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The Succession of St. Mark

Apostolic Traditions and the Origins
of the Egyptian Church
(Saint Mark to Demetrius)

preservedn the Muséedu Louvre in Paris(Fig. 1)1 the gure

of SaintMark the Evangelistappearsn the foreground, seated
on athrone and surrounded by a group of bishopswho are gathered
together beneaththe gate of a city. In the background, tiny human
gures lean out of the windows and balconies of a miniature
cityscape—theresidential skyline of late antique Alexandria—in order
to catchaglimpse of the holy gatheringbelow.

This Alexandrian relief, carvedvirtually on the eveof Arab rule in
Egypt, conveysto the viewer avivid, visual senseof the emergingself-
identity of the Coptic church and its patriarchateduring the rst six
and a half centuries of its existence.The haloed gure of Mark—
enlargedin relation to the other gures, seatedn honor on an episcopal
throne, holding his Gospelin his left handandraising his right in ages-
ture of blessing—wasviewed in church tradition asthe founder of the
Egyptian church and the rst in along line of bishops (alsoknown as
Alexandrian patriarchs or popes)who would succeedhim in leader-
ship of the church. Early Christian traditions recording Saint Mark'’s
reputation asthe founder of the churchin Alexandriawill beaprimary
focus of this rst chapter.

In the Louvre relief, the thirty- ve  bishops who standin a semi-
circular choir around Mark are meantto representhis immediate
successoraspatriarchs—or popes—of Alexandria. The number of
bishops depicted here has helped scholarsto date the relief: it was
probably carved during the reign of the thirty-sixth patriarch of
Alexandria, Pope Anastasius(A.p. 607—619),0r perhapson the occasion

O n anearly seventh-centuryivory relief from Alexandria, now



