
Solomon in Coptic songs

Coptic and English

Anthony Alcock

These texts were first published by Hermann Junker in 'Koptische Poesie des 10. Jhdts' in 
Oriens Christianus 7 (1907) pp. 136ff. I have transcribed the text presented by Junker, using 
square brackets only when text is missing that cannot obviously be supplied. My translation is 
to the right of the Coptic. The translation is line-by-line, more or less in accordance with the 
original, and I hope that it may be of use to students wishing not only to understand the text 
but also to follow the course of it, and such languages notes as I have included are intended for
them. The abbreviation CD is for W.E. Crum A Coptic Dictionary (1939)

I have omitted the square brackets required in any edition where the reading is obvious but 
included them where it is not. The stanzas vary from three to five lines in length lines which 
are made up of a variable number of syllables.  In the songs that give instructions about which 
mode is to be used for the vocal rendition I have omitted these instructions. Crudely put, the 
instruction is: 'Sing this to the tune of NN'. 

In Or. Chr. 6 (1906)  pp. 345 ff. Junker examines the terms stoiyos and ouwxm, both used 
frequently in many of the song texts: broadly speaking, the former has to do with the rhythm 
and the latter with the tune. The subject of stanza structure is examined in pp. 347ff. and it is 
clear that some songs involved stanza and counterstanza (strophe and antistrophe), 
essentially duets with two people singing alternate units.1 Whether they also involved the 
turning movement of the 'strophe', as in Greek tragedy, is not known. If action were involved, 
one might legitimately use the term 'drama' to describe the performance. Rhythm is based on 
stress, as is so common in many poetical traditions, except of course for the quantitative form 
used in Classical Greek and Latin. Broadly speaking, it would seem that in each line three 
syllables are stressed,2  the others, however many there may be, unstressed. On p. 388 of this 
volume Junker addresses the subject of the age and type of poetry/songwriting involved: the 
former is not certain and the latter is 'popular'.

The language of the text may be loosely described as affiliated with Sahidic, but there are 
other forms that may reflect some other dialect, the pronunciation of the writer or increasing 
estrangement from the grammatical conventions observed at an earlier period. The aberrant 
nature of the language is particularly evident in the treament of verbs, to which I have drawn 
attention in a note.

There  are,  not  surprisingly,  quite  a  few  stories  about  Solomon  in  the  closely  interrelated
Jewish, early Christian and Islamic traditions. Being the illegitimate child of an illicit liaison
between a reigning monarch and the wife of a soldier deliberately sent by that monarch to his

1 This was certainly the case with Archellites, the song that follows the Solomon songs in Junker's text 
publication. One thinks also of the traditional English song of unknown age, 'Scarborough Fair'.

2 Junker uses the terms  Tonstelle, Hebung, Wortakzent, and I am unable to detect any difference between them.
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death,  his  talent  for  pithy utterances,  wisdom,  temple  building  and liaison with an exotic
queen could hardly fail to make Solomon an attractive character. The stories translated below
are:  The Stepson, Solomon and Sheba (subdivided by Junker into four sections), The Magic
Cup and the Magic Column and The Thieves in the Garden, with a Concluding Song.

The Stepson 

This song seems to have its beginning and end intact. The boy's complaint in the second stanza 

suggests that his father was in a monogamous marriage, unlike Solomon. The 'wicked stepmother' 

trope is common in European storytelling (for example in the rewritten stories of Charles Perrault and 

the Grimm Brothers) and the reputation of this figure is clearly much older: Herodotus 4, 154 wtites of 

the ruler of Crete's new wife (who is never named) as coming into the house as the wicked stepmother 

not only in name but also in reality ( ἣ δὲ ἐπεσελθοῦσα ἐδικαίου καὶ τῷ ἔργῳ εἶναι μητρυιὴ), which 

seems to confirm what Euripides later wrote of the stepmother in Alcestis 311 as someone 'no kinder 

than a viper' (ἐχίδνης οὐδὲν ἠπιωτέρα). 
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pajoeis <Nxthk xaroi
+ nouxap edikaion eroi
jetamaau Mton emos

apaiwt jikaiouei pesma
ouatnate xipesxht
aserxnnoq epecoou eroi

mpeuoei< eresolomwn erRro
ef+xap xnouxap efsoutwn
ereprnoute Ntpe <oop nemaf

ererwme nim +eoou naf
ounourwme nrmmao
ntatefsxime kaswma exrai

ou<hre nxoout eousaie mmatepe

xmpefsmou [ . . . missing . . .
 . . . . . . .   . . . . .     . . .. . .   ]

