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The 1% Lesson

1.1 Nouns

A noun is a word that names a person, place, thing or abstract idea. For example: Peter, bicycle,
Alexandria and truth are all nouns. Coptic nouns are classified by:

e number —they can be singular (s.) or plural (pl.) like in English
e gender — singular nouns can also be either masculine (m.) or feminine (f.) like in French

1.2 Indefinite articles

Indefinite articles are used to denote a noun that is not specified. For example, when we talk of ‘a
cat’, we are referring to any cat. Coptic has two forms of the indefinite article, which are attached
directly to the beginning of the noun:

e the singular OY-, which is used for both masculine and feminine nouns and is translated
into English as “a” or “an”
e the plural 2aN-, which is often left untranslated in English but approximates to “some”

oY- a, an 22N- some
OYXWM a book 2ANX MM (some) books
OYTOTC a chair 9ANTOTC (some) chairs
OYRaW apen PENNLeN)! (some) pens
oYW a lesson N0 (some) lessons
oYaXIrl a hour OANAXITT (some) hours

1.3 Definite articles

Definite articles are used to refer to a specified noun. For example, when we speak of ‘the dog’, we
are referring to a particular dog. English has only one definite article - “the”, which remains the
same regardless of the noun it defines. However, Coptic has seven different forms, which are
attached directly to the beginning of its noun.

The Coptic definite article depends on the number, gender, type of noun and the letter it begins
with. It is important to use the correct definite article because unlike English, in Coptic most nouns
remain unchanged whether they are singular or plural and so the article provides a lot of
information about the noun.

This might sound complicated but it really isn't if you bear in mind these simple rules (Figure 1). To
choose the appropriate definite article for a noun you should ask yourself:




e What is the number of the noun? If it is plural then the article must be NI-*. But if it is
singular then you should ask

e What is the gender of the noun? If it is masculine then the article can be -, 11- or $-. If it
is feminine then the article can be 1-, T- or ©-. To decide which one is appropriate ask

¢ Is the noun ‘strong’ or ‘weak’? The weak definite article is less precise than the strong
definite article. For example, nMiwHpl “the son” (using the strong article) refers to a
particular son but N@Hp! “the Son” (using the weak article) refers to a son that is well
known to the reader, that is, Jesus Christ. The weak definite article is most often used
in religious contexts. The strong definite articles are - (m.) or - (f.). But the weak
definite article can be ri- or $- (m.), or T- or ©- (f.) depending on the first letter of the
noun it defines. To choose the appropriate article you should ask.

e Does the noun begin with a Bilminour letter? The articles $- (m.) and -©- (f.) are used
instead of 11- (m.) and T- (f.) if the noun it defines begins with the letters B A M 11 p and
sometimes | and OY - the Bilminour letters. The reason that there are two forms is to
make pronunciation of the article and its noun easier just like in English the choice of a
or an is made depending on whether the noun begins with a consonant or vowel sound.

What is the noun’s number? ]

/\

Singular Plural ]

What is the noun’s gender?

/\

NI-*

Masculine Feminine

Figure 1. Choosing the appropriate definite article.

= Singular masculine

M- the M- the $- the
MIpPWMI the man MK&21 the earth $oT the father
MAAOY the boy TTHL the house $noyt (the) God

* There are actually two plural definite articles: ni- and NEN-. NI- is used in majority of cases, but is used in a
genitive construction. For example, NENKaW MMIAAOY “the pens of the boy”.
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MCcon the brother TTWHPI the son $uHB the master
MBAA the eye MOYPO the king $pH the sun
Mipo the door $pan the name
= Singular feminine

t- the T- the - the
tComMl the woman tWOYPH the censer TWEPI the daughter
TOYPW the queen TP the room T$e the sky
Tcwn the sister Taxn the hour SMAY the mother
TO2Y the cat tPopu the table ONHB the mistress
= Plural common

NI- NEN- the

NIPWMI the men NIQOYPH the censers NIEP! the daughters
NIBAA the eyes NIPL the rooms NIOXY the cats
NIWHPI the sons NIXXTT the hours NIMXY the mothers
NIPAN the names NICWONL the sisters NIOYPW the queens
NINOY T the deities NIPOPWI the tables NINHB the masters/f.

1.4 Nouns that change in the plural

The majority of Coptic nouns keep the same form when plural as they do when singular. Their
plurality is indicated by the article 2a1- or NI-/NEN- alone. However, there are some nouns that
have different singular and plural forms. See the appendix for a comprehensive list of these.

$loT the father Not the fathers
MAAOY the boy NIXADOY the boys
rMOYPO the king NIOYPWOY the kings
rpo the door NIPOOY the doors
Mcon the brother NICHHOY the brothers
tCoMl the woman NI2IOMI the women
T$e (the) Heaven NIPHOY the Heavens

1.5 Vocabulary

NaNE TOOYI

good morning

NaNE POY2L

good evening
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NOPI E200Y good day
NOCPI EXWP2 good night
oyxal good bye (“be in good health”)
NEM and, with
Exercise 1
Translate the following into Coptic.
. the man and the woman 10. the brothers and the sisters

. the brother and the sister

11.

the fathers and the mothers

. the boy and the girl

12.

the women and the men

. the father and the mother

13.

the boys and the girls

. the father and the son

14.

the kings and the queens

. Heaven and the earth

15.

the heavens and the earth

. the house and the room

16.

the rooms and the doors

. the room and the door

17.

pens and clocks

© 00N O Ol wWw N

. the table and the chair

18.

women and men
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