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Toward a Sociohistorical 

Approach to the Corpus of 

Coptic Medical Texts1

Tonio Sebastian Richter

Copts in the Sciences: Two Contrastive Views of History

In January 2011, on the eve of the Egyptian revolution, a lecture entitled 

“The Impact of the Copts on Civilization” was delivered by Dr. Amin 

Makram Ebeid to a public audience in the Coptic Museum at Old Cairo.2 

Dr. Ebeid, who has published on social, cultural, and historical matters 

relating to the Egyptian civilization and the Coptic community within it, is 

a surgeon by profession, previously affiliated with Harvard Medical School, 

now retired. He said:

From the standpoint of secular contributions, whether direct or indi

rect, the Coptic impact on both Western and Islamic civilization has 

been vast... .The early Copts, as represented by the towering figure 

of Origen, and prefiguring the great Muslim philosopher-theolo

gians, such as Ibn Rushd, were responsible in shaping the mind of 

future civilizations by providing an intellectual climate that honored 

the rational mind in which all questions were permitted... .After the 

Islamic conquest, the Copts (along with the Levantine Christians) 

had a pivotal role in shaping the glorious Arab civilization. Indeed 

the records of history are here to remind us that this great people 

transmitted philosophy, astronomy, mathematics, and architecture to 

the Muslim world.3
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In 1989, the Coptologist Leslie MacCoull wrote on the intellectual 

achievements of the Copts in late antiquity and medieval times in a rather 

pessimistic vein. In her article “The Strange Death of Coptic Culture,” she 

came to the conclusion:

There is much anthropological writing on the phenomenon of lan

guage death, but none of the theories I have ever encountered seems 

to fit what happened to Coptic: dialectal unintelligibility; restriction 

to a purely practical and rote-memorized monastic sphere of use; 

simple laziness. . . . What did happen was that, for reasons which 

remain both unclear and unexplored, learning never became a holy 

act in Coptic culture. Learning for its own sake never became a thing 

of positive value. The comparison with Syriac and Armenian is sad.4

How could two persons—one a Copt himself, the other a friend and 

supporter of the Copts, and both of them having a genuine knowledge of 

Coptic history and culture—arrive at such contrasting estimates? What is 

different in their approaches, to make the intellectual activities within the 

Coptic community, and their achievements, look so different to them? An 

explanation to account for this apparent riddle has a great deal to do with 

the key words of this conference: adaptation, representation, and assimilation.

The issues to be reflected upon include these:What were the directions 

of the paths of intellectual exchange and the streams of the transfer of 

knowledge in late antique and early Islamic Egypt and in the larger ter

ritories—the Byzantine Empire, the Caliphate-—of which Egypt was only 

a province at those times, and how did these paths branch out? How was 

scientific knowledge publicized and communicated at this time and in this 

environment? And how did Christian intellectuals of Egypt adapt to, and 

interact with, the scientific community of the day?

All these questions are related to broader issues of social history, the 

history and sociology of knowledge, and, as far as multilingualism and lan

guage choice are concerned, of sociolinguistics. It is my impression that 

the gap between Dr. Ebeid and Leslie MacCoull is mainly the result of 

different attitudes toward these issues. Trying to evaluate and to balance 

their respective merits and demerits, I will be focusing on a specific field of 

knowledge and its representation in and outside Coptic sources: medicine.

A physician himself, Dr. Amin Makram Ebeid also touched upon 

medicine in his evaluation of the cultural role of the Copts throughout 

Egyptian history:
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Egyptian Medicine as an art and a science was continued to be devel

oped after the Pharaonic age because the Copts kept their medical 

genius alive and offered the right milieu that permitted the genius of 

Alexandrian physicians like Herophilus and Erasistratus to be actu

ated .... Indeed Egyptian Christian medicine, whether Coptic or 

Melkite, was significant both before and after the Arab invasion. . . 

. This opinion is documented in medical Coptic manuscripts from 

the fourth century onwards and found in monastic libraries in which 

eye diseases and skin ailments are recorded in greater detail than 

other clinical conditions. . . . the early development of nursing . . . 

seems to have started, or at least was practiced, in monasteries and is 

even included in Pachomius’ monastic rules.5

This short account includes four claims:

E The continuation of pharaonic medicine by the Copts,

2. The importance of Christian medicine in Egypt for contemporary 

medicine on a large scale;

3- The corpus ofCoptic medical texts as a body of evidence for these two 

hypotheses; and

4. The invention of a new type of health care arising from the early 

monastic milieu.

All of them seem relevant for our topic, have been discussed in these terms 

by earlier scholars, and will be dicussed in the following lines.

