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Abstract:

This study provides documentation of eight
unpublished Coptic funerary stelae, which
are kept in Abu al-Jud Storehouse in Luxor,
Egypt. Their inventory numbers are 220, 232,
270, 301, 307, and 340 includes three stelae.
They are all made of local limestone. Their
suggested date ranges from fifth to seventh
centuries AD. They are characterized by
geometrical decorations, floral motifs, bird
depictions together with inscriptions in Greek
Language. Descriptive, analytical, and
comparative methods of research are adopted
to provide a detailed description along with a
comprehensive analytical study.
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Introduction

In ancient Egypt, funerary stelae were primarily sculptured to identify the deceased and
preserve their memory through inscriptions and offering scenes.! The earliest known forms
were the false door and round-topped stelae. Typically, they depicted the deceased seated
before an offering table, receiving offerings from his family and later accompanied by gods.2
During the Ptolemaic and Roman eras, the round-topped form predominated. Depictions reflect
Greek influence and a tendency toward more naturalistic representation.’

Development of Coptic funerary stelae

Coptic funerary stelae continued to be functioned as grave markers. They are usually placed
upright or horizontally over the graves. They have common forms such as round-topped,
rectangular and triangular top-stelae.* They are commonly decorated with Christian themes and
inscriptions that reflect the religious faith, language, and funeral artistic decorations.’
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The earliest examples of Coptic funerary stelaec dated from the fourth century AD.
They were primarily discovered in Alexandria and Fayum. Their manufacture increased from
the fifth century onwards. During the seventh century their production spread throughout the
Nile valley. A mass production discovered in upper Egypt and ranged in date between the
eight and tenth centuries. After the tenth century production of Coptic funerary stelae started
to decline and the latest discovered examples were from Abydos, Esna and Aswan dated back
to thirteenth and fourteenth centuries AD.

Materials of Coptic Funerary stelae

Funerary stelae are mostly made out of local limestone as predominant material, along with
sandstone are commonly used. Less common materials including schist, marble, alabaster,
Terracotta and wood.’

Inscriptions of Coptic Funerary stelae

Coptic stelae inscriptions include deceased's biography, and prayers. Both Greek or Coptic
languages were used according to the date of production and geographical location. Certain
phrases were frequently used in one region than in others.® Not all the discovered stelae are
inscribed with text; some have only Christian decorations without any inscriptions, others
have only inscriptions and no Christian themes, and sometimes both styles were employed.’

Production centers of stelae in Upper Egypt

Upper Egypt funerary stelae have common distinctive features. They are characterized by
arched or triangular tops resting on two columns as decorative frames forming a double or
triple portal. Moreover, animal and birds' motifs are commonly incorporated with plant and
floral designs.!® The cities of Armant!!, Esna'?, and Thebes!® were the major regional centers
in upper Egypt for producing such stelae. Each of them has its distinctive design.

L Armant stelae are well known for their simple designs. They are decorated with
frames topped by a triangular form. Their decoration usually includes a wreathed cross, eagle,
a triumphal Latin cross and a ankh cross. Also, a Christogram accompanied by Alpha and
Omega letters. Their inscriptions commonly begin with an epitaph like "One is God, the
Helper" inscribed on tabula ansata.'*

I1. Esna stelae are generally small in size with a rounded top. They are displaying an
arched or triangular form supported on two columns with Corinthian capitals. Their master
scene is an eagle with outstretched or raised wings. A simple foliate border surrounds the top
part. Symmetrical birds or animals are often depicted in upper and lower parts, and sometimes
within a horseshoe frame. Both Greek and Coptic Languages appear in the inscriptions of
Esna stelae."”

III.  Thebes stelae share similarities with those from Esna but are typically taller and
exhibit more intricate flat-relief carvings. They are characterized by more elaborate
decorations. Their characteristic themes include a hovering eagle bearing a wreath above the
triangular form that encloses ankh cross.'°

This research aims to document and publishe eight Coptic funerary stelae have been
kept in Abu al-Jud Storehouse in Luxor city. Their inventory numbers are 220, 232, 270, 301,
307, along with three stelae bears number 340.!7 All of them have unknown provenance and
remain undated. This study aims to provide a probable date and origin for these stelae by
analyzing their designs and comparing them with other parallels. Ultimately, this will
contribute to shedding light on Christian funerary practices and helps to increase the number
of documented Coptic funerary stelae from Upper Egypt.
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1. Descriptive Study
1.1. Limestone Funerary Stela (Inv. No. 270)

Pl 1: Funerary Stela Preserved in Abu Al Jud Pl 1.1: A digitally traced funerary stela

