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grzegorz ochała, Chronological Systems of Christian Nubia. Journal 
of Juristic Papyrology, Supplement 16. Warsaw: faculty of law and 
Administration and institute of Archaeology, university of Warsaw, 
and raphael Taubenschlag foundation, 2011. xix + 364 pages. iSBn 
978-83-925919-5-5.

christian nubia is a particularly lively topic of study at the moment. Spear-
headed by ground-breaking work of Adam Łajtar and Jacques van der Vliet, in 
recent years an enormous progress has been made in the availability of written 
sources from sites such as Qasr ibrim and old Dongola,1 leading to a first ever 
collection of essays entirely devoted to the topic and a study of the economy 
and society of medieval nubia on the basis of the old nubian texts from Qasr 
ibrim.2 The study of these texts has also been facilitated by the creation of a 
website with abbreviations of major works on the model of the papyrological 
checklist and further bibliography, and a Database of medieval nubian Texts 
(DBmnT).3 Based on the texts collected in this database, grzegorz ochała 
(henceforth o.) is now able to present us with the first systematic study of the 
chronological systems of medieval nubia.

The book is a slightly retouched version of the author’s doctoral disser-
tation defended under supervision of Łatjar at the university of Warsaw in 
2010. in fact, the first stage of this doctoral project consisted of collecting all 
christian nubian texts with chronological content, which eventually resulted 
in the DBmnT. The database did not only form the starting point of the present 
study, it is also directly linked to it in that all texts discussed in the book are 
referred to by their DBmnT number, so that the author does not have to refer 
each time to the main editions and readers have access to detailed additional 
information on each text. Another advantage of linking the online database to 
the book is that instead of publishing the catalogue at the back in an appendix, 
which – certainly in a field as fluid as nubian studies – would have rendered it 

1 e.g. J. van der Vliet, Catalogue of the Coptic Inscriptions in the Sudan National Mu-
seum at Khartoum (leuven 2003); A. Łatjar, Catalogue of the Greek Inscriptions in the 
Sudan National Museum at Khartoum (leuven 2003); A. Łajtar and J. van der Vliet, Qasr 
Ibrim: The Greek and Coptic Inscriptions (Warsaw 2010). Their forthcoming publication 
Empowering the Dead in Christian Nubia: The Texts from a Medieval Funerary Complex 
in Dongola (Warsaw 2014) is eagerly awaited.

2 A. Łajtar and J. van der Vliet (eds), Nubian Voices: Studies in Christian Nubian 
Culture (Warsaw 2011); g.r. ruffini, Medieval Nubia: A Social and Economic History 
(oxford 2012).

3 Available at http://www.medievalnubia.info/ and http://www.dbmnt.uw.edu.pl/, 
respectively.
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out of date almost immediately upon publication, the database can be updated 
and added to, since – as o. points out in the introduction (pp. 26-27) – for 
many texts even the most basic information is still lacking.

The introduction starts with a discussion of the chronological and topo-
graphical scope of the material (pp. 4-7). The time range chosen is from around 
the mid-sixth century, when the three medieval kingdoms of nubia (nouba-
dia, makouria, and Alwa) emerged, until the waning of christian dominance 
in the fifteenth century – a period that is commonly referred to as “christian 
nubia.”4 The texts mostly come from the middle nile region (ancient nubia), 
but some texts from egypt with a clear nubian background have also been in-
cluded.5 o. then continues (pp. 7-24) with an excellent general characterization 

