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Fig.2 Banner incorporating DStretch colourspaces: ywe, 1bl, rgho, and rgboflt applied to EES’s
scanned image

Fig.3 Banner incorporating the three steps employed in creating the artefact illustration
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Step 3

Fig.4 Banner incorporating steps 2 and 3 using a lower threshold contrast

SEREKH DISCUSSION

The enhanced image quality provides a significantly improved level of clarity for the details
impressed on the seal impression. Notably, the fourth serekh, attributed to Djer, exhibits an
unparalleled level of detail, surpassing that of Emery’s initial line drawing. The first serekh,
beside Djer’s, shows the mr (U6) sign written twice in the name compartment. The writing of
the hoe sign is remarkably similar to other inscriptions of Meretneith’s name (see Oriental
Institute Museum, OIM E6169; Kaplony 1963 I: 494; Petrie 1900: 38, pl. V.3), only that it appears
on a slight angle instead of the typical perpendicular rendition. The Neith symbol surmounting
the serekh aligns with the remnants traced by Emery. Previously, Silke Roth (1997: 112) had
suggested the traces of this sign were positioned at the height of the falcon’s heads and touched
the upper right corner of the name compartment.> However, the digitised illustration does
not support her conclusion, as the sign in no way resembles a Horus falcon. The body of the
serekh is divided by a vertical line, which Emery (1954: 169) suggested was due to a crack in the
seal. However, there is little hint of the crack detected through the Neith symbol, suggesting
that if there was a crack it is limited to only that portion of the seal.

The third serekh again appears to have the doubling of the hoe symbol. While the first
hoe sign appears misshapen, the second more clearly resembles the U6 sign. However, the

2 “Wie dies von den Schwanzfedern eines Falken zu erwarten wire”.
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deity’s surviving details atop this serekh do not appear consistent with the Neith symbol. Any
identification of this deity will remain speculative as insufficient detail enables the correct
identification. Significantly, though, Roth (1997: 112) stated that the legs and abdomen of the
royal falcon could be determined from a close inspection of Emery’s photograph.? The new
digitised artefact illustration (see figs. 3.3 and 4.2) appears to confirm her suggestion. Con-
sidering this new evidence, the possibility that this is the first known Horus female serekh is
tempting. Nevertheless, we remain cautious regarding reaching that conclusion.

Now the digital illustration reconciles Kaplony’s concerns regarding the lack of clarity from
the original publication, the next step of the re-evaluation is to address scholars’ previous ar-
guments against attributing Meretneith with the serekh. These main arguments are primarily
based on the format in which the name within the serekh was inscribed and whether the name
can be associated with Meretneith. Although her serekh incorporated all three elements of
a classic serekh (Jiménez-Serrano 2001: 93), the same as king’s serekhs, some scholars remain
hesitant to attribute the serekh to her or consider the implications of Meretneith bearing this
preeminent sign of rulership.

When faced with the evidence, Rudolf Anthes did not even consider the possibility that
it could be the serekh of a female ruler. He argued that there was no way to understand the
sign of Nt (or hmswt) atop of the serekhs for either of the proposed female serekhs - Neithhotep
(Garstang Museum E. 1335; Kaplony 1963 I: 590, fig. 201)* - stating that they must remain an
open question and that neither were a convincing parallel to a Horus insignia (Anthes 1959:
75). Anthes also queried if the two identical characters in the name compartment were actually

“mr (?)”, contesting the validity of interpreting these signs as representing Meretneith’s name
(Anthes 1959: 75-76).

Roth also rejected that it was Meretneith’s name in the serekh, basing her argument on how
the writing of her name with the doubling of the hoe sign differs from how it was written in
other epigraphical sources (Roth 1997: 114-115). Initially, Roth’s argument is difficult to accept
due to the complex, inconsistent, and still evolving nature of the Early Dynastic writing sys-
tem (Regulski 2008: 999; Stauder 2010: 145; Kelly 2024: 54; Kelly 2025: 276-277). However, the
most severe flaw in Roth’s argument is that she contradicts herself in the same article when
she uses the innovative nature of early writing to substantiate her unsupported argument
for Neithhotep’s serekh belonging to Aha (Roth 1997: 120-121).

To address these arguments, we examine here the many variations in the writing of
Meretneith’s name. Sometimes, her name was written with the inclusion of the phonetic com-
plement 7 - the oval mouth sign (D21) with the hoe sign (U6). Other times it was written with
the addition of the feminine ending “¢” - the semi-circular bread sign (X1), as evidenced by the
partial record of her name on the Palermo Stone (Archeological Museum Palermo 1028; Wilkin-
son 2000: 104). There is an instance where these signs were combined, with the feminine ending
inserted into the middle of the mouth sign, as seen in the necropolis seal from Abydos (Dreyer

3 “Auch ist die Bekronung des dritten Serechs nur scheinbar verloren, denn bei naherem Hinsehen
geben sich auf der Fotografie wenig kontrastreich, doch deutlich Beine und Bauchlinie des
kéniglichen Falken zu erkennen”.

4  Although both women have serekhs, Wolfgang Helck (1987: 119) interprets that Neithhotep managed
the country as a regent while Meretneith ruled as a king.
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Kelly and Miller 2023

Emery 1954: 168-9; Fig 226

Fig.5 Comparative images of Emery 1954 and Kelly and Miller 2023

1987: 36, fig. 3; also, Kaiser 1987: 116, fig. 2). The writing of her name varies between a vertical
inscription and a horizontal one, as well as a writing direction from left to right or vice versa.

However, there are some consistent features of her name. The Neith sign always precedes
the other signs of her name. This element can be written either with the crossed arrows and
shield sign (r4 in Regulski 2010: 177; or T63B in Rosmorduc 2014: JSesh), in both a plain style, or
elaborated with a sash and cord as seen on her royal stela (Egyptian Museum in Cairo, JE 34450).
The two potsherds from tomb S3503 show the remnants of her name written with a less formal
crossed arrows and shield sign and an upright hoe (see Emery 1954: figs. 205, 206). Other times
the Neith symbol in her name was written with the elongated “><” sign (Z10) to represent
the crossed arrows. The simplified long crossed arrows, the hoe sign followed by the mouth
sign appear in several examples of Meretneith’s name written vertically (see Petrie 1900: 38,
pl. V3; British Museum EA32645; Oriental Institute Museum, OIM E6169). The latest occur-
rence of her name in this format comes from the recent re-excavation of Meretneith’s tomb
by E. Christiana Kéhler and her team (see Kéhler et al. 2023: fig. 68).

A review of her inscriptional material demonstrates that there is no standardisation in
the signs depicting Neith or the writing of Mere[t] with or without a phonetic complement
or feminine ending. The only consistent element in all occurrences of her name is the hoe
sign as written twice in the name compartment of the serekh. Despite the debates regarding
why the serekhs do not belong to Meretneith, no other candidate has yet been suggested (apart
from a distorted serekh of Djer).> Moreover, there is a similar lack of consistency detected in

5 The authors thank the anonymous reviewer for their suggestion. However, if this was the case, then
Djer would have a Neith surmounted serekh unattested in the archaeological record.
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the names of kings from this period, yet it has not raised the same concerns. A review of the

Horus serekhs from this era reveals stylistic and inconsistencies in the writing of their names.

o Ka’s predynastic serekhs are written with an informal 43 sign (D28/32) (see also Regulski
2010: 356), often depicted with fingers, positioned in opposite directions. The sign was
sometimes written upright, while other times it was reversed and facing down towards the
palace fagade. William Matthew Flinders Petrie (1901: 30) noted that the sign was more often
turned downward than upward, which is in opposition to the standard writing of this sign.

e Narmer’s name appears in various forms in his serekhs. The two signs that form his name,
the catfish - n (k4 and Ki3; Regulski 2010: 474) and the chisel mr (U23), are sometimes
found together. In some examples only the catfish is present, while in others the chisel
was recorded in rows externally beneath the serekhs (fig. 6: 26 A) (see Kaplony 1963 I1I:
fig. 26 A-B).Jochem Kahl’s study identified 15 different ways Narmer’s name was written;
formal artefacts like the Narmer Palette received his full name, while the name without the
chisel appears on informal artefacts (Kahl 2011: 114). Some instances from Tarkhan have
the additional symbol of the duckling (G47) (fig 6: 25) included in the name compartment,
but this sign is not known to be an integral part of Narmer’s name (Regulski 2010: 126),
with Kaplony suggesting that this may be a nickname: Narmer the Brave (Kaplony 1963 I:
489). Helck, on the other hand, interpreted the sign as the vizier title - 3ty - written within
the royal serekh (Helck 1954: 178, no. 10; Regulski 2010: 126).

In later versions of his name, such as those found on the Abydos necropolis seal impressions
of Den (Dreyer 1987: 36, fig. 3; Kaiser 1987: 116, fig. 2) and Qaa’s (Dreyer et al. 1996: 72, fig. 26),
his name was written as a catfish with an appendage of a bull’s tail (Sperveslage - Heagy 2023:
1-2). In these seal impressions the chisel sign was again separated from the main element of
his name and was positioned before the Horus falcon (Kéhler 2013: 228). However, only on
Den’s necropolis seal impressions are both falcons shown with the chisel, as only one chisel
sign was written in front of the lower falcon on Qaa’s necropolis seal (Dreyer et al. 1996: 73).
o Neithhotep’s name was written with and without the quail chick “w” (G43): either htp-wj-Nt
or htp-Nt.°
o IlonaRegulski (2010: 142) noted considerable variations in the writing of Djer’s name with
the single bundle of flax stems sign (M37). This variation is not only present across various
objects but also within some of the same contexts. These differences are apparent in a se-
ries of double rows of serekhs published by Kaplony (1963 III: pl. 14.29D-29 F). They show
variations within one seal 29D, where the bundle of flax signs with a short cord orientates
away and down on the left side, and others show this appendage on the right. In contrast,
29E shows the sign consistently on the left. A fragment that contains his serekh accompa-
nied by the “Vogelfalle” (Tallet - Laisney 2015: 397, see fig. 11) appears more as a grouping
of 3 or 4joined ¢’s or cross signs, as does the surviving remnants of his serekh in the wadi
Amerya (Tallet - Laisney 2012: 397, see fig. 11). On Den’s necropolis seal impressions, the
ends of the cord securing the flax were written on both sides (Dreyer 1987: fig. 2), only on
one side on Semerkhet’s necropolis seal (Dreyer et al. 2017: 89, fig. 101) but are completely
absent on Qaa’s necropolis seal (Dreyer et al. 1996: 72, fig. 26).

6 For this discussion, see Helck 1954: 27-33; Anthes 1959: 75.
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 Den’s name was written using varying iterations of a cupped hand (D46/D47), or with an
image of a hand with fingers (see D46 in Regulski 2010: 368; compare Kaplony 1963 III:
pl. 63.223 and 232).

e One of Anedjib’s seal impressions shows varying numbers of blood vessels protruding
from the heart (D34), one with four and the other with seven in the adjacent serekh (see
Kaplony 1963 III: pl. 68.245).

The examples presented here illustrate the inconsistencies in inscribing the ruler’s names
during this formative period. In the first hundred years of the unified state, even writing
aruler’s name in a serekh was still not yet consistent (Hendrickx 2001: 96, 104). Unsurprisingly,
the inconsistencies in writing the earlier rulers’ names are more pronounced than later in
the dynasty. Many of the variances could result from distortion caused by rolling the seal
over the damp clay, the technical skill of different inscribers, or just as modern handwriting
is individual. The surface material and the expended effort in producing the seals could all
factor into the end results. Nonetheless, the instances presented herein challenge the claims
disputing Meretneith'’s serekhs on account of disparities in the rendering of her name.

What remains important to this study is that the only consistent element in all
Meretneith’s epigraphical sources is the hoe sign, which appears significant as this is the
sign written twice within the name compartment of her two serekhs. As previously noted, the
duplication of the mr sign prompted enquiries regarding the accurate reading of the name
(Anthes 1959: 75; see also, Seipel 1980: 29-31); however, it has also been suggested that it was
a deliberate reiteration thereof (Callender 2011: 31). It appears unlikely that the Neith sur-
mounted serekh belonged to an unknown ruler, particularly when other inscribed material
with Meretneith’s name was found in the same tomb and the title claiming her to be foremost
of women (Jones 2000: 694, no. 2538; see, Emery 1954: 142, figs. 205, 206). Based on this latest
examination, there appears little argument left to dispute that the serekh - held only by rulers -
belonged to Meretneith. The Neith sign can be read as the female equivalent of the falcon on top
of male serekhs, i.e., the Horus name + N., the Neith symbol upon the serekh representing female
rulers in this period and her name can be read as Meret (Callender 2011: 31; Engel 2021: 85).

If we acknowledge that the serekhs in question name Meretneith, it becomes crucial to
understand the significance of having seal impressions with different rulers’ serekhs placed
side-by-side. However, there is no comparable example of the appearance of two rulers’ serekhs
in a seal impression. Therefore, it remains essential that we contextualise why Djer’s and
Meretneith’s serekhs appear together. Next, we will delve into previous interpretations of
these seal impressions and analyse other archaeological evidence to arrive at a conclusive
understanding.

Only a few scholars have attempted to understand the meaning of this seal impression.
Peter Schulze (1987: 200) suggested that the placement of Meretneith’s serekhs alongside
Djer’s could indicate that she began her political career as a crown princess - heir apparent.
Jean-Pierre Pitznick (2017: 296-297) supports this theory and goes further to suggest that
Meretneith may have shared power with her father, Djer, during a co-regency where they
ruled together for a time. Although little is confirmed about Meretneith’s personal history,
scholars generally consider her to be the daughter of Djer (Lauer 1966: 176), the successor of
Djet (Bestock 2008: 53), possibly his royal wife (Dodson 2012; Wilkinson 1999: 62; Pitznick
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Fig.6 Images of Narmer’s serekhs showing variation in the writing of his name (Kaplony 1963 I1I: pl. 9,
nos. 25 and 26 A)

2017: 296). If the co-regent theory is correct, this finding becomes more significant because
it would then establish Meretneith’s earliest political role occurred before she became the
so-called regent for her minor son, Den, and her mwt-nswr, “king’s mother title”.

Glinter Dreyer (2021) presented a key to understanding the coupling of these serekhs that
supports the co-regency theory. He defined the association of two rulers’ names in conjunc-
tion with a serekh on the same object can only mean a co-regency (Dreyer 2021: 296). His
interpretation was based on two ivory labels that record two rulers within one serekh. The
first label, found in an area between Narmer and Aha’s tombs, features two falcons atop the
serekh with Aha’s name and the mr-chisel (see OIM E5929; Petrie 1901: pl. IlL.17; Teeter 2011:
230, no. 86; Dreyer 2021: 295, fig. 3). Dreyer considered the chisel sign represented either
Aha’s predecessor Narmer or that of his ephemeral successor Athotis I (Dreyer 2021: 296).
The review of the variations in the writing of Narmer’s name above, demonstrated that the
chisel element of his name was often found disconnected from the catfish sign. The second
example (Ab K 2622) comes from a more recent discovery by the Deutsches Archéologisches
Institut (DAI) during the re-excavations of Djer’s tomb (see Dreyer 2021: fig. 5). In this
instance, the serekh displays a single falcon with Aha’s name and what Dreyer (2021: 293)
identified as the catfish sign. He contends that these two inscriptions contain the names of
Narmer and Aha together, signifying the co-regency of these two rulers as the only plausible
explanation (Dreyer 2021: 297).

There is another First Dynasty label considered as documenting another possible co-

-regency, but this interpretation remains contentious. The year label from Qaa’s tomb (Dreyer
et al. 1996: 73-74, pl. 14.d), contains both serekhs of Semerkhet and his successor Qaa. Unlike
the labels mentioned previously, this label shows both rulers’ serekhs instead of two rulers’
names encompassed in one serekh. The size difference between the serekhs has led scholars to
posit that Semerkhet was the owner of the label, and that Qaa’s smaller serekh “alludes” to his
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succession while Semerkhet was still alive (Cervellé-Autuori 2005: 35). Although Egyptologists
are divided over this interpretation.

Although the Aha/Narmer, Djer/Meretneith, Semerkhet/Qaa examples are all different
stylistically, i.e., either one serekh with both names, equal size side-by-side serekhs, or two
dissimilar size serekhs incorporated on the same object, a similar conclusion can be reached.
These juxtaposed serekhs imply that Meretneith concurrently assumed the identical royal
titulary with Djer, commencing her political career as a co-regent, as initially proposed by
Schulze and Pitznick (Schulze 1987: 200; Pitznick 2017: 296-297). Furthermore, this appears
to confirm Cervelld-Autuori’s proposition that co-regency was a recognised practice in the
First Dynasty (Cervellé-Autuori 2005: 35). Therefore, the seal impressions from S3503 are
a valid version of documenting a co-regency and that, in the authors’ opinion, the first stage
in Meretneith’s political career was as a co-regent.

NECROPOLIS SEAL IMPRESSIONS

The discovery of a seal impression from Den’s tomb that ends with Meretneith indicates that
at a later stage she appears to have held a different political status than when she received
her previous co-regent serekhs. Any reconstruction or interpretation is problematic as evi-
dent from the variations proffered by Giinter Dreyer and Werner Kaiser. The two scholars’
reconstructions of the original impression agree that Meretneith with her king’s mother title
appears at the end of the list of the relevant First Dynasty rulers at the time of the seal’s pro-
duction. Although the seal impression records the earliest rulers chronologically, they are
generally not considered an official king list but rather an ancestor’s list for the mortuary cult
(Cervells-Autuori 2008: 895; Patznick 2017: 298-299). The seal impression has been a focal
point of scholarly debate, resulting in diverse and often conflicting readings.

