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Christelle Alvarez: ‘Tradition, mistakes and innovation: an investigation in 

the Pyramid Texts of King Ibi’ 

The texts of the pyramid of King Ibi (8th dynasty) at Saqqara, which were published by 

Gustave Jéquier in 1935, are usually considered to be corrupt. Several aspects of the 

inscriptions show signs of carelessness and unusual features, including mistakes and 

whole texts copied in the wrong order. Nonetheless, sections of these texts might reflect 

some innovations in the usage of mortuary literature. This paper focuses on the analysis 

of one section of the burial chamber (south wall). This consists of three spells (PT 407, PT 

268, PT  N627B) followed by an unknown text, which are inscribed one after another 

without any dividers (Dd mdw) between them. Analysis in the paper of each of these texts, 

their content, and their juxtaposition will consider whether this arrangement can be 

understood as a new composition. 

 

 

Mark Collier: ‘The reach of negation in Late Egyptian: the case of bare 

indefinites and negative reinforcement’ 

Negation in Ancient Egyptian is particularly interesting from a typological perspective. 

Taking Late Egyptian as an example, Late Egyptian is rich in negations involved in more 

propositional-level negation and which are construction specific: there are the sentence-

initial negatives bw, bn and m-n (all involved in a multiple Croft-cycle) as well as negative 

verbs reflected in the remaining usages of tm and m in m-ir; contrast English with its 

ubiquitous ‘not’. On the other hand, Late Egyptian (and Ancient Egyptian in general) is 

limited in its means of direct negation of individual terms in a proposition. English is rich 

in morphological negations such as ‘dis-’, ‘un-’ etc, whereas Late Egyptian essentially 

lacks these, though there are of course plenty of lexical oppositions such as nfr and bin. 

Late Egyptian also lacks a direct term negation as found in English ‘no’. Similarly, Late 

Egyptian lacks lexically distinct negative-polarity items such as English ‘any’ and its use 

under negation. Indeed Late Egyptian (and Ancient Egyptian in general) lacks series of 

indefinite pronouns such as the English ‘something, anything, nothing’ series. This is not 

to say, of course, that Late Egyptian does not show the impact of negation on individual 

terms, particularly the meanings conveyed in translation by English ‘nothing’ and ‘not … 

anything’. In this presentation I will look at the impact of negation on bare indefinites in 

Late Egyptian, particularly bare generic indefinites (which come the closest Late Egyptian 

has to indefinite pronouns and are regularly translated as such) and also minimizers. If 

there is time, I might look quickly at the reinforcer i-n in the early-stage Jespersen-cycle 

negation bn … i-n. 
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Jenny Cromwell: ‘Why bother with syllables? Coptic school texts and 

beyond’ 

A small number of Coptic school texts (or, more generically, ‘writing exercises’) from 

throughout Egypt contain syllabaries, that is, exercises in which words are divided into 

their component syllables. Among this group is the long codex P.Cotsen-Princeton 1, 

which includes several pages of words divided in this way. The main question is why 

such exercises existed in the Coptic record. Are these a hangover from Greek education 

practices? Are they important only for foreign, i.e. Greek, loan words in Coptic texts? 

Apart from the bearing that this has on the relationship between Coptic and Greek 

educational practices in late antique Egypt, this paper will also look into whether Coptic 

scribes paid any attention to syllables when they had to divide words over lines when 

writing real-life (or 'everyday') texts.  

This issue is connected to the study of a corpus of Coptic school texts in the collection of 

Columbia University (together with Prof. Raffaella Cribiore, NYU) that were found in 

western Thebes. The relevant texts in this corpus will therefore be placed at the centre of 

this analysis, and will be compared to the wider Theban non-literary record, in order to 

see if writers in this area bothered about syllables after they left the classroom. 

 

 

Bill Manley:  ‘Sarcasm as witness to Frange’s literacy (O. Med Hab Copt 

2482)’ 

Ostracon Med Hab Copt 2482 is a letter from a well known monk, Frange, addressed to 

several other familiar Theban characters of the early 8th Century, including the rich lady 

Coloje and Father Theodore. Although the ostracon is not from the known archive at 

Coloje’s family home in Jeme (House 34), it is from the Chicago Oriental Institute 

excavations. Without offering details, the verso alludes to a recent incident which has 

upset Frange, who rebukes an unspecified addressee regarding his conduct in the matter. 

