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Abstract 

Törnqvist J. 2017. ‘Hur stor!’ – En morfosyntaktisk och semantisk studie på de två rötterna aA 
och wr. 
 
Egyptologi är en disciplin där ny forskning och nya infallsvinklar konstant behövs och – i de 
flesta fall – tillförs. I det hav av konstant ny forskning förblir några ämnesområden orörda. 
Lemmana aA och wr har kontinuerligt haft en väldigt homogen översättning trots att de 
morfologiska och syntaktiska skillnaderna är förhållandevis tydliga. Den generellt 
accepterade översättningen av båda lemman som ’stor’ är väldigt enkelspårig och lyfter 
frågan om huruvida aA och wr borde ses som synonymer eller inte. Studien består av två 
kombinerade delar; en morfosyntaktisk analys av aA och wr, deras konjugationer och 
distribuering samt en semantisk analys av olika uttryck och meningar där aA och wr 
förekommer med samma, eller likartad syntaktisk struktur. Syftet är att tillföra klarhet till 
korrelationen mellan aA och wr och deras tolkning. Studien tar inte hänsyn till en specifik 
tidsperiod, utan ser till lingvistiska utvecklingar som en viktig faktor i analysen. En viktig 
slutsats av studien är det tydliga, föredragna användandet av wr som ett beskrivande ord för 
fysisk storhet i motsats till aA som förekommer i kontexter mer associerade till metaforisk 
storhet. Under Nyegyptiskan ökar oklarheten mellan det olika användandet av aA och wr och 
differentieringen blir synnerligen diffus. 
 
Törnqvist J. 2017. ‘How great!’ – A morpho-syntactical and semantic study on the two roots 
aA and wr. 
 
Egyptology is a discipline in which new research and new approaches are continuously 
necessary and – in most cases – provided. In this constant flow of new research, some subject 
areas are left untouched. The lemmas aA and wr have continuously had a very homogenous 
translation although the morphological and syntactical differences are quite visible. The 
generally accepted translation of both lemmas as ‘great’ is very singular and raises the 
question of whether aA and wr should be considered synonyms or not. The study consists of 
two combined parts; a morpho-syntactical analysis of aA and wr and their conjugations and 
distributions as well as a semantic analysis on different expressions and sentences where both 
aA and wr occur with the same, or similar, syntactical structure. The aim is to give clarification 
to the correlation between the lemmas aA and wr and their interpretation. The study is not 
restricted to a specific time period, but regards linguistic developments as an important factor 
in the analysis. An important conclusion from this study is the clear, preferred use of wr as a 
qualifier for physical greatness, as opposed to aA which appears in contexts more related to 
metaphorical greatness. During Late Egyptian the opacity of the different uses of aA and wr 
increases and the differentiation becomes quite fuzzy. 
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Definitions 

3ae-inf.  Root form with three consonants, often with the last consonant 
being silent. 

2ae-gem.  Root form of a lemma with two consonants where the last 
consonant is doubling. 

Geminating  Repeating or doubling. 
Intransitive  A lemma expressing a state or action without affected object. 
Lemma  The form of a word as it is found in dictionaries, also known as 

canonical form. 
Morphology  The study of structure and form of words in language. 
Syntax  The pattern of formation of sentences and phrases. 
Transitive  A lemma expressing action rather than state and often with an 

affected object. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Purpose of this study 
As with most dead languages, the study of earlier Egyptian faces several difficulties. 
Emphasis, accents and slight grammatical differences are no longer available to fill the gaps 
of knowledge present day Egyptologists are experiencing. This can create great difficulties 
when trying to define different aspects in the grammar and syntax of the earlier Egyptian 
language. The process and work which constructs the foundation for most theories and 
conclusions regarding earlier Egyptian takes time and effort, including construction of vague 
theories. Hence the importance of continuous studies and research to aid in the understanding 
of the textual sources that are preserved from ancient Egypt. 

The research presented in this study focuses on the issue of translation of the roots aA and 
wr and whether these should be considered synonyms or not. In present day, the translation 
has overall been somewhat vague in its definition and the differentiation between them. The 
general translation of both aA and wr is commonly ‘great’ or ‘greatness’. However, 
dictionaries often show slight variations in definition, for example whether both are utilised as 
specifiers of quality and quantity1 or not2. Most dictionaries also have a tendency to only 
assign wr the translation of ‘important’3 and it is only during the Ramesside period (c. 1292-
1077 BC4) and onwards that the translation ‘important’ is ascribed to aA as well.5 The 
inconsistency of the lexical definitions of aA and wr throughout dictionaries thus poses 
problems when translating original texts. The problems of the lexical definitions are the origin 
of two major questions this study attempts to answer. Firstly, if aA and wr are shown to be 
used interchangeably, they should reflect a close to identical value. Semantics and syntax 
should correlate and no clear distinguishing features should be visible. Secondly, if this is not 
the case, and aA and wr does show differentiation in syntax and semantics, and cases can be 
identified where one or the other lemma is preferred, the lexical definitions of the two lemmas 
might subsequently have to be adapted. In the search for an affirmative answer to one of these 
two questions, the research could contribute to a better understanding of the function and use 
of aA and wr. 

Due to the span of possible definitions, aA and wr often seem to overlap each other and 
even be identical. Hence, the aim of this study is to add clarification and a better 
understanding of the syntactical and semantical differences regarding aA and wr, in their 
individual uses as well as combined. If a clear difference in meaning can be distinguished, 
there might be cause to reevaluate the lexical definitions of aA and wr and reinterpret texts and 
documents where these two lemmas occur. Because of the unanswered questions regarding aA 
and wr, the secondary aim of the research presented in this study is to provide a foundation 
for further studies on the subject. 
 

                                                
1 Faulkner 1962, 37, 63-64. 
2 Hannig 2000, 560-64. 
3 Faulkner 1962, 63. Gardiner 1927, 561.  
4 Hornung et al. 2006, 493. Note that all definitions of time periods in Ancient Egypt in the remainder of this 
study will refer to this source, 490-95. 
5 Meeks 1978, 92. 
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1.2. Methodology 
To aid in the clarification concerning the lemmas aA and wr this study will incorporate and 
examine the morphological and syntactical differences shown in conjugations and 
conjunctions. Two tables will be established. The first outlining how the roots of aA and wr are 
conjugated in different word classes. The second table will be listing the different verb forms 
in which aA and wr appear for the reason of clarification and to make comparisons between 
them easier. Semantical analysis and comparisons will assist in the clarification where 
morphology and syntax does not show any, or only slight, differences. 

Examples relevant to the conjugations and conjunctions in which aA and wr appear, 
separate or together, will be added continuously throughout the study to enhance the specific 
occurrence being discussed. The majority of the examples will be collected from medical and 
mathematical texts, religious texts, wisdom literature and fictional literature.6 The examples 
from medical and mathematical texts are primarily taken from the Rhind papyrus, Moscow 
papyrus and the Edwin Smith papyrus. The religious texts are mainly the collections of 
Pyramid texts and Coffin texts.7 Examples from wisdom literature will to a great extent be 
represented by the Teachings of Ptahhotep and Merikare and as examples from fictional 
literature, the Story of Sinuhe and the Tale of the Eloquent Peasant will be presented. 

