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Jacques van der Vliet

TWO DATED COPTIC EPITAPHS FROM DONGOLA 

During the 2018 campaign of the Polish Centre for Mediterranean
Archaeology of the University of Warsaw at the site of the monastery

on Kom H at Dongola, a fully preserved sandstone funerary stela came to
light, inscribed in Coptic. Its textual formulary and exact date justify its
separate publication. A second Coptic stela, discovered at the site of Kom
H already in 2015, is much less well preserved, but bears a date close to that
of the other stela and is therefore published simultaneously.1 In addition to
bearing absolute dates that assign them to the third quarter of the eighth
century, both epitaphs offer textual peculiarities that witness the consider-
able degree of local variation prevalent in the funerary epigraphy of the
Christian Nile Valley, including early-medieval Makuria. As the number of
Coptic funerary monuments found at Dongola is relatively insignificant,
certainly compared to other Makurian sites, such as Ghazali,2 these two
stelae are a welcome addition to the repertoire. The reverse of the first stela
bears a secondary text, which includes an interesting variant of the much
discussed Greek phrase ΧΡΙΣΤΟΥ ΜΑΡΙΑ ΓΕΝΝΑ.

    1 I thank Włodzimierz Godlewski, the director of the mission, for his permission to
publish both stelae here and for the photos that accompany this article. 
   2 See the statistics in G. Ochała, ‘Multilingualism in medieval Nubia: Qualitative and
quantitative approaches’, Dotawo 1 (2014), pp. 1–50, esp. 37–40; idem, ‘Multilingualism in
Christian Nubia: A case study of the monastery of Ghazali (Wadi Abu Dom, Sudan)’, [in:]
PapCongr XXVII, pp. 1265–1283, esp. 1275–1278, with fig. 2.
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1. Epitaph of a monk Michaelinkouda
verso: apotropaic inscriptions

Inventory no. Hdd.18.322, discovered in 2018 in the upper layer of debris
in room W.1, in north building 4 of the monastery on Kom H. 

A rectangular sandstone stela, almost intact, but for some surface dam-
age and a missing lower left corner (without loss of text), measuring 30 ×
19 × 6.5 cm. The recto is inscribed with fifteen lines of Sahidic text con-
tained within an epigraphic field marked off by a single line (double in
top) that leaves narrow outer margins (lacking at the right). The script is
a rather carefully incised and well ruled upright uncial, clearly legible, but
somewhat stiff and inelegant. The letters preserve traces of the original
inlaid colour. Some odd writings (e.g. in l. 12) suggest that the mason
copied a model that he did not well understand in all details. 

The verso, which is much more worn, bears a secondary text of a dif-
ferent nature, consisting of five lines of crudely incised and badly ruled
uncials of uneven size. The hand is clearly different from the one that
inscribed the recto. As far as the language can be ascertained, this second-
ary text is in Greek.

4 April 758

               † ϩⲓⲧⲙ︥ ⲡⲟⲩⲉϩ-
               ⲥⲁϩⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲛ ⲡⲧⲱϣ̣
               ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲛⲥⲱⲧⲏⲣ ⲓ(ⲏⲥⲟⲩ)ⲥ
      4       ⲡⲉⲭⲣ(ⲓⲥⲧⲟ)ⲥ ⲡⲉⲧⲉ-
               ⲟⲩⲛⲧⲥ︥ vac. ⲧⲉⲝⲟⲩ-
               ⲥⲓⲁ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲉⲧⲟ-
               ⲛϩ̄ ⲙⲛ︥ ⲛⲉⲧ̣ⲙⲟ̅ⲟ̅ⲩ̅ⲧ̅ 
      8       ⲛⲧⲁϥⲙ̇ⲧⲟⲛ ⲙⲙⲟϥ 
               ⲛ̇ϭⲓ ⲙⲓⲭⲁ̅ⲏ̅ⲗ̅ⲓ̄ⲛ-
               ⲕⲟ̅ⲩ︦ⲇ︥̄ⲁ ⲡⲙⲟⲛⲁⲭ(ⲟⲥ)
               ϩⲛ̄ ⲥⲟⲩ ⲯⲓⲥ ⲙⲡⲉⲃⲟⲧ 
     12       ⲡⲁⲣⲙⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲓⲛⲇⲓ(ⲕⲧⲓⲟⲛⲟⲥ) ⲓ︤ⲁ︥̄
               ⲇⲓⲟⲕⲗⲓ(ⲧⲓⲁⲛⲟⲩ) ⲩ̄ⲟ̄ⲇ vac. ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ
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               ϯ ⲙⲧⲟⲛ ⲛⲧⲉϥⲯⲩⲭⲏ ϩⲁ-
               vac. ⲙⲏⲛ vac.

