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Introduction

In the title of my contribution, I explicitly use the term ‘Coptic Script’. This is of impor

tance, because ‘Coptic’ can be used to designate a stage of the Egyptian language as well 

as a specific set of writing signs. The latter is characterized by the full set of Greek letters 

plus a number of additional signs derived from the Demotic script. It should be stressed 

that the writing signs and the language do not have a necessary link. On the one hand, it is 

in principle possible to write the Coptic language in Demotic Egyptian writing, and indeed 

it could be argued that at least some of the Demotic Narmouthis ostraca1 2 (perhaps also a 

few sections of the Demotic magical papyrus of London and Leiden) are linguistically 

more Coptic than Demotic. There are also a few attested cases of the Coptic language 

being written exclusively in Greek (without the additional signs taken from Demotic),3 in 

Arabic,4 or even in Ethiopic script.5 On the other hand, the set of Coptic writing signs can 

be used for texts which linguistically belong to older phases of the Egyptian language - we 

shall encounter examples of this - as well as for completely different languages, as hap

pens when it is used (again with some additional signs, this time derived from Meroitic) 

for writing down Old Nubian,6 or exceptionally Arabic.7

In order to properly elucidate my topic,8 it is necessary to avoid an easy narrow-scope 

view. Rather, we must start by talking about the situation of multilingualism in Late-Period 

Egypt,9 and to what degree the different foreign languages and writing systems which the 
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Egyptians encountered had an impact on how they dealt with their own language and 

script. Social and political conditions must also be given due weight. Furthermore, I will 

try to eschew a teleological reading of the evidence where the final result is seen as the 

inevitable (and optimal) outcome. Rather, I would like to present a nuanced reading of the 

attestations in order to see also how it could have turned out quite differently.

The Egyptians and foreign writing systems

Probably the first foreign writing system with which the Egyptians came into contact 

was cuneiform writing. Cuneiform texts in Egypt are by now positively attested from the 

Hyksos period in the middle of the second millennium BCE,10 11 and from the New Kingdom 

we have substantial finds.11 However, this writing system does not seem to have left any 

enduring traces in Egypt. Even less relevant for the development of Egyptian writing is 

early Northwest Semitic writing (which itself is thought by many scholars to be ultimately 

derived from Egyptian signs).12

(eds.), Bilingualism-, Winnicki, Late Egypt-, Thompson, in: Bagnall (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of 

Papyrology-, Foumet, in: Bagnall (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Papyrology-, Papaconstantinou 

(ed.), The Multilingual Experience in Egypt-, Rutherford (ed.), Greco-Egyptian Interactions-, von 

Lieven, in: Geller et al. (eds.), Crossing Boundaries.

10 Bietak & Forstner-Muller, in: Agypten und Levante 19 (2009), 115-118; Bietak, in: Egyptian 

Archaeology 38 (2011), 41.

11 The so-called ‘Amarna Tablets’, see Knudtzon, Die El-Amarna-Tafeln; Moran, TheAmarna Let

ters; Rainey, The El-Amarna Correspondence; as well as a fragment from Qantir, Pusch & Jakob, 

in: Agypten undLevante 13 (2003); see also Breyer, in: Agypten undLevante 20 (2010). There are 

also the cuneiform texts written by Egyptian scribes and sent to the Hittite kingdom in Anatolia; 

see the comprehensive edition by Edel, Die agyptisch-hethitische Korrespondenz aus Boghazkoi; 

idem, Vertrag.

12 See e.g. Hamilton, The Origin of the West Semitic Alphabet; Morenz, Die Genese der Alphabet- 

schrift; Goldwasser, in: JAEI4/3 (2012); Zauzich, Hieroglyphen mit Geheimnis.

13 For the actual date of the conquest, see Quack, in: JEH 4 (2011). Most recent global overview by 

Vittmann, in: Herodot und das Persische Weltreich.

14 However, it should be stressed that the different versions are not identical in content, see Roccati, 

in: Campanile, Cardona & Lazzeroni (eds.), Bilinguismo e biculturalismo.

15 Edition in Posener, Premiere domination perse, 48-87; See Tuplin, in: Sancisi-Weerdenburg & 

Kuhrt (eds.), AchaemenidHistory VI; Briant, in: Valbelle (ed.), Le Decret de Memphis, esp. 110— 

113; Wasmuth, Reflexion, 105-143.

During the first millennium BCE, the Achaemenid rule over Egypt (526-404/401 

BCE)13 led to the presence of Old Persian cuneiform in Egypt. There are a few actual 

examples preserved. Along the route of the canal between the Nile delta and the Red Sea 

built under Darius I, there are several multilingual14 stelae, which show on the one side a 

hieroglyphic Egyptian inscription, and on the other side cuneiform inscriptions in Akka

dian, Elamite and Old Persian.15 Less monumentally, there are also a number of alabaster 

vessels inscribed in cuneiform Akkadian, Elamite and Old Persian as well as hieroglyphs 

- although from the attested find-spots it seems as if those were often circulating outside 
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of Egypt.16 Another example is a monumental statue of Darius found at Susa but probably 

originally intended to be erected in Egypt (perhaps at Heliopolis).17 It has hieroglyphic 

Egyptian inscriptions as well as cuneiform Old Persian, Elamite and Akkadian. But again, 

the Old Persian cuneiform system also had no aftermath in Egypt,18 probably not only 

because the Persians were resented as oppressive foreign rulers, but also because this was 

not an everyday writing medium.

16 Posener, Premiere domination perse, 137-151; Westenholz & Stolper, in: ARTA 2002.005 (2002); 

Shaw, in: Hudecz & Petrik (eds.), Commerce and Economy, Wasmuth, Reflexion, 197-206.

1? Cahiers de la DIFA 4; Briant, in: Valbelle (ed.), Le Decret de Memphis, 105-109; Yoyotte, in: 

Perrot (ed.), Le palais de Darius a Suse.

IS There are a few Persian loanwords in later Egyptian, but the chronology of their borrowing still 

needs clarification.

1? See the collection of the sources in Porten & Yardeni, Textbook of Aramaic Documents.

20 Vittmann, Agypten unddie Fremden, 106-115.

21 See Quack, in: Burtea, Tropper & Younansardaroud (eds.), Fs Voigt.

22 See Vittmann, Agypten und die Fremden, 118f., with some additions in the review by Quack, in: 

JAOS 124(2004).

23 See discussion in Quack, in: Knoppers, Lipshits & Oeming (eds.), Judah and the Judeans, 390f.

24 Vittmann, Agypten und die Fremden, 180-193.

25 Sidebotham & Zych, in: Sahara 21 (2010), 12.

The language and writing system actually used for the imperial Achaemenid admin

istration in Egypt was Aramaic. This had a simple writing system of 21 signs, basically 

consonants, with only limited possibilities for graphically indicating the vowels. There 

is ample documentation that this writing system was extensively used in Persian-ruled 

Egypt.19 In some cases, there are even stelae with Egyptian iconography (and sometimes 

hieroglyphic inscriptions) as well as Aramaic texts.20 Still, there seems to have been no 

enduring impact of Aramaic writing on Egyptian writing, and there are not even many 

Aramaic loan-words in later Egyptian which can be confidently attributed to the period of 

Persian domination.21

It should be remarked, however, that there is one attested case, on a leather piece from 

Elephantine now in the Berlin Museum, where Aramaic writing was used to write down 

what is clearly a text in another language; and it seems quite likely that it is actually the 

Egyptian language - at least some words can be clearly analyzed as such.22 Unfortunately, 

our current information does not allow us to answer with certainty one crucial question: 

Who made use of this text? Was it an Egyptian, encoding his own language in a foreign 

script? Or was it somebody else who wrote down an Egyptian text in a writing system with 

which he was better acquainted? The latter answer is more probable;23 if so, it would leave 

the fragment in question without direct relevance for the notation of the Egyptian language 

hy indigenous Egyptians. Still, we should keep in mind that if the Achaemenid Empire had 

withstood the onslaught of Alexander the Great, something similar to the writing on that 

Aramaic leather fragment might have become the standard Coptic writing system.

Another Semitic writing system came in contact with Late-Period Egypt, namely An

cient South-Arabian.24 There are some inscriptions in it from Egypt,25 of which the best 



30 Joachim Friedrich Quack

known is on a sarcophagus from the Memphite Necropolis.26 Although actual attestations 

of this writing system in Ancient Egypt are quite rare, in one point the ancient South- 

Arabian script made an important impact on Egyptian writing. This does not concern the 

letter shapes, or loan-words, but the arrangement of Egyptian words.

26 Robin, in: Berger, Clerc & Grimal (eds.), Hommages a Jean Leclant, 291-296.

27 Recently, Haring, in: JNES 74 (2015) has proposed to recognize this alphabetic sequence already 

on an ostracon from the New Kingdom. While his theory works out rather well for the recto, it fails 

to explain the sequence on the verso.

28 Quack, in: LingAeg 11 (2003); Gaudard, in: Regen & Servajean (eds.), Verba manent-, idem, 

in: Bailleul-LeSuer (ed.), Between Heaven and Hell\ Devauchelle, in: Dodson, Johnston & 

Monkhouse (eds.), Studies in Honour of fV. J. Tait. New source material can also be found in Ray, 

Demotic Ostraca, 86-90, see the review by Quack, in: Or 84 (2015), 114.

29 Sidebotham & Wendrich, in: Sahara 13 (2001); Abraham, in: Sidebotham & Wendrich (eds.), 

Berenike 1999/2000, 291.

30 At this period the Carian language and writing is also of relevance in Egypt, but since it does not 

seem to have made a lasting impact, 1 refrain here from going into details. See Vittmann, Agypten 

und die Fremden, 155-179 for an overview.

In earlier periods, all such cases in Egypt have the words arranged according to se

mantic categories. In the late period, beginning from the fourth century BCE,27 we en

counter cases, especially ones involving the sequencing of proper names and individual 

signs, which make use of an arrangement by the first letter of the words. This implies an 

alphabetic sequence. And this sequence is not based on the Greek or Aramaic, but on the 

Ancient South-Arabian script.28 The reasons for the choice of what must have been a rela

tively exotic script are not completely clear. One option which I consider as possible is that 

the Ancient South-Arabian alphabet had a relatively large inventory of different sounds, 

namely 29 consonants. This would make it, of all alphabets the Egyptians knew, the one 

with which it would be easiest to express most of the sounds of the Egyptian language.

One point of the late Egyptian alphabetic sequence is of some relevance for the future 

development of the Coptic script: in order to memorize it, each letter was given a name, and 

more specifically, birds whose name began with the consonant in question were chosen. At 

least a substantial part of them can by now be ascertained. I will come back to this later.

It should at least be mentioned briefly that also Tamil-Brahmi and Prakrit-Brahmi, 

two Indian writing systems, are positively attested in Egypt during the Roman period, 

especially at the Red Sea harbors of Quseir el-Qadim and Berenike.29 They are not attested 

in the Nile valley itself, and there are no clear traces of any aftermath to these few cases.

Writing Egyptian words in Greek

But historically the most important encounter with a foreign language and script concerned 

Greek. This began with the presence of Greek mercenaries in Sa'ite period Egypt (from the 

seventh century onwards),30 and, after the takeover of power by Alexander the Great and 

continuing into the Ptolemaic and Roman period, the Greek language and writing became 

increasingly the dominant medium in an administrative context, as well as an important 
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factor in literary texts. Greek was also the language of the ruling elite.31 Especially in the 

Roman period, we can see how Demotic fell out of use for official contracts, and became 

increasingly relegated to inner-temple affairs.32

31 It is instructive that Manethon, who was one of relatively few Egyptians at the Ptolemaic court 

(see Legras, in: Revue historique 4 (2002)), wrote his texts in Greek.

32 See e.g. Muhs, in: Lippert & Schentuleit (eds.), Tebtynis und Soknopaiou Nesos", Lippert & 

Schentuleit, Demotische Dokumente aus Dime III, 4f.

33 Text in Spiegelberg, Priesterdekrete von Kanopus und Memphis, 64. See the facsimile drawing in 

Quirke & Andrews, The Rosetta Stone.

34 This divergence is specific only to the decree of Rosetta; all other known Ptolemaic decrees use 

the same signs for rendering the word ‘script’ in Greek as in Egyptian writing, see most recently 

the collection of all attestations in El-Masry, Altenmuller & Thissen, Das Synodaldekret von Alex

andria, 148f.

35 The Demotic form of the sign in question is regularly used as mono-consonantal sign for h in 

Demotic texts.

36 Loprieno, in: Bolz & Miinkel (eds.), Was ist der Mensch?, 145. Van den Kerchove, La voie 

d'Hermes, 136 gives a very similar interpretation.

Notable and instructive for how the Egyptians perceived the difference between their 

own writing system and that of the Greeks is the rendering of the word ‘script’ in the Mem

phis decree as attested in the copy from Rosetta. The passage in question stipulates that 

the text of the decree should be written down in Hieroglyphs, Demotic and Greek script.33 

While in the Demotic and the Greek text, each time the same word with the same signs is 

used for ‘script’, the hieroglyphic version (1. x+14) presents a notable divergence.34 For 

‘Hieroglyphs’ and Demotic, it uses the traditional orthography of the word sh> with the 

word-sign of the writing tools ). For Greek, however, a quite different spelling

is used which employs signs with a mono-consonantal value (including one, namely h> > h, 

which has become mono-consonantal due to phonetic erosion).35 The importance of this 

orthographic variant was pointed out by Antonio Loprieno,36 but I beg to differ with his 

interpretation.

For him, this writing points to a derivation from the verb sh> ‘to remember’, and ac

cording to him, the alphabetic writing would be more aseptic, not affecting the message 

but rendering it referentially.

The true reason, I think, is quite different. The hieroglyphic writing for ‘script’ that we 

have on the Rosetta stone is distinctly different from how the text writes sh> ‘to remember’ 

- at the beginning of the same line, the word ‘remember’ (in nominal use of the infinitive) 

appears in the writing ' 1 . The difference is striking - the hieroglyphic writing of‘script’

does not use the determinative of the man with the hand to the mouth nor the <?, but it does 

include y which is not part of any regular orthography of ‘to remember’. The writing is, 

however, exactly what would be used in Egyptian writing if one were to write the word caxi 

‘to write’ with mono-consonantal signs. So, I would interpret this particular writing as an 

indication that the Egyptians perceived the difference between their writing system and the 

Greek one as involving a focus, in the Greek system, on a one-sound-one-sign equivalence.

Obviously, as soon as people using the Greek script came into contact with Egyptians, 

occasions arose where it was necessary to render Egyptian names and sometimes even
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Fig. 1: Papyrus Heidelberg G 414 verso

Egyptian words in the Greek writing system. This can be positively documented as early 

as 593 BCE, when mercenaries in service for the campaign of Psammetichus II against 

Nubia left a Greek graffito on the temple of Abu Simbel which gives the name of the leader 

of the foreign troops as Potasimto, and the leader of the Egyptian troops as Amasis, i.e. the 

Egyptian names P>-ci-sm>-t3.wl and ’Fh-msi?1 Later, we can find the same phenomenon 

also with Greek literary authors, e.g. Herodotus or Plutarch, who transmit some actual 

Egyptian words.37 38 Also, Egyptian proper names are very frequent in Greek documentary 

texts from Graeco-Roman Egypt.

37 Vittmann, Agypten und die Fremden, 200f.

38 See e.g. Thissen, in: ZPE 91 (1993).

39 Quecke, in: ZPE 116 (1997). Kramer, Glossaria bilinguia altera, 4f.

40 See the careful discussion of problematic and alleged cases in the papyrus by Quecke, in: ZPE 116 

(1997), 76-80.

An interesting text is P. Heid. inv. G 414 verso, dating to about the third century BCE 

(fig. I).39 This is a list of Greek words with their Egyptian equivalents written in the Greek 

alphabet next to them. The text does not yet show any trace of the additional letters derived 

from Demotic signs,40 but simply makes use of the nearest approximation in the Greek 

alphabet. Thus, we have k for k, and <p for f.

There are a number of cases in which isolated Egyptian words written in Greek letters 

are retained as technical terms in an otherwise Greek text. For example, in the Greek copy of
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the Dream of Nektanebos, the des

ignation of the papyrus boat and 

name of Ares are explicitly given 

in their Egyptian form41 - but of 

course, this is a text actually trans

lated from an Egyptian version.42 

In a similar way, in the Calendar 

of Sais preserved on a papyrus 

from El-Hibe (pHibeh 27),43 in 

one case Iphthimis is explained 

to be the Egyptian designation of 

Prometheus.44 An illustration of 

how this can work in administra

41 Koenen, in: Bulletin of the American Society of Papyrologists 22 (1985), 177f.

42 Ryholt, in: Blasius & Schipper (eds.), Apokalyptik und Agypten; idem, A Sequel to the Prophecy 

of Petesis, in: idem, Narrative Literature from the Tebtunis Temple Library, 157-170, pl. 20-21.

