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CHAPTER ONE.

CHRISTIANITY IN EGYPT. .

It would be difficult to over-estimate the contribution

of Egypt to Christianity, for In spite of the difficulties that

the religion met with there, and the comparatively short period

when it was really tolerated, Egypt in more than one sense, had

an outstanding legacy to Christian history. Before the end of

the second century of our era, there flourished in Alexandria,

the Greek-speaking capital, a school of thought which tried to

formulate the Christian teachings on the model of Greek philo-

s phic speculation, and it was there, to put it in the words of

Gibbon1, *that the Christian theology appears to have assumed a

regular and scientific form." Later on, several of its Patriarchs

played an important part in the Church Councils, and helped in

defining the *true* faith. About the middle of the third century

Egypt, as distinct from. Alexandria, produced the first pioneers

of monastic ia-n, whose influence extendsd to the whole of

Christendom, and thus started a movement which was destined to

achieve far-reaching results.

{a) THE I INTRODUCTION OF CHRISTIANITY.

The history of the infancy of Christianity is everywhere

obscure. The journeys of the Twelve are mostly unhistorioal and

surrounded by legend. We do not even know the origin of the

(1) E. Gibbon: The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, ed. Bury,
London 1897, vol. VII, p. 60.



three oldest Churches: Rome, Alexandria and Antloeh. It must

be remembered, however, that in the Apostolic Age» Christianity

was only one of several cults practised in the various nrovinces

of the Roman Empire. Its adherents were scattered here and there,

and there was nothing', really particular about them to attract much

attention from the historians of the age. At any rate, it is

certain that the new religion soon spread all over the Mediterranean

basin and the lands immediately adjacent to it. Apart from the

missionaries, the constant movement of people from place to place

in a highly commercial age, carried the Christian teachings in all

directions. Already in the time of the New Testament, made up of

documents of the first and early second centuries, there were

important Christian centres in Rome, Aula Minor, Syria and other

places.

As regards the Church of Alexandria, little is known of

its history in the first two centuries. We hear of an early

missionary called Apollae^, an Alexandrian Jew* by birth, who made

extensive journeys preaching the Gospel, but we do not know if,

after his travels, he returned to his native city, nor is it

certain whether lie acquired his Christianity in Alexandria or

somewhere else. Alexandria at that time had a big Jewish

community, which was no doubt in close contact with Jerusalem,
and it was from among these Jews tin t the first converts in

Alexandria were recruited.

The Coptic Patriarch is considered a successor, in a

direct line, of St. Mark, from whom the Coptic Church claims its

(1) Acts XVIII, 84-80.
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descent. St. Mark is said to have come there in the firat /ears

of Claudius (a.i).41/4), gathered followers and founded churches.

Strange,ly enough, Clement, Origan and the early writers are

completely silent about that.

fhe tradition does not appear till the time of dusebiua,
x

who is merely reporting a popular tradition. Eusebius also

mentions that Annianus waa the first bishop of Alexandria after

St. Mark,'* and that he succeeded hir in the eighth year of Hero

(A.D.61-2), which would make St. Mark bishop of Alexandria for

about twenty years. Since ^usebius does not mention his death,

it seems that St. 4ark appointed Annianua as his successor before

leaving for Pentapolls. Atany rate there is strong evidence that

in the very early period, Christian communities of some numerical

importance existed, especially among the Greek-speaking portion of

the population in Alexandria, and there were also some converts
3

from the non-Greek population. But no architectural remains

in Alexandria can go back to this period, and at my rate it is

unlikely that a typical church architecture had as yet emerged

into being. It is more likely that the Christians used whatever

buildings were available fox* their worship.

Some teachings of Christianity were no innovation to

the Egyptians, and could be easily identified with the practices of

(1) uuBc'bTusV* 'ifi'aiq&a ai2oc'les'ias'Vic"a",'lI iTS " ~ ~™
(2) Ibid. 11,24
(j) j?.D. Scott Moncrieffs Paganism and Christianity in Egypt,

Cambridge, 1913, p 98, II.I. Bells -evidences of Christianity
in Egypt during the Roman Period, Harvard ideological Review,
XXXViI,1944,pp.185-208.



the ancient cults."*" The belief In a second iife, with rewards

for the good and punishment abr the bad, for example, was deeply

rooted in the minis of the Egyptians. For that purpose, it was

necessary to mummify the body and to preserve it intact. At

the early period it was the custom to carry these mummies up

the Kile for burial, with wooden labels, or tesserae, tied round
the neck, carrying the name of the deceased and the place assigned

for his burial. A large number of these tesserae have been found

and are preserved in the museums. St. Athanaslus, in his^life of
2

St. Anthony," also mentions that it was the custom - taken of

course from the pagans - to keep the remains of nartyrs in the

houses, as a reminder to the faithful.

The main cult among the natives, as well as the Oraeeo-

Roman population, at the appearance of Christianity, was that of
3

Osiris and Isis. Here the resemblance to Christianity is very

striking indeed: osirls, too, was man and God; he had been slain

by the powers of Evil, but certain ceremonies enabled his body

to ©scape corruption, and he lived again in the other world as

*King of the -©ad. * Moreover, the cult demanded from its

adherents asceticism and abstention from the desires of the

flesh, v&icfa are remarkable characteristics of the early Christian

communities in Egypt.

That does not mean that Christianity quickly re-laced the

old religion, for in fact paganism lingered on even in Alexandria

itself, as will be seen later on, and we are able to traoe its

influence on the future development of Egyptian Christianity.

(1) M« H. Simalkat A Brief Guide to the Coptic Museum, Cairo,
1938, Introduction, p. xi»

(2) tr. R. T. Meyer, London & Mew York, 1950, pp. 90, 94.
(3i iwef".!**!?*' 1Ieligion and Conscience in iSarly *.gypt, London,
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(b) GHOSTXCISM.

Various early Christian writings have been ascribed to

Alexandria or Egypt: the Epistle to the Hebrews, the Epistle of

Barnabas, the so-called Second Epistle of Clement of Home, the

Did ache.*" Besides, we hear of such uncanonical gospels as the

"Gospel according to the Egyptians* and the "Gospel according
s

to the Hebrews," which were probably for the use of the Gentile
3

and Jewish branches of the Church of Alexandria. In this early

period there were various tendencies in the Egyptian Church which

were considered heretical rand it was not till the time of Clement

that it is possible to trace the development towards Orthodoxy.

Hie Gnostics certainly © xercised a grant influence. We do not

know definitely when or where Christian gnosticism started. Be

Faye assigns its beginning to the early second century, and its
4

influence on the Church was felt about the middle of the century.

There is plenty of evidence to show that its doctrines were wide¬

spread among the early Christian communities of Palestine, Syria?
— 5

jfiSSCAsia Minor and elsewhere in the East. Judging by the amount

of Gnostic literature coming from there, it is clear that Egypt

xausfc have had at least some share in its development. It is almost

(1) B. B. Tollinfcom Clement of Alexandria, London, 1914, vol.1,
p.44-5| J. M. Creed in "The Legacy of Egypt," Chapter XII, p.310;
A, Harnack: The Expansion of Christianity in the first three
Centuries, tr. J. Moffat, London, 1905, vol. II, pp.308 f.

(2) L* Duchesne: Histoire Ancienne de l*Eglise, Paris, 1906, vol. I,
p. 126.

(3) J. H. Sanders: The Fourth Coseel in the Early Church, Cambridge,
1S43.

(4) E. de Faye: Clement d* Alexandria, Paris, 1088, p. 123.
(5) Catholic Encyclopaedia, art. Gnosticism, vol. VI, pp. 502 f.
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impossible to arrive at the precise meaning of the various

Gnostic doctrines, but all had one thing in common: that

knowledge is beyond ordinary human conception and is only

attaxable by those endowed with the mysterious ^Gnosis.* It

will perhaps suffice to mention the most important work *?istls

Sophia1* (i.e., Faith - Wisdom), a treatise on repentance in

the form of questions end answers between Christ and his male

and female disciples, written between A.D. 850 and 300, and

Included in the so-called Askew Codex, dated fifth or sixth

century. This is one of the three codices containing the

greatest part of Gnostic literature, which has been preserved.'5"
The two best known Gnostic teachers are Basilides and

Yalenfcinus, who are also the first definite names connected with

the history of Christianity in Egypt. Both taught in Alexandria

in the reign of Hadrian (A.D. 119-138).° The first was bom at

Antloch but founded a school at Alexandria c. A.D. 130. He

wrote a great commentary on the Gospel, probably the first of
3 4

its kind. Talentinus, together with Herncleon, also wrote a

commentary on the Gospel of St. John.

The writings of the lew Testament, and especially the

Fourth Gospel, were transformed into Gnostic documents by means
5

of allegorical commentaries. The question of the Fourth Gospel,

and the a tteation paid to it by the Fathers of the Egyptian

Church, is particularly interesting: it was highly looked upon

(1) Ibid.
(2) Creed, op. eit., p. 3X2.
(3) De Faye, op. cit., p. 123.
(4) Creed, op. cit., p. 314.
(5) A. Karnaek: History of Dogma (English tr. in 7 vols.) London, 1894-9

vol. X, p. 226.
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by Clement, Origan and still more by Ath&nasius. The earliest

evidence for the Gospel's existence seems to be the Rylands and

Sgerton Papyri, found in Egypt, and assigned by the publisher

to some date earlier than A*D. 150.1 Thus it seems that the

Gospel was known to the Christians in Egypt early in the second
2

century, and in fact Sanders gives Alexandria as the place

where it might have been written,'5 and argues that the hesitation

of the Church in general to accept it in the early period may be

due to the suspicion with which certain tendencies were looked

upon in the Church of Alexandria.

(1) Sanders, op. cit.j C. H. Roberts: An unpublished fragment of the
Fourth Gospel, Manchester University Press, 1935.

(2) op. cit., pp. 36-46.
(3) But see F. C. Burkitt's "The Gospels and their oldest manuscripts,*

in Antiquity, IV, 1930, pp. 12 ff.
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t°) THiS AliCC/JfflRIAlT CATECESTICAL SCHOOL.

For nearly a thousand years (350 B.C. - A.D, 640),
Alexandria stood at the head of the learned world. Since its

foundation it attracted scholars from all directions and soon

replaced Athens itself as the centre of scientific study. Its

philosophical schools mingled Greek thought with Jewiah and

Oriental ideas and produced fteo-riatoniats and Gnostics, both

of whom influenced and were influenced by Christianity. Th©

main focus of intellectual Christian life there soon became

the Catechetical School. The origin of this school is not

known. According to liusebius^it was founded in the earliest

days of the community but became famous under "ontaenus. In

a centre of learning such as Alexandria, it was necessary to

revise and amplify the Christian creed in the light of other

systems of thought,in order that it might hold its ground

against such philosophies as the Stoic or the Platonic. The

conversion of scholars required convincing argument from

teachers endowed with the keenest intellectual power and of
2

the highest knowledge. Thus need produced the school. It

is important to notice that it grew up side by side with the
s

Church, but not as part of it, or strictly under its authority/
nor was it purely ecclesiastical: the staff were not all from

the clergy. It was only when Bishop Demetrius appointed Origen

as head of the School, c. A.D, 203, that the teachers lost a

bit of their freedom. We know very little about its management

(1) H*l«, V., 10.
(2) De Faye, op. cit., pp. 20-34.
(5) R. B. Tollington: Clement of Alexandria, 2 vols., London, 1914,

vol. I, p. 48.



under Fbntaeaua and C lemen t. All we know Is that there were

no class-rooms, it was supported by voluntary gifts, the

teacher gave informal lectures in his house, and the pupils
were taught moral discipline and philosophy.

• "antaenus, the first head of the school of whom we

have definite information (and incidentally this is also our

earliest definite information about the Egyptian Church} is

said by lusebius to have been a Stoic. With him begins the

history of the school. He was learned in Greek philosophy,

travelled much in the last and in the reign of Corn-modus,

shortly after JUS* 180, became in charge of the school.* He

is known to ua through the-writings of his pupil clement.

We do not know the precise year or birthplace of Clement*

He was born about the middle of the s econd century, of a pagan
2

family, mat likely at Athens. He, too, travelled widely,

studied in Greece, Italy and the East before coning to Alexandria

c. 180, where he became head of the school, c* 190. He remained

there until he was compelled by the persecution of Severus {A.D.

202/3) to leave Alexandria.

Clement was an-"ardent and orthodox Christian; he was a

g
humanist, and en adiairer of classical literature. His study

of the Bible was deep. His greatest achievement was the fusion

of Piatoaisa and Stoicism-in a Christian mould, for his method

was eclectic, and he made use of philosophy to arrive at the

truth, but his main weakness was that, like the Greek philosophers,4

(1) 11.3*, V*, lo. (2) He Faye, op* cit., p.17.
(3) H. I* Bell: Egypt from Alexander the Great td> the Arab Conquest,

Oxford, 1948, pp. 90-1.
(4) L, a. Latourette: 4 History of Christianity, London 1954, p. 147-8.
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he made truth unattainable except to a few: behind the texts

of the Bible, there was a mystical meaning,hidden from the

eyes of the ordinary and understandable only by those who hare

the 'gnosis.*

His three major works are the *Protreptikos ,« in which he

urges pagans to become Christians; the "T'aedagogoc,* as the name

indicates, a guide to Christians as to their conduct, and the

"Stromteis* or miscellanies, a more advanced instruction to
1

religion.

The work of Clement was carried on by his pupil Origan,

one of the greatest figures of the Christian Church. Born c. *D.

185, probably in Egypt, origen was brought an in a Christian

family, and we hear that he received instruction on the Bible

from his father Lsoz&das. During the persecution of Severus, in

which Leonidas was imprisoned and put to death, the School of

Alexandria seems- to have been at a standstill, since Clement had

left and no one book his place. So, informally, Origen undertook

to give instruction in the Christian Faith to those who sought

it, till Demetrius, the bishop, confirmed hiia as head of the

School, though he was still eighteen. Under him there was e

great revival, for he is no doubt toe father of systematic

theology and Biblical criticism. The church is indebted to him
Z

more than to Clement. In the early period he seems to have

concentrated on the study of Scripture, on which he wrote many

commentaries, but later on, both in Alexandria and in Caesarea,

where ha had to withdraw in 231, he followed the tradition of

{1} For his works, see Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics, vol.1,
1908, art. "Alexandrian Theology," p* 313.

(Z) Harnack: The Expansion of Christianity, vol. II, o.3l0.
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his predecessors in supplying philosophy to the service of the

Church.1 In 815 he was compelled, by mob violence, to leave

Egypt, and for some tirae taugb,t in Caesarea, even preaching in

churches, till he was recalled bach to Alexandria. Once more

his relations with Demetrius became strained, and he had to
2

leave in 331, to spend the last twenty years or so of his life

in Syria and Palestine. Ho died in the Decian persecution of

250. Origan*d bold Speculative system was not always favourably

received in Church circles. In his lifetime he wis condemned by

an Egyptian Synod, and after his death his views were strongly

opposed and cricised by able writers. At the end of the fourth

and during the fifth and sixth centuries, controversy raged over

Origen, whose adherents were still numerous, but eventually his

writings were condemned as heretical,'-' but that will be dealt

with later on.

These are not the only outstanding names in the history

of the Alexandrian School} people like Eeracleon and Dionysius

are of m leas importance. To them all the church owes a great

debt. The School lost its Importance during the &rian contro-
. 4

versyj Arius himself w a catechist, ' though not head of the

School. It was destroyed during the troubles of Theoohilus with
5

the monks.

(1) Latourette; op.cit., p, 149 f,
(2) Greed; op.cit., p. 304.
(3) For his works, wee the Dictionary of Christian Biography, vol.IT,

pp. 96 f.
(4) Theodorct: U.S., I, 1.
(5) Infra., p. 21 f.
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(d) RELATIONS V;iTH RCME AHD BTAAHTimi.

As soon as Christianity began to have the upper hand

in the country, the Egyptian Church started an almost continuous

series of struggles, in most cases a struggle for survival, with

the Imperial Power* Hardly any Christian community can claim

to have fought for its beliefs as did the Copts.

The first general attack upon Christianity was made by

Decius {A.D. 249-251}*". There may have been occasional attentats

during the second century to suppress the new religion, but

they were mostly of a local type and on a small scale. Deeius

now gave orders that all his subjects should mice sacrifices to

the pagan gods, and to get a certificate from the magistrate to

that effect. Many certificates of this kind have been found in

Egypt. Sacrifice to the gods implied, as well, loyalty to the

Emperor, who had among his functions to act as Pontifex Maximus.

Christianity was becoming a rather disturbing element in Egyptian

politics, immediately before the Decien persecution, Origan tod

openly defied the Imperial authority by declaring that Christ

was stronger than the Emperor, the Senate or the Soman people.

He looked for the day when pagan cults should disappear with
5

all their practices.

During the reign of Galienus, the Church enjoyed a nariod

of peace and the Christians were left to exercise their religion

without interference. They my have started to build churches at

that time, and a papyrus from Oxyrhynchus, dated at about A.D.SCO,

(1) Eusebius: II.E., VI, 41.
(2) Cambridge Ancient History, vol. XII, p.202; 3. Brecciai

Alexandria ad Aegyptum, p.55.
(3) Camb.Anc.Elst. vol. XII, p.303.
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mentions some churches.1 However, most of them were soon

destroyed by the order of Diocletian (285-305), under whom

there was a fierce struggle between the Church and the Imperial

Government. In the first years of Diocletian the Christians

were tolerated and we are told that churches for public worship
2

were erected in almost every city, but early in 303 an ©diet

was issued requiring the churches in all provinces of the Roman

Empire to be destroyed, with punishment of death to those who

continued to worship in secret. The magistrates were instructed

to collect all religious books and burn them in publicwhile

the property of the church was confiscated.

Diocletian, it seems, wanted to adopt the magnificence

and ceremonial of oriental Courts, and the government was trying

to give the ifiaperor a more distinctly religious position in the

hope that his life might thus be more secure then that of the
4

military I&aperors of the last century. In Egypt, where the

idea of deifying the Sovereign ted been followed since the time

of the Pharaohs, and was preserved by Alexander, the Ptolemies

and the early Roman JMperors, the opposition of the Christians

was unexpectedly obstinate. Their reistance was almost fanatic,

and all over the country the number of martyrs, from, all classes,
61

was great. It is remarkable that the Coptic Calendar, *The lira of
the Martyrs," starts from this stormy period.

(1) Grenfell and Hunt: oxyrhyncus Papyri, I, 43.
2} Gibbon: Deoline and Fall, vol. II, p.117; Sua; H.I?.,VIII, 1.

(3) Eus.; H.2. , VIII, 2 f.
(4) Gibbon: op. cit., vol. I, pp. 379-83.
(5) J. G. ! ilne; A.Kistory of Egypt under Roman Rule, London, }gl8, p.
(6)Sus.: H.3., VIII, 8.
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Diocletian decided to abdicate in the twenty-first year

of his reign, but the persecution of the Christians was carried

on by Galorius (305-511), and even more by Maxiiainiis (305-313)1.
The Mlot of Milan in SIS put an end to persecution and brought

peace to the Church. But no sooner ted the Egyptian® been

relieved of their struggle with the Stat© than they got involved

In sectarian quarrels, which were of far-reaching results, since

besides the theological question, their political consequences

profoundly affected the history of their tearoh. The first

symptoms of the new trouble arose as a result of toe teachings

of Arius, a presbyter of the Church of-Baoealls In Alexandria,

on the relationship between the Father and the Son.

The Council of Micaeat Arius himself was a Libyan by birth, and

becare deacon, then presbyter, in Alexandria. He was a puoil of

Luclaa, the rest famous Christian scholar at the beginning of the

fourth century, and the founder of the theological academy at

Antioch. In fact it is a matter of doubt whether Arianism should
n

be traced bade to Antioch or to Alexandria. Harnaofc^asserts that

Antioch was toe birthplace of toe A.rian doctrine and that Luclan

was "APius before .Arius. * At any rate it was in Alexandria that

the dispute arose, and it was there that Alexander, then Athanaslos,

declared war on it. We do not know exactly how and when the trouble

started, but it was soon after Alexander began his episcopate in

313. Alexander seems at first to have shown little eagerness to

take action against his heretical presbyter, allowing him. to

{1) Milne: op. ext., p.88.
(2) History of the Dogma, vol. IV, p. 14.
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gather followers* However, in 320 or 321 a synod was held in

Uexnadria which was attended by about n hundred bishops from Egypt

and Libya!" It resulted in the exoommuni cation of Arius, some

presbyters and deacon of Alexandria, and also the Libyan bishops

iheonao and Lencunduo • Arius settled for a while In Moomedia, but

soon returned to Alexandria, perhaps owing to the interference of

Lusebius of Caeearoa, or merely due to political circumstances.

At any rate his arrival turned the dispute into a fierce struggle.
2

Beth sides appealed to Jonutantine, who had juot defeated Lieinius

and become master of the toman Lapire. fhe Emperor sent hie adviser

rtosioa, bishop of Jordova, with a carefully written letter to both

aides appealing to them to put aside their quarrels md help him

restore peace to the -Lurch* That having failed, the E-.ap ror

summoned a general council of the Church to deal with the matter.

the council act at Aicaea in A.15.325, and was attended, acoor ing to
3

.Athonaciue, by three hundred bishops, including two represent atIves

of the Roman bishop. Hooios*' had a strong influence throughout.

there is no need to o through the long deliberations of

the Council, nor the conflicting views put to it.' It found no

difficulty in condemning the teachings of Ariuo, and undoubtedly the

JTTTm7^7^~ (2) Milne, op.oit.,"p7?T~{3) Hamack,op.oit.,p.50
(4) Cons tantine seems to have presided over the opening meeting

himself, then ioaioe probably took over* Be© N.B. Bayneei
Alexandria and Constantinople, Journal of Egyptian Archaeology,
XXI, 1926.p.153.

(5) The doctrine of Arius is summarised by Hamaok, op.oit.,pp. 15ff.
the "Eaoyklioa", Alexander's official report of the Council, end
the later views of Athanaaiuo, in ibid. (,.p.2C ff.
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Creed of Nicaeu was a victoryfor the Alexandrian point of view.1
Yet that was not the end of Alexandria*a troubles.

In 388 Athanasius succeeded Alexander in the Chair of

St. Mark, and he soon got a letter from the Emperor directing

him to receive back Arius in the church, after a written

explanation that h© had offered . Athanasius stubbornly refused

to obey the order,^ and in a Synod at Tyre in 335 he in turn was

deposed and banished.

On the death of Constantino in 337, Athanasius returned

to Alexandria, by an edict of Constantine II, but with the death

of his patron in 340 he was deposed once more. The Eastern

Empire was assigned to Cons tantins,4 who miB probably an Arian

himself, and the Eusebian party met at Antioch in 341 and decreed

that a bishop who had been removed by a synod could resune his
5

functions only by the decree of another synod. So they chose

Gregory to replace Athanasius. The supporters of the latter held

the metropoll tan church against the new bishop till the prefect

Syrlanus threatened to use force. Athanasius thought it wiser to

withdraw and for three years he sought refuge with Cons tans,

Emperor of the lest, and Julius, bishop of Home. In his absence

his supporters in .Alexandria kept up a continuous disturbance and

succeeded in expelling the Asians from many monasteries and In

(1) Harnack, op. cit., p.59; Bell: Egypt, pp. 107-8.
{2} Soc.: H.S. I, 85-7.
3} Ibid, 32; Gibbon: op. cit., vol. II, pp.364-6; Milne: op.cit. p.89.
4} Gibbon, op. cit., p.367; Goo*: H.H., II, 8,3.

(5) Ibid: 8.
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burning the metropolitan church, which was held by them.3* Clearly

religion had become capable of stirring up a national rising.

Cons tans eventually interfered to restore the exiled bishop to his

seat, and under pressure Gonstantius accepted. Athanasius made a

triumphal entry into Alexandria, while absence and persecution had

increased his popularity.

It seems that Constantius ted agreed to the return of

Athanasius only under fear of a civil war with Cons tans,S for as
3

soon as the latter died another order of banishment was issued.

The order was not put into effect for a long time, till Syrionus

the General in Alexandria threatened to use force and even attacked

Athanasius while he was heading the congregation in the church of

St. Theonas. Athanasius does not eeera to have left the country;

he kept in hiding with his friends in spite of a close search for

him. Meanwhile George of Cappacodia, the new bishop, found it

necessary to rely on government support to strengthen the position

of the Allans and to crush his opponents.

The succession of a pagan Emperor, Julian (560/1), was the

death-blow to George; he could no longer rely on the power of the

Emperor, his persecution had mad© him most hateful to the Christians,

and the Alexandrians in general felt offended by his suggestion of a

tax on all the houses of the city - a tax to which they had never

been subjected before.4 So far, whatever religious group was in

(1) Ibid., 11; Milne: op. clfc., o.91.
(3) Soo.: H.E., II, 23.
(3) Ibid., 26; Gibbon: op. ait., pp. 269-70.
(4) Gibbon: op. clt., p.470-71.



20

power - Athanasian or Arian - in Alexandria, it could destroy

or convert to Christian uses the pagan edifices of the city

without fear of drawing the anger of the Government, and George

was not slow in making use of that privilege.1 Now the pagans

had an emperor on their side3 and they thought that the time had

corns for them to take revenge. They sent a deputation to Byzantium

with complaints against the military commander and the bishop, both

for proposing the house-tax and for destroying the temples.5 The

first was summonsd to the capital and executed and the second was

ordered into prison obviously for misuse of authority. But the

Alexandrians, impatient for his final condemnation, dragged him

out to his death.^

This tumult of Alexandria was tacitly approved by the

Emperor who could only give orders that no such disturbance would

be allowed in the future. Athanasius now appeared in triumph

(A.D.362)j his fame had extended beyond the boundaries of Egypt,
5

and everywhere he was looked upon with respect and admiration.

The Emperor first issued an order for his expulsion from

Alexandria as on© who had been condemned repeatedly by Emperors
A

and had returned without permission. Then he wrote to the prefect

threatening him with a fine if Athanasius was not expelled from

all Egypt. Still it does not seem that Athanasius ever left the
n

country, but to have retired to the desert monasteries.

(1) Ibid., 471,
(2) Boo: E.g., III, 1.
(5) mine: op. oit», p.92.
(4) Soc: U.S., Ill, 2.

(5) Ibid., Ill, 4.
(6) c»B.Armstrong, in '♦Journal of Theol.Study}* XXII, 1921,p.352.
(7) See White: The History of the Monasteries, p.73.
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During the reign ,f Jovian (363-4), who held to the

Mioene Creed, Atnana. ius could come out and .. ecu- ./ the episcopal

throne, but with the costing of 'Mens, an Arian, things changed
X

again". Hue popularity of Athonasiua indeed secured .is coition,

until e died in A.1.373, after a re in of 47 years, but his

successor, rotor II, aad to escape to Home , and an Arian bishop,

httoiuc, wa. appointed and pi van military au port. The Ariaas

took this op ortuaity to seize all churches in Alexandria and

started a campaign again it the nke of the Satrun Valley, who

throughout the \rian dispute, tad been the loyal su.porters of

Athanaxiua. ..he .uoaaatoria® at that time had been attracting

large numbers of eople who wanted to escape the heavy burden of

taxation, and :ivil responsibilities. This was a .rioucly affooting

the economic life of the country, and the government, therefore,

decided to curtail the rights and privileges of monks. lance,

the support given to the Ariana .

fheoooaiue tie Great (37-395) wanted not only to put an

end to paganism throughout the dm, ire, but also to get rid of

Arionism. Ihe Smperor gave orders to close all temples^ and in

Hgypt the decree was vigorously enforced.*' Theophilue, bishop

of Alexandria, himself lead the attack, and many temples including

the era., cum were destroyed.

r ;,.;j ANT Q.O. j ,NIIIQV.^SY

The bishops of Alexandria wer gradually claiming

1) ,1.eratosj"iI."h.,iT^TT " (2) " it'^ y.oitJT "• t f
3) see ' :ite, tg *cit.,p .olf.
4) Gibbon, o. .cit • ,111, .1. 6,(5) hoorofcesiU. ,7,16



6w themselves more end more civil rights, encouraged, no doubt,

by the interference of the emperors,since Gonotantin®, in church

affaire, until eventually they became the uncrowned kings of

Sgypt, v? ith supremo authority over their eubjoct. Thus in the

dispute which arose in the Bitridn Monasteries concerning

Origenlam and Anthropomsrph 1 cm, T: eophiluo led a body of colliers

to punish his opponents in the monasteries as if they were rebels
1 °

against the htate. docrates gives a full account of the dispute":

The majority of t ;e c/i tian mvnha were Anthropomorphic ts, i.e. •

they believed that Gol wae, literHy* human in form. But there

wore a few intellectuals who *mmM tohk the Biblical references to

the corporal form of the feity only figuratively! a doctrine hold

by Origen, hence the group was believed, rightly or wrongly, to
"5

support all the teachings of Crigen. Katurally they wore

regarded ith c ucpicion by the ei. rle uneducated a-nks.

Shortly before 3)3 the situation in the Hitrian Monasteries

became aw acute that the intervention of the bishop became essential.

