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Leat of papyrus Including Coptic texts probably
from the 4th/5th century.
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Old leather pen-case, used by the
Coptic scribes for keeping reed-pens.

4 th century.
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Sliver chest for a gospel ornamented with floral
designs and Coptic exts In rellef with the cross In

the center. XiVth/cent.

f Thin feather fabricated from sliver, used for
writing in remote days.
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Coptic and Arabic Manuscripts

Goloured design from an Important liturgical manuscript

decorated with goid leat with the representation of a portrait

showing John, the Evangelist.
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The Coptic era is distinguished by many remarkable
achievements, among which is the fact that it was the epoch in
whith the use of rolls of papyrus, ostraca, flakes of stone,
bones and wooden boards was eclipsed and book-making as
we know it appearzd for the first time in history. The idea of
pagination was also adopted. This resulted the spread of books
and manuscripts dealing with many branches of knowledge and
in this way, culture flourished through all the world by Coptic
monks and their scribes being the former pioneers in this favour-
able and distinguished role.

The Museum has devoted a special hall on the Upper
Floor of the New Wing to manuscripts and some various kinds
of limestone flakes, ostraca, bones, wooden-plates and textiles
upon which Coptic texts were written. There are also some of
the tools employed in writing, as wood and reed-pens, ink-pots,
pen-cases, silver-boxes and coverings ornamented with fine
decorations, and some leather bindings for protecting the most
important manuscripts.

Let it be understood that these various utensils are made
of different materials of which the metal-ones are fabricated
skilfully and accurately in such a way which indicates the cap-
able standard of the Coptic monks in industry during that re-
mote date.

It is most essential to record the most tremendous trea-
‘sures of manuscripts which have recently been discovered in
the remarkable library of the Monastery of St. Catherine, in
the Pennsula of Sinai.

It is stated that the total collection of its various groups
exceeds 3000 tomes. They are of different languages : Greek,

—_— —

Syriac, Armenian, Georgian, Coptic, Ethiopic, Slavonic and
Arabic manuscript;., They required much time and expert
groups of scholars to be well-examined and defined.

The most outstanding manuscript which the library includ-
ed is the “Codex Sinaiticus”, which was taken first to the old
St. Petersberg in the 19th. century by the German scholar
“Tischendorf”, and then recently purchased during the time of
the Soviet Revolution by the British Museum in London for
the enormous sum of 100,000 pounds sterling in gold. Then the
“Codex Syriac”, however, still semains in the library of the
monastery. It is the fifth century Syriac translation of the Bible
based on a second Greek text and is thus believed to be the
most ancient recension of the Holy Scripture,

RAOUF HABIB



making colours (°) for ornamenting manuscripts, pictures, and
the various decorations. Mixing the different sorts of red,
black, yellow, bluc, green, gold and silver ink, he formed the

pigment used for painting.

As regards his writing tools, the copyist employed reeds,
and the Museum possesses many of them together with wooden
or leather pen-cases. Such reeds are still used in writing in

small village schools.

The manuscripts are on papyrus or parchment or paper

are divided into five principal groups :

a) Liturgical manuscripts written in Greek. These are the
oldest.

b) Bilingual manuscripts in Greek and Coptic. These were in
common use before the Arab Conquest.

¢) Pure Coptic manuscripts of different periods.

d) Bilingual manuscripts in Coptic and Arabic. () They were

(5) Red was employed for writing the titles and the
beginning of the chapters, and black for texts. The other
colours were used for ornamenting the pages of manuscripts by
painting crosses or martyrs, saints, apostles, angels or other
biblical characters or scenes. Sometimes they were decorated
with pictures of birds or tame animals, or with floral and geo-
metrical patterns. :

(6) All the important Libraries of the world mentioned
before, include manuscripts of this kind, = particularly the
Library of St. Catherine’s Monastery in Sinai and the Library
of the Coptic Patriarchate. During the Caliphate of El-Walid
ibn . Abdul-Malik, it was ordered that Arabic should replace

—4 —

used when Arabic had supplanted Coptic as the language
of Egypt.

e) Arabic manusc:ipts, used in abundance after the spread of
the Arabic language in the country.

These manuscripts were covered with leather bindings for
their protection, so that the art of binding also flourished in
the monasteries and attained a splendid standard. Among the
monks of each monastery, there was a group trained in this
profession, and they ornamented the outside coverings with
fine designs or with the figures of apostles or saints by emboss-
ing them with special carved seals. Many of these seals and
various tools for binding have been found in the monasteries.

The monks used, as it happens now in convents, to stick
the pamphlets of the manuscripts with a mixture of powdered
fenugreek and salt after they were boiled together, in order to
avoid all the harraful insects and worms that usually- seduce
the manuscripts and expose them to rapid destruction.

