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Towards Reconstructlng the Tense Systern of Old Espttan

Helmut Satzinger (Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna)

S t. In the verbal relatlve constructlons of Old and Mtddle Esrpttan ('formes

adj ectlves', accordlng to Polotsky), l) three tenses can be dlscerned:

ll PerJect, or preterlle.

acuve partlclple: sdtn, jrj

two variants for the relative forrn: a) sÜnwf, jrw.,f ('Ctere's relattve

form'; mainly ln the Old Kingdom): bl sQm.n.f (whtch ts evidently
' supersedtng the latter)

2) ImperJect, or present tense.

parttctple: slmj, jnj

relatlve form: s{mw.f, jrrw.f

3) Prospectlue, orJuture tense.

two vartants for the parttclple: al sdmj (fem. sdmt);bl s4m.tj.fj (fem.

s4nt.tj st)

relarrve form: sQnj f lfem. sQmfi.fl.

S 2 The same tenses can be dlsthFished ln the 'formes substantlves', or

that-forms.2)

i ) Perfect: s4m.n.f

2l lmperfect: sdm.f, jrr.f l'tmperfectlve sdm /')

3) Prospective: the'sdmx,/form',3) t.e , sdmw.f, jrjj.f.

S 3. The passive partlclples of the lrnperfect and prospectlve can be described

withtn the framework of the (acttve) relattve forms4):

I) For the object (or patlent) eÄTression,the enclitic pronouns are used, as

with the relative forms: iddw nb sw hr.f "everyone on whom (one) recltes

2) The assumed passive participles can be formed from lntransitive verbs:

prrw h33w hr sl1r.f"according to whose plans (one) goes back and forth".6)

Thus, Polotslry says, "Quant au 'participe passif de l'inaccompli, ses
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rapports avec la Torme relaüve' du meme temps permettent d'y volr, en ce

qul concerne les verbes Lntransltfs, une'forme relative' active molrls I'agent
, , v

None of these facts is true of the passive particlple of the perfect. There-

fore, a perfect passlve paradigm should be discerned ln lts own rtght:

PedecL

passive partlcrpte: jr; 8)

passtve relattve forrn: jryi.f.9)

In Old Eg,?ilan, there rs a perfect passlve thot-form s4^,iif, whereas the

imperfect and prospectlve passlve that-forms are formed analytlcally, 1.e.,

by addlng tj/tw to the stem of the verb.lo) By the Mtddle Ktngdom, the

passlve that-form slmw.f had practically been glven up, the analltlc form

sdm.n.tw/havtng taken tts place.

The dlstlnctlon of three tenses can be analysed ln two binary steps. The

crlterla for these are aspect and tlme-reference, respecilvely:

l) one progresslve tense: ünper,./ect

tw'o perfectlve tenses: pey'ect, prospecttue

Of the latter:

2l one prospecttve tense: prospecttDe

one non-prospectlve tense: perJecL

Turnlng now to the clrcumstantial forms of the verb ('formes adverbt-

" les ' l l ) ) ,  
an analogous procedure may be at tempted.  Here,  too,  we

encounter forms that can be labelled perfect and prospecilve. alongside

forms that seem to be lrnperfect, since they have neither relailve past nor

relative future meantng On appl)'ing the criterlon of aspect, however,

some of these assumed lmperfect forms will turn out to be non-progressive:

t) jw(.f I sdm.f ts not "he is ltstenlng". but rather a genera.ltzing',he hears,',

"he can heat'' 12) Thts s)'ntagma is assumed to be composed of the topic
jw(.f) * ne:nrs + adverbial (= circumstantial) predicate sdm./. Since the

non-progressive quality of the sy'ntagma can be due neither to the toptc nor

the nexus, lt should be a characteristic ofthe predicative sdrn f

2) n s4mn.rf ls not "he ls not listening". but rather a generaltzing "he

A R
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cannot heai', "he ls deaf/prwented from heartng/dtsobedtent,,.l3l A O

Followlng Rolotslcy,l4) we may use the term 'aorist' for the tense of these

forms.l5)

S 7. Hence we galrl a set of four tenses for the clrcumstantLal forms: a I(

l) PerJecL

postilve: two vaiants, al sQm.f,7r7./(mainly ln Old Ktngdom tects).

andb) sdm.n.f (evtdenüy supersedlng the latter)

negatlve: n sdm.f,n jrj.f

2l Aorlsl

posttlve: s/n.f, jrj.f

negative: n sdm.n.f

. 3) Prospecttue.