3. ⲓ(ⲏⲥⲟⲩ)ⲥ: ⲓⲥ stone || 4. ⲡⲉⲭⲣ(ⲓⲥⲧⲟ)ⲥ: ⲡⲉⲭ̅ⲣ︥ⲥ stone || 4–5. ⲡⲉⲧⲉ|ⲟⲩⲛⲧⲥ︥: read
ⲡⲉⲧⲉ|ⲟⲩⲛⲧϥ︥ || 10. ⲡⲙⲟⲛⲁⲭ(ⲟⲥ): ⲡⲙⲟⲛⲁⲭ⳽̄ stone || 12. ⲓⲛⲇⲓ(ⲕⲧⲓⲟⲛⲟⲥ) ⲓⲁ: ⲓⲛⲇⲡⲁ
stone (see comm.) || 13. ⲇⲓⲟⲕⲗⲓ(ⲧⲓⲁⲛⲟⲩ): ⲇⲓⲟⲕⲗⲏ(ⲧⲓⲁⲛⲟⲩ), but see comm.

Fig. 1. epitaph of a monk Michaelinkouda
(photo W. Godlewski; courtesy of PCMA)
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† By the order and dispensation of our Saviour, Jesus Christ, who has
authority over the living and the dead, Michaelinkouda, the monk, went to
rest on the ninth of the month Parmoute of the eleventh indiction, (in the
year) since Diocletian 474.
O God, grant rest to his soul. Amen. 

1–2. The opening formula ϩⲓⲧⲙ ︥ⲡⲟⲩⲉϩ|ⲥⲁϩⲛⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲡⲧⲱϣ is apparently a free Cop-
tic rendering of the Greek νεύσει καὶ κελεύσει/βουλήσει, which is fairly common
at this position in Nubian epitaphs; see I. Khartoum Greek 1, ll. 1-2, with comm.
This is the first attestation of its present Coptic version, even though the closely
related opening formula ϩⲓⲧⲛ ⲧⲕⲉⲗⲉⲩⲥⲓⲥ ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ, ‘by the command of God’, was
popular in Ghazali. For the use of the word ⲧⲱϣ, to express the idea of divine dis-
pensation, one may compare the Ghazali stela I. Khartoum Copt. 77, l. 11, with
comm., and two bishops stelae from Sai Island, published in A. Tsakos, ‘Medieval
funerary inscriptions from Sai Island’, Cahiers de recherches de l’Institut de papyrologie
et d ’égyptologie de Lille 29 (2011), pp. 297–330, nos. 5, ll. 7 and 8, and 6, l. 8.

4–5. ⲡⲉⲧⲉ|ⲟⲩⲛⲧⲥ︥ for ⲡⲉⲧⲉ|ⲟⲩⲛⲧϥ︥, probably under the influence of the following
feminine noun.

4–7. The epithet ‘who has authority over the living and the dead’ is an as yet
unattested variant of the fairly widespread liturgical formula ‘who has authority
over life and death’, which ultimately derives from Wisdom 16:13a (Sahidic: ⲧⲱⲕ
ⲅⲁⲣ ⲧⲉ ⲧⲉⲝⲟⲩⲥⲓⲁ ⲙ̄ⲡⲱⲛϩ̄ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲡⲙⲟⲩ, ed. P. de lagarde, Aegyptiaca, Göttingen 1883,
p. 98); for its occurrence in Nubian funerary epigraphy, see I. Khartoum Greek 26,
ll. 3–5, with comm. (Greek); I. Khartoum Copt. 27, ll. 2–4, with n. 404 (Coptic).
Note that in Nubian Coptic epigraphy the epithet was formerly known only
from Sai Island (see, in addition to I. Khartoum Copt. 27 and I. Cambridge Egypt 115,
Tsakos, ‘Medieval funerary inscriptions from Sai Island’ [cit. supra], nos. 1, 2, 5,
6, 15, 36, and 37), where it takes the form ‘who has authority to kill and to make
alive (ⲉⲙⲟⲩⲟⲩⲧ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲧⲁⲛϩⲟ)’ or, alternatively, ‘who has authority to make alive
and to kill’, replacing the nouns ‘life and death’ of the liturgical (and biblical)
model with active verbs. Here yet another variant is found, which replaces ‘life
and death’ with ‘the living and the dead’. For a similar Greek epithet of God,
‘being lord over the living and the dead’, in epitaphs mostly from (northern)
Nobadia, see I. Khartoum Greek, p. 26.