According to Kaiser’s reconstruction, the names of the First Dynasty rulers Narmer, Aha,
Djer, and Djet appear without serekhs written from left to right. However, their names are
accompanied by an image of the Horus falcon, representing their Horus names (Kaiser 1987:
115-119, fig. 2). The god Khentiamentiu precedes each ruler. Meretneith, titled mwt nswt, appears
atthe end of the impression. Her title, without any mention of her son in this version suggests
a formal change in her political position from her earlier co-regent status. Notably, she is the
only person named without the name of the god Khentiamentiu. Kaiser’s interpretation of
this fact is due to her status as a queen regent who did not warrant a Khentimentiu because
the hereafter was reserved exclusively for kings (Kaiser 1987: 115-119, fig. 2). Alternatively,
Vivienne Gae Callender (2011: 32-33) and Pitznick (2017: 208-299) suggest Meretneith’s agency
as the living author of the seal who had instructed her name and title to be included as Den
was only a minor. Thus, if Meretneith was the living author of the seals she would not require
the funerary god before her name and designation.

Dreyer’s reconstruction of the seal positions Den’s name after Djet and before Meretneith
(Dreyer 1987: 33-43, fig. 3). Some Egyptologists interpret this version of the seal impression as
documenting Den’s accession to the throne while retaining the queen in her regent capacity
(Wilkinson 1999: 52), although Dreyer suggested that Meretneith and Den held a dual regency
(Dreyer 1987: 37). However, others date Den’s inclusion on the seal to the time of his death
(Kaiser 1987: 119). Kahl states that this order of the names was dictated by social hierarchy
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because, acting as a regent king’s mother, Meretneith’s status was lower than her sons (Dreyer
1987: 37; Kahl 2006: 97).

Another difference between their reconstructions is that Kaiser alternates each ruler
with the god Khentiamentiu (see Kaiser 1987: 118, fig. 2; Heagy 2014: 80). Only Narmer and
Aha retain an individual name of the god. After this, the final Khentimentiu precedes Djer,
Djet, and Den, followed by Meretneith who retained her king’s mother title. Callender (2011:
33) interprets this arrangement as representing a family cult sharing the god Khentimentiu.
The exact format of grouping the rulers with only one Khentimentiu, however, is evident on
Qaa’s necropolis seal, which lists the god once at the beginning of the eight recorded rulers.
However, Meretneith no longer appears in the sequence.

Dreyer previously suggested that Meretneith's absence from the later seal impression
might be due to her no longer being viewed as an equal, unlike in the time of Den (Dreyer et al.
1996: 72). Others, such as Anita Quiles and Yann Tristant (2023: 493), suggest her removal was
because she had only played a “subordinate role”. This subordinate view, however, is challenged
by alater discovery by the DAL, which shows that she was still listed on a previously unknown
necropolis seal from the Semerkhet period (Engel in Dreyer et al. 2017: 89, fig. 101). These
fragmentary remains indicate that Meretneith was still being acknowledged until the second
successor after her son. Although it is impossible to gauge her exact position from Semer-
khet’s incomplete necropolis seal impression, it does confirm that her political influence and
reverence as a royal ancestor extended further than previously considered. Moreover, it raises
questions regarding the motivation of Qaa for subsequently omitting her from his sequence.

The meaning of Meretneith’s name and king’s mother title on Den’s necropolis seal impres-
sion has raised great debate. Different reconstructions and interpretations exist regarding
the original seal’s purpose, production, and possible amendments. Crucially, the fact that
Meretneith appears in both reconstructions without a preceding Khentiamentiu suggests her
authority over this seal (as proffered by Callender and Pitznick mentioned above) acting as
a ruler but designated as a (regent) king’s mother, possibly as a dual regency, as mentioned
above.

SUPPLEMENTARY EPIGRAPHICAL MATERIAL

Numerous fragmented epigraphical sources, comprising sherds of broken stone vessels and
bowls found in Saqqara and Abydos, mention Meretneith's name in association with adminis-
tration titles or royal institutions. Unlike her serekhs or the necropolis seal impressions, these
inscriptions do not provide a specific designation for Meretneith. This series of inscriptions
and subsequent interpretations are now examined.

There are three epigraphical sources from Meretneith’s tomb that indicate her authority
over the treasury. The first instances of this institution date to Meretneith’s reign or slightly
earlier in the time of Djet (Fritschy 2018: 163). The first is a fragment of a brown shale bowl
(British Museum EA32645)7 showing Meretneith’s name beside a department written as

7  British Museum EA32645, data card: “Fragment of burnt mudstone vessel, with incised inscription
of the name of Queen Meretneith and the name of a building. Incised. The reading of the name of
the building is unclear. The sign above the building must be read #d” (Spencer 1980: 41, no. 365).
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a building, which resembles a square version of the wr sign (06) surmounted by the mace
symbol (T3), with the folded bolt of linen sign (S29) inside the building. Kaplony interpreted
this inscription as the cloth house of the treasury (Kaplony 1963 I: 494, no 14, 496). The com-
posite sign (02) combines the house (01) and mace sign that is interpreted as the “treasury”
for all ancient Egyptian periods (Fritschy 2018: 161); however, generally the /d sign is posi-
tioned within the house sign, unlike this example. There are two further fragments showing
Meretneith’s name beside the standard representation of the pr-hd sign. One is the inscription
on the stone vessel fragment discovered by Kohler and her team mentioned above, and the
other inscription includes an additional sign.

The inscription on the brown slate bowl fragment housed at the Oriental Institute Museum
(OIM E6169; see Petrie 1900: 38, pl. V.3; Emery 1954: 142, figs. 205, 206; relate to Kaplony 1963 I:
494, no. 10) reveals the pr-hd and iint (W17) signs inscribed behind Meretneith’s name. One
might expect a translation such as the “cellar of the treasury” based on the inscription’s similar
format to the “cloth house of the treasury”. However, Kaplony noted that “/n#j des pr-hd” is
unusual for cellar owners and suggested that it indicated that Meretneith no longer had her
own cellar and was being supplied directly from the king’s treasury (Kaplony 1963 I: 496). This
translation possibly stemmed from the two fragments from S3503 (Emery 1954: figs. 205, 206),
with her name and /n#(), as indicating at that time she possessed her own cellar.

Other scholars, however, interpret this sign as a title: foremost/preeminent of women
(Sabbahy 1984: 53, fn. 37; Troy 1986: 185, B1/2). Another possible translation could be “head/
chief/foremost of the treasury” by translating sn¢ with its phonetic value, “one who is in
front..."”, “head of...”, or “foremost/preeminent” (Faulkner 1962: 194), instead of reading it as
a determinative. Although this offers a previously unattested title, it could offer a precursor
to the Fourth Dynasty title of imy-r3 pr hd (Jones 2000: 120, no 481). Either way, it asserts
Meretneith’s authority over the cellar of the treasury or the official who bore the title.

Another official’s title comes from a fragment from her tomb (Petrie 1900: 38, pl. V.3) that
records her name before the better-known title 43(#y) zh - “foremost of the audience hall”
(Kaplony 1963 I: 494, no. 11; Jones 2000: 496, no 1856); or alternatively dining hall or similar
translations, such as a booth, tent, or pavilion. An alternative reading of z4, counsel or plan
(Gardiner 1957: 495; Ockinga 2005: 166), led to the interpretation of “audience chamber” of
the palace (Wilkinson 1999: 116). A possible second attestation of /13(¢y) was noted by Petrie on
a metamorphic rock bowl fragment, but it is difficult to determine from the existing publi-
cations, but it was noted by Kaplony (Petrie 1900: pl. V.1; Kaplony 1963 I: 494, no. 4). The /3(ty)
title, “possibly the earliest type of local administrator in Upper Egypt”, first attested on a seal
impression naming Sekhka found in Meretneith’s tomb (Petrie 1900: pl. XX.32; Wilkinson
1999: 119). A few officials, i.e., Amka and Sekhemkasedj, their titles, and the domains/estates
they managed are associated with Meretneith (Petrie 1900: pl. XX.18; Wilkinson 1999: 124).
However, as these epigraphical sources omit her name, they are not formally considered
here. The absence of her name in these sources does not in any way diminish her authority.
Asthe regent king’s mother, scholars accept that her accomplishments would often have been
recorded under Den’s name (Wilkinson 1999: 62).

Meretneith’s control over the royal institutions and officials is evident from the reviewed
assemblage of sources. Her name alongside official titles or the treasury in these inscriptions
indicates her active power as a ruler. These inscriptions record Meretneith’s treasury, the
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specific departments, and the officials under her command. However, unlike her other in-
scriptions they do not contain a serekh or her king’s mother title. The same issue arises when
reviewing her royal stela, considered next in conjunction with an analysis of her mortuary
context.

MERETNEITH’S FUNERARY CONTEXT

Petrie recovered a pair of limestone royal stelae for Meretneith, but one was all but destroyed
(Petrie 1900: 6). The extant stela (see Egyptian Museum in Cairo, JE 34450) records her name
with the elaborated crossed-arrows and shield sign, as well as the hoe and mouth sign, butlacks
a serekh or any title. Some scholars note that the absence of a serekh confirms that Meretneith
was a regent and not a ruler (Vanhulle 2013: 219). However, at least two male rulers, Djet and
Den, had reigned since Meretneith’s co-regency with Djer. The change in her political status
may explain why she no longer received a serekh at the time of her burial. Nevertheless, she
received two royal stelae in the same manner as other First Dynasty rulers, indicating that
she was accorded many of the same features as them in terms of her burial.

Meretneith received the same treatment and privileges as her male counterparts, in-
cluding a royal tomb and a funerary enclosure, despite its smaller dimensions. Her tomb (Y)
measured 16.5 x 14.0 m and 2.7 m deep, with eight narrow chambers surrounding the burial
chamber (Petrie 1901: 8), positioned alongside Djet’s (Z) who she succeeded (Bestock 2008: 53).
Although her tomb was smaller than her contemporaries, Petrie remarked that it was the most
carefully built (Petrie 1920: 19). Like other First Dynasty rulers’ burials in this cemetery, her
tomb complex included 49 subsidiary graves and chambers. Den and Anedjib’s tombs (T and
X, respectively) are located at either end of Meretneith’s tomb (see fig. 7).

A funerary cult structure was established for Meretneith in the North Cemetery, measuring
66.5 x 25.5 m (Reisner 1936: 10; O’Connor 1989: 57). Kaiser and Toby A. H. Wilkinson prefer to
attribute the enclosure to Den, with Wilkinson claiming that Meretneith’s lack of a funerary
enclosure was due to her status as queen regent and not a ruler (Kaiser 1969: 1-3; Wilkinson
1999: 206). However, other scholars disagree, stating that the smaller size of the enclosure is
not consistent with Den’s conspicuously large tomb (O’Connor 1989: 57, fn. 16). Laurel Bestock
(2008: 53-54) argues that “there is no reason to doubt this was built by Meretneith”, citing the
circumstantial evidence of the enclosure’s smaller size and its position adjacent to Djet’s en-
closure and the reduced number of subsidiary graves, imitating the position and smaller
dimensions of her tomb, and a single inscribed jar with Meretneith’s name.

Thus, the archaeological evidence evinces that the ancient Egyptians granted Meretneith
a burial comparable to that of other male rulers, the only significant piece of evidence miss-
ing is that of the serekh on her stela. Although we do not have the evidence to reconstruct
her political career fully, Meretneith likely ruled for at least 30 years (Dee et al. 2013: 5), ei-
ther as co-regent for Djer - and possibly Den (Dreyer 1987: 37; George 2019: 108) - as regent
king’s mother for Den or even unaccompanied for a period of time. Instead of interpreting
Meretneith’s evidence in the same framework as male rulers, it may be more feasible to con-
sider the various evidence types distinguishes distinct stages in her political career that was
only possible because of her gender and position in the ruling family.
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Fig.7 Umm el-Qaab map (Creative Commons CCo 1.0 Universal Public Domain Dedication)

The new hypothesis is based on Meretneith’s surviving evidence and it divides her political
career into separate stages. Meretneith’s serekh identifies her as Djer’s co-regent, while the ne-
cropolis seals confirm her role as a regent king’s mother or as suggested by Dreyer, a co-regency.
Her name on Semerkhet’s necropolis seal demonstrates the longevity of her influence until
two rulers after her regent role for Den. Supplementary epigraphical evidence indicates that
she held authority over the treasury and officials under her command, executing as a ruler
without a specific designation. Meretneith may have had the advantage of stepping on and off
the rulership platform as necessitated by the political environment. Unlike male rulers who
succeeded, reigned, died, and were buried by their successors. As a result of her prominent
position in the political arena, she was buried in the same manner as her male contemporaries.

We can only surmise the circumstances as to why Meretneith became Djer’s co-regent,
possibly because there was no male heir at that specific time. Djet, perhaps her husband
(Wilkinson 2000: 62), appears to have succeeded Djer and Meretneith succeeded him as
regent/co-regent of Den. Although Egyptologists define this as a regnant queen, the fact is
that she ruled the country. It is difficult to confirm if she outlived Den, but the fact that she
appears to have been the living author of Den’s necropolis seals, as argued above, suggests
that she may have done so. We need to recalibrate the argument for her omission from Qaa’s
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necropolis seal because she no longer received equal status as a ruler like she did in the time
of Den. Although we may never identify his motivation for omitting Meretneith, her inclusion
in Semerkhet’s necropolis seal indicates that her influence and prominence extended beyond
her co-regent/regent king’s mother role until that time.

CONCLUSION

Undoubtedly, the rulers of ancient Egypt were predominantly male, but evidence suggests
that a royal woman was the preferred interim ruler under prescribed circumstances or
during a crisis in the state. Meretneith appears to have adopted distinct positions as ruler of
the country throughout her career dictated by the changing political environment. Initially,
she appears to have been accorded full co-regent status, receiving the preeminent symbol
of royal authority, and later ruled the country on behalf of her young son and possibly
again for a period after his death. For this, she received an unequivocal ruler’s burial. This
paper’s results contribute a new perspective of her political agency based on the known and
published material. Nevertheless, publications of the results of the current re-excavation of
Meretneith’s Abydene tomb can further enhance our understanding of Meretneith and the
early Egyptian political landscapes.
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The origin of the Later Egyptian discontinuous negative
particle iwn3 ~ in ~ AN as areanalyzed lexical reinforcer
“piece,’

David Mihalyfy

ABSTRACT
With the Later Egyptian negative particle best known from under hieroglyphic script as the sequence trans-
literated iwn3 and as the Coptic an an, scholarship has largely recognized the resemblance of the French ne...
pas construction and the applicability of cross-linguistic insights around the grammaticalization of a lexical
reinforcer. Yet, although this particle potentially influenced similar constructions in Arabic and Berber
and even helped identify Jespersen’s Cycle, its origin remains unresolved. Here, the previously-unnoticed
comparative implication of possible linguistic divergence identifies new Coptic evidence and thereby a new
etymological candidate: a reanalyzed word meaning “piece”, which word also survives as an identically-
-written archaic noun that has been mislabeled a “prefix”. Revealingly, a preliminary database search and
happenstance uncovered historic usage predicted by and congruous with this Coptic evidence, especially
a manuscript variant of the Tale of the Eloquent Peasant. However, more attestations are desirable, despite
the improbability of their survival.

KEYWORDS
Polarity items - negation - Jespersen’s Cycle - group (syllabic) writing - The Tale of the Eloquent Peasant
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For well over a century, scholarship has generally recognized the emergence and development
of a Later Egyptian discontinuous negative particle that appears under hieroglyphic script
as the sequence transliterated iwn3, under Demotic script as the sequence transliterated in,
and under Coptic script as an an (e.g. Gardiner 1904: 130, 133-134; Volten 1959: 21; Davis 1973:
192; Kickasola 1975: 3-6; Cerny 1976: 8; Johnson 1976: 61-63, 194; Vycichl 1983: 11; Meltzer 1990:
71; Loprieno 1995: 93, 140-142, 171, 181-182, 233; Winand 1997: 223; Johnson 2000: 90, 95; Junge
2005: 113; Lucas - Lash 2010: 381, 390; Lucas 2013: 407, fn. 9; Funk 2014: 126, fn. 3; Miiller 2016:
57-59; Osing 2019: 171; Oréal 2022: 212).' For well over a century, much scholarship has also
recognized the existence of a cross-linguistic pattern best known from the French ne... pas
construction in which lexical reinforcement of negation can grammaticalize into a general
negator, as well as this pattern’s resemblance to the Later Egyptian development (e.g. Gardi-
ner 1904: 134; Volten 1959: 21; Kickasola 1975: 3; Vycichl 1983: 11; Meltzer 1990: 72-74; Loprieno
1995: 141, 269, fn. 97; Winand 1997: 232-233; Junge 2005: 113; Lucas - Lash 2010; Lucas 2013:
406-407; Miiller 2016: 57; Allen 2020b: 41; Buzi - Soldati 2021: 260; Miiller 2021: 64). However,
notwithstanding the implications and thus the investigatory leads of this line of thinking,
there is still “no consensus as to the correct etymology” of this negative particle, in regards
to its “possible earlier history as a less grammaticalized form” (Lucas 2013: 407, fn. 9). In fact,
it has even been pessimistically lamented that “[u]nfortunately, the prehistory of iwn3 can-
not be traced” (Breitbarth - Lucas - Willis 2020: 141). Remarkably, this gap in scholarship has
persisted, even though this Egyptian-internal development interests several other groups of
scholars. For instance, this particular etymon was historically important in the identification
of the cross-linguistic phenomenon that became known as Jespersen’s Cycle (Gardiner 1904;
Willis - Lucas - Breitbarth 2013: 6). It is also debated whether this negative particle influenced
similar constructions in Arabic and Berber (e.g. Breitbarth - Lucas - Willis 2020: 136-146;
Lafkioui - Brugnatelli 2020) - for example, the slightly variant ma... -§ negations “found in
the Arabic dialects spoken across coastal North Africa including on Malta, in and around
Palestine, and in parts of Yemen and Oman” (Lucas - Lash 2010: 383), or the ul... kra negation
of Kabyle (Lucas 2007: 405).

