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Basic grammar

ADJECTIVE – a word for an attribute or a quality of a noun (e.g. happy, 
definite, Coptic).

ADVERB – a word or phrase which qualifies an adjective or verb (e.g. 
very, also, again, up).

ARTICLE – a word marking a noun as indefinite or definite (e.g. a, the, 
some, other, this, that).

ASPECT – indicates whether an objective statement is presented as en-
gaged or indicative.

CONJUNCTION – a word used to connect or coordinate statements, or 
to coordinate words in the same statement (e.g. and, but, because, if).

CONSONANT – a basic speech sound in which the flow of breath is part-
ly or wholly obstructed in the throat or mouth or nose, contrasted 
with vowels.

DEFINITE – a noun or phrase which has already been specified or is 
unique, contrasted with indefinite (e.g. today, that lady, Harry).

DEMONSTRATIVE – an article or pronoun used to specify or identify a 
specific noun or phrase (e.g. this, that, those, this one, that one).

ENGAGED – an objective statement about what a subject is doing right 
now or is bound to do in the future or where the subject is situated in 
this moment, contrasted with indicative and prospective (e.g. I am 
eating my breakfast, she is going to come back, there is someone here, 
I am in distress).

IDIOM – a statement whose meaning is well known and based on famil-
iar usage and context but not obviously derived from the individual 
words used, often not directly translatable from one language to an-
other as a consequence (e.g. spill the beans, pull my leg).

IMPERATIVE – a subjective statement which requests or demands that 
matters conform to the speaker/writer’s wishes or expectations with-
out regard for the present state of affairs (e.g. get up, pray for me).

INCOMPLETE – a statement which requires further information to com-
plete or explain it (e.g. after you ate, if you leave, until you see).

INDEFINITE – a noun or phrase which is generic or non-specific or has 
not been mentioned previously, contrasted with definite (e.g. a man, 
some days, people, wishful thinking).
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INDICATIVE – an objective statement about what a subject typically 
does or has done but is not necessarily doing in this moment, con-
trasted with engaged (e.g. I love my vegetables, I ate my vegetables).

INTRANSITIVE – a verb which does not require an object, contrasted 
with transitive (e.g. a festival happened, he ran away, pray every day).

MOOD – indicates whether a statement is presented as objective or 
subjective.

NOUN – a word used to indicate any one or more of a class of people or 
places or things, or to name one of them (e.g. demons, monastery, 
Andrew).

NUMERAL – a figure or group of figures writing a number (e.g. 1, 2, 3).
OBJECT – a noun or pronoun or phrase governed by a preposition, or 

(direct) governed by the action of a transitive verb or (indirect) bene-
fitting from the action of any verb (e.g. beside Harry, love Harry, pray 
for Harry).

OBJECTIVE – a statement presented as a fact independent of the 
speaker/writer’s expectations or opinions or hopes, contrasted with 
subjective.

OPTATIVE – a subjective statement which looks to the future in terms of 
what should happen based on the speaker/writer’s hopes or opinions 
rather than expectations of what is liable to happen or bound to hap-
pen, contrasts with engaged and prospective (e.g. you should come 
home, Harry would like to see you).

PARTICLE – a word used to add nuance or clarity or emphasis to a state-
ment, typically distinct from the specific grammar of the rest of the 
statement (e.g. so, therefore, indeed).

PASSIVE – a statement whose subject is also the object directly governed 
by the meaning of the verb (e.g. I was overwhelmed by joy, Harry got 
sent home).

PHRASE – a group of words together forming a meaningful unit as a 
distinct element of a statement (e.g. she heard, the daughter of Bob, 
for Peter).

POSSESSIVE – a pronoun or noun expressing possession or a phrase 
introduced by the word ‘of’ (e.g. my, mine, your, yours, her, hers, 
Mary’s, of Mary, the priest’s, of the priest).

PREPOSITION – a word expressing a relation between other words or 
phrases in a statement, such as relative position or relative worth (e.g. 
at, above, beside, from, than).
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PRONOUN – a word used as a common substitute referring to a noun 
specified elsewhere, often to avoid repetition or to engage with some-
one directly in conversation (e.g. I, me, my, mine, you, your, yours, 
they, them, their, theirs).

PROSPECTIVE – a subjective statement which looks to the future in 
terms of what can or will happen based on the speaker/writer’s ex-
pectations rather than what is bound to happen, contrasts with en-
gaged and optative (e.g. I will see you later, I will make you listen).

SUBJECT – a noun or phrase naming the key element of a statement, 
whether as the actor of a verb (e.g. Harry went home), the element 
defined by an adjective or a location (e.g. Harry is pleased, Harry is 
at home), the element identified as a specific entity (e.g. Harry is the 
boss), or the object of a verb in a passive statement (e.g. Harry got 
sent home).

SUBJECTIVE – a statement presented as a potential fact based on the 
speaker/writer’s expectations or hopes, or as an intention or a com-
mand, contrasted with objective.

TENSE – indicates how and when a statement is presented as occurring, 
in terms of its aspect, mood and time, and whether it is completed or 
incomplete.

TIME – indicates whether a statement is presented as happening in the 
past, present or future.

TRANSITIVE – a verb which ordinarily presupposes a direct object, con-
trasted with intransitive (e.g. I saw Harry, they filled the earth, they 
will lift him).

VERB – a word describing an action or occurrence, typically marked to 
indicate the tense of the whole statement (e.g. run! Harry is running, 
Harry ran, Harry should run).

VOWEL – a basic speech sound produced by keeping the vocal tract 
open for the flow of breath, contrasted with consonants (e.g. English 
a-e-i-o-u).
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WHY COPTIC?

The end of ancient Egypt; the fall of the Roman Empire; religious per-
secution; the Bible; Christian orthodoxy; Christianity in Africa; the 
Byzantine Empire; Europe’s mediaeval monasteries; the rise of Islam; 
Egyptian society today; even the decipherment of ancient hieroglyphs 
– these are just a handful of the ‘big’ stories that cannot be told properly 
without some awareness of the tens of thousands of Coptic texts from 
Egypt. Often, they are among our most detailed sources of information 
about these very subjects.

This book is intended for you to learn to read the Coptic language of 
Late Antique Egypt by engaging directly with texts of this period rather 
than relying on artificial exercises. Even the translations provided are 
literal, occasionally awkward, because they are intended only to guide 
your reading in Coptic itself. As such, this is not a comprehensive gram-
mar, but it should help you gain a confident reading knowledge of these 
historically valuable sources, along with the awareness of what they are 
and why they matter.

COPTS AND THE COPTIC LANGUAGE

The word Copt comes to English via Arabic al-Qibṭiy (ّالقبْطي) from Greek 
Aiguptioi (αἰγύπτιοι) ‘Egyptians’ and evokes three centuries of Roman 
rule in Egypt when a Greek-speaking ruling class treated indigenous 
Egyptian-speakers as inferiors. Egypt had been brought under Roman 
rule in 30 bc, at the death of the notorious Queen Cleopatra VII, and 
subsequently the indigenous language, along with the native cur-
sive scripts, became effectively excluded from public life. Meanwhile, 
Egypt’s temples, which had been increasingly isolated institutions even 
before the Roman suppression, now came to be viewed with suspicion 
as dependents of the occupiers. Instead, by the third century ad Coptic 
resistance to Rome had become strongly identified with Christianity, 
and systematic executions of Egyptian Christians during the reign of Di-
ocletian (284–305) turned out to be a cultural and political watershed. 
Following an imperial about-face, including edicts of religious tolera-
tion in 311 and 313, Egypt was revealed to be a majority Christian na-
tion where many ancient temples were repurposed as churches (3.6) 
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and the spread of monasteries would be the most dynamic, transforma-
tive socio-economic phenomenon of the new era (9.7).

Figure 1  The modern cathedral at Karm Abu Mina, near Alexandria, 

stands next to the foundational Coptic martyr’s burial church (see page 

251). Source: author.

As the temples’ authority dwindled among the people, so did that 
of the ancient hieroglyphic script, which had been identified since the 
dawn of history with the kingship and the priesthood. Accordingly, 
hand in hand with their rejection of traditional education and imperial 
governance, the Copts devised an alphabet as an alternative medium for 
writing their language, and churches acted as the agents for dissemi-
nating this new practice by promoting Christian scripture in translation. 
The earliest texts in this writing tradition are essentially Coptic gloss-
es to Greek Bible texts, or Coptic translations of scripture anthologised 



Figure 2  A funerary stela for two  brothers bears hallmarks of the 

Roman- era ruling group in Egypt: traditional Egyptian images include 

the winged sun, the embalmed god Osiris, and the dog- headed god 

Anubis; but the inscription below is in Greek and other elements of t he 

scene, including the torch in the centre, derive from Roman funerary 

beliefs. Abydos, near Sohag, first or second  century. Source: Metropolitan 

Museum of Art 20.2.44 (Rogers Fund, 1920), shared  under Creative Com-

mons Licence CC0.
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alongside Greek copies.1 Consequently, the principal definition of the 
word Copt today is ‘Egyptian Christian’, even though the indigenous 
Coptic language is no longer spoken anywhere, the majority of Copts 
are native Arabic-speakers, and the Coptic Orthodox churches have a 
global presence.

Figure 3  A potsherd (ostracon) with a tax return written in Greek, the 

language of government in Late Antique Egypt. Thebes, second  century. 

Source: Trustees of the British Museum EA 1988,1005.3, shared  under Crea-

tive Commons Licence CC BY- NC- SA 4.0.

SAHIDIC COPTIC

Nonetheless, the subject of this book is the language that originally de-
fined the Copts, which means the language used by most Egyptians dur-
ing Late Antiquity – the half-millennium from the Coptic reassertion after 
300 until roughly 800, by which time Abbasid rule in Egypt had instigated 

1  See J.-L. Fournet: The Rise of Coptic: Egyptian Versus Greek in Late Antiquity. Princeton/
Oxford, Princeton University Press (2020), pages 6–9.



Figure 4  Sahidic Coptic texts painted on top of ancient hieroglyphic in-

scriptions in the tomb of king Ramesses IV (c. 1155–1150 bc) exemplify 

the long written history of the indigenous Egyptian language. Valley of 

the Kings, Thebes. Source: author.
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social and political changes that would effectively eliminate spoken Cop-
tic by the early second millennium (see Figure 6). In this sense, Coptic is 
simply the last phase of the Ancient Egyptian language (the only known 
indigenous language of Egypt), which had been written and recorded in 
the native cursive and hieroglyphic scripts since c. 3000 bc.

More precisely, however, the language discussed here is the norma-
tive literary dialect whose influence is apparent to a greater or lesser 
extent in almost all Coptic texts of this era. Now, our richest single prov-
enance for Coptic documents from Late Antiquity is Thebes (modern 
Luxor) in the deep south of Egypt (1.5), and this in turn has led to the 
modern designation of this normative dialect as Sahidic Coptic, from 
the Egyptian Arabic word for ‘southern’ (صعيدي). In practical terms, 
however, Sahidic Coptic really has the temporal relevance noted above 
and is best understood in such terms – the normative dialect used in the 
writing culture of Late Antiquity. Arguably, in fact, its geographical ori-
gin may even be the far north – Alexandria, which was the political and 
episcopal heartland of Late Antique Egypt as well as a mixed language 
environment (see page 53), along with the far western Nile Delta, which 
was one of the principal nurseries of monasticism (see page 239).

Immediately following the time-period covered in this book, the nor-
mative dialect became Bohairic or ‘northern’ (بحري) Coptic as spoken in 
the general area of Egypt’s new capital, Cairo, and the populous towns 
of the adjoining Faiyum region and southern Nile Delta. Today, an eccle-
siastical interpretation of Bohairic Coptic is still used sparingly in church 
services, and many examples of such usage are available via online 
viewing platforms. Be warned, however, that the artificial ecclesiasti-
cal pronunciation means it is not immediately recognisable as the same 
language described here – though a little orientation and familiarisation 
(and preferably Coptic subtitles) make all the difference. On the other 
hand, neither dialect of Coptic (Sahidic or Bohairic) is spoken today as 
a living language.

SAHIDIC COPTIC MANUSCRIPTS

The introduction of the Coptic alphabet did not necessarily spell an end 
to all of Egypt’s ancient writing practices. Writers continued, in the man-
ner of native and Romano-Egyptian scribes, to use a reed pen with black 
and occasional red ink, and the commonest materials on which to write 
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continued to be limestone chunks or potsherds – both glossed together 
as ‘ostraca’ in Egyptology – because they were easily procured, dura-
ble, reusable and not at all prone to blowing away in the prevailing 
wind along the Nile Valley (see Figure 3). For formal texts and library 
copies – whether letters, documents or literary books – traditional papy-
rus sheets were still preferred, but the influence of the Greek Bible had 
led to the adoption of the codex (bound book) in place of the ancient 
scroll or book roll. Parchment was also used throughout Late Antiquity 
as an alternative to papyrus, increasingly so following the Arab takeover 
of Egypt in 642, despite the fact that parchment was less straightforward 
to prepare or reuse. Other writing materials include legal and religious 
documents written on leather strips, and wooden writing boards with 
plastered or waxed surfaces. Of course, stone inscriptions are a phenom-
enon more or less specific to churches and notably gravestones (12.6).

Figure 5  Archive photog raph of books (codices) from the early Coptic 

library discovered at Nag Hammadi. Late fourth  century.  

Source: Courtesy of the Nag Hammadi Archive at Claremont Colleges Digital 

Library, The Claremont Colleges Library.
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Figure 6 Parchment pages from a liturgy annotated in Arabic witness 

the moment when the indigenous Egyptian language was falling from 

use and being replaced by Arabic. Provenance unknown, eleventh c entury. 

Source: Dr José-Ramón Pérez-Accino (www.egiptologiacomplutense.es).  ​ ​

Documents and letters have been discovered at various sites along the 
Nile Valley and even in the western desert oases (see page 311), but Sa-
hidic Coptic books have survived from just a handful of provenances, the 
majority from either the celebrated White Monastery at Sohag in Upper 
Egypt (see page 260) or the Monastery of the Archangel Michael, near 
al-Hamouli in the Faiyum region (see page 251, 298). Though they are 
mostly mediaeval copies, various comments and glosses within them 
indicate that the White Monastery already had a library by the time of 
Abbot Shenoute, no later than the early 400s (19.9), while a cache of 
anthologies discovered at Nag Hammadi in 1945 constitutes a library of 
Coptic books undoubtedly from the late 300s (13.9). Surviving books 
vary considerably in size, from personal psalters barely 7.5  cm (3  in) 
square to (not uncommonly) hefty volumes about 30  cm (12  in) tall. 
At least one surviving volume originally ran to more than 900 pages.2 

2  See W.  E. Crum: Catalogue of the Coptic Manuscripts in the British Museum. London, 
British Museum (1905), pages x–xiii.

http://www.egiptologiacomplutense.es
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However, even the finest books from Late Antique Egypt were rarely il-
lustrated with more than a cross on the leather binding and perhaps a 
simple icon in the endpapers.

Figure 7  The Hellenistic cultural district at Kum al- Dikka in Alexandria, 

dating from the Byzantine era. From its foundation by Alexander the 

 Great, most Egyptian- speakers regarded Alexandria as a foreign city and 

a symbol of foreign domination. Source: Mike Shepherd (mikeshepherdim-

ages.co.uk).​ ​

http://mikeshepherdimages.co.uk
http://mikeshepherdimages.co.uk
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1.1 THE COPTIC ALPHABET

The Sahidic Coptic alphabet consists of thirty letters, typically ordered 
as follows:

ⲁ ⲃ ⲅ ⲇ ⲉ ⲍ ⲏ ⲑ ⲓ ⲕ ⲗ ⲙ
ⲛ ⲝ ⲟ ⲡ ⲣ ⲥ ⲧ ⲩ ⲫ ⲭ ⲯ ⲱ
ϣ ϥ ϩ ϫ ϭ ϯ

The first twenty-four letters were adapted from the Greek alphabet 
and the last six from Egyptian cursive script (Demotic). Coptic writing 
did not distinguish uppercase and lowercase letters and rarely used 
joined-up (minuscule) writing until after the period covered in this 
book. To help you learn the alphabet, we can analyse it this way:

(a) First, there are seven vowels:

ⲁ ⲉ ⲏ ⲓ ⲟ ⲩ or ⲟⲩ ⲱ
as in bat bet bear beat pot boot bone

(b) �Then there are seventeen consonants, nine of which you can prob
ably recognise or work out:

ⲃ ⲇ ⲍ ⲕ ⲗ ⲙ ⲛ ⲧ ϥ
b d z k l m n t f

(c) �On the other hand, eight consonants are going to be unfamiliar or 
may even trick you:

ⲅ ⲡ ⲣ ⲥ ϣ ϩ ϫ Ϭ
g p r s sh in ship h j or ch qu in queue

Notice the scope for confusing ⲇ and ϫ though they are frequently more 
clearly distinguished in written texts than in modern computer fonts.

(d) �The remaining six letters are normally used to write two sounds 
together, in the same way that English x normally writes ks in fox 
or gs in exit:

ⲑ = t + h ⲫ = p + h ⲭ = k + h ⲝ = ks (= x) ⲯ = ps ϯ = ti
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If you know some Greek, note that ⲑ and ⲫ and ⲭ rarely have the standard 
pronunciations of θ and φ and χ in Classical Greek.

(e) �Finally, y and w are common consonants in spoken Coptic but do 
not have their own letters:

ⲓ or ⲉⲓ may write  y, as in ⲓⲱⲧ or ⲉⲓⲱⲧ ‘father’ (yōt rhymes with 
‘boat’)
ⲩ or ⲟⲩ may write w, as in ⲁⲩⲱ ‘and’ (awō rhymes with ‘ago’)

Experience teaches you whether a specific ⲓ or ⲩ is writing a vowel or a con-
sonant, but the difference is rarely critical in your reading as a learner. Oc-
casionally ⲓ̈ with diaeresis (two dots) is used to write y, as in ⲓ̈ⲱⲧ ‘father’ 
or the names ⲓ̈ⲁⲕⲱⲃ (Yakōb) ‘Jacob’ and ⲙⲁⲑⲁⲓ̈ⲟⲥ (Mathayos) ‘Matthew’. 
On the other hand, ⲓ̈ may also be used to write the vowel ⲓ as a distinct sound 
beside another vowel, as in ⲉϫⲱⲓ̈ (ejō-ee) ‘over me’ or the name ⲏⲗⲓ̈ⲁⲥ (Ēl-
i-as) ‘Elijah’. That said, the use of ⲓ̈ often seems far from consistent and, to 
emphasise, it rarely affects your comprehension to know whether ⲓ or ⲩ is 
writing a vowel or a consonant.

1.2 STROKES ABOVE THE LETTERS

(a) �Probably the most distinctive feature of Coptic writing is a stroke 
written above individual consonants. This indicates that the ap-
parent consonant is actually a syllable pronounced ‘in the nose’. 
For example, ⲛ̄ sounds like the -n of English isn’t and didn’t, or the 
final sound of hidden and listen – that is, in English we actually say 
hid) not hid-den and lis) not lis-ten. Likewise, ⲙ̄ sounds like the 
-m of English I’m or even the -ham when people in England say 
place names such as Durham and Cheltenham – that is, say Dur( 
not Dur-ham and Chelt-n( not Chel-ten-ham. Try saying these 
useful words out loud to yourself (no one is listening):

	 ⲛ̄ ‘of’	 ⲙⲛ̄ ‘and, with’	 ϩⲛ̄ ‘in, from’

Of course, writing is not an exact science so you may find ⲙⲉⲛ written 
when you expect ⲙⲛ̄, or ϩⲛ̄ for ϩⲉⲛ, or ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲗⲏ for ⲉⲛⲧⲟⲗⲏ ‘instruction’, 
or ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲧⲉ for ⲉⲙⲁⲧⲉ ‘very’. Indeed, a word such as ϩⲉⲗⲗⲏⲛ ‘pagan’ may 
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be written as ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲏⲛ or even ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲛ̄, which simply indicates that these pro-
nunciations were so similar they could be confused even by native Copts. 
In this book, any non-standard spellings which may cause confusion have 
been ‘corrected’ to what we would expect as learners, unless otherwise 
indicated.

(b)  A small number of familiar names and phrases held to be sacred 
in a Christian context (nomina sacra) are typically abbreviated in 
writing, and such abbreviations are indicated by writing a single 
stroke over a group of letters. The most frequently used are ⲓ̄ⲥ︦ or 
ⲓ᷍ⲥ for ⲓⲏⲥⲟⲩⲥ ‘Jesus’ and ⲭ︦ⲥ︦ or ⲭ᷍ⲥ for ⲭⲣⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ ‘Christ’; but we 
find others too, including ϫ︦ⲥ︦ for ϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ‘Lord’, ⲥ︦ⲱ︦ⲣ︦ for ⲥⲱⲧⲏⲣ 
‘saviour’, and especially ⲡ︦ⲛ︦ⲁ︦ for ⲡⲛⲉⲩⲙⲁ ‘spirit’ with derivatives 
such as ⲡ︦ⲛ︦ⲓ︦ⲕⲟⲛ for ⲡⲛⲉⲩⲙⲁⲧⲓⲕⲟⲛ ‘spirituality’.

(c) �Letters may also be marked as numerals using a stroke, so that 
ⲁ︦, ⲃ︦, ⲅ︦ are used to write 1, 2, 3 and so on (we will look into this 
in Lesson 12). Wherever this practice is employed – for instance, 
to write page numbers in the top margins of a book – it is usually 
obvious what is going on and, as a learner, you are going to see it 
rarely, if ever.

1.3 Ⲛ̄ FREQUENTLY SHIFTS TO Ⲙ̄

Here is a very important fact to remember – in speech, and therefore in 
writing, the syllable ⲛ̄ typically (not always) shifts to ⲙ̄ when it has to 
be pronounced immediately in front of the sounds ⲙ or ⲡ, so we find ⲛ̄ 
ⲓ̈ⲁⲕⲱⲃ ‘of Jacob’ but ⲙ̄ ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ ‘of Peter’ or ⲙ̄ ⲙⲁⲑⲁⲓ̈ⲟⲥ ‘of Matthew’. 
This sound shift is common – in English too, we say ‘immigrant’ (not ‘in-
migrant’) and we may well say ‘Grampa’ not ‘Grandpa’ – and there are 
even rules about when it happens, but why worry about them just now? 
Copts naturally heard when ⲛ̄ shifts to ⲙ̄ and you simply have to respond 
to what they wrote down, including their own occasional inconsistencies 
in writing. While we are here, a less intrusive sound change – but still 
worth remembering – is the simple option of ⲃ or ϥ in certain common 
words, such as ϩⲱⲃ or ϩⲱϥ ‘matter, thing’, ⲟⲩⲱϣⲃ̄ or ⲟⲩⲱϣϥ̄̄ ‘answer, 
respond’, and ⲥⲏϥⲉ or ⲥⲏⲃⲉ ‘sword, weapon’.
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1.4 TIME TO READ SOMETHING:  
NAMES OF PEOPLE AT THEBES

A straightforward way to get used to the Coptic alphabet is to read a 
few Coptic names. The following list includes the names of various 
people who lived at Thebes during the seventh and eighth centuries. See 
whether you can identify each name in its English form with the Coptic 
originals in the corresponding list, following the pattern that ⲁⲃⲣⲁϩⲁⲙ 
is evidently the same name as Abraham:

Figure 9 Cr osses along the enclosure wall of the spectacular  temple of 

king Ramesses III (c. 1187–1155 bc) at Medinat Habu are reminders of 

the once bustling Christian town of Jeme in Thebes. Source: Mike Shep-

herd (mikeshepherdimages.co.uk).

ⲁⲃⲣⲁϩⲁⲙ	 ⲓ̈ⲉⲣⲏⲙⲓⲁⲥ	 ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ
ⲁⲅⲛⲁⲇⲓⲟⲥ	 ⲓ̈ⲱϩⲁⲛⲛⲏⲥ	 ⲡⲓⲁⲣⲟⲛ
ⲃⲓⲕⲧⲱⲣ	 ⲓ̈ⲥⲁⲁⲕ	 ⲡⲓϣⲁⲧⲉ
ⲅⲁⲃⲣⲓⲏⲗ	 ⲓ̈ⲱⲥⲏⲫ	 ⲥⲁⲙⲟⲩⲏⲗ
ⲇⲁⲛⲓⲏⲗ	 ⲕⲉⲣⲁⲕⲟⲥ	 ⲥⲁⲛⲁⲕⲁⲡⲏ
ⲇⲁⲩⲉⲓⲇ	 ⲕⲱⲥⲧⲁⲛⲧⲓⲛ	 ⲥⲉⲩⲏⲣⲟⲥ
ⲉⲗⲉⲥⲁⲓ̈ⲁⲥ	 ⲙⲁⲑⲑⲁⲓ̈ⲟⲥ	 ⲥⲧⲉⲫⲁⲛⲟⲥ
ⲉⲛⲱⲭ	 ⲙⲁⲣⲕⲟⲥ	 ⲧⲱⲣⲱϣ

http://mikeshepherdimages.co.uk
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ⲏⲗⲓ̈ⲁⲥ	 ⲙⲓⲭⲁⲏⲗ	 ⲫⲉⲩ
ⲑⲉⲱⲫⲓⲗⲟⲥ	 ⲛⲟⲏ	 ⲯⲁⲧⲉ
ⲓ̈ⲁⲕⲱⲃ	 ⲡⲁⲩⲗⲟⲥ	 ϣⲓⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ

Find the corresponding English forms in this list:

Abraham	 Joseph	 John/Johann
Michael	 Jacob	 Matthew/Mathaios
Daniel	 Jeremy	 David
Samuel	 Theophilus	 Severus
Gabriel	 Elias/Elijah	 Victor
Enoch	 Elesias	 Cerakos
Isaac	 Constantine	 Psate
Mark	 Shinoute	 Pishate
Paul	 Agnadios	 Pheu
Stephen	 Noah	 Torosh
Peter	 Piaron	 Sanagape

You will have noticed that Copts did not necessarily pronounce 
names as we anticipate from English: so, where we expect ‘J’ we find 
ⲓ̈ⲉⲣⲏⲙⲓⲁⲥ (Yerēmias) for ‘Jeremy’ and ⲓ̈ⲱϩⲁⲛⲛⲏⲥ (Yōhannēs) for ‘John’; 
and instead of ‘V’ we see ⲃⲓⲕⲧⲱⲣ (Biktōr) for ‘Victor’ and ⲇⲁⲩⲉⲓⲇ (Da-
weid) for ‘David’.

You might also have noticed that Theban names offer an insight into 
the mixed cultural heritage of Late Antique Egypt insofar as they include 
indigenous Egyptian names (ⲯⲁⲧⲉ, ⲡⲓϣⲁⲧⲉ, ϣⲓⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ), Biblical names 
(ⲁⲃⲣⲁϩⲁⲙ, ⲇⲁⲩⲉⲓⲇ, ⲓ̈ⲱⲥⲏⲫ), Greek names (ⲑⲉⲱⲫⲓⲗⲟⲥ, ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ, 
ⲥⲁⲛⲁⲕⲁⲡⲏ) and Roman names (ⲃⲓⲕⲧⲱⲣ, ⲕⲱⲥⲧⲁⲛⲧⲓⲛ, ⲥⲉⲩⲏⲣⲟⲥ). 
Because of this mix, sometimes we can transcribe Coptic names into fa-
miliar forms (David, John, Matthew). However, more often than not we 
transcribe them letter by letter into what may seem odd, alien names 
at first, though you will soon get to know many of them through your 
reading.
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1.5 TIME TO READ SOMETHING:  
OSTRACA FROM MEDINAT HABU

The single richest source of documents from Late Antique Egypt is 
the district of Medinat Habu (‘City of the Fathers’) on the West Bank 
of the River Nile at Thebes. In part, this is because it was the centre of 
the town of Jeme (ϫⲏⲙⲉ), which thrived until the late 700s as a well-to-
do, exceptionally literate community within a larger urban landscape.1 
Indeed, the documented business activities of residents reached from 
the far south of the country up to Fustat, the Arab capital in the north. 
There were important (literate) monasteries and churches near Jeme 
too, including the monastery of Saint Phoibammon at Deyr al-Bahari 
(‘Northern Monastery’). Crucially, however, Medinat Habu incorporates 
the towering temple of king Ramesses III (c. 1187–1156 bc) along with 
other pharaonic monuments and, consequently, the whole area has 
been extensively excavated by archaeologists. Naturally, of course, the 
archaeology of any ancient Egyptian site is liable to incorporate Cop-
tic remains and, until the abandonment of Jeme, part of the temple of 
Ramesses III remained in use as a major church (see Figure 9).

Most documents from Jeme are ostraca written by the residents 
themselves and deal with social relations, particularly legal and finan-
cial dealings. Look at the following texts from two potsherds and see 
what you make of them:

ⳁ ⲇⲁⲛⲓⲏⲗ
ⲙⲁⲣⲕⲟⲥ •
ⲯⲁⲧⲉ ⲓ̈ⲱⲥⲏⲫ
ⲕⲱⲥⲧⲁⲛⲧⲓⲛ
ⲫⲉⲩ ⲓ̈ⲥⲁⲕ
ⲉⲗⲉⲥⲁⲓ
ⲓ̈ⲁⲥ

Here is the text of the second ostracon:

ⳁ ⲧⲁⲩⲉⲓⲧ ⲥⲉⲩⲏⲣⲟⲥ
ⲓⲱⲥⲏⲫ ⲓⲉⲣⲏⲙⲓⲁⲥ

1.  See T. G. Wilfong: Women of Jeme: Lives in a Coptic Town in Late Antique Egypt. Ann 
Arbor, University of Michigan (2002).
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ⲕⲉⲣⲁⲕⲟⲥ ⲥⲁⲙⲟⲩⲏⲗ
ϣⲓⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲙⲁⲑⲉⲟⲥ
ϣⲓⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲓⲟϩⲁⲛⲛ
ⲡⲓⲁⲣⲟⲛ ⲉⲛⲱⲭ
ⲡⲓϣⲁⲧⲉ ⲓⲱⲥⲏⲫ
ⲧⲱⲣⲱϣ ⲃⲓⲕⲧⲱⲣ
ⲛⲟⲏ

As you can see, they are just lists of names, but such lists turn out 
to be common, often as records of witnesses to legal or financial trans-
actions. So, notice the symbol ⳁ (a staurogram or sign of the cross) at 
the head of the list to indicate that the persons named are under oath 
in this context – though in other types of documents a plain cross ☩ of-
ten simply marks the beginning of a text. Also notice how writings need 
not respect line breaks so, in the first text, the name ⲉⲗⲉⲥⲁⲓ̈ⲁⲥ is writ-
ten across two lines. In fact, Coptic writing did not use spaces between 
words either, but we introduce spaces here while you are learning, in 
line with modern editorial practice for publishing Coptic texts. As a fi-
nal point, notice the writings of ⲧⲁⲩⲉⲓⲧ/ⲇⲁⲩⲉⲓⲇ ‘David’ and ⲙⲁⲑⲉⲟⲥ/
ⲙⲁⲑⲑⲁⲓ̈ⲟⲥ ‘Matthew’: of course, in English we enjoy similar variations 
in spelling names, as with Steven/Stephen or Susan/Suzanne. That 
said, in Late Antiquity the same person may well spell their own name 
differently even in the same text.

The next ostracon, presumably a promissory note or record of a dis-
tribution, lists names along with the word ⲙⲁϩⲉ ‘flax’:

☩  ⲡⲓϣⲁⲧⲉ ⲙⲁϩⲉ
ⲥⲁⲙⲟⲩⲏⲗ ⲙⲁϩⲉ
ⲡⲁⲗⲏⲩ ⲙⲁϩⲉ

Our final ostracon lists different names. These are the names of the 
twelve calendar months used in documents at Thebes, and they are tra-
ditional Egyptian names:

ⲑⲟⲟⲩⲧ	 Thouth	 (September)
ⲡⲁⲁⲡⲉ	 Paopi	 (October)
ϩⲑⲱⲣ	 Hathur	 (November)
ⲕⲓoϩⲕ	 Khoiak	 (December)
ⲧⲱⲃⲉ	 Tubi	 (January)
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ⲉⲙⲭⲓⲣ	 Mekhir	 (February)
ⲡⲁⲣⲙ̄ϩⲟⲧⲡ̄	 Pamenoth	 (March)
ⲡⲁⲣⲙⲟⲩⲧⲉ	 Parmouthi	 (April)
ⲡⲁϩⲟⲛⲥ	 Pakhons	 (May)
☩ ⲡⲁⲱⲛⲉ	 Pauni	 (June)
ⲉⲡⲉⲡ	 Epipi	 (July)
ⲙⲏⲥⲟⲩⲣⲉ	 Mesore	 (August)

The ‘translations’ in the second column are actually the standardised 
forms adapted from Roman-era Greek documents. Though the ancient 
Egyptian months do not conform exactly to our own calendar, the third 
column indicates which month has the greatest overlap across the two 
calendars so you can reckon roughly where each Coptic month falls in the 
course of a year. As with any names, we find variant writings of month 
names, along the lines of ⲕⲟⲓⲁϩⲕ for ⲕⲓoϩⲕ ‘Khoiak’, ⲙ̄ϣⲓⲣ for ⲉⲙⲭⲓⲣ ‘Me-
khir’, ⲡⲁϣⲟⲛⲥ for ⲡⲁϩⲟⲛⲥ ‘Pakhons’ or ⲙⲉⲥⲟⲣⲉ for ⲙⲏⲥⲟⲩⲣⲉ ‘Mesore’.

1.6 TIME TO READ SOMETHING:  
ⲆⲀⲨⲈⲒⲆ Ⲙ̄ ⲘⲀⲐⲀⲒ̈ⲞⲤ ‘DAVID SON OF MATTHEW’

When used between two names, the word ⲛ̄ ‘of’ is frequently the equiv-
alent of the phrase ‘son of’, as in ⲥⲁⲛⲁⲕⲁⲡⲏ ⲛ̄ ⲏⲗⲓ̈ⲁⲥ ‘Sanagape (son) 
of Elias’. In letters and legal documents, this is one obvious means of es-
tablishing your specific identity. At this point, remember that ⲛ̄ typically 
shifts to ⲙ̄ in front of ⲙ or ⲡ, as in ⲇⲁⲩⲉⲓⲇ ⲙ̄ ⲙⲁⲑⲁⲓ̈ⲟⲥ ‘David (son) of 
Matthew’. The text of the next ostracon exemplifies this usage:

☩ ⲥⲁⲛⲁⲕⲁⲡⲏ ⲛ̄ ⲏⲗⲓ̈ⲁⲥ	 Sanagape (son) of Elias
ⲓ̈ⲱϩⲁⲛⲛⲏⲥ ⲙ̄ ⲙⲁⲑⲁⲓⲟⲥ	 John (son) of Matthew
ⲇⲁⲩⲉⲓⲇ ⲙ̄ ⲙⲁⲑⲁⲓ̈ⲟⲥ	 David (son) of Matthew
ⲁⲅⲛⲁⲇⲓ̈ⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ ⲙⲁⲑⲁⲓ̈ⲟⲥ	 Agnadios (son) of Matthew

Another ostracon begins with these names:

ⳁ ⲓⲱⲥⲉⲫ ⲛ̄ ⲥⲁⲭⲁⲣⲓⲁⲥ	 Joseph (son) of Zachary
ⲥⲧⲉⲫⲁⲛⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ ⲓⲉⲣⲉⲙⲓⲁⲥ	 Stephen (son) of Jeremy
ⲡⲁⲛⲁⲭⲟⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ	 Panachore (son) of Peter
ⲡⲓⲥⲣⲁⲏⲗ ⲛ̄ ⲕⲁⲣⲁⲃⲁⲛⲁ	 Pisrael (son) of Karabana
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1.7 TIME TO READ SOMETHING:  
ⲀⲚⲞⲔ ⲠⲒⲀ ‘I AM PIA’

A useful word to learn straightaway is ⲁⲛⲟⲕ, which simply means ‘I’ but 
may be followed by a name to create the statement ‘I am so-and-so’, as in 
ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲁⲩⲗⲟⲥ ‘I am Paul’. The following names are taken from standard 
introductions to letters and promissory notes written at Jeme:

ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲁⲗⲟⲩ	 I am Palou.
ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ϥⲣⲁⲛⲅⲉ	 I am Frange.
ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲧⲥⲓⲉ	 I am Tsie.
ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲧⲟⲩⲗⲓ̈ⲧ	 I am Toulit.
ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲓⲁ	 I am Pia.
ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲫⲉⲃⲁⲙⲱⲛ	 I am Phebamon.
ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲁⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲛⲇⲣⲉⲁⲥ	 I am Papnoute (son) of Andrew.

As a final point, note that ⲧⲥⲓⲉ, ⲧⲟⲩⲗⲓ̈ⲧ and ⲡⲓⲁ are the names 
of women, so you see that ⲁⲛⲟⲕ is used in the same way by men and 
women – and, indeed, that women at Jeme could participate in the The-
ban writing culture, even in financial proceedings, on the same basis as 
men. The last example is from an oath by a woman who also uses ⲛ̄ ‘of’ 
to name her father:

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲧⲁⲇⲱⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲕⲣⲥⲩⲛⲉ	 I am Tadore (daughter) of Krsune.



Lesson 2
Simple 
descriptions
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2.1 ARTICLES:  
‘THE’ DEFINITE ARTICLES AND GENDER

A Coptic dictionary will give you the word ϣⲏⲣⲉ ‘son’ but, for obvious 
reasons, in any given text you are more likely to read about ⲟⲩϣⲏⲣⲉ 
‘a son’ or ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ‘the son’. In Coptic ‘the’ is expressed by ⲡ- (or ⲡⲉ-) 
attached as a prefix to masculine words, while ⲧ- (or ⲧⲉ-) is prefixed 
to feminine words. We call these prefixes definite articles, because they 
‘define’ which specific person or thing we are talking about. For exam-
ple, read the following introductions, which also include the important 
title ⲁⲡⲁ ‘father’ as the respectful standard address used with the name 
of a priest or other holy person:

ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ	 The son of Apa Peter  
	   (or ‘Father Peter’).

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲇⲁⲛⲓⲏⲗ ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ ⲙⲟⲩⲥ	 I am Daniel the son of Mous.

In language terms, each Coptic noun is masculine or feminine 
whether or not the word refers to something with a biological gender 
(because this categorisation is a matter of language not biology). Ac-
cordingly, unless the word entails an obvious biological gender there 
is no way to predict whether it is masculine or feminine except taking 
ⲡ- and ⲧ- as your guide. For example, you can anticipate ⲡ-ⲉⲓⲱⲧ ‘the 
father’ and ⲧ-ⲙⲁⲁⲩ ‘the mother’, but not that ⲡ-ⲥⲱⲙⲁ ‘the body’ and 
ⲡ-ϩⲏⲧ ‘the mind’ are masculine, whereas ⲧ-ϩⲏ ‘the belly’ and ⲧ-ϩⲉ 
‘the way’ are feminine. A handful of words have specifically feminine 
forms, including ϣⲏⲣⲉ ‘child, son’ but ϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ ‘daughter’ or ⲥⲟⲛ ‘sib-
ling, brother’ but ⲥⲱⲛⲉ ‘sister’. However, since the articles can reveal 
the gender, even these distinct forms are not always used, so you may 
find both ⲧϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ and ⲧϣⲏⲣⲉ for ‘the daughter’:

ⲕⲟⲗⲟϫⲉ ⲧϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ	 Coloje, the daughter of Hello.
ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲙⲁⲣⲓϩⲁⲙ ⲧϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲉⲃⲱ	 I am Mary, the daughter of  

	   Pebo.

By the way, remember ⲑ writes ⲧϩ, so watch out for writings such as 
ⲑⲏ ‘the belly’ and ⲑⲉ ‘the way’, not to mention ⲑⲁⲗⲁⲥⲥⲁ for ⲧϩⲁⲗⲁⲥⲥⲁ 
‘the sea’, ⲑⲉⲛⲉⲉⲧⲉ for ⲧϩⲉⲛⲉⲉⲧⲉ ‘the monastery’ and so on.
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The alternatives ⲡⲉ-/ⲧⲉ- are simply fuller forms of the definite arti-
cles used in two ways:

(a) To help pronounce words that begin with two consonants or 
other awkward clusters of sounds, as in ⲧⲉⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ‘the woman, 
the wife’, ⲧⲉⲯⲩⲭⲏ ‘the soul’ (remember ⲯ writes two conso-
nants) and ⲧⲉⲃⲗ̄ϫⲉ ‘the ostracon’. You will get used to words 
such as ϩⲓ̈ⲏ ‘road’, which takes the full form of the article (ⲧⲉϩⲓ̈ⲏ 
‘the road’) because it begins with the sounds hy rather than hi 
(1.1).

(b) With a small number of words that refer to time periods, princi-
pally ⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ ‘year’, ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ‘moment’, ⲟⲩⲛⲟⲩ ‘hour’, ϩⲟⲟⲩ ‘day’ 
and ⲟⲩϣⲏ ‘night’. This raises an important point about the lan-
guage more generally: words written with ⲟⲩ as the first sound 
typically contract in writing when a prefix gets attached and the 
prefix ends in ⲁ- or ⲉ-. Accordingly, we see ⲧⲉⲩⲛⲟⲩ ‘the hour’ 
(for ⲧⲉ-ⲟⲩⲛⲟⲩ) and ⲧⲉⲩϣⲏ ‘the night’ (for ⲧⲉ-ⲟⲩϣⲏ). These 
important time words also give rise to useful time phrases, such 
as ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲩⲛⲟⲩ ‘immediately, suddenly’ and ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ‘once’, along 
with ⲧⲉⲛⲟⲩ ‘now’ (from ⲟⲩⲛⲟⲩ) and ⲡⲟⲟⲩ or ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲟⲩ ‘today’ 
(from ϩⲟⲟⲩ).

At the end of the day, of course, you do not need to know when to use 
ⲡ- or ⲧ- and when to use ⲡⲉ- or ⲧⲉ- because you only have to recognise 
what the Coptic texts give you.

As a final note, Coptic often uses definite articles where English 
would not, for instance with proper nouns such as ⲧⲥⲩⲣⲓⲁ ‘Syria’ or 
to specify a unique instance of a word, as in ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ‘god’ but ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ 
‘God’ – as you see, such uses often correspond to where English uses 
capital letters. Likewise, in the familiar phrase ⲓⲏⲥⲟⲩⲥ ⲡⲉⲭⲣⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ or 
ⲓ̄ⲥ︦ⲡⲉⲭ︦ⲥ︦, the element ⲡⲉⲭⲣⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ corresponds to English ‘Christ’ (1.2).

2.2 ARTICLES:  
‘THE’ PLURALS

With plurals, ‘the’ definite article is ⲛ̄- or ⲛⲉ- for both masculine and 
feminine words. Most words do not change to show they are plural, so 
you find ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ‘the son’ and ⲛ̄ϣⲏⲣⲉ ‘the sons’. However, there are a 
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few distinct plurals, including ⲉⲓⲟⲧⲉ ‘parents, ancestors’ (from ⲉⲓⲱⲧ), 
ϩⲓ̈ⲟⲙⲉ ‘women’ (from ⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ), ⲥⲛ̄ⲏⲩ ‘brothers’ (from ⲥⲟⲛ), ⲣ̄ⲣⲱⲟⲩ ‘kings’ 
(from ⲣ̄ⲣⲟ), ⲧⲃ̄ⲛⲟⲟⲩⲉ ‘animals’ (from ⲧⲃ̄ⲛⲏ), ϩⲓⲟⲟⲩⲉ ‘roads, paths’ (from 
ϩⲓⲏ), ϩⲃⲏⲩⲉ ‘matters, acts, things’ (from ϩⲱⲃ), ⲡⲏⲩⲉ ‘heavens’ (from 
ⲡⲉ), ⲯⲩⲭⲟⲟⲩⲉ ‘souls’ (from ⲯⲩⲭⲏ), ⲃⲗ̄ⲗⲉⲉⲩⲉ ‘blind’ (from ⲃⲗ̄ⲗⲉ), and 
ⲣ̄ⲙⲉⲓⲟⲟⲩⲉ ‘tears’ (from ⲣ̄ⲙⲉⲓⲏ). However, since the articles indicate the 
number, even these plural forms are not essential so, for instance, you 
may find ⲛⲉⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ or ⲛⲉϩⲓ̈ⲟⲙⲉ for ‘the women’.

Again, words that begin with two consonants or refer to certain 
time periods take the fuller form ⲛⲉ-, as in ⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ ‘the brothers’ and 
ⲛⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ ‘the days’, as well as ⲛⲉϩⲓ̈ⲟⲙⲉ ‘the women’ and ⲛⲉϩⲓⲟⲟⲩⲉ 
‘the roads’ which begin with the sounds hy. That said, the syllables ⲛ̄- 
and ⲛⲉ- were obviously pronounced similarly (1.2), so you may find 
both ⲛ̄ⲃⲁⲣⲃⲁⲣⲟⲥ and ⲛⲉⲃⲁⲣⲃⲁⲣⲟⲥ ‘the barbarians’ or ⲛ̄ⲣ̄ⲣⲱⲟⲩ and 
ⲛⲉⲣⲣⲱⲟⲩ ‘the kings’, sometimes mistakenly and sometimes for specific 
reasons of pronunciation.

2.3 ARTICLES:  
ⲞⲨ ‘A’ AND ϨⲈⲚ ‘SOME’ ARE INDEFINITE ARTICLES

The indefinite article ⲟⲩ- ‘a’ is also a prefix, as in ⲟⲩϣⲏⲣⲉ ‘a son’ or 
ⲟⲩⲕⲁⲗϭⲓⲗ ‘a wheel’, but the same form is used whether the noun is 
masculine or feminine. With plural words, the indefinite article is ϩⲉⲛ- 
for masculine and feminine, as in ϩⲉⲛⲣⲱⲙⲉ ‘men, some men’, ϩⲉⲛϩⲟⲟⲩ 
‘some days’ and ϩⲉⲛⲱϩⲉ ‘fishermen’. Closely related to these indefinite 
articles are the nouns ⲟⲩⲁ (feminine ⲟⲩⲉⲓ̈) ‘one, someone’ and ϩⲟⲉⲓⲛⲉ 
‘some, some people’.

Whereas definite articles specify which person or thing we are talk-
ing about (ⲧⲉⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ‘the woman’, ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲟⲩ ‘today’), indefinite articles 
refer broadly to a group (ϩⲉⲛϩⲟⲟⲩ ‘some days’) or introduce someone 
or something we did not yet know about (ⲟⲩⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ‘a woman’) (7.4). A 
noun with no article at all simply presents the word as a category, such 
as ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ‘man, men’ and ⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ‘woman, women’. As a general point, you 
will soon come to recognise that Coptic grammar makes some impor
tant distinctions between how it treats defined and undefined nouns. 
For instance, following undefined nouns the word ⲛ̄ ‘of’ is usually re-
placed by ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ, as in ⲟⲩϩⲟⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ⲡⲙⲟⲩ ‘a fear of Death’ or ϩⲛ̄ ⲏⲣⲏⲛⲏ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ‘in God’s peace’.
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2.4 ARTICLES:  
ⲔⲈ IS ‘ANOTHER’ ARTICLE ‘TOO’

The final article for you to be aware of is ⲕⲉ which can be used as a prefix 
in either of two ways:

(a) On its own or with an indefinite article, ⲕⲉ means ‘other, anoth-
er’, as in ⲕⲉⲟⲩⲁ (ⲕⲉ-ⲟⲩⲁ) ‘another one, one more’, ⲕⲉϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ‘an-
other elder’, ϩⲉⲛⲕⲉⲥⲟⲡ (ϩⲉⲛ-ⲕⲉ-ⲥⲟⲡ) ‘some other occasions’, 
ϩⲉⲛⲕⲉⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ‘some other thoughts’ and ϩⲉⲛⲕⲉⲁⲥⲕⲓⲧⲏⲥ ‘some 
other ascetics’ (‘ascetics’ being people who pursue a lifestyle of 
self-discipline and abstention).

(b) Used with a definite article, ⲕⲉ means ‘too, as well’ or suchlike, as in 
ⲡⲕⲉϫⲓϫⲱⲓ (ⲡ-ⲕⲉ-ϫⲓϫⲱⲓ) ‘Jijoi too’, ⲧⲕⲉⲟⲩⲉⲓ ‘the other one too’ 
and ⲡⲕⲉⲥⲉⲉⲡⲉ ‘the rest as well’. Closely related to the article ⲕⲉ is 
the plural noun ⲕⲟⲟⲩⲉ ‘others’, as in ϩⲉⲛⲕⲟⲟⲩⲉ ‘some others’.

2.5 ADJECTIVES WHICH FOLLOW THEIR WORD

A small number of describing words (adjectives) simply follow the word 
they describe, including ϣⲏⲙ ‘ordinary, lowly’ (ⲡⲡⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ ϣⲏⲙ ‘the 
lowly believer’) and ⲕⲟⲩⲓ ‘small’ (ⲟⲩⲕⲁⲗϭⲓⲗ ⲕⲟⲩⲓ ‘a small wheel’). For 
example, look at the next ostracon, which contains a specific Christian 
reference to the disciples of Jesus using the word ⲙⲛ̄ ‘and’ (note, the 
phrase ϩⲉⲛⲱϩⲉ ⲛⲉ means ‘are fishermen’):

ⳁ ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲁⲛⲇⲣⲉⲁⲥ	 Peter and Andrew
ⲙⲛ̄ ⲓⲁⲕⲟⲃⲟⲥ ⲙⲛ̄	 and James and
ⲓⲱϩⲁⲛⲛⲏⲥ ϩⲉⲛⲱϩⲉ ⲛⲉ	 John are fishermen.

On the reverse the text simply adds:

ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ ϣⲏⲙ	 I am lowly Peter.

Another such adjective is ⲛⲓⲙ, which means ‘each, every, all’ and is used 
without articles, as in ⲡⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ ⲛⲓⲙ ‘each believer’. There are not many of 
these adjectives but they are commonly used and produce useful phras-
es such as ⲟⲩⲟⲛ ⲛⲓⲙ ‘everyone’, ϩⲱⲃ ⲛⲓⲙ or ⲛ̄ⲕⲁ ⲛⲓⲙ ‘everything’ and 
ⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ⲛⲓⲙ ‘at any time’.
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2.6 ADJECTIVES:  
THE NUMBER ⲤⲚⲀⲨ ‘TWO’

The number ⲥⲛⲁⲩ ‘two’ usually follows the word it describes, as in ϩⲏⲧ 
ⲥⲛⲁⲩ ‘two minds’ and ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲥⲛⲁⲩ ‘the two men’. However, notice that 
the word described by ⲥⲛⲁⲩ is singular, which is why you see ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ 
ⲥⲛⲁⲩ not ⲛ̄ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲥⲛⲁⲩ. Occasionally, the noun also gets reduced in 
pronunciation, as in ⲥⲉⲡ ⲥⲛⲁⲩ ‘two times’ from ⲥⲟⲡ ‘occasion’. Unlike 
most describing words, numbers often have specific forms for describing 
feminine nouns, as in ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲥⲛⲁⲩ ‘the two men’ but ⲧⲉⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ⲥⲛ̄ⲧⲉ 
‘the two women’.

2.7 ADJECTIVES WHICH GO IN FRONT  
OF THEIR WORD

A small number of common adjectives do not follow the word they de-
scribe but stand in front of it instead, including ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ‘any’, ⲛⲟϭ ‘big, 
great’, ⲙⲏⲏϣⲉ ‘many’, ϩⲁϩ ‘many’, ⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ‘beloved’ (with the plural 
ⲙⲉⲣⲁⲧⲉ) and ⲛⲁⲏⲧ ‘compassionate’. These adjectives link to the word 
they describe with the mediating sound ⲛ̄, as in ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ‘any el-
der’, ⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ⲛ̄ϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ‘beloved lord’, ⲙⲉⲣⲁⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲛ ‘beloved brothers’ and 
ϩⲁϩ ⲛ̄ⲃⲓⲣ ‘many baskets’. The simple (cardinal) numbers from ϣⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧ 
‘three’ upwards behave this way too, as in ϣⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧ ⲛ̄ϫⲱ ‘three cups’ or 
ⲥⲉ ⲛ̄ⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ ‘sixty (ⲥⲉ) years’.

Any article there may be goes at the start of the whole phrase, as in 
ⲟⲩ-ⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ϭⲟⲛϫⲟⲩ ‘a big jar’, ⲟⲩ-ⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ⲣⲁϣⲉ ‘a great joy’ and ⲡ-ⲛⲁⲏⲧ 
ⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ‘compassionate God’, as well as ⲕⲉ-ⲙⲏⲏϣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲣⲧⲩⲣⲟⲥ 
‘many other martyrs’ and ⲕⲉ-ϣⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧ ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲟⲩ ‘three more days, another 
three days’.

2.8 TIME TO READ SOMETHING:  
SIMPLE TESTIMONIES

The following inscriptions appear in the Church of Saint Isidore at Deyr 
al-Medina (3.6), near Jeme, and among them you will find the titles 
ⲁⲛⲁⲅⲛⲱⲥⲧⲏⲥ ‘Reader’ and ⲥⲁⲭⲟ ‘Eminence’. Going forward, take care 
not to confuse the useful words ϣⲏⲣⲉ ‘son’ and ϣⲏⲙ ‘ordinary, lowly’.
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ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ ϣⲏⲙ	 I am lowly Peter.
ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲁⲩⲗⲟⲥ ⲡⲥⲁⲭⲟ ϣⲏⲙ	 I am Paul, the lowly  

	   Eminence.
ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲁⲃⲣⲁϩⲁⲙ ϣⲏⲙ ⲡⲁⲛⲁⲅⲛⲱⲥⲧⲏⲥ	 I am lowly Abraham,  

	   the Reader.
ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲁⲩⲗⲟⲥ ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲓⲥⲣⲁ	 I am Paul, the son of  

	   Pisra.

Finally, an ostracon which is a brief inventory of items such as ϫⲱ 
‘cup’, ⲕⲁⲧⲏⲥ ‘jug’, ϭⲟⲛϫⲟⲩ or ϭⲛ̄ϫⲟⲩ ‘jar’, ⲗⲁⲕⲁⲛⲧ ‘cauldron’, ϩⲃ̄ⲃⲥ̄ 
‘cover’ and ⲕⲁⲗϭⲓⲗ ‘wheel’:

ⲟⲩⲕⲁⲧⲏⲥ ϣⲏⲙ	 An ordinary jug
ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ϭⲟⲛϫⲟⲩ	 A big jar
ⲟⲩϩⲃ̄ⲃ̄ⲥ ⲗⲁⲙⲡⲁ	 A cover, lamp
ⲟⲩⲗⲁⲕⲁⲛⲧ	 A cauldron
ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ⲕⲁⲗϭⲓⲗ	 A big wheel
ⲟⲩⲕⲁⲗϭⲓⲗ ϣⲏⲙ	 An ordinary wheel
ⲟⲩϭⲛ̄ϫⲟⲩ ⲕⲟⲩⲓ̈ ⲛ̄ ϩⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧ	 A small jar of copper (ϩⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧ)
ϣⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧ ⲛ̄ϫⲱ ⲛ̄ ϩⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧ	 Three cups of copper
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WORKING VOCABULARY

Now is a good moment to check whether you remember some useful 
words. These are words you are liable to meet again moving forward, 
so knowing them will help your reading flow. An old trick is to cover the 
translations with your hand or a piece of paper, or enlarge the screen 
view until the translations disappear, and see whether you recall the 
meaning of each word.

ⲟⲩⲁ	 one
ⲥⲛⲁⲩ	 two
ϣⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧ	 three
ⲕⲟⲟⲩⲉ	 others
ⲥⲉⲉⲡⲉ	 rest, remainder
ϩⲱⲃ	� matter, act,  

thing
ⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ	 woman, wife
ⲙⲁⲁⲩ	 mother
ⲉⲓⲱⲧ	 father
ϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ	 daughter
ϣⲏⲣⲉ	 son
ⲥⲟⲛ	 brother
ⲥⲛⲏⲩ	 brothers
ⲥⲱⲛⲉ	 sister
ⲏⲣⲏⲛⲏ	 peace
ⲙⲟⲩ	 die, death
ϩⲏⲧ	 heart, mind
ⲯⲩⲭⲏ	 soul
ⲥⲱⲙⲁ	 body
ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ	 god
ϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ	 lord
ⲣ̄ⲣⲟ	 king
ⲣ̄ⲣⲱⲟⲩ	 kings
ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ	 elder
ϩⲉⲛⲉⲉⲧⲉ	 monastery

ⲡⲉ	 sky
ϩⲉ	 way, manner
ϩⲓ̈ⲏ	 road, path
ϩⲟⲟⲩ	 day
ⲟⲩϣⲏ	 night
ⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ	 year
ⲥⲟⲡ	 occasion
ⲟⲩⲛⲟⲩ	 hour
ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ	 moment
ⲉⲙⲁⲧⲉ	 very, especially
ⲕⲟⲩⲓ	 small, little
ⲗⲁⲁⲩ	 any
ⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ	 beloved
ⲛⲓⲙ	 each, all
ⲛⲟϭ	 big, great
ϣⲏⲙ	 ordinary, lowly
ϩⲁϩ	 many

Some useful phrases
ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ	 once
ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲟⲩ	 today
ⲧⲉⲛⲟⲩ	 now
ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲩⲛⲟⲩ	� immediately,  

suddenly
ⲛ̄ⲕⲁ ⲛⲓⲙ	 everything
ⲟⲩⲟⲛ ⲛⲓⲙ	 everyone



Lesson 3
Coptic and 
Greek
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3.1 GREEK WORDS

Though Coptic is a phase of the indigenous Egyptian language, words 
adopted from Greek are characteristic of any text. There is no single rea-
son for this, and it is easy to overestimate Greek’s presence, but many 
words came to Coptic naturally because Greek had been spoken by mi-
norities in and around Egypt for many centuries, not least in discourse 
among educated and ruling elites. For example, ⲭⲁⲓⲣⲉ ‘hello’ or ⲭⲁⲓⲣⲉⲓⲛ 
(or ⲭⲁⲓⲣⲉⲧⲉ to more than one person) was heard every day around the 
Roman Empire, not only in Egypt. On the other hand, Greek-speakers 
had settled in significant numbers in exclusively Greek-speaking commu-
nities from the seventh century bc, long before Greek-speakers came to 
rule Egypt – though this in turn was the case for 1,000 years, from the late 
fourth century bc until the Arab conquest. Most importantly, perhaps, 
many Coptic texts are rooted in non-Egyptian text traditions – whether to 
do with Christianity or imperial law and government – and consequently 
are translations or adaptations of Greek originals that employed special-
ist vocabulary. In other words, we may compare Greek’s impact on Cop-
tic vocabulary to the cumulative impact on early English of not one but 
several languages, including: (a) the Scandinavian languages spoken by 
large numbers of settlers in the British Isles; (b) the Classical languages 
used specifically in religion, education, government and law; and (c) the 
Norman French used by a ruling elite during the Middle Ages.

3.2 ROLES WITHIN THE CHURCH

To take an obvious example, Christianity first reached Egypt through com-
munities for whom Greek-speaking was not only influential but normal. 
Therefore, of course, the new religion also entailed new ideas, values and 
practices for which the relevant vocabulary already existed and could 
be transmitted directly to Coptic. For example, alongside the indigenous 
word ⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ‘writing’ we also come across the Coptic word ⲧⲉ-ⲅⲣⲁⲫⲏ ‘Scrip-
ture’ derived from Greek. Likewise, Greek words include those for specif-
ic church roles, many of which have passed into English too on the same 
basis:

ⲙⲁⲣⲧⲩⲣⲟⲥ ‘witness, martyr’	 ⲙⲟⲛⲁⲭⲟⲥ ‘solitary, monk’
ⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⲟⲡⲟⲥ ‘bishop’	 ⲡⲣⲉⲥⲃⲩⲧⲉⲣⲟⲥ ‘elder, priest,  

	   presbyter’
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ⲁⲣⲭⲏⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⲟⲡⲟⲥ ‘archbishop’	 ⲁⲣⲭⲏⲙⲁⲛⲇⲣⲓⲧⲏⲥ ‘archimandrite  
	   (monastery leader)’

ⲥⲩⲛⲁⲝⲓⲥ ‘assembly, 	 ⲇⲓⲁⲕⲱⲛ or ⲇⲓⲁⲕⲟⲛⲟⲥ ‘deacon’ 
(church) service’

On the other hand, the ordinary words of a Coptic Christian commu-
nity are indigenous:

ⲥⲟⲛ ‘brother’	 ϣⲏⲙ ‘lowly’
ⲑⲃ̄ⲃⲓⲟ ‘humility’	 ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ‘elder’
ⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ‘holy’	 ϩⲉⲛⲉⲉⲧⲉ ‘monastery’
ϣⲗⲏⲗ ‘pray’	 ϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ‘lord’

Of course, another indigenous word to note in this context is ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ 
‘God’.

3.3 ϨⲀⲄⲒⲞⲤ ‘SAINT’ AND OTHER TITLES  
FROM GREEK

Some commonly used words adopted from Greek, such as the adjectives 
ϩⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥ ‘holy’ and ⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ‘blessed’, typically have specific uses. For 
example, ϩⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥ usually appears with names as the equivalent of the 
title ‘Saint’ (English has adopted ‘Saint’ from Latin sanctus in exactly 
the same way), while ⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ‘blessed’ is frequently used as a euphe-
mism for deceased, as in ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲕⲟⲥⲙⲁ ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲓ̈ⲥⲁⲕ ‘I 
am Cosma, the son of the blessed Isaac’. In Greek, adjectives regularly 
change to agree with the words they describe for gender and for num-
ber; and, although this agreement is not required in Coptic, the differ
ent Greek forms may well appear in such contexts. For example, you 
will see ⲧϩⲁⲅⲓⲁ ⲙⲁⲣⲓⲁ ‘Saint Mary’ alongside ⲡϩⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲓⲥⲓⲇⲱⲣⲟⲥ 
‘Saint Apa Isidore’. As expected, in describing ‘Mary’ the definite arti-
cle is ⲧ- (feminine form) but also ϩⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥ has changed to ϩⲁⲅⲓⲁ as it 
would in Greek – doubtless, of course, because ϩⲁⲅⲓⲁ ⲙⲁⲣⲓⲁ had been 
adopted as a whole phrase, along with other established phrases such 
as ⲟⲩⲕⲁⲑⲟⲗⲓⲕⲏ ⲉⲕⲕⲗⲏⲥⲓⲁ ‘a catholic church’. By the way, in English we 
simply translate ⲡϩⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲓⲥⲓⲇⲱⲣⲟⲥ as ‘St Isidore’ because the use 
of ⲁⲡⲁ is typical in Coptic but awkward in translation. Remember, too, 
how ⲫ and ⲑ are used in writing (1.1):
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ⲡϩⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥ or ⲫⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲓⲥⲓⲇⲱⲣⲟⲥ	 St Isidore
ⲧϩⲁⲅⲓⲁ or ⲑⲁⲅⲓⲁ ⲙⲁⲣⲓⲁ	 St Mary

3.4 ADJECTIVES:  
A STRATEGY USING NOUNS

The descriptions noted in Lesson 2 involve adjectives, which are words 
specifically intended to describe other words. However, the phrase 
ϫⲱ ⲛ̄ ϩⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧ ‘cup of copper’ indicates how a noun may describe an-
other word by following it and linking via ⲛ̄ to mean ‘of that type’. In 
other words, ϫⲱ ⲛ̄ ϩⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧ ‘cup of copper’ effectively means ‘cup made 
of copper’ and may be straightforwardly translated as ‘copper cup’. 
Such descriptions often translate best using an English adjective, as in 
ⲟⲩⲥⲧⲁⲩⲣⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ ϣⲉ ‘a wooden cross’ (literally ‘a cross of wood’) or ⲧϩⲉ 
ⲛ̄ ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ‘the mortal way’ (literally ‘the way of people’). Indeed, Coptic 
uses this strategy for descriptions even when the literal translation into 
English would be strained, as in ϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲛ̄ ⲥⲟⲛ ‘brotherly lord’ (but hardly 
‘lord of brotherly type’). So, here we treat the ⲛ̄ not as a distinct word but 
as the mediating sound marking a description (2.7), as in ⲟⲩⲥⲧⲁⲩⲣⲟⲥ 
ⲛ̄ϣⲉ ‘a wooden cross’ and ϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲛ ‘brotherly lord’. Some adjectives 
can follow this pattern too, as in ⲟⲩϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲱⲧ ‘an only son’ (ⲟⲩⲱⲧ 
‘single, alone’), ⲡⲙⲟⲛⲁⲭⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϩⲁⲕ ‘the prudent monk’ (ϩⲁⲕ ‘prudent’), 
ⲧⲥⲱⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲓ̈ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ‘the pious sister’ (ⲙⲁⲓ̈ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ‘pious’) and ⲛ̄ⲣ̄ⲣⲱⲟⲩ 
ⲛ̄ⲁⲛⲟⲙⲟⲥ ‘the lawless kings’ (ⲁⲛⲟⲙⲟⲥ ‘lawless’) (2.2).

3.5 ADJECTIVES USED AS NOUNS

As in English (a little, an Egyptian, the best, some braves, etc.), an ad-
jective may simply be used with an article to mean someone or some-
thing with this quality, as in ⲟⲩⲕⲟⲩⲓ ‘a little bit’, ⲡϣⲏⲙ ‘the lowly one’, 
ⲡⲇⲓⲕⲁⲓⲟⲥ ‘the righteous one’, ϩⲉⲛⲙⲏⲏϣⲉ ‘many people’ and even 
ⲕⲉⲕⲟⲩⲓ ‘a little more’ (2.4). For example, in the next section you will 
read ⲡϣⲏⲙ ‘the lowly one’ as well as ⲡⲡⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ ϣⲏⲙ ‘the lowly believer’. 
A useful word to learn in this context is ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ‘any’, which can be used as 
a noun to mean ‘anyone, anything’ or even ‘no one’.
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3.6 TIME TO READ SOMETHING:  
INSCRIPTIONS FROM DEYR AL-MEDINA

Now we can return to an early church rich with Coptic inscriptions. 
Deyr al-Medina is another well-known pharaonic site at Thebes and as 
such has been excavated by archaeologists since the nineteenth century. 
At some time, no later than the 500s, an ancient temple here for the 
goddess Hathor was repurposed as a church dedicated to Saint Isidore 
the Martyr (ⲫⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲓⲥⲓⲇⲱⲣⲟⲥ ⲡⲙⲁⲣⲧⲩⲣⲟⲥ) and, at the gate, a 
pharaonic image of an enthroned deity was carefully adapted to create 
a new icon, presumably of Saint Isidore himself.1 Clearly the Christian 
centuries breathed new life and service into sacred spaces at Thebes, 
and Saint Isidore’s Church was part of a thriving network of traditional 
communities in ancient sites still familiar to modern tourists, includ-
ing Medinat Habu, Deyr al-Bahari, Dra Abu al-Naga, Shaykh Abd al-
Qurana, Quranat Mara’i and the Valley of the Queens. Apa Stephen, a 
priest of the church, was recorded on business in Jeme in the early 700s 
and some years later the church was in the care of a certain Apa Pleyne, 
but it was closed before the end of the century. What prompted this turn 
of events? We do not know.

There are more than seventy Coptic inscriptions on the temple walls 
and roof, only a handful longer than a couple of lines. The longest are 
funerary and nearly all are statements of identity of some kind so, while 
reading the following, anticipate the word ⲁⲛⲟⲕ along with names and 
titles. Some texts were painted as well as inscribed and the details in paint 
have often been lost, but here you have normalised copies:

ⲙⲁⲣⲕⲟⲥ ⲡⲡⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ	 Mark, the believer.
ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲙⲁⲑⲑⲁⲓⲟⲥ ⲡⲙⲟⲛⲁⲭⲟⲥ 	 I am Matthew, the monk,  

ⲡϣⲏⲙ	   the lowly one.

Here is a longer statement from a priest of the church, which includes 
a non-standard spelling of the title ⲡⲣⲉⲥⲃⲩⲧⲉⲣⲟⲥ ‘priest’ (see Figure 11):

Ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲁⲩⲗⲟⲥ ⲡⲣⲉⲥⲃⲏⲧⲉⲣⲟⲥ	 I am Paul, priest,
ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲑⲉⲱⲫⲓⲗⲟⲥ	 the son of Apa Theophilus,

1  See C. Heurtel: Les inscriptions coptes et grecques du temple d’Hathor à Deir el-Médîna. 
Bibliothèque d’études coptes 16. Cairo, IFAO (2004).
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ⲡⲣⲉⲥⲃⲏⲧⲉⲣⲟⲥ ⲙ̄	 priest of
ⲫⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲓⲥⲓⲇⲱⲣⲟⲥ 	 St Isidore the Martyr. 

ⲡⲙⲁⲣⲧⲉⲣⲟⲥ	

Figure 10  The  temple of the goddess Hathor at Deyr al- Medina, which 

 later became the Church of Saint Isidore the Martyr. Thebes, second 

century bc. Source: Mike Shepherd (mikeshepherdimages.co.uk).

From the last line here, you will appreciate that the reference to Saint 
Isidore is to the church rather than the saint himself, so we could trans-
late here ‘priest of Saint Isidore the Martyr’s’. The same is true of a simi-
lar inscription, which names another church:

Ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲙⲁⲣⲕⲟⲥ ⲡⲡⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ ϣⲏⲙ	 I am Mark, the lowly believer,
ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ	 the son of Apa Peter,
ⲡⲣⲉⲥⲃⲩⲧⲉⲣⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ ⲡϩⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥ ⲁⲡⲁ 	 priest of Saint Mark’s. 

ⲙⲁⲣⲕⲟⲥ ☩	

St Mark’s Church was on Quranat Mara’i, a prominent hill right in 
front of the gate to Saint Isidore the Martyr’s. Finally, look at how the 
next inscription is actually written, with unexpected line breaks and ab-
breviations for standard titles:

Ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲥⲧⲉⲫⲁⲛⲟⲥ
ⲡⲣⲉⲥⲃⲩⲧⲉ⳼ ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ
ⲛ̄ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲡⲁⲩⲗⲟⲥ
ⲡⲣⲉⲥⲃⲩⲧⲉⲣⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ ⲫⲁ

http://mikeshepherdimages.co.uk
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ⲅⲓⲟⲥ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲓⲥⲓⲇⲱ
ⲣⲟⲥ ⲡⲙⲁⲣⲧⲉⲣⲟⲥ +

Figure 11  A funerary inscription for Paul, son of Theo philus, in the 

Church of Saint Isidore the Martyr. Thebes, seventh to eighth centur y. 

Source: author.

Here is a normalised transcription of the same text:

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲥⲧⲉⲫⲁⲛⲟⲥ ⲡⲣⲉⲥⲃⲩⲧⲉⲣⲟⲥ	 I am Stephen, priest,
ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲡⲁⲩⲗⲟⲥ	 the son of Apa Paul,
ⲡⲣⲉⲥⲃⲩⲧⲉⲣⲟⲥ ⲙ̄	 priest of
ⲫⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲓⲥⲓⲇⲱⲣⲟⲥ ⲡⲙⲁⲣⲧⲩⲣⲟⲥ	 St Isidore the Martyr’s.





Lesson 4
Three Coptic 
fundamentals
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4.1 SUFFIX PRONOUNS

In order to recognise Coptic pronouns (I, me, my, you, your, she, her, etc.) 
you need to become familiar with a sequence of suffixes which correspond 
to the different persons. These ‘suffix pronouns’ are used in various ways 
(to express relations, possession, subjects, objects, etc.) but most often 
with prepositions, as we will discuss in a moment, or, as we shall see later, 
with nouns (5.2), definite articles (5.3) and verbs (6.2). You are going to 
need to commit them to memory but this will naturally happen through 
practice and familiarity because they are used frequently – think how fre-
quently we (that is, you and I) use them as well. 

Person Singular Plural

First ⲓ or ⲧ ‘I, me’ ⲛ ‘we, us’ 
Second  ⲕ ‘you’ (masc.) ⲧⲛ̄ or ⲧⲏⲩⲧⲛ̄ ‘you’ 

ⲉ or ⲧⲉ ‘you’ (fem.) or ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄
Third ϥ ‘he, him’ ⲩ or ⲟⲩ ‘they, them’ 

ⲥ ‘she, her’ 

Because they are suffixes, these pronouns cannot stand on their own 
as separate words – they must attach to another word. For example, a 
suffix pronoun may attach to ⲛ̄ ‘for’ to form ⲛⲁⲕ ‘for you’, ⲛⲁⲥ ‘for her’ 
and so on. Therefore, notice a crucial point right at the start: whenever 
a suffix pronoun attaches to a word, it is bound to distort the pronuncia-
tion, which is why ⲛ̄ forms ⲛⲁⲕ, ⲛⲁⲥ and ⲛⲁⲛ ‘for us (ⲛⲁ-ⲛ)’. Notice too 
that a pronoun may also have to be ‘nasalised’ to help with the pronun-
ciation, as in ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧϥ̄ ‘because of him (ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧ-ϥ)’.

The rest of the comments in this section are specifics that you will be 
guided back to as you are learning, so read them through now but do not 
feel you need to commit them to memory straight away.

The first-person singular pronoun (‘I, me’) is ⲓ after vowels but ⲧ 
after consonants or double vowels, as in ⲉϫⲱⲓ̈ ‘over me (ⲉϫⲱ-ⲓ)’ 
but ϩⲓⲱⲱⲧ ‘on me (ϩⲓⲱⲱ-ⲧ)’. As a result, words that ordinarily end 
with ⲧ usually exhibit no suffix when the pronoun is present because 
the added ⲧ gets lost in pronunciation, as in ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧ ‘because of 
me’ (ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧ ‘because of’ + ⲧ ‘me’ > ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧ not ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧⲧ).
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The second-person singular pronoun (‘you’) when addressing 
a woman is simply ⲉ attached to consonants, as in ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧⲉ 
‘because of you (ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧ-ⲉ)’. However, the fact that the pronoun 
is a vowel causes pronunciation difficulties when it attaches to 
words that already end with a vowel, and these may be resolved 
in different ways. For example, following a word that ends with 
a double vowel, the pronoun becomes ⲧⲉ, as in ϩⲓⲱⲱⲧⲉ ‘on you 
(ϩⲓⲱⲱ-ⲧⲉ)’. On the other hand, words with a single vowel at the 
end show nothing, so we must detect the feminine ‘you’: some-
times from its absence, as in ⲉⲣⲟⲕ ‘to you’ (addressing a man) but 
ⲉⲣⲟ ‘to you’ (addressing a woman); sometimes because its pres-
ence affects the pronunciation of the vowel, as in ⲛⲁⲕ ‘for you’ (to 
a man) but ⲛⲏ ‘for you’ (to a woman).

The second-person plural pronoun (‘you’ when addressing sever-
al people) is usually ⲧⲛ̄ after a vowel and ⲧⲏⲩⲧⲛ̄ after a conso-
nant. Again, however, a final vowel in the initial word may also be 
affected, as in ⲉⲣⲟⲕ ‘to you’ but ⲉⲣⲱⲧⲛ̄ ‘to you’ (plural). The form 
ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ only appears with certain tense markers (see 6.2).

4.2 SHIFTING PREPOSITIONS

Prepositions such as ⲛ̄ ‘for’ (usually little words stating locations and 
relations) have a standard form used in front of most words, as in ⲉ 
ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ‘to the lord’ and ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲡϩⲙⲟⲙ ‘because of the fever’. However, as 
you will have noticed above, their forms shift in pronunciation whenev-
er a suffix pronoun is attached. So, you saw that ⲛ̄ ‘for’ shifts to ⲛⲁ with a 
suffix pronoun, as in ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ‘for me’ and ⲛⲁⲩ ‘for them’. More dramatically, 
notice how ⲉ ‘to’ forms ⲉⲣⲟⲕ ‘to you’ and ⲉⲣⲟⲩ ‘to them (ⲉⲣⲟ-ⲩ)’; how 
ⲉⲧⲃⲉ shifts in ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧⲉ ‘because of you’ and ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧϥ̄ ‘because of him 
(ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧ-ϥ)’; and how ⲙⲛ̄ forms ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁϥ ‘with him’ and ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲥ ‘with 
her (ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁ-ⲥ)’.

In dictionaries, the shifted forms are marked with ⸗ (double bond) to 
indicate that this form only occurs with a suffix pronoun attached. So, 
from now on, in the wordlists here you will find each preposition listed 
in its usual form and its shifted form as follows: ⲛ̄, ⲛⲁ⸗ ‘for’ and ⲙⲛ̄, 
ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁ⸗ ‘with’. Here are some common prepositions for starters:
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ⲛ̄, ⲛⲁ⸗ to, for	 ⲉ, ⲉⲣⲟ⸗ to, towards
ⲙⲛ̄, ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁ⸗ with, and	 ⲉϫⲛ̄, ⲉϫⲱ⸗ over, onto, ahead
ϩⲛ̄, ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ⸗ in, with, from	 ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄, ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧ⸗ by, through, from
ⲉⲧⲃⲉ, ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧ⸗ because of, 	 ϩⲓ, ϩⲓⲱⲱ⸗ on, at  

about
ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ, ⲛ̄ⲥⲱ⸗ behind, after, 	 ⲡⲁⲣⲁ, ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲣⲟ⸗ more than,  

apart from	   beyond

At first glance, the shifting prepositions seem random and unpredicta-
ble, but the chart following this lesson may help you recognise certain 
predictable patterns.

As a final note – and again not one to concern you at the outset – we 
noted in Section 4.1 that prepositions ending with ⲧ usually show no 
suffix when the first-person pronoun ⲧ ‘me’ ought to be attached, as in 
ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧ ‘because of me’ and ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧ ‘through me’. However, what you 
do notice is that the preposition has shifted as if to take a suffix pro-
noun (ⲉⲧⲃⲉ > ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧ and ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄ > ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧ). In other words, no pronoun 
seems to be written but you can see that there must be one.

4.3 COMMANDS, REQUESTS AND THE IMPERATIVE

Verbs are the crucial words like ϯ ‘give’ or ϣⲗⲏⲗ ‘pray’ – that is, words for 
actions and what we do. In English, verbs appear in predictably different 
forms (give, gives, gave, giving, given). In Coptic, verbs appear in predict-
ably different forms too, but they do so in different ways and for different 
reasons than in English. That said, the first verb form you need to know is 
straightforward because, in Coptic as in English, most verbs give commands 
using the basic form you find in a dictionary (6.1). For example, ϭⲱ ‘stay!’ 
is a command from ϭⲱ ‘stay’ and ⲃⲱⲕ ‘go!’ is a command from ⲃⲱⲕ ‘go’. 
Accordingly, we may read ϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϫⲱⲓ̈ ‘pray for me’ (literally ‘pray over 
me’) and, typically, you recognise the command from the context in which 
it is used (a direct address to you or to someone) plus the fact that the verb 
ϣⲗⲏⲗ has no accompanying words to tell you who is doing the action – as 
in the English ‘shut up and listen’ or ‘please stay’. Of course, commands can 
be insistent demands but they may also be polite, measured requests, as in 
the case of the standard sign-off in a letter, ⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ ϩⲙ̄ ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ – literally ‘be 
sound in the Lord’ but meaning simply ‘hello’ or ‘farewell’ depending on 
whether it is used in the address or at the end of the whole letter.
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On the other hand, a few Coptic verbs do have a special command 
form, usually termed the imperative (which just means ‘commanding’ 
in Latin). So, with ⲉⲓⲣⲉ ‘do, make’ we find the command ⲁⲣⲓ ‘do!’, with 
ⲉⲓ ‘come’ we find the command ⲁⲙⲟⲩ ‘come!’ (or ⲁⲙⲏ to a woman) and 
we find comments such as ⲁϫⲉ ⲟⲩϣⲁϫⲉ ⲉⲣⲟⲓ ‘tell a saying (ϣⲁϫⲉ) to 
me’. From these examples you will notice that most imperatives begin 
with an ⲁ-sound but they are sometimes very different from the basic 
verb (ⲉⲓ > ⲁⲙⲟⲩ). You cannot easily predict which verbs have a specific 
imperative but they are common verbs, so you simply recognise them 
(and react accordingly) through practice and familiarity. In the mean-
time, here is an initial list of half a dozen:

Basic verb	 Imperative
ⲉⲓ ‘come’	 ⲁⲙⲟⲩ ‘come!’
		  ⲁⲙⲏ (to a woman)
		  ⲁⲙⲏⲓⲧⲛ̄ (to several)
ⲉⲓⲛⲉ ‘bring’	 ⲁⲛⲓ or ⲁⲛⲓⲛⲉ ‘bring!’
ⲉⲓⲣⲉ or ⲣ̄ ‘do, make’	 ⲁⲣⲓ or ⲁⲣⲓⲣⲉ ‘do! make!’
ⲛⲁⲩ ‘see’	 ⲁⲛⲁⲩ ‘look!’
ϯ ‘give, put’	 ⲙⲁ ‘give!’ (but ϯ is also common as a  

	   command)
ϫⲱ ‘say’	 ⲁϫⲉ or ⲁϫⲓ or ⲁϫⲓⲥ ‘say!’ (but ϫⲱ is also  

	   common as a command)

There are other forms to take into account, such as ⲁⲛⲓⲧϥ̄ ‘bring him 
(ϥ)’ – but none so common that they need concern you as a learner.

4.4 ‘PLEASE’ RECOGNISE ⲀⲢⲒ ⲦⲀⲄⲀⲠⲎ

Of course, in relation to commands and requests, there are specific idi-
oms to consider, such as ⲁⲙⲏ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ‘come in’. Idioms based on ⲁⲣⲓ ‘do, 
make’ are especially useful to learn, including ⲁⲣⲓ ⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ‘remember’ 
(literally ‘do the thinking’ of someone) and ⲁⲣⲓ ⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ ‘be kind’ (liter-
ally ‘make compassion’ for someone). By the way, the word ⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ ‘love, 
compassion, charity’ is common in letters and inscriptions, whether in 
ⲁⲣⲓ ⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ itself or in phrases such as ⲛ̄ ⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ ‘for compassion’; so 
much so, in fact, that you will often find it straightforward to translate 
ⲁⲣⲓ ⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ or ⲛ̄ ⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ simply as ‘please’.
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4.5 TIME TO READ SOMETHING:  
MORE INSCRIPTIONS FROM DEYR AL-MEDINA

Among the inscriptions in the Church of Saint Isidore are statements 
we formally understand as commands, though they are obviously po-
lite rather than insistent, including ϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϫⲱⲓ ‘pray for me’. Here are 
some for you to translate:

ⲕⲁⲗⲁϣⲓ̈ⲣⲉ ϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϫⲱⲓ	 Kalashire, pray for me.
ⲁⲣⲓ ⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ ϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϫⲱⲓ	 Be kind, pray for me (in other 	

	 words, ‘please pray for me’).
Ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲗⲏⲉⲓ̈ⲛⲉ ϣⲏⲙ ϣⲗⲏⲗ	 I am lowly Pleyne, pray for me. 

ⲉϫⲱⲓ
☩ ⲡⲗⲏⲉⲓⲛ ϣⲏⲙ ϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϫⲱⲓ̈	 Lowly Pleyne, pray for me.

Now see what happens when more than one person is named in the 
inscription:

ⲥⲟⲗⲟⲙⲱⲛ ϣⲏⲙ	 Lowly Solomon,
ⲙⲏⲛⲁ ϣⲏⲙ	 Lowly Mena.
ϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϫⲱⲛ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ	 Pray for us, please.

The next two are slightly longer but you met this man previously (2.8):

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲁⲩⲗⲟⲥ	 I am Paul,
ⲡⲥⲁⲭⲟ ϣⲏⲙ	 the lowly Eminence.
ⲁⲣⲓ ⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ	 Please
ϣⲗⲏⲗ	 pray
ⲉϫⲱⲓ̈	 for me.

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲁⲩⲗⲟⲥ	 I am Paul,
ⲡⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ ϣⲏⲙ	 lowly believer.
ⲁⲣⲓ ⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ	 Please
ϣⲗⲏⲗ	 pray
ⲉϫⲱⲓ̈	 for me.

A final inscription from the church here clearly exemplifies how the 
layout of the text need not respect modern writing conventions:
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Figure 12  The first funerary inscription for Paul in the Church of Saint 

Isidore the Martyr. Thebes, seventh to eighth  century. Source: author.

Ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲗ
ⲗⲏⲓ̈ⲛⲉ ϣⲗⲏⲗ
ⲉϫⲱⲓ̈ ⲡϣⲏ
ⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲡⲁ
ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ ⲙ̄
ⲫⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥ ⲁ
ⲡⲁ ⲓ̈ⲥⲓⲇ
ⲱⲣⲟⲥ

Here is a normalised copy of the same inscription:

Ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲗⲏⲓ̈ⲛⲉ ϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϫⲱⲓ̈ ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ ⲫⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥ 
ⲁⲡⲁ ⲓ̈ⲥⲓⲇⲱⲣⲟⲥ

I am Pleyne, pray for me, the son of Apa Peter of Saint Isidore’s.
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Figure 13 The second funer ary inscription for Paul in the Church of 

Saint Isidore the Martyr. Thebes, seventh to eighth  century (see page 44). 

Source: author.
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WORKING VOCABULARY

Time once again to check whether you remember some useful words.

ⲙⲟⲛⲁⲭⲟⲥ	 solitary,  
	 monk
ⲟⲩⲱⲧ	 single, alone
ⲙⲁⲓ̈ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ	 pious
ϩⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥ	 holy, saint
ⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ	 pure, holy
ⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ	� blessed,  

deceased
ⲡⲣⲉⲥⲃⲩⲧⲉⲣⲟⲥ	 priest
ⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⲟⲡⲟⲥ	 bishop
ⲁⲣⲭⲏⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⲟⲡⲟⲥ	 archbisop
ⲑⲃ̄ⲃⲓⲟ	 humility
ⲥⲧⲁⲩⲣⲟⲥ	 cross
ϣⲉ	 wood

Some prepositions
ⲛ̄, ⲛⲁ⸗	 to, for
ⲙⲛ̄, ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁ⸗	 with, and
ϩⲛ̄, ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ⸗	 in, from
ⲉ, ⲉⲣⲟ⸗	 to
ⲉϫⲛ̄, ⲉϫⲱ⸗	� over, ahead of

Some verbs
ⲉⲓⲣⲉ	 or ⲣ̄ do, make
ⲁⲣⲓ	 do! make!
ϯ	 give, put
ⲙⲁ	 give!
ⲥϩⲁⲓ̈	 write, writing
ϣⲗⲏⲗ	 pray, praying
ⲉⲓ	 come
ⲃⲱⲕ	 go
ϭⲱ	 stay, continue
ⲉⲓⲛⲉ	 bring
ⲛⲁⲩ	 see
ϫⲱ	 say

Some useful phrases
ⲁⲣⲓ ⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ	� be kind, 

please
ⲛ̄ ⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ	 please
ⲭⲁⲓⲣⲉ or  

ⲭⲁⲓⲣⲉⲧⲉ	 hello
ⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ ϩⲙ̄  

ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ	� hello, farewell
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The shifted forms attached to first-person and second-person pronouns 
seem most confusing because those are the very pronouns that are liable 
to vary as well (4.1). Moreover, the vowel in the preposition may well be 
affected by a second-person pronoun which also happens to be feminine 
or plural. Chart II above gives some typical examples.

Here is a final point: when the plural ‘you’ is attached, certain prepo-
sitions may appear in either the standard form or the shifting form, as 
in ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄ⲧⲏⲩⲧⲛ̄ (ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄-ⲧⲏⲩⲧⲛ̄) or ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧⲧⲏⲩⲧⲛ̄ (ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧ-ⲧⲏⲩⲧⲛ̄) 
‘through you’. In such cases, the form of the preposition may in turn af-
fect the form of the suffix pronoun, as in ϩⲁϩⲧⲏⲧⲛ̄ (with ⲧⲛ̄ after a 
vowel) or ϩⲁϩⲧⲛ̄ⲧⲏⲩⲧⲛ̄ ‘beside you’ (with ⲧⲏⲩⲧⲛ̄ after a consonant). 
On the other hand, you are not going to come across the plural ‘you’ in 
this book often, and the notes will point you back here when you do.



Lesson 5
Word-building 
basics
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5.1 WORD-BUILDING WITH PREFIXES

A useful skill to develop is that of recognising patterns or common 
features used to build words with comparable meanings. In turn, this 
awareness can help you work out the meaning (or the gist, at least) of 
words you have not seen before. For example, Coptic uses various com-
mon prefixes to create new words from a basic (stem) word in the man-
ner of ϩⲏⲕⲉ ‘poor’, ⲙⲛ̄ⲧϩⲏⲕⲉ ‘poverty’, ⲙⲁⲓϩⲏⲕⲉ ‘philanthropic’ and so 
on. Such prefixes include the following:

ⲣⲉϥ prefixes nouns for people who do specific actions or functions, 
such as ⲣⲉϥϭⲱⲣϭ̄ ‘hunter’ (from ϭⲱⲣϭ̄ ‘hunt’), ⲣⲉϥⲧⲱⲣⲡ̄ ‘rob-
ber’ (ⲧⲱⲣⲡ̄ ‘steal’), ⲣⲉϥⲣⲟⲉⲓⲥ ‘watchman’ (ⲣⲟⲉⲓⲥ ‘keep watch’), 
ⲣⲉϥⲣ̄ⲛⲟⲃⲉ ‘sinner’ (ⲣ̄ⲛⲟⲃⲉ ‘sin’) and even ⲣⲉϥⲛⲟⲩϭⲥ̄ ‘angry per-
son’ (ⲛⲟⲩϭⲥ̄ ‘anger’). Notice how English often builds words in 
similar fashion by using suffixes instead, as in hunt > hunt-er = 
ϭⲱⲣϭ̄ > ⲣⲉϥ-ϭⲱⲣϭ̄. A word to note here, with a slightly expand-
ed meaning, is ⲣⲉϥⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ, literally ‘someone who fears’ (ⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ 
‘fear’) but in the sense of someone with devout faith.

ⲣⲙ̄ or ⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ prefixes nouns for someone who belongs to a spe-
cific place and so may simply be added to a place name, as in 
ⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ϫⲏⲙⲉ ‘person from Jeme, Jemean’ and ⲣⲙ̄ϩⲣⲱⲙⲏ ‘person 
from Rome, Roman’ (from ϩⲣⲱⲙⲏ ‘Rome’). That said, the place 
may be less specific or even figurative, as in ⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ⲏⲓ ‘warden’ 
(ⲏⲓ ‘house’), ⲣⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲟ ‘rich man’ (ⲁⲓⲁⲓ ‘rich’), ⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ ‘thinker’ 
(someone who ‘dwells’ in the ϩⲏⲧ ‘mind’) or even the inquisitive 
ⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ⲧⲱⲛ ‘person from where?’ (ⲧⲱⲛ ‘where?’).

ⲙⲛ̄ⲧ (less often ⲙⲉⲧ) prefixes nouns that express the defining 
quality of someone or something, such as the ⲙⲛ̄ⲧϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ‘old 
age’ that defines every ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ‘elder’. There are many of these 
words and they are all feminine, including ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲟⲛ ‘brother-
hood’ (ⲥⲟⲛ ‘brother’); ⲙⲛ̄ⲧϣⲏⲣⲉ ‘childhood’ (ϣⲏⲣⲉ ‘child’); 
ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲉ ‘evidence’ (ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲉ ‘witness’); ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣ̄ⲣⲟ ‘reign’ (ⲣ̄ⲣⲟ 
‘king’); ⲙⲛ̄ⲧϩⲁϩ ‘abundance’ (ϩⲁϩ ‘many’) and ⲙⲛ̄ⲧϩⲏⲕⲉ ‘pover-
ty’ (ϩⲏⲕⲉ ‘poor’); ⲙⲛ̄ⲧϭⲁⲃϩⲏⲧ ‘timidity’ (ϭⲁⲃϩⲏⲧ ‘timid’) and 
ⲙⲛ̄ⲧϫⲱⲱⲣⲉ ‘strength’ (ϫⲱⲱⲣⲉ ‘strong’); ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲛⲁϣⲧϩⲏⲧ ‘wil-
fulness’ (ⲛⲁϣⲧϩⲏⲧ ‘stubborn’) and ⲙⲛ̄ⲧϩⲁⲣϣϩⲏⲧ ‘tolerance’ 
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(ϩⲁⲣϣϩⲏⲧ ‘composed, calm’); ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲃⲓⲏⲛ ‘wretchedness’ 
(ⲉⲃⲓⲏⲛ ‘wretch’) and ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲛⲁ ‘mercy’ (ⲛⲁ ‘pity’); ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲟϭ ‘stu-
pidity’ (ⲥⲟϭ ‘fool) and ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲁⲃⲏ ‘wisdom, knowledge’ (ⲥⲁⲃⲏ 
‘wise’). An interesting word to note here is ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲩⲉⲉⲓⲉⲛⲓⲛ, 
which means the Greek language, understood as the defining 
characteristic of a ⲟⲩⲉⲉⲓⲉⲛⲓⲛ – anyone who belonged to the non-
Coptic elites.

ϭⲓⲛ prefixes nouns for the act of something, as in ϭⲓⲛⲱⲱ ‘con-
ception’ (ⲱⲱ ‘conceive’) and ϭⲓⲙⲙⲓⲥⲉ ‘childbirth’ (ⲙⲓⲥⲉ ‘give 
birth’); or ϭⲓⲛⲕⲓⲙ ‘reaction, movement’ (ⲕⲓⲙ ‘move, disturb’) and 
ϭⲓⲛⲃⲱϭⲉ ‘impulse’ (ⲃⲱϭⲉ ‘jump’).

Some prefixes form adjectives instead, including:

ⲁⲧ which indicates that something is lacking, as in ⲁⲧⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ 
‘godless’ (ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ‘god’), ⲁⲧⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ‘heedless’ (ⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ‘listen’), 
ⲁⲧⲥⲃⲱ ‘uneducated’ (ⲥⲃⲱ ‘teach’), ⲁⲧⲉⲓⲙⲉ ‘naive, insensible’ 
(ⲉⲓⲙⲉ ‘realise’), ⲁⲧϩⲏⲧ ‘ignorant, fatuous’ (ϩⲏⲧ ‘mind’) and 
ⲁⲧϭⲟⲙ ‘impossible’ (ϭⲟⲙ ‘ability’).

ⲙⲁⲓ which indicates the quality of loving something, as in 
ⲙⲁⲓⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ‘pious’ (ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ‘god’), ⲙⲁⲓⲥⲃⲱ ‘amenable’ (ⲥⲃⲱ 
‘teach’), ⲙⲁⲓⲣⲱⲙⲉ ‘friendly’ (ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ‘man’), and ⲙⲁⲓϩⲏⲕⲉ ‘phil-
anthropic’ (ϩⲏⲕⲉ ‘poor’).

These adjectives often follow the pattern described in Section  3.4, 
for example in ⲛ̄ⲧⲃ̄ⲛⲟⲟⲩⲉ ⲛ̄ⲁⲧⲉⲓⲙⲉ ‘the dumb animals’ and ⲧⲥⲱⲛⲉ 
ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲓ̈ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ‘the pious sister’. That said, we also find ⲙⲁⲓⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲛ 
‘pious brother’, following the pattern described in Section  2.7. Again, 
you do not have to predict how these adjectives will be used, simply re-
spond to the words as they are given to you in the Coptic texts.

Finally, of course, multiple prefixes can be combined to create even 
more words:

ⲣⲉϥⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ ‘devout person’ > ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲉϥⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ ‘(religious) devotion’

ⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ ‘thinker, thoughtful person’ > ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ ‘thoughtful-
ness, consideration’
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ⲣⲙ̄ⲣⲁϣ ‘gentleman’ > ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲙ̄ⲣⲁϣ ‘courtesy’

ⲣⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲟ ‘rich man’ > ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲟ ‘wealth’

ⲙⲁⲓⲣⲱⲙⲉ ‘friendly’> ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲙⲁⲓⲣⲱⲙⲉ ‘amiability’

ⲙⲁⲓϩⲏⲕⲉ ‘philanthropic’ > ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲙⲁⲓϩⲏⲕⲉ ‘philanthropy’

ⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ̄ ‘know’ > ⲁⲧⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ̄ ‘ignorant’ > ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲧⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ̄ ‘ignorance’

ⲥⲣ̄ⲃⲉ ‘idle’ > ⲁⲧⲥⲣ̄ⲃⲉ ‘diligent’ > ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲧⲥⲣ̄ⲃⲉ ‘diligence, toil’

ϯϩⲏⲩ ‘improve’ > ⲣⲉϥϯϩⲏⲩ ‘benefactor’ > ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲉϥϯϩⲏⲩ ‘benefit’

ϣⲙ̄ϣⲉ ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ‘worship God’ > ⲣⲉϥϣⲙ̄ϣⲉⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ‘worshipper’ > 
ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲉϥϣⲙ̄ϣⲉⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ‘worshipfulness, object of devotion’

5.2 ‘MY’ BODY PARTS AND ‘YOUR’ BODY PARTS

As you know, suffix pronouns may attach to prepositions to form ⲉϫⲱⲓ̈ 
‘over me’, ⲉⲣⲟⲕ ‘to you’, and so on (4.2). They can also attach to the 
end of certain nouns, in which case they naturally translate not as ‘me/
you’ but ‘my/your’ and so on, in the manner of ϫⲱⲕ ‘your head’ (from 
ϫⲱ), ⲣⲁⲧϥ̄ ‘his foot’ (from ⲣⲁⲧ), ⲣⲱϥ ‘his mouth’ (from ⲣⲟ), ϩⲏⲧϥ̄ 
‘his front’ (from ϩⲏ), ϩⲏⲧⲥ̄ ‘her womb’ (from a different ϩⲏ), or ⲧⲟⲟⲧⲕ̄ 
‘your hand’ and ⲧⲟⲟⲧⲥ̄ ‘her hand’ (from ⲧⲱⲣⲉ). Most of these nouns 
are words for body parts, though that definition seems slightly extend-
ed by a word such as ⲁⲛⲁ⸗ ‘pleasure’. As you can see, and perhaps by 
now would anticipate, suffix pronouns can affect the pronunciation of 
any noun they attach to – often dramatically, just as they do with prep-
ositions (4.2). So, again, you find these words listed in dictionaries in 
the usual form and the shifted form, as in ϩⲏ, ϩⲏⲧ⸗ ‘torso, belly, womb’ 
and ⲧⲱⲣⲉ, ⲧⲟⲟⲧ⸗ ‘hand’. At the end of the day, however, there are not 
so many of these words that they need cause you consternation as a 
learner.

Now, if you take a moment to look back at the shifting prepositions 
(4.2), you may notice that several of them incorporate these ‘body 
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part’ words. They do so because of their etymology (that is, how the 
words first came about, long before the language had taken the form 
we know as Coptic). For instance, ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲥ̄ ‘in her’ originally derives from 
the phrase ‘in her belly’, while ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧϥ̄ ‘from him’ originally derives 
from the phrase ‘from his hand’. These etymologies lead to an idiom in 
which certain phrases seem to have an unnecessary pronoun involved  
– usually when referring to a particular person – as in ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧϥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲛⲉ 
‘from Pane’ (literally ‘from him as Pane’), ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧϥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲓⲱⲧ ‘through 
the father’ (literally ‘through him as the father’) and ⲉⲣⲁⲧϥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲕⲟⲙⲓⲥ ‘to 
the deputy’ (literally ‘to him as the deputy). The same may happen not 
only with prepositions but even when referring to the actual body parts 
noted above, as in ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲥ̄ ⲛ̄ⲧⲙⲁⲁⲩ ‘out of the mother’s womb’ 
(literally ‘out of her womb as the mother’). Again, neither idiom is so 
common it need concern you as a learner, and the notes will point you 
back here when the matter arises.

5.3 ‘YOUR’ POSSESSIVE ARTICLES

In fact, the suffix pronouns only attach directly to a handful of nouns. 
More usually to say ‘my, your, her’ and so on, they combine with the 
definite articles instead, as in ⲛⲉⲕϩⲙ̄ϩⲁⲗ ‘your servants’ (ⲛⲉ-ⲕ-ϩⲙ̄ϩⲁⲗ) 
and ⲧⲉⲕϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ ‘your daughter’ (ⲧⲉ-ⲕ-ϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ):

ⲛ̄-ϩⲙ̄ϩⲁⲗ ‘the servants’ > ⲛⲉ-ⲕ-ϩⲙ̄ϩⲁⲗ ‘your servants’
ⲧ-ϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ ‘the daughter’ > ⲧⲉ-ⲕ-ϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ ‘your daughter’
ⲡ-ⲥⲟⲛ ‘the brother’ > ⲡⲉ-ⲛ-ⲥⲟⲛ ‘our brother’

As you see, for the sake of pronunciation, the fuller form of the 
definite article ⲡⲉ- or ⲧⲉ- or ⲛⲉ- is nearly always used with the suffix 
pronoun, though you will occasionally find writings such as ⲡϥ̄ϩⲟ for 
ⲡⲉϥϩⲟ ‘his face’. On the other hand, the first-person singular ‘my’ forms 
shift slightly in pronunciation to become ⲡⲁ (or ⲧⲁ or ⲛⲁ):

ⲧ-ϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ ‘the daughter’ > ⲧⲁ-ϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ ‘my daughter’
ⲛⲉ-ⲥⲛⲏⲩ ‘the brothers’ > ⲛⲁ-ⲥⲛⲏⲩ ‘my brothers’
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Accordingly, we end up with this table of possessive prefixes:

Person Singular Plural
m. fem. plural m. fem. plural

First ⲡⲁ ⲧⲁ ⲛⲁ ‘my’ ⲡⲉⲛ ⲧⲉⲛ ⲛⲉⲛ ‘our’
Second ⲡⲉⲕ ⲧⲉⲕ ⲛⲉⲕ ‘your’ (masc.) ⲡⲉⲧⲛ̄ ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ ⲛⲉⲧⲛ̄ ‘your’

ⲡⲟⲩ ⲧⲟⲩ ⲛⲟⲩ ‘your’ (fem.)
Third ⲡⲉϥ ⲧⲉϥ ⲛⲉϥ ‘his’ ⲡⲉⲩ ⲧⲉⲩ ⲛⲉⲩ ‘their’

ⲡⲉⲥ ⲧⲉⲥ ⲛⲉⲥ ‘her’

Once again, the second person (‘you’) singular feminine forms are a 
little different because there is no apparent pronoun – instead the vowel 
has shifted, as in ⲡⲟⲩϣⲏⲣⲉ ‘your son’ (talking to a woman) (4.1).

