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ملخ�ص:
  (S.D. Schweitzer, ‘Zum ،ZÄS تاأتي هذه املداخلة لإبداء بع�ض املالحظات على ورقة بحثية مت ن�رشها يف جملة
Lautwert einiger Hieroglyphen’, ZÄS 138 (2011), 132-149). تعقب هذه الورقة على النقطة الأخرية 
يف املقال املذكور، وهو الفرق بني التحليل ال�صوتي الذي اأفرزته العالمات الت�صويرية وبني تطور هذه العالمات يف مرحلة 

اللغة القبطية.



Alessandro Roccati

48   Abgadiyat 2013

stonecutter. Otherwise it ought to be admitted that 
the stonecutter was aware of his task to the point of 
being able to replace a logogram ( ) with the required 
(middle) consonant in a full phonetic writing of the 
word.

It is observed that the latter possibility is not 
far-fetched. Why this was done by the craftsman 
is not apparent, whether consciously or not, but it 
was repeated throughout the history of hieroglyphic 
writing.

Let us turn our attention to the case of the Saite 
Period. It was too easy for Schweitzer to dismiss the 
example from the Theban tomb of Sheshonq (TT27), 
owing to the confusion between both sounds (H/h) 
in the Late Period, which had already started perhaps 
during the Ramesside Dynasties.3 What Schweitzer 
failed to consider, is the knowledge and the awareness 
displayed in the monument of an outstanding learned 
man, who lived in the heart of the Egyptian culture 
during its Renaissance. The wall in the entrance 
staircase where the concerned word was beautifully 
engraved displays a collection of ancient sentences 
mostly reproduced by means of a kind of alphabetic 
rendering, regardless of the shape and pronunciation 
they had in older times.4 There is no reference to 
Pyramid Texts. It would be strange that such a learned 
man, wanting to write ‘alphabetically’ , would be 
incorrect in choosing the correct h!

At this point the example from the Second 
Intermediate Period, coming from a provincial town as 
Gebelein, would say the final word. It is on a fragment 
from a private stela, where the text runs in horizontal 
lines, and the expression wHm n anx ‘repetition of life’ 
is spelt wHm with uniliteral signs only. Once more it 
would be very odd that the incorrect h was chosen 
by an ordinary speaker in a not particularly erudite 
environment, while the choice never fell on .

A written example .    from the chapel of 

This essay is due to a recent paper that has 
been published in the ZÄS, a sanctuary of modern 
Egyptological philology.1 As a result, I present a 
defence of the ancient Egyptian philology, discussing 
especially the last point it dealt with, which is the 
difference between the phonetic analysis that ancient 
sources provide a logogram, and its unexpected 
Coptic outcome.

   is listed in the Wörterbuch as whm: the first 
and last consonants are often (especially the last one) 
specified in writing by uniliteral signs. The middle 
one, very seldom indeed, is consistently rendered 
by the sign H, and this disagrees with the established 
phonetic rules. Accordingly, the Bohairic Coptic 
outcome ouwxm would require an h-sound, namely 
the one registered in the Wörterbuch. Although in a 
Pyramid Text a thorough phonetic spelling, as wHm, 
was provided, this feature was explained by Lacau as 
an error by of the craftsman, who would have replaced 
 by . Indeed, this kind of error is not exceptional, 

see: S. Hassan, Giza I (Oxford, 1932), 92 where ‘nfr’ 
replaces ‘b’ mistakenly beyond any doubt. 

This issue was raised again and again by additional 
examples of  replaced by , and never by  , perhaps 
owing to the resemblance of the vertical signs.2 Now 
Schweitzer attempted to dismiss them in the same 
way Lacau did with the Pyramid Text, assuming that 
the requirements of phonetics are stronger than the 
skills of any craftsman.

Even if I too am concerned by the antinomy 
between the written evidence of hieroglyphs and the 
Coptic outcome, and cannot find any satisfactory 
explanation, however, I must draw  attention to 
the nature of the hieroglyphic documents, whose 
testimony cannot be simply dismissed, lest some 
important cultural implications are overlooked.

The Pyramid Texts provided just one example; 
therefore, it could be attributed to ignorance of the 
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a private mastaba of the Fifth Dynasty, would be even 
older than the one quoted in a Pyramid Text,5 but it 
has been disregarded through a different interpretation 
of the involved words. However, the reading wHm 

may not be certain here, though the reading proposed 
by Altenmüller Hmsi is altogether questionable, a 
confusion of s/z sounds could likewise be exceptional 
at that time. The paronomasia in that instance with 
Hmww ‘craftsman’ is similar with the reading Hmsi as 
well, but I also pointed out a palindrome of wHm with 
mHw in the Middle Kingdom, again supporting the H 

sound.6

Gardiner had already envisaged a solution 
of the problem with Coptic, showing that some 
transformation of the sound H into h could have 
occurred since the Ramesside times.7 Anyhow, we 
should be much more confident about the knowledge 
and precision the ancient Egyptians were accustomed 
to, albeit from a different perspective from ours.

Back to the Saitic example of Sheshonq, one 
should place its occurrence in its cultural environment. 
The inscription on the right side wall of the access 
stairs is an outstanding attempt to render ancient 
biographical clichés through a new application of 
the hieroglyphic writing adapted to the model of 
contemporary alphabets (both Aramaic and Greek).8 
That performance, not unusual in the Late Period, 
was not without remembering the way of writing in 
the Old Kingdom, especially in the Pyramid Texts, 
where the components of a logogram were quite 
often spelt individually. Most likely the learned 
people in the Late Period, inspired by the spread of 
contemporary alphabets,9 had forgotten the syllabic 
nature of the ancient ‘uniliteral’ signs, similar to the 
structure of the coeval cuneiform writing.10 Much like 
a modern Italian can read the words of a Latin text, 
which are often written exactly the same, according to 
the rules of modern Italian orthography, but these do 
not correspond entirely to the Latin ones.

The absence of written vowels may not have 
embarrassed those learned people, who could check 
only consonants, because the same was a customary 
occurrence in the fashionable North-West Semitic 
alphabets, although in the writing of some foreign 
personal names some hieroglyphs were redefined to 
express vowels.

In my opinion, this was the main difference 
between the phonetic spellings of wHm in the Pyramid 
Age and the Late Period. In comparison to them, the 
Coptic outcome may have represented a phonetic 
development in the current speech.

Eventually none of the writers of the phonetic 
occurrences of wHm were aware of any other, and 
could not be influenced by any known model, as far 
as we know, but they reproduced individually every 
time the same spelling. It is now unlikely to question 
whether it was established each time  according to 
the actual pronunciation  or school rules. In any 
case, no doubt remains about the very nature of the 

 logogram.
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