Three myths surrounding monastic origins in Egypt debunked
The traditional story of the origins of monasticism is that it began in Egypt, with Antony as the founder of anchorite (solitary) Monasticism and Pachomius, shortly afterwards, founding the coenobitic (communal) form of Monasticism. Wipsyzcka (2018:13) still nods towards this simple version of an origin story when she writes “[a] new phenomenon came into being when Antony, who in Christian tradition has been referred to as ‘the Hermit’ or ‘the Great’, ventured into the desert to live an ascetic life. This radical act of renouncing the world was indeed a novelty”. “At the same time that clusters of anchorites emerge in the desert west of the Delta, Upper Egypt sees the birth of a different form of ascetic life: coenobitic monasteries … Around 323 Pachomius establishes his first monastery in Tabannese” (Wipsyzcka 2018:15). 
However, this ‘two great men’ version of history is a construct, a product of hagiographic creation, rather than historical reality. Hagiographic writing of monastic origins created Antony and Pachomius as its founding fathers, and the original icons of monasticism (Goehring, 1999: 92). But this simplistic version, from Antony to Pachomius, masks a far more complex reality of monastic origins, as Wipsyzcka’s own work, and that of others, has increasingly demonstrated. A close reading of the texts and the archaeological evidence reveal a much more complex reality, both in Egypt and beyond, and it’s this evidence and more complex reality that this essay will address. 

The first myth – they were in the desert
The monks and ascetics of Ancient Egypt have long been known as the ‘Desert’ Fathers, but recent research, and the textual and archaeological evidence, shows that this was far from the case. Athanasius in his Life of Antony portrayed a retreat to the desert – and Antony came be seen as the archetypal monk – but although Antony himself lived physically in the Desert, many other monks and ascetics lived in the cities themselves, on the outskirts of cities, or in the villages in the agricultural area of the Nile. All of these have become known as The Desert Fathers (and now ‘Desert Mothers’ also) but only a small number actually lived physically in the desert. As Goehring writes “the success of Athanasius’s Life of Antony made the desert the sine qua non of Egyptian monasticism. True ascetics were desert ascetics. The power of the equation is seen in the enrolling of later ascetics, regardless of location as citizens of Athanasius’s new city rising in the desert” (Goehring, 1999: 92). 
To give two examples, the monastic foundations of Pachomius were all, as far as we know, either in or close to ‘deserted villages’ in the fertile valley, some of them very close to the Nile itself. While we can only be certain of the site of the Monastery of Pbow, where the huge pillars of the main Church building remain, it is likely that all nine Monasteries in the Pachomian fellowship were close to Pbow, dotted along the Eastern side of the Nile. The various accounts of the life of Pachomius, as well as his Rule, give strong reason to believe that all the Pachomian monasteries, both the ones that Pachomius himself founded, and the ones that joined the fellowship later on, were in the fertile, inhabited land. (Goehring, 1999: 44)
Secondly there is plenty of evidence for monks living not just in villages or walled monastic communities in the fertile valley, but at the edges of or within the cities themselves. James Goehring cites the recent work of Ewa Wipszycka who has “catalogued the abundant evidence of monastic habitation in or adjacent to the towns and villages of Egypt as well as in or on the margins of the cultivated land.”(Goehring, 1996: 267 citing the research of Wipszycka E Le monachisme égyptiene et les villes in Traveaux et mémoires 12 (1994)). As Goehring says, Wypszycka’s work “supplies convincing evidence of the rhetorical selectivity employed in the portrayal of Egyptian monasticism by the authors of the literary sources … the resulting picture of Egyptian monasticism is spatially and socially more complex than that derived from the literary sources alone.” (Goehring, 1996: 268). 