Lichtheim’s original publication highlights an ‘unintelligible’ passage, followed by an 

awkward shift in sense, both apparently caused by the intrusion of the vernacular and, as 

suggested here, an unanticipated aspect of the text, sarcasm. Frange’s choice of words 

suggests that his sarcasm is justified specifically by St Paul’s letters to the church at 

Corinth, which constitute a model for rebuking fellow Christians who also happen to be 

elders and dignitaries. 
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Angela McDonald: ‘The challenges of translating linguistic microcosms’ 

It has long been recognised that Egyptian signs engage in a kind of ‘visual poetry’ 

(explored at length, for example, by Morenz 2008); examples in art and text abound and 

are generally well-known. However, when dealing with texts, while we may be able to 

describe what we observe, it is a formidable challenge to capture the essence of these 

dynamics in translation – even more so in transliteration, and only a few Egyptologists 

have dared the attempt. When we are translating rather than simply observing, we are 

compelled to draw some lines for ourselves, putting to one side manipulations of form 

that are simply examples of visuo-verbal ‘play’, and separating them from those which are 

more deliberate attempts to shape and influence meaning. More often than not, 

orthographic ‘tweaks’ fall into the former category: they may be observed in notes, but 

ultimately they are ignored in translation. 

Depending on the text, composing words in Egyptian – from the choice of logographic 

writings over phonetic renderings, to the shaping of sign forms – could be attempts to 

manipulate the sense-world, or indeed to create in miniature one in which the will of the 

writer could be imposed. It is essential to capture the mechanics of this written agency, 

perhaps by engaging in some visual poetics of our own as we translate. This paper 

presents some examples and explores the possibilities. 

 

 

Mark-Jan Nederhof : ‘OCR of hand-written transcriptions of hieroglyphic 

text’ 

The encoding of a hieroglyphic text is time-consuming. If the text already 

exists as hand-written transcription, there is an alternative, namely OCR (optical 

character recognition). Off-the-shelf OCR systems seem difficult to adapt to the 

peculiarities of Ancient Egyptian.  Presented will be a proof-of-concept implementation 

that was designed to digitise texts of Urkunden IV in the hand-writing of Kurt Sethe.  

The system automatically recognises signs and produces a normalised encoding, suitable 

for storage in a database, or for printing on a screen or on paper, requiring little manual 

correction. 

The encoding of hieroglyphic text is RES (Revised Encoding Scheme) rather than 

(common dialects of) MdC (Manuel de Codage). Earlier papers argued against MdC and in 

favour of RES for corpus development. Arguments in favour of RES include longevity of 

the encoding, as its semantics are font-independent.  The present study provides evidence 

that RES is also much preferable to MdC in the context of OCR. With the well-

understood technique of image parsing, relative positioning of scanned signs can be 

straightforwardly mapped to suitable primitives of the encoding. 
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José-R. Pérez-Accino: ‘From stone to speech. Narrative uses of stelae in 

literary texts’ 

Some passages in the stories of Sinuhe and Wenamun seem to present allusions 

corresponding with texts present in stelae. In both cases, these references are connected 

with the flow of the texts in which they are inserted, contributing to establish and 

develop the central themes of these narrative texts. Thus, texts developed for inscriptional 

purposes find a suitable accommodation in a literary context. 

 

Luigi Prada:  ‘The last inscribed Egyptian obelisk: linguistic and 

palaeographical observations on the Barberini Obelisk’ 

The Barberini Obelisk in Rome, also known as the Monte Pincio or Antinoos’ Obelisk, 

was the last inscribed Egyptian obelisk ever to be erected, in the first half of the 130s AD. 

The peculiar texts that cover its four faces record the life, death, and deification of 

Antinoos, the emperor Hadrian’s beloved youth, and detail the establishment of this new 

god’s cult as well as the building of his eponymous city in Middle Egypt, Antinoopolis. 

Because of its interest for both Egyptologists and classical historians, this obelisk has been 

the subject of countless studies. Nevertheless, as far as a philological study of the 

inscriptions themselves is concerned (setting aside general translations of the texts, 

occasionally accompanied by full or partial transliterations), the number of available 

publications is more limited: firstly, Adolf Erman’s 1917 pivotal edition, followed by 

Alfred Grimm’s 1994 analysis––the only study to provide facsimiles of the inscriptions––

and, finally, by Jean-Claude Grenier’s 2008 monograph. Strikingly, it is not uncommon 

for these three studies to be in radical disagreement with one another as to the reading 

and interpretation of several sections of the text. In this paper, which is based on a re-

edition of the obelisk that I am currently preparing, I intend to offer a selection of 

passages from its inscriptions, focusing on the most problematic points. On the basis of 

these, I will propose a classification of the language variety in which the inscriptions are 

composed, which, far from being plain Egyptian of Tradition (i.e. Graeco-Roman Middle 

Egyptian), can be better understood as being Middle Egyptian-based, yet often influenced 

by contemporary Egyptian (i.e. Demotic) syntax and grammar, as well as by other 

linguistic phenomena (such as assimilation) that can be clarified by the comparison with 

Coptic. The analysis will not be limited to a linguistic discussion, but will also integrate 

elements from the peculiar palaeography of the inscriptions, which can sometimes 

further enhance the understanding of some passages.  
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Ilona Regulski:  ‘The early development of the Egyptian sign corpus’ 

The Egyptian writing system represents one of the oldest recorded languages known 

along with Sumerian; the earliest known complete sentence in the Egyptian language has 

been dated to about 2690BC. Ancient Egyptian and its script are thus central to the 

history of writing.  

