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WHAT CAN THE LIVES OF SAINTS 
TELL US ABOUT HISTORY? 

THE CASE OF THE COPTIC LIFE OF AARON*

The Life of Aaron is one of the most interesting works in Coptic
hagiography. It describes the lives of monks and bishops of Philae in

the fourth century (the last event mentioned in the work occurred in
384). The first edition of this work, published by E. A. Wallis Budge in
1915, was used during the entire twentieth century by scholars who
researched the process of the Christianization of the Thebaid, as well as
monastic and ecclesiastical history. It was frequently cited. Although it
was universally known that the work included many legendary elements,
historians perceived it as a reliable source written close to the end of the
fourth century or at the beginning of the fifth century.

Jitse Dijkstra and Jacques van der Vliet announced that they were
preparing a new edition of this text long ago. Now that the book is avail-
able, we can see why we had to wait for it so long: the creation of this
masterpiece of editorial and exegetic art required an enormous and time-
consuming effort from the two experts.1

   * The article has been written as part of the project Monks and Monastic Communities in
the Eastern Mediterranean (4th–8th cent.) headed by Ewa Wipszycka-Bravo and financed by
the National Science Centre of Poland (UMO-2015/18/A/HS3/00485). The core of the text
is a paper delivered at the International Medieval Congress in Leeds on 03/07/2018.
    1 The Coptic Life of Aaron. Critical Edition, Translation and Commentary by J. H. F. Dijkstra
& J. van der Vliet [= Supplements to Vigiliae Christianae 155], Leiden – Boston 2020. Previ-
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The work is framed by an account of Paphnutius – its presumed author
– about his travel around the monastic world in the neighbourhood of the
First Cataract of the Nile. The work is divided into three parts: the story
of monks inhabiting the area (chapters 1–25), the story of the first bishops
of Philae, who were monks (chapters 26–85), and, finally, the life of the man
mentioned in the title of the work, the holy monk Aaron (chapters 86–140).
The structure of the work is elaborate: it consists of embedded narratives
or tales within tales. Apart from the introduction and conclusion, which
are narrated by Paphnutius, the monks whom the narrator encounters
recite their own tales. This arrangement lends personal voices to the pro-
tagonists, which is a device contrived for increasing the reliability of the
stories. Dijkstra and van der Vliet made a great effort to establish which
protagonist speaks in which part of the work (see the chart of plots illus-
trating the narrative structure, p. 329).

Not being a Coptologist, I do not feel entitled to comment on the
results achieved by Dijkstra and van der Vliet as editors of the Coptic text.
However, I can appreciate the exegetic side of the edition, namely the
extensive introduction and the exhaustive explanations, which fill 121
pages and provide diverse information. I am of the opinion that from now
on, the book should be compulsory reading for all scholars of Egyptian
Christianity and not only that of the Thebaid, as the observations on
ecclesiastical literature, history, and institutions included in the book
extend beyond what one would expect from a commentary of a text about
monks living in the far south of the Nile Valley.

The innovative character of the exegetic part of the book depends on
two assumptions: a new dating of the work and the acceptance of a new
way of assessing the possibility of using hagiographic works for the recon-

ous translators and commentators gave the work different titles: Histories of the Monks in
the Egyptian Desert by Paphnutius (E. A. Wallis Budge); Histories of the Monks of Upper Egypt
(T. Vivian); Papnute: Storia dei monaci presso Siene (T. Orlandi). However, in the colophon of
the manuscript of the work, we find the following phrase: ‘This is the life of the holy
anchorite from Philae, Apa Aaron, who finished his course in the desert east of Philae, for
the glory of the Holy Trinity, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, life-giving and consubstantial,
now and forever until eternity’ (chapter 140). This explains the choice made by the cur-
rent editors.
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struction of real facts beyond the reality created by their authors – a way
of thinking that has been gaining popularity among commentators during
the last twenty-five years.

