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Abstract
The monastic groups that settled in Thebes during the sixth and eighth centuries CE contributed to the 

prosperity of many aspects of life in Thebes, including education.

The Theban region provides us with many documents related to writing exercises, which reveal the 
development of education levels; there were many levels of writing and scripts, where the student would 
practice an entire course of literary education, with the goal of teaching the student to read and write 
properly. This course differed depending on the student’s level: beginner, intermediate, or professional. 

This study aims to track Coptic education levels by publishing three ostraca: the first ostracon is being 
published for the first time, bears alphabetical exercise, and is preserved in the Metropolitan Museum’s 
excavation storehouse in Qurna; the photo of the second ostracon was previously published in a catalogue 
of  the Graeco–Roman Museum, bearing biblical extracts, and is preserved in the Graeco–Roman Museum 
in Alexandria; and the third ostracon, which bears epistolary exercise and is preserved in the National 
Museum of Egyptian Civilization (NMEC) in Cairo, is being published for the first time as well.
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Introduction 
A wealth of information about education in antiquity can be found in contemporary sources. Egypt 

preserved examples of many documents relating to pupils’ exercises and teaching, provided the terms 
“school” and “education” are not narrowly defined in modern terms; in antiquity, there was no school 
building or set curriculum established and administered by a governmental authority. Preserved texts alone 
provide material for study and analysis of learning methods and goals.1

It is plausible to conclude that the establishment of a Christian-based elementary education took place 
on the margins of traditional Greek culture. However, it should be noted that Coptic education was far more 
limited than Greek education and did not include the same variety of exercises. Initially, the instructions 
in both scripts appeared to be roughly equivalent. Once we reach the level of instruction covered by the 
Greek grammarian, there is no comparable material in Coptic education. According to the evidence so far, 
Coptic education did not include more advanced material on a regular basis as Greek rhetorical education 
did. Coptic education appears to have been more in touch with the practical needs of a person gaining 
literacy and wishing to learn to cope with the everyday demands of literacy, as well as strengthening their 
handwriting skills.2

The emphasis on education and literacy is directly related to the strong scriptural orientation of early 
monasticism on instruction, the early monastic rules demanding literacy of all monks, and the evidence for 
regular correspondence between monks and persons in society, as well as between the monks themselves.3 
This explains the presence of evidence for elementary education in monasteries in Upper Egypt, particularly 
in the Theban region, where the monastic communities largely accepted monks with little or no elementary 
education.4 Despite the fact that schools were not organized on the grand scale of Western monastic 
centers in the small monasteries surrounding Thebes, education left distinct traces. Thus, excavations at 
the Monasteries of Epiphanius and St. Phoebammon yielded some Greek and Coptic school exercises, 
indicating the existence of a so-called school.5 This material evidence from the original excavations at these 
two sites was used to argue for a ‘multifunctional’ interpretation of ostraca that allows for their usage not 
just in scribal training, but also in private study or as recitation material for monks.6

Texts discovered in Thebes include: Coptic and Greek wall inscriptions, some of which were quite 
long, as well as graffiti; Coptic and Greek  letters and documents on papyri, pottery sherds, and limestone 
flakes; and Coptic and Greek  literary, patristic, and liturgical texts, indicating that this was clearly a 
bilingual literacy world in multiple registers.7

Most of the time, evidence of school exercises in Egypt that resurfaced from previous excavations aids 
in determining literacy. As a result, this paper presents three Coptic ostraca in an attempt to trace and clarify 
the scientific method and educational stages that arose in the Coptic community of Thebes.
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1) O. Met  Inv. 2/1: (plate 1)
White limestone      7.6 × 5 cm
Seventh–Eighth centuries (?)     Theban region

Description

The ostracon is a complete piece with a generally clear script with separate letters, but the surface is 
flaked at the last letter ‘ϫ’. The text is written on one side in two hands with black ink and has a slight tilt 
to the right. The first hand wrote letters from ⲃ to ⲯ with thicker strokes than the staurogram (⳨) at the 
beginning of the text; the rest of the letters may have been written by another hand. The distribution of the 
letters on the ostracon surface isn’t similar; the first line contains twelve letters, the second contains eight, 
the third contains six letters every two letters have a space between them and the following two, and the last 
line contains four letters. The letters, ⲃ, ⲑ, and ⲣ are open from the top, and the letters from ϥ to ϫ are larger 
than the rest. In addition, the scribe used the trema (), which distinguishes the Sahadic dialect alphabet. 

