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Coptic Hymns 
Objective: 
· To learn about the origin and history of Coptic music 

· To appreciate the treasure preserved in our church. 

Memory Verse: 

“Sing to the Lord a new song, and His praise in the assembly of the saints” (Psalm 149:1). 

References: 

· “The Ancient Music of the Coptic Church,” by Ernest Newlandsmith, Uni Church Oxford, 1932
· “Institute of Coptic Studies Magazine,” 1958 

· “Christmas 1995 Newspaper Article” 

· “Third Meeting for Coptic Music,” Cairo, 1993 

· “Preserving Pharos Psalms For Christ,” by Raymond Stock, Egypt Today, April 1997
· “Introduction to Coptic Music,” by Hossam Adeeb Nashed, Cairo, 1997 

· “The Coptic Liturgy Text (according to St. Basil)”
· “Painting with scales,” by Hossam Adeeb Nashed, Cairo, 1997 

Introduction: 


For centuries, Coptic music scholars and many archeologists tried to understand the roots of Coptic Hymns. They agreed that there may have been three influencing sources: Jews, Greeks and Ancient Egyptians. 


Jews played a big role in the spread of Christianity, since the Old Testament and many rituals originated from them. 


Greece produced many Greco-Egyptian musicologists who helped develop the rules, styles, and forms of the known musical culture. These include Dydimus of Alexandria, Pseudo-Demetrius of Phaleron (First Century), Claudius Ptolmy (Second Century), etc. Some Coptic hymn manuscripts from this period (Oxyrhynchus Papyrus) were found to have circles with different shapes and colors over the text of the hymn. This was interpreted as an ancient method of musical notation where the colors and the shapes represent the different tones and musical lengths respectively. 


Ancient Egyptian music greatly influenced that of the early Church. There seems to be a relationship between the Coptic Kyrie and the ancient Egyptian tradition of sun worship. Furthermore, the Antiphonal singing system was used between groups of priests and priestesses. Ancient Egyptian music was also characterized by the melismata (singing many notes over one of the seven vowels, which were called “Magic Vowels,” giving an immense feeling of piety and humility in religious occasions). Ancient Egyptians also used professional blind singers and some percussion instruments during worship. Scholars have noticed many similarities between Egyptian village folklore and Coptic music. 

Lesson Outline: 

Coptic music has evolved through three different stages: 

I. During the reign of the Roman Empire 


During the reign of the Roman Empire, Coptic missionaries (such as the Theban Legion) in Northern Italy, Switzerland, the Rhine Valley and Western Europe, introduced Coptic musical culture along with the Gospel. The ancient Egyptian harp can be found in Ireland today. There is great similarity between Ancient Latin hymns and Egyptian hymns (e.g. Crucem tuam adoramus, Flectamus genuaand levata, etc.). Music also spread through monasticism and mysticism. 

II. After the Council of Chalcedon 


After the Council of Chalcedon, the Church was divided. The Copts cut contact with all other churches, except the Syrian church, in order to keep their Orthodox faith uncontaminated. This, although unpredictable, had a very positive influence on preserving the ancient musical heritage. 

III. After the Arab Invasion of Egypt 


The Egyptian ability of preserving and maintaining their culture could be seen after the Arab invasion of Egypt. All Egypt spoke Coptic until the time of H.H. Pope Zacharia (1004-1032 AD), and some villages in Southern Egypt maintained the language until the 19th century. Until this day, a big part of the Egyptian culture is still preserved. Three writers from the Middle Ages described the Church rituals and hymns: Ibn El-Assal, Ibn-Saba (13th Century), and Abul-Barakat Ibn-Kabbar (14th Century). Today, we find these rituals and hymns preserved in the same way as described in their books. 


Because the clergy were not professional singers, the Church decided to use talented singers (usually blind). The German archeologist Hans Hickmann proved that those cantors still move their hands and fingers systematically (Cheironomy) with the music, as their ancestors did when conducting music in the Fourth Dynasty (2723-2563 BC). These cantors played a big role in transferring this heritage to us with great precision! They considered it a precious treasure to be kept for future generations. 


