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Anastasia Maravela

Alphabetic Verses and Cipher Alphabets from

Western Theban Monasteries:

Perspectives on Monastic Literacy 

in Late Antique Egypt*

This paper reviews artefacts from monastic dwellings in Western Thebes, Upper 

Egypt, that transmit forms and variations of the alphabet, in an attempt to 

contribute to an ongoing scholarly discussion about the forms, aims and target 

audience of the educational activities in monastic communities of the area 

between the sixth and the eighth century. At that time the pharaonic necropo-

lis became the hub of an intensive Christian monastic culture that made an 

indelible contribution to later perceptions of Egyptian monasticism, which the 

“Thebaid” became the imaginary landscape of. In the arid and, one might be 

tempted to say, “godless” landscape of the real Thebaid the Christian monks and 

hermits occupied the mortuary temples and the tombs of the royals and other 

eminencies of the pharaonic period, and redeveloped them into clusters of cells 

or individual hermits’ habitations.1 The nearest residential centre was the town 

of (D)jeme/Medinet Habu that developed on top of and around the mortuary 

temple of Ramesses III. Important monastic complexes in the area were:

-  Farthest to the north, on the hill Dra’ Abu el-Naga, the Deir el-Bachit 

(now finally identified with the topos of apa Paulos), the most exten-

sive and populous of the monastic clusters in the area. 

-  The monastery of St. Phoibammon/ Deir el-Bahari, which developed 

within the mortuary temple of the queen Hatshepsut.

* Thanks are extended to the participants in the University of Oslo doctoral seminar in the 

History of Ideas (autumn 2014) and the Magyar Bizantinológiai Társaság, ELTE Eötvös József 

Collegium, Budapest (spring 2015) for helpful comments on earlier versions of this paper.

1 For a more detailed presentation of the monastic establishments in the area see Wipszycka, 

E., Moines et communautés monastiques en Égypte (IVe-VIIIe siècles). Warsaw 2009. 171–197.
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-  This monastery probably traces its origins to a monastic settle-

ment located at a spot that is accessible with difficulty up on the 

hills between Djeme and Ermant (Hermonthis), known as “le petit 

St. Phoibammon” (the lesser St. Phoibammon).2

-  Several hermitages and clusters of hermitages on and around the 

hill of Sheikh Abd’ el-Gurneh. For a long time the best documented 

one was the Monastery of Epiphanius (TT103 tomb of vizier Daga, 

XI dynasty). Recently some of the neighbouring hermitages, e.g. the 

monastery of Cyriacus (TT65) and the hermitage occupied by Frange 

(TT29), were excavated, and are being studied in greater detail.

The textual finds, mostly Christian literature of various genres and documen-

tary texts in abundance, suggest that the dominant language was Egyptian 

(its written form at that time being Coptic), while Greek had a more modest 

and gradually waning presence and was probably read only by the more 

educated ascetics.3

Exploration and documentation of the Christian phase at Western 

Thebes

The modern exploration of the monastic sites of Western Thebes in the early 

phase of papyrology and archaeology (late 19th/early 20th cent.) took place in 

a haphazard manner involving all from illicit exploration resulting in unprov-

enanced finds, now dispersed in museums and collections all over the world, to 

organized expeditions of varying scientific quality and results.4 The monastery 

2 Krause, M., Beziehungen zwischen den beiden Phoibammon-Klöstern auf dem thebanischen 

Westufer. Bulletin de la Société d’archéologie copte 27 (1985) 31–44.
3 A fascinating witness of bilingualism is an ostracon with Greek and Coptic vocabulary related 

to the topics of Christian baptism and religious instruction. It testifies to attempts at either 

second language acquisition or translation. Ed. pr. Hasznos, A., A Greek - Coptic Glossary 

Found at TT 65. In: Bechtold, E. – Gulyás, A. – Hasznos, A. (eds.), From Illahun to Djeme. 

Papers Presented in Honour of Ulrich Luft. Oxford 2011. 81–85.
4 On the historical background of the scholarly investigation of the area see Wilfong, T. G., 

Western Thebes in the seventh and eighth centuries. A Bibliographic Survey of Jême and its 

Surroundings. Bulletin of the American Society of Papyrologists 26 (1989) 89–145; O’ con-

nell, E.R., Ostraca from Western Thebes. Provenance and History of the Collections at the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art and at Columbia University. Bulletin of the American Society of 

Papyrologists 43 (2006) 113–137; O’ connell, E.R., Excavating Christian Western Thebes. 

A History. In: Gabra, G. – Takla, H. N. (eds.), Christianity and Monasticism in Upper Egypt. 

Vol. 2: Nag Hammadi-Esna. Cairo 2010. 253–270; Krause, M., Coptic Texts from Western 
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of Epiphanius was excavated between 1911 and 1914 by Herbert E. Winlock 

on behalf of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. The finds were 

published in two exemplary volumes, one documenting the settlement and 

the life of the monastics and the other containing the editions of the texts.5 

Other sites did not enjoy the same fortune. The remains of the monastery of St. 

Phoibammon/ Deir el-Bahari were hastily cleared away by the director of the 

Antiquities Service, Auguste Mariette, in 1877 and twice later (1893–1896 and 

1903–1906) by Henri Édouard Naville at the service of The Egypt Exploration 

Society. These scholars’ aim was to bring to light the pharaonic monument 

which the Byzantine/Coptic structures and their material contents obscured. 

The Byzantine structures and other material remains were not carefully docu-

mented and the textual finds were thrown away and dispersed via the antiqui-

ties market ending up in various collections, mainly the British Museum, the 

British Library and the Ashmolean Museum. The so-called “Naville’s dump” 

at Deir el-Bahari was later revisited by Herbert E. Winlock so that some of the 

finds ended up in American collections, mainly in the Metropolitan Museum, 

and later (via a sale in the 60s) in Columbia University. The monastic complex 

at Dra’ Abu el-Naga was explored in 1921–1923 by a University of Pennsylvania 

mission but the results appeared only in preliminary reports. 

