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Abstract:

Cleft sentence is one of the prevalent focus strategies in
the Coptic language, it could encode different focus readings
depending on the context, one of which is presentational (new
information) focus, one typical example of the presentational
reading of Coptic clefts is the opening formula of Coptic letters.
This paper intends to investigate the grammatical features of the
basic cleft patterns represented in the epistolary opening formula.
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Introduction

Cleft constructions are one of the most common syntactic
focalization patterns in the Coptic language, they are mainly used
to mark focus on arguments,”™ they consist of two parts: a focal
point that is always placed first in the sentence, and a topic ele-
ment that is formed with a relative or a circumstantial clause,®
as the following:

— Basic sentence:
TeTNNax€ Nal (Mark 13:11)
You shall say this.
— Cleft sentence:
nal neTeTnaxo00y (Mark 13:11)

It is this that you shall say.

Both of the above sentences represent the same proposition
but not the same information structure, while the basic sentence
describes an action in the future with no special emphasis, the
cleft sentence focuses on the object of the sentence.

From a semantic point of view, Coptic clefts are used to
express exhaustive listing focus i.e., specifying an exhaustive set
of discourse entities for which a given proposition holds true and
excludes all other possibilities,® in other words, the focused NP
specifies an exhaustive list of the values for the variable repre-
sented in the following relative clause

M2ACIDT TMENTAYKAAT I\_JIMAY

it is my father who left me there.”
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In the above example, the focal point naeiwT “my father”
provides the appropriate value for the variable represented by the
resumptive pronoun “¢” in the open sentence NTaYKaaT MMaY
“X who left me there”, thus the sentence implies that my father is

the only one who left me there.

In Coptic Clefts, the focused NP may express information
that is not contextually construable i.e., the NP in question has no
semantic antecedent in the previous discourse and has not there-
fore been brought to the addressee’s attention.® In this case, the
exhaustive focus is also presentational since it introduces a new
referent into the discourse.®

OY2WB NOYMT MENTALAITEl MMOY NTM nix.0€lc (PS 26:4)(7)

It is one thing that | asked from the lord.

One famous example for the concurrent expression of ex-
haustive and presentational focus is the epistolary opening for-
mula, in which the identity of the writer/sender represents the
most important piece of information, while the following relative
clause includes situationally given information.®) This paper
deals with the various cleft patterns introduced in the opening
formula of Coptic letters.

The epistolary opening formula:

As the term already suggests, the opening formula usually
occupies the opening one or two lines at the beginning of a let-
ter,) it often comprises the names (or more information) of both
the sender (A) and the addressee (B),"” plus a form of the verb
coal “to write”,™ in most cases it uses one of the cleft sentence

patterns.®?
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It has the following basic patterns: ™
1. A uercgal /e B
This is the commonest cleft sentence pattern in the Coptic

@4 it consists of the focal point and the pronominal el-
ement (nie/ e/ ne) followed by the relative clause.®®

language,

Focal Point PRON Relative clause
The sender (A) ne eTceal N/e B
(Itis) A SING. MASC. who writes to B

The pronominal element (nie/ Te/ ne) usually agrees with
the focal point in gender and number,“® and it mostly merged
with the following relative pronoun,*” as the following:

nEeT - neT
TE €T - TET
NE €T - NET

This pattern represents the standard epistolary opening
formula used in early Coptic letters,"® especially the literary
ones,*? it is considered the successor of the Egyptian opening
formula found in Demotic letters A p3 nty dd n B “it is A who
says to B, which in turn represents the cleft sentence con-
struction in later Egyptian,®Y the main difference between the
two formulas is the verb, while Demotic followed earlier Egyp-
tian tradition using the verb dd “ to say”, the Coptic equivalent

always comes with the verb ceau “to write”.??
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— Examples on this pattern:
@eENOYTE neTceal NTagwM (Shill 21-6) (23)
It is Shenoute who writes to Tahom.
AMPWMOEOC TETC2a1 MIT[€] YAABECTATOC ATl CINOYOI0C
It is Dorotheos who writes to the most pious Apa Sinouthios.®*
BHCa TMEAAXICTOC TETCRa1 MIIEYMEPIT NCON MaA66A10C
It is the humblest Besa who writes to his beloved brother
Matthew.®)

CINOYO10C TIENAXICTOC METC2Al MIIEYMEPIT NEIMT

- - 26
NOECOPINECTATOC AYD MMAKAPIDTATOC alla TIMOGGOC( )

It is the humblest Sinouthios who writes to his beloved fa-

ther the most God-loving and most blessed Apa Timotheos.

AIOCKOPOC MEANAXICT [0C MM] PECBYTEPOC neTceal eq[mi] Ne

€MEeYee0ceBHC NIW [T a] Na gamol

It is the humble priest Dioscorus who writes asking for his
pious father Apa Hamoi.?”

