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A Study in the Coptic Calendar: the Week
Ambrose Boles

The Coptic calendar uses a seven-day week!, which was adopted following the introduction of
Christianity into Egypt (Cody, 1991). The first mention of the seven-day week in Egyptian papyri occurs
in the early third century (Bagnall, 1993: 327-329). For thousands of years before, Egyptians had divided
the thirty days of the Egyptian month into three equal periods called decades (Spalinger, 2001)2. This ten-
day period was similar to the concept of the week we know today, but was not considered an independent
and parallel cycle to the calendar?.

The seven-day week that was introduced into the Coptic calendar has two points of origin. The first was
the Judeo-Christian week, the ancient Jewish cycle of six working days followed by a day of rest, or
Shabbath, based on the Jewish story of Creation in the Old Testament (Zerubavel, 1989: 6-11). The other
was the planetary week, which originated among the astrologers of Ptolomaic Egypt. They held that each
of the twenty-four hours of the day was controlled by one of the seven known ‘planets’ in descending
order of distance from Earth (Saturn R, Jupiter 2L, Mars J, the Sun O, Venus @, Mercury ¥, and the
Moon D), and that each day was subject to the planet that controlled its first hour (Table 1). This scheme
of cycling the seven planets through the twenty-four hours of the day resulted in a repeating seven-day
cycle, which named each day after the planet reigning over it: Saturn, the Sun, the Moon, Mars, Mercury,
Jupiter and Venus* . This astrological seven-day cycle developed independently of the Judeo-Christian
week, and spread across the Greek and Roman World (Blackburn & Holford-Strevens, 1999: 566-568).
The seven-day week we use today is essentially a combination of these two traditions.

! There are three terms in Coptic for the week — one of Hebrew origin, one of Greek origin, and one of Coptic
origin. The first is BIICABBATON S[ICABBATON (or SNCABBATON, in the plural), which is the Hebrew word
Shabbath (in English, Sabbath) meaning “to cease from labour”, and applied to both the Jewish day of rest and the
week itself, through the Greek rendering oaBBatov (Hirsch, 1906; Layton, 2000: 101; Férster, 2002: 713-714). The
second is BTEBAOMAC ST2EBAOMMC, which is the Greek word for week ¢B8opdg, literally “seventh” (Mallon,
1907: 81-82; Forster, 2002: 218). The final term for the week is the Coptic construction BrIIaAND2W SIaNCa0]
(often shortened in Bohairic to MIANZ), which means “the collection of seven, the sevens”. In Bohairic the prefix of
collective numerals &N- (Crum 10b) is reduplicated to form the plural: BUIANANDNWC (or NIANXNZ) “the weeks”
(Steindorf, 1951: 87).

2 I do not know for how long after the introduction of the seven-day week the system of the decades was used in
Egypt, or indeed if it was still in use at that time.

3 The ancient Egyptian civil calendar was strictly speaking 360 days long, consisting of twelve months of thirty days
with an additional intercalary period of 5 days known as the epagomenal days (or “the days above the year” by the
Egyptians). The epagomenal days were considered to be outside the year proper, and so the decades were not
counted during this period but started afresh at the beginning of first month of the following year (Spalinger, 1995).
Thus, they were not independent of the calendar, as the seven-day week is, but subordinate to it.

4 Hence in English: Saturday, Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday and Friday. See Blackburn &
Holford-Strevens (1999: 566-568) for more on the etymology of these terms.

5 The first day of the planetary week (Saturday) originally coincided with the last day of the Jewish week (Shabbath).
However, by about the second century AD, ancient astrologers began to appoint Sunday the first day of the
planetary week owing to the rise in importance of the solar cults in the Roman Empire (Blackburn & Holford-
Strevens, 1999: 567). This had the effect of synchronising the beginning of both seven-day weeks.
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1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 .. 23 24 Reigning planet
1 R 2 4 0 2 % > Rk A 4 A & Saturday
2 0 2 % Y R A & © 9 ¥ Q ¥ Sun
3 R A 4 0 2 % > R A 2L Moon
4 4 0 2 % Y R A 4 O 2 © @ Mars
58 > R A & 06 2 ¥ D> R ) TR Mercury
6 2 4 0 2 % Y R A 4 © d O Jupiter
¢ v Y R A 4 O 2 ¥ D ¥ ) Venus
Table 1. The assignment of planets to the hours of the day.