. . .  [<h]re <hm . . . . . . .
Mpeseire nMmaf noupetnanouf
Mpestwxs etefape nnex nouxoou

nenaht neutwxs emof
mpes+ nouxoite esraxe ejwf
ne<nxthfne eu+ mmoou xiwwf

ef<antwoun e<wrp emhne
<as+ N<omnt noeik naf
<afjitou etoots xNou<Pxmot

<afei e. . . -r meu<ine nswf
<afbwk ejmptavos etefmaau

<afxmoos nFrime ef . . .  nf ejws

jexamoi enentarbit epesht nmme

tamerit Mmaau j . . . g . . . bMinem

. . . line missing . . .

. . . tesxime clibe mmof
aftwoun afbwk <asolomwn pero
afrime afji<kak ebol

jepajoeis <Nxthk xaroi
+ nouxap edikaion eroi
jetamaau Mton emos .

apaiwt jikaiouei pesma

“My Lord, have mercy on me. 
Give me just judgement, 
for my mother has gone  to her rest

My father took another in her place,
A merciless woman in her heart.
She committed great wicked acts against me.”

At the time when Solomon was king
Giving upright judgement,
God of heaven being with him

Every man glorifies him.
There is a wealthy man
Whose wife died

A boy, extremely handsome
In his blessing [ . . .

. . . small boy . . . . . . . . . 
She did  not do anything good with him
She did not anoint his head with oil ever

Merciful people used to anoint him.
She did not put clean clothes on him
It was the charitable who clothed him

When got up early every day
She would give him three loaves of bread
He would take them from gratefully

He would go . . . they did not seek him
He would go his mother's grave
And sit and weep . . . for her

“If only you had taken me down with you,
My beloved mother . . . . . . . . . . ..  . . . . . .
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .”

. . . the woman oppressed him,
He rose and went to Solomon the king. 
He wept and cried out:

'My lord, have mercy on mGive me a just 
judgement,
For my mother is dead. 

My father has taken another in her place.
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ouatnate xipesxht
aserounoq epecoou eroi

nteresolomwn swtm eni<aje .
erep<hre <hm tauo mmoou .

afMkax exht xar . . . ejwf

jeousaiepe [gap of 4 lines]

twoun ngbwk epekhi

. . . an . . . sa<f exoou . . . . . mou

<ai+xap erok . . . . . . .. . . . . . .  at

apUs <hm twoun afbwk epefhi
afnkotk epesht ef<wne
mpetesxime qw<t erof nouxoou 

Mpseire nemaf noupetnanouf
mpes+ noujw Mmou nwr> naf
katace nnetnkotk eu<wne throu

<asbwk exoun <asei ebol ejwf .
mes+ nou<aje nsolsl epefxht
<afbi nnefbal exrai epqS .

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . xih nouon nimkatace nneniote 
throu

autsabesolomwn erof xitmppNA
ntaubitf ekounf nabraxam
afselswlf xnnefagac .

aisak jitf epexamhr

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . .. . . . . . . . . . . . 

<au+ nxnnoq etaio naf

She is merciless in her heart.
She has done me great wrong.

When Solomon heard these words
Uttered by the boy
He became sad for . . . him

For he was a handsome . . . .

“Arise and go home . . .
. . . seven days . . . . die/death
I will give you a judgement

The son arose and went home
He lay down ill
The woman never looked at him

She did not do a good thing for him
She did not give a cup of cool water
As for all those who are sick

She would go in his room and come out
Without saying a word to comfort him.
He would raise his eyes to the LOrd

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . way of everyone
As for all our fathers.