Already in his previous studies, Dijkstra had successfully argued that
the Life of Aaron could not have been written earlier than the sixth century.
(Indeed, it must have been written in the last quarter of that century, or
even later, as I will try to show.) This dating relies on evidence that can be
found in the work, such as terms unknown before the sixth century and
ecclesiastical procedures characteristic of later times. Moreover, this dat-
ing is also suggested by the important role which is assigned to the
Nubians in the narrative of the Life of Aaron. They appear in various
episodes and are the subjects of miraculous interventions on the part of
holy monks. Moreover, a separate discourse has been introduced which
states that they should be treated as God’s children on par with Chris-
tians (chapters 61–63). In order to emphasize its importance, the state-
ment is uttered by Athanasius, the highest authority in the eyes of an
Egyptian Christian. The Nubian theme suggests that the work was writ-
ten in the period of missionary activity south of the First Cataract, which
eventually led to the Christianization of Nubia, therefore no earlier than
the sixth century. (I should rather say, no earlier than the last quarter of
that century.)

If the author lived and wrote in a period so distant from the one he
describes, we cannot consider the information included in his work as a reli-
able basis for the reconstruction of fourth-century reality without a detailed
discussion. In particular, we need to find parallel testimonies in reliable
sources. The editors of the Life of Aaron achieved this by implementing the
‘hagiographic credo’ formulated by Jacques Van der Vliet and Peter van Min-
nen in two studies included in the Encroaching Desert volume.2 Both authors
spoke about the need to identify the specific aims of any given hagiographic

   2 J. van der Vliet, ‘Bringing home the homeless: landscape and history in Egyptian
hagiography’, [in:] J. H. F. Dijkstra & H. van Dijk (eds.), Encroaching Desert. Egyptian
Hagiography and the Medieval West [= Church History and Religious Culture 86], Leiden 2006,
pp. 39–112; P. van Minnen, ‘Saving history? Egyptian hagiography in its space and time’,
ibidem, pp. 113–162. 
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writer (apart from the laudation of the protagonist). These specific aims dic-
tated what was chosen as object of the narrative, what was omitted, and
what model was used. The Life of Aaron provides us with an ideal material
for an analysis that is meant to answer the question of the historical value of
a narrative, studied episode by episode. Let me review the main results of
the analysis carried out by Dijkstra and van der Vliet.

The names of the first three bishops of Philae (Macedonius, Mark, and
Isaiah) mentioned in the work also occur in the writings of Athanasius; we
thus have no reason to doubt that they were historical figures. Macedonius
appears on the list of Egyptian bishops who signed the resolutions of the
Council of Serdica,3 while Mark and Isaiah were mentioned in the 40th
Festal Letter,4 and Mark in the so-called Tomus ad Antiochenos – the resolu-
tions of the Council of 362.5 Athanasius’ personal involvement in the ordi-
nation of the first bishops of Philae was of great importance for its inhab-
itants as it demonstrated the orthodoxy of their church. Therefore, it was
well remembered and often mentioned in sermons, and there is no reason
to doubt the value of the testimony of the Life of Aaron on this matter.

However, the circumstances of the foundation of episcopal see at Phi-
lae raise many doubts. Macedonius, a high-ranking secular official
(pagarches), is said to have appeared in front of Athanasius during his stay
in Alexandria and to have notified him of the existence of a Christian
community in Philae, asking on its behalf for the appointment of a bish-
op. This story is a fiction based on real facts concerning the ordination of
Frumentius as bishop of Axum, performed by Athanasius. The event is
known to us through a letter written by Emperor Constantius, which is
quoted by Athanasius, and through the The Church History by Rufinus of
Aquileia.6 The author of the Life of Aaron was certainly acquainted with

    3 The list is preserved in Athanasius, Apologia secunda 49.3, in Athanasius Werke II, ed. H. G.
Opitz, Berlin – Leipzig 1940, p. 130, no. 218.
   4 See Atanasio di Alessandria, Lettere festali, introduzione, ed. A. Camplani, Milan 2003,
p. 524.
    5 The text of the letter is found in Athanasius Werke, ed. Opitz (cit. n. 3), p. 327.
   6 Rufinus, Historia ecclesiastica 10.9–10, in Eusebius Werke, ed. Th. Mommsen [= Griechischen
christlichen Schriftsteller der ersten drei Jahrhunderte nf 6/2], Berlin 1999, pp. 971–973.



those facts, whereas he could not know anything about the historical con-
text of the establishment of an episcopal see at Philae, a small settlement
(archaeologists think that its population did not exceed several hundred
inhabitants at that time), situated only a few kilometres away from Syene,
which was a large town and a bishopric.

