
We are fortunate that the ancient Egyptians valued writing so highly, 

for no other ancient civilisation has bequeathed us the same level of 

insight into their hearts and minds. 

One might imagine that if they were looking on from their paradise in 

the Field of Reeds, the ancient scribes might be more than a little 

proud that parts of their language continues to live on within ours. 
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for it is greater than all (other) professions.” 

From “The Satire of the Trades” (early 12th Dynasty, ca. 1950 B.c.), in which a father promotes the plushy 

life of a scribe to his son, compared to the miserable ordeals suffered by other professions. 

The most complete version is contained in Papyrus Sallier II, British Museum, Acc. No. EA 10182. 

(Grateful thanks to Aayko Eyma and Ned Ramm for their help in sourcing this tricky-to-find hieroglyphic text.) 
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FIVE ANCIENT EGYPTIAN WORDS 
YOU DIDN'T KNOW YOU KNEW 

Many popular words that we associate with ancient Egypt did not come 

to us from the Egyptians themselves, but from other languages. 

For example, we adopted the word cartouche from French, obelisk from 
Greek, and mastaba from Arabic. However, English speakers unknowingly 

use a number of ancient Egyptian words in their everyday lives. 
Those words travelled across time and space as ‘loan words’ via other 

languages before reaching ours. Here are five familiar words we inherited 
from the ancient Egyptians and still use today in modern English. 

  

Many of us have unfinished projects that we'll get around to— 
eventually. But no one comes close to Nectanebo |. After 
more than 2,300 years, his First Pylon at Karnak Temple is 
still a “work in progress”. The 30th Dynasty’s founding 
pharaoh commissioned the pylon around 380 s.c. It would 
have been the largest ever constructed—if he finished it. 
On the pylon’s eastern face, the mudbrick construction 
ramp can still be seen. The Egyptian word for brick (debet) 
still survives as our modern word ‘adobe’ (see below). 

1. Adobe 
North American readers likely associate the word ‘adobe’ 
with the earth-walled structures found in the American 
Southwest, Mexico, and parts of South America. Younger 

audiences might be more familiar with the word through 
the software Adobe Acrobat and Adobe Illustrator. These 
modern meanings aside, the origins of the word ‘adobe’ 
can be traced from Spanish back to the ancient Egyptian 
word dbt, meaning “brick”: 

= | 2 debet—“brick” 

After already 2,000 years of use, the Egyptian word dbt 
was carried into the Coptic phase of the Egyptian language 
as TUOBE (pronounced tobe). Coptic was the late Egyptian 
language written mostly using the Greek alphabet of the 
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Ptolemies, who had ruled Egypt from 332 .c. until Cleo- 
patra’s suicide in 30 B.c. The Coptic script appeared in the 

Ist century A.D., boosted by the fervour of Egypt's early 
Christians to translate their religious texts into Egyptian. 

When Egypt became part of the Islamic World in the 
7th century a.p., Arabic-speakers adopted the word for 

brick from Coptic, which became at-tiib in Arabic. The 

Arabic word at-tib travelled to Spain as a loan word where 

it became adobe, before crossing the Atlantic Ocean with 

the Spanish explorers. After all, Spanish contains a number 

of Arabic loan words as a result of the Moorish conquest 

of the Iberian Peninsula. Today, this ancient Egyptian word 
is used globally to describe sun-dried brick, a material the 
Egyptians excelled at producing and utilising. 
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So successful was Queen Hatshepsut’s trading 

mission to the land of Punt that she had it 
depicted prominently on a wall of her mem- 
orial temple at Deir el-Bahari. 

The image above was copied from the 

hard-to-read originals by German Egyp- 
tologist Johannes Duemichen, who 

travelled throughout Egypt in the 

1860s and ’70s. 
This scene shows two square- 

rigged cargo vessels being loaded 
with living myrrh trees and sacks 
of myrrh gum-resin. A pile of 

ivory tusks sits on deck, and 
curious baboons roam around 

the ships. 

The Punt reliefs at Deir el- 

Bahari are carved with such 
detail that naval researchers 
have been able to calculate that 
Hatshepsut's trading ships were 

around 25 metres long. The Egypt- 

ians called these sorts of cargo ships 
bairi, which translates as ‘freighter’. 

The word is retained today in the 

English word ‘barge’ (see below). 

Some of the hieroglyphic text which 

describes the cargo being loaded onboard 

is translated on page 26. 

2. Barge 
The ancient Egyptians used flat-bottomed vessels (or 
‘barges’) for transporting freight across long distances, 
particularly for moving foodstuffs and construction mate- 
rials up and down the Nile. 

