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Ihad the idea of writing a book about the Copts in the Ottoman period
many years ago, at which time I began to pay more attention to the
archival sources kept at the National Archives in Cairo. While I was

doing this, Dr. Gawdat Gabra nominated me to participate in the series of
the history of Coptic popes, which would be published by the American
University in Cairo Press, to write about the Ottoman period (1517–1798).
Although I prefer not to deal with Copts through the narrow aspect of 
religion or the religious institution, I welcomed the idea and began to 
prepare my contribution. I would like to take this opportunity to thank
Gawdat Gabra and Stephen Davis, the general editors of this series. In late
2003 I received a grant from Aziz and Lola Atiya for Coptic studies, which
was crucial for researching my contribution to this book. I owe many thanks
to Nayra Atiya for her encouragement and support. My thanks are also due
to the friends and colleagues at the Ottoman seminar that takes place at the
Egyptian Society for Historical Studies. Their discussions and comments
during many sessions of this seminar were very helpful. I would particularly
like to mention Raouf Abbas, Nelly Hanna, Mohamed Hakim, Nasser
Ibrahim, Husam Abdul Mu‘ti, Sabri al-Adl, Sabri al-Dali, and Nasser Uthman.
I am also grateful to the staff at the Egyptian National Archives, especially
Mrs. Najwa Mahmoud.

Magdi Guirguis

Writing this part of the three volumes on the popes of the Coptic Church 
allowed for many occasions of vigorous discussion and challenged many of
my assumptions about modern Coptic history. This exercise took much
longer than anticipated and I am deeply grateful to the American University
in Cairo Press for their patience and gentle reminders. I equally owe thanks
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to Stephen Davis for his impeccable editorial eye, and to Gawdat Gabra and
Michael Shelley for helping to sort out the tedious details. I especially thank
Mark Swanson for generously sharing his wealth of historical information.
Thanks to the generous invitation of Salima Ikram, Faiza Heikal, and Dean
Ann Lesch, I was able to spend the Fall 2005 semester as the Coptic Chair at
AUC, a stay that provided opportunities to collect local materials and resulted
in new and renewed friendships with Egyptian colleagues. I fondly remember
brainstorming over ample cups of tea with Mary Assad, Vivian Fahmy,
Samir Morcos, Nabil Abd el-Fattah, Magdi Guirguis, Mariz Tadros, Father
Bishoy el-Antony, and Sisters Aghape and Rauth from the Convent of St.
Mary in Beni Soueif. Keen Jesuit observers of the Copts, the late Father
Maurice Martin and Fathers Christiaan van Nispen tot Sevenaer and Jacques
Masson never tired of sharing their insights. His Holiness Pope Shenouda III
and Bishop Musa granted several interviews. Bishop Serapion of Los Angeles
and Hawaii, Bishop Suriel of Melbourne, Father Arsanios from the Coptic
Church in Amsterdam, and Father Arsanios from Charlotte, North Carolina,
patiently helped clarify details of church procedures. I thank them all. Dr.
Elhamy Khalil graciously shared with me his book on the Coptic diocese
in California, which provided invaluable insights into the community’s
growth outside Egypt. Laurice Iskander, Vivian Ibrahim, and Febe Armanios
took time to comment on the manuscript. Finally, this writing would not
have been possible without the friendship and encouragement, given during
long car trips through the desert, of Kari Vogt and Magda Kamel.

Nelly van Doorn-Harder
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As editors of the Popes of Egypt series, we take great pleasure in 
seeing this third and !nal volume come to fruition. This book is
the result of a !ne collaboration of efforts: we would like to thank

its co-authors, Magdi Guirguis and Nelly van Doorn-Harder, for their 
expertise and the many years of research that they put into this project, and
our associate editor, Michael Shelley, for his good humor and meticulous
attention to detail as he helped !ne-tune the manuscript at different stages
in preparation for publication.

This !nal volume is groundbreaking on several levels, but especially
with regard to the light it sheds on the sometimes cooperative, sometimes
con"ictual relationship that developed between the Coptic pope and the
Coptic laity from the Ottoman period to the present. The period covered
between these pages was marked by an ever-changing leadership landscape:
at times the laity stepped up to serve as the public face of the Coptic 
Orthodox Church; at other times, the pope has reasserted and rede!ned
his authority. The emergence of the modern Coptic papacy is largely the
product of this shifting terrain.

In tracing the complex social lines of the relationship between the Coptic
pope and the Coptic laity during the Ottoman period, Magdi Guirguis
(Faculty of Arts, Kafr al-Sheikh University, Egypt) has done scholarship a
tremendous service by examining a number of unpublished documentary
archives found in Egyptian museums, libraries, and collections. In the past,
the study of these sources has been complicated and hindered by dif!culties
in legibility and problems related to manuscript order and preservation. As
a result, scholars have often shied away from the challenge of deciphering
their content, and our knowledge of the period from 1517 to 1798 has 
suffered as a result. By delving into these archival materials, Guirguis was
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able to document many new historical details about the economic, social,
and religious life of the Copts and their papal leadership during this period.

Nelly van Doorn-Harder’s task in writing a history of the modern Coptic
papacy was equally dif!cult. If study of the Ottoman period is characterized
by the inaccessibility of sources, scholars who study the history of the Coptic
Orthodox Church from the nineteenth to the twenty-!rst century !nd
themselves virtually awash in data. Inundated with such a vast reservoir of
evidence, van Doorn-Harder faced a very distinct set of challenges in writing
her chapters. A large part of her success in tackling those challenges was the
way she marks this burgeoning of sources—the multiplication of media 
itself—as a factor that has indelibly stamped the social formation of the
modern Coptic Church and its leadership. Whether tracing the rise of 
Coptic reform movements and their relation to developments in Egyptian
governmental policies, highlighting revivals in monasticism and pilgrimage
among the Copts, or analyzing the complexities of Christian–Muslim relations
in Egypt, van Doorn-Harder demonstrates how the Coptic papacy has
evolved in accordance with these new dynamics, even as the authority 
of the pope’s of!ce has continued to be marked by traditional ritual and
institutional forms.

Over the past forty years, Pope Shenouda III (1971–) has overseen the
transformation of his church into a globalized communion that spreads
from Egypt to the far ends of the earth, including Europe, North America,
and Australia. His eventual successor will therefore be charged with the
responsibility of providing leadership to a Coptic Orthodox Church that
is at the same time both national and multinational in character. This 
volume tells the story of the church that Pope Shenouda III’s successor will
inherit—a story about the making of the modern Coptic papacy.

Stephen J. Davis and Gawdat Gabra, editors

x Editors’ Preface
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Arabic words and names are transcribed without macrons or sublinear
dots, but the reader who knows Arabic should have no dif!culty 
in deciphering them. For some words that have an established Eng-

lish spelling, such as sheikh and caliph, that spelling has been used. For names
of patriarchs/popes that have a common English equivalent, such as Cyril,
John, Mark, Matthew, and Peter, the latter has been used. Finally, in the case
of certain Arabic names, we have allowed for occasional variation in our
transliteration scheme, in order to accommodate common Egyptian usage.
For example, we use Ibrahim al-Gawhari instead of Ibrahim al-Jawhari, Girgis
al-Gawhari rather than Jirjis al-Jawhari, and Butrus al-Gawli instead of Butrus
al-Jawli. We trust this will not cause serious difficulties for the reader.

With respect to dating, whenever both a Hijri year  (AH) and a western
year (AD) are given for a particular event, the Hijri year is stated !rst. When
only one year is given, it may be assumed to be a western year unless other-
wise indicated.

