
 

 

 

 
 
 

 

Study of Four Coptic Texts  

Relating to Date Fruits 

by 

Dr. Sohair S. Ahmed  
Faculty of Archaeology 

 Ain Shams University  

E-mail: drsohair2020@gmail.com   

 DOI: 10.21608/aakj.2024.317025.1863 

Date received: 31/8/2024 

Date of acceptance: 22/9/2024



 

  



     
 

Issue No. (79) Oct., 202 Issue No. (92) Oct., 2024 1903 
 

Study of Four Coptic Texts Relating to Date Fruits 

 

Abstract: 

This paper presents republishing of four Coptic texts as three ostraca 

and papyrus. One of these ostraca was published by me in 2019 but I present 

it here with new reading for few words as well as another ostracon was 

translated by Hall in 1905, while the two other texts (ostracon and papyrus) 

are mentioned by Crum in his book “Short Texts from Coptic Ostraca and 

Papyri” in 1921 where he presented only the Coptic transcription without any 

translation or commentary. However this ostracon has been published in 1915 

by Worrell while I didn’t find any translation of the papyrus here. The source 

of ostraca here is from: the Worrell’s collection (U.S.A.), the Coptic Museum 

(Egypt) and the British Museum (UK) while the papyrus is kept in John 

Ryland’s Library, (UK). And all these texts mention the date fruit which was 

very important at that time for using it as food, sweetening and medicine from 

Dynastic period to Late Antiquity.  

Keywords: Coptic, dates, measure, ostraca, papyri. 

 ملخص: 

  



 
  

1904  
 

Dr. Sohair S. Ahmed  

Introduction  

The Coptic word for “dates” is ⲃⲛ̄ⲛⲉ (S) or ⲃⲉⲛⲓ (B) and it is usually 
written as plural (sometimes as singular masculine)(1), it was written once 
reversed as ⲉⲛⲛⲃⲛ(2), the Coptic term is derived from Ancient Egyptian origin 
as bnr which means “sweet”(3). Rarely it was used the Greek loan word 
ⲫⲟⲓⲛⲓⲕ/ for meaning “dates” in Coptic(4). Also there was the word ⲁⲡⲉⲛⲧⲓ from 
Nubian for “dates” which is cited in a glossary(5).  Sometimes they referred 
to dates by the word means fruit as ⲟⲩⲧⲁϩ or ⲕⲁⲣⲡⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲃⲛ̄ⲛⲉ “fruits of palm”(6). 
The dates were described in Coptic texts as: “selected dates” ⲃⲛⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲧⲡ(7), 
“virgin date” ⲃⲛⲣⲁⲩⲛⲉ, “dried date” ⲃⲛϣⲟⲟⲩⲉ, or “fresh date” ⲃⲛⲛⲉ ⲉϥⲗⲏⲕ 
while the unripe/ green date  means ⲃⲉⲣϩⲱⲗ. The desert/ oasis dates was called 
ⲕⲁϣⲟⲩⲗⲓ.  And the date stone is ⲃⲁⲗ.(8) The crushed dates (now: Agwah) is 

mentioned in the Greek texts as foinix kekommenoı (cutting date).(9) But I 

suggest the special term for it in Coptic is ⲧⲁϫ ⲛ̄ⲃⲛⲛⲉ “cake/circular of dates”.  
The branch of palm mentioned including 10.000 dates and known in Coptic 
as ⲗⲟⲟⲩ, ⲕⲗⲁⲇⲟⲥ, ϩⲱⲡϣ, ϫⲉ and ⲥⲡⲁⲑⲓ, and rarely as ⲗⲓⲗⲱϩⲉ or ⲥⲙⲁϩ. (10) 

The palm-dresser in Coptic is called ⲥⲁⲕⲃⲏⲧ while the gardener of 
date palms mentioned sometimes as ϭⲙⲉ, and the date -seller called ⲥⲁ ⲛ̄ⲃⲛⲛⲉ. 
(11)  The harvester of dates is represented on limestone ostracon kept in the 
Coptic Museum shown wearing short kilt and falling from the palm tree 
during the harvest.(12) 

