
in 

Proceedings of the 28th Congress of Papyrology
 Barcelona 1-6 August 2016

Edited by Alberto Nodar & Sofía Torallas Tovar 

Coedited by María Jesús Albarrán Martínez, Raquel Martín Hernández, 

Irene Pajón Leyra, José-Domingo Rodríguez Martín & Marco Antonio Santamaría

Scripta Orientalia 3
Barcelona, 2019 

The persistence of Greek and the rise of Coptic in the 
early Christian liturgy in Egypt

Ágnes T. Mihálykó



Coordinación y edición: Alberto Nodar – Sofía Torallas Tovar 
Coedición: María Jesús Albarrán Martínez, Raquel Martín Hernández, Irene Pajón Leyra, 
José Domingo Rodríguez Martín, Marco Antonio Santamaría 
Diseño de cubierta: Sergio Carro Martín 

Primera edición, junio 2019 
© los editores y los autores 2019 
La propiedad de esta edición es de Publicacions de l’Abadia de Montserrat 
Ausiàs Marc 92-98 – 08013 Barcelona 

ISBN 978-84-9191-079-4 (Pamsa) 
ISBN 978-84-88042-89-7 (UPF) 
Edición digital 
http://hdl.handle.net/10230/41902 



  

 
 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
Foreword        
 
Program of the congress 
 
Photograph of participants 

i 
 

vi 
 

xxi 
 
PART I: Papyrology: methods and instruments 
Archives for the History of Papyrology 
 

1 

ANDREA JÖRDENS, Die Papyrologie in einer Welt der Umbrüche    
ROBERTA MAZZA, Papyrology and Ethics       
PETER ARZT-GRABNER, How to Abbreviate a Papyrological Volume? Principles, 

Inconsistencies, and Solutions       
PAOLA BOFFULA, Memorie dal sottosuolo di Tebtynis a ... Roma e a Venezia!  
ELISABETH R. O’CONNELL, Greek and Coptic manuscripts from First Millennium 

CE Egypt (still) in the British Museum      
NATASCIA PELLÉ, Lettere di B. P. Grenfell e A. S. Hunt a J. G. Smyly   

3-14 
15-27 
28-55 

 
56-67 
68-80 

 
81-89 

 
PART II: Literary Papyri 
 

91 

IOANNA KARAMANOU, The earliest known Greek papyrus (Archaeological 
Museum of Piraeus, MΠ 7449, 8517-8523): Text and Contexts   

FRANZISKA NAETHER, Wise Men and Women in Literary Papyri    
MAROULA SALEMENOU, State Letters and Decrees in P.Haun. I 5 and P.Oxy. 

XLII 3009: an Evaluation of Authenticity     
MARIA PAZ LOPEZ, Greek Personal Names, Unnamed Characters and Pseudonyms 

in the Ninos Novel         
MASSIMO MAGNANI, The ancient manuscript tradition of the Euripidean 

hypotheses   
MARIA KONSTANTINIDOU, Festal Letters: Fragments of a Genre    
MARCO STROPPA, Papiri cristiani della collezione PSI: storia recente e prospettive 

future            
ANASTASIA MARAVELA, Scriptural Literacy Only? Rhetoric in Early Christian 

Papyrus Letters  

93-104 
 

105-113 
114-123 

 
124-134 

 
135-143 

 
144-152 
153-161 

 
162-177 

       
 
PART III: Herculaneum 
 

179 

GIOVANNI INDELLI - FRANCESCA LONGO AURICCHIO, Le opere greche della 
Biblioteca ercolanese: un aggiornamento      

GIANLUCA DEL MASTRO, Su alcuni pezzi editi e inediti della collezione ercolanese 
STEFANO NAPOLITANO, Falsificazioni nei disegni di alcuni Papiri Ercolanesi  
ANGELICA DE GIANNI, Osservazioni su alcuni disegni dei Papiri Ercolanesi  
GAIA BARBIERI, Studi preliminari sul PHercul. 1289      

181-190 
 

191-194 
195-206 
207-218 
219-230 



  

VALERIA PIANO, P.Hercul. 1067 Reconsidered: Latest Results and Prospective 
Researches           

DANIEL DELATTRE - ANNICK MONET La Calomnie de Philodème (PHerc.Paris.2), 
colonnes E-F-G. Une nouvelle référence à Hésiode 

MARIACRISTINA FIMIANI, On Several Unpublished Fragments of Book 4 of the 
Rhetoric of Philodemus of Gadara 

FEDERICA NICOLARDI, I papiri del libro 1 del De rhetorica di Filodemo. Dati 
generali e novità  

CHRISTIAN VASSALLO, Analecta Xenophanea.      
GIULIANA LEONE - SERGIO CARRELLI, Per l’edizione di Epicuro, Sulla natura, libro 

incerto (P.Hercul. 1811/335) 

231-240 
 

241-249 
 

250-254 
 

255-262 
 

263-273 
274-288 

 
PART IV: Paraliterary texts- School, Magic and astrology  
 

289 

RAFFAELLA CRIBIORE, Schools and School Exercises Again    
JULIA LOUGOVAYA, Literary Ostraca: Choice of Material and Interpretation of 

Text  
PANAGIOTA SARISCHOULI, Key episodes of the Osirian myth in Plutarch’s De Iside 

et Osiride and in Greek and Demotic Magical Papyri: How do the sources 
complement each other?   

