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How to study Egyptian grammar and to what purpose.
A summary of sorts

Friedrich Junge, Gottingen

Doing something for the second time somehow establishes a tradition: having someone try
to summarise what we were talking about in our long meeting. Janet Johnson was the
exemplary first to do that at the end of the meeting in Denmark in 19861. As we all remem-
ber, she did it with great success: We were all satisfied with the account she gave of our
opinions, their specific troubles and the discussions they arouse, found her statements fair
and felt ourselves well treated.

Now it is my turn to do as she did; I am, however, already going to step away from
the tradition she founded: Although I have tried hard, I have not succeeded in giving an
account as "gentlemanly" as hers was "ladylike". I am sorry, but it will in part be an ac-
count that cannot hide how deeply involved I feel in most issues put forward; I am about to
shamelessly take advantage of the privilege of the "last word" by being partial and unfair
instead of neutral and understanding, I shall repeat arguments I have already made use of in
the discussions, and I shall, still worse, behave like an arbiter, even though no one has
asked me to be one or even cares to have one.

This is too bad for you, of course, but you may also have noticed the far-sighted
and considerate arrangements: I am not speaking at the very end of the meeting, there will
still be plenty of time when I shall have finished — you will have plenty of opportunity to
calm down and get me back to the sombre grounds of emotion-free reasoning. And believe
me: It is no fun to try to pass in review what such a lot of experts have put forward, and if
you find my statements too harsh or perfunctory, it may be a symptom of my being suffo-
cated by the amazing wealth of evidence and ideas at hand.

1 Johnson, in: Crossroad, 401 f.
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If one now, to begin with, tries to find out what has remained or changed in the
general lay-out of subjects since Helsinggr — the basic implicit coherence of the subjects
that reflects the "frontline of research", so to say, at least one thing seems evident: The ver-
bal aspect, "accompli” and "inaccompli”, is out of fashion again, its protagonists apparently
said what they were eager to say, found it well done and went off to break new ground.
Neither they themselves nor anybody else seem to care much any more:

In Gardiner's and Polotsky's concepts alike, for example, the morphological and
functional correspondences between suffix-conjugation and relative phrases — participles
and relative forms — play a prominent role; one should have expected the aspectologists to
show perhaps some concern about the modes of reference of the relative phrase; they did
not — except A. Loprieno?, or found it self-evident — as Satzinger did3. Allen and Meltzer,
who treated the interrelation of attributive and substantival forms explicitly here, scarcely
mentioned the term "aspect", which, of course, is not much of a surprise.

Allen finds that a tense-system of "past, present, future" is expressed in the differ-
ent forms of the relative phrase4; it evolved out of a system that marks the tense "past" or
that marks the "distribution" of "aktionsart" versus an unmarked "aorist", that is, the verbal
action as such. What Allen calls "the major contribution of the Standard Theory"5, and
what he, to be sure, acknowledges only in part — the "transposition"”, the "syntactic trans-
formation" that mediates between the "nominal forms", "emphatic" sdm=f and participles or
relative forms, this he presents as operating in the direction from the inflected substantival
forms of the suffix-conjugation to the attributive forms via a "secondary marking for gen-
der/number concordance"6: Relatives are no transformations but derivations from nominal
sdm=f.

Meltzer, for his part, demonstrates exactly what he said by way of introduction: that
"the 'equation' geminating = imperfective, non-geminating = perfective is often honoured
more in the breach than in the observance when it comes to actual translation and often
requires considerable good will to rationalize"” — "imperfective" and "perfective" under-
stood rather traditionally. The evidence is not categorized satisfactorily either by a concept
of a durative or repeated, a habitual or generic action — even with the inclusion of a "context

2 Loprieno, Verbalsystem.

3 Satzinger, in: Festschrift Westendorf, 125 ff.
4 Cf. Allen, Inflection of the Verb, § 643.

5 Preprints, 2 (§ 1).

6 Ibid., 8.

7 Ibid., 147.
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of plurality", the Schenkel-concept of old3, or by the search for something like an "empha-
tic" relative — an adventurous idea one might call the Westendorf/Callender scheme (!). But
I think we must still ask whether the classification of shades of meaning will ever be any-
thing more than a description of semantic tendencies. At any rate, it is usually of little help
in understanding texts or in translating them.

