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Most Distinguished President of  the University of  Göttingen and Dean of  the Faculty of  Humanities 
Honorable President of  the Göttingen Academy of  Sciences and Humanities, 
Your Eminence, Metropolitan Damian, 
Honorable Egyptian Cultural and Scientific Counsellor and Director of  the Egyptian Cultural Centre 
Esteemed Members of  the Organising Committee, 
Dear Colleagues, Students and Friends, 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
on behalf  of  the International Association for Coptic Studies, I would like to express my deepest 
gratitude for hosting the 13th International Congress of  Coptic Studies in this city and at this academic 
institution, both of  which occupy a place of  great importance in the history of  our discipline. 
As it has been already recalled by the Congress Secretary and by our colleague Heike Behlmer, the name 
of  this remarkable city—die Stadt, die Wissen schafft, the city that creates knowledge—immediately evokes 
some of  the great figures who helped shape theology and Oriental studies, also by means of  Coptic texts. 

The first is Johann David Michaelis (Halle, 1717 – Göttingen, 1791), a true pioneer. Although he did 
not hold the title of  professor of  Oriental Languages and cannot properly be described as a 
Coptologist—the discipline would emerge as such only several decades later—he fully appreciated the 
importance of  the Coptic tradition for the textual criticism of  both the Old and New Testaments and, 
consequently, for the reconstruction of  the earliest forms of  the biblical text. 

The second is, of  course, Paul de Lagarde (1827–1891), who served as professor of  Oriental 
Languages at this university from 1869 until his death. It is hardly necessary to recall that, in addition to 
initiating the ambitious project of  a critical edition of  the Septuagint, Lagarde was a prolific editor of  
Coptic texts, both biblical and non-biblical, and thus played a foundational role in the development of  
Coptic studies as a scholarly discipline. 

This legacy remains very much alive today. It is reflected in the remarkable breadth of  scholarly activity 
fostered by the Chair of  Coptic Studies, under whose auspices numerous scholars have been trained and 
have subsequently taken up academic appointments across the world. Nor does the influence of  this 
institution end there. The vitality of  the Göttingen Chair of  Coptology has also given rise to major 
international research initiatives, among which the Kellia Project and the long-term project Digital Edition 
of  the Sahidic Old Testament hold a particularly illustrious place, both also standing at the forefront of  digital 
humanities research. 

We are therefore both honoured and grateful to be welcomed to a place that represents one of  the 
most important centres in the historical and present development of  Coptic studies, studies that are 
united in an indissòluble bond with their older counterpart, represented by Egyptology. 

This gathering is also special for another reason. The IACS celebrates this year the fiftieth anniversary 
of  its foundation, having been established in Cairo in 1976, where the first International Congress of  
Coptic Studies also took place. Over the past five decades, the Association has accompanied and 
supported the growth of  our field, fostering scholarly exchange across generations, disciplines, and 
national boundaries. It is therefore especially fitting that we celebrate this milestone here in Göttingen. 

Since the Second International Congress of  Coptic Studies, held in Rome in 1980, it has become an 
established tradition for the President of  the International Association for Coptic Studies to deliver an 
opening address at each quadrennial congress. My distinguished predecessors have approached this 
responsibility in various ways, at times offering lectures on specific scholarly topics. 
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On this occasion, I would like to use the time at my disposal to reflect on the current state of  health 
of  Coptic studies and on some of  the developments that have shaped the field in recent years. These 
remarks make no claim to comprehensiveness and are necessarily based by my own perspective, which 
has been shaped by participation in our congresses since the meeting held in Leiden in 2000. 
 
What is Coptology today, and why do we still gather every four years? 
 
As several eminent scholars have already observed, defining Coptology—or Coptic Studies, if  you 
prefer—is far from straightforward. This broad and multifaceted field, itself  composed of  numerous 
sub-disciplines, overlaps in many respects with neighbouring areas of  research. Egyptology, papyrology, 
biblical studies, archaeology, and the history of  Christianity are but some of  the most evident examples. 
In particular, as I have already remarked, I am convinced that the bond between Coptology and 
Egyptology is indissoluble, to the extent that wherever there is a Chair of  Egyptology, there should also 
be a Chair of  Coptology. 

