
Greek Influence on Egyptian-Coptic, 513-533

Borrowing into Coptic, the Other Story

Arabic Words in Coptic Texts

Tonio Sebastian Richter'

1 Outline of a fallow field of research

Research on pre-Arabic Semitic loanwords in Egyptian has a long tradition,1 2 and the 

study of non-Semitic and particularly Greek loanwords in Egyptian has long since been 

acknowledged as a desideratum, which is currently being tackled anew by the DDGLC 

project.3 However, the language contact between Coptic and Arabic - this is to say, the 

very phase in the history of Egyptian-Coptic that eventually led to the obsolescence of the 

earliest and longest-lasting human language attested so far - has received relatively scarce 

scholarly attention.4 While one outcome of this contact - the Coptic substrate in Egyptian 

Arabic - has been dealt with on occasion,5 Arabic loanwords in Coptic passed almost 

unnoticed up to now.6

A bit unbelievable at first glance, this situation becomes easily understandable if the 

distribution of Arabic words throughout Coptic texts is taken into account. It is in fact 

only a very small segment of genres/registers within the Coptic textual universe whose 

lexical decorum went so far as to allow Arabic words to surface in the Coptic written 

langauge. Moreover, the Coptic texts representing these registers belong to the ones most 

1 Freie Universitat Berlin (<sebastian.richter@fu-berlin.de>).

2 Cf. e.g. Burchardt 1909/1910 (1259 entries though including proper names); Hoch 1994 (595 

entries); Vittmann 1996, 435-447; Quack 2005, 307-338; Winand in this volume.

3 See most recently Grossman 2013 and the articles in this volume. On earlier approaches to the 

Greek loan vocabulary in Coptic see, e.g., Abel 1876, 549-50; Rahlfs 1912; Hopfner 1918; Blok 

1927; Gaselee 1929/30; Lefort 1934; Bohlig 1953, 1954a, 1954b; Weiss 1969; Tubach 1999a, 

1999b; Girgis 1963-2001 [= id., 2010); Forster 201)2; on the recent labors of the project Database 

and Dictionary of Greek Loanwords in Coptic, see Almond et al. 2013 and Richter (forthcoming).

4 Cf. most recently Papaconstantinou 2012; Richter 2009b; Zaborowski 2008.

5 Cf. Praetorius 1901, 1902; Galtier 1902; Sobhy 1950; Bishai 1960, 1961, 1962, 1964; Ishaq 1975, 

1991; Diem 1979; Behnstedt 1981, 1997; Schenkel 2002; Soliman 2007; Corriente 2008; Lucas & 

Lash 2010; Peust 2010a, 2010b.

6 Cf. Stem 1885, 117-119; von Lemm 1903b, 35f.; Chassinat 1921, Worrell 1934. Vycichl 1991, 

more recently Richter 2001, 2006 and 2015b. The article published by Ahmed 2013 is a mess of 

uncritically quoted instances of Arabic words from BL Ms. Or 3669(1) and P.Med.Copt.IFAO 

based on Stern 1885 and Chassinat 1921, and transcriptions of Arabic words from the Copto- 

Arabic allographic ms. edited by Casanova 1901, Sobhy 1926 and Burmester 1965/66, which 

Sohair senselessly takes as "loanword” instances.
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persistently neglected by editors: the large corpus of late Coptic documentary texts7 and 

the small corpus of Coptic scientific texts, especially medical8 and alchemical9 recipes 

in manuscripts from the 9th to the 11th centuries. In contrast, the entire body of Coptic 

literature up to compositions of the later or even latest period10 - namely, the Coptic 

literary language - is entirely free of Arabic words.11 This is the reason why the basic 

lexicographical data have not yet been systematically collected, let alone philologically 

commented on or even linguistically analyzed.12

The glossary of Arabic words in Coptic on which I have been working over the last few 

years contains ca. 500 lemmata by now.13 This number is not impressive if compared with 

the massive Coptic loan vocabulary borrowed from Greek (it amounts to about a tenth of 

the latter);14 rather, it approximates the number of Semitic loanwords in Late Egyptian as 

counted by Hoch 1994.

The two aforementioned genres - late Coptic scientific and documentary texts - are 

not closely related to each other, but they share an emergence from functional domains 

more directly tied to real life than the extra-quotidian, ceremonial domains of literary 

texts. The concomittant effect is that their vocabulary is more receptive to contemporary 

colloquial expressions, such as modern product names or currently valid terminologies.

Roughly half the share of Arabic words recorded so far comes from late Coptic scien

tific (including magical) texts.15 It is evident that many of the terms rendered by Arabic 

7 Cf. Richter 2000, 2003, 2008.

8 Till 1951; Richter 2014a.

9 Vgl. Richter 2009, 2010a, 2014b.

10 One single exception being the late Bohairic martyrdom of the neo-martyr John of Phanijoit dating 

to the 13th century, where a couple of Arabic words are used; see most recently Krueger 2015.

11 Scholars judging from the perspective of Coptic literature are thus right to deny the mere existence 

of borrowing from Arabic into Coptic, as did already Schwartze & Steinthal 1850 (p. 5): “Es ist 

auch leicht erklarlich, dass man nur Griechische und Lateinische Worter, nicht aber Arabische 

einfiocht, welche letztere als zu trivial verschmaht wurden.”

12 An early advocate of this kind of work is Oskar von Lemm 1903b (35f., n. 41): “Eine grosse 

Anzahl arabischer Lehnworter im Koptischen wird sich noch in den koptischen Papyrusurkunden 

finden, besonders in der Sammlung Erzherzog Rainer. - Es ware eine nutzliche Arbeit einmal ein 

moglichst vollstandiges Verzeichnis dieser Worter zusammenzustellen”.