At the time of H. H. Pope Kyrellos, Father of Reformation (1854-1863 AD), the senior Cantor at the Great St. Mark’s Cathedral in Cairo, Moalem Takla was assigned to compile and revise the Coptic hymns from northern to southern Egypt through the assistance of Mr. Erian Moftah, professor of Coptic language at the Cairo Theological Seminary. Moalem Takla taught seven cantors all the treasures he collected. These great men instructed the great Moalem Mikhail Gerges El-Batanony, who later became the cantor of the 20th Century. 


In 1927, in an effort to preserve Coptic music heritage, a young man named Ragheb Moftah invited the famous British Musician Ernst Newlandsmith, who transcribed 16 volumes of Coptic hymns to modern musical notation in 9 years. He also taped Coptic hymns sung by Moalem Mikhail and several others. By doing that, Dr. Ragheb Moftah inaugurated the new age of Coptic Music. These records are considered to be the world’s most precise, upon which most studies are conducted by scholars such as Hans Hickmann, the Hungarian ladies Ilona Borsai and Margerit Toth, and the Americans Martha Roy and Marian Robertson. 

IV. Theses on Coptic Music 


Several theses have now been written on Coptic Music: 

· Master Thesis-1975 on Coptic Music Bibliography by Salwa El-Shawan 
· Master Thesis-1976 by Nabil Kamal Boutros 
· The first Ph.D.-1986 by Nabila Erian in Baltimore County, Maryland State University

· In 1989, the Coptic Encyclopaedia was compiled by the efforts of Professor Aziz Suriel Attia at Utah University and published with the most recent and elaborated information and research work about Coptic Music Studies. 
· Fouad Asaad Attia submitted another Ph.D. thesis, ICS-Cairo-1995, on the psychological effect of Coptic Music. 

Conclusion: 


What we need to stress here is that this strong and impressive music, inherited from one generation to another, has begun to disappear and to be influenced by modern, attractive media. Instead of using it in our daily lives and allowing it to flourish in universities, musical institutes, musicology, ethnomusicology, music therapy departments and choirs as one of the most precious and oldest music in the whole world, it is unfortunately ignored by many. We pray that it will last and not be forgotten along with ancient Egyptian secrets such as building the pyramids and mummifying the human body! 

Applications: 


Try to attend Coptic hymn classes in your church to learn a few hymns, or listen to Coptic hymn tapes and try to memorize them. 



Tones of the Hymns in the Church(
1. Festal (joyful) tone

2. Palm Sunday tone (hosanna)

3. Kiahk tone

4. Fasting tone

5. Annual tone

6. Holy Passion Week tone

The Joyful tone is said during the following:

1. From Nayrouz feast, Thuout first, to the Feast of the Cross, on Thuout 19
2. From the Nativity Feast, Kiahk 28 or 29, to the Circumcision Feast, on Tobi 6
3. From the Epiphany Feast, Tobi 11, to the Feast of the Wedding at Cana of Galilee, on the 13th of Tobi
4. From Easter (Resurrection Feast) to the end of the prayers for the reading of the Gospel in the 2nd Kneeling Prayer on the day of Pentecost
5. All the major and minor Lord's Feasts, except the Annunciation Feast if it comes in the period between the last Friday of Lent and Easter (In this case, the feast is not celebrated)
6. On the 29th of every Coptic month, except the months of Tobi and Amshir
The Palm Sunday tone is said on:

1. The Feast of the Cross, Thuout 17-19 and Baramhat 10
2. The day of Palm Sunday
The Kiahk tone is said during the month Kiahk until the Paramoun of Nativity Feast.
The Fasting tone is said on:

1. The three days of Ninevites’ Fasting
2. Great Lent: there are 2 tones, one for Saturdays and Sundays and the other for weekdays
The Holy Passion Week has special rites and tones:

Psalms are said by what is known as the Adreebi tone.

