
20   Abgadiyat 2013

Philological Development of ‘Sdi.t’ (Madinet el Fayoum) until 
the End of the Middle Kingdom

التطور اللغوي ل�شدت )مدينة الفيوم( حتى نهاية الدولة الو�سطى

Ibrahim Abd El-Sattar* - Osama Ibrahim**

ملخ�ص:
تهدف تلك الورقة البحثية �إلى درا�سة التطور اللغوي الهجائي لكلمة �شدت والتي تعني مدينة الفيوم )كيمان فار�س( حتى 
نهاية الدولة الو�سطى، وو�ضع ترجمة جديدة للكلمة تختلف في معناها وا�شتقاقها عن تلك المعاني والا�شتقاقات التي �أعطاها 
كلٌّ من مورينز ومن قبله بروج�ش. فقد ذهب مورينز �أن كلمة )�شدت( قد ا�شتقت من الفعل )�شدي( بمعنى )يحفر(، و�أن كلمة 
�شدت تعني )الأر�ض التي تكونت من خلال الحفر(، بينما ذهب بروج�ش �أن كلمة )�شدت( تعني )الأر�ض الطينية( اعتمادًا 
على كلمة �شدت التي ظهرت في الأ�سرة الثامنة ع�شرة والتي تعني )المدينة الطينية(. ويرى البحث �أن كلمة �شدت قد ا�شتقت 
من الفعل )�شدي( بمعنى )ي�أخذ �أو ي�ستخل�ص(، وعليه ف�إن كلمة �شدت تعني )الم�أخوذة، الم�ستخل�صة( معتمدًا في ذلك على كَوْن 
�شدت )كيمان فار�س( ترتفع عن �سطح البحر بمقدار 23 م بينما كانت المياه تغطي كل المنخف�ض الحالي خلال الع�صر الحجري 
القديم بمقدار 30 م فوق �سطح البحر. ومنذ ع�صر ما قبل الأ�سرات ف�إن المياه قد انح�سرت عن المنخف�ض لت�صبح تحت معدل 23م 
فوق �سطح الأر�ض، وبالتالي ا�ستخل�صت �شدت من المياه، ولم تُغمر طوال تاريخها حتى الآن. كما قدم البحث قراءة مبكرة 
لكلمة �شدت من ع�صر نقادة الثالثة من خلال اللقب �سوبك �شدتي )�سوبك �شدت( وذلك على طبعة ختم �أ�سطواني من طرخان 
عُثر عليه في المقبرة رقم 414؛ حيث يظهر �شكل بيت ال�شمال �أو ال�سرخ يعلوه ر�أ�س ثور �أو غزال محنط وهو ال�شكل الذي يُثل 
مخ�ص�ص كلمة �شدت في ن�صو�ص الأهرام )1564ب(. وتعتبر تلك القراءة �سابقة على القراءة الم�ؤكدة للكلمة منذ ع�صر الأ�سرة 
الثانية من خلال لقب حور �شدتي والذي ظهر على ختم للملك خع �سخموي من �أبيدو�س. كما تناول البحث التطور الهجائي 
للكلمة خلال ع�صر الدولة القديمة، ع�صر الانتقال الأول وع�صر الدولة الو�سطى معتمدًا في ذلك على الن�صو�ص الدينية ممثلة 
في ن�صو�ص الأهرام ومتون التوابيت وكذلك على ن�صو�ص كبار الأفراد ممثلة في ال�سير الذاتية الم�سجلة على جدران مقابرهم 

وغيرها من اللُّقى وموائد القرابين والأختام الأ�سطوانية.



Philological Development of ‘Sdi.t’

   21Issue No.8

The previous debate reflects how important the 
in-depth study of the philological development of Sdi.t 
is. This paper aims to investigate the chronological 
development of Sdi.t writing and orthography until 
the end of the Middle Kingdom. This time limitation 
is because the word showed no changes in its writing 
during the New Kingdom. Another study will be 
conducted on the orthography of Sdi.t in Greco-
roman period. 