43 Spalinger, in: Studien zur Altagyptischen Kultur 18 (1991); Lehoux, Astronomy, Weather, and 

Calendars, 153-154 and 217-223.

44 Actually, Iphthimis is a phonetic rendering of the Egyptian god Nefertem, see Quack, in: Jahrbuch 

fur Antike und Christentum 38(1995), 119.

45 Torallas Tovar, in: Papaconstantinou (ed.), Multilingual Experience in Egypt, 31 claims that this 

document is evidence for somebody who knew a second language almost perfectly but was lack

ing certain expressions and terms. Regardless of how good or bad the scribe’s competence in 

Greek really was, the only terms he left untranslated are specific local priestly titles which would 

be quite impossible to translate regardless of the competence of the translator.

46 Original edition Perdrizet & Lefebvre, Les graffites grecs, 13 no. 74; new study with Text and 

interpretation in Pestman, Quaegebeur & Vos, Recueil de textes demotiques et bilingues, volume 

1, 102-105, volume 2, 11 If. McBride, in: JSSEA 19(1989), 90 discusses this text only on the basis 

of the earlier, partially outdated publications.

47 Veisse, Les « Revoltes egyptiennes », 11-26.

48 Depauw, in: Studien zur Altagyptischen Kultur 34 (2006).

tive texts can be found in SB I 5231. There we have the Greek translation of an Egyptian 

document with some words left in Egyptian. These are specific local priestly titles not 

easily translatable into Greek.45

But all these are isolated words. What about complete Egyptian sentences written 

down in Greek letters? There is a remarkable graffito from the temple of Seti I at Abydos, 

situated at the entrance door to the cella of Osiris (fig. 2).46 It is dated to year 5 of the reign 

of King Hyrgonaphor, who is well known as an indigenous Egyptian rebel who succeeded 

in wresting Upper Egypt from Ptolemaic rule for some time around the end of the third 

and the early second century.47 The text can be dated to about 201/200 BCE and is perhaps 

the earliest example of a continuous Egyptian text rendered in Greek script. It should be 

all the more stressed that the writer accepted the rule of an indigenous king, wrote the text 

at a time when the rebel chancellery had gone back to using Egyptian script,48 used the 

Egyptian language - and still the graffito is written in Greek, not Egyptian, letters.

Besides this more sociological question, another one of more immediate relevance for 

the writing has to be posed: Is this just the Egyptian language written in Greek, or is it 

Fig. 2: Graffito in the temple of Seti I, Abydos
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already justified to call this text ‘Old-Coptic’? Here, we encounter a problem inasmuch 

as some parts of the text still defy decipherment. In those parts which are understandable, 

there is not a single non-Greek letter. In the unclear parts, there are a few cases where we 

have strange forms which resist easy identification as Greek letters - but also as Demotic 

signs as well. In those parts which are clear, however, there is at least one instance where 

a sound which could not be written in Greek (A) is not rendered at all, instead of being 

rendered by a sign taken over from Demotic. For that reason, I would prefer to classify this 

inscription not as ‘Old Coptic’ but as ‘Graeco-Egyptian’.

Two other graffiti from the same temple have received less attention.49 The first begins 

with a formula t]PPXleyKupu and gives as the most recognizable element TtOaOtv, which 

can easily be recognized as a rendering of the Egyptian god Ptah-Tatenen.50 The second 

one begins with a very similar formula TiPakEyKupai;51 its final phrase is in Greek.

49 Perdrizet & Lefebvre, Les graffites grecs, 54 and 57 no. 295 and 65f. no. 334; noted by Aufrere, 

in: Bosson & Aufrere (eds.), Catalogue de I’exposition Egyptes, 49 and 65 note 197.

50 For the phonetic reduction of T3-tnn in late pronunciation, see the Demotic rendering as tny or tn 

(for that see Stadler, Isis, 232; Smith, Papyrus Harkness, 187 (note c) to III, 32).

51 Actually, it is possible that the one version is just a damaged duplicate of the other.

52 For a discussion of the personality of Nektembes, see Wilcken, Urkunden der Ptolemaerzeit, 364f.

53 Legras, Les reclus grecs du Sarapieion de Memphis, 234f.; Kidd, in: Bulletin of the American 

Society of Papyrologists 48 (2011); Prada, in: ZPE 184 (2013).

54 A very daring proposal would be to understand (deleting one letter, changing the word-division 

as well as the reading of one letter) <pa{<p}pe peat svpc{r|}<v>^ as pl l:iri rsy n rn=k ‘he who has 

rejoiced in your name’. (It should be noted that Letronne gives the word in question as pey; which 

would go better with my hypothesis than the currently accepted per,; which is due to Wilcken.).

55 Original edition in Girgis, in: MDAIK 20 (1965); presentation in Pestman, Quaegebeur & Vos, 

Recueil de textes demotiques et bilingues, volume 1, 106f.; volume 2, 113f.

56 Locher, Topographie und Geschichte, 37 with note 4 (Bemand, De Thebes a Syene, 198 (Nr. 244, 

IV, line 32) and 201 (Nr. 244, VIII, line 59)).

In one dream-report at the Serapeum of Memphis, in a dream of the Egyptian Nektembes52 

written down by the Greek Ptolemaios, there are a few short non-Greek sections transliter

ated in Greek (UPZ I, 79,1. 4—5).53 Unfortunately, they have so far resisted efforts at deci

phering them as Egyptian.54 Again, no signs are used which do not form part of the ordinary 

Greek alphabet.

A dedication to Thot coming from Hermopolis and dating to the second-first century 

BCE contains a rendering of the divine name and epithets Chw.fi c> C1 nb Hmn.w ‘Thot, 

the thrice great, lord of Hermoupolis’ into Greek letters as 0oru0 to co to vop ^pouv.55 The 

inscription does not use any letters derived from Demotic; rather, in the single relevant 

case, an Egyptian h > s is rendered approximately by £ (the choice of voiced £ rather than 

o is likely to be due to the following p).

Similarly, in inscriptions from the region of Elephantine, the form yvopcovepipP with the 

variants xvoup®V£pu)P and xvodP<bvePit]P is attested as the Greek transcription of Hnm.w f 

nb >b.w ‘Khnum the great, lord of Elephantine’.56 A graffito from the region near Gebelein 

gives the divine names Ttptco, copeyePdu; and tat; peaaKgptc; which could be identified as 

Egyptian P>-Rc cj, Hr-llb.fi and 3s.t rs r Km.t, ‘the great sun-god, Horus of the East and Isis
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Fig. 3: Mummy Label Louvre Inv. 532

who watches over Egypt’.57 A Greek contract gives a rendering of a divine epithet AOup 

NouepovreoEva (PSI IX 1016, 1. 33) which, comparing to Demotic contracts in the same 

archive, can be easily understood as Hw.t-Hr hnw.t imn.tt cmc ‘Hathor, lady of the west of 

Djerne’.58 These are just a few of the more spectacular cases of numerous transcriptions of 

Egyptian deities and their epithets in Greek texts in the Graeco-Roman period.59

57 Bricault & Pezin, in: BIFAO 93 (1993).

58 Papiri greci e latine, 9; Botti, L ’archivio Demotico, 16.

59 For Greek transcription of Egyptian gods and religious phenomena in general, see Ronchi, 

Lexicon.

60 First edition Baratte & Boyaval, in: CRIPEL 3 (1975), 243 no. 616 and 247 no. 632; study by 

Quaegebeur, in: Boswinkel & Pestman (eds.), Textes grecs, demotiques et bilingues, 254f.

61 This was assumed by Quaegebeur, in: Boswinkel & Pestman (eds.), Textes grecs, demotiques et 

bilingues, 255; however, it is also possible and, as far as the vocalization is concerned, even more 

likely, that the text makes use of the plural form bl.w.

Two mummy-labels of the Roman period (Louvre Inv. 532 and 550), dated to about 

the second-third century CE, have a short Egyptian funerary text transcribed in Greek let

ters (fig. 3).60 61 The writing system uses x for Egyptian h and leaves h unwritten; it is not 

certain if it also uses ou to render Egyptian f6' While these mummy-labels date to a period 

when there already existed a well-established system of adding Demotic signs to Greek in 

order to render the Egyptian language more precisely, we will see that other options also 

remained in existence.

At this point one important question has to be asked: Who needed to write the Egyp

tian language in Greek letters, and how did this matter as regards the writing system? We 

have encountered examples of Greeks as well as Egyptians writing the Egyptian language 

in Greek. While we could easily understand that Greeks would not feel too pressed to try 
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to accurately write down weird sounds which most of them probably could not pronounce 

anyway, the case of Egyptians writing the Egyptian language purely with Greek letters is less 

easily explained. Were these people not trained in Egyptian writing and thus incapable of 

using signs derived from Demotic? But perhaps the inaccuracy of renderings of Egyptian in 

Greek writing explains why in one case, in a letter which is otherwise written in Greek, the 

writer, wishing to describe a dream as precisely as possible, switches entirely into Egyptian 

(probably his native language), including writing in Demotic.62 In any case it must be noted 

that, to the best of my knowledge, down to the very end of the Ptolemaic period, there is 

not one case where renderings of the Egyptian language in Greek writing resorted to the use 

of additional signs derived from Demotic. The relevance of this writing is very limited; we 

have at best a handful of short texts, most of them in low-prestige settings. The rare cases of 

more ‘official’ use are limited to the names and epithets of Egyptian deities.

62 Renberg & Naether, in: ZPE 175 (2010).

63 In some cases, there is reason to suspect that as a matter of fact they are slightly garbled or un- 

historically spelled Greek, see Quack, in: Pries, Martzolff, Langer & Ambos (eds.), Rituale als 

Ausdruck von Kulturkontakt, 186.

64 A list of such voces magicae is found in Brashear, in: Haase (ed.), Aufstieg und Niedergang der 

romischen Welt, 3576-3603. See now the (sometimes problematic) discussion in Tardieu, van den 

Kerchove & Zago (eds.), Noms Barbares 1.

65 See e.g. the critical remarks by Thissen, in: ZPE 73 (1988). The recent proposals of Kosack, Lexi- 

kon des Gracoagyptischen are very unreliable.

66 Maltomini, in: The Oxyrhynchus Papyri LXV (1998).

Finally, one important context for rendering the Egyptian language purely in Greek let

ters in attestations from the Roman period must be addressed at least briefly, namely magi

cal formulae. Here, the situation is quite complicated. In the typical late antique magical 

texts we have a great number of ‘voces magicae’, i.e. non-Greek63 words and passages 

interspersed in the text.64 At least some of them are likely to be based on the Egyptian lan

guage, even though the etymologies proposed thus far often must be used with caution.65 

Generally, there are no indications for the special sounds of Egyptian; i.e. either they are 

rendered by the nearest Greek equivalent, or (especially h and h) left completely unwrit

ten. Given the precarious state of research, I do not intend to delve deeply into most of 

them, but one special case is worth mentioning: In a fairly early (late first century CE) 

magical manuscript from Oxyrhynchus (pOxy LXV 4468),66 there are not only contents 

visibly derived from Egyptian religion, but also one specific section (vs. ii, 23-25), where 

a formula is explicitly labeled in the text as being in the Egyptian language. It is badly 

preserved but indeed amenable to an analysis as Egyptian. In the case of the only special 

sound needed,/is rendered approximately by cp.

In other (later) magical manuals, in most cases the linguistic background of specific 

voces magicae is not given, and even where it is indicated, there is no guarantee that phrases 

labeled as ‘Egyptian’ actually do contain words of Egyptian origin.

The case of these Egyptian-derived voces magicae written purely in Greek script gains 

in relevance if we consider that there are also some sections in later magical manuals which 

make use of additional signs derived from Demotic in order to write what has been termed 
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‘Old Coptic’ (see below). It has to be asked if those words not making use of Demotic-de

rived signs are based on earlier models conceived before the usage of Demotic-derived signs 

became usual, or if there was a prolonged period of coexistence of two different systems. In 

any case, normally these voces magicae are restricted to single words or short sequences of 

epithets, and do not comprise continuous sentences in the Egyptian language.

Devices for indicating pronunciation in Egyptian texts based on Egyptian 

writing

Leaving the further development of the Egyptian language written in Greek for the moment, 

I come to another important point. There is a sort of development within Egyptian texts to 

provide them by some means, especially through a system of glosses, with an indication 

about the pronunciation of words, or of parts thereof. This plays an important role for our 

question, so I will sketch its main specimens trying to sort out chronology.

The first case to be discussed are some religious compositions appertaining to the 

cult of Osiris. They are, at least partly, characterized by a particularly difficult graphic 

system.67 In a few cases, especially in the so-called ‘Great liturgy of Geb’, the version of 

pBM 10252 has sometimes noted down simpler and more conventional orthographies.68 

While this has sometimes been called a ‘translation’,69 the available documentation makes 

it more likely that it is an indication of the selfsame text in a less ambiguous writing,70 71 

thus a first step towards phonetic glossing. In one case, in an unpublished manuscript of 

such a composition, of Ptolemaic date and currently at Oxford, there even seem to be a few 

Demotic glosses above the lines, and this would be an important step towards a system of 

inner-Egyptian devices of glossing.

67 For these compositions see the overview, including a discussion of their difficult writing system, in 

Quack, in: Berlejung & Janowski (eds.), Tod und Jenseits, 616-620, and now Backes, in: Backes 

& Dieleman (eds.), Liturgical Texts for Osiris and the Deceased. A special study of the ‘Great 

Liturgy of Geb’ can be found in Backes, Der »Papyrus Schmitt«, 67-329.

68 Schott, Geheimnisse des Rituals fur die Abwehr des Bosen, 152(10).

69 Burkard, Spatzeitliche Osiris-Liturgien, 16.

70 von Lieven, Grundrifi des Laufes der Sterne, 259.

71 See the discussion in Quack, in: de Voogt & Quack (eds.), The Idea of Writing II with further 

references; see also Stadler, Einfuhrung in die agyptische Religion ptolemaisch-romischer Zeit, 

118-122; idem, in: Pries (ed.), Die Variation der Tradition, 37-40; Widmer, Resurrection d'Osiris 

- naissance d’Horus, 44—47.

One interesting system, normally not taken into consideration when discussing the 

development towards the Coptic writing system, is the option of transposing older Egyp

tian liturgical texts graphically into Demotic.7' This is more than a simple change of sign

forms, because Demotic was designed originally to write down the contemporary ver

nacular speech, and for that reason it lacks the graphic means for writing a good many 

words and grammatical elements which are needed for more traditional Egyptian texts. 

One technique often used in such cases is to write other Egyptian words which were close 

or identical in actual pronunciation. This makes the manuscripts of such texts (mainly 

hymns and rituals) often semantically quite opaque, but it certainly helped the ancient 
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users to recite them. Such manuscripts are attested from about the middle of the second 

century BCE onwards.72 They are especially frequent among the liturgical texts from Ro

man period Soknopaiou Nesos.

72 For the oldest such manuscript actually known, see Quack, in: Quack (ed.), Agyptische Rituale der 

griechisch-rdmischen Zeit.

73 I do not consider here the Egyptian glosses in pJumilhac which Aufrere (in: Bosson & Aufrere 

(eds.), Catalogue de I'exposition Egyptes, 5If.) has drawn into the discussion. It should be 

stressed that these have nothing to do with phonetic indications. Generally, the hieroglyphic 

marginal additions are corrections to the basic text (written normally in a different hand than the 

main text), and the Demotic notes indicate the topic of certain sections or sometimes corrections 

which concern mostly not the text but the layout of the images (see e.g. Zauzich, in: Enchoria 4 

(1974)). Furthermore, Aufrere follows the analysis of Derchain, in: RdE 41 (1990) whose basic 

conclusions have been disproved by Quack, in: Waitkus (ed.), Fs Kurth.

74 See Quack, in: Hallof (ed.), Fs Beinlich.

It is at least conceivable that such a writing convention - using homophonous words for 

rendering the sound of obsolete ones - lies at the root of one important writing technique 

which I shall discuss next. In contrast to the complete switching to another writing system, 

however, this technique is simply used to supplement the information contained in the 

more traditional writing system. This brings us now to the subject of glosses,73 whose 

development seems crucial to understanding how a new writing system came into being.