Dr. Ebeid’s fourth claim, the emergence of a new type of health care in 

the monasteries, seems to be essentially undisputed. Despite the existence 

of functionally similar places in antiquity, such as healing sanctuaries and 

Roman military infirmaries, it has been argued that the particular attitude 

to the sick and the kind of institution devoted to health care which took 

shape in the hospital were unknown to antiquity and grew up, inspired by 

Christian anthropology, at places where early Christian monasticism was 

flourishing—in Egypt and Asia Minor, and perhaps even farther east, in 

Syria and Persia. Andrew Crislip has recently made a detailed argument for 

the birth of the hospital from the spirit of monasticism.6 His conclusion 

runs like this:

Monasticism bequeathed to the late antique and medieval world not 

only an entirely new form of social organization but also an entirely 

new institution for the care of the sick and needy within society. The 
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organizational genius of monastic leaders like Pachomius and Basil 

effectively transformed the health care system of antiquity through 

the instrument of the monastery, not only changing the availability 

and location of health care but also providing on a wide scale new 

ways of social interaction between sick and healthy, establishing for 

the first time an institution in which the sick could receive free, pro

fessional, inpatient care, compassionately and without stigma.7

Dr. Ebeid s other three hypotheses—the continuation of pharaonic medi

cine through Coptic medicine, the importance of the Christian medicine 

of Egypt for contemporary medicine on a large scale, and the evidence 

borne by Coptic medical texts—closely intertwined with each other 

as they are, seem to be much more complex, more disputed, and more 

difficult to assess.

Coptic Sources on Medicine in Late Antique and Early Islamic Egypt 

Christian health care and its practitioners in late antique and early Islamic 

Egypt are represented in a range of different types of Coptic writing, 

including:

• literary texts from early monasticism, such as Pachomius’s and Shenoute’s 

writings;8

• hagiographical narratives such as the corpus of texts about Coluthus, 

the physician and martyr under Diocletian;9

• the corpus of Coptic medical texts,10 including literary copies from 

monastic libraries as well as texts from documentary sources; and

• Coptic documentary sources such as papyri and inscriptions, which will 

be discussed below in more detail.

To evaluate this evidence, it is necessary to take other, linguistically 

different sources into account, since Coptic, the standard(s) of Egyptian 

vernacular used as a written language in the first millennium ce, was a 

socially restricted code. Although not exactly a “low” variety in contrast 

to Greek and later to Arabic, Coptic was a medium limited to certain 

milieux, and to a certain range of functional domains. Contemporary 

discourses on nearly any field or topic would usually have gone beyond 

the scope of Coptic sources on them. In consequence, native speakers of 

Coptic who wanted to participate in them could not and would not have 

limited themselves to their mother tongue, and so we too cannot confine 

36 TONIO SEBASTIAN RICHTER



ourselves to Coptic evidence only. The wider range of written texts relat

ing to medicine in late antique and early Islamic Egypt includes Greek and 

Arabic texts, such as Greek medical prescriptions and treatises,11 Arabic 

biographical literature such as Ibn Abi Usaibia’s Lives of the Physicians,12 and 

Judaeo-Arabic and Arabic texts from the Geniza of Old Cairo.13

The Type of Medical Professionalism Attested by Coptic 

Documentary and Medical Texts

It would be an innovative and rewarding kind of work to gather and ana

lyze the papyrological evidence for sickness and healing systematically.14 

In Coptic documents, professional healers are usually referred to by the 

Greek term iKrpoc (iatros, ‘physician’). In documents from seventh- and 

eighth-century Western Thebes, some persons designated in this way also 

bear monastic or ecclesiastical titles, such as a John who is identified in a 

letter as iKrpoc (iatros, ‘physician’) and monoxoc (monokhos, ‘monk’),15 or 

the deacon and iatros Phoibammon16 who left a memorial inscription at the 

Theban Monastery of his namesake, a healing specialist among the saints, 

Phoibammon.17 In some documents relating to monasteries, medical books 

are mentioned—not, however, under one of the well-known names, or any 

author’s name, but under the generic term XCiKDMt? NceeiN (jodme nseein) or 

■Kcnaiue Nitcrpoc (jodme niatros),‘physicians’ books.’18 We have good reason 

to assume that these books looked like one literary type of text represented 

in the corpus of Coptic medical texts to be described below.

Intriguing evidence for the role of monasteries in local physical and 

mental health care comes from the corpus of child donation documents 

from eighth-century Thebes.19 All of these documents tell the same ste

reotyped narrative about a severe sickness and miraculous healing of a 

little boy who is then donated to the Theban Monastery of Phoibammon, 

although with some degree of variation and individual details. Sometimes 

the full description of a medico-religious healing procedure is given (e.g., 

P-KRU 91,11-20):

We brought him [the sick child] into that monastery and we poured 

the water bowl of the holy place upon his body, and God and the 

prayers of this martyr [St. Phoibammon] granted him healing, and 

he improved step by step . . . ; further we left him within the holy 

place over several days, while the oikonomos cared for him together 

with myself, Pesynthios, his father, up until he gained healing at the 

holy place and improved step by step. Now, when God, the one to 
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whom those verdicts (gMt ‘hap") belong, had visited the little boy, 

and granted him healing, we took him to our home and spent a lot 

of days caring for him, until his body became stronger.