The ancient Greeks initially named the days of the week after their gods, according to the scheme of the
planetary week (Table 2). However, by the middle of the fifth century, the first instance of a weekday
being named by number is found in Greek inscriptions (Worp, 1991: 224) ¢; see Table 3. The convention
of giving the weekdays Greek theophoric names never became common in Coptic (Worp, 2002: 121 n. 1),
but under the influence of Christianity, the system of naming them according to their ordinal position
within the week became standard practice.

Ancient Greek Translation
Sunday Nnuépa ‘HAiiov Day of Helios (ot the Sun)
Monday Nuépa ZeAvng Day of Selene (ot the Moon)
Tuesday Nuépa Apewg Day of Aries (or Mars)
Wednesday fuépa ‘Eppod Day of Hermes (or Mercury)
Thursday  fuépa Atdg Day of Zeus (or Jupiter)
Friday Nnuépa Appoditng  Day of Aphrodite (or Venus)

Saturday Nuépa Kpovou Day of Kronos (or Saturn)
Table 2. The ancient Greek weekday names; taken from Worp (1991: 224).

The Christian system of weekday nomenclature eventually prevailed over the pagan system in the Greek-
speaking half of the Roman Empire. This was in turn borrowed from the Jews, with one significant
adaptation (Blackburn & Holford-Strevents, 1999: 567). The Jewish days of the week were designated by
ordinal numbers, except for the seventh day — the Shabbath. In later Hebrew literature, Friday became
known as ‘Ereb Shabbath “eve of the Sabbath” (Hirsch, 1906). The Greek-speaking Christians simply
named Saturday by its Hebrew name XafBBatov “(the day) of the Sabbath”, and translated ‘Ereb Shabbath
to [Napaoxsvn, “(the day) of preparation” and [TpoodfBatov “(the day) before the Sabbath”. The only
important change they made was to assign Sunday the name Kovpuxn “(the day) of the Lord”, in
celebration of Jesus’ resurrection (Blackburn & Holford-Strevents, 1999: 566)7.

¢ This was probably a result of the spread of Christianity and the desire to abandon the pagan associations of the
week, although the planetary designations were in use by some of the early church fathers (Zerubavel, 1989: 23-24).
7In AD 321, the Christian emperor Constantine established Sunday as the day of rest and prayer for all the Roman
Empire, although he did not call it the Lord’s Day but “the day on which its sun is venerated” (Holford-Strevens,
1999: 567).




It is likely that the Copts simply adopted the Greek Christian nomenclature®, although they used cardinal
numbers where the Greeks used ordinal numbers (Table 3)°.

Modern Greek Bohairic Sahidic
Sunday Kvpioxn TRYPIXKH TKHPIMKH
Monday Agutépa MCHNAY MnecnNay
Tuesday Tpit MwoMT MWOMNT
Wednesday  Tetaptm mygTwoy neqrooy
Thursday [Mépmt mtoy ntoy
Friday IMopackevn TOMPACKREYH  TIMAPACKEYH
Saturday 2afporo TICABBATON  TICABBATON

Table 3. The weekday names in Modern Greek, Bohairic (Ishak, 1991) and Sahidic (Layton, 2000: 101).

The weekday names shown in Table 3 are the most common designations, used by the Coptic Church?®.
However, there were several other ways of naming the weekdays based on this scheme.

1. The religious designations of the days of the week!! can be replaced by numerical designations, in
the same way as the other weekdays (Ishak, 1991; Layton, 2000: 101):

= TKRYPIMKH — BIIOY &L STIOY &
" APACKEYH — BIICOOY SMICOOY
= [ICABBATON — BriCaW( Sncaw!2

2. The Coptic numerals can also be used in the numerical designations in the Greek style, although
this was rare in Sahidic: i, MIB, MIT, MIA, MIE, MG, and MZ (Ishak, 1991; Plumley, 1948: 48).