Some illustrative phrases include ϩⲙ̄ ⲡⲉϥⲣⲁⲛ ‘in his name’, 
ⲧⲁⲙⲛ̄ⲧϣⲏⲣⲉϣⲏⲙ ‘my childhood, my infancy’ (notice the use of ϣⲏⲙ 
in this phrase), ⲧⲁⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲃⲓⲏⲛ ‘my wretchedness’ but ⲧⲉϥⲙⲛ̄ⲧϫⲱⲱⲣⲉ 
‘his strength’ and finally ⲡⲁⲣⲁ ⲡⲁⲙ̄ⲡϣⲁ ‘more than my worth’ (from 
ⲙ̄ⲡϣⲁ ‘worth’) – in other words, ‘more than I deserve’. By the way, 
whenever Coptic talks about body parts or personal attributes that each 
of us has one of, then that word is usually treated as singular even when 
the number of people is plural, as in ⲡⲉⲕϩⲟ ‘your face’ but ⲡⲉⲧⲛ̄ϩⲟ ‘your 
faces’, and even ⲡⲟⲩⲣⲁⲛ ‘their names’ or ⲫⲏⲧ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲣⲣⲱⲟⲩ ‘the minds of 
the kings’ (2.2). As a final point, notice what happens with those adjec-
tives that go in front of their word, as in ⲡⲉⲛⲙⲁⲓⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲛ ‘our (ⲡⲉⲛ) 
pious brother’ and ⲛⲉϥⲙⲉⲣⲁⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲛ ‘his (ⲛⲉϥ) beloved brothers’ (2.7).

5.4 TIME TO READ SOMETHING:  
MORE TEXTS FROM THEBES

The following identities are taken from letters written at Thebes, and we 
are going to return to some of them in the next lesson:

ⲁⲛⲁⲥⲧⲁⲥⲓⲟⲥ ⲡⲣⲙ̄ϫⲏⲙⲉ	 Anastasios, the one from Jeme  
	   (or ‘the Jemean’).

ⲁⲃⲣⲁϩⲁⲙ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲧⲉϥⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ	 Abraham and his wife.
ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲁⲃⲣⲁϩⲁⲙ ⲙⲛ̄ 	 My father, Apa Abraham,  

ⲡⲉϥⲥⲟⲛ	   and his brother.
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ⲙⲁⲣⲕⲟⲥ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲧⲉⲕⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ 	 Mark and your wife and your 
ⲛⲉⲕϣⲏⲣⲉ	   children.

ⲡⲉⲩⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ⲛ̄ϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲛ	 Their beloved, brotherly lord.

The next couple of addresses identify women, so pay careful atten-
tion to the use of feminine forms:

ⲕⲟⲗⲟϫⲏ ⲧϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ 	 Coloje, the daughter of Phello,  
ⲧⲣⲙ̄ϫⲉⲙⲉ	   the one from Jeme.

Notice that Coloje, the daughter, is the one identified as ⲧⲣⲙ̄ϫⲉⲙⲉ 
(because her father would not be described using the feminine article). 
The next address mentions a woman from a different town, ⲡⲉⲧⲉⲙⲟⲩⲧ 
‘Medamud’, very near Thebes:

ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲙⲁⲣⲓϩⲁⲙ ⲧϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲉⲃⲱ 	 I am Mariam, the daughter 
ⲧⲣⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲧⲉⲙⲟⲩⲧ 	   of Pebo, the one from  
	   Medamud.

Finally, here are three more inscriptions from the church at Deyr 
al-Medina:

Figure 14  A funerary inscription for Abraham in the Church of Saint 

Isidore the Martyr. Thebes, seventh to eighth  century. Source: author.
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ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲥⲓⲙⲓⲱⲛ ⲡⲣⲉϥⲣ̄ⲛⲟⲃⲉ ⲁⲣⲓ 	 I am Simion, the sinner. Be kind. 
ⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲉ

☩ ⲡⲗⲏⲉⲓⲛ ⲯⲩⲣⲟⲥ	 Pleyne the Syrian (ⲥⲩⲣⲟⲥ).
ⲓⲱϩⲁⲛⲛⲏⲥ ⲡⲉϥⲥⲟⲛ	 John, his brother.
ⲫⲓⲗⲟⲑⲓⲟⲥ ⲡⲉϥⲥⲟⲛ	 Philothios, his brother.

ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲁⲃⲣⲁϩⲁⲙ ϣⲏⲙ ⲡⲁⲛⲁⲅⲛⲱⲥⲧⲏⲥ ⲙ̄ⲫⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥ ⲓ̈ⲥⲓⲇⲱⲣⲟⲥ 
ⲡⲙⲁⲣⲧⲩⲣⲟⲥ ⲡⲁⲣⲁ ⲡⲁⲙ̄ⲡϣⲁ +

I am lowly Abraham, the Reader of Saint Isidore the Martyr’s, 
more than I deserve (see Figure 14).



Lesson 6
Basics about 
verbs
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6.1 INFINITIVES

Whereas verbs (words for actions) in English appear in predicta-
bly different forms (give, gives, gave, giving, given), verbs in Coptic 
statements mostly appear in the single form that we usually call the 
infinitive – in other words, ‘infinite’ insofar as it simply talks about the 
action without reference to who is doing it, when it happens, and so 
on. For example, the verb ϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ ‘sit’ only ever appears as ϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ and 
the verb ϣⲗⲏⲗ ‘pray’ only ever appears as ϣⲗⲏⲗ, though it translates 
into English as ‘pray’, ‘prays’, ‘prayed’ or ‘praying’ as required. On the 
other hand, verbs such as ⲥϩⲁⲓ ‘write’ and ⲉⲓⲣⲉ ‘do, make’ show chang-
es (for example, ⲥϩⲁⲓ may become ⲥⲉϩ) but they do so for different 
reasons than verbs change in English, as we will discuss in Lesson 11 
and Lesson 19. So, once again, ⲥϩⲁⲓ may translate as ‘write’, ‘writes’, 
‘wrote’, ‘writing’ or ‘written’. For now, we can simply recognise that the 
infinitive is the basic or core ‘dictionary’ form of a Coptic verb, and the 
form you are mostly going to encounter. The only other verb form you 
need to know in the meantime is the imperative – and there are only a 
handful to learn (4.3).

6.2 WHEN SOMETHING HAPPENS (TENSES)

To put this another way, if a Coptic text tells us when an action hap-
pens (tense) and/or who does the action (subject), this specific infor-
mation is going to have to be added separately because the verb is not 
going to change to show us. So, here is another distinctive aspect of 
Coptic for you to get used to through practice. Statements involving 
verbs tend to have two meaningful elements immediately in front of 
the verb:

First, the tense marker (a prefix which tells you how and when 
the statement fits into the narrative).
Second, the subject (the person or thing we are discussing, the 
one who does the action).
Then, the verb itself (as the infinitive).
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Notice that the subject stands in front of the verb, which also hap-
pens to be the usual word order in English. So, take a look at this simple 
statement from a text you will read later:

ⲁⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ	 The man came out.

In this example, the verb has been marked for the past by the prefix ⲁ, 
which stands in front of the subject ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ ‘the man’, before we get to 
the verb itself – hence ⲁ-ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉⲓ ‘the man came’. The verb ⲉⲓ has not 
changed at all from the form you will find in a dictionary (the infinitive) 
whereas English ‘come’ shifts to ‘came’ to indicate the past tense.

Of course, the subject (the person doing the action) may well be a 
pronoun (I, you, she, he, we, they), in which case it will naturally attach 
to the tense marker as a suffix pronoun:

ⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ	 He came out.
ⲁⲩⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ	 They came out.

Notice that the suffix pronoun not only attaches to the tense marker 
but the whole unit tends to bind to the verb (there is no space between 
the elements of ⲁϥⲉⲓ in pronunciation). This makes no difference to the 
meaning of the phrase and is not a matter to concern you as a learner, 
not least because the spaces written between words in a Coptic text are 
a modern convention (1.5).

Next, look at this statement about a monk:

ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲉ ⲃⲱⲕ ϣⲁ ⲧⲥⲩⲣⲓⲁ	 He wanted to (ⲉ) go to Syria.

Here we have two verbs, ⲟⲩⲱϣ ‘want’ and ⲃⲱⲕ ‘go’. Both appear as 
infinitives but the first has been marked for the past by ⲁ- and has a sub-
ject expressed by the pronoun ϥ ‘he’, hence ⲁ-ϥ-ⲟⲩⲱϣ ‘he wanted’. The 
second verb is not marked in any way because no further information is 
required – it naturally follows the meaning of ‘he wanted to (what?) go’ 
(ⲃⲱⲕ).

Tense markers allow Coptic to express a wider range of tenses than 
basic past/present/future, simply by changing the prefix. Here are a few 
examples to illustrate what this means – bearing in mind that you only 
have to commit them to memory step by step as you learn:
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Tense Marker Meaning
Past ⲁ-ⲥ-ⲥϩⲁⲓ she wrote completed action 
Past negative ⲙ̄ⲡⲉ-ⲥ-ⲥϩⲁⲓ she did not 

write
unfulfilled action

Indicative  
present

ϣⲁ-ⲥ-ⲥϩⲁⲓ she writes customary action 

Circumstantial ⲉ-ⲥ-ⲥϩⲁⲓ while she is 
writing

contemporaneous 
action

Optative ⲙⲁⲣⲉ-ⲥ-ⲥϩⲁⲓ she should write desired action 
‘Until’ ϣⲁⲛⲧ-ⲥ̄-ⲥϩⲁⲓ until she writes concluding action 

As you study, you will notice that English often uses a separate word 
(and, when, if, etc.) to translate the sense of a Coptic tense marker nat-
urally. You will also get to notice that tense markers do not all behave 
the same, and may be grouped in various ways according to whether 
they are affected in pronunciation by a suffix pronoun, how they are ne-
gated and so on. However, we can address such matters as we go along.

6.3 ‘WHEN I AM WRITING’ IN THE  
CIRCUMSTANTIAL TENSE

To take a specific example, the tense marker ⲉⲣⲉ indicates an action hap-
pening at the same time as another statement or providing a context 
for that statement, as you see in the following comments that introduce 
stories about certain monks:

ⲉⲣⲉ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ 	 While Apa Macarius was 
ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ	   walking once (2.1)

ⲉⲣⲉ ⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ ϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ ϩⲁϩⲧⲏϥ	 While the brothers were sitting  
	   beside him.

We can call this the circumstantial tense because it reports the circum-
stance or situation when something happens or when someone is doing 
something. As such, the circumstantial tense does not make a statement 
on its own, it is only used to describe or provide context. Therefore, a useful 
initial translation is something along the lines of ‘while she was doing 
something (she heard a noise)’. In fact, you will find yourself translating 
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this tense in various ways as your understanding of Coptic becomes clear-
er and more sophisticated.

If the subject is a suffix pronoun, the tense marker reduces to a min-
imal ⲉ- but this is sufficient to carry a suffix pronoun, as in ⲉϥⲥϩⲁⲓ 
‘while he is writing’ or ⲉⲓϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ ϩⲓϫⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲧⲟⲟⲩ ‘when I am sitting on 
a hill’:

Person Singular Plural
First ⲉⲓⲥϩⲁⲓ while I am writing ⲉⲛⲥϩⲁⲓ while we are 

writing
Second ⲉⲕⲥϩⲁⲓ while you (masc.) 

are writing
ⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲥϩⲁⲓ while you are 

writing
ⲉⲣⲉⲥϩⲁⲓ while you (fem.)  

are writing
Third ⲉϥⲥϩⲁⲓ while he is  

writing
ⲉⲩⲥϩⲁⲓ while they are 

writing
ⲉⲥⲥϩⲁⲓ while she is  

writing

As ever, notice that the form used with ‘you’ addressing a woman is 
a little unexpected (it is the full form of the tense marker ⲉⲣⲉ, with no 
pronoun apparent).

6.4 AN ADDRESS FORMULA FOR LETTERS

The circumstantial tense is extremely useful in Coptic and we will re-
turn to it often as we learn. All that concerns us for now is how the cir-
cumstantial tense is used in the phrase ⲉⲓⲥϩⲁⲓ ‘while I am writing’ in the 
opening address of a letter, such as this:

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲁⲗⲟⲩ ⲉⲓⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ⲛ̄ ⲇⲁⲛⲓⲏⲗ	 I am Palou, and I am writing to  
	   Daniel.

This address exemplifies a formula common in letters and some for-
mal documents:

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ + sender + ⲉⲓⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ + recipient
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In effect this says, ‘I am X and I am writing to Y’ (or ‘I happen to be writ-
ing to Y’). Again, this is the job of the circumstantial tense, to explain the 
context I am presently in (‘it’s me while presently I am writing to you’). A 
writer may also switch person, from first to third, and use ⲉϥⲥϩⲁⲓ ‘while 
he is writing’ instead:

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲇⲁⲛⲓⲏⲗ ⲉϥⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ⲛ̄ ⲕⲟⲗⲟϫⲏ	 I am Daniel, and he is writing
  to Coloje.

ⲡⲁⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲉϥⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲉ ⲡⲉϥⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ 	 Papnoute, and he is writing 
ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲛ ⲉⲛⲱⲭ ϫⲉ	   to his beloved brother Enoch.

In the last example, ϫⲉ marks where the address ends and the actual 
substance of the letter is about to start, so ϫⲉ is a word but it need not 
be translated here. Next, look what happens when the letter is from a 
couple (again ϫⲉ is used):

ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲓ̈ⲱⲁⲛⲏⲥ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲙⲁⲣⲓ̈ⲁ ⲉⲛⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ 	 I am John with Mary, and 
ⲛ̄ ⲓ̈ⲱⲥⲏⲫ ⲛ̄ ⲥⲁⲙⲟⲩⲗ ϫⲉ	     we are writing to Samuel.

Another typical address used as a complement with ⲉϥⲥϩⲁⲓ or even 
instead of it – and well worth learning as a consequence – is ⲉϥϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉ 
‘and he is asking for’ or ‘and he is greeting’:

ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ϥⲣⲁⲛⲅⲉ ⲉϥⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ⲉϥϣⲓⲛⲉ	 I am Frange, and he is  
ⲉ ⲡⲉϥⲥⲟⲛ ⲇⲁⲩⲉⲓⲇ	   writing and greeting his  
	   brother David.

6.5 TIME TO READ SOMETHING:  
LETTERS FROM THEBES

Here are some greetings which introduce letters from Jeme and the sur-
rounding area. First, a prodigious writer from Thebes named Frange, 
who lived in an ancient tomb at Shaykh Abd al-Qurana (see Figure 27). 
Here we have greetings from a letter sent by him and from another sent 
to him by his sister, Tsie:

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ϥⲣⲁⲛⲅⲉ ⲡⲉⲣⲉϥⲣ̄ⲛⲟⲃⲉ ⲉϥⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ 	 I am Frange, the sinner,  
ⲉϥϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉ ⲡⲉϥⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ⲛ̄ϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲛ	      and he is writing and  
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	   greeting his beloved  
	   brotherly lord.

ⲧⲥⲓⲉ ⲉⲓⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲉⲓϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉ ⲡⲁⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ 	 Tsie, and I am writing 
ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲛ ϥⲣⲁⲅⲅⲉ	   and greeting my  
	   beloved brother Frange.

Notice the variant spelling of his name, as ϥⲣⲁⲅⲅⲉ as well as ϥⲣⲁⲛⲅⲉ. 
Next, here is the greeting from a couple writing to a friend:

ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲁⲃⲣⲁϩⲁⲙ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲧⲉϥⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ 	 I am Abraham with his wife,  
ⲉⲛⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ⲙ̄ ⲙⲁⲣⲓⲁ ϫⲉ	 	   and we are writing to Mary.

The final example involves a group of people saying hello:

ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲙⲁⲑⲁⲓⲟⲥ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲫⲁⲩⲥⲧⲟⲥ 	 I am Matthew with Faustus 
ⲙⲛ̄ ⲡⲁⲡⲁ ⲉⲩϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉ ⲧⲉⲩⲙⲁⲁⲩ	   and Papa, and they are  
	   greeting their mother.

Now, try reading these fuller addresses. In the first example, Saint 
Mary’s Church (ⲑⲁⲅⲓⲁ ⲙⲁⲣⲓⲁ) is mentioned along with Jeme Castle 
(ⲡⲕⲁⲥⲧⲣⲟⲛ ⲛ̄ ϫⲏⲙⲉ), which was a well-to-do neighbourhood of Jeme, 
actually inside the ancient temple walls:

ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲕⲟⲥⲙⲁ ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ 	 I am Cosma, the son of the 
ⲡⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲓ̈ⲥⲁⲕ ϩⲛ̄ ⲑⲁⲅⲓⲁ ⲙⲁⲣⲓⲁ	      blessed Isaac, in Saint Mary’s,

	 ⲉⲓⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ 	   and I am writing to Peter,  
ⲁⲛⲁⲛⲓⲁⲥ ϩⲙ̄ ⲡⲕⲁⲥⲧⲣⲟⲛ ⲛ̄ 	   the son of Ananias,  
ϫⲏⲙⲉ ϫⲉ	   in Jeme Castle.

The next address mentions Armant, which was the district or county 
(ⲛⲟⲙⲟⲥ) Thebes belonged to:

ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲗⲉⲱⲛⲇⲓⲟⲥ ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ 	 I am Leondios, the son of 
ⲁⲛⲁⲥⲧⲁⲥⲓⲟⲥ ⲡⲣⲙ̄ϫⲏⲙⲉ	   Anastasios, the one from Jeme,

	 ⲉϥⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ ⲕⲟⲗⲟϫⲏ ⲧϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ 	   and he is writing to Coloje, 
ⲙ̄ ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲧⲣⲙ̄ϫⲉⲙⲉ ϩⲙ̄ 	      the daughter of Phello, the 
ⲡⲛⲟⲙⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ ⲉⲣⲙⲟⲛⲧ ϫⲉ	   one from Jeme in the  
	   county of Armant.
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Figure 15  Archive photog raph of Coptic  houses in Jeme Castle. Thebes, 

eighth century. Source: Courtesy of the Institute for the Study of Ancient 

Cultures of the University of Chicago, shared  under Creative Commons Li-

cence CC BY NC- ND 4.0.



Our final correspondents are women, whom you have already met in 
your reading (5.4):

ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲙⲁⲣⲓϩⲁⲙ ⲧϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ 	 I am Mariam, the daughter 
ⲡⲉⲃⲱ ⲧⲣⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲧⲉⲙⲟⲩⲧ	   of Pebo, the one from 
ⲉⲥⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ ⲕⲟⲩⲗⲟϫⲏ ⲧϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ 	   Medamud, and she is  
ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲧⲣⲙ̄ϫⲏⲙⲉ ϫⲉ		    writing to Coloje, the  
	   daughter of Phello, the one  
	    from Jeme.
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WORKING VOCABULARY

ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ	 in
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ	 out
ⲛⲁ	 pity
ϭⲟⲙ	 ability
ⲙ̄ⲡϣⲁ	 worth
ⲛⲟⲃⲉ	 sin
ϩⲟⲧⲉ	 fear
ϯϩⲏⲩ	 improve, benefit
ⲏⲓ 	 house
ⲧⲟⲟⲩ	 hill
ⲣⲁⲛ	 name
ⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ϫⲏⲙⲉ	� Jemean, person 

from Jeme
ⲣⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲟ	 rich person
ϩⲟ	 face
ⲣⲟ, ⲣⲱ⸗	 mouth
ϫⲱ, ϫⲱ⸗	 head
ⲧⲱⲣⲉ, ⲧⲟⲟⲧ⸗	 hand

ⲣⲁⲧ, ⲣⲁⲧ⸗	 foot
ϩⲏ, ϩⲏⲧ⸗	� front,  

beginning
ϩⲏ, ϩⲏⲧ⸗	 belly, womb

Some prepositions
ϣⲁ, ϣⲁⲣⲟ⸗	 to
ϩⲁϩⲧⲛ̄, ϩⲁϩⲧⲏ⸗	 near, beside

Some verbs
ⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ	 walk, travel
ϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ	 sit
ϣⲓⲛⲉ	� ask (for), greet, 

visit
ⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄	 hear, listen
ⲟⲩⲱϣ	 want
ⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ̄	 know
ⲉⲓⲙⲉ	 realise





Lesson 7
Engaged  
statements
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7.1 ENGAGED PRESENT

Before we say any more about tenses, we must note that there are state-
ments in Coptic which are not obviously marked for tense at all. For ex-
ample, in Lesson 8 we will look at identity statements, which talk about 
who I am, as in ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲧⲁⲇⲱⲣⲉ ‘I am Tadore’ – and, in that sense, do 
not vary through time (you are always who you are). Meanwhile, in 
this lesson we look at statements at the other end of the time spectrum: 
statements that are true in the moment but always liable to change. Typ-
ically, they involve one of two facts: I am occupied doing something or 
I am in a particular location. Here we characterise such statements as 
engaged in the sense that they talk about this moment (‘I am eating my 
dinner’, ‘I am in the dining room’) as opposed to indicative statements, 
which talk about the way things generally are or have been (‘I eat fish’, 
‘I am open minded’).

When talking in the moment, Coptic prefers to state a specific subject 
first, then talk about how this subject is engaged. Accordingly, a subject 
can simply stand in front of a verb to express what the subject is pres-
ently doing:

ⲛ̄ⲇⲉⲙⲱⲛ ⲙⲓϣⲉ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲛ	 The demons are fighting (ⲙⲓϣⲉ)  
	   with us.

ⲛ̄ⲇⲁⲓⲙⲱⲛ ⲥⲱⲃⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲧⲛ̄	 The demons are laughing (ⲥⲱⲃⲉ)  
	   at you.

Statements about locations do not require a verb – though English 
requires you to supply one (is, am, etc.) in translation – because they 
simply state the subject first and where that subject happens to be in the 
moment:

ⲟⲩⲥⲧⲁⲩⲣⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϣⲉ ϩⲛ̄ ⲛⲉϥϭⲓϫ	 A wooden cross is in his hands
ϫⲱϥ ϩⲁ ⲡⲛⲟⲛ	 His head is under the  

	   groundwater. (5.2)

As you would expect, Coptic has a few words (adverbs) especially 
for specifying locations, notably ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ‘there’, ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲓⲙⲁ ‘here’ and ⲥⲛ̄ⲧⲉ 
‘together, alongside’, as in ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ‘my father is there’.
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7.2 INITIAL PRONOUNS

Because engaged statements need not have a tense marker but the sub-
ject still stands at the beginning of the statement, the subject cannot be 
a suffix pronoun – by definition a suffix must attach to the end of another 
relevant word. Accordingly, engaged statements make use of an adapted 
group of pronouns marked to be spoken on their own:

Person Singular Plural

First ϯ I ⲧⲛ̄ we 
Second ⲕ̄ you (masc.) ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ you 

ⲧⲉ you (fem.) 
Third ϥ̄ he ⲥⲉ they 

ⲥ̄ she 

As you see, they are essentially the same as the suffix pronouns but have 
been ‘nasalised’ (ⲕ̄, ϥ̄, ⲥ̄) or combined with an initial ⲧ- (ϯ, ⲧⲉ, ⲧⲛ̄, 
ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄) so as to become sufficiently robust to pronounce clearly in front 
of a verb or at the beginning of a location statement:

ϯϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉ ⲧⲁⲥⲱⲛⲉ	 I am greeting my sister.
ⲧⲛ̄ ϩⲙ̄ ⲡϭⲁⲓ̈ⲟ	 We are in disgrace.

Only the form ⲥⲉ ‘they’ bears no relation to the corresponding suf-
fix pronoun. Although there is obvious potential for confusing the ini-
tial pronoun ⲧⲛ̄ ‘we’ and the suffix pronoun ⲧⲛ̄ ‘you’ (plural), in reality 
they are used in different ways and not so easy to confuse as you may 
presume.

7.3 ORGANISING PARTICLES

Certain, mostly small, words, which we can simply call particles (‘small 
parts’), introduce statements to add nuance or organise the thread of 
sentences within an ongoing narrative. Particles can be added to al-
most any type of phrase or sentence and so stand slightly detached from 
the integral grammar of the statement – for example, a suffix pronoun 
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cannot attach to a particle. Some – including ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ‘instead, rather, 
nonetheless’, ⲧⲟⲧⲉ ‘then, accordingly’, ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲛ ‘truly’, ⲉⲓ̈ⲉ ‘then’, ϣⲟⲣⲡ 
ⲙⲉⲛ or ⲛ̄ϣⲟⲣⲡ ⲙⲉⲛ ‘firstly’ and ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲥ ‘next, afterwards’ – usually in-
troduce statements and are known as initial particles as a consequence. 
They often have a rhetorical aspect, showing not just how the statement 
fits into the unfolding narrative but also how it should be understood 
by the reader – objectively, urgently, hypothetically and so on. Other 
particles – including ⲇⲉ ‘but, therefore’, ϭⲉ ‘moreover, in addition’, ⲅⲁⲣ 
‘because, after all’, ⲣⲱ ‘indeed, truly’, ⲟⲩⲛ ‘actually, for sure’, ⲙⲉⲛ ‘of 
course, accordingly’ and a different ⲙⲉⲛ ‘surely, even’ – prefer to be the 
second word in the statement and are known as non-initial particles or, 
more formally, as enclitic particles (enclitic literally means they ‘lean on’ 
another word). Enclitic particles often translate as English connecting 
words or conjunctions, such as ‘and’, ‘but’, ‘however’, ‘indeed’ and ‘there-
fore’. As a rule, the nuanced meaning of each particle is best learned 
through reading in context.

For our immediate purposes, however, the most important particle 
is ⲉⲓⲥ (or its variant ⲉⲓⲥϩⲏⲏⲧⲉ), which introduces pertinent background 
information or explanations and appears frequently with engaged state-
ments, though typically it need not be translated:

ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲉⲭ︦ⲥ︦ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲓⲙⲁ	 Christ is here.
ⲉⲓⲥ ⲛ̄ⲃⲁⲣⲃⲁⲣⲟⲥ ⲛⲏⲩ	 The barbarians are coming (ⲛⲏⲩ).

In each case, the speaker is using ⲉⲓⲥ to introduce a consequential fact 
– before I say any more you should know this, as it were.

7.4 ‘THERE IS’ (ⲞⲨⲚ̄) OR ‘THERE ISN’T’  
(Ⲙ̄ⲘⲚ̄) AN INDEFINITE SUBJECT

Coptic often deals with subjects that are known and defined (‘your 
voice’, ‘today’, ‘the sound of silence’) differently than subjects that are 
undefined (‘a noise’, ‘any time’, ‘something’) (2.3). The same can be true 
in English: for example, we tend to say, ‘Harry is laughing’ and ‘Harry 
isn’t here’ (defined subject) but ‘there’s someone laughing’ and ‘there isn’t 
anyone here’ (undefined subject). Likewise, in Coptic, an engaged state-
ment with an undefined subject tends to be introduced by ⲟⲩⲛ̄ ‘there is’ 
or its negative counterpart ⲙ̄ⲙⲛ̄ ‘there is not’, often abbreviated to ⲙⲛ̄. 
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In other words, ⲟⲩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ takes the same form as English 
‘there is a person there’:

ⲟⲩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲇⲁⲓⲙⲟⲛⲓⲟⲛ ϩⲓⲱⲱϥ	 There is a demon on him.
ⲙⲛ̄ ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ϩⲛ̄ ⲧϣⲱⲧⲉ	 There isn’t anything in the cistern  

	   (ϣⲱⲧⲉ) (3.5).
ⲟⲩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲁ ϩⲛ̄ ⲧⲡⲟⲗⲓⲥ	 There is someone in the city (2.3).

Essentially, ⲟⲩⲛ̄ and ⲙ̄ⲙⲛ̄ are verbs but they are only used in this specif-
ic way. By the way, obviously related to ⲙ̄ⲙⲛ̄ is the exclamation ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲛ 
‘no’ – not to be confused with the particle ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲛ ‘truly’ in the previous 
section.

7.5 ‘WHO, WHICH’ IS ⲈⲦ

The prefix ⲉⲧ ‘who’ (with a person) or ‘which’ is used to convert an 
engaged present statement into the description of a particular person 
or thing, as in ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲉⲧⲟⲛϩ̄ ‘the living god’ (‘the god who is living’), 
ⲡⲉⲛⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ‘our holy father’ (‘our father who is holy’)or ⲕⲩⲣⲟⲥ 
ⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲛⲇⲣⲉⲁⲥ ‘Cyrus, who is writing to Andrew’. Notice how ⲉⲧ 
effectively stands as the subject of the engaged present description, as in 
ⲉⲧ-ⲥϩⲁⲓ ‘who is writing’ or ⲉⲧ-ϩⲛ̄ ϫⲏⲙⲉ ‘who is in Jeme’.

A very important Coptic idiom involves adding the definite articles to 
the converter ⲉⲧ (as ⲡⲉⲧ or ⲧⲉⲧ or ⲛⲉⲧ) to create ‘the one who’ (or ‘those 
who’ in the plural), so we find ⲡⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ‘the one who is holy’, ⲧⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ 
‘the one who is writing’, ⲡⲉⲧⲟⲩⲱϣ ‘the one who wants’, ⲛⲉⲧⲉⲓⲣⲉ ‘those 
who do’, ⲛⲉⲧⲙⲟⲟⲩⲧ ‘those who are dead’ and ⲛⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ‘those who 
are holy’. Accordingly, in the addresses of letters you may well see any of 
the following closely related phrases (this is an important point we will 
return to in Section 15.3):

ⲕⲩⲣⲟⲥ ⲉϥⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲛⲇⲣⲉⲁⲥ	 Cyrus, and he is writing to Andrew
ⲕⲩⲣⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲛⲇⲣⲉⲁⲥ	 Cyrus, who is writing to Andrew
ⲕⲩⲣⲟⲥ ⲡⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲛⲇⲣⲉⲁⲥ	 Cyrus, the one who is writing to  

	   Andrew

A very useful word to recognise and learn in this regard is ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ 
‘that’ (literally ⲉⲧ-ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ‘which is there’), as in ⲡⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ 
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‘that day’, ⲡⲙⲁ ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ‘that place’, ⲧⲥⲱⲛⲉ ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ‘that sister’ and 
even ⲡⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ‘that one’ (literally ⲡ-ⲉⲧ-ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ‘the one which is there’).

7.6 TIME TO READ SOMETHING:  
MORE LETTERS FROM THEBES

Here are some statements you will come across later in your reading, 
each in the engaged present:

ϥ̄ ϩⲙ̄ ⲡⲙⲟⲛⲁⲥⲧⲏⲣⲓⲟⲛ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲡⲁ 	 He is in the Monastery of 
ϩⲣⲱⲙⲁⲛⲟⲥ	   Apa Romanos.

ⲛⲉϥϭⲓϫ ϩⲓϫⲛ̄ ⲛⲉϥⲃⲁⲗ	 His hands are over his  
	   eyes (ⲃⲁⲗ).

ϣⲟⲣⲡ ⲙⲉⲛ ⲧⲛ̄ϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲣⲟⲕ	 Firstly, we are greeting you.
ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧⲕ̄	 The word of God is with  

	   you (7.3).
ⲥⲉⲙ̄ⲡϣⲁ ⲛ̄ ⲧⲁⲉⲓⲟ ⲛⲓⲙ	 They are worthy of every  

	   honour (ⲧⲁⲉⲓⲟ) (2.7).
ⲕ̄ⲙ̄ⲡϣⲁ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲉⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲁϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ	 You are deserving of the  

	   blessing of my lord.

Now we can return to the addresses of letters, with some examples of 
more ways of specifying who is writing and who to:

ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲕⲩⲣⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲁϫⲙⲏⲛⲧ 	 I am Cyrus, son of Pajment, 
ⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲛⲇⲣⲉⲁⲥ ⲡⲉⲧϩⲛ̄ ϫⲏⲙⲉ	     who is writing to 
	   Andrew, the one in Jeme.

The next four examples are addressed to an important figure in the 
local church at Jeme, and use the phrase ⲡⲉⲛⲓ̈ⲱⲧ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ‘our holy 
father’ (literally ‘our father who is holy’):

ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲁⲡⲁⲥ ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲃⲣⲁϩⲁⲙ	 I am Papas, the son of  
ⲉϥⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ ⲡⲉⲛⲓ̈ⲱⲧ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲁⲡⲁ 	  Abraham, and he is 
ⲁⲃⲣⲁϩⲁⲙ ⲡⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⲟⲡⲟⲥ	   writing to our holy  
	   father, Apa Abraham,  
	   the bishop.
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This address uses an abbreviation of his title ⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⲟⲡⲟⲥ ‘bishop’:

+ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲇⲁⲩⲉⲓⲇ ⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲙ̄ 	 I am David, who is writing to 
ⲡⲉⲛⲓ̈ⲱⲧ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲁⲃⲣⲁϩⲁⲙ	 our holy father, Abraham, 
ⲡⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⳇ	 the bishop.

The next is taken from a letter sent by a group of people:

ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲥⲁⲙⲟⲩⲗ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲓⲁⲕⲱⲃ 	 I am Samuel with Jacob and 
ⲙⲛ̄ ⲁⲣⲱⲛ	 Aaron,
ⲉⲛⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲉⲛⲓ̈ⲱⲧ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲁⲡⲁ	 and we are writing to our 
ⲁⲃⲣⲁϩⲁⲙ ⲡⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⳇ	 holy father, Apa Abraham,  
	 the bishop.

The final example employs a variation on the phrase ‘our holy father’ 
and instead says ⲡⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲛ̄ⲓ̈ⲱⲧ which literally reads ‘the fatherly 
holy one’ (3.4):

+ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲉⲥⲩⲛⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲕⲟⲙⲉⲥ 	 I am Pesunte, son of Comes,  
ⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲛ̄ⲓ̈ⲱⲧ 	 who is writing to the 
ⲁⲡⲁ ⲁⲃⲣⲉϩⲁⲙ ⲡⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⲟⲡⲟⲥ	 holy father, Apa Abraham,  
	 the bishop.

We can end with extracts from documents written by and for 
women. The first is edited from a legal agreement between two women 
you met previously, and which you are going to read in full later. No-
tice here how, in legal texts, the engaged present (7.1) may be used 
to express what someone is now committed to doing, as in ϯⲥⲧⲟⲓⲭⲉ 
ⲉ ⲧⲉⲃⲗ̄ϫⲉ ‘I do assent to the ostracon’ (ⲃⲗ̄ϫⲉ refers to the document 
being signed):

ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲧⲁⲇⲱⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲕⲣⲥⲩⲛⲉ 	 I am Tadore, daughter of  
ⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ⲛ̄ ⲕⲟⲗⲟϫⲉ	    Krsune, who is writing to 
ⲧϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲛ̄ ⲕⲁⲑⲁⲣⲟⲛ 	  Coloje, the daughter of 
ⲧⲣⲙ̄ϫⲉⲙⲉ	    Phello, son of Katharon,  
	    the one from Jeme.

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲧⲁⲇⲱⲣⲉ ϯⲥⲧⲟⲓⲭⲉ ⲉ 	 I am Tadore. I do assent to 
ⲧⲉⲃⲗ̄ϫⲉ	     the ostracon.



SAHIDIC COPTIC76

You have met Coloje previously (5.4), so do not be confused by the fact 
that her father’s name is regularly written ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ as well as ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ.

The final address here is slightly adapted from a very early letter, dat-
ing to the middle of the fourth century, written not in the Nile Valley but 
some 350 km (220 miles) west, in the Dakhla Oasis (see Figure 33):

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲙⲁⲣⲓⲁ ⲧⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ⲉⲥϣⲓⲛⲉ 	 I am Mary, the one who is 
ⲉ ⲧⲉⲥⲙⲁⲁⲩ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲧⲁϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ 	   writing, and she is greeting 
ϫⲛ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ	   her mother and my daughter  
	   Jenpnoute.
ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ϭⲉ ⲙⲁⲣⲓⲁ ⲧⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ 	 Also (ϭⲉ) I am Mary, the one 
ⲉⲥϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉ ⲧⲁⲥⲱⲛⲉ 	  who is writing, and she is 
ⲧⲁϫⲟⲓ̈ⲥ ⲡⲁⲣⲑⲉⲛⲓ	   greeting my sister, my lady,  
	   Partheni.

Of course, in English we would manage the pronouns differently, writing 
perhaps ‘I am Mary . . . ​and I am greeting my mother and my daughter, 
etc.’ These are the idiomatic variations between languages we have to 
get used to by reading and absorbing someone else’s writing culture.
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WORKING VOCABULARY

ⲥⲉ	 they
ⲧⲱⲛ	 where?
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲓⲙⲁ 	 here
ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ 	 there
ⲇⲉ	� but, therefore,  

however
ⲅⲁⲣ	 because
ϭⲉ	� in addition,  

moreover
ⲁⲗⲗⲁ	 rather
ϣⲟⲣⲡ ⲙⲉⲛ	 firstly
ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲥ	� next,  

afterwards
ⲙⲟⲟⲩⲧ	 dead
ⲃⲁⲗ	 eye
ϭⲓϫ	 hand
ⲃⲗ̄ϫⲉ	 ostracon
ⲧⲁⲉⲓⲟ	 honour
ϭⲁⲓ̈ⲟ	 disgrace

ⲃⲁⲣⲃⲁⲣⲟⲥ	 barbarian
ⲡⲟⲗⲓⲥ	 city

Some prepositions
ϩⲓ, ϩⲓⲱⲱ⸗	 on, at
ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ, ⲛ̄ⲥⲱ⸗ 	 after

Some verbs
ⲛⲏⲩ	 come
ⲙⲓϣⲉ	 fight
ⲥⲙⲟⲩ	 bless, blessing
ⲥⲱⲃⲉ	 laugh
ⲥⲧⲟⲓⲭⲉ	 assent

Some useful phrases
ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ	 that
ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲉⲧⲟⲛϩ̄	 the living god
ⲡⲉⲛⲉⲓⲱⲧ	 our holy  

ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ	 father





Lesson 8
Identities and 
requests
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8.1 INDEPENDENT PRONOUNS AND IDENTITY

As you know, ⲁⲛⲟⲕ may state ‘I am so-and-so’ and, as you would 
expect, is only one of a group of pronouns referring to different 
persons:

Person Singular Plural

First ⲁⲛⲟⲕ or ⲁⲛⲅ̄ I ⲁⲛⲟⲛ or ⲁⲛⲛ̄ we 
Second  ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲕ or ⲛ̄ⲧⲕ̄ or  

  ⲛ̄ⲧⲅ̄ 
you (masc.) ⲛ̄ⲧⲱⲧⲛ̄ or  

  ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄
you 

ⲛ̄ⲧⲟ or ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ you (fem.) 
Third ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ he ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲩ they 

ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲥ she 

These pronouns do not attach to another word and can appear anywhere 
in a sentence, so they are typically known as independent pronouns. That 
said, apart from ⲁⲛⲟⲕ itself, you may notice that each of them ends with 
the corresponding suffix pronoun, as in ⲛ̄ⲧⲟ-ϥ ‘he’ and ⲛ̄ⲧⲟ-ⲥ ‘she’, and 
this will help you recognise and learn each one.

Obviously, a straightforward use of an independent pronoun is to 
state someone’s identity using a name or some other word, as in ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲕ 
ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ ‘you are Peter’, ⲛ̄ⲧⲟ ⲧⲉⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲇⲓ̈ⲟⲥⲕⲟⲣⲟⲥ ‘you are the wife 
of Dioscoros’ and ⲁⲛⲟⲛ ϩⲉⲛⲥⲟⲟⲛⲉ ‘we are robbers (ⲥⲟⲟⲛⲉ)’. Used in 
this way, independent pronouns may appear in the abbreviated forms 
shown above, so we may find ⲁⲛⲅ̄ ⲟⲩⲣⲙ̄ϩⲣⲱⲙⲏ ‘I am a Roman’ (5.1) or 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲕ̄ ⲛⲓⲙ ‘who are you?’ (literally ‘you are who?’).

As we noted briefly in Lesson 7, statements of identity are assumed 
not to vary through time (you are always who you are), which is why 
they do not normally include a verb – though you have to add one to 
your translation (am, is, was, etc.) for the sake of good English. That 
said, Coptic does use independent pronouns with verbs in statements 
that specify someone who does something, using ⲉⲧ ‘who, which’ along 
the lines of ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲧⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ‘I am the one who is writing’ (7.5). Howev-
er, this is incidental for our immediate purposes. More to the point, the 
little word ⲡⲉ often appears in support of independent pronouns with-
out altering the meaning, as in ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ‘he is my father’, ⲁⲛⲟⲕ 
ⲡⲉ ⲓⲱⲥⲏⲫ ‘I am Joseph’ and ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲕ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ‘you are God’ (we will 
return to this word ⲡⲉ in Lesson 13). This is another of those variables 



Lesson 8: Identities and requests 81

you simply respond to as a learner, without needing to learn how to pre-
dict when ⲡⲉ will be used.

8.2 INDEPENDENT PRONOUNS AND EMPHASIS

The only other typical use of independent pronouns is to emphasise or 
specify an individual within a phrase, as in  ⲉⲓⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ‘while I myself 
am writing’ or as illustrated here:

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲁⲓⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲡ︦ϫ︦ⲥ︦ ϩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩϩⲟⲣⲟⲙⲁ	 For my part, I saw the Lord  
	   in a vision.

There are a couple of notes arising from this example: first, if you 
are confused by writing ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ‘the Lord’ as ⲡ︦ϫ︦ⲥ︦, take a look back at 
Section 1.2; then, notice with ⲛⲁⲩ ‘see’ that the object (what gets seen) 
is marked with ⲉ ‘to’, akin to the English ‘look at something’ (we will 
return to this point in Section 9.5). Sometimes you cannot translate an 
independent pronoun used in this way without seeming awkward or 
verbose, but other times you may wish to think about how best to convey 
this emphasis in English.

8.3 ANOTHER KIND OF EMPHASIS

The word ϩⲱⲱ⸗ ‘self’ may also be used to emphasise a particular indi-
vidual and, accordingly, must end with the suffix pronoun that agrees 
with the emphasised word, much as we find in English with ‘I prefer 
coffee myself’ and ‘the Queen herself stayed here’. Accordingly, in Cop-
tic we find phrases such as ⲁⲛⲟⲛ ϩⲱⲱⲛ ‘we ourselves’, ⲡⲙⲟⲩ ϩⲱⲱϥ 
‘death itself’ and ⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲉⲣⲟⲓ ϩⲱⲱⲧ ‘listen only to me’ (literally ‘listen 
to me myself’). Incidentally, ϩⲱ is an abbreviation of ϩⲱⲱⲧ often used 
to mean ‘me too’ or ‘as well’.

Other important emphasising words formed in the same manner in-
clude ⲧⲏⲣ⸗ ‘all’, so compare ⲡⲕⲁϩ ⲧⲏⲣϥ̄ ‘all the earth’ but ⲧⲉⲩϣⲏ ⲧⲏⲣⲥ̄ 
‘the whole night’ (ⲧⲏⲣⲥ̄ because ⲟⲩϣⲏ is feminine) and, in the plural, 
ⲛⲉϥⲁⲣⲏⲩ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ‘all his friends’ and ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ‘all these things’ (ⲛⲁⲓ̈ 
simply means ‘these things’). Both ⲙⲁⲩⲁⲁ⸗ and ⲟⲩⲁⲁ⸗ mean ‘only, 
alone’, as in ⲡⲁⲣⲭⲏⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⲟⲡⲟⲥ ⲙⲁⲩⲁⲁϥ ‘only the Archbishop’ or ‘the 
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Archbishop alone’. A less common but useful word is ⲙ̄ⲙⲓⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲟ⸗ ‘own’, 
as in ⲛⲉϥϭⲓϫ ⲙ̄ⲙⲓⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ‘his own hands’.

8.4 ‘AND THEN USE’ THE CONJUNCTIVE TENSE

The conjunctive tense is used very specifically, to extend a sentence by 
stating the next event as the anticipated or even expected next step. As 
such, it is especially well suited to completing or finalising a request or 
demand, along the lines of ‘get up and go’ or ‘be so good as to leave’. In 
both examples, the second phrase in the sentence clearly develops or 
explains the initial phrase – they are not separate comments. We call the 
tense ‘conjunctive’ because it is used where English would use a separate 
conjunction, such as ‘and’, ‘so’ or ‘then’. However, Coptic prefers to use 
a distinct tense instead, and the distinctive tense marker of the conjunc-
tive is ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ:

ϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϫⲱⲓ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲣ̄ ⲟⲩⲛⲁ 	 Pray for me that God makes 
ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲓ	   mercy (ⲛⲁ) with me.

Again, you can see that the two elements of the sentence are not distinct 
– pray for me so that this happens next. The conjunctive tense marker 
reduces to a simple ⲛ̄ when followed by a pronoun:

ⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ ⲛ̄ⲅⲃⲱⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ	 Get up and go (ⲛ̄-ⲅ-ⲃⲱⲕ) out.

Of course, English does not use a pronoun after a command – that is, 
we do not say ‘get up and you go out’ – whereas the Coptic conjunctive 
requires the tense marker together with the initial pronouns. This is the 
only way the initial pronouns are used apart from engaged statements 
(7.4). As ever, the sound ⲛ̄ may affect the pronunciation of an adjacent 
sound:

Instead of ⲛ̄ϯ we find ⲛ̄ⲧⲁ ‘and I’, often simply pronounced ⲧⲁ.

As you see above, ⲛ̄-ⲕ ‘and you’ tends to be pronounced ⲛ̄ⲅ (try 
saying ⲛ̄ⲕ to yourself and you will see how naturally ⲛ̄ⲅ comes 
out instead).
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Person Singular Plural

First ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϣⲗⲏⲗ and I pray ⲛ̄ⲧⲛ̄ϣⲗⲏⲗ and we pray 
Second ⲛ̄ⲅϣⲗⲏⲗ and you (masc.) 

pray
ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ϣⲗⲏⲗ and you 

pray
ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϣⲗⲏⲗ and you (fem.) 

pray

Third ⲛ̄ϥϣⲗⲏⲗ and he prays ⲛ̄ⲥⲉϣⲗⲏⲗ and they 
pray

ⲛ̄ⲥϣⲗⲏⲗ and she prays 

Of course, the tense marker is the more robust ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ in front of nouns.
For our present purposes, we only need note that the conjunctive nat-

urally follows the request ⲁⲣⲓ ⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ to state what you should do next:

ⲁⲣⲓ ⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ ⲛ̄ⲅϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϫⲱⲓ	 Be kind and pray for me  
	   (ⲛ̄-ⲅ-ϣⲗⲏⲗ to one person).

ⲁⲣⲓ ⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϫⲱⲓ	 Be kind and pray for me  
	   (ⲛ̄-ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄-ϣⲗⲏⲗ to more  
	   than one).

8.5 TIME TO READ SOMETHING:  
LETTERS AND LEGAL DOCUMENTS

We can begin with a simple address:

ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲓⲱϩⲁⲛⲛⲏⲥ ⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ⲉⲧϣⲓⲛⲉ	 I am John, who is writing 
ⲉ ⲛⲉϥⲙⲉⲣⲁⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲛ ⲙⲁⲑⲑⲁⲓⲟⲥ 	  and who is greeting his 
ⲙⲛ̄ ⲉⲛⲱⲭ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲛⲉϥⲁⲣⲏⲩ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ	      beloved brothers,  
	    Matthew and Enoch,  
	    and all his friends.

Here is simple request to assist a man from Qena (ⲕⲉⲛⲉ), just north 
of Thebes:

ⳁ ⲁⲣⲓ ⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ ⲛ̄ⲅϯ ⲡϭⲗⲟⲙ ⲛ̄ 	 Be kind and give (ⲛ̄-ⲅ-ϯ)  
ⲕⲁⲗⲓⲡⲏⲥⲉ ⲡⲣⲙ̄ⲕⲉⲛⲉ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ 	  the plough to Kalipese, the one 
ⲓ̈ⲱⲥⲏⲫ	   from Qena. I am Joseph.
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Our next correspondents are women, so look out for the feminine 
forms ⲛ̄ⲧⲟ and ⲛⲏ (4.1). One woman lives in the city of Edfu (ⲧⲃⲟ), 
even further south than Thebes:

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲧⲟⲩⲗⲓ̈ⲧ ⲧϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ 	 I am Toulit, the daughter of 
ⲓ̈ⲱϩⲁⲛⲛⲏⲥ ϩⲛ̄ ⲧⲃⲟ ⲉⲓⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲛⲏ	     John, in Edfu, and I am  
ⲛ̄ⲧⲟ ⲙⲁⲣⲓ̈ⲁ ⲧⲉⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ	     writing to you. You are 
ⲛ̄ ⲇⲓ̈ⲟⲥⲕⲟⲣⲟⲥ	     Mary, the wife of Dioscoros.

In the previous lesson you read the statement ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ 
ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧⲕ̄ ‘the word of God is with you’, which at first sight 
seems unambiguously religious. In fact, the phrase ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ 
was originally part of the wording of a legal oath which over time had 
come to refer to the obligation created by the oath. Accordingly, the 
phrase indicates that the bearer has paid a poll tax, a fine or some 
other such legal entanglement, and is now free to travel, do business, 
claim property or whatever else as a consequence. It is not uncommon 
among documents from Jeme, which so frequently refer to legal and 
property matters:

ⳁ ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧⲕ 	 The Word of God is with 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲕ ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ	   you. You are Peter.

In other words, Peter has been granted a legal release – in this case 
by a local magistrate who, as it happens, was the son of Coloje, the lady 
you already know. Therefore, another formula used both in letter writ-
ing and in these Word of God documents takes the form ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲕ + name 
+ conjunctive, and in effect means ‘you are so-and-so and you may now 
(conjunctive) do such-and-such’:

ⳁ ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧⲕ	 The Word of God is with you.
ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲕ ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲅⲉⲓ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉ ⲡⲉⲕⲏⲓ 	 You are Peter, and you 

ⲛ̄ⲅϯⲁⲕⲟⲛⲉⲓ	   may come (ⲛ̄-ⲅ-ⲉⲓ) into  
	   your house and act  
	   properly (ⲛ̄-ⲅ-ϯⲁⲕⲟⲛⲉⲓ).

Here is another example addressed to a family but specifically 
through the father, so the conjunctive uses the singular pronoun:
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+ ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧⲕ	 The Word of God is with you.
ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲕ ⲙⲁⲣⲕⲟⲥ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲧⲉⲕⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ 	 You are Mark with your wife 

ⲙⲛ̄ ⲛⲉⲕϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲅⲉⲓ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉ	     and your children, and 
ⲡⲉⲕⲏⲓ ⲛ̄ⲅⲃⲱⲕ ⲉⲙϩⲏⲧ ⲛ̄ⲅⲃⲱⲕ	  you may come into your 
ⲉ ⲣⲏⲥ	   house, and go northwards 
 	   (ⲉⲙϩⲏⲧ) and go south.

Now, we can finish this lesson by reading two texts from ostraca in 
their entirety, both making use of the conjunctive. The first is a prayer, 
addressed directly to you:

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ ϣⲏⲙ ϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϫⲱⲓ 	  I am lowly Peter. Pray for 
ⲛ̄ ⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲣ̄ ⲟⲩⲛⲁ	       me, please, that God 
ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ		  	    makes mercy with me,  
					        please.

Another man is mentioned beside Peter:

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲇⲁⲩⲉⲓⲇ ϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϫⲱⲓ 	 I am David. Pray for me 
ⲛ̄ ⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ	   please.

Finally, here is an ostracon from Deyr al-Bahari written by the pro-
lific Frange (6.5), divided into lines here as it is in the original. You are 
going to read the letter on the reverse later. While reading this, keep in 
mind that Frange lived in the vicinity of several monasteries (1.5), and 
remember the word ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲥ ‘next, afterwards’ (7.3):

ⳁ ⲁⲣⲓ ⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ · ⲛ̄ⲅϣⲓⲛⲉ	 Be kind and greet (ⲛ̄-ⲅ-ϣⲓⲛⲉ)
ⲉ ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲓ̈ⲉⲍⲉⲕⲓⲏⲗ	 my father Ezekiel,
ⲡⲣⲉⲥⲃⲩⲧⲉⲣⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲛ ·	 the priest, for my name,
ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲥ ⲛ̄ⲅϣⲓⲛⲉ	 and, next, greet (ⲛ̄-ⲅ-ϣⲓⲛⲉ)
ⲉ ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ · ⲁⲡⲁ ⲁⲃⲣⲁϩⲁⲙ	 my father Apa Abraham
ⲙⲛ̄ ⲡⲉϥⲥⲟⲛ	 and his brother
ϩⲁⲙⲏⲣ ⲙⲛ̄	 Hamir. Next,
ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲥ ϯϣⲓⲛⲉ	 I am greeting (ϯ-ϣⲓⲛⲉ)
ⲉ ⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ	 all the brothers
ϩⲙ̄ ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲕⲉ	 in the Lord.
ⲫⲁⲗⲁⲓⲟⲛ ⲇⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲛⲁⲓ̈	� The crux (ⲕⲉⲫⲁⲗⲁⲓⲟⲛ),  

  however, of
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ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲁⲣⲓ ⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄	 all these things, be kind
ϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϫⲱⲓ̈ ⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ̈	 and pray (ⲛ̄-ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄-ϣⲗⲏⲗ) for me.
ϩⲙ̄ ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ	 Farewell. (4.3)

Figure 16  Frange’s letter to Ezekiel and his fellow monks. Thebes, 

eighth century. Source: author.
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WORKING VOCABULARY

ⲛ̄ⲧⲛ̄, ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧ⸗	 with
ⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ			   get up, rise
ⲛⲁⲓ̈ 			   these things
ⲛⲓⲙ			   who?
ϩⲱⲱ⸗			   self
ⲧⲏⲣ⸗			   all
ⲙⲁⲩⲁⲁ⸗			   only, alone

ϩⲱ		  too, as well
ϩⲟⲣⲟⲙⲁ		  vision
ⲙⲉⲣⲁⲧⲉ		  (plural of ⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ)
ⲕⲁϩ		  earth, ground
ⲉⲙϩⲏⲧ		  northwards
ⲣⲏⲥ		  south





Lesson 9
Past narrative
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9.1 PAST TENSES TOGETHER

As you know (6.2), the tense marker ⲁ- indicates that the statement is 
about an action that happened in the past and is now completed. This 
simple past tense is also indicative because it simply reports what hap-
pened as a fact (7.1). As such, ⲁⲓⲥϩⲁⲓ will naturally translate as ‘I wrote’ 
or ‘I have written’ depending on the context:

ⲁⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ	 The man came out (or The man  
	   has come out).

ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲉ ⲃⲱⲕ ϣⲁ ⲧⲥⲩⲣⲓⲁ	 He wanted to go to Syria.

Notice that a suffix pronoun subject does not affect the form of this 
particular tense marker. Consequently, a chart showing the simple, in-
dicative past tense is straightforward and, as usual, only the feminine 
singular form (ⲁ or ⲁⲣⲉ) is not predictable:

Person Singular Plural

First ⲁⲓⲥϩⲁⲓ I wrote ⲁⲛⲥϩⲁⲓ we wrote 
Second ⲁⲕⲥϩⲁⲓ you (masc.) wrote ⲁⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲥϩⲁⲓ you wrote 

ⲁⲥϩⲁⲓ or 
ⲁⲣⲉⲥϩⲁⲓ

you (fem.) wrote

Third ⲁϥⲥϩⲁⲓ he wrote ⲁⲩⲥϩⲁⲓ they wrote 
ⲁⲥⲥϩⲁⲓ she wrote 

Coptic style tends to treat the simple past tense as a straightfor-
ward building block for narrative – often just placing past statements 
‘in a line’, for example in ⲁⲓⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ̄ ⲁⲓⲃⲱⲕ ‘I got up and I went’ or 
ⲁϥⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ ⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ‘he got up and he came out’. Of course, English 
translation prefers the connection to be spelled out, so you often 
have to supply a conjunction such as ‘and’ in translation. English can 
also cement the connection by omitting the pronouns in common, 
so we may prefer ‘I got up and went’ and ‘he got up and came out’. 
However, in past narrative specifically, Coptic tends to forego such 
strategies in favour of lining up statements in a coordinated man-
ner, each with its own tense marker, each with its own subject, and a 
common narrative thread. To take an analogy, perhaps the only Latin 
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sentence everyone can quote uses the same economical strategy in 
veni vidi vici ‘I came, I saw, I conquered’ . . . or should that be ‘I came, 
saw and conquered’?

Of course, Coptic does have straightforward ways of connecting 
statements together when desired – think of the conjunctive tense 
from Lesson 8. There are also specific conjunctions. However, the most 
important of these is ⲁⲩⲱ ‘and’, which is used less frequently than the 
English ‘and’ – often being omitted from simple lists and held in reserve 
to indicate when we reach the point of a sentence. For example, look at 
this statement about a famous monk named Macarius:

ⲁϥϩⲓⲥⲉ ⲁϥϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥϣⲗⲏⲗ	 He struggled, he sat down,  
	   and he prayed.

The point of this sentence is not really that he (a) struggled and (b) also 
sat down and (c) also prayed. Rather, that he struggled and according-
ly (ⲁⲩⲱ) was reduced to praying. At the end of the day, however, the 
matters discussed here are matters of style – the sort of awareness you ab-
sorb through reading and familiarity rather than grammatical analysis.

9.2 PAST CIRCUMSTANCES

Another aspect of Coptic style is the way a narrative is typically assembled 
using the simple past tense together with phrases in the circumstantial 
tense which provide some context, qualification or description (6.3):

ⲉⲣⲉ ⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ ϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ ϩⲁϩⲧⲏϥ	 When the brothers were 
ⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲥⲏⲩ ⲁϥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲛⲁⲩ	    sitting beside him one time,  
	   he said (ϫⲟⲟⲥ) to them . . .

In this instance, the circumstantial tense literally states the circum-
stance in which an elder spoke to the brothers (‘while they are sitting 
beside him’). The next example follows the same pattern, to describe the 
awful moment when a monk fell ill:

ⲉϥⲱϩⲥ ⲁϥϩⲉ ⲉⲡⲉⲥⲏⲧ ⲉϫⲛ̄ ⲡϥ̄ϩⲟ (5.3)	 While he was reaping  
	   (ⲉ-ϥ-ⲱϩⲥ), he fell  
	   down on his face.
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To take one more example, here is a dramatic moment from a story 
about Alexander the Great:

ⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲉϥⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ⲉϫⲛ̄ 	 He came out walking ahead 
ⲛⲉⲥⲧⲣⲁⲧⲉⲩⲙⲁ	   of the armies (ⲛⲉ-ⲥⲧⲣⲁⲧⲉⲩⲙⲁ).

We are told that Alexander came out (past tense) and in that moment ⲉ-ϥ-
ⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ‘he is walking’ (circumstantial) in front of his soldiers. As you see, 
if the qualification describes something the subject happens to be doing 
at this point in the narrative, it may well translate as a single English word 
(‘walking’). In fact, the relationship between the principal action and the 
circumstantial qualification may be closely linked by meaning as well as 
by circumstance, as this comment about two monks illustrates:

ⲁⲩⲙⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲉⲩϣⲁϫⲉ	 They continued talking.

Here we recognise that the circumstantial qualification is integral to 
the statement: we are not simply being told that they continued (ⲁ-ⲩ-
ⲙⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ) because what matters is that they continued doing some-
thing (ⲉ-ⲩ-ϣⲁϫⲉ ‘they are talking’). Likewise, when a different group of 
monks realises that their beloved abbot is dying, we learn the following:

ⲁⲩϭⲱ ⲉⲩⲣⲓⲙⲉ	 They carried on weeping (ⲉ-ⲩ-ⲣⲓⲙⲉ).

Of course, if we can carry on doing something, we can stop too. Ac-
cordingly, the verb ⲟⲩⲱ ‘finish, stop’ is used in a similar way, which 
leads to this interesting turn of phrase:

ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱ ⲉϥⲙⲟⲩ	 He has already died (literally ‘he has  
	   finished dying’).

9.3 ANTICIPATING THE SUBJECT

Any narrative is liable to require a change of subject (who is doing the 
action) from one sentence to the next – the ‘he said, she said’ dynam-
ic of storytelling. Coptic style often prefers to flag up such changes by 
bringing the subject to the head of the sentence, as you can see in the 
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following emotional statement about how Alexander the Great’s death 
was reported to his soldiers:

ⲟⲩⲃⲁⲓϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲉϥⲱϣ 	 A messenger came crying 
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲉϥⲣⲓⲙⲉ	   (ⲉ-ϥ-ⲱϣ) out and weeping  
	   (ⲉ-ϥ-ⲣⲓⲙⲉ).

This word order allows the subject (ⲟⲩ-ⲃⲁⲓϣⲓⲛⲉ ‘a messenger’) to 
shift to the head of the sentence, clarifying the new subject for us simply 
through its prominence. However, doing so then requires the appropri-
ate pronoun to stand in at the grammatically ‘correct’ position for the 
subject, after the tense marker – as though ⲟⲩⲃⲁⲓϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲁ-ϥ-ⲉⲓ were liter-
ally ‘a messenger, he came’. On the other hand, this word order is typical 
in past narrative and, as such, requires no specific translation (certainly 
not an unusual translation) into English. Only rarely is the past tense 
marker ⲁ- added to both the highlighted subject at the beginning and 
the pronoun that subsequently follows:

ⲁⲧⲛⲟϭ ⲙ̄ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲟ ⲁⲥⲟⲩⲱϩ ϩⲛ̄ 	 Great wealth, it settled in the 
ⲧⲙⲛ̄ⲧϩⲏⲕⲉ (5.1)	   poverty.

In an exchange of words, in particular, the subject frequently moves 
back and forth between the same people. Accordingly, Coptic style will 
often flag the subjects up using independent pronouns at the head of the 
sentence, typically followed by the particle ⲇⲉ (7.3):

ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ ⲇⲉ ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱϣⲃ̄	 As for him (ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ), however, he  
	   answered.

ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲩ ⲇⲉ ⲁⲩⲙⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ 	 As for them (ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲩ), however, they 
ⲉⲩϣⲁϫⲉ	   carried on talking.

In each instance, ⲇⲉ has the helpful effect of forming an initial 
‘breathing space’ in which we recognise the new subject (ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ ⲇⲉ > 
ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱϣⲃ̄). As such, the phrase is organisational rather than especial-
ly meaningful. Therefore, although ⲇⲉ itself can sometimes be trans-
lated in context (using ‘so, however’ or something along those lines), 
the whole phrase as such does not require a special translation. In other 
words, ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ ⲇⲉ ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱϣⲃ̄ is often simply still ‘he answered’.
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9.4 MARKING THE SUBJECT WITH Ⲛ̄ϬⲒ

Another strategy for pointing out the changing subjects in a narrative 
shifts the subject in the opposite direction – delaying it slightly and 
specifically marking it with ⲛ̄ϭⲓ, as in ⲁϥⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ‘the elder 
heard’. Here we have the statement ⲁ-ϥ-ⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ‘he heard’ but then we 
learn who ‘he’ is because ⲛ̄ϭⲓ always marks the subject (ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ‘the el-
der’). Again, this form of words is typical in past narrative and there is 
no shift in meaning caused by employing ⲛ̄ϭⲓ. For example, these are 
simply alternative versions of the same brief statement from the Gospel 
of John:

ⲁⲓⲏⲥⲟⲩⲥ ⲣⲓⲙⲉ	 Jesus wept.
ⲁϥⲣⲓⲙⲉ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲓⲏⲥⲟⲩⲥ	 He wept, namely Jesus = Jesus wept.

We never translate this type of statement word for word (‘he wept, 
namely Jesus’) precisely because it is ordinary Coptic and there is no 
reason to put ordinary Coptic into extraordinary English.

So, why would a Coptic writer do this? One reason, as we noted, is 
that it provides another strategy for flagging up a change of subject. For 
example, in one story people are talking about a monk behind his back:

ⲁϥⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲇⲉ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ	 However, the elder heard.

This could simply have been expressed ⲁⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲇⲉ ⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ but using 
ⲁ-ϥ-ⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ allows the writer to establish the scene concisely – time and 
action neatly stated, and given breathing space, as it were, by ⲇⲉ – then 
show us the change of subject with clarity (‘But he heard! Who did? The 
elder’). Of course, the writer could also have flagged up the new subject 
by moving it to the head of the sentence, as we discussed in Section 9.3 
(ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲇⲉ ⲁϥⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄). That said, perhaps we can agree that variety is 
the spice of life, and different strategies for clarifying the subject allow 
writers options with which to avoid being repetitive. However, here is a 
more elaborate example, taken from a story you are going to read later 
(17.6), further demonstrating the utility of ⲛ̄ϭⲓ:

ⲁϥⲃⲱⲕ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ 	 The priest of Scetis once 
ⲡⲉⲡⲣⲉⲥⲃⲩⲧⲉⲣⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ ϣⲓⲏⲧ ϣⲁ 	    went to the Archbishop 
ⲡⲁⲣⲭⲏⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⲟⲡⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ ⲣⲁⲕⲟⲧⲉ	   of Alexandria (ⲣⲁⲕⲟⲧⲉ).
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Here there are a couple of relevant style points. First, the subject 
(ⲡⲉⲡⲣⲉⲥⲃⲩⲧⲉⲣⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ ϣⲓⲏⲧ) is not one word but a whole phrase, and cer-
tain writers prefer to avoid something like ⲁⲡⲉⲡⲣⲉⲥⲃⲩⲧⲉⲣⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ ϣⲓⲏⲧ 
ⲃⲱⲕ ‘the priest of Scetis went’, if only because of the physical distance 
created between the tense marker ⲁ- and the actual verb ⲃⲱⲕ ‘go’. Sec-
ond, ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ‘once’ is required near the beginning of the statement 
to set the scene – but where would it naturally appear among the long 
flow of words in ⲁⲡⲉⲡⲣⲉⲥⲃⲩⲧⲉⲣⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ ϣⲓⲏⲧ ⲃⲱⲕ? Accordingly, style con-
siderations alone may determine that an efficient way to deal with any 
perceived awkwardness is to: (a) reduce the subject to a pronoun; (b) 
state the tense, action and setting concisely (ⲁϥⲃⲱⲕ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ‘he once 
went’); then (c) specify the subject using ⲛ̄ϭⲓ precisely because doing so 
has no impact on the meaning. Again, the potential choices emphasise 
that these are matters of style. In any event, you will never be asked to 
write this way, only to respond to ⲛ̄ϭⲓ when it is used – and marking the 
subject is the only job ⲛ̄ϭⲓ has.

9.5 MARKING THE OBJECT WITH Ⲛ̄

In English, the order of words typically indicates which is the subject and 
which is the object (who or what is affected by the action) in a simple 
sentence such as ‘Harry wrote the book’. Putting them in the order ‘the 
book wrote Harry’ makes little sense. The subject usually stands in front 
of the verb and the affected object is stated after the verb. Coptic has 
the same basic word order, and often this word order alone is sufficient 
to identify the object, as in ⲙⲉⲣⲉ ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ‘love the Lord’. On the other 
hand, take a look at this comment from a story:

ⲁϥⲕⲱ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥϣⲏⲣⲉ ϩⲁⲧⲛ̄ 	 He left his son beside the feet 
ⲛⲉⲟⲩⲉⲣⲏⲧⲉ ⲙ̄ ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ	    (ⲟⲩⲉⲣⲏⲧⲉ) of the elder.

The words here are clear enough: ⲁϥⲕⲱ ‘he left’ gives the subject in 
front of the verb, and then we are told the affected object (what he left) 
ⲡⲉϥϣⲏⲣⲉ ‘his son’. However, this time the object is also marked by ⲛ̄ 
(written ⲙ̄ here for the usual reason (1.3)). The same thing happens in 
another comment about Macarius:

ⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄ ϣⲓⲏⲧ ⲉϥⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ 	 He came out from Scetis 
ⲛ̄ϩⲁϩ ⲛ̄ⲃⲓⲣ	    carrying lots of baskets (ⲃⲓⲣ).
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Here, we have the simple past tense statement (ⲁ-ϥ-ⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄ ϣⲓⲏⲧ), 
then a circumstantial qualification (ⲉ-ϥ-ⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ ⲛ̄-ϩⲁϩ ⲛ̄ⲃⲓⲣ) in which 
the phrase ⲛ̄-ϩⲁϩ ⲛ̄ⲃⲓⲣ ‘lots of baskets’ is marked as the object of ⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ 
‘carry’. It turns out that marking objects with ⲛ̄ is a common occurrence 
and we will look at what is going on in Lesson 11.

In the meantime, note that some verbs mark the object with a dif
ferent preposition – as they do in English – because of their specific 
meaning, as in ⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲉⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ‘listen to the Lord’ (or ‘hear the Lord’), 
ⲉⲩϣⲁϫⲉ ⲉⲡϩⲏⲩ ‘when they were speaking about (ⲉ) gain’ (or ‘discuss-
ing gain’) and, as you already know, ϯϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲧⲁⲥⲱⲛⲉ ‘I am greeting 
my sister’ (literally ‘asking for my sister’). Occasionally, Coptic does 
this differently than English so, for example, we find ϭⲛ̄ ⲁⲣⲓⲕⲉ ⲉⲣⲟⲕ 
‘find fault with yourself’ (‘find fault toward you’), and ⲁϥϯⲡⲓ ⲉⲛϭⲓϫ 
ⲛ̄ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ‘he kissed (ϯⲡⲓ) the hands of Apa Macarius’ (‘kissed 
to the hands’). In particular, you should recognise that ⲥⲙⲟⲩ ‘bless’, 
ϩⲁⲣⲉϩ ‘keep, protect’ and ⲛⲁⲩ ‘see’ usually mark their objects with ⲉ, 
as in ⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲉⲣⲟⲓ ‘bless me’(‘bless to me’), ϩⲁⲣⲉϩ ⲉⲛⲣⲱⲙⲉ ‘protect the 
men’, ⲁϥⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲛⲁⲅⲅⲉⲗⲟⲥ ‘he saw the angels’, ϯⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲟⲕ ⲧⲉⲛⲟⲩ ‘I 
see you now’ (2.1), and ⲁⲓⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲡ︦ϫ︦ⲥ︦ ‘I have seen the Lord’ (8.2).

9.6 COMPOUND VERBS

In English, the verbs ‘do’, ‘make’ and ‘act’ have a range of idiomatic 
meanings (do up, do away with, do without, make up, make sense, 
make hay, act up, act out, act like, etc.). Coptic typically expresses ‘do’, 
‘make’ and ‘act’ all using the verb ⲣ̄ (with its imperative ⲁⲣⲓ (4.3)), 
and it too forms a wide range of idioms, not all of which correspond 
to English usage. For example, ⲣ̄ can also mean ‘spend time’, as in ⲣ̄ 
ⲟⲩϣⲏ ‘spend a night’ or ⲁⲥⲣ̄ ⲥⲉ ⲛ̄ⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ ‘she spent sixty (ⲥⲉ) years’. 
In addition, ⲣ̄ can mean ‘act in a certain way’, so you have already met 
ⲣ̄ ⲟⲩⲛⲁ ‘make mercy, be merciful’ and ⲣ̄ ⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ‘remember’, while 
another useful idiom to recognise is ⲣ̄ ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ ‘act like, seem like’ (liter-
ally ⲣ̄ ⲧ-ϩⲉ ⲛ̄ ‘act the way of’) or ⲣ̄ ⲑⲉ ϩⲱⲥ ‘act as though’. General-
ly, ⲣ̄ compounds with many words to create useful verbs, as in ⲣ̄ⲃⲟⲗ 
‘escape’, ⲣ̄ⲛⲟⲃⲉ ‘sin’, ⲣ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ̄ ‘shine’, ⲣ̄ⲭⲣⲓⲁ ‘need’, ⲣ̄ϣⲡⲏⲣⲉ ‘marvel’, 
ⲣ̄ϩⲱⲃ ‘work, behave’, ⲣ̄ϣⲟⲣⲡ̄ ‘lead’, ⲣ̄ϩⲁⲕ ‘be decent’, ⲣ̄ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ‘grow 
old’, ⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ ‘fear’ and ⲣ̄ϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ‘lord it, control’. To be clear, ⲃⲟⲗ ‘out-
side’, ⲛⲟⲃⲉ ‘sin’, ϩⲟⲧⲉ ‘fear’, ϣⲡⲏⲣⲉ ‘marvel’ etcetera are all nouns, 
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but the simple addition of ⲣ̄ creates a related verb in each case (ⲣ̄ + 
ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ̄ = ‘make + light’ = ‘shine’).

Though idioms with ⲣ̄ are seemingly ubiquitous, some other verbs 
form useful compounds too, including ϯ ‘give’ and ϫⲓ ‘get’ in such verbs 
as ϯⲥⲃⲱ ‘teach’ and ϫⲓⲥⲃⲱ ‘learn’ (‘give/get ⲥⲃⲱ teaching’), ϯⲕⲱⲧ ‘en-
hance, instruct’ and ϫⲓⲕⲱⲧ ‘learn, benefit’ (‘give/get ⲕⲱⲧ building’), 
ϫⲓⲙⲟⲉⲓⲧ ‘guide’ (ⲙⲟⲉⲓⲧ ‘path’), ϫⲓⲥⲏⲃⲉ ‘take arms’ (ⲥⲏⲃⲉ ‘sword’), 
ϫⲓⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ‘get married’ (ⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ‘wife’), ϫⲓⲟⲩⲁ ‘blaspheme’ (ⲟⲩⲁ ‘blasphe-
my’), ϫⲓϭⲟⲗ ‘lie’ (ϭⲟⲗ ‘lie’), ϯⲉⲟⲟⲩ ‘praise, glorify’ (ⲉⲟⲟⲩ ‘glory’), ϯϩⲏⲩ 
‘improve, benefit’ (ϩⲏⲩ ‘gain’), ϯⲡⲓ or ϯⲡⲉ ‘kiss’ (ⲡⲉⲓ ‘kiss’), ϯⲕⲗⲟⲙ 
‘crown’ (ⲕⲗⲟⲙ ‘crown’), ϯϩⲧⲟⲣ ‘compel’ (ϩⲧⲟⲣ ‘constraint’), ϯⲟⲩⲃⲉ ‘re-
sist’ (ⲟⲩⲃⲉ ‘against’) and ϯⲉⲃⲟⲗ ‘distribute, sell’ (ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ‘out’). Another 
useful idiom involving ϫⲓ is ϫⲓⲛ̄ϭⲟⲛⲥ ‘harm, get harmed, abuse’, where 
ϭⲟⲛⲥ ‘violence’ is the marked object of the verb.

9.7 TIME TO READ SOMETHING:  
MEET THE DESERT FATHERS AND MOTHERS

The Sayings of the Desert Fathers is a collection of stories set in historical 
monastic communities on the western fringe of the Nile Delta, in ϣⲓⲏⲧ 
(Scetis), ⲡⲉⲣⲛⲟⲩϫ (Nitria) and ⲛ̄ⲣⲓ (‘the cells’ or Cellia), during the 
fourth and fifth centuries. Intended to pass on insights forged by experi-
ence about the spiritual nature of the human condition, they often take 
the form of a perplexing, provocative or violent incident befalling an 
elder (ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ) or simply an elder’s responses to questions from a brother 
(ⲥⲟⲛ), a disciple (ⲙⲁⲑⲏⲧⲏⲥ) or a visitor. Accordingly, this is the sort of 
start to a story we meet:

ⲁⲟⲩⲁ ⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲃⲱⲕ ϣⲁ ⲕⲉϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ	 One of the elders went to  
	   another elder.

Here is another start to another such story:

ⲁϥⲃⲱⲕ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ⲉ ϣⲓⲏⲧ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ 	 The blessed Apa Theophilus,  
ⲡⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲑⲉⲱⲫⲓⲗⲟⲥ 	    the Archbishop, once went 
ⲡⲁⲣⲭⲏⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⲟⲡⲟⲥ	   to Scetis.

ⲁⲩⲥⲱⲟⲩϩ ⲇⲉ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ	 Therefore, the brothers  
	   assembled.
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We will return to some of these stories episode by episode in order to 
explore how a narrative gets built up from basic elements. In one story 
a man from outside the monastic community resolves to take his son to 
meet the celebrated monk, Jijoi:

ⲁⲡⲉϥϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧϥ̄ ϩⲓ ⲧⲉϩⲓⲏ	 His son died (ⲙⲟⲩ) beside  
	   him on the road.

Undaunted, the man presses on and takes the boy’s body the rest of the 
way to Jijoi’s monastic cell (ⲣⲓ):

ⲁϥⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲡⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲁϥⲕⲱ 	 His father got up, left his son 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥϣⲏⲣⲉ ϩⲁⲧⲛ̄ ⲛⲉⲟⲩⲉⲣⲏⲧⲉ 	   beside the feet of the elder,  
ⲙ̄ ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄ ⲧⲣⲓ	      and came out from the cell.

Another story we will return to reports a fateful encounter between 
two foundational figures in the monastic movement, Antony and Macar-
ius. They soon become embroiled in the principal contemplative activity 
for monks – plaiting reeds to make a cord (ⲛⲏⲃⲧⲉ). We learn that An-
tony is impressed by Macarius’s prodigious ability:

ⲁϥⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲡⲁϣⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ ⲧⲛⲏⲃⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ 	 He saw the length (ⲁϣⲁⲓ) of 
ⲁⲡⲁ ⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲁϥⲣ̄ϣⲡⲏⲣⲉ 	  the cord of Apa Macarius, he 
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥϯⲡⲓ ⲉⲛϭⲓϫ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲡⲁ 	  marvelled, and he kissed 
ⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ	   the hands of Apa Macarius.

Finally, here is the conclusion of an encounter between two elders 
that you will soon read in full (for the writing of ⲡⲛⲉⲩⲙⲁⲧⲓⲕⲟⲛ ‘spirit-
uality’ as ⲡ︦ⲛ︦ⲓ︦ⲕⲟⲛ see Section 1.2):

ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲩ ⲇⲉ ⲁⲩⲙⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ 	 Therefore, as for them, they 
ⲉⲩϣⲁϫⲉ ⲉⲛⲉⲡ︦ⲛ︦ⲓ︦ⲕⲟⲛ ⲙ̄ 	   remained talking about spiritual  
ⲡⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲧⲏⲣϥ̄ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲧⲉⲩϣⲏ 	  matters for the whole day 
ⲧⲏⲣⲥ̄	   and all of the night.

Now, here’s the rub: these stories about the men and women of the 
early monastic movement are, at heart, stories about words and ideas; 
so, before we go any further, we need to look at how Coptic narrative 
deals with speaking and thinking.
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WORKING VOCABULARY

ⲉⲡⲉⲥⲏⲧ	 down
ⲥⲃⲱ	 teach, teaching
ⲥⲏⲃⲉ	 sword, weapon
ⲥⲏⲩ	 time, period
ⲭⲣⲓⲁ	 need
ϩⲏⲕⲉ	 poor
ϩⲏⲩ	 gain, increase
ⲁⲣⲓⲕⲉ	 fault
ⲉⲟⲟⲩ	 glory
ϣⲡⲏⲣⲉ	 marvel, wonder
ⲃⲓⲣ	 basket
ⲣⲓ	 cell, room
ⲟⲩⲉⲣⲏⲧⲉ	 foot
ⲣⲁⲕⲟⲧⲉ	 Alexandria
ϣⲓⲏⲧ	 Scetis

Some verbs
ϫⲟⲟⲥ	 said (from ϫⲱ)
ϣⲁϫⲉ	 speak, talk

ⲟⲩⲱϣⲃ̄	 answer, respond
ⲱϣ	 call (out), read (out)
ϩⲉ	 fall, find
ϭⲛ̄	 find, find out
ⲙⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ	 continue, carry on
ⲟⲩⲱ	 finish, stop
ⲕⲱ	 leave, put
ⲥⲱⲟⲩϩ	 assemble, meet
ⲟⲩⲱϩ 	 settle
ⲣⲓⲙⲉ	 weep
ϯⲡⲓ	 kiss
ϩⲓⲥⲉ	 struggle
ϩⲁⲣⲉϩ	 keep, protect
ϫⲓⲙⲟⲉⲓⲧ	 guide

Some useful phrases
ⲣ̄ ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄	 act like, seem like
ⲣ̄ ⲟⲩⲛⲁ	 be merciful
ϫⲓ ⲛ̄ϭⲟⲛⲥ	 harm, get harmed





Lesson 10
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thinking
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10.1 I THINK THAT (ϪⲈ) I SAID

When someone’s words are included in past narrative, typically the verb 
ϫⲱ ‘say’ appears in the form ϫⲟⲟⲥ, as in ⲁⲓϫⲟⲟⲥ ‘I said’. Of course, the 
subject will vary and a definite subject, especially a name, may well be 
expressed using ⲛ̄ϭⲓ (9.4):

ⲁⲟⲩⲥⲟⲛ ϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲡⲁⲏⲥⲉ	 A brother said to Apa Paese . . .
ⲁϥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲡⲟⲓⲙⲏⲛ	 Apa Poimen said . . .
ⲁⲩϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲛ̄ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ	 The elders said . . .

The actual words spoken are normally introduced by ϫⲉ, which need 
not be translated ahead of a direct quotation (6.4):

ⲁⲥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲧⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲁ ⲥⲩⲛⲅⲗⲏⲧⲓⲕⲏ ϫⲉ	 The blessed  
	   Syncletike said . . .

ⲁϥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲙⲱⲩⲥⲏⲥ ϩⲛ̄ ϣⲓⲏⲧ ϫⲉ	 In Scetis, Apa Moses  
	   said . . .

A convenient introduction to stories is the anonymous formulation 
ⲁⲩϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ‘they said about (so-and-so)’. Following this, this we are 
obviously presented with a report rather than a direct quotation per se, 
so ϫⲉ naturally translates as ‘that’:

ⲁⲩϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲁⲡⲁ ϩⲱⲣ ϫⲉ	 They said about Apa  
	   Hor that . . .

ⲁⲩϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ	 They said about Apa  
ⲡⲛⲟϭ ϫⲉ	   Macarius the Great  
	   that . . .

If the principal verb is not ϫⲱ, then a useful qualification to recog-
nise  is the circumstantial phrase ⲉϥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ‘while he is saying’ 
or  simply (as we are bound to translate) the single word ‘saying’ 
(9.2). This may be used with ϫⲉ to introduce speech in the following 
manner:

ⲁϥϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ	 He prayed, saying  
	   ‘God!’
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ⲁϥⲡⲁⲣⲁⲕⲁⲗⲉⲓ ⲉϥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ	 He insisted (ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲕⲁⲗⲉⲓ), 
ϫⲉ ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ	       saying ‘Lord!’

ϫⲉ may also introduce thoughts, following verbs such as ⲟⲩⲱϣⲃ ‘an-
swer’, ⲉⲓⲙⲉ ‘realise’, ⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ̄ ‘know, recognise’, ⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ‘think’, ⲡⲓⲥⲧⲉⲩⲉ 
‘believe’, ϫⲛⲟⲩ ‘ask’ and ϭⲛ̄ ‘find out’. With such reported words, again 
ϫⲉ naturally translates as ‘that’:

ϯⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲕ ⲙⲁⲣⲕⲟⲥ	 I think that you are Mark.
ϥ̄ⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ϫⲉ ⲁϥⲙⲟⲩ	 He knows that he died.
ⲁⲥⲉⲓⲙⲉ ϫⲉ ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱ ⲉϥⲙⲟⲩ	 She realised that he had already  

	   died (9.2).

10.2 I SAID ⲠⲈϪⲀⲒ̈

Another way to introduce speech into past narrative is the synonym 
ⲡⲉϫⲉ ‘said’, which is past tense by meaning (so it requires no tense 
marker) and is followed directly by its subject, as in ⲡⲉϫⲉ-ⲓ︦ⲥ︦ ‘Jesus said’ 
or ⲡⲉϫⲉ-ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲑⲏⲧⲏⲥ ‘the disciples said’ (actually forming one word, 
as in ⲡⲉϫⲉⲓ︦ⲥ︦ etc.). As usual, a suffix pronoun affects the form of the 
verb, so it becomes ⲡⲉϫⲁ⸗ in ⲡⲉϫⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲃⲣⲁϩⲁⲙ ‘they said to Abra-
ham’ or ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲉϥⲙⲁⲑⲏⲧⲏⲥ ‘he said to his disciple’. Despite its 
distinctive form and word order, ⲡⲉϫⲉ is treated as the simple, indic-
ative past tense and used straightforwardly in past narratives. So, for 
example, ⲡⲉϫⲉ can simply combine with other past tense statements 
in narrative:

ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱϣⲃ̄ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲛⲁⲩ	 He answered, and said  
	   to them

ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱϣⲃ̄ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲗⲉⲩⲉⲓ	 Levi answered, and  
ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ	   said to Peter

Likewise, the actual words spoken are typically introduced by ϫⲉ:

ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲇⲓⲕⲁⲓⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲉⲣⲟⲓ̈ ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ

He said to the righteous one (3.5), ‘Bless me, my holy father’ 
(7.5).
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10.3 TO HAVE (ⲞⲨⲚⲦⲈ) AND HAVE NOT (ⲘⲚ̄ⲦⲈ)

Obviously, in the statements ⲡⲉϫⲉ-ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲑⲏⲧⲏⲥ ‘the disciples said’ and 
ⲡⲉϫⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲃⲣⲁϩⲁⲙ ‘they said to Abraham’, the word order is not what 
we anticipate: the subject always stood in front of the verb until now in 
our experience of Coptic. This is simply a feature of ⲡⲉϫⲉ and a handful 
of other verbs, and it has no meaningful significance. The other crucial 
verbs to know with this characteristic word order are ⲟⲩⲛⲧⲉ, ⲟⲩⲛⲧⲁ⸗ 
‘have’ and its opposite ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉ, ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲁ⸗ ‘have not’, as in ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲓ ϩⲱⲃ ‘it is 
not my business’ (literally ‘I have not business’) or ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥ ⲡⲓⲥⲧⲓⲥ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ 
‘he has no faith’. The last example literally means ‘he has not got faith 
there’ and statements of possession often include the word ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ‘there’ 
– you may think of it as meaning ‘he has something there with him’. More 
importantly, however, notice that ⲟⲩⲛⲧⲉ and ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉ are present tense 
by meaning, whereas ⲡⲉϫⲉ is always past. As a final note, watch out for 
the usual pronunciation issues associated with second person pronouns, 
such as the vowel shift in ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲏ-ⲧⲛ̄ ‘you (plural) do not have’ (4.1).

10.4 SOME VERBS ARE GOOD (ⲚⲀⲚⲞⲨ)  
AND BLESSED (ⲚⲀⲒ̈ⲀⲦ)

The list of other verbs that behave in the same manner is very short, 
and all of them are present tense by meaning. In addition, most (but not 
all) of them express characteristics or qualities. The most relevant for 
you here are ⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩ ‘be good’ and ⲛⲁⲓ̈ⲁⲧ ‘be blessed’, along with ⲛⲁϣⲉ, 
ⲛⲁϣⲱ⸗ ‘be numerous’ and ϩⲛⲉ, ϩⲛⲁ⸗ ‘wish’ (which we will come back 
to later (15.4)):

ⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩⲥ ⲛⲁⲓ̈	 It is good for me.
ⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩ-ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉϥϩⲱⲡ	 A person is good when he  

ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲟϭ	  hides his stupidity (5.1).

Notice with these verbs that an indefinite subject does not require the in-
definite article (ⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩ-ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ‘a person is good’). On the other hand, as a 
matter of style, a definite subject is often shifted to the head of the phrase, 
and the verb then followed by the corresponding pronoun (compare 9.3):

ⲛⲉϩⲃⲏⲩⲉ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩⲟⲩ	 All the acts of the Lord  
	   (they) are good.
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From ⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩ we also get the polite description ⲉⲧ-ⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩ⸗ ‘who/which 
is good’:

ⲛⲉⲩϩⲃⲏⲩⲉ ⲉⲧⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩⲟⲩ	 Their good acts (literally ‘which are  
		    good’).

ⲧⲉϥⲙⲛ̄ⲧϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲉⲧⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩⲥ	 His ripe old age (literally ‘old age  
		    which is good’).

As it happens, ⲛⲁⲓ̈ⲁⲧ has a further peculiarity. As we would expect, 
it may have a pronoun subject, so we find ⲛⲁⲓ̈ⲁⲧⲉ ‘you are blessed’ 
(ⲛⲁⲓ̈ⲁⲧ-ⲉ addressing a woman (4.1)). On the other hand, when the 
subject is a noun, it does not follow the verb immediately. Instead, the 
relevant pronoun attaches to the verb and the subject is then joined to 
the whole phrase by ⲛ̄:

ⲛⲁⲓ̈ⲁⲧϥ̄ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ	 The person is blessed.

This, not especially common, expression arises out of the etymology of 
ⲛⲁⲓ̈ⲁⲧ, so do not presume its peculiar grammar is trying to say some-
thing special (compare 5.2). When you do come across it, the book will 
point you back here.

10.5 ABLE (ⲞⲨⲚ̄ϬⲞⲘ) AND NOT ABLE (ⲘⲚ̄ϬⲞⲘ)

You might have noticed that ⲟⲩⲛⲧⲉ ‘have’ and ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ‘have not’ are 
formally related to ⲟⲩⲛ̄ ‘there is’ and ⲙ̄ⲙⲛ̄ ‘there is not’ (7.3). Anoth-
er idiom related to these words is ⲟⲩⲛ̄ϭⲟⲙ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲕ ‘you are able’ and 
its  opposite ⲙⲛ̄ϭⲟⲙ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲕ ‘you are not able’. Literally, this means 
ⲟⲩⲛ̄-ϭⲟⲙ ‘there is ability (ϭⲟⲙ)’ followed by a pronoun subject. How-
ever, the pronoun does not attach to ϭⲟⲙ itself but to a specific prep-
osition ⲛ̄̄, ⲙ̄ⲙⲟ⸗ ‘from, in, as’, as though saying ‘there is ability in me, 
in you, etc.’:

ⲕⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ϫⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ϭⲟⲙ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲓ	 You know that I am not able.

This is a useful idiom to know but, again, it has a peculiar grammar of its 
own so, when you come across it, the book will point you back here. A 
quick note here – the preposition ⲛ̄,̄ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟ⸗ ‘from, in, as’ is etymologically 
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related to the object marker ⲛ̄ (9.5). However, the preposition here is a 
distinct word with various idiomatic uses.

10.6 TIME TO READ SOMETHING:  
SOME DISTINGUISHED MEN AND WOMEN

From The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, here is the beginning of a story 
about Moses, a murderer and a ‘captain of robbers’ in his own words, 
before he turned to the monastic life at Scetis:

ⲉⲣⲉ ⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ ⲇⲉ ϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ ϩⲁϩⲧⲏϥ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲥⲏⲩ ⲁϥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲛⲁⲩ ϫⲉ

ⲉⲓⲥ ⲛ̄ⲃⲁⲣⲃⲁⲣⲟⲥ ⲛⲏⲩ ⲉ ϣⲓⲏⲧ ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲟⲩ

However, while the brothers were sitting beside him one time, he 
said to them,

‘The barbarians are coming to Scetis today’. (7.3)

Here is the beginning of another brief story about Macarius, who has 
more baskets than he can carry:

ⲁⲩϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ	 They said about Apa  
ⲡⲛⲟϭ ϫⲉ ⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ	 Macarius the Great that  
ϩⲛ̄ ϣⲓⲏⲧ ⲉϥⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ	 he came out from Scetis  
ⲛ̄ϩⲁϩ ⲛ̄ ⲃⲓⲣ	 carrying lots of baskets. (9.5) 
ⲁϥϩⲓⲥⲉ ⲁϥϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ	 He struggled,  
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥϣⲗⲏⲗ 	 he sat down and he 
ⲉϥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ	 prayed, saying, ‘God!  
ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲕⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ϫⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ϭⲟⲙ	 You know that I am  
ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲓ	 not able.’

The Tragedy of Archellites, about a high-born Roman, seems to have 
been among the last Sahidic Coptic books in circulation (see page 298). 
At the end of the tale, Archellites’ pious mother travels to Palestine to 
meet him and end years of separation but, when she reaches the place 
he has been living, makes a heartbreaking discovery:
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ⲁⲥⲉⲓⲙⲉ ϫⲉ ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱ ⲉϥⲙⲟⲩ	 She realised that he had  
	   already died, (9.2)

ⲁⲥϩⲉ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ⲉϫⲙ̄ ⲡⲕⲁϩ	 she fell down on the ground,
ⲁⲥⲣ̄ ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲛⲉⲧⲙⲟⲟⲩⲧ	 and she acted like (9.6)  

	   those who are dead (7.5).

Apocryphal gospels emulate or rewrite episodes from the Christian 
gospels but are not accepted by the churches – in most cases because 
they were evidently composed centuries after canonical scripture. Some 
survive, at least in a complete version, only in Sahidic Coptic copies. In 
the apocryphal Gospel of Mary (see page 294), the eponymous lady has 
a vision of the Lord (ⲡ︦ϫ︦ⲥ︦) Jesus:

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲁⲓⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲡ︦ϫ︦ⲥ︦ ϩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩϩⲟⲣⲟⲙⲁ	 As for me, I saw the Lord  
	   in a vision, (9.5)

ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲓ̈ϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲛⲁϥ ϫⲉ	   and I said to him,
ⲡ︦ϫ︦ⲥ︦ ⲁⲓ̈ⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲟⲕ ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲟⲩ	 ‘Lord! I saw you today  

ϩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩϩⲟⲣⲟⲙⲁ	  in a vision.’
ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱϣⲃ̄ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ϫⲉ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ⲁⲧⲉ	 He answered and said to  

	   me, ‘You are blessed.’

Finally, we return to Thebes, and a letter written by a man you know 
which has the following address, laid out here more or less as it appears 
on the ostracon:

ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ϥⲣⲁⲛⲅⲉ ⲙⲛ̄	 I am Frange with  
ⲙⲱⲩⲥⲏⲥ ⲉⲩⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲉⲩϣⲓⲛⲉ	 Moses, and they are  
ⲉⲡⲉⲩⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ	 writing and greeting  
ⲛ̄ϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲛ	 their beloved, brotherly  
ⲉⲧⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩϥ ⲡⲉⲥⲩⲛⲧⲉ ⲙⲛ̄	 lord (3.4), who is good,  
ⲧⲉϥⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ	 Pesunte, and his wife. 
ⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ ϩⲙ̄ ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ	 Hello.

You are going to read the full text of this letter and more from the 
selections above later.
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WORKING VOCABULARY

ϩⲃⲏⲩⲉ	 (plural of ϩⲱⲃ)
ⲡⲓⲥⲧⲓⲥ	 faith
ⲙⲁⲑⲏⲧⲏⲥ	 disciple
ⲇⲓⲕⲁⲓⲟⲥ 	 righteous
ⲥⲟϭ	 fool

Some prepositions
ⲉⲧⲃⲉ, ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧ⸗	 because of,  
	 about
ⲛ̄,̄ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟ⸗	 from, in, as

Some verbs
ⲡⲉϫⲉ, ⲡⲉϫⲁ⸗	 said
ϫⲛⲟⲩ	 ask
ⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ	 think
ⲡⲓⲥⲧⲉⲩⲉ	 believe
ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲕⲁⲗⲉⲓ or 
ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲅⲁⲗⲉⲓ 	 insist, declare
ϩⲱⲡ	 hide
ϩⲛⲉ, ϩⲛⲁ⸗	 wish
ⲛⲁϣⲉ, ⲛⲁϣⲱ⸗	 be numerous



Lesson 11
How objects 
affect verbs
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11.1 BASIC WORD ORDER

In a simple English sentence such as ‘Harry wrote the book’, the subject 
ordinarily stands in front of the verb and the object is stated after the 
verb. As you know, Coptic has the same basic word order:

ⲁⲛⲟⲩⲱϣⲧ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲕϩⲓⲕⲱⲛ

We kissed your image.

ⲁⲩⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲁⲗⲉⲝⲁⲛⲧⲣⲟⲥ ⲉ ⲡⲏⲓ̈ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲛⲇⲓⲗⲟⲭⲟⲥ

They brought Alexander to the house of Antilochus.

In both statements the subject is in front of the verb and the object fol-
lows the verb. In addition, the object is marked with the object marker 
ⲛ̄ (9.5). So, why does Coptic need an object marker at all, if the word 
order alone is sufficient explanation? Here we have to consider other 
aspects of a language, which may affect this basic word order.

11.2 ADVERBS AFFECTING WORD ORDER

The basic meaning of a verb may be, for instance, so modified by an 
adverb that it becomes an integral aspect of the meaning, as in ‘Harry 
wrote off the car’ – which clearly has nothing to do with the essential 
idea of ‘writing’. Such adverbs may come between the verb and its object 
or they may not (‘Harry wrote the car off’ is possible too). Coptic has the 
same issues of meaning and word order but it may resolve them differ-
ently. Specifically, if an adverb comes between the verb and its object, 
the separated object gets marked as the object:

ⲁⲛⲛⲟⲩϫⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲛϩⲟⲡⲗⲟⲛ

We have thrown away our guards.

The author of this example has decided that ⲉⲃⲟⲗ is an intrinsic aspect 
of the meaning of ⲛⲟⲩϫⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ (‘throw away’) and perhaps should not 
be separated from the verb. Consequently, the object does not follow the 
verb immediately and gets marked by ⲛ̄.
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11.3 INDIRECT OBJECTS AFFECTING  
WORD ORDER

To take another example, think about how English can naturally switch 
between ‘Harry wrote her a song’ and ‘Harry wrote a song for her’. The 
point is that some statements need to identify the indirect object (who 
benefited) just as much as the object, as in ‘I gave the book’ . . . ​yes, 
but who did you give it to? However, now that we have an object and 
an indirect object too, which of them ought to come straight after the 
verb? In English, it could be either – but notice how these statements are 
distinguished not only by word order but whether the indirect object is 
marked:

if the indirect object follows the verb immediately, it is not marked 
(‘Harry wrote her a song’);
if the indirect object does not follow the verb immediately, it gets 
marked with a preposition (‘Harry wrote a song for her’).

Coptic has the same issue but, as you may now realise, concentrates on 
marking the object rather than the indirect object. For instance, take a 
look at these two statements. In the first, the object follows the verb and 
is not marked:

ϩⲉⲣⲡ ϩⲉⲛⲟⲉⲓⲕ ⲛⲁⲛ	 Soak some bread for us.

However, as in English, the indirect object (ⲛⲁ-ⲛ ‘for us’) has an espe-
cially close relationship to its verb and may well follow it immediately. 
So, in the second example, the object ends up separated from the verb:

ⲧⲁⲙⲓⲟ ⲛⲁⲛ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲕⲟⲩⲓ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲣϣⲓⲛ	 Cook us a bit of lentils.

Once separated, the object gets marked (ⲛ̄-ⲟⲩⲕⲟⲩⲓ ‘a bit’) (3.5). Like-
wise, take a look at this prayer:

ⲙⲁ ⲛⲁⲛ ⲛ̄ⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲓ︦ⲥ︦ⲡⲉⲭ︦ⲥ︦	 Give us compassion, O Lord  
	   Jesus Christ.

The words are clear enough and, again, the crucial indirect object (ⲛⲁ-ⲛ) 
follows the verb immediately, so the object has been marked (ⲛ̄-ⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ) 
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separately. In other words, whenever an object does not follow the verb 
immediately, it has to be marked.

Still, to return to our original question, if the object does follow the 
verb immediately, there is no apparent reason why it has to be marked. 
Which is true. However, the object marker exists – so it could be used. 
The writer or speaker has a (probably unthinking) choice to make, much 
as you have a (probably unthinking) choice to make between saying ‘get 
me some’ and ‘get some for me’. In fact, there are also rules that deter-
mine whether an object may be left unmarked in Coptic, but these are 
specifics that need not concern you as a learner – as ever, you simply 
respond to what has already been written down by people in the past.

11.4 INFINITIVES SHIFTING WITH OBJECTS

Here comes the tricky bit. Look at these two statements about monks 
soaking various items:

ϩⲉⲣⲡ ϩⲉⲛⲟⲉⲓⲕ ⲛⲁⲛ	 Soak some bread for us.
ⲁ-ⲁⲡⲁ ⲁⲛⲧⲱⲛⲓⲟⲥ ϩⲱⲣⲡ̄ ⲛⲁϥ	 Apa Antony soaked himself  

ⲛ̄ϩⲉⲛⲕⲟⲩⲓ ⲛ̄ ⲃⲏⲧ	  (ⲛⲁ-ϥ) some bits of palm-leaf.

In the first statement, the object is not marked and the verb is pro-
nounced ϩⲉⲣⲡ. However, in the second, the object is marked and 
the verb is pronounced ϩⲱⲣⲡ̄. These observations are directly relat-
ed: a verb may well be pronounced differently when the object is not 
marked (ϩⲉⲣⲡ) – in truth, because verb and object get conflated in 
speech as ϩⲉⲣⲡϩⲉⲛⲟⲉⲓⲕ. Typically, the principal vowel in the verb gets 
reduced by this conflation – as here, from the stout ⲱ in ϩⲱⲣⲡ̄ to the 
measly ⲉ in ϩⲉⲣⲡ. This reduction does not happen when there is no 
object (of course) or when the object is marked with ⲛ̄, even if it follows 
immediately.

Many verbs shift like this, that is to say they have one form when 
the object is unmarked and another form when the object is marked or 
there is no object. However, the meaning remains the same because the 
different ‘forms’ are only shifting pronunciations of the infinitive (6.1). 
Analysing the difference in terms of meaning would be as pointless as 
analysing the difference in meaning between ‘she was not at home’ and 
‘she wasn’t at home’.
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11.5 WHAT IF THE OBJECT IS A PRONOUN?

Of course, an object may be a pronoun (‘Harry wrote it’) and English has 
some specific object pronouns (me, him, her, us, them), but Coptic relies on 
the word order and simply uses suffix pronouns for objects as well as sub-
jects (4.1). That said, a suffix pronoun is liable to affect the pronunciation 
of the word it attaches to, and accordingly the object marker ⲛ̄ shifts mark-
edly to ⲙ̄ⲙⲟ⸗ in ⲁⲩⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ‘they brought him (ⲙ̄ⲙⲟ-ϥ)’ and ⲁⲛⲟⲩⲱϣⲧ̄ 
ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ‘we kissed it (ⲙ̄ⲙⲟ-ⲥ)’. As you know (9.5), certain verbs mark the 
object with a different preposition, as illustrated by ⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ‘hear’ in this 
comment on the influence of Abbot Shenoute’s writing (see page 260):

ⲁⲩⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ϩⲛ̄ ⲧⲡⲟⲗⲓⲥ ϩⲣⲱⲙⲁ	 They heard it (ⲉⲣⲟ-ϥ) in  
	   the city of Rome.

On the other hand, the object may follow the verb unmarked, in 
which case the suffix pronoun attaches to the infinitive itself and, as you 
would expect, frequently affects its pronunciation too:

ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ϫⲉ ϩⲉⲣⲡ ϩⲉⲛⲟⲉⲓⲕ ⲛⲁⲛ	 He said, ‘Soak some (bits of)  
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥϩⲟⲣⲡⲟⲩ	  bread for us’ and he soaked  
	   them.

In the phrase ⲁ-ϥ-ϩⲟⲣⲡ-ⲟⲩ ‘he soaked them’ the object is attached to 
the verb, which has shifted from ϩⲉⲣⲡ to ϩⲟⲣⲡ as a consequence. Like-
wise, we find both ⲁⲛⲟⲩⲱϣⲧ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ‘we kissed it’ and ⲁⲛⲟⲩⲁϣⲧⲥ̄ ‘we 
kissed it’ (ⲁ-ⲛ-ⲟⲩⲁϣⲧ-ⲥ) because the infinitive is pronounced ⲟⲩⲱϣⲧ 
with a marked object but ⲟⲩⲁϣⲧ with a suffix pronoun attached. Once 
again, these observations are directly related – the infinitive may well be 
pronounced differently with a suffix pronoun attached, even though the 
meaning has not changed at all.

