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NTEPIMOYTE A€ OYBHY X€ CMOY €POIL, (Ca2€ MEYMAKY €BOX &M MNOY? aUNEX, TIIDMNE PLXM
MKag a4t 21MY NTEYCTOAH, 2J6MW)T €2OYN €2Pal MEXAY Nal X€ EKNHY TMON MAWHPE
MIIEIMA; ANOK A€ MEXAl NAY XE€ KM Nal EBOX MAEIMDT, MMON NTAICOPM. TEXAY Nal X€ aMOY
NI2MOOC MAMHPE - MMON NTAKCMPM AN 3N NTAKPE €TERIH €TNANOYC. NTEPIZMOOC A€
2a2THY AlMAPAKAAEL MMOY X€ €10YDA) 2MMT €TPKKAAT MMONOXOC a2 THK. MEXAY Nal 2N
OYMNTPMN@HT X€ NTa MENCIDTHP X00C 2N NEYATTEAION X€ AMHITN ()APOl OYON NIM
€T200CE AYM ANOK FNat MTON NHTN. TPaN NTMNTMONOXOC NANOYY dAAA TIEIBIOC 200CE
NXOK( €BOX. MEXal A€ NaY X€ NTaIEl €2Pal EMEIMA €TBE MEIRMB, (D MAEIDT ETOY2AB,
€WMIE TNAMXOKY €BOX NTP MNa NMMal. MEXaY Nal X€ 0Y2WB ENANOYY TIETEKMINE NCWY,
@ TRAQHPE. EMXE 2Kl TOOTK E€M2MB €TNANOYY, NIM METNAMKMAY MMOK, ) MAWHPE;

When I called out to him, ‘Bless me!’, he loosened his neck from the rope, threw the stone
on the ground and put on his robe. He looked into my face and said to me: ‘Where are you
going, my son, in this place?’ I said to him: ‘Forgive me, my father, for I got lost’. He told
me: ‘Come and sit down, my son, for you are not lost — rather, you have found the right
way’. After I had sat down next to him, I requested him: ‘I would like, in my turn, that you
admit me as a monk in your company’. He said to me in a considerate way: ‘Our Savior has
said in the Gospels: Come to me, everyone who is weary, and I will give you rest. The name
monasticism sounds good, but this way of life is difficult to fulfill’. And I said to him: ‘My
holy father! For this [ have come here, provided that I can fulfill it and that you have mercy
on me!” He told me: “What you seek, my son, is something good. Once you have begun the
good work, who will be able to stop you, my son?’

— Life of Aaron 91
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Abstract

This thesis analyzes the narratological structure of the Life of Aaron, a hagiographical text
from Late Antique Egypt. Such an analysis has not yet been performed on this text, and the
method is still rarely applied to hagiographical literature. In the short term, I intend for this
thesis to expose the complex yet consistent structure of this fascinating text. In the long term, I
see this thesis as part of a broader movement to incorporate Coptology into the mainstream study
of Late Antique literature. My general introduction discusses the Life of Aaron, its manuscript
and archaeological evidence, and the state of scholarship on it. Following this, my first chapter
compares the text to five significant Late Antique hagiographical works from Egypt: the Life of
Antony, the Life of Pachomius, the Historia Monachorum in Aegypto, the Life of Onnophrius,
and the Life of Shenoute. My second chapter surveys the ancient (Aristotelian) and modern
(structuralist) narratological methods employed in this thesis. Finally, my third chapter contrasts
the Life of Aaron’s literal structure with its underlying chronology - what narratologists call the
fabula - and exposes the story’s narrator hierarchy. An epilogue then proposes avenues for future

research, and the thesis closes with two short appendix graphs which summarize my analysis.
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Blaise, Dictionnaire latin-frangais des auteurs chrétiens (Turnhout, 1967); for those prior, see
P.G.W. Glare, Oxford Latin Dictionary (Oxford, 20122). For journals, see J. Marouzeau,
L’Année philologique (Paris, 1928-).

Copt.Enc. The Coptic Encyclopedia

Crum, Dict. A Coptic Dictionary

JCSCS Journal of the Canadian Society for Coptic Studies

LA The Life of Aaron

Lampe, PGL Patristic Greek Lexicon

LO Life of Onnophrius

LS Life of Shenoute
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PL Patrologia Latina
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General Introduction

This Master’s thesis analyzes, for the first time, the narratological structure of a Coptic
text. The specimen in question is a 6th-century hagiographical work known as the Life of Aaron.
Our narratological analysis is necessary because it has never been done to this text — nor, as
mentioned above, to any other Coptic work. In the short term, I intend for this thesis to expose
the complex yet consistent structure of this fascinating text. In the long term, I see this thesis as
part of a broader movement to incorporate Coptology into the mainstream study of Late Antique
literature. Such a trend has already been happening in more specialized circles over the previous
century, especially theology, following the discovery of the Gnostic codices in Nag Hammadi —
and with it the growing necessity for at least a rudimentary familiarity of Coptic consciousness.
Since then, Coptology has been experiencing a millennial boom. Our present study contributes
one small step in that direction, towards a pan-Mediterranean view of Late Antique literature.

As a physical object, the Life of Aaron is part of a 10th century paper codex stored in the
British Library under the catalogue heading Oriental 7029 — also classified as no. 163 in B.
Layton’s authoritative Catalogue of Coptic Literary Manuscripts.! The surviving codex consists
of 78 folia, of which the Life of Aaron constitutes the first 57. The first page — the title page — is
lost. Following the Life of Aaron, there are seven lessons for the festival of Apa Aaron (nwa
Nama eapwn; fol. 57a-61a), a deathbed Prayer of Athanasius (fol. 61a-67b), and a Discourse on
St. Michael the Archangel ascribed to an Archbishop Timothy of Alexandria (fol. 67b-75b).
Some pages have been damaged by oxidation and are missing a few top and bottom lines,
totalling in the dozens. Aside from these losses, the majority of the text is intact, and this
manuscript is the only ‘complete’ version known. There does exist an older (6th or 7th century)
manuscript, corresponding to passages from fol. 28 and 30, but only a few scraps survive.> So
far as we can tell, the Life of Aaron was not widely copied, nor was it ever translated into other

languages. In other words, the text remained a local phenomenon.

' B. Layton, Catalogue of Coptic Literary Manuscripts in the British Library (London, 1987) 196-9 (no. 163). For
the first edition of the text, see E.A.W. Budge, Coptic Texts V. Miscellaneous Texts in the Dialect of Upper Egypt
(New York, 1915) 432-95 (text), 948-1011 (translation).

2 Layton, Catalogue, lix-Ixiii, 172-3 (no. 150, PI. 21) = British Library Or. 7558 (89) (93) (150); see also J.H.F.
Dijkstra, J. van der Vliet, ‘“The Earliest Manuscript of the Coptic Life of Aaron: British Library, Or. 7558 (89)
(93) (150)’, VChr 69 (2015), 368-92.
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The Life of Aaron, as an independent text, is structurally complex but remarkably
consistent. It has an expository introduction, a logical progression, and a clear conclusion which
unifies everything that has preceded. We can divide it conveniently into three thematic sections.
The first (paragraphs 1-25) consists of a travelogue — a memoir of the primary narrator’s travels
to southern Egypt and his encounters with monks. The second (26-85) is a legendary history of
the first four bishops of Philae, with particular attention to the first bishop, Macedonius, sent by
Athanasius himself to convert the city and stamp out its idol cult. The final section (86-138)
concerns the central protagonist of the text: Apa Aaron, a former soldier and pious monk, famous
for his miraculous healing abilities. It is part biography, part compilation of miracle accounts, all
reported by his top acolyte, Isaac. Finally, a brief epilogue (139-140) concludes the text, as the
primary narrator of the first section vows to record all that he has just learned from this amazing
journey. The narrators carefully avoid any loose ends or clifthangers — every sub-narrative has
its own beginning, middle, and end. Granted, there are scribal errors, some of which can cause
confusion as to who precisely the narrator is in certain parts, but at no detriment to the sense of
the overall work.® Luckily, such ambiguities are always resolved when put under scrutiny.

Based on internal evidence, we can affirm that the manuscript (10th century) is a copy of
a much older text (6th century) which itself reflects on even earlier events (4th and early Sth
century). More precisely, the manuscript colophon contains a date in Seleucid years,
corresponding to AD 992.* The text features copious cameos of the Alexandrian Archbishops
Athanasius (r. 328-373) and Theophilus (r. 385-412), situating the story — at least most of it — in
their lifetimes. But the text features lexical anachronisms which reveal a later date of
composition. Most telling is the use, in paragraph 29, of the term narapxn, from the Greek
dignitary title T&yapxos.” This term came into use during the reign of Emperor Anastasius (r.
491-518), rendering 491 the effective terminus post quem of our text. Another possible lexical

trigger appears in paragraph 30, with the term cTpaTHaaTHC — a joint civil-military rank

> The most common situation is when the 3rd person suffix is written where the 1st is intended, or vice versa. For

examples, see my third chapter.

See A. van Lantschoot, Recueil des colophons des manuscrits chrétiens d’Egypte, 2 vols (Leuven, 1929) 1.197-
200; 2.79-80 (no. 113).

Translated as ‘local governor’ in Lampe, PGL 990; magister pagi in LSJ 1284; and pagi praepositus, governor
of a village in E.A. Sophocles, Greek Lexicon of the Roman and Byzantine Periods (from B.C. 146 to A.D. 1100)
(New York, 1957) 829.
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instituted by Emperor Justinian in 539.° However, this term, in its historically informed context,
does not make a reliable terminus post quem because it assumes too much background
knowledge from the author. Conversely, in terms of terminus ante quem, that other manuscript
which we mentioned above — the fragmentary copy of the Life of Aaron — dates to no later than
700.” To summarize, we can condense the dating question into a quick soundbite: the Life of
Aaron is a story set in the 4th and 5th century, written in the 6th (maybe 7th) century, and
preserved in a 10th century manuscript.

The Life of Aaron has a long but sparse incremental history of scholarship. It all began
with the discovery of the manuscript in Edfu in two phases: folium 21 in 1907, and the rest in
1909. Then, in 1915, the British Egyptologist E.A. Wallis Budge (1857-1934), as part of a series
of publications of Coptic literary manuscripts in the British Museum, published and translated
the Edfu manuscripts. His treatment of the text, unfortunately, was superficial and full of errors,

as appears from the following example:

A4X00C Tap [...]J610 NapXxmN €alx1l apXH NT[...]JAOYCIOC a€1 €PHC EIMATAPXH €XN NEIOAIC
Now he said, ‘When I became governor and took over the rule of [Syene]. I came to the South,

and I passed through the towns in this district’.*

This translation fails for three reasons.’ Firstly, in Coptic, the word apxwn has a more generic
meaning than the Greek &pxcov: it can denote anyone of upper class. Secondly, Budge ignored
the first lacuna and invented the translation ‘Syene’ with no justification; since there is clearly a
letter m before the second lacuna, the only grammatically possible solution to the lacuna is
T™[nTrnoycloc.  Lastly, Budge assumed that marapxu — another Greek dignitary title

(Tayapxos) — was a corruption of mapare ‘to pass’, but this verb is impossible with the

From otpatnAdTns, translated as general or commander in Lampe, PGL 1263; LSJ 1652; and Sophocles,
Greek Lexicon, 1014. Originally it was a high military rank but it generalized, in the Byzantine era, into an
honorific administrative title; see A.P. Kazhdan (ed.), The Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium (New York and
Oxford, 1991) 1965.

See n. 2.