A first stage of schooling8 is depicted on the ostracon by a Sahidic alphabetical exercise. The alphabet 
in the text was written in an abnormal order (see P. Rain. UnterrichtKopt. 53, 55, and 61),9 where the writer 
switched the position of every letter with the letter that comes after it. In light of what has been published 
thus far, this method is one of the rare methods of writing Coptic alphabet exercises; therefore, we can 
assume that this text was a type of dictation and did not follow the standard alphabetical order. Although 
the order of the four last letters defies contemporary convention, it is frequent in alphabetical exercise texts 
in which the letter ϭ precedes the letter ϫ.10 

Text

1.   ⳨ ⲃ ⲁ ⲇ ⲅ ⲍ ⲉ ⲑ ⲏ ⲕ  ⲙ ⲗ  
2.   ⲝ ⲛ ⲡ ⲟ ⲥ ⲣ ⲩ ⲧ 
3.   ⲭ ⲫ ⲱ ⲯ ϥ ϣ 
4.   ϭ ϩ ϯ ϫ
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2) O. Alex Inv. 28408 (plates 2–3) 
Beige–brown pottery      10.3 × 9.3 cm
Seventh–Eighth centuries (?)     Theban region (?)

Description
The ostracon is irregularly shaped and broken on all sides. The text is written on two sides in a single 

hand with black ink, with irregular semi-uncial letters written in a careless hand. The recto has text in six 
fragments of lines, and the verso contains only four lines of text. No margins are preserved. There are black 
lines drawn on both sides of the ostracon between the lines of the text to divide it into groups. In the lower-
left corner of the verso, a clear pen annotation reading ‘28408’ can be observed. This number may represent 
the ostracon’s register number. 

This ostracon is part of a collection of 66 Coptic and Greek ostraca within a catalogue prepared by  
M. Kuhn.11 Its precise provenance is unknown, but it probably is from the Theban region, as mentioned in 
the catalogue.12

The ostracon bears various biblical extracts (Psalms and Romans) written in Sahidic by a novice writer, 
with the recto allocated to Psalms.13

Recto  Verso

 L.2 Psalms 54: 11 L. 4–5 Romans 15:15
 L.3–4  Psalms 30: 16

L. 5 Psalms 103: 8

Text

Recto: 

x+1.   ……]ⲙⲟⲩ  
x+2.   [ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡϫⲓ]ⲛϭⲟⲛⲥ ⲡⲉⲧ[ϩⲛ 
x+3.   [ⲟⲩⲉ]ⲛϩ ⲡⲉⲕϩⲟ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲉϫ  
x+4.   [ⲙ]ⲡⲉⲕϩⲙϩⲁⲗ 
x+5.   [ⲉⲛⲧ]ⲁⲕⲥⲙⲛⲥⲛ[ⲧⲉ] ⲙⲙⲟⲟⲩ ⲛⲁⲩ ⲁ
x+6.   ....] ⲛ  
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Verso:

x+1. …….
x+2. ]ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲉⲧ[ 
x+3. ....]ⲧⲛⲛⲉⲓ[...
x+4. ϩⲛ ⲟⲩⲧⲟⲗⲙ[ⲁ]
x+5. ⲁⲥϩ<ⲁ>ⲥ ⲛⲏⲧ[ⲛ]

Apparatus

4 τόλμα

Translation

Recto:
……] and injustice (Ps 54:11) make your face shine upon your servant (Ps 30:16) (x+5) which you 

have founded for them (Ps 103:8)…..