13 A list of some 170 Arabic proper names in Coptic texts is now available in Legendre 2014.

14 The Greek lemma list of the DDGLC project contains about 5000 types by now.

15 Mathematical exercises BL Or. 5707 (ed. Drescher 1948/49, reed. SBKopt. 331-332), parchment, 

about 900 CE; astronomical list BN 132,5 fol. 9 ed. Bouriant 1904, cf. von Lemm 1903b, 35f., 

paper, 1 Oth—11th c. CE; alchemical recipes BL Or. 3669(1) = P.Lond.Copt. I 374 (ed. Stem 1885), 

parchment quire, 10th c. CE; Bodl. Ms.Copt. a.l, 2 and 3 (unedited, Kahle notebook 33, Crum 

notebook 83, cf. Richter 2009,2010a and 2015), vertical stripes of papyrus, 1 Oth c. CE, P. Chassinat

1 & 2 (cf. Chassinat 1955, 15); list of (dying?) substances CG 8028 (ed. Crum 1902v, n° 8028; 

von Lemm 1903b, xviif.; Richter 2015,163) paper; medical recipes BKLI I 26, paper, 10th—11th 

c. CE, from the Fayyum; P.Lond.Copt. I 527 + P.Ryl.Copt. 412, paper, 1 Oth—11th c. CE, from the 

Fayyum; two medical recipes ed. Munier 1919 (reed. Chassinat 1950) paper; P.Louvre AF 12530 

(ed. Richter 2014), papyrus, 10th c. CE; P.Med.Copt.lFAO (ed. Chassinat 1921), papyrus scroll, 

from Meshaikh (Lepidontopolis), 9th—1 Oth c. CE; P.Ryl.Copt. 106, paper, 11 th—12th c. CE; P.Ryl. 

Copt. 110 paper, 11th c. CE; SBKopt. 001 (ed. Till 1952), paper, 1 Oth—11th c. CE; SBKopt. 005, 
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words in these texts were loaded with technical meaning,16 and may accordingly belong 

to parts of vocabulary less widely shared and less conventionalized than the Arabic words 

found in documentary texts. On the other hand, it is likely that these terms were not merely 

idiosyncratic choices and ad hoc code-switches, but formed a regular component of a 

technical jargon (or repertoire, in the terms of Matras 2009), shared by the community of 

Coptic-speaking (and Coptic-reading) people who were involved in these kinds of prac

tices. Regardless of their status as loaned vocabulary, these words are of great benefit to 

our understanding, since the identification of their Arabic input forms is mostly unprob

lematic, and our idea of regular correspondences between Arabic phonemes and Coptic 

graphemes (see below, point 2) and of the loan morphology of Arabic items in Coptic 

(see below, point 3) are mainly based on this body of evidence.The other half comes from 

around 100 edited and a handful of unedited Coptic documentary texts - legal deeds, lists, 

accounts and letters.17 They attest for the borrowing of colloquial Arabic words starting 

as early as in the 8th century, and more intensely in the 10th and 11th centuries. While 

Arabic loanwords in 8th-century Coptic documents exclusively belong to the “new things 

and new concepts” type of borrowing (such as the name of the Arabic silver currency 

TepzAM dirham), later texts bear evidence for the successive integration of less specific 

Arabic words into the Coptic everyday language up until what looks like the beginning of 

relexification.18 It is thus sufficiently clear that at the end of the 1st millennium CE, Arabic 

words - mostly nouns, but also a few verbs (see below, 3.2) - had become an intergral part 

of the Egyptian lexicon. Due to the semantic deficiency of documentary texts in general, 

it is sometimes difficult to identify such words and their meanings with a fair degree of 

certainty, especially if phoneme-grapheme correspondences are ambiguous (see below, 

2). On the other hand, Coptic spellings of Arabic words can sometimes inform Middle 

Arabic lexicography. For instance, the unpunctuated spelling of an attribute of the Arabic 

paper, 11 th—12th c. CE; magical recipes P.Cairo 42573 (ed. Chassinat 1955), paper, 1 Oth—11th c. 

CE; P.Berl. 5744 (ed. W. Beltz 1983, p. 63), papyrus; P.Heid. inv. K 137 (ed. Grohmann/Bilabel 

1934), parchment, dated 684 Hijra = 967 CE; P.Heid inv. K 685 (ed. Meyer); P.Heid. inv. K 686 

(ed. Kropp 1966); P.Heid. inv. K 408 (ed. Beck, fc.), paper, 1 Oth—11th c. CE.

16 Cf. Richter 2009a.

17 P.Fay.Copt. (ed. Crum 1893) 15, 18, 22,23, 26,45,48, 55, CPRII(ed. Krall 1895) 1; CPR /F(ed. Till 

1958) 111, 168c, 168e; O.Vindob.Copt. (Till 1960) 121, 146; P.Bal. (ed. Kahle 1954) 102, 187, 286, 

291,322,323,326,334,338; P. BL Or. Ms. 13885 (unpublished late Fayyum account book, 11th c. CE); 

P.HermitageCopt. (ed. Jemstedt 1959a) 51; P.Gascou 60 (ed. Richter 2016a, late Coptic account book 

dated 1063 CE); PKoln. 466 (ed. Schenke, legal document from Teshlot archive, 11th c. CE); P.Ibrim 

(unpublished letter of Pe(t)ro, Paper, 11th c. CE, by courtesy of Joost Hagen); P.Lips. inv. 250 und 260 

(ed. Richter 2008); P.Lond.Copt. I (ed. Crum 1905) 459, 487 529, 530, 531, 552, 569, 613, 659, 660,

673, 684, 699, 700, 702, 706,707, 708, 1100, 1118, 1119, 1118, 1132, 1135, 1140, 1141, 1142, 1166,

