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On the Fringes of Egyptian Language and Linguistics

Verb Borrowing from Arabic into Coptic

Tonio Sebastian Richter

1 Arabic verbs in Coptic texts

This article is an homage to Antonio Loprieno the keen observer and thinker of synchronic
and diachronic diversity in the Egyptian-Coptic language. It deals with a feature of language
change in its hitherto widely ignored terminal phase, the late Coptic language.

Literary Coptic of almost all literary genres exhibits a strongly conservative language norm
up to the latest copies and compositions.! Only a few literary varieties of Coptic, such as
Nitrian Bohairic? and the idiom of 10*-century Sahidic poetry?, give us glimpses of the devel-
Opment that the language underwent during its last centuries.*

There are however only two kinds of text, 10%/11*-century scientific manuscripts (e. g.
Richter 2010; Richter 2014; Richter 2015) and 10%/1 1*™-century documentary texts (mostly
letters, but also some legal documents and accounts),’ where the language change in the lexi-
con becomes fully apparent, including significant borrowing from Arabic.’ As goes without
Saying, the vast majority of the ca. 500 Arabic words in Coptic identified so far,” are nouns.

S BN AR L v RIS

I Tt is worth noticing that the great bulk of literary manuscripts originating from the White Monas-
tery, i. e. a main source of our notion of ‘Standard Sahidic’, seem to have been copied contemporarily
to the record of the latest Coptic documentary texts with all their heavy deviations from this very
norm. Even considerably later literary copies such as MS. Bodl. Hunt. 393 (1393 CE, the “Treatise
on the mysterium of the characters of the Greek alphabet”, ed. Hebbelynck 1900/01, more recently
dealt with by Bandt 2007), usually display some average literary Sahidic. On diglossia in the Egyp-
tian language cf. the honorand’s classical contribution: Loprieno 1996.

2 On which cf. Shisha-Halevy 1991; Shisha-Halevy 2007; Grossman 2007.

Ed. Erman 1897 who called this type of text ‘Koptische Volkslitteratur’, and Junker 1908/11.

4 Onthe language shift of Coptic speakers towards Arabic from the 10% century onwards cf. Décobert
1992; Papaconstantinou 2007; Papaconstantinou 2012; Rubenson 1996; Richter 2009a; Sidarus
2013; Zaborowski 2008.

5 On Arabic words in late Coprtic letters: Delattre et al. 2012; in legal documents: Richter 1999; Rich-
ter 2000; Richter 2001; Richter 2003; Richter 2004; in accounts: Legendre 2015; Richter 2008b
and (fc. a).

6  On which cf. generally Chassinat 1921: 21-47; Worrell 1934; Vycichl 1991; Richter 2006 and (fc. b).

A glossary of Arabic words in Coptic texts is under preparation.
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When I first came across what looked to me like an Arabic verb in a Coptic text, I was
surprised and a bit disbelieving: As to the best of my knowedge, nobody had ever mentioned
the like.® Having since then encountered more than twenty-five types of Arabic verbs (cf. be-
low, Appendix I), the situation of (late) Coptic seems to me similar to that of Spanish and
Portugese: The number of borrowed verbs therein “is considerably higher than traditionally
assumed” (Kiesler 2007, 285; cf. Corriente 1999, 53).

If one wonders how a whole set of language data could so completely be overlooked
by scholars, a plain although sufficient explanation might be this: The most unmistakeable
instances of verb borrowing from Arabic occur in a Coptic text corpus which is virtually
unpublished and whose mere existence is widely unkown, the corpus of 10*/11%-century
Coptic alchemical manuscripts.” A general feature of these texts is their strong dependence on
Arabic patterns at several levels, up to an extent which makes them likely to be renderings of
contemporary Arabic works."

In alchemy — the very art of doing things — distinctively terminological values could be
absorbed by verbs and might have increased their borrowability. In fact, many instances of
Arabic verbs in Coptic alchemical texts belong to the so-called tadabir ‘procedures’ (Ullmann
1972: 261-265), a terminological set of technical basic concepts of alchemical practice, such
as exx. (1)—=(5) (cf. Appendix II, below).