Storehouse (Inv. No. 270) (Photographed by preserved in Abu Al Jud Storehouse (Inv. no.
the researchers) 270) (Traced by the researchers)
Stela No.  Material Storage location Inventory Dimensions
Number
1 Limestone Abu Al-Jud 270 Width: 22 cm;
Storehouse Height: 42 cm

This Coptic funerary stela is rectangular in form and characterized by a rounded top. Its
decorations are divided into three parts. The top part presents a semi-circular floral motif
within a border. It includes a triangle in the center with a floral motif inside. The central part
depicts a bird likely an eagle flanked by two vertical columns. The lower part shows
uninscribed rectangular tabula. The stela is poorly preserved. Its edges are chipped and
surface shows signs of erosion.

1.2. Limestone Funerary Stela (Inv. No. 307)

PL. 2: Funerary stela preserved in Abu Pl. 2.1: A digitally traced funerary stela
Al Jud Storechouse (Inv. no. 307) preserved in Abu Al Jud Storehouse (Inv.
(Photographed by the researchers) no. 307) (Traced by the researchers)
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Stela No. Material Storage location Inventory Dimensions
Number
2 Limestone Abu Al-Jud 307 Width: 25 cm;
Storehouse Height: 20 cm

This Coptic funerary stela presents a semicircular top. It is decorated by curved tendrils,
loops, and ovate shapes arranged in a semicircular decorative band. This decorative band is
supported by two columns. Two circular motifs carved with a rosette or cross-like floral
design is inscribed on both side of the triangle. A triangular form emerges from the center
serving as a frame. Beneath this triangle appears the head of an eagle, surmounted by a cross.
The upper portions of the eagle’s wings are clearly visible on either side. The lower part of
this stela is broken and missed.

1.3. Limestone Funerary Stela (Inv. No. 232)

Pl. 3: Funerary stela preserved in Abu Pl. 3.1: A digitally traced funerary
Al Jud Storehouse (Inv. No. no. 232 stela preserved in Abu Al Jud
(Photographed by the researchers) Storehouse (Inv. No. no. 232) (Traced
bv the researchers)
Stela No. Material Storage location Inventory Dimensions
Number
3 Limestone Abu Al-Jud 232 Width: 28cm;
Storehouse Height: 48 cm

This stela is rectangular in form and has a rounded arched top. The upper part shows
medallion includes a floral cross. Its encircled by interwoven floral form, likely acanthus
leaves. Its surface shows signs of natural weathering and erosion. Two horizontal registers of
Greek language are inscribed on the middle part. The lower part is plain of any decorations or
inscriptions.

Inscription
€1C O1€0C O BIDH-

OMN MaAK2P10C

Translation
One is God, who helps, Makarios.
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1.4. Limestone Funerary Stela (Inv. No. 220)
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Pl. 4: Funerary stela preserved in Abu Al Jud Pl. 4.1: A digitally traced funerary stela
Storehouse (Inv. No. 220) (Photographed by preserved in Abu Al Jud Storehouse (Inv.
the researchers) No. 220) (Traced by the researchers)
Stela No. Material Storage location Inventory Dimensions
Number
4 Limestone Abu Al-Jud 220 Width: 29 cm;
Storehouse Height: 25 cm

This stela is partly damaged, with its upper part broken and missing. The middle part shows a
part of a rose medallion or a circular wreath. A circular border surrounds the medallion. There
is an inscription in Greek language below the medallion.

Inscription
€1C OEW
0 BOOWN MYAHIIC TI-

KYyB[epmiTHC]

Translation
One is God, who helps, Myleps, the lea[der].
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1.5. Limestone Funerary Stela (Inv. No. 301)

: PL. 5.1: A digitally traced funerary stela
Pl. 5: Funerary stela preserved in Abu Al preserved in Abu Al Jud Storehouse

Jud Storehouse (Inv. No. 301) (Inv. No. 301) (Traced by the
(Photographed by the researchers) researchers)
Stela No.  Material Storage location Inventory Dimensions
Number
5 Local Abu Al-Jud 301 Width: 31 cm;
limestone Storehouse Height: 44 cm

The stela is poorly preserved with irregular breaks along the sides. The upper part inscribed
with a cross, flanked by Alpha and Omega Letters on either side. It is followed by four lines
of a text in Greek language. The lower part is devoid of any decoration and inscription.