Dates were eaten as fresh or dried among the Egyptians since Dynastic 
period.(13) Hermits in the desert, survived on dates and bread brought from 
settled communities. Dates played an important role in the diet of the monks 
and hermits; the solitary monk Onuphrios lived for most of his adult life on 
dates. This Egyptian hermit was living in solitude in the desert, and surviving 
solely on the dates that grew on the palm tree under whose shade he was 
accustomed to rest. The palm tree provided all his wants: each month a fresh 
bunch, sufficient for a daily supply, fell into his lap. And the date wine which 
is mentioned in the ninth-century monastic Rule of Theodore as a drink made 
from the fermented juice of dates. It would have taken some effort to produce 
this, but Onuphrios might have been able to fashion a machine of some basic 
type to help him.(14) In addition to wine, other types of liquids were made 
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from dates as a sweetener like ⲙⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲃⲛⲛⲉ (dates water) probably as a syrup 
or drink, and ⲉⲃⲓⲱ ⲛ̄ⲃⲛⲛⲉ (honey of dates/ debs eltamr). Both ⲥⲧⲁⲅⲙⲁ and 
ⲉⲙⲣⲓⲥ referred to a kind of wine and beer sweetened with dates. 

   The date fruits usually appear as red and rarely as yellow in Coptic art.(15) 
The Coptic texts show low price for date-fruits and it seems to be reachable 
for all categories of Coptic society and it was considered as cheap alternative 
for the honey bee which was consumed by the rich people.(16) 

 

Text no. 1   (O. Crum ST, no. 319 -Potsherd) (17)   - Middle Egypt (?) 

 

                (After Worrell 1915, p.315 & Kosack 1974, p.310) 

Text  

1. ⳨ ϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲛⲥⲁ ⲙⲏⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ϭⲟⲟⲩⲛⲉ 
2. ⲛ̄ⲃⲏⲛⲉ ϩⲓ̈ⲧⲛⲁⲃⲃⲁⲕⲩⲣⲓ̈ ⲡⲙⲁ- 
3. ⲛ̄ϭⲁⲙⲟⲩⲗ ⲉⲣⲉ(18)ϫⲟⲩⲱⲧ ⲛⲉⲣⲧⲟϥ 
4. ϩⲓ̈ⲱⲱϥ ⲉⲛⲁⲡⲙⲁ ⲛ̄ⲃⲓ̈ϫⲛⲉ 
5.  +ⲁⲑ/ ⲓ̈ⲇ ⲓ̈̈̄ⲛ̄̄︦ⲇ︦ ⲓ  ⳨ 

 

 

 



 
  

1906  
 

Dr. Sohair S. Ahmed  

Translation  

1. ⳨ Inquire after ten sacks 

2. of dates by Abbakeri(19) the driver  

3. of camel, twenty artabai are 

4. in it, to those of the place ( or monastery) of Bijne(20) 

5. + Hathor 14th, Indiction 10 (21)⳨ 

     

Comment 

ϭⲟⲟⲩⲛⲉ  means “sack” and replaced sometimes with the Greek equivalent 
ⲑⲁⲗⲗⲓⲥ, Sacks were weaved or made from leather and both of them were used 
for keeping wheat, dates, bread, cakes, salt, and onions.(22) This text mentions 
that 10 sacks containing 20 artabai of dates and I don’t know exactly whether 
it was a standard measure as the one sack of dates contains two artabai or not. 
The cardinal number ⲙⲏⲧⲉ written as feminine because of ϭⲟⲟⲩⲛⲉ which is 
feminine word too.(23 ) 

ⲉⲣⲧⲟϥ: artaba is dry –measure, written mainly as ⲁⲣⲧⲟⲃ, it equals about 30 
Kg (of grain) or 40 liters.(24) It was written in many forms some of them 
associated with Thebes(25)but this form seems to be from Middle Egypt. 

