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WITH THIS CONTRIBUTION, I would like to argue that, in future research on Earlier Egyptian morpho-syntax, 
we also need to focus on key issues of orthography. That is, we need to research individual orthographic 
standards of particular scribal “schools,” of particular documents, and we should check, or at least make 
explicit, our presuppositions on the orthographic system. In this regard, a key issue is the relationship of 
written and underlying phonological and phonetic forms (e.g., what might be labeled the “Defective 
Spelling Hypothesis,” the “Frozen Spelling Hypothesis,” the “Pre-Coptic Syllable Structure Rules 
Hypothesis,” including the “Zweisilbengesetz” and the “Consonantal Auslaut Hypothesis,” the “Three 
Vowel Qualities Hypothesis,” the “Pre-Coptic Vowel Length Rule Hypothesis,” and so on).1 

 To exemplify the need for more discussion about these issues, I am going to present and argue for a set 
of hypotheses on Earlier Egyptian orthographies that—given the reader accepts it—has an impact on the 
identification of certain morpho-syntactic forms such as, for example, the Subjunctive sḏm(=f), the Posterior 
sḏm.w/y(=f) (alias Prospective), the Resultative sḏm.kw/sḏm.tỉ/sḏm.w/... (alias Pseudo-participle), the 
Passive sḏm(.w)(=f), and the relation of the Passive Distributive Participle sḏm.w and the Imperfective 
Relative Form sḏm.w/y(=f).2 

Part I. The concept of mater lectionis in Earlier Egyptian orthography; 

or: Why sḏmw might represent a Subjunctive *s˘čṃắ 

Normally, occurrences of the glides (“semi-consonants” or “semi-vowels”) w ( , , in , , and others) 
and ỉ ( , in  and others), y ( ), or ï (  or )3 have been taken as evidence that the respective forms actually 

contained a corresponding consonantal phoneme /w/ or /j/.4This is, of course, reasonable if the spelling 
exhibits the glides more often than not. But in some influential works on Earlier Egyptian grammar and 
vocalization, the same thing is also assumed in those cases in which the glides were spelled out in only a 
very limited number of occurrences (if any). Some scholars assume that the consonants were present in the 
spoken form but not in the written form (“Defective Spelling Hypothesis” proper); others assume that the 
consonants were present at some earlier time but no longer at the time of the creation of the relevant 
document (“Traditional Spelling Hypothesis”). A third explanation is that the consonants are somehow 
present conceptually but are not spoken phonetically (“Phonetic Phonology Hypothesis”). Anyhow, in 

1  This contribution tries to work on the basis of the Three Vowel Qualities Hypothesis and the Pre-Coptic Syllable Structure 
Rules Hypothesis, except that it allows for open syllables at the end of the word (-CV), and on the kernel idea of the Pre-
Coptic Vowel Length Rule Hypothesis as regards the fate of stressed vowels in open and closed syllables. It is hesitant about 
the validity of the Zweisilbengesetz in inflected forms. It substitutes the Defective Spelling Hypothesis for a Fluctuating Glide 
Hypothesis (see Hypothesis no. 5, Part IV, below). It also acknowledges Frozen Spellings to a certain extent.  

2  Throughout this article phonemes are marked by /.../, approximate phonetic renderings by [...], and single graphemes by .... 
A “V” stands for an unknown vowel. A list of abbreviations not in the Bibliography is appended at the end of this article. 

3  Traditionally, the transliterations of both  and  equal the transliteration of  rather than that of  (Werning 2007). Brose 

(2014, §§ 9.6, 18) states that, in certain Middle Egyptian documentary texts, a rather large  always equals  while  doesn’t. 
4  Throughout this paper, the phonological interpretations of ỉ are based on the assumption that the grapheme ỉ primarily refers 

to a glide (/j/). The arguments, however, also work if one subscribes to the assumption that it primarily refers to a glottal stop 
/ʔ/ (the only exception being the semi-vocalic nature of the ult.-inf. radical of verbal roots: see Part IV, below).  
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many past publications from and in the following of Sethe (1923, § 4), Fecht, Edel, and Osing—and this is 
the crucial point—even very occasional spellings of forms with glides have been taken as evidence that 
there was a full consonant in the form. The reconstruction of such a “consonantal glide” has certain 
consequences for the reconstruction of the syllable structure of the word. In particular, according to the 
Syllable Structure Rules Hypothesis, there has to be at least one vowel next to it.5 
 In this tradition, for example, the tw-passive of certain suffix conjugation tenses followed by a mono-
consonantal personal pronoun is reconstructed as follows: 

Ʒmm.t(w)=f /Ʒmm.tw=f *Ʒ˘m˘mtˉ́W˘f  */ʀVmVmˈtVːWVf/; 

Ʒm.t(w)=f /Ʒm.tw=f **Ʒ˘mm˘t˘W˘f → *Ʒ˘mm˘ ́tW˘f  */ʀVmˈmVtWVf/; 

pr(ỉ).t(w)=f / pr(ỉ).tw=f *p˘r˘Ỉt˘W˘f  */pVrVJˈtVːWVf/ 

 or * p˘rỈ˘t˘W˘f → *p˘rỈ˘ ́tW˘f  */pVrˈJVtWVf/. 

And the plural of, for example, the following nouns is reconstructed as 

Ʒḫ(.ỉ) “spirit” *Ʒī́ḫ˘Ỉ  */ˈʀiːxVJ/    >A2ih ~ Bix;6 
Ʒḫ(.ỉ).w / Ʒḫ(.ỉ.w) “spirits” **Ʒī́ḫ˘Ỉ˘W → *Ʒĭ́ḫỈ˘W  */ˈʀixJVW/;7 

ỉt(.ỉ) “father” *ỉā́t˘Ỉ  */ˈjaːtVJ/    > SBeiwt, 

ỉt(.ỉ).w / ỉt(.ỉ.w) “fathers” **ỉā́t˘Ỉ˘W → *ỉắtỈ˘W  */ˈjatJVW/    > Seiote;8 

hrw(.w) “day” *hắrw˘W  */ˈharwVW/    > SBAA2ϩoou ~ AA2 ϩooue, 

hr(w).w(.w) “days” *harWˉ́w˘W  */harˈWVːwVW/ > (?)  > AA2hreu; 

or, if we take Wolfgang Schenkel’s revision of Earlier Egyptian syllable structures (1983b, 198) into 
account, we may reconstruct: 

Ʒḫ(.ỉ).w / Ʒḫ(.ỉ.w) “spirits” **Ʒī́ḫ˘ỈW  */ˈʀi:xVJW/; 

ỉt(.ỉ).w / ỉt(.ỉ.w) “fathers” *ỉắt˘ỈW  */ˈja:tVJW/ > (?)    > Seiote; 

hr(w).w(.w) “days” *harWˉ́ww  */harˈWVww/   > AA2hreu. 

Within the framework of the traditional set of hypotheses on Earlier Egyptian syllable structures, there is a 
limited number of other options. It usually follows that, besides /wV/, /Vw/, /jV/, and /Vj/, rather substantial 
phonological clusters like /Vjw/, /jVw/, and /VːwV/ were allegedly often left unwritten in Earlier Egyptian 
orthographies. In particular, cases of alleged omission of intervocalic glides, i.e. /VwV/ and /VjV/, have 
always been very suspicious to me. This leads me to my first axiomatic pre-assumption: 

  Pre-assumption 1 (“Intervocalic Glide Axiom”) 
Intervocalic glides (/VwV/ and /VjV/) usually appear spelled out as w and ỉ or y, 
respectively. 

