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REVISITING THE UNKNOWN FEMALE SENDER OF P.OXY. XII 1592:
AN EARLY EXAMPLE OF FEMALE ASCETICISM?

P.Oxy. XII 1592, now housed in the Macquarie University Museum of Ancient Cultures, is a late third/
early fourth century papyrus fragment preserving part of a correspondence from an unidentifi ed sender 
concerning the receipt of an earlier letter from the addressee.1 The sender addresses the recipient as κ(ύ ρι)έ  
μου π(ά τε)ρ and later, again, as π(ατ)ή ρ using the nomina sacra forms for the words “Lord” and “Father”.2 
Apart from part of the word χαίρειν, the greeting and close of the letter are broken off, leaving only eight 
surviving lines of text on a relatively small papyrus scrap of 10.3 by 5 centimeters.3 The names of the send-
er and addressee – if they had originally been present4 – are therefore now lost. However, some clues about 
the identities of the correspondents are recoverable from the surviving contents of the letter. First, the use 
of the designation “(Lord) Father” to address the recipient in combination with the respective nomina sacra 
forms has led most commentators to speculate whether he was a high-ranking ecclesiastical fi gure, perhaps 
a bishop.5 Second, the use of the feminine participle δεξαμένη in line 7 reveals the unknown sender of the 
letter to be a woman.

The surviving portion of the letter reads as follows:
  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
  [   -ca. 8-   χαί]ρειν. αἰδε-
  ξά[μ]ην σου τὰ γράμμα-
  τα, κ(ύ ρι)έ  μου π(ά τε)ρ, καὶ πάνυ ἐ-
  μεγαλύνθην καὶ ἠγαλλεία-
 5 σα ὅτει τοιοῦτός μου π(ατ)ή ρ
  τὴν μνήμην ποιεῖται. αὐτὰ
  γὰρ δεξαμένη τὸ ἱερόν σου
  [πρόσωπον προσεκ]ύνησα6

  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
  __________
  1–2 l. ἐδεξάμην    4–5 l. ἠγαλλίασα ὅτι     7 ϊερον pap.

1 The TM number for this text is 31771. The text has been republished most recently in Lincoln H. Blumell and Thomas 
A. Wayment, eds., Christian Oxyrhynchus: Texts, Documents, and Sources (Waco 2015), 493–96 (no. 137); and AnneMarie 
Luijendijk, Greetings in the Lord: Early Christians and the Oxyrhynchus Papyri (HTS 60; Cambridge, MA 2008), 74–78.

2 I capitalize these designations when they refer to the titles abbreviated as nomina sacra in the letter as a way of 
indicating this in the translation.

3 A few illegible traces of ink are also visible on the verso.
4 See, for example, P.Oxy. LXIII 4365, in which neither the sender nor the recipient is identifi ed by name.
5 See, for example, Mario Naldini, Cristianesimo in Egitto: Lettere private nei papiri dei secoli II–IV (Studi e testi di 

papirologia 3; Firenze 1968), 159: “un vescovo o un monaco”; Giuseppe Ghedini, Lettere cristiane: dai papiri greci del III e IV 
secolo (Milan 1923), 131: “Il destinatario potrebbe essere un vescovo o un ecclesiastico di alta santità e riputazione”; Giuseppe 
Tibiletti, Le lettere private nei papiri greci del III e IV secolo d.C.: Tra paganesimo e cristianesimo (Scienze fi lologiche e let-
teratura 15; Milan 1979), 116: “una donna ad un vescovo (?)”; Luijendijk, Greetings in the Lord, 76: “The title ‘Father’ in com-
bination with the nomina sacra implies that he had the status of a bishop or some other high-positioned clergyman.” Compare, 
however, the comments of Ewa Wipszycka, who argues that “le «père» est ici certainement une personne pieuse pour laquelle 
l’auteur de la lettre a un profond respect. Mais de cela il ne s’ensuit pas nécessairement qu’il est «un vescovo o un monaco di 
singolare dignità»” (Remarques sur les lettres privées chrétiennes des IIe–Ve siècles (à propos d’un livre de M. Naldini), JJP 
18 [1974]: 213).