8 LA29,ie. fol. 12a; cf. Budge, Miscellaneous Coptic Texts in the Dialect of Upper Egypt, 444, 960.

For a more thorough discussion, see J.H.F. Dijkstra, ‘““Foule immense de moines”: The Coptic Life of Aaron and
the Early Bishops of Philae’, in B. Palme (ed.), Akten des 23 Internationalen Papyrologenkongresses, Wien,
22.28. Juli 2001 (Vienna, 2007) 191-7 at 193-4.



preposition exn. The proper translation should instead be as follows:

For he said to me: ‘While I was still a magistrate and had started to obtain wealth, I went south,

because I was pagarch over these cities’.

To Budge’s credit, his intention was not to publish a definitive edition of the text, but rather to
publish them immediately, leaving the many shortcomings under the care of future generations of
specialists. Further to his credit, Budge did a service by at least releasing the manuscripts in the
first place — had he not done so, scholarship would have progressed later and in a more restricted
fashion.

After Budge, scholarship did not touch the Life of Aaron until 1924, when the German
demotist Wilhelm Spiegelberg (1870-1930) cited it in a larger study on fourth-century Philae —
more specifically, on the cult of the holy falcon, which appears in the Life of Aaron."
Spiegelberg used the text as confirmation that a Christian community co-existed alongside the
cult of Isis in Philae in the fourth century. Through his work, the text came to be seen as an
important source for early Christianity in Philae. In the few years that followed, the text also
began to be cited as a source for the southward spread of Christianity via Philae to the Nubian
nations;"' this remains the case in modern scholarship as well.”* To be sure, the Life of Aaron is
not alone in this regard: Egyptian hagiographical works are full of allusions to the general
missionizing effort into Nubia. One later bishop of Philae, Theodore (525-567), made
evangelism a cornerstone of his career.”® So prolific were his Christianization efforts both locally
and abroad, that the Life of Aaron is strongly speculated to have been composed in, if not
inspired by, his episcopate.

In want of a formal title for the work, Budge proposed Histories of the Monks in the

Egyptian Desert — not entirely inappropriate, though it failed to become standard in scholarship.

19 W. Spiegelberg, ‘Agyptologische Beitrige’, AfP 7 (1924) 183-9.

Some of the classic studies include J. Kraus, Die Anfinge des Christentums in Nubien (PhD dissertation,
University of Miinster, 1930), L.P. Kirwan, ‘Studies in the Later History of Nubia’, Liverpool Annals of
Archaeology and Anthropology, 24 (1937) 69-105, and U. Monneret De Villard, Storia della Nubia cristiana
(Rome, 1938).

See, for one major example, S.G. Richter, Studien zur Christianisierung Nubiens (Wiesbaden, 2002).

See J.H.F. Dijkstra, Philac and the End of Ancient Egyptian Religion: A Regional Study of Religious
Transformation (298-642 CE) (Leuven, 2008) 41, 272, 329-33.
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T. Vivian in 1993 proposed the name Histories of the Monks of Upper Egypt, which is at least
more precise, but still artificial. The loss of the title page is significant here, because its loss had
left both the title and the author up to interpretation. Since 2002, J.H.F. Dijkstra has adopted the
name Life of Aaron, under the certain assumption that this was its original title. Note that, unlike
more general histories of monks, the Life of Aaron features a central character with an expanded
narrative designed to build up to his story. The work reads more like a biography than an
anthology, even if Aaron only covers the last third of the text. Furthermore, an eponymous name
(in which a text is named after its central character), is the common practice of hagiographical
works, making the name Life of Aaron a suitable reconstruction." Throughout this thesis, I
employ this name for the text.

With the exception of Dijkstra, only one article within the last thirty years has been
written primarily about the Life of Aaron.”” Occastionally the text has been mentioned in
passing.'® A definitive edition has yet to be published, hence Budge’s rudimentary release a full
century ago remains the standard. The text has been rendered into Italian, but it translates from
Budge’s text rather than re-examinine thoroughly the actual manuscript. A good Dutch
translation exists, but it only covers part of the work (fol. 11b-18a), and an Italian translation of
Budge’s text also exists.!” The latest English translation (2000) also follows Budge’s text and
thus is not a considerable improvement of the editio princeps. The first ever critical edition is
currently in preparation, to be released by J. Dijkstra and J. van der Vliet in 2016."® T have had
privileged access to Dijkstra and Van der Vliet’s preliminary text and translation, and I use them
throughout my thesis.

Some major mysteries of the Life of Aaron remain unsolved, mainly on the issue of

authorship. This is a classic problem in hagiography: monks were too humble to credit works to

" Vivian himself admitted that the text, in its time, would most likely have been called the Life of (Abba) Aaron,
but he adhered to a modern title. He credits Budge as the source who led him to the Life of Aaron; for Vivian’s
extended preface to it, see T. Vivian, Paphnutius: Histories of the Monks of Upper Egypt and the Life of
Onnophrius (Kalamazoo, 20002) 9-70.

T. Orlandi, ‘Un testo copto sulle origini del christstianesimo in Nubia’, in Etudes nubiennes. Colloque de
Chantilly, 2-6 juillet 1975 (Cairo, 1978) 225-50.

' More recently, for example, in L.S.B. MacCoull, ‘Christianity at Syene/Elephantine/Philae’, BASP 27 (1990)
151-62 at 159; and D. Frankfurter, Religion in Roman Egypt: Assimilation and Resistance (Princeton, 1998) 68.
J.F. Borghouts, Egyptische sagen en verhalen (Bussum, 1974) 184-9; A. Campagnano, T. Orlandi, Vite di monaci
copti (Rome, 1984) 67-125.

For a preliminary advertisement of the project, see J.H.F. Dijkstra, ‘Monasticism on the Southern Egyptian
Frontier in Late Antiquity: Towards a New Critical Edition of the Coptic Life of Aaron’, JCSCS 5 (2013) 31-47.
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themselves, so they ascribed their work to someone else. The act of attributing a text (or a group
of texts) to a famous author is called a ‘cycle’, and was a commonplace means to lend authority
to the work." The Life of Aaron’s true author is unknown, but the narrator goes by ‘Paphnutius’
(mammoyTe, literally ‘the one who belongs to God’). This is not particularly illuminating,
however: not only is ‘Paphnutius’ among the most common names in Late Antique Egypt, but it

could also have easily been a pseudonym.”

Previous scholarship has proposed up to three
possible Paphnutii from Scetis, but none of them would have likely been alive at the time that the
Life of Aaron was written;*' moreover, Scetis is not urgently relevant to the story. Dijkstra — the
leading authority on the text — prefers the scenario of an anonymous local monk (thus, not from
Scetis) writing the Life of Aaron* Perhaps this monk adopted ‘Paphnutius’ after a famous
Scetis anchorite by that name, doing so in order to enhance his work’s prestige.”

If so, then a second mystery arises: the question of intended audience.” Considering its
emphasis on First Cataract geography (both in its vivid depictions and in its assumption of
common knowledge), the Life of Aaron must surely have been intended for First Cataract
inhabitants. It is telling that the Life of Aaron, so far as we know, never existed outside of its
native Sahidic Coptic, suggesting that global exposure was not a desire (or that the text did not
attract global attention). Contrast this with the standard fate of most hagiographies, which were
widely transmitted into major languages of the Late Antique world. And on a related note,
although the environment in the Life of Aaron is primarily monastic, the audience need not have
been exclusively monastic: the illustrative topography, along with the conversion story in Philae

and the acts of local holy men, would have sufficiently entertained a lay audience.”

It may even be possible that these texts originally circulated anonymously, having names for their authors
superimposed on them by later scribes — a phenomenon known as a literary ‘cycle’; see T. Orlandi, ‘Literature
(Coptic)’, Copt.Enc. 5.1450-60 at 1454.

T. Orlandi, ‘Coptic Literature’, in B. Pearson and J. Goehring, The Roots of Egyptian Christianity (Philadelphia,
1986) 51-81 at 78-80; Orlandi, ‘Literature (Coptic)’, 1456-8; Dijkstra, Philae and the End, 247.

For a synopsis of the multiple Paphnutii, a good starting point are the two entries titled ‘Paphnutius’ in
Copt.Enc. 6, one by R.-G. Coquin (pp. 1882-3), the other by A. Guillaumont (p. 1884). One may also consult
E.D.L. O’Leary, The Saints of Egypt (London, 1937), 217-21, which mentions ten Paphnutii.

Dijkstra, ‘““Foule immense des moines™’, 195.

For an up-to-date exhaustive account of the major Paphnutii, see Dijkstra, Philae and the End, 60, 98 (n. 60), 81,
234-52, 300, 334.

For a treatment of the concept of ‘intended audience’ across the hagiographic genre, see S. Efthymiadis, N.
Kalogeras, ‘Audience, Language and Patronage in Byzantine Hagiography’, in S. Efthymiadis (ed.), The Ashgate
Research Companion to Byzantine Hagiography, 2 vols. (Ashgate, 2011) 2.247-84.

» Orlandi, ‘Un testo copto’, 229-30. See also Dijkstra, Philae and the End, 225-70.
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A third mystery of the Life of Aaron is the exact historicity of its protagonist.
Biographical information on Apa Aaron is limited and confounded with biblical allegory. All
that the Life of Aaron tells us is that he became a monk under the bishopric of Psoulousia, fourth
bishop of Philae, and went on to become a famous holy man.* His depiction in the text alludes
indirectly to the biblical Aaron, brother of Moses, except in spelling: Apa Aaron (gapwn) vs. the
biblical Aaron (aapwn). His historicity is further confounded by the local tradition: he is not
listed among the saints in the Coptic calendar (the Synaxarion), but at Edfu he had his own

?” Two other facts indicate that the communities (especially monastic) of Edfu and

festival day.
Faras (Nubia) venerated him throughout the tenth century: first, the tenth-century Life of Aaron
manuscript originates from Edfu; second, a tenth-century cathedral in Faras features a wall
painting of him, presumably as an icon.”® This date identification is reinforced by a wall fresco
bearing the mixed Greek-Coptic inscription aBBa 2[apmN...aNax]wpiTHe, underneath which is
another inscription: aBBa gapwn. When all of the above is taken into account, therefore, we find
no need to question Aaron’s existence.

To summarize what we have reviewed in this general introduction: the Life of Aaron is a
Coptic hagiographical work concerning the Philae desert father Aaron. It was probably written
in the sixth century (maybe the seventh), but survives mainly in a 10th-century manuscript, and it
narrates 4th- and early-5th-century events. It describes, with artistic licence, the formative
beginnings of Christianization in the small island of Philae in the First Cataract of the Nile.
Unlike other hagiographies, the Life of Aaron exists only in Coptic, and was not translated into
other languages, suggesting that it was intended for a regional audience. It confirms the names
of the earliest Christian bishops of Philae, as Athanasius documented them, and it portrays their
local flavour of anchoritic life. There has been much speculation as to who the author was,

though nothing can be proven: on the one hand the narrator, Paphnutius, may be the author

% LA 79: nal NTaNENEIDT aMa 2aPMN PTEYMNTMONOXOC gNTEqUNTENEICkonoc; ‘It was in his episcopate that our
father Apa Aaron led his monastic life’. Irefer to this passage again in pages 69 (n. 230) and 79-80.

279 Pachons, equal to May 4; Dijkstra, ‘““Foule immense de moines™’, 192; Dijkstra, Philae and the End, 226.

# K. Michatowski, Faras. Die Kathedrale aus dem Wiistensand (Einsiedeln, 1967), 126-7 (Fig. 46); A.
Lukaszewicz, ‘En marge d’une image de l'anachoréte Aaron dans la cathédrale de Faras’, Nubia christiana 1
(1982) 192-211. See also J. Kubinska, Faras IV. Inscriptions grecques chrétiennes (Warsaw, 1974) 146-8 (Fig.
81-2); K. Michatowski, Faras. Wall Paintings in the Collection of the National Museum in Warsaw (Warsaw,
1974) 46, 58, 219-21, 289; M. Martens-Czarnecka, Faras VII. Les elements décoratifs sur les peintures de la
Cathédrale de Faras (Warsaw, 1982) 64 (Fig. 96).
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himself — although this is unlikely; on the other hand, the author might have been an anonymous
monk. If the latter is true, then the author adopted ‘Paphnutius’ as a popular pseudonym to
enhance his work’s authority.