Therefore, the foundation of a diocese at Philae must have had a dif-
ferent explanation than the author suggested. A hypothesis may be pro-
posed. We know very well that in Egypt, sees were usually founded in the
capitals of nomes, less frequently in large agglomerations of a city-like
character (for instance, Syene). Wondering about the reasons behind
Athanasius’ decision, the editors write: ‘No doubt the creation of a sec-
ond see [after Syene, E.W.] at Philae was related to its strategic position
at the southern end of the Cataract, which became especially prominent
after 298, when Diocletian withdrew the frontier to the Cataract region,
and a legion was garrisoned here, which formed the largest military unit
in the region’ (p. 183). However, I do not find this explanation convincing,
as it transfers the interest in Nubia as a territory for potential missionary
expansion to the times of Athanasius, while in reality, it arose much later.
The presence of a legion stationed next to Philae (not at Philae) certainly
did not provide favourable circumstances for the establishment of a new
episcopal see in the first decades of the fourth century, since the army was
still largely pagan in this period. I believe that the creation of both dio-
ceses, that at Syene and that at Philae, has to be explained by Athanasius’
political strategy aimed against the Melitians, who were strong in the
south. This strategy was based on founding, whenever possible, new dio-
ceses and entrusting them to his own adherents.7 We also know of some
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    7 It was in analogous manner that Athanasius granted the status of diocese to the town
Boukolia in Mareotis (we do not know exactly where it lay). He did this so that he would
have his own man in the area, in which a troublesome opponent of his, Ischyras, operated.
Ischyras was a presbyter and a member of the schismatic group of Kollouthos, which was
in conflict with Alexandria even before the Council of Nicaea. Athanasius sent his own
presbyter against Ischyras. However, Athanasius’ presbyter reportedly committed viola-
tions and worse, even sacrilege, by devastating the place of Eucharistic worship. The Meli-
tians took up the case of Ischyras, seeing in this a chance to obtain a verdict condemning
Athanasius. This case became one of the crucial points on the agenda of the Synod of Tyre
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decisions of Athanasius that had no pastoral justification for northern Egypt
– most often, such dioceses were discontinued in later times. The decision
regarding Syene and Philae must have been made in 330 during Atha nasius’
journey to Thebaid.8

The author of the Life of Aaron says that when Mark, the next candi-
date for the episcopal seat, arrived in Alexandria, he found Athanasius in
a small monastery situated in the western part of the city, not far from the
Monastery of St Menas (chapter 57).9 I think that, when placing the seat
of Athanasius in a monastery situated in the west, the author imagines
the past according to the reality of his own time. Beginning with Peter IV
(576–577/8), the anti-Chalcedonian patriarchs did not reside in Alexan-
dria, even though they practiced their cult functions in at least one
church in the city. Together with their curia, they lived in one of the
monasteries located on a narrow strip of land (called tainia) between the

in 335. Ischyras was consecrated as a bishop, either during or shortly after this council. We
know that a bishop of Boukolia, Heraclius, signed the decision made by the Synod of Serdi-
ca in 343. However, this is the last reference to this diocese. It likely ceased to be needed,
and the successors of Athanasius adhered to the principle that the area close to Alexandria
should not have a separate bishop. The creation of a diocese in Stathma, in Libya Inferior,
constitutes a similar case, although this time it was to serve in the fight against the Arians.
For the cases described here, see E. Wipszycka, ‘The patriarchs of Alexandria and their
bishops (4th–5th century)’, [in:] Bishops and Bishoprics (Egypt, Nubia and Ethiopia, Fourth–
Thirteenth Century): Religious Authorities, Episcopal Seats and Interactions in Local and Regional
Perspectives (forthcoming).
   8 We know about this from the Life of Pachomius – G1 30: ‘At that time, Athanasius, the
most holy archbishop of Alexandria, was beginning his episcopate and he wanted to go to
the Upper Thebaid, up to Aswan, to give comfort to the Church of God. And as he sailed
through Tabennesi, Pachomius and the brothers came out before him with joy and psalm-
singing’. SBo 28: ‘After his appointment as archbishop of Alexandria, Apa Athanasius came
south to the Thebaid with the intention of proceeding as far as Aswan to give comfort to
the holy Churches’. Translation by A. Velleux, Pachomian Koinonia: The Life of Saint
Pachomius and His Disciples, vol. 1 [= Cistercian Studies Series 45], Kalamazoo 1980, p. 317].
   9 It seems that the author meant the sanctuary of Abu Mena, but he made a mistake. It
was a pilgrimage sanctuary, not a monastery. We do not know any Monastery of St Menas
west of Alexandria. It is interesting that the author did not know anything about the
famous sanctuary and the large settlement situated next to it. The Egyptians of the south-
ern Nile did not go on pilgrimages to Abu Mena, even though the cult of this martyr was
very popular.