6 This collocation is attested in two other letters of similar date: P.Lund II 4 (3rd cent., καὶ προσκυνήσω σοι τὸ καλόν σου 
πρόσωπον, “and I might worship your beautiful face”, l. 10–12) and P.Lond. III 1244 (p. 244; 4th cent., προσγυνῆσαι [sic] σοι 
τὸ [ε]ὔμορφον καὶ ἱλαρὸν πρόσωπον, “to worship your attractive and cheerful face”, l. 4). See Giuseppe Tibiletti, Proposte di 
lettura, Aegyptus 57 (1977): 164–65, and BL VII, 140.
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… greetings. I received your letter, my Lord Father, and I was exceedingly exalted and I rejoiced 
that such a person as my Father remembers me. For when I received it, I worshipped your holy 
[countenance] …

Despite its fragmentation, certain features of the letter give the impression that its female sender had a 
close familiarity with Christian literary manuscripts, and perhaps had experience in copying them.7 First 
of all, the hand – a formal, elegant uncial – is remarkably literary in character. The letters are well formed, 
individual, and bilinear; the script is continuous, written in straight lines, with generous and evenly distrib-
uted spaces between letters and words. Roger Bagnall and Raffaella Cribiore describe the hand as “more 
reminiscent of literary manuscripts than of letters”.8 If the sender wrote the letter herself, one is reminded 
of the passage from Eusebius in which “girls trained for beautiful writing” (κόραις ἐπὶ τὸ καλλιγραφεῖν 
ἠσκημέναις) are said to have been among the scribes employed by Origen.9 This is the scenario proposed 
by Luijendijk,10 but the quality of hand leads Bagnall and Cribiore to think that the letter was more likely 
dictated to a professional scribe.11 Unfortunately, it is often impossible to ascertain whether a letter was 
written in the sender’s own hand or that of a scribe, and the fragmentary condition of this letter ensures no 
defi nitive conclusion can be drawn in either direction. However, if Eusebius’ description of Origen’s scribal 
resources can be trusted, we know that women were engaged in the copying of Christian literary manu-
scripts in Egypt sometime in the third century, before this letter was penned.12 With the rise of monasti-
cism in the fourth century, references to learned female ascetics studying and copying literary manuscripts 
become increasingly frequent.13 A scenario in which the sender of P.Oxy. XII 1592 was among such female 
scholar-copyists and wrote her letter herself therefore remains quite plausible. Other elements of the letter, 
I believe, lend additional weight to this hypothesis.

A second feature of this letter that hints at a learned milieu is the writer’s rendering of πατήρ as a 
nomen sacrum, a treatment very common in literary manuscripts but extremely uncommon in letters. In 
New Testament manuscripts assigned Nestle–Aland dates up to the third/fourth century, as many as two-
thirds of sacral occurrences of πατήρ are treated as nomina sacra.14 By way of camparison, a lemmatized 

7 This was fi rst suggested by Luijendijk, Greetings in the Lord, 77–78.
8 Roger S. Bagnall and Raffaella Cribiore, Women’s Letters from Ancient Egypt, 300 BC–AD 800 (ACLS Humanities 

E-Book ed.; Ann Arbor 2008), A14.13. In a more detailed description of the palaeography elsewhere in the volume, they 
comment: “More formal still is the hand of P.Oxy. 12.1592, in which each letter is crafted individually, and some strokes are 
thickened in the style characteristic of the best examples of Roman Uncial; phrasing and penning a highly polished text, this 
scribe maintained his customary style” (ibid., para. 208).

9 The full statement reads as follows: “For as [Origen] dictated, there were ready at hand more than seven shorthand writ-
ers, who relieved each other at fi xed times, and as many copyists, as well as girls trained for beautiful writing” (ταχυγράφοι 
τε γὰρ αὐτῷ πλείους ἑπτὰ τὸν ἀριθμὸν παρῆσαν ὑπαγορεύοντι, χρόνοις τεταγμένοις ἀλλήλους ἀμείβοντες, βιβλιογράφοι 
τε οὐχ ἥττους ἅμα καὶ κόραις ἐπὶ τὸ καλλιγραφεῖν ἠσκημέναις) (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.23). A detailed treatment of female 
scribes is contained in Kim Haines-Eitzen, Guardians of Letters: Literacy, Power, and the Transmitters of Early Christian 
Literature (Oxford 2000), 41–52.

