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The Arab conquest and the ensuing period of Islamic rule led gradually
to the Arabization and/or Islamization of many territories in the
eastern Mediterranean and North Africa. Over time, Christianity

disappeared completely in some regions, but in other areas, Christians
survived as small minorities. Egyptian Christians, also known as the Copts,
were prominent among these survivors, and today they represent the largest
Christian community in the Middle East. This volume, as described by its
author, is about the early story of their survival, from the seventh to the
sixteenth century.

Despite its shortcomings, the eight-volume Coptic Encyclopedia (1991)
is undoubtedly the most important reference tool for the history and culture
of the Copts during the medieval Islamic era.1 At the time of its preparation
and publication, however, only a handful of scholars were equipped for the
task of researching topics related to Copto-Arabic literature. Indeed, the
responsibility for producing approximately five hundred entries on such
topics fell primarily to three scholars: Samir Khalil Samir, René-Georges
Coquin, and Aziz S. Atiya.2

Fortunately, there has been an appreciable upsurge in scholarship on
Arabic-speaking Christian communities in Egypt since that landmark 
publication, and Mark Swanson has been instrumental in documenting
recent advances in the field.3 Therefore, it is not surprising that Swanson—
an expert in the early Christian–Muslim encounter, Copto-Arabic literature,
and the history of the Egyptian Christian community in the Middle Ages—
should be ideally situated to produce the volume The Coptic Papacy in 
Islamic Egypt. In addition to his access to scholarship on Arabic Christian
literature and theology, Swanson also draws on recent research in a range 
of other fields, including Coptic art, Arabic papyrolog y, and Islamic
historiography. This allows him to analyze in detail important changes that

Editors’ Introduction
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took place not only in the public arena between Coptic popes and Muslim
rulers, but also within the Christian community between the clergy and laity.
In doing so, he takes into consideration religious, social, political, and
economic factors that shaped the contours of church leadership during this
period. Framed for both the scholar and the general reader, Swanson’s book
most importantly tells an engaging story—the story of the Copts’ survival
under Islamic rule in Egypt.

The Coptic Papacy in Islamic Egypt is the second of three volumes in the
AUC Press series entitled The Popes of Egypt: A History of the Coptic
Church and Its Patriarchs from Saint Mark to Pope Shenouda III. The 
authors of these volumes have dedicated much of their careers to the study
of Egyptian Christianity and are intimately familiar with the material 
culture and institutional life of the Coptic Church from years of living and
working in Egypt. Volume One, The Early Coptic Papacy, published in
2004, focuses on the history of the Alexandrian patriarchate from its 
origins to the rise of Islam in the seventh century. Its author, Stephen 
J. Davis, is Professor of Religious Studies at Yale University, with special 
expertise in the history of Christianity in late antiquity. The present Volume
Two focuses on the period from the rise of Islam to the Ottoman conquest.
Its author, Mark Swanson, an expert in the Arabic Christian history and 
literature, is the Harold S. Vogelaar Professor of Christian–Muslim Studies
and Interfaith Relations at the Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago
(LSTC). Volume Three focuses on the developments from the Ottoman
era to the present day. Forthcoming under the title The Emergence of the
Modern Coptic Papacy, it is co-authored by two leading scholars in the field.
The first, Magdi Girgis (Ph.D., Cairo University), is a specialist in Coptic
documentary sources during the Ottoman period and author of An Armenian
Artist in Ottoman Egypt: Yuhanna al-Armani and His Coptic Icons (AUC
Press, 2008). The second, Nelly van Doorn-Harder, is a professor in the
Department of Religion at Wake Forest University who has published
books in both Islamic studies and modern Coptic history. Serving as asso-
ciate editor for this third and final volume is Michael Shelley, currently the
Dean and Vice President for Academic Affairs and Director of the Center
of Christian–Muslim Engagement for Peace and Justice at LSTC.

As editors of the series, we want to express our thanks to the American
University in Cairo Press, and especially to Mark Linz and Neil Hewison for
their commitment to this project. The publication of this series is in large
part a testament to their professional vision and dedication.

Stephen J. Davis and Gawdat Gabra, co-editors

x Editors’ Introduction
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I n Volume I of this three-volume set, Stephen J. Davis wrote a “discursive
history” of the early Egyptian papacy, aiming to show “how the
Alexandrian patriarchate was rhetorically and socially ‘constructed’”

in the centuries before the Islamic conquest. His work paid careful attention
to how the popes were represented (or how they represented themselves),
and how “such discourses actually shape the church’s understanding of itself
and its leaders.”1

Such a “discursive historical” method provides a fresh and promising
approach to the study of the Coptic Orthodox patriarchs who led their
community as Egypt was absorbed into the “new world order” of the Dar
al-Islam. As is the case with other treatments of the Coptic Orthodox church
and its leadership under Muslim rule, the Arabic compilation usually known
as the History of the Patriarchs will be a chief source for this study. What may
be new in the present study is that I intend to take seriously recent research
that clarifies the history of composition of the History of the Patriarchs,
especially the work of David W. Johnson and Johannes den Heijer.2 They
and their predecessors have enabled us to discern within this standard
reference a series of compositions by a variety of authors, many of whom were
contemporaries of the patriarchs they portrayed.

The analyses of Johnson, den Heijer, and their predecessors provide the
present study its framework. Each of its nine chapters relates to a particular
source or section of the History of the Patriarchs, as summarized in the  table
on page xii.

Having sorted out the sources, it is possible to ask questions such as: With
what understanding of history does each author work? What “strategies of
representation” (Davis) of the patriarchs can we discern in each author’s
portrayals? What do these writings reveal about Christian life and identity
in a land no longer under Christian rule? What do the identities and 

Author’s Preface

xi
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Chapter Title Dates Author of Source Material
Patriarchs in the History of the 

Patriarchs

interests of the authors tell us about patterns of leadership and patronage in
the church, and their changes with the passage of time?

While the History of the Patriarchs provides the framework for the present
study, it is, of course, not its only primary source. For the period under 
consideration here we have some additional material: other Lives of popes
(sometimes written by contemporaries), homilies and canonical collections
coming from the popes themselves, and a variety of churchly literature
produced by close associates or opponents.