(1) Tanepi (< dabara 1) ‘to prepare, to procede’ (i.e. the verbal archilexeme of tadbir)
(2) agmt (< hamma 1V) ‘to heat up’

(3) exwo (<sawa I) ‘to roast, to calcinate’

(4) nga (< halla VI) ‘to dissolve’

(5) akHT (< fagada I1) ‘to fix, to boil down, to thicken by heating’

2 Verb borrowing from Arabic in a cross-linguistic perspective

A brief survey of the typology of verb borrowing'" into other contact languages of Arabic may
serve us as a general background and starting point.

2.1 Borrowing verbal semantics from the stock of deverbal nouns

Several languages, some of them recognized as hospitable to Arabic loanwords, provide only
scarce evidence of verb borrowing, instead forming loan-based verbal expressions by means of
verbalizing strategies applied to nominal input forms. Examples are e. g.

8 Meanwhile I noticed Worrell’s brief note on ectaysiet in 2Mich. Copt. 111 18, line 9 (Worrell 1942:
206). Also Crum (Notebook 83) identified some Arabic verbs in his transcription of the alchemical
manuscripts 2Bodl.MSS. (P) a. 1, 2 and 3.

9  Stern 1885; MacCoull 1988; Richter 2009b; Richter 2010; Richter 2015. An edition of the corpus
by the present author is under preparation.

10 Proposed already by Stern 1885: 102; for a discussion of possible scenarios of transmission cf.
Richter 2009b.

11 On which in general see Wichman/Wohlgemuth 2008; Wohlgemuth 2010.
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2.1.1 Persian

“Arabic loanwords in Persian are almost entirely nominal in origin [...] Verbs are not borrowed
in inflected forms, but Arabic action nouns (masdar) and other deverbal nominals may form
Persian verbs in one of two ways: i. Synthetically, by suffixation of the Persian past stem and
infinitive, [...] ii. Analytically, by combining with a dummy auxiliary” (Perry 2008: 575-576).

2.1.2 Turkish

“Verbal concepts are derived from Arabic nominal forms using the typical agglutinative tech-
niques of Turkish [...], more often in phraseological constructions with auxiliary verbs [...] .
Finite verb are very seldom borrowed from Arabic, a considerable number of them can be
found in nominalized constructions with the verbal negation /a- [...]: la-yenkesir ‘unbreak-
able”” (Kirchner 2009: 585).12

2.1.3 Somali

“With verbs, Somali derivational suffixes can be used, e.g. baraka ‘to bless > barakee ‘to
bless’ [...] There are some examples of Arabic participles or verbal nouns (masdars) used as
verbs, e.g. mamnii' ‘forbidden’ > mamnuuc ‘to forbid”” (Zaborski 2009: 274).

Also in some languages generally using other strategies, such as Songhay (cf. below, 2.3.1),

derivation from nominal input forms can be an option.'

2.2 Recipient language root-and-pattern morphology applied to Arabic roots

In some languages with a verbal morphology close to that of Arabic, verb borrowing from
Arabic is common and unproblematic, as e. g. in Berber languages:

“Verbal morphology is doubtless the part of the language least affected by Arabic influence.
Verbs are always borrowed as lexical items which do not affect morphology. Since the Berber
verbal system contains verbal forms similar in appearance to those in Arabic (although not
Necessarily in meaning) their adaptation does not present any difficulty” (Aguadé/Behnstedt
2006: 292).

2.3 Arabic inflected verb forms as input forms

In some African languages, derivation from Arabic imperfect and imperative forms is the
Tegular way of borrowing Arabic verbs. '

- R

12 The same strategy is described for other Turkish languages such as Uyghur and Usbek by Nugteren
2009a: 606; Nugteren 2009b: 610.

13 Cf. Baldi 2009a: 281 on the remarkable tendency of the Kaado dialect of Songhay “to borrow nomi-
nals with the Arabic article as verbs: huzn ‘sadness’ > alhtiuzi ‘to try to frighten someone’; hanna ‘to
pity, have mercy’ > alhdnna ‘to ask forgiveness’.