A clear example of the widespread phenomenon of city-based monasticism, is the city of Oxrhynchus.  Visitors to the Theban city of Oxyrhynchus in 394 -5 described the city as so full of monasteries that the walls resounded with the sound of monastic chanting. Five thousand monks lived within the city, with another five thousand living just beyond the city walls. As Goehring points out, even allowing for exaggeration for effect, according to ancient sources “the monks [in the city of Oxrhynchus] were almost the majority over the secular inhabitants” (Goehring, 1999: 21, citing a translation of Historia Monarchorum in Aegypto 5 in Russell and Ward, Lives of the Desert Fathers) a single example of a much wider phenomenon which entirely belies the view of ‘true’ monasticism being expressed in the desert. 
In addition, there is a great deal of evidence of interaction between the monks and the wider villages and communities, for trade or other purposes. For example, in 323 CE the Pachomians built a new Church in the village of Tabannese for the village community that existed outside the monastery walls, making clear that Tabennese was far from being a truly deserted village, albeit perhaps depopulated due to tax avoidance (Goehring, 1999: 90). There is plenty of evidence from written sources including the various biographical accounts of Pachomius’s life, and in the rules of the Pachomian monasteries, of interaction with the wider world for the purposes of trade, both with the local villagers, and further afield, sending products made by the monks by boat up the Nile, interactions which Pachomius himself both endorsed but sought to regulate. However, the record of these frequent interactions, there in the earliest sources, are ignored in the writings about the origins of monasticism that followed from later Christian authors. 
As Joanna Wegner has written: “The renunciation of worldly cares is a pivotal theme in the literary narratives depicting the Egyptian monastic movement in Late Antiquity. Monastic literature served many purposes … rooted as they were in spirituality and imagination, these texts rarely ventured into the sphere of the daily lives of their heroes, and if they did, it was not to provide exhaustive and realistic accounts. Interactions with the ‘outside world’ however, were an inevitable element of the monastic experience.” (Wegner, 2016: 147). 
If we relied on the literary, hagiographic and biographical texts alone we would have an impression that monks, whether coenobitic or anchorite, lived in isolation from the world. However, from the wide range of other documentary sources, both papyri and ostraka, we have evidence of monastic taxpaying, land acquisition and sale, involvement in Court cases, and in the circulation of goods both to and from the monastic foundations. These wider sources thus build up a much more accurate picture of the scale and importance of the monks’ economic and legal interactions within wider Egyptian society. 
Looking more widely at sources including legal documents, it’s clear that monks were engaged in many aspects of Egyptian society, not solely in trading the work of their hands. As Leslie S. B. MacCoull has said “In post Chalcedon Egypt the ascetic movement was an institution, an unshakeable one that permeated every area of life. Document after document comes from a monastic milieu or witnesses to the activities of monks and clerics in every sort of endeavor.” (MacCoull, in Pearson and Goehring, 1986: 47), and as Goehring has written “As sources designed for edification … (the hagiographical literature) is concerned only marginally with the issues of economic and social interaction as facts of everyday existence, and stress instead separation from the world as indicative of the truer spiritual life. But that fact does not make the social and economic interaction any less real.” (Goehring, 1999: 41)
Why then, given this wide range of evidence that the monastic experience in Egypt included a very wide range of expressions of ascetism, and that even those more firmly separated from society (whether by living in the desert, or within the walls of village monasteries) had a wide range of interaction with local populations, are all these varied expressions of asceticism bracketed as ‘Desert’ Fathers?
James Goehring draws attention to at least two potential reasons for what he has termed the ‘encroachment of the desert’ (as metaphor) into our understanding of early Egyptian monasticism. The first is recognising the texts that are our sources for the ‘Desert Fathers’ as literary constructs, and the powerful role of the ‘desert’ as metaphor for renunciation and the ascetic life. Whether or not ascetics and monks actually physically lived in the desert, their intention and experience of self-denial could best be captured in the trope or metaphor (which pre-dated any physical withdrawal to the desert by Antony) of the desert as a place of wilderness and of death. 