The present volume is by no means a comprehensive history of the Coptic
Orthodox Church in the Middle Ages.3 Discoveries in Coptic archaeology

xii Author’s Preface

One Continuity 
and Reinvention
Benjamin I (#38)–
Simon (#42)

640–700 George “the Archdeacon”
(wrote in Coptic)

Two Patient Sufferers
Alexander II (#43)–
Michael I (#46)

704–767 John “the Deacon”
(wrote in Coptic)

�ree Crisis of Cohesion
Menas I (#47)–
Shenoute I (#55)

767–880 John “the Writer”
(wrote in Coptic)

Four Saints and Sinners
Michael II (#56)–
Shenoute II (#65)

880–1046 Michael al-Damrawi, 
Bishop of Tinnis
(wrote in Coptic)

Five Transitions
Christodoulos (#66)–
John VI (#74)

1046–1216 Mawhub ibn Mansur ibn
Mufarrij and continuators
(wrote in Arabic)

Six Chaos and Glory
Cyril III (#75)

1216–1250 Yuhanna ibn Wahb
(wrote in Arabic)

Seven Marginalized Patriarchs
Athanasius III (#76)–
Gabriel IV (#86)

1250–1378 Anonymous continuators
(wrote in Arabic)

Eight A Burst of Holiness
Matthew I (#87)

1378–1408 Anonymous author of
the Life of Matthew
(wrote in Arabic)

Nine Humility in Action
Gabriel V (#88)–
John XIII (#94)

1409–1524 Anonymous continuators
(wrote in Arabic)

PopesOfEgypt2_30April2010_Layout 1  07.05.10  13:03  Seite xii

Egypt_Swanson, The Coptic Papacy in Islamic Egypt (Volume 2) Pages DH 24-05-2022.indd   12Egypt_Swanson, The Coptic Papacy in Islamic Egypt (Volume 2) Pages DH 24-05-2022.indd   12 24/05/2022   11:17 AM24/05/2022   11:17 AM



and art history, Copto-Arabic literature, Arabic papyrology, and various other
fields are taking place at such a pace that any attempt to offer such a history
is beyond both my competence and my capacity to keep up.4 At the same time,
I at least attempt to be attentive to significant discoveries in these fields, in
the hope that the picture of the Coptic Orthodox papacy that emerges from
a close reading of literary representations will be illumined by results and
insights coming from other disciplines.5

Some readers will find the story of the Coptic Orthodox papacy from the
Arab conquest to the Ottoman conquest to be mainly one of loss and decline.
Certainly, the Christian population of Egypt decreases over the course of the
story from the vast majority of all Egyptians to a small minority. One can seek
the reasons for this decline, making it the center of one’s inquiry. However,
I believe that this story can be read and told in another way: as a remarkable
narrative of survival, in which Coptic Christian identity was continually
reconstructed and maintained in the midst of strong pressures for accommo-
dation to and assimilation with the dominant Arabic–Islamic culture. This
volume is the story of that survival.

Technical Notes
Among the discoveries of Johannes den Heijer is the fact that the History
of the Patriarchs exists in both a ‘primitive’ recension and a later ‘Vulgate’
recension.6 In the present work I have used accessible published texts 
of the ‘Vulgate’ recension, in the awareness that some details may have 
to be reassessed as the ‘primitive’ recension becomes better known and
more accessible.7

Arabic words and names are transcribed without macrons or sublinear
dots, but the reader who knows Arabic should have no difficulty in 
deciphering them.

For much of this volume, I have made use of published English transla-
tions of primary sources, when available, unless I have stated otherwise.8

Accordingly, I normally make reference to the page number of the English
translation when this differs from that of the Arabic text—as is the case with
the Cairo, Société d’Archéologie Copte edition of the History of the Patriarchs
[HPEC]. (I trust those who wish to check the Arabic text to find their own
way to it.) When quoting the English translation of the History of the 
Patriarchs found in HPEC, I have privileged ease of reading over technical
information by (a) eliminating the frequent Greek or Arabic equivalents
given in parentheses; (b) eliminating the parentheses around English words
added for readability; (c) substituting a proper name in square brackets for
“he” or “him” followed by that name in parentheses; (d) placing Arabic words

xiiiTechnical Notes
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(written, as usual in this book, without special symbols) in italics. In the
notes these changes shall be indicated with a statement of the form,
“Translation slightly modified.”

All dates are given in the Common Era. The dates given after the name
of a patriarch or ruler (caliph, sultan) are the dates during which that person
was in office. (Only in the case of four saints treated in Chapter Eight do I
provide dates of birth.) It should be noted that the dates given in this volume
for each patriarchate are sometimes uncertain, with the greatest uncertainty
affecting the dates of the patriarchs of the last third of the seventh century
(see Chapter One): a discrepancy of up to four years may be found between
commonly used reference works.9 Throughout this volume I have used the
dates provided in the detailed tables found as an appendix in Wadi‘ Farajallah
Zakhari, Babawat al-Kanisah al-Mu‘allaqah,10 which differ only very slightly
from those provided by Otto Meinardus in his classic volume, Christian
Egypt, Ancient and Modern.11

xiv Author’s Preface
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This book has been more than �ve years in the writing, and over that
time my debts to friends and colleagues have piled up. In the �rst
place, I want to thank my publishers and editors. Mark Linz and

Neil Hewison of the AUC Press have been both supportive and exceedingly
patient. Steve Davis is not only a great personal and scholarly friend, but a
model editor: his responsiveness to queries and feedback on dra�s of chapters
have been unfailingly prompt, encouraging, and insightful. Gawdat Gabra
has, over the years, lured me into a variety of projects—all of which have
contributed to my ongoing education in Coptic Church history.

