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The period of late antiquity, from the reign of Emperor Constantine onwards, marks a prolonged reorientation in religious affiliations across the Roman Empire as Christianity became the official and later, by the late fourth and early fifth century, the dominant religion.[footnoteRef:1] Beginning within the Province of Egypt, the ascetic movement became widely popular and soon spread across the Empire via popular texts such as The Life of Saint Antony by Bishop Athanasius of Alexandria.[footnoteRef:2] These ascetic monks, exemplified by Saint Antony, struck out into the wasteland of the Eastern Desert. They did so in order to renounce their worldly lives, better commune with God, and battle the demons who ruled such places in a new form of daily martyrdom.[footnoteRef:3] These monks became the subject of many biographies, such as those written by Bishop Athanasius and Jerome. Within the various Christian texts including the Life of Saint Anthony and other popular works, monks became the vanguard in the fight against Satan.[footnoteRef:4] For the Christian theologist, the earlier pantheons of gods and spirits became the demons that stood in opposition to the one true God. However, as sites within the Eastern Desert region demonstrate, while there is evidence for the monastic battle against idols,[footnoteRef:5] this is outweighed by evidence for the long-term cohabitation between traditional forms of worship and Christianity.[footnoteRef:6] Within the Eastern Desert, Christian communities and various traditional sites existed side by side for long periods of time, with little evidence of religious conflict. This may have been due to the nature of the desert region itself, wherein its remoteness, low population centres, inhospitable climate and the lack of religious authorities allowed for greater cohabitation between traditional worship and Christianity.[footnoteRef:7] [footnoteRef:8]  [1:  Bagnall and Rathbone (2004) p.18.]  [2:  Harmless (2004) p.57.]  [3:  Brakke (2006) p.36-37]  [4:  Brakke (2008) p. 107.]  [5:  Sidebotham, Hense & Nouwena (2008) p.136. ]  [6:  Sidebotham and Sidebotham (2002) p. 236.]  [7:  Sidebotham, Hense & Nouwena (2008) p.22.]  [8:  Jackson (2002) p.62.] 

The Eastern Desert region during the period of late antiquity was thought of as an almost mythical land, inhabited by demons, monsters and the most holy of men, the ascetics. A late antique source, The Life of Paulus by Jerome, written around 376 A.D. relays the tale of the popular ascetic figure of Saint Antony.[footnoteRef:9] Antony, living in the Eastern Desert, goes in search of the older, one-hundred and thirteen-year-old desert ascetic, Paul. In searching for Paul, Antony goes deeper into the ‘farther desert.’ Therein, under the oppressive heat of the sun, Antony comes into contact first with a Centaur, and later, a Pan-like satyr. Jerome relates in chapter seven the quasi-mythical nature of the Eastern Desert:  [9:  Harmless (2004) p.98.] 

“The blessed Paul had already lived on earth the life of heaven for a hundred and thirteen years, and Antony at the age of ninety was dwelling in another place of solitude […] when the thought occurred to the latter that no monk more perfect than himself had settled in the desert. However in the stillness of the night it was revealed to him that there was farther in the desert a much better man that he, and that he ought to go and visit him. So then at break of day the venerable old man, […] started to go: but what direction to choose he knew not. Scorching noontide came, with a broiling sun overhead […] All at once he beholds a creature of mingled shape, half horse half man, called by the poets Hippo-centaur. At the sight of this he arms himself by making on his forehead the sign of salvation, and then exclaims, “Holloa! Where in these parts is a servant of God living?” the monster after gnashing out some kind of outlandish utterance, in words broken rather than spoken through his bristling lips, at length finds a friendly mode of communication, and extending his right hand points out the way desired. Then with swift flight he crosses the spreading plain and vanishes from the sight of his wondering companion. But whether the devil took the shape to terrify him, or whether it be that the desert which is known to abound in monstrous animals engenders that kind of creature also, we cannot decide.”[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Schaff & Wallace (2007) p. 300.] 