Sazomen* ears that in his fasdial letter of 3)3, Theophilus denounced

the doctrine of Antbropomophlsa, and on getting the letter the

liitrian monks rose in a riot an decided to go to Alexandria.

The position was very serious, ant demanded great tact from

Theo/nilus. He decided to 4ut aside the question of

Antiiro^omorphisa for the time being, and

(1) Gibbon, o ,.cit.,p.377 (foot-note)i HocrutestfUE.,VI.
(2) H.L.,IV.
(3) failediue: Hi t. Laus.,XI.
(4) H.E.,¥1X1,11.
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in order to win over the monks, agreed to condemn Crigen1 s

views;" tkish was duly done by a Synod held in Alexandria in

399 or 400. By this time Theophilus was already in trouble

with the famous Tall Brothers; ihamonius, Dioaeurus, Huthymlus

and Susebius, The latter two had been attached in 395/0 to the

Bishop who thought of exploiting the great popularity they
»

enjoyedbut they soon discovered the unscrupulous tactics

of Theophilus and decided to go back: to the desert. That

naturally brought upon them the anger of Theophilus, and with

the official condemnation of Or1 gen ism, he decided to take action

and stem all opposition to him in the monasteries.

It appears that the Smperors Arcad ius end Honor1 us had

shortly before this issued orders prohibiting the reading of

OrigenSs works. Thus once Theophilus had brought the charge

of Origenism against some of the monks, including the Tall

Brothers, he could appeal to secular aid as well, though indeed

his own followers were enough, Va in a surprise attack, took

full vengeance on the unprepared monks, causing a great disaster

there, and scattering the population. He shall hoar of the Toll

Brothers again in Constantinople.
The exiled monks for a while wandered in Syria and

Palestine; they were sure to get some support there, for the

works of Or!gen always had their admirers there, and at that

(1) Socs H.iS., VI, 17.
(2) Ibid., 7.
(3) See Whitei History of the Monasteries, p.140.
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time they included people like Rufinus, I'Blania and Paula. At

last the crigenist party headed for the Capital.

In 381 a council had met in Constantinople -with neither

Alexandria nor Rome represented. For Theodosius, trying to

restore unity to the church, issued an edict commanding the whole

Empire to adopt the creed of Nicaea, which he declared was the one

aocepted by the bishops of Rome and Alexandria. N.eanwhile, in

order that the Council might not be dominated by either of them,

It was presided over by the bishop of Antiooh. In its third

canon, the Council assigned to the bishop of Constantinople the

second place in the order of preference, only next to Rome,

"•♦because the city of which he is bishop is Nov; Rom©.* Alexandria

could not accept such relegation? it was recognised as the second

city of the Empire at least as early as the middle of the third

century. Athanesius had further increased its prestige verywhere

by his defence of orthodoxy. Nor was Theonhilus the type of person

to keep quiet, and at once put his diplomacy to work.

On the death of Restorius, bishop of Constantinople, in

397, Theonhilus hoped to secure the chair for his own candidate,

Isidores, but the attempt was foiled by the all-powerful court

favourite Sutropius.^ The second round in the s truggle came when

the Nitrian monks - with them the Tall Brothers - and the Qrigenists,

arrived at Constantinople and appealed to Ohrysostom for help. John

received them kindly and wroto to Theophilus asking for a reconciliation.

(1) ST.H.Bury: History of the Later Roman Empire, London, 19S3, vol.I,
p. 349.

(2) Harnaok: Hist, of Dogma, vol. II, p.96.
(3) Soe.: K,S. ¥1, 2; Gibbon: op.cit., vol. Ill, p.374.
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When that proved fruitless, an appeal was made to Btaipress Eudoxia,

together with several charges against the Alexandrian bishop.^
The impress was already hostile to him.

Theophilus was summoned to Constantinople to s fcand trial,
in front of a Synod presided over by Chrysostom, but he would not

fall ixito the trap so easily. His agents were already in the

Capital making intrigues against its bishop, and after some delay

he went there himself accompanied by a large following. A council

was convened in 403 at the Oakf a suburb of Chalcedon, and not at

Constantinople, perhaps from fear of Chrysostom*s popularity there,

or perhaps because Aroa&ius was then resident at Antiooh. The

question at issue now was not the trial of Theophilus or the Tall

Brothers, who in faot repented and were accepted back into

Communion, but the deposition of ChrysiwBtom himself. The latter

must have disappointed the Emperor by his refusal to preside over
4

the synod on the ground that it was held outside his See. Thus

Alexandrian diplomacy was completely successful, and Chrysostom,

instead of being the judge of his opponent, was condemned for
5

refusing to appear before the synod.

Theophilus was succeeded in 412 by his nephew Cyril, who

soon got into trouble with the Jews in Alexandria, K$! then an

important part of the population. The reason of the conflict seems

(1) Soz.: H.E., VIII, 13.
(2) Gibbon: on* clfc*, vol. Ill, p.377.
(3) Soc: II.B., VI, 16.
(4) H.H. Baynso; Jour, of Sgyp. Arch., XII, 1926, p.151.
(5) Bury: op. cit., vol. I, p.153.
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to have been, the traditional hostility between Christians and Jews

or perhaps it was the new Patriarch's ambition to eliminate paganism
1 2

and Judaism from the city. Socrates" gives an account of the

events, from which it seems that the Prefect Orestes was completely

disregarded, and even attacked. The Jews, it is said, had planned

a night attach on the Christians, to which the latter retaliated.

An army of monks frora/^atrun Valley, now completely loyal to the

bishop, came to Alexandria. The Jews were banished from the city

and their property was plundered# Then followed the murder of

fiypatia, daughter of Theon, a distinguished mathematician of the

Museum, in the church of Caesarium.

THE HEST03IAH OOKTROVERS?.

The unity of the church, effected in the Council of

Constantiopl© in SSI, on the basis of the Eicaean Creed, was

short-lived. At Hicaea it had been d eclared that the Son is of

the same substance as the Father. The question now arose as to

how the divine substance in Christ could be unifcod with His human

nature.

In 427, in the reign of Theoddsius II, Hestorius was

appointed as bishop of Constantinople. Hestorius was a iconic from

Anitoeh, and held the view of its school which insisted upon the
i*" ^

true humanity of Christ."^ H© was opposed by the Alexandrian Church

and at once the traditional war between the two rivals started.

Cyril, appearing to be the holder of orthodoxy, wrote to Pope

(1) Bury: op.cit., vol* I, p.216.
(2) Soo.; U.S., VII, 13-lb.
(3) Earnaok: on. cit., Vol. IV., pp. 166 ff.
(4) Ibid.,pp. 176 f.



27.

Celcstine In Rorr e; in all these theological controversies, Rome

had always bean on the side of Alexandria."5" Hestorius also

appealed to the Fore, hut the latter, much under the influence

of Cyril, accused Ne 3 tortus of heresy and declared that he must
O

accept the views of Rome and Alexandria." A Roman Synod (450)

threatened Neatorius with e xcomuiitcafcion if he disobeyed and
s

Cyril himself was charged with carrying out the decision.'"'
Anathemas and counter-anathemas were exchanged between Alexandria

and Constantinople. Finally the Amporor summoned a council to

meet at Sohesus in 431, to enquire into the conduct of the Patriarch
4

of Sgypt. The methods of terrorism and bribery adopted by Cyril,
his refusal to await the arrival of John, bishop of Antioeh, and

his disregard of the :&aperar*s instructions, are all well known.

Cyril became in fact the Council, as lies torius said. The latter

naturally did not appear before the council and as a result was

condemned and thus disappeared from the scene. Cyril, too, died in

444, but the controversy went on.

THE I£0N0HIY3ITS SCEIS&U

In 446 Butyches, abbot of a monastery near Constantinople,

made another attempt to solve the problem. His doctrine, that the

Nature of Christ after the Incarnation was single and not two-fold,

rested on the authority of Cyril and Athanaslus himself J that

probably explains the attitude of the Egyptian church towards hira.

(1) Ibid., p.183.
(2}.See H.E.Eaynea: in Jour, of Sgyp. Arch., XII, 1926, p.152.
(5) Harnaeh: op. eit., vol. IV., p.185.
(4) Ibid., p. 166.
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He was accused of heresy by confusing or blending the divine

and human natures of Christ, and was escooiunicated by Flavins,

the Patriarch of Constantinople, but Dloseurus at once sided

with Butyches. Cyril bad played Pope against Emperor; now

Dtoscurus was oven more daring; he defied both and relied solely

on Ms powerful partisan Chrysaphius, minister of Theodosius II.*
Briefly,the Sraperor summoned a council at Kphesus in 449 with
Biosourus in the Chair. Pope Loo the Great sent three delegates

g
carrying his famous Epistle or Tome, addressed to Flavian," but

Alexandria*s supremacy, with Imperial support,completely over¬

shadowed Home* The proceedings of the council were so disgraced

by the tactics of Dioscurus as to win it the name of the "Brigands*

Council.* The finding was that Eutyches was not heretical, and

therefore his excommunication invalid. Flavian on the other band

was deposed. "Lever before, at say council, had © Patriarch

scored such a victory,* aayfl H&mack. Alexandria, at last,

seemed to have realised its dreams of supremacy in the Best,

but the death of Theodosius turned the tables round, ©specially
with the fall of Ghryoephiue too. The new Emperor I'arcien,

perhaps under the influence of his wife Puloheria, summoned
4

another council in 451. It met at Ghalcedon, end from the

beginning was dominated by Leo, and Mercian, both determined to

check the ascendancy of Alexandria. It condemned the doctrine of

Butyches, confirmed the Creeds of Nicaea, Com tantinople and Snhesus,
3

to which it added only some more exr>lanation included in Leo's letter.

(1) Bayriss; op. cit., p.155; Bury: op. cit. Toll, p. 355.
{2} Earnack: op. cit., vol. IV., pp. 205*6.
(3) Ibid., p.207*10. (4) Baynes: op. cit., p.155.
(5) Harnack: op. cit., vol. IV, pp. 196 f.
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However, its fomula of *two net res'* had a provocative effect

on mn*B minds throughout a large part of the last, and as soon

as the '"Definition of Ohalccdon* was announced, it raised an

enormous revolution in Syria and Egypt.

Dioscurus was deposed and banished to Gangra. His

successor 'roterious. the Imperial 'atriarch a s he right be

called, after maintaining his position for a while by military

aid, was murdered in 457 by an Alexandrian mob, soon after the

death of arcian, The Alexandrians chose a monk called Timotheua

Aelurus as their Patriarch (4.57), but Emperor Leo I (457-74.) refused

the choice, banished him, and chose as his successor Timotheus
1Saloohaoiolus, From this time on, the division between 'onophyeites

and frelkites was always maintain d; the Patriarch chosen by either

of them wnot recognised by the other.

A conspiracy in the court for a short time brought Basi liacus

to thethrone (475-6), He issued a decree against the reed of

Ghalcedon," and that enabled Aelurus to go bock to his office, which

he retained till his death in 477, Once more Tiro the us Salophaeiolus

was reinstated in the Chair of St, 'ark, but he soon died and the

struggle over a successor started again.

The troubles in Egypt were causing a great deal of concern

to the Government. The church of Alexandria now identified its© f

entirely with national sentiment, and it must be remembered, too,

that the Council of Chalcedon had established the full supremacy of

the Emperor in church a ffc irs, series of attempts v/aiaf, therefore,

made to reconcile the two parties.

(1) Gibbons op,ci . vol. V., p. 187; Bury: op. cit., vol. I, a.204.

fe) Bur;,: oa. cit,. vol. v P.*403
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THE HMOTICQH OF S3KQ.

The first attempt to sacrifice Chalcedon for the sake

of unity was made by Zero® in 484. He issued the Henofcieon, or

Edict of Union, a letter addressed to the Egyptian Church, which

anathensHLaed both Kestorlcua arid Eutyehes and emphatically affirmed

the Faith of Hicea and Constantinople, than it said: *lf anyone

has taught otherwise, whether at chaleedon or elsewhere, let him

be anathema.*

The Henoticon caused a complete breach between Home and
s

Constantinople, ' but in Egypt it was claimed as a triumph,

especially when Peter Mongus was restored to the patriarchal

throne. He seized tine opportunity and at once banished from the

Egyptian Monasteries all monks who did not hold the Monoohysite

creed. ~eace was again restored by the death of . eter and the

election of Athenasius II (490}, and lasted dntil Justinian's

unfortunate zeal for orthodoxy aggravated once more the old
«

differences.' This Sinaeror tried to maintain the Orthodox: Church

in Egypt by force. His first nominee as Patriarch in Alexandria,

called Paul, was slain after two years. The second, Dalmius,

remained, for five years, then fled for his life, and when Justinian

decided to handle the matter with a high hand, and invested his

third nominee, Appolinariua (531) with temporal powers, the
4

Egyptians flat y refused to have anything to do with him, and

henceforth their elected Patriarch reigned from the Monastery of

(1} Harnack: or. cit., vol. IV, p.S28.
(g) Bury: op. cit., vol. I, p.403. (3) Ibid., vol. II, p.SOS.
(4) Gibbon: op. cit., vol. V., pp.159-161.
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St* Maoarius, In the Hatrun Valley,"1* and held in his hands the

spiritual government of the country. By the end of the sixth

century the country was In a state of chaos, politically and
g

economically*

In 611 Athanasius, bishop of Antioch, fled in front of

the Persian invasion, and was received by Anastasius, the Coptic

Patriarch, At the Hnnaton Monastery, west of Alexandria, other

Syrian bishops, axaong them Thorns of Harkel and Paul of Telia,
3

were already there working on a Syrian version of the Bible.

The Persians soon took Jerusalem, and sent its patriarch Sachs ria,

together with the ©rue Gross, to Perils*

Exhausted by maladministration and torn by internal strife,

Egypt fell an easy prey to the Persians (616), and before they had

reached Alexandria the Uelkite Patriarch, John the Almsgiver,

together v&th the Imperial General Klketas, had fled to Cyprus.^
Soon the Coptic Church was able to re-organise Itself and recover

ss
from its wounds. Unlike John, the Coptic patriarch Andronlcus

remained in office throughout the Persian mile. His successor, the

well-known Benjamin, was popular all over Egypt.

In 623, Heruclius started his crusade to regain the True
Cross and won resounding successes. Under pressure, Persia withdrew

her forces from Egypt, and again the country was occupied by the

Romans. Heraclius could now make another attempt to unite the various

sects of his Empire. His Patriarch Sergius produced for him a new

(1) White: Hist, of the Monasteries, pp. 238 f.
(2) J. a. Milne: Jour, of Sgyp. Arch., XIV, p.233.
(3) A.J.Butler: The ,.rab Conquest of Sgvpt, Oxford, 1902, p.69.
(4) Milne: A History of Egypt, p.114.
(5) Butler: op. oit., pp. 82 f.
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formula which was adopted, in an Imperial edict, the ** Bothesis,*

to serve as a basis for reunion. He proposed to meet the

Ilonophysites halfway by recognising a single "energy* in Christ,

operating through his two natures. By 633 it- seemed that compromise

had at last won over the Honophysltes in Syria, Armenia and Egypt,

but all vies ruined by the obstinacy of one man, Sophroaius, who in
1

Egypt opposed the new formula propagated by Cyrus, the " elkite

Patriarch. Sophronlus (raised to the bishopric of Jerusalem in

634, undoubtedly in thehope of winning him over), uncompromisingly
2

asserted that there were two "energies* in the one Christ. All

was in dispute again, and the policy of Cyrus proved disastrous to

the Emperor*s plan.3 His arrival at Alexandria had already given

the signal for the flight of Benjamin, and his fierce persecution

of the ! "onophysi tes wrecked completely any hope he might have had

of winning them over. However, the Arabs were on their way to

invade the country; in 642 the Byzantine forces finally withdrew

from Alexandria, and thus Egypt lost its connection with the

universal Church.

B, non.A>Ticia;.

Asceticism, in various forms and different degrees, was

already widespread in pre-Christian times. The tendency was

particularly marked in Egypt just before the advent of Christianity.

V.e hear of the "Khtokoi,* who lived in seclusion in many temples,

(1) Ibid., pp. 136 f. (2) Earnaokt op. cit. vol. IV, p.235.
(3) H.I.Bells in The Legacy of Egypt, p.345; Butler: op.cit., pp.174-5.
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©specially the Serapcum at Memphis, in the Ptolemaic period.1
In the first century B.C. vie hear also of the wPries to of Hello-

polls'* ana of the *Gpaaosophista,v semi-monastic organisations
2

that believed in abstinence and self-discipline. Mother

Important group was the !'Theraputae,* or '•Healers, '< mentioned by

2usebias, who flourished in the Maryut district, to the south of
3

Alexandria. That such practices exercised aaofc influence on

Christian monastic!am cannot be proved" and, anyhow, there was

enough incentive in the teachings of Christ and the Apostles to

encourage asceticism as a step towards the attainment of a higher

life. It is almost certain tint monasticism, as a Christian

institution, came to birth in Egypt: not in Alexandria, but among

the native Christians.

The earliest ascetics were solitaries; men seeking by

themselves to save themselves. Some of them were hermits, or

desert men; others merely withdrew to a hut or a cave on the

outskirts of their village or town to devote themselves to

religious exercises, though they were not completely cut off

from the community. That was the example followed by St. atony
5

when he started his monastic life.

Under the stress of the Decian persecution (250), a
&

great number of Christians fled to the desert and lived there

for a time in solitude. That was not the beginning of monastic

life; most of them came back when the trouble was over, but soiae

(1) kee Hoc*} E.S., IV, 24; White: op.oit., p.5.
(2) White; op. oit., pp. 5-7. (3) H.S., II, 1?; White! op.Cit.p.7-9.
(4) H.B.Workmant The Evolution of the Monastic Ideal (2nd ed.}, London,

1927, p.86; Latcurette: A Hist, of Christianity, pp.224-3.
(5) St.. fchanasius: The Life of St.Antony, tr. R.T.Meyer, London and

.Y., 1950. (6) Sua.: H.3. VI, 42.
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preferred to stay there, among then Paul of Thebes, who settled

in a cave near the Red Sea, Just before his death (c. 340} he

was visited by St, Antony, the ^Father of . .'onka, * Thus " aul bad

no followers, and did not leave any organised community.
2

Antony was born in Middle Egypt of well-to-do parents,

c. 250. He was illiterate, for he had no schooling. About 270

he became a hermit in his own town, like many others, living a

life of austerity. Fifteen years later he decided to withdraw

to the desert, and chose for his retreat a deserted fort at

Pispir, on the east bank of the Hile, about fifty miles south of

Memphis. There he lived in complete seclusion, but his example
was followed by many others who oar® and settled nearby, and

desired him to be their guide. Finally he consented to organize

their numbers (c. 305), by preaching and guiding themes a father.

It was not a monastery in the modern sense of the word, but a

family-like community organised under the spiritual leadership

of Antony, Having done that, Antony went back to bis eremitical

life; this time he went deep into the desert towards the Red Sea,

till he settled at the foot of the "I rarer Mountain,'' now known as

Dain Marl Antonius.

In *The Life of St. Antony* we are told that he came to

Alexandria twice: once in 310 or 511, to encourage those who were

suffering for the faith under the persecution of Maxirain Raja, and

again at an extreme age (perhaps in 337) when he came to support

(!) Be© C. Butler; The Lausiac History of Palladius, 'r"art I, Cambridge,
1890, p.331. (2) See *The Life of At. Antony. '•
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Aibanaslus against the Arians.

By fete end of the fourth century, the Anton!an type

of monastiolsm had spread all over Middle and Lower Egypt, but

its development can best be studied in the settlement? of th©„ , ,

founded by Facarius the Great, and
Mount of Mi trie, Cellia and Scetis,"/ and much influenced by (^li^un»
Antony himself. There we find two types: the hermits who lived

in the "Cells," and the seroi-oenobites in Mltria who oould either

live separately or in groups. As said before, it was very

informal, rather individualistic, everyone being left to his own

discretion. The elders, who guided newcomers, rolled on their

wisdom and spiritual authority since there were no rigid rules

for discipline.

About the same time as monasticism was spreading in the

north, the monk Fachomius founded, unknown to Antony, his monasteries

in the south, on completely different lines. His first monastery,
4

at Tabennisl, near Aidwaia, was founded about 305, when he was

still a young man, and by the time he died (e. 345), the number

of monasteries had become eight. The work of Pachoralus was not

restricted to men; under the influence of his sister liary, ha
5

organised nunneries as well#

The Pachoaian order was based on strict organisation. The

monasteries followed semi-military lines, obedience to the superior

being required of all. They were divided into houses, with thirty

(1) Ibid: 46, 69; Sac., H.E., IV, S3.
(2$ G. Butler: op. cit#, pp# 393-4; White; op. cit., p.17.
13) liiLlte: op. cit., pp. 45-69. {4) C, Butler: op. Cit., pp.335-7.
(5) Latourette: op* cit., p.228; Hiispolyte Delehaye, in "Byzantium," ed.

Baynes and Moss, Oxford, 1948, p.137.
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to forty monks, each practising a certain trade, by which the

monks could earn a living; basket and net making, carpentry,

dyeing, tanning, gardening etc., for it was deemed essential

that they should be a burden on nobody.1 They all gathered

for the more solemn offices only in the church, and otherwise

the monk could join in the common seal or have his food separately

as he preferred.

After Echoedus the greatest figure in the history of

Egyptian monastic!am is Shenoudi of Atrioe, who died o* 451, and

is known to us as on© of the best writers in Sahidie Coptic, and

as a strict reformer. Ills activities centred round the White and

led 'Monasteries near Sohag. He introduced a new element in

monastic!am when he tried to combine the eenobitical life of

the ""'achprnina order with the austerities of the Witrian menks.

Though little known in the west, he is said to have attended
2

the council of Sphesus in 431.

In Egypt, the monastic movement, in all its forms, met-

with enormous success, from there it was introduced, at an early

date, by St. Basil into Greece, by St. Halarion into Syria, and

by St. ugenius into Mesopotamia. It was not a long time before

it reached the V est as well.

From this historical sketch we cone out with certain

(1) Byzantium, p.137; C« Butler, op.cit., p.235.
(2) The legacy of Egypt, p.320. See U.S. Crum: Cootie Monuments,

Cairo, 1902, Ooo7 a-o, 8113 for parts of his Spistles or
. omilies.
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conclusions. First, Christianity spread quickly throughout the

Mile Yalley, and for a while developed independently, free from

foreign influence. The lines which it followed were different

in Alexandria from the hinterland. In the first, the impact of

Christianity, with its new ideas and ideals, was already felt in

the second century, and at once it was aubjeoted to the methods

of investigation familiar to the helleaistio schools of philosophy

in the city. In the second, the new religion encountered an old-

established cult, and from the beginning it seems to have been

influenced by native traditions. Thus it took a simple form, far

from the subtlety of Alexandrian thoughts raonnstieiam is the best

expression of this tendency.

This difference of approach was bound to cause a clash,

and in fact it did, when the chance offered itself, in the Origenist

and Anttoomorphi© controversies. But Alexandria could not stay

aloof from the rest of the country, nor could it altogether dominate

it in the field of theology, so both began to interact on each other.

The native-speaking Christians, finding difficulty with the ancient

hieroglyphics, borrowed from Alexandria the Greek letters, on which

the Coptic script was mainly based; on the whole they accepted the

supremacy of its Patriarchs, and their definitions of the Faith, but

these, too, were not unacquainted with the native trends in religion;
Theoohilus accepted th© views of the monks about Origenism, admittedly

for special reasons, but even Athanasius had been in close contact

v&th Antony and thought highly cf him. He sought his support against

the Arians, and in time of trouble, himself took refuge in the

monasteries. Cyril, we are told, was trained in the ITitrian
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Monasteries, before he occupied the Chair of St. Mark.

Secondly, the Egyptian Church ma no mere shadow of any

otter; on the contrary it soon developed its own theology, and

powerful Patriarchs undertook to expound it. It never accepted

the supremacy of Constantinople, and in the end rejected the claims

of Home, its close ally and supporter till the Council of Chalcedon.

In all Church councils, the Alexandrian representatives never

departed from their declared policy; they went there not to bargain

or accept a compromise, but to put forward their interpretation of

the faith, am make sure that the o thereaccepted it. XVhen that

could not be attained at Chaloedon, for special circu-B t'ncer;

Dioacurus had no hesitation in separating from the main body of

the church, rather than sacrifice his own principles.

This is not to deny the existence of some foreign elements.

These found their way along two channels: one through Alexandria,

from its foundation a cosmopolitan city with a population of mixed

nationalities, while at the same time it remained h direct contact

with the rest of the world. Soon another link established itself:

namely, when monastic!am made Egypt a second Holy land, not only

attracting, admirers from everywhere, but devotees who decided to

settle there. The next step was to establish monasteries, modelled

on the Egyptian ones, in other countries. The connection with the

East seems to have been always strong, particularly with Syria and
Palestine. Apart from being neighbours, the methods of thinking

were traditionally akin, especially when Alexander removed th©

boundaries between then and subjected them to Greek civilisation.

Also the Holy Lands always had their special place among the

Egyptians and were looked upon with the greatest admiration. It
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is strange that Origan, when driven out of Alexandria, carried

on Ms work in Syria and Palestine, instead of going to Hom or

Greece, -where ha might have been more at horn. After the

! fciaophysite Schism, the igyptian Churoh found its only allies

in Syria and -alestine.

Finally, from 451 onwards, an official Patriarch was

maintained by force in Alexandria, and he must have had a small

following, but even when Justinian invested him. with temporal

power, his influence hardly extended beyond the couMiries of

the city. The r eal authority lay in the hands of the native

Patriarch.
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CHAPTER Bff0

CHURCH ARCHITECTURE.

It was probably Strzygowskl who first directed attention

to the difference between the architecture of the coastal regions
1

in Asia Minor, Syria, and gypt and that of the hinterland. on

the whole, the first were more influenced by the Graeco-Roman

world, while the latter preserved, to a greater extent, a

distinctly native character. His conclusions have been confirmed,

with regard to Egypt, in more recent years, by the researches of

two brilliant scholars: Ernest Kltzinger, choosing sculpture as
2

his medium, and Ward ~!erkins, working on both architecture and
3

architectural ornament. We can thus divide the Christian remains

of Egypt into two categories:

A. Alexandria, the capital, with its cosmopolitan

connections, and its strong classical traditions.

B. Egypt proper, whose architecture Is completely different

from the ancient Pharaonic, yet hardly any closer to the Early

Christian architecture of other regions.

A. ALEXANDRIAN CHURCHES,

It is most unfortunate that the great erections of Athanaslus,

Theophllus and Cyril have almost completely disappeared. At the

beginning of the last century, when Mohammed Aly embarked on his

scheme of reviving the city, Alexandria had dwindled to a small town

(1) See, e.g., "Origin of Christian Church Art,* Oxford, 1923, pp.53,
38-41.

(2) "Motes on Early Coptic Sculpture," Archaeologia, vol.87, 1937,pp.181

(3) "The Shrine of St. Menus in the Maryut," Papers of the British Sohoo!
at Home, vol. XVII (N*S. vol.IV), 1949, pp. 26 f.
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with a few thousand inhabitants. Whatever remains may have

survived till then, were soon removed to make room for the

expansion of the new city.1 Literary sources give us the names

of many churches that once existed there, but they say nothing

about their architecture or general lay-out. it is even

difficult to assign the position of most of the churches we

hear of, for the topography of the city itself has greatly

changed, with the sea gaining in some parts and losing in

others, especially before the present sea-wall was built at
P

the beginning of this century.

According to the "History of the Patriarchs of the

Coptic Church of Alexandria,wS when St. Mark returned to

Alexandria, after two years in Pentapolls, he was pleased to

find a flourishing Christian community which ted built a church

in the place called Bauealis, near the sea. But it is doubtful

if a church could actually have been built at such an early date,

for the Christians were hardly in a position to do so.

The most famous of the Alexandrian churches, and probably

the first to be built there, was the oratory undertaken by Bishop

Theonas {c. 282-300) near the shore of the Bunastos harbour. It

was reconstructed and much enlarged by Alexander (313-326) and

from this time till about the end of the fourth century, used as

the Cathedral and residence of the Bishop. The Soman troops

attacked Athanasius there while leading the congregation in prayer

in 365.4 It lost xauch of its importance in the sixth century, when

(1) 3. Breccia: Alexandria ad Aegyptuia, Bergamo, 1922.
(S) See R. Pococke: Observations on Bgypt, being Vol.1 of his

"Description of the East and Some Other Countries," London,
1743-5, p. 2 f; A.M. de Sogheb: Etudes sur lVincienne
Alexandria, Paris, 1909, pp. 7-15.

3) Ed. Evetts, "'atrologia Orientalis, I, 1907, pp. 145 ff.4) See Chapter I, d.
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the Caesartum was used as the Cathedral. Finally the Arabs

turned it into a mosque which was known as Garni* Sl-Gharbi

(the leatern Mosque), or the Masque of the Thousand Pillars*1
This probably indicates a basilican plan.

