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I. ABSTRACT AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

 This is a project to clean, conserve, document (with photographs and technical 

drawings) and publish the wall paintings in the so-called Red Monastery (Dayr al-Ahmar), 

also known as the Monastery of St. Bishay.  The monastery is located outside of the city of 

Sohag.  The paintings date to the late antique and medieval periods, and are of great 

significance for our understanding of Coptic art, late antique art in general, and also the 

continuation of the classical tradition. Additionally, we are studying the architectural 

envelope for the paintings, their liturgical significance, and the archaeology and history of the 

monument. 

 This report documents the conservation work that took place between 21 November – 

23 December, 2011.  Principal staff on site were the Project Director, Elizabeth Bolman, 

Directors of Conservation, Luigi De Cesaris and Alberto Sucato, six Assistant Conservators, 

Laurel Darcy Hackley, William Lyster, and Father Maximous El-Anthony. Michael Jones, 

Associate Director of the Egyptian Antiquities Conservation Project also spent time on site. 

All technical supervision of the conservation work took place under the expert direction of 

Luigi De Cesaris and Alberto Sucato. 

 The work completed during this campaign is one part of a larger project to conserve 

and clean all of the late antique wall paintings in the eastern end of the church. Work on this 

project was begun with test cleanings in 2002. 

 All work is being carried out in collaboration with the Egyptian Supreme Council of 

Antiquities.  The team is particularly grateful to Dr. Mohammed Ismail, Dr. Farag Fadda, Dr. 

Mohammed Abdel Rahim, Mr. Saad, and our inspectors, for their generous and professional 

assistance.  The Coptic Church is providing exceptional support and hospitality.  Thanks to 

Pope Shenouda III and Bishop Yohannes, and to Father Antonious and Father Wissa, as well 

as all of the members of the Red and White Monasteries, for their efforts on our behalf.  The 

success of this project would not be possible without the vision, hard work, and patience of 

the staff of the Egyptian Antiquities Project and the American Research Center in Egypt.  We 

wish in particular to thank Dr. Gerry D. Scott, III, Michael Jones, Janie Abdel Aziz, and 

Madame Amira.  All members of the Red Monastery Project are greatly appreciative. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Coptic inscription reading: The Archangel Gabriel, eastern lobe, south niche. 
Photograph: E. Bolman, December 2011. 
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II. WALL PAINTING CONSERVATION: 

 

A. CONDITIONS AT THE SITE, AT THE BEGINNING OF THE PROJECT: 

 

 The wall paintings in the enclosed part of the church (the original sanctuary) are in 

various states of preservation.  Many were covered with layers of soot, dirt and varnish. 

Sections of the paintings were detaching from the walls and falling off. 

 

B. CONSERVATION: 

The work of conservation took place in four principal areas. First, the conservators 

worked in the three niches on the ground floor of the eastern lobe in the triconch sanctuary. 

They also cleaned and conserved a quarter of the ceiling in the northeastern corner room 

(possibly the original prothesis). They continued conservation of the Medieval paintings on 

the northern wall. And finally, they cleaned and conserved the majority of the inner western 

wall at the clerestory level, in the sanctuary. All of these areas proved to be of great interest.  

 The procedure is first to consolidate the paintings, then to clean them. After this, 

pictorial integration is undertaken, and finally the protection and conservation of the wall 

paintings. The long-term strategy is to clean the entire interior space, not just the historical 

paintings. Our goal is also to present the paintings and space as well as possible, with special 

lights, and UV protective Perspex (transparent durable plastic) in the windows. 

 The work continues to confirm the conservators’ previous analysis of the paint and 

plaster layers in the triconch as belonging to four major late antique phases of work in the 

church. Medieval paintings survive in fragments on the façade wall, and on the northern 

(transept) and western nave walls. These belong to two or possibly three different phases of 

work. Test cleanings were done on the inner western nave wall, showing close ties to the 

Medieval paintings on the façade wall. 

 

 
 

Cross (fourth phase) and remains of Prophets (third phase), western clerestory. 