Thus, Jerome, who had visited the region[footnoteRef:11], characterizes the Eastern Desert for his audience. It is a far desert land, full of monstrous creatures who may, or may not, be affiliated with Satan himself. It is also almost paradoxically a land of great holy men, of immense age and wisdom. While this account is clearly over dramatized and largely fictitious,[footnoteRef:12] it provides an example of how the Eastern Desert was portrayed in the minds of those living during the period of late antiquity. This portrait of the Eastern Desert, the gods who reside within it, the wiles of the demons who inhabit it and the power of holy ascetics to dispel such evils is all well attested to within these late antique hagiographical accounts.[footnoteRef:13] While they may be exaggerated, these passages present the Christian viewpoint which became popular during this period.   [11:  Brakke (2006) p. 130.]  [12:  Harmless (2004) p. 98.]  [13:  Brakke (2006) p.23] 

The religious environment of Egypt and the Eastern Desert up to and during the period of Late Antiquity is well attested to have been one of great diversity and multiplicity in religious thought.[footnoteRef:14] Within Egypt during this period of Empire, one found temples dedicated to various cults of Roman, Greek and traditional Egyptian backgrounds.[footnoteRef:15] Deities such as the ancient Egyptian Isis and the Ptolemaic Serapis, Greco-Roman deities such as Zeus and Apollo, as well as religions such as Christianity all had centres of worship that survived and coexisted well into the fourth century.[footnoteRef:16] Within the Eastern Desert itself, quarry sites such as Sikait,[footnoteRef:17] Wadi Naqqat,[footnoteRef:18] and towns such as Berenike [footnoteRef:19] all show traditional religious use such as shrines and temples. This great range of pantheons from various cultural backgrounds and periods of history all were able to co-exist due to the nature of polytheism and the lack of religious dogma. Baynes writes that: [14:  Baynes (1954) p.7.]  [15:  Acari (2017) p.11.]  [16:  Bagnall (1993) p. 251-252.]  [17:  Sidebotham, Hense & Nouwena (2008) p. 139.]  [18:  Sidebotham, Hense & Nouwena (2008) p.132.]  [19:  Sidebotham (2002) p. 236.] 

 “the power of the religion of ancient Greece was a result of the absence of dogma. In pagan Greece every man might interpret the ideas about life and death according to the propensities of his age.”[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Baynes (1954) p.7.] 

 
It was this tendency for orthopraxy, as opposed to orthodoxy, that allowed a manifold number of cults to coexist beside one another. Gods of multiple pantheons, Egyptian, Roman and Greek, could syncretize and inhabit the same sacred sphere without much issue.[footnoteRef:21] Alongside these gods were various spirits, satyrs, hybrid creatures, and daimons, all of whom filled the sacred landscape of traditional religion.  [21:  Bagnall (1993) p.262] 

Perceptions of demons has a long history within both Egyptian and Greco-Roman culture. As Lucarelli relays Egyptian ‘demons’ are a modern scholarly category, as they had no collective term “that corresponds to the Greek Daimon nor the English pejorative term demon (which in Christian tradition was connected to the devil),”[footnoteRef:22] rather there were “a myriad of intermediate spirits and morally ambiguous beings, which can influence daily life on earth as well as the deceased’s journey to the underworld.”[footnoteRef:23] However, there are distinguishing features of these intermediate beings which separated them from gods. These features include a more limited range of actions, hybrid physical bodies with characteristics of several different animals, or possessing several heads.[footnoteRef:24] They may also act as guardians of sacred spaces, did not possess cults and “have a hostile and aggressive function towards humankind more often than the gods.”[footnoteRef:25]  These ‘demons’ or apotropaic gods, are not evil, but rather embody the concept of Isfet, chaos, which was seen as a natural force in opposition to that of Maat, the concept of cosmic order.[footnoteRef:26] These beings could be both benevolent or malevolent depending on the circumstance and the mystical knowledge of the human involved. For example, via the knowledge of spells, one of these beings could become a temple or netherworld guardian, however they “can turn malevolent towards those who do not know the magical spells needed to face or greet them.”[footnoteRef:27] They may also be divine messengers, used by the gods for various specific purposes, destructive or otherwise. Such figures include, Apophis, Seth, Bes, Sakhmet, Neith, Bastet and Tutu.[footnoteRef:28] [22:  Lucarelli (2011) p.110.]  [23:  Lucarelli (2011) p.109.]  [24:  Lucarelli (2011) p.112.]  [25:  Lucarelli (2011) p. 110.]  [26:  Lucarelli (2011) p.114.]  [27:  Lucarelli (2011) p. 115.]  [28:  Lucarelli (2011) p.122.] 