ELENI CHRONOPOULOU, The authorship of PGM VI (P.Lond. I 47) + II (P.Berol. 
Inv. 5026)  

EMILIO SUÁREZ, The flight of passion. Remarks on a formulaic motif of erotic 
spells  

JOHANNES THOMANN, From katarchai to ikhtiyārāt: The Emergence of a New 
Arabic Document Type Combining Ephemerides and Almanacs 

291-297 
298-309 

 
310-324 

 
 

325-332 
 

333-341 
 

342-354 

       
PART V: Scribal practice and book production 
 

355 

MARIE-HÉLÈNE MARGANNE, Les rouleaux composites répertoriés dans le 
Catalogue des papyrus littéraires grecs et latins du CEDOPAL 

NATHAN CARLIG, Les rouleaux littéraires grecs composites profanes et chrétiens 
(début du IIIe – troisième quart du VIe siècle)     

GIOVANNA MENCI, Organizzazione dello spazio negli scholia minora a Omero e 
nuove letture in P.Dura 3        

PIERRE LUC ANGLES, Le grec tracé avec un pinceau comme méthode 
d’identification des scripteurs digraphes: généalogie, limites, redéfinition 
du critère 

ANTONIO PARISI, Citazioni e meccanismi di citazione nei papiri di Demetrio 
Lacone  

ANTONIO RICCIARDETTO, Comparaison entre le système d’abréviations de 
l’Anonyme de Londres et ceux de la Constitution d’Athènes et des autres 
textes littéraires du Brit.Libr. inv. 131 

YASMINE AMORY, Considérations autour du π épistolaire: une contamination entre 
les ordres et la lettre antique tardive ?      

BENJAMIN R. OVERCASH, Sacred Signs in Human Script(ure)s: Nomina Sacra as 
Social Semiosis in Early Christian Material Culture  

357-365 
 

366-373 
 

374-381 
 

382-398 
 
 

399-404 
 

405-416 
 
 

417-421 
 

422-428 
 

        



  

PART VI:  Documentary papyri 
 

429 

Ptolemaic documents 
CARLA BALCONI, Due ordini di comparizione di età tolemaica nella collezione 

dell’Università Cattolica di Milano  
STÉPHANIE WACKENIER, Quatre documents inédits des archives de Haryôtês, 

basilicogrammate de l’Hérakléopolite 
BIANCA BORRELLI, Primi risultati di un rinnovato studio del secondo rotolo del 

P.Rev.Laws 
CLAUDIA TIREL CENA, Alcune considerazioni su due papiri con cessione e affitto 

di ἡµέραι ἁγνευτικαί 
 
Roman and Byzantine documents 
EL-SAYED GAD, ἀντίδοσις in Roman Egypt: A Sign of Continuity or a Revival of 

an Ancient Institution?        
MARIANNA THOMA, The law of succession in Roman Egypt: Siblings and non-

siblings disputes over inheritance       
JOSÉ DOMINGO RODRÍGUEZ MARTÍN, Avoiding the Judge: the Exclusion of the 

δίκη in Contractual Clauses 
FABIAN REITER, Daddy finger, where are you? Zu den Fingerbezeichnungen in den 

Signalements der römischen Kaiserzeit 
DOROTA DZIERZBICKA, Wine dealers and their networks in Roman and Byzantine 

Egypt. Some remarks.         
ADAM BULOW-JACOBSEN, The Ostraca from Umm Balad.     
CLEMENTINA CAPUTO, Dati preliminari derivanti dallo studio degli ostraca di 

Berlino (O. Dime) da Soknopaiou Nesos  
SERENA PERRONE, Banking Transactions On The Recto Of A Letter From Nero To 

The Alexandrians (P.Genova I 10)? 
NAHUM COHEN, P.Berol. inv. no. 25141 – Sale of a Donkey, a Case of Tax 

Evasion in Roman Egypt?        
ANDREA BERNINI, New evidence for Colonia Aelia Capitolina (P.Mich. VII 445 + 

inv. 3888c + inv. 3944k) 
JENS MANGERUD, Who was the wife of Pompeius Niger?  
 