The Oaeearium, mentioned by Pliny (Historia Faturnlis,

SCOT, 14, 8), by Dion Cassias (LI, 15}, by Philo of Alexandria

(He Virtufce et Legat. ad Galon, 8 3 and by others, was started

in the last days of Cleopatra in honour of Antony, finished

under Augustus and dedicated to the laiperor*s worship, hence

the name Sebastium. It was turned into a church after the

Peace of the Church, though it preserved the old name, Caesar!urn.

After having undergone several destructions and restorations,

Athanaslus at last undertook a complete rebuilding about 568, in

the tin® of Valens, and from then until the Arab Conquest, it
p

became the Cathedral Church.

In 370, Athanaslus consecrated a church, which carried

his name, in the district called Bendidion, or Mendldion. It

was considered second in greatness only t® that of Theonas, and
s

contained a large mug)or of ancient columns in marble and granite,w
Besides these we hear of anny other churches that once

existed in the city, but have left no trace. We can only guess

that most of then were basilicas. Lists of names ar© given by
4

Butler, Dalton and Cabrol.

However, there are remains of a few early churches in

(1) Heroutses-Bey: L*Ancienne Alexandria, Paris, 1888, up. 82 f,
(2) Ibid, p.10.
(3) Ibid. p.86; 1. Araelineau: La Geographic de lfSgyote a l*Hpoque

Copte, Paris, 1893, p,43.
(4) A, «T. Butler: The Arab Conquest of Egypt, Oxford, 1902, p.372;

O.K. Dalton: East Christian Art, Oxford, 1925, p.139; Cabrol:
Dictionnaire d*Archeologic Chretienne et de Liturgio, IT, col.
2294 f.
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the aryut district, to the west and south-west of Alexandria.

The district was in direct contact with the Capital, and must

have depended on its mar&ets for the sale of its grapes, olives

and other products. Moreover the history of the monuments shows

how much they owed to the Patriarchs of Alexandria, so that they

can truly be considered as examples of Alexandrian architecture.

The largest and most important of these is the Shrine of St. Manas.

St. Manas, ISaryut

The shrine lies at a distance of about forty miles from

Alexandria, in the centre of the Maryufc region. Though completely

ruined now, it was at one time a world-famous place of pilgrimage,

attracting thousands of visitors from every corner of the Christian
1

world. The site was excavated and published by K. M. Kaufman

(1906-7)2
As might be expected of such an important martyr,

countless legends have been attached to Menas. It seems, however,

that he was martyred about the beginning of the fourth century, and

buried in an earth-cut catacomb in Maryut. Then at son© time before

the middle of the century, the body was discovered, and was found

to possess miraculous healing powers. It is possible that legends

belonging to previous pagan gods, and there were many of these in

the locality, were attached to Menus. However, from this time on,

his fame continued to increase, and the spot gained more and more

importance.

The original burialviat of pagan origin, and does not differ

(1) Cabrol: Dictionnaire, I, col.1725 f, and XI, col. 324 f.
(2) K. M. Kaufman: Die Menasstadt und des na tioaalheiligtum der

altchrlstllchen Aegyptan in der westalexandrinischen Wuste,
vol.1, Leipzig, 1910* See also Ward Perkins, op. cit.
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froia the Roman catacombs of Alexandria.^" whether or not there

was any monument above ground to mark the place, it is hard to

say, but the first chapel built over the grave was a iaud-briek

oratory "like a fcetrapylon,*^ dating from the middle of the

fourth century, of which nothing remains except the foundations
5

of two small projecting apses on the eastern side. The description

*tetrapylon* probably indicates a square-chamber-plan, with four

arched recesses on its sides, a type that was not uncommon in tombs
4

in Syria and Egypt. The side facing the entrance sometimes has a

projecting apse, though again the two apses would have been an

unusual feature. It is perhaps more likely that there was a third

apse, and that the arrangement was a. throe-aisled basilica, similar

to that built on the same site later on by Athanasius, but nothing

can be said with certainty. The oratory was replaced by;

The Church Built by Athanasius.

It soon became necessary to build a bigger church, to give

shelter to the increasing number of pilgrims. This was begun under

lovian (363-4), almost completed before the death of Talentinian I,

in 375, and consecrated soon after that. At the same time,

Athanasius converted part of the early catacomb into a crypt, which

was largely destroyed later by Theophilus, when he rebuilt both the

(1) Ibid. p. 30. (3) Ibid, p.33, 40.
(3) Ibid. figs. 2, 3.
(4) H. G. Butler: Ancient Architecture In Syria, Leyden, 1915, pp.299 f.
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church and the crypt.*
The remains of the Athanaslsn church are not enough

to Mke a full reconstruction of the plan, but it seems to here

been a T-shaped basilica, with three projecting eastern apses,

transepts, and a three-aisled nave. Traces of the foundations

of the central and northern apses have been found, but nothing

of the southern* Foundation walls are also found in the nave,

running east and west parallel with the main axis of the church:
2

they probably carried the nave columns.

The three projecting apses in the east present a unique

feature in Bgypt, for even when, later on, it became customary

in both Qopfcie churches, to have three eastern chapels, each

provided with its apse {Al-Eo'allalcah is an example0}, theyvore

always confined within the wall, and never show on the outside.
The earlier oratory, on the same site, had similar apses, so that

It must have been the example followed by the architect of the

Athanasian church. Outside Sgypt no similar apses can be found

in the Christian architecture of the early centuries in either

Palestine or Rome.4 The nearest parallel seems to occur in the

complex of St* Simeon Stylites, in Syria, dating from the sixth

century. The plan there shows four large basilicas arranged in

the form of a cross, with the base of the saint*s column at the

centre, on axis with each of them. The eastern basilica has a

central apse with a smaller one at each side, all protruding

1) Hard Perkins; op* cit., p. 32. {2} Ibid: pp. 42-4*
3) Infra: p.

(4) J# W. Crowfoot: Barly Churches in Palestine, London, 1941,
p.57; Ward Perkins, op. oit., p.56.
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1
outside the wall. In St. Menas the apses are of the same

diameter.

The transepts in this church are another feature which

is not found in the churches of the hinter-land, though they

frequently appear in early churches in the t'est, rarely in the

East (old St. Peters, St. John Laterac). They are here divided

by transitional walls, running east to west, into five compart¬

ments: the central one was the sanctuary, the two flanking it

probably contained the entrance to the cyypt (which was an

important part of the church), while the outer pair must have

served soi® liturgical function, and probably correspond to the

prothenis and diaoonicon, though these were introduced only in

the second half of the sixth century, to meet the r oquiremenfcs

of a new processional hymn introduced into the liturgy at that

time.2
This type of transept is similar to v;hat is called *the

tripartite transept,* derived by TCrautheimer from Greece, since
3

the earliest examples of it (V century) cone from there. We

should bear in mind that at that time, church architecture was

still in the experimental period, and that the liturgy had not

yet been fixed. In fact, the succeeding church of Theophilus

followed an almost completely different plan.

The Church of Theophilus (consecrated e.400-410)

Owing to the growing importance of the place, Theophilus

1) E.G. Butler: Architecture and Other Arts, H.Y., 1903, p.185,fig.73.
2) £• Freshfield: on Byzantine Churches... etc., Archeologia, vol.ih.rv~ ,

1875, pp.382-92; Crowfoot: op.cit., p.51.
(3) E. Krautheliaer: S. Pietro in Vincoll and the tripartite transept in

the early Christian basilica, Proceedings of the America! Philo¬
sophical 800. DCXXXI, 1941, p.353-429.
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SAINT MEMS (MARYUT), CHURCH OF THEOPHILUS
(after Ward Perkins: St. < enas)

ABU KINA PERIOD IV, EARLY FIFTH CENTURY
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(archbishop 385-418) undertook another reconstruction of the

church, on a still bigger scale. Work was started in the

tin® of Arcadiua (395-408), and before Theophilus died, the

building ©as in a state of completion to allow for its

consecration, though probably the ornaments, marble panelling,

and so on continued for years after that,3"
In plan, the church is an impressive T-shaped basilica

vdth one eastern apse, a wide nave, two aisles and a western

narthex. The apse is completely exnosed outside (protruding

apses began to appear in Syria about this time2) and has

radiating external buttresses, which are probably the earliest

application of such a device in church architecture.

The transepts are not divided into compartments like

those of the Athanasian church, nor are they a long narrow strip

at right angles with the nave, like the transepts of later

Western cathedrals, but they are a wide hall with three aisles

and a terminal aisle at the north and south. Their purpose was

undoubtedly to allow as many people as possible to be accommodated

round the altar, situated in this case at the junction of the nave

and transepts, so that they could watch the celebration of Mass

easily. Terminal aisles are a regular feature in Egyptian churches,

for the nave colonnade rarely ends abruptly on the west; there are

either projecting pilasters in the western wall (the Crypt of

Abu-Sargah), or more often, a returned aisle (Dair El-Abiafi, Church

at Dendereh, the Main Church at Saqqarah).
As said before., the altar stood at the crossing of the

nave and transepts, nearer to the apse. It was covered with a

(1) Ward Perkins; op, cit,, pp. 33, 47.
(2) B.C. Butler, op. cit., p.180.
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canopy, and surrounded with a rectangular chancel screen, from

the western side of which ran a narrow passage probably leading

to the ambon in the nave."*" Early churches in Palestine, till

the end of the sixth century, had similar chancels, stretched

down Into the body of the church, raised one or two steps above

the nave and surrounded on three sides with a solid low screen,
2

which did not conceal the altar from the congregation. J in

Hgypt, on fete other hand, the celebration of Mass seen© to have

been always considered as one of the Mysteries" of the church,
3

to be watched only by the officiating clergy. Hence it was

necessary to set apart a place for the altar, and to conceal it

behind a solid high screen, or higab, stretching right across

the eastern end of the ohurah, from north to south.

Behind the altar, at the back of the chancel sereen,

was a raised dais with curved steps, presumably to seat the

clergy, who would thus sit facing west and looking down upon

the altar. This arrangement is most unusual: the dais, or

tribune - as it is called - is normally found in the early

churches in the curve of the eastern apse, and not separated

from it by a passage. Examples of it are found both in Egypt

(Al-Mo*allateah, Al-Adra Ilarat-Az-Suailah), and elsewhere (Church

at Parenzo4).
Over the aisles of the nave and the transepts, were

upper galleries for women (mat ronea), and the whole building

must have had the usual Mediterranean wooden roof. To cover

(1) Ward Perkins, op. cit., p. 48, Pi. XI.
(2) See Crowfoot, op. cit., p. 47.
(3) For the Sacraments of the Coptic Church, see A.F.Butler: The

Ancient Coptic Churches of Egypt, Oxford, 1884, vol.11,Oh.TIT, .7111.
(4) W. R. Lethaby: Mediaeval Art, ed. D. Talbot Rice, London,1949, p.43.
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the area at the junction of the nave and transepts, must have

been a considerable problem, for the corner columns are of the

same diameter as the others, and no provision was cede to carry
1

any extra weight.

To the north of the church lay the dor;®stic buildings,

connected with the north aisle through a door, while on the south

was the main entrance to the church: a triple doorway, flanked

by columns. The orientation of the church is exactly east west,

but the usual western entrance was not possible for certain

reasons, for the wall there contained a big door, with two

sraaller ones opening into the side aisles, leading to the narthex

which connected the church with the nave of the old Athanasian

building (the narthex in fact occupied the eastern end of the

older church, and was itself replaced by the sanctuary of the
g

ninth-century one).

To the west of the nave was the narthex, a rectangular

hall leading to the older church and to the crypt which contained

the saint's tomb. The central door in its eastern wall had a

semicircular decorative niche &n each side. These two niches in

fact survived the nlnth-centpry reconstruction, and became apsidal
3

recesses, flanking the main apse of the later church. By an

arrangement of columns, the northern and southern ends of the

(1) ward Perkins, op. oit., p. 4?. (S) Ibid. p. 48.
(3) It was probably these niches which misled Kaufmann in identifying

the ^Grave-church of Athanaslus,* which is in fact the ninfch-
oentury construction. See Ward Perkins, op. cit., p. 49.
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narthex were turned into semi-circles covered with brick half-

domes , resting on marble cornices. Such an arrangement, as we

shall see later on, became common in Egyptian churches, and was

followed in Dair Sl-Abiad, and Bendereh.

Egypt seems to provide us with the earliest examples of

the aarthex. It was the place of discipline and admonition for

penitents, as well as the place to which catechumens and others,

who had not been baptised, withdrew during the service, and it

may have been as a result of this, that in later Coptic churches,

the narthex was often provided with a baptismal font, and used

as the place for baptism.^

At the same time as he rebuilt the church, Theophilus

also rebuilt and enlarged the crypt. The older buildings still

attracted the pilgrims, and had to be kept within easy access.

A barrel-vaulted stair-case led down from the north-east side

of the Athauasian church, down to the central tomb-chamber, on the

site of the early tomb3, «pD the v.'est of the tomb-chamber was a

small, square, domed chapel, with an ante-chamber at its northern

end, while from the other side of the tomb-chamber a barrel-vaulted
corridor led to the east, then turned north parallel with the

entrance stair-case, and finally east again, up another flight

of steps, into the north-west corner of the Theophilan church.

The tomb-chamber, at the bottom of the stairs, consisted of two

(1) A.J. Butler: Coptic Churches, vol. I, pp. 17 f.
( 2) ward Perkins, op. cit., pp. 44-5.
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parts: the larger one, to the south, contained the actual tomb,

v?hile the northern part was smaller, and merely a corridor by

which the pilgrims were led from the bottom of the stairs,

through the anteohamber, into the domed chapel, and eventually

into the actual tomb. The tomb was covered with either a brick

dome, like the chapel, or a spherical vault.1
The chapel originally had a brick dome, supported on

spherical triangular pendentives, resting on four irregular corner

pilasters, which in turn carried the arches of four shallow
2

recesses. The southernmost of the recesses opened into a sot 11
3

annexe with a brick half-dome carried on squinches.

The Baptistery:

It lies to the west of the ax"ea, on the sane axis as the

church, and must have been built by Theophilus. This is the only

example of a baptistery in Egypt, and in fact, apart from Italy

where separate baptisteries continued to be built perhaps by mere

conservatism, their architecture in most regions came to an end
4

early. in igypt the font was normally situated in the building

of the church itself.

The baptistery of St. Menas follows the usual plan for

such buildings, namely the polygonal or circular room with domed

roof, which was undoubtedly suggested by the architecture of

Roman baths. It consists of a room, rectangular outside, but

octagonal inside, the corners being occupied by enormous semi-

(1) Ibid. p. 46. (2) See Ward "'erkins PI. 71, 4..
(3) Ibid. PI. 71, 4. Kaufraann: Menasstadt, PI. 9.6 & 8.
(4) A. Grabar: christian Architecture, East and West, Archaeology,

II, No. 2 (June 1949), pp. 96 f.
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circular recesses. The roof was a brick done. In the centre,

beneath a canopy, lies the circular basin, sunken in the ground,

and approached by two flights of steps from the east and west

sides.

To the west of this room is a shallow chamber terminating

in apses at the shorter ends, with two niches in its eastern wall.

Again to the south of the room, there is a large ante-chamber

with a row of columns from east to west supporting the roof (see

plan).

CONCLUSION.

The two early basilicas of St. Nonas were built at a

time when Alexandria was at the height of its greatness, and

undoubtedly they had much in common with the constructions of

Athanaslu£ snd Theophilus in the Capital itself. The church

of Theophilus in particular, must have been the result of much

experiment, numerous features in them have been attributed to

Greece, to Rome or to the last, but the resultant whole is a

we 11-designed unit, of individual character, and the honour of

its invention must be attributed to Alexandrian achievement.

Thus when Sfcrzygowski describes it as an example of

Hellenistic art,1 the statement is hard to accept, and at any

rate Hellenism in Egypt had a phase of its own that is probably

more Egyptian than anything else.2 Neither the Ptolemies nor

the Romans, managed to change the character of the native art,

(1) Strzygowski: origin, p. 58.
(2) See M. Rostovtzeff, in The Cambridge Ancient History, vol. VII,

pp. 112 ff; I Moshys The Arts in Ptolemaic Egypt, Oxford,
1357, PP* 12, 118, 15b.
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or to introduce their own into the country.

Again when Monneret de Yiliard describes it as belonging

to a class of architecture that is foreign to Egypt, he is merely

evading the main issue,^ unless by "Egypt* we mean the hint@r-land,
as opposed to Alexandria, for Indeed the plan of St. Menus is

unique in the country. The ''foreign* elements in St. Terns can be

explained as the result of an interchange of ideas between countries

which had adopted the same religion, and were trying to develop a

place of worship well suited to its requirements.

The other point of importance is the use, in the sub¬

structures, of the vault, the dome, the spherical triangu ar nen-

dentive and the aquinoh, all regarded as progressive devices in

architecture. These will be discussed in a later chapter; it

will suffice here to say that they are constructed in typical

native manner that suggests a long life of local tradition in

their use. Yet they do not appear in the upper structures.

Surely the reason must be that, though well known, they were

preserved for minor uses.

(1) Ugo Monaeret de Villara: Los Couvents pres de Sohag, Milan, 1926,
vol. xi, p.loo.
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B. CHURCHES II THE HI1IT3R-LAKD

The stormy history of Christianity in Egypt, and the

continuous destruction of religious buildings both before and

after the Arab conquest, makes It extremely uncertain whether the
churches preserved the old types, or whether, during reconstruction,

they war© basically altered, or mm built on an altogether new

plan# Indeed traditions connect many buildings with sacred person-

stages, and church benefactors, especially .Empress Helena, and
1

Constantine (Abu Sarga, Qair Sl-Bakara, Dalr iSl-Shouhada etc® ),

but it is unlikely that existing remains contain much of the origi¬

nal structure. In Cairo itself the churches have suffered most,
the present ones are mainly the result of numerous restorations at

g
different periods •

At any rate, we can divide the early churches, scattered
all over the country, into the following typest

1. The HfSL 1-churchi an ordinary square or rectangular

chamber, divided by screens into the usual compartments! the

haikal, choir, men's division and women's division. An example
Is found in the little Church of Al~Ko*allakah, in Old Cairo,

thought by Butler to bfe the original church of Al-Mo'allakah, and
to belong to the third or fourth century*. The northern-most

(1) See A. Badawyt tm premidres feglises d*6gypte jttsqu'&u
slide do Saint Cyrllle, Cairo, 194?, pp.3-4.

(2) A. Patricolo and W. Honneret do Villard* The Church of Sitt
Barbara in Old Cairo, Florence, 1922, pp.22-3.

(3) Butlers Coptic Churches, vol.1, pp.228 f.
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chapel in it, adjoining the big church, is complete in itself, and
contains all the above-mentioned divisions, separated from each

other by wooden screens. The plan is of course very simple, and

of no architectural pretentions. Moreover it is capable of ex¬

pansion only to a very limited extent. It is covered with a barrel

vault, which may or may not be original . It seems to have been

the custom in the Bast, from a very early time, for women to sit

behind men.

2. The Domed Churchi Some of the Nubian churches are

characterized by a central dome, like the church near Addendan,

called by Somors Clarke * Dair Ash Bl-Fadelah*c. The nave has a

dome, small in size, supported on four heavy piers, with a vaulted
aisle on each side. Beyond the aisles there is a long vaulted

chamber on each side, communicating with the church by a door at

the western end of the wall (see plan). The date is not certain,

but the church probably belongs to early days of Christianity in
3

Nubia, and seems to have been influenced by Byzantine architecture .

Christianity was introduced into Nubia in the middle of the sixth

century, by a mission sent from Constantinople, and for nearly a

century after that, the Nubian church remained subject to Constan¬

tinople. This undoubtedly left its mark on architecture.

Another variety of domed churches appeared in Egypt after

the Arab conquest. These are composed of square rooms, or units,

grouped together, and all covered with domes. The plan has many

advantages? it can be expanded in any direction without increasing

(1) Butler: Coptic Churches, vol.1, pp.224-8.
(2) Comers Clarke: Christian Antiquities of the Nile Valley,

Oxford, 1912, p.70; G. Mileham: Churches in Lower Nubia,
Philadelphia, 1910, pp.38-9*

(3) Mileham, op.ext., pp.2f.
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the span of each unit to be covered, and it satisfied the needs of

later Coptic ritual in having more than one haikal at the east end.

We have examples in the two churches in Karat Ar-Rura, Cairo, dedi-
i

cated to Mari Girgis and Al-Adra, " They are covered with twelve

domes each, three over the eastern sanctuaries, and the rest over

the nine squares into which the body of the church is divided. In

Al-Aclra they are carried on six piers, two of them within the

haikal scr>cn, and in Mari Girgis on pillars, and in both cases

they are connected with arches. Similar churches occur in the
**5

souths at Edfu, Medinet Habu and other places^. The existing

buildings certainly date from after the seventh century, and

whether the plan had been developed before then, or not, is impossible
to say* One of the results of the Arab conquest is that it stopped

the supply of imported wood, which had been the main mat rial for

roofing churches, and so the ground plans were modified to suit

local materials,•' and architects had to avoid the very wide spans.

3. The Cruciform Church: To this category, Butler

assigned the Church of St. Barbara, in Old Cairo, originally

founded in the fifth century, though it underwent a complete re¬

construction in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, with alterations

at later periods. The transepts mentioned by Butler do not belong

to the original plan, and Patricolo and Monneret de Vlllard, who
had a chance of examining the building carefully, while it was

being repaired, some thirty-five years ago, came to the conclusion

that, originally, the church was an ordinary three-aisled basilica,

(1) Butler: Coptic Churches, vol.1, pp,2'8-83.
(2) Comers Clarke, Christian Antiquities of the Kile Valley,

Pis,XXXIII, XXXIV.
(3) See Baedeker's Egypt and the Sudan, Leipzig, 1929, P* clxxxix.
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1

with no transepts •

But in Hubia, several churches, again of uncertain date,

belong to the eross-in-squ&re type. These are the churches at

Gandal Irki, Madeaq and other places2. They have a central dome,

the haikal occupies the eastern arm of the cross, and the two

aastarn corners are occupied by side-chambers. The western corners

are also occupied by chambers, so that, outside, the church retains
its rectangular appearance.

4, Churches with transverse naves Instead of the long

nave, some churches in the Hatrun Valley have a shallow, transverse

nave, of the same length as the eastern sanctuaries, or slightly

longer. They occur at Dair Bs-8uriani, in the Church of 3s-Sitt

Marlam, and Dair Abu Makar, the Churches of Abu Iskhirun and Bsh-
3

Shiukh • The type is well-suited to the small monastic congre¬

gation. White, who calls it the short type, attributes it to a

Syrian origin, and indeed it is very similar to the Church of

St# Jacob, at Salah, considered by Sfcraygowski to be a typical

Syrian church of the early period4. The monastic churches of

Egypt are all of a late date, those in the Katrun Valley are

later than the ninth century, and it is impossible to say whether
or not they reflect an earlier tradition in church planning.

5. The Basilica: The types dealt with so far are rare,

and mostly of uncertain date, but with the basilica, we come to the

largest and most important group of churches. Many are well-

documented and securely dated to the early centuries. They can be

(1) Butler: Cootie Churches, vol.1 p.235» Patricolo and Monneret de
Villard: The Church of Sitt Barbara, pp.23f., 38 f.

(2) Corners Clarke, Christie" Antiquities of the lie Vallev Pis.VII
(3) II. G. .5, White: The Monasteries of the Wadi-n-outrun, III, K.T.

1933, pp.212 f.» 113, 120 f.
(4) Ibid. p.l3i Strsygowski: Origin, p.68, Figs.6, 7.
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subdivided intos

Churches with trefoil eastern end.

Churches with one apse.

Churches with three apses.

Five-aisled churches.

Domed basilicas.

Crypts.

Nubian churches.

The Trefoil-ended Basilica.

The sanctuary in these churches has three apses arranged

round a rectangular room and opening into it on the north, east and

south. There are three early churches in Egypt of this kind, the

White and. Monasteries, near Sohag, and the basilica near Dendereh.

St. Simeon, Aswan, is also affiliated to this group, but as it is
later in date, and since it departed from the regular flat roof and

has, instead, a domed one, it will be treated separately, as a

'domed basilica'.

DAIR ANBA SHENOUDI, or DAIR EL-ABIAD (THE WHITE MONASTERY).
Built by the Gre t Shenoudi of Akhmim, and called the White

Monastery from the white lime-stone of which the external walls are

built. The present Dair is in fact only the church of the monastery.

The keep, wall of enclosure, gardens and other monastic buildings
1

spoken of by Abu Salih, who vrrote at the end of the XII or the

beginning of the XIII century, are all gone. The church was built

(1) Abu Salih Al-Armanl: The churches and Monasteries of Egypt, ed.
and tr. Svetts and Butler, Oxford, 1895, f.32.
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in the life-time of Shenoudi (died in 452/3), probably in 440*.
It was the second church, the first one had been built in the days

of Constantino, and was surrounded by a large number of coenobites.
After a set-back in the reign of Julian, a period of great expansion

came in the days of Shenoudi, The number of monks increased rapidly,

and it became necessary to build a bigger church, as well as the

monastic dwellings. The work was entrusted to Besa, or Visa,
Shonoudi's pupil and successor. A new site was chosen, outside the

existing town, the old church was pulled down, and parts of it were

re-used in the new building, some of the stone cartings being eon-
2

fused in the process, *

Outside, the Dair has the appearance of an ancient Egyptian

temple. The walls batter considerably as they rise (but they are

vertical inside), and at the top, there is the typical gorge-cornice

which differs from the ancient Egyptian only in the absence of the
■i

torus-moulding at its baser. The stones used, sometimes of con¬

siderable size, are laid in horizontal courses in hard mortar, with
their malor axis parallel with the direction of the wall. Thus they

have the weakness of ancient Egyptian masonry, namely the absence
of proper bond, 4# The whole surface seems to have been covered with

a coat of plaster, following the ancient custom, with false joints
marked in red. High in the walls there are two ranges of window-like

recesses, some of which are real windows, while others are blind,
and do not show inside. The walls are pierced through with three

(1) U. Monneret de Villard: Les couvents prds de Sohag, Milan, 1925»
Ch.Ij Cabrol: Dlctionnaire, IV, cols, 459 f•; W, E. Crum, Journal
of Theological Studies. V, 1903-4, pp»130, 552-69.

(2) W. M. Flinders Petrie? Athribis, London, 1§08, pp,13-15.
(3) C, R. Peerss The White Monastery near Sohag, Archaeological

Journal, LXI (2nd Ser.XI), London, 1904. p.135.
(4) Somers Clarkei Christian Antiquities, p,x46j Peers, op.cit,,

P.135# Monneret de Villard, op.cit. Vol.11, p#12l.
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door-ways1# one on the south, opening into the large hall, on© on

the west, opening into the narthex (though not exactly on the central

axis of the church), and the third on the north, opening directly

into the aisle. There is also a small door in the north wall opening

at the foot of a stair which rises in the north-east angle of the

building, a similar one at the eastern end of the southern hall, and
a third one in the west wall opening at the foot of the stairs to the

south of the narthex#

By the beginning of this century, the great church had

shrunk in size, it became confined to the eastern end, while the

western half of the nave had been occupied by houses, but the original
2

plan can easily be traced •

The Karthex: The western end is occupied by the narthex,
and a stair-case to the south of it. The narthex is a narrow rect¬

angular hall with a door in each of its longer sides, the western

was, presumably, the main entrance to the church, and the other led
into the nave. In a church of this size wo would expect to find

more than one western entrance, though to the worship er entering

through this single door, and faced with the long nave colonnade

directing his eyes towards the sanctuary, the effect oust have been

great. The northern end of the narthex has an arrangement of five

columns forming a semi-circle, carrying an architrave on which rests

an apse,*^ an arrangement very similar to the Theophllan church of

St. Manas, Maryut. The southern end contains a niche flanked by

(1) For a description of these doors, see Peers, op. cit., p.138?
Somers Clarke, op. cit., p.151, Monneret de Villard, op. cit.,
p.122.

(2) See Somers Clarke, op. cit., pp.155 f♦
(3) Somers Clarke, op. cit., fig.34, p.l5?»
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two doors loading to the stair-case, and there seams to have been

four columns in this part, only one of which remains beside the
•j

western entrance." The walls are decorated with semi-circular and

rectangular niehes. Originally the narthex had a wooden ceiling

forming the floor of the gallery above, but at a later date it was
?

replaced by a vault".

The stair to the south of the narthex leads to the women's

gallery. That was the normal place for stairs in Egyptian and

Nubian churches , though at Dendereh and Dalr Abu Kermis it is on

the north side"5-.
The Haves The nave was separated fro© the north and south

aisles by lofty colonnades returned at the west side. There were

originally nineteen columns on the longer sides, with four more

between the westernmost ones^. The remaining columns are of a

mixed type, with unequal intercolmoniations, some of the capitals do
not fit their columns, and those on the north side are not exactly

opposite those on the south* It seems that when the wooden roof

had perished, by fire or because of some other misfortune, the

granite shafts that were still available ware re-erected, though
sometimes it was necessary to supplement the height. Piers of red

6
brick were set up to complete the number , for it seems that, though
the church had shrunk, parts of the nave were still used. This re¬

construction probably took place at the same time as the alterations

at the east end of the church, and the building of the present

(1) Moaneret de Villard, op. cit#, pp.115-7.
(2) Ibid., p. 116. (3) Milehaia, op. cit., p. 12.
(4) Infra, p. (5) Konneret de Villard, op.cit., pp.

