The Modern Pronunciation of Coptic in the Mass.—By J.
Dyxerey Prince, Ph.D., Professor in Columbia Univer-
sity, New York City.

T name Copt (PYTITL0C = Alyirres, Arabic @Qibe, pl. Aqbd,
vulgar @ubdt) is restricted at the present day to the Eutychian
or Monophysite sect which for centuries has formed the national
Christian Church of Egypt. This population, which numbers
approximately five hundred thousand, represents the most direct
descendants of the ancient Egyptians, because for religious rea-
sons the Copts have practically abstained from intermarriage
with all alien elements. There is no ground whatever for the
belief that the ancestors of these people were foreign immigrants
who embraced Christianity after the Mohammedan conquest of
Egypt in 640 A. D. At present the Copts are found in the
greatest numbers in the towns of Negideh, Luxor, Esneh, Den-
dera, Girgeh, Tanta, Assitit and Akhmim, where they are nearly
all engaged in commerce of every description. In fact, they may
be said to resemble in this respect the Armenians of Turkey and
the Jewish communities of other lands.

The Coptic language has been dead as a spoken idiom since
the end of the seventeenth century A. D. About 1680 A. D.
the Dutch traveller Van Sleb mentioned as an extraordinary
fact that he had met an aged man who was still able to speak
Coptic. The language must have perished as a vernacular, no
doubt dying out very gradually, between the fifteenth and the
seventeenth Christian centuries, because the Arabic historian
Magqrizi remarked in the fifteenth century that the Coptic women
and children of Upper Egypt in his time spoke Coptic almost
exclusively, although they also knew Greek perfectly. There
can be no doubt, however, that Coptic had begun to take a
secondary place even before the time of Maqrizi, for, as early
as 1393, Coptic manuseripts had marginal notes in Arabic, which
seems to show that the latter language, even at that period, was
recognized as the dominant idiom and had come into very gen-
eral use,

Although the chief ancient dialects of Coptic were five in
number, we have to reckon in the present treatise only with
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two, viz. the Sahidic and the Boheiric. The Upper Egyptian
linguistic variations all succumbed before the powerful influence
of the Sahidic idiom, which was at first spoken near Thebes and
eventually was used as a vernacular from Minyeh to the Nubian
border. In the same way the Boheirie, which was originally the
language of the Western Delta, i. e. of Alexandria and its envi-
rons, soon became the tongue of all Lower Egypt. This dialect
eventually displaced even its powerful rival, the Sahidic, and it
remains to-day, all over Egypt, the idiom of the official church
gervice-books, gospels, ete. The student of modern Coptic pro-
nunciation, therefore, has to deal with Boheiric, but often only
orthographically, for, as will be shown in the following article,
the local peculiarities of utterance have by no means died out.
In this connection should be mentioned the truly excellent
work of my friend, Mr. Claudius Labib, professor in the Ortho-
dox Patriarchal School in Cairo, who is an enthusiast in Coptic
studies. He has actually succeeded in teaching a considerable
number of young people of both sexes to use the Boheiric Coptic
as a school vernacular, i. e., to understand lectures delivered in
it by himself and others, especially Wahby Bey, the head-master
of the school; and has enabled his pupils to converse with ease
in Coptic on all ordinary subjects. Labib has accomplished this
very largely by the establishment of a Coptic press, whence he
has issued a number of text-books, the most important of which
are his Coptic-Arabic dictionary' (the third volume is now in
preparation), and a series of primers to teach the Arabic-speak-
ing student to express himself in Coptic. Besides these, he is
at present engaged in issuing a Coptic edition of the gospels as
they are read in the churches. Since the great majority of
modern Coptic priests are in no sense scholars and do not even
make a pretence of mastering their religious language gram-
matically, but are content to read the mass and gospels cere-
monially in a parrot-like fashion assisted by a parallel Arabic
translation, the importance of Labib’s efforts at education in this
direction can hardly be overestimated. He cannot of course
succeed, as he fondly hopes to do, in reviving a language which
has been dead for centuries, any more than the enthusiastic
Cornishmen who have just founded a society in England for the

! Dictionnaire Copte-Arabe par C. H. Labib; two vols. Coptic-Arabic,
Cairo, 1216, Year of the Martyrs.
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revival of their ancient national tongue can ever have success.
Labib’s work, however, can, and no doubt will, stimulate among
his somewhat lethargic co-religionists, priests and laymen, a
desire to obtain a real knowledge of the literature of their
ancient tongue. The present Orthodox Patriarch, Cyril the
Fifth, himself an excellent Coptie scholar and a most enlightened
man, is doing all in his power to further the study of Coptic in
every school in Egypt under the aegis of his church,

Hitherto it has been customary to regard the modern pronun-
ciation of Coptic in the church services as being merely a slovenly
corruption of the original utterances of the language, and con-
sequently as being of little or no importance from a phonetic
point of view. No idea could be more erroneous. In spite of
the ignorance of the priesthood, they have for ceremonial reasons
been at great pains to hand down the traditionally correct pro-
nunciation of their religious language. Indeed, so different to
the intonation of Arabic is the tone of the Coptic as uttered by
the priests of to-day that no one can reasonably assert that
Arabic has had any influence on the pronunciation of the church
language. In short, we still have in the conventional utterances
of the mass what seems to be a genuine echo of how the ancient
language must have sounded both in Upper and in Lower Egypt;
and this, too, in spite of the fact that the idiom of the church is
orthographically Boheiric. There can be no doubt that in Upper
Egypt the Boheiric is still uttered as if it were Sahidie, i. e. in
accordance with the original Sahidie vocalization.