Typologically, the oldest phase of glossing should be one where all information is still 

couched in some sort of Egyptian writing system. The earliest representative of such a 

system known to me is papyrus Cairo CG 58034, a religious text in hieratic script dating 

to about the late Ptolemaic or early Roman period.74 It makes use of some symbols taken 

from the Demotic script in order to give additional information about pronunciation. The 

following symbols are used for the following cases:

Vowel e, indicated by a Demotic group of two short vertical strokes - this goes back 

to the form of the circumstantial converter iw whose contemporary pronunciation at that 

time was e. It is used only in a few cases where it serves to mark a iw of the basic text as 

being actually the circumstantial converter (in opposition to the homographic marker of 

the future 111) - so it is not just a pronunciation marker, but also a grammatical indicator 

resolving potential ambiguity. It is not used to indicate the vowel e in any other case.

Vowel a, indicated by a Demotic group of a medium-sized downward slanting stroke, 

derived from the writing of the Demotic preposition r whose pronunciation at the time and 

locality of the text was probably a before nouns. This is mainly used to indicate the final part 

of the Future III tense iw^f r scm, written in the hieratic text by means of the group iw and 

thus homographic with the circumstantial converter which had a different pronunciation. 

This writing of a is also used in a number of cases for the final syllable of infinitives.

The vowel i is indicated in two cases by means of the Demotic sign for the verb iyi, 

which at that time was simply pronounced as i. Both times it seems to be combined with 

the sign for the vowel a, so this would indicate a diphthong.

A sign derived from the Demotic form of the calling man is probably used two times 

for the diphthong ei. This goes back to the interjection i.
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The vowel 6 is indicated once by means of the Demotic form of the sign for the word Lt 

‘back’, whose actual pronunciation at that time was <5; in the only attestation it is combined 

with the Demotic sign for a strong t retained in pronunciation, and those two together 

serve to indicate a specific feminine qualitative form which was probably dropped from 

normal contemporary morphology.

Finally, there is one gloss making use of the Demotic group in whose actual 

pronunciation was probably an. This means that the gloss indicates not only a vowel but a 

sequence of vowel + consonant.

I should also mention the sign of a cross which serves to indicate two words as being 

closely linked in an accentual unit. While this is not in itself a sign indicating a vocaliza

tion, it has relevance for the pronunciation, because in such an accentual unit the first part 

would be completely unstressed, with the result that all vowels in it are reduced.

Summing up, there was a real possibility of indicating at least most of the vowels by 

means of signs derived from the traditional Egyptian writing system, if use was made of 

short Egyptian words which in actual pronunciation were reduced to a vowel. The sys

tem is definitely centered on rendering vowels, because all such signs are either purely 

for vowels, or for a consonant linked with a fixed vowel. It is still used rather sparingly, 

mainly to address potential ambiguity in the basic text or to help with obsolete forms. It 

would have been possible to produce a fully alphabetic writing system based on these 

vowel signs plus Demotic signs for the consonants, but that never came about.

Some vestiges of this system can also be found in the funerary manuscript pLeiden 

T 32,75 dating probably to 34 AD.76 It shows four times a group of two short, slanting 

vertical strokes (1, 3 (ter), 8, 25) and once the sign for Lt ‘back’ (1, 23). All cases of the 

two slanting vertical strokes involve a scm^f verbal form with following nominal subject 

and would thus fit with an interpretation as indication of the vowel e. The sign for Lt ‘back’ 

appears above the word cry.wt ‘gates’. This word cry.wt is not itself attested in a vocalized 

form, but its formation can be compared to a group of feminine substantives ending in 

■wt > .yt which have their stressed vowel a > d after the final consonant of the root.77 This 

would fit the interpretation of the sign in question as indication of the vowel o. Overall, 

in this manuscript only very sparing use is made of indications of vowels by this system.

75 For the edition of the text, see Stricker, in: OMRO 31 (1950); idem, in: OMRO 34 (1953); idem, in: 

OMRO 37 (1956) (still of value mainly for the quality of the plates); new study of the composition 

Herbin, Le livre de parcourir I ’eternite.

76 For the question of the date, see the discussion in Quack, in: Verhoeven (ed.), Agyptologische 

,,Binsen“-Weisheiten I-II, 439-441.

77 Osing, Nominalbildung, 166-175.

78 Published by Osing, Hieratische Papyri aus Tebtunis I, 276-296, pl. 29-30; specific discussion of 

the glossing system there 279-283.

The next typological step can be seen in papyrus Berlin P 7809 + 7810 + Louvre A11112 

(fig. 4).78 The text is certainly to be dated to the Roman period, probably to about the end of 

the first or the first half of the second century CE. This papyrus has a much more elaborate 

system of glossing than pCairo CG 58034, and in some cases the glossing also includes 

semantic explanations. However, most of the glosses represent phonetic clarifications.



40 Joachim Friedrich Quack

Fig. 4: Papyrus Berlin P 7809 (section)

With the exception of one single letter - the Greek alpha a (C, 5, 19) - all these glosses 

are based on the Egyptian writing system (some of them are more hieratic than Demotic). 

Some just give the consonantal skeleton, but most are aimed at more fully clarifying the 

pronunciation of the word or at least its most important parts, by fixing also the vowels. 

The system makes use of short words which are, in actual pronunciation, either reduced to 

a purely vocalic remainder, or to a vowel and a consonant79 - in rare cases also to a vowel 

between two consonants.80 As a special point, the presence of a syllabic consonant with 

no vowel should also be noted, as is attested in the use of the prefix of the present I in the 

second person singular masculine Iw.iw^k, corresponding to the pronunciation of this form 

as k in Coptic.81

79 This can be found to some degree in the Demotic orthography in general, see Quack, in: Depauw 

& Broux (eds.), Acts International Conference of Demotists Leuven.

80 The group for mut, see Osing, Hieratische Papyri aus Tebtunis I, 281.

81 Osing, Hieratische Papyri aus Tebtunis I, 280. I beg to differ with his interpretation as far as the 

supposed use of l:ir^k as the prefix of the second tense in C 2,4 is concerned; I would just read the 

word in question as cky ‘sesame’ with simply a dot at the beginning.

Altogether, this could have produced a flourishing system of phonetic clarification of 

traditional Egyptian writing. In some ways it seems structurally comparable to the so-
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Fig- 5: pCarlsberg 180 (section)

called ‘syllabic’ writing of New Kingdom Egypt, which is why I propose to call it ‘late 

syllabic writing’ - only that the vocalic values of the groups used in the Roman period 

are clearer while the status of the ones used in the New Kingdom is still open to debate.82 

However, this potential was rarely fully realized, and in subsequent texts we see such a 

system either mixed up with Greek letters or increasingly being abandoned.

82 The degree of precision concerning the rendering of vowels inherent in the New Kingdom 

‘syllabic’ writing is still much disputed, see critically e.g. Schneider, Asiatische Personennamen, 

360-402; Zeidler, in: Sesto congresso internazionale di Egittologia; more optimistic (but without 

in-depth discussion of the principles) is Hoch, Semitic Words.

83 Osing, Hieratische Papyri aus Tebtunis I, 25-218; discussion of the glosses there 40-64; for the 

date see 37f.

The next important manuscript to be discussed is pCarlsberg 180 + pBerlin P 10465 + 

pBerlin P 14475 + PSI Inv. I 76 (fig. 5).83 It was dated by its editor to the first half or middle 

of the second century CE, a dating which is likely to be essentially correct. This text is partly 



42 Joachim Friedrich Quack

simply an onomasticon listing words grouped according to semantic categories, partly more 

specifically a compilation of religious knowledge. In most discussions about the origins 

of the Coptic writing system, this manuscript has been analyzed only for its ‘Old Coptic’ 

glosses.84 While it does indeed have a good many such glosses, it would seriously distort 

the evidence to reduce it to these. We have to acknowledge that the manuscript preserves 

glosses of several quite different types, and that the ones in Egyptian writing are definitely 

more frequent than those in Greek writing. A first set of glosses gives semantic equivalents 

in Demotic writing, another one direct transcriptions of the word in question into Demotic, 

and finally there is a very substantial amount of glosses where again short Egyptian words 

serve to indicate the pronunciation of the basic words (or parts thereof). The number of 

signs attested is quite a bit higher than in the papyrus Berlin P 7809 + 7810+ Louvre A 

11112, but we have to take into account that the manuscript itself is a lot more substantially 

preserved. So it would be rash to conclude that the system itself was more developed here 

than in the other papyrus, but perhaps the scribe was more ambitious in providing a gloss 

for almost every single word. Again, the sounds covered by this system of glosses are either 

vowels, diphthongs, or combinations of a vowel and a consonant. Likewise, we have again 

consonants in vowelless syllables, here also attested for lw=f and iw=s as writings of the 

prefixes of the third person singular masculine and feminine of the present I.

84 E.g. Bagnall, in: Gabra (ed.), Christianity and Monasticism, 16. Aufrere, in: Bosson & Aufrere 

(eds.), Catalogue de I 'exposition Egyptes, 54f. takes also the Demotic glosses into account, but 1 fail 

to understand why he dates the glosses to the first half of the third century CE - in my opinion they 

are probably almost contemporary with the basic text which should be dated to the second century 

CE, most probably to its first half (which is the main period of the Tebtunis temple library).

85 Edited by Osing, Hieratische Papyri aus Tebtunis I, 259-275; discussion of the glosses there 260.

86 On these additional signs see also Kasser, in: Le Museon 93 (1980), 241-270; idem, in: Atiya (ed.),

The Coptic Encyclopedia 8; idem, in: Immerzeel & van der Vliet (eds.), Coptic Studies, whose 

handling of the Demotic side of the question is unsatisfactory, being done exclusively second

hand, and more especially based on du Bourguet, Grammaire which got well-deserved criticism by 

Demotists (see e.g. Luddeckens, in: Enchoria 7 (1977), 199-204). An in-depth study would need to 

be based on a large sample of genuine facsimiles of Roman period Demotic writings, not on modem 

scholars’ hand-drawn signs.

A few Demotic glosses are also found in pBerlin P 14447 + PSI Inv. I. 78.85 This is 

a manual of religious knowledge coming from Tebtunis. It dates to about the late first or 

early second century CE. The paucity and poor legibility of these glosses makes a closer 

analysis impossible.

Finally, the Demotic magical papyrus BM 10070 + Leiden I 383 contains a number of 

glosses which are probably an offshoot of this ‘syllabic’ tradition; see below.

Greek-based glosses in Egyptian texts

We come now to those Egyptian manuscripts which employ also Greek writing in the 

glosses, normally together with signs derived from Demotic writing which serve to express 

sounds not present in Greek.861 will start with a papyrus I discovered recently in Oxford 

(fig. 6). It is likely to come from Tebtunis and to date to the first or more probably second 

century CE. The text itself is an Osirian recitation text with relatively close parallels in an
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Fig. 6: Papyrus EES Fayum Box 20, 2/1 K (section)

Fig 7: Papyrus EES Oxyrhynchus 3B 4/9 (section)
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inscription from the Osirian roof chapels at Dendara (Dendara X, 282-290). In a very few 

instances, there are glosses above the line. One is just an Egyptian note of an omission, 

but three others are definitely Greek glosses. Two of them clearly make use only of Greek 

writing signs, but they involve words with no ‘special’ sounds. The third one would be 

most interesting because the basic word contains an h, but the gloss is so damaged that 

it is well-nigh impossible to read. My impression is that a sign t derived from Demotic h 

(the tall ‘alphabetic’ form, not the ‘syllabic’ one) is used. As far as the cases can be judged, 

the glossed words are either forms which had dropped out of the spoken language (non- 

periphrastic participle with enclitic pronoun wttsw, pseudo-participle with tz’-ending bs.ti), 

or where sound-shifts had taken place (ihb^k, where the b had changed to m).

Another unpublished papyrus fragment of the Roman period at Oxford, this time 

from Oxyrhynchus, shows one single gloss (3B 4/9; fig. 7). At least Egyptiany is clearly 

attested, probably also g; no other sign of non-Greek derivation would be needed. In still 

another unpublished hieratic manuscript from Oxyrhynchus (fig. 8), there are a few glosses 

safely attesting the additional letter a.

Only in four instances are Greek glosses attested in pCarlsberg 182 + PSI Inv. I 77 

(fig. 9), a hieratic manuscript probably from the first or second century CE87 coming from

87 Osing leaves open the question of the precise date; given that the text is still written with a rush 

(not a reed pen), it is likely to be among the earlier papyri from the temple library context at 

Tebtunis; thus a late first century CE dating might be the best guess.
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Fig. 9: Papyrus Carlsberg 182 (section)
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Fig. 10: Papyrus Demotica II 30

Tebtunis, which contains a collection of religious 

knowledge.88 One of them also contains one sign of 

Demotic derivation, namely 9 (_b). Still, it should be 

noted that in at least one case a gloss to Egyptian hnm 

gives only ham, so the non-Greek sound is omitted in 

the gloss. This is perhaps due not to a reluctance per 

se to write signs of non-Greek derivation, but rather 

in this case the scribe was aiming specifically at giv

ing the vowels, and hence indicated consonants only 

insofar as they were needed to correctly locate the 

vowels. Overall, in relation to the amount of papyrus 

preserved, the use of glosses in this manuscript is ex

tremely rare (and all attested instances occur on one 

single page).

88 Edited by Osing, Hieratische Papyri aus Tebtunis I, 219-258; discussion of the glosses there 220.

89 Spiegelberg, Demotica II, 44-49; see also Erichsen, Eine agyptische Schuliibung, 12; Osing, 

Hieratische Papyri aus Tebtunis I, 52 with note 52; Hoffmann, Agypten. Kultur und Lebenswelt, 

44f. Choat, in: Riggs (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Roman Egypt, 583 strangely claims that this 

papyrus does not use Demotic letters. According to information kindly provided by Friedhelm 

Hoffmann, the papyrus currently cannot be located and has to be considered a probable war loss.

90 The rather high and narrow form of the article p> as well as the ‘squeezed’ form of the c with only 

a tiny amount of space for the curve is similar to the signs used in the Demotic sections of pBM 

10808 and the Oxford fragment belonging to it, as well as to pBM 10588.

91 One might be tempted to read these as an alphabetical list, since in several cases words with 

the same initial sound follow each other. However, it is impossible to match them with the late 

Egyptian alphabetic sequence.

92 Spiegelberg’s remark that the text has g instead of Coptic b (Demotica II, 48) is not to the point 

since these signs serve to render two distinctly different sounds.

Equally the papyrus pBerlin P 14447 + PSI Inv.

I 78, already mentioned above, is relatively restrained as far as ‘Old Coptic’ glosses are 

concerned. The only additional sign derived from Demotic which is certainly attested is y 

(a special paleographical form of 2). Otherwise, at least once Egyptian c is rendered ap

proximately by Greek 0 instead of x. There might also be an instance of c as approxima

tion for s. In a few cases, what is given in ‘Old Coptic’ is not the complete word, but only 

the stressed vowel, or the stressed vowel plus a neighboring consonant.

There is a papyrus fragment of a ‘schoolbook’ which was dated by its editor on paleo

graphical grounds to the first or second century CE and is now in Munich (P. Demotica 

II 30; fig. 10).891 personally am inclined to date it more specifically to the second half of 

the second century CE.90 This papyrus mainly contains personal names,91 and in three cases 

there are glosses written above the line, in one case only for the final part of the word, in two 

others for the whole word. The glosses use Greek letters plus some signs derived from De

motic. The signs 1 for h and g for h are certainly attested.92 There is also another sign which 

serves to render Demotic c (line x+2 and x+5) and which was understood by the editor to be 
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a Greek t, although it looks very different from a clear example of t in this papyrus.93 My 

suspicion is that this is a paleographically somewhat extreme form of r-, hence just an adapta

tion of the Demotic sign for c.94

93 Compare line x+3.

94 Compare the paleographical table of Crum, in: JEA 28 (1942), 21 where some forms of the c 

(especially in the magical papyrus of London and Leiden and the papyrus Mimaut) have shapes 

where the horizontal base line is much longer than the vertical line - except for the missing 

vertical stroke to the left, they are close to the sign-form of the Munich papyrus. That vertical 

stroke is generally omitted in Old Coptic writing, see Kasser, in: Le Museon 93 (1980), 257.

95 Jasnow & Zauzich, The Ancient Egyptian Book ofThot, 305.

96 I would prefer the reading of the Greek as avvr to the aim given in the edition. It should be noted 

that of the parallel manuscripts, B03, 2/17, partially undeciphered in the edition, quite clearly has

97 Aufrere, in: Bosson & Aufrere (eds.), Catalogue de I’exposition Egyptes, 57 claims that this 

papyrus is less sophisticated than the Demotic magical papyrus of London and Leiden, basing 

himself on the lesser number of signs derived from Demotic. But firstly his count has to be 

corrected (he gives six signs for the Tebtunis papyrus, whereas in reality there are eight, even if 

we do not count the single instance of n), and secondly the main point is that the system of the 

Tebtunis papyrus is more homogeneous and mature, while the magical papyrus is in some points 

tentative and more often uses different signs for the same sound.

