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What is Greek and what is Coptic?

School Texts as a window into the perception
of Greek loanwords in Coptic

Sofia Torallas Tovar'

A recent paper by Ariel Shisha-Halevy' points to the high proportion of Greek
words appearing in Coptic texts, especially in Shenoute, and asks what level of (at
least lexical) Greek the Coptic speaking reader of these texts needed in order to
understand them.? Shisha-Halevy suggests that we need to study the function of
these Greek words within the structure of the Coptic language, rather than focusing
on comparison to their Greek origin, the evolution of the semantics, etc. We should
consider, he suggests, how the status of each loan word is variable depending
precisely on the role they play in the text, as part of the Coptic lexical system. In his
words,” “My view however is that we are here up against a gradient, not dichotomic
(loan words vs foreign words) phenomenon of assimilation. The assimilation scale
can be established in terms of productivity, of integration in the Coptic
semasiological system, and (sometimes) in terms of phonological structure and
properties — all three criteria presupposing in-depth monographic investigation, in
addition to the procedure in vogue, viz. the collection of Greek-origin items”.

In my view, we have much to learn from the varying lexical positions of these
Greek terms (or Copto-Greek, as Shisha-Halevy prefers to name them). Indeed,
these terms can provide evidence for the difficulties that readers had in following the

* I am very grateful to Ariel Shisha-Halevy (Hebrew University of Jerusalem) and David Nirenberg
(University of Chicago) for their extremely valuable comments which have helped me improve this
paper very much. This study is part of a research project financed by the Spanish Ministry of Science
and Innovation (FF12009-11288).

1 “A structural-interferential view of Greek elements in Shenoute”, which will appear in Dus et al.,
Language Contact.

2 The book mentioned in the previous footnote on language contact provides an excellent group of
studies on the matter of Greek loanwords in Coptic from different perspectives. Also the recent PhD
dissertation by Matthew Armonp, supervised by Malcolm Choat (Macquarie University), A
Comparative Study of Loanword Integration in Fourth Century Coptic Literature, has to be cited here
as an outstanding monograph on the question. I refer to these two for complete bibliography. Up until
now the work performed on this was much focused on cataloguing the evidence, rather than
analyzing the contexts, as Ariel Shisha-Halevy already deplores.

3 SuisHa-HaLevy, Coptic Grammatical Categories, 52.
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translation into Coptic of the Bible, and of other commonly read patristic texts.* In
the pages that follow, I will discuss how the treatment of Greek terms in these texts
gives us some (albeit admittedly few) indications of these difficulties, and I will also
suggest that these same texts demonstrate some of the solutions that the readers gave
to the problem.

A few Greek terms did not pose significant problems since they had entered
early enough to acquire an Egyptian garb, both phonetically and morphologically.®
But many others were adopted into Coptic later, in order to convey Christian
concepts, which were typically expressed in the Greek language. Indeed Greek
words were frequently retained even when the translators had vernacular equivalents
available. Perhaps such usage served the purpose of Hellenizing the text. Often
enough one finds these Greek words inserted side by side with their native
counterpart: TI3AIN ON, ‘again’; 2> X€E, ‘in order that’; Aa60C aYW
ENAXNOY(, ‘good and good’. This suggests that often Greek words were used not so
much out of lexical necessity, but rather in order to lend a “Greek colouring” to the
text. One even finds a few cases where the Coptic translator has chosen a Greek
synonym to render another Greek word, probably because it would be more familiar
to the Coptic reader.® And here we may begin to wonder how often the reader — or
listener — of a Coptic text, be it the Bible or Shenoute, or any other patristic text,
reached the limit of comprehension.

In the case of translations, which is the basis for our knowledge of the earliest
Coptic texts, the strong influence of the Vorlage often has the effect of introducing
in the target language terms that are not necessarily adapted or naturalized
loanwords, but which remained in the text and were transmitted, and thus had to be
understood somehow by the reader. Since the Bible was the main reading in
Christian circles, these terms often passed on to vernacular literary production. An
interesting case suggesting that Greek terms were often unfamiliar to the reader is

4 On bilingualism and the linguistic composition of the Egyptian population, Kapsomenos, Das
Griechische in Agypten; Prremans, Uber die Zweisprachigkeit; pers., Le bilinguisme; pers., Les
hermeneis; RemonpoN, Problémes du bilinguisme; RocrerTe, Traducteurs et traductions; pers., Grecs
et Latins; pers., Sur le bilinguisme; pers., Parce que je ne connais pas; pers., Le bilinguisme gréco-
latin; Crarysse, Egyptian Scribes, pers., Ethnic diversity and dialect; OreaL, Contact Linguistique;
Husson, Quelques aspects de la diffusion; Fewster, Bilingualism in Roman Egypt; Tuompson, The
Multilingual Environment; Fourner, The Multilingual Environment; Torarras Tovar, Identidad
lingiiistica; pies., Linguistic Identity; pies., Greek in Egypt.