Michael Shelley, associate editor
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Part One

The Coptic Papacy 
under Ottoman Rule

(1517–1798)

Magdi Guirguis
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Introduction

Filling a Historical Gap

T he Ottoman period of Egypt’s history has been neglected for a long time.
Negative ideas about this era have long been entrenched in the curricula
of Egyptian schools and universities, and most scholars of Egyptian

history continue to pass over this period lightly. For a century and a half, the
school of Egyptian historical study sponsored by the ruling family of Muhammad
‘Ali (1805 –1952) conformed with western Orientalists to stigmatize the 
Ottoman era as a period of stagnation, backwardness, and ignorance. Each had
its own reasons: the ruling family was insistent on showing that Muhammad ‘Ali
had created a modern state out of a cultural void. Orientalists, for their part,
wanted to prove that modern Egypt was established when it was given the
opportunity to interact with the west, !rst through the French Expedition (1798–
1801), then through the western cadres on which Muhammad ‘Ali depended.

To complicate matters, researchers did not have access to the Ottoman
archives in Istanbul until after the Second World War. After that, Ottoman
studies in general began to be regarded with more esteem. Research on non-
Muslim communities in the Ottoman Empire increased, but did not always
give consideration to Egypt. No one is to be unduly blamed for this oversight,
however, as the available Coptic sources are scattered, disorganized, dif!cult
to !nd, and hard to access. Moreover, the abundant sources in the Egyptian
archives are characterized by illegibility and disorderliness, causing many
researchers to shy away from delving into them, besides other dif!culties
pertaining to the formulation of legal documents, which constitute the bulk
of these collections. For these many reasons, there are very few large-scale
studies about the Copts during the Ottoman period, and those that exist are
too often characterized by inaccuracy.

3
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When it comes to the history of the Egyptian patriarchs, in particular,
by the late !fteenth century the tradition of writing the biographies of the
Coptic popes had come to a virtual standstill. Indeed, the biographies of
the !fteen patriarchs spanning the period from 1484 to 1809 cover only
about thirty pages in the published edition of History of the Patriarchs of
the Coptic Church of Alexandria.1 Subsequent Egyptian scholarship on the
sources has done little to supplement this picture, with the exception of
Kamil Salih Nakhla’s work, which he recorded on the basis of information
collected about the patriarchs from manuscripts found scattered in different
monastic libraries.2 Even his important work, however, suffers from a lack
of documentation, as well as a number of factual errors.

Nakhla’s failure to document sources adequately is endemic to Egyptian
historiography on this period: historians have all too often been forced to
rely on earlier, minimally documented sources, and the cycle continues. In
Nakhla’s case, he depends to a great degree on the work of Ya‘qub Nakhla
Rufayla, who mentions important information reported by no one else
about periods before his time but does not always identify the sources for
this information.3 By way of example, Nakhla relates an account from Rufayla
concerning the Monastery of St. Anthony in the Red Sea area: “In 1484
Arabs of Upper Egypt attacked the monasteries of St. Anthony and St. Paul
and killed all the monks that were in them, and they remained deserted for
about eighty years.”4 However, documentary evidence clearly indicates that
the monastery of St. Anthony did not stop functioning for this period of
time: a chain of waqfs (endowments) for the monastery make clear that its
administration continued apace. According to !qh (Islamic jurisprudence),
there can be no waqf for a Christian place or building in and of itself, but a
waqf is permissible for the people residing in it. These documents, therefore,
can be considered as evidence that there were monks living in the monastery
during the dates mentioned.5 Moreover, what travelers have recorded about
the monastery also con!rms the inaccuracy of what Rufayla has said and
which other historians have quoted.6 Other examples of errors found in the
writings could be produced here. All of this is to say that caution is required
when using such sources.7

The considerations outlined above make writing about the Copts during
the Ottoman period a somewhat risky undertaking—one that requires careful
scrutiny of the sparse records of this period. In the writing of these chapters,
therefore, I had to search out new sources of information belonging to this
period, in the hope of getting a wider perspective on the role of the patriarchs
than that offered by traditional ecclesiastical sources. My search took me to
materials preserved in the Egyptian archives, many of which were not studied

4 Introduction
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systematically heretofore. In the end, there were three main documentary
collections that proved especially valuable for my investigative research:

Records of the shari‘a courts preserved in Dar al-Watha’iq al-Qawmiya
in Cairo. This is a collection of over ten thousand records from
seventeen courts in Cairo and six courts in the remaining provinces
of Egypt, covering the period from 1520 until the end of the nine-
teenth century. This collection is a living daily record of the reality
of Egyptian society, embracing all classes and confessions. Some of
the courts specialized in certain matters, which makes them a
unique source of historical material.

Diwan al-Ruznama records at Dar al-Watha’iq al-Qawmiya in Cairo,
the records of Rizq (Rizaq) Ihbasa (Ihbasiya) and al-Jayshiya in
particular. This collection is particularly important as regards the
history of the monasteries, their !nancial allocations, the dates of
their destruction, and their restoration. They cover the period
from 1382 until the end of the eighteenth century.

Archives of the Coptic Orthodox Patriarchate in Cairo, which
preserves over seven thousand documents concerning waqfs as
well as the affairs of churches and monasteries.

Finally, I also accessed numerous assorted manuscripts from Egyptian
monasteries and churches, more than 70 percent of which date back to the
Ottoman period (whether originals or copies).

The Theoretical Framework
In the nineteenth century, in one court case in al-Minya in Upper Egypt,
one Muslim and two Coptic witnesses stood before a judge. It was necessary
for a witness to know the basic tenets of his own religion in order for his
testimony to be accepted at court. When the judge asked the Muslim witness
about his religious knowledge, he answered that he did not know how to
pray. The two Copts also said that they did not know anything about religion.
They were only peasants who were told that they belonged to al-nasara (the
Christians). Because of their lack of knowledge, the judge turned the three
of them down and refused to accept their testimony.

Moving ahead to the late twentieth century, I can relate the following
story from my own experience. My family was living in Fayoum province
(a hundred kilometers south of Cairo) in a big village surrounded by many

1.

2.

3.

5Introduction
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6 Introduction

small villages. I was young, religious, and had the opportunity of preaching
on numerous occasions in the years leading up to 1984. In that setting, I
saw that Coptic villagers knew nothing about the basics of their religion.
In most villages, if you asked a Copt to recite the Lord’s Prayer, he would
start reciting the !rst chapter of the Qur’an, just as Muslims do, believing
it to be part of his own faith tradition. The majority of these people were
not baptized and had never seen a priest in their life.

There is an explanation for why the Coptic Church as an institution had
so little in"uence over the Copts in rural society. Around the year 1200 the
number of churches in Egypt was 2,048, while the monasteries numbered
834. In 1430, the churches numbered 193, the monasteries seventy-four. In
the late sixteenth century, there were 112 churches and !ve monasteries.
Almost all of the surviving churches were located in major or provincial
cities. Only a very few large villages had churches. This means that most
Christians in rural society did not have any link with the church. They were
totally isolated. When we talk about the Coptic community, it is dif!cult
to locate these people within this framework.

What is also amazing is that many Coptic peasants were not paying the
jizya (poll tax) required of minority religious communities since the early
centuries of Islamic rule. As a result, they did not fall into the category of
ahl al-dhimma (a protected people).8 In many documents from Islamic 
village courts, there is no mention of dhimmi (protected people) or nasrani
(Christians) to describe Coptic individuals. This, in fact, is another problem
related to the interpretation of the documentary sources used in this study.
In general, most historians of the Ottoman period rely primarily on the city
records, which in my view represent the state discourse. However, these
records do not give a picture of how everyday life in the villages was organized.

From the perspective of the Ottoman state, the Copts were dealt with
as though they were one group—a community de!ned by their religion,
with one main responsibility toward the state, the payment of jizya. Of!cially,
the Copts had a religious leader who was responsible for their affairs. And
yet the archives indicate that there were Copts who had no relationship
whatsoever to the church or to religion. These archival sources show that
some Copts during the period we are studying actually stood in opposition
to the church, without necessarily denying or forgoing their religious identity.
Naturally, there were other social allegiances competing for their time 
and energy. For example, Copts, like other Egyptians, belonged to tawa’if
(professional and crafts guilds). These guilds had their own special charac-
teristics and their own rules of conduct that members were expected 
to follow.
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I believe that these historiographical problems—the urban biases of
of!cial sources and historians, and the sometimes tenuous relationship 
between identi!cation and practice that those of!cial sources obscure—
also apply to the study of ‘Islamic society’ in general. What do we mean
when we refer to Islamic society? Many studies on the ‘history of Islamic
society’ have in fact focused almost exclusively on Islamic cities. But results
and conclusions from these studies have been generalized and applied to 
Islamic society as a whole, without taking into account that about 70 percent
of the population was living in rural society.