The Life of Aaron has significant literary value. It reveals the Late Antique Egyptian
sentiment on a variety of social issues, from monasticism and miracle-healing to spiritual
travelogue. It is a primary source for individuals inquiring into the ascetic mentality, capturing
the Egyptian wonder and terror of the unforgiving desert. Finally, the Life of Aaron warrants
attention on its own literary merits: its complex structure, with layers upon layers of embedded
narrative, is an uncommon treat for antiquaries. Even for general readers, the text can still
entertain. On a psychological level, this structural complexity demonstrates the monks’ humility
insofar as they prefer to elaborate on someone else’s life rather than their own. As a result, the
chronology shifts dramatically and spans generations, leading to such a level of complexity that,
perhaps, even the author (or, alternatively, the scribe) confused himself with the chronology.
Then again, this could be the result of a faithful compilation of an organic oral tradition; doing so
can often reveal inconsistent variations of the same story.

Although this thesis does not address the broader mysteries mentioned above, it does
unravel the underlying narratological structure. We proceed with the intent to answer the
following research question: what is the narratological structure of the Life of Aaron? 1t is
important to reiterate that our narratological analysis is the first of its kind in Coptic literature —
let alone of the text itself. We will focus on the transitions from narrator to narrator. This thesis
divides into three sequential chapters. The first, ‘The Life of Aaron’s Place in Coptic
Hagiography’, compares the Life of Aaron with other contemporary hagiographical works from
Egypt, with a view to situate the text within its literary context. The second chapter,
‘Narratology — Ancient and Modern, Theory and Practice’, introduces the reader to the
narratological theory employed in this thesis. The third and final chapter, ‘A Narratological
Analysis of the Life of Aaron’, reconstructs the chronology of the story and the hierarchy of the
narrative levels. For the benefit of non-specialists, it is written in such a way that no knowledge
of the Life of Aaron nor of the Coptic language is required. All text citations adopt the reference-
marking scheme of Dijkstra and Van der Vliet, which divides the text into 140 paragraphs. All

passages are cited in translation with the original Coptic provided.
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Chapter 1: The Life of Aaron’s Place in Coptic Hagiography

Introduction

In the General Introduction we summarized the physical state of the manuscripts and the
extent of scholarship on the Life of Aaron. Now with the core of our thesis defined, this chapter
shall survey the literary culture behind it. This will help distinguish the uniqueness of the text
from its debt to earlier hagiographical works. The scope of this chapter is selective but far-
reaching: we seek the perfect balance of fullness and concisiveness. To achieve this balance, we
must flush the most of what we can out of the most representative sample possible. Therefore, in
chronological order, we study five of Egypt’s greatest hagiographies, with the aim of finding
common themes among them. Once such themes have been elucidated, we will be better able to
situate the Life of Aaron within the cultural context of monasticism in early Christian Egypt. In
the realm of comparative literature, we will also become better informed about the work’s
idiosyncrasies vs. its stereotypes.*

There are copious amounts of early hagiographies, even if we filter for just the Coptic
ones, so picking the top five is no easy task. No ‘top five’ will ever do justice to the full canon of
specimens, but they at least provide the initiate with a springboard for further exploration.*
Nevertheless, at least three essential works stand out. The Life of Antony (hereby v.Anton. for
Vita Antonii) is by far the most obvious choice, because it is the prototypical work which
spawned the whole hagiographical genre, if not monasticism altogether. Its situation in the
Egyptian desert, coupled with its Egyptian author, make the work impossible to overlook — it is
simply the most celebrated hagiographical work of all time. Aside from it, the other two
essential hagiographical works are the Life of Pachomius (v.Pach.) and the Historia
Monachorum in Aegypto (h.Mon.). Finally, the remaining two works in this study are the Life of
Onnophrius (LO) and the Life of Shenute (LS). Following the survey of the above five works, we
shall contrast them with the Life of Aaron.

29

Note that this chapter is not concerned with hagiography per se, but with classic examples of such in Egypt. For
the former, see A. Papaconstantinou, ‘Hagiography in Coptic’, in S. Efthymiadis (ed.), The Ashgate Research
Companion to Byzantine Hagiography, 2 vols. (Ashgate, 2011) 1.323-44 (at 325-8 for Vitae specifically).

The reader is encouraged to consult, for a broader but by no means exhaustive list of 4th-century Egyptian
hagiographies, T. Orlandi, ‘Hagiography (Coptic)’, Copt.Enc. 4.1191-7 at 1193.
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A word of justification of the above choices seems in order. I have already made clear
that this chapter is a survey of Egyptian hagiographical works from Late Antiquity — broadly, the
4th and 5th centuries. All of my five specimens take place in Egypt. Three of them, however,
are written in Greek (v.Anton., v.Pach., h.Mon.). The v.Anton. requires no justification, and the
v.Pach. — being about another archetypal Egyptian saint — also makes for easy inclusion. The
h.Mon., on the other hand, deviates from the norm for three reasons: 1) its author is a foreign
traveller, not a native Egyptian; 2) it concerns dozens of saints rather than one; and 3) it is also,
just like the LA, a ‘travelogue’ — a text of geographical interest — as well as a hagiography.
Despite these peculiarities, it is a classic in the genre of spiritual tourism, and gives highly
valuable insights on life in the desert, so it makes for a good addition to our study. The
remaining two texts (LO and LS) are obscure to the West, but not so in Coptic tradition. The LO
is the closest stylistically to the LA which I have encountered, while the LS, to me, stands out as
the perfect ‘foil’ to all of the above. Taken together, all five works attest to the diverse yet
consistent features of Late Antique Egyptian hagiography.

The Quintessential Prototypes: Antony and Pachomius

For our purposes, we treat the v.Anton. and the v.Pach. together. I feel that there are
already enough general introductions to either work in circulation, and that, for our purposes, a
comparative survey would be more efficient. Both works are by far the most famous examples
of Egyptian hagiography, and they both influenced the growth of monasticism throughout and
beyond the Egyptian world. One may even consider them the first of their kind, though the
v.Anton. came first (ca. 356) and the v.Pach. (finished ca. 390) took conscious inspiration from it
— in this respect, we can consider them ‘first-generation’ and ‘second-generation’ hagiographical
works, respectively. One major difference, however, lies in their legacy: the v.Anton. enjoyed
immediate global success whereas the v.Pach. remained in Egypt for about a century before
quietly spreading abroad. The v.Pach., therefore, may not be as readily familiar to general
Christian audiences, though his influence is greatly felt in the monastic tradition. In the
following section, we flush out the topological features of both works in order to construct the

foundational character of early Egyptian hagiography.



We start with the v.Anton., for which documentation is generous. Antony (ca. 251-356)
was not the first ascetic, nor even the first Egyptian ascetic, and the work itself admits this.”’ He
was, however, a pioneer in the eremitic (or anchoritic) movement. Prior to him, asceticism was
an urban phenomenon: monks were apotactics (&moTakTikds ‘renunciant’*?), not full-blown
anchorites (dvaxwpnTtis ‘withdrawer”) — they renounced material indulgences but not society.”
Antony broke from this soft-core norm and fled to the desert, taking the concept of ‘renunciation’
to the geographical extreme. His way of life earned the admiration of Archbishop Athanasius,
who met him and authored the book which made him a legend. It was soon translated into Latin,
and later (6th century) into Coptic.** It became an instant bestseller throughout the ancient
world.” For its time, it was a revolutionary work: it sparked an exponential wave of desert
migration, and with it the legend of the ‘Desert Fathers’. By the end of the century, hundreds of
Life clones — including the v.Pach. — were in circulation. Thanks to its great success, the
equation of spatial withdrawal with sanctity is now a hagiographic topos.

For modern readers, the v.Anton. follows a familiar biographical structure. It begins with
a general address to the reader, then proceeds to narrate the story of Antony from birth to death.
It follows a linear chronology, save for some ‘pauses’ (more on this term in chapter two) to make
sweeping summaries about Antony’s practises and personality. There are no flashes backward or
forward in time, just varying degrees of ‘narrative speed’. Athanasius skims through the

childhood years, but narrates in epochal detail Antony’s iconic ‘conversion’ moment at the age of

3! He started his monastic life as an apprentice to another ascetic; v.Anton. 3.1-7.

Apotactics lived in the cities, independently of ecclesial authority — thereby stirring the ire of establishment
authors. Jerome, in particular, denounced them as remnuoth, or degenerate fakes, and accused them of all kinds
of lewd conduct; Hier. Ep. 22.34. To Jerome, ‘true’ monks live under clerical authority. Consequently, they are
more easily controllable; J.E. Goehring, Ascetics, Society, and the Desert: Studies in Early Egyptian
Monasticism (Harrisburg, 1999) 4, 22-4.

Antony’s first mentor, who lived on inarable land within the fertile valley, is an example of this. The definitive
study on the apotactic movement is E.A. Judge, ‘Earliest Use of Monachos for “Monk” (P. Coll. Youtie 77) and
the Origins of Monasticism’, JAC 20 (1977) 72-89.

There are important rhetorical differences between the Greek and Coptic v.Anfon. The Greek dwells on symbolic
imagery and nuanced vocabulary, whereas the Coptic version uses minimal vocabulary, allowing for ingeniously
ironic double meanings not possible in Greek. It further eliminates all Hellenism from the text and brings
Antony back to his native culture. For an extended discussion, see T. Vivian, A.N. Athanassakis, Athanasius.
The Life of Antony: The Coptic Life and The Greek Life (Kalamazoo, 2003) xlvii-liii.

It reached the hands of none other than Augustine of Hippo, who credited reading it as a pivotal moment in his
conversion to Christianity; see Aug. Conf. 8.29. Antony’s fame even spread to the Roman senate and
noblewomen, as documented in Pall. 4.Laus. and Hier. Ep. 127.5.
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eighteen.’® Similarly, the text ‘slows down’ to narrate the final days of Antony’s life. The work
makes a big deal out of his death — Antony gives a dramatic speech, full of parting words of
wisdom, to fellow brothers by his deathbed. His death is a triumph, as he goes the way of the
biblical greats. The text briefly covers his burial, then closes with a short but edifying address to
the reader.

But the v.Anfon. is by no means an innocent tale of a holy man, because Athanasius wrote
it with deeper political motives: to weaken his ecclesial opponents.’” He presents an artificially
orthodox and idyllic portrait of Antony — having him convert pagans, condemn heretics
(specifically Arians and Melitians — both of whom are Athanasius’s enemies), discourse on
demonology, and outsmart sophists through rustic logic and piety.”® Antony performs many
miracles, but they allude explicitly to biblical miracles in order to reinforce his holiness. During
such scenes, Athanasius uses Antony as a vessel through which to channel himself. The text also
has an unmistakably contrived anti-intellectual tone: Athanasius portrays Antony as illiterate and
monolingually Coptic — he requires a Greek interpreter.”” The implication here is that Antony
symbolizes the pure way to God, not distracted by human education. Yet in fairness, Athanasius’s
depictions of Antony’s strict austerity, piety, and steadfastness against temptations can be
considered reasonably faithful to the historical Antony.* Through all of his deeds, Antony
becomes the quintessential imitatio Christi: a model for how to live as divinely as practically
possible. No pagan, and above all no Arian, Melitian, or other false monk, can achieve this,
according to the v.Anton.