5 Such are S 2aYra from Gr. &ykupa, or B BINaX from Gr. mivag, REAEBIN from Gr. méAekus. See
Bonuig, Die griechischen Lehnworter, 80. On the productivity of the plural suffix in loan words, see
Ecepi, Greek loanwords.

6  Armonp, A Comparative Study of Loanwords, 234-239: Some Greek terms, like &ppcov or vimtnp,
translated resp. as 2CEBHC and AEK2NH, were never borrowed into Coptic. This may prove how
some Gkeek terms were better known than others and used thus to render those not as natural to the
Coptic speaker. More examples in WEesseLy, Die griechischen Lehnworter, 4, and Girais, Greek loan
words, 71.
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that of glosses inserted in the translation. These are found in Coptic translations of
Greek texts for words which are uncommon, sometimes even in Greek, and which
probably made the translator unsure about the meaning and consequently unaware of
any Coptic equivalent. The policy of the translator would then be to leave the Greek
term as it is, at the risk, of course, of the term’s remaining obscure to the reader.” At
this point, one of the options of the translator is to add a gloss explaining it as a
specialised term. This is a strategy of translation found in other cases in Antiquity.®
Some examples in Biblical texts are:

Judges 15, 8: Gr. 16 Ttdua ToU AédovTos, in Coptic MEMTWMA H EMCOMA
MMMOYL “The corpse, i.e. the body, of the lion”.

I Sam. 28, 3: éyyaoTtpipvbos, rendered in Coptic as NNERAXCTPIMING-OC -
€TE NPEUENRDOWIC E€20YN NE. “Ventriloquists, i. e. the bringers of dead
bodies”.’

This mechanism is an extreme case, where it is obvious that the need of glossing
means the word is perceived as alien. In this situation where the Vorlage exerts such
strong influence we infer that translations are producing texts containing a high
proportion of lexicon unfamiliar to the Coptic-speaker. This raises two questions.
First, how much knowledge of Greek was necessary to follow the Sunday service in
a Coptic church or the compulsory Biblical readings in monastic environments?
And second, what kinds of linguistic support were available for monolingual Coptic-
speakers. '

7 There are examples of imperfect translation, where the translator, unsure about the counterpart of a
word, be it for imperfect knowledge of the target language, or for the word being too specialized to
have a corresponding term, leaves the original term as it is. Biblical translations are performed
carefully enough to avoid these kinds of phenomena. Examples in translations into Greek from
Demotic where the priestly titulatures remained untranslated can be found in a sale contract, CPR XV
2 (Arsinoites, Soknopaiou Nesos 21. Nov. AD 11). Cf. also SB 1 5231 (Jur. Pap. 28), parallel to this
text, also from the same year. These documents feature the expression ‘EAAnvioTi uebnpunveupévns
kata 16 duvaTtdy, “translated into Greek insofar as possible.” See MaIrs, kaTd TO SuvaTdv.

8 If the assumption that the text of the Dream of Nektanebos (P.Leiden 1 396; for the Greek and the
Demotic version of Nektanebos Dream see: GAUGER, J.-D., Der "Traum des Nerktanebos" - die grie-
chische Fassung; RynoLt, K., Nectanebos Dream or the Prophecy of Petesis, in: Blasius & Schipper,
Apokalyptik und Agypten, OLA 107 (2002), 189-219 (Gauger), 221-241 (Ryholt)) is a translation
from a Demotic text is correct, we have the case of €8oev kaT' éviTv<i>ov TAoiov Tamipiov &
kaAelTal AlyutrTioTi Pao<u>y mpocopuijoat eis Méugiv, where the lost Demotic Vorlage probably
had only the word rms for a special kind of boat, which needs explanation in Greek, due to the lack
of a corresponding word in this language. Edition by Koenen, The Dream of Nectanebos.