1204, 1230; P.Mich.Copt. Ill (Worrell 1942) 18; P.Monserrat (ed. Torallas Tovar 2006); P.Pushkin 

(Jemstedt 1959b) 9, 10, 21, 24; P.Ryl.Copt. (Crum 1909) 32, 229 236, 243, 290, 298, 344, 351, 364, 

367, 368, 373, 374, 377, 380, 382; PStrasbourg (ed. Boud’hors et al.) 332, 333; PTeshlot (ed. Green 

1983;reed. Richter 2000, dated413 Hijra(= 1022 CE) to 454 Hijra (= 1062n.Chr.) l-\3;P.Vindob. K 

(Krall 1889 and information by courtesy of M.Hasitzka) 195,803,1001,1167, 1229,1298,4727,4824, 

7694, 1101, 11890, 1712; 17305 17315, 17316; O.CrumVC(ed. Crum 1939)49, 115, 129.

18 See Richter 2008.
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gold coin, the dinar, frequently attested in Arabic papyri and paper documents, could be 

read either as al-matsul ‘prepared with honey’ (whatever this might mean), participle of 

a verbum primae iayin, or al-magsul ‘washed’ (whatever this might mean), participle of 

a verbum primae gayn. The evidence of the Coptic spelling xxMAKCoyx helps to disam

biguate the reading which apparently was al-magsul (primae gayn).'9

The following overview is meant to provide a more detailed and updated version of the 

entry in the Encyclopedia of Arabic Language and Linguistics (Richter 2006). A German 

version of it is to appear in the proceedings of an Academy colloquium at Leipzig in 2013 

(ed. Dils, Fischer-Elfert & Popko).

2 Grapheme correspondence and loanword spellings

In this paragraph, practical problems in interpreting Coptic spellings of Arabic words, 

rather than general problems of late Coptic and Middle Arabic phonology,19 20 will be ad

dressed. Such issues in the intersection of phonology, philology and orthographic conven

tions were raised for the first time by Worrell in 1934. While Chassinat 1921 in his edition 

of the large Coptic medical papyrus belonging to the IFAO tacitly took the Arabic words 

therein to be Coptic spellings of written classical Arabic, Worrell rightly argued that

“they are records of the spoken word” and “They are colloquial. (...) In colloquial 

Arabic (...), there are no final long vowels in open syllables; and in colloquial one must 

make allowance for great variation in the short vowels of foreign words, particularly 

names of drugs, that do not fit into the noun morphology of the language.”21

Worrell proposed a three-stages model to account for three different types of evidence 

and their sociolinguistic significance: 1) Arabic words in Coptic texts, 2) Copto-Arabic 

allography (Arabic text transcribed in Coptic script) and 3) Arabo-Coptic allography (Coptic 

text transcribed in Arabic script).22

Regarding his first stage - the one whose outcome interests us here - Worrell explained 

that “while Coptic was still a vigorous language the attempts at transliterating occasional 

Arabic words into it were clumsy and tentative.”23 However, the evidence upon which 

Worrell based this opinion amounted to no more than two manuscripts: the aforemen

tioned IFAO medical papyrus (ed. Chassinat 1921) - a text displaying an exceptional de

19 As Werner Diem (personal communication) confirmed, this is likewise evidenced by Judaeo-Arabic 

spellings of the word.

20 As for these, cf. Blau 1988; Peust 1999; Satzinger 1972, 1991.

21 Worrell 1934, 123.

22 Worrell 1934, 122: “1, Coptic in full vitality, but taking up Arabic words; 2, Coptic still a living 

language, but Arabic in Coptic letters also used; 3, Coptic a dead language, represented in Arabic 

letters. To the first period belong the medical text of Chassinat and the alchemistic text of Stem. 

To the second period belong the text of Casanova and that of Sobhy. To the third period belong 

Galtier’s liturgical texts in Arabic characters. (...) With the steady decay and arabization ofCoptic 

has grown up a conventional system of transliteration.” Cf. Worrell 1934, 3.

23 Worrell 1934,5.
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gree of variation in loanword spelling - and the alchemical treatise BL Or.MS 3669(1) (ed. 

Stern 1885). The volume and diversity of texts which I have been studying (see footnotes 

15 and 17) throw a much brighter and quite differerent light on the regularity of loanword 

spellings. Indeed, the majority of philologically secure attestations shows rather stable, 

recurrent correspondences between Arabic sounds and Coptic graphemes, hence some 

degree of conventionalization of single word orthographies: to wit, the standardization 

of Arabic loanword spellings in Coptic was already in the 9th/10th century considerably 

higher than Worrell had assumed.24

Nonetheless, one faces real problems at the level of philological interpretation. There 

is a number of phoneme-grapheme-correspondences based on one-to-one relations, such 

as

n = (-r> (b), f = J (r), u> = LH (j), k = J (q), X = J (/), m = (m), n = j (n)

or, likewise unproblematic, relations where more than one Coptic sign correspond with 

one single Arabic phoneme, such as

q or b = <-« (/),

<s (Sahidic) or x (Bohairic) = £ (g).

However, since the phoneme inventory of Arabic goes far beyond that of Coptic, quite 

a number of Coptic graphemes can regularly or sporadically encode a range of Arabic 

phonemes. This is especially the case in the realm of dental and laryngal plosives and 

fricatives, such as

T = o (/), dj (i), J (d), j (</), (d), -1= (/), i (Z),

e=:O (/), dj (7), J (J), j (</),

c ~ j (z), (j- (s), (?),

x = £ (A) ordl()t),

2 ~ C (W»0 W’ sometimes even £ (A),

0 = 0, but also £ (f) oder ' (2).