As a final note, remember that most verbs also give commands sim-
ply by using the infinitive (4.3). As such, commands may also be affected 
by these shifts in pronunciation, so watch what happens to the verb ϯ 
‘give’ in this comment about a letter:

ⲧⲁⲁⲥ ⲙ̄ ⲫⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲉⲧⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩϥ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ

Give it (ⲧⲁⲁ-ⲥ) to the holy father who is good, Apa Peter.
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11.6 A NOTE ABOUT DICTIONARIES

In English, verbs change their forms for various issues of meaning, in-
cluding agreement (I run > she runs), time (I run > I ran) and aspect (I 
run > I am running). Coptic verbs also change but the typical reason for 
doing so is entirely different – as we have just discussed, the pronuncia-
tion (not the meaning) of an infinitive shifts depending on (a) whether 
an object follows the verb, (b) whether the object is marked and (c) 
whether the object is a noun or a pronoun. To take ϩⲱⲣⲡ̄, the example 
above, as our illustration:

(a)	 ϩⲱⲣⲡ̄ is the standard (‘absolute’) pronunciation, used if there is 
no object or the object is marked;

(b) ϩⲉⲣⲡ- is the (‘construct’) pronunciation used if an un-
marked object follows (the single bond - sign indicates 
that this pronunciation depends upon an object following 
immediately);

(c) ϩⲟⲣⲡ⸗ is the (‘pronominal’) pronunciation used if the object  
is a suffix pronoun (compare Section 4.2 for the double bond 
⸗ sign).

From now on your notes will list verbs in the manner of Coptic diction-
aries, using the following standard pattern:

ⲙⲟⲩⲛ	 remain, continue
ⲧⲁⲙⲓⲟ ⲧⲁⲙⲓⲟ- ⲧⲁⲙⲓⲟ⸗	 prepare, cook
ϩⲱⲣⲡ̄ ϩⲉⲣⲡ- ϩⲟⲣⲡ⸗	 soak

Notice that verbs like ⲙⲟⲩⲛ or ϣⲗⲏⲗ ‘pray’ never have an object 
because of their meaning (they are intransitive), so their pronuncia-
tions do not shift in any event, and they are listed with a single form. 
On the other hand, the pronunciation of ⲧⲁⲙⲓⲟ and many other verbs 
shifts very little or not at all, irrespective of any object, which is re-
flected in the listing ⲧⲁⲙⲓⲟ ⲧⲁⲙⲓⲟ- ⲧⲁⲙⲓⲟ⸗. However, even the sly, 
shifting forms of verbs such as ϩⲱⲣⲡ are recognisably similar because 
there is a stable root made up of the consonants ϩ-ⲣ-ⲡ. Likewise, you 
met two forms of ⲟⲩⲱϣⲧ ‘kiss (in greeting)’ and ⲟⲩⲁϣⲧ⸗ and they 
also have the stable consonants ⲟⲩ-ϣ-ⲧ, in which only the vowels are 
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shifting (ⲟⲩⲱϣⲧ > ⲟⲩⲁϣⲧ). Consequently, Coptic dictionaries tend 
to list words – all words, not only verbs – according to the order of 
the consonants, while ignoring vowels apart from any initial vowel (so 
ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ‘I’, ⲁⲡⲁ ‘father’ and ⲁⲣϣⲓⲛ ‘lentil’ are all listed under ⲁ-). For ex-
ample, ϩⲱⲣⲡ (ϩ-ⲣ-ⲡ) is listed in dictionaries somewhere after ϩⲱⲣⲃ 
‘break’ (ϩ-ⲣ-ⲃ) but before ϩⲁⲣⲉϩ ‘protect’ (ϩ-ⲣ-ϩ), following the order 
of the alphabet given in Section 1.1. Speaking of which, now is prob
ably a good time to familiarise yourself with the Word List in this book 
(see page 321). In the first instance, spend a little time learning how 
to make your way round it by trying to locate words you already know.

There are a few points to make here before we finish. First, if this 
seems complicated, remember that most verbs do not change and you 
only have to respond to those that do change, not memorise how they 
change. More to the point, you will find that there are often recognisa-
ble patterns to these sound shifts, which will soon become familiar to 
you through your reading, as you can see by comparing ϥⲓ ϥⲓ- ϥⲓⲧ⸗ ‘car-
ry’ and ϫⲓ ϫⲓ- ϫⲓⲧ⸗ ‘get’, or by studying the following lists:

ⲱⲃϣ ⲉⲃϣ- ⲟⲃϣ⸗	 forget	 ⲕⲱⲧ ⲕⲉⲧ- ⲕⲟⲧ⸗	 build
ⲱⲡ ⲉⲡ- ⲟⲡ⸗	 count, value	 ⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲥⲉⲧⲙ-	 hear, listen 

		    ⲥⲟⲧⲙ⸗
ⲱϣ ⲉϣ- ⲟϣ⸗	 read, read	 ϩⲱⲣⲡ̄ ϩⲉⲣⲡ- 	 soak 

	   out	   ϩⲟⲣⲡ⸗

On the other hand, as in most languages, the commonest verbs are often 
most likely to show irregularities, with dramatic shifts in pronouncing 
the infinitive:

ⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲛ̄- ⲛ̄ⲧ⸗	 bring
ⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲣ̄- ⲁⲁ⸗	 do, make
ⲕⲱ ⲕⲁ- ⲕⲁⲁ⸗	 put down, leave
ⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲥⲉϩ- ⲥⲁϩ⸗	 write
ϯ ϯ- ⲧⲁⲁ⸗	 give
ϫⲱ ϫⲉ- ϫⲟⲟ⸗	 say
ϭⲓⲛⲉ ϭⲛ̄- ϭⲛ̄ⲧ⸗	 find

At this point, you would do well to memorise the forms of ⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲣ̄- ⲁⲁ⸗ 
‘do, make’, if not all of the above.
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11.7 A NOTE ABOUT ϪⲰ ϪⲈ- ϪⲞⲞ⸗ ‘SAY’

The verb ϫⲱ ϫⲉ- ϫⲟⲟ⸗ ‘say’ must have an object, so ⲁ-ⲩ-ϫⲟⲟ-ⲥ literally 
means ‘they said it’, though we would never translate this phrase so lit-
erally. If you look back to Section 10.1, this is why you find both ⲁⲩϫⲟⲟⲥ 
‘they said’ (ϫⲟⲟ⸗ with pronoun object) and ⲉϥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ‘while he is 
saying’ (ϫⲱ with marked object). In a sense, however, these contrasting 
forms exemplify the fact that much of how we read a language is recog-
nising familiar phrases rather than analysing the grammar of each new 
statement individually.

11.8 REFLEXIVE STATEMENTS  
(SUBJECT AND OBJECT ARE THE SAME)

Reflexive verbs are those whose meaning requires the subject of the 
action to be repeated as the object, as in ‘Harry found himself smil-
ing’ or ‘Harry behaved himself’ – whereas in ‘Harry jabbed himself 
with a pen’ the object could have been anybody, it just happened to 
be the clumsy so-and-so messing about with a pen. Likewise, Cop-
tic has ⲁϥϭⲛ̄ⲧϥ̄ ‘he found himself’ (literally ⲁ-ϥ-ϭⲛ̄ⲧ-ϥ ‘he found 
him’) with the same meaning as in English – that is, come to a sud-
den awareness. Notice the reflexive object is an ordinary suffix pro-
noun here, and no special reflexive form is required comparable to 
English ‘himself’. Standard English uses reflexive statements less of-
ten than many languages, though they are more common in idiomat-
ic English (haste ye back, now I lay me down to sleep, etc.). Coptic 
also uses them more frequently than standard English, for example in 
ⲁⲥⲡⲁϩⲧⲥ̄ ‘she bowed’ (which is literally ⲁ-ⲥ-ⲡⲁϩⲧ-ⲥ ‘she bowed her’) 
or ⲁϥⲕⲧⲟϥ ‘he turned, he returned’ (which is literally ⲁ-ϥ-ⲕⲧⲟ-ϥ ‘he 
turned him’):

ⲁⲥⲡⲁϩⲧⲥ̄ ⲛⲁϥ ⲉⲥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲡⲁϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ

She bowed to him, saying ‘My Lord!’

ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲥ ⲁϥⲕⲧⲟϥ ⲉ ⲑⲉⲱⲇⲱⲣⲟⲥ ⲁϥϣⲁϫⲉ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁϥ

Afterwards, he turned to Theodore and spoke with him.
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Other useful reflexive verbs include ⲁϩⲉⲣⲁⲧ⸗ ‘stand’, ⲕⲉⲣⲁⲧ⸗ ‘step’, 
ⲕⲁⲣⲱ⸗ ‘shut up’, ⲣ̄ϩⲛⲁ⸗ ‘consent, agree’, ϫⲓϩⲣⲁ⸗ or ϫⲓⲛ̄ϩⲣⲁ⸗ ‘turn away, 
divert, amuse’ and ϩⲟⲣ⸗ ‘take heed’, as well as ⲥⲁϩⲱ⸗ ‘leave, depart’ 
along with ⲕⲧⲟ⸗ ‘return’, ⲥⲱⲕϩⲏⲧ⸗ ‘lead’ and ⲥⲱⲕϩⲁ⸗ ‘follow’, as in 
ⲁϥⲁϩⲉⲣⲁⲧϥ̄ ‘he stood’ and ⲁⲥⲕⲉⲣⲁⲧⲥ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ‘she stepped out’:

ⲡⲉϫⲉ ⲓ̄ⲥ︦ ⲟⲩⲛ̄ ϩⲁϩ ⲁϩⲉⲣⲁⲧⲟⲩ ϩⲓⲣⲙ̄ ⲡⲣⲟ

Jesus said, ‘There are many standing at (ϩⲓⲣⲛ̄) the door’. (7.4)

Likewise, you are soon going to come across a euphemism for dying, 
ⲁϥⲙ̄ⲧⲟⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ‘he rested’. Here ⲙ̄ⲧⲟⲛ is followed by the reflexive ob-
ject ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ (‘he rested him’), which need not be translated.

11.9 TIME TO READ SOMETHING:  
TALKING WITH MONKS

See what you make of this story from The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, 
which you first dipped into in Section  9.7. One of the elders (ⲟⲩⲁ ⲛ̄ 
ⲛ̄ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ) has gone to visit another elder (ⲕⲉϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ), who has a disciple 
(ⲙⲁⲑⲏⲧⲏⲥ) living with him in order to learn from his example:

ⲁⲟⲩⲁ ⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲃⲱⲕ ϣⲁ	 One of the elders went to  
ⲕⲉϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲙ̄	  another elder, and he said  
ⲡⲉϥⲙⲁⲑⲏⲧⲏⲥ ϫⲉ	  to his disciple,

ⲧⲁⲙⲓⲟ ⲛⲁⲛ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲕⲟⲩⲓ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲣϣⲓⲛ	 ‘Cook us a bit of lentils’ and  
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥⲧⲁⲙⲓⲟϥ	  he cooked it

ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ϫⲉ ϩⲉⲣⲡ̄ ϩⲉⲛⲟⲉⲓⲕ	 He said, ‘Soak some bread  
ⲛⲁⲛ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥϩⲟⲣⲡⲟⲩ	  for us’ and he soaked them.

ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲩ ⲇⲉ ⲁⲩⲙⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ	 Therefore, as for them, they  
ⲉⲩϣⲁϫⲉ ⲉⲛⲉⲡ︦ⲛ︦ⲓ︦ⲕⲟⲛ	  remained talking about  
	   spiritual matters

ⲙ̄ ⲡⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲧⲏⲣϥ̄ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲧⲉⲩϣⲏ	 for the whole day and all  
ⲧⲏⲣⲥ̄	  of the night.

Here is an extract from a teaching you will read in full later, about a 
determined monk who prays to be allowed to see a dangerous vision of 
demons. He is refused but that does not deter him:



SAHIDIC COPTIC118

ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲇⲉ ⲁϥⲡⲁⲣⲁⲕⲁⲗⲉⲓ	 The elder, however, insisted,  
ⲉϥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ	  saying, (9.3)

ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲟⲩⲛ̄ϭⲟⲙ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲕ ⲉ	 ‘Lord! You are able to shelter  
ⲥⲕⲉⲡⲁⲍⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲓ ϩⲛ̄ ⲧⲉⲕⲭⲁⲣⲓⲥ	  me in your grace.’

Finally, here is the whole story about Macarius that you first met in 
Section 10.6:

ⲁⲩϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ	 They said about Apa Macarius  
ⲡⲛⲟϭ ϫⲉ	  the Great that

ⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄ ϣⲓⲏⲧ ⲉϥⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ	 he came out from Scetis  
ⲛ̄ϩⲁϩ ⲛ̄ⲃⲓⲣ	  carrying lots of baskets.

ⲁϥϩⲓⲥⲉ ⲁϥϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ	 He struggled, he sat down  
ⲁϥϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ	  and he prayed, saying,

ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲕⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ϫⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ϭⲟⲙ	 ‘God! You know that I am  
ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲓ	   not able.’

ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲩⲛⲟⲩ ⲁϥϭⲛ̄ⲧϥ̄	 And immediately (2.1) he found  
ϩⲓϫⲙ̄ ⲡⲓⲉⲣⲟ	  himself at the river.
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WORKING VOCABULARY

ⲟⲉⲓⲕ	 bread
ⲁⲣϣⲓⲛ	 lentil
ⲃⲏⲧ	 palm-leaf
ⲭⲁⲣⲓⲥ	 grace
ϩⲟⲡⲗⲟⲛ	 armour, guards

Some verbs
ⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲣ̄- ⲁⲁ⸗	 do, make
ⲥⲕⲉⲡⲁⲍⲉ	 shelter
ⲁϩⲉⲣⲁⲧ⸗	 stand
ⲕⲧⲟ⸗	 turn, return
ⲕⲁⲣⲱ⸗	� shut up,  

silence
ⲡⲁϩⲧ⸗	 bow
ϯ ϯ- ⲧⲁⲁ⸗	 give

ϥⲓ ϥⲓ- ϥⲓⲧ⸗		  lift, carry
ϫⲓ ϫⲓ- ϫⲓⲧ⸗		�  get,  

receive
ⲕⲱ ⲕⲁ- ⲕⲁⲁ⸗		�  put,  

leave, let
ϫⲱ ϫⲉ- ϫⲟⲟ⸗		  say
ⲱϣ ⲉϣ- ⲟϣ⸗		  call, read
ⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲥⲉϩ- ⲥⲁϩ⸗		  write
ⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲥⲉⲧⲙ- ⲥⲟⲧⲙ⸗	� hear,  

listen
ⲛⲟⲩϫⲉ ⲛⲉϫ- ⲛⲟϫ⸗	� throw,  

fling
ⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲛ̄- ⲛ̄ⲧ⸗	 	 bring
ϭⲓⲛⲉ ϭⲛ̄- ϭⲛ̄ⲧ⸗	�	�  find, find  

out





Lesson 12
Numbers  
and dates
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12.1 SIMPLE NUMBERS TO TEN

Coptic numerals were adapted from contemporary Greek writing prac-
tice and use the ordinary letters of the Greek alphabet marked with a 
stroke (1.2), plus three added signs, ⲋ︦ (6), ϥ︦ (90) and ⳁ︦ (900). In Sa-
hidic Coptic, however, numbers are almost always written out in full, 
and numerals generally only used for numbering the pages of a book or 
occasionally in dates. The simple (cardinal) units with their numerals 
are as follows:

Numeral	 Simple		  Added	
		  masc.	 Fem.	 masc.	 Fem.

1	 ⲁ︦	 ⲟⲩⲁ	 ⲟⲩⲉⲓ̈	 -ⲟⲩⲉ	 -ⲟⲩⲉⲓ̈ or -ⲟⲩⲉⲓ̈ⲉ
2	 ⲃ︦	 ⲥⲛⲁⲩ	 ⲥⲛ̄ⲧⲉ	 -ⲥⲛ̄ⲟⲟⲩⲥ	 -ⲥⲛ̄ⲟⲟⲩⲥⲉ
3	 ⲅ︦	 ϣⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧ	 ϣⲟⲙⲧⲉ	 -ϣⲟⲙⲧⲉ	
		  or ϣⲟⲙⲧ̄			 
4	 ⲇ︦	 ϥⲧⲟⲟⲩ	 ϥⲧⲟ	 -ⲁϥⲧⲉ	
5	 ⲉ︦	 ϯⲟⲩ	 ϯⲉ	 -ⲧⲏ or -ⲧⲉ	
6	 ⲋ︦	 ⲥⲟⲟⲩ	 ⲥⲟⲉ	 -ⲁⲥⲉ	
7	 ⲍ︦	 ⲥⲁϣϥ̄	 ⲥⲁϣϥⲉ	 -ⲥⲁϣϥⲉ	
8	 ⲏ︦	 ϣⲙⲟⲩⲛ	 ϣⲙⲟⲩⲛⲉ	 -ϣⲙⲏⲛ	 -ϣⲙⲏⲛⲉ
9	 ⲑ︦	 ⲯⲓⲥ	 ⲯⲓⲧⲉ	 -ⲯⲓⲥ	 -ⲯⲓⲧⲉ

Numbers stand in front of the word they describe and agree with its 
gender (2.7). If there is an article, it will be singular, as in ⲧⲥⲁϣϥⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲉⲝⲟⲩⲥⲓⲁ ‘the seven authorities’ (ⲉⲝⲟⲩⲥⲓⲁ ‘authority’ is feminine). The 
exception is ⲥⲛⲁⲩ ‘two’, which follows the singular noun, as in ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ 
ⲥⲛⲁⲩ ‘the two men’ and ⲧⲉⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ⲥⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ‘the two women’ (2.6). That 
said, the alternative word order is entailed when ⲥⲛⲁⲩ (or ⲥⲛ̄ⲧⲉ) ap-
pears as a noun with the meaning ‘pair, couple’:

ⲁⲧⲁⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲁⲩ ⲣ̄ ⲕⲉⲥⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ ϩⲙ̄ ⲡⲉϥⲏⲓ

My beloved mother spent another couple of years in his house.

The added forms are used as the units in numbers above ten, to make ‘fif-
teen’, ‘thirty-seven’, etc. As such, they are analogous to the English forms 
‘thirteen’ and ‘fifteen’ (rather than ‘three-teen’ and ‘five-teen’). In other 
words, now we should look at how numbers are formed from ten upwards.
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12.2 SIMPLE NUMBERS FROM TEN

The simple (cardinal) numbers for tens with their numerals are as 
follows:

Numeral		  Masc.	 Fem.
10	 ⲓ︦		  ⲙⲏⲧ	 ⲙⲏⲧⲉ
20	 ⲕ︦		  ϫⲟⲩⲱⲧ	 ϫⲟⲩⲱⲧⲉ
30	 ⲗ︦		  ⲙⲁⲁⲃ	 ⲙⲁⲁⲃⲉ
40	 ⲙ︦		  ϩⲙⲉ	
50	 ⲛ︦		  ⲧⲁⲉⲓⲟⲩ	
60	 ⲝ︦		  ⲥⲉ	
70	 ⲟ︦		  ϣϥ̄ⲉ	
80	 ⲡ︦		  ϩⲙⲉⲛⲉ	
90	 ϥ︦		  ⲡⲥ̄ⲧⲁⲓⲟⲩ	

Of course, they also stand in front of the word they describe, as in ⲥⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ ‘sixty years’. Units may be added using ⲙⲛ̄, as in ⲙⲁⲁⲃⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ 
ϣⲙⲟⲩⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ ‘thirty and eight years’ (notice the feminine forms 
of the numbers with the feminine noun ⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ). Alternatively, units 
can be attached directly in their added forms, as ⲥⲉⲧⲉ (ⲥⲉ-ⲧⲉ) ‘sixty-
five’ and so on. Notice, therefore, that ϫⲟⲩⲧ- ‘twenty’ and ⲙⲁⲃ- ‘thir-
ty’ are themselves abbreviated in pronunciation when units are at-
tached, as in ϫⲟⲩⲧⲟⲩⲉⲓ̈ⲉ (ϫⲟⲩⲧ-ⲟⲩⲉⲓ̈ⲉ) ‘twenty-one’ and ϫⲟⲩⲧⲁⲥⲉ 
‘twenty-six’. Similarly, units in the teens always attach directly to ⲙⲛ̄ⲧ- 
(adapted from ⲙⲏⲧ ‘ten’ like English ‘-teen’ is adapted from ‘ten’), as 
in ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲁϣϥⲉ (ⲙⲛ̄ⲧ-ⲥⲁϣϥⲉ) ‘seventeen’. That said, ‘fifteen’ (ⲙⲛ̄ⲧ-ⲧⲏ) 
is simply ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲏ or ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉ, with a single -ⲧ, so be careful to distinguish 
ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉ from ⲙⲏⲧⲉ ‘ten’.

12.3 SIMPLE NUMBERS FROM A HUNDRED

As for the simple (cardinal) numbers for hundreds and thousands, we 
begin with these specific numbers and their numerals:

Numeral		  Number
100	 ⲣ︦	 ϣⲉ
200	 ⲥ︦	 ϣⲏⲧ
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1,000	 ⲁ̿ 	 ϣⲟ
10,000		  ⲧⲃⲁ

Numerals from ‘300’ upwards follow the same alphabetic pattern, as ⲧ︦ 
(300), ⲩ︦ (400), ⲫ︦ (500), ⲭ︦ (600), ⲯ︦ (700), ⲱ︦ (800) plus ⳁ︦ (900). The 
actual numbers are formed on either of the patterns ϣⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧ ⲛ̄ϣⲉ ‘three 
hundreds’ or simply ϣⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧϣⲉ ‘three hundred’. Numerals for thou-
sands are double marked, as ⲁ̿ and so on.

The numbers themselves (again, as in English) may be formed on 
the pattern ϯⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ϣⲟ ‘five thousand’ or the pattern ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲁϣϥⲉ ⲛ̄ϣⲉ 
‘seventeen hundred’. Again, smaller numbers may be added to hun-
dreds and thousands with or without ⲙⲛ̄, so we find both ϣⲉⲧⲁⲓ̈ⲟⲩ 
‘one hundred fifty’ (ⲣ︦ⲛ︦) and ϣⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧϣⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲥⲉⲧⲉ ‘three hundred and 
sixty-five’ (ⲧ︦ⲝ︦ⲉ︦).

12.4 NUMBERS IN ORDER

The first ordinal number is ϣⲟⲣⲡ ‘first’, as in ⲧϣⲟⲣⲡ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲣⲫⲏ ‘the 
first form’ – you may recognise this word from the initial particle ϣⲟⲣⲡ 
ⲙⲉⲛ ‘firstly’ (7.3). The other ordinals are formed by attaching the pre-
fix ⲙⲉϩ- to the cardinal number, as in ⲡⲙⲉϩϣⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧ ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲟⲩ ‘the third 
day’, ⲡⲙⲉϩϯⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲉⲛⲉⲓⲱⲧ ‘the fifth lesson of our father’, and 
ⲙⲉϩⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲁϣϥⲉ ‘seventeenth’. Of course, the number ⲥⲛⲁⲩ follows the 
word it describes but ⲙⲉϩ- still heads the phrase, as in ⲙ̄ ⲡⲙⲉϩⲥⲉⲡ ⲥⲛⲁⲩ 
‘for the second time’ (2.6).

12.5 TIME AND DATES

Day and night were each divided into twelve hours numbered with the 
prefix ϫⲡ̄-, as in ⲛ̄ ϫⲡ̄ⲙⲏⲧⲉ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ ‘at hour ten (ϫⲡ̄-ⲙⲏⲧⲉ) of the 
day’. Alongside ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲟⲩ ‘today’, there are also words for ⲥⲁϥ or ⲛ̄ⲥⲁϥ 
‘yesterday’ and ⲣⲁⲥⲧⲉ ‘next day, tomorrow’.

Whereas ϩⲟⲟⲩ means ‘day’ as contrasted to ⲟⲩϣⲏ ‘night’ (2.1), cal-
endar dates are listed as a number following the feminine noun ⲥⲟⲩ 
‘day’, as in ⲥⲟⲩ ϫⲟⲩⲧⲁⲥⲉ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲉⲃⲟⲧ ⲉⲡⲏⲡ ‘day twenty-six of the month 
of Epiphi’ (for the names of the twelve months, see Section 1.5). Note 
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especially the phrase ⲛ̄ ⲥⲟⲩ ‘on day such-and-such’ – for example, the 
celebrated Abbot Pachomius (see page 254) died ⲛ̄ ⲥⲟⲩ ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥⲧⲉ ⲙ̄ 
ⲡⲉⲃⲟⲧ ⲡⲁϣⲟⲛⲥ ‘on day fourteen of the month Pakhons’.

Year dates in local documents, including loans and other fiscal ex-
changes, are often expressed by reference to the period in office of a 
named official, such as the ⲗⲁϣⲁⲛⲉ ‘magistrate’ or an ⲁⲣⲁ ‘elder’, using 
the preposition ⲛ̄ⲛⲁϩⲣⲛ̄ or ⲛⲁϩⲣⲛ̄ ‘before’:1

ⲡⲁⲱⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲁϩⲣⲛ̄ ⲡⲁⲩⲗⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ ⲡⲁⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲡⲗⲁϣⲁⲛⲉ

Pauni before Paul, (son) of Papnoute, the magistrate.

ⲥⲟⲩ ϫⲟⲩⲧⲁⲥⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲉⲡⲉⲡ ⲛⲁϩⲣⲛ̄ ⲙⲁⲛⲁⲥⲥⲏ

Day twenty-six of Epiphi before Manasse.

Year dates in more formal documents are typically expressed by refer-
ence to a fifteen-year fiscal accounting cycle or indiction, applied across 
the whole of the Empire. Such datings tend to use Greek numbers and 
are often abbreviated in writing, so the results may seem impenetrable 
until you become familiar with them, as is often the case with business 
contracts, financial accounts, legal papers and so on in any culture. As 
learners, they need not concern us here, but a straightforward example 
appears later in this book using the Greek number ⲡⲉⲛⲧⲉⲕⲁⲓⲇⲉⲕⲁⲧⲏ 
(ⲡέντε και δέκατη literally ‘five and tenth’):

ϩⲛ̄ ⲑⲱⲑ ⲛ̄ ⲡⲉⲛⲧⲉⲕⲁⲓⲇⲉⲕⲁⲧⲏ		 in Thouth of Fifteenth

(i.e. ‘in the month of Thouth during the fifteenth year of the 
present fiscal cycle’).

Less frequently, documents are dated by counting the years since the 
accession of Diocletian in 284 (see Preliminaries, ‘Copts and the Coptic 
language’), which heralded the ‘era of martyrs’, and such dates are often 
marked with the cross-shaped abbreviations ⳩ (ⲭ + ⲣ for ⲭⲣⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ) or ⳥ 

1.  See E. Stefanski and M. Lichtheim: Coptic Ostraca From Medinet Habu. Chicago, Univer-
sity of Chicago Press (1905), pages 2–3.
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(ⲙ + ⲣ for ⲙⲁⲣⲧⲩⲣⲟⲥ). On the other hand, Coptic documents dated by 
reference to the Islamic Hijra calendar are only beginning to appear at 
the end of the period covered by this book.

12.6 TIME TO READ SOME DATES

The cult of the martyr Saint Mena is Egypt’s foundational Christian tra-
dition (see page 251). In the Coptic account of his life, the date of his 
martyrdom (ⲙⲁⲣⲧⲩⲣⲓⲁ) is given as follows:

ⲁϥϫⲱⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲙⲁⲣⲧⲩⲣⲓⲁ ⲛ̄ ⲥⲟⲩ ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲏ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲉⲃⲟⲧ ϩⲁⲑⲱⲣ
ϩⲛ̄ ⲧⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣ̄ⲣⲟ ⲛ̄ ⲇⲓⲟⲕⲗⲏⲇⲓⲁⲛⲟⲥ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲙⲁⲝⲓⲙⲓⲁⲛⲟⲥ
ⲛ̄ⲣ̄ⲣⲱⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲁⲛⲟⲙⲟⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲃⲁⲧⲏⲥ

He fulfilled (ϫⲱⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ) his martyrdom (ⲙⲁⲣⲧⲩⲣⲓⲁ) on day  
fifteen of the month Hathur
in the reign of Diocletian and Maximian (5.1),
the lawless (ⲁⲛⲟⲙⲟⲥ) and reckless (ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲃⲁⲧⲏⲥ) kings (2.2).

Here is a funerary inscription from the facade of the Church of Saint Isi-
dore the Martyr at Deyr al-Medina (see Figure 17). For the euphemism 
ⲁϥⲙ̄ⲧⲟⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ‘he rested’ see Section 11.8. Also, note here some unex-
pected writings by the mason, including the abbreviation of the word 
ⲉⲓⲣⲏⲛⲏ ‘peace’ as well as awkward spellings of the number ϣⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧ and 
the month of Khoiak (1.5):

ⲁⲡⲁ ⲓ̈ⲥⲁⲕ ⲁϥⲙ̄ⲧⲟⲛ	 Apa Isaac. He rested
ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲛ̄ ⲥⲟⲩ ϣⲟⲙ̄ⲧ	 on day three 
ⲛ̄ ⲭⲓ̈ⲁⲭ ϩⲛ̄ ⲉⲓⲣⲏ ⲁⲙⲏⲛ	 of Khoiak in peace. Amen.

In the same vein, a carefully arranged funerary inscription, more than 
six feet (1.88 m) wide, is the most prominent feature of the present fa-
cade of the temple-turned-church (see Figure 18). Again, think carefully 
while reading the dates because the spellings of the month names are 
unusual. By the way, note that an ⲁⲛⲁⲭⲟⲣⲓⲧⲏⲥ ‘anchorite’ is a member 
of a desert-based monastic community:
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Figure 17  A funerary inscription for Isaac in the Church of Saint Isidore 

the Martyr. Thebes, seventh to eighth  century. Source: author.

ⲁⲡⲁ ⲇⲁⲛⲏⲗ ⲁϥⲙ̄ⲧⲟⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲛ̄ ⲥⲟⲩ ⲯⲓⲥ ⲛ̄ ⲙ̄ϣⲓⲣ

Apa Daniel. He rested on day nine of Mekhir.

ⲁⲡⲁ ⲡⲉⲃⲱ ⲁϥⲙ̄ⲧⲟⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲛ̄ ⲥⲟⲩ ⲥⲁϣϥ̄ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲁⲣⲉⲙϩⲁⲧⲡ̄

Apa Pebo. He rested on day seven of Pamenoth.

ⲁⲡⲁ ⲡⲗⲏⲉⲓⲛ ⲁϥⲙ̄ⲧⲟⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲥⲟⲩ ϯⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲁⲁⲡⲉ

Apa Pleyne. He rested (on) day five of Paopi.



SAHIDIC COPTIC128

Figure 18  The  grand funerary inscription for priests of the Church of 

Saint Isidore the Martyr. Thebes, seventh  century. Source: author.

ⲁⲡⲁ ⲉⲛⲱⲭ ⲁϥⲙ̄ⲧⲟⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲛ̄ ⲥⲟⲩ ⲥⲁϣϥ̄ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲁⲁⲡⲉⲓ̈

Apa Enoch. He rested on day seven of Paopi.

ⲁⲡⲁ ⲑⲉⲱⲫⲩⲗⲟⲥ ⲡⲣⲉⲥⲃⲩⲧⲉⲣⲟⲥ ⲁϥⲙ̄ⲧⲟⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲛ̄ ⲥⲟⲩ 
ϫⲟⲩⲧⲟⲩⲉⲓ̈ⲉ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲁⲱⲛⲏ

Apa Theophilus, priest. He rested on day twenty-one of Pauni.

ⲁⲡⲁ ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ ⲡⲁⲛⲁⲭⲟⲣⲓⲧⲏⲥ ⲁϥⲙ̄ⲧⲟⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲛ̄ ⲥⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ ⲥⲟⲩ* 
ϫⲟⲩⲧⲁⲥⲉ ⲕⲁⲭ

Apa Peter, the anchorite. He rested on day twenty-six of Khoiak.

ⲁⲡⲁ ⲥⲧⲉⲫⲁⲛⲟⲥ ⲁϥⲙ̄ⲧⲟⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲛ̄ ⲥⲟⲩ ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲑⲟⲟⲩⲧ

Apa Stephen. He rested on day fifteen of Thouth.

ⲁⲡⲁ ⲙ

Apa [lost]
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ⲁⲡⲁ ⲙⲁⲑⲑⲁⲓⲟⲥ ⲁϥⲙ̄ⲧⲟⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲛ̄ ⲥⲟⲩ ϫⲟⲩⲧϣⲟⲙⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲑⲱⲣ

Apa Matthew. He rested on day twenty-three of Hathur.

*The phrase ⲛ̄ ⲥⲟⲩ is mistakenly repeated here.

ⲁⲡⲁ ⲡⲁⲩⲗⲟⲥ ⲡⲣⲉⲥⲃⲏⲧⲉⲣⲟⲥ ⲁϥⲙ̄ⲧⲟⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲛ̄ ⲥⲟⲩ ϥⲧⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ 
ⲡⲁⲣⲙⲟⲩⲧⲉ

Apa Paul, priest. He rested on day four of Parmouthi.





Lesson 13
Indicative and 
demonstrative
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13.1 ‘I TEACH’ IN THE INDICATIVE PRESENT

The engaged present states that someone is actually doing something, 
as in ⲛ̄ⲇⲁⲓⲙⲱⲛ ⲥⲱⲃⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲧⲛ̄ ‘the demons are laughing at you’ (7.1). 
By contrast, the tense marker ϣⲁⲣⲉ prefixes a statement which is true in 
the present but indicative – that is, talks about what generally happens, 
as in ϣⲁⲣⲉ ⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ⲱⲱ ‘women get pregnant’. In other words, the action 
does happen in the present but is not necessarily happening right now, 
at this point in the text:

ϣⲁⲣⲉ ⲛⲉⲩⲉⲓⲟⲧⲉ ⲧⲓⲥⲃⲱ ⲛⲁⲩ

Their fathers teach them (literally ‘teach to them’).

ϣⲁⲣⲉ ⲡϩⲁⲓⲣⲉⲧⲓⲕⲟⲥ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲛ̄ ⲡⲱⲣϣ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲩϭⲓϫ

The heretic and the pagan stretch out their hands. (1.1)

ϣⲁⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲕⲁ ⲛⲓⲙ ϩⲩⲡⲟⲧⲁⲥⲥⲉ ⲛⲁϥ ⲛ̄ ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲇⲁⲙ

Everything submits (ϩⲩⲡⲟⲧⲁⲥⲥⲉ) to him like Adam. (2.5)

The tense marker reduces to ϣⲁ- when a suffix pronoun is attached:

ϣⲁⲩϩⲁⲣⲉϩ ⲉⲛⲉϥϩⲓⲟⲟⲩⲉ	 They protect his paths. (9.5)
ϣⲁⲩϯⲕⲗⲟⲙ ⲉϫⲱϥ	 They crown him (literally ‘they  

	   crown on him’). (9.6)

13.2 ARTICLES:  
‘THIS’ DEMONSTRATIVE IS ⲠⲈⲒ-

For the rest of this lesson, we will summarise some useful words that 
follow the formal pattern of the definite article – that is, an initial ⲡ- 
indicates the masculine form, ⲧ- the feminine form and ⲛ- the plural. 
For instance, ⲡⲉⲓ- is an article – and, therefore, a prefix – with the de-
monstrative force ‘this’, as in ⲡⲉⲓϫⲱⲱⲙⲉ ‘this book’, ⲛⲉⲓⲃⲓⲣ ‘these bas-
kets’, ⲧⲉⲓⲙⲛ̄ⲧϩⲏⲕⲉ ‘this scarcity’ (feminine) (5.1) and ⲡⲉⲓⲉⲃⲟⲧ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲱⲧ 
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‘this same month’ (3.4). The demonstrative article also crops up in some 
useful idioms, such as ⲛ̄ ⲧⲉⲓϩⲉ ‘in this way, like this’ or ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲓⲙⲁ ‘here’ 
(ⲙ̄-ⲡⲉⲓ-ⲙⲁ ‘of this place’) (7.1). Not infrequently, the ⲉ is dropped in 
pronunciation, as in ⲡⲓⲃⲓⲟⲥ ‘this lifetime’, ⲡⲓⲙⲟⲩ ‘this death’, ϯϭⲟⲧ ‘this 
status’ or ⲛⲓⲣⲱⲙⲉ ‘these men’:

ϯⲥⲧⲩⲭⲉⲓ̈ ⲉ ϯⲃⲗ̄ϫⲉ	 I do assent to this ostracon. (7.6)

13.3 ARTICLES:  
‘THE ONE OF’ POSSESSIVE ⲠⲀ-

The possessive article ⲡⲁ- (or ⲧⲁ- or ⲛⲁ-) characterises someone or 
something as belonging to someone or something else, as in ⲛⲁⲡⲉϭⲱϣ 
‘Pekosh’s things’ (ⲛⲁ-ⲡⲉϭⲱϣ), ⲛⲁⲙⲡⲏⲩⲉ ‘the things of the heav-
ens’ (ⲛⲁ-ⲙ̄ⲡⲏⲩⲉ), ⲛⲁⲡⲉϥⲏⲓ̈ ‘those of his house’ (ⲛⲁ-ⲡⲉϥ-ⲏⲓ̈) and 
ⲡⲁⲧⲙⲛ̄ⲧϩ̄ⲗⲗⲟ ⲉⲧⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩⲥ ‘he of the ripe old age’ (10.4). Who or what 
this article refers to is apparent in context:

ⲧⲉⲫⲩⲥⲓⲥ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲙⲟⲟⲩ ϭⲏⲛ ⲧⲁⲡⲱⲛⲉ ϩⲱⲱϥ ϫⲁϫⲱ

The nature (ⲫⲩⲥⲓⲥ) of the water is soft (ϭⲏⲛ), that of the stone 
rather is hard (ϫⲁϫⲱ). (8.3)

Now, this possessive article has the same form as the possessive article 
ⲡⲁ- ‘my’ (5.3) but confusing them is unlikely in practice. For example, 
contrast ⲡⲁ-ⲱⲛⲉ ‘my stone’ with ⲧⲁ-ⲡ-ⲱⲛⲉ ‘that of the stone’: the word 
ⲱⲛⲉ is masculine, whereas ⲧⲁ-ⲡ-ⲱⲛⲉ refers to something feminine – in 
this case the stone’s ⲫⲩⲥⲓⲥ ‘nature’. Likewise, compare ⲡⲁ-ⲧ-ⲙⲛ̄ⲧϩ̄ⲗⲗⲟ 
ⲉⲧⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩⲥ ‘he of the ripe old age’ with ⲧⲁ-ⲙⲛ̄ⲧϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ‘my old age’: the 
word ⲙⲛ̄ⲧϩ̄ⲗⲗⲟ is feminine but ⲡⲁ-ⲧ-ⲙⲛ̄ⲧϩ̄ⲗⲗⲟ refers to someone or 
something masculine (5.1).

As a final note here, in a phrase such as ⲡⲁϩⲁⲓⲣⲉⲧⲓⲕⲟⲥ ⲛⲓⲙ ‘what 
belongs to each heretic’, remember that ⲛⲓⲙ ‘each, every’ does not de-
scribe a noun with a definite article (2.5). In other words, ⲛⲓⲙ cannot 
describe ⲡⲁϩⲁⲓⲣⲉⲧⲓⲕⲟⲥ, so this phrase cannot mean ‘all that belongs to 
the heretic’. Rather, it must mean ‘what belongs to + each heretic’ (ⲡⲁ + 
ϩⲁⲓⲣⲉⲧⲓⲕⲟⲥ ⲛⲓⲙ).
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13.4 ⲠⲈ AND ⲦⲈ AND ⲚⲈ ‘ARE’ PRONOUNS

Whereas the words noted above are prefixes, the pronoun ⲡⲉ (or ⲧⲉ or 
ⲛⲉ) stands alone between words or phrases to state their equivalence or 
identity:

ϩⲉⲛⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲕⲉ	 The poor are blessed people.

Such statements do not require a verb – to be clear, ⲛⲉ here is a pronoun 
not a verb – so they ordinarily have no marked tense. Rather, the tense 
is established by the context and, in past narrative, this statement will 
naturally translate as ‘the poor were blessed people’.

Typically, the subject (the person or thing we are specifically discuss-
ing) is the word or phrase that follows the pronoun:

ϩⲉⲛⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲕⲉ	 The poor are blessed people.
ⲟⲩⲙⲉ ⲡⲉ ⲡϣⲁϫⲉ	 The saying is a truth.
ⲟⲩⲁⲧϭⲟⲙ ⲡⲉ ⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ	 Wellbeing (ⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ) is an  

	   impossibility. (5.1)

That said, narrative style may shift the subject to the head of the state-
ment for emphasis, in which case the pronoun winds up at the end of 
the  whole statement, rather than standing between the equivalent 
phrases:

ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲁⲛⲇⲣⲉⲁⲥ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲓⲁⲕⲟⲃⲟⲥ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲓⲱϩⲁⲛⲛⲏⲥ ϩⲉⲛⲱϩⲉ ⲛⲉ

Peter and Andrew and James and John are fishermen. (2.5)

On the other hand, the identification is often so close that it may make 
little sense to distinguish which is the subject (if A is B, then clearly B 
is A):

ⲡⲉϥⲣⲁⲛ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ	 His name is Peter or Peter is his name.
ⲡⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲉⲓⲱⲧ	 That one is your father or Your father  

	   is that one.

If there should be a gender discrepancy between the equivalent phrases, 
the pronoun theoretically agrees with the subject:
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ⲧⲛⲏⲥⲧⲓⲁ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲉⲭⲁⲗⲓⲛⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲙⲟⲛⲁⲭⲟⲥ

The bridle of the monk is the fast.

In this instance, the form ⲡⲉ agrees in gender with the (masculine) sub-
ject ⲭⲁⲗⲓⲛⲟⲥ ‘bridle’ rather than (feminine) ⲛⲏⲥⲧⲓⲁ ‘fasting’. Truthful-
ly, however, there is considerable inconsistency about this because, as 
we have noted, the words are equivalent and accordingly the gender of 
the pronoun could reasonably be that of either. In other words, you will 
soon find yourself reading such statements without noticing the gender 
of the pronoun, not least because there may be a mix of masculine and 
feminine words in any case:

ⲡⲥⲟⲛ ⲛ̄ ⲧⲡⲁⲣⲑⲉⲛⲟⲥ ⲏ ⲧϣⲉⲗⲉⲉⲧ ⲏ ⲧⲥⲱⲛⲉ ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲉⲭ︦ⲥ︦

Christ is the brother of the maiden or the bride or that sister.

By the way, when the subject happens to be a phrase using the com-
mon prefix ⲡⲉⲧ- or ⲧⲉⲧ- ‘the one who’ (or the plural ⲛⲉⲧ- ‘those who’), 
which specifies ‘someone who does something’ (7.5), the similarity of 
sounds generally gets the pronoun omitted:

ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲛⲁⲭⲟⲥ ⲛⲉⲧⲃⲱⲕ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ	 Those who go (ⲛ-ⲉⲧ-ⲃⲱⲕ) in are  
	   the monks.

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲧⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ̈	 The one who is writing  
	   (ⲧ-ⲉⲧ-ⲥϩⲁⲓ̈) is me (8.1).

ⲟⲩϩⲣ̄ϣⲓⲣⲉ ⲡⲉⲧⲁϩⲉⲣⲁⲧϥ̄ ϩⲓⲣⲙ̄-ⲡⲣⲟ

The one who is standing at the door is a youth. (11.8)

ⲥⲓⲛⲟⲩⲑⲓⲟⲥ ⲡⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ⲛ̄ⲓⲱⲧ

The one who is writing to his beloved father is Sinouthios.

Perhaps you can think of the matter like this – the pronouns ⲡⲉ/ⲧⲉ/ⲛⲉ 
and the immediately following subjects beginning ⲡⲉⲧ-/ⲧⲉⲧ-/ⲛⲉⲧ- are 
obscured in pronunciation. So, we might have expected ⲥⲓⲛⲟⲩⲑⲓⲟⲥ ⲡⲉ 
ⲡⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ ‘the one who is writing is Sinouthios’ (linked by ⲡⲉ) but we end 
up with just ⲥⲓⲛⲟⲩⲑⲓⲟⲥ ⲡⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ.
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Finally, remember that ⲡⲉ regularly may or may not appear along 
with the independent pronouns, though without affecting the meaning 
of the statement, so we find both ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲓⲱⲥⲏⲫ ‘I am Joseph’ and ⲁⲛⲟⲕ 
ⲡⲉ ⲓⲱⲥⲏⲫ ‘I am Joseph’ (8.1).

13.5 ‘HE IS’ ALSO THE PRONOUN ⲠⲈ

As well as linking words or phrases to state their equivalence or identity, 
the pronoun ⲡⲉ (or ⲧⲉ or ⲛⲉ) may stand alone as the subject of an iden-
tity statement, as in ⲡⲁϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲡⲉ ‘he is my son’, ⲙ̄ϣⲓⲣ ⲡⲉ ‘it is (the month 
of) Mekhir’, ⲟⲩϣⲡⲏⲣⲉ ⲧⲉ ‘it is a miracle’, and ϩⲉⲛⲇⲓⲕⲁⲓⲟⲥ ⲛⲉ ‘they are 
righteous people’. Again, such a statement does not require a verb and 
is not marked for tense, so ⲙ̄ϣⲓⲣ ⲡⲉ will often naturally translate in past 
narrative as ‘it was Mekhir’. Because the subject ⲡⲉ (or ⲧⲉ or ⲛⲉ) identi-
fies as a particular word, it is keen to follow that word directly and may 
well interrupt a group of words which otherwise belong together:

ⲟⲩⲙⲁⲧⲟⲓ ⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ϫⲱⲱⲣⲉ	 He is a strong soldier.
ⲧϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ ⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲧⲉⲕⲥⲱⲛⲉ	 She is the daughter of your sister.

ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲓⲱϩⲁⲛⲛⲏⲥ ⲡⲉⲡⲁⲣⲭⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ ⲧⲡⲟⲗⲓⲥ

He is the son of John, the governor (ⲉⲡⲁⲣⲭⲟⲥ) of the city.

In these examples, the pronouns effectively break up a noun and ad-
jective in ⲟⲩⲙⲁⲧⲟⲓ ⲛ̄ϫⲱⲱⲣⲉ ‘a strong soldier’, and even the whole 
phrases ⲧϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲧⲉⲕⲥⲱⲛⲉ ‘the daughter of your sister’ and ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ 
ⲓⲱϩⲁⲛⲛⲏⲥ ‘the son of John’.

13.6 ‘THIS ONE’ IS THE PRONOUN ⲠⲀⲒ

Another pronoun is demonstrative ⲡⲁⲓ (or ⲧⲁⲓ) ‘this one’ or ⲛⲁⲓ ‘these 
ones’, as in ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ‘all these things’ (8.3). This pronoun is especial-
ly useful when used in conjunction with ⲡⲉ (or ⲧⲉ or ⲛⲉ) to form the 
phrases ‘this is’ or ‘these are’, as in ⲡⲉⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲁⲓ ‘this is the time’, 
ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲛⲉ ⲧⲥⲁϣϥⲉ ⲛ̄ⲉⲝⲟⲩⲥⲓⲁ ‘these are the seven authorities’ and ⲧⲁⲓ ⲧⲉ 
ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ‘this is the mortal way’ (3.4):
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ⲧⲁⲓ ⲧⲉ ⲧⲁⲛⲁⲥⲧⲣⲟⲫⲏ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲁⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ⲛ̄ⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲓⲱⲥⲏⲫ

This is the life-story (ⲁⲛⲁⲥⲧⲣⲟⲫⲏ) of my beloved father, Joseph.

ⲡⲁⲓ ⲡⲉ ⲡϫⲱⲱⲙⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ⲕⲁⲓⲫⲁⲗⲁⲓⲟⲛ

This is the book and the great compendium.

A useful idiom to note here is ⲉ ⲡⲉⲓⲥⲁ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲡⲁⲓ ‘here and there, this way 
and that’, literally ‘to this side (ⲥⲁ) and this one’.

13.7 THE PRONOUN ⲠⲰⲒ IS ‘MINE’

The pronoun ⲡⲱϥ means ‘his’, as in ⲡⲱϥ ⲡⲉ ‘it is his’. As such, the stem 
ⲡⲱ⸗ requires a suffix pronoun to indicate whose it is, so we just as easily 
find ⲡⲱⲟⲩ ⲡⲉ ‘it is theirs’:

ϣⲁϥϯⲉⲟⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲩϣⲁϫⲉ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲁⲣⲁ ⲡⲱϥ

He praises their speaking more than his own (literally ‘as more 
than his’).

Of course, the stem ⲡⲱ⸗ itself changes to agree with the gender or num-
ber of the word it refers to:

ⲧⲱⲧⲛ̄ ⲧⲉ ⲧⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣ̄ⲣⲟ ⲛ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲏⲩⲉ	 The kingdom of the heavens  
	   is yours.

In this instance, the feminine stem ⲧⲱ⸗ agrees with the feminine noun 
ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣ̄ⲣⲟ ‘kingdom’ (5.1), while the suffix pronoun (ⲧⲱ-ⲧⲛ̄) indicates 
that it is ‘yours’.

13.8 ‘WHO, WHICH’ IS ALSO ⲈⲦⲈ

We have noted that statements based on the pronoun ⲡⲉ (or ⲧⲉ or 
ⲛⲉ) need not have a verb. When introducing a statement (other than 
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a location statement) which has no verb, the prefix ⲉⲧ ‘who, which’ is 
replaced by the distinct word ⲉⲧⲉ (7.5):

ⲫⲉⲃⲣⲟⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲉ ⲙ̄ϣⲓⲣ ⲡⲉ	 February, which is Mekhir.
ⲛⲉⲛϩⲟⲡⲗⲟⲛ ⲉⲧⲉ ⲛⲁⲓ ⲛⲉ	 Our guards, which are these.

ⲡⲉⲓⲛⲟϭ ⲙ̄ⲙⲩⲥⲧⲏⲣⲓⲟⲛ ⲉⲧⲉ ⲡⲉⲕϫⲡⲟ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲡⲉ

This great mystery, which is your holy birth.

ⲡⲓⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ⲇⲱⲣⲟⲛ ⲉⲧⲉ ⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ ⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲧⲉⲕϩⲁⲅⲓⲱⲥⲩⲛⲏ

This great gift, which is the love of your Holiness (ϩⲁⲅⲓⲱⲥⲩⲛⲏ).

The same thing happens when introducing the small group of verbs that 
have to be followed by their subjects (10.4):

ⲧϩⲉ ⲉⲧⲉ ϩⲛⲁⲕ	 The way that you wish.
ⲡⲉⲧⲉ ϩⲛⲁϥ		  What he wishes.

13.9 TIME TO READ SOMETHING:  
LIFE IS LIKE THIS

First, we return to The Tragedy of Archellites (10.6). The impression-
able young man travels abroad for the first time and is deeply upset at 
seeing a drowned body washed up on a beach:

ⲛⲉϥϩⲙ̄ϩⲁⲗ ⲇⲉ ⲁⲩⲥⲗ̄ⲥⲱⲗϥ̄	 Therefore, his servants  
ⲉⲩϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ	  consoled him, saying,

ⲡⲉⲛϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲧⲁⲓ ⲧⲉ ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲣⲱⲙⲉ	 ‘Our lord, this is the mortal way.’

Next, here are more teachings from The Sayings of the Desert Fathers. 
The first is taken from a story with a folkloric aspect, drawing on an 
image familiar in late pharaonic art, which shows the god Horus ripping 
snakes and scorpions apart:

ϣⲁϥⲁⲙⲁϩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲧⲉⲓϩⲉ ϩⲛ̄	 He grabs in this manner, in his  
ⲛⲉϥϭⲓϫ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲟϥ ⲙⲛ̄	  hands, the snakes, vipers  
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ⲛ̄ⲕⲉⲣⲁⲥⲧⲏⲥ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲟϩⲉ	 (ⲕⲉⲣⲁⲥⲧⲏⲥ) and scorpions  
	 (ⲟⲩⲟⲟϩⲉ).

ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ ⲧⲉⲓϩⲉ ϣⲁϥⲡⲁϩⲟⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ	 Then in this manner he bursts  
ϩⲛ̄ ⲧⲉⲩⲙⲏⲧⲉ	   them (ϣⲁ-ϥ-ⲡⲁϩ-ⲟⲩ) out  
	   from their middles.

The next is taken from the description of a devout man who chants a prayer 
called the Three Holies (or Trisagion) in Orthodox Christian tradition:

ϣⲁϥⲣ̄ ⲡⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲧⲏⲣϥ̄ ⲉϥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲡϣⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧ ⲛ̄ϩⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ⲁⲅⲅⲉⲗⲟⲥ

He spends the whole day (9.6) saying the Three Holies with the 
angels.

Finally, this is all of a brief, anonymous teaching:

ⲁϥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲟⲛ ϫⲉ	 He also said,
ⲡⲙⲟⲛⲁⲭⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϩⲁⲕ ϣⲁⲩϯⲕⲗⲟⲙ	 ‘The prudent monk, they  

ⲉϫⲱϥ ϩⲙ̄ ⲡⲕⲁϩ	  crown him on the earth, 
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲟⲛ ϩⲛ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲏⲩⲉ ϣⲁⲩϯⲕⲗⲟⲙ	  and also (ⲟⲛ) in the heavens  
ⲉϫⲱϥ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲙ̄ⲧⲟ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ	  they crown him in the  
ⲙ̄ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ	  presence of God.’

Notice here the idiomatic phrase ⲙ̄ⲧⲟ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ‘presence’, which is useful 
to learn and recognise.

To finish, we can dip into the most frequently discussed of the apocry-
phal gospels, the Gospel of Thomas – a collection of more than 100 sayings 
or dialogues ascribed to Jesus and his disciples (10.6). The only complete 
text we have is from the fourth century Nag Hammadi library (see Prelimi-
naries, ‘Sahidic Coptic manuscripts’), but the following teaching may seem 
familiar to you from the Beatitudes in the New Testament (Luke 6:20):

ⲡⲉϫⲉ ⲓ̄ⲥ︦ ϫⲉ ϩⲉⲛⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲕⲉ ϫⲉ ⲧⲱⲧⲛ̄ ⲧⲉ ⲧⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲟ 
ⲛ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲏⲩⲉ

Jesus said, ‘The poor are blessed people that (ϫⲉ) yours is the 
kingdom of the heavens.’

Notice here the unusual (but not unexpected) writing of ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲟ in-
stead of ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣ̄ⲣⲟ ‘kingdom’.
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WORKING VOCABULARY

ⲉⲓⲟⲧⲉ	 (plural of ⲉⲓⲱⲧ)
ⲡⲏⲩⲉ	 (plural of ⲡⲉ)
ϩⲓⲟⲟⲩⲉ	 (plural of ϩⲓ̈ⲏ)
ⲟⲛ	 also, too
ⲙⲉ	 truth
ⲙⲟⲟⲩ	 water
ϩⲙ̄ϩⲁⲗ	 servant
ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲛ̄	 pagan
ⲙⲏⲧⲉ 	 middle
ⲇⲱⲣⲟⲛ	 gift
ⲕⲗⲟⲙ	 crown
ϩⲟϥ	 snake
ϫⲱⲱⲙⲉ	 book
ⲉⲃⲟⲧ	 month
ⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ	 wellbeing
ⲭⲁⲗⲓⲛⲟⲥ	 bridle
ⲛⲏⲥⲧⲓⲁ	 fasting
ⲡⲁⲣⲑⲉⲛⲟⲥ	 maiden
ϣⲉⲗⲉⲉⲧ	 bride
ϩⲣ̄ϣⲓⲣⲉ	 youth
ⲙⲁⲧⲟⲓ	 soldier
ϩⲁⲕ	� prudent,  

sober
ϫⲱⲱⲣⲉ	 strong
ⲉⲝⲟⲩⲥⲓⲁ	 authority
ⲕⲁⲓⲫⲁⲗⲁⲓⲟⲛ	 compendium

Some prepositions
ⲡⲁⲣⲁ, ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲣⲟ⸗�				�  more 

than, 
beyond

ϩⲓⲣⲛ̄, ϩⲓⲣⲱ⸗		 		�  at,  
outside

Some verbs
ⲁⲙⲁϩⲧⲉ				�   grab, 

hold
ⲡⲱϩ ⲡⲁϩ- ⲡⲁϩ⸗				  burst
ⲡⲱⲣϣ ⲡⲣ̄ϣ- ⲡⲟⲣϣ⸗	 stretch
ⲥⲟⲗⲥⲗ̄ ⲥⲗ̄ⲥⲗ̄- ⲥⲗ̄ⲥⲱⲗ⸗	 console
ⲱⲱ				�   conceive, 

get  
pregnant

ϫⲡⲟ ϫⲡⲉ- ϫⲡⲟ⸗	�		�  give 
birth, 
create

Some useful phrases
ⲙ̄ⲧⲟ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ				   presence
ⲉ ⲡⲉⲓⲥⲁ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲡⲁⲓ			  	� here and 

there



Lesson 14
Negative 
statements and 
second tenses
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14.1 ‘DO NOT!’

Telling somebody ‘do not do’ something usually entails no more than 
placing ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ or ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲣ in front of the infinitive:

ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ⲙⲓϣⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲛ̄ϫⲱⲱⲣⲉ 	 Do not fight  
	  with a strong man.

ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ϭⲛ̄ ⲁⲣⲓⲕⲉ ⲉⲣⲟⲓ 	 Do not find fault  
	  with me (literally   
	  ‘toward me’ (9.5)).

ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ϫⲉ ⲡⲁⲓ ⲉ ⲗⲁⲁⲩ 	 Do not say this  
	  to anyone (3.5).

The verb following ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ is the infinitive even in the case of those verbs 
that have a specific imperative; hence ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄-ϫⲉ ⲡⲁⲓ ‘do not say this’ in-
corporates the infinitive of ϫⲱ ϫⲉ- ϫⲟⲟ⸗ ‘say’, not the imperative ⲁϫⲱ 
‘say’ (4.3).

14.2 ‘I DO NOT’ AND ‘I DID NOT’

The simple, indicative tenses have a corresponding set of negative tense 
markers, so the tense marker ⲙ̄ⲡⲉ- negates the simple past (9.1) just as 
the tense marker ⲙⲉ- negates the indicative present (13.1):

		  Positive	 Negative	
Past	 ⲁⲛⲥϩⲁⲓ	 we wrote	 ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲛⲥϩⲁⲓ	 we did not write
Present	 ϣⲁⲛⲥϩⲁⲓ	 we write	 ⲙⲉⲛⲥϩⲁⲓ	 we do not write

Compare the negative forms with the positive forms and you see that 
they are distinguished only by this tense marker. However, you also 
see that there is no recognisable link between the positive and nega-
tive tense marker in either tense, so we just have to learn and recognise 
the positive and negative tense markers individually. To take the exam-
ple of the past, here is a full list of the negative forms:
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Singular Plural
First ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲓⲥϩⲁⲓ I did not write ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲛⲥϩⲁⲓ we did not 

write
Second ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲕⲥϩⲁⲓ you (masc.) did not 

write
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲥϩⲁⲓ you did not 

write
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲥϩⲁⲓ you (fem.) did not 

write
Third ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲥϩⲁⲓ he did not write ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲩⲥϩⲁⲓ they did not 

write
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲥⲥϩⲁⲓ she did not write

The tense marker is also ⲙ̄ⲡⲉ- in front of nouns. Notice the less pre-
dictable forms ⲙ̄ⲡⲉ-ⲥϩⲁⲓ ‘you did not write’ (addressing a woman) and 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲩ-ⲥϩⲁⲓ ‘they did not write’. Occasionally, the ⲉ of ⲙ̄ⲡⲉ- is lost in pro-
nunciation from other forms too:

ⲙ̄ⲡⲓⲛⲁⲩ ⲉ ⲡϩⲟ ⲛ̄ ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ ⲡⲁⲣⲭⲏⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⲟⲡⲟⲥ 
ⲙⲁⲩⲁⲁϥ (8.3)

I did not see the face of any person except the Archbishop alone.

As you know, Coptic style tends to treat the past tense as a building block 
for narrative and, in this regard, the negative is no different than the 
positive. For instance, here the negative past is used in a story about a 
man taking his son to see Apa Jijoi:

ⲁⲡⲉϥϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧϥ̄ ϩⲓ ⲧⲉϩⲓⲏ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥϣⲧⲟⲣⲧⲣ̄ 
ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ⲁϥϥⲓⲧϥ̄ ϣⲁ ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ

His son died with him on the road, and, for his part, he did not 
panic (ϣⲧⲟⲣⲧⲣ̄). Instead, he carried him (ⲁ-ϥ-ϥⲓⲧ-ϥ̄) to the 
elder.

By the way, looking at ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ specifically, you may wish to consider how 
best you can add this word into your translation (8.2).

The negative counterpart of the indicative present has the tense 
marker ⲙⲉⲣⲉ but, as you saw above, this reduces to ⲙⲉ- when a suffix 
pronoun is attached:
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ⲙⲉⲓⲛ̄ⲕⲟⲧⲕ̄ ⲉⲛⲉϩ

I do not sleep (ⲛ̄ⲕⲟⲧⲕ̄) ever.

ⲙⲉⲥⲧⲁⲟⲩⲉ ϣⲟⲛⲧⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ

It does not grow (ⲧⲁⲟⲩⲉ) thorns out.

ⲙⲉⲩⲣ̄ ⲁⲧⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲉ ⲛⲉϥϣⲁϫⲉ

They do not act (ⲙⲉ-ⲩ-ⲣ̄) heedless to his sayings. (5.1)

14.3 THE SECOND TENSES

English has various strategies for adding specific emphasis to a state-
ment, including tone (‘speak quietly’), word order (‘quietly, speak quiet-
ly’), compound forms (‘I did speak quietly’) or phrasing (‘I spoke quietly, 
you know?’). Coptic employs these strategies too but has its own ways 
of adding emphasis. For example, to indicate that the focus of the state-
ment lies wider than the simple action because it includes some expla-
nation or qualification too (‘she fell’ > ‘she fell badly’ or ‘she fell when she 
was coming down the stairs’), Coptic may employ marked forms of verbs, 
which we simply call the second tenses. For example, here are the forms 
of the second past:

Singular Plural
First ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲓⲥϩⲁⲓ I wrote ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲛⲥϩⲁⲓ we wrote
Second ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲕⲥϩⲁⲓ you (masc.) wrote ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲧⲛ̄ϩⲁⲓ you wrote

ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲣⲉⲥϩⲁⲓ you (fem.) wrote
Third ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥⲥϩⲁⲓ he wrote ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲩⲥϩⲁⲓ they wrote

ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲥⲥϩⲁⲓ she wrote

The tense marker is also ⲛ̄ⲧⲁ- in front of nouns and, as usual, note the 
less predictable second-person form ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲣⲉ-ⲥϩⲁⲓ ‘you wrote’, when ad-
dressing a woman.

We call them second tenses because the second past, for instance, 
has exactly the same meaning as the simple past. In other words, a 
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Coptic speaker or writer had the (often unthinking) choice of using the 
(first choice) simple past or the (less common) second past to say the 
same thing. However, as we noted, using a second tense suggests that 
the crux of the statement is more than the simple action. For example, 
in one story, the celebrated hermit Antony offers Apa Macarius a place 
to stay for the night, but he does so for a reason:

ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄ ϩⲉⲛⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ϩⲓⲥⲉ	 He has come out of (ⲉⲃⲟⲗ  
	   ϩⲛ̄) great struggles.

The sentence does not hinge simply on the fact that Macarius has 
come (we know he is here) but how or why he has come (‘out of great 
struggles’), and the second past (ⲛ̄ⲧⲁ-ϥ-ⲉⲓ) naturally falls in with this 
wider emphasis. To take another example, from a story you will read 
later, here is the explanation for Thebes’ deliverance from a barbarian 
assault:

ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲥϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲙ̄ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ	 It happened through (ⲉⲃⲟⲗ  
	   ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄) God.

Again, the meaning of the simple past and the second past is identi-
cal, and it may be difficult or impossible to capture the second tense 
in translation because a rendering such as ‘through God did it happen’ 
generates awkward English, whereas the shift in Coptic from (simple) 
ⲁⲥϣⲱⲡⲉ ‘it happened’ to (second) ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲥϣⲱⲡⲉ ‘it happened’ is subtle 
but also ordinary.

Likewise, the second present, marked with ⲉⲣⲉ, accommodates such 
qualifications or explanations, although the meaning is identical to that 
of the engaged present (7.1):

ⲉⲣⲉ ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲭⲁⲣⲓⲍⲉ ⲛⲁⲛ ⲙ̄ⲡⲓⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ⲇⲱⲣⲟⲛ ⲉⲧⲉ ⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ ⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ 
ⲧⲉⲕϩⲁⲅⲓⲱⲥⲩⲛⲏ

The Lord is granting to us this great gift that is the love of your 
Holiness. (13.8)

With a pronoun subject, the tense marker ⲉⲣⲉ reduces to no more 
than a simple ⲉ- but this is a solid enough basis for the subject to be a 
suffix pronoun rather than an initial pronoun (7.2):
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ⲉϥⲡⲁϩⲧ̄ ⲛⲁϥ ⲉ ϫⲓ ⲙⲉⲧⲁⲛⲟⲓⲁ	 He is bowing to him to get  
	   confession.
ⲉⲓⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲉ ⲃⲱⲕ ⲉ ⲡⲙⲁ ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ	 I want to go to that place.  
	   (7.5)

Here the verbs ⲉ-ϥ-ⲡⲁϩⲧ̄ (not used reflexively) and ⲉ-ⲓ-ⲟⲩⲱϣ use the 
second present because what matters in each statement is the intention 
as much as the action – why he is bowing, where I wish to go.

Of course, location statements are also engaged and may also be 
marked as the second present, even though they do not normally include 
a verb. For example, in the Gospel of Mary we are told that intuition is 
crucial for understanding so, wherever there is intuition, ⲉϥⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ 
ⲡⲉϩⲟ ‘the prize (ⲉϩⲟ) is there’ – in other words, that’s where the prize 
is. In this instance, we could perhaps intentionally translate ‘there is the 
prize’, but the point remains that it is often difficult or impossible to ren-
der this subtle emphasis into a natural English translation.

Unfortunately, the forms of the second present are much the same as 
those of the circumstantial tense (6.3), including the form ⲉⲣⲉ ‘you’ for 
addressing a woman. Formally, therefore, the circumstantial tense and 
the second present can be confused, but one or the other will ordinarily 
suggest itself in context. More to the point, your rule of thumb is that the 
circumstantial tense is characteristic of Coptic narrative and ubiquitous 
(6.3, 9.2) – and, accordingly, crucial for your early learning – whereas the 
second present is used sparingly and specifically, and your notes will point 
it out.

As a final point here, the indicative present may also be marked with 
a simple ⲉ- to denote its second tense (13.1):

ⲟⲩⲁ ⲉϣⲁϥⲙⲟⲩ ϩⲓϫⲙ̄ ⲡⲉϥⲙⲁ ⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ⲕⲟⲧⲕ̄ ⲕⲉⲟⲩⲁ ⲉϣⲁϥⲙⲟⲩ ϩⲛ̄ 
ⲑⲁⲗⲁⲥⲥⲁ

One, he dies at his place of sleeping; another one, he dies in the 
sea. (2.1)

Again, there is no virtue in translating ‘in his place of sleeping does he 
die’. Second tenses are subtle, to guide your reading and interpretation 
rather than changing the meaning of a statement. You will get to grips 
with them in your ongoing reading, especially in one particular context 
– questions.
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14.4 EMPHASIS AND QUESTIONS

The Sayings of the Desert Fathers are a rich source of questions, asked 
to the elders. In any question, precisely what matters is not the simple 
statement but the question about it – not the fact that ‘you are coming’ 
but the question itself ‘when are you coming?’ Accordingly, English typ-
ically flags up a question by moving the question word to the head of 
the sentence, even if this entails reordering the remaining words. A 
question word can head a Coptic statement too, and Coptic has plenty of 
these words, including ⲁϣ ‘who, which’, ⲟⲩ ‘what, how’, ⲉⲛⲉ ‘whether 
(or not)’, ⲛⲓⲙ ‘who’, ⲧⲱⲛ ‘where’, ⲧⲛ̄ⲁⲩ ‘when’, ⲟⲩⲏⲣ ‘how many’, ⲉⲧⲃⲉ 
ⲟⲩ ‘why’ (literally ‘because of what?’) and both ⲡⲱⲥ and ⲛ̄ ⲁϣ ⲛ̄ ϩⲉ 
‘how’ (literally ‘in what way?’):

ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲇⲉⲙⲱⲛ ⲙⲓϣⲉ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲛ	 Why are the demons  
	   fighting with us?
ⲟⲩ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲉⲑⲃ̄ⲃⲓⲟ	 What is humility?
ⲛ̄ⲧⲕ̄ ⲛⲓⲙ	 Who are you? (8.1)
ⲛⲓⲙ ⲡⲉⲧϫⲛⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲕⲣⲟⲩⲣ	 Who is the one who asks
  ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲡⲙⲟⲟⲩ	   the frogs (ⲕⲣⲟⲩⲣ) about
		    the water? (13.4)

However, Coptic has another way of doing things: a question may re-
tain the usual word order (‘you are coming when?’), entailing a sec-
ond tense to alert us at the start that something significant is on the 
way:

ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲕⲉⲓ ⲉⲡⲉⲓⲙⲁ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲟⲩ	 Why have you come here? [past]
ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲥϭⲱⲗⲡ̄ ⲉ ⲛⲓⲙ	 Who has it appeared (ϭⲱⲗⲡ̄) to?  
	   [past]
ⲉϣⲁⲕϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲟⲩ	 Why do you pray?  
	   [indicative present]
ⲉⲣⲉ ⲧⲡⲟⲗⲓⲥ ⲣ̄ ⲟⲩ	 How is the city doing?  
	   [engaged present]
ⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲣ̄ ⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ ⲛⲉⲓⲃⲓⲣ	 What are you doing to these  
	   baskets? [engaged present]

At this point we can also note the marker ⲉⲣⲉ, used to address a 
woman:
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ⲉⲣⲉⲛⲏⲩ ϫⲓⲛ ⲧⲱⲛ ⲏ ⲉⲣⲉⲃⲏⲕ ⲉ ⲧⲱⲛ

From where are you coming or to where are you going?

Of course, the question could also be about a location, as in ⲉϥⲧⲱⲛ 
ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉⲧⲣⲓⲙⲉ ‘where is he, the person who weeps?’

14.5 TIME TO READ SOMETHING:  
A QUESTION OF ATTITUDE

Now we have some more teachings from The Sayings of the Desert 
Fathers, though we begin with a story about a woman celebrated within 
that community:

ⲁⲩϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲧⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲁ ⲥⲁⲣⲁ ⲧⲡⲁⲣⲑⲉⲛⲟⲥ ϫⲉ
ⲁⲥⲉⲣ ⲥⲉ ⲛ̄ⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ ⲉⲥⲟⲩⲏϩ ϩⲙ̄ ⲡⲉⲧⲡⲉ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲓⲉⲣⲟ
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲥⲕⲉⲣⲁⲧⲥ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲉⲛⲉϩ ⲉ ⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲡⲓⲉⲣⲟ

They said about the blessed Sarah, the maiden, that
she spent sixty years settled (ⲉ-ⲥ-ⲟⲩⲏϩ) in the upper  
part of the river,
and she did not step out ever to see the river.

The next saying describes a monk who has attained an ideal char-
acter, restrained and devoid of opinions. Notice here the useful con-
junction ⲟⲩⲇⲉ, which has the negative connotation ‘and not, nor’ but 
accordingly translates simply as ‘and’ in a context which is already neg-
ative – in other words, do not suppose there are any double negatives in 
the following:

ⲁⲩϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲁⲡⲁ ϩⲱⲣ ϫⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥϫⲓϭⲟⲗ ⲉⲛⲉϩ
ⲟⲩⲇⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲱⲣⲕ̄ ⲟⲩⲇⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲥⲁϩⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲣⲱⲙⲉ
ⲟⲩⲇⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥϣⲁϫⲉ ⲭⲱⲣⲓⲥ ⲁⲛⲁⲅⲕⲏ

They said about Father Hor that he did not lie ever,
and he did not swear, and he did not curse (ⲥⲁϩⲟⲩ) people,
and he did not talk without cause.
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Now see what you make of this anonymous teaching, which uses 
both positive and negative commands, as well as the second present 
marked with ⲉⲣⲉ (for the phrase ⲙ̄ⲙⲟ-ⲓ ‘with me’, see Section 10.5):

ⲁϥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲟⲩϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ϫⲉ
ϩⲙ̄ ⲡⲓⲣⲁⲥⲙⲟⲥ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ϭⲛ̄ ⲁⲣⲓⲕⲉ ⲉ ⲣⲱⲙⲉ
ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ϭⲛ̄ ⲁⲣⲓⲕⲉ ⲉⲣⲟⲕ ⲙⲁⲩⲁⲁⲕ ⲉⲕϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ
ⲉⲣⲉ ⲛⲁⲓ ϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲓ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲛⲁⲛⲟⲃⲉ

An elder said,
‘In each temptation do not find fault toward people.
Instead, find fault in you alone (8.3), saying (ⲉ-ⲕ-ϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ),
“These things stay with me because of my sins.” ’

The next teaching illustrates a typical pattern among the sayings, 
which begins with a question to the elder. By the way, notice how his re-
sponse begins with the useful phrase ⲉⲃⲟⲗϫⲉ ‘because’, literally ⲉⲃⲟⲗ-
ϫⲉ ‘out of (the fact) that’:

ⲁⲩϫⲛⲉ ⲟⲩϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ϫⲉ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲇⲉⲙⲱⲛ ⲙⲓϣⲉ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲛ ⲛ̄ ⲧⲉⲓϩⲉ ⲧⲏⲣⲥ̄
ⲡⲉϫⲉ ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ϫⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗϫⲉ ⲁⲛⲛⲟⲩϫⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲛϩⲟⲡⲗⲟⲛ ⲉⲧⲉ 
ⲛⲁⲓ ⲛⲉ
ⲡⲥⲱϣ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲡⲉⲑⲃ̄ⲃⲓⲟ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲡⲧⲙ̄ⲕⲁ ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲛⲁⲛ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲑⲩⲡⲟⲙⲟⲛⲏ

They asked an elder, ‘Why are the demons fighting with us in all 
this way?’ (8.3)
The elder said, ‘Because we have thrown away our guards, which 
are these (13.8):
contempt and humility and self-denial and restraint.’

The phrase ⲡⲧⲙ̄ⲕⲁ ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲛⲁ-ⲛ literally means ‘not leaving anything for 
us’, and we shall look into this further in Lesson 20.

Finally, on a different tack, we return to a familiar passage from The 
Tragedy of Archellites (13.9), in which the young man has been upset by 
the sight of a drowned body on a beach:

ⲛⲉϥϩⲙ̄ϩⲁⲗ ⲇⲉ ⲁⲩⲥⲗ̄ⲥⲱⲗϥ̄ ⲉⲩϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ
ⲡⲉⲛϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲧⲁⲓ ⲧⲉ ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲣⲱⲙⲉ
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ⲟⲩⲁ ⲙⲉⲛ ⲉϣⲁϥⲙⲟⲩ ϩⲓϫⲙ̄ ⲡⲉϥⲙⲁ ⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ⲕⲟⲧⲕ̄
ⲕⲉⲟⲩⲁ ⲉϣⲁϥⲙⲟⲩ ϩⲛ̄ ⲑⲁⲗⲁⲥⲥⲁ

Therefore, his servants consoled him, saying,
‘Our lord, this is the mortal way.
Accordingly (7.3), one person dies at his place of sleeping,
another one dies in the sea.’



Lesson 14: Negative statements and second tenses 151

WORKING VOCABULARY

ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄, ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧ⸗	 through, from
ⲉⲛⲉϩ	 ever, forever
ⲉⲃⲟⲗϫⲉ	 because
ⲟⲩⲇⲉ	 and not, nor
ⲭⲱⲣⲓⲥ	 without
ⲁϣ	 who, which
ⲉⲛⲉ	 whether
ⲟⲩ	 what, how
ⲧⲡⲉ	� top, upper  

part
ϩⲁⲗⲁⲥⲥⲁ	 sea
ⲓ̈ⲉⲣⲟ	 river
ϣⲟⲛⲧⲉ	 thorn
ⲙⲉⲧⲁⲛⲟⲓⲁ	 repentance,  
	 confession
ⲡⲓⲣⲁⲥⲙⲟⲥ	 temptation
ϭⲟⲗ	 lie
ϩⲁⲅⲓⲱⲥⲩⲛⲏ	 holiness (title)
ϩⲩⲡⲟⲙⲟⲛⲏ	 endurance,  
	 restraint
ⲥⲱϣ	 contempt

Some verbs
ϣⲟⲟⲡ	 stay, live, exist
ⲃⲏⲕ	 going  
	 (from ⲃⲱⲕ)
ⲟⲩⲏϩ	 settled (from  
	 ⲟⲩⲱϩ)
ⲕⲉⲣⲁⲧ⸗	 step
ⲛ̄ⲕⲟⲧⲕ̄	 sleep
ϣⲧⲟⲣⲧⲣ̄ ϣⲧⲣ̄ⲧⲣ̄-  
ϣⲧⲣ̄ⲧⲱⲣ⸗	 upset, panic
ⲧⲁⲟⲩⲱ ⲧⲁⲩⲉ-  
ⲧⲁⲩⲟ⸗	� produce, grow
ϭⲱⲗⲡ̄ ϭⲗ̄ⲡ-  
ϭⲟⲗⲡ⸗	� reveal, appear, 

unwrap
ϫⲛⲟⲩ ϫⲛⲉ-  
ϫⲛⲟⲩ⸗	 ask
ⲱⲣⲕ̄ ⲟⲣⲕ⸗	 swear

Some useful phrases
ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲟⲩ	 why
ⲛ̄ ⲁϣ ⲛ̄ ϩⲉ	 how
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15.1 ‘WHO, WHICH’ IS Ⲛ̄Ⲧ IN THE PAST

The converters ⲉⲧ or ⲉⲧⲉ ‘who, which’ may be used to create simple 
descriptions, even those for which English uses only an adjective, as in 
ⲡⲉϥϩⲙ̄ϩⲁⲗ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ‘his holy servant’; or they may be used to form 
a longer description, as in ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲇⲁⲩⲉⲓⲇ ⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ ‘I am David, who is 
writing’ and ⲫⲉⲃⲣⲟⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲉ ⲙ̄ϣⲓⲣ ⲡⲉ ‘February, which is Mekhir’. 
If such a description is in the simple past tense, this converter is pro-
nounced ⲛ̄ⲧ, as in ⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲉ ⲡⲕⲟⲥⲙⲟⲥ ‘the light which came 
to the world’, or ⲟⲩⲟⲛ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲩϫⲓⲥⲏⲃⲉ ‘everyone who has taken arms’ 
(2.5). However, notice that ‘came’ and ‘taken’ are clearly past tense in 
English, whereas a Coptic verb does not itself change for tense. There-
fore, the whole phrase, including tense marker and subject (ⲁ-ϥ-ⲉⲓ and 
ⲁ-ⲩ-ϫⲓⲥⲏⲃⲉ), is required after ⲛ̄ⲧ in a past tense description. Conse-
quently, statements using ⲛ̄ⲧ ‘who, which’ may look the same as those 
of the second past but, of course, descriptions tend to appear alongside 
whichever word they describe:

ⲡⲁⲓ ⲡⲉ ⲡϣⲱⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲧⲁⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲁⲩ

This is the sickness which happened (ⲛ̄ⲧ-ⲁ-ϥ-ϣⲱⲡⲉ) to my be-
loved mother.

ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲩϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛⲁⲛ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲗⲥⲗ̄

These things which have become (ⲛ̄ⲧ-ⲁ-ⲩ-ϣⲱⲡⲉ) for us 
comforting.

Of course, when such past descriptions are employed on their own as nouns 
(to mean ‘someone who did this’) they take an article, as in ⲡⲉⲛⲧⲁϥϩⲱⲛ 
‘the one who commanded’ (ⲡ-ⲛ̄ⲧ-ⲁ-ϥ-ϩⲱⲛ) alongside ⲡ-ⲉⲧ-ϩⲱⲛ ‘the one 
who commands’ (7.5). As ever, bear in mind the rule of thumb, that de-
scriptions are used much more frequently than second tenses.

We can end here with another rule of thumb, according to which the 
converter for descriptions beginning ‘who, which’ appears as follows:

(1) descriptions involving positive engaged statements have the 
prefix ⲉⲧ (ⲕⲩⲣⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲛⲇⲣⲉⲁⲥ ‘Cyrus, who is writing to 
Andrew’) (7.5);
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(2) descriptions involving positive statements in the simple past 
have the prefix ⲛ̄ⲧ (ⲡϣⲱⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲧⲁⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲁⲩ 
‘the sickness which happened to my beloved mother’);

(3) descriptions involving other kinds of statements, including all 
the negative forms, are introduced by the word ⲉⲧⲉ (13.8).

15.2 GETTING THE PRONOUNS IN ORDER

Of course, a description may be more complex than a simple attribute 
of a person or thing, or a simple statement of what they do. For exam-
ple, the description may involve someone else. Therefore, pronouns are 
frequently employed after ⲉⲧ (or ⲉⲧⲉ or ⲛ̄ⲧ) to clarify exactly how the 
word described fits into its description, and especially to specify subject 
and object, as though in English we were to write ‘the lady who I saw 
her’ or ‘the date which his birthday is on it’:

ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲩⲧⲁⲩⲟϥ

The lesson they proclaimed (ⲛ̄ⲧ-ⲁ-ⲩ-ⲧⲁⲩⲟ-ϥ ‘which they pro-
claimed it’).

ⲡⲁⲓ ⲡⲉ ⲡϫⲱⲱⲙⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ⲕⲁⲓⲫⲁⲗⲁⲓⲟⲛ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥⲥⲁϩϥ̄

This is the book and the great compendium he wrote (ⲛ̄ⲧ-ⲁ-ϥ-
ⲥⲁϩ-ϥ ‘which he wrote it’). (13.6)

ⲧⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲓⲥⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲕϣⲟⲡⲟⲩ

We know the troubles you received (ⲛ̄ⲧ-ⲁ-ⲕ-ϣⲟⲡ-ⲟⲩ ‘which you 
received them’).

ⲡⲁⲓ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁ ⲡⲉⲛⲓⲱⲧ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣⲟⲫⲏⲧⲏⲥ ϫⲟⲟϥ

This is the lesson which our prophetic holy father said. (11.7)

ⲁϣ ⲧⲉ ⲧⲉⲣⲅⲁⲥⲓⲁ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲕⲁⲁⲥ

What is the craft (ⲉⲣⲅⲁⲥⲓⲁ) which you did it (ⲛ̄ⲧ-ⲁ-ⲕ-ⲁⲁ-ⲥ) = 
which craft did you do?
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ϩⲱⲃ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥⲉⲣⲏⲧ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲟⲩ

Everything he promised. (2.5)

By the way, in the last example notice that the meaning of ⲛ̄ⲧⲁ-ϥ-ⲉⲣⲏⲧ 
ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲟⲩ (literally ‘which he promised them’) cannot be ‘which he prom-
ised to them’ because ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲟⲩ ‘them’ is clearly the marked object – any 
apparent ambiguity over the meaning of ‘them’ arises in the peculiari-
ties of English grammar, not Coptic. That said, there is no reason why 
such a description could not add an indirect object or, indeed, some oth-
er form of qualification:

ⲡⲓϣⲏⲙ ⲛ̄ⲥⲁⲣⲧ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲓⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲟⲩϥ ⲛⲏ

This bit of wool which I sent (ⲛ̄ⲧ-ⲁ-ⲓ-ⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲟⲩ-ϥ ‘which I sent it’) 
to you. (4.1)

ⲡⲉⲛⲧⲁⲡⲁⲡⲟⲥⲧⲟⲗⲟⲥ ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲅⲁⲗⲉⲓ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲟⲛ ⲛⲓⲙ

What the apostle declared (ⲡ-ⲛ̄ⲧⲁ-ⲡ-ⲁⲡⲟⲥⲧⲟⲗⲟⲥ ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲅⲁⲗⲉⲓ) 
to everyone.

If a description is in the engaged present tense and its subject is not the 
person or thing being described, the presence of ⲉⲧ allows the subject 
of the description to appear as a suffix pronoun instead of an initial 
pronoun (7.2):

ⲙ̄ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲛⲁ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲟⲩ

The mercies that they do (ⲉⲧ-ⲟⲩ-ⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲟⲩ ‘which they do 
them’). (5.1)

If the subject of such a description is a noun, then the converter becomes 
ⲉⲧ-ⲉⲣⲉ, as in:

ⲧⲁⲓ ⲉⲧⲉⲣⲉ ⲧⲇⲓⲕⲁⲓⲟⲥⲩⲛⲏ ⲛⲏⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲥ̄

This thing which righteousness (ⲇⲓⲕⲁⲓⲟⲥⲩⲛⲏ) comes out of.

ⲧⲁⲓ ⲉⲧⲉⲣⲉ ⲧⲇⲓⲕⲁⲓⲟⲥⲩⲛⲏ ⲛⲏⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄-ⲣⲱⲥ
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This thing out of whose mouth righteousness comes (literally 
‘which righteousness comes out of its mouth’ (5.2)).

ⲡⲙⲁ ⲉⲧⲉⲣⲉ ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉϣⲏⲙ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧϥ̄

The place where the child is. (5.3)

Here the additional ⲉⲣⲉ is presumably the prefix from the second present 
tense (14.3) because we are not simply stating the boy’s location but 
specifying a particular location on the basis that it is ‘the place where 
he is’.

As we noted above, when a description involves tenses other than the 
engaged present or the simple past, then the converter is liable to be the 
stand-alone form ⲉⲧⲉ:

ⲑⲉ ⲉⲧⲉ ϣⲁⲩϫⲉ-ⲡⲁⲓ	 The way that they say this. (13.1)

15.3 THE CIRCUMSTANTIAL TENSE  
IN DESCRIPTIONS

Here is a crucial point: statements headed by the converter ⲉⲧ (or ⲉⲧⲉ 
or ⲛ̄ⲧ) can typically only be used to describe someone or something 
definite (‘your voice’, ‘today’, ‘his servant’). If the word described is in-
definite or general, the circumstantial tense is used to qualify it instead, 
as in ⲟⲩⲣⲉϥⲣ̄ⲛⲟⲃⲉ ⲉϥⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ‘a sinner who walks’ (that is, any ‘sinner 
who happens to be walking’), ⲟⲩⲛⲁϩⲃ̄ ⲉϥϩⲟⲣϣ ‘a yoke which is heavy’, 
and ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ϣⲁϫⲉ ⲉϥϩⲟⲟⲩ ‘any speaking which is evil’. The distinction 
can be illustrated by comparing the phrases ⲡⲉⲡ︦ⲛ︦ⲁ︦ ⲉⲧ-ⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ‘the holy 
spirit’ and ⲟⲩⲡ︦ⲛ︦ⲁ︦ ⲉ-ϥ-ⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ‘a holy spirit’.

Such circumstantial qualifications follow the pattern you are already 
familiar with in past narrative (9.2), but you now see that they can be 
used with any tense and may provide a description which is a simple 
attribute (ⲉ-ϥ-ϩⲟⲣϣ ‘heavy’) or something more complex:

ⲉⲓⲥⲟⲣⲙⲉ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲉⲥⲟⲟⲩ ⲉⲥⲥⲟⲣⲙⲉ

I am lost in the way a sheep is lost (ⲉ-ⲥ-ⲥⲟⲣⲙⲉ ‘when it is lost’). 
(14.3)



SAHIDIC COPTIC158

ϩⲉⲛⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲛⲉ ⲉⲩⲙ̄ⲡϣⲁ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲙⲟⲩ

They are some men deserving of death (ⲉ-ⲩ-ⲙ̄ⲡϣⲁ ‘when they 
are deserving’).

ⲃⲱⲕ ⲛ̄ⲅⲧoϭⲕ̄ ⲉ ⲟⲩⲥⲟⲛ ⲉϥⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧϥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ (8.4)

Go and attach yourself (ⲛ̄-ⲅ-ⲧoϭ-ⲕ) to a brother who fears (ⲉ-ϥ-
ⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ) God in himself.

In fact, circumstantial descriptions can be applied to definite as well as 
indefinite words:

ⲡⲁϩⲏⲧ ⲉϥⲛⲁϣⲧ	 my heart which is hard
ⲡⲙⲟⲛⲁⲭⲟⲥ ⲉϥϯⲟⲩⲃⲉ ⲡⲛⲟⲃⲉ	 the monk who resists sin

ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲛⲉ ⲧⲥⲁϣϥⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲉⲝⲟⲩⲥⲓⲁ ⲉⲩϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲯⲩⲭⲏ

These are the seven authorities which are asking (ⲉ-ⲩ-ϣⲓⲛⲉ) 
the soul.

How so? Remember the addresses for letters (6.4)? Among them you 
read ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲁⲗⲟⲩ ⲉⲓⲥϩⲁⲓ ‘I am Palou and I am writing’ and later you 
read ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲧⲁⲇⲱⲣⲉ ⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ‘I am Tadore who is writing’ (7.6). Those 
simple alternatives emphasise how close in use and in meaning descrip-
tions using ⲉⲧ and descriptions using the circumstantial tense may be. 
Although phrases headed by ⲉⲧ (or ⲉⲧⲉ or ⲛ̄ⲧ) are typically only used 
to describe definite nouns, the circumstantial tense is much more widely 
employed, as you presumably appreciate by now.

15.4 ‘WHILE’ THE CIRCUMSTANTIAL  
CONVERTER IS ⲈⲢⲈ OR Ⲉ-

Speaking of which, quite obviously related to the circumstantial tense in 
both form and meaning is the small but effective converter ⲉ-, which can 
prefix most types of statement, again to create a description, qualifica-
tion or a statement of context. For example, the circumstantial convert-
er may be applied to a statement which has no verb:
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ⲁⲙⲁⲣⲓⲁ ϫⲡⲟⲓ ⲉⲥϩⲙ̄ ⲡⲏⲓ ⲛ̄ ⲓⲱⲥⲏⲫ

Mary bore me while she was in (ⲉ-ⲥ-ϩⲙ̄) the house of Joseph.

As you may expect, in front of a noun subject the circumstantial con-
verter normally takes the form ⲉⲣⲉ:

ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ϫⲉ ⲡⲁⲓ ⲉ ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲉ ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ϩⲙ̄ ⲡⲥⲱⲙⲁ

Do not say this to anyone while the elder is in the body (in other 
words ‘still alive’).

That said, the converter is simply ⲉ- in front of descriptions based on 
ⲡⲉ (or ⲧⲉ or ⲛⲉ) because the subject is not actually the first word in the 
phrase (13.4):

ⲟⲩϣⲏⲙ ⲡⲉ ⲉⲡⲉϥⲣⲁⲛ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ

He was an ordinary man whose name was Peter (‘while Peter is his 
name’).

The circumstantial converter may even be prefixed to tense markers 
to indicate a relative shift in time, as in ⲟⲩⲁ ⲉⲁϥⲁⲛⲁⲥⲧⲣⲉⲫⲉⲓ ⲕⲁⲗⲱⲥ 
‘one who has behaved properly’ – literally ‘when he has behaved’, which 
is in the past already. In this way, whole phrases with a specific tense 
may be adapted simply to provide descriptions or context:

ⲁⲩⲃⲱⲕ ϩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲣⲁϣⲉ ⲉⲁⲩϫⲓⲕⲱⲧ ϩⲙ̄ ⲡⲉϥⲑⲃ̄ⲃⲓⲟ (past)

They went in joy when they had learned (ⲉ-ⲁ-ⲩ-ϫⲓⲕⲱⲧ) from his 
humility.

ⲁⲓϫⲓⲥⲃⲱ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧϥ̄ ⲛ̄ ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲉϣⲁⲣⲉ ⲛⲉⲩⲉⲓⲟⲧⲉ 
ⲧⲓⲥⲃⲱ ⲛⲁⲩ (indicative present)

I learned from him in the way all children learn when (ⲉ-ϣⲁⲣⲉ) 
their parents teach them.

ⲟⲩⲛ-ⲟⲩⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ ⲉϣⲁⲥⲧⲁϣⲉ ⲡⲓⲕⲣⲓⲁ (indicative present)
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There is thoughtfulness which increases (ⲉ-ϣⲁ-ⲥ-ⲧⲁϣⲉ) bitterness.

Likewise, the circumstantial converter may prefix the small group of 
verbs that are followed by their subject (10.4), as in ϩⲱⲃ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩϥ 
‘everything good’ (ⲉ-ⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩ-ϥ ‘which it is good’ (2.5)), ⲛ̄ ⲥⲧⲓⲭⲁ 
ⲉⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩϥ ‘for a nice strip (of cloth)’ and ⲟⲩⲕⲁⲓⲣⲟⲥ ⲉⲛⲁϣⲱϥ ‘many 
seasons’ (‘a season which it is numerous’):

ⲟⲩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩϩⲗ̄ⲗⲏⲛ ⲏ ϩⲁⲓⲣⲉⲧⲓⲕⲟⲥ ϩⲛ̄ ⲧⲉⲕⲕⲗⲏⲥⲓⲁ ⲉⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥ ⲡⲓⲥⲧⲓⲥ 
ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ (10.3)

There is a pagan or a heretic in the church who has no faith.

In this regard, there are a number of useful idioms involving the verb 
ϩⲛⲉ, ϩⲛⲁ⸗ ‘wish’, including ⲉϩⲛⲁⲕ ‘willingly, as you wish’ alongside 
ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ⲧϩⲉ ⲉⲧⲉϩⲛⲁⲕ ‘as you prefer, in the way that you wish’ (13.8).

15.5 TIME TO READ SOMETHING:  
MODELS OF GOOD CONDUCT

First, from The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Apa Poimen maintains 
that you should assess your progress in life by comparison to someone 
else:

ⲁϥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲟⲛ ϫⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ⲟⲡⲕ̄ ⲙⲁⲩⲁⲁⲕ
ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ⲧⲟϭⲕ̄ ⲉ ⲟⲩⲁ ⲉⲁϥⲁⲛⲁⲥⲧⲣⲉⲫⲉⲓ ⲕⲁⲗⲱⲥ

He also said, ‘Do not evaluate yourself alone (14.1).
Instead, attach yourself to one who has behaved properly.’

In another saying, Apa Hyperechius explains the value of fasting for 
quenching every appetite. Note the idiomatic phrase ⲥⲁⲃⲟⲗ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟ-ϥ 
‘away from him’ (10.5):

ⲁϥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲟⲛ ϫⲉ ⲧⲛⲏⲥⲧⲓⲁ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲉⲭⲁⲗⲓⲛⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲙⲟⲛⲁⲭⲟⲥ ⲉϥϯⲟⲩⲃⲉ 
ⲡⲛⲟⲃⲉ
ⲡⲉⲧⲛⲟⲩϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲓ ⲥⲁⲃⲟⲗ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲟⲩϩⲧⲟ ⲛ̄ⲗⲁⲃⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ⲡⲉ
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He also said, ‘The bridle of the monk who resists sin is the fast 
(13.4).
The one who throws this (ⲧⲁⲓ) away, he is a randy (ⲗⲁⲃⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ) 
stallion.’

A final saying here is a simple comment on how the character of 
words reflects the nature of the person:

ⲁϥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲟⲛ ϫⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ⲧⲁⲟⲩⲉ ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ϣⲁϫⲉ ⲉϥϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄ 
ⲧⲉⲕⲧⲁⲡⲣⲟ
ⲧⲃⲱ ⲛ̄ⲉⲗⲟⲟⲗⲉ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲙⲉⲥⲧⲁⲟⲩⲉ ϣⲟⲛⲧⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ

He also said, ‘Do not produce any wicked saying out from your 
mouth.
Because the grapevine, it does not grow thorns out (14.2).’

Now, here is a pair of gravestones from the monastery of Saint Hydra, 
near Aswan in the far south of Egypt, currently displayed there in the 
Nubia Museum (for the month names see Section 1.5):

ⲡⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥⲙ̄ⲧⲟⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲡⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲡⲁⲩⲗⲟⲥ ⲉⲡⲏⲡ ⲓ︦ⲇ︦
ⲡⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥⲙ̄ⲧⲟⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲡⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲓ̈ⲟⲣⲇⲁⲛⲏⲥ ⲑ︦ⲱ︦ⲑ︦ ⲓ︦ⲅ︦

The day which the blessed Paul rested, Epipi 14.
The day which the blessed Jordan rested, Thouth 13.

Finally, the Biography of Joseph the Carpenter, about the father of Jesus, 
is an apocryphal gospel (see page 107). In this extract, Joseph is telling 
his son how he first learned about his coming birth. Think especially 
carefully about the structure of the first phrase, which sets the scene and 
therefore uses the circumstantial tense:

ⲛⲁⲓ ⲇⲉ ⲉⲓⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲉⲣⲟⲟⲩ 
ⲁⲡⲁⲅⲅⲉⲗⲟⲥ ⲟⲩⲱⲛϩ̄ ⲛⲁⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲣⲁⲥⲟⲩ ⲉϥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ⲛⲁⲓ 
ϫⲉ
ⲓⲱⲥⲏⲫ ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲇⲁⲩⲉⲓⲇ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ ϫⲓ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲣⲓⲁ ⲧⲉⲕⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ
ⲟⲩⲇⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ϯⲥⲧⲁⲍⲉ ⲉϫⲛ̄ ⲧⲉⲥϭⲓⲛⲱⲱ ϫⲉ
ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲥⲱⲱ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲡ︦ⲛ︦ⲁ︦ ⲉϥⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ
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These things, therefore, while I was thinking them (10.1),
the angel appeared to me in a dream, saying to me (ⲛⲁ-ⲓ),
‘Joseph, the son of David, do not fear (9.6)! Take Mary, your wife,
and do not hesitate (ϯⲥⲧⲁⲍⲉ) over her conception (5.1)
because she has conceived out of a holy spirit.’ (14.3)

Figure 19  The gravestone of Paul. Aswan, prob ably seventh  century 

(see page 161). Source: author
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Figure 20  The gravestone of Jordan. Aswan, seventh to eighth  century 

(see page 161). Source: author
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WORKING VOCABULARY

ⲕⲁⲗⲱⲥ	 properly
ϩⲟⲟⲩ	 evil
ⲛⲁϣⲧ	 hard
ⲧⲁⲡⲣⲟ	 mouth
ⲃⲱ	� tree,  

vine
ⲉⲗⲟⲟⲗⲉ	 grape
ⲣⲁϣⲉ	� joy,  

rejoice
ⲡⲓⲕⲣⲓⲁ	 bitterness
ϣⲱⲛⲉ	 sickness
ⲣⲁⲥⲟⲩ	 dream
ⲉⲥⲟⲟⲩ	 sheep
ⲥⲁⲣⲧ	 wool
ϩⲧⲟ	 stallion
ⲛⲁϩⲃ̄	� yoke,  

shoulder
ⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ	� word, lesson

Some verbs
ϣⲱⲡⲉ	 happen
ϫⲓⲕⲱⲧ	� learn,  

improve
ϯⲟⲩⲃⲉ	 resist
ⲉⲣⲏⲧ	 promise
ϩⲱⲛ ϩⲟⲛ⸗	� command,  

task
ⲱⲡ ⲉⲡ- ⲟⲡ⸗	� count,  

value
ϣⲱⲡ ϣⲉⲡ- ϣⲟⲡ-	� get,  

receive
ⲧⲁϣⲟ ⲧⲁϣⲉ- ⲧⲁϣⲟ⸗	 increase
ⲧⲱⲱϭⲉ ⲧⲉϭ- ⲧoϭ⸗	 attach
ⲟⲩⲱⲛϩ̄ ⲟⲩⲉⲛϩ- ⲟⲩⲟⲛϩ⸗	 reveal  
(+ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ)	 appear
ⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲟⲩ ⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲩ-ⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲟⲩ⸗	 send
ⲥⲟⲗⲥⲗ̄ ⲥⲗ̄ⲥⲗ̄- ⲥⲗ̄ⲥⲱⲗ⸗	 comfort



Lesson 16
Looking to  
the future
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16.1 ⲚⲀ IS AN ENGAGED WAY OF TALKING  
ABOUT THE FUTURE

The engaged present tense talks about what the subject is doing right 
now (7.1). If the infinitive is then marked with ⲛⲁ, this creates the state-
ment that ‘someone is going to do something’, as in ⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲙⲟⲩ ‘we are 
going to die (ⲧⲛ̄-ⲛⲁ-ⲙⲟⲩ)’. This is an engaged tense in the sense that it 
presents the future in terms of what is bound to happen. As such, we can 
term it the engaged future, though it is often termed the first future for 
reasons that will become apparent below:

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ϯⲛⲁϣⲡ̄ⲧⲱⲣⲓ ⲙ̄ⲙⲱⲧⲛ̄ ϩⲁϩⲧⲙ̄ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ

I am going to assure you before God.

ⲕ̄ⲛⲁⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ ϩⲱⲱⲕ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲕ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ

You too are going to fear God in you.

ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲛⲁⲥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲕⲟⲩⲓ ϫⲉ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ϯⲛⲁϥⲓⲧⲉ

The little boy said to her, ‘I am going to carry you (ϯ-ⲛⲁ-ϥⲓⲧ-ⲉ) 
myself’.

Other than being marked for the future, this tense shares much in com-
mon with the engaged present (though, of course, location statements 
cannot be marked with ⲛⲁ because they have no verb). For example, it 
may simply follow ⲉⲧ, as in ⲛ-ⲉⲧ-ⲛⲁ-ϣⲱⲡⲉ ‘the things which are going 
to happen’ and ⲛ-ⲉⲧ-ⲛⲁ-ⲃⲱⲕ ‘those who are going to go’:

ⲟⲩⲟⲛ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉⲧⲛⲁⲱϣ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲓⲥϩⲁⲓ	 everyone (2.5) who is going to  
	   read these writings

ⲛⲉⲧⲛⲁϫⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲃⲗ̄ⲗⲉⲉⲩⲉ	 those who are going to ask  
	   the blind (2.2)

ⲡⲙⲁ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲛⲁⲧⲟⲙⲥϥ̄ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧϥ̄	 the place they are going to bury  
	   (ⲧⲟⲙⲥ) him in (15.2)

ⲙⲁ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲛⲁϫⲓⲧⲕ̄ ⲉⲣⲟⲟⲩ	 every place which they are going  
	   to take you to
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Likewise, the tense marker ⲉⲣⲉ may form the second tense – in other 
words, the second future, naturally employed in questions or when 
there is some crucial qualification of the verb to consider (14.3):

ⲉⲣⲉ ⲛⲉϥⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲛⲁϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲛ ⲧⲏⲣⲛ̄ ϩⲓ ⲟⲩⲥⲟⲡ

His holy blessings are going to happen with us all together (liter-
ally ‘at a moment’).