This study will not be limited to a specific period of the earlier Egyptian language. On the 
contrary, the development of the language and the morphological and syntactical changes of 
aA and wr will be considered as relevant factors in the issue of semantics and translation. 
However, the grammatical analysis will be based on Middle Egyptian (c. 2000-1650 BC8) and 
when referring to a different time period or phase of the Egyptian language, for example Old 
or Late Egyptian, this will be stated in the text. 

1.3. Earlier research – or the lack thereof 
The two lemmas this study concerns have often been incorporated as part of broader linguistic 
research, but a comparative study has not yet been attempted. In 2008, Carsten Peust did a 
study on adjectives and adjectival verbs in Middle Egyptian, focusing on the appearance of 
specific lemmas with clear adjectival properties in verbal forms.9 He concluded that most 
lemmas which are classified mainly as adjectives transcend the adjectival boundaries and he 
argued for the existence of a homonymic adjectival verb for every adjective.10 The study of 
comparing closely related lemmas, either by supposed homonymy or by ascribing the studied 
lemmas the same semantical or structural properties, is nothing new to this field of study. This 
type of linguistic research is an important aid in the understanding of word choice and value 
ascribed to different lemmas. 

A morpho-semantical study of the verbs iy and iw was carried out by Jean Winand in 
1991 in which he studied the difference in conjugations and semantical value,11 much like the 
outline of this study. Other work relevant to the current study is the research done by James P. 
Allen on the occurrence of different verb forms in the pyramid texts, which is the main aid for 
localising the examples referred to in several paragraphs here. 

                                                
6 Because of the difficulties in verifying certain texts as accurate testaments of contemporary events, the Story of 
Sinuhe and the Tale of the Eloquent Peasant will be regarded as fictional. For further reading on this issue, see 
Eyre 1996, 415-433. 
7 In this study abbreviated as PT and CT. 
8 Allen 2013, 2-3. Note that mentions of different stages in the earlier Egyptian language henceforth is referring 
to this source. 
9 Peust 2008, 58-82.  
10 Peust 2008, 13-28. 
11 See Winand 1991, 357-87. 
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Some aspects of the semantic and syntactical differences between aA and wr has been touched 
upon lightly in the past. An example of this is the work of John Baines where he approaches 
the epithets translated as ‘great god’, nTr aA and nTr wr, and briefly discussing the 
relation between the two.12 Baines discusses the frequency of the epithet nTr aA compared to 
nTr wr, and he draws attention to the very few scattered instances in which nTr wr occur 
throughout the Middle Kingdom and New Kingdom. He also raises the question of possible 
identical semantics and that esthetics being the main determining factor for which of nTr aA 
and nTr wr was used.13 

However useful these previous studies have been for the definition of aA and wr in a 
broader sense, as well as contributing as inspiration for this current study, the specific relation 
between the two lemmas aA and wr has been disregarded. The lack of previous research 
concerning a collation of these specific lemmas leaves a hole to be filled in the knowledge of 
the earlier Egyptian language. 
  

                                                
12 Baines 1983, 13-28. 
13 Baines 1983, 16-17. 
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2. Morpho-syntax 

As stated in the introduction, the roots aA and wr have the infinitival meaning ‘great’ in the 
majority of dictionaries14. These roots are then conjugated to comply with gender, number 
and function. As roots, aA and wr belong to different root classes and therefore, they express 
different conjugations. aA belongs to the group known as 3ae-inf.15 and in its base form 
consists of three consonants where the last one is weak, commonly an –i which is rarely 
spelled out, creating aAi. wr belongs to the 2ae-gem.16 stem which in its base form consists of 
three consonants where the middle consonant is doubling and thus forming the geminating 
lemma wrr. When conjugated into different word classes, aA and wr uses the system of adding 
an ending much like the English language does. In English, the lemma ‘great’ can be used as 
a noun – ‘greatness’, an adjective – ‘great’, an adverb – ‘greatly’ and take on a verb form – 
‘be great’.17 The addition of the ending ‘–ness’ or ‘–ly’ in English implies how the lemma is 
to be used. This system of adding an ending existed in Egyptian as well, in some cases by 
adding a –w or a –t to imply adverbial use. Although in most cases the -w was not written 
out18 and therefore leaves only syntax and assumptions of context to rule out meaning and 
function when translating earlier Egyptian in present day. Adding the ending –w or –t also 
implied number and gender of the qualified subject or object and until Late Egyptian, 
agreement in gender and number was generally written out. In Late Egyptian, the agreement 
with the subject or object started to fade out even though aA as a participle still showed 
remnants of agreement.19 

As can be seen in the table below the base forms of aA and wr are seemingly identical 
when they appear as nouns or adjectives.20 It has previously been discussed whether 
adjectives may or may not strictly speaking be a word class of its own21 but merely a 
collective term for lemmas from other word classes which can be used adjectivally.22 
However, for the sake of simplicity, this study will define adjectives as a word class. As 
nouns and adjectives, aA and wr both express plural and feminine endings and does not show a 
clear morphological difference. A syntactic analysis of their distribution and placement in 
sentences will be presented in §2.3. 

It is first when aA and wr are displaying an adverbial or verbal form that a morphological 
difference can be viewed. Here, aA can take on the form of aAw, and sometimes aAt, whereas wr 
only occur as either wr or wrt. 
From the verb stems of aA and wr the causative forms are derived. The causative verbs show 
an initial s and are transitive. Hence the translation of the causative form is ‘make great’ or 
‘enlarge’ as opposed to the intransitive ‘be great’ of aA and wr.23 The causative forms will not 
be subject to this study and will only be lightly touched upon. However, the differences 
                                                
14 Gardiner 1927, 557, -61. Faulkner 1962, 37 & 63-64. WB I 1926, 161-64 & 326-31. Hannig 2000, 560-64. 
15 Allen 2010, 457. 
16 Ibid, 459. 
17 Allerton 1979, 146-47. 
18 See Faulkner 1962, 37 & 63 for spelling of the roots as nouns, adjectives and adverbs and the difficulty in 
telling them apart. 
19 Junge 2001, 65-66. 
20 See Table 1. 
21 Uljas 2007, 231-250. 
22 Allen 2010, 391. 
23 From Erman and Grapow, Wörterbuch der Ägyptischen Sprache, IV 1926, 41 & 70. Source henceforth 
abbreviated WB. 
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between the causative form and the root of aA and wr would perhaps be subject to a future 
study.
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Table 1. The roots aA and wr and the base forms of these in different word classes.24 

2.1. Conjugations of aA and wr 
As in most languages, earlier Egyptian conjugate roots to comply with tense, mood and 
agreement in gender and number of the qualified subject or object. When conjugated, aA and 
wr behave differently and appear in slightly different forms and conjugations. As described in 
the previous paragraph25, this is most clearly shown by the different root classes with which 
they show the same characteristics and belonging. 

aA and wr are used in two kinds of verbs, they appear as intransitive in the original stems 
while the causative form of the lemmas express transitive action.26 Because of the different 
root classes these lemmas behave differently when conjugated in verbal form.27 In theory, aA 
can be shown to occasionally geminate when it is used in three verbal forms, namely 
geminating sDm=f, as participles or relative forms. However, in reality this is rarely the case. 
In very few instances can aA be seen geminating and during this study only two examples were 
found where aA is geminating in a verbal sentence. 
 
(1)  CT V 288b. in aAA-ib=k Hr nw tpi ra=k rDi-n n=k [mw]t=k [srq.t]? 
‘Are you proud of what is on your mouth that your mother gave you?’ 
 
