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1. COPTIC

Any study of ancient Egyptian phonology must be based on

Coptic, because that is phonologically the most transparent

stage of the language. Coptic is written in an alphabet derived

from the Greek, with additional signs from Demotic primarily

for sounds not present or not represented in Greek. It appears

fully formed in the third century AD but has written anteced-

ents at least six centuries carlier.! Coptic had six major dialects:
Akhmimic (A), Bohairic (B), Fayumic (F), Lycopolitan (L, for-

merly Subakhmimic A,, also known as Lyco-Diospolitan),
Oxyrhynchite (or Mesokemic, M), and Saidic (S). These vary

from one another grammatically in some respects, but mainly

phonologically.

GRAPHEMES

The graphemes found in texts from the six major Coptic

dialects are the following, in the order of the Greek alphabet:

1 Most recently, Quack 2017. The antecedents are often termed “Old

Coptic” (OC).
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ANCIENT EGYPTIAN PHONOLOGY
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The graphemesr, A, and z are used mainly in Greek loan-

words, but r and z also occur as variants of k and c,

respectively: e.g., ANK/aANI “I,” anzHBe/aNcHBe “school-

room.” The graphemes =, ¢, and T are monograms in all

dialects, for ke, e, and T, respectively.

The graphemes o, ¢, and x are monographic for T2, 112,

and K2, respectively, in all dialects except Bohairic, where they

replace T, 11, and K, respectively, in certain words and phonetic

environments: for example, B $HOY1 vs. AM TTHOYE, F TTHOY,
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1. CorTIC 5

LS riHye€ “heaven.” Bohairic also has a similar alternation be-
tween its 6 and the x of other dialects: e.g., B 6NOY vs. AFLS
XNoy “ask.”

The graphemes 2 and p exist in Akhmimic and Bohairic,
respectively; they are replaced by 2 or @ in other dialects: e.g., A
2€, B pe, F 21, LMS 2€ “manner” and A 2wrie, BF gwm, LS
wwrie, M gore “become.”

In some dialects, the grapheme 1 is also spelled e, as well
as i before or after a vowel: e.g,, AL IN€, BF INI, AMS €IN€
“bring”; AFM Ti€i, B ¢pal, L meel, S miai “this.” The grapheme
Y is used primarily in oy, representing [u] and [w], and after
vowels: ay/aoy, ey/€oy, Hy/Hoy, ooy, and wy/woy; it oc-
curs by itself either in Greek loan words or as a variant of €, h.
or I: e.g., F TEENH ~ TYBNH “animal.”

A graphemic feature of most Coptic dialects is a supralit-
eral stroke (e.g., M) or, in Bohairic, a dot or acute accent (e.g.,
¥1/M). Both are used in some manuscripts to mark a grapheme
that represents a syllabic consonant or a separate syllable: for
example, B NOOK, S nTOK “you.” In some cases, the supralit-
eral mark varies with € both within and across dialects: e.g., A

2N, BbeN, F 2€N, FLMS 2N “in.”

PHONES
The phonetic value of Coptic graphemes can be deduced
from both the Greek graphemes on which they are based and

from language-internal instances of alternation and variation.
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6 ANCIENT EGYPTIAN PHONOLOGY

For the former, it is clear that Coptic graphemes do not al-
ways represent the values they had for Greek speakers in the
erawhen Coptic is first attested, but rather those of the Greek
language some six centuries earlier.* The phonetic value of
some Greek graphemes changed between the Classical age
(fifth and fourth centuries BC) and the Koine period (third
century BC to third century AD), and the Coptic values are for
the most part those of the older language:’

GREEK CLASSICAL  KOINE COPTIC CoOPTIC
GRAPHEME VALUE VALUE  GRAPHEME VALUE
r (8] [] r (k]
A (d] (0] A [t]
H [e:] (1] H (e, €]
©) [¢] (6] ) [ch], [¢*]
0] [p"]  [4.f] ) [phl. [p"]
X (k"] [x] x (kh], (k"]

These correspondences agree with the earliest evidence for
Egyptian words and texts written in the Greek alphabet dur-
ing the Prolemaic Period, and they argue for the preservation
of that scribal tradition even as the pronunciation of Greek

itself evolved.

Satzinger 2003.