Greco-Roman conceptions of daimons were outlined by Classical authors such as Plato in The Symposium and references to them can be found in earlier Greek texts as far back as those attributed to Homer.[footnoteRef:29] Here too daimons act as intermediate messengers of the gods, however they are regarded as impersonal nature spirits, have psychic influence, and may possess a body or place.[footnoteRef:30]  As these cultures mixed over the Late Pharaonic through Greco-Roman periods ideas of the demonic likewise syncretized. Demons became of hybrid form in both cultures, with many heads or various animal mixtures becoming common.[footnoteRef:31] Egyptian demons also gained cultic worship in order to appease such beings, as in the case of Tutu who gained the epithet “master of demons.”[footnoteRef:32] Many of these beings were no longer intermediary beings but gained true god status within expanded pantheons.   [29:  Gieseler Greenbaum (2016) p.4.]  [30:  Gieseler Greenbaum (2016) p.4.]  [31:  Lucarelli (2011) p.123.]  [32:  Lucarelli (2011) p.122.] 

	The ascension of Christianity during the late antique period further developed ideas about the nature of demons and their role within the sacred landscape. Christianity’s conviction of a single omnipotent deity left little room for the veneration of other deities In the Christian worldview. To the Christian, the various pantheons of deities found across the length and breadth of the Roman Empire were not gods but rather demons masquerading as such.[footnoteRef:33] Unlike the Greco-Roman daimon, or Egyptian intermediate deities which could be deemed either a positive or negative force, for the Christian, demons were the minions of Satan, and could be nothing other than evil incarnate.[footnoteRef:34] As Christian and traditional modes of worship cohabitated, conceptions of these earlier beings remained and were integrated and adopted. Ideas of hybrid forms and the ability to possess people or places were applied to Christian conceptions of the demonic.[footnoteRef:35] However, within the monotheistic worldview there could be no other gods than the one true God, and as such rather than promoting apotropaic beings to god status instead all gods were demoted to that of demons.[footnoteRef:36]  [33:  Baynes (1954) p. 8.]  [34:  Gieseler Greenbaum (2016) p.5.]  [35:  Lucarelli (2011) p.111.]  [36:  Frankfurter (2003) p.355.] 

It is well attested that the monk became instrumental in the fight against these evil demons.[footnoteRef:37] From the earliest portrayals the ascetic monk was to lead the fight against demons. Popular Christian works relayed dramatic episodes of monks battling these various demonic gods, destroying their idols and temples alike and converting their followers en masse to the Christian faith.[footnoteRef:38] An example of this is that of Shenoute, an ascetic monk who “living in a desert cave, he kept a firm grip on three large monasteries.”[footnoteRef:39] He was known for “his energetic interventions in the world at large,”[footnoteRef:40] particularly “an aggressive struggle against paganism.”[footnoteRef:41] Other ordained authorities, such as Theophilus, who lead monks in the destruction of the Serapeum in Alexandria, are also well attested.[footnoteRef:42] Such real-world examples were inspired by popular Christian authorities, both ordained and monastic, who wrote extensively on the topic of demonology and how one could prevail against such foes through the power of Christ.[footnoteRef:43] Some of these monastic demonologies purport, such as Brooks Hedstrom and Brakke that the monk was to primarily fight Satan’s temptations within one’s own cell and to renounce worldly affairs.[footnoteRef:44] [footnoteRef:45] However, holy leaders, such as the ascetic abbot Shenoute and the Bishop Theophilus, utilized their religious authority to lead monks out of the desert and into settlements in the attack on idolatry and ‘pagan demon worship.’[footnoteRef:46] Drawing upon the practices and mindset that they had developed from their sojourns into the desert, monks became a valuable weapon to be utilized by Christian authorities.  [37:  Brakke (2008) p.91.]  [38:  Marcos (2015) p 171.]  [39:  Lopez (2013) p.2.]  [40:  Lopes (2013) p.2.]  [41:  Lopez (2013) p. 2.]  [42:  Harmless (2004) p.37.]  [43:  Brakke (2006) p. 103.]  [44:  Brooks Hedstrom (2009) p. 757.]  [45:  Brakke (2006) p.96.]  [46:  Marcos (2015) p.171 & 182.] 