poslilve: two vartants, a) sQm.f, jrj.f 6. espectally polotslqy.s tentative
grouplng of the usage ln clauses of purpose as ctrcumstanttal pros-

pectivel6)1, and b) ... r sdrn (supersedlng the latter)

negative, non-vollüve (tncluding non-Iinal): nn sdm.f (spelled +-fl< S l

sdm,f rn the Old rungdom): volrüve (r.e., final): jm.f sdmw (wrth Old
Ktngdom vartant jm s4m.fl

4) PresenL

postuve: two variants. al s/m.f, /r/./fbecoming obsolete), and

b) ... hr slm (supersedlng the latter)

negatlve: n slm.f , n jrj.f (note espectally examples of verbs of qualtty,

Itke n tf b.sn "wlthout thetr betng pure"lZ;.

s 8. Analysts of these four tenses will hvolve three blnary decistons. Agaln. the
first step is based on the crlterion ofaspect:

l) one progresstve tense: ttnperkct

three perfective tenses: pey'ect, aorist. and prospecttDe

The neJ(t two steps are based on crlteria of ume_reference:

2l one prospecilve tense: prospectrue

two non-prospective tenses: perkct_ aonst

3) one past tense: perJect

one non-past tense: o.orüsl
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Agafn the passlve volce appears to be of a dllferent structure' In all the

tenses, the passlve forms are derived from the acttve forms by means of the

morpheme tjlnv,but not so lnthe perfect' Here, a paradigm exlsts in lts

own right alongstde the actlve one.

In Mlddle E6,pttan, the perfect acttve forms of certah verbs are not used

(e.g., of the lntranslttve verbs of motlon)' Slrnilarly, the use of the perfect

passive forms ls restrlcted. In both cases the gap ls filled by a form of dtf-

ferent stmcture, the old perfectlve' In Old ESDtlan the distrlbution of

forms ls not qulte the same. of certaln verbs, obviously ln an overlapping

dlstribution, both the sün.n.f fotr'rl and the old perfectlve may be used [e.9"

wlthdd "to say''). Schenkel may be right with an tnterestlng hypothesls of

hlstS): he has tried to show that the uses.ofthe old Perfecuve are those of

an anclent mlddle votce. whlch are comparable to those of ancient Greek

This assumptlon could account for the old perfectlve gradually tntrudtng

into the system of the sulfix conlugation as the mlddle volce became more

and more obsolete as a grarnrnatlcal category'

A structural analysts like the one glven above does not' by ltself' yield hls-

torlcal results. A crltlcal hterpretatlon may' however' make htstorical

developments transparent Among the hslghts one may gah from our

briefsurvey ls the trnpresston that, ln a very early stage ofthe language' all

basic tenses could be formed after the sfm'f pattern lt ts perhaps as the

result of a later development that two other formattons entered into thls

system: sÜn.n.f and the old perfective. the latter of whlch may primarlly

have conveyed a realrn of mlddle votce/present perfect' whlle the sdm'n'f

may ortginaily have been formed to express the contrastlng actlve volce o[

the present Perfect.

It was only then that tt was felt necessary to dlsttngutsh the past (preterlte)

from perfective utterances of no tlme-reference (l'e ' aorist)' Strangely

enough, the sdm n.f form then sewed to express the preterite (as opposed

to the aorist) ln posltlve utterances, whereas it was used for the aorlst (as

opposed to the preterite) ln negative utterances'

s ro.
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Partlclple

(passlve volce)

PRETERITE

(passlve)

lrJl
ran. jrjjr

+perfectlve -perfectlve

-prospectlve +Prospectb'e

PRESEI!'TTENSE

jnj

fem. jnt

PRETERITE

(acttve)

jrj

fen. jrjt

FUTURE

rl.l
fem. jrt.l

I
I

jrj ti fi
fen jrjtjsj

Relatlve Form jrji f
rem. jrjjt.f

jrn.f

fem. jrwt.f
I

jrj j .f
fem. jrt.j.f

jrrw.f

fern. jnt.f

T
jrj n.f
fem jrt n.f

that-form jrjw f j,ji f jrr.f

jrj.n.f

pass. jrj.n.rw.f pass. jrjj.u'.f pass. jrr.tw.f

Aspect and ttme-reference. I: Particlples, Relatlve Forms, that-Forms
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NOTES

H.J. Polotslry, Les tanspostlions du uerbe en egAptten cürsstque (Israel Orlental
Studies 6. I-50); fo5 detalls of the relattve constructions see H. Saklnger, Atfrbut
wrd Relattvsatz ltn Alteren,Aggpttsch (forthcomnrd. Fs. L_ e./a,. J o- f f | ä-
Polotslcy, op. ctt. 2.7.1. 

| -/

For thls form belng the prospectlve tflat-form, see Polotsky, op. clt. 2.7.

