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TRANSCRIPTION 

Medieval figures and sites names in Egypt usually have at least two names, an Arabic and a 

Latin one. In order to have a consistent and practical system, the present-day Arabic name of 

most sites and figures was used. In the transcription of Arabic names to Latin letters, the 

equivalent of the different Arabic letters is illustrated in the table below: 1 

 

 Ô ط  a أ

 Û ظ b ب

 Ý ع t ت

 gh غ th ث

 f ف j ج

 q ق Î ح

 k ك kh خ

 l ل d د

 m م dz ذ

 n ن r ر

 h ه z ز

 w و s س

 y ي sh ش

 Þ ء Ò ص

 a ة Ã ض

 

 
1 Recommended font is “Times Beyrut Roman”. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

The scope of this study is defined by two parameters: the spatial factor and the science of 

archaeology itself. Coptic archaeology merges the classical heritage of Ancient Egyptians 

with Egypt's position as one of the frontier provinces of the Roman Empire, along with the 

role of Alexandria in the Christological debates during the Early Christian era. This research 

aims to analyze ecclesiastical architecture and art of the critical period of early Christianity, 

which spans from the 5th to the 7th centuries. This period is characterized by two major events 

- the Council of Chalcedon in 451 A.D. and the Arab Conquest of Egypt in 641 A.D. 

The direct consequence of Chalcedon's decisions in 451 A.D. was the so-called Great Schism 

of the Apostolic Church. The theological debates between the “Monophysites/Miaphsites” in 

Alexandria and the “Diophysites” in Rome and Constantinople were overrated as the root of 

the schism between the Eastern and Western Churches. Persecution from imperialism against 

Copts resulted in violence from Copts too. To uncover the true reason(s) behind this conflict, 

I plan to examine the architectural and artistic manifestations of ecclesiastical life during this 

period and answer whether it was motivated by theological circumstances or political factors. 

By conducting this research, I hope to shed light on the popular peace that was hidden under 

the political face of history. 

This research is significant because, on one hand, it can be useful not only for the sake of the 

neglected Coptic Heritage but might be a strong milestone towards building a solid cultural 

bridge between both the Western and Eastern churches. On the other hand, the rarity of 

research on this topic is another reason why it's important, which motivates me strongly to 

approach it. I believe this study will be a brave beginning for more potential research. It will 

open a significant locked gate to a very critical moment of the past. 

Previous works such as Peter Grossmann's achievements in architecture are significantly 

useful in this study. However, my contribution here is going to be focusing on creating an 

interpretation of this invaluable work utilizing modern digital archaeological techniques to 

make the implications of Grossmann's work more understandable to further scholars. As for 

art, since the study of Coptic art was neglected for a long time, it required me to create a 
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theme-based artistic typology for Coptic art. Then, I am utilizing the same digital 

archaeological techniques to obtain reliable analyses. 

After introducing the research methodology and the geographical setting, the dissertation 

delves into the historical background of the Late Roman Empire and its effects on Egypt as a 

southern frontier. This chapter also focuses on the circumstances surrounding the significant 

event of the Council of Chalcedon and its aftermath until the Arab Conquest of Egypt. The 

following chapter explores the symbolism of Coptic architectural and artistic elements and 

suggests their roots in various cultures in Late Antiquity. 

The next chapter of my work is dedicated to showcasing the architectural typology and 

discussing the architectural manifestation, which leads to certain implications based on data 

analysis. Following this is the chapter on artistic analysis, where I present my theme-based 

artistic typology, followed by discussions and analysis of the character of Coptic art that 

offer invaluable perspectives, along with my view. 

After these two most important chapters, there is an annex that proposes a modern digital 

archaeological technique for image recognition. This method can be enhanced and developed 

to be beneficial not only for archaeologists but also for the preservation and management of 

heritage. 

Eventually, a conclusion that displays the results of the study and my statement is followed 

by the bibliography. 
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II. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

2.1. Area of Research 

The area of this study is defined by two parameters: the spatial factor along with the science of 

archaeology itself. Dr. Langó Péter, the supervisor of this study, states: “The same iconographic 

element or the same architectural feature can be understood differently, according to not only the 

era but also the region. The reason is that each region has a unique cultural heritage, which 

affects the intended meanings behind utilizing such a characteristic.” Egyptian archaeology, 

namely Egyptology/Coptology has a unique sense, maybe because it combines its relevance with 

the classical heritage of Ancient Egyptians with the fact that Egypt was one of the frontier 

provinces of the Roman Empire. In addition, Alexandria played a distinguished role in the 

Christological debates in the era of Early Christianity. 

This research tends to analyze ecclesiastical architecture and art of a critical era of early 

Christianity, namely the period between the 5th and 7th centuries. It is the contemporary period of 

two influential events: the council of Chalcedon in 451 A.D. and the Arab Conquest of Egypt in 

641 A.D. Spatially, this study deals with the ecclesiastical heritage of Egypt from this era. 

However, the term ‘Coptic’ does not describe only ‘Christian’ Egyptian heritage. It is worth 

explaining it in light of the definition of the nowadays scholars. Nowadays, specialists in the art 

and archaeology of the discipline of post-pharaonic Egypt define 'Coptic' archaeology much 

more broadly, not only to describe Christian archaeology of Egypt but also to encompass works 

made beginning in the late 3rd century for pagans as well as Christians with whom they shared 

motifs and taste down through the 4th and 5th centuries and further.2 

2.2. Research Problem 

The direct consequence of Chalcedon decisions in 451 A.D. was the so-called Great Schism of 

the Apostolic Church. The East was called by the West as Monophysite, while the West was 

described by the East as Diophysite. The rise of the so-called “Monophysitism/Miaphsism” in 

the East was led by the Copts of Egypt, the largest easter Christian sect. This can be considered 

 
2 Gabra & Eaton-Krauss, 2006: xiii. 
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as a kind of growing provincial movement in the province of Egypt against the gradual 

intensification of Byzantine imperialism, soon to reach its peak during the reign of Iustinianus 

(527-65 A.D.). The theological debates between the “Monophysites” in Alexandria and the 

“Diophysites” in Rome and Constantinople had been overrated as the root of the schism between 

the Eastern and Western Churches. However, political clouds are in the air. Consequently, some 

aspects of the fact have been overshadowed throughout history by purely religious 

considerations. So far, the Copts believe that the differences overstated at Chalcedon and the 

doctrinal gap gradually widened between the Sees. 

After the deposition and exile of the native Egyptian Patriarch Dioscorus, who was involved in 

the council of Chalcedon, Byzantines installed a successor in the see of Alexandria in the person 

of Proterius (452-457 A.D.), a docile friend of Byzantine imperialism, who possessed a brutal 

military force. The Egyptians immediately responded by electing a rival native patriarch, 

Timothy Aelurus. Consequently, the united bishopric of Alexandria became split between two 

lines of patriarchal succession. The Melkite (royalist) line was Greek and originated from 

Constantinople, who were Chalcedonians. The other was “Monophysite”, native Egyptians, non-

Chalcedonians. 

Moreover, during the wars of Romans with the Vandals in North Africa and the Blemyes in the 

Thebaid, the Alexandrian populace -as an outcome against the rough persecution from 

imperialism against Copts- seized that opportunity to assassinate the unguarded Proterius, drag 

his body through the city streets, burn it, and cast his dust to the winds. Timothy momentarily 

became the only patriarch. 

Therefore, when it comes to bloody conflicts, one must pause a bit and take a closer look at the 

situation beyond the circle. The implications and manifestations of that post-Chalcedonian so-

called verbal schism may raise new hidden facts. Thus, I can illustrate the manifestations of that 

Great Schism in Egypt, from both clerical and popular aspects, in order to be able to get closer to 

the real reason(s) behind that conflict. 

2.3. Research Questions 

DOI: 10.15774/PPKE.BTK.2024.014



5 

 

Are there any traces of the so-called Chalcedonian or non-Chalcedonian direction that might 

suggest an impact on Architectural and Artistic life? 

Architecturally, where, and how were the architectural layouts of churches and monasteries at 

that time in Egypt? Monophysite or not? Influenced by Diophysites or not? 

Artistic, what are the iconographic characteristics of the depictions, and architectural sculptures? 

Sole local Egyptian character existed or did universal influences too exist? And what about the 

probable theological indications of the influences? 

What was the role of imperial financial support in architectural and artistic life? 

2.4. Research Aim 

By conducting this research, I aim to illustrate, by facts, whether this so-called Great Schism was 

motivated by theological circumstances or pushed by politicians under certain political 

conditions. The discussion is worth it so one may realize the popular peace covered under the 

political face of history! 

2.5. Significance 

Generally, studying both Archaeology and Art History is not only noteworthy for historical 

research but also has a great deal of community and economic value. Archaeology has the 

potential to provide new information on the human past, solidify one's ties to their social or 

national heritage, and provide economic means to locations across the world. 

In this case, on one hand, it can be useful not only for the sake of the neglected Coptic Heritage 

but might be a strong milestone on the way to building a solid cultural bridge between both the 

Western and Eastern churches. On the other hand, the importance of this research comes from 

the rarity of research on this topic, which motivates me strongly to approach it. I believe this 

study will be a brave beginning for more potential research. It will open a significant locked door 

to a very critical moment of the past. 

2.6. Research Methodology 
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2.6.1. Previous Research 

In comparison to the activity of research into Pharaonic monuments in Egypt, the interest in 

research into Egyptian ecclesiastical architecture began late. The first professional architect who 

paid attention to ecclesiastical architecture in Egypt was Somers Clarke (1912 A.D.).3 

Nevertheless, the well-known historian Butler (1884 A.D.) wrote about the architecture of the 

churches in Egypt.4 Yet, Architectural surveys of churches in Egypt conducted by both scholars 

studied individual places and focused mainly on centralized, self-contained settlements, 

especially monasteries, and their churches. Further studies also were conducted such as the study 

of Wādi al-Naṭrūn by Evelyn White and Hauser (1926-1933 A.D.), Bawīṭ by Clédat (1904-1916 

A.D.), White and Red Monasteries by Monnert de Villard (1925-1927). Also, numerous sites 

were excavated by Petrie (1907), such as apparent monasteries in south Asyut, namely Dayr al-

Balayza, Dayr al-Ganadla, and Dayr Rifa.5 However, these invaluable studies were more 

descriptive rather than typological. Thus, the scholarly arena stayed in need of an overall image 

of the ecclesiastical architecture in Egypt, based on which further researchers can conduct 

analytical studies. 

In his initial typology, Butler states: “The Coptic builders seem to have had no liking for or no 

knowledge of the cruciform groundplan…. The result is that in the majority of cases the 

architecture of the Coptic churches is of a mixed type, half-basilican and half-Byzantine: while 

in other cases there is a type entirely non-basilican yet not entirely Byzantine. But there is no 

case, as far as I know, of an architecture unleavened by either of these two elements, however 

variously they enter into combination with each other and with other elements.”6 

Bishop ÑamuÞīl and architect BadīÝ Íabīb (1962-1981 A.D.) created another typology for the 

designs of the Coptic churches in Egypt. The element on which the typology focused is the 

church dome and its shape and location within the roof of the church.7 In 2002, Capuani made a 

new typological classification. He divides the churches of Egypt into two geographical zones. 

The first is the Mediterranean coast and Delta, where the church style is mostly influenced by 

 
3 Grossmann 2014: 177. 
4 Butler 1884: 6-7. 
5 O’Connell: 169. 
6 Butler 1884: 6-7. 
7 Morgan 2016: A3. 
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Byzantine architecture. The second is the Nile Valley, where Capuani suggests that the local 

cultural impact on the church designs is dominant. He further analyzes church designs 

chronologically as Bishop ÑamuÞīl and BadīÝ Íabīb did but focused on the ground plan design 

itself rather than the ceiling design.8 Maged Nicolas Kamel, in 2004, in his Ph.D. dissertation, 

updated the church typology in more detail, in which he discussed the sanctuary design and the 

dome roofing system and its positions.9 

In this study, I tend to benefit from the typology of Peter Grossmann published in 2002, in which 

he divided churches into two main types: secular churches, and monastic churches. Then, he 

classified each into types, based on the type of the ground plan, in chronological order. 

Depending on his long-term surveys, along with the invaluable works of the previous and 

temporary scholars, Grossmann could achieve a clear architectural typology supported with a 

descriptive profile for each type, even for each mentioned church, of course, in the light of the 

amount and quality of available information.10 

As for art, the study of Coptic art was also neglected for a long time. One of the reasons for this 

is that early archaeologists showed no interest in Christian antiquities. They regarded Coptic art 

as a less important field. Even Champollion (the French scholar who interpreted hieroglyphic 

writing from the famous Rosetta Stone), while conducting excavations at Madīnat Hābu, 

discovered a fine fifth-century church there but did not even mention it in his official report.11 

The first scholar to admit the value of Coptic art and try to preserve it was the French Gaston 

Maspero. In 1881 A.D., when he was the director of the Egyptian Antiquities Service, he 

appointed aside one of the halls of the Museum of Antiquities, then in the suburb of Būlāq, for 

the first collection of Coptic art. By encouraging the Egyptologists to launch serious excavation, 

he could preserve the remains of the monastery of Saint Apollo in Bāwīṭ and the monastery of 

Saint Jeremias in Saqqāra. Several scholars published descriptions of Coptic churches, carvings, 

 
8 Capuani 2002: 41-44. 
9 Nicolas K. 2004: 218-220; Morgan 2016: A6-A8. 
10 Grossmann 2002. 
11 Kamil 1987, 1990: 66-67. 
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and craftworks, but the professional focus on dated material, and the fact that no churches of the 

early centuries survived, automatically imposed certain restrictions.12 

Efforts have been made to classify Coptic art into eras, but this is relatively artificial. While there 

are phases of cultural production in every culture, this is only visible from a historical 

perspective. E.R. Dodds states: “The practice of chopping history, into convenient lengths and 

calling them 'periods' or 'ages' has . . . drawbacks. Strictly speaking, there are no periods in 

history, only in historians; actual history is a smoothly flowing continuum, a day following a 

day.”13 

Thus, studying Coptic art is still an open topic that needs further efforts to be made. In this study, 

I tend to conduct a theme-based artistic typology for Coptic art between the 5th and 7th centuries. 

2.6.2. Historiography 

Copts were not very interested in writing history in a chronological form. The earliest known text 

attempts to write the history of the Coptic Church is dated to 475 A.D., and it is in Sahidic 

Coptic. It is titled The Histories of the Holy Church. It can be divided into two parts: The first 

part contains the first seven books and is more or less a translation of Eusebius's Church History. 

The remaining five books are independent of Eusebius's Church History and record the history of 

the Coptic Church from Patriarch Petrus I (300-311 A.D.) to the year 475 A.D. because it 

mentions the return of Patriarch Timothy II (557-477 A.D.) from his exile but not his death in 

477 A.D.14 This work is transmitted in an Arabic translation in a medieval source known as the 

History of the Patriarchs of the Egyptian Church. There is another History of Patriarchs falsely 

attributed to YūsÁb, bishop of Fuwah in the Delta. Actually, it was composed in the 18th century 

by an anonymous author and preserved in a single manuscript in Dayr al-SuryÁn in WÁdī al-

NaÔrÙn.15 

It is surprising that the anonymous author of this work of history did not possess much more 

information about his own patriarchs in the first three centuries than Eusebius, otherwise the 

 
12 Kamil 1987, 1990: 67. 
13 Kamil 1987, 1990: 65; Dodds 1965. 
14 Moawad 2014: 11-12; Brakmann 1974: 129-142; Crum 1902: 68-84. 
15 Moawad 2014: 12. 
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Coptic author would have written his own text and would not have been forced to translate the 

Greek work of Eusebius. This can be explained by two historical observations.16 

First, the belief that the end of the world would occur in the near future became widespread 

among Christians in general in the early Church. This mindset led the early Copts to pay no 

attention to the recording of history, which would normally be devoted to future generations. 

Second, the Coptic Church in the first three centuries was part of the universal Church and 

contrasted with the heretics and their schismatic churches. It had no sense of its own identity as a 

Coptic (Egyptian) Church since the Christian identity was above the individual Coptic identity, 

which was not existing so far back then. Politically, Egypt was also only a part of the Roman and 

later the Byzantine Empire. This ecclesiastical and political dependence in which the Coptic 

Church found itself at that time probably prevented any attempt to write down its own history.17 

However, another kind of literature flourished in the 4th and 5th centuries, and this kind of 

literature took place in monasteries. The monks were interested in the life of their predecessors 

and tried to record their biographies and sayings. Two factors were behind this kind of literature; 

first, the Edict of Milan 313 A.D. that granted peace and tolerance for the Church and put an end 

to the persecution; second, the spread of Coptic monasticism in the 4th century wherein the monk 

replaces the martyr in the spiritual position as an ideal Christian figure.18 

From the side of historical literature, the way of writing the historical resources was affected by 

main historical events. The separation of the Coptic Church from the universal church in 451 

A.D. and the Arab conquest in 641 A.D. raised the question of identity among Copts, who 

became a minority in their own land throughout centuries. This minority feeling influenced their 

way of writing history and created a tendency among Coptic historians and writers to stress their 

Coptic identity in their writings and to demonstrate the virtues of the Coptic minority to which 

they belonged.19 

Another form of history is found in the chronicle work of John of Nikiou “al-Mudabbir”. He was 

the Coptic bishop of the city Nikiou in Lower Egypt in the second half of the 7th century. The 

chronicle of John has high importance because he was contemporary with the Arab conquest of 

 
16 Moawad 2014: 11-12 
17 Moawad 2014: 12.  
18 Moawad 2014: 15. 
19 Moawad 2014: 17. 
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Egypt in 641 A.D. His chronicle is the only account of this event from the Coptic point of view 

by an eyewitness.20 

Apart from the above-mentioned sources, there were no later attempts to write the history of the 

Coptic Church. All the works that will be mentioned below represent rewriting of the above-

mentioned sources without offering new material.21 

After the ecclesiastical schism at the Council of Chalcedon in 451 A.D. and particularly after the 

Arab conquest of Egypt in 641 A.D., the Copts found themselves accused of a heretical faith by 

other Christians and of unbelief by the Muslims. Therefore, they began to compile writings to 

defend their own beliefs and to explain the Coptic dogma to the Melkites and Christian beliefs to 

the Muslims. These apologies are significant historically as they contain historical evidence for 

the correctness of Coptic beliefs. The best example of such writings is the book by Bishop 

Sawīrus ibn al-MuqaffaÝ from the 10th century on the councils (KitÁb al-MajÁmiÝ) and his work 

on the Christian creed (Tafsīr al-AmÁna).22 

In the 11th century, an Alexandrian deacon named MawhÙb ibn ManÒÙr ibn Mufarrij decided to 

collect the biographies of the patriarchs from Apostle Mark to Patriarch Shenuda II (1032-1046 

A.D.) and translated them into Arabic with the assistance of another deacon named MikhaÞīl ibn 

Badīr from Damanhūr in the Delta. The work of MawhÙb was continued by other known and 

anonymous authors until the beginning of the 20th century.23 

The Ayyubid (1171-1250 A.D.) and Mamluk (1250-1517 A.D.) periods were the golden age of 

Islamic historiography. Most of the notable Muslim historians like Ibn al-Athīr, Ibn al-Jawzī, 

AbÙ al-FidÁÞ, al-Maqrīzī, and Ibn Óaghrī Birdī flourished in that period.24 

In the 13th century, the Coptic AbÙ ShÁkir BuÔrus ibn al-RaÎīb (1210-1290 A.D.) wrote a 

historical work. The main purpose of this work was to prove the correctness of the Coptic feasts 

compared to their dates according to the Melkite Church. The information he mentions 

concerning the Alexandrian patriarchs is scant and derived from the History of Patriarchs. 

Contemporary to Ibn al-RaÎīb, another author named al-Makīn was interested in world history. 

 
20 Moawad 2014: 13; Butler 1902: 6-7. 
21 Moawad 2014: 13. 
22 Moawad 2014: 16-17. 
23 Moawad 2014: 12. 
24 Moawad 2014: 14. 
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He composed a world history known as al-MajmÙÝ al-MubÁrak. The work of al-Makīn was 

continued by al-MufaÃÃal ibn Abi-l-FaÃÁÞil.25 

However, in all the historical and semi-historical writings from Coptic Egypt, we lack the 

relationship and connection to pre-Christian Egypt. The Coptic historians feel that they were 

unconnected to their non-Christian ancestors and deal with them in their writings as a foreign 

side. A good example is the chronicle of John of Nikiou and how he describes Pharaonic Egypt 

and the exodus of Israel from Egypt.26 

2.6.3. Architectural Analysis 

The methodology of the architectural analysis in this research tends to benefit from the 

architectural typology created by Peter Grossmann and will employ one of the digital 

archaeology techniques, namely data analysis using the programming language Python. 

To utilize this methodology successfully, I had to overcome two challenges: data collection and 

data analysis. As for data analysis, executing the process using the library named ‘Pandas’ in the 

programming language ‘Python’ facilitated obtaining reliable, accurate results depending on the 

input which is the outcome of data collection. Regarding collecting the data, after exploring the 

architectural typological database, it was easier to find out the specifications of each type, 

church, or region. Then, my role was to combine the available information to recognize facts and 

to conclude characteristics and influences. Remarkably, there are no sharp barriers between 

different types, as the majority of the architectural ground plans and designs combine different 

influences. However, the digital data analysis technique facilitated solving this dilemma. 