As an alternative to taking any even sparse occurrence of a glide in a specific word form as a proof for the 
existence of a consonant, it is also possible to assume that the phonograms w, ỉ, tỉ and probably y can 
hint at a vowel (“Mater Lectionis Hypothesis”). This has been assumed by different scholars from time to 
time—most explicitly Thacker 1954 (7–31)—but I am probably not mistaken in saying that later 
 
5  For the traditional hypotheses, see, e.g., Schenkel 1990, Chapter 2; Peust 1999. 
6  Cf. Schenkel 1983b, 176; revision in Schenkel 2009b, 270–73. 
7  Cf., e.g., Edel 1955–64, §§ 335, 339. 
8  Cf., e.g., Satzinger 1999a, 373. 
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mainstream discussion has not yet explored this hypothesis in depth, surely not in its full consequences.9 
On the other hand, there is barely any scholar who has not at least taken into account the possibility that w 
and/or ỉ might hint at a vowel, either explicitly in a comment or implicitly in one or another analysis.10 There 
are, however, some recent studies that have come independently to the conclusion that there are matres 
lectionis in Earlier Egyptian orthographies.11 

 When I say that the matres lectionis “hint at a vowel” rather than “represent a vowel,” I want to be 
cautious not to easily equate w with /u/ or /uː/ and ỉ, y, ï with /i/ or /iː/. Indeed, it seems that, for 
example, the “glide”  might hint at the existence of various different vowels in the OK, or even at the 

existence of any vowel, no matter what quality or quantity.12 This also implies that the notion of “mater 
lectionis,” as I use it, is a broader one: a reading aid that hints at either a specific vowel or generally at a 
non-specified vowel. 

 Instead of tracing the arguments that led the respective scholars to conclude that matres lectionis exist 
in Earlier Egyptian, I would like to explore specific possible examples and more general consequences. I 
start with a first fundamental working hypothesis: 

  Hypothesis 1 (“Mater Lectionis Hypothesis”) 

If a certain word or morpheme is spelled much more often without a specific glide at a 
certain position than with the glide, the occasionally written glide hints at a vowel (yet to 
be determined) which occupies a vocalic slot in the syllable structure (rather than at a 
respective consonant that occupies a consonantal slot). 

This hypothesis surely needs some refinement, for example as regards the text corpus and as to how much 
“much more” actually is. But the point that I want to make is to reject the traditional hypothesis that even 
rare occurrences of glides testify to the existence of a consonant (which needs to be assigned a consonantal 
slot in the assumed possible syllable structures). 

 Operating with Hypothesis 1, the following are probably cases that are occasionally spelled with matres 
lectionis. 

Table 1: Cases of possible matres lectionis in Earlier Egyptian orthographies 

 OK SPELLINGS MK SPELLINGS 
RECONSTRUCTION 

HYPOTHESIS  

SEE 

NOTE 

Resultative ending, 

1SG 

usually ;  

relig. texts also ;  

once  

, , , 

, ; rarely , 

,   

(see n. a) 

*/(ˈaː)ku/ b) 

 
9  But see now Allen 2013. For a list of consequences that result from a vocalic reconstruction of the nisbe morpheme, see 

Schultheiß 2014, Chap. 8.3 “Zusammenfassung und Schlussbetrachtungen.” 
10  E.g., Gardiner 1957, § 20 (ỉ and w as “semi-vowels”); Loprieno 1995, 62–63 (noun endings); Kammerzell 1998, 113 (tỉ/tw-

Passive); Malaise & Winand 1999, § 24 (ỉ for */i/, w for */u/); Allen 2000/2010, § 2.4 (ỉ for */i/, w for */u/), § 17.2 (Resultative 
endings); now Allen 2013, 38 and 53 (ỉ “to signal a vocalic desinence”), 43 and 53 (w for */u/, w “also represents a final 
vowel”); Vernus 2000, 185 (Resultative endings); Grandet & Mathieu 2003, § 1.4 (ỉ/ï for */i/, w for */u/); Schenkel 
2005c/2012a, Chap. 2.1 (ỉ possibly vocalic ending); ; Stauder 2014a, 12–13 (tỉ/tw-Passive and Resultative endings). 

11  Schenkel 2009b, 269–74; Werning 2011, I, §§ 56–57, 60, 65, 81; Schultheiß 2014. 
12  Thacker 1954, 31; Schenkel 2009b, 273–74 (long vowels only?); Werning 2011, I, § 57. 
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 OK SPELLINGS MK SPELLINGS 
RECONSTRUCTION 

HYPOTHESIS  

SEE 

NOTE 

Resultative ending, 

2SG.M 

usually ;  

rarely , , ,  

,  

*/(ˈaː)ta/  c) 

Resultative ending, 

2SG.F  

*/(ˈaː)ti/  

Resultative ending, 

3SG.F 

*/(ˈaː)tV/   

Resultative ending, 

3PL.F 
rarely ; 

usually → 3PL.M 

see 3SG.F 

see 3PL.M 

 

Resultative ending, 

3SG.M 
usually ø; also ; 

more rarely  

usually ø;  

more rarely ,  

*/a/ d) 

Resultative ending, 

3PL.M 
usually ø; also ;  

more rarely , , ,  

once  

usually ø;  

more rarely ,  

*/u/ e) 

Resultative ending, 

1PL 
 (rarely attested);  

probably once  

, , ; 

(plus , see n. f ) 

*/uːnu/,  

after */ˈa/: 

[ˈawnu] 

g) 

Resultative ending, 

1PL (secondarily)  

   
(plus , see n. f ) 

*/(ˈaː)wiːn/  

Resultative ending, 

2PL 
 , ,  

rarely  

*/(ˈaː)tuːniː/ h) 

t-passive morpheme usually ;  

relig. texts also ,  

, , ,  

rarely  

*/tV/  i) 

Nominal forms M.SG 

(allegedly) with final 

weak consonant 

usually ø;  

very rarely ,  

ø */V/  

(*/u/, */i/, */a/?) 

j) 

Nominal plural mor-

pheme, M 

ø  

or  

ø  

or ,  

*/uː/,  

after vowel: *[w]  

k) 

 (optionally plus  or equivalent, see e. f )   

Nominal plural end-

ing, F 
  */Vːt/ (vowel 

lengthening) 

l) 

 (optionally plus  or equivalent, see n. f )   

Suffix pronoun, 1SG 

(trad. =ỉ) 
usually ø;  

relig. texts often  

; rarely , , , ø 

(and sim., see n. a) 

*/iː/,  

after vowel: *[j]  

m) 
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 OK SPELLINGS MK SPELLINGS 
RECONSTRUCTION 

HYPOTHESIS  

SEE 

NOTE 

Enclitic personal 

pronoun, 1SG (trad. 

wỉ) 

usually ;  

rarely ,  

very rarely ,  

, ;  

rarely ,  

(and sim., see n. a) 

*/wV/  

(*/wu/ or */wa/?) 

n) 

Nisbe ending, M.SG usually ø, also ;  

rarely . 

ø, , ; rarely   */iː/ o) 

Nisbe ending, M.PL usually ; also ø;  

rarely  

, ; also ø  *[iːw] (~ */iːuː/)   

 (optionally plus  or equivalent, see n. f )   

Nisbe ending, F(SG/PL) usually ;  

rarely , ( ?) 