3. The Coptic weekday names in Bohairic can also be preceded by Be€200Y “day”: Brie200Y
NKYPIAKON, BEe200Y HFIE, etc. In the Theotokia the numerical weekdays are designated as
ordinals: BrIE200Y MMaZE, BIIE200Y MMA2T, etc (Mallon, 1907: 81-82). It is likely that these
systems were also used in Sahidic.

In addition to the weekday names above, Coptic letters from Thebes at about 600 AD show that there
was also another system in use for naming some of the weekdays, at least in that locale and at that time.
This nomenclature was based around the Wednesday and Friday fasts, the former remembering the day
Jesus was condemned to be crucified, and the latter being the day of his crucifixion (Basilios, 1991: 1096).
The other two days, Saturday and Sunday, were feast days. Accordingly, Wednesday and Friday were

8 Although the convention of naming units of the calendar by their ordinal position within larger units was familiar
to the Egyptians, who originally named the months within the seasons as such (Spalinger, 2001). It is possible that
the Copts had similarly already independently named the days of the seven-day week (of the planetary week) by
number, with the Greek Christian ecclesiastical names for Sunday, Friday and Saturday being incorporated only
later.

° Except, that is, for the use of npooaBBatov for Thursday, which in Matk 15:42 is translated literally into By XM
MICABBATON SONTEIH MIICABBATON “before the Sabbath”, while in the same verse mapacxevy) is found in
both Bohairic and Sahidic.

10 As with most Coptic words there ate some variations in spelling, but the standard spellings are given.

11 These may be rendered in Bohairic: ME200Y NTE MSOIC “the day of the Lord”, ME2OOY NTE MCOBT “the
day of preparation”, and ME200Y NTE NEMTON “the day of rest”, respectively (Ishak, 1991).

12 Tt seems that Sahidic was more reluctant to substitute the numeric designation NcaWw for MCABBATON
(Layton, 2000: 101).




known as fast days, while Monday, Tuesday and Thursday were known as interval days (Till, 1947; Till,
1950; Layton, 2000: 101)13; see Table 4.

Sahidic Translation
Monday NWOPI N200Y NOYWW The first interval day
Tuesday MME2CHAY N20OY NOYWWY The second interval day
Wednesday TKOYINNHCTIX | TNHCTIx OHM  The little fast
Thursday ~ MOYW® (NTMHTE) The (intermediate) interval
Friday THOS NNHCTI | THHCTIx The big fast

Table 4. The weekdays named according to the ecclesiastical week; taken from Layton (2000: 101).

There remains one more curious term of purely Egyptian origin to discuss: BXBIT, which is found in the
heading of Monday’s Theotokia among other places (Crum 2b)!4. The origin of this term is found in the
ancient Egyptian lunar calendar, which predated the civil calendar that eventually gave rise to the Coptic
calendar. The lunar calendar was composed of months based on the lunar cycle, and so the Egyptians
assigned names relating to the activities of the moon to each day of the month (Spalinger, 2001). The
name of the second day of the lunar month was given the name (fp) 3bd, meaning “new crescent (day)”
(Parker, 1950: 11). It appears that at some stage the meaning of this appellation changed from the second
day of the month to the second day of the week — Monday (Depuydt, 2009). It is not clear whether this
usage was common practice, and whether at one time other weekdays bore similar names, although it is
perhaps not coincidence that Monday was also the day of the Moon according to the planetary week!S.
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13 These expressions have not been found in any literary text, and only in Sahidic, the dialect of the vicinity of
Thebes (Till, 1950).

14 This word is found in Jaroslav Cerny’s Coptic Etymolagical Dictionary (Cambridge University Press; Cambridge 1976)
under the list of Coptic words with no known etymology (p. 359).

15 Tt is also possible that this term for Monday, written POOY N2BIT in the Theotokia (Crum 2b), was a translation
of the Greek theophoric name fpépa XeAvng, or directly inspired by the scheme of the planetary week. However,
to my knowledge, nowhere else are the Egyptian names of the other celestial bodies found to represent the
weekdays in Coptic.
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