10 Luijendijk imagines that “the writer of this papyrus letter had experience with copying Christian literary texts” and 
pictures her “as a woman belonging to a scholarly milieu” (Greetings in the Lord, 77–78).

11 Bagnall and Cribiore, Women’s Letters (ACLS Humanities E-Book), A14.13 and para. 312.
12 Although it is not quite clear whether this passage describes Origen’s circumstances at Alexandria or Caesarea, the 

sequence of the narrative suggests the former.
13 References, although mostly literary, are surprisingly numerous. For an overview, see Kim Haines-Eitzen, The Gen-

dered Palimpsest: Women, Writing, and Representation in Early Christianity (Oxford 2012), 23–38, 40–52; Haines-Eitzen, 
Guardians of Letters, 48–52; Susanna Elm, ‘Virgins of God’: The Making of Asceticism in Late Antiquity (Oxford 1994), 
48–49. For non-literary references, see especially Chrysi Kotsifou, Books and Book Production in the Monastic Communities 
of Byzantine Egypt, in The Early Christian Book, ed. William E. Klinghsirn and Linda Safran (Washington, D.C. 2007), 
58–59; and Susanna Elm, An Alleged Book-Theft in Fourth-Century Egypt: P.Lips. 43, StPatr 18 (1983): 209–15.

14 This datum was derived by conducting a lemmatized search for πατήρ in the Accordance version of Philip W. Comfort 
and David P. Barrett, The Text of the Earliest New Testament Greek Manuscripts (Accordance electronic ed.; Wheaton 2001). 
Plural occurrences and those judged to be clearly non-sacral were removed, and the number of occurrences treated as nomina 
sacra were then calculated against the total, resulting in a contraction rate of 65.5%.
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search for πατήρ in the DDbDP yields only three other instances of “father” treated as a nomen sacrum 
in non-literary papyri, namely P.Lond. VI 1927 (4th cent.), SB XII 10773 (5th cent.), and P.Naqlun II 34 (6th 
cent.). In the case of the former, the referent is divine.15 However, in SB XII 10773, the sender, a certain 
Tatianos, addresses his recipient as “my most honored master and Father, Cheremon” (τῷ δεσπότῃ μου 
τῷ τιμιωτάτῳ Χερήμονι τῷ π(ατ)ρί), rendering “father” as a nomen sacrum. Similarly, P.Naqlun II 34 is 
addressed to one “Lord Father Nikolaos, bishop […]” (κ(υρί)ῳ π(ατ)ρὶ Νικολάῳ ἐπισκ[όπῳ]), using nomina 
sacra forms for “lord” and “father”.16 Signifi cantly, both of these letters can be securely linked to monastic 
settings.17 Thus, πατήρ is treated as a nomen sacrum in a scant four extant letters, three of which – P.Oxy. 
XII 1592, SB XII 10773, and P.Naqlun II 34 – employ it with a human referent. Luijendijk has proposed that 
the epistolary use of nomina sacra may have arisen from letter writers’ contact with literary manuscripts.18 
Given this writer’s exceptional literary style of hand and the use of a nomen sacrum form uncommon out-
side of literary manuscripts, her proposal is compelling. And yet, further evidence remains.

In addition to suggesting contact with literary manuscripts, these nomina sacra and the relational 
vocabulary they embody offer some clues about the identity of the addressee and his relationship to the 
sender. The use of the familial term “father” need not imply a biological relationship between the cor-
respondents. As already indicated, the addressee has often been presumed to be a bishop or some other 
high-status clergyman. In this regard, Lucilla Dinneen’s 1929 doctoral dissertation on titles of address in 
Christian letters has been infl uential.19 In her study of the title πατήρ, she found it used “only for ecclesi-
astics, generally the Pope, and bishops of Constantinople and especially Alexandria, and also for very aged 
and respected bishops. Examples for its use of other ecclesiastics are rare.”20

The sender’s fawning praise of the recipient indeed suggests that the term is to be understood in a 
metaphorical sense. In broader society, both πάτερ and κύριε served as common modes of polite address 
to elders or superiors, sometimes used with the aim of fl attery or as a marker of deference.21 Thus, while 
these are not exclusively Christian appellatives, in both registers they function deictically by referencing a 
vertical social relationship between speaker/writer and addressee.22 The patently Christian elements of this 
letter strongly suggest that an ecclesiastical hierarchy is in view, and the cross-coupling of honorifi cs with 
nomina sacra serves to reinforce the sender’s expression of deference visually. Moreover, by drawing on 
and transforming the existing sacral meanings coded in these forms, this peculiar application of nomina 