 Monks became instrumental not only in the fight against ‘pagan’ idolatry but also as a force for the syncretisation and reorientation of traditional religion into Christian practice.[footnoteRef:47] Through a potent mix of religious conviction, popular holy authority and a repertoire of sacred actions these desert holy men were able to reorient holy spaces and destroy idols once deemed powerful.[footnoteRef:48] They did so by utilizing the religious language of earlier traditions.[footnoteRef:49] The desert holy men utilized popular conceptions about the powers of idols and priests, such as their ability to perform miraculous feats including healing, blessing, and divination.[footnoteRef:50] Through ritually casting down idols and showing the impotence of traditional sacred authority, the desert holy men and their God instead claimed such sacred powers and authority for themselves.[footnoteRef:51]  [47:  Frankfurter (2003)p.339.]  [48:  Frankfurter (2003) p.382.]  [49:  Frankfurter (2003) p.383]  [50:  Frankfurter (2003) p.384.]  [51:  Marcos (2015) p.190.] 

Frankfurter writes that:
“[…] ‘syncretism’ must imply not the weaving of two theological systems or institutions but rather an assemblage of symbols and discourses; not the reversion to a ‘semi-Christianity’ or ‘Christianized paganism’ among converted peoples, but rather cultures’ inevitable projects of interpreting and assimilating new religious discourses; and not the leaving of ‘pagan survivals’ amidst a peoples uniform devotion to a new creed, but rather the inevitable use of traditional imagery and landscape to articulate a new religious ideology[…]”[footnoteRef:52]   [52:  Frankfurter (2003) p.343.] 


In addition, many traditional priests converted to Christianity and in doing so continued to lead people in their spiritual ordeals, however now utilizing Christian rituals, symbols and ideology.[footnoteRef:53]  [53:  Brakke (2006) p.234.] 

 Examples of this transference of sacred power from traditional gods to Christian monks is clearly expressed in two primary hagiographical examples of Saint Antony’s confrontation with the deity Pan-Min. Antony, being the truer sacred authority defeats and usurps the deity, Pan-Min, claiming the god’s influence over the Eastern Desert region for Christianity.[footnoteRef:54] Thus, Antony and the powers of the Christian God become the true sacred power that lends aid to those within the desert, filling the role Pan-Min once held.  [54:  Brakke (2006) p. 35.] 

Bishop Athanasius’ Life of Saint Antony, written between 356-358 A.D.,[footnoteRef:55] and Jerome’s Life of Saint Paulus, written in 376 A.D.,[footnoteRef:56] both relate the confrontation within the Eastern Desert between Saint Antony and the demonic yet powerless Pan-Min. Within the Eastern Desert there are numerous sites and sanctuaries dedicated to the traditional deity of Pan-Min, a deity that dates from the predynastic period of Egypt through to the period of late antiquity. “The Greek deity Pan was associated with the pharaonic ithyphallic fertility god Min, who served as protector of mining areas in the Eastern Desert and was also guardian of desert travellers.”[footnoteRef:57]  For example, the temple site of Bir Abu Safa, located within the Eastern Desert, is associated with Pan-Min as well as nymphs.[footnoteRef:58] However, during the fourth century onwards, as Christian ascetics travelled into deserted regions in order to fight demons and claim the region, the deity of Pan-Min takes on an association with the demonic.[footnoteRef:59]   [55:  Harmless (2004) p. 59.]  [56:  Harmless (2004) p. 98.]  [57:  Sidebotham, Hense & Nouwena (2008) p.64 &69.]  [58:  Sidebotham, Hense & Nouwena (2008) p.124.]  [59:  Brakke (2006) p. 35.] 

