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ARIEL SHISHA-HALEVY

SHENUTEAN IDIOM. “Shenutean Coptic” is
the term applied to the idiom, including the gram-
matical norm and stylistic-phraseological usage, ob-
servable in the corpus of writing by the archiman-
drite Apa Shenute (334-451), outstanding among
Coptic literary sources in that it constitutes the sin-
gle most extensive homogenous and authentic resto
di lingua for Sahidic and Coptic in general. This
corpus provides the linguist with a precious oppor-
tunity to achieve a consistent and complete descrip-
tion of a grammatical system. The other extensive
corpus, that of the Scriptures, although somewhat
earlier and so enjoying the prestige of a "classical”
état de langue, has the disadvantage of being translat-
ed from the Greek; its native Coptic constituent ele-
ment can be properly determined only after a com-
plete structural description of the grammatical
system of its Vorlage, precise knowledge of the quali-
ty and degree of its dependence upon this Vorlage,
and diacritical-contrastive application of an indepen-
dent, untranslated grammatical system such as that
abstractable from Shenute's works. The desirability
of such a grammar makes an early analysis of this
corpus of paramount importance.

Compilation of the Corpus

Although only slightly more than half of all known
" or surmised Shenute sources have been edited to

date (1982), there is no great difticulty about compil-
ing most of the extant corpus: the task of isolating
unattributed Shenute fragments from the host of
homiletic and rhetoric-epistolary ones is largely
technical. Linguistic (grammatical and stylistic-
phraseological) data extractable from the unambigu-
ously Shenutean sources in the three major editions
(Ameélineau, 1907-1914; Leipoldt and Crum, 1908-
1913; Chassinat, 1911) and the many minor ones—
mostly in catalogic collections (by Crum, Munier,
Pleyte-Boeser, Rossi, Wessely, and Zoega) and occa-
sionally in special publications (e.g., by Guérin,
Lefort, Teza, Young, and the present writer), as well
as unpublished sources—serve as probes for locat-
ing other sources. Identification on the basis of sty-
listic impression alone, although certainly unavoida-
ble as a practical guide, is not always adequate,
especially when the style is untypically pedestrian
rather than in the usual powerful, involved vein. The
main unedited collections of Sinuthiana are those in
Paris and Vienna repositories and in British libraries
(Oxford, Cambridge, and Manchester).

Linguistic Characterization

Shenute's dialect is what is conventionally con-
ceived of as high-standard literary Sahidic, albeit
with distinct Akhmimoid traces (Shisha-Halevy,
1976a), which are probably due to his native Akmi-
mic background and consist mainly of (morpho)-
phonologic, morphologic, idiomatic, and lexical fea-
tures, with more elisive syntactic affinities. (Present-
day knowledge of Akhmimic syntax is notoriously
inadequate, because of insufficient evidence.) Some
of the more striking phenomena in Shenute’s gram-
matical usage are the idiosyncratic use of the con-
junctive and of object constructions and the favoring
of one of the “mediators” or lexeme premodifiers (T
20Y€-, T nKeé-, ¢Fn (N)-). Note two (of several) dis-
tinctive nominal-sentence patterns, namely # # -ne
# (e.g., Leipoldt, 1908-1913, 1V, 23.22, Aixap WoHT
ne coTH enelyaxe; Amélineau 1907-1914, 1, 228,
PO M€ XO0Y, @€ ne coTH €pooy) and a
hyperbatic construction with a demonstrative sub-
ject (Chassinat, 1911, 150.3fF, WNOYy2 Ne  HaY
HTaycoaT, “These are ‘the cords which broke’”);
x¢, used adnominally (ibid., 125.38fF., FMF 6€EMCTIC,
HHR 6626anIC F2w8 WArAOOH X6 NTQOON NAC AN,
“There is no faith, there is no hope of goodness that
does not belong to it”).

As regards the use of the second tenses, one finds
numerous distinctive figures and constellations vari-
ously combining topicalizations and foci. Striking is
the cleft sentence with the circumstantial topic



(€xq, ENT- ... XN, € + nominal sentence). Negative
second-tense topics seem to be avoided. This list can
be much extended with numerous other minutiae as
well as central issues of grammar, which still await
monographic study (for some discussions and exem-
pliiications, see Jernstedt, 1949; Morenz, 1952; Rud-
nizky, 1956-1957; Young, 1961, 1962, and 1969;
and Shisha-Halevy, 1975 and 1976a-b). It must be
stressed thal idiosyncratic stylistic syntax (e.g., "“rhe-
torical figures” [see below], typical word-order and
context patterns) is at present indistinguishable from
syntax fout court. Note also that although most of the
above traits are met with elsewhere, their cumula-
tive and pronounced reoccurrence and distribution
in Shenute is syndromic, and therein lies their diag-
nostic value.

Shenute’s “style” (between which and syntax there
exists no clear-cut objective boundary) has been de-
scribed, at its most characteristic, as fervent, pas-
sionately eloquent, full of pathos, and often argu-
mentative, polemic, occasionally ironic. Still, placid
and pedestrian passages are not uncommon (cf. Lei-
poldt, 1903, sec. 11, 13, and 15). The long, involved,
occasionally convoluted sentence complexes, some-
times anacoluthic, are well known. Similarly distine-
tive are a number of exclusive or near-exclusive She-
nutean idiomatic expressions, such as To €Tw, ‘how
can one compare . .."”; QANTE Oy gong, “Quousque
tandem . . ."; elxo Ml xe, by which I mean to
say”; xe& WNaxooc, "pour ne pas dire”; and many
others. Probably the best-known typically Shenutean
turn of phrase, the quintessential “figura Sinuthiana”
par excellence, is the apparently tautological, often
disjunctive repetition of an idea with a slight varia-
tion in this form: CEPHC AYy® CEPOEIC, MACON H
NACHNHY, Troaye H FNAKDAYE, A4OYON H AyOyON
FMO4, A TeHT OyoqT H A40ywqT 2pal ToHT,
AYMOOYTT H AyTArY €TOOTT HNMOY . . .

Vocabulary

The Shenutean lexicon—which constitutes a con-
siderable part of the Sahidic evidence in Crum’s
Coptic Dictionary (1939) and is still in need of deter-
mination and structural-semantic resolution—is per-
haps most idiosyncratic in the favoring of certain
words, some of which have acquired a Shenutean
flavor and association: xpod, guile; aowoc, pesti-
lence; kwMm, mock; BOABX, burrow; AQMT, ABOME,
filth, be foul; age, be mad; MOy2, look; reye, frag-
ment; op¥, be firm, secure; pewe, have authority, be
responsible. There are some exclusively Shenutean
lexemes, a few with obscure meanings: KoO®AE €80A
(Crum, 1939, p. 102b); kon (part of vine? ibid. p.
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111b); rwnT (ibid., p. 144a); ropf, smoke; araxe,
teem; noyc, term of abuse; also some common to
Shenute (the sole representative for Sahidic) and
Akhmimic or Subakhmimic (Shisha-Halevy, 1976a,
pp- 364ff). There are forms and functions attested
only in Shenute: 8XaH, blind (fem.); nw4e, blow
(trans.); poeic oyse-, keep watch against; pwsT €2pal,
be struck down. Some lexemes are typically Shenu-
tean in collocation (po€ic + puc, HA + nHY) and
some in their morphology (e.g., kToert!, returned;
HOY6TE ~ hO6, big; eaMw, sycamore fruit; Thom,
furrow).
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