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Introduction 
 
Who is it that worked on whom you call ‘Isis’, so that he modelled her and you worshipped her? Is it 
not a human being? And are those people not human beings, who worked on all sorts of materials, 
wood, stone and everything else, until they made them into idols and shrines?1 If Satan had not lured 
beforehand those people who model them, as well as those people who worship them, they would not 
have said they were gods! What kind of thing is the eagle, on which trust is put among you, just as on 
Isis, that lump of stone? Is it not a bird, and is the stone not cut off from a mountain?2 
 
One of the most imposing persons in Egyptian Christianity, and the most important author of 
Coptic literature, was Shenoute of Atripe (c. 360-465), abbot of the White Monastery situated 
on the riverbank opposite Panopolis (Akhmim).3 In this passage from one of his works, 
Shenoute attacks the worship of a cult statue of Isis and that of a living bird, probably not an 
eagle but a falcon, as these birds were often confused in Egypt.4 Given the period when this 
passage was written (the end of the fourth or the fifth century), it is tempting to interpret it as 
referring to the cults of Isis and Horus of Philae, since these cults remained alive during most 
of Shenoute’s life, if not during all of it.5 The text is an example of the Christian discourse 
against ‘paganism’ of the fourth century and later, in which an important theme was the 
discouragement of worshipping idols. 

The motif we encountered above in the introduction to Part I, that of temple 
destruction, was related to the reproach of idol worship, and both motifs return in Coptic 
saints’ lives. In the Life of Shenoute, attributed to his disciple and successor Besa and written 
after Shenoute’s death, which largely draws on the writings of Shenoute, several actions are 
reported against idols and temples.6 It relates that Shenoute went to Panopolis to drive a 
demon out of a bronze statue; a fire from heaven expelled the demon.7 More actions took 
place in the village of Pneuit near Sohag, where a temple was destroyed and idols removed 
from houses.8 But Shenoute is best known for his confrontations at Panopolis with the local 
aristocrat Gessios, whom he also deprived of his private idols.9   

Shenoute’s Life is not the only hagiographical work in which the motifs of idol and 
temple destruction are represented. Two other lives were written, or in any case compiled, 
after the fifth century. The first is a panegyric on Macarius, bishop of Tkow, which is 
attributed to Archbishop Dioscorus of Alexandria (444-451). On the basis of internal 
evidence, the text can be dated to the early sixth century or later, although the parts on the life 
of Macarius may go back on an earlier Vorlage.10 In chapter 5, Dioscorus tells the story of the 
                                                                 