Certainly the most pertinent body of evidence for Coptic medicine in 

particular is the aformentioned corpus of Coptic medical texts which I 

now want to dwell on in a bit more detail. When the Coptologist Walter 

Till compiled and translated this corpus in 1951, he dealt with a total of 

twenty-seven textual items. Sixty years later, the checklist of Coptic medi

cal texts contains thirty-eight entries (cf. appendix below), not very many 

if compared, for instance, to the six or seven times as many Coptic magical 

texts,20 but on the other hand not an insignificant number, if compared 

to the approximately 260 extant Greek medical papyri,21 given the gen

eral numerical relations between Greek and Coptic documents.22 The texts 

of the Coptic medical corpus exhibit some significant common features 

and some likewise significant differences. A shared feature is the particular 

genre of medical writing in Coptic: our corpus consists exclusively of pre

scriptions—recipes for drugs, potions, plasters, and ointments. We do not 

have any Coptic medical text elaborating on such things as the physical 

constitution of man, body parts and their functioning, or physical ailments 

and their cure: this is to say, no specimen of anatomical, nosological, or 

therapeutic treatises is among them. This restiction to one genre of medical 

writing is probaly not caused by pure coincidence, given that we do have a 

good deal of medical prose in the Greek papyri.23

The most frequently attested type of Coptic medical prescriptions are 

compilations of less then five recipes, written on single pieces of pottery, 

limestone, papyrus, parchment, or paper.24 Several of them can be identified 

as ad hoc copies drawn up on a specific occasion and sent to an individual 

person who wanted this particular recipe.25

On the other hand, numbered parchment pages written in formal 

bookhands,26 and originating from codices which were apparently produced 

in scriptoria of monasteries, indicate the availibility of larger compilations 

of Coptic medical recipes there. These manuals may illustrate the type of 

writing occasionally referred to as ‘physicians’ books’ in documentary texts.

Checklist numbers 8, 9 and 10 (cf. the appendix below) are the earliest 

known Coptic medical texts. Palaeographically datable to the fourth and fifth 

centuries,27 they considerably predate all other manuscripts of the corpus.28

BKU III 396 (checklist no. 8)29 is written on both sides of a fragmented 

piece of papyrus in a neat, early biblical uncial, thus indicating an almost 
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completely deterioriated codex. A remarkable feature of the text was high

lighted by Helmut Satzinger, its editor, who commented, a trifle bemused: 

“The language is Greek, except ‘fresh rose’ [oyepT eqXHK].”30 In fact, the 

preserved parts of recipes of BKU III 396 mainly display Greek designa

tions of ingredients invariably spelled in (Greek) genitive forms: XKMCikc 

{akakias, ‘(of) acacia’), XXXKOy (chalkou, ‘(of) copper’), K&TMIXC (kadmias, 

‘(of) cadmia’), ornoy (opiou, ‘(of) opium’), cmypnhc (smymes, ‘(of) myrrh’), 

ninepecoc (pipereds, ‘(of) pepper’), Kouecnc (komeos, ‘(of) gum’).The editor’s 

remark on the mostly Greek language of BKU III 396 takes account of 

the fact that case-marked forms of Greek nouns would normally indicate 

a Greek rather than a Coptic text, while borrowed Greek nouns in Coptic 

would usually be derived from a nominative input form. There is, however, 

one general exception to this rule: Greek names of ingredients that occur 

as borrowings in Coptic medical prescriptions are with some regularity 

derived from input forms exhibiting Greek genitive morphology. This 

exception might reflect the prevalent case of such names in Greek recipes, 

where an indication of quantity is usually followed by a genitive form (‘x 

[units] of y’).

The same phenomenon is attested by another early Coptic medical 

papyrus,P.TT 157-470 (checklist no.10).31 Ingredients of six or more oint

ments for the treatment of eye diseases include, in alphabetic order, 

(akakias, ‘(of) acacia’), x.X<dhc {aloes, ‘(of) aloes’), XMCDNixKOy {amoniakou, 

‘(of) ammoniac’), icdc orrroc (ios, ‘calcined verdigris’), kka.mixc {kadmias, 

‘(of) cadmia’), KpoKoy (krokou, ‘(of) saffron’), Kcnitetnc {komeos, ‘(of) gum’), 

[u^]pTcocT^xyoc (nardostakhyos,‘of spikenard’), onioy {opiou, ‘(of) opium’), 

CXPkokhXXhc (sarkokelles, ‘(of) Persian gum’), cnypNHC {smymes, ‘(of) 

myrrh’), TpijQs|Kt>moHc| (trakakanthes, ‘(of) tragacanth’), xxXKOy {chalkou, 

(of) copper’), fiMieioy (psimithiou, ‘(of) white lead’). Even an excipient 

component such as water is indicated by the Greek word yxcop ([h]yddr),32 

and each recipe is finished by the Greek imperative form xpco (chrd, ‘Do 

apply!’).33 Nevertheless, the linguistic matrix of the text is not Greek, but 

Coptic, as becomes obvious in explanatory phrases such as euMioyq 6M&T6 

{enanouf emate, ‘being very good’) or cp^qTpenpcoMe Xo eqcy^NKpeyM^Tice 

{shaftreprome lo efshanrheumatise, ‘it will make the man recover if he suffers 

from rheumatism’).

