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A Note on the Old Kingdom wD-nsw Heading
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Introduction
Our research aims at reviewing the graphic form of 

royal decree headings as they appeared in Old Kingdom 
documents to establish whether the different forms 
of wD-nsw writings had a grammatical or a rhetorical 
meaning, in addition to spatial and aesthetic values. 
For this purpose, we will take all the royal decrees 
evidenced for the Old Kingdom into consideration. 
We will also examine later New Kingdom documents 
to establish a posterior chronological term to support 
our conclusion.

The term wD-nsw, which we usually translate as 
‘royal decree’, in ancient Egyptian defined every word 
proceeding from the king 1 As an expression of the 
royal will, the words automatically became orders. 
More specifically, the term did not only mean the 
king’s orders in a modern sense but also included 
the letters coming from him or from his chancellery. 
Besides, the term wD followed by the determinative  
also indicated the stela where the text was inscribed. 

According to Goedicke, 2 wD and its derived words 
showed an absolute decision intended to endure in 
time, in contrast with Hw expressing creative words, 
and with Hnt that means ‘decision, instruction’.

The first evidence of a decree dates back to 4th 
dynasty King Shepseskaf and concerned the establishing 
of funerary offerings for Mykerinospyramid in Giza. 
Decrees were generally written on papyrus rolls: 
one copy was sent to the person or the institution 
concerned, while another was kept in the archives 
of the royal palace. The text was then copied onto 

a stela and published by being placed at the temple 
entrance. In most cases, the stelae are accurate copies 
of the originals on papyri. The latter, on the contrary, 
are very rare: examples of these are the papyri found 
in Reneferef’s temple at Abusir.3 These documents 
were studied by P. Posener-Krièger and include some 
fragmentary wDw-nsw headings. 

The wD-nsw Inversion
A feature of decree copies on stone which draws 

the attention of scholars is the inversion of the group 
wD-nsw in relation to the writing direction of the 
other signs. This inversion has been interpreted in 
several different ways: one of the first Egyptologists 
who concentrated on this aspect of the wD-nsw 
was Fischer. He devoted a number of works to the 
orientation of hieroglyphs and to the function of 
different orientations in the inscriptions.4 Fischer 
holds that the inversion may have been used to 
introduce a direct quotation (e.g. with the group) 

 or a new discourse.5 The inversion would have 
been used to orientate the speaker/reader towards the 
direct quotation. In the case of wD-nsw, the target of 
the message was the recipient and the word wD was 
inverted towards him. The Old Kingdom wDw-nsw 
were generally addressed to officials or to a category 
of personnel and so the group was written in the 
opposite direction of their titles and names. From the 
Middle Kingdom onwards, the reversal of the wD-nsw 
group disappeared and the dative preposition n was 
found to introduce the addressee’s titles and name. 
Fischer therefore thinks that the inversion in the Old 
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Kingdom documents conveyed the idea of dative 
which in later periods was given by the preposition 
n 6. The sequence of the text is as follows: speaker 
(nsw, which is transposed for honorific distinction), 
discourse (wD), addressee (sS nsw, mr, etc.).

 Goedicke on the contrary states7 that the wD-

nsw form in Old Kingdom decrees was a verbal not a 
nominal group (sDm.f) because the determinative of 
the abstract  is missing. He backs his affirmation by 
making reference to the tomb inscriptions formulated 
as addresses to the visitors where the verb is reversed 
to face the person addressed.

Blumenthal, as Fischer, affirms that the reversal of 
the group wD-nsw was made to replace the preposition 
n according to the rebus principle8. The lack of a 
determinative in the word wD is explained because it 
is an abbreviated writing form appearing doubtlessly 
as a nominal form in the Old Kingdom9 

Helck10 in his work on official Old Kingdom 
acts states that the irregular writing of the group wD-

nsw linked the name of the addressee in the heading 
to the vertical column where the Horus name was 
inscribed, as they were written in the same direction. 
The word wD opposed to the direction of the rest of 
the inscription underlined that the order came from 
the Horus.

List of cases

Old Kingdom and First Intermediate Period

We have twenty-three complete royal decrees 
for this period. The heading is missing from eight of 
them, precisely:
1- Shepseskaf’s decree from Giza (4th Dynasty) 

(SHEPSESKAF, according to Goedicke’s 
abbreviations. 11

2- Pepi I’s decree from Coptos (6th Dynasty) 
(Coptos A);

3- Pepi II’s second decree from the temple of Min 
at Coptos 13 (6th Dynasty, as the following 
ones) (Coptos C); 

4- Pepi II’s decree to set up a statue and the related 
foundation (Coptos G);

5- Decree by successor of Pepi II (6th Dynasty); 

6- Neferkauhor’s decree to the vizier Shemai (8th 

Dynasty as those below - Coptos I);

7- Neferkauhor’s decree to Idy’s brother (Coptos 
Q);

8- Neferkauhor’s decree to Shemai’s wife Nebet 
(Coptos J).