Unlike "aspect", approaches to questions of semantics, text linguistics or discourse
analysis, "pragmatics" in a broad sense, the other centre of interest at Helsinggr, are still a
matter of concern and have again been dealt with by a number of competent exegetes, old
and new: Leo Depuydt, Eric Doret, Antonio Loprieno, Pascal Vernus, finally Sarah Groll,
Orly Goldwasser, Shlomit Israeli and last, but not at all least, Deborah Sweeney. In a way,
the shrewd philological observations of Mordechai Gilula about the "King's Egyptian" may
also be connected to this group. In not a few contributions, the issue now seems to have
taken on a slightly diachronic touch. Groll herself is somehow trying to breathe life into the
concepts of text linguistics by using a structuralist's know-how to follow in minute detail
the trails of meaning in a New Kingdom stela, from grammatical signals to cotext and con-
text information, from the features of a god-man-speech situation to those of human per-
ception.

The members of her "school" — if I may be permitted to say so — continued the
exploration of the para- and subsystems of Late Egyptian. Israeli shows that it would be
inadequate to divide the use of forms in the Medinet Habu war texts simply by "Rede" and
"Erzéhlung", speech and narration, but that both "narrate" advance of action, though from

different "perspectives".

Taking the Anastasi I papyrus as an example, Goldwasser creates a model of textual
"registers” in the "preprint" version of her paper that may be an explanatory scheme for
language and literary phenomena alike: the drift of forms, of phrasal and stylistic formulas
through the linguistic layers of society, through a hierarchy of "norms" of speech,® even-
tually ends up by changing the picture, both of style —e.g. the type of the "literary letter"
pAnastasi I stands for, and of the language itself — the pattern of Late Egyptian, for in-
stance. The "register marking" by specific forms is exemplified by the use of ME nn in Late
Egyptian texts. What she actually read at the meeting itself was an elaboration of the issue
based on other Ramesside texts. The procedure she calls "canonization" is, I think, of in-
terest for the question of language development. Since the scheme of the development of
the Egyptian language I myself have outlined is based on the mutual interaction of "norms

8 Ibid., 154 (with lit.).

9 To her anglophone literature relevant to the subject ("norm" and "system" in the language), one should at
least add the most influential of the germanophone works, i.e. those of Coseriu (especially Synchronie,
Diachronie und Geschichte).
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of speech” and "linguistic system",10 I, of course, especially welcome Goldwasser's
contribution, although I find her register definitions somewhat ad hoc in character.

Her synchronic approach to diachronic processes was somehow opposed by the pa-
per David Silverman gave, although he cannot be said to share the pragmaticists' approa-
ches treated here. Silverman asked the question of "how Late Egyptian the Amarna texts
are", and he found them to be very Late Egyptian, at least the Amarna letters he was scruti-
nizing philologically. The letters were shown to be the place where innovations which will
abound in Ramesside texts appear for the first time. To phrase it in my own way by using
Goldwasser's terminology: Their "register marking" shows that the picture of language
typology has already changed in the lower "registers" or "norms of speech" while the older
"register markers" are still in use on the higher levels of the "norm" hierarchy (like bound-
ary stelae and hymns). They are mementos of the history of a living language but surely are
not marks of the intrusion of contemporary language into the classical one, surely not signs
of the gnostic partition of old that emerged in the discussion.

Speaking of language history and historical grammar, one should, of course, also
mention here the results obtained by Kammerzell and Ritter; one traces back the perfect
/"Old perfective" system into prehistory, the other attempts a corpus grammar analysis of
the 18th Dynasty texts — another of the language's subsystems not yet comprehensively
explored. I shall come back to their contributions in another context.

Sweeney went into the question of questions, in method, as she herself states, as a
departure from her "normal structuralist approach"11, and she gave account of the condi-
tions and the presuppositions of interrogative sentences and their general speech act lay-
out. As a result, she defines rhetorical questions as questions which are either unanswer-
able, unanswered or predetermined!2 and gives Egyptian examples. She reaches the con-
clusion that, for rhetorical questions, the Egyptian speaker freely disposes of all sentence
types he uses for questions in general. This, she says, is in contradiction to what Junge
once said when arguing for a possible identification of question types and sentence types:
"The match between perlocution and syntax does not seem to be particularly fortunate", she
concludes. That is all right, as far as I am concerned; another tradition, begun by Frandsen,
has perhaps been founded: Someone is always making a spectacular wreck of another one
of my raving successes at every "Crossroads"-meeting. But I, of course, do not feel as
pessimistic as that: I think I did not have a counter position as strict as Sweeney makes it

10 Junge, in: ZDMG. Supplement VI, 17 f.
11 paper, 19.

12 paper, 6.
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appear for the sake of argument!3 — why shouldn't she — since I spoke of "tendencies", and
1 do not feel my primary concern has really been challenged, namely to find out the "illocu-
tionary" forces of Egyptian sentences and their reaction to being questioned (see Appendix

[3D.