ⲡ-ⲙⲁⲛϭⲁⲙⲟⲩⲗ: The camel-driver mentioned also as ⲡ-ⲕⲁⲙⲓⲗⲓⲧⲏⲥ from Greek 
origin, he worked mainly in the monastery and loaded heavy weight goods 
such as: fruits, grains, stones, and amphorae. He also delivered the letters 
from a monastery to another. (26)It seems to be large quantity and heavy for 
one camel here because the camel- load average is 6 artabai of grain or about 
180 kilograms, some camels occasionally bearing up to 550 kilograms for 
very short distances. Concerning feeding the camels in Roman Egypt, beside 
the fodder, there was a paste made from crushed date stones. (27) 

ⲃⲓ̈ϫⲛⲉ: perhaps a name of certain place or a monastery.(28)   

Sending the dates in sacks and in the month of Hathor makes me believe that 
it was dried dates (tamr). 
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Text no. 2 (O. Brit. Mus. I, p.115) – from Thebes 

 

  [O. BM no. 12491, After Hall (in: O. Brit. Mus. I, pl. no. 79)] 

Text  

1. [ϣⲟⲣⲡ ⲙⲉⲛ ϯϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲣⲟⲕ] 

2. ⲙⲛⲡⲁⲥⲟⲛ ⲙⲱⲩ̣- 

3. ⲥⲏⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ  

4. ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ⲛⲉⲩⲣⲁⲛ 

5. ⲉⲓⲥ ϩⲙⲉ ⲛ̄ⲕⲟⲩⲕ ⲁⲓ̈ϫⲟⲟⲩ 

6.   ⲛⲏⲧⲛ̄ ⲙⲛⲟⲩϣⲱⲧϥ̄ 

7.   ⲃⲛ̄ⲛⲉ ⲧⲁⲁⲥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ 

8.   ⲙⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲥⲛⲏⲩ ϩⲓⲧⲛ ⲁⲛ̣ 

9.   ⲉⲛⲉ̣ⲁ̣[ⲥ] 

 

Translation  

1. [At first, I greet you] 

2. and my brother Mo- 

3. ses and all the brothers 



 
  

1908  
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4. according to their names 

5. Behold, forty doum-fruits , I sent (them) 

6.  to you (pl.) with a handful 

7. of dates, give it to my father 

8. and my brothers , from An- 

9. enias. 

    Comment  

The word ⲕⲟⲩⲕ in the 5th line was translated (wrongly) by Hall as 

“mustard plants” but I translate it here as doum-fruits (Gr: kouki) and it 

is one of the fruits like pomegranate and dried figs that was counted in 
numbers and not measured according to the Greek texts (29), another 
Coptic text mentions 30 doum fruits with something measured by mation 
perhaps as dates also.(30)  

 

Text no.3  (O. Cop. Mus. Cairo no. 3596- Limestone chip)(31) -  from 
Thebes 
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\  

                    (Photos from www.gorgiaspress.com) 
Text  

Recto 

         1........................ 

         2. [ϫⲉ] ⲏⲡⲓⲇⲏ ⲁⲩⲧⲁⲙⲟⲛ ϫⲉ ⲁ ̣- 

         3. ⲧⲉⲧⲛⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏϫⲟⲟⲩ ⲁⲛϩⲏⲧ  

         4. ⲛ̣ⲁⲑⲱⲙⲁⲥ ϫⲉ ϥⲓ ⲟⲩⲕⲟⲩⲓ̣ [ⲙ̄]  

         5. ⲃⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲉ ⲛⲁⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ ⲛ̣ϣ̣ⲟ̣[ⲣⲡ?] 