The late 20th and early 21st century has witnessed a resurgence of scholarly 

interest in the monastic phase of Western Thebes and some important archaeo-

logical missions have been active in the area. The excavations carried out at Deir 

el-Bachit since 2001 under the aegis of the Deutsches Archäologisches Institut, 

Abt. Kairo (DAIK) and the Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität München have 

resulted in identification of the ancient name of the site, careful registration 

of the structures and a plethora of interesting textual finds, including several 

pieces that have been published preliminarily.6 In 2000 a spectacular discovery 

Thebes. Recovery and Publication from the Late Nineteenth Century to the Present. In: Gabra 

– Takla (n. 4) 63–78.
5 Winlock, H. E. – Crum, W. E. The Monastery of Epiphanius at Thebes. Part I: 

The Archaeological Material, by H. E. Winlock; The Literary Material, by W. E. Crum; Part 

II: Coptic Ostraca and Papyri, edited with translations and commentaries by W. E. Crum; 

Greek Ostraca and Papyri, edited with translations and commentaries by H. G. Evelyn 

White (= Mon.Epiph.). New York 1926.
6 Burkard, G. – Mackensen, M. – Polz, D., Die spätantike/koptische Klosteranlage Deir 

el-Bachit in Dra’ Abu el-Naga (Oberägypten). Mitteilungen des Deutschen Archäologischen 

Instituts Kairo 59 (2003) 41–65; Beckh, T. – Eichner, I. – Hodak, S., Briefe aus der koptischen 

Vergangenheit. Zur Identifikation der Klosteranlage Deir el-Bachit in Theben-West. Mitteilungen 

des Deutschen Archäologischen Instituts Kairo 67 (2011) 15–30.
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of a cache of ca. 1000 ostraca was made in TT29 on the hill of Sheikh Abd 

el-Gurneh, not far from the monastery of Epiphanius. They attest to the activi-

ties of the tomb’s inhabitant, a hermit by the name of Frange, who apparently 

earned a living partially by copying and binding books.7 The 2003 survey of 

the same hill by the Polish Centre of Mediterranean Archaeology, University 

of Warsaw (PCMA) yielded three books (two codices and a set of parchment 

cards kept between wooden boards) and numerous ostraca.8 A Hungarian mis-

sion directed by T. A. Bács excavated the hermitage of Cyriacus (TT65) on the 

same hill and part of the texts unearthed have been edited by Andrea Hasznos,9 

while a joint research project of the Georg-August-Universität Göttingen and 

Macquarie University, Sydney (Heike Behlmer, Malcolm Choat, Matthew 

Underwood) edits the textual material from various tombs (TT233, TT84, 

TT85, TT95).10

“School texts” from Western Theban Monasteries

The wealth of new evidence and in particular the discovery of texts in situ 

means improved chances to reconstruct possible Sitz im Leben for the new 

textual finds, and renewed opportunities of reconsidering ideas about known 

texts and, consequently, of revising and refining categories and generic labels 

used by default for certain types of textual finds. One of these is the category 

“school texts”. The weight of the testimony of finds labelled “school texts” 

from monastic settings as regards the question of when, where and for whom 

Christian monasteries functioned as schools is obvious and decisive. To illus-

trate current ideas on the topic I cite from a relatively recent article by Samuel 

Rubenson on the encounter between monasticism and the pagan philosophical 

and more broadly literary, heritage:

“The tangible evidence we have for elementary teaching in monastic set-

ting, for the monastery as school, has up to now been centred on Upper 

Egypt and emerges from the archaeological excavations of monasteries 

7 Boud’hors, A. – Heurtel, C., Les ostraca coptes de la TT 29. Autour du moine Frangé. Brussels 

2010.
8 Górecki, T., Sheikh Abd el-Gurna. 2007 http://www.pcma.uw.edu.pl/fileadmin/template/

main/img/lat70/book70_16.pdf
9 Hasznos, A., Coptic Texts from the ‘Monastery of Cyriacus’ (TT65). Budapest 2013.
10 Behlmer, H., Streiflichter auf die christliche Besiedlung Thebens. Koptische Ostraka aus 

dem Grab des Senneferi (TT 99). Hallesche Beiträge zur Orientwissenschaft 36 (2003) 11–

27; Behlmer, H. – Underwood, M., Coptic Textual Finds from the Macquarie University 

Excavations at Dra Abu al-Naga (TT223). In: Gabra – Takla (n. 4) 7–19.
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of a somewhat later period (sixth to eighth centuries), where numer-

ous papyri and ostraka used for school exercises, as well as copies of 

Homer and the Sentences of Menander have been found in situ. But no 

thorough investigation of all material indicating school activity in early 

monastic sites has yet been done. A possible reason for the fact that the 

evidence for elementary education comes from monasteries in Upper 

Egypt may well be that it was mainly here that monastic communities 

were receiving monks who had not received any or much elementary 

education. As suggested elsewhere, it is reasonable to think that the 

creation of an elementary education on a Christian basis first happened 

in the periphery of traditional Greek culture.”11

While none would take exception to the claim that Western Thebes was by 

that time “in the periphery of traditional Greek culture”, some may wonder 

by means of what criteria it is to be determined that textual finds witness 

elementary education or other activities and whether the editorial label “school 

text” entails that monasteries were involved in the education of the youth. 

The question has broader implications as these materials may form the basis 

of historical studies, e.g. about the education of the youth in late antiquity. 

In what follows I will focus on two of the finds from Western Theban mon-

asteries that have been described as “school pieces”: the wooden board Mon.

