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Abstract. The paper looks at the beginnings of the Coptic alphabet in firstand second-century Egypt from different angles. It reviews and builds on the
sometimes-contradictory research from the social perspective while also considering practical challenges for the ancient writers. It explores the relevance of
cognitive factors regarding the transition to the first alphabetic writing system
for the Egyptian language.

In the later Roman period (1st / 2nd c. AD), new writing systems to
notate the Egyptian language emerged, which were to suit the needs
of the evolved Egyptian language. The Greek alphabet and the Demotic
script served as their models and resources. The impetus for this change
must be sought in the social setting. The paper pulls together sociolinguistic and empirical past research and adds the cognitive-linguistic
angle. This contribution is not a complete account of the argument,
but a deeper dive into three issues that sharpen aspects of the argument
made and the hypothesis put forward.
Egyptian could be written with three writing systems for most of its
history. These were a cursive for day-to-day writing, a script primarily
used in religious contexts, and a script used for monumental inscriptions (Houston, Baines, and Cooper, 2003, pp. 440–442). The day-today writing system has traditionally lent its name to the stage of Egyptian since Ptolemaic times. Thus, we speak of Demotic in the Ptolemaic
and early Roman periods and of Coptic in the later Roman and early
Byzantine periods. These labels are solely owing to research traditions;
the Egyptian language developed continuously.
Egypt came under Ptolemaic rule in the aftermath of Alexander’s victories (4th c. BC) and under Roman rule following Octavian’s / Augustus’
victory at Actium (1st c. BC). The later Roman period saw a political, societal and cultural turnover. Politically, the central power weakened, as
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evident in the requirements for valid wills after the Constitutio Antoniniana (AD 212) granted citizenship to many inhabitants of the empire. The
requirements related to the distinction between Roman and non-Roman
wills disappeared and Egyptian became a permissible language (Garel
and Nowak, 2017). Societally, we see mixture. Naming practices regarding double names indicate a thorough mixture of the Greek and Egyptian social brackets in everyday life. Successful individuals such as the notary Hermias (Vierros, 2012) in Ptolemaic Pathyris, and the businessman
Phoibammon in early Byzantine Aphrodito (Keenan, 2007, pp. 233–237)
confirm Kraus’ (2000) hypothesis that social brackets were increasingly
determined by wealth rather than ethnicity. Economically, we observe
decline. The building activity in villages and cities decreased and the
defence system finally crumbled under the Sassanid attacks (7th c. AD)
(Foss, 2003; Keenan, 2007; Kiss, 2007; Sänger, 2011; van Minnen, 2007).
In this setting, local and clerical, Christian, institutions took on new tasks
in the educational and administrative spheres (Fournet, 2019, Chapter 4;
Quack, 2017b; Wipszycka, 2007).
The Coptic alphabet emerged as the most salient strand amongst several writing systems, which drew on the Greek alphabet and the Demotic
script as models and graphemic resources (Quack, 2017a). Apparently,
a range of small communities of practice1 developed writing systems in
this period of time, potentially motivated by the general atmosphere of
change. The predominance of the Coptic alphabet results from social
factors, whereas the origins of the Coptic alphabets are also linked to
the cognitive concept of a best fit between a writing system and the language to be represented.2
Socio-linguistically, we notice the imbalance between Greek and
Egyptian with regard to Matras’ (2009) criteria for a language to be
successful in a bilingual setting, which we extend to a writing system:
a writing system, educational backing, and political backing. Quack
(2017a) and Choat (2012) prove wrong convincingly Bagnall’s (1993) hypothesis that there was a gap of about 150 years between the disappearance of the Demotic and the emergence of the Coptic scripts. Nonetheless, at the time, the Greek alphabet was an established writing system
with educational and political backing, whereas the Coptic script was in
its infancy.
1. A community of practice is a group of people who is engaging in exchange of
knowledge and practices. Prime examples are schools (Unwin, Hughes, and Jewson,
2007).
2. Alternative hypotheses: Demotic was no longer fit for the current stage of the
language (Dieleman, 2005, p. 71; Stadler, 2008, pp. 159–160), Coptic evolved as an ingroup writing system (Bagnall, 2005; Choat, 2012, p. 588; Quack, 2017a, p. 73; Torallas
Tovar, 2004b, p. 59; Torallas Tovar and Vierros, 2019, p. 488), Coptic evolved in the
context of local nationalistic uprisings (Choat, 2009, p. 354; Clackson, 2010, p. 94).
As the references show, all of these have been refuted.
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Socio-culturally, we see, as mentioned, contact in day-to-day life intensify. This is not least evident in the widespread use of loanwords,
from Egyptian into Greek and vice versa, referring to everyday realities
(Förster, 2002; Torallas Tovar, 2004a,b; 2007; 2017).3 The use of loanwords is particularly common in the context of Christianity, the rise
of which constitutes the most fundamental cultural change of the time
(Edict of Milan, AD 313, Edict of Thessalonika, AD 380) (Depauw and
Clarysse, 2013; Houston, Baines, and Cooper, 2003). In examples such
as ‘father’, the Egyptian word remained the everyday word, whereas the
Greek loanword acquired a specialised Christian meaning.
These sociolinguistic and sociocultural settings make drawing upon
the Greek alphabet as a model and resource comprehensible. Yet, they
also show how in-groups, such as the early Christians, could promote
new writing systems very successfully. By contrast, the origins of the
systemic change from a largely supraphonemic to a phonemic writing
system is linked to phonological changes affecting the fit of the writing
system to the language, conceptualised in the grain size theory. We call
supraphonemic a writing system that maps phonological units such as
syllables onto graphemes; we call phonemic a writing system that maps
phonemes onto graphemes (Perfetti and Verhoeven, 2017, p. 23). The
inherited Egyptian scripts were mixed. They combined consonantal, biconsonantal and triconsonantal phonograms, ideogrammatic logograms
and determinatives (Gardiner, 1957, paras 6, 17, 22, 23).4 Some vowels
could be indicated (i.e., ꜣ ≈ /a/, j ≈ /i/, and w ≈ /u/), but vowel writing
was not consistent.