The following table of the various pronunciations of the names
of the letters of the alphabet' will serve partially to illustrate
this undoubted fact.

Cairo.? Assidt. Abydos.  Luwxor. Assudn.

A Alfa Alfa Alfa Alfa Alfa
B Wida Wida Witta Wida Vida
r Gﬁmmﬁ Gﬁmmﬁ Gﬁ:mm'ﬂ, GE mmﬁ. Giimmﬁ.

! For a similar table of the pronunciations of the character-names in
Upper Egypt only, see de Rochemonteix, La Prononciation du Copte
dans la Haute Egypte, Mémoires de la Société linguistique de Paris, vii.
pp. 245-276.

* The Cairo pronunciations here given were taken orally from Labib.
I could find no equivalents for many of the pronunciations given in
Steindorff’s Koptische Grammatik.
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As will be seen from the above comparison, some latitude
exists within the limits of the Sahidie district; a latitude which
probably must not be set down to individual carelessness, but
may perhaps be regarded as a relic of early dialectic variation,
due, possibly, to incomplete assimilation to Sahidic of the primi-
tive local idioms, or to differentiation of the Sahidic itself.
Labib informs me that certain similar variations are noticeable
in the Delta. The modern pronunciation peculiar to the Fayytm
Oagsis also differs from the Cairo style. Indeed, one has only to
examine the speech of the Moslem fellihin within the borders of
Upper Egypt alone, ta understand that linguistic variation is a
characteristic of the Nile life. Nor is the explanation of this
phenomenon far to seek. The villages of the Nile have been
until quite recently absolutely separated one from the other; the
only means of communication having been the river-highway,
chiefly used by the professional boatmen. The average fellih
was, and, to a great extent, still is, chained to the soil, enjoying
little or no intercourse with his brethren of even the nearest
settlements. 'What more natural state of affairs then than the
dialectic differentiation which exists very noticeably to-day in the
Nile-land ? The local conditions, which after all have changed
very slightly in the course of centuries, were bound to produce
the greatest variation, first in the early language, and subse-
quently in the idiom of the Arabian conquerors, which slowly
but surely supplanted the native speech, but which, no doubt,
at once took on just such differentiations as had characterised
the earlier Coptie.

The following examples of differences in the modern pronun-
ciation of the Boheiric Church-Coptic were collected by me at
Cairo, the present centre of the Delta vocalization, and at
Assuin, the southernmost town of the Sa‘id (Sahid), or Upper
Egypt, respectively. I have thought it best to analyze speci-
mens of current texts, rather than to present comparisons of
isolated. words. The Assuin text was cantillated by a priest
into a phonograph.

Gospel of St. John, chapter first:
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Text.  DEN TAPXNH NE MCAX1 TTE 0YO0g2 MCAX1 NAGXH
Cairo.* Hén &tarchi né épsiii‘ pée G6h pisi% nafki
Assudn. Han difrchi min bisigi bi waith bisdgi nafkd
baten ¢1 oyoz wne oymnoyt mTE mcaxi ¢ar
hatéen Evnbudi 0dh  ns  Undudi  pe  pisiz. Vii
hitin Evnodi 4"ah  ni Ovnaldi b bisdgi.  Véi
ENAGXH 1CXEN 2H baTan ¢t gws msen aygom
enifki {s2¢n  hi hitén Evndidi hov niven avsopi
enifki fsgén  hia hitin Evné'di hov niwin adsdbi
EBOAZITOT( 0YO0Z ATONOY( MITE 2A1 wom €BOA ben
évslhitdbtf  4bh  ategndf  &mpe eh’li 86pi  ével  hén
iwslhitbtf  6%h  atdandyaf &mbi Ah7i §6bi  Awsl  hén
PneTaq wom. Ne onb e eTe NbuTq oyog Tanb
viétaf  &6pi. Né &ponh pé &te &tnhitf 0dh  &ponh
vidta'f  &6bi.  N# 0énh béda bi nihidaf 6vah &ndé
NE poymin Nnipom TTE. Oyog moymint AGEpoOY®INt
ng ¢vidini  énnirémi pe. USh  piadini  aféradini
6nhi vitwi'ni énniromi bia. OvAh  batwi'ni (win) afadint
bEN TIIXAKL 0Y02 MITE MXAK! WTAZO.

hén pikaki 06h  &mpe pikiki tAhéf.

hén bikiki 6"4h  Eémba pikiki 3td"héf,

1 Standard text of the Coptic Gospels published by Labib and recog-
nized by the Patriarch.

! The following points should be observed in pronouncing the Coptic
transliterations herein given : & = Eng. a in ‘hat’; & = Eng. a in *father’;
¢ = Eng. e in ‘met’; € = German € in geh; { = Eng. i in ‘pin’; i = Eng.
iin ‘machine’; & = Germ. o in ‘voll’; 6 = Eng. oin ‘bone’; 6 = Eng. aw
in ‘awful’; % = Eng. oo in ‘ fool.” Of the consonants, & = ¢hin ‘church’;
ch = German ch in ich; d =th in ‘this’; g =always gin ‘go’; § = Arabic
&; h =h in *have’; h = Arabic medial c:; b = German ch in ach (to be
distinguished from ch, the sound in ich; § = Eng. sh; { = Arabic Lt
is always hard, as in ‘thin’; # = French j. All other consonants are
pronounced practically as in English. L has the light sound, never the
thick palatal sound of Polish barred ¢. R isa gentle trill, rather than
the rough Italian trill. Final r in Arabic is almost rs, e. g. kebir * big.”
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