The Annual tone is used during the rest of the year.


The History of Recording Coptic Hymns and Mu'allim Mikhail Girgis El Batanouny

By Dr. Ragheb Moftah
Reprinted with permission
Since an early age, Mlm. Mikhail considered seriously learning the hymns with incomparable love from two of the 7 Cantors: Mlm. Morcos & Mlm. Armanios. Shortly after his study, Pope Kyrollos V (who loved and mastered Coptic hymns) realized his genius, provided all attention & support and supervised his study by himself. When any cantor was avaricious to teach him precious hymns.. The Pope used to hide him under his large seat at the Patriarchate, call the cantor and ask him to recite the requested hymn.. and asked him to repeat it when needed.. Mlm. Mikhail with his large memory could easily memorize and master most elaborate just by listening to them once. 

By his 19s Cantor Mikhail mastered all hymns of the church and got appointed as Archpsaltos (Kappelmeister) at the Patriarchate. He got also appointed as first music professor at both the Coptic Theological Seminary & the Cantors' Institute. Yet it didn't bind him from increasing his treasure when any chance was provided. As example, he acquired a beautiful hymn at El-Menia governorate "Apinav Shopi.." which wasn't known in Cairo.. He didn't save any time to study, assure & compare what he knew with other cantors anywhere. 

He was a loud "Baritone" which is the most suitable voice for Church Music. His rhythm & accurate counting was also good, performing notes clearly without no mistakes nor deviations.. That's why although his voice went hoarse with the old age, he was still the favorite teacher to those seeking perfection.. 

Even his sub-conscience was sensitive to music. It happened for him as old man to fall asleep while one of his students performed a hymn. A single mistake in the reciting of the hymn by the student was just enough to wake him up. He falls really asleep yet his musical conscience never fainted.. This phenomenon happening before many of us many times and never failed.. 

During his working life in the church (70 years), he led all the church musical life and annual even seasonal modes & rites allover the Nile valley with no concurrent... Not anyone could memorize what he did.. Fewer people could come closer to the amount of hymns he memorized by heart amongst were Mlm.Nassif Abdel-Messih who is still living.. 

Some of his best disciples of the second generation, loved to be known by people to have mastered all what he knew. And behold the truth: I asked 4 of them that I wanted to record the Gregorian Mass in their voices.. These 4 were Mlm.Farid Ibrahim, Mlm.Mikhail Salib, Mlm.Beshay, Mlm.Boules Iskander (Mansoura). They accepted at first hand but seeing that I really meant what I said they replied: "We should like to revise the hymns with Mlm.Mikhail". That 'revision' was almost learning the whole mass from it's very beginning! 

To conclude, each of them focused only on one part to master which took about 2 months of laborious work & concentration in Alexandria till I was able to record.. Among them also came Hegumen Morcos Gerges (Matay) who recorded the "Reconciliation" and another student at the Theological Seminary in Mahmasha.. All of them are currently priests & deacons.. The study began in Alexandria and flourished, ten years before the inauguration of the HICS Higher Institute Coptic Studies.. It had indeed a remarkable impact.. They consecrated all their time and effort to study all day long with a knowledgeable Cantor who was never bored.. They had hunger to learn and enjoyed also passing the hot summer time by the shore in Alexandria.. 

Among those who studied then, did I mention, Mlm.Tawfik Youssef Cantor of El-Moharak Monastery, Mlm.Sadek Attalla, Dr.Youssef Mansour & other deacons from Cairo & all over Egypt's. 

I inaugurated a center then in Old-Cairo, and another one close to Bab el-Hadid Square in Cairo for older cantors so that they enhance and learn their pe.. Mlm.Mikhail made a big effort with a lot of patience & love.. Every student who enrolled in those classes used to be remunerated at 25 Pt. for transportation.. That work brought a big profit on adjusting and spreading hymns in Liturgical services & Specialized institutes. 