Solomon was told about him by the Spirit:
“He has been taken up to the bosom of 
Abraham,
Who comforts3 him with his good things

Isaac took him into his arms
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Several words including 'father', 'God' and 
'face' can be read, but there is no connected 
sense
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
They gave him great honours

3 Coptic solsl can also mean 'adorn'
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Solomon and the Queen of Sheba

Hebrew tradition (e.g. midrash) has several examples of interviews between these two 
characters, in which the king poses riddles that he then answers and petitioning queen poses 
questions and riddles magisterially solved Solomon. I have not been able to find any of the 
stories told here, apart from the reference to the ring and demons.

twoun maron tenbwk ecielHM
tnnau esolomwn etaueire mmof nouero
ntafketphi epqS neqom
afjokf ebol xnoura<e

ounouf xixatpe xiwne mme efjhk ebol
anerwou epkax hnneudwron naf esasa nim
jounoq ematepe peftaio
meouon4 eftntwn erof

apeksoeit etnanouf ei nai
jinixitaywra
jentkousovos eremnxht
meuon efeine mmok

aiei <arok solomwn
mnnaxmxal nemai
porjou ebol nai eneuerhu
tajw mpektaio

mpouqnrwme xipisrahl
efmex esovia etekxe
solomwn prro ndikaios

apqS wrk eDAD pekiwt
afcmso mmok ejmpefcronos
+rhnh mpnoute ese<wpe nemmak

ounoq ematepe pektaio
mepeoou etapnoute taaf nak solomwn prro 
ndikaios

akketphi epqS kalws 
akjokf ebol xnoura<e 

Arise and let us go to Jerusalem
To see Solomon who has been made
And built the house of the Lord of Hosts.
He completed it in joy

Gold and silver and every precious stone 
in its construction
The kings of the earth brought their gifts to 
him from all over
For his honour is great.
There is no-one like him.

“Your good  fame has come to me
While6 I was still in my country
For you are wise and intelligent.
There is no-one like you

I have come to you, Solomon
And my servants with me
Separate7 them for me from each other
And I will sing your praise

No man has been found in Israel
Full of wisdom like you
Solomon, the just king

The Lord swore to David your father.
He placed you on his throne.
The peace of God be with you

Your honour is great
And the glory that God has given to you,
Solomon the just king.

You built the house of the Lord well
You finished in joy

4 This form of the neg. aor. prefix in the status nominalis, also used later on,  is not recorded by Crum cf. CD 182b
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apekr(a<e jwk ebol)

alhcws ounoqpe pektaio 
mepeou etapnoute taaf nak 
solomwn prro ndikaios 
meuon eftntwn erok

jakketphi epqS eneqom
akjokf ebol xnoura<e
+runh mpnoute ese<wpe nemak
ximaa nim e<ak(bwk erof)

ounou<hn rht xitaywra
solomwn pqS enerwou epkax
efjose mmate efpor< ebol
ereoukarpos alhu erof

ek<anqepxnqwbe ebol exhtf
tekobou epesht epapot ngsw
<areous+noube <wpe xipekswma
meouon eftntwn erof

ounoupugh mmoou xitaywra
solomwn pqS enerwou epkax
erepesmoou xolq epefiw
erenevwsthr nhu erats

anabal nau eprh mnpoox
etauei epesht aujwkm exhts
esouZ mparmoute
erene<hn pwqe ebol

ounou<hn rht xitapolis
w solomwn prro
efrht xipkhpos enaiote
pkarpos ef+ mmof ebol
ereouxikwn shx erof

er<annexiome nau erof
<auepicumi erof
<aujpo nneu<hre katarof
eioue<ktamoi epefbwl
jentkousovos eremexht

p<hn eter<aje erof

iesaba5 terw nneqoo<
paipe prh prefrouoein
efxipsa nnema n<a
melaau eime etefqinei

Your joy was complete.

Truly, it is great, your honour
And the glory God has given to you,
Solomon the jus king.
There is no-one like you.

For you have built the house of the Lord of 
Hosts
The peace of God be with you
Everywhere you go

There is a tree growing in my country,
Solomon the king of kings of the earth,
Very high and spreading,
With fruit on it.

If you take some of its leaves
And press them into the cup and drink,
A fragrance forms in your mouth.
There is nothing like it.

There is a spring of water in my country,
Solomon, lord of kings of the earth,
Its water sweeter than honey,
To which the illuminating beacons come.

My eyes have seen the sun and the moon
That came down and bathed in it
On 7th of Parmoute8

The trees bursting into leaf.