Now, however, a previously-unnoticed comparative implication of the possibility of an
ongoing situation of linguistic divergence is employed to identify new Coptic-script evidence
and thereby propose a new etymological candidate: a reanalyzed word meaning something
like “piece”, which word also survives as an identically-written archaic noun that has been

1 Apartfrom the conciseness required in the title, abstract, and section headings, this article tries to
consistently distinguish between language phase and script-type through two consistent vocabulary
choices. In accordance with previous scholarship’s recognition of a single linguistic trajectory for this
one discontinuous negative particle, it terms it a phenomenon of “Egyptian” and specifically “Later
Egyptian”, per the common linguistic categorization of “Earlier Egyptian” versus “Later Egyptian”
(e.g. Loprieno 1995: 5-8; Stauder 2014). This linguistic phenomenon also occurs across different script
types that present different evidentiary advantages and disadvantages - most importantly, Coptic
script and its more transparent representation of vowels, versus group (syllabic) writing. Thus,
this article prioritizes using the word “script” after words such as “Coptic” and “Demotic”, in order
to keep attention on the particle’s long-term trajectory and thereby prevent potential confusion
that claims are somehow being made about smaller-scale language phases. That said, in several
instances a word such as “Coptic” has been used when describing previous scholarship, to reflect
that work’s underlying use of a single word for both script and language phase.
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mislabeled a “prefix”. Furthermore, diachronic investigation involving a preliminary database

search as well as a bit of luck has also uncovered three potential historic examples predicted by
and congruous with this new evidence. Most importantly, a manuscript variant from the Tale

of the Eloquent Peasant captures a colloquial speech alternation and thus indicates how speak-
ers of Egyptian could optionally employ the pre-grammaticalized polarity item, including in
anegative context that would produce grammaticalization into the negative particle. Although
sources with the pre-grammaticalized polarity item are unlikely to survive, more examples of
it are of course desirable. Nevertheless, converging lines of evidence indicate that the proper
etymology of Egyptian’s discontinuous negative particle may have finally been found.

THE CROSS-LINGUISTIC GRAMMATICALIZATION OF THE LEXICAL
REINFORCEMENT OF NEGATION

To take a deeper view of applicable patterns occurring across the world’s languages, observa-
tions around this mysteriously-originated Later Egyptian negative particle (Gardiner 1904)
helped crystallize recognition of the larger cross-linguistic phenomenon now known as Jes-
persen’s Cycle, in which negations are frequently grammaticalized from lexical reinforcers
like “generalizers” referencing all possible situational permutations or “minimizers” bearing
a meaning of some increment or small portion (Israel 2011: 43-47; Willis - Lucas - Breitbarth
2013: 6-7; Breitbarth - Lucas - Willis 2020: 10, 36-44).

In such usage, these negations constitute advanced negation-associated trajectories of
the broader and messier category of “polarity items”, in which different language-specific
expressions reference scales of possibility and can express maximal extent in a positive
context, a negative context, or both (Israel 2011: 7, 23, 36-41, 43-47; see Missael 2025 for an
overview of this and other similar constructions in Egyptian). For example, to take a basic
positive context, one can say “I'm going to drink that bottle of wine”, but one could also add
a scale-referencing polarity item and state in a more-totalizing fashion “I'm going to drink
that bottle of wine to the last drop”.

To think specifically about the birth of elements of negation from this broader and mess-
ier class of polarity items, though, grammaticalization is known to arise from two types of
elements found in negative contexts. In response to a question such as “What are you doing?”,
a generalizing reply can be made like “Not a thing” (i.e. no single thing that it is possible to
conceive). Alternately, in response to a question such as “Do you mind helping me?”, the
simple “No” can be expanded as the more vigorous minimizing reply “Not a bit” (i.e. not the
smallest possible portion).

To take examples from well-known languages, a word meaning “nothing” has such an
origin in English - that is, nothing arose from negation and “thing” (Oxford English Dictionary
2023b, s.v. “nothing”). Such words also developed across Romance - for instance, the Italian
niente arose from negation and “being” (cf. Latin ens, entis “being”), or the Romanian nimic
from negation and “crumb” (cf. Latin mica “crumb”) (Alkire - Rosen 2010: 303, 351, fn. 22).

One subset of this larger phenomenon is the emergence of discontinuous negators (Israel
2011: 43-47; Willis - Lucas - Breitbarth 2013: 6-7) - that is, two-part negations like the French
ne... pas of je ne sais pas “I don't know”, in which each part of the negation is separated by other
lexical material that it sandwiches and negates (Alkire - Rosen 2010: 303-304). Here, of course,
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one must immediately mention the similar constructions found in some varieties of Arabic
(e.g. Brustad - Zuniga 2019: 425; Leddy-Cecere - Schroepfer 2019: 452-453), as well as in some
Berber languages (e.g. Mettouchi 1996); with both of these, some degree of ultimate influence
from Egyptian has been posited and is still being debated (e.g. Lucas 2007; Lucas - Lash 2010;
Lucas 2013: 404-419; Kossmann 2013: 332-334; Souag 2018; Breitbarth - Lucas - Willis 2020:
136-146; Lafkioui - Brugnatelli 2020).

As regards these and other languages, then, it is thought or suspected that this type of pe-
culiar discontinuous negative construction has historically emerged from a lexical reinforcer
that first appeared as an optional object of the negated verb. In the case of French, the negative
pas is cognate to the word pas “step”, the logic being that a minimizing lexical reinforcer in
a construction such as “I won't move a step” lost its concrete particularity and then extended
to other contexts beyond narrow situations of movement, eventually becoming a mandatory
feature of negation as a discontinuous particle appearing in conjunction with the more-

-original means of negation (Alkire - Rosen 2010: 304; Israel 2011: 46; Hansen 2013: 53-63;
Willis - Lucas - Breitbarth 2013: 6-7; Breitbarth - Lucas - Willis 2020: 37-38). In comparison,
a similar but slightly different and slightly more distant origin has been hypothesized for
Egyptian Arabic, wherein native speakers of the last phase of Egyptian whose speech already
contained a discontinuous negative particle sought to identify a post-verbal negator in Arabic
and came up with a lexically different, generalizing one stemming from “thing” (Breitbarth -
Lucas - Willis 2020: 142-143).

In any case, two notable systemic traces of this phenomenon can occur. First, because the
discontinuous negation particle originated as a lexical reinforcer, native speakers can come
to feel that this reinforcer is itself a strong, self-sufficient negative that is more powerful than
the historically more-original but more-eroded negation with which it co-occurs, and thus
they can start to use it alone in some constructions. For example, think of the French pas moi

“not me” or pas mal “not bad” (Alkire - Rosen 2010: 304; Fortson 2010: 347; Hansen 2013: 63-66),
wherein the particle shows a syntactic position much different from that of the historically-
-originatory direct object, incidentally. Second, a situation of linguistic divergence may persist,
in which the word that originally served as the lexical reinforcer continues to exist alongside
the negation that grammaticalized from it. Thus, French continues to have a word pas meaning
“step” as well as a discontinuous negation particle pas historically deriving from “step” (Hansen
2013: 58), although native speakers may be unaware of the historic connection between these
words. Although not certain outcomes of this grammaticalization, both of these occurrences

are nevertheless understandable and telling traces of such a negation’s development.

THE CONSISTENCY OF COPTIC EVIDENCE WITH POSITING SUCH
ADEVELOPMENT WITHIN LATER EGYPTIAN

In this regard, scholarship taking within its purview the later phase of the Egyptian language
rendered in Coptic script already properly and influentially outlined more than a century ago
how the negative particle an an strikingly matches these cross-linguistic patterns in multiple
ways (Gardiner 1904: 134).

First, the negative particle an an appears discontinuously as part of a set phraseN... an ...
an (Gardiner1904: 134) and it is still taught as such within current major grammars (e.g. Layton
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2011: 193-194), including through an explicit comparison to the French ne... pas construction
(Allen 2020b: 41; Buzi - Soldati 2021: 260; Miiller 2021: 64).

Second, within this set phrase, that negative particle surfacing in Coptic script as an an
appears to be historically more recent than the other negative particle (Gardiner 1904: 134),
and it is implicitly or explicitly assumed as such in a range of still-standard resources like an
etymological dictionary (Cerny 1976: 8, 103), a diachronic overview of the Egyptian language
(Loprieno 1995: 140), and specialized linguistic studies (Johnson 1976: 61-63; Funk 2014; Oréal
2022: 212).

Third, this more-recent particle known from under Coptic script as aN an began appearing
without its long-time and historically older counterpart and thus can start to serve as the sole
negator (Gardiner 1904:134), and this possibility is taught as such within current major gram-
mars (e.g. Layton 2011: 193; Allen 2020b: 41; Buzi - Soldati 2021: 260-261; Miiller 2021: 204-205).

Admittedly, this line of analysis has not strongly considered how Egyptian’s discontinuous
negative particle is more locationally flexible than the rigid direct object-like position seen
in French phrases like je ne sais pas “I don't know”. For instance, reference grammars indicate
that the Egyptian particle seems to have acquired a particular affinity for appearing after what
was conceptualized as the negated unit, even if this unit was the entire utterance (e.g. Neveu
2015: 59, 94-95; see also the examples in Winand 1997: 224-227; Osing 2019: 172-178), or even
if the smaller negated unit was not the verb (e.g. Layton 2011: 192-194):

bn wn-f irm-i iwn3

NEG was-3MS with-1S DISCONT.NEG

“He was not with me” (P. Mayer A, 3, 28, in Neveu 2015: 59)

MH M nal aN ne NMWHPE ™M neaMuwe
mé m pai an pe p-sére m p-hamse
INTERROG NEG this/MS DISCONT.NEG is/MS the/MS-son of the/MS-carpenter

“Isn’t this one really the carpenter’s son?” (Matthew 13:55, in Layton 2011: 193)

Nevertheless, the French pas moi “not me” and pas mal “not bad” display striking dislocation
of the particle and its expansive reapplication well beyond what one would expect from its
origin as a direct object pas “step”, a very helpful illustration of how such mobility and inno-
vative use can emerge through grammaticalization. So, these nuances of the particle’s long-
-term development within Egyptian do not rise to the evidentiary level of counterbalancing
the other striking similarities between the French and Egyptian particles as manifestations
of Jespersen’s Cycle.

Thus, for all three of these reasons - its appearance in discontinuous negation, its appar-
ently later origin than the other negator with which it co-occurs, and its continuing power
where it even begins to be used as sole negator - it still seems most logical to draw the same
overwhelming inference that was already made more than a century ago (Gardiner 1904: 134):
this Egyptian negative particle likely had its origin as some form of lexical reinforcer, on par
with the cross-linguistic phenomenon observable in other languages like French.



DAVID MIHALYFY 55

And yet, despite recurring recognition that the Later Egyptian discontinuous negative
particle arose in a comparable historical development, it has nevertheless been observed
fairly recently that there is still “no consensus as to the correct etymology” of this negative
particle, in regards to its “possible earlier history as a less grammaticalized form” (Lucas 2013:
407, fn. 9). This explicitly-stated lack of consensus is mirrored in an apparent lack of any new
etymological theories mentioned in the periodic multi-year overviews of recent work in Cop-
tic linguistics (Richter, T. S. 2016; Reintges n.d.; Miiller 2025). Similarly, no already-proposed
etymology is included in or explicitly adopted by subsequently-published grammars (e.g.
Allen 2020b: 41; Buzi - Soldati 2021: 260-261; Miiller 2021: 64); a high-profile consolidation of
current knowledge of Coptic that broaches diachronic issues (Richter, T. S. 2023); or related
specialized linguistic scholarship (e.g. Funk 2014: 126; Breitbarth - Lucas - Willis 2020: 143;
Oréal 2022: 212).

Although some of this omission is attributable to the strong synchronic emphasis dominant
within the study of Coptic (Layton 2011: xiii), it still must be admitted that there is nothing
quite satisfactory presented in the current bundle of five often-tantalizing proposals (Meltzer
1990: 71-72; Winand 1997: 233-234).

Two proposals lose plausibility in their derivation from parts of speech different from
those originating lexical reinforcers found in other languages to which the Later Egyptian
development bears such strong resemblance (Breitbarth - Lucas - Willis 2020: 36-44).

First, alack of cross-linguistic parallels and alack of an obvious grammaticalization path-
way make it seem unlikely that this particle could have emerged from some sort of copula
stemming from a participle of the verb transliterated wn (Groll 1970: 155).

Second, relatively underdetailed claims currently make it difficult to evaluate a group of
similar proposals presenting variations of the idea that this particle is some transmogrification
of another affirmative particle transliterated as in (Meltzer 1990: 75-76; Winand 1997: 234-235,
citing insights of Osing 1979 and with overall findings reaffirmed in Winand 2017: 506-507; Osing
2019, publishing work that complements Osing 1979). Such a modification of a pre-existing

“emphasizing particle” (Meltzer 1990: 75) that functions as a “focal marker” (Winand 1997: 235)
or “focalising partic[le]” (Winand 2017: 506) does not clearly fit into known cross-linguistic
patterns. An even earlier and apparently somewhat similar structure n... is is interesting and
worthy of examination in its own right. But, attempts to discern in this other, older structure
a causal forcefield that somehow channels a particle into an otherwise commonplace linguistic
development (Meltzer 1990: 74-76; Osing 2019: 171) is to explain obscurum per obscurius (i.e. to
shed light on an unclear thing through reliance on something even more unclear). Since less
information exists about this earlier structure, it seems unwise to claim it as an antecedent that
corresponds to the later Egyptian structure in a peculiar twinned challenge to what has been
described for otherlanguages of the world. Apart from speculation around a possible historic
connection to another particle in Semitic (Osing 2019: 182), these varying proposals also do not
provide sufficiently deep etymologies to enable a more-thorough cross-linguistic evaluation
of anything that might have historically produced this predecessor particle (e.g. if there was
posited a development from a prepositional phrase like the translation value “at all” given in
Winand 1997: 235, fn. 54, this particle could be put into conversation with programmatic state-
ments like that of Breitbarth - Lucas - Willis 2020: 39: “Although such prepositional phrases
[such as the Old Saxon ‘in this world” and ‘in this life’] are already adverbial in nature, there



56 PRAGUE EGYPTOLOGICAL STUDIES XXXVI1/2026

appear to be no attested examples of prepositional-phrase generalizers grammaticalizing as
sentential negators”). In fact, a major weakness of these proposals is the identification of the
discontinuous negative particle with other Egyptian words transliterated as in and used to
introduce an “agent” and/or “interrogative” (Meltzer 1990: 75-76) or a larger statement with
a value like “indeed” (“certes” per Winand 1997: 234, or “fiirwahr” or “wahrlich” per Osing
2019: 179-182). For, these larger proposals are destabilized, to the extent that the other words
can be provided with concrete and convincing Egyptian-internal etymologies that break apart
the seemingly unitary “particle” upon which so much argumentation relies. And, it must be
said that these other etymologies do indeed seem possible, although multiple such probative
attempts go well beyond the scope of this present analysis.

Third, it seems at least at first glance that it is relatively more plausible for there to have
been a post-positive repetition of the more-original negative particle in a stressed versus
unstressed and prone-to-disappearing form (Davis 1973: 192). In an important addition to that
original proposal, there has indeed been identified a cross-linguistic pattern of “clause-final
repeated negators” (Breitbarth - Lucas - Willis 2020: 42-44). However, “it is not clear to what
extent such repetition actually feeds the renewal of the expression of sentential negation’
(Breitbarth - Lucas - Willis 2020: 42), nor is it clear within such a development why native
speakers of Egyptian would use different writings for such an innovative use of the negative
particle (would they be unable to recognize the identity of the repeated negative particle? if
they could recognize its identity, why would they need an orthographic distinction between
the two appearances of the particle?).

A fourth proposal more convincingly draws comparisons with a historic particle mean-
ing “again” that is transliterated as “n, appears under Coptic script as oN on, and has historic
attestations in negative contexts (Volten 1959: 21-27; see Winand 2008 for a fuller discussion
of nuances of this particle). It does occur across the world’s languages that indefinite words
develop into negatives and even retain at least for a time some usage in positive contexts - for
example, the French words personne “(no)one”, rien “(no)thing”, and jamais “(n)ever”, although
only the last still enjoys any positive usage, and that only in the phrase si jamais “if ever” (Wil-
lis - Lucas - Breitbarth 2013: 27, 35; Breitbarth - Lucas - Willis 2020: 154-157). Furthermore,
this proposal provides a decently plausible explanation of grammaticalization-attendant
phonetic reduction to explain the vowel letter difference in Coptic script forms (Volten 1959:
26-27). Here, it must further be admitted that this correspondence does seem to occur in the
stressed form oMe ome and the unstressed compound form am- am- for “clay” (Crum 1939:
254-255), and it is narrowly consistent with phonological descriptions of Coptic vowel patterns
(Peust 1999: 175, 211, 251-252, 270). Yet, this likely phonetic difference that corresponds to the
difference in vowel letters nevertheless speaks a bit against it (Meltzer 1990: 72). For example,
it is not clear if such a regular difference in phonetics and stress maps onto the co-existing
positive and negative usages of such a word in any other language. It is also somewhat unclear
if this vocalic alternation could have already arisen within Later Egyptian, since the sound
transliterated as “and described as a voiced pharyngeal fricative may have still been present
through a much later point in time when Demotic script was in use (p. c. Carsten Peust; Peust
1999: 99-100, 102-103; Allen 2020a: 29-30).

Afifth and very briefly-stated proposal takes the cross-linguistic pattern very seriously and
accordingly suggests the negative particle’s origin in a lexical reinforcer meaning something

»
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like “aspect” (Vycichl 1983: 11). But, although possible, a presumably generalizing meaning
like “aspect” for a lexical reinforcer seems slightly askew (e.g. “That impacts no aspect”...?).
Additionally, since the only other Coptic-script forms adduced are €IN€e eine “to resemble”
and ayaN auan “color”, the existence of such a lexical reinforcer like aN an meaning “aspect”
is rendered a little too conjectural and thus a little suspect, including because no concrete
guidance is provided for any specific hieroglyphic-script forms that could be sought in order
to confirm or disconfirm the hypothesis (Winand 1997: 234).