Other friends and societies have similarly participated in my education in
matters Coptic, both showing me great hospitality and giving me challenging
assignments: the faculty and students of the Evangelical �eological Seminary
in Cairo; Samir Khalil Samir, sj, a mentor for more than two decades; Hany
Takla and the members of the St. Shenouda the Archimandrite Coptic 
Society; Stephen Emmel and the Board of the International Association 
of Coptic Studies; Betsy Bolman and William Lyster, who drew me in to
projects sponsored by the American Research Center in Egypt; Nelly van
Doorn-Harder, who regularly challenges me to think about contemporary
realities; and all the members of the Asdiqa’ al-Turath al-‘Arabi al-Masihi
(Friends of the Arabic Christian Heritage) in Cairo, of which it was my great
joy to be a member while living in Cairo between 1992 and 1998.

Libraries are critical to a project like this, and I have been privileged to
use some �ne ones. In Cairo, I must mention the library of the Evangelical
�eological Seminary (where friends always make me feel at home); the
Franciscan Centre for Christian Oriental Studies (where Wadi Abullif, ofm,
is unfailingly generous with expertise and resources); and the Netherlands-
Flemish Institute (one of several places where my path has crossed that of
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Han den Heijer, whose research is so foundational to this book). In St. Paul,
Minnesota, my colleagues at the Luther Seminary Library were always help-
ful; Sally Sawyer, in particular, tracked down the most obscure interlibrary
loan requests with delight. Nearby, I spent many fruitful hours at the Wilson
Library of the University of Minnesota; the John Ireland Library of the Saint
Paul Seminary School of Divinity; and the Alcuin Library of St. John’s Uni-
versity, Collegeville. In Chicago, I have the great good fortune to live within
blocks of magni�cent collections: at the Regenstein Library of the University
of Chicago; and at the JKM Library, housed on the campus of the Lutheran
School of �eology at Chicago and sta�ed by wonderful colleagues.

Chapter Eight would have been much poorer had it not been possible to
consult a number of unpublished manuscripts. I had access to a copy of the
Life of Marqus al-Antuni, MS Monastery of St. Paul, Hist. 115, as part of
the American Research Center in Egypt’s Cave Church at the Monastery
of St. Paul conversation and publishing project, which was funded by the
United States Agency for International Development. I am deeply grateful to
my colleagues Gawdat Gabra and Samiha Abd el-Shaheed Abd el-Nour, to
ARCE, and to the monks of the monastery, especially the manuscript librarian
Fr. Yohanna. In addition, Gawdat Gabra supplied me with a photocopy of the
Life of Ibrahim al-Fani in the context of the Monastery of St. Paul project,
while Hany Takla provided me with a copy of the Life of Anba Ruways.

Much of the planning for this volume was done, and the �rst four chapters
written, during a sabbatical leave granted me by Luther Seminary, St. Paul,
Minnesota. I thank the Seminary Board and my colleagues there, as well as
Thrivent Financial for Lutherans for a sabbatical grant that allowed for a
research trip to Egypt.

Many friends and colleagues have read or listened to parts of this book.
Students in an LSTC graduate seminar in the spring of 2007 read and 
critiqued Chapters One through Four, while LSTC colleagues devoted a
faculty colloquy in the fall of 2008 to Chapter Six. I presented material
from Chapter Five at the Eighth Conference on Arab Christian Studies
(Granada, September 2008) and material from Chapter Eight at the Annual
Meeting of the American Academy of Religion (Chicago, November 2008),
while parts of Chapters Five, Seven, and Eight began as presentations at the
annual conferences of the St. Shenouda the Archimandrite Coptic Society
(Los Angeles, 2002–2008). In addition, my friend and colleague Michael
Shelley, my wife Rosanne Swanson, and my father Theodore Swanson
have carefully and uncomplainingly read the drafts that I’ve regularly placed
before them. Steve Davis and Yoni Moss have read the entire text with
close attention. Wadi Abullif, Sharbel Iskandar Bcheiry, Gawdat Gabra,
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Adel Sidarus, Hany Takla, Jos van Lent, and Ugo Zanetti have all responded 
generously to appeals for help on particular points. I am grateful to all these
readers, audiences, and authorities. Obviously, any mistakes in the book are
solely my own responsibility.

Pressures of time made the tasks of compiling a bibliography and an index
seem quite monumental—and it was a great blessing that Yonatan Moss of
Yale University was willing to take them on. I offer my heartfelt thanks to
him, as well as to the AUC Press for support of his precise work. Noha
Mohammed and her associates at the AUC Press have done a magnificent
job of copyediting, proofreading, and design.

My wife Rosanne has been a conversation partner, reader, and constant
source of encouragement throughout this project—which has corresponded
with a busy season of our lives, as our children Carl, Hannah, and Rebekah
grew to adulthood; as we made a move from St. Paul to Chicago; and 
as Rosanne herself completed her Ph.D. and assumed new teaching and 
administrative responsibilities. Rosanne has somehow held us—and me—
together during all of this. It is to her, with love, that I dedicate this book.
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The editions of the History of the Patriarchs
used in this volume are cited as follows:

PO 1.4 B.T.A. Evetts, ed., History of the Patriarchs of the Coptic 
Church of Alexandria, II, Peter I to Benjamin I (661), 
in Patrologia Orientalis, vol. 1, fasc. 4 (Paris: Firmin-
Didot, 1904), 381–519.

PO 5.1 B.T.A. Evetts, ed., History of the Patriarchs of the Coptic 
Church of Alexandria, III, Agathon to Michael I (766), 
in Patrologia Orientalis, vol. 5, fasc. 1 (Paris: Firmin-
Didot, 1910), 1–215.

PO 10.5 B.T.A. Evetts, ed., History of the Patriarchs of the Coptic 
Church of Alexandria, IV, Mennas I to Joseph (849), in 
Patrologia Orientalis, vol. 10, fasc. 5 (Paris: Firmin-
Didot, 1915), 357–551.

HPEC 2.1 Yassa ‘Abd al-Masih and O.  H.  E. Burmester, eds., 
History of the Patriarchs of the Egyptian Church, known 
as the History of the Holy Church, by Sawirus ibn 
al-Mukaffa‘, bishop of al-Asmunin, Vol. II, Part I, Khaël 
II—Shenouti I(AD 849–880) (Cairo: Société d’Archéologie
Copte, 1943).