I assigned Mlm.Mikhail twice to travel to Virgin Many (Moharak) Monastery without taking his opinion.. He did leave there a big print which I can still feel.. 

One of Mlm.Mikhail characteristics was his sharp musical memory.. During the 40 years we were together till his last days, I never saw him forgetting one hymn.. Only in few times, counted on ones hand fingers did he revise few melismata in one hymn or another & get sure of it.. 

He was also able to recite any hymn starting at any middle point without the slightest hesitation.. Sometimes he knew two versions for the same hymn. Amongst were The Joyful Trisagion and the big Ti-shory. We did record both versions in the Coptic repertoire. Also did we record the 50 min. "Tee oy en hikanos.."!! Nobody now can memorize it but Mlm.Nassif Abdel-Messih & Mlm.Tawfik Youssef (Moharek). So none of the hymns perished.. 

Mlm.Mikhail once assured me that St Cyril Mass old music did perish long ago.. Nothing is on hand but "Ouoh Nay.." & Not we O Lord "Oukoty je anon.." the response of the Commemoration of the Saints in St.Cyril Mass which is sung in the Ayoub Tune (tune of sorrow) 

Mlm.Mikhail too composed music for some parts of St Cyril mass and taught them.. Among people who learned them Fr.Athanasios Boutros before leaving for St.Mina Church - Fleming, Alexandria and other who claimed those are the original tunes of this mass which is not true. 

Concerning the tune which HH Pope Makarios III used.. we found a document in his hand writing, which he wrote when he was Metropolitan of Assuit.. he wrote that he used it since he composed it and found it nice! 

I didn't record any of the previous two fearing that one claims in the future that they are the original tunes of this mass.. 

Here am I revealing a secret for the first time. The monk Fr.Abdel-Messih El-Massoudy (junior) wrote in his hand writing & signature claiming that Mlm.Mikhail introduced some prolongements to the responses of the Mass & to some "Awashies" which are of his own inside the heart of the Coptic Heritage, those were not there at the beginning of the 20th century 

After a laborious study of this issue, I found all the "responses" of the mass accurate, harmonious & beautiful.. No prolongements were made except in very few of them such as "Ke to Pnevmati so" which is better when shortened. Also "Kyrie eleison" which was preserved.. Knowing that some responses "maradat" have equivalent tunes for "Sayedeya" feasts like nativity & resurrection. 

Some parts of the liturgy which are common between the 3 major liturgies (e.g. the commemoration of the saints) seem to have the same music in St Gregory Liturgy and St Basil's Liturgy, yet they are grand & ornamented in some sections since St Gregory is more a ceremonial Liturgy for Nativity, Baptism & Easter.. 

It seems that Hegumen Abdel-Messih El-Massoudy who scientifically revised the 3 liturgies, supplied them with footnotes was influenced by the "Zeeneya Bahary" style (Near Luxor). This style merges the church music with "rhymed speaking" or reading during the mass or what was called in monasteries to a very close era "recite in one's heart" which aims to reduce the liturgy's period of time 

I presume it is extremely necessary for the priest and deacons to master the church musical heritage in order to feel, recite and enjoy it.. It won't take more than 90 minutes from the offering of the incense till the end of the liturgy with some 12 min. for the homily.. which should be with the Mass' Prayers, the readings & hymns short & concentrated... 

On winter 1928, I began to work with Mlm.Mikhail as I had already invited the world known musicologist Prof. Ernest Newlandsmith to transcribe the music of liturgies and offices of the Coptic Orthodox Church. By this time, people claimed that Mlm.Mikhail is changing and adding to the original hymns which made me avoid asking him at first. I compiled a list of names of all cantors all over Egypt & asked them all of them to come to Cairo to perform before Prof. Newlandsmith. This latter listened carefully to them & finally told: "I should like to apologize & cancel our deal since I can't do this job accurately.. Those cantors' voices are not clear & pure & include a lot of deviations.." 