That said, past proposals have recurringly made a very important point, that the group
(syllabic) writing found in the hieroglyphic-script form transliterated as iwn3 likely indi-
cates scribal perception of a newly-emerged word and thus it did not necessarily correspond
to a foreign word or the standard writing of whichever word birthed the negative particle
(Volten 1959: 26; Groll 1970: 155; Davis 1973: 192; Meltzer 1990: 73, 75; Winand 1997: 234-235; for
resonant general observations on the typical scope of this manner of writing, see Winand
2017: 506-507; Kilani 2019: 5). As a further important nuance on this point, it has also been
perceptively observed that the underlying word probably formed “a non-standard feature
before Late Egyptian” as part of the Volkssprache (Meltzer 1990: 75). Additionally, there has been
raised the topic of the phonetic shape of the negative particle during the time of hieroglyphic
script when it was transliterated as iwn3 (Gardiner 1904: 133; Volten 1959: 23, 26; Meltzer 1990:
73; Winand 1997: 234), as well as the topic of what has been analyzed as the particle’s deter-
minative and how it was possibly used to signal an interjection (Winand 1997: 234). As a very
reasonable evidentiary move, it should also be noted that multiple proposals simply assume
that other words surviving into the era of Coptic script can shed light on the ultimate origin of
this Later Egyptian negative particle (e.g. Volten 1959: 21-27, and its analysis of on on “again”;
or Vycichl 1983: 11, and the mention there of €IN€ eine “to resemble” and ayaN auan “color”).

THE LATER EGYPTIAN DISCONTINUOUS NEGATIVE PARTICLE’S PROBABLE
ORIGIN IN A REANALYZED WORD “PIECE”

To start from the point of comparison with the French pas and its continued existence in two
graphically-identical forms - a negative particle and the simple noun that historically birthed
it via lexical reinforcement - it seems methodologically most advantageous to attempt to avoid
the confounding factor of odd and possibly misleading hieroglyphic script being applied to
a newly-emergent form (Volten 1959: 26; Groll 1970: 155; Davis 1973: 192; Meltzer 1990: 73, 75;
Winand 1997: 234-235). Instead, it could be more helpful to look for a semantically-plausible,
identically-written word from the later era of Coptic script. For, if the pair of pas and pas
survived in French in an ongoing situation of linguistic divergence, why could not the same
sort of survival have occurred in Egyptian?

Indeed, although automatic appeal to Coptic-script tokens is not always justifiable, it
should be noted that some past proposals have simply assumed their relevance (e.g. Volt-
en 1959: 21-27; Vycichl 1983: 11). Furthermore, this approach seems very defensible in this
particular case, due to the similar timespans involved with both the Romance and Egyptian
developments. On the one hand, there lasted approximately 2,200 years from ungrammati-
calized precedents found in the Latin playwright Plautus all the way through modern French
(Hansen 2013: 54-56). On the other hand, there stretched 1,700 years of known grammaticalized
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forms between early examples from the Nineteenth Dynasty (Winand 1997: 224, 231-232) and
the more-transparent representation of vowels found in the Coptic-script portrayal as an an.
These timespans seem not only roughly but also strikingly equivalent, especially because one
must assume centuries of development in Egyptian prior to the negative particle’s earliest
known grammaticalized appearances (i.e. some number of centuries that pushes 1,700 years
more towards 2,200 years). Admittedly, cross-linguistic comparison can say nothing about
one language’s particular history, and it cannot prove that a word that was originally used as
a lexical reinforcer survived into Coptic script through the vagaries of Egyptian’s evolution.
Nevertheless, comparison can and indeed does show that it would have been extremely plau-
sible for such a situation of linguistic divergence to have persisted within Egyptian.

To follow thisline of thinking, then, one is immediately struck by the existence of another
aN an that is identified in one standard Coptic dictionary as a “prefix in collective numerals”
(Crum1939: 10), especially because of the reanalyzed noun that etymologically lies at its heart.

Shaped around the core of a widely-recognized, long-standing Egyptian lexical item trans-
literated as “and given commonplace definitions like “item” and “piece” (Faulkner 1962: 36),
this so-called “prefix” aN an has been perceptively derived from a phrase that bore a similar
meaning like “unit” or “set” (Spiegelberg 1899: 21; Spiegelberg 1913: 124; Cerny 1976: 8; Vycichl
1983: 12). Attestation-wise, it appears in a small set of numeral-including forms like anTaioy
antaiou “set of fifty” from Taloy taiou “fifty” (Crum 1939: 10, 440; cf. 5 “five p[ieces] of clothing”
cited by Faulkner 1962: 36). Notably, the lexical item identified at the heart of this so-called

“prefix” could easily have served as a minimizer with the expected sense of some increment
or small portion in an original lexically-reinforced statement such as “I'm not giving a piece”
(evidently, the sense of this single word was flexible enough to apply to both single items and
a set composed of multiple identical units, much like the English “piece” and “ten-piece”).
Furthermore, and as cannot be emphasized enough, this lexical item’s graphic form is the
same as the negator and thus would be consistent with a situation of linguistic divergence,
as is the case with the French pas “step” and the identically-written negator that it birthed.

In terms of the striking nasal portion of the prefix written as an an in Coptic script, one
small but ultimately explicable complication is that this lexical item transliterated as “came
to be historically collapsed with the following genitive marker transliterated as n, as has
already been correctly outlined in its astute etymology featured in fundamental scholarship
(Spiegelberg 1899: 21; Spiegelberg 1913: 124; Cerny 1976: 8; Vycichl 1983: 12).

Furthermore, although plausible in and of itself, the recurring etymology of this other an
an also enjoys substantial cross-linguistic support that this previous scholarship has not rec-
ognized. Reanalysis across morpheme boundaries does occur in languages in high-frequency
contexts. For example, the English word adder appeared in Old English as nceddre (like the
German Natter “adder”). But, due to confusion around the indefinite article, something like
anadder was conceptually reallocated as something like an adder and so the word known now
was birthed (Campbell 2020: 99). Since a word followed by a genitive marker is also a high
frequency context, it is very plausible that such a reanalysis could have taken place within
Egyptian as part of the Volkssprache (Meltzer 1990: 75). Indeed, it would be as if English birthed
new words paira and setta from, respectively, the phrases pair of (e.g. “pair of socks”, “pair of
shoes”, “pair of gloves”) and set of (e.g. “set of Legos”, “set of silverware”, “set of drums”). In
fact, an extant English parallel to this Egyptian etymology would be the chiefly British slang
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cuppa from “cup of (coffee/tea)”, which has existed for almost a century. Currently first
known from 1925 as part of the phrase “a cuppa coffee” in a work of P. G. Wodehouse, it began
appearing by 1934 as cuppa alone without a dependent word specifying a beverage (Oxford
English Dictionary 2023a, s.v. “cuppa’). Presently, it continues to be common parlance among
many native speakers, and it regularly surfaces in very mainstream places from major British
newspapers to the high-profile writing of famed Canadian author Margaret Atwood, whose
near-future dystopian science fiction novel Oryx and Crake features a coffee chain named
“Happicuppa’ (Atwood 2003). Thus, this already-convincing Egyptian etymology involving
reanalysis seems even more sound than previous scholarship has recognized, both because
of the overall likelihood of reanalysis, and because a comparable construction in another
language shows a similar developmental trajectory.

Interestingly, this last English parallel also provides motivation to further interrogate the
Egyptian evidence and even more firmly posit a likely connection between the two forms of
aN an. Specifically, the word cuppa has become a self-standing word susceptible to regular
grammatical processes in ways impossible for its unreanalyzed progenitor cup of. For example,
cuppa can not only appear without a following word like “tea” or “coffee”, but it can also un-
dergo pluralization, as seen in a 2020 Guardian headline about heart-warming pandemic-time
socialization efforts like “community cuppas” (i.e. socially-distanced teatimes) (Murray - Pidd
2020). In this vein, it might appear at first that there is some ambiguity about whether an
Egyptian phrase such as aNTaloy antaiou “set of fifty” from Taioy taiou “fifty” (Crum 1939: 10,
440) really does historically index to a self-standing unit an an. Here, an objector could ask,
aren’'t we overinterpreting a very straightforward sequence, and couldn't it just be a word
like a a followed by a genitive marker like N n and then the numeral, and so there was never
any self-standing word whose shape matches that of the discontinuous negative particle?
Yet, much like the pluralization of the English parallel cuppa, susceptibility to one major
grammatical process shows that this word an an really did independently exist at some point
in time in a way that has directly fed into Coptic-script attestations. Here, striking evidence
is contained in scattered tokens like the rendering of the famous biblical passage wherein
adoring women contribute to the growing jealousy of Israel’s current king Saul against its
eventual king David by singing out upon those men’s return from conflict with the Philistines,
“Saul has killed his thousands, and David his ten thousands” (1 Samuel 18:7 in the New Revised
Standard Version). In the equivalent verse found in standard editions of the corresponding
Hebrew and Greek text, the number units “thousands” and “ten thousands” show simple
pluralization like occurs in the English phrasing - respectively, the standard, unproblematic
noun pluralizations visible in the prepositional phrases 197x2 ba‘alapaw vis-a-vis v xiAdow
adT6L en khiliasin autou and 373 baribabotdw vis-a-vis év puptdotv adtdv en muriasin autou:

nga Ny 19782 m D32
hikkah sa’ul ba-‘dlapaw wa-dawid ba-ribabotdw
slay/PERF.3MS Saul in-thousand/PL/his and-David in-ten.thousand/PL/his

“Saul slew by his thousands, and David by his ten thousands”
(1 Samuel 18:7, in Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia 1997)
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Endrogev PXeTeIU)N év XAdowv aUtou Kot Aauld &v HupLdow aUTou
epataksen saoul en khiliasin autou kai dauid en muriasin autou
strike thousand ten.thousand
. . Davi ) .
/PAST 35G Saul in /DATPL his and avid in /DATPL his
“Saul struck down by his thousands, and David by his ten thousands”
(1 Kings 18:7, in Septuaginta 2004)

However, in some well-known Coptic-script tokens (Crum 1939: 10; Cerny 1976: 8; Vycichl 1983:

12), the plural concept for the numbers written wo $o “thousand” and esa thba “ten thousand”
is achieved within equivalent prepositional phrases by reiterating the sequence an an and

creating aNaNwo ananso “sets of a thousand” and ananeBa ananthba “sets of ten thousand” -
that is, something etymologically like, “setta setta thousand” and “setta setta ten thousand™:

caoyA agwapl JEN NEYANANWO oyo2 AdyIa agwap! JEN NEJANANOBA
saoul a-f-sari khen ne-f-an-an-so ouoh dauid a-f-sari khen ne-f-an-an-thba
PAST-3MS- _ the/PL-3MS- _ PAST-3MS- _ the/PL-3MS-set-set-

Saul . in -set-set- and David . in

-smite -smite ten.thousand
-thousand
“Saul smote by his thousands, and David smote by his ten thousands”
(1 Kings 18:7 in de Lagarde 1879-1880: 70)

In another important albeit less-recognized token cited in previous scholarship (Crum 1939:
10; Vycichl 1983: 12), an identical reiteration also occurs in the translation of the Festival of

“Weeks” through NI&NaNZ nianany (i.e. “sets of seven”), as can be seen across different versions
of the same verse from Exodus:?

am vy apun
wa-hag Sabu ‘ot ta‘dseh
and-festival weeks/FPL do/IMPERF.2MS

“And you should observe the Festival of Weeks...”
(Exodus 34:22, in Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia 1997)

Kat €0pTAV EBSOMAdWYV TIOLAOELG
kai heortén hebdomadaon poiéseis
and festival/DOBIJ.FS weeks/gen. PL do/FUT.2S

“And you shall observe the Festival of Weeks...” (Exodus 34:22, in Septuaginta 2004)

2 To limit unnecessary orthographic complications, the dot-like djinkim found in de Lagarde (1867)
has been replaced with a tick-like djinkim, which can be more easily rendered in word processing
via a Greek grave accent. Also note the Greek-derived manuscript convention of representing

anumber via a letter with a line over it (for discussion of this common occurrence, see Layton 2011:
58, for example).
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oyoe nual NTE NI&ANANZ €Kéalq
ouoh pi-Sai nte ni-an-an-7 eke-ai-f
and the/MS-festival of the/PL-set-set-7 OBLIG.2MS-do-DOBIJ.MS

“And you should observe the Festival of Weeks...” (Exodus 34:22, in de Lagarde 1867: 214)

Such forms indicate that the unit-term and the ensuing genitive marker really did coalesce

and really did historically function in tandem, since only a single discrete word could have

been susceptible to the article-less grammaticalized reiteration that occurs elsewhere with

common nouns rendered under Coptic script (e.g. 200y 200y hoou hoou “one day after another”
or Ma Ma mama “one place after another”, as cited in Layton 2011: 175). For, to make the matter

clear, if the underlying word had not been reanalyzed as an an at some point, such a reiteration

like anaN anan should not have been grammatically possible.

Thus, one is also forced to wonder whether the term “prefix” for this word an an is a lit-
tle misleading, since other prefix-like morphemes like the “agential base” peq- ref (Layton
2011: 95) do not seem susceptible to the widespread process of grammatical reiteration, as
evidenced by rules and attestations found in one current descriptive grammar (Layton 2011:
52-53, 81, 175, 214-215, 230-231, 359). A digital humanities corpus search for a form beginning
PEY PEY... ref ref... (Coptic SCRIPTorium 2023) also proved fruitless. Here, too, note previous
scholarly hesitancy to accept such a “prefix” reiteration, which hesitancy even reached the
point of introducing sigla to mark the reiterated “prefix” as an accidental redundancy an{an}
eBa an{an}thba (Cerny 1976: 8).

Rather than ignoring or striking this troubling text, however, it seems better to accept
this reiterated form as valid, and to instead conceptualize this other an an as an archaic noun
with an extremely limited distribution with numerals. That is, this an an is the Coptic-script
vestiges of what likely had become perceived as a historic compound-noun construction (Lo-
prieno 1995: 56-57), albeit one incorporating small-scale syntactic embedding like can occur
with other similar reiterations (e.g. the use of prepositions with eooy 2ooy hoou hoou “one
day after another”, as cited in Crum 1939: 730). For, given the conceptual resonance with the
plurals of the corresponding Greek and Hebrew texts, it seems undeniable that this piece of
lexical detritus still continued to display the noun-like property of reiteration, or at least it
did so within the phraseology inherited by or employed for biblical translations.

To summarize this line of thinking, then, it is very likely that the Later Egyptian negative
particle known as the Coptic-script an an arose as a reanalyzed word like the English cuppa
or the hypothetical setta and then became a minimizing negator in the style of the French
pas, even as it managed to also survive as an archaic noun that largely behaves like a prefix in
number phrasings like “setta fifty” and “setta setta ten thousand”. Furthermore, it did all this
against a backdrop where its historic identity was somewhat effaced by its earlier, different
rendering in hieroglyphic script as iwn3 due to speaker non-recognition of its lexical origin.

In regards to that standard rendering in hieroglyphic script, it is still extremely valid to
adopt the recurring observation that scribes applied group (syllabic) writing to an inner-
-Egyptian form that they perceived as new (Volten 1959: 26; Groll 1970: 155; Davis 1973: 192;
Meltzer1990: 73, 75; Winand 1997: 234-235). Also notable is the further perceptive nuance that
this word probably first emerged in the Volkssprache (Meltzer 1990: 75).
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To go beyond that, though, several aspects of this particle’s writing as the sequence trans-
literated as iwn3 should be highlighted and can even be tentatively better understood under
the etymology of this current proposal.

First, the portion transliterated as iw clearly corresponds to the initial vocalic portion of
the later Coptic-script writing, as was assumed in some past proposals (e.g. Gardiner 1904: 133;
Volten 1959: 26; Meltzer 1990: 73; Winand 1997: 234). Proposing a relation of this word to a word
transliterated as ¢, then, immediately confronts questions about when what has been iden-
tified as the voiced pharyngeal fricative transliterated as “began disappearing (p. c. Carsten
Peust; Peust 1999: 99-100, 102-103; Allen 2020a: 29-30). Questions also arise about whether
and how such a sound may have surfaced in and interacted with orthography, especially group
(syllabic) writing (Kilani 2019). Concerning such inquiry, the early date of the presumably
vocalic beginning of the sequence transliterated as iwn3 thus forms a point of interest. Yet,
the finer details of the historical phonology of the voiced pharyngeal fricative are still mildly
unsettled (Peust 2022), as are the exact sound values of some hieroglyphic signs (e.g. Roberson
2018; Quack 2022). It is also worth bearing in mind the recent identification of long-standing
phonetic misinterpretation involving the short, common Egyptian “place” word transliterated
as bw, including within a non-etymological spelling of another short, common Egyptian word
bw nb “everyone” (Mihalyfy 2026: 8-14); specifically, Coptic tokens like [2N]oyme [hnJoume “(in)
truth” actually indicate the phonetic reduction of the initial bilabial stop in words like bw m3¢
‘truth”, a change enabling the use of bw nb for the quite separate root wn nb (> OyoN NiM ouon
nim “everyone”, lit. “every being”). So, the unexpectedly early vocalic beginning of the sequence
transliterated as iwn3 cannot automatically be discounted as inherently implausible and used
to reject any consideration of this current proposal’s etymology. For, it seems, the surprisingly
uneven state of comparable research on Egyptian also makes it very possible that something
else may be occurring that is not yet quite fully understood with the underlying word and its
orthography, or with related matters of historical phonology and sound change. Such a deep
re-examination of these diachronic subtleties of Egyptian’s sounds and spelling is of course
beyond the scope of the present etymology, even as it indicates a possible miscongealing of
scholarly consensus on this matter.