5  Allen 1987, 12-32, 62-79; Horrocks 2010, 117-20. This study uses
the symbols of the International Phonetic Alphabet, between square
brackets, to indicate pronunciation, with the exception that post-syl-
labic " is used to mark stress: e.g., MTON [m-ton'].
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1. CorTIC 7

Greek words that appear in Coptic texts, however, gener-
ally reflect contemporary Koine phonology, clearly indicating
that the Greek characters used for Coptic sounds in the third

century did not derive from contemporary Greek: for example,

CLASSICAL  KOINE GREEK CoPTIC
GREEK  VALUE  VALUE EXAMPLE RENDERING

ti'-ke-os]  “just”

¢lap’-ti] “hinder”

Al [al] [8] 8“{0{[0; AIREOC
b] (B, v] Pdmtey gaanTel

Li] émotiun emctmer [e-pis-ti-mi] “prudence”

[11]
[1,i] éroluog  geTemoc [he-ti-mos] “ready”
[11]

Li] wily mal pi'-li] “gate”

[

[

[

[

[
(k] [x] yapaxtip papakthp [xa-rak-ter’] “mark”

Of vowels, € is the most common, as well as the most
common Coptic grapheme. Its correspondence with Koine
[€], as in AIkeoc for dtxaiog, indicates that it had a similar
value in Coptic. Its use as a variant of the signs for a syllabic
consonant, however, point to a realization closer to [3]: e.g., S
MTON ~ €MTON “rest” [m-ton’] ~ [am-ton']. Its value may
therefore have encompassed, and lain between, mid-central
(€] and [5], with realization probably conditioned by both di-
alect and phonological environment. € also occurs as a variant
of a, both within and across dialects — for example, S xacTq,
M xecTq “exalt him” (Matt. 23:12). This suggests a phonetic
value for a close to that of €, probably back central [a] ~ [2].
Coptic Hwas likely pronounced [1/i] in Greek loanwords, and

this may account for its occasional variance with 1in Coptic
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8 ANCIENT EGYPTIAN PHONOLOGY

words — e.g., S NHB€ ~ NIB€ “swim” — but it also varies with
eand a - e.g, S PAT ~ PET ~ PHT “foot” — and was therefore
most likely close in value to those vowels in native words, prob-
ably ranging between [¢€] and [e]. The other vowels correspond
to their Greek counterparts in loanwords and presumably had
similar phonetic realizations: 1[1/i], 0 [5], oy [u], and w [0].

The consonants represented by Greek letters correspond
pretty much to their pre-Hellenic ancestors. T, A, and z were
probably pronounced like K, T, and ¢, respectively, judging
from their variance with those graphemes in Coptic words. B
alternates with 11 and varies with ¢ and oy: A oyaage, B
OYAR, FLS OYaAB, M oYe€R “pure” and A oyart, S oyort “be-
come pure’; S WBT ~ WYT “goose”; B OYICI ~ BICI, S OY€ICE
~ BIce “saw.” The alternation suggests a phonetic realization
not only as a stop ([b] — [p]) but also as a bilabial fricative
(8], which explains its variance with oy. Variation with ¢ sug-
gests that the latter may also have been bilabial, distinguished
from B by voicing. Thus, 8 — [b]/[p]/[B] and q — [¢].

The values of the other graphemes derived from Demotic
can also be deduced from variances and correspondents: @ [f]
(Arabic O3l agmin from @MoyN “Hermopolis®), 2 [h]
(2eBpwN for Y1120 hebron “Hebron”), x [¢] (F xoy1a, B
Teoyie “dry” - [¢] ~ [tf]), 6 [K] (S pacapen from Greek
daxidprov “turban”® — [kia] — [Ka]).

6 Girgis 1967-1968, 58.
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1. CorTIC

In most dialects, ¢ © x are monograms for 12 T2 K2, re-

spectively; AFLS 12w and M m2oB “the (m) thing (2wB/

20R),” for example, can also be spelled ¢pwr/pog. In Bohairic,

however, they represent, like their Greek ancestors, the aspi-

rated counterparts of T T K, respectively. Aspiration occurs

before a stressed vowel and before a sonant (B A M N p) or oy

and 1/€1 preceding a stressed vowel:” e.g., pai [phai] “this one”

vs. TIAIP@MI [pai-ro’-mi] “this man,” xgw@ [k"Bof] “you

loosen” vs. kewq [ksod] “you defile.” Similarly, in Bohairic 6

is [tV], the aspirated counterpart of x [¢]: e.g., B 61C1 “exalt”

(ALMS x1ce€, F x1c1). Its phonetic value in that dialect can also

be gauged from variants such as MOpPGNAY2 ~ MOP@WNA2

[mor’-thnawh] ~ [mor'-$nah] “scapular” ([t"] lenited to [f])

and 6WNT ~ XONT [tho'-nt] ~ [to’-nt] “try” ([t"] deaspi-

rated to [ti]).