2.6.4. Iconographic Analysis 

With the guidance of Dr. Péter Langó, and using the resources as well as recommendations of 

Prof. Gawdat Gabra, an iconographic typology was created by the author. There were certain 

obstacles. It is worth mentioning that dealing with the dating of the examined artifacts was 

challenging. In that sphere, on the sidelines of the 12th International Congress of Coptic Studies, 

Brussels, in July 2022, I have been recommended by Dr. Gertrud J.M. van Loon and Prof. 

Youhanna N. Youssef to avoid the challenge of seeking artifacts that are dated to a short period 

 
25 Moawad 2014: 14. 
26 Charles 1916: 27-29; Moawad 2014: 18. 
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between two exact dates, to be able to obtain correct, reliable, and realistic results, since it is hard 

to define certain pieces of art between the very precise period between exactly 451 A.D. and 641 

A.D. Elizabeth S. Bolman states: “Egyptian Christian paintings are extremely difficult to date, 

especially those executed before the medieval period … Art historians have tended to group the 

bulk of the evidence into a general sixth-to seventh- and sometimes eighth-century period, with 

little discussion.”27 One more obstacle confronted me in this part of the research. For creating a 

theme-based iconographic typology, it is almost impossible to find sharp barriers between 

various types. Indeed, most of the examples combine diverse elements that differ in type, origin, 

and religious insignia. As an indication, it is worth mentioning the monk Phocas, from the 6th 

century, who used to take communion in both churches in Kellia, Chalcedonian, and non-

Chalcedonian.28 To overcome the first challenge, I conducted both a typology and analysis of 

examples, generally, dating between the 5th and 7th centuries. To enhance reliable results for the 

analysis that can be distorted due to the second challenge, I am employing digital data analysis 

techniques, using the library named ‘Pandas’ of the programming language ‘Python’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
27 Bolman 2016 b: 163; Gabra & Eaton-Krauss 2006: 58-60, 65-67, 72-73; Badawy 1978: 247; Bourguet 1971: 138-

141; Wessel 1965: 166-181. 
28 Guillaumont 1969: 8-9. 
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III. GEOGRAPHICAL SETTING 

Egypt is one of the oldest countries in the world. It has at least 5,000 years of recorded history. 

Egypt is centrally located in relation to other concentrated population centers in Europe, Asia, 

and Africa. Egypt occupies the northeast corner of Africa or the land between the Red Sea and 

the Mediterranean Sea (fig. A). It was suggested that its existence is bound up by the River Nile; 

without the river, almost all the land would be deserted, and only a few people would live there. 

In the words of the ancient Greek historian Herodotus, “Egypt is the gift of the Nile.”. The 

country can be divided into five regions: the Nile River Valley (Upper Egypt, Middle Egypt, and 

Lower Egypt), the Nile Delta, the Western Desert, the Eastern Desert, and the Sinai Peninsula. 

River floods occur annually. Thus, the Egyptian people learned how to build dams, weirs, 

embankments, and basins, channeling and storing the river waters to facilitate raising their crops. 

The Nile Delta lies along Egypt’s northern coast, where the river empties into the Mediterranean 

Sea. 

The Western Desert constitutes more than two-thirds of Egypt’s total land area. The land is 

basically a low plateau, mainly sandstone in the south, some limestone in the north, and covered 

by the Great Sand Sea in its western half. Some underground strata contain large quantities of 

water that have not yet been fully exploited. Five oases lie in depressions watered by springs: 

Sīwa, BaÎriyya, Farafra, Dakhla, and Kharga. The Eastern Desert does not resemble its Western 

counterpart. It consists mainly of elevated and mostly rugged mountains paralleling the Red Sea 

coast. The western and northern hills contain a lower, limestone plateau. The loftiest of the 

southern mountains is more than 7,000 feet (2,000 m) above sea level. This region contains the 

very rare stone called “porphyry” which was minded anciently by Romans.  

Many people think of the triangular Sinai Peninsula as belonging more to Asia than to Africa, 

but its mountainous south is closely related to the Red Sea hills, from which it was separated by 

the geological faults that form the Gulf of Suez. Southern Sinai is especially renowned for Jabal 

Katrīn (Mountain of Saint Catherine, the site of the famous Greek Orthodox monastery of that 

name) and Jabal MÙsa, popularly called Sinai Mountain.29 

 
29 Goldschmidt 2008: 1-7. 
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Figure A. Map of Egypt (Boman 1996, fig. 1) 
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IV. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

This period is one of the most important historical curves in the history of Egypt. The importance 

of this era is that it began with the consequences of the Council of Chalcedon 451 A.D. and 

ended with the Arab conquest of 641 A.D. The second half of the 5th century and up to the 

middle of the 7th century is marked by schism which followed the Council of Chalcedon 451 

A.D. Actually, the Churches (Orthodox and Catholic) agreed that the schism was verbal and 

without the political scheming would never have happened. 30 The East was defined by the West 

as Monophysite, while the West was described by the East as Diophysite. The rise of the so-

called “Monophysitism” in the East was led by the Copts of Egypt, the most numerous Easter 

Christian denomination. This was the outward expression of the growing provincial trends in that 

province against the increasing pressure of Byzantine imperialism. The theological controversies 

between the “Monophysites” in Alexandria and the “Diophysites” in Rome and Constantinople 

have been overrated as the root of the schism between the Eastern and Western Churches. 

Consequently, the historical factors have suffered, and some aspects of the fact have been 

overshadowed by purely religious considerations. As I have mentioned, so far, the Copts hold the 

view that the differences magnified at Chalcedon and after the doctrinal gap widened between 

the Sees. 31 

INITIATION OF A CONFLICT 

Let’s discuss the beginnings of the conflict. Back in days to 431 A.D., at Ephesus, Cyrillus I of 

Alexandria took the lead to confront the heresy of Nestorius of Constantinople that advocated the 

idea of unity according to will or good pleasure between the two natures and two hypostases 

within the person of Christ. He used the term “conjunction” rather than Cyrillus’s preferred term 

“union” when speaking about the unity within Christ. Instead of Theotokos, he preferred the use 

of Christotokos! “Birth giver of Christ” which implied that the Virgin Mary gave birth to Jesus, a 

separate human hypostasis that came to be conjoined with the hypostasis of the Logos at the time 

of the Incarnation. This Nestorian vision implied that the unity is between two hypostases, one of 

the divine Logos and the other of a human being. Two different hypostases imply two sons and 

 
30 Youssef 2014: 25; see more in Bonner 1989; Orlandi 1968. 
31 Atiya 1968:  69-71; see more on Foord 1911; Boak 1921; Amirav 2015; Amirav 2010. 
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two activities. This division led Cyrillus to accuse Nestorius of asserting two sons and thus a 

quaternary rather than a trinity for the Godhead. 32 

A few years later, as a reaction opposing this Nestorian heresy, Eutyches (a presbyter and 

archimandrite at Constantinople) exaggerated in defending the idea of one nature, but his 

statement was different from Cyrillus’s one; Eutyches stated that “The human nature has melted 

in the Godhead just as a drop of vinegar melts in the ocean. That is, the two natures have mixed 

together into one”. 33 However, I am not about discussing theological issues, especially since 

there are some points of views state that Eutyches is not certainly a heretic, and his statements 

were said to be said by others not him.34 Nevertheless, this point of view cannot assure that he 

was not a heretic, particularly since he tended not to reply obviously to the sudden questions at 

the council of 448 A.D. He did not tend even to discuss or defend his thoughts.35 Also while the 

ecclesiastical atmosphere was clouded by the disagreement between the Alexandrian side and his 

Antiochian counterpart, Eutyches was very biased towards the Alexandrians.36 However, 

Eutyches was summoned to the council of 448 A.D., where he was condemned and deposed, due 

to personal issues between him and his friend and rival Eusebius the bishop of Dorilim, covered 

by theological reason.37 It worth to mention that through his baptismal son (who is his nephew) 

Chrysaphius, chief of staff of the royal court, Eutyches was able to reach the court.38 Therefore, 

the emperor Theodosius II interfered by himself later, and summoned patriarch Dioscorus from 

Alexandria in order to manage an ecumenical council, Ephesus 449 A.D. 

Patriarch Dioscorus who controlled the second Council of Ephesus in 449 A.D., deposed the 

patriarchs of Antioch and Constantinople and acquitted Eutyches. In fact, regarding the 

theological dispute between the Alexandrians and the Antiochians, the emperor was on the same 

ideology as patriarch Dioscorus. Apparently, the “Mission and Vision” of the council were 

defined in advance. Patriarch Dioscorus did neither discussed Eutyches enough around what had 

been attributed to him of heretic thoughts nor listened to Patriarch Flavianus of Constantinople 

 
32 Farag 2014: 48-50. 
33 Samuel 1977:14-15; see more in Arnold & Hooghe 1701. 
34 Samuel 1977: 15-16; Jalland 1941: 216, 217. 
35 Samuel 1977: 54-61; see more in Schwartz 1933: 141-552; Schwartz 1929: 34. 
36 Samuel 1977: 48. 
37 Samuel 1977: 50; Schwartz 1933: 124. 
38 Samuel 1977:14-15. 
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and Eusebius. Of course, he was not alone, but he was leading the council.39 Grillmeier states 

that the second council of Ephesus in 449 A.D. made a mistake by acquitting Eutyches.40 From 

another aspect, one of the most harmful allegations against Pope Dioscorus is the omission of 

reading Leo’s Tome.41 Anyway, Pope Leo I had never given up pressuring the royal court in the 

sake of revenge. He considered it very humiliating behavior. Pope Leo I wrote two times to 

Theodosius II expressing his refusal to the council, but Theodosius did not pay any attention to 

his messages. The situation coincided with the visit of the Western emperor Valentinianus III -

with his mother and his wife- to Rome, so he seized the opportunity to influence them stating 

that by that behavior the See of St. Petrus has been humiliated. But Theodosius II replied that 

Leo’s story about the council is incorrect. However, shortly, in July 449 A.D., Theodosius II 

died. The following emperor Marcianus, who was crowned after his marriage to Pulcheria (sister 

of Theodosius II, who had old enmity with Eutyches’s nephew), agreed with Leo’s vision and 

decided to conduct the council of Chalcedon in 451 A.D.42 

We are currently facing the consequences of the previous council of Ephesus 449 A.D. The 

power of the Egyptian church was challenged two years later when these rulings were repudiated 

at the 451 A.D. Council of Chalcedon. The Council’s decision that Christ possessed two natures, 

divine and human, but joined in one person, was rejected by the majority of theologians in 

Egypt, Syria, and Armenia, who believed that this was too similar to the ideas of Nestorius. 

Instead, they remained faithful to the earlier definition given by Patriarch Cyrillus the “single 

nature of the Word of God made flesh”.43 As a consequence, the Church in Egypt adheres solely 

to decisions made at the first three of these ecumenical councils. The decision to depose and 

exile Patriarch Dioscorus, which was taken at Chalcedon, had severe repercussions not only for 

the universal Church but also for the Church in Egypt in particular. For the Egyptian side, while 

differences over doctrine were at the forefront of the schism, other non-theological factors were 

also relevant. The deposition of their patriarch was viewed as a national humiliation, especially 

since Egyptian theologians had been extremely active in the universal Church. Resentment at 

Byzantine dominance and heavy taxation also played their part. It is no coincidence that the three 

 
39 Samuel 1977: 70-77; see more in Grillmeier & Bacht 1954. 
40 Grillmeier & Hainthaler 1965: 458; Samuel 1977:80. 
41 Samuel 1977: 83; Schwartz 1933: 40. 
42 Samuel 1977: 93- 96; Schwartz 1933: 5-10. 
43 Pacini 1998: 348. 
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Churches formed after Chalcedon developed along national lines (Coptic Orthodox, Syrian 

Orthodox, and Armenian Apostolic) and were all located at the periphery of the Byzantine (or 

Eastern Roman) Empire. Indeed, Maila suggests that the theological disputes were actually a 

“thin veil for cultural clashes”.44 

LATE ROMAN EMPIRE 

For a better understanding of this particular era, and before illustrating and discussing the 

narratives, events, and consequences of the council of Chalcedon in this chapter, it is significant 

to shed the light on the political and cultural circumstances of the Late Roman Empire. In the 4th 

century, the Church had to solve two problems; one was political and the other theological. The 

political problem was to determine the relation of the Church to the Empire; the theological 

problem was to answer the Christological question. By the end of the fourth century, both these 

questions have not been sufficiently answered, which led to the emergence of new problems in 

the fifth century.45 

Empire and Church 

Constantius (son of Constantinus the Great) conceived a political idea, the idea of a close union 

between the Empire and the Church, but of such a kind that the Church should be entirely 

dependent on the emperor. He wished to control everything under imperial absolutism. In order 

to realize his idea, it was desirable to produce a unity in the Church itself, which was hard due to 

the schism caused by Arius's heresy. Constantius' tended to the view that the Son was of like 

essence (homoiousios) with the Father, a compromise between the homoousios (of the same 

essence) of Athanasius and the heterousios (of other essence) of Arius. This intermediate formula 

could not stand. It was merely a trial to avoid difficulty, but Constantius took this approach, 

despite much opposition, under his own influence. His policy was further characterized by his 

persecution of Athanasius, whose stability and power in the Church was an obstacle in the way 

of that designed unification. However, Gratianus and Theodosius the Great completed the union 

of the Church with the Empire. Their edict in 380 A.D. officially adopted Athanasianism, the 

creed of Damasus, bishop of Rome; and the councils of 381 A.D. (at Constantinople and 

 
44 Pacini 1998: 31; See more in Foord 1911. 
45 Bury 1889:184. 
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Aqnileia) defined one creed for the universal Church.46 The historian Peter Brown comments: 

“The laws of the emperors showed that they took their religious duties with deadly seriousness 

and that they were open to the petitions of those who did the same.” 47 For instance, “In the 

Theodosian Code, extracts from the laws issued from the reign of Constantius to that of 

Theodosius II were arranged in chronological order. They communicated a rising sense of 

governmental certainty. There was to be little place, in the new Roman order, for heresy, schism, 

or Judaism, and no place at all for “the error of stupid paganism.”.”. 48 

The defeat of Eugenius led to a combination between the Church and State, and the penance of 

Tlieodosius at Milan indicated that if the Church was not to be first, at least it was not to be 

second. Intolerance signified that period, and heretics were esteemed as guilty and as dangerous 

as pagans. The last spark of religious freedom was in the law of Valentinianus I in favor of 

Arians, passed in 386.49 

Thus, at the end of the fourth century, the Roman Empire was Christian, and at the same time, 

the Church had asserted its independence. The bishop of Rome, as the successor of St. Petrus, 

was the head of the Church. His power was increased because of the weakness of the Empire in 

the West. So, he could confirm his independence, and he was even quite free from 

Constantinopolitan intervention. On the other hand, the geographical distance from 

Constantinople played a role in rendering the Patriarch of Constantinople and the eastern 

churches independent of the bishop of Rome. The oriental and occidental churches tended to 

separate along with the political systems to which they belonged. Actually, this tendency was the 

desire of the Patriarch of Constantinople, which in the fifth century became the most important 

city in the world, to free himself from the jurisdiction of Rome. In order to do so, he counted on 

the power of the emperor, whose ecclesiastical authority was further increased by the fact that his 

capital was the Patriarch's residence, whereas the independence of the bishop of Rome was 

supported by the fact that the emperors resided at Milan or Ravenna.50 

 
46 Bury 1889:184-185; Boak 1921: 462-464, 467; See more in Foord 1911. 
47 Brown 2013: 75; see more in Harries 1999. 
48 Brown 2013: 75; see more in Humfress 2000: 125-147. 
49 Bury1889: 186; Boak 1921: 467. 
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As a result, in the West, the ecclesiastical hierarchy was independent in spiritual matters, and 

afterwards attained secular power. While in the East, the Church and the Empire were closely 

allied. The Church was directly supported by the emperor. The emperor was the head of the three 

hierarchies, the Church, the army, and the civil service. And his position depended on the loyalty 

of all three. The consent of the Church was officially recognized as a condition of elevation to 

the throne by the introduction of the ceremony of coronation. Leo I was the first Emperor to be 

crowned by the Patriarch.51 

Iustinianus strove to secure a united Christian church within the empire. Thus, he did not hesitate 

to use his absolute power by interfering in both religious and secular affairs. That was formally 

admitted by the synod of 536 A.D., which declared that “Nothing whatsoever may occur in the 

church contrary to the wishes and orders of the emperor.” The reconciliation with Rome in 519 

A.D., which was necessary for the recovery of the West, had refused the Monophysites, who 

were predominant in Egypt, Syria, and Mesopotamia, especially among the lower classes of 

society. For the rest of his reign, Iustinianus strove to heal this conflict. But his policy was quite 

influenced by Theodora, who was personally sympathetic with the Monophysites and saw the 

danger to the empire in the continued hostility of the eastern peoples. An ecumenical council 

summoned by him to Constantinople in 553 A.D. accepted a formula of belief, upon which he 

wanted both dyophysites and monophysites to unite. Pope Vergilius was forced to submit to 

Iustinianus’s will, but the clergy of Italy and Africa regarded the new doctrine as heretical and 

even condemned it. Iustinianus couldn't reach his desire because the Monophysites refused his 

view. A final edict, issued in 565, A.D. went still further in its recognition of the doctrines of this 

sect, but the emperor’s death forestalled its enforcement and saved the orthodox clergy from the 

alternative of submission or persecution.52 

Territorial Ambitions 

Now I can conclude the motivations behind the communal sensitivity which was translated 

sometimes into aggression and refusal of imperial interventions in religious conflicts. Iustinianus 

died on 14 November, 565 A. D. and left the empire completely exhausted by the conquest of the 

western provinces. The domestic conflict between Greeks and Romans, which was gradually 

 
51 Bury 1889: 186-187; See more in Foord 1911; Török 1988. 
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increasing, was not to be solved through an official church union. From another aspect, the 

religious policy caused the expansion of territorial ambitions among the native populations of 

Syria and Egypt and led to further separation from the empire. Moreover, within the government 

of the provinces, Iustinianus initiated the division of civil and military authority, which was so 

marked a feature of Diocletianus’s organization. In this way, the way was paved for 

Diocletianus's approach toward the military districts, within which the military commanders 

were at the summit of the civil government. Additionally, it was under his reign also that the 

culture of the silkworm was introduced into the empire by monks, who had lived in China, 

learned the secrets of this art, and brought some eggs of the silkworm out of the country 

concealed in hollow canes. Iustinianus monopolized the manufacture of silk goods. The 

introduction of the silkworm made this trade independent of the importation of raw silk from the 

Orient.53 That led to more isolation from the east. 