Jerome’s account in chapter eight of the Life of Saint Paulus relates Antony’s encounter with a Pan-like being shortly after the departure of the centaur:     
“Antony was amazed [by the centaur], and thinking over what he had seen went on his way. Before long in a small rocky valley shut in on all sides he sees a mannikin with hooked snout, horned forehead, and extremities like goats’ feet. When he saw this, Antony like a good soldier seized the shield of faith and the helmet of hope: the creature none the less began to offer to him the fruit of the palm-trees to support him on his journey and as it were pledges of peace. Antony perceiving this stopped and asked who he was. The answer he received from him was this “I am a mortal being and one of those inhabitants of the desert whom the Gentiles deluded by various forms of error worship under the names of Fauns, Satyrs, and Incubi. I am sent to represent my tribe. We pray you in our behalf to entreat the favour of your Lord and ours, who, we have learnt, came once to save the world, and “whose sound as gone forth into all the earth.” As he uttered such words as these, the aged traveller’s checks streamed with tears, the marks of deep feeling, which he shed in the fulness of his joy. He rejoiced over the Glory of Christ and the destruction of Satan, and marvelling all the while that he could understand the Satyr’s language, and striking the ground with his staff, he said, “Woe to thee Alexandria, who instead of God worshippest monsters! Woe to thee harlot city, into which have flowed together the demons of the whole world! What will you say now? Beasts speak of Christ, and you instead of God worship monsters.” He had not finished speaking when, as if on wings, the wild creature fled away. Let no one scruple to believe this incident; its truth is supported by what took place when Constantine was on the throne, a matter of which the whole world was witness. For a man of that kind [satyr] was brought alive to Alexandria and shewn as a wonderful sight to the people. Afterwards his lifeless body, to prevent decay through the summer heat, was preserved in salt and brought to Antioch that the Emperor might see it.”[footnoteRef:60]  [60:  Schaff & Wallace (2007) p.300-1.] 


This excerpt relays much in terms of late antique thought. It presents ideas of the popular religious conceptions of the period as well as a Christian argument discrediting Egyptian traditional worship. It is well attested that the deity of Pan-Min was a common deity in the Eastern Desert region, but this Christian account suggests much about the ‘true’ nature of this deity. Jerome has the satyr explicitly relay that it is not a god, but rather a mortal being, and that it is the foolishness of the “Gentiles” that are “deluded by various forms of error” into believing it to be divine.[footnoteRef:61] Antony rejoices at this knowledge and chastises the people of Alexandria whom he insinuates are so deluded by the Devil and his demons that they would rather worship Pan-Min than the true God. It is also of note that after speaking the name of Christ the satyr fled “as if on wings” insinuating that this creature may indeed be in league with the demonic.[footnoteRef:62] However, Jerome then writes that it is common knowledge that satyrs are living creatures, and thus Pan-Min is no deity to be worshipped. The satyr is not even a demon, rather it is simply a bestial monster. Thus, Antony is the one who has claimed spiritual powers, through God, while Pan-Min is reduced to but an animal. Jerome goes even further by stating that such information has been around since the reign of Constantine, that the people of Alexandria have even witnessed this fact and that the evidence for it is still in Antioch. The idea that Pan-Min is a mortal being and not a god is thus not a new development made by Jerome, rather it has been known for roughly sixty years.[footnoteRef:63] [footnoteRef:64]  Jerome implies that anyone who may still worship Pan-Min is either ignorant or deceived of the truth by the demons who dwell in Alexandria.  [61:  Schaff & Wallace (2007) p.301.]  [62:  Schaff & Wallace (2007) P.301.]  [63:  Schaff & Wallace (2007) p.301]  [64:  Harmless (2004) p. 98.] 

This encounter has further connections with the information presented in the earlier and immensely popular Life of Saint Antony written by Bishop Athanasius of Alexandria.[footnoteRef:65] This prior source also has Antony confront a satyr in the far regions of the Eastern Desert, and it is the last supernatural confrontation in a series of episodes wherein Antony fights and prevails against demonic beings.[footnoteRef:66] Athanasius relays that: [65:  Harmless (2004) p.60.]  [66:  Brakke (2006) p.34-35.] 