         6. [ⲁϥϫⲟ] ϫⲉ ⲙ<ⲡ>ⲉⲓϭⲛ̄ ⲉⲓⲱ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϫⲟⲟ[ⲩ-]   

         7. [ⲥⲟⲩ] ⲁⲣⲓ ⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ ⲟⲩⲛ [ⲃⲛ̄ⲛⲉ ] 

         8. [ⲙ̄ⲫⲟⲩⲛ? ϫⲟⲟⲩⲥⲟⲩ ⲛⲁⲛ] 

   Verso  

         9. ϫⲉ ⲧⲉⲭⲣⲓⲁⲧⲉ  ⲧⲉ[ⲧⲛ̄] 

         10. ⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟⲓ̈ ⲛ̄ϩⲟ[ⲓ̈ ⲉⲓ] 

         11. [ⲁⲛ] ⲉⲣⲟⲛ  ϫ[ⲉ ⲃ]ⲛⲛⲉ  ⲛ̄[ⲧⲉⲛⲟⲩ?(32)] 

         12. [ϫⲟⲟⲩ ⲃ]ⲛ̄ⲛⲉ ⲉϥⲗⲏⲕ ϫ[ⲉ ⲡ-]            

          13. [ϣ]ⲱ̣ⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲕⲁⲕⲉ   [ⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ ]  
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  Translation  

 1………………………….. 

2. Seeing [that] they informed us that  

3. your (pl.) kindness sent northward  

4. to Thomas for carrying/ taking some  

5. dates to the brothers at da[wn (i.e. morning/ early)] 

 6. [He said] that: I didn’t find ass to send /deliver  

 7. [them]. Do charity, there are 

 8. [dates inside(?) Send it to us]  

 9. for this need, you (pl.)  

  10. know (that) the monks of field  

  11. [don’t come] to us for the dates. [Now?] 

  12. [send] fresh dates for [the ] 

  13. [do-] ugh of cakes [ farewell]. 

Comment  

ⲕⲁⲕⲉ is Theban form but generally as ⳓⲁⲁⳓⲉ.(33)  The bread/cake of dates 

is mentioned in Greek as artofoinix.(34) Compare also a text from 

Thebes cited “some cakes”(35) (ϩⲉⲛⲕⲁⲕⲉ) with some wheat grain and 

dates (ⲃⲛⲛⲉ).(36) 

ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟⲓ  (pl. for ϩⲗ̄ⲗⲟ) mainly means “old person” but sometimes means 
big/great as ⲛⲟⳓ , it refers sometimes to priests / abbot. (37) I suggest that 
it refers here to either big farmers or to monks who worked in the fields.    

 ⲃⲛ̄ⲛⲉ ⲉϥⲗⲏⲕ means according to the context the fresh ripe date either in 

rotab-stage (black/dark dates) or as half-dried tamr (yellow/ brown dates) 

and both are crushing and kneading after removing their stones to make 

the agwah -cakes which is used for stuffing the bread dough. 
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Text no. 4 (P. Crum ST, no. 329, papyrus(38)) 

 

'Image provided by The John Rylands Research Institute and Library, The 
University of  Manchester (on 28 August 2024)’ 

          Text  

          1. ⲡⲡⲁⲡⲁ ⲁⲕⲟ̣ⲩ̣ⲓ̈ ⲡⲉⲧⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲛ̄ⲇⲁⲩⲉⲓⲇ̣ ⲡ̣ⲁⲡ̣ⲙ̣ⲁ ⲛⲥ̣ⲁⲛ 

          2. ⲃⲉⲛⲉ ϫ̣ⲉ ⲙ̣ⲁ̣ϩ ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ ⲛⲕⲁⲧⲟⲩ̣ⲥ ⲙⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲕⲟⲩ̣ⲓ̈ 

          3. ⲛⲕⲁ̣ⲧ̣ⲟⲩⲥ ⲛ̄ⲃⲉⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲛ̄ϫⲟⲟⲩⲥⲟⲩ ⲉⲛⲓϩ̣ⲓ̣ⲏ ⲉⲛⲁ- 

