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Abstract 
My dissertation explores how constructions of memory, space, and violence 

intersected in the history of early Christianity. It analyzes the crucial roles of memory 

and space/place in the formation, practice, and understanding of late ancient asceticism 

in Egypt’s northwestern desert (Scetis, Kellia, Nitria, and Pherme).  After a “barbarian” 

raid of Scetis in the early fifth century supposedly exiled Christian monks from the 

desert, Egypt came to be remembered as the birthplace of ascetic practice.  Interpreting 

texts (in Coptic, Latin, Greek, Syriac, and Classical Arabic) and archaeological remains 

associated with the northwestern Egyptian desert, my dissertation investigates ascetic 

ideas about the relationship between memories and places: memory-acts as preserved in 

liturgical and literary texts, memory in the liturgical contexts of church and cell, the 

ascetic use of Scriptural interpretation to thwart “worldly” recollection caused by 

demonic incitement to abandon the desert, and remembrance of a past moment through 

the perceived loss of Scetis.  Wedding textual evidence, material culture, and theoretical 

insights, I highlight how the memorialization of a particular moment in the history of 

early Christian asceticism overshadowed other, contemporary late ancient asceticisms. 

My dissertation produces a new understanding of the negotiations between memory 

and space, often a process of contestation, and sheds new light not only on how violence 

was performed in late antiquity, but also on modern struggles over memorialized 

locales. 
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1. Introduction  
 For much of the history of Christian monasticism, Egypt has been hailed as its 

“birthplace.”  In particular, its roots typically have been located in the “Golden Age” 

that followed Saint Antony’s retreat to an ascetic mode of life in Egypt’s desert (the 

fourth to early fifth centuries).  Yet, the origins of Christian asceticism were never so 

neat and tidy.  As the last several decades of scholarship have shown, a variety of ascetic 

practices coexisted with Antony’s desert asceticism.  Christians professing an ascetic 

lifestyle could be found in both urban and rural landscapes.  Married couples might 

continue to live together, chastely.  Virgins and widows might live alone or gather under 

one roof.1  Men and women might move to the wilderness, be it desert, rocky, or lush 

terrain, such ascetics dwelling in a cell,2 on a pillar,3 or even in a tree.4  Others chose to 

settle nowhere, instead wandering endlessly from place to place.5  Even within the 

confines of Egypt’s deserts there was quite a range of practice.  The Life of Antony itself 

contains references to other forms of asceticism.6  There were those most austere 

                                                        

1 For a good study of both ascetics living as married couples and virgins living alone or in 
groups, see Susanna Elm, Virgins of God: The Making of Asceticism in Late Antiquity (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1994). 
2 Such habitation might be free-standing or a room within a larger architectural structure.  Cells 
will be discussed in more depth in Chapter Three. 
3 The most famous example is Simeon Stylites.  Critical edition of the Lives of Simeon: Hans 
Lietzmann, Das Leben des heiligen Symeon Stylites (Texte und Untersuchungen 32.4;  Leipzig: 
Hinrichs, 1908).  For a good English translation, see Robert Doran, The Lives of Simeon Stylites 
(Cistercian Studies 112;  Kalamazoo, Mich.: Cistercian Publications, 1992). 
4 H. Arneson, E. Fiano, C. Luckritz Marquis, and K.R. Smith, trans., The History of the Great Deeds 
of Bishop Paul of Qanetos and Priest John of Edessa (Texts from Christian Late Antiquity 29;  
Piscataway, N.J.: Gorgias Press, 2010). 
5 Daniel Caner, Wandering, Begging Monks: Spiritual Authority and the Promotion of Monasticism in 
Late Antiquity (The Transformation of the Classical Heritage 33;  Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2002). 
6 Athanasius, Vita Antonii.  Critical edition: G.J.M. Bartelink, ed., Athanase d’Alexandrie: Vie 
d’Antoine (Sources chrétiennes 400;  Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1994).  English translation: Robert C. 
Gregg, trans., Athanasius: The Life of Antony and Letter to Marcellinus (New York: Paulist Press, 
1980).  Translation of Coptic version: Tim Vivian and Apostolos N. Athanassakis, trans., The Life 
of Antony: The Coptic Life and The Greek Life (Cistercian Studies Series 202;  Kalamazoo, MI: 
Cistercian Publications, 2003). 
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individuals who withdrew from all, living alone as anchorites.7  Especially popular in 

Upper Egypt were coenobia, large, hierarchically-organized communities of ascetics 

living in a shared complex.8  Yet, there were those who fell between these two poles, 

utterly alone and fully in community.  Such ascetics often lived in smaller clusters of two 

or three, consisting of an Abba (Father) and his disciples.  These smaller groups might, 

in turn, be very loosely organized into larger communities.  And, there is also evidence 

that some of those living in cells, either alone or in small groups, were not permanently 

located, but frequently moved from place to place.9  All these types of asceticisms were 

manifested simultaneously in Late Antiquity.10  So, how did the stories of Egypt’s Abbas 

come to displace these other forms of life?  While a full answer to this question is beyond 

the scope of this dissertation, here I consider the backstory of one crucial piece of the 

puzzle, namely, the creation of the Apophthegmata Patrum (hereafter, AP), the well-

known collection of the “Words” of various early Christian Abbas. 

 The AP quickly became popular in Late Antiquity and has remained so up to the 

present.  To speak of a text of the AP is misleading, for no single extant version can 

definitively be shown to be the “original.”  It seems that almost from the outset there 

were variations, additions, deletions, decisions about ordering (alphabetical or 

thematically), differing titles.  There were an array of translations from the original 

                                                        

7 The most well-known example is Antony, though anchorites were never completely successful 
in their isolation, as they continued to require a disciple or fellow brother to bring them 
foodstuffs from the “world.”  On ascetic engagement with the world, see James E. Goehring, 
“The World Engaged: The Social and Economic World of Early Egyptian Monasticism,” in 
Gnosticism and the Early Christian World, (Sonoma, Calif.: Polebridge Press, 1990), 134-144. 
8 So, for example, the Pachomian federation, and later that of Shenoute of Atripe. 
9 Philip Rousseau, Ascetics, Authority and the Church in the Age of Jerome and Cassian (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1978). 
10 For a brief discussion of Egyptian asceticism displacing earlier forms of Syriac asceticism, see 
Adam H. Becker, Fear of God and the Beginning of Wisdom: The School of Nisibis and the Development 
of Scholastic Culture in Late Antique Mesopotamia (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2006), 172-175. 
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Greek over time.  Versions of the AP were translated into Coptic, Syriac, Latin, Ethiopic, 

Arabic, Armenian, Georgian, and Old Slavonic.  These versions preserved stories of 

Abbas and the “words” they addressed to their disciples, their peers, and even to 

visitors (monastic or not).  While the precise contents were not always the same, the 

moment enshrined as a textualized memory was the “Golden Age” of Egyptian 

asceticism, particularly its manifestation at the desert site of Scetis.  The early collections 

relied heavily on remembered sayings of Abbas from Scetis and its neighboring areas 

(Kellia, Nitria, and Pherme), the region that we shall here broadly term “the 

northwestern desert” (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: The Northwestern Desert 
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In the last several decades, the academy (both the sciences and the humanities) 

has seen a flourishing of literature addressing the topic of memory and, to a lesser 

extent, its necessary counterpart, forgetting.  In what follows, I seek to enter into this 

debate about how memory and forgetting are perceived and constructed by closely 

examining the relationship between memory and space in late ancient Egyptian 

asceticism as it occurred in its northwestern deserts.  The intimate relationship between 

the meanings and enactments of memories and spaces/places was central to the ascetic 

life and ascetic identity.  In particular, the choice of the desert space as a new place to 

inhabit presented ascetics with the opportunity to wrest the desert from the demons 

who had for centuries claimed it as their own.  The desert was a powerful place, a place 

rich with sub- and super-human possibilities.  It was this desert imbued with cultural 

meanings that ascetics sought to appropriate, hoping to transform it into a paradisiacal 

place and themselves into worthy inhabitants.  The transformation occurred through 

careful control and performance of memory-acts (such as Eucharist and prayer) that 

constructed an ascetic who constantly remembered God and his heavenly host.  Such 

memories had to be repeated continually and stood in tension with ascetics’ “worldly” 

memories that might resurface and distract an ascetic from his idealized sole focus, God.  

Recalling the “world” was dangerous and often was the result of or resulted in demons 

haunting an ascetic, further displacing the ascetic from his proper work.  When the 

desert was “lost” in the early fifth century to “barbarian” raiders, memory and space 

could no longer be imagined interacting as they once had.  The memories of past Abbas 

that had once circulated easily among brethen sharing the desert now risked being 

forgotten.  In response to this new reality, the AP was crafted, a textualized memory that 

embodied the threatened memories of past Abbas as well as the desert’s paradiasical 

meanings.  The newly portable paradise of memorializations, the AP, has traversed both 
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spatial and temporal boundaries, appealing to Christians throughout history, and in the 

process displacing the alternative narratives of early asceticism.  By tending both to 

matters of memory and of space, this study sheds new light on the history of Egyptian 

asceticism, and more generally, on the important links between memory and space in 

late antiquity.  

1.1 Memory   
 The AP, as a ‘textualized memory,’ prompts us to consider the prominent role 

that memory played in the formation of asceticism in the northwestern desert.  Central 

to the ascetic notions about memory and space brought into the desert were the cultural 

preconceptions upon which they were based.  The Graeco-Roman world had long held a 

rich tradition regarding memory.  In fact, the god Mnemosyne, that is, “Memory,” was 

believed to be the mother of the Muses.  This genealogy pointed to the underlying role 

memory was understood to play in the crafting or creating of anything.  As Mary 

Carruthers has shown, memory was closely related to the ancient idea of inventio, a 

word containing both our modern notions of ‘inventory’ and ‘invention.’  She states that 

“the true force of memory lay in recollection or memoria, which was analyzed as a 

variety of investigation, the invention and recreation of knowledge…To achieve this 

power, people educated themselves by building mental libraries.”11  As an example, she 

cites a letter of the ascetic Jerome in which he describes how he is building himself “into 

a library of Christ.”12  Thus, memory served as the basis for all creative activity, of the 

human ability to craft anything – including to build an ascetic life in the desert.  And 

although Jerome’s asceticism was rooted in a different locale than Egypt (he settled near 
                                                        

11 Mary Carruthers, “How to Make a Composition: Memory-Craft in Antiquity and in the Middle 
Ages,” in Memory: Histories, Theories, Debates  (eds. Susannah Radstone and Bill Schwartz;  New 
York: Fordham University Press, 2010), 16. 
12 Pectus suum bibliothecam fecerat Christi.  Carruthers, “Memory-Craft,” 16, citing Jerome, Letter 
60.10. 
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Bethlehem) and was far more coenibitic in nature than the asceticism of the Abbas of the 

northwestern desert, his claim to be transforming himself into Christ’s library highlights 

the important role of spatial articulation in late ancient understandings of memory.  This 

intimate relationship between memory and space, that is, between what memory was, 

how it worked, and how spaces might function, was essential to the Christian ascetic 

project in Egypt’s northwestern desert.  Although memory in all realms of late ancient 

life was permeated with references to places,13 the interaction of the memory-space 

matrix is most clearly expressed in the Graeco-Roman rhetorical educative process 

known as ars memoriae, or the “art of memory.”  The “art of memory” is not only the 

most obvious location for memory and space intersecting, it is also an “art” in which 

most (if not all) of the educated figures who chose to become desert ascetics would have 

been trained.  We need only think of well-known Abbas such as Evagrius of Pontus or 

Arsenius.  To be clear, I suggest a consideration of ars memoriae not because I believe it 

was the direct antecedent to memory-spatial understandings among ascetics, but rather 

because it serves as a useful model of how implicated memory was by spatial concerns.  

And so, let us briefly consider the tradition of ars memoriae, so that we might better 

imagine the relations that existed between understandings of memory and notions of 

space. 

1.1.1 The Graeco-Roman Tradition of Ars Memoriae 

 Memoria was one of the five parts of rhetoric a student was taught (the other four 

being inventio, dispositio, elocutio, and pronuntiatio).  According to legend, an ancient poet 

                                                        

13 The classic study remains Maurice Halbwachs, La topographie légendaire des Evangiles en Terre 
Sainte (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1941; repr., 1971).  See also Francis A. Yates, The 
Art of Memory (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966);  Pierre Nora, Les lieux de mémoire 
(Paris: Gallimard, 1984-1992); Mary Carruthers, The Craft of Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998); Georgia Frank, The Memory of the Eyes: Pilgrims to Living Saints in Christian 
Late Antiquity (The Transformation of the Classical Heritage v. 30; Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2000). 
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named Simonides had first invented the “art of memory” after attending a particularly 

shocking dinner party.  The party’s host, Scopas, refused to pay Simonides in full for his 

poem, greedily claiming that because half the poem had been addressed to the gods 

Castor and Pollux he should seek the remainder of his pay from them.  Moments later, 

Simonides was called out of the house to meet with two young men (presumably 

manifestations of Castor and Pollux), only to have the roof of the banquet hall come 

crashing down behind him.  Scopas and all of his guests were killed, their bodies so 

mangled that relatives coming to claim the dead could not identify one corpse from 

another.  Only Simonides, the sole survivor, was able to save the situation.  He identified 

each body by using his memory of the banquet’s seating arrangement.  Thus, we are 

told, Simonides discovered the “art of memory,” whereby things one wants to 

remember are put in particular places in order that they might later be retrieved from 

their memory-place.14 

 The story is gory and fantastic.  And, as Mary Carruthers has noted, it is these 

qualities that make memorable the story of the foundation of the “art of memory.”15  The 

rhetorical technique of memory is described in three ancient texts: Cicero’s On the Orator, 

Quintilian’s The Orator’s Education,16 and the anonymous Rhetorica ad Herennium.17  As 

the Simonides story makes clear, crucial to successful memory work was the careful 

locating of a specific thing (res) in a particular place (locus, roughly equal to the Greek 

topos).  Quintilian explains that such emplacement functions just like the natural 

experience of space,  

                                                        

14 Cicero, De oratore 2.74.353 (Rackham and Sutton, LCL). 
15 Carruthers, Craft of Thought, 28. 
16 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria (Russell, LCL). 
17 [Cicero], Rhetorica ad Herennium (Caplan, LCL). 
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for when we return to a place after considerable absence, we do not merely 

recognize the place itself, but remember the things that we did there, and  recall 

the persons whom we met and even the unuttered thoughts which passed 

through our minds when we were there before.18 

 Just like natural memory, so too artificial memory was deeply dependent on 

spatiality.  Thus, the very first task of the “art of memory” was the construction of 

appropriate structures in which to house items that needed to be remembered.  It was 

recommended that one should choose places that were deserted rather than well-

populated, as the passersby might muddy a memory placed there.  Rather, the places 

one chose might be intercolumnal spaces or buildings, but importantly, they must be 

neither too dim nor too bright, neither too full of objects nor to spartan, neither too big 

nor too small.19  If a Rhetor wanted to remember a legal case, for example, he would first 

divide the matter up into smaller, more manageable chunks (divisio).  Each smaller unit 

could then be transformed into an image (imago) that was uncommon, being either 

unusually beautiful or impressively horrific.20  With these images in hand, the Rhetor 

placed them at intervals through a remembered building so that later returning to the 

building in his mind, he might retrieve the items he sought.  The smaller units were 

linked in order.  Given the spatial layout, the Rhetor might begin with any one of these 

links without losing his place in the larger discussion.  This arrangement of places and 

images frequently was likened to writing on a wax tablet.  The letters imprinted on the 

tablet might fade with time or be removed, but the wax tablet remained ever-present, 

                                                        

18 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria 11.2.17 (Russell, LCL).  Nam cum in loca aliqua post tempus reversi 
sumus, non ipsa agnoscimus tantum sed etiam quae in iis fecerimus reminiscimur, personaeque subeunt, 
nonnumquam tacitae quoque cogitationes in mentem revertuntur.   
19 Rhetorica ad Herennium 19. 
20 Rhetorica ad Herennium 22. 
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ready to receive new information.  So, too, these places were to be permanent structures 

in the Rhetor’s mind, even while the matters placed within them might be forgotten.21 

1.1.2 Memory Cultures: Collective and Cultural Memory 

 So far, we have focused on the enactment of memory by an individual.  But as 

the description of the “art of memory” should make clear, ancient understandings of 

memory were quite different from our own modern concepts.  This is the case because 

memory is not solely located in an individual, but also is influenced by that individual’s 

location in a particular culture.  In the last several decades, modern scholarship has 

taken up the task of explaining the relationship between cultures and memories.  

Maurice Halbwachs serves as a major figure in the study of what is termed “collective 

memory.”  Although memory is most often discussed in relation to the individual, 

Halbwachs claims that “it is in society that people normally acquire their memories.  It is 

also in society that they recall, recognize and localize their memories.”22  He goes on to 

argue that an individual is not capable of any memories without reference to cultural 

frameworks.23  His conceptualization of “collective memory” has been well-received in 

various corners of the academy, including early Christian studies.24 

 More recently, the Egyptologist Jan Assmann has coined a related term: “cultural 

memory.”  For Assmann, “collective memory” functions best as an umbrella term under 

which are housed both the concepts of “communicative memory” and “cultural 

memory.”  As he explains, “communicative memory” refers to memories “related to the 

                                                        

21 Cicero, De oratore 354; Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria 21; Rhetorica ad Herennium 18. 
22 Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory (ed. and trans. Lewis A. Coser; Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1992), 38. 
23 Halbwachs, Collective Memory, 43-45. 
24 See for example Elizabeth A. Castelli, Martyrdom and Memory: Early Christian Culture Making 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2004). 
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recent past,” those memories that an individual carries and is able to share while alive.25  

Contingent upon but distinct from “communicative memory” is what he calls “cultural 

memory.”  “Cultural memory” encompasses institutionalized memories, “fixed points in 

the past” that are somehow codified and passed down from one generation to the next.26  

The mode of bestowing associated with “cultural memory” quite often is textual, and it 

is certainly this textualization that Assmann seeks to examine.  It is worth noting that he 

draws an explicit distinction between the idea of a “memory culture” and the “art of 

memory.”  He states that “the art of memory relates to the individual and presents 

techniques to help form personal memory.  By contrast, ‘memory culture’ is  concerned 

with a social obligation and is firmly linked to the group.”27  He goes on to articulate that 

the “art of memory” is a discrete phenomenon that can be easily demarcated for study 

as Frances Yates has done, while the study of “cultural memory” is a far more universal 

phenomenon that is difficult to express, only able to be generalized and then studied 

more exactly through specific cases.  Although I appreciate the delineation he is 

attempting to make, I think it is more productive to envision the “art of memory” itself 

as a subset of the larger concept of “cultural memory” he seeks to construct.  The “art of 

memory” is primarily concerned with the memories of individuals, but the “art” was 

itself precisely a mode of expressing a communal identity that sought to preserve a 

particular teaching that spanned both the times and spaces associated first with Greek 

and later with Roman culture.  This fact is embodied in the scholarly reference to a 

“Graeco-Roman” educative process that included the practice of the “art of memory.”  

This craft was deeply influenced by and influential upon the construction of a 

                                                        

25 Jan Assmann, Cultural Memory and Early Civilization: Writing, Remembrance, and Political 
Imagination (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 36. 
26 J. Assmann, Cultural Memory, 37. 
27 J. Assmann, Cultural Memory, 16. 
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communal identity, including those aspects Assmann describes as a “political 

imaginary.”  As stated at the outset, the “art of memory” serves as the best-documented 

example of the interlocking of memory and space in antiquity, and certainly ascetics 

who had received a rhetorical education in the “world” would have been inculcated in 

its practice.  But the quotation from Quintilian cited above also indicates that even 

natural memory would have been understood in spatial terms.  As he notes, merely by 

returning to a previously visited place, one might be bombarded by a cacophony of past 

memories associated with the place.  Thus, even monks who lacked a rhetorical 

education would have grasped (at least partially) the crucial role of space in 

remembrance.  [Here and throughout, wherever possible I will attempt also to consider 

the desert experiences of “non-educated” ascetics.]   

1.1.3  Memory and the “Material” Turn  

 Assmann’s notion of “cultural memory,” heavily invested in a textual culture, is 

useful for thinking about how memory worked for late ancient Egyptian ascetics.  But it 

also has limitations for addressing non-textual aspects of culture’s influence on memory 

practice.  Such a move away from solely focusing on texts is difficult, as texts are the 

primary extant evidence for asceticism in the northwestern desert from the fourth to 

sixth centuries.  Yet, if we fail to engage the limited relevant material remains, we may 

also end up underemphasizing how very central (and often problematic) materiality was 

for these early ascetics.  Much illuminative scholarship on the problem of material 

realities, such as the body, for early Christians has underscored just this point.28  And as 

we shall see in Chapter Four, David Brakke has made a compelling case for taking 

seriously not only the material nature of an ascetic’s own body, but also the very real 

                                                        

28 See for example Patricia Cox Miller, The Corporeal Imagination: Signifying the Holy in Late Ancient 
Christianity (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009). 
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(though different) physicality that demonic bodies were understood to have.29  

Obviously, such awareness of materiality cannot, however, end with discussions of the 

body, but also must extend to material objects crafted and used.  Further, I would argue 

that scholarship needs to contend seriously not just with objects and architecture, but 

also with the very spaces such bodies, objects, and buildings inhabited.  In the case of 

the northwestern desert, this means examining in particular the imagination, creation, 

and failures of ascetic bodies as well as the dwellings (cells) they built for themselves 

and the space of the desert in which they sought to dwell. 

The distinctiveness and value given to crafted items can be overlooked from a 

modern stance because most of the world is no longer crafted, but rather produced.  This 

point has already been noted by many scholars and theorists.30  The writings of Walter 

Benjamin are enlightening precisely because he lived during an era in which a rather 

seismic shift from crafted to produced culture occurred.31  To describe this shift he uses 

the concept of aura, where aura somehow refers to the residues of the original craftsman 

on the object.  With the mass production of an item, the aura of an object or building’s 

individuality is lost, the endless copies no longer bearing its creator’s traces.  He even 

seems to extend the concept of aura to buildings.  So, when talking about his childhood 

in Berlin, he can speak of broken-down or even destroyed buildings as still very present 

to him as he gazes at them or the lot on which they once stood.  Thus, even places might 

have an aura, a residual perception that something once was here, but that now only 

haunts the place, half- (or fully-) forgotten, teasing the viewer like a partially submerged 

memory.  Although Walter Benjamin certainly did not live in late antiquity, much less 
                                                        

29 David Brakke, Demons and the Making of the Monk: Spiritual Combat in Early Christianity 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2006). 
30 See for example John Berger, Ways of Seeing (New York: Penguin Books, 1977). 
31 Walter Benjamin, “A Berlin Chronicle,” in Reflections: Essays, Aphorisms, Autobiographical 
Writings (ed. Peter Demetz; New York: Schocken Books, 1986). 
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was he an ascetic, the shift during his own lifetime may yet help bridge the gap between 

late antiquity and modernity regarding the very real presence a physical space might 

have been perceived to possess in late antiquity.  Indeed, his acknowledgement of the 

presence of places echoes Quintilian’s portrayal of natural memory.  Both Benjamin and 

Quintilian lived in historical moments where objects, including buildings, might still be 

crafted rather than mass-produced as in modernity, and thus in a time in which residues 

of the craftsmen might still linger.  The ascetic desert was, likewise, carefully crafted 

from a space already animated with past meanings and its very present demonic 

inhabitants.  

1.2 Memory and Space 
All too often in discussions of the “art of memory” the spatial element of this 

memory practice is lost or downplayed.  Some scholars even translate topos merely as 

“background.”32  Scholars aver that the buildings might be real places, but then rejoin 

that they might also be imagined.  It is true that both Quintilian and the author of the 

Rhetorical Handbook state that if an adequate number of suitable places cannot be found 

in one’s surroundings, one may “imagine” (finguntur)33 or “fashion” (fabricari)34 one 

mentally.  Scholars use these short passages to point to the very unreal nature of the 

spaces discussed, despite Quintilian’s claim cited above that very real places in one’s 

surroundings were capable of triggering memories of past visits to the locale.  Both 

imagined and real places were constructed in the same cultural milieu.  Thus, the rules 

that governed the creation of each were the same, even if they were used in different 

ways.  Real places were governed by mathematical and physical realities, while 
                                                        

32 Certainly, topos had multiple meanings in antiquity, sometimes functioning in philosophical 
discourse with far less reference to the term’s physical connotations.  Such, however, does not 
seem to be the case for its use in descriptions of the “art of memory.” 
33 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria 21. 
34 Rhetorica ad Herennium 19. 
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imagined places by design often broke such constraints, but both spaces were built in 

response to agreed ideas about how the world worked.  That is, both of them relied on 

the same basic views of the physical world.  What this means is that if we are here 

interested in the relations between memory and space, then whether memory 

intersected with real or imagined places becomes less crucial, for memory’s intersection 

with both “types” of places indicate something about how spaces were produced in 

antiquity.  Moreover, the tight linking of memory to space/place highlights the fact that 

memories themselves could be attributed a degree of physicality.   

1.2.1  A Desert Heterotopia 

Egyptian ascetics left the “world” to inhabit the desert precisely because they 

participated in a common interpretation of the desert’s meaning.  That is to say, the 

space of the desert had particular cultural connotations that ascetics accepted, adapted, 

and exploited as part of their construction of an alternate, ascetic place.  The desert was 

the home of daemons, soon transformed into the Christians’ demons, those figures with 

whom ascetics especially found themselves embattled.  The space of the desert was 

otherworldly, located as it was outside the realm of the polis, removed from the civilized 

world.  It was both powerful and dangerous, making it both a realm of great possibility 

and peril.  When ascetics entered the desert, they sought to escape the “world,” but they 

also hoped to harness the desert’s power, desiring to reproduce (or at least try to 

glimpse) a paradisiacal place like the paradise Adam and Eve had lost.35  Living in the 

desert could also be dangerous, for in order for ascetics to colonize the desert they had 

first either to tame or eject its original inhabitants, the demons.  In particular, the abilities 

                                                        

35 Alessandro Scafi offers a compelling history of Paradise in cartography.  Spanning many 
centuries, his study highlights that late ancient people (among others) did believe that Paradise 
still existed on earth, and that is might still even be retrieved.  See, Alessandro Scafi, Mapping 
Paradise: A History of Heaven on Earth (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006). 
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of demons to haunt ascetics will become important.  As we shall see, demons might 

haunt an ascetic through embodying an ascetic’s past memory such as a previously seen 

woman or young boy. 

Before moving on, it is necessary to examine more closely the importance of the 

desert to the particular mode of Egyptian asceticism being discussed here.  I argue that 

the desert itself stands as crucial a character in the narrative of early Egyptian asceticism 

as any Abba did.  This centrality is reflected in the name “Desert Fathers.”  As I will 

argue in the ensuing chapters, the desert was imbued with an incredible depth of 

meaning by inhabitants of the Graeco-Roman world and especially by the ascetics that 

chose to live there.  It was a place created in opposition to the “world.”  While the term 

that might most often be applied to such a project is “utopia,” I find Michel Foucault’s 

language of a heterotopia more productive for thinking about what ascetics in the desert 

sought.36  As he explains, utopias are “unreal spaces” that do not exist as actual places in 

the world.  By contrast, he defines heterotopias as real places where culture’s real places 

“are simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted.”37  An important aspect of 

heterotopias is that they are always linked to society even when they are constructed as 

a critique of or in opposition to that society.  Whereas utopias encapsulate an utter 

separation from the worldly, the language of heterotopias acknowledges how 

incomplete such attempts at removal from society are.   

 The distinction between the concepts of utopia and heterotopia are especially 

appropriate to the study of portrayals of the ascetic desert.  For much of its history, the 

desert has been portrayed as the home (sometimes even birthplace) of asceticism.  This 

utopic vision is rooted in portrayals of the desert as a (temporarily) successful utopia, a 
                                                        

36 Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces,” trans. Jay Miskowiec, Diacritics 16.1 (Spring, 1986): 22-27. 
37 Foucault, “Other Spaces,” 24. 
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place where the first Abbas performed miraculous feats because their virtue permeated 

the desert.  The historiographic difficulty with this utopia is that it is based on literary 

portrayals.  In contrast, recent scholarship has shown, the evidence for daily ascetic life 

and the realities of physical survival even on the edges of Egypt’s harsh deserts 

undermine this fantastic, unreal image of the first Abbas of the desert.38  Rather, an 

ascetic was always still enmeshed in the worldliness he sought to escape.   

 Ascetics attempted to transform the desert from the unruly, wild space that 

demons inhabited into a place of paradisiacal possibility, a reproduction of the Paradise 

lost at humanity’s origins.  This drastic modification of the desert’s inhabitants and 

meaning was continually brought into being through the performance of the memory-

acts of Eucharist and daily prayer.  In these daily activities, ascetics struggled to reorient 

both their individual and communal memories toward a recollected history.  By trying 

to bring a past paradisiacal moment back into the present, they also sought to invite into 

the present and future the salvific work of the divine.  Because this work might be done 

simultaneously in multiple temporal moments (past, present, and future all collapsing 

into one), what helped ascetics distinguish their memories was not time, but rather 

space.  In order to inhabit and attempt to transform the space of the desert into a 

paradisiacal place, ascetics struggled to train their memories to focus properly on 

recalling God.  But the desert, as a heterotopia, was still very much located in the 

material realm even if it was no longer supposed to be of the “world.”  Moreover, the 

                                                        

38 See especially James E. Goehring, “The Encroaching Desert: Literary Production and Ascetic 
Space in Early Christian Egypt,” in Ascetics, Society, and the Desert: Studies in Early Egyptian 
Monasticism (Harrisburg, Penn.: Trinity International Press, 1999), 73-88.  The studies of economic 
documentation by Roger Bagnall and Ewa Wipszycka also highlight the reality of continued 
ascetic engagement with economic and related “worldly” matters.  Roger Bagnall, Later Roman 
Egypt: Society, Religion, Economy, and Administration (Burlington, VT: Ashgate/Variorum, 2003); 
Ewa Wipszycka, Les resources et les activités économiques des églises en Égypte du IVe au VIIIe siècle 
(Brussels: Fondation Égyptologique Reine Élisabeth, 1971). 
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“world” frequently found ways of penetrating the ascetics’ desert.  Memories of one’s 

past life in the “world” were a particularly troublesome point at which the “world” 

slipped back into an ascetic’s daily life.  A mis-focused memory might invite the 

“world” into the desert, as when an ascetic recalled past delights of food, sex, money, or 

fame, or remembered past wrongs, anger, or emotional moments in general.  And, if an 

ascetic was not vigilant, the demons who also dwelt in the desert might attempt to 

trigger or use such memories to further distract an ascetic from his goal of divine 

remembering.  As noted above, the manifestation of such memories could be 

experienced in intensely physical ways.  When “worldly” memories successfully 

encroached, the desert was less a place of paradisiacal hope, and instead became a 

dangerous demon-infested space where an ascetic might become lost or even die.  Thus, 

the ascetic desert always hung in a delicate balance, one that hinged on a careful 

performance of certain memory-acts as well as the simultaneous, active erasure of one’s 

“worldly” past.  A paradisiacal desert could emerge only if all its ascetic inhabitants 

were able to negotiate their memories appropriately.  While it is clear that utter success 

was never achieved, leaving the desert more a heterotopia than a utopia, the 

transformation of the desert and of ascetic bodies into another place and other bodies 

that were intimately related to the divine continued to remain a hoped-for future. 

1.2.2  The Desert “Lost” 

 Because the heterotopia constantly being built in the desert was crucial to a 

certain ascetic understanding and self-definition, it should not surprise that any 

perceived loss of that space would have been crushing.  In the early decades of the fifth 

century, the desert regions of Scetis, Kellia, and Nitria all experienced just such a 

trauma.  Some sort of violence seems to have been perpetrated by “barbarians” raiding 

Scetis, whereas Kellia and Nitria were rocked by the violent uprisings and riots that 
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would be linked to the first Origenist Controversy.  While scholarship has tended to 

view these two phenomena as completely distinct, I will argue that ascetics themselves 

may not have made such strong distinctions between these two catastrophes.  In 

particular, a close examination of literary references to the two attacks indicates that the 

references generally cited for the Scetian attack are in fact far more problematic 

witnesses than generally acknowledged.  By contrast, Palladius’ description of Bishop 

Theophilus’ attack on Origenist monks living at Mt. Nitria stands as the strongest 

literary portrayal of an attack on any of the monks inhabiting the northwestern desert.  

As we shall see in Chapter 5, the language used to make sense of the events of these few 

years indicates that ascetics, and the larger late ancient world, perceived these violences 

as resulting in the “loss” of the desert.  Some of the earliest portrayals of the supposed 

“loss” of Scetis in particular were contextualized in the larger trauma of the “sack” of 

Rome.  Yet, the “loss” was never entire, as there is evidence that ascetics continued to 

inhabit the northwestern desert.  Nonetheless, the perception of the desert as “lost” 

gained currency among some portion of ascetics who fled as well as among other late 

ancient contemporaries.   

 Regardless of the extent of actual physical damage to the northwestern desert, 

the perceived dangers of the desert had become very real to many of its ascetic 

inhabitants and to their late ancient peers who had looked to the desert and its ascetics 

as a place of hope.   Ascetics “lost” the shared desert place of their loose community of 

brethren, the ability to easily encounter demons to combat, and therefore the possibility 

of reproducing a Paradise and a central component of their self-fashioning as ascetics.  

From this point of view, violence perpetrated against the desert was equated with 

violence against the possibility of living an ascetic life at all (and this, despite the fact 

that desert Abbas must have been well aware of the alternate modes of ascesis lived out 
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by some of their contemporaries). This perceived “loss” of the desert irreparably 

damaged a particular mode of understanding and enacting of the relationship between 

memories and spaces/places.  This new context required a fundamental shift in ascetic 

interpretations of the interaction between memory and space. 

1.3 Re-imagining Memory and Space  
 It is in the imaginative moment of re-envisioning a particular desert asceticism 

now lost that the creation of the famous ascetic text(s), The Sayings of the Desert Fathers 

(or Apophthegmata Patrum, referred to above and throughout as AP) ought to be situated.  

Although the AP largely contains stories of the first generations of Abbas living in the 

deserts of Egypt, its earliest form seems to have been gathered outside of Egypt in 

Palestine and only in the late fifth or early sixth century, decades after the “loss” of the 

desert.  In the last century, scholars noted the centrality of memory to understanding the 

collation of the various sayings of desert Abbas.39  The AP is not a historical document in 

our modern sense, but rather might best be understood as a textualized memory.  That 

is, the concerted effort to gather, copy, and translate sayings of the early Abbas of the 

“lost” Egyptian desert was an attempt to preserve memories of their “Words” that had 

previously circulated in a largely oral context.  While it seems clear that there were 

small, early written collections already extant in the Egyptian desert, it is only after the 

                                                        

39 Wilhelm Bousset, Apophthegmata: Textüberlieferung und Charakter der Apophthegmata Patrum. Zur 
Überlieferung der Vita Pachomii. Euagrios-studien (Tübingen: Verlag von J.C.B. Mohr, 1923).  His 
suggestion to view the AP in light of memory has been taken up by: Graham Gould, The Desert 
Fathers on Monastic Community (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993); William Harmless, S.J., 
“Remembering Poemen Remembering: The Desert Fathers and the Spirituality of Memory,” 
Church History 69.3 (2000): 483-486; Douglas Burton-Christie, The Word in the Desert: Scripture and 
the Quest for Holiness in Early Christian Monasticism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993).  
More recently, Stephen J. Davis has reassessed an uncritical adoption of memory language for the 
study of desert asceticism, including the ways it is witnessed in the AP (Stephen J. Davis, “The 
Category of Memory in Recent Scholarship on the Desert Fathers,” in Coptic Studies from Old Cairo 
to the New World. Studies Presented to Gawdat Gabra on the Occasion of his 65th Birthday (Leuven: 
Peeters, forthcoming). 
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“loss” of the desert that textual preservation of the memories of past Abbas gained full 

steam. 

 In order to consider how the ascetics who crafted the AP may have understood 

their activities, in Chapter 5 I examine the AP in relation to an ancient analogue that also 

sought to preserve the memories of past great figures: hypomnemata, translated as either 

“remembrances,” “memorials,” or “notes,” were texts that contained the words of 

revered philosophical figures.  While the analysis of the AP in relation to hypomnemata 

will occur later, it is useful to sketch briefly here what hypomnemata were and how they 

functioned in the ancient world.  Contemporaneous with the “art of memory,” 

hypomnemata served as another Graeco-Roman memory practice, one that sought to 

create a textual repository of memories that might otherwise be forgotten.  In particular, 

they served as textual locales in which to collect disparate pieces of valued information, 

often the words of a great philosophical teacher.  The new collection then served as a 

place to which an individual might return again and again as an act of self-fashioning, 

inciting its reader to the life of virtue memorialized in its contents.40   

 I will argue that the new textualized memory of the AP served many of the same 

functions for ascetics struggling with the “loss” of the desert.  The AP was not only a 

new location for memories that risked being forgotten, it also served as a location for 

now displaced spatial longings for Paradise.  For, while the AP came primarily to be 

known as the Apophthegmata Patrum, it also circulated under alternate titles.  In 

particular, multiple versions of the text were known by the title Paradise.  Thus, it would 

                                                        

40 The topic of hypomnemata will be taken up more fully in Chapter Five.  For a description of 
hypomnemata as self-fashioning, see: Michel Foucault, Ethics: Subjectivity and Truth (trans. Robert 
Hurley;  New York: New Press, 1997); Pierre Hadot, The Inner Citadel: The Meditations of Marcus 
Aurelius (trans. Michael Chase; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998); Ibid, “Reflections on 
the Idea of the ‘Cultivation of the Self,” in Philosophy as a Way of Life (ed. and intro. Arnold I. 
Donaldson; Cambridge: Blackwell Publishers, 1995). 
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seem that the AP became the portable locus for reimagining how memory and 

paradisiacal space might be retained even after the many felt they had “lost” the desert. 

 By examining the intimate links of memory and space in the asceticism of the 

northwestern deserts of Egypt, and the subsequent rending of those links by violence in 

the early fifth century, I hope to recast the history of Egyptian asceticism, in the process 

expanding on how the type of Egyptian asceticism represented by scholarly attempts 

came to eclipse its many and varied contemporary asceticisms.  To understand properly 

the desert memory that the AP sought to preserve, we will need to set our sights on an 

earlier period in history and consider how memory and space were understood by the 

early Egyptian ascetics.  It is this backstory that many of the following pages address.  

Chapters Two and Three consider the textual and archaeological evidence regarding 

Eucharist and prayer as a foundational witness to the crucial linking of memory and 

space by Egyptian ascetics.  Through the activities of Eucharist and prayer, these 

Christians sought to reorient their lives toward remembrance of God.  Chapter Four 

then turns to examining what happened when ascetics deviated from the ideal of 

remembering God, faltering in their attempt to forget their past lives in the “world.”   

After I have highlighted how intimately tied memory and space were, Chapter Five 

addresses how the perceived loss of the desert region of Scetis to a “barbarian” raid 

forced a new understanding of the relationship between memory and space.  It was the 

effort to reimagine the intersections of memory and space in an altered context that 

resulted in the crafting of the AP.  Throughout, the roles of memory and space/place 

will prove critical to the development and preservation of Egyptian asceticism.  By 

highlighting the relations between memories and spaces/places, this study hopes to 

invite consideration of other late ancient issues through careful attention to memory and 

space.  
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2. Remembering God in “Liturgical” Texts: Eucharist 
and Prayer 

Memory-acts permeated the Egyptian ascetic milieu.  Nowhere is the 

prominence of remembering rendered more visible than in “liturgical” contexts.  

Liturgical moments were a significant locus of memory in both communal celebration 

and individual worship; the entire liturgical experience served as a memory-act that 

recalled God, Jesus, the Holy Spirit, often other related figures, including the patriarchs, 

the Virgin Mary, the living and the dead, and it simultaneously recalled every previous 

liturgical celebration.  Here, specifically, we will consider the role of memory in the 

ascetic liturgical practices of the Eucharist and of daily prayer.  The memory-acts 

integral to celebrations of the Eucharist and of prayer (based on 1 Thess 5:17’s injunction 

to “pray without ceasing”) were mimetic ritual activities meant to transform an ascetic 

into a worthy participant in the heavenly host and the desert into a paradisiacal place.  

Although some ascetics may have understood themselves as having succeeded in 

producing physical alterations, most ascetics only anticipated such transformations.  In 

the interim, memory-acts performed during the Eucharist and daily prayer might also 

induce deceased “holy ones” to intercede on the behalf of liturgical participants, 

incurring “future rewards” for them.  The Eucharist and daily prayer are an especially 

fruitful pairing, as they emphasize the different avenues ascetics had available for 

invoking both communal and individual memories.  The Eucharist (often performed in a 

church) was a communal activity based primarily on shared memories, but one upon 

which individual memories always threatened to encroach, whereas daily prayer 

(usually enacted in a cell) was often a solitary task1 based on negotiating one’s 

individual memories within a matrix of communal memories.  Although ascetic texts 
                                                        

1 Although it was possible for daily prayer to be held in small groups. 
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distinguish between private prayer and communal Eucharist (and for purposes of 

clarity, the initial discussion below shall likewise), attention to the role of memory — 

common to both practices — blurs such a sharp distinction.  What we find is that the 

Eucharist and daily prayer, viewed through the lens of memory, were practices through 

which ascetics emplotted themselves along a spectrum of communal to individual 

memories.  An examination of memory as it relates to the Eucharist and daily prayer 

illustrates how memory-acts functioned (and sometimes failed) to achieve the goal of 

transforming ascetic and desert.  The enactment of these processes highlights the 

complex, interconnected relationship between memory and space, namely that memory-

acts involved a concomitant understanding of, negotiation with, and manipulation of 

existing space(s). 

 A vignette from the AP associated with Abba Isaac the Theban serves as an 

entrance point. 

     It was said about Abba Apollo that he had a disciple named Isaac, educated 

excellently in every good work and having acquired stillness (h9suxi/an or 

hesychia) from the holy offering.  Whenever he went out to church, he did not 

make room for anyone [or anything] to come near him.  For his saying was this, 

“That all things are good in their time.  For there is a time for every thing.”  And 

whenever the synaxis (su/nacij, a liturgical gathering) was dismissed, as if 

pursued by fire, he sought to reach his cell.  Frequently after the synaxis, the 

brothers were given a biscuit and a cup of wine.  But he did not take them – not 

to reject the blessing of the brothers, but to maintain mastery over the stillness 

from the synaxis.  Then it happened that he became ill.  And hearing this, the 

brothers came to visit him.  Sitting down, the brothers asked him, saying, “Abba 
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Isaac, why do you flee the brothers after the synaxis?”  And he said to them, “I do 

not flee the brothers, but the bad art of the demons (daimo/nwn).  For if someone 

has a lit lamp, and stands lingering in the air, it is extinguished as a result of his 

behavior.  Thus also for us, being illuminated by the holy offering, if we linger 

outside of the cell, our mind/heart (nou=j) is darkened.”  Such was the life of holy 

Abba Isaac.2 

According to the apophthegm, Abba Isaac was originally a disciple of Abba 

Apollo.3  The tendency of the tradition to confuse individuals with the same appellation 

                                                        

2 AP Alphabetical (Greek) Isaac 2 (PG 65: 241).  Critical edition of AP Alphabetical (Greek):  J.-P. 
Migne, ed., Patrologia gracae 56: 71-440 (Paris, 1857-1886).  Supplements by Jean-Claude Guy, ed., 
Recherches sur la tradition grecque des Apophthegmata Patrum (Subsidia Hagiographica 36; Brussels: 
Société des Bollandistes, 1962), 236-238.  The saying also occurs in a slightly different form at AP 
Systematic Greek 11.47.  Critical edition of AP Systematic (Greek): Jean-Claude Guy, ed., Les 
Apophthegmes des Pères: collection systématique, books 1-9 (Sources chrétiennes 387; Paris: Éditions 
du Cerf, 1993); Jean-Claude Guy, Les Apophtegmes des Péres: collection systématique, chapitres 10-16 
(Sources chrétiennes 474; Paris: Éditions de Solesmes, 2003). 
The main distinction has been noted in the above translation by including the alternative reading 
in brackets. 
Alphabetical:  1Elegon peri\ tou= a0bba= 70Apollw\, o9ti ei]xe maqhth\n o0no/mati70Isaa\k, pepaideume/non 

ei0j a1kron pro\j pa=n e1rgon a0gaqo/n:  kai\ e0kth/sato th\n th=j a9gi/aj prosfora=j h9suxi/an.  Kai\ 
o9tan e0ch/rxeto ei0j th\n e0kklhsi/an, ou0 sunexw/rei tina\j e0lqei=n ei0j suntuxi/an e9autou=.   ]Hn ga\r o9 
lo/goj au0tou= ou[toj, o3ti pa/nta kala\ e0n kairw|= au0tw=n: Kairo\j ga\r tw=| panti\ pra/gmati.  Kai\ 
o3tan a0pe/leun h9 su/nacij, w9j a0po\ puro\j h]n diwko/menoj, zhtw=n katalabei=n to\ kelli/on e9autou=.  
Polla/kij de\ e0di/doto toi=j a0delfoi=j a0po\ suna/cewj, pacama/thj kai\ poth/rion oi1nou: au0to\j de\ 
ou0k e0la/mbanen: ou0k a0pwqou/menoj th\n eu0logi/an tw=n a0delfw=n, a0lla\ th\n th=j suna/cewj 
e0pikratw=n h9suxi/an.  0Ege/neto de\ au0to\n e0n a0rrwsti/a| katakei=sqai: kai\ a0kou/santej oi9 a0delfoi\ 
h]lqon tou= e0piske/yasqai au0to/n.  Kaqezo/menoi de\ oi9 a0delfoi\ h0rw/thsan au0to\n, le/gontej: 70Abba= 
0Isaa\k, diati/ a0po\ suna/cewj feu/geij tou\j a0delfou/j.  Kai\ ei]pe pro\j au0tou\j, o9ti tou\j a0delfou\j 
ou0 feu/gw, a0lla\ th\n tw=n daimo/nwn kakotexni/an.  Kai\ ga\r e0a/n tij kate/xh| lampa/dion fwto\j, 
kai\ bradu/nh| ei0j to\n a0e/ra i9sta/menoj, sbe/nnutai a0p’ au0tou=.  Ou[twj kai\ h9mei=j fwtizo/menoi u9po\ 
th=j a9gi/aj prosfora=j, e0a/n bradu/nwmen e1cw tou= kelli/ou, skoti/zetai h9mw=n o9 nou=j. Au3th h9 
politei/a tou= o9si/ou a0bba=70Isaa/k. 

3 René-Georges Coquin, “Isaac, Disciple of Apollo” in The Coptic Encyclopedia (ed. Aziz S. Atiya; 8 
vols.; New York: Macmillan, 1991), 4:1304.  We are told that Abba Isaac has been “educated,” 
presumably by Abba Apollo, “in every good work,” and his education has allowed him to 
achieve “stillness” or h9suxi/a.  The term h9suxi/a is generally translated as “rest,” “quiet,” 
“silence,” or “stillness” in LSJ. For ascetics, it was a disposition sought in order to pray and 
worship God, a mode of being meant to eliminate interior and exterior distractions. 79Hsuxi/a is a 
topic discussed at great length by Evagrius.  Specifically, Evagrius famously promoted the 
tradition of “ceaseless prayer” for which h9suxi/a was an essential prerequisite, a topic that will be 
addressed more fully below. Note that B. Ward (Benedicta Ward, The Sayings of the Desert Fathers: 
The Alphabetical Collection (Cistercian Studies 59; Kalamazoo, Michigan: Cistercian Publications, 
1975; repr., 1984), in her translation of the saying, renders h9suxi/a as “ceaseless prayer.”  I have 
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allows for the possibility that Abba Apollo might have been associated with the ascetic 

spaces of Scetis, Kellia, or Nitria.  Although Abba Isaac’s master, Abba Apollo, is only 

mentioned by name, he can possibly either be identified with the Abba Apollo 

mentioned in the History of the Monks in Egypt, an ascetic figure who fought paganism in 

the middle Egyptian region of Bawit,4 or the only Apollo referenced in the AP, a figure 

associated both with Scetis and Kellia.5  Thus, we can reasonably assume that if Isaac 

was a disciple of Apollo, he lived in either Middle or Upper Egypt.  It is worth noting 

that the subsequent tradition often elided the two Apollos, as both are celebrated on the 

same feast day.6  Whether or not Abba Isaac (or Abba Apollo) historically existed is hard 

to ascertain, much less the places he might have inhabited.  But even if he cannot firmly 

                                                        

 

chosen against following this approach because while h9suxi/a is the state necessary to achieve 
such prayer, it is not synonymous with it.  Moveover, translating h9suxi/a as “ceaseless prayer” 
potentially blurs the variety of approaches to prayer that were undoubtedly present in the desert, 
obscuring these forms by preferencing Evagrius and his tradition of ceaseless prayer. 
4 René-Georges Coquin, “Phib” Coptic Encyclopedia, 6:1953-1954.  The Greek version of the History 
of the Monks of Egypt 8.3 describes Apollo’s anti-pagan activities.  Greek critical edition: André-
Jean Festugière, ed., Historia Monachorum in Aegypto: Édition critique du text grec et traduction 
annotée (Subsidia Hagiographia 53; Bruxelles: Société des Bollandistes, 1971).  Latin version: 
Rufinus of Aquileia, Historia monachorum, in Tyrannis Rufinus: Historia monachorum, sive, De Vita 
sanctorum partum (ed. Eva Schulz-Flügel; Patristische Texte und Studien 34; Berlin: W. De 
Gruyter, 1990). 
5 In the Alphabetical AP (Greek) three sayings are attributed to an Abba Apollo.  AP Apollo 1 
associates him with Kellia, while Apollo 2 locates him in the Scetis region.  Although concerned 
with southern Egypt, Roger Bagnall has a very brief discussion of names that include Apollo in 
them in his article “Cults and Names of Ptolemais in Upper Egypt,” in Egyptian Religion The Last 
Thousand Years: Studies Dedicated to the Memory of Jan Quaegebeur (eds., Willy Clarysse, Antoon 
Schoors, and Harco Willems; 2 vols.; Leuven: Utigeverij Peeter, 1998), 2:1093-1101.  See 
specifically pages 1097-1098.  For general discussion of the gradual Christianization of Egyptian 
names from the 4th-5th centuries, see R. Bagnall, “Religious Conversion and Onomastic Change in 
Early Byzantine Egypt,” Bulletin of the American Society of Papyrologists 19 (1982): 105-124. 
6 René-Georges Coquin, “Apollo the Shepherd” Coptic Encyclopedia, 1:175-176.  Such blurring of 
stories about like-named individuals is also known in regards to the two Macarii (Macarius of 
Egypt and Macarius of Alexandria), as the same story is attributed to both men (History of the 
Monks in Egypt 21; Palladius, Lausiac History 18).  It is worth noting that there are also two Isaacs 
in the Alphabetical AP (Isaac the Priest of Kellia and Isaac the Theban).  For a brief description of 
Isaac the Priest see Lucien Regnault, “Isaac” Coptic Encyclopedia, 4:1304. 
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be tied to the northwestern desert region, his vignette contains many themes that we 

shall see were present there. 

 The saying portrays Abba Isaac as  frequently7 attending church, a space separate 

from his cell, for he must “go out” to get there.  At church, he attends a liturgy (su/nacij) 

that includes a “holy offering” (a9gi/a prosfora/), a phrase that early Christian writers 

used for self-sacrifice,8 prayer,9 or eucharist,10 the latter gradually becoming the main 

definition.11  And though the synaxis does seem to include a “holy offering,” there seems 

to be some residual ambiguity about the meaning of prosphora, which is especially 

noteworthy when one considers that what Abba Isaac sought through prayer to protect in 

his cell is the “stillness” (hesychia) and illumination received from the “holy offering” 

                                                        

7 Other mentions of  71Ekklhsia in AP: AP Alphabetical (Greek) Antony 14, Arsenius 4, Arsenius 
36, Arsenius 38, Arsenius 42, Achilles 2, Ammoes 1, Bessarion 5, Bessarion 7, Benjamin 1, 
Gelasius 1, Gelasius 4, Daniel 7, Helladius 1, Isaiah 4, Theodore of Pherme 5, John the Little 1, 
John the Little 8, John the Little 23, John the Little 25, Isaac Priest of Kellia 5, Isaac Priest of Kellia 
8, John of Kellia 1, Cronius 5, Carion 2, Macarius the Great 16, Macarius the Great 33, Macarius 
the Great 39, Moses 8, Milesius 1, Nicon 1, Poemen 33, Poemen 76, Pior 1 Peter the Pionite 3, Paul 
the Simple 1, Abba of Rome 1, Sisoes 2, Sisoes 37, Phocas 1, Chaeremon 1; AP Anonymous 
(Greek) Nau 4, Nau 21, Nau 31, Nau 32, Nau 60, Nau 66, Nau 160, Nau 165, Nau 187, Nau 192, 
Nau 242, Nau 256, Nau 259, Nau 306, Nau 351; AP Systematic Collection (Greek) 4.16, 4.30, 4.40, 
4.45, 4.84, 4.89, 4.91, 5.17, 5.40, 6.9, 6.23, 7.29, 8.1, 8.13, 8.26, 9.2, 9.23, 10.44, 10.82, 10.110, 10.151, 
10.170, 11.11, 11.47, 12.25, 14.4, 15.6, 15.11, 15.27. 15.33, 15.39, 15.83, 16.2, 16.4, 16.29, 16.30.  
Critical edition of the AP Anonymous (Greek): The first 396 are found in François Nau, “Histoires 
des solitaires égyptiens,” Revue d’orient chrétien 12-14 (1907-1909), 17-18 (1912-1913).  For the 
remaining 370, see Jean-Claude Guy, Recherches sur la tradition grecque des Apophthegmata Patrum 
(Subsidia Hagiographica 36; Brussels: Société des Bollandistes, 1962), 63-74. 
Other mentions of su/nacij in AP: AP Alphabetical (Greek) Arsenius 16, Arsenius 24, Theodora 3, 
Isidore the Priest 4, Joseph of Panephysis 7, Cronius 5, Motius 1, Poemen 11, Poemen 32, Poemen 
92, Poemen 168, Paul the Simple 1, Serapion 1; AP Anonymous (Greek) Nau 22, Nau 31, Nau 53, 
Nau 64, Nau 66, Nau 68, Nau 146, Nau 150, Nau 174, Nau 211, Nau 224, Nau 227, Nau 229, Nau 
230, Nau 255, Nau 261, Nau 374; AP Systematic (Greek) 4.70, 5.45, 6.25, 7.44, 7.52, 7.60, 8.14, 9.12, 
9.18, 10.93, 10.138, 10.149, 10.150, 10.152, 10.186, 11.46, 11.47, 11.58, 11.121, 14.2, 15.8, 16.29. 
8 Rom 12:1. 
9 For descriptions of prayer as sacrifice see the discussion of the Coptic Liturgy of St. Mark below. 
10 B. Ward chooses this latter term, “eucharist,” in her translation.  Her choice is understandable, 
as  9agi/a occurs as an adjective modifying prosfora/ here. 
11 Mentions of Prosfora/: AP (Alphabetical Collection) Isaac the Priest of Kellia 6, Macarius the 
Great 2, Macarius the Great 26, Macarius the Great 33, Matoes 9, Sisoes 8; AP (Anonymous 
Collection) Nau 4, Nau 68, Nau 254; AP (Systematic Collection) 4.44, 9.16, 10.189, 15.42.   
Mentions of 79Agia\ prosfora/: AP (Alphabetical Collection) Mark the Egyptian 1; AP (Systematic 
Collection) 9.6, 11.47. 
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(a9gi/a prosfora/).  The service was then followed by a small meal of biscuits and wine, 

an agape meal.12  The word for biscuit here, pacsama/thj, might be translated “piece of 

bread,” an indication that the same bread and wine may have also served as the 

Eucharistic elements.  The probable absence of a strong distinction between the 

foodstuffs consumed at the Eucharist and at the agape meal blurred the two practices, 

and opened up possibilities for improper behaviors.  In this way, the communal meal of 

bread and wine may have offered potential confusion with the Eucharistic celebration 

proper for some ascetics.  It is perhaps the confusion and potential for impropriety 

inherent in the performance of the Eucharist and agape meal back-to-back that spurred 

Abba Isaac’s quick departure from the church.   