9 On this see ToraLLAs Tovar, Translation and beliefs.

10 In order to illustrate the situation of a semi-bilingual reader who needs an explanation on specific
words, there is the case of Coptic words in Greek texts where there is a need to specify to make sure
that the term would be understood in both languages: In the examples I present, the words appear in
Greek and are then explained with their Coptic correspondents: P.Vat.Aphrod. 25 (sixth cent.) ToU
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Christian school texts provide one approach to both these questions, since their task
was to provide assistance with the Greek vocabulary in biblical readings. It was a
common practice in Christian school texts to copy words or names from the Bible.!!
While it is true that the Christians adopted Classical education and progressively
retooled it to meet their needs, in some circles, such as monasteries, education was
limited to the reading of the Scriptures.'? Given that focus, the teaching of the
biblical vocabulary — in our case, the teaching of Greek vocabulary to speakers of
Coptic — must have been essential. At least two Coptic school texts, or school texts
from a Coptic environment, illustrate our case.

OBrit.Mus. XXXII 1" is an ostracon dated to the 7"-8" century, containing a list
of Greek words, which can be partially grouped, some taken from the Acta
Apostolorum, chapters 1-4 (recto cols. 2 and 3) and 20.4-10 (col. 1, 10-11); of
surgery or torture instruments (verso col. 1, 1-5);"* of the 40 martyrs of Sebaste
(verso col. 1, 9 - col. 2) (see text 1 in the Appendix).

The words of this list are all Greek, although the instruction itself was in Coptic.
It is often difficult to ascertain, depending on the kind of exercise, whether the
instruction was in Greek or Coptic, but in this case, in spite of the fact that all words
are Greek, two aspects reveal that the basic language is Coptic:'® on the one hand,
the typical Coptic spellings of the words, like col. 1, 4 M2YOATIKOC, col. 3, 29
2\ TIOMOAION, or the use of the Coptic article, col. 1, 7 MCYTRAES-E€APOC, col. 2,

Adkkov fitol Tveute,“the deposit or tneupe”; P.Lond. V 1722 (AD 530); kai 16 Umoméooiov fitot
TXPNPE, “the space under the stairs or tchrire; cf. CoL, F., Atti di XXII congresso int. di Papirologia
(2001), 259-268. This is a case where the writer explains carefully certain terms in order to avoid any
possible misunderstanding. It is a contract, thus a legal document, and needs to be very specific in
terms of definition.

11 Inherited of course from the common practice in pre-Christian schools. For these kinds of exercises,
see MoraaN, Literate Education, 101-104, and Crarysse/Wouters, Un exercise de syllabification
(P.Bingen 17), 86, n. 9; CriBiore, Writing, teachers, and students, 42-43. See also Nobar, Christianity
at School. Among some of the features differentiating school texts as Christian are words included in
a word-list, typically proposed for copying, originating from the Bible or, in the case of names, of a
clearly Christian origin. On the differentiation between Classical and Christian school practice, see
Crisiore, Greek and Coptic Education.

12 See Marrou, Histoire de I’Education, 472-474. See also the Pachomian Rule, 139-140, where we find
an early systematization of literacy and Bible reading in the monasteries.

13 London, British Library ostr. 26210 + 26211 + 26215, LDAB 2889, first edited by Hatt, Coptic and
Greek Texts, 39, pl. 32., reedited by Hasitzka, Neue Texte, 174-177, no. 248. CriBiore, Writing,
teachers, and students, 203, no. 127. See also Nikras, Vom Umgang mit der Schrift. Also mentioned
as an example by Marrou, Histoire de I' Education, 474.

14 Although some of them appear in the AT, mostly in the fourth book of Maccabees. For example
apbpéuPola and TpoxavTiipas appear together in a list of Bacaviotripia in Mace. IV 8, 13.

15 Other texts could illustrate our case, but do not present such spelling or any other argument to
consider the texts Coptic in their language. Such are Seipestacurs/Wouters, A Christian word-list,
where the list features mostly proper names from the Bible or patristic texts, and CLARYSSE/ WOUTERS,
Un exercise de syllabification.
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15 TNENTEKOCTH. On the other hand, although most of the words are proper
names, the few verbs appear in the same form they do in the Coptic translation, '® as
col. 2, 14 anaxamBane for Gk Ap. 1.2 &veAfuebn; or col. 3, 31-32
MPOCKxPTEPELI for the Gk Ap. 2.42 TpookapTepoUvTES.

It is thus clear that this ostracon is a didactic support to, among other texts, that
of the Coptic Acta Apostolorum,'” and focused basically on the Greek vocabulary of
those texts. This ostracon is the most relevant document as an example for this kind
of exercise' and illustrates the perception of foreign words in the text of the Coptic
Bible. This practice is however not exclusive to Coptic. The recent PhD dissertation
by J. A. Loopstra' revises the §mahé manuscripts (Vat.Syr. 152), which are lists of
words and readings of the Syriac Bible and patristic texts, where over 60 percent of
word selections were Greek words, showing that a real knowledge of Greek was
required to read the Scriptural translations. Many of these words were place names
and proper names, as in our ostracon, but common words of Greek basic vocabulary
are also included.”