1 For the possible meaning ‘shrine’ of kv, see Crum, Dict. s.v. (p. 98), and W. Vycichl, Dictionaire étymologique de 
la langue copte (Leuven, 1983) 71. 
2 G. Zoega, Catalogus codicum Copticorum manu scriptorum qui in Museo Borgiano Velitris adservantur (Rome, 
1810) 599. Tr. after J. van der Vliet, ‘Spätantikes Heidentum in Ägypten im Spiegel der koptischen Literatur’, 
RigBer 1 (1993) 99-130 at 111. 
3 J. Leipoldt, Schenute von Atripe und die Entstehung des national ägyptischen Christentums (Leipzig, 1903); Van 
der Vliet, ‘Spätantikes Heidentum’; Hahn, Gewalt und religiöser Konflikt, 223-69. For the years of Shenoute’s life 
see Emmel, ‘Other Side’, in Egberts, Muhs and Van der Vliet, Perspectives on Panopolis, 96-9. 
4 E. Brunner-Traut, ‘Adler’, LÄ I (1975) 64-5; H. Altenmüller, ‘Falke’, LÄ II (1977) 94-7. See also Van der Vliet, 
‘Spätantikes Heidentum’, 112. 
5 Cf. Van der Vliet, ‘Spätantikes Heidentum’, 116. 
6 For an overview see Van der Vliet, ‘Spätantikes Heidentum’, 101-9, Wipszycka, Études, 89-97; Hahn, Gewalt und 
religiöser Konflikt, 237-46, 254-7. 
7 For the Sahidic version: Amélineau, Monuments 2, 644-7. Ethiopic: G. Colin, La version éthiopienne de la vie de 
Schenoudi (= CSCO 445; Leuven, 1982) 41-5 (tr.). Arabic: Amélineau, Monuments 2, 439-46. 
8 Life of Shenoute 25 Leipoldt. 
9 Life of Shenoute 23-4 Leipoldt. On Gessios see Leipoldt, Schenute, 180-2; H.-J. Thissen, ‘Zur Begegnung von 
Christentum und “Heidentum”; Schenute und Gessios’, Enchoria 19-20 (1992-3) 155-64; Van der Vliet, 
‘Spätantikes Heidentum’, 102-6; Frankfurter, Religion, 77-82; Emmel, ‘Other Side’, 99-113. Cf. Van der Vliet, 
‘Spätantikes Heidentum’, 103 (n. 20), who dates these events to c. 430, with Emmel, ‘Other Side’, 111-3, who 
dates them to c. 400. 
10 D.W. Johnson, A Panegyric on Macarius, Bishop of Tkôw, Attributed to Dioscorus of Alexandria (= CSCO 416; 
Leuven, 1980) 8-11, on which see, most recently, S. Emmel, ‘Immer erst das Kleingedruckte lesen: “Die Pointe 
verstehen” in dem koptischen Panegyrikos auf Makarios von Tk�ou’, in A.I. Blöbaum and J. Kahl (eds), Ägypten – 
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worship of the idol called Kothos in the temple of a certain village, to whom hildren were 
sacrificed. Macarius wanted to end this practice and went to the temple with some notables, 
but the idol worshippers caught him. Shenoute’s disciple, Besa, saved Macarius with a group 
of monks and the temple was set on fire. In the aftermath of the event, the high priest, Homer, 
was burnt, together with the idols found in his house. Afterwards many were converted to 
Christianity and a total of 306 idols were thrown into the fire.11  

The second story consists of two passages from the Life of Moses, who was a bishop of 
Abydos (c. 465-550).12 Moses is said to have definitively ended the oracle cult of Bes, which we 
have already encountered in the incident reported by Ammianus. In the first passage, a temple 
of Apollo and four other temples were destroyed, and 30 priests died. Their children and the 
rest of the people became Christian.13 In a second, fragmentary passage, Moses marched with a 
group of monks against a demon in the temple of Bes. The fragment ends when the holy man 
has encouraged his fellow monks to enter the temple.14  

There is much common ground in these stories. An influential holy man (Shenoute 
and Besa were abbots; Macarius and Moses were bishops) leads a group (usually monks) to a 
place or object of Ancient Egyptian worship (an idol or temple), and destroys it. Afterwards, 
many people are converted to Christianity. The examples come from fifth and sixth-century 
Coptic saints’ lives.15 These passages, as is a common feature in hagiographical works, 
frequently allude to the Bible, most notably to the confrontation between Elijah and the Baal 
priests (1 Kgs. 18). In this passage, Elijah challenged a group of Baal priests to light a fire on 
Mount Carmel. Elijah won the contest through the intervention of Jahweh, who sent a fire 
from heaven. The motif of the ‘Fire of Jahweh’ returns in the stories of Shenoute and 
Macarius. The stories of Macarius and Moses even refer explicitly to the story of Elijah and the 
Baal priests, although the latter not in the passage of the idol burning but later on.16 As the 
connection between Elijah and the holy man is as old as the Life of Antony (c. 356), it is not 
surprising that these passages in Coptic saints’ lives allude to the story of Elijah and the Baal 
priests in describing violent temple or idol destructions.17  

Conversion by an act of a holy man appears for the first time in Egyptian hagiography 
in the Greek Historia Monachorum in Aegypto (c. 400). God instructed Apollo of Hermopolis 
in his youth to destroy ‘pagan’ philosophy and cult.18 Later in his life, Apollo, who was with 
some fellow monks, disturbed a procession, in which a wooden statue was carried through the 
villages, by sticking the people in the procession to the ground, including the temple priests 

