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1. Contributi

1.1 Sezioni monografiche

1.1.1 The Coptic Book: Codicological Features, Places of Production, Intellectual Trends

Introduction
by

Paola Buzi

The theme section of this issue of Adamantius collects the proceedings of the international conference 
The Coptic book between the 6th and the 8th centuries: codicological features, places of production, intel-
lectual trends (Rome, “Sapienza” Università di Roma – Academia Belgica, 21-22 September 2017)1, orga-
nized within the scientific activities of the ERC project “PAThs - Tracking Papyrus and Parchment Paths: 
An Archaeological Atlas of Coptic Literature. Literary Texts in their Geographical Context: Production, 
Copying, Usage, Dissemination and Storage”, plus two more contributions – respectively dedicated to the 
Coptic version of the letter of Athanasius to the monk Dracontius, transmitted by a horizontal roll, and to 
the Coptic tradition of John Chrysostom’s homilies on the Epistle to the Hebrews – that, although exce-
eding the chronological limits dealt with the conference, are extremely relevant for the reconstruction of 
the development of the Christian Egyptian book and literary tradition.
It is important to stress that the term ‘book’ is meant here both as a material object – with its specific 
codicological and palaeographic features –2 and as a carrier of texts and intellectual products. Moreover, 
it must be clear that the adjective “Coptic” is used in this context to refer to the entire Late Antique Chri-
stian Egyptian book production, therefore written also in Greek, and not only to books that transmit texts 
in the Coptic language.
The choice of dedicating a conference – the first of the “PAThs” project – to the book production between the 
6th and the 8th centuries was not fortuitous: despite the important recent progresses made in the understan-
ding of this period of the history of the Coptic book 3 – and of the book in general, since Egypt can be consi-
dered a real laboratory of the physical features of codices, in terms of formats, quire systems, bookbindings, 
combination and arrangement of texts –, much remains to be clarified and explored, such as the nature of 

1  ERC Advanced Grant (2015) project n° 687567, hosted by “Sapienza” Università di Roma (paths.uniroma1.it; https://
atlas.paths-erc.eu). See P. Buzi, Tracking Papyrus and Parchment Paths: An Archaeological Atlas of Coptic Literature; 
Literary Texts in Their Geographical Context; Production, Copying, Usage, Dissemination and Storage (PAThs), Early 
Christianity 8 (2017), 507-516; P. Buzi – J. Bogdani – N. Carlig – M. Giorda – A. Soldati, “Tracking Papyrus and 
Parchment Paths”: A New International project on Coptic Literature, Rivista del Museo Egizio 1 (2017) [https://rivista.
museoegizio.it/]; P. Buzi – F. Berno – J. Bogdani, The ‘PAThs’ Project: an Effort to Represent the Physical Dimension 
of Coptic Literary Production (Third–Eleventh centuries), Comparative Oriental Manuscripts Studies Bulletin 4.1 (???) 
39-58.
2  More and more specialists of manuscripts and early printed books, of various cultural areas and disciplines, are now 
studying the textual/cultural aspects of books in strict relation with their physical features, internal and external. See 
for instance B.J. Fleming, The Materiality of South Asian Manuscripts from the University of Pennsylvania MS Coll. 390 
and the Rāmamālā Library in Bangladesh, Manuscript Studies 1.1 (Spring 2017) 3-26, and B. Wagner, M. Reed (eds.), 
Early Printed Books as Material Objects. Proceeding of the Conference Organized by the IFLA Rare Books and Manu-
scripts Section Munich, 19-21 August 2009, Berlin-Munich 2010.
3  For the case of Thebes see A. Boud’hors, À la recherche des manuscrits coptes de la région thébaine, in From Gnostics 
to Monastics. Studies in Coptic and Early Christianity in Honor of Bentley Layton, ed. D. Brakke - S.J. Davis - S. Emmel, 
Leuven - Paris, Bristol (CT) 2017, 175-212; Ead., Copie et circulation des livres dans la region thébaine (viie-viie siè-
cles), in “Et maintenant ce ne sont plus que village…”. Thèbes et sa region aux époques héllenistique, romain et byzantine, 
ed. A. Delattre, P. Heilporn, Brussels 2008, 149-161; Ead., Copyist and Scribe: Two Professions for a Single Man? 
Palaeographical and Linguistic Observations on Some Practices of the Theban Region According to Coptic Texts from the 
Seventh and Eighth Centuries, in Scribal Repertoires in Egypt from the New Kingdom to the Early Islamic Period, ed. J. 
Cromwell - E. Grossman, Oxford 2017, 274-295.
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libraries and their criteria of selection, the tastes and the interests that were behind their formation, but 
also the evolution in the making of the codex and the professional competences involved4. The scant in-
formation concerning all these aspects that are provided by well-known 9th-11th-century libraries in fact 
is even poorer for previous periods.
A better knowledge of this phase of the Coptic book production will contribute to the definitive aban-
donment of the misleading praxis for using the most famous mediaeval libraries – White Monastery, 
Monastery of the Archangel Michael (Hamūli), Monastery of Macarius (Scetis) – as a model and a meter 
on which to measure the entire history of Coptic manuscript tradition.
Moreover, also thanks to recent discoveries due to active archaeological excavations, it appears clearer and 
clearer that it is possible to talk about a “regionality of the book production”, being the area of Thebes one 
of the most generous in providing new finds consisting of books, in all possible forms and writing suppor-
ts, that shed light on the cultural trainings and literary tastes of the inhabitants of urban settlements (such 
as Jeme) and of a constellation of different forms of ‘monasteries’ (from essential and remote hermitages 
to well-organized topoi).
Whenever possible, therefore, it becomes essential to take into consideration the place(s) where a text was 
copied and a book was manufactured and stored and has circulated. In this way, cultural orientations and 
literary tastes in specific areas of Egypt will be singled out, while changes in the manufacture of codices 
will emerge, in a manuscript tradition that offers the oldest witnesses for the use of codex.