(2) pBerlin 9010, 3 iri aA r aAA=f sr r srr=f 
‘the older one treated according to his age, the younger one according to his youth.’ 
 

The use of aA and wr in verbal constructions has changed over time. In verbal form the 
uses was limited to sDm=f, the stative and, in the case of wr, as active participle in the 
Pyramid texts28, which is written in Old Egyptian. The uses of aA and wr increased and 
became more diverse in Middle Egyptian with increased use in stative form and some 
instances where they both appear as sDm-n=f and geminating sDm=f. Throughout the 
development of the earlier Egyptian language, the usage of aA and wr has been quite diverse. 
The lemmas are however most common as present sDm=f, stative and nominal use as 
participles. 
  

                                                
24 Definitions from WB I 1926, 161-64 & 326-31 and Faulkner 1962, 213-17. 
25 See §2. 
26 See Table 1. 
27 See Table 2. 
28 Allen 1984, 610-12 & 622-32. 

Root aA wr 

Noun aA wr 

Adjective aA wr 

Adverb aA / aAw / (aAt) wr / wrt 

Verb (intrans.) aAi wrr 

Causative verb (trans.) saAi swr 
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Table 2. The verbal constructions of aA and wr and in which examples they respectively appear.29 

 

2.1.1. Participles 
In the relative form, both aA and wr are more commonly found in nominal sentences and as 
objects of verbs rather than actual verbs themselves. This is often the case in Coffin Texts 
where the participles of aA and wr are used as nouns.30 aA and wr in these instances are 
translated as ‘one who is great’ in the participial form but is more commonly translated in 
texts as ‘Great One’. Throughout the Coffin texts, the use of wr as a participle is three times 
as common as that of aA. 
 
(3) CT IV 144f ink aA bA=i xnty m-xrq Hr-tp nTr 
‘I am a great one, a soul at the head of affairs on behalf of the god.’ 
 
(4) CT VI 224h mrr=f sxm wr.w aA.w 
‘He desires the power of the great and mighty ones.’ 
 

The following example is a common occurrence in texts from the Amarna period during 
the New Kingdom. Here wr is used to describe Aten and can be found in most texts where 
Aten is mentioned. But as previous examples, wr is still used as a nominal participle. 
 
(5) TS 8795 itn anx wr 
‘Aten, who lives and who is great.’ 

2.1.2. Stative 

                                                
*The use as participles in verbal sentences has not been attested in this study. Hence the citation ‘N/A’. 
However, the lemmas appear in the same structure as that of participles in nominal sentences, discussed in §2.1.1 
and 2.5.1. 
29 Verb forms collected from chapter 13-24 in Allen 2010. 
30 Examples collected through Van der Molen 2005, vol. 1. 

Constructions aA Example wr Example 

Geminating sDm=f aAA=f 1, 2, 14 wrr=f 15, 16 

sDm=f aA=f 10 wr=f 11 

Stative aA(-y/-w) 6, 7 wr 8, 9, 43 

sDm-n=f aA-n=f 17 wr-n=f 18, 19 

Subjunctive aA(y)=f 12, 13 wr=f N/A 

Prospective 
passive/active* aAy=f / aAw=f N/A wrr=f N/A 

Perfect participle* aAA / aAAw / aAAt N/A wrr N/A 

Imperfect participle* aA / aAw / aAt N/A wr N/A 
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The stative form is one of the few verbal constructions of aA and wr that can be clearly 
identified. Naturally, because of the intransitive form, the disposition of expressing aA and wr 
as states makes the stative one of the most common verbal utilisations. Here, the distribution 
is quite equal, as opposed to most verbal uses of aA and wr. 
 
(6) BM EA 614, 11 Spss.kw(i) aAi.kw(i) apr-n=i wi m iSt=i Ds=i 
‘I was noble, I was great, I equipped myself with my own things.’ 
 
(7) Tomb of Tiy31 iw=Tn mi-(i)xt aAi.twni 
‘What is with you – you are great!’ 
 
(8) PT 366 §629c m kw Sni.ti aA.ti m Sn-aA-sk 
‘Look, you are round and great as Sn-aA-sk.’ 
 
(9) CT VI 135s iw=i wr.k(w)i r-wr.w=sn 
‘I am greater than their great ones.’ 
 
(10) CT VII 101j ii-n=i wr.k(w)i sxn=i mA.k(w)i 
’I have come and I am great. I seek and I am seen.’ 
 
(11) BM EA 614, 14 wsr.kw(i) aAi.kw(i) xr Hm=f 
‘I became strong and great under his Majesty.’ 

2.1.3. sDm=f 
The use of aA and wr in present sDm=f is not as common as the stative. The form is often 
found in religious texts where it is more an expression of a wish than that of an ongoing 
present sDm=f. As in the following example from the Pyramid texts where the sentence could 
be used as a sDm=f, the meaning is more fitting as that of a subjunctive, expressing a desirable 
state of greatness as a result of an act or the like. 
 
(12) PT 422 §762c aA=k im xr nTrw xnt AS 
‘May you be great thereby with the gods who preside over the Lake.’ 
 

As with participles, aA and wr are more often found in non-verbal sentences.32 As is 
shown in the following example (13), it is common to find aA and wr in sDm=f form in 
subordinate or circumstantial clauses. Sometimes, the determination of whether the lemma is 
used in a verbal or non-verbal form is depending on the translation. In the second example 
below (14), aA is translated as the verbal ‘grows’ but could equally well be read in a non-
verbal manner, ‘is great’. 
 
(13) Edfou VII §22,833 Dd=tw wTst r spt-tn st-wrt is nt ra-Hr-Axti m wr=f im=s m 
nswt 
‘We call the throne of this nome and the great throne of Ra-Harakhti, because he is great in 
him as king.’ 
 
(14) Leiden V4, 13 rDi-n n=i nswt m iwi=f aAi=f 
‘The king rewarded me as one who comes and grows.’ 
 
(15) pAnastasi rt. 3.13-14  ix aAw=sn tr nA aHa n=i nA wHa tw=k Hr hnn=k n=sn 

                                                
31 Steindorff 1913, pl. 117. 
32 Discussed in §2.4. 
33 Kurth 2004, 36. 
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‘Then they are big (enough), the fishermen’s boats, that you rely on them.’ 

2.1.4. Subjunctive 
Most examples so far have shown the use of both aA and wr even though the distribution of 
their occurrences is sometimes uneven. However, the subjunctive seems to be reserved for aA 
exclusively, since no examples of wr in this form has been discovered during the research for 
this study. Although the use of aA as a subjunctive is not that extensive, about 15 examples are 
attested in the sources used in this study. The second example here (17) combines the 
subjunctive aA with the nominal participle of the same.  

 
(16) pBM 10417 vs.7 iw iiy r Sma aAy Hat ib=n 
‘… shall come south so that our hearts may be elated.’ 
 
(17) CT IV 221f aAy=k im=s m rn=s pw n aAt 
‘May you be great in it in this its name of Great One.’ 
 
(18) Kadesh poem §312 m=k A bA.w =k aAy 
‘Look, your Ba-strength is great.’ 
 
(19) Amunnakhte 10-11 imm aAy HA.ti=kwi m As=f 
‘Let your heart be patient in its haste.’ 

2.1.5. Geminating sDm=f 
However, a rare occurrence in which both aA and wr are attested, is the geminating sDm=f. 
Hence, both aA and wr are geminating although the usages of aA in this form is notably less 
common than wr. 

