C#

22.5.4. Text Sample (Wenamun 1,47-1,48)
Here isa short text sarrlple of later Egyptian. The conventional Eg~1 IltolOt'i -cal transliteration of the original hieratic text from the literary tale cif Wenamun(about 1000 B.C.E.) is followed by the translation and a rentati'\
phonological reconstruction.
jw dW3W lJpr. w jw=f h3b jw=fj!3y=j r-lpj
jw p3 nfr htp. w·m p3 jmw ntj-sw jm=f sp.t p3 y111

'Then morning came, and he sent and brought me up,
while the god . vvas resting in the tent in which he was, on the shc\ of ttl ~
sea.'
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*/?ew1daw?g Xa?p ?evvfho:?gb ?ewt7a1cajjvj ?grba1rej
?ewpglno:ta hatp ?gmpg??a1lnew rgntejsura1mef Iso:pgpg?l]am/

22.6. The: phonological system of Coptic (about 400 C.E.)
Unlike ealier stages of the language, Coptic, which is written in an alphabetic system derived from Greek, is documented in a number of closely related "dialects. ,,21 These dialects, however, do not necessarily reproduce
local varieties of the language: they represent, to a large extent, discrete sets
of n1ainly graphic conventions for rendering Egyptian in an inadequate foreign script (cf. Loprieno 1981). The two major poles of the continuum of
Coptic dialects are Sahidic, normally considered to reflect the Theban, upper
Egyptian variety of the language, documented from the 4th century C.E. and
representing the language of classical Coptic literature, and B ohairic, the
dialect of the Nile delta, documented from the 5th century C.E. and progressively established as the dialect of the liturgy of the Coptic church. Since
Sahidic represents classical Coptic, it has been chosen here for the basic presentation of Coptic phonology.22 However, I shall refer to other dialects,
especially Bohairic, whenever such references become necessary for the purpose of an historical or a typological analysis.
])uring the first millennium B.C.E. and the first centuries C.E., Egyptian
continued 'to undergo a number of phonological changes. In the consonantal
system, the tendencies described in § 22.5(a) developed further, leading to a
cornplete neutralization of voiced plosives in the dental, palatal, and velar
series: the phonemes Id/, Ig/, and Izl are present only in Greek borrowings,
the rare exceptions to this rule being the result of sonorization in proximity
of In! (e.g., aNr vs. aNOK < jnk 'I', aNZHB£ vs. aNCHB£ < :t n.t Sb3. w 'school').
In the labial series, the situation is more complex: the voiced phonerne Ibl,
which by this time was probably articulated as a fricative [p],23 is kept in all
initial and medial positions (BF BWK 'servant', 21BWI 'ibis', TBa 'ten thousand'), and in final position whenever it did not immediately follow the tonic
vovvel of a closed syllable in the earlier stages of the language, although this
21. For recent accounts and literature on Coptic dialectology cf. the corresponding entries in
Atiya 1991 on Akhl"?imic (Nagel 1991a), Bohairic (Shisha-Halevy 1991a), Fayyulnic (I(asser
1991b), Lycopolitan (Nagel 1991b), and Sahidic (Shisha-Halevy 1991b).
22. Two insightful presen.tations of the problems faced by linguists in the reconstruction of
Coptic phonology are Satzinger 1979 and Hintze 1980.
23. Cf. its frequent alternation with <q> IfI and <oy> Iw/:' SFNoYla '" NOyq < nbw lna:bawl
'gold', SBOIN€ '" BOYWINI < bjn.t lbajnvt/ 'harp'.
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ITLay indeed be synchronically the case in Coptic: NC)yB < ~:.!J
;aw/ 'gold'.
If final Ibl did follow the to!1ic vowel of an etylTIoJlogical cIa-sed syllable,
w'hether in monosyllabic or plurisyllabic words, it became in Coptic voiceless Ip/: aYOTT < ~:·/wal)abl 'to be pure', TaTT < ~:·/dibl 'horn'.
Guttural fricatives of earlier Egyptian merge in Sahidic either into <9 lSI
(especially IX/: e.g., !J.3 'thousan~' ~:·/xaRI > ~:·lxa?1 > t!)o), or into 2/hi (especially IbI and Ic;l, sometimes also IX/: e.g., 1}.3.t 'beginning' ~:·;ahU:Ritl > 2B, b(w).t
'body' ~:·;Uc;u:watl > 2 H, lJrw 'voice' ~}olxilrawl > 2rOoy). Other dialects appear
ill.ore conservative: Bohairic and Akhmimic keep the uvular fricative IX I
(vvritten 9' in Bohairic, e.g. B~;)"r(l)OV, and z in Akhmimic, e.g., Azra V 'voice').
Finally, the glottal stop I?I, which represents the development of ~:·I?I and
~:·/)/, on the one hand, and of the fall of final ItI and IrIon the other, is not
ex:pressed by an independent grapheme,. but is rendered in Sahidic by <0> at
the beginning and the end of a word (e.g., aNOK l?a1nok/ '1' < ~:·/jalnak/, TO
Ito?1 'land' < ~:·/ta?/) and, except in Boh.airic, by the reduplication of the
vocalic grapheme when imrrlediately following the stressed vowel of a word
(e.g., AZOOTT /xo?p/, SL<900TT, B<90TT /fo?P/ 'to be' < bpI. W '~/'xapraw/ 'has
become,).24
Bohairic spelling conveys a traditional feature of Egyptian phonetics,
namely the aspit:ated realization of stops, which are expressed by the corresponding aspiratae of the Greek alphabet: voiceless stops become aspirated
when immediately preceding a tonic vowel, semivowels, and sonorantconsonants (including a):
1fT