4 While o. is no doubt right to start his corpus with the two sixth-century dedica-
tions of churches at Dendur and ikhmindi (DBmnT, nos. 517 and 458), which both 
contain dating formulae, the remark that “those [greek and coptic sources] predating 
the christianization do not include any dating lemmata” (pp. 4-5, repeated on pp. 120 
and 345) is not entirely correct, as a fifth-century greek inscription from Kalabsha 
is dated to ἐπὶ Φονοιν φύλαρχο (read φυλάρχου) “when Phonoin was phylarch” (SB 
5.8697.1 = T. eide et al., Fontes Historiae Nubiorum 3 [Bergen 1998] 1134-1138 [no. 
313]), which is no doubt a marker of the local or regional power of this tribal chief; see 
J.h.f. Dijkstra, “‘i, Silko, came to Talmis and Taphis.’ interactions between the Peoples 
beyond the Southern egyptian frontier and rome in late Antiquity,” in J.h.f. Dijkstra 
and g. fisher (eds.), Inside and Out: Interactions between Rome and the Peoples on the 
Arabian and Egyptian Frontiers in Late Antiquity (leuven 2014) 317. nonetheless, the 
local character of this text only underlines o.’s statement that “only with the coming 
of a new religion did the inhabitants of the middle nile Valley start to employ more 
advanced dating methods in their writings” (p. 4).

5 o. takes “an unquestionable nubian authorship of a text” (p. 23) as the main cri-
terion for inclusion in his database. Thus the coptic tombstones of nubians from the 
monastery of Apa hatre at Aswan (commonly known as the monastery of St Simeon), 
SB Kopt. 1.504, 523, 525, 537, 547, 548, 625 (on p. 24 [n. 33], repeated on p. 216 [n. 24] 
“532” is a typo for “523”) are excluded because the formulae of these stelae conform 
entirely to the other ones from the same site. on the other hand, a coptic dipinto com-
memorating the death of the monk Petro which has a similar structure in common with 
many of the funerary stelae from the same monastic grounds, is included (DBmnT, no. 
565) on account of its mention of the nubian king Zacharias iii (see J.h.f. Dijkstra and 
J. van der Vliet, “‘in year one of King Zachari.’ evidence of a new nubian King from 
the monastery of St. Simeon at Aswan,” Beiträge zur Sudanforschung 8 [2003] 31-38; cf. 
o.’s remarks on p. 216). While marginal cases such as these can probably not be avoided, 
certainly where the nubian-egyptian frontier was an open one, and o. clearly justifies 
his choices, there is no reason to include the greek funerary stela for the anchorite Abba 
isak (DBmnT, no. 530) found on Biga, the island opposite Philae in the first cataract 
and so on egyptian territory, as o. himself admits on p. 111 (n. 20).
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of his data, which consist of 733 texts written in the four languages of medieval 
nubia (greek, coptic, old nubian, and Arabic), illustrated with several tables 
and a map. he approaches these texts prudently, however, and is well aware 
of their limitations. for example, the majority of the texts comes from lower 
nubia, and some sites, such as Sakinya, are overrepresented, amounting to as 
much as two thirds of the total number of coptic texts.6 moreover, the corpus 
is characterized by a predominance of funerary stelae (619 or 84%), which is 
in large part due to the fact that these are the most common textual finds in 
nubia and that they usually contain dating formulae.

The book is deliberately modelled, as one may expect, on Bagnall and 
Worp’s Chronological Systems,7 especially its first part, where each chapter 
discusses an annual dating method, while the second part treats the use of 
calendric systems. As is lucidly described in the introduction (pp. 24-26), each 
chapter follows the same structure where possible, which greatly enhances the 
systematic treatment of the material and coherence of the book. readers of 
this journal will be especially interested in the section “Discussion” at the end 
of most chapters, in which o. places the analyzed chronological systems from 
nubia in a larger context and also succinctly discusses their interrelations with 
the same systems employed in egypt. Another main asset of this book, already 
mentioned, are the many tables (48 of them) strewn throughout the book and 
nine distribution maps, which make o.’s analysis of the patterns in the data easy 
to follow. Though the english is not always perfect, the book is also written in a 
clear and straightforward manner. in the remainder of this review i will sum-
marize some of the main conclusions that that can be drawn from this study.