14 Cf. also Zaborski 2009: 274 on the imperative as a sporadic input form of Arabic verb borrowing in
Somali: “Rather idiosyncratic is akhri ‘to read’, which may go back to the Arabic imperative”.
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2.3.1 Songhay

In Songhay, the 3d sg. masculine imperfect ya-ktulu, the most frequent and most unmarked
inflected imperfect form, is normally used: “Verbal loans are very few, less than 10 percent
[...], most of them derive from the Arabic imperfect: ya 'fa (< ‘afa ‘to forgive’) [...] ya muru
(< ’amara ‘to order, command’) > yaamar ‘to predominate, order’” (Baldi 2009a: 281).

2.3.2 Fulfulde

The prevalent input form of Arabic verbs in Fulfulde seems to be the imperfect, however
stripped of inflectional affixes, thereby getting close and often identical to imperative forms.
This strategy is the one we will consider but eventually discard for our Coptic examples (34)-
(35): “Arabic verbs in Fulfulde are probably imperfect forms stripped of affixes. This hypoth-
esis is challenged by the fact that in several derived verbs, an Arabic imperfect without affixes
is identical to an imperative. Fulfulde jarriboo ‘to test, to try, etc.” may come from Arabic
imperative yujarribu or imperative jarrib [...] . However, affix stripping is required in non-
derived verbs even if the imperative is the source; compare Fulfulde dursa ‘to know by heart,
to recite’ to Arabic imperfect yadrusu and imperative udrus ‘learn!, study!’. The Arabic im-
perative could not always be the masculine singular, whose vocalism in hollow verbs differs
from that of the imperfect; compare Fulfulde fuuba ‘to repent’ to Arabic imperfect yatiibu
masculine singular imperative fub and feminine singular #izbi.

From a semantic point of view, an imperative is only a likely source in oral borrowing, but
in Fulfulde many Arabic loanwords seem to have been borrowed from the written language; in
such a sitution, a feminine, dual, or plural imperative is a less probable source than a singular
masculine” (Theil 2008: 139-140).

3 Morphosyntax of Arabic loan verbs in Coptic

The evidence of verb borrowing in the alchemical manuscripts which is rather unproblematic
in terms of philology (cf. above) helps us modelling the morphology of verb borrowing from
Arabic into Coptic in more general terms. Arabic loan verbs in Coptic exhibit some recurrent
morphological patterns which point to their likely Arabic input forms. Once established,
they help us to recognize Arabic loaned verbs in other, less easily accessible contexts such as
in documentary texts, the other Coptic type of text bearing evidence for linguistic borrowing
from Arabic at all.

3.1 Morphological patterns of Arabic verbs in Coptic texts
Three major patterns of Arabic verbs in Coptic texts are shown in exx. (6)—(22).

Pattern I: # a/e/e1 C'C a/e/o/oy/mw C #
(6) amoyn
(7) ammoyp
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(8) emmex
(9) enewp
(10) (e)ngar
(11) echae
(12) ecgak

Pattern I1: # C a/e 'Ce/m C #
(13) axkuT (primae ¢)
(14) ech (primae g)
(15) caxn (ultimae 3)
(16) cappus
(17) oyakny
(18) eayes

Pattern 111 #'a/e/er C C1 #
(19) axm
(20) agm
(21) e()woyer
(22) eicpt

Since each of these patterns is unlikely to underly native Coptic verbs or Greek loaned verbs
in Coptic, instances of verbal lexemes whose Arabic cognates have not been traced as yet'* can
still be identified as Arabic loan verbs, such as exx. (23) and (24).

(23) agTop (likely instance of Pattern I; derivation uncertain (root H/H-D/D/T/T-R/L?)
(24) oyaxnp (likely instance of Pattern II; derivation uncertain (root W—K/H-R/L?)

3.2 Input forms of Arabic verbs borrowed into Coptic

3.2.1 Imperative as a preferred input form

In terms of Arabic morphology, the noticed patterns point to Arabic imperatives as preferred
input forms of verb borrowing from Arabic into Coptic,'® as is shown in exx. (25)—(32).