What does all this mean for Part One of this book? It means, very simply,
that it is about the history of an institution (the church) and its leaders, and
not about the identity or experience of all Copts during the Ottoman period.
Many social, cultural, and political aspects related to the Coptic community
and its leaders will be addressed, but the primary focus is on the history of
the institution, with particular attention to the Ottoman state’s relationship
with a “religious community.”

The Copts and the Ottoman State
In general, the relationship between the successive “Islamic governments”
and ahl al-dhimma was shaped within the context of what came to be
known as ‘aqd al-dhimma (the covenant of protection). Regardless of its
source (it is attributed to the Caliph ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab, ca. 586/90–644)
or the degree of adherence to its letter and spirit within each generation, 
it remained the fundamental legal reference point whenever necessary. 
Although this covenant did not touch on the internal organization of the
Coptic community and the manner of its representation before the govern-
ment, the situation of the Coptic community with respect to the broader
society was governed by this status designation.

Accordingly, the role of the popes in managing the affairs of the Copts
was also governed by those same circumstances. Notwithstanding, the 
authority granted to the popes was neither stable nor clear-cut. Subject to
the political, social, and cultural "uctuations of Egyptian society, papal 
authority would expand or contract. Sometimes the state itself would 
try to usurp the prerogatives of the popes, while at other times the state
would make efforts to af!rm and support the power and authority of the
Coptic papacy.9

Until the end of the Mamluk period (1517), the Coptic pope was 
responsible for the affairs of the Coptic community before the government.
He was issued a tawqi‘ (decree of appointment),10 which stipulated his 
functions and mandates. These decrees give us a theoretical understanding

7Introduction
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8 Introduction

of the papal public role as authorized by the state. In a tawqi‘ for Pope 
Benjamin II (1327–39), for example, we !nd the following stipulations:

He shall be consecrated as their patriarch in the manner of those who
preceded him and whose residence was in Egypt# .# .# . governing 
by the laws of his religion, dispensing justice within his community
according to the rules of his faith, exerting his utmost to permit and
prohibit what is necessary according to the gospel, in such a manner
that his honorable view would prevail in all circumstances, and the
lowly and the mighty would not do anything except by his abundant
instruction, and he shall appoint for them the bishops and priests
who are diligent in their religion and their trustworthiness, and who
do not perform any of their business except with his approval, and
he should enjoin the members of the monasteries and churches to
offer up suitable prayers for him for the duration of his days, and not
to exceed any limit or design or do anything that has not been
deemed appropriate by him.11

In another tawqi‘ for one of the popes at the close of the Mamluk period
we !nd the stipulation: “He shall proceed according to what they profess
with regard to selling, breach of contract, inheritance, and marriage.”12 From
these decrees we see clearly the extent of the authority granted the popes to
deal with all matters related to their community. However, we should view
these decrees with caution, for although they may express the avowed policy
of the rulers, they do not necessarily correspond to reality on the ground.

When Sultan Muhammad al-Fatih (the Conqueror) captured Constan-
tinople in 1453, he appointed the Greek Orthodox patriarch and gave him
general authority over his followers in all spiritual and civil affairs.13 The
patriarch became one of the eminent people of the state who had his own
banner (like the governors of the provinces). He was given the title of Millat
Pasha and Wali over the Orthodox people, and enjoyed important tax-related,
administrative, and judicial mandates.14 Sultan Muhammad al-Fatih did not
take long to apply this system to the Armenian subjects of the Ottoman
state as well. He appointed for them three patriarchs, giving them the same
rights he had granted the Greek Orthodox patriarch. This procedure might
have been motivated by political considerations, as Sultan Muhammad 
al-Fatih wanted to win over the eastern Church (the Church of Constan-
tinople), so as not to give it the opportunity to think of joining forces with
the Church of Rome. He feared as well that the Greek Orthodox might
migrate to nearby lands, especially given that the Muslims with him were a
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minority. However, after the occupation and annexation of Egypt to 
the Ottoman Sultanate, this system did not prevail there. A new law
(Qanun-name-i Masr) was issued in 1525, shortly after its occupation. One
of the articles of the law stripped the Coptic patriarch of his control over
legacies,15 which indicates that his mandate was different from that granted
to his Greek Orthodox counterpart.

This seems to be quite logical, given the philosophy of the Ottoman
state in administering conquered nations. The Ottomans brought together
under their rule diverse races, nationalities, and countries. Consequently, it
was not possible to fashion a uni!ed system that would guarantee the exact
same treatment of the various peoples of this vast empire. There are indica-
tions that the Ottomans approved most of the local laws and customs of
conquered countries, although many of those laws and customs had been
formulated by Christian kings who had preceded the Ottoman state. 
However, they nonetheless came into force under the Ottoman consuetu-
dinary law.16 Thus, the Ottomans continued to utilize the procedures 
and laws that the Mamluks laid down for the administration of Egypt. 
Accordingly, the Copts were dealt with in the same way they had been dealt
with for a long time. Their legal treatment was based on two principles:
!rst, the relations of the Islamic state with ahl al-dhimma, which was 
governed by ‘aqd al-dhimma; second, inherited customs and traditions 
concerning the organization of the Coptic community, the role of the
popes, and the mandated powers they had acquired over the course of time.

Consequently, the Ottomans pursued the same policy as their predecessors
in Egypt and made no changes whatsoever. Even the appointment of 
the pope remained a domestic matter in which the authority in Istanbul
(the state capital) did not intervene. It was suf!cient to have the approval
of the Ottoman pasha in Egypt (the governor who represented the Ottoman
sultan) to appoint the pope, after which a ruling would be issued by the
qadi al-qudah (chief judge) in Egypt.17

However, this state of affairs was subjected to many changes that 
impacted both the structure of the community and the mandate granted to
the pope, which we shall discuss further on. The Ottoman government’s
policy toward the Copts was maintained within the framework of a “religious
community” headed and led by a patriarch, who was supported by the 
institution of the church. In fact, the Ottomans preferred to conduct busi-
ness in relation to institutions or associations rather than individuals.18

It is noteworthy that this contractual relationship between the government
and the Coptic Church (‘aqd al-dhimma) would emerge every now and
then during the Ottoman period, especially in times of sedition and crises.

9Introduction
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The Copts would also demand their rights from this same starting point.
Many documents from this period show that the Copts presented their 
demands on the grounds that they were ahl al-dhimma and obligated to
pay the jizya, the per-capita tax imposed upon them.

The following chapters will focus on the role of the popes in their 
leadership of the Coptic community by studying the linkage between 
the church organizational structure and prevalent patterns of authority. Of
particular interest will be certain internal changes brought about in church
structure as a result of an ongoing con"ict between the clergy and the Coptic
gentry for control of the community.

10 Introduction
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Legislation and New Social Circumstances 
(Popes John XIII and Gabriel VII, 1484–1568)

Structure and Discipline under Pope John XIII (1484–1524)

The term of of!ce of Pope John XIII (Yuhanna ibn Rizqallah ibn
Girgis) (1484–1524) represents a transitional stage between two
different periods, as he witnessed the waning of the Mamluk state

and the rise of the Ottomans as rulers of Egypt. The Ottomans entered
Egypt in 1517, and from that time Egypt was transformed from the capital
of an empire to a mere province subject to the new seat of authority in
Constantinople (Istanbul).

