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THE AFRASIAN ORIGIN OF EGYPTIAN nbw "GOLD" 

Eg. nbw (*nabaw > Coptic Sahidic NOYB) "gold" (OK, Wb II 
237-239; FD 129) is evidently a derivative from the verb nbj "to melt 
metal" (OK, FD 129; Wb II 236, 6-7) as already noted by Osing 
(1976, 214) etc. This word was probably borrowed into Nubian: 
Fiadik'k'a, Mahassi nab "Gold", cf. also Eg. nbj "brennen" > Nub. 
Kuniizi, Dongolawi nib "braten" (Abel 1933-1934, 303, 305). The Eg. 
word nbj. t "Perlenkollier, Brustschmuck" (OK, Vycichl 1958, 394, no. 
51) seems not to have etymological connection to nbw "gold" if one 
accepts the farmer's proposed comparison with Ar. lubb-at- "der obere 
Teil der Brust", labab-, pl. 'albab-, talbib-, "ein Kragen, der die obere 
Brust bedeckt", Eg. Ar. libbe "Kollier, Brustschmuck" (Vycichl), which 
ultimately originate in PAA* libw- "heart" > N. Orn. *'ulw- "belly" 
etc. (see Blazek 1989, 7, no. 11; Blazek 1992, 136-137). 

Unfortunately, so far no reliable etymology has been offered for Eg. 
nbw "gold" and nbj "to melt metal" in the Afrasian lexical stock. 
However, it seems that some typological parallels can yield a solution: 
in several cases designations of various metals originate in verbal roots 
with the basic sense "to burn", cf. Akk. *weriy- "copper" ~ PS *'r, var. 
*wr "to burn, kindle": Ar. wry "to kindle, set fire", 'ry "to burn", 'rr "to 
set fire" 'ir(r)-at~ "fire" Tigre 'arwa "to .flame blase" Hebr 'ry "to 

' ' ' ' • 
burn", 'iir "fire, flame", Akk. iir- "fire, flame", Phoen. 'r "fire, flame", 
U g. 'ar "fire, flame"; P.S *'awr- "light", *nawir- "luminoso" (prefixation 
by n-) ~ Eg. jr. t "flame" (Gr., Wb I 114, 20), rwj "flame" (NE, Wb II 
508, 1), w3j ( < *wrj) "to roast (?) grain" (Med., FD 52), 
wr. t "flame" (Gr., Wb I 332, 7) ~ E. Cu. Boni *war- "to dry in the 
sun" ~ N. Orn. Malo ware "warm" ~ W. Ch. Dera wuri "to roast" 
~ C. Ch. Pidlimdi vara "to burn" (Vartanov 1983, 85; Belova 1993, 
54; Blazek 1991, 366; Zaborski 1971, 54, 5. §; Fronzaroli 1965, 138); or 
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cf. PS *nahs-, diminutive *nul).as-"copper" ~ Ar. nul).as-"copper", bi!1t 
also "thick smoke" (Vartanov 1983, 87); further PIE *(a)i:-es)-lk )­
"gold" ~ *eu-s- "brennen" *(a)u-es- "leuchten" (Gamkrelidze-Ivanov 
1984, 713, 876; Pokorny 1959, 86-87, 347-348, 1~73); still there is 
PIE *ai-os- "metal" (originally "copper", cf. Gamkrehdze-Ivanov J984, 
705)) <~*ai- "brennen, leuchten", *ai-dh- "brennen, leuchten", *ai-er­
/*ai-en- "iag, Morgen" (Vartanov 1983, 85; Po~orny 195~, 11---=-~2, 
15}7 or cf. Prussian vargien ( < *varyan) "copper , L1thuaman vanas 
"copper" ~ Hitt. war- "brennen", warnu- "verbrennen", wariwarant­
"burning", Russian varit' "to cook", etc. < PIE *uer- "to burr( 
(Ivanov 1976, 75-76; 1977, 234-235; 1983, 105-106), and old Ind1c 
tapaniya-(n) ,,gold" < tap-, to heat, burn, etc." 