94, 124.
(6) Peers, op. cit., p.149; Corners Clarke, op. cit., pp.150-5.
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western wall, which have been dated by Cnias, according to an inscrip¬

tion, to the early thirteenth century"•

Th® columns carried an architrave, on which rested the floor
of the upper galleries over the aisles and the narthex. The height

of th© galleries is indicated by sockets in the walls undoubtedly to

receive beams of wood, another row of sockets highs? up indicates the

position of their roof • It is rather difficult to see the object

of such galleries in a monastic church, where, of course, accommo¬

dation for women was not required, unless by that time galleries had
become an established feature of Christian architecture. Galleries

were usual In Byzantine churches V . Tophta), in Kubia (A .dondan,

Carre), and in Palestine (The Martyrtun in th® Holy SepulchreP,
but they are not found in the monasteries of the katrun Valley. v@

also know that Paehonius arranged nunneries as well as monasteries

(see Chapter 1 p.3?}, and undoubtedly the fame of "henoudi attracted

pilgrims and suppliants of both sexes. Texts from the Monastery of

gplphaalus, in the same region, often refer to women4, and it may

have been found necessary to arrange for thorn to attend service In

the church. It was not only the nunneries which possessed no churches,
but some of th® monasteries as well; no church was found in th©

Monastery of Epiphanius, and we must suppose that th® monks (also the

hermits living outside) went to the churches of nearby coonobia, or

towns'.

(1) T. g» Cruai Inscriptions from Schenouti's Monastery, lour, of
Theological Studl a, vol.V, 1904, pp.552 f•

(2) Peers, op.cit. p.145$ Tomern Clarke, op. cit., p.l56$ Monneret do
Viliard, op. cit., p.96.

(3) Crowfoot: i.iarly Churches in alestine, pp.15 f$ cf. Monneret de
Vlllard, op. cit., pp.96-7.

(4) K. A. winieek - Crtrat "h© Monastery of Keiphanlus at Thebes,
K.Y., 1926, p.131.

(5) Ibid., p.153.
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In the middle of the nave, at some distance from the east end,
there is a block of granite carved into five steps, covered with a

canopy of brick, which must have been the ambon. The arrangement of
the floor-slabs seems to indicate a narrow passage leading from the

sanctuary to the ambon"1', similar to the church of St. Menas.
Between the nave and the sanctuary, both Peers and Soiaers

Clarke have suggested the existence of a transept, the central part

of which would have occupied the area of the present church, but

Konnaret de Villard, Judging on structural grounds, dismisses the
IN

idea^. Transepts, whether projecting beyond the side walls of the

church or confined within them, were common in western architecture,

rare in the East - the only example so far known in Sgypt is at

St. Manas. They always have their roof at right angles with that of

the nave. At the "White Monastery the roof has disappeared, and the
eastern end of the nave has undergone many alterations so that it

is difficult to make a full restoration of it. The problem will be

discussed again when dealing with the Red Monastery, which is better

preserved.

Of the two ranges of windows seen outside in the northern

wall, the upper on© opened into the gallery, the lower into the aisle.
In the south wall, the upper recesses are blind windows, the lower

opened into the hall bordering the church on that side, and *ince
there were openings in the wall separating it from the aisle, a cer¬

tain amount of light would have got through, Monneret de Villard

again rejects the idea of a clerestory, giving direct light to the

nave, and compares this case with the early churches of Old Cairo,

(1) Soiaers Clarke, op, cit., pp.154-5; Monneret de V11 lard, op, cit,,
pp.106-7•

(2) Monneret de Vlllard, op. cit., pp»9$ f»
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St. Barbara, St. Sergius etc.," but the analogy is not complete. None

of the latter churches had the slzse of Dair El-Ebiadf so that lighting
would not have been a big problem, and we must remember that the

clerestory was used in the ancient temples from at least as early as
2

the New Kingdom"; the builders of the Dair may have adopted it from

there.

The original roof was undoubtedly of wood, and historical
references mention its gable shape, but it lias disappeared without,

leaving a traced
The Sanctuarys The eastern end has undergone many alterations,

but can be restored by comparison with the Bed Monastery, the sanc¬

tuary of which is in a better state of preservation. When the original

wooden roof was replaced by domes, probably in the thirteenth century'%

stronger ground support was required to take the increased weight. The

two columns which carried the sanctuary arch, in the original plan,

became buried on two sides by the brick piers supporting the dome of

the sanctuary and that of the present nave. To the east of this arch

was a rectangular space into which opened, on the north-east and south,
semi-circular apses slightly stilted. The lateral apses were separated

from the square space by a pas sagenot* closed by doors. This passage

connected the aisles directly with the rooms at the east of the church.

Bach apse was decorated with six detached columns in two ranges,

carrying richly carved architraves. Between the columns were niches

alternately semi-circular and rectangular, with semi-domed heads richly

ornamented. The architraves did not rest directly on the capitals of

(1) Monneret de Vlllard, op. cit., pp.98.
(2) R. Englebach & Somers Clarke: Ancient Egyptian Masonry, London 1930,

p.173.
(3) Monneret de Vlllard, op.cit. Vol.! pp.23 f.; vol.11 pp.94 f,
(4) Ibid., Vol.11, pp.72-4. (5) Ibid., p.89; % H. reshfield: Cellae

Trichorae, 1913, 1918, vol.11, p.37.
(6) Corners Clarke, op. cit., p.152; Peers, op. cit., p.142.
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the columnsj but on wooden lifctels. On the decay of these lintels,

they were replaced with brick walls with arched openings corresponding
1

with the niches .

The original position of the altar is disputable. At present

it lias on the chord of the eastern apse, flanked by two cubical
2

blocks, the nature of which cannot be decided . The lateral apses do

not seem to have had altars, not? is there room for them (though the

northern apse has a slab of marble, turned as much as possible to the
■3

east, that resembles an altar ). The altar and the central apse,

with their floor raised a step, are enclosed by a wooden screen, or

higab, pierced with a door in the middle, of modern date. It is not

possible to say whether it replaced an older one or not4.
There a?e two possible theories as to the original arrange¬

ment of this part of the church. The first altar may have stood in

the centre of the sanctuary^, thus there would be more room for the

officiating priest to move freely round the altar, which is certainly

difficult now with the two blocks on both sides. This is perhaps the

more likely position, but if, on the other hand, the first altar
stood in the same position as Its successor, with the higab to the

west of it, then the rest of the sanctuary probably served as a

choir, .an; she arrangement, in a way, similar to some of the ninth
/

century churches in the Natrun Valley (e.g. El Adra, Dair Es-SurianiJ).
The passages, mentioned before, separating the lateral apses

from the central square, lead to various rooms flanking the main apse.

(1) Freshfleld, op. cit., vol.II, p.38.
(2) Somers Clarke (op. cit., pp.153-4) & Peers (op. cit., p.148)

suggest that they are minor altars, but it is difficult to see
why thoy should be in such a position, or what purpose they served.

(3) Peers, op. cit,, p.148, note 1. (4) Somers Clarke, op.cit. p.154.
(5) Pears, op. cit., footnote 1, p.148; Freshfield, op.cit. X, p.40,
(6) White: Monasteries of the Wadi-n-Natrun, III, p.20; see also

Butler: Coptic Churches, vol.1, pp.24 f.



66.

That to the north, thought to be the library^, leads to the stair-case

occupying the north east angle of the building. It has underneath it

a small dark crypt, not really buried underground, though it has no

windows. The southern room contains the baptismal font in a niche

in the eastern wall . It leads to a small circular domed room that

can also be approached directly from the south transept, through a

room with two columns about its middle, supporting the roof.

The Southern Halls This is a long, rather narroi* hall,

occupying the southern side of the church. The wall between it and

the aisle contained several windows. The opposite wall had two doors,

one at its eastern end and the other further west (the latter door

opens into a passage which forms the present entrance of the church).

The western wall of the hall has an apse decorated with six columns^,
the eastern contains a door leading into a rectangular room.

The function of this hall is not easy to recognize. It may

have been a lateral narthex, a feature that was not uncommon in early

Syrian churches4, and it appears in Egypt itself later on, in the
main ehurch of the Monastery of St. Jeremias, Saqqara^, Or, and

this is perhaps more likely, it may have been a refectory for the

monks. It seems that as early as the fourth century, a common meal

for the monks was considered of religious importance, and thus a

refectory, and perhaps a kitchen as wall, were attached to the church.6
Refectories of a later date appear in some of the churches of the

Natrun Valley''.

(1) W. E. Grum, lour, of Theological Studies, 1904, pp.553 f.
(2) Monneret de Villard, op. cit., p.114. (3) Ibid., p.111.
(4) Ibid., p.112.
(5) «T. E. Quibell: Excavations at Saqqara, III, 1907-8, Cairo 1909, P»5«
(6) White, op. cit., pp.24 f.
(7) Ibid.
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DAIR ANBA BISHOI, or DAIR EL-AHMAR (THE RED MONASTERY!.

The history of this monastery is almost completely unknown.

It is strange that Abu Salih makes no mention of it, though he has
much to say about the White Monastery near by. It is dedicated to

Bishoi, pupil of Shenondi . Unlike the White Monastery, the outer

wall is built of red brick, hence the name, but otherwise, the out¬

side appearance, the plan and general details are almost identical,
so that they cannot be too far apart in date and are probably the

itfork of the same architect. There ar© a few points of difference.

Materials from older temples are frequently met with in the

White Monastery, but in the Red Monastery they ar© all uniform, there

Is no mixing of different elements, which probably suggests that the

latter is slightly later in date .

The Red Monastery is built on smaller dimensions, and less of
it is left, but the parts that remain are in better preservation, and
it is in fact by them that we can get the complete plan of the trefoil

sanctuary. Unlike the White Monastery, all three apses here open

directly into the central square, and the passage connecting the

nave with the rooms grouped round the east end, goes through the

lateral aisles. Thus while the eastern apse has three decorative

niches in it, there is room for only two in the others. The original
wooden roof was, also, replaced by a dome, at a later period.

There is no trace of the narthex. The nave colonnades had
4

eleven columns each , of double order, with two more for the western

returned aisle, and another two of bigger dimensions between the

(1) Synaxaire Arabe Jacobite, ed. Basset, 5 Arachir, Patrologia
Orientalis, XI, p.791.

(2) Freshfield, op. cit., p.46; Monneret de Villard, op.cit., p.125.
(3) Monneret d© Yillard, op. cit., pp.124-5.
(4) Ibid., pp.94~5s Somers Clarke, op.cit., pp.168-9.
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easternmost columns, corresponding to the pilasters which flank the

columns of the triumphal arch (See Mormeret de Vtllard's figs.123,
126 and section 114). These two extra columns are not easy to

account for, especially as they would rather obstruct the view of

the altar. They may have been merely intended to complete the

symmetry of the plan, as in the church near Dandereh" (to be dis¬

cussed later on). They were not a common feature in early church

architecture, and in the White Monastery itself they have disappeared.
In some of the Nubian churches the central haikal, and con¬

sequently the triumphal arch, projects into the nave (e.g., at

Addendan). Such an arrangement is not unlike that of the Red

Monastery, where the eastern end of the nave may have been cut off,
2

and added to the sanctuary for some liturgical purpose . The

suggestion is strengthened by the fact that the centre of this area

is at a higher level than the nave^. If we accept the idea that

the altar was situated in the centre of the sanctuary (supra p. 65 ),

then the eastern nart of the nave may have served as the choir.

A third, and simpler, explanation is that the two columns
were merely intended to reduce the span of the nave, and so make
the roofing easier, though admittedly the suggestion would have
more attraction if we accept Comer Clarke's idea of the existence of

a transept.

THE BASILICA NEAR DBHDBRSH.

This is the third example of the trefoil plan. It is

smaller in sixe, but the masonry is of good quality. Nothing is

(1) Manneret de Villard, op. cit,, ?^p. 100-1.
(2) Ibid., pp.101-3. (3) Ibid., p.103.
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known of its history, though it probably dates from the end of the
fifth century3".

A plan is given by Somers Clarke (Pl.XLI), and a restored

one by Monneret de Villard (vol.1, fig. 52)^. The church lias two

doors situated at the western ends.of the longer walls, as is common

in Nubian churches (Addendan, Serre). They open into vestibules,

leading to the narthex which occupies the full width of the church.

The narthex ends on the north and south sides in apses. Opening into

it, on the west, are three rooms, one of which is a stair-case* Its
eastern wall is decorated with circular niches, others appear in the

vestibules facing the doors, and similar ones are found in the nave

as well.

Three doors lead from the narthex to the church# a wide nave

separated from the aisles b$r six columns on each side, with two more

for the western returned aisle, and another two opposite them on the

east, similar to the Red Monastery.

The sanctuary has the three apses opening into the central

square. The main apse is decorated with six circular niches, but
none appear in the others. The lateral apses have doors connecting

them with the nave, and they seem also to have contained doors in

their centre, connecting them with the chambers at the eastern end.

Comers Clarke compares the carved detail in this church to

that of the White and Red Monasteries-', and their plans are unmis¬

takably similar. Together they represent the oldest, and perhaps

the most important group of churches in Egypt4.
(1) Monneret de Villard, op. cit., Vol.1, pp.47-8.
(2) A small restored plan also appears in Baedeker's Egypt and the

Sudan, facing p.262, but it makes it a five-aisled church.
(3) Christian Antiquities, p.140.
(4) The origin of the trefoil is discussed in a later chapter

(infra, p.H9 ).
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The Single-apsed Basilica

In these churches the nave only ends eastward in an apse and

the side aisles end in narrow rectangular chambers. The apse is always

internal, there are no cases in Egypt of apses projecting beyond the

wall of the sanctuary. The plan is very similar to that of several

churches in Northern Syria from the fourth century onwards, e.g. the

Church at Khirbet Bass and the Basilica at Ruweha (both 4th century),

and Dar Kita, Kasr-il-Banat and Btirsa (5th century)3". In Egypt there

are three early examples of this types Dair Abu liermis, the Main Church
and the Tomb Church in the Monastery of St. .Tereraias, Saqqara. To

these we might add the Church of St. Barbara, Old Cairo, and a few

others of uncertain date, like the Small Church on the Island of Philae,

near Aswan, and Dair-is-Salib at Nakada.

DAIE ABU HENRIS

The Dair lies on the east bank of the Nile, to the south of the

ancient city of Antinoe, and is assigned by Butler to an early date,

for he considers that its deep apse, ornamented with recesses flanked

by pilasters, belongs to a type that was common in the time of

Constantino2, but a fifth century date seems more likely^.
The plan is a small basilica * of simple form. The western end

is occupied by the narthex, with a stair-ease to the north of it,

probably leading to the upper galleries. The narthex is a fairly wide

rectangular hall, with the only entrance to the church in the centre
of the facade, opposite which lies the entrance to the nave. Both

doors are flanked with pilasters. The eastern wall of the narthex, to

the south of the doorway, contains a shallow circular recess, similar

(1) H.C. Butler: Architecture & Other Arts, N.Y., 1903, PP#93» 99, 137,
140, 152.

(2) A. J. Butler: Coptic Churches, vol.1, pp.365-6.
(3) Baedeker's Egypt, p.222. (4; See homers Clarke, op.cit. pp.l8l-7.
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to that in the White Monastery, and there is a bigger niche in the

southern wall nearer to the east (see plan).

The nave is separated from the aisles by four columns on each

side, but there is no western returned aisle. The aisles are narrow,

probably of two floors, though there is no trace of the upper gallery

now. Bach of the lateral walls is decorated with three square niches,
one between every two columns, which are flanked by corinthian pilasters

and covered with an arch.

The apse occupies the full width of the haikal, separated from

the nave by an arch of triumph supported on L~shaped pilasters. Small

doors In its sides open into narrow side chamberss the southern one

contains the font. These chambers are also connected with the aisles.

The apse is decorated with a circular niche, flanked by two square

ones. Ornamental niches are characteristic of Egyptian churches of

all periods.
1

Th© church was originally covered with wood , which was des¬

troyed by decay or violence and replaced, at some time after the Arab

conquest, by three domes over the nave, and one over th© haikal. Th©

ground-floor had to be modified, and heavy piers were erected to

support the doses. At the same time the church was enlarged and

additions were made on the north side' •

THE MONASTERY OF ST. JEREMIAS, SAQQARA
The Monastery was excavated by Quibell, and published by the

Egyptian Department of Antiquities, in a series of reports, early this

century3.

(1) Ibid., p.186. (2) Ibid., p.183, Pl.LV.
(3) J. E. Quibell t Excava tions ..at -Saqqara, 1907-8 (Cairo, 1909)}

1908-9, 1909-10 (Cairo, 19120.
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St. Jeremias is mentioned by John of Nlkiou, who wrote
c.A.D. 630, as a contemporary of Anastasius (491-518), so he must have

flourished in the second half of the fifth century, and the monastery

was probably founded c.4701, though it is possible that a monastery

had already existed before the time of Jeremias, and that he received

the honour of the founder because of his great services to the com-
2

©unity or his remarkable character . The coins found during the ex¬

cavations begin with Anastasius, and the oldest remains probably date

from that time^. The monastery contains two early churches? The Tomb

Church, and the Main Church.

The Tomb Church? Except for the eastern end, this edifice does not

seem to have under-one heavy reconstruction like the Main Church, for
the materials are all uniform, the capitals of columns are identical
and the sculpture is of the same style. It was probably the first

church of the monastery built at the end of the fifth century, and

when a bigger church was erected, it was altered at the east and used

as a burial-place for the founder and some other outstanding figures4.
The building is almost subterranean, but there is no trace

of the stair leading down to it. There is a room in the south east

corner, and another one at the south west which might have contained

the stair-case^.
The plan is basilical, with a nave separated from each aisle

by a row of four columns, and an extra column for the returned aisle.

The eastern chambers were walled off, as said before, and the L-shaped

pillars which must have supported the arch of triumph were joined with

(1) Saqqara, 1907-8, Introduction, pp.I-IXI.
(2) Ibid., p.III. (3) Ibid., loc. cit.
(4) Saqqara, 1908-9, 1909-10, p.V.
(5) Ibid., p.10.
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a red-brick wall, covered with thick plaster . The site of the altar

was used as a tomb for someone of great importance, probably Jeremias

himself, and the internal walls were covered with marble, as well as
1

2
the floor, but there is no sign in the walls of any door at all • The
chamber to the north of the sanctuary was similarly treated, and other

• I

cells are found along the sides of the aisles. The eastern wall of
1 il 1

1 ■•!' '
the church has bean destroyed, so it is impossible to say anything

about the apse, if there was one.

The Main Churchs founded in the early sixth century-*, with good

under-structures, and marble columns inside. In the second half of
4

the seventh century, the monastery was sacked during persecution , and

the church was completely destroyed. Soon afterwards a now church was

built, on the same model, but the floor was raised, and it was shortened
on the east side# This church stood for half a century or so, but

again about the middle of the eighth century it was badly damaged. The

existing remains are those of the second church: a basilica, with a

nave of very wide span (over 35 feet from centre to centre of the

columns), two narrow aisles (c»5 feet), and a western returned aisle-*1*

Starting on the west, there is a narthex, divided into three parts

by a wall of brick, evidently of later date, though it might have

replaced an earlier one, and another wall of stone of which the foun¬

dations only remain"'.

The narthex leads to the nave through a wide door of three

bays, separated by columns: the width and position of the door is
shown by its granite threshold. The church has two other doors, one

on the south opening into the covered colonnade, or mandara, on that

(1) Ibid., p.10-11. (2) Ibid., p.10.
(3) Ibid., p.V. (4) Ibid., p.VI,
(5) Saqqara, 1907-8, p,3. (6) Ibid., p.5.
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side, and the other on the north leading to the monastic buildings
(see Saqqara, t.IV, Pl.I).

The columns on the north side of the nave are fairly regularly

spaced, but on the south, the intercoluranlatlons are narrower, and
there are at least two extra columns. This irregularity has already

been noticed in the White Monastery (suupra, p. 61)« The columns are

mainly of limestone, except for throe which are of marble, undoubtedly
left from the first church, and the two pillars of the western door,

which, like the threshold, are of granite1. A hole in the pavement of
the nave, on the main axis, probably indicates the position of the

epiphany tank.

The roof has completely vanished, and no trace of it remains,
p

but considering the soan of the nave, it must have been a wooden one .

At the eastern end of the nave there is a low bench of

alabaster blocks, mised a step above the floor, and stretched right
across the church. Against this the higab must have been fixed? a

screen of carved and painted wood, several fragments of which were

found nearby (see Saqqara, t.III, PI.XXXIX, XL). Beyond it is the

haikal, its floor being lower than the nave, a most unusual featur®3.
The haikal has its apse, which does not occupy, like Dair Abu Hennis,
the full width of the wall, and there are the usual side chambers.

The foundations of the apse are of poor, rough mud-brick, but

beyond it on the east QuibelX discovered the foundations of another

apse, at a lower level. These are built of solid stone, and must

belong to the first church^.
The history of the building thus becomes a bit clearer. The

(1) Ibid., p.2.
(3) Saqqara, 1907-3, p.?.
(4) Ibid., loc. cit.

(2) Ibid. p.4? Saqqara, 1908-9, 1909-1
p.3.
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early sixth century church was well-built, with stone foundations, and
columns of marble, probably imported, but most of the capitals were of

limestone, mad© locally3-• It had finely carved friezes, inside and out,
and a wooden roof, and the eastern apse had a serai-dome, covered with

2
mosaics, remains of which were found among the ruins • The second

church was built at a higher leve|, with poorer materials# Whatover
remains were saved from the ruins, were re-used in the new building,

with some new lime-stone pillars, and materials from ancient templar*#
It was obviously built at a period of poverty#

The Mandaras This is an L-shaped, covered court adjoining the south

side of the building, a position similar to the Refectory of the Whit©

Monastery, but there is no more similarity between the two# Its floor
is on the same level as the church, and underneath it there is another

4
pavement parallel with the floor of the earlier church • Thus it

seems certain that the second church followed closely the plan of its

predecessor. The mandara is approached on the east by a double stair¬

way, of which the narrow one, on the right, may have led directly to

the women's galleries, above the aisles} no trace of a stair-casa has

been found in the church itself, but again there is no sign of the

upper stair that would be needed^. The function of this mandara is

not clear, perhaps it was used as a meeting place for the monks, or

as a gusst room#

THE CHURCH OF ST, BARBARA IN THE ROMAN FORTRESS, OLD CAIRO

This is a late member of the group, the present building of
the church being assigned by Patricolo to the eleventh century, with

(J) Saqqara, 1908-9, 1909-10, p.I?. (2) Saqaara, 1907-8, p,5,
(3) Saqqara, 1908-9, 1909-10, p.V, VI.
(4) Ibid#, p.III# (5) Saqaara, 1907-8, p.7,
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still later modifications1. It is possible, however, that it preserves

the plan of the first church, built in the fourth or fifth century, add

in fact most of the churches in Old Cairo seem to have a plan older

than the buildings actually are.

Before the restoration that was being carried on at the time

of Butler's visit in 1880 and again in 1884, the church was a regular

basilica, with a control haikal and two rectangular side chapels. The

apse is not circular, but seven-sided, with the two sides towards the

nave longer than the others. There was a narthex and galleries for

women, but the transepts, mentioned by Butler, sees to be a modification
2

of the original plan.

The Small Church on the Island of Phila@3, and the Southern Church at
4

Pair-is-Salib, Kakada , are both of uncertain date. The first has a

semi-circular apse is the Baikal, connected with a narrow chamber on

the north, which does not occupy the full width of the aisle since the

outer (northern) wall is pushed in. The room to the south of the Baikal

is occupied by a stair, in a most unusual place.

The second is the most important of the three churches at

Dair-is-Salib. Originally, it was a crude brick basilica, then at a

later date it was modified and heavy piers constructed to provide

enough support for a brick-domed roof. The central haikal is separated

from the nave by a wide triumphal arch. The side chapels are square

in shape and have their altars, but there is no connection beti^oen the

central haikal and the lateral ones.

(1) A. Patricolo & TJ, Konnorot do Villards The Church of Sitt Barbara,
p.38* Cf. Butler; Coptic Churches, vol.1, pp.235 f•

(2) Patricolo & Monneret de Villard, op. cit., pp.31 f•
(3) Somers Clarke: Christian Antiquities, PI.XXIV, flg.l.
(4) Ibid., PI.XXXVIII, 1, pp.126 f.
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The Thrae-apsed Basilica

This type results when the side-ohapels, as well as the main

haikal, are provided with eastern apses. The examples In Egypt are

comparatively late, for apart from Al-Mo*allakah, the buildings are

later than the Arab conquest. Usually the central apse is bigger than

the lateral ones (Mari Ulna, between Cairo and Old Cairo")• There are

no projecting apses like those of St. Simeon in Syria (VI century)*

In most cases the three apses are provided with their altars, so that

they are all full halk&ls. There is no indication as to when such a

practice was first introduced, perhaps soon aiter the Arab conquest;
in any case it became typical of Coptic Churches of the later period".

THE CATHEDKAL CHTI1CH OF AL-MO * ALLAKAH, IK THE EOMAM FOBTBESS OF BABYLON
It is dedicated to the Virgin, and called Al-Mo'allakah, or

the hanging church from the fact that it is suspended between two

bastions of the Fortress. The church was probably founded about the

end of the fourth century or the beginning of the fifth, judging by

the remains of the original wood-work^, but the present church is
4

dated by Butler, with various alterations, to the sixth century •

The entrance to the church is on the west side through the

narthex, now used as a aiandara or guest-hall, and fitted with long

sitting benches along the eastern, northern and southern walls. The
narthex is of the open type, the western wall being replaced with a

row of columns supporting the upper storey. It does not occupy the

full width of the church, for the northern and southern ends are takfn

by the stairs leading up to the gallery. The stair-cases open into

(1) Butlers Coptic Churches, vol.1, pp.47; Slm&ika: Guide to the
Coptic Museum, p.32.

(2) Butler, op. cit., pi2?* See also J. M. Middleton, On the Coptic
Churches of Old Cairo* Archaeologia, XLVIII (II), 1885, pp.397 f•

(3) Simaika, op.cit., p. 55* (4) Butler, op. cit., pp.228 f.
j
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the narthex, hut only the southern communicates with the nave.
This is the only example of an open western narthex in Egypt

(ef • St. Manas, the White Monastery and Dendereh), and to the west of
it there is an open court, similar to the atrium of western churches3*.
The atrium is not common in eastern churches, and it therefore seems

likely that in Al-i-io'Allaka.'i, it represents a toman influence in the

country. This is the mora reasonable as the church is situated in one

of the principal Roman camps in Egypt * Unfortunately, this part was
9

severely restored at the end of the last century , so that it is not

safe to emphasise any conclusions drawn from its present arrangement.

Two doors lead from the narthex to the main body of the church;

one opening into the nave, and the other into the north aisle (see plan).
The western end of the church is cut off by a wooden screen, supporting

the upper gallery over the narthex, which projects eastward. There
are no upper galleries over the aisles.

There are several irregularities about the plan, probably due
■5

to the unnatural foundations of the church-'. The nave has two aisles

on the north and one on the south, all differing in width. The southern
colonnade consists of a row of eight columns, carrying a wooden archi¬

trave, lightened by small relieving arches* A similar colonnade

separates the two northern aisles, but between the nave and the

flanking northern aisle there are only three widely-spaced columns

joined by arches. The pulpit is situated beside the eastern one of

these, in the nave. The northern-most aisle is the narrowest of them

all, and it still narrows further towards the east, that being un¬

doubtedly necessitated by the foundations, and it does not end in a

sanctuary.

1) Swift? Roman Sources of Christian Art, p.11,
2) Butler, op. eit*, p.209. (3) Ibid., p.216.



A large epiphany tank is situated in the northern aisle, a

rather strange position. The nave contains a smaller tank, the

pulpit, and the patriarch*s chair beside the westvrn screen.

The church has three halkals, all ending in internal shallow
apses. The central apse occupies the full width of the haikal, and

contains a tribune of four curved steps approached at the bottom by

three straight ones. The other two apses are less in diameter, and

also have their tribunes. This is the first time we meet with the

tribune in Egypt. The roof consists of vaults carried on over the

sanctuaries.

The Five-aisled Basilica

The double aisle is the normal method to increase the

capacity of the important churches, in order to accommodate a big

congr^tion, without at the same time increasing the difficulty of

roofing a wide span. The disadvantage of this method is that it is

not easy to arrange the columns in such a way that the point of focus,

the sanctuary, is not concealed from the congregation, accommodated in

all parts of the church. It is the same problem which met the

ancient Greek architects when they wanted to build large assembly

halls1, and which they got round by altering the arrangement of the

columns, instead of having thea in straight longitudinal lines. Such

a method was not very suitable for Christian churches, and the problem
was partly solved by having upper galleries, or, in St. Menas (Maryut),
by the wide transepts.