Late Roman and Islamic documents 
JEAN-LUC FOURNET, Anatomie d’un genre en mutation: la pétition de l’Antiquité 

tardive  
ELIZABETH BUCHANAN, Rural Collective Action in Byzantine Egypt (400-700 CE) 
JANNEKE DE JONG, A summary tax assessment from eighth century Aphrodito    
STEFANIE SCHMIDT, Adopting and Adapting – Zur Kopfsteuer im frühislamischen 

Ägypten  

 
431-436 

 
437-447 

 
448-455 

 
456-464 

 
 
 

465-474 
 

475-483 
 

484-493 
 

494-509 
 

510-524 
 

525-533 
534-539 

 
540-550 

 
551-556 

 
557-562 

 
563-570 

 
 

571-590 
 

591-599 
600-608 
609-616 

 
PART VII: Latin papyri 
 

617 

MARIACHIARA SCAPPATICCIO, Papyri and LAtin Texts: INsights and Updated 
Methodologies. Towards a philological, literary, and historical approach to 
Latin papyri 

SERENA AMMIRATI, New developments on Latin legal papyri: the ERC project 
REDHIS and the membra disiecta of a lost legal manuscript  

GIULIO IOVINE, Preliminary inquiries on some unpublished Latin documentary 

619-627 
 
 

628-637 
 

638-643 



papyri (P.Vindob. inv. L 74 recto; 98 verso; 169 recto)   
ORNELLA SALATI, Accounting in the Roman Army. Some Remarks on PSI II 119r 

+ Ch.L.A. IV 264  
DARIO INTERNULLO, Latin Documents Written on Papyrus in the Late Antique and 

Early Medieval West  (5th-11th century): an Overview 

644-653 

654-663 

PART VIII: Linguistics and Lexicography 665 

CHRISTOPH WEILBACH, The new Fachwörterbuch (nFWB). Introduction and a 
lexicographic case: The meaning of βασιλικά in the papyri 

NADINE QUENOUILLE, Hypomnema und seine verschiedenen Bedeutungen 
ISABELLA BONATI, Medicalia Online: a lexical database of technical terms in 

medical papyri  
JOANNE V. STOLK, Itacism from Zenon to Dioscorus: scribal corrections of <ι> and 

<ει> in Greek documentary papyri 
AGNES MIHÁLYKÓ, The persistence of Greek and the rise of Coptic in the early 

Christian liturgy in Egypt 
ISABELLE MARTHOT-SANTANIELLO, Noms de personne ou noms de lieu ? La 

délicate question des ‘toponymes discriminants’ à la lumière des papyrus 
d’Aphroditê (VIe -VIIIe siècle) 

667-673 

674-682 
683-689 

690-697 

698-705 

706-713 

PART IX: Archaeology 715 

ROGER S. BAGNALL - PAOLA DAVOLI, Papyrology, Stratigraphy, and Excavation 
Methods 

ANNEMARIE LUIJENDIJK, On Discarding Papyri in Roman and Late Antique Egypt. 
Archaeology and Ancient Perspectives 

MARIO CAPASSO, L’enigma Della Provenienza Dei Manoscritti Freer E Dei Codici 
Cristiani Viennesi Alla Luce Dei Nuovi Scavi A Soknopaiou Nesos 

717-724 

725-736 

737-745 

PART X: Papyri and realia 747 

INES BOGENSPERGER - AIKATERINI KOROLI, Signs of Use, Techniques, Patterns and 
Materials of Textiles: A Joint Investigation on Textile Production of Late 
Antique Egypt 

VALERIE SCHRAM, Ἐρίκινον ξύλον, de la bruyère en Égypte? 

749-760 

761-770 

PART XI: Conservation and Restoration 771 

IRA RABIN - MYRIAM KRUTZSCH, The Writing Surface Papyrus and its Materials  
1. Can the writing material papyrus tell us where it was produced? 2. Material study 

of the inks  
MARIEKA KAYE, Exploring New Glass Technology for the Glazing of Papyri 
CRISTINA IBÁÑEZ, A Proposal for the Unified Definition of Damages to Papyri 
EMILY RAMOS The Preservation of the Tebtunis Papyri at the University of 

California Berkeley 
EVE MENEI - LAURENCE CAYLUX, Conservation of the Louvre medical papyrus: 

cautions, research, process 

773-781 

782-793 
794-804 
805-827 

828-840 



PART XII: Digitizing papyrus texts 841 

NICOLA REGGIANI, The Corpus of Greek Medical Papyri Online and the digital 
edition of ancient documents 

FRANCESCA BERTONAZZI, Digital edition of P.Strasb. inv. 1187: between the 
papyrus and the indirect tradition 

843-856 

857-871 





Proceedings of the 28th International Congress of Papyrology, Barcelona 2016 
Universitat Pompeu Fabra (Barcelona 2019) 698-705 

 

 

 

 

 

The persistence of Greek and the rise of Coptic in the early Christian liturgy in 

Egypt 
 

Ágnes T. Mihálykó 

University of Oslo 

agi.mihalyko@gmail.com 

 

In the third-fourth centuries, when the documentation begins, Christian liturgy in Egypt was 

recited in Greek, while Coptic had a marginal position. By the end of the first millennium it 

was predominantly in Coptic, although Greek upheld a visible presence in certain parts of the 

liturgy and in certain contexts. The questions of when, where and why the Christian liturgy of 

Egypt was translated from Greek into Coptic have never been examined by the research in 

detail. In spite of its interest for the history of the Coptic liturgy as well as for the study of the 

relationship between Greek and Coptic in Late Antique Egypt, this topic has only been 

treated in passing and in short sketches.
1
 This paper aims at exploring the change in details in 

the context of the relationship between Greek and Coptic in the late antique everyday life and 

culture. 