 
(20) CT V 288b in aAA-ib=k Hr nw tpi rA=k rdi-n n=k [mw]t=k [srq.t]? 
‘Are you proud of what is on your mouth that your mother gave you?’ 
 
(21) PT 582 §1558 aA N im=f wrr=f im=f 
‘King N is great in it, he is mighty in it. 
 
(22)  Urk. IV 943, 5 twt n=k iAw mi wrr=k 
‘Adoration is fitting for you in accordance to how great you are.’ 

2.1.6. sDm-n=f 
The sDm-n=f form is not very common but some clear examples are still visible. An 
interesting notion to make is the occurrence of wr both as geminating and non-geminating, 
since the geminating of wr in this verb form is indeed very rare. So rare in fact that it should 
not even exist. 
 
(23) CT IV 66b aA-n=i m-arwt xpr-n=i 
‘I have grown great in death, I have come into being.’ 
 
(24) Sin. B 146-47 aAi-n=i im wsx-n=i m aHaw=i aSA-n=i m mnmn.t=i 
’With this I became great, I grew wealthy in goods and I grew rich in cattle.’ 
 
(25) CT IV 178j-k wrr-n=i34 wr.t xpr-n=i xpr m nb-r-Dr 

                                                
34 In the translation by Faulkner, he notes that the form is an adjectival predicate which also appears in CT IV 
180c. Faulkner 1973, vol.1, 257. 
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‘I became very great, I came into being, having become the Lord of All.’ 
 
(26) BM 10793 24, 17 wr-n=i m sf m-m wr 
‘Yesterday I became great among the great.’ 

2.1.7 Summary: Conjugations of aA and wr 
As could be expected of lemmas from two different verbal stems, aA and wr are unevenly 
represented in verbal forms. It is quite clear from the participial use and sDm=f form of the 
lemmas that they transcend the common division between word classes. In these cases, it is 
more common for the lemmas to be interpreted as nouns - ‘great one’ - or adjective – ‘great’, 
and used in non-verbal clauses. 

Only in stative and geminating sDm=f does aA and wr appear to be represented more or 
less equally. The participles show a clear preference for the use of wr while the subjunctive is 
exclusively reserved for the use of aA. It is quite interesting that the subjunctive expression of 
wishes or hopes are reserved only to one of these lemmas. As stated above, although several 
of the verbal conjugations show preference to one lemma, examples with the other are still 
visible. The rare case with the subjunctive could thus indicate a difference in meaning 
between aA and wr. 

2.2 wr as preferred lemma 

2.2.1. Comparative 
Contrary to the subjunctive, wr is the lemma used in the majority of examples of comparative 
use in Egyptian. Followed by the preposition r it is directly translated as ‘great in relation to’, 
but is more commonly translated as ‘greater than’. The first example below (27) is written in 
Late Egyptian but still presents this use of wr. 
 
(27) pHarris 501, rt. 5,10-6,2 wnm-sw irt=k wr Ax im=f wnm-n-sw wnm.it nbi.t wr ir=f 
‘Your two eyes shall eat him, for they are strong and effective in him, the consuming 
consumes him, the burning man is greater than him.’ 

 
(28) pPetersburg 1115, 63 xbs.wt=f wr s(i) r mH 2/…/ 
‘His beard, which was longer than two cubits/…/’ 
 
(29) pNu Tb. 130, 12-1335 nDm.wi sSmi=s wr.w r=f 
‘How pleasant it is that she leads those who are greater than he.’ 

 
(30) pBerlin 3022, 159 prt wrt r abt XAt=i m tA msi.kw im=f 
’What is more important than my corpse being buried in the land where I was born?’ 
 

Only a handful of examples are attested where aA occur followed by the preposition r with 
the comparative meaning. These uses seem to be more or less restricted to texts from New 
Kingdom to the Ptolemaic period apart from a few uses in texts from the Middle Kingdom. 
 
(31) pTurin, Tb 15g36 i nD-Hr=k aA r nTr(w) nbw xai m pt HqA m dAt 
‘Hail, you who are greater than all the gods who appear in heaven and rule the underworld.’ 
 
(32) Louvre C 12, 13 aHa-n dwA-n=f n=i nTr aA(w) r xt nb.t r-Dd 

                                                
35 Lapp 1997, Tb 49. 
36 Lepsius 1842, Tb 15. 



 16 

‘Then he thanked me more than anything, saying:’ 

2.2.2. wr as interrogative adjective 
As seen earlier with the subjunctive, instances occur where only one of the lemmas aA and wr 
is attested in certain meanings. One such occurrence is that of wr as an interrogative adjective 
where it takes the form of a noun and creates questions such as ‘how much?’ or ‘how many?’ 
This use is restricted to wr only and could indicate a slight difference in aA and wr and their 
qualifying abilities. It could be possible that wr was used as a qualifier of size and volume to a 
vaster extent than aA. The following examples are from mathematical papyri where wr used as 
an interrogative is very common. 
 
(33) pMoscau 23, 4-5 in-iw wDa=f Dba=f n hrw iw=f r wr 
‘Cut it and finish it, how much will it be per day?’ 
 
(34) pRhind 73, 1 wr pw r DbA=s 
‘How much is this to replace it?’ 
 
(35) pRhind 45, 1 ni-sw wr r wr 
’Of it, how much by how much?’ 

2.2.3. Medical and mathematical papyri 
To further examine the relation of wr as a qualifier of physical quantity, several medical and 
mathematical papyrus were revised. In medical papyri, the syntactical differences presented in 
§2.2-5 in this chapter are clearly demonstrated. Papyrus Edwin Smith from the 12th dynasty, 
one of the oldest preserved medical papyri, which focuses mainly on wounds, shows the 
above stated preference for wr. Almost all adjectival uses are restricted to wr, and in the rare 
cases where aA is used, it is often present as an adverbial in combination with wr. However, in 
a limited number of instances does aA occur on its own, often translated as ‘excess’. 

An interesting note is the title of the physician in ancient Egypt as wr-swnw, attested in 
both Old37 and Middle Egyptian38. Several titles of private person in ancient Egypt are 
flexible and can be seen presented with both aA and wr. However, wr-swn.w is one of the titles 
where only wr appear. 

Because of the nature of the mathematical papyri, the interrogative ‘how much?’ is very 
common. The Rhind papyrus contains several examples of this, two such examples presented 
in (34) and (35) in the last paragraph. Papyrus Edwin Smith presents a fair number of 
examples of the uses of wr as well as two examples presented here of aA, the first (36) in a 
diagnosis of an inflamed wound and the second (37) in an incantation. 
 
(36) pEdwin Smith 14, 11 wnn=f pw Sfw r aAt wrt 
‘There is very great swelling’ 
 
(37) pEdwin Smith 19, 11 iw mA-n=i nSny aA 
‘I have seen the great disaster.’ 
 
(38)  pEdwin Smith 8, 1 i nry r=f wrt 
‘…and he shudders exceedingly.’ 

2.2.4. Summary: wr as preferred lemma 

                                                
37 Hannig 2003, 360. 
38 Hannig 2006, 707. 
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The distribution of aA and wr as comparative and interrogative follows the same trend as the 
verbal conjugations. The comparative has a clear preference for wr even though some 
scattered instances with aA can be found. However, the inclination towards wr as a 
measurement of greatness is quite clear. Accompanied by wr as the only lemma used as an 
interrogative adjective and the clear preference in medical and mathematical texts, it is clear 
that aA is not nearly as common in contexts of natural sciences. When aA does appear, it is 
more common to express adverbial enhancement of wr or being translated as ‘excess’ rather 
than show the same meaning of, often physical, comparison as wr. 

