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BOHAIRIC, PRONUNCIATION OF LATE.
The phonetics of a dead language can be derermined
in an indjrec! wy only-namely, by a scrutinitng

anatysis of spelling inegularities ihat are based on
phonetic phenomena and of t.anscriptions in the
*r-iting slstem and orthography of anothef lmguage
the phonetics of which are berter knoqn. Absoluie
proof ot the issue can never be gained. But results
obtained irom diFerent sources and by differenr
methods are to be regarded as probable if they are

But is Coptic a dead ]anglage in respecr to pho.
nelics2 Has not the Coptic liturgy been recited in a
tnditional way down ro thk day? Alrhough some
authoF have claim€d near-perfecr authenticitv for
one or another modem tradition, ir seems highly
improbable that the mother tongue ot th€ Copts has
left no mark on the spelling of the liturgical lan.
guage. Il is, therefore, advisable to take a crirical
stand-dat is, !o reconstrucl $e pronunciation of
ancient li\ing Coptic ftom contempopry sources
and to conhont the issue of such an endealor \1rn
modem eridence only as a last resort,

For tJre literary Coptic of the lhirt€enth centLiry
(which is, of course, the Botr{tRlc dialect), much
elucidalion can be gained from a codex of an Ambic
venion otthe Apophthegmata Patrum lhat is entirely
written in $e Coplic alphaber (Casanova, 1901i
Sobhy, 1926; Burmester, 1965-1966). Some reharks
on the character of the Ambic idiom of rhe tex! are
necessaly. It has been plausibly clarsif€d by BIau
(1979) as "Middle Anbic subsbndard." He uroie,
"lt3 au$o(s) intend€d !o write Clasrical Arabic, but
whether as a result of his (their) isnoBnce or nesli
gence, elements of Neo-Arabic penetraled into il.
Like Mjddle Arabic terls in general, our lext is char-
acterized by freely altemating features of classical
Arabic, Neo"Arabic and pseudo-corrections" (ibid.,
p. 2t5, sec. 2). The main featur€s of ils phonetics
have been elaborated with a subsuntial degree of
ceiainty, 4 was probably pronounced in the classi.
cal way (voiceless uwld plosive), although a pro-
nunc;a' ion as tel  or {el  cannor be ruled out ( ib id. ,  p
221, sec. 8; sarzinser; 1971, p. 6l). ! was of paiata-
lized articularion (tBl or [i]). d and z had coalesced
in an emphadc spi.ant, mosr probably d. ltis pro'
nunciation may also suggest tha! d and I had pre.
sened lheir spiranr adiculation. altl'ough rhere i< no
direct evidence to exclude a plosive arriculation d
and r, respectiveiy (Blau, 1979, p. 221, scc. >;
Satzinger, t97t, p. 52). The author generally pre'
sewes aw and ay in diphthong tFnscription, but in
sorne cases slips to hjs Neo.Arabic vemacular mon'
ophthoDg aniculation (ibid., p. a7). In forms ot the
velt ia'a, to come, he presenls purely Neo-Arabic
features, clearly eliding the glottal srop o. hamz



lieyt, I cane, fesreh, ten. sins. actile participle;

ibid. ,  P. 52).
The main r€gular conespondences between the

Anbic phonemes of the rei and the Bahairic signs
of rhe lranscription are giten in the fouowing tables
(ibid., pp. 49-50, but sith obsedations of Blau,
1979, pp. 218 22, sec 6-10)l
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Remark. AEbic r is generally rende.ed by the
aspimte, s. If in rhe 6ral posirion, r may also be
r€ndered by r.

Arabic I is generaly rendered by r; in nonfinal
positions il may ale be rendered by e.

AFbic I is rendered generally by x or, more rare-
Iy, by K. In the 6nal position, however, /< is exclu-
sively r€ndered by K. This lerkr is also used ro ren-
der Arabic q (see Table l).