The source basis for the enquiry is the corpus of the liturgical papyri. This corpus, consisting 

of over three hundred pieces edited so far from the third to the ninth centuries, provides a 

unique possibility to pinpoint which languages were used in each century in certain regions. 

This is also the only evidence available, since other sources of the liturgy, such as church 

orders or patristic writings, are by and large silent on the topic of languages. Despite their 

value, liturgical papyri also present a number of problems. Their dates are usually based on 

paleography and are therefore uncertain, while the provenance is unknown for around a third 

of the items. The state of edition is also uneven; in particular Coptic liturgical texts have 

received limited attention. This loss of information imposes limitations on the conclusions. 

In the following, I will present the liturgy according to its different parts, since these diverge 

when it comes to translation. Christian liturgy works like a role playing game, where different 

actors recite different parts. Prayers are pronounced by the bishop and the priests. The 

communication between the celebrant, their helpers the deacons, and the congregation 

happens through acclamations. Hymns are intoned by the cantor, who can be supported by a 

choir or the congregation. The reader contributes with parts of the Bible. These parts: prayers, 

hymns, acclamations, and readings, are often in different languages within the same service, 

and they emerge in Coptic in different periods and in different contexts. Thus in order to 

follow the path of Coptic in the Egyptian liturgy, we need to observe it independently in the 

different parts: prayers, hymns, and acclamations. Readings will not be treated here due to a 

methodological problem: among the biblical papyri those used in liturgy and those used in 

other contexts are often difficult to dissimilate.
2
 The liturgical use of the Bible in late antique 

Egypt needs a separate study that cannot be attempted here. 

                                                 
1
 In connection with the history of the liturgy: e.g. Brakmann (2006) 134-135, in the context of multilingualism, 

e.g. Wipszycka (1992) 106, n. 67. Achim Budde alone treated the question more extensively; he elaborated on 

individual questions such as the translation of the anaphora of St. Basil into Coptic (Budde [2004] 94 and 104). 
2
 The potential liturgical use of the earliest Biblical manuscripts has been widely discussed since the thought-

provoking book of Larry Hurtado (2006). Coptic manuscripts of the Bible have been studied for the fourth 

century by Frank Feder (2007), who however did not treat the question of their potential liturgical use. 

Burmester (1934) 453 discussed the liturgical readings of the sapiential books and suggested that there were two 
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1. Prayers 

Prayers were initially in Greek. Until the sixth century there are no papyri or other evidence 

of liturgical prayers in Coptic. This does not exclude the possibility that there might have 

been prayers in Coptic, since evidence might be lost; moreover, the liturgy did not have to be 

written to be performed.
3
 There is however one consideration against supposing a widespread 

practice of praying in Coptic in the formative period of Christian liturgy in Egypt, the fact 

that the acclamations are in Greek in all periods. Since the acclamations were short 

injunctions of practical nature, it would have been strange if they were originally in a 

language different from the language of the prayers. Although acclamations were hardly ever 

recorded until the sixth century, we may safely assume that they were as a rule in Greek in 

the earliest period, since they were in Greek in later periods as well, and as it has been shown 

by Achim Budde (1998), they were conditioned by tradition and inertia. This in turn implies 

that the prayers were also in the same language, Greek, in the earliest period. 

Prayers in Coptic surface in the written record only in the sixth century. The exact date and 

place of their first appearance cannot be stated due to the above-mentioned lack of precise 

dates and provenances. However, in the late sixth and early seventh centuries two monastic 

centres can be observed in which praying in Coptic was the rule, while Greek continued to be 

in use. The first is Deir el-Bala’izah, where a group of five fragmentary euchologia from the 

sixth-seventh centuries was found in the monastery, three in Coptic and two in Greek.
4
 The 

liturgy in the monastery was apparently performed in both languages, whereas the monastery 

was administered in Coptic, and Greek played a very limited role in daily life.
5
 A similar 

bilingual praying practice can be observed in the early seventh century in the monasteries of 

Western Thebes as well. There Coptic prayers outnumber by far the Greek ones, of which 

only two or three can be associated with the area.
6
 This reflects the general linguistic 

landscape of the region, where the monks were corresponding and writing their documents in 

Coptic.
7
 Two of the Greek prayers, O.Crum 516 and 519, are associated with the monastery 

of St. Phoibammon, and one in particular with the bishop Abraham, who resided there. 

Apparently in this monastery, which served as a bishop’s see at the turn of the sixth and 

seventh centuries, the Eucharist could be celebrated in Greek as well. 