2.3. Non-verbal and adverbial uses 
The state of greatness is more often used in sentences where aA and wr are lacking specific 
tempus and describes a quality regardless of when and how this specific state is obtained.39 
Thus, the most common occurrences of aA and wr are presented in adverbial and nominal 
sentences. Moreover, similarly to the majority of verbal sentences, aA and wr are distributed 
unevenly in non-verbal sentences. 

2.3.1. Nominal sentences 
In a previous paragraph the nominal participle has been discussed40 and in nominal sentences, 
commonly in Coffin texts, the nominal participle ‘Great One’ is greatly represented. 
 
(39) CT V 60 §390c ink wr sA wr 
‘I am a Great One, son of a Great One.’ 
 
(40) Urk IV 410, 11 ink wr wr.w 
‘I am greatest of the great.’ 
 
(41) HBT 3241 nswt aA pHti 
‘A king of great strength.’ 

2.3.2. ‘How great’ is the adjectival sentence! 
As with the participles, the preferred lemma for adjectival sentences is wr, in particular the 
adjectival exclamation ‘how great!’ by adding the dual ending .wy after the qualifier. Literally 
this expression translates as ‘twice great’, but the meaning is the same. aA only rarely appears 
in this form, sometimes in combination with wr (44) or on its own (45). In the last example 
attested here it shows a dependent pronoun after the ending .wy 
 
(42) Urk IV 274, 3 wr.wy irr=k xr Hm.t=s 
‘How great that you act before her majesty!’ 
 
(43) UC 32157, II 11 wr.wy nb n nt=f 
‘How great is the Lord for his town!’ 
 
(44) pBM EA10754 B3,2 ianw wr.wy aA.wy 
‘Woe, how great and how mighty!’ 
 
(45) Heaven’s Cow hymn, 312 aAi.wy-sw 
‘How great it is!’ 
                                                
39 Allen 2010, 123-25. 
40 See §2.1.1. 
41 Helck 2002, 28. 



 18 

2.3.3. Adverbial use as ‘very greatly’ 
When regarding the majority of verbal conjugations, adjectival and nominal use of aA and wr 
in previous examples, one or the other seems to be favored in most instances. This is also the 
case in other uses, such as adverbials. Both aA and wr show the feminine ending –t but only aA 
occur with –w. In several instances however, neither of them show any specific ending. This 
makes the distinction between the adverbial and adjectival use quite difficult in some 
instances. The feminine form of wr is very common in uses of the adverbial expression ‘very’ 
and this use is vastly more common than that of aA. When used in an adverbial sense, aA and 
wr often appear as a unit where one expresses the adverbial form and the other the adjectival, 
thus enhancing the description of the qualifying element and is commonly translated as ‘very 
much’ or ‘very greatly’. 
 
(46) pMMA, rec. 4 in gr.t iw Hap aA wrt 
‘But now, has the flood become very great?’ 
 
(47) pBM EA 10684, rec. 3,6 in iw=k aAyt wrt 
‘Are you not very exalted?’ 
 
(48) Sin. B 265-66 wdi=s sbH aA wrt 
‘She gave a very big scream.’ 
 

When appearing separately, the difference in distribution between aA and wr is quite vast. 
While less than 40 examples of aA in its adverbial form has been found in this study, often 
with an ending of -t or -w, the use of wr or wrt is ten times more common.42 In less than 15 
occasions found during this study does aA occur expressing the adverbial ‘very’ without being 
followed by wr, contrary to over 400 uses of the latter. 
 
(49) Peas. B1 55-57 wn.in sxty pn Hr rmyt aAw wrt n-mr-n irryt r=f 
‘Then this peasant proceeded to cry very loudly for the pain of that which was done to him.’ 
 
(50) CG 20764, 2 rs-tp wrt Hr xrp.yt=f 
‘Who is very vigilant in his administration.’ 
 
(51) CG 51189, 879 i-Dw pw qAi aA 
‘O, this very high mountain!’ 

2.3.4. Word order when combining aA and wr 
When cross referencing different dictionaries, aA and wr are seen to be translated similarly 
with only slight differences.43 Both aA and wr are often found close or even next to each other, 
in many of these cases either aA or wr is an adverb and thus the combined expression has the 
meaning of ‘very much’ or ‘very great’, as seen in the previous paragraph. In sentences where 
they are not linked they are often, but not always, translated as two different words.44 
 
(52) pNu tb. 96/97, 6 wr.t(i) rr aAi.t(i) rr 
‘You are really great, you are really tremendous!’ 
                                                
42 Courtesy to the online database Thesaurus Linguae Aegyptiae, 
http://aaew.bbaw.de/tla/servlet/S05?d=d001&h=h001, accessed 9 May 2017. 
43 Gardiner 1927, 557-61. Faulkner 1962, 37, 63-64. WB I 1926, 161-64 & 326-31. Hannig 2000, 560-64. 
44 Example (52), (53) and (54) are from a collation of the two lemmas for ‘great’ from TLÄ. However, this is 
just a small sample and it is worth emphasising that there exist several different translations of these three 
examples, other sentences and texts. 
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(53) Peas. B1 320-21 iri mAat Dr-ntt wr-sy aA-sy wAH-sy 
‘Do Maat, for it is great, it is tremendous, it is enduring.’ 
 
(54) PT 374 §658c aA rd=k rd=k wr SAs=f mnm.t-wr.t 
‘Great is thy foot, thy foot is great, and he shall go through the great bed.’ 
 

Quite interestingly, in the last sentence both lemmas are translated as ‘great’, but instead 
they show two different conjugations. aA rd=k is an adjectival sentence while in the second 
shows the stative rd=k wr. Because of the preference for wr in adjectival sentences, this is 
quite uncommon. The meaning of the sentence does not change between the two since both 
are expressing a state of greatness. A possible reason for this occurrence could be one that 
does not show in the textual form, or is simply a case of poetical structure, a theory discussed 
in §4. 

When aA and wr are used as adjectives and appearing in the same sentence, some 
syntactical patterns can be distinguished regarding translation. Through a collation of the 
lemmas aA and wr in TLÄ, it seems that regardless of which lemma is occurring prior to the 
other, the first to be used is generally translated as ‘great’. 

 
(55) pLondon BM 10793 4,3 ky-Dd jara.t wr.t aA(.t) r=i im.i(.t)-HA.t iti=st itm 
‘"I am purified" in the two great and important bird ponds that lie in Heracleopolis, on the day 
of the donation of the subjects to that Great God who is in it.’ 
 
(56) pBrooklyn 47.218.156 ntf p(Ai)=k sSm aA wr n.ti tp tA 
‘He is your great and immense image that is on earth.’ 
 
(57) pNu tb 97, 18 m=k wi twr=i n bA=i wr aA 
’Behold, I am respected because of my great and important Ba!’ 
 

The clear majority of occurrences where aA precedes wr are dated from the Ramesside 
period onwards. It must also be added that in most cases, as with examples (55) and (57) 
above, wr precedes aA. This occurrence is more common throughout the different stages of 
earlier Egyptian and this syntactical pattern appear more often than the reverse, as shown in 
the second example (56). 