Let us now turn to the v.Pach. — another classic Egyptian hagiographical work, also

% Wherein Antony hears a Gospel passage in church (Mt 19:21), which inspires him to sell all his belongings,

entrust his sister to the care of nuns, and devote his life to solitary asceticism; see v.Anfon. 2.1-3.
7 On the Athanasian Antony as the ‘face’ of Nicene orthodoxy, see D. Brakke, Athanasius and the Politics of
Asceticism (Oxford, 1995) 201-65.
He is, however, his usual gentle self with ‘pagans’ (literally, people of EAAnvionds ‘Hellenism’ — Athanasius’s
own words) provided that they come to be converted; see v.Anton. 72.2, 78.1-3.
Whereas in reality, we know of at least seven epistles attributed to Antony. However, it remains unknown
whether he wrote the epistles himself or through a secretary, and whether they were originally Coptic or Greek.
If the former, then Anthony could be considered the first original Coptic author. Realistically, he most certainly
could have conversed in Greek; see S. Rubenson, The Letters of St. Antony (Lund, 1990) 186-7.
To reinforce his humanness, Athanasius has Antony experience exhaustion, even annoyance, at the unending
numbers of visitors. He admits that sometimes the visitors ask for things beyond his power. Sometimes he will
refuse to answer the door for them, but they will camp by his abode in hopes that just being near to him will heal
them: v.Anton. 48.1-50.7. In this context, Antony is great because of his simplicity, self-denial, and confession of
personal limits.
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written in Greek. Whereas Antony popularized personal isolation (eremiticism), Pachomius (ca.
292-348) pioneered ascetic community-living (coenobiticism) — more precisely, the
centralization of groups of communities (koinonia) bound together by a Rule.*! Tt is difficult to
reconstruct an historical portrait of Pachomius because his commentators had little to no personal

acquaintance with him, and those who did had their own biases.*

We do know of his pagan
upbringing in Chenoboskion, near Nag Hammadi.*® He grew up during the Tetrarchy years, a
time of traumatic religious persecution in Egypt, and he narrowly escaped conscription in 313.
While under captivity, a group of Christians tended to him — their charity inspired him to devote
his life to the monastic way. But rather than abandon society, Pachomius settled in the outskirts
of the inhabited world (oikoupévn) and converted deserted villages into monasteries. His
communities attracted thousands of recruits, and they set up trade networks among each other to
ensure their prosperity. In his mature years, Pachomius later authored the Ascefica, a detailed
rule for coenobitic monkhood. It inspired virtually every other Rule after it, and is still used
today in the Eastern Orthodox Church. In some respects it is also among the earliest original
Coptic works, making Pachomius a literary pioneer as well as a monastic one.*

Unlike the v.Anton, the v.Pach. survives in at least four different Greek versions.*” The
primordial edition is the Vita Prima (hereby abbreviated G1). The subsequent Vita Altera

embellishes the G1 with passages from the Ascetica. The Vita Tertia includes a life of Theodore

— hence its alternative name, the Life of Pachomius and Theodore — as well as extracts from

I Our main scholarly source on Pachomius is P. Rousseau, Pachomius: The Making of a Community in Fourth-

Century Egypt (Berkeley, 19992). For a cultural background, see his first chapter, ‘Egypt’ (1-36); for a
discussion on primary sources on Pachomius, see his second, ‘The Sources’ (37-56). Cf. J. Goehring, ‘New
Frontiers in Pachomian Studies’, in Pearson, Goehring, The Roots of Egyptian Christianity, 236-57 at 239-40.
Compounding this is the fact that few of his contemporary Christian writers even know of him. Jerome knew of
a coenobitic movement in Egypt but only wrote of it in impersonal terms; Hier. Ep. 22.34-6. In short, our main
source of information on him (and his system) is, as it so happens, the v.Pach. itself.

The Pachomian monasteries are long suspected to have been the publication houses of the Nag Hammadi
codices, an important collection of gnostic treatises. Today this hypothesis remains controversial. For a recent
challenge, see N.D. Lewis, J.A. Blount, ‘Rethinking the Origins of the Nag Hammadi Codices’, JBL 133 (2014)
399-419. But for an up-to-date defense of the hypothesis, see H. Lundhaug, L. Jenott, The Monastic Origins of
the Nag Hammadi Codices (Tiibingen, 2015) — thank you, Prof. Piovanelli, for informing me of this study.

Aside from his Ascetica, few other compositions survive: we have two Pachomian ‘catecheses’ for monks, as
well as supposed Letters of his. See L.-Th. Lefort, Oeuvres de s. Pachome et de ses disciples, 2 vols. (Leuven,
1956) 1.1-36. Their English translations can be found in A. Veilleux, Pachomian Koinonia: The Lives, Rules,
and Other Writings of Saint Pachomius and His Disciples, 3 vols. (Kalamazoo, 1982) 3.13-49, 51-83.

See Rousseau, Pachomius, 42, for an excellent genealogical table of the main Lives of Pachomius (based on
Veilleux, Pachomian Koinonia 1, 17). For another detailed analysis of the sources, see W. Harmless, Desert
Christians: An Introduction to the Literature of Early Monasticism (Oxford, 2004) 116-7.
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another major text called Apophthegmata Patrum. Lastly, the Vita Quarta is an abridgement of
the Tertia.*® In total, there are eight Greek recensions. There do exist up to twenty-two Coptic
recensions, but most of them are fragmentary, some as short as one page. The most intact
version is called the Bohairic Life of Pachomius, commonly abbreviated as Bo.*” There are also
fragments of Sahidic codices.*® Taken together, the Coptic seems to embellish the Greek
originals with their own oral traditions, which evolved gradually in favour of the Alexandrian
orthodoxy. This becomes most apparent when we compare the translations, because the Greek
and Coptic render some of the episodes differently — especially those with theological
significance. For our study, however, we will focus on the two main versions: the Greek G1 and
the Coptic Bo. I will mainly cite from the G1, considering its priority, unless the discussion calls
for a cross-analysis.

We can briefly summarize the history of Pachomianism as follows: the movement
essentially lasted from 316, when Pachomius became a monk, to about 548 when it disappears
from the written record.” Pachomius founded his first community in 323 in Tabennese, then a
deserted village, and brought about its repopulation.”® Between 329 and 330, Athanasius visited
and tried to ordain him, but he declined.”’ Later, he then settled in Pbow in 336, which later
became one of the largest monasteries in rural Egypt. By the end of his life he had 11
monasteries under his care. He died from plague in 348, and was succeeded by the less capable

Horsiesius.>

When separatist revolts broke out, Horsiesius handed leadership to Theodore in
351, who placated the dissidents with administrative reforms.”® When Theodore died in 368,

Horsiesius led a second term, from 368 to 387. Around 390, the v.Pach. was compiled, after

% For all variants of the Greek v.Pach., see F. Halkin, Sancti Pachomii Vitae Graecae (Brussels, 1932); for the G,
see 1-96. Whenever I cite from the G1, I refer to paragraph number.

4" For the Bo, see L.-Th. Lefort, S. Pachomii vita bohairice scripta (Leuven, 1953).

*  Which can be found in L.-Th. Lefort, S. Pachomii vitae sahidice scriptae (Leuven, 1952).

¥ This is a condensed summary of Goehring’s reconstruction of Pachomian history; see Goehring, Ascetics, 162,

243-61. A similar condensed timeline for Pachomius can be found in Harmless, Desert Christians, 119.

G1 12; Bo 17-25 — each describes his first monasery, Tabnennese, as 0y-+M1 NHPHMOC, OF KON TiS, £pNpHos oloa

‘deserted village’. Every Pachomian monastery was situated in the fertile valley; Goehring, Ascetics, 90-4.

G1 30; Bo 28. Both record Pachomius hiding from Athanasius during his visit of the monastery. Either

Pachomius feared the prospect of jealousy or careerism among his disciples, or he simply wished to prevent

interference from the ecclesiastical hierarchy.

2 G1 117-9, 122, 126-30; Bo 117-23. The G1 confirms Horsiesius’s troubled end as leader, but offers a more

positive portrait overall.

He shuffled the abbots among the monasteries on a bi-annual basis, the idea being to keep the whole system

interdependent. This practice is not recorded in the G1 but occurs in Bo 144; Goehring, Ascetics, 170.
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which the historical record is patchy. We know that in 392, Archbishop Theophilus invited the
Pachomians to build a monastery in place of the newly-demolished temple of Serapis; they
named it Metanoia, and it became the Pachomian gateway to the rest of the ancient world.>*
They also built a marvellous basilica in Pbow in 459. A century later, Justinian, seeking to bring
Egypt into the Chalcedonian communion, imposed a Chalcedonian abbot onto the Pbow
monastery.” Resisters were expelled, and the prior abbot fled to Shenoute’s White Monastery.*
The rest of Egypt remained anti-Chalcedon, and they stopped recording Pachomian history, and
the movement altogether slipped into oblivion. In a sense, the Pachomians were casualities of
the Chalcedonian drama.

Arguably, the v.Pach. is a dual hagiography: primarily of Pachomius, but secondarily of
Theodore, his successor in Tabennese from about 336 onward.”” The text frames Theodore as a
young prodigy, destined to lead from the start, to the brief chagrin of his older follow monks (G1
78, 95; Bo 69). Theodore shares the same abilities of clairvoyance and keen intuition as his
master Pachomius (G1 93, 102; Bo 82-3, 103). Pachomius sends him on errands to visit
philosophers, comfort discouraged monks, and instruct the catechumens (for examples, G1 77-8,
92; Bo 69-70, 75). Pachomius, in turn, has high expectations and standards for his star pupil, so

he gives particularly harsh penances to him.™

Theodore is fully loyal to his master, travelling
back and forth from Pbow to Tabennee to hear his homilies and relay them to other monasteries.
Long after his master’s death, Theodore continues to honour Pachomius by recanting stories to
his subordinates about him. When Theodore dies, both the G1 and the Bo end with a laudatory
letter from Athanasius to Horsiesius (G1 150; Bo 210).

The author of the v.Pach. is anonymous, entirely external, and self-conscious from time

> The v.Pach. most likely was written there, because it links the fall of paganism with the rise of monasticism.

Some of the members of Metanoia maintained relations with Jerome and Evagrius Ponticus, the latter of whom

owned and cited from a copy of the Life of Pachomius and Theodore; see Evagr. Pont. or. 108.

During this time, the head of the Pachomian movement was Abraham of Farshit, abbot of Pbow. He refused to

obey Justinian with respect to the Chalcedonian creed, and thus Egyptian tradition praises him as a national

guardian; see Cyr.S. v.Abr.

He was later arrested and sent to Constantinople, but the Empress Theodora, a noted miaphysite sympathist, let

him escape back to Egypt.

" Harmless, Desert Christians, 132-4.

% Mainly, when Theodore confesses his feelings of eagerness to lead the monasteries, Pachomius erupts with rage
and deposes him for two years; G1 106-7. This is taken to be a foreshadowing for Theodore’s leadership — a sort
of ‘detox’ to purify his conscience to prepare him for his future office.
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to time.” He meditates occasionally on his task as a writer, stating that his work is not a
panegyric for Pachomius. He admits that he never met his literary subject — he got his stories
from acquaintances of Pachomius. Pachomius counted himself only as a sinner unworthy of

praise, and the author even partially agrees:

Talta 8¢ ypdgouev muels, oU pév ye, cos TpoeipnTal, KaTeAdPopey auTov eVt owuaTl,
AAA& TOUs WET’ auToU eidouev XpdvovToloUuTous &vuTas, ofTives TO KaATA WEPOS TOUTwWV
BiyrnoaTo MUV, ei8dTes aUTd AKPIPES. ... oux va émaivéowpey autdy ~ o yap BouAeTal
TOV TGV avbpcdTwv Emaivoy. €kel yAp 0TIV HETA TAV TTATEPWY auTou, STou O Ematvos O
aAnbwds. Kal yap kai Tepl cov év owuaTl, €5 NKoUCAUNY, TPOOEUXOHEVOS TTOAAAKIS OUK
&Elov EauTov Nyeito TpeoPelioat k&v UTEP EauToU.