The first chapter concerns the most commonly attested chronologi-
cal system in medieval nubia, the era of Diocletian/era of the martyrs (132 
texts). The Diocletianic era was introduced in nubia from egypt in 668 or 670 
(DBmnT, no. 612) and then rapidly spread over the country, only to disappear 
in the tenth and eleventh centuries. interestingly, the new name of the era, that 
of the martyrs, is first attested in nubia in 785 (no. 14) and is only found in 
egypt in the mid-ninth century, thus possibly indicating influence in the other 
direction.8 from the mid-ninth century the new era becomes a popular dating 
system in the entire nile valley and after a period of co-existence with the era of 

6 This factor no doubt at least in part explains why coptic is the most commonly 
attested language in this corpus (358), followed by greek (272; see p. 23). 

7 r.S. Bagnall and K.A. Worp, Chronological Systems of Byzantine Egypt, 2nd ed. 
(leiden 2004).

8 o. discusses the origin of the era of the martyrs at length on pp. 79-81 and there 
leaves the question of whether the era originated in egypt or nubia or even both at the 
same time as unsettled, but at p. 347 he prefers to see it as a nubian influence on egypt.
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Diocletian it eventually replaces the old era designation by the twelfth century. 
The developments in the use of the system in nubia are generally in tandem 
with those in egypt, as can be seen from the fact that the era of Diocletian de-
clined simultaneously in both countries, but as o. painstakingly demonstrates 
they also each developed in separate ways, as appears for instance from the use 
of ἀπό in nubian martyr dates, which is rare in egypt, whereas (κατὰ) χρόνου 
is found for the same era only in egypt (p. 76).

With the second chapter, we move on to indictions, which are almost as 
numerous in nubia as the era of Diocletian/era of the martyrs (130 texts), 
though this total is no doubt somewhat skewed by the 54 texts with this dat-
ing formula – as much as 42% – coming from ginari only (see esp. pp. 104, 
108). The indictional system is the first chronological system to be adopted in 
medieval nubia, as it is already used in the foundation inscription of ikhmindi 
(no. 458) of around the mid-sixth century, so more than a century before the 
arrival of the era of Diocletian. like with that system, it must have arrived 
from egypt and also here parallel developments can be noted in both countries, 
such as the decline in the usage of indictions in the ninth and tenth centuries, 
which coincides with the increasing popularity of the era of the martyrs (p. 
124, repeated on p. 348). once again, however, o. points to some significant 
differences in usage between egypt and nubia, such as the fact that indictions 
are mainly found in greek texts from nubia (pp. 108-110)9 and the order 
indiction-numeral that is almost exclusively found in nubia, as opposed to 
egypt where the order is not fixed (pp. 111, 114-115).10

in chapters three, four, and five the less common chronological systems 
of medieval nubia, the Saracen era, christian eras, and regnal years, are dis-
cussed. The first of these, the era of the Saracens, is found in just 13 non-Arabic 
texts, which are mostly written in coptic and with a few exceptions date to the 
tenth century, and which o. places in the context of the frequent exchanges 
between egypt and nubia in that century. he also includes an appendix on the 

9 The use of indictions in coptic texts seems to be more widespread in egypt. As o. 
rightly points out on p. 123 (n. 70), however, even in these texts indiction dates are 
often noted in greek, as appears, e.g., from several coptic funerary stelae from middle 
egypt. for a recent example of a middle egyptian stela with this feature (lines 12-14: 
ϩⲉⲃⲧ̣ⲟⲙⲏⲥ {ⲓⲛ}ⲓⲛⲇ̣(ⲓⲕⲧⲓⲱⲛⲟⲥ) and top side, ll. 1-2: ϩⲉⲃⲇⲟⲙⲏⲥ, sc. ⲓⲛⲇⲓⲕⲧⲓⲱⲛⲟⲥ), 
perhaps dating to the seventh century, see now J.h.f. Dijkstra and J. van der Vliet, “une 
stèle funéraire copte au musée des Beaux-Arts de montréal,” Cd’É 87 (2012) 189-196, 
esp. 193, with further examples in n. 5.

