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COPTIC CALENDAR
Early Egyptian Christians, like those elsewhere, took systems of
reckoning time used in the world that they knew, modified them, and
adapted them to their own observances and practices. The civil day of
Christians in Egypt began in the morning, as did that of the ancient
Egyptians and the Romans; but their liturgical day began, then as now, at
sunset, like the Jewish, Muslim, and Greek days. The seven-day week was
taken over from the Jews, with its first day made the Lord’s Day.
The Coptic year is the Alexandrian year, which became the civil year in
Egypt in 30 or 26 B.C., shortly after the Roman conquest of Egypt. The
evidence for the date of its actual introduction is ambiguous, but in any
case, year 1 of the Alexandrian Era, or Era of Augustus, is reckoned as
30/29 B.C. The Alexandrian year is the ancient Egyptian solar year,
coordinated with the year in the Romans’ Julian calendar, which is itself
the Egyptian solar year, but with a different date for the beginning of a
new year and a different division of the days into twelve months.
The Alexandrian year retains the ancient Egyptian division of the year
into twelve months of thirty days each, plus five more days, called
epagomenai, at its end, as well as the extra day whose intercalation at the
end of every fourth year as a sixth epagomenal day was ordered by
Ptolemy III Euergetes in 238 B.C., in order to rectify the old discrepancy
between the calendar year of 365 days and the natural solar year.
The Alexandrian year’s coordination with that of the Julian calendar, after
an initial period of difficulty caused by inaccurate observance of the
frequency of leap years (anni bissextiles) by the Romans, was rectified, so
that from A.D. 5 on, the Alexandrian new year begins on the Julian 29
August, unless it is a year in which the Julian calendar will intercalate a
29 February. In that case, the Alexandrian year begins on the Julian 30
August, because in the Alexandrian system the extra day is intercalated at
the very end of the Alexandrian year preceding the one in which the
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Julian calendar’s 29 February will occur.
The Alexandrian intercalary day thus falls on the Julian 29 August, with
the new Alexandrian year then beginning on 30 August and that year’s
corresponding days in the Julian calendar continuing to be the normal
ones plus 1 until the Julian year’s own intercalation is made on 29
February, after which the corresponding days are those of ordinary years.
Since the fourth century the era regularly used by the Copts for
reckoning the sequence of Alexandrian years has been the Era of
Diocletian, in which the year of Diocletian’s military election as emperor
in November 284 is taken as the starting point. Among Christians, the
Era of Diocletian is usually called the ERA OF THE MARTYRS, and in
Western texts the abbreviation A.M. (for anno martyrum) conventionally
indicates that a given year is so reckoned. Thus, the year A.M. 1 is the
Alexandrian year running from the Julian 29 August 284 to 28 August
285.
The years A.M. divisible by 4 begin on the Julian 30 (instead of 29)
August, as explained above. In the colophons of manuscripts and
occasionally elsewhere, the succession of Alexandrian years may also be
given according to the Era of the Incarnation, or “of Christ,” which is
seven years (through 31 December) or eight years (from 1 January)
behind the Dionysian Era of the Incarnation, or according to the Era of
the World of Ammianus, with the birth of Christ placed in the year of the
world 5500.
If a year given according to either of these two eras is divisible by 4, it,
too, like a year A.M. divisible by 4, begins on the Julian 30 (instead of 29)
August. Through Coptic influence, the Alexandrian year is also used in
Ethiopia, where the eras used historically by the Copts have also been
followed. The Ethiopian Era (“of mercy”), regularly used in both civil and
ecclesiastical calendars in modern times, is identical with the Coptic Era
of the Incarnation and is thus seven to eight years behind the era used

Downloaded from Coptic-Wiki.org

Coptic Calendar | 3
universally in Western calendars.
Although the exigencies of modern life have led to extensive use of the
Gregorian calendar and of the Islamic calendar with years reckoned from
the Hegira, the Coptic church also continues to observe Alexandrian
years beginning on the Julian 29 August in an ordinary year, and to
reckon the succession of years according to the Era of Diocletian or “of
the Martyrs.”
For the twelve months of thirty days, the ancient Egyptian names
introduced in the first half of the first millennium B.C. are retained, in
forms that are copticized or arabized. In the Bohairic dialect, the
epagomenal period added at the end of the year is called “the little
month.” In Arabic the same period is called al-Nasi’, “the extension (of
time)” or “postponement.”