See Polotsky op. clt.2-2.2.

For the el<ample quoted (Urk V 96), see A.H. Gardlner, Wpttatl Gmmmo4 p.295,
n. 4.

For the example quoted (Ca,ro stela CG 20539), see Polots}ry, op. clt. 2.2.7 (8).

Polotslcy, op. ctt. 2.2.2.

Note that all forms ln -ly, quoted by E.Edel, Altdggpttsche Gmmnotk, g 639, are
not passlve parttclples. but rather (active) relatlve forms ('Clöre's relatlve form').
e.g. snkw fdt w?pt "whom the four teats (?) suckted" pT 252 q [/ nj nbw
km3w Hz3t "a fatted calf of gold whtch Hezat created" PT l12g c (Faulkner's trans-
iatlonsi.

For the pronom'-rlal subJect of the passive, a mlxed paradlgm ls used: (see Edel,
op. clt. S 661 c): I sg. lrl, but 2 sg. m. k, 2 sg. f. r, 3 sg. m. .f, 3 sg. f. .r (cJ.
n j wj jm "where I am" vs. ntj.k jm "where you are", etc.): sp3t ms(V)t
wQ) jm.s jn A n B "the nome ln whlch I was born byA {= m616g1) to B (=fathär)"
Ilrk I ll8,l7 - II9,2: bw pw hj(ul).t jm"Lhat place u'here you were beaten" P?n
1273 ci hrw rns({).f jm "the äay'tt was born" PT27 d. For the endrng t see
snlii sfrt-htp im"'(Lhe plumb-lrne ...) by means of whlch the Field of Offertngs
was founded" PT I 196 c.

There ls, furthermore. a prospectlve passlve sdrnwf c f. Edel, op. ctt., gg 564. 565:
PT r96i ;  I97O a.

I l) Polotslry, op. ctt., p. 26 tr

12) Cf. H.J. Polotslcy, EgApttanTenses.S49.

t3) Cf. H. Satzlnger, Dle negatiuen Konstruktionen tm AIt- und Mfuenggpttschen Sg
30-37. In my orlgtnal paper, Ounn's "synchronous present" sdm.n.f was also dis-
cussed here. This ls unjust(ied, slnce thts form is not circumstanilal. Apart from
thls, recognltlon of thts partlcular "s)rnchronous present" form ls a controverslal
matter: many wlll prefer to regard (e.g.) dj.n j nk as a present perfect "l have
granted you", rather than an aoristtc "l grant you".

14) See, e.8. ,  OIZ56 ( f959) 460 (Polotsky CoILecLedPopers.p.23T).

I5) In 3.5.2 of hts Trdnsposttüons, Polotsky speaks of "le temps aortste jw.f sdm.f": n
4.1.3 he correlates this form wfth n sdm.n.f as lts counterDart.

l6)  Op. c l t .  3.6.

l 7 l  U rk1205 ,5 .  I t i sbynomeansd t f f i cu l t t o f i ndexamp leso f  nsdm. fw t t h ( re l a t t ve )
present meaning. The problem ls. however, to ascertaln that these are of progres-
stve aspect. If this is not the case (as, e g , tn many examples quoted by Gunn,
Studres inEggptian Syntax. pp. IOO-f03, andWestendorf . Crammatikdermedzü1-
tschen Terte, S 344 a), we are deallng with the aorlst rather than the present
tense. It is, however, lnterestlng to note that a form that is evldently the negauve
perfect form (n sQm.fl may have been used ln place of the negailve aorlst form
(n sdm.n. f l .

18)

r)

2 l
3)
4)
5)

6)
7l
8)

ti ti ti

q l

to)

l b c
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W. Schenkel, 'Das altäSDtische Pseudopartlzlp und a"" ftaog".-anlsche
Medtum/Perfekt', ol-rrlntuIn40 (197r) 30f -316.
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