2.3.5. Summary: Non-verbal and adverbial uses 
The distribution of aA and wr in nominal and adjectival sentences are similar to that of the 
verbal conjugations; the lemmas are often occurring in the same type of sentences but in most 
cases one or the other lemma is preferred in certain constructions. In these sentences, it is 
common to find aA and wr combined where one is reflecting the adverbial and the other the 
adjectival. 

As stated, even in the nominal and adverbial uses the are clear preferences for a specific 
lemma in certain constructions. wr seems to be the preferred lemma utilised in both adjectival 
sentences and when appearing on its own in adverbial uses. Here, there are no specific uses 
for aA apart from the preference of appearing as an adjective after wr when the lemmas are 
written next to each other. However, the syntactical differences discussed in the paragraphs 
above are not clear enough to draw a conclusion of the differentiation between aA and wr.  
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3. Semantic differences 

3.1. Metaphorical or physical greatness 
So far, the morphology has not shown any clear patterns to determine restrictions in meaning. 
However, the syntax show clear preferences for wr in sentences regarding comparisons and 
numeral greatness.45 It would thus seem improbable that the earlier Egyptian language would 
have two separate words to express the same state. Hence, it is possible that the main 
difference lie in the semantics. In the English language, the words ‘big’, ‘large’ and ‘great’ 
could in some instances be used to describe the same state although their uses differ slightly. 
‘Great’ is more often used for metaphorical size and has a positive undertone. ‘Big’ on the 
other hand, is a word more utilised for physical greatness or size and depending on the 
context can change its value from positive to negative. ‘Large’ is a qualifier that falls 
somewhere in between. It can be used to describe both physical and metaphorical greatness 
with less value to the meaning than ‘big’ and ‘great’ demonstrates. It would however seem 
improbably that both aA and wr belongs to this category. 

In the following passage from the Tale of Sinuhe, the greatness referred to is that of a 
troublesome kind and implicates the metaphorical size of the burden he bears. 
 
(58) Sin. B 215 iw mi xt aAi wHm st 
‘For it is like something that is hard to report.’ 
 

As was mentioned in a previous paragraph on medical and magical texts, there are a few 
limited occurrences where aA appear in texts more oriented in natural science. In those cases 
where it does occur, it often takes on the translation of ‘excess’. 
 
(59) pRhind 72, 2 iri-xr=k aAw n 45 r 10 
‘Then you calculate the excess of the 45 to 10.’ 

3.2. aA ib/wr ib – great of heart or arrogant? 
Most languages have expressions which literally may mean something other than what they 
are commonly used for. A good example in English is great-hearted which translates as being 
brave or generous rather than having a physically great heart.46 This may very well be the 
case in ancient Egyptian as well and two such examples are the phrases aA-ib and wr-ib, 
directly translated as ‘great of heart’ or ‘great-hearted’ as the example just mentioned. Thus, if 
put in the context of a modern English sentence would refer to someone being generous or 
noble. In dictionaries of earlier Egyptian however, aA-ib is commonly translated as ‘haughty’47 
or ‘arrogant’48 which is commonly showed in texts. 

 
(60) BM 10409, 51-52 Dd-in=f xr sA=f m aA-ib=k Hr rx=k 
’And he said to his son: Do not be haughty because of your knowledge.’ 
                                                
45 See §2.2.1.-2.2.2. on comparatives and interrogative adjectives. 
46 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/greathearted, accessed 10 May 2017. 
47 WB 1926, 162. 
48 Faulkner 1962, 37. 
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However, this is not the only translation of the expression aA-ib. In several instances, it is 
used with a more positive undertone but does not show any clear syntactic differences 
separating it from the above stated use (59). 

 
(61) PT 357 §585c-d sbx-n=k a=k HA=f sp nwAwA qs=f aA-ib=f 
‘Close your arms around him so that his bones stretch and his heart grows big’. 
 
(62) CG, 20543, 16 ink wnnt sr(i) aA n ib=f 
’I am truly an official great of heart’. 
 
(63) PT 364 §618a wTs ib=k ir=f aAi-ib=k wn rA=k 
‘Raise your heart to him, let your heart be great, open your mouth!’ 
 
(64) CT V 288b in aAA-ib=k Hr nw tpi r=k rDi-n n=k [mw]t=k [srq.t]? 
‘Are you proud of what is on your mouth that your mother gave you?’ 
 

The third example (62) is not strictly aA-ib because of the preposition n but nevertheless it 
does express the same sense as the following examples. It is thus fair to say that the value in 
this expression lies in the semantical context rather than in syntactical differences. 

The conception that aA-ib is strictly negative seems even less plausible when regarding its 
appearance in king’s names. The example below is the Golden Horus name of Ptolemy XII 
during the Ptolemaic period. 
 
(65) MÄS 20, XI 12 G149 aA-ib-ity-nb-qnw-nxt-mi-sA-Ast 
‘The ruler who is great in heart, the lord whose strength and power is as the son of Isis’. 
 

As shown, the use and translation of aA-ib is somewhat ambiguous and that context is the 
distinguishing feature of meaning. The phrase wr-ib is even more ambiguous in its 
translations than aA. In dictionaries, both ‘insolent’50 and ‘magnanimous’51 appear as 
definitions for wr-ib, but in texts the latter translation is more often used. 
 
(66) pNu, tb. 144, 4252 wsir NN wr-ib Hr sxr.t=Tn nhs.w 

‘Osiris NN is one with a great mind, when he annihilates you, vigil.’ 
 
(67) pPrisse 8, 10-11 iw wr-ib rdiw nTr iw sDm n Xt=f nsw xfty 
‘The great of heart is the gift of god, the one who obeys his body belongs to the enemy.’ 

3.3. The conjunctions n aA n and n wr n 
Two other expressions which are translated identically with aA and wr but show uneven 
distribution are the expressions n aAw n or n aAt n and n wr n. These are the combination of the 
preposition n with the noun forms of aA and wr.53 The direct literal translation ‘in the greatness 
of’ or ‘through the greatness of’ is more accurately translated into English as ‘inasmuch as’ or 
more commonly as ‘because’.54 As with nTr aA and nTr wr, this form is much more common 
with aA than with wr, even though the latter form does occur. 
  
                                                
49 Von Beckerath 1984, 293. 
50 Faulkner 1962, 64. 
51 Hannig 2000, 564. 
52 Lapp 1997, pl. 75. 
53 Jansen-Winkeln 1996, §261 
54 Gardiner 1927, 136. 
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(68) BM EA 614, 7 n-sp iw.t xt im n aAt n rx=(i) xt 
‘There never happened anything bad in it, because of my knowing things.’ 
 
(69) PT 469 §909a mA=i NN irrt nxxw n wr n nfr im=sn 
‘I NN see what those who persist will do, because of the goodness of their form/shape.’ 
 
(70) CT VII 112 §908m rdy hAi=f m-pt r-smnx wsir n aAt n mnx=f 
‘Who was caused to descend from the sky to put Osiris in order, because he was so highly 
regarded.’ 

3.4. nTr aA and nTr wr 
When studying the syntactical differences, there seems to have existed a sort of agreement 
between certain words. In the case of using qualifiers for deities or deceased kings there 
seems to have been a clear preference towards aA. nTr aA is a common epithet in ancient 
Egyptian religious texts and is used in all stages from Old Egyptian onto Late Egyptian. 
However, the epithet ‘great god’ is not exclusive to nTr aA. There are a few restricted instances 
to be found where nTr wr is used in the same manner as nTr aA. Two clear examples can be 
distinguished, both are Osiris hymns from the Second Intermediate Period. The first from the 
Stela of Sahi and the second is found in a text from the steward Amenemhat. 
 