Inscription
AP
Alpha and Omega

The four lines
€1C 6€0C

0 BOHON
TIETEXN-
oYMiC

Translation
one is God, who helps, Petekhnoumis.
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1.6. Three Limestone Funerary stelae (Inv. No. 340):

P1. 6: Funerary stela Preserved in Abu Al Pl 6.1: A digitally traced funerary stela
Jud Storehouse (Inv. no. 340) Preserved in Abu Al Jud Storehouse (Inv. no.
(Photographed by the researchers) 340) (Traced by the researchers)
Stela No.  Material Storage location Inventory Dimensions
Number
6 Local Abu Al-Jud 340 Width: 47¢cm;
limestone Storehouse Height: 61 cm

A collection of three stelae in form of niches are registered with single inventory number
301. They share similarities in material, design, and decorative features. They are all crafted
from limestone. The first stela is completed (Pl. 6), while only the upper portions of the
remaining two have survived (Pls. 7;8). The first stela features a rounded top, with its upper
section displays a deeply carved, fluted niche in the shape of a shell.

Shell flutes are encircled with a floral border featuring a carved plant-scroll motif
resemble olive branches. On either side of the niche stands a column topped with a capital
supporting the top. The niche is generally well preserved, with visible tool marks and minor
surface erosion.
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Pl. 7: Funerary stela preserved in Abu Al P1. 8: Funerary stela preserved in Abu Al
Jud Storechouse (Inv. No. 340) Jud Storehouse (Inv. No. 340)
(Photographed by the researchers) (Photographed by the researchers)
Stela No. = Material Storage location Inventory Dimensions
Number
7 Local Abu Al-Jud 340 Width: 47cm;
limestone Storchouse Height: 28 cm
8 Local Abu Al-Jud 340 Width: 47c¢m;
limestone Storehouse Height: 28 cm

The other two funerary stelae preserve only the upper parts of their niches. Both of them are
adorned with a frieze of floral motifs surrounding a shell-shaped niche. No inscriptions are
found.

2. Analytical Study

These stelae are decorated with architectural elements such as pointed arches and shell shaped
niches. They also display Geometrical symbolic motifs like crosses. Plants are shown like
vine, olive, and wreathes of plants. Birds like eagles are also depicted. Moreover, Greek
inscriptions are often present.

2.1. Architectural elements

2.1.1 Arches

Pointed arches supported by two columns are shown on the studied stelae (Pls. 1.1; 2.1). Their
form resembles portal of a church and has several symbolic meanings. They take a triangular
form which refers to the Holy Trinity. It also symbolizes the entrance to the heavenly
Jerusalem. Moreover, it symbolizes the soul departure from life into the heavenly paradise.'®

2.1.2 Shell Niche

The shell was associated with certain sea deities emerging from the water like Aphrodite in
Greek Mythology. Later, the shell was used as a symbol of rebirth and renewal life for the
Copts. In Coptic iconography shell niche symbolizes immortality, resurrection and rebirth. Its
primary symbolism, according to the depicted context, is resurrection (Pls. 6.1; 7, 8).! A shell
niche flanked by two columns evokes the entrance to paradise (Pls. 6, 6.1).
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2.2. Geometrical decorations

2.2.1. The Medallion

The circular design symbolizes eternal life and unending existence. The radiating design
inside the circle refers to the sun or the cross, with the sun refers to Jesus Christ. It also looks
like a wheel in reference to the divine power (Pls. 3.1; 4.1).%°

2.2.2. Braid Ornament

The braid ornament is a decorative motif composed of interwoven lines resembling plait. In
Coptic art the braid motif was popular due to its relation to monastic life. Many monks wove
palm fronds into baskets and other goods. This motif was widespread in Coptic manuscripts
from the six century AD. It was called "dakak". It was used to decorate manuscript borders,
letters, benches, and crosses. The braid usually symbolizes eternal and infinite life. A circular
frame of braid contained a Christogram indicating that belief in Christ’s death and
resurrection leads to eternal life. (P1. 3.1).2!

2.3. Birds

2.3.1. Eagle Decoration

In Coptic funerary art the eagle holds a variety of symbolic meanings. It refers to Jesus Christ
and His resurrection. In the Old Testament, the eagle is linked to divine guardianship. The
eagle’s ability to fly to great heights and approach the sun inspired its role as a symbolic
messenger between the earthly and the divine. Additionally, the Copts incorporated the eagle

into their funerary stelae as a guardian figure to defend the deceased from devils (Pls. 1.1;
2.1).2

2.4. Floral Motifs:

2.4.1 Intertwining vines

Frames of stelae are decorated with floral motifs look like tendrils with simple twigs show a
geometrical design with interlacing's and zigzags. The intertwining vines appears in stelae

from Esna. Generally, vineyard is used to refer to righteous within Lord' vineyard (Pls. 1.1;
2.1).%