Two early five aisled churches e.MSt td in Palestine (but

none in Syria): the so-called Martyrlum, in the Holy Sepulchre, and
p

the Justinian Church of the Nativity , at Bethlehem. In Rome there

(1) W. R. Dlnsmoor: The Architecture of Ancient Greece (3rd ed.),
London. 1950, p.206.

(2) Crowfoot: Early Churches in Palestine, pp.15, 16, 77f», fig.16.
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are the Churches of Old St. Paul's and St. Peter's*5*; In Greece, St.
o

Demetrius at Salonica . Al-Mo'Allakah, as we have seen, has a second
aisle on the north only, but it can hardly b© considered a double

aisled basilica as the plan seems to have been rather intended to

suit the foundations (cf. supra),

THE CHURCH OF AL-ADRA II? HARAT-AZ-2UAILAH, CAIRO
This church^ seems originally to have been a five aisled

basilica, with five eastern chapels, the central one of which alone
has an apse, while the others were rectangular chambers. The apse

occupies the full width of the haikal, and has a tribune similar to

Al-Mo'allakah. The church was founded in the mid fourth century,
but the date of the present building Is uncertain. According to

Al-Makrizi, the church was destroyed in 1321, and later re-built,
and probably some of the old materials were used again^.

Th© two inner rows of columns are regular, th© others have

been interrupted and cut short (see plan). The present entrance is

through the southernmost of the chapels, but in th® original plan

there was probably a western entrance, and when the level of the

street outside rose up gradually, this entrance had to be abandoned^.
An entrance about the middle of the southern wall has also been

blocked.

Although there are upper galleries, the back part of the nave

is screened off, and reserved for women; the reason obviously Is that

the congregation had diminished, and the whole space was no longer

necessary. Another screen divides the men's section from the choir,

and there was of course the higab. One peculiarity of the latter is

(1) See SwiftI Roman Sources of Christian Art, p.9,
(2) <T,A. Hamilton« yzantine Architecture & Decoration, London 1934, p.37«
(3) Butlers Coptic Churches, vol,I, p.272-7.
(4) Simaikai Guide to the Coptic Museum, p.84. Butler, op. cit., p,273,

seems to give the present church a 10th century date.
(5) Butler, op. cit., p.273.
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that it does not stretch in a straight lino in front of all the

sanctuaries, as it normally does in Cootie churches, instead the
main haikal extends further into the nave, like that of some of the

Nubian Churches (cf. Addendan, infra)*

THE LARGE CHORCH OS TIE ISLAND OF PHILAB 8BAH ASWAN

The exact date of this building cannot be decided, but

Christianity reached the Island early in the fourth century"1, and

was soon in a powerful position* Some of the Christian remains may

therefore belong to an early date*

he church is a basilica of irregular shape outside, for the
eastern and southern walls are out of angle with the orientation of

the church (if indeed it is so) . Two inner rows of columns, however,

give the interior a symmetrical plan* The two outside rows are square

piers, also parallel with the main axis, and on the west side they

form a returned aisle. The gap on the south side, caused by the

irregularity of the wall, is filled by an extra row of pillars which

helps to support the roof. There is no ape® in the ©astern sanctuary,

which is also irregular. A small door from It leads to a room in

which there is a flight of stairs, probably loading to the upper

galleriesIt is an unusual oosition for the stairs, but it is

similar to the small church on the same island. The roof was

probably of wood#

THE BASILICA OF AkKANT

This last example of the group is no longer existent, but it

was visited by Pococks in the early eighteenth century1. It has

(1) H. Hunier, L® Chrlstianisme d Philae, Bull, do la Soc. d*Arch.
Copt©, IV (1938), pp.37-49*

(2) Sonars Clarke? Christian Antiquities, pp*89-90#
(3) Ibid., p.89.
(4) A Description of the Bast, Vol.1, p.110*
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several points of interest: first, the nave is too wide, compared

with the double side-aisles, and it ends on both the east and west

sides in a shallow apse1* The east apse, only, is flanked by pilasters

which must have supported the triumphal arch- There is no western

entrance , but the doors are at the western ends of the longer sides,
like the Nubian churches#

TT10 Domed Basilica

The combination of a domed superstructure with the b&silical

ground-plan, first appears in Bysantine architecture in the fifth
century- Several examples are found in Asia Minor, at Miriamlik and
Bin bir Killsse c^itury) , of a later date, St# Irene, Constanti¬
nople (c.532), and several others"', outside Asia Minor there is the
Church of S. Sophia .in 3aIonica (6th century)4* The type does not

appear in.BgypCunti.1 the seventh century, perhaps following the change
over from the wood-On roof of the early century to the use of brick.

THE MONASTERY OF ST.

The church of this monastery represents an important elabo¬
ration of the trefoil-ended hall of the fifth century, as a result of
its combination with the dome* Although it dates from the seventh

C>
century', it is not too far removed from the time of the Arab conquest
«# to show the new tendencies in Coptic architecture following that

event, and in fact it belongs to the early style#

The western end is built against the rock^, which is at a

higher level on this side, and is occupied by some chambers approached

(1) Cf# plan in A. Badawys Les Premidrcs Eglises d'Bgypte, fig#5, P*&
(2) V. M* Ramsay & 0* L. Bells The Thousand and One Churches, London,

1909, pp.322*4.
(3) D. Talbot Rices Byzantine Art, London, 1954, pp.67-3#
( A \ Tt-'* 4 /? -4- * v* *». A -v» rut*. A 4» r% -4* ?*" TTksh "f* *? ^ ^ ?

(5) Manned ds Yillard, in Baedeker1 s Egypt, pp.CLTfCTIV, 262.
(6) Corners Clarke, op# eit,, pp.97 f«

i
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from the nave, so th© usual western door of Egyptian churches is
her© missing. One of these rooms probably contained the stair to the

upper galleries, as at Dendereh (supra).
The nave is separated from the aisles by piersj on the north

there are four, unequally spaced (see plan), and it seems that they

were connected with arches, .Che two central in tercolumn!at ions are

smaller, and so their arches must have been consequently lower than

th© outer ones, Th® aisle itself was crossed with three arches again

irregularly spaced, he first and third bays from the west were covered

with intersecting vaults, a method used to cover almost rectangular
1

spaces without the use of wood-centering , Th© second and fourth bays

had barrel vaults, the easternmost being longer than the others and

extending beside the sanctuary to a chamber in the north-east corner

of the church, with which it is connected by a door.

The southern aisle is almost cut off from the nave by a wall,
in which there are two openingsj one at the extreme west of it, and

the other nearer to the east. This is undoubtedly the result of some

later reconstruction, and in Monneret d® Yillard's restored plan the
p

pillars on this side are symmetrical with those on the north , and

the arrangement of th® roof must have been similar too. There were

upper galleries probably connected at the west end by a bridge sup¬

ported on pillars, as was commonly don© in Egypt (cf, A1 Mo'allakah,

supra). The main entrance to the church was on the north, in th©

second bay of the aisle, and there seems to have been two other doors

on the south.

To cover the nave, a span of about twenty-four feet, must

have been a problem to the architect of the church, for the Arab

(1) Ibid., p.101,
(2) TTgo lionneret de illard: II Monaster© Di S. Simeone Presso Aswan,

Milan, 1927, figs.^0, 51.
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conquest deprived Egypt of her supply of imported wood, which had

so far been the main roofing material. Somers Clarke proposes a

wooden roof of the usual type, probably supported by two inner rows

of columns, like tha large church on the Island of Philae (supra),
but there is no trace of such an arrangement. The solution adopted

was to divide the nav© longitudinally in two halves by two pillars

situated between, and in line with, those in the centre of the
lateral colonnades. Each half had its dome (of. St. Irene, Con-

2
stantinople ). There are traces of brick vaulting in most parts of

the church, used instead of wood.

The triumphal arch is comparatively narrow, for it is less
then half the width of tha nave. It leads into the sanctuary, which

resembles the trefoils further north, except that the apses are

square at ground level, then gather upwards at the corners to form

an appropriate base for the half domes that covered them. The

central square may have been covered with a dome, though all traces

of it have disappeared. The eastern end contained several chambers,

grouped round the apses, as in the White and Red Monasteries.

Straygovskl-1 derives the domed-basilica type from the

Armenian single-domed church, which, on entering the Mediterranean

world, had to meet the demand for a women's gallery, and therefore
lateral aisles were added with the matronea upstairs. The plan of

St. Simeon is not at all foreign to Egypt, and except for the domes

the church has a family resemblance with the two Monasteries near

Sohay, and the Church near Dendereh. It would seam more likely that

the use? of the dome at this later period was rather suggested by

(1) Somers Clarke, op. cit., p.102*
(2) A. Van Milliagent Byzantine Churches in Constantinople, London,

1912, pp.91 f*
(3) Origin, p.69.
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Constantinople, where the most important domed basilicas were erected ,

St. Simeon stands alone in the country, its plan was never repeated

again.

Crypts and Underground Churches

Two churches will be included in this groups The Crypt of Abu

Sargah, and Dair SI Bakarah. Another underground church has already
been described: the Tomb Church in the Monastery of St. Jeremias*.

Architecturally, they may not be of great pretensions, but they are

among the earliest Christian buildings in Egypt, and they show

certain tendencies which characterise Coptic architecture throughout

its history, e.g. the use of ornamental niches, pilasters, and the
returned aisle.

THE CRYPT 0? ABU SARGAH

Dedicated to the Virgin. This is in fact the only real crypt

in Egypt. Its foundation goes back, perhaps, to the third century,

though it seeias to have been rebuilt in the sixtlP• It lies under

the centre of the choir of the upper church, and part of the sanc¬

tuary, and is approached by two stairs in the northern and southern

parts of that choir, leading down to the western end of the crypt.
The plan is basllical, with some peculiar features. The nave

is separated from the aisles by two rows of columns, completed
towards the east by short walls in line with them, and running to the

eastern apse. The last column in each row actually joins this wall.

The columns are not all original, they are of different heights and

have a variSty * capUaXat The ^ coasts * three paraHeX

(1) D. Talbot Bices Byzantine Art, p.67.
(2) See also the White Monastery, supra, p. 72.
(3) J. M. Mlddletoiu The Coptic Churches of Old Cairo, Archaeologia,

XLVIII, pp.405-7; Butlers Coptic Churches, Vol*I, pp.181-2, 203-4.
(4) Kiddleton, op. cit,, p.406.
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barrel vaults, covered with pilaster.
The crypt has three seal-circular apses, similar, in a way,

to the Roman cella trichora type1. The eastern, with a semi-domed head,

contains an altar, and is separated from the nave by a round arch.

Strangely enough the altar is not placed centrally, but to one side

of the apse, and in front of it there is a circular slab in the floor

covering the sacred well, by the side of which the Holy Family is

believed to have rested in their flight to Egypt*• The altar of the

upper church was so arranged as to fall exactly on this slab. The

other two niches, slightly smaller, are in the middle of the side
walls. The southern one has a marble altar, placed similarly to

the eastern one. The northern has a marble slab slightly sunk, but

no altar.

The eastern end of the southern aisle contains the font, with

a shallow square recess in th wall to the north of it. The end of

the northern aisle is widened out, but there is no niche in it.

Popular legend connects this crypt with the Holy Family, and

the stsange position of the altars, and other peculiarities of the

plan, are probably meant to commemorate certain points of the legend.

PAIR SL BAKARAH, OR THE CONVERT OF THE PULLEY.

This is a partly built and partly rock-cut monastery, on the

east bank of the Nile, about half way between Girgah and Minlah.
The name indicates the way by which it could be reached in the Middle

Ages, by means of a pulley-• The church (and in fact the whole

monastery) is dedicated to the Virgin, and ascribed to the Age of

(1) E. Freshfield: Celiac Trichora©, 2 vols.
(2) Butler, op. cit., p.202.
(3) Butler, op. clt. p.348; A. ladawy: Las Premidres Sglises d1Egypte,

p. 91.
(
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St# Helena, The plan is known to us from the description of ancient
1

travellers, particularly CurzoiT'.

The nave is almost square, separated from the aisles by ten

columns, four on each side and two more for the returned aisle at

the west. The columns carry a heavy wooden architrave. This part

seems to be originally built, and not like the sanctuary, excavated
in the rock. Entrance to the church is made by a long flight of

stairs on the east side, leading down to the end of the southern

aisle.

The sanctuary consists of a semi-circular apse occupying the

full width of the nave, but higher in level. It is approached by a

double flight of stops, near the top of which stand two columns. The

apse is ornamented with three deep rectangular niches, and six seni-
2

circular pilasters,/ Two chambers open on its sides ,

Butler remarks thj&fc there is a strange resemblance between

the church and several ancient rock-cut tombs nearby^. Their

vestibule is similar to the nave, with its aisles and returned
J

aisle, the funeral chapels are like the sanctuary, and the stairs,

too, are in a similar' position. The Dair goes back to the earliest

days of church-building, and it may have been influenced by ancient

architecture, bike the Crypt of Abu Sarzah, however, It differs
/: ' ! !

from churches dSublt above ground, under usual circumstances.

Nubian Churches

The majority of the Nubian Churches are basilicas4, but th®

plan differs fjtjom that found in Egypt, so that they rather form a

category of their own. They belong to the vaulted-basilica type,
..... J ....... -—-I '»■ • »< - ■ . I « . — »—"■

(1) R. Cursponjs Visits to the Monasteries in the Levant, London 1349,
(2) Cf. untlor, op. eiti, p.349, pp.111 r.
(3) Ibid./, p«3l?0; see also VI. K. P. Petri©* Egyptian Architecture,

London, 1938, ?*%'»
(4) lile'haias Churches in Lower Nubia, p.11.
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for the roofs are often vaulted, and sine© Christianity did not spread

into the country till a late date, the churches may have borrowed
much from the new plans used in the Byzantine world--. Their main

characteristics are the side entrances, at the western end of the

aisles, instead of a western door, heavy piers separating the nave

from the aisles, a staia^ in one of the rooms at the western end of
/

the church, usually the southern, and sometimes a narrow corridor
/ p

behind the apse, connecting the side-chapels (Kasr II-rim, FIgiraiitoa )*
The dates are often difficult to fix, none of them can be earlier than
the time of Justinian.

/ /
1

I 3
THS NORTHEM CHURCH AT PARAS

The entrance doors open into the northern and southern aisles,

which are separated from the nave by thick walls. These can hardly
/ " I

be called arenas, for the arched openings (three on each side) are
i . /f

narrower than the piers separating them. At the western end there is
/ ; / '/

a stair-case in the south,/ and an irregular chamber on the opposite
/ -■ /|

side, with a niche in each wall, which may have been a guest-room.

The nave and aisles are covered by vaults.

At the east end there is the haikal with an apse occupying

its full width. It Has the usual tribune of five circular steps and

on the top of thorn three niches with flat lintels. The haikal com¬

municates with the side chambers, or sacristies, by arched doorwaysj
/j '1

the southern sacristy is also connected with the aisle, but the

northern is not, end its floor is lower than the haikal.

Griffith found soma inscriptions in the church, dating from
the ninth century4.
(1) Ibid., u*7; J. W. Crowfoot, Christian Nubia, Jour, of Egyptian

Archaeology, XIII, 1927, p.144.
(2) Kileham, op. cit,. p.12. (3) Ibid., PI.14.
(4) The Qxfofd\ Excavations in Nubia, Annals of Archaeology, Liverpool,

XIII, 11926, pp.95-6.
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THE SOUTHERN CHURCH AT FAMS

This church is dated sixth or seventh century, by Mileham1*
It follows the usual plan except that the western stairs are placed

centrally, with rooms to the north and south of ife£m.
The nave is separated fro® the aisles by thick walls, pierced

l
through by five narrow arches. The haikal has the tribune with the

three niches at the top. The door to the south sacristy has been

blocked, the north one actually contains a stair-case approached

from the haikal.

THE WORTHS311 CHURCH HEAR ADDENDA!? (see plan)

The place lies opposite Faras, and is called by Corners Clarke

Dair El Kiersh2. Each nave arcade is of five bays. The pulpit is

placed against' the central pier of the north side, in other eases

it is usually beside %He more easterly o e. Nave and aisles are

covered by vaults.

The tribune occupies the greater part of the haikal, almost

blocking the doors to the side chambers. The altar is pushed

further west and is placed between the piers of the arch of triumph.

This must be the result of some late restoration* The side chambers

are connected with the aisle by doors found at one side instead of a
/ I '

central position.

(1) Hiloham, op. cit., p.34,
(2) Christian Antiquities, pp.66 f.
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CONCLUSION

The earliest surviving church in the Hinterland seems to

be the Little A1 Ho*allakah (III century). This is small in

itself, but it is the only example In the country of what must

have been a common place of worship in the first days of Chris¬

tianity t the Hall Church.

Two buildings survive from the early fourth centurys the

Crypt of Abu Sargah, and Dair El Bakarah. Again they may not be
of much architectural importance, and can hardly be considered as

proto-types for any later church plan, nor do they reflect the

great constructional programme of Constantino in Jerusalem and

elsewhere, but they show some of the features that later on

became typical of Egyptian Churches, like the returned aisle, and
the decorative niches.

After that there is a gap of more than a century, which
is the more regrettable as It leaves us without anything parallel

with the Alexandrian Church of St. Menus, and also because this

period, must have been one of the greatest experimental periods in

the history of Christian Church architecture.

Next in chronological order come the two 1 onasteries near

Sohag (c.440 A. «), and the Basilica near Deadereh (and of the V

century). Their fully developed plan, a three-apsed sanctuary at
the end of a long basilleal hall, is almost without antecedent,
and they undoubtedly show Egyptian Church architecture at its

best. Some features in them resemble St. Menas, especially the
otncit-nfr

narihex, and they may have been even more Influenced by the methods

of construction, but they still retain their place among the

greatest monuments of early Christianity.
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At the and of the fifth century a simpler basilical plan

was adopted. It appears in Dair Abu Hennis, and at Saqqara, and

recalls a type common in Syria from an early period, but In Sgypt

it always has an internal apse, and usually a western entrance,
a closed narthex, a returned aisle, and decorative niches in the
walls.

If the Church of A1 Mo'allakah preserves the original

sixth century arrangement, then it appears that before the Arab

conquest the Coptic liturgy had already taken a distinct course,

and that it required three eastern sanctuaries, instead of one.

Finally, the domed square, with all its variations,
which Strsygowski considers as typical of Armenia, does not

Tyx &.CL
appear In Egypt, where from the beginning the basilica, or

assembly church, was predominant•
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CHAPIBR THREE

ARCHITECTURAL ORIGINS

Although th© development of Christianity in Egypt in the

early centuries forms an important part in the general history of

the Church, yet the share of the country in the evolution of

Early Christian Art is neglected, and often denied. Straygowski
was not prepared to concede much initiative to native Egypt, the
centres of creativeness which ha regarded as particularly impor¬

tant being Armenia and Iran% In more recent years, Drloton has

followed similar lines: according to hies, Coptic art is to be

regarded as a product of Alexandria, and later of Syria2.
The history of Coptic art is still far from complete, and

the architectural material is very fragmentary. The influence

that Egypt exercised on other regions may not be very great, ah
least as far as architecture is concerned. In the first place,

there was a marked tendency towards isolationism ©specially after

Chalcedon (451), and secondly, the Arab conquest in 640-642
completely separated the country from the Christian world. Yet

the churches that have survived, from the earliest period until
the seventh century, show distinct qualities, and are indaed impor¬

tant landmarks in the history of Church architecture as a whole.

The controversy regarding the origins of early Christian

art is not yet fully solved, and a good deal of confusion has

resulted from the attempt of some Art Historians to classify the

(1) Origin, pp.41, 206.
(2) E. Drloton: Art Syrian et Art Copte, Bulletin d© la Soc.i6t&

des Amis d@ l'Art Copt©, III, 1937? pp.29-40#
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monuments of the wide area included at one time or another in the

Roman Empire, under one heading"^, in spite of the obvious differences
between them. It is true that religion was an important link

between them, but every region had its own traditions and hereditary

aptitudes, and as the numerous Church. Councils show, there were

various interpretations of Christianity. The Church never provided,

nor could have provided, a central, all dominating government.

Ecclesiastical councils could succeed only by compromise and general

consent, the Council of Chalcedon shows what happened when the

Church tried to impose a unified creed upon all. It is therefore

misleading to think of Christian art as a parallel term with

Greek, Roman or Egyptian. There was naturally a certain amount

of inter-relation between the various regions, but most of them
show individual characteristics, so much so that it would be proper

to say that there were several styles of early Christian art.

To arrive at an answer to Straygowski*s still disputed

problem "Orient Oder Rom?", it is most important to examine the

contribution of each area, and to provide secure data for it,

instead of emphasising the importance of the one, at the expense

of the other2, as so many have tended to do, notably the most

recent writer to tackle the problem, B. H. Swift, in his "Homan

Sources of Christian Art".

In the existing remains, which have greatly increased

since the time of Butler, Somers Clarke and Gayet^, it Is impos¬
sible to trace the development of Church architecture in Egypt in

the first seven centuries of our era, .from any fixed proto-types,

(1) e.g. A. J. Hamilton: Byzantine Art & Decoration} See W* H.
Lethaby, the Cambridge Ancient History, vol.Ill, Ch.XXI.

(2) J.B. Ward Perkins: "The Italian element in late Homan & Early
Medieval Architecture", the annual Italian lecture of the

British Academy, 194?. (3) A. Gayet: IHArt Copte, Paris, 1902.
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to a fully developed, style. In fact some of the earliest churches

are among the most advanced, while some of the later ones appear

more premature. -*e can, however, trace a number of sources, which

exorcised somo influence on that development, though they vary in

importance. They may be classified under four main groups?

(1) The Native, or Egyptian,

(2) The Classical, or Graeeo-Uoman.

(3) The Oriental.

(4) The Bys&ntlae.

THE NATIVE ELEMENTS

Some of these were developed in the Christian period to

meet the demands of the changed religion, while others seem to
have descended from ancient architecture, which continued to

flourish until at least the time of Decius (mid third century)

and examples of which existed and were well known, particularly

in the southern part of the country.

It is often said that Coptic architecture constitutes a
•j

complete break with the ancient Egyptian , and that the ancient

art came to an end with the dying out of the religion which it

served and the introduction of Christianity. The statement is

only partly true. The White and Red Monasteries as well as other

Churches, show that until the fifth century at least builders
were still capable of carrying out work 'm the same style.

C. R. Peers in his article on the White Monastery2 argues that

the similarity is not confined to outside appearance, or merely

preserving the sassige, geometric, box-like outlook of temples,

(1) A.I. Butlers Coptic Churches, I; Homers Clarke: Christian
Antiquities, p#X8; A. Gayets L*Art Copte, Paris 1902, p.118 f.

(2) Archaeological Journal, vol.LXI (2nd series XI), 1904, pp.131 f
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but the method of construction and many details of the sculpture

are typically Egyptian#
About 340 B.C. the Persian invasion put an end to the

thirtieth and last Egyptian dynasty, and from then on started a

long period of foreign rule. Various civilisations were intro¬

duced into the country to suit the taste of the invaders, but the
native spirit never died out1. The most important of these new¬

comers were the Greeks, who, wherever they went, carried with them

their tongue and civilization, but Ptolemaic art was predominantly

Egyptian2. Even in Alexandria and other Greek centres where

Greek traditions had a strong footing, they did not replace, but
lived side by side with native art^. Then followed the rule of

the Romans, and for centuries before the spread of Christianity,

Egypt was part of the Roman Empire. Vet we do not find that

reflected in art.

Of course the old temple plan could not be adopted for

churches, for while it served well the purposes of the old religion,
it did not fulfil the requirements of Christianity# At least

the vast body of the temple with its forest of pillars and its

majestic interior would have made it impossible for the assembled

congregation to follow the ritual performed at the altar, nor to
hear the service conducted at one end of the building. Therefore,
when Christians came to make use of ancient edifices as churches,

they could only employ one of their courts or inner chambers, as

we find, for example, at Karnak, Medinet Habu, Luxor, Gurneh and

(1) H. K. St&thams A history of Architecture, London 1950, p.16, 98#
(2) I. Hoshys The Arts in Ptolemaic Egypt, p.118, 136.
(3) D* S. Robertsons A Handbook of Greek & Roman Architecture

(2nd ed.), Cambridge, 1943, p.12.
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Arment® The new outlook was itself differentt the purpose of the

building was not to house the image of god, but to give shelter

to the worshippers, and art in general became more popular serving
the interests of the whole community and not only glorifying the

head of the state.

It should also be remembered that Egypt could not now

afford to build the enormous buildings of ancient times. These,

and even Roman temples, had been erected as a state enterprize,

commissioned and aid for by the government as a memorial to the

reigning sovereign. The resources of the country were employed
2

in that direction , which was hardly ever the case in Christian

Egypt. It is therefore more likely to find the origin of some

features of Egyptian churches not in temples and royal tombs, but

in more humble buildings* houses, granaries and ordinary tombs.

In these the main building material was brick, not stone, and it
was mainly sun-dried. Brick in fact preceded stone as a building

material in Egypt and continued to be used throughout the ages.

Remains of many mud-brick houses of all periods are still to be

found in the Upper country. It was only in the Roman period that

it started to be burnt^. Brick buildings in Christian Egypt

followed the same old style and contained its faults and weaknesses,

namely that the bricks were laid without proper bond, and con¬

sequently it is common to sea skins of brick peeling off from the
4

mass, especially in the lower courses, when attacked by damp •

Walls depended for strength on mere thickness.

(1) Dq Lacy G^eary: The Destruction of Temples in Egypt, Bull.
de la Soci§t6 d'Archbologie Copte, Vol.1? (1938), pp.54-5.

(2) Somers Clarke* Christian Antiquities, pp.16 f.
(3) Petrie: Egyptian Architecture, p.3.
(4) Somers Clarke, op. cit., p.30.
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The main building material in Egyptian churches was brick.

Stone was used, when it could be easily obtained from ancient

temples, especially for columns, lintels, and pavements. In the
White Monastery, the builders sometimes took the trouble to redress

the slabs and remove the ancient hieroglyphics and sculptures, add
1

showed great skill in that, but often left them as they are .

There does not seem to have been any religious feeling against them.

Although the ancient architecture was mainly trabeated,

like the Greek, domes and vaults were not unknown at a very early

date. They were often employed for roofing areas of small pro-
2

portions, and in buildings of minor importance, Petri© has shown

that barrel vaults were used regularly in tombs from the sixth

dynasty onwards, A dome was found in an unfinished brick tomb

at Qurnoh, dating from the XII dynasty. Other examples were found

in the granaries behind the Kamasseum at Thebes, dating from the

time of Barneses II4. It was a cheap substitute for slabs of

granite or stone in a country where wood was rare, and the good
kinds o£r "itn had to be imported.

Their wide use soon after tha Arab conquest on practically
5

the same old method of construction and without the use of con¬

crete, as the Romans did, suggests a continuous experience in
their building. There is no reason why we should consider that

they were re-introduced from outside, as might bo implied from
6

Strzygowskl , it is more likely that the technique continued to
be known and was always practised by native builders. In fact we

(1) Peers: The White Monastery near Soheg, p.138.
(2) Egyptian Architecture, pp.72 f, (3) Ibid., p,73.
(4) R* P. Spiers: Architecture, East & Wast, London 1905, p.62.
(5) Corners Clarke describes that method as he saw it practised

at the beginning of this century, op. cit,, p,26-7.
(6) Origin, pp.54 f.
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have a few links with the past, in the sub-structures of St. Menas

(Maryut), the Crypt of Abu Sargah, and, perhaps, Al-Mo^llakah.

Although the earliest churches in Egypt had only one haikal

it became customary later on to have three (rarely more) aligned

along the east end of the church. The three chapels are said to

represent the Trinity1' „ The symbolism of certain numbers was
2

common among Christians everywhere in the early period : four

represented the evangelists, seven the sacraments, twelve the

Apostles, and so forth. But the idea may have been obtained from

ancient temples, which were not widely made us# of till the late
Vth century^. The official policy from Constantine to Theodosius

II (d. 4^0) seems to have been to close pagan temples all over

the Empire and stop sacrificing in them, though not to pull them

down. However, the Christians, while not keen on turning them

into churches, would not let them stand either, as the case of the

Serapfium clearly shows. Most ancient temples had numerous

chapels at one end, dedicated to various deities: Petrie gives

the plan of a small temple of Khufu, IV dynasty, with three cells

side by side at its back, the middle one being the shrine of the

god, and the others probably for lesser deities"'''. A larger sanc¬

tuary of the II dynasty also has three cells. The temple of

Sety I, at Abydos, has a row of seven cells, dedicated to seven
1? A

different gods , and the Pyramid temple of KhafrA has five. It
is possible that Church architects were influenced by those when

they built several sanctuaries and dedicated them to various

saints, at the east end of the church, while none were allowed in

(1) A. Badawy: L*Art Copte, p,10-11.
(2) ?• Benoit: ^Architecture, 1'Orient Medieval et Modern©, Paris
(3) De Lacy O'Leary, op. eit., pp.51 f» [ 1912, p.109*
(i) Egyptian Architecture, Pl.TC'II, fig. 136. (5) Ibid., figs.138, 139.
(6) Ibid., fig.144, p.88. Other examples on p.89, figs.146, 148.
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other parts of the building, like the later Western cathedrals.