98 Osing, Hieratische Papyri aus Tebtunis I, 57f.

Given that in this case the Greek letters are used for a Demotic text (while most of the 

cases I am studying involve hieratic manuscripts), it should also be noted that there is one 

single Greek gloss in a very long manuscript of the Ritual for Entering the Chamber of 

Darkness (‘Book ofThot’), namely pLouvre E 10488 + pBerlin P 15499, x+10, 17, dating 

probably to the second century CE.95 There, Demotic cnyt is rendered as avvc.96 No non

Greek sign is needed here for the adequate rendering of the Egyptian word.

Much more elaborate than these texts is the papyrus pCarlsberg 180 + pBerlin P 10465 

+ pBerlin P 14475 + PSI Inv. I 76 from Tebtunis, already mentioned above. The manuscript 

shows a full array of signs of non-Greek origin,97 with q, b, x, a (only for etymological/;), 

a form / derived from Demotic h specifically for h, occasionally a form t derived from De

motic h (the ‘high’ alphabetic form) specifically for h, a form i derived from Demotic h for 

s, and a form derived from Demotic g for k. Exceptionally, even n can be rendered by a De

motic sign (V 5,13). Among the renderings of vowels, it should be noted that the sequence ai 

(written without trema) serves to render simply the vowel e.98 In order to put this manuscript 

m correct perspective, two things should be noted. First, the amount of glosses in Demotic 

writing is definitely larger than with the Old Coptic glosses. And second, in some cases the 

glosses using Greek signs do not cover the whole word but only the stressed vowel. This 

fits in with similar cases in other manuscripts and is probably due to the fact that originally 

Greek glossing of Egyptian texts started as a device for marking the vowels more clearly, 

while their use to render the whole word is a later extension of the system.

There are also remnants of what seems to have been a papyrus with hieroglyphs in 

elaborate layout as well as fairly substantial ‘Old Coptic’ notes, coming from Tebtunis and 

now partly at Copenhagen, partly at Florence. Pending further study, nothing detailed can 

be said about its nature and the system of the ‘Old Coptic’ writing used therein.
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Fig. 11: Ostracon Narmouthis 37

As the next item of evidence, some ostraca 

from Narmouthis need to be considered. The 

whole group of ostraca is to be dated to the late 

second and first half of the third century CE. 

Among them, there are a few with a basic text 

in hieratic and also renderings in Old Coptic (fig. 

11)." In this case, they are not arranged as su- 

pralinear glosses. Rather, short sections or even 

individual words are first written in hieratic, and 

then are followed linearly (in-line) by their Old 

Coptic equivalent. The words that are written 

down in this way are predominantly nouns, with 

a large percentage of divine names.99 100 The reper

toire of non-Greek signs is quite full, comprising 

the non-Greek signs z, x, a;, <i, a sign <, derived 

from Demotic h, and a sign derived from ancient 

g (not k as in Coptic) for The adnexal n (of 

the ‘genitive’) is written in its Demotic form (a 

horizontal stroke) in the only instance where it 

99 Gallo, Ostraca demotici e ieratici, 3-18; see some corrections in the review by Quack, in:

Enchoria 25 (1999). „

100 Many of these were misunderstood by Gallo because he mistook the divine determinative *5“ to 

be a simple stroke.

101 See also Bagnall, in: Gabra (ed.), Christianity and Monasticism, 15f.

102 Spiegelberg, Mythus vom Sonnenauge, 375f.; Hoffmann, Der Kampf urn den Panzer des Inaros, 

28; Serida, A Castration Story, 3.

103 My remarks here are based on an inspection of the unpublished manuscripts made possible by Dirk

Obbink, to whom I would like to extend my thanks. For a more global presentation of the results, 

see Quack, in: Ryholt & Barjamovic (eds.), Problems of Canonicity and Identity Formation.

occurs.101 It should be noted that the sign 2 for h (actually derived from the Demotic form 

of A) serves also to render historic h - that is in accordance with a few attestations in late

Demotic texts, showing that the ancient distinction between h, h and h broke down during 

the second century CE.102

The texts presented so far are relatively special insofar as most are quite specifically 

connected to scholastic topics and consist of lists of words or names rather than a continuous 

text, especially those with more than only occasional glosses. Still, there is now some 

evidence for continuous Old Coptic glosses to Egyptian texts. These are found among the 

unpublished papyri in the Egyptian language coming from Oxyrhynchus.103 * While there are 

a number of small fragments which seem to show intense or complete glossing, only one 

manuscript is sufficiently well preserved to allow a more detailed discussion at the moment 

(fig. 12). The manuscript might date to the second century CE, although I am still reluctant 

to assign too specific dates to the hieratic hands from Oxyrhynchus. It is fully provided with 

supralinear glosses, and these are written from left to right (in the usual Greek way) always 

above short Egyptian text sections marked off by red verse points. Individual words are set
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Fig 12: Papyrus EES Oxyrhynchus 25 3B.58 M (a) (section)

off by black dots. Among signs of non-Greek derivation, the signs for f h/s and h are safely 

attested in their Demotic forms.

The late Demotic magical papyri

The next group to be analyzed are the late Demotic magical papyri. Besides their glosses, 

both partial (mainly vowels) and full,104 they contain a system of ‘alphabetic’ Demotic 

which is used for rendering quite accurately invocation passages of non-Egyptian origin, 

including the vowels105 - although it does not differentiate between 6 and b and between 

e and e.106 Besides, some of these papyri have cipher writing which is used especially for

•04 For the glosses and ‘Old Coptic’ in the Demotic magical papyri, see Dieleman, Priests, Tongues 

and Rites, 69-80.

105 Normally, vowel indication in Demotic writing is rather limited, but there are some manuscripts that 

make a somewhat greater use of it (in writing Egyptian words), especially the Leiden manuscript of 

the Myth of the Eye of the Sun, see Spiegelberg, Mythus vom Sonnenauge, 368-375.

106 For the correspondences of signs and sounds, see Quack, in: Schneider (ed.), Das Agyptische, 433.
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Fig. 13: Papyrus Louvre E 3229 verso (section)

key ingredients and some not-so-legal consequences of the practices, so it certainly has 

to do with secrecy. The signs used in the cipher writing express one sound each - which 

means that it also writes out the vowels, although there is more than one sign for some of 

the sounds. Since the manuscripts show substantial differences, I will present them indi

vidually and see if any clear development of the system can be traced.

Dating to about the late second or early third century CE is the magical papyrus Louvre 

E 3229.107 This is mainly written in Demotic, but some sections use a substantial number 

of hieratic writings (sometimes concomitant with relics of the earlier Egyptian language). 

Greek glosses are used, but only in a few places, and only for non-Egyptian deities invoked 

(2/7. 21 and 22; 6/9. 10; vs. 9).108 The glosses are written from left to right according to the 

Greek norm. There are a few cases of alphabetic Demotic writing for foreign names in the 

invocations; most of these are without glosses, which means that the scribes sufficiently 

trusted the capacity of this writing system to render the sound exactly. In one single case, 

cipher writing is attested. In a few instances on the verso (which was written by a different 

scribe than the recto), also Greek vowels are directly incorporated into Demotic alphabetic 

writing, again only for non-Egyptian deities (vs. 9. 10; fig. 13). This hints at the possibility 

of an alphabetic system using mainly Demotic mono-consonantal signs plus Greek signs 

only for the vowels. Such a system is later actually used for Syriac (Aramaic) texts if they 

are voweled according to the Jacobite (West-Syriac) system. The consonants are Semitic;

107 Johnson, in: Enchoria 1 (1977). The date ‘third or fourth century’ given by Satzinger, in: Atiya 

(ed.), The Coptic Encyclopedia 8, 170 is definitely too late.

108 The damaged Greek gloss in 3, 27 is more likely to be the Greek-language equivalent of an 

Egyptian word than its phonetic rendering, which would not fit at all.
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Fig- 14: Papyrus Leiden I 384 vs. (section)

the vowel-diacritics are small Greek vowel letters written over or under the consonant.109 

This would have been functional; but in Coptic it never came about.

109 Noldecke, Kurzgefafite Syrische Grammatik, 8.

HO Johnson, in: OMRO 56 (1975). The recto contains an Egyptian religious text written in Demotic, 

namely the ‘Myth of the Eye of the Sun’; see for editions Spiegelberg, Mythus vom Sonnenauge; 

de Cenival, Le mythe de I ’ceil du soled', see the overview with additional literature in Quack, 

Einfuhrung in die altagyptische Literaturgeschichte 111, 160—172 and the German translation in 

Hoffmann & Quack, Anthologie der demotischen Literatur, 194-229 and 356-361.

1 * 1 For the problem posed by the incorporation of hieratic signs and words in Demotic magical 

papyri, see Quack, in: Lembke, Minas-Nerpel & Pfeiffer (eds.), Tradition and Transformation,

There are Demotic sections among the magical spells on the verso of pLeiden I 384,110 

Partially incorporating hieratic signs."* 1 In one place, a word is written in cipher; it is only 
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incompletely preserved. The text shows a fully functional system of‘alphabetic’ Demotic 

in use for non-Egyptian invocations, and this is combined with Greek supralinear glosses 

(fig. 14).* 112 Where the glosses are first used, in the first two lines of the text, they consist 

of Greek letters placed immediately above the corresponding Demotic sign, written from 

right to left (as in the Demotic writing) and incomplete, covering only parts of the words, 

with a preference for the vowels. The next two lines show complete glossing, with the 

gloss immediately above the corresponding Demotic sign, and still written from right to 

left. For the remainder of the text, the glosses are again above the corresponding words, 

but are now written from left to right, as in ordinary Greek writing. In a few cases, we 

also have Greek writing already as the basic form; all instances are written in the normal 

direction. Since only non-Egyptian invocation words are glossed, the glosses do not in

clude any signs having a Demotic derivation, which makes it problematic to speak of ‘Old 

Coptic’"3 when designating this writing system. Here we can clearly envision the scribe 

in the process of making up the system on the spot.114 At first, he glosses only the parts he 

deems most difficult, but soon realizes that it will be more convenient to have fully glossed 

words. Having done this, he realizes that full Greek glosses written against the normal 

direction of Greek writing are a potential source of confusion, so he switches the direction.

321-324. The suspicion raised there that those sections often go back to earlier prototypes can 

now be further bolstered by the fact that for the invocation to Imhotep preserved in column 

1* of Leiden I 384 vs., there are actual parallels in a late hieratic manuscript now in Brooklyn 

(47.218.47 vs.) dating probably to the 26th dynasty.

112 For the changing system of the glosses, see Johnson, in: OMRO 56 (1975), 48-51.

113 As was done by Johnson, in: OMRO 56 (1975), 48-53.

114 Johnson, in: OMRO 56 (1975), 49.

115 Griffith & Thompson, Demotic Magical Papyrus.

116 For the date see Dieleman, Priests, Tongues and Rites, 41 -44.

117 See Griffith & Thompson, Demotic Magical Papyrus, volume III, 106-112.

118 See e.g. Quack, in: Faits de Langues 27/2, 208f.

119 Thus Griffith & Thompson, Demotic Magical Papyrus, volume III, 108, and more nuanced 

(correctly distinguishing two separate stages of the evolution) Dieleman, Priests, Tongues and 

Rites, 88-91.

Written probably by the same scribe is the large manuscript pLeiden 1383 + BM 10070 

(fig. 15),115 dated to about the end of the second or the beginning of the third century CE.116 

This is the only manuscript known where enough cipher entries are preserved to make a 

detailed study meaningful.117 At least some of the signs used in the cipher look like the 

relevant Greek letters but rotated 90 or 180 degrees. For those sounds not present in Greek, 

there are special signs which correspond quite directly to the Demotic signs for these 

sounds; specifically attested are s, h,f probably h, and Demotic g for It!. One sign, namely 

that for d, corresponds to what comes from the ‘syllabic’ tradition but is also used in the 

Old Coptic writing system of papyrus Schmidt (see below). The finer points of vocalization 

present some problems.118 Given that the basic (Greek) letters are intentionally distorted 

or have completely new forms, while the specifically Egyptian sounds are simply the 

Demotic signs with no additional disguise, it is likely that the system evolved originally in 

a Greek-writing community and was only secondarily adapted to the Egyptian language.119 

The fact that the writing direction is from left to right also supports this conclusion.
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Fig. 15: Papyrus Leiden I 383 (section)

The papyrus also has a great many glosses.120 121 These include signs not belonging to the 

Greek alphabet, so there is some justification in calling them ‘Old Coptic’. However, the 

situation is more complicated because these glosses are far from being homogeneous.11 

First of all, there are glosses to indigenous Egyptian words as well as to foreign ones, and 

in these glosses to non-Egyptian words, the Demotic writing (normally ‘alphabetic ) is 

really secondary to the Greek spelling as attested in the gloss. It can even happen that an 

original Egyptian expression was first rendered into Greek without any signs having a De

120 An index of the glosses is provided in Griffith & Thompson, Demotic Magical Papyrus, volume 

HI, 113-136.

121 In at least one case (Gloss 140), the gloss is not even a phonetic rendering of the basic text but a 

textual variant (ey ‘they will’ as plural instead of the i:ir~k ‘you will of the basic text in 9, 24).
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motic derivation, and that this imperfect Greek rendering was in turn the source of a new 

Demotic writing no longer taking into account its origin.122 Exceptionally, we even have 

hieratic glosses to a Demotic text (27, 8).

122 Quack, in: T. Schneider (ed.), Das Agyptische.

123 See the list in Quack, in: T. Schneider (ed.), Das Agyptische, 434f.

124 Probably because all Greek words beginning with v have a spiritus asper. The proposal of Kasser 

(in: Atiya (ed.), The Coptic Encyclopedia 8, 43f.) that this is a form going back to Demotic h has 

few merits.

125 From this, it should not be concluded that one single djed-pillar has the value of t, contrary to 

Kasser, in: Le Museon 93 (1980), 256.

126 Bell, Nock & Thompson, Magical Texts', substantially improved translation of most of the 

Demotic passages in Quack, in: TUAT NF A, 356-359. The text has been dated to the end of the 

third century on the basis of the paleography of the Greek parts (Bell, Nock & Thompson, Magical 

Texts, 5f.), but I suspect the Demotic section to be somewhat earlier.

127 Col. II, 1. 3 we have [...] gut tamg [...] which is certainly [ci.t/my wnj ir.f=i ci.t cm [...] ‘[in]struct 

me, let know [...]’. See Ritner, in: Enchoria 14 (1986), 95.

128 Col. II, 1. 7 [op]ea>i5AYK<D, well known from Greek magical papyri.

Furthermore, there are some cases where short Egyptian words serve for rendering 

sequences of vowels and consonants.123 This system is probably in the tradition of the Tate 

syllabic’ writing discussed above.

Among the genuinely ‘Old Coptic’ glosses, we have the special signs for 9 (j>), 3 (the 

more abbreviated form instead of cp), t (a very Demotic form of x), 1 (gloss 544), rarely <, 

(Demotic A; gloss 551, 552), one Demotic sign /> derived from h for h, one Demotic sign 2. 

derived from k for Egyptian k (exceptionally, a different special sign ff is used (415, prob

ably from the word k>r ‘chapel’)). In many instances h is indicated by Greek u;124 but the 

Demotic sign for A also turns up (19, 195,213,230,450,494, 531,553, 554), and is used for 

etymological h as well as h. Greek k can be used for k (229); also 2 is attested (344 for old 

h). Occasionally, h/h can be left unexpressed even in Egyptian words (e.g. gloss 43 which is 

xpxei while xapxci would be more correct; 409 per instead of ?.per(o)), as can be h (gloss 

399 npAT instead of ri.bpx-r). A sign hi- first used in the Tate syllabic writing’ often shows up 

for 0 (264,277,309,311,318,320,321,323,388,404,449,483,492,497,550),  while there 

is no differentiation between Greek o and to in the ‘alphabetic’ Demotic - which probably 

shows that the two different o-sounds of the Greek language had coalesced and the scribe 

wanted to express this difference in the Egyptian language, where it still mattered. There 

are a few ‘playful’ writings, especially 2, 13 (Gloss 384 and 481), where the sequence tat is 

rendered in the gloss by two djed-pillars with a Greek a in between.125

Papyrus BM 10588 is a multilingual magical scroll dating to perhaps the early or 

mid-third century CE.126 On the recto, most of the passages are in the Demotic language 

and writing, sometimes incorporating hieratic groups. One spell (col. II) has sections in it 

which are not written as glosses, but directly integrated into the text. At least some of them 

are actually renderings of the Egyptian language,127 while another passage gives a non

Egyptian magical name.128 No writing sign of Demotic derivation is attested, but in the 

very short passage which definitely is in the Egyptian language, none is actually needed.

In another case (col. Ill, 14—16), Greek botanical terms are given in Greek writing. 