 Abba Isaac’s relationship to his fellow brothers is also worth exploring further.   

While at the synaxis, Abba Isaac is careful to keep anyone (or anything) from close 

physical proximity to his person.  The description of his isolation is underscored by the 

fact that the brethren only feel comfortable visiting and questioning him after he falls ill.  

Their reticence implies that they did not frequent his cell seeking “a word.”  Abba Isaac 

explains the motive for his solitary behavior is fear of demonic incitement (perhaps 

partially located in the confusion between Eucharist and agape meal).  Specifically, he 

indicates that to linger with the brethren post-synaxis is to open himself to demonic 

attacks, activities that will darken his mind/heart (nou[j).  The danger (and concomitant 

confusion) of interacting with others is for Abba Isaac a matter of achieving or failing to 

maintain hesychia, a necessary prerequisite to the ascetic goal of remembering God. 

                                                        

12 Other mentions of a0ga/ph possibly relating it to a meal an AP: AP (Alphabetical) Arsenius 39, 
Agathon 17, Agathon 25, Agathon 29, Eulogius 1, Isaiah 4, John the Little 9, Motius 1, Sisoes 2, 
Sisoes 20, Sisoes 31, Silvanus 1, Silvanus 9; AP (Anonymous) Nau 18, Nau 192, Nau 213, Nau 214, 
Nau 281, Nau 282, Nau 287, Nau 288, Nau 306, Nau 331; AP (Systematic) 3.16, 4.48, 6.3, 6.25, 6.28, 
7.29, 7.34, 7.54, 7.56, 8.4, 8.14, 10.189, 12.8, 13.11. 
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 Implying that attendance at an agape meal made preservation of hesychia 

impossible, Abba Isaac attempted to preserve the “stillness” (hesychia) and illumination 

achieved during the synaxis by retreating to his cell.  His behavior raises the question of 

how the spaces of church and cell should be understood in relation to one another.  For 

Isaac seems capable of gaining hesychia while at church (during a specific liturgical 

experience), but then must leave the church and flee to his cell to maintain his “stillness” 

(through prayer).  And what is the role of demons in potentially disrupting his stillness?  

Does Abba Isaac mean that demons may more easily attack in communal contexts?  And 

what is the process by which “the bad art of the demons” darkens the ascetic’s mind?  

An answer to these questions is found by further exploring the role of memory among 

Egyptian ascetics.  In what follows, I will discuss how memory functions in liturgy, 

focusing on the Eucharist and prayer.  Subsequent chapters will address the importance 

of spatial contexts (church, cell, and desert) and the role of demons.   

2.1 Eucharistic Liturgy in Egypt 
 Here I focus on Egyptian liturgy rather than Coptic liturgy, a linguistic 

distinction.  Whereas a study of Coptic liturgy necessarily limits itself solely to those 

liturgical texts in Coptic, a study of Egyptian liturgy, by contrast, allows recourse to 

Coptic and Greek texts, as well as other remnants preserved in Syriac, Latin, and 

Classical Arabic.  The choice increases available resources, an approach especially 

crucial to any attempt to portray liturgy in Egypt during its earliest centuries.  As will be 

shown below, even with such a broadened approach to materials, scholars are left with 

few remains to construct early Egyptian liturgy.  

 Another matter that requires some explanation is the nature of Coptic sources on 

liturgy.  An examination of Coptic liturgy is in itself a formidable task, especially as 

most materials date to the 9th century and beyond.  As another scholar has recently 
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noted, the later sources are numerous, and the previous scholarship is somewhat 

limited.13  The issue becomes thornier here for a variety of reasons: 1) my geographical 

parameters require a serious decision as to the use of solely Bohairic sources or the 

inclusion of Sahidic materials as well; 2) as just mentioned, most liturgical information 

postdates my chronological boundaries; and 3) the practices of church leaders promoted 

in these documents were not necessarily those actually performed in the desert, 

especially when one considers the potentially competitive atmosphere sometimes 

present between ascetics, on the one hand, and priests and bishops, on the other.14  As 

most liturgists acknowledge that some loose Egyptian liturgical type, transcending 

dialect boundaries, existed15, I have chosen to rely both on Bohairic and Sahidic sources.  

The decision makes more early fragments available for consideration.  Finally, it is a 

difficult (if not impossible) task to ascertain whether the liturgical fragments contain 

material that matched the practices of those living in the desert.16  The extant pieces 

represent liturgical prescriptions for Egyptian Christians at large and are not necessarily 

specific to ascetic praxis.  At best, we can interpret such fragments to paint a possible 

scenario for some, if not all, of the ascetics living in the northwestern desert.  For it is 

clear that they had some notion of a liturgy, if not one that corresponds precisely to that 

found in textual fragments.  I make these points to highlight how provisionary and 

uncertain any effort to discuss Egyptian liturgy among ascetics is. 

                                                        

13 Ugo Zanetti, Les lectionnaires coptes annuel: Basse-Egypte (Leuven: Peeters, 1985). 
14 Contests for authority between church leaders and ascetics occurred.  Although a thorough 
discussion of the issue is beyond the parameters of this work, for a good discussion see Claudia 
Rapp, Holy Bishops in Late Antiquity: The Nature of Christian Leadership in an Age of Transition 
(Berkeley, Calif: University of California Press, 2005). 
15 Bryan D. Spinks, The Sanctus in the Eucharistic Prayer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1991), 83. 
16 The fact that ascetic literature has so little to say about Eucharist may indicate that the Eucharist 
was not as regularly practiced and/or as regulated as it was by non-ascetic Christians, whose 
Eucharist involved more direct ecclesial oversight. 
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 Further, a word is needed about what the term “liturgy” encompasses.  As any 

liturgist would note, there are a wide variety of topics that might be addressed under 

the rubric of liturgy.  The term liturgy most often is used by scholars to describe services 

that occur within churches and under their authority.  (As just mentioned, 

understanding the relations between church authorities and ascetics is a complex task 

that will only be noted here.)  In many eastern Christian contexts, liturgy is almost 

synonymous with Eucharist.17   Information is not available for every liturgical issue 

during the early centuries, and not all are equally relevant to a discussion of Egyptian 

asceticism.  Other activities such as initiation may have occurred in the desert, but the 

evidence for how and where such practices might have occurred is slim to non-existent, 

making the task of describing them virtually impossible.  For my purposes, I focus on 

the liturgy-as-Eucharist and on daily prayer, as these practices encompassed a large 

portion of ascetic life and, therefore, were main loci of memory.  

 Finally, the chronological boundaries of this study, the 4th-6th centuries, are broad 

enough that it is possible (and likely) that much changed in regard to liturgy during this 

stretch.  As previously noted, most liturgists assert a “family” of Egyptian liturgical texts 

in contrast to textual “families” from other geographic regions.  While such 

investigations are useful, here I am less concerned with attempting to distill a single 

Egyptian liturgy from the extant sources and more interested in rendering the possible 

liturgical range available during these relatively obscured centuries.  Thus, what follows 

serves to trace the liturgical possibilities available to late ancient Egyptian ascetics of the 

time.   

                                                        

17 “Liturgy," in The Concise Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, ed. E.A. Livingstone, (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2006). 
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2.1.1 Sources for the Eucharist 

Beyond the passage regarding Abba Isaac cited above, references to the Eucharist 

in the AP,18 HL,19 HME,20 and the writings of Evagrius21 and Isaiah of Scetis22 are few.  

These references to the Eucharist will be cited below as they become relevant to the 

discussion.  To begin, I will examine descriptions of the Eucharist as performed by the 

broader Egyptian Christian community.  My focus below will be primarily on the role of 

memory as it occurs at various points in the Eucharist.  A fuller discussion of pertinent 

textual issues, such as dating, provenance, and manuscript condition can be found in 

Appendix A. 

2.1.1.1 Fourth Century 

One of the earliest documents to prescribe early Christian liturgical practices in 

Egypt is the fourth-century text known as the Canons of Hippolytus (henceforth CH).23  

According to CH, the order of service was: prayer, psalms, readings from Scripture, 

                                                        

18 See footnotes 11 and 12 for references to other occurrences of a9gia\ prosfora/ and a0ga/ph in the 
AP. 
19 Palladius, Historia Lausiaca 18.25, 33.4.  Greek critical edition: Cuthbert Butler, ed., The Lausiac 
History of Palladius: a Critical Discussion, Together with Notes on Early Monachism (Texts and Studies 
6: 1-2; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1898-1904).   
20 HME (Greek) 8.12, 21.16. 
21 Evagrius of Pontus, To Eulogios On the Confesssion of Thoughts and Counsel in their Regard 14.15. 
Greek edition in R. Sinkewicz, trans., Evagrius of Pontus: The Greek Ascetic Corpus (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2003), 310-333.  Here it seems possible that prosfora/ is referring to prayer and 
not the Eucharist. 
22 Here and throughout I will be using R. Draguet’s recensions as references.  René Draguet, Les 
Cinq Recensions de l’Asceticon syriaque d’Abba Isaie (Corpus scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium 
289-290, 293-294; Louvain: Secrétariat du Corpus SCO, 1968).  Isaiah, Asceticon: (Syriac S) 10.60, 
(Syriac S) 11.29,  (Syriac S, Syriac Sa9, Greek p, Greek Ga5A) 11.64.  Note that there is no Greek 
critical edition, but there is a good English translation that makes use of several Greek 
manuscripts: Abba Isaiah of Scetis, Ascetic Discourses (trans. John Chryssavgis and Pachomios 
(Robert) Penkett; Cistercian Studies 150; Kalamazoo, Michigan: Cistercian Publications, 2002).  As 
there is no Greek critical edition, Chryssavgis’s Greek translation will be cited when no parallel 
exists in Draguet’s critical edition of the Syriac with a few accompanying Greek witnesses.  The 
ordering of the translation from Greek manuscripts does not correspond to that found in 
Draguet’s Syriac based translation (e.g. Chryssavgis’s Greek 1=Draguet 8). 
23 For a good discussion of the theoretical difficulties of using a text like CH, see Elm, Virgins, pt. 
II, especially 228 n. 4. 
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more prayers.24  Bishops, deacons, presbyters, and readers, all clothed in white,25 

performed the liturgy before a larger congregation.  Before the deacon began the synaxis, 

baptism and anointing occasionally occurred.  Prepared by the bishop,26 the service 

included a Eucharist whose elements included pieces of bread, cups of wine, and on 

baptismal occasions at least, cups of milk and honey.  The bread and wine represented 

the body and blood of Christ, while the milk and honey were drunk “in remembrance of 

the age to come and of the sweetness of its blessings.”27  Thus, the milk and honey 

served to evoke both the Promised Land (Exodus 3:17; 13:5) and Christian expectations 

of the Paradise to come (2 Esdras 2:19).28  CH also suggests that all individuals were 

expected to participate in fast days, not breaking their fast until they received the 

Eucharistic elements.  A larger agape meal followed after the liturgy.29  

All were encouraged to hurry to church for such liturgical celebrations, as the 

church was “the place where [God’s] majesty is remembered,” and therefore the place 

where grace and the indwelling of the Spirit were received.30  Upon returning home, 

attendees were “not to forget what they have heard” because of the distractions of home 

life.  Such an admonition indicates that daily life could indeed divert focus from 

                                                        

24 Canon 21.  René-Georges Coquin, Les Canons d’Hippolyte (Patrologia Orientalis 31.2; Paris, 
1966).  For this passage in Arabic with a French translation, see Arabic: 386, 388; French: 387, 389. 
25 Canon 37 (Coquin, Arabic: 410; French: 411). 
26 Although there may be some indication that presbyters also had authority to prepare the 
elements, as Canon 32 notes, deacons were forbidden from replacing presbyters both in regards 
to the Eucharist and the prayer (Coquin, Arabic: 402, 404; French: 403, 405).  The passage does not 
seem to refer to the distribution of the elements, as Canon 19 makes clear that if presbyters were 
not present, deacons were to replace them (Coquin, Arabic: 374, 376, 378, 380, 382, 384, 386; 
French: 375, 377, 379, 381, 383, 385, 387). Also, note that there is no confusion about whether the 
“offering” refers to prayer or the Eucharist, as a clear distinction is made between the two. 
27 Canon 19 (ltdhkar aldhr alaty whlawh alkhirat alty fih, Coquin, Arabic: 384; French: 385). 
28 For discussion of the links between Eucharistic milk and honey and the Virgin Mary, see 
Elizabeth S. Bolman, “The Enigmatic Coptic Galaktotrophousa and the Cult of the Virgin Mary in 
Egypt,” in Images of the Mother of God: Perceptions of the Theotokos in Byzantium (ed. Maria Vassiliki; 
Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2005), 18. 
29 Canons 19 and 20.  For Canon 19, see previous footnote.  Canon 20 (Coquin, Arabic: 392; 
French: 393). 
30 Canon 26 (almud aldhy tdhkr fih, Coquin, Arabic: 394; French: 395). 
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remembrance of God.  Beyond the liturgy, all were also encouraged to pray, to 

“constantly remember God at every hour” (presumably at home), for to not do so 

opened one up to the demon-induced dangers of pride31 and sadness.32  Such prayer was 

understood as being performed along with the angels and whole company of heaven, 

especially if the prayer occurred in the middle of the night.33  Here a distinction is made 

between the church and the home: while the church is the location where spiritual gifts 

are given, the home is where one must struggle to retain remembrance of the liturgy 

despite worldly distractions and to pray continually with the angelic host.  As the Abba 

Isaac saying above indicated, delineation between the church and the cell, an ascetic’s 

home, was also made by at least some desert ascetics.  Although the boundaries drawn 

in CH do not map directly onto the ascetic situation, there does appear to be some 

similarity: the church is where one receives holy gifts, and the home or cell is where one 

attempts to preserve those gifts.  The greatest distinction between the concerns of Abba 

Isaac’s saying and CH seems to lie in that Abba Isaac finds his cell a place of refuge, 

fearing that socialization at church or outside his cell will risk his gifts, while CH 

portrays the church as a safe place for retaining one’s gifts in contrast to the home, full of 

worldly distractions that might jeopardize an individual’s liturgically-gained benefits.   

For the purposes of clarity, further consideration of the roles that the spaces of church 

and home played will occur in the next chapter. 

The Prayers of Sarapion, another fourth-century liturgical document, likewise 

attests to the role of memory in Egyptian liturgical practice.  A collection of thirty 

prayers, the text is attributed to Bishop Sarapion of Thmuis, a diocese located in the 

                                                        

31 Canon 38 (Coquin, Arabic: 412, 414, 416, 418, 420, 422, 424, 426; French: 413, 415, 417, 419, 421, 
423, 425, 427). 
32 Canon 27 (Coquin, Arabic: 394, 396; French: 395, 397). 
33 Canon 27.  See previous footnote. 
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Delta region of Egypt.  Sarapion, a purported friend of both Athanasius and Antony,34 

may also have known Evagrius, who gave Sarapion the appellation “the angel of the 

church of Thmuïtae.35  Although very few of his writings have survived,36 Sarapion’s 

extant work fits well into the liturgical possibilities available to ascetics in the mid-fourth 

century.  Maxwell Johnson has rightly warned against reifying the anaphora (prayer 

one) as “normative” for the larger collection (as past scholarship has tended to).  

Heeding his warning, nonetheless, this prayer will be the main focus of the analysis 

below, as it is the prayer in which the role of memory is most prominent.   

Sarapion’s anaphora (prayer one) is composed of six elements: the preface, the 

sanctus,37 the post-sanctus epiclesis,38 the institution narrative,39 the epiclesis,40 and the 

intercessions.41  As Johnson notes, the preface, the sanctus, and post-sanctus epiclesis 

closely resemble those same units as found in the Coptic version of the Liturgy of St. 

Mark (hereafter CMARK).42 Like many Egyptian anaphoras, the institution narrative of 

prayer one is attached by the Greek conjunction o9ti/, translated as “because” or “for.”  

                                                        

34 Athanasius, Vita 82, 91.  In section 91, Sarapion is bequeathed one of Antony’s sheepskins. 
There is also extant a letter from Sarapion to Antony’s disciples: See René Draguet, “Une lettre de 
Sérapion de Thmuis aux disciples d’Antoine (A.D. 356) en version syriaque et arménienne” Le 
Muséon 64 (1951): 1-25.    
35 Socrates, Historia Ecclesiastica 4.23. 71Elegen de\ o9 th=j Qmouitw=n e0kklhsi/aj a1ggeloj Serapi/wn.  
He claims Evagrius mentions Sarapion in his book The Gnostic, possibly the Kephalaia Gnostica.  
Critical edition: Günther Christian Hansen and Manja Širinjan, eds., Kirchengeschichte (Die 
Griechischen Christlichen Schriftsteller der ersten Jahrhunderte, Neue Folge, Band I; Berlin: 
Akademie-Verlag, 1995). 
36 Maxwell Johnson, The Prayers of Sarapion of Thmuis: A Literary, Liturgical, and Theological Analysis 
(Orientalia Christiana Analecta 249; Rome: Pontificio Istituto Orientale, 1995), 22-23. 
37 The sanctus is the the portion of the service at which the “Holy, holy, holy” is said or sung. 
38 The post-sanctus epiclesis immediately follows the sanctus and is the place at which 
consecration and/or blessing of the Eucharist offerings and prayers (and sometimes people) is 
sought. 
39 The Institution Narrative is the compilation of the Gospel descriptions of Jesus’ celebration of 
the Last Supper with his disciples. 
40 The other (or sometimes second) place at which consecration and/or blessing is requested. 
41 The intercessions are the portion of the liturgy during which prayers are made on behalf of 
individuals (e.g. the dead, the sick, etc.). 
42 M. Johnson, Prayers, 205-207. 
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The passage reads, “This bread is the likeness of the holy body.  For the Lord Jesus 

Christ,” continuing on to describe the last supper.43  As A.D. Nock has argued, the 

grammatical work that o9ti/ does means no formal anamnesis (“remembrance”) section of 

the liturgy was required.  Instead, the recitation of the institution narrative itself 

functioned as a recollection and memorialization of Eucharistic practice.44  Thus, 

unsurprisingly, no exact memory language is found in this section of the anaphora.  In 

fact, there is only one explicit reference to memory in the entire anaphora, near its 

conclusion.  Here the term anamnesis (translated “remembrance” or “memorial”) briefly 

occurs among the intercessions for the dead: “And we call out also for all who have 

fallen asleep, for whom also the memorial (is made).”45  Although explicit memory 

language is limited, that should not lead us to view memory as absent.  Rather, when 

considering the intercessions, the presence of even one mention of memory language 

serves to underscore that the entire set of petitions served an anamnetic purpose.  As 

just indicated, the institution narrative ought to be (and likely was) understood as a 

physical, oral performance of memory; in fact, the practice of reciting the entire 

anaphora served as a memory-act that could be repeated again and again, each time 

reminding its participants and re-enacting for them the crucial moment of the institution 

of the Eucharistic liturgy.  

As part of his magisterial work, M. Johnson also makes the case for comparing 

Sarapion’s Prayers to a papyrus fragment known as Strasbourg Papyrus Greek 254 (Str. gr. 

254).  Whether one accepts the parallels Johnson sees between the two documents, the 

                                                        

43 Unless otherwise noted, I follow Johnson’s translation with accompanying Greek transcription.  
Johnson, Prayers, 219.  Here I have added the italics for emphasis.  9O a1rtoj ou[toj tou= a9gi/ou 
sw/matoj e0stin o9moi/wma, o3ti o9 ku/rioj… 
44 A.D. Nock, “Liturgical Notes 1: The Anaphora of Serapion,” Journal of Theological Studies 30 
(1929): 385-388. 
45 M. Johnson, Prayers, 254.  Parakalou=men de\ kai\ u9pe\r pa/ntwn tw=n kekoimhme/nwn, w[n e0stin kai\ h9 
a0na/mnhsij. 
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Strasbourg Papyrus deserves consideration in any re-creation of fourth century liturgical 

practice.  Although debate regarding the complete or incomplete nature of the Strasbourg 

papyrus influences notions of its date,46 from either position a liturgy like that contained 

in Str. gr. 254 did exist by the fourth century.  Likewise, whether or not Str. gr. 254 is a 

complete or incomplete anaphora does not drastically change its value to discussions of 

the role of memory in liturgical performances.  Certainly, if an institution narrative or 

anamnesis had followed our extant fragments, then that would bolster the evidence for 

memory-acts in liturgies.  But even in its shortened (or completed) form, the Strasbourg 

papyrus attests to the presence of memory-acts in the intercessions.   

The intercessions open with the word mnh/sqhti, the imperative command 

“Remember!”  The intercessions beseech God to remember “your [God’s] one, holy and 

catholic Church,” “all peoples,” “all your [God’s] fold,” “those whom we call to mind 

today,” and “those who we utter their names and those we do not.”47  An implied 

request for remembrance also covers intercessions for the dead, holy fathers, and 

bishops.  God is even asked to give Jesus “thought of peace toward us [the liturgical 

community] and toward your [God’s] holy name,”48 an action presumably meant to be 

continuously enacted by Jesus, rather than just a periodic disposition.  And right before 

the (concluding) doxology, intercessors seek participation among “the glorious 

                                                        

46 Those who see it as complete argue it is a second- or third-century remnant, whereas those who 
view it as incomplete often seem more comfortable with Andrieu and Collomp’s original dating 
to the fourth century.  M. Andrieu and P. Collomp, “Fragments sur papyrus de l’anaphore de 
saint Marc,” Revue des Sciences Religieuses 8 (1928): 489-515. 
47 Mnh/sqhti th=j a9gi/aj sou kai\ mo/nhj kaqolikh=j e0kklhsi/aj pa/ntwn tw=n law=n kai\ pa/ntwn tw=n 
poimni/wn sou…mnh/sqhti tw=n e0pi\ th=j sh/meron h9me/raj th\n u9po/mnhsin poiou/meqa kai\ w]n le/gomen 
kai\ w]n ou0 le/gomen ta\ o0no/mata.  (Recto lines 20-22, then Verso lines 11-14.  See H.A.J. Wegman, 
“Une Anaphore Incomplète?,” in Studies in Gnosticism and Hellenistic Religions (eds. R. Van Den 
Broek and M.J. Vermaseren; Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1981), 449. 
48 To\n basile/a th=j gh=j ei0rhnika\ pro\j h9ma=j kai\ pro\j to\ a3gion o1noma/ sou. (Recto lines 25-27.  See 
H.A.J. Wegman, “Une Anaphore Incomplète?,” 449. 
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community of your [God’s] holy prophets, apostles, and martyrs.”49  As we shall see, 

intimate identification with and imitation of the “glorious community” required 

recollection and reenactment of their holy deeds.  All of these requests are ostensibly 

meant to call God to the act of recollection, but the process of utterance and liturgical 

participation also meant that speakers and hearers likewise were required to perform 

these memory-acts.  It is in fact probably best to see the recollection of worshippers and 

of God as a simultaneous and dialogic action, one in which all parties remember, but 

also a process by which one party’s remembrance is meant to heighten the other’s in a 

hypothetically endless cycle of increase, culminating liturgically in the memory-act of 

the Eucharist, but also a process meant to extend beyond the church building’s confines. 

2.1.1.2 Fifth Century 

We find a more complete liturgy in the early versions of the Liturgy of Saint Mark, 

the origin of the current Coptic Church’s liturgy.50  The two oldest versions of Mark exist 

in Coptic and Greek.  Although the manuscripts are many centuries later than the period 

of Egyptian asceticism with which we are concerned, a comparison of the witnesses of 

Coptic Mark (CMARK) and Greek Mark (GMARK) make clear that some common 

version of a Markan liturgy existed before the Monophysite schism in 451.51  The 

structure of CMARK’s anaphora is: Preface/Thanksgiving, Praise/Offering, 

Intercessions, Sanctus, Epiclesis, Institution Narrative, Anamnesis, Second Epiclesis, 

Concluding Doxology.  Such an anaphoral structure is considered unique to Egypt, as 

other arrangements came to be associated with other geographic regions.  (For example, 

                                                        

49 kai\ do\j h9mi=n meri/da kai\ klh=ron e1xein meta\ th=j kal (lacuna) tw=n a9gi/wn sou profhtw=n, 
a0posto/lwn kai\ martu/rwn… (Verso lines 16-19.  See H.A.J. Wegman, “Une Anaphore 
Incomplète?,” 450. 
50 It is also known as the Liturgy of Saint Cyril. 
51 G. J. Cuming, The Liturgy of St. Mark (Orientalia Christiana Analecta 234; Rome: Pontificio 
Istituto Orientale, 1990). 
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those of Syria have been referred to by a variety of nomenclature: “Western,” 

“Antiochene,” or the preferable “Syro-Byzantine”).  As in other texts, language and 

performance of memory can be found among the intercessions, sanctus, institution 

narrative, and anamnesis. Also present, as G.J. Cuming notes, is the elison in CMARK of 

the terms qusi/a, latrei/a, and prosfora/.   Recall that at the initial consideration of the 

saying of Abba Isaac, it was mentioned that language of offering might refer either to 

prayer or Eucharist itself.  To be more precise, the early Christian tradition witnesses not 

just a simple evolution of self-offering language (Rom 12:1, Mal 1:11, Didache 14) to 

prayer-as-sacrifice (Athenagoras, Origen, Tertullian),52 culminating finally in Eucharist-

as-sacrifice (Eusebius, Cyril of Alexandria, Irenaeus, Justin Martyr).53  As the individuals 

listed show, throughout the early tradition, “to offer” has been capable of carrying 

multiple meanings.  The blurring of sacrifice/offering terminology is an excellent 

indication of the complex web of meaning that had came to surround such language 

even up into the mid-fifth century.  In fact, it seems that the terms qusi/a, latrei/a, and 

prosfora/ could be substituted for one another.  Thus, a late ancient reference to 

offering (such as our Isaac example) should be contextualized in these larger 

discussions.  In this way, literary texts such as CMARK remind us that whoever 

remembered and recorded the Abba Isaac saying likely knew language of sacrifice (such 

                                                        

52 Athenagoras, A Plea for Christians 13 (Critical edition: Miroslav Marcovich, ed., Legatio pro 
Christianis (Patristische Texte und Studien 31; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1990)); Origen, Contra 
Celsum 8.21 (Critical edition: Paul Koetschau, ed., Origenes Werke 2. Buch V-VIII gegen Celsus, Die 
Schrift vom Gebet (Die Griechischen Christlichen Schriftsteller der ersten Jahrhunderte 2; Leipzig: 
J.C. Hinrichs, 1899); Tertullian, Adversus Marcion 3.22.6 (Critical edition: Ernst Evans, ed., 
Adversus Marcion (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972). 
53 Eusebius, The Proof of the Gospel 1.10 (Critical edition: Ivar A. Heikel, ed., Eusebius' Werke 6: Die 
Demonstratio evangelica (Die Griechischen Christlichen Schriftsteller der ersten Jahrhunderte 23; 
Leipzig: J.C. Hinrichs, 1913); Irenaeus, Against Heresies 4.18 (Critical edition: A. Rousseau and L. 
Doutreleau, eds., Contre les Hérésies: édition critique [Sources chrétiennes 100, 152-153, 210-211, 
263-264, 293-294; Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1965-1982]; Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho 117 
(Critical edition: Phillipe Bobichon, ed., Dialogue avec le Tryphon: édition critique [Fribourg: 
Academic Press Fribourg, 2003]). 
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as use of the word prosfora/) could trigger multiple meanings, meanings we shall see 

would be especially pertinent to the late ancient ascetic project. 

2.1.1.3 Sixth to Seventh Century 

Two anaphoral fragments dating to the late sixth to early seventh century, the 

Louvain Coptic fragment (LC) and the Deir Balyzeh fragment (DB), also build our vision of 

late ancient Egyptian liturgy.  LC should probably be imagined as part of a larger, now 

lost, liturgical document.54  What remains extant are a post-sanctus epiclesis and the 

beginning of an institution narrative.  Here memory language occurs in a relative clause 

describing Jesus: “He who we make the remembrance of his death.”55  Thus the specific 

memory-act with which LC is concerned refers to Jesus’ death, presumably pointing 

forward to the institution narrative that is about to be recited. What is important to note 

is that though the liturgical celebrant would have been the individual reciting these 

portions of the anaphora, the grammar makes clear that it is “we,” that is the liturgical 

community, who enact recollection of Jesus’ death.  This linguistic nuance makes explicit 

a dynamic that holds true throughout the liturgy, but especially during those sections 

that require the performance of memory-acts; though the celebrant utters the words of 

the liturgy, the liturgical community gathered are not mere observers, but active (if not 

equal) participants in the recollection performance.   

Scholars have speculated that another sixth/seventh century text, the Deir 

Balyzeh fragment (DB), witnesses to an earlier liturgy.56  The main location for references 

                                                        

54 L. Th. Lefort, “Coptic lovanensia,” Le Muséon 33 (1940): 22-24. 
55 pai etn_ei[r]e m_pr_p_meeue m-pe3mou. 
56 More recently, a Greek translation (like that from which DB was translated) has been 
discovered: the Barcelona fragment.  R. Roca-Puig, Anàfora de Barcelona i alters pregàries: Missa del 
segle IV (Barcelona: Gremio Industrial Gráfico de Barcelona, 1994, 1996).  For a good recent 
discussion of its potential importance see Michael Zheltov, “The Anaphora and the Thanksgiving 
Prayer from the Barcelona Papyrus: An Underestimated Testimony to the Anaphoral History in 
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to memory in DB is found on folio two verso, containing both the institution narrative 

and the anamnesis.  As in other liturgical sources, the institution narrative recalls the first 

blessing of bread and wine by Jesus, in the process aligning the bread with his body and 

the wine with his blood.  What is distinctive about DB is that the anamnesis concludes the 

institution narrative with both language of proclamation (as we have seen a memory-act 

performance) and language of memory.  The text reads, “Whenever you eat this bread 

and drink this cup, you proclaim my death.  Do (this) for my remembrance.”57  The text 

then continues with the proclamation of Jesus’ death and resurrection.  Here, as in other 

examples, the institution narrative and anamnesis serve as the explicit moment at which 

the community is called upon to perform a memory-act, that of reenacting Jesus’ last 

supper with his disciples.  The enactment further serves to invoke remembrance of 

Jesus’ death and resurrection, activities in which community members hope to 

participate.  By attempting through worship to properly remember Jesus and imitate 

him by modeling their lives on his example, community members hoped to receive 

blessings.   

Mimetic behavior extended not only to remembering Jesus’ example, but also to 

those of the entire heavenly community: angels, saints, patriarchs.  The entire sanctus 

pericope of DB also becomes a memory-act,58 though one much less explicit than the 

institution narrative and anamnesis.  By hymning God with the sanctus, Christians 

participated in the continuous worship performed by the heavenly community, 

simultaneously recalling and imitating in hopes of becoming “like” those they 

                                                        

 

the Fourth Century,” Vigiliae Christianae 62 (2008): 467-504.  I have chosen to wait until a stable 
critical text is available to discuss the potential relevance of the text to discussions of memory. 
5779Osa/kij e0a\n e0sqi/hte to\n a1rton tou=ton, pi/nhte de\ to\ poth/rion tou=to, to\n e0mo\n qa/naton 
katagge/lletai, th\n e0mh\n a1nmnhsin poiei=te: 
58 DB Folio IIr lines 20-25. 
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mimicked.  That participants might see their hymning as meant to transform is evident 

from the post-sanctus epiclesis.  In DB (as in many “Egyptian-type” anaphoras), the 

sanctus and epiclesis function as a unit constructed around the link word “fill” 

(plh/rwson).  Thus, the epiclesis picks up and builds on the presence of “fill” in the 

sanctus.  Whereas most epicleses request that God “fill” the offerings with his glory, what 

makes DB noteworthy is that the epiclesis also requests that God “fill” the offerers (the 

liturgical community) with his glory.59  DB then continues by seeking the Holy Spirit 

descend on the gifts, but it is the people themselves for whom transformation is first 

sought.  The communal “filling” requested in DB hints at the ways in which liturgical 

participants might expect to be transformed by their recollection practices.60 

Here, the Liturgy of Saint Basil in Sahidic (SahBasil)61 is also included, though it is 

usually considered part of the Syro-Byzantine family of liturgies.  SahBasil differs from 

the “Egyptian type” liturgy in the placement of the intercessions and the absence of a 

second epiclesis.  Although often placed in the Syro-Byzantine family, it might more 

accurately be described as related to the Syro-Byzantine family with indications of 

Egyptian influence.62  Requests to remember first appear in the institution narrative.  As 

in many of the institution narratives considered thus far, Jesus, having broken the bread, 

gives the instructions to “Do this for my remembrance.”63  The same refrain recurs after 

the blessing of the cup.  The anamnesis follows, the liturgist (on behalf of the liturgical 

                                                        

59 DB Folio IIr line 26 – Folio IIv line 2. 
60 For a good discussion of Egyptian understandings of the incarnation and the expectation of 
transformation through liturgy, see S. Davis, Coptic Christology in Practice: Incarnation and Divine 
Participation in Late Antique and Medieval Egypt (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 86-107. 
61 For a good discussion of the Liturgy of Basil’s relationship to other early liturgies see J. 
Fenwick, The Anaphoras of St. Basil and St. James: An Investigation into their Common Origin 
(Orientalia Christiana Analecta 240; Rome: Pontificium Institutum Orientale, 1992). 
62 Alphonse Raes, “Un nouveau document de la Liturgie de S. Basile” Orientalia Christiana 
Periodica 26 (1960): 401-410. 
63 SahBasil Folio IIr. aripai epar_pmeeue. 
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community) acknowledging that he remembers Jesus’ sufferings, resurrection, and 

ascension.  A brief epiclesis then occurs before turning to the intercessions.   

Language of memory, likewise, permeates the intercessory petitions.  The 

community seeks God’s remembrance of: “your [God’s] one holy, catholic, apostolic 

church,” “the orthodox bishops,” “archbishop Benjamin and his litourgos,”64 “bishop 

Colluthus,” the individuals “who teach the word of truth,” “the presbyters and all the 

deacons,” “everyone who practices virginity and purity,” “all your faithful people,” and 

“these gifts.”65  Another list is added to the previous one, focusing on past holy figures, 

specifically: “the patriarchs, prophets, apostles, martyrs, confessors, preachers, 

evangelists, and all the just who are perfected in faith,” and the Virgin Mary.66  The dead 

are also recalled that they might have a resting place “in the bosoms of Abraham, Isaac, 

and Jacob.”67  Particularly illuminative among the long list of requests is the following: 

“Remember also Lord this place and those dwelling within it.”68  At its most basic, the 

appeal points to a relationship between a memory-act and a given place, indicating an 

awareness of specificity. In the liturgy, a specific community prays in a specific building, 

a space that serves as a container for and may itself come to represent the community’s 

liturgical embodiment.   Although a prayer for God’s remembrance of the whole church 

                                                        

64 There is some uncertainty on how best to render the term litourgos.  Probably it is best 
understood as “companion in liturgy,” thus remaining vague about the precise activities such an 
individual practiced.   For discussion see J. Doresse, E. Lanne, and B. Capelle, Un témoin archaïque 
de la liturgie copte de S. Basile (Bibliothéque du Muséon vol. 47; Louvain: Publications 
universitaries, Institut orientaliste, 1960), 4. 
65 SahBasil Folios IVr –Vv. aripmeeue p`oeis ntekkaqolikh n_apostolikh nekklhsia etouaab 

etouaas…auw n_episkopos throu norqodocos…pek6m_6al beniamin parxiepiskopos mn_ 
pe3ke4br_ litourgos kollouqos pepiskopos mn_net4wwt ebol nm_mau m_p4a`e 

n_tme…presbuteros auw tdiakonia thrs_ et 6uphretei auw ouon nim et6n_ouparqenia 

mn_ououop auw peklaos thr3_...n_neidwron. 
66 SahBasil Folios VIr-VIv.  m_patriarxhs neprofhths napostolos m_marturos n6omologhths 

n_re3ta4eoei4 neuaffelisths auw pdikaion thr3_ et`hk ebol 6n_ tpistis…tparqenos 

n_nouoei4 nim etouaab auw et6aeoou maria. 
67 SahBasil Folio VIv. n_g_5m_ton nau 6n_kou ounou nabra6am mn_isaak m_n_iakwb. 
68 SahBasil Folio Vr.  aripmeeue p`oeis mpeitopos mn netouh6 n_6ht3_. 
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began the intercessions, the community still finds it essential to make a specific request 

for their own space (presumably their church).  Slightly further on this concern for a 

specific liturgical community resurfaces with the phrase, “We, inhabitants of this place, 

guard in your faith.”69  Once more the community wants to be perfectly clear for whom 

the petition is made: us (the liturgical community) worshipping in this building.  More 

than any other liturgy considered, SahBasil repeatedly invokes memory-acts.  And as 

mentioned earlier, requests for God to remember are not one-sided events, but rather a 

dialogic crescendo of memory-acts between God and the liturgical community.  Thus, 

beyond any particular request, the entire liturgical experience functions as a memory-act 

that recalls God and other crucial Christian figures, while also serving to remind 

participants of previous liturgical celebrations.  

2.1.2 Ascetics of the Northwest Desert and Eucharist 

But how does the information about the Eucharist gleaned from these liturgical 

texts illuminate its presence among ascetics of the northwestern desert?  As mentioned 

earlier, there is little evidence about the Eucharist in ascetic texts.  There are, however, a 

few points that seem to overlap with the descriptions found in the above liturgical texts.  

At the most basic, it does seem that a synaxis was held on Saturday or Sunday (possibly 

on both days)70 and that the synaxis took place in a separate church.71  When brethren left 

their cells to attend the weekly synaxis, there was an expectation that they would be in 

appropriate clothing.  As a saying attributed to Abba Cronius notes Abba Joseph of 
                                                        

69 SahBasil Folio VIIr.  anon de 6wwn netm_ peima 6m_peima n2oile 6are6 eron 6n- tekpistis. 
70 HME (Grk) 23.3; HME (Latin) 22; HL 7; Alphabetical AP (Greek) Daniel 7, Moses 5; John 
Cassian, Collationes 3.1, 18.15.  Critical edition: E. Pichery, ed., Jean Cassien: Conférences (Sources 
Chrétiennes 42, 54, 64; Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1955, 1958, 1959).  H.G. Evelyn-White suggests that 
perhaps there was a Sabbath evening service on Saturday and another again on Sunday morning.  
See Hugh G. Evelyn-White, The Monasteries of the Wadi ‘n Natrun. New York, Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, Egyptian Expedition, 1926-1933 (3 vols.; New York: Arno Press, 1973), 2:209. 
71 For example: Alphabetical AP (Greek): Cronius 5, Paul the Simple 1; Greek Anonymous AP 
(Greek): Nau 31, Nau 66; Greek Systematic AP (Greek): 16.29. 
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Pelusia furnished a fellow brother with an appropriate tunic that he might no longer 

wear his old, worn garment when attending church services.72  The descriptions of 

monastic attire found in John Cassian’s Institutes seems to bolster this stance, claiming 

that the linen colobia symbolized an ascetic’s death to the world.73  So, for at least some 

in the tradition, ascetics were expected to wear specially coded clothing, attired like the 

angels of heaven.   

Beyond general mention of the church building and issues of clothing, no 

specifics of the actual service are given.  Based on the texts above the possible sections of 

the liturgy included: the sanctus, an epiclesis (sometimes two), an institution narrative, 

and intercessions.  (Note that some of these pieces may be absent or in another order 

than listed.)  Evidence of a sanctus is found in the Prayers of Sarapion, CMARK, and DB.  

As was most fully evidenced in DB, the sanctus and its post-sanctus epiclesis served as a 

memory-act.  Christians, hymning with the heavenly host, mimicked the behavior of the 

divine community in order that they might be transformed.  As just seen, their mimetic 

approach might even extend to dressing like the angels.  Using the language of “filling” 

as the link word between the sanctus and epiclesis, makes the joint processes of 

performance and transformation explicit; ascetics participating in the liturgy will attire 

themselves and act similarly to the heavenly host, and will partake of the altered 

elements so that not only the elements, but also the participants themselves are 

transformed.  And the process of transformation might even extend beyond the 

elements and participants to the physical space itself.  As SahBasil requests, in the midst 

of its intercessions, a liturgical community might even request that God remember the 

specific church in which they worshipped.  Whatever components were present in the 

                                                        

72 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Cronius 5. 
73 John Cassian, Institutes I.4.  Critical edition: Jean-Claude Guy, ed., Jean Cassien: institutions 
cénobitiques (Sources Chrétiennes 109; Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1965). 
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ascetic Eucharistic liturgies of the northwest desert, it seems inevitable that memory 

played a crucial role in their performances.  For the ubiquitous presence of memory-acts 

throughout the liturgies considered makes clear that the entire liturgy ought be 

understood as an enactment of recollection of God.  Having remembered God during 

the liturgy at church, the ascetic returned to his cell and was expected to maintain the 

continuation and further development of intimate recollections of God through prayer.  

It is to the process with which ascetics struggled during the remainder of the week, 

prayer, that I shall now turn. 

2.2 Egyptian Liturgical Texts: Prayer 
In his study of monastic hours, R. Taft rightly recommends not drawing too 

sharp a distinction between moments of private prayer (as might occur in a cell) and of 

public prayer (as might occur in a church).  He argues that a monk was always focused 

on his (or her) own personal prayer “in the secret of one’s heart” whether alone or 

among others.74  Although I agree that overemphasizing private versus public spaces 

and the practices performed in each space risks anachronism, nonetheless there is value 

in considering these activities separately.  As noted at the outset, different challenges 

arose when negotiating memories in common or solitary contexts.   

The previous discussion of the Eucharist illustrates that specific prayer formulas 

were uttered for the communal services, occurring on Saturdays and Sundays.  By 

contrast, as we shall see, different formulations were appropriate for daily, continual 

prayer.  While the inclination of the heart may ideally have been meant to be the same in 

both situations, it is clear that two different types of performance were required from 
                                                        

74 Robert F. Taft, Liturgy of the Hours in East and West: The Origins of the Office and its Meaning for 
Today (Collegevile, Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 1986), 82.  For further consideration of the public-
private distinction, see Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1959); Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a 
Category of  Society (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1989). 
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participants, and for that reason I have drawn a distinction between them.75  Rather than 

dichotimize between public, Eucharistic prayer and private, daily prayer, it is perhaps 

better to recognize the different dangers prayer alone and prayer with others posed.  

With this approach in mind, I will describe what we know of daily prayer among 

ascetics, noting the instances in which solitary prayer is described, when prayer is done 

in conjunction with others, and when no such distinction is clear.  A fuller discussion of 

the role of demons in the risks that were inherent to solitary or group prayer will be 

treated in chapter five.   

Although prayer is mentioned with great frequency in many Egyptian ascetic 

sources, most references are either in passing while focused on another issue or are 

theorizing about how best to prepare mentally for prayer.  Very few, in fact, give an 

indication of the practical aspects of daily prayer.  The ascetic inclination for prayer was 

rooted in early Christian attempts to interpret and to put into practice the injunction of 1 

Thessalonians 5:17: “Pray without ceasing.” Different theories about how best to pray 

continuously were enacted: some sought to do some form of manual labor while 

simultaneously praying, while others chose to wander and beg, being careful not to 

involve themselves in anything that might distract from focus on God.76  It is the former, 

non-nomadic approach that is most often found in the northwestern desert.  But even 

among sedentary ascetics various ideas about how best to perform such prayer was 

debated.   How an ascetic understood prayer and remembrance of God depended upon 

his view of materiality (especially the body) and its role in human-divine relations.  At 

least three differing positions regarding appropriate prayer practices existed in the 

                                                        

75 For further discussion on the role “the heart” could play in Egyptian monastic prayer, see John 
A. McGuckin, “The Prayer of the Heart in Patristic and Early Byzantine Tradition,” in Prayer and 
Spirituality in the Early Church, vol. 2 (eds. Pauline Allen, Wendy Mayer, and Lawrence Cross; 
Brisbane: Centre for Early Christian Studies, 1999), 69-108. 
76 For a good discussion of the wide array of approaches to the ascetic life see Caner, Wandering. 
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desert: those who demanded utter transcendence, those deeply enmeshed in mental and 

physical imagery, and those who attempted to strike a middle ground, making room for 

positive valuations of materiality while simultaneously acknowledging its limitations.  

Let us examine each of these interpretations more closely. 

2.2.1 A “Rule of Prayer?” 

Many of the sources contain the injunction to “pray without ceasing,”77 but there 

is also evidence that some sort of monastic office of hours was practiced.  Abba Poemen 

encourages a brother to maintain the hours of prayer and to pray whenever not 

working.78  Here, Poemen distinguishes between prayer and work.  By contrast, Abba 

Moses insists that in order for them to be efficacious work and prayer must be in 

complete harmony,79 implying a model of constant prayer no matter what activity.  And 

as yet a third potential option, Abba John the Little generically encourages frequency in 

prayer.80  When one brother visited another, he was expected to pray in common with 

his host.81  But the dangers related to travel often led to recommendations against 

excursions outside of one’s cell.  More specifically, a set number of psalms and prayers 

might be prescribed at certain times.  Thus, the anonymous Abba of Rome is described 

as reciting twelve psalms during the day and another twelve at night, all the while 

practicing the “rule of prayer.”82  A “rule of prayer” is also mentioned in a saying of 

                                                        

77 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Apollo 2, Benjamin 4, Epiphanius 3, Isidore the Priest 4; HL Prologue 
7; Isaiah, Asceticon, Chryssavgis’s Greek trans., 72. 
78 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Poemen 168. 
79 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Moses 13. 
80 Alphabetical AP (Greek) John the Little 34.  The short, frequent prayers John the Little 
recommends perhaps witness to the roots of what will later be termed “monologic prayers,” 
single word or short phrased prayers that one repeated.  This practice is often considered in 
relation to the Jesus Prayer.  For evidence of the presence of the Jesus Prayer at Kellia, see 
Antoine Guillaumont, “The Jesus Prayer among the Monks of Egypt,” Eastern Churches Review 6 
(1974): 66-71. 
81 For example Palladius, HL 4.3. 
82 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Abba of Rome 1. 
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Abba Serapion: attempting to convert a sinful woman, he utters prayers, psalms, 

Scriptural passages, and more prayers.83  Prayer during the night (or at least some part) 

was obviously practiced by some.84  Thus, the two strangers who sought out Abba 

Macarius of Egypt are said to have secretly arisen for prayer throughout the night.85   

Praying twelve prayers or psalms also seems to have been common, for the 

saying of Abba Macarius just mentioned continues by telling how the two strangers and 

Abba Macarius together recited twelve psalms, five by each stranger followed by an 

alleluia and a few from memory by Macarius.  The same Abba Macarius of Egypt is 

reported to have said twelve psalms while walking in a tunnel he dug from his cell to a 

cave, as well as twelve on the return trip.86  Likewise, Abba Antony, seeking to test Abba 

Paul, recited the same psalm twelve times, followed by twelve prayers.  After dinner, he 

said twelve more psalms and prayers, and then continued in psalmody from the middle 

of the night until the dawn.87  That specific hours of prayer existed is also supported by 

Palladius’ description that at the ninth hour psalmody could be heard issuing from each 

cell.88  Similarly, Abba John the Little was apparently in the practice of saying prayers 

before retiring for the evening.89  General posture during all these times of prayer seems 

to have been to stand with hands extended,90 though there is evidence that some 

occasions required prostration.91  And in some cases one’s hands need not be raised, as 

Abba Tithoes is said to have become easily rapt when he stood, hands raised in prayer.  

                                                        

83 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Abba Serapion 1. 
84 Although possibly later, the Rule of Isaiah of Scetis asserts that an ascetic ought sleep part of the 
night and spend the other portion in prayer.  Patrologia Latina 103.429. 
85 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Macarius 33. 
86 Palladius, HL 17.10. 
87 Palladius, HL 22.6-8. 
88 Palladius, HL 7.5. 
89 Alphabetical AP (Greek) John the Little 40. 
90 For example, Alphabetical AP (Greek) Antony 26. 
91 Isaiah, Asceticon, Chryssavgis’s Greek trans., 81, 245. 
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Thus, whenever he prayed with others, he kept his hands lowered, lest he become rapt 

in front of others and pray for too lengthy a time.92 

2.2.2 John Cassian on Prayer 

Undoubtedly the fullest description of a “monastic office of hours” is found in 

the writings of John Cassian.  As a source for Egyptian asceticism, Cassian’s writings 

often are treated with great skepticism by scholars.93  A skeptical attitude is not 

unfounded, as the purpose of Cassian’s texts is to inform the development of coenobitic 

monasticism in Gaul.  Further, as Cassian himself admits, he is writing many years after 

(twenty or more) his tenure in the Egyptian desert and confesses that “those things 

which from our youth [that is, Cassian and his travel companion Germanus], when we 

were settled among them and encouraged daily by their exhortations and example, that 

we attempted to do, or learn, or see, we are not able now fully to remember.”94  Thus, 

scholars are troubled by two things: 1) that Cassian’s purpose is not to write a historical 

record of life in the Egyptian desert, but rather to inform a burgeoning, Gallic monastic 

movement; and 2) that Cassian is writing well after his time in the desert.   

The first issue considers his authorial intentions (among others, to formulate 

rules for Gallic monks) and how such intentions may have led him to alter or mis-

remember aspects of Egyptian ascetic practice.  The second concern focuses even more 

explicitly on the problems of memory, namely that memories are less reliable with the 

                                                        

92 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Tithoes 1. 
93 Owen Chadwick, John Cassian: A Study in Primitive Monasticism (2d ed.; Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1968), 17-18, 71-77; Adalbert de Vogüé, “Monachisme et église dans la pensée 
de Cassien: Études sur la vie monastique,” in Théologie de la vie monastique: Études sur la Tradition 
patristique (Théologie 49; Paris: Aubier, 1961), 213-240; Jean-Claude Guy, “Jean Cassien, historien 
du monachisme égyptien?” (ed. F. L. Cross; Studia Patristica 8; Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1966), 
363-372; Columba Stewart, Cassian the Monk (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 114-130. 
94 John Cassian, Institutes Preface 4.  Secundo quod ea quae a pueritia nostra inter eosdem constituti 
atque ipsorum incitati quotidianis adhortationibus et exemplis vel agere tentavimus, vel didicimus, vel visu 
percepimus, minime iam possumus ad integrum retinere. 
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passage of time.  I wish neither to idealize Cassian’s claims as more honest because he 

acknowledges his “failing” memory, nor do I desire to overlook the rhetorical power 

such a disclaimer gave Cassian as an author.  Yet, I think to entirely dismiss his witness 

is to lose a potentially valuable turn of the 5th century source, especially as I am 

examining the ways in which memory was understood and performed among Egyptian 

ascetics.95  Certainly, Cassian’s notions regarding memory are not statically located in his 

Egyptian past, but his past undoubtedly influenced them.  As acknowledged in the 

introduction (and as will be addressed in later chapters), even the AP is not merely a 

straightforward reflection of Egyptian asceticism, but rather a later attempt to collect 

and collate rapidly scattering memories. 

What does Cassian remember about prayer and how do his recollections square 

with other (more trustworthy?) late ancient witnesses?  The two main sources for 

Cassian on prayer are his Institutes and its companion volume the Conferences.  In his 

Institutes, he claims that beyond the Eucharistic liturgy two services of prayer are held 

each day, one in the evening and another during the night.96  During each of these 

services, twelve psalms were sung followed by a reading from the Old Testament and 

the New Testament.97  The singing of the psalms was divided up among four brothers.98  

Prayers were understood to be sacrifices offered to God.99  During daily work, brethren 

                                                        

95 For a strong defense for taking Cassian as a reliable source, see A.M. Casiday, Tradition and 
Theology in St. John Cassian (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 134-159.  Here he argues, 
following Roger Bagnall, Ewa Wipszycka, and others, that the simple dichotomy between literate 
and illiterate monks is too simplistic and quite likely does not accurately portray the level of 
literacy among Egyptian ascetics.  If one takes seriously this revision of literacy in the desert, then 
Cassian should be among those witnesses considered when writing a history of Egyptian 
asceticism.  Roger S. Bagnall, Egypt in Late Antiquity (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993).  
96 Cassian, Institutes 2.4, 3.5.1-2. 
97 Cassian, Institutes 2.4. 
98 Cassian, Institutes 2.11.3. 
99 Cassian, Institutes 2.12.3-2.13.1. 
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were expected to offer brief, frequent prayers100 and ruminate on a memorized psalm or 

scriptural passage.101  Thus, brethren are depicted as praying continuously, either 

communally at church or individually while sitting in a cell.102  And, similar to 

descriptions from other ascetic sources, twelve was an important number in prayer 

practice, but frequent (or continual) prayer, likewise, was lauded.  Note that Cassian 

refers to such prayers as sacrifices.  The linking of prayer and sacrifice may reflect an 

understanding of prayer akin to that found in the Eucharist of CMARK. 