15 P.Lond. VI 1927 (mid-4th cent.) is a letter from a certain Dorotheos to Paphnutios, likely from Oxyrhynchus. In the 
greeting, Dorotheos entreats “God, the Father of our Savior, Jesus Christ” (τὸ(ν) θ(εὸ)ν καὶ π(ατέ)ρα τοῦ σωτῆρος Ἰη(σο)ῦ 
Χ(ριστο)ῦ) that Paphnutios will receive his letter. Thus, the “father” in this case is divine.

16 Thanks are due to one of the reviewers of this article, who brought P.Naqlun II 34 to my attention. P.Naqlun II 34 was 
discovered at the monastic complex of Deir el Malak Ghubrail and is part of a dossier of letters belonging to Nikolaos (bishop 
of the Fayum?), which includes P.Naqlun I 12 and P.Naqlun II 32–34.

17 In lines 5–6 of SB XII 10773, Tatianos sends greetings to “all those of the two monasteries” (πολλὰ καὶ τῶν δύω 
[l. δύο] μοναστηρίων). See Malcolm Choat, Monastic Letters on Papyrus from Late Antique Egypt, in Writing and Commu-
nication in Early Christian Monasticism, ed. Malcolm Choat and Maria Chiara Giorda (TSEC 9; Leiden 2017), 40–41 and 
n. 135; and Mario Naldini, Dai papiri della raccolta fi orentina: Lettera di Tatianos al padre Chairemon, Atena e Roma n.s. 12 
(1967): 166–69. Naldini remarks that the nomen sacrum form is frequently employed for πατήρ when used to reference eccle-
siastical superiors, particularly monks, but cites only SB XII 10773 and P.Oxy. XII 1592 as examples: “π(ατ)ρί: più frequente-
mente abbreviato come nomen sacrum, è titolo rivolto a religiosi, spesso a monaci rivestiti di autorità” (ibid., 168).

18 Luijendijk, Greetings in the Lord, 74.
19 Lucilla Dinneen, Titles of Address in Christian Greek Epistolography to 527 A.D. (PS 18; Washington, D.C. 1929).
20 Ibid., 12–13.
21 See Eleanor Dickey, Greek Forms of Address from Herodotus to Lucian (Oxford 1996), 78–81, 100–101, 106–7. See 

specifi cally 79 (πάτερ) and 100–101 (κύριε) on their use as a means of fl attery. Although κύριε as a polite form of address can 
function as a deferential term, it is almost always less deferential than δέσποτα which is sometimes so deferential as to convey 
servility (see Eleanor Dickey, ΚΥΡΙΕ, ∆ΕΣΠΟΤΑ, DOMINE: Greek Politeness in the Roman Empire, JHS 121 [2001]: 1–11). 
On the use of these terms in documentary papyri, see Eleanor Dickey, Literal and Extended Use of Kinship Terms in Docu-
mentary Papyri, Mnemosyne 57 (2002): 131–76.

22 Penelope Brown and Stephen C. Levinson, Politeness: Some Universals in Language Use (SIS 4; Cambridge 1987), 
179–80.
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sacra creates an additional metaphor of divine surrogacy – a role that was assumed by bishops as early as 
Ignatius. Elain Pagels summarizes the position of Ignatius as follows:

For Ignatius … the bishop “is a type of the Father” (Trall. 3.1); “he presides in the place of God” 
(Magn. 6.1). Christians are to express reverence “to the bishop as to God” (Magn. 13.1–2), to 
honor him as they honor God, to respect his power “as the power of God the Father” (Eph. 
5.3).23

For Clement of Alexandria in the following century, the conviction was apparently similar. According to 
Pagels, Clement viewed the authorities in the local church community as “divinely ordained delegates, 
whose rule mirrors the divine reign of its creator, master and lord”.24

A fi nal feature of the letter that strongly suggests a bookish setting – and, I propose, perhaps also an 
early example of Marian piety – is found in the sender’s expression of gratitude to the addressee for receiv-
ing an earlier letter from him, in which she appropriates the uncommon verbs “exalt” (μεγαλύνω) and 
“rejoice” (ἀγαλλιάω) from the beginning of the Magnifi cat (Luke 1:46–47). The scriptural text echoed in 
the letter reads as follows:

καὶ εἶπεν Μαριάμ, Μεγαλύνει ἡ ψυχή μου τὸν κύριον, καὶ ἠγαλλίασεν τὸ πνεῦμά μου ἐπὶ 
τῷ θεῷ τῷ σωτῆρί μου, ὅτι ἐπέβλεψεν ἐπὶ τὴν ταπείνωσιν τῆς δούλης αὐτοῦ.