Epiph. 616 which preserves an alphabetic verse and a cipher alphabet and 

O.Bachit 21 which preserves the alphabet in different versions and formats, 

and I will attempt to explore how we could proceed comparatively to recon-

struct their Sitz im Leben.

The wooden board Mon.Epiph. 616

Mon.Epiph. 61612 is a wooden board with two holes at its narrow right end. 

11 Rubenson, S., Monasticism and the Philosophical Heritage. In: Johnson, S. F. (ed.), The Oxford 

Handbook of Late Antiquity. Oxford 2012. 487–512: 504.
12 MMA accession no. 14.1.219. LDAB 210. Cribiore, R., Writing, Teachers and Students in 

Graeco-Roman Egypt. Atlanta. 1996. 188–189. no. 66. The artefact has also been discussed 

in Bellet, P., Anthologia Palatina IX 538, the Alphabet and the Calligraphic Examination 

in the Coptic Scriptorium. Bulletin of the American Society of Papyrologists 19 (1982) 1–7; 

Fournet, J.-L., Au sujet du plus ancien chalinos scolaire: chalinoi et vers alphabétiques grecs. 

Revue de Philologie 74 (2000) 61–82: 68–69; Dieleman, J., Cryptography at the Monastery of 

Deir el-Bachit. In : Knuf, H. – Leitz, C. – von Recklinghausen, D. (eds.), Honi soit qui mal 

y pense. Studien zum pharaonischen, griechisch-römischen und spätantiken Ägypten zu Ehren 

von Heinz-Josef Thissen. Leuven 2010. 511–517: 516–517; Menci, G., Alfabeti crittografici nel 

ostracon Bachit 21. Enchoria 32 (2010–2011) 62–72: 67 and 70–71, and Delattre, A., Ostraca 
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It bears two long lines of text. The artefact was recovered during the second 

season of excavations in the Monastery of Epiphanius. Its provenance, however, 

is neither the main monastic dwelling (TT103) nor its associated cells A-C, but 

“a small monastic structure situated on the desert fringe between Djeme and 

Ermant” which the excavators/editors labelled “the cell of priest Elias” in the 

light of documentary evidence about its occupant.13 The wooden board was 

classified as a “school text”, along with a handful of other finds (Mon.Epiph. 

611–621). Among these were four ostraca with single verses from Homer 

and an ostracon containing over thirty maxims in Greek that belong to the 

gnomological tradition known as Menandri Sententiae.14 

The first textual sequence on the board is a somewhat unorthographic ver-

sion of the hexametric verse known as Anthologia Palatina IX 538:

ἁβροχείδων (l. ἁβροχίτων) τ’ (l. δ’) ὁ φύ<λ>αξ θηραζυκωγαμψιμέ-|

τοπος (l. θηροζυγοκαμψιμέ-|τωπος) 

“A splendid cloak wears the guard(ian) who bends under the yoke the forehead 

of beasts.”

bibliques et scolaires de la région thébaine. Chronique d’ Égypte LXXXVI. fasc. 171–172 (2011) 

386–389. no. 1.
13 It is tempting to identify the location of the recovery of the tablet with “the monastery of apa Elias 

on the rock” mentioned in ostracon IFAO 1335.1 (= LDAB 108484). The ostracon, purchased 

in Luxor by its first editor (Bouriant, U., Notes de voyage. § 1. Catalogue de la bibliothèque 

du couvent de d’ Amba Hélias. Recueil des Travaux relatifs à la philologie et à l’archéologie 

égyptiennes et assyriennes 11 (1889) 131–138; ed. post. Coquin, R.-G., Le catalogue de la 

bobliothèque du couvent de Saint Élie ‘du rocher’. Bulletin de l’Institut Français d’Archéologie 

Orientale 75 (1975) 207–239), was acquired by the antiquities dealer in the area of Gourneh but 

was said to have originated in Qûs, if his testimony can be trusted. It preserves a list of books, 

articulated in three sections by means of the following headings: “the books in the monastery 

of apa Elias on the rock” (r.1), “the books borrowed to Kalapesios” (r.44–45) and “the books 

that have been accessed in the (library of the) holy monastery” (v.13). The connection of the 

place where the wooden board was found with the monastery of apa Elias on the rock would 

provide a provenance for the IFAO ostracon and a learned setting for our wooden tablet, but 

remains purely speculative and perhaps unlikely.
14 The ostraca with Homeric lines and Menandri Sententiae from the monastery of Epiphanius 

are discussed in Bucking, S., Scribes and Schoolmasters? On Contextualizing Coptic and 

Greek Ostraca Excavated at the Monastery of Epiphanius. Journal of Coptic Studies 9 (2007) 

21–47 and Maravela, A., Homer and Menandri Sententiae in Upper Egyptian Monastic 

Settings. In Rubenson, S. – Larsen, L. (eds.), Rethinking Monastic Education. Cambridge 

(forthcoming) 2016.
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This is a so-called “alphabetic” verse (or “pangram”), since in its correct form 

it contains all the letters of the Greek alphabet. To achieve this, its inventor 

sacrificed something of the sense. This is why it is also designated as “nonsense” 

verse, although it is less nonsensical compared to other ancient alphabetic 

verses (e.g. κναξζβιχθυπτησφλεγμοδρώψ). The pronunciation of such verses 

can be a trial for the tongue, hence the other name under which such rhythmical 

constellations are known: χαλινοί “tongue-bridles” or “tongue-twisters”.15 In 

the board from the cell of priest Elias the tongue-twister is followed (ll. 2–3) 

by a cipher alphabet, a Greek alphabet in encrypted form.