The lengthier description of prayer found in Cassian’s Conferences is less 

practical, instead tending to elaborate the inner disposition prayer requires.  He offers 

four different types of prayer: supplications (obsecrationes), prayers (orationes), 

intercessions (postulationes), and thanksgivings (gratiarum actiones).103  Supplications are 

requests related to sins, whereas prayers are vows an ascetic makes to God.104  Memory 

of past vices and God’s impending judgment are often what provoke supplications.105  

Germanus, Cassian’s travel companion, describes the power that recollection of his sins 

and God’s forgiveness had to bring him to tears, but notes also that the state of tears 

could not always be incited.106  Intercessions are prayers made for the sake of others, 

while thanksgivings involve recalling God’s past or present benefits, or foreseeing the 

future rewards he will bestow.107  Thus, memory of God and his gifts played a crucial 

role in this fourth (and often highest) form of prayer.  The vows made to God and 

intercessions for others, undoubtedly, also involved memory, for an ascetic was 

                                                        

100 Cassian, Institutes 2.10.3. 
101 Cassian, Institutes 2.15.1 
102 Cassian, Institutes 3.2.  For a good article on Cassian and unceasing prayer see, C. Stewart, 
“John Cassian on Unceasing Prayer,” Monastic Studies 15 (1984): 159-177. 
103 Cassian, Conferences 9.9.1-14.  
104 Cassian, Conferences 11-12. 
105 Cassian, Conferences 15.1-3. 
106 Cassian, Conferences 28.1-2. 
107 Cassian, Conferences 14. 
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constantly to remember and uphold his vow to God and interceding on behalf of 

another inevitably included recollection of said individual.  By contrast, improper types 

of prayer were also possible, namely those that requested “worldly” things, such as 

glory or fame or money, temptations remembered from one’s past life.108  So it seems 

that memory might be distinguished as right or wrong.  “Good” types of remembering 

were those that drew one closer to God, whereas “bad” types were those that drew one 

back toward the “world.”  But striking the balance between these distinctions was a 

tenuous and not always successful endeavor.  For remembering one’s past sins could 

incite “good” recollection, as in the case of Germanus being compelled by his sins to cry, 

but as we shall see in chapter five, such memories might also serve as “worldly” 

temptations.  Cassian warns that whatever an ascetic remembered prior to praying was 

likely to intrude during prayer time.109  The risk of memories slipping from “good” to 

“bad” is precisely why ascetics were encouraged to pray frequently but briefly.110 

But Cassian’s view of prayer and its relation to memory is further complicated 

by his claims about the state of pure prayer.  Responding to Anthropomorphism111 

among desert ascetics, he describes pure prayer as allowing “neither the memory of any 

sort of thing spoken nor a species of deed nor a form of any character.”112  While here he 

seems to discourage focus on scriptural rumination or holy images, he goes on to 

explain that such things are “earthly” (terrenarum) and “material” (materialium) and only 

by turning away from the “world” and toward Jesus is pure prayer possible.113  The way 

                                                        

108 Cassian, Conferences 24. 
109 Cassian, Conferences 3.3. 
110 Cassian, Conferences 36.1. 
111 Anthropomorphism is a term used for a supposed movement among late ancient Christians 
whose members imagined an embodied God, more on which below. 
112 Cassian, Conferences 10.5.3.  Sed nec ullam quidem in se memoriam dicti cuiusdam vel facti speciem 
seu formam cuiuslibet characteris admittet. 
113 Cassian, Conferences 10.6.1-2. 
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to such prayer was a process; Just as memories of past sins might slip from “good” to 

“bad,” so too might useful prayer tools (such as scriptural passages and holy images) 

focused on too intently become impediments.  Pure prayer involved recalling and 

imitating past holy figures like Moses, Elijah, and especially Jesus.  To achieve such 

prayer meant having a taste of the future Paradise and its glory while still on earth.114   

Recently, Steven Driver has argued that reading is a central practice to Cassian’s 

explication of prayer.  He intriguingly claims that to properly understand Cassian’s texts 

we must read them as an enactment of Egyptian ascetic practices – returning (reading 

on) for another “Word’ from our Abba (here Cassian himself).  In a textualized world 

(where texts are both read and recited from memory), the acts of reading and 

internalization were meant to be transformative, altering the ascetic who practiced 

them.115  As Cassian seems to acknowledge, ruminating on a psalm, for example, invites 

an ascetic into greater and greater self-identification with the psalmist, effectively 

becoming like the psalmist.116  Mimesis is exactly what Cassian encourages when he 

recommends seeking a desert prayer life like Moses, Elijah, or Jesus.  If Driver is correct, 

then an important aspect of a successful prayer life was proper recollection of past holy 

figures and re-enactment of their godly practices in the desert. 

2.2.3 Evagrius of Pontus on Prayer 

Lest one be inclined to dismiss Cassian’s witness as not adequately portraying 

Egyptian asceticism, it is worth considering his resonance with the portrayals of prayer 

both by Evagrius of Pontus and by Isaiah of Scetis.  For Evagrius, prayer was to be 

distinguished from psalmody, though both were essential ascetic practices.  Whereas 
                                                        

114 Cassian, Conferences 10.6.3-4. 
115 Steven D. Driver, John Cassian and the Reading of Egyptian Monastic Culture (Medieval History 
and Culture 8; New York & London: Routledge, 2002), 110-11.  Here he points to Cassian, 
Conferences XIV as an example. 
116 Cassian, Conferences 10.11.5-6. 
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psalmody calmed the passions and body, prayer served to properly focus the mind,117 

psalmody being “multiform” and prayer “non-multiform.”118  Memory played an 

important albeit ambiguous role in these practices.  While the psalms could “call the 

mind to the constant remembrance of virtue,”119 remembrance during prayer gave the 

ascetic’s mind the ability to commune with God,120 to see the divine light,121 and to 

correct a wandering mind.122  Evagrius encourages fellow ascetics to seek deliverance 

from forgetfulness (the inability to remember) in their prayers to God.123  And, he 

exhorts recollection of the Judge who is fearsome and who had the psalmist utter the 

seventeenth psalm (beseeching God to hear and protect the speaker that he might 

                                                        

117 Evagrius, On Prayer 83.  On Prayer (PG 79.1165-1200) survived and was transmitted under 
Nilus’ name in the Greek tradition, but remained under Evagrius’ in Syriac.  I. Hausherr argues 
for Evagrian authenticity because it was attributed to Evagrius in Syriac tradition (Irénée 
Hausherr, “Le De Oratione de Nil et Évagre le Pontique (Pseudo-Nil),” Revue d’Ascétique et de 
Mystique 15 (1934): 34-39).  For a thorough consideration of Evagrius on the topic of imageless 
prayer, see C. Stewart, “Imageless Prayer and the Theological Vision in Evagrius Ponticus,” JECS 
9.2, 2001: 173-204.  Note that another very short treatise regarding prayer, A Word about Prayer, 
has been attributed to Evagrius, though it is generally agreed that it is later compilation.  It is 
extant in two Syriac manuscripts.  See I. Hausheer, De doctrina spirituali Christianorum Orientalum 
(Orientalia Christiana Analecta 30; Rome: Pontificum Institutum Orientalium Studiorum, 1933), 
149-152.  A good English translation of the latter is found in A.M. Casiday, Evagrius Ponticus (The 
Early Church Fathers; London: Routledge, 2006), 118-119. 
118 Evagrius, On Prayer 85.  (PG 79.1185).   9H me\n yalmw|di/a tu/poj th=j poiki/lhj sofi/aj e0sti\n, h9 de\ 
proseuxh\, prooi/mio/n e0sti th=j a0u/lou, kai\ poiki/lhj gnw/sewj.  The full text of On Prayer is found 
in PG 79: 1165-1200.  For an interesting study of Evagrius’ understanding of prayer and 
psalmody that focuses on Evagrius’ Scholia on the Psalms see Luke Dysinger, Psalmody and Prayer 
in the Writings of Evagrius of Pontus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005). 
119 Evagrius, Practicus 71.  Oi9 de\ yalmoi\ kai\ u3mnoi kai\ ai9 pneumatikai\ w0|dai\ ei0j mnh/mhn a0ei\ th=j 
a0reth=j to\n nou=n prokalou=ntai… Antoine and Claire Guillaumont, eds., Traité pratique ou Le 
moine (Sources Chrétiennes 170–71; Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1971).   
120 Evagrius, On Prayer 3 and 107. 
121 Evagrius, To Eulogios 30; Reflections 1.23.  Critical edition for Reflections (Greek): J. 
Muyldermans, ed., Evagriana: Extrait de la revue Le Muséon 44, augmenté de: Nouveaux fragments 
grecs inédits (Paris: Paul Geuthner, 1931), 369-383.  For a good review of the role of light in prayer, 
see C. Stewart, “Imageless,” 193-197.  As Stewart notes, for Evagrius the “place of God” equals 
the “place of prayer” in On Prayer.  In this case, Evagrius has shifted an external local into the 
interior of the human body, while at the same time attempting to efface bodily presence through 
avoidance of bodily sensation. 
122 Evagrius, Exhortations to Monks 1.3.  For Syriac see J. Muyldermans, ed., Evagriana Syriaca: 
Textes inédits du British Museum et de la Vaticane (Bibliothèque du Muséon 31; Louvain: 
Publications Universitaires, 1952), 61. 
123 Evagrius, On Prayer 37. 
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behold God).124  Moreover, in his written advice to others, he often promotes 

remembrance of God and Christ,125 as well as “heavenly things” more generally.126  For 

Evagrius, only angelic assistance would allow an ascetic to achieve such prayer,127 

producing “heavenly citizenship”128 and a state like the angels.129  

Yet, Evagrius simultaneously encouraged withdrawal from all memory,130 as 

recollection might introduce unnecessary (sometimes even dangerous) mental 

representations.131  He taught that the mind grasps mental representations by four 

different means, the third of which is the memory.132  And demons might participate, 

triggering memories as a means of distracting an ascetic during prayer.133  For though 

prayer might aid an ascetic against demonic temptations, efficacy in such cases required 

the prayers be short and intense.134  Evagrius even prescribes proper bodily orientation 

to avoid such “material” distractions: pray standing with eyes turned downward135 and 

                                                        

124 Evagrius, On Prayer 135, 143; To Eulogios 21. 
125 Evagrius, To Eulogios 12; Exhortation to a Virgin 5, 56.  Critical editions for Virgin: (Greek) H. 
Gressmann, “Nonnenspiegel und Mönchsspiegel des Euagrios Pontikos,” in Texte und 
Untersuchungen 39 (Leipzig, 1913), 143-165; (Latin) A. Wilmart, “Les versions latines des 
Sentences d’Évagre pour les Vierges,” Revue Bénédictine 28 (1911): 143-153. 
126 Evagrius, To Eulogios 20. 
127 Evagrius, On Prayer 81. 
128 Evagrius, On Prayer 142.  (PG 79.1197).  Proseu/casqai poqei=j, metasta\j tw=n e0nqe/nde, to\ 
poli/teuma, e1xe e0n ou0ranoi=; dia\ panto\j, ou0 lo/gw| a9plw=j yilw=|, a0lla\ pra/cei a0ggelikh|= kai\ gnw/sei 
qeiote/ra|. 
129 Evagrius, On Prayer 39, 113.  As C. Stewart notes, the Coptic Palladiana indicate that Evagrius 
practiced a liturgical office of twelve psalms and prayers, “Imageless,” 184. 
130 Among his discussions of prayer, Evagrius offers an interpretation of the Our Father prayer.  
He suggests that to forgive each other means to no longer remember anger and cruel thoughts 
against others.  This passage will be discussed more fully in chapter five.  For the Coptic text, see 
P. de Lagarde, ed., Catanae in Euangelia Aegypticae (Göttingen: Hoyer, 1886), 14. 
131 Evagrius, On Prayer 61. 
132 Evagrius, Reflections 17. 
133 Evagrius, On Prayer 10, 68. 
134 Evagrius, On Prayer 98. 
135 Evagrius, On Prayer 100, 110. 
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ignore all attacks on the body (by bugs, animals, or demons).136  In effect, the mind was 

to be rendered “deaf” and “dumb” to anything of the “world.”137   

Thus, it would seem that Evagrius, likewise, distinguishes between “good” and 

“bad” remembering.  As he explains, ten different mental representations may be incited 

by the memory, five of angelic origin and five of demonic.  Memories good or evil, 

angels, demons, and eyesight all might incite vision-induced representations.  Only 

those caused by evil memories and demons are to be avoided.138  Here, he distinguishes 

between “pure” and “impure,” or “good” and “evil” memory.  Despite the obscurity of 

the passage, one thing is clear: memory-acts are ambiguous, both a source of potential 

help and harm.  These memories might be incited by angels or demons, might be an aid 

or a hindrance, but to differentiate one type of memory from the other was no easy task.  

As Evagrius notes, demon-inspired memories are capable of imitating “pure” memories, 

potentially confusing the ascetic and leading him into peril.  Evagrius sums up well 

what has been found thus far regarding memory and prayer: the role of memory is a 

fraught one, with potential for provoking “good” or “bad” behaviors among ascetics. 

2.2.4 Isaiah of Scetis on Prayer 

Abba Isaiah, another ascetic figure associated with the northwestern desert, 

wrote extensively on prayer in his Asceticon.139  The first known attribution of the text to 

                                                        

136 Evagrius, On Prayer 105, 152. 
137 Evagrius, On Prayer 11 (PG 79.1169).   0Agwni/zou sth=sai to\n nou=n sou, kata\ to\n kairo\n th=j 
proseuxh=j kwfo\n, kai\ a1lalon, kai\ dunh/sh| proseu/casqai. 
138 Evagrius, Reflections 2.62.  Found in Greek (see Muyldermans, Evagriana, Extrait Muséon 44) 
and Syriac.  The Syriac is found in J. Muyldermans, ed., Evagriana Syriaca: Textes inédites du British 
Museum et de la Vaticane (Bibliothèque du Muséon 31; Louvain: Publications Universitaires, 1952), 
35.  See also On the Thoughts IV.11-14 for a similar discussion of how memories might be inspired 
by demons or angels.  Critical Edition: Paul Géhin, Claire Guillaumont, and Antoine Guillaumont 
eds., Sur Les Pensées (On the Thoughts): Édition du texte grec (Sources chrétiennes 438; Paris: Les 
Éditions du Cerf, 1998). The complex explanation cited above stands as a prime example of 
Evagrius’ tendency toward “spiritual” interpretations, especially of a numerological nature. 
139 See footnote 21. 
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Abba Isaiah of Scetis is that made in the late seventh century by Dadisho of Beth 

Qatraya.140  Isaiah’s identity has been the topic of considerable scholarly debate, some 

accepting the Scetis attribution, some relating Isaiah with Gaza (though even then he 

may originally have been born in Egypt), and still others seeing two or more Isaiahs 

behind the text.141  For ease of expression here, I will continue to refer to Abba Isaiah as 

the author, though I fully acknowledge the complex issues surrounding the identity of 

the author(s) of the Asceticon.  Whether or not Isaiah (either of Scetis or Gaza) himself 

wrote the Asceticon is not crucial to our consideration of it here.  Anonymous early 

Syriac versions attribute sections of the text to “Egyptian Fathers,”142 generically.  

Moreover, several manuscript traditions seem to blur distinctions between Isaiah, 

Evagrius and the Macarii143 (Egyptian Fathers themselves).  The author at one point may 

even quote Evagrius’ Practical Life.144  Thus, whether or not Abba Isaiah of Scetis is the 

author, the text seems to reflect certain traditions associated with the northwestern, 

Egyptian milieu. 

Similar to other late ancient writers who built on Paul’s 1 Thessalonians 

exhortation, Abba Isaiah encourages continual prayer,145 warning that even briefly 

recusing oneself was “the mother of forgetfulness.”146  Prayer and psalmody were to be 

practiced in the evening before sleep.147  But recitation of Scripture was not to descend 

into futile pondering, for then an ascetic could become distracted, forgetting to 

                                                        

140 J. Derwas Chitty, “Abba Isaiah,” Journal of Theological Studies 22 (1971): 66. 
141 Derwas Chitty, “Isaiah,” 47-72; Draguet, Les cinq recensions vol. 293, 85-126; L. Regnault, “Isaïe 
de Scété ou de Gaza,” Revue d’Ascétique et de Mystique 46 (1970): 33-44. 
142 Draguet’s Syriac version t: V, Les cinq recensions vol.289, 33-34 (description of manuscript). 
143 Draguet, Les cinq recensions vol. 293, 90-91. 
144 Isaiah, Asceticon: (Syriac S) 25.22. 
145 Isaiah, Asceticon: (Syriac S) 12.25 
146 Chryssavgis, 125. 
147 Isaiah, Asceticon: (Syriac S, Sa7, Greek Ga4, Ga7) 10.8; Grk 4=S 40.46 (Syriac S, Greek Ga5A). 
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remember his sins.148  Thus, Isaiah constructed an ideal ascetic model, one who 

remembered to remember his sins.  In this way, the memory-acts required were layered: 

the performance of the memory-act that recalled one’s sins itself required the meta-level 

memory-act of remembering to perform.  To help the ascetic properly remember, the 

day was broken into three activities: manual labor, study, and prayer (or in alternate 

witnesses: prayer, instruction, and psalmody).149  Throughout the day, an ascetic was to 

recall his sins in order to pray for God to forgive him150 and to contain his sins.151  Proper 

prayer included requests for forgiveness and for following God’s will and not one’s 

own.152  Prayer might also rightly redirect natural aspects of human embodiment such as 

anger, diverting anger away from the wrong targets (such as brethren) and onto the 

correct targets, namely demons.153  An ascetic was simultaneously to recall heaven and 

Gehenna in order to be spurred on by the former and deterred by the latter.154  Thus, 

only through avoidance of wrong forgetfulness (failing to pray continually) and rightly 

remembering one’s sins, Gehenna, and heaven, could an ascetic hope to find himself 

among the pure who properly pray to God.155 

2.2.5 “Anthropomorphite” Prayer 

The other view of prayer that deserves mention might be termed 

“Anthropomorphite.”  “Anthropomorphites,” an appellation given by their detractors, 

are portrayed as teaching that since humans were made in the image of God, God must 

have a human-like body and characteristics.  Some were even said to have argued that 

                                                        

148 Isaiah, Asceticon: (Syriac S) 13.1. 
149 Isaiah, Asceticon: (Syriac S, Sa1, Greek Ga8, G) 5.20.  Sa1 offers alternate word order. 
150 Isaiah, Asceticon: (Syriac S, Sa9, Ga5A) 40.8. 
151 Isaiah, Asceticon: (Syriac S) 23.4. 
152 Isaiah, Asceticon: (Syriac S) 11.98. 
153 Isaiah, Asceticon: (Syriac S) 26.2 
154 Chryssavgis, 121. 
155 Isaiah, Asceticon: (Syriac S) 25.1b. 
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humanity retained God’s image after Adam’s fall.   Such monks, supposedly, used 

images (whether painted or imagined) as an aid in the memory-act of recalling God 

through prayer.  Arguments between “Anthropomorphite” and “anti-

Anthropomorphite” (sometimes called “Origenist”) monks residing in the northwestern 

desert supposedly exploded following the release of Bishop Theophilus of Alexandria’s 

Festal Letter in 399.156  Most extant descriptions of the controversy were penned by “anti-

Anthropomorphites,”157 but an anonymous Coptic treatise describes Theophilus’ 

conversion to the “Anthropomorphite” position.  Let us begin with a very brief 

overview of the events surrounding 399 before considering what might be gleaned 

about “Anthropomorphite” prayer practices.158  

Near the end of the fourth century, debate arose over whether God ought to be 

understood as having a human, corporeal form or as possessing a divine, incorporeal 

form.  Theophilus, Bishop of Alexandria, addressing the dispute in his Festal Letter,159 

proclaimed that God was incorporeal and to believe otherwise was error.  What 

happened next is contested.  In one version of events, numerous monks descended upon 

the city in order to “correct” (and possibly kill) Theophilus,160 and thus attempting to 

appease them, he claimed that he saw God’s face in their faces and later persecuted the 

Tall Brothers (Ammonius, Dioscorus, Eusebius, and Euthymius) living in the 

                                                        

156 Cassian, Conferences 10.2 states that the festal letter was rejected by all the inhabitants of Scete.  
Similarly, Socrates describes the violence that broke out as located in Nitria (HE 6.7). 
157 Palladius, Socrates, Sozomen, and John Cassian.  Note that many if not all were educated in 
Origenist ideas, but by the time of their writings it was no longer safe to ally oneself with 
Origenist theology. 
158 For a full description of the issues leading up to and following Theophilus’ letter, see E. Clark, 
The Origenist Controversy: The Cultural Construction of an Early Christian Debate (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1992), 43-84.  Here she rightly places the Anthropomorphite 
Controversy within larger Origenist debates of the fourth and fifth centuries. 
159 It is important to note that though several other festal letters of Theophilus have survived, the 
letter of 399 is no longer extant. 
160 Cassian, in Conferences 10.2, claims to have himself heard the letter delivered while residing in 
Egypt. 
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northwestern desert.161  What ensued was the rapid fleeing of the Tall Brothers and their 

like-minded brethren from the northwestern deserts of Egypt to the protection of John 

Chrysostom.  (From there, the story continues into the midst of the complexities of the 

Origenist Controversy, a story beyond the limits of our current consideration.)  The 

alternative version of the story is that a certain Abba Aphou’s interpretation of Genesis 

1:28 and 9:6 successfully convinced Bishop Theophilus that his proclamation was 

erroneous and that man retained God’s image even after the fall.162  Abba Aphou argues 

that to deny humanity God’s image would also undo the efficacy of the Eucharist.  Thus, 

we see that central to the argument about God’s nature was the question of how to 

understand God’s salvific work through the Eucharist. 

But what were the prayer practices for those labeled “Anthropomorphite?”  

Using a caricature to make his own point, Cassian offers a description of prayer by a 

converted “Anthropomorphite” monk, Abba Sarapion.163  He relates that Abba 

                                                        

161 Socrates HE 6.7.143.  Sozomen (Historia Ecclesiastica 8.13) and Palladius (Dialogue Concerning the 
Life of St. John Chrysostom 6.151) both attribute the falling out to the Tall Brothers’ close 
relationship to Isidore, who once worked for Theophilus but, arguing with him, had withdrawn 
to the desert company of the Tall Brothers.  Palladius, himself a participant in some of the events 
described, offers a rather scandalous explanation: Theophilus brought forth charges of sexual 
impropriety against Isidore, claiming he had forgot the matter for the last eighteen years.  Critical 
edition of Sozomen’s HE: J. Bidez and O.C. Hansen, eds., Kirchengeschichte (Griechischen 
Christlichen Schriftsteller der ersten Jahrhunderte 50; Leipzig: J.C. Hinrichs, 1960).  Critical 
edition of Palladius: Dialogue: Anne-Marie Malingrey and Philippe Leclercq, eds., Dialogue sur la 
vie de Jean Chrysostome: introduction, texte critique, traduction et notes (Sources chretiennes 341-342; 
Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1988). 
162 Thus, it was not through political machination but ardent desire to correct his own error that 
Theophilus renounced his festal letter (and presumably attempted to “correct” other wrong 
minded individuals).  Etienne Drioton, “La Discussion d’un moine anthropomorphite audien 
avec le Patriarche Théophile d’Alexandrie en l’année 399,” Revue de l’Orient Chrétien (20).1 (1915-
1917): 92-100; (20).2: 113-128.  In his argument, Aphou is careful to note that just because 
humanity has God’s image does not mean that the two are equal, offering the analogy of the 
imprint of a king’s image and the actual king.  Although the image of the king is not the king 
fully, it certainly is understood as a representation of the king, one worthy of respect.  For specific 
discussion of the king imagery, see Drioton, “Audien,” 113-114 and Clark, Controversy, 63-64. 
163 For a focused consideration of the Sarapion vignette in Cassian’s discussion of prayer see 
Mark DelCogliano, “Situating Sarapion’s Sorrow: The Anthropomorphite Controversy as the 
Historical and Theological Context of Cassian’s Tenth Conference on Pure Prayer,” Cistercian 
Studies Quarterly 38.4 (2003): 377-421. 
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Paphnutius attempted to correct Abba Sarapion, who otherwise “perfect in actual 

discipline,” believed that humanity was made in God’s image and that, therefore, an 

ascetic could recall an anthropomorphic God during the time of prayer.164  Interpreting 

Genesis 1:28 in light of “many passages,” Abba Paphnutius persuaded Abba Sarapion of 

his error.  Subsequently praying in thanksgiving, the brethren witness Abba Sarapion’s 

despair, as denied access to visualization for his recollection of God, he becomes 

incapable of prayer.  Sobbing, he cried out, “Woe to me, miserable one! They have taken 

away my God from me, and now I have no one to lay hold of, I do not know whom to 

worship or address!”165  The story conveys the devastating effects the enforcement of 

anti-imagistic prayer might have on an ascetic.  Such portrayals of 

“Anthropomorphites” are so deregatory that some scholars argue that they were 

completely constructed by opponents.166  Certainly, their accusers viewed 

“Anthropomorphites” as overly invested in image-induced remembrance of God, 

suffering utter destruction without them.  But, while Cassian’s portrayal may be 

hyperbolic, given the high rates of illiteracy in late antiquity, it is fair to imagine that 

visuality did play a role in the prayer practices of some.167  In a more materialist mode of 

                                                        

164 Cassian, Conferences 10.3. …quantum ipse vel vitae merito vel antiquitate temporis omnes fere 
monachos anteibat. 
165 Cassian, Conferences 10.3.  Heu me miserum! tulerunt a me Deum meum, et quem nunc teneam non 
habeo, vel quem adorem aut interpellem jam nescio. 
166 The first to argue that Anthropomorphites were constructed was G. Florovsky, “The 
Anthropomorphites in the Egyptian Desert,” in Aspects of Church History, The Collected Works of 
Father Georges Florovsky (Belmont, MA: Nordland Publishing, 1975), 4:89-96.  Somewhat more 
cautiously, Graham Gould has suggested that Anthropomorphites were seriously misrepresented 
by their opponents.  Graham Gould, “The Image of God and the Anthropomorphite Controversy 
in Fourth Century Monasticism,” in Origeniana Quinta: Papers of the 5th International Origen 
Congress, Boston College, 14-18 August 1989 (ed. R. J. Daly; Bibliotheca Ephemeridum 
Theologicarum Lovaniensum 105; Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1992), 549-557. 
167 For a good discussion of literacy/illiteracy in the ancient world, see William V. Harris, Ancient 
Literacy (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989); Raffaella Cribiore, Writing, Teachers, and 
Students in Graeco-Roman Egypt (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1996); Harry Y. Gamble, Books and 
Readers in the Early Church: A History of Christian Texts (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995). 
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prayer, such ascetics might either remember God through an imagination exercise or via 

visual tools (such as paintings) meant to incite recollection of God.168   

2.2.6 Possible Interpretations of Prayer 

Egyptian ascetics had recourse to at least three models for prayer, an activity in 

which remembrance of God, however achieved, was always central.  The descriptions of 

prayer related in the writings of Evagrius serve as a good model for how ardent “anti-

Anthropomorphites” constructed the meaning and practice of prayer, that is a process 

by which materiality was transcended in hopes of once more recalling and approaching 

the divine.  By contrast, the most extreme “Anthropomorphites” remembered God 

during prayer through visualization, using mental or physical images to recall the 

divine.  The views represented by Abba Isaiah model a middle ground between the 

“Anthropomorphites” and the “anti-Anthropomorphites,” a range into which many 

ascetics likely fell.   Abba Isaiah does not refute either position entirely, but rather 

simultaneously denounces “anti-Anthropomorphite” views that deny bodily goodness 

(noting that proper anger is natural, not foreign, to human nature and only requires 

correct direction) while eschewing the more excessive materialism found in depictions 

of “Anthropomorphites.”  Whether humanity held or lost the image of God, memory-

acts permeated the various meanings attributed to prayer and the concomitant practices 

enacted by Egyptian ascetics of the northwestern desert.    

2.3 Conclusion 
It is, as I have claimed, somewhat disingenuous to divide prayer from 

discussions of Eucharist, for its practitioners surely did not see a sharp distinction (if any 

                                                        

168 Although it is of a slightly later date (6th-7th century), the presence of a painting alongside the 
Jesus prayer inscription discovered at Kellia indicates that images could be used as part of the 
prayer process.  See footnote 78. 
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at all) between the two.  Rather, they are both part of the same ascetic orientation.  The 

sentiment behind Abba Aphou’s argument for Christ’s bodily presence in the Eucharist 

is echoed in a saying attributed to Abba Daniel.  He relates a tale Abba Arsenius told 

about an older, disbelieving (“anti-Anthropomorphite”) monk, who argued that Christ’s 

body was not literally present in the Eucharistic elements.  Other brethren attempted to 

refute him by appealing to the analogy of humanity being in God’s image despite its 

seeming impossibility.  During Eucharist the following Sunday, the old man received a 

corrective vision: an angel cut a child to pieces, producing the “bread” (the child’s body) 

and “wine” (the child’s blood) for the brethren to consume, he himself being handed a 

morsel of bloodied flesh!169  Not surprisingly, the vivid and gory experience led to an 

immediate reversal of his views on the Eucharist. 

By contrast, Evagrius and his likeminded brethren would have been horrified by 

the literalism conveyed by Abba Daniel’s apophthegm, and yet Eucharist remained an 

important practice to many of them.  One of the last things Evagrius is said to have done 

at the end of his life is attend the Epiphany service at church, where presumably he 

received the Eucharist.170  Ill as he is purported to have been, it was likely no small feat 

to travel the distance from his cell to the church for the liturgical celebration.  Thus, the 

Eucharist clearly carried equal import for Evagrius and for his more “Anthropomorphic” 

brethren, even if they disagreed about its meaning.  Here, as in discussions of prayer, the 

status of humanity in relation to God’s image is what is at stake.  Further, the role 

                                                        

169 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Daniel 7.  Kai\ w9j e0ce/teinen o9 presbu/teroj th\n xei=ra kla/sai to\n 
a1rton, i0dou\ a1ggeloj Kuri/ou kath=len e0c ou0ranou= e1xwn ma/xairan, kai\ e1quse to\ paidi/on, kai\ 
e0ke/nwse to\ ai[ma au0tou= ei0j to\ poth/rion.  9Wj de\ e1klasen o9 presbu/teroj ei0j mikra\ me/rh to\n a1rton, 
kai\ a1ggeloj e1kopten e0k tou= paidi/ou mikra\ me/rh. 
170 Palladius, HL 38.13. 



 

 65 

visuality should play in the process of recalling God (here specifically Christ’s sacrifice) 

once more comes to the fore.   

 To mitigate the distinctions between opposing interpretations becoming too stark 

and the incidents of the Anthropomorphic Controversy being seen as the norm, we must 

remember that most monks were participating in liturgical practices such as the 

Eucharist and daily prayer practices together, even if they disagreed regarding their 

meaning.  As James Goehring has shown in regard to other supposed starkly divided 

ascetic issues, monks of different beliefs were quite capable (and did) live in communion 

with one another.171  As this chapter has shown, underlying each interpretation of their 

shared liturgical practices were common memory-acts, articulating specifically how and 

where to properly recall God.  It is to the latter matter of “where” that we shall turn next. 

                                                        

171 J.E. Goehring, “Monastic Diversity and Ideological Boundaries in Fourth-Century Christian 
Egypt,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 5.1 (1997): 61-84. 
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3. Egyptian Ascetic “Liturgical” Contexts:  

Churches, Cells, and Desert 
The previous chapter explored how “liturgical” texts, specifically those that 

describe the practices of the Eucharist and prayer, portray the memory-acts ascetics 

performed in order to properly remember God (recalling the Trinity as well as saintly 

figures).  The “liturgical” contexts in which such memory-acts were performed, that is 

churches, cells, and the desert more generally, were equally vital to the practices of 

Eucharist and of prayer.  The spaces in which God was remembered – the “where” – 

were as crucial to ascetic praxis as the “how” just considered. 

3.1 Spaces, Places, and Rituals1 
The “liturgical” activities of the Eucharist and of prayer were formed through the 

coalescing of rituals; via enactment of these rituals, ascetics sought to transform both 

themselves and the desert.  Such ritual practices, perpetually incomplete, are never a 

                                                        

1 An early, influential force in religion studies was Mircea Eliade’s The Sacred and the Profane (New 
York: Harper and Row Publishers, 1959; repr., 1961).  Most scholars now find his totemic-focused 
model simplistic and deeply problematic.  J.Z. Smith remains among the most influential scholars 
who have deeply engaged the role of rituals and spaces in religious communities.  For a good 
review of the issues surrounding the complex of space-place-ritual prior to Smith, see his 
description in J.Z. Smith, To Take Place: Toward Theory in Ritual (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1987), 28-45.   
Other notable scholars who have addressed the role of ritual include: Catherine Bell, Ritual 
Theory, Ritual Practice (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992); Catherine Bell, Ritual: 
Perspectives and Dimensions (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997); Henry Bial, ed., The 
Performance Studies Reader (London; New York: Routledge, 2007); Paul Bradshaw and John 
Melloh, eds., Foundations in Ritual Studies: A Reader for Students of Christian Worship (Grand 
Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, 2007); Willi Braun and Russell McCutcheon, eds., Introducing 
Religion: Essays in Honor of Jonathan Z. Smith (London; Oakville: Equinox Publishers, 2008); Judith 
Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex” (New York: Routledge, 1993); Mary 
Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concepts of Pollution and Taboo (London; New York: 
Routledge, 1966, 2002); Evangelos Kyriakidis, ed., The Archaeology of Ritual, Cotsen Advanced 
Seminar, vol. 3 (Los Angeles: Cotsen Institute of Archaeology, University of California, Los 
Angeles, 2007); Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-structure, The Lewis Henry 
Morgan Lectures 1966 (New York: Aldine de Gruyter, 1995). 



 

 67 

static transaction, but always a process that must be repeated, reenacted.2  To be clear, 

the ritual actions of the ascetics were never fully finished.  Their efforts had to be 

performed repeatedly (for some ascetics continuously) if they were to have any efficacy.  

In the Egyptian desert, the execution of these ritual practices was meant to effect mythic 

recreation of the paradisiacal (and/or heavenly) moment.  When ascetics performed 

such activities, their behavior not only recalled the past, but also attempted to invoke the 

past into the present, a process that was as much spatial as it was temporal. 

Constantly remembering God was central to focusing properly during these 

ritual efforts.  The religious historian J.Z. Smith acknowledges the important role of 

memory in relation to ritual and space3.  He describes memory as “a complex and 

deceptive experience.  It appears to be preeminently a matter of the past, yet it is as 

much an affair of the present.  It appears to be preeminently a matter of time, yet it is as 

much an affair of space.”4  Specifically, while describing the aboriginal Tjilpa people, he 

notes that their places are important because they are remembered/discovered.  If the 

Tjilpa should forget the locales, the places would lose their value.5  By contrast, his 

examination of Christianity argues for a gradual shift from the experiencing of physical 

places in Jerusalem to the eventual loss of Jerusalem and, therefore, to only mental 

recollection through the remembrance of foundational narratives.6  In these two 

                                                        

2 J.Z. Smith distinguishes ritual from myth.  Whereas myth considers both “then” and “now,” 
ritual is only concerned with distinguishing between different “nows,” those of everyday life and 
those of ritual. Specifically, he notes that “if ritual is concerned with the elaboration of relative 
difference that is never overcome, myth begins with absolute duality (for our purposes best 
expressed as the duality of ‘then’ and ‘now’)” (To Take Place, 110-112).  For our purposes, it is also 
necessary to beware of over-emphasizing the distinction between myth and ritual for they are 
more tightly bound. 
3 Smith hints at the intriguing possibilities of considering memory in conjunction with space, but 
does not explore it further in Place, 26. 
4 Smith, Place, 25. 
5 Smith, Place, 113. 
6 Smith, Place, 116-117. 
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distinctive examples, Smith conveys the central role such “emplacement” plays in the 

practice of remembrance during the performance of rituals. 

The Egyptian ascetic of the northwest desert experienced the relationship 

between memory and space through ritual in terms comparable to both of the above 

scenarios.  As I will consider in more depth in the next chapter, the desert was the home 

of demons, but it also consisted of spaces that ascetics could appropriate, imbuing those 

spaces with value through the rituals performed within them.  Thus, ascetic churches, 

cells, and the desert in which they were constructed had the potential to become 

“sacred” places within which an ascetic might interact with God.  Over time, as we shall 

see in the discussion of the archaeological evidence, settlement patterns shifted and 

some places gained new prominence while others were forgotten.  At the same time, as 

we shall see in Chapter Five, once the desert was “sacked” and many deemed the desert 

“lost,” the desert itself became a lost sacer locus similar to Jerusalem.  Specifically, though 

it was never fully lost and had the potential to be regained, the northwestern desert 

never recovered its prominence as the primary location of asceticism except as a mental 

representation to be called upon from time to time. 

Before exploring the churches and cells of the northwestern desert, two topics 

require brief mention: the relationship between the terms space and place, and the 

problems surrounding the use of the word “sacred.”  The dynamic between what is 

meant by a space and what is meant by a place has been the topic of some scholarly 

discussion.7  Smith, following humanist geographer Yi-Fu Tuan, is very careful to 

distinguish between spaces and places, defining the former as “unknown” and 
                                                        

7 For a brief summary of such discussions, see Linda McDowell, “Place and Space,” in A Concise 
Companion to Feminist Theory (ed. Mary Eagleton; Blackwell Companion Series; Oxford: Blackwell, 
2003), 11-31.  See also Erica Carter, James Donald, and Judith Squires, eds., Space and Place: 
Theories of Identity and Location (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1993).  For an example of a recent 
attempt to engage the issue of place and space, see Setha M. Low, “Towards an Anthropological 
Theory of Space and Place,“ Semiotica 175 (2009): 21-37. 



 

 69 

characterized by “movement,” while the latter are “known” and function more like a 

“pause.”8  Taking his language seriously, let us attempt to use these terms to describe 

the situation in the desert more broadly.   

The desert is the home of demons and pagan deities, but it is also a vast, 

unknown “space.”  When ascetics enter the desert, they enter it as such.  Their activities 

seek to transform the space of the desert, of demons, into the “place” of ascetics, of the 

possibility for reclamation/recollection/recreation of paradise.  But, the recognition of 

many ascetics that such attempts were a Sisyphean struggle highlights that their “place” 

was continuously in danger of slipping back into “space-ness.”9  Ascetic activity was 

constantly enmeshed in the continual struggle between “place” and “space,” a struggle 

manifested in their liturgical activities, informing their construction of and engagement 

with their churches and cells, and in their interactions with demons, the latter 

manifestation being taken up in detail in the next chapter. 

The other matter that requires addressing is the problematic term “sacred.”  Like 

the space/place issue, the “sacred” has received much scholarly attention.10  Of interest 

for our purposes is the question of what process or by whom an object or place becomes 

                                                        

8 Smith, Place, 28. 
9 My reading of the desert realm is deeply influenced by notions of s/places as vacillating 
between “striated” and “smooth,” as set forth by Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: 
Capitalism and Schizophrenia (Minneapolis, Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 1987).  In 
their essay, “1440: The Smooth and Striated” through their examination of the sea, consider how 
people attempt to plot and define (“striate”) the naturally undifferentiated (“smooth”) space of 
the sea.  Their point is that despite all efforts to organize space (the act of striation), spaces 
continually manage to slip back into smoothness.  At the same time, smooth spaces continually 
demand engagement, the attempts at sense-making that striation produces.  Thus, spaces 
constantly embody this pendulum nature of smooth to striated, often capable of being 
understood as both simultaneously. 
10 Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (New York: G. Allen & Unwin, 1915; 
Repr. trans. Carol Cosman; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001); J.G. Frazer, The Golden Bough: 
A Study in Magic and Religion (London: Macmillan, 1890; Repr. New York: Touchstone edition, 
1996).  The discussion usually begins as a response to these classic texts, so Mary Douglas, Purity 
and Danger, 23-27.  For a recent example, see Péter Losonczi, “Habermas, Levinas and the 
Problem of the Sacred: Postsecular Strategies in Resonating Divergence,” in Discoursing the Post-
Secular: Essays on Habermas and the Post-Secular Society (Berlin: LIT Verlag, 2010). 
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sacred.  As David Chidester has argued, what is sacred is defined by a community, 

nothing being inherently sacred or profane, and therefore, the sacred is constantly in 

flux, changing.  Due to its unstable nature, a sacred “thing” is better described not as a 

static entity that retains its “sacredness,” but as a community, object, or place on which 

the process of “sacralizing” is constantly being enacted.11  To demonstrate how the 

language of sacralizing or sacralization is valuable to considerations of ascetic 

engagement with the Egyptian desert, let us return to the Abba Isaac vignette that began 

the previous chapter.  Recall that Abba Isaac attends a liturgical service only to retreat 

rapidly to his cell at the service’s conclusion, doing so to protect the “stillness” (h9suxi/a) 

he has received.  Three spaces appear in the story: his cell, the church, and the 

surrounding desert.  Abba Isaac’s behavior in each of these places tells something about 

the important role spatial contexts played in ascetic endeavors.  Careful reading of the 

saying unearths that Abba Isaac must have stayed primarily in his cell, not receiving 

frequent visitors, as the brethren did not feel comfortable enough to question him until 

he fell ill.  The only time that he left his cell was to attend synaxis, after which he quickly 

returned to his cell, not delaying long enough even to attend the communal meal.  Only 

in his cell did Abba Isaac believe he would be able to maintain the “stillness” received 

                                                        

11 David Chidester, Authentic Fakes: Religion and American Popular Culture (Berkeley, California: 
University of California Press, 2005), 53-54.  Although his focus is contemporary American 
religion, Chidester offers an insightful discussion of the sacred, applicable to our considerations 
of Egyptian monasticism.  Through the first several chapters he explores the role of baseball, 
Coca-Cola, and rock ‘n’ roll in American culture as examples of “a community of sacred 
allegiance, the focus on a sacred object, and the ritualization of sacred exchange,” respectively. 
 It is worth noting that later in the book he explores the notion of “sacred space,” building 
upon J. Z. Smith’s distinctions between locative and utopian spaces, where locative spaces are 
stable and permanent in contrast to utopian spaces that attempt to escape boundaries and 
emplacement, though both are “simultaneously available options in any social world.”  Applying 
these spatial conceptions to South African understandings of “America” in the 1920s, Chidester 
highlights how South African experiences of locative spaces informed depictions of utopian 
America, indicating the intertwined relations between these two different types of spaces.  (162-
163, citing J. Z. Smith, Map is Not Territory: Studies in the History of Religions [Leiden: E. J. Brill: 
1978]). 
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during the liturgy.  But it was in the church, during the synaxis that he was first able to 

achieve such “stillness.”  And lying in the background, the equally important character 

of the desert, in which both cell and church were located, betrays itself as the space 

through which Abba Isaac must rush, being the domain of demons. 

 So how to make sense of Abba Isaac’s spatial behaviors?  Here is where 

Chidester’s language of sacralizing is especially productive.  Throughout the saying 

Abba Isaac expresses an anxiety about gaining and maintaining “stillness.”  Neither 

Abba Isaac’s cell nor the church can simply be deemed “sacred” spaces, as both are 

required for Isaac to achieve and to retain his “stillness.”  Whereas he is not able to 

attain “stillness” in his cell, but must enter the church and participate in the memory-

acts of the Eucharist to do so, it is only in his cell (and decidedly not the church) that he 

is able to maintain gained “stillness” through prayerful remembrance of God.  What his 

behavior indicates is a fluctuating valuation of the spaces of church and cell; the church 

is the place in which the liturgical performance of the synaxis occurs, opening up the 

possibility for Abba Isaac to embody “stillness,” but the cell is the place in which prayer 

to maintain his “stillness” must be enacted.  The anxiety present in the saying indicates 

the slippery-ness of spaces.  As quickly as the church has been made “sacred” through 

the liturgical performance of specific memory-acts, Abba Isaac finds its “sacredness” 

slipping away.  Likewise, Abba Isaac’s cell begins not as sacred space, but must be 

transformed into such by the introduction of the church-based, liturgically-received 

“stillness” into its interior.  Thus, we might describe Abba Isaac’s (and his brethren’s) 

activities as a process of “sacralization” through remembrance.  Even as the brethren 

labored to sacralize the church through the celebration of the synaxis, the conclusion of 

the liturgical memory-acts allowed the church’s desacralization, individual cells 
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displacing the church as the axes around which sacralizing, remembrance rituals now 

rotated.  

Although not all ascetics behaved like Abba Isaac (as is indicated by the fact that 

many staying for the communal meal found his behavior unusual), the saying 

nonetheless conveys a common anxiety about achieving and preserving “stillness,” a 

process that involved attempts at transformation of the spaces of church and cell 

through the performance of memory-acts. These remembering behaviors required 

constant reenactment as spaces constantly shifted.  The moment a place might be 

deemed “sacred,” it had already begun to ebb back into a space of “everydayness.”  This 

endless cycle was the constant struggle in which the ascetics found themselves 

enmeshed.  And to describe the process as an alternating cycle remains too simplistic, 

for an individual ascetic’s experience (within a community of ascetics) of the spaces of 

church and cell allowed for the church or cell to be simultaneously in the process of 

being made “sacred” and banal.  That is, while one ascetic wrestled to sacralize a place, 

his neighboring brethren might be manifesting behaviors that rendered that same space 

banal.  Any attempt, through the activity of liturgical remembering, to transform church 

and cell was meant to transform the ascetic himself, but it was also meant to transform 

the whole space in which church and cell were located, the desert.  For, by going out into 

the desert, ascetics were attempting to regain the paradisiacal state and, likewise, 

transform the entire desert, the realm of demons, into a paradise or perhaps even into the 

paradise. To better understand how the physical space of the desert, especially churches 

and cells, participated in conjunction with memory-acts in the ascetic paradise project, 

let us now examine more closely the material organization of the Northwestern Desert. 
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3.2 The Northwestern Desert 
 It is the unfortunate state of affairs that very little archaeological evidence 

remains from the fourth and fifth centuries, those in which figures such as Evagrius and 

the Abbas of the AP lived.  Yet, consideration of the few early materials that do remain, 

in conjunction with literary texts, gives a sense of the ways in which asceticism 

instantiated itself in the physical space of the Egyptian desert.   

The northwestern desert of Egypt includes the region west of modern-day Cairo 

and south of Alexandria, a stretch that includes the famous settlements of Scetis, Nitria, 

Kellia, and Pherme.  We will consider each of these regions in turn. 

3.2.1 Scetis12 

Scetis (or Scete) is the name of the desert region located in the modern-day 

region of Wadi n-Natrun.  In late antiquity, four monastic communities were established 

                                                        

12 Scetis is the Latin version of the region’s name. In late antiquity, it carried at least two other 
names: in Greek it was probably known as Skh=thj, while in Bohairic Coptic it was most often 
referred to as 4iht.  For a discussion of and references to the uses of this variety of names and 
those of Nitria and Kellia see, Hugh G. Evelyn-White, The Monasteries of the Wadi ‘n Natrun. New 
York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, Egyptian Expedition, 1926-1933 (3 vols.; New York: Arno Press, 
1973), 2:27-36. In any language, it has remained unclear precisely what the name Scetis means.  In 
popular etymology, Shi-hèt (4iht) is commonly understood to mean “the weighing of hearts,” 
therefore serving as a descriptive appellation of the asceticism carried out there.  This 
interpretation of the name is found in later Syriac texts, and should be contextualized in the long 
history of Coptic-Syriac Christian interaction (for more on which, see Lucas Van Rompay, 
“Coptic Christianity, Syriac contacts with,” in The Gorgias Encyclopedic Dictionary on the Syriac 
Heritage (GEDSH) (eds. Sebastian Brock, Aaron Butts, George Kiraz, and Lucas Van Rompay; 
Piscataway, N.J.: Gorgias Press, 2011), 103-106.  So, for example, in the thirteenth-century 
manuscript, Ms. Vat. Sir. 26, a particular region in the Egyptian desert, Esqete (a Syriac 
transliteration of Scetis), is equated with Shehit (a Syriac rendering of 4iht), both being given the 

etymology “weighing the heart, scales for (weighing) thoughts.” ()BL lQt tYKw) tYh$ 

sY+YQS)d wh nYr cMd )rBdMBd 

)B$qXd )t)sM).  There are four other manuscripts (thirteenth-fifteenth centuries) where 
this etymology is referenced: British Library (B.L.) Add. 17, 256, BL Add. 14, 715; B.L. Add. 14, 
735; B.L. Add. 17, 231.  See W. Wright, Catalogue of Syriac Manuscripts in the British Museum, 
Acquired Since the Year 1838 (Vols. I and III; London: The British Museum, 1870-1872).  I am 
grateful to Lucas Van Rompay for sharing his description of Ms. Vat. Sir. 26 with me, and for 
bringing the British Library manuscripts to my attention. 
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in close proximity in the area of Scetis, the monasteries of Macarius, John the Little, 

Bishoi, and Baramus.13  When they came to be named after their respective patron 

figures remains obscured.  In fact, very little is known about them before the 6th-7th 

centuries.14  Nonetheless, it seems quite probable that the four, neighboring laurae were 

in existence by the late 4th century, as John Cassian mentions them in his discussions on 

prayer.15  At a later date (probably in the sixth century), four duplicate monasteries were 

built to the Theotokos, that is, to Mary the God-Bearer.16  Each Theotokos monastery 

maintained a link to its twin.  The most well-known of these duplicates is the Virgin of 

Abba Bishoi.  It would eventually come to carry a second appellation, the Monastery of 

the Syrians.  Of the twin monasteries, only the Monastery of the Syrians continues to 

thrive.  As for the original monasteries, three of the four are still extant: Macarius, Bishoi, 

                                                        

13 HME 23 (Grk) describes Macarius of Alexandria as living in Scetis.  The author claims that the 
distance between Scetis and Nitria is “a day and night’s journey.”  HL 18 corroborates that 
Macarius of Alexandria had a cell in Scetis as well as at Nitria and Kellia.  HL 17.3 states that 
Macarius of Egypt also lived in Scetis.  Others residing at Scetis include Isidore the Priest and 
Pachon (HL 19 and 23, respectively). 
14 For a full discussion of the emergence of the four communities, see H.G. Evelyn-White’s 
chapter on the issue in his Wadi ‘n Natrun, 2:95-124. 
15 John Cassian, Conferences 10.2.  Here he refers to an Abba Paphnutius who, unlike the priests of 
the other three communities in Scetis, allowed a letter from Theophilus, Bishop of Alexandria, to 
be read aloud.  The passage is generally understood to refer to the pronouncement of Theophilus 
regarding humanity being made in the image of God, a position that apparently led to the 
Anthropomorphite controversy at the end of the 4th/beginning of the 5th century. 
16 On the existence and dating of the twin monasteries, see Evelyn-White, Wadi ‘n Natrun, 2: 232-
235.  He argues that the duplicate monasteries consecrated to the Theotokos were built as response 
to the expulsion of Severan monastics by Gaianite/Julianist monastics in their struggles over the 
corruptibility/incorruptibility of Christ’s body.  Evelyn-White’s contextualization and dating of 
the twin monasteries must remain speculative, as no evidence exists to elucidate the situation 
surrounding the construction of the Theotokos monasteries.  Scholars have tended to accept his 
explanations.  For examples of recent studies of the monastery: Karel C. Innemée, “Deir al-
Baramus: Excavations at the So-Called Site of Moses the Black, 1994-1999,” Bulletin de la Société 
d’archéologie copte 39 (2000): 123-135; Karel C. Innemée and Lucas van Rompay, “La presence des 
Syriens dans le Wadi al-Natrun (Égypte).  À propos des découvertes récentes de peintures et de 
texts muraux dans l’Église de la Vierge du Couvent des Syriens,” Parole de l’Orient 23 (1998): 167-
202.  But given J. Goehring’s analysis of Meletian/non-Meletian and Origenist/anti-Origenst 
ascetics coexisting peacefully, Evelyn-White’s interpretation should be viewed with some caution 
(Goehring, “Monastic Diversity”).  For a good introduction to the Gaianite controversy, see Lucas 
Van Rompay, “Society and Community in the Christian East,” in The Cambridge Companion to the 
Age of Justinian (ed. Michael Maas; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 252-254. 
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and Baramus.  The site of the earlier, original community of Baramus lies next to that of 

the present day monastery, and has undergone excavation in recent years.17  The 

community named for Abba John the Little is also currently being excavated by an 

American-based archaeological team, though much of their work still awaits 

publication.18  As no extant building can be dated any earlier than the 9th century, well 

beyond the chronological parameters of this study,19 we shall leave further consideration 

of Scetis for later chapters. 

3.2.2 Nitria20 

Nitria, approximately 40 kilometers southeast of Alexandria, is located in the 

vicinity of the present-day village al-Barnudj in the Delta region.21  The name Nitria 

appears to have referred to natron mining done in the area.  Unfortunately, as with 

Scetis, no late ancient Nitrian remains have survived the ravages of time.  There does 

exist, however, a sizable literary portrayal in the HL and HME.  According to tradition, 

                                                        

17 Karel Innemée, “Excavations at Deir al-Baramus 2002-2005,” Bulletin de la Societé d’ archéologie 
copte 45 (2006): 50-78. 
18 The excavation is known as Yale Monastic Archaeology Project – North and is directed by 
Stephen J. Davis and head archaeologist Dar Brooks Hedstrom.  Publications so far include: D. 
Brooks Hedstrom, S.J. Davis, T. Herbich, G. Pyke, and D. McCormack, “Yale Monastic 
Archaeology Project: John the Little, Season 1 (June 7–June 27, 2006),” Mishkah: The Egyptian 
Journal of Islamic Archeology 3 (2009): 47–52; D. Brooks Hedstrom et al., “Yale Monastic 
Archaeology Project: John the Little, Season 2 (May 14–June 17, 2007),” Mishkah: The Egyptian 
Journal of Islamic Archeology 3 (2009): 59–64; D. Brooks Hedstrom, S.J. Davis, T. Herbich, S. Ikram, 
D. McCormack, M-D. Nenna, and G. Pyke, “New Archaeology at Ancient Scetis: Surveys and 
Initial Excavations at the Monastery of St. John the Little in Wādī al-Naṭrūn (Yale Monastic 
Archaeology Project),” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 64 (2011), forthcoming. 
19 Peter Grossmann has offered a speculative date (360s) for the first church at Scetis, but his date 
is based on textual not archaeological materials.  See, P. Grossmann, “Zur Datierung der ersten 
Kirchenbauten in der Sketis,” Byzantinische Zeitschrift 90 (1997): 377-388. 
20 Nitria, used here and through out is based on the Latin version of the name, as it is the most 
commonly used name in scholarship on this region.  In late antiquity, it carried at least two other 
names: in Greek, to\ o)/roj th=j Nitri/aj, the mountain of Nitria, and in Bohairic Coptic, ptou 

m_pernou`, the mountain of Pernoudj.  It also is referenced in Sahidic Coptic as ptoou mp6osm, that 
is, the Mountain of Natron. Again, see H. G. Evelyn-White, Wadi ‘n Natrun, 2:17-24 for further 
discussion. 
21 H.G. Evelyn-White, Wadi ‘n Natrun, 2:17-24.  Palladius asserts that it took him a day and a half 
to travel from Alexandria across Lake Marea to Nitria, HL 7. 



 

 76 

the ascetic community at Nitria was established in the early 4th century by a certain Abba 

Amoun.22  Inspired by Amoun’s example, more ascetics quickly populated the 

neighboring desert.  Palladius claims that he witnessed around 5,000 monks at Nitria, 

living either alone (as anchorites) or with one or two others (as semi-anchorites).23  

Although an exaggerated figure, it does convey the visual density a monk or visitor 

might experience while standing in the community’s midst.  So for example, Macarius of 

Alexandria is said to have had a cell at Nitria,24 as did Evagrius,25 Isidore,26 Or,27 

Pambo,28 Ammonius,29 Benjamin,30 Apollonius,31 Paesius and Isaias,32 Arsisius the Great, 

Poutoubastes, Asius, Cronius, and Sarapion.33  As noted in the last chapter, brethren 

were said to join one another only for communal liturgical services once a week, coming 

out from their cells on such occasions to attend services at their church(es).34  Palladius 

offers an especially rich description of his experience of the ascetic community at Nitria.  

He writes,35 

All these work with their hands at making linen, so that none of them is in want.  

And indeed, along about the ninth hour one can stand and hear the divine 

psalmody issuing forth from each cell and imagine one is high above in Paradise.  
                                                        

22 Palladius, HL 8; HME 22 (Grk).  Note that in Rufinus’ Latin recension of the HME the 
description of Nitria is followed with an independent section about Kellia.  The classic analysis of 
the text remains Adalbert de Vogüé, Histoire littéraire du mouvement monastique dans l’antiquité 
(Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1994), 3: 317-386. 
23 Palladius, HL 7. 
24 Palladius, HL 17. 
25 HME (Greek) 20.15; HL 38. 
26 Palladius, HL 1. 
27 Palladius, HL 9. 
28 Palladius, HL 10. 
29 Palladius, HL 11. 
30 Palladius, HL 12. 
31 Palladius, HL 13. 
32 Palladius, HL 14. 
33 Palladius, HL 7. 
34 There is some discrepancy in the sources, as Palladius claims there is a great church (HL 7.3), 
while the author of HME seems to imply Nitria held multiple churches (HME [Greek] 20.7). 
35 Palladius, HL 7.5. 
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They occupy the church on Saturdays and Sundays only.  Eight priests have 

charge of the church. 