And Mary said, “My soul exalts the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my savior, because he 
has looked upon the lowliness of his servant.” (Luke 1:46–48)

Both of these verbs are otherwise unattested in documentary papyri (the usual verb for thanksgiving being 
εὐχαριστέω).25 This use therefore seems to be a deliberate evocation of Mary’s song of praise in the begin-
ning of Luke’s gospel.26 As Luijendijk points out, this female sender represents one of a small number of 
ancient letter writers who demonstrate “an active command of biblical or liturgical language”.27 Naldini 
and Ghedini dismiss the allusion as a product of the “ingenuità di mente semplice” and an “esaltazione 
cosciènte di animo femminile”, but such characterizations are unwarranted.28 More likely, the sender’s 
evocation of Mary’s joy suggests that she identifi es with Mary and “points to her appropriation of Mary’s 
experience as the framework within which to articulate her own”.29

Around the time of this letter, as it happens, Mary begins to emerge in the literary material as the par-
agon of female asceticism.30 Beginning with Athanasius in the fi rst third of the fourth century, early church 

23 Elain Pagels, ‘The Demiurge and His Archons’: A Gnostic View of the Bishop and Presbyters? HTR 69 (1976): 307.
24 Ibid., 306.
25 While ἀγαλλιάω is not otherwise explicitly attested, ἀγαλλωνται occurs in one papyrus where it is intended either for 

ἀγαλλιῶνται (from ἀγαλλιάω) or ἀγάλλονται (from ἀγάλλω): P.Cair. Masp. 1.67003 (6th cent., πάντα τὰ εὐαγῆ μοναστήρια 
κ(αὶ) τοῦ θ(εο)ῦ πάνσεπτα εὐκτήρια ἐπὶ τῆς ὑμετέρας αἰσίας ἀγαλλωνται εὐαρχείας, “all the pure monasteries and the 
most holy churches of God rejoice under your auspicious good government”, l. 7–8).

26 Malcolm Choat considers this reference a “word or phrase in religious context” rather than a “quotation or clear allu-
sion” (Choat, Echo and Quotation of the New Testament in Papyrus Letters to the End of the Fourth Century, in New Testament 
Manuscripts: Their Texts and Their World, ed. Thomas J. Kraus and Tobias Nicklas [TENTS 2; Leiden 2006], 288).

27 Luijendijk, Greetings in the Lord, 76. Lincoln Blumell also asserts that “the author is clearly well read as she makes a 
deliberate allusion to Luke 1:46–47” (Lettered Christians: Christians, Letters, and Late Antique Oxyrhynchus [NTTSD 39; 
Leiden 2012], 51 n. 114). While one should be cautious, as Eldon Epp points out, in assuming that familiarity with a literary 
text necessitates having read it, repetition of specifi c vocabulary does suggest a literate familiarity with the text, particularly 
when that vocabulary is not common vernacular (Epp, The Oxyrhynchus New Testament Papyri: ‘Not Without Honor Except 
in Their Hometown’? JBL 123 [2004]: 5–55 [here 27 n. 69]). For other examples of allusions and quotations of scripture in 
Christian letters, see Choat, Echo and Quotation, especially tables on pages 284–92. 

