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VARIETIES OF TIIE OLD PERFECTIVE IN OLD EGYPTIAN

IIELMT]T SATZINGER

In various ofits uses, the Old Perfective possesses qualities that can obviorsiy nol

be reconciled, like dynamic - static, active passive' past - prcsent - furure The

most objective set of these is probably the active passive dichotomy A different

diathes; (gender) implies a different structure of the sentence involved, the object of

the active being lhe subiect of the passive etc
The rypical apPearance of the Old Pedective is that of a stative folm, of present

pefect or static prcsent tense character, whlch has circumstantiai (adverbial) func-

iion and/or rneaningr. Transrtive verbs are passrve' wirh the exceplion of r, and ,'r
which are always active. But apart from thal, the two verbs mentioned behave as

described above When we find active meanng with olher transitive verbs' however'

rhe char/crer ol  rhe Old Penecl ive is disuncl ly di l lerenl Among lhem we cxn dis-

tinguish 'narrative' and 'optative' examples, widl pasi and future ref-erence respec-

live1y In particular the 'narratjve' examples clearly displiy a dynamic chJlacter'

qulte different from ihe stalive usage mentioned above

Frcm this res t one may conclude thdt the Old Perfective ls not uniform but

appe,fs in two basic varieties. We may call them, in agreementwtth Akkadian gram

mar. Stative and Pe 
-ect:

1 sratic, iransitive-passive, t]?ically circumstantiali
2 dynamic, transitive active, typically independent.

The optative Old Pedective is regarded by some2 as crcumstantial, i e , as dre

adverbral predicate of an elliPtic subJect. Aclually, several of the instances lhat are

lhought to be optative are preceded by their subjects3 and therefore overtly of adver-

bral function. In each case the verb happens lo be intransitive, the meaning being

probably slatic. But apart ffom lhe inslances whe.e the Old Perfective is preceded by

a sublect, the optative old Pedective behaves hke the'Perfect', ralher dran the 'Sla-

tive': cf. inrtd. The cases mentioned above, however, may be regarded as 'Statives'

in special usage-

L An insrdce lite .iu, t n, r0l n is alive thaL vo! have gone (Py 134 a) r an nneqltvocar case

of bolh adverbial irnction and 'neming (as M embedded clause of circums6nce of predical've

fDncLion); in /Tvl t tr.i'you e slive (P)r l?00), the luncdon is tne same accordins to rhe stmddd

heon .  rho le '  .oT  '  and Dosr .Poto . . \ -ymrsrs  sor ldderJ f in .
6 i  L  X- . -eoe. . ,  C , tz  l l? / l18r locor ,  loa :  K  ld 'e r  w:n ie ln .a r .C l t '  ao5 \ '  5<

3 q rP. Allen,'rhe InJlection ol the vetu in the PJrmid Te'ts (Malibu 1984), $$569c 5?08
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By distingurshing a). Stalive from Perfect, b). initial from cir.cumstantial sratus,
and c) past from future trme reference, we arrive ar the folloMng classification.

1. Inifial Stative (in Pyranid Texts only)a
S y n t a c t i c  s t a t u s :  i n i r i a l .
Diathesis of the transr l ive verbs :  none attested, orcepr/ ,  andr,n which are

not conclusive in this respect as rheir Old Perfective is always acrive As rhe
corresponding active form is obviously the nitul s4r?.rf, passlve diathesis is
to be expected_

Wi th nomi n al subj e c t6, inrmnsrrrves have the inirial perfecrive s4nf1 , fial'sj-
trve verbs have initial passile sdn(jj).f (the conesponding acrive fofln beng ini-
rial shn n.f )B.