Quite instructive is one passage in a Demotic incantation, where the names of deities 
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invoked are given (col. V, 6). The first four are in Greek writing. At least three of them 

evidently go back to Egyptian deities, but are distorted by the addition of an ending x129 

which could hardly be expressed in a traditional writing of the name in Egyptian, so it 

makes sense to use Greek writing. The final three are animal names in Demotic, and no 

special writing is used. One spell on the verso incorporates a few (rather unclear) words 

in Greek writing into a running Demotic text (vs. col. I, 5 and 14f.), another one has a 

section written in Greek letters (vs. col. II, 1-7). As far as can be judged, the passages in 

question, or at least parts of them, are in the Greek language. They keep their usual writing 

direction, and the incorporation of Greek words in Greek writing (including the direction) 

into a running Demotic text can now be compared with the Narmouthis ostraca.130 Other 

sections on the verso are entirely in the Greek language and writing.

129 Quack, in: TUATNF4, 357.

130 There is also an unpublished magical spell from Oxyrhynchus which is basically written in 

Demotic Egyptian (incorporating some rather hieratic groups) but having at least two lines with 

magical words written in Greek script.

131 See the remarks by Satzinger, in: Nagel (ed.), Graeco-Coptica; overview by Satzinger, in: Atiya (ed.). 

The Coptic Encyclopedia 8; Bosson, in: Bosson & Aufrere (eds.), Catalogue de I 'exposition Egyptes, 

esp. 72-74. See also Vycichl, Vocalisation, 26-30 (omitting most of the more recent research).

132 Thus, e.g. Quaegebeur, in: OLP 13 (1982), 125-136.

133 Goyon, in: Abry (ed.), Les tablettes astrologiques, 68 and 76. For a more detailed analysis of the 

decan names of these tablets, see Quack, Beitrage zu den dgyptischen Dekanen.

Summing up, this papyrus does not use cipher, nor ‘alphabetic’ Demotic, nor glosses at 

all. If non-Egyptian passages are to be incorporated into the Demotic text, it is by means of 

setting them in Greek writing into the main text. At least tiny parts can be considered ‘Old 

Coptic’, but nothing can be said concerning its system for the non-Greek sounds.

Complete texts written only in Greek letters plus signs derived from 

Demotic

Introductory Remarks

Now I come to texts in which we no longer are dealing just with glosses, but where this 

newly created system of Greek letters plus some additional signs derived from Demotic is 

the only one which is used, and has to succeed in conveying its message on its own. That 

means, basically, that we have come to what is conventionally dubbed ‘Old Coptic’ in its 

core meaning.131

It should be stressed that the term ‘Old Coptic’ must be reserved for texts which make 

a deliberate effort to go beyond the limits of the normal Greek alphabet in rendering the 

sounds of the Egyptian language.132 This has not always been observed correctly by modem 

scholars. For example, there are two ivory diptycha from Grand in Northern France which 

show astral figures, including the Egyptian decans, and for these the Egyptian names 

are given in Greek letters. In a study by an Egyptologist, this was argued to be ‘Old 

Coptic’.133 Since not a single writing sign of non-Greek derivation is used in the writing 

on these diptycha, and the specifically Egyptian sounds are rendered approximately by the 
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nearest Greek equivalent, such a classification is obviously inappropriate. They are simply 

renderings of Egyptian words in Greek.

On the other hand, we have to ask if ‘Old Coptic’ is to be understood as a graphic or as 

a linguistic category. If we take it as a graphic category, the differentiation from Demotic 

is easy, but the differentiation from Coptic requires some definition. In such a perspective, 

a ‘Coptic’ text in the larger sense would be something written by means of the Greek 

alphabet plus additional signs derived from Demotic for those sounds which cannot be 

appropriately rendered in Greek. The difference between ‘Old Coptic’ and ‘normal’ Coptic 

is, then, that the additional signs of Old Coptic texts are either fundamentally different 

from those of normal Coptic (i.e. are derived from different Demotic signs) - often also 

less standardized - or are significantly different from the normal Coptic forms in their 

shape. I will come back to this final point later.

If, however, we try a linguistic definition, we face the problem that there is not a sharp 

break but rather a relatively continuous development, and late Demotic is certainly in the 

process of evolving into Coptic.134 It has been stated, especially by Satzinger, that Old 

Coptic is basically Coptic but with pre-Coptic traits - at varying frequency, depending 

on the text.135 Still, Old Coptic texts are claimed by him to be linguistically different from 

Demotic.136

134 Quack, in: Faits de Langues 27/2. Quaegebeur, in: OLP 13 (1982), 127 still follows the outdated 

opinion that Coptic derived directly from Late Egyptian and not from Demotic, as does McBride, 

in: JSSEA 19(1989), 94.

135 Satzinger, in: Nagel (ed.), Graeco-Coptica, 137; similarly idem, in: Atiya (ed.), The Coptic Ency

clopedia 8, 175.

136 Satzinger, in: Nagel (ed.), Graeco-Coptica, 143 note 23 claims that no late Demotic text shows 

the real spoken language in the way it is assumed for the early Coptic texts. However, on the one 

hand he did not yet know the Narmouthis ostraca; on the other hand, he has misdated the Demotic 

magical papyrus by about a century (III/IV instead of the correct 1I/III CE; for the question of the 

date of the main manuscripts see Dieleman, Priests, Tongues and Rites, 41-44); and he does not 

realize that the supposedly frequent use of non-periphrastic verbal forms which he sees as a feature 

distinguishing between Demotic and Coptic is already strongly on the decline in late Demotic, see 

Quack, in: Faits de Langues 27/2, 196-211.

137 See Kasser, in: Le Museon 93 (1980), 70, who claims that Old Coptic is Demotic (and, exceptionally, 

Late Egyptian) rendered in Old Coptic writing; in a more complicated way idem, in: Immerzeel & 

van der Vliet (eds.), Coptic Studies, 78, defines ‘early Old Coptic’ texts as having a syntax clearly 

based on Pharaonic Egyptian, as opposed to ‘late Old Coptic’ which economizes on the use of De

motic signs and has a syntax which is generally Pharaonic but with occasional Coptic features (I 

personally doubt that ‘Pharaonic’ is a good term). Peust, Egyptian Phonology, 28 claims that ‘the 

language of most Old Coptic texts seems to be identical to Demotic’. Also Roccati, in: Johnson 

(ed.), Life in a Multi-cultural Society, 292f., stresses the similarity between Late Demotic and Early 

Coptic and considers Old Coptic to be a transcription of a Demotic text (although 1 have to disagree 

with some of his basic assumptions - Demotic, at least during the Roman period, is not geographi

cally unitary. I would also say that it is possible to specify linguistic criteria to distinguish between

In my opinion, we have to pose the question more sharply, and also with an inverted 

point of reference: To what degree are we justified in saying that the graphically ‘Old 

Coptic’ texts are linguistically non-Demotic, i.e. contain features of language which are 

younger than anything which is possible in Demotic texts?137 For most (not all) of them, 



How the Coptic Script Came About 57

an unbiased look at the evidence shows, in my opinion, that they have at least a tew 

pre-Coptic features of the language, but none which are clearly post-Demotic. This will 

be more profitably discussed below on a case-by-case basis. Only one global point is 

worth taking up immediately: the almost complete absence of Greek loanwords in Old 

Coptic texts, which has often been noted.138 That would indeed by a rather archaic (or 

even consciously archaizing) feature,139 140 going even beyond the state of late Demotic — 

although below we will have the occasion to nuance this point.

Demotic and Coptic, even if the separation resulting from them is likely not to correspond exactly 

to the differentiation of the writing systems). Also Bosson, in: Bosson & Aufrere (eds.), Catalogue 

de I’exposition Egyptes, 73 thinks that the graphic system distinguishes between Demotic and Old- 

Coptic texts while the syntax distinguishes between Old Coptic and Coptic.

'38 E.g. Satzinger, in: Atiya (ed.), The Coptic Encyclopedia 8, 174; Bosson, in: Bosson & Aufrere 

(eds.), Catalogue de I’exposition Egyptes, Ti; Bagnall, in: Gabra (ed.), Christianity and 

Monasticism, 14.

139 For the relative scarcity of Greek loanwords in Demotic texts see Clarysse, in: Vleeming (cd.), 

Aspects of Demotic Lexicography (with additions in Vittmann, in: Clarysse, Schoors & Willems 

(eds.), Egyptian Religion, 1239 note 53; Vandorpe & Clarysse, in: Verhoogt, & Vleeming (ed.), 

The Two Faces of Graeco-Roman Egypt', Clarysse, in: Vleeming (ed.), Aspects of Demotic 

Orthography); see also Feder, in: Schneider (ed.), Das Agyptische.

140 For the Demotic magical papyrus of London and Leiden, Griffith and Thompson list 64 Greek 

loanwords, not including names in the invocations (volume III, 102-104), and among these latter 

names there are clear Greek words which are likely still to have been understood as such (e.g. Nr. 

70, 292, 295, 296). There are even mixed Greek-Egyptian expressions (like Gloss 62, see Quack, 

in: Schneider (ed.), Das Agyptische, 468) of which it is doubtful to what degree they were still 

understood by the actual user of the manuscript. Also the medical papyrus Vienna D 6257 shows 

a substantial number of Greek loan-words (especially drug names), see Hoffmann, in: Imhausen 

& Pommerening (eds.), Writings of Early Scholars, 211. The Narmouthis ostraca often labeled 

‘bilingual’ are in many cases rather to be analyzed as containing Greek loanwords (kept m their 

original writing system), see Quack, in: Enchoria 30 (2006/2007), 176f. See also Thissen, in: BiOr 

66 (2009), col. 233f.

141 Thus already Griffith, in: ZAS 39 (1901); more recently Satzinger, in: Atiya (ed.), The Coptic 

Encyclopedia 8, 172-174.

•42 For example, the form uh (instead of mu) for ‘together with’ in the Papyrus Schmidt is not a 

non(-pre)-Sai'dic feature, but simply ancient; equally 1 suspect the forms nay and cnay in the Old 

Goptic Horoscope not to be non(-pre)-Akhmimic.

There have been efforts to link individual Old Coptic texts specifically to particular 

Coptic dialects (or to analyze them as mixing traits of different dialects).141 These have 

not been particularly successful, and that is probably because it is a basic methodological 

fault to simply appeal to what a few centuries later have become the main dialectal 

differentiations. We should reckon with the fact that some of the features which distinguish 

between the Coptic dialects are fairly recent innovations, so a text one or two centuries 

earlier can easily show something which in synchronic perspective might look like an 

admixture of a different dialect but is simply something which was quite normal in the 

historical predecessors of many or all ofthe dialects.142 In any case, it should be obvious that 

the Old Coptic texts represent several different dialects, so that it cannot be recommended 

to group them together under a single unitary sign 0 in a dictionary.
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Specific Examples

An important document is the Papyrus Schmidt (fig. 16) which has now unfortunately been 

lost.143 The text is a Tetter to a god’ where a human being complains about misbehavior by 

another person, addressing his complaint however to a god instead of a human judge. This 

textual genre is well attested in Egypt, especially from the Late and Ptolemaic period.144 

Paleographically, the Schmidt papyrus has been dated by its editor to about 100 CE, 

although this date has recently been called into question.145 The particular deity invoked 

(Osiris of Heseret) points to a provenance in the region around Ashmunein. Satzinger 

classifies the text in his edition as linguistically ‘Old Coptic’. I beg to differ from that. I fail 

to see upon what facts Satzinger146 bases his judgment that the language is less formal than 

that of contemporary Demotic texts.147 There is no single linguistic trait which sets the text 

apart from Demotic, and there are some, especially the relative forms epxei ‘what I have 

done’ and ci>a<i ‘what he has done’, which are typical for Demotic, while hardly or not at 

all attested for Coptic.148 Among the writing signs, we encounter a complete system where 

each non-Greek sound is rendered with a sign derived from Demotic. Graphically, the 

signs still distinguish in an etymologically correct way between Egyptian h (/) and h (?), 

although it is likely that the phonetic differentiation of those two sounds had broken down

143 Satzinger, in: JARCE 12 (1975); Richter, in: JEA 88 (2002), 247-250. For the provenance, see 

now Roquet, in: Collombert, Lefevre, Polis & Winand (eds.), Acreperennius.

144 Migahid, Demotische Briefe an Gotter, Depauw, The Demotic Letter, 307-313; Endreffy, in: El- 

Sharkawy (ed.), The Horizon.

145 Richter, in: JEA 88 (2002), 249f. 1 do not think that the linguistic closeness to Saidic (as far as 

vocalism is concerned) can serve as an argument for a late dating. The text, which for internal 

reasons is likely to come from the region around Ashmunein, provides an important argument for 

situating the original area of the Saidic dialect around there in Middle Egypt, but then similarities 

with that dialect are a function of place, not of time. The careful and correct distinction between h 

and h rather points to a relatively old age for the text.

146 Satzinger, in: JARCE 12 (1975), 50 note 84.

147 See also the remarks by Richter, in: JEA 88 (2002), 248 note 13. It should be noted that the word 

Axs-piiN which he judges as being attested only in Coptic is actually already attested in Demotic 

and, according to its phonetic form, has to be considered a pre-late-period loan, see Zauzich, in: Fs 

Papyrussammlung, 172 note 50; Quack, in: Burtea, Tropper & Younansardaroud (eds.), Fs Voigt, 

309; the post-negation ln/\u is as obligatory in Demotic as it is in Coptic (here Richter falls victim 

to erroneous evaluations by Spiegelberg, Demotische Grammatik, § 475). The use of nxjcoic ‘my 

lord’ in the invocation (where Demotic would normally have ply^y nb) might be phraseologically 

different, but the word cis as such is well attested in pre-Coptic Egyptian; I know it in parallelism 

to nb in the Demotic praise of Isis in pCarlsberg 652 vs. (second century CE); and in the graffiti 

Dakke 31,6 as well as Philae 120, 8f. (third century CE) and Philae 416, 5 (dated 253 CE), p>y=n 

cis is used where older Demotic would use ply^n nb; Dakke 30, 8, Philae 301, 5 (255/56 CE) and 

Philae 421, 13 use the plural n>y-n csyl.w; Philae 411,5 has nl.w csyl.w for ‘my lords’. Simple pl 

csy for ‘the lord’ is attested in Philae 44 (141/42 CE) and 267 (153/54 CE).

148 For a possible fossilized case in Coptic, see Gardiner, Some Aspects of the Egyptian Language, 

23 note 10 (the evidence from the ‘Old Coptic’ forms shows that his concern about the phonetic 

reduction of the form is unnecessary), building upon the analysis by Bohlig, in: ZAS 72 (1936). 

Still it has to be stressed that the interpretation is problematic, given the different quality of the 

stressed vowel.
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c: ‘ *•£: * X'H y T'fX'-ri ^Avxxe
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• . ” ''A-Xy fA XI AaA oxj /

orqr •

A^C’; ^jy i ?o r;J

Y tW: ^MOrTA^fOYdpeTl^J^

M Mt? > -f-f-e JwJAOT? rk tv:

H^'f: > .4-.OY-; fiTvsy'^JA

Fig- 16: Papyrus Schmidt

by the Roman period.149 i- for x. shows a very Demotic shape. The s-sign has a peculiar, 

quite unparalleled shape / in this papyrus.150 Also the sign for k is noticeable for its shape 

A‘i't might be a very aberrant form of Demotic g.'5' For 6, the text more often writes a 

-- - - -

149 Still, we should consider the option that the distinction was kept operative longer in some areas.

150 For a proposal to interpret it as the Demotic sign for 100, see Richter, in: JEA 88 (2002), 249.

151 Kasser, in: Le Museon 93 (1980), 265 (whose proposal p. 244 that a.om (1. 7) might stand for 

<s'am ‘bull’ is excluded by the context); idem, in: Atiya (ed.), The Coptic Encyclopedia 8, 45 and 

Richter, in: JEA 88 (2002), 248 have proposed to derive it from the Demotic form of k, but that 

•s paleographically far from cogent, and phonetically excluded because Demotic alphabetic k 

serves exclusively to write a K-sound which did not evolve into E, see Quack, in: Schneider (ed.), 

Das Agyptische, 440; idem, in: Burtea, Tropper, Younansardaroud (eds.), Fs Voigt, 324; idem, in: 

Depauw & Broux (eds.), Acts International Conference of Demotists Leuven, 230-232.
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Demotic group, which comes from the ‘late syllabic’ tradition,152 only once using Greek 

(o (indeed, it can be asked whether cd in the text really stands for d and not simply o).153

152 It is surprising that Kasser, in: Le Museon 93 (1980), 256 considers the origin of this sign obscure 

(and even proposes to derive it from Demotic iw) when it so obviously goes back to Egyptian 

used for writing ii.t ‘back’ (Coptic o>). See for the use of this sign Osing, Hieratische Papyri aus 

Tebtunis I, 49; Quack, in: Schneider (ed.), Das Agyptische, 436.