 */iːt/  

 (in PL contexts optionally plus , see n. f )   

Nisbe ending, M.SG, 

nouns ult.–t 
usually , also  or ;  

rarely ,  

,  */tiː/  

Nisbe ending, M.PL, 

nouns ult.–t 
usually ;  

rarely , , ,  

;  

rarely: , ,  

*[tiːw] (~ /tiːuː/)  

 (optionally plus  or equivalent, see n. f )   

Nisbe ending, 

F(SG/PL), nouns ult.–t 
  */tiːt/  

 (in PL contexts optionally plus , see n. f )   

Particle ỉw , before suffix pronoun 

also ; relig. texts rarely 

,  

,  */ʔVː/ or */Vː/  

(*/ʔuː/?, before 

mono-cons. suffix 

pronoun: /ʔu.../?) 

p) 

Table notes 

a)  The morpheme is spelled with one of the default “grammato-classifiers” (Werning 2011, I, § 6) of the 1SG, , , 

or , or with a “semantic classifier,” e.g. , , ,  (the last not earlier than NK), etc. These classifiers categorize 

a grammatical morpheme as 1SG in, e.g.,  *ỉanắk and  *w˘, or they just hint at an otherwise unwritten 

morpheme */iː/ as in  (=(ï), trad. transliterated as “=ỉ ”). It is now generally accepted that the  in MK spellings in 

forms such as ,  and  are inherited from OK spelling traditions (but cf. Sethe 1899, II, 16, n. 

1). The classifiers are not a hint to a specific phoneme; cf. the spelling  for *ỉanắk > anok. 

b)  Spellings: Edel 1955–64, §§ 572–73; Gardiner 1957, § 309; Sethe 1899, II, §§ 34–35. Semitic equivalent as */kuː/ 

(Thacker 1954, 98); as */ku/ (Satzinger to appear). Egyptian reconstructions: as */kuː/ [~ */kwV/(?)] (Thacker 

1954, 125–26); as */ki/ > */ku/ (Reintges 1994, 214–15; Reintges 1997, 270); as */ˈaːku/ (Loprieno 1995, 36), as 

*/ˈaku/ (Allen 2000/2010, § 17.2), as */ku/ (Satzinger 1999b, 29; Satzinger 2007, 494; Vernus 2000, 185; Allen 

2013, 67), */ˈaːku/, */ku/ (Satzinger to appear [Stative vs. Perfect]), as */(ˈaː)ku(ː)/ (Schenkel 2009b, 273). For 

earlier approaches with consonantal ending, cf. Kammerzell 1991; Schenkel 1994a, 170; Loprieno 1995, 76. 
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c)  Spellings: Edel 1955–64, §§ 572–73; Gardiner 1957, § 309; Sethe 1899, II, §§ 23–33, 49–50. Semitic equivalent 

as 2SG.M */taː/, 2SG.F */tiː/, 3SG.F */at/, 3PL.F */aː/ (Thacker 1954, 98); as 2SG.M */ta/, 2SG.F */ti/, 3SG.F */at/ 

(Satzinger to appear). Egyptian reconstructions: as 2SG.M */ta/, 2SG.F */ti/, 3SG.F */tV/, 3PL.F */aː/ ~ */tV/ (Thacker 

1954, 121–24); as */ta/ ~ */ti/ (Satzinger 1999b, 29; Satzinger 2007, 496); as */tV/ (Vernus 2000, 185); as 2SG.M 

*/(ˈa)ta/, 2SG.F */(ˈa)ti/, 3SG.F */(ˈa)ta/ (Allen 2000/2010, § 17.2); as 2SG.M */ta/ or */tu/, 2SG.F probably */ti/, 

3SG.F */tV/, 3PL.F probably = 3SG.F (Allen 2013, 67). For earlier approaches and the possibility of two paradigms, 

cf. Kammerzell 1991; Schenkel 1994a, 170. 

d)  Spellings: Edel 1955–64, §§572–73; Gardiner 1957, §309; Sethe 1899.II, §§15–18. Semitic equivalent as */a/ 

(Thacker 1954, 98); as */a/ or ø (Satzinger to appear). Egyptian reconstructions: as */V/ > *[ə] (Thacker 1954, 

121); as */u/ (Vernus 2000, 185); as */a/ (Allen 2000/2010, § 17.2); as */u/ or */a/ (Allen 2013, 67). For earlier 

approaches, cf. Kammerzell 1991; Schenkel 1994a, 170 [*/aw/ ~ */juː/, */aw/ ~ */ji/]. 

e)  Spellings: Edel 1955–64, §§ 572, 574; Gardiner 1957, § 309; Sethe 1899, II, §§ 44–46. Semitic equivalent as */uː/ 

(Thacker 1954, 98); Akkadian */u/ (Vernus 2000, 185). Egyptian reconstructions: as */uː/ (Thacker 1954, 122); as 

*/u/ (Allen 2000/2010, § 17.2; Vernus 2000, 185); as probably */uʔu/ > */u/ (Allen 2013, 67). For an earlier 

approach, cf. Schenkel (1994a, 170 [*/ˈawu/ > */ˈaju/, */ˈawwi/ > */ˈajji/]). 

f)  Plural morphemes are optionally spelled with one of the default “grammato-classifiers” (Werning 2011, I, § 6) for 

PL such as , , or , or, in certain cases, with a tripling of a sign or sign group. 

g)  Spellings: Edel 1955–64, §§ 572, 574 (with a comment on the possibly secondary character of w~n); Gardiner 

1957, § 309; Sethe 1899, II, § 53. Semitic equivalent as */nuː/ (Thacker 1954, 98); Akkadian */nu/ (Vernus 2000, 

185). Egyptian reconstructions: as */...nuː/(?) (Thacker 1954, 126–27); as */ˈanu/ (Allen 2000/2010, § 17.2; Allen 

2013, 67); secondary form as */wVn/ (Vernus 2000, 185).  

h)  Spellings: Edel 1955–64, §§ 572, 574; Gardiner 1957, § 309; Sethe 1899, II, § 51. Semitic equivalent as 2PL.M 

*/tunuː/, 2PL.M */tinaː/ (Thacker 1954, 98); Akkadian 2PL.M */tunu/, 2PL.M */tina/ (Vernus 2000, 185). Egyptian 

reconstructions: as */tun/ or */tin(i?)/(?) (Thacker 1954, 124); as */ˈtawni/ (Schenkel 1994a, 170); as */ˈtuːnV/ 

(Satzinger 1999b, 29; Satzinger 2007, 496); as */tuːn/ (Vernus 2000, 185); as 2PL.M */(ˈa)tunu/, 2PL.M */(ˈa)tina/ 

(Allen 2000/2010, § 17.2; Allen 2013, 67).  

i)  OK spellings: Edel 1955–64, § 177; Kammerzell 1998, 112. Egyptian reconstructions: as */tV/ > *[tə] or the like 

(Thacker 1954, 315); as */ti/ > */tu/ (Reintges 1997, 270); as */tV/ (Kammerzell 1998, 113); as probably */tu/ 

(Allen 2013, 38); as */t(V)/ (Stauder 2014a:12). 

j)  This refers to nouns that are attested with final ỉ or w in very rare cases (or even only once) or to nouns of the type 

Earlier Egyptian *(...)KK → Copt. (...)Kw(K) / (...)Kou(K) / (...)Ki(K) / (...)KE(K): Schenkel 2009b, § 3; Werning 

2011, I, §§ 65a–b; cf. also Schenkel 1983, 202–204; Loprieno 1995, 36 and 62–63. 

k) Spellings: Edel 1955–64, §§ 269–78; Gardiner 1957, §§ 72–74. Egyptian reconstructions: as */uː/ (Vycichl 1955, 

264; Lambdin 1958, 183; Werning 2011, I, §§ 65a–b); as */wu/ (Vergote 1969); as **[u]+[u] > *[uː] > *[w] 

(Schenkel 1983, § 8, with a detailed discussion; cf. also Allen 2013, 61; Schenkel actually uses [u̯] instead of [w] 

as I should have in many cases in this very contribution; cf. also Barber 2013, 1 n. 2). For traditional reconstructions 

as */Vw/, cf. e.g. Vergote 1969, 77–79, Satzinger 1999a. I assume that some of the spellings with  represent 

*/Vw/-collectives morphologically rather than “true” plurals; cf. Werning 2011, I, §§ 65a–b. 