Yet, despite the difficulty of  establishing a precise taxonomy or drawing clear disciplinary boundaries, 
we continue to regard it as meaningful and important to gather every four years. This fact alone suggests 
that we recognize the existence of  a common denominator that unites our diverse research interests and 
perspectives. 

That common denominator, I would argue, is the specific Egyptian character of  the phenomena we 
study, whether they concern architecture, art, literature (in its broadest sense), language, or the history of  
the book. Despite the profoundly complex and interconnected nature of  late antique and early mediaeval 
Egyptian culture, there remains something that we instinctively recognize as specifically Egyptian. And 
by this I do not mean merely the language or the history of  the Egyptian Church after the Council of  
Chalcedon, but the full spectrum of  artistic, intellectual, religious, and cultural expressions that emerged 
within the Egyptian context. 

Even the material history of  the book illustrates this point. A few years ago, we might have been more 
hesitant to make such a claim. Today, however, it is increasingly evident that Coptic codices possess 
distinctive characteristics that set them apart, if  not entirely, then at least in significant respects, from 
their Greek or international (so to say) counterparts. The growing body of  research devoted to the 
materiality of  manuscripts has demonstrated that local traditions, practices, and choices shaped the 
production of  books in ways that are neither incidental nor secondary, but rather constitute an integral 
part of  the cultural identity that we seek to understand. 

It is precisely this combination of  diversity and coherence, openness and disciplinary specificity, that 
continues to make Coptology a vibrant field of  inquiry and a fruitful arena for scholarly exchange. For 
this reason, our quadrennial congresses remain indispensable occasions for intellectual engagement and 
the advancement of  the discipline. 

At the same time, however, the modalities governing the publication of  the congress proceedings 
merit careful reconsideration. In my opinion, in an academic environment characterized by an ever-
accelerating pace of  communication, a four-years wait (or more) before the publication of  contributions 
is increasingly difficult to bear. Such delays not only diminish the timeliness and impact of  the scholarship 
presented, but may also prove particularly detrimental to early-career researchers, for whom the prompt 
dissemination of  research is often of  critical importance. This is an issue to which we, as an association, 
should give the most serious consideration. 

Moving to the perspective of  communication, the IACS now benefits from a new website, developed 
by our new webmaster, Alin Suciu, who four years ago succeeded the Association’s long-serving 
webmaster, former President and now honorary president, Tito Orlandi. All the materials of  the old 
website have been migrated, including the Newsletter (from issue 1 - 1977), that represents the memory 
of  the Association, and of  course new contents have been added. It is useless to say that the website 
constitutes our principal window onto the wider scholarly world—together with the Journal of  Coptic 
Studies of  which we will talk about in a moment, and therefore we all share responsibility for enriching it 
with content, resources, and useful information. Its value ultimately depends on the active contribution 
of  the entire community. 
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At this point, without in any way anticipating or overshadowing the contributions that will be presented 
in the plenary reports—a feature of  our congresses introduced in 1984 at the initiative of  the late Bentley 
Layton, and one which, in my view, by itself  justifies our gathering every four years—I would nevertheless 
like to offer a few snapshots of  some of  the directions in which Coptic studies are currently evolving. 

It seems to me that much has changed over the past few years. Perhaps the most evident development 
has been a gradual reduction in the degree of  compartmentalization that once characterized the various 
sub-disciplines of  Coptology. There is today a greater willingness to engage in dialogue across fields of  
expertise, and the boundaries that traditionally separated scholarly interests have become more 
permeable. 

This does not mean that specialization has disappeared—nor should it. Rather, it means that scholars 
increasingly recognize the value of  approaching common questions from multiple perspectives and of  
integrating methodologies that were once pursued in relative isolation. The result is a more 
interconnected and intellectually dynamic discipline, capable of  addressing old problems with new tools. 
 