Praying in Greek and Coptic co-existed also in other parts of Egypt. The position of Greek in 

prayers remained strong until the eighth or even ninth century. An inedited Coptic prayer for 

the consecration of the chalice from the seventh or eighth century, P.Oslo inv. 1665, 

concludes with a Greek sentence introducing the Lord’s Prayer, which is to be recited by the 

people.
8
 This indicates that the people were still expecting the last sentence indicating their 

                                                                                                                                                        
translations, a literary and the liturgical one, the latter deriving from Coptic interpretations of the Greek readings 

during the service (cf. Till [1955] 51). In spite of these partial results, much of the work related to the liturgical 

use of biblical manuscripts from late antique Egypt remains to be done. 
3
 On the improvisation of prayers in the earliest period and the process of their fixation, see Budde (2004) 546-

567. 
4
 P.Bal. I 28, 30, and II 412 are in Coptic, while P.Bal. I 29 and a carefully written euchologion, last edited by 

Roberts / Capelle (1949), are in Greek. 
5
 Cf. Sijpesteijn (2010) 113-114. 

6
 These are O.Crum 516, a prayer for forgiveness for the sins of the celebrant written on the back of a letter of 

the bishop Abraham of Hermonthis, O.Crum 519 (found in the Monastery of St. Phoibammon) with a 

fragmentary prayer of thanksgiving for communion or a diaconicon (ll. 13-19), and potentially O.Petr.Mus. 19 

(which might come from Dendera; on the discussion of the provenance, see O.Petr.Mus. Introduction 5). For an 

overview of the Coptic prayers see Winlock / Crum (1926) 198-199. 
7
 On the use of and proficiency in Greek in the Theban monasteries see Winlock / Crum (1926) 254-256 and 

Boud’hors (2010). 
8
 Ed. Maravela / Mihálykó / Wehus (2017). 



Á. T. Mihálykó 

 

700 

 

imminent intervention in Greek, that is, they were accustomed to hear such prayers in Greek. 

Even later, in the ninth century, new Greek prayers continued to be created by combining 

older ones. A sheet is preserved with the beginning of the Eucharistic prayer of the Apostolic 

Constitutions (Pap.Colon. XXVIII 10), which ends mid-sentence.
9
 This text could not be 

performed on its own and was probably to be combined with the rests of another prayer. 

While Greek prayers were more or less out of fashion by the beginning of the second 

millennium in the Upper Egyptian chora, in the patriarchal court and in some monasteries of 

Lower Egypt they continued throughout the Middle Ages and the early modern period, and 

they even had a renaissance in the eighteenth century.
10

  

It is interesting to observe that some of the Coptic prayers of the sixth-seventh centuries are 

connected to the West Syrian liturgical tradition.
11

 The sixth century was a period of 

intensive contact between the Miaphysite churches of Egypt and Syria, which resulted in a 

strong impact of the Syriac liturgy on that of the Egyptian church.
12

 The prayers witnessing 

this influence tend to be preserved in Coptic among the papyri.
13

 This is a fact worth noting, 

even if a thorough assessment of the Syriac influence on the texts preserved on papyri would 

be required for a more precise evaluation of the situation. 

In the same period, the traditional texts of Egypt were also translated. The translations seem 

to have been made locally, since wherever more manuscripts of the same prayer are known 

from different places, they present different, independent variants.
14

 The prayers were as a 

rule translated into Sahidic. Only one example in Fayumic dialect has been edited so far from 

the ninth century.
15

 The lack of earlier examples, the presence of two Greek prayers in the 

Fayum from the sixth to eighth centuries (BKT VI 7 and P.Ryl. III 465), as well as a possible 

reference to a Greek euchologion in P.Fay.Copt. 44. l. 15 might indicate that the liturgy was 

translated into Coptic here only as late as the eighth or ninth centuries.
16

 Fayumic was not the 

only Coptic dialect used in the liturgy in the Fayum. From later centuries prayers in Sahidic 

with Fayumicizing influence are also known.
17

 

 

 

 

                                                 
9
 Pap.Colon. XXVIII 10 was dated to the sixth century by the ed. pr., but a comparison of its writing with CPR 

XXXI 12, dated to the ninth century by its editor, suggests this later date for the liturgical papyrus as well. 
10

 Budde (2004) 70-71. 
11

 These include the anaphoras of St. Basil and St. Gregory, which are generally assumed to originate from the 

West Syrian tradition with a later Egyptian stage of redaction (see Budde [2004] 580 on Basil, and Gerhards 

[1984] 168-175 on Gregory), and a prayer of inclination before communion preserved in Coptic on O.Crum 6 

and the papyrus Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum inv. K 8586b (ed. Satzinger [1971] 428-429) and in Greek 

on BKT VI 7 2r, which has two shorter Syriac redactions as well (Raes / Rücker / Codrington [1939] 81-83). 
12

 Budde (2004) 580-581. 
13

 The anaphoras of St. Basil and Gregory have copies in Coptic (Basil: Doresse / Lanne [1960] and P.Bal. I 28; 