                                                                                                                                                                                                        
Münster. Kulturwissenschaftliche Studien zu Ägypten, dem Vorderen Orient und verwandten Gebieten (= Fs. Graefe; 
Wiesbaden, 2003) 91-104. 
11 Panegyric on Macarius 5.1-11 Johnson (tr. Johnson, Panegyric, 21-30 = Valantasis, Religions of Late Antiquity, 
157-9). See on this passage Frankfurter Religion, 69-70, and Frankfurter in Valantasis, Religions of Late Antiquity, 
156-7. 
12 On Moses of Abydos, see R.-G. Coquin, ‘Moïse d’Abydos’, in J.-M. Rosenstiehl (ed.), Deuxième journée d’études 
coptes (Leuven, 1986) 1-14, and ‘Moses of Abydos’, Copt.Enc. VI (1991) 1679-81; P. Grossmann, ‘Zu Moses von 
Abydos und die Bischöfe seiner Zeit’, BSAC 38 (1999) 51-64. Cf. Frankfurter, Religion, 129, 262, who places the 
events described in the work at the end of the fifth century, but apparently also dates the work to this time (p. 
171), although it must have been written after Moses’ death, that is, after c. 550. 
13 Life of Moses, pp. 49-51 Till (tr. Till, Koptische Heiligen- und Märtyrerlegenden 2, 68, cf. Ullmann, ‘Zum Ende’, 
136-7).  
14 Life of Moses, pp. 52-4 Till (tr. Till, Koptische Heiligen- und Märtyrerlegenden 2, 71-2, cf. Frankfurter, Religion, 
129-30), on which see Kákosy, Selected Papers, 119-30 (‘Der Got Bes in einer koptischen Legende’, 19661); R. 
Schulz, ‘Vom Schutzgott zum Dämon. Gedanken zur Struktur und Deutung der Bes-Legende bei Apa Moses’, in 
R. Schulz and M. Görg (eds), Lingua restituta orientalis (= Fs. Assfalg; Wiesbaden, 1990) 311-20.  
15 See, generally, A. Campagnano, ‘Monaci egiziani fra V e VI secolo’, VChr 15 (1978) 223-46; T. Orlandi, 
‘Letteratura copta e cristianesimo nazionale egiziano’, in A. Camplani (ed.), L’Egitto cristiano. Aspetti e problemi 
in età tardo-antica (Rome, 1997) 39-120 at 107-10. 
16 Panegyric on Macarius 15.8 Johnson; Life of Moses, p. 686 Amélineau (tr. Till, Koptische Heiligen- und 
Märtyrerlegenden 2, 68, cf. Ullmann, ‘Zum Ende’, 136). 
17 D. Frankfurter, Elijah in Upper Egypt. The Apocalypse of Elijah and Early Egyptian Christianity (Minneapolis, 
1993) 65-74, and Religion, 20-1. Cf. O. Chadwick, The Reformation (Harmondsworth, 1964) 336: ‘“I longed”, 
wrote the Jesuit Vilela in 1571, after he had seen the worshippers dancing at the Shinto shrine of Kasuga in Japan, 
“I longed to have had a second Elijah here to do what he did to the priests of Baal”’. 
18 Hist.Mon. 8.3 Festugière. 
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who carried the idol. The holy man liberated them, after which they converted to Christianity 
and burnt the idol.19 In view of its popularity, this passage from the Historia Monachorum may 
well have influenced the later Coptic saints’ lives, although these seem to have a more violent 
character. Such stories begin to appear in Coptic literature with the Life of Shenoute in the 
second half of the fifth century. Although it is beyond doubt that temples and statues were 
incidentally destroyed in Late Antiquity, and these Coptic saints’ lives may sometimes contain 
‘authentic details’, we must therefore be careful when extracting historical data from them. 
They should be approached primarily as literary works, written with an ideological agenda.20 
Furthermore, they say something about how a Christian author and public looked back on a 
‘pagan’ past rather than that they reflect contemporary events.21 