Most of these documents come from Coptos 
where they were found in the foundations of Min 
temple. They were initially put out on the external 
walls of the temple and were not destroyed but buried 
in the foundations of the building when they became 
useless and outdated.

The heading is missing from above mentioned 
decrees because of gaps in the first lines of the text, 
except for Pepi I’s decree where the text is intact but 
there is no wD-nsw form. 

Old Kingdom documents which presents the 
fixed wD-nsw form mentioned in the following tables 
are:
1- Neferirkare’s decree from Abydos (5th Dynasty 

- NEFERIRKARE)

2- Isesi’s decree to the vizier Senedjemib (5th 
Dynasty)

3- Isesi’s decrees from Raneferef’s temple at 
Abusir (A-B-C)

4- Isesi’s decree to the vizier Rashepses from 
Saqqara

5- Teti’s decree (6th Dynasty - TETI);

6- Pepi I’s decree from Dahshur (6th Dynasty)

7- Pepi I’s decree from Giza (6th Dynasty)

8- Pepi II’s decree from the Dakhla oasis
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9- Pepi II’s first decree from the temple of Min at
Coptos (Coptos B);

10- Pepi II’s decree for the ‘Min strenghtens 
Neferkare’foundation (Coptos D)

11- Pepi II’s decree to the chief-caravan Herkhuf

12- Neferkauhor’s decree to Idy (8th Dynasty  
Coptos O)

13- Neferakauhor’s decree for the funerary cult of 
the vizier Shemai and his wife Nebet (Coptos 
K);

14- Neferkauhor’s decree for the land-property of 
his foundation (Coptos L);

15- Demedjibtauy’s decree (9th Dynasty - R 
Coptos).
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The papyri from Gebelein, recently published by 
Demichelis12 on the basis of the work of P. Posener-
Krièger, are dated to the 4th Dynasty by Posener-
Krièger and do not contain royal decrees.

In most cases the expression wD-nsw is written 
all in the same direction, i.e.  following an 
orientation opposing to that of the whole text. The 
only exceptions are Pepi I’s act from Dahshur and Pepi 
II’s two decrees, the first decree from the temple of 
Min at Coptos and the letter to Herkhuf, respectively. 
Probably also Pepi II’s decree from Giza, his second 
decree from the temple of Min at Coptos and his 
decree for the ‘Min strengthens Neferkare’foundation 
must have presented the same form, i.e. , but 
we cannot be certain since the first line is partly lost. 

The feminine form wD.t appears in Old Kingdom 
private texts to mean an order or a decision proceeding 
from an official, especially concerning his funerary 
cult. 13

Middle Kingdom and Second Intermediate 

Period

Royal decrees during the Middle Kingdom and 
the Second Intermediate Period bear the wD-nsw 
heading like the Old Kingdom edicts, but the writing 
in some cases differs from the earlier form. We have 
eight acts dating to this time: in one - Neferhotep’s 
decree (12th Dynasty) - the heading has not been 
preserved, while it is definitely missing from another, 
i.e. Sobekhotep IV’s edict (13th Dynasty). 

In the other documents, the  group always 
follows the orientation of the remainder of the text 
but in three cases the word nsw is followed by the 
determinative of royalty, i.e., 
a. Sesostris I’s decree from the Story of Sinuhe 

(11th Dynasty);

b. Two decrees by an unknown king to the vizier 
Ankhu (12th Dynasty);

c. Nubkheperra Antef V’s decree (17th Dynasty).

As for the other texts (the previously mentioned 
two decrees by Sesostri III), the term wD-nsw is 
written in the same way as in the Old Kingdom but 
with regular orientation.

New Kingdom

With regard to the New Kingdom, we have 
sixteen decrees, eight of which dating back to the 
18th Dynasty, four to the 19th and four to the 20th 
Dynasties.

For the 18th Dynasty, the heading is present only in 
the queen Ahhotep’s decree, in Thutmosis III’s for the 
public welfare and in Thutmosis I’s to the viceroy of 
Kush. In other decrees - namely Thutmosis IV’s from 
a Theban tomb, Amenhotep III’s, Tutankhamon’s to 
the Chief-treasurer Maya and Horemheb’s - the wD-

nsw heading is no longer used and in one case only 
is replaced by the expression  ‘decree issued in the 
majesty of the Palace’. 

We stress that in these edicts the word for decree 
is wD.t, feminine, and not wD, masculine, as presumed 
to be in the preceding periods. 

In the 19th dynasty decrees, the heading wD-nsw 
appears only once and precisely in the text of Sethi II’s 
act to an official in the oasis. In all the other cases, the 
heading is missing and only in Sethi I’s decree from 
Nauri is replaced by the same expression as above.