As we have already said, we are writing these things, albeit we ourselves did not see him in the
flesh but later saw those who had been with him for a long time and were such as knew these
things exactly, and recounted them to us in detail. ... And we did this not to praise him since he
had no desire for human praise. He now is in the company of his fathers, where true praise is.
We heard that while he still existed in the flesh he prayed frequently, yet did not consider himself

worthy even of interceding in his own behalf.®

Thus, like Antony, Pachomius is made into a role model of the highest rank. The author, in fact,
alludes to the v.Anton. with the comment that ‘the most holy archbishop Athanasius’ has written

' The author also seems to acknowledge growing amnesia

for the purpose of edifying monks.
within the community, and a personal sense of duty to take action: when certain cynics deride the
koinonia for not writing everything about Pachomius down in the first place, the author comes to

their defence:

Eav 8¢ it Tis * A Ti oUk gypdwav ékeivol ToOv Biov alToU; ... &AAA& Tdxa oUTrw kaipds fv.
“Ote 8¢ eidouev &1 xpeia ¢oTiv, tva un émAabdueba v fkovoaunv meplt ToU TeAeiou
povdfovTtas TaTpds MUY HETA Tous &ylous TAvTas, éypdyapey OAlya ék TToAAGV.

Should anybody say: ‘Why did they themselves not write about his life?” ... Their excuse was that

> For a similar judgment, see Harmless, Desert Christians, 140-1.

%G1 98. Note that this paragraph is situtated in the middle of the text, while Pachomius is still alive. His actual
moment of death occurs in G1 116.

o G1 2: 6 &yidTaTos apxiemiokomos ABavdoios; cf. the Bo prologue, which does not mention Athanasius.
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there was not enough time. When we realized that writing was necessary so that we might not

forget what we had heard about this perfect monk and our father after all the saints, we wrote
about a few things from the many we had heard.®

The author, therefore, is conscious that ‘things are not now as they used to be’®

— spiritual and
moral depression had taken root.

Antony makes a cameo appearance in both versions of the v.Pach., and it is most
interesting to compare the Greek (G1 120) to the Coptic (Bo 126-9). The latter is about triple the
length, uses more dramatic language, and features more scenes. They begin similarly: just after
Pachomius’s death, Theodore and another brother, Zacchaeus, travel to Alexandria and, on a spur
of the moment, decide to pay the great hermit a visit. He blesses them and consoles them with
extended praise for Pachomius.** He confides that he was not worthy of meeting Pachomius,
though he wanted t0.” He then waxes eloquent about his own initiation into the ascetic life,
about what a seminal revolution Pachomius achieved, and how he, Apa Antony, is in his debt.

Zacchaeus responds in disbelief, as a literary device to develop Antony’s praise of Pachomius —

and this provides among the finer examples of the Bo’s emphatic licence:

&rmokmivetal 6 &BPR&s Zakxaios kai Aéyel aUte © ZU pdAAov, TATep, TaVTdS ToU KOGHOU
TOUTOU PAI§ TUY XAVEL...
The abbot Zacchaeus replied: ‘Father, it is you [i.e. not Pachomius] who are the light of all this

world...’

ATIa ZAKXAI0C A€ NEMITYEMYL EPOY AR 2JOYDMB NaY €4aCMOY XETOANAKIC TAP EKPEAX MMON...
A4OYDM) A€ ATIA ANTONIOC MEXAY XETNATIOE MMOK TIKOY1 ZAKXAL0C, EMELAH OYKOXNOBOC TIE...

But Apa Zacchaeus could not restrain himself and answered thoughtlessly: ‘Surely you are
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G1 98. The Bo does not have this paragraph.

Quote by H. Chadwick, in his own words, from “Pachomios and the Idea of Sanctity,” repr. in idem, History and
Thought of the Early Church (London, 1982), 11-24 at 16.

The Coptic has Theodore and Zacchaeus hold either arm of Antony to help him walk. In the Greek, Antony asks
them how ‘Abba Pachomius’ is doing, and Theodore breaks down into tears when sharing the news of his death.
In the Coptic, on the other hand, Antony already knows — at least, the news-sharing is not mentioned. His words
of condolence are semantically the same in both languages, but paraphrased differently..

Gl 120: kal yap aAnbBcds moAAdkis EBouléuny iBeiv &utdv kal &v owuatt ~ téxa 8¢ &Elos ouk Tjuny.
Cf. Bo 126: oNTMC al1RICE €1€TMOYMEl €TPANAY €POY AITEl €YPMIICMOMa ~ aYMd MeMaK MmpMna)a. They both
effectively say, ‘Indeed, I wanted to see him while he was in his body, but perhaps I was not worthy’.
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deceiving us! ...” Apa Antony replied: ‘I will convince you, little Zacchaeus’ — for he was short of

stature...%

By logical extension, according to either text, Pachomius’s legacy earned the personal admiration
of Antony himself, who appears in order to lend authority both to the v.Pach. and to the whole
coenobitic movement. While the G1 version ends here, the Bo continues (128-9) with a group of
clerics interrupting the scene to complain to Antony. They protest how he acts like a weakling
for them, yet leaps for joy and makes haste to Theodore and Zacchaeus — Antony explains that he
got a rush of divine energy upon seeing the successors of Pachomius. The clerics then ask for,
and receive, advice on what to do when other monks accuse them of Melitianism. The account
ends just like the G1: with Theodore and Zacchaeus returning to Alexandria.

Pachomius makes for a fascinating study of religious contradiction. On the one hand, the
v.Pach. is just as pro-establishment and anti-heretical as the v.4Anton.. Arian zealots raid the
desert and persecute the faithful en masse, and Pachomius drowns a book by Origen in the Nile —
sparing it from burning only because it contains the Lord’s name.®” But on the flipside, the
v.Pach. does not reflect the full story. We know from other evidence that the Pachomians were
not theologically systematic. Their library contained an ecclectic mix of material, orthodox and
heterodox alike. The Pachomians were far more concerned with proper ascetic practice than
with doctrinal conformity — which came to them as an afterthought.®® Particularly striking is
Pachomius’s use of a secret alphabet at times (for which he successfully defended himself at the
Synod of Latopolis in 345), as well as his hiding from Athanasius when the latter visited in 329
or 330.% There is no sign of open hostility between Pachomius and the ecclesiastical authorities,

but the Pachomians were autonomous and prosperous, and wished to remain so.”

%G1 120; Bo 126. The latter directly alludes to Zacchaeus the tax collector, who was also ‘short in stature’ (Tfj

HAwia pikpos fv); Lk 19:3.

This account appears only in the G1 30.

In truth, when one strips away the theological differences, orthodox and schismatic monks behave identically.

For more on this point, see Goehring, Ascetics, 143-60.

% Seen. 51; G1 143-4; Bo 200-3. See also Goehring, Ascetics, 171, 208-11, and Harmless, Desert Christians, 122.

" The movement became more consciously Alexandrian after his death, prior to which it was more of a personality
cult. Horsiesius met with Archbishop Theophilus in Alexandria, gifting to him a copy of the Vita Tertia. See G1
109, 113, 120; Bo 96-7. See also Goehring, Ascetics, 211, 254. W.E. Crum, Der Papyruscodex saec. VI-VII der
Phillippsbibliothek in Cheltenham (Strasbourg, 1915) 12-7, 65-72; L.-Th. Lefort, Les vies coptes de saint
Pachome et de ses premiers successeurs (Leuven, 1943) 389-95.
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There are other important differences between the v.Anton. and of the v.Pach.. Unlike the
former, which was written shortly after the protagonist’s death by a famous author, the latter was
written anonymously over a posthumous span of forty years. There is only one v.Anton., but
multiple versions of the v.Pach.. The v.Anton. follows a more organized chronology, with no
‘flashbacks’ in the timeline, whereas the v.Pach. reads like a collection of memories tied together
by a loose chronology. It features several — not many — ‘flashback’ scenes which serve to
provide background context. Although both works have extended ‘deathbed’ scenes, the
v.Anton. wraps up right after the burial scene, whereas the v.Pach. continues on with Theodore
and Horsiesius for up to a quarter of the work. The implication to this is that the work
acknowledges the continuing evolution of Pachomius’s legacy.”! But perhaps the fundamental
difference between them is that Antony withdrew fo the desert, whereas Pachomius retreated
from it — he set up his base along the fertile Nile Valley. Pachomius supplies an important link
between the early village movement (apotaktikoi), which the v.Anton. helped suppress, and the
later urban monasteries inspired by Pachomius.

Nevertheless, enough parallels between the two works exist to put them under the same
genre. Both Lives trace the lives and monastic endeavours of their protagonists in an idyllic
form. They are consciously pro-establishment and call out concrete enemies of Alexandria
(Arians, Melitians, and Origenists); Athanasius’s appearance in the v.Pach. reinforces the point.”
Overall, both works are idealized hagiography in narrative form, taking place in 4th-century
Upper Egypt (Antony: ca. 251-356; Pachomius: 292-348). Their objective is not to record dry
facts about their protagonists, but to bring their greatness to life for the reader. Their
protagonists are holy men: role models who share our human weaknesses but transcend them.
Both the v.Anton. and the v.Pach. are classic Egyptian hagiographical works, but the latter owes

its own existence to the former. Both works accelerated the maturation of monasticism, which in

' Exacerbating the crisis was the abdication of Horsiesius, Pachomius’s failed successor, and the subsequent

leadership of the much-better-suited Theodore (ca. 350). The sheer survival of these monastic communities may
have depended on the composition of these Lives. For a discussion, see Rousseau, Pachomius, 45-8.

Moreover, in Bo 189 Pachomius elaborately praises the archbishop’s famous thirty-ninth annual Festal Letter
(for the year 367), which officially lists the canonical texts of Scripture. Pachomius then, like the paschal letter,
goes on to condemn apocrypha and their adherents — ‘the books composed by these defiled heretics, atheists, and
truly irreverent people’ (bENNIX(MDM MIMAACTON €TEMMAY NTENIZEPETIKOC €TCOY OY0Q NATNOYT €TEMMAaY 0YO0P
NaceBHC axHewc). For more on the paschal letter itself, see L.-Th. Lefort (ed.), S. Athanase. Lettres festales est
pastorales en copte, 2 vols. (Leuven, 1955) 1.15-22 (text), 2.31-40 (French trans.).
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turn inspired Coptic vernacular literature.

Tourists Speak Out: The Historia Monachorum in Aegypto

From here, we move on to our third hagiographical specimen: the Historia Monachorum
in Aegypto (H ka1’ AlyumTtov TV povaxdv iotopia). The h.Mon. remains curiously
understudied — it has not yet been subject to proper source criticism, though scholars have
explored it in comparison with ancient travel literature.”” Our chapter compares it with the two
Lives seen above. Like the Lives of Antony and Pachomius, the h.Mon. was written in Greek in
the late 4th century. The main difference involves provenance: the author came from Palestine,
not Egypt. He was not a fellow monk either, but rather a travelling intellectual in search of
monks. He had heard great legends of the Desert Fathers and wanted to see the phenomenon for
himself. His resulting work is thus unique among our sample as both hagiogaphy and
travelogue: it gives an outsider’s perspective of the monastic life. Consequently, the work is
more general and less political, but no less lively and personal. It does not dwell on doctrinal
disputes, nor does it idealize one central holy man: instead, it reports the author’s experiences
with about two dozen monks scattered across the Egyptian desert. Miracles are indeed
performed, but to the appropriate aptitutes of each holy man.