Gregory: P.Vindob. inv. K 4854, ed. by Henner [2000] 38-43), but none in Greek from the first millennium. The 

above-mentioned prayer of inclination has two Coptic and one Greek copies from the seventh century. 
14

 This has been shown for the anaphora of St. Basil by Achim Budde (2004) 585-586, for which there is a 

version from the White Monastery and one probably from Middle Egypt. Other texts, such as the intercessions 

of the liturgy of St. Mark, present similar patterns, but their detailed treatment exceeds the limitations of this 

paper. 
15

 P.Lond.Copt. I 517. 
16

 P.Fay.Copt. 44 is a list of books, partly belonging to the monastery of the Archangel Michael in Hamouli, of 

which l. 14 mentions a ⲙⲩⲥⲧⲓⲕⲟⲛ in Greek. Although this term is otherwise not attested for ‘euchologion’, in 

this period only liturgical books are expected to be in Greek. Since the adjective μυστικός can mean ‘related to 

Eucharist’ (Lampe [1961] 894a), the term can very well indicate a euchologion. 
17

 In particular Prague Or. Inst. MS I-IV (ed. Hažmuková [1936-1937]). 
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2. Hymns 

Almost all hymns are in Greek in the entire period. Egypt takes part in the circulation of 

church music in Greek, as the extant manuscripts of famous hymnographers like Romanus 

Melodus or Severus of Antioch show, some of which are almost contemporary with the 

authors.
18

 The borrowings continued well beyond the Chalcedonian split, at least up to the 

ninth century, since the manuscript of a hymn attributed to the ninth-century Johannes 

Monachus is also preserved.
19

 Although there is nothing to indicate the ecclesiastical 

affiliation of the users of these manuscripts, it would be surprising if all the instances of 

borrowing would come from Chalcedonian circles. It is more probable that the schism did not 

block the circulation of hymns among the churches. Hymns were in Greek even in Coptic 

speaking milieus as in the Theban monasteries. In such circles the scribes, who were no 

longer used to copying Greek texts and did not master the language properly, copied hymns 

full of irregularities, which sometimes impede understanding.  

Even though the overwhelming majority of the hymns are in Greek, hymns in bilingual Greek 

and Coptic version and one Coptic hymn appear among the first liturgical documents. The 

Coptic hymn, P.Scherling inv. 127,
20

 is clearly intended to be a poetic composition, since it is 

copied in stichometry, and it has a title Alleluia, which associates the text with the Psalms. It 

is uncertain whether the composition was intended for recitation. The title Alleluia could in 

fact indicate recitation, since it could have served as a refrain.
21

 Hymns in Coptic were not 

unheard of in Egypt; Manicheans certainly performed hymns in this language.
22

 Other 

Christian groups may have experimented with it as well. The Origenist scholar Hieracas of 

Leontopolis, who explained the Bible in Greek and Coptic, is recorded to have written ‘new 

psalms’, although it is not specified that this too happened in both languages or whether they 

were meant for the liturgy.
23

 P.Scherling inv. 127 might be another example of such 

experiments.
24

 

The two bilingual Greek and Coptic hymns may not attest Coptic singing either. P.Würzburg 

inv. K 1003
25

 (3
rd

-4
th

 cent.) has an alphabetic acrostic hymn in Greek on the one side and its 

translation in Fayumic on the other. Since the Coptic does not follow any metrical structure 

or the acrostic, to all likelihood it did not serve performance needs, but only the interpretation 

of the Greek for Egyptian speaking users.
26

 The other early bilingual hymn, the Great 

Doxology in Scheide Ms 144
27

 (5
th

 cent.), is copied after the Gospel of Matthew first in 

Greek, then in Middle Egyptian dialect. The text probably served as a consciously selected 

final doxological text with which to round off the Gospel, and the hymn was not performed 

directly from the codex. This does not exclude the possibility that the translation was 

                                                 
18

 Romanus Melodus: MPER N.S. III 41 (late 6
th

 or early 7
th

 cent.), P.Vindob. inv. G 26225 (ed. Porter / Porter 

[2002], 7
th

 cent.), MPER N.S. XVII 41, P.Amst. I 24, Severus of Antioch: MPER N.S. XVII 12 and 17 (cf. 