Arabic strong verb
(25) caewa. (safida Il ‘to sublimate’) < imperative: sa{{id (infinitive: fas{id)
(26) Tanept (dabara II ‘to prepare’) < imperative: dabbir (infinitive: tadbir)
(27) akuT (fagada IV ‘to boil down, to thicken’) < imperative: agqid (infinitive: ifgad)
(28) enenq (lahafa IV ‘to cover’) < imperative alhif (infinitive: ilhaf)

o, A,

15 On difficulties to interpret Coptic spellings of Arabic words, cf. Richter (fc. b).

16 On imperative morphology cf. for Classical Arabic cf. Fischer 2002: §220, 106-107; for Standard
Arabic Fradkin 2008: 269-273; for Arabic dialects El-Hassan 2008: 266-267. I am grateful to my
friend and esteemed colleague Dr. Boris Liebrenz (University of Leipzig) who discussed issues of
Arabic verbal morphology with me and advised me in some questionable points.
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Arabic hollow verb (ultimae infirmae)
(29) cags, casB (safa Il ‘to clean’) < imperative: saffi (infinitive: tasfia)
(30) e(yywoyer (Sawa I ‘to roast, to fry’) < imperative: iSwi (infinitive: iSwa)
(31) ewspt (gara 1 ‘to carry out’) < imperative: agri (infinitive: igra)
(32) ectaysiel (wafa X ‘to receive in full’): < istawfi (infinitive: istiyfa)

The imperative, “being one of the shortest, most ‘naked’ verb forms [...] in many languages”,
and therefore a grundform and quotation form par excellence, is a cross-linguistically well-
attested input form of borrowed verbs."”

3.2.2 Imperfect as a possible input form

Apart from more or less unquestionable imperatives, there are a few instances such as exx.
(33)—(34) which at first glance look like Arabic imperfect forms stripped of personal prefixes —
i..e. like instances of the strategy noticed as a regular way of Arabic verb borrowing in Fulfulde
(cf. above, 2.3.2). Given however the overwhelming evidence for imperatives as Arabic input
forms in Coptic, those instances may rather be interpreted as (collogiual) imperatives.

(33) am(m)oyp (Pamara ‘to command’) — imperfect: ya?mur(u) (mﬁnmve Pamr, im-
perative: mur, but originally [Lane 1863-1893: 1/1, 95b] )A J‘ and so in colloquial
language)

(34) wga (halla VII ‘to dissolve’) — imperfect: yanhall(u) (infinitive: inhilal; imperative:
inhalil, however in colloquial language also inhall)'®

3.2.3 Other possible input forms?

A few instances such as exx. (35) and (36) seem to attest for exceptional occurrences of other
input forms, however neither of them seems to hold true.

(34) razaoyan (gaza, ‘to conquer, to capture’), infinitive gazwan ‘to wish, to aim’ (Lane
1863-1893: 1/6, 2257a): In the only Coptic attestation 2Bodl(P) ¢.10 = PBal. 122
the word is part of the proper name Abdallah ibn Gazouan, thus not an instance of

verb borrowing.

(35) ovexoyexe “to yelp, to howl, to bark”: Crum CD 478a) and Westendorf KH Wb
270 suggest Arabic walwala (Wehr 1952/1985° s. v.) as etymology of the Coptic
verb. Unlike the other Arabic verbs in Coptic, however, this onomatopoetic hapax fits
Coptic verbal word formation; its Arabic origin is doubted by Cerny 1976: 211-212;
Vycichl 1983: 232b.

17 Wohlgemuth 2010: 79; cf. also Wichmann/Wohlgemuth 2008.
18 As Boris Liebrenz kindly confirmed.
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3.2.4 Syntactic integration of Arabic verbs in Coptic

As goes almost without saying, the syntactic status of Arabic verbs in Coptic, regardless of
their morphological value in terms of Arabic, is that of an infinitive in the absolute state. As
such they may fill slots open to infinitives and take the role of verbal predicates, as in exx.
(36)—-(38) and (42)—(43), or function as imperatives, as in exx. (39)—(41)

(36) wanTygngan ... until it dissolves’ BL Or.MS 3669(1), V111,18

(37) amay encag NTagca€ls, Nraccitak Nz Ncon T saw the master sublimating the
quicksilver 7 times’ Bodl. MS.Copt. (P) a.1, g 1

Also in the Fayyumic dialect, where verb borrowing from Greek can be managed by means of
a ‘light verb strategy’ (Wichman/Wohlgemuth 2008: 93-96), an Arabic verb occurs in direct
insertion (ex. 38).