          4. ⲛⲟⲩⲟⲩ  ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ⲙⲡ̣ⲣ̄ ⲁ̣ⲙⲉⲗⲉ+ ⲉ̣ⲅ[ⲣ] ⲫⲁⲱⲫ ⲕⲁ  ⲓⲛⲇ ⲏ̣  

 

    Translation(39) 

1. Apa Akoui, the one who writes to David who belongs to the place of 
the sellers of 

2. dates that: Fill one big kados and one small 

3. kados of dates and we (will) send them in good(40) ways 

4. But don’t neglect + written in Paopi 21, Indiction year 8. 
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Comment 

I think he refers to the market  when he wrote “the place of the sellers of 
dates” perhaps as a special market for dates only. 

ⲕⲁⲧⲟⲩⲥ or ⲕⲁⲇⲟⲥ : Jar or pitcher used for wine as liquid measure, and it 
was used also as measure or container for dates. (41)  

Generally, the other measures of dates are: artaba (ⲁⲣⲧⲟⲃ), aipe (ⲟⲓⲡⲉ), and 
mation (ⲙⲁⲁϫⲉ). Also the camel load (e.g. ⲕⲁⲙⲟⲩⲗ ⲛⲃⲛⲛⲉ). And the sacks 
which are weaving from palm leaf or cloth or made from leather.(42) 

In this text, they will send the date fruits in good ways and that may mean; 
the two kados- jars will be ornamented before sending as a gift              
(sending the baskets/ boxes of fruits like fig, pomegranate, and grape as 
gift was well known in that time).(43) Or the sender may mean he will be 
careful to send the dates in good condition especially the date fruits in this 
month (Paopi) became ripe (rotab). 

ⲙⲡⲣ̄ ⲁⲙⲉⲗⲉ written also as ⲙⲡⲣ̄ ϭⲱ in Coptic texts.(44) The date is usually 
written in Greek and abbreviated at the end of text as: the day of month 
plus the year of Indiction.  
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Summary and conclusion 

 The first text is an order of transportation from the type of “shene-nca 
texts” which including usually transportation of grains and wine , it is 
written on potsherd and it mentions request of 20 artabai (measure) of 
dates kept in 10 sacks to be delivered by the camel driver to certain place. 
And this is so heavy weight for one camel only but it may be for very 
short distance or it may be deleivered in more than one load (ⲫⲟⲣⲁ). 

 The second text is letter addressed to some monks and a priest about 
sending 40 fruits of doum with a handful of dates. The doum was mention 
in numbers not in measures like the pomegranate and dried figs.  

  The third text is a letter written on potsherd sent from bakers and 
addressed to a monastic superior concerning sending to them some fresh 
/soft dates for making the cakes of dates, they asks the dates after failing 
to receive it because the one who was requested for that didn’t find an ass 
in order to deliver the dates to them moreover the elders/ monk reapers 
didn’t come to them with dates too. Using of the ass for sending a small 
amount (ⲕⲟⲩⲓ) of dates (the capacity of donkey load was up to 90 kg). 

 The Fourth text is business letter or an order written on papyrus and 
addressed to a seller of dates to order him sending quickly two kados- 
measure of dates; one is large and the other is small for sending them in 
good way to somebody may be as a gift. And sending fruits as gift was 
known in Coptic and Greek texts among relatives, friends and monks. 

 I suggest the third text from Thebes (for the word ⲕⲁⲕⲉ) while the 1st text 
is not Theban perhaps from Middle Egypt according to its dialect. 

 The color of dates is not mentioned in Coptic texts but it is represented in 
the Coptic art as red or yellow.  

  Date fruit was eaten dried or fresh and eaten by many categories of 
society and eaten also by monks and hermits.  

