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First of all, I want to thank my friend Edda Bresciani, the soul of this important event,   for the honor of being called to participate in the introductory ceremony. In the few minutes that are allowed to the speakers I can only convey a testimony of my personal experience in the field of  “computer aided egyptology”, noting that in any case Coptic studies are a peculiar part of egyptology in that they share many features with classical philology. Be that as it may, Coptic studies have introduced myself in the field of computer applications in the humanities, when I became convinced that the great amount of data which I happened to assemble in my conventional archive of paper and classifiers could only be managed with the help of some automatic instrument.

As I began to use computers, I soon realized that much more was at stake than the exploitation of a machine, and I tried to better understand the computer science. As a consequence I must admit that I am presently divided, both in teaching and research, between computer science
 and Coptology.
 In fact I believe that there are some computer applications in the humanities that are best left to the collaboration between sotware professionals and humanities scholars, namely, the applications which concern the presentation of data or its dissemination by means of digital machines, and eventually the internet. And one notes that most work in the field of egyptology belongs to this kind of applications. But when computers are used to help real research in the humanities, it is the scholar who has the responsibility to fully understand the theoretic principles which govern the functions and thereby the use of computers, because those principles take part in, and interfere with, the inner methodology of our disciplines.

Unfortunately, in this matter I feel rather like a vox clamantis in deserto, but the results of  the prevailing different opinion are under everybody's eyes, in the aspect of many enterprises which look like a feeble imitation of true research in the humanities. In my opinion we may be on the eve of a decadence in our studies as a consequence of  the use of computers. The best example that comes to mind is the treatment of literary texts. It will take some time before scholars will learn to use computers with the same scholarly habits that now governs their minds. I cannot but wish all participants in this congress that egyptology, which as a discipline has traditionally occupied a special place in the spectrum of humanities, for its mixture of linguistics, archaeology, and history, may avoid this fatal mistake.

My contribution is mainly concerned with the presentation of the web site of the Corpus dei Manoscritti Copti Letterari.
 I shall remind that this enterprise was first conceived as a response to the problem posed by the peculiar events which affected the transmission of the Coptic manuscripts.
 The most important repository of Coptic literary texts, in which almost all of them was stored, was the library of the monastery of apa Shenute in the site (mountain) of Atripe, near Shmin (Panopolis, Achmim). It was in use until ca. the XIIIth cent. C.E., then came the age of the Arabic texts, and the Coptic codices  were trasported in a small room in the building of the main church, where they were subject to unavoidable decay.

When interest in the Coptic manuscripts arose among Western scholars, from the middle of the XVIIIth cent. Onwards, the monks began to sell small groups of folios, stripped from the codices, on the antiquarian market, and eventually those fragments formed the Coptic collections in European (and then American) libraries and museums: in Rome (Vatican city), Oxford, Venice, London, Vienna, and many other places. At the end of the XIXth cent. Gaston Maspero discovered the place from which the manuscripts originated, and succeeded in acquiring all that remained, ca. one third of the entire material, for the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris.

Obviously the reconstruction of the history of the Coptic literature, completely ignored until the XIXth cent., and today still far from satisfatory, passes through the recovery of the original codices, whose leaves are kept in different collections, and by means of that, the recovery of the individual works. The best way to do it was to form a collection of the photos of all the fragments, so that the scholars could easily browse through them and find which fragments are complementary to which others in having belonged to an original codex..

Such was the aim of the Corpus dei Manoscritti Copti Letterari. But it was soon evident that the photos must be accompanied by a systematic and analytical archive in which all relevant information on the manuscripts themselves, and also on the Coptic literature in its different manifestations, could be stored and retrieved. During the years in which this work was being carried on, technology made – as we all here know even too well –​ ​​tremendous progress, improving the possibility of managing and disseminating information, and of treating images. Accordingly, the CMCL has changed its instruments, in a continuous effort to use the most appropriate devices to achieve the goals, which on the whole have remained the same.

The results so far obtained form the content of the CMCL web page, and of its electronic archives, which I am going to briefly present. 

A) The web page is actually the major vehicle of dissemination of the results obtained from research. Conventional, printed editions of texts are also used, but this will not last, and will be dismissed in favor of the new medium, when scholars will be more receptive. The web page gives four five possibilities of inquiry: the grammar, the clavis, the manuscripts,  the bibliography, and the texts.

B) Data are stored and manipulated in the electronic archives. The are arranged in Unix files, which constitute the tables of a relational database, in turn divided in three sections: one for data about manuscripts, one for data about literatury works (the clavis coptica), one for the texts themselves.

C) The software for the management of data is also part of the electronic archives, and is constituted of Unix scripts. No program language is used, other than the Unix shell programming language
,  The same is true for the passage of data from the archive to the web page, which is obtained through the capabilities of the well known cgi system.

The ongoing results of the continuous elaboration of data of the archives  are immediately available to the users of the web page and its on line interrogation system. The answers to the queries are in the form of web pages produced “on the fly” by the cgi system.

The electronic edition of the texts is meant to be valid in itself, i.e. in order that they can be normally read, but also is conceived as the preparation of the Coptic thesaurus, the list of all words in their context with reference of their position in the texts. From the file of trascription of the text of the manuscript an interactive system of filters produces legible texts in different shapes (diplomatic transcription, critical edition, etc.), indexes of words, and grammatical and syntactic analysis.

The history of the Coptic literature is presented in hypertextual form. Starting from pages where a discursive text introduces to the periods, authors, works, and problems of the Coptic literature, the reader is allowed to navigate by means of opportune links in the archive which contains data.

The bibliography is presented in the normal form of an electronic database.

As for the grammar, the main goal is that of obtaining an authomatic analysis of Coptic texts, which classifies the sentences according to their structure, and classifies the internal sub-structures of one sentence. The main advantage of producing a file with that kind of mark-up is that such file may in turn be searched for more advanced linguistic analysis, such as the filling of valencies, the use of certain structures for certain words, etc

The methodology which governs the system is already evident from what we have said. First of all we stress the choice of the Unix operating environment with the enormous potentialities which it affords. Then the choice of the relational database system to arrange data and interrogations. The presentation in the web starts from a few “stable” pages, and from them on pages coming “on the fly” from the archive. The texts are arranged in “initial” files (alsa meant to be more or less stable) containing the text of the individual manuscripts, and from them are produced “presentational” files according to different conveniences for the study of the texts.

It may be interesting to note that, seen in its completeness (always provisory, of course, i.e. submitted to the progress of the studies), the material may be considered the model (in its technical meaning) of the system (also in its technical meaning) of the Coptic literature, where each element, from the manuscripts to the modern bibliography, has a life of its own, and at the same time is related to, and interacts with the others, so that the general result is a representation in systematic and dynamic form of the reality considered. It is evident that the project is not conceived to have a conclusion; the aim is to represent the state of our knowledge of the Coptic literature as it improves day by day.
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