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The Uniliteral Core

Middle Egyptian script relied on a set of approximately 24-26 uniliteral signs. Each sign represents a single
consonant sound. While the signs look like objects (e.g., an owl for ‘m’, a foot for ‘b’), their primary function in
standard text is purely phonetic, stripping the object of its literal meaning to function as a letter in an ‘alphabet-like’
system.

This system was not a true alphabet because it ignored vowels and was often mixed with multi-consonantal signs.
However, the uniliteral signs were the most flexible component, used for spelling out grammatical suffixes, foreign
names, and abstract concepts that lacked a direct logogram.

& The Rebus Mechanism

The Rebus Principle is the cognitive foundation of the phonetic script. It involves using the sound of a pictograph to
represent a different word or grammatical part that shares the same sound but is harder to draw. For example, the
sign for ‘mouth’ (Egyptian ‘r’) was used to represent the preposition ‘to’ or ‘for’ (also ‘r’).

This evolution allowed the script to move from simple accounting of physical goods to the recording of complex
poetry, legal codes, and religious philosophy. It represents the crucial transition from ‘drawing things’ to ‘drawing
speech’.

sp Diachronic Phonetic Shift

Over the two millennia of Middle Egyptian usage, sounds naturally evolved, a process called diachronic shift.
Certain consonants like the ‘t’ (loaf of bread) often became silent or weakened in specific positions (lenition),
leading to a gap between the traditional spelling and the actual spoken language.

This is similar to how ‘knight’ in English retains the ‘k’ and ‘gh’ despite no longer pronouncing them. Scribes
maintained traditional orthography for religious and formal reasons, even as the spoken tongue drifted toward what
would eventually become Coptic.

ﬁ,. The Determinative Anchor

Because Egyptian script did not record vowels, many words shared the same consonantal string (homographs). To
solve this ambiguity, scribes used ‘determinatives’—non-phonetic signs placed at the end of a word to indicate its
semantic category.

A word ending in the ‘walking legs’ sign indicated motion; a word ending in a ‘seated man’ indicated a human role.
Determinatives provide a visual taxonomy of the Egyptian worldview, categorizing every written concept into a
broader class of existence.




‘f: Phonetic Complements

Phonetic complements are uniliteral signs placed after biliteral or triliteral signs to clarify their pronunciation. If a
scribe used a sign representing the sounds ‘mn’, they would often follow it with the uniliteral ‘n’ sign.

This was not meant to be read as ‘mn-n’, but rather as a ‘check-digit’ or reminder that the complex sign ends with
‘n’. This redundancy ensured clarity in a script that lacked spaces between words and did not mark vowels,

reducing the cognitive load on the reader.
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