Palladius paints a dramatic image of the ascetic community, each individual in his cell, 

participating in an angelic choir near the end of the day. Even if not actually 5,000 

strong, the spatial layout of Nitria clearly did evince in Palladius a sense of its 

magnitude, expanding in all directions.  That spatial encounter combined with his aural 

experience of the evening psalmody led him to articulate those particular moments in 

paradisiacal terms.  And he couples his evocation of a paradisiacal experience in the 

desert during the hour of psalmody with mention of the fact that other liturgical 

activities were celebrated in the church on weekends, led by resident priests.  He also 

goes on to indicate that the church was a communal space used not only for liturgical 

celebrations, but also as a location for the disciplining of sinning monks and robbers.  

And elsewhere in the same chapter, Palladius notes the presence of other structures 

(beyond cells and a church) present within the community, including, a guesthouse, 

garden, bakery, and a kitchen.  His description of Nitria gives a sense of a large and 

vibrant community.36   

Similarly, the author of HME37 portrays ascetics living at some distance from one 

another in Nitria, only leaving their cells to attend weekly liturgies at their churches.  In 

contrast to Palladius, the HME seems to indicate that more than one church stood in the 

Nitrian community.  The discrepancy is perhaps explained by the burgeoning 

community reflected in the HME’s depiction of Nitria.  The author of the HME recounts 

                                                        

36 Palladius’ witness is especially fascinating, as his perspective is one both of outsider, originally 
a visitor to Nitria, and insider, living with the ascetics there for an entire year and then several 
more years at Kellia. 
37 It is important to note that whereas Palladius, the author of Hl, spent some time actually living 
with the Egyptian brethren, it seems that the anonymous author of the HME was only a visitor, 
not a temporary inhabitant, to the northwestern desert.  The distinction lies in the fact that the HME 
is always written from the perspective of an outsider to the community. 
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a tradition about Abba Ammonius that when many desired to join Nitrian ascetic life, he 

would gather the “whole community” so that all the required new cells might be built in 

one day.  And yet, the HME states that cells were still placed some distance one from the 

other, in an attempt to prevent brethren from social intercourse during the week.   If one 

imagines the layout of these cells, one far from the other, it becomes understandable 

how ascetics sometimes found themselves living several miles from their church.  Thus, 

attending weekend services required some travel.  Eventually, the distance between a 

church and a group of cells could (and probably did) become so lengthy that rather than 

traverse such a large stretch of desert, it seemed better to construct supplemental 

churches.  As we shall see below, archaeological evidence from the neighboring region 

of Kellia seems to indicate a similar trajectory of growth.  The mere presence of a 

community of ascetics at Kellia is a function of the overdevelopment that occurred at 

Nitria.  For it is precisely overcrowding and the consequent lack of solitude it caused 

that is said to be the reason for Abba Amoun’s retreat further into the desert, thus 

establishing the site of Kellia. 
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3.2.3 Kellia38 and Pherme39 

 Slightly deeper into the western desert than Nitria, the remains of Kellia and 

Pherme can be found, 60 kilometers south of Alexandria and 40 kilometers west of the 

western branch of the Nile River.40  Supposedly also founded by Abba Amoun in the 

middle of the 4th century, Kellia was established as a place to find the solitude no longer 

available at the overpopulated Nitria.41  Kellia, then, might be viewed as the “overflow” 

space for Nitria.  Too many individuals having come to Nitria to live the ascetic life, the 

most austere and seasoned monks fled further into the desert, to Kellia, for quiet.  

Initially a satellite community of Nitria, Kellia eventually became an ascetic locale of its 

own, with its own churches and priests, the famous Abba Macarius of Alexandria 

among them.42  Although it was a distinct community, the ascetic lifestyles practiced at 

Kellia were different in degree (being more extreme due to the more extreme environs) 

                                                        

38 Kellia follows the Greek, ta\ kelli/a.  The name in Latin was Cellia or Cellae, meaning the cells.  
The Coptic version was a translation, niri.  Again see H. G. Evelyn-White, Wadi ‘n Natrun, 2: 24-
27 for further discussion. 
39 Mentioned in Palladius’ HL 20, the Greek is fe/rmh.  Pherme is also the home of a certain 
Theodore of Pherme in the Alphabetical AP (Greek).  Although H. G. Evelyn-White, Wadi ‘n 
Natrun, mentions the site, he does not give much discussion of the name, and merely notes that 
Pherme lay somewhere in the Delta region, 2:36-37.  More recently, Pherme has been identified as 
the offshoot communities found southeast of Kellia, that is Qouçoûr Hégeila and `Éreima.  See 
Philippe Bridel, et al, eds., Explorations aux Qouçoûr Hégeila and `Éreima lors des campagnes 1987, 
1988 et 1989 (EK 8184, vol 4; Louvain: Peeters, 2003).  And more recently, T. Herbich, D. Brooks 
Hedstrom, and S.J. Davis, “A Geophysical Survey of Ancient Pherme: Magnetic Prospection at an 
Early Christian Monastic Site in the Egyptian Delta,” Journal of the American Research Center in 
Egypt 44 (2007): 129-137; D. Brooks Hedstrom, S.J. Davis, T. Herbich, G. Pyke, and D. 
McCormack, “Yale Monastic Archaeology Project: Pherme (Qusur Higayla and Qusur `Erayma), 
Season 1 (May 29–June 8, 2006),” Mishkah: The Egyptian Journal of Islamic Archeology 3 (2009): 53–7. 
40 H.G. Evelyn-White, Wadi ‘n Natrun, 2:24-27; C. Thirard,”Des Kellia au Wadi Natrun ou les 
Facteurs de pérennisation d’une colonie ascétique,” in Actes de Congrès de Paris, 28 juin – 3 juillet 
2004 (eds. Nathalie Bosson and Anne Bouvarel-Boud’hors.  Leuven: Peeters, 2007), 369. 
41 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Antony 34 states that Antony and Amoun specified the location for 
more remote cells, a spot 12 miles away from Nitria. Rufinus’ Latin translation of the HME XXII 
describes Kellia as located about 10 miles from Nitria. 
42 Latin HME 22 describes how ascetics at Kellia met only on weekends at church: “they see one 
another there, as if having been restored to heaven” (ibi semetipsos invicem tamquam coelo redditos 
vident).   For Macarius of Alexandria as Kellia’s priest, see Palladius, HL 18. 
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rather than kind.  Thus, Kellia’s ascetics, too, lived in either an anchoritic or semi-

anchoritic manner.  

It seems that at some later time, Kellia also became too full and another offshoot 

community, Pherme, formed even further in the desert.   Pherme is only briefly 

mentioned in literary sources as the home of certain ascetics (such as Paul of Pherme in 

Palladius’ Lausiac History43 or Theodore of Pherme in the AP).44  While Palladius 

describes Pherme as bordering with Scetis,45 modern archaeological excavations have 

unearthed ruins of Pherme not far from those of Kellia.46  

As Kellia is the only locale in the northwestern desert where early archaeological 

remains have been excavated (generally dated to the 4th and 5th centuries), it will serve as 

our main case study for late ancient construction of churches and cells.  Drawing 

comparisons between Kellia, its companion sites, Nitria and later Pherme, and the 

communities at Scetis is not an unreasonable stretch.  For, as just noted, Kellia was 

originally created as an extension of Nitria. The Greek HME’s silence on the existence of 

Kellia (though it still relates stories about monks known to have lived at both Nitria and 

Kellia) seems to indicate that Nitria and Kellia were virtually indistinguishable to 

visitors at their early stages of development.  As for Scetis, a comparison with Kellia is 

also viable.  For one, stories of ascetics living at Scetis were often grouped with those of 

Nitria and Scetis, as the AP evidences.  Such stories make clear that ascetic practices 

were very similar in all three locales, some living semi-anchoretically and others entirely 

alone.  And even John Cassian who lived in the northwestern desert for several years 

                                                        

43 Palladius, HL 20. 
44 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Theodore of Pherme. 
45 Palladius, HL 20. 
46 See footnote 37 above. 
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describes Kellia as located between Nitria and Scetis.47  Further, stories about these three 

spaces indicate that travel among them was not unknown.  So for example, Abba 

Ammoes and Abba Bitimius traveled from Kellia to Scetis in order to visit Abba 

Achilles.48  And, Macarius the Great (also known as Macarius the Egyptian) is said to 

have made a similar trip in reverse, journeying from Scetis to Nitria.49  Moreover, the 

case of Pherme underscores the connected nature of these other three spaces.  As 

mentioned above, late ancients like Palladius tended to describe Pherme in relation to 

Scetis,50 while modern archaeologists have located it due to its proximity to Kellia.  Thus, 

both literary references and archaeological evidence indicate that ascetics living in all of 

these communities shared a similar mode of ascesis and that movement between all these 

sites, though certainly arduous, did sometimes occur. 

3.3 Kellia: A Case Study 
 Agricultural reclamation by the modern-day Egyptian government, 

heavily dependent upon extended irrigation projects, has caused the region’s water table 

to rise.  As a result, some of the remains at Kellia have been lost or permanently 

damaged, while others remain at risk.51  Due to this state of affairs, Kellia underwent 

salvage excavations through the cooperation of Swiss and French archaeology teams 

                                                        

47 John Cassian, Conferences 7.1. 
48 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Achilles 5. 
49 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Macarius the Great 39. 
50 A saying attributed to Theodore of Pherme likewise notes travel between Scetis and Pherme.  
Alphabetical AP (Greek) Theodore of Pherme 26 claims that after the sack of Scetis, Theodore 
went to live at Pherme. 
51 See A. Guillaumont, “Le site des Kellia manacé de destruction,” in Prospection et sauvegarde des 
antiquités de l’Égypte (ed. N.-C. Grimal; Cairo: Institut français d’archéologie orientale du Caire, 
1981).  A description of a damaged cell is discussed in J. Jarry, “Description des restes d’un petit 
monastère coupe en deux par un canal d’irrigation aux Kellia,” Bulletin de l’Institut français 
d’archéologie orientale 66 (1968): 147–55. 
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from the 1960s to 1980s.52  The precise location of Kellia was successfully discovered by 

Antoine Guillaumont in March 1964.53  Using condensation that gathered on the tops of 

koms (small sand mounds) in the early morning, the teams were able to record the 

existence of more than 1500 buildings over twenty-seven square kilometers.54  Although 

they were only able to excavate a relatively small number of these,55 the sheer size of the 

Kellia complex could be discerned from their topographical analysis.  Consideration of 

                                                        

52 For general description of their excavation activities, see R.-G. Coquin, “Kellia: French 
Archaeological Activity,” The Coptic Encyclopedia, 5:1398–1400.  D. Weidmann, “Kellia: Swiss 
Archaeological Activity,” The Coptic Encyclopedia, 5:1400–1406.  A. Guillaumont et al., “Kellia: 
History of the Site,” The Coptic Encyclopedia, 5:1397–1398. 
53 A. Guillaumont, “Le site des Cellia (Basse Égypte),” Revue archéologique 2 (July-Sept 1964): 43–
50.  He was able to establish its location partially due to the studied speculation of possible sites 
by Hugh G. Evelyn-White. 
54 R. Kasser, ed., Kellia 1965, Topographie générale, mensurations et fouilles aux Qouçoûr ‘Îsâ et aux 
Qouçoûr el-'A'Abîd, mensurations aux Qouçoûr el-'Izeila (vol. 1 of Recherches suisses d’archéologie 
copte; Genève: Georg, 1967).  Ibid, ed., Kellia. Topographie (vol. 2 of Recherches suisses 
d’archéologie copte; Genève: Georg, 1972).  Ibid, ed., Le site monastique des Kellia (Basse-Égypte). 
Recherches des années 1981–1983 (Mission suisse d’archéologie copte de l’Université de Genève, 
Louvain: Peeters, 1984).  Ibid, “Sortir du monde, réflexions sur la situation et le développement 
des établissements monastiques des Kellia,” Revue de théologie et de philosophie 109 (1976): 111–24. 
R. Kasser and Jean-Marie Alès, eds., Survey archéologique des Kellia (Basse-Égypte). Rapport de la 
campagne 1981 (EK 8184, vol. 1:1–2; Mission suisse d’archéologie copte de l’Université de Genève; 
Louvain: Peeters, 1983). 
55 A. Guillaumont, “Premières fouilles au site des Kellia (Basse Égypte),” Comptes rendues de 
l’Académie des inscriptions et belles-lettres (1965): 218–25.  F. Daumas and A. Guillaumont, eds., 
Kellia I, Kom 219. Fouilles exécutées en 1964 et 1965 (Cairo: Institut français d’archéologie orientale, 
1969).  F. Daumas, “Les fouilles de Kellia, 1965–66,” Comptes rendus de l’Académie des inscriptions et 
belles-lettres (1966): 300–309.  Ibid, “Les fouilles de Kellia, 1966–67,” Comptes rendus de l’Académie 
des inscriptions et belles-lettres (1967): 438–51.  Ibid, “Les fouilles de Kellia, 1967–68,” Comptes 
rendus de l’Académie des inscriptions et belles-lettres (1968): 395–408.  Ibid, “Les fouilles de Kellia, 
1968–69,” Comptes rendus de l’Académie des inscriptions et belles-lettres (1969): 496–507.  G. Andreu, 
G. Castel, and R.-G. Coquin, “Sixième campagne de fouilles aux Kellia, 1979–1980, rapport 
préliminaire,” Bulletin de l’Institut français d’archéologie orientale 80 (1980): 347–68.  Andreu et al., 
“Septième campagne de fouilles aux Kellia (avril 1981), rapport préliminaire,” Bulletin de l’Institut 
français d’archéologie orientale 81 (1981): 159–88.  P. Bridel, et al., eds.. Explorations aux Qouçoûr el-
Izeila lors des campagnes 1981, 1982, 1985, 1985, 1986, 1989 et 1990, EK 8184, vol. 3. Louvain: Peeters, 
1999.  P. Bridel and D. Sierro, eds., Explorations aux Qouçoûr Hégeila et ‘Éreima lors des campagnes 
1987, 1988 et 1989 (EK 8184, vol. 4; Louvain: Peeters, 2003).  R. Kasser, “Exploration dans le désert 
occidental, Qouçour Hégeila et Qouçour ‘Ereima,” Kêmi 19 (1969): 103–110.  R. Kasser and 
Françoise Bonnet, eds., Explorations aux Qouçoûr er-Roubâ'îyât. Rapport des campagnes 1982 et 1983 
avec une étude de vingt-quatre ermitages mis au jour en 1977 par le Service des Antiquités de l'Égypte, 
l'édition des inscriptions qu'ils ont livrées et l'inventaire des peintures murales documentées (EK 8184, 
vol. 2; Mission suisse d’archéologie copte de l’Université de Genève; Louvain: Peeters, 1994). 
Nessim H. Henein and M. Wuttmann, eds., Kellia. II. L’ermitage copte QR 195. I. Archéologie et 
architecture. Plans (Fouilles de l’IFAO 41; Cairo: Institut français d’archéologie orientale, 2000). 
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the buildings that underwent excavation and the finds contained therein date site 

inhabitation to the late 4th through 9th centuries, though subsequent examination has 

concluded that most late 4th and 5th century buildings were either incorporated into later 

structures or abandoned entirely.56  The general topography of Kellia consists of five 

large clusters of monastic structures: Qus }ur Isa, Qus }ur el ‘Abd, Qus }ur el-Izeila, Qasr 

Ouheida, and Qus }ur er-Roubâ'îyât.  Originally, surveys counted seven large clusters 

(with as many as ten other small groupings), but two of these (Qus }ur Hégeila and 

‘Éreima), more recently, have been deemed to be the late ancient site of Pherme.57  The 

exact order in which these five groupings developed remains undetermined, but a rough 

sense of how one of these smaller communities, Qus }ur el-Izeila, arose has been traced.58   

3.3.1 Topographical Development: Qus }ur el-Izeila 

 Although beyond our chronological parameters, a quick review of Qus }ur el-

Izeila will allow us to imagine the ways in which the overall site of Kellia may have 

developed.  Around 500, the site located in a depression on the north face of a ridge 

consisted of only nine buildings, each approximately one hundred twenty meters away 

from the next.  Over the next seventy-five years, the inhabited spaces shifted some.  

                                                        

56 C. Thirard, “Des Kellia au Wadi Natrun,” 372. 
57 See footnote 37. 
58 P. Bridel, “Répartition géographique de ri d’après la chronologie,” in Le site monastique copte des 
Kellia: Sources historiques et explorations archéologiques, in Actes du Colloque de Genève, 13 au 15 août 
1984 (Geneva: Mission suisse d'archéologie copte de l'Université de Genève, 1986), 55-61. 
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There were twenty-six occupied buildings, eight of the previous structures having been 

abandoned, and the distance between buildings had now been reduced to only ninety 

meters separation.  Within twenty-five years, forty more buildings had been added and 

their degree of separation had once more shrunk (thirty to forty meters).  Most of the 

growth remained at the northern end of the site, but the beginning of construction 

further south had occurred.  About 625, Qus }ur el-Izeila now consists of around one 

hundred and fifteen structures, with most newer additions being made on the site’s 

southern end.  The gradual shift south was due at least in part to the fact that the central 

portion of the community was so densely populated that no more building in that 

section was possible.  Such extensive growth has also led to the restoration of older, 

previously abandoned buildings.  At the height of its occupation (around 660), Qus }ur el-

Izeila had gained only an additional ten structures, most being constructed on the 

community’s periphery and at a slightly higher elevation.  Over the course of the early 

eighth century, the site seems to have been gradually abandoned, though no exact date 

can be discerned given the limited extent of excavations. 

 What a review of Qus }ur el-Izeila’s building history indicates is a growth pattern 

that we can speculate occurred elsewhere at Kellia (and is one that parallels literary 

descriptions of community growth at other ascetic locales).  First, a site was established 

by a handful of ascetics who placed their cells at some distance from one another.  Over 

the course of time, the site would gather popularity, attracting more and more 

newcomers eager to live there as well.  As the number of inhabitants expanded, the 

density of buildings likewise grew.  Eventually, a climactic moment might be reached at 
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which no further building could occur at a given point and thus additions were forced to 

establish themselves higher up the ridge, further into the desert, in rougher terrain.  And 

then gradually, for whatever reasons, a site might be abandoned.  Such a course of 

development helps make sense of literary portrayals of figures, like Abba Amoun who, 

located in Nitria, suddenly found himself living uncomfortably close to his brethren and 

thus moved deeper into the desert in search of solitude and more space. 

3.3.2 Early Churches at Kellia 

 Although this more abstract discussion of construction patterns offers certain 

insights, it is also fruitful to consider the architecture of specific buildings.  Bringing to 

mind once more Abba Isaac, let us trace his footsteps, walking first to church, then 

rapidly running back home to his cell.  As Peter Grossmann has noted, exactly “how the 

oldest churches in the anchoritic laurae looked is still largely unknown.”59  What does 

remain at Kellia is of a bare-necessities style that does not reflect the more ornate and 

monumental urban churches of the same era.60  Remains of three church buildings dated 

to the 4th and 5th centuries have been unearthed at Kellia:61 

1) Qus }ur Isa 1 south, old north church: On the mound labeled Qus }ur Isa 1 south, 

remains of a late 4th or early 5th century church were found under a later north church.  A 

small, broadsided building, it consists of a modest nave and rectangular sanctuary, 

evidencing no support columns.  One entered the church through its south wall via a 

                                                        

59 P. Grossmann, Christliche Architektur in Ägypten (Köln: Brill, 2001), 50. 
60 Grossmann, Architektur, 48-49. 
61 P. Grossmann also notes the presence of later “individual churches” (Eigenkirchen einzelner 
Monche), but how these functioned remains very unclear.  Single churches are present at Qusur 

al-Izeila, but not Qus }ur al-Rubaiyat or Qus }ur Isa, 54. He acknowledges that no adequate 
explanation for this multiplication of churches exists, as he dismisses the claim that such churches 
came into being due to the chalcedonian/anti-chalcedonian split. 
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porch, presumably present to offer some protection from sand and wind.  The interior of 

the church seems to have been rather stark except for the presence of a bench that runs 

along the base of the west wall, orienting its inhabitants toward the eastern wall, and 

two small niches on the north wall.  In the sanctuary area there are traces of what 

appears to have been a circular altar and perhaps a reliquary.  The structure seems to 

have been constructed largely out of mudbricks, and though it is certain it was covered 

with a roof, whether that roof was a clay vault or constructed from flat wooden beams is 

uncertain.  In his assessment, Grossmann has concluded that even before construction 

was complete, its architects seem to have had plans for renovations, specifically the 

addition of two rooms adjoining the sanctuary on its north and south sides.  These 

expansions of the church indicate the presence of liturgical items.  In the northern room, 

two niches were carved into the west wall, one perhaps covered with a wooden door. 

Grossmann speculates that the niche may have housed liturgical elements and texts.  As 

for the southern room, a special door on its south wall was added so that the sanctuary 

might be accessed directly from outside.  The room was also equipped with a water 

basin, perhaps for liturgical washing before the preparation of the Eucharist.62 

2) South church at Qus }ur Isa south 1 and 3) West church at Qus }ur Ouheida (also known 

as Qus }ur er-Roubâ'îyât 34):  Following Grossmann, it seems worthwhile to treat these 

two churches together as they are so very similar in layout.  Both churches date to the 

late 5th century and in comparison to their urban contemporaries seem rather 

impoverished.  Like their predecessor, they were constructed predominantly with 

mudbricks.  The main difference between the two structures is the location of the main 

                                                        

62 P. Grossmann, Christliche Architektur, 492-493. 
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door.  Whereas the entrance to the south church at Qus }ur Isa 1 is situated in the face of 

the northern wall, that of the west church at Qus }ur Ouheida is found in the south wall.  

Both doorways are built with an accompanying porch for protection from the elements.  

The plan of both churches places the entrance into the structure at the level of the second 

column, counting from the east.  In total, the interior held three pairs of columns, 

dividing the space into a main nave and two aisles.  Roughly the same width, the nave is 

not particularly emphasized.  The buildings also contained a bench and simple podium. 

The sanctuary is a rectangular shape and sandwiched between two rooms, one to its 

north and another to its south.  As its organization roughly mirrors that of larger five-

aisled basilicas, it may be presumed that the roof was a flat design made of wood.  The 

northern room of both churches held a water basin that Grossmann imagines may have 

functioned as a baptismal font.  Both the rooms to the north and south opened into the 

main sanctuary, but only Qus }ur Ouheida had a separate entrance, complete with 

covered porch, into the southern room.63 

 As the descriptions of all three churches indicate, they were rather simple 

structures.  Even the slightly later examples from the late 5th century are very basic 

columned buildings that would have paled in comparison with their urban 

counterparts.  Various explanations might be given for this situation: austerity, 

poverty,64 difficulty accessing finer building materials.  But it is also plausible that these 

                                                        

63 P. Grossmann, Christliche Architektur, 494-495. 
64 We would do well to head J. Goehring’s warning that we should not assume that ascetics were 
overly impoverished.  See J.E. Goehring, Ascetics, Society, and the Desert: Studies in Early Egyptian 
Monasticism (Studies in Antiquity and Christianity; Harrisburg, P.A.: Trinity International Press, 
1999), 39-52, 61. 
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spaces were left intentionally spartan, as they were the primary (perhaps only) 

communal spaces among a given cluster of cells.  Although in later periods we find 

remains for an array of larger, communal structures, at this early stage it is primarily 

churches that stand out, and even they do not have particularly sizable footprints.  Thus, 

we may well think of these churches as being built primarily with their functionality in 

focus.  Indications of such a mindset may, perhaps, be seen in the careful consideration 

of door-porch locations, frequently compensating against the risks of wind and sand.   

3.3.3 Cells at Kellia 

As with the early church planning, very little is known about early cell 

architecture.  The few examples that have been dated prior to the 6th century are very 

simple in construction and appear to have been built partially underground.  Semi-

submerged, an ascetic would have literally descended into his cell as he entered.  The 

cell would have housed one, sometimes two or three monks.  The interior offered a 

small living space, sometimes with a small niche in the eastern wall, presumably for 

prayer practices.  Such structures seem to have been quickly abandoned.65  By the late 5th 

or early 6th century they had been replaced by above ground, single-story structures. 

Following the same developmental pattern as the churches, the cells, likewise, become 

more complex in later centuries.66  The plan of these slightly later cells, of which more is 

known, are laid out on a rectangular plot of variable size.  The plot is divided into a 

living space, consisting of several rooms, and a large courtyard.  Living quarters tended 

to be located in the west/northwest corner of the plot.  As one walked through the 

                                                        

65 P. Corboud, “L’oratoire et les niches-oratoires: Les lieux de la priére,” in Le site monastique copte 
des Kellia: Sources historiques et explorations archéologiques, Actes du Colloque de Genève, 13 au 15 août 
1984 (ed. P. Bridel; Geneva: Mission suisse d'archéologie copte de l'Université de Genève, 1986). 
66 G. Desœudres, “L’architecture des ermitages et des sanctuaires,” in Les Kellia. Ermitages coptes 
en Basse Égypte (Genève: Musèe d’art et d’histoire de Genève, 1989), 33-55. 
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doorway, he entered a vestibule.  From there, a hallway connected this entryway space 

to the oratory.  In the south wall of the oratory was another door, leading to a room that 

served presumably as sleeping quarters.  The main vestibule also had a second door that 

connected the entrance to a kitchen, storage space, and sometimes another, smaller 

bedroom.  The two bedrooms are usually interpreted as the larger bedroom belonging to 

the head Abba and his disciple(s) being situated in the smaller bedroom.  The remainder 

of the plot was given as a large courtyard space, sometimes with a very small latrine in 

the southeast corner of the plot. 

Phillipe Bridel, in his read of this cell floor plan, argues that the extra doors that 

lead to the two sleeping spaces indicate a division between publicly-accessible portions 

and private sections of the living spaces.  According to his interpretation, visitors would 

have been welcomed into the entryway room and may even have been invited to share 

in worship in the oratory space, while never even glimpsing the private, interior space 

where an ascetic stored his belongings and took respite.67  More recently, Darlene Brooks 

Hedstrom has argued that given the heavy population of regions like Kellia an ascetic’s 

cell served as the only place where the solitude required for engaging God might have 

been achieved.  In her view, the cell became the main sacred space of an ascetic 

practitioner.68  The view that cells (or at least parts of them) were special, set aside spaces 

is confirmed by the directional layout of the entire site of Kellia.  As the topographical 

studies of Kellia show, over the course of development almost all cells were built 

                                                        

67 P. Bridel, “La dialectique de l’isolement et de l’ouverture dans les monasterès kelliotes: Espaces 
réservés – Espaces d’accueil,” in Le Site Monastique des Kellia (Basse Égypte), ed. R. Kasser, 145-160. 
68 D. Brooks Hedstrom, “‘Your Cell Will Teach You All Things:’ The Relationship Between 
Monastic Practice and the Architectural Design of the Cell in Coptic Monasticism, 400-1000,” 
Oxford, Ohio: Miami University Dissertation, 2001; Brooks Hedstrom, “The Geography of the 
Monastic Cell in Early Egyptian Monastic Literature,” Church History 78.4 (December 2009): 756-
791. 
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roughly oriented to the east/northeast.69  Thus, not only was prayer performed within the 

cell oriented eastward, but the entire structure of the cell and the whole community faced 

toward the east.   

3.3.4 Memory in Church and Cell 

Similar to the cells, church layouts indicate that the sanctuary, attached to the 

eastern end of the nave, focused the gathered community to the east.  Thus, the two 

main buildings in which an ascetic practiced, church and cell, oriented him toward the 

east.  An eastward orientation carried a great deal of meaning, for it pointed ascetics 

them the original Paradise (traditionally located in the East based on Gen 2:10-14).  This 

east would continue to grow in importance, as Jerusalem and the Holy Land gained 

prominence.  These rich associations, both with Paradise and with the locales of Jesus’ 

life and death, meant that the east was also linked to ideas regarding heaven.  

Consequently, Jerusalem could be linked with heaven, as Augustine’s portrayal of a 

heavenly Jerusalem reveals.70  And as will be seen below, the lines between heaven(s), 

paradise, and what constituted holiness were sometimes blurry in this early period.  For 

now, what is important to note is that ascetics’ space physically oriented them toward 

remembering Paradise and God, and the Holy Land and Jesus.  So, as they performed 

liturgical functions such as the Eucharist and prayed, not only did their rhetoric call 

them to remember, but also the entire spatial orientation of their bodies and 

surroundings incited recollection.  Thus, we find their whole life was meant to be 

directed toward remembering God, both verbally and spatially. 
                                                        

69 Although located on roughly the same axis, there is some variation.  As Rudolphe Kasser 
argues, it is possible to account for the discrepancy if one assumes that eastern orientation was 
being calculated by seeking the point of the rising sun on the horizon.  If east was discerned in 
this manner, then the seasonal shifting of the sun’s rising point explains the slight variations in 
building orientation. 
70 Augustine, De civitate dei, especially Books 11-22.  Critical edition: B. Dombart and A. Kalb, eds., 
De Civitate Dei (Corpus Christianorum, Series Latina 47-48; Turnhout: Brepolis, 1953). 
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But the location of the church buildings in the overall region of Kellia perhaps 

indicates that the intentions of recalling God were not always so easily lived.  If one 

looks from above at the site of Kellia, as topographical maps allow, one finds that all 

three early, excavated churches were built on the south/southwestern edge of their 

respective laura.  Along with the church, later communal buildings were also built on 

this side of each cluster.  As Catherine Thirard has noted, the placement of communal 

buildings, including in later times presumably a guesthouse, seems to make little sense 

when one realizes that most visitors would have been arriving from either Alexandria 

(to the north) or the Nile (to the east).71  So, why might ascetics have chosen the south 

end of their community as the spot for their church?  The answer requires we orient 

ourselves not looking down from above, but instead imagine ourselves moving around 

in one of these clusters of buildings, walking the “streets” of these kelliote 

communities.72  Spatially reorienting in this manner, one realizes that an ascetic’s 

physical experience of looking east meant not only looking toward Paradise and God, 

but also more immediately toward the neighboring village below, that is, toward the 

“world.”  The world, filled with dangerous temptations, could distract or destroy one’s 

ascesis without proper self-surveillance.  To counteract the risk, we might see churches 

located at the southern edges as being placed as far from the “world” as possible.  By 

constructing a church that abutted the incline of a desert ridge, ascetics were locating 

communal, liturgical memory-acts as far as was safely possible from the “world.”   

But we may speculate yet another reason for the southern placement of churches: 

the value-ladenness of the deeper desert.  To be more exact, the further into the desert 

                                                        

71 C. Thirard, “Des Kellia aux Wadi Natrun,” 373-374. 
72 Here I am adapting the work of M. DeCerteau, found in the chapter “Walking in the City,” of 
his Practice of Everyday Life (trans. Steven Rendall: Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press, 
1984), 91-110. 
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one went, to the peripheries, the more “liminal” space became.  As Anton Voytenko 

notes, the term hesychia, the “stillness” that Abba Isaac sought to keep in the last chapter, 

was also used to describe the stillness found in the desert.73  But as I will explore more 

thoroughly in the next chapter, the desert was also the home of demons.  Before the rise 

of Christianity, the Egyptian desert had been thought to be the location of numerous 

daemons, some for whom temples were built in order to properly house and worship 

them.74  Thus, the desert was a site of potential sacrality, of power, understood as tied to 

the afterlife.  Whereas in the pre-Christian era, daemons might be conceived of as 

positive, negative, or merely neutral entities, in the late ancient context of Christian 

asceticism, following Jesus’ example, daemons were quickly transformed into demons, 

the enemy.  But the shift in relationship to demons does not mean that the desert did not 

hold any residual ties to its more sacralized, daemonic past.  We might best view the 

desert as an “empty signifier,”75 an empty term out of which meaning might be made.  It 

was capable of simultaneously connoting diverse and often opposing values: it 

resonated with notions of stillness, but also was home to loud and destructive demons, 

with a “pagan” past, but also a Christian present and future, and thus with both 

forbidden danger and otherworldly promise.   Returning once more to our friend Abba 

Isaac, we find him in church, gaining hesychia at the periphery.  But he must then move 

back toward the “world,” running through it to the not-of-this-world space of his cell, 

hoping to maintain his hesychia there.  Attempting to sacralize a demon-infested space, 

he must risk the periphery before returning to the center, his cell, itself a periphery of 

                                                        

73 A. Voytenko, “Paradise Regained or Paradise Lost: The Coptic (Sahidic) Life of St. Onnophrius 
and Egyptian Monasticism at the End of the Fourth Century,” in Actes du Congrès de Paris, 28 juin 
– 3 juillet 2004 (eds. Nathalie Bosson and Anne Bouvarel-Boud’hors; Leuven: Peeters, 2007), 640. 
74 For a good discussion of the religious history of Egypt, see David Frankfurter, Religion in 
Roman Egypt: Assimilation and Resistance (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1998). 
75 Empty signifier is language articulated by Ernest Laclau in several of his works.  See for 
example his Emancipation(s) (New York: Verso Publications, 1996), 36 ff. 
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the “world.”  Thus, the ascetic space of the desert consisted of overlapping circles, the 

cell serving both as a peripheral location and as the very center of ascetic life. 

3.4 Regaining Paradise? 
Both verbally (that is, either textually or aurally experienced) and spatially, 

ascetics were oriented toward remembrance of God.  We have seen that the 

northwestern desert offered an especially ripe imaginative space for instantiating these 

remembrance activities.  But it is worthwhile to consider further what ascetics thought 

they were doing when they set out into the desert.  Palladius’s description of Nitria, 

noted earlier, provides a hint: recall that he portrays his experience of the psalmody as 

though he were in Paradise.  In a recent article, Anton Voytenko, considering the role 

Paradise played in the late ancient monastic context, has articulated his position in 

relation to that of Tim Vivian.  He writes, “From Vivian’s point of view, the idea that 

God will make the desert into a paradise is one of the most widespread topics of monks’ 

notion…But in my view, in the Life [of Onnophrius] there is another, contrary motif, 

which is hardly less important for its understanding.  It is the theme of the escaping and 

disappearing paradise, the place which one can touch but not hold on to, where it is 

possible to enter but impossible to remain.”76 While focused on only a single vita, the 

pairing of Vivian and Voytenko’s work begins to point toward the varying and 

sometimes complex notions late ancient ascetics had about Paradise.   

3.4.1 Macarian Visits to the Garden of Jannes and Jambres 

Two competing late ancient memories are preserved in the differing versions of a 

story about an Abba Macarius visiting the Garden of Jannes and Jambres.  These dualing 

                                                        

76 Voytenko, “Paradise Regained or Paradise Lost,” 639.  Elsewhere in the article, he notes in 
passing the importance of remembrance in the Life, but addresses different issues, arguing for the 
death of individual anchoresis and the rise of communal asceticism. 



 

 94 

memories of a Macarius in the northwestern desert help illustrate the complexity behind 

notions about Paradise and an ascetic’s ability to recollect and reconstruct a paradisiacal 

place. Roughly contemporaneous witnesses, both the author of the HME (Greek) and 

Palladius, in his HL, recall a visit to the “garden” of Jannes and Jambres.77  There is some 

discrepancy on which Macarius the monk was the one to visit this “garden;” the Greek 

version of the HME associates the story with Macarius of Egypt, while Palladius 

attributes the story to Macarius of Alexandria.  In his Latin translation of the HME, 

Rufinus “rectifies” the situation, following Palladius’ ascription.  Such confusion of 

attribution regarding figures with similar names seems not to have been an uncommon 

issue in late antiquity.78  But disagreement on attribution is neither the only nor the most 

important distinction between these two memories.  Let us juxtapose the two versions.  

First, the HME (Greek) 21, lines 25-66: 

At another time, having fasted and prayed a great deal, he [Macarius of Egypt] 

asked God to show him the “garden” (to_n para&deison ) that Jannes and Jambres 

planted in the desert of Egypt, desiring to make a copy (a)nti/tupon ) of the true 

garden.  And so, because he was wandering the desert for three weeks, and 

persevering without food, but already losing spirit, an angel put him at the place.  

But demons were guarding the entrances of the “garden” (tou~ paradei/sou) from 
                                                        

77 The Life of Holy Macarius of Alexandria contains a third, slightly longer version of this story, but 
as its dating is uncertain, dating probably a few centuries past these other two versions, I have 
chosen not to include it in the current consideration (PG 34: 254-55).  In this version, khpota/fion 
is the first word used to refer to the “garden,” though the words para/deisoj and kh0=poj are also 
present.   Here, Macarius goes because he desires to encounter demons.  The state of the “garden” 
is very similar to the description in Palladius, that is dead.  The demonic complaints against 
Macarius about his presence and the division of space are lengthier.  See also A. Pietersma, ed., 
The Apocryphon of Jannes and Jambres the Magicians: P. Chester Beatty XVI (with New Editions of 
Papyrus Vindobonensis Greek inv. 29456 + 29828 and British Library Cotton Tiberius B. v f. 87) (Leiden; 
New York; Köln: E.J. Brill, 1994), 117-118. 
78 Marcus Plested notes the “thorny” issue of the Macarii in his discussion of the writings 
attributed to one or the other Macarius in The Macarian Legacy: The Place of Macarius-Symeon in the 
Eastern Christian Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 12-13.  The classic article 
remains G. Bunge, “Évagre le Pontique et les deux Macaire,” Irénikon 56 (1983): 215-226, 323-360. 
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every side and were not allowing him to enter.  The place was incredibly large 

and was great in dimension.  Thus, praying to enter, he behaved boldly.  He 

found within two holy men (du&o a1ndraj a(gi/ouj) who had also come to this 

place, having been there a considerable time already.  Praying, they greeted one 

another, rejoicing exceedingly over one another.  And so, washing his 

[Macarius’] feet, they served him fruits from the “garden” (tou~ paradei/sou).  He 

(lit. the partaker: o( meteilhfw/j) received them, giving thanks to God, wondering 

at the fruit, being so large and varied.  They told one another, “It is good for all 

monks to be this way.”  “There are,” he said, “three large springs in the middle 

of the “garden” (tou~ paradei/sou) gushing forth from the abyss, and they water 

the garden (to_n para&deison) while trees incredibly large and fruit-filled bear 

every type of fruit under heaven.” 

Having stayed with them seven days, Macarius resolved to leave for the 

inhabited region (th_n oi0koume/nhn) and lead back with him the [other] monks.  But 

the holy men said to him that it was not possible for him to do this.  For the 

desert is great, and vast and numerous are the demons throughout the desert, 

leading astray and destroying monks, so that many and many others wishing to 

come have been destroyed.  Macarius, not suffering to remain still there, said, “It 

is necessary for me to lead them here so that they might enjoy the luxury 

(th~j trufh~j).”  He started toward the inhabited region, carrying some of the 

fruits for proof.  And having gathered a large bundle of palm branches, he 

carried them, placing them as markers throughout the desert so that he would 

not be baffled in any way when returning.  When he had slept somewhere in the 

desert, having awoken, he found all the palm branches at his head, having been 

brought together by the demons.  Toward them [the demons] he said, “If it is the 
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will of God, you will not be able to prevent us from entering the ‘garden’ 

(to_n para&deison).”  Coming into the inhabited region, he exhibited the fruit to 

the monks, urging them to come away to the “garden” (to_n para&deison).  

Having gathered many fathers to him, they said, “Is it not for the ruin of our 

souls that the “garden” (o( para&deisoj) came into being?  For if we will enjoy it 

now, then we receive our good on earth.  What later reward will we have when 

we arrive before God, or for what sort of merit will we be honored?”  And they 

persuaded him not to return. 

And, Palladius’ alternate version in his HL 18.5-9: 

This one [Macarius of Alexandria] desired once to enter the “garden tomb” 

(to_ khpota&fion) of Jannes and Jambres, so he described to us.  This “garden-

tomb” was created by the magicians who at the time had great influence on the 

Pharoah.  And so, thus having acquired power for a long time, they built the 

work with stones four-feet squared (e0n tetrapodikoi=j li/qoij), and they made 

their memorial (to_ mnh~ma) there, and they stowed a great deal of gold.  They also 

planted trees, for the place is very moist, in which they also dug a well.  And so, 

since the holy one did not know the road, by some guessing he followed the 

stars, traveling the desert as if on the sea.  Taking a band of reeds, he placed one 

to mark each mile so that returning he might find the road.  Thus, travelling for 

about 9 days, he neared the place.  Therefore, the demons, who always oppose 

the athletes of Christ, gathering the entirety of reeds while he was sleeping not 

far from a marker of the “garden-tomb” (tou~ khpotafi/ou), placed them near his 

head.  And so upon arising, he found the reeds.  God probably allowed even this 

for his further training so that he might not hope in reeds but in the pillar of 

cloud that led Israel 40 years in the desert.  He said, “Seventy demons came in to 
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meet me from the ‘garden-tomb’ (tou~ khpotafi/ou), shouting and flapping like 

crows toward my face and saying, “What do you want, Macarius?  What do you 

want, monk?  Why did you come to our place?  You are not able to remain here.”  

And speaking to them, he said, “I have come in alone, and I observe and depart.”  

And so, entering, he said, “I found a copper jar hanging and an iron chain down 

in a well, having been wasted by time, and the fruit of the pomegranate trees 

having nothing within, having being dried up by the sun.”   

And thus, turning about to return, he went for 20 days.  The water and 

bread he carried having failed, he was in a very difficult situation.  And as he 

came near to fainting, he saw a young woman, as he described, wearing pure, 

fine linen and possessing a vessel dripping with water, who he said was far from 

him, near a stadion.  And he went 3 days, seeing her with the vessel as though 

standing, but not being able to lay hold of her, as in dreams.  He had the ability 

to remain alive in hopes of drinking.  After her, a multitude of buffalo appeared, 

one of whom stood with a young calf.  For there are many [buffalo] in those 

places.  And as he says, “Her udder flowed with milk.”  And substituting himself 

[for the calf] and nursing, he was satisfied.  And the she-buffalo nursed him until 

he reached his cell, but she would not receive her calf. 

Surveying the two versions (beyond the already stated difference in Macarii), a number 

of distinctions strike the reader: 

1. Palladius describes Jannes and Jambres79 “garden” with the term to_ khpota&fion 

                                                        

79 Jannes and Jambres are the names given to the two brothers who served as court magicians 
during the Pharoanic period.  In Exodus 7:11, the Pharoah summoned “wise men and sorcerers” 
to compete against Moses and his brother Aaron.  By the time the Second Letter to Timothy was 
written (in the late 1st/early 2nd century C.E.), the sorcerers had been named: Jannes and Jambres 
(2 Tim 3:8-9). How exactly this tradition of naming Pharoah’s magicians came into being is rather 
unclear.  Recently, Albert Pietersma has offered a thorough discussion of the possible 
development of this tradition, including its roots in the Dead Sea Scrolls’ Damascus Document.  
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rather than the terminology of HME, o( para/deisoj. 

2. In Palladius, Jannes and Jambres are described as magicians. 

3. HME relates that Jannes and Jambres meant to make a copy (a)nti/tupon) of the 

true garden, while Palladius gives a much more mundane description of the  

“garden’s” construction, including the presence of a memorial. 

4. Whereas God leads Macarius to the “garden” in HME, Palladius has him find his 

own way to the “garden,” guided by the stars. 

5. In the first version, Macarius uses reeds to mark his path on the way back, in the 

second the reeds are used as markers on the way there. 

6. The Macarius of HME takes three weeks to reach the “garden” in contrast to 

Palladius’ Macarius who only requires nine days to reach the “garden.” 

7. In HME, Macarius crosses the demon-guarded threshold through prayer, 

                                                        

 

For the discussion, see 3-46. For our purposes, what is of interest is that by sometime in the 3rd 
century, a Book of Jannes and Jambres had been written and was in circulation (Origen, Commentary 
on Matthew 27:3-10; Ambrosiaster, Commentary on 2 Timothy [CSEL 81.3]; Gelasian Decree [6th c.] 
mentions a Paenitnetia Iamne et Mambre [TU 38, 4]; Michael the Syrian, Chronicle XII.1).  An 
Apocrypon of Jannes and Jambres has been identified by Pietersma among the Chester Beatty 
papyri, and his recent publication largely focuses on offering a critical edition, translation, and 
commentary on these papyri fragments.  He argues that the document’s possible provenance 
may in fact have been Egypt, though for now that must remain speculative, like much about the 
text (44, 57-58).  He even goes so far as to suggest that unusual aspects of the document 
(“stabbed-stitch style of binding” (75), “reverse formation of the quire” (7), and “uncoventential 
contraction of the nomina sacra”(79)) indicate a non-urban, Egyptian context: “Together these 
three characteristics suggest that P. Chester Beatty XVI was perhaps produced not in a literary 
centre such as Alexandria but somewhere in Egypt’s hinterland.  Since the Macarian tradition is 
clearly acquainted with Jannes and Jambres (cf. I.3.38-39), it is not impossible that the copy we 
possess in the Chester Beatty papyrus, like Macarius himself, hails from the western desert and 
was produced by a monastic community, which had limited contact with the outside world” (79-
80).  This despite the fact that similarities between the contraction of nomina sacra in P. Chester 
Beatty XVI and two other papyri (P. Cod. Herm. = P. Mich. 129 (Shepherd of Hermes), P. Hamb. Bil. 
1 (Acta Pauli)) from the Fayoum region only allow for very limited “conclusions to be drawn” 
(86). He similarly conjectures that the Egyptian ascetic tradition knew this textual tradition and 
that it is the origin of the Macarian stories about Jannes and Jambres.  At the very least, he seems 
convinced that it is the Memphis estate of these brothers that the Macarii seek to visit (60, 121-
122). I think some of his connections are a bit tenuous, but it does offer an intriguing backdrop for 
the stories of a Macarius visiting the “garden” of Jannes and Jambres. 
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whereas Palladius’ Macarius dialogues with the demons of the “garden.” 

8. The “garden” of HME is still lush, the fruit fresh.  Within Palladius’ rendering 

everything is rusted and rotting. 

9. In Palladius’ version, only half the overall story is spent in the “garden,” the 

other focusing on Macarius’ return to his cell.  Thus, it takes Macarius 20 days to 

return, suffering almost to the point of fainting.  During his return he encounters 

both a maiden and she-buffalo (bouba/loj), the latter nursing Macarius until he 

safely reaches his cell. 

The first difference lies in what Greek term each author uses to describe the garden, a 

distinction that is key to understanding their disparate interpretations of Macarius’ 

experience of the “garden.”  The HME consistently uses the Greek word para&deisoj as 

the term to describe Jannes and Jambres’ “garden.”  The term para&deisoj is repeated on 

three other occasions in the HME as a whole.80  The only time it firmly means only 

“garden” generically is its sole use in the plural in the author’s description of the 

“gardens” within the walled confines of the monastery of Isidore.  Elsewhere, in the 

singular, as is the case here, para&deisoj ambivalently means “garden,” while 

simultaneously seeming to refer to a space unusual to the Egyptian landscape, perhaps 

even the Garden of Eden.  This dual referentiality is explicit in our Jannes and Jambres 

example, for the author tells us that the brothers intentionally built their para&deisoj as 

an a0nti/tupoj, a copy/recreation, of the a0lhqino\j para&deisoj, the “true Garden.”  And a 

pretty successful copy it was!  Macarius apparently experiences quite a lush para&deisoj: 

it is full of delicious and “varied” (pampoiki/loij) fruits, trees, three running springs, and 

it has served as a home to two “holy men” (du/o a0/ndraj a9gi/ouj) for quite some time.  
                                                        

80 HME 8.40 – fruits of paradise, not found in Egypt are given to the brothers, they decide they 
are “sent by God;” 10.20-22  – Patermuthius story; XVII, line 3 (section 1) – gardens of the 
monastery of Isidore. 
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And all of this several centuries after its original creation.  The author certainly wishes to 

convey that it as an enthralling, impressive para&deisoj.   

 But it also seems clear that the “garden” even as special as it is, still is a physical, 

material place, a space distinct from the “heavens.”  In the stories attributed to Abba 

Patermuthius elsewhere in the HME, two brief vignettes are set back-to-back.  In the 

first, Patermuthius describes how he was “taken up in a vision into the heavens (tou\j 

ou0ranou/j) and saw all the good things that await true monks.”81  Here the heavens are a 

place experienced through a vision.  By contrast, the latter vignette finds Patermuthius 

visiting “paradise” (para&deisoj) e0n sarki/, that is “in the flesh.”  As with Macarius, this 

para/deisoj is lush, full of fruit, and Patermuthius too brings back a piece of this fruit, a 

fig, as evidence of his visit.  The fig apparently remained perfectly ripe, performing 

healings by its mere scent.  Thus, para/deisoj is clearly a place of materiality.  But his 

para/deisoj is also clearly a good place, for there are many “holy ones” or “saints” (o9i 

a(/gioi) within it.  While we should hesitate to demand consistency from the author of the 

HME, it does seem that in juxtaposing both these Patermuthius stories with our 

Macarian narrative one finds the author drawing a fairly sharp distinction between the 

realms of “paradise” and “the heavens.”  One is a space that can be experienced “in the 

flesh,” while the other is only possible to visit via vision. 

In the Patermuthius  story, para/deisoj seems to be a “good” place even if not on 

par with “the heavens.”  At the very least, it is a place inhabited by “holy ones.”  There 

does not, however, seem to be much worry about the para/deisoj being a “bad” or 

dangerous space.  By contrast, the Macarian visit to the para/deisoj of Jannes and 

Jambres is a location of some anxiety for the monks.  Whereas Macarius finds it to be a 
                                                        

81 HME 10.   0Aneilh~fqai au)to_n e0n o)ptasi/a| ei0j tou_j ou)ranou_j kai\ teqea~sqai o3sa me/nei 
a)gaqa_ tou_j kata_  a)lh&qeian monaxou&j. 
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wonderful place, full of luxury, that all his brethren ought to experience, several of his 

brothers are warier about this locale.  It is worth noting that these other brothers do not 

disbelieve Macarius nor do they condemn him outright for his visit.  Instead, while they 

acknowledge the possibility of such a para/deisoj they nonetheless choose to act with 

caution.  Fearing the para/deisoj may bring ruin to their souls, they figure they do not 

need such earthly experiences, as their rewards before God, in heaven, will be far 

greater.  What the story evidences is a working out by the tradition about whether an 

earthly para/deisoj was to be sought out, enjoyed, and perhaps even created at all.  Two 

positions are portrayed: on the one hand, that embodied by Macarius, namely those who 

believed reproduction of a paradisiacal place on earth was possible to achieve and ought 

to be considered a reward for worthy ascetics, and on the other hand, that demonstrated 

by the brethren who dissuade his return, that is a belief that while a material paradise 

might be possible, it should not be understood as a goal of or reward for asceticism.  

Here, the author strongly indicates on which side one should situate herself: that of the 

skeptics. 

In contrast to the HME, Palladius makes a lexical decision against o( para/deisoj, 

choosing instead to_ khpota&fion, not an accident, but part of Palladius’ negative view of 

Jannes and Jambres’ “garden.”  For Palladius preserves the word para/deisoj for other 

occasions in his HL, where he means not merely “garden,” but “Paradise,” a set apart 

space of significance.82  So for example, Palladius describes the experience of hearing 

divine psalmody sung from each monk’s cell as allowing one to “imagine one is high 

above in para/deisoj.”83  Similarly, he has Abba Isidore contrast the earthly, “irrational” 

                                                        

82 Palladius, HL 1.3, 7.5, 14.6, 21.17, 25.6. 
83 Palladius, HL 7.5. 
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food he must eat now with where he ought to be: “in a para/deisoj of pleasure.”84  

para/deisoj is the place of “saved souls,”85 where one stands before God.86  

 That Palladius does not want his positively rendered para/deisoj associated with 

Jannes and Jambres’ “garden” is further bolstered by several other aspects of his 

Macarian narrative.  For one, he emphasizes that Jannes and Jambres were magicians 

associated with the Pharoah, a profession that often carried negative connotations.  

Further, Macarius guides himself to the “garden.”  In contrast to the HME, where an 

angel ultimately has to intercede for Macarius to arrive, here if Macarius receives 

anything akin to “divine” intervention it is only on his return.  Palladius seems to imply 

that the “garden” is not a place that the “divine” would wish Macarius to reach.  

Moreover, the “garden’s” demonic activity is narratively heightened, with Macarius 

actually conversing with the demons -- even striking a deal with them to enter, rather 

than achieving entrance through prayer.  And perhaps most telling is his portrayal of the 

interior of the “garden.”  It is no longer a place of lushness, though Palladius 

acknowledges it once was moist enough to support fruit trees and a well.  Jannes and 

Jambres’ “garden” physically manifests its temporality, its materiality – it has 

succumbed to decay and ruin.  

 The other distinctive aspect of Palladius’ version of the Macarian narrative is the 

fact that only half of the story takes place on the way to or in the garden.  The entire 

second half is devoted solely to the miraculous events that occurred when Macarius (of 

Alexandria) attempted to return home.  Recall that he seems to get lost, taking 20 days to 

arrive.  During that time, he runs out of supplies and first is comforted only by the 

image, perhaps mirage, of a maiden carrying water.  After some days, she disappears off 
                                                        

84 Palladius, HL 1.3. 
85 Palladius, HL 21.17. 
86 Palladius, HL 14.6. 
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the scene and is replaced with a herd of buffalo, including one with a young calf.  This 

she-buffalo amazingly rejects her own calf and suckles Macarius all the way back to his 

cell.  But why does Palladius attach this strange second portion to the Macarian visit to 

the “garden?”  An article by Tim Vivian offers some potential insight.  In his “The 

Peaceable Kingdom: Animals as Parables in the Virtues of Saint Macarius,”87 Vivian traces 

how animals and their relationships with ascetics sometimes serve in ascetic literature as 

parables, specifically as examples pointing toward the possibility of a “peaceable 

kingdom” in which wild animals and humanity happily coexist.  He even cites the Life of 

Macarius’ longer version of our Macarian suckling.  In considering the ascetic desire to 

regain Paradise, he argues that the myriad of examples of wild beasts and ascetics living 

alongside one another and on occasions assisting one another (as our she-buffalo does 

Macarius) point toward the possibility of or at least desire for the restoration of Paradise.  

If we seriously consider his interpretation, then it seems that Palladius has shaped the 

Macarian garden narrative to serve as a contrast to the supposed Paradise of Jannes and 

Jambres.  Palladius shifts the reader’s attention away from the material, temporal 

Paradise on earth, doomed to perish, and redirects it toward the promise of an 

immaterial, eternal Paradise evidenced in the “miracle” of a she-buffalo assisting in 

Macarius’ survival. 

This rendering of Paradise makes sense when we consider that for Palladius, his 

notion of para/deisoj, what Jannes and Jambres’ garden clearly is not, seems to elide 

with his notions of ou1ranoj or “heaven.”  Several of the occasions on which he refers to 

“heaven” or “the heavens” Palladius does so in contrast to an opposing negative.  So, he 

                                                        

87 Tim Vivian, “The Peaceable Kingdom: Animals as Parables in the Virtues of Saint Macarius,” 
Anglican Theological Review 85.3 (2003): 477-491. 
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can describe a rich woman as not having heaven in mind88 or describe the Prince of 

Demons as he who cursed heaven.89 And as is related in a story regarding Macarius the 

Egyptian, he is said via prayer to have induced his “mind” to ascend to heaven, the 

place of the angels and God.  Most explicitly, in a saying conveyed by Abba Cronius, 

Abba Antony is said to have prayed to see “the place of the just and the sinners.”90  In 

answer to his request, Antony witnesses a black giant with “hands stretching out to 

heaven.”  A voice explains the strange image to Antony, saying that the souls who slip 

by the giant, fly into Paradise (para/deisoj) and are saved.  In this instance, no 

distinction seems to be made between the spaces of Paradise and heaven, rather they 

emerge as one and the same.91  Thus, Palladius stands as a witness to an alternate 

tradition that utterly forsakes any type of earthly paradise.  For Palladius, 

paradise/heaven is a positively valenced space that is a realm above earth, an 

immaterial place. 