Ip/,

T

ItI, .x. leI,

K

Ik/

~ ¢'

[ph], e [th], 0 [e h], x [kh]
I_IV, Ib/, IrnJ, In!, Ill, Ir/, Iw/, Ijl

Examples: SrrrH vs. B<1>rH 'the sun', STal vs. Beal 'this (fern.)', Sxa~€IC vs.
BowIe 'lord', SKOy.a.aB vs. Bxoy.aB 'you are holy'. Thisphonetic rule proves
that 6 [chJ represents in Bohairic the aspirated variety of the palatal plosive

.x leI; the value of the sign (j in this dialect, therefore, differs from its function
in all other Coptic traditions, where it indicates the postpalatal plosive Ikj/,
a phoneme absent from the phonological inventory of Bohairic, where it has
merged with X lei.
The rule of aspiration in Bohairic, however, exhibits an extremely interesting property: when It/, leI, and lIe/ represent the outcome of older d Id/, g
1]/, g Ig/, and qIql respectively, no ~spiration immediately preceding the tonic
24. However, final ItI is expressed by <£> in Sahidic and <I> in Bohairic in doubly closed syllables, cf. below.

\.....JU]Jtll.-
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vowel takes plac( '13 T .aTT 'horh' < Eg. db ~:·/dib/, B1rWri parallel to sTWr£
'hand' < Eg. gl:t ~:·tja:rat/, BAIMII,... SOINe 'to find' < Eg. gmj.t ~:·tgi:mit/, SBK~C
'bone', < Eg. qs ~"'/qes/; in pre-so~orant environments, on the other ~1and, the
rule of aspiration is upheld: BE:)r€q- < dj-jrj=f-, B SBa 'ten thousand' < db'
Ija'ba)/, BorHAI 'dowry' < grg.t Iga1ru:gvt/, BXBOB 'to become cool' < qbb
Iqa'babl (Worrell 1934: 17-23).:
This .phenomenon can be cdnveniently interpreted by assuming that in
spite of the forward movemenit of their point of articulation which took
place in later Egyptian (cf. § 2~.5) from the palatal to the dental (g > /d/)~
froiTI the velar to the palatal (g; Ij/), and from the uvular to the velar region
(q > IkJ), these three phonemes: of older Egyptian did in fact preserve their
prevocalic ejective articulation ~own to Coptic (/jl =. [e'] > Idl = [1'], /g/ = [k']
> Ijl = [e'], Iql = [q'] > IkJ = [k']); lu.ence the use of the Greek tenues rather than
of the Greek mediae to indicat~ them in the writing: T for Idl = [1'], .x for /JI
= [e'], K for Ik/ = [k']. 25 On the! contrary, etymological t It/, t leI and k Ikl..
which were. hot ejective but aspilrated stops, maintained the aspiration under
I