HPEC 2.2 Aziz Suryal Atiya, Yassa ‘Abd al-Masih, and O.  H.  E. 
Burmester, eds., History of the Patriarchs of the Egyptian 
Church . . . , Vol. II, Part II, Khaël III—Shenouti II (AD
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Succession and Innovation

Seven patriarchs are portrayed in wall paintings around the altars of
the principal church at the Monastery of St. Antony in the eastern
Egyptian desert, where the saint often considered the “father of

monasticism” lived for over forty years.1 Following a pattern common in
Coptic churches, the church has three sanctuaries, each with its own altar,
along its eastern wall. In the sanctuary to the north (left as one faces the
front of the church), one finds within a niche a painting of the founder 
of the Egyptian church and its first patriarch, St. Mark the Evangelist. 
Opposite this, in the sanctuary to the south, there is another niche containing
a wall painting of Athanasius “the Apostolic,” the great champion of 
the faith of Nicaea and Antony’s biographer. Above him, along the eastern
and the southern walls of the sanctuary, are pictured a number of patriarchs
who stand serenely in a row: first Severus of Antioch, then to his left the
Alexandrian patriarchs Dioscorus, Theophilus, and Peter Martyr. Next 
to Peter stands one other patriarch. The inscription recording his name 
has been damaged, but the name appears to begin with B and to end 
with N:2 in all probability, this is Benjamin, anti-Chalcedonian patriarch
of Alexandria at the time of the Arab conquest of Egypt.

It is exalted company in which Benjamin finds himself, and this suggests
that the planner of this painted program, dated to AD 1232/1233,3 intended
to make it clear that Benjamin was a true successor of St. Mark, a confessor
of the faith of Nicaea, a father of his church even from exile (like Athanasius,
Dioscorus, Theophilus, and Severus before him), and one worthy of honor
akin to that of martyrdom (such as those of Mark and Peter).4

One

Continuity and Reinvention

Benjamin I (#38, 623–662) 
Agathon (#39, 662–680)

John III of Samannud (#40, 680–689)
Isaac (#41, 690–692)
Simon (#42, 692–700)

1
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Stories told about Benjamin shortly after his death emphasize and expand
on such a description. A small fragment of a Coptic Life of Benjamin, 
preserved in a single parchment page in Paris,5 relates how the patriarch one
day entered a monastery church (probably that of the Monastery of St.
Macarius) in which there was a painted program not dissimilar from that at
the Church of St. Antony: on the one side of the church, the great Egyptian
monastic founders Antony, Paul, Macarius, and Pachomius were pictured; on
the other, the Alexandrian patriarchs Mark, Peter Martyr, Athanasius (who
is pictured as seated upon a cherub along with his friend and defender Pope
Liberius of Rome), Cyril, and Dioscorus. As Benjamin approached the images
to kiss them before celebrating the liturgy, they gave forth a sweet-smelling oil
and called out, “You are holy, O King and Lord, and your saints!” The cherub
flapped its wings for joy, and the “angel of the altar” called out, “Worthy, worthy,
worthy, the archbishop who will today celebrate the Holy Anaphora!”6 The
saints’ and angels’ welcome makes it clear that Benjamin is a true monk, priest,
and confessor of the faith, a genuine heir of the great Alexandrian patriarchs.

As we examine the sources that record the lives of the (anti-Chalcedonian)
patriarchs of the Egyptian church during the early years of Islamic rule, we
repeatedly meet with an emphasis on the ways in which they—often over
against competitors—stand in true continuity with their sainted predecessors.
At the same time, we will find that the sources tell a story of the shaping of
something new, something for which we can confidently use the expression
‘Coptic Orthodox Church’: a specifically Egyptian church, freed from 
increasingly problematic ties to Constantinople, creating its distinctive forms
of life and witness within the “new Islamic world order.”7 It is a story in which
the patriarchs are intimately involved, through their actions (so far as they are
known to us) and in the way that they are depicted, since these depictions tell
us much about how the Coptic Orthodox Church as a whole is being under-
stood and imagined. It is, perhaps, not surprising that the principal history
of the medieval Coptic Orthodox Church is called the History of the 
Patriarchs: the patriarchs serve as an instantiation—one might even say as
“icons”—of the community as a whole.

Earning the “Crown of Exile”
The section of the History of the Patriarchs dedicated to the period from the
Arab conquest to the death of Patriarch Simon in AD 700 is translated from a
Coptic source written by one George (Jirjah in Arabic) the Archdeacon.8 We
are fortunate in this; George informs us that he was the spiritual son of Patriarch
John III (#40), and scribe to Patriarch Simon (#42). He is therefore a contem-
porary, and sometimes an eyewitness, of many of the events that he describes.

2 Continuity and Reinvention
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George’s account does not actually begin with the Arab conquest of Egypt,
but rather many years earlier, in the aftermath of the Council of Chalcedon
in the second half of the fifth century AD.9 He tells the story of patriarchs who
steadfastly confess “the orthodox faith” before rulers, bear persecution
patiently, and tend their orthodox flock even from exile. They are confronted
with heretics on all sides, but through gentle persuasion are able to win many
back. In Patriarch Benjamin (#38, 623–662), George has considerable
material for elaborating all these themes.

Benjamin had come to the patriarchal throne during the Sassanid 
Persian occupation of Egypt (619–629), and saw the expulsion of the
Persians by the Byzantines under the emperor Heraclius.10 Any sense of
liberation from the Persian yoke was short-lived. Heraclius was determined
to find a solution to the theological quarrel that had been creating division
within the empire for much of the previous two centuries: whether one
must speak of one nature (physis) or of two natures in Jesus Christ, the
incarnate Word. The two-nature formula had been promulgated as dogma
at the Council of Chalcedon in 451, with imperial support; however, the
formula was seen as an inadmissible innovation by many of the staunchest
supporters of Patriarch Cyril of Alexandria, whose “one nature of the
incarnate Word” formula remained a touchstone of Christological ortho-
doxy for many Christians, especially in Egypt and Syria. The emperor’s
attempt at unity involved a carefully calibrated balance of pressure and
theological compromise: an attempt was made to address the legitimate
concerns about Christ’s unity raised by the one-nature Christologians
through the Monoenergist (one-activity) and Monothelite (one-will)
doctrinal proposals, while leaving the politically untouchable two-natures
language of Chalcedon intact.11