In the 18th-Dynasty temple of the female pharaoh 
Hatshepsut at Deir el-Bahari, artists illustrated a scene that 
featured such barges playing a central role in one of the 
queen's crowning achievements: a trading expedition with 
the land of Punt, beyond Egypt’s southern frontier (above). 
We might associate ‘barges’ with modern, diesel-powered 
vessels, but the word’s origins actually stretch back to New 
Kingdom sources, when certain freight or transport vessels 
were called br (pronounced bairi), meaning “freighter.” 
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J Om NX, ~2X bairi—“freighter” 

A variation of the word br continued to be used during 
Ptolemaic and Roman times, even making an appearance 

in Herodotus’ Histories as the Greek Bapic (pronounced 
baris). The Greek historian, who lived around 450 B.c., 

described the baris as a boat commonly used for transport 
on the Nile, although they may have been seagoing as well. 
The Egyptian word br also continued in use in the Egyptian 
language, becoming the Coptic BAdPE (pronounced bari). 
Over time, baris was adopted from Greek into Latin as baris 

or barca and from there it became the Middle English word 
‘barge’ through the Old French barge or barga. 

y 4 : 
be 
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3. Ebony 
Ebony (a black or dark-brown 

hardwood from a tropical tree) 

appears in Egyptian texts as one of 

the many exotic products that were 
imported from neighbouring 

regions. The Egyptians used ebony 

to create luxury items as early as 

the Early Dynastic Period (ca. 3100 
B.c.) and continued to use this fine 

hardwood to make chairs, gaming 
boards, kohl jars, elaborate boxes 

and statuary (right) for the elite 

members of society. 

Ebony wood, not native to 
Egypt, was imported from lands 
to the south such as Nubia and 
Punt. The Egyptians called this 
dark-brown wood hbny (pro- 

nounced hebeny), a word that we 

foyeluboLUC COMIN KereC yma se Musee 
oY DAR bLeyOh a 

Nee 
np re hebeny—“ebony” 

Middle English adopted the 
word ‘ebony from the Old French 

eban or ebaine, which, in turn, 
originated from the Latin hebenus 
(or sometimes ebenus) meaning 

“ebony tree.’ The Latin word for 

ebony can be traced back to the 

ancient Greek word éBevog (pro- 

nounced ebenos), which they 

adopted from the Egyptians to 

refer to the dark tropical wood that 

could be acquired beyond Egypt's 

southern border. Scholars have 
posited that the Egyptian word 
itself might have been a loan word 
from another (unknown) African 

language spoken south of Egypt. 

AKHENATEN'S OLDER BROTHER? 

The low-slung kilt and almona- 
shaped eyes of this ebony statuette— 
(o]ge)0 te PMOL MKC] et AK] ICL ANY) 40K) 
that it dates to the 18th-Dynasty reign 
of Amenhotep III (New Kingdom, ca. 
IS TAUR Ray p 

Judging by the shaved head, this 
man likely held priestly titles, while 
the rim of royal cobalt blue glass 
surrounding the proper right eye 

AYE AYR MUSLCL MUO YOLR MELLO ALLO Aa 
been a close relative of the king— 
perhaps even a rare image of Prince 

UAT HTOXY ME elame ker me) 
Akhenaten), who had served as High 

Priest of Ptah in Memphis. 

THE CLEVELAND MUSEUM OF ART, PURCHASE FROM THE J. H. WADE FUND. ACC. NO. 1983.98 
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THE FACE OF A GODDESS 

Decorated spoons were popular in the New Kingdom, with the handle often appearing 
in the form of a swimming woman, her arms stretched forward to hold the spoon’s 
bowl. The woman's head poked up to look forward, and this exquisitely-carved ivory 

face has been snapped from such a handle. It is just 4 cm tall. 
These types of spoons often carried themes of creation, and this face may represent 

the sky goddess Nut, who swam the primeval watery expanses. The spoon’s bow! in her 
hands could symbolise Nut holding up the sun as it emerges on that very first day.   THE CLEVELAND MUSEUM OF ART, THE ANDREW R. AND MARTHA HOLDEN JENNINGS FUND. ACC. NO. 1988.7 

Ivory, a fine-grained white material from the tusks of ele- 
phants, hippopotami, and warthogs, was used by the ancient 

Egyptians for carving delicate sculptures as early as the 4th 
millennium B.c. After the African elephant became extinct 

in Egypt during the Early Dynastic period (ca. 3100 B.c.), 
the Egyptians were forced to acquire this prized ivory, or 
3bw (pronounced abu), through trade with people living 

south of Egypt. 

iJ 4 abu—“ivory" 