Romans under pressure 

From another aspect, the Roman Empire was under political and militaria serious pressure, 

whether externally or internally, the Western as well as the Eastern Empire. For instance, neither 

the East nor the West could resist the final arrival in Europe of the Huns from Asia, who 

wreaked havoc until turned back by the death of their king Attila in A.D. 454.54 

The barbarians and the local aristocracies they dealt with already had many generations of 

experience in working with Roman civilians. Their leaders and the local aristocracies themselves 

were actually a consequence of the achievements of the new empire of Constantius and his 

successors. The Roman Empire of the fourth century needed loyal soldiers. They often preferred 

those soldiers who did not share the values and inhibitions of the traditional landowning 

aristocracy. Soldiers were encouraged to be a class apart, to remain alien and aloof. Thus, the 

imperial armies had been man-powered by foreigners for over a century. They were recruited 

from frontiers, where "Romans" and "barbarians" were almost indistinguishable, and even from 

across the border, drawing directly on Germanic tribes. The success of such barbarians within the 

Roman armies led to the more recently arrived groups of barbarian warriors, such as Visigoths, 

 
53 Boak 1921: 457-458; see more in Foord 1911; also see more on the southern frontiers in Török 1988. 
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Burgundians, Vandals, and Saxons, who took over Spain, Gaul, North Africa, and Britain in the 

5th century.55 

The period between 395 A.D. and 493 A.D. is marked by the complete decline of the Roman 

resistance to barbarian invasions, and the occupation of the western provinces and Italy itself by 

the Germanic troops. The position of Roman and barbarian is reversed. The power passed from 

the Roman officials to the Germanic kings. It went even further. A barbarian soldier established 

a Germanic kingdom in Italy. But while the Western empire could not resist the Germanic 

invaders, the eastern empire was able to resist both foreign invasions and the ambitions of its 

barbarian generals. This is partly due to the greater solidarity and vitality of the Hellenic 

civilization of the eastern provinces, and the military strength of the population, particularly in 

Asia Minor. The bureaucracy played a big role in controlling the generals by the division of the 

supreme military authority among several masters of the soldiers. The western empire was thus 

in need of support from the eastern empire. Western emperors on several occasions were 

nominated, and sometimes given the sanction of legitimacy, by those in the East.56 

The year of the death of Theodosius the Great (450 A.D.) witnessed the invasion of the Huns, 

who destroyed Syria and Asia Minor, as well as the destruction of the Balkan peninsula by 

Visigoths under Alaric. The absence of the eastern troops in Italy prevented the government from 

offering any effective opposition to either attacker. And when Stilicho came to rescue from Italy, 

the trial ended with an order from the emperor to Stilicho to withdraw. Alternatively, the 

emperor sent the troops of the East to Constantinople. This order resulted in the death of Rufinus, 

who was killed by the returning soldiers at the orders of their commander, the Goth Gainas. The 

grand-chamberlain Eutropius, who had been an enemy of Rufinus, convinced Arcadius to marry 

Eudoxia, daughter of a Frankish chief, instead of the daughter of Rufinus. After the fall of 

Eutropius, Gainas sought to play the role of Stilicho in the East. He was supported by empress 

Eudoxia, who was against the domination of the chamberlain. But Gainas did not long retain his 

power. He fought with the empress. In addition, the population of the capital was against him 

because he was an Arian. Later soon, in a massacre of the Goths in Constantinople, and with the 

aid of a loyal Goth Fravitta, Gainas was driven north of the Danube, where he was killed by the 
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Huns in 400 A.D. The influence of Eudoxia was now vital. However, the bishop of 

Constantinople, John Chrysostom expressed his refusal to the extravagance and dissipation of the 

society of the court and blamed the empress in particular. Ultimately, Eudoxia was able to have 

him deposed from his See in 404 A.D., a few months before his death. Four years later, Arcadius 

died and left the empire to his eight-year-old son Theodosius II.57 

At the beginning of the reign of Theodosius II (408-450 A.D.), Anthemius was at the top of the 

government and was successful during the last years of Arcadius. In 414, the emperor’s elder 

sister, Pulcheria, was made regent and took the title of Augusta. She had a strong personality, 

and she could dominate the emperor who lacked independence of character and power under her 

influence for many years. In 421, Pulcheria selected a wife for Theodosius, Eudocia, the 

daughter of an Athenian sophist. After a few years, contrasts arose between the empress and her 

sister-in-law which led to Pulcheria’s withdrawal from the court, after 431 AD. But about 440 

A.D., Eudocia lost her influence over the emperor. She was compelled to retire from 

Constantinople and reside in Jerusalem, where she lived until her death in 460 A.D. Theodosius 

II loses his full power again. During the reign of Theodosius II, the eastern empire declined as a 

result of the war with Persia and the invasions of the Huns. The Persian war in 421 A.D., which 

lasted one year, before their victory, was marked by the persecution of the Christians. A second 

war against Persians ended with a Persian defeat in 442 A.D. But with the Huns, the Romans 

were not so successful. In 434 A.D., king Rua, the ruler of the Huns in the Hungarian plain, 

could force the empire the payment of an annual tribute to secure immunity from invasion. At 

the accession of Attila and his brother in 433 A.D., this tribute was raised to 700 pounds of gold 

and the Romans were forbidden to give shelter to the enemies of the Huns. But the payment of 

tribute did not guarantee a sense of peace with Attila, who was insisting on draining the wealth 

of the empire and reducing it completely. In 441–443 A.D., the Huns defeated the imperial 

armies in the Balkan provinces. An indemnity of 6000 pounds of gold was taken by force and the 

annual payment increased to 2100 pounds. Another harsh raid occurred in 447 A.D. The empire 

could offer no resistance, so Chrysapius plotted the assassination of Attila, but the plot was 

detected. Attila claimed to regard himself as the overlord of Theodosius. In 438 A.D., the 

Theodosian code was published, a collection of imperial edicts which constituted the 
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administrative law of the empire, and which was accepted in the West as well as in the East. 

Theodosius died in 450 A.D., without assigning a successor.58 

Augusta Pulcheria had chosen the new emperor herself. She selected Marcianus, an officer, to 

whom she got married. Marcianus (450-457 A.D.) proved himself a successful ruler. He refused 

to continue the indemnity to Attila. It was he who permitted the Ostrogoths to settle as foederati 

in Pannonia (454 A. D.), which probably affected the power of Atilla until his death.59 

After the death of Marcianus in 457 A.D., the imperial authority was given to Leo I (457-474 

A.D.), an officer of Dacian origin. His appointment was due to Alan Aspar, one of the lords of 

the soldiers, whose power in the East rivaled that of Ricimer in the West. But Leo did not want 

to be the puppet of the powerful general, whose loyalty he eventually doubted. To 

counterbalance the Gothic mercenaries and foederati, the mainstay of Aspar's power, he enlisted 

the Isaurians, the warlike mountain dwellers of southern Anatolia who had opposed the empire 

under Arcadius and Theodosius. The emperor's eldest daughter was married to Zeno, an Isaurian, 

who was appointed commander-in-chief of the soldiers in the Orient. In 470 A.D., however, 

Aspar was still strong enough to force Leo to give his second daughter's hand to his son Leontius 

and appoint him Caesar. But the following year, when Zeno returned to Constantinople, Alan 

and his eldest sons were treacherously murdered in the palace. In 473 A.D. Leo I took his 

grandson, also called Leo II (473-474 A.D.), Zeno's son, as his colleague and designated 

successor. The elder Leo's death occurred in early 474 A.D., and the younger son crowned his 

father Zeno as co-emperor. When Leo II died before the end of the same year, Zeno became the 

sole ruler.60 

Under the reign of Zeno (474-491 A.D.), religious challenge played a dynamic role in the 

political scene. The reign of Zeno was an almost uninterrupted struggle against usurpers and 

revolting Gothic foederati. In 474 A.D. occurred an outbreak of the latter led by their king 

Theodoric the son of Triarius, called Strabo or “the Squinter,” who ruled over the Goths settled 

in Thrace as a master of the soldiers of the empire. Before this revolt was over, the unpopularity 

of the Isaurians induced Basiliscus, the brother-in-law of Leo I, to plot to seize the throne for 
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himself. He was supported by his sister, the ex-empress Verina, and Illus, the chief Isaurian 

officer in Zeno’s service. The conspirators seized Constantinople and proclaimed Basiliscus 

emperor (475 A. D.). But his heretical religious views aroused strong opposition, and he was 

deserted by both Verina and Illus. However, the revolts were easily put down by taking the 

leaders of the revolt and putting them to death (488 A.D.). Zeno re-entered the capital and 

Basiliscus was executed. Eventually, with the departure of the Goths, the eastern empire was 

delivered from the danger of Germanic domination. Zeno died in April, 491 A.D.61 

However, there were still internal and external challenges. Internal: The revolts had not yet been 

completely put down, and the consequences of the religious issues had not yet been finally 

resolved. For example, an Isaurian revolt in southern Asia Minor was not put down until 498 

A.D., during the reign of Anastasius (491-518 AD). Moreover, despite the justice and efficiency 

of his administration, the reign of Anastasius was marked by several popular uprisings in 

Constantinople and also in other cities of the empire. The cause lay in his sympathy for the 

Monophysite doctrine. In 512 A.D., the appointment of a Monophysite bishop in Constantinople 

triggered a serious rebellion that almost cost Anastasius the throne. Externally, new enemies 

appeared on the Danubian frontier in place of the Goths: the Slavic Getae and the Bulgarians, 

who overran the depopulated provinces of the northern Balkan peninsula. Their devastation was 

so great, and the imperial troops could not keep them at bay that Anastasius was forced to build a 

wall across the peninsula on which Constantinople stands to protect the capital. Anastasius also 

had to contend with a severe Persian war that began with an invasion of Roman Armenia and 

Mesopotamia by King Kawad in 502 AD.62 

At that time, the passing of Italy and the western provinces under the sway of Germanic kings 

was accomplished by the settlement of large numbers of barbarians in the conquered territories. 

The serious challenge of the Germanic groups was at the top of the scene. The Roman Empire 

struggled with a severe chain of brutal conflicts, particularly on the frontiers. Not only Germanic 

groups like Visigoths, Vandals, and Ostrogoths were able to prevent the Roman emperors from 

sleeping, but also the expansion of the Franks played a harsh role too.63 
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Iustinianus, the last native Latin emperor, pursued with his imperial policy the goal of winning 

back the lands of the Western Empire from their Germanic rulers and restoring imperial unity in 

the person of the Eastern Emperor. Achieving unity of faith throughout the Christian world was 

no less important to him than political unity: one empire, one church, was his motto. But he left 

the empire exhausted.64 

The shaky throne of Phocas (602-610) faltered at this time and fell at the feet of a new usurper of 

the imperial crown: Heraclius, a Byzantine general of the African armies, who crossed the 

Mediterranean and deposed his adversary in 610. Meanwhile, Persian armies under Chosroes 

Parviz invaded the Byzantine Asian provinces of Syria and Palestine. By the time Heraclius 

ascended the throne (610-41), Chosroes was within sight of the great city of Antioch. In 613 he 

invaded Damascus, and in 614 he conquered Jerusalem, taking with him the Holy Cross and the 

Instruments of the Passion, which he presented to his Christian Jacobite queen Shirin in his 

capital, Ctesiphon. In 619, while one of his contingents was advancing toward the Bosporus, 

another invaded Egypt, which the Persians held for about ten years. The situation of the empire 

was pitiful, and all seemed lost. While Heraclitus contemplated fleeing to Carthage, the 

Byzantine patriarch Sergius placed his church treasury at the emperor's disposal to fight the first 

war of the cross before the crucifixion. By a bold strategy, Heraclius led his armies across the 

Mediterranean and landed on the shores of the Gulf of Alexandretta in 622, where he intercepted 

the Persian armies. The following year he sailed across the Black Sea to Trebizond and from 

there surprised the Sassanid headquarters at Ganzak. Thus, the Persians were forced to withdraw 

from Egypt in 627.65 

After illustrating the circumstances of the decline of the Late Roman Empire, it is undoubtedly 

obvious that the empire was facing critical and serious challenges, particularly on the frontiers, 

which consequently reflected on the internal affairs of the empire. Religious conflicts were a 

huge obstacle in the face of such an emperor who wanted to save the throne and widen the 

empire. These religious struggles led to rebellions, which exhausted the army and negatively 

affected the imperial cultural influence, especially in the provinces on the borders of the empire, 

such as Egypt, Syria, and Armenia. That is why those conflicts took the domestic form of 
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conflict between the people of such a province and the empire itself. Not only due to that reason 

but also due to the heavy taxes that were obliged to the people of those provinces, particularly 

within their dissatisfaction with the imperial policies, which has been understood as disrespect to 

their nationals. 

In light of this background, I am about to review the Chalcedonian council and its consequences 

in more detail. 

COUNCIL OF CHALCEDON 451 A.D. 

Undoubtedly Emperor Marcianus inherited the ecclesiastical unrest which typified the church 

during the reign of his predecessor and, like Theodosius II, Marcianus saw it as his duty to lend 

his imperial authority to try and restore ecclesiastical unity. The Council of Chalcedon, convened 

in 451, was in many crucial aspects a direct continuum of the previous two church Councils, 

discussed above. On this occasion, the adherents of the two-nature Christology sought to 

overturn the outcome of Ephesus II 449.66 In the previous council, Pope Dioscorus was the 

chairman and the person controlling the proceedings. However, at Chalcedon, things changed: 

control over the proceedings was entrusted to the hands of an imperial official, Anatolius 

(magister militum per orientem). The superiority of the imperial administration, but also the 

symbiosis between church and empire came to the fore most ostentatiously and theatrically.67 

On September 1st 451 several ecclesiastical delegations arrived at the city of Nicaea in order to 

participate in the council, but imperial orders were changed to continue their way to Chalcedon. 

The reason behind that change was the attack of Huns in Illyricum. Thus, Marcianus changed the 

location from Nicaea, which is about 60 miles away from the capital, to Chalcedon, which was 

nearer to the capital, in order to be able to control the council while he was proceeding with his 

rule’s duties. Because he wanted to manage the council against Eutyches.68 

The council was conducted at the church of St. Euphemia. In the first session on 8th October, the 

seats of the imperial officials were settled directly in front of the altar. On both the right and left 

sides, the seats of the participating delegations were settled. On the left side, the Roman 
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delegation, then Anatolius the bishop of Constantinople, then Maximus the bishop of Antioch, 

then the rest of the delegations from East and Pontus and Thrace. On the right side, Dioscorus 

the patriarch of Alexandria, Juvinal the bishop of Jerusalem, then the rest of the Egyptian 

delegation in addition to the delegations of Illyricum and Palestine. In the middle, the Holly 

Gospel was placed.69 

Shortly, once the participants had seated, the delegate of Rome Paschasinus requested to exclude 

Dioscorus according to the orders of the bishop of Rome. In the beginning, the imperial officials 

did not agree. However, after the debates, the Romans requested Dioscorus leave his seat and to 

seat on the seat of condemnation in the middle. Both Romans and Eusebius accused Dioscorus, 

but they couldn’t convince the imperial officials until then. The Roman delegates said that 

Dioscorus conducted the council without permission from the Pope of Rome, while Eusebius 

said that he humiliated him and oppressed Flavianus.70 V. C. Samuel argues that these 

condemnations are incorrect, particularly since the emperor Theodosius II was who ordered to 

conduct the council, and that these condemnations supposed to be against a council not against a 

person, and continued: Pope Leo I planned with his disciples in the East to split Dioscorus from 

his partners and considering him responsible lonely for the decisions of the council of Ephesus.71 

Returning to the council events, as a reply; Dioscorus requested to read the faith first, but the 

imperial officials refused his request saying that because the accusations against him are personal 

ones, then they should be investigated before the problem of faith. Then, the reports of sessions 

of the council of Ephesus II were allowed to be read, which also contained the reports of the 

session of the Council of 448.72 

Once Dioscorus had rejected his being accused alone, without his partners in the council, another 

accusation emerged when the eastern team confirmed that only Dioscorus is responsible for the 

decisions of the council, concerning the narrative of “the blank papers”. They said that they had 

been forced to sign blank papers, in which Dioscorus wrote down his decisions later. Dioscorus 

defended that each delegate wrote his report by his own notary writer and asked them to check if 
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all copies are identical to his reports or not. However, no one paid any attention to his defense.73 

Also later when he tried to clarify his appoint of view about Flavianus’s situation, they ignored 

his speech.74 

Regardless of the five pause days ordered by the emperor, the third session had been conducted 

headed by Pachasinus on 13th October. Neither imperial officials nor the six accused bishops 

attended the session. In addition, a few numbers of attendees were present.75 In this session, they 

discussed both the claim of Eusebius against Dioscorus and the Roman accusation that Dioscorus 

neglected Leo’s Tome in Ephesus. At the end of the discussion, they decided that Dioscorus 

must be arrested, and his teachings must be deprived.76 Three times, the meeting summoned 

Dioscorus to appear in front of them. The first time, Dioscorus said that he was under Judicial 

detention and could not move without permission from authorities. The second time, he 

conditioned the attendance of the imperial officials to accept the summons. The third time, he 

said he was sick and could not go to the meeting, especially when he knew from them that the 

rest of the six accused persons would not attend because he was lonely condemned. Dioscorus 

argued that they are all involved with him, so they should attend too.77 

When the delegates returned to the meeting holding the refusal of Dioscuros, the meeting 

concluded that Dioscorus deserved to be isolated. The meeting depended on certain points for the 

sake of the decision; (1) the acquittal of Eutyches, (2) disobeyed Pope of Rome, (3) did not allow 

Leo’s Tome to be read in Ephesus council 449, (4) the council wanted to be tolerant with him, 

but he deprived Pope Leo, (5) he did not obey the summons of the council. Based on that, Pope 

Leo stripped Dioscorus of all episcopal dignity through the present council.78 After he had been 

condemned, Dioscorus was detained by the imperial guard under a kind of house arrest, then 

they exiled him to the island of Gagra in Paphlagonia, near the south of the Black Sea where he 

died a few years later.79 
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In fact, Dioscorus accepted the phrase “from two natures” instead of “two natures”.80 

Nevertheless, apparently, his style was different from his preceding, Pope Cyrillus in terms of 

dealing with politicians. In this sphere, Peter Brown states: “Throughout the fourth and fifth 

centuries, the patriarchs of Alexandria, the master-politician Cyrillus (412–444) and the fatefully 

over-confident Dioscorus (444–451), rode the tide whose strength, in Christian piety, Athanasius 

had already sensed.” 81 However, with all sincerity, one may say that Pope Dioscorus was paying 

the price of his previous unsuccessful decisions of Ephesus council 449 A.D. In that council, as I 

illustrated, Dioscorus did not discuss Eutyches enough before acquitting him, as well as he did 

not listen to Flavianus and Eusebius well before condemning them. Consequently, the same way 

almost was practiced against him in Chalcedon 451 AD. He had not been heard, decisions also 

were previously taken under political pressure, the only difference here is the name of the 

emperor, in Chalcedon he was Marcianus instead of Theodosius II of Ephesus. 

In this way, the Copts lost their leadership in Christendom. Chalcedon of course was not 

recognized by them, and from that moment, there were two parallel lines of succession from St. 

Mark, the one a Melkite obedientiary to Byzantium, and the other nationalistic of native Coptic 

stock. Thus, a new wave of merciless violence was initiated, with disastrous results until the 

Arab Conquest.82 

POST-CHALCEDONIAN CONSEQUENCES 

Foundation of the Coptic Orthodox Church 

The council of Chalcedon in 451 AD signaled Byzantine determination to exert authority in 

Egypt, while Egypt would not compromise. Their refusal to endorse the Chalcedonian doctrine 

eventually led to the separation of the Egyptian church from both the Byzantine and the Western 

(Latin) churches so far. After the council of Chalcedon, the way was paved for the Coptic church 

to establish itself as a separate entity. The main center of learning for the Coptic church became 

the monastery of saint Macarius in Wādi al-naÔrūn. No longer even spiritually linked with 
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Constantinople. Theologians began to write more in Coptic and less in Greek. Coptic art 

developed its own national character, and the Copts stood united against imperial power.83 

Cyril and Dioscorus lived at the same time as Shenoute the Archimandrite, who was highly 

influential in the 5th century. After Dioscorus was removed from his position, several patriarchs 

were appointed by the government, including Proterius who was appointed by the Byzantine 

authorities and was killed in 457. The Coptic Church only recognized Timothy, also known as 

Aelurus, as Patriarch (455-77). His biography in the History of the Patriarchs. Timothy played a 

vital role in reorganizing the Coptic Church. His opponents, such as Leo I and Iustinianus, 

accused him of being an opportunist and intruder, while others, such as Zacharias Scholasticus, 

considered him a saint. Zacharias Scholasticus was a representative of Cyrillian Theology and 

served as a priest in Alexandria. Emperor Leo I exiled him to Gangra after Timothy's 

consecration, but he returned when Basilicus usurped the throne of Zeno in 475. Zeno attempted 

to threaten Timothy, but he was already old. Timothy wrote in Greek, but his writings only 

survived in Syriac and Armenian. His letters revealed that Isaiah Bishop of Hermopolis and the 

priest Theophilus began preaching the Euthychian heresy, claiming that Timothy agreed with 

them. Timothy became such an important figure that two texts were attributed to him relating to 

the consecration of the Church of St. Pachomius and the Church of the Virgin Mary.84 

Peter Mongus succeeded Timothy. He was an archdeacon during the Council of Chalcedon. He 

was consecrated when the Alexandrian Chalcedonians consecrated the conciliatory Timothy 

Salophaciolus. Peter condemned the Council of Chalcedon and supported the Henoticon issued 

by Emperor Zeno as a compromise between the two parties: Chalcedonian and non-

Chalcedonian.85 

In Egypt, laypeople also played an important role, indicating that Greek culture was not just 

limited to Alexandria but was also widespread in the interior of Egypt. Nonnos of Panopolis was 

a prominent poet in the 5th century. Cyrus of Panopolis was another well-known figure who 

arrived at a Christmas feast in Constantinople between 440 and 450. When the people asked him 

to speak, he delivered perhaps the shortest Christmas sermon ever recorded: "Brethren, let the 

 
83 Kamil1987, 1990: 38-39. 
84 Youssef 2014: 25; Orlandi 1968: 89-90. 
85 Youssef 2014: 25-26. 
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birth of God our Saviour Jesus Christ be honoured with silence, because the Word of God was 

conceived in the holy Virgin through hearing also. To him be glory forever. Amen."86 

Attempt to contain the discord 

The new attempt to solve the religious problem was known as Henoticon (the Act of a union). In 

their earlier leanings, both the emperor Zeno and the patriarch Acacius of Constantinople were 

distinctly Chalcedonians. But the rebellion of Basiliscus proved to both beyond doubt the 

strength of the Monophysites and the significance of calming them. Therefore, it was necessary 

to find a formula that would be acceptable to them instead of the Chalcedonian formula. In fact, 

Petrus Mongos and Acacius, the architects of the Henoticon, aimed at taking the Church back to 

pre-Chalcedonian theology, and in 482 A.D., without great difficulty they prevailed upon Zeno 

to approve the new attempt. The text of the Henoticon recognized the decisions of the first three 

ecumenical councils, Both Nestorius and Eutyches and their followers were categorically 

anathematized. Christ was declared to be of the same nature as the Father, while He combined 

the human nature still. The Henoticon was phrased carefully to avoid explicit mention of one 

nature and two natures. An anathema was imposed on ‘all who have held, or hold now of at any 

time, whether in Chalcedon or in any other synod whatsoever, any different belief’. Although 

Chalcedon was not completely denied, the terms of the Act of Union provided a big step toward 

Monophysite thinking. The immediate result was a rapprochement between the churches of 

Alexandria and Constantinople, while Rome was extremely unhappy about the whole 

arrangement.87 

It is worth mentioning that Emperor Zeno began his royal rule by canceling the resolution of 

Emperor Basiliscus and sending the non-Chalcedonian bishops into exile, he later became 

amicable to the church of Alexandria, in particular to the monks of this church especially after 

his daughter Hilaria (Hilarius) disguised in a monk's uniform and led an ascetic life. Nobody 

knew anything about her until she had healed her only sister from sickness. The emperor then, 

gave generously to the monasteries in Egypt. In that proclamation, Zeno ignored the Council of 

 
86 Youssef 2014: 26; Grillmeier 1987: 90-91. 
87 Atiya 1968: 71-72; Boak 1921: 470. 
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Chalcedon and the Tome of Leo. In the meantime, he took the positive side to confirm the unity 

of the nature of our Lord Jesus Christ without reference to any text.88 

The Pope of Alexandria signed this proclamation and explained to the clergy and people of 

Alexandria the theological concept it contained. Some had asked that the Henoticon be clear 

regarding the anathema against the Tome of Leo and the decisions of the Council of Chalcedon 

and the assurance of the one nature of Jesus Christ. In fact, the Henoticon did not return to the 

persecuted non-Chalcedonians their rights. It only allowed them the freedom of practicing their 

spiritual and ecclesiastical activities without being obliged to accept the resolutions of the 

Council of Chalcedon. Thus, they welcomed it, not for the theology it contains, but because it 

gave them the freedom to work regardless of the clear tendency it has towards the thought of 

those who believed in one nature. This Henoticon provided an opportunity for the four main Sees 

of the East to unite. The See of Rome did not deal with that issue. At the Council of Chalcedon, 

held on October 22, 451 A.D., the Roman delegates expressed their position by saying that the 

East should accept Rome's view or withdraw and leave Rome alone. The Fathers of the Council 

did not remain idle but expressed their displeasure. On July 28, 484 A.D., Filex III of Rome 

convened a synod of 27 bishops and excommunicated Pope Petrus of Alexandria and Patriarch 

Acacias, but they did not pay attention to the call. Despite the death of Acacias in 489 A.D., 

Pope Petrus III in 490, and Zeno in 491, Emperor Anastasius I (491-518 AD) held fast to the 

Henoticon. The patriarchs of Constantinople had to sign it when they were ordained. This was 

true until the death of the emperor in 518, during which time St. Severus of Antioch (512-518) 

emerged as one of the most famous theologians on the subject of one nature. The Church of 

Alexandria lived in peace with the other churches of the East and maintained an affectionate 

relationship with Emperor Anastasius. This lasted until the enthronement of Iustinianus, when 

the troubles began again.89 

Persecution and consequences 

According to the Coptic Synaxarium, “The emperor and empress were irritated at this, and the 

empress commanded to smite St. Dioscorus on his mouth, and to pluck out the hair of his beard. 