sea and the Mareotic Lake. None of these monasteries existed in the time
of Athanasius – they were founded about the mid-fifth century.10

It is important to note one more fact belonging to ecclesiastical proce-
dures. Psoulousia, the last bishop of Philae mentioned in the Life of Aaron,
goes to Alexandria twice, the first time to be ordained, and the second
time after the death of Timothy (in 384) in order to pay his tribute to the
new patriarch, Theophilus, ‘like all Egyptian bishops’ (chapter 83). This
piece of information is very interesting. We do not know any other sources
attesting that Egyptian bishops were in the habit of paying their tribute to
a new patriarch, but we do not have any reason to dismiss the testimony
of the Life of Aaron – this custom is attested in many regions of the East
other than Egypt. Although most likely fictional, Psoulousia’s voyage to
Alexandria is important for our understanding of ecclesiastical relation-
ships, as it suggests that anti-Chalcedonian bishops could freely travel in
Egypt. This should be noted by all scholars who are convinced that the
authorities and the Chalcedonian Church severely persecuted members of
the anti-Chal cedonian Church. In reality, the persecutions were selective
and effective only to a limited extent. A journey between Alexandria and
Syene lasted between thirty and forty days of navigation down the Nile,
while the return journey lasted more or less twice this time.11 As we see,
the bishops did not hesitate to leave their dioceses for two or three
months in order to establish a personal relationship with the superior of
the Egyptian Church. This custom might have helped Damian (576–606)
succeed in rebuilding the anti-Chalcedonian patriarchate after the great
crises of the sixth century and is definitely the reason why this patriarch
was exceedingly well versed in the affairs of Southern Egypt, as can be
gathered from reliable sources – documents from the archives of three
bishops, Andreas, Abraham, and Pisentios.12 Damian personally persuaded
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  10 E. Wipszycka, Moines et communautés monastiques en Égypte (ive–viiie siècles) [= The Jour-
nal of Juristic Papyrology Supplement 11], Warsaw 2009, pp. 117–122.
   11 J. P. Cooper, The Medieval Nile, Cairo 2014, chap. 10: ‘Nile Journey Times’, pp. 155–166.
Attention should be paid to two maps: 10.2 and 10.4.
  12 R. Dekker, Episcopal Networks and Authority in Late Antique Egypt. Bishops of the Theban
Region at Work [= Orientalia Lovaniensia analecta 264], Leuven 2018; E. Garel, Héritage et trans-
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Abraham, bishop of Hermonthis, to leave a monastery located in a wadi of
the desert and to move to Deir el-Bahari, which lay closer to croplands.13

The nomination of Andreas, the abbot of the Monastery of Ezekiel, as
‘father of all monks in the oikoumene’ (this is a rhetorical exaggeration – the
word oikoumene may denote Thebaid) was certainly decided in Alexan-
dria.14 Damian must have known about this energetic abbot.