the phonetic contexts describe4 above. Again, we can consider this aspira
tion graphically rendered only ~n Bohairic, but phonetically present in Cop
tic as a whole: 26 STaq vs. Beaqi 'spittle' Itafl = [t(h)af] < Eg. tf ::-/tifl = [t(h)if].
sTWr€ vs. Bemrl 'willow' /'to:r'd~ = [t(h)o:r'd] < Eg. Jr} ~:·/'ca:rvjl = [Ie(h)a:rvj]' sYt
vs. B OI 'to take' lei:1 = [e(h)i:] < :Eg. 13j.t PciRjitl > [Ie(h)i:?~t], SKHME: VS. BXHi1i
'Egypt' I'ke:mg/ = [Ike)e:m'd] < Eg. km.t ~:·/'ku:matl = [Ik(h)u:mat]. This woul"
point to a phonological, rather ~han phonetic status of the underlying opposition "voiceless: ejective,,,27 ~n opposition graphically conveyed only b'\.(
Bohairic and displayed by the ptesence of minimal pairs such as BTWFij 'hanc\
< gl:t : Bewrl "willow' < Jr} or ~XH 'dish' < g3.t : BOH 'quince', of uncerta~t"\
etymology.
Therefore, as in the case ofjits Egyptian antecedents, the phonology
Coptic dialects may actually e*hibit a higher degree of complexity than
25. Indirect evidence of the ejective c~haracter of voiceless stops in Bohairic is rW ( lvided ~"1
the 13th century Arabic version of the 'Apophthegmata PatrU111' in Coptic script: cf. S~lt 1-'inger 1971: 40-65; 1991. As a rule,
and <K> are used in this text to render Ar. I!/ and ~l}
and <8> and <x> for Ar. ItI and IkJ respectively (in final position Ar. ItI is sometin1es rendere.~
by <T>, and Ar. /k/ always by <K».
26. The reason for rendering aspirated stops in dialects other than Bohairic with the corYt.-sponding Greek tenuis would be that preek aspiratae generally represent in Copril_' [he COV\l\bination of the corresponding voicele!ss phoneme followed by the glottal fricarive: ep =If'''' I
(rather than Iphl), E;l =Ithi (rather than Vth/), x =Ikhf (rather than Ik"/).
27. As generally assumed by scholars l(see Kasser 1991c), except for Bohairic 0, \',·11 ieh SOlMf!
linguists consider phonemically distinc~t from x: ef. Shisha':Halevy 1991a: 54.
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betrayed by a superficial graphemic analysis: 28 in our concret
(ample, we
probably have to posit for the entire Coptic domain (although graphemically
mirrored only in Bohairic) the presence of three stops in the dental, prepalatal, and velar r.egion: (a) a voiceless series, characterized by an optional aspiration; (b) a voiced series, limited to Greek borrowings (with a few
e}:ceptions due to sonorization in proximity to In!, cf. above); (c) an ejective
series, the heir of the old voiced stops, which never exhibit aspiration and
therefore resist a total fusion with the corresponding voiceless phonemes.
Graphemically, the voiceless series is conveyed by the ~::;reek tenues and Coptic x (or by the aspiratae or 0 in Bohairic in stressed pre-vocalic or presonorant phonetic context),29 the voiced series-limited to the Greek COlnponent of the lexicon-by the Greek mediae, and the eiective series--limited
to the Egyptian vocabulary--again by the Greek tenues, but this time without the Bohairic change to the corresponding aspirata in stressed pre-vocalic
or pre-sonorant environment.
The treatment of the glottal stop I?I also deserves particular attention. As
pointed out in § 22.5, in later Egyptian It/, Ir/, Ij/, and /wl are dropped in final
unstressed position, but become 12 when closing a stressed syllable, often
representing the only remnant of an unstressed final syllable of older Egyptian that has been dropped in the later phase of the language. However,
especially in final position after stress~d vowels, glottal stops deriving from
the developlnent of final Itl, Ir/, Ij/, and Iwl are not treated exactly like etymological/?l; in these cases one also finds slight differences in the treatment
of Pe?1 < ~:-Puil as opposed to Peil < ~:-li'li. 30
In the various Coptic dialects, different graphic solutions for I?I are
adopted. All varieties display I'll = <0> in initial position (cf. SBaNOK
l'la1nok!, ALFaNaK l'la1nak! < ~:-/jalnalrJ 'I'). To express a glottal stop following
the tonic vowel in vvords of more than one syllable, all dialects except Bohairic exhibit the reduplication of the vowel's grapheme, whether the glottal
stop belongs to the same syllable (the vowel being in this case short: PCV?I
= <CVV>, e.g. STOOTq, BTOTq Pto?tgf/, FT.a.aTq lta?tgfl < ~:·Pjart,vJI 'his
hand', SMOOq)£, BMOq)1 lmo?Jgl < ~l-pmaJlvjl 'to walk') or to the following
1
/