I could nothing but bring Mlm.Mikhail who rescued me!! I still remember this decisive instant in recording the Church Heritage as if I see it now! We were on a Golden ship in the Nile in front of El-Dobara Palace.. Under us, still water of the Nile flew in peace and we were surrounded by wonderful gardens on both banks.. Mlm.Mikhail entered and behold two great musician met!! I asked him to recite a Coptic hymn to the professor. An example to show the beauty & value of the Church Music.. He performed the hymn: "Vi et ou enmashg..." - "He who has ears let him listen what the Spirit says unto the churches". On the mode of the Hymn of Virtues & other hymns... 

In this same moment Prof.Newlandsmith said: "I could finally understand what he sang. Now I can do my job accurately" & he went on doing this job daily (Except in the summer) for nine years in a silent corner. But active as a bees cell. 

On his side, Mlm.Mikhail realized the importance of this work to the whole church and culture.. He performed hymns with a genuine heart and preferred it to all his other duties (which were numerous..) In winter 1930, we had to move because the ship had to undergo repairs.. We moved with our equipment to the village where my father had just built the new summer house.. We stayed there working in seclusion for three months.. Mlm.Mikhail left everything: his home & duties in the church, Theological Seminary & societies all just to achieve it. 

He was so active that Prof.Newlandsmith felt he was putting pressure on him & complained saying:"An artist should be left to work with no pressure, pressure is not a suitable atmosphere for our work.." I would never forget Mlm.Mikhail at the end of each working season (before summer) asking & begging Prof.Newlandsmith to transcribe one more hymn just one more! The prof. replied: "I am preparing myself for traveling" but the cantor was insisting on asking in all sincerity & children's curiosity. That is an evidence of what I stated previously (from his words) is concerning St.Cyril Liturgy. 

There were for sure, interesting story, I remember bringing one day Mlm.Salama of el-Mahala el-Kobra (who was old & couldn't come before) He was an old man wearing a black beret similar to the priests'. Upon the arrival of Mlm.Mikhail, Mlm.Salama stayed silent in his room that nobody would notice him. The priority was always for Mlm.Mikhail.. A long time after Mlm.Salama's departure I informed Mlm.Mikhail about it. He laughed from his heart and felt happy for this accuracy of work that everybody was seeking. 

One day we were wandering in the fields while some sheep & cattle were at a distance. 

He stopped for a moment, remained still, pointed them and said: "There are sheep over there". I was impressed and asked: "how could you tell although they didn't produce any sound or movement". He was indeed full with feelings & sense. 

Another time, Pope Youannes XIV visited us for he liked the job we're doing very much.. He expressed his great joy about it.. After a while, we went to pay the visit back to the Pope and have His blessing. This latter was praising Mlm.Mikhail so much that Prof. Newlandsmith told HH that it's not enough to thank him. He should get him a respectable insurance, be assigned only major duties & get a personal car for his transportation. 

The work lasted till 1936, all hymns were transcribed, as well as both St Cyril & St.Basil Liturgies and all church offices in 15 volumes. 

The great archeologist and musicologist Hans Hickman who spent all his life searching for Ancient Egyptian's Music and the best to have written aboit asked me once to help him studying Coptic Music, I gave him some of those volumes. I visited him frequently accompanied by Mlm.Mikhail & he visited the Patriarchate also. It was proved that hand signs made by Mlm.Mikhail when reciting hymns are the same done by Ancient Egyptian singers & musicians while singing (cheironomy). Mr.Hickman is one of the people who support the point of view that Coptic music has it's old sources in Ancient Egyptian art.. 

The third characteristic of Mlm.Mikhail during his 70 working years is that he was working all day long, since early dawn till he did finish his work at 10:00 pm night of April 18th, 1957 and departed at 12:00 pm (midnight) of the same night. 