The Sitz im Leben of the artefact has been variously reconstructed, always 

with an assessment of the hand as a starting point: in Raffaella Cribiore’s study 

of papyrological testimonies to education in Graeco-Roman Egypt, the hand 

was described as “fairly proficient” and the piece was considered “probably an 

apprentice scribe’s trial”.16 Jean-Luc Fournet, on the other hand, has described 

the hand as “rather clumsy” and has opined that “we are dealing with an écolier 

rather than with an apprentice scribe”.17 The assessment of the hand as artless 

appears apt indeed, but the use of the term écolier for the scribe as well as the 

first editors’ classification of the item as a “school text” call for critical discus-

sion. A comparative examination of the other artefacts preserving this verse 

may allow us to circumscribe a few possibilities as regards its Sitz im Leben. 

Papyrological finds from Egypt have pushed the origins of the alphabetic 

verse in question back to the late second or early third century CE. The extant 

testimonies include more specifically:

-  P.Yale II 135 (II/III),18 possibly from the village of Apotheke (Aboutig) 

in the vicinity of Lycopolis. One side of the papyrus is occupied by an 

account, while the back hosts a composite text that comprises: at ll. 

1–3 the opening sentence of Demosthenes’ First Olynthiac incomplete 

(minus the finite verb); at ll. 3–6 AP IX 538 (mostly correct except 

that δέ substitutes δ’ ὁ); at ll. 6–11 Hom. Od. 8,1–2 (with vowel 

interchanges and substitution of ὤρνυτ’ ἄρ’ by ωρνυταδ’ – ὤρνυτο 

δ’ intended?) and at ll. 11–12 perhaps Xen. Symp. 1,9 (correct to 

the limited extent that it is preserved). The hand is insecure but has 

15 For an exhaustive discussion of Greek alphabetic verses see Fournet (n. 12).
16 Cribiore (n.12) 188–189.
17 Fournet (n.12) 68–69.
18 LDAB 765. Cribiore (n.12) 241–242. no. 287. Ed.pr. Parássoglou, G.M., Greek Papyri from 

Roman Egypt. Hellenika 27 (1974) 233–253: 242–243.
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attained a basic mastery of letter forms and even furnishes some 

letters with decorative final traits (serifs). Yet the scribe does not 

have full control (Cribiore classifies the hand as “evolving”): he has 

missed out a letter that was added later above the line (l. 4) and 

has copied a superfluous letter at the beginning of l. 8, probably 

due to miscopying from the line above. The errors in Greek suggest 

that the text was not copied from a model but either dictated19 or, 

more likely, reproduced from memory. On balance, this piece of 

writing was probably produced by somebody learning to write as 

a writing exercise.

-  The back of the first leaf of Codex Glazier, Pierpont Morgan Library 

G67 (IV/V),20 a miniature parchment codex of the Acta Apostolorum 

from the Oxyrhynchite. The page hosts II Kings 1:2–3 (in Coptic) 

and, following a one-line-gap, the first three words of Isocr. Ad Dem.21 

followed by AP IX 538 distributed in three lines. The hand, which 

belongs to the copyist of the main text, is fully accomplished and 

uses a form of the calligraphic script known as biblical majuscule. 

It is noteworthy that the copyist progressively increases the module 

of the letters and that he repeats the last letter. There can be little 

doubt that this is a probatio pennae by the copyist of the main text.

-  P.Köln IV 175v (V).22 This is a single papyrus sheet that preserves on 

one side (‘recto’) Ps. 67: 20a-b in biblical majuscule with part of the 

Greek alphabet added between the lines, seven lines of tachygraphy, and 

traces of Coptic writing. On the back Ps. 92: 1a-b is apparently left un-

finished (ὁ κ(ύριο)ς ἐβασίλευσεν [εὐπρέπειαν ἐνεδύσατο]| εὐπρέπειαν 

ἐνεδδύσα[το κύριος δύναμιν καὶ]| περιεζώσατο κ[αὶ γὰρ). It is followed 

by the alphabetic verses κναξζβιχ etc. and ἁβροχίτων etc. In the last line 

letters Ω and Ψ are repeated. The texts are written in ogival sloping 

majuscule. These features indicate again calligraphic practice.

19 Parássoglou (n.18) 242.
20 LDAB 209. The codex (LDAB 107756) was edited in Schenke, H.-M., Apostelgeschichte 1,1-15,3 

im mittelägyptischen Dialekt des Koptischen (Codex Glazier). Berlin 1991; the date is discussed 

by J. Lenaerts in his edition of P. Bingen 19 (p. 106). 
21 For the identification see Fournet, J.-L., Un témoin passé inaperçu de l’ Ad Demonicum du 

Pseudo-Isocrate dans le Codex Glazier. Zeitschrift für Papyrologie und Epigraphik 135 (2001) 

150. See also the edition and discussion in Corpus dei papiri filosofici: Testi e lessico nei papiri 

di cultura greca e latina. Firenze 2008. Parte I.2.2.21 (Isocrates) 913-914 (no. 105 T).
22 LDAB 3239. 
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In addition to Mon.Epiph. 616 Christian Western Thebes has yielded some 

further interesting testimonies of the alphabetic verse AP IX 538. The following 

three all come from the monastery of St. Phoibammon/ Deir el-Bahari: 

-  O.Col. inv. 34823 is a limestone ostracon written on both sides. AP IX 

538 occupies one side, while on the back the same hand has copied the 

Coptic phrase “my lord, holy father” (ⲡ[]ⲁϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ| ⲛⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲉⲧ|ⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ) 

in 3 ll. The editor reconstructs the Sitz im Leben as follows: “The 

limestone piece in the illustration contains the exercise of a student 

who penned a verse that was supposed to contain (but did not in 

this case) all the letters of the alphabet in scrambled order”, and 

continues: “Exercises of this kind, which appear contrived to our 

modern eyes, required concentration so that children often made 

mistakes by skipping some letters”.24 The scribe has indeed skipped 

letter Μ in καμψι-. The writing skill displayed is moderate to good 

considering the uneven surface. The letter Ξ even attains an almost 

calligraphic quality. Morpho-semantic units are separated by high 

dots (or apostrophes?), but the practice is inconsistent (the sign is 

not noted after the last syllable of ἁβροχίτων and of θυρο-, l. θηρο-, 

both in l. 2; on the contrary the morphosemantic unit ζυγο- in ll. 2–3 

is demarkated with the aid of both high dot and accent).     