It is well known that the Ottomans did not introduce fundamental
changes in the systems and customs of the peoples whom they occupied.
Accordingly, the period of Pope John XIII shows how the Ottomans, during
the early stages of their rule, retained the administrative practices of the 
societies under their power, with the exception of a few changes in the !nancial
systems designed to facilitate the "ow of wealth to the capital, Istanbul.

During this early period in which decisions were made in Istanbul, the
governors in Egypt implemented the policies of the state. As the Coptic
Church was recognized as a religious establishment or community under
that rule, its leadership—the pope and his bishops—took on a liaison role
in the community’s dealings with the state.

The jurisdiction of the Coptic patriarchate during the time of Pope
John XIII was rather extensive. In one of his letters, John speaks of himself
as “in charge of the see of St. Mark in the great city of Alexandria and the city
of Jerusalem, Egypt, the Ethiopian provinces and Nubia.”1 Notwithstanding,
during his reign as pope, the church lost some of its previous areas of 
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jurisdiction: the dioceses of Cyprus and Rhodes were lost. In the case of
the latter, the in"uence of the Coptic Church was reduced to two Coptic
monks who tended to the congregation there.2 The see governing the 
Pentapolis in North Africa was another casualty of this period. Mentioning
this see, Pope John states only: “Anba Kiriak$s, archbishop of the Five
Cities (Pentapolis), who presently resides in his monastery in Shayhat
mountain, is now called Sawiris.”3

Given the fact that it was the patriarch and bishops who had the !nal
word in the leadership of the community, the role of the Coptic scribes 
and bureaucrats—lay gentry often referred to as the mubashirin—was 
minimized considerably. Although there were Coptic notables who wielded
great in"uence and authority, such as Sheikh Yunis al-Nasrani who was
mubashir for the senior emir (malik al-umara’),4 the church hierarchy 
remained in control of all diplomatic matters. As Pope John himself stated
frankly in one of his letters to the people of Samanud: “It is not the Coptic
notables who rule the church but it is the church which rules over everyone,
and all rulings are not by the notables but by the bishops or head priests.”5

The concept of ta’ifa—denomination, or confessional minority—was
the framework that suited the nature of Ottoman rule in Egypt. The 
Ottomans recognized institutions and not individuals, with the natural 
consequence that the patriarch and his assembly of bishops were the legal
representatives of the community before the government.

One of the expressions of the pope’s control over all religious as well as
non-religious affairs of the community during this period was his responsi-
bility for collecting the jizya from the Copts on behalf of the government.
In this context Pope John, for instance, sent a letter to the Copts of Lower
Egypt urging them to pay the jizya, and to consider it a duty that does not
contradict religious loyalties, and which was consistent with the Gospel 
injunction to “render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s.”6 This was a
heavy burden borne by the popes. An illustration of this occurred a century
and a half later when the diwan (chancellery) of al-Jawali con!scated the
inheritance left by Pope Mark VI (101st pope, 1646–56), because there was
an outstanding sum due from the jizya set for the Copts. His possessions
were sold to make the payment and one of the mubashirin provided the 
balance.7 Pope Mark VI (see chapter two) was the last of the patriarchs to
hold of!ce before the occurrence of new circumstances that changed the
organization of the community and its representation before the government.

At the beginning of the !fteenth century, the extent of the pope’s 
authority, supported by the government, was made evident in the penalties
meted out by Pope John XIII against members of his own community.
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Confronted by a case of bigamy that took place in Tukh al-Nasara,8 where
a Coptic man married a Coptic woman while still legally married to his !rst
wife, the pope cited Christian canons that forbid such behavior, then passed
sentence on the man:

No one shall share with him in prayer and mass, go to church with him
or to his home, nor greet him or talk to him or give and take with him,
share his food or anything else with him, because he has been excom-
municated. For whosoever deviates from the canons of his religion is
forbidden, and whosoever mixes with a forbidden person shall himself
be forbidden. Let all the people know this: the men must shun ‘Abid
ibn Barsum, and the women must shun Rifqa bint Rufa’il as long as
both have deviated from the canons of their religion.9 

The viability and effectiveness of these penalties is linked, outwardly, 
to a religious rationale. Their practical application, however, hinged on the
relationship between church and state. To a great extent, adherence to
church penalties was largely motivated by fear of the legal and social conse-
quences connected with violating such community-based canons designed
to govern behavior.10 The con!dent imposition of this penalty by the pope,
at this early stage in the Ottoman period, attests to his active position as
head of the community. Members of the Coptic community, in turn, seem
to have been keen to respect these laws governing their membership, since
those laws provided the natural context for their social protection from 
government intrusion.

The social value of such decrees as ‘mechanisms’ of marginalization may
be questioned. Compliance with the penalties meted out was indeed very
strict among the Copts, and they shunned all dealings with such culprits.11

Such actions were a form of self-policing for Copts, who found themselves
living in a society governed by legislation rooted in another religious 
tradition—that of the majority of the population. In this context, the pope
had a wide-ranging mandate and an overwhelming in"uence over his 
community. It will become clear later on that the eighteenth-century patriarchs
were unable to mete out any penalty for similar contraventions due to
changes in the ethos and structure of the community.

Sexual Mores and Papal Responses
Toward the end of the Mamluk period, new cultural attitudes and sexual
mores left their mark on various classes of society. Despite the religious
façade presented by the sultans and emirs, there is evidence that the Mamluk
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leadership tolerated certain transgressive practices like prostitution.12 Some
of the rulers during this period had no aversion to this practice, allowing it
publicly. The great af"uence and economic prosperity witnessed during
Mamluk times contributed to this situation, as wealthy citizens participated
in the importation of slave girls to serve as concubines.

The Mamluk government’s acknowledgment of prostitution in public
policy extended to the imposition of taxes on income earned. While such
taxes were abolished and prostitution was suppressed on an intermittent
basis, there is evidence that indicates the practice continued until the end of
this period.13 Indeed, toward the end of Mamluk rule, when the state found
itself in dire need of monetary sources, it retained and strengthened this type
of taxation, as it brought great amounts of money into the state coffers.14

It was only natural that the Copts would be affected by these phenomena,
just like other groups of society. The Copts, in particular, amassed great 
fortunes and many of them enjoyed a life of luxury and comfort.15 They had
female slaves in their homes, some of whom were Muslim women.16 Pope
John XIII addressed these problems head on, adapting and reapplying
church canon law to rein in excesses among the members of the Coptic
community. He put to good use the mandate granted to the popes by the
holy councils by establishing a new legislative philosophy emanating from
their stable bases, acknowledging the reality on the ground and facing 
it with courage. The pope demonstrated the church’s awareness of the 
in"uence of these phenomena on Coptic society, and this led him to examine
some of the canons and adapt them to the changes in society.

The Population Crisis and Coptic Marriage
Many studies have noted the sti"ing economic crisis of Egypt toward the
end of the Mamluk period. Writings of !fteenth-century travelers and of
modern historians and travelers report high death rates due to the plague
that spread worldwide during that period. Some historians have estimated
the loss of rural residents at 80 percent. The plague became known in the
east as the Great Annihilation and in the west as the Black Death. It led to
an economic crisis: a drastic shortage in labor and an inability to plant large
areas of land. Some villages contained fertile agricultural land but no one
to plant it.

This had a marked effect on the Copts, as it led to the destruction and
desolation of a large number of monasteries, because the urban and rural
populations around them had been wiped out.17 The depletion of the Coptic
community was one of the problems still facing the church in the sixteenth
century. This problem became more pronounced in regard to the provisions
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of the canons concerning marriage, especially intermarriage between relatives,
as church laws forbade intermarriage for any relations closer than third-
generation cousins.

In the face of such a population decrease, it was natural for the few families
left in the villages to band together. If the church’s canonical restrictions
were to be applied, problems would arise because of the presence of only
one or two Coptic families in one village. The chances for marriage outside
of those circles were effectively nil. As a result, many families ignored church
statutes and arranged for the marriage of third-generation cousins, for the
sake of survival.