Loprieno, who was the first to give the issue of discourse analysis some virulence
in our field,!4 has further elaborated his "focus negation"1> by way of "modal opposi-
tions"; they may allow us to understand the differences in usage in that section of the Egyp-
tian negation that comprises the nj...js / nj-js, the "circumstantial" ny of Doret!6 and the
jm- and tm-negation. His opposition between a subjunctive / imperativel’ "mood of com-
mand" and a prospective (sdm.w) / emphatic "mood of wish" seems to have some explana-
tory power. The background, however, against which this issue arises, that is, the histori-
cal development from "pragmatic" to "syntactic" method in Early Egyptian and the "focus"
— "presupposition" structuring by way of free movements of the parts of utterance, is
something I cannot follow as readily. I believe him to be right when he states that the
diachronic process within the verbal system can be characterized by "a more or less signifi-
cant reduction of its grammatical inventory"1® — I should even strengthen it by saying that
the continuous reduction of the grammatical system by means of "speech norms" and sub-
sequent "norm grammars" is the true impetus of language change and language evolution1?;
I cannot believe, however, in Givon's theory20 of progressive evolution from "pragmatic”
to "syntactic mode" to which Loprieno refers, that is, I cannot believe that there are even
the slightest remains of glottogonic processes in any historical language, processes expec-
ted to show that "tight syntax finds its origin in discourse constraints"2! — although those
translator's liberties they call "syntactic freedom" are most popular among Egyptologists,

13 5 unge, BiOr 401 (1983), 557 f: "AbschlieBend will ich festhalten, daB die Uberlegungen hier zwar der
Sprechakt-Funktion von Satzarten galten, weniger den Frageklassen und ihrer Zuordnung zu Satzarten, es
aber so aussicht, als konne als ein Nebenprodukt eine vorldufige Zuordnung versucht werden —
wohlgemerkt: in der Tendenz der 'Affinitiit’; man muB im Prinzip freilich davon ausgehen, da alle Satzarten
im Zweifelsfall auch noch anderen als den angegebenen Frageklassen zugeordnet werden konnten und den
angegebenen auch noch anders, je nach Geschick des Sprechers und seinen Absichten".

14 Along with his paper read in Miinchen, see now Loprieno, in: SAK. Beihefte 3 (1988), 77 ff.

15 Loprieno, in: Crossroad, 278 ff.

16 Doret, Narrative Verbal System, 36 ff.

17 Following Allen, Inflection of the Verb, §§ 255; 256; 324.

18 preprints, 119.

19 Junge, in: ZDMG. Supplement VI, 17 ff.

20 Givén, On Understanding Grammar.

=1 Preprints, 120.



394 F. Junge

nor can I believe in the evidence Loprieno puts forward to prove traces of an early
"syntactic freedom" (see appendix [2]).

After having expressed his relief that his colleagues have also finally come to agree
to a tripartition into syntactic, semantic and pragmatic viewpoints, Pascal Vernus gave a
classification and typology of Egyptian examples of a marked rheme ("le rheme marqué"):
The statistically normal disposition of the information structure ("le point de vue €noncia-
tif"), with a theme being expressed by the syntactical subject, the rheme by the predicate,
is, according to Vernus, often overridden by another information structure that marks out
other members of the syntactical structure, either as having the theme correspond to predic-
ate or circumstantial — the rheme vice versa, or by scaling their thematic or rhematic value.
The marked rheme may thus correspond to the actor expression or predicate of nominal
sentences, cleft sentences and emphatic constructions by giving them adversative, restrict-
ive or specificational shades of meaning and may organize complex sentences via second
tenses22. His argument is based on a variety of examples (mostly of CT) that often do not
hold out philological scrutiny (see appendix [5]).