Other texts may be brought up as examples, none of them as illustrative as the

British Museum ostracon. For example, we have a 7" century text from the Coptic
museum, a school text written on a wooden tablet, edited by J.-L. Fourner.?! Follow-
ing a series of multiplication exercises, there are two lists of trisyllabic words, start-
ing with the letters M and N, followed by the vowels almost in alphabetical order .,
X, €,H,1,0,Y, O, otherwise a common exercise (see text 2 in Appendix).
Again the words of this list, almost all Greek, featuring Coptic spelling and even
articles, can be also traced back to the Bible, mostly to the Gospels. Used as a school
exercise, they presumably represent words difficult for the reader, that needed to be
studied through a variety of exercises. In this case, the exercise is one of
syllabification combined with alphabetization (all words start with M, and then with
N).2

16 Checked in Horner’s edition.

17 Here we could compare the 9" century Vienna parchment P.Vindob. K9152 (SPP XII 154 b,c),
Hasirzka, Neue Texte, 171-172, no. 246, which contains a school exercise on the Coptic text of the
Acta Apostolorum.

18 Already mentioned by Marrou in 1965, see above, but also by Bucking, Christian Educational Texts,
esp. 138.

19 Loorstra, Patristic selections.

20 Loopstra, Patristic selections, 343-344, offers a comparison with precisely this ostracon and suggests
that the comparative study of parallel materials in Jewish, Arabic and Byzantine learning
communities and translation movements would be very enlightening.

21 Fourner, Nouveaux textes scolaires grecs et coptes, 173-175, no. 6.

22 A similar exercise is found in P.Vindob. K 8308 (Hasitzka, Neue Texte, 244), a much later (10"11*
cent.) school text on paper which features words beginning with Z, X, M, M, with the same vocalic
pattern following, most of them Biblical, but already mixed up with Coptic words too.
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This evidence increases our confidence in the assumption that Coptic-speaking
readers of or listeners to the Scriptural texts often had difficulties in understanding
the Greek vocabulary appearing in those texts.” The nature of the translation process
and the strong influence of the Vorlage in this case allowed a prominent percentage
of Greek vocabulary transpire into the Coptic text. This vocabulary was not always
easy to follow for a non-Greek-speaker, especially in the case of vocabulary not
naturally transferred into the Coptic language as a result of linguistic contact. Some
kind of support or aid was needed. Already in the Biblical translations into Coptic,
we find several strategies to provide that support, including glosses of difficult
Greek terms, and the choice of Greek loanwords better known to the Coptic reader
to render other Greek terms in the Vorlage.

Finally, school texts, as fragmentary and complex as their interpretation may be,
also provide an important window into the learning-process of Coptic Christians.
Following the Classical varieties of school exercise, in Christian schooling the
vocabulary used for dictation, syllabification, alphabetization was primarily drawn
from the Bible, both OT and NT, and often also from patristic texts. Especially in
monastic circles, the students practised exclusively on religious texts, their aim
being the basic one of learning to read the Scriptures. Among the things these
students needed to learn was the Biblical vocabulary, especially difficult terms,
proper names that identify the peoples and places of the Scriptures, and “foreign”
vocabulary. With school texts, however, we face an important limitation: We cannot
establish to what degree they can serve as evidence for the linguistic situation of the
adult population, since the age of the student is difficult to infer from the school-
texts we have. Nevertheless, their testimony is valuable, especially as we all know
from sad experience that difficulties in comprehending the language of texts can
persist years after schooling is over.

23 In the case of texts such as Shenoute, mentioned above, the difficulty was in general in understanding
not only the Greek but also the Coptic vocabulary, and the syntax, difficulties inherent of Rhetorical
texts.
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Appendix
OBrit. Mus. XXXII 1

Based on the photos available at http://www.britishmuseum.org

I have adjusted a few readings as compared to Hasrrzka, 248.