Of course, the second tense marker naturally reduces to ⲉ- when a suffix 
pronoun is attached:

ⲉⲩⲛⲁϩⲉ ⲟⲛ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄-ⲧⲥⲏⲃⲉ

They are also going to fall by the sword.

ⲉⲕⲛⲁⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲉⲧⲉϩⲉⲛⲉⲧⲉ ϩⲛ̄ ⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲛⲓⲙ

You are going to bless the monastery with every blessing.

ⲉⲓⲛⲁⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ ⲁϣ ⲛ̄ ϩⲉ

How am I going to get well?

ⲉⲓⲛⲁⲣ̄ ⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲁϩⲏⲧ ⲉϥⲛⲁϣⲧ̄

What am I going to do for my heart which is hard?

16.2 ⲀⲚ MEANS ‘NOT’ WITH THE ENGAGED  
TENSES (AND STATEMENTS WITHOUT VERBS)

Another similarity between the engaged present and engaged future is 
the fact that both may be negated by marking the subject with ⲛ̄ and put-
ting ⲁⲛ after the verb, as in ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ‘you know’ but ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ 
ⲁⲛ ‘you do not know’:

ⲛ̄ϥ̄ⲡⲓⲥⲧⲉⲩⲉ ⲁⲛ	 He does not believe.
ⲛ̄ϯⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ ⲁⲛ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ	 I do not fear God.



SAHIDIC COPTIC168

ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲕⲓⲙ ⲁⲛ ⲉⲣⲉⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲟⲓ̈	 You are not disturbed when you see  
	   (ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲛⲁⲩ) me. (6.3)

ⲛ̄ϥ̄ⲛⲁϯϩⲏⲩ ⲁⲛ	 He is not going to benefit.

ⲁⲛⲟⲛ ϩⲱⲱⲛ ⲛ̄ⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲡⲱⲧ ⲁⲛ ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲙⲟⲩ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲕ

We too, we are not going to flee (ⲛ̄-ⲧⲛ̄-ⲛⲁ-ⲡⲱⲧ ⲁⲛ). Instead, we 
are going to die with you.

Notice that the initial pronouns are retained after ⲛ̄, hence ⲛ̄-ⲧⲉ-ⲕⲓⲙ ⲁⲛ 
‘you are not disturbed’ when addressing a woman (7.2). On the other 
hand, as you have already seen, the sound combination ⲛ̄-ⲕ̄ naturally 
shifts in pronunciation to become ⲛ̄-ⲅ̄ (8.4), which obviously affects the 
pronoun ⲕ̄ ‘you’ when addressing a man:

ⲛ̄ⲅ̄ⲙ̄ⲡϣⲁ ⲁⲛ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲉⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲁϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ

You are not deserving (ⲛ̄-ⲕ̄-ⲙ̄ⲡϣⲁ ⲁⲛ) of the blessing of my lord.

All this said, the initial ⲛ̄ is often omitted, so the presence of ⲁⲛ after the 
verb is your reliable guide to the fact that the engaged tense is negated:

ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲕ ⲕ̄ⲛⲁⲡⲱⲧ ⲁⲛ	 You, you are not going to flee.

ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ϯⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲁⲛ ⲉ ⲗⲟ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲓⲙⲁ ⲟⲩⲇⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲕ ϩⲱⲱⲕ ⲁⲛ ⲁⲡⲁ

My father, I do not want to leave here – nor you too, Apa.

In the last example, ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲕ ϩⲱⲱⲕ ⲁⲛ ‘not you too’ illustrates that ⲁⲛ (with 
or without ⲛ̄) can also negate statements which do not have verbs, in which 
case ⲁⲛ naturally follows the word or phrase that is negated or denied:

ⲛ̄ⲁⲛⲟⲛ ⲁⲛ	 not us
ⲟⲩⲙⲟⲉⲓϩⲉ ⲁⲛ ⲧⲉ	 it is not a surprise
ⲟⲩⲉⲓⲇⲟⲥ ⲉⲙⲡⲱϥ ⲁⲛ ⲡⲉ	 an item which is not his (ⲉ-ⲛ̄-ⲡⲱϥ ⲁⲛ)  

	   (13.7)

Remember, when thinking about descriptions with ⲉⲧ ‘who, which’, 
negative statements appear after the converter ⲉⲧⲉ instead (15.1):

ⲥⲉϫⲱ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲧⲉⲛⲥⲉϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲁⲛ ϩⲙ̄ ⲡⲉⲩⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲩϫ
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They say things which do not exist (ⲛ-ⲉⲧⲉ ⲛ̄-ⲥⲉ-ϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲁⲛ) in 
their false knowledge.

ⲡⲉⲧⲉⲛϥⲛⲁⲡⲣⲟⲫⲏⲧⲉⲩⲉ ⲁⲛ

The one who is not going to understand (ⲡ-ⲉⲧⲉ ⲛ̄-ϥ-ⲛⲁ-
ⲡⲣⲟⲫⲏⲧⲉⲩⲉ ⲁⲛ).

Notice how the flow of ⲉⲧⲉ with the negative ⲛ̄ (in the phrases ⲛ̄-ⲥⲉ-
ϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲁⲛ ‘they do not exist’ and ⲛ̄-ϥ-ⲛⲁ-ⲡⲣⲟⲫⲏⲧⲉⲩⲉ ⲁⲛ ‘he is not 
going to explain’) almost inevitably causes them to be pronounced to-
gether as -ⲉⲧⲉⲛ- and thereby form the single words ⲛⲉⲧⲉⲛⲥⲉϣⲟⲟⲡ and 
ⲡⲉⲧⲉⲛϥⲛⲁⲡⲣⲟⲫⲏⲧⲉⲩⲉ.

16.3 ‘THERE ISN’T’ (Ⲙ̄ⲘⲚ̄) A DEFINITE SUBJECT

When the subject of an engaged statement is indefinite, the statement 
will normally be introduced by either ⲟⲩⲛ̄ ‘there is’ or negative ⲙ̄ⲙⲛ̄ 
or ⲙⲛ̄ ‘there is not’ (7.4). This is another behaviour the engaged future 
shares with the engaged present:

ⲙⲛ̄-ⲃⲁⲣⲃⲁⲣⲟⲥ ⲛⲁⲉⲓ	 There are no barbarians going to come.

ⲟⲩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲙⲟⲩⲓ ⲛⲁⲱϣ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲡⲉⲧⲉⲛϥⲛⲁⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ ⲁⲛ

A lion is going to roar and who is the one who is not going to be 
afraid. (14.4)

Of course, ⲙ̄ⲙⲛ̄ is intrinsically negative, so its use removes the need 
for  ⲁⲛ. However, they may be used together, as you will see below 
(20.1).

16.4 ⲈⲢⲈ AND Ⲛ̄ⲚⲈ MAKE A COMMITMENT  
TO THE FUTURE

Whereas the first future is an engaged tense, the prospective tense 
(or third future) states someone’s subjective expectation of what will 
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presumably or predictably happen in the future. The distinctive tense 
marker is a little different because ⲉ- appears as a prefix for the suffix-
pronoun subject but the verb is then also marked with ⲉ-, as in ⲉ-ⲩ-ⲉ-
ϩⲁⲣⲉϩ ‘they shall protect’. In other ways, however, the following table 
should seem straightforward (even the irregular second person femi-
nine form is not unexpected):

Person Singular Plural

First ⲉⲓ̈ⲉⲥϩⲁⲓ I shall write ⲉⲛⲉⲥϩⲁⲓ we shall write 

Second ⲉⲕⲉⲥϩⲁⲓ you (masc.) shall 
write

ⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛⲉⲥϩⲁⲓ you shall write 

ⲉⲣⲉⲥϩⲁⲓ you (fem.) shall 
write

Third  ⲉϥⲉⲥϩⲁⲓ he shall write ⲉⲩⲉⲥϩⲁⲓ they shall write 

ⲉⲥⲉⲥϩⲁⲓ she shall write 

The prospective tense often translates simply into English as the future 
based on ‘shall’ or ‘will’, at least in the first instance:

ⲉⲩⲉϩⲁⲣⲉϩ ⲉⲣⲟⲟⲩ	 They shall protect themselves.

ⲉⲕⲉϩⲁⲣⲉϩ ⲉⲛⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲧⲉϩⲩⲛⲉⲧⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ⲧⲃ̄ⲛⲟⲟⲩⲉ

You shall protect the men of the monastery and the animals.

Unfortunately, when the subject is a noun, the prospective tense marker 
appears as ⲉⲣⲉ and there is no ⲉ- to mark the verb – which has the effect 
of making it formally indistinguishable from the circumstantial tense or 
the second present. Therefore, the prospective tense with a noun subject 
must be recognised in context. For example, the rules of monastic life 
codified by Pachomius explain what happens whenever a monk needs 
medicines:

ⲉⲣⲉ ⲡⲉϥⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ⲏⲓ ⲃⲱⲕ ⲉ ⲡⲙⲁ ⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ⲟⲓⲕⲟⲛⲟⲙⲟⲥ

His warden shall go to the place of the storekeepers (ⲟⲓⲕⲟⲛⲟⲙⲟⲥ).
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In context, of course, this statement clearly refers to what will happen in 
a situation that is liable to arise, rather than anything that is happening at 
present. The same is true in the following comment about a magic potion:

ⲉⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲥⲱ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲥ̄

The children of the men will drink out of it.

The prospective has a negative counterpart with the tense marker 
ⲛ̄ⲛⲉ (and the verb is not marked), as in the commandment ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲕϩⲱⲧⲃ̄ 
‘you shall not murder’:

ⲛ̄ⲛⲉ-ⲃⲁⲥⲁⲛⲟⲥ ϫⲱϩ ⲉⲣⲟϥ	 Torture shall not touch him.

Pachomius’s rules of monastic life also include prohibitions intended to 
limit the spread of such problems as infections and contraband, as ex-
emplified by the following:

ⲛ̄ⲛⲉ-ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲧⲉϩⲥ̄ ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉϥϣⲱⲛⲉ

No person shall wash someone when he is sick.

ⲛ̄ⲛⲉ-ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ϣⲁϫⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲛⲉϥⲉⲣⲏⲩ ϩⲙ̄ ⲡⲕⲁⲕⲉ

Nobody shall speak with his friends in the dark.

As a final note, this negative tense marker is regularly pronounced 
(and spelled) ⲉⲛⲛⲉ after certain conjunctions including ϫⲉ, as in ϫⲉ 
ⲉⲛⲛⲉⲓⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲕ ‘because I shall not confront you’.

16.5 WE SHOULD BE OPTATIVE

Whereas the prospective tense makes a subjective statement about an 
anticipated or expected outcome, when the statement entails something 
more like a wish or an intention – something we may ‘opt’ for – then the 
optative tense (or fourth future) with the tense marker ⲙⲁⲣ or ⲙⲁⲣⲉ is 
liable to be used, as in ⲙⲁⲣⲛ̄ϣⲓⲡⲉ ‘we should be ashamed’ or even ‘let 
us be ashamed’:
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ⲙⲁⲣⲉⲛϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲁⲃⲏ ⲛ̄ ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ϩⲟϥ

We should become (ⲙⲁⲣⲉ-ⲛ-ϣⲱⲡⲉ) wise like snakes.

ⲙⲁⲣⲛ̄ⲣ̄ϩⲱⲃ ϣⲏⲙϣⲏⲙ ϩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲥⲡⲟⲩⲇⲏ

We should behave little by little (ϣⲏⲙ ϣⲏⲙ) with commitment. 
(9.6)

ⲙⲁⲣⲉϥϫⲛⲉ ⲡⲉⲓⲍⲱⲟⲛ ⲛ̄ⲉⲗⲁⲭⲓⲥⲧⲟⲛ ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ

He should ask this insignificant creature (ⲍⲱⲟⲛ) over there. 
(7.5)

ⲡⲟⲩⲁⲡⲟⲩⲁ ⲙⲁⲣⲉϥϭⲱϣⲧ̄ ϫⲉ ⲉϥϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ ⲁϣ ⲛ̄ϩⲉ

Each one (ⲡⲟⲩⲁ ⲡⲟⲩⲁ), he should watch how he is situated.

In the last example, notice the use of ϫⲉ to introduce the reported 
thought (10.1).

As a final note here, ⲙⲁⲣⲟⲛ ‘let’s go’ is an interjection, presumably 
abbreviated from ⲙⲁⲣⲛ̄ⲃⲱⲕ or something similar:

ⲁϥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ ⲧⲉϥⲙⲁⲁⲩ ϫⲉ ⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ ⲙⲁⲣⲟⲛ ϩⲙ̄ ⲡⲉⲓⲙⲁ

He said to his mother, ‘Get up! Let’s go from here.’

16.6 TIME TO READ SOMETHING:  
MORE OR LESS CERTAIN FUTURES

We can begin with the texts on a couple of ostraca from the south of 
Egypt. First, see what you make of this prayer from Dendera:

Ⳁ ⲉⲣⲉ ϯⲣⲏⲛⲏ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲡⲉϥⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲛⲁϣⲱⲡⲉ ϩⲙ̄ ⲡⲉⲓⲙⲁ ϣⲁ 
ⲉⲛⲉϩ ⲛ̄ⲉⲛⲉϩ

ⲁⲙⲟⲩ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ
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The peace of God and his blessing are going to happen in this 
place forever and ever (literally ‘to the eternal eternity’).

Come in, Lord.

Meanwhile, a prayer from Jeme echoes an ancient pharaonic appeal to 
future generations:

ⳁ ⲓⲱⲛⲁⲥ ϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϫⲱⲓ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ ⲟⲩⲟⲛ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉⲧⲛⲁⲱϣ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲓⲥϩⲁⲓ

Jonas. Pray for me please, everyone who is going to read these 
writings.

Next, here is a brace of sayings from the apocryphal Gospel of Thomas 
(13.9). The text has been normalised from the manuscript, which has 
some distinct early spellings. Notice also ϫⲱⲧ, a ‘trough’ used here to 
define a ration or dole:

ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲟⲩⲛ̄ ϩⲁϩ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲕⲱⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲧϫⲱⲧ ⲉⲙⲛ̄ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲇⲉ 
ϩⲛ̄ ⲧϣⲱⲧⲉ

The Lord said, ‘There are many for the queue for the dole (7.4), 
but only (ⲇⲉ) when there isn’t anything (ⲉ-ⲙⲛ̄-ⲗⲁⲁⲩ) in the cis-
tern (15.4).’

ⲡⲉϫⲉ-ⲓ︦ⲥ︦ ⲟⲩⲛ̄-ϩⲁϩ ⲁϩⲉⲣⲁⲧⲟⲩ ϩⲓⲣⲙ̄ ⲡⲣⲟ ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲛⲁⲭⲟⲥ 
ⲛⲉⲧⲛⲁⲃⲱⲕ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉ ⲡⲙⲁ ⲛ̄ϣⲉⲗⲉⲉⲧ

Jesus said, ‘There are many standing at the door (11.8). None-
theless, those who are going to go into the wedding place are the 
monks (13.5).’

Monasticism had not yet become a social phenomenon at the time the 
Gospel of Thomas was ostensibly written, so either this last reference is 
specifically to the hermits of the Bible, such as John the Baptist, or an 
anachronism betraying the fourth century Coptic copy. On that particu
lar subject, however, here are some more fundamentals from Pachomi-
us’ rules for the conduct of monastic life:
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ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲗⲁⲁⲩ ϫⲓ ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ⲉⲓⲇⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲛ̄ ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲁϫⲙ̄ ⲡⲉϥⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ⲏⲓ

Anyone shall not take any item from a person except his warden.

ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲟⲩⲱⲙ ⲛ̄ⲕⲁ ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲛ̄ ⲧⲉϥⲣⲓ

Any person shall not eat a thing inside his cell.

ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲗⲁⲁⲩ ϣⲁϫⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲛⲉϥⲉⲣⲏⲩ ϩⲙ̄ ⲡⲕⲁⲕⲉⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲧⲛ̄ϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ ⲉ 
ⲧⲟⲙ ⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲣ̄ ⲥⲛⲁⲩ ⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲟⲩⲧⲙⲏ

None shall speak with his friends in the dark. Neither shall you sit 
on a sleeping mat (ⲧⲟⲙ) while you make two, nor a mat (ⲧⲙⲏ).

Now, from The Sayings of the Desert Fathers here is another story about Apa 
Poimen, which takes up the theme of learning from the company of others:

ⲁϥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲡⲟⲓⲙⲏⲛ ϫⲉ
ⲁⲟⲩⲥⲟⲛ ϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲡⲁⲏⲥⲉ ϫⲉ ⲉⲓⲛⲁⲣ̄ ⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ ⲡⲁϩⲏⲧ ⲉϥⲛⲁϣⲧ̄ 
ⲛ̄ϯⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ ⲁⲛ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧϥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ
ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲛⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲃⲱⲕ ⲛ̄ⲅⲧoϭⲕ̄ ⲉ ⲟⲩⲥⲟⲛ ⲉϥⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧϥ̄ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄ ⲧⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲉϥⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲕ̄ⲛⲁⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ ϩⲱⲱⲕ 
ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲕ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ

Apa Poimen said,
‘A brother said to Apa Paese, “What do I do for my heart which is 
hard? I do not fear God within it.”
‘He said to him, “Go and attach yourself (8.4) to a brother who 
fears God within himself.
“Then, from the devotion (5.1) of that one, you too are going to 
fear God within you.” ’

Next, an anonymous teaching about the value of slow but steady progress:

ⲁⲟⲩⲥⲟⲛ ϫⲛⲉ ⲟⲩϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ϫⲉ ⲁϫⲉ ⲟⲩϣⲁϫⲉ ⲉⲣⲟⲓ ϫⲉ ⲉⲓⲛⲁⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ 
ⲁϣ ⲛ̄ ϩⲉ
ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ ⲇⲉ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲙⲁⲣⲛ̄ⲣ̄ϩⲱⲃ ϣⲏⲙϣⲏⲙ ϩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲥⲡⲟⲩⲇⲏ 
ⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ
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A brother asked an elder, ‘Tell a saying to me (4.3): how am I 
going to get healthy?’
So, he said, ‘We should behave little by little from a commitment. 
We are going to get healthy.’

We can wrap up these sayings with a story credited to Macarius the 
Great, which turns out to be relevant to the grammar of this lesson as 
well as holding a life lesson. Talking about the future, he points out, typ-
ically depends on subjective matters, such as expectations or intentions 
– whereas, in fact, what the future may bring is intrinsically unknown 
to us:

ⲁⲩϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲥⲓⲗⲟⲩⲁⲛⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ⲉ ⲃⲱⲕ 
ϣⲁ ⲧⲥⲩⲣⲓⲁ
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲛⲁϥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲡⲉϥⲙⲁⲑⲏⲧⲏⲥ ⲙⲁⲣⲕⲟⲥ ϫⲉ
ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ϯⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲁⲛ ⲉ ⲗⲟ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲓⲙⲁ ⲟⲩⲇⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲕ ϩⲱⲱⲕ ⲁⲛ ⲁⲡⲁ
ⲛ̄ϯⲛⲁⲕⲁⲁⲕ ⲁⲛ ⲉ ⲃⲱⲕ ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ϭⲱ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲓⲙⲁ ⲛ̄ ⲕⲉϣⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧ ⲛ̄ ϩⲟⲟⲩ
ⲁⲩⲱ ϩⲙ̄ ⲡⲙⲉϩϣⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧ ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲁⲩⲙ̄ⲧⲟⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲟⲩ

They said about Silvanus that he wanted once to go to Syria.
Accordingly, his disciple Mark said to him,
‘My father, I do not want to leave here – nor you too, Apa.
‘I am not going to allow you to go. Instead, stay here for another 
three days (2.7).’
And so, on the third day (12.4) they passed away.
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WORKING VOCABULARY

ⲛ̄ⲧⲛ̄, ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧ⸗	 with, from
ⲁϫⲛ̄	 except
ⲡⲟⲩⲁⲡⲟⲩⲁ	 each one
ϣⲏⲙϣⲏⲙ 	 little by little
ⲉⲗⲁⲭⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ or  
ⲉⲗⲁⲭⲓⲥⲧⲟⲛ	 insignificant
ⲉⲓⲇⲟⲥ	 item
ⲕⲁⲕⲉ	 darkness
ⲕⲱⲧⲉ	 queue
ⲙⲁ	 place
ⲙⲟⲩⲓ	 lion
ⲃⲗ̄ⲗⲉ	 blind
ⲃⲁⲥⲁⲛⲟⲥ	 torture
ⲙⲟⲉⲓϩⲉ	 surprise
ⲛⲟⲩϫ	 liar, lying

Some verbs
ⲁⲙⲟⲩ	 come! (from ⲉⲓ)
ⲁϫⲉ	 say! tell! (from ϫⲱ)
ⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ̈	 get well, be well

ϭⲱϣⲧ̄	� look,  
watch

ⲗⲟ	� stop,  
leave

ⲡⲱⲧ	 run, flee
ⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ	 know
ⲡⲓⲥⲧⲉⲩⲉ	 believe
ⲡⲣⲟⲫⲏⲧⲉⲩⲉ	 understand
ϣⲡ̄ⲧⲱⲣⲓ	 assure
ⲥⲱ ⲥⲉ- ⲥⲟⲟ⸗	 drink
ⲧⲱⲙⲥ ⲧⲙ̄ⲥ- ⲧⲟⲙⲥ⸗	 bury
ⲟⲩⲱⲙ ⲟⲩⲙ̄- ⲟⲩⲟⲙ⸗	 eat
ⲧⲱϩⲥ ⲧⲉϩⲥ- ⲧⲁϩⲥ⸗	� wash,  

cleanse
ϫⲱϩ ϫⲉϩ- ϫⲁϩ⸗	� touch,  

caress

Useful phrase
ⲙⲁⲣⲟⲛ	 let’s go
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CHART III A BASIC SCHEME FOR COPTIC VERBS

If we review what we have learned about verbs so far, we recognise that 
there are three basic times: past, present and future. Corresponding to 
these are: two indicative tenses, which report the simple past and the 
known or familiar present; and a prospective tense, which talks about 
the future we anticipate or expect. Each of these tenses has its own dis-
tinct positive and negative tense markers:

Positive Negative

Past ⲁⲛⲥϩⲁⲓ we wrote ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲛⲥϩⲁⲓ we did not 
write

Present ϣⲁⲛⲥϩⲁⲓ we write ⲙⲉⲛⲥϩⲁⲓ we do not 
write

Future ⲉⲛⲉⲥϩⲁⲓ we will write ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲛⲥϩⲁⲓ we will not 
write

In addition to these three tenses, we recognise the engaged aspect, ac-
cording to which tenses may talk about what is actually happening or 
is bound to happen in the future (whereas the past cannot be engaged 
because it is over). The engaged tenses are negated by ⲁⲛ (with or with-
out ⲛ̄):

Positive Negative

Present ⲧⲛ̄ⲥϩⲁⲓ we are writing ⲧⲛ̄ⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲁⲛ we are not 
writing

Future ⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲥϩⲁⲓ we are going 
to write

ⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲁⲛ we are not 
going to 
write

On a separate tack, however, the distinction between indicative past 
and present on the one hand and prospective future on the other adds a 
further dimension to our understanding, which we can term the mood: 
statements are more or less objective and, consequently, more or less 
subjective. Moreover, we know that there are other, avowedly subjective 
tenses too, in the form of the optative future (ⲙⲁⲣⲉⲛⲥϩⲁⲓ ‘we should 
write’) and commands (ⲥϩⲁⲓ ‘write!’). These most subjective tenses are 
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negated using ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ (we have not yet discussed the negation of the opta-
tive future, but we will do so in 20.5).

As long as we always keep in mind the fact that languages are prac-
tical matters – and that in any given statement there may be significant 
variation between how we suppose words are used and how they are ac-
tually used – we can plot these general observations in a chart as follows:

MOOD Objective ⇒ Subjective

ASPECT engaged indicative prospective optative imperative

usual 
sense

is writing /
is bound to 
write

wrote/ 
writes / 
does write

will write /
may write

should 
write

write!

past ⲁϥⲥϩⲁⲓ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲥϩⲁⲓ infinitive 

or
imperativepresent ϥ̄ⲥϩⲁⲓ ϣⲁϥⲥϩⲁⲓ 

ⲙⲉϥⲥϩⲁⲓ

future ϥ̄ⲛⲁⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲉϥⲉⲥϩⲁⲓ 
ⲛ̄ⲛⲉϥⲥϩⲁⲓ

ⲙⲁⲣⲉϥⲥϩⲁⲓ

negation (ⲛ̄ plus) ⲁⲛ individual forms ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ (do not)

1. 	Simple times are given vertically (past > present > future).
2.	 Mood is expressed horizontally (purely objective > purely 

subjective).
3.	 The different modes of negation can be seen to correspond to 

distinct areas on the chart moving horizontally.

As we move from left to right, we are tending to consider: first, what is 
actually happening; then, what happened or usually happens; then, what 
we expect to happen; then, what we consider ought to happen; until, fi
nally, we arrive at the position of making actual demands on the situation.

4. Engaged tenses sit on the far left because a statement about what 
is happening now (or is bound to happen) is presented as purely 
objective – this is what is going on.
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5. Indicative tenses sit to the left  because they are presented as what 
demonstrably happened or happens –  albeit not necessarily hap-
pening now.

6. Statements about the  future tend to appear on the right because  
they embody subjective considerations of what I expect, hope for, 
or even demand.

For our summary purposes, we can leave aside the second tenses 
because in these terms they simply correspond to their ‘first’ counter
parts. That said, we can summarily note that second tenses all fall to the 
left of the chart – none of the subjective tenses has a second tense – and, 
as we would therefore anticipate, they are all negated by ⲁⲛ (with or 
without ⲛ̄).





Lesson 17
Complex 
sentences
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17.1 ‘USING’ VERBS AS NOUNS

Any verb, as the infinitive, may be used in many ways that nouns are 
used too. So, for example, any infinitive may take an adjective or an 
article (masculine, if singular). Used in this way, verbs often trans-
late best (in the first instance at least) with the -‘ing’ ending, as in 
ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ϣⲁϫⲉ ‘any saying’, ⲡϣⲁϫⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲇⲁⲩⲉⲓⲇ ‘the saying of Da-
vid’, ⲛⲉⲓϣⲁϫⲉ ‘these sayings’, ⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲛⲓⲙ ‘every blessing’, ⲡⲉⲩⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ 
ⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲩϫ ‘their false thinking’, ⲡϫⲟϥϫϥ̄ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲑⲃ̄ⲃⲓⲟ ‘the burning of hu-
mility’ and ⲡϫⲓϩⲣⲁϥ ⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ⲃⲁⲗ ‘the diverting of the eyes’ (11.8). Some-
times, acceptable English requires a different translation – often a re-
lated English noun – though the grammar of the Coptic remains the 
same, as in ⲛⲉⲕϣⲗⲏⲗ ‘your prayers’ (literally ‘prayings’), ⲡⲟⲩⲱⲙ 
ⲙ̄ⲙⲉⲉⲣⲉ ‘the midday meal’ (literally ‘eating’) or simply ⲡⲙⲟⲩ ‘the 
dying, the death’.

You have met several instances of this phenomenon already, because 
your working vocabularies in this book so far have simply listed these 
infinitives as both nouns and verbs, so it ought not to cause you concern. 
However, the same phenomenon also allows that an infinitive may ap-
pear as the object of another verb and even get marked with ⲛ̄; in which 
case, again, the translation may vary according to the requirements of 
acceptable English:

ⲁϥⲁⲣⲭⲉⲓ ⲛ̄ϣⲁϫⲉ ⲉϥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ ⲧⲉⲓϩⲉ

He began talking, speaking like this.

ⲛ̄ⲅ̄ⲣ̄ⲭⲣⲓⲁ ⲁⲛ ⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲟⲟⲩ

You do not need (ⲛ̄-ⲅ̄-ⲣ̄ⲭⲣⲓⲁ) to see them.

ⲙ̄ⲡⲉ ⲧϩⲟⲧⲉ ⲕⲁⲁϥ ⲛ̄ⲉⲓ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ

The fear did not let him (ⲕⲁⲁ-ϥ) come in.

Just as an infinitive may appear as the object of a verb, it may also ap-
pear as the object of a preposition, as in ϩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲱⲛϩ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲁⲛ ‘not openly’ 
(literally ‘not in appearing’):
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ⲁϥϩⲱⲛ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉ ⲡⲱⲗϭ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲙ̄ⲡⲓⲃⲓⲟⲥ

He has come close to concluding (ⲡⲱⲗϭ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ) this lifetime.

ⲉⲩⲉϩⲁⲣⲉϩ ⲉⲣⲟⲟⲩ ϩⲁⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲁ ⲡϫⲓϩⲣⲁϥ ⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ⲃⲁⲗ

They shall protect themselves by means of (ϩⲁⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲁ) the divert-
ing of the eyes.

ⲉⲩⲛⲁⲉⲡⲓⲧⲓⲙⲁ ⲛⲁϥ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ⲡⲉⲙⲡϣⲁ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲉϥϩⲱⲃ

They are going to punish him in proportion to the deserving of his 
deed.

ϩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲱϣⲉ ⲙⲁⲣⲉⲥⲟⲩⲁϣⲧ̄ ϩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲙⲉ ⲙⲁⲣⲉⲥⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ

In wanting she should want me; in loving she should love me. (4.1)

Of course, even in the guise of a noun, an infinitive is still a verb and may 
take its own object, as in ⲡⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲧⲟⲙⲥⲟⲩ ‘the day of burying them 
(ⲧⲟⲙⲥ-ⲟⲩ)’ or the following:

ⲁⲥⲁⲣⲭⲉⲓ ⲛ̄ϫⲱ ⲛⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲓϣⲁϫⲉ

She began telling them these sayings.

Infinitives may even turn up as the subject of another verb:

ⲙⲁⲣⲉ ⲡⲁⲟⲩⲱϣⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲡⲁⲙⲉ ϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲥ̄

Wanting me and loving me should happen within her (literally 
‘down in her’).

17.2 REMEMBERING AND VISITING

In the previous example, notice the meaning of ⲡⲁⲟⲩⲱϣⲉ ‘wanting me’ 
(literally ‘my wanting’ or ‘the wanting of me’) and ⲡⲁⲙⲉ ‘loving me’ (lit-
erally ‘the loving of me’). A useful idiom formed in analogous fashion 
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is ⲡⲁⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ – literally ‘my thinking’ in the sense of ‘thinking of me’ not 
‘by me’ (4.4). From this we get the forms of ‘remember’ (9.6), such as 
ⲣ̄ ⲡⲉⲕⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ‘remember you’, ⲣ̄ ⲡⲉⲩⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ‘remember them’ and ⲁⲣⲓ 
ⲡⲁⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ϩⲱ ‘remember me too’ (8.3):

ⲡⲣ̄ ⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲉϥϩⲙ̄ϩⲁⲗ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲁⲡⲁ ϣⲉⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ

The remembering of his holy servant, Apa Shenoute.

ⲡⲉⲕⲣ̄ ⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲛⲁϣⲱⲡⲉ ϫⲓⲛ ⲟⲩϫⲱⲙ ϣⲁ ⲟⲩϫⲱⲙ

Remembering you is going to happen from generation until 
generation.

Another useful idiom along the same lines is ϭⲙ̄ ⲡϣⲓⲛⲉ ‘visit’ (literally 
‘find the greeting’ of someone), as in ⲡⲉϥϭⲙ̄ ⲡϣⲓⲛⲉ ‘visiting him’ and 
ϭⲙ̄ ⲡⲉⲧⲛ̄ϣⲓⲛⲉ ‘visiting you’. Actually, this phrase often turns up as a 
euphemism for death, derived from Christian scripture:

ⲉⲣⲉ ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲛⲁⲣ̄ⲟⲩⲛⲁ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁϥ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥϭⲙ̄ ⲡϣⲓⲛⲉ

The Lord is going to be merciful with him on the day of visiting 
him.

ⲁⲡⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲉϥϭⲙ̄ ⲡϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲓ ⲛⲁϥ

The day of visiting him came to him.

17.3 THE CONJUNCTIVE TENSE AGAIN

The remaining tense markers do not necessarily correspond to a simple 
English tense and may have no specific time reference of their own. 
Rather, they mark statements that complete or qualify an initial thought 
or request established elsewhere, and they tend to translate using con-
junctions such as ‘and’, ‘then’, ‘after’, ‘until’ or ‘if’. Accordingly, we may 
call these tenses incomplete because they only give part of a sentence. 
For instance, the conjunctive tense, as you already know, often develops 
a command or request by stating the expected next step (8.4):
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ⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ϣⲁϫⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲡⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲉⲧⲥⲙⲁⲙⲁⲁⲧ ϫⲉ 
ⲡⲉⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ⲛ̄ ϣⲁϫⲉ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲁⲓ (13.6)

Get up and talk (ⲛ̄-ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄-ϣⲁϫⲉ) with your blessed father 
because this is the time for speaking.

ϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϫⲱⲓ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲣ̄ ⲟⲩⲛⲁ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲓ

Pray for me that God makes mercy with me.

In fact, the conjunctive tense can be used to develop any initial comment 
(not just a command or request) in a relevant manner, likewise still ex-
pressing an anticipated or characteristic next step:

ⲉⲣⲉ ⲡⲉϥⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ⲏⲓ ⲃⲱⲕ ⲉ ⲡⲙⲁ ⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ⲟⲓⲕⲟⲛⲟⲙⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϥϫⲓⲧⲟⲩ ⲛⲁϥ (16.4)

His warden shall go to the place of the storekeepers (ⲟⲓⲕⲟⲛⲟⲙⲟⲥ) 
and get them (ⲛ̄-ϥ-ϫⲓⲧ-ⲟⲩ) for him.

ⲉⲕⲉϩⲁⲣⲉϩ ⲉⲛⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲧⲉϩⲩⲛⲉⲧⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ⲧⲃ̄ⲛⲟⲟⲩⲉ ⲛ̄ⲅ̄ⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲉⲣⲟⲟⲩ

You shall protect the men of the monastery and the animals and 
bless them.

ϣⲁⲣⲉ ⲡϩⲁⲓⲣⲉⲧⲓⲕⲟⲥ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲛ̄ ⲡⲱⲣϣ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲩϭⲓϫ ⲏ 
ⲛ̄ⲥⲉϥⲓⲧⲟⲩ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ (13.1)

The heretic and the pagan spread out their hands and even (ⲏ) lift 
them up (ⲛ̄-ⲥⲉ-ϥⲓⲧ-ⲟⲩ).

If necessary, the relationship between the initial thought and the further 
comment developed by the conjunctive tense can be qualified or clarified 
by a conjunction, such as ⲙⲏⲡⲟⲧⲉ or ⲙⲏⲡⲟⲥ ‘in case’ or ϩⲱⲥⲧⲉ ‘so that’:

ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ⲙⲓϣⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲛ̄ϫⲱⲱⲣⲉ ⲙⲏⲡⲟⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲅⲉⲓ ⲉ ⲧⲟⲟⲧϥ̄

Do not fight with a powerful person in case you fall into his hands 
(literally ‘come to his possession’ (5.2)).

ⲁϥⲡⲁⲧⲁⲥⲥⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲃⲁⲣⲃⲁⲣⲟⲥ ⲉⲧ-ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ϩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ ⲗⲩⲡⲉⲓ ϩⲱⲥⲧⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲥⲉϣⲁϫⲉ ⲉⲡⲡⲟⲗⲉⲙⲟⲥ ⲉⲧ-ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ϣⲁ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ⲉ ⲡⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲟⲩ
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He struck (ⲡⲁⲧⲁⲥⲥⲉ) those barbarians with great grief so that 
they speak about that battle down to this very day (notice this 
helpful idiom, literally ‘today of days’).

As you may perhaps anticipate, the essential link between any initial 
comment and a phrase in the conjunctive tense lends itself to various id-
ioms, which may require some dexterity when translating. For example, 
here the great hermit Antony is soaking some palm leaves for his friend 
Macarius to plait, when the latter makes this comment:

ⲕⲉⲗⲉⲩⲉ ⲛⲁⲓ ⲧⲁϩⲱⲣⲡ̄ ⲛⲁⲓ ⲙⲁⲩⲁⲁⲧ

Let me soak for myself (literally ‘allow for me and I alone shall soak 
for me’).

Notice also, from the last example, that the first-person singular form of 
the conjunctive marker (ⲛ̄ⲧⲁ) is often abbreviated in pronunciation to 
ⲧⲁ only (8.4), though it remains a distinctive prefix for a verb:

ⲉⲓⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲉ ⲃⲱⲕ ⲉ ⲡⲙⲁ ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲧⲁⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲟϥ

I want to go to that place and see him.

While we are at it, remember that the form of the tense marker when 
addressing a woman is ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ, which is not irregular but potentially con-
fusing (because ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ is also the form used in front of noun subjects):

ⲟⲩⲟϫϥ̄ ⲛ̄ ⲥⲧⲓⲭⲁ ⲉⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩϥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲩϥ̄ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ (15.4)

Cut it for a nice strip (ⲥⲧⲓⲭⲁ) and send it to me.

17.4 THE FUTURE CONJUNCTIVE ⲦⲀⲢⲈ IS HOPEFUL

Similar to the conjunctive tense both in meaning and use is the future 
conjunctive, with the tense marker ⲧⲁⲣⲉ. However, ⲧⲁⲣⲉ proposes a 
more hopeful or more speculative outcome:

ⲧⲁⲟⲩⲉ ⲟⲩϣⲁϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲱⲧ ⲉ ⲡⲡⲁⲡⲁⲥ ⲧⲁⲣⲉϥϯϩⲏⲩ
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Produce a single saying for the cleric (ⲡⲁⲡⲁⲥ) and he may benefit 
(ⲧⲁⲣⲉ-ϥ-ϯϩⲏⲩ).

ϯⲛⲁϯ ⲛ̄ⲛⲁϩⲩⲡⲁⲣⲭⲟⲛⲧⲁ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲛⲁⲕ ⲧⲁⲣⲉ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ϭⲱϣⲧ̄ ⲉϫⲱⲛ

I am going to give all my goods (ϩⲩⲡⲁⲣⲭⲟⲛⲧⲁ) to you and per-
haps God will look on us.

17.5 Ⲙ̄ⲠⲀⲦⲈ ‘BEFORE’, Ⲛ̄ⲦⲈⲢⲈ ‘AFTER’  
AND ϢⲀⲚⲦⲈ ‘UNTIL’

Another group of tense markers effectively sets a time limit on a state-
ment or establishes a sequence of events, as in ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉϥⲛⲁⲩ ⲁϥⲣ̄ϣⲡⲏⲣⲉ 
‘after he saw, he wondered’ (that is, he saw first and afterwards 
wondered):

ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉⲥϫⲉ ⲡⲁⲓ ⲁⲥⲛ̄ⲕⲟⲧⲕ̄

After she said this, she slept.

ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲟⲩⲣ̄ ⲧⲥⲩⲛⲁⲝⲓⲥ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲛⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ϣⲱⲣⲡ̄ ⲁⲩⲕⲱⲱⲥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲥⲱⲙⲁ 
ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ

After they made the assembly of the morning time, they em-
balmed his holy body.

ⲁⲓⲣⲁϣⲉ ⲉⲙⲁⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲓϫⲓ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲥϩⲁⲓ̈

I rejoiced greatly after I got the writings.

The point is that this tense marked with ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣ or ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉ cannot make a 
complete statement on its own – if we read ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉ-ϥ-ⲛⲁⲩ ‘after he saw’, 
we naturally ask ‘then what?’

In effect, the tense marker ϣⲁⲛⲧ or ϣⲁⲛⲧⲉ ‘until’ sets the opposite 
time limit:

ⲁⲩⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁϥ ϣⲁⲛⲧⲟⲩⲛ̄ⲧϥ̄ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉ ⲑⲉⲛⲉⲉⲧⲉ

They walked with him until they brought him (ϣⲁⲛⲧ-ⲟⲩ-ⲛ̄ⲧ-ϥ̄) 
into the monastery.
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ⲁⲓ̈ⲣ̄ ϩⲉⲛⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩϣⲏ ⲛ̄ⲣⲟⲉⲓⲥ ϣⲁⲛϯϯ ⲙ̄ⲡϫⲱⲱⲙⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ

I spent many nights of vigil until I put (ϣⲁⲛⲧ-ⲓ-ϯ) the book out.

ⲁϣ ⲧⲉ ⲧⲉⲣⲅⲁⲥⲓⲁ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲕⲁⲁⲥ ϣⲁⲛⲧⲉⲕϫⲓ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲓⲭⲁⲣⲓⲥ (15.2)

Which craft (ⲉⲣⲅⲁⲥⲓⲁ) did you do until you received this grace?

ⲛ̄ⲛⲉ-ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲕⲁ ⲡⲉϥⲡⲣⲏϣ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲣⲏ ϣⲁⲛⲧⲟⲩⲕⲱⲗϩ̄ ⲉ ⲡⲟⲩⲱⲙ 
ⲙ̄ⲙⲉⲉⲣⲉ 

No person shall drop his cloak for the sun until they ring for the 
midday eating.

We can also note here a tense marker which not only establishes a 
sequence but is negative by meaning, because ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲧⲉ ⲧⲉⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ⲥϩⲁⲓ 
means ‘the woman has not yet written’ or ‘before the woman wrote’:

ⲉⲓⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲉ ⲃⲱⲕ ⲉ ⲡⲙⲁ ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲧⲁⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁϯⲙⲟⲩ

I want to go to that place and see him before I die.

ⲡⲉⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ⲛ̄ ϣⲁϫⲉ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲁⲓ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲧⲉ ⲧⲧⲁⲡⲣⲟ ⲧⲱⲙ

This is the time for speaking, before the mouth shuts.

ⲛ̄ ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲁⲇⲁⲙ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲛⲁⲩ ⲉϥ-ϩⲙ̄ ⲡⲡⲁⲣⲁⲇⲓⲥⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲧⲉϥⲡⲁⲣⲁⲃⲁ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲗⲏ

In the way of Adam at the time when he was in Paradise and 
had not yet transgressed (ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲃⲁ) the law (or ‘before he had 
transgressed’).

17.6 TIME TO READ SOMETHING:  
OUTCOMES AND ENDINGS

First, here is a brief episode from the Biography of Joseph the Carpenter 
(15.5). Joseph is gravely ill and the seriousness of the situation is be-
coming apparent to his family:
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ⲧⲟⲧⲉ ⲁⲩⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲛ̄ϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲁⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ⲛ̄ⲓⲱⲧ 
ⲉⲓⲱⲥⲏⲫ ⲁⲩⲉⲓ ϣⲁ ⲡⲉⲩⲉⲓⲱⲧ
ⲁⲩϩⲉ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲉϥⲕⲓⲛⲇⲩⲛⲉⲩⲉ ⲉ ⲡⲙⲟⲩ ⲉⲁϥϩⲱⲛ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉ ⲡⲱⲗϭ̄ 
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲙ̄ⲡⲓⲃⲓⲟⲥ

Accordingly, the sons and daughters of my beloved father, Jo-
seph, got up, came to their father,
and found him liable (ⲕⲓⲛⲇⲩⲛⲉⲩⲉ) to dying, having come close 
to concluding this lifetime.

Next, here are some words of praise from the funeral eulogy of Abbot 
Shenoute:

ⲟⲩⲙⲉ ⲡⲉ ⲡϣⲁϫⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲇⲁⲩⲉⲓⲇ ϫⲉ ⲡⲇⲓⲕⲁⲓⲟⲥ ⲛⲁϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲣ̄ ⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ 
ϣⲁ ⲉⲛⲉϩ
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲉⲕⲣ̄ ⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲛⲁϣⲱⲡⲉ ϫⲓⲛ ⲟⲩϫⲱⲙ ϣⲁ ⲟⲩϫⲱⲙ

A truth is the saying of David, ‘The righteous one is going be for 
remembering until eternity.’
Likewise, your memory is going to exist from generation until 
generation.

While we are on the grim subject of the deaths of foundational figures, 
here is an account of the burial of Apa Pachomius (16.4):

ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲟⲩⲣ̄ ⲧⲥⲩⲛⲁⲝⲓⲥ ⲇⲉ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲛⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ϣⲱⲣⲡ̄ ⲁⲩⲕⲱⲱⲥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲥⲱⲙⲁ 
ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲛ̄ ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲩⲧⲁⲗⲟ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ⲉϫⲱϥ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲡⲣⲟⲥⲫⲱⲣⲁ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲥ ⲁⲩⲯⲁⲗⲗⲉⲓ ϩⲁ ⲧⲉϥϩⲏ ϣⲁⲛⲧⲟⲩϫⲓⲧϥ̄ 
ⲉ ⲡⲧⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲥⲉⲧⲟⲙⲥϥ̄ ⲛ̄ ⲥⲟⲩ ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲏ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲉⲓⲉⲃⲟⲧ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲱⲧ ⲡⲁϣⲟⲛⲥ

So, after they made the assembly of the morning time, they em-
balmed his holy body like all the brothers. Then they raised on 
him his wreath (ⲡⲣⲟⲥⲫⲱⲣⲁ).
Afterwards, they sang in front of him (ϩⲁ ⲧⲉϥ-ϩⲏ ‘by his front’) 
until they took him to the hill and buried him (ⲛ̄-ⲥⲉ-ⲧⲟⲙⲥ-ϥ̄) on 
day fifteen of this same month, Pashons.

Next, a dramatic statement from the apocryphal Gospel of Thomas 
(13.9) recalls (or misquotes) a comment in the New Testament (Luke 
12:49):
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ⲡⲉϫⲉ ⲓ̄ⲥ︦ ϫⲉ ⲁⲓⲛⲟⲩϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲕⲱϩⲧ ⲉϫⲛ̄ ⲡⲕⲟⲥⲙⲟⲥ
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲓⲥϩⲏⲏⲧⲉ ϯϩⲁⲣⲉϩ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ϣⲁⲛⲧⲉϥϫⲉⲣⲟ

Jesus said, ‘I have thrown a fire on the world,
and I am guarding it (7.3) until it blazes (ϫⲉⲣⲟ).’

From The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, here is an edifying tale involving 
the priest of Scetis and a visit to the ‘Big City’:

ⲁϥⲃⲱⲕ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲡⲉⲡⲣⲉⲥⲃⲩⲧⲉⲣⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ ϣⲓⲏⲧ ϣⲁ 
ⲡⲁⲣⲭⲏⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⲟⲡⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ ⲣⲁⲕⲟⲧⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉϥⲕⲧⲟϥ ⲉ ϣⲓⲏⲧ 
ⲁⲩϫⲛⲟⲩϥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ ϫⲉ ⲉⲣⲉ ⲧⲡⲟⲗⲓⲥ ⲣ̄ ⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ ⲇⲉ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ 
ⲛⲁⲩ ϫⲉ ⲫⲩⲥⲓ ⲛⲁⲥⲛⲏⲩ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲙ̄ⲡⲓⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲡϩⲟ ⲛ̄ ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ 
ⲡⲁⲣⲭⲏⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⲟⲡⲟⲥ ⲙⲁⲩⲁⲁϥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲩ ⲇⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲟⲩⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲁⲩⲧⲁϫⲣⲟ 
ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲡϣⲁϫⲉ ϫⲉ ⲉⲩⲉϩⲁⲣⲉϩ ⲉⲣⲟⲟⲩ ϩⲁⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲁ ⲡϫⲓϩⲣⲁϥ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲃⲁⲗ

The priest of Scetis once went to the Archbishop of Alexandria. Ac-
cordingly, after he returned to Scetis (11.8), the brothers asked him, 
‘How is the City doing?’ (14.4) He said to them, ‘Naturally (ⲫⲩⲥⲓ), 
brothers, I did not see the face of anyone (14.2) except the Archbish-
op only.’ So, after they heard, they got strong because of the saying, 
‘They shall protect themselves by means of the diverting of the eyes.’

Finally, here we find extensive use of the conjunctive tense in another 
example of a ‘word of God’ legal release (8.5), which also includes an ab-
breviation of the standard legal phrase ϯⲥⲧⲟⲓⲭⲉ ‘I do assent’ (7.6). Notice 
that the negative prospective tense marker is spelled ⲉⲛⲛⲉ here (16.4):

+ ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧⲕ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲕ ⲙⲁⲑⲓⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲅⲟⲩⲱⲛϩ 
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ⲅⲕⲱⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲅϫⲓ ⲉⲕⲙⲉⲣⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ ⲛⲟⲩⲃ ϫⲉ ⲉⲛⲛⲉⲓⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲕ 
+ ⲕⲟⲗⲗⲟⲩⲑⲟⲥ ⲡⲙⲁⲧⲟⲓ ϯⲥⲧ.

The Word of God is with you. You are Matthew, so appear (pub-
licly), go round and take your share of money, because I shall not 
confront you. Collouthos the soldier, I do assent.
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WORKING VOCABULARY

ϩⲁ, ϩⲁⲣⲟ⸗ 	 under, in, on behalf of
ϫⲓⲛ	 from, since
ⲙⲏⲡⲟⲧⲉ	 in case
ϩⲱⲥⲧⲉ	 so that
ⲉⲙⲁⲧⲉ	� very, greatly,  

especially
ⲕⲟⲥⲙⲟⲥ	 world, creation
ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲗⲏ or  
ⲉⲛⲧⲟⲗⲏ	� instruction, law
ⲥⲩⲛⲁⲝⲓⲥ	� assembly, (church) 

service
ϣⲱⲣⲡ	 morning
ⲥⲟⲩ	 day
ⲛⲁⲩ	 hour, time
ϫⲱⲙ	 generation
ⲃⲓⲟⲥ	 lifetime
ⲕⲱϩⲧ	 fire
ⲣⲏ	 sun
ⲡⲣⲏϣ	 cloak
ⲛⲟⲩⲃ	 gold, money
ⲡⲟⲗⲉⲙⲟⲥ	 battle, war

Some verbs
ⲁⲣⲭⲉⲓ	 begin
ϩⲱⲛ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ	 close in, reach
ⲉⲡⲓⲧⲓⲙⲁ	 punish, chastise
ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲉ	 confront
ⲕⲉⲗⲉⲩⲉ	 allow, grant
ⲗⲩⲡⲉⲓ	� grieve, grief

ⲯⲁⲗⲗⲉⲓ	� sing,  
chant 
(psalms)

ⲣⲟⲉⲓⲥ	� keep 
watch, 
stay  
awake

ϫⲓϩⲣⲁ⸗	� divert, 
amuse

ⲟⲩⲱϣ or ⲟⲩⲱϣⲉ  
ⲟⲩⲉϣ- ⲟⲩⲁϣ⸗	� want, 

desire
ⲟⲩⲱⲱϫⲉ ⲟⲩⲉϫ-  
ⲟⲩⲟϫ⸗	 cut
ⲧⲱⲙ ⲧⲙ̄- ⲧⲟⲙ⸗	 shut
ⲕⲱⲧⲉ ⲕⲉⲧ- ⲕⲟⲧ⸗	� circulate, 

go round
ⲧⲁϫⲣⲟ ⲧⲁϫⲣⲉ-  
ⲧⲁϫⲣⲟ⸗	� strengthen
ⲧⲁⲗⲟ ⲧⲁⲗⲉ- ⲧⲁⲗⲟ⸗	 lift, raise
ⲙⲉ ⲙⲉⲣⲉ- ⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ⸗	 love
ⲕⲱⲗϩ̄ ⲕⲉⲗϩ- ⲕⲟⲗϩ⸗	� knock, 

ring  
(bell)

Useful phrase
ⲡⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲟⲩ	� this very 

day
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18.1 DIVIDING WORDS

Sahidic Coptic manuscripts are written without word breaks and with 
little or no punctuation, but initial particles such as ⲉⲓⲥ or ⲁⲗⲗⲁ (at the 
beginning of a statement) and conjunctions such as ⲇⲉ or ⲅⲁⲣ (generally 
in second place) help us recognise divisions between sentences, phrases 
and, indeed, individual words. Sometimes, word breaks fall where we 
expect, as in ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ ⲇⲉ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲛⲁⲩ ‘so, he said to them’ – the position of 
ⲇⲉ shows that the independent pronoun ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ is pronounced as a word 
on its own (9.3). Sometimes, we are led to conclude that words combine 
with grammatical elements to form a single unit in pronunciation, as 
in ⲉⲣⲉⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ ⲇⲉ ϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ ϩⲁϩⲧⲏϥ ‘so, when the brothers were sitting 
beside him’ – the position of ⲇⲉ suggests that the prefix ⲉⲣⲉ as well as 
the article ⲛⲉ- and the noun ⲥⲛⲏⲩ are all pronounced as one word. In 
both of these examples, the particle appears between the subject and 
the verb. Typically, however, a particle cannot do so when the subject 
is a pronoun, because a pronoun subject and its verb are pronounced 
together:

ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲥⲱⲱ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲡ︦ⲛ︦ⲁ︦ ⲉϥⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ (14.3)

Because she has conceived (ⲛ̄ⲧⲁ-ⲥ-ⲱⲱ) from a holy spirit.

In fact, simple prepositions such as ϩⲛ̄ ‘in, from’, ⲉ ‘to’ and ⲛ̄ ‘for’, as well 
as ⲛ̄ ‘of’ and the subject marker ⲛ̄ϭⲓ (9.4), were typically pronounced 
along with their nouns too, so you will find fixture pile-ups of the kind 
ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ‘of the men’, while the above should more properly read:

ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲥⲱⲱ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲉⲃⲟⲗϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲡ︦ⲛ︦ⲁ︦ ⲉϥⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ

Likewise, unmarked objects of verbs are also pronounced with the verb 
itself, as in ϩⲉⲣⲡϩⲉⲛⲟⲉⲓⲕ ⲛⲁⲛ ‘soak some bread for us’ (11.4). You are 
also aware that the effect of pronouncing certain sounds in combination 
inevitably affects how words are first spoken and then written (1.3); as 
such, we have to be aware of instances like the following, where the past 
tense marker ⲁ- and the subject ⲟⲩ-ϣⲁ ‘a festival’ have merged in pro-
nunciation to form not only one word but an abbreviation at that:

ⲁⲩϣⲁ ⲇⲉ ϣⲱⲡⲉ	 A festival took place (ⲁ-ⲟⲩ-ϣⲁ ϣⲱⲡⲉ).
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This arises partly because of grammar – neither the tense marker ⲁ- 
nor the article ⲟⲩ can stand on its own – and partly because of pro-
nunciation – the vowels ⲁ- and ⲟⲩ naturally form ⲁⲩ, a single sound 
(a diphthong), much as English ‘you’ and ‘are’ naturally get spoken 
as ‘you’re’ (2.1). Of course, certain English-users, in this instance, 
will write ‘you’re’ (as spoken) whereas others will write ‘you are’ (as 
grammatically correct), so there is a natural inconsistency inherent 
that affects Coptic writing too. Similar abbreviations may happen 
with other elements of a statement, including prepositions bound to 
their objects or the circumstantial converter (15.4) in the following 
examples:

ⲁϥⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲩⲣⲱⲙⲉ	 He saw a person (ⲉ-ⲟⲩ-ⲣⲱⲙⲉ).

ⲟⲩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲁ ⲉϥⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲕ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲡⲟⲗⲓⲥ ⲉⲩⲥⲁⲉⲓⲛ ⲡⲉ ϩⲛ̄-ⲧⲉϥⲧⲉⲭⲛⲉ

There is someone who resembles you in the city (7.4), who is a 
physician (ⲉ-ⲟⲩ-ⲥⲁⲉⲓⲛ ⲡⲉ) by his trade.

From this point on, the texts transcribed here will respect Sahidic Cop-
tic word spacing (insofar as we understand it) more closely, and you 
will soon adjust to the way modern Coptic text editions are ordinarily 
presented. How this is done may not be thoroughly consistent because, 
first of all, there are natural inconsistencies in how words are written 
in any case; but, also, because some combinations may seem unneces-
sarily dense on the page and there is no virtue in making phrases seem 
impregnable at this stage of your learning. Indeed, occasional hyphens 
may still be introduced to guide you through more complicated com-
binations of words, and a stop (·) may be used to suggest the breaks 
between statements.

18.2 IF THERE ARE CONDITIONS, USE ⲈⲢϢⲀⲚ

The conditional tense marker ⲉⲣϣⲁⲛ raises a hypothetical situation in 
order to consider its implications – along the lines that ‘if’ this were to 
happen, then something may follow, as in these comments about dying 
(17.2):
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ⲉⲣⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲣ̄ⲟⲩ ⲉⲣϣⲁⲛ-ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ϭⲙ̄-ⲡⲉⲧⲛ̄ϣⲓⲛⲉ (14.4)

What are you going to do, if the Lord visits you?

ⲉⲣϣⲁⲛ-ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ϭⲙ̄-ⲡⲁϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ⲕⲁ-ⲡⲁⲥⲱⲙⲁ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲙⲁ 
ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲛⲁⲧⲟⲙⲥϥ̄ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧϥ̄

If the Lord visits me, do not leave my body in the place which they 
are going to bury it in.

In the last example, pay close attention to the combination of words in 
the phrase ⲡⲙⲁ ⲉⲧ-ⲟⲩ-ⲛⲁ-ⲧⲟⲙⲥ-ϥ̄ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ-ϥ̄ ‘the place which they are 
going to bury it in’ (15.2).

As you see, the conditional tense is necessarily incomplete, and a 
final statement is needed to explain what would happen if the condi-
tion were actually to come about (17.3). This final statement can take 
many forms but will often be a future tense because we are liable to be 
speculating about potential outcomes. Like the prospective tense mark-
er (16.4), the conditional tense marks a pronoun subject with a simple 
ⲉ- but then the verb is subsequently marked too, in this case with the 
distinctive ϣⲁⲛ- element:

ⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ϣⲁⲛϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲥⲉⲛⲁⲣ̄ⲕⲁⲧⲁⲕⲣⲓⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲱⲧⲛ̄ (7.2)

If you pray (ⲉ-ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄-ϣⲁⲛ-ϣⲗⲏⲗ), they are going to condemn  
(ⲣ̄-ⲕⲁⲧⲁⲕⲣⲓⲛⲉ) you.

If some nuance is required, the initial condition may be qualified by a 
particle such as ϩⲟⲧⲁⲛ ‘ever, whenever’:

ϩⲟⲧⲁⲛ ⲉϥϣⲁⲛϭⲓⲛⲉ ϥ̄ⲛⲁϣⲧⲣ̄ⲧⲣ̄ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉϥϣⲁⲛϣⲧⲟⲣⲧⲣ̄ 
ϥ̄ⲛⲁⲣ̄ϣⲡⲏⲣⲉ (9.6)

If he ever finds out, he is going to tremble; and if he trembles, he 
is going to marvel.

ⲧⲱⲧⲛ̄ ϩⲉⲛⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ϩⲟⲧⲁⲛ ⲉⲩϣⲁⲛⲙⲉⲥⲧⲉ-ⲧⲏⲩⲧⲛ̄

You are blessed people, if ever they hate you.
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18.3 ⲦⲘ̄ IS SIMPLY ‘NOT’

Those tenses which are incomplete and cannot make a statement on 
their own – in other words, the conditional tense and all the tenses dis-
cussed in Lesson 17 – are negated simply by putting ⲧⲙ̄ (less often ⲧⲉⲙ) 
in front of the verb, as in ⲛ̄-ⲅ-ϫⲓ ‘then get’ but ⲛ̄-ⲅ-ⲧⲙ̄-ϫⲓ ‘then don’t get’:

ⲉⲣϣⲁⲛ-ⲟⲩⲁ ⲉⲧⲓ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲕ ⲛ̄-ⲟⲩϩⲱⲃ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲅⲧⲙ̄ϫⲓⲧⲕ̄ ⲛ̄ϭⲟⲛⲥ 
ⲛ̄ⲅⲧⲁⲁϥ ⲛⲁϥ (9.6)

If someone asks you for something and you won’t get yourself  
(ⲛ̄-ⲅ-ⲧⲙ̄-ϫⲓⲧ-ⲕ̄) hurt, then give it (ⲛ̄-ⲅ-ⲧⲁⲁ-ϥ) to him.

ⲉⲛϣⲁⲛⲧⲙ̄ϩⲁⲣⲉϩ ⲡⲧⲟⲡⲟⲥ ⲛⲁϣⲱϥ

If we do not take care (ⲉ-ⲛ-ϣⲁⲛ-ⲧⲙ̄-ϩⲁⲣⲉϩ), the church is going 
to collapse (ϣⲱϥ).

ⲟⲩⲟⲓ ⲛⲏⲧⲛ̄ ⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ϣⲁⲛⲧⲙ̄ⲃⲱⲕ ⲉⲧⲉⲕⲕⲗⲏⲥⲓⲁ ⲏ ⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ϣⲁⲛⲧⲙ̄ϫⲓ 
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲥⲱⲙⲁ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲡⲉⲥⲛⲟϥ ⲙ̄ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ

Woe to you, if you do not go (ⲉ-ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄-ϣⲁⲛ-ⲧⲙ̄-ⲃⲱⲕ) to the 
church or if you do not partake (ⲉ-ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄-ϣⲁⲛ-ⲧⲙ̄-ϫⲓ) of the body 
and blood of the Lord.

By the way, in the examples above notice two contrasting words of Greek 
origin (3.3): ⲧⲟⲡⲟⲥ means a shrine or a holy place generally, but often 
refers to a church as a place or a building, whereas ⲉⲕⲕⲗⲏⲥⲓⲁ refers to a 
church as a congregation or community of worshippers.

18.4 ‘SUPPOSING’ WE USE ⲈϢϪⲈ AND ⲈϢⲰⲠⲈ

Whereas the tense marker ⲉⲣϣⲁⲛ suggests a hypothetical situation for 
consideration, less speculative conditions may be introduced into state-
ments by initial particles, which add their own specific nuance and may 
appear with any tense. For example, both ⲉϣϫⲉ and ⲉϣⲱⲡⲉ ‘suppos-
ing’ may be used to state conditions that are not so much hypothetical as 
in search of an explanation (‘supposing it is this, then what?’):
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ⲉϣϫⲉ ⲡⲉϥⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲡⲉ	 Supposing it was his father.

ⲉϣϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲧⲥⲁⲣⲝ ϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲡ︦ⲛ︦ⲁ︦ ⲟⲩϣⲡⲏⲣⲉ ⲧⲉ (14.3)

Supposing the flesh happened because of spirit, it is a miracle.

ⲉϣϫⲉ ⲟⲩⲛ̄-ϩⲟⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲩⲙⲟⲕϩ̄-ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ ⲟⲛⲧⲱⲥ ⲥⲉ-ⲙ̄ⲡϣⲁ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲉⲓⲟ 
ⲛⲓⲙ (7.4)

Supposing there are some who grieve, actually they are worthy 
of every honour.

ⲉϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲙⲉϥϯϩⲏⲩ ⲉⲡⲉⲛⲕⲁⲣⲱϥ ⲉⲓⲉ ⲉⲛϣⲁⲛϣⲁϫⲉ ⲟⲛ 
ⲛ̄ϥ̄ⲛⲁϯϩⲏⲩ ⲁⲛ (14.2)

Supposing he does not profit for our silence, then if we speak as 
well, he is not going to profit.

ⲉϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲁϭⲛ̄ ⲡⲉⲧⲛⲁⲧⲁⲁϥ ⲛⲏⲧⲛ̄ ϩⲁ-ϩⲃⲁⲥ ⲉⲓⲧⲉ ⲕⲁⲗⲱⲥ

Supposing you are going to find the one who will pay you for 
cloth, then good (ⲕⲁⲗⲱⲥ).

18.5 TIME TO READ SOMETHING:  
SPECULATIONS AND CONSIDERATIONS

Here are four more teachings from The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, begin-
ning with a story about a temperate elder. As you read the final sentence, 
notice how the particle ⲇⲉ and the verb break up the long phrase ⲡ-ⲕⲉ-
ⲥⲉⲉⲡⲉ ⲉⲧ-ⲟⲩⲱⲙ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁ-ϥ ‘the rest who were eating with him’ (2.4):

ⲁⲩϣⲁ ⲇⲉ ϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ϩⲛ̄ϣⲓⲏⲧ ⲁⲩϯ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲁⲡⲟⲧ ⲛ̄ⲏⲣⲡ̄ 
ⲛ̄ⲟⲩϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ϫⲉ ϥⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲓ ⲙ̄ⲡⲓⲙⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉ-ⲡⲕⲉⲥⲉⲉⲡⲉ 
ⲇⲉ ⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲱⲙ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁϥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲩϫⲓ

Now, a feast once happened in Scetis and they gave a cup of wine 
to an elder. He said, ‘Take away from me (10.5) this death.’ So, 
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after the others who were eating with him saw, they did not 
partake.

Next, Apa Moses (10.6) insists that the very instructions passed 
down by the desert fathers and mothers are critical because they in turn 
embody tried-and-trusted values:

ⲁϥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲁⲡⲁ ⲙⲱⲩⲥⲏⲥ ϩⲛ̄ϣⲓⲏⲧ ϫⲉ · ⲉⲛϣⲁⲛϩⲁⲣⲉϩ 
ⲉⲛⲉⲛⲧⲟⲗⲏ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲛⲉⲓⲟⲧⲉ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ϯⲛⲁϣⲡ̄ⲧⲱⲣⲓ ⲙ̄ⲙⲱⲧⲛ̄ ϩⲁϩⲧⲙ̄-
ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ϫⲉ ⲙⲛ̄-ⲃⲁⲣⲃⲁⲣⲟⲥ ⲛⲁⲉⲓ ⲉⲡⲉⲓⲙⲁ ⲉⲛϣⲁⲛⲧⲙ̄ϩⲁⲣⲉϩ ⲇⲉ 
ⲡⲧⲟⲡⲟⲥ ⲛⲁϣⲱϥ

In Scetis Apa Moses said, ‘If we keep the instructions of our an-
cestors, I myself am going to assure you before God that no bar-
barians are going to come here (16.3). However, if we do not take 
care, the church is going to collapse.’

Thirdly, a story about Apa Pambo stresses the value of silence when 
it comes to teaching others. Note here that ⲡⲡⲁⲡⲁⲥ ‘the Cleric’ is an 
informal reference to Theophilus, Archbishop of Alexandria from 385 
to 412:

ⲁϥⲃⲱⲕ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ⲉϣⲓⲏⲧ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲑⲉⲱⲫⲓⲗⲟⲥ 
ⲡⲁⲣⲭⲏⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⲟⲡⲟⲥ ⲁⲩⲥⲱⲟⲩϩ ⲇⲉ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ ⲁⲩϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲁⲡⲁ 
ⲡⲁⲙⲃⲱ ϫⲉ ⲧⲁⲟⲩⲉ-ⲟⲩϣⲁϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲱⲧ ⲉⲡⲡⲁⲡⲁⲥ ⲧⲁⲣⲉϥϯϩⲏⲩ 
ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲛⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ϫⲉ ⲉϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲙⲉϥϯϩⲏⲩ ⲉⲡⲉⲛⲕⲁⲣⲱϥ ⲉⲓⲉ 
ⲉⲛϣⲁⲛϣⲁϫⲉ ⲟⲛ ⲛ̄ϥ̄ⲛⲁϯϩⲏⲩ ⲁⲛ

The blessed Apa Theophilus (3.3), the Archbishop, once went to 
Scetis. So, the brothers gathered and said to Apa Pambo, ‘Pro-
duce a single saying for the Cleric and he may benefit.’ The elder 
said to them, ‘Supposing he does not profit for our silence, then 
(ⲉⲓⲉ) if we speak as well, he is not going to profit.’

Finally, this anonymous teaching is the spiritual exposition of an 
adage about openness, which uses the conjunctive tense to develop 
the initial condition, and circumstantial qualifications on the final 
comment:
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ⲁϥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲟⲩϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ϫⲉ · ⲉⲣϣⲁⲛ-ⲟⲩⲁ ⲉⲧⲓ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲕ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩϩⲱⲃ 
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲅⲧⲙ̄ϫⲓⲧⲕ̄ ⲛ̄ϭⲟⲛⲥ · ⲛⲅ̄ⲧⲁⲁϥ ⲛⲁϥ ⲉϩⲛⲁⲕ ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲡⲉⲕⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ 
ⲡⲓⲑⲉ ⲉϯ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲧⲉⲕⲛⲁⲧⲁⲁϥ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ-ⲑⲉ ⲉⲧⲥⲏϩ ϫⲉ 

ⲉⲣϣⲁⲛ-ⲟⲩⲁ ⲕⲟⲟⲃⲉⲕ ⲛ̄-ⲟⲩⲕⲟⲧ ⲃⲱⲕ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁϥ ⲛ̄ⲥⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲧⲉ ⲡⲁⲓ ⲡⲉ 
ϫⲉ · ⲉⲣϣⲁⲛ-ⲟⲩⲁ ⲉⲧⲓ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲕ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩϩⲱⲃ ⲧⲁⲁⲥ ϩⲙ̄-ⲡⲉⲕϩⲏⲧ ⲧⲏⲣϥ̄ 
ⲙⲛ̄-ⲡⲉⲕⲡ︤ⲛ︦ⲁ︥

An elder said, ‘If someone asks you for something and you won’t 
get yourself hurt, then give it to him willingly, while your think-
ing resolves (15.4) to give what you are going to give (ⲡ-ⲉⲧ-ⲕ̄-
ⲛⲁ-ⲧⲁⲁ-ϥ) (15.2) according to the way which is written,

“If someone compels you to a circuit, go with him for two.” ‘Which 
is this (13.6): if someone asks you for something, give it (11.5) 
from your whole heart and soul.’

To finish this reading practice, we have more sayings from the Gospel 
of Thomas, the first two of which recall comments from the New Testa-
ment (Matthew 5:11/10:23/15:14):

ⲡⲉϫⲉ-ⲓ̄ⲥ︦ ϫⲉ · ⲟⲩⲃⲗ̄ⲗⲉ ⲉϥϣⲁⲛⲥⲱⲕϩⲏⲧϥ̄ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲃⲗ̄ⲗⲉ ϣⲁⲩϩⲉ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲥⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲡⲉⲥⲏⲧ ⲉⲩϩⲓⲉⲓⲧ

Jesus said, ‘A blind person, if he leads a blind person (11.8), they 
fall together (literally ‘as the pair’) down into a ditch (ⲉ-ⲟⲩ-ϩⲓⲉⲓⲧ).’

ⲡⲉϫⲉ-ⲓ̄ⲥ︦ ϫⲉ · ⲛ̄ⲧⲱⲧⲛ̄ ϩⲉⲛⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ϩⲟⲧⲁⲛ ⲉⲩϣⲁⲛⲙⲉⲥⲧⲉ-
ⲧⲏⲩⲧⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ⲥⲉⲣ̄ⲇⲓⲱⲕⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲱⲧⲛ̄ · ⲁⲩⲱ ⲥⲉⲛⲁϩⲉ ⲁⲛ ⲉⲡⲧⲟⲡⲟⲥ 
ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲙⲁ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲩⲇⲓⲱⲕⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲱⲧⲛ̄ ϩⲣⲁⲓ̈-ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧϥ̄

Jesus said, ‘You are blessed people, if ever they hate you and then 
persecute (ⲛ̄-ⲥⲉ-ⲣ̄-ⲇⲓⲱⲕⲉ) you. Moreover, they are not going to 
find the church (16.2) in the place within which they persecuted 
(ⲛ̄ⲧ-ⲁ-ⲩ-ⲇⲓⲱⲕⲉ) you (15.1).’

ⲡⲉϫⲉ-ⲓ̄ⲥ︦ · ⲉϣϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲧⲥⲁⲣⲝ ϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲡ︦ⲛ︦ⲁ︦ ⲟⲩϣⲡⲏⲣⲉ ⲧⲉ · 
ⲉϣϫⲉ ⲡ︦ⲛ︦ⲁ︦ ⲇⲉ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲡⲥⲱⲙⲁ ⲟⲩϣⲡⲏⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ϣⲡⲏⲣⲉ ⲡⲉ ⲁⲗⲗⲁ 
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ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ϯⲣ̄ϣⲡⲏⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲓ ϫⲉ ⲡⲱⲥ ⲁⲧⲉⲓⲛⲟϭ ⲙ̄ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲟ ⲁⲥⲟⲩⲱϩ 
ϩⲛ̄-ⲧⲉⲓⲙⲛ̄ⲧϩⲏⲕⲉ

Jesus said, ‘Supposing the flesh happened because of spirit 
(14.3), it is a wonder; but supposing spirit because of the body, it 
is a wondrous wonder. Nonetheless, I wonder this (7.2): how this 
great wealth settled in this poverty (9.3).’
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WORKING VOCABULARY

ⲉⲓⲧⲉ	 then, and
ϩⲟⲧⲁⲛ	 if ever
ⲟⲛⲧⲱⲥ	 actually
ϩⲣⲁⲓ-ϩⲛ̄	 within
ϩⲟⲉⲓⲛⲉ	 some
ⲧⲉⲭⲛⲉ or ⲧⲉⲭⲛⲏ	 trade,  
	 craft
ϣⲁ	 festival
ⲧⲟⲡⲟⲥ	 church, shrine
ⲉⲕⲕⲗⲏⲥⲓⲁ	� church,  

congregation
ⲥⲁⲣⲝ	 flesh
ⲥⲛⲟϥ	 blood
ⲏⲣⲡ	 wine
ⲁⲡⲟⲧ	 cup

Some verbs
ⲉⲓⲛⲉ	 resemble
ⲉⲧⲓ or ⲏⲧⲓ	 ask, request
ⲡⲓⲑⲉ	 �resolve,  

agree
ⲟⲩⲱϩ 	 settle
ⲙⲟⲕϩ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ	 grieve
ⲥⲱⲕϩⲏⲧ⸗	 lead
ⲙⲟⲥⲧⲉ ⲙⲉⲥⲧⲉ-  
ⲙⲉⲥⲧⲱ⸗	 hate
ⲕⲱⲱⲃⲉ ⲕⲉⲉⲃⲉ-  
ⲕⲟⲟⲃⲉ⸗	 compel, force
ϯ ϯ- ⲧⲁⲁ⸗	 give  
(+ ⲛ̄)	 pay someone  
(+ ϩⲁ)	 for something
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CHART IV A SUMMARY OF INCOMPLETE TENSES

TIME Prior Contemporary Eventual

prefix ⲉⲣϣⲁⲛ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲧⲉ ϣⲁⲛⲧⲉ ⲉⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉ ⲧⲁⲣⲉ

usual 
sense

if before until while next after maybe

(18.2) (17.5) (17.5) (6.3) (17.3) (17.5) (17.4)

These tenses are typically negated by ⲧⲙ̄ (18.3)*

*The circumstantial converter (15.4) may be applied to statements that are 
already negative. In other words, various forms of negation may be associated 
with circumstantial statements.





Lesson 19
Statives and 
passives
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19.1 PASSIVE STATEMENTS

The distinction between active and passive statements relates to the sub-
ject of the statement. The problem is that we tend to use the word 
‘subject’ here in two different senses: (a) the subject of the statement 
(who or what we are talking about); and (b) the subject of the verb (the 
active agent which carries out the verb). So, for a working hypothesis, 
let us make the following distinction:

In active statements, the active subject of the verb is also the sub-
ject of the statement (‘Harry scored the winning runs’).

In passive statements, the passive object of the verb is the subject 
of the statement (‘the winning runs were scored’). The subject of 
the verb need not be mentioned at all, or it can be added in a sup-
plementary phrase (‘the winning runs were scored . . . ​by Harry’).

An intransitive verb cannot appear in a passive statement because an in-
transitive verb does not entail an object, as you can see in ⲁⲩϣⲁ ϣⲱⲡⲉ 
‘a festival happened’ or ⲁϥⲡⲱⲧ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ‘he ran off’ (11.6). On the other 
hand, a transitive verb does presuppose an object, as in ⲁⲩⲙⲉϩ ⲡⲕⲁϩ 
ⲧⲏⲣϥ̄ ‘they filled (what?) . . . ​the whole earth’ or ⲉⲩⲉⲧⲁⲗⲟ-ϥ ‘they will 
lift (what?) . . . ​him’.

To qualify the above, note that some verbs have both transitive 
and intransitive meanings – for example, ⲉⲓⲧⲁϫⲣⲟ ⲙ̄ⲙⲱⲧⲛ̄ ‘while 
I strengthen you’ (transitive) and ⲁⲩⲧⲁϫⲣⲟ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲡϣⲁϫⲉ ‘they got 
strong because of the saying’ (intransitive) (17.6), while ⲟⲩⲱϩ means 
both ‘put down, leave’ (transitive) and ‘settle down’ (intransitive). We 
see the same phenomenon in English, for example in ‘she left a message’ 
(transitive) and ‘she left today’ (intransitive). In addition, as you know, 
some verbs that are intransitive in English are actually reflexive in Cop-
tic, such as ⲁϥⲕⲧⲟϥ ‘he returned’ or ⲁⲥⲙ̄ⲧⲟⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ‘she rested’ (11.8). 
(Remember, reflexive statements are those in which the subject of the 
verb and the object of the verb are the same person or thing.)

19.2 THE STATIVE FORM OF INTRANSITIVE VERBS

To recap, the typical form of a Coptic verb is the infinitive, which is: 
(a) the key form to recognise and understand (6.1); (b) the form that 
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follows tense markers (6.2); and (c) the form liable to change on the 
basis of a following object (11.4). In addition to the infinitive, a hand-
ful of verbs have an imperative form, which is only ever used to give 
commands (4.3). Now, we need to learn that many verbs appear in a 
third form – usually called the stative because ordinarily it talks about 
the state arising from the action of the verb, along the lines of ⲙⲟⲩ ‘die’ 
> ⲙⲟⲟⲩⲧ ‘dead’ and ⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ‘write’ > ⲥⲏϩ ‘written’. A stative may only be 
used as part of a statement in the engaged present tense; in other words, 
a stative cannot follow a tense marker (7.1). However, do bear in mind 
that statements of any kind – including those in the engaged present 
tense – may be used after the converters ⲉⲧ/ⲉⲧⲉ ‘who, which’ or circum-
stantial ⲉⲣⲉ/ⲉ- (15.4).

There is no single English equivalent to the stative so you will need 
different translation strategies depending on the meaning of the verb. 
For intransitive verbs, the stative simply expresses the state arising out 
of the action of the verb. In other words, from ⲙⲟⲩ ‘die’ we get ⲙⲟⲟⲩⲧ 
‘dead’, from ⲟⲩⲱϩ ‘settle’ we get ⲟⲩⲏϩ ‘settled’ and from ϭⲱ ‘persist’ we 
get ϭⲉⲉⲧ ‘persisting, remaining’:

ⲁϥⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲩⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉϥⲙⲟⲟⲩⲧ

He saw a person who was dead.

ⲁⲥⲉⲣ-ⲥⲉ ⲛ̄ⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ ⲉⲥⲟⲩⲏϩ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲧⲡⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲓⲉⲣⲟ

She spent sixty years settled in the upper part of the river.

ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲁϥⲣ̄-ⲕⲉⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ ⲉϥϭⲉⲉⲧ ⲙⲁⲩⲁⲁϥ

After she died (ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉ-ⲥ-ⲙⲟⲩ), he spent another year remaining 
alone.

Some Coptic verbs readily translate as English adjectives because they 
talk about a quality, and such verbs naturally favour the stative. For 
example, from ⲁⲥⲁⲓ̈ ‘lighten, relax’ we get ⲁⲥⲱⲟⲩ ‘light, nimble’, from 
ϭⲛⲟⲛ ‘soften’ we get ϭⲏⲛ ‘soft’ and from ϫⲁϫⲉ ‘harden’ we get ϫⲁϫⲱ 
‘hard’:

ⲁⲥⲉⲓ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲥⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ⲉⲥⲁⲥⲱⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲧⲣⲟⲙⲉⲩⲥ
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She came in walking, nimble as a runner (ⲧⲣⲟⲙⲉⲩⲥ).

ⲧⲉⲫⲩⲥⲓⲥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲙⲟⲩ ϭⲏⲛ ⲧⲁⲡⲱⲛⲉ ϩⲱⲱϥ ϫⲁϫⲱ

The nature of the water is soft, that of the stone rather is hard. 
(13.3)

This same is true of certain verbs of emotion or mental state, as in ⲥⲉ-
ⲙⲟⲕϩ̄ ⲉⲙⲁⲧⲉ ‘they are very upset’ from ⲙ̄ⲕⲁϩ ‘suffer, grieve’.

An important distinction to note here is that between the infinitive 
ϣⲱⲡⲉ ‘happen, become’ (an event) and its corresponding stative ϣⲟⲟⲡ, 
which brings the sense ‘be, exist, live’ (a state). In particular, because lo-
cation statements do not require a verb, the use of ϣⲟⲟⲡ along with a 
location brings the sense of staying somewhere or living there:

ϥ̄ϣⲟⲟⲡ ϩⲛ̄-ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲥⲏⲧ ⲛ̄ⲕⲏⲙⲉ ⲉϥⲟⲩⲏϩ ⲇⲉ ϩⲛ̄-ⲑⲏⲃⲁⲓⲥ

He is living in the lower parts of Egypt, in fact is settled in the 
Thebaid.

ⲉⲣⲉⲛⲁⲓ ϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲓ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲛⲁⲛⲟⲃⲉ

These things stay with me because of my sins. (14.5)

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ϯϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲕ ϩⲙ̄ ⲙⲁ ⲛⲓⲙ

I am present with you in every place.

19.3 THE STATIVE FORM OF TRANSITIVE VERBS

Likewise, for transitive verbs the stative also expresses the state arising 
out of the action of the verb. However, the resultant meaning is passive, 
in the way that ϣⲱⲡ ‘receive, accept’ gives us ϣⲏⲡ ⲛ̄ⲛⲁϩⲣⲙ̄-ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ 
‘accepted before God’ (12.5). Likewise, from ⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ‘write’ we get ϥ̄ⲥⲏϩ 
‘it is written’, from ⲥⲙⲟⲩ ‘bless’ we get ϥ̄ⲥⲙⲁⲙⲁⲁⲧ ‘he is blessed’, from 
ⲱⲡ ‘count, reckon’ we get ⲉϥⲏⲡ ‘he is reckoned’, from ⲧⲁⲉⲓⲟ ‘honour, 
esteem’ we get ⲕ̄ⲧⲁⲓⲏⲩ ‘you are esteemed’ and ⲉⲧ-ⲧⲁⲉⲓⲏⲩ ‘which is 
honoured’, from ⲛⲟⲩϫⲉ ‘throw’ we get ⲉϥⲛⲏϫ ‘who is slumped’, from 
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ϣⲱⲱⲧ ‘deprive’ we get ⲛⲉⲧ-ϣⲁⲁⲧ ‘those who are deprived’ and from 
ϩⲱⲡ ‘hide’ we get ⲡⲉⲧϩⲏⲡ ⲉⲣⲱ-ⲧⲛ̄ ‘that which is hidden from you’:

ⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉϥⲥⲏϩ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲅⲣⲁⲫⲏ 

Every blessing which is written in Scripture. (3.2)

ⲁϥⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲩⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉϥⲛⲏϫ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲉϥⲙⲟⲟⲩⲧ

He saw a person who was slumped out, dead.

ⲙⲛ̄-ⲡⲣⲟⲫⲏⲧⲏⲥ ϣⲏⲡ ϩⲙ̄-ⲡⲉϥϯⲙⲉ

No prophet is accepted in his town. (7.4)

ⲙ̄ⲙⲛ̄-ϣⲁϫⲉ ⲥⲙⲟⲛⲧ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲃ

No saying is agreed about the money.

ⲟⲩⲥⲟⲫⲓⲁ ⲉⲥϩⲏⲡ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲁϩⲟ ⲉⲛϥ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲛϩ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲁⲛ

A wisdom which is hidden and a treasure which is not revealed (ⲉ-
ⲛ̄-ϥ̄-ⲟⲩⲟⲛϩ̄). (16.2)

ⲡⲉⲕⲣⲁⲛ ⲛⲁϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉϥⲥⲙⲁⲙⲁⲁⲧ

Your name is going to become blessed.

Notice how translating statives often straddles the line between present 
and past, as in ⲥ̄ⲙⲟⲟⲩⲧ ‘she has died/she is dead’, ⲛⲉⲧϣⲁⲁⲧ ‘those who 
have been deprived/are deprived’, and ⲉⲥϩⲏⲡ ‘which has been hidden/
is hidden’. Occasionally, you may feel the past translation provides more 
natural English, even when the tense is clearly still the engaged present:

ⲛ̄ϥ̄ⲟⲃϣ ⲁⲛ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲉⲛⲉⲕⲣ̄ⲙⲉⲓⲟⲟⲩⲉ ⲙⲛ̄-ⲛⲉⲕϣⲗⲏⲗ  
ⲙⲛ̄-ⲛⲉⲕⲟⲩϣⲏ ⲛ̄ⲣⲟⲉⲓⲥ

God has not forgotten your tears (2.2) and your prayers and your 
nights of vigil.
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In this example, ‘God is not forgetting your tears etc.’ is awkward 
English; but notice, too, that the comment ‘God does not forget your 
tears’ would be indicative, not engaged (14.2). You may also think about 
the contrast between the immediacy of ⲥ̄ⲙⲟⲟⲩⲧ ‘she is dead’ and the 
stark implication of the past in ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱ ⲉϥⲙⲟⲩ ‘he has already died’ 
(9.2). In truth, this observation about translation is a comment about 
the engaged present tense as much as it is about statives, so sometimes 
a past translation may seem appropriate even when the verb is in the 
infinitive:

ϯϭⲱϣⲧ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ-ϩⲏⲧϥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲟⲩ	 I have been looking forward  
	 to this very day.

The point being that English does not much like ‘I am looking forward to 
today’ once ‘today’ has arrived. The ‘looking forward’ should have end-
ed ‘today’, so the translation is in the past. However, Coptic prefers the 
immediacy of stating that ‘I am looking forward’.

19.4 THE STATIVE FORM OF ⲈⲒⲢⲈ IS Ⲟ ‘MADE’

The stative of the transitive verb ⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲣ̄- ⲁⲁ⸗ ‘do, make’, which is simply 
ⲟ ‘made’ (11.6), appears in many quirky but useful idioms:

ⲟⲩⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉϥⲟ ⲛ̄ⲇⲁⲓⲙⲱⲛⲓⲟⲛ

A man possessed by a demon (literally ‘a man who is made 
demonic’).

ⲉⲕⲟ ⲛⲁⲛ ⲛ̄ϣⲱⲥ

When you act for us as a shepherd (literally ‘when you are made 
shepherdly’).

ⲉⲛⲟ ⲛ̄ⲧϩⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲧϫⲓⲟⲩⲁ

We are made like the one who blasphemes (ⲡ-ⲉⲧ-ϫⲓⲟⲩⲁ) = we 
are like blasphemers.
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19.5 THE STATIVE FORM OF VERBS OF MOTION

On the other hand, the verbs of motion ⲉⲓ ‘come’, ⲃⲱⲕ ‘go’, ⲡⲱⲧ ‘run, 
flee’, ϩⲱⲗ ‘fly’ and ϩⲉ ‘fall’ naturally shift to their stative forms (ⲛⲏⲩ, 
ⲃⲏⲕ, ⲡⲏⲧ, ϩⲏⲗ and ϩⲏⲩ respectively) in the engaged present tense, with 
no implication that this action might have already finished:

ⲉⲓⲥ ⲛ̄ⲃⲁⲣⲃⲁⲣⲟⲥ ⲛⲏⲩ ⲉϣⲓⲏⲧ ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲟⲩ

The barbarians are coming to Scetis today.

ⲉⲣⲉⲛⲏⲩ ϫⲓⲛⲧⲱⲛ ⲏ ⲉⲣⲉⲃⲏⲕ ⲉⲧⲱⲛ

From where are you coming and to where are you going? (14.4)

ⲁϥϣⲡ̄ϩⲓⲥⲉ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲓ ϩⲛ̄-ⲛⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲙⲛ̄ⲧϣⲏⲣⲉϣⲏⲙ ⲉϥⲡⲏⲧ 
ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲙⲁ ⲉⲩⲙⲁ

He took care of me in the days of my childhood (5.3), while fleeing 
with me from place to place.

ⲁⲡⲉⲧϩⲏⲗ ϭⲙ̄ϭⲟⲙ ⲉϫⲙ̄-ⲡⲉⲧⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ϩⲓϫⲙ̄-ⲡⲕⲁϩ

The one which is flying overcame (ϭⲙ̄ϭⲟⲙ) the one which is 
walking on the ground.

By the way, notice from the last example that ⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ‘walk’ is also a verb 
of motion, but it does not belong to the small group we noted and does 
not shift to the stative form in the engaged present (7.5).

19.6 ANOTHER NOTE ABOUT DICTIONARIES

In Coptic dictionaries, the stative is listed after the forms of the infini-
tive, and marked with the dagger symbol †, along these lines:

ⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲣ̄- ⲁⲁ⸗ ⲟ†	 do, make
ⲣⲱϩⲧ̄ ⲣⲉϩⲧ- ⲣⲁϩⲧ⸗ ⲣⲁϩⲧ̄†	 strike, hit
ⲥⲙⲓⲛⲉ ⲥⲙⲛ̄- ⲥⲙⲛ̄ⲧ⸗ ⲥⲙⲟⲛⲧ†	 agree, establish
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There are many unexpected forms of the stative, as you will have re-
alised, including ⲉⲓ ‘come’ with the stative ⲛⲏⲩ ‘coming’, ⲙⲟⲩ ‘die’ with 
the stative ⲙⲟⲟⲩⲧ ‘dead’ and ⲥⲙⲟⲩ ‘bless’ with the stative ⲥⲙⲁⲙⲁⲁⲧ 
‘blessed’. However, as you can see from the verbs of motion above (ⲃⲱⲕ, 
ⲡⲱⲧ, ϩⲱⲗ with ⲃⲏⲕ, ⲡⲏⲧ, ϩⲏⲗ), you will soon recognise predictable 
patterns (11.6). More to the point, there are no other Coptic verb forms 
you need to learn, so from now on you should simply refer to the Word 
List for new words (see page 321).

19.7 THIRD-PERSON PASSIVE STATEMENTS

The stative form has specific uses, but Coptic has a broader strate-
gy for forming passive statements using infinitives – even though 
infinitives themselves do not have a passive meaning. Consider the 
comment that opens a story about Antony, ⲁⲩϭⲱⲗⲡ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ⲁⲡⲁ 
ⲁⲛⲧⲱⲛⲓⲟⲥ (9.7). This seems to mean ‘they revealed to Apa Antony’ 
but we do not know who ‘they’ are – in fact, this is obviously the same 
indeterminate subject of the verb we find in English statements such 
as ‘they say it is going to rain today’. This is not a passive statement 
as such, but we can certainly raise the point that ‘they’ are the appar-
ent subject of the verb but who cares who ‘they’ are? Consequently, 
you may conclude that ⲁⲩϭⲱⲗⲡ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ⲁⲡⲁ ⲁⲛⲧⲱⲛⲓⲟⲥ translates 
better if we concentrate on the fact that the meaningful subject of 
the statement is Antony and use a different English form of words, 
such as ‘it was revealed to Apa Antony’. The point being that Coptic 
likes to employ this same generic third-person strategy to move from 
the vague, indeterminate ‘they’ to create actual passive statements. 
For example, when Alexander the Great’s senior officers are told the 
shocking news ⲁⲩⲙⲟⲟⲩⲧϥ̄ we may consider whether to translate 
‘they have killed him’ (even though we do not know who ‘they’ are) or 
whether to concentrate on the real subject of the statement and trans-
late in the passive ‘he has been killed’. Sometimes, there is a genuine 
choice for you to make as a translator, so compare the following pairs 
of translations:

ⲥⲉⲱϣ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉϥⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ 
ϩⲙ̄-ⲙ̄ⲙⲁ ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ

They read his 
lessons in those 
places.

His lessons are 
read in those 
places.
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ⲉⲁⲩⲕⲁⲑⲁⲓⲣⲟⲩ 
ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲥⲧⲱⲣⲓⲟⲥ 
ⲡϩⲁⲓⲣⲉⲇⲓⲕⲟⲥ

When they expelled 
(ⲕⲁⲑⲁⲓⲣⲟⲩ) 
Nestorius, the 
heretic. (15.4)

When Nestorius, 
the heretic, 
was expelled.

ⲡⲉⲧⲁⲙⲁϩⲧⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲓ̈ 
ⲁⲩⲕⲟⲛⲥ̄ϥ̄

What holds me, 
they have slain 
(ⲕⲟⲛⲥ̄) it.

What holds 
me has been 
slain.

ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲣⲱⲙⲉ ϣⲃ̄-ⲣⲱⲙⲉ 
ⲉⲙⲡⲟⲩⲧⲟϣϥ

No person shall dress 
a person when 
they have not  
agreed it  
(ⲉ-ⲙ̄ⲡ-ⲟⲩ-ⲧⲟϣ-ϥ).

No person shall 
dress a person 
when it has 
not been 
agreed.

ϯⲕⲉⲗⲉⲩⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲉϥⲓ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲁⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲏϥⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲉⲣⲱⲕϩ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲥⲱⲙⲁ 
ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲕⲱϩⲧ̄

I order that they remove (ⲛ̄-ⲥⲉ-ϥⲓ) his head by the sword (1.3) 
and burn his body in a fire. (17.3)

I order that his head be removed by the sword and his body 
burned in a fire.

Typically, one or the other translation will suggest itself in context – for 
instance, we may learn from the text who ‘they’ really are. Sometimes, 
however, the passive translation clearly seems more natural:

ⲟⲩⲡⲟⲗⲓⲥ ⲉⲩⲕⲱⲧ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϩⲓϫⲛ̄-ⲟⲩⲧⲟⲟⲩ

A city built on a hill (not ‘a city which they build on a hill’).

ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉϥϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲧⲁⲓⲟ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲉⲓⲙⲉ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲁⲩⲛⲟϫϥ̄ ⲙⲛ̄-ⲛ̄ⲧⲃ̄ⲛⲟⲟⲩⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲁⲧⲉⲓⲙⲉ

The man who is with honour (ⲉ-ϥ-ϩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲧⲁⲓⲟ (15.4)) and does 
not know himself, he has been flung with the dumb animals. (5.1)

ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲩⲧⲁⲩⲟϥ ⲁⲩⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲉⲩⲱϣ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲡⲟⲗⲓⲥ 
ϩⲣⲱⲙⲁ



SAHIDIC COPTIC214

The lesson that was proclaimed (15.2) was heard when it was 
read in the city of Rome.

The possibility of a passive translation may even extend to an indi-
rect object, if that object is clearly the subject of the statement and ‘they’ 
are inconsequential, as in this comment from the Biography of Joseph 
the Carpenter:

ⲁϥⲣ̄-ϩⲙⲉ ⲛ̄ⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲧⲟⲩϫⲓ-ⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ⲛⲁϥ

He spent forty years before they got a wife for him. (17.5)

He spent forty years before he got married.

19.8 MARKING AN AGENT ‘BY’ ϨⲒⲦⲚ̄ OR  
ⲈⲂⲞⲖ ϨⲒⲦⲚ̄ OR ⲈⲂⲞⲖ ϨⲚ̄

There are ways to identify the subject of the verb even when it is not the 
subject of the statement, such as the supplementary phrase in ‘the win-
ning runs were scored by Harry’. In Coptic, the same can be done using 
one of the prepositions ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄ or ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄ or ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄, each of which 
means ‘from, through, by’:

ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲥϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲙ̄-ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ	 It happened through (ⲉⲃⲟⲗ  
					       ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄) God.

ⲟⲩⲟⲛ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲩϫⲓⲥⲏⲃⲉ ⲉⲩⲛⲁϩⲉ ⲟⲛ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄-ⲧⲥⲏⲃⲉ

Everyone who has taken arms (ⲛ̄ⲧ-ⲁ-ⲩ-ϫⲓⲥⲏⲃⲉ), they are going 
to fall also by the sword.

In both statements, a preposition (ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄ or ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄) clearly indi-
cates the active agent by which something comes about – in fact, knowing 
this agent is so important, the relevant verb in each case is a second tense 
(14.3, 16.1). Although neither example is actually passive, the next state-
ment certainly is, and the same strategy – using a preposition to mark the 
active agent – has been employed to identify the subject of the verb:
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ⲁⲩϩⲱⲛ ⲉⲧⲟⲟⲧϥ̄ ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄-ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲏⲏⲃ	 He was tasked by the priests.

This example could have been presented as an active statement, 
perhaps ⲁⲩϩⲱⲛ ⲉⲧⲟⲟⲧϥ̄ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲏⲏⲃ ‘the priests tasked him’ (9.4). 
Instead, the subject of the verb (the active agent) has been relegated 
to the supplementary phrase ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄-ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲏⲏⲃ ‘by the priests’, where-
as the stated subject of the verb is actually our vague, indeterminate 
‘they’ (ⲁ-ⲩ-ϩⲱⲛ ⲉⲧⲟⲟⲧ-ϥ̄). As a consequence, the meaningful state-
ment ends up focused on the object of the verb, and we have a passive 
statement (‘he was tasked by the priests’ not ‘they tasked him by the 
priests’).

Any doubt about the passive character of this idiom is completely 
removed when the same vague ‘they’ appears as the subject of the sen-
tence but the marked active agent (the actual subject of the verb) turns 
out to be singular, as in the following:

ⲁⲩⲡⲓⲣⲁⲍⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲙ̄-ⲡⲇⲓⲁⲃⲟⲗⲟⲥ

He was tempted by the Devil.

This seems to begin ‘they tempted him’ (ⲁ-ⲩ-ⲡⲓⲣⲁⲍⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ) but such a 
reading is nonsense because ‘they’ is plural, whereas the person actually 
doing the tempting (ⲡⲇⲓⲁⲃⲟⲗⲟⲥ ‘the Devil’) is singular. Therefore, the 
only sensible meaning is ‘he was tempted by the Devil’. In other words, 
this is a genuine passive: (a) ‘he’ was tempted, and ‘he’ is who we are 
talking about; (b) the Devil did the tempting; so (c) the vague, indeter-
minate subject ‘they’ is a grammatical conceit. The same is true of the 
following:

ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲩϫⲡⲟϥ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄-ⲧⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ	 He was not born by the woman.
ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲩⲃⲟⲗⲧ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄-ⲟⲩⲕⲟⲥⲙⲟⲥ	 I was freed by some creation.

Again, in the first example the verb seems to state, ‘they have not born 
him’ (ⲙ̄ⲡ-ⲟⲩ-ϫⲡⲟ-ϥ) but immediately we learn (ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄-ⲧⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ‘by 
woman’) that the active agent in a birth is singular (of course!). In the 
second example the verb seems to say, ‘they freed me’ (ⲛ̄ⲧⲁ-ⲩ-ⲃⲟⲗ-ⲧ̄) 
but, again, the active agent is singular (ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄-ⲟⲩⲕⲟⲥⲙⲟⲥ ‘by some 
creation’).
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19.9 TIME TO READ SOMETHING:  
POLITENESS AND SUFFERING

First, here is the introduction to a letter from Apa Shenoute to Timo-
thy, Archbishop of Alexandria (the remainder is now lost). Notice 
ⲥⲓⲛⲟⲩⲑⲓⲟⲥ, the formal ‘Greek’ form Shenoute adopts for his own name 
along with an abundance of fancy ecclesiastical words (for instance, 
ⲑⲉⲟⲫⲓⲗⲉⲥⲧⲁⲧⲟⲥ ‘best beloved of God’) when writing to an Archbishop:

ⲥⲓⲛⲟⲩⲑⲓⲟⲥ ⲡⲓⲉⲗⲁⲭⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ ⲡⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ⲛ̄ⲓⲱⲧ 
ⲛ̄ⲑⲉⲟⲫⲓⲗⲉⲥⲧⲁⲧⲟⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲇⲓⲙⲟⲑⲉⲟⲥ 
ⲡⲁⲣⲭⲓⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⲟⲡⲟⲥ ϩⲙ̄ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ

ⲭⲁⲓⲣⲉ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲉϥⲭ︦ⲥ︦ ⲓ︦ⲥ︦ ⲡⲉⲛⲥⲱⲧⲏⲣ ϥ̄ⲥⲙⲁⲙⲁⲁⲧ 
ϥ̄ⲥⲙⲁⲙⲁⲁⲧ ⲟⲛ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ

Sinouthios, this least, is the one who is writing (13.4) to his be-
loved father, best beloved of God and blessed, Apa Timothy, the 
Archbishop, in the Lord.

Hello (3.1). God and his Christ, Jesus, our saviour, he is blessed. 
The Lord God again is blessed.

Next, though, we move through the decades and hear more from the 
funeral eulogy of Shenoute. You have already read part of the second 
passage (17.6):

ⲡⲉⲓⲙⲏⲏϣⲉ ⲛ̄ϯϭⲟⲧ ⲉⲧⲥⲟⲟⲩϩ ⲉⲡⲉⲓⲧⲟⲡⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲟⲩ 
ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲣⲁⲛ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲣ̄ ⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥϩⲙ̄ϩⲁⲗ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲁⲡⲁ 
ϣⲉⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ · ⲕ̄ⲧⲁⲓⲏⲩ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲕⲱⲛϩ̄ ⲕ̄ⲧⲁⲓⲏⲩ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲕⲙⲟⲩ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲡⲉⲕⲣⲁⲛ ⲛⲁϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉϥⲥⲙⲁⲙⲁⲁⲧ ϩⲁϩⲧⲏⲛ ⲁⲩⲱ ϩⲁϩⲧⲛ̄-ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ

This crowd of this status (13.2) which is gathered to this holy 
church today (18.3) in his name and the memory of his holy serv-
ant, Apa Shenoute (17.2): you are esteemed from your living and 
you are esteemed in your dying, and your name is going to be-
come blessed with us and with God.
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ⲟⲩⲙⲉ ⲡⲉ ⲡϣⲁϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲇⲁⲩⲉⲓⲇ ϫⲉ ⲡⲇⲓⲕⲁⲓⲟⲥ ⲛⲁϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ⲣ̄ 
ⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ϣⲁⲉⲛⲉϩ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲉⲕⲣ̄ ⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲛⲁϣⲱⲡⲉ ϫⲓⲛ-ⲟⲩϫⲱⲙ 
ϣⲁⲟⲩϫⲱⲙ ⲧⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲓⲥⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲕϣⲟⲡⲟⲩ ϩⲓϫⲙ̄-ⲡⲉⲓⲧⲟⲟⲩ 
ⲧⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲕⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲙⲁⲓϩⲏⲕⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ϥ̄ⲟⲃϣ ⲁⲛ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ 
ⲉⲛⲉⲕⲣ̄ⲙⲉⲓⲟⲟⲩⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲕϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲕⲟⲩϣⲏ ⲛ̄ ⲣⲟⲉⲓⲥ

A truth is the saying of David, ‘The righteous one is going be for 
remembering until eternity.’ Likewise, your memory is going to 
exist from generation until generation. We know the troubles you 
received on this hill (15.2), we know your philanthropy (5.1). 
Likewise, God has not forgotten your tears and your prayers and 
your nights of vigil.

