Some Remarks about Coptic Colophons
and Their Relationship with Manuscripts:
Typology, Function, and Structure

Agostino Soldati, Sapienza Universita di Roma

The brief article offers some remarks about the devotional requirement, the main
formal features, and the historical relevance of the colophons often preserved by
Coptic manuscripts.

In a seminal contribution on the contrived system of dating by way of a cluster
of arithmetical fractions that many Arabic, Persian, and Turkish copyists put
in place in the so called zusammengesetzte Unterschriften, Gustav Leberecht
Fliigel observed that, among the areas of Islamic book production, Egypt is
the one where the habit of concluding the copy of a manuscript with a dated
subscription is most widespread and enduring.! The permanence of such a
habit might be explained by the existence of another local scribal tradition,
which preceded and accompanied the beginnings of Arabic book production,
namely the Coptic one. Coptic manuscripts offer us some of the earliest in-
stances of scribal subscriptions within the written cultures of the Christian
Orient, which probably even predate those found in the earliest Greek book
production.

Before we approach colophons, a feature attested in all manuscript cul-
tures, some clarification on terminology is necessary. Rather than resorting
to the supercilious Grecism ‘colophon’, often deplored for its in vitro origin
dating back to Renaissance proto-typography, one may be tempted to label the
ending paratexts of a manuscript with the original ancient term that roughly
corresponds to ‘colophon’ in each written tradition. In this sense, it would be
natural to use vVoypagn, subscriptio, and &5, for the closings of a Greek, Lat-
in, or Arabic manuscript, respectively. Yet, it would not be equally straightfor-
ward to find an appropriate synonym for Coptic, based on what we know so
far about its technical vocabulary of book production. In the absence of direct
attestations of this specific meaning in Coptic, the most likely term for desig-
nating ‘colophon’ should perhaps be n-kwpy, which often translates cppayic,
nodecsda, or, less probably, T-TooBec, expressing rather the material imprint
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search Council (ERC) under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and in-
novation programme (grant agreement no. 687567, PI: Paola Buzi, Sapienza Uni-
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of'a seal.”? The Greek loanword T-pyrorpagn may also have been used in such
sense.

Beyond their more or less elaborate structure, the main feature of Cop-
tic colophons consists in their obvious significance as Schenkungsurkunden,
namely sorts of documents witnessing a peculiar typology of not altogether
material transaction, by which a donee religious institution acquired the prop-
erty of a book and its donor obtained forgiveness for all the sins committed
during his life as well as blessing for the afterlife, thanks to the diuturnal use
of his gift for devotional or liturgical purposes. The terms of such a fideistic
deal, even including a special intercession and indulgence for a soul expiating
in hell all faults committed in life, are eloquently expressed in a passage of
Cyril of Alexandria, De hora mortis, 188 Amélineau, with a wording definite-
ly frequent in lots of colophons:?

€TAIXENAl THPOY E€TETENATANH O MAAOC MMAIXPC OYOP NIWMHPI NTETKAOONKH
NEKKAHCIA €0BENH ETWMIT NNIX.MM ND®) €YT MMDOY EHOYN €MHI MPT KaN OYKOYX1
€ KaN OYNI)T 1€ OYW)E NEPHMEY! PAENER T1€ ENATKHN HENTHI MPT. TX D A€ MMOC
NTEN M MAAOC MMAIXPC XEPWMI NIBEN €WMAYMDIT NOYXMM NTEJTHIY EHOYN EITHI
MPT ICXENMNAY €TOYNAM®) NbHHTY bENTEKKAHCIA €W)MDIT MPMMI €TEMMAY ONb
bENTOYNOY WAYChal MIEYPAN E€MXMM MIMND NCET Nay NTEIPOCHOpa NZ NKMB
NCOTT hENOYCHOY. €M) A€ ON THPMMI ETAYWOTMIIX.MM Al EBOX bENCDMA €W)MDIT
24IPl NOYKOYX1 NNOBI OY02 3YGIT( ENIKOAACIC ICXENMINAY €TOYNAM®) MMXMM
DENTEKKAHCIA CENAENY €MMMI heNaMENT (AB) HENNIKOAACIC €T€YWOT NHHTOY
CENaNaL Nag beNTOYNOY.

I said all such things for charity (&ydmn) toward you, o Christ-loving laymen (Aadg)
and sons of the catholic (kafolikn) church (éxkAnoia), for those who buy books for
reading and donate them to the house of God, whether (kdv) they are of small size
or big, there shall be an eternal and unceasing memory in the house of God. Thus, I
say to you that, o Christ-loving laymen, if any man buys a book and donates it to the
house of God, from the moment it is read in the church, if that man is alive, imme-
diately his name is written on the book of life and his offering (rpoc@opd) will be
rendered back to him in blessing multiplied by seven. But if the man who bought the
book has left his body (c®pc), if he committed a little sin and was brought toward
the punishments (kdAaoic), from the moment the book is read in the church, he will
be lifted from hell, from the punishments he will have suffered there, and he will
obtain mercy immediately.