As Peter Brown has written “The myth of the desert was one of the most abiding creations of late antiquity. It was, above all, a myth of liberating precision. It delimited the towering presence of “the world”, from which the Christian must be set free, by emphasizing a clear ecological frontier. It identified the process of disengagement from the world with a move from one ecological zone to another, from the settled land of Egypt to the desert. It was a brutally clear boundary, already heavy with immemorial associations.” (Brown, 1988: 216)
The power of the metaphor of the desert, and the literary dichotomy between city and desert, was already well established. Antony and others innovated by physically withdrawing into the desert – but this particular way of life then became a trope which coloured all forms of monasticism and asceticism that followed as ‘desert’ – because of the power of the image, more than the actual reality. 
The second reason for the ‘desertification’ of the literature and framing of the monastic experience in Egypt, is political. It served the clerical authorities of the Church to create the image of the holy man outside the realms of clerical and episcopal authority, in another space not just physically but psychologically (Goehring, 1999). 
By banishing the monastic experience to the desert, in literary and cultural terms even if not in physical reality, authors such as Athanasius reinforced their own authority over the space of cities, and thus neutered any potential challenge to clerical authority in the major population centres, by placing (in literary and cultural terms) monastic experience and authority in a separate physical as well as spiritual realm. The ‘desert’ served to create monastic and ascetic experience and authority as ‘other’ to that of clerical and episcopal authority, serving gradually to erase from popular consciousness, current authority and the historical record, the city based ascetics who posed a direct challenge to clerical authority, within ‘their’ space. 
The second myth - Anthony and Pachomius were the founders of monasticism in Egypt
Alongside the evidence that monasticism had multiple expressions, in cities and villages, in the fertile land as well as in the desert, there is plenty of evidence that Antony and Pachomius were important innovators, but not the originators of monasticism. As Goehring says “Clean and simple as this “big bang” theory of monastic origins is, the details fail to support it.” (Goehring, 1999: 13)
Within Athanasius’s Life of Antony itself, the Vita, there is already clear evidence that Anthony was not the first monk, as he has since been held up to be. As Harmless has pointed out “not even Athanasius claimed Anthony was the first monk. He portrays Anthony early in his career, selling all he has and apprenticing himself to a holy man at the edge of the village, and – Athanasius adds – this “old man” had practiced the solitary life from his youth.” (Harmless, 2004: 419)
In 1977 a papyrus was discovered and published by Edwin Judge, appearing in his seminal article The Earliest Use of Monarchos for ‘Monk’ and the origins of monasticism. The papyrus dates from 324 and is a legal petition from Aurelius Isisdorus. The text (as translated by Judge) reads: 
“The cattle of Pamounis and Harpalus damaged the planting … I caught the cow and was leading it up to the village when they met me in the fields with a big club, threw me to the ground and rained blows upon me … and if I had not chanced to obtain help from the Deacon Antonius and the Monk Isaac, who happened by, they would have finished me off completely.” 
Judge points out that this is the earliest known use of the term monarchos – significantly earlier than the publication of Athanasius’ Life of Anthony in 358 – and that this shows that by 324 the monk was already a recognised figure and public institution in Egyptian society. Judge goes on to argue that Isaac was an apotactic monk, or remnuoth – the third type of monk identified by Jerome, alongside anchorites and coenobites, in his Letter 22 to Eustochium – remnuoth being the town and village based ascetics and ‘renouncers’ who Jerome regarded as trouble makers (Jerome, cited in Harmless, 2004: 420). As Judge argues, the apotactic monk, or remnuoth (those who lived ascetic lives within urban environments) is an early model of monasticism both preceding and then existing alongside other forms of monasticism, but ignored in later writings.
Alongside the sources that demonstrate that Anthony was not the original monk, another C20th find of papyri makes clear that Pachomius was not the founder of coenobitic (communal) forms of monasticism, but again, one of the innovators and originators of the movement. 