2.4.2. Olive branches

Olive branches are inscribed on the graves of martyrs. They are usually held by angels
announcing the birth of Christ. The olive has long symbolized peace and prosperity.?* The
Olive leaf also represents peace, new life, and hope since the early history of mankind, as
mentioned in the biblical story of the flood (Pls. 6.1; 7; 8).%

2.4.3. Wreath Motif
Wreath motif is frequently depicted in funerary context, particularly on funerary stelae. It

symbolizes Christ’s resurrection and eternal life. It also convoys the victory of life over death
(Pls. 3.1; 4.1).2¢

2.5. Inscriptions

Stelae with inventory numbers 232, 220, 301 bear inscriptions in Greek language. It starts
with the expression eic eilcoc 0 BwH- ewn "One is God, Who Helps". This formula was
frequently used in funerary stelae of Upper Egypt, particularly Esna, Armant, Luxor, and
Edfu.”’
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3. Comparative Study

3.1. Funerary Stelae with Inv. No. 270 and 307

Funerary stelaec with Inv. No. 270 and 307 (Pls. 1, 2) can be compared with parallel examples
that shared common material, design and symbolic motifs. Such comparison helps to trace
their origin and to give them a probable date. From the many similar stelae only three

examples are chosen for comparison.

Comparative Compared stelae Comparative Examples

Aspect Example 1 Example 2 Example 3
Current Abu Al Jud Metropolitan Museum of Fine | Coptic Museum?
Location Storehouse Museum of Art Arts, Boston
Inv. No. 270 /307 08.202.10 04.1845 8662
Provenance Unknown Luxor Esna Esna
Date Unknown 6. 7" CE. 6th: 7 CE. 6th: 71 CE.
Material Limestone Limestone Limestone Limestone
Design Rectangular with Rectangular with | Rectangular with | Rectangular with

semi Circular top semi Circular top | semi Circular top | semi Circular top

Iconographic Eagle within a portal Eagle within a Eagle within a Eagle within a
Theme portal portal portal

The first example is a funerary stela housed in the Metropolitan Museum of Art. It is now
displayed in gallery 302 at Fifth Avenue. This stela dates to the 6™ and 7™ centuries AD. It
originates from Luxor, Upper Egypt. This stela shares similarities with the targeted stelae Inv.
Nos. 270 and 307; particularly the semicircular top, the central motif depicts an eagle with
outstretched wings, framed within architectural frame. In addition to geometric and floral
motifs that decorate the surface. 2

The second example is a limestone funerary stela displayed in Gallery 208 at the
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. It dates to the 6 and 7" centuries AD. It is origin from Esna in
Upper Egypt. This stela shares common features with stelae numbers 1 and 2. The central
motif features an eagle with outstretched wings. This eagle is set within a roofed pointed
architectural frame. The rounded top encloses a floral motif. °

The third example is documented in "Catalogue Général"*° It is made of limestone
and originally from Esna. It reveals notable iconographic similarities with targeted compared
stelae (Pls. 1, 2). It has a semicircular arch. Its master scene is eagle within a portal. This
portal topped by pointed arch supported by two columns in both sides. in addition to floral
frieze surrounds the top.

The analysis of these three examples and by comparing them with funerary stelae of
Abu Al Jud Store house (Inv. Nos. 207; 307) (PIs. 1, 2) shows clear similarities in material,
style and main iconographic motifs. So, they can be dated to the 6™ and 7™ centuries AD.
Their suggested provenance is Esna in Upper Egypt.

PL.11: Funerary stela no. 8662.
After; Crum, Catalogue
Géneral, 137.

PIL. 10: Funerary stela
exhibited in MFA, Boston.
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3.2. Funerary stela with Inv. No. 232
There are two examples that share similarities with funerary stela (Inv. No. 232).

Comparative Compared stelae Comparative Examples

Aspect Example 1 Example 2
Current Abu Al Jud British Museum Coptic Museum?
Location Storehouse
Inv. NO. 232 EA714 8662
Provenance Unknown Esna Esna
Date Unknown 6t 7% CE. 6h: 8t CE.
Material Limestone Limestone Limestone
Design Rectangular with Rectangular with semi Rectangular with semi

semi Circular top Circular top Circular top

Iconographic Medallion includes a | A wreath includes a cross | A wreath includes a cross
Theme floral cross

The first example is displayed in the British Museum. It dates between the sixth and seventh
centuries AD. It comes from Esna in Upper Egypt and is carved from limestone. Both stelae
have similar designs, featuring semicircular tops and a decoration style that includes a cross
within a wreath at the center of the limestone stele. A Greek inscription beneath the wreaths is
another similar feature.’!