The man chosen to implement this policy in Egypt was Cyrus, metro-
politan of Phasis in the Caucasus (whence his Arabic title, “al-Muqawqas”),
who was appointed Chalcedonian patriarch of Alexandria (in 631) with the
authority to impose the imperially approved Christological formulations
on the Egyptian church. Benjamin, as a staunch successor of patriarchs who
had endured maltreatment and exile for the sake of the confession of the
one nature of Christ the incarnate Word, was obliged to flee, and for ten years
he managed to evade imperial agents by taking refuge with the monks of
Upper Egypt. At the end of that period, Byzantine control of Egypt was swept
away by the Arab Muslim armies under the command of ‘Amr ibn al-‘As:
the stronghold of Babylon at the base of the Delta (today’s Old Cairo) fell to
the Arabs in the spring of 641, and the city of Alexandria surrendered to them
in September 642.12

3Earning the “Crown of Exile”
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Benjamin, as we shall see, was soon ready to return from his long period
of hiding from his opponents. His steadfast resistance to imperial coercion,
however, earned him a place in the imagination of later Copts alongside earlier
confessors such as Athanasius (five times banished from his see), Severus (who
spent twenty years in Egypt, exiled from his see in Antioch), and Theodosius
(who spent nearly thirty years in exile in Constantinople). When the History
of the Patriarchs relates Benjamin’s death, we are told that precisely these three
patriarchs came to accompany his soul, which was borne aloft by the holy
angels.13 Like them, he had earned the “crown of exile.”14

The Church in a “New World Order”
The Arab conquest of the Eastern Byzantine provinces and the Sassanid
Persian empire had taken place with remarkable rapidity: the first major
invasion of Byzantine territory took place in 633, and by 648 the ancient
Christian heartland of Egypt, Palestine, Syria, and Iraq was in Arab hands.
This rapid conquest posed enormous challenges to the conquerors, who
had little experience of the complex administrative systems that had been
developed in the ancient lands of the Fertile Crescent, whether of water
management, the ordering of trade and commerce, or the gathering of taxes.
They were, therefore, quite happy to leave in place the social and bureau-
cratic structures that enabled economies to function and produce wealth
in a sustained, uninterrupted way.15 Civil servants carried on as before but
under new management, and in fact for decades continued to keep official
records in the traditional languages of their guilds. Existing Christian and
Jewish religious communities were granted a considerable measure of 
autonomy, in exchange for their fundamental acquiescence in the “new
world order”and payment of taxes. The heads of these religious communities
became the primary points of contact between their communities and the
Arab Muslim authority.16

Once in control in Egypt, ‘Amr shrewdly determined that the anti-
Chalcedonian patriarch Benjamin should be recalled to Alexandria and
allowed to resume his public role as head of the community that claimed 
the allegiance of the great majority of Egyptians.17 Given guarantees of 
safe passage, Benjamin emerged from hiding and returned to Alexandria.
There, in about 644, he met with ‘Amr, who gave him leave to resume the
administration of his community, which was given a considerable degree 
of latitude to tend to its own affairs, with the usual expectations in return.
For Benjamin’s patriarchate, the History of the Patriarchs mentions financial
obligations in passing : the new governor ‘Abd Allah ibn Sa‘d (whom 
the caliph ‘Uthman appointed in 645 to replace ‘Amr) reorganized the 

4 Continuity and Reinvention
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financial bureaus and regulated the collection of the kharaj (land tax); the
History of the Patriarchs remembers him as a “lover of money.”18 It is under
Benjamin’s successor Agathon that we hear the first mention of jizyah (the
term that eventually came to be understood as the poll tax assessed on 
individual non-Muslims, as opposed to the kharaj, which was assessed on
land).19 Agathon was forced to pay the jizyah for his clergy, as well as other
exactions intended to finance the Arab naval buildup in the Mediterranean
(that ‘Abd Allah had very effectively begun).20 In the new Islamic order in
Egypt, the patriarch would increasingly serve—and suffer—as the point 
at which revenue was transferred from the Christian community to the
Muslim ruling class.

Our sources reveal that the Copts had a complex mix of attitudes toward
the Arab conquerors;21 by the time of Patriarch Simon (#42, 692–700), the
coming of the Muslims was being absorbed into anonymous End-Time 
scenarios!22 At first, however, at least some members of the anti-Chalcedonian
community saw their regained autonomy as a liberation.23 One early source
reports Benjamin as offering up the following prayer:

“I give you thanks, my savior Jesus Christ, that you have made
me worthy once again to see the liberty [parrhesia] of the
Orthodox faith, the flourishing of the holy churches, and the
destruction and elimination of the godless heretics.”24

The language of “destruction and elimination of the godless heretics”
is, of course, hyperbolic. While the imperially sanctioned Chalcedonian
community lost its position of privilege with the Byzantine defeat, and 
remained for many decades without a patriarch after the death of Cyrus (in
Constantinople in 643) and the departure from Egypt of his successor Peter
III,25 it continued to claim the loyalties of a number of high civil servants,
who at times did their utmost to promote the welfare of their community
at the expense of the anti-Chalcedonians.26 Rivalry between Chalcedonians
and anti-Chalcedonians would be a continuing feature of Egyptian church
history for a long time to come. Furthermore, the schisms within the anti-
Chalcedonian ranks that had so complicated Egyptian church life in the
late fifth and sixth centuries did not simply go away.27 We continue to hear
of akephaloi, “Phantasaists,” Gaianites, Barsanuphians, and others in sources
such as the History of the Patriarchs.28 However, the prestige that Benjamin
had gained as a staunch confessor of the faith in the face of Chalcedonian
persecution no doubt strengthened his hand as he set about the task of con-
solidating the “orthodox” Church.

5The Church in a “New World Order”
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All the indications in our sources are that he set about this task energet-
ically, seeking to bring back into the fold those church leaders who had
given in to Chalcedonian inducements or pressure under Cyrus and 
to rebuild the anti-Chalcedonian hierarchy that Cyrus had specifically 
targeted.29 He also began a campaign to reclaim,30 repair, and build
churches and monasteries. 