l) Cf. Schenkel 1983, 208–209. I assume that spellings with  (and ) generally represent */wVt/-collectives 

morphologically (for  */wVt/ >  */jVt/, cf. Schenkel 2012a, 105–106 and Part III below); cf. Werning 2011, 

I, §§ 17, 20. 

m) Spellings: Edel 1955–64, §§ 159–60; Gardiner 1957, § 34. Egyptian reconstructions: */i/ (Erman 1894, § 140; 

Allen 2000/2010, § 5.3; Allen 2013, 66); as */iː/ after consonant, */jV/ after vowel (Thacker 1954, 21–23); as */iː/ 
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(Vycichl 1955, 265); */aj/ (Loprieno 1995, 63–64). Note that the classifier itself does not hint at the phonological 

quality of the morpheme (cf. n. a, above). 

n) Spellings: Edel 1955–64, §§ 166–67; Gardiner 1957, § 43. Egyptian reconstructions: */wV/, perhaps */wa/ (Allen 

2013, 68). A vocalization */wi/ is unlikely since we never observe the assimilation effect */Vwi/ > */Vji/ as 

observed in other cases (cf. Part III, Hypothesis 4, below).  

o) Werning 2011, I, § 56 (M.SG *[iː], M.PL *[i(ː)u̯], F.SG *[i(ː)t], F.PL *[iːt]), see the references Werning 2011, I, 140 

n. 145, 141 n. 149; additions: Schenkel 2008, 273 [M.SG */iː/, F.SG */it/], Schenkel 2009b, 270–71; Allen 2013, 74 

[M.SG */i/, M.PL */iu/, M.DU */iua/ → */iwa/, F.SG */iat/ ~ */it/, F.PL */iuat/ > */iwat/, F.DU */iata/ > */ita/]; 

Schultheiß 2014: Tables 6.1–6.2, 7.1, 7.3–7.4, 7.7 (spellings OK), Table 8.2 [status absolutus: M.SG */iː/, M.PL 

*/iːw/, M.DU */iːwaː/], Table 8.1 [F.SG */iːt/, F.PL “*ût”, F.DU */iːtaː/]. 

p) Cf. the spelling of ỉw=f (OK:  ~ , later ) and ỉf */ˈ(ʔ)uf/ or */ˈ(ʔ)if/ > */ˈ(ʔ)ɛf/ > SBaf */ˈ(ʔ)af/ 

‘flesh’ ( ; NK:  ~ ), Edel 1955–64, §§ 881 with reference to Gardiner 1947a, II, 237–38*. 

If we accept these reconstructions, we would conclude that in certain endings(!) the following relations exist: 

Table 2: Spellings of vocalic and glide endings in Earlier Egyptian orthographies 

ENDING OK SPELLING MK SPELLING NOTES 

/w/ e.g., Plural morpheme after vowels , (ø) , , (ø)  
/tVw/ e.g., Nisbe , ( ) , ( )  

/uː/ Plural morpheme ø,  ø, ,    
/u/ Resultative ending 3PL.M ø, ,   ø, ,    
/tuː/ inside Resultative ending 2PL(?) ,   ,   

/tu/ (no example; passive morpheme?)    

/aː/ (no example)    

/a/ Resultative ending 3SG.M ø, ,  ø, ,   
/taː/ inside personal pronoun 3SG , ( , )  a) 

/ta/ Resultative ending 2SG.M , , , ,  ,   

/j/ 
e.g., Nisbe morpheme after vowels, 

suffix pronoun 1SG after vowels 
[ , (ø)] [ , , , , (ø)]  

/tVj/ (no example)    

/iː/ 
Nisbe morpheme (after consonant),

(Resultative ending 2PL?) 
ø,  ø, , , ( )  

/i/ (no example)    

/tiː/ Nisbe M.SG from nouns ult.–t , , ,  ,   

/ti/ Resultative ending 2SG.F , , , ,  ,   

UNCLEAR     

/tV/ Resultative ending 3SG.F , , , ,  ,   

/tV/ Passive morpheme , ,  , ,   

/wV/ Enclitic personal pronoun 1SG ; , ,  , ; ,   

Table notes 
a)  Cf. the rare spelling of the personal pronoun 3PL ntsn */Vntaːsin/ (cf. 2PL ntṯn */Vntaːcin/ > NtwtN) as  

and  in the OK (Edel 1955–64, § 41).  

Or, organized the other way around: 



36 — The Brown Workshop on Earlier Egyptian Grammar 

Table 3: Possible interpretations of word-final or morpheme-final “glide” graphemes in Earlier 
Egyptian orthographies 

SPELLING OK MK ENDING NOTES 

...  /iː/ 

/j/ 

/a/ 

/u/ 

 

(/j/) 

Nisbe morpheme (after consonant) 

Nisbe morpheme after vowel 

Resultative ending 3SG.M  

Resultative ending 3PL.M 

 

 

...  var. 
 
(/j/) 

 

/iː/ 

/j/ 

 twice; or  plus DUAL  

Nisbe morpheme (after consonant) 

Nisbe morpheme after vowel 

a) 

... , ..   /iː/ 

/j/  

Nisbe morpheme; Resultative ending 2PL(?) 

e.g., Nisbe morpheme after vowel 

 

...   /w/  

/uː/  

/u/  

(/a/) 

/w/  

/uː/  

/u/  

/a/  

e.g., Plural morpheme after vowel 

Plural morpheme 

Resultative ending 3PL.M  

Resultative ending 3SG.M 

 

...  like    

... , ...  /ti/  

/ta/  

/tV/ 

(/taː/ 

/tV/ 

/ti/  

/ta/  

/tV/ 

 

Resultative ending 2SG.F 

Resultative ending 2SG.M  

Resultative ending 3SG.F 

inside personal pronoun 3PL; rarely)  

Passive morpheme 

 

...   /tiː/ Nisbe M.SG from nouns ult–t  

... , ...  /tVw/  /tVw/ 

/tV/  

Nisbe M.PL from nouns ult.–t 
Passive morpheme 

 

...  /tVw/  

(/tuː/ 

/tVw/ 

/tuː/ 

Nisbe M.PL from nouns ult.–t 
inside Resultative ending 2PL) 

b) 

Table notes 

a)  For  in the OK, cf. Sethe 1899, I, §§ 121–121bis; Edel 1955–64, §§ 148, 150. Cf. also Allen 2013, 207 n. 2.  

b) The reading of  as tw, not tỉw, is discussed in detail in Schultheiß 2014, chapter entitled “Zur Lesung des 
Zeichens .” 

 Assuming that we are on the right track, the results have serious further consequences for the 
identification and interpretation of written forms, which have not yet been taken fully into account. For 
example, based on the spelling of the Resultative 3SG.M *sắčṃa /ˈsacˀma/ as sḏmỉ (OK) and sḏmw (MK), 
we would naturally conclude that sḏmỉ (OK) and sḏmw (MK) are possible writings not just for the Posterior 
sḏm.w(=f) but also for the Subjunctive sḏm(=f) *s˘čṃắ /sVcˀˈma/.13 In particular, Subjunctive spellings 
with final  might represent the auslaut */na/ as in NK syllabic spellings.14 This, by the way, puts even 
more analytic load on the variant spellings of the stem of verbs IIae gem. (Posterior Ʒmm /ʀVˈmVmV/ vs. 
Subjunctive Ʒm /ʀVmˈma/) and on the syntactic construction. 