Verso:
….. …… (x+5) I have written more boldly to you (Ro 15:15).

Commentary

Recto:

2. ⲛϭⲟⲛⲥ ⲡⲉⲧ this phrase appears in two psalms: the first one is Ps 145:7 (ⲉⲧⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲙⲡϩⲁⲡ ⲛⲛⲉⲧϫⲏⲩ 
ⲛϭⲟⲛⲥ ⲡⲉⲧϯϩⲣⲉ ⲛⲛⲉⲧϩⲕⲁⲉⲓⲧ ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲛⲁⲃⲱⲗ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛⲛⲉⲧⲙⲏⲣ), and the second is Ps 54:11 
(ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡϫⲓⲛϭⲟⲛⲥ ⲡⲉⲧϩⲛ ⲧⲉⲥⲙⲏⲧⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲙⲡϥⲱϫⲛ ϩⲛ ⲛⲉⲥⲡⲗⲁⲧⲓⲁ ⲛϭⲓ ⲡϫⲓⲙⲏⲥⲉ ⲙⲛ 
ⲡⲉⲕⲣⲟϥ); because of the extent of the lacuna at the beginning of the line, the last option is the most 

likely. 

3–4. This passage, according to Kuhn, is from one of two psalms: the first one is Ps 26:9 (ⲙⲡⲣⲕⲱⲧⲉ ⲙⲡⲉⲕϩⲟ 
ⲥⲁⲃⲟⲗ ⲙⲙⲟⲓ ⲙⲡⲣⲣⲁⲧⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲙⲡⲉⲕϩⲙϩⲁⲗ), and the second is Ps 68:18 (ⲙⲡⲣⲕⲧⲉⲡⲉⲕϩⲟ 
ⲛⲥⲁⲃⲟⲗ ⲙⲡⲉⲕϩⲙϩⲁⲗ).14 Nonetheless, the letter traces do not fit these suggestions very well, but 

they are more consistent with the Ps 30:17 (ⲟⲩⲉⲛϩⲡⲉⲕϩⲟ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲉϫⲙ ⲡⲉⲕϩⲙϩⲁⲗ). 

5. [ⲉⲛⲧ]ⲁⲕⲥⲙⲛⲥⲛ[ⲧⲉ] ⲙⲙⲟⲟⲩ ⲛⲁⲩ this quotation represents the end of Ps 103:8 (ⲛⲧⲟⲩⲉⲓⲏ ϫⲟⲥⲉ 
ⲛⲥⲱϣⲉ ϩⲟⲃⲉ ϩⲛ ⲛⲉⲩⲙⲁ ⲉⲛⲧⲁⲕⲥⲙⲛⲥⲛⲧⲉ ⲙⲙⲟⲟⲩ ⲛⲁⲩ). Due to a lack of space at the end of this 

line, the writer chose to write the letters of ‘ⲙⲙⲟⲟⲩ ⲛⲁⲩ’ vertically, one above the other.  
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Verso:

4–5. ϩⲛ ⲟⲩⲧⲟⲗⲙⲁ ⲁⲓⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲛⲏⲧⲛ this quotation represents the beginning of Ro 15:15 (ϩⲛ ⲟⲩⲧⲟⲗⲙⲁ 
ⲁⲓⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲛⲏⲧⲛ ⲁⲡⲟ ⲙⲉⲣⲟⲩⲥ ⲛⲁⲥⲛⲏⲩ ⲉⲓⲧⲣⲉⲧⲛⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲙⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲧⲉⲭⲁⲣⲓⲥ ⲉⲛⲧⲁⲩⲧⲁⲁⲥ ⲛⲁⲓ 
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲙ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ). The scribe appears to have made an error by writing the verb ‘ⲥϩⲁ’ as 
‘ⲥϩ’, omitting the ‘ⲁ’ between the letters ϩ and . In addition, he introduced a pronoun object ‘ⲥ’ 
to the verb ‘ⲥϩⲁⲥ’, this form differs from the form in the version of Ro 15:15, however, it only 