In the stone’s ⲛⲉⲧ̣ⲙⲟ̅ⲟ̅ⲩ̅ⲧ̅, l. 7, the damaged first tau seems oddly shaped,
almost resembling a ⲍ; I am unable to account for the long superlinear stroke. 

9–10. The Nubian name Michaelinkouda is marked as a linguistically non-
Greek/Coptic element by long strokes above. 

12. The stone clearly reads ⲓⲛⲇⲡⲁ, which makes no sense. As the Diocletian
year 474 (ad 757/8) was an eleventh indiction year, it must be assumed that the
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mason misread a group ⲓⲛⲇⲓ ⲓ︤ⲁ̄︥. Both here and in line 13 (ⲇⲓⲟⲕⲗⲓ), our second iota
is most likely to be interpreted as the mason’s inexpert rendering of an abbrevi-
ation stroke (reading ⲓⲛⲇ/ and ⲇⲓⲟⲕⲗ/, respectively). For indiction dates in Nubian
sources, see G. ochała, Chronological Systems of Christian Nubia [= The Journal of
Juristic Papyrology Supplement 16], Warsaw 2011, pp. 99–135.

This carefully executed epitaph of a monk with the popular Nubian name
Michaelinkouda shows an unusual opening formula that reflects Nubian
Greek models (ll. 1–4) and an interesting variant of the epithet that
asserts Christ’s authority over life and death (ll. 4–7, after Wisdom 16:13a).
Compared to the Dongola stela of Bishop Joseph, which is less than a
century older and still partly in Greek,3 it attests to the rapid develop-
ment of a local Coptic funerary formulary on Makurian soil. 

verso
              Ἰ(ησοῦ)ς, Μι(χαή)λ.
               ⲁ ⲱ
              Μαρία, 
      4      γέννα 
              Χ(ριστο)ῦ. 

1. Ἰ(ησοῦ)ς: ⲓ̄ⲥ︥ stone | Μι(χαή)λ: ⲙ̅ⲓ̅ⲗ̅ stone || 5. Χ(ριστο)ῦ: ⲭ̅ⲩ̅ stone 

Jesus, Michael.
Alpha – Omega
Mary, mother of Christ.

1. It is unclear whether the long stroke above the group ⲙⲓⲗ is a remnant of a
line demarcating the epigraphic field (otherwise invisible on this face of the
stone) or the marker of the abbreviation, as seems more likely. 

3–5. Apparently, this is a variant of the phrase ΧΡΙΣΤΟΥ (or ΧΡΙΣΤΟΣ)
ΜΑΡΙΑ ΓΕΝΝΑ, seen by several scholars as the model for the much debated
symbol ΧΜΓ, reading ΓΕΝΝΑ as a verbal form (γεννᾷ) and correcting the genitive