It is rernarkable $ar r is not used to render Am-
bic , (excepr in some cas€s where the latter is rn lne
finat posilion). This c.n be b€st explained by assum-
ing a "soft" aniculadon [d] for r, Furthermore,
lhree tendencies can be observedr (l) the use of
aspirate signs for nonernphatic stops and of nonas-
pirate signl for emp}.ric stops, the reason for this
b€ing, in all probabillv, tle notably nonaspirated
character of the Aiabic ernphaticsj cf. K?istner, 1981,
p. 43); (2) the use of nonaspirate signs inslead of
aspirate signs for stop6 in rhe 6nal position, such as
r occasiona.lly for e. and x regularly for x, proving
that Coptic nonaspi-rar. stops were of soft articula-
lion in nonfinal positions only; (3) the use of R ra!h.
er than x (Blau, 1979, pp. 218-20, sec. 6) (one may
conclude hom this that the articularion of K was less
soft than thar of T and n).

In the Arabic lE[s4riprjons of Copric liurgjca]
texts (of later date; c[ Worlell, 1934, pp. 5-6), non.
final T is regulady reod€red by Arabic d or il (ot z,
which had coaiesced *ir} d in Arabic), rhough no!
in Creek \{ords (/-€, corHl; ,,-#*p , ie:
€tc.). In shat is probably $e oldisi tra-nscriptton
text pr$erved, an undared codex published in ex-
c€rpts by Oalrier (1905), final r is regularly rendeled
by Arabic ,. The transcription that Sobhy (1940) pub"
lished in excerpts-r{hich is dated, according ro
him, A.M. 1438 (but r.hjs cannot be confrmed hom
th€ prinled rendering at any rale read "9" [= la']
instead of '8 

lwhich Eou]d be ]a l )- is less consis.
renr in rhis. as are de records by Perraeus (1659; cl
Callier, 1905, pp. 109-l l0), de Rochemonteix (1892;
taken do\ n 1876-1877),  and Sobhy (1915 and 1918j
ta.ken do$'Ir early in thls century). Modern reformed

l. The Consonants
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TABLE I.

e; in 6nal position also r (see femarks)

2

5

P

c

z
ri in nonfinal posirion also 6 (s€e remarks)
2

2
f

x, more rarelyx;in 6nal position, exclusively
x. (s€e remark)

l r

/ l

No use is made of th€ fottowing Copric letren for
rnnscribing Anbic consonars: r, {, *. e, consonan-
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pronunciation does not aniculale r "softly" at ail; it

is, rather, t or t in all Posilions, in accordance Mth

the Greek pmnunc'atjon.

2. The vowels
I

a. ait ,d.ete is a ha4 mulattan in tle same svlla'

bf t iotheivise,;  (se€ BlalJ,1919,P 222,.8 . l t '

and remarks)
i 6, occasionally I
i l

a o, occrsionally crt
t oy, but also o iJ in the vicinity of a lad

nufaJlbam \see rcl'],arks)
ay rr if preceded by a larl nufallam: otherise

€l or tll indiscriminately

Remzrkr. Tat'\bn, or lhe glortalizing efl:ecr, is a

characleristic of the etnPhalics t 4 r, ?' u$lar q,

and, !o a lesser exlenl, dle Postdorsal uwlar conso-

nanrs t and & the pharyngeal sounds of' and ft, and

in many instaDces r' Although, for example, both

Arabic s ard s are rtndered by coptic c, the lran'
scription djfie;entiates in rendering sa by c6 and ra

by cr. This proves beyond doubl tlat r and € were
pronounced difierentty in the Bohairic jdiom/which

underlies fie coptic t'ascriPtion. I

Similarly, the later fu'abic transcriptions rnale u5e

of l}le Arabic emphatici to distinguish CoPtic vow€ls

for which th€re are no distinct Arabic graPhedes. In

lhe texr published by caltier (1905), lbe reader ca.rl

be sure thal an Arabic ra renders c.r' wher€as the

Ambic ra renders co (or c8) rather than cr, more

oft€n rhan not. Similarly, bolh co and co are almost

alwavs rendered by 5t, whereas st is the regslar
equiralent of coY. Tie writer of the text published