3.4.2 Conceptualizations of Paradise 

What our exploration of the two versions of the Macarian visit to the “garden” of 

Jannes and Jambres elucidates is that at least three distinct positions about the possibility 

of an earthly paradise and its relationship to heaven coexisted (and perhaps competed) 

in the Egyptian desert: 1) those who like HME’s Macarius believed recreation of an 

earthly paradisiacal place was possible and a worthwhile endeavor; 2) those who 

believed that though an earthly Paradise might be recreated, it was not the goal of or 

reward for a well-lived ascetic life; and 3) those like Palladius who felt that 

paradise/heaven was a immaterial place removed from this world.  Although we can 

                                                        

88 Palladius, HL 7.2. 
89 Palladius, HL 22.9. 
90 Palladius, HL 21.16-17. 
91 Palladius, HL 18.17. 
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pinpoint these three positions, I would not want to force every ascetic into one of these 

three camps.  Rather, I think their variety indicates that ascetics might locate themselves 

along a spectrum of opinions about the possibility and value of recreating para/deisoj 

on earth.  Depending on where one landed, an ascetic might either distinguish (like the 

HME) or blur (like Palladius) the space of para/deisoj with that of heaven.   

Such a variety of opinions is perhaps not unrelated to where an ascetic located 

himself in relation to what scholars have traditionally described as the intellectual/anti-

intellectual divide among monks.  We know that those with “Origenist” tendencies like 

Palladius would not have approved of a material place as the goal of ascetic life, but he 

does still seem to think that attempting to “ascend” to paradise/heaven with one’s mind 

is.  In perhaps not such sharp contrast, one finds those monks (represented by HME’s 

Macarius) who truly believed a paradise might be recreated on earth.  While these two 

positions differed on the details of “where” and “how,” both types of monks understood 

that regaining of a paradisiacal state was among the aims strived for through ascetic 

praxis.  Read in this light, it is perhaps less surprising to discover that monks with such 

disparate points of view might often have lived peaceably alongside one another. 

3.5 Conclusion 
In the stories about the Garden of Jannes and Jambres, a Macarius finds himself 

traveling deeper into the desert, into a peripheral space.  As the location of churches at 

Kellia also highlight, the periphery was a space pregnant both with possibility (of 

finding Paradise or even God) and danger (demonic attacks resulting in injuries, 

starvation, and occasionally even death).  In one version, Abba Macarius is warned 

against returning to the desert, while in the other he himself is depicted as deriding the 

paradisiacal possibility Jannes and Jambres’ garden represents.  The more intellectual 

tradition preserved in Palladius betrays an awareness of a physical problem in the 
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desert; the periphery can always be transformed into a center, pushing the periphery 

ever deeper into the desert.  This state of affairs helps explain why some believed one 

could never reach Paradise.  But Macarius’s action is also problematic because the 

behavior he displays is dangerous, as both versions of the story indicate.  An ascetic who 

wandered further into the desert inevitably suffered the perils of demonic attack, a 

potential risk even in one’s own cell.  Abba Isaac’s story makes clear that the danger of 

demons was found not only on the periphery, but also in the ascetic center, perhaps 

even in one’s own cell.  Even as more ascetics inhabited the desert, adding their voice to 

the divine psalmody that issued from individual cells, attempting to sacralize the desert, 

ascetic control of the desert simultaneously slipped through their fingers.  The last two 

chapters have addressed “right” remembering and proper engagements with the spaces 

of the desert.  It is the role of memory and forgetting in the ascetic battle to wrest the 

desert from the demons, those creatures who sought constantly to undermine the ascetic 

goal of making the desert like Paradise, to which the next chapter turns.
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4. Fighting to Forget: Demons and Nostalgia  

for the “World”  
 As shown in the previous chapters, the ascetic’s life was meant to be oriented 

toward “right” remembering, that is, toward remembering God, Jesus, the Holy Spirit, 

the saints, angels, heaven/paradise, and past Abbas.    Intimately tied to “right” 

remembering was proper engagement with the spaces of church, cell, and the desert 

more generally.  The liturgical memory-acts an ascetic performed should be understood 

as attempts to appropriate the demon-infused desert, transforming it into a paradisiacal 

space of possibility.  Proper memory-acts required an ascetic maneuvering that actively 

sought to do violence to past memories, erasing recollections of one’s past life and the 

“world.” 

  What happened when this lofty ideal was not met is the focus of the present 

chapter.  It explores when a monk forgot his correct focus and thought about things best 

forgotten.  As we shall see, the experiences of forgetting were as foundational for 

Egyptian ascetic life as memory-acts were.1  Demons, the “owners” of the desert that 

ascetics were attempting to appropriate, tempted an ascetic to forget the divine and to 

cease forgetting the “world.”  Seeking to thwart such ascetic encroachment, demons 

manipulated ascetics’ “worldly” memories in hopes of leading them astray and 

ultimately evicting them from territory that demons claimed as their own.  As our texts 

indicate, the moments when an ascetic unsuccessfully fought forgetfulness and failed to 

forget “worldly” things were frequent.  Such moments were ripe for demonic 

                                                        

1 Scholars have recently begun to note how undertheorized forgetting is as opposed to its 
counterpart, remembering, that has received so much recent attention.  For a good corrective 
start, see Paul Connerton, “Seven Types of Forgetting,” Memory Studies 1 (January 2008): 59-71. 
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“haunting”2 - that is, demonic engagements encapsulated the ways that ascetics 

experienced remembering and forgetting in a desert landscape.  This chapter serves as 

the obverse of the two previous chapters: it considers what happened when liturgical 

memories slid into forgetfulness and nostalgia for the “world,” and the desert slipped 

once more into a hospitable space for demons. 

4.1 Haunting Theory 

 Before examining ascetic forgetting, it will be useful to find language that assists 

in articulating the constellation of ascetics-demons-forgetting-desert.  For example, 

“haunting.”  Is the rhetoric of “haunting” productive, we may ask, and if so, how?  We 

must be clear about what we mean by “haunting.”  In modern parlance, haunting 

evokes images of ghosts, of lingering souls of living beings now long (or recently) dead.  

Obviously, late ancient people did not hold the same notions of the ghostly.  Moreover, 

what “haunted” ascetics were not ghosts but their own past memories, desires (located in 

their own and other bodies), and the somatically-distinct demon populations (the un-

human, beastly Other).3 

                                                        

2 My understanding of “haunting” is inspired by several modern theorists who describe in 
fruitful ways the experience of being in a space and haunted by memories.  See Walter Benjamin, 
“A Berlin Chronicle”; Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life; Gilles Deleuze, Cinema I: 
The Movement-Image (trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Habberjam; Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1986).  A full definition is offered below. 
3 Throughout this chapter, I use the language of Other in a variety of specific and overlapping 
ways.  As a working definition, the Other is a fixed construct that is imagined in relation to the 
Self, but that must continually be re-articulated precisely because it fails to maintain its “fixity.”  
The Other is always envisioned in opposition to or as the negation of that which is familiar, 
when, in fact, it always reflects some disavowed, constitutive aspect of the Self.  It is a 
concept/individual/group/space that one may gather knowledge about and in this sense know, 
while yet retaining an imagined exotic foreignness. 
On the Other and Colonialist discourse see Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon 
Books, 1978).  Particularly for the language of “fixity,” see Homi Bhabha, “The Other Question: 
Stereotype, discrimination and the discourse of colonialism,” in The Location of Culture (London: 
Routledge, 1994), 66-84.  See also Aamir Mufti, Enlightenment in the Colony: The Jewish Question and 
the Crisis of Postcolonial Culture (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007).  On the Other and 
Gender Studies see Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (trans. Constance Borde and Sheila 
Malovany-Chevallier; New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2010); Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An 
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 In what follows, the language of “haunting” conveys a double meaning.  First, 

“haunting” points to an ascetic’s sensory experience in the desert (e.g. chill or heat, wind 

or stillness, vastness or claustrophobia, sunlight or darkness) of a present absence, that 

is, demons (both of and not of this world) and the memories they triggered.  The 

language of “haunting” also draws on the theoretical discussions of “hauntology,” that 

have built upon Jacques Derrida’s notion of the specter.4  Attempting both to critique and 

place himself in relation to Karl Marx’s description of the “specter of communism,” 

Derrida coined the term “hauntology” to express the present’s dependency upon the 

past.  Specifically, “hauntology” describes a lingering remainder that interrupts the 

ideal.  Often it expresses an impingement of the past on the present, but it also renders 

the impingement of a past place on a present space.  For our purposes, it is especially 

useful language because it highlights the tension between the ascetic’s ideal, a present 

space in the desert that reaches toward a utopian future, and his lived, heterotopic 

reality, a present space frequently disrupted by demonic intrusions that conjure up an 

ascetic’s pasts into the present.  
                                                        

 

Essay on Abjection (trans. Leon S. Roudiez; New York: Columbia University Press, 1982); J. Butler, 
Bodies That Matter.  Specifically on monks, and demons as their Other, see David Brakke, Demons 
and the Making of the Monk: Spiritual Combat in Early Christianity (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 2006). 
4 Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning and the New 
International (trans. Peggy Kamuf; New York: Routledge, 1994).  For several excellent 
examinations of Derrida’s notion of the “specter” see Michael Sprinker, ed., Specters, see Ghostly 
Demarcation: A Symposium on Jacques Derrida’s Spectres of Marx (London: Verso, 1999).  Among the 
essays is Fredric Jameson’s “Marx’s Purloined Letter,” (26-67) in which he rightly warns 
regarding the present that one ought not “to count on its density and solidity” (39).  See epecially, 
Ernest Laclau, “Time is Out of Joint,” Diacritics 25.2 (Summer, 1995): 88, where, discussing 
Derrida’s response to Marx’s notion of the specter, he notes that “if the spirit is something whose 
invisibility has to produce its own visibility, if the very constitution of spirit requires the visibility 
of the invisible, nothing is more difficult than to keep a strict separation between spirit and 
specter.”  Although Laclau goes on to exempt Christianity’s notion of the incarnation, his point 
may have some relevance for understanding the tense boundaries sometimes drawn between 
ascetic bodies, being transformed into spiritual bodies (either on earth or in a future heavenly 
moment) and demonic bodies, that function akin to modern ideas about spectral bodies, acting as 
lingering Others. 



 

 110 

 Demons might “haunt” ascetics living in the desert through memory, 

intensifying experiences of sound and of silence, of light and of shadow, of desire (erotic 

and other longings), of the drawn-out sense of time’s passage, and of the visual 

experience of a vast, seemingly endless landscape. And such recollections occurred in 

space.  As I noted at the outset of this dissertation, late ancient people were bequeathed 

a vibrant memory tradition, known as ars memoriae.  It built on philosophical claims that 

noted that perceptions were “imprinted” on the mind, thus producing a memory.  

Rhetors who wished to memorize items of a speech might transform phrases or passages 

into imagined objects that were then placed in recollections of real (or imagined), 

architectural structures.  Of late ancient ascetics living in the northwestern desert, it is 

such image-driven memory that concerns Evagrius.  

 Because memory occurred via images, an ascetic being “haunted” in the desert 

might suddenly sense himself transported to his past home or another “worldly” place.  

Or conversely, the desert space in which he stands, formerly the domain of demons (for 

instance a temple), might be simultaneously experienced as a remembered vibrant, 

“pagan” worship space and a currently dilapidated structure.   In this way, through the 

failed forgetting that “haunting” invited, past and present spaces layered upon and bled 

through one another, rendering the desert a palimpsest. 

4.2 The Haunted Desert 
 As Evagrius’ sending of treatises and letters, and the desert visitations of other 

holy men  (e.g. Palladius, John Cassian, or the Palestinian monks who later wrote the 

HME) make clear, ascetic practices could be exported out of the Egyptian desert to other 

places.  And yet, there was something about the desert that gave experience there 

particular importance: thus the draw to visit these holy men in this Egyptian desert.  The 
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perceived power of the place led holy men into desert, to the sufferings of demonic 

hauntings.  Let us consider this desert more closely. 

4.2.1 The Valence of Terminology 

 Several words were used to name desert spaces, including the northwestern 

deserts of Egypt.  In Greek, both h9 e1rhmoj and to\ o1roj referred to the desert.  9N e1rhmoj 

translates more exactly to our modern notion of a vast, flat expanse of sandy desert.  Yet, 

to\ o1roj, which is usually rendered “mountain,” came also to carry the valence of desert 

spaces.  As H. Cadell and R. Rémondon have shown, to\ o1roj, as used in papyrological 

materials, carried multiple nuances in late antiquity: it might act as a synonym to h9 

e1rhmoj, referring to a large desert plateau or oasis; or it might describe the “nearby” 

deserted areas where the land became hilly or led up to overhanging cliffs; it might 

imply any space outside an inhabited town or village where irrigation (and therefore 

inhabitation) ceased.  It also suggested a religious locale, namely, the home of monks, 

the location of either a monastery or a group of monasteries.5  An empty or deserted, 

sometimes mountainous space, the desert was the home of things unfamiliar, of 

brigands, and of death and burial.  Thus, to\ o1roj and h9 e1rhmoj both connoted a place in 

opposition to the “world,” a space of mystery, of the unknown, and especially of danger.   

 In Greek versions of the AP, h9 e1rhmoj tends to be the more common term for the 

northwestern desert,6 but as mentioned in the previous chapter, the region of Nitria is 

                                                        

5 H. Cadell and R. Rémondon, “Sens et emplois de to\ o1roj dan les documents papyrologiques,” 
Revue des études grecques 80 (1967): 343-349.  For a good description of their general points in 
English, see T. Vivian, Paphnutius: Histories of the Monks of Upper Egypt and The Life of Onnophrius 
(Kalamazoo, Mich.: Cistercian Publications, 1993), 18-21. 
6 So, for example, it is the term used in AP Alphabetical (Greek) Ammonas 4, Ammonas 8, 
Antony 26, Antony 34, Bessarion 4, Gelasius 6, Theodore of Enaton 1, John the Little 2, John the 
Little 40, Isaac the Priest 5, Macarius 3, Macarius 38, Netras 1 Paphnutius 5, Sisoes 3, Sisoes 31, 
and Theodora 6.  Also, AP Systematic (Greek) 2.26, 3.19, 9.5, 10.36, 10.44, 10.50, 10.110, 12.3, 14.29, 
15.13, 15.135.   
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often referred to as Mount Nitria (to\ o1roj th=j Nitri/aj).7  The desert also seems to have 

been divided into different “deserts.”  So, for example, a saying attributed to Abba 

Macarius the Great distinguishes between the “great desert” (panerh/mw|) in which 

Macarius lived and the “other desert” (a1llh e1rhmoj) below that fellow brethren 

inhabited.8   Coptic translations of apophthegms witness an even wider array of terms: 

terhmos (a direct borrowing of the Greek h9 e1rhmoj),9 p`aeie (a term that is roughly 

synonymous with terhmos),10 ptoou (the mountain),11 and, very rarely, forms derived 

from the verb 4w3 (literally meaning to be deserted, destroyed, or ruined).12  Thus, the 

Coptic terms for the desert also convey a sense of its vast barrenness.  In contrast to the 

lushness of the “world,” the desert was a powerful space with great potential for danger 

and an ascetic’s ruin.   

4.2.2  The Desert as “Other”?13 

The desert was a space always constructed in relation to inhabitable land, to the 

“world.”  The desert was the place not like the world, a space where expectations were 

reversed:  harsh conditions meant one could not count on access to food, to water, to 

                                                        

7 See for example, AP Alphabetical (Greek) Antony 34. 
8 AP Alphabetical (Greek) Macarius the Great 3. 
9 For the Coptic text see M. Chaîne, ed., Le Manuscrit, 62, 126, 181, and  226. 
10 Although, we should note that in the Coptic translations of AP Macarius the Great 3 (discussed 
above), Macarius’ home, the “great desert,” is identified as tno2 n_erhmos, while the “other 
desert” belonging to the brethren is translated as  ke`aih.  The “great desert” is also sometimes 
found as p`aie euno2.  See, for example, Chaîne 235.  For other examples of p`aie see, Chaîne 
53, 181, 238, and 261. 
11 Mt. Nitria is rendered as either ptou m_pernou` (the mountain of Pernoudj in the Bohairic 
dialect) or ptoou mp6osm (the mountain of natron in the Sahidic dialect).  Abba Antony’s 
dwelling locale is ptoou n_apa antwnios (the Mountain of Antony, M. Chaîne 265). 
12 So, for example, AP Alphabetical (Greek) Isaac the Priest 5 states that the four churches of 
Scetis “have become deserts” (gego/nasi ai9 e1rhmoi).  The Coptic translation is the verbal form 
au4w3. 
13 Throughout this section I am deeply indebted to Michel Foucault’s notion of “heterotopias,” a 
concept that points to the way in which spaces meant to function as utopias actually function 
more like spaces that are decidely Other in relation to the world.  Whereas utopias are always 
“unreal,” heterotopias are very much “real.”  Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces.” 
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shelter from the intense beating of the sun’s rays or the harsh winds that whipped sand 

to and fro.  It was its unfamiliarity, the Otherness of the desert that imbued it with 

power.  Long before Christianity’s arrival in Egypt, the desert was home to a variety of 

“pagan” deities.  And, it also served as the home of lesser daemons.14  Locating divine or 

ethereal-bodied beings in desert space underscores its definition as Other, as not 

“worldly.”  It also highlights the ancient depiction of the desert as a powerful space. 

 It is tempting to succumb to the neat dichotomy between “desert” and “world,” 

to the delicious exoticizing of the Other such portrayals offer.  But to do so risks effacing 

the rich complexity of desert space.  Pre-Christian temples were constructed near sites of 

perceived power.  So for example, many temples were located near the Nile, other 

bodies of water, or near natural resources, places vital to the prosperity of the 

population.15  The northwestern desert was understood as a powerful space because of 

both the presence of oases and of valuable resources such as alum and natron.  By 

building a temple to a given deity, a community attempted to harness and manipulate 

this power, even as it was forced to reckon with the fact that such power was located in 

a space traditionally understood as not habitable for humans but only for “pagan” gods 

and daemons (both greater and lesser).  By the Christian era, the desert was fixed in the 

Egyptian imagination as the location of “pagan” gods and daemons, and therefore power.   

                                                        

14 For an excellent discussion of Egypt, demons, and the desert before Christianity, see David 
Frankfurter, Religion in Roman Egypt: Assimilation and Resistance (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1998), 273-284. 
15 Roger S. Bagnall, Egypt in Late Antiquity (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), 144-147.  
Examining papyrological evidence, he discusses the western oases and the economic value of 
resources found in its desert.  See also Guy Wagner, Les oasis d’Égypte à l’époque grecque, romaine, et 
byzantine d’après les documents grecs: Recherches de papyrologie et d’épigraphie grecques) (Bibliothèque 
d’études 100; Cairo: Institut Français d’Archéologie Orientale, 1987), 306-309.  Frankfurter, 
Religion, 42-46 (on the Cult of the Nile), 51-52 (on how pilgrims gouged specific places that were 
deemed powerful, an act indicating the ability of not only institutions but also popular piety 
practices to designate the location of sacred power). 
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 Christian ascetics also entered the desert in the hopes of controlling it, though 

with a less nuanced view of its nonhuman inhabitants.  Whereas “pagans” both feared 

and respected the variety of daemons residing in the desert, Christian ascetics had an 

exclusively negative view of these spirits.16  They were demonic opponents to be 

overthrown and cast from the desert (following Jesus’ model).  Ascetic success in 

thwarting demons required forgetting the desert’s perceived Other, the “world.”  

Fighting the violence of demonic hauntings also necessitated vigilance against forgetting 

the divine.  Evagrius addresses his brethren, saying  

It is necessary to know these things for our zeal and power, so that we may know 

if we have traversed the Jordan and are near the city of palms or if we still reside 

in the desert and are beaten by foreigners.17 

In this passage, Evagrius makes explicit claims to the power ascetics were seeking to 

gain in the desert.  As we shall discuss in more depth below, the desert was a space 

understood to be imbued with power, power over which ascetics and demons struggled.  

Evagrius’ reference to the “City of Palms,” an epithet given to Jericho in Deuternomy 

34:3, would have evoked in his audience memory of God’s promise to Moses, God’s gift 

of the Promised Land.  Using the imagery of fording the Jordan River, Evagrius paints a 

vivid image of ascetic success: the desert is no longer the desert, filled with “foreigners” 

(that is, the demons), but instead is approaching transformation into the “City of Palms,” 

into the Promised Land, a return to the Paradise Adam lost.  The hoped-for result was 

the complete recreation of the desert as a new Jericho, a paradise on Earth. 

                                                        

16 Frankfurter, Religion, 273-274. 
17 Evagrius, On Thoughts 20.  Tau~ta a)nagkai=on ei0de/nai pro_j th_n h(mete/ran proqumi/an kai\ du&namin, 
i3na ei1dwmen ei0 to_n  0Iorda&nhn e0pera&samen kai\ e0ggu&j e0smen th~j po&lewj tw~n foini/kwn h2 e0n th|~ e0rh&mw| 
e1ti dia&gomen kai\ u(po_ tw~n a)llofu&lwn tupto&meqa.  
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4.2.3  The Desert: A Crucible of Asceticism(s) 

 Examining the desert’s crucial part in the creation and elaboration of Egyptian 

asceticism (and later imaginative re-tellings of monasticism’s origins)18 opens up an 

historical moment ripe for displaying the complicated, intricate personality of desert 

space, especially in its relationship to remembering and forgetting.  The desert that 

Egyptian ascetics inherited was a space of incredible power, of harsh conditions, of 

demons and “paganisms,” of great possibility and great risk.  The well-known scene 

from the Life of Antony in which demons confront him, crying “Leave what belongs to 

us!  What do you want with the desert?”19 rhetorically points to the rich background on 

which Egyptian asceticism was attempting to transpose itself.  A similar, more explicit 

explanation of ascetic-demon struggles over desert ownership is found in the (possibly 

5th century) Coptic Life of Macarius of Scetis.20  Macarius, returning from a visit with 

Antony, is observed by a group of demons, anxious over his presence in the desert.  In 

the narrative, the demons articulate the problem that will arise:   

                                                        

18 As discussed in the Introduction, recent scholarship has shown that there were many other 
forms of asceticism (i.e. urban, stylite, wandering, communal) in other geographical locales (e.g. 
Syria, Palestine, Italy) in the early centuries of Christianity.  Even in the deserts of Egypt there 
were many different modes of ascesis (anchoretic, semi-anchoretic, cenobite) flourishing 
alongside one another.  I here explore why the narrative of one form of Egyptian asceticism, in 
one particular region, came to eclipse this ascetic diversity. 
19 Athanasius, Vita Antonii 13.   0Apo&sta tw~n h(mete/rwn. Ti/ soi\ kai\ th|~ e0rh&mw|;  Literally, “What to 
you and to the desert?”  Note the parallel in Mk 1: 24, where a demon asks Jesus a similar 
question:  “what do you have to do with us?”  
20 T. Vivian makes a case for a composition date of about 450 based on the absence of anti-
Chalcedonian language and the “intermediate version of the legend of Maximius and Domitius.”  
As he acknowledges, though, the manuscript witnesses date to the 10th century, and A. 
Guillaumont has tended to date the text to between 623 and 784.  See Tim Vivian, trans., St. 
Macarius the Spirit Bearer: Coptic Texts Relating to Saint Macarius the Great (Crestwood, New York: 
St. Vladmir’s Seminary Press, 2004), 35-43, who cites A. Guillaumont, “Christianismes orientaux,” 
École Pratique des Hautes Etudes, Annuaire 76 (1968-1969): 182.  The more recent work of T. Satoshi 
will undoubtedly add greatly to the discussion of dating.  Toda Satoshi, Vie de S. Macaire 
L’egyptien: Edition et traduction des textes copte et syriaque (Eastern Christian Studies Series, Gorgias 
Press, forthcoming). 
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 Shall we allow this man to stay in this place, the desert places to become a port, a 

place of rest for everyone in danger, and especially to become a city like heaven 

for those who hope for eternal life?  If we allow him to remain here, multitudes 

will gather around him and the desert places will not be under our power.21   

As the genitive of possession in the Greek of the Life of Antony emphatically indicates 

and the Life of Macarius of Scetis confirms, the desert and its concomitant power belonged 

to the demons.  By definition it was not habitable for human bodies, but only for cold, 

fleshless demonic bodies.  Framed in this way, ascetic inroads into the desert imply both 

an effort to claim ownership of a space constructed as Other and an attempt to re-

envision human embodiment.  The act of entering the desert informed and radically 

transformed constructions both of bodily and terrestial spaces, the fleshy human body 

became spiritual, the desert, a heaven-like city. 

 Continuing this line of inquiry, let us briefly revisit a few vignettes from 

previous chapters.  In Chapter Two, an apopthegm cited portrayed Abba Isaac attending 

church and subsequently running back to his cell to preserve his newly acquired 

hesychia.  Abba Isaac knew only too well the dangers of his desert setting.  The church 

offered a temporary sanctuary wherein he might gain hesychia.  But it was only fleetingly 

safe; post-synaxis required him to seek refuge quickly in the solitude of his cell.  As the 

story indicates clearly, his movement and the rapidity with which he performed it 

signals his trepidation about encountering and being haunted by the ever-present 

demons who continued to inhabit the desert.   

                                                        

21 Life of Macarius of Scetis 18.  In this instance, the word for deserts (nai4a3eu) is derived from 
the verb 4w3. For the Life’s Coptic edition, see E. Amélineau, “Vie de Macaire de Scéte,” in 
Histoire des moines de la Basse-Égypte (Annales du Musée Guimet 25; Paris: E. Leroux, 1894), 46-
117. 
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 Likewise, in both variations of a Macarius visiting the Garden of Jannes and 

Jambres, his visit is narrated as fraught with the possibility of danger and ruin.  In 

Palladius’ version, the garden itself is painted as suffering from ruin and decay, from the 

inevitability of decomposition that all earthly things experience, especially those located 

in the desert.  The garden as well as the desert space between it and Macarius’ cell serve 

as the dwelling place of numerous demons.  The garden itself hosts seventy demons 

who protest mightly, querying Macarius in a manner very similar to that posed to Abba 

Antony, “Why did you come to our place?”  (Notably, Macarius never offers an 

explanation for his presence.)  And similarly, the transitional space is inhabited by other 

demons who, haunting Macarius, steal his reed markers so that he will forget how to 

return to his cell, remaining lost and ultimately perishing in the desert.  Luckily, God 

intercedes, guarding Macarius from ruin and death in the desert caused by demonically-

induced forgetting.  As noted in Chapter Three, marked differences exist between 

Palladius’ version and that of the HME.  But in the end, both tellings portray the garden 

as dangerous because of its association with demonic haunting.  In the HME, Macarius’ 

marking of the desert (in this case with palm branches) is also erased by demons who 

inhabit the desert space he attempts to map, resulting in a forgotten path home.  The two 

monks living in the garden had warned him that bringing others was a major risk, for 

“the desert is great, and vast and numerous are the demons throughout the desert, 

leading astray and destroying monks, so that many, and many others, wishing to come 

have been destroyed.”  Demons haunted ascetics, leading to their straying and 

destruction, by manipulating ascetic desires, encouraging forgetfulness of the divine and 

a failed forgetting of the “world.”  Yet, still desiring to bring fellow brethren to 

experience the garden’s “luxury (th=j trufh=j),” some fathers ultimately discouraged 

Macarius, warning that the garden was built “for the ruin of our souls.”  Thus, the 
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garden and the surrounding demon-filled desert function rhetorically to convey the 

dangers posed by demonic-inspired forgetting and its concomitant ascetic destruction.   

 One other story attributed to Abba Macarius the Great illuminates especially well 

the complicated negotiating of the desert’s meaning that ascetics faced.  Preserved in 

Greek and Sahidic Coptic, the story relates that Macarius the Egyptian (or the Great), 

moving about in the northwestern desert, traveled from Scetis to Nitria “for the offering 

(th\n prosfora\n) of Abba Pambo.”22  Asked for a “Word” by some Nitrian brethren, he 

disavows that he has achieved monk-hood, claiming only that “I have seen” (ei]don) 

monks.  The unusual statement then results in a story: having decided to “go to the 

desert,” Abba Macarius encountered “two naked men,” an Egyptian and a Libyan, who 

assure him that only by renouncing everything “in the world” can he become a monk.  

Finding himself unable to stand naked in the deeper desert regardless of the intensity of 

weather conditions, Macarius concludes that he has “not yet become a monk.”  

According to his definition, most of those living in the desert (in this case at Nitria) were 

not actually monks, including himself.  And yet, he (and most of his brethren) were in 

fact considered monks.    

These stories portray the desert as simultaneously the place where monks live, the 

space they wander into, and the regions where most are not able to survive.  The desert 

is both where one’s cell is and where one’s cell is not.  Although an ascetic may have 

moved out to the desert, he still does not dwell in the desert-desert, the “real” desert.  As 

noted in Chapter Three, even as ascetics overtook portions of the desert, the “desert” 

they sought slipped from their grasp, receding further into the sands and away from the 

“world.”  Thus, ascetics found themselves in an endless loop.  By definition, the desert 

was dangerous and inhabitable only for demons, not for humans.  Holding this position 

                                                        

22 Alphabetical AP (Greek), Macarius the Great 2.  A Coptic translation can be found at Chaîne 21. 
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meant that if ascetics were successfully surviving in a desert space and thus successful in 

overcoming its demon dwellers, then it must not be the desert.  The very act of would-be 

ascetics seeking out the space of the Other, meant to bring them out of the “world” and 

into communion with God, undermined their definition of Other space and their ability 

to succeed at fighting forgetfulness.  Keeping this palpable context in mind, let us now 

briefly consider those who fought against ascetic forgetting of the “world,” the original 

inhabitants of the desert, demons. 

4.3 Demons23 

 Despite the long-standing respect of “pagans” for daemons (and “pagan” 

philosophical interest in them),24 demons gained a peculiar prominence in the newly 

Christianized world.25  Demons were deeply implicated in the “Roman cultural 

imagination” of evil, which “lay in the ritual accumulation of inversions, which not only 

conjured the kind of bestial subculture as might be safely imagined on the edges of the 

earth, but placed it among us, beneath us, a scandal to the gods who bring civic 

                                                        

23 The classic study on demons remains A. and C. Guillaumont, “Démon: Dans la plus ancienne 
littérature monastique,” in Dictionnaire de spiritualité ascétique et mystique: Doctrine et histoire III 
(Paris: Beauchesne, 1957), col. 189-212.  See also Jean Danielou, "Demon," in Dictionnaire de 
spiritualité ascétique et mystique: Doctrine et histoire III (Paris: Beauchesne, 1957), cols. 142-89.  For 
more on demons, see P. Brown, “Sorcery, Demons, and the Rise of Christianity from Late 
Antiquity to the Middle Ages,” in Witchcraft Confessions and Accusations (ed. Mary Douglas; New 
York: Tavistock, 1970), 17-45; A.-J Festugiere, "Le Moine et les Demons," in Les Moines D’Orient 
(Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1961), 1:23-39; E. Ferguson, Demonology of the Early Christian World (New 
York: E. Mellen Press, 1984), 105-42; “Geister (Dämonen)” in Reallexikon für Antike und 
Christentum IX, ed. C. Colpe (Stuttgart: Hiersemann, 1976), cols. 612-26, 640-68, 688-756; Dale 
Bishop, “When Gods Become Demons,” in Monsters and Demons in the Ancient and Medieval Worlds 
(eds. Ann E. Farkas Prudence O. Harper, and Evelyn B. Harrison; Mainz on Rhine: Philipp von 
Zabern, 1987), 95-100; Frank Trombley, Hellenic Religion and Christianization, c. 370-529 (Boston: 
Brill Academic Publishers, 2001), 205-240. 
24 On “pagan” attitudes toward demons, see Frankfurter, Religion, 273-274. On philosophical 
interest in demons, see Dale B. Martin, Inventing Superstition from the Hippocratics to the Christians 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004), 52–54; Frederick E. Brenk, SJ, “In the Light of the 
Moon: Demonology in the Early Imperial Period,” Aufstieg und Niedergang der römischen Welt 2: 
16.2 (1986): 2008-2145. 
25 Peter Brown, The World of Late Antiquity AD 150-750 (London: Thames and Hudson, 1991), 53-
55. 



 

 120 

fortune.”26  With evil slipping from its place on the periphery into the center of civilized 

Roman society, all spirits were demonized, even the “traditionally revered, protective 

and procreative” gods.27  In this dangerous, new world, ascetics came to serve a crucial 

role as the opponents of demons.28   

 Recently, David Brakke has pointed to the essential role demons played in an 

ascetic’s self-formation.29  Taking late ancient Egypt as his focus, Brakke explores how 

the monachos (“single one”) was “imagined, embodied, legitimated, and reconceived” 

through his conflicts and engagements with demons, those beings whose evaluation was 

shifting in late antiquity from a mixture of positive and negative valences to outrightly 

evil.30  Demons served as an “Other” upon which ascetics might “project” parts of 

themselves that they wished to denounce; demons were believed to embody that which 

ascetics sought to deny in their own persons.31  Viewing demons as an ascetic Other(s), I 

will explore below how demons and ascetics interacted via the nodes of remembering 

and forgetting through and in the space of the desert.   

                                                        

26 David Frankfurter, Evil Incarnate: Rumors of Demonic Conspiracy and Ritual Abuse in History 
(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2006), 103.  On the rise of cruelty, see Daniel 
Baraz, Medieval Cruelty: Changing Perceptions, Late Antiquity to the Early Modern Period (Ithaca, 
New York: Cornell University Press, 2003). 
27 Frankfurter, Evil, 35.  See also, Dale Martin, “When Did Angels Become Demons?,” Journal of 
Biblical Literature 129.4 (Winter 2010): 657- 677, but especially 673-677; Jonathan Z. Smith, 
"Towards Interpreting Demonic Powers in Hellenistic and Roman Antiquity," Aufsteig und 
Niedergang der römischen Welt 16.1 (1978): 425-39. 
28 Frankfurter, Evil, 34-35. 
29 Brakke approach includes some psychologizing of demons.  For another example and warning, 
see also R. Valantasis, "Daemons and Perfecting of the Monk's Body: Monastic Anthropology, 
Daemonology, and Asceticism," Semeia 58.2 (1992): 47-49. 
30 Brakke, Demons, 5.  Averil Cameron, likewise, has noted that demonologies allowed asceticism 
an opposite against which it could construct itself, but also an opposite it could defeat repeatedly.  
Averil Cameron, “Ascetic Closure and the End of Antiquity,” in Asceticism (eds. V.L. Wimbush 
and R. Valantasis; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 158. 
31 As Frankfurter explains, the Other, located on the periphery of the world, is likened to an 
animal in terms of “his sexual, culinary, and political proclivities,” stances bolstered by ritual 
performances and his bodily comportment (Frankfurter, Evil, 76).  Thus, in late antiquity the 
Other-as-bestial is more frequently equated with the Other-as-evil. 



 

 121 

 As we shall see, late ancient understandings of how bodies were constructed, 

both human and demonic, helped ascetics to combat demonic attempts to use memories 

against them.  Although demons might assess an ascetic’s somatic comportment,32 

enabling them to torment the ascetic successfully, the same bodily “decoding” 

performed by an ascetic upon himself might provide the key to properly controlling and 

moving his body, protecting him from and during demonic haunting.  Moreover, the 

intimacy between the function of memory and the uses of space played a critical role in 

these demonic-ascetic engagements.  Such battles, at least partially, involved demonic 

triggering of memories of one’s past, of the “world,” and of one’s “worldly” emotions 

(such as passions, anger, greed, resentment).  Ascetics had advanced into demonic 

territory, the desert, and were attempting to make it their own; ascetics entered the 

desert, in part, to find demons to engage.  Demons were viewed as exploiting the harsh 

aspects of desert-living to heighten an ascetic’s memory-produced desires.  

4.3.1 Emerging Late Ancient Demonology 

 As both David Frankfurter and David Brakke have argued, demonologies were 

cultivated and refined particularly in relation to the reorganization of “pagan” priestly 

elites and the development of Christian asceticism(s).  A vast disarray of evils might be 

arranged into a demonological list, thereby affording the practitioner perceived control 

of and power over a disorganized mayhem.33  In this way, demonologies served as 

meaning-making tools that helped individuals cope with the dangers that surrounded 

them.  As the phrase “demonological list” suggests, such efforts to organize the 

dangerously disordered were often achieved through writing.  The textualizing of 

knowledge about demons served as a physical manifestation of the order that ascetics 

                                                        

32 Evagrius, On Thoughts 37. 
33 Frankfurter, Evil, 13-30. 
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sought.  Given the mode of expression, it is unsurprising that emerging late ancient 

demonology was largely the purview of literate ascetics.  Yet, even if demonologies tend 

to reflect primarily the position of the educated, non- or semi-literate ascetics likely 

understood demons to play a role in their daily lives, too.34  What was recorded by 

figures like Evagrius was based on extensive conversation with fellow brethren about 

their encounters with demons, thus reflecting the experiences of at least some non- or 

semi-literate ascetics as well.  Thus, as literate accounts are the extant traces of late 

ancient demonology, the portrait offered below can only be partial.35 

 During his tenure in the northwestern desert of Egypt, Evagrius composed the 

most thorough demonology of the fourth century.36  In his system, Evagrius frequently 

used the term “thoughts” for “demons,” but he also distinguished different types of 

thoughts: angelic, human, and demonic.37  Within these types, thoughts might be 

distinguished as “good” or “bad;” good thoughts could be derived from angels, a 

monk’s proper use of human freedom, or from nature, while bad thoughts were 

produced by improper use of freedom or incited by demons.38  Evagrius instructs his 

brethren that to maintain “good” thoughts they must behave according to nature.  So, 

for example, an ascetic behaved contrary to nature if he lost control of his irascibility.39  

In order to behave according to nature, the brethen needed to be armed with knowledge 

about the demons and the evil thoughts that they might incite.  He explains that demons 

tended to attack in a rather specific order.  If a particular demon (and his accompanying 
                                                        

34 For a good discussion of literacy/illiteracy in the ancient world, see William V. Harris, Ancient 
Literacy; Raffaella Cribiore, Writing; Harry Y. Gamble, Books and Readers. 
35 Brakke, Demons, 9-10. 
36 For more on Evagrius’ demonology see D. Brakke, Demons, 48-77; Antoine and Claire 
Guillaumont, “Démon:” 196-205. 
37 Evagrius, Thoughts 8. 
38 Evagrius, Reflections 46.  Although, Evagrius does warn that “the mind is very disposed by 
nature to be carried away as spoils by memory at the time of prayer” (li/an ga_r pe/fuke sula~sqai 
o( nou~j u(po_ th~j mnh&mhj kata_ to_n kairo_n th~j proseuxh~j, On Prayer 44 ). 
39 Evagrius, Thoughts 5. 
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demon army) did not succeed, then another, more distressing demon (and his army) 

might beset the ascetic, then another, and another.  In several writings, Evagrius laid out 

what he understood to be the eight evil thoughts or demons under which all temptations 

might be categorized.  The eight demons (or thoughts)40 are, in increasing order of 

power or guile: the demon(s) of gluttony, followed by the demon(s) of fornication, then 

love of money, sadness, anger, acedia, vainglory, and pride.  Several of these demons 

might haunt an ascetic over the course of a given day.  Conceding to fear of or the 

temptations offered by any of these demons meant that the ascetic was more vulnerable 

to other demons. 

 A short description of each of these demons will illuminate what ascetics faced 

when they entered the desert.   The demon of gluttony, as his name implies, enticed an 

ascetic to eat and/or drink more, relaxing his discipline (though, conversely, the demon 

might encourage overly rigorous fasting, such that it eventually broke the ascetic’s will 

to continue).41  Having indulged, an ascetic risked forgetting the Lord.42  His stomach’s 

fullness might also cause his body to grow warm, paving the way for the enticements of 

                                                        

40 As Brakke has shown, for Evagrius the terms demons ()wY8d) and thoughts ()tB$8XM or 

)B$wX) could be virtually interchangeable, Demons, 56.  The ordering of the eight thoughts are 
found several texts, including Evagrius’ Talking Back.  For the Syriac text (B.L. Add. 14,578), see 
Wilhelm Frankenberg, ed., Euagrios Ponticus (Abhandlungen der königlichen Gesellschaft der 
Wissenschaften zu Göttingen, Philologisch-historische Klasse, Neue Folge 13.2; Berlin: 
Weidmannsche Buchhandlung, 1912), 472-544.  Throughout I follow Frankenberg’s numbering, 
as it is the edition to which I have had access.  In certain cases, an exception is needed to make 
sense.  In each case in which I deviate from Frankenburg’s numbering I note that I am following 
Brakke’s numbering, that counts 498 antirrhetical passages.  See D. Brakke, trans., Antirrhetikos: A 
Monastic Handbook for Combating Demons (Cistercian Studies 229; Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical 
Press, 2009), 43. 
41 Evagrius, Talking Back.  On suggestions to eat and drink more: 1.3, 4, 6, 9, 25, 29, 31, 32, 40, 53, 
54, 60.  On suggestions to relax or avoid fasting: 1.1, 2, 5, 14, 15, 17, 20, 33, 34, 52, 55, 65, 69.  On 
suggestions to extend one’s discipline: 1.37. 
42 Evagrius, Talking Back I.4.  He recommends Deuteronomy 6:11-12, which warns against about 
the dangers of a full stomach. 
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the demon of fornication.43  The demon of fornication encouraged erotic desire, titillating 

the ascetic with visions (both day and night) of desirable bodies for the ascetic either to 

engage with sexually44 or to enjoy voyeuristically.45  Often, as part of the portrayals, 

ascetics are warned that these demons physically “touch the body’s members  

()rGPd yhwM8dhL nwhL 4)Mw).”46  The third demon, that of the love of money, 

suggested that a brother collect more money (usually gold) or possessions, hoarding 

them either for his own well-being or under the guise of having money for alms or to 

offer hospitality.47  Sometimes working in conjunction with the demon of gluttony, he 

might likewise recommend the storing of extra food provisions.48   

 The next two demons, sadness and anger, are usually listed as “thoughts” four 

and five respectively.49  The demon of sadness inspired despair in the ascetic through 

various means, teaching the ascetic to believe that the Lord and his angels have 

abandoned the brother,50 that his efforts are for naught,51 or that his sufferings will never 

cease.52  As with the demon of fornication, imagery and demonic “touching” played a 

                                                        

43 For a good discussion of the relationship between food and sex, see Teresa Shaw, The Burden of 
the Flesh: Fasting and Sexuality in Early Christianity (Minneapolis, Minnesota: Fortress Press, 1998). 
44 Evagrius, Talking Back 2.6, 9, 19, 23, 34, 53, 54, 60. 
45 Evagrius, Talking Back 2.24, 56.  Evagrius, On Thoughts 16.  “Mental pornography” is a term 
aptly used by Brakke to describe demonically-incited visions (Demons, 59). 
46 Evagrius, Talking Back 2.55.  (Frankenberg, 493).   See other “touching” references at 2.11, 45. 
47 Evagrius references hoarding at Talking Back 3.5, 10, 14, 25, 35, 36, 41, 49, 50, 52, 53.  On alms or 
hospitality as an excuse for retaining wealth: 3.25, 27, 28, 33, 35, 44, 47, 54. 
48 Evagrius, Talking Back 3.36, 53. 
49 However, as Brakke notes, in Evagrius’ Eight Spirits of Wickedness, he reverses the order, placing 
sadness after anger, (Demons, 62). 
50 Evagrius, Talking Back 4.1, 2, 4, 16, 27, 44. 
51 Evagrius, Talking Back 4.5, 12. 
52 Evagrius, Talking Back 4.11 (Brakke notes that Frankenberg has made a mistake numbering this 
entry as 10 when the manuscript reads 11, Talking Back, 101). 
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central role in this demon’s efficacy.53  The demon of anger encouraged a brother to hold 

a grudge, bear false witness, slander, suspect others (especially fellow brethren), and 

seek revenge.54  All the activities produced by following the advice of this demon were 

contrary to the proper mental attitude for prayer to God;55 in this construction, anger 

directed at anyone or anything except the demons was antithetical to the ability to pray.   

 The demon of acedia, similar to the demon of sadness, might provoke a lack of 

hope or impatience.56  Ascetics who succumbed to this demon often found themselves 

unable to perform the daily tasks of prayer, psalmody, and work, instead opting to 

unnecessarily wander or journey.57  Such behavior originated from the demon of acedia’s 

suggestions of dissatisfaction with one’s current situation, especially if it involved 

remaining in one’s cell.58  Or the demon might encourage a stricter, unachievable ascetic 

regiment.  The result was an ascetic’s failure and subsequent abandonment of the desert, 

the demon routing another ascetic from the desert.59 

                                                        

53 Evagrius, Talking Back 4.33, 36, 53, 56, 65. Only 4.33 and 4.65 contain forms of the root for touch 

(4QM), but the other cited passages make clear that the demons are physically engaging the 
ascetic’s body. 
54 On grudges, false witness, slander, and suspicion see Evagrius, Talking Back 5.1, 3, 4, 6, 8, 10, 11, 
14, 16, 19, 20, 30, 42, 48, 52, 60, 6; Evagrius, On Thoughts 32, 37; Evagrius, Excerpts 33 equates 
grudge-bearing against brethren to loving demons; Evagrius, in his Our Father, interprets “as we 
forgive one another,” explaining that to forgive means “we do not remember bad thoughts 
against those who are angry with us (pixwebol de nnh ete ouontan erwou pe pi`in4temer 
fmeui n5kakia oube nnetau5`wnt nan).”  For the Coptic see P. de Lagarde, Catanae, 14.  On 
revenge see Evagrius, Talking Back V.27, 32, 36, 42, 53, 61. 
55 Evagrius, Talking Back 5.17; Evagrius, Exhortation to a Virgin 38; Evagrius, Excerpts 23, 58. 
Although primarily focused on Gaza, for good discussion of demons in relation to prayer 
activities, see Brouria Bitton-Ashkelony, “Demons and Prayers: Spiritual Exercises in the 
Monastic Connunity of Gaza in the Fifth and Sixth Centuries,” Vigiliae Christianae 57.2 (May 
2003): 200-221. 
56 Evagrius, Talking Back 6.3, 12, 14, 18, 38.  For a good review of meanings of acedia across late 
ancient monasticisms, see Andrew Crislip, “The Sin of Sloth or the Illness of the Demons? The 
Demon of Acedia in Early Christian Monasticism,” Harvard Theological Review 98.2 (Apr 2005): 
143-169. 
57 Such a portrayal should, of course, be contextualized within larger criticism of wandering 
ascetics, for more on which, see Caner, Wandering. 
58 Evagrius, Talking Back 6.15, 24, 26, 33, 52, 57. 
59 Evagrius, On Thoughts 35. 
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 The final two demons, vainglory and pride, largely afflicted the more advanced 

monk, though anyone might find himself at risk.  The ascetic who suffered the demon of 

vainglory sought (or desired to seek) glory, fame, power, and honor,60 actively desiring 

to perform his discipline before the gaze of others so that they might watch and admire 

him.61  Believing himself profoundly successful at thwarting demons, the ascetic was 

tempted to become a great teacher or to be ordained.62  It was through such self-

confidence that the demon of pride entered.  Making the ascetic feel sure of his ascetic 

achievements and concomitant future rewards, the demon of pride convinced the ascetic 

that he was better than the others around him, able to perform his feats without the 

assistance of the angels or God.63  The ascetic’s (mis)orientation inevitably left him open 

to blasphemous thoughts and actions,64 signaling the imminent downfall of even the 

most laudable, austere ascetic.  Once the brother was toppled by the demon of pride, all 

the other demons might now bombard him.   

 Countering the constant, grueling onslaught of demonic haunting was 

undoubtedly an exhausting endeavor.  Evagrius, personally aware of the great difficulty 

required in such fighting, recommended awareness and knowledge as a means of 

protection.65  The terror that a demon might cause in an ascetic was of divine origin in 

order that an ascetic might be encouraged to seek refuge in God.66  Evagrius particularly 

encouraged “talking back” to the demons with appropriate, short snippets culled from 

                                                        

60 Evagrius, Talking Back 7.6, 23, 24, 25, 28, 43. 
61 Evagrius, Talking Back 7.17, 20, 21, 32, 38. 
62 Evagrius, Talking Back 7.3, 8, 10, 13, 26, 29, 36, 40, 41. 
63 Evagrius, Talking Back 8.3, 5, 7, 13, 14, 18, 22, 25. 
64 Evagrius, Talking Back 8.9, 10, 12, 16, 20, 21, 23, 29, 41, 47, 49, as well as the entries unnumbered 
in Frankenberg that Brakke numbers as 49b and 49e. 
65 Evagrius, Talking Back Prologue. 
66 Evagrius, On Thoughts 10. 
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Scripture.67  In certain circumstances, he even suggested that demons might be pitted 

against one another.  Thus, the demon of vainglory might be countered with the demon 

of fornication; while the one puffs the monk up, the other reminds him of his sins.68  In 

order to know there was a demon present to be fought, an ascetic needed to be armed 

with knowledge of how demons worked.  In particular, demons introduced suggestive 

thoughts through memories or “perceptible things” (ai0sqhtw=n…pragma/twn), 

“imprinting” (tupou&menoj) them upon the mind.69  Only by maintaining vigilance, 

arming himself with Scriptural quotations, and balancing the temptations of one demon 

against another could an ascetic endure the violent demonic haunting of life in the 

desert. 

4.3.2 Demonic and Monastic Bodies 
 Underpinning the demonology briefly traced above were distinct notions 

regarding embodiment, especially that of humanity and of demons.  Here, Origen is key.  

As Peter Brown has noted, “Origen’s view of the spiritual struggle entered the 

bloodstream of all future traditions of ascetic guidance in the Greek and Near Eastern 

worlds.”70  Weaving together Platonic, Stoic, and Christian thought, Origen proffered an 

explanation for bodily diversity.  In his system, all bodies — angelic, human, demonic — 

were acquired after their respective souls cooled in their ardor for God.71  Thus, falling 

away from God to varying degrees resulted in embodiment; each body served 
                                                        

67 This is the function of his text Talking Back.  Ideally, an ascetic would have the appropriate 
passages of scripture memorized so that he might immediately and effectively counter a demonic 
attack (Evagrius, Talking Back, Prologue 3). 
68 Evagrius, Practicus 58. 
69 Evagrius, On Thoughts 2, 4, 25. 
70 P. Brown, The Body and Society: Men, Women, and Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1988), 166. 
71 Origen’s notion of cooling is based on what he viewed as the intimate linguistic link between 
yuxh/ (‘soul’) and yuxro/j (‘cold’) (On First Principles II.8.3).  For the extant version, translated into 
Latin by Rufinus, see Henri Crouzel and M. Simonetti, eds., Origène: Traité des Principes (vols. 1-2 
[Books 1-2] in Sources chrétiennes 252; Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1978). 



 

 128 

simultaneously to limit and to instruct its soul, turning it back towards its proper focus, 

God.  For Origen, the virginal body allowed its soul to manifest physically something of 

its original, paradisiacal state.72 

 Given Origen’s high valuation of the chaste body (and given his geographic, if 

not temporal, proximity), it is unsurprising that his system was bequeathed to the 

ascetics appropriating the Egyptian desert.73  Ideally, the ascetic body was disciplined 

through strictly regimented food consumption, sleep deprivation, work, prayer 

practices, and poverty performed in the harsh conditions of a desert landscape.74  As 

early as Abba Antony, we read of the renovation of the body through such control 

mechanisms.  In his letters,75 Antony explains that the body is moved in one of three 

ways: those “natural” to the body, those produced through excessive consumption of 

food and drink, causing one’s blood to warm, and those incited by demons.  Knowledge 

of these different bodily motivations assisted an ascetic to order and orient his body 

properly.76  Antony’s rigid lifestyle transformed his body into a “better” body, one closer 

to his soul’s original, paradisiacal state.77   

                                                        

72 Origen, On First Principles 1.8, 2.8.  For a fuller discussion of Origen’s view of the body see P. 
Brown, Body and Society, 160-177.  For another engaging historical contextualization of Origen’s 
somatic views, see Lynda L. Coon, “Somatic Styles of the Early Middle Ages,” Gender and History 
20.3 (November 2008): 463-486. 
73 For an excellent discussion of the monastic body in the writings of Shenoute, a fifth-century 
Upper-Egyptian monk, see Caroline T. Schroeder, Monastic Bodies: Discipline and Salvation in 
Shenoute of Atripe (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 2007). 
74 The collected volume of essays, Asceticism (V. Wimbush and R. Valantasis, eds.) remains an 
excellent entry point to the thorny issue of defining asceticism.   
75 On Antony’s Letters as authentic, see Samuel Rubenson, The Letters of St. Antony: Monasticism 
and the Making of a Saint (Minneapolis, Minn.: Fortress Press, 1995), 35-42. 
76 Antony, Letter 1.  See also, D. Brakke’s discussion (Demons, 16). 
77 Antony, Letter 1.  See also P. Brown, Body and Society, 218-224.  Here Brown ties asceticism 
especially (though not exclusively) to issues of food, showcasing the desert as a place without 
food. 
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 Building on such traditions, Evagrius, likewise, articulated a physiognomy in 

which the body needed to return to its “natural” state.78  Once more, tightly regulated 

bodily practices (food, prayer, sleep, etc.) were recommended, but what Evagrius also 

eloquently emphasized was the passions inherent to the body.  Evagrius’ demonology 

portrayed above was the right focusing of “natural” passions.  Only through carefully 

observing bodily movements and the thoughts associated with them could an ascetic 

hope to dominate his passions.  Thus, for example, anger was not an improper emotion 

as long as it was directed toward proper recipients, that is, the demons.79  A concern for 

anger is also retained in the AP.  For now, one example will suffice:80 

 

 A certain one from the old men approached Abba Achilla and beheld him 

spitting blood from his mouth.  And he asked Abba Achilla, “What is this, 

father?”  And the old man (Abba Achilla) said, “Because a word of a brother had 

distressed me and I struggled not to tell him, I asked God to take it from me and 

the word became as blood in my mouth and I spat it and I had rest and I forgot 

the distress. 

Here the danger of retaining the memory of a brother’s words, and thereby a grudge 

that might in turn wound his brother, leads Abba Achilla to seek God’s intercession.  

                                                        

78 Evagrius describes the soul as tripartite (Practicus 89, Gnostikos 44).  Evagrius, On the Faith 2.6, 
describes man as a combination of body and soul.  In his Great Letter, Evagrius describes the fall 
of the intellect into a soul and then a body (26).  He also notes that there are four perceptible 
elements that need to be balanced in the body: warmth, coldness, dryness, and moisture (35-39).  
He also offers a rather complex rendering of the four bodily elements vis-a-vis the five senses in 
Excerpts 66.  In his Practicus, Evagrius explains that asceticism serves as a catharsis from passions, 
taming the impassioned body (78, 80, 84, 85, 86).  Critical edition of Gnostikos: Antoine 
Guillaumont, ed., Évagre Le Pontique: “Le gnostique” ou, À celui qui est devenu digne de la science 
(Sources Chrétiennes 356; Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1989).  Critical edition of On the faith: Jean 
Gribomont, ed., “Epistula 8,” in Basilio di Cesarea, Le Lettere (ed. M. Forlin-Patrucco; Torino: 
Società Editrice Internazionale, 1983) 1:84-112.  For the Great Letter, see W. Frankenberg, ed., 
Euagrios, 610-619. 
79 Evagrius, Practicus 24.  Evagrius, Excerpts 58.   
80 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Achilla 4 and Systematic AP (Greek) 4.9. 
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Abba Achilla’s cautionary approach is rewarded: God answers, transforming the word 

(and his memory of it) into a bodily fluid, blood, that might be ejected from the body 

(via spitting), manifesting somatically Abba Achilla’s rejection of harboring the word.  