                                  TWo DATeD CoPTIC ePITAPHS FroM DoNGolA                           325

    3 S. Jakobielski & J. van der Vliet, ‘From Aswan to Dongola: The epitaph of Bishop
Joseph (died ad 668)’, [in:] A. Łajtar & J. van der Vliet (eds.), Nubian Voices: Studies in Chris-
tian Nubian Culture [= The Journal of Juristic Papyrology Supplement 15], Warsaw 2011, pp. 15–35.
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Χριστοῦ (or the nominative Χριστός) into an accusative (‘Mary bore Christ’). For
a rightly critical appraisal of this position, by Tomasz Derda, see P. Naqlun I, pp.
179–184; cf. Anna Di Bitonto Kasser, ‘Una nuova attestazione di χριστου μαρια
γεννα,’ Aegyptus 78 (1998), pp. 123–129, who discusses other attestations of a gen-
itive Χριστοῦ, and A. Tsakos, ‘The cryptogram ΜΧΓ as a variant of the crypro-
gram ΧΜΓ: on text and image in Christian Nubia,’ [in:] A. Łajtar, G. ochała, &
J. van der Vliet (eds.), Nubian Voices II: New Texts and Studies on Christian Nubian
Culture [= The Journal of Juristic Papyrology Supplement 27], Warsaw 2015, pp. 245–
262, who takes Nubian variants into account. Also given the unparalleled order
of the constituents, I prefer not to correct the case markings as found in the
present inscription and opt for an interpretation cautiously put forward by
Tomasz Derda, taking γέννα as a rare word for ‘mother’ (see P. Naqlun I, pp. 181–
182, with n. 13; it must be added, though, that the modern Greek examples of
γέννα, ‘mother’, adduced by Derda all appear to occur in negative contexts).

The inscription on the verso, executed in a much rougher and more infor-
mal hand than the recto, is suggestive of a later reuse of the stone. The
graffito-like text consists mainly of names and symbols that may be
indicative of an apotropaic function. The phrase Μαρία, γέννα Χ(ριστο)ῦ
(ll. 3–5), if that is the correct interpretation, with its unprecedented order
of the constituents, may prove to be of interest for the still ongoing
debate on the resolution of the symbol ΧΜΓ, a debate that is obviously
beyond the scope of the present publication.

2. EPITAPH OF A CLERIC

Two fragments of a single stela in light-brown terracotta, bearing inven-
tory nos. Hdd.2015.001 (a) and (b). Fragment (a) was discovered in 2015 in
debris above the walking level south of the monastery church of Kom H;
fragment (b), in the dismantlement of the southern partition wall of the
same church.

Fragment (a) preserves part of the left margin of the original stela and
measures 16 × 8 × 2.5 cm; fragment (b) is part of the lower margin and
measures 13 × 14 × 2.5 cm. Although they do not physically connect, the
two fragments nowhere overlap and are clearly incised by the same
scribe, who writes a beautiful, just slightly sloping round uncial with, in
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particular, an elegant upsilon. It can therefore be assumed that both
belong to the same stela and, if our reconstruction of the text is correct,
share our much damaged ll. 8–9 (where | marks the hypothetical transi-
tion between the fragments). 

Fig. 2. Inscriptions on the back of the epitaph of Michaelinkouda
(photo W. Godlewski; courtesy of PCMA)
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The stela was inscribed with a Sahidic text of an estimated length of
thirteen–fifteen lines, of which eleven are partly preserved. The length of
the lines can be estimated at about fourteen–fifteen characters. Parts of
the death statement with an extensive date (ll. 1–8) and the prayer section
(ll. 8–12) survive, both in a very lacunary state. The letters preserve traces
of an original painted gesso layer. 

ad 771/2

               [ - - - ⲛⲧⲁϥ-]
               ⲙ[ⲧⲟⲛ ⲙⲙⲟϥ ⲛϭⲓ ⲡⲉⲩ-]
               ⲗⲁ[ⲃⲉⲥⲧⲁ⸌ⲧ⸍   ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣]
      4       ⲓ̈ⲱ[ϩⲁⲛⲛⲏⲥ ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣]
               ϩⲙ ⲡ̣[ - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - ] 
               ⲟⲩⲛ[------- - - - - - - - - - ]
               ⲉⲧⲟⲩ[ⲥ ⲁⲡⲟ ⲇⲓⲟⲕⲗⲏ⸌ⲧ⸍]
      8       ⲩ̅ⲡ̅ⲏ̅ ̣|  ̣  ̣[  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣] 
               ⲡ̣|[ⲧⲉⲭ]ⲛⲓⲧⲏ[ⲥ ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣ ⲙⲡ-]
               [ⲧⲏⲣ]ϥ︥ ⲉϥⲉϯ ⲙ[ⲧⲟⲛ ⲛⲁϥ]
               [ϩⲛ] ⲕ̣ⲟⲩⲛϥ̄ ⲛ̄ⲁⲃ[ⲣⲁϩⲁⲙ] 
     12       [ⲙⲛ ⲓ]ⲥⲁⲁⲕ ⲙ︤ⲛ ⲓ̈ⲁⲕ̣[ⲱⲃ †]