Second, the portion transliterated as n3 could correspond to the simple closing nasal, as
was assumed in some past proposals (e.g. Gardiner 1904: 133; Volten 1959: 26; Meltzer 1990:
73; Winand 1997: 234). However, it is also very possible that this group (syllabic) writing
transliterated as n3 could at some point have been a deployment like the known sequence
n3 that has a later counterpart Na na under Coptic script (Kilani 2019: 115-116; note also the
Demotic-script parallel with the Later Egyptian adjectival verbs’ prefix n3- in light of its cor-
respondence to some Coptic-script tokens beginning in Na- na-, as seen in Johnson 2000: 47
vis-a-vis Cerny 1976: 104, for example). In other words, at one time this lexical reinforcer and
its spawned negative particle may have existed in a fuller form that would have come down
into Coptic script as something like ana ana, but at some point in time this fuller form lost its
final vowel, likely before its representation in Demotic script as the sequence transliterated
as in. This position is likely surprising at first glance. Yet, this reconstruction would merely
be consistent with an underdiscussed appearance of the same genitive marker’s dative usage
in the phrase NaMe name “truly” (from the sequence transliterated as n m3% “for truth” per
examples in Cerny 1976: 78, though note its omission in Fecht 1960: 18-20; also observe the

«
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vowel present in the -Ne- -ne- of the word xenenwp jenepor “roof”, which has been accepted

as deriving from dsd3 n pr “head of the house”, e.g. Cerny 1976: 316). In such tokens as well as

in other evidence supporting this reconstruction (Peust 2024: 129), there appears before the

historic noun not the typical Coptic-script form N n that precedes nouns, but rather a fuller

form very much resembling the forms with personal pronouns (e.g. Na¢ naf “for him”’; note

also how Crum 1939: 216; Allen 2020b: 32 include a vowel letter variance of Ne= ne= in some

Coptic-script forms, which variance would be consistent with xenenwp jenepor “roof”). If the

genitive marker before nouns was historically something more like /na/ as survives in the

phrase NaMme name “truly” and with prepositions like Nag naf “for him”, it stands to reason that
an Egyptian reanalyzed noun would have potentially contained the closing vowel of the gen-
itive marker and that scribes deploying group (syllabic) writing could have chosen to render

it. Although not certain, this is nevertheless a very interesting possibility that the sequence

transliterated as n3 holds open, even as it also disturbingly suggests that even group (syllabic)

writing could be rapidly undermined by sound change and thus become a somewhat opaque

tradition in and of itself.

Third and lastly, the closing man-holding-hand-to-mouth Gardiner A2 determinative of
iwn3 is still more enigmatic yet and has been plausibly explained as deriving from the mark
of an interjection (Winand 1997: 234). However, the possibility that it served as some type of
marker of closing vocalism should also be considered (cf. Kilani 2019: 73).

THREE POSSIBLE EARLY EXAMPLES OF THE LEXICAL REINFORCER “PIECE”,
IN TWO RELATED POLARITY ITEMS

So far, Coptic-based evidence placed within cross-linguistic perspective has led to the identi-
fication of the lexical reinforcer that likely gave birth to the Later Egyptian negative particle.
But, the important question remains: are there any historic attestations of this minimizer in
alexically recognizable form, in the centuries preceding the early grammaticalized examples
from the Nineteenth Dynasty (Winand 1997: 224, 231-232)?

With such a search, expectations should not be high. Previous research has properly high-
lighted how the negative particle’s originating word probably constituted “a non-standard
feature before Late Egyptian” as part of the Volkssprache (Meltzer 1990: 75). Indeed, this ob-
servation greatly resonates with how precedents for the French development are found in
renderings of informal speech in the Latin playwright Plautus (Hansen 2013: 54-58; Alkire -
Rosen 2010: 37, 303-304). Thus, register restrictions should lead us to expect that any such
usage would be very assiduously strained out, except perhaps in occasional texts of a literary
or documentary nature, or within the very rare incursions of informal speech into formal
texts. Moreover, this unfortunate relative rarity would be further compounded by the differ-
ential survival rate of ancient texts, since texts in stone are those that most readily survive,
but they also come from the genres that are the least likely to contain any interesting and
illuminating lexical attestations.

As a matter of fact, these surmises were largely borne out by a preliminary examination
of the relevant word within 639 different sentences, inclusive of some reading variants (The-
saurus Linguae Aegyptiae 2023). In this tentative research foray undertaken subsequent to hy-
pothesis formation, a multitext database was searched for not only hieroglyphic and hieratic
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occurrences of the lemma © “portion, piece”, but also the potentially-related lemma “region,
side, administrative area”; since this latter lemma survives in identically-written Coptic-
-script tokens like anTwoy antdou “mountainous region”, it might be historically connected
through an expanded conceptual application of a base sense like “part” (Spiegelberg 1899
and 1913; Vycichl 1983: 12). Although ultimately irrelevant, the inclusion of this second lemma
made for a broader initial search, as did the long and dwindling right-tail of the timespans
revealed - that is, 2686-526 BC and 2686 BC - 200 AD, respectively. Design-wise, the likely
scarcity of attestations made it seem preferable to cast a broader net, rather than a narrower
one. And indeed, despite the seeming abundance of these respective 590 and 49 sentences
and their reading variants, the vast majority were very straightforward and very unenlight-
ening occurrences within monumental texts, such as lists of goods in tomb inscriptions. This
uninformative and exceedingly prosaic usage also overwhelmingly recurred within the much
smaller subset of non-monumental texts.

All of that said, however, this search did nevertheless manage to uncover two examples
where the word “piece” forms part of two different polarity items, both of which were con-
textually flexible, and both of which appear in the half millennium preceding the appearance
of the discontinuous negative particle transliterated as iwn3. First, in the Twelfth Dynasty,
a letter copy found among the Lahun papyri contains a stock prepositional phrase that can
be re-read as containing “piece”, albeit in a differently-patterning polarity item than that
that birthed the negative particle (Papyrus Cairo JE 71581, formerly known as Papyrus Berlin
P.10017; for an edition of it and assigned dating to the reign of Amenembhat III, see Luft 2006:
113-117). Second, with the Twelfth Dynasty literary work the Tale of the Eloquent Peasant, a ver-
sion known from a Thirteenth Dynasty manuscript deploys the lexical reinforcer “piece” in
a positive context, and moreover does so in a manner consistent with its reinterpretation as
discontinuous negation when placed into a contemporaneous negative construction (18.1and
18.4-5 in Papyrus Berlin P. 10499, also known as Papyrus Ramesseum A; for probable dating,
see Parkinson 2012: 1-3).

Additionally, after this carefully-delimited preliminary search was completed, good for-
tune happened to surface what may be a rare negative-context use of the minimizer, in an
inscription of the Eighteenth Dynasty’s Thutmose II (Sethe 1906: 138, included in but perhaps
misinterpreted by Gardiner 1957: 342).

If these interpretations are correct - and other plausible interpretations are possible,
especially with this last inscription of Thutmose II - the Twelfth and Thirteenth Dynasty ex-
amples would then chronologically place the earliest-known, multifaceted usage of polarity
items with “piece” to around 1800-1700 BC. Then, the potential Eighteenth Dynasty example
could possibly bridge the ensuing multi-century gap and show grammaticalizing usage in
a negative context in the early 1400s BC, just a few hundred years prior to the 1200s BC and
the sudden and notorious Nineteenth Dynasty blossoming of the full-fledged negative par-
ticle in its origin-disguising group (syllabic) writing (Winand 1997: 224, 231-232; for dates
underlying these rough calculations, see Shaw 2000: 480-489). Very strikingly, too, if one
looks backward from the first recognizable appearance of the divergence situation with the
widespread use of Coptic script in 300-400 AD, these examples stretch across approximately
2,200 years, neatly paralleling the timespan from Plautus through modern French (Hansen
2013: 54-56; Alkire - Rosen 2010: 37, 303—304).
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Parsing these three examples, however, requires a more-intensive conversation with
cross-linguistic reasoning about polarity items. Although this analysis has mostly dwelt on the
negation-associated trajectory of one polarity item - namely, a minimizing lexical reinforcer
that eventually became a self-standing negative particle - the broader and messier world of
polarity items becomes relevant when taking a wider view and considering the larger pat-
terns intersecting with the earliest stages of this crucial development. For example, with the
proposed originatory phrasing for the negative particle, a positive counterpart can also be
envisioned - that is, in response to a request to have a taste of wine, there can be issued not
only a denial “I'won’t give a drop”, but also a rarer condescending minimal apportionment like

“Sure, I'll give you a drop” (Israel 2011: 38: “The asymmetrical distribution of forms [includes]

forms which can occur in either context but which in actual usage show a marked preference
for one polarity or the other”). Similarly, it is also possible for the same base word found in
a given polarity item to appear in other, differently-structured polarity items - for example,
within the long-term history of French, there has appeared not only a pas-like negative particle
descended from goutte “drop” that survived in lexicalized phrases with words like voir “see”
and comprendre “understand” (Price 1990; Hansen 2013: 56, fn. 5), but also the prepositional
phrase jusqua la derniére goutte “until the last drop” (Trésor de la Langue Frangaise 1981: 369).
Although these two general phenomena are not identical to the most important trajectory
resulting in a negative particle, they nevertheless become extremely important when thinking
through what this analysis has identified as potentially the earliest Egyptian examples, when
the lexically-recognizable minimizer “piece” was apparently circulating more broadly and
feeding into the pivotal negative contexts that led to its ultimate grammaticalization.

For the crucial period of transition, the inscription of Thutmose II about a Nubian revolt
(Sethe 1906: 138) may be an incredibly important witness to incipient grammaticalization
breaking through register barriers into a monumental text, if an alternate translation is
preferred to two fairly plausible translations of a crucial line containing the arm hieroglyph
Gardiner D36.

In the first translation possibility (Sethe 1914: 68), this arm hieroglyph is paired with the
preceding verb in order to form an idiom meaning “oppose”:

»

n hsf-¢ n ipwty-f ht B.w finlh.w
oppose (< “impede the arm”) Phoenician
NEG /IMPERS GEN envoy-3MS through land/PL IMPL

“One does not oppose his envoy through the lands of the Phoenicians”

Here, it must be noted that a parallel from Sinuhet appears without a genitive marker in-
tervening between the body part in the verbal idiom and the specification of the following
person (Faulkner 1962: 197), and consultation of a wider set of chronologically-scattered
variants indicates that different phrasing possibilities with and without the genitive particle
did indeed exist throughout Egyptian’s history (Thesaurus Linguae Aegyptiae 2026). Thus, it is
very plausible that this inscription could merely contain that verbal idiom.
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In the second translation possibility (Breasted 1906: 49; Gardiner 1957: 342), this same arm
hieroglyph is interpreted as an evocative but somewhat redundant phrasing where “the arm
of the envoy” is largely equivalent to “the envoy”:

n hsf c n ipwty-f ht B.w finlh.w
NEG impede arm GEN envoy-3MS through land/PL Phoenician
/PASS v & /MPL

“His envoy (/it. ‘the arm of his envoy’) is not impeded through the lands of the Phoenicians”

As with the first translation, this translation also seems plausible.

A third translation is also possible, however, wherein the key hieroglyph is read not as
“arm”, but rather as the lookalike minimizer “piece” already being used as a discontinuous
negative particle:

n hsf ‘n ipwiy-f ht B.w Sinlh.w
impede DISCONT.NEG Phoenician
NEG /IMPERS (< piece-GEN) envoy-3MS through land/PL IMPL

“One does not impede his envoy through the lands of the Phoenicians”

Here, it must be remembered that comparable constructions do show different lexical items
intervening between the verb and its subject (e.g. a number of the examples in Stauder 2014:
34-35, 39-40), and such a placement of an intervening word would resemble the placement
of the discontinuous negative particle. That said, this third translation possibility cannot be
decisively proven against the fairly plausible options of the other two translations, especially
the first. Nonetheless, it is possible and intriguing, and this interpretation would link the
negative particle with a writing that reflects its etymological origin.

In fact, a little additional plausibility is lent to this interpretation from another, earlier
attestation of the minimizer in question, in a manuscript variant of the Tale of the Eloquent
Peasant that is much less ambiguous than the inscription of Thutmose II and that has much
stronger evidentiary value.

In the Tale of the Eloquent Peasant, one fragmentary manuscript provides a very under-
appreciated variant where the pharaoh’s repeated command to “provide sustenance” is
supplemented with a polarity item and slightly rephrased as “provide a bit of sustenance”
(B1 112 and 113 vis-a-vis R 18.1 and 18.4-5; Parkinson 1991: 20, 21; Parkinson 2012: 90-91). In
the correctly-translated primary version for the given section, the command occurs twice
in a well-preserved section of text:
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ir swt nh hmt-f hn® hrd.w-f...
do/IMV but sustenance wife-3MS with child/PL-3MS
ir grt nh shti pn m-hw-f
do/IMV still sustenance peasant this/3MS in-body-3MS
“But give his wife and children sustenance... Also give this peasant himself sustenance” (B1 112 and 113)

In the fragmentary manuscript, however, the corresponding, mildly variant section does not
remain in its entirety (see the fourth table of Vogelsang - Gardiner 1908 for images and some
helpful transliteration). But, even despite prominent gaps, phrasing alternation is evident - an
alternation, in fact, that notably includes insertion of the word identifiable as “piece” and an
ensuing genitive particle (pace the odd “Zustand des Lebens” rephrasing read by Vogelsang
1913: 82, as well as the unconvincing “written provisions order” posited by Perry 1986: 243-244
as “a detail of the administrative procedures involved”):

[ir swt “n nh hmt shti pn...
do/IMV but (< pizlceec—ZEN) sustenance wife peasant this
hnt s[wt] irt n nh [shti] ph...
with but do/INF < pizlceec-ZEN) sustenance peasant this
“But give this peasant’s wife a bit of sustenance... along with giving this peasant a bit of sustenance...” (R 18.1 and R 18.4-5)

Through this small but significant variant, the command is conceptualized more specifically
as some magnanimous deigning to provide a minimal amount of nourishment. That is, the
polarity item “piece” is deployed in a positive context within a command to “Give a bit of suste-
nance!”, versus some negative order like “Don’t provide a bit of sustenance!” Indeed, although
the surviving portions of this particular manuscript do not include the particular amount
given in response to the command, the better-preserved papyrus indicates a daily bread
allotment that would be appropriate for the lowest-level worker, a quantity consistent with
such a command to provide only basic support for the peasant (Parkinson 2012: 92, quoting
Leprohon 1975: 97: “Such a modest amount might help prevent the audience from imagining
that the peasant would grow suspicious at an overgenerous treatment, and the amount places
him ‘in his proper social standing’...”).

Although appearing in a positive rather than a negative context, this particular phrasing
is nonetheless highly suggestive, because more-widespread use of this attested minimizer
would be consistent with reinterpretation as a negative particle. That is, this word “piece” as
used in the Tale of the Eloquent Peasant could have been understood as discontinuous negation,
when put into a negative context. Although no such phrasing is present in the surviving text,
the base verb of the “provide sustenance” idiom nevertheless appears elsewhere in the text
in a negation (B1152, cf. Parkinson 1991: 24; Parkinson 2012: 129):



68 PRAGUE EGYPTOLOGICAL STUDIES XXXVI1/2026

n irr-k st

NEG do-2MS it

“You will not do it” (B1 152)

All questions about the “problematic” gemination aside (Parkinson 2012: 129), this appearance

of the verb with “it” nevertheless allows for a textually-grounded thought experiment via

a relatively straightforward replacement of the direct object with the variant “sustenance”
phrasings found in the two manuscripts in question. If the direct object is replaced with the

first “sustenance” phrasing, a simple and unambiguous negated statement is produced:

n irr-k nh

NEG do-2MS sustenance

*“You will not provide sustenance” (artificial example combining B1 152 with phrasing of B1 112 and 113)

If the direct object is replaced with the second “bit of sustenance” phrasing, however, an
important ambiguity emerges. In the lexical sense, the phrase can function as a polarity item:

n irr-k “n nh
piece
NEG do-2MS (< piece-GEN) sustenance

*“You will not provide a bit of sustenance” (artificial example combining B1 152 with phrasing of R 18.1 and R 18.4-5)

However, structural ambiguity also permits a speaker of Egyptian to perceive the word “suste-
nance” alone as the object of the negated verb, while understanding the reanalyzed minimizer
as a discontinuous negative particle:

n irr-k n nh
DI NT.NE
NEG do-2MS S(,:O G sustenance
(< piece-GEN)

*“You will not provide sustenance” (artificial example combining B1 152 with phrasing of R 18.1 and R 18.4-5)

In other words, simply putting the attested polarity item into a pretty contemporaneous
negative context immediately reveals the crucial grammaticalization trajectory. Although
the evidence that one has is not always the exact evidence that one would wish to possess, it
nevertheless turns out that the Tale of the Eloquent Peasant phrasing variant is exponentially
more germane than it might at first appear.

Furthermore, to put this usage into a still-broader context, and to move into examination
of the third and final potential historic usage identified here, it should also be noted that
originating alongside of this usage of “piece” there may have been another polarity item using
this same minimizer, albeit in a standard prepositional phrase. Specifically, a certain particle
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known from under Coptic script as PW ré can bear as one of its meanings a sense like “atall” in

both positive and negative contexts (Crum 1939: 290-291; Shisha-Halevy 1990: 120-121; Depuydt
2001: 119-123), and it can also be traced at its core back to an identically-written Egyptian word

transliterated as ¢ (Erman - Grapow 1928: 395; Cern;’z 1976: 135; Vycichl 1983: 171-172). Given

that striking connection, one must wonder if this particle is not another historical descendent
of that same lexical reinforcer meaning “piece”, albeit as a coalescence with the preposition

often transliterated as » and of course without any following genitive marker transliterated

as n. In this conceptualization, this same word “piece” would figure into a slightly different
polarity item with a sense like “to a piece” - that is, something like “through the very last

piece”, signifying absolutely complete and utter totality with every single item that one could

ever fathom (cf. Breitbarth - Lucas - Willis 2020: 38-42). That said, it may not be possible to

soundly evaluate this other etymology for some time, given how the phonetics, phonology, and

sound changes of Egyptian are all often uncertain and open to debate, especially in regards to

vocalism. Yet, if in the future this other particle can be convincingly traced back to the Egyp-
tian word transliterated as “and translated as “piece”, its very existence under Coptic script
would thus constitute additional evidence for the underlying word’s historic use as a lexical

reinforcer, much like how the French phrasing jusqut la derniére goutte “until the last drop”
(Trésor de la Langue Frangaise 1981: 369) has diachronically surfaced in the same language that
created a negative particle from goutte “drop” (Price 1990).