“[…] as he [Antony] was working […] some one stood at the door and pulled the plait which he was working, for he used to weave baskets [...] And rising up he saw a beast like a man to the thighs but having legs and feet like those of an ass. And Antony only signed himself and said, 'I am a servant of Christ. If thou art sent against me, behold I am here.' But the beast together with his evil spirits fled, so that, through his speed, he fell and died. And the death of the beast was the fall of the demons. For they strove in all manner of ways to lead Antony from the desert and were not able.”[footnoteRef:67] [67:  Athanasius, (356-358) p.53 https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/basis/vita-antony.asp] 


The satyr is again not depicted as a god but as a physical being in league with the demonic. Brakke writes of this encounter that: 
“This beast’s satyr-like appearance, its prankish rather than violent approach to Antony, and its location in the far eastern desert […] suggest that Athanasius intended to depict the Egyptian god Min, whom Egyptians identified with Pan and considered ‘Lord of the eastern desert’.” [footnoteRef:68] [68:  Brakke (2006) p. 35.] 


Brakke further posits that out of all the demonic figures within The Life of Saint Antony only the Pan-Min creature has the appearance of a specific pagan deity.[footnoteRef:69] It is also important to note that while the satyr does flee Antony, as in Jerome’s account, in this older account the creature also dies in its retreat from Antony. Brakke interprets this as Antony’s final triumph over the demons of the desert, “he [Antony] has cleared the desert of its lord [Pan-Min] and his troops [the demons] for the Christian monks […].”[footnoteRef:70] These popular hagiographical portrayals stress the sacred powers and wisdom of Antony and thus legitimizes the power of the Christian God and his ascetics, while also simultaneously stressing the impotence and demonic associations of Pan-Min. Antony thus claims the sacred powers previously ascribed to Pan-Min.[footnoteRef:71] When travelers in the Eastern Desert pray for safe passage through the desert, these prayers will be directed to the Christian God, rather than to Pan-Min.    [69:  Brakke (2006) p.35.]  [70:  Brakke (2006) p.35.]  [71:  Frankfurter (2003) p.364.] 

Many Scholars such as Brakke and Harmless claim that the many late antique Lives are not reliable statements of historical factual events.[footnoteRef:72] [footnoteRef:73] Many of these documents relay dramatic, radical and sudden shifts in faith caused by the miraculous methods of monks as opposed to a slow and steady conversion in which Christians and traditional faiths cohabited side by side for many decades. As archaeological evidence and non-Church sources purport, traditional forms of worship were already in decline before Christianity became ascendant, and there were large spans of time when religious conflict did not occur.[footnoteRef:74]  [72:  Brakke (2006) p.219.]  [73:  Harmless (2004) p.98]  [74:  Bagnall (1993) p.263.] 

While sites for religious conflict are rare in the Eastern Desert region, a site with evidence for a potential spiritual battle between ascetic and demonic gods may be found at the larger temple site at Sikait.[footnoteRef:75] This temple, found in association with another smaller temple and the emerald quarry at Sikait, is a large three chambered temple cut into the rock.[footnoteRef:76] The artefacts suggest the temple may have been dedicated to Isis, since a figurine of the deity was found at the site. [footnoteRef:77] Of particular interest, “at the back of the third room on the alter we only recently noticed a large Christian cross carved over the badly worn remnants of a hieroglyphic text.”[footnoteRef:78] This vandalism appears to be from the antique Christian period.[footnoteRef:79] It is located in the deepest part of the three chambered temple, upon the sacred alter itself, and covering previous hieroglyphs. This evidence fits with the model of the desecration and reorientation of sacred space.[footnoteRef:80] Whoever carved the cross placed it upon the most religiously charged item, the sacrificial altar and desecrated the sacred symbolism upon it; “Ascription of crosses […] indicates that a common set of physical markers was used to equip a space for spiritual living.”[footnoteRef:81] This temple lies far in the wilderness of the desert and is the southernmost structure at Sikait, consequently it is in a remote location.[footnoteRef:82] The time taken to carve the cross design, while crude, into the alter stone itself must have taken a prolonged period of time, consistent with a period of Christian habitation at the site. This evidence suggests that the large temple at Sikait may have been a place wherein an ascetic went to battle ‘pagan demons.’ This Christian may have inhabited the darkest, farthest and most sacred reaches of the temple and brings to mind the imagery Saint Antony’s battle with demons within the tomb.[footnoteRef:83] Indeed, it is well attested for monks to make such deserted temples their cell. “Athanasius contends that the way to ensure the transformation [of the desert] was by sending monks who battled demons in their residences thereby supplanting the old religion with representatives of the new religion.”[footnoteRef:84] In addition, Brakke states that, “[…] monks visiting temples, staying overnight in them, and even living in them […] the temple as the headquarters for the demonic adversaries of the monk, plays a useful role in the monastic program of self-reformation.”[footnoteRef:85]  Thus monks inhabiting and battling demons within temple structures is well attested, and it seems plausible that Sikait is evidence for such a confrontation. [75:  Sidebotham, Hense & Nouwena (2008) p.136.]  [76:  Sidebotham, Hense & Nouwena (2008) p.135.]  [77:  Sidebotham, Hense & Nouwena (2008) p. 136.]  [78:  Sidebotham, Hense & Nouwena (2008) p.136.]  [79:  Sidebotham, Hense & Nouwena (2008) p.136.]  [80:  Frankfurter (2003) p.348.]  [81: Hedstrom (2009) p.758]  [82:  Sidebotham, Hense & Nouwena (2008) p.136.]  [83:  Brakke (2006) p.29.]  [84:  Brooks Hedstrom (2009) p.768.]  [85:  Brakke (2008) p.92.] 