4. ⲓ̈ⲱ[ϩⲁⲛⲛⲏⲥ: or ⲓ̈ⲱ[ⲥⲏⲫ || 6. ⲟⲩⲛ[: not ⲟⲩⲙ[ || 7. ⲉⲧⲟⲩ[ⲥ ⲁⲡⲟ ⲇⲓⲟⲕⲗⲏ⸌ⲧ⸍]: ἔτους
ἀπὸ Διοκλητιανοῦ

[ - - - ] went to rest the most reverend [ . . . ] John (?) [ - - - ] in the [ - - - ] of
the year since Diocletian 488.
May [ - - - ], the [ . . . ] artificer of the universe, grant him rest in the bosom
of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob. †

1. The statement of death must have been preceded by an opening formula,
such as ϩⲓⲧⲛ ⲧⲕⲉⲗⲉⲩⲥⲓⲥ ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ, ‘by the command of God’, popular in Ghazali,
or some variant (such as exhibited, for instance, by the other stela published
here).

2–3.The term of address ⲉⲩ|ⲗⲁⲃⲉⲥⲧⲁⲧⲟⲥ (or ⲉⲩ|ⲗⲁⲃⲏⲥ) must have been followed
by a clerical (or monastic) title; see I. Khartoum Greek 50; I. Khartoum Copt. 84, l. 3;
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J. van der Vliet, in A. Łajtar, ‘New finds of Greek epitaphs at Dongola (with an
appendix by J. van der Vliet)’, [in:] Łajtar & van der Vliet (eds.), Nubian Voices (cit.
n. 3), pp. 37–94, at 93, on l. 2, all with further references.

8. The faint traces following the date do not allow the reconstruction of the
opening of the prayer section (ll. 8–12), which must have begun with an address
of the Godhead, continued in line 9. 
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Fig. 3. epitaph of a cleric
(photo W. Godlewski; courtesy of PCMA)
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9–10. Before the verb in line 10, an epithet of God is expected, for which the
preserved remains suggest τεχνίτης, ‘craftsman, artificer’, which is a common
synonym of δημιουργός in early-Christian literature, ever since Hebr. 11:10; see
G. W. H. lampe, A Patristic Greek Lexicon, oxford 1961, p. 1392a, s.v. The epithet
is not uncommon in Coptic homilies; see, e.g., Severian of Gabala, Encomium on
Saints Peter and Paul, Sahidic, ed. M. e. Foat, [in:] l. Depuydt (ed.), Encomiastica
from the Pierpont Morgan Library [= Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium
544, Scriptores Coptici 47], leuven 1993, p. 100, l. 20, where Christ is called pre-
cisely ⲡⲧⲉⲭⲛⲓⲧⲏⲥ ⲙⲡⲧⲏⲣϥ. In the present context, this epithet clearly functions as
a variant of the much more common ⲡⲇⲏⲙⲓⲟⲩⲣⲅⲟⲥ ⲙⲡⲧⲏⲣϥ (see I. Khartoum Copt.,
pp. 26–27; cf. I. Khartoum Greek 23, ll. 2–3), for which I. Khartoum Copt. 27, ll. 13–
14, from Sai Island, has the slightly different ⲡⲇⲉⲥⲡⲟⲧⲏⲥ ⲙⲡⲧⲏⲣϥ. In the some-
what hypothetical lacuna after ⲡ̣[ⲧⲉⲭ]ⲛⲓⲧⲏ[ⲥ, in line 9, perhaps fill in ⲙⲙⲉ, ‘the
true artificer’.

In addition to an indubitable date, the fragmentary remains of this ele-
gantly inscribed epitaph of a clergyman or monk offer, in the opening of
the prayer section, an address of God as ‘artificer of the universe’
(ⲡⲧⲉⲭⲛⲓⲧⲏⲥ ⲙⲡⲧⲏⲣϥ, ll. 9–10, largely reconstructed). Although well attest-
ed in Coptic literary texts, the epithet is as yet unparalleled in Nubian
funerary epigraphy.
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