 Also necessary for ascetic success and desert survival was an understanding of 

the constitution of demonic bodies.81  Once more, ascetics were indebted to Origen.  

Having most intensely “cooled” in their love of God, demons had earned chilly, non-

fleshy bodies.82  Envious, demonic desire for an enfleshed human body heightened their 

animosity toward ascetics.83  Yet, their demonic bodies might serve as useful tools in the 

haunting and deception of ascetics.  Their somatic malleability enabled them to manifest 

themselves in a variety of forms, allowing them to tailor their appearance to an ascetic’s 

erotic longings or deepest fears.  And as Evagrius warns, the lightness of demonic 

bodies gave them the ability to travel more rapidly across the desert. Moving so quickly, 

they might “foretell” a brother’s death or arrival, attempting to convince the ascetic he 

was receiving such knowledge from a divine source.84   

 Armed with somatic knowledge about both humans and demons, an ascetic 

might manipulate his own body to fight against the demons who haunted him.  Such 

bodily control was essential, as the demons decoded the ascetic body, reading an 

ascetic’s secret longings and plumbing his memory for useful ammunition.  Ascetic 

survival of the often violent nature of demonic haunting, especially in the harsh 
                                                        

81 Gregory A. Smith makes a compelling case for serious considerations of the physicality of 
demonic bodies.  Gregory A. Smith, “How Thin is a Demon?,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 
16.4 (Winter 2008): 479-512. 
82 Origen, On First Principles 2.8.3.  See also Origen, Exhortation to Martyrdom  45, where he states 
that some demons ingest sacrifical smoke.  As G.A. Smith notes, Poryphyry also describes 
“kapnophagic” demons (How Thin, 485-486).  Critical edition of Exhortation: Paul Koetschau, ed., 
Origenes Werke 1. Die Schrift vom Martyrium, Buch I–IV Gegen Celsus (Die Griechischen 
Christlichen Schriftsteller der ersten Jahrhunderte 2; Leipzig: J.C. Hinrichs, 1899). Evagrius also 
notes that demonic bodies are icy (Thoughts 33).  In fact, demonic proximity can cause coolness 
and yawning in an ascetic (Evagrius, Excerpts 45 and Practicus 66). 
83 Antony, Letter 6. 
84 Athanasius, Vita Antonii 33.1.  See also D. Brakke, Demons, 43-44. 
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environs of the desert, required constant vigilance.  Let us now explore such demonic 

visitations in the context of the dynamics between haunting and forgetting. 

4.4 Ascetic Forgetting 

 Several types of forgetting occurred among desert ascetics.  Abba John the Little 

is portrayed in multiple sayings as engaged in negotiating forgetfulness.  A brief review 

of them will begin to shed to light on the complex ascetic experience of forgetting.  

 Example 1.85  There was a certain old man in Scetis, hardworking in the body but 

not sharp in thoughts.  And so, he came to Abba John to ask him concerning 

forgetfulness.  And hearing from him a word, he turned back toward his cell, 

and he forgot what Abba John said to him.  And he came back again to ask him.  

Then, having heard from him the same word, he turned back.  When he was 

before his cell again he forgot, and thus he came very often, but whenever he 

turned back he was ruled by forgetfulness.  Some time later, encountering the 

old man, he said, “Do you know, Abba, that I have forgotten again what you told 

me, but so that I would not disturb you, I did not come.”  Abba John said to him, 

“Go, kindle a lamp.”  And he kindled one.  And he (Abba John) said to him 

again, “Bring other lamps and kindle from it (that is, the first lamp).”  He did so.  

And Abba John said to the old man, “Is the (first) lamp harmed in anyway 

because you light other lamps from it?”  He said, “No.”  The old man (that is, 

Abba John) said, “Thus neither is John.  If the whole of Scetis came to me, it 

would not hinder me from the grace of Christ/God.86  Therefore, when you 

                                                        

85 This saying is found in the Alphabetical AP (Greek) as John the Little 18 (PG 65: 209-212) and in 
Systematic AP ( Greek) at 11.41. 
86 Although slight variations in word order and tense choice exist between the Greek 
Alphabetical and Systematic versions of this saying, the primary difference occurs here, where 
the two witnesses differ on whose grace John would not be removed from, that of Christ 
(Alphabetical) or that of God (Systematic). 
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want, come, not at all hesitating.”  And thus, through the endurance of the two 

men, God took forgetfulness away from the old man.  Thus was the daily labor 

of those of Scetis, to offer zeal to those battling, even having violence done to 

themselves in order to gain for each other the good. 

 

 Example 2.87  A certain brother came to take baskets from Abba John.  And 

coming out Abba John said to him, “ What do you want, brother?”  The brother 

said, “Baskets, Abba.”  Going in to bring them out, Abba John forgot, and he sat 

down working.  Again, the brother knocked, and as Abba John came out, the 

brother said to him, “Bring the basket, Abba.”  Going in, Abba John again sat to 

work.  And again, the brother knocked.  And coming out, Abba John said to him, 

“What do you want, brother?” The brother said, “The basket, Abba.”  And 

grabbing his hand, Abba John brought him inside, saying, “If you want baskets, 

take and go.  For I do not have time.” 

  

 Example 3.88  One time a camel-driver came in order to take Abba John’s things, 

having departed from another place.  Coming in to bring him the rope, Abba 

John forgot, having extended his intention (th\n dia/noian) toward God.  And so, 

again the camel-driver disturbed him, knocking on the door.  And again, Abba 

John coming in, forgot.  The third time the camel-driver knocked, coming in 

Abba John said, “Rope, camel. Rope, camel.”89 

                                                        

87 This saying is found in the Alphabetical AP (Greek) as John the Little 30 (PG 65:213). 
88 This saying is found in the Alphabetical AP (Greek) as John the Little 31 (PG 65:213-216) and in 
the Systematic AP (Greek) at 11.39.  Note that this story and that of John helping the old man heal 
his forgetfulness appear in close proximity in the Systematic witness, but in the reverse order of 
their placement in the Alphabetical tradition. 
89 The Systematic Greek version only has the reminder “Rope, camel” once. 
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 Example 4.90  It was said concerning Abba John that he into the church in Scetis 

and hearing the dispute of some brothers, he turned back to his cell.  And circling 

around three times, thus he went in.  Some brothers seeing him, were puzzled 

why he did this, and going in, they asked him.  He said to them, “My ears were 

filled with the dispute.  And so, I circled around in order that I might clean them.  

And thus I came into my cell with silence (hesychia) of my mind.” 

How forgetfulness was perceived depended primarily on the value assigned to the thing 

forgotten.  In the first instance, John, via prayer, helps alleviate a brother’s forgetfulness, 

that is, his inability to retain the “Word” he received from John.  Undoubtedly, like the 

numerous other instances cited in the AP, the “Word” was one of instruction, valuable 

because it might advance or improve a brother’s ascesis.  The next two scenes both depict 

Abba John as forgetful of “worldly” matters, economic transactions used in the sale of 

John’s handiwork.91  Here, John’s forgetfulness is not described as bad behavior, yet the 

sayings do not explicitly offer him as a model to imitate either.  We can only imagine the 

possible frustration of the brother as Abba John asks him yet again “What do you want, 

brother?” and he responds, “The basket, Abba.”  In contrast, the camel-driver is given no 

narrative voice with which to respond to any of Abba John’s behavior, being instead left 

with only the role of repeated knockings that “disturbed (w1xlhsen)” the Abba.  

Meanwhile, Abba John’s demeanor largely remained unchanged whether the encounter 
                                                        

90 This saying is found in the Alphabetical AP (Greek) as John the Little 25 (PG 65: 213).  A 
version of this saying is also preserved in Coptic (Chaîne 198), though it does not specifically 
mention Abba John’s name, but only that it was said of “one of the great men in Scetis” (au`oos 

etbe ounos n6l_lo 6n_ 4iht). 
91 On ascetics relationship to economics see J.E. Goehring, Ascetics, Society, and the Desert: Studies 
in Early Egyptian Monasticism (Studies in Antiquity and Christianity; Harrisburg, P.A.: Trinity 
International Press, 1999); Roger Bagnall, Later Roman Egypt: Society, Religion, Economy, and 
Administration (Burlington, VT: Ashgate/Variorum, 2003); Ewa Wipszycka, Les resources et les 
activités économiques des églises en Égypte du IVe au VIIIe siècle (Brussels: Fondation Égyptologique 
Reine Élisabeth, 1971). 



 

 134 

was with a fellow brother or an individual “of the world,” the camel-driver.  And yet, 

insider-outsider boundaries do appear to be policed, as the brother is brought into 

John’s cell to remove the baskets, while the camel-driver must remain waiting outside.  

Finally, in the last story, although specific language of forgetting is absent, forgetting 

remains central to Abba John’s behavior.  His bodily movements, circumambulating of a 

specific space, his cell, serve a cathartic, apotropaic function.  As he explains, to avoid 

introducing anger, in this case remembered anger he witnessed between brethren, he 

circles his cell, seeking purification of his ears and implicitly erasure of this memory. 

 In these stories, what to remember to forget and what not to forget seem clear-

cut, but was it always so?  Even when it was, as we have already glimpsed, the struggle 

to achieve proper forgetting and remembering was no easy task.  Engagement with 

fellow brethren and the “world” made forgetting sometimes difficult.  The last Abba 

John saying highlights the very real risk ascetics faced; one needed actively to be vigilant 

not to remember what he ought not.  To fail at forgetting, to bring but one wrong 

remembrance into one’s cell had the potential to produce an avalanche of failed 

forgettings and a ready access point for demonic attack.  Haunted by one’s past life, past 

experiences, past desires, by that viewed as “of the world,” was a constant danger — not 

least of all because past, “worldy” recollections offered demons fodder for their assaults.  

The violence such “hauntings” (both by one’s own memories or thoughts and by 

demons) might do to an ascetic’s success demanded counter-violence.  An essential part 

of daily ascetic life was fighting forgetfulness and fighting to forget.   

4.4.1 Fighting Forgetfulness 

“Pray first to be purified of passions, and second to be saved from ignorance and 

forgetfulness, and third from all temptation and abandonment.” 
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 - Evagrius, On Prayer 3792 

Evagrius’ three-fold exhortation includes an injunction to seek salvation from 

forgetting through prayer.  The first Abba John the Little example above playfully depicts 

the problem of forgetfulness about which Evagrius warns.93  Recall that it is the issue of 

forgetfulness that originally brings the old man of Scetis knocking on Abba John’s door.  

Abba John offers the brother a word concerning forgetfulness on which to meditate.  

Returning home, the old man arrives at his own door only to find himself stricken with 

forgetfulness about forgetfulness.  The brother retraces his footsteps and is rewarded 

with the “same word” from Abba John.  Back at his own cell, the brother once more 

forgets what he has learned about forgetting.  Again and again he suffers the same 

situation, being “ruled by forgetfulness,” until he forsakes the whole endeavor.  When 

he later encounters Abba John, the old man explains how he stopped returning, not 

wanting to “disturb” Abba John with his forgetfulness.  Abba John corrects him, 

assuring the brother that all of Scetis could come to his door and he would not be 

separated from divine grace.  It is ultimately the combined efforts of the two brothers, 

Abba John “doing violence” to himself, that results in God removing forgetfulness from 

the old man. 

 Evagrius suggests praying to be saved from forgetfulness.  Forgetfulness is also 

what is so vividly portrayed in the apophthegm attributed to Abba John the Little.  In 

these instances, an ascetic is to fight against forgetfulness.  When an ascetic prayed as 

Evagrius advised and Abba John modelled, of what was God removing forgetfulness? 

The obvious answer is forgetfulness of God and his covenant, Christ and his 
                                                        

92 Robert E. Sinkewicz equates the three things to be prayed for with the three stages of ascetic 
progress (Evagrius of Pontus, 278). 
93 The Alphabetical AP (Greek) similarly depicts a brother seeking out Abba Cronius for a word 
concerning forgetfulness (Cronius 2).  In this instance, Abba Cronius quotes 1 Samuel 5, 
interpreting in such a way as to advise the brother to recall the eternal judgement, thereby 
escaping passions spurred on by the demons. 
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commandments, the whole divine Trinity — precisely that which an ascetic was 

enjoined to remember through liturgy and prayer, as discussed in Chapter Two.  

Forgetting (e0pilaqo&menoj) God’s covenant meant one belonged to “the Evil One” 

(e0sti…tou~ ponhrou=).94  Thus, fighting forgetfulness of God’s covenant insured one was 

“of Christ” (tou~ Xristou=).  Similarly, if an ascetic wanted to manifest his love of Christ, 

he must “not forget to guard his commandments” (ta\j e0ntola\j au0tou= threi=n ou0k 

e0pilh/sh|).95  At the end of both To a Virgin and To Eulogios, Evagrius closes his treatise 

with the injunction to “remember Christ” (me/mnhso Xristou=) and “not forget the Trinity” 

(mh_ e0pila&qh| th~j tria&doj).96  One was also not to forget the saints, an indication that one 

was unable to pray purely.97  Presumably, remembrance of the saints was enjoined so 

that they might intercede on an ascetic's behalf and because they were understood to be 

holy models an ascetic should strive to imitate.98  Avoiding forgetfulness of all those 

divine and holy served to situate an ascetic on the side of God, Christ, the whole Trinity, 

and as one who was capable of pure prayer.  By contrast, suffering forgetfulness meant 

being aligned with the Evil One and his demon legions, finding oneself unable to pray. 

                                                        

94 Evagrius, Commentary on Ecclesiastes 32.  Critical edition of Comm. on Eccl.:  Paul Géhin, ed., 
Évagre le Pontique: Scholies à l’Ecclésiaste (Sources Chrétiennes 397; Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1993). 
95 Evagrius, Maxims 68.  Critical edition: A. Elter, ed., Gnomica (vol. 1; Leipzig: Teubner, 1892), liii-
liv. 
96 Evagrius, To a Virgin 56.  Evagrius, To Eulogios 34.  To a Virgin uses “worshipful” 
(proskunhth=j), while To Eulogios supplies both “worshipful and homoousios” (proskunhth~j kai\ 
o(moousi/ou).   
97 Evagrius, On Thoughts 5. 
98 Evagrius warns against forgetting one’s profession and the virtue it requires (On Thoughts 9).  
Past holy figures were often equated with virtues.  So, for example, a saying attributed to John 
the Persian states that ascetics would “receive the inheritance of Jerusalem (klhronomh=sai th\n 
a1nw7 9Ierousalh/m)” if they were “hospitable like Abraham, meek like Moses, holy like Aaron, 
patient like Job, humble like David, a hermit like John, filled with compunction like Jeremiah, a 
master like Paul, full of faith like Peter, wise like Solomon (filo/cenoj w9j o97 0Abraa\m ge/gona, 
prau\j w9j o9 Mwush=j, a3gioj w9j o97 0Aarw\n, u9pomonhtiko\j w9j o97 0Iw\b, tapeino/frwn w9j o9 Dabi\d, 
e9rhmi/thj w9j o97 0Iwa/nnhj, penqiko\j w9j o97 9Ieremi/aj, dida/skaloj w9j o9 Pau=loj, pisto\j w9j o9 
Pe/troj, sofo\j w9j o9 Solwmw/n)” [Greek Alphabetical AP John the Persian 4, PG 65:237-239].  As 
ascetics were encouraged to see virtue as central to their vocation, it is not unreasonable to 
assume that recollection of saints (at least partially) served a mimetic function. 
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 The dangerous threat of demons led Evagrius also to recommend to monks not 

forgetting the darker matters of their sins and demons.  As he makes clear in On Prayer, 

to forget one's sins or the meaning of the tears such recollections ought to produce was 

to risk suffering madness and straying.99  A well-spring of tears for the deserved eternal 

punishment such sins incurred and the mercy God might show such a sinner were 

crucial to the proper functioning of such rememberings.  So, after a lengthy description 

of the sufferings that sinners in hell already experience, those they will feel on Judgment 

Day, and the copious tears such knowledge should produce, Evagrius exhorts, “do not 

forget these things, whether you happen to be in your cell or outside it somewhere” (mh_ 

e0pila&qh| tou&twn pote\, ka2n e1ndon e0n tw|~ kelli/w| sou tugxa&nh|j, ka2n e1cw pou). 100   

Likewise, in his Praktikos, Evagrius encourages recalling one’s past sins, connecting such 

recollections to awareness of God “who guarded you in the desert” (o( e0n th|~ e0rh&mw| 

fula&sswn se) from the violence of demonic haunting.101  Fighting forgetfulness of these 

images protected an ascetic residing in the desert from dangerous thoughts and demons.  

The inevitable engagement with demons led Evagrius also to advise against forgetting 

the manner in which they haunted.  Only by carefully observing a demon’s approach 

over the course of a day or two might an ascetic acquire an adequate knowledge of the 

demon, thus enabling a counter to its advances.102  Acquisition of knowledge regarding 

how to resist demonic thoughts offered valuable rewards.   

 In all these examples, forgetfulness is to be avoided: forgetfulness of God, of 

Christ, of the entire Trinity, of the saints, of one’s own sins and impending eternal 

judgement, and of the deceit of the demons.  Fighting forgetfulness of one’s sins in 

                                                        

99 Evagrius, On Prayer 8.  For Greek of On Prayer, see PG 79:1165-1200. 
100 Evagrius, Foundations of the Monastic Life 9 (PG 40:1261).  For the Greek, see PG 40:1252-1264. 
101 Evagrius, Practicus 33. 
102 Evagrius, On Thoughts 9. 
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particular could prove a thorny issue for ascetics to navigate, as such recollections risked 

stirring one’s passions.  As we shall see in the next section, there were many things an 

ascetic was encouraged to fight actively to forget.  Only via careful negotiation might an 

ascetic succeed in not suffering forgetfulness while simultaneously fighting to forget.  

He towed the treacherous line between forgetting and not forgetting in the hopes of 

evicting the demons, harnessing the desert’s power, and achieving the paradisiacal 

Promised Land. 

4.4.2 Forget the “World” 

“Those who inhabit the heavenly land through labors gaze intently neither 

toward the stomach nor toward anxious cares about perishable things.”  

 - Evagrius, Eulogios 1103 

Even though ascetics might move residence to the desert, they still were faced 

(sometimes quite literally) with looking toward the “world” nestled into the eastern 

banks of the Nile River.  The vista (whether real or only remembered) undoubtedly 

tempted wrong orientation of the ascetic gaze.  And if that were not challenging enough, 

there was an endless barrage of visitors, either brethren traveling through the “world,” 

or “secular ” laypeople.  At least some visitors aided ascetics in surviving the desert, 

bringing bread, fruit, and other vital supplies as well as carrying away an ascetic’s 

handiwork to sell in the “world.”  In all of these tangible ways, an ascetic remained 

inextricably bound to the “world.”  And yet, this reality only served to bolster the ascetic 

call-to-arms to forget the “world.” 

 What precisely were ascetics encouraged to forget?  The two stories of a visitor 

carrying away Abba John the Little’s vessels/baskets offer a basic answer: “worldly” 
                                                        

103 Evagrius similarly states that praying requires an ascetic to abandon the world and “hold 
always to your citizenship in heaven (to\ poli/teuma e1xe e0n ou)ranoi=j dia_ panto/j),” imitating the 
angels (On Prayer 142). 
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objects, that is things used, bought, and sold in the “world.”  Abba John must still weave 

his baskets for the “world” in order to support himself, but his mind/gaze is focused not 

on his handicraft, but presumably on “holy” matters.  This portrayal of Abba John 

implies a (fairly) clean escape.  He keeps forgetting “worldly” things because he is 

remembering “divine” things.  But implicit in this situation is a problem, namely, that 

John’s successful forgetting requires in at least one rendering that a fellow brother be left 

to engage with the “world.”104  Abba John’s being able to forget fully the “world” rests 

on his brother’s inability to do so.  The final Abba John the Little story from above also 

highlights Abba John’s successful forgetting.  Here, however, what constitutes 

“worldly” is not a touchable object and its proximity is much closer to his abode (recall 

that in this apophthegm Abba John hears contentious words between brethren that he 

must purge from his ears).  Circumambulating his cell before entering, John thereby 

erases the implicit anger and grudge-bearing inherent in such an exchange.   

 Abba John’s concern to preserve himself from anger returns us to Evagrius’ 

demonology traced above.  Far more than any other text attesting late ancient Egyptian 

asceticism, Evagrius’ writings offer a thorough discussion of all things “worldly” that an 

ascetic ought to forsake.  This is especially beneficial to an exploration of forgetting the 

“world,” as Evagrius’ witness comes from his time in the northwestern desert and, in 

contrast to most other sources (including the AP), is not a depiction written and collated 

outside of Egypt at a later date.  Thus, Evagrius’ words contain some of the best 

evidence available for examining how at least some segment of the ascetic population 

fought to forget. 
                                                        

104 James Goehring makes a strong case that the monks had more wealth and were more engaged 
with the “world” than the hagiographical nature of our sources acknowledge.  He points, for 
example, to the complexity of excavated cells at Kellia as evidence (though later) for ascetic 
prosperity. James E. Goehring, “The World Engaged: The Social and Economic World of Early 
Egyptian Monasticism,” in Gnosticism and the Early Christian World, (Sonoma, Calif.: Polebridge 
Press, 1990), 134-144.  On specific mention of cells at Kellia (43). 
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 As noted in Chapter Two, an important goal of ascesis was the achievement of 

hesychia, “stillness” that might be found through liturgical memory-acts and maintained 

through proper remembrance in prayer practices.  Evagrius explains that those who 

desire hesychia (h9suxi/a) must “get rid of the anxieties (ta\j fronti/daj) of the world, both 

the principalities (arxa/j) and powers (e0cousi/aj) set over them.  That is to say, abandon 

material things and passions, being outside of every desire” (toute/stin a1u+loj e1so, 

a)paqh_j, pa&shj e0piqumi/aj e0kto&j).105  An ascetic was expected to turn away from the 

“world,” that is the city, (dis)placing himself, being exiled106 in the private, withdrawn 

spaces of the desert.107  Although these spaces were removed from the civilized world, 

they were not necessarily quiet or empty.  Thus Evagrius warns ascetics not to be 

frightened by noises108 or apparitions produced by the demons, as they are merely 

attempts to cause a monk’s wandering (r9e/mbouj),109 a behavior encouraged by the 

demon of listlessness and his legions.110  Planted in the desert, an ascetic was to turn his 

focus toward God and away from “everything created” (pa/ntwn…gegono/twn).111 

                                                        

105 Evagrius, Foundations 3 (PG 40: 1253); See also Evagrius, Excerpts 31. 
106 Evagrius, Foundations 6 (PG 40: 1257).  Evagrius in fact recommends that an ascetic “love exile” 
(cenitei/an a0ga/pa). 
107 Evagrius, Foundations 6 (PG 40: 1257).  Here he recommends places that are private (i0di/ouj) 
and lack distraction (a0perispa/stouj). 
108 Evagrius, Foundations 6.  Here I follow A. M. Casiday’s suggestion to follow the Philokalia’s 
reading, “noises,” rather than the difficult to decipher word PG contains. (Casiday, 85.  Note that 
Casiday translates the title of this text as Causes rather than Foundations). 
109 Evagrius, Foundations 6 (PG 40: 1257). 
110 For a thorough description of the wiles of the demon of listlessness, see Evagrius, Talking Back 
VI.  The demon of pride might also attack through the senses, producing fire, lightning, and the 
sounds of horses and Ethiopians.  On the latter, see Evagrius, On Thoughts 23. 
111 Evagrius, Commentary on Ecclesiastes 3.  Evagrius in his exegesis of Eccl 5:17-19, likewise, 
recommends abandoning “this world and the perceptible life,” (tou&tou tou~ bi/ou kai\ th~j 

ai0sqhth~j zwh~j) in Commentary on Ecclesiastes 44, “these earthly things” ()tYN(r8) nYLh) in 
A Word on Prayer 3 (Hauserr, 151), “to have no memory of worldly things” (mhdemi/an mnh/mhn e1xein 
kosmikou= pra/gmatoj) in Excerpts 31 (Muyldermans, 89), and “the anxieties of this visible world” 

()NYzXtM )ML( )Nhd )tYNr*M)  in Letter 4.3.  For the Syriac of Letter 4 see W. 
Frankenberg, Euagrios, 568.  To be focused on “material things” (pra/gmasi...u(likoi=j) will prevent 
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 The need to avoid things of the “world” spurred ascetics such as Abba John the 

Little to resist buying and selling.  Evagrius, too, explicitly suggests giving economic 

responsibilities over to another whenever possible.112  This suggestion is among his 

extensive catalogues of the numerous “worldly” items an ascetic was called to forget, 

many of which involved demonic suggestions that triggered some recollection of the 

“idols of this world” ()ML( )Nhd yhwM8LcL).113  They might be recollections of 

one’s past, of present concerns, or injustices suffered.114  Not surprisingly, the surfacing 

of such memories tended to engender sadness.115  Because memories were frequently 

passion-producing, they might arouse an ascetic, the passions stirring up yet more 

memories, all of which were rich materials for demons to use in their hauntings.116  Thus, 

for Evagrius, memories might be incited by demons, but they also might arise naturally 

and serve as an invitation to demons.  A memory was considered harmless only if an 

ascetic could successfully experience it without the sensation of passion.117  Opened up 

to the sorrows memories often brought, an ascetic might quickly succumb to the demons 

of anger, pride, and vainglory.  Recalling ill of anyone118 or engaging with contentious 

individuals,119 even if one merely witnessed an encounter like Abba John the Little, 

                                                        

 

one from pure prayer (Evagrius, On Prayer 70).  In Foundations 2, Evagrius defines an ascetic as 
“one who has abandoned all the matter of this world (o( pa~san u3lhn tou~ ko&smou tou&tou 
katalipw/n)” in order to receive hesychia. 
112 Evagrius, Foundations 8. 
113 Evagrius, Letter 7 (Frankenberg, 570-572). 
114 Evagrius, On Prayer 45.  The demons of gluttony, fornication, love of money, and sadness all 
might attack explicitly through memories of one’s past.  See Evagrius, Talking Back I.30, 36, 38, 41; 
II.39, 40; III.24, 34, 50; IV.55, 73. 
115 Evagrius, On Prayer 10. 
116 Evagrius, On Thoughts 2, 3, 4.  Evagrius, Excerpts 42.  Evagrius, On Prayer 44. 
117 Evagrius, On Thoughts 4.  Evagrius, Excerpts 11.  Evagrius, Practicus 67. 
118 Evagrius, On Thoughts 37.  On bearing grudges also see Evagrius, Excerpts 33, 38, 40. 
119 Evagrius, Foundations 7. 
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threatened an ascetic’s “heavenly condition” (th\n ou0ra/nion…kata/stasin).120  Allowing 

oneself to be angry, proud, or grieved misdirected the mind, landing the ascetic “in a pit 

of forgetfulness” (ei0j ba/raqron lh/qhj).121  Only by forgetting anger, pride, and grief 

could an ascetic escape forgetfulness, that is of divine things (the valued forgetfulness 

described in the previous section).  If an ascetic did not manage to forget anger, pride, 

grief, and sadness, he all the more easily fell into the grip of the lesser demons of love of 

money, fornication, and gluttony. 

 If we take seriously that Evagrius’ advice in Talking Back is based on years of 

discussion with fellow brethren,122 we can infer that a few types of memories were the 

most common threats to an ascetic: memories of family, wealth, inheritance, clothes, 

social acquaintances, food, and desired bodies (those both of young boys and of 

women).  Reference to familial issues and recollections occur in his discussions of the 

demons of gluttony,123 fornication,124 love of money,125 sadness,126 anger,127 listlessness,128 

and vainglory.129  Only the demon of pride does not seem to prey by calling up thoughts 

of one’s family.  So, for example, recalling tables filled with delicious food and drink 

might in turn call up memories of the family members with whom the table had been 

shared.  Remembering and desiring a woman might tempt one to establish a family of 

one’s own.  And recollecting one’s kinsmen frequently induced concerns about lost 

money, inheritance, and status.  Depending on the nature of an ascetic’s departure, 

                                                        

120 Evagrius, On Thoughts 32. 
121 Evagrius, On Thoughts 23. 
122 For the argument that Talking Back is based on dialogue with other ascetics, see D. Brakke’s 
Introduction to Evagrius, Talking Back, 36. 
123 Evagrius, Talking Back .139. 
124 Evagrius, Talking Back 2.49. 
125 Evagrius, Talking Back 3.1, 3, 16, 17, 18, 21, 46. 
126 Evagrius, Talking Back 4.42, 60. 
127 Evagrius, Talking Back 5.34, 56. 
128 Evagrius, Talking Back 6.7, 23, 39, 43, 44, 45, 46, 53, 57. 
129 Evagrius, Talking Back 7.39. 
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thoughts of family might also induce sadness over the lost bond, being unable to console 

or be consoled by them.  Or if one’s departure produced volatile emotions, recalling it 

could trigger the re-experiencing of anger.  Memories of family might also invite attacks 

by the demon of listlessness, recommending either abandonment of one’s cell 

permanently or at the very least a break to re-enter the “world” and visit relatives.  Any 

retreat with family only resulted in an ascetic’s being weighted down by “worldly” 

matters130 or, conversely, being tempted to pontificate about the goodness of ascetic 

withdrawal and risk suffering from vainglory.131  Thus, recalling one’s family might 

result in the haunting of demons and a cascade of other “worldly” memories that were 

best forgotten. 

 Family might remind an ascetic of the inheritance he lost, but other desires for 

wealth might also tempt an ascetic.132  Among the things an ascetic left behind was his 

home, quite often a much nicer space than his current cell.  Demons or an ascetic himself 

might conjure memories of his former, resplendent abode, recollections that suggested 

his present cell was “detestable” ()NSM)133 and should be abandoned, sometimes even 

recommending a less hospitable locale.134  Ascetics remembering past wealth might also 

seek money and belongings, justifying their behavior with claims to offer it as alms or 

hospitality.  Or memories of money, inducing fear of lack, might lead an ascetic to justify 

hoarding wealth as a way to be prepared and not burden others with assisting him, 

                                                        

130 Evagrius, Foundations 5. 
131 Evagrius, Talking Back 7.39. 
132 Evagrius offers counter-attacks for thoughts of past wealth (Talking Back  3.25, 34, 50). 
133 Evagrius, Talking Back 3.23 (Frankenberg, 496). 
134 The demons of fornication, love of money, listlessness, and vainglory all might suggest 
improper engagement with one’s cell (Evagrius, Talking Back 2.40; 3.21, 6.26. 33; 7.7). 
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especially should he develop an illness.135  But as Evagrius warns, all of these behaviors 

were temptations inspired by demons.  That he also recommends scriptural passages to 

thwart extortion of or stinginess toward brethren indicates that such temptations might 

all too readily be given in to, actions that inevitably led to anger, grudge-bearing, and 

other such hostile emotions.136  Acting on such thoughts would only result in 

succumbing to the demon(s) of love of money, ultimately weighting an ascetic down 

with “worldly” matters.137  “Worldly” memories, especially of one’s own past,138 might 

also haunt an ascetic, the fear of lack encouraging hoarding of clothes, objects, 

foodstuffs, and wine.139  Remembering these items might occur naturally, via demons, or 

because of social interactions.  Ascetics were to be especially wary of conversing or 

living with “material and enmeshed in the world men,”140 whether they be past 

acquaintances or current brethren.  As with monetary hoarding, these items were stored 

up under the auspices of self-sufficiency, hospitality, or almsgiving.141 

 If an ascetic succumbed, especially to temptations regarding food and drink, he 

soon found himself subject to the onslaught of the demon(s) of fornication, for food 

warmed the body, potentially arousing a monk’s sexual desires.  Demons might haunt 

by appearing in the shape of a desired body, even daring to touch an ascetic’s body, 

                                                        

135 Evagrius, Talking Back 3.13, 28. 
136 Evagrius Talking Back 3.4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 14, 37, 38, 40, 43, 44, 48, 50, 54, 57, 58. 
137 Evagrius, Foundations 4. 
138 Evagrius describes fighting recollections of  “past feasting and drinking,” Talking Back 1.36 

()Yt$MBw )QYt( )MSwBB, Frankenberg, 478).  Similar references to past, sumptuous 
meals are found at Talking Back 1.30, 38, 41. 
139 Evagrius, Talking Back 1.8, 10, 11, 12, 13, 16, 21, 22, 26, 28, 35, 47, 49, 50, 58, 60, 61, 62, 67; 3.36, 
53; 5.15, 21, 22, 30.  Evagrius, Foundations 3, 4, 8. 
140 Evagrius, Foundations 5. (a)nqrw&pwn u(likw~n kai\ e0mperista&twn). 
141 Although focused primarily on stylite ascetics of Syria, Peter Brown’s work on the “holy man” 
rightly points out the power, and therefore wealth, that a famous ascetic might find at his 
disposal.  Peter Brown, “The Rise and Function of the Holy Man in Late Antiquity,” The Journal of 
Roman Studies 61 (1971): 80-101. 
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especially his genitalia.142  If such bodily attacks failed, demons might attack through an 

ascetic’s mind.  Drawing upon memories of people known or at least seen, demons 

might force “voyeurism” upon an ascetic.   Evagrius seems to be drawing at least 

partially on his own past when he speaks of the temptations brought on by visiting with 

or remembering a “married woman.”143  Explaining the unfolding approaches of the 

demon(s) of fornication, he articulates the violence of an ascetic’s counterattack: 

 To the Lord concerning the demon of fornication that, when it cannot hurt us 

through the desire of our body, then shows us in our intellect a monk performing 

the obscene sin of fornication: The enemy has abandoned swords completely, you 

have demolished cities.  Their memory has been destroyed, but the Lord endures 

forever. (Ps 9:7-8).144 

Through artful scriptural interpretation, Evagrius compels his fellow brethren and his 

readers to extirpate violently such obscenity.145  Night and day, an ascetic might be 

troubled by recalled images of women, boys, and fellow male ascetics sexually 

cavorting.  Only through willful, intentional forgetting could an ascetic hope to avert his 

gaze from the erotic.146   

                                                        

142 For references about the demon of fornication see the above Demonology section, in which is 
described the many wiles of this demon. 
143 Evagrius, Talking Back 2.1, 35. 
144 Evagrius, Talking Back 2.24 (Frankenberg, 488). Here I follow Brakke’s translation.   

 nrGPd )tGr dYB oL )KM )cM )L dKd !)twYNzd )wYd )L( )YrM twL 

:ntY(rtB oL )wXM !)twYNzd )trK$M yh )tY+XL hL r(Sd )YdYXYL oYdYh 

)YrMw yhYNr8Kwd tdBw)w trQ( )Yr8wQ mL(L )PYSB rMG )BBdL(B  

mYQ mL(L  

145 On the skillful ways in which ascetics rendered scriptural passages relevant to asceticism, see 
Elizabeth A. Clark, Reading Renunciation: Asceticism and Scripture in Early Christianity (Princeton, 
New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1999), especially 104-152. 
146 Related but beyond the scope of this chapter, it is worth noting that at least some ascetics were 
encouraged to turn their gaze toward images of a bare-breasted Mary, preparing to nurse Jesus.  
Her painted presence within individual monastic cells has been the subject of some scholarly 
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 As Evagrius makes clear, the eradication of memories and their concomitant 

desires was essential to forgetting the “world.”  Numerous “worldly” specters might 

haunt an ascetic’s memory.  The materiality of demonically-inspired memories and 

thoughts reminds us how very material ascetic experience often remained.  Asceticism 

was not performed in a vacuum but in the very real, physical landscape of the desert.  

The demons haunted the desert and the ascetics who dared to inhabit it.  Even as 

ascetics sought union with the divine, remembering God, they were attacked from all 

sides by demons and the coarse reality of their lived desert situation.147  Thus, an ascetic 

found himself forcibly attempting to remove past memories, spending day and night 

fighting to forget them.   

4.5 Conclusion 
 As we have seen, the intertwined nature of memory and space manifested itself 

in the battle between ascetics and demons for control of the power-infused desert.  

Countering the haunting of demons required vigilance; an ascetic was called 

simultaneously to fight against forgetfulness of divine things and to fight for 

forgetfulness of “worldly” things.  Thus, divine and “worldly” things were articulated 

as opposing forces between which an ascetic had to negotiate.  The struggle an ascetic 

faced was whether he was going to belong to God or to the Evil One and the “world.”  

He entered the desert because of its inherent potential to aid in his own transformation 

and itself be transformed.  The desert’s powerful nature made it a desirable locale for 

                                                        

 

discussion.  For further discussion see Elizabeth S. Bolman, “The Coptic Galaktotrophousa as the 
Medicine of Immortality” (Ph.D. diss., Bryn Mawr College Dissertation, 1997).  I have also written 
a paper that I hope to revise for publication that argues a partial explanation for the presence of 
the Galaktotrophousa may be found in interpretations of her relationship to Paradise. 
147 Although focused on slightly different concerns, Brakke also points the tension between 
ascetic desires for unity and the differentiation attributed to demons (Demons, 18-22). 
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both ascetics and demons, neither being willing to concede it easily.  Instead, the desert 

became the space for which ascetics fought by fighting forgetfulness of God and fighting 

to forget the “world.”  Ascetics entered this violent struggle in hopes of harnessing the 

desert’s power in order to begin the transformation of the space of the desert and the 

space of their bodies, remaking the desert into a heavenly Paradise (or at least its replica) 

and their own persons into more spiritual bodies. 

 The desert, full as it was with demons, did not easily allow the forgetfulness of 

the "world" that ascetics sought.  Nor was the power of the desert easily harnessed that 

an ascetic might protect himself from forgetting what he ought to remember.  But it was 

the desert, imbued with power, and its demonic inhabitants, haunting ascetics, that 

helped make the desire for ascesis meaningful.  Given the centrality to ascetic meaning-

making of the tight link between the desert, remembering, and forgetting, it should not 

be surprising that a perceived rending of this bond led ascetics to re-envision the 

relationship between memory and space.  The result was the narrativizing of a “Golden 

Age” of asceticism.  The demonic hauntings described above were violent experiences 

for ascetics, but a violence that ascetics believed they understood and might control with 

divine assistance.  As we shall see in the next chapter, when the ascetics of Scetis found 

themselves raided by “barbarians” during the fifth century, the intense violence they 

experienced resulted in a seismic shift in the relations between memory and space.  

Believing themselves to have lost the space of the desert, the asceticism performed there 

and the desert itself, monks required a new mode of recollection.
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5. Preserving a Legacy: Remembering the “Loss” of the 
Desert 
 In Letter 111, Augustine bemoans “for a short time before, even in the solitude of 

Egypt, where monasteries are separated from all clamor, as if securely set apart, some 

brothers were killed by barbarians.”1  His statement and similar literary evidence led to 

a scholarly construct, best articulated by the work of Hugh G. Evelyn-White, that the 

ascetics living in the northwestern desert, particularly at Scetis, were forced to flee the 

desert, abandoning the space and the particular form of asceticism it made possible.  

However, a reconsideration of the textual and archaeological evidence problematizes a 

neat and tidy narrative of “loss” and a scholarly re-membering of scattered literary 

witnesses. 

 Alternately, this chapter proposes that the perceived “loss” of the desert 

participated in a prominent late ancient rhetoric of “barbarian” threats to Church and 

Empire.  Some reactions to the various threats to desert asceticism were remembered 

through “barbarian” stereotypes, including the dangerous violence they embodied.  

Memories of “raiding” of the desert came to be coupled with and filtered through late 

ancient discourse on the “fall” of Rome.  Such a perceived “loss” of the desert brought 

with it crushing consequences to a particular mode of asceticism, one in which properly-

focused memory-acts toward the divine and the physical space of the desert-as-space-of-

paradisiacal-possibility were intimately intertwined.  What resulted was a new 

articulation through a textualized mode of memory that sought to preserve the “Golden 

Age” of asceticism and to relocate paradisiacal space from the physical desert to the 

textual memorialization of the AP tradition. 
                                                        

1 Nam ante paruum tempus etiam in illis solitudinibus Aegypti, ubi monasteria separata ab omni strepitu 
quasi secura degebant, a barbaris interfecti sunt fratres. Augustine, Letter 111, 1. Critical edition: A. 
Goldbacher, ed., Corpus scriptorum ecclesiasticorum latinorum 34.2 (1898). 
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5.1 Barbarian Raids of Scetis 
 Hugh G. Evelyn-White’s monumental study, The Monasteries of the Wadi ‘n 

Natrun, is the classic work on the raids of Scetis.  While many subsequent works have 

described the raids as part of the monastic context in late ancient Egypt, Evelyn-White’s 

volume remains the fullest treatment to date.  It is not surprising that Evelyn-White’s 

work has not been revisited, as it is a dense forest of references neatly woven into a 

seemingly coherent, compelling narrative.  But on closer inspection, we would do well 

to approach his rendering with some skepticism.  As our concern in this chapter is how 

the raids on Scetis were remembered in the tradition (and in subsequent scholarship), a 

review of the sources that Evelyn-White cited is necessary to properly understand how a 

particular narrative of raids on Scetis came to gain such prominence in modern 

scholarship.   

 While Evelyn-White refers to multiple raids of Scetis, here we limit ourselves to 

those he situates in the fifth century.  On his accounting, sources witness the occurrence 

of three raids upon Scetis: one in 407/408, one in 434, and the last in 444.2  He cites both 

an anonymous apophthegm and a passage from the Virtues of Macarius, arguing that 

each text implies more than one attack.  The story of the anonymous Abba reads:3 

It was said concerning a great old man in Scetis that when the brothers were 

building a cell, he would go with joy and laying the foundation would not 

withdraw until it was completed.  Once, then, he went out to build a cell, he was 

very sorrowful.  And the brothers said to him, “Why are you sorrowful and 

grieving, Abba?”  And he said, “This place (o( to&poj) shall be desolated, children.  
                                                        

2 Hugh G. Evelyn-White, The Monasteries of the Wadi ‘n Natrun. New York, Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, Egyptian Expedition, 1926-1933 (3 vols.; New York: Arno Press, 1973), 2:153-167. 
3 Anonymous AP (Greek) N361.  François Nau, "Histoires des solitaires égyptiens," Révue de 
l'Orient Chrétien 18 (1913): 137. 
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For I have seen a fire kindled in Scetis, and the brothers seizing palm branches, 

striking it, put it out.  And again it was kindled, and again it was put out.  But a 

third time it was kindled, and it filled all of  Scetis, and no longer was it possible 

to put it out.  And because of this I am sorrowful and grieve.” 

In Evelyn-White’s interpretation, each of the three fires stand for an instance of 

barbarians raiding the Scetian brethren.  While his reading has long been accepted, we 

should note that nothing in particular in the saying indicates the presence of 

“barbarians” or of raids.  Reading the fires as allusions to barbarian attacks is one 

possible interpretation, but certainly not the only reading.   

 As another possible reading, I would like to suggest that the fires may symbolize 

the threats of “heresy” among the brethren (a plausible interpretation that Evelyn-White 

acknowledges briefly in a footnote).4  For example, Epiphanius of Salamis, in his 

catalogue of heresies, deploys the imagery of the devastation wrought by fire to 

highlight the dangers inherent in the emergence of a “heresy.”  In a passage portraying 

the rise of Arianism (a “heresy” begotten in Alexandria, not far from Scetis), Epiphanius 

describes Arius’ teachings as a fire that spread across “nearly the whole Roman 

Empire.”5  As with the apophthegm, fire imagery is meant to evoke a sense of all-

consuming ruin, a destruction so devastating and so utterly encompassing that its 

source must be understood as a grave danger.  As Epiphanius’ work reveals, the fire of 

“heresy” frequently arose and had to be squelched, and occasionally the “heresy” 

became so widespread that it seemed uncontainable.  Reading the Scetian monk’s saying 

as a discourse on the wildfires of “heresy” that sprung up during the first several 

                                                        

4 Evelyn-White, Wadi ‘n Natrun, 2:153 n.7. 
5 Epiphanius of Salamis, Panarion 2.49.2.1.  Critical edition of Panarion Book 2: Karl Holl, ed., Die 
griechischen christlichen Schriftsteller der ersten Jahrhunderte Bd. 13.2 (Leipzig: J.C. Hinrichs, 1922; 
repr., 1980). 



 

 151 

centuries of Christianity (especially the contemporaneous phenomena of “Arianism” 

and “Origenism”) strikes me as a more historically contextualized model than Evelyn-

White’s primary construal of the passage as an implicit indication of three barbarian 

raids.  Such a reading is especially apt when one considers that “barbarian” Christians 

tended to be Arian subscribers.6  My interpretation is also bolstered by the fact that 

elsewhere in the AP we find Abbas explicitly describing attacks, indicating no need for 

passages that merely allude to such violence.  Moreover, as I shall argue below, another 

heresy, that of “Origenism,” was to rock Kellia and Nitria, and may also have spilled 

over into Scetis.  Thus, the Origenist “heresy” may have spread across the northwestern 

desert like “fire.” 

 The other source that Evelyn-White highlights as indicating multiple raids is a 

passage from a text known as The Virtues of Macarius, snippets of ascetical wisdom that 

are attributed to Macarius the Great (also known as Macarius of Egypt).  The work 

survives in a sole tenth-century manuscript in Bohairic Coptic.  The story regarding 

Abba Macarius’ predictions tells:7 

 Some old men asked Abba Macarius, “What is the work of Scetis?”  He said to 

them, “It takes the likeness and the form of the four cities that God set apart for 

the children of Israel so that if a fornicator or murderer fled into one of them, he 

would be safe if he stayed (there).”  Again, Abba Macarius said, “There are some 

cities that the king of kings and lord of lords, Christ, our God, founded and 

strengthened them, and he gathered spiritual soldiers from the four winds.  And 

he made them inhabit (them), having established for them laws and 
                                                        

6 For a good discussion of what is known about “barbarian,” Arian Christianity see Ralph W. 
Mathisen, “Barbarian Bishops and the Churches ‘in Barbaricis Gentibus’ During Late Antiquity,” 
Speculum 72.3 (July 1997): 664-697. 
7 Virtues of Macarius 16, in Émile Amélineau, Histoire des monastères de la Basse-Égypte (Annales du 
Musée Guimet 25; Paris: E. Leroux, 1894), 136-137. 
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commandments.  And he said to them, ‘Do these things (and) I will cause the 

kings of the earth to bow their heads to you.’  And when they heard (these 

things), they did as he commanded them.  And these things will occur until the 

first devastation of Scetis at 40 years because of the fulfillment of their passions.”   

 

 “Again, the king Christ will have pity.  And he will bring them back a second 

time and he will establish for them again the laws and the commandments, 

saying, ‘Do these things (and) as I did with your fathers, so I will do with you.’  

And they heard and they followed half of the commands.  And these things will 

occur until the second devastation of Scetis because of their many luxuries.” 

 

 “And again, the king Christ whom the catholicon of the church worships, 

remembered their fathers and he will bring them back again a third time.  And he 

will give them the laws again and the same commandments.  And they will say 

to him, ‘It is not possible for us to keep them.’  And the king Christ will not want 

to destroy the cities and he will say to them, ‘Dwell yourselves alone in the cities 

and I will do for you as for your fathers.  And I will visit you.  If I come and find I 

am dwelling in you and you in me, and I with my good father and the Holy 

Spirit, the Paraclete, we will make for ourselves a place of dwelling among you, 

you glorifying us forever without end.’” 

Forty years after some point (perhaps the founding of Scetis?), there is some sort of 

justly-suffered destruction, inasmuch as the fathers have failed to guard the laws 

established for them.  Christ then returns them to Scetis out of pity and requires them to 

keep just half of his commands, but with all the same benefits as enjoyed by the previous 

generation.  At some time interval later, having failed to do as Christ commanded, the 
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brethren again experience devastation.  Christ once more returns them to Scetis, 

demanding nothing else but that they live there.  The story ends with the Christ still 

offering to dwell among the brethren.  A third destruction is notably absent.   

 While the passage does speak of some sort of destruction (pi4w3) of Scetis, it is a 

problematic narrative.  For one, counter to Evelyn-White’s counting, there are only two 

devastations referenced: the first after 40 years, and the second when the brethren could 

not maintain half of the commandments and laws given.  Also notably unclear is what 

these “devastations” entailed, for the passage lacks any references to “barbarians” as the 

source of either destruction.   More pressingly, the chronology remains obscured.  As my 

translation indicates, many of the Coptic verbs are found in future tense, likely 

indicating Macarius’ role as prophetic.  The oddly specific year count at the outset (forty 

years out from what?) may point to the “prophesy” as occurring post-devastation, at 

least the first destruction.  Beyond that indication, we only know that the 

author/preserver of the Virtues would have us situate these devastations sometime 

during (or shortly after) Macarius’ tenure in Scetis.  Although the passage does refer to 

some type of devastation that will occur/has occurred twice in Scetis, I find nothing 

more precise can be ascertained, certainly nothing that firmly ties it to the three 

“barbarian” raids that Evelyn-White posits.  

 Beyond these two general references, Evelyn-White also cites several witnesses to 

each particular raid.  We shall examine each in turn.  

5.1.1. Mazices as Raiders 

 In two texts cited by Evelyn-White, the Mazices, a community living to the west 

of Egypt, are identified as the raiders of Scetis.8  The first is found in Abba Anoub 1 in 

                                                        

8 Evelyn-White notes the presence of mastikoi in the lemma of the Life of Samuel, but this is an 
addition to a significantly later text, Wadi ‘n Natrun, 2:151 n.4. 
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the Alphabetical Greek AP.  The saying describes what happened to Abbas Anoub, 

Poemen, and several brethren after “the Mazices came and desolated it (Scetis) the first 

time.”9  But, in contrast, as Evelyn-White notes, the Coptic version of the same 

apophthegm attributes the destruction to “barbarians in the west.”10  The other text that 

equates the raiders with the Mazices is the Life of Peter the Iberian, believed to be written 

by John Rufus in the late fifth or early sixth century.11  In the narrative, Peter seeks out a 

nearby monk, “a man from the great holy ones of Scetis…in quiet dwelling here who 

had departed from Scetis with all the monks there when the band of robbers of the 

Mazices fell upon the monasteries there.”12  Here we should note that the Mazices are 

described not as “barbarians” but rather “a band of robbers” ()SYG).  Beyond these 

two instances, no other references tie those who raided Scetis to the peoples known as 

the Mazices.   

 Both Palladius13 and John Cassian14 know of the Mazices, locating them 

somewhere to the west of the ascetic desert.  Neither author, however, ever indicates 

awareness of any barbarian attack on Scetis, much less one attributed specifically to the 
                                                        

9 h]lqon oi( Ma/zikej kai\ h)rh/mwsan au)th\n to\ prw=ton. Alphabetical AP (Greek) Anoub 1.  Note that 
B. Ward translates oi( Ma/zikej simply as “barbarians.” 
10 barbaros 6i pie1t. Chaîne 261.  For further discussion, see Evelyn-White, Wadi ‘n Natrun, 
2:151. 
11 Life of Peter the Iberian 118 [corresponds to Raabe 85].  Critical edition of the Syriac with 
accompanying English translation: Cornelia B. Horn and Robert R. Phenix, Jr., eds., The Lives of 
Peter the Iberian, Theodosius of Jerusalem, and the Monk Romanus (Atlanta, Ga.: Society of Biblical 
Literature, 2008), 173-175. 
12 Life of Peter the Iberian 118 [corresponds to Raabe 85].  

yN4d; )Krh rM( )YL$B )YtY8QS )Br8r )$Yd8Q nM 4N)d t(M$ dKq 

)YQYr8Md )SYG )wh lPN dK; nMtd )Yr8Yd nwhLK m( )YtYQS nM )wh  

nMtd )tr8Yd l( 
13 Palladius, HL 7.2; Dialogue of John Chrysostom 20.  Note that Palladius locates the Mazices in 
relation to Nitria not Scetis. 
14 Cassian, Conferences 2.6.1-3. 
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Mazices.  In fact, though Cassian describes the Mazices as a generally blood-thirsty 

people, he concedes that it was their acting against their barbarian nature that served as a 

divine miracle; for “the fierce barbarian, having forgotten its own savageness,”15 fed two 

brethren who had wandered into the deep desert without food.   

Evelyn-White uses Palladius’ and Cassian’s silence about the raids as an 

indication that they occurred only after both had left the northwestern deserts of Egypt 

(post-399).16  But as noted in previous chapters, Palladius and Cassian both wrote about 

their tenure in Egypt quite after the fact (Palladius’ HL in 420 and Cassian’s Conferences 

somewhere between 426-429).  Even if not present during said raid, are we to imagine 

that they did not hear about the devastation of their former community in the 

intervening decades, especially given the widespread dissemination of desert fathers 

said to have fled the desert in the raid’s aftermath (e.g. Peter the Iberian’s Scetian 

monk)?  Arguing for Palladius’ and Cassian’s ignorance of such significant raids (but not 

of the Mazices as a people) becomes more fraught when we consider that Evelyn-

White’s dating of the first raid to 407/08 is based on Augustine’s witness in a letter to 

the presbyter Victorianus.  Are we to believe that Palladius and Cassian, who both held 

the northwestern desert community so dear (writing later in life about its enduring 

influence on them), heard nothing of Abba Moses the Black’s slaughter (discussed 

below) or that of other brethren, but that Augustine did?  It would seem that an 

identification of the raiders as Mazices is not well-attested before the late fifth or early 

sixth century.  The disparity between Palladius’ and Cassian’s silence about or ignorance 

                                                        

15 immites barbari, propriae feritatis obliti.  Cassian, Conferences 2.6.3. 
16 Evelyn-White, Wadi ‘n Natrun, 2:154.  Here he is refuting the dating of the first raid to 395. by 
Louis-Sébastien Le Nain de Tillemont, Mémoires pour servir à la histoire ecclésiastique des six premiers 
siècles (Venice: Chez François Pitteri, 1732) X, 76. 
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of a raid and Augustine’s knowledge of “barbarian” attacks on Egyptian monks 

necessitates further consideration below. 