 
13  That the final w may hint at the final /ˈa/ in the (respective) verbal form is also assumed by Allen 2013, 114–15. 
14  Kammerzell, in Hannig 1995, LV. 
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Part II. The pragmatics of mater lectionis spellings: glimpses at reader-

oriented spelling practices; or: Why the nisbe morpheme is usually 

spelled out in the m.sg of de-nominal nisbes only 

If we assume that matres lectionis are part of Earlier Egyptian orthographies, naturally the question arises: 
What considerations triggered the use of a mater lectionis as a reading aid? This is a complete change in 
perspective. Traditionally, on the basis of the Defective Spelling Hypothesis (which takes any glide as a hint 
at a consonant in a consonantal slot of the syllable structure), the question was: What triggers the omission of 
the consonantal glide grapheme? –– which has never been satisfyingly addressed, in my opinion. On the basis 
of the Mater Lectionis Hypothesis, on the other hand, we ask: What triggers the inclusion of an orthographical 
hint at a vocalic phoneme? Now it is the written mark that is to be explained and not its omission. 

 An illuminating case, I argue(d), is that of the nisbe spellings in Earlier Egyptian orthographies.15 Based 
on selected evidence from Semitic languages, it is traditionally assumed that the nisbe morpheme was 
originally at least partially consonantal */Vj/, probably */iːj/. There are, however, good reasons to assume 
that cases with consonantal /j/ in Semitic languages are secondary renderings (*/iː/ + /V/ → */iːjV/).16 
Indeed, the nisbe morpheme is not usually spelled out in standard Earlier Egyptian orthographies in the 
M.PL and in the F (see Table 1Error! Reference source not found.). The traditional “Consonantal Nisbe 
Hypothesis” cannot easily account for this fact. According to the “Mater Lectionis Hypothesis” (no. 1, 
above), however, these spellings suggest that the nisbe morpheme is a vowel rather than a consonant. The 
quality of the vowel in question is to be determined as */i/, very probably long */iː/ (Table 1Error! 
Reference source not found., n. o). The vocalic nature explains why it is not usually written. What needs 
to be accounted for in the light of the new “Vocalic Nisbe Hypothesis” is the comparatively common 
spelling of the morpheme in the M.SG (OK: ỉ / tỉ; MK ï,y / tï). 
 According to the Mater Lectionis Hypothesis and the Fluctuating Guide Hypothesis (no. 5, below), we 
might assume that, as a secondary effect, the M.SG ending */iː/ was pronounced as *[ij] in some instances of 
the M.SG. There is, however, another solution: against the Mater Lectionis Hypothesis, we might still take the 
occasional spellings ỉ, ï, and y as matres lectionis for vocalic */iː/. But how do we account for this exception? 
And why didn’t the Egyptian scribes spell all the other nisbes (M.PL, F, ...) with a mater lectionis as well? An 
answer partially lies in the nature of matres lectionis itself. If the scribes did not use a mater lectionis in the 
M.SG, the reader could more readily misunderstand the written form. For example, she or he could misinterpret 
the form dwƷt not as the nisbe *ṭuwƷˉ́tī “one of the netherworld” but as the non-derived form *ṭŭ́wƷ˘t 
“netherworld.”17 A spelling dwƷtï with an additional mater lectionis ï, however, solves the problem for the 
reader. The possibility of a misinterpretation, in contrast, is not present in the case of the spellings dwƷtt and 
dwƷtw, which can only be interpreted as the nisbes *ṭuwƷˉ́tīt and *ṭuwƷˉ́tīw, respectively. As opposed to the 
case of M.SG, a mater lectionis is usually simply not necessary in the case of M.PL and in the case of F.18 

 The Mater Lectionis Hypothesis also explains some other observations that I made in the text-specific 
orthography of the Book of Caverns (early Neo-Middle Egyptian; 19th Dynasty; Werning 2011, I, § 36). 
 
15  Werning 2011, I, §§ 56–57. 
16  Cf. Schultheiß 2014, Chap. 3.2 “Weitere Probleme mit Nisben,” esp. Part (4). 
17  Note that the use of classifiers may also inform the reader (cf. Werning 2011, I, § 37). Also note the interesting puzzle of the 

spelling of dƷ.t (OK) */tˀuːʀVt/ > dwƷt (NK) *[tˀuu̯ʀV] >(?) */tˀuːjV/ > AktE/tEi */tˀɨ(ː)j/ “netherworld.” Or is dwƷt itself also 
a spelling that renders a vowel: dwƷt */tˀuːʀVt/ with wƷ for */uːʀ/?  

18  For the cases of nisbes M.PL and F based on nouns ult. non–t, see below. 
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The spelling of nisbes in Caverns deviates from spellings in standard Middle Egyptian orthographies in that 
a mater lectionis y is quite often used for the nisbe morpheme */iː/ not only in the M.SG, but also occasionally 
in the M.PL and the F –– but only in nisbes based on nouns ult. non–t.19 

Table 4: Spellings of nisbe endings in Earlier Egyptian and in the Book of Caverns 

NISBE ENDING OK SPELLING MK SPELLING BOOK OF CAVERNS  

(19TH DYN.) 

RECON-

STRUCTION 

M.SG usually ø, also  (!);  

rarely  

 

ø,  (!),  (!);  

rarely   

 

de-nominal:  (!),  
rarely ø; 

de-prepositional: ø,  

rarely  

*/iː/ 

M.PL usually ; also ø;  

rarely  

, ; also ø de-nominal:  (!), ;  
rarely ø; 

de-prepositional: ;  
rarely ø 

*/iːw/ 

 (optionally plus  or equivalent)  

F(SG/PL) usually ;  
rarely , (  ?) 

 de-nominal:  (!), ; 

de-prepositional:  

*/iːt/ 

 (in PL contexts optionally plus  or equivalent)  

M.SG, nouns  

ult.–t 
usually , also  or  (!), 
rarely ,   

,   (!); rarely  */tiː/ 

M.PL, nouns  

ult –t 
usually ;  
rarely , , ,  

;  
rarely: , ,  

de-nominal: ;  
rarely , ; 

de-prepositional:  

*/tiːw/ 

 (optionally plus  or equivalent)  

F(SG/PL), nouns ult.–t    */tiːt/ 

 (in PL contexts optionally plus  or equivalent)  

Why this rather complex pattern? Again, it is the reader-oriented purpose of a mater lectionis. In the case 
of de-prepositional nisbes, there is most often no need for a mater lectionis since (i) the spelling of the stem 
marks the form as a nisbe already (  *ỉˉmī,  *ỉˉrī,  *ḥˉrī,  *ṭˉpī, as opposed to  *˘m,  *˘r, 

 *ḥ˘r,  *ṭ˘p) or (ii) the bare fact that they have an inflectional ending  or  marks the form as a derived 
form—very probably a nisbe (  *ḩˉrīt,  *ḩˉrīw). And in the case of nisbes based on words ult.-t 
(nouns as well as prepositions), the spellings  and  are indicative enough to identify them as nisbe 

forms (F *...tīt, M.PL *...tīw). To make a complex story short: cum grano salis, a mater lectionis for the nisbe 
vowel */iː/ is used in cases that could be misinterpreted by the reader if it was missing, but not necessarily 
in cases in which the nisbe form can easily be recognized as such by other clues. 

 I conclude with the following claim: 

 
19  Other de-nominal nisbes as well as de-prepositional nisbes are usually spelled without mater lectionis, just as in standard 

Middle Egyptian orthographies. 
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  Hypothesis 2 (“Spelling Pragmatics Hypothesis”) 

If the distribution of spelling out and not spelling out of w, ỉ, or y is in a systematic 
relation to the possibility or ease for the reader to identify the underlying form, the w, ỉ, 
or y is likely to be a mater lectionis that hints at a vowel.20 

This hypothesis may also identify the spellings of the t-based passive morpheme as tỉ (OK) and tw (MK) 
as a mater lectionis spelling for */tV/.21 In pPrisse, for example, t-based passives are spelled simply as t if 
a personal suffix pronoun follows, but as tw if no suffix pronoun follows (e.g. sḏmt= vs. sḏmtw).22 The fact 
that no mater lectionis is used if a personal suffix pronoun follows could be explained by the fact that, for 
example, the form sḏmt=f may be recognized by the reader as t-passive more quickly than in the case of 
sḏmt without suffix pronoun. Indeed, there is a high probability that a sḏmt=f is one of only two forms, 
either a passive or a relative form. A sḏmt, however, may not only represent a passive or a relative form, 
but also a participle. A sḏmt is (statistically) slightly more ambiguous than a sḏmt= plus personal suffix 
pronoun. That the w is used in the orthography of the t-Passive in pPrisse more often in more ambiguous 
instances than in less ambiguous instances may, therefore, further support the hypothesis that the optional 
w in tw is a reading aid, i.e. a mater lectionis (cf. Hypothesis 2). 