These activities of rebuilding the “infrastructure of the Church and, when
possible, of winning back the various “heretics” to it, continued under
each of his successors. Agathon, for example, “was occupied all his days
in providing for the ordination of priests who were worthy of the laying on
of hands;”31 John III was remembered for bringing Chalcedonians back into
the “orthodox” fold.32 And Simon “chose spiritual men, brilliant in their
deeds, deeply learned in the scriptures and in wisdom and sciences, 
and ordained them bishops over every place.”33 At one point during his
patriarchate, sixty-four bishops gathered in synod.34

One building project of particular significance was the rebuilding of the
cathedral church of St. Mark, which had been destroyed by fire during the
fighting between the Byzantines and the Arabs in Alexandria. For Patriarch
Benjamin and his successors, this church and its relics were of the greatest
significance, as they provided a sacred setting for the regular reenactment of
their claim (over against that of the Chalcedonians, for example) to continuity
with St. Mark, evangelist and first patriarch of Alexandria. This claim is
clearly asserted in the History of the Patriarchs: George the Archdeacon
reports that St. Mark himself appeared to Patriarch Benjamin in a vision,
saying, “O my beloved, make a place for me with thee, that I may abide
therein.”35 George also describes how the relic of the head of St. Mark—
a precious possession of the Coptic Church throughout the period covered
in this book36—was miraculously saved from theft and delivered to the 
patriarch.37 Benjamin then provided a reliquary for St. Mark’s head and
gathered funds for the project of rebuilding his church, which was actually
completed and provided with a sizable endowment under Patriarch John
III.38 John’s final act as patriarch was to recite the liturgy in the church, and
he was buried in the tomb that he had prepared for himself there (and was
later joined by many of his successors).39

Relationships with Rulers
We have already pointed out that, in the new order of affairs in Egypt, the
patriarch had become the chief point of contact between his community
and the Arab Muslim authority. Naturally, then, the existing accounts of
the Coptic patriarchs of the Islamic period show a great deal of interest

6 Continuity and Reinvention
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in the relationship between the patriarch and the highest governmental 
authority in the land, be he governor, caliph, or sultan.

George the Archdeacon wants to make plain to his readers that the first
(and exemplary) encounter between a Muslim governor of Egypt and a Coptic
patriarch was one of the greatest mutual courtesy and respect. He tells the
story of the meeting of Patriarch Benjamin with ‘Amr ibn al-‘As as follows:

And Amr, when he saw the patriarch, received him with 
respect, and said to his companions and private friends: “Verily
in all the lands of which we have taken possession hitherto I
have never seen a man of God like this man.” For the Father
Benjamin was beautiful of countenance, excellent in speech,
discoursing with calmness and dignity.

Then Amr turned to him, and said to him: “Resume the gov-
ernment of all thy churches and of thy people, and administer
their affairs. And if thou wilt pray for me, that I may go to the
West and to Pentapolis, and take possession of them, as I have
of Egypt, and return to thee in safety and speedily, I will do for
thee all that thou shalt ask of me.” Then the holy Benjamin
prayed for Amr, and pronounced an eloquent discourse, which
made Amr and those present with him marvel, and which
contained words of exhortation and much profit for those that
heard him; and he revealed certain matters to Amr, and 
departed from his presence honoured and revered.40

This story is very well known in present-day Egypt; it is regularly retold,
and often amplified upon, in the context of discussions about “national
unity” (that is, Christian–Muslim solidarity within the one Egyptian state).41

It is remarkable in that there is nothing in the account to suggest that ‘Amr
is other than a Christian prince.42 He not only requests prayers, but he listens
to the patriarch preach a sermon and speak words of prophecy! This picture
is certainly idealized. George the Archdeacon wrote his history sometime
after the death of Patriarch Simon in AD 700, that is, more than half a century
after the event, and perhaps had the need to remind his readers of what
governor–patriarch relations ought to be like, and to provide documentation
of a precedent to which appeal could be made.

The first major conflict between governor and patriarch related by the
History of the Patriarchs comes considerably later, when in the course of the
Second Muslim Civil War the caliph Marwan (683–685) successfully 

7Relationships with Rulers
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defeated his rival’s forces in Egypt (684) and appointed his son ‘Abd al-‘Aziz
as governor (685–705). The new governor’s relationship with the Coptic
patriarch John III began badly when John was falsely accused (by Theophanes,
Chalcedonian governor of Mareotis) of behaving arrogantly toward the
governor.43 John was arrested and fined 100,000 dinars, although that sum
was eventually reduced to 10,000 dinars, which the Coptic notables of
Alexandria undertook to pay—establishing a pattern that would often be
repeated. Once the negotiations had been finalized, John was summoned
before the governor, who “raised his eyes to him” and “saw him as if he were in
the similitude of an angel of God.”44 With this, George the Archdeacon’s view
of the paradigmatic pattern of governor–patriarch relations was reestablished.

‘Abd al-‘Aziz did, in fact, come to be actively interested in church affairs,
and in general treated the Copts well.45 This is reflected in a variety of Coptic
literary texts, including, for example, an account of a religious debate 
between (the anti-Chalcedonian) Patriarch John, a Chalcedonian Christian,
and a Jew in the governor’s presence.46 John, as is to be expected in the Coptic
account, confounds his opponents, who convert to the creed of the patriarch.
Then ‘Abd al-‘Aziz enters the conversation, asks a number of questions 
about Christian claims about Christ’s divinity and the reality of his crucifixion,
but is soon reduced to silence by the force of the patriarch’s arguments.47

The governor concludes by conceding that the Christian faith is the true
one and ordering that the patriarch be held in honor!48 While the content
of this sample of “the monk in the emir’s majlis” literature is more typical of
the eighth or ninth century than the seventh,49 its portrayal of a wise and
witty patriarch, able to best his opponents in debate, reconcile heretics to
the true faith, and earn the admiration of the governor, fits well with what
we find elsewhere.50