The era of  collaborative projects 
 
One of  the most notable developments in contemporary Coptology—and a consequence what we have 
just said—is the growing number of  collaborative research initiatives. Supported by various forms of  
national and international funding, these ambitious projects, often interdisciplinary in scope, are able to 
pursue objectives and achieve results that would be difficult, if  not impossible, for individual scholars to 
accomplish alone. 

Some of  these initiatives were not established within the last four years—such as the case of  Coptic 
Scriptorium—yet they continue to thrive with renewed momentum (impressive results for CS, also thanks 
to a collaboration with the CMCL). Their sustained vitality and longevity constitute significant 
achievements in their own right. Other projects are more recent, but their accomplishments are already 
remarkable. Kyprianos is a prominent example, but many other could be mentioned, such as the two big 
projects led by Hugo Lundhaug (New Contexts for Old Texts and Apocrypha), or Loreleï Vanderheyden’s 
project Reconstructing Scribal Vernacular Practices. Coptic Correspondence and Vernacular Scribal Practices in Late 
Antique and Early Islamic Egypt or, to make a last example, the recent project Secondary Pseudepigraphy: 
Claimed Apostolically-Connected Authors and the Reception of  Early Christian Literature directed by Dan Batovici. 

While the importance of  these enterprises is beyond question, I would like to draw attention to two 
aspects of  them that are often underestimated and that may prevent a full appreciation of  the efforts 
required to bring them to fruition. 

The first concerns the challenge of  coordination. Principal investigators are responsible for defining 
the scientific agenda while coordinating diverse expertise within the research team and managing 
administrative and organizational responsibilities alongside teaching and service commitments. Effective 
leadership therefore requires the integration of  scholarly vision, managerial competence, and resilience. 
Although leading a large collaborative project is intellectually and professionally rewarding, it also 
represents a highly demanding undertaking 

For this reason, I would encourage a measure of  understanding when evaluating the scholarly 
outcomes of  such projects. Results may not always fully meet expectations or appear commensurate with 
the time and resources invested. However, much of  the work remains invisible, including theoretical 
development, methodological design, and the continuous management of  practical and administrative 
challenges. These essential efforts provide the foundation for all visible achievements. 

A second, closely related aspect concerns the production of  digital research resources, which often 
emerge from large-scale collaborative projects. Despite the considerable intellectual and technical effort 
required to create and maintain such resources, databases and digital infrastructures are still not valued 
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or cited on the same level as traditional publications. They continue to be regarded as ancillary to “proper” 
scholarly outputs, as though printed volumes held greater authority or prestige. 

Such assumptions are increasingly difficult to sustain. The intellectual and technical labour involved 
in designing, developing, documenting, and maintaining a scholarly digital resource is no less significant—
and often considerably greater—than that required for a printed work. 

Moreover, the dynamic nature of  these resources should not be confused with ephemerality. Their 
capacity for continual revision, expansion, and refinement is one of  their main strengths, allowing them 
to evolve alongside new discoveries, methodologies, and scholarly debates. Their mutability is therefore 
not a limitation but a defining feature of  their enduring value as living instruments of  research. 

In short, digital resources—including databases, digital corpora, and electronic editions—are not 
merely tools for producing scholarly knowledge but scholarly outputs in their own right. They should therefore 
receive the same recognition, citation, and critical engagement as printed publications. 

A promising point of  departure for a change of  attitude is the fact that, for the first time in the history 
of  our congresses, the present programme includes a report specifically devoted to the application of  
digital humanities to Coptic studies. 
 
Coptic Studies in Egypt 

Coptic Studies, across their many branches—from philology and papyrology to literary history, 
archaeology, and art history—are currently experiencing remarkable vitality in Egypt. The flourishing of  
the discipline within what must be ultimately regarded as its natural cultural and historical setting is a 
development of  considerable significance.  

The Coptic language is taught and studied at a number of  public universities, including Ain Shams, 
Cairo, Alexandria, Helwan, Fayyum, Minya, and Sohag (with apologies for any omissions). In many cases, 
teaching is closely integrated with papyrological research, particularly in the editing of  documentary texts. 

The vitality of  these academic institutions is further reflected in the regular publication of  scholarly 
journals which, although not always devoted exclusively to the study of  late antique and mediaeval Egypt, 
are increasingly attentive to themes and research questions of  direct relevance to Coptic studies. 