If Coptic spellings contain two or even three signs of the latter type, the number of poten

tially underlying Arabic roots can quite uncomfortably increase.25 In table 1 we distinguish 

frequently attested, z.e., more conventionalized correspondences, less frequently (however 

philologically secure) deviations from these conventions, and correpondences based on 

philologically vague identifications:26

24 Significant variants are actually visible in the earliest loanword attestations (from the 8th century). 

E.g., the word nxpx is still alternating between spellings with and without xx- and between 

feminine and masculine gender assignment.

25 In the Arabic Apophthegmata patrum manuscript spelled in Coptic letters (ed. Cassanova 1901, 

Sobhy 1926 und Burmester 1965/6), a number of Coptic letters are in a regular way accompgnied 

by Arabic letters above them to disambiguate their phonetic value in terms of Arabic: x (*), e (J», 

‘A i), k (j, ^), t (J»), x (<d), ? (c, c).

26 Worrell 1934 listed some problematic equivalents which may in turn mislead philology. E.g. the 

irregular correspondence of Arabic Ibl with Coptic b (instead of n), based on the word xxbhc alone, 

has to be deleted since this word is already attested in pre-conquest Coptic texts and was borrowed
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Table 1: Coptic transcription of Arabic consonantal phonemes (cf. also Worrell 1934, 

129-131; Legendre 2014, 390-392)

Arabic Coptic, regular Coptic, irregular Philologically insecure

I 2 0, A (xxxxcxxt) double consonant (xmmoyp)

a (xieip2)

CJ b n

o t A, T e (xxxinpie, xxxeeiB, zexeie)

dj t e T (xXMipCT, XXMXTKXX)

c g
Sahidic: s, Bohairic: 

x (exeMxeA and 

CG 8028)

x (xccepix)

K (THpKOYMAN, <1)6NK)

<p (xnxypxoj)

r (xprxMoc)

c
h e 0 (xxxcex, kox), x (xxMexx)

t
h mostly x, in 

Bohairic spelling 

also b (xXMXipHb)

<jy (xccxpNHcp)

2 (XX2XpX6’l, 2AYX6N, Xpp<D2XM)

0 (xyxxn)

k (Bohairic xxxingk)

J d A, T e (xccxexp, oyTxpie)

j d T (ATTXZXn)

J r p X

j z c z (rxzxoyxN)

s c

>
s w

c

l/3 d T (xniXT) e (x(N)Nxeep)

Jo
t T A (2O>A<DT)

i ? T (XTTX26pi) c (Nxcep)

f 0 x (xxxxKpxn, xccxxxe, xppotnx) 

e (xxccmc)

ei, i (xxMoycxeiA, xccipi)

a> (xppxnat)

p (CXpTXp)

double consonant 

(xxcexxe)

t g
r (xN'f'Mxr, 

xxMoyxrxM, 

xxMxrpx)

K (XXMXKCOyx) 6 (XXCXBipi, XX66XX6)

f M, B OY (XXHOY, A96COY6) n (xcni26Ni, GcniTex - note 

however variant spellings 

with b instead of/!)

q
k (xccmxK) r (xccinxr)

6 (XT+nxs)

x (Bohairic xxxx)

from Greek. The likewise irregular correspondence of Arabic Ikl with Coptic k (instead of x) is 

indeed attested (apparently restricted to qof'm final position), but the word kust (quoted by Worrell) 

is not a valid instance of it because there is a variant form quit in Arabic.
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d k X K (axmick)

J I X p

(* Hl M

n
n or assimilated m 

(xccoYMnoYxe,

ACCAMnAk)

J w oy(attaxoy)

B (iBAN)

(JU (2(DAU>)

0 h 2 (ATTA26pi, 

ACCOY2P6) 

0 (ta’ marbuta)

2 (ipe-f-Nea)

cS y
(e)i

Correspondences between stressed or even unstressed Arabic vowels and Coptic graphemes 

(table 2) are much less standardized. They reflect a wide spectrum of distributional variation 

in quality and quantity of vowels. Further more, standard tools of Arabic lexicography 

such as the dictionaries of Lane, Dozy, Wahrmund, and Wehr - on which the identification 

of Arabic input forms is usually based - depend on Arabic sources chronologically and/ 

or geographically far from the 1 Oth-century Egyptian colloquial Arabic idiom underlying 

the Arabic words in our texts, which throws further caveats on the vocalization of single 

lexemes.

Table 2: Coptic transcription of Arabic vocalic phonemes (cf. also Worrell 1934, 125— 

127; Legendre 2014, 390-392)

Arabic Tone vowel In unstressed syllable

a
A, AA (ACCApTAAN) 6, H, 66 (A\n66n, 

AX666M), 1 (AXKIXO, Y (AXKYX6I), O 

(following ‘Ajin: AppAno), o> (following 

‘Ajin: ApAnu)), cue (axmu)6c)

a, e (AxnecoYP, axx6noyn)

a
AA (AAAACAAT, AXMN2AAX,

AxnoYTAAKe), h (aaoyhpt), i (Axci-f'),

0 (Accuse, Accoyape)

A, 6, H (AXMHO6N6, AXMHNCHX,

AXMHCTIX6), 1 (AXMICTIX6, AXXIOipe), 0

(AX266M)

u
o (Axxope, poa), oo (AxxAppoone),

OY, <u (AAXOYC(JUp, ANNUipe, ANCApCDO, 

AU)<pCDKK6), (DU) (AXXABUXDp)

OY, o (AXnOTAKe), U) (Apna>p<DT)

u
o (KOX?), OY (ANOYC6X), U) (AXMCDp, 

AX2(D666, Ap(DC)

6 (aXXU)X6, APPA66X, AC6666), O 

(MopAne), oy, u> (Axsurpurn, appuwam),

0 (AXMN2AAX)