(38) RFay.Copt. 15,11 @am OYAEKMTCI NHPI NAN NCAIH KATAPAK NHPIT NaAEY
nwaoyechw? ‘Get us wine for one dinar, good one according to you(r judgement),
white wine which will be proper’

As in the case of Greek loaned verbs in Coptic," the accusative object role is generally oper-
ated by the preposition N-/MMO=, as shown in exx. (37) and (39)—(43).

(39) caea Mmooy ‘sublimate them’(Bodl. MS. Copt. (P) a.1,a 11)

(40) akHT MOOY 21X OYKWRT €qkepe ‘boil them down on a tempered fire’ (Bodl. MS.
Copt. (P) a.3, 28-30)

(41) exoyer MMOOY TCOOY KaTa T NR0OY ‘roast them (and) water them for 3 days’ (Bodl.
MS. Copt. (P) a.1,£12

(42) \HMON €TBE NET NNEKPAYEG €MOL AN Ta€l PHC ‘Further, for the Lord’s sake, you shall
not urge me again that I come southwards’ PRyl. Copt. 368,13-14

(43) ancon Ta0y Y€ 0YG0C NRANAKOTTE ... MIIATNCAPPHB MOOY ‘we took fifty-nine
dinars ..., before we changed them’ 2Gascou C8

e R

19 A remarkable exception being found in the 14*-century rhymed poem “Triadon” (von Lemm 1903;
Nagel 1983), one of the latest known Sahidic texts, where the Greek verb miceoy ‘to rent, to lease, to
hire’ occurs two times in pre-pronominal state (MICO0=): ANAY ETIEINAYKAHPOC NTAIMICOOY (stanza
429,1) ‘Look at this skipper whom I hired’; TanTOY @apol NTa@onoy NTaMiceo(0)y (stanza
721,2) ‘and I'll bring them to me, so that I receive them and hire them’. Although this piece of lit-
erature is rich of odd forms, not at least due to the need for end rhymes (note that both instances of
MICo0= occur at the end of the verse), these forms still bear evidence for a general although usually
refused license of the language to derive such forms from Greek loaned verbs, and give us an idea
of really “complete integration”, where “the loan verb is treated as if it were native” (Wichmann/
Wohlgemuth 2008: 109).
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Appendix I:  List of Arabic verbs in Coptic texts

ainoyn ? alaba 11 ‘to can, to preserve’ Wehr 1952: s.v., Bodl.MS. Copt. (P) a.2, 56

aKHT, aK°T fagada 11 and IV ‘to make coagulate, thicken by cooking’ Wahrmund 1898: 11
282f; Wehr 1952: 564; BL Or.MS: 3669(1) X11,5; Bodl.Ms.Copt. a.1, b 7.10; Bodl.
Ms.Copt. a.3, 28.30; Ryl. 106,12; SBK 001, 10

axmt lamm IV ‘to collect, to reunite’, Bodl. MS.Copt. (P) a.2, 28(2).71

AMMOYP, aMP 2amara ‘to authorize, to charge’ PTeschlot 1,3.11; 3,18; 4,17; 5,15; PLond.
Copt. 1660*; PKiln 466,18

agmt hamma IV ‘to heat up’, e.g. Bodl.MS.Copt. (P) a.1, e 12; Bodl.MS.Copt. (P) a.1, g 3;
Bodl. MS.Copt. (P) a.2, 4; Bodl. MS.Copt. (P) a.3, 44

agtop ? PRyl.Copt. 367,4

eoyel, e)oyel, moyer Sawd 1, vb. Wahrmund 1898: 1/1 1023a ‘braten, braten lassen’s
Ullmann 1976: 57 and 1972: 263 s.v. tasawiya ‘Réstung, Calzination’, BL. OrMS
3669(1) V1,3; VIL,5.15; Bodl.MS.Copt. (P) a.1, £10.12 Bodl. MS.Copt. (P) a.2, 1.
26.27.55; Bodl. MS.Copt. (P) a.3, 19.20add.26.60.

elsp1 gara IV, Wehr 1952: 109: ‘to let flow’, Bodl.MS.Copt. (P) a.2, 32.32add.
enewp natara Wehr 1952: 838: ‘disperse, spread, scatter’, Bodl.MS.Copt. (P) a.2, 31

eceak zahaga Wahrmund 1898: I 852; Ullmann 1972: 262 s.v. sahq ‘to grind’, BL Or. MS
3669(1), X1 4