Tense, time reference: present perfec! or static present tense, absolute time

2. Adverbial (circumstantial) Stative,
Syntactic status: adverbtal predicate or adverbial complemenr of the ve$.

Embedding the adverbial Stative in an l1{, construcrion results ln lhe fomarion
of the composi.e aense form, Ji./ + Old Perfective

Drathesis of the transir ive verbs: passive (excepr r . ,  and r-  which are
active)ro, the corresponding active form bemg circumsranrial r4,, ry'r'

With nominal subject, we find rhe pefecrive rdr?y'in rhe pyramid Texts, orh-
erwise an adverbial senLence wirh an Old Pedective Dredicarerz. In the comDos-
i le Viddle Egypl ian form. qi lh inidal j ry,  ?1n. erc. .  ofpa.sive meanints.  $e
find the passive r4r?f/)f'3.

' Cf. ibid. $590 Tre followins s prcbably nor h .xceptot hz k hrs jn nbj, Utk t 2ss, 5. l.t.
E Ddet,The Nanatiw ve6alSrsteh oJ2td and Midde Egrpria, (cendve, 1966), 99, cx 173), a n is
veceded.byjwshDn(j) th| | t , r l r . . ' lhavepacf ieddlrheforcisncounrr ies.. . . i tmybemealy
nst2nce or nmative squene (for wlich cl rbrd 130-131), though sril ofpr$enr prf-r chracter ,ad
I lave (accodingly) ben pnised for tr by ny ldd' (also cf ibd. 49 ex 69) This wolld nEke ft e exe
ple tbr no- 2. As it is p6sive. md probably of pr$enL perfmL chmcLer, iL is nor tu Mple for no l

' Cil Allen, op cn. 9310, 432A-B
6 As a verb form, rhe Old Perfective cmnot have d explicir subjecr; ̂  p@nonrnat subjecr is

expressed by Lhe ending, bur a noninar subjed is nor prcvided for Of couNe, the adverbial senence
with d Old Perfecrive N lredicate may have a tunirat subject Bur rhcn rtre nexus is on a higtEr level
than lhe rerb. Cf , e.g., Doret, op cit. 6l ; Schentret, ,4l? 35 (t 988), 239r ci Allen, op cn 9309-310I cf ibid. $502-503., Ct Do.et, op ciL 118, Tab.4.

ro Cf Allen. op cit 9580.
" cl ibid s413-421.ir Cl ibid. $569 B; DoreL, op. cit 6t
rr Cl w wostendori M/o I (1953),49 fii

l71f; DoEt, op cir- 129
H. Sarzingcr, lvela?Jpla.r  s/drcD ($ ien, loTD),
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Tense, time reference: generaliy presen! perfect, brt ranging from rhe hisron
cal pefect (in particular, with intransitive verbs of motion) to sratic present (in
panjcl l r r  $i f i  verb\ ofquat i ty, :  rcrat ive t .me retercnce.

NB. This is by far the mosr common usage, and apoft from some Middle Kingdom'narraiive'examples (cf. no. 3) it is the only Old perfective function that
remains active in Mlddle Egyprian and laler on.

3. Perfecf ('narative' function; arresred m OId Egyprian ard Classical Egyptian)ra
S y n t a c t i c  s r a t u s i  n i t i a l
Diaihesis of rhe rransir ive verbs: acl ivers The corresponding passive forn

is pertec.ive s4n.tj f > sdn.tw.f t6
Wirh nominal subjecr '7,  we l ind rhe perlecr ive r4rnl
Tense, t ime reference: pretei te,  with narrat ive character.
ln Middle Egy?han, ir is onty sporadicalty arresred; ir is always 1 ps. sing., and ir is

found with a few verbs onll (like rhe transirjve verbs 7bj 
.assume,, j4,7i7, wdj,

rdj , 4d 
'say')t8 .

4. The optative functionre
Syntactic status I inirial, though often accompanyng proper names.
D i a t h e s i s  o f  r h e  t r a n s r t i v e  v e r b s :  a c t i v e r o
Wilh nomrnal subject,  rhe Old perfecrtve is not used.
Tens , time reference: prospective, volirive; srative accoding to Aiienr,

aldough he quores counter evialencerr; rhe opposrtion dynamic-vs. static is
probably neutralised, as in many cases ofprospecrive rime reference.

