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COPTIC LANGUAGE IN CHRISTIAN ETHIOPIA
(UNTIL THE 19™ CENTURY)

BY

MARCIN KRAWCZUK

Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to present various forms of presence of the
Coptic language in the Ethiopian writing until the 19" Century. In this
period we witness the birth, flourishing and decay of a Christian
ecclesiastical culture with Classical Ethiopic (Ge‘ez) as its literary
language within a well-defined political entity of the Ethiopian Empire.
The middle of the 19" Century saw a significant break with the tradition
and radical shift towards modernity in many spheres of life.

The presence of the Coptic language in Ethiopia is an outcome of the
long-standing relations between Ethiopia and Egypt or strictly speaking
between their respective national churches. There is a large literature
devoted to these relations, they will be therefore treated only briefly.

The article will deal with such phenomena as: Coptic loanwords in
Ge‘ez, documents written in Coptic within the context of Ethiopian church
administration, the treatment of Coptic names in translated literary texts. It
will certainly not be exhaustive but rather will put together information
scattered throughout various publications, not necessarily accessible to the
audience interested in Coptology?.

Linguistic landscape of the Ethiopian empire

The linguistic situation in the Ethiopian Empire was characterized by
the coexistence of a number of languages, restricted to particular fields.
The most prestigious position was occupied by Ge‘ez. Ge‘ez ceased to be
spoken probably somewhere near the end of the Axumite era (7™ Century)
but it remained the main language of Christian literature, Church liturgy

! For a comprehensive bibliography of the relations between Christian cultures of
Egypt and Ethiopia see Bausi 2012.
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and documentary writing (chronicles, administrative documents) until the
19" century.

The two main spoken languages of the Christian population were
Tigrinya in the north and Amharic in the south. Among them there many
minor languages of which we have little or no attestation?. Amharic was
also the language of the court (lasand nagus) and since the 18" Century its
importance as a written language began to grow until in the beginning of
the 20" Century it has become the dominant literary language in Ethiopia,
the position it still occupies today.

No survey of the linguistic situation in the Ethiopian Empire would be
complete without mentioning the impact of Arabic. Its status was
somewhat more complicated (for the sake of brevity we will not be
referring here to the role of Arabic among Muslim communities which was
naturally very important).

To begin with, Arabic was the main language from which Christian
literature was translated into Ge‘ez since the 14" century (in the Axumite
era it was Greek). It therefore had a considerable impact on the usage of
Ge‘ez which is clearly visible through the presence of many loanwords and
syntactic calques®. Almost invariably the originals would come from the
Arabic literary heritage of the Coptic Orthodox Church and the role of
metropolitans appointed by Alexandria in transmitting those texts into
Ethiopia is sometimes evident, like in the case of the famous Sélama (r. ca
1350-ca. 1388)".

In addition to this, Arabic is attested in Ethiopia in a Christian context
in the form of occasional documentary notes written in Arabic in Ge‘ez
manuscripts. The published examples are exclusively connected with
circumstances where the part involved was the abuna®.

Furthermore, it is reasonable to assume that the abund arrived in
Ethiopia with some entourage and thus there usually was a small but
influential group of Arabic native speakers in the country. The use of
Arabic in ecclesiastical context in Ethiopia is not very well attested, but
one finds its occasional traces in literature. For instance, in the hagiography
of Tadewos, an Ethiopian monk and missionary living in the14™ century,
we read:

2 LusiINI, Costs.

3 Kropp, Arabisch-athiopische.
4 LANTSCHOOT, Abba.

5 LusiNi, Lingue, p. 141-143.
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‘Abund  Filoppos  was
assistant priest and ‘abba
Tadewos acted as serving
deacon.  They celebrated
Eucharist together in one word
and one language with the
bishop. Once they officiated
the Eucharistic prayer in
Arabic and once in Ge‘ez, the
language of our country.

Finally, at least part of foreign epistolographic activity of Emperors was
conducted in Arabic since Arabophone polities such as Yemen or Egypt
were the country’s important trading partners.

The ways of introduction of Coptic into Ethiopia

The presence of Coptic in Ethiopia is a result of two interconnected
factors: the administrative dependence of the Ethiopian Church on the
patriarch of Alexandria and the fact that a large part of Ethiopian Christian
literature and liturgy was shaped according to Egyptian models and
translated from Egyptian originals.