In 1924 H Idriss Bell published two archives of Melitian letters, dating from the 330s and 340s. What these letters reveal is a complex Melitian monastic community, organised in ways very similar to the Pachomian monasteries and network, and existing alongside (so probably originating at a very similar time, if not just before) the Pachomian foundations. Harmless points out that the evidence in Bell’s archive shows the complexity of the Melitian monastic organization, the clear systems in place for delegation of authority, and the strong relationships that existed between the different monasteries in the Melitian network (Harmless, 2004 p.424). Again, this evidence is likely to have been written out of history by later Christian authors as Melitius himself lost the battle for power and authority within the wider ecclesiastical structures of Egyptian Christianity, and came to be regarded as schismatic. As Athanasius and others exerted their grip on authority, the Melitian experience was suppressed and excised from the record. But Bell’s archive shows that, as Harmless argues: “Just as … it might be better to speak of Anthony as a symbol of the innovation of desert monasticism [rather than its originator], so it might be better to speak of Pachomius as a symbol of innovation of coenobitic monasticism … his was one of a wide ranging set of fourth-century experiments in monastic living. The rediscovery of Melitian monasticism alerts us that some fascinating early achievements have fallen through the cracks of the historical record.” (Harmless, 2004: 425).
Why this overlooking of the plentiful evidence that Anthony and Pachomius were not ‘the’ founders, but innovators within an already established and varied ecosystem of monastic expressions? Again, Goehring’s interpretation is political “The apotactic monk who resided in the village and participated in its social and ecclesiastical affairs was forgotten, or rather repudiated by a later Christianity that had embraced less politically active forms of asceticism. Desert hermits or ‘imprisoned’ coenobites offered a less direct challenge to ecclesiastical and political authority and therefore flourish in the literature that survives, precisely because it represents that ecclestical and political authority.” (Goehring, 1999: 31-32)
In conclusion to this section, both Anthony and Pachomius have been held up as ‘the’ originators of monasticism in its two key forms in Egypt. But there is plenty of evidence of monks existing prior to Anthony, and of experiments in cenobitic monasticism existing alongside if not pre-dating the Pachomian foundations. There is good reason to think that both the apotaktic (city based ascetic) experience, and that of the Melitian coenobitic experience, were eliminated from the record, as they each presented, in different ways, a challenge to political and ecclesiastical power. But papyri found in the C20th have allowed us to ‘peek behind the curtain’ of the official hagiographic accounts, and glimpse a much more complex reality. 

The third myth: Monasticism was invented in Egypt, by Christians
The third ‘myth’ that has been exploded by more recent scholarship, is that monasticism in the West was founded in Egypt. Of even more interest, even the specifically Christian origins of Monasticism in Egypt, have come into question. 
Looking geographically first, it is clear that monasticism as a phenomenon came into being across the Levant at around the same time as in Egypt. As Veilleux has described it “The thesis, generally admitted some decades ago, that saw Egypt as the cradle of Christian monasticism has now been abandoned. We now know that the monastic phenomenon appeared more or less at the same time in Mesopotamia, Syria, Egypt and Cappadocia, and also in the West. It appeared not as a mushroom unexpectedly sprouting overnight, but in continuity with the various ascetic currents that marked the life of the church during the first few centuries, particularly in areas under Judeo-Christian influence.” (Veilleux, in Pearson and Goehring, 1986: 299). 
Veilleux was building in part on the seminal work of Arthur Vööbus in 1958 in his History of asceticism in the Syrian Orient in which he established the widespread and contemporaneous (to Egyptian origins) expressions of Syrian monastic experience. Vööbus explores the work of the key ancient writer on Syrian asceticism, Ephrem the Syrian (306-373), who was writing about the experience and insights of Syrian asceticism, as a contemporary of both Antony and Pachomius (Vööbus, 1958: 5). Similarly, recent work on Basil of Caesaria (330-370) in Cappadocia (now central Turkey) has demonstrated that the key influences upon him were not Egyptian, but local, including both Eustathius of Sebaste (300-377) (known for founding monasteries as Bishop of Sebaste, and a clear influence in Basil’s letters) and Basil’s own sister Macrina (327-80). Macrina founded a monastic community, initially within her home, and then drawing into the household, as it grew into a more formalised community, a wide circle of other women ascetics, long before Basil himself sought to build a monastic community (Harmless, 2004: 431). 