Such patterns of such intermarriage are documented in the case of a family
from Asyut. After the death of his wife, a Coptic man named Rizqallah
wished to marry a relative who was a cousin of his deceased wife. However,
he was opposed by Christians who claimed that the church canons forbade
such a union.18 It appears that such views were widespread because people
depended on the written canons, without taking into consideration the 
immediate concerns of the Copts.

Pope John XIII faced this situation by exhorting the community to 
disregard the judgments passed by people, as the church alone with its 
legislative powers had the !rst and last word on such matters. He cited 
the text of the law from the collection of church canons compiled by the
thirteenth-century author al-Sa! ibn al-‘Assal (al-Majmu‘ al-safawi) that
dealt with this matter:

The agreed laws of the Church Fathers at the Council of Nicea, and
most of the Melkite laws which do not forbid third-generation 
intermarriage among the many things they forbid, allowed the
heads of the clergy to deal with this matter in the best interest of
the community and in a manner that does not contradict the legis-
lation. The last chapter of the collection of canons compiled by 
al-Sa! ibn al-‘Assal reveals that they are allowed to do this. Seeing
that they were a protected minority (dhimma) and their numbers
had dwindled in most of their countries, to the extent that the young
men and women found no marriage partners from among the
fourth-generation cousins, which compromised their chastity to 
the extent that some of them may have renounced their faith, they
were of the opinion that the common good warranted second-
generation intermarriage.
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He adds:

Abba Mikha’il, Archbishop of Damietta, had also mentioned in his
collection of laws that intermarriage between !rst cousins, paternal
or maternal, was the custom among Copts before entering the faith,
and when they became the disciples of the Evangelist Mark he did
not deny them this, so they kept doing it.#.#.#. Consequently, if the
Church Fathers had allowed second-cousin intermarriage as we have
explained above, because they considered it bene!cial for their people
after it had been allowed only after third-generation cousins.# .# .# . 
We af!rm to all those who speak in denial of this matter, that none
of them has been empowered by God Almighty to speak of matters
that do not concern them. These affairs are the concern of the 
bishops who are the teachers and fathers of the church, who must
take into account what their people can sustain in the times in which
they live.19

The number of times a person could get married also became an issue
of contention during Pope John XIII’s reign. Coptic canon law stipulated
that a third marriage was permissible but undesirable, and that a fourth
marriage was outright adultery.20 When such a case was brought before Pope
John XIII—he was asked about a man who had been married three times
and each time his wife died, and who wanted to marry for the fourth time—
the pope agreed to the union, and sent a message to the priests explaining his
philosophy in approving this marriage, which was technically in violation of
church canons. He wrote a relatively long six-page pastoral message, explaining:

Then a group inquired about the case from the medicinal and not
the canonical point of view (in the sense that there was a !rm belief
that a fourth marriage was unlawful)#.#.#. as for the canonical laws,
the Church Fathers said that the third marriage was a sign of seduction
to a person with self-control and an unclean pitfall in the eyes of the
church, and that it was greatly detested and there could be no lawful
marriage after that. If the person in question can control himself,
then that would be best, but if he is unable to do so and there is fear
that he might fall into sin, then it is because of this fear that we have
consented by the grace of God for one of the priests to perform the
marriage.#.#.#. We have allowed this because of the lack of patience
and endurance. For the Holy Bible says that whosoever can endure
let him endure, but if he lacks patience then he should marry, for it

16 Exercising Authority: Patriarchs and Public Policy

PopesOfEgypt3_18_August2011_Layout 1  19.09.11  10:40  Seite 16



is better to marry than to burn in sin. The Church Fathers who laid
down the above-mentioned laws said: “If we have deferred something,
then pass the appropriate judgment. If something is still remaining,
then it should be mentioned by the bishops. If we have passed up
something, then God shall reveal it to him who is deserving and shall
guide the church with him who is deserving until it reaches peaceful
waters. Those who passed judgment concerning the contrition 
of sinners in times long past delegated to the leaders the power to 
facilitate it or to be severe toward it, as the case may be.#.#.#. Patriarch
Severus [Sawiris] said that necessity compels us, because of the hardness
of the heart and the corruption of the times, to give license in certain
matters and to be merciful to some people.#.#.#. Thus it is now necessary
that, because of the vast destruction, desolation, and the scarcity (of
people) everywhere# .# .# . I am permitting the leaders of the clergy
throughout the ages to take into account the time and the age and
to decide on matters, in a manner that would not detract from the
basic principles, with an eye to the restoration and salvation of the
spirit. They should manage their congregation according to what
they (the congregation) can withstand in their age.”21

In these examples, the patriarch devised novel methods to deal with the
canons of the church. He sought for the spirit in which they were written,
trying to renew them in a manner compatible with their philosophy, while
adapting to new social exigencies.

The pope was also forced to mete out punishments to address and curb
incidents of prostitution, concubinage, and homosexuality within the Coptic
community. Some Copts were engaging publicly in prostitution, and many,
especially the rich among them, took on concubines from among the slave
population, as this phenomenon had become widespread and popular in
Egypt. Some also went so far as to engage in polygamy. In such cases Pope
John XIII meted out harsh penalties in two aspects. The !rst pertained to
ritual participation in church worship: he excommunicated those involved
in prostitution. The second involved the severing of social ties: he forbade
all Christians to have anything to do with those sinners who persisted in
their transgressions and would not repent.

One of the problems facing the church was not only prostitution itself,
but also the practice of boasting about it in public. It became customary for
men to exchange favors by exchanging prostitutes, or to cover up for each
other, especially in the case of married men. Some men would even disguise
themselves when they went to the well-known whorehouses in Cairo, or
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would have their attendants arrange clandestine meetings for them with the
prostitutes. In such cases the pope imposed the above-mentioned religious
and social penalties, and counseled men to marry according to the law.

He who is not married should marry as has been ordained by Christian
canons to preserve his uprightness. The apostolic Pope Athanasius
said in the ninety-fourth part of his canons: If a young man is 
deserving of marriage and his parents do not get him married, then
if he sins his sins shall fall more upon them.22

Concubinage23 arose with the in"ux of slaves "owing into Egypt and
the spreading fashion among the wealthy to own both black and white slave
girls. It was quite common for rich Copts to acquire slave girls for their
households. Indeed, there is consistent evidence for the Coptic practice 
of concubinage since the time the Arabs entered Egypt.24 However, church
opposition varied according to the period and according to the method of
decision-making at the community level. During the time of Pope John XIII
the position of the church was unwavering: he stood !rmly against any 
violations of or deviations from the church canons on this matter.

It appears that Pope John was greatly disturbed when some Copts asked
about the fate of children from concubinage according to Coptic Church
canons. In one account, there is the story of a slave girl who became pregnant
twice. The !rst time she gave birth to a girl who died, and the second time
she gave birth to a boy. When asked, she acknowledged that the boy was
sired by her married master.25 It is interesting that certain people inquired
about the church’s opinion regarding this matter on the premise that “this
matter was detrimental to the wife.” Pope John’s answer was stern and severe.
He imposed the harshest penalty on violators: he forbade them from taking
communion, and he also forbade any dealings with them by members of
the Coptic community until they had returned to the church, renounced
their sins, and were cleansed. In this, he took a strong position against a
practice that he feared might become widespread, although he knew that
he was up against the rich and in"uential in the Coptic community.26

Pope Gabriel VII (1525–68)
Pope John XIII’s successor was Pope Gabriel (Ghubriyal) VII. Of him, one
of the monks at the Monastery of St. Antony wrote, “He had a strong stand-
ing among his people and an extraordinary in"uence over all Christians.”27

There is plenty of information available about this patriarch and his family.
His full name, as written in many of!cial documents, was Ghubrial ibn
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Yuhanna ibn Mihanna,28 and before he was appointed pope he had a brother
who was also a bishop (Bishop Mikha’il ibn Yuhanna ibn Mihanna).29 He
attended many occasions with Pope John XIII30 and had been himself a
renowned monk called Rafa’il from the Monastery of Our Lady of Suryan.
The evidence suggests that he came from a wealthy family. Pope Gabriel
himself endowed many pieces of land to the monasteries, including a large
house in Cairo.31 He also endowed a large area of land in 1557 to his two
brothers living in Cairo, ‘Anbar and Yusuf, and to their children.32 These
actions by the pope indicate the power, wealth, and in"uence his family had
among the Coptic community.