-  Two specimens painted in red ink have been unveiled in the same 

monastic complex.25 The two alphabetic graffiti and a third one depict-

ing a bearded male head mar a relief that occupied the western wall of 

a passage leading from the NE corner of the central court to the Chapel 

of the Night Sun. The relief depicted the god Horus leading pharaoh 

Thutmose II to the deity Amun. Publ.Soc.Fouad X 18726 extended 

over 8 ll. and was situated on a doorjamb 2 m high up between the 

forearm of Amun and the shoulder of Thutmose. The alphabetic verse 

occupied at least ll. 1–4. Lines 5–8 are extremely poorly preserved but 

the last letters of l. 8 may be an encrypted ver sion of the name Δα]υείδ.

23 Acc. 64.2.179. It has not received a TM or LDAB number. Pre-edition Cribiore, R., Fun with 

the Alphabet. The Journal of the History of Childhood and Youth 1 (2008) 165–168.
24 Cribiore (n. 23) 167–168.
25 Bataille, A., Les Inscriptions grecques du temple de Hatshepsout à Deir el-Bahari. (Publications 

de la Société Fouad I de Papyrologie, Textes et Documents X) Cairo 1951. nos. 187 and 188.
26 TM 96984.
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Publ.Soc.Fouad X 18827 is located below no. 187, at 1.40 m from ground 

level, in front of the right leg of Amun. It comprises 3 lines of text. 

Only the first word of the alphabetic verse can be read with certainty 

(ll. 1–2). The rest has been badly wiped out (ll. 2–3) or was dropped 

altogether. Scott Bucking, who attempted to assess the Sitz im Leben 

of the graffiti in the light of the spatial setting, has stressed that in the 

Coptic period the exit of the corridor into the chapel of Night Sun 

had been blocked and the passage had thus been turned into a niche.28 

The niche was part of a 25 m2 large space occupying the NE corner of 

the central court. Naville had found a large terracotta cauldron in it, 

and this led him to hypothesize that the room had served as a kitchen.29 

Other uses of the room are possible, most notably as a space where 

water used for healing purposes was stored or hallowed, as argued by 

Arietta Papaconstantinou, given the presence of a number of stone 

and terracotta containers (/basins) in it and in the adjacent room. 

The same scholar has hypothesised that the niche may have housed 

the saint’s relic, thus serving a ritual function.30 Bucking is inclined to 

assign the two graffiti a ritual value in light of the symbolic dimensions 

of the alphabet in early Christianity.31 

-  The so-called monastery of “petit Phoebammon” has yielded a lime-

stone ostracon (O.Mon.Phoib. 40)32 with the alphabetic verse written 

three times in various degrees of completeness. The first version 

breaks off after the first four letters (l. 1); the second is complete 

and is followed by the nominative of the name Moses (ll. 2–4), and 

the third is almost complete (ll.5–6). Characteristic for this piece is the

27 TM 96985.
28 Bucking, S., Towards an Archaeology of Bilingualism. On the Study of Greek-Coptic Education 

in Late Antique Egypt. In: Mullen, A. – James, P. (eds.), Multilingualism in the Graeco-Roman 

Worlds. Cambridge. 2012. 225–264: 238–243.
29 Naville, E., The Temple of Deir el-Bahari. Vol. V: The Upper Court and Sanctuary. London 

1906. 2; Godlewski, W., Deir el-Bahari. Vol. V Le monastère de St. Phoibammon. Warsaw 1986. 

32–33.
30 Papaconstantinou, A., Notes sur les actes de donation d’enfant au monastère thébain du 

Saint-Phoibammon. Journal of Juristic Papyrology 32 (2002) 83–105: 87–89.
31 Bucking (n. 28) 246.
32 LDAB 4248. Cribiore (n. 11) 187 (no. 61). Brashear, W. M., Lesefrüchte. Zeitschrift für 

Papyrologie und Epigraphik 50 (1983) 97–107: 97, opines that its aim is either magical (due to 

the presence of the name of Moses) or didactic.
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mud dling of the Greek.33 This suggests that the scribe’s first language 

was an Egyptian whose mother-tongue interferred strongly with at-

tempts at writing Greek.

Also from the area of Thebes comes a pottery fragment bought by the archae-

ologist Flinders Petrie and published recently, O.Petr.Mus. 59 (VI/VII).34 In this 

case monastic provenance is not guaranteed, but it is very likely. The hand 

copies the alphabetic verse in formal biblical majuscule that achieves a degree 

of mannerism by means of the serifs which the letters are furnished with. Two 

letters have been omitted in l. 2 and have not been supplied afterwards. This 

may suggest that the scribe was not interested in the meaning, just in letter 

forms, or that he/she was not fully capable of following the meaning.

The last group of papyrological testimonies are equally interesting and serve 

to contextualize further the Western Theban specimens:

-  P.Bingen 19 (late V).35 This small piece of parchment (ca. 5 × 4,5 cm) 

of unknown provenance has been cut from the lower margin of a page 

with writing on both sides (so perhaps a codex leaf) and has been given 

an octagonal shape at a point after the alphabetic verse had been copied 

on it. A quadrangular hole has been opened in its middle. The verse 

occupies five short lines (5–8 letters per line) and is written in biblical 

majuscule. No letters are repeated. The shape suggests strongly use as 

an amulet, if not as primary, at least as a secondary use.