28. For the traditional assunlption that Coptic, unlike any other language, displays an exact
correspondence between graphemic appearance and phonological structure, cf. I(asser
1991d: 207 ff.
29. This is a general context for the developtnent of aspiration, technically called "delayed
voicing onset," also shown, e.g., in Modern English and Gennan; cf. Hock 1991: 121.
30" Cf. background infonnation, discussion and examples in Osing 1976: 15-17, 403-48.
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syllable (the toni,
)wel being here long: /CV:?I = <CVV>, c.E. OyHHB
I'we:'lgbl < ~:-I'wi:lvb/-'priest'). In ithis last case, i.e., if I'll is the first phoneme
of a final syllable of the type -'lV!C# following a stressed syllable of the type
#'CV:,31 it is conveyed in mostll dialects by the reduplication of the tonic
vowel, and in Bohairic by <0>: S.lx.WWME:, B.xWM Pco:?gml < ~:-Pja:ml<i'l 'book'
That the interpretation of the p~onological structure presented here is plausible is shown by two facts: (a) The interesting graphemic opposition found
in Bohairic between the writin~ <-CI> to express final I-Cg/, as in BrIDMl
Proangl 'man' or BMOq)1 Pmo?fgl :'to walk', and the writing <-0C> to expres~~
final 1- {gCI, as in BMHq) 'crowd',: whereas in Sahidic both environnlents art
graphically rendered by <-Cf:>'!: srIDMf:, SMOOq)E:, SMHHt9E:. (b) The two
graphic renditions exhibited by 'the unstressed syllabic structure 1-(gC#1 in
Sahidic, namely <-VVCe> as inl XWWME: PjO:?glnl, but also <-VVC> as in
BWffiN Pbo:?gn/. There can be no doubt that these two patterns are phonologically identical: cf. on the op.e hand the Sahidic variant with final -&
(SBIDIDN£), on the other hand th~ identical treatn1ent of these two structure~
in the other dialects: cf. AXOYOYM£, BOYOYNE:, BXWfVl, BWN.
If I?I represents the last phoneme of a doubly-closed final syllable, it is ex
pressed in the writing by <€> irt the dialects of Upper Egypt and by <I> il
those of Lower Egypt: SgIOT£, Bllbt Ijot'll, ALE:I.aT€:, ALF£Iat Ijat?1 < ~:'/'jatja WI
'fathers', SZIOM€, BZIOMI Ihjomj/, ALZI.aM£, FZlaMI Ihjam'l/ < ~:·/tliijalnwvlf
'women' .32
A last problern is represented
the fate of the phonelne Ict/. Its exi~,tence
although not excluded, is in fac~ very doubtful. The graphic distribution
etymological III is identical wit~ that of etymological I?I, including I'll < /j/,
/w/,/r/, and It/, and scholars gen~rally maintain 33 that it had already fnerged
with the glottal stop I'll in later pfe-Coptic Egyptian, but left traces ir~ (~opti c
vocalism, especially in the ante~iorization of its vocalic surrounding: unstressed a instead of € or <0> (as in .aq)al < '83 ~:·/)i'fiRI > ~:·/)g'fi{1 'to becOITI€..I
numerous' vs. CZal < zIp */6i,\:iRi/ > */Sg'r;i?/ 'to write'), stressed a instead Of
I

py

I

or

•

31. In most of these words, the rN deriyes frOIn an etymological fll via l11etathesis . ~1IDWBE J
BTWB/TIDTT I'to:rgbl < ~:-I'ja:ball 'to seal'.
32. Many scholars would interpret th~ syllabic structure of these words SOlne\\- ii;l [ cI iHl r .....
ently, namely as SeIOTe, Blot = I'jotg/. ~rom the point of view of the econonlY of linguist\'(;
system, however, this phonological anallysis presents the drawback of positing the e\cistence.
of a stressed open syllable /'CV-I in a poJlysyllabic word, which is not docu111ented thn lughou...tthe history of the Egyptian language anti is wholly unnecessary at the purely synchi-o lie leve.,l
as well: cf. § 22.6.2 and n. 37.
33. Cf. the bibliographic information il~ I(asser 1991a.
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o (as in TBa < db' ~:-/ja'ba)/ > ~:~/tg'ba?/
~:'/qg'rafl 'ambush,).34

'ten thousand' vs.