Photograph: E. Bolman, December 2011. 
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III.  PRELIMINARY ART HISTORICAL DISCUSSION 

 

A. THE EASTERN LOBE NICHES, GROUND FLOOR: 
 

 The subjects at the backs of the niches at the left (north) and right (south) were 

completely cleaned and conserved during this campaign. They revealed impressive bust-

length paintings of the Archangels Michael and Gabriel. Due to stylistic parallels, particularly 

with the Virgin Mary Galaktotrophousa in the north semidome, it is clear that they belong to 

the fourth and final late antique phase of work in the sanctuary.  

 

 
 

Archangel Gabriel, south niche, ground floor level, east lobe. Fourth phase of painting. 

Photograph: E. Bolman, December 2011 

 

 The Archangel Michael (left niche) holds a decorated round Eucharistic bread loaf. 

The Archangel Gabriel (right niche) holds a chalice. Both also grasp staffs. Remains of the 

third-phase painting appear underneath these later images, and suggest that the same subjects 

and sizes existed in these niches earlier. It is appropriate to find these two important 

archangels in the eastern lobe, due to the fact that, within the Christian system, they guard the 
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throne of the Lord (the altar) and participate in the celebration of the Eucharist. Angels 

typically flank the enthroned Mother of God and Christ Child in contemporary Egyptian 

Christian paintings (and indeed in those outside of Egypt as well), but without the explicit tie 

to the liturgy that the inclusion of the loaf and chalice create. Third-phase paintings of angels 

in the spandrels of the northern and southern semidomes also held liturgical implements, but 

these images were covered over during the fourth phase of painting. The new images on the 

ground floor of the eastern lobe bring the visualization of the liturgical process closer to the 

officiating priest and the altar. 

The central niche is the most covered with soot, oil, and wax, and its conservation is 

very time consuming. Only the hood of the niche has, during this campaign, been partially 

cleaned and conserved. It reveals a bust-length depiction of the Virgin Mary, in the orans 

(praying) position. It is not possible at this point to ascertain what phase of painting she 

belongs to – late antique or medieval. 

B. THE NORTHEASTERN CORNER ROOM (NEC) CEILING: 

Half of the ceiling had been cleaned and conserved in an earlier campaign, and one 

more quarter of it was completed during this mission. As expected, because the composition 

is a regular one, the conservators revealed a large standing angel belonging to the fourth 

phase, (with traces of grape vines and a wreath underneath, belonging to an earlier period of 

work). The very faint traces of a set of scales of justice were discerned, underneath the fourth 

period work, suspended from the beak of one of the four eagles in a level of decoration below 

the large, later angels. More roundels of evangelists holding books and perhaps virtues were 

also uncovered, and belong to phase four. 

The existence of four evangelists in this small room, and four evangelists in the south 

semidome, all painted during the fourth phase of work, raises the possibility of identifying the 

four figures in the NEC, who lack the painted names that accompany the figures in the apse 

painting. These duplications of subjects also provide an opportunity to examine a stylistic 

contrast indicating two distinct hands at work during this single period of work. 

The NEC evangelists are in roundels, not full figured, and no traces of inscriptions 

remain. Since members of the same team painted both sets of evangelists, it makes sense that 

the appearance of the figures would be an indication of their identities. However, this turns 

out not to be the case, because two of the four figures in the NEC have white hair, while only 

one (St. Luke) does, in the south apse. Other variations in the depictions make it hard 

positively to identify the four in the NEC. (See the images on the next page.) 

Stylistic differences are also pronounced, upon close examination. The fluid and 

confident line of the master who painted the four evangelists in the south semidome is quite 

different from the equally bold, but somewhat less well controlled line of the artist working in 

the NEC. The hands are completely different, with the ones in the semidome long and 

sinuous, while those in the NEC are short and awkward. However, the proportions of the 

heads, the size of the haloes, the shadows under the hairline, and other features make it 

completely clear that both painters belonged to the same team, with, overall, a recognizable 

style. 
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Evangelists Luke and Matthew, South semidome, Triconch. Photograph: E. Bolman. 

 

 
 

White-haired Evangelist (Luke?). 

Photograph: E. Bolman, 2011.

 

 
 

Dark-haired Evangelist (Matthew?). 

Photograph: E. Bolman. 