T 1, H
1 (AT-fnAS)

i A (AXMApepAa), H (AXKHpT, MHpa) a, e, h, i, 0 (Axoyesn)

ta’ 

marbuta

6, Al (AXM6U)M6XAl), 0 (AXnOyPAT), 62 

(ujeTuez), Y (Fayyumic Apiay = Sahidic 

Appiae)
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It has long been known that the duplication of vowels in Coptic transcriptions of Arabic 

words is used to render long vowels. Based on this observation, Joseph Greenberg has 

argued that vocalic gemination in Sahidic was not, as often assumed,27 a means to encode 

glottal stop, but an indication of vocalic quantity.28 However it seems to me that this argu

ment does not sufficiently reflect the diachronic dimension of Coptic. It is certainly fair to 

say that vocalic duplication in 1 Oth-century Sahidic, almost 700 years after the standard

ization of the Sahidic orthographic system, was phonetically realized in a way that made 

this spelling a plausible graphemic approximation to long vowels.

3 Morphology and syntactic integration of Arabic words in Coptic

3.1 Nouns

3.1.1 Substantives

It comes as no surprise that nouns, viz. substantives, yield the vast majority of Arabic words 

in Coptic (more than 450 out of ca. 500). As in other contact languages of Arabic, such 

as Portugese, Spanish, and Hausa,29 the Arabic article J' al- (ax-) was mostly retained in 

Coptic, this is to say, became lexicalized as a component of the borrowed noun itself, as in

AXKAnexe al-qabala ‘lease contract’,

AXMxyxpT al-maward ‘rose water’,

axximib al-kimya ‘alchimia (as designation of the elixir)’.

In front of hurufsamsija this lexicalized article is always assimilated and was often spelled 

haplographically, thus

a(o)o. .., e.g. AOACKieie al-tasqija ‘watering’; Aooysx al-tufl ‘yeast’, 

a(t)t..., e.g. attaxk al-talq ‘mica’; attaxoy al-dalw ‘bucket’; ATTAZAn al-dahab 

‘gold’,

a(c)c..., e.g. ACCoyxxAp al-sukkar ‘sugar’, Acc.Ap<i al-sarf ,agio’, ACcepNHZ al- 

zirnlh ,arsenic’,

A(q))u)..., e.g. AU)U)6TiNA2 al-sadana ‘hematite’; A(yu)<DKK6 al-suqqa ‘cloths’, 

A(p)p..., e.g. AppAno al-rub‘a ‘(a measure)’, AppmZAM al-ruham ‘marble’; Aprnc al- 

ruzz ‘rice’,

a(n)n..., e.g. XNNeupe al-nura ‘lime’, ANoycx al-nuzl ‘allowance’, ANAypHty an- 

naurag ‘harrow’.

As goes without saying, Arabic loanwords prefixed with the article al- were indeterminate 

nouns in terms of Coptic and had to be processed into recipient language noun phrases by 

means of Coptic nominal syntax;

27 So Steindorff 1894, 1904; Till 1930; Vergote 1973; Kasser 1991.

28 Greenberg 1962; so already Kuentz 1934; also Peust 1999, 205-210 agreed with this view.

29 See Corriente 2007; Kiesler 1994.
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oy-xxKxnexe n-xt-0-axmica2€ ‘a lease contract (al-qabala) without 0 surveying 

(al-misaha)'.

The rule of the co-borrowed article has some regular exceptions in words which are also 

mostly used in Arabic without the article, such as

AepzxM ‘Dirham’,

zxne ‘Habba (weight)’,

as well as nouns in the (Arabic) construct state (see below, 4.1), such as

zxnxe in: zxnxe XTTxaxn habat al-dahab ‘gold slack’.

Apart from those explicable exceptions, there is a range of sporadic, idiosyncratic devia

tions from this norm. These include early (z'.e., 8th-century) attestations of the word nxpx 

(bard ’a) ‘receipt’ as opposed to the later standard xxnxpx, all Arabic loanwords written by 

the first hand of the medical papyrus P.Louvre AF 12530 (ed. Richter 2014), or a number 

of the Arabic loanwords in the medical papyrus of the IFAO (ed. Chassinat 1921). The first 

case may point to a lack of conventionalization of what would become the morphological 

rule; the latter cases could mean that the scribes were so well-versed in Arabic that they 

analysed Arabic loanwords in terms of source language usage.30 Since categories such as 

gender, number and case relations in Coptic are not morphologically marked but rendered 

by adpositions (prefixed determinators, casemarking prepositions etc.), any given input 

form, normally the singular form of the borrowed noun,31 could easily meet the require

ments of Coptic nominal syntax.

Gender assignment of the morphologically gender-marked Arabic nouns in Coptic 

worked the same way as it already worked with nouns borrowed from Greek: In almost all 

cases, the gender of the donor language is simply retained, with the result that (Coptic) fe

male gender is assigned to Arabic words ending in -a (ta ’marbuta, in Coptic mostly spelled 

e), and (Coptic) masculine gender to all others:

Feminine nouns:32

(T-)AxeoyMxe al-gumla ‘sum’,

(T-)xx6oynne al-gubba ‘overgarment, cloak’,

(T-)xccoy2pe al-zuhara ‘(planet) Venus’

30 All words written by the first hand of P.Louvre AF 12530 belong to a list of inorganic substances 

specified by different quantities, and are therefore indeterminate in terms of Coptic as well as 

Arabic.