Now, it is time for you to read something from The Sayings of the Desert 
Fathers on the subject of demons. Whereas, nowadays, we talk about 
people struggling with ‘their’ demons – as though they were self-created 
– the desert fathers and mothers believed that demons are external 
agents, which attack people through human frailties, including sickness, 
memories and desires, to provoke despair out of resentments and fanta-
sies of impossible achievements and unattainable pleasures. According 
to this belief, the principal defence against demonic attack is ⲑⲃ̄ⲃⲓⲟ ‘hu-
mility’, following the example of Jesus, as exemplified in the following 
story. By the way, in the second line ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄ is used in the sense of ‘from’:

ⲟⲩⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉϥⲟ ⲛ̄ⲇⲁⲓⲙⲱⲛⲓⲟⲛ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉϥⲙⲟⲕϩ̄ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲧⲉ ⲉϥⲧⲁⲩⲉ 
ⲥⲃⲏⲧⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲁϥⲣⲱϩⲧ̄ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲙⲟⲛⲁⲭⲟⲥ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲉⲧⲉϥⲟⲩⲟϭⲉ 
· ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲇⲉ ϩⲛ̄-ⲟⲩϭⲉⲡⲏ ⲁϥⲕⲧⲟ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲕⲉⲟⲩⲉⲓ · ⲡⲇⲁⲓⲙⲱⲛ ⲇⲉ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ ϩⲁ-ⲡϫⲟϥϫϥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲑⲃ̄ⲃⲓⲟ ⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲱⲱϥ

A man possessed by a demon, and distressed greatly and produc-
ing foam, struck a monk from the elders on his cheek. So, the 
elder quickly (‘in a hurry’) turned to him the other one (12.1). 
Therefore, the demon did not stand up under the burning (17.1) 
of the humility and came out of him.

The next story is about Antony, champion of the solitary life in the de-
sert, who is challenged by the claim that someone may live just like him 
in the city (9.7):
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ⲁⲩϭⲱⲗⲡ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ⲁⲡⲁ ⲁⲛⲧⲱⲛⲓⲟⲥ ϩⲓ-ⲡϫⲁⲓⲉ ϫⲉ · ⲟⲩⲛ̄-ⲟⲩⲁ ⲉϥⲉⲓⲛⲉ 
ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲕ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲡⲟⲗⲓⲥ ⲉⲩⲥⲁⲉⲓⲛ ⲡⲉ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲧⲉⲭⲛⲉ ⲉϥϯ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥϩⲟⲩⲟ 
ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲧϣⲁⲁⲧ· ⲁⲩⲱ ϣⲁϥⲣ̄ ⲡⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲧⲏⲣϥ̄ ⲉϥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲡϣⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧ 
ⲛ̄ϩⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲁⲅⲅⲉⲗⲟⲥ ·

It was revealed to Apa Antony in the desert (ϫⲁⲓⲉ) that, ‘There is 
one who resembles you in the city, who is a physician by his trade 
(18.1), who gives his wealth to those who are deprived. More-
over, he spends the whole day saying the Three Holies with the 
angels (13.9).’

The following letter, on an ostracon from Thebes, is presumably a beg-
ging letter. The modern editor describes the writing as a ‘clumsy, un-
skilled hand’, so expect unexpected spellings:1

⳨ ⲛ̄ϣⲟⲣⲡ ⲙⲉⲛ ϯϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲣⲟⲕ ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲛ̄ⲣⲉϥⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲛ̄ⲣⲉϥϣⲙ̄ϣⲉⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲉϥⲉⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲉⲣⲟⲕ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲡⲉⲧϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲛⲁⲕ 
ⲧⲏⲣϥ̄ ⲛ̄ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ⲧⲃ̄ⲛⲟⲟⲩⲉ · ⲁⲣⲉ ⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ ⲛ̄ⲅⲣ̄ⲟⲩⲛⲁ ⲙⲛ̄ 
ⲡⲉϩⲏⲕⲉ ⲧⲁⲁⲥ ⲛ̄ⲁⲡⲁ ⲃⲓⲕⲧⲱⲣ ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄-ⲓⲱϩⲁⲛⲏⲥ

Firstly (7.3), I am greeting you, devout and worshipful person. 
(5.1) The Lord shall bless you and all that lives for you – men 
and animals. Please be charitable with the poor person. Give it to 
Victor from John. (11.5)

Finally, a verse from the Gospel of Thomas is one of the more cryptic 
among many cryptic teachings ascribed to Jesus in the Coptic text:

ⲡⲉϫⲉ ⲓ̄ⲥ︦ ϫⲉ · ϩⲟⲧⲁⲛ ⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ϣⲁⲛⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲡⲉⲧⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲩϫⲡⲟϥ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ 
ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ · ⲡⲉϩⲧ-ⲧⲏⲩⲧⲛ̄ ⲉϫⲙ̄ ⲡⲉⲧⲛ̄ϩⲟ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲱϣⲧ ⲛⲁϥ · 
ⲡⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲉⲓⲱⲧ

Jesus said, ‘If you see the one who was not born by woman (15.2), 
bow down on your faces and greet him (11.8). That one is your 
father.’ (13.4)

1.  See W. E. Crum: Coptic Ostraca. London, Egypt Exploration Fund (1902), no. 75.
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WORKING VOCABULARY

ⲙⲏⲏϣⲉ	 many
ⲥⲟⲫⲓⲁ	 wisdom
ⲁⲡⲉ	 head
ⲟⲩⲟϭⲉ	 cheek
ⲁϩⲟ 	 treasure
ϩⲟⲩⲟ	 excess, wealth
ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲩⲟ	� especially, above 

all
ⲥⲃⲏⲧⲉ	 foam
ϣⲱⲥ	 shepherd
ⲕⲏⲙⲉ	 Egypt

Some verbs
ⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲣ̄- ⲁⲁ⸗ ⲟ†	 do, make
ⲟⲩⲱϣⲧ  
(+ ⲛ̄, ⲛⲁ⸗)	� praise, kiss (in 

greeting)
ϣⲡ̄ϩⲓⲥⲉ	� take care,  

look after
ⲡⲓⲣⲁⲍⲉ	 tempt
ϭⲉⲡⲏ	 hurry, rush
ϣⲱⲡⲉ ϣⲟⲟⲡ†	� happen, become, 

exist
ϭⲱ ϭⲉⲉⲧ†	� stay, continue, 

persist
ⲉⲓ ⲛⲏⲩ†	 come
ⲃⲱⲕ ⲃⲏⲕ†	 go
ⲡⲱⲧ ⲡⲏⲧ†	 run, flee
ϩⲱⲗ ϩⲏⲗ†	 fly
ϩⲉ ϩⲏⲩ†	 fall, find
ⲙ̄ⲕⲁϩ ⲙⲟⲕϩ̄†	 suffer, grieve
ⲥⲙⲟⲩ  
ⲥⲙⲁⲙⲁⲁⲧ†	 bless
ⲙⲟⲩ ⲙⲟⲟⲩⲧ†	 die
ⲙⲟⲩⲟⲩⲧ ⲙⲉⲩⲧ-  
ⲙⲟⲟⲩⲧ⸗		  kill

ⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ ⲧⲟⲩⲛ̄-  
ⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ⸗ ⲧⲱⲛ†	 raise, get up
ⲧⲁⲉⲓⲟ ⲧⲁⲉⲓⲉ-  
ⲧⲁⲉⲓⲟ⸗ ⲧⲁⲓⲏⲩ†	 honour, esteem
ⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ⲥⲉϩ- ⲥⲁϩ⸗  
or ⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ⲧ⸗ ⲥⲏϩ†	 write
ⲱⲡ ⲉⲡ- ⲟⲡ⸗  
ⲏⲡ†	� count, reckon
ϣⲱⲡ ϣⲉⲡ-  
ϣⲟⲡ- ϣⲏⲡ†	 get, receive
ⲕⲱⲧ ⲕⲉⲧ-  
ⲕⲟⲧ⸗ ⲕⲏⲧ†	 build
ⲧⲱϣ ⲧⲉϣ-  
ⲧⲟϣ⸗ ⲧⲏϣ†	� determine,  

limit, agree
ⲃⲱⲗ ⲃⲗ̄- ⲃⲟⲗ⸗  
ⲃⲏⲗ† 	� free, untie
ⲛⲟⲩϫⲉ ⲛⲉϫ-  
ⲛⲟϫ⸗ ⲛⲏϫ†	� throw, fling
ⲙⲟⲩϩ ⲙⲉϩ-  
ⲙⲁϩ⸗ ⲙⲏϩ†	� fill, complete
ⲥⲱⲟⲩϩ ⲥⲉⲟⲩϩ-  
ⲥⲟⲟⲩϩ⸗ ⲥⲟⲟⲩϩ†	� assemble,  

meet, collect
ⲡⲱϩⲧ ⲡⲉϩⲧ-  
ⲡⲁϩⲧ⸗ ⲡⲁϩⲧ†	 bend, bow
ⲣⲱϩⲧ̄ ⲣⲉϩⲧ-  
ⲣⲁϩⲧ⸗ ⲣⲁϩⲧ̄†	 strike, hit
ⲣⲱⲕϩ̄ ⲣⲉⲕϩ-  
ⲣⲟⲕϩ⸗ ⲣⲟⲕϩ̄†	 burn
ϣⲱⲱⲧ ϣⲉⲧ-  
ϣⲁⲁⲧ⸗ ϣⲁⲁⲧ†	 cut off, deprive
ϣⲱⲃ ϣⲃ̄- or  
ϣⲉϥ ϣⲏⲃ†	� dress, shave
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Notice the idiom ϭⲱϣⲧ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ-ϩⲏⲧ⸗ ‘look forward to, anticipate’, which 
is based on the verb ϭⲱϣⲧ̄ ‘look, watch’ and incorporates the ‘body 
part’ word ϩⲏⲧ⸗ ‘front’. As such, the phrase becomes one of those that 
seem to exhibit an unnecessary pronoun ahead of its object (5.2).



Lesson 20
Writing with  
a purpose
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20.1 BACK IN THE PAST WITH ⲚⲈⲢⲈ OR ⲚⲈ-

The past converter ⲛⲉⲣⲉ in effect pushes a statement – basically, in any 
given tense – further back into the narrative past. For example, it may 
turn the engaged present into a statement about what was going on then 
(as opposed to what is going on now):

ⲛⲉⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲁⲅⲅⲉⲗⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲉⲡⲓⲧⲓⲙⲁ ⲛⲁⲩ 

The angels of God were chastising them.

Whereas the simple past typically reports an event that happened, 
ⲛⲉⲣⲉ with the engaged present is better suited to talking about ongoing 
behaviour, albeit behaviour which is over now:

ⲛⲉⲣⲉ ⲡⲥ︦ⲱ︦ⲣ︦ ⲟⲩⲁϣⲉ ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲩⲟ ⲡⲁⲣⲁ ⲡⲕⲉⲥⲉⲉⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ (2.4)

The Saviour desired you (ⲟⲩⲁϣ-ⲉ) especially, more even than 
the rest of women.

Of course, the presence of a converter at the head of the statement 
allows suffix pronouns to be used as the subject, though the converter 
reduces to ⲛⲉ- as a consequence:

ⲛⲉϥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲕⲱ ⲛⲁⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ	 He was saying, ‘Forgive me!’
ⲛⲉϥϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ ⲉϥⲥⲟⲃⲛ̄ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ 	 One was sitting, fanning 

ⲟⲩⲁ ϩⲛ̄ ⲧⲉϥⲕⲗⲁⲃⲧ	   (ⲉ-ϥ-ⲥⲟⲃⲛ̄) him with his  
	   hood.

By the way, notice the distinctive idiom for ‘forgive’ (ⲕⲱ ‘leave, put 
down’ > ⲕⲱ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ‘let go, dismiss’ > ⲕⲱ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ with an indirect object 
‘forgive someone’).

Oddly, any verb in a statement marked by ⲛⲉⲣⲉ (or ⲛⲉ-) may be fol-
lowed by ⲡⲉ, though this has no meaning here, as you see in the follow-
ing comment about Saint Mena, condemned and making his way to the 
scaffold (12.6):

ⲛⲉϥⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ⲡⲉ ⲉϥⲧⲉⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϥⲣⲟⲟⲩⲧ ⲉϥⲯⲁⲗⲗⲉⲓ ⲉϥϣⲁϫⲉ 
ⲙⲛ̄-ⲡⲙⲏⲏϣⲉ 
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He was walking, rejoicing, smiling, singing psalms and talking 
with the crowd.

The word ⲡⲉ appearing here and the pronoun ⲡⲉ are etymologically 
related but they are not the same – so, for example, this ⲡⲉ never be-
comes ⲧⲉ or ⲛⲉ (13.4). Of course, the verb in an engaged present state-
ment may be stative, and accordingly a stative may straightforwardly 
follow the past converter:

ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ⲛⲉϥⲛⲏϫ ⲡⲉ ϩⲓϫⲙ̄-ⲡⲕⲁϩ

Instead, he was slumped on the ground.

The past converter may be used with tenses other than the engaged 
present (though not those which are incomplete). For example, with the 
indicative present it creates a statement about behaviour that used to 
happen or characteristically has happened:

ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ ⲛⲉϣⲁϥϯⲉⲟⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲩϣⲁϫⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲣⲁ-ⲡⲱϥ

He used to praise (ⲛⲉ-ϣⲁ-ϥ-ϯⲉⲟⲟⲩ) their speaking more than 
his own. (13.7)

ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉⲛⲉϣⲁϥϫⲡⲏ ⲡⲱⲧ ϩⲛ̄-ⲧⲉⲓϩⲓⲏ 

Every person who was ever born (ⲉ-ⲛⲉ-ϣⲁ-ϥ-ϫⲡⲏ) runs in this 
direction. (15.4)

Notice the use of ⲡⲱⲧ rather than the stative ⲡⲏⲧ in this comment, 
because it stands more by way of an adage than an engaged statement 
(19.5).

On the other hand, when used to mark the simple past, the converter 
ⲛⲉ- forms a more distant past – one that had already happened before 
the narrative even began – often moving the English translation to ‘had’:

ⲁϥⲃⲱⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲉⲡⲱϩⲥ	 He went out with them to the  
	   reaping (ⲱϩⲥ).

ⲛⲉⲁϥⲃⲱⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲉⲡⲱϩⲥ	 He had gone out with them to  
	   the reaping.
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ⲛⲉⲁⲩⲃⲱⲕ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ϩⲓⲟⲩⲥⲟⲡ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲧⲥⲩⲛⲁⲝⲓⲥ

They had all gone together into the assembly.

The past converter can also mark statements with no verb, such as a 
location statement:

ⲛⲉⲣⲉ ⲛⲉϥϭⲓϫ ϩⲓϫⲛ̄ ⲛⲉϥⲃⲁⲗ ⲉϥϣⲧⲁⲙ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲟⲩ

His hands were upon his eyes as he was closing them.

Frequently, however, statements without a verb do not actually be-
gin with the subject, so the abbreviated form of the converter is more 
frequently used (13.4):

ⲛⲉϩⲉⲛⲇⲓⲕⲁⲓⲟⲥ ⲛⲉ ⲉⲩⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲧⲣ̄ⲁⲛⲁϥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ

They were righteous people, doing what is pleasing to God.

Notice, here, the odd but useful idiom ⲡⲉⲧ-ⲣ̄ⲁⲛⲁϥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ 
‘what is pleasing to God’ (literally ‘what makes his pleasure for God’ 
(5.2)).

The abbreviated form ⲛⲉ- also appears with the small number of 
verbs that stand in front of their subject:

ⲛⲉⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲩ ϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ	 They did not have (ⲛⲉ-ⲙⲛ̄ⲧ-ⲟⲩ)  
	   a son. (10.3)

ⲛⲉⲩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲁ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲟⲩ ⲉϥⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ 

There was one (ⲛⲉ-ⲟⲩⲛ̄-ⲟⲩⲁ) among them who saw visions (lit-
erally ‘who sees out’). (7.4)

The next example is a location statement negated by ⲙⲛ̄ ‘there isn’t’, 
which even adds ⲁⲛ without creating a double negative (16.3):

ⲛⲉⲙⲛ̄ ϩⲉⲣⲙⲉⲛⲉⲩⲧⲏⲥ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲁⲛ ⲡⲉ

There was no interpreter there.
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The past converter may be used with other types of negative state-
ments too, as you can see from ⲛⲉ-ϥ-ⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ̄ ⲁⲛ ‘he did not know’ in the 
following (16.2):

ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲛⲉϥⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ⲁⲛ ⲡⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲩⲉⲉⲓⲉⲛⲓⲛ (5.1)

The elder did not know Greek.

ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲛⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ⲅⲃⲱⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲉⲛⲉϥⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ⲁⲛ ⲅⲁⲣ ϫⲉ 
ⲁϥⲙⲟⲩ

He said to him, ‘Get up and go out’, as he did not know that he had 
died.

A final example here exemplifies, not only the past converter pre-
fixed to a negative statement, but prefixed to a statement in the engaged 
future (‘back then he was not going to do something’):

ⲛⲉϥⲛⲁⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ ⲁⲛ	 He was not going to fear (ⲛⲉ-ϥ-ⲛⲁ-ⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ).

20.2 WRITING WITH A PURPOSE

Ways of stating a purpose or intention entail different idioms, such as 
ϩⲱⲥⲧⲉ ‘so that’ with the conjunctive tense (17.3). Some of these idioms 
seem straightforward because they follow patterns we use in English. 
For example, an action may simply be marked for intention by the prep-
osition ⲉ ‘to’, as in ‘I came to hear the music’:

ⲉϥⲡⲁϩⲧ̄ ⲛⲁϥ ⲉϫⲓ-ⲙⲉⲧⲁⲛⲟⲓⲁ

He is bowing to him to get confession.

Notice that the verb ⲉϥⲡⲁϩⲧ̄ is second present here because the in-
tention matters as much as the action – the fact that he bowed but also 
why he did so (14.3). Of course, the intention is often integral to the 
meaning of a phrase:

ⲛⲉϥⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲁⲛ ⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ⲣ̄ϩⲱⲃ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲓϩⲉ

He did not wish to behave like this.
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Here, the infinitive ⲣ̄ϩⲱⲃ ‘behave’ is the marked object of ⲟⲩⲱϣ 
and the sense of intention simply arises out of the meaning of ⲟⲩⲱϣ 
‘wish (to do something)’ (17.1). A similar sense may arise out of using 
ⲟⲩⲛ̄ϭⲟⲙ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲕ ‘you are able (to do something)’ (10.5):

ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲟⲩⲛ̄ϭⲟⲙ-ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲕ ⲉⲥⲕⲉⲡⲁⲍⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲓ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲕⲭⲁⲣⲓⲥ

Lord! You are able to shelter me in your grace. (11.9)

On the other hand, a writer may choose a phrase that spells out an 
intention, such as the conjunctions ϫⲉⲕⲁⲥ ‘so that’ or simply ϫⲉ ‘that’ 
followed by a future tense (usually the prospective future (16.4)), along 
the lines of ‘she decided that she would leave’:

ⲁϥⲥⲟⲡⲥ̄ ϫⲉ ⲉϥⲉⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲛⲇⲉⲙⲱⲛ

He requested that he could see the demons.

ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲩ-ⲧⲏⲩⲧⲛ̄ ϫⲉ ⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲉⲧⲱⲙⲥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲥⲱⲙⲁ

God sent you so you would bury my body.

ϯϭⲱϣⲧ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ-ϩⲏⲧϥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲟⲩ ϫⲉⲕⲁⲥ ⲉϥⲉϫⲱⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ 
ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡϣⲁϫⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲭ︦ⲥ︦

I have been looking forward to this very day so that the saying of 
Christ will be fulfilled.

The particle ϩⲱⲥ ‘as though, apparently’ together with the circum-
stantial tense may be used the other way round, as it were – to suggest 
that someone has noticed or recognised another’s intention:

ⲁϥⲡⲁϩⲧϥ̄ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲉϥϣⲏⲣⲉ ϩⲱⲥ ⲉⲩϯⲙⲉⲧⲁⲛⲟⲓⲁ ⲙ̄ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ϫⲉ 
ⲉϥⲉⲥⲙⲟⲟⲩ ⲉⲣⲟⲟⲩ

He bowed with his son as though they were giving confession to 
the elder so that he would bless them.



Lesson 20: Writing with a purpose 227

20.3 ⲦⲢⲈ MAKES IT HAPPEN

A specifically Coptic way of stating intention involves the marker ⲧⲣⲉ 
followed by a subject and a verb. At its heart, this phrase means ⲧⲣⲉ-
ⲕ-ⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ‘make you write’, ⲧⲣⲉ-ⲥ-ⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ‘make her write’ and so on (that 
said, the first-person singular form is ⲧⲣⲁ not ⲧⲣⲉ-ⲓ). Because ⲧⲣⲉ has 
a subject attached, in grammatical terms it is said to be inflected, hence 
the uninspiring common name for this idiom – the inflected infinitive. 
Like any infinitive, the inflected infinitive may simply be used as a noun 
(17.1), in which case it has the advantage of stating unambiguously 
who the subject of the verb is:

ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲧⲣⲉϥⲥⲱⲟⲩϩ ϩⲱⲱϥ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡϩⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥ ⲕⲩⲣⲓⲗⲗⲟⲥ

In his own meeting (ⲡ-ⲧⲣⲉ-ϥ-ⲥⲱⲟⲩϩ) with Saint Cyril.

The point being that ⲡ-ⲧⲣⲉ-ϥ-ⲥⲱⲟⲩϩ specifically indicates that ‘he’ 
is the subject meeting someone, whereas ⲡⲉϥ-ⲥⲱⲟⲩϩ ‘his meeting’ 
potentially could suggest he met someone or someone else met him 
(17.2).

That said, the essential meaning of ⲧⲣⲉ is to state clearly that some-
one acts to facilitate something (‘I came here so I could speak to you’) or 
coerce someone (‘they convinced Harry that he should take a holiday’):

ⲁⲓⲧⲣⲉ-ⲡⲁⲥⲟⲛ ⲧⲱⲧ	 I have made my brother approve.
ⲁϥⲧⲣⲉⲩⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲃⲁϣⲱⲣ	 He made them bring a saw.

ⲉⲣⲉ ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲉⲡϣⲁϫⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ϩⲁϩ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲡ ϣⲁϥⲧⲣⲉ-
ⲡϩⲏⲧ ⲟⲩⲱⲛ

When mankind listens to the speaking of God many times, he 
makes the heart open.

ⲅⲁⲃⲣⲓⲏⲗ ⲛ̄ⲧ-ⲁϥⲃⲱⲕ ϣⲁⲉⲓⲱⲥⲏⲫ ⲁϥⲧⲣⲉϥϫⲓ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲣⲓⲁ ⲛⲁϥ 
ⲛ̄ⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ

Gabriel, who went to Joseph and made him take Mary to himself 
as wife.
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Consequently, a crucial use of ⲧⲣⲉ is to follow intentional words, es-
pecially ⲉ ‘to’:

ⲁϩⲉⲛⲕⲟⲟⲩⲉ ⲃⲱⲕ ϣⲁⲣⲟϥ ⲉⲧⲣⲉⲩⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲉⲩϣⲁϫⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ-ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧϥ̄

Some others went to him so they could listen (ⲉ-ⲧⲣⲉ-ⲩ-ⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄) 
to a saying by him (literally ‘they went to him to let them listen’).

ⲁⲩⲧⲉⲧⲡϩⲏⲧ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ⲉⲧⲣⲉϥⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲛⲉⲧⲛⲁϣⲱⲡⲉ

An elder was once convinced he could see (ⲉ-ⲧⲣⲉ-ϥ-ⲛⲁⲩ) things 
which are going to happen (literally ‘he was convinced about 
making him see’).

This form of words can also be used to create passive statements 
(19.7), for instance in the following comment about a cross commis-
sioned by Duke Heraclius to lead an army into battle:

ⲁϥⲧⲣⲉⲩⲧⲟⲕϥ̄ ⲉⲩⲕⲟⲛⲧⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϣⲉ	 He had it fixed to a wooden pole  
	   (literally ‘he made them fix it  
	   to a wooden pole’)

From this example you will notice that the following verb is an or-
dinary infinitive and behaves as such – so the verb ⲧⲱⲕ ‘stiffen, fix’ ap-
pears as ⲧⲟⲕ-ϥ̄ with a pronoun as its object (11.5). Likewise, in the next 
example the verb ⲉⲓⲛⲉ ‘bring’ appears as ⲛ̄- when followed directly by its 
object (11.6):

ϯⲛⲁⲧⲣⲉⲩⲛ̄-ⲧⲗⲉⲡⲥⲉ ⲛⲏ ⲛ̄ⲥⲁⲣⲧ

I am going to make them bring (ⲧⲣⲉ-ⲩ-ⲛ̄) the bit of wool to you.

On the other hand, an action may be explained specifically without 
reference to anybody’s intention by using ⲉ-ⲧⲣⲉ after an impersonal 
phrase, such as ⲁ-ⲥ-ϣⲱⲡⲉ ‘it happened’:

ⲁⲥϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲥⲟⲡ ⲉⲧⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲃⲁⲣⲃⲁⲣⲟⲥ ⲃⲱⲕ ⲉϩⲏⲧ

Once (ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲥⲟⲡ), the barbarians happened to go north.
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Literally, this example means ‘it happened to make the barbarians go 
north’, as though they were driven by circumstances rather than their 
own wishes.

As a noun, of course, the inflected infinitive can also act as the sub-
ject of a statement:

ⲙⲛ̄-ⲧⲣⲉϥⲗⲟ ⲉϥϣⲓⲛⲉ ϣⲁⲛⲧⲉϥϭⲓⲛⲉ 

There is no making him stop seeking, until he finds. (9.2)

20.4 ⲦⲘ̄ IS ‘NOT’ MAKING IT HAPPEN

When used as a noun (17.1), any infinitive, including ⲧⲣⲉ in this idiom, 
can be negated simply by marking it with ⲧⲙ̄ as a prefix (18.3):

ⲡⲁⲓ ⲡⲉⲧⲛⲁϣⲉⲉⲛⲉ-ⲡⲉⲛⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲉⲣⲟⲛ ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ϣⲁⲉⲛⲉϩ 
(13.4)

This is the one which is going to remove (ϣⲉⲉⲛⲉ) our father from 
us to not see (ⲉ-ⲧⲙ̄-ⲛⲁⲩ) him again forever (ϣⲁ-ⲉⲛⲉϩ).

ϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ ⲑⲉ ⲙ̄ ⲡϩⲟϥ ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲧⲣⲉⲛⲟⲃϣ̄-ⲛⲉⲛϭⲓⲛⲃⲱϭⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲧⲧⲉⲭⲛⲏ 
ⲙ̄ ⲡⲇⲓⲁⲃⲟⲗⲟⲥ

Become like the snake to not let us forget (ⲉ-ⲧⲙ̄-ⲧⲣⲉ-ⲛ-ⲟⲃϣ̄) our 
impulses and the skill of the Devil

Negation with ⲧⲙ̄ is what lies behind the intimidating phrase for 
‘self-denial’ you met previously (14.5):

ⲡⲥⲱϣ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲡⲉⲑⲃ̄ⲃⲓⲟ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲡⲧⲙ̄ⲕⲁⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲛⲁⲛ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲑⲩⲡⲟⲙⲟⲛⲏ

Contempt and humility and self-denial and restraint.

Here, the relevant phrase is the negated infinitive, that is ⲡ-ⲧⲙ̄-ⲕⲁ 
‘not leaving’ in ⲡⲧⲙ̄ⲕⲁ-ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲛⲁⲛ ‘not leaving anything for us’.
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20.5 Ⲙ̄ⲠⲢ̄-ⲦⲢⲈ- ‘DO NOT LET’

There is another important behaviour ⲧⲣⲉ shares with ordinary infin-
itives – it can be used as to form a negative command with ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄, as in 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄-ⲧⲣⲉ-ⲥ-ⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ‘do not let her write’ (14.1). In turn, this is effectively 
the negative counterpart for the optative ⲙⲁⲣⲉⲕⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ‘you should write’ 
(16.5).

20.6 THE AUXILIARY Ϣ̄ CAN HELP

ϣ̄ or ⲉϣ ‘can’ is an auxiliary (or ‘helper’), a small word which may prefix 
a verb to qualify the meaning, as in ϣⲁⲕϫⲟⲟⲥ ‘you say’ but ϣⲁⲕ-ⲉϣ-
ϫⲟⲟⲥ ‘you can say’:

ⲙⲉⲕⲉϣϫⲟⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲡⲁⲓ̈ ϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲉⲡⲁⲓ̈

You cannot say that this one is evil more than (ⲉ) this one.

ⲛⲓⲙ ⲡⲉⲧⲛⲁϣϣⲉⲡ-ⲡϣⲱ ⲛ̄ⲑⲁⲗⲁⲥⲥⲁ (13.4)

Who is the one who is going to be able to count (ⲡ-ⲉⲧ-ⲛⲁ-ϣ-ϣⲉⲡ) 
the sand of the sea.

Consequently, the meaning of ϣ̄ is basically the same as that of 
ⲟⲩⲛ̄ϭⲟⲙ ‘be able’ (10.5). Indeed, they may even be used together:

ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲥ ⲇⲉ ⲡⲉϫⲁⲥ ϫⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ϣϭⲟⲙ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲓ ⲉⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ

As for her, however, she said, ‘I am not able (ⲙⲛ̄-ϣ-ϭⲟⲙ) to walk.’

Likewise, ϣ̄ can be used with the related verb ϭⲛ̄ϭⲟⲙ ‘be able, get 
control, overcome’ (19.5):

ⲡⲁⲓ ⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛⲁϣϭⲙ̄ϭⲟⲙ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧϥ̄ ⲉ-ⲉϣⲙ̄ ⲛⲉϥⲥⲟⲧⲉ

This, you are going to be able to extinguish his barbs with it (lit-
erally ‘from it’).
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ⲁⲡⲥⲱⲧⲏⲣ ⲙⲉϩ-ⲡϩⲟ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲙⲁⲣⲧⲩⲣⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲉⲟⲟⲩ ϩⲓ-ⲭⲁⲣⲓⲥ ϩⲱⲥⲧⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ-ⲛ̄ⲕⲉⲙⲁⲧⲟⲓ ⲧⲉⲙⲉϣϭⲙ̄ϭⲟⲙ ⲉϭⲱϣⲧ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥϩⲟ 
ⲉⲧⲥⲙⲁⲙⲁⲁⲧ

The saviour filled the face of his martyr with glory and grace so 
that the soldiers too were not able (ⲧⲉⲙ-ⲉϣ-ϭⲙ̄ϭⲟⲙ) to look into 
his blessed face (17.3).

20.7 TIME TO READ SOMETHING:  
REASONS AND OUTCOMES

First, let’s return to the funeral eulogy for Abbot Shenoute (19.9):

ⲛⲉϣⲁϫⲉ ⲇⲉ ϩⲱⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲛⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲁⲡⲁ ϣⲉⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲁⲩⲙⲉϩ-
ⲡⲕⲁϩ ⲧⲏⲣϥ̄ ϫⲓⲛ ⲉϭⲟⲟϣ ϣⲁ-ⲧⲛⲟϭ ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲗⲓⲥ ⲣⲁⲕⲟⲧⲉ 
ⲙⲛ̄ⲕⲱⲥⲧⲁⲛⲧⲓⲛⲟⲩⲡⲟⲗⲓⲥ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲡⲁⲗⲁⲥⲧⲓⲛⲏ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲟⲛ ⲉⲫⲉⲥⲟⲥ 
ϩⲙ̄-ⲡⲧⲣⲉϥⲥⲱⲟⲩϩ ϩⲱⲱϥ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡϩⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥ ⲕⲩⲣⲓⲗⲗⲟⲥ ⲉⲁⲩⲕⲁⲑⲁⲓⲣⲟⲩ 
ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲥⲧⲱⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲡϩⲁⲓⲣⲉⲇⲓⲕⲟⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ϣⲁ-ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ̈ ⲉϩⲣⲱⲙⲏ · ⲥⲉⲱϣ 
ⲛ̄ⲛⲉϥⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ϩⲙ̄-ⲙ̄ⲙⲁ ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲩⲣ̄-ⲧⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲉ ⲛⲁⲛ 
ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ϩⲉⲛⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲛ̄ⲡⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲩⲧⲁⲩⲟϥ ⲁⲩⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ 
ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲉⲩⲱϣ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲡⲟⲗⲓⲥ ϩⲣⲱⲙⲁ

However, the sayings themselves (8.3) of our father, Apa Shen-
oute, they filled the whole earth, from Ethiopia to the great city 
of Alexandria, and Constantinople and Palestine and also Ephe-
sus – in his own meeting with Saint Cyril when they expelled Ne-
storius, the heretic (19.7). Indeed, up to Rome. His lessons were 
read in those places according to the way that the believers made 
witness to us – the lesson that was proclaimed was heard when it 
was read in the city of Rome.

Next, here is another story about demons from The Sayings of the De-
sert Fathers (19.9). You have read an extract from this already (11.9):

ⲁⲩϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲟⲩϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ϫⲉ ⲁϥⲥⲟⲡⲥ̄ ϫⲉ ⲉϥⲉⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲛⲇⲉⲙⲱⲛ · 
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲩϭⲱⲗⲡ̄ ⲛⲁϥ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲅ̄ⲣ̄ⲭⲣⲓⲁ ⲁⲛ ⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲟⲟⲩ · ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ 
ⲇⲉ ⲁϥⲡⲁⲣⲁⲕⲁⲗⲉⲓ ⲉϥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲟⲩⲛ̄ϭⲟⲙ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲕ 
ⲉⲥⲕⲉⲡⲁⲍⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲓ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲕⲭⲁⲣⲓⲥ · ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ϭⲉⲗⲡ-ⲛⲉϥⲃⲁⲗ 
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ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲁϥⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲁⲃ ⲛ̄ⲉⲃⲓⲱ ⲉⲩⲕⲱⲧⲉ ⲉⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ 
ⲉⲩϩⲣⲟϫⲣϫ̄ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲩⲟⲃϩⲉ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ⲉϫⲱϥ · ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛⲉⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲁⲅⲅⲉⲗⲟⲥ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲉⲡⲓⲧⲓⲙⲁ ⲛⲁⲩ

It was said about an elder that he requested that he could see the 
demons. So, it was revealed to him (19.7), ‘You do not need to see 
them’ (17.1). However, the elder insisted, saying, ‘Lord, you are 
able to shelter me in your grace’ (11.9). Then God opened (liter-
ally ‘unwrapped’) his eyes, and he saw them like the bees (literal-
ly ‘honey flies’), going round Mankind, grinding their teeth down 
on him. However, the angels of God were chastising them.

Now, a story about Apa Jijoi illustrates another familiar subject in 
The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, that of teaching by example instead of 
talking:

ⲁϩⲛ̄ⲕⲟⲟⲩⲉ ⲃⲱⲕ ϣⲁⲣⲟϥ ⲉⲧⲣⲉⲩⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲉⲩϣⲁϫⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧϥ̄ · 
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲙ̄ⲡϥ̄ϫⲉ ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲛⲁⲩ ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ⲛⲉϥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲕⲱ ⲛⲁⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ 
· ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲟⲩⲛⲁⲩ ⲇⲉ ⲉⲛⲉϥⲃⲓⲣ ⲡⲉϫⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ⲁⲃⲣⲁϩⲁⲙ ⲡⲉϥⲙⲁⲑⲏⲧⲏⲥ 
ϫⲉ ⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲣ̄-ⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲓⲃⲓⲣ · ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ϫⲉ ϣⲁⲛϫⲟⲟⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲉⲡⲉⲓⲥⲁ 
ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲁⲓ · ⲁϥⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲇⲉ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲡⲕⲉϫⲓϫⲱⲓ 
ⲉϥⲟⲩⲱⲙ ⲉⲡⲉⲓⲥⲁ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲁⲓ · ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲩ ⲇⲉ ⲁⲩⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲁⲩϯϩⲏⲩ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲧⲉ 
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲩⲃⲱⲕ ϩⲛ̄-ⲟⲩⲣⲁϣⲉ ⲉⲁⲩϫⲓⲕⲱⲧ ϩⲙ̄-ⲡⲉϥⲑⲃ̄ⲃⲓⲟ

Some others (1.2a) went to him so that they could listen to a say-
ing by him. Yet he did not say anything to them. Instead, he was 
saying, ‘Forgive me!’ So, after they saw his baskets, they said to 
Abraham, his disciple, ‘What do you do with these baskets?’ So, 
he said to them, ‘We trade them here and there’ (13.6). So, the el-
der heard and said, ‘Jijoi also eats here and there’ (2.4). So, they 
heard and they benefitted greatly (1.2a). Accordingly, they went 
in joy when they had learned from his humility.’ (15.4)

Again from The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, here is the whole of a 
tale we have dipped into a few occasions already, concerning the man 
who takes his son to meet Jijoi:

ⲟⲩⲕⲟⲥⲙⲓⲕⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ⲙⲛ̄-ⲡⲉϥϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲁϥⲃⲱⲕ ϣⲁⲁⲡⲁ ϫⲓϫⲱⲓ 
ⲉϥϣⲟⲟⲡ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲧⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲁⲡⲁ ⲁⲛⲧⲱⲛⲓⲟⲥ · ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲡⲉϥϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙⲟⲩ 
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ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧϥ̄ ϩⲓ-ⲧⲉϩⲓⲏ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥϣⲧⲟⲣⲧⲣ̄ · ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ⲁϥϥⲓⲧϥ̄ ϣⲁⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ 
ϩⲛ̄-ⲟⲩⲡⲓⲥⲧⲓⲥ · ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥⲡⲁϩⲧϥ̄ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲉϥϣⲏⲣⲉ ϩⲱⲥ ⲉⲩϯ-ⲙⲉⲧⲁⲛⲟⲓⲁ 
ⲙ̄ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ϫⲉ ⲉϥⲉⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲉⲣⲟⲟⲩ · ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡⲉⲓⲱⲧ 
ⲁϥⲕⲱ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥϣⲏⲣⲉ ϩⲁⲧⲛ̄ ⲛⲉⲟⲩⲉⲣⲏⲧⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲓ 
ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲇⲉ ⲉϥⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ϫⲉ ⲉϥⲡⲁϩⲧ̄ ⲛⲁϥ ⲉϫⲓ-ⲙⲉⲧⲁⲛⲟⲓⲁ · ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ 
ⲛⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ ⲛ̄ⲅⲃⲱⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲉⲛⲉϥⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲁⲛ ϫⲉ ⲁϥⲙⲟⲩ 
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲩⲛⲟⲩ ⲁϥⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ ⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ · ⲡⲉϥⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲇⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉϥⲛⲁⲩ 
ⲁϥⲣ̄ϣⲡⲏⲣⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥⲃⲱⲕ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲁϥⲡⲁϩⲧϥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡϩⲗⲗⲟ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥϫⲱ 
ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲙ̄ⲡϩⲱⲃ · ⲁϥⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲇⲉ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲁϥⲗⲩⲡⲉⲓ ⲉⲛⲉϥⲟⲩⲱϣ 
ⲅⲁⲣ ⲁⲛ ⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ⲣ̄ϩⲱⲃ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲓϩⲉ · ⲡⲉϥⲙⲁⲑⲏⲧⲏⲥ ⲇⲉ ⲁϥⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲅⲓⲗⲉ ⲛⲁⲩ 
ϫⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ϫⲉ-ⲡⲁⲓ ⲉⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲉ ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲥⲱⲙⲁ

A layman once, with his son, went to Apa Jijoi when he was living 
at the hill of Apa Antony (19.2). His son died with him on the 
road but, for his part, he did not panic. Instead, he carried him to 
the elder in faith (14.3). Then he bowed with his son as though 
they were giving confession to the elder so he would bless them. 
Then the father got up and left his son beside the feet of the elder 
(9.5). He left the cell, but with the elder thinking that he was 
bowing to him to get confession (14.2). So, he said to him, ‘Get up 
and go out!’, as he did not know that he had died. So, immediate-
ly, he got up and went out. Therefore, his father, after he saw, he 
wondered. Accordingly, he went in, bowed to the elder, and told 
him the matter. However, the elder heard and grieved, because 
he did not wish to behave like this. So, his disciple urged them, 
‘Do not say this to anyone while the elder is still alive’.

Finally, we have had a few glimpses of the enigmatic Gospel of 
Thomas, so now take a look at the very first teaching in the text from 
Nag Hammadi:

ⲡⲉϫⲉ ⲓ︦ⲥ︦ ϫⲉ ⲙⲛ̄-ⲧⲣⲉϥⲗⲟ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡⲉⲧϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉϥϣⲓⲛⲉ ϣⲁⲛⲧⲉϥϭⲓⲛⲉ 
· ⲁⲩⲱ ϩⲟⲧⲁⲛ ⲉϥϣⲁⲛϭⲓⲛⲉ ϥ̄ⲛⲁϣⲧⲣ̄ⲧⲣ̄ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉϥϣⲁⲛϣⲧⲟⲣⲧⲣ̄ 
ϥ̄ⲛⲁⲣ̄ϣⲡⲏⲣⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ϥ̄ⲛⲁⲣ̄-ⲣ̄ⲣⲟ ⲉϫⲙ̄-ⲡⲧⲏⲣϥ̄

Jesus said, ‘There is no making the one who seeks stop seeking 
until he finds (17.5). So, whenever he finds, he is going to tremble 
(18.2); and if he trembles, he is going to wonder; and he is going 
to rule over everything (ⲡ-ⲧⲏⲣ-ϥ̄ ‘the all of it’).
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Chart V is a summary representation of how the Coptic tenses broadly 
relate to each other, based on Charts III and IV. Of course, the scheme 
is necessarily brief and could be usefully developed in various ways, but 
it may be helpful as a quick reference for now while you move on to the 
Reading Book below.
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The following readings are simply samples from a diverse range of 
manuscripts, across the whole time period covered by this book. They 
are intended only to help you practice reading authentic Sahidic Coptic 
in various cultural contexts. The source for each edited text is indicated 
throughout, though a stop (·) has occasionally been added here to sug-
gest breaks between statements, and the spellings of certain words have 
been ‘corrected’ to what we would anticipate as learners. The transla-
tions given with each text are literal – that is to say, they emulate the 
word order of the original Coptic as far as is practicable. This conven-
tion is intended to help you follow the original as you read rather than 
suggest the best possible translation, because ordinary Coptic is best 
rendered as ordinary English. Of course, what constitutes ordinary Sa-
hidic Coptic in any given genre of text is a matter for you to discover for 
yourself through reading.
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CHAPTER 1 THE DESERT FATHERS AND MOTHERS

During the middle of the fourth century, the rapid growth of monasti-
cism transformed the landscape of Egypt politically and economically, 
as much as culturally and religiously. By adopting Pachomius’s foun-
dational rules (see page 254), tens of thousands of Egyptians organ-
ised themselves into communities to live a ‘life in common’ (in Greek 
κοινόβιος, from which we get the term coenobitic monasticism). The first 
flowering of this movement coincided with the ‘golden decade’ of Atha-
nasius (346–356) – the apogee of a long, politically troubled tenure as 
Archbishop of Alexandria – and The Sayings of the Desert Fathers essen-
tially relate to this moment and the decades immediately following. The 
narrative episodes are mostly set in communities in the Egyptian north-
west, around the alkali marshes of the Natron Valley (الوادي النطرون), at 
Nitria, Cellia and especially Scetis (9.7). Only a handful take place else-
where in Egypt or abroad, including Palestine, since monastic practice 
had been brought there from Egypt by Apa Hilarion of Gaza. By the end 
of the century, the monasteries of the Natron Valley housed more than 
5,000 monks, many of whom were foreigners, including the influential 
writers Evagrius Ponticus, Palladius of Galatia and John Cassian (see 
page 255). In the Nile Valley, meanwhile, a single group of monasteries 
at Sohag and Athribis, including the White Monastery (see page 260), 
alone was home to some 4,000 monks, both men and women. Their 
communal principles contrasted with the solitary, anchorite practices 
of Antony and earlier Christian monks, though the lifestyles were not 
exclusive and many anchorites would spend part of their time at coeno-
bitic monasteries and local churches (12.6).

This first monastic age ended in a series of violent raids on the most 
vulnerable communities by ⲛ̄ⲃⲁⲣⲃⲁⲣⲟⲥ ‘the barbarians’ from the Liby-
an coast and the western desert, during the years 407 to 444. Indeed, 
an obvious suggestion is that The Sayings of the Desert Fathers were first 
written down because so many monks fled or were murdered by raid-
ers at that time, and some monasteries ceased to function. That said, 
the latest episodes actually date from the time of the grand ecumenical 
council at Chalcedon (now a suburb of Istanbul) in 451, and many mo-
nastic communities still flourished until the eighth and ninth centuries. 
Indeed, a handful managed to function right up to the modern revival of 
Egyptian monasticism during the pontificate of Shenouda III from 1971 
to 2012.
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Figure 22  The old church in the Monastery of Pishoi (Anba Bishoi) sur-

vives from the first age of monasticism. Natron Valley, fourth centur y. 

Source: author.

The principal surviving manuscripts of The Sayings are mediaeval 
Greek and Latin copies, but there are mediaeval translations in many 
languages, including Arabic, Armenian, Georgian, Ethiopic and Syriac, 
as well as Bohairic Coptic. Nevertheless, nearly all of the communities in 
these tales were Coptic-speaking (see page 248), so it is unfortunate that 
only a single Sahidic Coptic copy has come down to us, almost certainly 
from the library of the White Monastery. To confound the problem, this 
priceless volume was cut apart in the eighteenth century and eventually 
made its way into various European collections, principally the National 
Library in Naples but also The British Library, the National Library in 
Paris, the National Library in Vienna, the Pushkin State Museum in Mos-
cow and the Marciana Library in Venice. Some three dozen of the 272 
sayings extant in Sahidic Coptic are not attested in the standard Greek 
and Latin editions.

Episode 113
ⲁⲩϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ-ⲁⲡⲁ ⲡⲟⲓⲙⲏⲛ ϫⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲉⲛⲉϩ ⲉⲕⲁ-ⲡⲉϥϣⲁϫⲉ 
ⲉϫⲙ̄-ⲡϣⲁϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ· ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲩⲟ ⲛⲉϣⲁϥϯⲉⲟⲟⲩ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲩϣⲁϫⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲣⲁ ⲡⲱϥ
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It was said about Apa Poimen (19.7) that he did not ever wish to put 
(20.2) his speaking above the speaking of any elder (17.1). Rather, he 
used to praise their speaking more than his own (20.1).1

Episode 111
Another saying from Apa Poimen raises the familiar monastic theme of hu-
mility in terms of humanity as a whole:
ⲁϥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲟⲛ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ϫⲉ ⲉⲣϣⲁⲛ-ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ ϩⲁⲣⲉϩ ⲉⲧⲉϥⲇⲁⲝⲓⲥ 
ⲛ̄ϥⲛⲁϣⲧⲟⲣⲧⲣ̄ ⲁⲛ
The elder also said, ‘If mankind keeps its place (18.2), it is not going to 
be troubled (16.2).’

Episode 12
The next two sayings are further thoughts from Apa Hyperechius about 
self-restraint (15.5).
ⲁϥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲟⲛ ϫⲉ ⲡⲙⲟⲛⲁⲭⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲁⲙⲁϩⲧⲉ ⲁⲛ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲗⲁⲥ ⲙⲁⲗⲓⲥⲧⲁ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲁⲩ 
ⲙ̄ⲡϭⲱⲛⲧ̄ ⲙⲉⲣⲉ ⲡⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲓⲙⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲣ-ϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲉⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲑⲟⲥ ⲉⲛⲉϩ
He also said, ‘The monk who does not hold his tongue (10.4), especially 
at the time of anger, this one likewise (ⲛ̄-ⲧⲉⲓ-ⲙⲓⲛⲉ ‘of this fashion’) does 
not control (9.6) any emotion ever (14.2).’

Episode 14
ⲁϥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲟⲛ ϫⲉ ⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩ-ⲟⲩⲉⲙ-ⲁⲃ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲥⲉ-ⲏⲣⲡ̄ ⲛ̄ⲅⲧⲙ̄ⲟⲩⲱⲙ ⲇⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲥⲁⲣⲝ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲕⲥⲛⲏⲩ ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄-ⲧⲕⲁⲧⲁⲗⲁⲗⲓⲁ
He also said, ‘Eating meat is good (10.4) and also to drink wine, but 
not then to eat (18.3) the flesh of your brothers through backbiting 
(19.8).’

Episode 121
ⲁⲥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲧⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲁ ⲥⲩⲅⲗⲏⲧⲓⲕⲏ ϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲉⲧⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ϭⲟⲙ ⲛ̄ϫⲟⲓ ⲉⲧⲁϩⲟ 
ⲉⲣⲁⲧϥ̄ ⲁϫⲛ̄-ⲉⲓϥⲧ̄ ⲧⲁⲓ ⲧⲉ ⲑⲉ ⲟⲩⲁⲧϭⲟⲙ ⲡⲉ ⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ ⲭⲱⲣⲓⲥ ⲡⲉⲑⲃ̄ⲃⲓⲟ 
ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ
The blessed Syncletice said, ‘In the way that a ship is not able (10.5) to 
hold up (ⲧⲁϩⲟ ⲉ-ⲣⲁⲧ-ϥ ‘stand to its feet’ (5.2)) without nails, this is the 
way (13.6) that wellbeing without mental humility is an impossibility 
(13.4).’

1.  Text adapted from M. Chaîne: Le manuscrit de la version Copte en dialecte Sahidique 
des ‘Apophthegmata patrum’. Bibliothèque d’études Coptes VI. Cairo, Institut français 
d’archéologie orientale (1960).
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Episode 35
ⲁⲟⲩⲁ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ ϫⲛⲟⲩϥ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩϩⲟⲟⲩ ϫⲉ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲉⲣϣⲁⲛ-ⲟⲩϩⲟⲧⲉ ϣⲱⲡⲉ ϩⲛ̄-
ⲟⲩϣⲡ̄ⲛ̄ϣⲱⲡ ϣⲁⲕⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ ϩⲱⲱⲕ · ⲡⲉϫⲉ ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲛⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲉⲣϣⲁⲛ-ⲧⲡⲉ 
ⲧⲱϭⲉ ⲉⲡⲕⲁϩ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉⲟⲇⲱⲣⲟⲥ ⲛⲁⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ ⲁⲛ · ⲛⲉⲁϥⲧⲱⲃⲁϩ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲙ̄ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ 
ⲉⲧⲣⲉϥϥⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲙⲛ̄ⲧϭⲁⲃϩⲏⲧ
One of the brothers asked him one day, ‘Apa, if fear happens sudden-
ly (18.2), do you fear (13.1) as well (8.2)?’ The elder said to him, ‘If 
the sky joins to the ground, Theodore is not going to be afraid (16.1).’ 
Because he had asked God (20.1) to take away (20.3) from him timidity 
(5.1).

Episode 233
ⲁⲃⲣⲁϩⲁⲙ ⲡⲙⲁⲑⲏⲧⲏⲥ ⲛ̄ⲁⲡⲁ ϫⲓϫⲱⲓ ⲁⲩⲡⲓⲣⲁⲍⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ 
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲙ̄-ⲡⲇⲓⲁⲃⲟⲗⲟⲥ · ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲁϥⲡⲱⲣϣ̄ 
ⲛ̄ⲛⲉϥϭⲓϫ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ⲉⲧⲡⲉ ⲉϥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲕⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲛ̄ⲅⲟⲩⲱϣ 
ⲁⲛ ⲛ̄ϯⲛⲁⲕⲁⲁⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲁⲛ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲕⲧⲁⲗϭⲟϥ · ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲩⲛⲟⲩ ⲁϥⲧⲁⲗϭⲟϥ
Abraham, the disciple of Apa Jijoi, once was tempted by the Devil (19.8). 
Accordingly, the elder rose and spread his hands up to the sky, saying 
(10.2), ‘God, you want to – you don’t want to (16.2). I am not going to 
leave you alone (20.1)! You have not healed him.’ Then, immediately, 
he healed him.

Episode 18
ⲁⲟⲩⲥⲟⲛ ⲕⲓⲙ ϩⲙ̄-ⲡⲉϥϭⲱⲛⲧ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲟⲩⲁ · ⲁϥⲁϩⲉⲣⲁⲧϥ̄ ⲉⲡⲉϥϣⲗⲏⲗ 
ⲁϥⲁⲓⲧⲉⲓ ⲉϫⲓ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲙⲛ̄ⲧϩⲁⲣϣ̄ϩⲏⲧ ⲉϫⲙ̄-ⲡⲉϥⲥⲟⲛ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲉ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲡⲓⲣⲁⲥⲙⲟⲥ ⲁϫⲙ̄-ⲡϣⲗⲁϩ · ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲩⲛⲟⲩ ⲁϥⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲩⲕⲁⲡⲛⲟⲥ ⲉϥⲛⲏⲩ 
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄-ⲧⲉϥⲧⲁⲡⲣⲟ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉ-ⲡⲁⲓ ⲇⲉ ϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲁϥⲗⲟ ⲉϥϭⲟⲛⲧ̄
A brother reacted in his anger toward someone. He stood (11.8) for his 
praying and asked to get tolerance (5.1) over his brother and, accord-
ingly, to pass the temptation without fearing (20.2). Then, immediately, 
he saw some smoke (18.1) coming out from his mouth (9.2). However, 
after this happened (17.5), he stopped being angry (9.2).

Episode 203
ⲁⲩⲧⲉⲧ-ⲡϩⲏⲧ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ⲉⲧⲣⲉϥⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲛⲉⲧⲛⲁϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲁⲓⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲩⲥⲟⲛ ϩⲛ̄-ⲟⲩϩⲉⲛⲉⲉⲧⲉ ⲉϥⲉⲛϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲩⲣⲓ ⲉϥⲙⲉⲗⲉⲧⲁ · 
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲓⲥ ⲟⲩⲇⲁⲓⲙⲱⲛ ⲁϥⲁϩⲉⲣⲁⲧϥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲃⲟⲗ ⲙ̄ⲣⲟ ⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲓ ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲡⲥⲟⲛ ⲙⲉⲗⲉⲧⲁ 
ⲙ̄ⲡϥ̄ϭⲙ̄ϭⲟⲙ ⲉⲃⲱⲕ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲧⲣⲓ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉϥⲟⲩⲱ ⲇⲉ ⲉϥⲙⲉⲗⲉⲧⲁ ⲁϥⲃⲱⲕ 
ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡⲇⲁⲓⲙⲱⲛ
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An elder was once convinced (19.7) he could see things which are going 
to happen (20.3). Accordingly, he said, ‘I saw a brother (18.1) in a mon-
astery, who was inside (ⲉ-ϥ-ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲩⲛ (15.4)) a cell and reciting (6.3). 
Moreover, a demon, he stood outside the door of the cell (7.3). While 
the brother was reciting (9.2), he did not know how to go into the cell 
(20.6). However, after he finished reciting (9.2), the demon went in.’

Episode 266
The beginning of this story is lost but, evidently, a group of monks has en-
countered a woman in a cave (ⲥⲡⲩⲗⲩⲓⲟⲛ), on her own (ⲙⲁⲩⲁⲁⲥ), lying 
sick (ⲉⲥⲛⲏϫ ⲉⲥϣⲱⲛⲉ):
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲉϫⲁⲥ ϫⲉ ⲉⲓⲥ ⲙⲁⲁⲃⲉ ⲙⲛ̄-ϣⲙⲟⲩⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ ϯϣⲟⲟⲡ ϩⲙ̄-
ⲡⲓⲥⲡⲩⲗⲩⲓⲟⲛ ⲉⲓⲟⲛϩ̄ ϩⲛ̄-ⲛ̄ⲧⲏϭ ⲉⲓⲟ ⲛ̄ϩⲙ̄ϩⲁⲗ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲭ︤ⲥ︥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲙ̄ⲡⲓⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲱⲙⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ-ⲡⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁ-ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲩ-ⲧⲏⲩⲧⲛ̄ ϫⲉ ⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲉⲧⲱⲙⲥ̄ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲥⲱⲙⲁ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉⲥϫⲉ ⲡⲁⲓ ⲁⲥⲛ̄ⲕⲟⲧⲕ̄ · ⲛ̄ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲇⲉ ⲁⲩϯⲉⲟⲟⲩ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲩⲧⲟⲙⲥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲥⲥⲱⲙⲁ ⲁⲩⲁⲛⲁⲭⲱⲣⲉⲓ

Accordingly, she said, ‘Thirty-eight years I have spent in this cave 
(7.3), kept alive with weeds, as a servant of Christ (19.4), and I have 
not seen a person except today (2.1). Because God sent you so you 
would bury my body (20.2).’ However, after she said this (17.5), she fell 
asleep. Therefore, the elders gave glory to God, and accordingly buried 
her body and withdrew.

Episode 196
ⲁⲟⲩⲁ ϫⲟⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲉⲩϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲛ̄ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲉⲩϣⲁϫⲉ ⲉⲡϩⲏⲩ 
ⲛⲉⲩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲁ ⲇⲉ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲟⲩ ⲉϥⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲁϥⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲛ̄ⲁⲅⲅⲉⲗⲟⲥ ⲉⲩϯⲉⲟⲟⲩ ⲛⲁⲩ 
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲩϩⲱⲥ ⲉⲣⲟⲟⲩ · ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉ-ϩⲛ̄ⲕⲉϣⲁϫⲉ ⲇⲉ ⲉⲓ ⲉⲧⲙⲏⲧⲉ ⲁⲩⲥⲁϩⲱⲟⲩ 
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲛ̄ⲁⲅⲅⲉⲗⲟⲥ · ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϩⲛ̄ⲣⲓⲣ ⲉⲓ ⲉⲧⲉⲩⲙⲏⲧⲉ ⲉⲩⲙⲉϩ ⲛ̄ⲥϯⲃⲱⲱⲛ 
ⲁⲩⲧⲟⲗⲙⲟⲩ · ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲟⲩⲕⲧⲟⲟⲩ ⲇⲉ ⲁⲩϣⲁϫⲉ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ-ⲡϩⲏⲩ ⲁⲩⲉⲓ ⲟⲛ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-
ⲛ̄ⲁⲅⲅⲉⲗⲟⲥ ⲁⲩϯⲉⲟⲟⲩ ⲛⲁⲩ
Someone said that when the elders were sitting one time speaking about 
benefit (9.2), there was one among them who saw visions (20.1), and he 
saw the angels giving glory to them as well as singing to them. However, 
after some other conversations (2.4) came to the midst (17.5), the an-
gels departed (11.8). Accordingly, some pigs (1.2) came to their midst 
(13.3), full of stink (19.3), and polluted them. However, after they went 
back (11.8) and spoke about benefit, the angels came again and gave 
glory to them.
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Episode 186
This tale about Apa Moses, which references his own history as a bandit 
(10.6), is one we have dipped into several times already:
ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ ⲇⲉ ϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ ϩⲁϩⲧⲏϥ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲥⲏⲩ ⲁϥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲛⲁⲩ ϫⲉ ⲉⲓⲥ 
ⲛ̄ⲃⲁⲣⲃⲁⲣⲟⲥ ⲛⲏⲩ ⲉϣⲓⲏⲧ ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲟⲩ ⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲡⲱⲧ · ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲩ ⲇⲉ 
ⲡⲉϫⲁⲩ ⲛⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲕ ⲕ̄ⲛⲁⲡⲱⲧ ⲁⲛ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲛⲁⲩ ϫⲉ ⲉⲓⲥ ⲛⲉⲓⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ 
ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ϯϭⲱϣⲧ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ-ϩⲏⲧϥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲟⲩ ϫⲉⲕⲁⲥ ⲉϥⲉϫⲱⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ 
ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡϣⲁϫⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲭ︦ⲥ︦ ⲉϥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲟⲩⲟⲛ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲩϫⲓⲥⲏⲃⲉ ⲉⲩⲛⲁϩⲉ 
ⲟⲛ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄-ⲧⲥⲏⲃⲉ · ⲡⲉϫⲁⲩ ⲛⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲟⲩⲇⲉ ⲁⲛⲟⲛ ϩⲱⲱⲛ ⲛ̄ⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲡⲱⲧ 
ⲁⲛ ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲙⲟⲩ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲕ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ ⲇⲉ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲛⲁⲩ ϫⲉ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲓ 
ϩⲱⲃ ⲡⲟⲩⲁⲡⲟⲩⲁ ⲙⲁⲣⲉϥϭⲱϣⲧ̄ ϫⲉ ⲉϥϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲁϣ ⲛ̄ϩⲉ · ⲛⲉⲩⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲇⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲥⲁϣϥ̄ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲛ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲛⲁⲩ ϫⲉ ⲉⲓⲥ ⲛ̄ⲃⲁⲣⲃⲁⲣⲟⲥ ⲁⲩϩⲱⲛ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ 
ⲉⲡⲣⲟ ⲁⲩⲃⲱⲕ ⲇⲉ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲁⲩⲙⲟⲟⲩⲧⲟⲩ · ⲟⲩⲁ ⲇⲉ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲟⲩ ⲁϥϣⲗⲁϩ 
ⲁϥⲃⲱⲕ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ϩⲁ-ϩⲉⲛⲛⲏⲃⲧⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲥⲁϣϥ̄ ⲛ̄ⲕⲗⲟⲙ ⲉⲩⲛⲏⲩ 
ⲉⲡⲉⲥⲏⲧ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄-ⲧⲡⲉ ⲁⲩⲥⲧⲉⲫⲁⲛⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲥⲁϣϥ̄
So, while the brothers were sitting beside him one time (6.3), he said 
to them, ‘The barbarians are coming to Scetis today (19.5). Get up and 
flee (17.3).’ However, they said to him, ‘You, you are not going to flee 
(16.2)?’ He said to them, ‘All these years I have been looking forward to 
this very day so that the saying of Christ will be fulfilled (20.2), when he 
says, “Everyone who has taken arms (15.1), they are also going to fall 
by the sword (19.8).” ’ They said to him, ‘So, we too (19.5), we are not 
going to flee (14.5). Instead, we are going to die with you (16.1).’ So, 
he said to them, ‘It is not my business (10.3). Each one, he should con-
sider how he is situated (16.5).’ Now, they still numbered (ⲉⲓⲣⲉ ‘were 
making’) seven brothers (20.1), though he said to them, ‘The barbarians 
(7.3), they have reached the door.’ Of course, they came in and killed 
them. However, one among them, he feared and went under some cords 
(9.7). Then he saw seven crowns coming down from the sky and they 
crowned them, the seven.

Episode 194
ⲁⲥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲧⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲥⲩⲛⲕⲗⲏⲧⲓⲕⲏ ϫⲉ ⲙⲁⲣⲉⲛϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲁⲃⲏ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲟϥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲁⲕⲉⲣⲁⲟⲓⲥ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲓϭⲣⲟⲟⲙⲡⲉ ⲙⲁⲣⲉⲛϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲛⲟⲩⲣⲅⲟⲥ 
ⲉⲛϭⲟⲣϭⲥ̄ ⲙⲛ̄-ⲛ̄ϭⲓⲛⲕⲓⲙ ⲛ̄ⲙ̄ⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ · ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲅⲁⲣ ϫⲉ ϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ 
ⲙ̄ⲡϩⲟϥ ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲧⲣⲉⲛⲟⲃϣ̄-ⲛⲉⲛϭⲓⲛⲃⲱϭⲉ ⲙⲛ̄-ⲧⲧⲉⲭⲛⲏ ⲙ̄ⲡⲇⲓⲁⲃⲟⲗⲟⲥ 
ⲡⲉⲧⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲧⲉϥⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ϣⲁϥϭⲉⲡⲏ ⲉⲥⲟⲩⲱⲛϥ̄ · ⲡⲁⲕⲉⲣⲁⲓⲟⲥ 
ⲇⲉ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲓϭⲣⲟⲟⲙⲡⲉ ⲉϥⲟⲩⲱⲛϩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲙ̄ⲡⲧⲃ̄ⲃⲟ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲡⲣⲁⲝⲓⲥ
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Figure 23  Detail from a stela or ‘cippus’ carved into a therapeutic image 

of the god Horus mastering snakes, scorpions and wild animals. Prove-

nance unknown, fourth  century bc. Source: Metropolitan Museum of Art 

50.85 (Fletcher Fund, 1950), shared  under Creative Commons Licence CC0.

The holy Syncletice said, ‘We should become (16.5) wise like the snakes 
and pure like these doves (13.2). We should become conscious to the 
snares and the reactions (5.1) of thoughts. Because He said (14.3) be-
come like the snake* to not let us forget (20.4) our impulses nor the 
skill of the Devil. Because one who resembles whoever he resembles 
(ⲡⲉⲧ-ⲉϥ-ⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟ-ϥ (15.2)) is quick (ϭⲉⲡⲏ ‘rushes’) to recognise him 
(13.1). However, the one innocent like these doves, he exhibits the 
purity of the action (14.3).’

*A comment by Jesus in the New Testament (Matthew 10:16).

Episode 230
The next story takes on a magical hue by reimagining an image well known 
in late pharaonic art, which showed the vengeful god Horus killing snakes 
and scorpions as an act of healing:
ⲁϥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲟⲩⲁ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲉⲓⲟⲧⲉ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ-ⲟⲩⲁ ϫⲉ* ⲁⲡⲁ ⲡⲁⲩⲗⲟⲥ ϫⲉ* ϥ̄ϣⲟⲟⲡ 
ϩⲛ̄-ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲥⲏⲧ ⲛ̄ⲕⲏⲙⲉ ⲉϥⲟⲩⲏϩ ⲇⲉ ϩⲛ̄ⲑⲏⲃⲁⲓⲥ ϫⲉ* ϣⲁϥⲁⲙⲁϩⲧⲉ 
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ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲓϩⲉ ϩⲛ̄-ⲛⲉϥϭⲓϫ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲟϥ ⲙⲛ̄-ⲛ̄ⲕⲉⲣⲁⲥⲧⲏⲥ ⲙⲛ̄-ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲟϩⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲓϩⲉ 
ϣⲁϥⲡⲁϩⲟⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄-ⲧⲉⲩⲙⲏⲧⲉ · ⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ ⲇⲉ ⲁⲩϯ-ⲙⲉⲧⲁⲛⲟⲓⲁ ⲛⲁϥ 
ⲉⲩϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲁϫⲓⲥ ⲛⲁⲛ ϫⲉ ⲁϣ ⲧⲉ ⲧⲉⲣⲅⲁⲥⲓⲁ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲕⲁⲁⲥ ϣⲁⲛⲧⲉⲕϫⲓ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲓⲭⲁⲣⲓⲥ · ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ ⲇⲉ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲕⲱ ⲛⲁⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛⲁⲉⲓⲟⲧⲉ ⲉⲣϣⲁⲛ ⲟⲩⲁ 
ϫⲡⲟ ⲛⲁϥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲧⲃ̄ⲃⲟ ϣⲁⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲕⲁ ⲛⲓⲙ ϩⲩⲡⲟⲧⲁⲥⲥⲉ ⲛⲁϥ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲁⲇⲁⲙ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲁⲩ ⲉϥϩⲙ̄-ⲡⲡⲁⲣⲁⲇⲓⲥⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲧⲉϥⲡⲁⲣⲁⲃⲁ ⲛ̄ⲧⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲗⲏ
*Understand that each ϫⲉ here marks a different aspect of the statement about Apa 
Paul.

One of the fathers said about (another) one, Apa Paul, that he lives in 
the lower parts of Egypt, in fact is settled in the Thebaid (19.2); that he 
grabs (13.1) like this in his hands the snakes, vipers and scorpions, and 
then like this he bursts them from their middles (5.3). Therefore, the 
brothers gave confession to him, saying, ‘Tell us (4.4), which craft did 
you do until you received this grace (17.5)?’ However, for his part he 
said, ‘Forgive me, my fathers (20.1). If someone creates for himself pu-
rity (18.2), everything (2.5) submits to him like Adam at the time when 
he was in Paradise (15.4) before he transgressed the law (17.5).’

Episode 188
There are more than a dozen stories about Apa Poimen in the Sahidic 
Coptic text of The Sayings and still more in other translations, suggesting 
that he was a crucial character in this tradition – unless, of course, they 
are stories about more than one person. Presumably, ⲙⲁⲣⲕⲓⲁⲛⲟⲥ in the 
tale below is a reference to the emperor Marcian (reigned 450–457), who 
convened the Council of Chalcedon (see page 239). However, the tale itself 
need not be dated so late because it probably belongs early in the career of 
Apa John, the storyteller. Of course, the brackets for parenthesis are not in 
the original text:
ⲁϥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲁⲡⲁ ⲓⲱϩⲁⲛⲛⲏⲥ (ⲡⲉⲛⲧⲁⲩⲉⲝⲱⲣⲓⲍⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄-
ⲙⲁⲣⲕⲓⲁⲛⲟⲥ) ϫⲉ ⲁⲛⲉⲓ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ϣⲁ-ⲁⲡⲁ ⲡⲟⲓⲙⲏⲛ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲩⲣⲓⲁ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲉⲛⲉⲛⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲉϫⲛⲟⲩϥ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ-ⲧⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲛⲁϣⲧϩⲏⲧ · ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲇⲉ ⲛⲉϥⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ 
ⲁⲛ ⲡⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲩⲉⲉⲓⲉⲛⲓⲛ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛⲉⲙⲛ̄-ϩⲉⲣⲙⲉⲛⲉⲩⲧⲏⲥ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲁⲛ ⲡⲉ 
ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲇⲉ ⲁϥⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲟⲛ ⲉⲛⲑⲗⲓⲃⲉ ⲁϥⲁⲣⲭⲉⲓ ⲛ̄ϣⲁϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲩⲉⲉⲓⲉⲛⲓⲛ 
ⲉϥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲧⲉⲫⲩⲥⲓⲥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲙⲟⲟⲩ ϭⲏⲛ ⲧⲁⲡⲱⲛⲉ ϩⲱⲱϥ ϫⲁϫⲱ 
ⲡⲕⲉⲗⲱⲗ ⲇⲉ ⲁϣⲉ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ⲉϫⲙ̄-ⲡⲱⲛⲉ ⲉϥⲧⲗ̄ⲧⲗ̄ ⲉⲡⲉⲥⲏⲧ ⲉϫⲱϥ ⲧⲁⲓ ⲧⲉ 
ⲑⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡϣⲁϫⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲉⲧϭⲏⲛ ⲡⲉⲛϩⲏⲧ ϩⲱⲱϥ ϫⲁϫⲱ ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲇⲉ 
ⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲉⲡϣⲁϫⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ϩⲁϩ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲡ ϣⲁϥⲧⲣⲉ-ⲡϩⲏⲧ ⲟⲩⲱⲛ ⲛ̄ϥϣⲗⲁϩ 
ϩⲁ-ⲧⲉϥϩⲏ



SAHIDIC COPTIC248

Figure 24  Icon showing Antony (left) with Paul of Thebes (see page 246). 

Cairo, eighteenth century. Source: author.

Apa John (the one who was banished by Marcian (19.8)) said, ‘We once 
came to Apa Poimen from Syria, and we were wanting (ⲉ-ⲛⲉ-ⲛ-ⲟⲩⲱϣ) 
to ask him about wilfulness (5.1). However, the elder did not know 
Greek (5.1), and there was no interpreter there (20.1). However, the 
elder saw us being upset (9.2) and began speaking Greek, saying, “The 
nature of water is soft, that of the stone rather is hard (19.2). Still, the 
bucket is hung over the stone, dripping down onto it. This is the way of 
the speaking of God (13.6), which is soft, and our minds on the other 
hand are hard (8.4). However, when mankind listens to the speaking of 
God many times, he makes the mind open (20.3), and it fears in front of 
him (17.3).” ’

Episode 38
Macarius ‘the Great’ (ⲡⲛⲟϭ) turned to the solitary, anchorite life after be-
ing widowed at a young age. He was soon recognized for exceptional wis-
dom and recruited as a village priest, apparently against his better judge-
ment, and, having subsequently been implicated in a scandal, he retreated 
entirely to the desert.

The first tale here relates the crucial moment, early in his career, 
when Macarius determined to visit the seminal monastic figure, Antony. 
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Ultimately, Antony inspired Macarius to leave the solitary life and found 
the original coenobitic community in Scetis, where he mostly remained un-
til his death around 380. The two tales afterwards exemplify several in which 
Macarius demonstrates acute awareness of the presence of the Devil and his 
demonic attacks (19.9): 
ⲁϥⲃⲱⲕ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲁⲡⲁ ⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲡⲛⲟϭ ϣⲁ-ⲁⲡⲁ ⲁⲛⲧⲱⲛⲓⲟⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉϥⲕⲱⲗϩ̄ 
ⲉⲡⲣⲟ ⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϣⲁⲣⲟϥ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲛⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲕ̄ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ ⲇⲉ ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱϣⲃ̄ 
ⲉϥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲉ ⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥϣⲧⲁⲙ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣⲟ ⲁϥⲃⲱⲕ 
ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲁϥⲕⲁⲁϥ · ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉϥⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲧⲉϥϩⲩⲡⲟⲙⲟⲛⲏ ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱⲛ ⲛⲁϥ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲁϥⲟⲩⲣⲟⲧ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁϥ ⲉϥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲉⲓⲥ ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ⲉⲓⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲉⲛⲁⲩ 
ⲉⲣⲟⲕ ⲁⲓⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧⲕ̄ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥϣⲟⲡϥ̄ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ϩⲛ̄-ⲟⲩⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲙⲁⲓⲣⲱⲙⲉ 
ⲁϥϯ-ⲙ̄ⲧⲟⲛ ⲛⲁϥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄-ϩⲉⲛⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ϩⲓⲥⲉ · ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉ-ⲣⲟⲩϩⲉ 
ⲇⲉ ϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲁⲁⲡⲁ ⲁⲛⲧⲱⲛⲓⲟⲥ ϩⲱⲣⲡ ⲛⲁϥ ⲛ̄ϩⲛ̄ⲕⲟⲩⲓ ⲛ̄ⲃⲏⲧ ⲡⲉϫⲉ-ⲁⲡⲁ 
ⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲛⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲕⲉⲗⲉⲩⲉ ⲛⲁⲓ ⲧⲁϩⲱⲣⲡ ⲛⲁⲓ ⲙⲁⲩⲁⲁⲧ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ ⲇⲉ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ 
ϫⲉ ϩⲱⲣⲡ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥⲧⲁⲙⲓⲟ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ϣⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ⲃⲏⲧ ⲁϥϩⲟⲣⲡϥ̄ ⲁϥⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲡⲁϣⲁⲓ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲛⲏⲃⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲁⲡⲁ ⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲁϥⲣ̄-ϣⲡⲏⲣⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥϯⲡⲓ ⲉⲛϭⲓϫ ⲛ̄ⲁⲡⲁ 
ⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲉϥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲁϩⲁϩ ⲛ̄ϭⲟⲙ ⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄-ⲛⲉⲓϭⲓϫ · ⲁⲩϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ 
ⲁⲩϣⲁϫⲉ ⲉⲧⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲉϥϯϩⲏⲩ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲯⲩⲭⲏ ϫⲓⲛ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ⲣⲟⲩϩⲉ ⲁⲩⲛⲟⲃⲧⲟⲩ 
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲧⲛⲏⲃⲧⲉ ⲁⲥⲃⲱⲕ ⲉⲡⲉⲥⲏⲧ ⲉⲡⲉⲥⲡⲩⲗⲏⲟⲛ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲙ̄-ⲡϣⲟⲩϣⲧ̄
Apa Macarius the Great went to Apa Antony. Accordingly, after he knocked 
at the door (17.5), he came out to him and said to him, ‘Who are you 
(8.1)?’ So, he answered, saying, ‘I am Macarius.’ Then he shut the door, 
went in and left him. After he saw his persistence, he opened to him and 
even made merry with him, saying, ‘A long time I have been wanting to 
see you (6.3), because I have heard about you.’ Then he received him with 
amiability (5.1) and gave rest to him because he had come out of great 
struggles (14.3). However, after the evening came, Apa Antony soaked for 
himself some bits of palm-leaf (1.2). Apa Macarius said to him, ‘Let me 
soak for myself’ (17.3). So, he said, ‘Soak!’ Accordingly, he prepared a big 
palm bundle and soaked it. He saw the length of the cord of Apa Macarius, 
marvelled and kissed (9.5) the hands of Apa Macarius (9.7), saying, ‘Many 
abilities have come from these hands.’ They sat and spoke about the ben-
efit of the soul (5.1) from the time of evening. They wove them and so the 
cord, it went down through the cave and out from the window.

Episode 102
In this tale about an encounter with the Devil himself, notice a typical use 
of the preposition ⲉ, ⲉⲣⲟ⸗ ‘to, toward’ to mean ‘more than’ when comparing 
the qualities of one person to those of another (20.6):
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ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲁⲡⲁ ⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ⲙ̄ⲡⲕⲱⲧⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡϩⲉⲗⲟⲥ ⲉϥⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ 
ⲛ̄ϩⲛ̄ⲃⲏⲧ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲇⲓⲁⲃⲟⲗⲟⲥ ⲁϥⲧⲱⲙⲛ̄ⲧ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ϩⲛ̄-ⲧⲉϥϩⲓⲏ ⲉⲣⲉ-
ⲟⲩⲟϩⲥ̄ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧϥ̄ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲛⲉϥⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲡⲉ ⲉⲣⲁϩ̄ⲧϥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥϣϭⲙ̄ϭⲟⲙ · ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲛⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲁϫⲓⲛ̄ϭⲟⲛⲥ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲕ ϫⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ϭⲟⲙ 
ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲓ ⲉⲣⲟⲕ ⲉⲓⲥϩⲏⲏⲧⲉ ⲅⲁⲣ ϩⲱⲃ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉⲧⲉⲕⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲟⲩ ϯⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲟⲩ 
ϩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲕ ϣⲁⲕⲛⲏⲥⲧⲉⲩⲉ ⲛ̄ϩⲛ̄ϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲇⲉ ⲙⲉⲓⲟⲩⲱⲙ ⲉⲡⲧⲏⲣϥ̄ 
ϣⲁⲕⲣ̄-ⲟⲩϣⲏ ⲛ̄ⲣⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲛ̄ϩⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲡ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲇⲉ ⲙⲉⲓⲛ̄ⲕⲟⲧⲕ̄ ⲉⲛⲉϩ · ⲟⲩϩⲱⲃ 
ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲱⲧ ⲡⲉⲧⲉⲕϫⲣⲁⲉⲓⲧ ⲉⲣⲟⲓ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧϥ̄ ⲡⲉϫⲉ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲟⲩ 
ⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ ⲇⲉ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲡⲉⲕⲑⲃ̄ⲃⲓⲟ ⲡⲉ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲇⲉ ⲙⲉⲓϭⲙ̄ϭⲟⲙ ⲉⲑⲃ̄ⲃⲓⲟ 
ⲉⲛⲉϩ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲡⲁⲓ ⲙ̄ⲡⲓϭⲙ̄ϭⲟⲙ ⲉⲣⲟⲕ
While Apa Macarius once was walking the edge of the marsh carrying 
some palm-leaves (6.3), the Devil, he met him on his way with a sickle 
with him (15.4). Indeed, he was wanting (20.1) to strike him, and did 
not know how to (20.6). Accordingly, he said to him, ‘My getting hurt 
from you (9.6) is a big thing (13.4), that I am not able more than you 
(10.5). Because all the actions which you do (ⲉⲧ-ⲕ̄-ⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲩ (15.2)), 
I do them as well (8.3). You, you fast for some days, but I do not eat 
(14.2) at all (ⲉ-ⲡⲧⲏⲣ-ϥ̄ ‘to all of it’ (20.7)). You spend a night of vigil at 
times, but I do not sleep ever. There is one thing which you are strong in 
more than me (19.2).’ Apa Macarius said, ‘What is it (13.5)?’ So, he said, 
‘It is your humility. For me, I cannot overcome humility ever. Because of 
this I cannot overcome you.’

Episode 182
ⲁⲩϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧϥ̄ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲉϥⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲉⲥⲗ̄ⲥⲗ̄-ⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ 
ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲉⲡⲉⲓⲙⲁ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲟⲩⲕⲟⲩⲓ ⲉϥⲟ ⲛ̄ⲇⲁⲓⲙⲱⲛ ⲙⲛ̄-
ⲧⲉϥⲙⲁⲁⲩ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲙⲁⲁⲩ ϫⲉ ⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ ⲙⲁⲣⲟⲛ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲓⲙⲁ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲥ ⲇⲉ ⲡⲉϫⲁⲥ ϫⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ϣϭⲟⲙ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲓ ⲉⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲛⲁⲥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-
ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉⲕⲟⲩⲓ ϫⲉ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ϯⲛⲁϥⲓⲧⲉ · ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲓⲣ̄ϣⲡⲏⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲡⲁⲛⲟⲩⲣⲅⲓⲁ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲇⲁⲓⲙⲱⲛ ϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲁϣ ⲛ̄ϩⲉ ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲉⲡⲱⲧ ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲟⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲓⲙⲁ
It has been said about him, Apa Macarius (19.7), that, wanting to en-
courage the brothers (6.3), he said, ‘Once a little boy possessed by a de-
mon (19.4) came here (13.2) with his mother. Accordingly, he said to his 
mother, “Get up! Let’s go from here (16.5).” However, she said, “I am not 
able to walk (20.6).” The little boy said to her, “I am going to carry you my-
self (16.1).” Accordingly, I marvel for the treachery of the demon, how he 
wanted to chase them out from here (14.4).’
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CHAPTER 2 FOUNDATIONAL FIGURES

The Martyrdom of Saint Mena
The cult of Saint Mena (or Menas) is the foundational Christian tra-
dition of Egypt, and his shrine was once the greatest pilgrimage site 
among the eastern churches, standing at the north coast of Egypt, near 
Lake Maryout on the road between Alexandria and the Natron Valley 
(12.6). The fourth-century burial church above Mena’s tomb is ascribed 
to Constantine the Great (306–337), whose daughter Constantina was 
cured here according to one tradition about the saint. The church was 
enlarged with a baptistry by the patriarch Athanasius (346–373), before 
a great basilica was consecrated by the patriarch Theophilus I (385–
412). Around this, a magnificent complex of marble baths, hospitals and 
churches was developed, especially by the emperor Zeno (474–491). 
The heyday of the shrine lasted until the basilica was damaged by fire 
in the mid-700s, then quarried as stone for use in Alexandria, despite 
Pope Joseph I (831–849) pleading with the Abbasid government that 
any church in Egypt except this one should be so spoiled. As a result, 
the complex was exposed to attacks from desert raiders, and effective-
ly abandoned following another bout of official plundering during the 
pontificate of Shenouda I (859–880). Nowadays, the remains of the 
shrine at Karm Abu Mina, near Burg al-Arab, constitute the single larg-
est Coptic archaeological site.

The canonical account of Mena’s life and martyrdom is a Greek text 
probably from the sixth century, of which there are later interpretations 
in Arabic, Old Nubian and Ethiopic. However, the most detailed infor-
mation comes from a library of about 60 Sahidic Coptic codices discov-
ered by chance in 1910 at the Monastery of the Archangel Michael, near 
al-Hamouli (see page 9). The bulk of the library was purchased in Paris 
in 1911, and is now in the Pierpont Morgan Library, New York. The fol-
lowing excerpt has been sampled from a vellum codex (M. 590), which 
was copied out no later than 893 and is entirely about Saint Mena. His 
martyrdom story covers the first thirty-six pages.

Mena himself was the descendant of a line of governors, and had 
served as an officer in the army from the age of 15. However, when Dio-
cletian’s edict (ⲡⲣⲟⲥⲧⲁⲅⲙⲁ) in 299 required his officers to make a sac-
rifice to the emperor and the ancient gods, he resigned his commission, 
turned his wealth over to the poor and initially withdrew to the desert 
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as a hermit. Then, in 303, another edict specifically targeted Christians 
and, at this moment, Mena reappeared in a city square (perhaps in Alex-
andria) during a festival, to proclaim Christian scripture publicly in the 
presence of the governor (ϩⲏⲅⲉⲙⲟⲛ). Having been identified by towns-
folk as a recalcitrant army officer, Mena refused the governor’s challenge 
to make the public sacrifice (ⲑⲩⲥⲓⲁⲍⲉ). Consequently, the governor had 
him imprisoned, scourged and tortured. As we pick up the narrative, the 
governor has ordered his men to punch out several of Mena’s teeth but, 
faced with his evident intransigence, decides to turn the matter over to 
the imperial deputy (ⲕⲟⲙⲓⲥ):

ⲡϩⲏⲅⲉⲙⲟⲛ ⲇⲉ ⲁϥⲥϩⲁⲓ ϩⲁⲣⲟϥ ⲉⲣⲁⲧϥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲕⲟⲙⲓⲥ ⲉϥⲧⲁⲙⲟ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ 
ⲉⲧⲉϥⲁ︦ⲓ︦ⲧⲓⲁ ⲧⲏⲣⲥ̄ ⲁⲩⲱ ϫⲉ ⲟⲩⲙⲁⲧⲟⲓ ⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ϫⲱⲱⲣⲉ ⲁⲓϯ ⲇⲉ ⲛⲁϥ 
ⲛ̄ϩⲉⲛⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ⲃⲁⲥⲁⲛⲟⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲓ̈ ⲛ̄ϥⲑⲩⲥⲓⲁⲍⲉ

So, the governor wrote about him to the deputy (5.2), informing him 
about all his consideration, indeed that ‘He is a strong soldier (13.5). 
Therefore, I gave him many tortures yet he did not obey me and sacrifice 
(17.3).’2

ⲁⲩⲧⲁⲗⲟ ⲙ̄ⲡϩⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲙⲏⲛⲁ ⲉⲩϭⲓⲛⲟⲩⲏⲗ ϩⲛ̄-ⲑⲁⲗⲁⲥⲥⲁ ⲁⲩϫⲓⲧϥ̄ 
ⲉⲣⲁⲧϥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲕⲟⲙⲓⲥ · ⲁⲩⲥⲙⲏ ⲇⲉ ϣⲱⲡⲉ ϣⲁⲡⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲙⲏⲛⲁ ⲉⲧⲓ 
ⲉϥⲧⲁⲗⲏⲩ ⲉⲡϭⲓⲛⲟⲩⲏⲗ ϫⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲣⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ ⲡⲁⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ⲙⲏⲛⲁ ϫⲉ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ 
ϯϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲕ ϩⲙ̄ⲙⲁ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲛⲁϫⲓⲧⲕ̄ ⲉⲣⲟⲟⲩ ⲁⲩⲱ ϯⲛⲁⲉⲣϣⲟⲣⲡ̄ 
ⲉⲣⲟⲕ ⲉⲡⲕⲱⲙⲓⲧⲁⲧⲱⲛ ϣⲁⲛⲧⲉⲕϫⲱⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲕⲁⲅⲱⲛ · ⲁⲡⲥⲱⲧⲏⲣ 
ⲙⲉϩ-ⲡϩⲟ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲙⲁⲣⲧⲩⲣⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲉⲟⲟⲩ ϩⲓ-ⲭⲁⲣⲓⲥ ϩⲱⲥⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ-ⲛ̄ⲕⲉⲙⲁⲧⲟⲓ 
ⲉⲧⲧⲟ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲧⲉⲙⲉϣϭⲙ̄ϭⲟⲙ ⲉϭⲱϣⲧ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥϩⲟ ⲉⲧⲥⲙⲁⲙⲁⲁⲧ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲟⲩⲡⲁⲣⲁⲇⲓⲇⲟⲩ ⲇⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲕⲟⲙⲓⲥ ⲁϥⲧⲣⲉⲩⲛⲟⲩϫⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ 
ⲉⲡⲉϣⲧⲉⲕⲟ ⲙⲛ̄ⲕⲉⲙⲏⲏϣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲣⲧⲩⲣⲟⲥ

Saint Mena was loaded to a ship (ⲉ-ⲟⲩ-ϭⲓⲛⲟⲩⲏⲗ) from the sea 
(19.7), and taken before the deputy. However, a voice occurred to the 
blessed Apa Mena (3.3), when he was still loaded to the ship (19.3): 
‘Do not fear (14.1), my beloved Mena, because I myself am with you 
(19.2) in every place which they are going to take you to (ⲉⲧ-ⲟⲩ-ⲛⲁ-
ϫⲓⲧ-ⲕ̄ ⲉⲣⲟ-ⲟⲩ). Indeed, I am going to lead you into the court (9.6), until 
you complete your trial (17.5).’ The saviour filled the face of his martyr 
with glory and grace, so that the soldiers too who were allotted (ⲉⲧ-
ⲧⲟ (19.3)) to him were not able to look into his blessed face (17.3). 

2.  Text adapted from J. Drescher: Apa Mena: A Selection of Coptic Texts Relating to St 
Menas. Cairo, Société d’archéologie Copte (1946).
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However, after they transferred him to the Deputy, he made them throw 
the blessed one in the jail with many other martyrs (2.7).

ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛⲉϥϯ-ⲙⲉⲧϫⲁⲣϩⲏⲧ ⲛⲁⲩ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲉⲧⲣⲉⲩϩⲩⲡⲟⲙⲓⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲥⲙⲟⲧ 
ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲡⲟⲗⲩⲙⲁⲣⲭⲏⲥ ⲛ̄ϫⲱⲱⲡⲣⲉ ⲉϥϯ-ⲧⲱⲕⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉϥⲙⲁⲧⲟⲓ ⲉⲙⲓϣⲉ 
ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲡⲟⲗⲩⲙⲟⲥ ⲉϫⲙ̄-ⲡⲉⲩⲣ̄ⲣⲟ ⲛⲉϥⲣ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ̄ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲙⲏⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ 
ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣⲏ ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲛⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ϫⲓ-ⲥⲟⲗⲥⲉⲗ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧϥ̄ · ⲧⲟⲧⲉ ⲁⲡⲥ︦ⲱ︦ⲣ︦ 
ⲟⲩⲱⲛϩ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲉⲡⲉϥⲙⲁⲣⲧⲩⲣⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ϩⲙ̄-ⲡⲉϣⲧⲉⲕⲟ ⲁϥⲧⲁⲙⲟϥ 
ⲉⲛⲉⲧⲛⲁϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲙⲛ̄ϩⲱⲃ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥⲉⲣⲏⲧ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲟⲩ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ-ⲛⲁⲓ 
ⲁϥϫⲱϩ ⲉⲡⲉϥⲥⲱⲙⲁ ϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉ-ⲃⲁⲥⲁⲛⲟⲥ ϫⲱϩ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲁϥϯ ⲛⲁϥ ⲛ̄ϯⲣⲏⲛⲏ 
ⲁϥⲃⲱⲕ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ⲉⲙⲡⲏⲩⲉ

Yet, he was giving resilience to them all (20.1) to make them endure 
(20.3) in the nature of a strong general who is giving courage to his sol-
diers (15.3) to march to the battle for their king (20.2). He was shining 
in the midst of the holy ones like the sun (9.6), while all the holy ones got 
comfort from him. Then the saviour appeared to his holy martyr in the 
jail, and told him about the things which were going to happen (16.1) 
and everything he promised (15.2). After these things, he touched his 
body so the tortures would not touch him (20.2). He said goodbye (liter-
ally ‘gave him the peace’) and went up to the heavens (2.2).

ⲁⲥϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲇⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲣⲁⲥⲧⲉ ⲁⲡⲕⲟⲙⲓⲥ ϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲉⲡⲃⲏⲙⲁ ⲁϥϩⲓⲥⲉ 
ⲉϥⲕⲟⲗⲁⲕⲉⲩⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲛ̄ϣⲟⲣⲡ̄ ⲉⲡϩⲁⲏ̄ ⲁϥⲁⲡⲓⲗⲏ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲉⲡⲙⲟⲩ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲉϣϭⲙ̄ϭⲟⲙ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲛ̄ϥⲑⲩⲥⲓⲁⲍⲉ ⲧⲟⲧⲉ ⲁϥⲧⲣⲉⲩϯ ⲛⲁϥ ⲛ̄ϣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲩⲣⲟⲛ 
ⲛ̄ϣⲁⲣⲟⲩⲱⲧ ⲉϫⲉⲛ-ϩⲏⲧϥ̄ · ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲥ ⲁϥⲧⲣⲉⲩⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲃⲁϣⲟⲩⲣ 
ϫⲉ ⲉϥⲛⲁⲟⲩⲁⲥⲧϥ̄ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲟⲩⲕⲱ ⲛ̄ⲧⲃⲁϣⲟⲩⲣ ⲉϫⲉⲙ-ⲡⲥⲱⲙⲁ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲁⲡⲡⲉⲛⲓⲡⲉ ⲉⲣ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲙⲟⲩⲗϩ̄ ⲉϣⲁϥϣⲱⲗⲙ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲥⲧⲟⲓ 
ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲕⲱϩⲧ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ-ⲧϭⲓϫ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲙ̄ⲡⲥ︦ⲱ︦ⲣ︦ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲥϫⲱϩ ⲉⲡⲉϥⲥⲱⲙⲁ ϫⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲛⲉ-ⲛ̄ⲃⲁⲥⲁⲛⲟⲥ ϭⲙ̄ϭⲟⲙ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ-ⲡⲉϥⲧⲃ̄ⲃⲟ

However, it happened next day (literally ‘on its tomorrow’ (12.5)), 
the Deputy sat himself at the bench. He worked hard persuading him 
at first (9.2). In the end, he threatened him with death. Yet, he was not 
able to make him sacrifice (20.6). Then he made them give him a hun-
dred leather lashes on his torso. Afterwards, he made them bring a saw 
(20.3) so that it would saw him (20.2). Yet, after the saw was put on 
the body of the holy one, the iron seemed like wax when it senses the 
heat (literally ‘emission’) of a fire (15.4) because of the holy hand of the 
Saviour which had touched his body so no tortures would overcome him 
because of his purification (20.6).

ⲧⲟⲧⲉ ⲡⲕⲟⲙⲓⲥ ⲁϥϯ-ⲁⲡⲟⲫⲁⲥⲓⲥ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲉⲧⲣⲉⲩϥⲓ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲁⲡⲉ ⲁϥⲥϩⲁⲓ 
ⲇⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲁⲡⲟⲫⲁⲥⲓⲥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲓϩⲉ ϫⲉ ⲙⲏⲛⲁ ⲡⲙⲁⲧⲟⲓ̈ ⲛ̄ⲭⲣⲏⲥⲧⲓⲁⲛⲟⲥ 
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ⲉⲡⲓⲇⲏ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲉⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ-ⲡⲉⲡⲣⲟⲥⲧⲁⲅⲙⲁ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ⲣⲟ ⲛ̄ϥⲑⲩⲥⲓⲁⲍⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ-ⲡⲁⲓ ϯⲕⲉⲗⲉⲩⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲉϥⲓ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲁⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲏϥⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲉⲣⲱⲕϩ̄ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲥⲱⲙⲁ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲕⲱϩⲧ̄· ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉ-ⲛ̄ϩⲩⲡⲉⲣⲉⲧⲏⲥ ⲉⲛⲧϥ̄ ⲉⲡⲙⲁ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲇⲓⲙⲱⲣⲓⲁ ⲛⲉϥⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ⲡⲉ ⲉϥⲧⲉⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϥⲣⲟⲟⲩⲧ ⲉϥⲯⲁⲗⲗⲉⲓ ⲉϥϣⲁϫⲉ 
ⲙⲛ̄-ⲡⲙⲏⲏϣⲉ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲏϩ ⲛ̄ⲥⲱϥ ⲙⲛ̄-ϩⲉⲛⲕⲉⲁⲥⲕⲓⲧⲏⲥ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲛⲁⲭⲟⲥ ⲉϥⲥⲙⲟⲩ 
ⲉⲣⲟⲟⲩ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ϫⲉ ⲧⲁϫⲣⲉ-ⲧⲏⲩⲧⲛ̄ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲡⲓⲥⲧⲓⲥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲭ︦ⲥ︦ ⲓ︦ⲥ︦ · ⲁϥⲕⲱⲗϩ̄ ⲇⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲛⲉϥⲡⲁⲧ ⲁϥϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ-ⲡⲉϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲇⲉ ⲁϥⲥⲟⲟⲩⲧⲛ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲙⲁⲕϩ̄ 
ⲁⲩϥⲓ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲁⲡⲉ · ⲁϥϫⲱⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲙⲁⲣⲧⲩⲣⲓⲁ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲩ ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲏ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲃⲟⲧ 
ϩⲁⲑⲱⲣ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣ̄ⲣⲟ ⲛ̄ⲇⲓⲟⲕⲗⲏⲇⲓⲁⲛⲟⲥ ⲙⲛ̄ⲙⲁⲝⲓⲙⲓⲁⲛⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲣ̄ⲣⲱⲟⲩ 
ⲛ̄ⲁⲛⲟⲙⲟⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲃⲁⲧⲏⲥ

Then, the Deputy gave judgment about him that his head be re-
moved (20.3). So, he wrote his judgment like this: ‘Mena, the Christian 
soldier. Since he did not wish to obey the king’s edict and sacrifice to the 
gods, because of this I grant that his head be removed by the sword and 
his body burned in a fire (19.7).’ After the wardens brought him to the 
place of his execution (17.5), he was walking, rejoicing, smiling, singing 
psalms, talking with the crowd which was assembled behind him along 
with some other monkish ascetics (2.4), and blessing them all (20.1): 
‘Strengthen yourselves in the faith of Christ Jesus (4.3).’ So, he bent his 
knees and prayed. After the praying, then, he stretched out his neck and 
his head was removed. He fulfilled his martyrdom on day fifteen of the 
month Hathur in the reign of Diocletian and Maximian, the lawless and 
reckless kings (12.6).

Apa Pachomius
Pachomius was born in the south of the country, probably near Qena 
in the Thebaid, and his first career was in the imperial army. There he 
gained the knowledge about organising large numbers of people safely 
and effectively that later would help him formulate principles for com-
munal living in monasteries. He was openly baptised as Christian upon 
his honourable discharge from the army around 315, at a time when Dio-
cletian’s brutal persecutions were still fresh in the memory of Egyptians. 
Having first explored the solitary life in the eastern desert, Pachomius 
felt called to pioneer the coenobitic lifestyle. Over the next two decades, 
at various sites between Esna and Sohag, he founded several monaster-
ies which conformed to the rules sampled in the first reading below. In 
keeping with the meandering valley of the Nile, an Upper Egyptian mon-
astery was essentially a self-sufficient agricultural community of men, 
women and children, who came together to pray, sing psalms and tend 
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the sick and the elderly. Their daily routines were organised according 
to traditional patterns of life as much as the new rules and, indeed, 
the monastery churches often stood on the sites of ancient pharaonic 
shrines. Each community also had dormitories headed by a warden or 
houseman (ⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ⲏⲓ (5.1)) who provided pastoral care and spiritual guid-
ance, as well as an assembly room for weaving and prayer.

Although Pachomius was an advocate of social distancing to pre-
vent the spread of both contraband and infection, in 346 he died from 
a plague because he was neither the first nor the last in charge of such 
matters to ignore his own rules, as recounted in the second reading be-
low. Despite a humbling demise, his legacy was greater than he could 
have envisioned: his life and works circulated across the Empire in 
Greek, and were translated into Latin by Jerome – also responsible for 
the Vulgate translation of the Bible. John Cassian, a wealthy Roman 
citizen, trained as a young monk at Scetis but, in the early fifth century, 
was despatched by the Church to Marseilles, where he founded the first 
monasteries that adapted coenobitic practices to European conditions. 
These communities, in turn, became the wellspring for the foundational 
contribution of monasteries to the educational, charitable and cultur-
al development of mediaeval Europe. Accordingly, many of Pachomius’ 
rules were incorporated more or less verbatim into the classic monastic 
code of Benedict (c. 480–550).

Excerpts from Pachomius’s rules of monastic life
ⲛ̄ⲛⲉ-ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲧⲉϩⲥ̄-ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉϥϣⲱⲛⲉ ⲏ ⲉϫⲟⲕⲙⲉϥ ⲉⲙⲡⲟⲩⲧⲟϣϥ̄

No person shall wash someone while he is sick (16.4), even to clean 
him (20.2), when it has not been agreed (19.7).3

ⲛ̄ⲛⲉ-ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ϣⲃ̄-ⲧⲉϥⲁⲡⲉ ⲁϫⲛ̄ ⲡⲉϥⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ⲏⲓ ⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉ-ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ϣⲃ̄-
ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉⲙⲡⲟⲩⲧⲟϣϥ̄ ⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲟⲛ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉ-ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ϣⲃ̄-ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉⲩϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ

No person shall shave his head without his warden; neither shall 
anyone shave anyone when it has not been agreed; neither too shall an-
yone shave anyone when they are sitting.

ⲛ̄ⲛⲉ-ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲃⲱⲕ ⲉⲡⲥⲱⲟⲩϩ̄ ⲏ ⲉⲡⲙⲁ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲱⲙ ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲡⲉϥⲧⲟⲟⲩⲉ ⲛ̄ⲣⲁⲧϥ̄ 
ⲏ ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲡⲉϥⲡⲣⲏϣ ϭⲱⲱⲗⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲉⲓⲧⲉ ϩⲙ̄ⲡϯⲙⲉ ⲉⲓⲧⲉ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲱϣⲉ

3.  Text adapted from W. C. Till: Koptische Grammatik (Saïdischer Dialekt). Leipzig, Verlag 
Enzyklopädie (1986), pages 288–290.
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No person shall go to the gathering nor to the dining place while his 
sandals of his foot (5.2) or even while his cloak is covering him (6.3), 
whether from the town or from the field.

ⲛ̄ⲛⲉ-ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲕⲁ-ⲡⲉϥⲡⲣⲏϣ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣⲏ ϣⲁⲛⲧⲟⲩⲕⲱⲗϩ̄ ⲉⲡⲟⲩⲱⲙ ⲙ̄ⲙⲉⲉⲣⲉ
No person shall take off (literally ‘drop’) his sun cloak until they ring 

for the midday eating (17.5).

ⲛ̄ⲛⲉ-ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲁⲙⲁϩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧϭⲓϫ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥϣⲃⲏⲣ ⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲕⲉⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ⲉⲓⲇⲟⲥ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥ ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ⲉⲕⲛⲁⲕⲁ-ⲟⲩⲙⲁϩⲉ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ⲟⲩⲧⲱⲕ ⲛ̄ⲙⲙⲁϥ ⲉⲓⲧⲉ ⲉⲕϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ 
ⲉⲓⲧⲉ ⲉⲕⲁϩⲉⲣⲁⲧⲕ̄ ⲉⲓⲧⲉ ⲉⲕⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ

No person shall hold the hand of his friend nor any part of his 
(ⲛ̄ⲧⲁ-ϥ). Instead, you are going to leave a cubit between you and him 
(4.2), whether you are sitting, whether you are standing (11.8) or 
whether you are walking.

