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Languages in the Near East

 Egyptian - geographically and in position as 
language between two major families of 
languages: 

◼ Semitic - the family of language on which many 
languages of the Near East are based (including 
Arabic)

◼ Hamitic - the family of languages spoken in 
North-east Africa

 two families together are often called 
Afroasiatic or hamito-semitic)



examples
Egyptian Hamitic Semitic

ink (anok) 

- I 
aniga (Somali)

anaku 

(Akkadian)

gemi - to 

find

egmi (Tuareg -

to look for)

khenet -

face, front

hancii (Hausa -

nose)

khanna 

(Arabic -

speak 

nasally)

jan -

baboon

yani (Bantu -

kind of ape)

semu -

pasture, 

plant

shamu

(Akkadian)



Languages 
in the Near 

East



Successive phases of the 
Egyptian language



Good to know

 Old and Middle Egyptian are synthetic phases of 
the language, i.e. words include number, gender, 
case, tense. There is no word for 'the'. 
Example: 'he will not hear' nn sDm.f / 'of the 
house' pr

 Late Egyptian, demotic, and Coptic are analytic , 
i.e. number, case, tense are articulated in larger 
series of separate words. An old word for 'that' pA
becomes the Egyptian for 'the'. So 'he will not 
hear' would be nn iw.f r sDm/ 'of the house' would 
be n pA pr



Successive phases of the Egyptian 
language and the writing systems in 

Egypt



History of language and writing

 Egyptian as spoken language???

 Egyptian as written living language: 3200 BC 
– 11th cent. AD

 Tremendous changes!

 Dead language, but used – like Latin – in the 
rituals of the Coptic Church (Egyptian 
Christian Church)

 Two phases with 5 major stages



History of language and writing 1

 Earlier Egyptian:

1. Old Egyptian 

 appears as Archaic Egyptian in names and on labels before 
3200BC, must have been older as spoken language (oral 
use)

 Old Egyptian (proper) 2700 BC  (with appearance of first 
longer texts) – about 2100 BC

2. Middle Egyptian (Classical Egyptian)

 Closely related to OE

 Spoken already before 2100 BC when it appeared in 
writing, until 1600 BC

 Stayed as standard hieroglyphic in use until the Roman 
Period



History of language and writing 2

 Later Egyptian:

1. Late Egyptian 

 Replaced ME as spoken language after 1600BC, fully 
established as written language 1300BC (Akhenaten), 
remained in use until 600BC

 Substantially different grammar

2. Demotic

 Closely related to LE, appeared a. 650BC, until 5th cent. AD

 Only in cursive

3. Coptic

 From 1st cent. AD- 11th cent. AD → written in Greek letters 
with 5 additional signs



Pap Sallier (BM EA10182,2) – Teaching 
for Amenemhet: Pap. 19th dyn., text 12th

dyn. (written in Middle Egyptian, hieratic)



Shabti
Name and title Shabti Formulae



Shabti formula  

 The NN speaks: "O, these shabtis, if one counts (me) off 
for (my) duties - now indeed an obstacle is implanted for 
(against) me there with -, as a man at his duties; if one 
counts off for you at any time which has be passed there 
make arable the fields, to turn over the shores, to 
transport by boat the sand of the West (and) of the East, 
'here you are' you shall say.”

 Spell known from the Coffin Text spell 472, which is 
found on some mid Twelfth Dynasty coffins from 
Bersheh (about 1850 BC)

 also known as chapter 6 of the Book of the Dead.

http://www.digitalegypt.ucl.ac.uk/literature/religious/shabtya.wav
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