Macrina’s biography was written by her elder brother Gregory, and his work makes clear first that Macrina’s experimentation with asceticism began when she was just 12 years old, when she refused to be married, and continued to develop within the context of the family home. Early on, Macrina took up some of the tasks of the slaves within the household, for example, baking bread. Around 345 Macrina’s father died, and she and her mother moved the household to Annesi, outside the city. Initially all the slaves within the family were manumitted by Macrina and her mother, to live as equals with Marinca and her mother in the ascetic community; later still they were joined by women from outside the household, and they took in young destitute women. Gregory writes:
“When the mother was freed from the worries of rearing her children … the life of Macrina became the symbol for her mother of the ‘philosophical life’ … guiding her mother to the same degree of humility, after having persuaded her to place herself on the same level as the group of virgins to share with them one table, one lodging, and all the necessities of life, like an equal, all differences of rank having been removed from their lives.” [Gregory of Nysa, Life of St Macrina, cited in Elm, 1994: 84). 
As Susanna Elm argues, this makes clear that Macrina’s community of women ascetics began with and evolved within the context of the family; but that by 357 the community was established with members belonging to it who were not originally from the household, thus predating Basil’s own first experiments with an ascetic life, which began after he too moved to Annesi in 357. 
As Elm has argued, to truly understand the origins of monastic models, we need to go beyond the hagiographic purpose of the texts that form the corpus of writing on early monasticism. From a deeper look at the sources, it’s clear that in the fourth century women were experimenting with new forms of asceticism, initially within and in counterpoint to the norm of the institution of the family, creating a wide range of forms of monastic experiment and organization, against which an ‘orthodox’ monastic model was eventually created (Elm, 1994).
It is clear from the sources we have, Ephram the Syrian and Gregory of Nysa, among others, that Antony and Pachomius, and other ‘Fathers’ of monasticism in Egypt were not the founders of monasticism, as there were equally Capadocian, Syrian, Palestian and a wide range of other founders in the Fourth Century – and that women were as innovative and influential as men in experimenting with different models of asceticism in this period. 
More broadly still, it has also come into question whether Christianity itself was the sole inspiration and foundation of ascetic and monastic models in Egypt, or whether monastic models and practices were in part learned and adopted from other traditions, including Manicheanism. Stroumsa has pointed out that the followers of Mani saw and described themselves as Christian when living in Christian contexts, so would have lived among and alongside those we now consider ‘orthodox’ Christians. He argues “There is much evidence to show that in the Roman Empire, at least, the Manichaeans considered themselves to be Christians, nay the true Christians, while they condemned the Catholics for ‘judaising’, and hence for being unfaithful to the true doctrine of Christ … Manichaeans probably survived [persecutions] longer than is usually thought, since they were able to go underground by … appearing to be, for all practical purposes, plain Christians.” (Stroumsa, in Pearson and Goehring 1986: 309). 
Given the probable intermingling of Manichaenism and Christianity in Egypt, Stroussa further points out that Christian asceticism is highly likely to have been influenced and inspired by Manichaen experiments in monastic and ascetic ways of life, which existed from the late 3rd Century, thus pre-dating both Antonian and Pachomian models of monasticism “[the evidence shows] Adda and other early Manichaen missionaries in the 270s to have established “houses” (Manistan, the Middle Persian term, is translated Kloster by W. B. Henning) in Egypt. From various sources we know that the life of the communities of the elect was tantamount to monastic life … it is thus unlikely that the Manichaen ascetical movement, which preceded the emergence of Christian cenobitic monasticism by about half a century, did not influence the latter in some way” (Stroumsa, 1986: 308). Stroumsa further points out that Mani himself was likely to have been influenced by his travels in India and exposure to Buddhist monastic models. “As a religious phenomenon, early Manichaen monasticism probably owed its existence to a combination of Elchasaite communal life, itself influenced by Qumran, as L. Koenen has convincingly argued, and Buddhist monasticism, which Mani himself had encountered in India” (Stroumsa, 1986: 309)
Other authors, including Veilleux, have questioned Stroumsa’s thesis, arguing that although there is evidence of Manichaen communal/monastic living from elsewhere, there is no documentary evidence directly from Egypt (Veilleux, in Pearson and Goehring, 1986, p.303). Harmless, writing in 2004, asked rhetorically “Could Buddhist missionaries have made their way into the Roman Empire, establishing themselves in Alexandria or some other Egyptian port? While not impossible, there is simply no evidence for it at all.” (Harmless, 2004: 435) However, further archeological exploration of the cave at Socotra in Yemen since 2000 provides detailed evidence of Buddhist traders passing through Yemen and leaving their graffito in the cave, although there is no evidence from the Socotra grafito of monks themselves being present in the cave alongside the traders (Strauch, 2019: 33).