In Part I, we have seen that the idea expressed in some major handbooks in the field, 
that is, to relate the end of Ancient Egyptian religion to the closure of the temples at Philae in 
535-537, needs revision. As in the rest of Egypt, the cults at Philae became increasingly 
marginalised after the third century, and were probably more dead than alive after the last 
epigraphical evidence in 456/457. Although based on an argument from silence, it can hardly 
be maintained that the cults were still thriving until the sixth century. Nevertheless, it was due 
to the special connection Philae had with Blemmyan and Noubadian tribes that Ancient 
Egyptian religion as an institution could continue into the fifth century. We will now turn to 
the question of how this regional development relates to the expansion of the new religion in 
the region during the same centuries. 

As said before, in the fourth and fifth centuries Egyptian Christianity became 
increasingly organised until it had become an integral part of society by the sixth century. The 
form taken by institutionalised Christianity, the Church, was already visible to some extent 
before the Constantinian era, but from his reign onwards the Church became more powerful 
and gradually obtained a more prominent position within society. Although the lively 
theological debates within the Church may illustrate this point, they do not concern us here.22 
Suffice it to say that Alexandria became one of the main centres of the Church in the Roman 
Empire. From this city, the archbishops, most notably Athanasius (328-373), strongly 
promoted the expansion of Christianity in Egypt. But, however self-consciously Christian 
discourse may have represented the new religion, the documents illustrate that Egypt did not 
become Christian rapidly over a small period of time, but only gradually in the course of the 
fourth and fifth centuries. Although the framework may have been laid in the reign of 
Constantine, it took a considerable time before Christianity took a firm footing in Egyptian 
society.23 

The organisation and gradual integration of Christianity into society can be traced in 
three developments that took place in Egypt as a whole, and the region of the First Cataract in 
particular. In the first place, the definitive organisation of the Church effected the creation of 
bishophrics, if not already there, in almost every Egyptian city and town.24 A recent study has 
demonstrated that at the time of the Council of Nicaea (325) fifty-seven out of seventy-three 
cities and towns in Egypt (excluding Libya and the Pentapolis) already possessed an episcopal 
see. From 325 until the episcopate of Theophilus of Alexandria (385-412), this number slightly 
increased – sixty-three out of seventy-three cities and towns had an episcopal see, and another 
twelve sees were created outside cities and towns.25 With the increasing organisation of the 

                                                                 
19 Hist.Mon. 8.24-9 Festugière. 
20 Frankfurter, Religion, 22. 
21 Van der Vliet, ‘Spätantikes Heidentum’, 99. Cf. Frankfurter, Religion, 21-2. 
22 For a brief introduction see Bagnall, Egypt, 303-9. 
23 Bagnall, Egypt, 278-303. 
24 A. Martin, ‘L’Église et la khôra égyptienne au IVe siècle’, REAug 25 (1979) 3-26; Bagnall, Egypt, 285; Wipszycka, 
Études, 139-56 (‘La Chiesa nell’Egitto del IV secolo: le strutture ecclesiastiche’, 19831); A. Martin, Athanase 
d’Alexandrie et l’Église d’Égypte au IVe siècle (328-373) (Rome, 1996).  
25 Martin, Athanase, 17-115. 
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Church, the number of ecclesiastical dignitaries also grew: Egypt became filled with bishops, 
deacons and priests.26  

Secondly, the integration of Christianity becomes visible in the adoption of Christian 
names, which came to dominate, if never entirely replace, Egyptian nomenclature in this 
period. Although the question remains whether names can be taken as an indicator of the 
number of Christians in Egypt, it is evident that the number of Christian names increased 
considerably from the fourth century onwards.27  

The roots of the third development are to be found in the Egyptian desert. Whereas in 
earlier times people sought refuge from taxation, prosecution and persecution in the desert, in 
the Christian era they went into the desert, in the footprints of John the Baptist and Jesus 
Christ as it were, to find rest and to lead a contemplative and ascetic life.28 The Life of the 
famous anchorite Antony, written by Athanasius (c. 356), became the model for the lives of 
holy men for many centuries to come.29 Others, inspired by the father of coenobite 
monasticism, Pachomius, adopted a more communal (coenobitic) and less rigorous way of life 
in one of the many monasteries that filled the Egyptian landscape from the fourth century 
onwards.30  

