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Complete Middle Egyptian

The Enduring Allure of the Pharaohs: Your Guide to
Complete Middle Egyptian

For centuries, the civilization of ancient Egypt has captivated the human imagination. From the towering
pyramids of Giza to the enigmatic smile of the Sphinx, the legacy of the Nile Valley whispers tales of power,
mystery, and profound spiritual belief. At the heart of this legacy lies a language—a sophisticated, elegant
system of communication that served as the voice of empire, religion, and daily life for nearly 3,000 years. This
language, in its purest and most classical form, is known as Complete Middle Egyptian. Far more than a
simple code of pictures and symbols, it is the Rosetta Stone to a lost world, offering a direct line to the thoughts,
stories, and hymns of a civilization that continues to shape our own.

This guide serves as your comprehensive introduction to the world of Complete Middle Egyptian. Whether you
are a budding Egyptologist, a passionate historian, a curious linguist, or simply a devotee of all things ancient,
understanding this language is the single most rewarding step you can take toward truly unlocking the secrets of
the pharaohs. In this article, we will explore what defines "Complete Middle Egyptian," its historical
significance, its unique structural beauty, and how you can embark on the journey of learning it yourself.

What Exactly is "Complete Middle Egyptian"?

The term Complete Middle Egyptian refers to the classical stage of the ancient Egyptian language. To
understand its importance, one must first grasp the long and complex evolution of the Egyptian tongue.
Linguists typically divide the ancient language into five major phases: Old Egyptian (c. 2600–2100 BCE),
Middle Egyptian (c. 2100–1600 BCE), Late Egyptian (c. 1600–600 BCE), Demotic (c. 600 BCE–400 CE), and
Coptic (c. 200–1600 CE).

Middle Egyptian emerged during the golden age of the Middle Kingdom (c. 2055–1650 BCE). This era,
celebrated for its stability, artistic achievement, and literary flourishing, saw the language refined into a highly
standardized and expressive form. It was the language of the great literary classics, such as The Story of Sinuhe,
The Eloquent Peasant, and the Westcar Papyrus. After the Middle Kingdom, the spoken language evolved into
Late Egyptian, but Middle Egyptian was not forgotten. It became the "classical" language—the Latin of the
ancient world.

For centuries after it ceased to be spoken in daily life, Complete Middle Egyptian remained the standard for
monumental inscriptions, religious texts, official documents, and literary compositions. It was the language used
on temple walls, in royal tombs (including the famous Pyramid Texts and Coffin Texts), and in the royal decrees
of later pharaohs. Therefore, learning Complete Middle Egyptian grants you access not only to the literature
of the Middle Kingdom but also to the vast corpus of religious, historical, and administrative texts from the
New Kingdom and later periods.

The Uniqueness of the Classical Form

What makes this particular language phase so valuable for students is its consistency and completeness. Unlike
Old Egyptian, which can be sparse and enigmatic in its syntax, or Late Egyptian, which is more colloquial and
complex, Complete Middle Egyptian offers a structured, well-documented, and highly expressive grammar
system. It is the most widely taught phase of ancient Egyptian because it serves as the foundation for
understanding all later forms. Mastering it provides a solid grammatical and lexical framework that makes
studying later stages significantly easier.

Getting Inside the Grammar: The Core of Complete Middle
Egyptian

Learning Complete Middle Egyptian is not simply about memorizing hundreds of hieroglyphic signs. The true
challenge—and the true reward—lies in its grammar, which is fundamentally different from any modern
European language. To speak and write like an ancient scribe, you must think like one.

1. The Writing System: More Than Pictures

The most iconic aspect of the language is, of course, its script: hieroglyphs. A common misconception is that
hieroglyphs are purely pictographic, with each picture representing a single word or idea. While some signs are
indeed logograms (a picture of the sun meaning "sun"), the system is far more sophisticated. Complete Middle
Egyptian combines four main types of signs:

Logograms: Signs that represent a whole word (e.g., a house for per, "house").
Phonograms: Signs that represent sounds. These are the "alphabet" of hieroglyphs, including uniliteral
signs (one consonant, like the owl for "m"), biliteral signs (two consonants), and triliteral signs (three
consonants).
Determinatives: Silent signs placed at the end of a word to clarify its meaning. For example, a seated
man next to a word indicates it is a man's name or a masculine actor; a roll of papyrus indicates an
abstract concept. These are crucial for understanding the sense of a word that might otherwise be
ambiguous.
Semagrams: Signs that indicate a category of meaning.

A single word in Complete Middle Egyptian might be written with a combination of logograms, phonograms,
and determinatives. Reading a text requires you to decipher this layered system in the correct order (text reads
from right to left, left to right, or top to bottom, depending on the direction the birds and human figures face).