28 Respectively, Naldini, Cristianesimo in Egitto, 159, and Ghedini, Lettere cristiane, 131.
29 Erica Ann Mathieson, The Perspectives of the Greek Papyri of Egypt on the Religious Beliefs, Practices and Experi-

ences of Christian and Jewish Women from 100 CE to 400 CE (PhD diss., Macquarie University, 2006), 81. 
30 Two prayers to Mary also possibly date to the 3rd or 4th centuries: P.Ryl. III 470 and P.Bon. I 9. The former has been 

dated variously between the 3rd and 9th centuries, but is currently assigned to the 5th to 8th centuries in the LDAB; the latter 
has been dated between the 3rd and 5th. See Theodore de Bruyn and Jitse Dijkstra, Greek Amulets and Formularies from 
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fathers increasingly called female virgins to imitate the model established by Mary.31 Stephen Shoemaker, 
in his discussion of ascetic Marian piety, concludes that

devotion to the Virgin Mary was an important component of female monastic life in fourth-cen-
tury Alexandria. Likewise, the same would presumably hold true for female monastics in north-
ern Italy, Jerusalem, and elsewhere on the basis of Ambrose and Jerome’s endorsement of Mary 
as the ideal model for female virginity. Accordingly, … we can attach Marian devotion in the 
fourth century to communities of female ascetics in various locations throughout the empire.32

Later in fourth century Oxyrhynchus, monastic communities proliferated. The Historia Monachorum in 
Aegypto offers a well known (though surely hyperbolic) account of a visit to Oxyrhynchus in the autumn 
of 394 by a group of anonymous pilgrims. Although we cannot rely on its claims uncritically, the account 
describes a city with a thriving monastic community, including both male and female ascetics:

We also went to Oxyrhynchus, one of the cities of the Thebaid. It is impossible to do justice 
to the marvels which we saw there. For the city is so full of monasteries that the very walls 
resound with the voices of monks. Other monasteries encircle it outside, so that the outer city 
forms another town alongside the inner. The temples and capitols of the city were bursting with 
monks; every quarter of the city was inhabited by them. … The monks were almost a majority 
over the secular inhabitants, since they reside everywhere right up to the entrances, and even in 
the gate towers. In fact there are said to be fi ve thousand monks within the walls and as many 
again outside …. How can one convey an adequate idea of the throngs of monks and nuns past 
counting? However, as far as we could ascertain from the holy bishop of that place, we would 
say that he had under his jurisdiction ten thousand monks and twenty thousand nuns.33

In addition, Luijendijk has recently pointed out that the libellus precum which the Luciferian priests Fausti-
nus and Marcellinus submitted to Theodosius in Constantinople (ca. 383/384) also mentions “sacred vir-
gins” present at Oxyrhynchus during the episcopate of Theodorus, whose monasteries were venerated by 
its citizens.34

While Wipszycka has appropriately cautioned against searching for monastic settings in letters dated 
to the third/fourth century,35 it is still possible to observe, as Choat does, “the drift towards ascetic com-

Egypt Containing Christian Elements: A Checklist of Papyri, Parchments, Ostraka, and Tablets, BASP 48 (2011): 198–99 (no. 
104) and 212–13 (no. 176). For a possible 4th century hymn to the Virgin Mary and a list of known hymns or prayers to Mary 
on papyrus, see Alanna M. Emmett, A Fourth-Century Hymn to the Virgin Mary?, NewDocs 2:141–46. On Marian piety, and 
in particular on Mary as a model for ascetic practice among early Christian women, see further Stephen J. Shoemaker, Mary 
in Early Christian Faith and Devotion (New Haven 2016), 107–111; Vasiliki Limberis, Divine Heiress: The Virgin Mary and 
the Creation of Christian Constantinople (London 1994), 101–7; and Elm, Virgins of God, 336–37.

31 See especially Athanasius, Ep. virg. 1, and David Brakke, Athanasius and the Politics of Asceticism (Oxford 1995), 
52–53, 70–73, 276–79. In her comments on P.Bon. I 9, Jane Rowlandson remarks: “The cult of Mary gained in general popu-
larity after the christological controversies of the fi fth century AD and after she was credited with saving Constantinople in the 
sixth century …, but her cult began earlier in Egypt and fl ourished to some extent independently of imperial developments” 
(Women and Society in Greek and Roman Egypt: A Sourcebook [Cambridge 1998], 71).

32 Shoemaker, Mary in Early Christian Faith, 111.
33 Hist. mon. 5.1–6. The quoted translation is from The Lives of the Desert Fathers: The Historia Monachorum in Aegyp-

to, trans. Norman Russell (Oxford 1981), 67. On the historicity of the account, see Andrew Cain, The Greek Historia Monacho-
rum in Aegypto: Monastic Hagiography in the Late Fourth Century (Oxford Early Christian Studies; Oxford 2016), 125–45.