 
88 Boutros 2007: 5; Budge 1928: 204-205. 
89 Boutros 2007: 6; Atiya 1968: 72. 
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He took the hair and the teeth that were knocked out and sent them to Alexandria saying, “This is 

the fruit of faith.”.”. 

Then, Pope Dioscorus was exiled to the island of Gagra, where he passed away in A.D. 456. 

However, his above-mentioned message to Alexandria was the beginning of new hard times for 

the Copts. 

Emperor Marcianus installed a successor in the See of Alexandria in the person of Proterius 

(452-457 AD), a docile friend of Byzantine imperialism, through brutal military force. Moreover, 

after electing the next man on the Alexandrian See (Timotheus) by Egyptians, Emperor 

Marcianus ordered the exile of Timotheos and his brother to the very same island of Gagra where 

Dioscorus had been exiled. The Egyptians felt more outraged at this imperial arrogance. As their 

anger mounted in proportion to the tyrannous treatment, they decided to put an end to this tug of 

war. During the wars with the Vandals in North Africa and the Blemmyes in Thebaid, the 

Alexandrian populace seized that opportunity to assassinate the unguarded Proterius. They 

crowded around the palace of Proterius, who became panic-stricken and fled to the baptistery of 

his church, where dragged his body, through the city streets, burnt it, and cast his dust to the 

winds.90 

The opposition to Chalcedon in Egypt was largely led by the monks, who represented the Copts 

and voiced their resentment of oppressive foreign (Byzantine) rule and Greek cultural hegemony 

centered in Alexandria. After 451, there were essentially two Churches in Egypt, often with two 

opposing patriarchs, one Greek and one Coptic. The united bishopric of Alexandria was split 

between two lines of patriarchal succession. The Melkite line was Greek and assigned from 

Constantinople and obeying Chalcedon. The other, described as “Monophysite”, was native and 

stood fast by the national cause of the Egyptian people while repudiating Greek hegemony and 

the Chalcedon formula.91 However, a chain of brutal behavior from both opposing sides marked 

the whole period. 

When Iustinianus (527-65 AD) entered the church with Bishop John the Cappadocian, some 

Chalcedonians cried out against St. Severus of Antioch and demanded his trial, while others 

 
90 Boutros 2007: 4; Atiya 1968: 70-71. 
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applauded in response to the earlier disapproval. The emperor then called a council to settle the 

matter. When the pope of Alexandria learned of the emperor's intention, he did not go to the 

council. The emperor ordered him to be arrested and sent into exile. An army of soldiers forcibly 

entered the church while the people gathered in support of their pope. The matter developed into 

a battle between the armed soldiers and the unarmed assembly. The soldiers killed many of those 

present, arrested the pope, and sent him into exile. The emperor installed a foreign patriarch 

named Apollinarius. Later the pope returned, but he hid and fled from one city to another fleeing 

from Iustinianus.92 

Iustinianus dealt with Pope Theodosius (the 32nd pope) in the same way. He ordered him to 

approve the decisions of the Council of Chalcedon and promised to appoint him Pope for all of 

Africa. The pope considered these promises devilish and refused to sign. The emperor then 

summoned him, received him with great acclaim, and tried him six times, but the pope refused. 

Thereupon the emperor had him imprisoned in Constantinople, consecrated a foreign patriarch 

(Paulus El-Tanisi), and sent him with a retinue of soldiers. The foreign bishop stayed for a whole 

year without anyone from the congregation praying with him except the ruler and the soldiers. 

Often, he heard slogans like "Down with the traitor! Down with Jude the alien!" so he asked the 

emperor to dismiss him. The Pope remained in prison for 28 years until he died in 567 AD.93 

The emperors used to interfere in theological discussions and resorted to violence in dealing with 

them. But Iustinianus believed he could restore the unity of the Empire by condemning the 

"Three Chapters (Tria Kephalaia)". In 553 A.D., the Council convened in Constantinople 

confirmed the anathema of the "Three Chapters." It also confirmed the anathema of the emperor 

against the Origenists and the writings of Origen. But this council failed and did not achieve 

what it aimed at, mainly because this council did not give comfort to the people of Alexandria 

while their legitimate pope spent most of his pontificate in a prison in Constantinople. Even 

when Paulus al-Tenaisy, the foreign patriarch, died, another named Apollinarius was consecrated 

by order of the emperor. This man entered Alexandria in the uniform of a military commander 

and gave orders to the people to assemble in the church. Then he took off the military uniform 

and put on the priestly clothes and read the imperial decree. At that time, loud cries of protest 

 
92 Boutros 2007: 7; see more in Budge 1928; Atiya 1968. 
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were heard when the foreign patriarch ordered the soldiers to use force, and many were 

martyred. People called that day "The Massacre." Some historians assert that Iustinianus acted in 

good faith, but what happened to the Copts provoked them against Byzantium. 94 

Emperor Iustinianus died on November 14, 565, and was succeeded successively by Iustinianus 

II (565-578), Tiberius (578-582), Mauricius (582-602), and Phocas (602-610). They all followed 

the line of Iustinianus I and supported the foreign patriarch who represented the Byzantine 

authority and not the Egyptian Church. Tensions between the Egyptians and the foreigners were 

rather low during the time of Iustinianus II and Tiberius, while the legitimate pope could not 

enter Alexandria. However, as soon as Emperor Mauritius sat on the throne of Constantinople, 

tensions increased, leading the Egyptians to rebel against the emperor. Three Egyptians, Mina 

and his two brothers AbÙskhayrun and Jacob led a revolution that triumphed over the Roman 

forces. The emperor then instructed the foreign patriarch Eulogius to negotiate a reconciliation 

with the leaders, and with a deceitful plan, he was able to arrest and behead them. This picture 

shows the ecclesiastical, psychological, and national situation of the Copts. They were under 

pressure from Byzantium, which interfered with their faith and deposed their legitimate popes.95   

Emperor Phocas was so much more repressive than other emperors that the bishops were forced 

to flee from the cities to the deserts to hold their services and minister through letters. 

Nevertheless, Pope Anastasius, the son of a noble family in Alexandria, was consecrated during 

his reign. The ruler was unable to send him away from Alexandria, and the pope met the threats 

with indifference. He managed to consecrate a large number of priests and recapture some 

churches from the Chalcedonians. The foreign patriarch Eulogius sent a message to Emperor 

Phocas informing him that the pope had held a council condemning the Council of Chalcedon 

and excommunicating its followers. As a result, the emperor ordered the ruler to seize the church 

from "Cosman, Damien, their mother and sister" and to increase the pressure on the Egyptians. 

The ruler entered the church accompanied by Eulogius and a battalion. The congregation 

revolted and many fell dead, forcing the Pope to retreat to the desert of Shiheet.96 

Persians invade Egypt 619 AD 

 
94 Boutros 2007: 8; see more in Budge 1928; Atiya 1968. 
95 Boutros 2007: 9; see more in Budge 1928; Atiya 1968. 
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The Persians migrated to Egypt. They loved destruction for destruction's sake. They destroyed 

the monasteries and expelled the hermits, then invaded Alexandria, where the king announced 

his desire to meet with all the inhabitants of the city to lay the groundwork for mutual 

understanding. There were about 800,000 people that his army massacred that day. The 

Egyptians remained under the persecution of the Persians, who were themselves Sun 

worshippers, but oppressed the Egyptians and Syrians and ordered them to adopt Nestorianism. 

When they refused, they fell victim to their brutality. This continued until Emperor Heraclius 

(610-641) came and expelled them from Egypt in 627 AD.97 

End of Byzantine Rule 

Egypt was returned to Byzantium, but Heraclius learned nothing from the severe lesson. Not 

merely he revived Iustinianus’s policies in Egypt but intensified them. He appointed a Melkite 

patriarch of the whole of Egypt, with extensive religious, military, financial, administrative, and 

judicial powers. Later in AD 631, this position was occupied by “Cyrus”, later known in the 

Arab sources as al-Muqawqaz, who reached Alexandria and set to work on his plans without 

mercy. For ten years, he was one of the worse hectors in the Egyptian history. He used the Cross 

and iron mace against the native resistance. 

Arab Conquest 641 

“This religious civil war enervated the country and left it weak and exposed when, in 641, a 

small Arab army invaded Egypt and quickly conquered it, bringing a sudden end to the 

Byzantine era in Egypt.” 98 

On December 12, 639, Ýmr ibn al-ÝÁÒ arrived in Egypt with an army of about 4,000 horsemen. 

They intended to capture the fortress of Babylon in Egypt, north of present-day Cairo, in order to 

advance up the Nile to Alexandria. The army was reinforced to 8,000 to 12,000 men in June 640. 

The Arab and Byzantine armies met on the plain of Heliopolis, where the latter were defeated 

and retreated to Babylon. After a six-month siege, the fortress fell on April 9, 641. The Arab 

army then moved to Alexandria, which surrendered, and a peace treaty was signed in November 

 
97 Boutros 2007: 10; Atiya 1968: 75. 
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641, giving them control over most of Egypt. Babylon became the Arab capital and was renamed 

Al-FusÔāÔ (present-day Old Cairo). 99 

Jean Maspero regards that the secret behind the Arab Victory over the Byzantine army lies in the 

following reasons: 

1. Emperor Iustinianus had concealed the system of unified leadership in Egypt lest the 

army commander might lead an independence movement, so he abolished the civil 

unity previously kept by the Romans. This resulted in Egypt being ruled by five 

dukes directly appointed by the emperor. Everyone had his own independent civil and 

military authority, and none cared to support the other. 

2. The army was burdened by police duties and by helping the tax collectors and 

interfering in the church disputes for the benefit of the empire. There was no combat 

army or a military leader in Egypt. Most of the soldiers were from the simple 

inhabitants of Egypt who never practiced any military training or worked under a true 

leadership. 

3. The spirits of the Byzantines declined after they learned about the Arab victories over 

the Persians. 

4. The orientalist Alfred J. Butler thinks that there was not a single Copt in the 

battlefield and that it is wrong to assume that the Copts were at that time capable of 

assembling or negotiating with the Arabs. 100 

The harsh truth is that by the Arab Conquest, from now on, Egypt enters a new phase of isolation 

from the Christian world. Copts are again under a foreign rule, but the new conquers could melt 

in the Egyptian country, sometimes by enticement and sometimes by intimidation. Consequently, 

the conquers, through centuries, from 641 AD so far, became natives or upper. 

However, it is worth mentioning different scholars’ comments in that sphere, such as Török 

László, who reports: “It must be added, nevertheless, that the Muslim conquest was not 
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particularly destructive and, initially, the conquerors left the institutions of local administration 

intact. Greek as the official language of administration continued to be in use into the eighth 

century. The structure, economic position, and way of life of the old landowning elite did not 

change at once with the arrival of a new elite in Alexandria nor in the cities of the 

countryside.”101 

Not only Török, but also in Alan Bowman’s words: “politically speaking, domination by the 

theocratic Islamic Caliphate was more strikingly different than anything that had happened in 

Egypt since the arrival of Alexander the Great almost a thousand years earlier.”102 

Undoubtedly, with the help of this quite detailed historical background, the archaeological and 

artistic analysis of the period between the 5th and 7th centuries is going to be more obvious. 

Historical events, ups, and downs, and social circumstances may be extremely helpful in 

reaching a better and clearer archaeological understanding of this period. 
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V. SYMBOLISM IN COPTIC ARCHITECTURE AND ART 

Utilizing certain architectural and iconographic features can symbolize intended meanings or 

reflect cultural influences. Like inscriptions, architectural and iconographic symbols compose a 

visual language to read. Architecturally, Severin describes architecture as “play, symbol and 

festival’’.103 Read explains architecture as “a representation of a meaning in a mode of symbolic 

discourse... where there is no discourse, there is no architecture”.104 The word ‘discourse’ itself 

indicates the very special character of Early Byzantine art in general, and Coptic art in particular, 

in terms of the relation between iconography and the seer, namely the believer. Religiously, 

throughout the centuries, metaphors have been used in religion to help people with their limited 

minds as creatures to gain an understanding of their unlimited Creator, God. Symbols are of 

great importance in Christianity. The Lord Jesus explained many subjects to people in a 

metaphorical manner. 

Symbolism is usually based on human visions and thoughts. These symbols varied not only in 

terms of type and origin but also religiously. From the aspect of type, symbols are diverse 

lingually or calligraphically, numerologically, and naturally, in addition to colors and coloring. 

Coptic iconography can also say more about the origin of impact. Moreover, since Coptic 

civilization was a part of the wider scope of the Christian and Byzantine world, religion 

(Christian or pagan) also affected its art significantly.105 Hereunder I adopt symbols classified 

according to the origin, and each is categorized according to type. 

LOCAL SYMBOLS 

Mythical 

The Ship: Symbols were often used in the funeral ceremonies of the ancient Egyptians. A 

common symbol was the "Sokhis ship" that carries the good souls to the other life. Its mystical 

meaning was that of a life journey that simply continues after death. This means that they 

believed in immortality. 106 Almost by the late 7th century, Coptic churches were mostly built in 

the shape of a ship, symbolizing Noah's Ark; just as people were saved from the flood in Noah's 

 
103 Gadamer & Severin 1986. 
104 Read 1965. 
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Figure 1. b. 
Coptic Relief of 

the Coptic Crux 

Ansata from El-

Badary, Assiut, 

6th Century 

(Coptic Museum 

in Cairo; Ramzy, 

2014, p. 4) 

Figure 4. a. Coptic Trefoil 

Cross (Ramzy, 2014, p. 4) 

Ark, the Church of God alone can save people. In this area, St. Cyprian says: “No salvation can 

be achieved for anybody outside the church”. 107 

Nimbus or halo: It symbolizes holiness. The circle also represents the 

eternal and everlasting love of God. Christ’s halo was commonly 

depicted as a cross-based halo. 108 Nevertheless, it is worth 

mentioning that in ancient Egyptian art, besides the existence of 

statues of gods such as the goddess Sekhmet, with the sun disc over 

the head, there is a portrait of Anubis with the sun disc appearing 

behind his head representing a rare and important link in the 

development of the ‘‘aureole” of the Saints depicted in Coptic icons 

in Egypt. 109 

Coptic Crosses: The cross is mainly symbolic of the Church being under the 

authority of the Crucified Lord. The most common type of cross in Coptic 

churches is the Trefoil Cross. This is what is called the Coptic cross, which was 

a local development of the short Greek cross. Coptic crosses often incorporate a 

circle in the middle that represents the eternal and everlasting love of God, as 

shown through Christ's crucifixion, Christ's halo, and resurrection (fig. 1. a). 

Coptic crux ansata is another common form, 110 where the Copts availed 

themselves of the resemblance between the Egyptian Ankh, the sign of ‘life’ in 

hieroglyphics. It is a cross shape with a loop above the crossbar, which was the 

Egyptian sign of eternal life. The cross replaced the upper part of the cross with 

the crown worn by Roman victors. Sometimes it is also flanked by Greek 

crosses, or another cross is set inside the loop, which is surrounded by palm 

branches that symbolize victory, peace, and paradise (fig. 1. b). 111 The 

conversion of Ankh into a Christian cross suited the new belief that Jesus is life (John 11:25 & 

14:6). 112  

 
107 Malaty 1977: 86-88. 
108 Guirguis et al., 2020. 
109 Guirguis et al., 2020; Atalla 1998. 
110 Ramzy 2014: 6-7; Doresse: 1960. 
111 Ramzy 2014: 4; http://www.coptic-cairo.com/museum/selection/stone/stone/stoneshow.html (Accessed 
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Figure 5. Fayum Mummy Portrait (125-150 AD) from the Egyptian National Museum in Cairo 

(Ramzy, 2014, p. 4) 

Coptic Faces: 

A common 

opinion 

among 

historians of 

iconography 

is that icons 

have been originated in Egypt. It is believed that they had developed from the ancient Egyptian 

tradition of adorning mummy cases with portraits of the dead. 113 Fayum mummy portraits, or 

the so-called Faces of El Fayum (fig. 2), from the 2nd century AD, are believed to be the origins 

of iconography in Egypt. They show some Graeco-Roman influence but with distinctive ancient 

Egyptian characteristics, displaying enlarged heads with eyes and ears larger in proportion than 

the rest of the face with a smaller mouth. These features are not due to a lack of artistic sense or 

talent but rather were intended to symbolize the spiritual relationship with God and the devotion 

to prayer. 114 

Lingual or Calligraphic  

Calligraphy of verses from the Holy Bible is used. This is an inherent habit from the time of the 

Ancient Egyptians, who used inscriptions of their language on the walls of their temples. One 

can find Biblical verses in many positions in the church, such as above church doors, on the 

iconostasis above the Royal Gates of the sanctuary space, or within icons.115 

Natural 

Fish: Coptic art was influenced by both the Ancient Egyptian culture and the Graeco-Roman one 

when it employed fish as a subject in Coptic art.116 The fish was an esteemed theme in Egypt 

ever since the predynastic era. It is linked with the Nile and with the legend of Osiris. It also 

symbolized rebirth. But its appearance grew more strongly in early Christian iconography and 

passed readily into Coptic art, where fishes appear in abundance. The fish was used as a symbol 

 
112 Guirguis et al., 2020; Raftery 1965. 
113 Ramzy 2014: 4; Gough 1973. 
114 Ramzy 2014: 4; Wahba http://www.coptic.net/articles/CopticIcons.txt (Accessed 2023.04.29) 
115 Guirguis et al., 2020: 535. 
116 Guirguis et al., 2020: 538; Del Francia et al., 1991. 
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of Christianity during the time of Roman persecution;117 one fish refers to Christ and many fishes 

refer to the Christians. 