-  P.Bingen 26 (second half of VII).36 The verse is written on a parchment 

strip, the provenance of which is also unknown. The Ξ of φύλαξ has 

been copied thrice. As to Sitz im Leben, it is plausible, as proposed by 

Hermann Harrauer, that it served as a bookmark as the letters after 

the Φ are much more faded than the rest.37

-  P.Rain.Unterricht Kopt. 186.38 This is the last page of SPP XVIII 288, 

(VI–VII39), a parchment codex of unknown provenance containing 

a collection of prayers (euchologium). The hand employs the biblical 

33 Brashear (n. 32) 97 calls the orthography „barbarisch.”
34 LDAB 154286.
35 P.Vindob. G 32004. LDAB 7999.
36 P.Vindob. G 41006. LDAB 8005.
37 Cited by J. Lenaerts in the preface of the edition of P.Bingen 26 (p. 137). 
38 LDAB 108828.
39 The date is by P. Orsini, while the ed.pr. (ed. M. Hasitzka) dates the manuscript to IX/X.
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majuscule. The last page contains a thanksgiving prayer (begun twice 

over), short phrases, and single letters or letter sequences, including 

ΑΒΡΟ-. Scribal practice on a blank codex page is the most likely Sitz 

im Leben.   

-  P.Pintaudi 59–64 (V/VI)40 are six parchment fragments from the 

collection Fouad. They originate allegedly from Middle or Upper 

Egypt. They seem to have been parchment cut-outs that were used 

to receive calligraphic exercises, mainly in biblical majuscule. Our al-

phabetic verse occurs in four of these scraps, P.Pintaudi 59, 60, 61 

and 62. Certain letters (Ψ, Φ, Υ, Ο, Α, Μ etc.) are repeated. The edi-

tor thinks that they are the ones that posed particular challenges to 

a calligrapher.

The survey of the evidence shows a clear connection of this verse with calli-

graphic practice, the probatio pennae or training exercises of professional copy-

ists.41 Codex Glazier, P.Pintaudi 59–62 and the last page of the euchologium 

SPP XVIII 288 offer uncontested examples of this. P.Köln IV 175v, P.Bingen 

19 and 26 may also be products of scribes, trained or in training. The writ-

ing material in all these examples is papyrus or parchment, and repetition of 

(difficult?) letters seems to be a recurrent trait. 

Of the specimens on other writing surfaces O.Petr.Mus. 59 is the most likely 

to have been produced by an accomplished or a trainee calligrapher. The hand 

of O.Col. inv. 348 also displays calligraphic features but the division of morpho-

semantic segments in the latter text points rather in the direction of education. 

It is noteworthy that none of these two pieces shows repetitions of letters that 

would make a calligraphic connection the stronger possibility. 

The secondary use of P.Bingen 19 as an amulet and the occurrence of the verse 

in graffiti in what could be a sacred space in the monastery of St. Phoibammon 

suggest that the verse had acquired a symbolic value for Christians. Research 

has shown, as we have recently been reminded by Jean-Luc Fournet, that the 

guard(ian) (φύλαξ) in the splendid cloak who tames the wild beasts came to 

symbolize Jesus Christ, who was thus invested with features transferred from 

Orpheus.42 One may thus surmise that for Christian believers to scribble this verse 

40 LDAB 144556–144561.
41 Bellet (n. 12) 5–6.
42 Fournet (n. 12) 79–81 who concludes that the verse had (magico-)religious significance in 

late antiquity.
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would have equalled an act of devotion and an attempt at securing Jesus’ protec-

tion in a blurring of functions that complies with the apt remark of De Bruyn and 

Dijkstra: “the boundary between an apotropaic practice and a devotional practice 

cannot always be clearly drawn”.43 This in turn suggests that all attestations of the 

verse, especially those from monastic settings, may have had an amuletic use as 

primary or as additional function. By “additional” I mean that, while copying the 

verse for e.g. writing practice or as preparation before copying a book, Christian 

scribes at the same time showed devotion and asked for Jesus’ protection.  

For the majority of these artefacts the amuletic use hypothesis must at 

best remain “possible” – to refer again to terminology used by De Bruyn and 

Dijkstra in their seminal study of Christian amulets – as most of them lack 

signal features of Christian amulets.44 This pertains above all to the attesta-

tions of the verse on ostraca which in general seem to be used to a limited 

degree for protective/non aggressive magic.45 In some instances the degree of 

security is greater as material features corroborate the amuletic scenario, e.g. 

the octagonal shape and the hole in P.Bingen 19. It is noteworthy that P.Köln 

IV 175 has folds, a feature which is compatible with amuletic use.46 The protec-

tive intention may be reinforced by the quotation of Ps. 92: 1a-b (“The Lord 

reigned robed in majesty; royal power the Lord had for robe and girdle”) that 

exalts divine power.47 The repeated letters in this and other artefacts with the 

verse may also be related to amuletic use as the sounds created by uttering 

them sequentially (ξ, ξ, ξ; ψ, ψ, ψ; ο, ο, ο etc.) could have been perceived as 

43 De Bruyn, T.S. – Dijkstra, J.H.F., Greek Amulets and Formularies from Egypt Containing 

Christian Elements. A Checklist of Papyri, Parchments, Ostraka, and Tablets. Bulletin of the 

American Society of Papyrologists 48 (2011) 163–216: 180.
44 De Bruyn – Dijkstra (n. 43) 168–169 mention an array of features that may be distinguished 

into typical elements of amulets and spells (petitions, adjurations, esoteric words or signs etc.) 

and Christian elements (nomina sacra, crosses, Christological and other references etc.). 
45 De Bruyn – Dijkstra (n. 43) 175–176 identify six texts on ostraca as possible Christian 

amulets. Brevity is their main characteristic. On the use of ostraca in magical practice see 

Martín-Hernández, R. – Torallas Tovar, S. The Use of Ostracon in Magical Practice in 

late antique Egypt. Magical Handbooks vs. Material Evidence. Studi e Materiali di Storia delle 

Religioni 80 (2014) 780–800.  
46 No mention of folding is made in the edition but the four vertical breaks clearly visible on the pho-

to may well be the result of folding. It is more difficult to discern horizontal folds on the digital 

image but there may be at least one running parallel to the baseline of the letters in l. 2.
47 If the Psalm verse continued with καὶ γάρ, as hypothesised by the editor, the curtailed phrase 

could have served to connect the alphabetic verses etiologically to the content of the psalm. 