occurs once in the same form in Luke 2:1 (ⲁⲥϣⲱⲡⲉⲇⲉ ϩⲛⲛⲉϩⲟⲟⲩ ⲉⲧⲙⲙⲁⲩ ⲁⲩⲇⲟⲅⲙⲁ ⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ 
ϩⲓⲧⲙⲡⲣⲣⲟ ⲁⲅⲟⲩⲥⲧⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲣⲉⲧⲟⲓⲕⲟⲩⲙⲉⲛⲏ ⲧⲏⲣⲥ ⲥϩⲁⲓⲥ ⲛⲥⲁⲛⲉⲥⲧⲙⲉ). 

3) O. NMEC Inv. 4520: (plates 4–5) 
White limestone     11.1 x 5.8 cm
Seventh–Eighth centuries (?)    Theban region (?)

Description
An incomplete ostracon is broken on the left and bottom sides. This limestone flake bears two texts 

on both sides, written in a single hand with black thick ink: 6 lines on recto and 3 on verso. The hand is 
regular and clear with no ligatures, and the letters are of an even size except for the ϯ and ⲍ. The scribe 
used diacritics such as the connective stroke (line 4), the double abbreviation stroke (line 2), and dot (line 2  
in the verso). In the middle-lower corner of the verso, a clear pen annotation reading ‘8307 and 4520’ can 
be observed. The first number in red ink is the ostracon’s registration number at the Egyptian Museum, 
where it was first obtained; while the second number, written in Arabic, could be the ostracon’s registration 
number at the Coptic Museum before being transferred to the National Museum of Egyptian Civilization 
(NMEC) .

The ostracon bears an epistolary exercise on recto; the letter formulae are unquestionably an essential 
school activity model for both students and teachers, particularly in the Theban region. Some students 
appear to have been taught solely as letter scribes. As a result, they had to practice writing a variety of letter 
formulae.15 The verso text has almost been entirely lost, with only a few obscure letters remaining.

Text 

Recto:

1.   [ ⲛϣⲟⲣⲡ ⲙⲉⲛ] ⲙⲡϣⲁ- 
2.   ϫⲉ ⲛⲧⲁⲙⲛ]ⲧⲉⲗⲁⲭⲥ ϯϣⲓ- 
3.   ⲛⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ϯⲁⲥ]ⲡⲁⲍⲉ ⲙⲡⲓ<ϩ>ⲗⲟϭ (vac.) 
4.   ⲛ]ⲧⲉⲕⲙⲛⲧϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲛⲥⲟⲛ
5.   ϩⲙ ⲡ]ϫⲱⲕ ⲧⲏⲣϥ ⲛⲧⲁⲯⲩⲭⲏ
6.   ………..................] ⲉⲧⲁϭⲁ 
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Verso:

1.   ]ⲁⲩⲱ ⲟⲛ [
2.   ]ⲙⲙⲟ. 
3.   (Traces) 

Apparatus

2 ἐλάχιστος | 3 ἀσπάζομαι | 5 ψυχή

Translation

Recto: 
[At the beginning of] my humble message I gr[eet and emb]race the sweetness of your fraternal lordship 

(5) [with] all the fullness of my soul […….

Verso: 

Traces

Commentary 

Recto:

1. ⲙⲡϣⲁ[ϫⲉ] at the beginning of the text is probably part of the introductory formula of a letter (⳨ 
ⲛϣⲟⲣⲡ ⲙⲉⲛ ⲙⲡϣⲁϫⲉ). This is a common formula, particularly in Theban letters from the seventh 
and eighth centuries.16

2. ⲉⲗⲁⲭⲥ 17 Perhaps the scribe attempted to write the full form ⲉⲗⲁⲭⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ, but then he abbreviated it to 
ⲉⲗⲁⲭ by two strokes; the first one is used to write off the letter ‘ⲥ’, and the second to abbreviate the 
entire word.  