(71) Rio de Janeiro 644, 955 wsir nfrw n nbw nTr wr Ax wr smsw 
‘Osiris, beautiful of the Golden One, great god, great spirit, the Eldest.’ 
 
(72) BM EA 893, 2 inD Hr=k sA pwy tpy n gb nTr wr m nwt 
‘Hail, the eldest son of Geb, great god, who has emerged from the primeval mounds.’ 
 

During the New Kingdom and later on, nTr wr appear in other texts. As shown on the 
pillars from the tomb of Ptahmes from the Ramesside era. 
 
(73) Pillar 4a.256 wsir anx-tAwy wr fAw im kAri StAw nTr wr pr im nw 
‘Osiris, lord of Ankhtawy, great in splendor in the mysterious shrine, great god who came 
from the primeval waters.’ 
 

John Baines argues that a probable reason for the appearance of the uncommon epithet nTr 
wr is because of stylistic reasons, mainly because nTr aA or just aA is found in the same 
sentence, or close by.57 In the following text on a statue of Ptah from Memphis during the 
Ramesside era where Ptah addresses the king, this could very well be the case, since he takes 
on both nTr wr and nTr aA as epithets. 
 
(74) Berlin 2274 Dd in ptH-Tnn nTr wr n spx tpy sA mri nsw-bity/…/ 
  Dd in ptH nb smn.ti nTr aA it=f nTrw sA mri nsw-bity 
‘Words spoken by Ptah-Tjenen, great god of the First Occasion: ”my beloved son, king of 
Upper and Lower Egypt”’/…/’Words spoken by Ptah the lord who establishes Maat, great 
god, father of the Gods: “My beloved son, king of Upper and Lower Egypt.”’ 
 
In those few occasions where nTr wr is otherwise used it is as part of a priestly title.58 
                                                
55 Kitchen 1990, 9. 
56 Boeser 1911, pl. 26-28. 
57 Baines 1983, 17. 
58 When used it is most commonly in the form of Hm-kA nTr-wr, ‘The Ka-servant Netjer-wr’. See Hassan 1931-
32, 236-39. 
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3.5. Summary: Semantic differences 
It is in the semantics where the difference between aA and wr becomes more pronounced. 
Previously in this study, the inclination of wr towards a physical measurement of greatness 
has been implied. This theory is also brought up when regarding where aA is the preferred 
lemma. As the conjunction n aA n and nTr aA show, the use of said lemma is more inclined to be 
interpreted as a qualifier of a metaphorical greatness. There are very few instances where n wr 
n and nTr wr occur, which can be put in relation to the frugal uses of aA in more science 
oriented texts where physical greatness or comparison of size and number is implied. 

However, in the expressions aA-ib and wr-ib, the differences are but minimal. Both 
lemmas appear in the same contexts and with the same ambiguity in translation even though 
several dictionaries make a greater distinction between the translations than textual sources 
do. It seems as though the semantical context is a more clear factor in the distinction of aA and 
wr.  
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4. Phonology 

Another aspect worth examining is the phonology and possible weight of the flow when 
spoken. Most modern languages play with phonology, semantics and syntax to create effect in 
certain forms. Rhymes are common in lyrics and poems, it connects sentences and creates a 
flow. This could very well also be the case with ancient Egyptian. In the last example of the 
previous paragraph, the occurrence of both aA and wr could be due to the importance of 
spoken aesthetics rather than the physical. This could also be said for other text forms in 
ancient Egypt. The following sentence is attested in the Teachings of Merikare where the 
word choice for spoken effect cannot be denied. 
 
(75) pMoscow 4658 wr wr wrw=f wr.(w)   
‘Great is a great one whose great ones are great.’ 
 

Because this sentence appears in other texts59 it is quite possible that this is a proverb and 
constructed to have a specific flow. The sentences could also be written with aA or a 
combination of the two, and if the current definition of both lemmas is to be applied, they 
have the same meaning. However, if the pronunciation of most consonants in ancient 
Egyptian was as is presumed, 60 aA would end in a glottal stop which would make the sentence 
aA aA aAw=f aA(w) not as easy to read. The sentence in the example above is also found in the 
Tale of the Eloquent Peasant but constructed slightly different. 
 
(76) Peas. B1 119-20 wr n(y) wr.w … nty wn wr n wr.w=f 
‘Greatest of the great … whose great ones have one greater.’ 
 

The structure of these examples (74-75) are not limited to just aA and wr but occur several 
times in the Tale of the Eloquent Peasant. 
 
(77) Peas. B1 337 nfr nfrt nfr r=f 
‘The goodness of a good man is good beyond him.’61 
 
(78) Peas. B1 151-52 nn n=k nn n=s nn s(y) nn r=k n irri=k st n irri=s st 
‘What is not for you is not for her, what is not against her, is not against you. You haven’t 
done it, she hasn’t done it.’ 
 

In his work from 2000, Christopher J. Eyre discusses the importance of phonology in the 
Tale of the Eloquent Peasant.62 Here he stresses the importance of spoken effect in ancient 
Egyptian texts because of the probable illiteracy during the time. He argues for the existence, 
and importance, of playing on words and how this adds effect to the text. Fredrik Hagen adds 
to this discussion by referring to wisdom literature and argues that poetic features in these 
texts may very well have been intentional. He also points out that just because of the poetic 
features, the wisdom literature should not be seen as a text with only entertaining properties. 

                                                
59 See example (76). 
60 Guesses and assumptions based on its closest spoken descendant, Coptic. See Allen 2010, 15. 
61 Translation by Hagen 2012, 53. 
62 Eyre 2000, 9-25. 
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On the contrary, he suggests that the poetical structure would have made the texts more 
interesting to listen to and thus, act as a tool for teaching.63 
  

                                                
63 Hagen 2012, 31-60. 
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5. Discussion 

5.1. Morpho-syntactical differences 
What can be seen through the comparison of aA and wr and the different uses these lemmas 
present is their capacity for interchangeability. Both lemmas can, in the majority of cases, 
appear in the same construction as the other and they are generally found to be translated 
quite similarly. However, despite the common appearance of both lemmas in the same 
conjugations there are instances where one or the other is preferred. The exclusive use of wr 
as an interrogative adjective and the clear majority of the same used as comparative implies 
semantical differences and a preference for using wr as a measure of physical greatness, 
volume and size. This is supported by the clear preference for the use of wr in medical and 
mathematical texts where volume and number is of greater importance than that of a mental 
or metaphorical greatness. This hypothesis could also be supported by the dominant use of aA 
in the godly epithet nTr aA. It could be interpreted as a description of the general greatness of 
the gods in a metaphorical sense and their divine power rather than a description of the gods’ 
physical appearance. If this relation between aA and wr could be asserted as truthful, it would 
not come as a shock that the title for a physician during the Old and Middle Kingdom was 
written wr-swn.w. However, this cannot be stated as a fact and the speculations of a relation 
between the clearly preferred use of wr in medical texts and the title wr-swn.w will thus 
remain just speculations. 