The true author of the #.Mon. remains unknown — neither he nor the narrator introduces
himself to the reader, and the narrator’s companions (indicated by the use of the first person
plural) are not identified. Consequently, the text is traditionally accredited to (Tyrannius)
Rufinus of Aquileia (ca. 344 - 410) — a monk, historian, and theologian best known as a
translator of Greek patristic writings into Latin. We henceforth refer to the author as
Anonymous. Rufinus undoubtedly translated the work into Latin, and he and Anonymous were

contemporaries.” During their lifetimes, monasticism had already become a permanent facet of

” For example, G. Frank, ‘The Historia monachorum in Aegypto and Ancient Travel Writing’, in StudPatr 30

(1997) 191-5; G. Frank, ‘Miracles, Monks and Monuments: The Historia monachorum in Aegypto as Pilgrims’
Tales’, in D. Frankfurter (ed.), Pilgrimate and Holy Space in Late Antique Egypt (Leiden, 1998) 483-505; and G.
Frank, Memory of the Eyes: Pilgrims to Living Saints in Christian Late Antiquity (Berkeley, 2000). The h.Mon.
is compared against other hagiographical works in Harmless, Desert Christians, 290-9.

Rufinus also trekked to the Egyptian desert to visit monks, visiting many of the sites in the 4. Mon., but he did so
in the 370s — two decades before the trip described in the text. See N. Russell, The Lives of the Desert Fathers.
Historia Monachorum in Aegypto (London, 1981) 3-9.
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Egyptian culture, and interest in it hit fever pitches beyond the Mediterranean. Evidently,
Anonymous wanted to witness the craze for himself and transmit his findings abroad. The
h.Mon. narrates his trek along the Nile and through the desert in realistic detail. He travels with
companions, who come and go along the journey — sometimes they require Coptic interpreters to
communicate with the monks, and sometimes they get by in Greek. The events described date to
394-395, though the text itself was written around 400.” Rufinus then translated it into Latin
circa 403-404, adding some passages.” The surviving Greek h.Mon. closely approximates the
original, minus some overt Origenism.”’

The h.Mon. contains short lives of over two dozen monks.”®

Some of the figures are
known only through the 4. Mon., while others are firmly secure in monastic lore. Throughout the
text, Anonymous narrates, as primary narrator, in the first person. He depicts the monks as
individuals, rather than representatives of any particular monastic expression. Whereas
Athanasius saw Antony as a lonely exemplar, and whereas the Pachomians were framed as pious
community-builders, Anonymous sees the monks more as rangers along a frontier — literally and
spiritually. Like trees purifying the atmosphere,” they protect the countryside — and by
extension the cities — from evils of all kinds, and inspire morality among the villagers.* But the
monks are not unaccustomed to urban life either:® the 4.Mon. makes a particular example out of
Oxyrhynchus, a virtual monastic city, bursting at its seams with monks. No region of Creation

lies beyond the bound of Christ’s footsoldiers — his ‘athletes’ as they are literally called.

As Andrew Cain has finely exposed, Anonymous was highly and consciously inspired by

7 The text is chronistically appropriate, the accounts of the dangers encountered (from crocodiles to bandits,

capsizing boats, and getting lost for days) feel fresh and honest, and the itinerary conforms to geographic logic

(from south to north, with a detour to Oxyrhynchus).

Such as personal insights from his visit to Nitria and Scetis in 375. His addenda are the main topographic source

for these monastic sites, so they have unique value in their own right. For the critical edition of his translation,

see E. Schulz-Fligel, Tyrannus Rufinus, Historia Monachorum sive De vita sanctorum patrum (Berlin, 1990).

7 See C.P. Bammell, ‘Problems of the Historia monachorum’, JThS n.s. 47 (1996) 92-104 at 101.

® In order of appearance: John of Lycopolis, Or, Ammon, Bes, the urban monks of Oxyrhynchus, Theon, Elias,
Apollo, Amoun, Copres, Patermuthius, Sourous, Helle, Apelles, John, Paphnutius, Pityrion, Eulogius, Isidore,
Sarapion, Apollonius, Dioscorus, the monastic site of Nitria, Macarius, Amoun, Macarius of Alexandria, Paul,
Piammonas, and John.

™ Metaphor taken from Russell, Lives of the Desert Fathers, 12-14.

% Some of these ‘other evils’ include ‘pagans’, who raid the townsfolk and corrupt the nation with their false

religion. The h.Mon., giving the impression that both sides were in equal opposition, encourages Christians to

treat pagans benignly, but to convert and civilize them if at all possible.

h.Mon. Prol. 10: monks of all ages can be found &v TaTs éprjuois kai év Tais xcopais.
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the v.Anton.** Cain psychoanalyzes him as classically trained, though either somewhat bashful
about it, or calculably restrained against such shows of erudition. Firstly, they did not serve the
h.Mon.’s purpose. Secondly, sacred Scripture was plenty enough erudition for it — and Scripture,
in the end, is the highest source of wisdom. The h.Mon. is saturated with Bible quotes and
allusions.* Anonymous, in sum, was undoubtedly well-read. This can be demonstrated by his
eloquent prose and rhetoric.* Presumably Anonymous’s schooling took place in the Greek East.
Along with this personal portrait, Cain also gives a synopsis of the #.Mon. and the v.Anton. He
reveals interesting points of convergence in their prologues: both Anonymous and Athanasius
discuss the occasion for their writing and acknowledge how their impetus came from a group of
monks. They both avow to memorialize authoritatively the ascetic moAiteia. They also both
voice, in near-identical language, their anticipation about deriving spiritual edification from their

composition:

h.Mon. Prol. 2: xauoi T1 képdos yévnTal Tiis aUTY weAeias

v.Anton. Prol. 2-3: k&pol yap péya képdos copeleias oTi

In the entire Greek literary tradition, the collocation of yévnton and éoti (functionally
synonymous) — including the unusual dependency of genitive copeAeias on nominative képdos -
occurs only in two texts: these ones!® Clearly, Anonymous is imitating Athanasius out of
hommage.

Another example of similar prose can be found in the levitation miracle of Amoun,

mentioned in both the 4.Mon. and the v.Anton.:

v.Anton. 60.4: ToAA& kai 81" auToU onueia yeyevijobat

h.Mon. 22.7: ToAA& Te kai &AAa Baupdoia 6 aunp emedeifaTo

2 A. Cain, ‘The Greek Historia monachorum in Aegypto and Athanasius’ Life of Antony’, VChr 67 (2013) 349-63.

% For an index of biblical passages in the h.Mon., see P.W. van der Horst, Woestijn, begeerte en geloof. De
Historia monachorum in Aegypto (ca. 400 na Chr.) (Kampen, 1995) 124-6.

8 See A. Cain, ‘The Style of the Greek Historia monachorum in Aegypto’, REAug 58 (2012) 57-96.

% T have confirmed this by consulting the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae database. Aside from the h.Mon., the only
other text in which k&uol, kép8os and copeAeias appear within fifty words of each other is the v.Anton.
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But the two accounts of Amoun’s miracle diverge in their emphasis.* The v.Anton. provides a
much more personal account, naming Theodore specifically as an eyewitness. The h.Mon. refers
only to adeAgoi as vague witnesses. Furthermore, the v.4Anfon. explains the mechanics of the
miracle and makes an example out of it. The 4.Mon. treats it as incidental, being more concerned
about Amoun’s conversation with Antony — a conversation of which the v.Anton. makes no
mention.

It seems, therefore, that Anonymous wished to counterbalance the v.Anton.’s panegyric,
and frame Antony in the broader context of 4th-century monasticism.”” In the process, the
h.Mon. eclipses him by greater monks. Compared to them, Antony’s miracles are rather minor —
some cures and limited exorcisms (21.1, 24.10). Petermuthius, on the other hand, can raise the
dead, make the Sun stand still, walk on water, teleport himself, and be transported physically to
paradise (10.9-21). Unlike the v.Anton., the h.Mon. nowhere credits Antony with pioneering the
monastic life — that honour is given to Patermuthius (10.3), Or (2.2-6), and Apollo (8.3-4). In
effect, Antony achieves importance merely by association with younger monks — 4. Mon. 15.1-2
mentions him as the monastic mentor of Pityrion and Ammones, and in 20.13 he accompanies
the 110-year-old Cronides. Note that none of these names appears in the v.Anfon., and that the
h.Mon. contains other accounts of Antony not found in the v.Anton. — perhaps with the intention
to supplement it with previously unrecorded oral traditions about him.*® This would make sense
as Antony is presented serially in scattered episodes, not in a chapter of his own.

Beside Scripture and the v.4nton., there do not appear to be any substantial phraseological
borrowings from any literary tradition. It would seem, therefore, that Anonymous wants to focus
squarely on the v.Anton. as a real-life extension of the Christian canon. But there are, aside from
literary borrowings, other signs of hagiographical correspondence. For example, all three
hagiographical works examined so far display the Wunderkind archetype (also called ‘elderly
child’, puer senex, or maidapioyépwv).” The image of the Wunderkind — the monastic child
prodigy — is a classic hallmark of hagiography. Ultimately, the Wunderkind topos has its roots in
the Bible (in Luke 2:39-52, the twelve-year-old Jesus leads a Scripture lecture in the local

8 Cain, ‘Greek Historia monachorum in Aegpyto’, 358-60.

Cain, ‘Greek Historia monachorum in Aegpyto’, 360-1.

This is argued more extensively in S. Rubenson, The Letters of St Antony: Monasticism and the Making of a
Saint (Minneapolis, 1995) 179.

Efthymiadis, Kalogeras, ‘Audience, Language and Patronage in Byzantine Hagiography’, 251 (esp. n. 13)
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synagogue), but in hagiography proper, the prototype is Antony.” In the h.Mon. we find such
prodigies in the persons of Abba Helle (who ‘persevered since childhood in ascetic discipline”’)
and Apollo (‘from childhood he had given proof of great ascetic discipline’).”’ Arguably,
Pachomius is another Wunderkind, albeit unconsciously — as a boy, he falls sick within a pagan
environment and vomits. As for Antony, his mission began at the young age of eighteen.

There is much more to write about the A.Mon., but our broad overview can end
sufficiently here. We have just examined three Greek hagiographical works from 4th-century
Egypt: the Life of Antony, the Life of Pachomius, and the Historia Monachorum in Aegypto. The
first work is the quintessential specimen of all monastic literature. The two other works have
their own uniqueness, but they show clear influence from the Life of Antony — Antony appears in
all three works, and the #.Mon. goes so far as to borrow some of its phraseology.”” All three
works criticize paganism, yet their authors were classically educated — their rhetorical skills
alone betray their facade of humility. All works come from Greek-speaking authors: an
archbishop of Alexandria, an Egyptian monastic community, and a travelling scholar from
Palestine. Despite their differing emphases, all are in broad agreement that monasticism was at
its best on the geographical fringes of the civilized world. They acknowledge urban asceticism
as a lesser precursor of the anchoritic practice. For our study, what should follow is a study of

originally Coptic works of hagiography.
In Their Own Tongue: Onnophrius and Shenoute
In this section, we examine two hagiographical works which exist primarily in Coptic: the

Life of Onnophrius (LO) and the Life of Shenoute (LS). There is no Greek version of either work
— a lack which they share with the LA. We start with the LO, a text from the fourth or fifth

% Cain, ‘Greek Historia monachorum in Aegpyto’, 355-6.

h.Mon. 12.1: & Tai846ev Tij &okrjoel TpookapTeprioas; cf. i.Mon. 8.2-3: oUtos y&p ék maudidfev moAAnv
&oknow évdel§apevos.
On a related note, the 4. Mon. appears ignorant of Pachomius or any explicitly Pachomian movement.
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century.” Like the LA, the LO survives in a much later Sahidic manuscript;** unlike it, however,
the LO also survives in other languages (Bohairic, Arabic, and Latin) and was further translated
in antiquity into Greek, Syriac, Armenian, Georgian, and Ethiopic.”” Its namesake character,
spelled onnodproc in the text (Ovougplos in Greek), was a desert hermit from the Thebaid
region of Egypt, now venerated as a saint.”® The LO is our only source on him, and it is short in
size and scarce on facts.” His year of birth is unknown, but he claims in the text to have been
living in the desert for sixty years.” He is depicted as gentle, even timid, but most graceful. He
was a total hermit, much like the desert monks of the 4.Mon., and even more reclusive than
Antony or Aaron. Onnophrius never performs miracles, but rather, miracles are performed for
him: God rewards his humility by arranging for food and water to appear magically for him.
This, arguably, makes Onnophrius the most passive of all the holy fathers examined in our study.