It has often been said that Coptic Christianity is a disguised
\

form of the ancient native religion • Even the Patriarchs of

Alexandria did not hesitate to make use of the strong popular

beliefs regarding old deities, but often tried to change only

the hero of the legend and attach the same stories to a Christian

martyr or saint2. Various motifs in art similarly survived in

the early period.

Whether the church had. one haikal (The White and Red

Monasteries, St. Simeon), or more (Al-Mo'allakah), there was

always a solid screen (higab) in front, concealing completely the

eastern part, and communicating with it Only by a central opening.

The architect had it in mind that the haikal should be separated

from the body of the church, raised a step above the nave, and

given special attention in its decoration. Hence in the monas¬

teries near Sohag an elaborate system of niches and ornamental

columns was employed. Considering the influence of ancient

architecture in these two monasteries in particular, and comparing
them with the arrangement of the Theophilan church of St. Menas,

with which they also have something in common, it is vary likely
that their architect was influenced by the shrines of ancient

temples, In arranging the sanctuary, It Is also possible that

the idea spread to Syria, Palestine and other places from Egypt

itself. After the Council of Chalcodon (451) the Egyptian church

allied itself with the Honophysites of Syria fed Palestine, and

(1) J. Masper©: Histolre des Patriarches d*Alexandria, p.28,
(2) Heroutsos-fey: IdAncienne Alexandria, p.71.



100.

the relations between them were very friendly, as indeed they had

always been^« Palestinian churches began to use the Egyptian type
2

of straight screen from the end of the sixth century "•

In the period we are here concerned with (until the VII

century) monastic churches do not show any distinct features, nor

any peculiarities in their internal arrangement, for it is unlikely

that the monasteries had their own builders, and for any work of

importance they must have had to employ architects from outside.

Yet there are certain features in Egyptian churches which seem to

be the result of monastieism, Such, for example, is the entangle¬
ment of the church in other buildings for secular use. So instead

of the church standing independently in its own church-yard, it is

often surrounded by various buildings. This would be natural in

monasteries where each is a complete unit in itself, containing

all the requirements of the monksi ovens, mills, a refectorj/,

kitchens, assembly halls and so on. A refectory adjoins the south

side of the 'White and Red Monasteries, Refectories, of later date,

appear regularly in the monasteries of the Hatrun Valley-*, attached

to the church. Besides, various chambers sometimes are found

round the eastern haikal, including a library, a baptistry,

store-rooms, etc. We might mention here a theory of A, Radawy";*
who thinks that these rooms were meant to separate the haikal

from the outer wall, and thus to give further protection to the

most important part of the church. But that could hardly have been

necessary in a church inside the monastery where the surrounding

(1) See infra, 'Oriental Elements'.
(2) Crowfoot: Early Churches in Palestine, pp.47, 153 f•
(3) White? The Monasteries of the Wadi-n-watrun, III, p.24 f.
(4) L'Art Copte, Cairo, 1949, P*9.
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high walls would seem to have been enough. It is more likely that

since the church was the main centre of monastic life, it was

equipped with the various necessities of a community life.

In the Middle Ages it became a necessity of survival to

conceal the church in the neighbouring houses, so that its front

can hardly be distinguished from them, as ve still find in many

churches in Old Cairo. During persecution, churches were the first

object of hostility, but it seems that the practice in fact goes

back to a much earlier time than that, and probably originated from

those early monastic plans.

From the first, Egyptian churches always preserved a plain

outside, a straight surface with no ornament whatever. Windows,
when they appear, are small holes, high up in the wall, and except

for A1 Mo'allakah, the narthex is always a closed one, with one

central western door. In that they resemble pagan temples, but

internally, the monotony of the walls is broken by a large number

of niches appearing, not only in the sanctuary, but in the nave-walls
and the narthex as well. Some of these niches are square, others

rounded, and they arc usually flanked by pilasters, and covered
1

with a half dome . This is a special characteristic of Egyptian

churches not found anywhere else.

THE CLASSICAL OR GRASCO-ROKA?: ELEMENTS

It is not easy to distinguish in Egyptian churches features

that can definitely be called Roman, from those that might be att¬

ributed to Greece, for the link between Egypt and Rome was mainly

through Alexandria, itself a stronghold of Hellenism. Bosidef, when

(1) ef. supra, Abu Kermis, White Monastery, St. Simeon, and the
Nubian churches.
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Augustus gave the country a special position In the Empire, owing
to its great importance, assigning its government to a prefect of

equestrian rank, and prevented any senator or "eques illustris"
1

from entering without his specific permission , he must have, at

the same time, put a check on the infiltration of Roman influence

into the country* Again the Romans, like the Greeks, confined
themselves to the Capital and some of the other commercial centres

and military outposts, leaving the natives to their own traditional

methods of life, and practising their native art. We therefore do
not find in Egypt anything like the Roman Imperial architecture of

Syria or North Africa, baths, temples and great palaces.

The "classical" features in Egypt can in no way be comoared

with those in Syrian churches, for the latter are more or less

directly descended from the classical architecture of the third
2

century B.C. onwards, at a'albeek and other places , which have no

counterpart in Egypt* Although the Hellenism of Alexandria was

affected by the intrusion of Oriental elements, it did not succumb
to Roman influence* It was much more affected by the native

Egyptian traditions, which present themselves clearly, mixed with

Hellenistic elements, in Ptolemaic architecture^, Thus the first

three centuries A*D» saw in Alexandria a type of Hellenism that

forms a class by itself, and differs from that of the other foun¬

dations of Alexander in the East.

Although the relations between Alexandria and Rome, in its

greatness, were never very friendly, things entirely changed after

(1) H. I, Bellj Egypt from Alexander the Great to the Arab Conquest,
Oxford, 1948, pp. 65 f.

(2) H* C. Butler* Architecture and Other Arts, pp. 18 f.
(3) T. Fyfe* Hellenistic Architect re, p*12; Toshy* The Arts in

Ptolemaic Egypt*
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the transfer of the Capital to Constantinople, Alexandria then had

a close association with the Church of Home, much more than with the
eastern Capital", Thus it was in Rom© with the Emperor Constans,

that Athanasius took refuge for three years, when he was banished
2

from his see . In the council of Ntcaea, the first oecomenical
council to be held, Rome was obviously on the side of Alexandria,

defending her bishop and supporting his views^* Many other examples

could be quoted in that respect, but at the same time, Constantinople
was always regarded with suspicion and jealousy by Alexandria, for

it was a rival for supremacy in the Cast, whereas Home was in the

West J the supremacy of its bishop was established from the earliest

times and was never afterwards challenged4. There were also the

personal rivalries betifeen the bishops, like that between Theophilus
and John Chrysostom,

Another source of classical influence is connected with

the monasteries. For a short time towards the end of the fourth

century and the beginning of the fifth, foreign elements managed

to penetrate the Monasteries of the Natrun Valley, Evagrlus is

one of the most important. He came to Egypt about 383 and went
5

to Ultria , St, Jerome is another: he came about 385, Naturally

the Egyptian element remained predominant, always regarded these
Intruders with suspicion, but they still could, for a while, bear

the standard of Greek thought and philosophy, until they were

eventually driven out".

Undoubtedly, the churches of Alexandria would have shown

(1) See A. A, King! The Rites of Eastern Christendom, Rome, 1947,
(2) Supra, p,17. (3) Supra, pp,14 f, L Vol.1, pp,343 f,
(4) J, Masperoi istoire des Pairlarches d'Alexandrie, pp,3r-o,
(5) Palladlus: Historia Lausiaca, ch.XTXVIII.
(6) White: The History of the Monasteries of Nitrla and Scetis, pp,84 f.
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a stronger affiliation with the classical world, than those of the

upper country, and according to some, Alexandria remained for several
centuries after Christ a stronghold of cla sic ism* . Indeed St. Mesas

(Maryut) gives some indication* the projecting transepts and the

position of the altar, for example, are in contrast to normal

Egyptian practice. Another church In the same region, that of the

Monastery of Ta00siris Magna, also has similar transepts^, and it

may have been regularly used in Alexandria# the particular kind

of transept in the Athanasian church, divided by transverse screens,

Is similar to those in some Greek churches, and may have been taken

from Greece itself^.
The successive churches of St. Manas all had projecting

apses, but a point of interest is that, while the Athanasian one

had three on the east, that of Theophilus reverted to the single

apse, a type more common in the West (ef» the Constantinian Churches

of St. John Lateran and St. Peter's, Rom©)4.
The Baptistry of St. Msnas has bean already mentioned

(supra, p.5. ). Polygonal or circular plans were adopted for

baptistries in both east and west at an early date, and are commonly

traced back to the architecture of the Roman baths.

The Christian basilica, regardless of its origin, enjoyed
its greatest popularity in the Graeco-Roman world. It was used in

the East, but it did not have the same footing that it had in the
West. There does not seem to be any reason to doubt that the plan

was introduced into Egypt from there, at an early date, either
cf

directly, or through Alexandria « It was a convenient and economic

1) C. R. Moneys Early Christian Art, Princeton, 1942.
2) J. B. Ward Perkinss The Monastery of Taposirls Magna, Bull. &e la

3oci§t§ Royals d'Arch§ologie d'Alexandrite, Ho.36, 1945, pp.3-8»
(3) Supra, p.46, (4) Q.T.Hivoiras Roman Architecture, Oxford 1925,
(5) Gayet: L'Art Copt©, pp.119 f. [pp.222-5*
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way of building a place for worship, and in spite of the rarity of
wood in the country that was not much of a problem, and It still

preserved the wooden roof. For as long as wood could be imported,

builders relied on a continuous supply of it, and it was only when

the Arab conquest stopped that they had to modify their plans, and
1

rely on local materials «

That does not mean that Egypt copied directly the basilical

plan from outside, for the basilica there, as in most other regions,

shows a local variation, e.g. the atrium of such Roman basilicas

as St. Peter's and St. Paul's is not found except, perhaps, at

Al Mo'allakah2, which is comparatively late, and its atrium is rather

different from the open colonnaded court of Rome. The clerestory

was hardly necessary, for in a country with a bright sky all year

round, small windows are enough to provide light for the interior.

It thus seems that .gypt in the Christian period continued

to receive elements from the Graeco-Roman world, and to absorb
them in her art, giving them a strong local shape.

THE ORIENTAL ELEMENTS

Thanks to Strzygowskl, the boundaries of the "Orient", for

students of early Christian and Byzantine art, have been pushed

further east beyond the shores of the Mediterranean, to include

the important regions of Mesopotamia, Persia, Altai-Iran and Armenia,

beside Syria and Palestine. They all received Christianity at an

early date, and were affected by the church heresies, particularly

Nestorianism and Monophysitism.

(1) H. Bagenal says:- "The factor of material ... gives facilities
and predispositions, but does not entirely limit", Principles
of Dome Design, Architectural Association Journal, 45, 1929-30,
p.109* (2) Supra, p. 7%.
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The ties between Egypt and the Orient go back to very old

times. It was In that direction that any expansion of the Egyptian

Empire could have taken place, since the accidents of geography
isolated the country on all other sides by the sea or the vast

desert. rom there, too, cam® all invaders to the Kile Valley in
ancient and modern times. But the most important incident in the

history of the relations between Egypt and the Orient was, perhaps,

the campaign of Alexander the Great, which not only brought together
a vast area dnd united it by a coiaraon tongue, but more important

still, it removed all spiritual and cultural barriers between the
1

regions for the first time. It thus had a strong and long-lasting

effect on them, and the Greek civilization which it established was

to live and flourish for centuries.

Gradually, however, the Greek spirit died out, and the
native elements grew in strength. Thus when this art found Its way

back to the Mediterranean world centuries afterwards, by the trad©
2

routes through the caravan cities of Dura, Palmyra etc., it had

greatly changed in form.

As far as we are here concerned, the limits of this wide
area can be made narrower. The Altai-Iran region, and Armenia, may

be excluded, for the church-types that Strzygovski considers as

particularly representative of their native art are not known in

Egypt in the early centuries, and at any rate the examples that he

mentions are reconstructions belonging to the seventh century or

even later, while the buildings of the early centuries no longer

exist.

(1) British Museum, Guide to Early Christian and Byzantine Architecture,
p . 13 ^

(2) M. Rostovtzeffs Caravan Cities, Oxford, 1932.
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Mesopotamia deserves more attention, and after the eighth

century it certainly exercised a great influence on Egypt"# Its

alluvial mud provided an excellent material for brick-making, and

for use as mortar, so it was not one of the stone-using regions for

early church building,
2 3

The excavations at Ctesiphon , and Hira , hav brought to

light several churches dating from the sixth and seventh, century.

Their plan is basilical, nave and aisles being covered by barrel

vaults, with doors at the sides instead of the western end, and at

the east they have three rectangular chambers without apses. It

seems that the churches in southern Mesopotamia always avoided the

eastern, apses. This plan differs greatly from the Egyptian type,

and its proto-types are to be sought, perhaps, in the temples of
4

Assyria and Babylon ,

Another argument put forward in favour of a Mesopotamian

influence on the early Christian architecture of Egypt, is based
on techniques, particularly the use of the aquinch, as a means of

supporting a dome over a square place, Squinches are used in the

substructures of St, Menus, Maryut, and are compared by some with

those in the Palaces of Piruz-abad and Sarvistan, where they appear
5

in a wall developed form' , These will be discussed in the following

chapter, when dealing with the dome, but it will tuffice her® to

(1) Monneret de Villard: Les Convents prds de Sohag, Vol,II, pp.100, 116,
(2) 0. Heathers Die Ausgrabungen der Deut scrum Kteslphon-Kxpadition in

Winter 1928-9, Berlin, n.d.j also Antiquity, Vol.Ill, 1929.
PP .434-4511 tf, Monneret d© Villard? Le Chiese della Mesopotamia,
Rome, 1940, flgs.l, 4, 8,

(3) I). Talbot Rice? The Oxford Excavations at Hira, Antiquity, Vol,VI,
Sept. 1932, pp.276-291} also Ars Islamica, vol,I, 1934, pp.51-73I
Monneret de Villard, op. cit., figs,31, 32.

(4) D. Talbot Rice, Ars Islamica, vol,!', 1934, p.57,
(5) Ward Perkins? St, Menus, Papers of the British School at Rom®,

Vol.XVII, 1949, p.58,



108.

make two reservations. First, it would be dangerous to argue on the
mere similarity in technique, especially when it seems that all over

the Christian world attempts wer being made, even before the first

century A.D., to turn a square space into a suitable base for a

domed roof; the squinch was one of several devices tried. Secondly,
there is by no means a general agreement on the exact date of the

Sassanian palaces, Piruzabad is variously dated to between the

third and seventh centuries A.D., Sarvistan is almost certainly

later than the fifth century. The squinehes of St. Menas are,

however, modest, and It is not till several centuries later that

the squinch appears again in Fgypt in the monasteries of the latrun

Valley and elsewhere.

Stronger claims are made for Syria for a share in the evo¬

lution of the early Egyptian church plan, and one type in particular
c«n fee. traced back to it. This is the single-apsed church, with a rec¬

tangular narrow chamber on each side of the haikal. That to the

north is the *nrothesis*, or the place for the preparation of the

holy bread and wine, for later service at the altar. The southern

chamber is the 'diaeonicon1, a vestry where the sacred utensils,

vestiments, and so on were preserved when they were not needed for
use at the service. The type is used in Egypt from about the end

of the fifth century, whereas in Syria it is aver a century older.

The similarity, however, does not go beyond the plan, and while the
1

Syrian churches described by Butler are well-built, stone structures,

with colonnades outside, and windows for light, the Egyptian ones

are mostly badly built, of poor materials (c the Main Church at

Saqqara, supra), devoid of any ornament on the outside, with little

(1) H. C. Butlers Architecture and other Arts.
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or no windows, and the ©astern apse never seen on the outside. Un¬

doubtedly the local tradition^, which had always managed to absorb

foreign elements and give them a native shape, were still powerful

and of great influence.

The fifth century was a time when relations between Egypt

and Syria were strongest, especially when the Council of Chalcedon
in 4^1 gave them common grounds for uniting in their opposition to

the official creed. The number of Syrian monks in the ayyum, at

Oxyrhynchus, and in the Thebaid must have been great, as is clearly
shown by the Syriac documents found there-1*. In the Ratrun Valley the

Syrians had their own monastery in the eighth century, but they
must have b en there in sufficient numbers even before then"1.

Thus the Byriaft elements In the art of Christian Egypt,
which are being constantly claimed by many archaeologists, are

/ ; i

easier to recognize than any others.

THE BYZANTINE ELEMENTS7

Those who style early Coptic architecture as Byzantine^,
fail to recognize the fundamental difference between the two. The

Byzantine elements could not really have begun to show themselves
j

in Egypt till the beginning of the sixth century. In fact the

Byzantine style was hardly born at all before the middle of the

fifth century, ^hat is halfway between Constantino and Justinian4,
and it only reached full development for the first time under

• • J ,;'i
. rjl if

Justinian. Soop afterwards, by the middle of the seventh century,

Egypt wa$/lost fco the Arabs. Moreover, the racial feeling of the
—if- *—\ — — —

(1) Winlock and Crum: The Monastery of Epiphanius at Thebes, pp.140 f.
(2) Whites The Monasteries of the Wadi-n Natrun, III, pp.169 f.
(3) e.g. A. J.,Hamilton: Byzantine Architecture and Decoration, p.12}

cf. Lothaby: Medieval Art, p.24.
(4) Lethaby, Tpe Cambridge Medieval History, Vol.Ill, Ch.XXI.
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Egyptians and their hatred of the crushing domination of Byzantium

was always increasing, until it reached the clinax at Chalcedon.

So the relations with the Empire were hardly ever good for long

enough to allow for the penetration of Byzantine art into the

country. It is significant that when the Prophet sent his messen-

1
gers to the neighbouring countries, inviting them to embrace Islam' 3

Egypt was one cf the four countries that received his message.;, the

other three being Byzantium, Persia and Abyssinia, as if Egypt were

not part of the Empire, and in fact the link had by that time become
almost nominal.

Tustinian did not confine his building activities to the

Capita.!, but enriched all parts of the Empire with great buildings,

many of which are still to be found in Jerusalem, Greece, Italy
and elsewhere. In Egypt he appointed the Patriarch as prefect at
the same time, and there must have been some, especially in Alexan-

I

dria, who remained Orthodox. But there is no trace in the country

of the tru Byzantine architecture, nor does the remaining sculpture
2

show any sign of Byzantine influence •

Only in Nubia does it seem that the builders owed much to
/ /

(■ ■' 1

the plans used for churches elsewhere, since Christianity was not

introduced till the middle of the sixth century, when church plans
had already passed the experimental stage. Some of the Nubian

churches are built on a centralized plan, with a dome covering the

central nave, and vaults over the aisles, instead of a wooden roof
3

(Dalr Ash El Eadelah) , and they must have been influenced by the

(1) J. Maspero: Hist, de Patriarch®®, p.23» A. J, Butler: The Arab
Conquest of Egypt, p.133,

(2) Ward Perkins: St* Manas, p.64. (3) supra, p.55*
' ' \

I
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domed architecture of Byzantine churches which had reached the

zenith at that time."**
It is easy to pick out certain elements in early Egyptian

churches and trace them hack to ancient Egypt, Home, Greece, Syria,

Mesopotamia, or Constantinople. It would have been strange indeed

if such elements did not exist, for no architecture at an advanced

level can break away completely from Its predecessors, or keep

aloof from contemporary trends in art. Most of the churches

show one or the ether of these elements, but beside it another

"indigenous" element shows itself clearly, and gives the church,

a distinctive special character.

The scattered monuments cannot be claimed to .jive a

complete picture, yet architecture is perhaps a more secure

meaiuia to form an opinion on the development of Early Christian

art in Egypt than, for example, sculpture, a good deal of which
2 '

is claimed by Xitzinger and daibeii> to be imported.

But before we end this chapter on architectural origins,

we must eonsider the basilica! plan as it appears in Egypt.

THE BASILICA

1) Miteham: Churches in Lower Nubia,p.7.
2) E. Kitainger: Notes on Early Coptic Sculpture, Archaeologia,

vol.LXXXVII, 1937, pp.181-217.
(3) Inibell: Saggara, 1908-9} 1909-10,Cairo,1912, Introduction.
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The origin of the Christian basilica has been the subject

of much study and a good deal of controversy. EversInce the

beginning of the century, when Straygowski challenged the old

beliefs and produced his bold theories about the contribution of

the "East" to earl/ Christian art# the discussion ha© been going

on. Thus while great credit is due to him for directing the

attention of scholars to the contributions of the lands beyond the

confines of the Roman-Hellenistic world, hi© extreme views were

bound to produce a sharp re-action, and the claims of Home and the

Roman world as a whole were upheld in equally vigorous terms.

Countless theories, some of them based on new hypostheae©,

have thus been produced, axil/ to be soon rejected when they could

give no explanation to some of the basic features in the early

churches. A brief survey of these can be found in Swift's woman
1 2

Sources of Christian Art, as well as other standard works, and it

would be pointless to go through them here in detail#

Before attempting any solution to the problem, the first

question that presents Itself is whether the baaiIleal plan was at

all an invention of Constantino's architects. The answer is cer-

:tainly in the negative, and the often-quoted letter of Constantino,

in connection with the building of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre

in Jerusalem, in which he instructs Bishop Macarius to build the

finest basilica that had yet been seen, without giving any further

1) pp# 9-30
2) See, for example, G, Baldwin Brown*From hehola to Cathedral,

Edinburgh, 1886, pp.Qf.
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details, Is enough proof that the type must have been already a

familiar one. The plan in fact appears fully developed in the time

of Constantino, and cannot be considered to have come into being
at once.

Another point to remember is that the regular church had

become an established institution before the so-called Peace of the

Church. Eusebius, referring to the period before Diocletian's

severe persecution in A.D.303, says that the Christians "no longer
content with the ancient buildings, erected spacious churches from

1the foundation in all cities." The nature of these buildings
cannot be decided for none of them could be expected to survive

the numerous persecutions, but they were the first attempt to

build a place suitable for Christian worship as well as for the

meeting of the faithful, and their influence on later architecture

cannot be over-emphasised.

But where did the earliest Christians meet? They met in

many places: in synagogues, and Christ Himself preached there.

Christianity was, after all, an offshoot of Judaism, and its
first recruits were from among the Jews of Palestine. They met

In private houses, Roman, Greek, Hellenistic or otherwise, for we

cannot suppose that houses were of the same type everywhere. The

Scriptures and writings of the early Church Fathers are full of

evidence for that practice. Again they met in the Scholae, or

club houses of Roman secret societies, and Baldwin Brown has, long

ago, emphasised their importance, and argued that they word speci-

fically built for public meetings^. St. Paul preached for some time

in the s

7l) See , rr-

(3) Acts, XIX, 9*

>la of a certain
,„_B In S

o — . n f ' i:k!

By the middle ox



the third century, the Roman Government began to feel the danger
of Christianity and to take drastic measures to combat it,

Valerius forbade all Christian assemblies, and also visits to the

cemeteries, since the martyr-cult had made a deep impression on

Christians from tho earliest times. These burial places were

henceforth made underground, in the catacombs, which became at

the same time meeting places, and their chapels and oratories

were used for the service.

The first three centuries A.D. were, therefore, an experi¬

mental period in Christian architecture, in which the place of

worship was not always the same everywhere, and even in the same

region there were various types of 'churches'. To point to any

particular one of them as the proto-typ© of the Christian basilica

would be impossible. They all seem to have left their mark on

later architecture, though the process of development naturally

continued throughout the ages.

At the same time there is no reason why the Christian

architects of the fourth century should not have made use of the

experience gained by past centuries. The problem of sheltering

a big assembly, for any purpose, was not a new one and the solution

applied to it differed from country to country. The oldest known

large-scale buildings In this respect are, perhaps, the hypostyle

Halls of ancient Rgypt. Two examples may be mentioned, both in
the Temple of Karnaks the Festal Hall of Thotmes III3*, and the Great

Hypostyle Hall which was added later on by Barneses III, They are

alike in their internal arrangement, with an outer rang© of square

(1) Swifts ioman Sources, Fig,13, p.24.
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piers, carried all round the inside of the vails, in other words,

they have two rows returned at the shorter ends. The two inner

rows of columns are bigger and higher to allow for a clerestory"1".
The Throne rooms of the Pharaonic palaces had a similar system of

2
lighting by means of a clerestory , so that such a plan was veil

established in Egypt#

This recalls Vitruvius'"* passage about the 'Oecus

Aegyptiaeus*, in which he is apparently referring to the upper

class houses, or the royal palaces in Ptolemaic Alexandria, of
which we have, unfortunately, no definite knowledge, but at any

rate they seem to have preserved th© longitudinal colonnade and

clerestory lighting. It is very likely that the Romans borrowed

the clerestory from this ready source in Hellenistic Alexandria.

The Greeks of the Hellenistic period tended to give

their places of assembly a vide rectangular (or circular) shape,

unlike th© long narrow hall preferred by the Christian architects.

Thus the Hypostyle Hall at Delos consists of rows of columns
4

parallel with the walls • Instead of this monotonous arrangement,

they soon arrived at more convenient plans. In the Thersilion,

or Assembly Hall of the Ten Thousand Arcadians, at Megapelis (IV

century), the seats are arranged parallel with three sides of the

hall, leaving on© of the long sides free for a platform'. A
later hall is the Sccleslasterion of Prlene (Asia Minor), erected
c.200 B.C. , similarly arranged.

(1) Sorners Clarke & R. Engelbacht Ancient Egyptian Masonry, London,
1930, p.173.

(2) American Journal of Archaeology, Vol.T*"II, 1918, p.75.
(3) He Architecture, fix, ill, 3-9.
(4) Swift, op. cit,, Rig.10, p.22.
(5) W. D. Dinsmoort The Architecture of Ancient Greec:, p.243.
(6) Ibid.
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The Homan civil basilicas had much resemblance with the

early Christian ones, although again it would be futile to carry

out a detailed comparison between the two, since there are important

differences as well. These pagan basilicas, attached to the forum,
were used as law courts and for the transaction of all sorts of busi¬

ness* They often consisted of a nave and two aisles, with an apse

at one end provided with a tribunal to seat the presiding judge#

Two basilicas were in the Homan Forum: the Basilica Julia, begun

by Julius Caesar and rebuilt again later on, and the Basilica
i

Aerailia • The last, and largest, of the Homan Imperial basilicas
was the Basilica Nova, begun by Maxentius and finished by Constan-

2
tine c.312 . Its main characteristic is that it is roofed through¬

out by great barrel vaults#

whatever the word 'basilica* might originally have signified

to the Greeks, when it passed on to the Romans, it does not seem

to have been associated with a particular type of building* The

civil basilicas, did not follow a definite plan, besides there were

private basilicas greatly differing in their arrangement. It was

in fact applied to any large building of which the roof was supported

by interior rows of columns^* It was perhaps this varied employment

of the word among the Romans which made the Christians not hesitate

to use it for their place of worship#

The basilical plan was widely used everywhere until about

the sixth century# In thd West (cf# Old St# Peter's, St* Paul's,
and St* John Lateran) it consists of a three- or five-aisled hall,

(1) G. T. Rivoira: Roman Architecture, Oxford 1925, PP#202-3, 213#
(2) Ibid#, pp.212-5.
(3) G# Downey: The Architectural Significance of the use of the

word 'Stoa' and 'Basilica* in Classical Literature# American
Jour, of Arch#, 41 (2nd Ser*), 1937, pp#194-211*
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with the central aisle higher than the side ones and lit by

clerestories. At the eastern end there is usually a transept at

right angles with the nave and in the eastern wall a projecting

apse, with roi\fs of seats in it for the clergy. The regular roof
is a wooden gabled one. To the west of the church there is often

an open court or atrium, with a fountain for ablutions in the

middle. There is no doubt that this plan is more typical of Home

than anywhere else, and though it was probably much influenced by

pagan architecture there the theories advocated by Rlvoira and,

lately, Swift, of a Roman origin in the narrowest sense of the
1

word, are rather unconvincing , and the fact still remains that

the churches show a complete diversion from the principles of

vaulted architecture which are well demonstrated in th© Roman

baths, and which reached the height in the Basilica Nova. The

shifting of the centre of power to the East must have compelled

the architects to look for cheaper materials, and they may have

found guidance in the practices of th© Hellenistic cities of the

East, although with our limited knowledge of Hellenistic archi¬

tecture it is difficult to say how far that is the case. Once

established, the wooden roof remained an important feature of
2

Christian churches in most regions, for centuries .

Early Syrian basilicas form another group. The atrium is

not f'ound there, nor the transepts. The apse is sometimes of the

projecting type, especially in the North, sometimes internal, and

(1) Swift, op. cit., p.28; Rivoira, op. eit., pp.226-8; cf. Ward
Perkins: The Italian Element In Lata Roman and Early Medieval
Architecture, Proceedings of the British Academy, vol.TKXIII,
1948, also Axel Boethiuss Roman Architecture from its
Classicistie to its Late Imperial Phase, Goteborgs Hogskolas
Arsskrift, vol.XLVII, 1^41 (8).