Rams: Ram's heads recall the use of the symbolic animal of the god Amon RaÝ in ancient Egypt, 

but in Coptic art, the ram is also one of the symbols of Jesus Christ.118 

Subjects   

It is remarkable that harsh paintings like the ‘Last Judgment’ or ‘Heaven and Hell’ were so 

common in churches all over the world except for in Egypt, where these subjects were treated in 

a simple manner similar to that of Ancient Egyptian figures of ‘Soul Weighing’ and similar 

mythological legends. 119 Copts depicted archangel Michael weighing souls in a balance, which 

is an influence from ancient Egyptian art when the jackal Anubis and the Falcon are weighing 

the heart of the deceased in the scales of justice in the last judgment, namely the depictions of 

māÝit. 120 

Magical Symbols  

Although magic does not cope with Christian teachings, the Copts had inherited some magical 

symbols that were used by their predecessors, such as the drawing of ‘Alabsaderia’ (a devilish 

woman used to refer to evil souls) and ‘Aberzelia’ (the charm against the magic of the evil 

woman), both appeared in St. Apollo’s monastery in BawīÔ. 121 

GRAECO-ROMAN SYMBOLS 

Lingual or Calligraphic 

Alpha and Omega: (α) and (ω) are the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet. They were 

related to the cosmos, the signs of the zodiac, and the 24 hours of the day. In Egyptian alchemy, 

they are linked to the good genius, Agathodaimon. During the Graeco-Roman period, these 

letters were transferred to Christianity to symbolize Christ as the beginning and end of life 

(Revelation 1:8; 21:6; 22:13). They were depicted mostly in the funerary stelae. These symbols 

used to be combined with a Chrismon (the Greek letters chi and rho, forming the monogram of 
 

117 Ramzy 2014: 4; Cannuyer & Hawkes 2011. 
118 El-Gendi 2012: 11; Badawy 1949: 16. 
119 Ramzy 2014: 4; Gabra & Alcock 1993. 
120 Guirguis et al., 2020: 541; Malaty 1977. 
121 Ramzy 2014: 3; QÁdÙs & al-Sayyid 2002. 
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Christ) and the ancient Egyptian figure of Ankh. E. Breccia also records the presence of these 

letters flanking an Ankh on some Coptic apses. A wooden lintel from Anba Apollo monastery at 

BawīÔ shows these letters on an aedicula(shrine) that encloses a cross in a shell.122 

Christ Monogram: It is the first two letters of the word ‘Christ’ in the Greek alphabet. They are 

‘X’ and ‘P’ (Chi & Rho). One finds it, as mentioned above, on hangings, illuminated scripts, and 

in tombs, combined mostly with an ankh cross, Greek cross, or alpha and omega (fig. 142).123 

IKHTHOS: Fish is a popular subject in the Holy Bible, as it is mentioned in many biblical scenes 

including some miracles. The spelling of the word fish in the Greek language (ΙΧΘΥΣ) forms the 

initial letters of the faith affirmation phrase ‘Ιησούς Χριστός, Θεού Υιός, Σωτήρ’, translated in 

English into ‘Jesus Christ Son of God the Savior’. In the early Christianity, the fish symbol was 

used among Christians to recognize one another as believers affirming their belief. 124 

Natural 

Conch shell: For the Greeks, it was associated with some sea divinities, rising from waters, 

namely 'Aphrodite'. Thus, Copts used it as a symbol of rebirth and regeneration as the one 

coming out of the water of the baptistery (fig. 141). 125 

Dolphin: As a Graeco-Roman influence, the dolphin appears in their legends as the savior of the 

shipwrecked. When the dolphin was utilized in Coptic art, it symbolized salvation from sins. 

Rarely, it symbolized Lord Jesus Christ, when it was depicted bearing a cross. 126 

Eagle: The eagle played a slight role in ancient Egyptian art and religion. Its importance began 

with the influence of Hellenistic and Roman art and grew in the Coptic period. The symbolic 

interpretations given to the eagle, especially in funerary art, are various and controversial. It was 

considered a symbol of Christ or Christ's resurrection. It was seen as capable of rejuvenation 

(Psalm 102:5), and its wings offer protection (Deuteronomy 31:11). Additionally, the eagle is 

related to archangels and clericals (Papyrus 9, Pierpont Morgan Library). Eagle's ability to soar 

high enables it, in the popular imagination, to be a messenger between Earth and Heaven. These 

 
122 Ramzy 2014: 5; Del Francia et al., 1991. 
123 Guirguis et al., 2020: 535. 
124 Guirguis et al., 2020: 535. 
125 Guirguis et al., 2020: 539; Del Francia et al., 1991. 
126 Guirguis et al., 2020: 539; Del Francia et al., 1991. 
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protective qualities made the Copts choose the eagle’s figure for their funerary stelae. 127  In the 

chapels of St. Apollo monastery in BawīÔ, eagles are depicted several times. 128 They appear also 

on keystones, doors, and lintels as exhibited in the Coptic Museum, in Cairo. 129 

Further Greek and Hellenistic symbols that were widely used in Coptic churches included the 

olive for peace, the tree for the cross, the ox for power and patience, and the dove for the free 

soul that has peace and purity. 130 

Flora 

Acanthus: It was sometimes used in capitals of columns as a direct Graeco-Roman influence. 131 

Mythical 

Nimbus or halo: The sun disc appeared behind the head of some gods during the Graeco-Roman 

occupation. 132 

The ship: Both Greeks and Romans also utilized the ship to indicate the above-mentioned same 

meaning Ancient Egyptians used it for.133 

BYZANTINE/CHRISTIAN SYMBOLS 

Mythical 

Halo or Nimbus: A circle of light surrounding the head of Christ, the Virgin, the angels, and the 

saints is a well-known iconographical feature throughout Christian art. It originated in the 

luminous crown of certain pagan divinities, particularly solar gods. It symbolizes holiness. 134 

Shapes and forms 

Shapes and forms were employed in both the interior and the exterior of the church building and 

can be interpreted to symbolize certain meanings and different theological concepts. They are 

utilized in ornamentation or architectural elements or even on the scale of the spaces and sub-

 
127 Ramzy 2014: 5; Lucchesi-Palli 1978. 
128 Ramzy 2014: 5; Clédat 1904-1916. 
129 Ramzy 2014: 5; Strzygowski 1904. 
130 Ramzy 2014: 5-6; Strzygowski 1904. 
131 Guirguis et al., 2020: 540. 
132 Guirguis et al., 2020: 541. 
133 Guirguis et al., 2020: 541; Malaty 1977. 
134 Guirguis et al., 2020: 540-541. 
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spaces of the church building in both the exterior and interior. This category of signs is a 

derivative of the category of meaning in the architecture of crypto-numerological, 135 as the 

projected meaning from the shape mostly comes from the number of its sides. Examples of 

employing certain geometrical shapes or forms to give symbolization are as below: 

Triangle: It was commonly utilized in funerary stelae (fig. 142) as a symbol of the Holy Trinity. 

136 In addition, it was probably behind the triconch sanctuary design proposing the same 

symbolization (fig. 41). 

Cube: The altar is almost cubic in shape. This shape refers to the tomb of Jesus Christ, 137 s it is 

considered during the liturgy the abode of the sacrificial body of Christ, in addition to its 

understanding with the tombs of martyrs with reference to the verse from the Holy Bible: ‘‘I saw 

under the Altar, the souls of them that were slain for the word of God, and for the testimony 

which they held” (Rev. 6: 9). 

Hexagon: According to the Coptic tradition, the baptized person experiences death in the 

baptismal font when he is submerged in the baptismal water three times, then practices rebirth 

when he is out. Lord Jesus Christ was crucified on the 6th day and died on the Cross. According 

to the Holy Bible verses that read: ‘‘Know ye not, that so many of us as were baptized into Jesus 

Christ were baptized into his death? Therefore we are buried with him by baptism into death: that 

like as Christ was raised up from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should 

walk in newness of life.” (Roman 6:3–4). Accordingly, the theological concept of co-death and 

co-burial with Jesus, as expressed in the Holy Scripture, is signified by this shape. 138 However, 

there are no hexagonal baptismal fonts like those that were in Syria. 139 This shape was mostly 

used in wooden carvings. 

Octagon: Some baptismal fonts (laqqān) were in an octagonal shape, which can symbolize 

regeneration and rebirth. It is a conception of co-resurrection with Lord Jesus Christ, who died 

and stayed in the grave for three days, then rose victoriously from the dead on the 8th day. 140 

Also, some domes covering the sanctuary area of some churches are supported by octagonal 

 
135 Guirguis et al., 2020: 535-538; Thomas 1994. 
136 Daly 2006: 99–102. 
137 Guirguis et al., 2020: 536; Ramzy 2014:1–12. 
138 Guirguis et al., 2020: 536; Malaty 1977. 
139 Guirguis et al., 2020: 536; Butler 1884. 
140 Guirguis et al., 2020: 536; Malaty 1977. 
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drums. This can be interpreted as eternity 141 because the dome symbolizes heaven. 142 So, the 

same metaphor is emphasized. Further, octagonal geometrical carvings often appear on 

iconostases of wood.  

Circle: Although the circle is a shape, unlike the previous polygons, one may not assume that its 

symbolic meaning is a derivative of a certain number, unless it is assumed that it has an infinite 

number of sides. Thus, it symbolizes infinity in terms of numerology. Hence, in terms of 

Christian symbolism, it represents ‘‘God” eternity and everlasting, as the circle has no beginning 

and no end. An example may be the circular upper window in the eastward wall over the main 

apse, which is existing in some Coptic churches, 143 illustrating Jesus as ‘‘I am the light of the 

world” (John 8:12). Also, circular baptismal fonts signify that the only gate to eternity is through 

being baptized in Him (John 3:5). Eventually, the plan of the church may be in the form of a 

circle. Semi-circular arches, lintels of openings, and sometimes vaults are derivative of the circle 

signifying the same meaning. Domes connote heaven. This theme is emphasized in many 

instances by the scenery painted on the interior surface of the dome. 144 

Natural 

Dove: It is found in both the Old Testament and the New Testament. In the Old Testament, in the 

story of Noah, the dove with the olive branch signifies peace and reconciliation after the flood. In 

the New Testament, however, the dove in the Epiphany scene represents the Holy Spirit 

(Matthew 3:16). It is also worth noting that the Virgin Mary is called the good dove in the liturgy 

and in church praise as a symbol of her meekness, innocence, and purity. 145 

Ostrich eggs: It is a symbol of resurrection. But there is another explanation given to A. Butler 

by a priest, stating that the ostrich is notable for the continual care with which she watches her 

eggs. So, the egg is reminding the devotee that their thoughts should be fixed irremovably on 

spiritual matters.146 Usually, one or three are hanging from the iconostasis, mostly close to the 

Royal Gate. 

 
141 Guirguis et al., 2020: 536. 
142 Guirguis et al., 2020: 536; ÑamuÞīl & Íabīb 1996. 
143 Guirguis et al., 2020: 536-537; Malaty 1977. 
144 Guirguis et al., 2020: 536-537; ÑamuÞīl & Íabīb 1996. 
145 Guirguis et al., 2020: 539; Shenouda III. 
146 Guirguis et al., 2020: 539; Butler 1884; Ramzy 2011. 
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Fish: Fish is a biblical subject as it is associated with many miracles, and in each, it symbolizes a 

certain theme following the context. For instance, in both the miracles done by Jesus Christ: 

feeding the five thousand with five loaves and two fish (Matthew 5: 13–21) and Catching a large 

number of fish (Luke 5:3–10), fish represents the concept of blessings and that of the power of 

the Son. Moreover, the majority of the disciples were fishermen, so when Lord Jesus Christ was 

calling them to be his disciples; ‘‘he saith unto them, Follow me, and I will make you fishers of 

men.” (Matthew 4: 19). This provides a metaphor for associating believers and fish. Therefore, 

this draws on the theme in the icons of Epiphany in River Jordan, with Jesus Christ submerged 

and fish all around Him. Hence, all believers shall be baptized and thus reborn with Christ in the 

living water of the baptismal font, in addition to Tertullian writings in the second century: ‘‘But 

we, little fishes, after the example of our (ΙΧΘΥΣ) Jesus Christ, are born in water, nor have we 

safety in any other way than by permanently abiding in water”. 147 

Flora 

Grapevine clusters and leaves: Jesus Christ said about Himself: ‘‘I am the true vine.” (John 

15:1,5). Also, each Christian is considered a branch in the true vine: ‘‘Abide in me, and I in you. 

As the branch cannot bear fruit of itself, except it abide in the vine; no more can ye, except ye 

abide in me” (John 15:4). Hence, it was used in various locations such as icons or stone (fig. 

141) and marble inscriptions or wooden elements such as the iconostasis. 148 

Wheat spikes: They were used as ornaments in wooden carvings on different elements such as 

iconostasis or cladding. They symbolize Jesus Christ as per the verse: “And Jesus said unto 

them, I am the bread of life: he that cometh to me shall never hunger; and he that believeth on 

me shall never thirst.” (John 6:35).149 

Materials 

Wood: It is associated with the Cross, Noah’s Ark, and the Tree of Life. So, it symbolizes 

salvation or redemption. 150 

 
147 Ramzy 2014: 6; Guirguis et al., 2020: 535; Malaty 1977; Raftery 1965: 193-204; Cannuyer & Hawkes 2011. 
148 Guirguis et al., 2020: 539. 
149 Guirguis et al., 2020: 539-540. 
150 Guirguis et al., 2020: 540. 
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Stones: Sometimes, masonry that is left exposed within the exterior or interior of the Coptic 

Church buildings is referred to as the congregation, referring to the verse: ‘‘Ye also, as lively 

stones, are built up a spiritual house, an holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices, 

acceptable to God by Jesus Christ.” (1 Peter 2:5). This metaphor is extended to start from the Old 

Testament, as per the verse: ‘‘The stone which the builders refused is become the head stone of 

the corner.” (Psalm 118:22), which is a symbol of Jesus Christ as explained in the New 

Testament: ‘‘And are built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Jesus Christ himself 

being the chief corner stone.” (Ephesians 2:20). This is symbolic that all the members of the 

congregation are members in Christ's body, as the church is metaphorically referred to in the 

bible as the body of Christ. 151 

Christian subjects 

The sources of the signs and symbols are not only limited to the Holy Bible, but to other sources 

as well such as the Apostolic Tradition, liturgy, and the creed. Additionally, some scenes can 

only be interpreted through parts of the liturgy, hymns, synaxarium, hagiographies, or daily 

prayers or offices (Agpeya). The subjects are utilized all over the church to deliver certain 

meanings. This is not limited to scenes on icons, but it also extends starting from the form of the 

space of the church itself as a volume, to reach detailed objects of decorations such as details in 

wooden carvings or stone inscriptions, or bas-reliefs. 152 

Subjects from the Old Testament 

Noah’s Ark: According to the Book of Genesis, all the people that mounted Noah’s Ark were 

salvaged from death by the great flood. Since Antiquity, there has been a tendency to construct 

Coptic churches in the form of Noah’s Ark to remind believers of this symbol of salvation. 

Usually, it is the roof shape that determines that the church is in the form of an ark.153 

Different scenes from the Old Testament have been depicted on icons or mosaic niches, or 

murals in the sanctuary space. 154 These figures are meant to appear in this space to act as 

prefiguration of the sacrament of the Holy Communion. Examples of these scenes are the 

 
151 Guirguis et al., 2020: 540. 
152 Ramzy 2014: 4-5; Guirguis et al., 2020: 542-544; Hondelink 1990. 
153 Guirguis et al., 2020: 542-544; Guirguis 2010. 
154 Ramzy 2014: 4-5; Guirguis et al., 2020: 542-544; Hondelink 1990. 
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sacrifice of Abraham (Genesis 22) (Christ sacrificing His Own Blood), Cleansing of Isaiah’s lips 

by one of the cherubim (Isaiah 6:7). Thus, it is worth stressing that the use of icons is not for 

cosmetic purposes, but a moralistic role. Also, zones of depictions are chosen in accordance with 

a certain philosophy of thinking. 

Subjects from the New Testament 

Enthroned Jesus Christ: It represents the Pantocrater (a Greek word that means all-sovereign, 

ruler of all) 155 : ‘‘Heaven is my seat and earth the footstool for my feet” (Acts 7:49, Isaiah 66:1). 

This is the scene in the apse of the church (figs. 57, 62, 64), and sometimes it is the drawn on the 

interior of the dome 156 and sometimes the footstool is depicted as the earth. 

Ascension: Other than the event of the Ascension of Lord Jesus Christ (Luke 24:50–53), some 

scholars add another layer of meaning that changes the dimension of time to interpret it as the 

second advent of Lord Jesus Christ on the last day. 157 

Mother of God: Influenced by the Christian debates, Copts used to depict Virgin Mary 

(Theotokos) frequently. She is depicted usually in the middle of apostles, saints, and angels and 

mostly holding Christ, the child, and sometimes suckling Him. 

Angels: In the verses of the cymbals that are sung during the incense-raising prayers that precede 

the liturgy says: “Hail to the Church, the house of the angels”. This is also expressed in art 

through icons of angels or on wooden carvings wrapping the interiors and in other positions. 

However, more different themes and events, such as Nativity and Good Shepherd (Psalm 23) 

exist. These scenes related to heaven and the divine nature are located in the eastward part of the 

church, as this part is considered heaven on earth. 158 Also, icons of heavenly creatures as the 

angels or the four creatures of the apocalypse, symbolizing the four Evangelists were depicted. 

 

 

 
155 Guirguis et al., 2020: 542-544; Steffler 2002. 
156 Ramzy 2014: 4-5; Guirguis et al., 2020: 542-544; Malaty 1977. 
157 Ramzy 2014: 5-5; Guirguis et al., 2020: 542-544; Hondelink 1990. 
158 Ramzy 2014: 4-5. 
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VI. ARCHITECTURAL ANALYSIS 

CONTEMPORARY LANDSCAPE 

By the period between the 5th and 7th centuries, Egypt was fully Christianized. The urban as well 

as rural landscape was dominated everywhere by the churches and monasteries built during the 

5th and 6th centuries. Changes in Alexandria’s urban landscape were tangible. In the case of 

Hermopolis Magna (Ashmunein), by the second half of the 5th century, the city center was 

dominated by the monumental episcopal basilica complex erected on the site of pagan temples, 

which were closed only shortly before the building of the Christian cathedral.159 

The Monophysite and Diophysite patriarchs of Alexandria competed with each other in 

asceticism and holiness. By the beginning of the 5th century, the patriarchs already had enormous 

financial resources. By the late 6th century, the Monophysite patriarchs of Alexandria were 

among the wealthiest men in the empire. In the early 7th century, the patriarchs Anastasius (605-

616) and Andronicus (616-622) came from aristocratic families associated with the civic 

government. The famous Chalcedonian patriarch John the Almoner (609-619) came from a 

Cypriot landowning family and was appointed patriarch by his half-brother, the governor of 

Egypt.160 

Although this has not yet been archaeologically documented, literary evidence from the 6th 

century points to a process that can also be observed in other provinces of the East, namely the 

emergence of large villages with self-governing institutions.161 As far as the social and economic 

situation of Egyptian towns and villages is concerned, the early Byzantine period was not a 

period of general decline. From the publication of the University of Michigan excavations at the 

large village of Karanis in the Fayum, it appears that the known settlement did not decline in the 

5th century, as previously thought. Rather, it remained prosperous until the 6th century. This is 

evidenced by imported fine pottery and amphorae from the site. While papyrological evidence 

suggests that urban life at Oxyrhynchos retained some of its Hellenistic-Byzantine features in the 

early 7th century, the main position of urban life clearly shifted from the agora to the church at 

 
159 Török 2005: 99; Wace, Megaw & Skeat 1959; Török 2006: 245-257. 
160 Török 2005: 99-100; Haas 1997. 
161 Török 2005: 100; Bagnall 1993; Liebeschuetz 2000: 207-237. 
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this time.162 Documents from the 6th and 7th centuries also show that the large estates belonging 

to the "pious houses," i.e., the ecclesiastical institutions, and the "glorious houses," i.e., the great 

aristocratic families, were still in operation. Both the church and the landowning elite, with their 

estates scattered over several nomes, were engines of vertical integration in the land.163 The 

following architectural typological database illustrates the architectural features in detail and is 

followed by analytical discussions and results. 

This typology relies mainly on the work of Peter Grossmann. I tend here to explore the 

excavated monasteries and churches that date to the period between the 5th and 7th centuries. 

Grossmann divided them into secular churches and monastic churches. In each type, he divided 

them into subtypes according to architectural features (fig. x). My main interest is to interpret 

these architectural features with reference to the evolution process in the previous and following 

centuries. Not only that but also observing the architectural changes in the light of political 

circumstances that implied economic consequences. I compare here, for example, between the 

architectural trends in both; the so-called Chalcedonian communities and the non-Chalcedonian 

sites, where interestingly, one may find both together in the same site or nearby, even dated to 

the same time frame. I focus also on the condition and richness of such an edifice. The purpose 

or function of such a building is also to be considered. My interpretation of these details requires 

an accurate, reliable method of data analysis to make the implications of Grossmann's work more 

understandable to further scholars. Therefore, I tend to collect all the above-mentioned details 

and more and utilize a data analysis method using the programming language Python. By 

calculations of details of as many models as possible, I can find the common features and 

occurrences. Adopting this approach, I can discover facts that can prove the assumption of this 

research about the fact of tolerance practiced between the two groups, which is represented in 

architectural exchanges and the innate evolution. 

 

 

 
 

162 Török 2005: 104-105; Husselman & Peterson 1979; Pollard 1998: 147-162; also see more in Haas 1997; Krüger 

1990. 
163 Török 2005: 105; Bagnall 1993: 316. 
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Figure x. Architectural Typology 

(Typology by P. Grossmann, 

Diagram is produced by B. Gabra 

using Visio) 
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TYPOLOGICAL DATABASE  

Secular churches 

Aisled Basilica 

Three-aisled churches (2 aisles and 

nave) 

The north basilica- Abū MÐna 

First, it is worth mentioning that the 

complex of the north basilica is not a 

simple building erected by a 

provincial architect, but one is rather 

inclined to assume that the plan of 

this church was designed in a capital 

planning office. That is because it is 

an extremely regular building, well 

balanced in its spatial proportions, 

divided into a clear ratio of 1: 3: 1 in 

the naos and distinguished by a very 

careful construction. It is also evident that the Patriarchate of Alexandria was involved in the 

construction of this church. There is a text edited and translated by J. Drescher, which speaks of 

the completion of a memorial church of St. Menas under the Monophysite Patriarch Damianos 

(578-607), 164 which can only have meant the northern basilica. It is assumed that the northern 

basilica, which was connected to a residence, belonged to the anti-Chalcedonian Church, which 

was considered heretical by the Imperial Church because of its location outside the city walls and 

bearing in mind that at the time of the construction of the church, Christianity in Egypt was 

mainly divided into two camps: The official Chalcedonian Church, which dominated the 

pilgrimage center of Abū MÐna and represented the dyophysite confession, and the anti-

Chalcedonian Monophysite Church, which was pushed underground but could not be negated 

 
164 Grossmann 2002: 410; Drescher 1946: 73-96. 

Figure 3. Ground plan of the north basilica- Abū MÐna (Grossmann, 

2002, p. 632) 
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and was therefore granted the right to exist outside the urban settlements, as in other cities of the 

Empire. This assumption is supported by the close resemblance of the building to the Upper 

Egyptian construction as well as by the later addition of a baptistery suitable for mass baptisms, 

which offered Monophysite baptismal candidates who wished to be baptized in the area of St. 