2. Early References of Sdi.t

Sdi.t might be mentioned on a cylinder seal from 
the tomb 414 of Tarkhan since Naqqada III (?).11 It 
shows the crocodile Sobek with two plumages on its 
back standing above a standard which is surrounded 
by other representations of crocodiles and coiled 
ropes that probably indicate ‘water’. Directly before 
the standard, another important symbol is displayed 
on the seal; a bucranium/bovine’s head surmounting 
probably a  serekh or  pr-nw12 which is used in 
the Pyramid Text as a determinative of Sdi.t.13 This 
previous composition of figures can be read  
¤bk Sdi.ty.14 

Certainly, the name  Sdi.t  appeared for 
the first time,15 among one of the titles of Horus  
@r Sdi.t(y), during the Second Dynasty as evident 
from the reconstruction of a seal that dates back to 
Khasekhemwy from Abydos.16

3.	 The Chronological Development of Sdi.t 
Writing and Orthography

In the oldest instance of writing  Sdi.t, 
mentioned above, the word is written with bilateral 
sign  Sd  and the consonant sign  t. This 
feminine t is an added ending, not an original part 
of the noun itself.  It is noted that the phonetic 
complement  d does not exist.

3.1  In the Old Kingdom

1. The Etymology and Meaning of Sdi.t

The etymology and meaning of Sdi.t (Modern 
Kiman Fares in the Fayoum town) remains 
controversial among Egyptology scholars. It held its 
position as the main city and capital of the Fayoum 
Region as early as the Pre-Dynastic Period.1 Morenz2 
translated the word Sdi.t, derived from the verb Sdi 

 ‘graben/to dig’,3 as ‘durch graben gebildetes 
Land’ which might indicate the land reclamation and 
irrigation projects in Fayoum as early as King Narmer.4 
On the other hand, Brugsch5 previously suggested 
that Sdi.t means ‘mud town’ or ‘Schlamm Stadt’ 
depending on the Eighteenth Dynasty word Sdi.t 

 which was referred to in Berlin Dictionary as 
‘a wet land or a muddy area full of fishes and frogs’ or 
‘a water area for purification’ in the Middle Kingdom 
texts.6

However, since the word Sdy.t appeared lately in 
the Middle Kingdom following  Sdi.t. It is not logic to 
use a word displayed during the Middle Kingdom in 
order to interpret the meaning of Sdi.t. While Morenz 
probably depended on Diodorus Cecilus legend of the 
establishment of Sdi.t under King Menes which lacks 
evidence that it happened, or Sdi.t might have already 
been established earlier.7 

Consequently, Sdi.t can be translated as ‘taken or 
extracted’ which is derived from the verb Sdi  
‘nehmen/fortnehmen/herausnehmen’8 as the town 
was almost completely submerged under water during 
the Paleolithic epoch. At that time, the water level in 
the Fayoum Depression was 30 m above sea level, and 
fluctuated between 23 m and 45 m above sea level; 
while Sdi.t was only 23 m above  sea level.9 However, 
from the Pre-Dynastic Period onwards, water level 
dropped 23 m below sea level, and kept fluctuating, 
but never submerged the entire Sdi.t again.10 Therefore, 
Sdi.t was naturally ‘extracted’ from water and became 
a good place for fishing and fowling.
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In the Fourth Dynasty,17 Sdi.t was written 
with the full unilateral signs  of the word 
accompanied with the bilateral sign  Sd . The 
word is written with the sign  Sd  preceded 
by the two consonants  S, and   d as 
phonetic complements, and followed by  t 
as a feminine added ending. During the Fifth 
Dynasty, a fragment from the temple Userkaef  
bears part of a crocodile head surmounted by the 
hieroglyphic sign of the hand ‘d’ most likely what 
remained from the word ‘Sdi.t’.18 It is clear, from 
the Fourth–Fifth Dynasties19 examples of writing 
Sdi.t, that it has been changed to its ‘common’ 
writing . The word is written with the 
bilateral sign Sd  and   d as a phonetic 
complement, and followed by both  t as a 
feminine added ending and  as a determinative.