ⲉⲣϣⲁⲛ-ⲟⲩⲥⲟⲛ ⲇⲉ ϣⲟⲟϭⲉϥ ⲛϥ̄ⲧⲙ̄ⲛ̄ⲕⲟⲧⲕ̄ ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ⲉϥⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ 
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛϥ̄ⲣ̄ⲭⲣⲓⲁ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩϣⲧⲏⲛ ⲏ ⲟⲩⲕⲟⲩⲓ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉϩ ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲡⲉϥⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ⲏⲓ ⲃⲱⲕ 
ⲉⲡⲙⲁ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲟⲓⲕⲟⲛⲟⲙⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϥϫⲓⲧⲟⲩ ⲛⲁϥ ϣⲁⲛⲧϥ̄ⲗⲟ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛϥ̄ϫⲓⲧⲟⲩ ⲟⲛ 
ⲉⲡⲉⲩⲙⲁ

Moreover, if a brother wounds himself (18.2) and does not sleep 
(18.3) – instead he walks about (literally ‘in and out’) – and he needs a 
cloth or a bit of oil, his warden shall go to the place of the storekeepers 
and get them (ⲛ̄-ϥ-ϫⲓⲧ-ⲟⲩ) for him (16.4), until he heals (17.5) and 
then he takes them back (literally ‘again’) to their place.

ⲉⲣϣⲁⲛ-ⲟⲩⲁ ϥⲓ-ⲟⲩⲉⲓⲇⲟⲥ ⲉⲙⲡⲱϥ ⲁⲛ ⲡⲉ ⲉⲩⲉⲧⲁⲗⲟϥ ⲉⲧⲉϥⲛⲁϩⲃ̄ 
ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲩⲛⲁⲝⲓⲥ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲥⲟⲡ ⲛ̄ϣⲗⲗ̄ ⲛ̄ϥⲙⲉⲧⲁⲛⲟⲉⲓ ⲛ̄ϥⲁϩⲉⲣⲁⲧϥ̄ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲙⲁ 
ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲱⲙ

If someone takes an item which is not his (16.2), he shall be pulled 
up (19.7) (literally ‘lifted at his shoulders’) in the assembly for a time of 
praying, and repent and stand in the eating place (17.3).

ⲉⲩϣⲁⲛϭⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲁ ⲉϥϯⲧⲱⲛ ⲏ ⲛ̄ϥⲟⲩⲱϩⲙ̄ ⲡⲁⲣⲁ-ⲡϣⲓ ⲉⲩⲛⲁⲉⲡⲓⲧⲓⲙⲁ 
ⲛⲁϥ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ⲡⲉⲙⲡϣⲁ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥϩⲱⲃ

If someone is found quarrelling (19.7), and even then responds more 
than is appropriate (literally ‘more than the measure’), he is going to be 
punished in proportion to the deserving of his deed (17.1).
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Pachomius and the plague
ⲁⲥϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲇⲉ ⲟⲛ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲁϥϣⲱⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡⲉⲛⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲡⲁϩⲱⲙ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲧⲁⲙⲉ 
ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ϩⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ ϫⲉ ϥ̄ϣⲱⲛⲉ ⲟⲩⲇⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲧⲁⲛϩⲟⲩⲧϥ̄ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲉϥϣⲱⲛⲉ 
ⲕⲁⲧⲁ-ⲡⲉϥⲥⲏⲛⲏⲑⲓⲁ · ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ϩⲣⲁⲓ-ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲙⲛ̄ⲧϫⲱⲱⲣⲉ ⲉⲧⲧⲁϫⲣⲏⲩ 
ⲛⲉⲁϥⲃⲱⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲉⲡⲱϩⲥ ϫⲉ ⲉⲛⲉⲩⲱϩⲥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ ϩⲛ̄-ⲛⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ 
ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ · ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲓⲧⲉⲓ ⲉϥⲱϩⲥ ⲁϥϩⲉ ⲉⲡⲉⲥⲏⲧ ⲉϫⲛ̄ ⲡϥ̄ϩⲟ ϩⲛ̄ ⲧⲉⲩⲙⲏⲧⲉ

So, it also happened one day, our father Pachomius got sick. He did 
not tell anyone (14.2) from the brothers that he was sick (literally ‘that 
he is sickening’), and he did not believe himself with his sickening (17.1) 
according to his habit. Instead, from his strength (5.1), which was firm 
(19.2), he had gone out with them to the reaping (20.1) because the 
brothers were reaping in those days (7.5). Accordingly, while he was 
still reaping, he fell down on his face (ⲡⲉϥ-ϩⲟ) in their midst.4

ⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ ⲇⲉ ⲁⲩϣⲧⲟⲣⲧⲣ̄ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲩⲡⲱⲧ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲁⲩⲧⲟⲩⲛⲟⲥϥ̄ 
ϩⲓϫⲛ̄-ⲡⲕⲁϩ · ⲁⲩϩⲉ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲉⲩⲛ̄-ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ϩⲙⲟⲙ ϩⲙ̄-ⲡϥ̄ⲥⲱⲙⲁ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ 
ϩⲙ̄-ⲡⲉϥϣⲱⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲩ ⲇⲉ ⲁⲩⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁϥ ϣⲁⲛⲧⲟⲩⲛ̄ⲧϥ̄ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ 
ⲉⲑⲉⲛⲉⲉⲧⲉ ⲁϥⲛⲟϫϥ̄ ⲉϫⲛ̄-ⲡⲕⲁϩ ⲉϥⲙⲏⲣ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲙⲟϫϩ̄ ⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ ⲇⲉ 
ⲁⲩⲁⲝⲓⲟⲩⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲉⲧⲣⲉϥⲃⲟⲗϥ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ-ⲡϩⲙⲟⲙ ⲛ̄ϥⲛ̄ⲕⲟⲧⲕ̄ ϩⲓϫⲛ̄-
ⲟⲩϭⲗⲟϭ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲉⲧϣⲱⲛⲉ · ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ ⲇⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡϥ̄ⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ 
ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲟⲩ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲓ · ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ⲛⲉϥⲛⲏϫ ⲡⲉ ϩⲓϫⲙ̄-ⲡⲕⲁϩ ⲉϥⲙⲏⲛ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲛⲉϥϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ ⲉϥⲥⲟⲃⲛ̄ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲟⲩⲁ ϩⲛ̄-ⲧϥ̄ⲕⲗⲁⲃⲧ

Therefore, the brothers panicked and ran toward him, and they sat 
him on the ground. They found him while there was a great fever in his 
body (7.4) as a result of his sickness (19.8). Therefore, they walked with 
him until they brought him (ϣⲁⲛⲧ-ⲟⲩ-ⲛ̄ⲧ-ϥ̄) into the monastery. He 
laid himself (11.8) on the ground, while bound in his belt (19.3). So, the 
brothers advised him to make him undress himself because of the fever 
(20.3), and sleep on a bed like all the brothers who are sick. However, he 
did not obey them in this (13.6). Instead, he was slumped on the ground 
(20.1), and stayed that way (literally ‘he was carrying on’ (9.2)). There-
fore, someone was sitting fanning him with his hood (20.1).

ⲛⲉⲁⲩⲃⲱⲕ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ϩⲓⲟⲩⲥⲟⲡ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲧⲥⲩⲛⲁⲝⲓⲥ ⲁⲩⲣ̄-ϣⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧ ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲟⲩ 
ⲉⲩϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉⲩⲣⲉⲓⲙⲉ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ⲉⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ϫⲉⲕⲁⲥ ⲉϥⲛⲁⲕⲁⲁϥ ⲛⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ϩⲉⲛⲕⲟⲩⲓ 
ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ϩⲓϫⲛ̄-ⲡⲕⲁϩ · ⲁⲩⲱ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ-ϣⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧ ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲁϥϫⲟⲟⲩ 
ⲑⲉⲱⲇⲱⲣⲟⲥ ϣⲁⲣⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡⲉⲛⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲡⲁϩⲱⲙ ⲉϥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ϩⲱ 
ⲉⲣoⲧⲛ̄ ⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲣⲉⲓⲙⲉ ⲁⲡⲟⲩⲉϩⲥⲁϩⲛⲉ ⲅⲁⲣ ϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄-ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ 

4.  Text adapted from L.-Th. Lefort: S. Pachomii vitae sahidice scriptae. Corpus scripto-
rum Christianorum orientalium: Scriptores Coptici, 9. Paris, Otto Harrassowitz (1933), 
pages 87–96.
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ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧ ⲉⲧⲣⲁⲃⲱⲕ ⲉⲣⲁⲧⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲉⲓⲟⲧⲉ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ · ⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ ⲇⲉ ⲁⲩⲕⲧⲟⲟⲩ 
ⲉⲡⲙⲁ ⲉⲧϥ̄ⲛ̄ⲕⲟⲧⲕ̄ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧϥ̄ ⲁⲩϭⲱ ⲉⲩⲣⲉⲓⲙⲉ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ 
ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲱϣϥ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ

They had all gone together into the assembly. They spent three days 
praying (9.6), weeping, up to the Lord that he would leave him to them 
(20.2) for some more time on the earth (2.3). Then, after three days 
our father Pachomius sent Theodore to them, saying, ‘Enough of you 
weeping (4.3)! After all, the command has come about from the Lord 
about me (4.2) to make me go up to all my fathers (5.2).’ However, the 
brothers returned to the place which he sleeps in (15.2), and carried on 
weeping over him in great heartbreak (9.2).

ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲥ ⲁϥⲕⲧⲟϥ ⲉⲑⲉⲱⲇⲱⲣⲟⲥ ⲁϥϣⲁϫⲉ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲉⲣϣⲁⲛ 
ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ϭⲙ̄ⲡⲁϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ⲕⲁ-ⲡⲁⲥⲱⲙⲁ ϩⲙ̄-ⲡⲙⲁ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲛⲁⲧⲟⲙⲥϥ̄ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧϥ̄ 
· ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱϣϥ̄ ⲛⲁϥ ϩⲛ̄-ⲟⲩⲙ̄ⲕⲁϩⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ ϫⲉ ϯⲛⲁⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ⲡⲉⲕϣⲁϫⲉ 
· ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲥ ⲁϥⲁⲙⲁϩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧϥ̄ⲙⲟⲣⲧ ⲁϥϩⲓⲟⲩⲉ ⲉϫⲛ̄-ⲧϥ̄ⲙⲉⲥⲧⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲙⲉϩⲥⲉⲡⲥⲛⲁⲩ ϫⲉ ⲑⲉⲱⲇⲱⲣⲉ ϩⲁⲣⲉϩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ⲕⲁ-ⲡⲁⲥⲱⲙⲁ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲙⲁ 
ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲛⲁⲧⲟⲙⲥϥ̄ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧϥ̄ · ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱϣϥ̄ ⲛⲁϥ ⲟⲛ ϫⲉ ⲱ ⲡⲁϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲛ̄ⲉⲓⲱⲧ 
ϯⲛⲁⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ϩⲱϥ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉⲧⲉⲕⲛⲁϩⲱⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲟⲩ ⲉⲧⲟⲟⲧ ϩⲛ̄-ⲟⲩϣⲡ̄ϩⲙⲟⲧ 
· ⲑⲉⲱⲇⲱⲣⲟⲥ ⲇⲉ ⲁϥⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ϩⲣⲁⲓ-ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧϥ̄ ϫⲉ ⲡⲱⲗⲗⲁⲕⲓⲥ ⲉϥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲓ 
ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲅⲉⲗⲓⲁ ϫⲉ ⲙⲏⲡⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϩⲟⲓⲛⲉ ⲃⲓ-ⲡⲉϥⲥⲱⲙⲁ ⲛ̄ϫⲓⲟⲩⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲥⲉⲕⲱⲧⲉ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲙⲁⲣⲧⲏⲣⲓⲟⲛ

Afterwards, he turned to Theodore (11.8) and spoke with him: ‘If 
the Lord visits me (17.2), do not leave my body (14.1) in the place in 
which they are going to bury it (15.2).’ He answered him in grief (1.3), ‘I 
am going to act according to your speaking.’ Afterwards, he grabbed his 
beard (ⲧⲉϥ-ⲙⲟⲣⲧ), and poked on his chest for the second time (12.4): 
‘Theodore,* take care (4.3) – do not leave my body in the place in which 
they are going to bury it.’ He answered him again, ‘O my fatherly lord, 
I am going to act according to everything (2.5) which you are going to 
command (ⲉⲧ-ⲕ̄-ⲛⲁ-ϩⲱⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟ-ⲟⲩ) to me in thanksgiving.’ So, The-
odore thought to himself that probably he was saying this (13.6) as a 
great command in case some people took his body (17.3) by robbing 
(17.1) and build round him a martyr’s shrine.

*ⲑⲉⲱⲇⲱⲣⲉ is the form used in Greek when speaking to someone named ⲑⲉⲱⲇⲱⲣⲟⲥ.

ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉϥϫⲉ ⲛⲁⲓ ⲁϥⲱⲛϣ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲁⲡⲣⲏⲧⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥϣⲁϫⲉ 
ⲙⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲛ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲟⲩ · ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲥ ⲁϥⲥⲫⲣⲁⲅⲓⲍⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥϭⲓϫ ⲛ̄ϣⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧ 



Sahidic Coptic sample reading 259

ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲡ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲩⲛⲟⲩ ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱⲛ ⲛ̄ⲣⲱϥ ⲁϥϯ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲡ︦ⲛ︦ⲁ︦ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲩ ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥⲧⲉ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲃⲟⲧ ⲡⲁϣⲟⲛⲥ ⲛ̄ϫⲡ̄ⲙⲏⲧⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ

Moreover, after he said these things (17.5), he was struck dumb for 
a while and did not speak with any of them (literally ‘someone from 
them’). Afterwards, he crossed himself with his hand three times. Im-
mediately, he opened his mouth (5.2) and he gave his soul on day four-
teen of the month Pakhons, at hour ten of the day (12.5).

ⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ ⲇⲉ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲁⲩⲡⲱⲧ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲉⲩⲣⲉⲓⲙⲉ ⲁⲩⲁⲥⲡⲁⲍⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲧⲁⲡⲣⲟ ⲙⲛ̄-ⲡⲉϥⲥⲱⲙⲁ ⲧⲏⲣϥ̄ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲩⲣ̄-ⲡϣⲱϫⲡ̄ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲩϣⲏ ⲧⲏⲣⲥ̄ ⲉⲩⲱϣ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲕⲱⲧⲉ ϩⲓ-ⲑⲏ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲑⲏⲥⲓⲁⲥⲧⲏⲣⲓⲟⲛ · ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲟⲩⲣ̄-ⲧⲥⲩⲛⲁⲝⲓⲥ ⲇⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ϣⲱⲣⲡ̄ ⲁⲩⲕⲱⲱⲥ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲥⲱⲙⲁ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ ⲧⲩⲣⲟⲩ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲩⲧⲁⲗⲟ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ 
ⲉϫⲱϥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲡⲣⲟⲥⲫⲱⲣⲁ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲥ ⲁⲩⲯⲁⲗⲗⲉⲓ ϩⲁ-ⲧⲉϥϩⲏ ϣⲁⲛⲧⲟⲩϫⲓⲧϥ̄ 
ⲉⲡⲧⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲥⲉⲧⲟⲙⲥϥ̄ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲩ ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲏ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲓⲉⲃⲟⲧ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲱⲧ ⲡⲁϣⲟⲛⲥ· 
ⲉⲁⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ ⲕⲧⲟⲟⲩ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ⲉⲑⲉⲛⲉⲉⲧⲉ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲱϣϥ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ ⲙⲛ̄-
ⲑⲃ̄ⲃⲉⲓⲟ ⲛⲉⲣⲉ-ϩⲁϩ ⲇⲉ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲟⲩ ϣⲁϫⲉ ⲙⲛ̄-ⲛⲉⲧϩⲓⲧⲟⲩⲟⲟⲩ ϫⲉ ⲟⲛⲧⲱⲥ 
ⲁⲛϣⲱⲡⲉ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲱⲣⲫⲁⲛⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲟⲩ

So, all the brothers ran in to him, weeping. They kissed his mouth 
and all his holy body. Moreover, they spent the rest of that day and the 
whole night chanting round him (literally ‘in his surrounding’) in front 
of the altar (ⲑⲏⲥⲓⲁⲥⲧⲏⲣⲓⲟⲛ). So, after they made the assembly of the 
morning time, they embalmed his holy body like all the brothers (17.6). 
Then they raised on him his wreath. Afterwards, they sang in front of 
him until they took him to the hill, and buried him on day fifteen of this 
same month, Pakhons. When the brothers had returned to the monas-
tery in great heartbreak and humility, therefore, many from them were 
talking with those beside them (ⲛⲉⲧ-ϩⲓⲧⲟⲩⲱ-ⲟⲩ) that, ‘Actually we 
have become orphaned (literally ‘in orphanhood’) today.’
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CHAPTER 3 SHENOUTE’S LIFE AND WORKS

Shenoute was born to a farming family near Akhmim. His uncle Pgol 
had founded the White Monastery nearby, at Sohag, and young Shen-
oute became a monk there in due course, probably following his father’s 
death. By 385 (according to the letters copied below) he succeeded as 
Abbot and remained in office until his death, following a brief illness, 
sometime after 451 and possibly as late as 466. At his death, Shenoute 
led a confederation of three monasteries comprising some 4,000 monks 
and nuns, and a still larger community of adherents. One of his succes-
sors, Besa, also became his principal biographer and Shenoute’s legacy 
has been at the heart of Coptic culture ever since. Sadly, however, the 
White Monastery’s splendid collection of books was haphazardly dis-
persed during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (see page 9), 
and during the Napoleonic Wars the principal sites at Sohag were ef-
fectively razed by a Mamlouk army. Though the monasteries have been 
revitalised more recently, the historic sites are still in desperate need of 
conservation.

As a community leader, Shenoute was renowned during his lifetime 
as an efficient administrator, a strict reformer and, above all, a fearsome 
preacher who championed care for the poor and for refugees. Two epi-
sodes, below, from his biography illustrate his reputation – one recounts 
his leadership through a miraculous intervention in battle, the other 
his impartial condemnation of a wealthy man who has a skeleton in the 
closet. Just as fiercely he denounced atheism and paganism, which he 
identified with an entitled ruling elite and, because of his popularity and 
unequivocal orthodoxy, Shenoute was chosen to accompany Archbish-
op Cyril to the Ecumenical Council at Ephesus in 431. (Tellingly, that 
Council not only denounced the Bishop of Constantinople, Nestorius, 
for heresy but eventually had him exiled to Shenoute’s heartland.) The 
extant works comprise some 2,000 folios, organised after his death into 
Canons of monastic life and public Discourses. He not only read Greek, 
Shenoute’s writings betray a meaningful knowledge of classical phi-
losophy and mythology, certain apocryphal gospels, even Manichaeism 
(see page 311). His sermons and other discourses encapsulate debates 
with lawyers and philosophers about the nature of judgement and pun-
ishment, free will and determinism, along with the moral and social re-
sponsibilities of judges, bishops and the wealthy. Again, two sermons, 
below, illustrate his style as an orator and writer: one survives only in an 
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extract which condemns as hypocrites those who use public outcry about 
immigrants to mask the truth about a rotten society; while the other – only 
sampled here – mocks the emptiness of philosophy in the face of faith.

Figure 25  The massive enclosure of the White Monastery church takes 

the form of a pharaonic t emple and incorporates stone blocks from 

ancient buildings on the site. Sohag, fifth  century.  

Source: Mike Shepherd (mikeshepherdimages.co.uk).

Shenoute and a rich sinner
ⲁⲩⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲟⲛ ⲉⲓ ϣⲁ-ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣⲟⲫⲏⲧⲏⲥ ⲟⲩⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϣ ⲟⲩϣⲏⲙ ⲡⲉ 
ⲉⲡⲉϥⲣⲁⲛ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ ⲟⲩⲣⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲟ ⲡⲉ ⲉϥⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲉϫⲓ ⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧϥ̄ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲇⲓⲕⲁⲓⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲉⲣⲟⲓ̈ ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ

A man also came to my prophetic father. A man of the district (5.1), 
he was a humble man, whose name was Peter (15.4). He was a rich 
man, wishing to get blessing (20.2) from my father (5.2). He said to the 
righteous one, ‘Bless me, my holy father.’5

ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲇⲉ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲛⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲛ̄-ⲅ̄ⲙ̄ⲡϣⲁ ⲁⲛ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ 
ϫⲉ ⲁⲕⲣ̄-ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲃⲉ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ-ⲧⲉⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲕϫⲓⲧⲥ̄ ⲉⲡⲉⲓⲇⲏ ⲧϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ 
ⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲕⲥⲱⲛⲉ ⲁⲗⲏⲑⲱⲥ ⲁⲕⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲛⲟⲙⲓⲁ ⲙ̄ⲡⲙ̄ⲧⲟ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ 
ⲙ̄ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ

5.  Text adapted from W. E. Crum (ed): Catalogue of the Coptic Manuscripts in the British 
Museum. London, British Museum (1905), page 165.

http://mikeshepherdimages.co.uk
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However, my father said to him, ‘You are not deserving of the blessing 
of my Lord (16.2) because you have done a great sin because of the wife 
who you have taken (15.2). Since she is the daughter of your sister truth-
fully, you have done a great crime in the presence of the Lord (13.9).’

ⲡⲉϫⲉ-ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲛⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲡⲁϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲛ̄ⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲙ̄ⲙⲛ̄-ⲙⲉⲧⲁⲛⲟⲓⲁ ϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ 
ϩⲟⲗⲱⲥ ⲡⲉϫⲉ-ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲛⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲥⲉ ⲁⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧϥ̄ ⲁϥⲉⲓⲛⲉ 
ⲛ̄ϣⲉⲧⲁⲓⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲗⲟⲕⲟⲧⲧⲓⲛⲟⲥ ⲁϥⲧⲁⲁⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ϫⲉ ϯⲡⲁⲣⲁⲕⲁⲗⲉⲓ 
ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲕ ⲉⲧⲣⲉⲕⲧⲁⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ ϩⲁⲣⲟⲓ

The man said to him, ‘No repentance exists for me at all (16.3)?’ My 
father said to him, ‘Yes.’ The man went out from him. He brought 150 
coins* (12.3), and gave them to my father, saying, ‘I urge you to give 
them for charity on my behalf (20.2).’

*In other words, possibly as much as 0.675 kg or 1½ lb of pure gold (see page 282).

Shenoute and Duke Heraclius
ⲁⲥϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲇⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲥⲟⲡ ⲉⲧⲣⲉ-ⲛ̄ⲃⲁⲣⲃⲁⲣⲟⲥ ⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩⲃⲁ ⲙⲛ̄-ⲃⲁⲗⲉϩⲙⲟⲩ ⲃⲱⲕ 
ⲉϩⲏⲧ ⲁⲩϫⲓ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲡⲟⲗⲓⲥ ⲉⲩⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲉ-ⲉⲣ-ⲡⲟⲗⲉⲙⲟⲥ ⲙⲛ̄-ⲛⲉⲭⲣⲏⲥⲧⲓⲁⲛⲟⲥ · 
ⲉϥⲃⲏⲕ ⲇⲉ ⲉⲡⲡⲟⲗⲉⲙⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡⲇⲟⲩⲝ ϩⲏⲣⲁⲕⲗⲓⲟⲥ ⲁϥⲉⲓ ϣⲁ-ⲡⲉⲛⲉⲓⲱⲧ 
ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲁⲡⲁ ϣⲉⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲁϥⲥⲉⲡⲥⲱⲡϥ̄ ⲉⲧⲣⲉϥϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϫⲱϥ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲁϥⲡⲁⲣⲁⲕⲁⲗⲉⲓ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲉⲧⲣⲉϥⲧⲁⲙⲓⲟ ⲛⲁϥ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲥⲧⲁⲩⲣⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϣⲉ ϩⲛ̄-
ⲛⲉϥϭⲓϫ ⲙ̄ⲙⲓⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥⲧⲣⲉⲩⲧⲟⲕϥ̄ ⲉⲩⲕⲟⲛⲧⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϣⲉ · ⲁϥⲕⲁⲁϥ 
ⲉϥϩⲓ-ⲑⲏ ⲉϥⲃⲏⲕ ⲉⲡⲡⲟⲗⲉⲙⲟⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥⲡⲁⲧⲁⲥⲥⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲃⲁⲣⲃⲁⲣⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ 
ϩⲛ̄-ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ⲗⲩⲡⲉⲓ ϩⲱⲥⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲉϣⲁϫⲉ ⲉⲡⲡⲟⲗⲉⲙⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ϣⲁ-ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ 
ⲉⲡⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗϫⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϭⲟⲧⲡ̄ⲥ̄ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲓϩⲉ ⲧⲁϩⲟⲟⲩ ϫⲓⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲡⲇⲟⲩⲝ 
ⲁⲣⲭⲉⲓ ⲉⲑⲏⲃⲁⲉⲓⲥ

Once, however, the barbarians – those of Nubia and the Blemmyes 
– happened to go north (20.3). They took a city, wishing to make war 
with the Christians (20.2). However, Duke Heraclius, while going to the 
war, came to our holy father, Apa Shenoute (15.4), and requested him 
to pray for him. Indeed, he urged him to make him make a wooden cross 
by his own hands (8.3). Then, he had it fixed to a wooden pole (19.7) 
and put it at the front when he was going to the war (19.5). Accordingly, 
he struck those barbarians with grief so great that they speak about that 
war up to this very day (17.3), because defeat (ϭⲟⲧⲡ̄ⲥ̄) of this fash-
ion had not affected them since the Duke ruled the Thebaid (ϫⲓⲛ̄ⲧⲁ for 
ϫⲓⲛ-ⲛ̄ⲧ-ⲁ (14.3)).6

6.  Text adapted from W. C. Till: Koptische Grammatik (Sahidischer Dialekt). Leipzig, Ver-
lag Enzyklopädie (1986), pages 292–293.
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Figure 26  Dating from Shenoute’s lifetime, an icon of Christ Panto-

crator in the White Monastery church, ‘the noblest church of which we 

have any remains in Egypt’, according to the architect and Egyptologist 

George Somers Clarke (1841–1926). Sohag, fifth  century. Source: Mike 

Shepherd (mikeshepherdimages.co.uk).

ⲁϥⲉⲣ-ⲙⲉⲛⲧⲣⲉ ⲇⲉ ⲟⲛ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡⲇⲟⲩⲝ ϩⲏⲣⲁⲕⲗⲓⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉⲓⲃⲱⲕ 
ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ϩⲉⲛ-ⲧⲙⲏⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲃⲁⲣⲃⲁⲣⲟⲥ ⲁⲓⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲩⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲉϥⲉⲓⲛⲉ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲛⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲁⲡⲁ ϣⲉⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥϩⲱⲃⲥ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲉϫⲱⲓ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲥⲧⲟⲗⲏ 
ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲁϥϩⲱⲃⲥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲥⲱⲙⲁ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲑⲟⲟⲩ ϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲓ · ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉϥϫⲓ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲃⲓⲕⲧⲱⲣⲓⲁ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲉⲟⲟⲩ ⲁϥⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲇⲱⲣⲟⲛ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲡⲁⲣⲭⲏ 
ⲛ̄ⲛⲉϣⲱⲗ ⲉⲣⲁⲧϥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥϩⲟⲙⲟⲗⲟⲅⲉⲓ ⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲱⲧⲏⲣⲓⲁ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϫⲣⲟ 
ϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲥϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲉⲙ-ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲙⲉⲛ-ⲛⲉϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲛⲉⲓⲱⲧ 
ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲁⲡⲁ ϣⲉⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ

However, Duke Heraclius has also made witness: ‘After I came into 
the midst of the barbarians (17.5), I saw a bright person resembling our 
father, Apa Shenoute. Then, he covered over me his bright cloak. He 
covered my body, and nothing of the evil one happened with me (10.5).’ 
Accordingly, after he got the victory in glory, he brought the gifts of the 
first-fruits of the spoils to the foot of the Lord (5.2). Then, he admitted 
the salvation of the victor, that it happened through God and the prayers 
of our holy father, Apa Shenoute (14.3).

http://mikeshepherdimages.co.uk
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Two more letters to the Archbishop of Alexandria
Among the books from the White Monastery are copies of letters written 
by Shenoute to Timothy, who was Archbishop of Alexandria from 380 to 
385. In other words, they must date from early in Shenoute’s long tenure 
in office; as such, not only are they witnesses to the career of the great foun-
dational Abbot, but they are among the earliest surviving documents from 
the normative Sahidic Coptic writing culture. The formality of the cor
respondence is reflected in Shenoute adopting ⲥⲓⲛⲟⲩⲑⲓⲟⲥ, the fancy form 
of his name you saw in his first letter to the archbishop (19.9), along with 
the royal ‘we’:

ⲥⲓⲛⲟⲩⲑⲓⲟⲥ ⲡⲓⲉⲗⲁⲭⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ ⲡⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ⲛ̄ⲓⲱⲧ 
ⲛ̄ⲑⲉⲟⲫⲓⲗⲉⲥⲧⲁⲧⲟⲥ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲧⲓⲙⲟⲑⲉⲟⲥ ⲡⲁⲣⲭⲓⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⲟⲡⲟⲥ ϩⲙ̄ⲡϫⲟⲓⲥ

Shenoute, this least, is the one who is writing to his beloved father, 
best beloved of God (ⲑⲉⲟⲫⲓⲗⲉⲥⲧⲁⲧⲟⲥ), Apa Timothy, the Archbishop, 
in the Lord (13.4).7

ⲭⲁⲓⲣⲉⲧⲉ ⲁⲓⲣⲁϣⲉ ⲉⲙⲁⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲓϫⲓ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲕⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲓⲱⲧ 
ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ϩⲓⲧⲙ̄-ⲡⲣⲉϥϣⲙ̄ϣⲉⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲛ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲩϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛⲁⲛ 
ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲗⲥⲗ̄ ϩⲓ-ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲙⲩⲑⲓⲁ ⲁⲛⲣ̄-ⲑⲉ ϩⲱⲥ ⲉⲁⲛⲟⲩⲱϣⲧ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧⲟⲩ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲕϩⲓⲕⲱⲛ ⲉⲧⲫⲟⲣⲓ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲭ︦ⲥ︦

Hello. I rejoiced greatly after I got the writings (17.5) of your holy 
fatherliness from the worshipful brother (5.1) – these things which have 
become for us comforting as well as encouraging (15.1). We have act-
ed as though (9.6) we have kissed through them your image that bears 
Christ (15.4).

ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲛⲧⲱⲕⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲉⲛϣⲁϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲟⲫⲓⲁ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ 
ⲉⲧ-ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲕ̄ ⲧⲁⲓ ⲉⲧⲉⲣⲉ-ⲧⲇⲓⲕⲁⲓⲟⲥⲩⲛⲏ ⲛⲏⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲥ̄ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲟⲩⲉⲟⲟⲩ 
ⲙⲛ̄-ⲟⲩⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲟ ⲛⲉⲧϩⲓ-ⲟⲩⲛⲁⲙ ⲁⲩⲱ ϩⲓ-ϩⲃⲟⲩⲣ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ⲉⲥⲫⲟⲣⲓ 
ⲇⲉ ⲟⲛ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲙⲟⲥ ⲙⲛ̄-ⲡⲛⲁ ϩⲓ-ⲡⲉⲥⲗⲁⲥ ⲉⲧⲣⲉⲛϫⲟⲟⲥ ϩⲱⲱⲛ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲡⲡⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ϫⲟⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲁⲛⲅ̄ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲁϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ϫⲉ 
ⲁⲕⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ϣⲁ-ϩⲣⲁⲓ̈ ⲉⲛⲉⲓϣⲓ

Likewise, we have been encouraged after we heard the sayings 
of God’s wisdom that are from you – this thing which righteousness 
comes out of (15.2), and even glory and profit, the things which are 
right and left from it (10.5). However, it also bears the law and mercy 
on its tongue (14.3) to make us also say (20.3) – in the way that the holy 

7.  Text adapted from J. Leipoldt with W. E. Crum: Sinuthii Archimandritae vita et opera 
omnia III. Corpus scriptorum Christianorum orientalium: Scriptores Coptici. Paris, Otto 
Harrassowitz (1908), pages 13–15.
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one said (ⲛ̄ⲧ-ⲁ-ⲡ-ⲡⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ϫⲟⲟⲥ) – ‘Who am I (8.1) even, O Lord my 
Lord, that you have loved me up to these lengths?’*

ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲭⲁⲣⲓⲍⲉ ⲛⲁⲛ ⲙ̄ⲡⲓⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ⲇⲱⲣⲟⲛ ⲉⲧⲉ ⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ ⲧⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲕϩⲁⲅⲓⲱⲥⲩⲛⲏ ⲉⲕⲟ ⲛⲁⲛ ⲛ̄ϣⲱⲥ ⲉⲕⲙⲟⲟⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲛ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲕⲕⲩⲃⲉⲣⲛⲁ 
ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲛ ϩⲛ̄-ϩⲱⲃ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉⲕⲡⲣⲉⲥⲃⲉⲩⲉ ϩⲁⲣⲟⲛ ϩⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲕϣⲗⲗ̄ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲉⲧϣⲏⲡ ⲛ̄ⲛⲁϩⲣⲙ̄-ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ ϩⲙ̄-ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲉⲛⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ⲛ̄ⲉⲓⲱⲧ 
ⲛ̄ϩⲁⲅⲓⲱⲧⲁⲧⲟⲥ

The Lord is granting us this great gift that is the love of your Holiness 
(13.8), acting as shepherd for us (15.3), nursing us, even steering us in 
every matter and interceding for us in your prayers, which are holy and 
accordingly accepted before God (19.3). Farewell, our beloved and most 
holy (ϩⲁⲅⲓⲱⲧⲁⲧⲟⲥ) father.
*A reference from Paul’s letters in the New Testament (1 Chronicles 17:16).

The address of the final letter here is lost, but its contents bear close com
parison to the previous, with significant variations indicated below in italics. 
Shenoute’s final remark – which appears only in this letter – may refer to 
his recent succession in the wake of the death of the previous Abbot (in other 
words, ⲡⲉⲛⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲛ ‘our blessed brother’):

ⲁⲓⲣⲁϣⲉ ⲉⲙⲁⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲓϫⲓ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲕⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ 
ϩⲓⲧⲙ̄-ⲡⲣⲉϥϣⲙ̄ϣⲉⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲛ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲙⲁⲝⲓⲙⲓⲛⲟⲥ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲩϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛⲁⲛ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲗⲥⲗ̄ ϩⲓ-ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲙⲩⲑⲓⲁ ⲁⲛⲣ̄-ⲑⲉ ϩⲱⲥ ⲉⲁⲛⲟⲩⲱϣⲧ̄ 
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲕϩⲓⲕⲱⲛ ⲉⲧⲫⲟⲣⲉⲓ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲭ︦ⲥ︦

[The missing address was here, presumably as above.]
I rejoiced greatly after I got the writings (17.5) of your holy father-

liness from the brotherly and also fatherly servant of God, Apa Maximin 
– these things which have become for us comforting as well as encourag-
ing. We have acted as though we have kissed through them your image 
that bears Christ.

ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲛⲧⲱⲕⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲉⲛϣⲁϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲫⲓⲁ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ 
ⲉⲧⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲕ̄ ⲧⲁⲓ ⲉⲧⲉⲣⲉ-ⲧⲇⲓⲕⲁⲓⲟⲥⲩⲛⲏ ⲛⲏⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄ⲣⲱⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲟⲩⲉⲟⲟⲩ 
ⲙⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲟ ⲛⲉⲧϩⲓⲟⲩⲛⲁⲙ ⲁⲩⲱ ϩⲓϩⲃⲟⲩⲣ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ⲉⲥⲫⲟⲣⲓ ⲇⲉ ⲟⲛ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲙⲟⲥ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲛⲁ ϩⲓⲡⲉⲥⲗⲁⲥ ⲉⲧⲣⲉⲛϫⲟⲟⲥ ϩⲱⲱⲛ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲡⲡⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ 
ϫⲟⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲁⲛⲅ̄ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲁϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ϫⲉ ⲁⲕⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ϣⲁϩⲣⲁⲓ̈ 
ⲉⲛⲉⲓϣⲓ

Likewise, we have been encouraged after we heard the wise sayings 
of God that are from you – this thing out of whose mouth righteousness 
comes (literally ‘which righteousness comes from its mouth’ (5.2)), 
and even glory and profit, the things which are right and left from it. 
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However, it also bears the law and mercy on its tongue to make us also 
say – in the way that the holy one said – ‘Who am I even, O Lord my Lord, 
that you have loved me up to these lengths?’

ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲛⲁⲭⲁⲣⲓⲍⲉ ⲛⲁⲛ ϣⲁⲃⲟⲗ ⲙ̄ⲡⲓⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ⲇⲱⲣⲟⲛ ⲉⲧⲉ 
ⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ ⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲕϩⲁⲅⲓⲱⲥⲩⲛⲏ ⲉⲕⲟ ⲛⲁⲛ ⲛ̄ϣⲱⲥ ⲉⲕⲙⲟⲟⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲛ 
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲕⲕⲩⲃⲉⲣⲛⲁ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲛ ϩⲛ̄ϩⲱⲃ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉⲕⲡⲣⲉⲥⲃⲉⲩⲉ ϩⲁⲣⲟⲛ ϩⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲕϣⲗⲗ̄ 
ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲧϣⲏⲡ ⲛ̄ⲛⲁϩⲣⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲧⲛ̄ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲕⲁⲗⲉⲓ ϭⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲕⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲧⲉⲗⲉⲓⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲣⲉⲕϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϫⲱⲛ ⲛ̄ⲧⲛ̄ⲙ̄ⲡϣⲁ ϩⲱⲱⲛ ⲛ̄ϫⲱⲕ 
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲛⲇⲣⲟⲙⲟⲥ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲉⲓⲣⲏⲛⲏ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲛⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲛ

The Lord is going to grant us henceforward this great gift that is the 
love of your Holiness, acting as shepherd for us (15.3), nursing us, even 
steering us in every matter and interceding for us in your prayers, which 
are holy and accordingly accepted before God (19.3). In addition (7.3), 
we urge your perfection to pray for us (20.3) that we ourselves be worthy 
(17.3) of finishing our race* peacefully like our blessed brother (3.3).

*A reference from Paul’s letters in the New Testament (2 Timothy 4:7).

From a sermon about immigration
ⲉⲛϣⲁⲛϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ⲉⲣⲟⲕ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲡⲡⲁⲛⲧⲟⲕⲣⲁⲧⲱⲣ ϫⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ⲧⲁⲁⲛ 
ⲉⲧⲟⲟⲧⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲓϩⲉⲑⲛⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲡⲉϩⲧ̄-ⲥⲛⲟϥ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲉⲛⲟ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲧϫⲓⲟⲩⲁ ⲁⲛⲟⲛ 
ⲛ̄ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲩⲧⲁⲁⲩ ⲙ̄ⲙⲓⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡϫⲱϩⲙ̄ ⲉⲡⲣ̄ϩⲱⲃ ⲉⲁⲕⲁⲑⲁⲣⲥⲓⲁ ⲛⲓⲙ· 
ⲁⲛⲙⲉϩ-ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϣ ⲁⲛⲙⲉϩ-ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲗⲓⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ϯⲙⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛⲉϩⲓⲟⲟⲩⲉ ⲉⲛⲁϣⲕⲁⲕ 
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ-ⲑⲟⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ϩⲉⲛⲃⲁⲣⲃⲁⲣⲟⲥ ⲉⲛⲱϣ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϫⲉ ⲟⲩⲟⲓ ⲟⲩⲟⲓ ϩⲟⲉⲓⲛⲉ 
ϫⲉ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ-ⲛⲁϣⲏⲣⲉ ϩⲉⲛⲕⲟⲟⲩⲉ ϫⲉ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ-ⲛⲁⲉⲓⲟⲧⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛⲁⲥⲛⲏⲩ · 
ⲉϥⲧⲱⲛ ϭⲉ ϩⲱⲱϥ ⲡⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲏ ⲉⲥⲧⲱⲛ ⲧⲙⲁⲁⲩ ⲉϥⲧⲱⲛ ⲡⲥⲟⲛ ⲉϥⲧⲱⲛ 
ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉⲧⲣⲓⲙⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲧⲛⲉϩⲡⲉ ϫⲉ ⲁⲧⲉϥϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ ⲡⲟⲣⲛⲉⲩⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲁⲡⲉϥϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲣ̄ⲁⲥⲉⲃⲏⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲉϥⲥⲟⲛ · ⲉϣϫⲉ ⲟⲩⲛ̄ϩⲟⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲩⲙⲟⲕϩ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ 
ϫⲉ ⲁⲛⲉⲩϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲏ ⲛⲉⲩⲥⲛⲏⲩ ⲣ̄ⲛⲟⲃⲉ ⲟⲛⲧⲱⲥ ⲥⲉⲙ̄ⲡϣⲁ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲉⲓⲟ ⲛⲓⲙ

If we say up to you (18.2), O God, ruler of all (ⲡⲁⲛⲧⲟⲕⲣⲁⲧⲱⲣ, see 
Figure 26), ‘Do not give us to these peoples who pour blood out’, we are 
like blasphemers (19.4). We are the people (8.1) who have given their 
own selves to the pollution for conducting every dirty business (17.1). 
We have filled the districts, filled the cities as well as the towns and the 
roads (2.2), screaming because of the fear of barbarians (15.2), crying 
out ‘Woe, woe’ – some ‘because of my children’, others ‘because of my 
parents and my siblings’. Yet, where is he, indeed, the father (14.4); 
or where is she, the mother; where is he, the brother; where is he, the 
person who weeps and indeed mourns that his daughter acted like a 
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prostitute (ⲡⲟⲣⲛⲉⲩⲉ), and likewise his son and even his brother acted 
profanely (ⲣ̄-ⲁⲥⲉⲃⲏⲥ)? Supposing there are some who grieve because 
their children or their siblings have sinned (2.3), actually they are wor-
thy of every honour (18.4).8

Extracts from a response to a pagan philosopher
ⲡⲁⲓ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁ-ⲡⲉⲛⲓⲱⲧ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣⲟⲫⲏⲧⲏⲥ ⲁⲡⲁ ϣⲉⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ 
ϫⲟⲟϥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉ-ⲟⲩⲫⲓⲗⲟⲥⲟⲫⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲏⲛ ⲉⲓ ϣⲁⲣⲟϥ ⲉⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲛⲁϥ ⲛ̄ϩⲉⲛⲕⲉⲥⲟⲡ 
ⲉϥⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ⲇⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ϫⲉ ⲙ̄-ⲡⲉϥⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲥⲟⲩⲧⲱⲛ ⲁⲛ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ 
ϩⲁϩ ⲇⲉ ϩⲛ̄-ⲛ̄ⲁⲣⲭⲱⲛ ⲉⲧϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ ϩⲁϩⲧⲏϥ ⲙⲛ̄-ⲛ̄ⲣⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲟ ⲉⲩⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ 
ⲉⲁⲩⲕⲱⲙϣ ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ-ⲡⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲓⲙⲓⲛⲉ · ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉϥⲉⲓ ⲉⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲉⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲁϥⲁⲣⲭⲉⲓ 
ⲛ̄ϣⲁϫⲉ ⲉϥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲓϩⲉ ϫⲉ

This is the lesson which our prophetic holy father, Apa Shenoute, 
said (15.2) after a pagan philosopher came to him (17.5), having come 
(15.4) to him on some other occasions (2.4); though (ⲇⲉ) knowing 
him because his thinking does not incline toward God (16.2); though 
many from the magistrates who were sitting beside him, and the rich 
who knew him, had mocked this (lesson) in the same fashion. After he 
(the philosopher) came to hear the lesson, he (Shenoute) began talking, 
speaking like this:

ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡⲉⲡⲣⲟⲫⲏⲧⲏⲥ ϫⲉ ⲟⲩⲛ̄-ⲟⲩⲙⲟⲩⲓ ⲛⲁⲱϣ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲛⲓⲙ ⲡⲉⲧⲉⲛϥⲛⲁⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ ⲁⲛ ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲁϥϣⲁϫⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛⲓⲙ 
ⲡⲉⲧⲉⲛϥⲛⲁⲡⲣⲟⲫⲏⲧⲉⲩⲉ ⲁⲛ ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲉⲛⲧⲁϥϩⲱⲛ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲉϥⲡ︦ⲛ︦ⲁ︦ ⲛⲓⲙ 
ⲡⲉⲧⲉⲛϥⲛⲁϫⲱ ⲁⲛ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲧϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲏ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲡⲉⲧⲛⲁϩⲱⲡ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲧⲣ̄ⲛⲟⲃⲣⲉ

The prophet said, ‘A lion is going to roar and who is the one who is 
not going to be afraid (16.3). The Lord God, he has spoken and who is 
the one who is not going to understand (16.2)? The Lord is the one who 
has commanded along with his spirit – who is the one who is not going 
to say the things that are (19.2), or who is the one who is going hide the 
things that do good?9

8.  Text adapted from J. Leipoldt with W. E. Crum: Sinuthii Archimandritae vita et opera 
omnia III. Corpus scriptorum Christianorum orientalium: Scriptores Coptici. Paris, Otto 
Harrassowitz (1908), page 67.
9.  Text adapted from J. Leipoldt with W. E. Crum: Sinuthii Archimandritae vita et opera 
omnia III. Corpus scriptorum Christianorum orientalium: Scriptores Coptici. Paris, Otto 
Harrassowitz (1908), pages 44–62.
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First, the Abbot has stern words for those who attend church but are not 
wholly committed to faith, employing the image of an earth-bound crea-
ture eventually dragging down a heavenly creature:

ⲉⲓϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ϩⲓϫⲛ̄-ⲟⲩⲧⲟⲟⲩ ⲡⲉϫⲉ ⲡⲉⲧϫⲱ ⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲓ ⲁⲓⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲩⲍⲱⲟⲛ 
ⲉϥϩⲁ-ⲡⲁⲏⲣ ⲉϥⲙⲓϣⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ⲕⲉⲍⲱⲟⲛ ⲉϥϩⲓϫⲙ̄-ⲡⲕⲁϩ ⲁⲓⲣ̄-ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ⲣⲁϣⲉ 
ϫⲉ ⲁⲡⲉⲧϩⲏⲗ ϭⲙ̄ϭⲟⲙ ⲉϫⲙ̄-ⲡⲉⲧⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ϩⲓϫⲙ̄ⲡⲕⲁϩ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ-ⲟⲩⲁⲡⲣⲏⲧⲉ 
ⲇⲉ ⲁⲡⲍⲱⲟⲛ ⲉⲧϩⲓϫⲙ̄ⲡⲕⲁϩ ⲕⲧⲟϥ ⲉϫⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲧϩⲏⲗ ⲁϥⲁⲙⲁϩⲧⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ 
ⲁϥⲣ̄ϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲉⲣⲟϥ

‘When I myself was sitting on a hill (6.3)’, said the one who says these 
things (13.6), ‘I saw a creature (ⲉ-ⲟⲩ-ⲍⲱⲟⲛ) which was in the air fight-
ing with another creature which was on the ground. I rejoiced (literally 
‘made great joy’) that the one which was flying overcame over the one 
which was walking on the ground (19.5). After a while, however, the 
creature which was on the ground turned (11.8) on the one which was 
flying, seized it, and controlled it (9.6).

ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲫⲟⲥ ⲛⲁⲉⲓⲙⲉ ϫⲉ ⲡⲉⲓϣⲁϫⲉ ⲡⲁϩⲁⲓⲣⲉⲧⲓⲕⲟⲥ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲡⲉ ⲉⲧⲟ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲥⲛⲁⲩ 
ⲟⲩⲙⲟⲉⲓϩⲉ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲁⲛ ⲧⲉ ϫⲉ ⲟⲩⲛ̄-ⲟⲩϩⲗ̄ⲗⲏⲛ ⲏ ϩⲁⲓⲣⲉⲧⲓⲕⲟⲥ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲕⲕⲗⲏⲥⲓⲁ 
ⲉⲙⲛ̄ⲧϥ̄ ⲡⲓⲥⲧⲓⲥ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ · ⲛ̄ϩⲁⲗⲁⲧⲉ ϭⲉ ϩⲱⲟⲩ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲕⲕⲗⲏⲥⲓⲁ ⲛ̄ϩⲁϩ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲡ 
ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲧⲁⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲥⲙⲟⲩⲛⲉ · ⲉϣϫⲉ ϣⲁⲣⲉⲡϩⲁⲓⲣⲉⲧⲓⲕⲟⲥ ϭⲉ 
ⲙⲛ̄ⲡϩⲗ̄ⲗⲏⲛ ⲡⲱⲣϣ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲩϭⲓϫ ⲏ ⲛ̄ⲥⲉϥⲓⲧⲟⲩ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ϩⲛ̄ⲑⲩⲡⲟⲕⲣⲓⲥⲓⲥ 
ϫⲉ ⲉⲩϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉⲓⲥ ⲛ̄ϩⲁⲗⲁⲧⲉ ϩⲱⲟⲩ ⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ϩⲁϩ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲡ ⲉⲩⲡⲱⲣϣ̄ 
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲩⲧⲛ̄ϩ

‘The wise are going to realise that this saying is what applies to 
each heretic (13.3), who is uncommitted (literally ‘made of two minds’ 
(19.4)). It is no surprise (16.2), after all, that there is a pagan or a heretic 
in the church who has no faith (15.4). In addition, the birds themselves 
are in the church often (8.3). The peacock is there and the goose (7.6). 
Supposing, moreover, the heretic and the pagan spread out their hands 
and even lift them up (18.3) in the appearance (ϩⲛ̄-ⲧ-ϩⲩⲡⲟⲕⲣⲓⲥⲓⲥ) 
that they are praying: the birds themselves do this often, when they are 
spreading out their wings.

ⲏ ⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲙⲓϣⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲥⲁⲧⲁⲛⲁⲥ ⲱ ⲛ̄ⲁⲡⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ ⲉⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲏⲧⲛ̄ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲑⲩⲣⲱⲛ ⲛ̄ⲧⲡⲓⲥⲧⲓⲥ ⲡⲁⲓ ⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛⲁϣϭⲙ̄ϭⲟⲙ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧϥ̄ ⲉⲉϣⲙ̄ ⲛⲉϥⲥⲟⲧⲉ 
ⲟⲩⲟⲓ ⲛⲏⲧⲛ̄ ⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ϣⲁⲛⲧⲙ̄ⲃⲱⲕ ⲉⲧⲉⲕⲕⲗⲏⲥⲓⲁ ⲏ ⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ϣⲁⲛⲧⲙ̄ϫⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ 
ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲥⲱⲙⲁ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲉⲥⲛⲟϥ ⲙ̄ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲟⲩⲟⲓ ⲇⲉ ⲟⲛ ⲛⲏⲧⲛ̄ ⲉⲧⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ϣⲁⲛⲃⲱⲕ 
ⲏ ⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ϣⲁⲛϫⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲙⲩⲥⲧⲏⲣⲓⲟⲛ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲟ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲥⲛⲁⲩ

‘Or are you going to fight with Satan, O unbelievers, when you do 
not have the buckler of the faith (10.3)? This, you are going to be able 
to extinguish his barbs with (20.6)? Woe to you, if you do not go to the 
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church, or if you do not partake of the body and the blood of the Lord 
(18.3). However, woe to you also, if you go or if you partake of the holy 
mystery while you are uncommitted.’

Next, Shenoute compares the statements of philosophers about faith to the 
meaningless croaking of frogs, and those who listen to them he compares to 
children amused by the sounds frogs make:

ⲉϣϫⲉ ⲟⲩⲛ̄-ⲟⲩⲁ ⲇⲉ ⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲉϫⲛⲉ ⲟⲩϩⲉⲗⲗⲏⲛ ⲏ ⲟⲩϩⲁⲓⲣⲉⲧⲓⲕⲟⲥ 
ⲉⲩϩⲱⲃ ⲙⲁⲣⲉϥϫⲛⲉ ⲡⲉⲓⲍⲱⲟⲛ ⲉⲛⲉⲗⲁⲭⲓⲥⲧⲟⲛ ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲉⲧⲉ ⲧⲉϥⲫⲩⲥⲓⲥ 
ⲡⲉ ⲕⲓⲙ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲁⲡⲉ ⲉⲡⲉⲥⲏⲧ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ-ⲧⲡⲉ ⲉⲧⲉ ϣⲁⲣⲉⲛ̄ϣⲏⲣⲉϣⲏⲙ 
ϫⲛⲟⲩϥ ⲉⲩⲥⲱⲃⲉ ⲏ ⲉⲩϫⲓⲛ̄ϩⲣⲁⲩ ⲉⲩϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲉⲛⲉ ⲡⲙⲟⲟⲩ ⲛⲏⲩ · 
ϩⲉⲛ-ⲧⲉⲓⲙⲓⲛⲉ ⲟⲛ ⲛⲉ ⲛⲉⲧⲛⲏⲩ ⲉⲙⲙⲁ ⲛ̄ϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲙⲛ̄-ⲛⲉⲧⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲟⲩ 
ⲡⲉⲧⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲇⲉ ⲟⲛ ⲉⲉⲡⲉⲧⲉⲓⲙⲁ ⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ-ⲧⲉⲩⲙⲛ̄ⲧϩⲁϩ ⲛ̄ϣⲁϫⲉ ϫⲉ 
ⲥⲉϫⲱ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲧⲉⲛⲥⲉϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲁⲛ ϩⲙ̄-ⲡⲉⲩⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲩϫ ⲙⲁⲣⲉϥϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲛⲁⲩ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲓϩⲉ ϫⲉ

‘Supposing there is someone wishing to ask a pagan or a heretic some 
matter (20.2), he should ask this insignificant creature over there (16.5), 
whose nature (literally ‘who his nature’) is moving his head down, in-
deed away from the sky (13.4) – who the children ask (15.2), laughing 
or joking (11.8), “Is the water coming (14.4)?” In this fashion, also, are 
the ones who go to oracles (literally ‘the places of asking’) and the ones 
who resemble them (7.5). Therefore, the one wishing also to chastise 
them (20.2) about their excess of speaking (5.1) because they are say-
ing the things that are not true (16.2) in their false thinking (17.2), he 
should talk to them like this:

ⲛⲓⲙ ⲡⲉⲧϫⲛⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲕⲣⲟⲩⲣ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ-ⲡⲙⲟⲟⲩ ϫⲉ ⲉⲛⲉ ϥⲛⲏⲩ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲉⲧⲉ 
ϣⲁⲩϫⲉ-ⲡⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲛⲉⲧϫⲓⲛ̄ϩⲣⲁⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗϫⲉ ⲥⲉⲱϣ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲛⲉⲕⲣⲱⲟⲩ 
ⲛ̄ⲙ̄ⲙⲁ ⲛ̄ϩⲁⲁⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲟⲩ · ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲧⲉⲓϩⲉ ⲣ̄-ⲟⲩ ⲉⲧⲣⲉ-ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲡⲉⲣⲏⲧⲏⲥ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲣⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲟ ⲉⲡⲉⲧⲉⲓⲙⲁ ⲛⲏⲧⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ⲥⲉϫⲟⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲉⲓⲉ ⲛⲉⲧⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ 
ⲛⲉⲧⲛⲁϫⲛⲉ-ⲛ̄ⲃⲗ̄ⲗⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲉⲛⲉϩⲓⲟⲟⲩⲉ ⲏ ⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲡⲉⲧⲛⲁϫⲛⲉ-ⲡⲕⲁⲕⲉ 
ⲉⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲏ ⲛ̄ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲛⲉⲧⲛⲁϫⲛⲉ-ϩⲉⲛⲧⲃ̄ⲛⲟⲟⲩⲉ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ϩⲉⲛⲙⲏⲥⲧⲩⲣⲓⲟⲛ 
ⲙⲛ̄-ϩⲉⲛⲡⲉⲑⲏⲡ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ-ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ

‘Who is the one who is going to ask the frogs about the water, 
whether it is coming, in the way that those who joke say this because 
they (frogs) are calling out on the banks of the flowing places of the 
waters? What does this way do (14.4)? To make the servants of the 
rich Word chastise you (20.3) and say (17.3), “Then, those who see 
clearly are the ones who are going to ask the blind for the paths? Or 
the light is what is going to ask the dark for the light? Or people are the 
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ones who are going to ask animals about mysteries (19.3) and secrets 
of God (2.3)?”

ⲉⲧⲃⲉ-ⲡⲁⲓ ⲁⲧⲉⲓⲥⲙⲏ ⲙ̄ⲙⲉ ⲧⲛ̄ⲧⲛ̄ⲧⲏⲩⲧⲛ̄ ⲉⲛ̄ⲧⲃ̄ⲛⲟⲟⲩⲉ ⲛ̄ⲁⲧⲉⲓⲙⲉ 
ⲁⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲉⲧⲟⲩϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ 
ⲉϥϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲧⲁⲓⲟ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲉⲓⲙⲉ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲁⲩⲛⲟϫϥ̄ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲧⲃ̄ⲛⲟⲟⲩⲉ ⲛ̄ⲁⲧⲉⲓⲙⲉ 
ⲁϥⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲟⲩ · ⲏ ⲟⲩⲙⲟⲓϩⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲁϩⲣⲏⲧⲛ̄ ⲡⲉ ϫⲉ ⲛⲉⲧⲫⲟⲣⲉⲓ ⲙ̄ⲡⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ 
ⲙ̄ⲙⲉ ϩⲛ̄-ⲛⲉⲩⲥⲡⲟⲧⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲉⲧⲥⲏϩ ⲥⲱⲃⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲧⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲟⲛ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲙⲟⲕϩ̄ 
ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ ⲉϫⲱⲧⲛ̄ ϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲇⲁⲓⲙⲱⲛ ⲥⲱⲃⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲧⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ⲁⲛ ⲉⲃⲟⲗϫⲉ 
ⲁⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲣ̄ⲁⲑⲏⲧ

‘Because of this, this true voice likens you (ⲧⲛ̄ⲧⲛ̄-ⲧⲏⲩⲧⲛ̄) to the wit-
less animals. You have become the same as them (literally ‘when you 
resemble them’ (15.3)) in the way it is said (19.7), “The man who is 
with honour and does not know himself, he has been flung with the wit-
less animals (19.7), and resembled them.”* Or it is a surprise before 
you (4.1) that those who bear the true knowledge on their lips, in the 
way that it is written (19.3), are laughing at you (7.1); and in the same 
way also that they are burning within over you, because the demons are 
laughing at you and you do not know (16.2), because you have acted in 
ignorance (9.6).’

*A reference from the Bible (Psalm 49).

To conclude his sermon, the Abbot argues that the church is the most ef-
fective road toward true faith for all people, and specifically for the monk:

ⲟⲩϩⲓⲏ ⲧⲉ ⲉⲥⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ϩⲓⲟⲩϩⲓⲏ ⲉⲃⲟⲗϫⲉ ⲟⲩⲕⲁⲑⲟⲗⲓⲕⲏ ⲉⲕⲕⲗⲏⲥⲓⲁ ⲧⲉ 
ⲉⲥⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ϩⲓⲧⲉϩⲓⲏ ⲙ̄ⲙⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲟⲩⲛ̄-ϩⲉⲛⲙⲏⲏϣⲉ ⲛⲁⲃⲱⲕ 
ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲡⲱⲛϩ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧⲥ̄ · ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲧⲉ ⲉⲥⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲉⲡⲕⲟⲥⲙⲟⲥ ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲓ︦ⲥ︦ ⲉⲟⲩⲛ̄-ϩⲁϩ ⲇⲉ ⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲥⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ 
ⲕⲁⲧⲁ-ⲑⲉ ⲉⲧⲥⲏϩ ϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲱⲧⲛ̄ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲙ̄ⲡⲕⲟⲥⲙⲟⲥ · ⲟⲩⲣⲉϥⲧⲉϩⲙ̄-
ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲧⲉ ⲉⲧⲣⲉⲩⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ-ⲡⲙ̄ⲡϣⲁ ⲙ̄ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ

‘She is a road walking on a road (13.5) because she is a catholic 
church (3.3) walking on the true road of the Lord (15.2). Accordingly, 
many people (3.5) are going to go into life by it (19.8). She is a light 
walking in the light that has come to the world (15.1), the Lord Je-
sus, while many, therefore, are walking in her light just as it is written 
(15.4), “You are the light of the world.” She is a people-summoner (5.1) 
to make them walk according to the Lord’s value (20.3).

ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲥ ϩⲱⲱⲥ ⲟⲛ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲩⲧⲁϩⲙⲉⲥ ⲉⲡⲁⲓ ⲉⲧⲣⲉⲥⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲙ̄ⲡϣⲁ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲧⲱϩⲙ̄ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲩⲧⲁϩⲙⲉⲥ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧϥ̄ ϩⲛ̄ⲑⲃ̄ⲃⲓⲟ ⲛⲓⲙ ϩⲓⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲙ̄ⲣⲁϣ 
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ⲙⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲙⲛ̄ⲧϩⲁⲣϣϩⲏⲧ · ⲟⲩⲑⲩⲥⲓⲁ ⲧⲉ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ-ⲡⲉⲛⲧⲁⲡⲟⲥⲧⲟⲗⲟⲥ ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲅⲉⲓⲗⲉ 
ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲛ ⲛⲓⲙ ϩⲓⲟⲩⲥⲟⲡ ⲉⲧⲣⲉⲩⲡⲁⲣϩⲓⲥⲧⲁ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲩⲥⲱⲙⲁ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲑⲩⲥⲓⲁ 
ⲉⲥⲟⲛϩ ⲉⲥⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲉⲥⲣⲁⲛⲁϥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ · ⲟⲩⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲟ ⲇⲉ ⲟⲛ ⲧⲉ 
ⲙⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲩⲏⲏⲃ ⲟⲩϩⲉⲑⲛⲟⲥ ⲉⲥⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲧⲉ ⲟⲩⲗⲁⲟⲥ ⲉⲡⲱⲛϩ̄ ⲧⲉ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ-
ⲡⲉⲧⲥⲏϩ ⲟⲩϣⲁⲉⲛⲉϩ ⲧⲉ ⲉⲥϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲉⲡ︦ⲛ︦ⲁ︦ 
ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ

‘Indeed, she also, she has been summoned (ⲛ̄ⲧ-ⲁ-ⲩ-ⲧⲁϩⲙ-ⲥ̄) to this 
(19.7), to make her walk in the value of the calling in which she has been 
summoned (15.2), in all humility and courtesy and tolerance (5.1). She 
is a sacrifice, according to what the apostle declared to everyone together, 
to make them offer their bodies for a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to 
God (15.3). Therefore, she is a kingdom and a priesthood (5.1). She is a 
holy nation. She is a people for living according to what is written (19.3). 
She is an eternity living with Father, Son and Holy Spirit (19.2).

ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲉⲥⲟⲛ ⲉϥϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲛⲁⲥ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲥ ⲉⲥϣⲟⲟⲡ 
ⲛⲁϥ ϣⲁⲉⲛⲉϩ ⲛ̄ⲉⲛⲉϩ · ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄-ϩⲉⲛⲡⲁⲣⲁⲃⲟⲗⲏ ⲇⲉ ⲟⲛ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ-ⲛⲉⲅⲣⲁⲫⲏ 
ⲡⲥⲟⲛ ⲛ̄ⲧⲡⲁⲣⲑⲉⲛⲟⲥ ⲏ ⲧϣⲉⲗⲉⲉⲧ ⲏ ⲧⲥⲱⲛⲉ ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲉⲭ︦ⲥ︦ ⲟⲩⲥⲟⲛ 
ⲡⲉ ⲟⲩⲛⲩⲙⲫⲓⲟⲥ ⲡⲉ ⲟⲩⲡⲁⲣⲑⲉⲛⲟⲥ ⲡⲉ ⲟⲩϣⲃⲏⲣ ⲡⲉ ⲟⲩϣⲏⲣⲉϣⲏⲙ ⲡⲉ 
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲟⲩϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲉ ⲟⲩⲉⲥⲟⲟⲩ ⲡⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲟⲩϣⲱⲥ ⲡⲉ ⲟⲩⲑⲩⲥⲓⲁ ⲡⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲟⲩⲁⲣⲭⲓⲉⲣⲉⲩⲥ ⲡⲉ ⲟⲩⲃⲱ ⲛ̄ⲉⲗⲟⲟⲗⲉ ⲡⲉ ⲟⲩⲧⲟⲟⲩ ⲡⲉ ⲟⲩϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲡⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲟⲩⲣⲏ ⲡⲉ ⲟⲩ ⲡⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲟⲩϩⲓⲉⲓⲃ ⲡⲉ ⲟⲩϩⲁⲉ ⲡⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲟⲩϣⲟⲣⲡ̄ ⲡⲉ ⲟⲩⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ 
ⲡⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ϣⲣ̄ⲡⲙ̄ⲙⲓⲥⲉ ⲡⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲡⲉ ⲉⲧⲛⲁⲕⲣⲓⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲧⲏⲣϥ̄ 
ⲛ̄ϥⲕⲣⲓⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲩⲁⲡⲟⲩⲁ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ-ⲛⲉϥϩⲃⲏⲩⲉ · ⲡⲕⲉⲥⲉⲉⲡⲉ ⲇⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲓϣⲁϫⲉ ⲉⲓⲥϩⲏⲏⲧⲉ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲥⲉⲥⲏϩ ϩⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲅⲣⲁⲫⲏ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲉⲧⲱϣ 
ⲉⲧⲛⲟⲉⲓ ϥ̄ⲛⲁⲥⲟⲩⲱⲛⲟⲩ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ

‘Moreover, the brother lives for her at every moment, and she 
too lives for him for ever and ever. Therefore, through parables also 
(19.8), according to the Scriptures, Christ is the brother of the maid-
en or the bride or that sister (13.4). He is brother, he is bridegroom, 
he is maiden, he is friend, he is infant, and he is lord. He is sheep 
and he is shepherd. He is sacrifice and he is high priest. He is vine, 
he is hill, he is daytime and he is sun. He is sword and he is lamb 
(1.3). He is end and he is first. He is word and he is first-born and he 
is God, who is going to judge all (16.1), and judge (17.3) each one 
(16.5) according to his acts (2.2). Therefore, the rest of the evidence 
of these sayings too (2.4), all, they are written in the Scriptures (7.3). 
Accordingly, the reader who reflects, he is going to know them all 
(ϥ̄-ⲛⲁ-ⲥⲟⲩⲱⲛ-ⲟⲩ).’
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This conclusion to Shenoute’s sermon is followed by a list of contents for the 
whole volume, in which each sermon or discourse is identified using a key 
phrase from the text. Of course, the present sermon was at the end of the 
volume, so it is the last one listed, under the title ‘When I myself was sitting 
on a hill’ (see page 268):

ⲉⲡⲓⲥⲧⲟⲗⲏ ⲉ︦

ϯⲣ̄-ⲙⲟⲓϩⲉ

ⲡⲉⲡ︦ⲛ︦ⲁ︦ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ

ⲛ̄ⲛⲉϥⲱϫⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲛ̄ϭⲓⲟⲩⲏⲏⲃ

ⲉⲣϣⲁⲛ-ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ϫⲱ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲧⲏⲡ ⲉⲧⲉⲓⲡⲣⲟⲫⲏⲧⲓⲁ

ⲉⲓϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ϩⲓϫⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲧⲟⲟⲩ

5 Letters (12.1)

I Am Surprised (9.6)

The Spirit of God

Priest Shall Not Perish at Any Time (16.4)

If the Word Speaks What is Reckoned to This Prophecy (18.2)

When I Myself Was Sitting on a Hill

After the list of contents, there is a colophon – in other words, a statement 
by the very person who copied the volume out for the White Monastery 
library:

ⲫ︦ϯ︦ ⲁϥϫⲱⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡⲙⲉϩϯⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲛⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲛⲉϥⲥⲙⲟⲩ 
ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲛⲁϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲛ ⲧⲏⲣⲛ̄ ϩⲓⲟⲩⲥⲟⲡ ϩⲁⲙⲏⲛ

ⲡⲁⲓ ⲡⲉ ϫⲱⲱⲙⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ⲕⲁⲓⲫⲁⲗⲁⲓⲟⲛ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥⲥⲁϩϥ̄ 
ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡⲉⲛⲙⲁⲓⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲛ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲉⲛⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲡⲡⲁⲡⲁ ⲕⲟⲗⲑⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲡⲁⲣⲭⲏⲙⲁⲛⲇⲣⲓⲧⲏⲥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲙⲟⲛⲁⲥⲧⲏⲣⲓⲟⲛ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲛⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣⲟⲫⲏⲧⲏⲥ 
ⲁⲡⲁ ϣⲉⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉⲛⲏⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲓⲟⲩⲧ ⲉⲧⲣⲉϥⲱϣ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧϥ̄ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛⲉϥϣⲏⲣⲉ 
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ⲙⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲛ ⲛⲓⲙ ϩⲓⲟⲩⲥⲟⲡ ⲉⲩϩⲏⲩ ⲙⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲥⲟⲗⲥⲗ̄ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲧⲱϣ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲧⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ 
ⲙⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲯⲩⲭⲏ ϫⲉⲕⲁⲥ ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲛⲁⲣ̄ⲟⲩⲛⲁ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁϥ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥϭⲙ̄ⲡϣⲓⲛⲉ ϩⲁⲙⲏⲛ ⲉϥⲉϣⲱⲡⲉ

ⲁⲣⲓⲡⲁⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ϩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ϣⲗⲏⲗ ϩⲁⲣⲟⲓ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲉⲓⲣⲉϥⲣ̄ⲛⲟⲃⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲉⲃⲓⲏⲛ

O God,* the fifth lesson of our father has finished – its holy blessings 
are going to happen with us all together. Amen (16.1).

This is the book and the great compendium our pious brother and 
our father, the cleric Kolthe – also the Archimandrite of the Monastery 
of Our Prophetic Father (3.2), Apa Shenoute of the Monastery of Asyut 
– wrote (15.2) in order to let him read from it (20.3) with his brothers 
and everyone together, for benefit (ⲉ-ⲟⲩ-ϩⲏⲩ) and consolation to those 
who read and who hear, and wellbeing for his soul, so that the Lord is 
going to be merciful with him on the day of visiting him (17.2). Amen, 
it shall happen (16.4).

Remember me too (17.2), please, and pray on my behalf (17.3). I am 
this wretched sinner.

* ⲫ︦ϯ︦ is the standard abbreviation of ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ according to the spelling conventions of 
the Bohairic dialect, doubtless because this book was copied – and the colophon written 
– later than the era when Sahidic was the pre-eminent Coptic dialect (see page 7).
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CHAPTER 4 NOTABLE FIGURES AT JEME

Letters from Frange and Tsie
Though born in Medamud, Frange lived his adult life into the early 700s 
on the west bank of the Nile at Thebes (6.5). There, along with his dis-
ciple Moses, he wove linen, made ropes and shoes, and bound books. 
From the nineteenth century, various museums collected dozens of 
ostraca he wrote, until the great pioneering scholar of Coptic, Walter 
Ewing Crum (1865–1944), labelled him irrepressible – so often did he 
encounter Frange among his sources. More recently, a research group 
from the Free University of Brussels (ULB) discovered Frange’s work-
space in the courtyard of an ancient tomb, originally built for a vizir of 
Thebes in the reign of Amenhotep II (c. 1426–1400 bc). This working 
area yielded more than 800 new documents – some 600 certainly writ-
ten by Frange, while another 76 are addressed to him by his sister, Tsie. 
Accordingly, his personal archive has become an exceptional source of 
information about urban life in Late Antique Egypt, and the man himself 
may be seen not only as a prodigious Coptic writer but also one of ob-
vious style and literacy. The mere existence of his archive suggests that 
our understanding of the culture of books and writing in Late Antique 
Egypt has been skewed somewhat by our initial reliance on monastic 
libraries for the survival of Sahidic Coptic at all.

Here are a couple of Frange’s prayers on the two sides of an ostracon, 
purchased in the mid-nineteenth century at Thebes. They seem anodyne 
and unremarkable at first glance. However, the balanced layout includes, 
on each side: (a) an address to Christ written over three lines; with (b) 
complementary future tenses; invoking both (c) the monastery and (d) 
a blessing by reference to the Bible; and (e) a first-person conclusion. On 
one side, a graphic flourish decorates the Biblical name ‘Jacob’ and frames 
Frange’s signature. On the other side, Frange’s writing fills the flat surface 
of the stone but, at the conclusion, as the stone begins to fall away, he 
has added ⲓ︦ⲥ︦ⲡⲉⲭⲥ︦ within a dotted frame, and a final religious flourish. 
There are many such examples of his aptitude for laying out text with 
thoughtful word choices and attention to form, including both its graphic 
presentation and its relationship to the surface of the ostracon:

ⲓ︦ⲥ︦ⲡⲉⲭⲥ︦ ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲉⲧⲟⲛ︤ϩ︥ ⲉⲕⲉϩⲁⲣⲉϩ ⲉⲛⲣⲱⲙⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϩⲩⲛⲉⲧⲉ ⲙⲛ̄-ⲛ̄ⲧⲃ︦ⲛⲟⲟⲩⲉ ⲛ︤ⲅ︦ⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲉⲣⲟⲟⲩ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲥⲙⲟⲩ 
ⲛ̄ⲁⲃⲣⲁϩⲁⲙ ⲙⲛ̄ⲓ̈ⲥⲁⲁⲕ ⲙⲛ̄ⲓ̈:̣̇ⲕⲱ:̣̇ⲃ:̣̇ ϥⲣⲁⲛⲅⲉ ⲉϥⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥϭⲓϫ
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Jesus Christ, the son of the living God, you shall protect the men 
of the monastery and the animals (16.4), and bless them in the 
blessing of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (17.3). Frange, writing his 
(own) hand.

ⳁ ⲓ︦ⲥ︦ⲡⲉⲭⲥ︦ ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲉⲧⲟⲛ︤ϩ︥ ⲉⲕⲛⲁⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲉⲧⲉϩⲉⲛⲉⲧⲉ 
ϩⲛ̄ⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉϥⲥⲏϩ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲅⲣⲁⲫⲏ ⲙⲁ ⲛⲁⲛ ⲛ̄ⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ 
ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ:ⲓ̣̄ⲥ̣︦ⲡ̣̇ⲉ̣̇ⲭ̣︤ⲥ̣︦: ⲭⲙⲅϯϥⲑ

Jesus Christ, the son of the living God, you are going to bless the 
monastery in every blessing written in Scripture (16.4). Give us 
charity, O Lord, Jesus Christ.10

At the end the group ⲭⲙⲅϯϥⲑ is a cryptic Christian reference. The let-
ters ⲭ ⲙ ⲅ are the initials of the Greek phrase χριστὸν μαρία γεννᾳ ‘Mary 
bore Christ’. The final two letters exemplify a word game known as isopse-
phy (‘equal counting’), relying on the use of letters as numerals (12.1). 
First, we treat the letters as numerals, so ϥ is ‘90’ and ⲑ is ‘9’. Then, we 
equate the number to an actual word whose letters also ‘total’ 99, such as 
ⲁⲙⲏⲛ (ⲁ + ⲙ + ⲏ + ⲛ = 1 + 40 + 8 + 50 = 99). Finally, we arrive at the state-
ment ‘Mary bore Christ ♰ Amen’.

Now, a letter discovered at Deyr al-Bahari had originally been sent by 
Frange to his (actual?) brother David. Notice the idiom used to address 
people ⲕⲁⲧⲁ-ⲛⲉⲩⲣⲁⲛ ‘according to their names’, which means ‘each 
one individually’ (compare the form of this idiom to that on page 313).

ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ϥⲣⲁⲛⲅⲉ ⲉϥⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ⲉϥϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲡⲉϥⲥⲟⲛ ⲇⲁⲩⲉⲓⲇ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲡⲉϥⲏⲓ̈ 
ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ-ⲛⲉⲩⲣⲁⲛ ⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ̈ ϩⲙ̄ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ

ⳁ ⲁⲣⲓⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ ⲛⲅ̄ϥⲓ ⲡⲣⲟⲟⲩϣ ⲛ̄ⲥⲛⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ⲧⲃⲧ̄ ⲛⲅ̄ϭⲁϭⲟⲩ ⲛⲅ̄ϥⲓⲧⲟⲩ 
ⲛⲅ̄ⲉⲓ ⲛⲅ̄ϭⲛ̄ ⲙⲱⲩ̈ⲥⲏⲥ ϫⲉ ϥϣⲱⲛⲉ ⲑ︦ⲩ︦

I am Frange, writing and greeting his brother David and all those 
of his house (ⲛⲁ-ⲡⲉϥ-ⲏⲓ̈) (13.3), each one individually. Hello 
(4.3).

10.  Texts adapted from A. Boud’Hors and C. Heurtel: Les ostraca Coptes de la TT 29 autour 
du moine Frangé. 1, Textes. Brussels, CReA-Patrimonie (2010).
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Please take the responsibility for two fishes, bake them (ⲛ-ⲅ̄-
ϭⲁϭ-ⲟⲩ), take them, and come and visit Moses because (ϫⲉ) 
he is sick (7.1).

The final group ⲑ︦ⲩ︦ is formed from the initials of the Greek phrase θεοῦ 
υἱός ‘son of God’.

From Deyr al-Bahari too, the next letter appears on the reverse of the 
address given in Section 8.5. Notice, here, how Frange uses ⲫⲣⲁⲛⲅⲁⲥ 
‘Phrangas’ – a fancy ‘Greek’ form of his name to suit the formality of the 
subject matter (19.9):

ⳁ ϩⲁⲑⲏ ⲙⲉⲛ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁϣⲁϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲉⲗⲁⲭⳇ ϯⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲉⲓⲡⲣⲟⲥⲕⲩⲛⲉⲓ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲕⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲉϥϣⲙ̄ϣⲉⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲉⲧⲧⲁⲉⲓⲏⲩ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ-ⲥⲙⲟⲧ ⲛⲓⲙ 
ⲉⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩϥ ϩⲙ̄-ⲡⲉⲭ︦ⲥ︦ ⲓ︦ⲥ︦ ⲡⲉⲛϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ

ⲭⲁⲓⲣⲉ ⲁⲣⲓⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ ⲛ̄ⲅⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲡⲉⲕⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ ⲛⲁⲓ ϫⲉⲕⲁⲥ 
ⲉⲓϣⲁⲛⲣ̄ⲡⲉⲕⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲉⲓⲉⲙⲱϩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ⲣⲁϣⲉ

ⲧⲁⲁⲥ ⲙ̄ⲫⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲉⲧⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩϥ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ ⲡⲣⲉⲥⲃⳇ ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄ 
ⲡⲉϥϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲉⲗⲁⲭⳇ ⲫⲣⲁⲛⲅⲁⲥ

Before even my least (ⲉⲗⲁⲭⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ) speaking (7.3), I am writing 
and greeting your esteemed worshipfulness (5.1) according to 
every good example from Christ Jesus, our Lord (10.4).

Hello. Please write your health to me so that, if I remember you 
(17.2), I shall fill up out of joy (20.2).

Give it to the good holy father, Father Peter, the priest, from his 
least son, Phrangas.

Likewise, this is the letter that appears on the reverse of the address 
given at the end of 10.6. The ostracon was found in the ancient temple 
of king Ramesses II (c. 1279–1212 bc) – a magnificent ruin today, gen-
erally known as the Ramesseum:

ⳁ ⲡⲁⲥⲟⲛ ⲡⲉⲥⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ⲉⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ϯ ⲟⲩϣⲣ̄ϩⲟⲟⲩⲧ ⲛⲁⲕ ⲙⲟⲩⲧⲉ 
ⲉⲡⲉϥⲣⲁⲛ ϫⲉ ⲗⲱⲛϭⲓⲛⲉ · ⲛⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϫⲱⲛ 
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ⲛ̄ⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ-ⲡⲛⲁⲏⲧ ⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ϯ ⲑⲉ ⲛⲁⲛ ϩⲛ̄ϩⲱⲃ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩϥ 
ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ

My brother, Pesunte, as God is giving a boy to you (ⲉ-ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ 
for ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ (15.4)), call his name Lonkine (4.3). O, all holy 
ones, pray for us, please, that the compassion of God allow the 
way to us in every good business towards charity (17.3).

The final letter here from Frange was found at his workspace in the 
ancient tomb. Notice, here, how he uses the standard Coptic form of his 
name in the welcome address but signs off using the fancy form. For the 
name of the recipient ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ‘Phello’, see 7.6:

ϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϫⲱⲉⲓ ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ϥⲣⲁⲛⲅⲉ ⲡⲉⲓⲉⲗⲁⲭⳇ ⲉϥⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ⲉϥϣⲓⲛⲉ 
ⲉⲛⲉϥⲙⲉⲣⲁⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲛⲏⲩ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲓ̈ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲉⲧⲧⲁⲉⲓⲏⲩ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ-ⲥⲙⲟⲧ ⲛⲓⲙ 
ⲉⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩϥ ϩⲙ̄ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ

ⲭⲁⲓⲣⲉⲧⲉ ⲁⲣⲓⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ ⲉⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲱⲧⲛ̄ ⲉϥⲏⲡ ⲉϫⲏⲙⲉ 
ϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧϥ̄ ϫⲉ ⲉⲛⲉ ⲟⲩⲛ̄ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ϯ ⲛⲉϩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄ϫⲏⲙⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϫⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϣⲉⲡ ⲟⲩⲕⲟⲩⲉⲓ̈ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϭⲛ̄ⲧϥ̄ ϩⲙ̄ⲡϣⲁ

ⲧⲁⲁⲥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲓⲱⲧ ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲁⲥⲟⲛ ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄ ⲫⲣⲁⲛⲅⲁⲥ 
ⲡⲉⲓⲉⲗⲁⲭⳇ ϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϫⲱⲓ

Pray for me. I am Frange, this least, writing and greeting his be-
loved, pious brothers, who are esteemed according to every good 
example from the Lord.

Hello. Please, when someone passes by you (ⲉ-ⲣⲱⲙⲉ for ⲉⲣⲉ-
ⲣⲱⲙⲉ (15.4)) who seems to be from Jeme (literally ‘who is reck-
oned to Jeme’ (19.3)), ask from him whether there is someone 
selling oil in Jeme (14.4), that I may send and get a little and 
(or?) find it in the festival (17.3).

Give it to my father Phello (7.6) and my brother Peter from Phran-
gas, this least. Pray for me.

Among the hundreds of other letters discovered in Frange’s working 
area, here are three not written by him but sent to him by his sister. No-
tice how she regularly writes his name in the form ϥⲣⲁⲅⲅⲉ:
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ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲧⲉⲓⲁⲧϣⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ⲣⲉϥⲣ̄ⲛⲟⲃⲉ ⲧⲥⲓⲉ ⲉⲓⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲉⲓϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲡⲁⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ 
ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲛ ϥⲣⲁⲅⲅⲉ ϩⲛ̄ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲁⲣⲓⲧⲁⲕⲁⲡⲏ ϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϫⲱⲓ ϩⲛ̄ϥⲓ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ 
ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲕϭⲓϫ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ ϩⲛ̄ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ

I am this worthless sinner Tsie, writing and greeting my beloved 
brother Frange in the Lord. Please, pray for me in lifting up your 
holy hands (17.1). Farewell.

ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲧⲉⲓⲁⲧϣⲁⲩ ⲧⲥⲓⲉ ⲉⲓⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲉⲓϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲡⲁⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲛ 
ϥⲣⲁⲅⲅⲉ ϩⲛ̄ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ϯϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲣⲟⲕ ⲉⲙⲁⲧⲉ ϩⲛ̄ⲡⲁϩⲏⲧ ⲧⲏⲣϥ̄ 
ⲁⲣⲓⲧⲁⲕⲁⲡⲏ ϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉϫⲱⲓ ϩⲛ̄ϥⲓ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲕϭⲓϫ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ-ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲟⲩⲛⲁ ⲛⲁⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲛ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲣⲱ ⲉⲓⲥⲟⲣⲙⲉ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲉⲥⲟⲟⲩ ⲉⲥⲥⲟⲣⲙⲉ

ⲉⲓⲥ ⲙⲏⲧ ⲛ̄ϭⲱⲗⲗⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ⲥⲛⲁⲩ ϩⲁⲗⲱⲙ ⲥⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ ϩⲛ̄ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ

I am this worthless Tsie, writing and greeting my beloved brother 
Frange in the Lord. I am greeting you greatly from my whole 
heart. Please, pray for me in lifting up your holy hands that the 
Lord make mercy for us (17.3). Truly, myself, indeed (7.3), I am 
lost in the way a sheep is lost (15.3).

Ten flat breads and two cheeses are attached (7.1). Farewell.

ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲧⲥⲓⲉ ⲉⲓⲥⲟⲡⲥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲛ ϩⲛ̄ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ϫⲉⲕⲁⲥ 
ⲉⲕⲉⲣⲡⲁⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ϩⲛ̄ϥⲓ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲕϭⲓϫ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲣⲱ ⲁⲓⲧⲣⲉ 
ⲡⲁⲥⲟⲛ ⲧⲱⲧ ϯⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲕϣⲁϫⲉ ⲡϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲩϣⲏ 
ⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ ϩⲛ̄ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ

I am Tsie, asking my beloved brother in the Lord so that you will 
remember me in lifting up your holy hands (20.2). Myself, in-
deed, I have made my brother approve (20.3). I remember your 
sayings day and night (17.2). Farewell.

Two legal statements in favour of the lady, Coloje
Coloje was a contemporary of Frange at Thebes, as you see from the ad-
dress of the following letter, found in the precinct of the ancient temple 
at Medinat Habu (see Figure 28):
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ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ϥⲣⲁⲛⲅⲉ ⲡⲉⲣⲉϥⲣ̄ⲛⲟⲃⲉ ⲉϥⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ⲉϥϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲡⲉϥⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ 
ⲛ̄ϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲛ ⲉⲧⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩϥ ⲁⲡⲁ ⲑⲉⲱⲇⲱⲣⲟⲥ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲛⲥⲱⲥ 
ϯⲁⲥⲡⲁⲍⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲕ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲡⲣⲟ ϩⲓⲧⲁⲡⲣⲟ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲡⲓ ⲉⲥⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ 
ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲉⲕⲡ︦ⲛ︦ⲁ︦ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲛⲥⲱⲥ ⲟⲛ ϯϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲧⲁⲥⲱⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲓ̈ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ 
ⲕⲱⲗⲱϫⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲉϭⲱϣ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲁⲥⲟⲛ ϣⲏⲙ ⲙⲱⲩ̈ⲥⲏⲥ ⲡⲁϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ 
ⲓ︦ⲥ︦ⲡⲉⲭ︦ⲥ︦ ⲉϥⲉϫⲟⲟⲩ ⲡⲧⲁⲗϭⲱ ⲛⲁϥ ⲛϥ̄ⲙ̄ⲧⲟⲛ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥϣⲱⲛⲉ ⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ 
ⲙ̄ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ

I am Frange, the sinner, writing and greeting his excellent beloved 
brotherly lord Apa Theodore. Next, I kiss you mouth on mouth in 
a holy kiss.* The Lord is with your spirit. Next, also I am greeting 
my pious sister Coloje, and Pegosh, and my humble brother Moses. 
My Lord Jesus Christ, he shall send healing to him that he may rest 
from his sickness (17.3). Farewell (ⲙ̄ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ for ϩⲙ̄-ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ).11

*A phrase taken from the letters of Paul in the New Testament.

On the other hand, Coloje’s circumstances were quite different to 
Frange’s because she owned a large, multistorey house in a well-to-do 
neighbourhood. In 1929, an archive of 30 ostraca came to light in her 
cellar, which revealed that she had a career as a moneylender of con-
sequence. Indeed, the same turns out to have been true of her paternal 
grandmother, Katharon, and subsequently her son, the very Pegosh 
named above. By contrast, her husband, Manasse, is essentially absent 
from the archive, though he is presumably named in the first document 
below as the relevant official.

Among the Byzantine legal terms used in these statements are such 
Greek words as ⲥⲧⲩⲭⲉⲓ̈ ‘assent’, ⲭⲣⲩⲱⲥⲧⲓ ‘owe (money)’ and ⲉⲧⲓⲙⲟⲥ 
‘freely’. They appear in Coptic in the same way that modern English 
employs such Latin legal terms as habeas corpus and bona fide (3.1). 
Specialised indigenous words include crop measures, such as ϩⲟ ‘sack’, 
ⲁⲣⲧⲟⲃ or ⲣ̄ⲧⲟⲃ ‘artab’ (akin to a modern bushel) and the standard 
ⲙⲁⲁϫⲉ ‘maaje’ (about ₁∕₁₂ of an artab). For the dates and dating formu-
las, see Section 12.5:

11.  Texts adapted from E. Stefanski and M. Lichtheim: Coptic Ostraca from Medinet Habu. 
Oriental Institute Publications LXXI. Chicago, University of Chicago (1952), nos 51 and 52.
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Figure 28  Archive photog raph of Coptic  houses in the upmarket suburb 

of Jeme  Castle, where the  family of Coloje  were prominent residents. 

Thebes, eighth  century. Source: Courtesy of the Institute for the Study of 

Ancient Cultures of the University of Chicago, shared under Cr eative Commons 

Licence CC BY NC- ND.

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲇⲁⲛⲓⲏⲗ ⲉϥⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ⲛ̄ⲕⲟⲗⲱϫⲉ ⲉϥⲭⲣⲩⲱⲥⲧⲓ ⲛⲁⲥ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲁⲣⲧⲟⲃ 
ⲛ̄ⲃⲛ̄ⲛⲉ ⲏ ⲟⲩϩⲟ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲩⲟ ⲉⲧⲣⲁⲧⲓϥ ⲛⲏ ϩⲛ̄ⲑⲱⲑ ⲛ̄ⲡⲉⲛⲧⲉⲕⲁⲓⲇⲉⲕⲁⲧⲏ

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲇⲁⲛⲓⲏⲗ ϯⲥⲧⲩⲭⲉⲓ̈ ⲉϯⲃⲗ̄ϫⲉ ⲉⲛⲧⲁⲓ̈ⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ⲧⲥ̄ ϩⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲩ ϫⲟⲩⲧⲁⲥⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲉⲡⲉⲡ ⲛⲁϩⲣⲛ-ⲙⲁⲛⲁⲥⲥⲏ

I am Daniel, writing to Coloje owing to her (15.4) an artab of 
dates or a sack of wheat that I shall give it to you in Thouth of 
Fifteenth (20.3).

I am Daniel, I do assent to this ostracon (7.6) that I have written 
(ⲛ̄ⲧ-ⲁ-ⲓ-ⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ⲧ-ⲥ̄ (15.2)) on day twenty-six of Epipi before Manasse.

Not only was Coloje a moneylender, many of her clients were 
women too, as the next ostracon exemplifies (7.6). Here, too, we see 
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Coloje charging significant interest on a loan, which is quantified as a 
ⲧⲣⲉⲙⲏⲥⲓⲟⲛ ‘tremissis’ – a coin worth one third of the imperial standard 
ϩⲟⲗⲟⲕⲟⲧⲧⲓⲛⲟⲥ ‘solidus’ (4½ grams of twenty-four carat gold). Notice 
the non-standard spellings of a few common words and phrases, and 
also ⲛ̇ written for ⲛⲟⲩⲃ ‘gold, money’ in an itemised list:

ⳁ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲧⲁⲇⲱⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲕⲣⲩⲥⲛⲉ ⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ⲛⲁⲕⲟⲗⲟϫⲉ ϫⲓⲛ̄ϩⲗⲗⲟ* 
ⲛ̄ⲕⲁⲑⲁⲣⲟⲛ ⲧⲣⲙ̄ϫⲉⲙⲉ ⲉⲓⲭⲣⲉⲱⲥⲧⲓ ⲛⲁⲥ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲧⲣⲉⲙⲏⲥⲓⲟⲛ ⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲩⲃ 
ⲛ̇ ⲟⲩⲧⲣ̄ⲙⲏⲥⲓⲟⲛ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲁⲓ ⲧⲉⲱⲛϩ ⲉⲧⲓⲙⲟⲥ ϩⲛ̄ⲡⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲛ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ 
ⲉⲧⲣⲁⲧⲁⲁϥ ⲛⲁⲓ ϩⲛ̄ⲡⲁⲱⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲁϩⲣⲛ̄-ⲡⲁⲩⲗⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲡⲁⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ 
ⲡⲗⲁϣⲁⲛⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ϣⲙⲟⲩⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁϫⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲏⲥⲉ

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲧⲁⲇⲱⲣⲉ ϯⲥⲧⲟⲓⲭⲉ ⲉⲧⲉⲃⲗ̄ϫⲉ

*Understand ϫ ⲛ̄ as an abbreviation of ⲧϣ(ⲉⲉⲣⲉ) ⲛ̄ ‘the d(aughter) of’, on the basis that 
ϫ must have sounded much the same as ⲧϣ.

I am Tadore, daughter of Krsune, who is writing to Coloje (ⲛⲁ for 
ⲛ̄), the daughter of Phello, son of Katharon, the one from Jeme 
(5.1), as I owe to her a gold tremissis: Gold, a tremissis. Accord-
ingly, this I swear (ⲧⲉ-ⲱⲛϩ for ϯ-ⲱⲛϩ) freely from the will of 
God that I will give it to you (ⲛⲁⲓ for ⲛⲏ) in Pauni before Paul, son 
of Papnoute, the magistrate, with eight maaje of interest.

I am Tadore, I do assent to the ostracon.

Three final lines on the ostracon listed witnesses to the oath, using 
the Byzantine legal phrase ⲙⲁⲣⲧⲩⲣⲱ ‘I witness’. The actual names, 
however, are now too badly damaged to read.
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CHAPTER 5 APOCRYPHA AND  
APOCRYPHAL GOSPELS

From The Wisdom of Jesus Ben Sirach
The two words ‘apocrypha’ and ‘apocryphal’ obviously derive from a 
single Greek word, meaning ‘obscure matters’. In modern scholarship, 
however, they have come to denote two distinct categories of texts, both 
connected to the Bible but with different questions relating to their au-
thenticity. In ordinary use, the title Apocrypha denotes a group of 15 
religious books used by the Greek-speaking Jewish communities of Late 
Antique Egypt, though they were not subsequently adopted for the ca-
nonical Hebrew Masoretic text. They were accepted as authentic scrip-
ture by early Christian communities until they came into question in the 
late fourth century, when Jerome was translating the Bible into Latin 
using Greek and Hebrew manuscripts as his authorities. Subsequently, 
in the Orthodox and Roman Catholic traditions, the Apocrypha have 
been incorporated as a deuterocanonical (‘less reliable’) aspect of the 
Old Testament. In Protestant tradition, on the other hand, they are as-
sembled together, rather than distributed through the Old Testament, 
and often omitted from the Bible altogether.

The Wisdom of Jesus Ben Sirach, nicknamed Ecclesiasticus (the 
‘church book’), is an illustrative example. It forms part of the Septua-
gint – the standard Greek translation of the Old Testament originally 
compiled in Egypt by order of Ptolemy II (284–246 bc). That said, Ben 
Sirach actually wrote his eponymous book (presumably in Hebrew) 
some decades later in Alexandria, and it was translated into Greek with 
a preface by his grandson, during the reign of Ptolemy VIII (nicknamed 
Euergetes) in the second century bc. A Hebrew version, dated no later 
than the first century ad, appears among the celebrated Dead Sea Scrolls 
from Israel. The Coptic text transcribed here is sampled from a magnif-
icent but badly damaged papyrus codex, which probably dates to the 
late seventh century and came to the British Museum in the nineteenth 
century, via the Luxor-based collector, the Reverend Chauncey Murch. 
The chapter and verse numbers introducing each reading correspond 
to those of modern editions but, as with any book of the Bible, have no 
basis in the ancient manuscripts.

ⲉⲡⲓⲱⲧ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲓ̈ⲏⲥⲟⲩⲥ ⲁϥⲧⲁⲁϥ ⲉⲡⲱϣ ⲉⲡⲉϩⲟⲩⲟ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲙⲟⲥ 
ⲙⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲡⲣⲟⲫⲏⲧⲏⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲡⲕⲉϣⲟϫⲡ̄ ⲉⲧⲉϣϣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ϫⲱⲱⲙⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲓⲟⲧⲉ 
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ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥϫⲡⲟ ⲛⲁϥ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ϩⲉⲝⲓⲥ ϩⲛ̄-ⲛⲁⲓ̈ 

Figure 29  A potsherd (ostracon) with extracts from the Old Testament, 

written in Sahidic Coptic. Thebes, sixth to seventh  century.  

Source: Metropolitan Museum of Art 14.1.81 (Rogers Fund, 1914), shared 

 under Creative Commons Licence CC0.