 So far we have seen that there are good reasons to assume that some of the spellings ̕i, ï, y, and w are 
actually matres lectionis for various vowels in certain grammatical morphemes, and that some of these 
matres lectionis are triggered by reader-oriented considerations in individual texts (“spelling pragmatics”). 

Part III. Why should we even bother about vowels, anyway? or: Why the 

Imperfective Relative Form sḏm.w/y(=f) and the Passive Distributive 

Participle sḏm.w may indeed be one and the same form morphologically 

It is a well-known fact that certain forms exhibit spellings with w in some cases, but y in other cases. Two 
illuminating cases are the spelling of the nisbe of nouns ult.–w (e.g. ḫpr.w/y) and the spelling of Imperfective 
Relative Forms M.SG sḏm.w/y.23 Interestingly, the spellings of the nisbe of nouns ult.–w very often exhibit 
a y instead of a w: 

Table 5: Spelling of nisbes based on nouns ult.–w 

NOUN ULT.–w NISBE  

ỉwnw  “Heliopolis” ỉwnw y “the Heliopolitan” (Pyr. 483a P: )24 

  ỉwnw y  “the Heliopolitan” (CT VII, 221h: ) 

bnw  “phoenix” bny  “phoenix-like one” (Hb. 22.25) 

ḥfƷw  “snake” ḥfƷy  “snake-shaped one” (Hb. 67.11) 

nƸw  “nƸw-snake” nƸwy  “nƸw-snake-shaped one” (Hb. 67.10) 

ḫprw  “transformation” ḫpry   “transformation-like one” (Hb. 75.2 ,76.18) 

 
20  This may effectively overrule the Mater Lectionis Hypothesis (no. 1, above). 
21  Cf. Table 1, n. i) above. 
22  Based on the transliteration of pPrisse encoded by Peter Dils in the TLA. 
23  Schenkel 2008, 156–58; Schenkel 2009b, 262–63; Werning 2011, I, §§ 38, 59. 
24 Edel 1955–64, § 344 (erroneously cited as ỉwnwy without classifier: cf. Leclant 2001, pl. XX, col. 51).  
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ỉrw  “figure” ỉry.w  “figure-shaped ones” (Hb. 59.20) 

  ỉrwy  “figure-shaped one” (Hb. 63.3) 

sdbw  “mischief” sdby.w  “ones destined to mischief” (Hb. 40.1–4, 42) 

According to the Mater Lectionis Hypothesis and the Intervocalic Glide Axiom (Hypothesis 1 and Pre-
assumption 1, above), the absence of the glide w can only be explained by the hypothesis that the consonantal 
w has somehow disappeared. Indeed, this usual disappearance of the w can reasonably be explained as a 
phonetic effect. The nominal ending ...w */Vw/ plus nisbe morpheme */iː/ forms an ending */Vːwiː/, probably 
with a stress on the pre-final syllable (e.g. /ˈaːwiː/ or /ˈiːwiː/). Phonetically, it is plausible that the /w/ in the 
cluster /Vːwiː/ turns into /j/ under the influence of the vowel /iː/ (phonetic assimilation); for example: 

Table 6: Phonetic reconstruction of nisbes from nouns ult.–w 

NOUN ULT.–W   NISBE DERIVATION   

*/ʔVˈwaːnVw/25 ỉwnw  **/ʔVwaːˈnVːwiː/  > *[ʔVwaˈnVːjiː] ỉwn{w}y  
*/ˈbVːnVw/ bnw  **/bVˈnVːwiː/ > *[bVˈnVːjiː] bny 

*/ˈxupraw/  ḫprw  **/xupˈraːwiː/  > *[xupˈraːjiː]  ḫpry 

*/ˈsVtˀbVw/  sdbw  **/sVtˀˈbVːwiːw/  > *[sVtˀˈbVːjiːw] sdbyw 

Schenkel (2008, 167) observed the same effect in the case of the noun ḫprw before the personal suffix 
pronoun 1SG. Here, again, we can reconstruct a phonological cluster */aːwiː/ (ending */aw/ plus suffix 
pronoun 1SG */iː/):26 

Table 7: Phonetic reconstruction of nouns ult.–w plus personal suffix pronoun 1SG 

NOUN ULT.–W  PLUS PERSONAL SUFFIX PRONOUN 1SG  

/ˈxupraw/ ḫprw  **/xupˈraːwiː/ > *[xupˈraːjiː] ḫpry =(ï)  (CT V, 242c S10C) 

     ḫpry=(ï)  (CT IV, 141j B7C)27 

 The same effect can also be observed in the case of yet another grammatical formation: the Imperfective 
Relative Form (sḏm.w/y). In this form, the ending w usually turns into y before the personal suffix pronoun 
1SG (*sḏmw → sḏmy=(ï) ).28 The same, however, happens occasionally before mono-consonantal suffix 
pronouns.29 I suggest blaming the assimilating force of a following Bindevokal */i/30 before the personal 
suffix pronoun, which is only employed in the case of the mono-consonantal suffix pronouns (see Table 8).31 
 
25  Cf. Schenkel 2008, 158 with n. 52. 
26  Cf. Table 1Error! Reference source not found., nn. a) and m) above.  
27  Schenkel 2008, 167. 
28  Schenkel 2009b, 262; Werning 2011, I, § 59. 
29  Schenkel 2009b, 262–63; cf. Schenkel 2000a, 97–98 for the comparable case of the Posterior. 
30  Cf. Loprieno’s approach (1995, 55–56), assuming an */i/ as an old genitive/possessive case ending. 
31  I further hypothesize (i) that the vowel before the */w/ is a */u/ and (ii) that there is an optional contraction */uw/ > [uː] in 

order to explain the cases of spellings without any glide. Differently, Schenkel (2009b, 264–69) hypothesized a vocalization 
pattern */CVˈCVCwV(C)/ (with mono-consonantal suffix pronoun) ~ */CVCVCˈwVː/ (other cases) and that it is a preceding 
consonant r or n, more rarely probably ṯ or ḏ, that triggers the change w > y. The same effect, however, is also attested in 
Caverns after s before a 1SG personal suffix pronoun (nỉsy=(ï)), which, admittedly, could be blamed on the pronoun. Anyhow, 
I am not ready to embrace Schenkel’s hypothesis before I learn more on the assumed phonetic reason why specifically r /r/, n 
/n/, and probably ṯ /c/, ḏ /cˀ/, Ƹ /ʕ/ (and s /s/?), but not Ʒ /ʀ/, ḥ /ħ/, d /tˀ/, (and s /s/?) would trigger a change such as Schenkel 
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Table 8: Phonetic reconstruction of the Imperfective Relative Form 

NON-CONTRACTED STEM OR CONTRACTED STEM 

i) Strong verbs  

sḏmw */sVcˀˈVːmuw/   or sḏm *[sVˈcˀVːmuː] 

((sḏmw=(ï)  */sVcˀVˈmuːwiː/)) > sḏmy=(ï)  *[sVcˀVˈmuːjiː]  or sḏm=(y)  *[sVˈcˀVmuːj] 