Although the coming of Christianity was not a product of an Egyptian
mission, it was patriarch of Alexandria Athanasius (328-373) who
consecrated the first bishop of Ethiopia, Frumentius, as attested by Book
10 of Historia Ecclesiastica by Rufinus of Aquileia. The custom of
choosing the Ethiopian bishop by the patriarch of Alexandria from within
the Egyptian monks continued until the 20" Century, even if at times there
were vacancies lasting many years’. Maintaining this relationship required
great financial and diplomatic efforts from Ethiopian side and the actual
position of this bishops was sometimes nothing but symbolic.

6 Six, Vita, p. 324.
" AYELE, Metropolitans.
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Since the Church of Ethiopia was overseen by Alexandria, it is not
surprising that the principal texts of the Church such as liturgy were translated
and adapted from Egyptian originals, first from Greek, then from Arabic®. Also,
the majority of other texts such as hagiography, patristic writings, homilies and
canon law were translated from Arabic intermediaries stemming from Egypt.

In this context it must be stressed that until now no Ethiopian text has
been proven to be a direct translation from a language different than Greek
or Arabic?®.

Egypt, alongside Jerusalem, was also an important spiritual point of
reference for Ethiopians. This can be exemplified by the presence of
Ethiopian monks in Egypt or the common motif of studying under
Egyptian desert fathers appearing in many indigenous hagiographies?°.

Coptic loanwords in Ge‘ez

In general Coptic loanwords in Ethiopian are very few and some of
them may in fact be indirect loanwords mediated by Arabic. One should
also bear in mind that Coptic and the Semitic languages of Ethiopia are
related (if very distantly) since they both belong to the Afro-Asiatic macro-
family. This results in some lexical affinities e. g. Coptic oyonow “wolf”,
Ambharic wassa “dog” (cf. Ge‘ez kalb “dog™).

Among the possible Coptic loanwords in Ethiopic one can mention for
example!!:

AJ$T ’aparupe < ama + prie ‘church custodian’

-1CA barba < (m)prie ‘temple of idols’

0ch? barsan < (m)apayn “lentils’ (1)

"% bahe < (n)ege ‘hippopotamus’ (< ‘cow’)

-+ kdtdma < ke + tMe ‘extremity, top, military camp’
(LAL sisay < caaN® ‘nourishment’

("L7 Sahin < OYPHNE ‘incense’

+CP tarwa < (T)apooye ‘thistle’ (L) ol)

8 BAusl, Translations, p. 79-80.

9 CERULLI, Letteratura, p. 27-29; for an alternative view see e. g. ZANETTI, Ethiopian.

10 MARRASSINI, Egyptian.

1 These examples are taken from and discussed in detail in WENINGER, Wortschatz
and ZABORSKI, Some.
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Some of these etymologies present considerable problems and in some
cases (e.g. when the passage p>b is to be found) Arabic may have been a
mediating language. Apart from k&tdma and sisay all of the above words
are very rare.

Coptic documents preserved in Ethiopic manuscripts

There are very few examples of Coptic-Arabic-Ge‘ez documents
preserved in Ethiopic manuscripts. It was very common to include in
prestigious manuscripts (particularly the so-called ‘Golden Gospels’) short
documentary texts. One such example is EMML 6907, f. 61v from the
church of Méadhani ‘Aldm, Lalibéla®2. The Coptic text contains a note left
by abund Bartdlomewos (r. 1398/9-ca 1438) made after his visit in
Lalibéla. At the same folio we find a contemporary to it land grant (wagf)
issued in Arabic®®. The document can be securely dated to the year 1410
during the reign of emperor Dawit (r. 1379/80-1412). The Gospel
manuscript itself is somewhat older and so the Coptic and Arabic notes
must have been added later.

Another example is a trilingual document preserved in the monastery
of Asbi Dibri Ginnit Sollase®. As yet unpublished but available online®
is a document issued by ’abund Qorallos (r. 1784-1788). Similar document
is mentioned in a manuscript EMML 2366, attributed to the metropolitan
Matewos (in office between 1889-1926).

We may add at this point that even fewer are Coptic inscriptions
preserved in Ethiopian churches. One such example comes from the Betd
Maryam church in Lalibdla and in fact is an Arabic inscription with a
Coptic phrase TIxc'®.