5.1.2 “Barbarians” as Raiders 

 Very few sources explicitly claim barbarians raided the ascetic desert.  Without 

the references to Mazices, we are left with the less precise category of “barbarians” as 

the perpetrators of the Scetian raids.  Augustine’s Letter 111, cited at the beginning of 

this chapter, stands as the earliest extant witness to monastic devastation.  Recall that in 

his letter, generally dated to 409, he writes, “For a short time before, even in the solitude 

of Egypt, where monasteries are separated from all clamor, as if securely set apart, some 

brothers were killed by barbarians.”17  It was Augustine’s turn of phrase, “a short while 

before” (nam ante parvum tempus), that Evelyn-White used to determine that the first raid 

could only have preceded the sack of Rome by a year or so.18  A closer inspection of the 

passage finds that it does not indicate in which deserts of Egypt brothers were slain, a 

point worth noting as we have evidence of ascetic inhabitation throughout desert 

regions of Upper and Lower Egypt.  Moreover, the reference is situated in a long list of 

other horrors, all ultimately marginalized by the greater horror of the Donatists.19  Thus, 

though Augustine indicates awareness of the slaughter of some ascetics, the story 

merely served as one example among many of the tragedies besetting the late antique 

                                                        

17 Augustine, Letter 111.1.  
18 Evelyn-White, Wadi ‘n Natrun, 2:155. 
19 Although beyond the limits of the current discussion, it is noteworthy that Augustine’s pairing 
of the “raids” and the “heresy” of Donatism is a good example of the ways in which fiery 
destruction and heresy might be rhetorically coupled.  Within a few lines of referring to the attack 
on Egypt’s brethren, Augustine goes on to refer to Donatist and Circumcellion attacks on his 
fellow, Catholic Christian.  In particular, he evokes “fire” imagery, describing how (among other 
violences) Donatists and Circumcellions “sometimes plunder and set fire to houses” (depraedantur 
etiam domos aliquas et incendunt).  Similar references to Circumcellions devastating Catholic 
regions and doing violence to Catholic Christians can by found in Augustine’s 43.8 and 88.1, 6, 7, 
8.   
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world, all of which Augustine used with good rhetorical force to highlight the greater 

tragedy with which he himself was beset, that is his struggle against Donatist Christians. 

 Setting aside Augustine’s testimony, only three apophthegms describe 

barbarians attacking the monks: one belonging to the tradition of Abba John the Little 

and two to the tradition of Abba Moses the Black.  The references concerning Abba John 

tradition’s is the saying attributed to Abba Anoub discussed above.20  Thus, here we will 

focus on the two sayings placed on the lips of Abba Moses the Black.  In both their Greek 

and Coptic versions, Abba Moses’ two references to barbarian destruction are set in the 

same sequence, the one warning of devastation, the subsequent one describing the 

actual destruction.  Abba Moses 9 reads, “Abba Moses in Scetis said, ‘If we guard the 

commandments of our Fathers, I will answer for us to God that barbarians will not come 

here.  If we do not guard (them), this place here will be laid waste/deserted.’”21  Thus, 

Abba Moses articulates the terms by which Scetis would remain (or ultimately would 

not be) protected by God.  The fate of Scetis is linked to the current ascetic generation’s 

(dis)obedience to the rules established by their previous Abbas.    In the apophthegm 

that follows, Abba Moses 10, what occurred when the barbarians did arrive is portrayed. 

Once when the brothers were sitting with him, he said to them, “Look, 

barbarians today come to Scetis, but arise and flee.”  They said to him, “And you, 

do you not flee, Abba?” And he said to them, “I, for many years, have expected 

this day, so that the word of the Lord Christ may be fulfilled, saying, ‘All those 

who take a sword, will die by a sword.’”  They said to him, “Nor do we flee, but 

we will die with you.”  He said to them, “ I have nothing to do with the matter.  

Each decides to sit.”  There were seven brothers and he said to them, “Look the 

                                                        

20 Alphabetical AP (Coptic) Anoub 1. Chaîne 261. 
21 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Moses 9.  Also attested in Coptic: Chaîne 185. 
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barbarians are near the door.”  And entering, they [the barbarians] killed them.  

But one from among them [the brethren] fled behind the ropes.  And he saw 

seven crowns coming down and crowning them.22 

Here Abba Moses once more predicts barbarian attacks.  In this case, their arrival is no 

longer a hypothetical, but rather an imminent reality (“today”).  The story, written in a 

dialogue form, relates Abba Moses’ interpretation of Mt 26:52.  He deploys the passage 

as justification for his refusal to flee.  Here he is probably alluding to his past deeds, 

having lived as a robber,23 to claim that his actions rightfully demanded his death at 

barbarian hands.  Seven brethren opt to remain at his side and share his fate, but at the 

last moment one among them hides.  The sole survivor was, therefore, present to 

witness the martyr crowns being placed upon Abba Moses’ and his brethren’s heads (a 

common scene in martyr narratives).24  Thus, the tradition of Abba Moses’ life narrates 

his conversion from sinner/robber to saint/martyr.  Participating in martyrological 

imagery, the narrative should heighten our awareness of the work Abba Moses’ death 

does.  Certainly the text portrays barbarians arriving to attack monastic brethren, but the 

apophthegm’s contextualization in larger rhetorical discourses (specifically those of 

martyrdom and barbarianism) should lead us to read its text with some caution. 

                                                        

22 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Moses 10.  Kaqhme/nwn de/ pote tw=n a0delfw=n pro\j au0to\n, e1legen 
au0toi=j:70Idou\ ba/rbaroi sh/meron ei0j Skh=tin, e1rxontai: a)lla\ a0na/sthte kai\ fu/gete.  Le/gousin 
au0tw=|: Su\ ou]n ou0 feu/geij, a0bba=,7(O de\ ei]pen au0toi=j:70Egw\ tosau=ta e1th prosdokw= th\n h9me/ran 
tau/thn:7i3na pljrwqh|= o9 lo/goj tou= Despo/tou Xristou=, le/gontoj: Pa/ntej oi9 labo/ntej ma/xairan, 
e0n maxai/ra| a0poqanou=ntai. Le/gousin au0tw|=: Ou0de\ h9mei=j feu/gomen, a0lla\ meta\ sou= 
a0poqnh/skomen.79O de\ ei]pen au0toi=j:7)Egw\ pra=gma ou0k e1xw e3kastoj blepe/tw pw=j 
kaqe/zetai.7]Hsan de\ e(pta\ a0delfoi\, kai\ le/gei au0toi=j:70Idou\ oi9 ba/rbaroi e0ggi/zousi th|= qu/ra. Kai\ 
ei0selqo/ntej, e0fo/neusan au0tou/j.  Ei[j de\ e0c au0tw=n e1fugen o0pi/sw th=j seira=j: kai\ ei]den e(pta\ 
stefa/nouj katelqo/ntaj, kai\ stefanw/santaj au0tou/j.  
Also attested in Coptic: Chaîne 186. 
23 Palladius, HL 19.1. 
24 For a recent discussion of martyr literature that addresses the rhetorical and imitative aspects 
of martyr imagery, see Candida R. Moss, The Other Christs: Imitating Jesus in Ancient Christian 
Ideologies of Martyrdom (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010). 
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 The only other text that accuses barbarians of raiding ascetic Scetis is the eighth-

century Life of John the Little, written by Bishop Zacharias of Sakha.  In contrast to the 

Abba Moses version, barbarians did arrive, but are portrayed as “chasing them [the 

monks] and destroying the holy places.”25  The only explicit mention of barbarian 

slaughter is the risk that Abba John the Little seeks to escape, as he claims that “if I resist 

this barbarian, he will kill me and will go to punishment because of me.”26  The text 

upholds Abba John’s flight from the barbarians as righteous by appealing to two biblical 

passages.  The intertextual reading of Mt 10:23 and Gen 1:27 produces a version of Abba 

John’s actions as both in line with a gospel injunction and as respectful of God’s creation.  

Although the Life contains the raid motif, the narrative’s apologetic nature focuses 

primarily on defending not only why Abba John left (barbarian raiders), but also why 

his choice was divinely ordained (he was following Scriptural commandments).  Its 

apologetic function coupled with its late composition date for a celebration of Abba John 

on his feast day leave the text as a fairly unstable witness for a Scetian raid. 

5.1.3. “Barbarians” and Destruction 

 The other texts that Evelyn-White uses as witnesses to the raid either mention 

barbarian attacks without references to monks as victims or predict/describe the 

destruction of Scetis without reference to barbarians.  In the first case, Philostorgius in 

his Church History describes the many calamities that befell his era, casting them as 

                                                        

25 eu2o`i nswou ouo6 eu4w3 nnitopos eqouab.  Zacharias of Sakha, Life of John the Little 76.  
Coptic version: Tim Vivian and Maged S. Mikhail, eds., The Holy Workshop of Virtue: The Life of 
John the Little (Cistercian Studies 234; Minneapolis, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 2010).  For the later, 
longer Syriac recension, see F. Nau, “La version syriaque de l’histoire de Jean le Petit (fin),” Revue 
de l’Orient Chrétien 19 (1914): 35-6. 
26 ai4ano6i erat 6w ouo6 nte3=oqbet n`e paibarbaros 3na6wl e5kolasis eqbht.  Zacharias, 
Life of John the LIttle 76.  Again the Syriac expands the statement.  See Nau, “Jean le Petit,” 35. 
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divine retribution for the Emperor Theodosius’ expulsion of Eunomius.27  Situated in his 

grand destruction narrative is a reference to an attack by Mazices upon their eastern 

neighbors.  Philostorgius writes “But not only that [referring to previously mentioned 

horrors,] for both the Mazices and Austuriani (who dwell between Libya and those of 

Africa) desolated Libya to their east, and utterly blotted from memory (lit. to destroy 

something to the point it can be forgotten) no small part of Egypt, and invading the 

Africans to the west, accomplished the same (destruction).”  So, we know that the 

Mazices hit a good portion of Egypt, but whether those points included the monastic 

settlement of Scetis (or the northwestern desert more generally) remains obscured.  We 

should also regard Philostorgius’ witness with some wariness as Philostorgius wrote his 

History in the middle of the fifth century, many decades after the raids, and as his text is 

preserved only in Photius’ ninth century Epitome.   

 Several apophthegms from the AP also serve as witnesses to Scetis’ destruction, 

but with notably absent references to attackers (barbarian or otherwise).  In a saying of 

Abba Theodore of Pherme, the destruction of Scetis serves as a brief explanatory 

backdrop for Abba Theodore spending his old age in Pherme.28  But recall from Chapter 

Three’s discussion of the northwestern desert that Pherme was a satellite community 

that branched off from Kellia (itself an offshoot of Nitria).  We also noted that Palladius 

locates Pherme geographically in relation to Scetis rather than Kellia (as modern 

scholarship has done),29 situating it on Scetis’ border.  And given the traffic between 

these ascetic locales, it should not be surprising to find an Abba moving from one to 

another.  In fact, it seems that it was common for satellite communities, including 

                                                        

27 Philostorgius, Historia Ecclesiastica 10.9.  For further discussion, see Philostorgius, Church 
History (trans. Philip R. Amidon; Atlanta, Ga.: Society of Biblical Literature, 2007), 139. 
28 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Theodore of Pherme 26. 
29 Palladius, HL 20. 
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Pherme, to develop when a given place began to overflow with ascetic bodies, 

introducing a level of intimate proximity (both physical nearness of other bodies and the 

noisy din so many practitioners likely generated) that made some Abbas retreat further 

into the desert.  That Abba Theodore moved to Pherme at the end of his life may have 

been due to a loss of Scetis, but what that loss entailed may be more complicated than 

the neat answer of a barbarian raid.   

 Another saying regarding Scetian loss is found in the tradition of Abba Arsenius, 

an Abba portrayed as Abba Theodore’s equal in their mutual disregard for esteem.30  

Abba Arsenius’ apophthegm 21 reads: “When Scetis was desolated, he left crying, and 

said, ‘The world has utterly destroyed Rome, and the monks Scetis.’”31  While Scetis is 

certainly ruined according to Abba Arsenius, those deemed the culprits are the monks 

themselves.  (Although, of course, their deserved judgement may still have been 

dispensed by barbarians.)  Evelyn-White made much of this text, arguing that the 

ordering of Rome followed by Scetis meant that Abba Arsenius was referencing another 

raid on Scetis that occurred after the sack of Rome.  It is thus that Evelyn-White can 

count a second barbarian attack on Scetis.   

 As noted above, Evelyn-White’s numbering of raids is problematic, and I find 

this to be another such case.  There is no reason that the Greek of the Abba Arsenius 

apophthegm cannot be read as describing parallel occurrences rather than sequential 

events.  Thus, the saying could equally refer to the earlier event that Augustine 

references.  Evelyn-White in his chronology of Abba Arsenius’ life, renders him as still 

living at Scetis but further out, so as not to be disturbed by the first attack.  While this 

                                                        

30 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Arsenius 31. 
3173Ote de\ h)rhmw/qh h( Skh=tij, e)ch=lqe klai/wn, e)/legen:7  )Apw/lesen o( ko/smoj th\n7 (Rw/mhn, kai\ oi9 
monaxoi\ th\n Skh=tin.  Alphabetical AP (Greek) Arsenius 21. 
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may be true, we must acknowledge (as some recent scholarship has)32 that the AP is not 

the historically reliable document previous generations of scholars believed it to be.  

Although we may attempt to do so, ordering various references in the sayings of Abba 

Arsenius does not leave us with a neat narrative of his life.  We may be able to ascertain, 

following Abba Daniel’s chronology, that over the course of his asceticism Abba 

Arsenius moved from Scetis to Troë to Canopus and ultimately back to Troë in his last 

years.33  The precise counting of years that Abba Daniel offers has Abba Arsenius 

serving in Emperor Theodosius’ court until 40 years of age, subsequently living in Scetis 

until he was 80, spending 80-90 at Troë, 90-93 at Canopus, returning to Troe until his 

death at 95.    The most secure dating tied to Abba Arsenius’ life is the reign of Emperor 

Theodosius from 379-395.  Surely, some of the first forty years are meant to include 

Abba Arsenius’ childhood, but precisely when he entered and left the service of 

Theodosius can only roughly be established as sometime during the emperor’s sixteen-

year reign.  Both sayings 32 and 34 find Abba Arsenius either moving to or remaining in 

“Lower Egypt” (toi=j ka/tw me/resi), that is Troë.  Moreover, though an “attack/riot of 

barbarians” (e)pi/stasin barba/rwn) is mentioned in saying 34, the same sentence 

concludes with Abba Arsenius desiring to remain in Lower Egypt.  Thus, the passage 

does not refer to his departure from Scetis.  In fact, the saying that describes him leaving 

Scetis (32) states only that he “was disturbed there” (o)xloume/nou e)kei=se).  As just noted 

with Abba Theodore, such an explanation was also commonly offered for ascetics who 

                                                        

32 So, Antoine Guillaumont, Samuel Rubenson, and Stephen J. Davis, on whom more below. 
33 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Arsenius 42. 
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chose to move further into the desert to seek quiet solitude,34 and Abba Arsenius is 

himself portrayed as fearing being sought out by others.35   

 The final two apopthegms generally cited in discussions of a Scetian raid are 

Abba Isaac of Kellia 5 and Abba Macarius the Great 5.  The Abba Isaac saying reads, 

“Again he said to the brothers, ‘Do not bring youths here.  For four churches in Scetis 

have been deserted because of youths.’”36  In the Greek version, Scetis is not “destroyed” 

or “desolated” (as in previous texts), but rather is “deserted” or “abandoned,” (Greek: 

e)/rhmoi gego/nasi).  By contrast, the Coptic rendering of the passage maintains some 

ambiguity between desertion and destruction by using the verbal form au4w3, meaning 

“they [the churches] were deserted, destroyed, or ruined.”  Abba Isaac, presumably 

speaking to his brethren in Kellia, warns about the recent fate of their neighboring 

community, Scetis.  As with the Abba Arsenius apopthegm above, it is not barbarians 

who are blamed.  Whereas Abba Arsenius points his finger at the monks, Abba Isaac’s 

target has somewhat shifted.  While he seems to implicitly accuse the brethren who 

brought the youths (warning his brethren not to bring youths as their Scetian brethren 

had), it is the youths themselves that are the main blameworthy bodies in the passage.  It 

is “because of” or “through” (dia/) the youths that Scetian churches stand empty.  It 

remains unclear what particular action other than presence by the youths wrought the 

situation (violence? sexual temptation?).  Although a rich saying, certainly deserving of 

more careful consideration, we must suffice for now with the conclusion that it mentions 

                                                        

34 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Cassian 4 in fact uses the same word, o)xlou/menoj, to describe Abba 
Paësius’ move to deep in the desert. 
35 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Arsenius 34. 
36 Ei]pe pa/lin toi=j a)delfoi=j: Mh\ fe/rete w[de paidi/a.  Te/ssarej ga\r e)kklhsi/ai ei0j Skh=tin e)/rhmoi 
gego/nasi dia\ ta\ paidi/a. Alphabetical AP (Greek) Isaac of Kellia 5.  Also attested in Coptic: 
Chaîne 58. 
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no barbarians, no attacks, and even the language of destruction is absent in certain 

versions.  

 Similarly, youths are tied to Scetian troubles in Abba Macarius 5.  Abba Macarius 

warns, “When you see a cell built near the marsh, know that near is her [Scetis’] 

desolation.  When you see trees, (it) is at the doors.  When you see youths, take your 

sheepskins and depart.”37  Here multiple problematic behaviors indicate Scetis’ 

imminent destruction.  Prophesying this future, Abba Macarius points to the 

construction of cells nearer and nearer the marsh (presumably nearer water of some 

sort).  Read without reference to barbarian raids, one is more inclined to understand his 

first warning as indicative of concerns of how to cope with overpopulation, the 

community stretching ever nearer the “world” (near water sources), rather than further 

into the desert (away from water).  The next warning about the presence of trees 

underscores this alternate reading vis-à-vis water; the presence of trees indicates access 

to water that one ought not have in Scetis.38  Essential to the narrative is an image of 

Scetis that denies the possibility of Abba Macarius’ moist marshes and arborial growths.  

And, as with Abba Isaac, it is the presence of young bodies that ultimately produces 
                                                        

37  3Otan i)/dhte kelli/on oi)kodomou/menon e)ggu\j tou=7e(/louj, ma/qete o(ti e)ggu/j e)stin h( e)rh/mwsij 
au)th=j: o(/tan i)/dhte de/ndra, e)pi\ qurw=n e)stin: o(/tan de\ i)/dhte paidi/a, a)/rate ta\ mhlwta/ria u(mw=n 
a)naxwrh/sate. Alphabetical AP (Greek) Macarius 5.  Also attested in Coptic: Chaîne 183.  It is 
interesting that this saying in the Coptic version immediately precedes the two passages 
attributed to Abba Moses that mention the barbarian raids (Moses 9 and 10). 
38 We only need think of the story meant to convey Abba John the Little’s obedience.  In the very 
first saying attributed to Abba John, his entrance into the ascetic life is depicted.  John’s own 
Abba (left unidentified other than the reference to his Theban origin) sends him into the Scetian 
desert to plant a dried piece of wood, commanding him to water it daily until it grew fruit.  The 
story continues, “Far from them was the water, so he left late in the day and arrived back early.  
After three years, it [the wood] lived and produced fruit.  And the old man taking its fruit, 
brought (it) into the church, saying to the brothers, ‘Take, eat the fruit of obedience.” 
Here the story’s main focus is Abba John’s obedience, but that obedience is only demonstrable 
through the impossible task set before him: the vivification of dessicated wood in the parched 
desert of Scetis. 
]Hn de\ makra\n a)p’ au)tw=n to\ u(dwr, w(j a)po\ o)ye\ a)pelqei=n kai\ e)lqei=n prwi/.  Meta\ de\ tri/a e)/th, e)/zhse 
kai\ karpo\n e)poi/hse: kai\ labw\n o( ge/rwn to\n karpo\n au)tou=, h)/negken ei)j th\n e)kklhsi/an, le/gwn 
toi=j a)delfoi=j: La/bete, fa/gete karpo\n u(pakoh=j.  Alphabetical AP (Greek) John the Little 1. 
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Scetian desolation, as Abba Macarius encourages abandonment rather than co-

habitation with said youths.  Thus, Scetis’ imminent downfall is more a result of its 

wrongly-directed growth (both toward the non-arid “world” and toward the “worldly” 

sexual temptation young bodies might present) than the arrival of barbarians. 

 Certainly, it is possible that in the passages above “barbarians” may have played 

a role in the fate of Scetis.  In the earlier sections of this chapter, we discussed passages 

that seem to explicitly describe a “barbarian” raid of Scetis.  The purpose in 

reconsidering Evelyn-White’s textual evidence for “barbarian” attacks on Scetis is not to 

utterly deny the possibility of such an event, but rather to highlight the problematic 

nature of many (if not all) of the witnesses to Scetis’ demise.  The caution such textual 

ambiguity should elicit recommends a much more nuanced contextualization of the 

state of Scetis, and the northwestern Egyptian desert more generally, at the turn of the 

fifth century. 

 

5.2 “Barbarians” and Rhetoric in Late Antiquity 
 The first and perhaps most important context into which the “barbarian” raids of 

Scetis should be placed is within larger late ancient discussions and portrayals of who 

was or what behavior constituted “the barbarian,” for Scetian raids were remembered 

through the lens of rhetorical constructions of “the barbarian.”  As much scholarship has 

recently noted, “barbarians” served as an Other against which first Greeks and later 

Romans articulated their own identities39 (thus the scholarly impulse to place 

“barbarian” in quotation marks).  Barbarians were described using “several violence-

                                                        

39 See for example the excellent study of Wilfried Nippel, “The Construction of the ‘Other’,” in 
Greeks and Barbarians (ed. Thomas Harrison; trans. Antonia Nevill; New York: Routledge, 2002), 
278-310. 
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related traits, including crudelitas (cruelty), feritas (wildness), immanitas (savagery), 

inhumanitas (inhumanity), impietas (impiety), ferocitas (ferocity), furor (fury), and discordia 

(discord).”40  Barbarians also tended to be depicted as bestial, lacking control of their 

emotions, and sexually promiscuous.41  Thus, by contrast, Romans were not cruel but 

civilized, not savage but human and pious, not fierce but brave, not full of fury but stoic, 

without discord, in control of their emotions, and sexually chaste.   

 Such dichotimized depictions persisted under the newly Christianized empire.  

By no means am I attempting to deny the existence of other peoples living along the 

borders of the Roman Empire.42  Nor do I discount that such groups found themselves in 

conflict with the Empire, resulting in, for example, the violence enacted at the sack of 

Rome in 410.  Rather, I seek to draw our attention to the rhetorical work the character of 

the generic “barbarian” did in Roman self-fashioning.  As some have noted,43 the 

Emperors continued to need a violent “barbarian” Other for the Emperor to war against 

and defeat, subsequently pacifying and converting said “barbarians” into Roman 

soldiers and/or farmers.  Such engagements produced an Emperor who was valiant, 

bringing peace to his people and much-needed civilization to non-Roman populations. 
                                                        

40 Ralph W. Mathisen, “Violent Behavior and the Construction of Barbarian Identity in Late 
Antiquity,” in Violence in Late Antiquity (ed. H.A. Drake; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2006), 28.  Here 
he also refers the reader to Florus, Epit. 2.26 and Gerhard B. Ladner, “On Roman Attitudes 
toward Barbarians in Late Antiquity,“ Viator 7 (1976): 1-25. 
41 For a thorough study of references to “barbarians” in fourth century Roman literature see Alain 
Chauvot, Opinions romaines face aux barbares au IVe siècle ap. J.-C. (Etudes d’archéologie et 
d’histoire ancienne; Paris: De Boccard, 1998). 
42 There were a variety of groups living along the Roman Empire’s border.  Roman treatment of 
such people’s tended to vary based on their stability and antiquity.  Thus, Persian “barbarians” 
who had developed their own Empire were treated with more respect than the more loosely 
banded “barbarians” to the North (often generically referred to as “Goths”) and those to the 
South (often described as “Ethiopians”).  For a good discussion of these distinctions in both early 
Christian and Rabbinic texts, see David Goldenberg, “Scythian-Barbarian: The Permutations of a 
Classical Topos in Jewish and Christian Texts in Late Antiquity,” Journal of Jewish Studies 49.1 
(Spring 1998): 87-102.  An excellent treatment of Ethiopians and portrayals of their “blackness” is 
found in Lloyd Thompson, Romans and Blacks (Norman, Okla.: Oklahoma University Press, 1989). 
43 So, for example, Nippel’s “The Construction of the ‘Other’” discusses the ways “barbarian” 
topoi were exploited for political purposes. 
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 It was only with the arrival of barbarians within the territories of the Roman 

Empire,44 their subsequent inclusion into the Roman military, and their enrollment in the 

Roman cursus honorum by Emperor Valens and his successors that rhetorical 

characterizations of “barbarians” became a bit trickier.  Michelle Salzman adeptly traces 

one example of how, as “barbarian” generals came to wield ever-increasing power, the 

waters became murkier for late ancient Romans.  She does so through her examination 

of Symmachus, a Roman senator, who negotiated his “barbarian” rhetoric.45  She argues 

that while Symmachus’ First and Second Orations partake in traditional anti-barbarian 

rhetoric (“barbarian” nature consists of “ferocity, savagery, deceitfulness, treachery, and 

thieving,” and is best suited to slavery),46 his Letters to the non-Roman (“barbarian”) 

generals Stilicho, Bauto, and Richomeres, couched in the language of amicitia, are more 

nuanced in their portrayal of Roman-”barbarian” relations.  So, Stilicho’s “barbarian” 

origins are never referenced, whereas Bauto and Richomere (both failing to send a 

consular gift in due time) are only implicitly chastised for their etiquette transgressions.  

As Salzman notes, Symmachus’ strategy was a subtle but effective approach, for “by 

pointing out failures in etiquette, he establishes his superiority” (a move he had also 

                                                        

44 How precisely to view the new presence of barbarian tribes remains a topic of some scholarly 
debate.  While some continue to argue for a “migration” narrative whereby barbarian tribes 
moved into Roman territories in rather large numbers (so for example, Peter Heather, Bryan 
Ward-Perkins, and Guy Halsall, who has also recently offered a much more nuanced 
reconsideration of barbarian migration as well as thoughtfully situating past modern scholarship 
within their own modern, political contexts), others have argued that a process of “ethnogenesis” 
occurred through which communities coalesced around powerful barbarian military figures, 
gradually accruing a sense of communal identity as an “ethnic” group distinct from other peoples 
(so for example, Reinhard Wenskus and in English-speaking scholarship, Patrick Geary).  Peter 
Heather, The Fall of the Roman Empire: A New History of Rome and the Barbarians (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2006); Bryan Ward-Perkins, The Fall of Rome and the End of Civilization (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2005); Guy Halsall, Barbarian Migrations and the Roman West, 376-
568 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007); Reinhard Wenskus, Stammesbildung und 
Verfassung; das Werden der frühmittelalterlichen Gentes (Köln: Böhlau, 1961); Patrick Geary, The 
Myth of Nations: The Medieval Origins of Europe (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002). 
45 Michele R. Salzman, “Symmachus and the ‘Barbarian’ Generals,” Historia: Zeitschrift für Alte 
Geschichte 55.3 (2006): 352-367. 
46 Salzman, “Symmachus,” 363-364. 
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executed against Bishop Ambrose).47  Thus, we find that rhetorical degradations of 

“barbarians” persisted albeit in often more subdued variations.  Nor was “barbarian” 

rhetoric only the purview of Roman aristocrats and government officials.  Bishop 

Ambrose of Milan, in his On Virginity, written fairly early in his career, had already 

juxtaposed “barbarians” with Christian virgins in order to highlight the chaste virtue of 

Christians in contrast to the laciviousness of “barbarians.”48   

 Bishop Augustine of Hippo was both raised with a classical education and had 

heard Bishop Ambrose preach.  Thus, when we find the venerable bishop in his Letter 

CXI recalling the many calamities wrought by “barbarians,” we would do well to locate 

his depiction within the larger rhetorical practice of stereotyping “barbarians,” 

deploying them as a Roman-qua-Christian’s Other.   In this light, Augustine’s references 

to the recent slaughter of Egyptian brethren should be reconsidered.  As noted in the 

previous section, Augustine’s witness is notably vague: the attack occurred “a short time 

before.”  Depending on the speed by which such information travelled, the event may 

have been several months or several years earlier.  The attack was on “some brothers” 

living “in the solitude of Egypt.”  More details regarding how many brethren located in 

which desert are absent.  Moreover, contextualizing Augustine’s mention of the ascetic 

attack within his letter, we find it but one brief mention in a long list of tragedies that 

have recently struck the Roman Empire (others include attacks in Italy, Gaul, and Spain).  

Such hyperbolic portrayals participate in the rhetorical strategies used to depict 

                                                        

47 Salzman, “Symmachus,” 360-362. 
48 Ambrose, De virginibus 1.4.14.  Edition: Ambrose, S. Ambrosii Mediolanensis episcopi De virginibus 
libri tres (ed. Ignazion Cazzaniga; Torino: B. Paraviae et Sociorum, 1948).  For a good discussion 
of Ambrose’s On Virginity within the context of his other writings on virginity see Ariel Bybee 
Laughton, “Virginity Discourse and Ascetic Politics in the Writings of Ambrose of Milan” (Ph.D. 
diss., Duke University, 2010). 
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“barbarians.”  The late ancient Roman slogan might read: “They are vicious and they are 

everywhere!” 

 We find a parallel strategy at work in Philostorgius.  Although he offers more 

detail in some regards (it is the Mazices and Austuriani who have wrought much 

damage), he is noticeably less precise in regard to the geographical region affected, 

simply referring to “no small part of Egypt.”  If we follow Evelyn-White, the reference 

presumably included the brethren of the northwestern desert.  And though it well might 

have, Philostorgius’ witness offers us no further clarity.  And as with Augustine’s report, 

Philostorgius’ account is sandwiched by numerous other tragedies that have beset the 

Roman people (“barbarians,” plagues, famine, and wild beasts destroying Europe as 

well as much of Asia and Africa).  Although with different focuses, both Augustine and 

Philostorgius deployed the fear that “barbarians” could evoke in the late ancient 

imagination to fruitful ends, Augustine to display the even worse horror of his Donatist 

struggles, and Philostorgius to denounce the Emperor Theodosius’ exiling of Eunomius 

as the cause of such cosmic catastrophes.   

 The examples of Augustine’s and Philostorgius’ witnesses underscore the 

awareness necessary for a careful reading of references to “barbarian” raids, for our 

purposes especially as they pertain to Scetis.  To reiterate, this is not to claim that 

“barbarian” (that is, non-Roman peoples) never waged any violence against the monks 

at Scetis, but rather that references to “barbarians” resonated in a particular way in Late 

Antiquity.  Namely, the hyperbolic nature of “barbarian” rhetoric and it concomitant 

ability to evoke fear in the late ancient imagination lent itself to authorial deployment.  

Through it authors could convey a particular worldview, one in which Christian Roman 

identity was construed in relation to a constructed “barbarian” and one in which those on 

the “wrong” side of a given debate could be equated with this constructed “barbarian” 
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nature.  There are two further contexts in which “barbarian” language should be 

situated: its relationship to portrayals of demons and of monks. 

5.2.1 “Barbarians” and Demons 

  Because “barbarians” were associated with “wrong,” immoral, promiscuous, 

and violent behavior, and more importantly were considered to be not human, it was not 

a far stretch for descriptions of “barbarians” to overlap with and even blur into 

descriptions of demons, an ascetic’s other “Other.”  Evagrius, in his To Eulogios, deploys 

“barbarian rhetoric” in his description of the demonic temptation to pride.  He writes, 

“Such a person is a slave of a barbarian mistress…but he who defeats the spirit of honor 

with humility will destroy the whole legion of demons.”49  Here, Evagrius portrays 

caving into the demon of pride through the image of serving a “barbarian mistress.”  

Thus, being ruled by a “barbarian” (and a female one at that) functions to illustrate how 

deplorable (and low on the social scale) is the demonically-induced individual who 

enjoys the esteem of others.   

 Degradation of Ethiopians, a name itself often synonymous with southern 

“barbarians,” but also often associated with non-human demons, is placed on the lips of 

Bishop Theophilus in the Life of Aphou, a text we considered in Chapter Two while 

examining prayer and memory.  The apologetic narrative has a monk named Aphou 

convince Bishop Theophilus that humanity did indeed retain God’s image.  During their 

debate, the bishop questions, among various disabilities, whether an Ethiopian 

(presumably disabled by his skin color) could receive the image of God.50  Elsewhere, 

Bishop Theophilus is portrayed as relying on Ethiopian slaves to assist in his “cleansing” 

                                                        

49 Evagrius, To Eulogios 3.3-4. 79O toiou=toj, barbar/rw| despoi/nh| douleu/ei...o( de\ th=j timh=j to\ 
pneu=ma tapeinw/sei r(a/sswn, to\n legew=na tw=n daimo/nwn o(lon kaqairh/sei. 
50 Drioton, “La Discussion,” 97-98. 
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of the desert.  According to Palladius, under the guise of anti-Origenism, Bishop 

Theophilus attacked a group of Nitrian monks known as the Tall Brothers.  Among the 

brothers was a certain Dioscorus, “bishop of the mountain” (a term that we have seen 

often meant the ascetic desert, particularly Nitria), who was “dragged away by 

Ethiopian slaves, and they probably unbaptized [or alternatively ‘at the pinnacle of 

darkness’].”51  In both narratives, Bishop Theophilus’ relationship with Ethiopians is 

meant to reflect negatively on him.  In the first case, Theophilus’ question highlightss his 

ignorance (in contrast to Abba Aphou’s wisdom), while in the second, Theophilus’ 

deployment of Ethiopian slaves (perhaps his own?) rhetorically serves to underscore the 

unrighteous wrong he performs against the “Origenist” monks.  (We will return to the 

latter example below.)  

 Ambiguity among desert ascetics about “barbarians,” specifically Ethiopians or 

those with darker skin, is also evidenced in the AP.  As David Brakke has so 

compellingly argued, the presence both of Ethiopian brethren and Ethiopian demons 

could cause some tension in the ascetic community.  In particular, sayings attributed to 

the figure of Abba Moses the Black (or Robber) hint at the treatment darker-skinned 

brethren might suffer.  The stories regarding Abba Moses’ “blackness” are especially 

worth considering, as they are part of the same small collection as the two “barbarian” 

raid references discussed above.  In one saying, Abba Moses is ordained a priest by the 

archbishop (quite possibly Bishop Theophilus).52  As Brakke argues, the saying plays on 

Abba Moses’ dark skin, having the archbishop proclaim him “entirely white” post-

ordination.53  The remainder of the saying riffs on the dichotomies of white/black and 

                                                        

51 Palladius, Dialogue of John Chrysostom 7.  sure/nta di/ oi0ketw=n Ai0qio/pwn - kai\ au0tw=n ta/xa a0kmh\n 
a0fwti/stwn. 
52 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Moses 4.  Abba Moses 3 also contains commentary on his “blackness.” 
53 Brakke, Demons, 178-79. 
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inner/outer ascetic disposition.  The other priests “test” Abba Moses by casting him out 

of the sanctuary because he is Ethiopian.  But Abba Moses responds with humility: 

“They have acted rightly toward you, ashen-skinned, black one. Not being human, why 

do you come among humans?”54   

 Brakke notes that “Moses accepts both the equation of blackness with being 

nonhuman (demonic?) and the separation from non-Ethiopians (that is, human beings) 

this entails,” suggesting that reference to Moses’ nonhumanity may point to the blurring 

of Ethiopian peoples and Ethiopian demons.55  While I am convinced that Abba Moses’ 

Ethiopian nonhumanity could be (and probably was) read at times in relation to 

Ethiopian demons, I think his nonhumanity also registered in traditional “barbarian” 

rhetoric, especially as “barbarian” and “Ethiopian” might be used interchangeably to 

describe certain non-Roman territories.  As we saw above, the stereotypical “barbarian” 

nature was often described as one of inhumanitas, that is lacking humanity.  The double-

meaning of Abba Moses’ self-declaration as not human, both in the sense of nonhuman 

demons and nonhuman “barbarians,” points, as did Evagrius, to the slippage between 

“barbarians” and demons in ascetic discourse.56 

 Abba Moses, the ambiguously-located Ethiopian Abba, is also the main witness 

to and martyr of the “barbarian” raid of Scetis.  Although six other brethren are said to 

have perished alongside him, only his name is remembered.  As noted above, in one 

saying he proffers a warning, linking ascetic behavior (obedience or disobedience to the 

                                                        

54 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Moses 4.  Kalw=j soi e)poi/hsan spodo/derme melane/.  Mh\ w)n a1nqrwpoj, 
ti/ e)/rxh| meta\ a1nqrwpwn. 
55 Brakke, Demons, 179. 
56 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Moses 1 also offers an intriguing intertext to his demonic and 
“barbarian” inhumanity.  In the saying, demons are associated with the west.  Although reference 
to “blackness” is lacking, the angels (associated with the east) are described, in opposition to the 
demons, as “shining.”  Further, not only the demons, but also the “barbarians” were located on 
the western periphery of the ascetic desert. 
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Fathers’ commandments) to the risk of “barbarian” attacks (having or losing God’s 

protection during said attack).  The subsequent saying where a raid indeed occurred 

indicates the choice the brethren made: disobedience and the resultant loss of the desert 

both to “barbarians” and demons.  Apologetic reasons are offered for the movement of 

other ascetics often depicted as leaving Scetis because of the raid, such as Abbas John the 

Little, Theodore of Pherme, Anoub, Poemen, and Arsenius, though Abba Theodore 

apparently did not move too far away given Pherme’s close proximity to Scetis.  Only 

Abba Moses and his companions are remembered as dying at the hands of “barbarians.”  

If Brakke is right (and I think that he is) that Abba Moses’ Ethiopianness troubled some 

in the ascetic community, it is a rather neat solution that Abba Moses would fall prey to 

other dark-skinned “barbarians,”57 helping to neatly re-member the community into a 

less ethnically diverse ascetic population.  The tradition, in fact, has Abba Moses choosing 

to stay behind so that his miraculous transformation (as recorded by Palladius) from 

slave, robber, and murderer to humble, devout monk might culminate in biblical 

fulfillment; embodying and performing Gospel of Matthew 26:52, Abba Moses suffers 

death by the sword his former self once wielded. 

 Tracing the confusion of “barbarians” and demons, I would like to consider what 

such blurring might have meant for the Scetian raids.  Following Brakke, what if we take 

seriously that an Ethiopian human and a demon posing as an Ethiopian were not always 

sharply distinguished?  Then, perhaps, we would see that the question of whether 

historically one or several barbarians raids occurred in Egypt’s northwestern desert in 

the fifth century is, though interesting from a modern standpoint, besides the point for a 

late ancient person.  Because demons might be characterized as “barbarians” in ascetic 

                                                        

57 One might compare examples of a cross-dressing female saint dying to resolve her male 
brethren’s crisis upon “discovering” her biological sex. 
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discourse (so for example the Evagrius quotation above), it is possible that either 

“barbarians,” as in a group of humans living west of Scetis, or “barbarians,” as in 

demons, may have raided the desert.  From a late ancient standpoint the perception, 

interpretation, and remembrance of either event would have run largely the same: 

ascetics living in the desert would have perceived the experience of an onslaught of 

violent attacks against them, killing, maiming, or driving off many of them and they 

would have made sense of and remembered these violent experiences by claiming that 

they occurred due to ascetic disobedience, a less (or not at all) virtuous status as a 

community that meant God and his angels no longer stood alongside them in their battle 

to wrest the desert from its demon inhabitants. 

5.2.2 “Barbarians” and Monks 

 “Barbarians,” located on the periphery, were not only confused with the demons 

that inhabited the edges of civilization, but also the ascetics who attempted to 

appropriate the demons’ desert.  Dag Endsjø recently has argued that late ancient people 

would have viewed the desert and its inhabitants through the lens of Graeco-Roman 

traditions regarding the eschatia, the “uncultivated or improperly cultivated” spaces that 

began at the walls of a polis and stretched out to the ends of the earth.58   He argues that 

“the primordial ambiguity of both the eschatia itself as well as those who were found 

there meant that anything could be something different from what it appeared to be.”59  

We have seen this phenomenon at work in the previous chapters, for the desert and its 

ascetic inhabitants were constantly in danger of slipping from a desirable to undesirable 

state; the desert of paradisiacal possibility might become the dark landscape of demonic 

                                                        

58 Dag Endsjø, Primordial Landscapes, Incorruptible Bodies: Desert Asceticism and the Christian 
Appropriation of Greek Ideas on Geography, Bodies, and Immortality (New York: Peter Lang 
Publishing, 2008), 33-34. 
59 Endsjø, Landscapes, 64-65. 
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dangers, while ascetics might slip from divine intimacy to “worldly” confusion.  As the 

antithesis of the civilized, ordered polis, the eschatia lacked ordered separation, past 

bleeding into present, the living intermingling with the dead, the superhuman blurring 

with the subhuman, the wondrous with the horrendous.   

 Considering depictions of barbarians by such classical authors as Homer and 

Strabo, Endsjø notes, “Again and again we are encountered by the image of the 

barbarian verging on either the subhuman or the superhuman,”60 behaving either in a 

bestial fashion or with unhuman (divine?) power.  As we have seen above, the 

stereotypical “barbarian” by definition could only belong to a concomitant, uncivilized 

space (non-polis) precisely because his nature prohibited him from more than mere 

attempts to imitate the civilized polis of Graeco-Roman culture.  Underlying the spatial 

and anthropological dichotomies, polis and eschatia, Roman and “barbarian,” was a belief 

that an individual’s spatial location was capable of transforming his embodiment.  So, 

the eschatia, a space lacking human distinctions, might produce bodily alterations, 

“leading one either close to a divine existence or down to the level of the beasts,”61 that 

is, producing either a superhuman or subhuman body.  In this light, literary portrayals 

of unkempt, wild ascetics who lacked the common markers of civilization (Roman 

clothing, housing, jewelry, etc.) encountered in the desert landscape take on new 

meaning.62   

 As argued in Chapter Three, ascetics entered the desert in order to harness its 

supernatural power through the proper performance of memory-acts, hoping 

                                                        

60 Endsjø, Landscapes, 64. 
61 Endsjø, Landscapes, 78. 
62 Thomas Sizgorich also offers a brief but compelling portrayal of the potential confusion 
between monks and what he terms Foucauldian “monsters.”  Thomas Sizgorich, Violence and 
Belief in Late Antiquity: Militant Devotion in Christianity and Islam (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2009), 127-131. 
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themselves to be transformed in the process.  Their spatial location and bodily 

comportment would have played on late ancient expectations of an eschatia-ized body.  

But most ascetics might also be expected to succumb to the dangers of the eschatia, 

transforming them into bestial “barbarians.”  For example, in the passage cited above 

from the Life of Peter the Iberian, the translator notes that she has corrected the Syriac to 

read “of Scetis” rather than “of Scythia.”63  If the latter reading, identifying the monk as 

Scythian, was not a scribal error, it would interestingly conflate the monk with the 

category of “barbarian,” since description as a Scythian was another way of terming an 

individual a “barbarian.”64 

 Such a blurring of stereotypically “barbarian” characteristics and the ascetic body 

is witnessed more explicitly by Synesius of Cyrene, bishop of Ptolemais (a diocese in 

Egypt), writing in the early fifth century.  Synesius is perhaps best known as a friend of 

the “pagan” Hypatia, a female philosopher and teacher in Alexandria who was brutally 

slain in 415 by Christians during Bishop Cyril of Alexandria’s tenure.  It was in an earlier 

letter to Hypatia that Synesius clarified to whom his Dion (written sometime between 

400-404) had been addressed: “some in white cloaks (tribion) and some in dark cloaks,” 

representing “pagan” philosophers and Christian monks and philosophers, 

respectively.65  His descriptions of the Christian monks in his Dion tellingly convey his 

ambivalent opinion of them.  He begins the section addressing monks in the following 

manner, “Already I have observed even barbarian men from both of the best races 

                                                        

63 Horn, Peter the Iberian, 173 n.7. 
64 D. Goldenberg, “Scythian-Barbarian,” 87-102. 
65 Synesius of Cyrene, Epistle 154.  tw=n e0n leukoi=j e1nioi tri/bwsi kai\ tw=n e0n faioi=j.  Critical 
edition: Antonio Garzya, Christian Lacombrade, and Denis Roques, trans., Synésios de Cyrène (vol. 
3;  Collection des universités de France;  Paris: Les Belles letters, 2000).  Libanius had already 
used the image of the dark-cloaked monk in his invection against Christians (Libanius, Oration 
30.8).  Critical edition: R. Foerster, trans., Libanii opera (4 vols.; Leipzig: Teuber, 1903-1908; repr. 
Hildesheim: Olms, 1997). 
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undertaking contemplation, and because of this they are both apolitical and without 

fellowship with men, in as much as they are eager to set themselves free from nature.”66   

 Alan Cameron and Jacqueline Long claim that the monks “are styled barbarians, 

not because Synesius is hostile to them (the chapter is in fact remarkably sympathetic) 

but partly because they were Copts and partly because, by their rejection of all literary 

culture, they were so clearly not Hellenes.”67  While their interpretation situates Synesius 

as “remarkably sympathetic” to his fellow Egyptian Christians, Synesius is not simply 

parsing the distinction between Hellenes-as-literary and “barbarians”-as-nonliterary.  

The language Synesius deploys in his Dion to describe the monks is traditional 

“barbarian” rhetoric.  They are a)politeu&touj (uncivilized), lacking a polis (the realm of 

the civilized Graeco-Roman) and a)koinwnh&touj (unsociable), that is, no longer in the 

human realm.  As we saw above, “barbarians,” found in the eschatia, by spatial and 

anthropological definition cannot have a polis, and instead inhabit a realm of sub- and 

superhuman beings.  Moreover, Bishop Synesius critiques the monastic’s singular, 

unrelenting, “barbarian” focus on basket-weaving, marking their behavior as distinct 

from that of their more moderate Greek counterparts, describing them as “violent and 

unyielding.”68  Such a portrayal of monks as violent, embodying “barbarianism,” 

resonated with concurrent monastic destruction of “pagan” worship sites and would 

                                                        

66 Synesius, Dion 7.    1Hdh de\ e0gw_ kateno&hsa kai\ barba&rouj a)nqrw&pouj e0c a)mfoi=n tw~n a)ri/stwn 
genw~n, qewri/an me\n u(pesxhme/nouj, kai\ kata_ tou~to a)politeu&touj te kai\ a)koinwnh&touj 
a)nqrw&poij, a3te a)i5cantaj e9autou_j e0klu~sai th~j fu&sewj.  Critical edition: Kurt Treu, ed., Synesios 
von Kyrene: Ein Kommentar zu seinem “Dion” (Texte und Untersuchungen zur Geschichte der 
altchristlichen Literatur Bd. 71; Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1958). 
67 Alan Cameron and Jacqueline Long, Barbarians and Politics at the Court of Arcadius (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1993), 64. 
68 Synesius, Dion 7.  sfodro&n te/ e0sti kai\ a)ne/ndoton. 



 

 178 

continue to resonate in light of the ensuing murder of Hypatia and threatening 

aggression of monks at multiple, fifth-century ecclesial synods.69   

 What Bishop Synesius’ depiction conveys is that even fellow Egyptian 

Christians, viewing the ascetics living in the peripheral desert, might begin to confuse 

“barbarians” and ascetics, especially when said brethren were involved in violent 

activities.  Done for the sake of the Church, such zealous violence against their Jewish 

and “Pagan” Others had been justified and implicitly supported by the Emperor (so, for 

example, the incident at Callinicum or the destruction of the Serapeum).  Similar ascetic 

violence was enacted in synodal contexts through the fifth century.  Given these ascetic 

activities, it is far less surprising that other Christians like Bishop Synesius came to 

regard and describe ascetics in “barbarian” terms (and this without consideration for 

their lack of interest in literary, Hellene culture).   

5.2.3 Reconsidering “Barbarians” and Ascetics 

 Let us briefly return to Epiphanius’ evocation of fire imagery to describe 

heresies.  No doubt such visualizations were moving precisely because intra-Christian 

disagreements might turn violent.  Just such an outbreak of violence occurred in Egypt 

within a decade of Evelyn-White’s dating of the Scetian raids.  Despite his claim that, in 

contrast to the monastic settlements of Kellia and Nitria, Scetis was largely untouched 

by the Origenist Controvery,70 we would be wise to view such an assertion with due 

skepticism given the traffic between the various northwestern ascetic settlements.  Thus, 

I suggest we consider the Scetian raids in light of the Origenist Controversy outbreaks at 

                                                        

69 This would be especially true in the unfolding of the Second Council of Ephesus, traditionally 
named the “Robbers’ Council,” at which Bishop Cyril of Alexandria, Theophilus’ successor, 
would implement his own vision of ecclesial order through threats and actual experiences of 
violence, including monastic brute force brought with him from Egypt. 
70 Evelyn-White, Wadi ‘n Natrun, 2:150. 
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Kellia and Nitria.  In particular, Palladius’ portrayal of Bishop Theophilus’ actions 

against the Nitrian Tall Brothers, though lacking explicit “barbarian” language, is 

couched in the language of raiding, an activity traditionally attributed to “barbarians.”   

 As noted above, Bishop Theophilus purportedly sent “Ethiopian slaves” to 

depose Dioscorus, bishop of Nitria, but these slaves were not the only individuals sent 

out by the bishop.  Even before the arrival of his Ethiopians, Bishop Theophilus had 

recruited “five little men”71 from Nitria, who, according to Palladius, were of no rank 

among the brethren.  Bishop Theophilus ordained one a bishop, one a priest, and the 

other three deacons.  Palladius also notes that none of these monks was Egyptian, but 

rather they hailed from Libya, Alexandria, Pharana, and Paralus, and thus were mostly 

associated with “barbarian” regions (the exception being Alexandria).  The bishop’s 

attempt to assert his own authority in ordering monastic hierarchy was furthered by the 

subsequent deposing of Dioscorus.  But it is what Bishop Theophilus did next that is 

most of interest, as Palladius describes:  liquoring up some “youths” (new/teroi), Bishop 

Theophilus “raided the mountain, giving the few possessions of the monks to his hired 

youths.”72  Not being able to lay hands on the monks he sought, Bishop Theophilus set 

the brethrens’ cells on fire, destroying not only the architectural structures, but also 

sacred texts, elements, and even a “youth” (paidi/on).73  Notable is the convergence of fire 

imagery and perceived heresy.74   

 Palladius’ portrayal of Bishop Theophilus’ actions is clearly polemical, 

villainizing what the bishop undoubtedly justified as a necessary rooting out of heretics.  

                                                        

71 Palladius, Dialogue of John Chrysostom 7.  a)nqrwpa/ria pe/nte. 
72 Palladius, Dialogue 7.  lafuragwgei= to\ o1roj, misqo\n toi=j newte/roij ta\ mikra\ pra/gmata tw=n 
monaxw=n didou/j. 
73 Palladius, Dialogue 7. 
74 Recall Epiphanius had also linked fire imagery to the threat of heresy spreading throughout 
Christianity. 
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For Palladius, the fires set by Bishop Theophilus’ youths are the physical instantiation of 

the consuming nature of heresy, that is, Bishop Theophilus’ siding with anti-Origenist 

Christians.  But, one might also imagine the bishop’s explanation for his actions, as he 

indicates that he was only attempting to correct the heresy of pro-Origenist Christians 

by rooting out the “fire” of heresy with actual fire.  In either interpretation, what we 

have here is the most thorough literary depiction of a raid on the brethren of the 

northwestern desert that exists.  The numerous witnesses Evelyn-White cited as 

depicting a raid on the Scetian brethren strike one as spartan, partial mentions in 

contrast to Palladius’ robust depiction of the Nitrian raid by Bishop Theophilus’ 

Ethiopian slaves and youths. 

 A full exploration of Palladius’ narrative also necessitates a careful examination 

of the role of “youths” in the narrative.  Here, Palladius uses two different words for 

youth in the same short passage: new/teroi to describe those working for Bishop 

Theophilus and pai=j for the one who dwelt with the brethren.  While both terms might 

be used interchangeably to mean “youth,” Palladius seems to distinguish the types of  

youths they are by using separate terms, the new/teroi are unruly and violent, the pai=j 

calm and obedient even to death.  It is almost as though Palladius’ linguistic choices are 

meant to justify implicitly the presence of certain young bodies, while acknowledging 

the danger most such bodies posed.   

 Anxiety about the dangers that might be wrought by young bodies is precisely 

what the apophthegms of Abbas Macarius and Isaac (referred to earlier in the chapter) 

express.  Abba Macarius says “when you see youths (paidi/a), take your sheepskins and 

depart.” Abba Isaac similarly utters, “Do not bring youths (paidi/a) here.  For four 

churches in Scetis have been deserted because of youths (paidi/a).”  While Abba 

Macarius’ statement is framed as prophetic warning, Abba Isaac’s wisdom is based in 
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past experience.  In these examples, it would seem that paidi/a are dangerous, in contrast 

to Palladius’ presumably meek and obedient pai=j.  The use of new/teroi for the 

obedient, anonymous youths who find themselves under Abba Macarius’ tutelage75 

might recommend further exploration of the deployment of each of these terms, though 

such a study is beyond the scope of the present work.  For our current purposes, what is 

crucial is that the wrong type of young bodies (either new/teroi or pai=j) are being coded 

as potential dangers to ascetics.   

 While good scholarly discussions of the sexual temptations such youthful bodies 

represented exist,76 I suggest that we also need to take seriously the risk of violence such 

youths could embody.  Palladius’ story of Bishop Theophilus’ ascetic “raid,” however 

vitriolic, relies on his audience’s willingness to believe that youths could be and were 

hired and deployed to incite violence in order for his vignette to be plausible in the late 

ancient imagination.  Read in this context, the sayings of Abbas Macarius and Isaac may 

refer to a “barbarian” raid as Evelyn-White claimed, but it is equally imaginable that the 

anxiety they express is located in the dangers of sexual temptation and potential for 

violence such youths embodied.  Considering especially the risk of youthful violence, 

Abbas Macarius and Isaac, of the Scetian and Kellian communities, respectively, may 

voice the brethrens’ fears of incidents such as Bishop Theophilus’ against their 

neighboring Nitrian brethen.  Such fears may not have been unfounded, and that Abbas 

from different communities may have shared such fears is imaginable, given the 

movement of brethren among the ascetic sites of Nitria, Kellia, and Scetis, especially 

those of Kellia, as its origins were as a satellite community of Nitria. 

                                                        

75 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Macarius the Great 33. 
76 So, for example, Brakke, Demons, especially 157-212 where he discusses the complex ways that 
youthful forms might incite desire and the great risk of sexual temptation for young monks. 
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 What the above discussions underline is the need for caution in reading late 

ancient literary references to “barbarians,” for “barbarian” rhetoric could resonate on 

multiple levels.  Certainly, “barbarians” might be experienced as neighboring peoples 

with physical differences from the constructed, ideal Graeco-Roman body, but the 

language of “barbarians” might more broadly connote that which is not of Graeco-

Roman comportment and culture.  “Barbarian” Others served an important rhetorical 

function in late ancient peoples’ self-construction.  The ascetic context was no exception, 

though the Other couched in “barbarian” terms was more frequently deemed demonic.  

Essential to such Othering was the emplacement of the Other body in an Other space not 

of the polis.  The northwestern desert where ascetics resided was just such an Other 

space, one capable of transforming and being transformed.  Accompanying such 

powerful possibility was the danger of succumbing to the “wrong” sort of 

transformation.  In the view of contemporaries (“pagans” such as Libanius and 

Christians like Bishop Synesius), it was just such a “wrong” transformation that resulted 

in “barbarian” ascetics.  And the final example of Bishop Theophilus’ “raid” of Nitrian 

brethren underscores that even when the ascetics themselves were not deemed 

“barbarian,” those who raided them in “barbarian” fashion need not have emerged from 

“barbarian” communities like the Mazices, but might even come from within the polis of 

Alexandria itself. 

5.3 “Barbarian” Raids and the “Fall” of Rome 
 The foregoing exploration has sought to contextualize the “raid” on Scetian 

brethren within a larger late ancient milieu, primarily within the contexts of “barbarian” 

language, but also to a lesser extent within broader late ancient peoples’ anxieties about 

the violence “barbarians” might introduce.  It is to such rhetorically expressed anxieties 

that we must now turn in order to properly understand how the perception of a single 
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event, a “raid” by some Other on Scetis, came to be interpreted as the end of the 

“Golden Age” of Egyptian asceticism, the “loss” of the place of the desert. 