31 When the plural has a specific usage or meaning in Arabic, plural forms can appear as input forms, 

as AXMoyMCNiN mu'mirrin (sg. mu’min) ‘believers (i.e., the congregation of Muslims)’ in the 

Coptic spelling of the caliph’s title amir almu 'minin ‘commander of the believers’ (also in Greek 

documents of the 8th c. such as P.Lond. IV passim: apipaXpoupvtv) or (xx)oycojx < al- ‘usul 

(sg. ‘asal) ‘honeys’ in Bodl. MS Copt. (P) a.2, 68-70 where several sorts of honey are mentioned, 

possibly due to the usage recorded by Lane 1/5 2046a: “pls. are used when one means sorts of 

‘asaP.

32 An exception being the word nxpx (bard a) which is sometimes used as a feminine noun, probably 

due to its morphology resembling (Greek and Arabic) feminine nouns.
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Maculine nouns:33

(n-)xxxxKT al-faqd ‘fixed, thickened substance’,

(n-)xxx(oxe al-lu’lu ’ ‘perl’,

(n-jxxcoyMe al-gumma‘ ‘total amount’.

3.1.2 Adjectives

Among Arabic nouns in Coptic, there is a number of adjectives from several semantic and 

morphological classes, such as

Color terms:

xmxT abjad ‘white’

xxxZMxp al-ahmar ‘red’

(xx)xcbxp (al-)asfar ‘yellow’

Nisbas derived from toponyms:

xxKoynpoYCi al-qubrusi ‘Cypriote’

xcmaeNi isbahani 'from Isfahan, Persian’

xcpeMi al-sami ‘Syriac’

Nisbas derived from personal names:

xxaxxeiMei al-hakiml ‘of (the caliph) al-Hakim’

XTTXzepei al-zahiri'of (the caliph) al-Zahir’

Participles:

Mxzxoyx mahlul ‘dissolved’

xxmoycxxt al-musaffad ‘sublimed, volatilized’

xxmoycxbbi al-musaffi ‘pured, filtered’

xxmoyoygi al-mawiyy ‘diluted (with water)’

xxMOYGxppxn al-mugarrab ‘proven’.

The usage of all of them is more or less restricted to particular contexts or even to collocation 

with specific substantives. Color terms as well as nisbas derived from toponyms, for 

instance, occur mostly in designations of mineral ingredients in recipes. Nisbas derived 

from names of Fatimid caliphs are used to specify certain issues of the dinar, as in the 

contemporary Arabic terminology around coins and currency.34 35 Participles of verbs from 

the terminological set of alchemical procedures (tadabir)K surface in alchemical contexts, 

as does the adjective xxxmig al-famyd ‘blind’, whose application is restricted to the 

blindness of things like a ‘blind flask’ xxkxpx nxxxmic (al-qar'a al- ‘amya, an alchemical 

device)36.

33 Exceptions being the words xexcKieie al-tasqija ‘watering’ and xeecoye al-tasfija ‘purification’, 

as well as xxnoypxTe al-burada ‘filings’, which, though feminine-gendered in terms of Arabic, 

are masculine in Coptic, for no recognizable reason.

34 Cf. Grohmann 1954, 181-219; Richter 2000, 112f. note//

35 Ullmann 1972, 261-265, see Richter 2015a, 177f. and 2015b, appendix II, p. 236.

36 See Siggel 1950, 99, s.v. qar'a. The Coptic attestation comes from the recipes of Bodl. Ms.Copt. 

a.2, line 51.
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3.2 Verbs

Against all expectations, time and time again I came across Arabic verbs in Coptic texts 

- almost 30 types, by now.37 While Arabic nouns in Coptic are mostly unmistakable (due 

to the lexicalized Arabic article),38 the morphology of Arabic loan verbs is not as obvious. 

It is therefore not unlikely that a number of Arabic verbs remained still unrecognised in 

already published late Coptic documents, if not hidden in the many unpublished items 

of this type of text.39 The most frequently attested and easily identifiable Arabic verbs in 

Coptic are the ones belonging to the terminological set of tadabir ‘procedures’,40 such as

akht ‘aqadall ‘to fix, to thicken’,

A2Mi hamma IV ‘to heat up’,

eitpoyi sawa I ‘to roast, to calcinate’,

N2xx halla VII ‘to dissolve’,

cxbbi sofa II ‘to clean’,

cxeiA sa'idaW ‘to distil, to evaporate’,

Txnepi dabara II ‘to process’.

Occurring in Coptic medical as well as alchemical texts, these terms help us shape an idea 

of the morphology of Arabic loan verbs in Coptic and their possible input forms.41 From 

unambiguously determinable forms, we get the impression that the most common input 

forms of Arabic verbs were imperatives; infinitives or imperfect forms (though stripped of 

personal prefixes) are found only rarely, if at all.42 Notwithstanding the (source language) 

meaning of these input forms, the syntactic status of Arabic verbs in Coptic was generally 

that of an absolute state infinitive. As already in the much better established case of verb 

borrowing from Greek to Coptic,43 loan verbs were not integrated in the morphosyntactic 

patters of the Coptic construct state and the stative.44 45 The accusative case is therefore 

always realized by the object-marking construction with n-/mmo=.4’

37 See Richter 2015b for more details.

38 As far as I am aware, Crum has taken just one single Arabic word as an unknown Coptic item: 

Crum, Coptic Dictionary 15b, s.v. xpcoc: “F nn f, obscure word: P.Lond.Copt. 7 684”. The form 

itself and its context corroborate the identification of this word with al-ruzz ‘rice’.

39 An edition of the many unpublished Late Coptic letters is still a desideratum.

40 Ullmann 1972, 261-265.

41 On morphological patterns of Arabic verbs in Coptic, see Richter 2015b.

42 See Richter 2006, 498 and Richter 2015b.

43 On which see the papers of Egedi and Grossman & Richter in this volume.

44 The only exception which has come to my knowledge so far are two instances of a pronominal state 

form of the verb Miceoy ‘to rent’ in the late Coptic poem Triadon (429,1 and 721,2), both of them 

forced by the necessity of a rhyme pattern, see Richter 2015b, 233, n. 19.