He mastered both Coptic and Arabic language and church's rites. He was very kind in his heart, sincere & humble easily depicted since he had all characteristics of artists. He lived in an apartment in Fagalla (Cairo) in a street that looked at the vaste "Coll�ge de la Sainte Famille" calm gardens and courtyard. His first wife was a great Coptic lady. 

During his last 3 months before his departure, he visited me frequently in my office and said: "I am leaving" - "Ana Mashy" I was joking at the time saying: "No wait! wait! we still need you" he replied: "I love you so much.. you are the one who preserved the Church musical Heritage" I told him from the very genuine belief :"Everything is owed to You"


Coptic Hymns(
(Lesson Outline for Junior High Students)

I. Introduction
A. When we sing hymns, we join Angels and Saints in pursuing the life in God’s Kingdom.
B. Praising God is a sacrifice and an offering.
1. The Sacrifice of Praise

2. “Therefore by Him let us continually offer the sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of our lips, giving thanks to His name.” Hebrews 13:15
C. “Praising with psalms is a medicine for the sick soul.” St. Athanasius
D. Understanding and meditating on the deep theological meanings is not as important as simply praising the Lord from a sincere heart.

1. Meditations end quickly; there is not need to be philosophers.

2. Enjoying prayers and praises with a simple and sincere heart lasts forever.

II.  Coptic Hymns

A. Coptic Hymnal Books (display to the students the large number of hymns)
1. The Psalmody Book

2. Deacon Service Book

3. The Kiahk Psalmody Book

4. The Pascha Book

B. Ancient Hymns

1. Our church has the most ancient hymns, older than those of all other churches!
2. Some Coptic melodies date back to the days of the Pharaohs!
3. Greek hymns date back to the days of early Christianity!
4. Great Saints used to sing hymns in Coptic: St. Mina, St. Anthony, St. Bishoy, etc.

C. Preserving our Christian heritage

1. By neglecting Coptic hymns, we contribute to the loss of Church treasures.

2. We become careless with the inheritance handed down by our Church fathers.
3. We cannot appreciate the beauty of the hymns when we don’t put an effort to learn them.

4. We cannot enjoy Church services if we don’t participate by singing the replies.

 NAME: ____________________________
first                                        last                                                       .
Coptic Hymns
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Verse to memorize: 
	Sing to the Lord a new song, and His praise in the assembly of the saints.
Psalm 149:1


1. With no effort to learn Coptic hymns, we                

a) Cannot enjoy Church services                             

b) Cannot appreciate the beauty of the hymns              

c) Contribute to the loss of Church treasures
d) Lose a major part of our ancient heritage                

e) All the above                                              

2. The Fasting tone is used during (Circle all possible answers)                            

a) Palm Sunday

b) Kiahk

c) Epiphany

d) Great Lent
e) Nineveh’s Fast
3. The Festal tone is used during all the following occasions, except
a) Nayrouz (Coptic New Year)             
b) Holy Passion week

c) Epiphany                            
d) 29th. of almost every month

e) Nativity

4. During which Coptic month is the Kiahk tone used? ___________

5. Which tone is used during Palm Sunday & the Feast of the Cross?

a) Fasting    
b) Annual    
c) Kiahk    
d) Passion Week    
e) Sha-anini

6. The ___________ tone is sung _____________ the whole _________, when there is no specific ________________ to use the other tones.  [year, Annual, occasion, throughout]

7. The melody-type Adam is used on (Circle all possible answers)
a) Sunday    
b) Monday   
c) Tuesday    
d) Wednesday   
e) Thursday   
f) Friday

g) Saturday











































( Notes from the Seminary course Liturgical Studies I, Very Reverend Hegumen Felimon Mikhail, Archangel Michael Coptic Orthodox Church, Santa Ana, CA, U.S.A.


( Prepared by Ossama Ekladious, St. George Coptic Orthodox Church, Bellflower, CA, U.S.A.
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