The Cleft Sentence, I think, could be said to have now found its final treatment with
the paper delivered by Doret in a comforting matter-of-fact approach that is nevertheless
linguistically well organized. He explicitly parts company with those who make distinctions
between sentence and information structure2? — "le niveau syntaxique ou grammatical et le
niveau énonciatif" in francophone linguistics, that is, the first position of the Cleft Sentence
is said to be the "subject" of the relative phrase predicate that follows but the "rheme" of the
information structure24 — which I do not think serves the purpose well25; primarily, how-
ever, he scrutinizes the semanto-grammatical classes that occupy this position: first of all,
nouns of a high semantic specificity (proper names and pronouns, non-alienable and mono-
referential nouns), then, diachronically increasing, those nouns that — most interestingly —
defy determination (class terms, abstract nouns); since this is something the cleft sentence
has in common with the pw-sentence, their connection is further strengthened.

Finally, when reviewing the Helsinggr papers, it was mainly in terminology that
Schenkel?6 found the "chaos" proclaimed in their title, that is, in the merry-go-round of the

£y (RS " on

terms "subject", "theme" and "topic", "predicate", "rheme" and "focus" — a question that

22 Here Vernus has accepted the results of Polotsky's "Egyptian Tenses"".

23 This is not really understood the same way in the school of the "Functional Sentence Perspective" he
cites in n.6.

24 See also Loprieno, JAAL 1 (1988), 26 ff.

25 1t is something not easy to elicit from the texts of dead languages; cf. Junge, "Emphasis” and sentential
meaning, 56 ff. (§ 4.1.1).

26 Schenkel, BiOr 45 (1988), 270.
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was taken up again by Satzinger, who was trying to integrate even Schenkel's terminology.
Depuydt, however, has solved the question by simply cutting, as it were, the "Gordian
knot": none of the terms is fit for describing empirical phenomena since they are but "pure-
ly theoretical categories".2” He is right, of course, but thus the question is only shifted to
another level, namely: Is conceptualization a tool in philological and linguistic research?
Posed that way, the answer that the members of the respective "pro-" and "contra-theori-
zing" party among the participants shall eventually give is easily foreseen; I, at any rate,
think that when someone finds himself arguing theory-free, he grossly underestimates the
weight that preconceived ideas possess in analysing texts from dead languages, especially
in analysing meaning. The only rational response is to make the subconscious concepts
clear to one's own and everybody else's mind28 and to hold on to their instrumental charac-
ter. I shall devote a few more words to the subject below.

So much, I think, for continuity; the other papers ring a different bell. The bell of
morphology, for instance, or more precisely, of an acute sensitivity to the relationship of
signifiant and signifié, of things meaning and things meant — maybe under the influence of
the general taste for semiotics in the humanities. Hieroglyphic writing or as yet un-interpre-
ted or not even noted morphological marks are apt to reveal unexpected features. Take, for
example, Polotsky's short paper on "article” and "pronominal antecedent": nominalized at-
tributes may show the marks of the sentences embedded by using an "article" different
from the one the material substantive asks for.

Frank Kammerzell has further developed the systemic consequences of his discov-
ery of an "adverbial transpositor" (-,/): He now is able to explain the connections between
first person active Old Perfective, the augmentation of the verbal stem by "prothetic" "reed-
leaf" and the appearance of the expanded formatives of the stative / Old Perfective as steps
in the ramification of a reconstructable "perfect"-conjugation; the apparently inconsistent
usage of the forms in historical texts are "survivals" of the systematic steps that precede.
And he is able to correlate the development of morphology nicely with developments of
function, including the "middle voice" meaning Schenkel has postulated, and supporting —
even if a bit in the vacuum of language prehistory — the historical frame Loprieno has
provided for his development of the Afro-asiatic verbal systems.

Most gratifying, too, I think, is how Jean Winand solves the nearly age-old ques-
tion that concerns the mutual relationship of the two verbs that lexically mean "to come"
(jy; jwj), for Late and Middle Egyptian alike. It may be tabulated as follows:

27 Depuydt, CdE 63 (1988), 402.

28 Is, by the way, "property” ("that which is attributed", "attribution on the level of the sentence" — CdE 63
[1988], 404) not another conceptualization? For its being "less formal and less "objective™, cf. also Loprie-
no, in: Crossroad, 258 and Shisha-Halevy, Orientalia 56 (1987), 155 f (j), who calls subject/predicate terms
"crucial in determining clause and text structure, logical (‘information package') as well as grammatical".
































































