The theme section is articulated in three parts. The first – Literary culture(s), and book production in Egypt 
between the 4th and the 10th centuries – that aims at analyzing different libraries and regional milieus of 
Late Antique and early Mediaeval Egypt, is opened by an article of Gianfranco Agosti, which deals with 
the common ground of Greek and Coptic paideia, comparing the Late Antique Greek learned poetry with 
the contemporary Coptic hagiographic production. Then Sofía Torallas Tovar discusses one of the most 
important bibliological discoveries of the last years, a papyrus roll containing Athanasius of Alexandria’s 
Letter to Dracontius in Coptic version, that much adds to our knowledge of the cultural activities of early 
Egyptian Church institutions. The section continues with a contribution of Paola Buzi dedicated to the 
ancient library of the cathedral of This, consisting of a number of Coptic codices dating to the end of the 
7th century or the beginning of the 8th, preserved in the Egyptian Museum, Turin, and now the object of a 
complete re-examination within the activities of the “PAThs” project, with particular attention to ancient 
restorations and re-writings and the codicological features. The criteria of selection and arrangement of 
the works of two important Christian libraries of early mediaeval Egypt, that of the Monastery of Apa 
Shenoute and that of the Monastery of Macarius, which represent different manners of preservation of the 
Coptic literary tradition, are the object of Tito Orlandi’s contribution. Lastly, the section offers an accurate 
status quaestionis of the reception of John Chrysostom’s homilies dedicated to the Epitle to the Hebrews 
(Francesco Berno).
The second section – Coptic Books from the Theban region – takes its inspiration from the discovery of 
the three Theban Coptic books of the so-called pit MMA 1152 by Tomasz Górecki and his team5, whose 
provenance is archaeologically well documented, a fact of great importance for a project like “PAThs”, 
that aims at analysing the Coptic book in strict relation to the geo-archaeological context. The section, 
however, is opened by a more general and at the same time very accurate overview of the literary manu-
scripts, in Greek and Coptic, found in Thebes, with a particular attention to their archaeological contexts 
(Elisabeth R. O’ Connell). This is followed by a contribution on one of the most interesting multiple-text 
manuscripts of the Theban area, P. Bodmer 58, as far as the content and the physical aspects are concerned 
(Anne Boud’hors).

4  In this respect, the contribution of A. Maravela, Monastic book production in Christian Egypt, in Spätantike Bib-
liotheken. Leben und Lesen in den frühen Klöstern Ägyptens, ed. H. Froschauer, C.E. Römer, Wien 2008, 25-38 is 
very useful.
5  T. Górecki, Sheikh Abd el-Gurna (Hermitage in Tomb 1152). Preliminary Report, 2005, Polish Archaeologial Mission 
22 (2017) 263-274; Id., Sheikh Abd el-Gurna, in A. Majewska, Seventy Years of Polish Archaeology in Egypt. Catalogue 
of the Exhibition. Egyptian Museum in Cairo, 21 October - 21 November 2007, Warsaw 2017, 176-181; Id., ‘It might come 
in useful’: Scavening among the Monks from the Hermitage in MMA 1152, Étude et Travaux 27 (2014) 129-150.
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Most of the contributions of this section are, therefore dedicated, to the archaeological context of disco-
very (this is the case of the article written by Tomasz Górecki† and Ewa Wipszycka), to the texts that are 
transmitted by the codices (Renate Dekker, Alberto Camplani with the collaboration of Federico Contar-
di, Przemysław Piwowarczyk), to their codicological features (Nathan Carlig), to the liturgical aspects of 
the historical contexts (Agnes Mihálykó), and to scribal subscriptions (Agostino Soldati).
Lastly, the third sections contain an article by Julian Bogdani that aims at showing how digital humanities, 
with their broad and diversified tools and methodologies, can contribute to a better knowledge of Late 
Antiquity, notably of Christian Egyptian manuscript and literary production in its geographical context.

A few days before the conference, we received the sad news of the passing of Mons. Paul Canart, an in-
spirer and guide for several of the authors of this theme section. He had been invited to take part in the 
conference as discussant and therefore I find it appropriate and dutiful to celebrate his memory with a 
brief ricordo of his human and scientific qualities by Marilena Maniaci. It is our way to thank him for his 
extraordinary teachings in the fields of codicology and palaeography.

Paola Buzi
ERC Advanced Grant 2015 Principal Investigator:

«PAThs - Tracking Papyrus and Parchment Paths: an Archaeological Atlas of Coptic Literature. 
Literary Texts in their Geographical Context. 
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