In Middle Eglptian, ihe use of rhe oprarive Otd perfecrive is by and targe
restricted to stereotyped expressrons.

!  Cf  ib id 1 l7,Tab 2
" cf ibid 61 5
6 ct ibid 28 30

62, ses the rcasoa fo.VzltaKng lhe place ofthc
\, Oieuatia t6 <lg.t.j),168, and exx_ Urt. r 108, 9
r ct SctEnkel, ,4rio :15 (1988), 238 9j sarzinEer.
19951,55 6.
7), S3l2i J. Vergote, in Asr.ptotoenche studien

D Ct Aneo, op. cit 5591a ci ibid. $5918

^,''"^Y i.!"1il|r "i re u d'si,Jore ' b:o r5oa. . he \pe'\ ol
dqerbiJ l  prnrcate.  , .q . rh precedig sr  brecr , , .

. 
' 

.rdn 
qdw 1!N \hd t! bN lr4awl you .ta.tJrdse rhe sod.,; r pose d Lhe hqd ot rhe pJk-FPr. 2 | locd (rb d. g5qzl
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O v e r v i e w
(first lines: Fonominal subject, second lines: nominal subject)

As stated above, a result of this moryho-synlactic analysis is the aspect that we fie

confronted with two basic varieties of ihe Old Pedoctive:

1. the Stative: a stative character Prevails, most transitive verbs being passive;

2 the Perfect: a alynamic character preva s, all transitive verbs being acfive'

while tho forms without t) are e ier adverbial - bejng allomoryhs of fiei folms -

or initial, at least in the early Old Kingdom Wlereas he was of lhe opjnion (hat

a;verbial foms had two allomorphs, l ald @' K Jansen winleln has convmcingly

r F. Kmne*tl, GM II7/\18 (tsg1), 18t'2O2 Ati della Quinn GiDrna@ cahPmistta

PflAu, igl),101-35i Li"EAeS I (i991) 165_99. see also Lhe diticar rendks of hnsen winkeln'

BSE1 15 (1995),43 56

tstutj.f l
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conected him in demonstmtmg thatl & O are mere graphic variants (p1ere vs. defec
trve) in the cases of adverbial use.

What we have here are two independently achieved paradigms of the Old Perfec-
rive'?a: 1). the monhologlcal paradigm, with optionai wdring of an (j) grapheme vs.
lack of C) throughout, and 2). the diathesis paradigm, with passive vs. actrve mean,
ing of transrhve verbs (others than f& and a?n). It is tempring to conelate these two
paradigms. Optional wdtmg of endings wlth (j) graphemes (4, l, {l) is typicai of
the Circumstantial Stative, and therefore, also of rhe Composire Srative. Are there
conclusive examples for the Initial Stative? The following is probably not jnirial, bur
rather cirqrmstantial: ns j n grh njj '.Ls.kj 'I am born in the nighr; come, for I am
bom' P)," 714a (P). A more probable insrance is ,prrj r.snzs n inn( iw) n s|" .3w wn.k
&r.s, 

'you have become the leader of the wild bulls against rhem in order rhat you
be ahead of them' P)r.. 1477c (M)r6 We may conclude that the initidl Starive is spelt
in the same way as the Circumstanfial Statrve As for rhe Perfecr, fhe problem is its
absence ftom the Pyramid Texts. The Old Kingdom romb mscriptions do not mal(e
use of the optional O spelling'zT This means thar we cannot verify a difference in
spellmg between 'Stative' and 'Perfect'

As stated ln the beginning, some of rhe Old Perfecrive instances that have been
claimed to be optarive arc cledrly adverbial, in pafticular those serving as predrcalcs
to preceding subjects, and we have to include them in the'Starive'. Orherwise, in
particular in examples of verbs with transitive active meaning, Old Perfecrives wrth
opmtive meaning behave rather like the 'Pefect' (see above) Neverrheless, an
O grapheme spellng seems to be beyond doubt with some of them,3.