The most extensive portrayal of the relationship between a patriarch and
the governor ‘Abd al-‘Aziz is found in the contemporary Coptic Life of the
patriarch Isaac by Mena, who near century’s end became bishop of Nikiu
(Pshati). According to Mena, Isaac’s holiness shines through to the governor
(who sees the power surrounding the patriarch as he stands at the altar, 
celebrating the sacrament)51 and to his wife (who sees bands of angels about 
the patriarch as he visits their palace in Hulwan).52 All the same, the patriarch
has enemies who scheme at his downfall. Mena tells a delightful story about a
time that the governor’s advisors persuaded ‘Abd al-‘Aziz to test the patriarch’s
friendship by inviting him to eat with him while forbidding him from making
the sign of the cross over his food, as was his practice.53 The governor’s
Christian secretaries were perturbed, but not the patriarch. He was seated
among a great assembly of notables, and a tray of dates was placed before him.
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Straightaway he stretched out his right hand  .  .  . and said 
to the king, “From which place would you like me to eat?
This place or that place? Here or there?”  .  .  . The king 
answered and said to him, “Eat from whichever part you
want,” and when they had finished eating the dates, the king
let the archbishop leave.54

It was only later that ‘Abd al-‘Aziz realized that Isaac, in asking “This
place or that place? Here or there?” had unostentatiously traced the sign of
the cross over the dates! Rather than erupting in fury, the governor marveled
at the patriarch’s wisdom.55

An area where the Coptic patriarch could easily get into trouble with
the Muslim authorities was that of foreign relations: the patriarch of
Alexandria had the responsibility of consecrating bishops for the churches
in Nubia and Ethiopia, neither of which had been subjected to Arab rule,
and which were occasionally actively hostile to the Muslim authority 
in Egypt. While the Muslim authorities in Egypt sometimes found the 
patriarch to be useful in their diplomatic dealings with Nubian or Ethiopian
kings, direct contacts between the patriarch and foreign ecclesiastical or
secular authorities could look suspicious, and were readily exploitable by
the patriarch’s enemies. 

Both Mena’s Life of Isaac and the History of the Patriarchs make reference
to a particular case during Isaac’s brief term as patriarch, when he intervened
by letter in a quarrel between the Christian kingdoms of Makouria (Nubia)
and Abyssinia.56 Isaac’s enemies seized on the occasion to accuse Isaac of
conspiring to create an anti-Arab alliance, and ‘Abd al-‘Aziz had the patriarch
arrested and brought before him. According to the History of the Patriarchs,
Isaac was saved on this occasion through the perspicacity of his secretaries,
who had foreseen such a danger and, through careful editing, had ensured
that Isaac’s letters were politically blameless.57

Again according to the History of the Patriarchs, a yet more serious 
situation arose during the patriarchate of Isaac’s successor Simon, who, 
we are told, trod very delicately throughout his term in office: “this holy
man Simon was striving all his life to prevent difficulties between the
Christians and the Muslims, so that none might suffer loss through him.”58

When he was approached by an “Indian” (Ethiopian?) envoy who asked
that he consecrate a bishop for his church, he responded: “I cannot ordain
a bishop for you without the command of the Amir, who is governor of 
the land of Egypt. Go to him. . . .”59 When a Gaianite bishop consecrated 
a bishop for the envoy without the governor’s permission, it was Simon
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who was called before the governor, who, before the truth of the matter
came out, threatened to kill him and the bishops, and to tear down the
churches, in recompense for the patriarch’s presumed dealings with an
enemy power.60

Another regular point of contact between governors and the Church had
to do with the appointment of new patriarchs. According to the History of
the Patriarchs, the patriarchs Benjamin (#38), Agathon (#39), and John 
of Samannud (#40) had all been trained by their predecessors and were
enthroned after their deaths with a minimum of delay. Later, however, 
the selection of a new patriarch becomes more complex, in part because of
questions as to who among the Christians had a role in his selection, but also
because of the role that the Muslim ruler came to play in the process. In the
History of the Patriarchs this first becomes apparent in the selection of Isaac
(#41) during the governorship of ‘Abd al-‘Aziz.61 It appears from our sources
that after the death of John of Samannud, the leading bishops of Lower and
Upper Egypt wanted to consecrate a successor without the involvement 
of the governor, and were prepared to rush their candidate, the deacon
George of Sakha, through ordination to the priesthood (on a Sunday) and
then consecration as patriarch (in mid-week), so as to present ‘Abd al-‘Aziz
with a fait accompli.62 The maneuver failed due to the scrupulousness 
of the archdeacon of Alexandria, who refused to participate in these 
uncanonical proceedings; the bishops and their candidates were then 
summoned to Misr to appear before the governor.63 According to the 
History of the Patriarchs, ‘Abd al-‘Aziz commanded the bishops to appoint
the monk Isaac, whom John III had foreseen should succeed him.64 When
Isaac died less than three years later, ‘Abd al-‘Aziz once again summoned the
bishops and their candidates to Misr, where the Syrian monk Simon emerged
as a surprise consensus candidate. When ‘Abd al-‘Aziz asked the bishops
about their strange choice of a non-Egyptian, they replied: “the matter 
belongs to God, and in the second place to thee.”65 The role of the governor
in appointing a new patriarch had been conceded, as had been the role of
the new capital in church affairs.

The complexities of the relationship between the patriarchs of Alexandria
and civil authorities had always been part of the story of the Egyptian church,
but, for the most part, troublesome emperors (for example) were far away,
in places like Constantinople. With the Arab conquest this aspect of the
story of the Church becomes much more intimate, with regular face-to-face
encounters and verbal exchanges between patriarch and governor (or caliph,
or sultan), who often felt it his prerogative to intervene in the affairs of the
Church. An important element in the portrayal of the patriarch throughout
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the period covered in this volume is how he comports himself in this difficult
relationship. In the stories of the patriarchs of the period AD 644–700 we
already see a number of typical elements in this portrayal: the monastic
serenity that evokes admiration; steadfast patience in the face of arbitrary
violence; and quick and disarming wit in negotiating situations fraught with
danger. These patterns are no doubt idealized; but in seeing how Coptic
historians depicted their patriarchs, we get an idea of how they pictured their
Church, and themselves.