(sḏmw=k */sVcˀVˈmuːwik/ > sḏmy=k *[sVcˀVˈmuːjik]) or sḏm=k */sVˈcˀVmuːk/ 

sḏmw=sn  */sVcˀVˈmuwsin/   (or sḏm=sn  */sVcˀVˈmuːsin/) 

ii) Verbs IIIae-inf.  

mrrw */mVˈrVːruw/   or mrr *[mVˈrVːruː] 

((mrrw=(ï)  */mVrVˈruːwiː/)) > mrry=(ï)  *[mVrVˈruːjiː]  or mrr=(y)  *[mVˈrVruːj] 

(mrrw=k */mVrVˈruːwik/ > mrry=k *[mVrVˈruːjik]) or mrr=k */mVˈrVruːk/ 

mrrw=sn  */mVrVˈruwsin/   (or mrr=sn  */mVrVˈruːsin/) 

 This explanation for the phenomenon that an expected final w may appear spelled out as y in the case 
of the Imperfective Relative Form and in the case of the Posterior not just before the vocalic suffix pronoun 
of the 1SG */iː/ but also before mono-consonantal personal suffix pronouns, works—to spell it out 
explicitly—with the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 3 (“Personal Suffix Pronoun Attachment Hypothesis”) 
Personal suffix pronouns are attached to their base in different ways, depending on whether the 
base ends with a vowel (thematic) or with a consonant (athematic). In the case of mono-
consonantal suffix pronouns attached to an athematic base, there is need for a Bindevokal */i/. 

SUFFIX PRONOUN AFTER CONSONANT AFTER VOWEL  

Bi-consonantal, e.g. */...Csin/ ...C=sn  */...Vsin/ ...=sn   

1SG */...Ciː/ ...C=(ï)  */...Vj/ ...=(y)   

Mono-consonantal, e.g.  */...Cif/ ...C=f */...Vf/ ...=f 32 

Since we can explain the spellings of the Imperfective Relative Form with y as a secondary phonetic effect 
that is triggered by a following /i:/ of */i/, the way is paved to argue that the Imperfective Relative Form 
sḏm.w/sḏm.y= and the Passive Distributive Participle sḏm.w are indeed one and the same form, not only 
etymologically but also synchronically,33 despite the different spellings of the forms (sḏmw/sḏmy vs. sḏmw). 
 The three cases discussed above support the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 4 (“/Vwi/ > /Vji/ Hypothesis”) 
A phonological cluster /Vwi(ː)/ was pronounced as [Vji(ː)] in certain varieties of Earlier 
Egyptian. This is an effect of assimilation of /w/ to the following /i(ː)/.34 The phonological 

 
proposes (2009b, 269: rw */lw/ > *[lj] > *[ʎʎ]; nw */nw/ > *[nj] > *[ɲɲ]); and I also wonder, if Schenkel’s hypothesis is right, 
whether we wouldn’t expect many more cases of y in the spelling of other forms and words.  

32  For the vocalization of the personal suffix pronouns themselves, cf. also Loprieno 1995, 63–64. For the 1SG, cf. Table 1Error! 
Reference source not found. nn. a) and m) above. 

33  Cf. the references in Werning 2011, I, 96 n. 37. 
34  Probably only after certain stressed vowels. 
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effect may be represented by the spelling y or by the “hybrid” spelling wy (as a hint at the 
change *[w] > *[j]). 

More generally, we have seen that there is good reason to assume that phonology and phonetic effects are 
possibly properly represented in spelling, i.e., that not all spellings are “frozen” orthography. This—I take 
it—urges us to address the question of “frozen” orthography and phonetic spelling in grammatical 
morphemes/endings more thoroughly.35 

Part IV. The functions of y; 
or: Let’s stop identifying any y as an “ending” by default 

Traditionally, a spelling y is most often identified as part of an ending or inflection, either explicitly or by 
the transliteration as “.y” with a separating dot.36 There are, however, quite a few different possibilities37 
that are not always thoroughly considered as an option: 

1) Spelled after or instead of Ʒ, r, w, or Ƹ (?), the grapheme ̕i or y might indicate a sound change: 

i) Ʒy ~ y /ʀ/ > /j/ (cf. Werning 2011, I, § 52), for example in 

št{Ʒ}y.t “mysterious” (F.SG) (Caverns), 

Ƹ{Ʒ}y.t “great” (F.PL) (Caverns), 

Ƹ{Ʒ}y(.w)/Ƹ{Ʒ}y(.t) “great” (PL) (NK); 

ii) r̕i ~ ̕i or ry ~ y /r/ > /j/, for example in 

zwr ~ zw{r}ỉ ~ zwỉ “drink” (DZA 28.584.200–240), 

Ḫpr ~ Ḫp{r}ỉ ~ Ḫpỉ “Khepri; the Transforming one” (Werning 2008a, 130–31; 2011, II, 504), 

Ƹ{r}ỉ.t(ï)=f “his jaws” (Hb. 39.17), 

ḏs{r}y, ḏs{r}y.w, ḏs{r}y.t “sacral” (Book of Gates; Werning 2011, I, § 53); 

iii)  wy ~ y /w/ > /j/, for example in 

šn{w}yt=f “his entourage” (Hb. 10.15; cf. Werning 2011, I, § 63), šnwt > šnyt “entourage” 
(DZA 30.157.810–30), 

cf. also part III above; 

and probably, I argue, 

iv) Ƹy /ʕ/ > *[ə̯]38, esp. in the neighborhood of ḥ (and ḫ?), for example, in Caverns (cf. Werning 2011, 
I, §§ 80, 84, with additional reference to the case of certain Late Egyptian spellings): 

Ƹḥ{Ƹ}y(.w) *[ˈʕaħə̯u] (Resultative 3PL; once), 

ḥƸ(.w) ~ ḥ{Ƹ}y(.w) *[ˈħVə̯u] (Resultative 3PL; 2:2), 

ḥƸ(.w) ~ ḥ{Ƹ}y(.w) *[ˈħVə̯V] (Imperative PL; 3:1). 
 
35  This and other spelling phenomena in Caverns provide evidence that the authors still had their own precise ideas about the 

pronunciation of Egyptien de tradition forms such as the Imperfective Relative in the 19th Dynasty (for the date of Caverns, 
cf. Werning 2011, I, Chap. V). 

36  The dot, however, is sometimes used even explicitly against better knowledge (cf., for example, Schenkel 2000a, 69). 
37  Cf. the discussion of Late Egyptian spellings by Schenkel 1994b. 
38  Cf. Peust 1999, 100, with reference to Kammerzell in Hannig 1995, L.  
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2)  A y might represent a consonantal realization of the ult. inf. glide of a verbal root in certain forms, for 
example the Subjunctive */sVcˀˈma/ sḏm, but */cVsˈja/ ṯsy ~ */cVsˈia/ ṯs(ỉ) “may raise” (cf. Schenkel 
1994b, 13; 2000a, 68; 2012, 215). 
I support the hypothesis that the ult. inf. glide of a verbal root may either surface as ỉ / y *[j] or not ø 
*[i] (cf., for example, Schenkel 2000a, 68). Actually, I support the following more general hypothesis:39 

Hypothesis 5 (“Umphonetisierungshypothese” / “Fluctuating Glide Hypothesis”): 
A phonological glide may be spoken as consonant and surface as ỉ / y *[j] or w *[w], 
respectively, or it may be spoken as vowel *[i(ː)] or *[u(ː)], respectively, without written 
representation. The possibility of a realization as consonant or vowel, respectively, is 
dependent on its position in the syllable structure.40 

3)  A y might be a mater lectionis for vocalic /iː/ (or a similar closed frontal vowel) in the specific 
orthographies of certain texts, for example in the Book of Caverns (19th Dyn., early Neo-Middle 
Egyptian), see Part II above. 