Coptic. The Copts then began to translate the Coptic books
into Arabic. In 1140, the Patriarch Gabriel II ordered the
bishops to explain the prayers and the faith in Arabic, but
Coptic was still used in the churches for prayers. Up till the
13th. century, it has been noted the many copts understood
Arabic badly, and they were obliged to write it in Coptic

letters in order to be able to pronounce it easily.-Some Arabic

manuscripts, written in Coptic letters have been found, . of
which a manuscript, once at Abu-Makar Convent in Wadi-el-

‘Natrun ‘and hbw kept in the Coptie Museum, hasbeen publish-

ed by the late Coptic scholarDr. G Sebhy. - = .- iZu¥kd
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Library in Paris, the Vatican Library in Italy, the Leiden
Library in Holland, and so on. A few parchments are also
preserved in the Library of the Coptic Museum in Old Cairo.

The latest parchment manuscript is preserved in the
Library of Deir-el-Sourian in Wadi-el-Natrun. It is written in
the Bohairic dialect on “The Consecration of the New Chur-
ches”, and it is dated to the year 897 AM. (1181 A.D) (3.

Soon after the 13th. century a revolution took place with
the appearance of linen paper. Its manufacture flourished in
the Islamic periods, and the Arab historian Makrizi states that
there was a special street for paper factories in Cairo. The city
of Fayum and the town of Bebory near Damietta were also
renowned for this industry.

Ink — making of various sorts and colours was in the
charge of a skilful group of monks (®) in the monasteries. The

(2) All the ancient monasteries and churches had many
manuscripts, but their remains are very scanty, due to the
catastrophes that afflicted the country at different times. Great
numbers of these manuscripts were burnt, torn up or stolen.
Many have been collected by foreigners who came to Egypt
for this purpose. They were expert in obtaining them from the
simple clergy or monks by offering them trifling sums of
money or presents of little value.

" (3) Prince Omar Tussun mentions in his book about Wadi
el-Natrun that in the monastery of Abu-Makar, there was a
group of copyists capable of drawing the Coptic letters in the
form of fine and attractive bird figures. They were well
acquainted with the fabrication of coloured inks used for letter-

.

ink used in writing was made of special materials to which
gum arabic was generally added. Among the ruins of Deir-el-
Gazaz, near the foot of the hills lying west Nagada, some ink-
pots have been found at the bottom of which were traces of
various sorts of dry ink which the monks employed in copying.
Among the references recorded on a page of a liturgical manu-
script testifying to the exquisite skill of the monks in the art
of making the various kinds of ink, is the statement that one
of the monks in the monastery of St. Antony in the “Eastern
Mountain”, named Peter the Dronkian, was the most famous
copyist (¥) of his time. He was extremely skilful in the art of

ing and painting. At the beginning of the 12th. century, in the
time of Anba Gabriel ibn Tarik, the Patriarch, a monk was
dismissed from his monastery for misbehaviour. He," then
hastened to the ruler, slandering the monks by saying that they
were making chemical experiments (magic). No soonmer did
the governor hear the story, than he sent messengers to the
monastery of Abu-Makar, where they found copyists with
books dealing with the special Coptic arithmetic and the mak-
ing of dyes. They thought that these were books on alchemy.
After they had pillaged the vessels of the monastery of Anba
Bishoi, they arrested the copyists with some of the clergy and
brought them to the Vizier. He, however sent them back to
their monastery with reverence when the investigation proved
their innocence.

(4) The monk Peter the Dronkian states that there were
100 copyists in the monastery of St. Anthony. They were ex-
pert in copying old manuscripts. Every ten were responsible
for copying a particular sort of a sacred book with a chief super-
intending them. He himself mentions that he copied many
books for several churches in Cairo.
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COPTIC MANUSCRIPTS

Paper, ink and the pen are indispensable materials for the
scribe. In antipuity Egypt stood supreme for its papyrus indus-
try, the best writing material known before paper came from
China. Pliny describes the method of manufacture and states
that its industry was restricted to the Egyptians till the Roman
period. Not only was it manufactured to satisfy the needs of
the country, but it was also among the leading goods exported.
The use of papyrus (*) lasted nearly to the 10th. century A.D.,
after which it was replaced by parchment, a more durable
material. The Copts acquircd exquisite skill in the manufacture
of parchment from the skins of gazelles prepared in very thin
slices, which were then salted and dried until fit for writing
upon. At the same time, old parchment was frequently re-used
after erasing the old texts. Many valuable literary and histori-
cal works have thus been lost. The usc of parchment continued
until the 13th. century.

It is noteworthy that very large and complete manuscripts
on parchment hav: been found, especially the wonderful collec+
tion excavated in one of the monasteries of the Fayum gnd
bought by the rich American Pierpont Morgan. Other remdrk-
able groups are now preserved in the big libraries of the
European and American capitals especially the - National

(1) The oldest biblical papyrus known is the Gospel of St.
John, written in the Akhmimic dialect. It was found near
Akhmin in Upper Egypt and it dates back to the 2nd. century
AD. It was published by the scolar Herbert Thompson in 1924
The original is m the Bl‘ltlbh Museum in London

= —l—

=