It is striking to find patterns of word formation, vocabulary, and 

phraseology representative of the technical language of Coptic medical 

prescriptions of later periods already followed in the earliest extant pieces 

of the genre: patterns, in fact, that mark a difference from late Demotic 
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recipes from the second century CE whose terminology still draws largely 

on traditional Egyptian taxonomies of plants and minerals.34 The preva

lence of Greek terms in Coptic recipes of the fourth to fifth century, their 

lasting importance up until the ninth century, their eventual extension and 

replacement by Arabic terms—these are features which delimit the role of 

Coptic to, at best, a secondary language of medicine. On the other hand, 

they help us to shape an idea of the users of Coptic medical texts. Given 

that such a highly technical vocabulary is unlikely to belong to a widely 

shared repertoire of loanwords,35 these texts required well-educated readers 

of Coptic who had a good deal of taxonomic vocabulary from Greek and/ 

or Arabic technical language at their disposal.

One piece stands out in the entire corpus of Coptic medical texts in 

several respects, the medical papyrus of the Institut fran^ais d’archeologie 

orientale (RMed. Copt.IFAO).36 A papyrus strip of no less than 2.48 m in 

length by 27 cm in width,37 containing no fewer than 237 recipes, it is the 

most comprehensive Coptic medical text known so far.38 Both its palaeo- 

graphical features and its linguistic traits (including massive interference 

from Arabic) point to the ninth or even tenth century. Unlike the great 

bulk of Coptic medical prescriptions, P.Med.IFAO provides a bit more 

than merely ingredients and technical instruction: its scribe, a physician, 

becomes visible as an individual.39 His intention in recording his recipes 

(some of them, such as nos. 117 and 122, had come down to him from 

his own father) was to pass them on to his son. The advice given by the 

anonymous voice of this physician-scribe reflects the daily experience of a 

practicing doctor, such as (recipe no. 49) “Memorize it well, my son!”; (no. 

109) “I checked it and I found it accurate. . . . For me it is more precious 

than all goods of the world. Use it for yourself, your family, your relatives 

and your neighbors,” or (no. 114, and similarly no. 226) “Don’t admin

ister medicine to anybody before you have received your honorarium.” 

He also uses the kind of pious phrases (likewise typical of contemporary 

Jewish and Islamic presciptions)40 which James Montgomery calls opt-out 

clauses, such as (no. 125) “It will get better, God willing,” or (nos. 156,171) 

“Through the power of the Lord he will recover.” Sometimes he indicates 

the provenance of recipes by assigning a geographic origin to them, such as 

(no. 91) “a Persian ointment” or (no. 221) “an ointment from Rome,” or by 

attributing them to renowned authorities, such as (no. 56) “an ointment of 

Apa Cyril the wise senior physician,” or (no. 211) “a one-day ointment of 

the senior physician and martyr Coluthus.” One recipe (no. 202) is anno

tated in Arabic: “Hinnes knew it.” A recipe for spleen diseases (no. 65) is 
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said to have been found “in the ancient books,” which might mean classical 

authorities like Hippocrates or Galen.

This will suffice as a very brief introduction to Coptic medical texts. As 

an interim result, it can be maintained that the corpus of Coptic medical 

texts reflects a practical approach to healing,41 conducted by professional 

healers, but hardly something like ‘academic’ medicine, and, with the 

exception of the medical papyrus of the Institut francais, no such thing 

as medical education. Given the sheer number of Greek medical terms 

in Coptic prescriptions, there is no reason to assume that Coptic medical 

writing had any direct connection to the Egyptian medicine of pharaonic 

times:42 like so many Coptic literary genres, Coptic medical writing too 

might have been informed by, and dependent on, Greek thought and writ

ing.43 The same observations and considerations led Walter Till to a similar 

conclusion as early as 1951: “As far as we can judge from the specimens of 

Coptic medicine we have seen so far,” he wrote, “it maintained a level much 

inferior to ancient Egyptian medicine. Further, Coptic medicine cannot 

be considered an offspring of ancient Egyptian medicine. . . . The Copts 

developed their medical knowledge partly from Greek, partly from Arabic 

sources.”44 If Till s words have a slightly unpleasant slant, it is because they 

convey the idea that Coptic medical texts were the degenerated remains 

of the former splendor of pharaonic medicine, and their dependence on 

Greek and Arabic sources was due to the inferiority of the Copts with 

respect to the Greeks and the Arabs. This idea has the same kind of defect 

as Leslie MacCoull’s disappointment about the intellectual laziness of the 

Copts: an essentialist concept of the Copts that ignores both the sociohis

torical setting of the Coptic texts and the sociolinguistic implications of 

the complex language situation of late antique and early Islamic Egypt.