As a consequence, for example in verbal forms of verbs ult.-ỉ-inf. and verbs whose last non-inf. consonant 
is Ʒ, r, w, or Ƹ, an immediately following y is quite unclear as far as its interpretation is concerned. For 
example,  pry might be interpreted as */prj/ pr.y with /j/ as an ending, as */prj/ pry with */j/ as a 

realization of the ult. inf. glide, as */pj/ p{r}y (or even */prj/ pr{r}y) with */j/ as a reflection of a sound 
change, or, for example in Caverns, even as */priː/ pr.y with y as a mater lectionis. The acknowledgement 
of this may have quite an impact on morphological analyses as far as the number of clearly illuminating 
cases are concerned. 41  The judgment has always to be made depending on the observed individual 
orthographic system of the respective text. 

Concluding remarks 

We have seen that there are good reasons to assume 

1) that some of the spellings ̕i, ï, y, and w are actually matres lectionis for various vowels in certain 
grammatical morphemes (Part I, especially Table 3); 

2) that some of these matres lectionis are triggered by reader-oriented considerations in individual texts 
(“spelling pragmatics”; Part II); 

and we saw 

3) that, in some cases, phonetic changes triggered by inflectional and derivational combination of mor-
phemes are regularly reflected in the spelling of glides (Part III), and 

4) how this makes the attribution of glide spellings to either the root or an ending more complicated than 
often considered (Part IV). 

 
39  Cf. also Schenkel 1983, 189; Reintges 1997, 214–15. For a comparable phenomenon in Indo-European languages, cf. Barber 

2013, 1–2, 377, 381. 
40  Cf., for example, my Intervocalic Glide Axiom (Pre-assumption 1, above). 
41  E.g. in Schenkel’s (2000a, Tables 4 and 5) discussion of Subjunctives after a form of rḏ(ỉ) that are spelled with y, 19 of 27 

verb instances with y are instances of verbs with a pre-final consonant Ʒ, r or w (hƷy, šwy, ỉry, pry, mry, ḥry). This leaves only 
8 instances of the verbs sby, ḥƷby, ḥsy, ṯsy, ksỉ (plus one erroneous bn{y}), which clearly support this part of his argument on 
the reflection of the ult. inf. glide in the subjunctive as */CVCˈja/ CCy ~ */CVCˈia/ CC(ỉ). For a similar problem concerning 
Late Egyptian verbal morphology, cf. Schenkel 1994b. 
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In each of the four parts above, we have seen how far a set of hypotheses on the vocalization of forms and 
a set of hypotheses on the relation of spoken form to hieroglyphic spelling that includes the idea of matres 
lectionis in spellings of endings(!) in Earlier Egyptian may explain certain phenomena more naturally than 
the traditional theory. Compare, for example, the following reanalysis of the “problematic” forms from the 
beginning of this paper (Part I): 

Ʒmm.t=f / Ʒmm.tw=f *Ʒ˘m˘mˉ́t˘f  */ʀVmVˈmVːtVf/ 

 or *Ʒ˘m˘ḿt˘f  */ʀVˈmVmtVf/; 

Ʒm.t=f / Ʒm.tw=f *Ʒ˘mmˉ́t˘f  */ʀVmˈmVːtVf/; 

pri̯.t=f / pri̯.tw=f *p˘r˘ ́i̯t˘f  */pVˈrVːtVf/ (?) 

 or *p˘ri̯ˉ́t˘f  */pVˈrVːtVf/ (?). 

Ʒḫ ‘spirit’ *Ʒī́ḫ˘  */ˈʀiːxV/  > A2ih ~ Bix,42 

Ʒḫ.w / Ʒḫ(.w) “spirits” *Ʒī́ḫ˘ū */ˈʀixVuː/ > *[ˈʀiːxVW];43 

ỉt “father” *ỉā́t˘  */ˈjaːtV/  > SBeiwt, 

ỉt.w / ỉt(.w) “fathers” *ỉā́t˘ū */ˈjaːtVuː/ > *[ˈjaːtVW] > (?)  > Seiote; 

hrw “day” *hắrw˘  */ˈharwV/ > */ˈhawwV/  > SBAA2hoou ~ AA2hooue, 

hr(w).w “days” *harw˘ū́  **/harˈwuuː/ > *[harˈruw](?)  > AA2hreu. 

While the traditional theory often cannot easily explain the attested hieroglyphic spellings in a natural way 
(see Part I above), the reconstructions proposed here that are based on the set of hypotheses mentioned 
above are much more in line with the attested spellings.44 
 As a veritable “(complex) hypothesis,” the set of hypotheses outlined above makes predictions about 
expected spellings which can be tested (this is much less the case for the traditional Defective Spelling 
Hypothesis). It also generates new questions; for example: Why do the spellings of the Posterior of verbs 
ult. inf. with 1SG personal suffix pronoun (and, equally puzzling, spellings of the Imperfective Relative 
Form with 1SG personal suffix pronoun) not always exhibit a y (**/...ˈVːwiː/ > */...ˈVːjiː/; compare my 
suggestions in Part III above)?; or, Are productively derived forms, such as, for example, plurals, 45 
necessarily in line with the traditional syllable structure “rules”? An interesting puzzle! –– in which 
hypotheses on vocalized forms and the spelling of glides and hints on vowels (i.e., matres lectionis) have a 
part to play! 

Abbreviations 

DU dual 
F feminine 
gem.  geminatae 
Hb. See Werning 2011 (vol. 2) in the Bibliography 
inf.  infirmae 
M masculine 
 

 
42  Cf. Schenkel 2009b, 274 (“*Ʒī́ḫ.i/e/[ə]?”). 
43  For this plural formation hypothesis, which operates with thematic nouns and a vocalic plural phoneme, cf. Werning 2011, I, 

§§ 65a–b. 
44  The only case that the new theory cannot easily explain is the main vowel in some Coptic plural forms such as Seiote 

“fathers.” However, for an evaluation of the traditional Pre-Coptic Syllable Structure Rules Hypothesis and the Pre-Coptic 
Vowel Length Rule Hypothesis, cf. Peust 1999, Chap. 4 and Appendix 4; Schweitzer 2000.  

45  Cf. the discussion in Werning 2011, I, § 65a–b. 

MK  Middle Kingdom 
NK  New Kingdom 
OK Old Kingdom 
PL plural 
SG singular 
ult.  ultimae 
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 1994a “śčṃ.t-Perfekt und śčṃ.tı͗-Stativ: die beiden Pseudopartizipien des Ägyptischen nach dem Zeugnis der 

Sargtexte,” in Heike Behlmer, ed., … quaerentes Scientiam: Festgabe für Wolfhart Westendorf zu seinem 
70. Geburtstag, überreicht von seinem Schülern (Göttingen), 157–82. 

 1994b “Zur Formenbilding des Verbs im Neuägyptischen,” Orientalia 63, 10–15. 

 1996 “Eine Konkordanz zu den Sargtexten und die Graphien der 1. Person Singular,” in Harco Willems, ed., 

The World of the Coffin Texts (Egyptologische Uitgaven 9; Leuven), 115–27.  

 1997 Tübinger Einführung in die klassisch-ägyptische Sprache und Schrift. Tübingen. 

 1998 “Standardtheorie und invertierte Standardtheorie.” Zeitschrift für Ägyptische Sprache und Altertums-
kunde 125, 140–60. 

 1999 “ś-Kausativa, t-Kausativa und ‘innere’ Kausativa: die ś-Kausativa der Verben I.ś in den Sargtexten,” 

Studien zur altägyptischen Kultur 27, 313–52. 

 2000a “Die Endungen des Prospektivs und des Subjunktivs (śčṃ=f, śčṃ.w=f, śčṃ.y=f) nach Befunden der Sarg-
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