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Ⲡⲓϩⲟⲩⲓⲧ ⲛⲱ̀ϣ 
The 1st Lesson 

 

1.1 Nouns 

 
A noun is a word that names a person, place, thing or abstract idea. For example: Peter, bicycle, 
Alexandria and truth are all nouns. Coptic nouns are classified by: 
 

• number – they can be singular (s.) or plural (pl.) like in English 
• gender – singular nouns can also be either masculine (m.) or feminine (f.) like in French 

 

1.2 Indefinite articles 

 
Indefinite articles are used to denote a noun that is not specified. For example, when we talk of ‘a 
cat’, we are referring to any cat. Coptic has two forms of the indefinite article, which are attached 
directly to the beginning of the noun: 
 

• the singular ⲟⲩ-, which is used for both masculine and feminine nouns and is translated 
into English as “a” or “an” 

• the plural ϩⲁⲛ-, which is often left untranslated in English but approximates to “some” 
 

ⲟⲩ- a, an ϩⲁⲛ- some 
 
ⲟⲩϫⲱⲙ a book ϩⲁⲛϫⲱⲙ (some) books 
ⲟⲩⲧⲟⲧⲥ a chair ϩⲁⲛⲧⲟⲧⲥ (some) chairs 
ⲟⲩⲕⲁϣ a pen ϩⲁⲛⲕⲁϣ (some) pens 
ⲟⲩⲱϣ a lesson ϩⲁⲛⲱϣ (some) lessons 
ⲟⲩⲁϫⲡ a hour ϩⲁⲛⲁϫⲡ (some) hours 
 

1.3 Definite articles 

 
Definite articles are used to refer to a specified noun. For example, when we speak of ‘the dog’, we 
are referring to a particular dog. English has only one definite article - “the”, which remains the 
same regardless of the noun it defines. However, Coptic has seven different forms, which are 
attached directly to the beginning of its noun. 
 
The Coptic definite article depends on the number, gender, type of noun and the letter it begins 
with. It is important to use the correct definite article because unlike English, in Coptic most nouns 
remain unchanged whether they are singular or plural and so the article provides a lot of 
information about the noun. 
 
This might sound complicated but it really isn’t if you bear in mind these simple rules (Figure 1). To 
choose the appropriate definite article for a noun you should ask yourself: 
 



• What is the number of the noun? If it is plural then the article must be ⲛⲓ-*. But if it is 
singular then you should ask 

• What is the gender of the noun? If it is masculine then the article can be ⲡⲓ-, ⲡ̀- or ⲫ̀-. If it 
is feminine then the article can be ϯ-, ⲧ̀- or ⲑ-̀. To decide which one is appropriate ask 

• Is the noun ‘strong’ or ‘weak’? The weak definite article is less precise than the strong 
definite article. For example, ⲡⲓϣⲏⲣⲓ “the son” (using the strong article) refers to a 
particular son but ⲡ̀ϣⲏⲣⲓ “the Son” (using the weak article) refers to a son that is well 
known to the reader, that is, Jesus Christ. The weak definite article is most often used 
in religious contexts. The strong definite articles are ⲡⲓ- (m.) or ϯ- (f.). But the weak 
definite article can be ⲡ-̀ or ⲫ̀- (m.), or ⲧ̀- or ⲑ̀- (f.) depending on the first letter of the 
noun it defines. To choose the appropriate article you should ask. 

• Does the noun begin with a Bilminour letter? The articles ⲫ-̀ (m.) and ⲑ-̀ (f.) are used 
instead of ⲡ-̀ (m.) and ⲧ̀- (f.) if the noun it defines begins with the letters ⲃ ⲗ ⲙ ⲛ ⲣ and 
sometimes ⲓ and ⲟⲩ - the Bilminour letters. The reason that there are two forms is to 
make pronunciation of the article and its noun easier just like in English the choice of a 
or an is made depending on whether the noun begins with a consonant or vowel sound. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

▪ Singular masculine 

 

ⲡⲓ- the ⲡ-̀ the ⲫ̀- the 
 
ⲡⲓⲣⲱⲙⲓ the man ⲡ̀ⲕⲁϩⲓ the earth ⲫ̀ⲓⲱⲧ the father 
ⲡⲓⲁ̀ⲗⲟⲩ the boy ⲡ̀ⲏⲓ the house ⲫ̀ⲛⲟⲩϯ (the) God 
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* There are actually two plural definite articles: ⲛⲓ- and ⲛⲉⲛ-. ⲛⲓ- is used in majority of cases, but is used in a 
genitive construction. For example, ⲛⲉⲛⲕⲁϣ ⲙⲡ̀ⲓⲁⲗⲟⲩ “the pens of the boy”. 

 
What is the noun’s number? 