by Sobhy (1918) does not proceed consistently, but a

tendency toward disdDguishing t and 6 is still cl6-

ly discemible. In the Coptic idiorns underlving tl€se

transcriptions (fiough nol necessarilv the copies
presefled, one of lh€m P€rhaps from $e eartv eigh-

teenth century), the vowels r and 6 were obviously
pronounced in a diferent way But coalesc.nce of

rhese voqels is atlested as early as the mid s€ven'
leenth c€ntuly. In the record done bv Pe|heG
(1659) both leltels are r€gularly rendered bv a. The

same is found in de Rochemonteix's (1892) and

Sobhy's (1915 and 1918) recor& of lraditional Pro-
nuncialion. It is only in the modem reforned pro"

nunciation $at .\ and € are again distinguished as a

and e ft1, rendered by alif and ya', respectirelv, in

rhe popular llalagc *h;ch have an Arabic rraJtstriP

tion. Here, emphatics are only us€d to djstinguish ro

and roi (transcribed by ,r) from roY (!.anscnbed bv

tu).

Concluslon

The evidence gained hom Lhe Bohairic tran\nP
tion, the AEbic lranscriptions of lilurgical Bohainc'
and tEnscriptions of this in(o tie t-atin alphab€t

foom $e mid seventeenth century onward comrbo'

rates many of the results t-hat haYe been gained tuom
other evidence (see BoBAIRIC).

The Bohairic consonantl a.'€ Yoic€16s, excepl H,

N, ̂ , p, and, if in a nonfinal position, B (see b€lo\v).
A "soft" aniculation of the nonaspirate plosives is

assumed for all CoPtic dialecls. This has been cor-

roborated by the evidence of $e Arabic transcrip'

tiorir lhe usual equivaleni of r is Arabic d or d. It

may, however, be assumed tha! K uas not of the

same "softness" as n, T, and x; i! is mther often us€d

to rcnder Arabic k instead of x. Worell (1934)

thoudl it possible tlal Bohairic n, r, x, and K were

voiced whenever going back to Es/Ptian ,, d, d (=

E), and g, respeclively ln lbe coPlic alphab€t of the

AEbic Apophthegmata, ho\re|er, these signs repr€'

sent voiceless stops: it is not a $at is u!€d for Arabic

d but rather I (a lener of rJre alPhabet ot coPlic

creek). If n is used for Arabic , and r for Arabic i,
rhis may have been done by dehuh, there beins no

voiced altemative available, ill contras! to tle case

of r.
The problem of x is rather one of Amlic dialectol"

oS/, as this letter has by and large be€n identified

wifi Eim, a phoneme wh6e aniculalion \uies

greatly in the Arabic idioms of Eg/p! (see Woidich'

1980, pp. 207-208) De Rochemonteix's (1892) UP
per E$@tian informants Pronounced r( as J G),
though one infonnant ofered a free(?) variant a'

Sobhy (1918, p. 54), on the ofier hand, ciaimed that

in Upper ESDI, x is J ubere it correspon& to

Salidic x but 8 where ii corrcponds to s:Iidic 6

(bur note thar xG in the ren he repmduces t x6

not 66, in Sahidic) In toqer Eg/Pt, x Pr€ced'ng
vowel i rvas pronounced as & but otherwise it was 8,
according to Sobhy (1915, p l8) A verv simiiar rule

appli€s in modem reformed P.onunciation, wh;ch

has ! before t and e. This is remarkabl€ indeed. As i!

cannoi be exPlained by Anbic influence, it is obvi-

ou5ly a testimony lo intemal copric d€v€loPm€nt.
ln the final positjon, n, T, x, and K seem to have

c@lesced with th€ aspirat6, +, e, 6, and x, r6Pec'

dvely. This, again, is corroboBled by the evidence of

rhe Arabic transcnpdons

4
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As to aspirale stops, in the Alabic transcriplions, a