Indeed, this other particle PW r6 became surprisingly germane in the preliminary search
for less-grammaticalized attestations of lexical reinforcement using the word transliterated
as “and translated as “piece”.

To finally arrive at the third and final example of possible historic usage, a copy of a Twelfth
Dynasty letter discussing transport of cattle has been interpreted by previous scholarship on
the Lahun papyri so that the word in question is read either as “hand” within a compound
preposition or as “piece”, albeit in a conceptually expansive sense like “portion” or “share”
(Luft 2006: 115; see Luft 2006: 113-117 for an edition of and commentary on Papyrus Cairo JE
71581, formerly known as Papyrus Berlin P. 10017). Notably, and as this analysis will question,
both of these interpretations assume attachment to the ensuing prepositional phrase, when
itis perhaps better detached and interpreted as the historic predecessor to the particle Pw 6.

In the compound preposition interpretation, the word in question is read as “hand” and
combines with the preceding preposition and the following genitive marker, producing
a phrase like “for the lord” (Simpson 1965: 32) or perhaps “at the disposal of the lord” (Wente

1990: 78):

c

mi n.tt nb.t rn nb...

as which all to (< “to the hand of”) lord

“As all is for the lord”

However, this interpretation has been reasonably disputed due to alack of clear parallels for
the following genitive marker in such a phrasing (Luft 2006: 115).
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In the conceptually expansive interpretation, the word in question is understood as “piece”,
butitis translated as “portion” or “share”, and it is again linked with the ensuing prepositional
phrase (Luft 2006: 115):

mi n.tt nb.t r ¢ n nb...

as which all to share (< “piece”) of lord

“As all is for the share of the lord”

However, although plausible, this interpretation nonetheless cannot explain the phrase’s re-
semblance to the etymological origin posited for the Coptic particle Pw rd.

Alternately, this sequence can be parsed so that this crucial prepositional phrase groups
with the preceding “all” as alexical reinforcement similar to the Coptic-script token PW 16 “at
all” (i.e. “to a piece”), with the next prepositional phrase then becoming a self-standing unit

presenting the genitive marker in its possession construction-deployed dative sense “for the
lord”:

mi n.tt nb.t re n nb...

as which all completely (< “to a piece”) for (< “of”) lord

=

“As all is completely the lord’s

Besides harmonizing with the general etymological origin posited for the Coptic particle Pw
ro, this interpretation also matches the preceding nb.7 “all” and introduces a fitting nuance
wherein the polarity item references a scale of possibility and emphasizes maximal extent
in a positive context (Israel 2011: 7, 38-41). Interestingly, it had already been noted that the
letter’s author employed “a rather casual tone” (“einen ziemlich saloppen Ton”), something
evident in the text’s other instructions like to send the best (Luft 2006: 117). Thus, this inter-
pretation produces another such mildly hyperbolic colloquial phrasing. That said, although
the strange vertical placement of this line in the copy of the letter has led to its interpretation
as grouping with the foregoing text (Wente 1990: 78) or as an incomplete sentence written
as a postscript (Luft 2006: 115), it may also be possible to combine it with the following,
horizontally-written requests like the one to send the best. In this reading, the clause would
then segue into the following sentence like other attested texts with the particle ik “so” (Gar-
diner 1957: 176), thus forming initial heightened deference in an “instruction from below”:
“As all is completely the lord’s, so the lord should have sent from the best...” (mi n.tt nb.t r “ n
nb... ih di nb... ini.t m bw nb nfi). In this way, the polarity item in question would thus not only
merely echo the other scalar references from the text, but also actually figure into a single
unit with them (e.g. m bw nb nfr “from the best”).

In any case, whether understood as a sentence fragment or interpreted with the following
lines, this alternate reading nevertheless lends a little further plausibility to the possibility
that the later Egyptian negative particle originated in the same minimizer “piece”. Based on
likely descendants known from under Coptic script, this polarity item does not appear to
have ever become exclusively associated with either positive or negative contexts, and its
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existence within this prepositional phrase is technically separate from the usage that ulti-
mately produced the negative particle. Yet, in light of how other languages such as French

can present both type of constructions from the same minimizer across their diachrony, the

presence of this prepositional phrase in Egyptian nevertheless serves at a minimum to show
that this crucial minimizer could indeed be used in polarity items, and even during the most
critical timeframe as the other, more important usage upheld here on different grounds. Of
course, a fuller diachronic analysis is very much desirable for this complementary usage of the

minimizer. Prospectively, this analysis would identify later attestations like that of Wenamun
1.56 (i.e. the exclamation m r “ “Not at all!”, which mirrors a preceding colloquial interjection

that can be identified as wn “Yes!” via Layton 2011: 186). It would also carefully differentiate

other, apparently etymologically separate structures that incorporate an element translit-
erated ¢ (e.g. many of those treated in Pantalacci 1985; Winand 2009). Nevertheless, despite

this remaining work, this phrasing in a Twelfth Dynasty letter still appears to provide a very
interesting glimpse at the historic use of minimizers within Egyptian.

METHODOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS AND RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS

To close, it cannot be emphasized enough that we should bear in mind our expectations for
the shape of an analysis touching on the diachronic development of Egyptian. A traditional-
-looking, philology-compatible article that seeks to collect a good many Egyptian examples
and define historic form distributions has its place in giving us a sense of how Egyptian has
historically functioned, and the present analysis not only acknowledges several such dis-
tributional analyses, but also largely accepts them and builds on them without much if any
substantial dispute (e.g. the tracing of early grammaticalization in Winand 1997). However,
sometimes there are severe language-internal barriers to finding numerous examples or chart-
ing alanguage’s development using clues found entirely from within, and such is the present
situation. When the Later Egyptian negative particle first appears in its widely-recognized
form transliterated as iwn3, its very method of writing obscures what has been termed its
“prehistory” (Meltzer 1990; Breitbarth - Lucas - Willis 2020: 141), and pointed issues of textual
attestation and survival are implicit within the previous, eminently dependable research po-
sition that the particle originated as “a non-standard feature before Late Egyptian” as part of
the Volkssprache (Meltzer 1990: 75). In such a situation, one major resource for fresh insights is
our robust and still rapidly-developing knowledge of cross-linguistic grammaticalization (e.g.
Kuteva et al. 2019) - which form of knowledge, in fact, had already long ago started to surface
in scholarship (e.g. Gardiner 1904), although the crucial implication of the possibility of an
ongoing situation of linguistic divergence had not been explored in seeking to identify the
original etymon. Similarly, with the particular Egyptian candidate thus uncovered and its pro-
posed emergence from a reanalysis of a genitive marker, cross-linguistic insights also help to
assess the plausibility of that item’s received etymology - which etymology, in fact, does seem
very dependable, and that etymology has now been deemed even more trustworthy because
of further arguments for its cross-linguistic plausibility. Although it should not need stating,
Egyptian was a human language, and appropriately-applied cross-linguistic knowledge is very
much relevant and can help suss out leads and evaluate the merits of various proposals about
Egyptian’s historical development, whether in place of or as a supplement to “the traditional
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philological method” of extensively collating Egyptian-internal usage (Love 2021: 340). Cross-
-linguistic comparison can of course be done poorly, and evidence can of course indicate that
certain concrete analyses of Egyptian in this vein are pretty unlikely or even clearly invalid.
And yet, that said, Egyptian’s base potential to manifest cross-linguistic tendencies should
not be in dispute. At times, however, it seems that strongly philological scholarship has been
relatively unconcerned with or unduly resistant to such linguistic thinking and its proper
evidentiary weight, perhaps in part due to other emphases in scholarly training or even the
comparison-averse “particularism” also affecting Egyptology in areas like social history (Cooney
2021: 33-34). Here, it is also worth bearing in mind that although Egyptian has historically
very deep attestation and a very long history of attestation, the span of time between Middle
Egyptian and earlier Coptic-script texts is roughly the same as between, for example, the
Latin playwright Plautus and the Romance languages of today (e.g. Alkire - Rosen 2010: 37,
144, 187, 196). So, depending on the particular point of comparison, it is not as if the amount
of time at play should automatically lead us to suspect linguistic behavior that is radically
different from other languages that display some similar development. Thus, given relevant
cross-linguistic guidance anchored in Egyptian specificities, questions for Egyptian can be
improved, and the collective scholarly enterprise can benefit from being provided possible
paths to better answers, especially in a murky situation where no consensus yet exists, and
where earlier evidence is incredibly scarce. In fact, the theory produced through such analysis
turned out to have surprising predictive power for Egyptian; an accordingly tailored search
and a healthy dose of luck produced three possible examples from a fitting timeframe before
the emergence of the fully-grammaticalized negative particle, and one was of rather good
quality and rather direct applicability. Accordingly, it would be unjust criticism to point to
these scarce examples as somehow a fault of the project; in fact, fair-minded evaluation of
source problems indicates that few examples if any are expected to survive, and scarce ex-
amples that fulfill a prediction made on other grounds are significant, especially in light of
current scholarship’s hopelessness about our ability to identify and trace the “prehistory” of
the negative particle. Indeed, to push back against that unwarranted pessimism, these writ-
ten attestations have now called into question that occasional framing of the issue: the Later
Egyptian negative particle of course has a backstory, but this current analysis now posits
that this backstory is no longer some hypothetical and inaccessible “prehistory”, but rather
an extant and discernible “history” that involves multiple written sources, above and beyond
the interpretation of the divergence situation seen in chronologically later material.
Indeed, as this analysis has shown, this later material strongly suggests that the Later Egyp-
tian discontinuous negative particle known from under Coptic script as aN an arose in a cross-
-linguistically typical manner as a lexical reinforcer, in this particular case from reanalysis of
a word transliterated as ¢ that originally meant “piece”. Through a search then performed in
order to further investigate this hypothesis, it was found that this word “piece” factored into
at least two separate polarity items found during the Twelfth and Thirteenth Dynasties. An
Eighteenth Dynasty inscription may additionally show the crucial usage in the negative con-
text that would result in the known Nineteenth Dynasty examples, when the negative particle
appears in fully-grammaticalized form and in a manner of writing that disguises its lexical
origin. Although the three possible historic usages are somewhat susceptible to other respect-
able interpretations, especially the Eighteenth Dynasty inscription, the striking example
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from the Tale of the Eloquent Peasant seems particularly strong and in fact rather decisive: it is
from exactly the right time period and from exactly the right kind of textual genre, and the
very existence of a phrasing variant perceptible across two manuscripts indicates that we are
dealing with the predicted polarity item, albeit in a positive context rather than the more-
-common negative one. Furthermore, it only takes insertion of the phrasing variant into an
attested negative construction from the same text to reveal the crucial structural ambiguity
permitting reinterpretation as a discontinuous negative particle.

Although barely broached here, an interesting but ultimately tangential issue deserving
of further thought is how the discontinuous negative particle became severed from its direct
object-like position and segued into the later-attested distributional patterns (e.g. Winand
1997: 224-227; Layton 2011: 192-194; Neveu 2015: 59, 94-95; Osing 2019: 172—178). Here, a prom-
ising working hypothesis is an Egyptian-particular reinterpretation and broadening of the
discontinuous negator’s syntactic scope (p. c. Yaroslav Gorbachev); quite possibly, its easily-

-understandable post-grammaticalization usage with short units like single intransitive verbs
led to its reinterpretation as an end-of-unit marker applicable to other, non-verbal syntactic
units and even the unit of the entire utterance (cf. Winand 1997: 230; Layton 2011: 194 on use
of the negator to single out a specifically-negated preceding element). Another interesting
but ultimately tangential issue is a number of other relatively uncommon words that are
also possibly related - for example, an identically-written word found in place-indicating
compound nouns like aNTwoy antdou “mountainous region” (“part”? “portion”?) (Spiegelberg
1899 and 1913). Also interesting is the older and seemingly somewhat comparable discontin-
uous negation construction employing the sequence transliterated as is, which has obliquely
surfaced in some proposals (e.g. Meltzer 1990: 75-76; Winand 1997: 234; Osing 2019: 171), not to
mention diachronically-attentive linguistic overviews and teaching materials (e.g. Loprieno
1995: 172; Richter, B.A. 2023: 41). Both this older construction and the later and etymologically-

-separate discontinuous negator definitely deserve fuller systematic analyses in relation to
patterns of usage vis-a-vis things like the negators transliterated as bn (>N n) and bw-pw (>
Tne- mpe-), although this is not yet possible due to ongoing research on core related matters
like negative strengtheners (e.g. Missael 2025), the negative existential cycle in Egyptian (e.g.
Oréal 2022), and these negators’ orthography and underlying sounds (e.g. Mihalyfy 2026).
Etymologies of a number of other forms also deserve further attention, including the similar
particles somewhat resembling the » “usage of the minimizer (e.g. many of those treated in
Pantalacci 1985; Winand 2009). To look outward, too, Egyptian data might also benefit scholarly
discussions about the cross-linguistic development of negation - for example, by providing
a case study illuminating how the development of a bare noun into a negator interfaces with
the development of articles (Breitbarth - Lucas - Willis 2020: 38, 79-83).

However, and as is more important for reconstructing the evolution of Later Egyptian
negation, much more diachronic research is needed, to see if more congruous usage of the
word transliterated as ¢ can be identified. If further examples exist at all as this proposal
has outlined, this endeavor may require a great many hours of intensive research to come
up with very few examples, if one does not already know of them from ongoing work with
the applicable corpuses, or if one does not get lucky and somehow quickly stumble across
them. One must also consider the possibility that other, clearer tokens may only exist in very
marginal texts that are yet to be edited or that are even yet to be found, and so this additional
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confirmation may not be possible right now; instead, it may only occur after the discovery of
some new texts in Egypt, or with the rediscovery of other texts down in the depths of some
archive. Thus, in order to more efficiently allocate scarce scholarly hours and to hasten the
pace of investigation and exchange with experts who command or can access scattered textual
corpuses, there is a clear benefit to publicizing the present state of research and its standing
prediction, especially via an Open Access journal.

To the extent that there can be identified additional earlier examples of lexical strength-
ening, especially in negative contexts, this proposal will be further supported, thereby pro-
viding an even sounder etymology to the particle that underlies the original “Jespersen’s Cy-
cle” observations and that may have locally influenced Arabic and eventually some Berber
languages. If such examples are found, more questions will also be raised about the nature of
Egyptian’s historical phonetics and phonology and their relation to orthography like group
(syllabic) writing, for example.

To the extent that no more examples emerge over time, however, this proposal will have
been weakened a little - though, given the totality of the evidence presented here, future
scholars might go astray if they don't heed it “one little bit”. At the very least, the present
strengthening of the traditional and very sensible etymology for the “piece”-derived an an
appearing with Coptic numerals (Spiegelberg 1899: 21; Spiegelberg 1913: 124; Cerny 1976: 8;
Vycichl 1983: 12) presents a major difficulty to any future scholarship that would take a dif-
ferent tack and try to identify a completely separate origin for the an an of the discontinuous
negator. The current body of evidence supporting the traditional etymology of the an an found
with numerals is substantial, and it does not seem capable of being put into serious doubt.
Accordingly, any other future proposal would seem to necessarily imply the very odd claim
that Egyptian happens to contain a very curious word that looks exactly like the discontinu-
ous negator and that is cross-linguistically consistent with development into a discontinuous
negator, but somehow this identical word is not the negator’s origin.

Thus, by all current appearances, along-standing etymological mystery of over a century
may have been finally solved at long last.
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The functional purpose of the cult pyramids during

the Old Kingdom

Ahmed Rehema

ABSTRACT

From the Old Kingdom onwards, a specific architectural element known as the Cult Pyramid was integrat-
ed into the royal funerary pyramid complexes. Unlike the other architectural components of the pyramid
complexes, whose functions are well-established, the functional purpose of the Cult Pyramid remains
ambiguous. Due to the lack of definitive and conclusive archaeological evidence, the scholarly debate on
the subject continues to be a matter of contention. Consequently, this study reviews, analyzes, and refutes
existing hypotheses to better define the true function of the Cult Pyramid based on available archaeological
data and provides fresh insights into its significance, contributing to a deeper understanding of the Old
Kingdom royal funerary architecture.

KEYWORDS
Subsidiary pyramids - satellite pyramids - cult pyramids - queens’ pyramids - Southern Tomb
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The Royal Pyramids of the Old and Middle Kingdoms were not merely isolated monuments
serving as burial places for the kings; rather, each major pyramid functioned as the centrepiece
of an elaborate funerary complex. These complexes consisted of several architectural ele-
ments and sometimes reached up to 14 different components, each characterized by a unique
design, remarkable construction techniques, and a clear, specific, functional purpose behind
its construction (Hawass 2003a: 50).
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Among the architectural components of the pyramid complex were small-scale pyramids,
situated adjacent to or surrounding the major royal pyramids, known as the Subsidiary or
Satellite Pyramids. The construction of these structures represented an innovative architec-
tural shift initiated by the kings of the Fourth Dynasty, specifically during the reign of King
Sneferu (Fakhry 1969: 31-32, 87; Arnold 2003: 61).

Archaeologists have identified forty-six Subsidiary Pyramids dating back to the Old King-
dom, categorized into two different types; Queens’ Pyramids and Cult Pyramids. Due to the
lack of definitive archaeological evidence regarding the identity and function of many of these
small pyramids, a persistent debate has emerged among scholars. The core of this contention
lies in distinguishing whether a pyramid served as a Queen’s Pyramid, a real, functional burial
place for a royal consort, or as a Cult Pyramid, dedicated to the king himself, for non-burial
purposes (Hawass 1987: 112; Hawass 2003a: 50; Edwards 1993: 73).