34 The relevant passage reads: “And it would take a long time to report the things he worked against the modesty and 
intention of the sacred virgins, whose monasteries the city itself [i.e. Oxyrhynchus] venerated for the worth of their sanctity” (et 
longum est referri, quae contra pudorem propositumue sacrarum uirginum molitus est, quarum monasteria pro merito sanc-
timoniae earum ciuitas ipsa ueneratur) (Faustinus and Marcellinus, Lib. prec. 99). This reference is mentioned by AnneMarie 
Luijendijk, ‘Twenty Thousand Nuns’: The Domestic Virgins of Oxyrhynchus, in Christianity and Monasticism in Middle 
Egypt: Al-Minya and Asyut, ed. Gawdat Gabra and Hany N. Takla (Cairo 2015), 57.

35 Wipszycka, Remarques sur les lettres, 209–13.
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munities” in such letters.36 Considered against the backdrop of nascent Marian piety in the early decades 
of the fourth century and the fl ourishing of Oxyrhynchite monastic communities in the latter half of that 
century, I suggest that this allusive Marian language may constitute an example of such a “drift”.37 This 
hypothesis resonates with the elegant literary hand, reminiscent of Origen’s female calligraphers, and the 
striking use of nomina sacra. As we have seen, P.Oxy. XII 1592 represents one of only three extant letters 
in which πατήρ is treated as a nomen sacrum when signifying a human referent; the other two, SB XII 
10773 and P.Naqlun II 34, also address ecclesiastical superiors, and as it turns out, are securely located 
within monastic milieux.

While the use of nomina sacra with human referents is not unprecedented in personal letters, it is highly 
unusual.38 Following on the suggestion of Luijendijk, I have attempted to demonstrate that the sender of 
this letter – who I believe is also its writer – derived her treatment of πατήρ as a nomen sacrum from her 
experience in reading and perhaps copying Christian literary manuscripts. Her selection of the nomina 
sacra forms κ(ύρι)ε π(άτε)ρ/π(ατ)ήρ as signifi ers for the semantic content “(lord) father” represents her 
situationally motivated interest in the reverential qualities of the recipient, which is reinforced by her elab-
orate compliments. This clearly functions as a type of polite speech analogous to the V or formal “you” 
form in the so-called “T/V” pronoun distinction, whereby the speaker expresses inferior status in relation 
to the addressee.39 As we have seen, the designations κύριε πάτερ/πατήρ represented by the nomina sacra 
forms in P.Oxy. XII 1592 likely refl ect a metaphorical rather than a natural kinship between the sender and 
the recipient. These are already value-laden appellatives in that they presume a certain underlying social 
structure; thus, the metaphor is a deferential one.

This metaphor is complexifi ed by an additional metaphor embodied in the representation of the terms 
“Father”/“Lord Father” in nomina sacra forms, which are co-deployed alongside language appropriated 
from the Magnifi cat, constituting a type of scriptural or liturgical register.40 This strongly suggests that her 
use of nomina sacra was deliberate. In other words, the sender of the letter employs semantic and semiotic 
resources that she perceives to be appropriate to the “situation type”,41 namely forms and language that 
in their usual liturgical contexts refer to the divine Father,42 but are used here in reference to the sender’s 

36 Choat, Monastic Letters, 21.
37 Elm muses in passing whether “P. Oxy. xxii. 1592 … might refer to the special relationship between virgins and their 

priest” (Virgins of God, 241 n. 47). In the most recent comprehensive study of female asceticism in Egypt by María Jesús 
Albarrán Martínez, P.Oxy. XII 1592 is not mentioned (Albarrán Martínez, Ascetismo y monasterios femeninos en el Egipto 
tardoantiguo. Estudio de papiros y ostraca griegos y coptos [Barcelona 2011]; see also María Jesús Albarrán Martínez, Female 
Asceticism and Monasticism in Late Antique Egypt according to Papyrological Sources, JCoptStud 17 [2015]: 1–31).