Kroq ~

f~r/qa'raf/ >

Fayyumic before etYInological guttural fricative~
thousand')· conversely ~:'/lal beC0111e:/1 0 1 also in Akhlnimic and Lyicopolitan before etYInological I'll and tl'
(sE:100r(E:), B10F', Aloore, IIDIDr~, Flaai\, laar < jtTW ~:-/1atrawl > ~:-/ja?r(d)"
'river'). Also, the diphthongs ~~Vlajl and ~:'/'aw/, which regularly yield /'ojl.
flowl in Sahidic and /'aj/, /'awl h~ the minor dialects, appear written in Bo
hairic as <IDI-> (except in final position) and <IDay> (in all positions) respec
tively: SE:rO', graoy, ALarai, aftay, FEi\.al, E:i\.ay, BE:rOI, erIDoy 'to Ine, t(
them'.
As for ~:. Pel, which, as we saw~ regularly turns into SB.). and ALF b, its 111ait\
phonetic (or graphe~ic) exception is represented by its being written a
<0>35 in Sahidic, Akhmimic, and Lycopolitan, as <€:> in Bohairic, and as <H"
or <v> in Fayyumic, before son?rant phonen1es (including B): 8ms} ;:-tfilTIsiJI
> SAL<gM<gE:, B<gEM<gI, F<gHM<g1 Iljemfgl 'to worship'. In all dialects except Bo
hairic, if the following sonoran~ is not followed by another consonant, it if)
subject to reduplication: qnj.t ~:-;Uqinjitl > SKNN€, AKNN1E:, BK€NI, FKHNNI 'to be
come fat'. Also, in proximity o£ sibilants one may find the outcoll1e ;:-/'e/>
SB g or even SBAF1: e.g., wslJ..t ~:'/~wisxatl > Soyg<gCf:, soyo(Jl)C€, Boy,;;/HtyCI
'breadth', pss.t ~l-;Ipufsatl > S11I<g6::, TTa<gE: 'half'. The diphthongs display sligbt
irregularities as well: instead of the paradiginatic form <aY> (as in Sl11vj
~:-/si'newwvjl > SCNa y 'two', 1}nw: ~:-/hvlnewl > SZNa y 'jar'), ~:-/'ewl occas~ol1allr
yields <OY>, and <0> in Akhmi!mic in final position: SCNO", ACNO .\ SZNOY~
The outcome of ~:'/lejl is even more complex: it develops as expected intI)
SLa (E:)I, but it keeps a vocaliz~tion closer to the original in A€,( E)I, FI_u 1
Bohairic exhibits a difference in!treatment, depending on whether the original vowel was ~~ u (i.e., :~/'ejl < ~~/luj/), in which case it goes with Sahidic .l .l,
or ~foi (i.e., ~:-/'ejl < ~:'/lij/), in which case it goes with Fayyu1l1ic HI: e.g., zjnW
~r.-/'8ijnvwl > SC.l,E:IN, ACE:(E)INE:,:BFcHINI 'physician', :jqy ~:-/')ujqvjl > ~La£h<'/
BalK 'consecration"'.
Moving on to the long vowels:, Coptic displays no major phonolc·:1i.:al de-'
velopment from the later Egyptikn system. At the phonetic level, th~ fol1ov,ling phenomena take place: (a) All dialects exhibit an evolution ~:'/la:/::: <oy>
[u:] (instead of ~:·;aa:1 > 10:/), regularly after nasal consonants, and 0.:( asiol1 ally following other consonants las well: nJT ~:-/'na:carl > NOYT€ Ilnu:1ei 'god '.
Akhmimic also displays <oy> iq final position or if the vowel is foll{)\\fed by
the glottal stop, i.e., by a reduplication of the vocalic grapheme: S_'§:(l)(l)MC;
rendered as <c;>

( SALTBa BSBa FTBE < db' ~!"/jalbaSI 'ten
,

22.6.1. Vowels
Table 22-7 presents the vocalic system of Sahidic Coptic around 400

C.E.

Table 22-7. Sahidic Coptic VO,"Tels
Stressed
Unstressed - - - - - - - - - Short
Long

<oy>

lu:1

aAs we saw above, lei = <0> in Sahidic, Akhlnimic, and
Lycopolitan, <€> in Bohairic, and <H> or <v> in Fayyumic
before sonorant phonelnes (including B).

When cornpared with the preceding phases in the history of Egyptian, the
vocalic system of Coptic exhibits the continuation of the later Egyptian
Lautverschiebung. Later Eg. stressed ~:'/lal becomes 10/ in the two major dialects (Eg. sn ~:~/sarJ 'brother' > SB cON , ALFCaN), follovving the pattern of the
evolution ~:~/'a:1 > 10:1 (Eg. rmJ ~:-/'raanacl 'man' > ~:~/'ro:mlgl > rIDME:) which had
already taken place around 1000 B.C.E. (cf. § 22.5). Moreover, Later Eg.
stressed ~:'Pe/, whether deriving froin original ~:·/'il (as in m ~rlrinl > ~:'/ren/
'name') or froin original ~:- IIUI (a~ in lJrw ~:'/'xurrawl 'Hurrian' > ·~r.-Ixe1J 'servant'), becomes /'al in Sahidic and Bohairic, whereas it is kept as /'el in the
minor dialects: SB r .aN, ALrEN , Fi\.E:N; SLzai\., AlE:i\., Fze:i\..
IThese two developments in the quality of the short stressed vowels display
a certain number of exceptions, of phonetic (if not purely graphemic) rather
than phonological character and generally motivated by specific consonantal surroundings. Thus, ~:-Pal is kept as /'al in the two major dialects and is
1