During my search into the records of the Cairo shari‘a courts, I discovered
that Pope Gabriel continued to !ght against polygamy with the same 
vehemence as his predecessor. He used the same procedure of imposing 
social penalties to punish offenders and to dissuade others from engaging
in multiple marriages: according to his decree, those being penalized by the
church were to be ostracized by the entire community. The power of this
patriarch is evidenced by the community’s strict adherence to this sentence
and their fear of violating it. An example is found in the case of a family living
in Misr al-Qadima (Old Cairo) who were in the habit of practicing
polygamy. The natural place for them to solemnize their marriages was in
the Islamic courts. Accordingly, I found marriage cases belonging to 
the family of Sadaqa ibn Shammakh ibn Manqura, indicating that his four
children (two girls and two boys) were married in the shari‘a courts.33 When
the entire family was penalized by the church, and the Coptic community
was ordered to shun them completely, the extent of the Copts’ compliance
with the orders of Pope Gabriel is evident in the subsequent lack of interaction
between this family and their Coptic neighbors. Although Sadaqa ibn
Shammakh ibn Manqura’s family was in the business of pressing and trading
linseed oil, which was a very popular one, their dealings with the Coptic
community were very limited indeed. There are accounts of twenty-eight
transactions (!nancial, commercial, or personal), which can be broken down
as follows: nineteen with Muslims; seven with Christians, who were then
subject to the same penalties; and two with Christians whose positions are not
identi!ed. This means that the Coptic community shunned this family almost
completely, even while other Copts were engaged in the same profession.

The same results obtain in the case of other Copts who resorted to 
Islamic shari‘a courts regarding marriage and related matters during the time
of this patriarch in Old Cairo. The following table shows the extent of this
practice.34
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Despite the population density of Copts in Old Cairo, the percentage
of those who resorted to Islamic courts for marriage and related matters
was, in the end, less than one percent. And these documented cases are
con!ned to a very small number of families—only three in total. Thus, Pope
Gabriel’s policy of ostracizing church members who sought multiple marriages
through the Islamic courts seems to have dissuaded the vast majority of the
Coptic population from engaging in these practices.

Relations with the Church of Rome 
(Popes John XIV and Gabriel VIII, 1571–1603)

The reigns of Popes John XIV and Gabriel VIII (like that of their predecessors
and namesakes John XIII and Gabriel VII) gave rise to new circumstances
and challenges for the Coptic community. The most important development
was brought about by the Church of Rome in its efforts to bring the Coptic
Church under its banner. The reaction of the Coptic patriarchs to these
efforts—and the conformity or disagreement of the Coptic population 
regarding the church’s of!cial stance—had a very powerful impact on the
way that John XIV and Gabriel VIII discharged their duties of of!ce. The
political and administrative situation prevailing in Egypt at the time also
helped bring matters to a head.
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Registration
number Time period Number of

cases
Cases 

involving
Copts

86 April 5, 1544–
March 28, 1545 528 7

87 March 2,1548–
January 30, 1549 553 2

88 February 24, 1551–
December 29, 1551 678 7

89 January 18, 1552–
April 5, 1553 785 7

90 November 1, 1561–
September 17, 1562 549 5

91 January 17, 1564–
November 29, 1564 354 4

92 July 24, 1566–
March 4, 1567 364 3

Total 3,811 35
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Pope John XIV (1571–85)
In the early sixteenth century, the Church of Rome was confronted by two
challenges simultaneously. The !rst was the danger posed by the Turks and
their penetration into the Christian world. Their occupation of new territories,
formerly under Byzantine control, was seen as a threat to Roman church
hegemony.35 The second was posed by the reform movement led by Martin
Luther in Europe. One of the many measures taken by the Church of Rome
in reaction to these challenges was an ecumenical effort to unite the Christian
world, including the Coptic Church.

A century earlier, the Turkish danger had motivated the convening of
the Council of Florence in 1442, which had been organized on the initiative
of the Byzantine emperor for the sake of Christian unity. A representative of
the Coptic Church had attended. This council was unable to put its resolutions
into effect.36

The latter half of the sixteenth century, however, saw a series of attempts
by the Catholic Church to draw the Coptic Church into an anti-Reformist
movement. The !rst of these attempts had come in 1561 during the tenure
of the Coptic pope Gabriel VII. The pace of this dialogue quickened during
the time of the succeeding popes. Letters were exchanged, and this corre-
spondence has been published and analyzed in an important study by Buri.37

Later of!cial letters between the Roman and Coptic papacies, up through
the early eighteenth century, have been published by Antoine Rabbath38

and Jean-Pierre Trossen.39 However, the rush of messages exchanged at the
end of the sixteenth century is especially noteworthy.40 Of central concern
to this point is the position of the Coptic patriarchs with regard to this 
correspondence and its impact on the status of the Copts.

In his reply to a message from Pope Gregory XIII of Rome, one notes
the sincerity of Pope John XIV (1571–85), his desire to unite the Christian
world, and his praise of the measures taken by the Church of Rome to 
this end. While he mentions doctrinal differences, he describes them as
“stubborn opinions” to which the churches should not be too much 
attached.41 When Gregory sent a Roman delegation to Cairo to negotiate
with the Coptic patriarch, matters ran smoothly as the Coptic patriarch
agreed to proclaim of!cially a formula of faith. Pope John held a meeting
that brought together some of his bishops, and all were initially open to the
idea of uni!cation, but later a number of them decided to stand in opposition
to the proposal.42 The delegation made another attempt with the Coptic
pope, and it appears that he had come to a unilateral decision to sign a treaty
of agreement with the papal delegation, but he died suddenly before he
could sign it.43
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It is noteworthy that Pope John XIV restricted the discussion of union
with the Church of Rome to the clergy. The decision whether to approve
or oppose such a union belonged solely to the bishops. No discussion with
the Ottoman government ensued, despite the fact that an ecclesiastical
agreement with Rome would have had larger political implications with 
respect to the jurisdiction of the sultanate. It seems, however, that the 
patriarch was oblivious to these risks and viewed the prospect of ecumenical
rapprochement as an “in-house” matter. During John’s reign as pope in the
last quarter of the sixteenth century, he and his clergy still retained sole and
uncontested control of the church’s leadership.

Pope Gabriel VIII (1587–1603)
After John XIV’s death, the Roman papacy once again renewed its efforts
at uni!cation with the Coptic Church, and additional messages were 
exchanged between the two sides. John’s successor, Gabriel VIII, appears to
have favored uni!cation. Indeed, some sources say that he actually signed a
decree of uni!cation with the Catholic Church in January 1597.44

Pope Gabriel VIII’s desire for uni!cation with the Church of Rome led
him to take a bold step at the urging of the Roman pontiff Pope Sixtus V:
he agreed to begin applying the Gregorian calendar to church life in Egypt.
This controversial decision immediately ignited a vehement rebellion
against Gabriel. Over the course of his reign, he would be dismissed and
then later reinstated. This reaction against the pope’s act reveals a growing
degree of political awareness among the Coptic gentry at the end of the six-
teenth and the beginning of the seventeenth centuries.

Details of this incident are in the records of the shari‘a courts. It began
in the Bab ‘Ali Court in Cairo, which was the highest court in Egypt at 
the time and was headed by a Turkish judge appointed by the capital of the
Ottoman Empire in Istanbul. This judge held sway over all the courts in
Egypt. In reaction to Gabriel’s decision regarding the Gregorian calendar,
some of the Coptic gentry in Lower Egypt submitted a query to the muftis
requesting a fatwa, or formal legal opinion, on the position of the Coptic
patriarch vis-à-vis Islamic law if he were to violate the principles and canons
of their church.