It may well be argued that Stroumsa’s case has been strengthened by the 2022 discovery of the Berenike Buddha. This small statue of the Buddha was found in pieces in Bereneike in 2019 and 2022, is thought to date from 100AD, and to have been carved locally, either in Alexandria or in Berenike (Geerts et al, 2023). From this find, and the earlier discoveries at Socotra, it is clear that as early as 100AD, Buddhist practice had in fact reached Egypt. While we have no direct evidence of monks accompanying the traders along the trading route across the Red Sea, there is no reason to doubt that knowledge of Buddhist monastic and ascetic practices was transmitted along the trade routes through Egypt, along with Buddhist teachings and worship. As Strauch argues “Through the close interaction of Manichaean, Gnostic, Jewish and Early Christian communities, Buddhist ideas and concepts could enter the “Western World” in a modified form. In most cases, their Buddhist background was not explicitly marked, nor were these ideas directly linked with Buddhist practitioners.” (Strauch, 2019: 45)
Recent work on transculturalism has sought to recognise that cultures are not bounded, discrete entities that can be analysed as one culture spreading and influencing or taking over another, but cultures as something always dynamic, adaptive and mutually influencing one another (Kellner, 2019: 3). Further, as Elizabeth O’Connell argues, recent finds and developments in multi-disciplinary approaches have meant that “interpretations have been refined or revised as modern presumptions are unpacked and interrogated, above all the bipolar constructions of Egyptian/Hellenistic, Christian/pagan [etc] … documentary papyri containing monotheistic/henotheistic phrases are no longer assumed to be exclusively Christian, and the once presumed separate spheres of Coptic and Greek writers and ‘Christian’ and ‘pagan’ authors have proven to overlap considerably” (O’Connell, in Gabra, 2014: 164).
In the light of this growing recognition that intellectual trends, ideas, and ascetic practices did not ‘belong’ to any one individual or even one tradition, Stroumsa’s insight that Buddhist inspired Manicheanism might indeed have been one of the influences in early Christian experiments in Monasticism in Egypt becomes more prescient.  

Conclusion
In conclusion, recent scholarship, and recent papyri and archaeological finds have called into question the traditional story that monasticism was founded in Egypt, by Antony and Pachomius, as a primarily desert phenomenon, and with solely Christian inspiration and origins. All the aspects of this version of origins have been shown to be a distorted and simplified version of reality, written, as Goehring has argued, primarily to reify a particular version of Christianity and reinforce a particular structure of Christian power and authority. Recognising the complexity of the origins of the phenomenon of monasticism, geographically, temporally, and in terms of its inspiration(s) opens up a far more interesting and richer reality, in which the contribution of Meliatian monastic experience, the urban monks perceived as trouble makers, and the originating role of women, comes back into focus. Recent finds, transcultural and multi-disciplinary approaches have also called into question the cultural boundaries that have limited the perception of the complexity of the sources themselves, dichotomised as, for example, either Christian or pagan, orthodox or heretical, in origin. A more dynamic, fluid and rich appreciation of the cross-cultural origins of innovation in asceticism thus also comes to the fore, with very recent finds like the Berenike Buddha turning previous assumptions about the Westward reach of Buddhism, and therefore its potential contribution to Christian thought and practice, on their heads. 
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