Menas the possibility of having this wish fulfilled within the framework of their own church. 165 

Outside the enclosing wall of the pilgrimage center of Abū MÐna, but close to the northern access 

road, lies the northern basilica (fig. 3), which also belongs to the larger urban churches from the 

early Christian period. It is somewhat smaller than the other churches of the city, but otherwise 

has some special features that could not be proven in the other churches of the city. Like the 

Upper Egyptian churches, it has a western ambulatory and a sanctuary divided from the 

beginning into three individual rooms with a large central apse and two basically rectangular 

apse side rooms, each of which small side chambers inserted into the spandrels behind the 

rounding of the apse are connected. The apse itself was flanked at the entrance by two large, 

indented columns, which served to enrich the architectural design and replaced the usual corner 

pilasters. In the interior, the apse contained provisions for the installation of a synchronous. In 

front of the apse, the presbytery was surrounded by cancelli with clear traces of the central altar 

and the remains of a prostoon leading to the central ambo in the naos area. Whether the church 

was equipped with galleries is uncertain in view of the weak construction of the building with 

relatively narrow walls, but it cannot be ruled out. In any case, the existing stairway is located in 

a favorable position for the ascent of the galleries at the right, southern end of the west aisle of 

 
165 Grossmann 2002: 410-411. 
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Figure 4. Ground plan of Antinopolis (Shaykh Ýibāda) 

– church D3 (Grossmann 2014, p. 181) 

the naos, which at least speaks for the existence 

of galleries. Later, a multi-room baptistery was 

added to the south side of the church, which also 

included a chapel with three adjacent apses. In 

all the apses, traces of altars were observed, as 

well as the remains of a continuous barrier. Two 

chapels, also younger, are located on the north 

side. The church is connected to an atrium, 

which is otherwise rare in Egypt, and which was 

developed here with its adjoining rooms into a 

kind of residence. Representative rooms with a 

west-facing apsidal hall, which probably served 

as a triclinium and had a kitchen with a large 

storeroom as well as a latrine, are located in the 

eastern part of the north side, while to the west 

of it and along the entire south side several type 

rooms are lined up, where on certain occasions 

ecclesiastical dignitaries could spend some time. 

A communal latrine divided into two sections 

was located at the west end of the south side. According to the ceramic findings, the northern 

basilica belongs to the 6th century but may have been completed only under Damianos (578-607). 

It was not rebuilt after its destruction by the Persians in 619. 166 

Before the church was built, there was a cult place on the same site, surrounded by barriers and 

bounded by a semicircle at the east end. An area fortified by floor slabs at the eastern end 

contained carvings. A larger fortification hole right in the middle could have accommodated altar 

traces. 167 

Antinopolis (Shaykh Ýibāda) – church D3  

 
166 Grossmann 2002: 409- 411. 
167 Grossmann 2002: 411-412; P. Grossmann & Jaritz 1980: 216-222. 
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Figure 5. Ground plan of church 

CHF87-MadÐnat MÁdi (Narmuthis) 

(Grossmann 2002, p. 647) 

In the small church d3, there are six reused large Attic 

column bases of white limestone above all the north side of 

the naos. One can see also sections of the stylobate, which 

bends to the south at the western end of the colonnade, 

indicating the location of the western ambulatory. Likewise, 

the northern exterior wall of the church can be traced (with 

interruptions) along its entire length. Of the western exterior 

wall, a piece of the exterior gateway is visible at the northern 

end. Westward, at the front northwest corner, there are traces 

of -perhaps- a former exonarthex. The last column base in the 

east also marks the eastern end of the northern colonnade. 

Because of the extremely small distance to the still 

recognizable rest of the eastern wall of the naos, it is unlikely 

that the colonnade was connected to this wall. Rather, as 

usual, a row of columns running southward would have 

followed here, bounding the east ambulatory against the 

central nave. Much less can be seen at the sanctuary of the 

church. Only the position of the apse is clear, but its inner 

curvature, as in church d2, is so weathered that its inner edge 

can no longer be determined at any point. Therefore, as in the 

case of the latter, the course of the inner rounding in this case 

(fig. 4) is only estimated. However, the lateral outer edges of 

the apse are clearly visible on both sides, so that the axis of the church can be determined. The 

width of the central nave, which can be calculated from this, was about 11 m. Also, in church d3, 

the apse is provided with a porch. The width of the porch is expressed in the angular shape of the 

northern apse annex. Because of the extraordinary width of the porch, the front opening was 

probably equipped with intermediate supports or was narrowed to the width of the apse. The 

lateral outer wall of the northern apse annex is not in line with the northern wall of the naos. The 
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angle between the junction contains a couple of additional rooms. This building is dated to the 6th 

century. 168 

In the two churches, d2 and d3, the whole central section of the eastern transverse aisle was 

transformed into a forechoir of the apse with a large central opening to the nave, replacing the 

rather weak construction of the former primary triumphal arch which rested only upon a central 

pair of eastern columns. The arch did not rest anymore upon two high columns but formed a 

large opening in a wall, which was a much more elegant and, from a technical point of view, also 

safer solution than the simple use of two free-standing columns. It is surprising that this new 

solution didn’t become common in the ecclesiastical architecture of Upper Egypt in further 

developments. 169  

Churches of MadÐnat MÁdi (Narmuthis) 

Three-aisled churches 

In their structural form, they are admittedly all quite provincial and, in some cases, can even be 

described as disproportionate. The oldest church is probably the very narrow northern church 

(CHF87), which is located at the northern edge of the village. Because of its spatial proportions 

and the sanctuary, which is composed of several individual rooms, it may still be counted among 

the buildings of the 4th century (fig. 5). However, all churches from Narmuthis date 

 generally to the 5th and 6th centuries. It is a narrow, elongated three-aisled church with 

very widely spaced columns without any spatial emphasis on the nave. It was therefore certainly 

a flat-roofed building. The entrance seems to have been located at the west end. Remarkable is 

the sanctuary, two rows of rooms deep, consisting of a front group of three rooms, of which the 

very deep central room with indicated rounded slopes in the rear corners probably housed the 

altar. The entrance to the sanctuary was flanked by set columns. The apse side rooms were 

entered directly from the side aisles of the church. Through rear doors, they led further into the 

rear Rooms, which themselves were also in communication with each other. 170 

 
168 Grossmann 2002: 432-433; Mitchell 1982: 171-179. 
169 Grossmann 2014: 180. 
170 Grossmann 2002: 419-420; Bresciani 1984: 1-15. 
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Figure 6. Ground plan of church CHA84-MadÐnat 

MÁdi (Narmuthis) (Grossmann 2002, p. 648) 

The church CHA84 (fig. 6), located in the center of 

the city, with a wide central nave and a waiting 

room, probably a narthex, in front of the naos in the 

west, is significantly more advanced in its spatial 

arrangement. The three-room sanctuary contains a 

central apse flanked by columns at the entrance and 

two small rectangular side rooms. Remains of the 

barriers surrounding the presbytery were not found. 

A row of rooms on the south side is conspicuous. 

All rooms can be entered from the interior of the 

church. The narthex does not cover the entire width 

of the church but jumps back slightly at the right 

end. A corresponding wall is also led on the left 

side, but the northern outer wall of the church also 

has a continuation to the west, so that here at the 

level of the narthex a very narrow outer space is 

created, which is perhaps to be seen in connection 

with the lateral narthex entrance. The southern part 

of the narthex is occupied by a staircase leading 

upwards (optionally to the roof). At the same time, 

this area had a cellar, as indicated by a deep-set arched passageway and the remains of a door in 

the southern outer wall, but these cellar rooms do not seem to have been initially accessible from 

the narthex. The latter was only made possible by the installation of another flight of stairs, the 

upper flight of which was separated from the narthex area by a partition wall built of fire bricks. 

Whether these underground rooms, which had their own external entrance, were tomb rooms 

could not be clarified, but it is conceivable. The walled courtyard to the west of the narthex is of 

more recent origin. Probably the building can be assigned to the 5th century. 171 

 
171 Grossmann 2002: 419-420; Bresciani 1984: 1-15. 
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Figure 7. Ground plan of church CHE87-MadÐnat MÁdi 

(Narmuthis) (Grossmann 2002, p. 649) 

Figure 8. Ground plan of church D-MadÐnat MÁdi 

(Narmuthis) (Grossmann 2002, p. 650) 

The small church CHE87 (fig. 7) is very 

unfavorably proportioned with three 

aisles of almost equal width but not 

symmetrically arranged. That the central 

nave was elevated can therefore be safely 

excluded. The church has a sanctuary 

composed of three oblique rooms, whose 

central room, equipped with several wall 

niches, is opened to the naos by a 

triumphal arch supported by flanking 

column supports. The opening itself was 

closed by wooden cancelli more than 1.40 

m high, the traces of which are still 

clearly visible on the floor as well as 

in the flanking columns. The southern 

third of the barriers was occupied by 

an asymmetrically arranged single-

leaf door. Traces of a remarkably 

large altar, placed on four wooden 

stipites at the back and six at the front, 

can be found at a distance of about 1.0 

m in front of this opening. Further to 

the west, at about the level of the first 

pair of pillars (counted from the east), 

there is another recess on the floor 

that looks like the base of a reading 

desk. The remains of barriers could be 

observed only at the level of the second pair of 

columns. The side rooms of the sanctuary have 
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Figure 9.  Ground plan of church H-MadÐnat MÁdi 

(Narmuthis) (Grossmann 2002, p. 651) 

a simpler design. The northern side room also 

has a wide entrance flanked by columns 

corresponding to the width of the room. The 

passage to the central room was later narrowed. 

In the north, there is a long room, about 4.7 m 

wide, extending over the entire length of the 

church, which was entered through two doors 

from the northern aisle of the church. Its 

purpose is unknown. 172  

Five-aisled churches 

In addition to several churches with three 

aisles, two churches with five aisles and one 

church with seven aisles were found in 

Narmuthis. The five-aisled church D (Fig.8) is 

the most proportionally balanced church building in Narmuthis. It is a slightly diagonal building 

without a narthex with an angular extension in the northeast corner. The naos contains a division 

into five aisles with a slightly accentuated, i.e., only flat-roofed central nave. According to the 

state of preservation, the side walls have wide shallow wall niches in some places, which were 

probably originally included in all the walls. The sanctuary consists of a deep row of rooms, the 

center of which is dominated by a very small apse with a slightly wider apse porch in front. The 

entrance to the antechamber was barred. The wooden remains of the cancelli that were found 

consist of small boards that can be inserted into each other, as they were also used for the 

wooden barriers that belonged mainly to the Fatimid period. In front of it was a wide stone slab 

marking the entrance. Therefore, the altar must have stood inside the vestibule. The other rooms 

of the sanctuary are of different sizes, and all are entered directly from the naos. The room 

behind the apse has access from the northern apse annex. The determination of the angular group 

of rooms at the northeast corner is unclear. 173 The second five-aisled church H (fig. 9), located 

near the dromos of the temple of Narmuthis, seems to have resulted from the reconstruction of an 

 
172 Grossmann 2002: 420-421; Bresciani 1987: 7-10. 
173 Grossmann 2002: 421-422; Bresciani 1988: 1-11. 
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Figure 10.  Ground plan of church G-MadÐnat MÁdi 

(Narmuthis) (Grossmann 2002, p. 652) 

older building. It is still highly buried and could therefore only be explored by a survey 

photograph. It is three bays deep and contains a central nave that is only very weakly emphasized 

in width. The apse of the church is not much wider but extraordinarily deep. It is flanked at the 

entrance by narrow columns set into the soffit corners and has a circumferential ring of flat wall 

pilasters along the interior wall. The apse side rooms are symmetrically arranged wide rooms and 

can be entered directly from the naos at the outer end. 174 

Seven-aisled churches 

Finally, very unusual is the wide seven-

aisled church G, but only laid out over a 

depth of four bays, of which so far only the 

central group of rooms of the sanctuary 

could be uncovered (fig. 10). This consists 

of a rectangular central room, which 

presumably supported a barrel vault and 

was open to the full width towards the 

naos. The actual opening, however, was 

barred and formed as a tribelon by two set 

columns. Other columns were placed on the 

opposite sides of the naos opening 

(probably the southern column is no longer 

in its original place). In the eastern rear 

wall of the central space, which is to be considered as the apse porch, there is a shallowly curved, 

not very deep apse, in the opening of which two columns forming a tribelon were also set. The 

side walls of the apse have two rectangular cavities, which are to be regarded as secret chambers 

and were probably entered from the neighboring rooms. The altar may have been located in the 

area of the apse porch. Possibly an Attic base located there, now displaced, served as a 

substructure for the altar. The arrangement of the other rooms of the sanctuary could not be 

clarified satisfactorily so far. It seems that some older building remains were also built in. The 

nave of the church was, as far as can be seen above the ground, divided into seven aisles, 

 
174 Grossmann 2002: 422; Bresciani 1988: 1-11. 
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Figure 12. Ruins of Hermopolis Magna church (Gabra & van 

Loon 2007, p. 251) 

Figure 11. Ground plan of the basilica of 

Hermopolis Magna-(Al-Ashmunein) (Capuani 

2002, p. 176) 

whereby the central nave corresponded to twice the width 

of all the other aisles. Here, therefore, an elevation of the 

central nave may be expected. Furthermore, the 

distribution of the columns in the naos shows a 

pronounced west aisle and probably also an east aisle. To 

the west of the nave there is a narrow, elongated 

transverse space, the central part of which is the narthex. 

From it, one could enter the naos through a wide passage, 

interrupted only by a central column. The northern part of 

the transverse room seems to contain remains of a 

staircase. Where the narthex was bordered in the south 

cannot be seen. 175 

Basilica with transept 

The Basilica of Hermopolis Magna 

(Al-Ashmunein) (fig. 11) 

This basilica has a nave separated 

from the side aisles by two rows of 

columns, which generally also 

enclose the transept. A common 

feature of the transept was that its 

northern and southern ends were 

either rectilinear or semicircular.  In 

Middle Egypt, in Menia region, about 

ten kilometers northwest of Mallawi, 

are the ruins of the city of Hermopolis. At this ancient historical site, the imposing remains of a 

large basilica from the Christian era have survived. Its dimensions (sixty-six meters long and 

forty-six meters wide at the transept) prove that it was certainly the episcopal church of the city. 

It was built in the first half of the fifth century, probably between 410 and 440 A.D., on the 

 
175 Grossmann 2002: 422-423, 121-122. 
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Figure 13. Ground plan of Abū Mīna complex (Grossmann 2002, 

p. 623) 

remains of a temple from the time of Ptolemy III (247-222 B.C.) and belongs to the churches 

with one nave, two aisles, a western aisle, and a transept. The nave is lined with granite columns 

crowned with precious Corinthian capitals (fig. 12). In addition, the colonnades of the side aisles 

enclose the three-nave transept and frame the altar, which stands in front of the apse in the center 

of the transept. The circular shape of the ends of the transepts must have given the building a 

particularly impressive appearance, and it was the only known example of this type in Egypt 

until the discovery of the Basilica of al-Hawariya at MaryÙÔ, west of Alexandria. The church 

complex had two large gates: the first, at the west end, led from the atrium through a narthex into 

the basilica; the second, on the north side, was an impressive entrance preceded by a propylaeum 

with four columns. Other propylaea with four columns marked the entrance to the large atrium 

that led to the basilica. The number of rooms attached to the church is unusual; the room in the 

northeast corner has a baptismal font embedded in the floor. Therefore, the other rooms next to it 

could be additional preparation rooms for the baptistery, but its shape is no longer recognizable 

in detail. There was a series of 

staircases connected to the church 

from the outside. There was also a 

ramp at the western end of the north 

side, intended for church visitors. 

The narthex, an entrance porch 

known in Egyptian church 

architecture but of which there are 

few examples, was located on the 

west side and was connected to the 

naos of the church by three doors. 

The main entrance of the church 

seems to have been on the north 

side. The door frame and the 

preceding steps are much richer in 

their formal design than the 

corresponding members on the west 

side. Moreover, this northern entrance 
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Figure 14. Ground plan of the Great Basilica – Abū Mīna 

(Grossmann 2002, p. 626) 

is connected to the previously mentioned northern propylaea of the church district. This church is 

a significant building, entirely in the Hellenistic tradition. 176 

Great Basilica – Abū Mīna 

The eastmost building of this three-part 

complex (fig. 13) is called the Great Basilica 

because it was then the largest church in 

Egypt. It is designed on an impressive scale 

and built with precious materials. It has been 

used to receive the multitudes of pilgrims who 

flocked to the saint’s tomb. It goes back to the 

end of the 5th century, precisely to the time of 

the emperor Zeno. The basilica was modified 

and enlarged later at the beginning of the 6th 

century. 177 The Great Basilica of Abu Mina is 

the last extension of the Small Basilica and 

was added in the last quarter of the 5th century 

to the east of the so-called older eastern annex. 

It is a transept basilica with two aisles and a 

nave. This design is relatively rare in early 

Christian architecture. Measured by the roofed 

span of the central nave, the most difficult part 

of the building from the engineering point of 

view, it is the largest church ever found on Egyptian territory and at the same time, the best 

preserved among the buildings of the city of Abu Mina. 178 The dimensions of the church are 75 

m in length (including the narthex), and 27 m in width for the nave and side aisles, and 51 m 

with the transept. 179  

 
176 Grossmann 2002: 441-443; Capuani 2002: 176. 
177 Capuani 2002: 50. 
178 Grossmann 2002: 405-406; Grossmann & Kosciuk 1992: 31-41; Grossmann 1995: 149-159. 
179 Capuani 2002: 51. 
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Also, in this building, two phases of construction can be distinguished. The first, somewhat 

simpler version, dates from the last quarter of the 5th century and consisted of three aisles 

connected at the east end with an initially single-nave transept (fig. 14). The apse, with its outer 

curvature interrupted only by two small projections, clearly protruded from the structure on the 

east side. Lateral pastophores flanking the apse were not planned. Rooms that could replace their 

function were added at the ends of the transept, but of these essentially only the foundations have 

survived. Remains of the rising suggest that the center once contained two external side 

entrances. Already during the construction works it turned out that the apse of the church had not 

been founded stably enough so it had to be encased rectangularly on both sides with heavy 

supporting templates. It is not certain whether this construction was completed. But a large part 

of the building certainly existed. Thus, all columns, which were largely uniformly dimensioned 

spolia of torn buildings from Alexandria, were already erected. Thus, the insufficiency of the 

apse foundations may have become apparent only when the cupola was erected, because the 

repair measures undertaken indicate that the apse was in danger of falling apart towards the 

outside. 180 

The enlargement of the Great Basilica, in the course of which the preceding single-nave transept 

was converted into a three-aisled transept, was probably carried out at the turn of the 5th and 6th 

centuries. For this purpose, the former transept was extended on both long sides, and its lateral 

outer wall foundations found a new use as stylobates of the transept colonnades. The nave was 

thus shortened by the width of the west transept side aisles, while the original apse was fully 

removed and moved eastward by the same dimension. In addition, it was somewhat larger than 

the previous building and now had very strong foundations from the beginning, going down deep 

into the ground. The windows were set between the outer supporting bases, which were raised to 

five and were much stronger.  Pastophoria was not initially present here either but was added 

soon. It is doubtful whether they were part of the program from the beginning, especially since 

the two doors - as can be seen from the position of the door hinges and the condition of the 

opening reveals - look more like exterior entrances to the transept than interior doors for the 

pastophoria. All the other changes are more recent. They include two aedicula niches with free-

standing columns at the ends of the transept, which took the place of the side entrances 

 
180 Grossmann 2002: 406; Grossmann & Kosciuk 1992: 31-41; Grossmann 1995: 149-159. 
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Figure 15. Ground plan of Marea (Íawwāriya) – transept 

basilica (Grossmann 2002, p. 616) 

apparently contained here in the first phase, 

as well as two arched walls erected in front 

of them above high columns, which give 

the ends of the transept an exedra-like 

finish. Likewise, the side staircases were 

added later. This fact, as well as their more 

accidental, for the public traffic rather 

unfavorable position, indicates that the 

church was not provided with galleries. In 

the area of the crossing, there are the 

remains of the marble cancelli that 

surrounded the presbytery, in the center of 

which there was once the altar surmounted 

by a ciborium. Other cancelli flanked a 

prostoon that extended almost to the center 

of the nave, which was intended to keep 

access to the ambo, located in the middle of 

the church, clear when the church was full. Later, at the back of the presbytery and in front of the 

apse, a synthronon was added, originally placed on column supports, which was probably 

occupied by several ecclesiastical dignitaries of the same rank on high feast days. The 

underground burial chambers in the apse are original. They have to be considered privileged 

tombs for members of the higher clergy. The third one with a descent in the opposite direction to 

the west was added later. In connection with the somewhat younger Iustinianus construction of 

the crypt church, the Great Basilica was also provided with a complete marble incrustation. In 

front of some of the columns of the church, there are flat rectangular pads built in quarry stone 

material, slightly protruding forward at the top, at the corners of which vertical wooden posts 

were erected and held together with a lower wooden frame. In many cases, they were also 

surrounded by additional barriers. Presumably, these were display places (reliquaries) for the 

bodies of sacredly venerated men, as they can still be found in a somewhat modernized form in 
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Figure 16. Ground plan of the tetraconch sanctuary of 