The alternation of ¢ <> 11 is environmentally conditioned

and therefore reflects a single phoneme, but the other alter-

nants are phonemic: Bewpi “willow” vs. Top1 “handle,” xpam

“fire” vs. kpwM “safflower,” 60 “plant” vs. x0 “hunchback.”

The phonemic status of the aspirates is reflected in their preser-

vation where environmental aspiration is not required: e.g.,

oict [thi'si] “exalt” and cecpnoyt [thes-phnu’-ti] “exalt

God.”

7 Shisha-Halevy 1991, 54. In turn, therefore, aspiration was perhaps

neutralized in other environments, similar to [t"] ~ [t] in American

English: e.g., hat [hat"] vs. hatter [haet'-1].
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10 ANCIENT EGYPTIAN PHONOLOGY

Aspiration is not visible in the other dialects: for example,
B ewp1 vs. S Twpe “willow,” B xpwM vs. F kxwr and S Kpwm, B
oici vs. ALMS x1ce and F xic1. Whether this reflects an absence
of aspirates in these dialects or merely a graphemic neutrality
(i.e., AFLMS T representing both [t] and [t"]) is not self-evident.
The fact that these dialects use graphemes derived from the un-
aspirated graphemes of (Classical) Greek (x, 7, and 7) might
suggest the former. Arabic renderings of Coptic words, how-
ever, sometimes show a correspondence between [t] and £, on
the one hand, and [t"] and # on the other: e.g., A TwBe, B
TWEI, S TOWEBE/TWEE “brick” 2 Arabic &5k tiba; B oaq, S
Taq “spit” £ <& 74/ This may or may not reflect the influ-
ence of Bohairic,” but it is also visible in place-names from
non-Bohairic areas: e.g., S ClOOYT “Asyut” 2 L sl g5y,

PHONOTACTICS

Coptic words have a single nodal stress around which every-
thing else is reduced as much as is possible phonetically: e.g., S
20€iNe [hoi'-ng] “some” + pwMe [ro’-me] “man” + tMe [ti'-

me] “village” — 2eNpMtMe [hen-rm-ti-me] “villagers.” In

8  Bishai 1964, 46.

9 The prevalence of Bohairic in the north at the time of the Arab con-
quest has also been called into question: Kahle 1954, 249-52.

10 B ciwoyT. The association of Arabic ¢ with unaspirated [t] is also vis-
ible in Greek ITtokepaiog “Prolemy” £ Arabic s sedlk batlaimiis. Cf.
also Bishai 1964, 41: “The velarization of T is normal owing to its un-
aspirated nature.”
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1. CorTIC 11

native words, the vowels 0, ®, and usually n carry primary
stress; the other vowels can be stressed or not: e.g., SB aNa@
[a-naf’] “oath,” SBF eNe2 [e-neh'] “cternity,” BF N1 [i"-ni]
“bring,” ABFLMS oyNoY [u-nu’] “hour.”

A basic distinction in Coptic words is between stressed
syllables that end in a vowel (open) and those that end in a
consonant (closed). These have an effect on vowel quality for

the following pairs:

CLOSED OPEN  EXAMPLES
a/o o AFL CaAN, BS CON “brother” vs. ALS cwNe€, BF

CWNI “sister”: [san/son] vs. [so’-ne/so’-ni|

€/a H  AFLM 2P€K, BS 2pak “your (ms) face” vs. AB-
FLMS 2pHTN “your (pl) face”: [hrek/hrak] vs.
[hre'-tn]

€/a 1 AFLM X€CTOY, S XACTOY “exalt them” vs.

2

ALMS XIC€, F XIC1 “exalt”: [tes’-tu/tas’-tu|

vs. [th'-se/ti'si]

These alternants have traditionally been described as “short”
(2 € 0) and “long” (11 @) vowels."" In Oxyrhynchite, how-
ever, the first alternation usually does not occur, while the
second and third do: M con “brother” vs. M coNe “sister.”
This indicates a difference in vowel quality rather than

length: probably lax (-T) a € o versus tense (+T) H1w. The

11 The classic study is Edgerton 1947 (published before the description
of Oxyrhynchite).

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org/9781108707305
www.cambridge.org