Recto

Col. 1

1[...... ] exrl
2 [...... 1 enNe
3 JotME [...] ([EN
4 MEYNaTIR[OC] 3€1C

5 aKaAMa

6 NEC ...

7 NCYTKAOEAPOC
8 MMOAYANAPION

9 nmacTtodopec

10 CEKOYAOIC MN| TAI0C (Ap.20.9)
11 CYMMNEPIA[ ..].ETIal (Ap.20.10)
12 T pCHK[

col. 2

13 ecodne (Ap. 1.1)

14 anaAaMBANE (Ap. 1.2)
15 TAENTHROCTH (Ap. 1.5)
16 sakeAAAMSX (Ap. 1.9)
17 1WCHC (Ap. 1.23)

18 BAPa2BBAC (Ap. 1.23)
19 10YCTOC (Ap. 1.23)
20 Map-eOC (Ap. 2.9)

21 MHAOC (Ap. 2.9)

22 AIAXMITHC (Ap. 2.9)

23 TMECOMOTaMIx (Ap. 2.9)
24 [...]n]
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col. 3

25 TABY[a] (Ap. 2.10)
26 TKHPHNH (Ap. 2.10)
27 NEKPHTHC (Ap. 2.11)
28 5PaBOC (Ap. 2.11)
29 2YMOMOAION (Ap. 2.35)
30 Awpea (Ap. 2.38)

31 MPOCKAP- (Ap. 2.42)
32 Tepel

33 CTPaTH- (Ap. 4.1)
34 roc

35 aNNAC (Ap. 4.6)

36 RalbaC (Ap. 4.6)

37 aaezall- (Ap. 4.6)

38 APOC

Col. 1, 7: cf. ouykabrjuevor in Ap. 26.30 and ouykabBioat in Jer. 16.8, as in following entry

Col. 1, 8:in Jer. 19.6.

Col. 1, 10: stands for ZexoGvdos in Ap. 20.4, perhaps followed by MN I'&IOC, as in the Coptic

text.

Col. 1, 11: CYMNEPK| in Hasitzka should be read CYMMNEPIA[ and probably refers to Ap.
20.10.2 oupteptAaPcov, although this Greek word does not appear as such in the Sahidic
translation, cf. Horner, The Coptic version, vol. VI, 474, like all other Greek words in the

document do.

Col. 1, 12: T was not able to find a convincing reading for the following entry, which should

refer to some term in Ap. 20.

Col. 2, 24: Must be a word comprised between Mecomotauiav and Aiuns in Ap. 2.9-10,
that is Jloudaiov Te kai Kammadokiav, TTévtov kai v Aciav, Ppuyiav Te kai
TauguAiav, AlyutrTov. I think the traces fit best with ®puyia, if the trace can be read as
arl, or AlyumTov, if the trace can be read as a .
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Verso
Col. 1

39 [T]POXaNTHPAC (Mace. IV 8.13)

40 [.]JHMOAHTAC

41 NHMOAYTaC

(Macc. IV 11.10)
43 APOPEMBOYAXROYC (Macc. IV 8.13)

42 JNARANCTAC

44 [€]NECKOYBAXOC

45 AYAOC AIBYROC (Ez. 27.10)

alon
46 NEpPERAIPANOTHCI..] (Eph. 6.17)

47 [AOM]ETIANOC
48 [KYPlion

49 [K]aNAIAOC
50 [AOMNO[C]

51 [KYPI[AN]OC

Sofia Torallas Tovar

col. 2

52 HAIOC

53 €RAIRI[OC]

54 2HP2K[ANIOC]
55 MEAITI[OC]

56 -©EOA0Y[NOC]
57 OYaAH[..]

58 aXINEYC

59 HCYXIO[C]
60 ©cOPIN[OC]
61 =an010[C]
62 MPICKOC

63 [HAIMN]AHC

Col. 1, 45: Perhaps Audoi kai AiBues in Ez. 27.10 and Ez. 30.5.

Col. 1, 46: I wonder if one may read here MEPESKalPAAOTHC with the correction above the
line -al0N, making this word correspond to Tepikepadaiav in Eph. 6.17, appearing as
NEpPIKEParala in the Coptic text (cf. Horner V 258).

Entries 47-63 correspond to names of the 40 martyrs of Sebaste, in almost the same order as
they appear in BKU I 19 (LDAB 4218), but not as in Testamentum XL Martyrum, 3.4.

OFournet 6

Face A, col. 5

42 MaP Ma POl
43 Ma N&x CH
44 MEX XEI

45 MH Cl 2C

46 MO NO XOC
47 MY Xa NH

48 MW Y CHC

Face B, col.5

91 Nax P BOC
92 N& X THC
93 neM ¢y poc
94 NHC Tl &

95 NI K> NOP

96 NO MOC NIM
97 NY AXTROC

98 N 2€ MNOE
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