Let us examine the LO’s story. Unlike the v.Anton., the v.Pach., or the h.Mon., which all
have long eloquent prologues, the LO jumps straight to the point. Here are the first two

sentences of the text (note the shift from third to first person between them):*

AYCON NANAXMPITHC EMYPAN TI€ ATla TMANOYTE €ZHIICOAl €2ENCNHY MMAINOYTE - Nal A€ NE
NQAXE NTAYXO00Y X€ ANOK TCON AIMEEYE NOY2OOY €TPABWLK E€2OYN EMXAlE E€TRIR0YN €TPANAY
X.€ OYN CON MMONOXOC MMagoY

A certain brother, an anchorite by the name of Abba Paphnutius, narrated a story to the God-

loving brethren, and these were the words that he spoke. I, your brother, was thinking one day

% There are actually several versions of the LO, each of which expands on existing materials. They could have

been written by different monks, with later scribes taking more licence to ‘colour’ the narration; see K. Jones,
Butler's Lives of the Saints: New Full Edition (Wellwood, 1997) 94-6. See also M. Malevez, ‘La mission de
Paphnuce. Premiéres recherches en vue de la constitution du dossier hagiographique des abba Onuphre,
Paphnuce et Timothée’, in L. Cannyer, Etudes Coptes VIII (Lille, 2003), 225-36.
% Which dates to 1004; Layton, Catalogue, 192-3 (no. 161).
% See S. Chauleur, ‘Saint-Onuphre’, Les cahiers coptes 5 (1954) 3-15; T. Vivian, ‘The Life of Onnophrius: A New
Translation’, Coptic Church Review 12 (1991) 99-111.
% The editio princeps is E.A.W. Budge, Coptic Martyrdoms (London, 1914) 205-24 (Sahidic text), 455-73 (English
translation); recently re-translated into English by Vivian, Paphnutius, 145-66. My abbreviation, LO, refers to
Budge and Vivian — both of whom mark the folium divisions, although the latter included his own paragraphing
scheme. I refer to the folium scheme for quicker cross-referencing.
For other research on Onnophrius, see; R.-G. Coquin, ‘Onophrius, Saint’, Copt.Enc. 6.1841-2; J. Doresse, Les
anciens monastéres coptes de Moyenne-Egypte, 3 vols. (Yverdon-les-Bains, 2000) 1.127-36; M. Malevez, ‘La
mission de Paphnuce’, 225-36.
LO fol. 6b-7a: NTOY A€ TIEX2Y Nal X€ ONNOJPIOC TI€ MAPAN AYD €1C ¢€ Npomrie twoort gnTiepHMia ‘He said to
me: “My name is Onnophrius, and for sixty years I have lived in this desert.””
LO fol. 1a. (NaNaNAXMPITHC sic.)
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that I would go into the further desert so I could see whether there were any brother monks in the

farthest reaches of the desert.

And thus Paphnutius wanders around the desert wilderness in search of monastic wisdom. The
total journey takes at least 21 days, and he is divinely aided by magically appearing food — the
moral being that the desert monks are too holy to be reached by human means alone. The first
thing that he finds is the dried and crumpling corpse of a long-dead monk. Moving on, he meets
Timothy (+moeeoc) — perhaps the LO’s equivalent of Pseleusius in the LA, in that he tells his life
story and, in the process, opens up a secondary narrative level (fol. 3a-5b).'” Timothy recounts
his early hardships, including a six-month affair with a girl-monk (monaxn) and his liver surgery,
performed by a man of light. After Timothy’s narrative, Paphnutius asks to live with him, but he
refuses.'” Despite the rejection, Paphnutius returns to the desert with renewed vigour.

Next, he meets Onnophrius (fol 6a), who is clothed in leaves and with frenzied hair. This
frightens Paphnutius at first, but the hermit’s grace quickly wins him over. They chat and pray
all night long, and Onnophrius tells an extended secondary narrative of his own (fol. 7a-14a). He
originally lived in a monastic community, but decided that life was too good there, so he retired
to a cave in the desert. The following morning, Onnophrius instructs Paphnutius to return to
Egypt and proclaim what he had heard. Again Paphnutius asks to stay instead, but Onnophrius
tells him that his (Paphnutius’s) mission lies not in the hermit life. Onnophrius gives one final
blessing, and then dies — with angels coming to sing his praises (fol. 14b). His cell immediately
collapses to dust, which Paphnutius takes as a sign not to stay after all.'"”® Thus, he continues his
wanderings, eventually settling around a well of water and vegetation (17a). Four men from
Scetis appear, by the names John, Andrew, Heraklamon, and Theophilus (fol. 17b-20b). They
recognize Paphnutius and are delighted to see him. They spend a week with him and share their

own story (fol. 18a-19b).'” Finally, another angel appears (fol. 20a-b), glorifying Paphnutius

10 LO fol. 3a: NTOQ A€ a4aPX€l NMAXE NMMAl €4XM MMOC X€ ANT OYPMOME MMONOXOC EIOYHHP 2NOYCO0PC

MMONOXOC NaYHT neHBaglc ‘Now he began to talk with me, saying: “I was a monk living in a community of
monks in the Thebaid...””

LO fol. 5b: NTKGOM aN T€ €TWOYN 2a600PMH NNAXMMMDMN “You are not strong enough to resist the attacks of the
demons.’

In other versions, a date palm collapses rather than Onnophrius’s cell; see S. Baring-Gould, The Lives of the
Saints (Edinburgh, 1914) 150-4.

Thereby making themselves a rough equivalent to Anianus and Paul in the LA4?

101
102

103

18



and telling him, for a third time, to return to Egypt to fulfill his mission. He complies with both
sadness and rejoice, and stays with some brothers in Egypt for ten days, telling them all of the
above. The last folium of the text (fol. 21b) switches to the third person.

In many ways, of all the hagiographical works in this study, the LO is the closest match to
the LA. For one, we have already seen both are natively Coptic, surviving in medieval
manuscripts, but narrating near the turn of the 5th century. Their narrators share the same name
— Paphnutius (no provable relation) — as well as the same reason for writing: to describe their
respective journeys through the desert. Their reason for travelling is the same: to learn from
great monks. They are both first-time visitors to the desert, but not outright foreigners (as in the
h.Mon.). Thematically, both texts fuse the genres of biography and travelogue together.'™ They
both end with the news that ‘Paphnutius’ reported his story to monks, who in turn wrote it down
and stored the manuscript in the local church.'” The one substantial difference between the two
texts is the LO’s lack of geographical precision: the LA is far more knowledgeable about its
settings (Philae, Alexandria, and the First Cataract region). It is perhaps for the broad reason of
accessibility that the LO and the L4 met separate fates: the LO was translated into all the major
languages of the Near East, whereas the LA, so far as we know, never left the Egyptian-speaking
world. Perhaps LA’s intention for a specific regional audience hindered its appeal abroad.
Otherwise, the two texts are structually consanguine.

The last Coptic saint of our study is, as we shall soon see, the least ‘saintly’ of all:
Shenoute of Atripe (died 465).' The details of his life are shrouded in mystery, with few dates

established.'” Shenoute’s name had long been unknown to the early West, but in Coptic

1% Cf. the h.Mon., which lacks a ‘central’ biography to unify the narrative; Dijkstra, Philae and the End, 246.

195 L0, fol. 21a-b. Note also that only the LA, the LO, and the h.Mon. have interactive narrators. By contrast, 1)
Athanasius does cameo in the v.4Anton., but he remains outside the narrated world; 2) the v.Pach. is entirely third
person narration (no overt or identified narrator). As for our upcoming specimen, the LS, the narrator only
passively participates: he uses the first person, but he interacts only as an eyewitness, not as a protagonist.
Throughout the 20th century, the scholarly last word on Shenoute was J. Leipoldt, Schenute von Atripe und die
Entstehung des national dgyptischen Christentums (Leipzig, 1903). Since then, S. Emmel has monumentally
surpassed this classic work. Anything by Emmel is good scholarship, but see particularly S. Emmel, Shenoute s
Literary Corpus, 2 vols. (Leuven, 2004); and S. Emmel, ‘Coptic Literature in the Byzantine and Early Islamic
World’, in R.S. Bagnall (ed.), Egypt in the Byzantine World, 300-700 (Cambridge, 2007) 83-102.

Most controversial of all being his year of birth. Traditionally it is reconstructed as 346, resulting in a lifespan of
118 years. This is the age given in LS 174-5, and scholarship has accepted it since at least 1903. One new study
has challenged it in favour of birth in the 380s: A.G. Lopez, Shenoute of Atripe and the Uses of Poverty
(Berkeley, 2013). However, scholarly reaction is skeptical: see separate reviews by J. Timbie, R. Krawiec, and
J.H.F. Dijkstra in, respectively: JECS 22 (2014) 160-1; Journal of Late Antiquity 7 (2014) 374-6; and VChr 69
(2015) 97-103. Emmel considers 362 as the latest plausible birth year, but maintains 346/7; see Emmel,
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tradition he has always been an icon. We do know that he grew up in his uncle Pjol’s White

Monastery of Upper Egypt, situated in Panopolis, and he later became its abbot.'*®

During
Shenoute’s tenure, the White Monastery grew to 2,200 monks and 1,800 nuns, becoming one of
Egypt’s largest monasteries. His intense charisma attracted hordes of destitute peasantry —
known in Arabic as fellahin. He was also the most prolific writer of the Coptic language, writing
an unparalleled quantity of sermons and letters, and corresponding tirelessly to patriarchs and
dignitaries.'” But on the flipside, he also had an unpredictable temper, and frequently lashed out
in violence. His reputation as a velvet tyrant casts a dark shadow on the man, one which not
even the LS could mask."® Nevertheless, Shenoute stands as the most prominent monastic leader
of fifth-century Egypt, whose life and work undeniably accentuated the growth of Coptic
literature. For this reason, the Life of Shenoute is a critical specimen of hagiographical study.'"'
The Life of Shenoute reads, at first glance, like a forced panegyric. Thematically, the
work is outlandish fantasy: Shenoute flies magic clouds, teleports at light speed, and has
privileged visits from Jesus and all the major prophets.'? It tries to frame him as a pious ardent
monk, yet it only minimally mentions his ascetic practices (LS 12), and it fails to put a
convincing spin on his temper. As the text itself admits, Shenoute beats a monk to death (109-14

at 113) and tramples over a magistrate (73)." In one disturbing section, he even starves a

Shenoute’s Literary Corpus, 11.

The White Monastery was also situated in the fertile Nile valley, like the Pachomian communities; R.-G. Coquin,

M. Martin, ‘Dayr Anba Shinudah: History’, Copt.Enc. 3.761-6; cf. Emmel, Shenoute's Literary Corpus 1, 6-24.

Emmel categorizes Shenoute’s corpus under two main headings: ‘Canons’ (kaNwn), i.e. monastic rules, and

‘Discourses’ — Emmel’s catch-all designation for epistles (emcToxn), treatises or semons (horoc), and sometimes

exegesis (eznrucic) or cathegesis (kaenrucic). Emmel also employs a miscellaneous third division for other

filler material which the monastery put in the back of codices to fill up blank pages; see Emmel, Shenoute’s

Literary Corpus 1, 3-4, and Shenoute s Literary Corpus 2, 553-605, 606-72, 673-96.