2. The Verb System: Stative and Infinitive

The verbal system of Complete Middle Egyptian is famously elegant but challenging. Unlike English, which
relies heavily on tense (past, present, future), Middle Egyptian emphasizes aspect (whether an action is



completed, ongoing, or habitual). The two main verbal forms are the sḏm.f (the "he hears" form) and the
sḏm.n.f (the "he has heard" form). The sḏm.f is a versatile form that can express the present, future, or
habitual action, depending on context. The sḏm.n.f generally expresses the past or a completed action. The
language also uses the pseudoverbal construction (verb + preposition + infinitive) to express progressive
action (e.g., "he is doing something").

3. The Genius of the Two-Literals

One of the most distinctive features of Complete Middle Egyptian is the use of biliteral and triliteral signs.
These signs, representing two or three consonants, are the real "words" of the language. They form the verbal
roots that are then modified by prefixes, suffixes, and changes in vocalization (which, because vowels were not
written, we can only guess at from Coptic and other sources). Understanding these root patterns—such as nfr
(good, beautiful, perfect), pr (to go out, house), and ms (to bear, child)—is the secret to building a powerful
vocabulary. For example, the root nfr can be found in words like nfrw (beauty) and nfr.t (a beautiful woman).
This root system gives the language a poetic and economical quality, where a single core idea can branch into a
family of related words.

Why Study Complete Middle Egyptian Today?

In our modern world of digital information and instant communication, why would anyone dedicate months or
years to learning a "dead" language? The reasons are as compelling as the civilization itself.

Direct Access to a Lost World

Learning Complete Middle Egyptian allows you to step past the barrier of translation. Every translation is an
interpretation, a product of the translator's biases and knowledge. When you read the Instruction of Ptahhotep or
the Book of the Dead in its original language, you are not reading someone else's rendering—you are hearing
the voice of an ancient scribe, a priest, or a pharaoh directly. The puns, the wordplay, the rhythm of the prose,
and the subtle connotations of specific words are all lost in translation. Mastering the language gives you a
primary source of unparalleled authenticity.

A Key to Interdisciplinary Scholarship

For anyone serious about Egyptology, archaeology, art history, or ancient history, Complete Middle Egyptian
is an absolutely essential tool. You cannot fully analyze a temple inscription, a funerary stela, or a papyrus
without it. Understanding the language deepens your appreciation for the art (since many hieroglyphs serve as
both text and art), the architecture (where inscriptions are integral to the building's religious function), and the
culture (which was profoundly text-centric).

An Intellectual Challenge and a Mental Gym

Learning Complete Middle Egyptian is a deeply rewarding intellectual pursuit. It exercises your brain in
unique ways: memorizing hundreds of signs, learning a non-linear grammar, and reading a script that flows in
multiple directions. It is a puzzle of logic, pattern recognition, and linguistic deduction. For many students, the
"aha!" moment of successfully translating a short inscription from a photograph of a real artifact is an addictive
thrill that fuels further study.

Your Pathway to Mastering Complete Middle Egyptian

Essential Resources and Tools

Embarking on this journey requires the right tools. Here is a list of essential resources for anyone serious about
learning Complete Middle Egyptian:

The Standard Textbook: The gold standard remains Middle Egyptian: An Introduction to the Language1.
and Culture of Hieroglyphs by James P. Allen. It is clear, systematic, and packed with exercises.
Grammar Reference: For deeper dives, consult A Grammar of the Egyptian Language by Adolf Erman2.
or Egyptian Grammar by Sir Alan Gardiner (often called "Gardiner's Grammar"). Gardiner's sign list is
the standard reference for identifying hieroglyphs.
Dictionaries: A good dictionary is essential. A Concise Dictionary of Middle Egyptian by Raymond3.
Faulkner is the go-to reference for students. For a more comprehensive digital approach, the online
Ancient Egyptian Dictionary by the University of Chicago is invaluable.
Digital Tools: Use websites like JSesh (for typing hieroglyphs on a computer) and the Beinlich Wordlist.4.
Many apps now offer flashcard programs for sign memorization.
Study Groups and Courses: Consider joining online forums (like those on Reddit's r/AncientEgyptian5.
or the Egyptologists' Electronic Forum) or enrolling in a university-level course (many are now offered
online). The community is small but passionate and incredibly supportive.

A Practical Study Plan for Beginners

Step 1: Master the Uniliteral Signs. Start with the "alphabet" of 24 single-consonant signs (think of them as
hieroglyphic ABCs). Drill them until you can read them instantly in any direction.

Step 2: Build Your Foundation with Gardner's Sign List. Learn the most common biliteral and triliteral
signs, along with their determinatives. Focus on function first: determinatives are your friend—they tell you
what a word is about (e.g., a man, a god, a city, an abstract concept).

Step 3: Embrace the Noun. Learn how nouns work: genders (masculine and feminine), numbers (singular,
dual,