J suppose that similar origin can be,,sugg~sted for Eg. nbw "g<?ld" 
(*nabaw < *nabjaw, act. "mel~ed me!~l );, w~1ch seems t~ be a denv'.1-­
tive from PAA *bl "to be burmng, bodmg with a prefix "'n- attest~d 1_n 
Sem., Eg., Cu. ahd Ch. (though in the latter two branches 1t 1s 
assimilated to the following labial): . 
Semitic: Akk. nabl- "flame", Geez nabal, niibiilbiil "flame", 'an- biil~iilii 
"emetter fiamme infiammare", Amhara tiimbiilabbiilii "fi<1-mmegg1are, 
ardere" balabal; "to be burning" (the Eth. forms are considered loans 
from. Cu.), (?) Ar. nabl.- "Pfeil" (cf. Akk. kababu _"brennen", PS 
*kabkab- "star" ~ Syr. kubbo "thorn", see Fronzaroh 1965, 138), (?) 
Akk. bula'-, bulu "Diirrholz, -roh,r", 
Egyptian: n-bj "brennen" (Pyr., FD 130), n-bj "flame" (Pyr., FD 130), 
n-bj-bj "to be not" (Med., FD 130), s-n-b ( < *s-n-bj, caus.) "verbren­
nen" (Gr., Wb IV 161, 4), (?) bj. t "Art Gebiick (Brotfladen ?)" (Med., 
Wb I 433, 1-10), 
Berber: Senwa a-bgl "to be boiling", Ahaggar e-bawn "place for setting 
fire", Air e-bewil "baking on coal", 
Cushitic: N. Cu. Bedawye balol- "to be boiling" ~ C. Cu. Hamir bil­
"to be boiling" Kwai-a biil- "to be warm", bel- "to be boiling", Kemant 
bulu y- "to b~ ·boiling", ~wara em-bel-au "to be ,~ar.11:1", ~emanJ 
am-bal-au "to be warm", Hamir eblaw- "to be warm , Bilm embel-au 
"to be warm" Hamir em-bel-au "to be warm", Bilin belkw- "to be 
boiling" ~ E.'cu. Saho bolol- "to be burning", Ammar'ar balool 
"flame" Afar boli- "to burn, be boiling", Somali Isaaq belbel "flame", 

' " belel "id.", Galla bulug- "to be warm , 
Omotic: N. Orn. Wolamo bola "flame", 
Chadic: W. Ch. *b[H]l- "to burn": Hausa balbala "to burn down", 
Sura bel "to light fire", Angas bel "to light fire", Ankwe bial "heat" 
~ C. Ch. Margi mbu "to burn", mbgmbu "burning" ( < *mV-bVl-bVl), 
(?) burul "to burn"' (if < *bullul), Gisiga bgl "to burn down" (see 
Albright 1927, 202; Orel-Stolbova 1992, 178; Dol~op_?l'skij 1973, 198; 
Stolbova 1987, 156; Illic-Svityc 1966, 17; Dolgopol sk1J 1966, 51; Conti 
1980, 50--51; SISAJa I 95, 117. §; AHW 137, 698). 
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Abbreviations: 

Akk. Akkadian, Ar.: Arabic, C. Ch.: Central Chadic, C. Cu.: Central 
Cushitic, Ch.: Chadic, Cu.: Cushitic, E. Cu.: East Cushitic, Eg.: 
Egyptian, Eth.: Ethiopian, Gr.: Greco-Roman Period, Hebr.: Hebrew, 
Hitt.: Hittite, Med.: Medical Texts, N. Cu.: North Cushitic, NE: New 
Egyptian, N. Orn.: North Omotic, Nub.: Nubian, OK: Old Kongdom, 
PAA: Proto-Afrasian, Phoen.: Phoenician, PIE: Proto-Indo-Europe­
an, PS: Proto-Semitic, Pyr.: Pyramid Texts, Sem.: Semitic, Syr.: 
Syrian, Ug.: Ugaritic, W. Ch.: West Chadic. 



192 

References: 

Abel 1933-1934 Abel, H.: Nubisch-iigyptisches Sprachgut, "Zeitschrift fiir Einge­
borenen Sprachen" 24 (1933-1934), pp. 303-306. 

AHW von Soden, W.: Akkadisches Handworterbuch, I-III, Wiesbaden, 1965-1981., 
Otto Harrassowitz. 

Albright 1927 Albright, W.F.: Notes on Egypto-Semitic Etymology. III, "Journal of 
the American Oriental Society" 47 (1927), pp. 198-237. 

Belova 1993 Belo v a, A. G.: K voprosu o rekonstrukcii semitskogo kornevogo vokalizma, 
"Voprosy Jazykoznanija" 6 (1993), pp. 28-56. 

Blazek 1989 Blazek, V.: Omotic Lexicon in Afroasiatic Perspective: Body Parts 
Cognates. MS. Paper presented at the II. International Symposium on Cushitic and 
Omotic Languages, Turin 1989, 41 p. 

Blazek 1991 Blazek, V.: Kartvelian Material in Nostratic Lexicon: New Etymologies, 
"Archiv Orientilni" 59 (1991), pp. 360--369. 

Blazek 1992 Blazek, V.: Emotions in Nostratic Lexicon, "Sbornik Praci Filozoficke 
• Fakulty Brnenske Univerzity. Rada Jazykovedna." 40 (1992), pp. 135-146. 