Lucchesi [2004]). 
19

 P.Vindob. inv. G 31956 (Theodoridis [1977]). 
20

 Ed. Lefort (1939) 1-7. 
21

 Bernard (2005) 73. 
22

 T.Kell.Copt. 2 contains the incipits of every second line of four Manichean Psalms, thus it was designed to aid 

the performance of the hymn by alternating choirs (P.Kellis IV Introduction 19). On Manichean hymnography, 

see Puech (1979). 
23

 Epiph. Adv. haeres. 67.3.7. 
24

 Indeed, Peterson (1947) suggested that P.Scherling inv. 127 was a work of Hieracas. However, there is no 

reason to suppose that Hieracas was the only person who wrote hymns in Coptic. Besides, the dialect of the 

fragment, Achmimic, is a strong counterargument, since Hieracas of Leontopolis would be expected to have 

written hymns in Bohairic. 
25

 Ed. Brashear / Satzinger (1990). 
26

 A similar case has been made for the bilingual P.Mon.Epiph. 49+592 by Boud’hors (2010) 185. 
27

 Ed. Schenke (1981) 128-131. 
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originally made for the purposes of performance, but it cannot be proven either. However, 

even if the Coptic hymn of this manuscript and P.Scherling inv. 127 were actually sung in 

service, they seem to be isolated examples awaiting further evidence to be re-assessed.  

After the fifth century the possibility of singing Christian hymns in Coptic seems to have 

been forgotten. It was much later that Coptic hymnography resurfaced. The earliest examples 

are dated on the basis of paleography in the eighth or ninth century.
28

 Most of them are in 

Fayumic or Fayumicizing Sahidic, but there is a manuscript in Bohairic as well 

(P.Monts.Roca inv. 18). Those with a known provenance come from the Fayum. The first 

ample collections, which are preserved in two manuscripts, also originate from the oasis, 

from the Monastery of the Archangel Michael in Hamouli.
29

 Written at the very end of the 

ninth century, they contain thirteen alphabetic acrostic hymns and a collection of hymns for 

the various feast days of the entire liturgical year, which represents a fairly developed stage 

of Coptic hymnography. Since some time needs to be allowed for its evolution, Coptic 

hymnography can reasonably be supposed to have started somewhere in the eighth century. 

But besides Coptic hymnography, Greek persisted as well, sometimes even in cohabitation, 

as the Greek refrain of P.Monts.Roca inv. 18 indicates. 

 

3. Acclamations 

Acclamations were throughout the period in Greek, also if the prayer is in Coptic.
30

 This does 

not necessarily mean that the congregation understood the Greek. Acclamations could be 

explained if needed. Two such explanations, O.CrumST 16 and P.MoscowCopt. 89r, were 

preserved on an ostrakon and a papyrus sheet. A later example, P.Naqlun II 20 (dated 

between the ninth and the eleventh century by the editor) has been interpreted by Achim 

Budde as a translation of the acclamations of the people in dialogue with the priest and the 

deacon.
31

 However, to all likelihood most of the interpreting happened orally and did not 

leave any record. 

 

4. Conclusion 

Thus altogether the following picture of the relationship of Greek and Coptic in the liturgy 

can be drawn: In the third to fifth centuries, when the first written evidence appears, 

everything was in Greek as a rule (although the biblical readings could have been in Coptic–

perhaps alongside the Greek version–as soon as a translation was available in the third-fourth 

centuries). Some groups might have used Coptic hymns, which were in vogue with the 

Manicheans. However, Coptic hymnography could not establish itself. Prayers in Sahidic 

Coptic appear around the sixth century. The diverging texts show that the prayers were 

translated into Sahidic Coptic independently in different centres. Prayers in Greek and Coptic 

coexisted for centuries, sometimes even in the same monasteries. In the same period, hymns 

were still sung in Greek, often a rather irregular one. The Fayum kept the liturgy entirely in 

Greek until the eighth-ninth century, when the monasteries of the oasis introduced both 

                                                 
28

 The first example might be P.Heid. inv. K 95, which was placed by its editor into the seventh-eighth century 

on the basis of paleography, Dosoo (2019) 32-40; I thank the author for having shared his work with me. Other 

hymns coming from the eighth-ninth centuries include the Fayumic P.Fay.Copt. 5, 6 and 10 (9
th

 cent.?), 

moreover P.Lond.Copt. I 519 (9
th

 cent.) written in a mixed Sahidic-Fayumic, as well as the Bohairic 

P.Monts.Roca inv. 18 (ed. Roca-Puig [1977], 9
th

 cent.). 
29

 New York, MLM, M574 (the hymns were edited as Kuhn / Tait [1996]) and MLM, M575 (the hymns were 

edited as Cramer / Krause [2008]). 
30

 E.g. P.Bal. I 28. l. 9. 
31

 Budde (2002). 
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hymns and prayers in Coptic, both in Fayumic and in Sahidic. This did not mean the 

immediate demise of Greek, and the monastery of the Archangel Michael might have had a 

Greek book of prayers and a Coptic book of hymns at the end of the ninth century according 

to P.Fay.Copt. 44. l. 14. The acclamations were in Greek in the entire period and beyond.  

Having sketched, as far as the sources allow, the process of the translation of the liturgy into 

Coptic, we might ask the question of why: Why did certain parts get translated, why did 

others not, and why at that given moment? First an old theory has to be mentioned, namely 

that after the Chalcedonian schism the Miaphysite Coptic Church embraced the Coptic 

language and rejected the Greek in a deliberate, to some authors ‘nationalistic’, effort of 

demarcation from the Chalcedonian Church, and the translation of the liturgy was part of this 

rejection of the Greek.
32

 This theory has been refuted convincingly by Ewa Wipszycka. She 

showed that Greek persisted for a long time after Chalcedon in anti-Calcedonian 

ecclesiastical circles.
33

 The survey above also demonstrates that there was no Miaphysite 

rejection of Greek or an all-encompassing promotion of Coptic in the liturgical domain. 