In this perspective, the sometimes confusing list of living and deceased
persons inserted in the text of colophons may assume a quite clearer relevance
to the main goal of these texts. In the earliest instances, namely in the sub-
scriptions in the recently discovered Theban codex of Pseudo-Basilian Can-
ons and in the two single leaves kept in Turin (P.Tor. Copt. Inv. Provv. 6266

2 Crum 1939, 398b.
3 Amélineau 1888, 186—187.
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and 8548),* all likely to be attributed to the seventh century, the colophons
appear in their simplest structure. In these incunabula, both fundamental el-
ements of the Schenkungsurkunde occur: the mention of the church to which
each book is offered and the name of its donor, on whose behalf the reader is
asked to beseech God. The fact that in one of the Turinese leaves the name
of the female donor of the manuscript is withheld does not prevent the reader
from beseeching God to have mercy on her and on her relatives, whether dead
or alive, in grace of the explicitly referred to divine omniscience.

The classical shape of the Coptic colophon was achieved, in the follow-
ing century, in the scriptorium of Touton. There, we record the earliest in-
stances of the normative phrasing that constitutes the bulk and the framework
of each Coptic scribal subscription up until the end of the Coptic Schrifttum.
This model begins with a zealous and polite request of prayer (apiTaramnu
--- wxu) addressed to any user of the book (oyon nim eTnaw) on behalf of
the one who, literally, took care of the book at his own expenses (aqqirpooyw
MIEIX.MMME 2uNeyRice MMIN MMoY) and donated it to (aqTaaqg €2oYN €-) a
religious foundation, whose eponymous saint or angel is asked to intercede
(mapakaner) before God. Eulogies, scriptural direct quotations, Christian Ais-
toriolae paradigmatic for the desired divine intervention enrich that preset
canvas in various ways, so that texts often reach a sizeable extent. This main
part is always written in a typical sloping uncial.

In most cases, the mention of the copyist and the dating formulas (en-
compassing in their most complete layout, day, month, indiction, annus Mar-
tyrum and annus Hegirae) are written in a more or less accurate minuscule
hand in vulgar Greek (the proper name in nominative precedes a passive aorist
gypdon or an odd xahwypdyate’). In some instances the copyist offers, be-
sides the Greek vmoypagn, some information about his work, apart from ac-
customed expressions of Christian self-effacement (unworthiness to take even
his own name, aTANMa AMPaN NTaYTaA0Y €xwy;® acknowledgement of his
own unsuitableness, MaFNOl KAADC AR €LXICBA / 3AAA ANOK 0YCBOY1 etc.”).
The main detail is that the text would have been copied in accordance with a
certified exemplar of the literary work reproduced (a1cgal KaTamaNTIrpadpon
eteapwt®). This apparently ancillary statement could have been actually in-
cluded in the text in pursuance of a straightforward Beschworung similar to the
one we read in Eusebius’ Historia ecclesiastica V 20,2. As it is well known,
there the author makes the ‘one who will transcribe” (uetaypayduevoc) swear

Both republished in van Lantschoot 1929, CV-CVI.
About such odd verbal form see Soldati 2017, 26, n. 8.
E.g. van Lantschoot 1929, 4041, n°® XXII, 6-8.

E.g. van Lantschoot 1929, 216-218, n° CXXI, B11-13.
E.g. van Lantschoot 1929, 10-12, n°V, 29-30.
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‘that (he) will collate what (he) will have transcribed, ad (he) will amend it ac-
cording to (a specific) copy, wherefrom (he) will have transcribed (it) careful-
ly’ (va avtiddpng, 6 peteypdyom, kai katopOdong adtd mpog o aviiypagov
10070, 808V peteypdym, EmpeAdC).

The salvation ensured to the donor is not the only feature which could
closely associate colophons with texts of Christian magic. Another relevant
element is the curse, sometimes attached to the colophon, against those who
would dare to steal the book. The Coptic wording is akin to the coeval Greek
one. As the curses in Greek codices anathematize that ‘the one who has pro-
faned will not be enrolled in the book of life” (0 yobv cvAicog un ypaeh (ofig
BiBrw),” in a similar vein the Coptic copyist echoes, somehow in a more po-
etic way, ‘might he not take his share from the tree of life” (neqq1 Mineymepoc
€BOX MIMMWHN MIIWNG). !

Beyond their interest for Urkundenlehre and religious studies, Coptic
colophons, as actual documentary texts, offer plenty of data about medie-
val Egypt. Moreover, whilst the goods which are the object of many Coptic
deeds preserved in papyrus collections are irretrievably lost, preventing us
from a full comprehension of the very terms of the transaction they register,
colophons are a peculiar documentary category that, in the majority of cases,
comes along with the object they sanction the gift of. Usually they disclose
to us copious evidence of the cultural, economic and social milieus where the
books were produced, sold, acquired, preserved and used. Notwithstanding
the rich amount of information the colophons offer about the routes manu-
scripts often embarked on, they also bear witness to the inexorable withdraw-
al of Coptic culture against the relentless advance of linguistic and cultural
Arabization.!
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