Otherwise its presence is puzzling and can only be explained by assuming that the scribe left 

the text incomplete.
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having apotropaic force.48 All this indicates serious and pious intentions, and 

nothing suggests – to my mind at least – that this, at a certain level playful 

verse, was used for fun. Thus, although it cannot be excluded altogether that 

young persons produced at least some of these texts, the symbolic and spiritual 

dimensions of the alphabetic verse in a Christian setting seem to point beyond 

the realm of elementary education intended for the youth.

So what does all this entail as regards the Sitz im Leben of Mon.Epiph. 616? 

Its first part hosts perhaps a writing exercise, the protective power of which may 

have been clear to its writer. Does its second part, the cipher alphabet, point in 

a similar direction? In what follows the second part of Mon.Epiph. 616 will be 

discussed in the light of a recently recovered ostracon from Deir el-Bachit.

Ostracon Deir el-Bachit 21

O.Bachit 21 (VI–VIII)49 was recovered during the 2002 excavation season at 

Deir el-Bachit. In presenting this and a couple of other ostraca the excavators 

remarked: “from these examples viewed together it follows that ... in this case 

we do not only deal with finds associated with school and writing practice 

but that a sort of systematization of teaching, a kind of teaching plan may be 

documented.”50 The forthcoming publication of the textual material from Deir 

el-Bachit by Suzanna Hodak will show whether this preliminary conclusion 

still holds. In the meantime, Karl-Theodor Zauzich, Jaaco Dieleman, Giovanna 

Menci and Alain Delattre have shown in different contributions that the di-

dactic aim of O.Bachit 21 is complex and advanced.51 O.Bachit 21 preserves 

13 ll. of writing, consisting of alphabets in five different formats:

-  ll. 11–13 contain the alphabet in its normal sequence with the graph-

emes of Egyptian origin as a coda; 

-  ll. 5–6 and 6–8 contain two scrambled versions of the Greek alphabet: 

one that combines the first with the last letter, the second with the 

penultimate and so on, and another inverted version proceeding from 

omega to alpha. 

48 The repetition of letters has been interpreted by Bellet (n. 12) 5–6 as expression of the scribe’s 

disdain, by Lenaerts (edition of P.Bingen 26, p. 136) as expression of ironic distance and by 

Fournet (n. 12) 68 as aimed at exercising the most challenging letter-forms.
49 LDAB 128462. Description with image in Burkard – Mackensen – Polz (n. 6) 63–64 and 

Taf. 13. Ed.pr. Delattre (n. 12).
50 Burkard – Mackensen – Polz (n. 6) 63.
51 Zauzich, K.-T., Unerkannte Alphabetübungen im Ostrakon Bachit 21. Enchoria 28 (2002–2003) 

177–179; Dieleman (n. 12); Menci (n. 12); Delattre (n. 12). 
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-  The other two sequences, ll. 1–4 and 8–10, represent cipher alphabets. 

The encrypting principle in ll. 8–10 is that the alphabet is divided in 

six groups, of four letters each, where the first letter of one group cor-

responds to the first letter in the second group (Α to Ε, Ι to Ν, Ρ to 

Φ), and so on and so forth with the second, third and fourth letters in 

each group. Lines 1–4 present the most common form of cryptographic 

alphabet which has twenty-seven graphemes, as has the numeric al-

phabet in Greek. The correspondences are again set on the principle 

of inversion with the first grapheme within a group corresponding to 

the last (Α = Θ, Β = Η etc.). Three letters – Ε, Ν and Φ – correspond 

to themselves in this system, and of these Ε and Ν are encrypted as 

three parallel, three horizontal and three vertical lines respectively. 

Ι is represented by a grapheme that resembles (or is) the Coptic ϥ.

As pointed out by Menci, the aim of the alphabetic sequences on O.Bachit 21 

goes beyond mere writing practice. The first and fourth sections also teach or 

practice cryptography.52 I would add that the same may be the case with the 

second section, ll. 5–6, considering that combinations of the first and last, second 

and penultimate and so on and so forth letters of the alphabet are an essential 

feature of Pachomius’ cryptographic system employed in his letters.53 

As argued independently by Menci and Delattre, the cryptographic alphabet 

in ll. 1–3 of O.Bachit 21 is identical with the cryptographic alphabet of Mon.