The Cult Pyramid, frequently referred to as a Ritual Pyramid, is a small-scale Subsidiary
Pyramid supported by evidence linking it directly to the king himself, the owner of the pyr-
amid complex. Despite the ambiguity surrounding the purpose of the construction of such
pyramids, it remains an established fact that they were an indispensable and significant archi-
tectural element within the royal funerary complexes, particularly during the Old Kingdom
(Hawass 1987: 117; Hawass 2003b: 150).

Most scholars agree that the Southern Tomb of King Djoser, situated within his funerary
complex at Saqqara (fig. 1), likely represents the precursor of the Cult Pyramid. It is widely
regarded as the prototype of this type of Subsidiary Pyramid, which began to be erected
alongside the main royal pyramid during the Fourth Dynasty and persisted throughout both

Fig.1 General view of the Southern Tomb of King Djoser at Saqqara (photo P. Kog4rek)
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the Old and Middle Kingdoms (Wegner 2001: 245-246; Hawass 2003a: 50; Radwan 2003: 100;
Stadelmann 2003: 115; Dodson - Ikram 2008: 143, 148; Spencer 2000: 131). This connection is
further supported by the standard topographic placement of Cult Pyramids to the south of the
main royal pyramids, suggesting they fulfilled the same functional purpose as Djoser’s South-
ern Tomb (Edwards 2005: 248).

The functional purpose of the Cult Pyramids remains elusive and difficult to ascertain
(Edwards 1993: 166; Verner 2004: 89; Dodson - Ikram 2008: 143), primarily because the ancient
Egyptians left no explicit textual references or depicted scenes clarifying the nature of these
structures. Consequently, researchers have faced significant challenges in determining the
precise function of these small subsidiary pyramids, leading to a reliance on varied interpre-
tive hypotheses.

Many scholars maintain that the Cult Pyramid represents an intellectual, ideological, and
functional evolution of King Djoser’s Southern Tomb at Saqqara, despite their architectural
difference (Jéquier 1936: 9, fn. 2; Ricke 1944: 106-107; Lauer 1962: 132-133; Lehner 1985: 78-79;
Hawass 1987: 112; Hawass 2003a: 50; Radwan 2003: 100; Dodson - Ikram 2008: 148; Hornung
1996: 47). This implies that the functional purpose of Cult Pyramids may be identified and
verified by establishing the intended role of the Southern Tomb itself. Therefore, the South-
ern Tomb serves as a fundamental benchmark for interpreting the significance of these later
subsidiary pyramids.

Regarding the Southern Tomb, since it is established that King Djoser was buried within
the Step Pyramid, providing a logical explanation for a second tomb within the same complex
remains a complicated challenge (fig. 2). The notion of constructing such a structure is further
complicated by the dimensions of its burial chamber; with a floor area of only 1.6 m?, it was
clearly not intended for a standard royal burial. While a deceased body could theoretically be
lowered through the circular aperture in the chamber’s ceiling, the space was insufficient for
a body to be laid in a supine position (Firth - Quibell 1935: 57; Lauer 1976: 96; Hawass 2003b:
150), nor could it accommodate a traditional sarcophagus (Tawfik 1990: 79). The only viable
way to place a human body within this burial chamber would be in a contracted position,
afunerary practice that was entirely inconsistent with the royal burial traditions of the Third
Dynasty (Edwards 1993: 61).

Furthermore, the inscriptions and scenes decorating the walls of the Southern Tomb leave
no doubt that the tomb was intended for the personal use of King Djoser himself. Although ini-
tial theories following its discovery suggested the tomb might belong to his architect Imhotep,
the absence of Imhotep’s name on the panels and the omnipresence of Djoser’s royal titles and
ritualistic scenes effectively refute this hypothesis. The reliefs and depicted archaeological
evidence conclusively confirm that the tomb was tied exclusively to the king (Firth - Quibell
1935: 63; Edwards 1993: 61).

The various hypotheses regarding the function of the Cult Pyramid can be categorized
into two primary schools of thought. The first group posits that these pyramids were a di-
rect architectural and ideological extension of Djoser’s Southern Tomb, sharing the same
functional purpose. Conversely, the second group maintains that no such connection exists,
arguing that Cult Pyramids were established for distinct functional reasons independent of
the Southern Tomb's tradition.
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THE HYPOTHESES CONCERNING THE FUNCTION OF KING DJOSER’S
SOUTHERN TOMB

THE SOUTHERN TOMB AS A PROVISIONAL OR A SECRET BURIAL SITE

Firth suggested that the Southern Tomb might have served as a provisional tomb to preserve
the king’s body until the Step Pyramid, which was the real burial place, was built (Firth 1929:
67; Ricke 1950: 125-126). Alternatively, he also hypothesized that it may have functioned as
a clandestine burial chamber designed to deceive tomb robbers; by concealing the king’s re-
mains while leaving the more prominent Step Pyramid as a decoy to exhaust their efforts
(Firth - Quibell 1935: 20, 63).

Although Firth proposed that the purpose of the Southern Tomb might have been as either
a provisional tomb, pending the completion of the main pyramid, or a clandestine tomb to thwart
grave robbers, he ultimately retracted these hypotheses during the advanced stages of his ex-
cavation. Firth concluded that the structure’s architectural sophistication and elaborate design
were inconsistent with the nature of a mere interim tomb. Furthermore, it is demonstrably clear,
given the diminutive dimensions of the burial chamber, that the space was never intended to
accommodate a full human corpse. Consequently, the physical evidence effectively invalidates
the theory that the structure functioned as a secret royal sepulchre (Firth - Quibell 1935: 63).

THE SOUTHERN TOMB AS A REPOSITORY FOR THE ROYAL PLACENTA

Both Seligmann and Murray proposed that the Southern Tomb was dedicated to the preservation
of the King’s Placenta, which was traditionally regarded as the king’s spiritual twin and should be
preserved from birth to death (Seligmann - Murray 1911: 171; Lehner 2007: 92). They maintained
that this was the only purpose that could be suggested as a plausible function for these later small
Subsidiary Pyramids (Seligmann - Murray 1911: 169, 171; Jéquier 1940: 43-44; Frankfort 1978: 69).
Quibell concurred with this proposal, despite acknowledging the lack of definitive evidence. He
supported this view by observing that while the Step Pyramid remained unfinished at the time
of Djoser’s death, the Southern Tomb appeared fully completed. The meticulous sealing of its
staircase and the finished state of its superstructure suggest that its construction was deliberate
and not a rushed alternative, thereby reinforcing the idea that it served a specific, pre-planned,
ritualistic purpose (Firth - Quibell 1935: 57, 63; Frankfort 1978: 70-73, 365, fn. 51).

Regarding this hypothesis; despite the recognized significance of the placenta in ancient
Egyptian ideology, there is a total lack of archaeological evidence to sustain this assumption
(Frankfort 1978: 365). No archaeological proof or specialized containers linked to this func-
tion have ever been discovered within the Southern Tomb or the subsequent Cult Pyramids.
Consequently, this theory remains speculative, as it is unsupported by any in situ findings.

THE SOUTHERN TOMB AS A REPOSITORY FOR THE ROYAL VISCERA
Lauer and Quibell proposed an alternative hypothesis, suggesting that the Southern Tomb

served as the actual burial place for the king’s viscera. These internal organs, removed during
the mummification process, were typically preserved within specialized vessels. This theory
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aligns with the square architectural design of the burial chamber, which appears ideally suited
for housing the standard set of canopic jars. According to this view, the Southern Tomb func-
tioned as a precursor to the specialized structures used for the visceral interment in later royal
funerary practices (Firth - Quibell 1935: 57; Lauer 1936: 110-112; Ricke 1944: 106-107; Ricke 1950:
125-126; Lauer 1955: 168; Edwards 1993: 61; Lauer 1962: 140; Fakhry 1969: 31; Lauer 1976: 96, 98).

Concerning this suggestion of both Lauer and Quibell, architectural evolution and ar-
chaeological findings suggest otherwise. Early evidence indicates that visceral remains were
initially placed in determined niches or wall cavities within the main burial chamber. By the
Fourth Dynasty, it became standard practice to position the canopic vessels at the southern
end of the royal body, at the feet of the body, and sometimes they deviated in position slightly
towards the southeast. It was common for these architectural features to be cubic-shaped
niches in the wall of the burial chamber or to be trenches dug in the floor (Dodson 2001: 232).
This tradition continued until the Middle Kingdom, when the canopic box regularly occupied
a square niche cut in the wall of the burial chamber on the eastern side of the sarcophagus
(Hayes 1990: 321). The earliest known example was situated in the paving blocks to the south-
east of King Khafre’s sarcophagus in the second pyramid of Giza.

Thus, the proposed link between the Southern Tomb of Djoser and the subsequent Cult Pyr-
amids to the cavity for the canopic jars appears untenable (Dodson 2001: 232; Dodson - Tkram
2008: 143). This refutation is further bolstered by clear, definitive archaeological evidence:
In the pyramid complex of Queen Neith, the consort of King Pepi II at Saqqara, her canopic
box was discovered within the burial chamber of her main pyramid, despite the existence
of a Cult Pyramid built for her in the complex (Jéquier 1933: 10-11; Lehner 198s5: 79). Similarly,
the remains of Pepi I's canopic preparations, including one of the four covered scrolls, were
also found within the burial chamber of his main pyramid, notwithstanding the existence
of a Cult Pyramid in his complex (Lauer 1988: 133; Lehner 198s5: 79; Lehner 2007: 22). These
findings conclusively demonstrate that the function of the canopic jars was integrated into
the primary funerary monument, the main pyramid, rather than being delegated to the Cult
Pyramid.

THE SOUTHERN TOMB AS A ROYAL CENOTAPH

Other scholars have proposed that the Southern Tomb functioned as a Cenotaph of King Djoser,
situated to the south of the Step Pyramid, his actual burial place, mimicking the tradition of
royal cenotaphs at Abydos. This arrangement allowed the king to reconcile his dual role as
the king of Upper and Lower Egypt by incorporating both his real and symbolic tombs within
a single funerary complex, with the Step Pyramid representing his northern burial (Fakhry
1969: 31; Lauer 1976: 98; Kamil 1996: 95; Verner 2004: 89; Arnold 2001: 429-430; Lauer 2005:
861; Aldred 1990: 72, 75; Tawfik 1990: 81; Shokry 1970: 290; Albarbary 2006: 284). Lauer (1976:
98) posited that Djoser, as a member of a new Memphite dynasty without ancestral roots in
Upper Egypt, may have lacked the impulse to construct a cenotaph for himself as far south as
Abydos; instead, he integrated his symbolic tomb at the southern extremity of his own vast
funerary complex. Geoffrey Spencer (2000: 125) supports this suggestion that the Southern
Tomb functioned as a symbolic burial place. Furthermore, given the scholarly consensus that
Cult Pyramids are an extension of the Southern Tomb’s tradition, Verner (2004: 89) suggests
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that these Cult Tombs may also represent a symbolic burial of the ruler in Upper Egypt. Dobrev
(2003: 28) supports this perspective, maintaining that Cult Pyramids served as royal cenotaphs,
inherently devoid of any physical royal mummies.

Regarding the classification of the Southern Tomb as a cenotaph for King Djoser; the
monument fulfills only two of three essential criteria typically required for such structures
(Rehema 2013: 8). First, architecturally; it was built as a tomb, based on its similarity in many
architectural and structural features to the substructure of the actual royal tomb of the king,
the Step Pyramid. Second, geographically; although it is not located at Abydos, the placement
of the Southern Tomb to the south of the main burial place, the Step Pyramid, provides a po-
tential symbolic orientation. However, the Southern Tomb fundamentally lacks the religious
criterion: there is no evidence of a direct or indirect theological connection to Osiris, the central
deity to the concept of cenotaphs. His name, scenes, signs, symbols, and associated statuary
are entirely absent from the tomb’s walls (Rehema 2013: 144). Therefore, the lack of the Osirian
connections to the monument makes it difficult to identify the Southern Tomb as a traditional
cenotaph. Applying the same analytical framework to the subsequent Cult Pyramids, given
their role as an extension of the Southern Tomb; it is evident that they similarly fulfill only the
architectural and geographical conditions. Since no ritualistic link to Osiris has been identi-
fied within these Cult Pyramids, they cannot be functionally categorized as Royal Cenotaphs.
Dodson and Ikram emphasize the total absence of physical archaeological evidence linking
the traditional royal cenotaphs with that of the Cult Pyramids (Dodson - Ikram 2008: 143).

THE SOUTHERN TOMB AS A PLACE ASSOCIATED WITH THE HEB-SED

Firth proposed that the Southern Tomb may have been intrinsically associated with the
Heb-Sed Feast, which was a pivotal celebration observed during the Old Kingdom and char-
acterized by the ritual rebirth of the king (Firth - Quibell 1935: 20; Edwards 1993: 61). Under
this hypothesis, the structure served as a mock tomb for the king’s ritual death during the
Heb-Sed and subsequent renewal of his vital potency (Lehner 2007: 92). Lehner (1985: 78)
agrees with this suggestion due to the proximity of the Southern Tomb’s location to the
large open courtyard south of the Step Pyramid. Hawass partially adopts this hypothesis,
depending on the supposition that the scenes and inscriptions that exist on the walls of
the Southern Tomb’s substructure represent King Djoser wearing the White Crown and
running while holding a stick and a mace, which are scenes that could be interpreted as
representations of Heb-Sed rituals (Hawass 1987: 118; Hawass 2003b: 150-151).' However,
Hawass believes that the Southern Tomb, much like the later Cult Pyramids, served a sym-
bolic practical function, as a vestiarium where the king would change his clothes during the
celebration, discarding the Heb-Sed cloak in favour of a short kilt adorned with a bull’s tail

1 According to Hawass; while researchers continue to investigate the complexities of this celebration,
the prevailing consensus identifies it as a form of jubilee. Typically celebrated for the first time
after the king had occupied the throne for thirty years, the feast was designed to enable the king
to symbolically rejuvenate his vital forces and reaffirm his divine right to rule. Hawass (2003b:
150) further posits that this celebration likely occurred upon the completion of the royal funerary
complex, serving as a ceremonial declaration that the king had fulfilled all the theological and
architectural requirements mandated by the gods.
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Fig.4 Scenes on the panels in the substructure of the Step Pyramid (after Friedman 1995: fig. 2a)

to perform his ceremonial dance, which was known as the Heb-Sed dance (Hawass 1987:
495; Hawass 2003b: 151).

Several archaeological and architectural facts provide a strong basis for the refutation of
this idea. While numerous kings celebrated the Heb-Sed throughout ancient Egyptian history,
some of them celebrated more than once (Frankfort 1978: 79; Netzley 2003: 264); no monument
analogous to the Southern Tomb has been identified in other complexes, suggesting that such
a structure was not a standardized requirement for the feast. Furthermore, although the reliefs
and scenes on the walls of the Southern Tomb depict the king performing rituals often interpret-
ed as representations associated with the Heb-Sed, identical reliefs and scenes are presented
within the substructure’s walls of the Step Pyramid itself, the king’s primary burial place.
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Fig.5 Ground plan of Pepi II's pyramid complex, including the pyramid complexes of his queens (after
Verner 2020: fig. 8.13)
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In the Southern Tomb’s corridors, three carved panels portray the king in various ritu-
alistic stances: the southern panel (the left one) depicts him standing, wearing the White
Crown of Upper Egypt (fig. 3); the central panel shows him standing, wearing the Red Crown
of Lower Egypt; and the northern panel (the right one) represents the king wearing the White
Crown and standing in a striding posture (his legs spread taking a wide step) (Firth - Qui-
bell 1935: 19), traditionally interpreted as the ritual Heb-Sed dance (Aldred 1982: 74; Aldred
1990: 82; Kemp 2000: 378; Spencer 2000:126). However, a comparative analysis of the Step
Pyramid’s substructure reveals three nearly identical panels in the lower corridors (fig. 4).
The “striding” or “dancing” posture scene of the Southern Tomb is not only mirrored here
beneath the Step Pyramid; it is actually emphasized, appearing in both the southern and
central panels.” The northern panel corresponds to the standing poses seen in the southern
and central panels of the Southern Tomb (Firth - Quibell 1935: 5). Consequently, the fact
that the purported Heb-Sed dance appears twice in the actual burial chamber’s vicinity, but
only once in the Southern Tomb, undermines the argument that the latter was uniquely or
primarily dedicated to this feast.

Based on the aforementioned comparative analysis, the scenes and inscriptions that
appear within the Southern Tomb cannot be regarded as definitive evidence of an exclusive
connection to the Heb-Sed rituals. Since these scenes are equally, if not more, prevalent within
the Step Pyramid itself, their presence in the Southern Tomb does not inherently define its
functional purpose, and this conclusion extends to the later Cult Pyramids.

In addition to the above, a significant philological argument can be made: the Ancient Egyp-
tian terminology for the Heb-Sed [Ji](J] (Faulkner 1986: 167) (in its different forms), is entirely
devoid of any ideograms or determinatives related to a Pyramid or a Subsidiary Pyramid. In-
stead, the term is characteristically written with the sign of a double pavilion [J§] (Allen 2010:
440) which is widely recognized as the ceremonial gallery for the feast (Gardiner 1957: 495).
The absence of any linguistic link between the Heb-Sed and pyramidal monuments further
weakens the hypothesis that the Cult Pyramids were specifically associated with the celebration.