The coordination of the twelve Egyptian months of thirty days each and
the five or six epagomenal days with the months and days of the Julian
calendar appears in the accompanying table. The nature of the Gregorian
reform of the Julian calendar makes it impossible to give Gregorian
equivalences that are valid for more than a century or two. Once the
Julian date is known, the corresponding Gregorian date can easily be
computed according to Rule 2 below. There is no need for such
conversion if the Julian date is earlier than the introduction of the
Gregorian calendar on 5/15 October 1582.
Comparison of Coptic and Julian Calendars
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Comparison of Coptic and Julian Calendars
* Dates in parentheses are those when a year A.M. is divisible by 4, that
is, in the Alexandrian months preceding a Julian intercalation of 29
February.
† Epagomenal day 6 ( Julian 29 August) is intercalated only at the end of a
Copto-Alexandrian year preceding a year A.M. divisible by 4, that is, on
the Julian 29 August preceding a Julian intercalation of 29 February.
To convert a Coptic or Ethiopian date (day and month) to its Julian
equivalent in an ordinary year (a year A.M. or Ethiopian year not divisible
by 4), add the numeral of the Coptic or Ethiopian day of the month to the
day before the first day of the Julian period that corresponds to the Coptic
or Ethiopian month in question (which can be found in the accompanying
table). For instance, to find the Julian date corresponding to the Coptic 15
Kiyahk in an ordinary year, add 15 (the numeral of the day of Kiyahk) to
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26 November (the day before the beginning of the Julian period
corresponding to the month of Kiyahk in an ordinary year). Thus, 15 plus
26 November becomes 41 November, that is, 11 December.
If the year A.M. or year of the Ethiopian Era is divisible by 4, add 1 to the
corresponding Julian date of an ordinary year, if the Coptic or Ethiopian
date is one from 1 Tut through 4 Baramhat (from Ethiopian 1 Maskaram
through 4 Magabit). Thus, 15 Kiyahk in a year A.M. divisible by 4 equals
11 December plus 1, or 12 December.
To convert a Julian date to its Gregorian equivalent, add to the Julian date
10 days from (Julian) 5 October 1582 through 28 February 1700, 11 days
from 29 February 1700 through 28 February 1800, 12 days from 29
February 1800 through 28 February 1900, 13 days from 29 February
1900 through 28 February 2000, and so on, remembering that in the
century years not divisible by 400, the Gregorian calendar has no 29
February, while the Julian calendar has it intercalated in those years just
as in any other leap year.
To convert a year A.M. to the corresponding year(s) A.D., add 283 to the
year A.M. from 1 Tut through 31 December; add 284 to the year A.M.
from 1 January to the end of the Coptic year. Thus, A.M. 1700 equals A.D.
1983/1984.
To convert a year of the Ethiopian Era (or old Coptic Era of the
Incarnation) to the corresponding year(s) A.D., add 7 to the Ethiopian
year or Coptic year “of Christ” from 1 Maskaram (Coptic 1 Tut) through
31 December; add 8 to the same Ethiopian or Coptic year from 1 January
through the last Alexandrian epagomenal day. Thus, Ethiopian 1 Ter 1980
(a year divisible by 4) equals Julian 28 December 1987, whose
corresponding Gregorian date, lying in the new year, is 10 January 1988.
To convert a year of the Alexandrian Era of the World (of Ammianus,
rendered coextensive with the Alexandrian year beginning 29 August) to
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the corresponding year(s) A.D., subtract 5493 from the Year of the World
from 1 Maskaram (Coptic 1 Tut) through 31 December; subtract 5492
from the year of the world from 1 January through the last Alexandrian
epagomenal day. Thus, 1 Genbot (Coptic Bashans) of the Year of the
World 7155 (a date after Julian 1 January) equals Julian 26 April 1663. To
convert a date in the Alexandrian Era of the World into one of the
Ethiopian Era (equals Coptic Era of the Incarnation), subtract 5500 from
the Year of the World. Thus, 1 Genbot 7155 equals 1 Genbot 1655 of the
Ethiopian Era “of Grace.”
[See also: Calendar, Gregorian; Calendar, Julian.]
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