The Egyptian word 3bw was appropriately also the word 
for ‘elephant JIS , and, by extension, the name of the 
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ancient island town of Elephantine, which is located near 

the Nile River’s First Cataract at Aswan. 
In terms of its etymology, our own word ‘ivory’ came 

into modern English from the Old French yvoire, closely 
related to the Italian word avorio. Both of these words have 
their origins in the Latin ebur, itself a derivative of the 

Coptic EBO (pronounced ebu). Greek provides only a 

tentative link between Latin and the Egyptian language: 
the Greek word for ivory is £Aépac (pronounced elephas) 
from which we derive our word for ‘elephant. It is alto- 

gether fitting that we have an African civilisation to thank 
for our own words for ‘elephant and ‘ivory. 
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5.Gum 
Egyptian rulers financed large expeditions to the regions 
surrounding Egypt in the interest of acquiring luxury items 
or natural resources that Egypt lacked (particularly timber). 
Hatshepsut’s expedition, depicted on the walls of her temple 

at Deir el-Bahari, returned with an impressive variety of 
goods from the land of Punt—modern-day Eritrea, Ethio- 
pia, and Sudan (see page 23). Among the goods was a 
substance the Egyptians called qgmyt (pronounced khemeet), 
an aromatic gum-resin essential for the performance of 
both temple and funerary rituals. 

ARN. 
Now, thousands of years after Hatshepsut’s famous 

expedition, we have the Egyptians to thank for the origins 
of the word ‘gum. The Egyptian word qmyt eventually 
became the Coptic word KOMI and the Greek word kop 
(both pronounced kommi), both used for the viscous plant 

resin produced by some trees. The Latin word gummi is 
directly related to the Greek Kup and subsequently in- 
spired the Old French gomme. Finally, it is from the Old 
French that English speakers inherited the word ‘gum: 

On page 23 is a scene from the Punt Reliefs in the 
memorial temple of Queen Hatshepsut at Deir el-Bahari. 
It shows two of the five ships in the expedition fleet being 
loaded with cargo to take back to Egypt. The hieroglyphic 
text that captions the scene begins with: 

hog pee = 238 
“Loading of ships with great quantities 

SNS tan ot TS Qa | 

of the marvels of the land of Punt: 

[yr 6S Tew 
All (kinds) of good herbs of the divine land, 

ao HK 2QWS, LT ety 
and heaps of gum-resin of myrrh.” 

khemeet—“gum”" 

Honourable Mention: Egypt 
Like the five words described above, the modern toponym 
‘Egypt’ can also be traced back to the ancient Egyptians 
themselves! We inherited the name for Egypt in the English- 
speaking world from the Latin Aegyptus, which in turn 
came from the Greek name Atyumtocg (pronounced Aegyp- 
tos). When Greek was commonly spoken in parts of Egypt 
(after the invasion of Alexander the Great in 332 B.c.), the 

Greek form of the ancient name for Memphis— hwi-k3-pth 

(pronounced hut-ka-ptah)—was adopted as the name for 

all of Egypt. 

a hut-ka-ptah— 
id Ul ale 8 “Temple of the Soul of Ptah” 

The Egyptians were fond of composing gushy literature 
that praised their gleaming urban centres such as Memphis, 
the traditional capital of ancient Egypt and the cult centre 
of the god Ptah. In a text known today as “Longing for 
Memphis’, a scribe yearns so badly for the city that his 
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heart has deserted him to visit the city on its own accord: 

Sa YE OR? NEAYS 
Now my heart has “lope away, 

te INefa =e sRN\eoe— 
it is hurrying to the place it knows, 

£0 fh owls 2e@ ihe 
Hoursise 

it is traveling upstream to see Memphis. 

Je Be Yer ah War B 
No task of mine can I make happen, 

Vv © [\l) x aVR OWA Y 16e— 
as my heart has departed from its place.” 

(Papyrus Anastasi IV [British Museum, EA 10249], 
likely dated to the 19th-Dynasty rule of King Seti I], ca. 1200 B.c.) 

It may be a sentiment familiar with people today, waiting 
for the time they can once again visit the wonders of Egypt. 
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Founded by Toronto-based Taylor 
and Thomas, NILE SCRIBES is a 

dual-language blog (nilescribes.org) 
on the latest in Egyptology that 

shares recent publications and 
archaeological discoveries, as well 

~ as expert interviews and scribal 

spotlights on a variety of topics. 
Their aim is to make Egyptology 

more accessible to the general 
public, dispel misconceptions about 

ancient Egypt, and foster an online 
community of people who share 

our passion for all things Egyptian. 
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