153 The only case where the sign <i> is actually used in the text is the place-name zxcpco (1. 3); and if 

the ancient form of that name is really simply Hsr.t (without additional weak consonant before the 

ending), it should be o, not a> in standard Coptic.

154 Cerny, Kahle & Parker, in: JEA 43 (1957).

155 Studied by Neugebauer & van Hoesen, Greek Horoscopes, 28-38. For the text as a whole, see the 

remarks in Bartyn, Power and Knowledge, 86-90.

156 For the understanding of xc see Quack, in: Takacs (ed.), Egyptian and Semito-Hamitic (Afro- 

Asiatic) Studies, 118. It should be noted that in lines 128 and 150 (and similarly also in the damaged 

passages in lines 136 and 137) xpeoy is more likely to be the relative form l:iri~w ‘which they 

did’ than the particle xpuy ‘perhaps’ with which it is identified without further commentary in 

the edition (it should be stressed that similar Demotic astrological treatises never make use of the 

word crw ‘maybe’; if there are multiple possible options, they say wn n> nti ‘there are those who 

...’). It should likewise be noted that rixnp a>xei in line 151 means ‘one with good fate’ (nfr-sly, 

for the expression see Quaegebeur, Le dieu egyptien Sha'i, 217-221, who lists personal names 

whose vocalization fits perfectly with my proposal; Quack, in: Enchorial (2014/2015), 109 with 

note 24), rather than ‘new profit’ as it was understood (without commentary) in the edition.

157 Used regardless of etymology for ancient h as well as h; it should be remarked that this is a 

paleographical variant of Demotic h, not a sign with a historical origin different from z. Kasser. 

in: Le Museon 93 (1980), 267f.; idem, in: Le Museon 116 (2003), 294 with note 52, has not 

sufficiently understood the historical difference from o which is an inverted form of & (which 

derives from Demotic h).

158 This is an important feature linking the text to the Akhmimic dialect; it should be noted that the 

coalescence of s and (most cases of) h is otherwise already complete in Roman period Demotic 

(it is even complete in pBM 10070 + pLeiden I 383 which comes from Thebes, an area normally 

associated with the Akhmimic dialect). In any case, the correctly made distinction between h/h and 

h in all Old Coptic texts which still use both signs (and even more so the abandonment of a specific 

sign for h in some texts) shows that the position of Kahle, Bala 'izah, 253, according to which their 

distinction was not due to a real difference in pronunciation but probably to conservatism, cannot 

be upheld.

A rather well-known text is the so-called ‘Old Coptic Horoscope’.154 It is transmitted 

in pLondon 98 and contains a horoscope for somebody bom in 95 CE. This gives at least 

an approximate date for the text, although we should not be too sure that it was drawn up 

immediately after the birth of the child. The horoscope itself is in Greek;155 but there are 

also rather fully developed sections more in the style of a manual, and of these, most are 

written in Old Coptic, with only the section headings in Greek. Linguistically, the text 

is Demotic, not Coptic, as shown especially by the use of the possessive expression xc 

‘belonging to’ and relative forms like xpeoy ‘what they did’.156

The graphic system of this text appears to be complete. It has very Demotic-looking 

sign-forms for 3 (u>), > (a),157 z (m) and 9 (b), plus one sign & corresponding to Demotic h 

and used only in etymologically correct positions;158 in one case the Demotic sign for m is 

used in the group for riccDoy ‘after them’ (which historically derives from m-shw and is 
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still, in Demotic, written with an abbreviated form of m within a historical group, not with 

alphabetic n). There is no Demotic-derived sign for k (later <y); rather, the text seems to 

use Greek k almost exclusively159 for that sound, while making use of a Demotic-derived 

sign >_ (old k) for actual A:.160 This means that the text is similar in usage to the Glosses in 

the magical papyrus of London and Leiden as well as to the Coptic papyrus Bodmer VI, to 

which I will turn later.161 Besides, for syllabic n, it is not the Greek letter but a sign derived 

from Demotic n that is used; this also relates it to pBodmer VI.162 Furthermore, there is one 

sign going back to the Demotic form of in and probably used with the fixed value of an; 

this last one was also used in the system of ‘Late syllabic writing’ discussed above. Thus 

we can see how the writing still harkens back to Demotic, but also that by about 100 CE at 

the latest, a system was fully established which could render the Egyptian language with 

Greek letters plus a few additional signs. It should also be stressed that the hand of this 

papyrus is very sure and accomplished, certainly belonging to somebody who was well at 

home in this writing system.

159 Kasser, in: JEA 49 (1963), 159 assumes that in most case k is used for k, and idem, in: Le Museon 

93 (1980), 249 thinks there are some cases where k is used for k, but 1 do not see on which words 

he has based his judgment, kiko (1. 131) is more likely to be for bygy ‘to founder’ (lki<cc) than for 

B6K6 ‘wage’, ko) (1. 171) is doubtful in reading as well as meaning in the context; it might be for 

wen. That leaves only the second person k (attested as prefix of the present I), and for this also in 

Demotic a ‘historical’ writing is usual, see Quack, in: Depauw & Broux (eds.), Acts International 

Conference of Demotists Leuven, 231.

160 The sign in question occurs in line 149 (twice) and 151, to be understood there as kcdz ‘envy’; in 

line 153, to be understood as kaaom ‘to rob him’; in line 175, to be understood as utuka- ‘and 

he will put’. In the edition, the sign was misunderstood as standing for z and indicating ancient 

Egyptian z (even though that sound had coalesced with s more than two thousand years before the 

writing of this papyrus); this is still accepted by Satzinger, in: Atiya (ed.), The Coptic Encyclopedia 

8, 171, despite the fact that Kasser, in: JEA 49 (1963), 159 has pointed out the correct solution.

161 The long discussion about the writing of the velars by Kasser, in: Le Museon 93 (1980), 244-255 

is largely in need of being redone. I will only sketch the most important details. In Demotic, as 

I have shown, we already have a binary opposition of the velars equivalent to that in Coptic, not 

the tripartite one of older Egyptian (see Quack, in: Burtea, Tropper & Younansardaroud (eds.), 

Fs Voigt, 323f.; idem, in: Depauw & Broux (eds.), Acts International Conference of Demotists 

Leuven, 230-232). In southern Upper Egypt, the local pronunciation of Greek k had shifted 

completely to k whereas in the more northern parts of Egypt this shift tended to occur only before 

high vowels (see Quack, in: Schneider (ed.), Das Agyptische, 440). This means that the writing 

sign k was, in the Roman period, firmly associated with k for the Egyptians of southern Upper 

Egypt (which meant that they had to resort to a Demotic-derived sign for k); whereas for the more 

northern regions, Greek k could be used for/: unproblematically, but a Demotic-derived sign was 

needed for k. Ultimately, the dominance of the Saidic dialect and writing system imposed the 

‘standard’ usage for writing the velars in the Thebais where, however, ‘errors’ remained relatively 

frequent. Papyrus Bodmer VI is a relic from the early orthographic traditions of the Thebais.

162 For relations between the writing systems of these two texts, see already Kasser, in: JEA 49 (1963).

In order to set this into perspective, however, it should be mentioned that the ‘Greek’ 

parts at the beginning of the text contain some renderings of Egyptian names, specifically 

the decans as lords of ten degrees of the zodiac. For their rendering, we have some signs 

having a Demotic derivation, namely the form t- (for x.) and the form > for glottal stop, 



62 Joachim Friedrich Quack

the last one otherwise only attested similarly in pBM 10808 (see below). But it also has 

to be remarked that the sign i- (for at) is once used for the sound sequence st; that h is 

rendered thrice by Greek %, only once by 9; and that the sequence of p and h is given as 

Greek <p, while simple h seems to be left unwritten once, ft is rather surprising that what 

is clearly a quite inferior system for rendering the Egyptian sounds should have been used 

here in comparison to the ‘Old Coptic’ section of the same papyrus. This might have to do 

with the available manual for the Egyptian decan names, especially since there are some 

indications that the names reached the writer of this papyrus in an already garbled state.163

163 A more detailed discussion will be given in Quack, Beitrdge zu den agyptischen Dekanen.

164 See Neugebauer & van Hoesen, Greek Horoscopes, 21-28.

165 Worrel, in: AJSL 58 (1941); new edition in Quack, in: Ryholt (ed.), The Carlsberg Papyri 11. 

Since Soknopaiou Nesos was abandoned in the early third century CE (see Jordens, in: Lippert 

& Schentuleit (eds.), Tebtynis und Soknopaiou Nesos, 54-56), the date of the papyrus definitely 

cannot be later than that. There are additional, unpublished fragments of the text, directly 

joining, and the position of the published ones could be more clearly established. For the recto 

see Sijpestein, Customs duties, esp. 86 and 183-188 (no. 733-884); it does not provide an exact 

date, unfortunately. An image can be found online at the site of the APIS project. The numbering 

system of the papyrus had to be redone due to several new joins; I use here the current one which 

is different from Worrel’s. For the archaeological context of the papyrus, see Schwendner, in: 

Ciraolo & Seidel (eds.), Magic and Divination in the Ancient World, 115f.

166 Thus e.g. Kasser, in: Atiya (ed.), The Coptic Encyclopedia 8, 41; Satzinger, in: Atiya (ed.), The 

Coptic Encyclopedia 8, 170; Bosson, in: Bosson & Aufrere (eds.), Catalogue de I’exposition 

Egyptes, 74; Vycichl, Vocalisation, 30; Choat, in: Riggs (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Roman 

Egypt, 584.

167 Worrel, in: AJSL 58 (1941), 85.

Another astrological text should be mentioned here, precisely because it is not 

immediately relevant for our topic, namely pLondon 130.164 It is a horoscope for a person 

bom in 81 CE and unlikely to postdate that year very much. Here too we have three names 

of Egyptian decans, but they are rendered exclusively in Greek writing, without any signs 

derived from Demotic. This means that a sound s (derived historically from A) is given as 

c in the text, and the sound h appears as x; one probable instance of the sound h is omitted 

completely. That might signal that the late first century CE was really the formative period 

when ‘proto-Coptic’ writing was coming into existence but had not yet been generalized.

There is a much-damaged papyrus now in Michigan (P. Michigan Inv. 6131 vs.; fig. 17) 

which comes from Soknopaiou Nesos and is likely to date to the second century CE.165 

While its first editor left it open what this text was really about, subsequent scholars have 

normally considered it to be a horoscope.166 This is based on the fact that it has a recurrent 

word a2hu at the very beginning of its individual sections which was interpreted hesitantly 

as f/zc=/‘his life-time’.167

I would like to propose a new and quite different global interpretation of this composi

tion. Its clearest pattern is that it has sections introduced by numbers (23 in B x+2,1; 24 in 

B x+2,4; 27 in B x+2, 19; and 29 in C, 7 are completely preserved), followed by the word 

a2hm and an n. Afterwards, in the only case sufficiently well preserved, comes ?<i>x which
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There is one famous text coming from Oxyrhynchus, namely pBM 10808 (fig. 18).173 

Originally it was dated to about 150 CE or somewhat earlier,174 but to judge from the 

Demotic sign-forms, I would prefer to date it to the late second, perhaps even early third 

century CE.175 It is problematic in many respects, including already the question of the 

nature of its content. Previously, it has been supposed to consist of magical formulae 

against fever, but recently I have shown that it is much more likely to contain an invoca

tion for gaining favor and love.176 Furthermore, the fortuitous discovery of an additional, 

directly joining fragment in the Oxford collection of papyri from the EES excavations at 

Oxyrhynchus provides a new basis for analyzing the whole manuscript. Currently, we can 

say that it is a magical manual which uses Demotic language and writing for the manual 

instructions and at least in one case for the opening and final parts of the invocation. For 

the core part of that invocation, a text in Greek letters without any additional signs is used. 

It is definitely not in the Greek language, but is also not easily understood as Egyptian.

173 Originally published by Crum, in: JEA 28 (1942); see the monographic study by Osing, 

Spatagyptischer Papyrus. The new treatment by Sederholm, Papyrus British Museum 10808 is 

generally unsatisfactory.

174 Thus Crum, in: JEA 28 (1942), 20.

175 In any case, contrary to the position of Aufrere, in: Bosson & Aufrere (eds.), Catalogue de 

I 'exposition Egyptes, 56, it is not the oldest attested attempt at writing a consecutive text in the 

Egyptian language by means of Greek letters plus signs taken from Demotic (the Old Coptic 

Horoscope is certainly earlier).

176 Quack, in: OLZ 104 (2009).

177 Osing, Spatagyptischer Papyrus, 6f.

178 Disputed by Quaegebeur, in: OLP 13 (1982), 130f.

179 Steindorf, in: ZAS 28 (1890); Moller, Demotische Texte, 3 no 76 and 77.

By contrast, the well-preserved second column of the papyrus contains a long invoca

tion that definitely is in the Egyptian language. While many details remain to be re-ana- 

lyzed, and the language is certainly not simply classical Middle Egyptian, it is still clearly 

linguistically older than Coptic. Graphically, it makes use of a full set of Demotic-derived 

signs covering all sounds which cannot be written with Greek signs. Thus, it uses very 

Demotic shapes of the signs <p, q, a, Jb, x, and <r (which are still present in Coptic), plus 

the signs g (h), t (A) and 1 (the tall alphabetic A) derived from Demotic (which no longer 

exist in ‘standard’ Coptic writing). The three different signs for A and A do not seem to be 

used etymologically correctly but are used interchangeably.177 Furthermore, there is even 

a sign for glottal stop < derived from Demotic c (a sign which is otherwise only attested 

in the decan names of pLondon 98). It should be noted that there are some Demotic word 

groups that are retained, namely the word groups for c> ‘great’ (alternating with a writing 

as \),pa(n) ‘this’ (alternating with a writing as einti), hnc ‘together with’ (always written 

thus), mn ‘NN’ (always written thus), whm ‘again’ (always written thus).

A few mummy labels must also be discussed as they are normally considered to be 

Old Coptic.178 One of them (Berlin AM 10541; fig. 19) is particularly noteworthy.179 

It uses the sign 3 derived from Demotic s in its more abbreviated form, thus differing 

from ordinary Coptic (but agreeing with the pLondon 98 and the ostracon from 

Kellis). Furthermore, it is written from right to left (with the exception of a three-letter
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Fig. 19: Mummy Label Berlin AM 10541

sequence written from left to right), imitating the direction of Demotic script,180 which is 

otherwise not normal in Old Coptic.181

180 This can also be seen in a graffito in the tomb of Ramses IV which is basically a Greek rendering 

of an Egyptian name (without making use of Demotic-derived signs, and with a Graecizing 

nominative ending) combined with the writing of the same name in Demotic, see Winnicki, in: 

Enchoria 15 (1987), 164-166 (who cites further cases); Vinson, in: Enchoria 32 (2010/2011). 

Somewhat similar, but even more extreme, is the Graffito Philae 321 which writes the first part of 

a name in Greek letters but mirror-imaged to conform to the writing direction from right to left, 

and the second part in Demotic Egyptian; see Griffith, Catalogue of the Demotic Graffiti, 95, pl. 

XLIX.

181 The indication by Ritner, in: Daniels & Bright (eds.), The world's writing systems, 289, that initial 

Old Coptic is preferentially written from right to left is not in accordance with the facts; Ritner 

probably gives undue weight to the direction of a few lines in pLeiden I 384 vs. (which are about 

a century later than the oldest preserved Old Coptic specimens).

182 See Quaegebeur, in: OLP 13 (1982), 131.

183 A list is given by Dieleman, Priests, Tongues and Rites, 71 note 69. However, PGM XL11I, 1-21 

which Dieleman claims to be Old Coptic is, in my opinion, simply ordinary Coptic with a few 

Greek passages. While its inclusion in the corpus of Preisendanz, PGM might induce future 

researchers to set it apart from ‘normal’ Coptic magical texts, nothing inherent in the papyrus 

itself justifies such a separation.

Perhaps this is also the appropriate place to note that in Greek papyri from Byzantine 

Egypt, sometimes in Egyptian personal names the additional signs derived from Demotic 

can be used in what otherwise is linguistically a ‘Greek’ text.182 The lesson to be drawn 

from this should be, I think, that our differentiation between ‘Greek’ and ‘Coptic’ alphabet 

might impose a sharper boundary than is really warranted.