In summirg up, I do not see any way to verify the ex$tence of two morphologi-
cal paradigms (with optional C) vs @) in the Otd Kingdom. Ttns is quire a piry, as a
prcof of two distinct moryhological paradigms would be very welcome. If it corre-
sponded to a distinction of'Perfect' and 'Stative' 1r would meet the expectations of
Afroasiatic comparison. If the optional final (j) could be shown to be a marker of cir-
cumstantiality or adverbral function it could be compared with rhe adverb ending J,
var - ,, appeanng with adverbs derived from preposirions2e and rhe marker -j lvhich
probably distinguishes the circumstantlal negation n7730 from rhe baslc negation rj

a The fom of the verb-steo add lhe prefixed j ec here noL consid red-
," The endins of rpr't is spelt wirh lhe (rj) dd rhe C) signs: even if rhe laLrer is kren as rhe iniriar

sign of lhe lbllowins j. y the (tj) is tu unequivocal speUing
16 Cf AUen, op cit $3rrBi RO. Faulloer, /l,e Ancient El!flian Pyahid TetB (Oxford, 1969),

227, 6sunes m optative meaning
t Cf. Kammetnll, Ati della Quinta ciomaa ConparatistiLa, 112i LinBAeg | 11991), 166
^ Exx : 'Be joytul, you godsl Be jolrirl you Emeads!' JtB Afi h ^,/16 p, 'O Horus, ne! de

Py 1234a lP) , tu4ntu(n)ary 'govemdresodJ ,4 .2110d( t  t tnb t j l t k  jwrkb t j )  c ra l teyor l
body Lht! you my come to me', Ptf 224d; in the Idt tqo ces a |Itusinve verb h6 actile nemin!' '  c r .  SduI  ge- .  , l  I  l1  '  lo8o / .  148-9

rD Cf Doret. oD. cir 36 ?.
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W s.nenfe l ,  l r  QM'  .nk '  r i ' r c ' r  l rd  wc  re rd '  I  F_n 'coa l r :  L rdr r r rgen 60 l  < - -82
'  

J  Ot r -E .  D p  \on t tu 'n t :  . t  "3 , r ' '  Ae  ?r '  , c /  Md i /  'o  61  1  0  l  l
! sclrcnkel, o! cit 17?

We arc left wilh the results oL Schenkel's investigation lnto the Old Perlective m

the Coffin Textsrr. lnspireal by Kammerzell's observauons' he found thal those vefbs

lbr which stahc menning is typical (e-g ' verbs of qualily) show the finali distinctlv,

more often than those for which a dynamic meaning is typical (e g ' verbs ol

motion) Tbis has led him to dishnguish beNeen a 'stative' fonn' wtth a final (j)

grapheme in many msidnces, and a 'Perfecf fblm' wrthout such an d) graphene ln

intJrpreting mis result, he chooses rwo differen! paths On the first' he comparcs-the

Old ierfeciive forms in (tj) / (t) wtth the nisba adjecdles derived liom words ending

in I In lbllowing J. Osingr?' he distnguishes between two vocalisalion patterns ihat

corresDond to th; iwo semantic categories of the nisba adjectivcs Accordingly' there

are botrr ...itv# ana . Vctvi# vocalisaiion types whereas 53% of the ion-Iler nre

soelt (...r) in the Coffin Texts, as against 47q, with the spelling ( tj)' the latler Llas

qic, i ..q sp.rrings and only 7% with ( tj). From this rcsult, Schentel concludes

rhai whar he calls 'Pedect' had the structufe CVCtVj (like tKrerr 1+t"4"f'
spelt (hqrt) in the Coffin Texts)rr, whereas his 'Stnfive' forms had CVIVI' speit

(lCri) f'fre s."ona puUt of inle$retation leads him to resume his comparison of the

Old Pene.f ivF wi l i  lhe Hi l l i le Perle '  :  drough lhis ne is led lo r  re 'onnrJ' l  on lnal

$.Lme\ lacl '  o l  f inal  j  lof  lhe Perle.  l  .  and i ls pre'en'e $ r lh lh 'Shlr \e- "