How did Christianity become appropriated in the First Cataract area? Although we 
lack too many details, it can be said that the three developments mentioned created different 
ways for people to appropriate Christianity: by giving their children Christian names and by 
becoming associated, in one way or the other, with the Church or Monasticism. Therefore, in 
Ch. 5, we will try to reconstruct the organisation and subsequent integration of Christianity in 
the First Cataract area during the fourth and fifth centuries. When and where were sees 
created in the region? Is there evidence in the sources for an increasing use of Christian 
names? And is there evidence for monasteries? For the monks, we will turn to Chs. 6 and 7. 

Chs. 6 and 7 is thus devoted to the Coptic Life of Aaron, which contains evidence for 
early monastic communities in the region and, especially, a history of the first bishops of 
Philae. This part of the hagiographical work includes exactly the motif of idol destruction, in 
this case at Philae, with which we started this introduction. As the Life of Aaron lacks a reliable 
and comprehensive edition, in Ch. 6 we will first discuss the manuscript tradition, title, 
provenance, date, contents, genre, authorship and intended audience of the work. With all this 
in mind, we will then pay attention to the history of the first bishops of Philae (Ch. 7). What 
does this part of the work say about the origins of the Christian community of Philae? 

 
 

                                                                 
26 Bagnall, Egypt, 283-5. For a list of bishops in Late Antique Egypt, see K.A. Worp, ‘A Checklist of Bishops in 
Byzantine Egypt (A.D. 325 – c. 750)’, ZPE 100 (1994) 283-318. 
27 Bagnall, Later Roman Egypt, Ch. VIII (‘Religious Conversion and Onomastic Change in Early Byzantine Egypt’, 
19821), contested by E. Wipszycka, ‘La valeur de l’onomastique pour l’histoire de la christianisation de l’Égypte. À 
propos d’une étude de R.S. Bagnall’, ZPE 62 (1986) 173-81, and Études, 66-7; and again Bagnall, Later Roman 
Egypt, Ch. IX (‘Conversion and Onomastics: A Reply’, 19871), on which see, yet again, Wipszycka, Études, 103-4. 
Discussion summarised by Bagnall, Egypt, 280-1, and Reading Papyri, Writing Ancient History (London and New 
York, 1995) 85-9. See also G.H.R. Horsley, ‘Name Change as an Indication of Religious Conversion in Antiquity’, 
Numen 34 (1987) 1-17 at 10-3, and P. van Minnen, ‘The Roots of Egyptian Christianity’, AfP 40 (1994) 71-85 at 
73-4. 
28 Markus, End of Ancient Christianity, 165. 
29 See e.g. Cameron, Rhetoric of Empire, 112-3, 181-2, and ‘Form and Meaning: The Vita Constantini and the Vita 
Antonii’, in T. Hägg, P. Rousseau (eds), Greek Biography and Panegyric in Late Antiquity (Berkeley, 2000) 72-88. 
30 D.J. Chitty, The Desert a City (Oxford, 1966); E.A. Judge, ‘The Earliest Use of Monachos for “Monk” (P. Coll. 
Youtie 77) and the Origins of Monasticism’, JbAC 20 (1977) 72-89; Bagnall, Egypt, 293-303; Van Minnen, 
‘Roots’, 78-80; Wipszycka, Études, 281-336 (‘Le monachisme égyptien et les villes’, 19941); P. Brown, ‘Asceticism: 
Pagan and Christian’, CAH2 XIII (1998) 601-31; J.E. Goehring, Ascetics, Society, and the Desert. Studies in Early 
Egyptian Monasticism (Harrisburg, 1999); Rousseau, Pachomius, and ‘Monasticism’, CAH2 XIV (2000) 745-80; M. 
Choat, ‘The Development and Usage of Terms for “Monk” in Late Antique Egypt’, JbAC 45 (2002) 5-23. 
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