The second one is mentioned in " Catalogue Général”>* It dated to the late 6™ to
early 8" centuries AD. It is crafted of limestone with a semicircular top. At the center appears
a cross, surrounded by small circular motifs and enclosed within a braided border. A Coptic
inscription encircles the central design and continues along the lower section of the stela.
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PI. 13: Funerary stela no.
8662. After; Crum,
Catalogue Général, PL. XIX.

PL. 12: funerary stela exhibited in
British Museum, EA714.

3.3. Funerary stela with Inv. No. 220

Two funerary stelae are documented in "Catalogue Général” compared with a stela preserved
in Abu Al Jud Storehouse with Inv. No. 220.

Comparative Compared stelae Comparative Examples

Aspect Example 1 Example 2
Current Abu Al Jud Coptic Museum? Coptic Museum?
Location Storehouse
Inv. NO. 220 8508 8544.
Provenance Unknown Esna Esna
Date Unknown 5t 6t CE. 5t 6t CE.
Material Limestone Limestone Limestone
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Design Rectangular with Rectangular with semi Rectangular with semi

semi Circular top Circular top Circular top
Iconographic A wreath includes a A wreath includes a A wreath includes a cross
Theme Cross Cross

The first funerary stela is carved from limestone with irregular rectangular shape and
semicircular top. It is probably dating to the 5™ or 6™ century AD. A prominent circular
medallion includes a cross bordered by a vine scroll. Beneath the circular design is a short
inscription in Greek script.’

The second funerary stela is made from limestone, with a rounded top. At the top center
of the stone is a large Christogram symbolize Jesus Christ. The Christogram is encircled
within a decorative circular border. Beneath the symbol is a short inscription in Greek and
Coptic Languages.>*

8311
PL. 14: Funerary stela no.
8508. After; Crum, Catalogue
Géneéral, PL. XIX.

PL 15: Funerary stela no. 8544.
After; Crum, Catalogue
Général, PL. XXV.

3.4. Three funerary stelae (Collection Inv. No. 340)

Two examples share notable similarities in material, design, and decorative motifs with the
three limestone funerary stelae (Collection Inv. No. 340) preserved in Abu Al Jud storehouse.

Comparative Compared stelae Comparative Examples
Aspect Example 1 Example 2

Current Abu Al Jud British Museum Coptic Museum?
Location Storehouse
Inv. NO. 340 EA937 8674
Provenance Unknown Upper Egypt Luxor
Date Unknown 5th: 8t CE. 5t 6% CE.
Material Limestone Limestone Limestone
Design Niche Shaped Stela Niche Shaped Stela Niche Shaped Stela
Iconographic Shell niche and cross Shell niche and cross Shell niche
Theme

The first example is housed in the British Museum. It is dated broadly to the 5™ and 8"
centuries AD. It is suggested to be originated in Upper Egypt. This painted limestone funerary
stela is carved in the shape of a niche, with two columns supporting an arched top crowned by
a shell-shaped conch. A two-line Coptic inscription. Beneath the inscription is a square
projection featuring an encircled cross.*
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The second example is recorded in the "General Catalogue">® This stela is carved
from limestone and features a niche, the upper part of which takes the form of a shell-shaped
conch, flanked and supported by two columns. The stela originates from Luxor.

Pl. 16: Funerary Stela displayed in PL. 17: Funerary Stela topped with a
British Museum topped by a niche. niche. After; Crum, Catalogue
Géneéral, PL. XLVII

Conclusion
° The study of Coptic funerary stelae preserved in Abu Al Jud Storehouse reveals their
significance in reflecting the theological and artistic identity of early Christian communities in

Upper Egypt.

° Whole the eight studied stelae preserved in Abu Al Jud Museum store are all made of
local limestone and engraved in sunk relief.
° Whole stelae have decorative motifs with Christian symbolism like architectural

elements, floral motifs, geometrical designs and birds like eagle. Moreover, they have
inscription in Greek language (Inv. Nos. 232, 220, 301).
° The comparative study revealed that whole the eight studied stelae discussed in this
research are suggested to have originated from Upper Egypt in general, and from Esna in
particular, as indicated by their stylistic and artistic features.
° The comparative study concluded that all eight studied stelae discussed in this
research are suggested to ranges in date between fifth to seventh centuries AD., as follows:

- Funerary stelae Inv. Nos. 270 and 307 are suggested to date back to the sixth to

seventh centuries AD.

- Funerary stelae Inv. No. 232 proper dates to the sixth to seventh centuries AD.

- Funerary stelae Inv. No. 220 ranges from the fifth to sixth centuries AD.

- Collection Inv. No. 340 ranges in date from fifth to seventh centuries AD.
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