There is a tree growing in my city,
King Solomon,
Growing in the garden of my fathers.
The fruit which it produces
Has an image depicted on it.

When women see it,
They desire it
And bear their children according to it.
I want you to tell me what it means,
For you are wise and intelligent.”

“The tree you speak of,
Sheba queen of the Ethiopians,,
Is the sun, the beacon
That is in the east.
No-one knows its course.

5 Not necessarily an alternative form of the name, but the Arabic vocative particle يا
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er<annexione nau erof
<auepicumi erof
etbe pefouoein e<af<a
<autelhl emoou nsera<e
soloMwn prro nsabe
afbelpimhsthrion

ounou<hn efrht xitaywra
w solomwn prro
ousaih mmatepe neswf

<afkwwre mpnau eprouxe
<af+ouw mpne extooue
mpina pefsa xi+koumenh

ereousw<e xiounam mmob
esmex nwne mme
ereouon nim epihumei eros

oubai<ine nhu katarompe
efotp enagacon
ef+ nnataywra throu

<afstof tefkw pefhi
eioue<kbolou eroi solomwn
tajw mpektaio

pi<hn efrht xitouywra
iesaba terw nneqoo<
erepai tntwn eprh

<afxwtp erouxe mmhne
tefhrouoein e<wrp mmhne
mpina pefsa xi+koumenh

+sw<e esxitouwf epi<hn
eretai tntwn etpe
nwne mmene nsiou

euhrouoein epnau erouxe
er<anprh <a <au<wpe nkake
etbepouoein efkwte eprh

When women see it,
They desire it
For its light that shines,
They rejoice and are joyful.”
Solomon the wise king
Solved the mystery.

“There is a tree growing in my country,
King Solomon,
It is very beautiful.

It is cut down at evening
And grows in the morning.
I have never seen anything as beautiful on 
earth.

There is a field to the right of it
Full of precious stones
Which everyone desires.

A messenger comes once a year,
Laden with good things
Which he gives to all of those in my country.

He returns and leaves9 his house.
I want you to explain this to me, Solomon,
And I will sing your praise.”

“The tree growing in your country,
Sheba queen of the Ethiopians,
Is like the sun.

It sets every evening
And shines early every morning.
I have not seen anything as beautiful on 
earth.

The field next to the tree,
It is like heaven.
The precious stones are the stars

That shine at evening.
When the sun shines, they become dark
Because of the light surroundig the sun.

7 The verb used here is pwrj (divide, separate), often confused with pwr< (spread out). They convey the same 
idea as the Latin solvere, which of course has found its way into English. eneuerhu: Junker understands this 
as mnneeurehu 'all'

6 Coptic jini. On this use of the conjunction cf. CD 772b meaning (b)
8 Parmoute is described in Pseudo-Cyril of Jerusalem Life and Passion of Christ  (ed. and tr. R. van der Broek §1b 

of the Coptic text) as pebot NN+ouw NN<hn 'growing season of the trees'
9    This makes no sense. A verb such as kwte (or some form of it) 'turn' is required.
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pibai<ine efnhu etouywra
pe pimoou epiero nkhme
eftsio mpkax katarompe

eioue<ouxalht efxhl efouhx
nfxwl nfei <aroi on
tajw erof epimhs/

nfjoouf e+koumenh thres
eioue<ousovos eremnxht
nfbelpimhsthrion eroi

pimas exalht efxhl eouhx
pe p<aje efxhp epoutauof
eu<antauof <afpwre< ebol

nfmou<t e+koumenh thres
solomwn pparxumiasths
afbelpimhsthrion eroi

The messenger who comes to your country
Is the water of the rver of Egypt
Which irrigates the land every year.”

I wish for a bird that flies and stops
To fly and come to me again
That I might tell it the mystery

And send it to the whole world.
I want a wise and intelligent man
To explain the mystery to me.

The young bird that flies and stops
Is the hidden word that is not uttered.
If it is uttered, it is divulged

And visits the whole world.
Solomon the 'proverbialist'
Has explained it to me.