Classical Egyptian

𓇋𓏏𓆑𓀀 jt

Demotic
it
Coptic ⲉⲓⲱⲧ (S) eiōt /

ⲓⲱⲧ (B) iōt

Figure 1. Non-alphabetic vs. alphabetic writing systems

The absence of a one-to-one correspondence between a script and
a writing system makes possible changes in the writing system for any
language. Any writing system is a reduction of the acoustic signal it represents based on the principles of economy and practicability. However,
in theory, there is a best fit between a writing system and a language
3. There is no borrowing of inflectional morphology, which would point to renegotiating of identity (Matras, 2015).
4. Some signs can be phonograms or logograms, that is indicate a sound or a meaning. Determinatives are added to a phonologically represented word in order to disambiguate the meaning. For example, nb 𓎟 ‘everyone’ vs. 𓎟𓀀 ‘lord’ (Ockinga, 2012,
p. 2).
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based on the size of the unit mapped onto a grapheme, that is the grain
size (Baroni, 2011). In reality, this ideal fit might once have existed in
the history of a writing system with a language but disappears when the
language develops phonologically but the writing system is attached to
it for non-linguistic reasons (cf. tradition, etc.).
The eventual Coptic alphabet is an elaborate adaptation of its Greek
model. It is based on the Koine Greek alphabet rather than the earlier
local Greek alphabets judging by the sound-grapheme mappings and inventory of graphemes (Horrocks, 2014, p. 170; Jeffery, 1990). The initial development was decentralised as not only Quack’s (2017) observations regarding the regionalisation of Demotic in the preceding period,
but primarily the letter shapes and inventories of Demotic-derived signs
show.5 Quack (2017a) assumes that a functioning version of the Coptic
alphabet was in circulation by AD 100, and the relaxation of linguistic
norms in AD 212 would have helped promotion of any new script in circulation.

ⲁ

ⲃ

/a/

ⲅ

/b/ (S) /g/
/v/ (B, A)

ⲇ

ⲉ

/d/

/e/

ⲋ

ⲍ

ⲏ

/z/

/ē/

ⲑ

ⲓ

ⲕ

ⲗ

ⲙ

ⲛ

ⲝ

ⲟ

/t/+/h/

/y/

/k/

/l/

/m/

/n/

/k/+/s/

/o/

ⲫ

ⲭ

ⲯ

ⲡ

ⲣ

ⲥ

ⲧ

ⲩ / ⲟⲩ

/p/

/r/

/s/

/t/

/w/

ⲱ

ϣ

/ō/

/š/

ϥ ϧ (B) /ⳉ (A)
/f/

/x/

/p/+/h/ /k/+/h/ /p/+/s/

ϩ

ϫ

ϭ

ϯ

/h/

/č/

/ky /

/t/+/y/

Figure 2. The Coptic alphabet (cf. Layton, 2011, paras 8, 13)

Here, we turn to the three deeper-dive issues concerning the societal,
phonological and cognitive aspects of the argument.

1.

Society—Literacy Rates:
Were Literacy Rates Favouring the Greek Alphabet?

The short answer to this question is yes, literacy rates were most probably favouring the Greek alphabet. The Greek alphabet was an estab5. Demotic-derived signs are those that are based on Demotic signs but likened to
the other alphabetic signs, for instance with regard to filling roughly a rectangle on
the line (Quack, 2017a).
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lished writing system in the Roman period. There was full educational
and political backing for it. By contrast, Egyptian writing was on the
way back up. Educational facilities were in the making (cf. monasteries); educational centres had to be established for the new writing
system as the old temples, which were the educational centres for Demotic, were losing funding and status (Cribiore, 2001; Houston, Baines,
and Cooper, 2003; Maehler, 1983). Different writing systems were still
competing, and thus none of them had yet attained the status of a standard writing system. Political backing was still lacking (Fournet, 2019).6
Furthermore, the contexts for use of writing were more extensive for
Greek than for Egyptian due to the administrative apparatus. Depauw
(2009; 2012) has described extensively how Greek had taken over from
Demotic.
Given the educational situation as well as the predominance of Greek
in administrative circles, it is likely that literacy rates in Greek were significantly higher than literacy rates in Egyptian. This is where Stadler’s
(2008, pp. 166–167) critical mass argument comes in. According to this,
a writing system needs to be used by a significant number of people not
only to stay alive as it were but also in order to be useful—sender and
addressee need to be able to operate in the same writing system. This
situation may have favoured the Greek alphabet.