Some of  these journals enjoy a long and distinguished history, such as the Journal of  the Faculty of  Arts 
of  Assiut University. Others are of  more recent foundation, yet no less rigorous in their scholarly standards. 
Among these may be mentioned the Journal of  Archaeological Research and Studies (JARS), published by 
Minya University; the Journal of  the Hellenic Institute of  Egyptology, established in 2011; Shedet, issued by the 
Faculty of  Tourism and Hotels of  Fayyum University; and Coptica Alexandrina, founded in 2021 as a direct 
outcome of  the activities of  the Centre for Coptic Studies, itself  established in 2013. 

It is scarcely necessary to recall the long and prestigious history of  the Bulletin de la Société d’Archéologie 
Copte, which has accompanied the activities of  the Society of  Coptic Archaeology since its foundation in 
1934 and has recently undergone a welcome process of  renewal and revitalisation. 

Alongside these academic initiatives, archaeological research has likewise expanded considerably. In 
recent years, several excavations of  late antique—and often explicitly Christian—sites have been 

undertaken by Egyptian teams. Suffice it to mention the recent excavations near ʿAyn Nadūra, where 
painted Coptic inscriptions have come to light, or the monastery of  al-Qalāyā in the eastern Delta, whose 
discovery attracted considerable international attention. Both examples testify not only to the 
extraordinary richness of  late antique Egypt’s archaeological heritage, which is still far from being fully 
explored of  course, but also to the growing expertise and increasing prominence of  Egyptian scholars in 
its investigation. 

This liveliness is perhaps best embodied by the two wholly Egyptian institutions already mentioned 
above: the Centre for Coptic Studies of  the Bibliotheca Alexandrina and the Société d’Archéologie Copte. 

Despite their differing histories, organisational structures and institutional affiliations, both have 
become indispensable actors in the promotion of  Coptic studies, through research projects, conferences, 
publications, and the regular invitation of  international specialists. 
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Two identifying publications: the Claremont Coptic Encyclopedia and the Journal of  Coptic 
Studies 

The natural convergence of  Egyptian and international Coptological scholarship finds a particularly 
effective expression in an undertaking with which we are all familiar, yet which we perhaps too often take 
for granted: the Claremont Coptic Encyclopedia, which we can consider the second life of  the printed Coptic 
Encyclopedia. 

Under the general editorship of  Michael Saad, the tireless team behind this project has done far more 
than simply make the printed Coptic Encyclopedia available online. It has embarked upon the much more 
ambitious task of  systematically revising, updating, and enriching its contents. This is an endeavour that 
is as necessary as it is demanding, for even the most authoritative scholarly contributions inevitably 
become dated as research advances and new evidence emerges. 

I can personally attest to the seriousness, dedication, and meticulous attention to detail with which 
this work is being carried out. Through the regular dissemination of  lists of  newly added and revised 
entries, the scholarly community is able to follow in real time the ongoing growth of  this pivotal resource. 

Particularly impressive is the diligent process of  creating internal links among the more than two 
thousand entries that comprise the Encyclopedia. Although largely invisible to most users, this work in the 
backstage substantially enhances the coherence and research value of  the entire project, transforming it 
from a digitized reference work into a genuinely interconnected scholarly environment, for which our 
entire scholarly community should be deeply grateful. 
 
There is another publication that we risk taking for granted, and this is of  course the Journal of  Coptic 
Studies. 

Under the highly effective leadership of  Anne Boud’hors, the Journal of  Coptic Studies has consolidated 
its position as a leading publication in the field. It remains one of  the few journals to serve as the direct 
scholarly voice of  a scientific association, thereby fulfilling an important identity-forming function within 
the discipline. At the same time, its scholarly standing extends well beyond the confines of  our 
community, establishing it as a highly respected international journal of  reference with a broad 
interdisciplinary readership. 

If  we add to this the punctuality with which every single issue is published—sometimes you haven’t 
even had time to finish reading one issue before another one appears—it is clear that we are dealing with 
something extraordinary. 