St. MÐnÁs (Grossmann 2002, p. 697) 

Coptic monastery churches. There are no traces of sloped, excessively thick walls. Nor is there a 

western ambulatory. Furthermore, the pastophoria on both sides of the apse was added later. 181 

The structure of this basilica is derived from 

that of the Constantinian basilica of the Holy 

Apostles in Constantinople, which is the 

source of all cruciform martyries and the 

basilica-with-transept design, which forms 

the arms of the cross. This building must have 

been designed and built by the imperial 

architects of Constantinople. The character of 

its plan and the richness of the used materials 

indicate that the basilica was erected at the 

emperor’s command. Multicolored marbles 

covered the limestone masonry. Capitals with 

two tiers of acanthus crowned the shafts of 

the columns, and splendid mosaics most 

probably adorned the concha of the apse. 182 

Marea (Íawwāriya) – transept basilica 

A little further inland, near the Bedouin 

village of Íawāriya on the southern shore of 

Lake Mareotis, which today has disintegrated 

into several small settlements, the remains of 

an extensive city complex can be recognized, 

which according to opinio communis is 

identified with the city of Marea already 

mentioned by Thucydides. In the harbor area of this city, the remains of a large transept building 

have been preserved (fig. 15), the transept ends of which are rounded as in the large basilica of 

Hermopolis Magna. Because of the considerable width of the transept (only about 2 m narrower 

 
181 Grossmann 2002: 407-409; Schläger 1965: 122-125; Grossmann, Jaritz & Römer 1984: 131-154. 
182 Capuani 2002: 51. 
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than the aisle of the nave), the ground plan of the church is of a very squat shape, an impression 

that is reinforced by the apse, which is hardly emphasized in depth. Nevertheless, also this 

church with a clear nave span of about 12.85 m is to be counted among the large Egyptian 

churches. A west aisle is missing as in almost all churches in the area on the Mediterranean 

coast. There is also no narthex. The colonnades are connected to the west wall of the church on 

both sides of the nave with short pilasters (antennas), as was customary in the general 

architecture of the empire from time immemorial, in contrast to the Egyptian custom, and was 

also necessary from the point of view of the architecture. The outer walls of the transept are 

significantly stronger than the side walls of the nave, which probably seemed necessary because 

of their curved course. In addition, these walls are provided with wide external supports. The 

apse walls also contain corresponding external reinforcements. Pastophoria, as so often in the 

Mediterranean area, was not foreseen from the beginning. They were added later by bricking up 

the inner ends of the eastern transept side aisles. Otherwise, the church has several side rooms of 

different sizes on either side of the nave. The room at the east end of the north side is provided 

with an apse and has a vestibule entered through a tribelon. Chronologically, the building 

probably dates from the 6th century. 183 

Central Buildings 

Tetraconch 

The Sanctuary of St. MÐnÁs (Dayr AbÙ MÐnÁ)- The East Basilica (fig. 16) 

The fabled city of Saint MÐnÁs is situated in MaryÙÔ (Mareotis), which lies in the desert 

southwest of Alexandria.184 About one and a half kilometers east of the sanctuary-town is the 

remains of a church whose plan is especially interesting. The building dates from Iustinianus’s 

time, which was in the middle of the sixth century. It is a tetraconch, and each apse is semi-

circular, accented by three columns on the inside and curvilinear masonry on the outside. The 

central room, intended to support the weight of the roof, probably a cupola, has four massive 

pillars. On its west side, the church is flanked by an atrium with porticoes on the north, west, and 

south sides. A room with a baptismal font occupies the northeast angle. The edifice was probably 

a monastic church. This hypothesis is plausible because of its location outside the sacred 

 
183 Grossmann 2002: 393-394. 
184 Kamil 1987,1990: 120. 
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Figure 17. Ground plan of Al-Íayz (BaÎarÐya Oasis) – the so-called Saint George church (Grossmann 2002, p. 682) 

complex and of the large number of monastic cells (about one hundred) discovered in its 

surroundings. 185 

This church was erected above an earlier mudbrick basilica which might have been destroyed by 

the time of erecting this one. In comparison to the typical Iustinianus tomb church of AbÙ MÐnÁ, 

this new building is considerably more modest, but it represents the type of a four-conical 

complex much more clearly. Several irregular rooms in the northeast corner of the church belong 

to the baptistery of the church. It is possible to distinguish between an outer vestibule with 

surrounding benches, an inner vestibule with an altarpiece and a baptismal room provided with a 

deep piscina. The latter projects eastward out of the building. The piscina itself sits exactly above 

the piscina of the former building, so its location was fixed from the beginning. However, it does 

not lie in the middle of the room but is pushed all the way against the east wall, so the eastern 

steps cannot be used at all. The staircase to the roof is located in the diagonally opposite the 

southwest corner of the church. 186 

Although the tetraconch architectural style of this church was very rare in Egypt it was common 

throughout the Byzantine Empire, especially in Asia Minor and Syria. Thus, the tetra-conch 

church type represents the imperial Byzantine architecture in Egypt.187 Moreover, the presence of 

 
185 Capuani 2002: 53. 
186 Grossmann 2002: 490-491; Grossmann & Jaritz 1980: 222. 
187 Grossmann 2002: 37. 
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square or rectangular courtyards, surrounded on all four or at least on three sides by pillar or 

column portraits is familiar in Hellenistic architecture, but are also found in numerous palaces of 

the Roman Empire. 188 

Al-Íayz (BaÎarÐya Oasis) – the so-called Saint George church  

The naos of this church is the simplified form of a tetra-conch complex, in which only the side 

conches are actually provided with an inner rounding, while the conches in the longitudinal axis 

were omitted or mutated into rectangular spatial units. The central nave is surrounded by oblong 

pillars, which are formally shaped as contracted columns, with corner supports shaped in the 

manner of heart-bundle columns. As in the Iustinianus construction phase of the tomb church of 

Abu Mina, the side aisles are interrupted in the area of the side conches. However, while in the 

crypt church free passageways were preserved between the columns, in al-Hayz separate narrow 

passages were made through the conch walls. The remaining side aisle compartments were 

decorated with small niches and upper windows. It is an elongated building with a narthex, a 

naos divided by elongated pillars into several different spatial units, with a western ambulatory, 

the khurus, and finally a three-room sanctuary (fig. 17). In addition, on the north side, there was 

a once-covered external portico. The khurus closing the naos on the east is divided into three 

sections by transverse arches starting from half-columns. It communicates with the central nave 

through a wider triumphal arch, and with the side aisles through narrower openings. Later, the 

triumphal arch was narrowed using inserted embrasures. The sanctuary, which adjoins the khurus 

on the east, is divided into three parts as usual. Because of a wide staircase placed at the southern 

end, the middle sanctuary did not come to lie in the axis. Otherwise, the sanctuary has a square 

floor plan and on the right side, there is a narrow, low annex (sottoscala) under the staircase. The 

northern annex is entered directly from the khurus and has a window in the eastern wall. The 

gallery of the church can be entered both from the described staircase on the south side of the 

sanctuary and from a staircase next to the narthex. From the northern gallery, one could reach the 

roof of the northern external portico at the same time. Contrary to the opinio communis, this 

church cannot be dated before the middle of the 7th century because of the present khurus. 189 

Oblong domed church 

 
188 Grossmann 2002: 105. 
189 Grossmann 2002: 466-467; Abū al-Makārim- ed./ tr. Evetts 1895, 1969: 258. 
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Figure 18. Ground plan of Oblong domed church – Khnum temple, 

Elephantine (Grossmann 2002, p. 677) 

Oblong domed church – Khnum temple, Elephantine  

In the pronaos of the temple of Khnum at Elephantine, the ruins of a small oblong building 

equipped with angle pillars have survived (fig. 18). The central space is square and was in all 

probability covered with a simple pseudo-monastic vault similar in shape to a dome, as was more 

frequently used in provincial buildings in Egypt. Remarkably, the gallery was only executed in 

full width on the north, west, and south sides. The eastern part of the church with the three-room 

sanctuary was kept narrower, the side walls of which extended into the naos area up to the height 

of the front pair of pillars, while beyond them the side walls of the naos continued eastwards. On 

the north side, the wall in question extended to the preserved remnant of the front barrier wall of 

the temple pronaos, so that a small but deep niche of space open to the west was created here. On 

the south side, the outer wall in question extended to the level of the east wall of the sanctuary 

and could have accommodated a stairway. In terms of the liturgical use of space, the entire area 

of the east aisle was openly 

assigned to the presbytery, as is 

also the case in numerous 

basilicas. Traces of the stipites of 

the cancelli were found at the 

level of the converging inner legs 

of the eastern angle pillars, while 

the side doors were 

accommodated in the narrow 

passages to the sides of the 

pillars. On Egyptian territory, this 

small church in the pronaos of the 

temple of Khnum on Elephantine 

is the only example of an oblong 

building with angle pillars that 

have been attested so far, but 
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Figure 19. Ground plan of the eastern church- Philae (Grossmann 2002, p. 

678) 

there is no doubt that there were once more of them. The type also played an important role in 

the medieval architecture of Nubia, where a not insignificant number of examples of this type 

survived until the construction of the Nasser reservoir. 190  

The eastern church- Philae  

The eastern church on the 

island of Philae is an 

asymmetrical four-aisled pier 

basilica.  Unfortunately, there 

is no architectural record of it 

that meets modern 

requirements. The existing 

plans were made by L. 

Borchardt in March 1896. 

After that, the building was 

soon flooded, so a number of 

peculiarities of the ground 

plan can no longer be 

satisfactorily explained. Also, 

on the occasion of the transfer 

of the temple complexes of the 

island to the neighboring 

island of Agilkiya, the church 

was unfortunately not considered worthy to be moved on this occasion or to be at least 

temporarily drained for a more detailed examination of the construction. The strange ground plan 

of the church (fig. 19) results from the irregularities of the available building site, whereby the 

responsible builders did not take the trouble to compensate for these irregularities at least for the 

interior design by an appropriate arrangement of the side rooms. Only on the west side, a part of 

the irregularly extending plot was used for such side rooms. On the south side, on the other hand, 

apparently, they did not want to do without the full use of the triangular side zone, so here the 

 
190 Grossmann 2002: 460-461; Grossmann 1980: 75-86. 
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southern side aisle had to be divided into two narrower aisles tapering to the east. Not convincing 

is also the renunciation of the straightening of the eastern end. The existing not inconsiderable 

irregularities in the sanctuary area could easily have been avoided by a different design of the 

staircase, for example in a single-run design. 191 

The scheme of the construction, at least in idea, is that of a three-aisled pillared basilica with a 

west ambulatory. But it is obvious that here, as can be seen above all from the arrangement of the 

barriers, an east aisle was once also intended. The apse was replaced by a room shape roughly 

corresponding to an upside-down "T", remotely reminiscent of the shape of a tri-conch. The front 

transverse arms of the room were also entered through their own doors, like the side conchs of a 

tri-conch. According to the diary notes of L. Borchardt, the left door had a lintel crowned with a 

tympanum. The spandrels behind the transverse arms, however, were not formed as lateral 

appendages to the lateral pastophoria also present here but were separated as separate rooms and 

had their entrances from the center. The southern room is the already mentioned staircase. The 

sanctuary was elevated by a step made of black stones, probably basalt. On the right side, there 

were remains of an opus sectile floor made of granite, quartzite, porphyry. 192 

The formation of the presbytery intervening in the area of the central nave was remarkably rich. 

Grooves to the front are conspicuously not symmetrical, and in the sides of the front, reveals of 

the central triumphal arch indicate that the presbytery projected into the area of the nave, but at 

the same time the triumphal arch opening itself was barred. On the north side, even a remnant of 

a stipe has survived in situ from the cancelli. Unfortunately, it is unknown how far the presbytery 

extended into the area of the central nave. To complement it, I should point out two other rows of 

posts that belonged to the lateral boundary of a prostoon extending to the western end of the nave 

and that were certainly connected to the presbytery. However, the lateral cancelli of the 

presbytery could not have been simply extended by themselves to the beginning of this prostoon. 

It must be remembered, however, that probably also this church, as was common in Upper 

Egyptian church construction, was provided with an east aisle, in which case two indented pillars 

or columns must be added, to which the lateral enclosure of the presbytery referred, and at whose 

height perhaps the front end of the presbytery must be added. Unfortunately, there are no 

 
191 Grossmann 2002: 461; Lyons 1896: 32; Grossmann 1970: 29-41. 
192 Grossmann 2002: 462. 
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Figure 20. Ground plan of Dayr ad-DÐk – north basilica of 

Antinoopolis Philae (Grossmann 2002, p. 657) 

observations from the excavators of that time that could be related to two such internal supports. 

Nevertheless, with a corresponding regular addition of the prostoon stipites to the east, one 

arrives at the same height. 193 

The prostoon itself extended to the west 

up to the level of the western row of 

columns of the nave, the central nave of 

which was also barred against the central 

area of the western ambulatory by 

corresponding cancelli. The latter was of 

special importance, which was also 

emphasized by a niche-like recess in the 

rear wall. In the center of this part of the 

room there was a circular indentation in 

the floor, apparently widening towards 

the bottom, of as yet unclear purpose. 

This church can be dated to the 5th 

century and is thus considered 

monumental evidence of the simultaneous presence of pagans and Christians in the population of 

the island. However, according to the workpieces picked up in this church, which is mainly 

barrier plates, this can hardly be the case. The slabs show a decoration that can hardly be 

imagined before the end of the 6th century. The building may therefore have been erected at the 

earliest around the turn of the 6th to the 7th century. 194 

Cruciform 

Dayr ad-DÐk – north basilica of Antinoopolis 

 
193 Grossmann 2002: 462-463; Clarke 1912: 90. 
194 Grossmann 2002: 463-464; Lyons 1896. 
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Figure 21. Ground plan of single-nave chapel (B church)- AbÙ 

MÐna complex (Grossmann 2002, p. 637) 

The small, still highly buried mud-brick 

building (fig. 20) on the north wall of 

Dayr ad-DÐk, north of Antinoopolis, 

close to the river, is one of the rare 

examples of a cross-shaped church, 

which, on the other hand, is 

documented several times in the early 

Christian Byzantine area as a burial 

church on larger church complexes and 

was probably adopted as a type from 

there. It is a square building with an 

inscribed inner cross and square filling 

spaces in all four corners. In contrast to 

the examples in Asia Minor and Greece, 

the arms of the cross are divided by 

transverse arches and bulged out at the 

ends in the manner of conches, which is probably due to constructional reasons. The apex of 

each conch contains a small semicircular conch niche. The entrance seems to have been on the 

north side, where younger additions are interrupted for access. 195  

Small single-nave churches/chapels 

The chapels in AbÙ MÐna complex 

 
195 Grossmann 2002: 429-430; Grossmann 1986: 21-28. 
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Figure 22. Ground plan of single-nave chapel (church with 

baptistery)- AbÙ MÐna complex, West (Grossmann 2002, p. 636) 

The most clearly structured burial 

chapels were found in the area of AbÙ 

MÐna, the pilgrimage center at the 

tomb of St. Menas. All of them are 

private churches, each of which was 

built in connection with a family burial 

place. In many cases, they are also 

connected with a residential house, 

which served either as the residence of 

the priest in charge or for the 

occasional stay of the founder of the 

church and his family. The chapels are 

modest buildings but executed as fully 

liturgical churches. They each have a 

secular area clearly separated from the 

sanctuary by barriers. In a central 

niche of the sanctuary or in front of it, 

traces of the location of an altar have 

also been found in several cases. On the other hand, a front row of columns, representing a front 

triumphal arch and separating an eastern ambulatory from the secular area, was nowhere present, 

in accordance with the building tradition in the north of the country. The entrance to the burial 

chamber was usually located in the secular area of the chapels. 196  

A characteristic example is the small church to the east of the Great Basilica, probably belonging 

to the second half of the 6th century (fig. 21). It consists of an approximately square naos, rather 

wide than long, which was entered through a normal door from the north. In the sanctuary, which 

adjoins it to the east, all the usual individual rooms have been combined into one continuous 

transverse room, whose partition wall against the naos has a larger opening in the middle and a 

smaller one at the northern end. In addition, the sanctuary could be entered directly from the 

outside through its own door on the north side. It contained an apse in the center of the eastern 

 
196 Grossmann 2002: 333-334; Müller, Wiener & Grossmann 1967: 465. 
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Figure 23. Ground plan of single-nave chapel (church with hypogea)-AbÙ MÐna complex (Grossmann 2002, p. 700) 

rear wall, but this was so small that it may have had only a symbolic meaning without any spatial 

function of its own. The altar was located in the passageway of the central sanctuary opening and 

was built over a flat platform with a painting imitating a marble covering. In front of it, 

protruding into the naos area by about 0.35 m and with a clear distance of 0.50 m from the altar 

pedestal, were the traces of the wooden barriers that delimited the area where the lay people 

could stay from the presbytery area. The entrance to the underground burial chamber was 

unusually located in the northern part of the sanctuary, consisting of a narrow stairwell, usually 

covered with a wooden shutter, in the southern wall of which a small opening, walled up again 

after each burial by an upright stone slab, led to the burial chamber located approximately under 

the axis of the building. The chapel was located in the middle of a walled area which, apart from 

the usual residential house, also included a wine press. The latter probably served to provide 

financial security for the estate, as required by Iustinianus's ecclesiastical legislation to ensure 

regular liturgical celebrations. 197 

Much richer is the church, a small building complex, also dateable to the second half of the 6th 

century, in the north-western sector of the city, near the north-west gate of the enclosure (fig. 

22). It had a square naos, from which a narthex was subsequently separated to the west, which 

also contained the normally covered entrance to an underground burial complex. An additional 

 
197 Grossmann 2002: 334-335; Grossmann et al. 1991: 479-482. 
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Figure 24. Ground plan of single-nave chapel-Marea (today ÍawwÁr𝑖yya) 

(Grossmann 2002, p. 617) 

room to the west was surrounded on two sides by benches. It was probably not so much a 

substitute for an atrium as a meeting room, which was not usual in this case due to the private 

ownership. The sanctuary of this chapel was separated from the laymen’s area by a wooden 

barrier that ran in a straight line across the room. In the middle, it widened into a wide, 

rectangular altar room that penetrated deeply into the rear wall, in whose floor surface, raised by 

one step, imprints of a rectangular box altar could be seen. The front opening reveals were 

probably flanked by separately erected full columns, which are missing today. They carried a 

front arch that continued into the room to a half-dome decorated with a shell. On either side of 

the chancel, two lateral passages provided access to a larger rear room, which in the center 

accommodated a baptismal 

piscina lowered into the floor 

and surmounted by a ciborium. 

The room with the piscina and 

an antechamber was added at a 

later date. The original end of 

the chapel was at the level of the 

rear wall of the chancel. This 

older building phase also had a 

baptistery with a somewhat 

simpler piscina with steps on 

one side only. It was housed in 

the northern side room of the 

sanctuary. There were entrances 

on the west side and on the south 

wall from the sanctuary. The 

other buildings on the property 

included a kitchen and latrine, a 

block-like dwelling house, a 

workshop (mill), and several 

storerooms, which were grouped 
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Figure 25. Ground plan of single-nave chapel-Marea 
(today Í awwÁr�Eyya) (Grossmann 2002, p. 618) 

together with the chapel around an inner courtyard. 198  

Chapels with real hypogea accessible via stairs have been observed in the AbÙ MÐna area in two 

cases so far. An example is the monk's chapel in 

the eastern area (fig. 23), which was later 

converted into a burial chapel. This chapel was 

entered by a descent of stairs on the western outer 

side and consisted of two staggered storeys with 

an upper single chamber and a lower, not quite 

complete cubiculum. Another wall shell was 

added to the eastern partition against the rear side 

room to create the necessary depth for a small 

rectangular altar space. There was a stipes for the 

position of the altar, on which an altar was 

probably fixed. The former rear side room of the 

chapel was converted into an apse side room. 