While Antony and his monks may have soundly defeated traditional deities via popular hagiographic portrayal and extreme acts of religious faith committed by ascetics, the Eastern Desert itself appears to have been a region, largely of religious tolerance. From the archaeological evidence collected so far, the Eastern Desert region between the Nile River and the Red Sea coast could be considered a place wherein traditional shrines, mixed religious communities and monastic settlements co-existed. Aside from the evidence at Sikait, there is little evidence yet discovered that points to the defilement and reorientation of sacred space.  Within the Eastern Desert, north of the Suez Canal, are found the Monasteries of Saint Antony (Deir Anba Antuniya) and Paul of Thebes (Deir Anba Bula).[footnoteRef:86] The Monastery of Saint Antony lies twenty kilometers north of the Monastery of Saint Paul. [footnoteRef:87] Neither monastery is a converted temple structure. Bagnall & Rathbone state that “the Spring of Paul and the Pool of Miriam, have mystical associations,” which may be an indication of earlier traditional beliefs.[footnoteRef:88] However, much of the early history of the site is still unknown, and these springs’ “mystical associations” may be organically Christian.[footnoteRef:89] Other sites such as the monastic settlement at Wadi Naqqat, which dates from the late Roman and early Byzantine periods, held a “significant number of Christian monks and hermits.”[footnoteRef:90] Wadi Naqqat also contains “countless petroglyphs and ancient graffiti […] these drawings represent an enormous span of time.”[footnoteRef:91] These petroglyphs include animals, hunting scenes and horse and rider imagery that ranges from the Epipaleolithic and pre-dynastic periods to the Roman period and later.[footnoteRef:92] It is interesting to note that no Christian vandalism or symbolism is evident among the petroglyphs and symbols. The Church that overlooks the basin of Wadi Naqqat rather has an inscription stone, dating it to 339 A.D.[footnoteRef:93] Arguments can be made that the site was chosen by the monks due to the proximity to the petroglyphs, and thus to cleanse the demons from the area. However, the monks may have simply chosen Wadi Naqqat because of its previous fort structures, remoteness, and proximity to water sources.[footnoteRef:94]  [86:  Bagnall & Rathbone (2004) p.120.]  [87:  Bagnall & Rathbone (2004) p.121.]  [88:  Bagnall & Rathbone (2004) p.120.]  [89:  Bagnall & Rathbone (2004) p.120.]  [90:  Jackson (2002) p.60.]  [91:  Jackson (2002) p.58-59.]  [92:  Jackson (2002) p.59.]  [93:  Jackson (2002) p.62.]  [94:  Jackson (2002) p.59-60.] 