According to the Life of Aaron, the ordination of Psoulousia was pre-
ceded by additional rites. Since he was a monk, not a clergyman, before
he was invested with episcopal authority, Psoulousia was promoted to a
reader, deacon, and presbyter (chapter 81).15 In the known Egyptian
sources, this practice of ‘express supplementation’ of the cursus honorum
appears much later – in the medieval Ordination Rites in codex 253 Lit.
Coptic Museum.16 The manuscript is dated to 1354, but the work is no
doubt older. The detailed information about Alexandria it contains
proves that it was written before the Arabic conquest. It refers to the
ordination of a patriarch in the following way: ‘If he is not ordained a
priest, let them ordain him and bless him. If he does not wear the monas-
tic skhema, let them first recite over them all the Prayers of the skhema and
clothe him with the complete angelic dress: the thorakion, the cowl, the
scapular, which is the leathern skhema. The leathern girdle upon his loins,

mission dans le monachisme égyptien. Les testaments des supérieurs du topos de Saint Phoibammôn à
Thèbes [= Bibliothèque d’études coptes 27], Cairo 2020; F. Krueger, Andreas von Hermonthis und
das Klöster von Apa Hesekiel. Mikrohistorische Untersuchungen zu Kirchengeschichte und Klosterwe-
sen im Gebiet von Armant (Oberägypten) in byzantinischer Zeit anhand der koptischen Ostraka der
Universitätsbibliothek Leipzig (O. Lips. Copt. II) [= Archiv für Papyrusforschung und verwandte
Gebiete – Beiheft 43], Berlin 2020. 
  13 O. Lips. Copt. I 10 (= O. Crum Ad. 29) with the useful commentary of Garel, Héritage et
transmission (cit. n. 12), pp. 59–60.
  14 O. Lips. Copt. II/2 10.
   15 The predecessors of Psoulousia, Mark and Isaiah, were already presbyters at the
moment of episcopal ordination; Macedonius was not even a monk, but the author of our
text followed Frumentius, and in the narratives about him, he did not find any informa-
tion about any additional rites performed during the ordination by Athanasius.
  16 It was edited in two volumes by O. H. E. KHS-Burmester, The Rite of Consecration
of the Patriarch of Alexandria, Cairo 1960, and idem, Ordination Rites of the Coptic Church,
Cairo 1985.



after the pallium. Then they shall leave him upon the Sunday’.17 An anal-
ogous procedure is foreseen in the case of presbyter: ‘If they ordain him
deacon, if he is not one, let them make him a reader and a subdeacon, and
give the blessing on another day’.18 We find similar customs in the Mono-
physite Church in Syria.19

Various normative fourth-century texts coming from different parts of
the Christian world share the notion that a candidate for the episcopal
distinction should already have an ecclesiastical career rather than be a
homo novus. It is much less frequently mentioned what the order of con-
duct was if a certain Christian community persisted in a choice that went
against the universally accepted custom. An interesting procedure was
proposed by Hosius during the Council of Serdica (343). In accordance
with the canon adopted at his motion, the act of ordination had to be
postponed, enabling the candidate to actually perform the duties pertain-
ing to the intermediate distinctions, beginning with the reader.20 It is
important to pay attention to the justification of this procedure provided
by the canon: ‘For by these promotions, which in any case have extended
time, his faith, his modesty, his dignity and his reverence can be proved’
(canon 13). However, in the Life of Aaron and Ordination Rites, the supple-
mentation of cursus honorum occurs immediately. The candidates are
ordained ecclesiastics on the same day or in the days immediately preced-
ing the episcopal ordination. Therefore, we have here a kind of liturgical
formalism, a manifestation of a quasi-bureaucratic mentality, which is
characteristic of the Byzantine period. This also is a reason to date the
Life of Aaron closer to the end of the sixth century or even later.

Soon after their return to Philae, all the four bishops mentioned in the
Life of Aaron withdraw to their cells in the desert, where they are visited
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  17 Fol. 40 recto, translation in Burmester, The Rite of Consecration (cit. n. 16), pp. 54–55.
  18 Fol. 14 verso, translation in Burmester, Ordination Rites (cit. n. 16), p. 88.
  19 W. Selb, Orientalisches Kirchenrecht, II: Die Geschichte des Kirchenrechts der Westsyrer,
Vienna 1989, p. 233.
  20 C. H. Turner, Ecclesiae occidentalis monumenta iuris antiquissima, vol. I/2.3, Oxford 1930,
pp. 452–551; commentary and translation: H. Hess, The Early Development of Canon Law
and the Council of Serdica, Oxford 2002, pp. 157–161.
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by believers seeking help from their spiritual leaders. The author certainly
bases himself on what he knows from the practice of his day: the bishops-
monks whom we know from the papyrological archives of Andreas and
Abraham (the bishops of Hermonthis) and Pisentius (the bishop of Kop-
tos), manage their dioceses from monasteries situated at a certain dis-
tance from the diocesan seat.