   Dates were important because of using its syrup/ honey as sweetener for 
drinks (i.e. wine and beer), or for stuffing a type of cakes.  I suggest the 
special word for crushed dates (Agwah) in Coptic may be ⲧⲁϫ ⲛⲃⲛⲛⲉ 
“date-cake” or ⲃⲛⲛⲉ ⲉϥⲗⲏⲕ “soft date/ fresh ripe date”.  
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 The measures of dates were artaba, mation, oipe, pitchers (kados & kelwl), 
and sacks. Sometimes the dates were mentioned as unidentified small 
quantity like “handful” ϣⲱϥⲧ or “some” ϩⲉⲛ or “little” ⲕⲟⲩⲓ (now as 
“hefna” or “shwayet” or “habbet”). Also mentioned in large quantity as a 
camel -load of dates (equals about 180 kg).   

Footnots: 

(1) CD,40 a 

(2) O. Frangé, no. 654 

(3) CED, 24 

(4) WB,853 

(5) Hasitzka1990, no.258 

(6) CD, 40b. 

(7) P. Sarga, no.141 

(8) CD, 48a, 131a, 40a-b, 45a.  

(9) KAB, 42.  

(10) Coptic Dictionary .org, CD, 696b , BACS II, p. 14, 25, 29,55,56 , O. Crum 

VC, no.52, , BACS IV, p. 22. 

(11) Ahmed 2011, p.191, 192, O. Crum VC, no.52, CD, 40b. O. Crum ST, 

no.329  

(12) BACS IV, p.82 

(13) Ibid, p.21,22 

(14) Jotischky 2011 , p.36,58,59 

(15) BACS IV, p.81 

(16) Ibid , p.22, 24 

(17) Published in Worrell 1915: 313-314, then copied the same transcription 

/reading by Kosack 1974, p.311 without translation or comment. 

(18) Verbal perfix , from Hieroglyphic iw , before nominal subject and nominal 

clause (CD, 52a-b) 
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(19) Read as Ammakouri (Worrell 1915, p.313) and as ⲁⲃⲃⲁ (title) Keri by 

Crum (O. Crum ST, no.319) but this name ⲁⲃⲃⲁⲕⲩⲣⲓ̈ occurs in Hasitzka 

2007, p.13, as a variation of the proper name Apakeri. 

(20) The lines 3-4 translated by Worrell as “He has twenty artabs being those 

of the place of Bij” (Worrell 1915, p. 313) but I think it is written 20 artabai 

as detailed description of the measures inside the sacks and for 

confirmation too. 

(21) According to Worrell , he suggested it as “the current Indiction” (see: 

Worrell 1915, p.313,314). 

(22) CD,836 a, 213b, Coptic Dictionary.org. 

(23) Coptic dictionary.org 

(24) Wilfong 2003, p.163-164, Coptic Dictionary.org. 

(25) CD, 305b 

(26) P. Mon. Epiph. I, p.165, BACS V , p.9 

(27) Paprocki 2019, p.70, 75 

(28) Read as Bij or  Paemanbij as a place name in Syria in: Worrell 1915, p.314, 
but Crum read it as ⲃⲓ̈ϫⲛⲉ (O. Crum ST, no.319), I couldn’t find this word. 

(29) Compare asking ⲙⲁⲁⲃ ⲛ̄ⲕⲟⲩⲕ are mentioned with ⲙⲁⲁϫⲉ-measure perhaps 
for dates like this text here (see: Ahmed 2023, p. 5). 

(30) CF. KAB, p.41, 43, BACS IV, p.32. 

(31) First publishing in: Ahmed 2019, pp.16-18. 

(32) CD, 485a 

(33) CD, 843b , BACS II, p.22 

(34) artflsrv03.uchicago.edu 

(35) Translated wrongley by Hall as “dark grain”. 

(36) O. Brit. Mus. Copt. I, p.42. 
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(37) CD, 669b-670a. 

(38) I am thankful to John Ryland Library for sending me the image of papyrus. 

(39) I took the Coptic transcription from Crum but I make all translations here. 

(40) Written in two lines. 

(41) BACS IV, p.26, Coptic Dictionary.org, CD, 40 b. Bell & Crum 1925, L. 

195 

(42) BACS IV, p.25 

(43) Ibid, p.32. 

(44) BACS V, p. 56. 
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