The common determinative of writing Sdi.t 
in the Old Kingdom is the  determinative 
which appeared for the first time on the false 
door of kA nfr that dates back to the reign of 
King Senefru.20 This determinative continued to 
be used twice in the Pyramid Texts’ versions of 
Wnis of the Fifth Dynasty and Pepi I of the Sixth 
Dynasty (Pyr.1564c). The same determinative 
also appeared on blocks from the south jamb of 
kA nfr chapel entrance in Giza (G2150).21

In Pepi II’s version of Pyramid Texts 
(Pyr.1564b), another determinative of the word 
Sdi.t takes the shape of a pr-nw or a serekh 
surmounted by a bucranium  replaced the  
determinative. This determinative is connected to 
the chapel of Sobek in Sdi.t during the Middle 
Kingdom.22 The pr-nw or the serekh sign 
surmounted by a bucranium/bovine  not only 
appeared as a determinative of Sdi.t in Pepi II  
Pyramid Texts, but also represented on the 
previously mentioned seal of the tomb 414 in 
Tarkhan. This can be regarded as the first attempt 

to write the word Sdi.t.23

Reading the word Sdi.t /Sdi.t(y) of the Old 
Kingdom was a debate among scholars. Although 
Dolzani,24 Zibelius,25 Kaplony,26 Strudwick,27 
and Jones28 in their reading to the title of both 
KA nfr of the Fourth and Sixth Dynasties Hm nTr 

sbk Sdi.t(y),29 place the weak consonant (y) as a 
Nisba adjective ending to the word Sdi.t, in the 
Pyramid Texts, Sdi.t can never be read as a Nisba 
adjective.30 

3.2  In the First Intermediate Period

During the First Intermediate Period, due to 
the degradation of Lake Qarun to a very low level 
(-40 m to -50 m),31 the name of Sdi.t disappeared 
from literature along with the disappearance of 
the name of Sobek.32

3.3  In the Middle Kingdom

The name Sdi.t started to rise again in the 
Coffin Texts through ¤bk Sdi.ty titles such as 

 (B4C) -  -  (B10Ca 
and B10Cb).33 It is obvious from the previous 
variations of Sdi.ty that the determinative varies 
from coffin to coffin. Although the first variation 
takes the shape of a Nisba adjective which was 
infrequent in the Middle Kingdom,34 it ends 
with the  determinative, the common one of 
the Old Kingdom. Moreover, the last variation 

 of Sdi.ty bears a unique determinative of 
a seated deity which should signify Sobek in his 
title ¤bk Sdi.ty. It is noted that this writing was 
also rare in the Middle Kingdom texts.35 Notably, 
the absence of the phonetic complement d 
occurred in many examples dating back to the 
Middle Kingdom whether the word is written 
with a determinative36 or without.37

Almost all instances of mentioning Sdi.t 
during the Middle Kingdom date back to the 
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reign of Amenemhat III.38 The Old Kingdom 
traditional way of writing Sdi.t appeared in some 
of these examples.39 Notably, the additional (y) of 
the Nisba adjective, moreover, occurred in most 
Middle Kingdom examples. 

During the Twelfth Dynasty, especially under 
Amenemhat III,  determinative has occurred 
in some examples whether Sdi.t(y) refers to the 
noun or the Nisba adjective. In these instances, 
the word is written with the sign Sd , and  

 d as a phonetic complement, and followed 
by  t as a feminine added ending accompanied 
with this determinative ,40 or written with 
the bilateral sign Sd , followed by both  t as 
feminine added ending and  as a determinative 

.41 However, in many other examples, Sdi.t/Sdi.

ty has been written without any determinatives.42 
In this case, it is written with the bilateral sign 

 Sd, followed by both  d as a phonetic 
complement and  t as a feminine added 
ending together with/or without  y as Nisba 
adjective. From the reign of Amenemhat III too, 
the sign , a bucranium on a pr-nw which was 
previously used as the determinative of Sdi.t in 
Pepi II’s version of Pyramid Texts, implies also a 
determinative .43 Sometimes, this sign is only 
used to give the phonogram Sd.t.44 Furthermore, 
the duplication of this sign , used as a Nisba 
adjective of Sdi.ty, occurred in the same period 
whether used alone 45 or following the word 
Sdi.t  itself.46 This dual sign becomes the 
symbol of Sobek’s temple in Sdi.t (Kiman Fares) 
during the Middle Kingdom. 

On the other hand, although the sign  was 
used as a determinative in the word Sdi.t ,47 
it appeared independently and reads Sdi.t.48 The 
sign is also used as a symbol of Sobek’s temple 
in Sdi.t. In a rare example in Medinet Madi 
inscriptions, Sdi.t is written only with a  pr-nw  

sign.49 Moreover,  is another sign which is used 
as a bilateral sign Sd followed by an added ending 

 t.50 This sign might be an abbreviation of the 
sign  discussed above. The duplication of this 
sign , used as a Nisba adjective of Sdi.ty.51
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