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The Succession of St. Mark
Apostolic Traditions and the Origins

of the Egyptian Church
(Saint Mark to Demetrius)

O n an early seventh-century ivory relief from Alexandria, now
preserved in the Musée du Louvre in Paris (Fig. 1),1 the �gure
of Saint Mark the Evangelist appears in the foreground, seated

on a throne and surrounded by a group of bishops who are gathered
together beneath the gate of a city. In the background, tiny human
�gures lean out of the windows and balconies of a miniature
cityscape—the residential skyline of late antique Alexandria—in order
to catch a glimpse of the holy gathering below.

This Alexandrian relief, carved virtually on the eve of Arab rule in
Egypt, conveys to the viewer a vivid, visual sense of the emerging self-
identity of the Coptic church and its patriarchate during the �rst six
and a half centuries of its existence. The haloed �gure of Mark—
enlarged in relation to the other �gures, seated in honor on an episcopal
throne, holding his Gospel in his left hand and raising his right in a ges-
ture of blessing—was viewed in church tradition as the founder of the
Egyptian church and the �rst in a long line of bishops (also known as
Alexandrian patriarchs or popes) who would succeed him in leader-
ship of the church. Early Christian traditions recording Saint Mark’s
reputation as the founder of the church in Alexandria will be a primary
focus of this �rst chapter.

In the Louvre relief, the thirty-�ve bishops who stand in a semi-
circular choir around Mark are meant to represent his immediate
successors as patriarchs—or popes2—of Alexandria. The number of
bishops depicted here has helped scholars to date the relief: it was
probably carved during the reign of the thirty-sixth patriarch of
Alexandria, Pope Anastasius (A.D. 607–619), or perhaps on the occasion
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