· ⲁⲥⲣ̄-ϩⲧⲟⲣ ϩⲱⲱϥ ⲉⲣⲟϥ 
ⲉⲧⲣⲉϥⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲧϫⲓ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲧⲉⲥⲃⲱ ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲟⲫⲓⲁ ϫⲉⲕⲁⲥ ⲉⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲓ̈ⲥⲃⲱ 
ⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲉⲣⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲥⲉⲟⲩⲱϩ ⲉⲧⲟⲟⲧⲟⲩ ⲉⲙⲁⲧⲉ ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄-ⲛⲉϩⲃⲏⲩⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲙⲟⲥ· 
ϩⲛ̄-ⲧⲙⲉϩⲙⲁⲃϣⲙⲏⲛⲉ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲛ̄ⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣ̄ⲣⲟ ⲛ̄ⲉⲩⲉⲣⲅⲉⲧⲏ ⲁⲓ̈ⲉⲓ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ̈ 
ⲉⲕⲏⲙⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲁⲓⲱⲥⲕ̄ ⲁⲓ̈ϩⲉ ⲉϩⲉⲛⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ⲥⲃⲱ ⲉⲩⲧⲛ̄ⲧⲱⲛ ⲉⲛⲟⲩⲛ· ⲁⲓ̈ϯϩⲧⲟⲣ 
ϩⲱ ⲉⲣⲟⲓ̈ ⲉⲧⲣⲁⲉⲓⲣⲉ ϩⲱ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲥⲡⲟⲩⲇⲏ ⲙⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲫⲓⲗⲟⲡⲟⲛⲓⲁ ⲉϩⲉⲣⲙⲏⲛⲉⲩⲉ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲓϫⲱⲱⲙⲉ · ⲁⲓ̈ⲣ̄-ϩⲉⲛⲛⲟϭ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩϣⲏ ⲛ̄ⲣⲟⲉⲓⲥ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ 
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ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ϣⲁⲛϯϯ-ⲙ̄ⲡϫⲱⲱⲙⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲉⲧⲁⲁϥ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲕⲟⲟⲩⲉ 
ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲙⲁ ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲉϫⲓⲥⲃⲱ ⲉⲁⲩⲧⲁⲁⲥ ⲉⲡⲉⲩϩⲏⲧ ⲉⲣϩⲁⲕ 
ⲕⲁⲧⲁ-ⲡⲛⲟⲙⲟⲥ
To the father of my father, Jesus. He gave himself to reading (17.1) 
mostly the Law and the Prophets, and also to whatever else is appropri-
ate (10.4) of the books of the ancestors (2.2). Moreover, he developed 
for himself great awareness in these things. For his part, it compelled 
him to write (20.3) things that take in teaching and wisdom, so that 
amenable people (5.1) will listen to them (20.2) and maintain them 
(17.3) especially through the acts of the Law. However, in the thirty-
eighth year (12.4) of the reign of Euergetes (5.1), I came down to Egypt. 
Accordingly, when I had stayed (15.4), I found great teachings which 
seemed deep. I forced myself too (8.3) to make myself act (20.3) as well 
with diligence and effort to translate this book. Accordingly, I have spent 
many sleepless nights in consideration for a long time (5.1), until I put 
the book out (17.5) to give it to the others elsewhere (literally ‘in that 
place’) that wish to learn and who have put it in their hearts to be decent 
according to the Law (9.6).12

ⲧⲥⲟⲫⲓⲁ ⲧⲏⲣⲥ̄ ⲟⲩⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲙ̄-ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲥϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁϥ ϣⲁⲉⲛⲉϩ · 
ⲛⲓⲙ ⲡⲉⲧⲛⲁϣϣⲉⲡ ⲡϣⲱ ⲛ̄ⲑⲁⲗⲁⲥⲥⲁ ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲧⲗ̄ⲧⲓⲗⲉ ⲙ̄ⲫⲱⲟⲩ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ· 
ⲛⲓⲙ ⲡⲉⲧⲛⲁϣϩⲉⲧϩⲧ̄ ⲡϫⲓⲥⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲡⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲡⲱϫⲕ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲕⲁϩ ⲙⲛ̄ϣⲓⲕⲉ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲛ ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲟⲫⲓⲁ · ϩⲁⲑⲏ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲕⲁ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲁⲩⲥⲛ̄ⲧ ⲧⲥⲟⲫⲓⲁ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲧⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲁⲃⲉ 
ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ ϫⲓⲛ-ⲉⲛⲉϩ · ⲧⲡⲏⲅⲏ ⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲟⲫⲓⲁ ⲡⲉ ⲡϣⲁϫⲉ ⲙ̄ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ 
ϩⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲧϫⲟⲥⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛⲉϥϩⲓⲟⲟⲩⲉ ⲛⲉ ⲛⲉⲛⲧⲟⲗⲏ ⲛ̄ϣⲁⲉⲛⲉϩ · ⲧⲛⲟⲩⲛⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲟⲫⲓⲁ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲥϭⲱⲗⲡ̄ ⲉⲛⲓⲙ
1.1 All wisdom is a thing from the Lord, and it stays with him forever 
(19.2). Who is the one who is going to be able to contain the sand of the 
sea (14.4), or the drop of the rain, or the days (20.6)? Who is the one 
who is going to be able to examine the height of the sky, or the breadth 
of the earth, or fathom the deep or wisdom? Before all things wisdom 
was created (19.7), and likewise knowledge and consideration are since 
eternity. God’s speaking in the heights (literally ‘the places which are 
high’) is the fount of wisdom, and likewise the eternal instructions are 
his paths (2.2). The root of wisdom, it has appeared to whom (14.4)?
ⲟⲩⲟⲓ̈ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩϩⲏⲧ ⲛ̄ϭⲱⲃ ⲙⲛ̄ϩⲉⲛϭⲓϫ ⲉⲩⲕⲏ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲟⲩⲣⲉϥⲣ̄ⲛⲟⲃⲉ ⲉϥⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ 
ⲉϩⲓⲏ ⲥⲛⲁⲩ · ⲟⲩⲟⲓ̈ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩϩⲏⲧ ⲛ̄ϭⲱⲃ ϫⲉ ⲛ̄ϥ̄ⲡⲓⲥⲧⲉⲩⲉ ⲁⲛ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ-ⲛⲁⲓ̈ 

12.  Text adapted from H. Thompson: The Coptic (Sahidic) Version of Certain Books of the 
Old Testament from a Papyrus in the British Museum. London, Oxford University Press 
(1908), pages 126–191.
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ⲛ̄ⲥⲉⲛⲁⲥⲕⲉⲡⲁⲍⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲁⲛ · ⲟⲩⲟⲓ̈ ⲛⲏⲧⲛ̄ ⲛⲉⲛⲧⲁⲩⲕⲁ-ⲧⲟⲟⲧⲟⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ 
ϩⲛ̄-ⲧϩⲩⲡⲟⲙⲟⲛⲏ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲣ̄ ⲟⲩ ⲉⲣϣⲁⲛ-ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ϭⲙ̄-ⲡⲉⲧⲛ̄ϣⲓⲛⲉ· 
ⲛⲉⲧⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ ϩⲏⲧϥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲙⲉⲩⲣ̄ ⲁⲧⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲉⲛⲉϥϣⲁϫⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛⲉⲧⲙⲉ 
ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ϣⲁⲩϩⲁⲣⲉϩ ⲉⲛⲉϥϩⲓⲟⲟⲩⲉ · ⲛⲉⲧⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ ϩⲏⲧϥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ϣⲁⲩϣⲓⲛⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ-ⲡⲉⲧⲉϩⲛⲁϥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛⲉⲧⲙⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ϣⲁⲩⲥⲓ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲛⲟⲙⲟⲥ · ⲛⲉⲧⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ 
ϩⲏⲧϥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ϣⲁⲩⲥⲟⲃⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲩϩⲏⲧ ⲁⲩⲱ ϣⲁⲩⲑⲃ̄ⲃⲓⲟ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲩⲯⲩⲭⲏ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲙⲧⲟ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ
2.12 Woe to a timid heart and hands which are idle (literally ‘dropped’), 
and also to a sinner who walks two paths (2.6). Woe to a timid heart 
because it does not believe (16.2) – because of these things it is not 
going to be protected (19.7). Woe to you, the ones who have given up 
(literally ‘dropped their hands’) through desperation – and what are 
you going to do, if the Lord visits you (17.2)? Those who fear the Lord, 
they do not act heedless (5.1) to his words (14.2), and those who love 
him keep his paths. Those who fear the Lord, they seek what he wishes 
(13.8), and those who love him enjoy his law. Those who fear the Lord, 
they prepare their hearts and also humble their souls in his presence 
(13.9).
ⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲉⲣⲟⲓ̈ ⲛⲁϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲉⲡⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲣ̄-ⲧⲉⲓϩⲉ ϫⲉ ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲧⲛ̄ⲱⲛϩ̄ 
ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲁϥϯⲉⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲉϫⲛ̄-ⲛ̄ϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥⲧⲁϫⲣⲉ-ⲫⲁⲡ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲙⲁⲁⲩ ⲉϫⲛ̄-ⲛⲉⲥϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ ⲡⲉⲧⲧⲁⲓ̈ⲟ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲉⲓⲱⲧ ϥⲛⲁⲣ̄ⲃⲟⲗ ⲉⲛⲉϥⲛⲟⲃⲉ 
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲉⲧϯⲉⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲙⲁⲁⲩ ⲉϥⲟ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ
3.1 Listen to me, O children, to your father, and act this way so that you 
shall live (20.2). The Lord, he glorified a father above the sons, and also 
affirmed the mother’s right above her daughters. The one who honours 
his father, he is going to escape sin (9.6), and the one who glorifies his 
mother is made alike (19.4).
ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ⲙⲓϣⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲛ̄ϫⲱⲱⲣⲉ ⲙⲏⲡⲟⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲅⲉⲓ ⲉⲧⲟⲟⲧϥ̄ · ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ϯⲧⲱⲛ 
ⲙⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲣⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲟ ⲙⲏⲡⲟⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ϥϣⲓ-ⲛⲟⲩⲃ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ̈ ⲟⲩⲃⲏⲕ ⲁⲡⲛⲟⲩⲃ ⲅⲁⲣ 
ⲧⲁⲕⲉ-ϩⲁϩ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥⲣⲓⲕⲉ ⲙ̄ⲫⲏⲧ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲣⲣⲱⲟⲩ · ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ⲙⲓϣⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲣⲱⲙⲉ 
ⲛ̄ϫⲁⲥⲧ̄ⲥⲙⲏ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ⲧⲁⲗⲉϣⲉ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ̈ ⲉϫⲙ̄-ⲡⲉϥⲕⲱϩⲧ̄ · ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ⲥⲱⲃⲉ 
ⲙⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲁⲧⲥⲃⲱ ϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲩⲥⲱϣ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲕⲉⲓⲟⲧⲉ · ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ⲛⲟϭⲛⲉϭ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲣⲱⲙⲉ 
ⲉⲁϥⲥⲁϩⲱϥ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲃⲉ ⲁⲣⲓⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ϫⲉ ⲧⲛ̄-ϩⲙ̄ⲡϭⲁⲓ̈ⲟ ⲧⲏⲣⲛ̄ · 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ⲥⲉϣ-ⲟⲩⲣⲱⲙⲉ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲙⲛ̄ⲧϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲉⲩⲣ̄ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲛ̄ · ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ⲣⲁϣⲉ 
ⲉϫⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲁ ⲉⲁϥⲙⲟⲩ ⲁⲣⲓⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ϫⲉ ⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲙⲟⲩ ⲧⲏⲣⲛ̄ · ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ⲟⲃϣⲕ̄ 
ⲛ̄ϣⲁϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲫⲟⲥ
8.1 Do not fight with a powerful person (14.1) in case you come into his 
hands (17.3). Do not quarrel with a rich person in case he weighs money 
toward you, because money has destroyed many and even twisted the 
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minds of the kings (5.3). Do not fight with a talkative person and so do 
not heap wood on his fire. Do not laugh at someone uneducated so that 
your parents do not get despised (20.2). Do not reproach a person who 
has (15.4) removed himself (11.8) from sin – remember that we are all 
in disgrace (7.2). Do not despise a person in his old age, after all they 
are growing old among us (14.3). Do not rejoice over someone who has 
died – remember that we are all going to die. Do not neglect (literally 
‘forget you’) the sayings of the wise (17.1).
ⲛⲁⲓ̈ⲁⲧϥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉⲧⲛⲁⲙⲟⲩ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲟⲫⲓⲁ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲉⲧⲛⲁϣⲁϫⲉ 
ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲥⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ ⲡⲉⲧⲣ̄-ⲙ̄ⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲉⲛⲉⲥϩⲓⲟⲟⲩⲉ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥϩⲏⲧ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲉϥⲙⲟⲕⲙⲉⲕ ϩⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲥⲡⲉⲑⲏⲡ · ⲟⲩⲁϩⲕ̄ ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲥ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲣⲉϥϭⲱⲣϭ̄ ⲛ̄ⲅϩⲟⲣⲕ̄ 
ⲉⲣⲟⲥ ϩⲓⲛⲉⲥϩⲓⲟⲟⲩⲉ
14.20 The person is blessed (10.4) who is going to die in wisdom, and 
also the one who is going to speak in consideration of it – the one who 
thinks about its ways in his heart and who also ponders from its secrets. 
Set yourself after it in the way of a hunter, and take heed of it on its paths 
(11.8).
ⲡⲉⲧⲣ̄ϩⲱⲃ ⲉⲡⲉϥⲕⲁϩ ϥⲛⲁϫⲓⲥⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥϫⲁⲧⲙⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲉⲧⲁⲣⲉⲥⲕⲉ 
ⲛ̄ϩⲉⲛⲛⲟϭ ϥⲛⲁⲣ̄ⲃⲟⲗ ⲉϫⲓⲛ̄ϭⲟⲛⲥ̄ · ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲓ̈ⲟ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲇⲱⲣⲟⲛ ϣⲁⲩⲧⲱⲙ 
ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲃⲁⲗ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲫⲟⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ϣⲁⲩⲕⲧⲟ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ⲛϫⲡⲓⲟ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩϣⲧⲟⲃ 
ⲉϥϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲧⲁⲡⲣⲟ · ⲟⲩⲥⲟⲫⲓⲁ ⲉⲥϩⲏⲡ ⲙⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲁϩⲟ ⲉⲛϥ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲛϩ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲁⲛ ⲟⲩ 
ⲡⲉ ⲡⲉⲩϩⲏⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲥⲛⲁⲩ ⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉϥϩⲱⲡ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲟϭ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲟ 
ⲉⲟⲩⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉϥϩⲱⲡ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲁⲃⲉ
20.28 The one who works his land, he is going to raise his pile; and the 
one who appeases the great, he is going to escape harm (9.6). Honours 
and gifts, they close the eyes of the wise and, moreover, stave off the 
rebukes like a muzzle which is in a mouth (ⲉ-ϥ-ϩⲛ̄-ⲟⲩⲧⲁⲡⲣⲟ). Wisdom 
which is hidden and treasure which is not apparent, what is their benefit 
– of either (literally ‘the two’)? A person is good who hides his stupidity 
rather than a person who hides his wisdom (9.6).
ⲙⲁⲣⲉ-ⲡⲁⲑⲏⲧ ϫⲓⲥⲃⲱ ⲟⲩⲛ-ⲟⲩⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ ⲇⲉ ⲉϣⲁⲥⲧⲁϣⲉ-ⲡⲓⲕⲣⲓⲁ 
· ⲡⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲥⲟⲫⲟⲥ ⲛⲁⲁϣⲁⲓ̈ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲕⲁⲧⲁⲕⲗⲩⲥⲙⲟⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲣⲉ-
ⲡⲉϥϣⲟϫⲛⲉ ⲟ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲡⲏⲅⲏ ⲛ̄ⲱⲛϩ̄ ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲥⲟϭ ⲟ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲟⲩϩⲛⲁⲁⲩ ⲉϥⲟⲩⲟϣϥ̄ ⲉⲛ̄ⲛⲉϥⲉϣⲁⲙⲁϩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ⲛⲓⲙ · ⲉⲣϣⲁⲛ-
ⲟⲩⲥⲁⲃⲉ ⲥⲉⲧⲙ̄-ⲟⲩϣⲁϫⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ ϣⲁϥⲧⲁⲓ̈ⲟϥ ⲛ̄ϥⲟⲩⲱϩ ⲉⲣⲟϥ 
ϣⲁⲣⲉ-ⲡⲉⲧⲥⲡⲁⲧⲁⲗⲁ ⲇⲉ ⲥⲟⲧⲙⲉϥ ⲛ̄ϥⲧⲙ̄ⲟⲩⲱϩ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲁⲩⲱ ϣⲁϥⲛⲟϫϥ̄ 
ϩⲓⲡⲁϩⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ · ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲡϣⲁϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲥⲟϭ ⲟ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲉⲧⲡⲱ ϩⲓⲟⲩϩⲓⲏ 
ϣⲁⲩϩⲉ ⲇⲉ ⲉⲩⲭⲁⲣⲓⲥ ϩⲓⲛⲉⲥⲡⲟⲧⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲥⲁⲃⲉ ϣⲁⲩϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ-ⲧⲧⲁⲡⲣⲟ 
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ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲥⲁⲃⲉ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲙⲏⲏϣⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ϣⲁⲩⲙⲉⲕⲙⲟⲩⲕⲟⲩ ⲉⲛⲉϥϣⲁϫⲉ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲩϩⲏⲧ 
· ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲏⲓ̈ ⲉϥⲧⲁⲕⲏⲩ ⲧⲁⲓ̈ ⲧⲉ ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲟⲫⲓⲁ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲥⲟϭ
21.12 The fatuous should learn (16.5), but there is a thoughtfulness 
which increases bitterness (15.4). The knowledge of a wise person is 
going to increase like a deluge, and indeed his counselling is like a life-
giving spring (19.4), while the inside of a fool is like a jar which is bro-
ken and which will not be able to hold any knowledge (16.4). If a wise 
person hears a thoughtful saying (18.2), he praises it and adds to it. 
However, the one who squanders hears it and does not add to it (18.3), 
and even throws it behind him, while the speaking of a fool is like a 
burden on a road. However, grace is found on the lips of the wise person 
(19.7). The voice of a wise person is sought after in a crowd, and they 
ponder his words in their minds. Like a house which is ruined, this is the 
way of wisdom for the fools (13.6).
ⲉⲕϣⲁⲛⲡⲱⲧ ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ-ⲧⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲙⲉ ⲕⲛⲁⲧⲁϩⲟⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲕⲛⲁⲧⲁⲁⲥ ϩⲓⲱⲱⲕ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲧϣⲛ̄ⲧⲱ ⲛ̄ⲉⲟⲟⲩ · ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲉϣⲁⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ϩⲁⲗⲁⲧⲉ ⲟⲩⲱϩ ϩⲁⲧⲛ̄-ⲛⲉϯⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲟⲩ 
ⲧⲁⲓ̈ ⲧⲉ ⲑⲉ ⲉϣⲁⲣⲉ ⲧⲙⲉ ⲕⲟⲧⲥ̄ ⲉⲛⲉⲧⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ · ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲉϣⲁⲣⲉ ⲟⲩⲙⲟⲩⲓ̈ 
ϭⲱⲣϭ̄ ⲉⲩⲡⲁϩⲥ̄ ⲧⲁⲓ̈ ⲧⲉ ⲑⲉ ⲉⲧⲉⲣⲉ ⲡⲛⲟⲃⲉ ϭⲟⲣϭ̄ ⲉⲛⲉⲧⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡϫⲓⲛ̄ϭⲟⲛⲥ̄
27.8 If you pursue righteousness, you are going to reach it and even 
going to put it on you like the glorious robe. Like when birds roost near 
the ones who resemble them (ⲛⲉⲧ-ⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟ-ⲟⲩ), this is the way when 
truth surrounds (11.8) those who do it. Like when a lion hunts for a bite 
(ⲉ-ⲟⲩ-ⲡⲁϩⲥ̄), this is the way when sin hunts for the ones who do harm.
ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲡⲁⲓ̈ ⲁⲓ̈ⲧⲁϫⲣⲟ ϫⲓⲛ-ⲛ̄ϣⲟⲣⲡ̄ ⲉⲁⲓ̈ⲙⲉⲕⲙⲟⲩⲕⲧ̄ ⲁⲓ̈ⲕⲁⲁⲩ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ 
ϫⲉ ⲛⲉϩⲃⲏⲩⲉ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩⲟⲩ ⲁⲩⲱ ϥⲛⲁϯ-ⲭⲣⲓⲁ ⲛⲓⲙ 
ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲥⲟⲩⲛⲟⲩ ⲙⲉⲕⲉϣϫⲟⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲡⲁⲓ̈ ϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲉⲡⲁⲓ̈ ⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩⲟⲩ ⲅⲁⲣ 
ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲩⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ · ⲧⲉⲛⲟⲩ ϭⲉ ⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲧⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ ⲧⲏⲣϥ̄ 
ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲡⲣⲟ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲉⲡⲣⲁⲛ ⲙ̄ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ
39.32 About this I have been firm from the first. When I had pondered 
myself (15.4), I left them (= the following words) in writing: All the 
acts of the Lord are good (10.4), and moreover he is going to supply 
every need in its hour. You cannot say that this one is evil more than this 
one (20.6) because they are good in their (own) time. Therefore, now 
bless him with all your hearts and your voices (5.3), and bless the name 
of the Lord (8.4).
ⲁⲩⲥⲛ̄ⲧ ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ ⲙ̄ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲧⲥⲣ̄ⲃⲉ ⲛ̄ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲟⲩⲛⲁϩⲃ̄ ⲉϥϩⲟⲣϣ̄ 
ⲉϫⲛ̄ⲛ̄ϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲁⲇⲁⲙ ϫⲓⲛ ⲡⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲩⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲥ̄ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲩⲙⲁⲁⲩ 
ϣⲁⲡⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲧⲟⲙⲥⲟⲩ ⲉⲡⲙⲁ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲛ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉⲧⲉ ⲛⲉⲩⲙⲟⲕⲙⲉⲕ ⲛⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ⲑⲟⲧⲉ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲩϩⲏⲧ ⲙ̄ⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲉⲧⲟⲩϭⲱϣⲧ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ-ϩⲏⲧⲟⲩ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲙⲟⲩ· 
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ϫⲓⲛ-ⲡⲉⲧϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ ϩⲓⲟⲩⲑⲣⲟⲛⲟⲥ ⲉϥϩⲁⲉⲟⲟⲩ ϣⲁⲡⲉⲧⲑⲃ̄ⲃⲓⲏⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲕⲁϩ 
ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲕⲣ̄ⲙⲉⲥ ϫⲓⲛ-ⲡⲉⲧϥⲟⲣⲓ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩϩⲩⲁⲕⲓⲛⲑⲓⲛⲟⲛ ⲙⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲕⲗⲟⲙ ϣⲁⲡⲉⲧⲉⲣⲉ 
ⲟⲩϭⲁϭⲓⲧⲱⲛ ϩⲓⲱⲱϥ ⲡϭⲱⲛⲧ̄ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲕⲱϩ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲉϣⲧⲟⲣⲧⲣ̄ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲕⲓⲙ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲑⲟⲧⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲙⲟⲩ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩϭⲥ̄ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡϯ̄ⲧⲱⲛ · ⲁⲩⲱ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲩⲛⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲙⲧⲟⲛ 
ϩⲓⲡⲉⲩⲙⲁ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲕⲟⲧⲕ̄ ϣⲁⲣⲉ ⲫⲓⲛⲏⲃ ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲩϣⲏ ϣⲓⲃⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ̄
40.1 Great toil (5.1) was created for every person (19.7). Indeed, a 
heavy yoke (15.3) is on the children of Adam (7.1) from the day which 
they came out of their mother’s womb (5.2) to the day of burying them 
(17.1) in the place of everyone whose thoughts of the inevitable (liter-
ally ‘thoughts which are anticipated’) and whose days of death* are the 
considerations and the fears of their minds (13.4). From the one who 
sits on a throne which bears glory (literally ‘which is beneath glory’) 
to the one who is humbled in dust and ashes (19.3), from the one who 
wears purple and a crown to the one on whom there is a rough cloth 
(literally ‘who a rough cloth is on him’) (15.2) – anger and envy and 
trembling and disturbance and the fear of death and fury and quarrel-
ling. Even in the hour of resting in their sleeping places, repose and the 
night muddle his awareness (13.1).

*Literally ‘the day of his death’ because the teaching refers to everyone but each day of 
death must be reckoned individually (5.3).

From The Biography of Joseph the Carpenter
In contrast to the Apocrypha as an established canon of books, the term 
apocryphal gospels covers various genres of books that have been ex-
cluded from canonical scripture because they evidently emulate or reim-
agine episodes from the Christian New Testament, and are not accepted 
by the churches as the authoritative witnesses to the life of Christ they 
purport to be (10.6). The Biography of Joseph the Carpenter (15.5), the 
father of Jesus, is an illustrative example: it begins with a typical apoc-
ryphal motif in which Jesus himself recounts his childhood, including 
the flight to Egypt, for the benefit of his disciples; this narrative then be-
comes entwined with an account of his father’s death, during the course 
of which angels reveal profound truths to Joseph, while Jesus performs 
deeds that supposedly illustrate his divine nature. Complete texts of the 
pseudo-biography survive in Bohairic Coptic and Arabic, but for Sahid-
ic Coptic there are only fragments from four manuscripts copied in the 
tenth and eleventh centuries, all of which were once in the library of the 
White Monastery. The extracts given here are mostly sampled from a 
fragmentary parchment codex in the Vatican Library.
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ⲧⲁⲓ ⲧⲉ ⲧⲁⲛⲁⲥⲧⲣⲟⲫⲏ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ⲛ̄ⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲓⲱⲥⲏⲫ ⲁϥⲣ̄-ϩⲙⲉ ⲛ̄ⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲧⲟⲩϫⲓ-ⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ⲛⲁϥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲕⲉⲯⲓⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ ⲁϥⲁⲁⲩ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲕⲟⲥⲙⲟⲥ 
ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲁϥⲣ̄-ⲕⲉⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ ⲉϥϭⲉⲉⲧ ⲙⲁⲩⲁⲁϥ · 
ⲁⲧⲁⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲁⲩ ⲣ̄-ⲕⲉⲥⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲏⲓ ϫⲓⲛ-ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲩϣⲡ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧⲥ̄ 
ⲛⲁϥ ⲛ̄ⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ⲉⲁⲩϩⲱⲛ ⲉⲧⲟⲟⲧϥ̄ ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄-ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲏⲏⲃ ϫⲉ ϩⲁⲣⲉϩ ⲉⲣⲟⲥ ϣⲁ-
ⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ⲛ̄ⲧϣⲉⲗⲉⲉⲧ · ⲛ̄ⲛⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲇⲉ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲓⲱⲥⲏⲫ 
ⲡⲁⲧⲙⲛ̄ⲧϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲉⲧⲥⲙⲁⲙⲁⲁⲧ ⲥⲉⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ϣⲉⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲩⲉⲓ ⲛ̄ⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ-
ⲡⲟⲩⲉϩⲥⲁϩⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ · ⲁⲡⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥϭⲙ̄-ⲡϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲓ ⲛⲁϥ ⲉⲧⲉ ⲥⲟⲩ 
ϫⲟⲩⲧⲁⲥⲉ ⲡⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲃⲟⲧ ⲉⲡⲏⲡ
This is the life story (13.6) of my beloved father, Joseph. He spent forty 
years (9.6) before he got married (19.7). Then, another nine years (2.4) 
he spent in the world with his wife. Then, after she died (17.5), he spent 
another year remaining alone (19.2). My beloved mother spent another 
couple of years in his house (12.1), after she was promised to him as 
wife, when he was tasked by the priests (19.8), ‘Look after her until the 
time of the wedding.’ So, for all the days of my father, Joseph, he of the 
blessed old age (13.3), they make one (ⲥⲉ-ⲉⲓⲣⲉ) hundred and eleven 
years in accordance with the commanding of my father (17.1). The day 
of visiting him came to him (17.2), which is day twenty-six of the month 
of Epipi (12.5).13

As Jesus’s testimony moves to the end of Joseph’s life, their whole family has 
gathered at the deathbed:
ⲁⲓⲙⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲉⲛⲉϥϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲉⲓϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ⲛⲁⲩ ϫⲉ ⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ϣⲁϫⲉ 
ⲙⲛ̄-ⲡⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲉⲧⲥⲙⲁⲙⲁⲁⲧ ϫⲉ ⲡⲉⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ⲛ̄ϣⲁϫⲉ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲁⲓ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲧⲉ-
ⲧⲧⲁⲡⲣⲟ ⲉⲧϣⲁϫⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄-ⲧⲥⲁⲣⲝ ⲛ̄ⲉⲃⲓⲏⲛ ⲧⲱⲙ · ⲧⲟⲧⲉ ⲁⲩⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ̄ 
ⲛ̄ϭⲓⲛ̄ϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ⲛ̄ⲓⲱⲧ ⲉⲓⲱⲥⲏⲫ ⲁⲩⲉⲓ ϣⲁⲡⲉⲩⲉⲓⲱⲧ 
ⲁⲩϩⲉ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲉϥⲕⲓⲛⲇⲩⲛⲉⲩⲉ ⲉⲡⲙⲟⲩ ⲉⲁϥϩⲱⲛ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲡⲱⲗϭ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲓⲃⲓⲟⲥ · ⲁⲥⲟⲩⲱϣⲃ̄ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲗⲩⲥⲓⲁ ⲧⲉϥⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ ⲉⲧⲉ ⲧⲥⲁⲛ̄ϫⲏϭⲉ ⲧⲉ 
ⲡⲉϫⲁⲥ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲥⲥⲛⲏⲩ ϫⲉ ⲟⲩⲟⲓ ⲛⲁⲓ ⲛⲁⲥⲛⲏⲩ ⲡⲁⲓ ⲡⲉ ⲡϣⲱⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥϣⲱⲡⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲁⲩ ⲁⲩⲱ ϣⲁ-ⲧⲉⲛⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲛⲕⲟⲧⲛ̄ ⲉⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲟⲥ · ⲡⲁⲓ ⲟⲛ 
ⲧⲉⲛⲟⲩ ⲡⲉⲧⲛⲁϣⲉⲉⲛⲉ ⲡⲉⲛⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲉⲣⲟⲛ ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ϣⲁⲉⲛⲉϩ · ⲧⲟⲧⲉ 
ⲁⲩϥⲓ-ϩⲣⲁⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲁⲩⲣⲓⲙⲉ ϩⲓⲟⲩⲥⲟⲡ ⲛ̄ϭⲓⲛ̄ϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ 
ⲉⲓⲱⲥⲏⲫ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ϩⲱⲱⲧ ⲟⲛ ⲙⲛ̄ⲙⲁⲣⲓⲁ ⲧⲁⲙⲁⲁⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲣⲑⲉⲛⲟⲥ 
ⲛⲉⲛⲣⲓⲙⲉ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲡⲉ ⲉⲛⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ̄ ϫⲉ ⲁⲧⲉⲩⲛⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲙⲟⲩ ⲉⲓ

13.  Text adapted from G. Zoega: Catalogus codicum Copticorum manu scriptorum qui in 
Museo Borgiano Velitris adservantur. Rome, Typis Sacrae Congregationis de propaganda 
fide (1810), pages 225–227.
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I called to his children, saying to them, ‘Get up and talk (17.3) with 
your blessed father because this is the time for speaking (13.6), be-
fore the mouth – which speaks from the wretched flesh – shuts (17.4). 
Accordingly, the sons and the daughters of my beloved father, Joseph, 
got up, came to their father, and found him liable to dying (15.4), 
having come close to concluding this lifetime (17.1). Lysia, his eldest 
daughter who is the dealer of purple-cloth (13.8),* spoke up and said, 
‘Woe for me, my siblings. This is the sickness that happened to my be-
loved mother (15.1), and until now we have not seen her (literally ‘we 
have not returned to seeing her’) again (11.8). This is also now the one 
which is going to remove our father from us to not see him again for-
ever (20.4).’ Accordingly, the sons and daughters of my beloved father 
Joseph cried out and wept together (literally ‘at one moment’). Then, 
as for me and also my virgin mother, we were weeping with them 
(20.1), when we recognised that the hour of dying had come (15.4).

*This is evidently a mistaken reference to a Christian convert mentioned in Acts of the 
Apostles 16:14/16:40.

The Sahidic Coptic text sometimes seems to be an awkward translation of 
the (presumably) Greek original. This is especially apparent in the follow-
ing extract, in which Jesus recognises that the forces of darkness are also 
gathering around Joseph:
ⲧⲟⲧⲉ ⲁⲓϭⲱϣⲧ ⲙ̄ⲡⲥⲁ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣⲏⲥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣⲟ ⲁⲓⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲡⲙⲟⲩ ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲁⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ⲟⲩⲏϩ 
ⲛ̄ⲥⲱϥ ⲉⲧⲉ ⲡⲁⲓ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲉⲧⲟ-ⲛ̄ⲥⲩⲙⲃⲟⲩⲗⲟⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲡⲁⲛⲟⲩⲣⲅⲟⲥ ⲡⲇⲓⲁⲃⲟⲗⲟⲥ 
ϫⲓⲛ-ⲧⲉϩⲟⲩⲉⲓⲧⲉ ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲟⲩⲙⲏⲏϣⲉ ⲛ̄ϣⲁⲃⲛ̄ϩⲟ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲕⲁⲛⲟⲥ ⲟⲩⲏϩ ⲛ̄ⲥⲱϥ 
ⲉⲩϫⲓ-ϩⲱⲕ ⲛ̄ⲕⲱϩⲧ̄ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲉⲙⲛ̄-ⲏⲡⲉ ⲉⲣⲟⲟⲩ ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲟⲩⲑⲏⲛ ⲙⲛ̄-ⲟⲩⲕⲁⲡⲛⲟⲥ 
ⲛ̄ⲕⲱϩⲧ̄ ⲛⲏⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄-ⲧⲉⲩⲧⲁⲡⲣⲟ · ⲁⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲉⲓⲱⲥⲏⲫ ϭⲱϣⲧ̄ ⲁϥⲛⲁⲩ 
ⲉⲛⲉⲛⲧⲁⲩⲉⲓ ⲛ̄ⲥⲱϥ ⲉⲩⲟ-ⲛ̄ⲑⲩⲙⲟⲥ ⲉⲙⲁⲧⲉ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ-ⲑⲉ ⲉϣⲁⲩⲙⲟⲩϩ ⲛ̄ⲟⲣⲅⲏ 
ϩⲓ-ϭⲱⲛⲧ̄ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲯⲩⲭⲏ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲛ̄ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉⲧⲛⲏⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄-ⲥⲱⲙⲁ ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲩⲟ 
ⲇⲉ ⲛ̄ⲣⲉϥⲣ̄ⲛⲟⲃⲉ ⲉϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉⲩϣⲁⲛϭⲓⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲙⲁⲉⲓⲛ ⲉⲡⲱⲟⲩ ⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧϥ̄
Then I looked to the south side of the door and saw Death; with West 
– who is his advisor (literally ‘who this is the one who is made advisor’ 
(19.4)) – set behind him (15.4); as well as the Trickster, the Devil since 
the beginning, with a host of demonic grotesques set behind him, bring-
ing all fiery arms, with no number to them (16.3), and brimstone and 
fiery smoke coming from their mouths (19.5). My father, Joseph, looked 
and saw those who had come for him (ⲛⲉ-ⲛ̄ⲧ-ⲁ-ⲩ-ⲉⲓ ⲛ̄ⲥⲱϥ), raging 
greatly (19.4), as though they were packing wrath and anger (literally 
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‘the way when they pack wrath and anger’ (13.1)) toward every soul 
that is coming from the body, but especially the sinners, supposing they 
would find (18.2) an indication of where there is one of their own (liter-
ally ‘when there is theirs in it’ (13.7)).

ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉ-ⲡⲁⲧⲙⲛ̄ⲧϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ ⲉⲧⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩⲥ ⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲛⲉⲛⲧⲁⲩⲉⲓ ⲛ̄ⲥⲱϥ 
ⲁϥϣⲧⲟⲣⲧⲣ̄ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲛⲉϥⲃⲁⲗ ϯⲣⲙ̄ⲉⲓⲏ ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲧⲉⲯⲩⲭⲏ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲓⲱⲥⲏⲫ 
ⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄-ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ϩⲃⲁ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲥϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ-ⲙⲁ ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲡⲥ̄ 
ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧϥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲥϩⲉ-ⲙⲁ · ⲁⲥϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲇⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉⲓϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲡϩⲁⲙⲏⲛ ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲙⲁⲣⲓⲁ 
ⲧⲁⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲁⲩ ⲟⲩⲱϩⲙ ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲓ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲥⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲙ̄ⲡⲏⲩⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲩⲛⲟⲩ 
ⲉⲓⲥ ⲙⲓⲭⲁⲏⲗ ⲙⲛ̄ⲅⲁⲃⲣⲓⲏⲗ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲉⲭⲟⲣⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲁⲅⲅⲉⲗⲟⲥ ⲁⲩⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲡⲉ 
ⲁⲩⲉⲓ ⲁⲩⲁϩⲉⲣⲁⲧⲟⲩ ⲉϫⲙ̄-ⲡⲥⲱⲙⲁ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲓⲱⲥⲏⲫ ·

After he of the ripe old age (13.3) saw those who had come for him, 
he was afraid. Then his eyes gave tears, as my father, Joseph’s, soul 
wanted to come from such great distress (for ⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲉ-ⲉⲓ (17.1)). Then, 
seeking a place to hide it in (his soul) (literally ‘place of hiding it in it’), it 
did not find a place (14.2). However, it happened, after I said the Amen, 
while Mary, my beloved mother, was responding after me in the tongue 
of those from the heavens (13.3), then suddenly Michael and Gabriel 
and the choir of angels came from the sky. They came and stood over the 
body of my father, Joseph.

In the next passage, Jesus commands Death, which is afraid of him, to fulfil his 
purpose but also to watch over the man who has acted as his earthly father:
ⲡⲙⲟⲩ ⲇⲉ ϩⲱⲱϥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉ-ⲑⲟⲧⲉ ⲕⲁⲁϥ ⲛ̄ⲉⲓ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉϫⲙ̄ ⲡⲥⲱⲙⲁ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ 
ⲛ̄ⲓⲱⲧ ⲓⲱⲥⲏⲫ ⲛ̄ϥⲡⲟⲣϫϥ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗϫⲉ ⲉϥϭⲱϣⲧ̄ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉϥⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲟⲓ 
ⲉⲓϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ ϩⲁϩⲧⲛ̄ ⲧⲉϥⲁⲡⲉ ⲉⲓⲁⲙⲁϩⲧⲉ ⲉϫⲛ̄ ⲛⲉϥⲥⲙⲁⲩ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉⲓⲉⲓⲙⲉ 
ϫⲉ ⲁϥⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ϭⲓⲡⲙⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲉⲓ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧ ⲁⲓⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ̄ ⲁⲓⲃⲱⲕ ⲉⲡⲥⲁ 
ⲛ̄ⲃⲟⲗ ⲙ̄ⲡⲙⲁ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣⲟ ⲁⲓϭⲛ̄ⲧϥ̄ ⲉϥϭⲉⲉⲧ ⲙⲁⲩⲁⲁϥ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ
However, Death himself (8.3), fear did not let him come in at the body 
of my beloved father, Joseph, and he kept apart (11.8) because he was 
looking in and seeing me sitting beside his head, holding his temples 
(15.4). Accordingly, after I realised that Death was afraid of coming in 
because of me (4.2), I got up, went outside the doorway and found him 
remaining all alone in great fear (19.2).

ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲩⲛⲟⲩ ⲡⲉϫⲁⲓ ⲛⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲱ ⲡⲉⲛⲧⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄-ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲡⲟⲥ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲥⲁ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣⲏⲥ ⲃⲱⲕ ⲛⲁⲕ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲧⲁⲭⲏ ⲛ̄ⲅϫⲱⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲛⲧⲁⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ 
ⲟⲩⲉϩⲥⲁϩⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲛⲁⲕ ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ⲣⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲕⲃⲁⲗ ϫⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ-ⲡⲥⲁⲣⲝ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥϣⲡ̄ϩⲓⲥⲉ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲓ ϩⲉⲛ-ⲛⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲙⲛ̄ⲧϣⲏⲣⲉϣⲏⲙ ⲉϥⲡⲏⲧ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄-ⲟⲩⲙⲁ ⲉⲩⲙⲁ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ 
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ⲡⲉⲓⲃⲟⲩⲗⲏ ⲛ̄ϩⲩⲣⲱⲇⲏⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲓϫⲓⲥⲃⲱ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧϥ̄ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ 
ⲉϣⲁⲣⲉ-ⲛⲉⲩⲉⲓⲟⲧⲉ ⲧⲓⲥⲃⲱ ⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲧⲉⲩⲱⲫⲉⲗⲓⲁ

So, immediately I said to him, ‘O, one who has come from the lands of 
the south side, go (ⲃⲱⲕ ⲛⲁ-ⲕ) in quickly and carry out (17.3) what my 
father has commanded to you (ⲡⲉ-ⲛ̄ⲧ-ⲁ-ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲟⲩⲉϩⲥⲁϩⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲛⲁ-
ⲕ). Nevertheless, watch over him like the light of your eyes because he is 
my father according to the flesh (14.4), and he took care of me in the days 
of my infancy (5.3), when he was running with me from place to place 
because of Herod’s plot (19.5). Moreover, I learned from him in the way 
all children learn when their parents teach them for their benefit (13.1).’

Finally, the time arrives for Joseph’s soul to depart from this world:
ⲧⲟⲧⲉ ⲁⲃⲃⲁⲧⲟⲛ ⲁϥⲃⲱⲕ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲁϥϫⲓ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲯⲩⲭⲏ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲉⲓⲱⲥⲏⲫ 
ⲁϥⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄-ⲥⲱⲙⲁ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲁⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣⲏ ⲉϥⲛⲁϣⲁ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲃⲁⲥⲓⲥ 
ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲩ ϫⲟⲩⲧⲁⲥⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲃⲟⲧ ⲉⲡⲏⲡ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲉⲓⲣⲏⲛⲏ ⲛⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲱⲛϩ̄ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ⲛ̄ⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲓⲱⲥⲏⲫ ⲥⲉⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ϣⲉⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲩⲉⲓ ⲛ̄ ⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ
Accordingly, Abbadon* came in and took the soul of my father, Joseph. 
He brought it out from the body at the hour of the sun when it is going to 
rise in the horizon on day twenty-six of the month of Epipi in peace. All 
the days of the life of my beloved father, Joseph, they made one hundred 
and eleven years.
*Abbadon is the angel of death, a reference to the New Testament (Revelation 9:11).

ⲁⲙⲓⲭⲁⲏⲗ ⲁⲙⲁϩⲧⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲧⲟⲡ ⲥⲛⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲙⲁⲡⲡⲁ ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲗⲟⲥⲓⲗⲓⲕⲟⲛ 
ⲉⲥⲧⲁⲉⲓⲏⲩ ⲁⲅⲁⲃⲣⲓⲏⲗ ⲁⲙⲁϩⲧⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲕⲉⲧⲟⲡ ⲥⲛⲁⲩ ⲁⲩⲁⲥⲡⲁⲍⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲯⲩⲭⲏ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ⲛ̄ⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲉⲓⲱⲥⲏⲫ ⲁⲩⲧⲁⲁⲥ ⲉⲡⲉⲥⲏⲧ ⲉⲧⲙⲁⲡⲡⲁ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲗⲁⲁⲩ 
ⲇⲉ ϩⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲧϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ ϩⲁϩⲧⲏϥ ⲉⲓⲙⲉ ϫⲉ ⲁϥⲙⲟⲩ ⲟⲩⲇⲉ ⲧⲕⲉⲙⲁⲣⲓⲁ ⲧⲁⲙⲁⲁⲩ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲥⲉⲓⲙⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲓⲧⲣⲉⲙⲓⲭⲁⲏⲗ ⲙⲛ̄ⲅⲁⲃⲣⲓⲏⲗ ⲣⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲉⲧⲉⲯⲩⲭⲏ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ 
ⲛ̄ⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲓⲱⲥⲏⲫ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲛ̄ⲣⲉϥⲧⲱⲣⲡ̄ ⲉⲧϩⲓⲛⲉϩⲓⲟⲟⲩⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲓⲧⲣⲉⲛ̄ⲁⲅⲅⲉⲗⲟⲥ 
ⲛ̄ⲁⲥⲱⲙⲁⲧⲟⲥ ϭⲱ ⲉⲩϩⲩⲙⲛⲉⲩⲉ ϩⲁⲧⲉϥϩⲏ ϣⲁⲛⲧⲟⲩϫⲓⲧϥ̄ ⲛ̄ⲙ̄ⲡⲏⲩⲉ 
ϣⲁⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲛ̄ⲁⲅⲁⲑⲟⲥ

Michael took the two edges of a fine silk sheet (2.6), and Gabriel took 
the other two edges (2.4). They welcomed the soul of my beloved father, 
Joseph, and put it down in the sheet. However, none of those who were 
sitting beside him realised that he had died, and not even Mary, my 
mother, realised (14.5). Then, I made Michael and Gabriel keep watch 
over my beloved father Joseph’s soul (20.3) because of the robbers who 
were on the roads. Also, I made the ethereal angels keep singing (9.2) in 
front of him until he was taken to the heavens to my good father (19.7).
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From the Gospel of Mary
The notion of ‘obscure’ within the word apocryphal may also be inter-
preted in terms of gnosticism, which is the tendency in academic or 
religious teaching that postulates secret knowledge of a given subject 
reserved for a social elite. As such, the thirteen gnostic anthologies 
found in a jar at Nag Hammadi in 1945 – belonging to an unknown per-
son or community and unearthed in suitably obscure circumstances – 
sparked renewed interest in Coptic apocryphal gospels (see Figure 5). 
Another book of the same type, the Gospel of Mary, like the Biography 
of Joseph the Carpenter, adapts characters, episodes and even state-
ments from the Christian Gospels – in this case to create arguments 
about the relative authorities of Jesus’s disciples and their awareness-
es of mystical knowledge about the distinct worlds of corrupt matter 
and perfectible spirit (10.6).

Our principal manuscript for the Gospel of Mary is an early Sahidic 
Coptic codex – possibly as early as the late fourth century. The leather-
bound book containing four gnostic texts in total was purchased in Cairo 
in 1896 and subsequently donated to the Egyptian Museum in Berlin. 
Nothing else is known about its provenance, though it was reputedly 
discovered near Akhmim; and, for various unfortunate reasons, it re-
mained unpublished until 1955. In the meantime, archaeologists work-
ing at Oxyrhynchus had discovered a couple of older fragments (both 
probably dating to the third century) of the Gospel of Mary as written in 
Greek – a leaf from a papyrus codex, and a sheet from a papyrus scroll. 
Neither, however, adds to the Coptic version and, sadly, more than half 
of the Coptic text might have been lost from the badly damaged codex 
(probably ten of eighteen full pages).

At the broken beginning of the tale as it now stands, Jesus or a vision of 
Jesus is addressing his assembled disciples. Once he has left, the eponymous 
Mary (presumably either Mary Magdalene or Jesus’s mother, though she 
is nowhere identified) addresses the grieving assembly and the following 
exchange ensues:
ⲡⲉϫⲉ ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲣⲓϩⲁⲙ ϫⲉ ⲧⲥⲱⲛⲉ ⲧⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ϫⲉ ⲛⲉⲣⲉ-ⲡⲥ︦ⲱ︦ⲣ︦ ⲟⲩⲁϣⲉ 
ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲩⲟ ⲡⲁⲣⲁ-ⲡⲕⲉⲥⲉⲉⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥ̄ϩⲓⲙⲉ ϫⲱ ⲛⲁⲛ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ϣⲁϫⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲥ︦ⲱ︦ⲣ︦ ⲉⲧⲉⲉⲓⲣⲉ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲉⲧⲉⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲁⲛⲟⲛ ⲁⲛ ⲟⲩⲇⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲧⲙⲟⲩ
Peter said to Mary, ‘Sister, we know that (10.2) the Saviour (1.2) used to 
desire you especially, more even than the rest of women (20.1). Tell us 
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(4.3) the Saviour’s sayings that you remember (ⲉⲧ-ⲧⲉ-ⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ) 
– the ones which you know (ⲉⲧ-ⲧⲉ-ⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲟⲩ), not us (16.2), and 
we have not heard them (14.5).’14

Figure 30  At top, the final words and the title of the Gospel of Mary  

in the Berlin Codex . Akhmim, possibly fourth or fifth  century. Source: 

Staatliche Museen zu Berlin ÄM P8502, shared  under Creative Commons 

Licence CC BY- SA 4.0.

ⲁⲥⲟⲩⲱϣⲃ̄ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲙⲁⲣⲓϩⲁⲙ ⲡⲉϫⲁⲥ ϫⲉ ⲡⲉⲑⲏⲡ ⲉⲣⲱⲧⲛ̄ 
ϯⲛⲁⲧⲁⲙⲁⲧⲏⲩⲧⲛ̄ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲥⲁⲣⲭⲉⲓ ⲛ̄ϫⲱ ⲛⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲓϣⲁϫⲉ ϫⲉ 
ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲉϫⲁⲥ* ⲁⲓⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲡ︦ϫ︦ⲥ︦ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩϩⲟⲣⲟⲙⲁ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲓ̈ϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲛⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲡ︦ϫ︦ⲥ︦ 

14.  Text adapted from B. D. Ehrman and Z. Pleše: The Apocryphal Gospels. New York, Ox-
ford University Press (2011), pages 592–598.
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ⲁⲓ̈ⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲟⲕ ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲟⲩ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩϩⲟⲣⲟⲙⲁ ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱϣⲃ̄ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ϫⲉ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ⲁⲧⲉ 
ϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲕⲓⲙ ⲁⲛ ⲉⲣⲉⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲟⲓ̈ ⲡⲙⲁ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲉⲧⲉⲣⲉ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲥ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲉϥⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ 
ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡⲉϩⲟ
*Understand ⲡⲉϫⲁⲥ as a parenthesis.

Mary answered and said, ‘That which is hidden from you (19.3), I 
am going to inform you about it.’ Accordingly, she began telling them 
these sayings (17.1): ‘As for me’, she said, ‘I saw the Lord in a vision 
(8.2), and said to him (10.6), “Lord! I saw you today in a vision.” He 
answered and said to me, “You are blessed (10.4) because you are not 
disturbed when you see me (16.2). After all, the place where the mind 
is, there is the treasure (14.3).” ’

Following a break in the narrative caused by the loss of four pages from the 
codex, Mary’s vision has expanded to encompass the staged ascent of her 
soul (ⲯⲩⲭⲏ) through higher levels of comprehension:
ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲛⲉ ⲧⲥⲁϣϥⲉ ⲛ̄ⲉⲝⲟⲩⲥⲓⲁ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ⲧⲟⲣⲅⲏ ⲉⲩϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲯⲩⲭⲏ ϫⲉ ⲉⲣⲉ-
ⲛⲏⲩ ϫⲓⲛⲧⲱⲛ ⲧϩⲁⲧⲃⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲏ ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲃⲏⲕ ⲉⲧⲱⲛ ⲧⲟⲩⲁ̣ⲥϥ̄ⲙⲁ · ⲁⲥⲟⲩⲱϣⲃ̄ 
ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲧⲉⲯⲩⲭⲏ ⲡⲉϫⲁⲥ ϫⲉ ⲡⲉⲧⲁⲙⲁϩⲧⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲓ̈ ⲁⲩⲕⲟⲛⲥ̄ϥ̄ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲉⲧⲕⲧⲟ 
ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲓ̈ ⲁⲩⲟⲩⲟⲥϥ̄ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲧⲁⲉⲡⲓⲑⲩⲙⲓⲁ ⲁⲥϫⲱⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲧⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲧⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ 
ⲁⲥⲙⲟⲩ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲕⲟⲥⲙⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲩⲃⲟⲗⲧ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲕⲟⲥⲙⲟⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲧⲩⲡⲟⲥ 
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲧⲩⲡⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲡⲥⲁ ⲛ̄ⲧⲡⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲧⲙⲣ̄ⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲃ̄ϣⲉ ⲉⲧϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲡⲣⲟⲥ-
ⲟⲩⲟⲓ̈ϣ · ϫⲓⲛ-ⲙ̄ⲡⲓⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲓ̈ⲛⲁϫⲓ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲛⲁⲡⲁⲩⲥⲓⲥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲭⲣⲟⲛⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲕⲁⲓⲣⲟⲥ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲓⲱⲛ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲕⲁⲣⲱϥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉ ⲙⲁⲣⲓϩⲁⲙ ϫⲉ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲁⲥⲕⲁⲣⲱⲥ ϩⲱⲥⲧⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲁ-ⲡ︦ⲥ︦ⲱ︦ⲣ︦ ϣⲁϫⲉ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲥ ϣⲁ-ⲡⲉⲓⲙⲁ
These are the seven authorities of Rage (2.3), which are asking the soul 
(15.3), ‘Where are you coming from, O Murder (14.4), or where are 
you going to, O Destruction?’ The soul answered and said, ‘What holds 
me, it has been slain (19.7). Likewise, what surrounds me, it has been 
abandoned (ⲁ-ⲩ-ⲟⲩⲟⲥϥ̄ for ⲁ-ⲩ-ⲟⲩⲟⲥϥ̄-ϥ̄). Likewise, my lust, it has end-
ed. Even ignorance, it has died (5.1). In creation I was set free by some 
creation (19.8), and in form by some heavenly form (ⲉⲧ-ⲙ̄-ⲡⲥⲁ ⲛ̄ⲧⲡⲉ 
‘which is of the sky side’) and the chain of forgetfulness that exists in 
time (19.2). From this hour, I am going to get relief for the period of 
the duration of the age in silence (16.1).’ After Mary said these things 
(17.5), she shut up (11.8), as though the Saviour had spoken with her 
(only) to this point (14.3).

ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱϣⲃ̄ ⲇⲉ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲁⲛⲇⲣⲉⲁⲥ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ ϫⲉ ⲁϫⲓ 
ⲡⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ϩⲁ-ⲡⲣⲁ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲛⲧⲁⲥϫⲟⲟⲩ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲙⲉⲛ ϯⲣ̄ⲡⲓⲥⲧⲉⲩⲉ ⲁⲛ 
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ϫ̣ⲉ ⲁⲡ︦ⲥ︦ⲱ︦ⲣ︦ ϫⲉ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲉϣϫⲉ ⲛⲓⲥⲃⲟⲟⲩⲉ ⲅⲁⲣ ϩⲉⲛⲕⲉⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲛⲉ · ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱϣⲃ̄ 
ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ϩⲁ-ⲡⲣⲁ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲓϩⲃⲏⲩⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲓⲙⲓⲛⲉ · ⲁϥϫⲛⲟⲩⲟⲩ 
ⲉⲧⲃⲉ-ⲡ︦ⲥ︦ⲱ︦ⲣ︦ ϫⲉ ⲙⲏⲧⲓ* ⲁϥϣⲁϫⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲥϩⲓ̈ⲙⲉ ⲛ̄ϫⲓⲟⲩⲉ ⲉⲣⲟⲛ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲱⲛϩ̄ 
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲁⲛ
*ⲙⲏⲧⲓ marks a question that anticipates a negative answer (‘did he really . . . ​surely not?)’

So, Andrew responded and said to the brothers, ‘Say (4.3) what 
you are saying about the worth of the things she has said (ⲛⲉ-ⲛ̄ⲧ-ⲁ-ⲥ-
ϫⲟⲟ-ⲩ). For me, of course (7.3), I do not believe that the Saviour said 
these things (16.2), supposing these teachings, after all, are some oth-
er ideas (2.4).’* Peter responded and spoke about the worth of these 
matters in this fashion: he asked them about the Saviour, ‘Did he really 
speak with a woman, cheating us (literally ‘as robbery to us’), not openly 
(17.1)?’

*The Greek text gives ἐδόκει γὰρ ἑτερογνωμονεῖν τῇ ἐκείνου διανοίᾳ ‘because they seem 
different to what he actually taught’.
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CHAPTER 6 SCENES FROM A NARRATIVE TALE

The Tragedy of Archellites
The sole intact copy of this tale about a privileged young Roman, who is 
led by tragedy to become a monk in Palestine, takes up the first twenty-
four and a bit pages of another vellum codex (M. 579) from the Mon-
astery of the Archangel Michael (see page 251). The book was gifted 
to the monastery library in 823. The tale itself is woven out of threads 
of other stories known elsewhere in the Roman Empire, but no Greek 
version exists and there is no unequivocal indication that the tale is not 
an original Sahidic Coptic composition. Indeed, the rest of the codex is 
made up of discourses about Antony, Athanasius and other exemplary 
Copts. Though the Archellites narrative is attributed to ‘Eusebius, the 
historian of the city of Rome’ (ⲉⲩⲥⲉⲃⲓⲟⲥ ⲡϩⲓⲥⲧⲟⲗⲓⲟⲅⲣⲁⲫⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲡⲟⲗⲓⲥ 
ϩⲣⲱⲙⲏ), there is little reason to identify this putative author with the 
well-known church historian Eusebius of Caesarea (died c. 340), except 
perhaps as a conceit. A second Sahidic copy of the tale appears in a book 
from the White Monastery library, now dispersed in fragments, while 
briefer versions exist in Syriac, Arabic and Ethiopic translations. A sep-
arate poetic interpretation of the final act of the story also circulated in 
Sahidic Coptic during the ninth century.
(Page 1) ⲡⲉⲓⲡⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ϭⲉ ⲟⲩⲛ ⲁⲣⲭⲉⲗⲗⲓⲧⲏⲥ ⲟⲩⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲡⲉ ϩⲛ̄-ⲟⲩⲛⲟⲩⲛⲉ 
ⲉⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥϯ-ⲥⲟⲉⲓⲧ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥⲅⲉⲛⲟⲥ ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ⲓⲱϩⲁⲛⲛⲏⲥ 
ⲡⲉⲡⲁⲣⲭⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲡⲟⲗⲓⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲣⲁⲛ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲙⲁⲁⲩ ⲡⲉ ⲥⲩⲛⲕⲗⲏⲧⲓⲕⲏ ⲛⲁⲓ 
ⲇⲉ ⲛⲉϩⲉⲛⲇⲓⲕⲁⲓⲟⲥ ⲛⲉ ⲉⲩⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲧⲉⲣⲁⲛⲁϥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ϩⲱⲥⲧⲉ ϩⲟⲓⲛⲉ 
ⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲉⲣⲟⲟⲩ ϫⲉ ϩⲉⲛⲙⲟⲛⲁⲭⲟⲥ ⲛⲉ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ-ⲛⲉⲩϩⲃⲏⲩⲉ ⲉⲧⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩⲟⲩ ⲙⲛ̄-
ⲡⲉⲩⲃⲓⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲥⲉⲙⲛⲟⲛ ⲙⲛ̄-ⲙ̄ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲛⲁ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲟⲩ ⲙⲛ̄-ⲛⲉⲧϣⲁⲁⲧ · 
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲩ ⲛⲉⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲩ ϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲟⲩⲣ̄-ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ 
ⲉⲩⲡⲁⲣⲁⲕⲁⲗⲉⲓ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ϫⲉ ⲉϥⲉⲣ̄-ⲡⲉⲩⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲛ̄ϥϯ ⲛⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩϣⲏⲣⲉ 
ϫⲉ ⲉϥⲉϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲗⲥⲗ̄ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲡⲁⲧⲣⲓⲁⲣⲭⲏⲥ ⲉⲓ̈ⲥⲁⲕ ⲏ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲥⲁⲙⲟⲩⲗ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲓⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ⲁⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲉⲡⲉⲩϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲁϥⲣ̄-ⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲩⲣ̄ⲙⲉⲓⲟⲟⲩⲉ
This holy one, Archellites, then, actually (7.3) he was one from a good 
stock (15.4), and distinguished (literally ‘he gave distinction’) in his 
line. He was the son of John, the governor of the city, and the name of 
his mother was Syncletice. These were righteous people, doing what is 
pleasing to God (20.1), so that some were thinking about them (2.3) 
that they were monks because of their good works (10.4), their noble 
lifestyle, and the mercies which they were doing with those who are 
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deprived (19.3). Yet, they did not have a child (20.1). After they spent a 
long-time entreating God (9.2) that he would remember them, and give 
them a child so he would become for them consolation (17.1), like the 
patriarch Isaac or like Samuel in the past (literally ‘at this time’), God 
heard their praying and remembered their tears (2.2).15

Archellites’ mother has raised him as a Christian, and now, at the age of 
twelve, she is sending him away to complete a classical education in Athens 
and Beirut. Her intention is that he should eventually become governor of 
Rome in turn, but this is not to be. Notice the idiom ⲏ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ ‘or even, per-
haps’, in which ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ acts as a particle not a pronoun:
(Page  3) ⲧⲉϥⲙⲁⲁⲩ ⲇⲉ ⲁⲥϯ ⲛⲁϥ ⲛ̄ϣⲏⲧ ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲗⲟⲕⲟⲧⲧⲓⲛⲟⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ϩⲙ̄ϩⲁⲗ-ⲥⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲧⲣⲉⲩϩⲩⲡⲉⲣⲏϯ ⲛⲁϥ ⲛ̄ⲥⲉⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲭⲣⲓⲁ ⲧⲏⲣⲥ̄ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲁⲥⲁⲥⲡⲁⲍⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧⲥ̄ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲉⲓⲣⲏⲛⲏ · ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲟⲩⲥϭⲏⲣ 
ⲇⲉ ϩⲛ̄ⲑⲁⲗⲁⲥⲥⲁ ⲛ̄ⲥⲉⲣ̄-ⲟⲩϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ⲁⲩⲙⲟⲟⲛⲉ ⲉⲡⲉⲕⲣⲟ ⲁϥϭⲱϣⲧ̄ 
ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲁⲣⲭⲉⲗⲗⲓⲧⲏⲥ ⲁϥⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲩⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉϥⲛⲏϫ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲉϥⲙⲟⲟⲩⲧ ⲁϥⲣ̄ϣⲡⲏⲣⲉ 
ⲉⲙⲁⲧⲉ ⲁϥⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ⲇⲉ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲙⲛ̄-ⲛⲉϥϩⲙ̄ϩⲁⲗ ⲁϥⲣⲓⲙⲉ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ 
ⲉϫⲱϥ ϩⲱⲥ ⲉϣϫⲉ ⲡⲉϥⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲡⲉ · ⲛⲉϥϩⲙ̄ϩⲁⲗ ⲇⲉ ⲁⲩⲥⲗ̄ⲥⲱⲗϥ̄ ⲉⲩϫⲱ 
ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲡⲉⲛϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲧⲁⲓ ⲧⲉ ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲟⲩⲁ ⲙⲉⲛ ⲉϣⲁϥⲙⲟⲩ ϩⲓϫⲙ̄-
ⲡⲉϥⲙⲁ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲕⲟⲧⲕ̄ ⲕⲉⲟⲩⲁ ⲉϣⲁϥⲙⲟⲩ ϩⲛ̄ⲑⲁⲗⲁⲥⲥⲁ ⲏ ϩⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲉⲓⲉⲣⲱⲟⲩ ⲕⲉⲟⲩⲁ 
ⲉϣⲁⲩⲡⲁⲣⲁⲇⲓⲧⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲇⲓⲱⲅⲙⲟⲥ ϩⲁⲡⲁⲝϩⲁⲡⲗⲱⲥ ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲛⲓⲙ 
ⲉⲛⲉϣⲁϥϫⲡⲏ ⲡⲱⲧ ϩⲛ̄-ⲧⲉⲓϩⲓⲏ ⲧⲁⲓ̈ · ⲡⲡⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ϭⲉ ⲁⲣⲭⲉⲗⲗⲓⲧⲏⲥ 
ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲉϣϫⲉ ⲧⲁⲓ ⲟⲩⲛ ⲧⲉ ⲑⲉ ⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩⲥ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲉⲧⲣⲁϥⲓ ⲡⲣⲟⲟⲩϣ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲯⲩⲭⲏ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲟ ⲉⲣⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲣⲁⲃⲱⲕ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲃⲓⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲓⲕⲟⲥⲙⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϫⲓ̈ⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ 
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϫⲱϩⲙ̄ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲥⲁⲣⲝ ⲏ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϫⲓ-ⲟⲩⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲛ̄ϭⲟⲛⲥ̄ ⲏ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲣ̄-ⲟⲩϩⲱⲃ ⲉⲛⲉϥⲣ̄ⲁⲛⲁϥ ⲁⲛ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲃⲱⲕ ⲕⲁⲕⲱⲥ ⲏ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ 
ⲧⲁⲙⲟⲩ ⲧⲁⲧⲙ̄ⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ
So, his mother gave to him two-hundred gold coins, as well as two 
servants to let them serve him (20.3) and meet his every need (17.3). 
Then, she kissed him, and he left her in peace. So, after they sailed on 
the sea and spent a day of travelling, they moored at the shore. Arch-
ellites looked and saw a man slumped out, dead (19.3), and was greatly 
astonished. So, he walked toward him with his servants, and he wept 
over him as though supposing it was his father (18.4). Therefore, his 
servants consoled him (13.4), saying, ‘Our lord, this is the mortal way. 
Accordingly, one dies in his place of sleeping, another dies at sea or even 

15.  Text adapted from J. Drescher: Three Coptic Legends. Cairo, Institut français d’archéol-
ogie orientale (1947), pages 14–28.
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in the rivers (14.3), another is betrayed to persecution (19.7) In short 
(ϩⲁⲡⲁⲝϩⲁⲡⲗⲱⲥ), every person who was ever born runs in this direc-
tion, this one (20.1).’ Consequently, the holy one, Archellites, said, ‘Sup-
posing this actually is the way, it is good for me (10.4) to take care of my 
soul more than (see page 249) to go in the lifestyle of this world (20.3), 
and get married (17.3), pollute my flesh, perhaps (ⲏ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ) abuse a 
person (10.4), perhaps do something which is not pleasing to God (ⲉ-
ⲛ̄-ϥ̄-ⲣ̄ⲁⲛⲁϥ ⲁⲛ (16.2)) and stumble (literally ‘go badly’), or perhaps die 
and not see God (18.3).’

Having freed his servants, Archellites wandered from land to land ‘until 
God brought him to the Monastery of Romanus’ (ϣⲁⲛⲧⲉ-ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧϥ̄ 
ⲉϫⲙ̄-ⲡⲙⲟⲛⲁⲥⲧⲏⲣⲓⲟⲛ ⲛ̄ⲁⲡⲁ ϩⲣⲟⲙⲁⲛⲟⲥ), where he knocks on the door 
and pleads with the doorkeeper (ⲙⲛⲟⲩⲧ) for admittance:
(Page  5) ⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲇⲉ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡⲉⲙⲛⲟⲩⲧ ⲁϥϫⲛⲉ-ⲡⲉⲡⲣⲟⲉⲥⲧⲟⲥ 
ϫⲉ ⲡⲁⲓⲱⲧ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲉϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲧⲉⲕⲙⲛ̄ⲧϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲕⲉⲗⲉⲩⲉ ⲟⲩϩⲣ̄ϣⲓⲣⲉ 
ⲡⲉⲧⲁϩⲉⲣⲁⲧϥ̄ ϩⲓⲣⲙ̄-ⲡⲣⲟ ⲉⲓⲥ ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲩ ⲉϥⲕⲱⲣϣ̄ ⲉϥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ 
ϯⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲣ̄-ⲡⲛⲁ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ϣⲟⲡⲧ̄ ⲉⲣⲱⲧⲛ̄ ⲉϣⲱⲡⲉ ϣⲁⲣⲉ-
ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲁⲁⲧ ⲛ̄ⲙ̄ⲡϣⲁ ⲧⲁⲣ̄-ⲙⲟⲛⲁⲭⲟⲥ ⲧⲁϭⲱ ϩⲁⲧϩⲁⲓⲃⲥ̄ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲧϣⲗⲏⲗ 
ϣⲁⲡⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲉⲧⲉⲣⲉ-ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲛⲁϭⲙ̄ⲡⲁϣⲓⲛⲉ · ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱϣⲃ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-
ⲡⲉⲡⲣⲟⲉⲥⲧⲟⲥ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲟⲩⲱⲛ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣⲟ ⲁⲛⲓⲧϥ̄ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ϫⲉ ⲉⲛⲉⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲟϥ 
ϫⲉ ⲟⲩⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲧⲱⲛ ⲡⲉ · ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉ-ⲡⲉⲙⲛⲟⲩⲧ ⲇⲉ ⲟⲩⲱⲛ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣⲟ ⲁϥⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲟϥ 
ⲁϥⲣ̄ϣⲡⲏⲣⲉ ⲉϫⲛ̄-ⲧⲉϥⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲁⲓⲉ · ⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲉⲣⲉ-
ⲡⲉϥϩⲟ ⲕⲏ ⲉⲡⲉⲥⲏⲧ ϣⲁⲛⲧⲉϥⲃⲱⲕ ⲉⲡⲙⲁ ⲉⲧⲉⲣⲉ-ⲡⲉⲡⲣⲟⲉⲥⲧⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧϥ̄ 
ⲁϥⲡⲁϩⲧϥ̄ ⲉϫⲙ̄ⲡⲉϥϩⲟ ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱϣⲧ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉϥⲟⲩⲉⲣⲏⲧⲉ ⲁϥϯⲡⲉⲓ ⲉϫⲛ̄ⲛⲉϥϭⲓϫ· 
ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲛⲁϥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡⲉⲡⲣⲟⲉⲥⲧⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲛⲧⲅ̄ ⲟⲩⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ⲧⲱⲛ ⲡⲁϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲕⲉⲓ 
ⲉⲡⲉⲓⲙⲁ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ-ⲟⲩ · ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲛⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲁⲛⲅ̄ ⲟⲩⲣⲙ̄ϩⲣⲱⲙⲏ ⲧⲡⲟⲗⲓⲥ ⲉⲁⲓⲉⲓ 
ⲉϭⲱ ϩⲁⲧϩⲁⲓⲃⲥ̄ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲧϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲧⲁⲧⲱⲃϩ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲉⲧⲣⲉϥⲕⲱ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ 
ⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲛⲟⲃⲉ ⲧⲉⲛⲟⲩ ⲇⲉ ϯⲡⲁⲣⲁⲕⲁⲗⲉⲓ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲕϩⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥⲩⲛⲏ ⲉⲧⲣⲉⲕϣⲉϥ ϫⲱⲓ̈ 
ⲛ̄ⲅϯ ⲛⲁⲓ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲥⲭⲏⲙⲁ
So, the doorkeeper came in and asked the Superior, ‘My holy father, sup-
posing your lordliness allows, the one standing at the door is a youth 
(13.4), for a long time now begging and saying, “I want you to have 
mercy with me and accept me to you (20.2). Supposing God makes me 
of worth, then I become a monk (17.3) and remain in the shadow of 
those who pray until the day that the Lord is going to visit me.” ’ The Su-
perior answered and said, ‘Open the door. Bring him in (4.3), so we shall 
see where is he from (20.2). After the doorkeeper opened the door and 
saw him, he marvelled over his beauty. The blessed one came in with his 
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face cast down (19.3), until he got to the place where the Superior was 
(15.2), and prostrated himself (literally ‘bowed onto his face’), kissed 
his feet and kissed his hands. The Superior said to him, ‘You are one 
from where, my son (8.1)? Why have you come here (14.4)?’ He said to 
him, ‘I am a Roman – the City of Rome – who has come (15.4) to remain 
in the shadow of those who pray, and ask God to forgive my sins (20.1). 
Now, I am urging your Holiness (see page 265) to shave my head and 
give me the habit.’

Meanwhile, his mother has not been able to learn anything except that he 
did not arrive at Athens or Beirut, and blames her worldly ambition for 
causing his death. In her grief, she founded a hostel to look after any and 
all travellers. Here, a full twelve years later, she overhears some merchants 
discussing the fact that they were recently blessed by a saintly monk named 
Archellites, who has a distinctive birthmark on his face:
(Page  14) ⲧⲉⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ⲇⲉ ⲙⲛ̄-ⲛⲉⲥⲉⲡⲓⲧⲣⲟⲡⲟⲥ ⲙⲛ̄-ⲛⲉⲧϩⲓϫⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲥⲛ̄ⲕⲁ 
ⲁⲥϫⲓⲧⲟⲩ ⲉⲣⲁⲧϥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⲱⲡⲟⲥ ⲁⲥⲡⲁϩⲧⲥ̄ ⲛⲁϥ ⲉⲥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ 
ⲡⲁϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲛ̄ⲓⲱⲧ ϭⲱϣⲧ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ⲉϫⲛ̄-ⲧⲁⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲃⲓⲏⲛ ⲁⲓⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ϫⲉ 
ⲡⲁϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲟⲛϩ̄ ⲉⲧⲉ ⲡⲉⲕϩⲙ̄ϩⲁⲗ ⲡⲉ ⲁⲩⲧⲁⲙⲟⲓ ϫⲉ ϥ̄ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲙⲟⲛⲁⲥⲧⲏⲣⲓⲟⲛ 
ⲛ̄ⲁⲡⲁ ϩⲣⲱⲙⲁⲛⲟⲥ ϩⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϣ ⲛ̄ⲧⲡⲁⲗⲁⲥⲧⲓⲛⲏ ⲉϥⲥⲣ̄ϥⲉ ⲉⲡⲉϥⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ · 
ⲗⲟⲓⲡⲟⲛ ⲱ ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲉⲓⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲉⲃⲱⲕ ⲉⲡⲙⲁ ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲧⲁⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲟϥ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲁϯⲙⲟⲩ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲣϣⲁⲛ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ϫⲓⲙⲟⲉⲓⲧ ϩⲏⲧ ⲧⲁⲃⲱⲕ ϣⲁⲣⲟϥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ-
ⲡⲟⲩⲉϩⲥⲁϩⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉⲧⲣⲁϭⲱ ⲙ̄ⲡⲙⲁ ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ · ⲉⲓⲥϩⲏⲏⲧⲉ 
ϯⲛⲁϯ ⲛ̄ⲛⲁϩⲩⲡⲁⲣⲭⲟⲛⲧⲁ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲛⲁⲕ ⲉⲧⲣⲉⲕⲇⲓⲏⲕⲉⲓ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲟⲩ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ-ⲑⲉ 
ⲉⲧⲉϩⲛⲁⲕ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ-ⲛⲁⲟⲩⲥⲓⲁ ϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉⲩϯ ⲙ̄ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲛⲁ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲕⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲧϣⲁⲁⲧ 
ⲧⲁⲣⲉ-ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ϭⲱϣⲧ̄ ⲉϫⲱⲛ ⲛ̄ϥⲣ̄-ⲟⲩⲛⲁ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲓ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲁϣⲏⲣⲉ 
ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲉϥⲉⲓⲱⲧ ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲙⲁ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲛⲁⲃⲱⲕ ⲉⲣⲟϥ
So, the woman and her stewards and those who were in charge of her 
affairs (ⲛⲉⲧ-ϩⲓϫⲛ̄-ⲛⲉⲥ-ⲛ̄ⲕⲁ), she took them to the Bishop (5.2), and 
bowed to him, saying, ‘My fatherly lord look down on my wretched-
ness (5.3). I have heard that my son is alive (19.2), who is your servant 
(13.8). I was told that he is in the monastery of Apa Romanus in the 
districts of Palestine, taking time for his wellbeing. Already, O my father, 
I want to go to that place (14.3) and see him before I die (17.5). Indeed, 
if God guides my path (literally ‘my front’ (5.2)) and I get to him, then 
the command of God shall be to let me remain in that place (20.3). I am 
going to give all my goods to you (16.1) to let you distribute them how-
ever you wish (15.4), and then my properties shall be giving mercies to 
the hungry and the deprived, and perhaps God will look on us (17.4) 
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and be merciful with me and my son and his father in the place which 
they are going to go to (15.2).’

However, arriving at the monastery, she does not know that Archellites has 
long since refused to meet with any woman and, recently, dreamt that his 
mother is on her way to see him and her visit will result in his death:
(Page  21) ⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡⲉⲙⲛⲟⲩⲧ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ϫⲉ ⲁⲙⲏ 
ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲟⲩϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲁϥⲡⲓⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲟ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲥ ⲇⲉ ϩⲱⲱⲥ ⲁⲥⲉⲓ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ 
ⲉⲥⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ⲉⲥⲁⲥⲱⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲧⲣⲟⲙⲉⲩⲥ ϣⲁⲛⲧⲉⲥⲉⲓ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲡⲙⲁ 
ⲉⲧⲉⲣⲉ-ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉϣⲏⲙ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧϥ̄ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉⲥⲛⲁⲩ ⲇⲉ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲁⲥⲥⲟⲩⲱⲛϥ̄ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲁⲥⲉⲓⲙⲉ ϫⲉ ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱ ⲉϥⲙⲟⲩ ⲁⲥϩⲉ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ⲉϫⲙ̄ⲡⲕⲁϩ ⲁⲥⲣ̄ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲧⲙⲟⲟⲩⲧ 
· ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉ-ⲡⲉⲥϩⲏⲧ ⲇⲉ ⲉⲓ ⲉⲣⲟⲥ ⲁⲥⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ ⲁⲥⲡⲁϩⲧⲥ̄ ⲉϫⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲥϣⲏⲣⲉ 
ⲁⲥⲣⲓⲙⲉ ⲉⲥϫⲓϣⲕⲁⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲉⲥϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ⲟⲩⲟⲓ ⲛⲁⲓ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ 
ⲡⲉ ⲡⲁϫⲓⲛ̄ϭⲟⲛⲥ̄ ⲡⲁⲣⲁ-ⲛⲉϩⲓⲟⲙⲉ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲉⲧϩⲓϫⲙ̄-ⲡⲕⲁϩ ϫⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲗⲁⲁⲩ 
ϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛⲁⲓ ⲉⲓⲉⲙⲏⲧⲉⲓ ⲟⲩϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲱⲧ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲓⲥⲉⲡⲥ̄ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲁϥϭⲱϣⲧ 
ⲉϫⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲑ︤ⲃ︥ⲃⲓⲟ ⲁϥⲧⲁⲁϥ ⲛⲁⲓ ⲁϥⲙⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ-ⲡⲉϥⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲁϥⲕⲁⲁⲧ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁϥ 
ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲣⲫⲁⲛⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲣⲉϥⲣ̄-ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ ⲇⲉ ⲁⲓⲫⲑⲟⲛⲉⲓ ⲉⲡⲁϣⲏⲣⲉ 
ⲙ̄ⲙⲓⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲓ · ⲁⲧⲙⲏⲧⲣⲁ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲥ̄ ϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛⲁϥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲫⲟⲥ 
ⲛⲁⲉⲕⲓⲃⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥϫⲓ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲟⲩ ⲁⲩϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉⲩⲥⲏϥⲉ ⲉⲧⲣⲉⲥϥⲉⲓ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥⲁⲡⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲉⲣⲏⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲩⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ̄ ϩⲁⲣⲟⲕ ⲁⲩⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ϣⲁⲛⲧⲟⲩⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲛⲁⲕ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲕⲙⲟⲩ
The doorkeeper came out and said to the woman, ‘Come in. Your son has 
agreed to see you.’ So, she came in walking, nimble as a runner (19.2), 
until she came in to the place where the child was (15.2). However, after 
she saw him, she recognised him and, moreover, realised that he had 
already died (19.3). She fell down on the ground and seemed like those 
who have died. However, after her mind returned to her, she got up, 
bowed over her son and wept, crying out, saying, ‘Woe is me, my own 
abuse is a thing beyond all the women who are on the earth, because 
no-one came (literally ‘happened’) to me except an only son (3.4). I 
begged God, and he looked on my humility and gave him to me (14.3). 
His father died and left me with him orphaned (see page 259). Howev-
er, after he grew up, I murdered my own son (8.3). The cervix he came 
out of became for him a grave (15.2); my breasts which he took, they 
became a sword for removing his head (20.3); the feet which carried 
you, they walked until they brought you your death.’
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CHAPTER 7 TEXTS FROM THE FRINGES  
OF COPTIC CULTURE

Two spells for seducing women
Magic spells promising to satisfy those very desires that still engender 
innumerable quick fixes on social media and the internet – wellbeing 
and quality sleep, reconciliation and justice, seduction and sexual prow-
ess, wealth and business success – belong to a dark underbelly of ordi-
nary Christian life in Late Antique Egypt, rather than otherwise hidden 
pagan communities.16 Hundreds of spells are known in Sahidic Coptic, 
albeit written in ways that often betray non-standard local writing prac-
tices; but essentially they derive from magic traditions known across the 
Roman Empire. As such, they tend to feature a relatively high propor-
tion of specialist vocabulary and incorporate formulaic abbreviations 
of Greek phrases – including here ⲇ︦ⲇ︦ (for δεῖνα καί δεῖνα ‘such-and-
such’) and ⲕⲟⲭ or ⲕⲟⲕ (perhaps from κοινά ‘standard, usual things’) – at 
points in the text where the reader should add the name of the intended 
subject or other specific information. Again, this cut-and-paste template 
approach to quasi-formal documents is a commonplace of the modern 
online world.

Likewise, Coptic spells invoke deities and supernatural forces drawn 
from the beliefs of various cultures in and around the Roman Empire, in-
cluding such characters as Satan, the demon Mastema from the apocry
phal Book of Jubilees (who puts in an appearance below), and ostensibly 
indigenous Egyptian deities, such as Apis, Isis, Horus and Thoth – who, 
in reality, had long been since subsumed by the Hellenistic imperial cul-
ture. The spells also employ bizarre names for angels and demons along-
side other incantations, all of which seem to be gobbledygook but are 
often plays on the names of Egyptian deities or chants developed from 
a harmonious assonance of the ‘mumbo jumbo’ and ‘abracadabra’ vari-
ety. Many manuscripts are also illustrated with engaging and often star-
tling scenes of humans and animals, which evidently assimilate or even 
parody orthodox religious iconography, including pharaonic as well as 
Christian subjects.

16.  See The Coptic Magical Papyri Project https://www​.coptic​-magic​.phil​.uni​-wuerzburg​
.de​/.

https://www.coptic-magic.phil.uni-wuerzburg.de/
https://www.coptic-magic.phil.uni-wuerzburg.de/
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Spell on a sheepskin scroll (British Museum EA 10414,a)
The two spells given here appear among a collection of five or six magic-
themed scrolls, written on offcuts of animal skins. In Late Antique Egypt, 
of course, scrolls mostly belonged to non-Christian writing traditions 
(see page 8). This particular collection was acquired around 1830 by 
Robert Hay, a Scottish antiquarian, and subsequently purchased by the 
British Museum in 1868. The convergence of historical considerations, 
handwriting analysis and radiocarbon dating suggests that the scrolls 
were probably written at Thebes during the early eighth century. Nei-
ther spell here was written with over-lining for nasalised syllables (1.2), 
but a more conventional spelling has been adopted in the transcriptions 
below, which you can compare with the originals in the accompanying 
figures. The transcriptions maintain the original line divisions but avoid 
the wordbreaks at the ends of the lines. The first example here – isolated 
by lines drawn across the page above and below it – seeks to control the 
mind of the intended victim. Notice the writing of ⲙⲟϥ for ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ‘him’, 
and how the prospective future prefix ‘she will’ is written ⲉⲥⲁ instead of 
ⲉⲥⲉ (16.4):

ⲕⲟⲕ ⲕⲱⲭⲁⲣⲱⲧⲱⲭ ⲡⲁⲣⲥⲟⲃⲟⲗ ⲁⲛⲁⲏⲗ ⲁⲓⲏⲧⲉ
ⲙⲟϥ ⲁϥϫⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲇⲉⲙⲟⲛⲓⲟⲛ ⲉⲡⲉϥⲣⲁⲛ ⲡⲉ
ⲑⲉⲩⲙⲁⲑⲁ ⲉⲣⲉ-ϫⲱϥ ϩⲁⲡⲛⲟⲛ ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲣⲁⲧϥ ϩⲓⲁⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉ
ⲧⲕⲉϩⲉⲛⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲁⲧⲉ ⲁϥϫⲓ ⲛⲁϥ ⲛ̄ϩⲉⲛϣⲗⲓⲕ ⲛ̄ⲕⲱϩⲧ
ϥⲛⲁϯ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ⲉϫⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲡⲏ ⲛⲇ︦ⲇ︦ ϣⲁⲛⲧⲉⲥⲉⲓ ⲛⲁⲓ ⲉ
ⲙⲁ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉⲓⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲉⲥⲁⲥⲱⲕ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲥϩⲟⲓⲧⲉ ⲉⲡⲉⲥⲙⲟ︦ⲧ︦
ⲉⲥⲁⲙⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲉⲣⲟⲓ ϫⲉ ⲁⲙⲟⲩ ⲛⲏⲕ ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄-ⲧϭⲟⲙ ⲛ̄
ⲁ︦ⲇ︦ⲁ︦ⲏ︦ⲗ︦ ⲉⲧⲓ ϯⲛⲟⲩ ⲧⲁⲭⲏ ⲧⲁ︦ⲭ︦ⲏ︦

The usual. Kōkharōtōkh Parsobol* Anaēl, I have asked
him and he has sent a demon, whose name is
Theumatha (13.4), whose head (5.2) is under the groundwater 
(7.1), whose foot is out west,
the flaming Gehenna. He has taken for himself some burning 
forks.
He is going to strike down on the head of such-and-such until she 
comes to me (17.5) to
any place as I wish (15.3). She will lift her dress to her shoulders 
(read ⲙⲟⲧⲉ).
She will call to me, ‘Come, for you (read ⲛⲁ-ⲕ)’, by the power of



Figure 31 The first magical spell. Thebes, probably eighth century.  

Source: Trustees of the British Museum EA 10414, shared under Creative 

Commons Licence CC BY-NC-SA 4.0.
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Adaēl. Now, at once, quickly, quickly!17

*Baalzebul? If so, this would be a reference to the New Testament (Mark 3:22).

Spell on an animal skin scroll (British Museum EA 10376)
The start of this second spell is lost along both edges of the scroll, so 
what remains of the first four lines has not been transcribed here. Appar-
ently, in the lost start a demon named ⲉⲓⲝⲩⲙⲁⲣⲁⲝ ‘he of the iron rod . . . ​
to whom the whole creation of women is obedient’, has been summoned 
out of the Nile or the sea. A line across the page divides the spell into 
two parts: the initial summons; and an incantation to be spoken over a 
cup of wine before handing it to the intended victim. Alongside the use 
of ⲇ︦ⲇ︦ ‘such-and-such’, note the use of a Coptic equivalent ⲛⲓⲙ ‘who?’ to 
indicate where the practitioner should add the relevant name (14.4). 
The copyist has also added dots below various letters for reasons which 
are no longer obvious. In this transcription they have been retained for 
interest’s sake despite the otherwise conventionalised spelling. Oth-
er quirks of this text are not uncommon, and include writing ⲙⲟⲕ for 
ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲕ ‘you’, ϣⲉⲣⲉ for ϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ ‘daughter’, ⲃⲓ for ϥⲓ ‘take’, and usually writ-
ing ⲛ̄ where the shift to ⲙ̄ might have been expected (1.3):

Part one
ⲉⲓⲏⲧⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲕ ⲛ̄ⲛⲓⲙ ⲧϣⲉⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉ̣ⲧⲣⲉⲕⲧⲁⲁ̣ⲥ ⲛⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϫⲱⲕ 
ⲉⲃ̣ⲟⲗ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲟ̣ⲩ̣ⲱ̣ϣ̣
ⲛⲙ̄ⲙ̣ⲁ̣ⲥ̣ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲛⲁⲓ ϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲓⲱⲧ ⲉϥⲃⲓ̣-ⲣⲟⲟⲩϣ ϩⲁⲛⲉϥϣⲏⲣⲉ 
ϯⲃⲓ-ⲣⲟⲟⲩϣ
ϩⲁⲣⲟⲕ ⲡⲉϫⲁⲓ ⲛⲁϥ ϫⲉ ϯⲧⲁⲣⲕⲟ ⲙⲟⲕ ⲙ̣ⲛ̣̄ⲧⲉⲕϭⲟⲙ ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲩⲛⲁⲙ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲓⲱⲧ
ⲙⲛ̄ⲡ̣ϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲡⲉ ⲛ̣̄ⲡ̣ⲉⲡ︦ⲛ︦ⲁ︦ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲙⲛ̄ⲅⲁⲃⲣⲓⲏⲗ
ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥⲃⲱⲕ* ϣⲁⲉⲓⲱⲥⲏⲫ ⲁϥⲧⲣⲉϥ̣ϫⲓ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲣⲓⲁ ⲛⲁϥ ⲛ̄ⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ϫⲉ
ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲕⲁⲛⲉⲭⲉ ⲟⲩⲇⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛ̣ⲉⲕⲕⲁⲧⲉⲭⲉ ϣⲁⲛⲧⲕ̄ⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲛⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ⲇ︦ⲇ︦ ⲧϣⲉⲣⲉ
ⲛ̄ⲇ︦ⲇ︦ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϫⲱⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲥ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲥ ⲭⲁⲙⲭⲟⲙ
ⲙⲉⲁⲑ ⲑⲁⲑ ⲟⲩⲭⲁⲭ ⲁⲱ ⲟⲩⲭⲁ ⲁ̣ⲛ̣ⲛⲏϩ ⲛⲓⲁⲗ̣ⲑⲏ ϩⲓϫⲏⲕ ⲕⲟⲕ ⲏ̣
*The manuscript gives only ⲃⲱⲕ but this makes no sense here, hence the suggested 
emendation to ⲛ̄ⲧ-ⲁ-ϥ-ⲃⲱⲕ ‘who went’ (15.1).

17.  Text of a spell on the lower part of the recto (front) of the scroll, adapted from W. E. 
Crum: ‘Magical Texts in Coptic, II.’ Journal of Egyptian Archaeology 20 (1934), pages 195–
200. (Kyprianos Database of Ancient Ritual Texts KYP M287.)



Figure 32 The second magical spell. Thebes, probably eighth century. 

Source: Trustees of the British Museum EA 10376, shared under Creative 

Commons Licence CC BY-NC-SA 4.0.
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‘I am asking you (14.3) for who?, the daughter of who? so you 
give her to me (20.3) and I fulfil my desire (17.3)
with her.’ He said to me, ‘In the way of a father when he takes care 
of his children (15.3), I am taking care
of you.’ I said to him, ‘I do summon you (7.6) and your power, and 
the right hand of the Father
and the Son, and the head of the Holy Spirit, and Gabriel,
who went to Joseph and made him take Mary to himself as wife 
(20.3), that
you will not delay (20.2) nor will you rest until you bring me 
such-and-such, the daughter of
such-and-such, and I fulfil my desire with her – with her!’ 
Khamkhom
Meath Thath Oukhakh Aō Oukha Annēh Nialthē Hijēk. Usual 8 
(12.1).18

Part two
ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲱϣⲉ ⲙⲁⲣⲉⲥⲟⲩⲱϣⲧ̄ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲙⲉ ⲙⲁⲣⲉⲥⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ 
ⲙⲁⲣⲉ-ⲡⲁⲟⲩⲱϣⲉ
ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲁⲙⲉ ϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲥ̄ ⲛ̄ⲛⲓⲙ ⲧϣⲉⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲓⲙ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲁⲅⲅⲉⲗⲟⲥ
ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲥⲙⲧⲟ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϫⲉ ⲧⲉⲡⲉⲑⲓⲙⲓⲁ ⲧⲁⲓ ⲉⲧⲉ 
ⲛⲧⲁ-ⲙⲁⲥⲧⲉ̣ⲙⲁ
ϭⲏⲣⲉⲥⲥⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϩ̣ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲕⲁⲕ ⲁϥⲛⲟϫⲥ̄ ϩⲣⲁⲓ-ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲣⲭⲏ ⲙ̄
ⲡ̣ⲉϥⲧⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲓⲉⲣⲟ ⲁϥϫⲟ̣ⲩ̣-ⲕ̣ⲁⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲥ̄ ϫⲉⲕⲁⲥ ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲛ̄ϣⲏ̣ⲣⲉ 
ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲣⲱⲙⲉ
ⲥⲱ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲥ̄ ⲛ̄ⲥⲉⲙⲟⲩϩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ̣ ϩⲛ̣̄ⲧⲉⲡⲓⲑⲓⲙⲓⲁ ⲛ̄ⲡⲇⲓⲁⲃⲟⲗ̣ⲟⲥ 
ⲁⲇ︦ⲇ︦ ⲥⲱ
ⲉⲃ̣ⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲥ̄ ⲁϥⲙⲟⲩϩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲡⲓⲑⲓⲙⲓⲁ ⲛ̄ⲡⲇⲓⲁⲃⲟⲗⲟⲥ ϯⲛⲟⲩ 
ⲇⲉ
ϩⲱ ϯⲉⲡⲉⲕⲁⲗⲉ ⲙⲟⲕ ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲟⲩ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ̣ ⲇ︦ⲇ︦ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ⲉϫⲛ̄-ⲡⲉⲏⲣⲡ ⲡⲁⲓ 
ⲉ̣ⲧϣⲱⲡⲉ
ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲁϭⲓϫ ϫⲉⲕⲁⲥ ⲉⲧⲁⲁϥ ⲛ̣̄ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉ̣ⲛⲥ̄ⲥⲱ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲥ̄ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ̣-ⲟⲩⲱϣⲉ
ⲉⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩϥ ϣ̣ⲱⲡⲉ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲥ̄ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ̣ ⲉⲣⲟⲓ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲁⲅⲅⲉⲗⲟⲥ 
ⲛ̣̄ⲧⲉ-ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ

18.  Text of a spell on the lower part of the scroll, which is only written on one side, 
adapted from W. E. Crum: ‘Magical Texts in Coptic, I.’ Journal of Egyptian Archaeology 20 
(1934), pages 51–53. (Kyprianos Database of Ancient Ritual Texts KYP M286.)
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ⲉⲥⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲛ̣̄ⲥⲱⲓ ϯⲧⲁⲣⲕⲟ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲕ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϣⲟⲙⲧ ⲛ̄ⲣⲁⲛ ⲟⲩⲥⲕⲗⲏⲙ 
ⲟⲩⲥⲕⲗⲏⲙⲁ
ⲁⲛⲁⲣϣⲏⲥⲉϥ̣ ⲉⲗⲱ̣ⲉ ⲉⲗⲉⲙⲁⲥ ⲓⲁⲑⲱⲑ ⲡ̣ⲉⲛⲧⲁϥⲉⲓ ϫⲛ̄-ⲧⲉⲑⲏⲥⲓ̣ⲁ̣
ⲕ̄ⲛⲏⲩ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲙⲧⲟ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲛⲓ̣ⲙ ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲓⲙ ⲛ̄ⲅϯ-
ⲡⲁⲟⲩⲱϣⲉ̣ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ⲉϩⲏⲧⲥ̄ ⲛ̄ⲛⲓⲙ ⲧϣⲉⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲓⲙ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲁⲅⲅⲉⲗⲟⲥ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ
ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥ̣ⲧⲙ̄ⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲓ ϯⲕⲱ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϩⲓⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ⲡⲓⲱⲧ ⲛ̄ⲁⲕⲁⲑⲟⲥ̣ 
ϯⲧⲁⲣⲕⲱ
ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉϣⲟⲙⲧ ⲛ̄ⲣⲁⲛ ⲓⲁⲙⲁ̣ⲗ̣ⲏ̣ⲗ ⲑⲁⲙⲁⲙ̣ⲁⲏⲗ̣ ⲑⲁⲉ

In wanting, she should want me (17.1). In loving, she should love 
me. Wanting me
and loving me should happen in her, who? (17.2), the daughter of 
who?, as though for an angel
of God in her presence (13.9), so that the lust is this one that 
Mastema
pronounced in darkness (read ⲕⲁⲕⲉ) (15.2), cast into the source of
the four rivers, and conveyed darkness through it (19.8), so that 
the men’s children
will drink out of it (20.2) and be filled by the Devil’s lust (17.3). 
Such-and-such has drunk
out of it and been filled by the Devil’s lust. Now, however,
I too do invoke you today (I am such-and-such) over the wine, this 
that happens to be (19.2)
in my hand in order to give it to who?, and she drinks from it (read 
ⲛ̄ⲥ̄ⲥⲱ (17.3)), and good desire (15.4)
happens in her toward me as though for an angel of God
as she obeys me. I do summon you by the three names: Ousklēm 
Ousklēma,
Anarshēsef Eloi, Elemas Iathōth. O, you who has come out of the 
ritual (15.1),
you do come into my presence (I am who?, son of who?), so put
wanting me in her (read ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ-ⲥ̄), who?, daughter of who?, as 
though for an angel of
God; and then she does not obey me (18.3), I do set her apart 
from the good father. I do summon
her by the three names: Iamalēl, Thamamaēl, Thae.
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Letters from a non-Christian community in the Sahara
Dakhla is an oasis of the Sahara Desert, some 350 kilometres (220 
miles) west of the River Nile. Here, in recent decades, archaeologists 
have uncovered various documentary archives from the Roman-era 
town of Kellis, including a truly exceptional find of the largest collec-
tion of Coptic texts (more than 200) from the earliest period of Coptic 
writing, the late fourth century. Interestingly, they come to us from a 
community of Manichaeans – adherents to a gnostic religion, which 
originated in Persia in the third century and claimed to transcend both 
Buddhism and Christianity. The new religion reached Egypt before the 
end of the century and, albeit briefly, might have rivalled the influence 
of Christianity in certain areas. Nonetheless, despite standing apart 
from the principal development path among Christian communities 
along the Nile, the Kellis texts are remarkably straightforward to read 
as Sahidic Coptic. Like Frange’s letters from three centuries later (see 
page 274), their mere existence suggests that our understanding of 
Sahidic Coptic books and writing was skewed somewhat by our initial 
reliance on monastic libraries.

For the most part, the Coptic texts from Kellis were found in houses 
and have been dated by their modern editors to the period roughly 355–
380, which was certainly after the local temple of the pharaonic god 
Tutu was closed. They include Christian as well as Manichaean scrip-
ture, glossaries of Aramaic/Syriac words and a handful of magic texts, 
but the great majority are private letters. None of them are legal docu-
ments, whereas a high proportion of texts from Kellis written in Greek 
are precisely that. Moreover, almost half the letters (which are essential-
ly private) are to and from women, whereas the same is true for barely 
one in ten Greek documents from the town (which are essentially offi-
cial). The two examples given below were found in the same house and, 
indeed, belong to the same family, in a correspondence centred on two 
brothers – ⲡⲉϭⲟϣ whose wife is named ⲡⲁⲣⲑⲉⲛⲓ, and ⲡⲁⲙⲟⲩⲣ whose 
wife is named ⲙⲁⲣⲓⲁ. Their letters, plus a handful of accounts, bear wit-
ness to people who regularly travelled on business and were often far 
from home, relying on letters from their families as a consequence. Both 
examples here are principally addressed to women, so look out for the 
use of second person feminine pronouns or their equivalents (4.1).

Spelling has been normalised in these transcriptions, while you are 
learning, so the originals look significantly different at first glance. For 
example, the manuscript spellings are characterised by using ⲁ as a 



Figure 34  Kellis letter 71. Dakhla Oasis, fourth  century. Source: Courtesy 

of C. A. Hope and the Dakhleh Oasis Proj ect.
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default short vowel where standard texts write other short vowels, as 
in ⲁⲃⲁⲗ for ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ‘out’, or ⲁⲛⲁⲕ ⲡⲁⲙⲟⲩⲣ ϯϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲁⲧⲁⲥⲱⲛⲉ ⲧⲁϫⲁⲓ̈ⲥ 
rather than ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲁⲙⲟⲩⲣ ϯϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲧⲁⲥⲱⲛⲉ ⲧⲁϫⲟⲓ̈ⲥ ‘I am Pamour, 
greeting my sister, my lady’. Other notable distinctions include forms 
like ⲡⲁϫⲉϥ for ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ‘he said’. This is not inconsistent, for example, 
with some of the (much later) letters from Jeme, but variations from the 
norm in this archive may reflect the nascent development of Coptic writ-
ing as much as a distinct spoken dialect. Nonetheless, texts from Kellis 
are frequently characterised in scholarship as exemplifying a distinct di-
alect of Middle Egypt.

Extracts from a letter on reused papyrus (P.Kellis Copt.71)
The surface of this first letter is badly rubbed and so much writing lost 
that the central section, with the principal communication, has not been 
transcribed here. The first extract is a distinctively Manichaean greet-
ing from Pamour to open the letter, while the second is a message from 
his wife, Mary, who ends with another distinctive address, ⲧⲟⲩⲉϣⲧⲉ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲁⲓ̈ⲟ ‘praise God indeed’. Note, also, the idiom used to address 
people ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ⲡⲟⲩⲣⲁⲛ ‘according to their names’ (5.3), which means 
‘each one individually’ (see page 276).
ⲁⲡⲟⲇⲟⲥ ⲧⲏ ⲕⲩⲣⲓⲁ ⲙⲟⲩ ⲁⲇⲉⲗⲫⲏ ⲡⲁⲣ̣ⲑ̣ⲉⲛⲉⲓ
(Greek) Deliver to my lady and sister Partheni.19

ⲧⲁⲥⲱⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ ⲉⲧⲧⲁⲓ̈ⲁⲓ̈ⲁⲧ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧ ⲧⲟⲛⲟⲩ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲁⲙⲟ̣ⲩⲣ ϯϣⲓⲛⲉ 
ⲉⲧⲁⲥⲱⲛⲉ ⲡⲁⲣⲑⲉⲛⲓ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲥϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ⲡⲟⲩⲣⲁ̣ⲛ̣ ⲙⲁⲗⲓⲥⲧⲁ ⲡⲁϣⲏⲣⲉ 
ⲁⲛⲇⲣⲉⲁⲥ ϯϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲣⲱⲧⲛ̄ ϩⲛ̄ⲡϫⲟⲓ̈ⲥ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ

ⲭⲁⲓⲣⲉⲓⲛ ϩⲁⲑⲏ ⲛ̄ϩⲱⲃ ⲛⲓⲙ ϯϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲉⲡⲓⲱⲧ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̣̄ⲧ̣ⲙ̣ⲏⲉ ϫⲉ 
ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲱⲛϩ̄ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲛⲟ̣ϭ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲓ̈ϣ ⲙⲛ̄ⲟⲩ̣ⲕⲁⲓⲣⲟⲥ ⲉⲛⲁϣⲱϥ ⲉⲣⲉ-
ⲧⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟϫ ϩⲛ̄ⲡ̣ⲥⲱⲙⲁ ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲧⲛ̄ⲣⲟⲩⲧ ϩⲛ̄ⲧⲯⲩⲭⲏ ⲉⲣⲉ-ⲧⲛ̄ⲧⲁ̣ⲗ̣ⲏ̣ⲗ ϩⲛ̄ⲡⲛⲉⲩⲙⲁ 
ⲉⲣ̣ⲉ̣-ⲧⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟϫ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲡⲓⲣⲁⲥⲙⲟⲥ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ̣ ⲛ̄ⲡⲥⲁⲣⲧⲁⲛⲁⲥ̣ ⲙ̣ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ϭⲗⲙⲃⲁⲗ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ-ⲡⲙ̣ⲁ̣ ⲛ̣̄ⲃⲱⲛⲉ
My beloved sister who is esteemed by me greatly (19.3). I am Pamour, 
greeting my sister Partheni and her children each one, especially my son 
Andrew. I am greeting you in the Lord God.

Hello (3.1). Before every matter, I do pray to the Father, God of 
Truth, that you are going to live for me for a long time and many seasons 

19.  Texts adapted from I. Gardner, A. Alcock and W-P. Funk: Coptic Documentary Texts 
from Kellis 2. Oxford and Philadelphia, Oxbow (2014), Letters 71 and 75.
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(15.4), while we are well in the body, prospering in the soul, rejoicing 
in spirit, being safe from all the temptations of Satan and the storms of 
the bad place.

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲙⲁⲣⲓⲁ ⲧⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ⲉⲥϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲧⲉⲥⲙⲁⲩ ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲁϣⲉⲣⲉ ϫⲛ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ 
ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ϭⲉ ⲙⲁⲣⲓⲁ ⲧⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ⲉⲥϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲧⲁⲥⲱⲛⲉ ⲧⲁϫⲟⲓ̈ⲥ ⲡⲁⲣⲑⲉⲛⲓ ⲁⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ 
ϭⲉ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ϫⲉ ϯⲛⲏⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲁⲙⲏ . . . ​sentence lost . . . ​ⲡⲙⲁ ⲣ̄ϣⲉⲩ ϥ̄ϣⲏⲧ 
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ

ϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲡⲁⲓ̈ⲱⲧ ⲡϣⲁⲓ̈ ϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲛⲣⲙ̄ⲣⲉ̣ⲟⲩⲏⲧⲟⲩ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ⲡⲟⲩⲣⲁⲛ ϫⲟⲟⲥ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲣⲑⲉⲛⲓ ϫⲉ ⲁⲓ̈ϫⲓ ⲛⲉϩⲟⲓ̈ⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧ̣ϥ̣̄ ⲛ̄ⲃⲏⲥ ⲛⲉⲧⲁⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲟⲩⲥⲟⲩ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ 
ⲁⲓ̈ϫⲓⲧⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧϥ̄ ⲡⲛⲁⲩ̣ ⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲁϫⲟⲟⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϯⲛⲁⲧⲣⲉⲩⲛ̄-ⲧⲗⲉⲡⲥⲉ 
ⲛⲏ ⲛ̄ⲥⲁⲣⲧ ⲱⲛϩ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ̈ⲧⲉ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲛ̄ⲟ̣ⲩ̣ⲛ̣ⲟϭ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲓ̈ϣ ⲧ̣ⲟⲩⲉϣⲧⲉ 
ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲁⲓ̈ⲟ [A final sentence has been lost.]

I am Mary, the one who is writing, greeting her mother and my 
daughter Jinpnoute. Also, I am Mary (7.3), the one who is writing, 
greeting my sister, my lady Partheni. Moreover, you have written to me 
(9.1), ‘I am coming out there.’ Come! (4.3) . . . ​ . . . ​The place has value. 
It is cut off (19.3).

Greet my father Pshai. Greet all the neighbours each one. Say to 
Partheni (11.7) that I got the clothes from Bes (5.2). The things which 
you sent to me,* I got them from him. At the time of my sending (i.e. this 
letter), I am going to make them bring the bit of wool to you (20.3). Live 
and be well for me for a long time (17.3). Praise God indeed . . .

* ⲛⲉⲧ-ⲁ-ⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲟⲩ-ⲥⲟⲩ ‘the things which you (fem.) sent’ (15.2). Note that ⸗ⲥⲟⲩ is an al-
ternative to the suffix pronoun ⸗ⲟⲩ ‘they, them’ used after a small number of specific verbs.

A letter on reused papyrus (Letter P.Kellis Copt.75)
ⲕⲩⲣⲓⲁ ⲙⲟⲩ ⲁⲇⲉⲗⲫⲏ ⲡⲁⲣⲑⲉⲛⲉ ⲡⲉⲕⲩⲥⲓⲥ ⲯⲁⲓ̈ⲥ ⲡⲁⲙⲟⲩⲣ
(Greek) To my lady and sister Partheni. Pekysis Psais Pamour.
Notice the Greek forms of the names ⲡⲉϭⲟϣ (Pekysis), who sent this let-
ter, and ⲡϣⲁⲓ̈ (Psais), his father who was mentioned in the previous letter. 
The whole group amounts to a patronymic, ‘Pekysis, son of Psais, son of 
Pamour’.

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲉϭⲟϣ ϯϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲡⲓ̈ⲱⲧ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲥⲛⲏⲩ ϯϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲧⲁⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲥϣⲏⲣⲉ 
ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ⲡⲟⲩⲣⲁⲛ ϫⲓ-ⲡⲥⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲙ̄ⲙⲛ̄ⲁ ⲛ̄ⲥⲁⲣⲧ ⲙⲛ̄-ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲥⲉ ⲛ̄ⲡⲗⲉⲧⲓ ϫⲓⲧⲟⲩ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧϥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲛ̣ⲉ̣ ⲟⲩⲟϫϥ̣̄ ⲛ̄ⲥⲧⲓⲭⲁ ⲉⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩϥ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̣̄ⲛⲟⲩ̣ϥ̣̄ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲁⲓ̈ⲙⲁϩϥ̄ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥϩⲏⲙⲉ
At this point, the handwriting becomes more cursive.