The Magic Cup and the Magic Column

ge gar afji nouapot nerb aftaas nas
eaf+pefksour epesht eraf
asabo terrw <aje nmaf
jeei<answ nouapot nerp etxitekqij
<aicebio mpkmto ebol

He also took a cup of wine and gave it to her,
Having put his ring in it. 
Sheba the queen said to him:
“If I drink a cup of wine that is in your hand,
I become humble in your presence.
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dinatwoun tafi mpanous
w swlomon pQS nerrwou
e<wpe 

The rest of the stanza is very fragmentary, but 
the last line seems to be the same as that of the 
previous stanza.
eunoustullos xitayora
w swlomon pQS enerrwou
k<anjaou tekeintf epima
<aber<oou xipekpallation

swouxa erai ntemwnion throu 
etxatek3ousia
ntoueine <arai mpestullos
ap<arp +pefouai jeou . . . <arouxi
apmexB . . . . nteunou

atpa<i ntemonion +pefouai <aswlomon
jeinpnibi nrwk <apnibi
<aiene erak epistullos
hta erep<aje xnrof nswlomon

eistpa<i ndemonion asi
erepestullos xijmpestenax
efpwni pwni episa mepai
nch nnexaieme nemmoou

cewria nim etxijmpkax
sesshx xijmpstullos
ere . . .+on mprh mnpoox . . .  xijwf
ou<phri mma+pe enau erof

I will arise and take my mind,
Solomon, lord of kings.
If . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

There is a column in my country,
Solomon, lord of kings.
If you send and bring it here,
It will be useful in your palace.

Gather yourselves, all the demons
That are under your authority
That the column may be brought to me
The first made went: “ . . .10  until evening.”
The second . . . . . . . at that moment.

Half of the demons went to Solomon:
“From the breath of your mouth to the breath,
I will bring you the column
Then, as Solomon was speaking.

Half of the demons came,
The column on their wings,
Swinging from side to side
Like  the waves of the sea.

Every sight that is on the earth
Is depicted on the column
There being . . . . of the sun and the moon on it,
Mirabile valde visu.

 The Thieves in the Garden

apsolomwn p<hre nDAD + n . . . . poou  
aryh
mpefeiwt . . . . .
. . .  xijmpecronos . . . .ekape . . . 

several lines missing
. . . . . . . . . . . . . anqwm . . . 
xitefpolis . . . . . . . . . . . 

Solomon the son of David  . . . . . . 
little sense is to be got from the next few lines
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . the gardens . . . . 
in his city . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

10 Something like 'There is' or 'What'
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bwk exoun epqwm parapefouw<
auouompeloole mmau
mpoukalaau esaNnoune

afei ebol eqipQS etousia no . . . 
afqN nesoon etauouwm
af . . . . te aftale . . . .
afbwk . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

c. seven lines missing
. .  oou ef. . . . . . . . xiwwf
af . . . . . .. . . . . . . . .tefape
efmoo<e efsaxou nDAD prro

afxesolomwn . . .  xich mmof
ntof metefta3is throu
pejaf naf jeetbeou ekmoo<e
eksaxou nDAD paiwt

Ntof de afouw<b naf
je . . . . . . . . . . . . . - -

Went into the garden against his wish
And ate his grapes there
And left nothing but the roots.

The master came to the property of . . . 
And found the thieves who had eaten . . .

I can make little sense of the next few lines

He walking and cursing David the king.

He found Solomon . . .  before him,
He and all his troops. 
He said to him: “Why are you walking
And cursing my father David ?”

He answered him, saying . . . . . . . . .. . . 

Concluding song

piera etxmaas ejempefcrwnwe
eb+xap kalws -. xenousauten
ereniajau xepebhi
paipe swlwmwn p<hre ndaueid
erendemwnion xempebei

The king who sits on his throne11

Dispensing justice well in rectitude,
The vipers/crookbacks12 in his house.
This is Solomon son of David.
The demons13 are in his house.

11 The final we may perhaps be understood as the archaic o 'great' cf, CD 253a.
12 These are two possible ways of understanding the word: ajw (CD 25b) and jo (CD 753b), the latter being 
particularly attractive as a contrast to what precedes it. 
13 In medieval Jewish literature it is the ring or seal of Solomon that gives power over the demons, whom he was 

able to employ usefully in the construction of the temple cf. Testament of Solomon.
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