By her own choice, Anne will very soon no longer be editor-in-chief  of  the Journal, and the IACS 
board has already named the new team, consisting of  Matthias Müller, assisted by Korshi Dosoo, Ester 
Garel, and Ivan Miroshnikov. We obviously owe Anne our deepest gratitude, while we extend our best 
wishes for success to the members of  the new direction, reminding them that they can always count on 
the advice of  the board members. 
 

A bridge between Egypt and elsewhere: the St Shenouda Coptic Society 
 
I should also like to pause for a moment to acknowledge another institution which, although by no means 
recently founded, continues to impress through its remarkable vitality and the quality of  its initiatives. 
Even those who, like myself, are unable for geographical reasons to benefit from direct participation in 
its activities—apart from occasional correspondence with its President, Hany Takla, whose exceptional 
personal qualities are matched only by his scholarly accomplishments—are fully aware of  the important 
role this respected society plays within our field. 

Over the years, the St Shenouda the Archimandrite Coptic Society has established itself  as one of  the leading 
institutions for the promotion of  Coptic studies. Its library constitutes an outstanding resource, housing 
a rich collection of  books and manuscripts. Each summer, the Society organises a conference at UCLA, 
whose programmes regularly feature contributions from local, national, and international scholars. This 
year marks the twenty-seventh edition of  that conference. Equally noteworthy is its journal, Coptica, which 
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not only meets high editorial standards but consistently offers a wealth of  stimulating and original 
scholarship. 
 
Beyond Late Antiquity and Middles Ages 
 
The relevance of  Coptic Studies extends well beyond the investigation of  Egypt’s past. Increasingly, 
scholars are engaging with the realities of  contemporary Coptic communities through projects and 
research devoted to migration and diaspora, oral history, digital heritage, religious and cultural heritage 
identity, social engagement, and last but not least the revival of  the arts. Such initiatives demonstrate that 
Coptic Studies are not only a discipline concerned with antiquity, but also an important lens through 
which to understand the challenges and transformations of  the modern world.  

A panel on contemporary Copts was organized for the first time in 2012 at the Coptic Congress in 
Rome, while ten years later, at the Congress of  Brussels, Gaétan du Roy was responsible for the first 
plenary report on “The Emerging Field of  Contemporary Coptic Studies”. Personally, I believe it would 
be important to give greater prominence to these areas of  research at our future congresses. 
 
Towards a new understanding of  the early late antique landscape: the value of  remaining open 
to surprise 
 
In the final part of  these reflections—which, as you will have noticed, are highly personal and somewhat 
eclectic, following the course of  my own curiosity—I would like to emphasise the necessity of  continually 
reassessing our analytical frameworks regarding Egyptian history—a task profoundly aided by recent 
archaeological advancements. 

Traditionally, the periodic plenary reports on the progress of  archaeological research presented at our 
congresses have been devoted specifically to Christian archaeology, as is also the case at the present 
congress. This reflects the obvious predominance of  ecclesiastical and monastic contexts within the 
archaeological record, as well as their central role in the history of  late antique and mediaeval Egypt. 

However, there is one period, which we may term the early late antique era, that remains both elusive 
and crucial to our understanding of  the transition towards what may be described as the fully “Coptic” 
landscape. For a variety of  reasons—including the inherently palimpsestic character of  archaeological 
landscapes—this phase has long proved difficult to reconstruct. Yet it is precisely this formative period 
of  Late Antiquity that has benefited most from recent archaeological research. 

By means of  a few selected case studies, I would like to illustrate how our understanding of  the period 
between the third and fifth centuries has been transformed in recent years, making increasingly apparent 
that this was a laboratory of  forms, symbols, and cultural practices, many of  which would only later be 
codified and integrated into what we now recognise as the typical expressions of  Coptic culture. 
 
The reopening of  regions that had long remained difficult to access, particularly the Western Desert and 
its oases, has played a crucial role in this process.  

At the beginning of  the fourth century, a network of  remarkably uniform settlements was established 
in the Kharga Oasis. Each consisted of  a prominent central structure, flanked by square or rounded 
towers, and surrounded by a compact cluster of  dwellings linked by covered passageways, all enclosed 
within a continuous perimeter wall. 