If we look at the production and use of Coptic medical texts from a 

sociohistorical perspective, we enter a milieu where just this kind of medi

cal text, if any, was to be expected and perfectly in its place: non-urban 

settlements inhabited by peasantry, with local monks and clerics as spiritual 

and intellectual guidance, who provided a practical medical knowledge for 

quotidian needs. This knowledge was kept available through library cop

ies—‘physicians’ books’—and could be communicated, when requested, 

°n ostraca, single sheets of papyrus, or paper to individuals in search of 

a remedy. Seen from this angle, it comes as no suprise that our texts do 

not reflect an academic, learned medicine, which was hardly available in 

late antiquity except in urban elite environments with their well-paying 

clientele,45 and in courtly societies. Herbert Wilsdorf has labeled the kind 
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of healing practice that is reflected in Coptic recipes as Klostermedizin 

(‘monastery medicine’), applying a term designed by historians of west

ern early medieval monasticism to the Coptic evidence.46 The absence of 

an academic background in our texts thus reflects, in the first instance, a 

sociohistorical setting.

Medical Education

The absence of an academic background from Coptic medical writing 

further reflects the depencence of language choice on functional domains. 

The use of written Coptic before the tenth century did not normally 

include scientific writing.47 Medicine, more than any science involved in 

the people’s daily lives and needs, was an exception in this respect. The 

most practical sort of medical texts, prescriptions, are attested in the Coptic 

record centuries before this time, as early as the fourth and fifth centuries, 

as mentioned above.

Given, as seems to be the case, that only a basic kind of healing knowl

edge such as pharmaceutical prescriptions was available in the written 

Coptic language at all, how then was medicine taught in Coptic native

speaker environments? There are two possible ways.

The first possibility is a “non-academic,” artisanal, local, presumably oral 

transmission, preferably from father to son (or from mother to daughter, 

as we do have evidence of female practioners). In a Coptic document 

from 649 ce, representatives of professional associations of the town of 

Edfu acknowledge the receipt of deliveries of pepper.48 One by one, they 

confirm that they have received a certain quantity of it and paid for it, and 

promise to allot it to the members of their association equally. The asso

ciation, called TKOiNCDTHC NNgucrpoc (t-koinotes n-n-hiatros, ‘guild of the 

physicians’), is represented by a man called “Dios, the head (turn, ape) of 

the guild of the physicians.” His declaration is not signed by himself, but by 

his colleague, the iatros (‘physician’) Jokr, who states that “he [Dios] cannot 

write.” This text insistently reminds us that being a physician in antiquity 

and medieval times did not automatically mean completing any formal 

studies and obtaining an academic honor. At the same time, it demonstrates 

that the title ‘physician’ was not reserved to learned physicians, but could 

officially be borne by practitioners or any professional healers who had 

their clients’ confidence and their colleagues’ approval, regardless of their 

formal education.The same fact has been observed by Shlomo Goitein in 

the Cairo Geniza documents from Fatimid times. He writes:
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As to the study of medicine, we must beware of applying modern 

notions to medieval conditions, particularly in the Islamic world 

with its individualistic approach to higher studies. In order to work 

independently as a physician, one needed a licence granted not by a 

university or a scientific corporation, which did not exist, but by a 

prominent physician, who was authorized by the government; nor

mally, it seems, by the chief of the market police.49

The second way of acquiring medical knowledge was in an ‘academic’ 

way based on written texts,50 although not in Coptic.What this way looked 

like has been traced by Goitein in the Cairo Geniza material:

The course of medical studies followed can be reconstructed, as far as 

the Geniza is concerned, from the inventories of doctors’ libraries, as 

well as from actual remnants of medical books. ... The main impres

sion to be gathered from these lists is the absolute preponderance of 

books of old and established authority. ... The Arabic translations of 

works of the Greeks, including above all Hippocrates (fifth century 

B.c.) and Galen (second century a.d.), were of paramount importance. 

Studying medicine meant in the first place memorizing selected writ

ings of Hippocrates and even more of Galen... .The serious student 

would not be content with the compendiums and summaries of 

Galen’s work, prepared in the academy of Alexandria in pre-Islamic 

times, but study the original writings of the master together with 

their pre-Islamic and Islamic commentaries, as well as the later Greek 

authors and the renowned doctors of the Islamic period.51

Thus, a native Egyptian who aspired to the practice of learned medi

cine, who would have talked to his family and neighbors in Coptic, might 

have pursued his professional studies in one of the academic languages 

of his day, either Greek or Arabic. Accordingly his scientific achievements 

Would not surface in the Coptic record, if at all. In the light of this scenario 

it becomes sufficiently clear that Walter Till and Leslie MacCoull, when 

attributing only Coptic texts to the Copts, and passing judgments on “the 

Copts” and “the Coptic culture” on the basis of Coptic textual evidence 

alone, have disregarded the sociolinguistic constraints of late antique and 

early Islamic Egypt. Seen from this angle, Dr. Amin Makram Ebeid was 

tight to look at the achievements of Coptic intellectuals under the wider 

horizon of the contemporary scientific community with its protagonists 
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belonging to several religious and language communities, although he goes 

too far in the opposite direction when ascribing their collective achieve

ments to the Copts alone.