Ica] aK M[N] Yal MN BEN [1aMin NETC2] a1 MMECOYEP [1c Xa1pe]

It is Isaak and Psai and Benjamin who write to Meswer
[is, hail!].®®
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2. Aetceain/e B

Similar to the first pattern, this pattern is also formed with
a relative clause as its topic. the primary difference between the
two patterns is the omission of the pronominal element (nie/ Te/
ne) in this pattern, thus the focal point is followed directly by the
relative clause.®®

Focal Point Relative clause
The sender (A) eTceal N/e B
(Itis) A who writes to B

Coptic grammarians indicate that the focal point in this
pattern is restricted to independent person pronouns only,®”
which are focus expressions by nature,®® notice in the examples

below, the name of the sender is preceded by the independent

: 2
person pronoun for the first person singular “anok”.?

This pattern is frequently used in the epistolary opening
formula, it particularly occurs in the literary letters.®®
— Examples on this pattern:
ANOK KMC €TC2al ETAINE EITAMEPIT €CON HALAC
(Epiph 290, 1-3) %
It is me, Kws, who writes asking for my beloved brother Hlias.
ANOK CO([)IA €TCRal NAKOPBHNE
It is me, Sophia, who writes to Korbe.®®

ANOK AAYE[1] A TIEENAXICTOC ETTOAMA €TCRA1 NATIEYMEPIT NEIWDT
amna 1cak neToyaas (Epiph 145, 2—4)(36)
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It is me, the humblest David, who dares (and) writes to his be-
loved father the holy Apa Isak.

ANOK MATEPMOYTE €TCRal €JW)INE EMEYMEPIT MCON TTAYAOC

It is me, Patermute, who writes asking for his beloved brother
Paul.®"

3. A neqcgal Ve B

Cleft sentence in Coptic can be formed with a circumstantial
clause as the topic element instead of the usual relative clause,®®
this pattern consists of the focal point followed by the pronomi-
nal element (nie/ Te/ ne) and a circumstantial clause.®®

Focal Point PRON circumstantial clause
The sender (A) ne eqceal /e B
(Itis) A SING. MASC. who writes to B

Like in the first pattern, the pronominal element (ne/ Te/
ne) here agrees with the focal point in number and gender,“® and
it usually elides with the following circumstantial converter.“"
notice that in this pattern the circumstantial clause contains a
resumptive pronoun “q” that agrees with the focal point in gender
and number.“?

This pattern of Coptic cleft sentence is popular in the
opening formula of letters and other documentary texts as
well®?| it is used as an alternative to the most common and more
literary patterns A netceat and A eqcear.*?
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— Examples on this pattern:

(45) (46)

ZAXAPIAC TIYCRal’ “NIIYrNHCIOC Npnoc pamia. (Ryl 285, 1)

It is Zacharias who writes to his sincere friend Rashid.

NEEPEMC MN MAPTHC NeYCe[a]i NME [yX0€1c NK] YPIC ama 1ane
NAIOIK

(Cat. 1180, 1-2)“"

It is Neereus and Martes who write to their lord, the (village)
administrator, Apa lane.

4. Aeycea1n/e B

This is another pattern of Coptic cleft sentence that is
formed with a circumstantial clause, it differs from the previous
one in that it is formed with the focal point followed directly by a
circumstantial clause.“®

Focal Point circumstantial clause
The sender (A) eqceal /e B
(Itis) A who writes to B

This pattern is typically used in the opening formula of the
literary letters, the most known instances of it are those of the let-
ters in the New testament.“?

— Examples on this pattern:

10YAAC TIPM22N NIC TIEXC MCON A€ NIAKWMBOC €4C2a1 MMEPATE

eTen mnoyTe newwT (Jd. 1:1)°%
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It is Jude, the servant of Jesus the Christ, and the brother of
James, who is writing to the beloved ones who are in God the fa-
ther.

TTIAYAOC MN TIMOOEOC NZMRaX MIIEXC IC €YCRal NNETOYaAB THPOY
&M TIEXC 1C Nal ETWOOTT 2N NEDINIIIIOC MN NETMICKOTIOC YWD

fatakonoc (Phil. 1:1)®Y

It is Paul and Timotheos, the servants of the Christ Jesus,
who are writing to all those who are holy in the Christ Jesus, the-
se who are being in the Philippi with the bishops and the dea-
cons.

M2 YTOYCTOC NPEYXPO ZHNMN €4C2al EPATOY NNENNEIOTE
€TOY22B NEYCEBHC €ETOYHE 2N (YIHT

It is the victorious Augustus Zenon who is writing to our holy
and pious fathers that reside in Shiet.®?

ANOK TIECNTE €1C2a1 IMPANNHC
(Epiph 308, 1-2)®?
It is me, Pesente, who is writing to John.
Conclusion:

We have seen that Coptic cleft sentence is an argument-
focus construction which often signals an exhaustive focus inter-
pretation, the exhaustive focus may be presentational when it in-
troduces new discourse referents, a typical example of this type
of focus is the epistolary opening formula that usually occupies
the first lines at the beginning of a letter and includes one or all
of the names of sender and addressee plus a verb indicating the
writing process.
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