Their appearance initially led scholars to interpret them either as military forts or fortified monasteries. 
However, their interpretation as a fortified monasteries has not been supported by any archaeological 
evidence. The study of  the best-preserved example, Umm al-Dabadib, together with observations from 
its twin settlement, Qasr al-Labakha, has shown that they fulfilled a dual function: cultivating the 
surrounding land for subsistence and controlling the caravan routes on which they were strategically 
located. 

Although their fortified character undoubtedly projected military authority over the route network, 
these settlements were closer in nature to agricultural colonies than to military installations. The so-called 
central ‘fort’ functioned as a storehouse for agricultural produce, being comparable to the function of  
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granaries at Karanis or Bakchias, while the recently discovered churches, sometimes integrated by the 
finding of  Coptic manuscripts, were later addition to and a re-functionalization of  an already established 
settlement. 

Remaining in the Western Desert, research carried out, on the one hand, within the Dakhleh Oasis 
Project (Colin A. Hope and Gillian E. Bowen, Kellis: A Roman-Period Village in Egypt’s Dakhleh Oasis, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022) and, on the other, by the project Deconstructing Early 
Christian Metanarratives: Fourth-Century Egyptian Christianity in the Light of  Material Evidence (DeChriM), led 
by Victor Ghica, has brought to light numerous previously unknown structures and several entirely new 
settlements. These discoveries have helped to fill significant gaps in the archaeological record while 
simultaneously revealing the extent to which our understanding of  the so-called “periphery” remains 
shaped by modern historiographical and conceptual categories. 

They have also demonstrated how gradual and complex was the emergence of  a distinctive visual and 
symbolic repertoire for Christian art, developed incrementally, through processes of  experimentation, 
adaptation, and negotiation with existing cultural traditions. 

The discoveries emerging from the Eastern Desert are no less remarkable, particularly those from the 
port city of  Berenike, a settlement situated at the centre of  extensive commercial networks connecting 
Africa, the Mediterranean world, and India. 

Now excavated by an American–Polish mission, this Red Sea emporium has long accustomed scholars 
to astonishing discoveries. Its cosmopolitan character is perhaps best exemplified by the temple of  Isis, 
the city’s principal sanctuary, where dedications to Graeco-Roman, Egyptian, Meroitic, and Indian deities 
have been recovered. 

The most striking illustration of  this multicultural milieu is probably the so-called Berenike Buddha. 
Carved in marble and dated to the second century CE, the statue further corroborated the presence of  
an Indian community at the site, already attested by the discovery of  a stela, carved in local plaster, 
depicting the Vrishni triad, three stylized figures identified as deities of  an early devotional current of  
Hinduism.  

Among the proper late antique Indian finds is a plastered gypsum head of  the Buddha, dated to the 
fifth century CE and carved in the same local workshop that produced representations of  Isis and Serapis 
for the city’s temple. 

These discoveries challenge narrow conceptions of  the religious and cultural contexts in which 
Egyptian Christianity developed, revealing a world marked by mobility, connectivity, and diversity. 

The most significant epigraphic discovery from Berenike is probably a bilingual Sanskrit–Greek stela 
dated to 248 CE, the first Sanskrit inscription found in Egypt. It records the dedication of  a Buddhist 
image, probably of  the Buddha Śākyamuni, by a man named Vāsula, who identifies himself  as a member 
of  the warrior class, in the sixth regnal year of  the emperor Philip the Arab (9 September 248 CE). 

But Sanskrit was only one of  many languages attested at Berenike. The evidence for sustained 

commercial and cultural ties with the Kingdom of  Aksum is documented by Geʿez inscriptions and 
graffiti discovered along the desert routes connecting Berenike with the Nile Valley. 

Lastly, in the so-called Falcon Shrine, in use between the fourth and sixth centuries CE—a period 
when Berenike appears to have been at least partially controlled by the Blemmyes—the carefully arranged 
remains of  up to fifteen falcons were discovered, most decapitated and several accompanied by eggs. 