/Dossibly larc) lendencv to pronounce { as a fica-

rive, even in genuine Coplic words, is attested; il is

smer:mer rendered bv Arabic I (coftesPonding evi-

dence can be found with de Rochemonteix, 1892). 6

is not (6ed for transcribing Ambic. It is rendered bv
j in ABbic, although the assumed pronunciation rs

ar. This can be €xplained bv fie tuct that Aabic

ftorb class;cnl and Es/Ptian) has no c phonene, and

rhe device of l€ndering the Bohainc phoneme bv

vo Arabic phonemes (and, by consequence, two

sraphemesr. namely r Plus j, me! wilh relucunce.

lompare lhts ro lhe use in modem E5.pt of I to

render Turkish a (which is c in the Turkish talin

alphabet; see Prokosch, 1981, P l l) But somewhere

$e r adiculalion may have sulaived. Although bolh

Petr"e6 (1659) and de Rochemonteix (1892) rend€r
6 by. i  erclusively,  Sobhy (1915, p. 18, and 1918, P
52) heard [a] (though obvior:sly not in dc-, which is
io&). This could, however, be interpreted as a trait
of $e reformed pronunciation, which has lhe c
sound (rendered r plus i in Arabic script), again with
the €xcepiion of &.

h is alsumed that 6 \ras pronounced as a voiced
bilabial fricalive, B (= ,). This articuladon was still
noriced by de Rochemonleix in 1876-18?7i Sobhy
(1915 and 1918) noted that nonf inal  .  is pronounced
as voca.lic !, and never like the rounded l' of Am-
brc. The evidence ot rhe A'abic transcriptions is in
agreement rritir thisr initial B is rendered, nol by
waw but ra6er by alif plus waw, and once in the
syllable-initial posiiion hamza with kasra plus waw
((rrJJtlJtal , *n6pi6psofr): by indicating a shod
front vowel, th€ writer obviously hinted at a non.
rounded aniculalion of the labial.

In lhe 6.-al position, however, B was not pro-
roun.ed a\ a hicauve i . t  Tul i ,  1778, p 37. ThL
carnot be renfied in the Apophthegmaia transcritr
1ion, as Arabic flnal !, is realized as vocalic a in tbe
pausal foms. Bur both in rhe rEnscnpdons and in
$e records of tt?dilional pronunciation, final ! is
rendered bt the corresponding plosive (Arabic ,). It
is not possible to say whether final B fully coalesced
with flnal + or tlre former remained softer and/or

It is a very remarkable fact tlat at the time the
Anbic tmnscription ot tlre Galtier (1905) text w"s
produced, Coptccreek words w€r€ mostly pe
nounced according to .ules similar to those of late
koine and modem creek.

ln many vords, r L rendered b) tle Aiabic voic€'
less stops r or r. This indicares that it was not ofsofr
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articulatjon, as it was in autochthonous Coptic

The voiced stops of creek had develop€d into the
conesponding fricalives in late antiquily: b > F (r)
> v; d > 6 (a); and gbefore front vowels > : G) > y,
b u t o t h e f f i s e > 7 G ) .

The relevant correspondences witi Arabic signs
can be explained b) asruming a simildr pronun\ ia-
lion of the Copto-Creek words (see €speciauy for r).

The aspi.ates of Creek bad developed into lhe cor-
responding fricarives in late antiquiry: y' > d Gt) > li
1 > $ (4; and p be[ore front vow€ls > q (i), but
otherwis€ > x fr).

