Faculty of Archaeology
Egyptology Department

The Narratives of the Coptic Ostraca of Tell Edfu: An Interpretative Tool
for the Local Community Integration

Dissertation submitted for obtaining PhD Degree in Egyptology

Presented by
Ahmed Ali Nakshara
Assistant Lecturer, Faculty of Archaeology, Ain Shams University

Under the supervision of

Prof. Dr. Zeinb Ali Mahrous Dr. Hanan Ali Muharram
Professor of Ancient Egyptian Language, Lecturer of Ancient Egyptian Language,
Cairo University Cairo University
Prof. Dr. Maher Ahmed Eissa Prof. Dr. Alain Delattre
Professor of Ancient Egyptian Language, Professor of Coptology, Université Libre de
Fayoum University Bruxelles

Cairo 2023



Abstract

Thanks to the excavations of Henri Henne, a group of Coptic and Greek ostraca was
discovered at Tell Edfu in the 1920s and is now kept at the Louvre Museum. Under the
umbrella of the on-going project at the Ifao “Edfu in the Seventh Century,” directed by Prof.
Alain Delattre and Prof. Anne Boud’hors since 2015, this group was allocated to me to work
on its edition. Against this background, my work on this collection began in 2019.

The Louvre ostraca consists of 100 potsherds, which can be divided into two main groups
according to their language; first, the Coptic ostraca represent the vast majority (94 ost.),
second, the less numbered Greek ostraca (6 ost.) After intensive work on the photographs
accompanied by several visits to the collection at the storage of the Louvre Museum over the
last four years, the editions of the collection were completed. The main components of the
collection are tax receipts in kind, receipts, orders of payment, accounts, and letters. The
analysis of their content and archaeological context, in addition to paleographical and
onomasticon studies, showed an undoubted relationship between the collection and the
archive of Papas and the Greek and Coptic ostraca of the Ifao.

Papas was the pagarch of Edfu in the 660s and/or 670s, just after the Arab conquest of Egypt
in 641AD. His archive contains both Greek and Coptic papyri concerning official and family
business issues. The Greek part of the archive was early published by Roger Rémondon in
1953 (P.Apoll). While the Coptic part was neglected for many years, fortunately, it is now
under study by the team of the aforementioned Edfu project, and it will soon be published
along with re-editions for some Greek documents. The Ifao ostraca, on the other hand, were
discovered by excavations of the Franco-Polish mission in the vicinity of Tell Edfu. It was
published by Seyna Bacot in 2009 (O.EdfoulFAO). Twenty-seven ostraca from the Louvre
collection were published by Chantal Heurtel 25 years ago, but her publication has some
remarks, which were modified here. To complete the picture of Edfu in the seventh century,
the edition of the Louvre ostraca was a must. In addition to the editions, the potentiality of
using the narratives of these ostraca together with other documents from Tell Edfu to engage
the local and heritage communities has been examined. One of the objectives of this study is
to try to answer the question, “How can papyrology get out of the narrow circle of specialists
and be introduced to the public? Consequently, the study is divided into two parts: the first
deals with the editions and the analytical study of the texts, and the second examines the
possibility of using “narrative papyrology” to integrate local and heritage communities into
heritage sites.

As a result, this is an interdisciplinary study that uses Mixed Methods Research. The results
of the study demonstrate that the Louvre collection, except for two ostraca, is dated to the
second half of the seventh century, contemporaneous with Papas’ archive and the Ifao
ostraca. This dating gives the collection great importance, thanks to what it can tell us about
the socio-economic, administrative, and religious settings in Egypt during the period directly
following the Arab conquest. On the other hand, some proposals have been introduced to
integrate local and heritage communities via the narrative papyrology.
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