 Here, I seek not to psychologize late ancient peoples since such scholarly activity 

would be beset with difficulties.  Rather, when I refer to late ancient “anxiety” I mean to 

point towards the perceived danger “barbarians” represented, a theme that experienced 

a rhetorical blossoming in late ancient literature.  Such a growth in “barbarian” 

references and allusions arose for good reason.  However we explain the increase in 

“barbarian” communities within and without the Roman Empire (migration or 

ethnogenesis), in the early fifth century there were far more “barbarian” bodies 

demanding recognition than in previous times.  And as Augustine’s letter notes, it was 

the age in which “barbarians” successfully managed to “sack” the sacred birthplace of 

the Empire, Rome.  Abba Arsensius’ rhetorical coupling of the loss of Rome and the loss 

of the desert witnesses how a shift in asceticism might be remembered through the 

larger late ancient narrative of a “barbarian” attack on Rome. 

 As not only Augustine’s writings but also those of other Christian figures like 

Jerome indicate, the “fall” of Rome was a locative memory ripe for description, 

interpretation, and appropriation for one’s own views.  Recently, Michele Salzman has 

offered a comparison of Augustine and Jerome with regard to their treatments of Rome’s 

“fall.”77  She argues that “even the most optimistic voices attest to the fact that the fall of 

Rome in 410 was a deeply troubling event.”78  Augustine’s sunnier view, coding Rome 

as evil and its destruction as divinely ordained, resulted in his City of God, which locates 

the true Christian city only in a heavenly Jerusalem.  By contrast, Jerome understood the 

                                                        

77 Michele Renee Salzman, “Apocalyse Then? Jerome and the Fall of Rome in 410 C.E.,” in 
Maxima Debetur Magistro Reverentia: Essays on Rome and the Roman Tradition in Honor of Russell T. 
Scott (eds. P.B. Harvey, Jr. and C. Conybeare; Como: New Press, 2009), 175-192. 
78 Salzman, “Apocalypse,” 175. 
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sack of the holy city of Rome apocalyptically, the attack “heralding a period of chaos.”79

 As she notes at the outset, Augustine and Jerome’s respective memories of the 

“sack” have begotten two rather different modern scholarly tellings of the event.  Before 

the last few decades, Jerome’s version of the “catastrophic” moment dominated, most 

famously instantiated in Edward Gibbon’s monumental The History of the Decline and Fall 

of the Roman Empire.  More recently, scholarship has turned a skeptical eye on Jerome 

and Gibbon’s rather stark (and historically problematic and potentially orientalist) 

portrayals.  For example, Salzman can cite the work of Peter Heather as rehabilitating 

Augustine’s more optimistic rendering of the “sack.”  She also rightly notes that material 

remains of Rome in fact point not to Jerome’s utter “chaos,” but rather to a period of 

rebuilding and renewal.  What we also should acknowledge is that Rome’s renovation, 

likewise, does not affirm Augustine’s narrative of divine judgment.  Thus, we have 

evidence of both Jerome’s and Augustine’s powerfully persuasive rhetoric and the 

different afterlives each produced. 

 Material evidence from the northwestern desert points to a similar gap in 

memories of the “barbarian” raids of Scetis.  For Abba Arsenius’ claim “the monks have 

lost the desert” to reference an attack on Scetis, would be to imply that the Scetian desert 

is synonymous with “the desert,” that is, the entire Egyptian, asceticized desert.  As 

noted thoroughout, the northwestern desert, home to many of the Abbas found in the 

AP, consisted not only of Scetis, but also the regions of Kellia, Nitria, and Pherme.  As 

the discussion of archaeological remains in Chapter Three indicated, our earliest 

surviving materials in the region are from Kellia.  The three churches excavated at Kellia 

date to the late fourth and fifth centuries.  Thus, precisely at the moment at which the 

                                                        

79 Salzman, “Apocalypse,” 176. 
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desert has been “lost,” we have large communal buildings erected likely by an ascetic 

community that might beg to differ with Abba Arsenius’ rather audacious claim.   

 That these materials are found only at Kellia still allows for the possibility that 

both Scetis and Nitria suffered their respective scourges (Scetis its “barbarian” raid and 

Nitria Bishop Theophilus’ cleansing).  But I would suggest we be wary of arguing too 

strongly from material “silence,” for consideration of modern Egyptian reclamation 

projects and of the limited resources for excavation cautions that much may have 

perished or may still be extant at Scetis and Nitria.  I recommend, rather, that we take a 

more moderate approach: it would seem that violence of some sort was enacted at both 

Scetis and Nitria, but neither was utterly desolated.  (Even Evelyn-White acknowledges 

that the destruction at Scetis was not total.)80  Instead, it was the memorialization of 

“raids” on the places of Nitria, and more especially Scetis, that led to the larger late 

ancient narrative of ascetic “loss” of the desert.  It is this narrativized memory, divorced 

from the “raids’” rather complex realities, that has continued to be reiterated in modern 

scholarship on Egyptian asceticism.  Such repeated articulations are understandable 

precisely because late ancient peoples themselves made sense of and remembered 

violence through their current anxieties about “barbarians” and apocalyptic possibility.  

Indeed, it is Augustine’s rhetorical renderings that stand as one of the primary witnesses 

to both the “fall” of Rome and the “loss” of Scetis.   

 But the question of whether or not Scetis or Nitria were thoroughly devastated 

brings us back to a question from earlier in our discussion of “barbarian” and demonic 

portrayals: namely, how did late ancients perceive, make sense of, and remember the 

violences experienced at Scetis and Nitria?  As the blurring of stereotypes makes clear, 

                                                        

80 Evelyn-White, Wadi ‘n Natrun, 2:161. 
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violence whether done by “barbarian” peoples, “barbarian” demons, or fellow 

“barbarian” Christians including monks, would have been read within larger narratives 

about divine judgment, just as was the “fall” of Rome.  Whether or not some ascetics 

continued to inhabit the northwestern desert, a significant portion of the late ancient 

Christian community came to understand the ascetic desert as “lost.”  The perception of 

“loss” would have resonated well with similar losses experienced in the Roman Empire, 

including the “fall” of Rome.  It is this compatible meaning-making that produced a 

rhetorical paralleling of Scetian “raid” and “sack” of Rome in the words both of Abba 

Arsenius and Augustine.  Just as the “fall” of Rome needed to be made sense of, so too 

did the “loss” of the ascetic desert, so full of paradiasical possibility in the minds of 

ascetics and their late ancient Christian contemporaries.  Although on a smaller scale 

than Rome’s troubles, the perceived violence in the ascetic desert also “emerges in our 

sources as a defining moment for a generation of men and women.”81 

5.4 Ascetic Legacy and the “Loss” of Scetis 
 The “loss” of the physical space of the desert, the place of ascetic miracles (one 

only need think of the incredible events enshrined in Palladius’ HL or the anonymous 

travels of Palestinian monks in the HME), had other ramifications.  Throughout the 

preceding chapters, I have highlighted the intimate ways in which memory and space 

were intertwined, a Graeco-Roman inheritance of locative, material memorialization 

such as the ars memoriae tradition.  Chapters Two and Three illustrate that texts, as well 

as architectural and topographical orientation, sought to properly direct ascetic 

remembrance during the celebration of the Eucharist and daily prayer practices.  

Chapter Four then highlighted the struggles that might face an ascetic situated in the 

                                                        

81 Salzman, “Apocalypse,” 176, describing the experience of the “fall” of Rome. 
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desert inhabitation of demons; even as ascetics attempted to transform themselves into 

heavenly beings and the desert into a paradisiacal place, demons haunted through the 

evocation of ascetic memories, in the process ushering the “world” into the desert.  The 

strong links between memory and space meant that the “loss” of the desert demanded a 

new manifestation of memory.  

5.4.1 The History of the AP 

 Perhaps the most important legacy of the “loss” of Scetis was the collating of 

sayings of the Abbas.  Two surviving fifth-century collections, the Asceticon of Abba 

Isaiah (discussed in Chapter Two) and the Ethiopic Monastic Collection,82 perhaps witness 

to some of the earliest efforts to gather together important “Words” that Abbas had 

issued to their disciples and fellow brethren.  While it is not clear precisely what the AP 

contained in its early forms, Abba Poemen seems to stand as a particularly prominent 

figure within the Alphabetical collections, especially those in Greek.  The sayings 

attributed to Poemen account for over one-fifth of all the named sayings (approximately 

187 out of 950).83  Because of the prominence of Poemen, Wilhelm Bousset posited that 

the original kernel of the AP were these Poemen sayings, preserved by his followers, and 

that the other named sayings were later additions to this original.  His argument hinges 

both on the extensive use of Poemen sayings in the AP and the fact that the first version 

of the AP is usually dated to the period in which Poemen’s disciples would still have 

been alive.  The latter claim depends upon accepting that Poemen’s disciples would 

                                                        

82 Collectio Monastica, Corpus scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium 238-239, ed. and trans. 
Victor Arras, (Louvain: Secrétariat du CorpusSCO, 1963).  Despite the efforts of W. Harmless to 
show that the CM and the AP share common portrayals of the same ascetic figures, I remain 
skeptical of how best to integrate this (in my opinion) rather different type of memorialization of 
past Egyptian Abbas. 
83 Bousset, Apophthegmata, 69. 
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have sought to preserve his memory after his death.84  Such an assumption requires that 

either his disciples were literate in Greek or that they had the financial means by which 

to hire a scribe.  Although there is no clear evidence for the financial status of Poemen’s 

disciples, James Goehring has recently argued that material evidence requires that 

scholars not naively accept the claims of poverty that Egyptian ascetic writings make.  

Rather, those items which remain seem to indicate that Egyptian monks rarely divested 

themselves fully of their financial means.85  

 Bousset’s suggested explanation also depends upon the original collection being 

gathered shortly after the “barbarian” raid of Scetis, home to many of the Abbas 

mentioned in AP.  zthe saying of Abba Anoub (discussed above) tells of how they fled to 

Terenuthis initially, hiding in an old, pagan temple.86  Abba Poemen, then, lives out the 

remainder of his life outside of Scetis (perhaps eventually reaching Palestine), and his 

followers sometime late in the fifth century or early sixth century gathered his sayings 

together.87  Bousset describes the gathering of the apophthegmata as an act of memory 

(Gedächtnis).88  As Stephen J. Davis notes in a forthcoming article, Bousset’s urge to the 

examine the AP in terms of memory recently has been adopted in the scholarship of 

                                                        

84 Bousset, Apophthegmata, 70-71.  Similarly, Antoine Guillamont argues that the sayings were 
originally a small core of short sayings that were gradually lengthened as well as added to 
(Études sur la Spiritualité de l’Orient chrétien [Spiritualité Orientale no. 66; Bégrolles-en-Mauges: 
Abbaye de Bellefontaine: 1996], 86-92). 
85 James E. Goehring, “Monasticism in Byzantine Egypt: Continuity and Memory,” in Egypt in the 
Byzantine World, 300-700 (ed. Roger S. Bagnall; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 
390-407. 
86 Alphabetical AP (Greek) Anoub 1.  Dihgh/sato o9 a0bba=v7 0Iwa/nnhv, o3ti o9 a0bba=v7 0Anou\b kai\ o9 
a0bbav Poimh\n kai\ oi9 loipoi\ a0delfoi\ au0tw=n, e0k mia=v koili/av o1ntev, kai\ monaxoi\ e0n th|= Skh/tei 
geno/menoi, o3te h]lqon ei0v to/pon kalou=menon Terenou=qin, e3wv ou[ skoph/swsi pw=v o0fei/lwsi mei=nai. 
87 Lucien Regnault, “Les Apophtegmes des pères en Palestine aux Ve-Vie siècles,” Irénikon 54 
(1981): 320-30. 
88 Bousset, Apophthegmata, 81. 
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Graham Gould, Douglas Burton-Christie, William Harmless, and Tim Vivian.89  For 

example, as Graham Gould notes, the collection is the result of preserving memories 

after some sort of communal identity crisis.90   

 While William Harmless and others have sought an original, historical kernel 

within the larger text, others such as Samuel Rubenson voice skepticism toward the 

historical accuracy of the AP.91  Similarly, suggesting caution in historical 

reconstructions based on the AP, Davis compellingly argues that any discussion of 

memory’s relationship to the collection should focus less on attempting to unearth 

inaccessible historical details and more on the writing practices that produced the AP as 

memory-acts.  Concluding, he asserts, “I would argue that the composition, editing, and 

collection of the Apophthegmata Patrum may similarly be viewed as constructive 

practices of communal commemoration that tell us as much, if not more, about the 

monks doing the memorializing (those who retold, reshaped, transmitted, and received 

the sayings) as about the monks memorialized in the stories themselves.”92 

5.4.2 Reimagining the AP’s Invention 

 Following Davis’s call for scholarly care in deploying “the category of memory,” 

I find it a worthwhile project to imagine how the AP’s late ancient authors might have 

construed their collation practices in relation to their understandings of the role of 

memory.  In particular, I have already suggested that given the ties between memory 

                                                        

89 S. J. Davis, “Memory,” 1.  In particular, Davis rightly critiques the way Gould, Burton-Christie, 
and Harmless to varying degrees all deploy memory language to justify the historical reliability 
of the AP tradition. 
90 G. Gould, Desert Fathers, 5-25. 
91 W. Harmless, S.J., “Remembering Poemen Remembering,” 483-486.  More recently, he has 
expanded his line of argument in Desert Christians: An Introduction to the Literature of Early 
Monasticism (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2004). S. Rubenson, Letters.  As 
Rubenson’s watershed study shows, the portrayal of Antony and his fellow monks as illiterate 
lies less in historical reality and more rhetorical expediency. J.-C. Guy, likewise, expresses doubt 
about scholarly access to the history of early asceticism (Recherches). 
92 Davis, “Memory,” 20. 
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and space, the perceived “loss” of the desert required new forms of memorialization 

such as the production of the AP.  While my Introduction focused primarily on the 

Graeco-Roman memory practices of ars memoriae among rhetors, I did note another 

location of memory practices, the practice of hypomnemata among philosophers.  Recall, 

hypomnemata, literally means “remembrances, memorials, or notes,” with the last “notes” 

pointing to how written texts might serve as memory repositories of past illustrious 

figures.93  Hypomnemata might function as the physical location for uniting disparate 

information that the author feared might be forgotten.  Moreover, the practice of writing 

such a “notebook” functioned among philosophers as an act, and subsequently an end-

product, that was meant to incite its author and its potential reader to a life of virtue.  

And as Michel Foucault argues, the production of hypomnemata was a mode of self-

fashioning.  He explains that “through the interplay of selected reading and assimilative 

writing, one should be able to form an identity through which a whole spiritual 

genealogy can be read.”94  Thus, hypomnemata served multiple purposes: as textualized 

memory, as virtue arouser, and as a tool of self-construction. 

 Whether or not the AP’s authors intended their collection to be a hypomnemata, 

the two served similar purposes.  The commonalities become more understandable if we 

begin by considering what a “loss” of the desert entailed.  Most basically, ascetics lost a 

common place to gather, and with it the ease with which common ascetic wisdom had 

been perpetuated among the brethren.  Further, as we have seen, the desert was a value-

laden space full of possibility.  The desert was home to demonic Others through whose 

opposition an individual might construct an ascetic self.  Leaving the “world” to 

embody fully Christian virtue, ascetics hoped for at least a glimpse of the paradise 

                                                        

93 Recall, for example, Arrian’s collection regarding Epictetus from chapter one. 
94 M. Foucault, Ethics, 214. 
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Adam had lost.  When ascetics “lost” the desert, scattering to various locales, they also 

experienced several other losses critical to their lives as ascetics: they lost a simple means 

for conveying common ascetic knowledge, they lost the combative intimacy with the 

demons and with it their primary mode of self-construction, they lost easy opportunities 

to seek virtue, and they lost the power with which the desert was imbued, the power 

that had allowed ascetics to imagine in paradisiacal terms in the first place.  Whether or 

not their “loss” of the desert was real or complete, their perception of such led to other 

very real losses that detrimentally influenced their ability to live out ascesis.   

 In light of their multiform loss, textualization of memory makes sense, especially 

when we consider the AP creation in the context of hypomnemata.  And lest the 

comparison of philosophers and ascetics seems too contrived, we need only recall 

Bishop Synesius’ Letter 154 (to Hypatia), in which he refers to both his white- and black-

robed detractors as self-fashioned philosophers.  His witness is evidence that at least 

some among the Christian brethren were attempting to appropriate the title and social 

role of philosopher even as they disavowed Synesius’ inclination to read Hellenes’ 

literature.  Thus, even if such ascetic philosophers denied the value of traditional 

philosophy, they might have articulated themselves in the traditional terms of the social 

role “philosopher.”  In this light, a comparison of the textual productions of each group 

is illuminative. 

 Just as hypomnemata functioned as a physical location for gathering memories 

within a philosophical tradition, so too the apophthegmatic collection substituted the 

physical place of the text for the “lost” space of the desert.  Late ancient ascetic bodies 

scattered by the “barbarian” raid of Scetis, and with them the body of past Abbas’ 

knowledge, were able to reunite pieces of their past in written format.  Further, 

hypomnemata were a means of self-fashioning.  Ascetics, having lost their traditional 
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mode of self-fashioning through frequent combat with the demonic (though demons 

certainly must have plagued ascetics living in other contexts), formulated an alternate 

mode of self-fashioning in the production and recitation/reading of the AP.  For the first 

collaters, their editorial choices, including some sayings and excluding others, served as 

Foucauldian self-writing.  For its readers/reciters, the AP continually produced ascetic 

selves that were constructed in relation to the idealized Abbas witnessed in the text.  

Such reminders, preserved in both hypomnemata and the AP, were meant to elicit 

imitation of the virtues portrayed therein.   

 Even the “loss” of the desert-as-possible-paradise was reinvented in the AP.  

Displaced from the geographic space of the desert, and its concomitant promise of 

paradisiacal transformation (both of the space itself and its ascetic inhabitants), ascetics 

textualized their paradisiacal longing.  Thus, we find some of the earliest versions of the 

AP circulating under the title “Paradise” or “Garden” of the Fathers, likely rooted in the 

dual meaning of the Greek word para/deisoj (discussed in depth in Chapter Three).  

Examples include Ananisho’s seventh-century Syriac translation, “The Paradise of the 

Fathers,”95 and Zacharias of Sakha’s Life of John the Little, in which the “Book of the Holy 

Old Men” is described as also existing under the title “Paradise.”96  Most fascinating, 

though, is the reference to both a “Paradise of Scetis” and a “Paradise of Nitria” on a 

Theban ostracon.97  This last evidence hints at the possibility that the “loss” of the desert 

                                                        

95 ‘Ananisho of Beth ‘Abhe, Paradise of the Fathers, translated by E. A. Wallis Budge in The Sayings 
and Stories of the Christian Fathers of Egypt: The Syrian Version of the “Apophthegmata Patrum” (trans. 
E. A. Wallis Budge;  2 vols.;  London: Chatto and Windus, 1907; repr., London: Kegan Paul 
Limited, 2002). 
96 Zacharias of Sakha, Life of John the Little 1 (Coptic). 
97 W.E. Crum, Coptic Ostraca: From the Collections of the Egypt Exploration Fund, The Cairo Museum 
and Others (London: Offices of the Egypt Exploration Fund, 1902), 63.  Ostracon 250 consists of a 
request for the two “Paradises” as well as an unidentified Asceticon.  Crum conjectures that the 
latter may reference the Asceticon of Abba Isaiah.  As Evelyn-White notes, a text known as 
“Paradise” is also mentioned in the Life of Pisentius (Wadi ‘n Natrun 1:xxiii). 
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regions of not only Scetis, but also places like Nitria, necessitated the creation of a 

textualized “Paradise” to embody each “lost” space. 

5.5 Conclusion 
 What precisely the “raid” of Scetis was remains difficult to historically 

reconstruct.  By contrast, how the event came to be understood and interpreted by late 

ancient people is more accessible.  More than mere rhetorical flourish, the “raid” of 

Scetis could meaningfully be compared to the “sack” of Rome.  In both cases, the “loss” 

experienced was immense, rocking the foundations of late ancient Roman culture(s).  As 

articulated above, the “loss” of the Egyptian desert risked the related loss (forgetting) of 

the wisdom of past Abbas and the paradisiacal possibilities their desert ascesis 

embodied.  The production of the AP tradition (for it soon was not only one text but 

rather a tradition of many related texts) sought to resolve these potential losses.  

Memory practices and spatial engagements, so intimately connected in the asceticism of 

the northwestern desert, now were reimagined as a textualized memory located in the 

physical place of the book.  Thus, some early versions of the AP circulated under the title 

of “Paradise,” evoking the paradise that the Abbas had once hoped to create in the 

Egyptian desert.98  For example, we have the Theban ostracon requesting two texts 

known as the “Paradise of Scetis” and the “Paradise of Nitria.”  Also extant is 

Ananisho’s apophthegmatic collection entitled “Paradise of the Fathers.”  Zacharias of 

Sakha bears witness to the continued circulation of the AP under the title “Paradise” into 

the eighth century.  In this way, the textual memory of the AP embodied the “loss” of 

the physical space of the desert.  Not only were the Abbas enshrined, but so too was the 

desert itself.   
                                                        

98 It is also perhaps worth noting that these Abbas are commonly referred to in modern 
scholarship as the “Desert Fathers,” a name that highlights the continued importance of the 
desert’s role in any historical description of their ascesis. 
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 The new memory-as-text would come to serve in ways strikingly similar to the 

Graeco-Roman hypomnemata traditions that preceded it.  The innovation of a textualized 

memory of the desert and its Abbas meant that their memories and the desert were now 

portable.  The Christian ascesis of Egypt’s northwestern desert became translatable in a 

double sense.  The earliest Greek collection quickly resulted in translations into 

numerous other languages (other Greek forms as well Coptic, Syriac, Latin, Armenian, 

and Ethiopic versions).  The linguistic activity of translation in turn resulted in the 

translation of a particular Egyptian asceticism into other late ancient regions.  The AP’s 

value as a virtue inducer and as a location for an increasingly unattainable desire to 

regain paradise made it a valuable, persuasive, and fairly malleable commodity for other 

late ancient Christians.  It was its accessibility and simultaneous exoticism (that is, it 

described Abbas who, on the one hand, looked all too familiarly human and, on the 

other, were capable of superhuman, miraculous feats) that helped popularize the AP.  

Given the new technology of the AP and its ability to wed memory and space in a 

portable format, it becomes somewhat easier to imagine how Egyptian asceticism 

gradually came to efface its ascetic alternatives, be they urban, stylitic, dendritic, 

wandering, or other.  In the centuries following the “loss” of the Egyptian desert, 

Egyptian forms of asceticism not only survived but even proliferated, in the process 

constructing the desert as the birthplace of the Christian monastic tradition.
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6. Conclusion: Afterlives of Egyptian Asceticism 
 The ascetics who stepped boldly out into the northwestern deserts of Egypt 

sought to create a new life, to build a new place for themselves away from the 

temptations of the “world.”  Their new lives would be focused on remembering God 

and forgetting their “worldly” pasts.  Through the careful negotiation of divinely-

focused memory-acts and of forgetting of their past selves, ascetics strove to transform 

themselves into worthy liturgical participants, able to worship with the heavenly host 

continuously, while simultaneously attempting to reproduce a paradisiacal place like 

that lost by Adam and Eve at humanity’s origins.  The desert that ascetics sought to 

inhabit was already richly imbued with meaning: a space of power, the home of Graeco-

Roman deities now refashioned as Christian demons, a space not of the polis and, 

therefore, a space filled with possibility for sub- and super-human feats.  Not only was 

the desert full of meaning, but it also had memory.  Moreover, memory’s origins, 

engagements, and enactments were deeply embedded in larger Graeco-Roman notions 

about memory and its intimate ties to spatiality. 

 This dissertation has attempted to reconstruct how memory and space were 

linked in the Egyptian asceticism(s) of the northwestern desert during its purported 

“Golden Age.”  Although the regions of Scetis, Nitria, Kellia, and Pherme were only 

sparsely populated at their foundings, these loosely connected communities soon 

overflowed with individuals eager to gain an asceticized body.  In fact, the excess of 

bodies was one of the reasons for the development of new ascetic locales, some seeking 

solitude by retreating further into the desert.  Such was at least part of the reason that 

Nitrian brethren chose to establish the ascetic site of Kellia.  The ideal set forth for those 

who went to live in the desert was to “pray without ceasing” (1 Thess 5:17), continually 

recalling God through the performance of individual prayer and the less frequent 
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communal enactment of Eucharistic celebrations.  Thus, essential to ascetic life was the 

proper directing of one’s memories toward God.  This ascetic orientation is evidenced 

both in the articulations preserved in literary and liturgical texts and in the organization 

of ascetics’ cells, churches, and their use of the desert more generally. 

 Ritual performances of Eucharist and prayer required constant repetition in 

order to retain efficacy.  As we have seen, ascetics constantly faced the threat of the 

“world” impinging upon their ability to appropriate the desert.  Real visitors, fellow 

brethren, and most especially demons might incite memories of one’s past.  Such 

memories of past wealth, fame, sex, food, family, and more were capable of being 

palpably experienced.  Such was the case with demons who visited ascetics in their cells 

in the image of past female or young male desired bodies.  The difficulties of being 

haunted by demons, by one’s memories of the past, constantly endangered the divine 

focus of ascetics as well as ascetic appropriation of the desert for paradisiacal 

reproduction.  Because ascetics were constantly at risk of becoming ordinary, “worldly” 

Christians, and the desert of slipping from a place of paradisiacal possibility to a space 

of demonic dangers, ascetics were intensely concerned with the control of their 

memories, especially as those memories were capable of inviting “worldly” places into 

their new desert home. 

 Early in the fifth century, things began to fall apart.  “Barbarians” raided Scetis, 

while Origenism (especially at the hands of Bishop Theophilus) ravaged Nitria and 

Kellia (and we might well imagine Pherme, too).  The perception of violence against 

ascetics of the northwestern desert forced some ascetic inhabitants to flee to other places 

in Egypt or further away in other parts of the Roman Empire.  The supposed attack on 

Scetis was couched, by some, within the larger traumas of the early fifth century.  In 

particular, the fate of Scetis came to parallel the contemporaneous “sack” of Rome.  
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Thus, the sufferings of the brethren of Scetis served as a trauma to all ascetics much like 

the attack on citizens in Rome was read as an assault on the whole Roman Empire.  This 

parallelism helped to elevate Scetis as the symbolic “home” or “birthplace” of all 

ascetics, just as Rome was the symbolic “home” of all Roman citizens, even those who 

had never before set foot in Italy.   

 The “loss” of the desert demanded a new interpretation of the relations between 

memory and space.  No longer were the brethren able to wander among their cells, 

visiting each other and seeking remembered “Words” of past Abbas.  Nor were they 

able to wrest the desert from the demons through continual combat, in the process 

performing their virtue.  And with forced abandonment of the desert, the hopes for 

crafting the desert into a place of paradisiacal possibility vanished.  All of these 

problems received a partial answer in the creation of the text(s) of the AP.  Functioning 

much like its ancient antecedents, the philosophical hypomnemata or “remembrances,” 

the AP served as the place where memories of past Abbas’ wisdom might be gathered 

and preserved.  Versions of the AP came to be known by the title Paradise—an indication 

of how ascetic longings for the now lost paradisiacal possibilities of the desert were 

reimagined as a textual manifestation of Paradise.  The textualization of these memories 

and the desert itself in the portable form of the AP allowed future generations of ascetics 

access to past Abbas who would otherwise have been forgotten.  The “Words” and 

models of the Abbas portrayed in the AP were meant to induce virtue in the text’s 

readers.  Having lost a key component to their ascetic self-fashioning, the AP offered a 

new way to claim the role of ascetic.   So, exiled ascetics and their later successors might 

tie themselves to the early traditions of the northwestern desert, re-embodying the 

ascesis of their forebearers in new contexts.   
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6.1 Ascetic Heirs, Ascetic Progeny 
 That the early collectors of the AP understood themselves as laying claim to past 

Abbas (and to a handful of desert Ammas) is evidenced in the closing of a saying 

attributed to Abba Theodore of Enaton: “They passed all their lives in this way, these 

ever to be remembered Fathers.”1  The adjective, a)ei/mnhstoi, translated as “ever to be 

remembered,” seems to serve an exhortative function, encouraging the act of 

remembrance by the reader.  In its context, the injunction seems specifically to direct 

attention toward memory of Abbas Theodore and Lucius.  But it is also a rare case in 

which the author(s) of the AP gave themselves a voice.  Thus, it is plausible that they 

may be conveying some subtler message by including themselves in the text.  It is not 

unreasonable to assume that they intended the injunction to apply not only to the two 

figures at hand, but also to all those fathers mentioned in the collection as a whole.  

Further, it is not hard to infer from the apophthegm that the collectors saw themselves 

as guardians of the early tradition.  The saying suggests the role the collectors bestowed 

upon themselves: the true heirs of the “Golden Age” of desert asceticism.   

 Through the memorialization of past Abbas in the AP these later Abbas 

produced for themselves a spiritual genealogy, one that no doubt lent them prestige.  

That these later ascetics would do so is not surprising when viewed in the larger Graeco-

Roman context from which they had emerged.  As Julia Hillner has argued, in Late 

Antiquity, the wealthy often used their homes as a means by which, topographically, the 

memory of their ancestors might be honored.  This “topographical memory” often did 

not correlate to any real history of perpetual ownership of a home by one family, nor 

even to a real genealogical link.  Often, those living in such homes had invented a 

                                                        

1 Kai\ ou3twj e0poi/hsan pa&nta to_n xro&non oi9 a)ei/mnhstoi Pate/rej.  Alphabetical AP (Greek) 
Theodore of Enaton 2. 
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genealogy for themselves as a means of garnering prestige.2  From this vantage point, 

then, what the AP collectors did by memorializing their “genealogy” of earlier monastic 

figures (whether legitimate or not) was not unusual, but rather a normal mode of 

engaging with the past.  What distinguishes these two examples is that wealthy Romans 

were able to appropriate real, physical spaces that had once belonged to some 

prestigious figure or other.  By contrast, the collectors of the AP understood themselves 

to have been violently displaced from the space of the northwestern desert, and thus to 

have lacked access to the physical homes of their predecessors.  For this reason, their 

memorialized genealogy could no longer be created topographically, but now had to be 

produced textually. 

 But these collectors not only produced a memory of the desert fathers in order to 

create a genealogy.  Their prestigious heritage also should be understood as the means 

by which they could rightfully form their own progeny, propagating the tradition into 

the future.  Their concern for begetting heirs, too, should be viewed in light of the world 

in which they lived.  In the Graeco-Roman milieu, procreation was viewed as the 

process through which culture was maintained.  Moreover, a child might be read as a 

space in which its parents’ memory could be immortalized.3  As many scholars have 

already noted, ascetic tendencies, specifically sexual renunciation, stood at odds with 

cultural and religious expectations.  In the ancient world, several different solutions 

emerged among ascetic circles.  Some chose to remain in the city and live in “spiritual 

marriage,” though this approach quickly fell out of favor among church leaders, as 

                                                        

2 Julia Hillner, “Domus, Family, and Inheritance: The Senatorial Family House in Late Antique 
Rome,” Journal of Roman Studies 93 (2003): 129-45. 
3 For a good discussion of several aspects of ancient family life see David I. Kertzer and Richard 
P. Saller., eds., The Family in Italy: From Antiquity to the Present (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1991).  In this collection, see especially David Cohen’s article “The Augustan Law on 
Adultery: The Social and Cultural Context,” 109-26.  Also see Elizabeth A. Clark, “Anti-familial 
Tendencies in Ancient Christianity,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 5.3 (January 1995): 362-3. 
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condemnations of the subintroductae attest.4  As an alternative approach, coenobitic life 

sought to transfer familial bonds from blood relatives to spiritual brethren.  This method 

seems to have originated with Pachomius who built a sister monastery in which his own 

sister is said to have lived.  Certainly, by the time of Shenoute, these new family bonds 

were regularly stressed.5  John Chrysostom, too, seemed to encourage a shifting of 

procreation from that of actual children to “the practice of good works.”6  And yet 

another way was that of semi-eremitical Abbas who often took on disciples.  Although it 

should not be pressed too far, the title of Abba (father) makes clear that some sort of 

spiritual, familial relation was imagined between an Abba and his disciples.  What these 

examples illustrate is that most forms of asceticism should be understood as seeking to 

attain “spiritual fecundity,” though by which method varied.7  Such “spiritual children” 

would have been viewed as memorializing their “spiritual parents” as well as the larger 

tradition in which they were situated.  Thus, no longer able to attract new ascetics to the 

space of the desert to whom ascetic wisdom might be bequeathed, the AP allowed its 

collectors a new way of developing a genealogy through which they might beget their 

own spiritual children through a textual space.  In this way, the collectors saw 

themselves as heirs to the memory of ascetics before them while, simultaneously, hoping 

to be memorialized (if only a little) through their own spiritual progeny. 

                                                        

4 Elizabeth A. Clark, “John Chrysostom and the Subintroductae,” Church History 46 (1977): 171-85;  
reprinted in Ascetic Piety and Women’s Faith: Essays on Late Ancient Christianity (vol. 20 of Studies 
in Women and Religion; Lewiston/Queenston: Edwin Mellen Press, 1986), 263-90. 
5 Rebecca Krawiec, Shenoute and the Women of the White Monastery: Egyptian Monasticism in Late 
Antiquity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 133-60. 
6 E. A. Clark, Reading Renunciation, 312, citing John Chrysostom, Hom. 44 Gen. 6.   0Alla\ to/te me\n, 
e0peidh\ a0rxh\ kai\ prooio/mia h]n, kai\ dia\ th=j tou= ge/nouj diadoxh=j th\n mnh/mhn au0toi=j e0bou/lonto 
diathrei=sqai, tosau/thn spoudh\n tou= dikai/ou ai9 qugate/rej e0poih/santo. Nuni\ de\...th\n dia\ th=j tw=n 
a0gaqw=n pra/cewj e1rgwn mnh/mhn e0autoi=j katalimpa/nwmen. 
7 Elizabeth A. Castelli, “Virginity and Its Meaning for Women’s Sexuality in Early Christianity,” 
Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 2.01 (Spring 1986): 72, describes the notion of “spiritual 
fecundity.” 



 

 201 

 Claims on the memories of the early Egyptian Abbas continue into the present, 

modern-day monastics still asserting that they are heirs to the original Abbas.  That this 

is so attests to the powerful role texts like the AP played (and continue to play) in re-

remembering the paradisiacal life the early Abbas sought to construct for themselves in 

the northwestern desert.  The portability of the AP’s textualized memories also indicates 

an answer for how Egyptian asceticism frequently came to eclipse other modes of 

asceticism.  The explanation is, of course, only partial, for the rules that emerged from 

coenobitic communities would prove equally, if not more, influential in the 

development of western forms of asceticism.  Similarly, the continued existence of a 

wandering ascetic tradition re-embodied in the “Holy Fool” tradition in certain strains of 

eastern monasticism also highlights how incomplete the erasure of other asceticisms 

remains.  And yet, for centuries, the deserts of Egypt have been hailed as the 

“birthplace” of monasticism. 

6.2  Further Studies of Memory and Space 
 While this study has focused on the particular case of how memory and space 

were linked in asceticism(s) of the northwestern deserts of Egypt, I hope it also suggests 

the need for closer consideration of different intersections between memory and space in 

late antiquity.  As Georgia Frank has shown, for example, the practice of pilgrimage 

demonstrates a rather different constellation of memory, space, and Scripture.8  We 

might pose similar questions about how a local culture’s memories related to particular 

places in their regional space and within the larger space of the Roman Empire.  Thus, 

this study has sought to highlight that when space itself, as part of extant “material” 

remains, is not analyzed seriously in studies of late antiquity, important aspects of 

Christian self-fashioning through memory practices are ignored.   
                                                        

8 Frank, Memory of the Eyes. 
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 Finally, this dissertation attempts to enter interdisciplinary dialogues within the 

academy about how both memory and space are to be defined, interpreted, and 

engaged.  In the end, I hope that my project offers a successful retelling of the narrative 

of the origins of Egyptian asceticism by exploring the intertwined relations between 

understandings of memories and of places.  By casting this historical moment in this 

way, my project illustrates the pertinence of considering memories and places together.  

This approach assists in creatively thinking through how individuals and communities 

negotiate places claimed by more than one community.  Multiple groups, asserting 

ownership of such places through their own memories (historical as well as religious 

and political), in the process do violence to their own rich, diverse traditions. (Good 

examples would be recent struggles over Tahrir Square in modern Egypt’s current 

political upheavals or, archetypically, the Jewish-Christian-Muslim loci in the Holy 

Land.) More broadly, focusing on the interface between memory and space may bring 

new insight to ways in which violence is performed and perceived. Perhaps by better 

grasping these late ancient peoples experiences of memory and space, we will come to 

better understand why many moderns still fight over places and memories.
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Appendix A: Eucharist Sources 
Below are fuller discussions of the texts treated in Chapter Two, “Remembering 

God.”  Here, descriptions of the physical state of the documents, the languages in which 

they are extant, and some of the current scholarly debates surrounding their 

interpretation are my main focus.  As explained in the body of Chapter Two, my 

purpose in gathering this particular set of texts is to offer as rich as possible a picture of 

Eucharistic practice in Egypt.  Since precisely how the Eucharist was performed among 

Egyptian ascetics in the northwest desert remains obscured (especially as it undoubtedly 

changed over the course of several centuries), the combination of these various texts is 

meant to point to the array of possibilities available for Eucharistic practice. 

Canons of Hippolytus (CH) 
The CH are usually dated to sometime during the years of 336-340, placing them 

squarely in the mid-4th century.  Although they were probably originally written in 

Greek, the document is found only in a single Arabic version based upon a Coptic 

translation of the Greek.  In his helpful critical edition and introduction, René-Georges 

Coquin notes that, though much of the document is consistent with a classical Arabic 

style, in several places the text seems to reflect Coptic grammar instead.1  Scholars have 

often engaged the content of CH rather unproblematically.  More recently, Susanna Elm 

has pointed out the theoretical difficulties of using CH as a source, namely that they are 

best understood as prescriptive rather than descriptive documents.2  Here, I heed her 

warnings against accepting uncritically the information found in the canons.  Rather, as 

                                                        

1 R.-G. Coquin, Les Canons d’Hippolyte.   For a good English translation see Paul F. Bradshaw, ed., 
The Canons of Hippolytus (trans. Carol Bebawi; Alcuin/GROW Liturgical Study 2; Nottingham: 
Grove Books Limitied, 1987). 
2 Susanna Elm, Virgins of Gods, pt. 2. 
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stated above, I see CH as one among many sources that offer potential possibilities for 

understanding Eucharistic practice in late ancient Egypt. 

Prayers of Sarapion 
 The Prayers of Sarapion are found in a single, eleventh-century manuscript, 

housed in the Library of the Great Lavra on Mt. Athos, Greece (MS Lavra 149).  The text 

is part of a collection of documents.  The Prayers of Sarapion are found on folio 7 verso to 

folio 21 verso.3    Scholars have debated whether the document is best understood as a 

euchologian, a sacramentary, or merely a collection of prayers.  Thus, even the 

designation of a proper title to the prayers has been an issue, leading most scholars to 

rearrange the order of the prayers from that found in the manuscript.4  Likewise, 

modern scholarship has questioned the legitimacy of the Sarapion attribution.  Early 

translators of the text tended to agree that, if not all written by Sarapion, then the 

prayers were at least compiled by him, placing the text firmly in the fourth century and 

in Egypt.5  Scholars continue to debate what, if any, was Sarapion’s role in the creation 

and compilation of the document.6 

                                                        

3 For further description of the document see M. Johnson, Prayers of Sarapion, 24. 
4 See R.J.S. Barrett-Lennard, The Sacramentary of Sarapion of Thmuis: A Text for Students, with 
Introduction, Translation, and Commentary (Alcuin/GROW Liturgical Study 25; Nottingham: Grove 
Books Limited, 1993), p5 n.3. 
5 Barrett-Lennard, 6. 
6 Dom B. Capelle argued it was Sarapion, but not representative of the wider Egyptian tradition; 
Dom Bernard Botte claimed it was a document written by an pneumatomachian Arian in the fifth 
century and not orthodox Sarapion in the fourth because of the presence of the term agenetos; 
H.D. Hauschild also granted it an Arian origin due to the use of agenetos, but placed it in the 
fourth century context of Syria instead.  B. Capelle, “L’Anaphore de Sérapion.  Essai d’exégese,” 
Le Muséon 59 (1946): 425-443; B. Botte, “L’Eucologue de Serapion, est-il authentique?,” Oriens 
christianus 48 (1964): 50-56; H.D. Hauschild, Die Pneumatomachen: Eine Untersuchung zur 
Dogmengeschichte des vierten Jahrhunderts (Ph.D. diss., University of Hamburg Dissertation, 1967), 
153-169.  Also see Barrett-Lennard, 7-8.  
 Refuting Botte and Hauschild, G. J. Cuming has argued for a scribal error as the 
explanation for the presence of the term agenetos, stating that the term originally read agennetos, 
but a nun was accidentally dropped by the scribe copying the text.  Further, Cuming noted that 
the prayers did not require total rearrangement, but only minor reordering.  If one assumes that a 
scribe misspelled agennetos, it is also possible that the scribe accidentally began copying the 
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In his recent study, Maxwell Johnson examines each prayer individually and 

within its constructed grouping, convincingly showing that no prayer within the 

collection reflects a date later than mid-fourth century.  He does so both through relating 

prayers to their contemporaries (CH, an Ethiopian version of the Apostolic Traditions, the 

Deir Balizeh papyrus, the Coptic Liturgy of St. Mark, and the Liturgy of St. James) and, in the 

process, shows the problematic assumptions underlying past scholarship.  Having 

secured a fourth century date, his comparative work also undermines scholarly claims 

that the document is wrongly attributed to Egypt or to Sarapion more specifically.  As he 

acknowledges, while no absolute attribution can be ascertained, there is currently no 

compelling reason to doubt Sarapion as the author/compiler of the Prayers.  Here, I 

                                                        

 

wrong side of the original manuscript.  This mistake would explain why prayers 15-30 (using the 
manuscript order for numbering purposes) occur before prayers 1-14, thus creating a confused 
liturgical order.  Thus, Cuming understood the prayers in the following groups: 15-17 
(preliminary blessings of oils), 18 (burial prayer), 19-30, 1-6 (Eucharist), 7-11 (Baptism), 12-14 
(Ordination). G.J. Cuming, “Thmuis Revisited; Another Look at the Prayers of Bishop Sarapion,” 
Theological Studies 41 (1980): 568-575.  Unfortunately, Cuming’s argument has not been accepted 
by all, many scholars still adhering to the Capelle/Botte/Hauschild model.   

 More recently, M. Johnson, has taken up Cuming’s argument, building upon and 
expanding his theories by reexamining the document through literary and comparative 
methodologies. In contrast to all previous scholarship, Johnson does not place the anaphora 
(prayer one) as his “methodological starting point,” as such a move attributes to the anaphora an 
unwarranted “normative status.”  Instead, he examines each prayer within the manuscript in 
light not only of vocabulary similarities (ala Cuming), but also of stylistic and thematic 
relationships among them.  Through this process, he distinguishes four distinct groupings of 
prayers: Group one (prayers 1-6 (Eucharist), 7-11 (Baptism), 13 (Presbyteral Ordination), 19, 21, 
24-27 (“Proanaphoral”), and 28-30 (“Hand laying” or Blessing)); Group two (prayers 15-17 (Oils)); 
Group three (prayers 12 and 14 (Diaconal and Episcopal Ordination), 20, and 22-23 
(“Proanaphoral”)); and Group four (prayer 18 (Burial)). (Johnson, Prayers, 279-280). Based on this 
new approach, Johnson argues that there is no need, as past scholarship has done, to reorder the 
prayers, noting that though Cuming’s minor reordering is possible, even it is not necessary to 
make sense of the current order.  Rather, given his groupings, it is quite reasonable to view MS 
Lavra 149 not as a euchologian or sacramentary, but “a collection of various and diverse prayers,” 
set in a perfectly understandable order, especially as the prayers do not necessarily show 
evidence of corresponding to a single liturgical celebration (Johnson, Prayers, 109).  What makes 
Johnson’s arguments particularly convincing are both his methodological care and his 
consideration of the anaphora (prayer 1) within his constructed framework of prayers 2-30. 
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follow Johnson in asserting that a fourth century provenance is likely, whether or not 

Sarapion is the author/compiler.7  

Strasbourg Papyrus 254 
The Strasbourg Papyrus is a fragmentary text first reconstructed by M. Andrieu 

and P. Collomp in the early twentieth century.  Their work arranged the extant pieces 

into a single folio, recto and verso.8  Andrieu and Collomp were puzzled by the presence 

of a doxology at the conclusion of the intercessions, the end of the extant text.9  Their 

confusion occurred because this point is normally the location of the sanctus in 

Eucharistic liturgies.  Despite their inability to explain the doxology’s presence, they 

nonetheless assumed that, following it, the institution narrative, anamnesis, and epiclesis 

would have been included.   

Subsequent scholarship has shown much less surety on the issue.  Many scholars 

have suggested that Str. Gr. 254 in fact represents a very early, complete Egyptian 

anaphora.  Those who see it as complete view the early liturgical structure to be: praise, 

thanksgiving, intercessions.10  H.A.J. Wegman, for example, finds three strophes present 

in the Strasbourg papyrus, the doxology serving as their conclusion.  He argues that a 

parallel exists with Didache 10, which most liturgists see as a Christian version of early 

Jewish berakoth prayers.  Thus, in such a model, Str. Gr. 254 is an early Christian version 

                                                        

7 Other scholars also seem willing to consider fourth century Egypt as plausible, see for example 
Barrett-Lennard, 8-9. 
8 Andrieu and Collomp, “Fragments,” 489-515.  See especially page 502 containing photographs 
of the reconstructed plates.  R.-G. Coquin also contains a version: “L’anaphore alexandrine de 
saint Marc,” Le Muséon 82 (1969): 307-356. 
9 Andrieu and Collomp, “Fragments,” 513. 
10 W.H. Bates, “Thanksgiving and Intercession in the Liturgy of St. Mark” in The Sacrifice of Praise, 
Bibliotheca Ephemerides Liturgicae Subsidia 19 (ed. Bryan Spinks; Rome: CLV – Edizioni Liturgiche, 
1981), 107-119; G.J. Cuming, “The Anaphora of St. Mark: A Study in Development” Le Muséon 95 
(1982): 115-129; H.A.J. Wegman, “Généalogie hypothétique de la prière eucharistique” Questions 
liturgiques 61 (1980): 263-278; E. Mazza, “Una Anafora incompleta?” Ephemerides Liturgicae 99 
(1985): 425-436. 
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of the Eucharist true to its Jewish roots.11  Despite the enthusiasm of many for this 

interpretation, B. Spinks has returned to Andrieu and Collomp’s wariness toward 

viewing the Strasbourg papyrus as a complete anaphora.12  In the matter of a few pages, 

he rightly warns against too quickly assuming that what remains of the Str. Gr. 254 was 

all there ever was.  He notes that many past scholars have relied on Andrieu and 

Collomp’s edition without paying close attention to the state of the fragments 

themselves.  Showing caution, he points out that the actual fragments “do not 

immediately imply that this single sheet was a complete anaphora, any more than the 

sheet purports to be the total Eucharistic liturgy.”13  More compellingly, he argues that 

Jewish berakoth often contained several shorter “concluding” doxologies before the 

actual, final, longer doxology.  Even Didache 10, which Wegman made such use of, is 

found in fact to contain two shorter doxologies (10.2 and 10.4) before the longer, final 

doxology at 10.5.14 

Coptic Liturgy of St. Mark (CMARK) 
G.J. Cuming, in his study of the liturgy of St. Mark, has argued that it is 

reasonable to date the core of the Markan liturgy to before the Monophysite schism in 

451, though he is careful to note that no date can be firmly set, acknowledging that it is 

certainly possible (and likely) that CMARK and GMARK continued to influence one 

another post-451.  Although I am skeptical of over-emphasizing the influence of the 

Monophysite schism on liturgy or on ascetic practice,15 the striking similarities between 

                                                        

11 Wegman, “Une Anaphore Incomplète?” 
12 Bryan Spinks, “A Complete Anaphora? A Note on Strasbourg Gr. 254,” Heythrop Journal XXV 
(1984): 51-55. 
13 B. Spinks, “Complete Anaphora?,” 54. 
14 B. Spinks, “Complete Anaphora?,” 53. 
15 For a good discussion of how monks of supposedly opposing ideologies managed to live 
peaceably alongside one another, see J.E. Goehring, “Monastic Diversity and Ideological 
Boundaries in Fourth-Century Christian Egypt,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 5.1 (1997): 61-84. 
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CMARK’s and Str. Gr. 254’s structure do seem to indicate a similar provenance and date.  

In fact, their correspondence has led some scholars to argue that the Strasbourg papyrus is 

an early version of the Markan liturgy.16  Further, CMARK shares linguistic parallels 

with the Prayers of Sarapion, the Deir Balyzeh fragment (more below), and the liturgy as 

described in the writings of Cyril of Jerusalem,17 and therefore it seems worth 

entertaining CMARK as part of the Egyptian liturgical context to which late ancient 

ascetics may have been privy. 

Louvain Coptic Fragment (LC) 
LC is a very short anaphoral fragment that was found on what appears to be the 

center page of a double folio.18  The two pages each consist of a single column of sixteen 

to seventeen lines.  According to M. Crum, the provenance is likely middle Egypt in the 

sixth century.  As mentioned in Chapter Three, LC likely belonged to part of a larger 

liturgical document that is no longer extant.   

Deir Balyzeh (DB) 
Housed in the Bodleian library, DB consists of three folios with writing on both 

the recto and verso of all three.  These folios were reconstructed from numerous smaller 

fragments by C.H. Roberts and B. Capelle, and even now there remain many lacunae; 

each folio measures a different length.  Further, approximately fifteen lines at the top of 

folio three are lacking.  How to organize the folios and interpret their relationship to one 

another has been an issue of some scholarly debate.  The original translators thought 

that DB ought best be viewed as a euchologian, folio one representing a series of three 

                                                        

16 G..J. Cuming, Liturgy of St. Mark.  A sixth-century Greek witness to CMARK, known as the 
Manchester parchment, is extant.    For a description, see C.H. Roberts, Catalogue of the Greek and 
Latin Papyri in the John Rylands Library (vol. 3; Manchester: University Press, 1938), 25-28. 
17 G.J. Cuming, St. Mark, 32. 
18 Lefort, “Coptic lovanensia,” 22-24. 
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unordered prayers, while folios two and three contain the remnants of an anaphora.19  

Under this theory, the function of folio one was difficult to discern, whereas folio two 

clearly commences with the central portion of an anaphora that continues to the verso 

side of folio three.  The opposite side of folio three supposedly contains remnants of a 

“profession of faith.”20  Several decades later, J. Van Haelst reconsidered DB’s 

arrangement and meaning, arguing that the folios have been misordered, including 

proper designation of what constitutes the recto and verso for each folio.  Following his 

definitions of recto and verso, and taking meaning into consideration, Roberts and 

Capelle’s attributions for folios two and three remain intact, but those of folio one are 

reversed.  The new arrangement opens the possibility that the three prayers of folio one 

are not unrelated to the following folios, but in fact represent the kiss of peace, the first 

part of the thanksgiving, and the beginning of the intercessions, respectively.  The 

intercessions begin on folio one verso and continue on to the top of folio two recto, 

creating a continuity among the contents of all three folios.  Van Haelst argues that each 

prayer has a parallel with another Alexandrian liturgical text.  His greatest difficulty is 

the presence of an a1llh on folio one’s verso.   Its location forces him to acknowledge that 

intervening folios may have existed between folio one verso and folio two recto.21  The 

response to Van Haelst’s reworking has been mixed; while some scholars seem willing 

to consider his reconstruction, others continue to prefer Roberts and Capelle’s rendering. 

                                                        

19 C.H. Roberts and B. Capelle, eds., An Early Euchologium: The Dêr-Balizeh Papyrus.  Enlarged and 
Re-edited (Bibliothèque du Muséon vol. 23; Louvain: Bureaux du Muséon, 1949), 40. 
20 Roberts and Capelle, 57. 
21 J. Van Haelst, “Une nouvelle reconstitution du papyrus liturgique de Dêr-Balizeh” Ephemerides 
theologicae Lovanienses 45.3 (1969): 454. 
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More recently, a 4th century Greek fragment has been discovered in Barcelona 

that may be akin to the source from which LC is believed to be translated.22  The 

Barcelona fragment has not been fully published, but what is available seems to 

correspond to LC.  If their relationship can be established, it would indicate that the 

Eucharist portrayed in LC actually witnesses to practices earlier than the sixth century. 

Liturgy of St. Basil (SahBasil) 
 The manuscript consists of eight pages of text, recto and verso.  Extant in 

Sahidic, a Coptic dialect, the text was likely translated in the early seventh century.  

Although usually placed among the Syro-Byzantine family of liturgies, SahBasil’s 

inclusion in this discussion is based on the fact that SahBasil is the oldest version of St. 

Basil’s liturgy.23  The existence of such an early translation indicates that by the seventh 

century there was some use of a Basilian liturgy in Egypt, and therefore a need for the 

translation into the Coptic dialect of Sahidic.24  Further, liturgists tend to consider this 

document not only the oldest but also the closest witness to the Basilian original, a 

liturgy often considered authentically structured, if not entirely written, by Basil of 

Caesarea in the fourth century.  Given the ties of the Cappadocian Fathers to the 

northwestern Egyptian desert (Basil himself is said to have visited some ascetics in the 

                                                        

22 Roca-Puig, Anàfora de Barcelona.  For a good recent discussion of its potential importance see 
Zheltov, “Barcelona Papyrus.”  I have chosen to wait until a stable critical text is available. 
23 The dating of the text is based on the indication that archbishop Benjamin (presumably the 
first) is still living.  There seem to be two hands, so there were later adjustments, though mostly 
just notes to the presiding priest. Doresse, Lanne, and Capelle, Liturgie copte de S. Basile, 2-5.  Also 
note that Fenwick sees the liturgy of James borrowing partially from an already practiced liturgy 
of Basil.  J. Fenwick, Fourth Century Anaphoral Construction Techniques (Grove Liturgical Study 45; 
Nottingham: Grove Books Limited, 1986), 26-30. 
24 Although Sahidic is the dialect of Upper Egypt, that is southern Egypt, there is no strong 
reason to believe that a Basilian version of the liturgy might not also have been known in Lower 
Egypt, where Basil is said to have made a visit, and where Evagrius, an acquaintance of the 
Cappadocian Fathers, is said to have resided for many years. 
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area,25 and certainly Evagrius was tied to the Cappadocian tradition and region before 

transplanting to Egypt),26 it seems at least worth entertaining that a Basilian-type liturgy 

may have been known by some of the ascetics residing in the northwest desert.  

  

                                                        

25 Basil of Caesarea, Letter 1, Letter 223.2.  Critical edition: Y. Courtonne, Saint Basile. Lettres, 3 
vols., (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1957; 1961; 1966). 
26 Evagrius is said to have been ordained by one of the Gregorys, though sources disagree about 
which one.  Socrates claims he was ordained by Gregory of Nazianzus (HE 4.23), while Palladius 
asserts that it was Gregory of Nyssa (HL 86).  For a thorough description of Evagrius’ vast social 
network see, E. Clark, The Origenist Controversy. 
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