A Sacred Geography
When the Arabs conquered Egypt in the 640s, they found a landscape reg-
ularly marked with areas of sanctified space. Churches and monasteries
dotted the landscape, many of them commemorating particular holy men
and women; some of these were sites of annual festivals and destinations for
local or international pilgrimage.66 In addition, several sites had been identified
as way stations on the route of the Flight of the Holy Family into Egypt.67

An important aspect of the history of the Coptic Church in the period
covered in this volume is its tending of sacred space, even as a non-Christian
authority took power and exerted ever-increasing cultural influence in
the land. A major role was played in this process by the patriarchs, begin-
ning with Benjamin. Upon resuming open authority in the Egyptian
church, he set himself to rebuilding monasteries and churches, including
(as we have seen) initiating the project of rebuilding the cathedral church
of St. Mark.68

Benjamin is strongly connected to the desert monastic settlements of
Kellia (called “al-Muna” in the Arabic sources) and Scetis (“Wadi Habib”)
to the south of Alexandria; he passed through them in his flight from
Cyrus,69 and later, upon his restoration to authority, set himself to rebuilding
them. The History of the Patriarchs includes a précis of a book that has also
come down to us in its entirety, The Book of the Consecration of the Sanctuary
of Benjamin, perhaps written by Benjamin’s successor Agathon.70 It relates
how Benjamin agreed to the request of monks coming from “the holy land”
of Scetis to go to the Monastery of St. Macarius in order to consecrate a new
sanctuary that had been built there.71 The consecration is related in the most
awe-inspiring terms, as Benjamin is addressed by a seraph, encounters St.
Macarius himself, and sees the finger of the Lord anointing the walls of the
new sanctuary;72 in all this, Isaiah 19:19 is fulfilled: “In that day there will
be an altar to the Lord in the midst of the land of Egypt.”73

Miraculous details aside, the account of Benjamin’s journey to the
Monastery of St. Macarius is an important witness to the close connection

11A Sacred Geography

PopesOfEgypt2_30April2010_Layout 1  07.05.10  13:03  Seite 11

Egypt_Swanson, The Coptic Papacy in Islamic Egypt (Volume 2) Pages DH 24-05-2022.indd   33Egypt_Swanson, The Coptic Papacy in Islamic Egypt (Volume 2) Pages DH 24-05-2022.indd   33 24/05/2022   11:17 AM24/05/2022   11:17 AM



that this particular monastery would have with the patriarchate over the
coming centuries. The monastery had already served as a refuge for exiled
patriarchs from the time of Theodosius on, and under the Arabs the 
connection between the monastery and the patriarch would become firmer:
most of the patriarchs from the mid-eighth to the mid-eleventh century
would come from the Monastery of St. Macarius, 74 and even later the
monastery claimed a role in consecrating the patriarch.75

A shrine that had attracted pilgrims from throughout the Mediterranean
world in the fifth and sixth centuries was that of St. Mena in Mareotis, to
the southwest of Alexandria.76 If, however, the attribution of the Coptic
Encomium on St. Menas77 to Patriarch John III is correct, then we see the
concern of this very active patriarch for the shrine, which had been largely
destroyed by the Persians in 619. The Encomium reads like a defense of
anti-Chalcedonian rights to the shrine (perhaps necessary at a time that
Theophanes the Chalcedonian was governor of the region)78 as well as an
invitation to pilgrimage (the income from which would undoubtedly have
helped John finance his building and charitable projects).79

A network of shrines that would come to be of great importance to the
Coptic Orthodox Church was the itinerary of the Holy Family during its
‘Flight into Egypt’ from the murderous wrath of King Herod, as mentioned
briefly in the Gospel of St. Matthew (2:14–15). While the history of the
development of this itinerary is fairly opaque,80 it is clear that the city of
Hermopolis (Coptic Shmun, Arabic al-Ashmunayn) was identified as a Holy
Family site already by the late fourth century.81 The Vision of Theophilus—
perhaps a sixth-century text, though attributed to an earlier patriarch
(Theophilus, #23, 385–412)—identifies Tell Basta in the eastern Delta as
the Holy Family’s point of entry into Egypt, and the town of Qusqam (and
the nearby monastery known as Dayr al-Muharraq), some twenty miles south
of Hermopolis, as the southernmost point in the Holy Family’s journey.82

The Homily on the Rock—from the sixth or seventh century, but attributed
to the patriarch Timothy Aelurus (#26, 455–477)—promoted the site,
thirty miles to the north of Hermopolis, of Jabal al-Tayr.83 Through the
attribution of authorship, the authority of revered patriarchs was being
claimed for these pilgrimage sites.

The tradition continued to be elaborated, as more and more sites were
integrated into the Holy Family’s itinerary. One text that claims to go back
to the first century of Islamic rule is a Homily on the Entry of the Holy Family
into Egypt attributed to Zacharias of Sakha, consecrated bishop when Simon
was patriarch (692–700). Unfortunately, the homily exists only in Arabic
translation in manuscripts not older than the fourteenth century AD. They
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give an elaborate itinerary for the Holy Family’s sojourn including the Delta,
Scetis, and the vicinity of the capital (al-Fustat or Cairo).84

In all of this, we may see a desire to tend the Egyptian Christian ‘sacred
geography’. The Consecration of the Sanctuary of Benjamin assures its readers
that an “altar to the Lord” did exist in the land of Egypt, in fulfillment of
Isaiah 19:19, in shrines that could be described as “the Paradise of God, the
meeting place of the angels, the joy of the saints, the place of the repose of
the righteous.”85 The developing Holy Family traditions reinforced a sense 
of Egypt as a “ holy land”—not just in its desert fastnesses, but also in its towns,
roads, and boat landings along the Nile. The construction of a Christian
Egyptian ‘sacred geography’, existing as a network of churches, shrines, and
monasteries, would in centuries to come (and to the present day) help to
sustain a Coptic Christian culture and sense of rootedness, even as Arabization
and Islamization made their inexorable progress in the country as a whole.
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