The chronological gap between the earliest abbreviated notations and the first narrative 

inscriptions has created a continuing discomfort for scholars. Although the turn of the 

21st century saw a few ground-breaking publications, many aspects of early writing in 

Egypt, such as the development of the sign corpus and the cognitive representation of 

recording spoken language, have not been sufficiently investigated.  

My paper will discuss a long and complex process of creation and selection of signs that 

shaped the hieroglyphic corpus we are so familiar with for later periods. I will also 

propose possible explanations for the dramatic decrease in the number of signs, i.e. from 

more than 1000 in the mid-First Dynasty (~2950 BC) to a few hundred in the mid-third 

millennium BC. 

 

 

John Tait: ‘Evidence and probability in Egyptian texts’ 

This presentation relates to two aspects of the speaker’s current work: (a) investigation of 

how narrative was structured within various forms of discourse (b) lexicography and 

lexicology, particularly the behaviour of more abstract concepts in Egyptian. Specific 

vocabulary in the areas of ‘evidence’ and ‘probability’, of ‘expectation’ and ‘belief’ are not 

conspicuous in Egyptian: this is the more striking the earlier one looks, but even in Coptic 

such expressions present problems. A number of instances are discussed in an attempt to 

clarify where the issues lie. As a step towards understanding the Egyptians’ handling of 

these concepts, various passages are considered to see how texts deal with situations 

where this kind of vocabulary might have been expected to occur. 
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Huw Twiston Davies: ‘Rubrics in the Instruction of Ani’ 

Of the nine ostraca, five papyri, and writing board which make up the surviving 

manuscripts of the Instruction of Ani, only three of the papyri, p. Boulaq IV, p. Deir el-

Medineh I, and p. Saqqara, make use of rubrics. One is found in p. Saqqara, eleven in p. 

Deir el-Medineh I, and 14 in p. Boulaq IV. p. Chester Beatty V, which also contains 

excerpts from The Instruction of Ani, makes use of red ink to write the words Hna Dd to 

mark the beginning of its excerpt from Ani , but does not make use of rubrics within the 

excerpt itself. p. Guimet and the ostraca are verse-pointed, but do not make use of rubrics. 

 The single rubric found on line 5 of p. Saqqara marks the beginning of a phrase not found 

in either of the manuscripts which provide a parallel text for this section of Ani, and is 

thus difficult to classify in terms of its use in the manuscript. 

 p. Deir el-Medineh I writes phrases in red ink at rt. 1,5; 2,2; 2,7; 3,3; 3,6-7; 4,3; 4,7; 5,5; 

6,3; 7,1; and 7,6-7. These rubrics appear to mark changes in the flow of discourse which 

may be understood as the start of a new maxim.  

 p. Boulaq IV contains rubrics at 15,1; 15,9-10; 16,9-10; 17,1; 18,5-6; 18,12; 18,15; 20,9; 

22,1-2; 22,3; 22,13-14; 22,17-18; 23,7; and 23,11-12. Only one of these – the rubric at 

18,15 (p. Deir el-Medineh 1,5), is paralleled by a rubric in another manuscript. The 

majority – those, at 15,1; 15,9-10; 16,9-10, 17,1; 18,5-6; 18,15; 20,9 and 22,1-2 appear to 

mark changes in the flow of discourse similar in nature to those found in p. Deir el-

Medineh, but spread less frequently. The last four rubrics indicate the alternation of 

speaker between Ani and his son Khonsuhotep.  The rubric 22,3 appears to mark the end 

of the section. The rubric at 18,12 appears to highlight a phrase without any structural 

role. 

 Additionally, some phrases where it is clear that a new section of text begins from the 

other manuscripts, such as at 16,1 (Chester Beatty V 2,6) and 19,1 (Deir el-Medineh 2,2; 

Chester Beatty V 2,8), are written in black ink in p. Boulaq IV, and columns 19 and 21 of 

this papyus are entirely without rubrics. 

 At issue is whether the rubrics form part of the transmission process, and reflect a 

canonical structure, or are essentially the choice of the copyist, and reflect his own 

interpretations. If rubrics are the essentially personal choice of the copyist, then this must 

affect our understanding of the structure of the text. 