The sentence ‘decree issued in the majesty of the 
Palace’is also found in Ramses III’s edict. The wD-

nsw heading is missing from the decrees mentioned 
in the Harris Papyrus no. 1, while in the two last 
documents, Ramses IX’s decree to the high priest of 
Amon Ramsesnakht and Ramses XI’s to the viceroy of 
Kush Panhesy, the expression wD-nsw occurs like in 
Old Kingdom documents but in both cases the word 
nsw is completed by the determinative of Horus on 
perch .
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Conclusions
In conclusion, the term wD-nsw is open to many 

definitions, all relating to king’s will, whether expressed 
in a letter or in another kind of text. The Horus name 
is not found in Old Kingdom king’s letters to private 
persons and therefore the text does not show the 
opposition between the two signs @r and nsw, the 
first one written leftwards and the latter rightwards; 
this on the contrary occurs in most official documents 
addressed to temple staff or in texts which do not have 
the letter form. This fact can stand for a distinction 
between the two kinds of royal documents, the letter 
and the decree. One word wD was used by ancient 
Egyptians for both that in our modern mentality 
belong to two different spheres. While a king’s letter 
is called a wD, ‘command’, a private person’s letter is 
said mDA.t, ‘document’, or sS, ‘writing’. 

‘The social difference between the king and his 
officials is thus encoded in the very terms used to 
name their communication to one another. When the 
king writes them, it is a command. When they write 
him, it is a letter.’14

But what is the main difference between the 
terms @r and nsw, both meaning the king? Is there a 
specific reason why they are put near each other but 
written in opposite directions? 

The Horus name identifies the king with the 
hawk god Horus, the mythic model for every Egyptian 
king, son and heir of the god Ra. It was generally 
inscribed in the façade of a building forming a whole, 
called serekh, that symbolized the royal palace seen 
simultaneously in plan and in elevation.15 From the 
early periods, the serekh was the visualization of the 
pharaoh’s authority over the land.16

The root srx was firstly attested in the New 
Kingdom but is certainly older. It cannot be said 
if the term @r in the palace (aH) should be read as 
@r-aH, ‘Horus of the Palace’or if the building was 

only a frame for the royal name, like the cartouche 
in later inscriptions. The hawk often wore different 
crowns as early as the Old Kingdom: the first attested 
Protodynastic kings were named after dangerous 
animals (scorpion, cobra, silurus) or particular 
fighting king qualities (protecting, warrior, stretching 
the bow).17 %rx means ‘glory, celebrity’, ‘throne’, 
‘monument’, and, as a verb, is the causative of rx, ‘let 
to know, inform’. Therefore, the Horus name applies 
to the king as the official embodiment of power and 
focuses on his institutional and physical location 
within the royal palace. On the contrary, from the 
Old Kingdom, nsw was the usual designation of the 
king and was originally combined in union with the 
term bity as one of the five royal names. The title nsw 
bity reflects the duality pervading the Egyptian way 
of conceiving world and order in nature. The divine 
world was also submitted to this dualistic order in 
which either member of a couple was essential to 
complete the whole. During the Predynastic age, the 
first reading of the group must have been swty , 
meaning ‘who belongs to swt-plant”. The writing, 
already evidenced since the beginning of the Old 
Kingdom, was interpreted by Sethe18 as n(y)-swt, 
‘belonging to the swt-plant’, i.e. as a synonym of the 
older form swty.19 The traditional etymology ny-sw.t, 
as ‘the one who belongs to the swt-plant’, has been 
put in question,20 and its origin has recently been 
connected with a Berber root n-z, n-z-j, meaning ‘the 
first, the elder’.21 

The term nsw (usually written without the king’s 
name) occurs for the most abstract designation of the 
office.

‘It was the nswt that was active in legal situations, 
official documents, certain decrees, specific events, 
and endowments’22.

In our documents, the word wD links the two 
royal definitions: nsw (as a part of the fixed expression 
wD-nsw) and @r (as an action coming from man 
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embodying the official power). The sign nsw generally 
follows the inversion of the whole group wD marking 
the beginning of the addressees’ titles and names and 
replacing the dative n; however it can sometimes 
follow the same direction as the Horus-sign exactly 
because the relation between the two concepts nsw 
and @r indicates the same entity. 

We suggest that t can be related to the group wD-

nsw (to be read wD.t nsw) and can refer to a relative 
form of the verb wD, whose subjects are both nsw 
and @r. In this case, it should be translated ‘what is 
commanded by the king, the Horus N.’ This may be 
true also for the form wD.t found in Old Kingdom 
private documents and in the previously mentioned 
New Kingdom royal decrees.

The signs t and n could be part both of verb wD.t 

and of word nsw and this would explain the writing 
of sign sw in the same directions as @r.23 
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