45 On the significance of this lack of full morpho-syntactic integration see Grossman & Richter in this 

volume.
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3.3 Function words

In the alchemical recipes of British Library MS Or. 3669(1), ingredients are usually se

quenced by gi- ‘on, and’, mn- ‘with, and’, or xyco ‘and’, while yet another morpheme, 

spelled (jd, is used here in quite similar contexts. Stern 1885,46 Chassinat 1921,47 and the 

present author48 took this morpheme as a variant spelling of Arabic j wa ‘and’, but clear 

Coptic transcriptions of the Arabic copulative conjunction (see below) are spelled dif

ferently, and indeed cd would not be a likely Coptic spelling of it. Therefore, cd should 

perhaps be interpreted as a spelling of the Arabic disjunctive conjunction j' aw- ‘or’. All 

examples of cd- in BL MS Or. 3669(1) can, and some even should, be understood as ‘or’, 

thus as suggesting alternative ingredients instead of adding further ones:

con nxccmxK nxxmoycxxt : cd nxNNoycyxTcp : oycyi enoyx noyx ‘take the 

sublimated quicksilver or (aw-?) the sal-ammoniac, one part of each (i.e., of either of 

them)’ BL Or. MS 3669(1), pag. 11,2-3

xi nxk n t Ntyi N2XXHT : cd t: Ntyi nxcc6[>nh2 nkokkoc ‘Take 10 parts of the ‘bird’ or 

(aw-?) 10 parts of red arsenic (realgar)' BL Or. MS 3669(1), pag. 11,9-10

-f- oycyi N2XT exo • p ■ NT6p2AM : cd oycyi NNoyB ‘Give one part of silver onto 100 

dirham, or else (aw-?) one part of gold’ BL Or. MS 3669(1), pag. 14, 13-15

con [n]xccegNH2 eTTOpcy: cd nxxxcBxp : oycyi enoyx ‘Take the red arsenic (realgar) 

or (aw-?) the yellow one (oripiment), a part of each (i.e., of either of them)’ BL Or. MS 

3669(1), pag. 20,4-5

xyco nxxMXKxp[icye]e : cd nBxpoT 6Tpo2« cd nxccxBB[H2e] ‘And (xyco) the marcasite 

or (aw-?) the burned copper or (aw?) the leafflet of...]’ BL Or. MS 3669(1), pag. 7, 

10-11

con nxcycyHHXxc : cd nxxMHC'j'xe cd nxccxMnxK ‘Take the whey(?) or (aw?) the 

mastic gum or (aw?) the jasmine oil’ BL Or. MS 3669(1), pag. 7, 18-19

con o[y]cyi ZNnxTTXXK txx'i eyxxxoyc : cd oycyi 2MnMooy ecooy26 TX2M 

ZMneuepny ‘take one part of the talc stone, put it into a pitcher, or else (aw-) one part 

of the egg white, stir it together’ BL Or. MS 3669(1), pag. 8, 20-22

Yet we do find a few unmistakable instances of the Arabic conjunction wa- in Coptic texts. 

In the IFAO medical papyrus (ed. Chassinat 1921), the sign j is inserted three times - even 

spelled in Arabic script - in an otherwise Coptic sequence of ingredients, thus constituting 

a linguistic as well as graphematic code-switch:

46 Stem 1885, 119: “Das cd findet sich in der Partikel cd j wa, u, welche an die Stelle des alten km 

getreten ist.”

47 Chassinat 1921, 155: “Le signe place entre les differents noms de drogues est la particule copulative 

arabe j employee a la place de mn ou de pi, et qui figure, mais transcrite cette fois par cd, dans les 

fragments alchimiques publies par Stem”.

48 Richter 2006, 498f.
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oysypoN eNXNoyn ensxx cinsihix j zoyxmsxN j kaxanuoyp j coyMnoyx 7 x 

enoyx onoom kaxcjdc ‘A good powder for the eye: Ginger and (wa-) galangal and (wa-) 

clove and (wa-) spikenard, one drachma of each of them, grind it carefully’ PMed.IFAO 

92-94, n° xlix (p. 155)

The medical recipes of P.Louvre AF12530 (ed. Richter 2014) also provide one example of 

j wa-, spelled oyx49 - the very spelling attested also in P.Strasb. 333 (ed. Legendre 2014, 

see below):

Nrri Accoyxxp oyx (x)cxnp Ninxcru ‘and add sugar and (wa-) aloe syrup and boil it’ 

P.Louvre AF 12530, v° 90

It is not likely that wa- was in any proper sense “borrowed”. From a crosslinguistic com

parison of the borrowability of utterance modifiers, Yaron Matras concluded a typologi

cally wide-spread resistence towards borrowing words meaning ‘and’, even though Coptic 

had even a particularly nuanced palette of means to coordinate noun phrases50. On Matras’ 

probabilistic borrowing scale, the meaning ‘and’ comes after that of‘but’ and ‘or’.51 This 

scale is corroborated by Coptic fuction words borrowed from Greek: While dx/.d, 8e, and 

n are abundantly attested, Kai is hardly existent outside phrases such as Kxirxp (thus not 

meaning ‘and’).52

On the other hand, wa- was borrowed by some contact languages of Arabic,53 and our 

exemples show after all that wa- was accepted as a code-switch in certain contexts of the 

late Coptic written language.

Further instances of wa-, also spelled oy(x) as in P.Louvre AF 12530, are found in 

the ‘list of allowances’ (nxiDKC [Xoyoq] (N)nxNoycex [al-nuzl]) of P.Strasb. 333 (ed. 