Finally, a rich prothyron was added in front of the 

entrance. Finally, a rich prothyron was added in 

front of the entrance. This chapel also belongs to 

the second half of the 6th century. The same 

applies to a chapel in the eastern part of the city 

of AbÙ MÐna. It, too, originated from a former 

dwelling house, albeit with a more complicated 

ground plan, whose main room was converted 

into a chapel. On the south side, the descent to an 

underground tomb with several rooms has been 

preserved. 199 

Small single-nave chapels are also included as side rooms or auxiliary structures in public 

buildings. In the southern urban area as well as on the outskirts of the old city of Marea (today 

 
198 Grossmann 2002: 335; Abd el-Aziz Negm 1993: 129- 137. 
199 Grossmann 2002: 336, 337; Müller, Wiener & Grossmann 1967: 467; Abd el-Aziz Negm 1993: 129- 137. 
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Figure 27. reused columns-St. Stephen church in the 
pronaos of the temple of Isis at Philae, retrieved from 

https://4.bp.blogspot.com/-
2hP6YJBXmcI/W0AaxynUWDI/AAAAAAAAFdw/22O
hwjcNuOsJ9OT3PrfRQow6QeBNOjGJwCLcBGAs/s160

0/Copt_Cross_Philae.JPG 

Figure 26. reused columns-St. Stephen church in the 
pronaos of the temple of Isis at Philae, retrieved 

from https://1.bp.blogspot.com/-
zlKUf4GnSKs/W0Aa4Nvcw1I/AAAAAAAAFd0/d
3ruDWlNsaoB4Ou7Q3CMnUiahwteN_0oACLcBG

As/s1600/Flickr_-_Gaspa_-
_File%252C_tempio_di_Iside_%25289%2529.jpg  

Í awwÁr�‹yya), two buildings with larger courtyards were uncovered, which are presumably to be 

interpreted as charitable institutions such as old people�rs homes. The small chapels attached to 

them have their own baptistery. Obviously, unbaptized persons were also admitted to these 

houses. 200 

Single-nave chapels of Marea (today Í awwÁr�‹yya) 

A single-aisle church, arranged between two courtyards was found to the south, in the central 

part of the present village of Í awÁr�‹yya, in a complex of buildings (fig. 24) known as a villa 

rustica. Both courtyards of this building are surrounded in the manner of peristyles with 

circumferential porticoes and outer sequences of rooms. The only entrance is on the east side of 

 
200 Grossmann 2002: 42. 

https://4.bp.blogspot.com/-2hP6YJBXmcI/W0AaxynUWDI/AAAAAAAAFdw/22OhwjcNuOsJ9OT3PrfRQow6QeBNOjGJwCLcBGAs/s1600/Copt_Cross_Philae.JPG
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Figure 29. reused pharaonic altar block-St. Stephen church in the pronaos of the 
temple of Isis at Philae (Capuani 2002, p. 240) 

the north peristyle. Diagonally opposite, in the southwest corner of the south peristyle, there are 

several latrines and a bathing room. Recently, the complex has been considered a house for 

pilgrims to the Men�—s Center. However, it is more likely to be an early Christian home for the 

elderly. The small church is situated between the two rows of columns in such a way that only to 

the west of it a narrow passage is left free for the internal connection of both courtyards. It 

contains an elongated single-nave, from which a rectangular chancel is divided at the east end by 

silk-covered walls and a barrier still recognizable in traces of standing. Remains of the base of 

the altar are also preserved. Several unusually large wall niches are set into the side walls of the 

room. The eastern end consists of a small apse. Furthermore, the altar room is provided with side 

rooms on the two sides, which have the function of pastophoria. The northern side room also 

served as a baptistery. and had in the center a baptismal piscina let into the floor. Both side 

rooms can be entered directly from the sanctuary. In addition, the baptistery has an external 

entrance from the west. The construction dates to the second half of the 5th century. 201 

A second single-nave church of a very similar elongated shape was found in the southern area of 

the same village Í awÁr�‹yya. It is the northernmost member of a larger, but much more modestly 

constructed building complex, which also consists of several harbors and surrounding rooms. 

The church itself is entered from the outside on the north side. Two other entrances are found on 

the south side and provide a connection with the first courtyard adjoining on this side. Later, a 

small, covered portico 

was presented to the 

church on this side. 

Inside the church, at 

the eastern end, a 

rectangular chancel is 

divided by lateral 

templates, which could 

have been used as a 

triumphal arch, and by 

set barriers. In the 

 
201 Grossmann 2002: 394-395; Rodziewicz 1988: 271. 
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Figure 28. Figure 28. Ground plan of St. 
Stephen church in the pronaos of the temple of 

Isis at Philae (Grossmann 2002, p. 679) 

middle of it, there are preserved remains of the altar substructure including a small step placed in 

front of it. On the south side, at the same level, there is a narrow apse annex, which can be 

entered both from the chancel and from the courtyard adjoining the church to the south. Its east 

wall contains a segmental niche. In front of it is an area raised by a low step and separated by 

barriers, with a baptismal piscina let into the floor, which was intended for occasional or 

emergency baptisms for those old and sick who were still unbaptized. Below the church, there is 

a subterranean hypogeum on the floor, to which a long, curved stairway leads down (fig. 25). 

The entrance is located at the outer northwest end of the church. The hypogeum itself consists of 

a square central space surrounded on three sides by burial chambers. The latter was intended for 

several burials and had small window-like openings in the partitions, which were to be walled up 

by matching stone slabs but were reopened. It is probable that this was the burial place of the 

�I�R�X�Q�G�L�Q�J���I�D�P�L�O�\���R�I���W�K�H���E�X�L�O�G�L�Q�J�����7�K�H���Z�K�R�O�H���F�R�P�S�O�H�[���R�I���W�K�L�V���R�O�G���S�H�R�S�O�H�r�V���K�R�P�H���Z�D�V���U�H�E�X�L�O�W��

several times, but it seems that the oldest buildings, which can be dated to the 5th century, were 

not intended for such a purpose. The transformation of 

the buildings in question seems to have taken place 

later. The small church with the adjoining courtyard to 

the south belongs to the youngest parts of the building 

complex and can be dated to the 6th century. 202  

Finally, there were also several small, but fully 

equipped and therefore fully liturgical single-nave 

chapels in the monasteries, such as the small north 

church in the area of the QuÒÙr al-Ýlzayla of Kellia, 

which dates back to the second quarter of the 7th 

century, and a chapel from the Jeremiah monastery in 

Saqqara. 203 

Churches built in pagan temples! 

St. Stephen church in the pronaos of the temple of Isis 

 
202 Grossmann 2002: 395-396; Abdal-Fatah & Grossmann 2000: 23-41. 
203 Grossmann 2002: 43; Quibell 1908: 65. 
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Figure 30. Ground plan of the southern church of 
Qa�²r ÝÐsa 1 (Grossmann 2002, p. 701) 

Figure 31. Ground plan of church of Qa�²r al-Wakhayda 
(Grossmann 2002, p. 702) 

at Philae 

The church of St. Stephen, built under Bishop Theodoros (526-559?) in the temple of Isis on the 

island of Philae, reused the east-west orientation of 

the two rows of columns of the pronaos. Thus, only 

one southern side wall at the level of the columns of 

the temple (figs. 26, 27) forecourt was needed to give 

the room the impression of a three-aisled naos (fig. 

28). For the sanctuary, a transverse wall was inserted 

at the level of the eastern pair of columns, and a niche 

decorated in shallow relief in the manner of an 

aedicula was set into the rear wall of the transverse 

space thus divided. In the center of the room, an altar 

was placed, which was a reused pharaonic altar block 

(fig. 29), decorated with a cross on the front. The 

division of the apse side rooms was made by curtains. 

The southeastern corner room, located 

slightly outside the lateral alignment, could 

have been used as a baptistery. 204 

Monastic churches 

Three-aisled Basilica (nave and 2 aisles) 

The western church in Qasr al-Wakhayda 

and the southern church of Qa	âr ÝÐsa 1 �v 

Kellia 

The western church in Qa	âr al-Wakhayda 

and the southern church of Qa	âr ÝÐsa 1 (figs. 

30-31), both of which belong to the 5th 

 
204 Grossmann 2002: 47-48. 
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Figure 32. Ground plan of the church 
of Virgin Mary of Dayr al- Baram�ós 

(Grossmann 2002, p. 709) 

Figure 33. Ground plan of the 
church of Virgin Mary of Dayr al-
Sury�¢n (Grossmann 2002, p. 710) 

century, have three aisles. However, they are disproportionate 

in their spatial shape, and the columns are too much wide 

compared to the size of the church. Obviously, very rough 

beams were used for the architraves. Ambulatories to the east 

and west are missing. The spatial proportions are disarticulated 

and contain only minimal emphasis on the central nave. It may 

be assumed that this church in Kellia was also covered only 

with a horizontal flat roof. Only in the somewhat larger 

community churches built in the 6th century, this phase was 

overcome. But this by no means happened immediately. The 

somewhat older eastern church of Qa	âr al-Wakhayda was not 

yet provided with a western ambulatory and in cross-section 

still had a very tensionless division, as was the case with the 

smaller churches of the 5th century. Therefore, it was probably 

also initially covered with a flat roof. Only during a 

reconstruction both were corrected and adapted to the 

construction method, which was already valid everywhere at 

that time, whereby because of the significant enlargement of the 

central nave span by this reconstruction the central nave was 

now very probably also covered with a gable roof. In terms of 

interior design, however, both buildings correspond to a type 

that had already been reached in secular church construction in 

the first half of the 4th century in Kellia, today's Ismant al-

Kharab in the Dakhla oasis. Eastern ambulatories were absent in 

both churches. In addition, in general, churches from Kellia had 

only relatively small rectangular altar rooms. Structurally, the 

adobe walls carved half and three-quarter columns and capitals 

with a simple line painting on the plaster. 205  

 
205 Grossmann 2002: 50-53, 493-495. 
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Figure 34. Ground plan of chapel B - St. Jeremiah monastery, Saqq�¢ra 
(Grossmann 2002, p. 718) 

The Virgin Mary churches of Dayr al-Sury�¢n and Dayr al-Baram�ós 

A more attractive design prevailed in the churches of the Sketis only in the late 6th and 7th 

centuries. These churches were built during disputes over the question of the Theotokos (Mother 

of God). The churches dedicated to the Virgin Mary of Dayr al- Baram�ós and Dayr al-Sury�¢n 

(figs. 32, 33) are appropriate examples. They are considerably richer in their execution than the 

only slightly older buildings in Kellia and seem to have been provided with figurative painting at 

an early stage. Obviously, by this time the monkish modesty observed earlier had already been 

abandoned to a certain extent. The room layout in the naos is more favorably proportioned and 

shows a clearly carved-out west ambulatory. Several columns have been preserved in the naos of 

both churches. They were built of quarry stones. The corner columns at the western ends of the 

colonnades were modeled on the shape of heart-shaped columns and consisted of angular piers 

with half-column bases attached to the pier legs. The bases of the columns were almost 

classically stuccoed bases with an upper finial corresponding to an Attic base. The capitals, on 

the other hand, seem to have been formally designed as inverted pyramid stumps in most cases, 

with only a painted leaf decoration. The very richly modeled stucco capital above the southwest 

corner pillar in the ÝAdra church of Dayr al- Baram�ós, which belongs to the turn of the 6th and 7th 

centuries, is singular and probably a reused workpiece. In the sanctuary area of this church, all 

rooms were initially strictly separated from each other and could only be entered from the naos. 

Only during a more recent 

reconstruction narrow passages 

were broken into the partition 

walls; wherein further 

development is announced. The 

latter seems then to have been 

adopted in some single-nave 

proper churches in Kellia, with 

larger connecting openings 

between all sanctuary rooms from 

about the same or slightly more 

recent times. In many cases, the 
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Figure 35. Ground plan of the main 
church of St. Jeremiah monastery-
earlier church (Grossmann 2002, p. 

717) 

northern of these side rooms are even provided with a surrounding bench and separated from the 

sanctuary only by a sequence of columns. 206 

A more modest type of church that was common among the monastic churches, is the single-

nave church. But here, the purpose is different from the purpose of this type previously 

mentioned in the civilian churches. In secular communities, the single-nave church was mostly a 

private chapel connected with burial areas. In monastic life, the single-nave church was 

assumably used by a single-living monk. A good example of 

this type is chapel B within the monastic complex of St. 

Jeremiah in Saqq�¢ra. 

Chapel B - St. Jeremiah monastery, Saqq�¢ra 

Chapel B in the Jeremiah Monastery near Saqq�¢ra is obviously 

a rebuilt cell, which was connected on the west side to an 

already existing cell A (fig. 34). However, the apse and the 

lateral cupboard niches already belong to the original 

furnishings of B. A marble slab was subsequently inserted into 

the apse as an altar. Likewise, the painting in the apse with the 

depiction of the Virgin between two angels was added later by 

choice. The conversion of the cell into a chapel suitable for 

liturgy also includes the barriers and the southern side room, 

which was used as a diaconicon. Originally, the entrance to the 

cell was located in the south, which may have been moved to 

the west lay area of the chapel after the reconstruction. 207  

Apart from modesty and humbleness in terms of architectural 

ecclesiastical edifices, on the other hand, in the important 

monastic settlements, there are more elegant ecclesiastical 

monastic edifices. One of these examples is the main church 

of St. Jeremiah monastery. This church was built in two 

 
206 Grossmann 2002: 53-54, 499-503. 
207 Grossmann 2002: 58; Quibell 1908: 82. 
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Figure 36. Ground plan of the main church of St. Jeremiah 
monastery-later church (Grossmann 2002, p. 716) 

phases; the first was in the middle of the 6th century while the reconstruction is dated to the 7th 

century. The new building benefited from the fact that it was located in the middle of a late 

antique necropolis, in which several richly furnished mausoleums once owned by wealthy Greek 

and Graeco-Egyptian landowners from Memphis stood, whose owners had left the country after 

the Arab conquest. These mausoleums could therefore be safely removed for the construction of 

the new church. The original column decoration in the naos of the main church had been taken 

from at least four older buildings. The monks would have felt uncomfortable, as the majority of 

the original owners of these mausoleums had very probably also belonged to the Chalcedonian 

Church, which was regarded by the Coptic Church as Heretics. 208 

The main church of St. Jeremiah 

monastery (nave and 2 aisles) 

The ruins of the monastery of St. 

Jeremiah are in the south part of the 

excavations of Saqq�—ra, about 500 

meters from the Step Pyramid built by 

the pharaoh Djoser. The first 

excavations were conducted between 

1906 and 1910 by the English 

archaeologist James E. Quibell. His 

excavations freed a surface of 18000 

square meters from the sand and 

brought to light a vast church, a 

funerary building, a refectory, 

monastic cells, and other buildings. A 

great number of decorative elements, 

architectural fragments (columns, 

capitals, friezes), and wall paintings 

were taken from the site and today are kept in the Coptic Museum in Cairo. Thereafter, the site 

 
208 Grossmann 2002: 507-509, Capuani 2002: 134-135; Quibell 1908: 63- 69; Grossmann 1980: 193-202; see more 
in Grossmann & Severin 1982: 155-193. 
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was somewhat neglected by archaeologists until 1970 when new explorations were conducted by 

the German archaeologist Peter Grossmann. The history of the monastery is associated with 

emperor Anastasius I (491-518). The historian-monk John of Nikiou speaks indeed of a certain 

Jeremiah, a native of Alexandria and the abbot of a monastery close to Memphis, who was 

known to this emperor. In another source, his De situ Terrae Sacre (The Site of the Holy Land), 

written about 520-530, the monk Theodosius mentions the existence of two monasteries in the 

vicinity of Memphis, one dedicated to St. Apollo and the other to St. Jeremiah. 209  

The first phase of the construction goes back to the middle of the 6th century. It aimed to 

establish the essential facilities needed for a community to live. In the 7th century, the second 

phase of construction was intended to achieve a more prestigious life for the monastery. At that 

time, the main church was enlarged. Fine freestone was used and decorated with small friezes 

and painted decorations. The main church is located in the central area of the monastery. Only 

the limestone floor and the bases of the columns and the bases of the exterior walls remain. A 

few columns lie on the ground, remaining after the raids that followed the abandonment of the 

monastery. The first church (fig. 35) was built in the middle of the 6th century, made of unbaked 

bricks. It was of very modest size (25 x 12 meters) compared to the later building, dated to the 7th 

century, whose vestiges can still be seen today. This second edifice (fig. 36) was an especially 

significant and prestigious achievement. It is made of limestone blocks certainly taken from the 

sumptuous constructions of late antiquity which stood right there. The monks demolished them 

in their search for precious building materials. With these recycled resources, they succeeded in 

adapting this recycled material to build an elegant edifice full of great decorative richness. The 

church measures 39 meters in length and 20 meters in width. The west side of the building had a 

rectangular narthex giving access through a wide portal to the naos, comprising a nave, two side 

aisles, and a western return aisle. Eighteen columns separated the nave from the aisles. Their 

Corinthian capitals, richly adorned with floral motifs, are preserved in the Coptic Museum in 

Cairo. Some of the capitals are decorated with vine branches and clusters of grapes sinuously 

intertwined. Pilasters, corresponding to the interior columns, imparted the same rhythm to the 

exterior walls. At the time of the excavations conducted by Quibell, the greatest part of the 

painted decorations had already disappeared; there remained only fragments representing saints 

 
209 Capuani 2002: 133-134; Grossmann 2002: 507-510. 
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Figure 37. Ground plan of the Funerary 
church- Dayr Ab�ó F�¢na (Aba Bane) 

(Grossmann 2002, p. 724) 

on the columns, friezes with ducks, draperies, and geometrical designs. Curiously, the columns 

corresponding to the entrance doors on the west and south are different from the others, which 

are placed opposite the main entrance (on the west), and which are still lying on the ground, were 

made of pink granite whereas those of the south entrance, were made of marble. The sanctuary 

area of the church was made of one rectangular bay, probably preceded by four small slender 

columns. The apse on the east and two rooms on the north and south sides opened onto the 

sanctuary area. From the apse area, two staircases led to two other rooms larger than the 

preceding ones and situated at a lower level. 210 

Funerary church- Dayr Ab�Ì F�—na (Aba Bane) �v nave and 2 aisles 

A relatively recent Austrian archaeological campaign has 

partially uncovered the rest of the monastic complex, which 

lies north of the hill. Among the most interesting buildings, 

there are a funerary church (fig. 37), a vast room for the 

ritual of water, and a refectory have been identified. The 

church has a basilican plan comprising a nave, two side 

aisles, a return aisle on the west side, and a sanctuary that 

has an apse, niches, and adjacent rooms on three sides. The 

entrance was on the south side through a narthex placed on 

the west side, from which a staircase gave access to the 

upper galleries. The building dates to the 6th century. It is an 

enlargement of a previous chapel erected at the end of the 4th 

or the beginning of the 5th century, in all likelihood to 

shelter the body of Apa Bane. The funerary purpose of the 

church was recently confirmed when the tomb of Apa Bane 

and those of other abbots of the monastery were discovered 

under the nave floor. The original chapel probably 

comprised only one nave and one ape. When the church was 

constructed, the foundations of the chapel walls were used 

as stylobates. There are remains of a fountain within a large 

 
210 Capuani 2002: 134-135; Grossmann 2002: 507-510. 
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Figure 39. The wall of St. Catherine Monastery, 
retrieved from 

https://www.sinaimonastery.com/index.php/en/  

Figure 38. Ground plan of St. Catherine 
Monastery (Grossmann 2002, p. 764) 

room connected with the church. Probably this room was intended to be used in the rituals of 

prayer and funerals inspired by the Eastern veneration of water which historical sources have 

attributed to Apa Bane. Along the east side of the fountain room and connected with it, the 

remains of a refectory have been identified. It is a rectangular space about 15 meters long where 

the table for the meals is still visible. 211��

The Church of St. Catherine Monastery 
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211 Capuani 2002: 174; Grossmann 2002: 517-518. 
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The Church 

Within the walls, the main church, dedicated to Theotokos (Mother of God),213 was founded by 

Iustinianus between 561 and 565 in commemoration of Theodora his wife and is a fine example 

of Byzantine ecclesiastical architecture.214 The three-aisled basilica does not show the 

architectural tradition of Egypt but belongs to the culture of the Patriarchate of Jerusalem. It is 

not provided with an inner western gallery but has several side rooms on both of its long sides, as 

can be found more frequently in Palestine. Furthermore, the presbytery was built on a stepped 

structure, the bema, which was very rarely the case in the Nile Valley. A narthex was added 

later. Later, the area between the protruding remarkably large pastophoria, east of the apse, was 

expanded into a crypt, the Burning Bush Chapel.215 The narthex leads to a great nave which is 

separated from the aisles by two rows of six granite columns with lotus-headed capitals, 

unfortunately, painted white and green. It has nine chapels, four on each side, in addition to the 

Chapel of the Burning Bush behind the altar and below the ground level. The mosaics above the 

 
212 Atiya 1952: 579. 
213 Grossmann 2002: 568. 
214 Atiya 1952: 581. 
215 Grossmann 2002: 568. 
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Figure 40. The basilica of St. Catherine Monastery 
�s�L�Q�W�H�U�L�R�U�O�\�t��(Gabra & van Loon 2007, p. 95) 

altars of the Chapel of the Burning Bush and the Cathedral, dating from the reigns of Constantius 

and Iustinianus respectively, are almost intact. 216 

The gate of the narthex, which is from the 

11th century, is of considerable interest on 

account of the crusader arms engraved on it 

by medieval pilgrims. But this is not 

comparable to the next 6th century Byzantine 

gate of the nave with its wonderful animal 

and floral engravings. The whole 

establishment contains a treasure of 

vestments embroidered with gold and silver 

threads, jeweled miters and girdles, chalices 

and trays of the finest workmanship, gold 

and silver crosses of varying sizes and 

shapes, and Gospels and Prayer-Books with 

artistically decorated bindings in solid gold 

and silver, in several cases mounted with 

precious stones (fig. 40). Perhaps the most 

bewildering feature is the collection of icons covering the walls of the Cathedral and the nineteen 

chapels of this Monastery. They are well preserved in the dry heights of Sinai, and their 

importance may be ascribed to the fact that they are largely signed and dated by the artists. Since 

they came from all parts of the Byzantine Empire from the earliest times through the Middle 

Ages down to modern times. 217 

It is worth mentioning also one of the most obvious reasons which make this monastery a 

significant one. The Monastery preserves the oldest functioning monastic library in Christendom. 

The most famous is Codex Sinaiticus, dated to the middle of the 4th century and one of the most 

 
216 Atiya 1952: 581. 
217 Atiya 1952: 581-582. 
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