A Sociohistorical Approach to Medicine in Early Islamic Egypt 

When Coptic became a language of science for the first time, not before the 

tenth century,52 the big Greco-Arabic translation movement was at its peak:

From about the middle of the eighth century to the end of the tenth, 

almost all non-literary and non-historical secular Greek books that 

were available throughout the Eastern Byzantine Empire and the 

Near East were translated into Arabic. What this means is that all of 

the following Greek writings, other than the exceptions just noted, 

which have reached us from Hellenistic, Roman, and late antiquity 

times, and many more that have not survived in the original Greek, 

were subject to the transformative magic of the translators pen: 

astrology and alchemy and the rest of the occult sciences; the sub

jects of the quadrivium: arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and theory 

of music; the entire field of Aristotelian philosophy throughout its 

history: metaphysics, ethics, physics, zoology, botany, and especially 

logic—the Organon; all the health sciences: medicine, pharmacology, 

and veterinary science; and various other marginal genres of writings 

... all these subjects passed through the hands of the translators.53

Why, one may ask, were the learned traditions of the ancient world 

passed from ancient Egyptian on to Greek, from Greek on to Arabic, and 

later from Arabic on to Latin, but hardly to Coptic? To anwer this question, 

we have to take sociohistorical and economic premises into account, as 

Dimitri Gutas did for the Graeco-Arabic translation movement. He wrote:

The translation movement, which began with the accession of the 

‘Abbasids to power and took place primarily in Baghdad, represents 

an astounding achievement which, independently of its significance 

for Greek and Arabic philology and the history of philosophy and 

science (the aspects which have overwhelmingly been studied to 

this day), can hardly be grasped and accounted for otherwise than 

as a social phenomenon (the aspect which has been very little 

investigated). To elaborate: The Graeco-Arabic translation move

ment lasted, first of all, well over two centuries; it was no ephemeral 
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phenomenon. Second, it was supported by the entire elite of 

‘Abbasid society: caliphs and princes, civil servants and military 

leaders, merchants and bankers, scholars and scientists; it was not 

the pet project of any particular group in the furtherance of their 

restricted agenda. Third, it was subsidized by an enormous outlay of 

funds, both public and private.54

As a result of Gutas’s study, it is no longer wise to accredit the scientific 

achievements of the Abbasid translation movement to the particular genius, 

inquisitiveness, or research spirit of individuals, communities, or even peo

ples, without talking at the same time about economic and social issues. A 

sociohistorical approach to the study of sciences in early Islam also helps us 

understand why Egypt lost the pioneering role it had played in the sciences 

in pharaonic and Hellenistic times, and still in Roman and Byzantine Alex

andria, and why it partly regained this importance in Fatimid times when 

the Fatimid caliphs founded Cairo as their residence, and when al-Fustat, 

with its wealthy and well-educated Christian, Jewish, and Muslim inhabit

ants developed into one of the biggest towns and foremost economic centers 

°f the Mediterranean.55 As is clear both from documentary evidence such 

as the Geniza papers and from literary socurces such as Ibn Abi Usaibia’s 

Lives of the Physicians, medieval al-Fustat and Cairo were places where Chal- 

cedonian, non-Chalcedonian and Nestorian Christians, Muslims, and Jews 

cooperated in the fields of science, especially medicine.56 And it has long 

been realized that from Fatimid times onward—incidentally the period of 

the language shift of the Coptic-writing elite to the use of Arabic57—Copts 

become more and more visible in the field of educated medicine,58 where 

they scarcely appear during the centuries before, when Coptic was still writ

ten and spoken. Goitein observed with regard to this phenomenon:

If medicine was a prominent constituent of Islamic civilization 

during its creative period in general, it was absolutely paramount in 

the life of the so-called protected communities, the Christians and 

the Jews. An often-quoted statement of a Muslim visitor of Egypt in 

the forties of the thirteenth century tells us that most of the (promi

nent) Christians and Jews of that country were either government 

officials or physicians. . . . the share of these two communities in 

the output of Arabic books on medicine was out of all proportion 

to their numbers or their other contributions to Arabic literature, 

except of course in the sciences.59
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He also proposed a reason for this observation:

Tentatively, I offer this explanation: In the wake of the revival of the 

Greek sciences in Islam [that is to say, the Abbasid translation move

ment] on the one hand and the efflorescence of the trade with India 

and the Far East on the other, medicine and pharmaceutics witnessed 

an unprecedented exuberance. They were almost new professions. It 

is a law of economic history that minority groups have a chance of 

being successful in occupations not yet monopolized by the more 

privileged classes of the society. The Jews [and, we may aptly add, the 

Copts!] who in pre-Islamic times had been predominantly peasants, 

were largely dispossessed in early Islam ... and driven into the new 

cities that rose everywhere. The comparatively new field of phar

maceutics, like those of silk industry and trade, offered promising 

opportunities for the underpriviledged.60
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Appendix: The Coptic Medical Corpus in 2015

No.
Checklist siglum

(provenance)

Till 

siglum

Collection, inv. no. Bibliography Date Recipes

Ostraca (limestone)

1
BKUI 27 

(Thebes)

BKU

(13-15)

Berlin, Pap.-coll., inv.

4984

[Erman] 1904:30; 

Till 1951a: 113
7th-8th 3

2
BKU I 28 

(Thebes)

BKU

(16)

Berlin, Pap.-coll., 

inv. 880

Stern 1878:20, no. 

8; [Erman] 1904:31;

Till 1951a: 113

7th-8th 1

3
O.Brit.Mus. Copt. I

49 (Thebes)
Hall

London, BM inv. 

27422

Hall 1905: 64-66, pl. 

49; Till 1951a: 129
7th-8th 8

4
O.Brit.Mus. Copt. II

37 (Deir al-Bahari)
-

London, BM inv. 

50216

Biedenkopf-Ziehner

2000:281-86
7th-8th 4

5
O.Crutn 487 

(Deir al-Bahari)
co London, EEF 151

Crum 1902: 82;Till

1951a: 129
7th-8th 3

Ostraca (potsherd)

6

O.Mon.Epiph. 574 

(Monastery of 

Epiphanius)

Ep

(1)

New York, MM A 

inv. 12.180.79

Winlock/Crum 

1926,2:117,298;Till 

1951a: 129

7th-8th 1

7

O.Mon.Epiph. 575 

(Monastery of 

Epiphanius)

Ep

(2)

Cairo, formerly Eg.

Mus., inv. 44674.130

Winlock/Crum 

1926,2:117, 298;Till 

1951a: 129

7th-8th 1

Papyrus

8
BKU III 396 

(unknown)
—

Berlin, Pap.-coll. Inv. 

22164

Satzinger 1968:

127-28
4th—5th 3?

9
PHeid. G 698c 

(unknown)
—

Heidelberg, Pap.- 

coll. inv. G 698c

Richter 2014 4th-5th 1?

10
P.TT157 470 

(Dra Abu-l-Naga)
— TT157, Fj.470 Richter 2014 4th-5th 6

11
Recipes Codex 

(unknown)

WM 

(25-29)

Ann Arbor, 

University of

Michigan, inv. 593a

Worrell 1935: 192-

94;Till 1951a: 134

5th-6th 

or later
5

12
PRyl.Copt. 109 

(unknown)

Ry/

(8)

Manchester, John 

Rylands Library

Crum 1909: 59;Till

1951a: 132
6th-7th 1

13
SBKopt 1006 

(unknown)

KW 

(4-21)

Vienna, ONB, Pap.- 

coll. inv. K 5595

Till 1951a: 130; Till 

1951b; Hasitzka 

1993:5-7

6th-7th 18

14
SBKopt 1003 

(unknown)

KIT 

(1-2)

Vienna, ONB, Pap.- 

coll. inv. K 5504

Till 1946-47: 43-48; 

Till 1951a: 129; 

Hasitzka 1993:3; 

Buschhausen et al. 

1995:280-81 (no. 

299)

6th-7th 2
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15

P KblnAgypt. 12 

(Faiyum)
—

Cologne, Pap.-coll. 

inv. 5948

Weber et al. 1980: 

113; Schenke 2002:

109

7th 1

16
P.Sarga 20 

(Wadi Sarga)

ws

(1)
London, BL?

Bell and Crum 1922:

51—52;Till 1951a:

134

7th-8th 1

17
SBKopt. I 004 

(unknown)

KW

(3)

Vienna, ONB, Pap.- 

coll. inv. K 5506

Till 1946-47: 49;Till 

1951a: 129;Hasitzka 

1993: 3; Buschhausen 

et al. 1995: 279-81 

(no. 298)

8th 1

18
P.YCtBR inv. 3353

(unknown)
— P.YCtBR 3553 Crislip 2006 7th-8th 1

19
SBKopt. II 1043 

(Faiyum, Arsinoe?)
—

Berlin, Pap.-coll. inv. 

3262

Stern 1885: 41, no. 

11; Hasitzka 2004: 

135—36; Buschhausen 

et al. 1995:280-81 

(no. 300)

7th-8th 1

20
BKU III 329A 

(unknown)
—

Berlin Pap.-coll. inv. 