1

34. For other possible signals of a preservation of the phoneme III in final position cf. the
discussion on the glottal stop rtl in § 22.6.2.
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,

-

I
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I

35. The presence of a short, non-phdnelnic vowel [g] is indicated in lnost Cli~i letts by
supralinear stroke (called in German V6kalstrich) over the following consonant.
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That lu:/, nonetheless, has acquired phonemic cha
ter in Coptic is shown by the presence. of n1inimal pairs such as lWN }ho:nI < ./pm
~:4t~a:nanl 'to approach' vs. ~~OYN Ihu:n/ < nnw ::-P~a:nawl 'inside'. (b) Widespread is also the outcome «E)I> [i:] instead of le:1 from etymological ):4/u:1
> ::4/e:1 (cf. § 22.5) in proximity of Irl and after etYlTlological pharyngeals:
SL~2Ir, B91r, A~lr, F~Il\ < -;:4Pxu:rl 'street' (Sem. loanword). As in the case of ~:-Pa:l
> <oy> [u:], here too Akhmirnic displays <EI> in final position or if the vowel
is followed by I'll: STHHBE, At€IBE 'finger'. This same ::)'u:/> ::-/e:l occasionally
appears as <€> before pharyngeal phonemes: S.xMTTE:Z < ):4/tap'pu:hJ 'apple'
(Sem.loanword). (c) We had already observed in later Egyptian the phonetic
outcome ~:-/i:1 > ):4[e:] in proximity of le;I or Ijl (cf. § 22.5).
.
MQst Coptic dialects have three unstressed vocalic phonemes (cf. Osing
1976: 27-30, 475-500), depending on the phonetic contex(of the original
structure of the word: as a general rule, pretonic and posttonic vowels have
developed into Ig/,36 graphically rendered as. <E:> or <0> «I> in the northern
dialects Bohairic and Fayyumic in final position); pretonic unstressed Iii,
which often alternates with <~>, derives from a pretonic unstressed syllable
of the type ::-ICYj-1 (S2IB(1)1 'ibis' < h(j)bj. w ::-/hij'ba:jvw/, originally the plural
of h(j)bw ::-Phijbawl > ::-/hi:b/, cf. BZIlT ), whereas pretonic unstressed lal owes
its origin to an earlier Egyptian unstressed ::-/al (original or resulting from assimihition of ):4/el < ):4/i/ or ~:4/ul in proximity of an etymological pharyngeal
or velar phoneme: a<gal 'to become numerous' < '83 ):4/C;i'jiR/), or to an unstressed sanorant phonetic surrounding (aMrH2E: 'asphalt' < -;:4/mv'rihjat/).

T'ab

AllOVOYME:.

22,.6.2. Syllabic structures
Coptic syllabic patterns are very similar to those of later Egyptian, the only
major difference being represented by the emergence of new patterns fron1
the reduction to shwa and eventually to zero of the short vowel of pretonic
open syllables: ):-#CV-CV(C) > #C-CV(C). As in the earlier stages of the language, long and doubly-closed syllables are documented only in stressed
final position.
These rules of syllabic distribution and th'e following comments apply to
the vocabulary of Egyptian stock, not to the Greek words which entered the
language especially in the religious sphere of vocabulary.
36. If the stressed syllable of earlier Egyptian was of the type CV:- and the first consonant of
the posttonic syllable was Iw/, Ij/, or 17/, Egyptian posttonic vowels in syllables of the type
-CYvv, -CV}, and -CY.? have left different traces in the final long vowels or diphthongs of
Coptic (Schenkel 1990: 91f.).

Open

'12-8. Sallidlic Coptic Syllabic Structures
Pretonic

Tonic

Posttonic

(#)iCV'_

'CV:(#)

I_CV#

ICCV:~#)

1

#C:CV -

Closed

(#)CVC

'CVC(#)