Epiph. 616.54 So, why would monastics be interested in mastering cryptog-

raphy? To answer this we should take a look at the use of cryptography in 

Christian Egypt.55 Encrypted texts have so far been identified in the following 

forms and contexts:

52 Menci (n. 12) 68.
53 On Pachomius’ system of cryptography see Joest, C., Die Geheimschrift Pachoms. Versuch einer 

Entschlüsselung. Mit Übersetzung und Deutung der Pachom-Briefe 9a und 9b. Ostkirchliche 

Studien 45 (1996) 268–289; Joest, C., Die pachomianische Geheimschrift im Spiegel der 

Hieronymus-Übersetzung. Mit dem deutschen Text von Brief 11b des pachomianischen 

Schriftencorpus und dem Versuch einer Übertragung. Muséon 112 (1999) 21–46; Joest, C., 

Die Pachom-Briefe 1 und 2. Auflösung der Geheimbuchstaben und Entdeckungen zu den 

Briefüberschriften. Journal of Coptic Studies 4 (2002) 25–98.
54 Menci (n. 12) 71–72; Delattre (n. 12) 389.
55 Doresse, J., Cryptographie copte et cryptographie grecque. Bulletin de l’ Institut d’ Égypte 33 

(1950–1951) 215–228; Wisse, F., Language Mysticism in the Nag Hammadi Texts and in early 

Coptic Monasticism I: Cryptography. Enchoria 9 (1979) 101–120; Doresse, J., The Coptic 

Encyclopedia 8. 1991. 65–69. s.v. Cryptography.
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-  As graffiti in the interior of or in areas around monastic estab-

lishments. Specimens have been recorded in the monastery of 

Apa Jeremias in Saqqara, in the two monasteries of Phoibammon 

(Western Thebes) and in the Monastery of Epiphanius.56 A char-

acteristic example from the area around the monastery known 

as “petit Phoibammon” is O.Mon.Phoib. 3057 painted on the west 

side of the circular cliff. It consists of 6 lines, all encrypted apart 

from the last word, the genitive of the personal name Philotheos:

“I, Philotheos, son of Komes, the| most humble (of men), dea|con 

in Terkôt. My Lord| Jesus Christ, have mercy on me and re-

ceive me into my house| once more, out of love, and grant to me 

so that I may perform thy wishes which are good in everything.

  (Prayer) of Philotheos.”

This is a signal example of cryptographic graffiti encrypting somebody’s prayer. 

Prayers are a major group of texts encrypted, perhaps in an attempt to keep 

communication with the divine a private affair.

-  The second major area of use of cryptography is manuscript colophons. 

Numerous specimens survive in Coptic. The earliest example, Nag 

Hammadi codex VIII 132, 7–958 (decoded as “Oracles of Truth of | 

Zostrianos. God of Truth. | Teachings of Zoroaster”) identifies the author 

of the work, Zostrianus (whose name is however written out in 132, 6) 

and the origins of the contents of the work in the teachings of Zoroaster. 

Later examples offer the identification of the scribe, his prayer, sometimes 

also the date as e.g. in BPM t. 56 ms. 633 (Esneh; 721?) “I am Marc, 

the humble, son of Joseph, the presbyter? [from the?] town of Esneh. 

Remember me, Lord [when you come] in your kingdom. [The month 

of] Tubi 17, era of the martyrs 759; era of the Hegira 425”.59

56 Quibell, J.E., Excavations at Saqqara (1907–1908). Cairo 1909. 58 (no. 105) and 67 (no. 141).  

Mon.Epiph. 701 and 702; O.Mon.Phoib. 30.
57 Wisse (n. 55) 112–113.
58 Nag Hammadi Codex VIII, contributors Layton, B. – Meyer, M.W. – Sieber, J.H. – Wisse, F., 

Leiden – New York – København – Köln 1991. 224 (and editor’s comment at p. 11). See also 

Wisse (n. 55) 105–106 (no. 1). 
59 van Lantschoot, A., Recueil des colophons des manuscripts chrétiens d’Égypte, t.1: Les colophons 

coptes des manuscripts sahidiques. Fasc. 1 Textes. Louvain 1929. 201–202 (no. CXIV, text D). 

See also Wisse (n. 55) 108–109.
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-  Pachomius employed a complex system of cryptography in which 

each letter stood for one or more words/Christian concepts, the first 

letter of which usually corresponded to the letter encrypting the word 

(e.g. Ι = Ἰησοῦς, Φ = φῶς etc.).60

-  Cryptography was finally used in magical or medical manuscripts 

to encrypt ingredients in recipes.61 The aim of this practice was to 

keep professional secrets accessible to the relevant professional class, 

thus preventing potentially dangerous use of the medical or magical 

recipes.

Apart from the very last area of use, it appears that an Egyptian Christian, in 

particular a monk or ecclesiastic would learn cryptography for at least two 

reasons: in connection with scribal training/scribal activity or for devotional 

use in connection with prayer and propagation of doctrinal truths. The uses 

overlap when calligraphers resort to cryptography to encrypt not only their 

name but also their prayer.

Concluding remarks

The above material offers a variegated foil against which Mon.Epiph. 616 may 

be re-assessed: its scribe traces an alphabetic verse which, even if it was drawn 

for writing practice, also conveys a devotional statement and is invested with 

ritual (protective) force. The cipher alphabet that follows the alphabetic verse 

points in the same direction: the purpose of learning it was, among other 

things, to encrypt prayers that are acts of personal devotion and are meant 

to enlist divine protection and to unravel doctrinal truths. The upshot of this 

discussion is that this and similar finds from Western Thebes sit uncomfort-

ably in the category “school texts”, if by “school” we are thinking of organised 

schooling offered to youths in class. If some of these finds are to be associated 

with a form of education, this is more likely to have been the education (or self-

education) of monks irrespective of age, especially of the trainee calligraphers 

and scribes. It becomes progressively more clear that we may be dealing with 

written products conveying devotion and laden with Christian symbolism.62 

60 See the articles by C. Joest referred to in n. 53.
61 A partly encrypted magical spell is London Oriental ms. 103A, see Wisse (n. 55) 111–112 (no. 

11) and Dieleman (n. 12) 515. Partly encrypted is the great Coptic medical papyrus (XI), see 

Chassinat, E., Un papyrus médicale copte. Paris 1921.
62 The author’s address is: Dept. of Philosophy, Classics, History of Art and Ideas, University of 

Oslo.