38 See Malcolm Choat, Belief and Cult in Fourth-Century Papyri (SAA 1; Turnhout 2006), 121, who lists four other 
letters in addition to the three discussed above that employ nomina sacra in reference to a human fi gure: SB XIV 11532 (4th 
cent., ἀδελφὸν κ(ύριό)ν μου Ἰουλ[ι]ανόν, “my lord brother Julian”, l. 2; ὁ κ(ύριο)ς μ [, “my (?) lord [”, l. 9), P.Genova I 26 (4th 
cent., εἰς τὸν κ(ύριο)ν ἡμῶν, “to our lord”, l. 5), P.Stras. I 35 (4th/5th cent., ἐπίδ(ος) σὺν θ(ε)ῷ τῷ κ(υρί)ῳ, “deliver, with God’s 
[help], to my lord”, l. 23), and P.KellisCopt. 11 (ca. 350–380; κυρίῳ μου υἱῷ Πσεναμοῦνι Χ Τσεμνούθης ἡ μή(τη)ρ [or μ(ήτ)ηρ] 
σου, “to my lord son Psenamounis, your mother Tsemnouthes” [address on the verso and opening greeting on the recto, l. 1–2, 
written in Greek]). Choat also points out that Manichaean letter writers sometimes treated πνεῦμα as a nomen sacrum when 
referring to their own or the addressee’s spirit (ibid., 121–22). Cf. too Blumell and Wayment, Christian Oxyrhynchus, 496 n. 3.

39 In sociolinguistics, a T/V distinction is a differentiation in various forms of address in a given language by which 
a speaker may signify informality, solidarity, or intimacy (e.g. French tu, Greman du) versus formality, deference, or social 
distance (e.g. French vous, German Sie). The classic study on T/V pronoun distinction is Roger Brown and Albert Gilman, 
Pronouns of Power and Solidarity, in Style in Language, ed. T. A. Sebeok (Cambridge, MA 1960), 253–76. This phenomenon 
has since been recognized in numerous unrelated languages around the world and in various forms of discourse. See also, in 
particular, Brown and Levinson, Politeness, 198–204. Further, see Robert Hodge and Gunther Kress, Social Semiotics (Ithaca, 
NY 1988), 40–46; and Norman Fairclough, Language and Power (Edinburgh 1989), 70–71.

40 M. A. K. Halliday, Language as Social Semiotic: The Social Interpretation of Language and Meaning (London 1978), 
110–11.

41 Halliday, Language as Social Semiotic, 27–35.
42 Cf., for example, the rendering of Luke 1:46–47 in Codex Vaticanus, where nomina sacra appear together with the 

verbs in question: “Μεγαλύνει ἡ ψυχή μου τὸν κ(ύριο)ν, καὶ ἠγαλλίασε(ν) τὸ πνεῦμά μου ἐπὶ τῷ θ(ε)ῷ τῷ σωτῆρί μου.”
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human, spiritual “father” to whom the letter is addressed. Thus, just as Mary “exalts” (μεγαλύνω) and 
“rejoices” (ἀγαλλιάω) upon receiving a message from God in Luke 1:46–47, so does the sender of this 
letter “exalt” and “rejoice” upon receiving an earlier message from her π(ατ)ήρ. The nomina sacra and this 
potently allusive language, used together, frame the relationship between the sender and her addressee in 
human-divine relational terms and suggest that the sender views the addressee as a surrogate for God.

Was the unknown female sender of this letter an ascetic? Although the scanty nature of the evidence 
will not allow a fi rm conclusion, I believe it presents a mutually reinforcing web of clues that subtly gestures 
towards such a scenario. Given the monastic settings of SB XII 10773 and P.Naqlun II 34, where the authors 
also address their recipients with the nomen sacrum form for πατήρ, it is tempting to speculate whether 
using nomina sacra was a common way of addressing ecclesiastical superiors in monastic circles. Naldini 
claimed that this was the case, but with only a few examples – and only two linked securely to monastic 
milieux – more evidence is needed.43 At the least, the evidence and arguments adduced above add addi-
tional weight to previous inferences about the identities of the correspondents. We seem to be dealing with 
a learned woman who has an intimate familiarity with Christian literary texts containing nomina sacra. 
Her familiarity with Christian literature made available to her both the nomen sacrum form for “father” 
and the uncommon verbs appropriated from the Magnifi cat as apt signifi ers for constructing her metaphor 
for her deferential relationship to the recipient, who was likely an ecclesiastical superior.
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43 Naldini, Lettera di Tatianos, 168. See above, note 17.