Nonetheless, a certain link could be observed between the Syrian and therefore Miaphysite 

connections of the prayers and the preference for the Coptic language. It is all the more 

curious since we can safely assume that any exchange of liturgical texts between the two 

Miaphysite churches happened in their common language, Greek. The Syrian influence might 

thus be partly responsible for the changes in Egypt, since in the Miaphysite sister church 

praying in Syriac was more wide-spread already in earlier periods, and this might have 

inspired translators in Egypt.
34

 In addition, some effect of the formation of the Miaphysite 

church of Egypt on the process of translation might be assumed. It has recently been 

demonstrated for Syria by F. Millar that the increased use of Syriac–without the rejection of 

the Greek–became a formational element of the Miaphysite church there.
35

 A similar 

approach to Coptic in Egypt might have prompted some ecclesiastical figures to translate 

prayers. However, the effect of such considerations or the influence of the Syrian practice 

was moderate and uneven: it clearly did not affect hymns, which had been composed in 

Syriac since the fourth century, but established themselves in Coptic only in the eighth-ninth 

centuries. 

If the Chalcedonian schism cannot sufficiently explain the phenomenon, then what could 

have motivated the translation of the liturgy or the lack of it? It is evident that at different 

parts of the service different factors were at work. Comprehension played a minor role, and 

the least for the acclamations of the people and the deacon. These texts were conditioned by 

tradition and inertia.
36

 People learnt these formulary contributions from generation to 

generation, and they expected to answer the same things in the same language that they were 

used to.  

As for hymns, the insistence of the people, who could contribute to singing them, could be a 

factor why they were kept in Greek. But hymns were also difficult to translate. The Coptic 

version had to fit the melody and observe the rhythm and the structure of the original, which 

poses a considerable challenge.
37

 However, as the Manichean hymns, the psalms of Hieracas 

and P.Scherling inv. 127 show, hymns could be translated into or written in Coptic already in 

the third-fifth centuries. Such a practice would have been in line with the widespread strategy 

                                                 
32

 On the theory, see Wipszycka (1992) 83-89. 
33

 Wipszycka (1992), cf. Budde (2004) 70-71 for the liturgy. 
34

 Brock (1994) 158-159. 
35

 Millar (2013) 90. 
36

 Budde (1998). 
37

 The melodies of hymns in the modern Coptic Church tend to be kept when the texts are translated, Moftah / 

Robertson / Roy / Toth (1991) 1715b. 
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of using hymns to popularise a theological position.
38

 Hymns in Coptic could have reached 

parts of the population that hymns in Greek could not. It is unclear why this practice did not 

become popular. Perhaps orthodox circles shunned making use of a medium that was 

associated with sects and especially the Manicheans. It is equally unclear why, after a long 

silence, the eighth-ninth centuries suddenly saw the creation of Coptic hymnography at the 

same time as Greek hymns were still being imported. Since processes in Lower Egypt, from 

where one of the first Coptic hymns, the Bohairic text copied on P.Monts.Roca inv. 18, 

originates, remain obscure in the lack of sources, and since Coptic hymns have in particular 

been neglected by the editors, it cannot be affirmed at the present stage of the research where 

the custom was initiated, and what the motives were behind it. 

As for prayers, their translation is not particularly demanding. Understanding could also be 

desirable, as prayers often convey theological thought. More importantly, prayers were 

growing with time, they moved towards fixation, and they were often memorised by the 

priest. This was a factor which could press the stakeholders towards translation. With Coptic 

literacy people felt less and less the need to learn Greek, and even important personalities of 

the church like the bishop Abraham of Hermonthis could not understand it any longer. 

Praying in Coptic must have simplified the service of such clerics considerably. The 

thickening of the parochial network in the villages by the sixth century could add to this need, 

as Achim Budde has suggested, since it meant more village clergymen with humble 

education.
39

 But losing Greek did not force anyone to use Coptic prayers, as Greek prayer 

texts were also copied by people whose mother tongue is revealed to be Coptic by their 

mistakes. The monastic milieu, with its early predilection for Coptic, could play a role as 

well, as evidenced by the fact that most of the early Coptic prayers with a known provenance 

come from two monastic hubs. It is easy to imagine that the different Coptic translations of 

the liturgy emanated from influential monastic centres. But the translation of prayers into 

Coptic in the sixth-seventh centuries also fits the trends of the era. In the course of these two 

hundred years, Coptic was on the rise, conquering wider and wider areas of the daily writing 

as well as literature.
40

 The translation of the prayers of the liturgy into Coptic could easily be 

part of this general tendency. 
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