2. Phonology—Vowel Writing:
Was There Pressure to Start Writing Vowels?
Overall, the impression is that there was some pressure to start writing
vowels.
Firstly, earlier Egyptian already notated vowels occasionally in the
form of the matres lectionis. Matres lectionis are signs that indicate a vowel
in writing systems that do not notate vowels consistently. The relevant
signs in Egyptian are aleph, iod and waw. They can represent a consonant or a vowel, but as matres lectionis always indicate vowels (Hornkohl
and Khan, 2020; Werning, 2016).
Secondly, several systems experimenting with vowel writing in
Egyptian competed in the early Roman period. Quack (2017a) lists
(i) the Greek alphabet / Graeco-Egyptian, (ii) Demotic syllabic signs /
syllabic writing, (iii) the Greek alphabet with some Demotic signs,
(iv) Demotic mono-consonantal signs / alphabetic Demotic, and (v) the
Greek alphabet with Demotic-derived signs / Old Coptic.
Thirdly, changes in the Egyptian syllable structure, such as an increase in open syllables and the development of biconsonantal onsets
6. Political backing refers to the acceptability of a language and writing system in
all registers including highly formal ones.
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(Allen, 2013, pp. 13, 24; Loprieno, 1995, pp. 36–37), had made it increasingly difficult to use a supraphonemic writing system. The Universal
Phonological Principle states that phonological information is accessed
before lexical information when reading (Baroni, 2011; Gleitman, 1985),
including in shallow orthographies such as Hebrew (Frost, 1994). Thus,
we prefer a writing system that represents the phonology of a language
at least approximately.
Finally, practically speaking, Greek loanwords were frequent in
everyday and Christian contexts. They were difficult to transcribe into
Demotic as their small number proves (Clarysse, 1987; 2013; Ray, 1994).
In essence, one had to delete the vowels while ensuring that the string
remained a unique signifier of the meaning and choose a determinative
(Crellin, 2018). This seems disadvantageous in a thoroughly bilingual
environment.

ἀποχή apokh ē ‘receipt’
(a) 3pwgc [bookroll determinative] (P. Berl. 8043 verso 3.20; 4.10)
(b) pgc [bookroll determinative] (JEA 55, 1969, 187)
Figure 3. Loanwords (cf. Clarysse, 2013)

Overall, there is no complete change of systems, but a move from
some vowel writing to consistent vowel writing. Competing systems
evolved around the same idea. The changing political and societal settings may have offered opportunities for smaller groups to experiment
with an until then traditional ‘untouchable’ writing system. These same
political and societal settings allowed the Coptic alphabet to win out
eventually.

3. Cognition—Best Fit: Is One Script More Suitable
for Representing a Language Than Another?
According to the grain size model, there is a better (if not a best) fit between a language and a writing system. The grain size of a writing system is determined by (i) pressures towards smaller and orthographically
less complex units (i.e., granularity), (ii) pressures towards larger and
phonologically more accessible units (i.e., availability), and (iii) pressures towards maximally consistent units (i.e., consistency) (Asfaha,
Kurvers, and Kroon, 2009; Ziegler and Goswami, 2005). The phonolog-
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ical structure of a language will favour one or the other type of writing
system.7
However, there are pressures towards hanging on to a writing system even if the fit between language and writing system is not perfect.
Firstly, users are familiar with the mapping principles of their writing
system (Perfetti and Dunlap, 2008) and have to acquire new mapping
principles when learning a new writing system (Bassetti, 2016; Hirshorn
and Fiez, 2014; Keiko, 2002; Lallier and Carreiras, 2018). Secondly, cultural, social and political pressures impact on updating vs. preserving
and switching vs. retaining a writing system. Some relevant aspects include the readability by regular interlocutors8 , access to training, the
prestige and cultural significance attached to a script9 , and the resources
using this script that would have to be modified.10 In fact, Thomason’s
(2001) argument that attitudinal factors override linguistic factors with
regard to language change could be transferred onto script change. Her
claim has been variously contested, yet attitudinal factors are far from
irrelevant.
A prime example of a writing system people hung on to is Demotic,
which is often described as conservative (Depauw, 1997, p. 36; Oréal,
1999, p. 295; Richter, 2009, p. 403; Thompson, 2009, p. 399), yet remained the Egyptian writing system until Coptic emerged.
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