For th€ copto.Greek words in Bohairic, nole espe.
cially thar + was not r€nd€red by Arabic ,; e qas apt
to render kabic f and x was rrndered by Ambic .i
(the sound value coming closest to c in Arabic) if
preceding a front vo\rel, bui otherwise by t.

one will be inclined io attribure the introductidn
of such "leamed" usage to a raiher late p€riod ot
Coptic literacy-for example, a period of high philo.
logical interest, such as lhe thifteenrh and four.
teenth centuries. No|e, however, that some of the
mir5pellings in earlier Copuc (cf. Crum, 1939, pp.
48-49, 516, 540-41,745) can htrdly be explained
otherwise than by ass,rming a lradition o[ "Neo"
Creek" pronunciation. The question is, lhough,
whether this pronunciation ll]as applied 1o the
Copto.Oreek words in earlier times in $e same
malter'of-couNe way as in th€ Ca.ltier (1905) text, for

Note ibat the informants of de Rochemonteix
(1892) were not very consistent in th€ use of r, r,
and x in copto.Creek lvords, sometimes pronounc"
ing them in fie "Coptic" way, namely g ( < g?),
even lvhen preceding back vowels; d inst€ad ol dr I
instead of t or I.

Presentiay liturgical recitation follows the rules
of a reform€d pronunciation. It is minored in lhe
Arabic tmnscriptions that have replaced th€ coptic
cbamcten in the popular Lhulasrs. The values attnb-
uted to tle Coptic signs appear qslematic and uni
form, maLing tmnscription almost a hnsliteration.
consonants are more or less rend€red according to
the N€o-Greek values. x is i (spelled e ) before
front vo els i and e, but otherwise s (sPeled e ).
oLher values have been menlioned abote. A conspic'
uous feature is ihe mechanical rendering of lhe
diinkim by h^jJJa. erl{t,'e'eh4 qewwr't, Sep'ehmbt,

These mode.n innoyations represent lh€ greatest
break in the history ol Coptic pronuncialion. But
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TABL! 2,

1 . ' a i i d e n
2. aridan
J. ditcn

L dlebeniot
2. ia baniot
3. ge penyot

l. ,ndie bekinin
2. enAa bakran
3. 'enge pekr.an

l. bedehnr&r
2. bedehnak
3. petehnak

J6N r+6
L tr€n tpre
2. ban erba
3. hen 'etff

€rJ€x Nr+Hoyl
ethen nipr6ui
adnan nifiui
'e!hen niff'ui

mareB6bi
mal?fsobi
marefSdpi

nem hid.Sen
nem hiEan
nem hiEEn

leN o\.q€n ?HoT

hen'!Li{p 'ehmot

marafdn;

€nia daknaduro
'enge tekm€r'u16

rn{rs} ,
ernohr-ii
emeb.adi
'€meFili

biki-hi erc.
cbka.hi erc.
p i k 6 h i e t c .

,,+

whereas presenr-day Iiturgical recitarion would per.
naps nor be comprehensible to de ears of a
medieval Copr, lhis woutd cedajnly not be rrue ol
rEditional reciBrion even as ir was helrd rn lhis
cenrury. Alrhough il cannot be denied drat changes
rao occurred-because of rle innuence ot Arabic
and. inreFraj  developmenr_rhe ancienr r ladir ion
nad been preserved in an aronishing measure. An
exarnple (Tabl€ 2) wil sewe besr ro ctarifi this.-the 6I:r line of rhe example is a reconsrruc on otqnar. tn€ brginning of ,he tord,s pEyer may hale
sounoed trre in ( tassical  r imes. 8ul nole Lhar rhe
pnonelrc rendering is qujte imprecise. Vorceters
slops Iq. 4l are meanr by , and d; wh.r is wriLren I ishoughr ro be a bitabial ficdrive [Olj shon e and o
are,open vouets [e, .]; e was rar]er ar ae souno 1orperhaps even @,.ci Vycicht, 1936).

The second line renders Sobhy,s (1915, p. te) re.
cord rn_rhe conven{ions u5ed here (j for rr, erc.J. An
upper Lg)?uar pronunLiarion g has been as.umea

Tne |hird line is a rendering of nodem church
recrt i t ron as i r  is l r  scr ibed in Anbic scr ipr In the
Wpr)ar khuloALt.
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