The shrine also yielded a stela bearing the unusual inscription: “It is improper to boil a head in here”, 
suggesting that such practices were considered incompatible with the sanctity of  the space.  

This remarkable evidence offers a rare glimpse into a ritual world that remains only partially 
understood and that coexisted with Christianity, which was gradually becoming established in this 
cosmopolitan environment, as shown by the presence of  a fifth-century church within the settlement. 

In sum, Berenike continues to provide evidence of  late antique religious practices that resist 
straightforward categorization. 

One might object that Berenike, like many harbour cities, both ancient and modern, represents an 
exceptional case, and that such discoveries have little bearing on what we might regard as the more typical 
expressions of  Coptic culture studied by most of  the Coptologists who gathered here. Yet history 
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resembles a mosaic composed of  countless tesserae. Remove even a single piece, even from the margins, 
and the overall image is altered. Or at least this is my opinion. 

The significance of  sites such as Umm el Dabadib or Berenike, far from representing peripheral 
curiosities, complete our picture of  the cultural landscape of  early Late Antiquity, complementing and 
enriching the results obtained from sites along the Nile Valley.  

For example, the ongoing excavations at Oxyrhynchus—another harbour city, albeit a fluvial one—
conducted by the University of  Barcelona under the direction of  Maite Mascort i Roca and Esther Pons 
Mellado, continue to yield important evidence for the highly dynamic period that culminated in the 
emergence of  a distinctly Coptic Egypt. 

In Leah Mascia’s recent volume, The Transition from Traditional Cults to the Affirmation of  Christian Beliefs 
in the City of  Oxyrhynchus, published and unpublished sources are examined to analyse ritual practices, 
material culture, symbolic systems, and iconographic developments, tracing the transformations that 
reshaped Oxyrhynchus between the second and fourth centuries and offering a nuanced account of  
religious change in Roman and Late Antique Egypt. 

As Mascia observes, the interaction of  Egyptians, Romans, Greeks, Jews, Nabateans, Thracians, and 
other groups created the multicultural and multilingual society that characterised late Roman 
Oxyrhynchus. This diversity was expressed in festivals, religious processions, theatrical performances, and 
civic celebrations, where traditional cults, imperial ideology, and local identities coexisted. Temples 
remained active, and religious identities were often fluid: many individuals combined Christian beliefs 
with established practices, while members of  the same family could adhere to different faiths. Only in 
the fifth century did Christianity begin to transform the city’s urban landscape through the construction 
of  monumental churches and other religious buildings. 

All together these recent discoveries relating to the early centuries of  Late Antiquity invite us to move 
beyond established boundaries and to step outside the comfort zone imposed by more conventional 
representations. Christianity and monasticism undoubtedly occupy an increasing central place in the 
history of  the period, but they do not, by themselves, provide a complete picture. 

On the other hand, the same coexistence and interaction of  diverse cultural traditions are equally 
evident in the literary production of  the fourth and fifth centuries. This was a period in which literary 
genres, that would later disappear, remained very much alive, including certain forms of  hymnography, 
philosophical dialogues, classical literature, gnomai, chreiai, and the romance. 

Late antique Egypt was a complex and pluralistic society, shaped by multiple religious, cultural, and 
social currents that continued to intersect long after the rise of  Christianity. 

Much remains to be done, yet if  there is one lesson to be drawn from these developments, it is the 
importance of  remaining curious and intellectually open. This is the sense of  my long archaeological 
digression: by fostering dialogue across sub-disciplines and embracing interdisciplinary exchange, we will 
be better equipped to challenge established assumptions and to recognise the unexpected when it appears. 

If  recent discoveries are any indication, many more surprises undoubtedly await us. 
 
To conclude 
 
To our friends and colleagues in Göttingen, to whom we owe the organization of  this already promisingly 
memorable congress, I repeat our heartfelt thanks, and I hope that, starting next Sunday, they will be able 
to make up for all the sleep they have lost over the past months. 

At the same time, I wish us all a fruitful exchange of  ideas in the coming days, transcending disciplinary 
boundaries and fueled by the keenest curiosity. 
 