The best example for prolonged religious tolerance is that of the port town of Berenike.[footnoteRef:95] This southernly coastal settlement functioned as a port from the third century B.C. until the sixth century A.D.,[footnoteRef:96] and its various inhabitants included “[…]a broad mixture of people, including  Africans, Indians, Greeks, and Arabs.”[footnoteRef:97] The Temple of Serapis, while it is unknown if the site was used during the antique period, was neither converted for use as a church nor vandalized by the Christian community.[footnoteRef:98] Near the temple is a Church structure which appears to have hosted a relatively large Christian community.[footnoteRef:99] In addition, there is evidence that this relatively large and dominant Christian community contained several traditional pagan shrines which appear to have been in use during the same period.[footnoteRef:100] Jackson writes of a shrine that, [95:  Bagnall & Rathbone (2004) p.292.]  [96:  Sidebotham and Sidebotham (2002) p.217.]  [97:  Jackson (2002) p.89.]  [98:  Sidebotham and Sidebotham (2002) p. 235.]  [99:  Sidebotham and Sidebotham (2002) p. 236.]  [100:  Sidebotham and Sidebotham (2002) p. 236.] 

”the two limestone blocks on which the dedication is written formed the base of a large bronze statue of a goddess discovered in 1995. Numerous cult artefacts such as offering tables and incense burners uncovered near the statue suggest 
that the local residents worshipped the goddess into the early fifth century.”[footnoteRef:101]  [101:  Jackson (2002) p.90-91.] 


No evidence for vandalism has been noted, suggesting that these various peoples and creeds cohabited during this period. 
Other than the site at Sikait, the evidence for religious cohabitation outweighs that for conflict and this is likely due to the nature of the region of the Eastern Desert itself. The Eastern Desert region is described as largely being a “[...]remote, empty and inhospitable arid zone[…]”[footnoteRef:102] that has little in the way of urban settlements, wherein large groups could assemble and create conflict with one another. There was also a lack of high Church authorities within the region, with the nearest bishoprics of the period located at Qena and Koptos, both near the Nile.[footnoteRef:103] [footnoteRef:104] Without a Church authority like Shenoute to spur the monastic communities of the desert into the wider world, the monks instead fought the demons within their own cells.[footnoteRef:105] Due to the remoteness and inhospitable climate, large area and remoteness of the region, many Pan-Min sanctuaries, temple structures and shrines remained relatively untouched. A Christian ascetic of the time wrote “Living in the porphyry district for a year I met no man during the whole year, nor heard a voice, nor tasted bread.”[footnoteRef:106] Whereas sites such as Sikait may indicate a spiritual contest for an lone ascetic, no evidence of deliberate idol destruction and temple conversion appears in desert settlements such as Berenike or at monastic sites. Rather, such sites offer the opposite conclusion, that the population of Berenike was tolerant of other belief systems, and the remoteness of the area allowed both Christianity and traditional worship to exist side by side.   [102:  Sidebotham, Hense & Nouwena (2008) p.22.]  [103:  Jackson (2002) p.62.]  [104:  Bagnall & Rathbone (2004) p.281]  [105:  Brooks Hedstrom (2009) p.759]  [106:  Jackson (2002) p.62.] 

Thus, while monks and Christian scholastic authorities became a compelling force for the religious conversion and sacred reorientation during the late antique period in Egypt, these dramatic episodes were rare and cohabitation between religious groups was the norm. While the ascetic monk may have been a soldier of God in the fight against demons, the fight was primarily internal, a battle against evil ‘demonic’ thoughts fought within the monk’s cell rather than at temple sites and settlements. While findings at Sikait may provide some evidence of sacred conflict and reorientation between Christian and ‘pagan’, these events appear to have been rare. Outside of the realm of hagiographic exaggeration and brief moments of dramatic conversion lead by Christian authorities, the norm for most of Egypt appears to have been lengthy cohabitation between Christians and traditional worshipers. As sites such as Berenike demonstrate, even when Christianity was dominant, traditional shrines and temples were largely left alone. The demons who inhabited the Eastern Desert appear to have troubled far away Bishops such as Athanasius rather than the average Christian. The sheer remoteness and expanse of the Eastern Desert was enough in itself to support both monastic communities and the various shrines to traditional deities. Instead of the dramatic confrontations as expressed in Saint’s Lives, wherein holy monks combated demonically inspired monsters, the truth appears to have been that the region was as peaceful and quiet as the desert itself.        
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