3. ⲡⲓⲗⲟϭ The scribe made an error in the writing of the word ⲡⲉϩⲗⲟϭ here: the omission of ϩ before ⲗ, 
and he also used the form ‘ⲡⲓ’ instead of the common form of the definite article ‘ⲡⲉ’.18 

4–5. After comparing the beginning of this letter to similar ones,19 it turns out that the proposed supplement 
to this part is (ϯ ϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ϯ ⲁⲥⲡⲁⲍⲉ ⲙⲡⲉϩⲗⲟϭ).

6. There are traces of the letters, ⲧⲁϭⲁ, which may have been a part of the formula ‘ⲁⲣⲉ ⲧⲁϭⲁⲡⲏ’,20 this 
is an unusual form of ‘ⲁⲣⲓ ⲧⲁⲅⲁⲡⲏ, ⲧⲁⲕⲁⲡⲏ’. 
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Discussion
It is self-evident that there is a connection between Coptic and Greek schooling systems, as well as an 

unmistakable ancient Egyptian influence. The Greek educational system appears to have served as a source 
of inspiration for Coptic education. In general, Coptic school exercises are modelled after Greek ones that 
have been thoroughly researched, and they can be divided into different types based on the students’ levels 
and categories, such as beginner, intermediate, and professional. The curricula can also be divided into 
different types, such as letters and alphabets, syllabaries, lists of words, epistolary formulae, biblical and 
arithmetic texts, etc.  

Numerous letter and alphabet exercises have been preserved; the training of letters was an initial stage 
of education, and students in the Coptic era learned their alphabet in different ways. The most common ones 
were: the usual order, which began with the first letter ⲁ and ended with the last letter ϯ (see O. Frange 479, 
480, and P.Rain.UnterrichtKopt. 53, 55, and 61), and the reverse order, which began with the last letter ϯ 
and ended with the first letter ⲁ (see P. Rain.UnterrichtKopt. 68, 74). Based on the aforementioned, the first 
ostracon’s writer used a unique alphabetical order. 

The student advances to the stage of writing competency after finishing the primary stage of practicing 
letters, the alphabet, and lists of words. The learner had to copy exercises from other literature to practice 
and master writing, such as the Psalms and portions of the New Testament, or transcribe the standard letter 
opening formulae.

The training texts on the biblical extracts were common. This deployment was due to the rules 
of monasticism, where reciting the Psalter was, of course, an important part of any monk’s daily life. 
Furthermore, the Pachomian Praecepta require that each newly entering monk, if unformed, be given 
‘twenty psalms, or two of the Apostle’s epistles, or some other part of the Scripture’. 

To hone his writing ability, the learner had to master the writing of some relatively large texts, 
particularly those with fixed opening formulae, such as letters. Many good epistolary exercise texts devoid 
of any mistakes are provided by the Theban region; these may have been models produced by teachers for 
students, or training models created by experienced scribes such as Frange, Moses, and Mark who practiced 
writing opening formulae letters. The absence of address and proper names, on the other hand, distinguishes 
real letters from school greeting formula exercises.

As Thebes had a stronger tradition of using ostraca, specifically limestone flakes, which are restricted 
to specific geological regions and are particularly common around Thebes, all of the pieces were most 
likely created in Thebes. Most probably all of the pieces are from Thebes, they most likely date from the 
seventh to the eighth centuries. A comparison of the formulae contained in the epistolary exercise ostracon 
with those found in the Theban region supports this viewpoint.

In conclusion, Egyptians were once again able to write in their own language thanks to the Coptic 
script. Coptic, which arose in bilingual milieus, was most likely taught alongside Greek in its early stages. 
As a result, the learning models, both at the basic level of reading and writing and at the higher levels of 
composition, rhetoric, and philosophy, had to be drawn from contemporary Greek society and its school 
tradition. Also, documentary evidence found in Epiphanius and Phoebammon Monasteries suggests that 
these Monasteries were employed as schools for formal educational activities, primarily for the instruction 
of adult monks rather than children.
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