A few of the Greek Magical Papyri from Late Antique Egypt display short sections in 

Old Coptic.183 They are fairly divergent in style, so it is better to discuss them individually.
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Fig. 20: Papyrus Louvre N 2391 (Papyrus Mimaut; PGM III) (section)

The Old Coptic sections in Papyrus Mimaut (PGM III, 133 (one single word), 347-349, 

369, 396-409,184 417^121,185 633-688, 711; fig. 20)'86 are rather badly preserved and have 

been little studied.187 However, even if the semantics of these sections might be beyond 

recovery, we can still say a lot about the graphic system. It seems as if for all non-Greek 

phonemes, signs derived from Demotic are in use; we have positive cases of q, 3 (a paleo

graphical variant of 2,188 also used for etymological A) and t- (ac), and for s there is a sign 

& derived from Demotic h > s. In one instance (PGM III, 661), there is a sign which in the 

184 In 408, one should understand mapioycdgt uncxa noy(Y1<cii>>6 iiikiytc ‘may I worship the 

mummy of Osiris, the god’.

185 Read there probably ani ihcoyc hngto ‘bring Jesus, the great god!’ (for the form uero see 

Quack, in: Schneider (ed.), Das Agyptische, 448 note 78).

186 It is sometimes difficult to decide what are simply ‘magical words’ and what are truly renderings 

of the Egyptian language; e.g. PGM III, 141 f.; 144f. and 484 (for 484 see the proposal by Quack, 

in: Schneider (ed.), Das Agyptische, 448 note 78) are in principle Egyptian, but do not make use of 

additional signs, e.g. writing v|/oeu» forpi Sy c> ‘the great destiny’. Probably we have to distinguish, 

in this text, between older passages taken from manuscript traditions which include transcriptions 

of the Egyptian language in Greek without additional signs, and more recent elements written in 

‘Old Coptic’ writing. I would also expect that a careful collation of the manuscript by a Coptologist 

would yield additional improved readings and interpretations.

187 It is possible that the text has suffered from poor copying in either ancient or modern times; e.g. 

the passage in PGM III, 663 given in the edition as 1 in hthok e-renNiiq’ioY — is patently a direct 

parallel to the one in PGM III, 711 given in the edition as iiqmirroK... -re yonhmi oyoi, perhaps 

nv=/r ini.pzk mtw p> nfw w>i ‘he shall bring you, and the wind (?) shall recede’.

188 Kasser, in: Immerzeel & van der Vliet (eds.), Coptic Studies, 86 has not understood sufficiently the 

deep-seated difference between this sign and 3 (the more abbreviated form of Demotic s).
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edition is rendered as o,189 thus an inverted form of Demotic h - however, the context is too 

badly damaged to decide whether this might not really be a sign derived from a special form 

of Demotic A190 (if this is the case, it would mean that here, as in the papyrus Schmidt, the 

etymological differentiation of the two sounds was maintained), or else is simply a deviant 

paleographical form of h (as it appears consistently in pBodmer VI). The only sound not 

positively attested is #; but this relatively rare sound is never really needed in the text, so its 

absence probably does not mean anything. There are a few reading aids in the text, especially 

high points or short slashes to mark word-division. There is also sparse use of the Greek 

spiritus lenis. Paleographically, the additional signs were not yet brought in harmony with 

the signs of Greek derivation.191 Linguistically, from what little can be judged, the text uses 

at least once the periphrastic participle (epmpe ‘which has come forth’, 1. 636), and also the 

relative form gmgcig ‘whom (NN) has bom’ (1. 669) which are not ‘standard’ Coptic.192 A 

final judgment is difficult, given the poor preservation of the sections.

189 Kasser, in: Le Museon 93 (1980), 267; idem, in: Atiya (ed.), The Coptic Encyclopedia 8, 42 

disputes the reading.

190 In Roman period Demotic, there are similar forms of the simple h, e.g. in pKrall and some 

manuscripts from Tebtunis.

191 See the table in Crum, in: JEA 28 (1942), 21 where the sign forms of the papyrus are given from 

a photograph.

192 The periphrastic participle is still fairly wide-spread in the Middle-Egyptian dialect ofCoptic, see 

for discussion Shisha-Halevy, in: CdE 58 (1983), 315f.

193 For the passage see most recently Phillips, In Pursuit of Invisibility, 97-109.

194 E.g. Satzinger, in: Atiya (ed.), The Coptic Encyclopedia 8, 170. Phillips, In Pursuit of Invisibility, 

104f. does not seem to take a definite position on this.

195 The suffix pronoun would be as necessary in pre-Coptic Egyptian as in the Coptic language, so it 

cannot be a question of linguistic age.

196 The discriminating diagnostic is the formation of the relative phrase of the past as ontamcojtm.

A very short passage is preserved in pBerlin P 5025 (PGM 1251 f.),193 which is normally 

dated to the fourth/fifth century CE. The text does not contain any signs of Demotic derivation, 

but only one would really be needed, namely the f at the very end of the sentence - and that 

sound is completely omitted in the writing of the papyrus. Its absence has sometimes been 

used to argue that this text is not Old Coptic but only a Greek transcription of the Egyptian 

language,194 but in that case we would have expected the scribe to use <p; thus the omission 

is more likely to reflect the error of a copyist (or his inability to understand the sign).195 

Linguistically, this text is Coptic rather than Demotic;196 indeed it could be asked if it is in 

any way specifically ‘Old’ Coptic.

The invocations of PGM LXXIX and LXXX, to be dated probably to the third or 

fourth century CE, show a mixture of Greek and Coptic language. Their short Coptic 

sections (close to Bohairic) do not display any signs derived from Demotic, but there are 

no sounds in the text which would require them. Linguistically, they do not show any pre

Coptic features. PGM XLVIII, dated to about the sixth or seventh century CE, should also 

rather be considered simply as a Coptic text (with a few Greek passages). PGM XXXVI 

315f. (dated to the fourth century CE) has a short sentence in Coptic. Linguistically, it cor

responds to regular (Fayyumic) Coptic; there are no Demotic-derived signs needed in it.
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normal opinion that Old Coptic avoids them. Still, linguistically the text is simply Coptic 

(even Christian in content), and it could be questioned whether there is anything other than 

the exotic writing system that makes it specifically ‘Old’ Coptic.199

199 Also Kasser, in: Diebner & Kasser, Hamburger Papyrus Bil. 1, 111 note 294, states that the text is 

rather Coptic than Old Coptic.

200 The publication by Erman, in: Z4S21 (1883) still retains its usefulness due to the plates published 

there; considerable progress was made by Griffith, in: ZAS 38 (1900). See now Love, Code

switching with the Gods.

201 Brugsch, in: ZAS 22 (1884). New study of the text in DuQuesne, A Coptic Initiatory Invocation.

202 It is much less certain that 3<|>a (1. 13) is really the status constructus of .bnusi ‘the shadow’ (as 

assumed by editions since Brugsch, in: ZAS 22 (1884), 20); there is nothing corresponding to it 

in the Demotic parallel, which simply reads hr p> nbs ‘below the Nubs-twc'. Phonetically, the 

correspondence is far from obvious, and, as Griffith, in: ZAS 38 (1900), 87 correctly notes, we 

would expect the feminine article before Phibi.

203 Already Erman, in: Z4S21 (1883), 91 f. recognized that the old Coptic passages of the papyrus can 

be grouped into two basic parts.

204 Newly studied by Satzinger, in: Giversen, Krause & Nagel (eds.), Fs Kasser.

205 This can also be seen in PGM VII, col. XVII (591f.) in the caption to the drawing.

The other Coptic passages in the manuscript are quite different from this one.200 The first 

section in the text (PGM IV, 1-25) was recognized already by Brugsch as a loose variant 

of one preserved in the Demotic magical papyrus of London and Leiden (21, 1-9).201 The 

incantations are in ‘Old Coptic’ while the practical instructions are in Greek. A first part (1- 

9) makes use of the signs g and 3 which makes it likely that it once contained the Egyptian 

language, but in its current state it is hardly more than gibberish and has so far resisted all 

analysis. The next part is relatively clear. Graphically it uses g, 3, and r; in one case (1.25), 3 

is written erroneously fory (which is not attested in this section of the papyrus). Old h does 

not occur as such; in the only place where its presence is etymologically certain (1. 12 3x for 

hr ‘below’),202 it is rendered by 3 (which would indicate a phonetic state corresponding to 

SaTdic, not to Akhmimic). Sometimes, the 3 is misplaced, as in 3cim6 (1. 18; for czimg) and 

M63xe (1. 76; for mgkxg). In some cases, a Greek spiritus lenis is used to indicate a glottal 

stop (or, at least, hiatus between two vowels). The stressed vowel is often marked by an acute 

accent. Linguistically speaking, apart from the frozen epithet tkai'tcdy for tpl-cw=f‘he who 

is upon his mountain’, there is nothing definitely pre-Coptic in the spell.

Some of the following passages include short Coptic invocations (1. 75-77; 81-82; 

83-84; 86-87; 91-93); from the global structure of the text they still seem to belong to 

the same divinatory practice as the very first passage.203 In their graphic system, they seem 

close to the first part, although it should be noted that at least once (1. 93) g is used for 1..

Another section (1. 94-153) is famous for its content, as it is a love charm where Isis’ 

sorrow at the adulterous liaison between Osiris and Nephthys is at the center.204 It should 

be stressed how different the graphic system of this passage is from other cases of ‘Old 

Coptic’, especially as far as the rendering of the non-Greek sounds is concerned. For h, 

the text makes use of the Greek spiritus asper;205 and for h it uses Greek /, in one case 

even here the spiritus asper. Furthermore, this system, which we would suppose to have 

been applied consistently in the archetype of the text, is seriously compromised in actual 
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practice, where we find h also rendered by the spiritus asper, or even totally omitted, while 

simple h/h can also be rendered by x; and not infrequently the two signs are combined. 

The spiritus asper can also stand erroneously where nothing (or, at most, a spiritus lenis) 

is required, or it can be a bit misplaced in the word.206 Of the Demotic-derived signs, 

only g for h/s (also used for c/c (sometimes in the combination tc) and for Id) and y 

for/are in regular use (eveny is often replaced by b, 1. 96, 110 and 111 (twice), 113, 

126, 128), and very occasionally also t- turns up (1. 114). Stress marks on the vowels by 

means of acute accents are frequent. This gives the impression that, firstly, the system of 

rendering the different A-sounds was either no longer really understood by at least one 

of the scribes who copied the text,207 or it did not really correspond to his own speech 

in which the opposition was neutralized. We should even seriously consider whether the 

archetype might always have rendered f approximately by s and c/c by 6, and that their 

occasional more careful indication is due to a later copyist. That would constitute a system 

of rendering the Egyptian language with as few non-Greek signs as possible, only one 

being indispensable.208 Also to be noted is that there are relatively well-developed devices 

for marking word division, mainly by supralinear slanting strokes.

206 For the rather confused actual writings, see Kasser, in: Diebner & Kasser, Hamburger Papyrus Bil. 

/, 115f.

207 It is probable that more than one act of copying separates the preserved manuscript from the 

original text.

208 It might be proposed that there is some connection between this tradition and the Bohairic texts 

listed by Crum, in: Proceedings of the British Academy 1939, 259-261, which have a tendency to 

use Greek signs instead of Demotic-derived ones (especially x instead of p).

209 Satzinger, in: Atiya (ed.), The Coptic Encyclopedia 8. 172-174; idem, in: Giversen, Krause & 

Nagel (eds.), Fs Kasser, 220.

With its efforts to have recourse to devices from Greek philology and to reduce the 

amount of non-Greek signs to the absolute minimum, the system is fundamentally differ

ent from everything we have encountered in Egyptian manuscripts of the Fayum, Middle 

and Upper Egypt since about 100 CE when functional and complete systems were in place. 

Perhaps this fact can be combined with another singular feature in the PGM IV Old Coptic 

sections, namely their oscillation between different dialect forms, sometimes by way of vari

ants for the same words given either as superlinear additions or directly following in the line. 

Previously, this has been interpreted as deliberate mixing of different dialects in order to en

able the user of the manual to find his own personal preference.209 1 would slightly rephrase 

this assessment. 1 rather think that what we have here is an effort to adapt a Lower Egyptian 

text for Upper Egyptian users. I would suppose that the graphic system of this text is most 

likely to have originated in Alexandria, where the grammarians would be most inclined to 

use a spiritus asper for h, to place accents on vowels and to mark word division. With that 

system in place, some Egyptian-language incantations were written down, at first of course 

•n the Lower Egyptian dialect (which still conserved the distinction between h/h and h, as 

does Bohairic). When the traditions traveled to Upper Egypt, the formulae were already too 

charged with meaning to make a complete change desirable, so their strange graphic system 

was retained; and also their exotic dialect was not simply abandoned but only supplemented
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in places by the indication of more familiar 

options.

Linguistically, the Old Coptic sections 

in the love charm are largely in a language 

which I would classify without hesitation as 

being Coptic, not Demotic. The only pre

Coptic feature is the relative form gmgcTg 

‘whom (NN) has bom’ which is found in 

the fixed expression him gmgcig him ‘NN 

whom NN has bom’. This means that the 

way of writing these sections, which differs 

so much from the free and complete use of 

the needed Demotic-derived signs in chron

ologically earlier ‘Old Coptic’ texts, cannot 

be ascribed to an early model with a more 

immature writing system that was copied 

out later in pBN 574. Rather it has to be 

recognized as simply a different approach 

to the same problem and something which 

cannot be placed in a chronological line 

between earlier ‘Old Coptic’ and ‘standard 

Coptic’ but is an independent system in its 

own right.

Furthermore, in order to better put the 

‘Old Coptic’ passages in the Greek magical 

papyri into perspective, we should not forget that these papyri contain a significant number 

of Egyptian deities and short phrases written down completely in Greek writing without 

any indication of non-Greek sounds.

There is an Old Coptic text on an ostracon from Kellis in the Oasis of Dakhla (fig. 22).210 

From its archaeological context, it can be dated to the third century CE. It stands out among 

the corpus of ‘Old Coptic’ for two reasons. The first is that it is an ordinary letter, while 

the rest of the Old Coptic corpus is made up of subliterary genres like divinatory treatises, 

religion and magic. The second is that it is different from normal Coptic only insofar as 

the additional signs have paleographically quite different forms. The formy for q is still 

strongly slanting and with a small head. The x is not so much simply the Demotic form as 

an independent effort at adapting it to other Coptic letter-shapes, with a result quite different

210 Gardner, in: ZPE 125 (1999); Kasser, in: Immerzeel & van der Vliet (eds.), Coptic Studies, 79-96. 

Gardner, Alcock & Funk, Coptic Documentary Texts from Kellis, Volume 2, 299-302. It should be 

stressed that there are no instances in the text of this ostracon where a sound derived from ancient 

h is used; thus there is no basis forjudging whether this sound was still preserved in the speech of 

the writer of the ostracon (and eventually rendered by something like & or 9) or had fallen together 

with s (the arguments by Kasser, in: Immerzeel & van der Vliet (eds.), Coptic Studies, 86 note 17 

are hardly cogent).

Fig. 22: Ostracon from Kellis (P. Kellis Copt. 129)
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Fig- 23: Papyrus Bodmer VI

from that of mainstream Coptic. The 3 for is particularly remarkable. Actually, Demotic 

writing has two different shapes of the sign for s. One, more elaborate, is predominant in 

early Demotic as well as in Roman period literary hands, and that is the one from which 

the actual ‘standard’ Coptic sign-shape is derived. The other, more abbreviated shape is 

Predominant in Ptolemaic times as well as a few Roman period hands mainly from southern 

Upper Egypt;211 among the Old Coptic texts it is used in the horoscope of pLondon 98 as well 

as the glosses to the magical papyrus of London and Leiden. This is the shape lying at the 

root of the sign of the Kellis ostracon. Finally, the Kellis ostracon has also preserved V (b) as 

a distinct sign.212 These criteria allow it to be analyzed with some likelihood as a specifically 

South-Egyptian writing tradition. Aside from the graphic peculiarities, however, the text is 

linguistically Coptic, not Demotic.

211 In the later Roman period the abbreviated form seems to be more frequent in the south (e.g. pBM 

10070 + Leiden I 383; pBM 10588) than in the north (the literary manuscripts of the Fayum region 

normally have the more elaborate form).

212 The alleged difference between the forms in lines 3, 5 and 10 suggested by the editor seems to me 

due simply to slight damage of the curved section at the right side of the sign in the first two cases.

213 Edition Kasser, Papvrus Bodmer VI\ for the writing system see especially idem, in: Le Museon 116 

(2003).