Furthermore, the hypothesis that the Cult Pyramid is linked to the Heb-Sed conflicts with
an established archaeological fact regarding the funerary complexes of the Old Kingdom
queens (fig. 5). Specifically, during the Sixth Dynasty, several queens, such as queens Khent-
kaus II, Khouit, Apout I, Oujbeten, Neith, and Apout II (Lehner 2007: 163), possessed their
own Cult Pyramids in their pyramid complexes (Hawass 1987: 116). If these Cult Pyramids
were truly connected to the Heb-Sed, it would imply that the jubilee was not exclusive to
male reigning kings but extended to include royal consorts as well; such a claim that lacks any
verified historical or archaeological basis. Historical records indicate that royal ladies never
celebrated the Heb-Sed, except for some specific queens who ruled the kingdom indeed and
exercised full sovereign power, such as Queen Hatshepsut in the Eighteenth Dynasty (Shaw -

2 The part which is supposed to have the king’s head in the southern panel is missing. Firth suggested
that he was likely depicted in this panel wearing the crown of Upper Egypt (Firth - Quibell 1935: 5).

3 One may propose that those scenes depicted on the corridors’ walls of both the Step Pyramid and
the Southern Tomb were simply representations of different events and occasions that occurred
during the king’s lifetime, and because of their importance; they were depicted and recorded on
the walls of these structures. However, none of the mentioned scenes connected to the function
of the structure itself.
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Nicholson 2002: 256). Thus, it becomes necessary, in order to consider this assumption, to find
an appropriate interpretation for the existence of these Cult Pyramids that relates to royal
ladies during the Old Kingdom.

THE SOUTHERN TOMB AS A REPOSITORY FOR THE ROYAL CROWNS

Some scholars propose that the Southern Tomb functioned as a secure repository for the royal
crowns. According to this view, the structure served as a consecrated storehouse where the
king’s regalia were preserved, further emphasizing the tomb’s role as a symbolic chamber for
the essential attributes of kingship (Ricke 1950: 126; cf. Lauer 1962: 136-137).

Regarding this hypothesis, such an assumption remains highly improbable due to the
lack of substantial archaeological evidence. Despite the hundreds of diverse royal crowns
depicted in scenes throughout Ancient Egyptian history, fewer than ten actual specimens have
been discovered. These uncovered crowns include the ssd-crown of the King Intef from the
Seventeenth Dynasty, a cloth headdress from the tomb of King Tutankhamun, a hood found
on Tutankhamun’s mummy, and a gold s$d-headband from the same tomb. This profound
discrepancy between the great number of depicted representations of headdresses and royal
crowns, and the limited archaeological yield raises a critical question: Were these crowns,
particularly the more elaborate compound versions, physical objects or merely symbolic
representations reserved for temple and funerary reliefs? Current evidence leans toward the
latter. By examining the crowns on royal statues, we can realize that the majority of them
are simple crowns, while many of the complex shapes of each major type of crown appear
only in scenes and engravings. This could be an indication of the difficulty of sculpturing the
compound crowns as parts of the royal statues, and the scarcity of representing simple crowns
in reality (Collier 1996: 5-6). Furthermore, it is historically unestablished for the ancient
Egyptians to have constructed such massive, elaborate structures, as the Southern Tomb or
Cult Pyramids were, solely to house regalia. Therefore, the “crown-repository” theory fails
to provide a compelling functional justification for these monuments.

THE SOUTHERN TOMB AS AN ABANDONED BURIAL PLACE

Last but not least, some scholars suggested that the architect Imhotep initially commenced
construction at Saqqara with this Southern Tomb, intending it to be the king’s actual burial
place. However, at a later stage, this idea was purportedly abandoned in favour of a more
elaborate monument; the Step Pyramid to the north (Ali 2001: 475). Abdel Aziz Saleh posited
that Djoser began his reign by commissioning the Southern Tomb as an actual burial place,
modelled after the large mastabas erected by his predecessors, with an east-facing entrance in
accordance with the ancient traditions. Given its original purpose as a royal tomb, the architect
utilized stone instead of mudbrick and meticulously executed its substructure, reliefs, scenes,
and decorations. At a later stage, when the capabilities and resources flourished during the
king’s reign, and the architect’s expertise matured alongside the increasing state resources,
Djoser ordered the cessation of work on this tomb in order to initiate a grander project. This
new monument was distinguished by its unprecedented scale and a shift in religious orien-
tation, clearly evidenced by the tomb’s entrance facing north rather than east. Saleh (2006:
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387-388) suggests that once the pyramid was completed, the new overshadowed Southern
Tomb was likely repurposed to serve one of the ritualistic functions previously discussed.

Concerning the proposal that the Southern Tomb was intended as the original burial place
for King Djoser and subsequently its use as a burial place abandoned in favor of the Step Pyr-
amid (Arnold 2001: 430), the archaeological evidence suggests otherwise. Typically, the aban-
donment of royal funerary monuments is attributed to either constructional/architectural
failures (as assumed in Sneferu’s Bent Pyramid)* or political and religious shifts (as evidenced
by the Amarna Tombs) (Wegner 2001: 245). Neither scenario applies to the Southern Tomb.

This hypothesis is further refuted by the fact that the Southern Tomb was fully completed,
featuring both a finished substructure, including a deliberately small burial chamber, and
a mastaba-style superstructure. Logically, as the substructure precedes the superstructure
in construction, the diminutive size of the burial chamber was a premeditated architectural
choice rather than an unfinished project. This scale is widely recognized as insufficient to
accommodate a royal mummy of the Third Dynasty> Furthermore, the archaeological finds
within Room L confirm that the structure was functionally utilized rather than unattended.
Ultimately, if the Southern Tomb were an exceptional case of abandonment, it would be the-
oretically inconsistent to apply the same exceptional logic to all subsequent Cult Pyramids
throughout the Old Kingdom.

THE HYPOTHESES CONCERNING THE INDEPENDENT FUNCTION OF THE CULT
PURAMIDS

The aforementioned views primarily address the function of the Southern Tomb as a prototype
for the later Cult Pyramids. However, alternative perspectives seek to explain the functional
purpose of those small-scale subsidiary pyramids independently. Scholars such as Lauer and
Ricke posit that a functional shift occurred when these structures transitioned from mastaba-
-tomb shape, prevalent during the Third Dynasty, to the small-scale subsidiary pyramids
characteristic of the Fourth Dynasty onwards. This shift is particularly evident during the
Fifth and Sixth Dynasties, when the burial chambers within these pyramids often exhibited
a lack of architectural refinement, suggesting a stagnation in their structural development
(Ricke 1950: 125; Lauer 1955: 169; Lehner 1985: 79).

Three distinct hypotheses emerge from this independent school of thought. The first
was provided by Jéquier, who suggests that beyond serving as a place for offerings, the Cult
Pyramid represents the benben, the solar symbol of Heliopolis (Jéquier 1927: 59-60; Jéquier
1936: 9; Lehner 1985: 79). The second, proposed by Ricke, is that the Cult Pyramid may have

4  The civil engineer Steve Burrows scanned four different Egyptian pyramids; the Step Pyramid of
King Djoser, Meidum Pyramid, the Bent Pyramid, and the Great Pyramid of King Khufu, using Time
Scanners, and it was shown in a documentary. He reached an important conclusion that the Bent
Pyramid was intended to be in this design on purpose, which means it was not an architectural or
constructional mistake as it was believed for a long time. Cf. National Geographic: Time Scanners’
Series, Egyptian Pyramids.

5 Abdel Aziz Saleh (2006: 387) states that the small size of the Southern Tomb'’s burial chamber could
contradict his own hypothesis when he considers that the tomb was built at the beginning as an
actual burial place of the King Djoser; however, he justified the burial of the king in this expected
planned? contracted position due to the ancient burial customs that influenced the architect Imhotep.
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served primarily as storeroom for ritual offerings (Ricke 1950: 125-126; Lehner 1985: 79). The
last was suggested by Lauer, who posits that the burial chamber of a Cult Pyramid may have
functioned as a temporary storage facility, used either during the embalming process or as
aritual apparatus during temple ceremonies (Lauer 1955: 169; Lehner 198s: 79; cf. Firth 1929: 67).

For Jéquier’s hypothesis, a fundamental counter-argument arises: the pyramidal form
itself, whether primary or subsidiary, is inherently derived from the primeval mound and
the solar benben stone (Allen 2003: 22-24). Therefore, if the main pyramid already embodied
this solar symbolism, there would be no architectural or theological necessity to construct an
independent, subsidiary pyramid to replicate the same symbolic function.

As for Ricke’s belief that the Cult Pyramids functioned as storehouses, this view is starkly
contradicted by established archaeological evidence. Since the First Dynasty, funerary com-
plexes included numerous independent chambers specifically allocated for storing offerings
and grave goods surrounding the main burial vault. Furthermore, from the Third Dynasty
onwards, dedicated offering areas and magazines were integrated into the funerary temples
(Hawass 2003a: 50). Given the profound sanctity of the pyramidal form during the Old King-
dom, itis highly improbable that the Egyptians would employ such a powerful solar and royal
symbol exclusively for storage. Regardless of the significance of the items housed within, the
architectural prestige of the pyramid suggests a spiritual or ritualistic purpose far beyond
a mere utilitarian function.

Regarding Lauer’s assumption; this hypothesis conflicts with the established functional
role of the Valley Temple. It is widely maintained by scholars that the Valley Temple was the
primary venue for mummification rituals and the purification of the royal body (Fakhry 1969:
16; Dobrev 2003: 28; cf. Hassan 1943: 69).° Scholars believe that the valley temples were pro-
vided with special rooms and courtyards to accommodate the various stages of preparations
that took place during the embalming of the body of the deceased king (Bunson 2002: 424).

THE SOUTHERN TOMB AS A PLACE ASSOCIATED WITH THE ROYAL KA

Certain researchers posit that the Southern Tomb was associated with the Royal Ka, and func-
tioned as a symbolic residence for King Djoser’s Ka to settle down in, and frequent back and
forth (Lehner 1985: 78; Lehner 2007: 92; Jéquier 1936: 9; Borchardt 1937: 110, fn. 5; Ricke 1944:
106-107; Ricke 1950: 125-126; Wegner 2001: 246; Chauvet 2001: 176). Then, the Ka sometimes
went to its body buried under the Step Pyramid, and came back to its private symbolic house
atanother time (Tawfik 1990: 81). A related perspective suggests that the tomb was specifically
dedicated to the Ka-statue of the king (Ricke 1944: 56; Ricke 1950: 13; Altenmiiller 1972: 3-5;
Brinks 1979: 79; Radwan 2003: 100), providing a focal point for ritual offerings (Lehner 198s: 79).
Lehner adopts this view, observing that ancient Egyptian funerary traditions often accorded
the Ka distinct treatment through separate burial structures or statues. He further suggests
that the wooden beams, box and poles discovered in storeroom L of the Southern Tomb may
have been parts of the ritual equipment used to carry and transport the Royal Ka-statue (Firth -
Quibell 1935: 20; Lehner 2007: 92). This view is reflected successively on the Cult Pyramids as

6 Hawass does not concur with this explanation; he believes that the Valley Temple was used for the
cult of the king himself as a human form of the god Horus (Hawass 2003a: 52).
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well, as the proponents of this assumption believe that the small Cult Pyramids may have been
associated with the king’s Ka (Lehner 2007: 18), and therefore they distinguished that kind of
pyramid with the name “Ka-Pyramid” (Fakhry 1969: 87; Wegner 2001: 246; Arnold 2003: 61;
Lehner 2007: 19). This claim is bolstered by conclusive evidence from the Cult Pyramid of King
Khafre, which might have contained a statue (Wegner 2001: 246; Lehner 2007: 92). Furthermore,
the internal chambers of the other Cult Pyramids are generally regarded as architecturally
suitable for the interment of statues rather than human remains (Arnold 2003: 61).

CONCLUSION

Inlight of the preceding analysis, it is highly evident that none of the aforementioned assump-
tions were based on conclusive archaeological arguments; they largely remain speculative
and lack rigorous logical support. Reviewing the available archaeological evidence, one may
believe that the Cult Pyramids, whether as mastabas or Subsidiary Pyramids, were specifical-
ly designed to accommodate the Royal Ka. It is highly probable that these structures served
as a permanent residence for a ritual statue of the king. This conclusion is supported by the
following considerations:

The importance of the Ka as one of the most prominent factors affecting human existence,
according to the ancient Egyptian beliefs (Lehner 2007: 23); this is reflected through the special
funerary approach and the respected treatment that the Ka received throughout the ancient
Egyptian history. The Egyptians assigned the Royal Ka a distinguished position (Lehner 2007:
92), since it was the only Ka depicted on the monuments in absolute terms. It was believed
that the Royal Ka was born with the king as his twin and accompanied him during his life as
his protective patron and lasted with him after his death as well (Frankfort 1978: 69). In ad-
dition to its fundamental importance to ensure the eternal existence for the deceased, it was
regularly summoned through rituals to descend from the heavenly world in order to provide
life to both the mummy and the Ka statue of the tomb (O’Connor 200s5: 110).

The ancient Egyptians distinguished the Royal Ka through specific architectural privileges,
which were followed by a linguistic reflection. From the Old Kingdom onwards, the term [F]Ly
hwt-k3 appears in ancient Egyptian language texts and refers to a shrine annexed to a temple
or a tomb (Erman - Grapow 1971: 5; Faulkner 1986: 166; Dickson 2006: 163) or a soul house
(Gardiner1957: 580). These Ka shrines were attended by special independent priests who were
called in the ancient Egyptian language by the term (ﬂ) or Iy hm-k3, which means Servant
of the Ka (Erman - Grapow 1971: 90; Faulkner 1986: 169; Dickson 2006: 22; Gardiner 1957: 581;
O’Connor 2005: 110). Thus, the dedication of such funerary monuments to the Royal Ka was not
excluded from ancient Egyptian thought. Therefore, it was acceptable to propose that these
small subsidiary Cult Pyramids were functional and dedicated to the Royal Ka.

In storeroom L in the Southern Tomb of King Djoser, which was closed and intact at the
time of its discovery gilded poles, a wooden beam, and equipment for carrying boxes were
found. Firth interpreted these objects as the remains of a funerary Canopy that once rested
on gilded poles, and that they were used to hide the royal coffin. He also believed that these
boxes were used to store the linen curtains that covered the Canopy (Firth - Quibell 1935: 20).
Lehner (2007: 92) suggested a more logical explanation; he believed that the wooden beam,
the gilded poles, and the box were probably dismantled parts of the equipment used to carry
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the Royal Ka-statue. He pointed out the similarity of these objects to the dismantled Canopy
frame that was discovered in the corridor attached to the Cult Pyramid of King Khafre, GII-a.
Both Lehner and Lacovara suggested that the statue of the Royal Ka was transported to the
tomb inside that frame, and after placing the statue inside the funerary complex, the frame
was dismantled and placed inside the box (Lehner - Lacovara 1985: 171-174). The importance of
having a statue of the Royal Ka in this kind of funeral structure is due to the fact that through
this statue the deceased king could witness and participate in the various funeral rituals,
which were considered essential procedures to ensure the renewal of the individual and the
universal power of the deceased king (O’Connor 2005: 110).

Due to the absence of the Cult Pyramid as an architectural element of some royal pyramid
complexes, Ricke (1950: 125-126) raised a question about the place in which the Royal Ka settled
in the pyramid complexes whose plans lacked the existence of a Cult Pyramid. According to
his perspective, Ricke proposed that a Cult Pyramid had not been built in some royal pyramid
complexes at all. Despite the logic of Ricke’s question; there is no archaeological evidence
that can be used to support his hypothesis. The author believes that the Cult Pyramid was an
essential architectural element that was built in all of the royal funerary pyramid complexes;
however, the absence of the Cult Pyramid in some royal complexes could be ascribed to the
lack of excavation work in these pyramid complexes. The author leans towards the proposal
that a cult pyramid was already built in each funerary pyramid complex, only that some of
them have not been discovered yet. The Cult Pyramid of King Khufu, GI-d, is considered a clear
example to support that. After well-organized excavations were conducted to the east of
Khufu’s main pyramid, first by George Reisner, then by Selim Hassan, and followed by Kamal
Al-Mallakh, the Cult Pyramid GI-d was discovered by Zahi Hawass in 1991, in the same area
where the previously mentioned excavations were conducted.”

Lauer thought that it was not reasonable to believe that the Cult Pyramids functioned ex-
clusively in connection with the Royal Ka, since the main pyramid, its mortuary temple, and
the other architectural elements of the pyramid complex, in addition to the offerings made,
were all intended to be for the Royal Ka, which means that there was no need to build a separate
architectural element for it (Lauer 1962: 133, fn. 2; Lehner 198s: 79). However, the present author
believes that Lauer’s perspective contradicts the fact that the ancient Egyptians differentiated
between the deceased king and his Royal Ka with regard to funerary allocations, as each of them
had his own allocations, which is clearly evident from the previous archaeological evidence.

Another significant piece of evidence supporting this theory, although not originating
from the Old Kingdom (consequently, it falls outside the scope of this study), is the nearly
life-sized wooden statue of King Hor found in his tomb at Dahshur (The Egyptian Museum
in Cairo, JE 30948; de Morgan 1895: 91-92, figs. 212-216, pls. 33-35). Furthermore, the concept
of the “ka-burial” can be found in high-ranking officials’ tombs from the Middle Kingdom, as
noted by Arnold (cf. Arnold 1987: 99; Arnold 2007: 55-61).

Based on the above, concerning the term that should be used to refer to this kind of Sub-
sidiary Pyramid, and contrary to Jinosi’s opinion on the matter (Janosi 2024), the present

7  Thediscovery of the Cult Pyramid of King Khufu, GI-d, was considered a surprise for most specialized
scholars who were convinced for a long time that Khufu’s pyramid complex did not include a Cult
Pyramid (Hawass 2006: 94).
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author suggests using the term Cult Pyramid or Ka-Pyramid to describe this funerary ar-
chitectural element, instead of the term Ritual Pyramid, based on the functional purpose of
these structures, since they were connected with the Royal Ka, which had remarkable value

according to the ancient Egyptian beliefs. On the other hand, these Subsidiary Pyramids were

not, according to the discovered archaeological evidence, associated with any funerary rituals

that could be attributed to them.
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