 

 

 

C. MEDIEVAL PAINTINGS, NORTHERN 

WALL (WEST OF THE SANCTUARY): 

 

 Work continued on the equestrian 

saint and surrounding inscriptions and 

graffiti. A small figure in profile, not very 

well preserved but clearly holding a sword, 

became visible after conservation. He was 

painted over the border, and faces the 

horse. Especially interesting is the overlap 

of the border of the equestrian painting on 

top of the adjacent painting of the cross (to 

the west). This demonstrates that the 

equestrian painting was added after the 

cross, and by implication, after most of the 

(as yet unconserved) paintings in the nave. 

 
 

Small figure facing horse, North wall, west 

of the façade wall. Photograph: E. 

Bolman. 
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Northern nave wall, within the Comité façade wall, showing the overlap 

of the border of the Equestrian Saint’s painting on the painting of a Cross in an aedicule. 

Photograph: E. Bolman, December 2011. 

 

D. THE WESTERN CLERESTORY WALL: 

 

 This area is mostly, but not completely cleaned and conserved. Final conservation will 

likely take place during the next campaign (Spring 2012). Remains of third- and fourth-phase 

painting were found. Peacocks and a decorative motif belonging to the earlier of these two 

phases fill the spandrels of the monumental arch providing entrance to the sanctuary. These 

were clearly painted by the same artists who created the peacocks in the same location on the 

eastern spandrels framing the eastern semidome, and the peacocks on the ground floor level 

in the eastern lobe. Partial remains of three standing figures were also found, belonging to 

this period of work. They hold scrolls, suggesting that they are prophets rather than 

evangelists. Evangelists appear between the windows of the northern and eastern clerestory 

windows.  

 

 Unusual fourth-phase crosses, complete with strings of bells, originally covered the 

prophets. Painted crosses of this type are found at the Syrian Monastery in the Wadi Natrun, 

at Kellia, and at the Monastery of St. Katherine on Mount Sinai, among other important late 

antique sites. They are far more saturated than the rest of the fourth-phase decoration of this 

phase in the Red Monastery triconch, which tends towards black and white ornamental 

motifs. Instead, these crosses have rich gold backgrounds.   
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Peacock (third phase), partially covered by fourth-phase decorative motifs. 

Photograph: E. Bolman, December 2011. 

 

 

IV.   DOCUMENTATION: 

 

 Our project includes several types of documentation.  We have taken photographs in 

several formats: digital images, slides, medium format transparencies, and also print (color 

and black and white).  We also produce professional graphical documentation, showing 

stages of conservation work in great detail. During this campaign, Sergio Tagliacozzi came to 

work on the graphic documentation, and Jones, Bolman, Hackley, Lyster and the 

conservators all took digital photographs of the work in progress. 

 

V. DEATH OF THE DIRECTOR OF CONSERVATION, LUIGI DE CESARIS 

 

 Luigi De Cesaris died of a heart attack on 19 December 2011, at the very end of the 

campaign. Despite intensive efforts to save him by his team members, Father Antonious, and 

the emergency ambulance crew, he was dead upon arrival in the hospital in Sohag. The 

strenuous efforts of Alberto Sucato, Emiliano Ricchi, Michael Jones and Father Maximous 

meant that his body was taken to Cairo, to the Italian Hospital there, and then to the airport, 

in time to arrive in Rome relatively quickly. With the Western Christmas holiday, any delays 

would have meant that his body would not have arrived in Rome for over a week, rather than 

in four days.  

 

 His tremendous generosity and great teaching abilities mean that his legacy will 

continue, unabated, with Sucato and Ricchi now leading the team. His dedication to the 

project was phenomenal, and we would not have been able to complete this enormous project 

without his wisdom, energy and wide range of skills. 
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VI. CONCLUSIONS:

The entirety of the north, east and south lobes, with the exception of small areas on 

the ground floor level of the east lobe, have now been consolidated, cleaned and conserved. 

The façade wall has also been conserved, and considerably more late antique painting has 

come to light in the northeastern and southeastern side rooms.  

The close connections between the region of the Red and White Monasteries, and the 

larger Mediterranean world in late antiquity, continues to be demonstrated. New evidence and 

perspectives on the building, paintings, and their history has come to light due to the work of 

conservators and specialists, underscoring the outstanding significance of the building and its 

paintings. It is without question the most important historical church in Egypt, and one of the 

treasures of the late antique world. 

Luigi De Cesaris, east semidome, 9 December 2010. Photograph: E. Bolman. 