Finally, we should mention Papyrus Bodmer VI (Proverbs; fig. 23),213 which is nor

mally dated to the fourth or the end of the third century CE, as retaining some ‘Old Coptic’ 

s,gns; indeed, for the reasons explained above, the writing system of this papyrus is in 

many ways a continuation of the horoscope of pLondon 98. Besides the standard signs 

Present in normal Coptic writing (including 9 which is otherwise usual only in Bohairic), 
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the text has several additional ones. There is a special sign *> for etymological h which 

becomes s in all dialects except Akhmimic; it is actually an inverted form of the Demotic 

sign A.214 For Egyptian k, a sign i derived from Demotic k is used, while k1 is rendered by 

k (which means that <y is not used in this writing system). Sometimes, n is expressed by 

a single horizontal stroke which goes back to a Demotic form of the n. Much more fre

quently attested in the papyrus, there is also a paleographical variant i of that n sign which 

has an additional vertical tick put upon the middle of the horizontal sign.215 Kasser tried to 

show that this was originally a glottal stop (Aleph) going back to Demotic > or i.2'6 This is 

graphically plainly impossible; rather, the sign goes back to a variant form of Demotic n 

attested in late Demotic Theban manuscripts (e.g. pBM 10070 + pLeiden 1383) especially 

for the preposition n and the adnexal ‘genitive’ n, but also for the ‘younger’ form of the 

conjunctive (n-i:ir^k (20, 27) and n-st (2, 9) instead of mtw^k and wfw=w).217 In most 

cases there is no difficulty in analyzing it phonetically as an «; in others it might point to a 

sort of nasalization in the pronunciation of some words.218 All told, the text is graphically 

‘Old Coptic’ as far as the sign-inventory is concerned; only the paleographical adaptation 

of the signs to fit in with the Greek-derived signs is a bit more advanced.

214 Kasser, Papyrus Bodmer VI, XXI erroneously takes it as going back to Egyptian h.

215 The sign of the IFAO Copte font renders the actual shape not quite correctly; the horizontal stroke 

is significantly longer than the vertical one.

216 Kasser, Papyrus Bodmer VI, XIXf. (proposing only the derivation from Demotic J); idem, in: 

Orlandi & Wisse (eds.), Acts of the Second International Congress of Coptic Studies, especially 

93-101 (noting the frequent confusion of - and i); idem, in: Atiya (ed.), The Coptic Encyclopedia 

8, 44 (proposing to derive it from Demotic i with some influence coming from >).

217 For some points, see already Peust, Egyptian Phonology, 210; more fully Quack, in: ZDMG 

153 (2003), 447. This contributes to the specifically southern Upper Egyptian character of the 

writing. The writing of the conjunctive is especially interesting, since the conjunctive forms with 

monosyllabic prefix are consistently written with the i-sign in pBodmer VI (see Kasser, in: Le 

Museon 116(2003), 302).

218 The hypotheses of Kasser, in: Enchoria 11 (1982), especially 47-49; idem, Le Museon 116(2003), 

295-308 are in need of correction.

219 See the list in Peust, Egyptian Phonology, 58-60.

220 Zauzich, in: Enchoria 26 (2000), esp. 152-154; Gaudard, in: Bailleul-LeSuer (ed.). Between 

Heaven and Hell, 67.

Conclusions

Having traced these different steps, one last point remains to be discussed, namely the 

names of the letters. There is an indigenous tradition of the names of the letters of the 

Coptic alphabet.219 While those of Greek derivation preserved their old names, only with 

slight phonetic developments, the names of the signs of Demotic origin are a bit more 

interesting. Now, as already noted above, there was a late Egyptian alphabetical order 

based on the sequence of the Old South-Arabian script and memorized by means of bird 

names. The logical assumption would be that these bird names would have been conserved, 

and indeed this can be confirmed in some cases.220 The q has the name offay. For the bird, 
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we have a name which is actually fy-st ‘tail-lifter’.221 The vocalization of the letter-name 

would fit if we assume that the bird’s name is formed using an ancient participle.222 223 So, 

here we have a reduction of the ancient name to the first part. The x is called djandja, 

and the bird letter name here is cncn. A slight phonetic reduction of the final syllable of 

the name seems to have taken place. The c is frima, and the bird letter name is kymy. This 

shows a different vocalization of the unstressed final syllable. The 2 is hori, and on a still 

unpublished fragment at Berkeley, I can identify the bird letter name hry. The bird for s is 

not yet identified.

221 The name suggests that this might be the wag-tail; for discussion see Gaudard, in: Regen & 

Servajean (eds.), Verba manent, 167 note 16.

222 Layton, A Coptic Grammar (Second Edition), 95f.

223 Kasser, in: Hasitzka (ed.), Das Alte Agypten und seine Nachbarn.

224 This militates strongly against the proposal by McBride, in: JSSEA 19 (1989), 90f. that Coptic 

writing developed in the mixed Graeco-Egyptian milieu of the Ptolemaic period where bilingual 

people with interest in religion were concerned about the accurate rendering of the sacred sounds.

225 The name is calqued on that of the ‘Graeco-Babyloniaca’ system which renders Mesopotamian 

languages (Sumerian and Akkadian) in Greek letters (also without the aid of additional signs 

for expressing non-Greek sounds - perhaps because cuneiform as a mainly syllabic writing 

system did not possess signs for pure consonants); for the evidence see Geller, in: Zeitschrift 

fur Assyriologie 87 (1997); Westenholz, in: Zeitschrift fiir Assyriologie 97 (2007); Ambos, in: 

Quack (ed.), Agyptische Rituale der griechisch-rdmischen Zeit, 353. Other scholars, e.g. Kasser 

and Bosson, call it ‘pre-Old-Coptic’ which sounds too teleological to me.

There is one sign of the Coptic alphabet, namely the very last one, whose origin 

seems problematic. It stands out already by having a value of two successive sounds, ti - 

which is otherwise attested for a few Greek-derived signs, but would be unique for a sign 

of Demotic origin in Coptic. It has normally been claimed that it derives from the form 

of the infinitive ti in Demotic, but the actual forms do not fit well; and furthermore it is 

a point of some concern that this sign never turns up in any ‘Old-Coptic’ text (where we 

always have ti for his sound-sequence). For this reason the proposal by Kasser-' that it is 

actually a ligature of t and i seems to me quite convincing.

I will endeavor to summarize here the basic stages of the evolution, even though it 

should be stressed that many important steps are only traceable in a pitifully few manu

scripts, and that the paleographical dating of key texts is often less certain than one would 

wish.

For several centuries, there were occasions for writing down the Egyptian language 

by means of Greek letters without any pressing need being felt to express in an exact way 

those sounds which could not be written in Greek.224 This writing system has been called 

Graeco-Egyptian’ here.225

There was a certain inner-Egyptian desire to make the recitation of traditional formulae 

easier. At first this was achieved by transposing them entirely into Demotic writing (in some 

places frequently, less so in others). Later, we can see a system of supralinear pronunciation 

aids which at first was based entirely on Egyptian writing but could indicate vowels quite 

precisely. This system is first attested at about the beginning of Roman rule and continues 

UP to the second century CE before being increasingly superseded by a glossing system 
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based on the Greek alphabet. Both these systems were initially focused on rendering the 

vowels of the Egyptian language, but the second one soon developed into a complete 

rendering of the sound of the Egyptian words, and in that process came to include signs of 

Demotic derivation in order to express those sounds of the Egyptian language not existent 

in Greek. The system based on Egyptian writing is called ‘late syllabic writing’ here. The 

other, Greek-based, system corresponds to what is now generally known as ‘Old Coptic’.

At around 100 CE at the latest, a fully functional system for rendering Egyptian by 

means of Greek letters and additional signs derived from Demotic is in place in the Fay- 

um, Middle and Upper Egypt - or rather several slightly divergent systems which differ 

especially in the signs chosen for rendering s and Id: two different, equally valid Demotic 

options were available for rendering s (i.e. s and h) and for rendering Id (i.e. k and g), and 

for s there even existed two basic paleographical variants (3 and cp). Most importantly, 

in the writing of the velars as such, the more northern systems write k by means of Greek 

k and use a Demotic-derived sign for Id, while the more southern ones use Greek k for 

Id and a Demotic-derived sign for k. With very few exceptions, once it was decided to 

include Demotic-derived signs, a complete system was established where all non-Greek 

sounds present in the local dialect would be rendered adequately. The multitude of slightly 

different solutions is no surprise, as it fits into the general image of Egyptian writing of 

the Roman period which was characterized by regionalization, with quite divergent local 

paleographic and orthographic norms.226 The fact that we normally have only one attesta

tion for each of the systems makes this look a bit like an experimental phase, but 1 would 

say that the actual solutions are generally quite finished and consistent (with the exception 

of the PGM IV-passages); so if there was any preliminary experimental phase, it should be 

located somewhat earlier, during the first century CE (and is not clearly documented227).

226 Quack, in: Cromwell & Grossman (eds.), Scribal Variation.

227 One possible candidate for it might be pBerlin P 14447 + PSI Inv. I. 78, as well as the manual used 

for the decan names of pLondon 98.

228 Given the political independence and economic power of China, however, it is unlikely for the 

foreseeable future that this will become the new general way of writing Chinese.

229 Accordingly, the ‘urgent desire’ of which Kahle, Bala’izah, 252 speaks certainly has to be toned 

down.

It seems quite clear that the system of writing the Egyptian language by means of 

Greek signs plus additional signs derived from Demotic came into being in an Egyptian 

priestly milieu. The Greeks, by contrast, were quite happy with their imperfect rendering 

of Egyptian sounds. Still, for the priests it was mainly a helping device, more often gloss

ing texts in traditional writing than replacing them. The fact that its fullest applications 

are seen mainly in scholastic texts might well indicate that it was predominantly used as a 

medium of instruction, and thus would have had considerably less prestige than the tradi

tional Egyptian writing, perhaps a bit like today’s pinyin system for rendering the Chinese 

language in European characters.228 This is in keeping with the fact that numerically the 

Egyptian literary or subliterary texts in hieratic and Demotic greatly outnumber the Old 

Coptic texts even in the second century CE, and that the percentage of hieratic texts with 

glosses is very small.229



How the Coptic Script Came About 77

Still, it must be asked why the Egyptian priesthood turned away fairly early from their 

‘syllabic’ system based solely on Egyptian writing traditions in favor of a more Greek

based system. Was the latter perceived as more powerful or easier to learn? Or was this 

preference due to a social development? The increasing marginalization of Egyptian writ

ing in the Roman period,230 due to administrative pressure, quite naturally exposed the 

Egyptians to a larger amount of Greek writing.231 This is likely to have contributed signifi

cantly to the ultimate choice in favor of a basically Greek-based writing system for ren

dering the Egyptian language when other systems with less or even no input from Greek 

writing would have been theoretically possible.

230 See Stadler, in: Riggs (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Roman Egypt, esp. 466f.

231 See Kaplony-Heckel, in: StudienzurAltagyptischenKultur 1 (1974), 241, who argues (specifically 

for the Munich papyrus) that Greek letters were familiar to the teacher as well as the student.

232 Of the different attestations, the Michigan papyrus (from Soknopaiou Nesos) and the pBM 10808 

(from Oxyrhynchus) are relatively close to standard Coptic writing; to be sure, they have (especially 

pBM 10808) signs no longer used in Coptic, but they also contain, especially pBM 10808, all the 

signs which are used in Standard Coptic. The more southern manuscripts are significantly more 

divergent.

233 It must be kept in mind that for important regions like the Memphite area there is no relevant 

documentation available.

234 We have very little early documentation for Bohairic, but at least pBodmer III shows that there did 

exist early Bohairic manuscripts.

235 This assumption would be backed up by the fact that several major Akhmimic manuscripts have 

been proven to be based on Saidic models, see Till, Die achmimische Version der zwolf kleinen 

Propheten, XXX; Bohlig, Proverbientexte, 35-76; idem, Der achmimische Proverbientext nach 

Ms. Berol. orient, oct. 987, XIV-XVI; Polotsky, in: OLZ 55 (1960), 23f.

236 If my hypothesis about the geographical localization of this system is correct, it would militate 

against the theory of McBride, in: JSSEA 19 (1989), 94-98, who ascribes the origin of Coptic to

What we know as the standard Coptic alphabet grew out of one of these systems, 

actually one which is not well attested; the strongest affinities appear with what was used 

in northern Middle Egypt and (less closely) the Northern Fayum.232 ‘Standard’ Coptic 

writing is likely to have started either in the Delta or in Middle Egypt;233 southern Upper 

Egypt can be excluded because of the different handling of the velars.

I do not have a definitive answer as to why it was this particular system (which is not 

intrinsically better than any alternative) which became generalized, but I would guess that 

the reasons have to be sought in the history of the Coptic church: the first leading center 

to produce and disseminate Coptic Christian texts on a large scale is likely to have been 

the one whose writing habits were imitated and generalized. It should be remarked that 

Bohairic writing (making use of the Demotic-derived sign ,b for h) must go back to a time 

when Demotic was still in active use,234 while Akhmimic writing (using s for the same 

sound) is derived from a form of Coptic writing (probably Saidic)235 where that sound had 

been lost, so it was indicated by a diacritic mark without going back to Demotic writing 

for getting a fitting sign.

Concomitantly, as we have seen, there was another, more Greek-based system, 

originally probably located in or near Alexandria, where the use of Demotic-derived signs 

was kept to a minimum and the influence from Greek grammarians is tangible.236 This 
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is poorly attested, and only in Upper-Egyptian offshoots from it, but seems to have co

existed for some time with the other system.

Finally, we have the various solutions developed in the late Demotic magical texts, 

which seem to a considerable degree to have been the product of a few select people. They 

look very much like a ‘bricolage’237 where chunks of pre-existing systems are adapted to 

create ad-hoc solutions.

Lower Egypt, especially Alexandria.

237 The term is, of course, taken over from Levi-Strauss, La pensee sauvage.

238 Frankfurter, Religion, 248-264.

239 Frankfurter, Religion, 258.

240 Frankfurter, Religion, 262f.

241 Bagnall, in: Gabra (ed.), Christianity and Monasticism, 12f.

242 The main step which still remained to be taken was the paleographical development of the 

Demotic-derived signs to bring them into greater aesthetic harmony with the Greek-derived signs.

243 1 feel unable to judge definitively if the Manichaeans received their writing system independently 

from the Christian communities, but the general similarity of the script makes that rather unlikely 

(although the Kellis ostracon might be a candidate for independent transmission of a writing 

system).

This sketch, based on a good many previously unknown or misunderstood testimonies, 

might provide some arguments that are relevant to the conflict of opinion between 

Frankfurter and Bagnall concerning some key issues. Frankfurter saw a direct connection 

from the Egyptian temples to the Christian monasteries.238 According to him, ‘the main locus 

in Coptic society for ritual expertise was the monastic scriptorium and the ecclesiastical 

apparatus of Coptic shrines’.239 Furthermore, based on the Old Coptic texts, he was of the 

opinion that Coptic as a medium came about in the temple for ritual purposes. So he posits 

that some early Coptic writers may well have carried traditional assumptions about the 

power of writing and vocalized sacred texts into the monasteries along with their skill in 

Coptic translation. He provided evidence of Coptic hagiographic records mentioning the 

conversion of sons of pagan priests to Christianity.240 In this way an image of late Egypt 

takes form with monks coming from a traditional priestly background who might have 

continued their traditional literary and religious sensibilities.

Bagnall disputed this,241 pointing out that at Kellis, documentary Coptic papyri were 

attested in a non-monastic community within some fifteen to twenty years of the earliest 

known monastic use. Moreover, he disputed that there was a direct connection between 

Old Coptic and Coptic. This last point can indeed be refined by my present survey, which 

shows that it was not ‘Old Coptic’ en bloc that was the ancestor of Coptic, but rather that 

‘standard’ Coptic writing grew out of one of the existing versions of ‘Old’ Coptic,242 while 

the others are rather ‘siblings’ than ‘parents’. Still, that by no means excludes that one such 

system was transferred from a temple-based use (primarily for teaching purposes) to a 

Christian group (or rather, several groups, if we include the Gnostics) as well as (probably 

secondarily) the Manichaeans.243 The logical candidate for carrying out such a transmis

sion would certainly have been sons of priests trained in a temple school (but perhaps not 

getting a reasonably paid job in the temple and for that reason turning away from their 

traditions). It would be difficult to propose any other social group in Roman Egypt that 
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would have had the knowledge of Demotic writing required to devise the Demotic-based 

additional letters.

Bagnall’s idea that glossing was due to the obscurity of hieratic as such244 must be 

called into question or at least nuanced. While the few hieratic manuscripts with glosses 

stand out sharply also for the non-Egyptologist, the basic fact is that until deep into the 

second century AD, we have huge amounts of hieratic manuscripts being produced,245 of 

which by far the greater part dispense with any form of glossing. Besides, the glosses in 

the late Demotic magical papyri as well as the Demotic name-list in Munich and the single 

gloss in pLouvre E 10488 + pBerlin P 15499 should warn us not to give too much weight 

to the issue of hieratic. We even have now two cases where a Demotic and an ‘Old Coptic' 
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