1
_

#Cc;VC'-

Doubly-closed

(#)C:VCC

1
_

#CC!VCC'-

I_CVC#

'CCVC(#)
·CVCc#
ICCVCC#
ICY:C#

Long

'CCV:C#

A pattern of tonic open syllab~e with short vowel CCY) is apparently documented in words such as TIE: 'heaven' < p.t ~"'/pit/, TO 'land' < t3 ~:4/taR/, <9~.xE
'to tell' < sgd.t t.4psijdit/, or E:IOTTE; 'occupation' < wp~t -;:4/'japwat/. I-Iowever.
I adopt here a more economic ~pproach to Coptic phonology, which dis"
plays the supplementary advant~ge of establishing a continuity between earlier Egyptian and Coptic. It co~sists in analyzing this syllabic pattern asclosed ('CYC) or doubly closed eCVCC), by positing the existence of a fina (
glottal stop I?/: thus TI€ = Ipe?l, ,fo = Ito?l, <yaX€ = Ifaj?l, and £IOTT£ = Ijop?/
parallel to the pattern raN = /ra~ or COTTT = /sotp/ 'chosen,.37
Two important elements in fa~or of this analysis are: (a) the graphic ren
deringof this g·lottal phoneme as final <-€> (in Akhmimic and Lycopo1itan
or <-I> (in Bohairic and FayyuITIic) in dialects other than Sahidic, and occa
. 11'
. If: c.
f SM€~ M€€, SAL MH€, A MI€, BMHI, IVI£I, F
eel
Slona
y In Sa.h'd'
I IC Itse
M€I, '
Mev,
J
MHI 'truth' = in all cases 1mV'll; (0) the Akhtnimic (and partially Lycopolitan
treatment of etYITIologicai ):- Pal ds <0> (or sometiines <€» rather tha n <..&.>
and of etymological ::-Pa:1 as <o~> rather than <ill> in final position and be..
f t he vowCi11 (SALTOOTq,
- BTOTq, FTaaTq
- '1'·
I
I'
fore reduplIcatIon
0
lIS nanc
SBALr\iTO, Fr\iTa 'you (fern.)', SFKi(1), BX(1), LI(ID(E:), AL KOY 'to lay'; s~~(HWrVI€
A.xoYOYM€ 'book'), two enviropments which were evidently perceived t(
share common features. This phenomenon points to the fact that wha
appears here graphically to be a! fiI1al vowel is in fact a phonological 17/. It
also needs to be stressed that this glottal stop is always justified lt the.
I

37. Needless to say, the phonetic reallzation of these phonological strings may Vl'ry well
have been ['fajG], [ljopG], or [lsotGp], blut in this instance the phonetic dinlensioi1 is boti\"
ilnpossible to reconstruct and irrelevant; within the context of our discussion.

.~ ' - '

.L .......... , , " - ' ......... '\J

.L..J\.J1-'.L~""'J.J.v

etymological level (coIning frorn the lenition and eventuall.. .'e fall of an
earlier consonant, cf. § 22.5).
.
That this final glottal stop is not expressed in the writing should hardly be
surprising, since this is the regular fate of I'll in Coptic in all initial and final
positions, unless it represents the last phonen1e of a doubly-closed syllable
of the type we considered above (€IOTTE: = Ijop?/). A~ccordingly, a structure
such as TOE: 'part' < dnj.t ~:-Pdanjutl (cf. Osing 1976: 440) should probably be
analyzed as Ito??I, the sequence of two glottal stops at the end of the doublyclosed syllable being the reason for the variety of writings of this word (TOlE:,
T.a(€), TO, to n1ention just the Sahidic forn1s).
Coriversely, the apparent and utterly un-Egyptian presence of patterns
with long unstressed vowel (CV: I_ as in 0YT,a2 'fruit' or I_CV~ as in THroy
'all of them') is easily removed from the phonological system of Coptic by
interpreting <oy> in these cases as Iw/: OyT.aZ = Iwtah/, pattern ICCVC and
THrOY =lte:rdw/, stressed pattern ICV: and posttonic pattern I_CVC#. In both
cases, the hypothetical [u:] in ~:. [u:ltah] or ~:- [te:ru:] represents the realization
of Iw-I and I-Gwl respectively in these specific phonetic con~exts.

22.6.3. Text sample
Here is a short passage from the works of Shenute (4th century C.E.)~. one of
the main figures of the Coptic church and one of the classical authors of
Coptic literature, after Till 1970: 293-94. The Coptic text is followed by the
conventional scholarly transliteration. Greek borrow'ings are transliterated
and transcribed in italics.
Nq)WX iT NNQ).aXE: MTTE:IXmU)ME: H TTKE:CE:€TT€ ENT.aNXOOy .ayw
,aNC,aZOY ZNTMeZrOMTTE: CN·T€ MNNC.a TrE:NKmT MTTIHI 2MTTKairOC

'The rest of the we
of this book, i.e., the remaining (of the things) 'which
we said and wrote 111 the second year after we built this house, at the tin1e
when the Barbarians plundered, until they reached the city called Qus, at the
time when this 11uge crowd stayed with us.'