The phrasing of the query is revealing. It asked, “What do you say about
the head of one of the Christian communities who deliberately causes his
community to violate the dictates of their church with regard to fasting and
feasts? If their case is submitted to the ruler (wali al-amr), would he force
the members of this community to obey their leader, thereby going against
their church, or would he order that leader to allow them to follow the 
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dictates of their church?”45  The wording of the question predetermines the
answer, as it presupposes that the most important function of the patriarch
is the preservation of his canons and his church system, in accordance with
the tawqi‘ that de!nes the scope of his authority.

The answer given accorded with the wishes of the requesters. The court
decided that, from the point of view of shari‘a, the patriarch had no right
to change the calendar, and that he was not entitled to force others to violate
the church system. The Copts’ act of resorting to a fatwa indicates an awareness
of the ef!cacy of the court’s decision and its impact on issues that might be
brought to court in the future. It also shows that the Coptic gentry of Lower
Egypt knew that this matter was governed by the jurisprudential technicalities
used to determine the status of Christian communities within the framework
of the Islamic state, and that the !nal word was that of the Ottoman ruler
(wali al-amr).46

The matter did not end there, however. On the basis of this sentence,
Coptic dissenters obtained similar judgments from the courts of Mahalla
al-Kubra and Diwan ‘Ali. They then headed to the Court of Alexandria and
brought an additional action against the patriarch. This time they sought
to demonstrate the patriarch’s desire to contradict their ancient books in
the matter of determining the date of Easter. They used the same arguments
to accuse him of contravening their ancient customs and insisting on a weak
basis of calculation, one deemed inaccurate according to the opinion of
Muslim astronomers. Their question to the muftis this time rested on a 
dangerous issue: Was the patriarch authorized to act in contravention of
Muslim rulings? The answer given prevented the patriarch from imple-
menting the Christian ruling and obligated him to abide by the ruling of
the Muslim astronomers.47

Analysis of the discourse used in opposition to this patriarchal policy
shows that the notables’ arguments did not contain any reference to the
history of hostility between Copts and the Church of Rome, nor to any
change in loyalty to another authority outside the realm of the Ottoman
sultanate. This means that no one knew about the uni!cation efforts that
provided the larger context for the proposed change in calendar. In fact, the
Coptic pope was misleading the Roman Church. He had told the Copts
nothing. At the least, if these notables had known about this proposed
uni!cation, it would have provided them a stronger argument for motivating
the Ottoman state against the patriarch.

As far as Pope Gabriel VIII is concerned, what was at stake in these
conversations with Rome? Among the many letters sent by the Coptic 
patriarch to the Roman pontiff, one frequently !nds requests for monetary
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assistance. The Coptic patriarch laments the bad economic conditions in
Egypt, refers to his many !nancial responsibilities as head of the church,
and appeals to the pope of Rome for !nancial support. There are hints in
this correspondence that the Catholic pope had previously promised and
sent amounts of money at regular intervals.

One Coptic manuscript recounts this con"ict in very different terms
from our other sources. According to this text, Pope Gabriel was the one
who brought in the Muslim astronomers, and their opinion was not to abide
by the proposed revision. On the next page of the manuscript, we are then
told that certain Lower Egyptian gentry sought this order and that they
spent large sums of money to prove the soundness of this calendar calculation
(it is not clear which calculation they mean, the western or the Coptic).
These gentry accordingly laid down a timetable to determine Easter and
obtained an edict from Constantinople to apply it.48  The confused account
that this text gives reminds us of the need to use caution when reading and
interpreting the historical sources.

In any case, the rebellion against the pope’s decision was based in Lower
Egypt. In contrast, the Coptic notables of Cairo seem to have sided with
the patriarch, or at least did not actively oppose his directives. This limited
exertion of power by the Coptic gentry in Lower Egypt under Gabriel VIII
would portend a more widespread rebellion against the next pope (which
will be discussed further on). Unfortunately, we do not have many details
about the position of the Copts in other areas of Egypt. There is evidence
that, at the end of the sixteenth century, Lower Egypt churches were under
the in"uence of the monks of Wadi Natrun, and that this may have 
contributed to controversies that erupted between Copts and their bishops
in some areas. We have ample information about the power and in"uence
of monks at the monasteries of Baramus and St. Macarius in particular. A
century earlier, Pope John XIII (1484–1525) had drawn attention to the
role that monks played in setting the people in Lower Egypt against their
bishops.49  These conditions may have still obtained in the late sixteenth
century when the Copts in Lower Egypt began to be emboldened in their
opposition to the church hierarchy. However, this matter requires further,
in-depth research into the social causes and outcomes of these con"icts. The
sources available at present do not provide us with a conclusive explanation
for this series of events.

Although the gentry of Lower Egypt compelled the patriarch to bow to
their wishes regarding the calculation of the date of Easter, such problems
did not deter Pope Gabriel VIII from his goals in other areas, nor did they
limit his capacity to make decisions that affected the traditional foundations
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of the Coptic Church’s heritage, such as his continued issuing of orders to
amend certain fasts and abolish others.50 Nor did Gabriel’s death in 1603
mark an end to the Catholic Church’s efforts at reuni!cation with the Coptic
community. To the contrary, the Church of Rome pursued its aim relentlessly
until it realized a major breakthrough a century and a half later, when one
of the bishops of the Coptic Church (Bishop Antunius of Jirja) converted
to Catholicism in 1758. This event, however, would elicit a much less 
accommodating response from the Coptic pope at that time, Pope Mark
VII (1745–69), who initiated a series of harsh polemical attacks against the
Catholic Church and its beliefs.51

A Period of Turbulence: Stirrings of Internal Conflict 
(Pope Mark V to Pope Matthew III, 1603–46)

The !rst half of the seventeenth century witnessed important changes in
Egypt’s political and administrative system. The centralization of authority
of the Ottoman state began to break down, and the military began to gain
more in"uence at the expense of state authority. There were decentralizing
trends at work in the Coptic Church as well: stirrings of an internal con"ict
within the church would result in major changes in the composition of the
community and its centers of power.

Pope Mark V (1603 –19)
According to Coptic sources, the Coptic gentry of Lower Egypt continued
to rebel against papal leadership during the reign of Pope Mark V (1603–19),
and these tensions seem to have spread to Cairo as well. The church sources
from the period deliberately focused on the Copts of Lower Egypt in an 
effort to make it appear that this was a con"ict between Lower Egypt 
dissenters and the Cairo faithful. However, we !nd that the Cairo Copts
were involved in the dispute, for some of them sided with the patriarch
while others were against him.

There are con"icting reports about the causes of this dissension. One of
the manuscripts makes brief mention of the matter: “This pope was af"icted
by many hardships caused by the people of Lower Egypt because of fasting
and marriages, and the rulers of Egypt imprisoned him in the tower of
Alexandria.” The author of the manuscript then passes a general judgment
on Pope Mark V, saying that he loved money and wine.52 This alleged love
for wine was included in the text of the legal petition that a certain Fadlallah
al-Dimirdashi submitted—on behalf of the Lower Egyptian gentry—to the
wali of Egypt, enumerating the accusations against the pope, saying, “He
sits on a high chair and orders the people to bow before him and offer him
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incense as though he were a god, he forbids meat and milk and allows
wine.”53 It is evident that the wording of this petition is deceptive, as the
plaintiff writes about Christian fasting in a manner designed to make it 
objectionable to the Muslim ruler. He further presents the rituals involved
in honoring the patriarch in a manner implying that the head of the Coptic
Church had assumed for himself manifestations of power and in"uence that
should have been accorded only to the wali. In the end, the plaintiff ’s 
rhetoric was effective and he got what he wanted: the wali imprisoned Pope
Mark for over a year and moved to replace him with another patriarch.54

It is worth mentioning that the wali who removed the patriarch had 
embarked on a movement of reform since coming into of!ce. The reforms
involved his putting an end to many forms of oppression imposed by the
senior military personnel against the Egyptian people. The wali made a
point of responding to most of the grievances submitted to him, and took
resolute decisions in many matters affecting the interests of the people.55

Thus, his decision to remove the pope may have come within the context
of correcting perceived wrongs for Egyptians in general. In this way, his 
response to a request made by a member of the Coptic community followed
suit: it put an end to reported acts of oppression exercised by the in"uential
leader of a large minority religious community.