€cH\ Sazala ‘to remove, to suspend’ PRyl.Copt. 373, 23.25
ecxa salaha ‘to be good, to be proper’ PFay.Copt. 15,11
ectaysiel wafa X ‘to recieve in full’ PMich. Copt. 111 18,9

€TTaM, ettam adama 11 Wahrmund 1898: I 39b; Wehr 1952: 9: ‘to add ingredients, to unify
things, to add one to the other’, Bodl. MS.Copt. (P) a.2, 33)

oenep ? tanaha Wahrmund 1898: 1 353b ‘to stay’, Bodl.MS.Copt. (P) a.2, 11
xerie ? labba ‘to remain, to stay (in a place)’ P Teshlot 11,47

AL, A (€BON) ? lawa, infinitive layy ‘to turn, to bend’ ? la@‘a Il ‘to torture’ or ? wali'a ”“(0
inflame, to melt down’? Cf. Crum €D 135a s.v. “meaning unknown, relates to melting
of metals“, BL Or. MS 3669(1), X111 7.18, XIV 5-6

1eaX halla VI ‘to dissolve’ Ullmann 1976: 27, BL Or.MS 3669(1), V111,18
NOYTHK ? R University College 71024, 14
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caaT, ca6lA safida Il Ullmann 1972: 263, s.v. tasSid ‘to distill, to sublimate’, e.g. BL Or.
MS 3669(1), X11,15.16; Bodl. MS.Copt. (P) a.1, a 11, g 1.4; Bodl. MS.Copt. (P) a.3,9

Ca\H salla 11 ‘to bless’ PLond.Copr. 11132,21
CappHB sarafa ‘to change money’ P Gascou C8

cagsl, casl saffy Ullmann 1976: 52 and 1972: 263, s.v. tasfiya: ‘to clean, to purify’; e.g. BL
Or.MS 3669(1), X1,18; XV,8

Tanept dabara 11 Ullmann 1976: 33 ‘to prepare, to prodeed’ BL Or. MS 3669(1)
OYakHq wagafa ‘to stick with s.0., to support s.0.’s PRyl. Copt. 306,6.10; PMon. Epiph. 280(?)

oYyaxup ? wakara ‘to move into a new house’ (Wahrmundt 1898: 1/2 1215) or ? wakala ‘to
authorize, to entrust (Wehr 1952: s.v.) or ? PFay.Copt. 15,13

2aYHG ahwaga ‘to need, to urge’ (Wehr 1952: s.v.) PRyl.Copt. 368,13-14
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Appendix II: Arabic terms from the terminological set of tadibir “procedures”
(Ullmann 1972: 261-265) and their Coptic spellings

(Aeimorg)

Kind of procedure  Part of speech  Arabic terms Coptic spellings Meaning
tadbir procedure verb dabara 1l TaMEp! to prepare, to
manage

al-tasfiyyah purifac-  nomen actionis al-tasfiyyah A0€ECOYE purifaction, filter-
tion ing
(kGBupoig) verb safa 1l CaYBI, CABBI to purify, to filter

adjective al-musaffi AAMOYCABBI purified, filtered
ta$qid fixation verb faqada IV AK(H)T to fix, to thicken
(mhEL) adjective al-Saqd aAa(2)KT fixed, thickened
tas$id sublimation verb salida 11 CAAT, CAELA, to distil, to sub-
(avéPacic) limate

adjective al-musa$Sad AAMOYCAAT, distiled, subli-

AAMOYCAELA, mated
taSrig mild heating  adjective {ariga 11 €paKl ‘sublimé
(1Bpwotg) (Chassinat 1921)
taswiyyah calcina- verb Sawa | e(Vwoyer, to calcinate, to
tion woyel roast
(6mmoig)
tahlil dissolution verb halla V11 NEaA to dissolve
(Moig) adjektive mahlil MAZAOYA dissolved
al-tasqiyyah water-  nomen actionis  al-tasqiyyah AOECKIEIE dilution
ing
(Bpoxn)
tamwih watering adjective al-mawt AAMOYOYEL watered down
(e&vdatwong) (< mauh to dilute)
/

sahq trituration verb sahaga €CRAK to crush, to

pound
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