10 o.’s data confirm here an observation made in the important article by h. Junker, 
“Die christlichen grabsteine nubiens,” ZÄS 60 (1925) 127-128, on the basis of much 
less evidence.
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era of the Saracens in Arabic documents (23 in total), which seem to span the 
tenth to twelfth centuries, but remain poorly studied. under “christian eras,” 
o. discusses the era of the creation of the World, the era of the incarnation 
of christ and the Alexandrian paschal cycle of 532 years, which are found in 
10 texts from nubia, all in greek and predominantly on tombstones, dating to 
the eighth to tenth centuries with one more appearance in the twelfth century. 
o. argues that these dating methods are based on the Alexandrian system and 
suggests that they may have found their way into epitaphs – a phenomenon 
not elsewhere attested – through higher nubian clergymen who were able 
to make such calculations. The last chronological system is that according to 
regnal years. of the three systems current in egypt after Justinian’s Novella 47 
of 537 – indictions, consulates, and regnal years – it is the second system that 
found its way into nubia (evidently, after replacing the names of the emperors 
by those of the nubian kings), even if it never found as wide an application 
as in egypt, witness the only 11 attestations. These are encountered mostly in 
official contexts, such as foundation inscriptions, are often written in coptic 
and date from the eighth to tenth centuries, though this method of dating was 
probably introduced earlier.

in part two we go from chronological to calendrical systems. most of this 
part is devoted to the egyptian calendar (chapter six), which of all the systems 
discussed here is best represented in o.’s material, with 643 attestations out of 
a total of 710 (excluding the Arabic texts). The egyptian calendar was already 
employed in nubia in previous periods, but it is only from the mid-sixth cen-
tury onwards (the foundation inscriptions of Dendur and ikhmindi, nos 517 
and 458) that the use of egyptian month names became widespread through-
out the middle nile region. They are included on almost all tombstones in the 
database, “an obligatory practice in nubian funerary rites” (p. 224), which is 
connected to the annual commemoration of the dead. The chapter contains a 
useful overview of the various spellings of the egyptian months (listed in Table 
35), the dating formulae used (Table 36) and their occurrences per month 
(Table 37). After chapters on the lunar calendar (chapter seven), essentially 
a late phenomenon (twelfth century and later) and attested in 35 texts, and a 
very brief one – because of the limited knowledge that can be gleaned from no 
more than 9 texts – on the liturgical calendar (chapter eight), the last chapter 
(nine) deals with days of the week (35 texts), which are fairly evenly distributed 
over nubia from the eighth century onwards. A concise conclusion sums up 
the book’s main arguments once more.

o. should be congratulated for providing the scholarly world with a me-
ticulous study of the chronological systems of medieval nubia. Thus he is able 
to show not only the profound influence of and interrelations with egypt from 
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which most, if not all, systems used in nubia originated or were introduced, 
but also the creative ways in which these systems were adapted to the nubian 
context (summarized on pp. 249-250). By necessity this review has had to 
concentrate on the main lines, but the book offers much more: each chapter 
both discusses at length all the patterns in the data and includes numerous 
important observations on groups of texts or even individual texts that arise 
from those data.11 Although an index is surprisingly absent in an otherwise 
so systematic study, this book will become a standard work of reference for 
anyone working in the field and marks another significant step forwards in the 
study of medieval nubia.

University of Ottawa Jitse h.f. Dijkstra

11 e.g. previous scholars thought that the Dendur foundation inscription (no. 517) 
contained an indiction year in line 9, but o. has now convincingly demonstrated (“The 
Date of the Dendur foundation inscription reconsidered,” BASP 48 [2011] 217-224, 
repeated here on p. 100 [n. 6]) that the line only contains an indication of the month 
and day, first written out in full and then repeated in numerals, and he can list no less 
than 11 parallels for such repetitions of numerals in nubian texts from his database.
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