In conclusion: the Life of Aaron may be a useful source of information
on ecclesiastical institutions and practices, not of the fourth century, but
of the end of the sixth century.

At the same time, it has to be emphasized that the Life of Aaron is not
a reliable source for the study of monasticism. The narratives about the
lives of monks and ascetic practices consist of an amalgam of motifs drawn
from literary works that were circulating in Egypt. Undoubtedly the titu-
lar protagonist, the holy monk Aaron, was modelled on a real figure, but
we cannot be equally certain of this with regard to other monks described
in the work. They are hermits living, usually in pairs, in a nearby desert of
undefined boundaries. In the stories that the narrator (Paphnutius) puts
into their mouth, they mainly reminisce about their masters, their morti-
fications, and the miracles they worked. These masters part from their dis-
ciples rather soon (sometimes even after a few days), choosing a place for
them in the desert and leaving them entirely alone, apparently convinced
that such a short period of training was sufficient to start practicing ascet-
icism independently. The monks wander around the desert, visiting other
brothers in order to pray with them and discuss the Holy Scriptures.

Dijkstra and van der Vliet are clearly alarmed by this vague represen-
tation of the holy men, as it does not correspond to what is known about
monastic practices from many literary texts. The relationship between
masters and disciples, which is broadly described in the apophthegms,
presupposes long years of teaching, and a tendency to creating communi-
ties existed almost since the beginnings of the monastic movement.
Therefore, the editors sift through the work in search of passages that
would attest to the existence of communities of the laura kind in this
monastic world. However, the author of the Life of Aaron does not
describe in a clear way any community that had an identity and a name
(which would be important for the sake of the later geography of holy



space), and whose members undertook anything together. Contrary to
Dijkstra and van der Vliet, I do not think that this should not make us
wonder. Clearly, the author knew that monks had inhabited the area of
the First Cataract in the distant past, but the memory about their monas-
teries (no matter what kind) did not survive. Therefore he was not
obliged to write about monasteries. He decided to write only about her-
mits because it was widely believed that they could achieve the height of
sainthood. Steadfast isolation from other people was thought to be the
best way to acquire inner serenity, draw near to God, and achieve saint-
hood. This was preached by many authors, such as Paul of Tammah, who,
in the early fifth century, wrote praises of being locked in a cell (Sitting in
your cell, On the cell).21 Of course, in the image of the ideal world of hermits
ordinary people must appear as recipients of miracles. They are men-
tioned in this role in the Life of Aaron. Dijkstra and van der Vliet treat the
participation of monks in the Eucharist as evidence for the existence of
a laura (or more precisely, of a cult place with a consecrated altar), but I
do not think they are right. Regular reception of the Eucharist was a com-
mon practice of monastic life in the sixth century, and for this reason, it
is given a prominent place in the fictional world of the Life of Aaron. Oth-
erwise, the hermits would not have been holy men.