22.70 Further reading
The most accessible introduction to the study of Egyptian phonology is offered by Schenkel 1990, where the reader will find a history of the scholar!)
endeavors involving Egyptian phonological reconstruction, a description ot
the different methodological approaches, and a presentation of the conten1porary state of the art, covering the Afroasiatic background, pre-C:optic
phonology, and the fundamental rules of phonological development from
older Egyptian to Coptic.
The most complete reference book for the study of vocalislu throughout
the history of Egyptian is Osing 1976, which systematizes the approach inaugurated by Fecht 1960. Two works by Schenkel were conceived on the
footsteps of Osing's treatise, cOlupleting it and revising:,son1e of its aSSUIUp:tions: 1983a, 1983b. Of major significance for the study of Egyptian syllabit
orthography and of the phonological correspondences between Egyptia11
and Semitic is the doctoral dissertation by J. E. Hoch (1991).
A radically different paradigm from the one followed by Fecht~ ()sing 1
and Schenkel has been pursued by scholars who assun1ed a luuch high er de .gree of correspondences between Egyptian and Semitic phonology anc espe~
cially morphology: in this tradition cf. Vergote 1973-83 and Vycichl 1990
A detailed bibliography on Egyptian and Coptic phonology can )e de-rived from Osing 1976, Schenkel 1990, and Hoch 1991.

€NTaNI3,arBarOC ~Wi\ Q)aNTOyBWK E:ZOYN €TTTOi\U::: E:TOYMOyTE: E:rOC
xe KO€IC ZMTTCHy €NTalT£INOO MMHHQ)E: OOE:Ii\E: €:rON

<nsojp nnsaje mpeij60me e pkeseepe entanjoou auo ansahou
hntmehrolnpe snte mnnsa trenkot mpiei hmpkairvs
entanbarbaros sol santoubok ehoun etpolis etoumoute eros
je koeis hmpseu entapeinoc mmeese coei1e eron>

l'lgnlfo:cGp 'lGn?Gnlfac? ?gmp~lfJo:?Gm e: pkG1se?pG l'lentan1jo?w 'lalwo:
?anlsahw hgntmGhlrOlnpg I sen1tg mgn?gnlsa'l trgnlko:t {glnpiH?e:j hgmp 'kajros
I?enta?gn Ibarbaros fo:1 fantgw1bo:k fG 1hu:i1 I?et polis l?etGwlmu:tG ?glros
JG-Ikojs hGmplse:w I?entapgynokj fGmlme:fGf IkjojIG ?glronl
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Chapter 23

Berber Phonology
Maarten G. I(ossmann and Harry J. Stroomer
Rijksuniversiteit te Leiden, The Netherlands

23.1. Berber languages
The Berber languages, spoken in North Africa by some 15 to 20 n1illion
people, are a branch of the Afro.. Asiatic phylum.
The largest population of Berberopl10nes can be found in Morocco. Approximately 45% of the total Moroccan population (26 million) speaks a
Berber language as a mother tongue. People of the High Atlas and the AntiAtlas lTIountains and the SOllS v:alley speak Tashelhit (taslbiyt), also called
Sous Berber (tasusit). This language is spoken by some 7 million. It is, together with Kabyle in Algeria, the most important Berber language in terillS
of humber of speakers. Tashelhitt Berber has some dialect variation, but not
so strong as the Berber language spoken in the Middle Atlas lTIountains.
This language, often called Tamazight (tamaziyt), is spoken by S0111e .3 lTIil·,
lion people in various dialects. Strong dialect variation can also be found
in the Moroccan Rif mountains. The Riffian language (()arif;Jr;e) has SOlllt
2 lTIiIlion speakers.
In Algeria, 250/0 of the total population (about 26 million) speaks a Berbel
language. In a densely populated: area in the north of Algeria, I(abyle t)erbel
(eaqf3aylie) is spoken by approxllTIately 7 million. In Algeria, Berber is alsc
spoken in the Aures mountains, the Mzab region, the Ouargla oasis, and by
the sedentary 'population of the Sud Oranaisarea. l~uareg, a BerLer Ian·
guage spoken by a million, is found not only in the Algerian Sahara but als(
in neighboring a{-eas of the Sahel republics of Mali and Niger. The Tanlaha(l
(tamaahaq) dialect is spoken in the Ahaggar region in southern Algeria. r-rhe
1 amajaq (tamaazaq) dialect is spol<en in the Ayr region of Niger. The lfan1a·
shek dialect (tamas~q) is spoken i;n the Adrar des ~foghas region in l\/Ial i. Tht
Tawlemmet dialect (tawl~mm~t) is spoken by the IwlelTIlTIeden Touart~gs (H
the Mali-Niger borderland.
In Tunisia, Berber is spoken bi}' the population of fewer than six ./dlage~
on the Tunisian mainland. On the island of Djerba. one finds sorne fiVt
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