22061
Satzinger 1968: 32

7th- 

8th?
4

21
BKU III 393 

(unknown)
—

Berlin Pap.-coll. inv.

22190

Satzinger 1968:

125-26

7th-

8th?
?

22
PMedicalCopte 

(Meshaikh)
Ch Cairo, I FAO

Deiber 1914; 

Chassinat 1921; 

Till 1951a: 113-29;

Schenke 2002

9th-

10 th
237

23
P. Louvre AF12530

(unknown)
—

Paris, Louvre

AF12530

Richter 2014
9th-

10th
26

Parchment

24

Recipe Codex, pag.

2-14

(unknown)

WM 

(1-19)

Ann Arbor,

Michigan MS 136

Worrell 1935: 17-37;

Till 1951a: 132-34

5th-6th 

or later
19

25

Recipe Codex, 

pag. 167-168 

(unknown)

IPAf 

(20-24)

University of

Michigan, inv. 593b

Worrell 1935:187-

92;Till 1951a: 134

5th-6th

or later
5

26

Recipe Codex, pag. 

103-106,111-114, 

135-136 (Saqqara)

—

Copenhagen, 

Egyptological 

Institute inv. 500

Erichsen 1963 (fol.

A-F); Richter 2014 

(fol. G-I)

6 th—7 th 23

Recipe Codex, 

pag. 214—215

BA

Paris, BN?

Bouriant 1888;Till

1951a: 112

9th-

11

27

pag. 241-244 

(White Monastery)

ZB former Borgia coll.

Zoega 1810, no. 278: 

629-39; Dulaurier 

1843; Champoilion/ 

Poitevin 1854;Till 

1951a: 135-37

10th

45
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N.B.: Sigla of editions of Coptic documentary texts follow the Checklist of Greek, Latin, Demotic and 

Coptic Papyri, Ostraca and Tablets (http://library.duke.edu/rubenstein/scriptorium/papyrus/texts/ 

clist.html).The dates given here are tentative, mostly based on palaeographical features.

28
SBKopt. I 001 

(unknown)
—

Leuven Univ. Libr. 

frag. 114

Till 1952b: 159-68;

Hasitzka 1993: 1

10 th-

11th
2

29
PRyl.Copt. 108

(unknown)

Ryl

(7)

Manchester,  John 

Rylands Library

Crum 1909: 59;Till

1951a: 132

10 th-

11th
1

30
PRyl.Copt. 107

(unknown)

Ryl

(6)

Manchester, John 

Rylands Library

Crum 1909: 59;Till

1951a: 132
11th 1

31
BKU I 25 

(unknown)

BKU

(1-9)

Berlin, Pap.-coll. inv. 

8109

[Erman] 1904:

24-25;Till 1951a: 

112-13

9

Paper

32
SBKopt 1002

(unknown)
MK

Munier 1919;

Chassinat 1950;Till 

1951a: 130; Hasitzka 

1993:2

10th-

11th
2

33
SBKopt 1005 

(unknown)
TM

Turajew 1902, no. 9, 

reed; Tin 1946-47: 

49-54; Till 1951a: 

132; Hasitzka 1993: 

3-5

10th-

11th
4

34
PRyl.Copt. 104

(unknown)

Ryl

(1)

Manchester, John 

Rylands Library

Crum 1909: 53-55 

(sect. 3);TiU 1951a: 

131

11th 1

35

PRyl.Copt. 106

(unknown)
Ry/ 

(2-5)

Manchester,John 

Rylands Library

Crum 1909: 55-59;

Till 1951a: 131-32
11th 4

36
BKU I 26 

(Faiyum)

BKU

(10-12)

Berlin, Pap.-Slg. inv. 

8116

[Erman] 1904:26-

29; TUI 1951a: 113
11th 3

Graffiti

37
P.Sarga 21

(Deir al-Ganadla)

WS 

(2)

Bell and Crum 1922;

Till 1951a: 134
7th-8th 1

38
Graffito at Saqqara 

(Mon. ofjeremias)
Saq

Thompson in 

Quibell 1909:57 (no. 

103);Till 1951a: 132

4
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27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38
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century are questionable and have to be verified.

Published by Helmut Satzinger, Agyptische Urkunden aus den Staatlichen Museen Berlin, 
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Satzinger, Agyptische Urkunden, 127: “Die Sprache ist griechisch, bis auf ‘frische Rose’ 

in Z. 5.”

Tonio Sebastian Richter, ed.,“Neue koptische medizinische Rezepte,” Zeitschriftfiir 

Agyptische Sprache und Altertumskunde 141 (2014): 154-194.

Still in use in the medical papyrus of the IFAO, recipes 1 and 210: Emile Chassinat, Un 

papyrus medical copte, Memoires publies par les membres de 1’Institut Fran^ais d’Archeologie 
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than half of the translation of the entire corpus (comprising twenty-six pages altogether).
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39 Cf. Chassinat, Un papyrus medical copte, 7—8.
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