Toponyms and personal names of Coptic origin in Ethiopic texts

There is a great number of Ethiopic texts translated from Arabic which
originally take place in Egypt. Most of them are hagiographies of Egyptian

12 The manuscript is available online at https: //w3id.org/vhmml/readingRoom /view/
200535 [accessed 20 May 2019].

13 For a detailed study of this document see WioN, Documents.

14 NosNITsIN, Historical.

15 From the Mizgibi So‘olat website, reference no. MG-2004.092:031.

16 Bosc-TIESSE, DERAT, FRITSCH and WADI, Inscriptions, p. 48-50.


https://w3id.org/vhmml/readingRoom/view/200535
https://w3id.org/vhmml/readingRoom/view/200535
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saintly monks and hermits such as the Desert Fathers!’. The notable
exceptions are the lives of Anthony and Paul of Thebes which were
translated from Greek. Due to their setting they preserve many toponyms
and personal names of Coptic origin. Another rich collection of such
occurences is to be found in the Ethiopic translation of the chronicle by
John, bishop of Nikiu&,

Among the many Coptic place names which can be found in Ethiopic
texts we can give following examples:

Ahg°g° * AKmam < @MIN

PO1%9° QYosg¥am < KOCKaM

a7 Manpi < memqr / Mépoeig
+av-gq Tomuyas < eMmoY1 / Opodig
a77t Senhat < WnT

mzPh Tenewos < 6ENNECH

For the same reasons as explained in the preceeding paragraphs in many
Ethiopic texts we find personal names of Coptic origin. As an example we
can quote names of some of the illustrious figures of Egyptian monasticism
whose hagiographies were translated into Ge‘ez:

AT&7 < AATCON
¢ Nob < noyB
(LS4 Sinoda <@eNOoYT1

In some instances, the Coptic personal name may not be immediately
recognizable when a Coptic article or a honorific title has been
incorporated into the Ethiopic form of the name e. g.:

Ndo-¢h Boastawros < m + cTaypoc
A9°-20 *Am(mo)rayas < aMma + HPAEIC

Coptic-Ethiopic vocabularies, transcribed texts etc.

A number of Ethiopic manuscripts contains short Coptic texts
transcribed in Ethiopic characters. One such example is BN Eth. 50, which
contains transliteration of Coptic words in Ethiopian characters and their
translation into Ge‘ez'®. The transliteration is interesting in that it offers

17 See e. g. MARRASSINI, Egyptian and GoLbscHMIDT and PEREIRA, Vida.
18 ZOTENBERG, Chronique.
19 STRELCYN, Matériaux.
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insight into the way Coptic was pronounced at the time of production of
the manuscript:

Ge‘ez Transliteration Coptic Meaning
ANT 8 ’abnodi onoyt God
Ata “otha toe heaven
¢ bira mpe sun
(o yoh 109 moon
(13 Sayu C1YO star
A% >obkahi K21 land
Ge-g° foyom drom sea

Some further, as yet scholarly unexplored, examples of this type of texts
may contain transliteration of Coptic chants (EMML 999), names of Coptic
months (EMML 1104), short vocabularies (EMML 2160), invocations of
possibly magical character (EMML 2661). It should be highlighted that all
these instances are very short and only appear as addenda or marginalia to
the Ge‘ez texts which constitute the dominant part of the manuscripts in
guestion.

Conclusion

Although the contacts between the orthodox churches of Ethiopia and
Egypt are long and intense they did not result in a visible presence of
Coptic language in Christian Ethiopian culture. This is due to the fact that
during the period when they are best attested, i. e. since 13th century
onwards, they were mediated by Arabic and to the fact that when the
cultural contacts between Egypt and Ethiopia started to be more intense
(from the 13th-14th centuries onwards), Coptic was already a dead
language.

Therefore the Coptic toponyms and personal names present in the Ge‘ez
texts as well as the few Coptic loanwords in this language are also most
probably indirect.

Perhaps most significant traces of the Coptic language in Ethiopia are
short Coptic texts preserved in Ge‘ez manuscripts. These are invariably
connected to the Egyptian metropolitans of the Ethiopian church. Since it
is reasonable to assume that they were not widely intelligible to Ethiopian
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readers, the use of the Coptic language in this context can be interpreted as
a symbol of episcopal authority that defined the character of Egyptian-
Ethiopian relations until the 20th Century.
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