Conti 1980 Conti, G.: Studi sul Biliteralismo in Semitico e in Egiziano: 1. II Terna 
Verbale N1212, Firenze, 1980, Istituto di Linguistica e di Lingue Orientali. 

Dolgopol'skij 1966 Dolgopol 'skij, A. B.: Materialy po sravnitel'no-istoriceskoj foneti­
ke kusitskich jazykov. Gubnye i dental'nye smycnye v nacal'nom poloienii [in:] 
Jazyki Afriki. Voprosy struktury, istorii i tipologii, Moskva, 1966, Nauka, pp. 
35-88. 

Dolgopol'skij 1973 Do Igo po I's k ij, A. B.: Sravnitel'no-istoriceskaja f onetika kusits­
kich jazykov. Moskva, 1973, Nauka. • 

FD Faulkner, R. 0.: A Concise Dictionary of Middle Egyptian, Oxford, 1962, 
Clarendon Press. 

Fronzaroli 1965 Fronzaroli, P.: Studi sul Lessico Comune Semitico. Ill. I Fenomeni 
Naturali, "Rendiconti delle Sedute dell' Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei. Classe di 
Scienze Morali, Storiche e Filologiche" Ser. VIII, vol. XX, fasc. 3-4 (1965), pp. 
135-143. 

Gamkrelidze-Ivanov 1984 Gamkrelidze, T. V.-Ivanov, V. V.: Indoevropejskij jazyk 
i indoevropejcy, Tbilisi, 1984, Izdatel'stvo Tbilisskogo Universiteta. 

Illic-Svityc 1966 Illic- S vi tyc, V. M.: Iz istorii cadskogo konsonantizma. L abial'nye 
smycnye [in:] Jazyki Afriki. Voprosy struktury, istorii i tipologii, Moskva, 1966, 
Nauka, pp. 9-34. 

Ivanov 1976 Ivanov, V. V.: Problemy istorii metallov na Drevnem Vostoke v svete 
dannyh lingvistiki, "Istoriko-Filologiceskij Zurnal" 4 (1976), pp. 69-86. 

Ivanov 1977 Ivanov, V. V.: 0 proishoidenii nekotoryh baltijskih nazvanij metallov, 
"Baltistika" 13/1 (1977), pp. 223-236. 

Ivanov 1983 Ivanov, V. V.: Istorija slavjanskih i baltijskih nazvanij metallov, Moskva, 
1983, Nauka. 

Orel-Stolbova 1992 Ore!, V. E.-Stolbova, 0. V.: Cushitic, Chadic and Egyptian: 
Lexical Relations [in:] Nostratic, Dene-Caucasian, Austric and Amerind, Boch um, 
1992, Universitiitsverlag Brockmeyer. pp. 167-180. 

Osing 1976 Osing, J.: Die Nominalbildung des Agyptischen, I-II, Mainz/Rhein, 1976, 
Verlag Philipp ,von Zabern. 

193 

Pokorny 1959 Pokorny, J.: Indogermanisches etymologisches W orterbuch, Bern/Miin­
chen, 1959, Francke Verlag. 

SISAJa I Sravnitel'no-istoriceskij slovar' afrazijskih jazykov. Vypusk I. p-p-b-f [in:] 
Pis'mennye pamjatniki i problemy istorii kul'tury narodov V ostoka. XV godicnaja 
naucnaja sessija LO IV AN SSSR, Moskva, 1981, Nauka, pp. 3-127. 

Stolbova 1987 Stolbova, 0. V.: Sravnitel'no-istoriceskaja fonetika i slovar' zapad­
nocadskih jazykov [in:] Afrikanskoe istoriceskoe jazykoznanie. Problemy rekon­
strukcii, Moskva, 1987, Nauka. 

Vartanov 1983 Vartanov, Ju.P.: Proishoidenie semitskih nazvanij metallov, "Drevnij 
Vostok. Hin Arevelk" 4 (1983), pp. 83-98. 

Vycichl 1958 Vyci eh I, W.: Grundlagen der iigyptisch-semitischen W ortvergleichung, 
"Mitteilungen des Deutschen Arhiiologischen lnstituts Kairo" 16 (1958), pp. 
367-405. 

Wb Erman, A. Grapow, H.: Worterbuch der iigyptischen Sprache, I-V 2, Berlin, 
1957-1971, Akademie-Verlag . 

Zaborski 1971 Zaborski, A.: Biconsonantal Verbal Roots in Semitic [in:] Zeszyty 
Naukowe Uniwersytetu Jagiellonskiego. Prace J\:zykoznawcze 35, Krakow 1971, 
pp. 51-98. 