Some modern historians have reported that the main reason for the 
rebellion of the Coptic gentry of Lower Egypt against the patriarch was
their desire to practice polygamy, and that they were joined by the bishop
of Damietta. The !rst to put forward this thesis was a British historian who
does not identify her sources.56 However, most historians since have 
followed her lead.57 Whatever the reasons for the origin of this con"ict, 
its outcome and its impact on the Coptic community can be deduced from
various sources.

The outcome of the complaint lodged by the gentry of Lower Egypt was
that the wali decided to depose the patriarch and appoint another one
named John, whose given name had been Girgis ibn Butrus. Once in power,
this new pope began to remove the aides of the deposed Pope Mark V 
and to replace them with new aides, who were to be responsible for the 
management of the waqfs. In particular, he appointed Mu‘allim Mikha’il
ibn Rafa’il as his deputy for the administration of these waqfs.58

A con"ict ensued, which took place in the district of Qasr al-Sham‘ in
Old Cairo. It should be noted that the entire population of Qasr al- Sham‘
was comprised of Copts, most of whom were tenants of church waqfs, as
the majority of the houses and utilities belonged to the waqfs of Old Cairo.
Accordingly, this district was affected by the change in church leadership
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in two ways. First, as Copts, the residents owed allegiance to their church
leadership. Second, as tenants of church houses, they had a direct legal 
relationship with the church administration: for example, the administrator
of the waqf had to approve the length of their rental contracts. Conse-
quently, the change of administrator could either bene!t or harm their 
economic interests, and such changes could have an impact on their opinions
regarding the exercise of church leadership.

The problems began with the family members of Pope Mark V: the 
interloper pope, John, raised a complaint against the brother and father of
his ousted predecessor, accusing them of seizing patriarchate waqf possessions
unlawfully. The wali referred the matter to the Misr al-Qadima Court, and
the patriarch’s father and brother were actually arrested. The document 
notably refers to Pope Mark as “the former Christian patriarch.”59

John’s deputy was relentness in his pursuit of residents of Qasr al- Sham‘
who remained loyal to Pope Mark V. The Christians in this district seem
to have been divided into two factions: one faction sided with the deposed
pope, while the other faction was opposed to him and supported the inter-
loper. Many cases were heard by the Misr al-Qadima court concerning these
divided loyalties, most of which ended in favor of John’s deputy. These 
decisions seemed to mark a recognition of the new leadership as a fait 
accompli. The residents of Misr al-Qadima were compelled to accept the
measures imposed by Mu‘allim Mikha’il as deputy for the newly recognized
pope.60 Between the two factions, there were ongoing tensions, to the 
extent that some residents secured court decisions evicting other Christians
from Qasr al- Sham‘, on the grounds that their presence was detrimental to
the residents of the district.61

This con"ict intensi!ed after the return of Pope Mark V from his exile.
It appears that the patriarch was reinstated after the tenure of Wali
Muhammad Pasha Qul Qaran ended on August 28, 1611. There were
clashes between the supporters of the two rival claimants to the papal
throne. After Mark V’s reinstatement, many of the Qasr al- Sham‘ Christians
supported his decision to remove the deputy appointed by John and to 
appoint somebody else in his place.62 The deputy stood !rm against these
actions, protesting that he had in his possession of!cial documents from an
of!cial patriarch (that is, the interloper patriarch), documents that upheld
his legal right to serve as waqf administrator.63 However, the majority of the
Coptic residents of Qasr al- Sham‘ supported Mark V in this matter and he
served out his term until his death in 1619.64
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Pope John XV (1619–28)
Pope Mark V’s successor was named Pope John XV. The sources hardly
mention this John except for a few lines that describe his uprightness, 
justice, and impartial decisions. It is noted, however, that he died of 
poisoning. The story goes that during a tour of Upper Egypt he spent the
night in the home of one of the notables of Abnub, who happened to have
a concubine (or perhaps more than one) in his household. When the pope
reprimanded him, the notable served him poisoned food and he died.65

This incident is a further indication of the growing tension between the
pope and this class of Coptic notables.

The response of the pope on the occasion of his visit to the notable’s
home makes sense when one considers that if he were to have ignored this
violation of canon law, it would have been construed as a form of tacit 
approval by a local community that would have been all too aware of his
presence in town. It is noteworthy then that the sources in question use the
term “reprimanded” to qualify the pope’s reaction, a term that does not
imply an actual penalty. Registers of shari‘a courts during the time of Pope
John XV reveal numerous cases of concubinage among the Copts, and in
the legacy of a Coptic man, there is mention of his white slave Qamar bint
‘Abdallah, and her son Bahiri whom he had fathered, as well as the slave
Rommana bint ‘Abdallah the Ethiopian, also designated as the mother of
one of his children.66 There are many other such cases, but there is no evidence
for a generally applied penalty intended to remedy the then-widespread
phenomenon of concubinage.

Pope John XV personally assumed the responsibility of running the
waqfs and !nancial matters, without delegating this authority to any of the
gentry. He assigned the administration of the waqfs of inhabited monasteries
to the heads of those monasteries, who were chosen from among the monks.
This also applied to the convents of nuns, as they were likewise the legal 
administrators of their waqfs. So we !nd that Sister Irani bint Yuhanna ibn
Mikha’il, mother superior of Dayr Harit Zuwayla, Mariam bint Yusuf ibn
Yuhanna, mother superior of Dayr al-Banat in Misr al-Qadima, and Rifqa
bint Ma‘tuk ibn Mansur, mother superior of the Convent of Ifrusiya, all
rented out the property of their convents.67 This consolidation and central-
ization of authority by the pope in matters pertaining to the administration
of waqfs could have been intended to prevent problems associated with
changing the waqf administrator with each transition in papal leadership.
Pope John XV therefore insisted that the administration of the waqfs should
remain in the hands of the heads of the monasteries, who were largely 
unscathed by these growing tensions between the priesthood and the laity.
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Finally, his actions could also be understood as an attempt to curb the growing
in"uence of the notables, out of fear that they might assume more admin-
istrative control over the affairs of the community.

Pope Matthew III (1628–46)
The choice of Hegumen Tadrus al-Tukhi, head of the Monastery of St.
Macarius, as the next pope was a wise one for many reasons. Al-Tukhi, who
came to be known as Matthew III (1628–46), had been in good standing
during the time of the previous pope, and he had had many dealings with
the gentry of Cairo and Lower Egypt, according to evidence found in the
documents of the shari‘a courts.68 He had also obtained practical administrative
experience from traveling between Cairo and his monastery in Wadi 
al-Natrun to !nalize the !nancial affairs of the monastery. This experience
was the outcome of Pope John XV’s policy of assigning the task of admin-
istering monastery waqfs to the heads of monasteries.

The wisdom of Pope Matthew III was apparent from the !rst day he
took of!ce. In an unusual action, he registered a deed at the Bab ‘Ali Court
that contained the Ottoman pasha’s approval of his appointment as the new
patriarch. The deed stated that he alone was responsible for the waqfs of all
the churches and monasteries in Upper and Lower Egypt.69 Scholars of 
Ottoman documents know that the appointment of a taqrir al-nuzur (waqf
administrator) was issued only at the request of the appointee. This means
that Pope Matthew III himself requested this taqrir, which safeguarded his
full rights to manage the affairs of the waqfs of the churches and monasteries.

The rest of Matthew III’s tenure was largely a period of peace and
quiet.70 This peace, however, was a precursor of storms that shook the foun-
dations of the community and led to its reorganization after the death of
this wise and knowledgeable patriarch.
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