This is also the image that Shenoute himself promotes. Leipoldt made much against him for this; see Leipoldt,

Schenute von Atripe, 47-91. Emmel is more venial, describing Shenoute as having ‘the aura of an Old Testament

prophet’; Emmel, Shenoute’s Literary Corpus 1, 12. Since the 1980s, scholars have distanced themselves from

negative judgments, focusing on morally neutral issues like his grammatical style, etc.

"' For the editio princeps of the Bohairic, see J. Leipoldt (ed.), Sinuthii Vita Bohairice (Leuven, 1906). This has
been translated into English in D.N. Bell, Besa. The Life of Shenoute (Kalamazoo, 1983). Most conveniently,
Bell follows the same section-numbering scheme as Leipoldt. Therefore, when I cite from the text, I will simply
abbreviate as LS and give the section number.

"2 For many such examples, see LS 18-9, 22-3, 25-6, 58-9, 70-2, 94-7, 154-60. To be fair, the v.Anton. also shows

Antony commanding wildlife to leave him alone, as in v.4Anton. 9.6-11, 39.3, 50.8-9, 53.1-3. Such scenes are

stock types of hagiography.

The magistrating-trampling scene is based on a true account, except that the text substitutes a demon for the

magistrate; see Bell, Life of Shenoute, 103-4 n. 58.
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homesick boy-monk to death so that he may ‘meet his true father’ (131-4)."'* The LS also
records a famous but entirely fictitious scene of his, in which he physically assaulted Nestorius at
the Council of Ephesus — for which he received an admiring kiss and ordination from Archbishop
Cyril (128-30)."° Lastly, he also endorses, and even participates in, total war against pagan
Blemmyes — he enthusiastically blesses local dukes for slaughtering pagans, and in one epic
battle scene he arrives on his magic cloud with a flaming sword to join in the killing spree (102-8
at 108). The text dwells harshly on what consequences await those who disobey God’s laws. Its
ultimate teaching is obedience at all costs, and by extension, total responsibility of the human
freewill."

There are, of course, more positive scenes in the story. On the one hand, Shenoute
obsessed over punishment (usually corporal, but also exile), but on the other, he showed mercy
to repentant slackers. He acknowledged the forgiveness of sins through severe penance and self-
denial, embodying the bipolar extreme of ‘tough love’.'"” He also taught his disciples how to
read, a skill for which his rustic students were no doubt grateful. Outside the monastic life, he
commissioned large-scale building projects in nearby villages, and defended the peasantry
against predatory ruling classes — by bad-mouthing corrupt imperial authorities, tax collectors,
pagans, and heretics alike. He made a particular scapegoat out of a certain Gessios, a pagan
governor and landowner in Panopolis, whom the LS turns into a one-dimensional antagonist,
whom Lopez calls a ‘béte noire’.""® Shenoute calls him out as a superficial Christian and a
crypto-pagan, who pretends to lead a Christian life but who privately worships false gods. While
Gessios 1s busy deceiving, terrorizing, and extorting wealth from the poor, and building

mansions and boats for his own honour, Shenoute comes to the rescue: he goes so far as to break

into Gessios’s house, steal his idols, and drown them.'"’

4 Lit. +N2OYOPIK bENOYMEOMHI €PATY MIEKIMT NaAyomon ‘Truly, I will send you to your true father’; LS 132.

15 The text also has Nestorius desecrate the Gospels by placing them shameless on the ground; LS 130. Leipoldt
and Emmel both agree that Shenoute did, in fact, attend the Council; see Leipoldt, Schenute von Atripe, 90;
Emmel, Shenoute's Literary Corpus 1, 7-8. The former suspects that the Patriarch Cyril invited him mainly so
that he could have a bodyguard.

Consequently, Christ for Shenoute is a suffering role model, a magician, and the eternal judge. For more on this,
see the introduction in Bell, Life of Shenoute, 19-20.

My words. This may be due to the demographic reality of his disciples: most of them are poverty-stricken
bottom-class who are accustomed to corporal rule, and for the most part can only be kept in line with iron fists.
Shenoute was therefore not unique in resorting to corporal punishment.

8 Lopez, Shenoute of Atripe, 11-2.

9" According to the text, the doors to Gessios’s house magically open themselves up for Shenoute to raid in; LS
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We can also state neutral facts about the LS itself. It was undoubtedly written sometime
after 465, the year of Shenoute’s death. This is evident simply by reading the text: the narrator

introduces himself as a former disciple of Shenoute’s, by the name of Besa, now of old age:

TNAEPEHTHC NCAX1 €OBENIXOM NEMNIW)PHPL ETAYAITOY NXEPT €BOX 21TOTY MIIENMAKAPIOC NIIDT
€00Y2B alla MENOYT Nal €TAINAY HENNABAN ANOK BHCa MEYMAOHTHC ... ICOYMHO) Tap NEROOY
thoct 0Y02 tWTEPTWP €1€p20t €1 MIMA0YOl EHbOYN ENIZBHOY! N)PHPI NTEMAIDT ald W)ENOYT
XE2NOK OYACOENHC 00 NRIAIMDTHC HENIICAXI ..

I will begin my account of the miracles and marvels which God affected through our blessed and
holy father apa Shenoute, those which I, Besa, his disciple, saw with my own eyes ... Behold, I
am burdened and troubled with many years, and since I am feeble and unskilled in speaking, I am

afraid to go into the wondrous works of my father apa Shenoute ...'*°

Even less is known of Besa than of Shenoute.'?!

Unlike Theodore in the v.Pach. or Paphnutius in
the LA, Besa is not depicted meeting his great father for the first time — consequently, we know
nothing about the generation gap between him and Shenoute. But modern scholarship has now
established that Besa actually did not write the LS — rather, that honour belongs to an anonymous
group writing under his name.'*

So far as we can tell, the LS is an original Coptic text, more specifically Sahidic, although

today it survives intact only in Bohairic.'”

No Greek translation was ever made, although
Ethiopic and (highly embellished) Arabic and Syriac versions exist. Stylistically, the text is
nonlinear, and only partially chronological: each paragraph contains an isolated anecdote about
Shenoute, arranged non sequitur. Only the first few paragraphs (3-10), which document
Shenoute’s early rise to prominence, and the final few (172-90), which document his death and

burial, offer a sense of linear sequence. It is thus a sandwich narrative. As for Shenoute’s own

126. In another episode (88), Gessios dies after a simple verbal curse from Shenoute. Even Shenoute’s donkey
can smell potions buried underground, and helps him uncover them (83-4).

LS 2. The narrator routinely employs the first person and situates himself as a participating character.

12l The full extent of our knowledge on him is recorded in K.H. Kuhn, ‘A Fifth-Century Egyptian Abbot’, JTAS, NS
5(1954) 36-48 (= part 1), 174-87 (= part II); 6 (1955) 35-48 (= part III).

For the evidence against Besa’s authorship of the LS, see N. Lubomierski, Die Vita Sinuthii: Form- und
Uberlieferungsgeschichte der hagiographischen Texte iiber Schenute den Archimandriten (Tiibingen, 2007).

Via Leipoldt, Sinuthii Vita. The Sahidic fragments survive in E.C. Amélineau, Monuments pour servir a
I’histoire de I’Egypte chrétienne aux Ve - Vlle siécles (Paris, 1888).
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fate, the LS depicts him dying in anguish over time. His recorded last words, full of pathos,

invoke the great desert fathers of old:

AUbICI bENMMMNI EMAM® ... TEXAY NHI XE0YOl NHI XEMMa NMOWMI OYHOY, alNad0g Maad)
NCHOY NTa2MA Madt; OYON 2aNgot 2UMMMIT NEMPANEZOYCIA €YXOP, OYOl NHI (DaTEPATIANTAN
€MGC. ... ICNIMATPIAPXHC aY1 NEMNITTPOGHTHC ... TIAIDT Al MA)O1 MAKDT Al ANTONIOC MAIDT
ATla MabMM AMONI NTAXIX, NTATMONT €0PIOYDMT MPH €TATAYYXH MENPITY XEHIITE 1CAYl NCDL
NEMNEYATTENOC.

He was in great pain from his illness. ... He said to me [i.e. Besa]: “Woe is me, for the road is
long. How long must I wait before I go to God? There are terrors and strong powers upon the
path — woe is me until I meet the Lord. ... Behold! the patriarchs have come with the prophets ...

My father apa PSoi, my father apa Antony, my father apa Pachomius, take my hand so that [ may

rise and worship him whom my soul loves, for behold! he has come for me with his angels!”'**

Immediately following which he dies (186). The sound of choirs ring throughout the monastery,
singing praise of Shenoute (187-8). He was subsequently buried in a secret place (189-90).
Sometime in the Middle Ages his corpse was found, exhumed, and maimed — only the right arm
survives, preserved as a relic in the Church of St. Shenoute, Old Cairo.'®

Today, Shenoute is studied mainly for his literary output, but to a lesser extent for his
monastic practice. Unlike most of his Egyptian contemporaries, Shenoute was acquainted with
Greek tradition, albeit superficially. His corpus does not reveal an original thinker, nor even a
deep one — he lacked theological formation, with the result that he was more concerned with
assaulting heretics than with refuting them. That being said, he towed the Alexandrian line with
exceptional authority. Concerning his monastic practice, the most concise fact to be stated is that
Shenoute was a ‘semi-eremitic’ — he managed a community like Pachomius, but lived in quite
seclusion in a cave, like Onnophrius. He inherited a modified, more austere Pachomian system
from his uncle Pjol, and in turn made it even more austere. For this reason, despite its
recognizable commercial industry and internal hierarchy, Shenoute’s system is not considered

Pachomian, but an idiosyncratic spin-off of it.

124 LS 182-6 (emphasis mine).
12 O.F.A. Meinardus, Christian Egypt: Faith and Life (Cairo, 1970) 148, 189. Cf. LS 189.
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To conclude, the two most influential hagiographical works from Late Antiquity, which
were originally written in Coptic, are the LO and the LS. I do not want to force an analogy, but
Onnophrius reminds us of Antony, only even more reclusive; and Shenoute reminds us of
Pachomius, only even more polemic. By making this analogy, I do not intend to make a
normative statement: I intend simply to aid understanding of what makes these works part of a
single genre. Onnophrius is pure eremitic (unlike Anthony, who was only mostly so), whereas
Shenoute leads a strong balance between private and public asceticism. Both texts have an
element of magic to them: Onnophrius exudes solemn mystery, whereas Shenoute exudes a more
fearful (in the ambivalent sense) type of mystery. The two works show different faces of the

same trope: the holy desert man.

Conclusion

We have just studied five Late Antique Coptic hagiographical works. Together, they
represent the diverse yet unmistakable features of fourth- and fifth-century monastic life in
Egypt. From them, we learn that monasticism was born independently in Egypt with
institutional support (Antony), that the new movement drew thousands of like-minded ascetics
together (Pachomius), that rumours of this movement fascinated foreigners (h.Mon.) and native
Egyptians alike (Onnophrius, Shenoute). All of them broaden our perspective on the cultural
background of the LA. But they also teach us an important caveat about the nature of
hagiography: to make the subject larger than life. We should not treat hagiographical works as
mines of unadulterated historical information. Rather, they are inspired memoirs of praise. To
achieve this end, they routinely allude to biblical themes and miraculous stories to reinforce the
glory of God channeling through the subject.

After having studied five other hagiographies, we can safely conclude that the LA is
stylistically and thematically conventional with each of them in special ways. In the v.4Anton., we
see the first classic example of hagiography: al