The Life of Aaron gained popularity among the scholars studying pagan-
ism in Egypt on account of an episode related in the section devoted to the
episcopate of Macedonius, the first bishop of Philae (chapter 31). According
to this story Macedonius performed a heroic act: he went to the temple of
Horus, killed a falcon – the deity’s incarnation – and burned its carcass on
the altar. Afterwards, he left the temple undisturbed by anyone and went
back to his house in the desert, where he was able to convert the temple’s
priest and his two sons to Christianity. These men assisted Macedonius in
his quick and joyous deed of converting the inhabitants of Philae (as is
common in hagiographic relations, some initial miracles were needed as a
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   21 Edition of the Coptic text along with an Italian translation: T. Orlandi, Paolo di Tamma,
Opere, Rome 1988. English translation with an ample commentary by T. Vivian in the anthol-
ogy Words to Live by. Journeys in Ancient and Modern Egyptian Monasticism [= Cistercian Studies
Series 207], Minnesota 2005.
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sign of the Christian God’s power). After a proper purification, the house
of the former priest of Horus was converted into a church, and during a sin-
gle ceremony, all the pagans were baptized. For a long time, scholars did not
see any reason not to believe in the historic reality of at least some compo-
nents of the story (especially the one concerning the killing/burning of the
falcon).22 However, the research conducted by Dijkstra on the history of
Philae in Late Antiquity showed that the story was invented by a man who
had no idea about the pagan cult at Philae, apart from the fact that some
pagan temples had existed, in which live animals were worshipped (this was
common knowledge, as stone temples were still standing).23 The inscrip-
tions and archaeological remains found on the island as well as literary
sources prove that the story is entirely fictional. Christianization in Philae,
like in most settlements and towns in Egypt, was a slow process (this fact
was unknown to people living in the already Christianized world). More-
over, it must be remembered that the traditional cults centred on the tem-
ples had begun gradually to die out already in the third century. Instances
of violence against the temples on the part of Christians (mainly monks)
were infrequent. Nevertheless, the memory of these devoutly violent acts
thrived, becoming a widely used, effective motif that served to increase the
dramatic character of a narrative.24

  22 D. Frankfurter, Religion in Roman Egypt. Assimilation and Resistance, Princeton 1998,
pp. 109–111, 262, 282–283; idem, ‘Iconoclasm and Christianisation in late antique Egypt:
Christian treatments of space and image’, [in:] J. Hahn, S. Emmel, & U. Gotter (eds.),
From Temple to Church. Destruction and Renewal of Local Cultic Topography in Late Antiquity,
Leiden 2008, pp. 135–159, esp. 145; J. Hahn, ‘Die Zerstörung der Kulte von Philae.
Geschichte und Legende am ersten Nilkatarakt’, ibidem, pp. 203–242. It is interesting that
Frankfurter took a more cautious stance in the article ‘Hagiography and the reconstruc-
tion of local religion in late antique Egypt: memories, inventions and lanscapes’, [in:]
Dijkstra & van Dijk (eds.), The Encroaching Desert (cit. n. 2), pp. 13–37. The article was
based on a paper held during a session in which some opponents of his hypothesis were
also taking part. This might have triggered the change in his approach.
  23 Dijkstra has written about this problem on several occasions, recently in J. H. F. Dijk-
stra, ‘I wish to offer a sacrifice to god today’, Journal of the Canadian Society for Coptic Stud-
ies 8 (2015), pp. 61–75.
  24 J. H. F. Dijkstra, ‘The fate of the temples in late antique Egypt’, [in:] L. Lavan &
M. Mul ryan (eds.), The Archaeology of Late Antique Paganism, Leiden 2011, pp. 286–436.



Chapter 92 provides us with an interesting detail: Aaron (the titular
protagonist) charges a presbyter with putting the monastic habit on his
(Aaron’s) disciple; in other episodes narrated by the Life of Aaron, experi-
enced monks did not hesitate to perform this kind of act themselves. The
difference is significant. Apparently, the author wished to emphasize in
this way the humility of this holy monk, who delegated the performance
of the rite to a person he considered more worthy than himself. At any
rate, this is a trace of a process that rendered the ceremony of conferring
the monastic habit an almost sacramental character, which it did not have
in the first generations of monasticism.

Lastly, I’ll mention a detail that will be welcome news for archaeolo-
gists exploring the dwellings of ascetics: we learn that Aaron, who lived in
el-Hesa, a small island on the Nile, owned a house with a top floor (chap-
ter 95). His house resembled many (wealthy) houses in Egyptian villages.

As we see, the Life of Aaron is a treasury of information. The key for
opening it has been given us by Jitse Dijkstra and Jacques van der Vliet in
their excellent edition and commentary.

Ewa Wipszycka
University of Warsaw
Faculty of Archaeology
Chair of Epigraphy and Papyrology
Krakowskie Przedmieście 26/28
00-927 Warsaw
Poland
e-mail: e.wipszycka@uw.edu.pl
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