Plural 

What is the noun’s gender? 

Masculine Feminine 

ⲡⲓ- 

ⲡ-̀         ⲫ̀- 

ϯ-

ⲧ̀-        ⲑ̀-

ⲛⲓ-* 

Singular 

Strong 

Weak 

Figure 1. Choosing the appropriate definite article. 
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ⲡⲓⲥⲟⲛ the brother ⲡ̀ϣⲏⲣⲓ the son ⲫ̀ⲛⲏⲃ the master 
ⲡⲓⲃⲁⲗ the eye ⲡ̀ⲟⲩⲣⲟ the king ⲫ̀ⲣⲏ the sun 
ⲡⲓⲣⲟ the door   ⲫ̀ⲣⲁⲛ the name 
 

▪ Singular feminine 

 

ϯ- the ⲧ̀- the ⲑ̀- the 
 
ϯⲥ̀ϩⲓⲙⲓ the woman ϯϣⲟⲩⲣⲏ the censer ⲧ̀ϣⲉⲣⲓ the daughter  
ϯⲟⲩⲣⲱ the queen ϯⲣⲓ the room ⲧ̀ⲫⲉ the sky 
ϯⲥⲱⲛⲓ the sister ϯⲁϫⲡ the hour ⲑ̀ⲙⲁⲩ the mother 
ϯϣⲁⲩ the cat ϯⲫⲟⲣϣⲓ the table ⲑ̀ⲛⲏⲃ the mistress 
 

▪ Plural common 

 

 ⲛⲓ- ⲛⲉⲛ- the 
 
ⲛⲓⲣⲱⲙⲓ the men ⲛⲓϣⲟⲩⲣⲏ the censers ⲛⲓϣⲉⲣⲓ the daughters 
ⲛⲓⲃⲁⲗ the eyes ⲛⲓⲣⲓ the rooms ⲛⲓϣⲁⲩ the cats 
ⲛⲓϣⲏⲣⲓ the sons ⲛⲓⲁϫⲡ the hours ⲛⲓⲙⲁⲩ the mothers 
ⲛⲓⲣⲁⲛ the names ⲛⲓⲥⲱⲛⲓ the sisters ⲛⲓⲟⲩⲣⲱ the queens 
ⲛⲓⲛⲟⲩϯ the deities ⲛⲓⲫⲟⲣϣⲓ the tables ⲛⲓⲛⲏⲃ the masters/f. 
 
1.4 Nouns that change in the plural 
 
The majority of Coptic nouns keep the same form when plural as they do when singular. Their 
plurality is indicated by the article ϩⲁⲛ- or ⲛⲓ-/ⲛⲉⲛ- alone. However, there are some nouns that 
have different singular and plural forms. See the appendix for a comprehensive list of these. 
 
ⲫ̀ⲓⲱⲧ the father ⲛⲓⲓⲟϯ the fathers 
ⲡⲓⲁ̀ⲗⲟⲩ the boy ⲛⲓⲁⲗⲱⲟⲩⲓ̀ the boys 
ⲡ̀ⲟⲩⲣⲟ the king ⲛⲓⲟⲩⲣⲱⲟⲩ the kings 
ⲡⲓⲣⲟ the door ⲛⲓⲣⲱⲟⲩ the doors 
ⲡⲓⲥⲟⲛ the brother ⲛⲓⲥ̀ⲛⲏⲟⲩ the brothers 
ϯⲥ̀ϩⲓⲙⲓ the woman ⲛⲓϩⲓⲟⲙⲓ the women 
ⲧ̀ⲫⲉ (the) Heaven ⲛⲓⲫⲏⲟⲩⲓ̀ the Heavens 
 

1.5 Vocabulary 

 
ⲛⲁⲛⲉ ⲧⲟⲟⲩⲓ̀ good morning 
ⲛⲁⲛⲉ ⲣⲟⲩϩⲓ good evening 



ⲛⲟϥⲣⲓ ⲉ̀ϩⲟⲟⲩ good day 
ⲛⲟϥⲣⲓ ⲉ̀ϫⲱⲣϩ good night 
ⲟⲩϫⲁⲓ good bye (“be in good health”) 
ⲛⲉⲙ and, with 
 
Exercise 1 

 
Translate the following into Coptic. 
 
1. the man and the woman 10. the brothers and the sisters 
2. the brother and the sister 11. the fathers and the mothers 
3. the boy and the girl 12. the women and the men 
4. the father and the mother 13. the boys and the girls 
5. the father and the son 14. the kings and the queens 
6. Heaven and the earth 15. the heavens and the earth 
7. the house and the room 16. the rooms and the doors 
8. the room and the door 17. pens and clocks 
9. the table and the chair 18. women and men 
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