The restriction of the subjunctive to aA is quite interesting. If the statement from the 
previous section about aA expressing a state of metaphorical greatness rather than physical size 
is to be thought of as a statement of fact, it would imply a clear preference of the subjunctive 
toward the same. Whether the subjunctive was used in this way to express primarily 
metaphorical greatness is however impossible to tell. 

Another interesting notion is the non-existence of aA and wr as participles in verbal 
sentences. As can be seen in §2.1.1. the nominal use is quite common, however no examples 
of participial use in verbal sentences could be found during the research for this study. This 
might be derived from the same reason as to why the occurrence of instances where aA and wr 
are found in the sDm=f is so scarce. ‘who is great’ is a state of greatness that cannot be passive 
unless it is formed with the causative form of the lemma, in this case saA and swr. By 
comparing two relative expressions of intransitive verbs, for example ‘who is falling’ and 
‘who is great’ the difference is quite clear. The statement ‘is falling’ expresses ongoing 
present, but one that will have to seize eventually. It is also not a qualifier as such. Yes, one 
can be ‘falling’ but it does not qualify the subject. The statement ‘who is great’ on the other 
hand is a statement without time reference. Since the occurrence of greatness does not refer to 
time and is not expected to reach a termination as ‘falling’ does, it is more prone to be 
interpreted as a qualifying statement of the character who described as being great. 

One of the problems posed in the introduction was the irregularity in which aA and wr 
were defined and translated in dictionaries. However, taking the constant addition of research 
in Egyptological linguistics into account and the current and ongoing changes in the 
translators’ languages, irregularities throughout time is bound to occur. The oldest dictionary 
to be referred to in this study is Erman and Grapows Wörterbuch der ägyptischen Sprach, 
which is almost 100 years old. The most recent dictionary to be revised (?) is Hannigs Großen 
Handwörterbuch which is almost 20 years old. To find differences among these, and the 
dictionaries published during the time in between, should not come as a surprise. 
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5.2. The issue of language development 
The changes in the earlier Egyptian language, specifically from Middle Egyptian to Late 
Egyptian are clearly visible in this study. Both lemmas seem to transcend their separate uses 
from Middle Egyptian and appear in more mixed forms. What is common for the majority of 
root conjugations and syntax in the examples presented in this study is the lack of continuity 
in texts dating from New Kingdom onwards. Even though aA is never shown as a comparative 
during Middle Egyptian, and wr respectively does not occur as a subjunctive, there seems to 
have been a change in syntax in some instances when reaching the New Kingdom and they 
suddenly appear in situations not attested previously. This is particularly clear when regarding 
the epithet nTr wr and its different appearances in other texts than Osiris Hymns during the 
New Kingdom, as well as aA appearing as a comparative more frequently during the same 
time. 

The issue of language development might not be an issue as such since it in itself can lead 
to better understanding of the etymology of the different parts of a language. The importance 
of taking language development into account is clearly exemplified in this study, especially 
when regarding the transitions between Middle Egyptian and Late Egyptian. 

5.3. Semantic patterns 
When comparing sentences where aA and wr appear in close proximity it seems, independent 
of in which order they appear, that the first of aA and wr to occur takes on the meaning of 
‘great’. While the second takes on whatever translation is best suited to complement the first, 
commonly ‘mighty’ or ‘important’. This could of course be just a habit of the translators and 
no further thought has been put in to whether it should be anything different. If this is the 
case, more effort ought to be put into the translations. However, if the issue lies in the 
ambiguity and transcendence between aA and wr, the conclusions made in this study and 
hopefully in future research will be clear enough to make a distinction. 

Semantical differences can be hard to discern when there are no clear syntactical patterns 
to refer to. In the case of some of the examples from §2.7. where aA and wr appear in close 
proximity to each other, the translation might be the adverbial expression of ‘very great’ or 
simply appear as two separate adjectives with meanings similar to ‘great and mighty’. 
Because of the multitude of conjugations in aA and wr as adverbials and the occasional 
difference in telling them apart, a differentiation between the adverbial and adjectival use is 
very difficult to make. 

As was mentioned earlier in this discussion64 the syntactical anomalies can be connected 
to semantical differences between aA and wr. Primarily the preferred qualifying use of wr in 
medical and mathematical texts as well as commonly being a priestly title when combined 
with nTr. In addition to this, the conjunction of n aA n is represented in a vastly higher number 
of examples than n wr n. Because of the translation to ‘because’ or more traditionally 
‘through the greatness of’, this is also an example which encourages the theory that aA was 
more prone to describe a state of metaphorical greatness. When implying something is caused 
‘because’ of something else, the implication is not that the causing action is physically so big 
that the following occurrence must happen. It is an expression more used to imply the 
importance, or metaphorical greatness, that caused action or change. 

However, in the case of the conjunction aA-ib and wr-ib the previous statement does not 
hold. Here, the intentional meaning is of course not that of a physical greatness of heart but 
the personal quality of a person being great of heart, generous, proud or insolent. This 
criticism is amplified when regarding one of the examples where phonology seems more 
important. In example (62) the greatness implied is of course not that of physical greatness 
but the greatness of a persona. 
                                                
64 See §5.1. 
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6. Conclusion 

During this study, the morphological differences between aA and wr has been examined 
together with the difference in syntactical composition and semantical specifics. The 
definitions of both roots in several dictionaries have been compared and cross-referenced with 
textual sources primarily from mathematical and medical texts65, literary and poetic 
writings66, wisdom literature67 and religious texts.68 The reason for this study to be realised 
was the need to add clarification to the translation and interpretation of aA and wr and how 
they relate to each other. 

What can be established is the ambiguity of both aA and wr in syntax and semantics. No 
clear patterns without deviation can be seen apart from the morphological differences between 
aA and wr when conjugated. The notable exclusive occurrences of wr appearing as an 
interrogative adjective and the exclusive use of aA in the subjunctive are two very interesting 
aspects derived from this research. However, other syntactical and semantical preferences can 
also be distinguished. What has derived from the research presented in this study is mainly the 
inclination for aA and wr towards different qualifiers of size. The clear preference for the use 
of aA in certain constructions, exemplified by the uses of aA in n aA(-w/-t) n and nTr aA discussed 
in the paragraph above, implies a definition of aA as a qualifier of metaphorical size. This is 
put in relation to wr, which has a strong tendency to occur in instances oriented toward 
anatomy and mathematics as well as clear comparative sentences such as the interrogative and 
comparative uses. This suggests an interpretation of wr as more prone to define physical size 
and greatness of quantity. 

I suggest the differences presented in this study between aA and wr be considered when 
translating and interpreting texts. Because of the ambiguity in use, it might be unjustified to 
change the translation in dictionaries. However, to adjust the definition accurately of both 
lemmas would simplify future interpretations. 

One of the main aims with the research presented in this study was to provide a firm base 
for further research. An issue also briefly mentioned in the introduction was the question of 
regional differences throughout the language. The conclusion that syntactical and 
morphological differences, as well as indications toward differences in semantics between aA 
and wr exists leaves the question of whether this was a national or regional occurrence to be 
answered. Further studies focusing on the geographical distribution between aA and wr as well 
as their separate uses in regional administrative and religious titles, primarily of private 
persons, is needed. 
  

                                                
65 The primary sources for medical and mathematical texts are pMorcow, pRhind and pEdwin Smith. 
66 Mainly the more renowned works such as Tale of the Eloquent Peasant and the Story of Sinhue. 
67 Primarily The Instructions of Ptahhotep and Instructions for Merikare. 
68 See references for CT and PT. 
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