(2) Dalton: East Christian Art, and Byzantine Art and Archaeology
has strongly defended the contribution of th© Hellenistic East
to Early Christian Art.
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in some cases it is omitted altogether. But the most outstanding

difference between them and the Roman basilicas is the appearance

or side chapels flanking the apse, which are not known in Rome,

Those chapels, the prothesis and diaconicon, may be rectangular or

they may have eastern apses too. Syria does not seem to have known

the clerestory system of lighting, the churches usually had big

windows.

The churches of inner Anatolia and northern Mesopotamia

form a third group, considered by Dalton' as of oriental origin,

and traced back by him to Hittit© architecture. They are

distinguished by having a vaulted roof, consequently piers are

often used instead of columns as better able to support the

vaults. The side doors, instead of the western, are also one of
their features.

• As regards Egypt, a few of its churches may be considered
as a modified version of one or the other of these groups, par¬

ticularly St. Menas, and Abu Hennis, but generally speaking they

foria a group of their own. They preserved the western entrance,

usually through a narthex of the closed type. The side aisles

are often narrow with galleriow for women above them. The haikal

is completely separated from the body of the church, and always
has its Internal apse. The tribunal does not appear in the early

churches, though it became later on a regular feature. But the

main characteristic which distinguishes them is perhaps the

-returned aisle. Numerous examples can be cited! Dalr El Bakara,

(1) East Christian Art, p.90.
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the churches in the Monastery of St* Teremias at Saqqara, the White
and Red lionast ries, and the Basilica near Dendereh. In the last

three, moreover, the side columns are returned on both sides so

that they are like the ancient Egyptian temples, or some of the

Hellenistic halls such as the Seclesiasterlon at Priene (surra),
or again some of the early Synagogues", In Egyptian churches they

are probably of native origin, and from there they probably passed

on to churches elsewhere. The most important group of churches in

Egypt isJ

THE TREFOIL-ENDED BASILICA

This is one of the most important variations of the

basilical plan. Three of the earliest, and largest examples are

found in Egypt, so that a word about their origin is, perhaps,

needed. Some have suggested that the idea was an importation, and

that the plan is related to examples elsewhere*!
(1) Strzygowskl derives it, and in that he is followed by

Dalton^, from the n&sbhe-buttressed square of Armenia, He argues

that when this required expansion, for congregational purposes,

the western apse was removed, and replaced by a long nave. Two

serious objections arise to this theory: first the examples from
4

Armenia and North Mesopotamia are all of doubtful antiquity , and

none of them seems to be earlier than those from Egypt. Secondly,

Strzygowski gives the trefoil a definite structural function,

namely to support and buttress the central dome. The White and Red

(1) Swift, op. cit,, fig.9.
(2) For a good brief review, see K, A, C. Creswell: Early Muslim

Architecture, vol.1, Oxford, 1932, pp.382-65 also 0. M. Dalton:
East Christian Art, PP.IO8-1IO5 Cabrol: Dictionnaire, art. *Cella',
by Leclerq, II, cols.2894-2909J S. Freshfieldi Cellae Trichorae,
2 vols. (3) Strzygowski: Origin of Christian Art, pp.69 f»>
Dalton, op.cit., p.100. (4) Dalton, op. cit», p,108.
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Monasteries and also the Church near Dendereh, were almost certainly-

designed with a wooden roof, the domes were constructed only in the

thirteenth century, perhaps because of the lack of good wood. The

apses themselves are buttressed with the chambers grouped round

them at the east end of the church.

(2) Another theory derives the plan from the Imperial Roman

architecture in the provinces, or in Rome itself, where perhaps the

earliest triple-apsed structures are to be found in mausoleums and

memorial chapels. One example occurs in the calidarium of the Roman

baths at Lambessa, Algeria", and several in Tunisia: Tabessa*,

Thelepta,- Sidi Mohammed El-Gebioui^ etc., but It is doubtful if

these go back to the fifth century, and moreover they do not

combine th© trefoil with the long basilica. In Rome, there are

the three ruined chapels, or Celiac Triehorae, in the Cemetery of

Callixtus, on the Via Appta, near Horns. They have been dated to

the third and fourth centuries, but again may be later % The

influence of underground worship on the development of Christian

architecture has often been emphasized, but even Swift, who has

championed the contribution of Rome to Early Christian art, rejects

this derivation-'. These chapels were not used as a regular place

of worship, but only in times of persecution, and perhaps on some

special occasions like the anniversary of the martyrdom of the

saint buried there. Their influence on the arrangement of later

churches is, therefore, very doubtful.

(1) Freshfield: Cellae Trichorae, Vol.II, p.32, 116 f.
(2) Ibid., vol.1, pp.103-5, vol.11, pp.116 f. (3) Ibid., vol.1, pp.100-2.
(4) E. R. Barker, The topography of the Catacombs of S, Callixtus

in the light of recent excavations, Jour, of Roman Studies,
vol.1, 1911, pp.118-121, figs.14, 16.

(5) Swifti Roman Sources, pp.16 f.
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(3) Syria, too, has been suggested as the place of origin.
Trefoil plans were often used for throne rooms and audience halls

there. An example is found in the Episcopal Palace at Basra, in

the Hauran, probably of the early sixth century , and the Palace
of Qasr Ibn Warden* built in 564, has a trefoil on the ground floor^.
These may, of course, reflect an earlier tradition in Syrian

architecture.

Another line of investigation points to the Holy Land, and

we are told that Shenoudi wanted his monastery to be like Jerusalem »

The trefoil of the Church of the Nativity is Justinian'in dates

Constantinian church, which was destroyed in the sixth century, did
4

not have this kind of sanctuary , as some had suggested. Perhaps a

better argument for an antecedent can be made in favour of the

Church of St. John the Bap 1st, at Jerusalem, built by Empress

Eudocia, 450-460. But that, too, may belong to a reconstruction

of Justinian, and even if it does not, it would be contemporary

or slightly later than the monasteries near Sohag.

(4) A. Badawy thinks that the trefoil was developed from

some rock-cut temples of the Middle and Hew Kingdoms^. Indeed the

influence of ancient architecture on the Whit© and Red Monasteries

is great, especially on the outside appearance, and method of con¬

struction, but their internal arrangement can hardly be said to

have been influenced by ancient temples.

(1) II. C. Butler: Ancient Architecture in Syria, Leyden 1915, pp.286-8.
(2) Ibid., pp.255-260.
(3) Monneret de Villard: Les Convents prds de Sohag, vol.1, p.18.
(4) Crowfoot: Early Churches in Palestine, pp.22, 26, 77-85$

W, Schults, ed,, The Church of the Nativity at Bethlehem,
Byzantine Research Fund, London, 1910, Gh.II.

(5) A. Badawys L'Art Copte, les influences egyptienne, Cairo, 1949, p.3*
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Creswoll points out that the best and earliest examples of

the triple-apsed basilica come from Egypt1* It therefore seems

logical to look for the prototype of the plan in the country itself.

The only big church left there, that is definitely anterior to the

group of trefoils in the south, is the Basilica of St. Henas, Maryut,
and fortunately both the archaeological and historical evidences

prove the close connection between it and the White Monastery, the

largest and, most likely, the oldest of the three. The Theephilan

Church of St. Manas was built a few decades earlier than the White

Monastery. At that time Alexandria was in close contact with the

flourishing monasticism of the Upper Country. Shenoudi himself

was at Ephesus in 431, with the delegates of the Alexandrian

church, and on his way back, he may have visited the famous church
2

of St. Manas, as he visited the Monasteries of the Hatrun Valley ,

and got acquainted with its ingenious plan.

There is much similarity in the architecture of the two.

The narthex of St. Manas with its circular end, covered with a

semi-dome, and ornamented with niches, also the position and

arrangement of the ambon, in the centre of the nave, are almost

exactly reproduced in the south. It must be said, however, that
the plan, when used in the hinterland was modified and given a

native shape? the lateral apses, which replaced the arms of the

transept, were confined within the perimeter of the rectangle, and

not allowed to break the straight external walls'. The altar was

(1) Early Muslim Architecture, vol. I, p. 386.
(2) Whites Monasteries of the Wadi-n-Hatrun, II, pp. 161-2.
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placed inside its sanctuary, behind the triumphal arch,

instead of being outside in the open, surrounded by a

low chancel screen. Outoide, the whole building

preserved a strong native character, hardly distinguis¬

hable from the ancient temples *

llhus the trefoil churches seem to represent

a natural development of architecture in Egypt, and

though single elements may be picked out, and regarded

as an importation from other buildings, the resultant

whole shows a plan that was first used and reached

full development in Egypt, within the fifth century
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CHAPTER FOUR

ARClilTECTURAL FEATURES AND DETAILS

Having discussed the main sources from which the style

of the Egyptian churches emerged, and the currents which later

on had an influence on its development, we can now examine the

component parts of these churches to find out whether they are

similar to churches elsewhere or whether their elements may be

considered indigenous to the country.

THE DOME

The problem of the dome in Christian architecture is

even more complicated than that of the basilica, and during the

last three-quarters of a century archaeologists have explored

every structure with a domical-shaped roof from the tombs in the

Royal Cemetery at Ur in Mesopotamia, dating from the third millen-

:ium B.C. to the mud-brick domes built on tombs and granaries in

Egypt from at least 1500 B.C., to structures in Assyria, Babylon,

Saoaanid Persia and dome, all of which had domes of various shapes
1

from different periods. Although most of these hardly have any

bearing on our subject, they still show that the dome as such

had been known

11) Creswells Early Audi... Architecture, vol.1.,pp.304P.J Swift:
Roman 3 uroes,pp.85f.
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from time- immemorial, and had a scattered use over a very wide

area, in differing stages of development. So neither in origin

nor in development is it confined to any one area,

The easier use of the dome is to place it over a circular

plan, and it is clear that the Romans had a large share in the

development of this form: the Pantheon alone, reconstructed by

Hadrian in the first quarter of the second century A.D. is enough

to show the mastery that the Romans attained in this field.

But the claims of Home as the sole originator of this plan have

been shaken with the discovery of early circular domed buildings

in many regions. In the East they were found at Constantinople,

Perzamon and Antioch among others,1 and in North Africa in the baths
2

at Lepers Magna.

Under Christianity buildings of a circular plan were taken

over for Churches: St. Oonstanza in Rome, built by Constantine

between 324-326, was one of the first. But the plan wa3 widely
3

used for baptisteries and martyria, in which the ordinary long

bosilical plan would have been less suitable: the Rotunda of the

Holy Sepulchre, built by Constantine, St. George at Zorah, in the

Haaan district of Southern Syria (515 A.D.), San Vitale, Ravenna

(526-47), etc.

In the early period, the, the Christians required two types

of building: the large basilica, dedicated to the divine service, and

("i) Talbot Rice:' 'Syzantine Art ,p" '61 n. 2'; "Ward Perkins. Italian' Element'.
(2) J.B. Ward Perkins & J.M.C.Ioynbee: Ihe Hunting Baths at Lepcis

Magna, Archaelogia, XOIII,1949»yp*165-135.
(3) A. Grabor: Martyriua, vol.1, Architecture, Paris 1946.
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the central-ploaned martyria of the heroic dead,1 Only in

special case; like the Holy Sepulchre, were the latter required

to be of considerable size. After the .Peace of the Church, the

cult of the martyrs and the tendency to pay them greater honour,

gained more popularity, and therefore, the original small sepulchral

shrines became insufficient in else.

There is one point that a ght be discussed here, namely

the 0acred aspects of the domical shape, which ore greatly ea.ha-
2

seised by Swift. ' He argues that the dome v/as not a structural

expedience, and that its me was not governed by utilitarian or

aesthetic interests, but that the domical shape had a s/mbolio

significance, and that this was one of the main factors for its

widespread use from the fifth century onwards.

In Syria and Palestine in particular, the dome had a

widespread use. Uher© is evidence that wooden domes we.ro used

to cover a large number of buildings, though bore again the

literary evidence cannot always bo taken as conclusive, and

unfortunately, except in very few cases, archaeological evidence

is entirely lacking* In Egypt, there is evidence for the

popularity of the dome for covering square mortuary chapels and

oratories in the fourth and fifth centuries. Some have been
3

found at HI Bagawat,

(1) IS* 13* Smiths The Dome. A Study in the History of Ideas,
Princeten, 1950, *96.

2) Swift: Roman Sources*
3) •* do Baoki Hateriaux, fig*31, illustrated in Smith?

The homo, figs, 85,06.
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1

and at ; Chargal

Yet the symbolic value of the domical shape in Christian

architecture of the earl/ centuries si ould not be over emphasised.

It should be remembered that all over the Roman world, domes were

mainly used for secular buildings and especially baths• In fact

it seems that only in the fifth century find later did the done

have such a v»lde and important application.

The central plan had its limitations and the dome could

not be widely used until a method had been found, to accomodate
o

it securely on a square space.4* One of the easiest solutions

is to place o. flat slab or a beam of wood, of a reasonable length,

across each angle. Chic is naturally an unsatisfactory device,

but it was widely used In Egypt in the churches of the Ratrun
3

Valley and elsewhere, from about the ninth century. A better,

though not a complete,solution is the s .uinch, - hioh, in the

si iplc form, is

(1) Freahfieldj Celiac Trichorae, vol.11, pi.50s Smith, op.oit.,
fig.87»

(2) for a review of the vaot liter ture on the subject, see
Crctiweil 2 Sari,/ luslis Arc hi tecture, vol.il,p. 1C1.

(3) fhitet The Monasteries of the Eadi-n Ratrun, vol. Ill,p.16;
of. A.Y. opes A Survey of Persian Art, vol.II,p.1252.
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an arch springing from the top of two adjacent walls and spanning

the angle between them. Thus in effect it turns the square into

an octagon on which a dome could be erected. The best method is to

erect a spherical triangular pendentive which fills up the gap

between the base of the dome find the corner of the square perfectly.

This pendentive is a spherical triangle rising at the corners and

supported on either side by the walls of the square, The top of

It should form an exactly round setting for the dome. It must be

kept in mind that the pendentiv© does not take its full shape until

the distinction between its curve and that of the dome above has

been realised. It should not be mixed with what is called "the

merging pendentive".

In spit© of Swift's detailed argument, and if we exclude
domical vaults (the Domus Augustana A.D.85), which are far inferior
to the true pendentiv©, it seems that the earliest occurrence of
both the squinch and the spherical triangular pendentiv© in

Christian architecture, as far as can be judged from actually

existing monuments, is in the substructures of the Church of St,
Menas in the Maryut, dating from the first decade of the fifth

century-1*. They are found in the tomb chamber itself, and the

neighbouring chapel.

Earlier than that, however, is the Sassanian Palace of

Firusabad, which may be as early as the third century2, though
that is in no way certain. The dome is accommodated on well

developed squinches, which betray a long tedition of their use.

Oreswell and others are inclined to consider Mesopotamia as the

(1) Supra, p.51,
(2) Creswell, op. cit., p,105; Daltoni Early Christian Art, pp,?8» 82.
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place of origin for the squinch, and it certainly produces some

fine examples of it.

As regards the pendentive, Creswell has put a strong case

for Syria, where he cites numerous cases, the Tomb at Kasr-el-Iu©iJis
near Amman (end of the third century), the West Baths at Jerash (end
of the second or the beginning of the third century), the Tomb near

Amman (probably end of the first century), the Baths at Brad (end
of the third or the fourth century) and several others'*« In fact

H. C, Butler went beyond that and claimed that "in Syria the natELve

of to-day accommodates his circular dome to his square wall with

perfect ease, adjusting its angles often by cross pieces and quite

as often by veritable pendentives, both methods were almost cer¬

tainly employed by the builders of 1500 years ago."2
By the fifth century the squinch and pendentive were widely

used in Bast and West. But the question naturally arises: why did

the Romans, who developed architecture to such high standards, not

produce the pendentive at the early period, and some writers have

gone so far as to say that "the Romans would have solved the problem

of adjusting a dome over a square, had it appealed to t '.em#"^ They

simply did not need to, since from the early centuries A.D., they

concentrated on polygonal plans, and unlike Mesopotamia for example,
discarded the square ones.'1"

The long and protracted discussion on domed bdildings is

still far from concluded, but at least some points have become

clear. Thus the pendentive, the final solution for a dome over a

(1) Creswell, op. cit., Vol. I, pp.313 f.
(2) H. C. Butler: Syria, Division II, B, Northern Syria, p.3. In

contrast, Strzygowski (L*Aneien Art Chr&tien de Oyrie, Paris,
1936. p.100) asserts that the dome over pendentive originated in
Egypt, and from there passed to Syria.

(3) K. H. Stathami A History of Architecture (revised by H. Braun),
London, 19!?G, p.87. (4) Swift, op. cit., p.118.
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square space, is clearly neither an invention nor a discovery, but

merely the development of long existing architectural features#

Although it was arrived at long before Justinian, it was not much

needed, as the dome itself was only sporadically used, Religious

architecture tends to be conservative, and innovations in it are

very sloxv. As regards S. Sophia itself, it is useless to confine

within one single line of development the evolution of such a

complex architectural and constructional system, which may have

drawn from a variety of sources^*.
The dome on pendentives in the Shrine of St, Manas, is a

discovery of great importance. They are modest in themselves,
but they prove that, besides wooden roofs, brick coverings war©

required at least for some special cases, as In fact they had been
in the old days,

THE VAULT

The more natural way to cover a rectangular space is not

the dome, but the vault, and there is evidence that it was used
all over the Middle East, particularly in Egypt and Mesopotamia,

2
from very early times •

The ancient builders of Egypt constructed vaults of stone

or mud-brick, and in the latter case the alluvial mud of the Nile

provided a good substance for both bricks and mortar. It seems

that they only knew the tunnel vault, which is also the type that
continued to be build in Christian times'5, with the possible

(1) G. Giovannoni •Building and Engineering', the Legacy of Home, p.456.
(2) Rivoirai Roman Architecture, p.29; Swifts Roman Sources, pp. J5 f•
(3) Swift, op. cit., p.89; see Retries Egyptian Architecture, p.72 and

Fig.114.
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exception of St. Simeon at Aswan (supra p.83).

The method of construction is shown in the vault covering

the stair-case, which leads down to the tomb of St. Mertas, in his
shrine in the Maryut# A photograph of it is given by Ward Perkins

(Papers of the British School at Rome, Vol.XVII, 1949, Pl.V). The

difficulty which the builders had to deal with was not the building

of the vault, but having to do so without wood-centering. So, in
order to reduce the span, the lower courses are laid flat, each

on© slightly overhanging the one underneath in a corbelled manner,

and then the bricks at the crown are laid on edge. The technique

is the traditional one in Egypt, and is obviously of great antiquity1,
being preserved generation after generation.

The vaults in the substructures of St, Menas date from the

reconstruction of Theophilus, Others of uncertain date are found

in the crypt of Abu Sargah, A1 Mo1allakah, and later churches.
2

Lethaby is in favour of giving the vault an Egyptian origin , and

he believ s that it was Alexandria which transmitted it, together

with other forms of brick-building, to Constantinople and the Vest.

Strzygowski, on the contrary, thinks that it originated in Mesopo¬
tamia where, apart from churches, vaults were also widely used in

Sassanian and Parthian architecture^. But there does not seem to

be much point in Insisting on either claim, especially as there is

no evidence that the vault was much In use in early Christian Egypt,

and when it appears in minor buildings, It preserves a typically

local shape.

(1) Cf. also the Aqueduct of A1 Basatin in Cairo, built by Ibn Tulun,
in Creswells Muslim Architecture, vol.11, p.330.

(2) Cambridge Medieval History, vol.Ill, Ch.XXI, pp.541 f»
(3) Strzygowskis Origin of Christian Church Art, p.76.
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ORIJEST HON«

Prom very early tines, sunrise and "orientation*1

were regarded ao very important, and taken into consideration
i

when designing a religious building or even an ordinary house.

It seems that in the Constantinlan churches the western orienta-

i tioa was ok)re common, that is to say they had a western apse

and an eastern entrance, in contrast to later practice. In

fact Rivoira* tells us that this arrangement was demanded by

the liturgy, thus St. John Lateran, and Old St. faul*s were

oriented to the •cot. He maintains that it was the Church of

Ravenna wrioh, afterwards, c anged the orientation to the east

and made it a fixed rule, the earliest instance being the

Basilica Ursiaaa (370-384). As late as the sixth century the

eastern orientation had not yet become universal, and S. Sophia

in Constantinople, one of the moat important churches to be

built is not oriented.

The idea was probably of oriental origin,** and the Sun Cult

(1) See an interesting article by B. Somervillei Orientation,
Antiquity, vol»1, 1927,pp.31'-.

(2) Roman Architecture, .223-6,262: Loabardie Architecture,
Oxford, 1933, vol.11," p.12.

3) h.H. s.-ift: ilagla Sophia, Rev, York, 1940, pp.13-19.
4) 0. Talbot .licet Byzantine Arts, p• 51.
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coanon In several places especially Egypt and Persia, required the

worshippers to face the east in praying.

The great majority of Egyptian Churches are oriented to

the east, sometines accurately as in the case of St. Manas, and
©onetimes only approximately, that being probably necessitated by
some older remains or some peculiarity of the site itself. Evan

when in the case of Dair El Bakara (supra), the stair leading to the

church had to be put on the east side, the internal arrangement was

still planned in such a way that the apse kept its ©astern position.

Very few churches in Egypt show fin exception, but one is the small
church at Philae, the orientation of which is very much to the north.
This was no doubt controlled by the existing streets, and surrounding

1
buildings . It is possible that the orientation of churches spread

to Roma and the West from Egypt itself, where it had always been

observed from the earliest times.

At this point we may refer to one of the most attractive,

though it is rather far-fetched,' theories on the origin of the

Christian basilica; It was proposed some forty years ago by the

French Scholar, Gabriel Leroux, and Swift has built a good deal of
2

argument on it • Leroux tried to trace all the ancient buildings

which used columns to support the roof, to the most primitive

dwelling huts built by mankind. Of these he could distinguish

two basic kinds: the Eastern, used by Egyptians and other people

in the East, which has the main entrance on on© of the long sides,

(1) Somers Clarke: Christian Antiquities, p. 89.
(2) G. Leroux: Les Origines d© I'Mlfice hypostyle en Grdce, en

Orient et ches les Romains, Paris, 1913» Swift, op. Git.,
pp. 22 f.
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and the Western, used in prehistoric times in Greece, Italy and
the Balkans, which has its entrance at one of the shorter sides.
It is a long detailed discussion, but what Leroux was driving at,

is that the Christian basilica has its doors usually on a short

side, so it belongs to the western and not the eastern category.
The arrangement of any building is mainly determined by

its function"1", for the architect naturally tries to aiake it as

convenient and as suitable for its purpose as ha can. The

differences between the early Christian churches were accompanied

by differences in the liturgy, and it will be enough to compare a

church in Rome with another in Greece, Syria or Egypt. Subsequent

changes in the liturgy at once affected the internal arrangement of

the building, and required a modification. Since the place for the

altar was at one end of the church, usually the eastern, it was a

matter of convenience to make the main entrance in the opposite

side, or at least towards it. In larger churches subsidiary doors

are found on the north and south as well.

In the transepted churches of the West, people seated in

the transepts would have been facing the north or the south, and

this was probably one of the reasons why the plan was avoided in

the East where strict orientation was deeply rooted, from very old

times.

THE APSE

The church apse is probably one of the features that were
2

directly inspired by Roman architecture . There was a marked

(1) Cf. Swift, op. cit., p.29~30.
(2) Swift, op. cit., p.795 Ward Perkins? The Italian Element.
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tendency in the architecture of the Empire, from about the time of

hero, to depart from the traditional geometric plans, and to intro¬
duce circular and polygonal ones* The use of concrete helped a good

deal in that respect, and made it possible to break up the straight

walls by niches and exedrae*

In churches sometimes the eastern end of the nave was

itself turned into an apse and thus formed the sanctuary, and

sometimes the apsidal recess was added to a square chamber. In

cases where the apse was allowed to appear outside the eastern wall,
it was often given a polygonal shape, in spite of its circular plan

inside (the Church of the Holy Apostles at Salonica, S, Sophia at

Constantinople, Bosra Cathedral, St, Theodore at Athens, and the

Basilica Ursiana at avenna), Around the curved walls were rows

of raised seats for the presbyters of the church, with the throne

of the bishop in the centre* Tribune® - as they are called - were

known everywhere in the early Christian world, but in Egypt they

continued to be used for a long time, and are thus found in most
of the churches in Old Cairo.

Apart from St, Henas, only one church in Egypt has the
1

projecting apses Dair El Malalc, at Naka&a in the south' • It is

clearly an intruder and may be late in date, The apse is usually
2

circular, but in Sitt Barbara it is seven-sided . When the Coptic

churches began to have three halkals, the side ones, too, had
their tribunes. In AX Ho * allakah these are too narrow to be any

real use, and are p rhaps merely traditional,

(1) Butleri Coptic Churches, vol,I, pp. 361 f.
(2) Patricolo and Monneret de 7 iHardt The Church of Sitt Barbara, p.29.
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On the top of the tribune, the apse wall has niches, usually
three in number, and even if the idea of having these was originally

3
a Roman one , it nowhere enjoyed the wide use that it had in Egypt,

In some cases, like the White and Red Monasteries, these niches are

elaborately decorated with columns and architraves, but usually

they are simple square or round recesses covered with half domes.

During the French Expedition at the end of the eighteenth

and the early nineteenth century, the architects of Napoleon dis-
o

covered a large brick-built Basilica near Armant , with apses at

both ends. It is unique in Egypt, but several later examples occur

in the Wests St. Gall (822-829), and the cathedrals of Cologne

(eighth - ninth century) and Hildeshelm (8 51-372p. The type was

probably the result of the change in the orientation of churches to
4

give them an eastern apse instead of the earlier western one .

In most Egyptian churches, no buttressing was found to be

necessary for the apse, and the thickness of the wall was itself

enough. In St. Menas, Haryut, however, there are three external

buttresses, to meet the Internal thrust.
Buttressed in various forms were adopted from early times

in both East and Vest, to allow the walls to be built thinner, but
it was the Romans who perfected the art, especially in the archi¬

tecture of baths where the vaults exerted a good deal of thrust,
and the grouping of the rooms together was not enough in itself5.
The latter system, however, is found in. some of the larger Egyptian

(1) Rlvoira: Lomhardic Architecture, vol,II, p. 314.
(2) Supra, pp. Sl-2, (.3) Lethabys Medieval Art, pp.67, 92-4,
(4) Ibid., p.94,
(5) Rivoiras Lombardic Architecture, vol.1, p.13; Roman Architecture,

pp. 136, 147,
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churches like the White and Red Monasteries and St. Simeon at

Aswan, since the preference for rectangular buildings was always

predominant in the country. It looks as if the church was planned

from outside inwards? the outer straight walls were drawn first, the

internal parts were arranged, apses, colonnade, narthex etc., and
then the remaining gaps at the east end could be filled with rooms

of various kinds, a stair-case or a library. The sane thing can be

said about those churches in Nubia, where a passage is found abound
the apse connecting the two side chambers-1, although according to

another theory, this was Intended to separate the haikal from the

external wall of the building and thus give it further protection
O

from any possible attack from outside . At any rate it differs

from the similar passages which are common in Gothic cathedrals,
and are designed to allow pilgrims and others to move easily round

the apse.

THE HAIKAL

Early churches had only on© haikal, and not three as

claimed by Butler^, separated from the nave by a solid screen and

connected with it through a triumphal arch supported on piers. The

higab, or haikal screen, is usually extended in front of the side

elmpels in a straight line, but in rare cases like Abu Sargah, and

also in Nubian churches, that part in front of the central haikal

projects out into the choir, to allow for extra doors on the north

and south. There are no examples existing of very early screens,

but in the Middle Ages they were usually made of wood decorated with

(1) Supra, p. 88.
(2) A* Baaawys L'Art Copts, p.9.
(3) Coptic Churches, vol.1, p.27»
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paintings at the top.

The floor of the haikal is usually a step above the level

of the nave. It? arrangement has already been discussed in connection

with on© variety of churches: those with a trefoil sanctuary5-•
Generally speaking, the altar Is placed centrally, on a raised plat¬

form, covered by a canopy or baldachin, supported on four slender

columns# It could be watched from the tribune, but there is plenty
of room all round it to allow the priest to move freely. In the

Church of Al Mo'allakah there is no division between the central

haikal and the side ones, for the arches separating them are wide

open and there are no walls at all, but in. most of the churches in

Old Cairo they communicate through doors# The haikal is usually

connected directly with the side chambers or sacristies, as in Dair

Abu Honnis and the Nubian churches# This part of the church always

received most attention from the architects, thus it was heavily

decorated with frescoes and sculptures, and when churches began to

use domes for the roof, instead of wood, especially after the XII

century, the best domes war© those over the haikal, not the nave,

like the byzantine churches#

One of the characteristic features of Egyptian churches is

that the only sanctuaries are those at the east end, none are

allowed anywhere in the body of the church, although that was not

uncommon in the East2. Sometimes, especially in the south, several

churches are built besid® each other (Hakada), but they are

separate units, each complete with its haikal.