It would seem that with regard to the Coffin Texls Schcnkel arrived at an rssue

that is very close to what KammeveLl assumes for the Pyrarnid Texts We must'

however, take rnto consideration the essenlial difference that exrsts between the

rdioms of these groups of texts. ln the laler old Kingdom a remarkable change hap-

pened in respeciof ine claracter of E$?tian verb forms Those that had until then

"orrnorca 
th. present perfect became expressions of the preierile These are t'\e

"jt,x.r'f 
tr''. p*t*" 

"a,?Ur'f 
and rhe Old Perfechve (in its 'Staiive' vdrierv) Note

rhat each of these foms is likely to be used circumstantially Ai the same tme ihe

an;ent preterite forms became obsolete' viz the perfectrve (or narativ-e) sdzy' and

irr" :p"ti-""' vanety of the old Pedective. Note that neither form ls found in cir

cumstaniial use.



VAITIETIES OF THE OLD PERFECII\,,E ]N OLD EGYPThN IO2'I

Pr sent Perfect (main clause) or Relafive perfect (clause of circumstance) :

rlN achve, Prcn subj,
ri@s acove, nom, subj

t@s pasivej pron subj.
trtus, p4sive. non slbl

Preferite:

ttus actrye, Pron subj

t ans Pa$ive, pion subj
rms pa$Lve, non subj

(/ty'+) Old Pedarvc ( SraLive )
trw +) pasie !4h(jj).f

(/ry'+) Old Perfective ( stative,)
Jty'+ Oid Perfecnve ( Stalileli Py j4u + nou

Old Perfectjve ( Pedeca)
rdD + noun ('pe.fecrive rdu f)

Qassive o|pe.fecdve rdbf)

Old Perfectile ( Perfed')
r4z + noun ( pedecdve r4'l)

a|| +) ptssiue '4h(jn.f> s4n(tu).J

FrcD end ofOld Kngdom onw3rdr':

It can be clearly seen thar the post-Old Kingdom prclerite foms are derived from
Ihe Old Khgdom Perfecr foms. Alt posr Old Khgdom Old pefectives so back ro
\ hal  was lermed xbove Slar ive .  excepr lor the lew cja<sici ,ms of lhe .na;al .ve O,d
Perfective' (with inirial sratus; dynamic meaning; acrrve gender wirh rransitives,
again leaving apart the verbs rb and bn)3e As no insrances of the latter hale been
identified in the Coffin Texts, none of rhe many spelings withour final 0) are cases
of what was called above 'Perfect'. In conclusion, we must say that rhe rwo bdsic
varieties of the Otd Perfecrive discemed here are a morpho_syntactic reality, as
shown in the distriburion charts above, bur rhey are not differentiated ir sDelline.
The condi l ion ior lhe wri l rng or lhe omi\sion of d f inal  q) in rhe pyrrmid Texrs i< a.
yet undecided; for rhe time being we may conclude that the sltuation seems similar

l :  q!  9m o ci l  'o r '7 i  br rhe Prramio re{s .*  dbo\p ,o.  rr-mrce
"  (  L  DoFt  op .  (  L  l  l - .  r .  fo . lab te  2 . .e  bbove,  | .  t7 .

Fom.  wrLhon. /u  &e main tJ  \eq leam orc , rc rms l l r ld :c f .DoF. .op .cn .  t /o .  l -o  Tom,qr r t .
Jw ee nan sertences: cl. ibrd. l?5

r ct ibid 1?5p \de  On r \ rB l  o t  rhe  \ , lodF K in .Jon . ,mote ,  o r  J - r t r " t j  useo O per fe . ! \e .  o f  .an . . t r \e
verDs show Ln. sperhng ((wl or Lhe like lor rhe p". \rng.i ct. e.g. cedrner, op. cir. rl t.. I
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to that of tho Coffin Texts where verbs with dlnamic meaning (tike the htansitive
verbs of motion and the trarNitive verbs passive gende.l) mostly use an Old
Perfective folm that differs from that of verbs with static moanins 0ike verbs of
quality).