Legendre 2014):

oyA-6inN(oy)2 ‘et son fils’ P.Strasb. K 333, 20.31

oy-xx<i>2 ‘et son frere’ P.Strasb. K. 333, 152.159

As examples of multi-morpheme expressions, these instances bring us to the next point:

4 Multi-morpheme expressions

We are talking here about the phenomenon of source language multi-morpheme expressions 

internally governed by frozen source language syntax, otherwise called e.g. “chunks”, “em

49 The Copto-Arabic ‘Garshuni’ manuscript ed. Casanova 1901, Sobhy 1926, and Burmester 1965/6 

spells it consistently Be ve-.

50 As already praised by Heinrich Ewald 1861: “Welche vorzuge hat zb. das Agyptische schon durch 

seinen hochst mannichfachen aber stets genauen und folgerichtigen ausdruck fur das was wir bei 

uns bestandig nur durch wz?Jausdriicken!” (Ewald 1861, 162, n. 1).

51 See Matras 1998, 2007, 2009.

52 See the attestations in Gertrud Bauer Zettelkasten Online: <http://research.uni-leipzig.de/ddglc/ 

bauer/index.html>.

53 See e.g. Kirchner 2009, 585 on ve (< wa) im Otoman Turkish.

http://research.uni-leipzig.de/ddglc/bauer/index.html
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bedded language islands”, or “multi-word insertional codeswitching”.54 Arabic “chunks” in 

Coptic texts are instantiated by three kinds of nominal phrases:55 the Arabic construct state 

(4.1), the extension of nouns by adjectival attributes (4.2), and possessive constructions (4.3).

4.1 Construct state

Attributive constructions of two Arabic nouns in Coptic are occasionally construed in 

the Arabic construct state pattern: A first noun, inevitably lacking the (Arabic) article, is 

immediately (z.e., without the Coptic relation particle n- or its allomorphs M-, 6N-, e-) fol

lowed by a second noun which needs to be prefixed with the (Arabic) article, as in

zxcxp xttxxk hagar al-talq ‘talc stone’,

zxnxo XTTAZxn habat al-dahab ‘gold slack’,

in contrast to the (more frequently attested) attributive construction connecting two Arabic 

nouns by means of the Coptic relation particle N-, as in

axbxzm N-xxxope al-fahm al-kur ‘furnace coal’,

oy-xxMN2AX 6-MxyxpT al-munhal al-ma '-ward ‘a rosewater-sieve’, 

m-xxnoypXTe n-xxzxtit al-burada al-hadid ‘these iron filings’.

N.B.: al- attached to the first noun would be impossible in terms of Arabic nominal syntax.

4.2 Attributive extension by adjectives

The Arabic adjective construction, consisting of a noun plus an adjective being congruent 

in case, gender, number and determination, as in

MxpKAtyiee xmxT marqasita abjad ‘white marcasite’,

attaxk AXX2Mxp al-talq al-ahmar ‘the red talc’

is occasionally chosen instead of the (more frequently attested) attributive construction by 

means of the Coptic relation particle N-, as in

xxxmpiT 6N-xxxcBxp al-kibrit al-asfar ‘yellow sulphur’BL Or 3669(1), fol. 9r, 15-16,

MxpKAUjiee 6N-xxxcBxp al-marqasita al-asfar ‘yellow marcasite’ BL Or 3669(1), fol. 7r, 16.

N. B.: An adjective prefixed by al- though extending an indeterminate noun as in MxpKxrpiee 

eN-xxxcBxp would be impossible in terms of Arabic nominal syntax.

54 The concept behind the term “embedded language island” (Myers-Scotton 1993 and 2002) has 

been challenged by scholars such as Backhus 1999 (who prefers “chunks”); on the continuum of 

“one-word” and “multi-word insertional codeswitching” see Matras 2009, 112-131.

55 Similar instances of attributive phrases found in the Greek vocabulary in Coptic, such as aooctoxikh 

gkkxhcia, ‘apostolic church’, ogion rpxMMX, ‘divine law’, eeioc xoroc, ‘divine word’, kxooxikh 

gkkxhcix, ‘universal church’, tpiton Mepoc ‘third part’, Texeix timh ‘complete price’, are system

atically collected in the Database and Dictionary of Greek Words in Coptic.
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4.3 Possessive-marked nominal phrases

The aforementioned list of allowances (nxtDKC [Xoyoq] nxNoycex [al-nuzl]), in P.Strasb. 

K. 333 (ed. Legendre 2014) which is remarkable in several respects, contains a number of 

instances of possessive-marked nominal phrases:

einN(oY)z ibnilh ‘his son’ P.Strasb. K 333, 20.24.31.188

xxcuz ahuh ‘his brother’ P.Strasb. K. 333, 19.152.159.185

side by side with their Coptic equivalents neBtyepi ‘his son’ and neBcxN ‘his brother’.

5 Concluding remarks

Compared to the study of Greek-Egyptian linguistic interferences, borrowing from Ara

bic into Coptic was (and still is) the other, much less well-known story about language 

contact in lst-millennium CE Egypt. Although the eventual outcome of the contact be

tween Coptic and Arabic - namely, the obsolescence of Coptic and the language shift of 

its speakers to Arabic - is a well-known fact, the century-long interrelation between the 

languages has not properly been studied as of yet, even less so since it is obscured by the 

conservative norm of literary Coptic. A systematic record and an in-depth study of the 

linguistic impact of Arabic on certain registers of the later Coptic written language helps 

us see that the eventual result - the language death of the Egyptian-Coptic language - did 

not quite “come out of the blue”. Although only first attempts have been conducted so far, 

they already provide evidence for a not insignificant number and a certain range of parts 

of speech of Arabic words that had gradually been absorbed by the Coptic language in its 

terminal phase.
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