(1) Supra, p. 6%
(2) Crowfoots Early Churches in Palestine, p. 55*
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THE CHOIR

In laost of the early churches in Egypt, there is no indication

as to the original arrangement of the choir, hut it is certain

that it differed from the ninth century choirs in the Monasteries

of the Matron Valley in that it was not separated from the nave by

a solid wall oierced through by doors" -. The eastern end of the

nave and aisles in the Monasteries near Sohag is raised a step above

the floor of the nave and probably served as the choir. In A1

Mo'allakah the floor continues at the same level right to the eastern

wall, but there Is a wooden screen of lattice work which is

obviously of a late date. It may have, of course, replaced an

earlier one. Since the sanctuary occupies the whole width of the

church, the choir, too, does the same, and in that it is very

different from Roman basilicas with their deep chancels.

In the Main Church at Saqqara, a low bench has been
2

observed, in front of the higab , This probably corresponds to

the solea in Greek churches, standing on which the deacon recites
3

some of the litanies .

Attached to the choir from the west is the ambon. In

the White and Bed Monasteries, it is in the centre of the nave,

following the arrangement of St. Menas, Maryut, but at Saqqara

and In most of the Nubian churches it is placed beside one of the

nave columns, usually on the north side.

THE BAPTISMAL FOOT

The only baptistry with a separate building existing in

(1) White! The Monasteries of the Wadi~n Natrun, III, pp.20-21.
(2) Supra, p. 74.
(3) Hamilton! Byzantine Architecture and Decoration, p. 25.
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Egypt Is that of St, Manas, Karyut, but a baptismal font is usually
found in the church itself. his does not have a fixed place:

sometimes it is found in the narthex or in one of the rooms adjacent

to its In the Whit© Monastery, the font occupies one of the chambers
1

beside the apse , a position very similar to present-day practice

in Coptic churches.

THE MATRGNEUK

Two taethods were used to accommodate women in Egyptian

churches, for It seems to have been always the custom to separate
p

them from men. In some eases, like A1 Mo'allakah , they occupied

the western part of the nave, sitting behind men with, perhaps, a

light screen in between, and so, as the whole congregation faced

east, there would have been no exchange of glances. That seems to

have been the earlier system followed everywhere, but as the size of
the congregation increased, the side aisles were constructed in

two floors, so that the upper one could serve as a raatroneum, or

women's gallery. The galleries were continued over the narthex,
and opened into the nave by large bays, the arches of which con¬

nected the columns or piers, with some sort of screen to hide the

worshippers from the congregation below. Upper galleries are found

in most of the Egyptian churches, approached by a stair to the north
side of the narthex, usually; Outside Egypt they are found in some

of the oriental basilicas from the fourth century onwards (the

basilica at Tyre, St. John Studios), they are typical of centralized

(1) Su,ra, p, 66.
(2) Also the church of SI Malak at Dronlca, south of Asyut,

Soraers Clarke: Christian Antiquities, pp. 175-6.
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churches everywhere, except in Armenia" (SS, Sergius and Bacchus,

San Vitale), and they are also found in domed basilicas like 6»

Sophia in Salonica, S* Irene in Constantinople, Khodja Kaiessi, and
2

Church II in Cilicia Trachaaa .

At a later period it seems that the galleries started to

lose their importance, thus in A1 Mo'allakah, they are confined to

the top of the narthex, and a strange feature about them is that

they are extended eastward and are allowed to project over the nave*

When it became customary once more for women to sit in the nave,

the galleries in some of the churches in Old Cairo, like Sitt Barbara,
were turned to secular uses3, and the process was made easy by the

fact that once the bays were filled up with solid walls instead of

parapets, there was no connection between them and the body of the

church, and they could be approached directly from outside. In

Sitt Barbara, it seems that before they were turned to the priest's

own use, the matronea had first been transformed into chapels, and

Butler found many traces of paintings on their walls.

It is interesting to notice that in many Coptic churches

nowadays, galleries are used only whan the nave gets full, on some

special occasions like Christmas or Easter, otherwise they are

left unused and women have their division downstairs.

(1) StrzygowsklJ Origin of Christian Church Art, p. 6?»
(2) Straygovski I Kleinasien, pp. 15 f»
(3) Butleri Coptic Churches, vol.1, pp. 20-21.
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THE NARTHEX

The narthex took different shapes in early Christian churches.

In basilicas with an open colonnaded atrium in front of them, the

eastern arcade of the atrium, that is the o" © adjoining the church,

is incorporated in the building, to serve as a narthex. It is usually

of the sa e width as the church, and rarely extends beyond its
lateral walls. Several doors lead into the interior. This type is

found in Roma in Old St. Peter's and St. John lateran, and in

Constantinople in St. John Studios1, though the latter has its

peculiar structure.

In some of the Byzantine churches, the narthex beoafee a

means of enlarging the church towards the vest, by leaving it open
O

to the nave and aisles, as in St. Irene (c. 532 A.D.) , and the

Church of the Virgin Pammakaristos, Constantinople (1315 A.D.)1.
Sometimes there is actually another outer narthex.

The third variety is the closed narthex, also common in

Byzantine architecture from an early time. It is found in the Church

of the Nativity, at Bethlehem, constructed by Justinian'"5".
The latter type was the one adopted in Egyptian churches.

It consists of a long hall, aligning the vest front of the church,

with one door in the centre of each of the longer walls (three in

the Main Church at Saqqara and at Dendereh). There are two excep¬

tions, the first is A1 Mo'allakah, with its narthex colonnaded on

the west (supra p.77), and the second is the Basilica near Dendereh,

which has doors at the western end of the lateral vails opening

into vestibules, before they lead to the narthex (supra, p.47).
_————— —- ~

THTSIBoFTnCeeT"SyzfirTCIfttf-Art,
Pl JfT7tj68. G) ^teWhoi'i Byzantine Architecture and Decoration
Fig.27. (4) Crowfoot: Early Churches in Palestine, p.54.
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The narthex rarely occupies the full width of the church, for its

ends are usually cut off and taken by the stair#case on one side, and

a chamber on the other.

One of the most interesting features in the narthex of some

Egyptian churches, is the apsidal ending. This Is done by a semi¬

circle of columns carrying an architrave and covered by a half-dome3".
Open columnar axedrae of this type are a distinctive feature of

Byzantine architecture, and are also familiar in the architecture of

Roman baths and palaces from at least the second century A.D.; in

the so-called temple of Minerva Medici, they date from the early
2

fourth century • From the fifth century onwards a great number of

churches have their square or rectangular nave ending in opposed

open columnar ©xedrae. Beside S. Lorenzo, at Milan, and S. Vitale,
at Ravenna, Ward Perkins has called attention to the existence of

at least two examples outside Italy dating from the fifth century*

The one is the church in the Stoa of Hadrian at Athens, and the

other is the martyrion at Seleucia-Pieria, near Antloch^. The

greatest application of open columnar ©xedrae was, however, in

Byzantine churches, such as SS. Sergius and Bacchus, and Hagia Sophia

In all the previous examples, the exedrae have a definite

structural function, but in Egypt the case is different. St. Menas

has apses at both ends of the narthex, the Whi o and probably the
4

Red Monasteries have only one • They have a purely aesthetic value.

Although the narthex of Dair Abu Hennls does not have such

(1) Monneret da Villardi Les couvents prds de Sohag, vol.11, p.115*
(2) Swifts Roman Sources, p.79; Ward Perkins! The Italian Element, n
(3) Ward Perkins, op. cit., Pl.V.
(4) Supra, p.6o.
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an elaborate 8./atem, its southern wall has a deep

a.aidal recess, at one side, moat probably as an

ornament only.1
The narthex was the place where catechumens

and others, who had not yet been fully accepted to

the members ip of the church, retired during the

service. It ^.as also the place for discipline

and admonition for penitents. At Abu dar&ah*

Pair Abu—a difnin, 11 Adra H&r&t-as Suailah and
2

most churches in Cairo," a large tank is found

sunk in the floor of the narthex, and this custom

may be the result of some early practise.

(1) dupra, p.70.
(2) Butlers Coptic Churches, vol, l»pp. 16 f
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CHAPTER FITS

AHCHIT -.Qm:\b DSOORAx'IOH Hi THE CKORCHSS

Sculpture was widely used for the decoration of the early

churches of Egypt. In addition to the capitals, the shafts of

the columns were often carved rand the walls were elaborately

decorated .ith continuous frieaeo at different places. A good

deal of this sculpture has been revealed in excavations and is

now scattered all ever the museums of Egypt Itself and elsewhere.
Much has also been lost, for the remains of the Coptic period used

to be regarded as the "dark aye" in Egyptian archaeology, falling

between the great wealth of the pharaonic art and the rich products

of the Islamic period.

The importance of the decorative work of Christian Egypt

before the Arab conquest has been more appreciated in recent years,

and several archaeologists have made detailed studies of various

aspects of it. Among them n few may be mentionedi Xitainger,
1

Buthuit, and Moray. Each of them took it from a certain angle.

It is not intended in this chapter to deal with the wider i sues

of early Coptic art, but to confine the discussion to the

architectural ornament of the churches.

(1) G. Buthuiti E»a sculpture cope, - aria, 1030.



The difficult/ which meets an/ student of earl/ Coptic

sculpture is not Inch of material, for rich finds have been made
1 A *£

at Ox/rhyncauo , Ahnno*, the loaaateries near Soliag^, and at
A K

Bawit and Saqqara*^, in addition to occasional discoveries in

scattered loceu .. rrticula rly in and around Alexandria • The real

difficulty is that of exact dating, ince in most cases the sites

themselves are not accurately dated and the sculptures are of a

mixed t/ e and clearly extend over a lung period* Thus while the

;ite Monarte. y itself was founded about the middle of the fifth

century *5j supra), none of the sculpture;.-; (liscovered t.-cro

can be attributed with certainty to this early period, for the

original ornament was replaced at some subsequent time* The

capitals of the nave columns, for example, do not fit well on the

shafts and, in style, some of them seem to belong to an earlier

period than the building 00 that they must hove been looted from

aoae p gan temple in the neighbourhood, and used in the church

during reconstruction* The friesec of the main apse are made up
6

of bite, not ail of the sane t-pe", and moreover most of the

ft ";3777 ""}lro'cc £a 1 "Tun'i'ci pall't A "cfAlexanarie: !uHE© ;'r6co-robain
1325-1331, 3crw\..;o, 1332, and ibi . 1331-1332, her amo, 1333.

(2) a* ® ville; Annas il iodine h, XI memoir of the -gyut xplorotion
und, 134} U* ionncrat e villardi La culture ad Ahnao, lilan,

1323.
3) onnerct do Villardi Lea douvents prio de X-hag, vol.XI.
4) E. Ohasoinatt fouillos & Baouit, 'iftmoireo publics par ies membrea

do l'Xnstitut ranoaia d*Arc oologie orientaie uu Jaire, tome
XIII, Cairo, 1311.

5) juibelli Excavations at Saggar., see Bibliography.
6) E. litsinger* notes on arl/ Coptic Sculpture, Archaeologia,

vol.UA. .A VII, 1J30, ,..131 n.4} idonneret de VillarJ, op. cit.,
i3.125-6
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pieces do not exactly fit in the curve of the apse. The same thing

can be said about Saq ara, where at any rate, the churches are not

very accurately dated by the excavators.

In a paper on early Coptic sculpture, Kitsinger3", therefore,

decided to fix his dates on stylistic grounds. He chose for his
p

basic study the important sculptures discovered by Naville at Ahnas ,

the ancient Heracleopolis. These fall in two groups: the earlier

•soft* group, in which the figures are more fleshy and the classical
elements occur frequently, and the later 'hard' group with sharply
cut forms, emphasized contrast of light and shadow and more rigidly

stylized figures, very different from the first, though obviously
derived from it. In other words It is the result of a continuous

development in style of the 'soft* group. The approximate dates

of these two are the and of the fourth century and the middle of

the fifth, respectively. From this fixed point, the other finds
of sculptures can be dated by comparison. Oxyrhynehus is more

classical in subject-matter, and softer in treatment, and therefore

earlier, dating from the fourth century. The monasteries in the

south belong to a period from the fifth century onwards, and the
native spirit in them is clearer than in other cases.

The sculptures will be divided into three main t ypes s

capitals, friezes and finally niches and pediments.

CAPITALS

The Corinthian capital was the type from which most of the

Christian ones were descended. In classical times the acanthus

leaves were set in tiers covering the body of the capital but not

overcrowding it. The lower tier stems from the bottom, behind it

(1) Op. Clt., pp.183-4.
(2) Op. Cit., pp.32 f.
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at a higher level stems another one, and then at the top, acanthus

leaves support the corner volutes. During the first centuries A.D,

a long process of development took places the acanthus was never

abandoned, but it received a varied treatment which completely
transformed its appearance'". The leaves in the lover art are

elongated and occupy more space, so that those above them are

pushed further up till they eventually cover part of the volutes.

The inner volutes become less important and are sometimes omitted.

At the same tl e, the leaves become less natural-X&oking, they lose

much of their softness, their tips become thorny, and on the whole

they lack the plastic treatment of classical times. In the last

phase, the foliage becomes a^kind of abstract design almost
deprived of plastic value.

This evolution, caused by changes in taste and appreciation,

was general all over the East, though perhaps It is easier to study

it In Palestine and Constantinople, where more examples are found,
some closely dated# The earliest belong to the latter part of the

fourth century, and by the middle of the fifth century the capitals
2

had been radically transformed . The Egyptian capitals had their

own peculiarities which appear first at Oxyrhyr.chus at about 390,
and can be traced through the capitals of Ahnas, till we reach the

still further developed ones of Bawit^ and Saqqara4. A comparison

between the two capitals illustrated by Kitzinger (Pl.LWIII, 1 and

4), one from Oxyrhynchus and the other from Ahnas, will show the

gradual process of transformation. The first still has the volutes,

and the soft natural foliage, while in the second the volutes are

(1) E. Drioton: Los sculptures eoptes du Hiloadtre de ' odah, Cairo,
1942, pp.59 f,j Kitzinger. op. cit., p.186.

(2) Crowfoots Early Churches of" Palestine, pp. 148-150.
(3) Chassinat, op, cit., pis.17-19, 34, 4%
(4) Quiball: Excavations at Saqqara, 1907-8, pis,28, 30, 32j ibid,,

1908* 1909, 1910, pis.33, 34, 56.
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almost hidden by the sheath leaves, which also look spiky with lobes

spread out like a fan*

One of the features which characterise Egyptian capitals,
and which appear as early as the Ahnas capitals, dating from about

1
the middle of the fifth century , is that the upper leaves are so

widely spaced as to show behind them the caulicoli and sheath-leaves,

the junction of which is emphasised by large round knobs. Though

this feature originally started outside Egypt, it was there that it

lingered on, even when it was dropped out elsewhere.
Sixth century capitals go a step further in their develop¬

ment, though their connection with the earlier ones from Egypt

itself is always apparent. The foliage is even stiffen, and more

conventionalised than before. Is many eases it is so thin that the

body of the capitals appears underneath it. The leaves are sharply

cut, with great emphasis on the contrast between light and shadow

and the effects resulting from it. They are artificially arranged

so as to form a rigid pattern. In many cases the volutes have

disappeared, or are completely fused with the sheath-leaves2, to
form a semi-abstract pattern.

In addition to the Corinthian capital, several of the so-

called *basket capitalss were recovered from the sites of Bavit and

Saqqara. This is one of the types which were widely used in the

time of Justinian, and it is often assumed that they were exported
in a nearly finished state from a common centre, most likely the

Imperial quarries of Proconnesus. Instead of the acanthus foliage,

they are covered with interlacing basket-work"*. They are found in

(1) Kitsinger, op. cit., p.187.
(2) A large number of these is illustrated by Drioton, op.cit., pp.64 f.
(3) The name 'basket-capital1 is used by some writers'to indicate a

capital of basket shape, see Daltons Byzantine Art and
Archaeology, p.176.
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Constantinople and in most provinces of the Empire, and seem to

have enjoyed great popularity in the sixth century#

Before leaving this point reference must be made to the

capitals found on the sit© of St# Menas, Maryut, and removed by

Kaufmann to Frankfurt# They all belong to the fourth and fifth
1

centuries, and none are later than that , so really there is

nothing contemporary with the later stages in the development of

the Corinthian capital In the upper country. At any rate they do

not show anything of that hardening and stylisation noticed in the

southern monasteries, and their classicism is more maintained#
SevemL Ionic and composite Ionic capitals were also found

at St. Menas and in the soil of Alexandria itself, though they are

not represented in the hinterland# They are of small dimensions#

Both types were commonly used in the Bysantin© period from about the

fifth century and, with several modifications and adjustments, had
a long over a very wide area#

FRIEZES

The same tendencies observed in the development of the

acanthus capital, are clear from a study of the friezes. The
earlier friezes from Oxyrhynchus are softer and more natural in

their treatment, then follows the 'hard* style of about the middle
of the fifth century, and further development tox^ards rigidity and

hardness takes place at Bawlt and Saqqara#

Decorated friezes became far more frequent in Coptic

churches than in earlier Greek or Roman temples,and they lost their
architectural connection. Thus sculpture became purely decorative.

(1) Ward Perkinsi St. Manas, p#62#
(2) Dalton, op# cit., p#177»
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Shafts of columns are often decorated, friezes are found over

niches and door-ways, while free sculpture is very rare1.
Of the friezes found at Ahnas many have subjects taken

from Greek mythology, Leda and the Swan being one of the most

popular themes. These are executed in the same style, and might
have been done by the same artists who worked on friezes with a

definitely Christian symbol, a cross for example, for we must
not underestimate the tenacity of paganism In Egypt, where old
traditions always die hard. Until at least the fifth century the

old religions had numerous adherents in Alexandria and in the
2

hinterland , and the artists must have worked on the decoration of
both churches and temples. It is difficult to believe that the

same subjects were used for either, as it is sometimes suggested,
or that pagan scenes would have been used to adorn churches. By

the sixth century such scenes had disappeared and none of them is

used at Bawit or Saqqara.-5 It must be assumed that by then

Christianity had established itself firmly in the country and was

gradually driving out paganism altogether.

Among the friezes from Ahnas, many show human figures.

These had not been common at Oxyrhynchus, and they almost dis¬

appear again in the sixth century. In all the collection from

the Nilometar of Eodah, published by Drioton, none of the friezes

(mostly sixth century) has human figures. They form, therefore,
an isolated group that is not easy to account for. They are not

simply the result of 'oriental* influence, for not only are most
of the subjects taken from classical mythology, but in style they
(1) Drioton, op. eit., p.35 H, Zaloscers une collection de pierres

sculpt&as au Mus&@ coptc du Vleux-Cairei Collection Abbas El-Arabi,
Publications de la soci§t& d'archfeologie copte, Cairo 1948, Introd.

(2) P,21 supra,
(3) Kitsinger, op# elt,, p.192.
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are not outside the sphere of classical influence . They cannot be

explained as a reaction of the native hinterland against the

hellenism of Alexandria, by reverting to the old pharaonic style,
for Coptic sculpture in general is removed from the ancient

Egyptian as far as it can be. Again they may be related in many

respects to the early Christian sculptures throughout the Mediter¬

ranean, but they are so peculiar that they stand alone and form

their own groupl

Coptic figure sculpture has been the subject of a good
2

study by A. Westholm about twenty years ago • Sculptures earlier

than the Ahnas group, and also having a strong local character

mixed with a classical flavour, have been found in Egypt. The so-

called Fayura terracottas are the best known among many figurines

found on most Graeco-Boman sites. There are also the plaster

mummy masks of the Boman period, and numerous ivory carvings

attributed to Alexandria. Although they are not the only ante¬

cedents of the later Coptic style, Westholm has shown that they

contAin many of its characteristic features, such as the rigid

frontal look with the typical *Coptic smile*, the pointed

elliptical eye, the stylized head-dresses,^ and several others.
The outstanding thing about the Egyptian artist all

through the ages, is his ability to absorb foreign elements and
add them to his work after he had given them a strongly local

appearance. Therefore his products always show something new and

fresh, it is obvious that in the fifth century, the time of our

Ahnas figure sculptures, Egypt was closely connected with, and

(1) Kltzinger, op. cit., p.202.
(2) A. Westholms Stylistic Features of Coptic Figure Sculpture. Acta

Archaeologica (Kopenhagen), vol.V, 1934» pp.215-242; cf.Kitzinger,
op. cit., Section II, pp.193 £•

(3) Also ef. many illustrations by Duthuits La sculpture copte, Pis.
XXIII, XXVII, XXVIII, XXXII etc.



14?.

receiving much influence from, Syria. A group comparable to the

Egyptian one was found on the site of the Nabatean temple at

Khirfeat-et-Tamiur1. This shows mainly gods and goddesses, not un¬

like those of Palmyra. A Syrian element in some of the Ahnas

sculptures is thus possible.

All this only proves the theory that Coptic work had a

multiple origin, and though the early Christian art of the whole
Mediterranean is strikingly homogeneous, Egypt stands out as a

separate region occupying a place of its own.

While the human figure is rare on friezes, animals are

not2. Since at least the second century A.D., the practice of

filling the acanthus volutes v/ith half-length figures of animals

was common in all regions. It is found at Qxyfchynchus, Ahnas and

In the later period. The suggestion that such friezes with an

animal element are of 1 Oriental1*^ origin does not seem to have

much substance in it, and in fact they belong to the common late

antique repertoire.

The great majority of fxiezes have a foliage design which

again can be traced from Oxyrhynchus, through Ahnas to the Monas¬
teries of Bawit and Saqqara. The Coptic acanthus is of a highly

stylized type, the branches form a rigid pattern of scrolls re¬

peated again and again. Small triangular leaves (Wedelranken) are

set symmetrically in rows on both sides of the branch, instead of
the classical custom of putting them on one side only.

The interlacing foliage frieze was very common in Egypt

in the fifth century, though its roots go back to Oxyrhynchus.

(1) Kitzinger, op. cit., p.207.
(2) Cf. Kitzinger, op. clt., PI.LOT, 2, 3, 4, 5.
(3) Zaloscer, op. cit#, introduction.
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In the sixth eentury^vine-scroll makes its appearance on a wide

scale1, and becomes one of the main themes at Baouit and Saqqara.

It is far removed from the natural looking Greek work with real

vine sprouting stems and bunches of grapes. Like other ornaments

it was transformed into an abstract design.

The previous sculptures show the gradual dissolution

of the classical style and the continuous infiltration of foreign

elements, so that by the sixth century, Coptic sculpture becomes

markedly distinct from the rest of the Mediterranean World, and

rather occupies a place of its oirn.

At the same time there seems to have been another

school in Sgypt which remained closer to the classical tradition

and which was probably patronised by the Greek community in the

country and the better educated classes. Its works are not

numerous, nevertheless they are very different from the products

of the local schools, and they must have received inspiration

from Alexandria itself. The most important of them is the door

of St. Barbara, found buried within the walls during restoration

work and now preserved in the Coptic Museum of Old Cairo.

The door is decorated on both sides, one side has human

figures and architectural ornament, and the other a purely
2

decorative design . The first side is divided into panels, the

upper two of which are almost identical and show two flying

angels, with arms stretched out carrying a garland within which

is the bust of a man with short beard.

(1) Chassinat, op. cit., PI.85; Quibell, 1907-8, p.34.
(2) Patricolo and Monneret de Villard: The Church of Sitt

Barbara, pp.45 f.
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On the floors of At. Barbara, behind the angels are two
oolurans la the middle of which are attached open curtains. Then

behind them are two standing figures; those on the left are

holding books in their nan .a, viiiie those of the right are

probably malting an offering of some sort.

"The panels underneath are almost spuare in shape. On

the left Christ i. shown with a cruciform nimbus, and cn the

right a seated figure ia in a shell-shaped niche, flanked by

small columns. Then unlernoath again are two -tore rectangular

panels, vhleh robabi. occupied the a ddle of the door, though

it is ha.d to say as the bottom part has rotted awayx. On the

left is perhaps a represent tion of the Ascension, with Christ
2

in a mandorla, surrounded by six figures on each side of dim",

but again these are badl* preserve so that it is difficult to

recognise the attitudes of the various figures. Cn the whole

the drapery is softly treated and the bodies are full and rounded.

The other side of the door is rlao divided into panels,

and decorated with vine branches and bunches of grapes, ithout

any figures. It It dee rich and natural. The vine

(1) fatrioolo A .'ilonneret do Tillard, up. cit., p.49.
(2) Ibid., y.5c.
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from the early period.

Prom tho style of the carving, the door can hardly be

as early as fourth century} the date suggested by Monnerfct e

Villord. It is acre likely a fifth century vork*", using some of

the scenes commonly used then.

PiSDIMENTG AND HI OH ,3

Tne use of ecor? tive niches goes back to pre-Christian

times. They appear frequently in Hellenistic and in Hoaan

Imperial architecture, to break up the straight walls of the

interior. In Christian Churches too they wore used everywhere,

so that they are not co fined to any one particular place.

In Coptic -gypt they had a strong tenacity and continued to be

used throughout the centuries, sometimes taking peculiar

shapes. They are found either in- the walls or in the apses

of the sanctuary.

Coptic niches can be divided into two varieties. The

first is a simple conch, with or without a shell inside. hen

the shell appears it usually has a hinge at the bottom, with the

fluting® radii tiny ugwar s from it. p. me times there is also an

eagle or a cross in the centre, surrounded b/ a garland^. The

arch of the niche is usually decorated 1th an acanthus or a

vine frieze* Several exaoplea have been found at at
Luxor and elsewhere.

1) ratrioolo Tfionnoret de Villard, op. c'it., „ .47,50.
2) Kitsinger, op.oit., .212? Creowelli Muslim Architecture,

Vol. I , p.3c;3.
(3) Mx naeret de Villardt Les Convonts orb & de do ha.;, vol.II,

Pigs. L 3-166,192,U4.
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The second variety is of more complicated shape, for it is

flanked by half pilasters or columns carrying a pediment of broken </

outline, so that it has three heads instead of one, but the interior

is not very different from the first group. Most of the niches in

the White and fled "onasteries are of this type, and it is also found

at Ahnas, Aahaunein and other places'*". The type is traced back

ultimately to the classical pediment, but it has been developed to
ouch an extent that it becomes almost completely different.

At Baalbeok, where many pediments are found, the outline is only

slightly broken. In Egypt, on the other hand, the lower cornice
is often omitted, and the central part of the upper one usually

becomes circular, instead of triangular, following the outline of

the conch. In some cases it seems to have lost its meaning, to

become a mere frame to the ornament in it. This is mother example

of the ability of Egyptian artist3 to transform foreign elements and
to give them their own interpretation.

(1) Ibid,, Pigs. 173, 188, 193, 212.
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CONCLUSION

The architectural decoration of the earl,/ Egyptian

churches confirms the c onolusions arrived at from the study of arofai-

itecture, namely that there were two schools at work in the period

before the Arab conquest, one in Alexandria and the other in the

hinterland. They exercised a certain amount of influence on

each other, but generally speaking they remained distinct. The

first was based on a strong helleniatic background and was patronised

by people brought up in a highly cultural atmosphere. At the same

time it received much impetus from its close connections with the

outer world, both East and "'est. The second, though it is nut a

continuation of the ancient art, had a strong native character.

In sculpture in particular the Hellenistic element powerful, and

naturally it receive; much from Alexandria. Eventually it had the

upper hand in the country, and became the predominant one.

This art can best be described as Coptic, for though

theologians and some art historians may hesitate to a ply the

term to the period prior to the Council of Chalcedon (A.15.451)

and the separation of the Alexandrian Church from the main body

of the Church, literally it merely moans Egyptian. Therefore

it properly applied to the period during which the country was
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predominantly Christian, and to its artistic productions, for
indeed there is no valid way to divide these products into Christian,

pagan and secular, especially in the first centuries, and even

as late as the fifth century.

It is not easy to choose the medium to determine the

distinctive elements of the Coptic style, but it would appear that

architecture is the best. There, some dates can be securely

fixed, and though they are few and scattered, they are important

landmarks throughout the whole period. In sculpture and painting,
on the other hand, we have often got to rely on stylistic comparisons

which can be very dangerous.

Nevertheless the architectural remains are not enough by

themselves, and many gaps can be filled from an examination of

the other artistic media. The historical background also helps

to e*plain the process of development.

The sources from which this art emerged, and the motifs
that invaded it throughout the centuries are numerous. They are

first to be sought in Egypt itself, where the native artists
played their full share in producing new ideas and in assimilating

foreign ones, We should not underestimate the tenacity of

ancient traditions in a strongly conservative country like Egypt,

In some cases the ancient style was copied with a certain amount

of suecess (White Monastery). Some elements also found their way

from Tome, Byzantium, Syria and from the Orient, but in estimating

these great care must be taken, for often the similarity between

Coptic art and early Christian art elsewhere is merely due to the

artists working under similar conditions and for the same purpose.
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So while Egypt was, during our period, part of the

Byzantine Empire, its church stands apart from the others, and

its art forms a distinct school#
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