Figure 35  Kellis letter 75. Source: Courtesy of C. A. Hope and the Dakhleh 

Oasis Project.
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ϯⲣ̄ⲑⲁⲩⲙⲁⲍⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲓⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉⲧⲉ̣ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉ̣ⲧ̣ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲉⲩ-ⲟⲩⲉ̣ⲡ̣ⲓⲥⲧⲟⲗⲏ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧⲟⲩ 
ⲡⲥⲟⲡ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲉϣⲁⲓ̈ϫⲓ-ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲉⲡⲓⲥⲧⲟⲗⲏ ⲁⲡⲥ̄ ⲛ̄ⲧⲱⲧⲛ̄ ⲛⲉ̣ ⲛⲉⲧⲉ ϣⲁⲓⲛⲁⲩ 
ⲉⲣⲟⲟⲩ ⲡ̣ϩ̣ⲟⲟ̣ⲩ ϯϩⲓⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧⲧⲏⲛ̣ⲉ ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧ*

ⲉϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲁϭⲛ̄-ⲡ̣ⲉⲧⲛⲁⲧⲁⲁϥ ⲛⲏⲧⲛ̄ ϩⲁ-ϩⲃⲁⲥ̣ ⲉⲓ̣ⲧⲉ ⲕⲁⲗⲱⲥ 
ⲉϣⲱ̣ⲡⲉ ⲟⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲛ ⲉⲓ̈ⲉ̣ ⲛ̄ⲙⲟⲛ ⲁⲓⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲡⲉⲧⲣ̄ϣⲉ̣ⲩ̣ ⲡⲣⲙ̄ⲙ̄ⲙⲱ̣ⲛⲱ ⲇⲉ 
ϩⲛ̄ⲛⲓⲙⲁ ⲁⲓϣⲛ̄ⲧϥ̄ ⲉⲣⲱⲧⲛ̄ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲣ̄ϣⲉⲩ

ⲕⲁⲡⲓⲧⲟⲩ ⲡⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ⲉⲧⲁϭⲟϣⲉ ⲉϥϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉ̣ⲣⲟ̣ ⲡⲓϣⲏⲙ ⲛ̄ⲥⲁⲣⲧ̣ 
ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲓⲧⲛ̄ⲛ̣ⲟⲟ̣ⲩ̣ϥ̣̄ ⲛⲏ ⲟ̣ⲩ̣ⲟϫⲉϥ ⲛ̄ⲥⲧⲓⲭⲁ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲧ̣ⲛ̣̄ⲛⲟⲩϥ̄ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲡⲉϭⲱϣ 
ϯϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲡⲁⲓ̈ⲱⲧ ⲙⲛ̄ⲛⲉϥⲥⲛⲏ̣ⲩ ⲉϣⲱⲡ̣ⲉ̣ ⲁϫⲓ ⲡϩⲛⲁ ⲛ̄ⲧ̣ⲟⲟ̣ⲧ̣ϥ̣̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ 
ⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲉϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲟⲛ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲙ̄ⲙⲛ̄ ⲥⲉ̣ϫ̣ⲉ ⲥⲙⲟⲛⲧ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲡ̣ⲛ̣ⲟⲩⲃ̣
*The text is not clear but perhaps understand ϯ-ϩⲓⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧ-
ⲧⲏⲛⲉ ‘I am apart (ϩⲓ-ⲃⲟⲗ) from you (plural)’. Here ⲧⲏⲛⲉ is a dialect 
variant of the pronoun ⲧⲏⲩⲧⲛ̄. Presumably, the sense of ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧ 
‘because of me’ is that this situation is my own fault but I have no 
choice.

I am Pegosh. I am greeting my father and my brothers. I am greeting my 
wife and her children each one. Take the six bales (ⲙ̄ⲙⲛ̄ⲁ) of wool and 
sixteen hanks (ⲡⲗⲉⲧⲓ). Get them from Pane (5.2). Cut it as a nice strip 
(15.4) and send it to me (8.4). I have paid him for his freight.

I am disappointed about these people through whom you did not 
send a letter to me (15.1). Because the moment when I get your letter 
– reckon it – you are the ones I see (13.4). Today I am apart from you 
because of myself (4.2).

Supposing you are going to find the one who will pay you for cloth, 
then good (18.4). And if not, then no (7.4). I have seen what has value. 
However, the man from Mono (5.1) is in these places. I asked him about 
you, and he said that you are being profitable.

Kapitou is the one who is writing to Tagoshe, greeting you. This bit of 
wool (2.5) which I sent to you, cut it as a strip and send it with Pegosh’s 
belongings (13.3). I am greeting my father and his brothers. Assuming 
you got the pot from the man, write to me. Assuming also you have not 
written to me (14.2), no saying (for ⲥⲉϫⲉ read ϣⲁϫⲉ) is agreed about 
the money (19.3).

ⲉⲣⲣⲱⲥⲑⲁⲓ ⲥⲉ ⲉⲩⲭⲟ̣ⲙⲁⲓ ⲡⲟ̣ⲗⲗⲟⲓⲥ ⲭⲣⲟⲛⲟⲓⲥ̣ ⲕⲩⲣⲓⲁ ⲙⲟ̣ⲩ ⲡⲁ̣ⲣ̣
(Greek) I pray that you will be well for many seasons, my lady Par.



Some  
Coptic words 
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Coptic has its share of words which look like other words when written 
down – think of English ‘fair hair’, ‘fun fair’ and ‘fair enough’. Sometimes 
this arises because words have a common origin, and sometimes it is just 
coincidence. In Coptic, for instance, ⲕⲟⲧ⸗ ‘surround’ and ⲕⲧⲟ⸗ ‘return’ 
look similar because they have a common origin (the sense of ‘turning’), 
but ⲕⲟⲧ⸗ ‘build’ simply happens to sound the same. So, here are some 
potentially confusing words you should be aware of in the book. Not 
every form is listed here, only those liable to cause confusion, but full 
entries may be found in the Word List that follows (see page 321).

ⲁⲛⲁⲓ, ⲁⲛⲁ⸗ pleasure, ⲁⲛⲓ bring!
ⲁⲣⲭⲉⲓ begin, ⲁⲣⲭⲉⲓ rule
ⲁϣⲁⲓ multiply, ⲉⲓϣⲉ ⲁϣⲉ† hang, suspend
ⲃⲁⲗ eye, ⲃⲟⲗ outside, ⲃⲱⲗ ⲃⲗ̄- ⲃⲟⲗ⸗ ⲃⲏⲗ† release
ⲇⲓⲁⲕⲟⲛⲟⲥ or ⲇⲓⲁⲕⲱⲛ deacon, ⲇⲓⲕⲁⲓⲟⲥ righteous person
ⲁⲓⲧⲉⲓ or ⲉⲧⲓ request, ⲉⲧⲓ or ⲁⲓⲧⲉⲓ still, ⲉⲓⲧⲉ whether, ⲉⲓⲧⲉ . . . ​ⲉⲓⲧⲉ 

whether . . . ​or
ⲇⲉ however, ϭⲉ moreover
ⲉ, ⲉⲣⲟ⸗ to, ⲉⲣⲛ̄, ⲉⲣⲱ⸗ up to
ⲉⲓⲛⲉ bring, ⲉⲓⲛⲉ resemble
ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ up, ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ down (= ⲉⲡⲉⲥⲏⲧ)
ⲕⲧⲟ ⲕⲧⲉ- ⲕⲧⲟ⸗ return, ⲕⲱⲧ ⲕⲉⲧ- ⲕⲟⲧ⸗ ⲕⲏⲧ† build, ⲕⲱⲧⲉ ⲕⲉⲧ- 

ⲕⲟⲧ⸗ ⲕⲏⲧ† go round, ⲕⲟⲧ circuit
ⲕⲟⲩⲓ little, ⲕⲟⲟⲩⲉ others
ⲙⲁ place, ⲙⲁ give!
ⲙⲉ truth, ⲙⲉ ⲙⲉⲣⲉ- love, ⲙⲉⲉⲣⲉ midday
ⲙ̄ⲙⲟ⸗ as, ⲙ̄ⲙⲟ⸗ (marks the object)
ⲙⲛ̄ with, ⲙⲛ̄ or ⲙ̄ⲙⲛ̄ there is not, ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲛ no, ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲛ truly, ⲙ̄ⲙⲓⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲟ⸗ 

own
ⲙⲉⲛ of course, ⲙⲉⲛ even
ⲙⲏⲥⲉ interest, ⲙⲓⲥⲉ give birth
ⲙⲏⲧ or ⲙⲏⲧⲉ ten, ⲙⲏⲧⲉ middle, ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉ fifteen, ⲙⲏⲧⲓ really?
ⲙⲟⲟⲩⲧ† dead, ⲙⲟⲟⲩⲧ⸗ kill
ⲙⲁⲁⲩ mother, ⲙⲁⲩⲁⲁ⸗ alone
ⲙⲏⲏϣⲉ many, ⲙⲓϣⲉ fight, ⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ travel
ⲛ̄, ⲛⲁ⸗ for, ⲛ̄, ⲙ̄ⲙⲟ⸗ as, ⲛ̄, ⲙ̄ⲙⲟ⸗ (marks the object), ⲛ̄ (marks the 

negative with ⲁⲛ)
ⲛⲁ mercy, ⲛⲁ⸗ for, ⲛⲁⲓ for me, ⲛⲁⲓ these ones
ⲛⲁⲩ see, ⲛⲁⲩ hour, ⲛⲁⲩ for them
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ⲛⲓⲙ every, ⲛⲓⲙ who?
ⲛ̄ⲧ who, which, ⲛ̄ⲧ⸗ bring, ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ of, ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ (marks the conjunctive 

tense)
ⲛⲟⲩϫ false, ⲛⲟⲩϫⲉ throw
ⲡⲉ is, ⲡⲉ sky, ⲡⲓ or ⲡⲉⲓ kiss
ⲡⲱⲣϣ ⲡⲟⲣϣ† ⲉⲃⲟⲗ spread out, ⲡⲱⲣϫ̄ ⲡⲟⲣϫ† ⲉⲃⲟⲗ separate
ⲣⲓ cell, ⲣⲟ door
ⲡⲱϩⲧ bow, ⲣⲱϩⲧ hit, ⲣⲱⲕϩ burn
ⲥⲉ yes, ⲥⲉ sixty, ⲥⲱ ⲥⲉ- drink
ⲥⲁⲃⲉ wise, ⲥⲏⲃⲉ sword, ⲥⲱⲃⲉ laugh
ⲥⲱⲛⲉ sister, ⲥⲟⲟⲛⲉ robber
ⲥⲛ̄ⲧⲉ together, ⲥⲛ̄ⲧⲉ two, couple (feminine)
ⲥⲛⲏⲩ brothers, ⲥⲛⲁⲩ two, couple
ⲥⲏⲩ time, ⲥⲟⲩ date, ⲥⲟⲟⲩ six
ⲥⲱⲟⲩϩ ⲥⲟⲟⲩϩ⸗ assemble, ⲟⲩⲱϩ settle down
ⲧⲁⲉⲓⲟ ⲧⲁⲉⲓⲏⲩ† esteem, ⲧⲁⲉⲓⲟⲩ fifty
ⲧⲱⲕ strengthen, ⲧⲁⲕⲟ destroy
ⲧⲁⲙⲟ inform, ⲧⲁⲙⲓⲟ create
ⲧⲉⲛⲟⲩ now, ⲧⲱⲛⲟⲩ greatly, ⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲟⲩ send
ⲧⲟⲟⲩ hill, ⲧⲟⲟⲩⲉ sandal, ⲧⲁⲟⲩⲱ ⲧⲁⲩⲉ- produce
ⲧⲱϣ determine, ⲧⲟϣ boundary, ⲧⲁϣⲟ increase
ⲟⲩⲁ one, ⲟⲩⲁⲁ⸗ only, alone
ⲟⲩⲇⲉ nor, ⲟⲩⲧⲉ between
ⲟⲩⲛ̄ there is, ⲟⲩⲛ actually, ⲟⲩⲛⲟⲩ hour, ⲟⲩⲟⲛ someone, ⲟⲩⲱⲛ 

open
ⲟⲩⲱϣϥ̄ or ⲟⲩⲱϣⲃ̄ respond, ⲟⲩⲱϣϥ̄ break
ϣⲁ festival, ϣⲁ appear, ϣⲁ up to
ϣⲟ thousand, ϣⲉ hundred, ϣⲉ wood, ϣⲓ measure, ϣⲱ sand
ϣⲱⲃ ϣⲃ̄- shave, ϣⲓⲃⲉ ϣⲃ̄- change
ϣⲏⲙ ordinary, ϣⲏⲣⲉ child
ϣⲙ̄ϣⲉ worship, ϣⲏⲙϣⲏⲙ little by little
ϣⲱⲛⲉ ϣⲟⲟⲛⲉ† sicken, ϣⲱⲱⲛⲉ ϣⲟⲟⲛⲉ† deprive
ϣⲟⲣⲡ first, ϣⲱⲣⲡ morning
ϩⲛ̄, ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ⸗ in, ϩⲏⲧ ϩⲧⲏ⸗ mind, ϩⲏ, ϩⲏⲧ⸗ belly, ϩⲏ, ϩⲏⲧ⸗ front, ϩⲁⲏ 

end
ϩⲏⲧ downstream (on the Nile), ⲉⲙϩⲏⲧ northwards
ϩⲉ manner, ϩⲉ fall, ϩⲓ at, ϩⲓⲏ road
ϩⲟ face, ϩⲟ sack, ϩⲱ suffice, ϩⲱ me too
ϩⲁⲕ prudent, ϩⲏⲕⲉ poor, hungry
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ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ elder, ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲛ̄ pagan, Roman
ϩⲛ̄ or ϩⲉⲛ in, ϩⲉⲛ- or ϩⲛ̄- some, ϩⲛⲉ, ϩⲛⲁ⸗ wish
ϩⲱⲛ command, ϩⲱⲛ approach
ϩⲁⲡ justice, ϩⲱⲡ ϩⲏⲡ† hide
ϩⲱⲥ sing, ϩⲱⲥ as though, ϩⲱⲥⲧⲉ so that
ϩⲧⲟ horse, ϩⲧⲟⲣ constraint
ϩⲏⲩ gain, ϩⲟⲩⲟ excess, ϩⲟⲟⲩ day, ϩⲟⲟⲩ be harmful, ϩⲱⲟⲩ rain
ϩⲓⲟⲩⲉ hit, ϩⲓⲟⲟⲩⲉ roads
ϫⲉ that, ϫⲱ cup, ϫⲱ head, ϫⲱ ϫⲉ- say
ϫⲱ⸗ head, ⲉϫⲱ⸗ onto, ϫⲱⲕ your head, ϫⲱⲕ complete
ϫⲡⲟ create, ϫⲡⲓⲟ blame, ϫⲡⲓ must (do something)
ϫⲉⲣⲟ ignite, ϫⲣⲟ be strong
ϫⲟⲟⲩ send, ϫⲓⲟⲩⲉ steal, ϫⲓⲟⲩⲁ blaspheme
ϭⲟⲛⲥ hurt, ϭⲱⲛⲧ̄ ϭⲟⲛⲧ† anger
ϯ I (am), ϯ give
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This is a list of words you met in the book. Following standard practice 
in Coptic dictionaries, words are listed in alphabetical order on the ba-
sis of their consonants, whereas vowels are a secondary consideration 
(11.6). You may have to jump backwards and forwards between entries 
for a while, until you get used to this arrangement, but it soon becomes 
second nature.

That said, words whose initial letter is a vowel (ⲁ, ⲉ, ⲏ, ⲓ, ⲟ, ⲱ) are 
listed together for ease of recognition, so there are separate entries for 
words beginning with ⲉ or ⲉⲓ (vowel) and those beginning with ⲉⲓ or ⲓ̈ 
(consonant), as well as for words beginning with ⲟⲩ as a vowel or as a 
consonant. Likewise, words whose initial letter writes two sounds (ⲑ, 
ⲫ, ⲭ, ⲝ, ⲯ, ϯ) are listed together, but otherwise those letters are treated 
simply as two sounds (1.1). In other words, ⲑ is treated as ⲧϩ unless it is 
the first letter of a word.

Standard grammatical elements (such as articles, converters, suffix 
pronouns, tense markers) are not listed below because they can be found 
via the contents list or the index. The shifting forms of verbs and pro-
nouns are not listed separately either, but some of the more confusing 
forms are cross-referenced, along with some common variant spellings.

ⲁⲁ
ⲁⲁ⸗ see ⲉⲓⲣⲉ
ⲁⲅⲱⲛ trial
ⲁⲅⲁⲑⲟⲥ good

ⲁⲅⲁⲑⲟⲛ good thing
ⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ love, compassion, charity

ⲁⲣⲓ ⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ be kind, please
ⲛ̄ⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ please

ⲁⲓ̈ⲟ truly, indeed
ⲁⲕⲉⲣⲁⲓⲟⲥ pure, simple
ⲁⲝⲓⲟⲩⲛ advise
ⲁⲕⲁⲑⲁⲣⲥⲓⲁ dirt, impurity
ⲁⲕⲁⲑⲟⲥ for ⲁⲅⲁⲑⲟⲥ
ⲁⲗⲗⲁ instead, rather, nonetheless
ⲁⲗⲏⲑⲱⲥ truthfully
ⲁⲙⲟⲩ come! (ⲁⲙⲏ feminine)
ⲁⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉ west, afterlife
ⲁⲙⲁϩⲧⲉ grab, hold
ⲁⲛⲁⲓ, ⲁⲛⲁ⸗ charm, pleasure
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ⲣ̄ⲁⲛⲁ⸗ please
ⲁⲛⲓ or ⲁⲛⲓⲧ⸗ bring!
ⲁⲓⲱⲛ era, age
ⲁⲛⲅ̄ see ⲁⲛⲟⲕ
ⲁⲛⲁⲅⲕⲏ necessity, constraint
ⲁⲛⲁⲅⲛⲱⲥⲧⲏⲥ lector, reader
ⲁⲛⲟⲕ or ⲁⲛⲅ̄ I, me
ⲁⲛⲉⲭⲉ delay, wait
ⲁⲛⲁⲭⲱⲣⲉⲓ withdraw

ⲁⲛⲁⲭⲟⲣⲓⲧⲏⲥ anchorite, hermit
ⲁⲛⲟⲙⲟⲥ lawless
ⲁⲛⲟⲛ or ⲁⲛⲛ̄ we, us
ⲁⲛⲁⲡⲁⲩⲥⲓⲥ rest, relief
ⲁⲛⲁⲥⲧⲣⲉⲫⲉⲓ behave

ⲁⲛⲁⲥⲧⲣⲟⲫⲏ life-story
ⲁⲛⲓⲧ⸗ bring! (see also ⲁⲛⲓ)
ⲁⲡⲁ father (title)
ⲁⲡⲉ or ⲁⲡⲏ head
ⲁⲡⲓⲗⲏ threaten
ⲁⲡⲟⲫⲁⲥⲓⲥ sentence
ⲁⲡⲁⲣⲭⲏ first-fruits
ⲁⲡⲣⲏⲧⲉ moment, while
ⲁⲡⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ faithless (see also ⲡⲓⲥⲧⲉⲩⲉ)
ⲁⲡⲟⲧ cup
ⲁⲣⲁ elder, local official
ⲁⲣⲓ do! make!

ⲁⲣⲓ ⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ be kind, please
ⲁⲏⲣ air
ⲁⲣⲓⲕⲉ fault
ⲁⲣⲭⲉⲓ begin (doing something)
ⲁⲣⲭⲉⲓ rule (+ ⲉ) over

ⲁⲣⲭⲱⲛ magistrate
ⲁⲣⲭⲏⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⲟⲡⲟⲥ see ⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⲟⲡⲟⲥ

ⲁⲣⲉⲥⲕⲉ please, appease
ⲁⲣⲧⲟⲃ or ⲣ̄ⲧⲟⲃ artab (measure), bushel
ⲁⲣϣⲓⲛ lentil
ⲁⲥⲁⲓ̈ ⲁⲥⲱⲟⲩ† lighten, relax
ⲁⲥⲉⲃⲏⲥ irreligious
ⲁⲥⲕⲓⲧⲏⲥ ascetic, hermit
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ⲁⲥⲱⲙⲁⲧⲟⲥ ethereal (see also ⲥⲱⲙⲁ)
ⲁⲥⲡⲉ speech
ⲁⲥⲡⲁⲍⲉ kiss
ⲁⲓⲧⲓⲁ charge, accusation
ⲁⲓⲧⲉⲓ or ⲉⲧⲓ or ⲏⲧⲓ ask, request
ⲁⲓⲧⲉⲓ for ⲉⲓⲧⲉ
ⲁⲧⲉⲓⲙⲉ witless, insensible (see also ⲉⲓⲙⲉ)
ⲁⲧⲥⲃⲱ uneducated, ignorant (see also ⲥⲃⲱ)
ⲁⲧⲥⲣ̄ⲃⲉ hard-working, diligent (see also ⲥⲣ̄ⲃⲉ)
ⲁⲧⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ heedless (see also ⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄)
ⲁⲧϣⲁⲩ worthless (see also ϣⲁⲩ)
ⲁⲧϩⲏⲧ ignorant, fatuous (see also ϩⲏⲧ)
ⲁⲧϭⲟⲙ impossible (see also ϭⲟⲙ)
ⲁϣ who? which? what?

ⲛ̄ⲁϣ ⲛ̄ϩⲉ how?
ⲁϣⲁⲓ̈ increase, lengthen
ⲁϣⲕⲁⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ cry out, scream (see also ϫⲓϣⲕⲁⲕ)
ⲁϩⲟ or ⲉϩⲟ treasure, treasury
ⲁϩⲉⲣⲁⲧ⸗ stand (reflexive)
ⲁϫⲉ or ⲁϫⲓⲥ say! tell! speak!
ⲁϫⲛ̄, ⲁϫⲛ̄ⲧ⸗ except, without
ⲁϫⲓⲥ see ⲁϫⲉ

ⲃⲃ
ⲃⲓ for ϥⲓ
ⲃⲱ tree, vine
ⲃⲱⲕ ⲃⲏⲕ† go, depart
ⲃⲁⲗ eye
ⲃⲟⲗ outside

ⲣ̄ⲃⲟⲗ escape
ⲥⲁⲃⲟⲗ away, off
ϣⲁⲃⲟⲗ forever, eternal

ⲃⲱⲗ ⲃⲗ̄- ⲃⲟⲗ⸗ ⲃⲏⲗ† untie, loosen (+ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ) release
ⲃⲗ̄ⲗⲉ blind (ⲃⲗ̄ⲗⲉⲉⲩⲉ plural)
ⲃⲗ̄ϫⲉ ostracon, potsherd
ⲃⲏⲙⲁ (judge’s) bench
ⲃⲱⲱⲛ or ⲃⲱⲛⲉ bad, evil (see also ⲥⲧⲟⲓ)
ⲃⲛ̄ⲛⲉ date (fruit)
ⲃⲓⲣ basket
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ⲃⲁⲣⲃⲁⲣⲟⲥ barbarian
ⲃⲓⲟⲥ lifetime
ⲃⲁⲥⲁⲛⲟⲥ torture
ⲃⲏⲧ palm leaf
ⲃ̄ϣⲉ forgetfulness
ⲃⲁⲓϣⲓⲛⲉ messenger
ⲃⲁϣⲟⲩⲣ saw
ⲃⲱϭⲉ for ϥⲱϭⲉ

ⲅⲅ
ⲅⲁⲣ because, after all
ⲅⲉⲛⲟⲥ lineage, family
ⲅⲣⲁⲫⲏ scripture

ⲇⲇ
ⲇ︦ⲇ︦ written for δεῖνα καί δεῖνα (Greek) such-and-such
ⲇⲉ so, but, therefore, however
ⲇⲓⲁⲃⲟⲗⲟⲥ devil
ⲇⲓⲱⲅⲙⲟⲥ persecution
ⲇⲓⲏⲕⲉⲓ distribute (property), bequeath
ⲇⲓⲱⲕⲉ persecute
ⲇⲓⲁⲕⲟⲛⲉⲓ or ϯⲁⲕⲟⲛⲉⲓ act properly

ⲇⲓⲁⲕⲟⲛⲟⲥ or ⲇⲓⲁⲕⲱⲛ deacon, priest
ⲇⲟⲩⲝ ruler, duke
ⲇⲓⲕⲁⲓⲟⲥ righteous

ⲇⲓⲕⲁⲓⲟⲥⲩⲛⲏ righteousness
ⲇⲁⲓⲙⲱⲛ or ⲇⲉⲙⲱⲛ or ⲇⲁⲓⲙⲟⲛⲓⲟⲛ demon
ⲇⲓⲙⲱⲣⲓⲁ punishment, execution
ⲇⲁⲝⲓⲥ or ⲧⲁⲝⲓⲥ post, position
ⲇⲣⲟⲙⲟⲥ race, course
ⲇⲱⲣⲟⲛ gift

ⲉⲉ or ⲉⲓⲉⲓ (vowel)
ⲉ, ⲉⲣⲟ⸗ to, toward, at, in relation to, more than
ⲉⲓ ⲛⲏⲩ† come
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ out

ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄ through, by, by means of
ⲉⲃⲟⲗϫⲉ because
ϯⲉⲃⲟⲗ sell
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ⲉⲃⲓⲏⲛ wicked
ⲉⲃⲟⲧ month
ⲉⲓⲇⲟⲥ item
ⲉⲓ̈ⲉ or ⲉⲓⲉ then, so
ⲉⲕⲓⲃⲉ breast
ⲉⲕⲕⲗⲏⲥⲓⲁ church, congregation
ⲉⲝⲱⲣⲓⲍⲉ exile, banish
ⲉⲝⲟⲩⲥⲓⲁ authority
ⲉⲗⲁⲭⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ insignificant

ⲉⲗⲁⲭⲓⲥⲧⲟⲛ insignificant thing
ⲉⲗⲟⲟⲗⲉ grape
ⲉⲓⲙⲏⲧⲉⲓ or ⲉⲓⲉⲙⲏⲧⲉⲓ except
ⲉⲓⲙⲉ realise

ⲁⲧⲉⲓⲙⲉ witless, insensible
ⲉⲙⲭⲓⲣ for ⲙ̄ϣⲓⲣ
ⲉⲙⲁⲧⲉ very, greatly, especially
ⲉⲙϩⲏⲧ northwards (see also ϩⲏⲧ)
ⲉⲛⲉ whether
ⲉⲓⲛⲉ resemble
ⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲛ̄- ⲛ̄ⲧ⸗ bring
ⲉⲛⲧⲟⲗⲏ or ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲗⲏ instruction, law
ⲉⲛⲉϩ ever, forever
ⲉⲡⲓⲇⲏ or ⲉⲡⲉⲓⲇⲏ since, because
ⲉⲡⲉⲕⲁⲗⲉ invoke
ⲉⲡⲉⲡ or ⲉⲡⲏⲡ Epipi (month)
ⲉⲡⲁⲣⲭⲟⲥ governor, prefect
ⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⲟⲡⲟⲥ bishop

ⲁⲣⲭⲏⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⲟⲡⲟⲥ archbishop
ⲉⲡⲉⲥⲏⲧ down (see also ⲉⲥⲏⲧ)
ⲉⲡⲓⲧⲓⲙⲁ or ⲉⲡⲉⲓⲧⲓⲙⲁ punish, chastise
ⲉⲡⲓⲧⲣⲟⲡⲟⲥ steward
ⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲣ̄- ⲁⲁ⸗ ⲟ† do, make
ⲉⲣⲟ⸗ see ⲉ
ⲉⲣⲅⲁⲥⲓⲁ trade, craft, job
ⲉⲣⲙⲟⲛⲧ Armant (place)
ⲉⲣⲛ̄, ⲉⲣⲱ⸗ up to
ⲉⲓⲣⲏⲛⲏ or ⲏⲣⲏⲛⲏ peace
ⲉⲣⲁⲧ⸗ to
ⲉⲣⲏⲧ promise
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ⲉⲣⲏⲩ friend, companion
ⲉⲣϣⲁⲛ if
ⲉⲓⲥ (initial particle)
ⲉⲥⲏⲧ bottom, ground (see also ⲉⲡⲉⲥⲏⲧ)
ⲉⲥⲟⲟⲩ sheep
ⲉⲓⲥϩⲏⲏⲧⲉ (initial particle)
ⲉⲧ or ⲉⲧⲉ who, which
ⲉⲧⲓ or ⲁⲓⲧⲉⲓ still, now
ⲉⲧⲓ for ⲁⲓⲧⲉⲓ
ⲉⲓⲧⲉ then, whether

ⲉⲓⲧⲉ . . . ​ⲉⲓⲧⲉ whether . . . ​or
ⲉⲧⲃⲉ, ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧ⸗ because of, about

ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲟⲩ why? (see also ⲟⲩ)
ⲉⲧⲓⲙⲟⲥ freely
ⲉⲧⲛ̄, ⲉⲧⲟⲟⲧ⸗ to (someone)
ⲉⲟⲟⲩ glory

ϯⲉⲟⲟⲩ glorify
ⲉϣ for ϣ̄
ⲉⲓϣⲉ ⲉⲱⲧ- ⲁϣⲧ⸗ ⲁϣⲉ† hang, depend
ⲉϣⲱⲡⲉ supposing
ⲉϣϣⲉ or ϣ̄ϣⲉ be appropriate
ⲉϣϫⲉ supposing
ⲉⲓϥⲧ̄ nail
ⲉϩⲟ for ⲁϩⲟ
ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ in, into
ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ down, up
ⲉϫⲛ̄, ⲉϫⲱ⸗ over, onto, ahead of

ⲍⲍ
ⲍⲱⲟⲛ creature

ⲏⲏ
ⲏ or, and
ⲏⲓ house

ⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ⲏⲓ warden, houseman
ⲏⲡⲉ number
ⲏⲣⲏⲛⲏ for ⲉⲓⲣⲏⲛⲏ
ⲏⲣⲡ wine
ⲏⲧⲉ for ⲁⲓⲧⲉⲓ



SAHIDIC COPTIC328

ⲑⲑ
ⲑⲃ̄ⲃⲓⲟ ⲑⲃ̄ⲃⲓⲉ- ⲑⲃ̄ⲃⲓⲟ⸗ ⲑⲃ̄ⲃⲓⲏⲩ† be humble
ⲑⲗⲓⲃⲉ upset, be upset
ⲑⲁⲗⲁⲥⲥⲁ see ϩⲁⲗⲁⲥⲥⲁ
ⲑⲁⲩⲙⲁⲍⲉ wonder about
ⲑⲩⲙⲟⲥ rage
ⲑⲏⲛ sulphur, brimstone
ⲑⲉⲟⲫⲓⲗⲉⲥⲧⲁⲧⲟⲥ best beloved of God (title)
ⲑⲩⲣⲟⲛ gate
ⲑⲩⲥⲓⲁⲍⲉ sacrifice

ⲑⲏⲥⲓⲁⲥⲧⲏⲣⲓⲟⲛ altar
ⲑⲟⲟⲩⲧ or ⲑⲱⲑ Thouth (month)

ⲓⲓ̈ or ⲉⲓⲉⲓ
ⲓ̈ⲉⲣⲟ or ⲉⲓⲉⲣⲟ river
ⲓ︦ⲥ︦ for ⲓ̈ⲏⲥⲟⲩⲥ Jesus (name)
ⲓ̈ⲱⲧ or ⲉⲓⲱⲧ father (ⲉⲓⲟⲧⲉ plural)

ⲕⲕ
ⲕⲱ ⲕⲁ- ⲕⲁⲁ⸗ ⲕⲏ† put, leave, drop, let (+ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ) forgive
ⲕⲟⲩⲓ or ⲕⲟⲩⲓ̈ small, little
ⲕⲱⲱⲃⲉ ⲕⲉⲉⲃⲉ- ⲕⲟⲟⲃⲉ⸗ compel, force
ⲕⲩⲃⲉⲣⲛⲁ steer
ⲕⲟⲕ for ⲕⲟⲭ
ⲕⲁⲕⲉ darkness
ⲕⲁⲕⲱⲥ badly
ⲕⲟⲭ standard, usual
ⲕⲗⲁⲃⲧ hood
ⲕⲟⲗⲁⲕⲉⲩⲉ flatter, persuade
ⲕⲉⲗⲱⲗ bucket
ⲕⲗⲟⲙ crown

ϯⲕⲗⲟⲙ crown
ⲕⲁⲗⲱⲥ properly, well
ⲕⲉⲗⲉⲩⲉ allow, grant
ⲕⲱⲗϩ̄ ⲕⲉⲗϩ- ⲕⲟⲗϩ⸗ ⲕⲟⲗϩ̄† strike, knock, ring (bell)
ⲕⲁⲗϭⲓⲗ wheel
ⲕⲓⲙ ⲕⲉⲙⲧ- ⲕⲉⲙⲧ⸗ move, affect, react
ⲕⲏⲙⲉ Egypt (place)
ⲕⲟⲙⲓⲥ (imperial) deputy
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ⲕⲱⲙⲓⲧⲁⲧⲱⲛ court, assembly
ⲕⲱⲙϣ ⲕⲙ̄ϣ- ⲕⲟⲙϣ⸗ mock
ⲕⲉⲛⲉ Qena (place)
ⲕⲓⲛⲇⲩⲛⲉⲩⲉ approach, risk
ⲕⲱⲛⲥ̄ ⲕⲉⲛⲥ- ⲕⲟⲛⲥ⸗ ⲕⲟⲛⲥ̄† stab, slay
ⲕⲟⲛⲧⲟⲥ pole
ⲕⲁⲡⲛⲟⲥ smoke
ⲕⲁⲓⲫⲁⲗⲁⲓⲟⲛ or ⲕⲉⲫⲁⲗⲁⲓⲟⲛ main point, crux, heading,  

compendium
ⲕⲣⲟ riverbank, seashore (ⲕⲣⲱⲟⲩ plural)
ⲕⲁⲣⲱ⸗ shut up (reflexive)

ⲕⲁⲣⲱϥ silence
ⲕⲣ̄ⲙⲉⲥ dust
ⲕⲣⲓⲛⲉ judge
ⲕⲁⲣⲡⲟⲥ fruit
ⲕⲣⲟⲩⲣ frog
ⲕⲁⲓⲣⲟⲥ period, season
ⲕⲉⲣⲁⲥⲧⲏⲥ viper
ⲕⲉⲣⲁⲧ⸗ step (reflexive)
ⲕⲱⲣϣ̄ ⲕⲉⲣϣ- ⲕⲟⲣϣ⸗ beg, plead
ⲕⲁⲣⲱϥ see ⲕⲁⲣⲱ⸗
ⲕⲱⲱⲥ ⲕⲟⲟⲥ⸗ ⲕⲏⲥ† embalm, prepare for burial
ⲕⲟⲥⲙⲟⲥ world, creation
ⲕⲁⲥⲧⲣⲟⲛ castle
ⲕⲧⲟ ⲕⲧⲉ- ⲕⲧⲟ⸗ ⲕⲧⲏⲩ† turn, return (reflexive)
ⲕⲁⲧⲁ, ⲕⲁⲧⲁⲣⲟ⸗ according to, just as
ⲕⲱⲧ ⲕⲉⲧ- ⲕⲟⲧ⸗ ⲕⲏⲧ† build

ϫⲓⲕⲱⲧ improve, learn
ϯⲕⲱⲧ edify, instruct

ⲕⲱⲧⲉ ⲕⲉⲧ- ⲕⲟⲧ⸗ ⲕⲏⲧ† circulate, queue  
(+ ⲉ) go round
ⲕⲟⲧ circuit, trip, visit

ⲕⲁⲧⲉⲭⲉ hold back, restrain
ⲕⲁⲧⲁⲕⲣⲓⲛⲉ condemn
ⲕⲁⲧⲏⲥ jug
ⲕⲁⲑⲁⲓⲣⲟⲩ downgrade, expel
ⲕⲟⲟⲩⲉ others
ⲕⲁϩ earth
ⲕⲱϩ ⲕⲏϩ† envy
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ⲕⲟⲓⲁϩⲕ or ⲕⲓⲟϩⲕ Khoiak (month)
ⲕⲱϩⲧ fire

ⲗⲗ
ⲗⲟ ⲗⲟⲧ⸗ stop, quit, leave
ⲗⲁⲃⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ amorous, randy
ⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ word, lesson, message

ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ (legal document)
ⲗⲁⲕⲁⲛⲧ cauldron
ⲗⲁⲙⲡⲁ lamp
ⲗⲩⲡⲉⲓ grieve, grief
ⲗⲟⲓⲡⲟⲛ already
ⲗⲉⲡⲥⲉ fragment, bit
ⲗⲁⲥ tongue
ⲗⲁⲟⲥ people, community
ⲗⲁⲁⲩ any, anyone, no-one
ⲗⲁϣⲁⲛⲉ magistrate

ⲙⲙ
ⲙⲁ place

ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲓⲙⲁ here
ⲙⲁ give!
ⲙⲉ or ⲙⲏⲉ truth
ⲙⲉ ⲙⲉⲣⲉ- ⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ⸗ love

ⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ beloved (ⲙⲉⲣⲁⲧⲉ plural)
ⲙⲟⲩ ⲙⲟⲟⲩⲧ† die
ⲙⲟⲩⲓ lion
ⲙⲁⲁⲃ thirty (ⲙⲁⲁⲃⲉ feminine)
ⲙⲁⲉⲓⲛ sign, mark
ⲙⲟⲉⲓϩⲉ surprise, shock
ⲙⲟⲕⲙⲉⲕ ⲙⲉⲕⲙⲟⲩⲕ⸗ ponder, ruminate
ⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ blessed, deceased
ⲙ̄ⲕⲁϩ ⲙⲟⲕϩ̄† suffer, grieve

ⲙⲟⲕϩ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ grieve
ⲙⲁⲕϩ̄ neck
ⲙⲟⲕϩ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ see ⲙ̄ⲕⲁϩ
ⲙⲁⲗⲓⲥⲧⲁ especially
ⲙⲟⲩⲗϩ wax
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ⲙ̄ⲙⲟ⸗ see ⲛ̄̄
ⲙ̄ⲙⲛ̄ or ⲙⲛ̄ there is not

ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲛ no
ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲛ truly
ⲙ̄ⲙⲓⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲟ⸗ own
ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲧⲉ for ⲉⲙⲁⲧⲉ
ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ there

ⲉⲧⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ that
ⲙⲛ̄, ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁ⸗ with, and
ⲙⲛ̄ see ⲙ̄ⲙⲛ̄
ⲙⲉⲛ of course, accordingly (see also ϣⲟⲣⲡ)
ⲙⲉⲛ surely, indeed, even
ⲙⲓⲛⲉ sort, manner, fashion

ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲓⲙⲓⲛⲉ this way, like this
ⲙⲟⲟⲛⲉ feed, nurse
ⲙⲟⲩⲛ ⲙⲏⲛ† ⲉⲃⲟⲗ remain, continue, carry on
ⲙⲟⲛⲁⲭⲟⲥ solitary, monk
ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ, ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲥⲱ⸗ after

ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲥ next, afterwards
ⲙⲟⲛⲁⲥⲧⲏⲣⲓⲟⲛ monastery
ⲙ̄ⲛⲟⲩⲧ doorkeeper
ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉ, ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲁ⸗ have not
ⲙⲁⲓ̈ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ pious, devout
ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲉ or ⲙⲉⲛⲧⲣⲉ witness
ⲙⲛ̄ϭⲟⲙ see ϭⲟⲙ
ⲙⲁⲡⲡⲁ sheet
ⲙⲏⲡⲟⲥ or ⲙⲏⲡⲟⲧⲉ in case
ⲙ̄ⲡϣⲁ deserve, be worth
ⲙⲉⲣⲉ see ⲙⲉ
ⲙⲉⲉⲣⲉ midday
ⲙⲟⲩⲣ ⲙⲟⲣ⸗ ⲙⲏⲣ† bind
ⲙⲁⲣⲟⲛ let’s go
ⲙⲣ̄ⲣⲉ bond, fetter
ⲙⲉⲣⲟⲥ share, part
ⲙⲉⲣⲓⲧ (ⲙⲉⲣⲁⲧⲉ plural) beloved (see also ⲙⲉ)
ⲙⲟⲣⲧ beard
ⲙⲁⲣⲧⲩⲣⲟⲥ witness, martyr

ⲙⲁⲣⲧⲩⲣⲓⲁ martyrdom
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ⲙⲁⲣⲧⲏⲣⲓⲟⲛ shrine (for martyr)
ⲙⲏⲥⲉ interest
ⲙⲓⲥⲉ ⲙⲉⲥ- ⲙⲁⲥⲧ⸗ ⲙⲟⲥⲉ† give birth ϣⲣ̄ⲡⲙ̄ⲙⲓⲥⲉ first born
ⲙⲁⲓ̈ⲥⲃⲱ wisdom loving (see also ⲥⲃⲱ)
ⲙⲉⲥⲟⲣⲉ or ⲙⲏⲥⲟⲩⲣⲉ Mesore (month)
ⲙⲟⲥⲧⲉ ⲙⲉⲥⲧⲉ- ⲙⲉⲥⲧⲱ⸗ hate
ⲙⲉⲥⲧⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ chest
ⲙⲩⲥⲧⲏⲣⲓⲟⲛ mystery
ⲙ̄ⲧⲟ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ presence
ⲙⲁⲧⲟⲓ soldier
ⲙⲏⲧ ten (ⲙⲏⲧⲉ feminine)
ⲙⲏⲧⲉ middle, midst
ⲙⲏⲧⲓ really?
ⲙⲟⲧⲉ shoulders
ⲙⲟⲩⲧⲉ (+ ⲉ) call, summon
ⲙ̄ⲧⲟⲛ ⲙⲟⲧⲛ̄† rest, pass away (reflexive)
ⲙⲉⲧⲁⲛⲟⲓⲁ repent, confess
ⲙⲏⲧⲣⲁ cervix
ⲙⲁⲑⲏⲧⲏⲥ disciple
ⲙⲁⲁⲩ mother
ⲙⲁⲩⲁⲁ⸗ only, alone
ⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ think

ⲣ̄ⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ remember
ⲙⲟⲟⲩ water
ⲙⲟⲩⲟⲩⲧ ⲙⲉⲩⲧ- ⲙⲟⲟⲩⲧ⸗ kill
ⲙⲏⲏϣⲉ many, host
ⲙⲓϣⲉ ⲙⲉϣ- ⲙⲁϣ⸗ fight, struggle (+ ⲉϫⲛ̄) fight for
ⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ walk, travel
ⲙ̄ϣⲓⲣ or ⲉⲙⲭⲓⲣ Mekhir (month)
ⲙⲁϩⲉ cubit
ⲙⲁϩⲉ flax
ⲙⲟⲩϩ ⲙⲉϩ- ⲙⲁϩ⸗ ⲙⲏϩ† fill, complete, redeem
ⲙⲁⲁϫⲉ or ⲙⲁϫⲉ maaje (measure, about 4 of ⲁⲣⲧⲟⲃ)
ⲙⲟϫϩ̄ belt

ⲛⲛ
ⲛ̇ written for ⲛⲟⲩⲃ
ⲛ̄,̄ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟ⸗ from, in, as
ⲛ̄, ⲛⲁ⸗ to, for
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ⲛⲁ pity, mercy
ⲣ̄ⲟⲩⲛⲁ be merciful
ⲛⲁⲏⲧ compassionate

ⲛⲁⲓ these ones
ⲛⲉ (they) are
ⲛⲟⲉⲓ consider, reflect
ⲛⲟⲩⲃ or ⲛ̇ gold, money
ⲛⲟⲃⲉ sin
ⲛⲟⲃⲣⲉ good, positive
ⲛⲁⲓ̈ⲁⲧ⸗ be blessed
ⲛ̄ⲕⲁ thing, belonging
ⲛ̄ⲕⲟⲧⲕ̄ or ⲛ̄ⲕⲟⲧⲉ lie down, sleep
ⲛⲓⲙ each, every
ⲛⲓⲙ who?
ⲛⲙ̄ⲙⲁ⸗ see ⲙⲛ̄
ⲛⲩⲙⲫⲓⲟⲥ bridegroom
ⲛⲟⲙⲟⲥ law, authority, (administrative) district
ⲛⲟⲩⲛ or ⲛⲟⲛ depth, groundwater, abyss, underworld
ⲛⲟⲩⲛⲉ root, stock
ⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩ, ⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩ⸗ be good
ⲛ̄ⲛⲁϩⲣⲛ̄, ⲛ̄ⲛⲁϩⲣⲁ⸗ see ⲛⲁϩⲣⲛ̄
ⲛⲉⲩⲣⲟⲛ strap, lash
ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ, ⲛ̄ⲥⲱ⸗ after, behind, apart from
ⲛⲟⲩⲥ perception
ⲛⲏⲥⲧⲓⲁ fasting

ⲛⲏⲥⲧⲉⲩⲉ fast
ⲛ̄ⲧ who, which
ⲛ̄ⲧ⸗ see ⲉⲓⲛⲉ
ⲛ̄ⲧⲟ or ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ you (feminine)
ⲛⲁⲏⲧ compassionate (see also ⲛⲁ)
ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ god
ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲕ or ⲛ̄ⲧⲕ̄ you (masculine)
ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲗⲏ for ⲉⲛⲧⲟⲗⲏ
ⲛ̄ⲧⲛ̄, ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧ⸗ with, from
ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲥ she, her
ⲛ̄ⲧⲱⲧⲛ̄ or ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ you (plural)
ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲩ they, them
ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ he, him

ⲏ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ even, perhaps
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ⲛ̄ⲧⲏϭ weed
ⲛⲁⲩ look (+ ⲉ) see
ⲛⲁⲩ hour, time
ⲛⲏⲩ see ⲉⲓ
ⲛⲁϣⲉ, ⲛⲁϣⲱ⸗ be numerous
ⲛⲁϣⲧ hard

ⲛⲁϣⲧϩⲏⲧ stubborn
ⲛⲉϩ oil
ⲛⲁϩⲃ̄ yoke, shoulders
ⲛⲉϩⲡⲉ mourn
ⲛⲁϩⲣⲛ̄, ⲛⲁϩⲣⲁ⸗ or ⲛ̄ⲛⲁϩⲣⲛ̄, ⲛ̄ⲛⲁϩⲣⲁ⸗ before, in front of
ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ see ϩⲛ̄, ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ⸗
ⲛⲟⲩϫ false, lying, liar
ⲛⲟⲩϫⲉ ⲛⲉϫ- ⲛⲟϫ⸗ ⲛⲏϫ† ⲉⲃⲟⲗ throw away
ⲛⲟϭ big, great
ⲛⲟϭⲛⲉϭ ⲛⲉϭⲛⲟⲩϭ⸗ insult, abuse
ⲛⲟⲩϭⲥ̄ ⲛⲟϭⲥ̄† get angry, anger

ⲟⲟ
ⲟ see ⲉⲓⲣⲉ
ⲟⲃϩⲉ tooth
ⲟⲉⲓⲕ bread
ⲟⲓⲕⲟⲛⲟⲙⲟⲥ storekeeper
ⲟⲛ also, too
ⲟⲛⲧⲱⲥ actually, truly
ⲟⲣⲅⲏ wrath, temper, temperament
ⲟϩⲥ̄ sickle (see also ⲱϩⲥ̄)

ⲡⲡ
ⲡⲁⲓ this one
ⲡⲉ (he) is, (it) is
ⲡⲉ sky, heaven (ⲡⲏⲩⲉ plural)
ⲡⲓ or ⲡⲉⲓ kiss

ϯⲡⲓ or ϯⲡⲉⲓ kiss
ⲡⲏⲅⲏ fount
ⲡⲓⲕⲣⲓⲁ bitterness
ⲡⲱⲗⲗⲁⲕⲓⲥ probably
ⲡⲟⲗⲉⲙⲟⲥ battle, war

ⲡⲟⲗⲩⲙⲁⲣⲭⲏⲥ general
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ⲡⲟⲗⲓⲥ city
ⲡⲱⲗϭ̄ ⲡⲗ̄ϭ- ⲡⲟⲗϭ⸗ agree (+ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ) settle, conclude
ⲡ︦ⲛ︦ⲁ︦ for ⲡⲛⲉⲩⲙⲁ
ⲡⲁⲱⲛⲉ or ⲡⲁⲱⲛⲏ Pauni (month)
ⲡⲛⲉⲩⲙⲁ or ⲡ︦ⲛ︦ⲁ︦ spirit

ⲡⲛⲉⲩⲙⲁⲧⲓⲕⲟⲛ spirituality
ⲡⲉⲛⲓⲡⲉ iron
ⲡⲁⲛⲟⲩⲣⲅⲓⲁ cunning, trickery

ⲡⲁⲛⲟⲩⲣⲅⲟⲥ cunning, tricky, aware
ⲡⲁⲁⲡⲉ or ⲡⲁⲁⲡⲉⲓ̈ Paopi (month)
ⲡⲁⲡⲁⲥ cleric (informal)
ⲡⲁⲣⲁ, ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲣⲟ⸗ more than, beyond
ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲃⲁ transgress

ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲃⲁⲧⲏⲥ reckless
ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲉ pass by, confront
ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲅⲁⲗⲉⲓ or ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲕⲁⲗⲉⲓ insist, declare, demand

ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲅⲉⲗⲓⲁ command
ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲇⲓⲇⲟⲩ or ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲇⲓⲧⲟⲩ transfer, hand over, betray
ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲇⲓⲥⲟⲥ paradise
ⲡⲓⲣⲁⲍⲉ tempt

ⲡⲓⲣⲁⲥⲙⲟⲥ temptation
ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲕⲁⲗⲉⲓ for ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲅⲁⲗⲉⲓ
ⲡⲣⲁⲝⲓⲥ activity, business
ⲡⲁⲣⲙⲟⲩⲧⲉ Parmouthi (month)
ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲙⲩⲑⲓⲁ encouragement
ⲡⲁⲣⲙ̄ϩⲟⲧⲡ̄ or ⲡⲁⲣⲉⲙϩⲁⲧⲡ̄ Pamenoth (month)
ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲛⲟⲙⲓⲁ crime
ⲡⲟⲣⲛⲉⲩⲉ (act like a) prostitute
ⲡⲣⲟⲫⲏⲧⲉⲩⲉ understand

ⲡⲣⲟⲫⲏⲧⲓⲁ prophecy
ⲡⲣⲟⲫⲏⲧⲏⲥ prophet

ⲡⲣⲟⲥ at, in
ⲡⲣⲉⲥⲃⲉⲩⲉ intercede (+ ϩⲁ) for

ⲡⲣⲉⲥⲃⲩⲧⲉⲣⲟⲥ priest
ⲡⲓⲣⲁⲥⲙⲟⲥ temptation (see also ⲡⲓⲣⲁⲍⲉ)
ⲡⲣⲟⲥⲫⲱⲣⲁ wreath
ⲡⲣⲟⲥⲧⲁⲅⲙⲁ (imperial) decree
ⲡⲣⲟⲉⲥⲧⲟⲥ superior (of a monastery)
ⲡⲁⲣⲑⲉⲛⲟⲥ maiden
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ⲡⲣⲏϣ cloak, cover
ⲡⲱⲣϣ ⲡⲣ̄ϣ- ⲡⲟⲣϣ⸗ ⲡⲟⲣϣ† ⲉⲃⲟⲗ stretch out, spread out
ⲡⲁⲣϩⲓⲥⲧⲁ offer
ⲡⲱⲣϫ ⲡⲣ̄ϫ- ⲡⲟⲣϫ⸗ ⲡⲟⲣϫ† divide (+ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ) separate
ⲡⲥ̄ⲧⲁⲓⲟⲩ ninety
ⲡⲓⲥⲧⲉⲩⲉ believe

ⲡⲓⲥⲧⲓⲥ faith
ⲡⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ believer
ⲁⲡⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ faithless

ⲡⲱⲧ ⲡⲏⲧ† run, flee (+ ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ) chase
ⲡⲉⲧⲉⲙⲟⲩⲧ Medamud (place)
ⲡⲁⲧⲁⲥⲥⲉ strike, attack
ⲡⲓⲑⲉ resolve, agree (+ ⲛ̄) to
ⲡⲉⲑⲏⲡ secret (see also ϩⲱⲡ)
ⲡⲟⲟⲩ today

ⲡⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲟⲩ this very day
ⲡⲟⲩⲁⲡⲟⲩⲁ each one (see also ⲟⲩⲁ)
ⲡⲁϣⲟⲛⲥ Pakhons (month)
ⲡⲱϩ ⲡⲁϩ- ⲡⲁϩ⸗ ⲡⲏϩ† break (+ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ) burst
ⲡⲁϩⲟⲛⲥ for ⲡⲁϣⲟⲛⲥ
ⲡⲱϩⲥ̄ ⲡⲉϩⲥ- ⲡⲟϩⲥ̄† bite
ⲡⲱϩⲧ ⲡⲉϩⲧ- ⲡⲁϩⲧ⸗ ⲡⲁϩⲧ† bend, bow (+ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ) pour out, spill
ⲡⲉϫⲉ, ⲡⲉϫⲁ⸗ said
ⲡⲱϫⲕ̄ breadth, plane

ⲣⲣ
ⲣ̄- see ⲉⲓⲣⲉ
ⲣⲏ sun
ⲣⲓ cell, room
ⲣⲟ, ⲣⲱ⸗ mouth, door
ⲣⲱ indeed, truly, even
ⲣ̄ⲃⲟⲗ escape (see also ⲃⲟⲗ)
ⲣⲓⲕⲉ ⲣⲉⲕⲧ- ⲣⲉⲕⲧ⸗ ⲣⲁⲕⲉ† turn, incline
ⲣⲁⲕⲟⲧⲉ Alexandria (place)
ⲣⲱⲕϩ̄ ⲣⲉⲕϩ- ⲣⲟⲕϩ⸗ ⲣⲟⲕϩ̄† burn
ⲣⲓⲙⲉ weep

ⲣ̄ⲙⲉⲓⲏ tear, weeping (ⲣ̄ⲙⲉⲓⲟⲟⲩⲉ plural)
ⲣⲱⲙⲉ person, man
ⲣⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲟ rich person
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ⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ⲧⲱⲛ see ⲧⲱⲛ
ⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ thinker, thoughtful person (see also ϩⲏⲧ)
ⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ year
ⲣⲙ̄ⲣⲁϣ gentleman
ⲣ̄ⲙⲉⲓⲟⲟⲩⲉ see ⲣⲓⲙⲉ
ⲣⲁⲛ name, identity
ⲣⲓⲣ pig
ⲣ̄ⲣⲟ king (ⲣ̄ⲣⲱⲟⲩ plural)

ⲣ̄ⲣ̄ⲣⲟ rule
ⲣⲁⲥⲟⲩ dream
ⲣⲏⲥ south
ⲣⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲣⲏⲥ† keep watch, stay awake
ⲣⲁⲥⲧⲉ next day, tomorrow
ⲣⲁⲧ, ⲣⲁⲧ⸗ foot
ⲣ̄ⲧⲟⲃ see ⲁⲣⲧⲟⲃ
ⲣⲁⲟⲩⲏ neighbourhood
ⲣⲟⲟⲩⲧ see ⲟⲩⲣⲟⲧ
ⲣⲟⲟⲩϣ purpose, responsibility, concern (+ ϩⲁ) take responsibility 

for, take care of
ⲣⲁϣⲉ rejoice
ⲣⲱϩⲧ̄ ⲣⲉϩⲧ- ⲣⲁϩⲧ⸗ ⲣⲁϩⲧ̄† strike, hit

ⲥⲥ
ⲥⲁ side, part, direction

ⲉⲡⲉⲓⲥⲁ ⲙⲛ̄ⲡⲁⲓ here and there
ⲥⲉ yes
ⲥⲉ sixty
ⲥⲏⲩ time, period
ⲥⲓ ⲥⲏⲩ† satisfy
ⲥⲟⲩ day, date
ⲥoⲟⲩ six (ⲥoⲉ feminine)
ⲥⲱ ⲥⲉ- ⲥⲟⲟ⸗ drink
ⲥⲃⲱ teach, teaching (ⲥⲃⲟⲟⲩⲉ plural)

ⲁⲧⲥⲃⲱ uneducated, ignorant
ⲙⲁⲓ̈ⲥⲃⲱ wisdom loving
ϫⲓⲥⲃⲱ learn
ϯⲥⲃⲱ teach

ⲥⲁⲃⲉ wise (ⲥⲁⲃⲏ feminine)
ⲥⲏⲃⲉ or ⲥⲏϥⲉ sword, weapon
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ϫⲓⲥⲏⲃⲉ take arms
ⲥⲱⲃⲉ laugh (+ ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ) at, mock
ⲥⲁⲃⲟⲗ away, off (see also ⲃⲟⲗ)
ⲥⲟⲃⲛ̄ fan, cool
ⲥⲃⲏⲧⲉ foam, spit
ⲥⲟⲃⲧⲉ ⲥⲃ̄ⲧⲉ- ⲥⲃ̄ⲧⲱⲧ⸗ ⲥⲃ̄ⲧⲱⲧ† prepare, make ready
ⲥⲃⲟⲟⲩⲉ see ⲥⲃⲱ
ⲥⲁⲓⲉ or ⲥⲁⲉⲓⲉ nice-looking, beautiful
ⲥⲁⲉⲓⲛ physician
ⲥⲟⲉⲓⲧ fame, distinction
ⲥⲱⲕ ⲥⲉⲕ- ⲥⲟⲕ⸗ ⲥⲏⲕ† pull, gather
ⲥⲕⲉⲡⲁⲍⲉ shelter
ⲥⲁⲭⲟ eminent, distinguished
ⲥⲱⲕϩⲁ⸗ follow (reflexive)
ⲥⲭⲏⲙⲁ robe, habit
ⲥⲱⲕϩⲏⲧ⸗ lead (reflexive)
ⲥⲟⲗⲥⲗ̄ ⲥⲗ̄ⲥⲗ̄- ⲥⲗ̄ⲥⲱⲗ⸗ ⲥⲗ̄ⲥⲟⲗ† comfort, encourage
ⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲥⲙⲁⲙⲁⲁⲧ† bless
ⲥⲙⲏ voice, report (see also ϫⲓⲥⲉ)
ⲥⲱⲙⲁ body

ⲁⲥⲱⲙⲁⲧⲟⲥ insubstantial, ethereal
ⲥⲩⲙⲃⲟⲩⲗⲟⲥ advisor
ⲥⲙⲁⲙⲁⲁⲧ see ⲥⲙⲟⲩ
ⲥⲙⲓⲛⲉ ⲥⲙⲛ̄- ⲥⲙⲛ̄ⲧ⸗ ⲥⲙⲟⲛⲧ† agree, establish
ⲥⲙⲟⲩⲛⲉ goose
ⲥⲉⲙⲛⲟⲛ noble
ⲥⲙⲟⲛⲧ see ⲥⲙⲓⲛⲉ
ⲥⲙⲟⲧ likeness, pattern
ⲥⲙⲁⲩ temples (of the head)
ⲥⲟⲛ sibling, brother (ⲥⲛⲏⲩ plural)

ⲥⲱⲛⲉ sister
ⲥⲟⲟⲛⲉ robber
ⲥⲩⲛⲁⲝⲓⲥ assembly, (church) service
ⲥⲱⲛⲧ ⲥⲛ̄ⲧ- ⲥⲟⲛⲧ⸗ ⲥⲟⲛⲧ† create
ⲥⲛ̄ⲧⲉ together (see also ⲥⲛⲁⲩ)
ⲥⲏⲛⲏⲑⲓⲁ habit, custom
ⲥⲛⲁⲩ two, pair, couple (ⲥⲛ̄ⲧⲉ feminine)
ⲥⲛⲏⲩ see ⲥⲟⲛ
ⲥⲛⲟϥ blood
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ⲥⲉⲉⲡⲉ rest, remainder
ⲥⲟⲡ occasion, moment

ϩⲓⲟⲩⲥⲟⲡ at once, together
ⲥⲡⲟⲩⲇⲏ effort, zeal
ⲥⲡⲩⲗⲓⲟⲛ cave
ⲥⲟⲡⲥⲡ̄ ⲥⲡ̄ⲥⲡ̄- ⲥⲉⲡⲥⲱⲡ⸗ ⲥⲉⲡⲥⲱⲡ† request, beg

ⲥⲟⲡⲥ̄ ⲥⲉⲡⲥ- request, beg
ⲥⲡⲟⲧⲟⲩ lips
ⲥⲟⲫⲓⲁ wisdom

ⲥⲟⲫⲟⲥ wise
ⲥⲫⲣⲁⲅⲓⲍⲉ cross (oneself)
ⲥ︦ⲱ︦ⲣ︦ for ⲥⲱⲧⲏⲣ
ⲥⲣ̄ⲃⲉ or ⲥⲣ̄ϥⲉ ⲥⲣⲟϥⲧ† be idle (+ ⲉ) take time for

ⲁⲧⲥⲣ̄ⲃⲉ hard-working, diligent
ⲥⲱⲣⲙ̄ ⲥⲉⲣⲙ- ⲥⲟⲣⲙ⸗ ⲥⲟⲣⲙ̄† stray, err
ⲥⲩⲣⲓⲁ Syria

ⲥⲩⲣⲟⲥ Syrian
ⲥⲁⲣⲝ flesh
ⲥⲁⲣⲧ or ⲥⲟⲣⲧ wool
ⲥⲣ̄ϥⲉ for ⲥⲣ̄ⲃⲉ
ⲥⲧⲟⲓ scent

ⲥϯⲃⲱⲱⲛ stench, stink (see also ⲃⲱⲛⲉ)
ⲥⲓⲟⲩⲧ Asyut (place)
ⲥⲁⲧⲉ flame
ⲥⲟⲧⲉ arrow, barb
ⲥⲧⲓⲭⲁ strip
ⲥⲧⲟⲓⲭⲉ or ⲥⲧⲩⲭⲉⲓ̈ assent
ⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ ⲥⲉⲧⲙ- ⲥⲟⲧⲙ⸗ hear, listen (+ ⲉ) listen to, obey (+ ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ) obey

ⲁⲧⲥⲱⲧⲙ̄ heedless
ⲥⲱⲧⲏⲣ or ⲥ︦ⲱ︦ⲣ︦ saviour

ⲥⲱⲧⲏⲣⲓⲁ deliverance, salvation
ⲥⲧⲁⲩⲣⲟⲥ cross
ⲥⲧⲣⲁⲧⲉⲩⲙⲁ army
ⲥⲟⲩⲟ wheat
ⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ̄ ⲥⲟⲩⲛ- ⲥⲟⲩⲱⲛ⸗ know, recognise
ⲥⲟⲟⲩⲧⲛ̄ ⲥⲟⲩⲧⲛ- ⲥⲟⲩⲧⲱⲛ⸗ ⲥⲟⲩⲧⲱⲛ† stretch, straighten (+ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ) 

incline toward
ⲥⲱⲟⲩϩ ⲥⲉⲩϩ- ⲥⲟⲟⲩϩ⸗ ⲥⲟⲟⲩϩ̄† assemble, meet, gather
ⲥⲱϣ ⲥⲉϣ- despise, hurt
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ⲥⲱϣⲉ field
ⲥⲁϣϥ̄ seven (ⲥⲁϣϥⲉ feminine)
ⲥⲁϥ yesterday
ⲥⲏϥⲉ see ⲥⲏⲃⲉ
ⲥⲁϩⲟⲩ ⲥϩⲟⲩⲣ- ⲥϩⲟⲩⲱⲣ⸗ ⲥϩⲟⲩⲟⲣⲧ† curse
ⲥⲟⲟϩⲉ ⲥⲁϩⲉ- ⲥⲁϩⲱ⸗ ⲥⲁϩⲏⲩ† remove, separate (+ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ) separate 

from, leave (reflexive)
ⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ⲥⲉϩ- ⲥⲁϩ⸗ or ⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ⲧ⸗ ⲥⲏϩ† write
ⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ woman, wife (ϩⲓⲟⲙⲉ plural)

ϫⲓⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ marry
ⲥⲟϭ fool, stupid
ⲥϭⲏⲣ sail

ⲧⲧ
ⲧⲁⲁ⸗ see ϯ
ⲧⲁⲓ this one (feminine)
ⲧⲉ (she) is, (it) is
ⲧⲟ see ϯ
ⲧⲃⲁ ten thousand
ⲧⲃⲟ Edfu (place)
ⲧⲱⲃⲉ Tubi (month)
ⲧⲃ̄ⲃⲟ ⲧⲃ̄ⲃⲉ- ⲧⲃ̄ⲃⲟ⸗ ⲧⲃ̄ⲃⲏⲩ† purify, cleanse
ⲧⲃ̄ⲛⲏ (wild) animal (ⲧⲃ̄ⲛⲟⲟⲩⲉ plural)
ⲧⲃ̄ⲧ fish
ⲧⲱⲃϩ ⲧⲃ̄ϩ- ⲧⲟⲃϩ⸗ ask, pray
ⲧⲁⲉⲓⲟ ⲧⲁⲉⲓⲉ- ⲧⲁⲉⲓⲟ⸗ ⲧⲁⲉⲓⲏⲩ† or ⲧⲁⲓ̈ⲁⲓ̈ⲁⲧ† honour, esteem
ⲧⲁⲉⲓⲟⲩ or ⲧⲁⲓⲟⲩ fifty
ⲧⲁⲕⲟ ⲧⲁⲕⲉ- ⲧⲁⲕⲟ⸗ ⲧⲁⲕⲏⲩⲧ† destroy
ⲧⲱⲕ ⲧⲉⲕ- ⲧⲟⲕ⸗ ⲧⲏⲕ† strengthen, be strong

ⲧⲱⲕⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ be resolute, stand firm
ⲧⲁⲝⲓⲥ for ⲇⲁⲝⲓⲥ
ⲧⲁⲭⲏ quickly
ⲧⲉⲭⲛⲉ or ⲧⲉⲭⲛⲏ trade, craft
ⲧⲁⲗⲟ ⲧⲁⲗⲉ- ⲧⲁⲗⲟ⸗ ⲧⲁⲗⲏⲩ† lift, raise, pile up, offer up, board (a 

ship)
ⲧⲉⲗⲏⲗ cheer, rejoice
ⲧⲱⲗⲙ̄ ⲧⲟⲗⲙ⸗ ⲧⲟⲗⲙ† pollute, defile
ⲧⲉⲗⲉⲓⲟⲥ whole, perfect
ⲧⲗ̄ⲧⲗ̄ drip
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ⲧⲗ̄ⲧⲓⲗⲉ drip, drop
ⲧⲁⲗϭⲟ ⲧⲁⲗϭⲉ- ⲧⲁⲗϭⲟ⸗ ⲧⲁⲗϭⲏⲩ† heal
ⲧⲙ̄ not
ⲧⲟⲙ (sleeping) mat

ⲧⲙⲏ mat
ⲧⲱⲙ ⲧⲙ̄- ⲧⲟⲙ⸗ ⲧⲏⲙ† shut, close
ⲧⲁⲙⲓⲟ ⲧⲁⲙⲓⲉ- ⲧⲁⲙⲓⲟ⸗ ⲧⲁⲙⲓⲏⲩ† create, make
ⲧⲁⲙⲟ ⲧⲁⲙⲉ- ⲧⲁⲙⲟ⸗ or ⲧⲁⲙⲁ⸗ ⲧⲁⲙⲁⲉⲓⲧ† tell, inform
ⲧⲱⲙⲛ̄ⲧ ⲧⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧ† meet (+ ⲉ) with
ⲧⲱⲙⲥ ⲧⲙ̄ⲥ- ⲧⲟⲙⲥ⸗ ⲧⲟⲙⲥ† bury
ⲧⲱⲛ where?

ⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ⲧⲱⲛ someone from where?
ⲧⲱⲛ see ϯⲧⲱⲛ
ⲧⲉⲛⲟⲩ or ϯⲛⲟⲩ now

ⲧⲉⲩⲛⲟⲩ see ⲟⲩⲛⲟⲩ
ⲧⲱⲛⲟⲩ greatly
ⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲟⲩ ⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲩ- ⲧⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲟⲩ⸗ send
ⲧⲟⲩⲛⲟⲥ ⲧⲟⲩⲛⲉⲥ- ⲧⲟⲩⲛⲟⲥ⸗ wake, raise
ⲧⲟⲛⲧⲛ̄ ⲧⲛ̄ⲧⲛ- ⲧⲛ̄ⲧⲱⲛ⸗ ⲧⲛ̄ⲧⲱⲛ† resemble, compare, liken
ⲧⲛ̄ϩ wing
ⲧⲁⲛϩⲟⲩⲧ ⲧⲁⲛϩⲟⲩⲧ⸗ ⲧⲁⲛϩⲏⲩⲧ† believe (+ ⲙⲛ̄) believe in, trust
ⲧⲡⲉ top, upper part
ⲧⲟⲡ edge
ⲧⲁⲡⲣⲟ mouth
ⲧⲟⲡⲟⲥ church, shrine
ⲧⲩⲡⲟⲥ image, form
ⲧⲁⲫⲟⲥ grave
ⲧⲏⲣ⸗ all

ⲡⲧⲏⲣϥ̄ everything
ⲧⲱⲣⲉ, ⲧⲟⲟⲧ⸗ hand

ϣⲡ̄ⲧⲱⲣⲓ, ϣⲡⲧⲟⲟⲧ⸗ promise, assure
ⲧⲁⲣⲕⲟ summon
ⲧⲣⲟⲙⲉⲩⲥ runner
ⲧⲣⲉⲙⲏⲥⲓⲟⲛ tremissis (coin)
ⲧⲱⲣⲡ̄ ⲧⲟⲣⲡ- rob, plunder
ⲧⲁⲟⲥ peacock
ⲧⲱⲧ ⲧⲉⲧ- ⲧⲟⲧ⸗ ⲧⲏⲧ† agree, approve
ⲧⲟⲧⲉ then, accordingly
ⲧⲟⲟⲩ hill
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ⲧⲟⲟⲩⲉ sandal
ⲧⲁⲟⲩⲱ ⲧⲁⲩⲉ- ⲧⲁⲩⲟ⸗ produce, grow, proclaim
ⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ ⲧⲟⲩⲛ̄- ⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ⸗ ⲧⲱⲛ† raise, get up (+ ϩⲁ) carry
ⲧⲟⲩⲉϣⲧⲉ praise (compare ⲟⲩⲱϣⲧ)
ⲧⲱϣ ⲧⲉϣ- ⲧⲟϣ⸗ ⲧⲏϣ† determine, limit, agree

ⲧⲟϣ district, area, boundary
ⲧⲁϣⲟ ⲧⲁϣⲉ- ⲧⲁϣⲟ⸗ increase, keep (doing something)
ⲧⲁϩⲟ ⲧⲁϩⲉ- ⲧⲁϩⲟ⸗ ⲧⲁϩⲏⲩ set up, reach (+ ⲉⲣⲁⲧ⸗) stand up, hold 

up
ⲧⲱϩⲙ̄ ⲧⲉϩⲙ- ⲧⲁϩⲙ⸗ ⲧⲁϩⲙ̄† call, summon
ⲧⲱϩⲥ ⲧⲉϩⲥ- ⲧⲁϩⲥ⸗ ⲧⲁϩⲥ̄† wash, cleanse
ⲧⲁϫⲣⲟ ⲧⲁϫⲣⲉ- ⲧⲁϫⲣⲟ⸗ ⲧⲁϫⲣⲏⲩ† strengthen, establish, edify, be 

firm
ⲧⲱⲱϭⲉ ⲧⲉϭ- ⲧoϭ⸗ ⲧⲏϭ† attach, cling

ⲟⲩⲟⲩ (vowel)
ⲟⲩ what? how?

ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲟⲩ why? (see also ⲉⲧⲃⲉ)
ⲟⲩⲃⲉ, ⲟⲩⲃⲏ⸗ against, toward

ϯⲟⲩⲃⲉ resist
ⲟⲩⲇⲉ and not, nor
ⲟⲩⲛ actually, for sure
ⲟⲩⲛⲟⲩ hour

ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲩⲛⲟⲩ immediately, suddenly
ⲟⲩⲛⲁⲙ right, right hand
ⲟⲩⲥⲓⲁ property
ⲟⲩⲧⲉ, ⲟⲩⲧⲱ⸗ between, among
ⲟⲩⲧⲉ for ⲟⲩⲇⲉ

ⲟⲩⲧⲉ . . . ​ⲟⲩⲧⲉ neither . . . ​nor
ⲟⲩϣⲏ night

ⲟⲩⲟⲩ (consonant)
ⲟⲩⲁ one, someone (ⲟⲩⲉⲓ feminine)

ⲡⲟⲩⲁⲡⲟⲩⲁ each one
ⲟⲩⲁⲁ⸗ only, alone
ⲟⲩⲟⲓ woe!
ⲟⲩⲱ finish, stop
ⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ or ⲟⲩⲏⲏⲃ see ⲟⲩⲟⲡ
ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ light
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ⲣ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ shine
ⲟⲩⲉⲉⲓⲉⲛⲓⲛ Greek-speaker
ⲟⲩⲱⲙ ⲟⲩⲙ̄- or ⲟⲩⲉⲙ- ⲟⲩⲟⲙ⸗ eat
ⲟⲩⲛ̄ there is

ⲟⲩⲛ̄ϭⲟⲙ see ϭⲟⲙ
ⲟⲩⲟⲛ someone

ⲟⲩⲟⲛ ⲛⲓⲙ everyone
ⲟⲩⲱⲛ ⲟⲩⲏⲛ† open
ⲟⲩⲛⲧⲉ, ⲟⲩⲛⲧⲁ⸗ have
ⲟⲩⲱⲛϩ̄ ⲟⲩⲉⲛϩ- ⲟⲩⲟⲛϩ⸗ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲟⲩⲟⲛϩ† reveal, display, appear
ⲟⲩⲟⲡ ⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ† be innocent, be pure

ⲟⲩⲏⲏⲃ priest
ⲟⲩⲣⲟⲧ ⲣⲟⲟⲩⲧ† be glad, smile (+ ⲙⲛ̄) be pleased to meet, greet
ⲟⲩⲉⲣⲏⲧⲉ foot
ⲟⲩⲉⲓⲥⲉ ⲟⲩⲁⲥⲧ⸗ saw
ⲟⲩⲱⲧ single, sole, alone
ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ moment

ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ once
ⲟⲩⲱϣⲉ or ⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲟⲩⲉϣ- ⲟⲩⲁϣ⸗ or ⲟⲩⲟϣ⸗ want, desire, wish
ⲟⲩⲱϣⲃ̄ or ⲟⲩⲱϣϥ̄ ⲟⲩⲉϣⲃ- ⲟⲩⲟϣⲃ⸗ answer, respond
ⲟⲩⲱϣⲧ (+ ⲛ̄, ⲛⲁ⸗) praise, kiss (in greeting)
ⲟⲩⲱϣϥ̄ for ⲟⲩⲱϣⲃ̄
ⲟⲩⲱϣϥ̄ ⲟⲩⲉϣϥ- ⲟⲩⲟϣϥ⸗ ⲟⲩⲟϣϥ̄† wear down, break

ⲟⲩⲱϣϥⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ heartbreak
ⲟⲩⲱϩ ⲟⲩⲉϩ- ⲟⲩⲁϩ⸗ ⲟⲩⲏϩ† place, put down, stay, settle down
ⲟⲩⲟⲟϩⲉ scorpion
ⲟⲩⲱϩⲙ̄ ⲟⲩⲉϩⲙ- ⲟⲩⲁϩⲙ⸗ ⲟⲩⲟϩⲙ̄† respond, repeat
ⲟⲩⲉϩⲥⲁϩⲛⲉ command
ⲟⲩⲱⲱϫⲉ ⲟⲩⲉϫ- ⲟⲩⲟϫ⸗ cut
ⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ̈ ⲟⲩⲟϫ† get well (+ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ) be safe from

ⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ ϩⲙ̄ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ hello, farewell
ⲟⲩⲟϭⲉ cheek

ⲫⲫ
ⲫⲓⲗⲟⲡⲟⲛⲓⲁ effort
ⲫⲟⲣⲓ or ⲫⲟⲣⲉⲓ carry, bear, wear
ⲫⲩⲥⲓⲥ nature

ⲫⲩⲥⲓ naturally
ⲫⲑⲟⲛⲉⲓ murder, abuse
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ⲭⲭ
ⲭⲁⲗⲓⲛⲟⲥ bridle
ⲭⲣⲓⲁ need
ⲭⲁⲓⲣⲉ or ⲭⲁⲓⲣⲉⲓⲛ greetings, hello (ⲭⲁⲓⲣⲉⲧⲉ to more than one)
ⲭⲁⲣⲓⲍⲉ gift, oblige

ⲭⲁⲣⲓⲥ grace
ⲭⲁⲓⲣⲉⲓⲛ see ⲭⲁⲓⲣⲉ
ⲭⲣⲟⲛⲟⲥ time
ⲭⲱⲣⲓⲥ without, apart
ⲭⲣⲩⲱⲥⲧⲓ owe (money)
ⲭⲣⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ or ⲭ︦ⲥ︦ Christ
ⲭⲁⲓⲣⲉⲧⲉ see ⲭⲁⲓⲣⲉ
ⲭ︦ⲥ︦ for ⲭⲣⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ

ⲯⲯ
ⲯⲩⲭⲏ soul (ⲯⲩⲭⲟⲟⲩⲉ plural)
ⲯⲁⲗⲗⲉⲓ sing, chant psalms
ⲯⲓⲥ nine (ⲯⲓⲧⲉ feminine)

ⲱⲱ
ⲱⲱ conceive, get pregnant
ⲱⲃϣ̄ ⲉⲃϣ- ⲟⲃϣ⸗ ⲟⲃϣ† forget, neglect
ⲱⲛⲉ stone
ⲱⲛϣ ⲟⲛϣ† ⲉⲃⲟⲗ get lost for words, be struck dumb
ⲱⲛϩ̄ ⲟⲛϩ† live (+ ϩⲛ̄) live off, feed on
ⲱⲡ ⲉⲡ- ⲟⲡ⸗ ⲏⲡ† count, reckon, evaluate
ⲱⲫⲉⲗⲓⲁ benefit
ⲱⲣⲕ̄ ⲟⲣⲕ⸗ swear
ⲱⲥⲕ̄ ⲟⲥⲕ† delay, take time
ⲱϣ ⲉϣ- or ⲁϣ- ⲟϣ⸗ call, read (+ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ) call out, read out, an-

nounce
ⲱϣⲙ̄ ⲉϣⲙ- ⲟϣⲙ⸗ ⲟϣⲙ̄† extinguish
ⲱϩⲉ for ⲟⲩⲱϩⲉ fisherman
ⲱϩⲥ ⲉϩⲥ- ⲟϩⲥ⸗ reap, harvest

ⲱϩⲥ̄ or ⲟϩⲥ̄ sickle
ⲱϫⲛ̄ ⲉϫⲛ- ⲟϫⲛ⸗ perish, destroy
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ϣϣ
ϣ̄ or ⲉϣ can
ϣⲁ festival
ϣⲁ appear, rise (of the sun)
ϣⲁ, ϣⲁⲣⲟ⸗ to, up to, towards
ϣⲉ wood
ϣⲉ hundred
ϣⲓ measure
ϣⲟ thousand
ϣⲱ sand
ϣⲱⲃ ϣⲃ̄- or ϣⲉϥ ϣⲏⲃ† dress, shave
ϣⲓⲃⲉ ϣⲃ̄- ϣⲃ̄ⲧ⸗ ϣⲟⲃⲉ† transform, change, muddle

ϣⲁⲃⲛ̄ϩⲟ grotesque (see also ϩⲟ)
ϣⲁⲃⲟⲗ forever, eternal (see also ⲃⲟⲗ)
ϣⲁⲃⲛ̄ϩⲟ see ϣⲓⲃⲉ
ϣⲃⲏⲣ friend
ϣⲓⲕⲉ ϣⲉⲕⲧ- ϣⲁⲕⲧ⸗ ϣⲟⲕⲉ† dig, fathom
ϣⲱⲗ plunder
ϣⲗⲓⲕ fork, prong
ϣⲗⲏⲗ pray
ϣⲱⲗⲙ̄ smell
ϣⲉⲗⲉⲉⲧ bride, wedding
ϣⲗⲁϩ ϣⲟⲗϩ† fear
ϣⲏⲙ ordinary, lowly, humble

ϣⲏⲙϣⲏⲙ little by little
ϣⲏⲣⲉϣⲏⲙ child, infant

ϣⲙⲟⲩⲛ eight (ϣⲙⲟⲩⲛⲉ feminine)
ϣⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧ or ϣⲟⲙⲧ̄ three (ϣⲟⲙⲧⲉ feminine)
ϣⲙ̄ϣⲉ ϣⲙ̄ϣⲉ- ϣⲙ̄ϣⲏⲧ⸗ serve, worship  

ⲣⲉϥϣⲙ̄ϣⲉⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ worshipper
ϣⲏⲙϣⲏⲙ little by little (see also ϣⲏⲙ)
ϣⲓⲛⲉ ϣⲉⲛ- ϣⲛ̄ⲧ⸗ ask (+ ⲉ) greet, visit (+ ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ) look for, seek

ϭⲙ̄ⲡϣⲓⲛⲉ visit (see also ϭⲓⲛⲉ)
ϣⲱⲛⲉ ϣⲟⲟⲛⲉ† sicken
ϣⲱⲱⲛⲉ ϣⲉⲉⲛⲉ- ϣⲟⲟⲛ⸗ ϣⲟⲟⲛⲉ† (+ ⲉ) exclude, deprive, remove
ϣⲛ̄ⲧⲱ (linen) robe
ϣⲟⲛⲧⲉ thorn
ϣⲱⲡ ϣⲉⲡ- ϣⲟⲡ- ϣⲏⲡ† get, receive, accept
ϣⲓⲡⲉ be ashamed
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ϣⲱⲡⲉ ϣⲟⲟⲡ† happen, become, exist, live
ϣⲡⲏⲣⲉ marvel, wonder
ϣⲡ̄ⲧⲱⲣⲓ or ϣⲡ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧ⸗ promise, assure (see also ⲧⲱⲣⲉ)
ϣⲡ̄ϩⲙⲟⲧ give thanks
ϣⲡ̄ϩⲓⲥⲉ take care, look after (see also ϩⲓⲥⲉ)
ϣⲏⲣⲉ child, son, daughter

ϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ daughter
ϣⲏⲣⲉϣⲏⲙ child, infant (see also ϣⲏⲙ)
ϣⲣ̄ϩⲟⲟⲩⲧ male child

ϣⲟⲣⲡ first
ⲣ̄ϣⲟⲣⲡ lead, precede
ϣⲟⲣⲡ ⲙⲉⲛ or ⲛ̄ϣⲟⲣⲡ ⲙⲉⲛ firstly
ϣⲣ̄ⲡⲙ̄ⲙⲓⲥⲉ first born (see also ⲙⲓⲥⲉ)

ϣⲱⲣⲡ̄ morning
ϣⲣ̄ⲡⲙ̄ⲙⲓⲥⲉ see ϣⲟⲣⲡ
ϣⲁⲣⲟⲩⲱⲧ new leather
ϣⲣ̄ϩⲟⲟⲩⲧ see ϣⲏⲣⲉ
ϣⲱⲥ shepherd
ϣⲏⲧ two hundred
ϣⲓⲏⲧ Scetis (place)
ϣⲱⲱⲧ ϣⲉⲧ- ϣⲁⲁⲧ⸗ ϣⲁⲁⲧ† deprive, sacrifice (+ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ) cut off, 

slice
ϣⲱⲧⲉ cistern
ϣⲧⲟⲃ muzzle
ϣⲧⲁⲙ shut, close
ϣⲧⲏⲛ garment, cloth
ϣⲧⲟⲣⲧⲣ̄ ϣⲧⲣ̄ⲧⲣ̄- ϣⲧⲣ̄ⲧⲱⲣ⸗ ϣⲧⲣ̄ⲧⲱⲣ† disturb, be disturbed, 

upset, panic
ϣⲁⲩ or ϣⲉⲩ value, worth, use

ⲁⲧϣⲁⲩ worthless
ϣϥ̄ⲉ seventy
ϣⲉϥ see ϣⲱⲃ
ϣⲁϫⲉ speak, talk (+ ⲉ) about (+ ⲙⲛ̄) with
ϣⲱϫⲡ̄ ϣⲉϫⲡ- ϣⲟϫⲡ⸗ ϣⲟϫⲡ̄† remain, leave behind
ϣⲱⲱϭⲉ ϣⲉϭⲉ- ϣⲟⲟϭ⸗ ϣⲟϭⲉ† wound

ϥϥ
ϥⲓ ϥⲓ- ϥⲓⲧ⸗ ϥⲏⲩ† lift, carry, take
ϥⲧⲟⲟⲩ four (ϥⲧⲟ feminine)
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ϥⲱϭⲉ ϥⲉϭ- ϥⲟϭ⸗ jump, rush, rob
ϭⲓⲛϥⲱϭⲉ or ϭⲓⲛⲃⲱϭⲉ impulse

ϩϩ
ϩⲁ, ϩⲁⲣⲟ⸗ under, in, on behalf of, supporting
ϩⲁⲉ or ϩⲁⲏ end, finish
ϩⲉ way, manner

ⲣ̄ⲑⲉ ⲛ̄ act like, seem like
ⲛ̄ⲁϣ ⲛ̄ϩⲉ how?

ϩⲉ ϩⲏⲩ† fall (+ ⲉ) come upon, find
ϩⲏ, ϩⲏⲧ⸗ front, beginning
ϩⲏ, ϩⲏⲧ⸗ belly, womb
ϩⲏⲩ gain, increase

ϯϩⲏⲩ improve, benefit
ϩⲓ, ϩⲓⲱⲱ⸗ on, at
ϩⲟ face (see also ϣⲓⲃⲉ)
ϩⲟ sack
ϩⲱ suffice (+ ⲉ) for
ϩⲱ me too, as well
ϩⲱⲱ⸗ self
ϩⲱⲃ matter, act, business (ϩⲃⲏⲩⲉ plural)

ⲣ̄ϩⲱⲃ work
ϩⲃ̄ⲃⲥ̄ see ϩⲱⲃⲥ̄
ϩⲁⲓⲃⲥ̄ shadow
ϩⲱⲃⲥ̄ ϩⲃ̄ⲥ- ϩⲟⲃⲥ⸗ ϩⲟⲃⲥ̄† clothe (+ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ) cover

ϩⲃⲁⲥ clothing
ϩⲃ̄ⲃⲥ̄ cover

ϩⲃⲏⲩⲉ see ϩⲱⲃ
ϩⲏⲅⲉⲙⲟⲛ governor
ϩⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥ holy, saint

ϩⲁⲅⲓⲱⲥⲩⲛⲏ or ϩⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥⲩⲛⲏ holiness
ϩⲁⲅⲓⲱⲧⲁⲧⲟⲥ most holy

ϩⲓ̈ⲏ or ϩⲓⲏ road, path (ϩⲓⲟⲟⲩⲉ plural)
ϩⲟⲉⲓⲛⲉ some
ϩⲓⲉⲓⲧ ditch
ϩⲟⲓ̈ⲧⲉ dress
ϩⲁⲕ prudent, sober, decent
ϩⲏⲕⲉ poor, hungry
ϩⲱⲕ arms, armour
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ϩⲓⲕⲱⲛ image
ϩⲩⲁⲕⲓⲛⲑⲓⲛⲟⲛ purple robe
ϩⲉⲝⲓⲥ awareness
ϩⲱⲗ ϩⲏⲗ† fly
ϩⲟⲗⲟⲕⲟⲧⲧⲓⲛⲟⲥ solidus (coin)
ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ old, elder
ϩⲉⲗⲗⲏⲛ or ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲏⲛ or ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲛ̄ pagan, Roman
ϩⲉⲗⲟⲥ marsh
ϩⲟⲗⲱⲥ at all
ϩⲁⲗⲁⲥⲥⲁ sea
ϩⲁⲗⲏⲧ bird (ϩⲁⲗⲁⲧⲉ plural)
ϩⲙⲉ forty
ϩⲏⲙⲉ freight
ϩⲓⲟⲙⲉ see ⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ
ϩⲟⲙⲟⲗⲟⲅⲉⲓ admit, confess
ϩⲙⲟⲙ ϩⲏⲙ† heat, get hot
ϩⲙⲉⲛⲉ eighty
ϩⲟⲙⲛ̄ⲧ copper
ϩⲩⲙⲛⲉⲩⲉ sing hymns
ϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ sit
ϩⲙ̄ϩⲁⲗ servant
ϩⲛ̄, ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ⸗ in, with, from

ϩⲣⲁⲓ-ϩⲛ̄ within
ϩⲛⲁ for ϩⲛⲁⲩ
ϩⲛⲉ, ϩⲛⲁ⸗ wish

ⲣ̄ϩⲛⲁ⸗ wish
ϩⲱⲛ ϩⲟⲛ⸗ command (+ ⲉⲧⲛ̄) task someone
ϩⲱⲛ ϩⲛ̄- ϩⲟⲛ⸗ ϩⲏⲛ† approach (+ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ) close in, reach
ϩⲟⲓⲛⲉ or ϩⲟⲉⲓⲛⲉ some, some people
ϩⲓⲛⲏⲃ sleep
ϩⲉⲛⲉⲉⲧⲉ or ϩⲉⲛⲏⲧⲉ monastery
ϩⲛⲁⲩ vessel, pot
ϩⲁⲡ justice, law
ϩⲱⲡ ϩⲉⲡ- ϩⲟⲡ⸗ ϩⲏⲡ† hide

ⲡⲉⲑⲏⲡ secret
ϩⲩⲡⲟⲕⲣⲓⲥⲓⲥ appearance, attitude
ϩⲁⲡⲁⲝ-ϩⲁⲡⲗⲱⲥ in short, briefly
ϩⲟⲡⲗⲟⲛ armour, guards
ϩⲩⲡⲟⲙⲟⲛⲏ endure, persist, desperation
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ϩⲩⲡⲁⲣⲭⲟⲛⲧⲁ goods
ϩⲩⲡⲉⲣⲏϯ attend

ϩⲩⲡⲉⲣⲉⲧⲏⲥ or ϩⲩⲡⲉⲣⲏⲧⲏⲥ attendant
ϩⲩⲡⲟⲧⲁⲥⲥⲉ submit (+ ⲛ̄) to
ϩⲣⲁⲓ see ϩⲛ̄, ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ⸗
ϩⲱⲣ ϩⲣ- ϩⲟⲣ⸗ ϩⲏⲣ† take care, be careful (reflexive)
ϩⲱⲣⲃ̄ ϩⲟⲣⲃ⸗ break
ϩⲁⲓⲣⲉⲇⲓⲕⲟⲥ for ϩⲁⲓⲣⲉⲧⲓⲕⲟⲥ
ϩⲣⲱⲙⲏ Rome (place)
ϩⲟⲣⲟⲙⲁ vision
ϩⲉⲣⲙⲏⲛⲉⲩⲉ interpret, translate

ϩⲉⲣⲙⲉⲛⲉⲩⲧⲏⲥ interpreter
ϩⲓⲣⲛ̄, ϩⲓⲣⲱ⸗ at, outside
ϩⲁⲓⲣⲉⲧⲓⲕⲟⲥ or ϩⲁⲓⲣⲉⲇⲓⲕⲟⲥ heretic
ϩⲣⲁⲩ noise, sound
ϩⲣⲟϣ ϩⲟⲣϣ̄† burden, weigh down
ϩⲣ̄ϣⲓⲣⲉ youth
ϩⲁⲣϣϩⲏⲧ or ϩⲁⲣϣⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ tolerant, patient ⲙⲛ̄ⲧϩⲁⲣϣϩⲏⲧ tolerance
ϩⲁⲣⲉϩ keep, guard, protect
ϩⲣⲟϫⲣϫ̄ grind
ϩⲓⲥⲉ ϩⲁⲥⲧ- ϩⲁⲥⲧ⸗ ϩⲟⲥⲉ† struggle, toil

ϣⲡ̄ϩⲓⲥⲉ take care, look after
ϩⲱⲥ sing
ϩⲱⲥ as though, like
ϩⲱⲥⲧⲉ so that
ϩⲓⲥⲧⲟⲗⲓⲟⲅⲣⲁⲫⲟⲥ historian
ϩⲧⲟ horse
ϩⲁⲁⲧⲉ flow
ϩⲏⲧ ϩⲧⲏ⸗ heart, mind, affection

ⲁⲧϩⲏⲧ ignorant, fatuous
ⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ thinker, thoughtful person

ϩⲏⲧ downstream, north (see also ⲉⲙϩⲏⲧ)
ϩⲏⲏⲧⲉ see ⲉⲓⲥ
ϩⲟⲧⲉ fear

ⲣⲉϥⲣ̄ϩⲟⲧⲉ devout person
ϩⲁⲧⲛ̄, ϩⲁⲧⲟⲟⲧ⸗ near, beside, with
ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄, ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧ⸗ by, through, from
ϩⲓⲧⲟⲩⲛ, ϩⲓⲧⲟⲩⲱ⸗ beside
ϩⲟⲧⲁⲛ if ever
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ϩⲧⲟⲣ constraint, compulsion
ϯϩⲧⲟⲣ compel

ϩⲁⲑⲏ before
ϩⲉⲑⲛⲟⲥ people, race
ϩⲁⲑⲱⲣ or ϩⲑⲱⲣ Hathur (month)
ϩⲟⲧϩⲧ̄ ϩⲉⲧϩⲧ̄- ϩⲉⲧϩⲱⲧ⸗ ϩⲉⲧϩⲱⲧ† inquire, question
ϩⲟⲩⲟ majority, excess, wealth

ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲩⲟ especially, above all
ϩⲓⲟⲩⲉ ϩⲓ- ϩⲓⲧ⸗ hit, beat
ϩⲓⲟⲟⲩⲉ see ϩⲓ̈ⲏ
ϩⲟⲟⲩ day
ϩⲟⲟⲩ be evil, be wicked, be harmful
ϩⲱⲟⲩ rain
ϩⲟⲩⲉⲓⲧ or ϩⲟⲩⲉⲓⲧⲉ beginning
ϩⲟϥ snake
ϩⲱϥ for ϩⲱⲃ
ϩⲁϩ many
ϩⲁϩⲧⲛ̄, ϩⲁϩⲧⲏ⸗ near, beside
ϩⲓϫⲛ̄, ϩⲓϫⲱ⸗ over, at

ϫϫ
ϫ ⲛ̄ for ⲧϣⲉⲉⲣⲉ ⲛ̄
ϫⲉ that (speech marker)
ϫⲓ ϫⲓ- ϫⲓⲧ⸗ ϫⲏⲩ† get, receive
ϫⲟⲓ ship
ϫⲱ cup
ϫⲱ, ϫⲱ⸗ head
ϫⲱ ϫⲉ- ϫⲟⲟ⸗ say, tell
ϫⲁⲉⲓⲉ desert
ϫⲱⲕ ϫⲉⲕ- ϫⲟⲕ⸗ ϫⲏⲕ† ⲉⲃⲟⲗ complete, fulfil
ϫⲱⲕⲙ̄ ϫⲉⲕⲙ̄- ϫⲟⲕⲙ⸗ ϫⲟⲕⲙ̄† wash
ϫⲉⲕⲁⲥ so that
ϫⲓⲕⲱⲧ learn, improve (see also ⲕⲱⲧ)
ϫⲱⲙ generation
ϫⲏⲙⲉ Jeme (place)
ϫⲱⲱⲙⲉ book
ϫⲓⲙⲟⲉⲓⲧ guide (+ ϩⲏⲧ⸗) someone
ϫⲓⲛ or ϫⲛ̄ from, since (see also ϫ)
ϫⲛⲟⲩ ϫⲛⲉ- ϫⲛⲟⲩ⸗ ask
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ϫⲓⲛ̄ϩⲣⲁ⸗ see ϫⲓϩⲣⲁ⸗
ϫⲓⲛ̄ϭⲟⲛⲥ see ϭⲟⲛⲥ
ϫⲡⲓ must (do something)
ϫⲡⲓⲟ blame
ϫⲡⲟ ϫⲡⲉ- ϫⲡⲟ⸗ ϫⲡⲏ† produce, create, give birth
ϫⲉⲣⲟ ϫⲉⲣⲉ- ϫⲉⲣⲟ⸗ ignite
ϫⲣⲟ ϫⲣⲁⲉⲓⲧ† be strong (+ ⲉ) stronger than

ϫⲱⲱⲣⲉ strong
ϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ or ϫ︦ⲥ︦ lord

ⲣ̄ϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ control, govern
ϫⲓⲥⲉ ϫⲉⲥⲧ- ϫⲁⲥⲧ⸗ ϫⲟⲥⲉ elevate, exalt

ϫⲁⲥⲧ̄ⲥⲙⲏ loudmouth (see also ⲥⲙⲏ)
ϫⲟⲩⲱⲧ twenty (ϫⲟⲩⲱⲧⲉ feminine)
ϫⲱⲧ trough, dole
ϫⲁⲧⲙⲉ pile, heap
ϫⲟⲟⲩ ϫⲉⲩ- ϫⲟⲟⲩ⸗ send (+ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ) despatch, trade
ϫⲓⲟⲩⲁ blaspheme
ϫⲓⲟⲩⲉ steal (+ ⲉ) from
ϫⲓϣⲕⲁⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ call out, cry out (see also ⲁϣⲕⲁⲕ)
ϫⲟϥϫϥ̄ ϫⲉϥϫⲱϥ⸗ burn
ϫⲓϩⲣⲁ⸗ or ϫⲓⲛ̄ϩⲣⲁ⸗ divert, amuse, joke (reflexive)
ϫⲱϩ ϫⲉϩ- ϫⲁϩ⸗ ϫⲏϩ† touch, caress, anoint
ϫⲱϩⲙ̄ ϫⲉϩⲙ- ϫⲁϩⲙ⸗ ϫⲁϩⲙ̄† pollute, defile
ϫⲁϫⲉ ϫⲁϫⲱ† harden
ϫⲓϭⲟⲗ (tell a) lie

ϭϭ
ϭⲉ so, therefore, moreover, in addition
ϭⲱ ϭⲉⲉⲧ† stay, continue, persist
ϭⲱⲃ weak

ϭⲁⲃϩⲏⲧ timid
ϭⲁⲓ̈ⲟ disgrace
ϭⲱⲗⲉ flat bread
ϭⲱⲱⲗⲉ ϭⲉⲉⲗⲉ- ϭⲟⲟⲗ⸗ ϭⲟⲟⲗⲉ† wrap, clothe
ϭⲗⲟⲙ plough
ϭⲱⲗⲡ̄ ϭⲗ̄ⲡ- ϭⲟⲗⲡ⸗ ϭⲟⲗⲡ̄† ⲉⲃⲟⲗ reveal, appear, unwrap
ϭⲗⲟϭ bed
ϭⲟⲙ power, ability

ⲁⲧϭⲟⲙ impossible
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ⲟⲩⲛ̄ϭⲟⲙ be able
ⲙⲛ̄ϭⲟⲙ be unable
ϭⲙ̄ϭⲟⲙ be able (+ ⲉ) overcome

ϭⲏⲛ see ϭⲛⲟⲛ
ϭⲓⲛⲉ ϭⲛ̄- ϭⲛ̄ⲧ⸗ find, find out

ϭⲙ̄ⲡϣⲓⲛⲉ visit (see also ϣⲓⲛⲉ)
ϭⲓⲛⲃⲱϭⲉ see ϥⲱϭⲉ
ϭⲛⲟⲛ ϭⲏⲛ† soften
ϭⲟⲛⲥ violence, damage

ϫⲓⲛ̄ϭⲟⲛⲥ harm, get harmed, abuse
ϭⲱⲛⲧ̄ ϭⲟⲛⲧ† anger, get angry (+ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ) at
ϭⲓⲛⲟⲩⲏⲗ ship
ϭⲟⲛϫⲟⲩ or ϭⲛ̄ϫⲟⲩ jar
ϭⲉⲡⲏ hurry, rush
ϭⲣⲟⲟⲙⲡⲉ dove
ϭⲱⲣϭ̄ ϭⲟⲣϭ† trap, hunt

ϭⲟⲣϭⲥ̄ trap, snare
ϭⲟⲧ size, status
ϭⲱⲧⲡ̄ ϭⲉⲧⲡ- ϭⲟⲧⲡ⸗ ϭⲟⲧⲡ̄† defeat

ϭⲱⲧⲡ̄ⲥ̄ defeat
ϭⲱϣⲧ̄ ϭⲟϣⲧ† look, watch

ϭⲱϣⲧ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ-ϩⲏⲧ⸗ look forward, anticipate
ϭⲓϫ hand
ϭⲱϭ ϭⲉϭ- ϭⲁϭ⸗ ϭⲏϭ† bake
ϭⲁϭⲓⲧⲱⲛ rough linen

ϯϯ
ϯ ϯ- ⲧⲁⲁ⸗ ⲧⲟ† give (+ ⲛ̄) pay someone (+ ϩⲁ) for something

ϯⲉⲃⲟⲗ sell (see also ⲉⲃⲟⲗ)
ϯⲟⲩ five (ϯⲉ feminine)
ϯⲁⲕⲟⲛⲉⲓ for ⲇⲓⲁⲕⲟⲛⲉⲓ
ϯⲕⲱⲧ learn, improve (see also ⲕⲱⲧ)
ϯⲙⲉ town
ϯⲡⲓ kiss (see also ⲡⲓ)
ϯⲥⲧⲁⲍⲉ hesitate
ϯⲧⲱⲛ argue, quarrel
ϯⲟⲩⲃⲉ resist (see also ⲟⲩⲃⲉ)
ϯϩⲏⲩ improve, benefit (see also ϩⲏⲩ)
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FURTHER READING

Those in search of Sahidic Coptic texts, in the first instance, should look 
to the original sources referenced throughout the sample reading above. 
Of course, you will now need a dictionary, and a first-rate resource is 
being developed by KELLIA (Coptic/Koptische Electronic Language and 
Literature International Alliance):

Coptic Dictionary Online. https://coptic-dictionary.org/.
Sadly, this positive development for Coptic scholarship has final-

ly limited the usefulness of a once invaluable, and still magisterial, 
publication:

Crum, Walter: A Coptic Dictionary. Oxford: Oxford University Press 
(1939).
On the other hand, the following remains an extremely useful, slim 

and portable reference: 
Smith, Richard: A Concise Coptic-English Lexicon (2nd ed.). Atlanta: 
Scholars Press (1983/1999).

The number of online sites with meaningful information about Late An-
tique Coptic language and culture is necessarily small, but increasing. For 
instance, an encyclopaedia of Coptic culture is being developed by Clare-
mont Colleges Library:

Claremont Coptic Encyclopedia. https://calisphere.org/collections​
/26581/.
Likewise, useful resources relating to the Coptic language gener-

ally may be found via St. Shenouda the Archimandrite Coptic Society 
(http://www.stshenouda.org/).

Those interested in a different introductory textbook, which has stood 
the test of time in print, may wish to obtain:

Lambdin, Thomas: Introduction to Sahidic Coptic. Macon: Mercer 
University Press (1983).
By contrast, the following provides a detailed and exhaustive analy-

sis of Sahidic Coptic: 
Layton, Bentley: A Coptic Grammar with Chrestomathy and Glossary: 
Sahidic Dialect. Wiesbaden: Harrasowitz Verlag (2000).

https://coptic-dictionary.org/
https://calisphere.org/collections/26581/
https://calisphere.org/collections/26581/
http://www.stshenouda.org/
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Finally, those interested in understanding how Coptic fits within the 
remarkable 4,000-year written history of the indigenous Egyptian lan-
guage will find the following to be an excellent account: 

Loprieno, Antonio: Ancient Egyptian. A Linguistic Introduction. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press (1995).
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