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interior view of the Jewish Synagogue inside the Fortress of Babylon in old

Cairo.
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The princlpal entry to the Hanging Church, the oldest and most renowned

of ail churches In old Cairo. It was erected upon the ruins of two towers of

the Fortress of Babylon.
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Bronze s'plendld statue of an eagie found
in the ruins of the Roman foriress of
Babyion in Oid Cairo. The eagie repre-
sented the Roman Empire in Its spien-
dour.

4th century. Coptic Museum.
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The Saqqara Hall In the sculpture section of the Coptic Museum with its unique

capitais and wonderful carved stone—{riezes.
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One of the towers of the Fortress of Babyion after restoration. The excavations

revealed anchors belonging to the Nile boats.
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One of the towers of Babyion Fortress, neigbouring to the Coptic Museum. It is
now occupied by St. George Church of the Greek Orthodox in Old Cairo.
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The southern entrance to the Fortress of Babylon.
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Two of the towers of the Fortress of Babylon standing near the entrance

of the Coptic Museum.
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tower that had already been converted into a Coptic monas-
tery.

Furthermore, up to the time of the Arab conquest, this was
the strongest fortified post that had existed in Egypt, and it
was for that reason that Amr ibn el-As was unable to take
possession of Egypt until he had first reduced the fortress
after a siege that lasted seven months. It was therefore, on this
spot that the final destiny of Moslem Egypt was decided and
where the peace conditions under which the country was
sulmitted to the Caliph were drawn up.

This has necessarily been —on-l_; a brief sketch of a site that
still echoes the name of a great city that was once the capital
of the civilised world west of India, and whose name has
resounded down the centuries. it is a site that encloses living
memories of the history of the early Church, and it has
understand ably become a place of pilgrimage for tourists as
well as the learned of East and West.

it is interesting to note that the name of Babylon in
Babylonian meant what would be transiated into Arabic as Dar
el Salam, the House of Peace. It was therefore appropriate
that it should have been the first corner of Egypt into which
the light of Christianity shone. The religion of peace was
followed by Islam, and so it was here that the Cross and the
Crescent first stood side by side in Egypt.

Dr. Raouf Habib.

General view of the fortress of Babylon during the French Expedition to Egypt
In 1798.
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foundation of Fostat led fo the gradual detay of Babylon
cluring the period up to the 13th century A.D.

The evidence is indeed sufficient proof that the town of
Babylon existed and that, had it not been the name of an
important city, it would not have been so renowned as to be
adopted as a synonym for Egypt itself. The name was
originally bestowed as the result of the importation of Asiatic
slaves in pharaonic times. The fortress took its name from the
town where it was built. it is stated that the fortress existed
before the Persians, who proceeded to restore it. In due
course the Romans rebuilt and enlarged the structure, giving
it the handsome form of which we have now the remains. This
was the work of the Roman Emperoi Trajan at the end of the
1st and beginning of the 2nd centuries, as the majority of the
documents testify.

The fortress of Babylon was often called the palace of
El-Shama’, the Palace of Wax Candles. The Arab historian
Makrizi says that this name was derived from the Persian
period. The Persians, he says, illuminated the summit of one of
the towers, -as was their' custom, with numerous candles on
the first night of each month in order to serve as a_calenia[.
This legend is so badly documented as to be inacceptable. In
any case, the name Palace of Wax Candles does not appear
until long after the Persians. The traveller "Pococke’’ states
that the Roman towers existed at Babylon in the early 18th
century, and that they were called the "’Kiman’’ Palace. The
word kiman is derived from the Coptic XHIMI (khemi), itself
dcrived from the ancient Egyptian kemet the Black Land, that
is -Egypt — This name therefore signified "The Palace of
Egypt’. The-wotd Shema’ is very likely a corruption of the

—4-

word Khemi, and Makrizis story arose, as legends so often do,
an explanation of a name no longer understood.

The site was chosen because of its great strategic impor-
tance. It dominated both the desert routes from the north as
well as the routes leading to both Upper and Lower Egypt.
(Coming from Asia, it was until modern times necessary to
come first to Cairo in order to penetrate the Delta). Memphis
was on the wrong side of the river when it became desirable to
protect Egypt from foreign invasion from the east. Tte use
and maintenance of the fortress was facilitated by bringi-ig the
Nile up to its walls, and recent excavations beneath the ruins
of the Convent of St. George have revealed the Roman quays
to which the Nile boats were moored. The Committee for the
Preservation of Arab Monuments have discovered similar
quays against the towers opposite and beside the present
entrance to the Coptic Museum, where they can readily be
seen. Both St. Jerome and Rufinius had spoken of the many
moorings that existed at the fortress of Babylon.

It is notable that the area stretching some half a Kilometre
south of the fortress still bears the name of Babylon and that it
contains three Coptic churches, of which the most important
is known as that of the Virgin at Babylon ei-Darag. The story
has it that St. Peter wrote his first Epistle there.

The ruins have a special importance for several reasons.
They are an outstanding example of Roman military architec-
ture, and they were an embodiment of the Pax Romana for
over six centuries. Moreover, the area of this fortress, cover-
ing over sixty acres, now encloses six Coptic churches that
are both historically and artistically very important, as well as
the Coptic Museum and a Jewish synagague that originated
from a Coptic church dedicated to the Archangel Gabriel. The

existing Greek Orthodox Church of St. George was built on a
il



The name of Babylon itself was always particularly intrigu-
ing. Diodorus, Siculus, who wrote about Egypt around 50B.C.,
asserts that a number of prisoners were brought to Egypt from
the great Babylon by the Pharaoh Sesostris and that they were
employed on public works. These slaves, rendered desperate
by their hard labour, revolted and built a fortified place as a
centre for their struggle against the Egyptians. This spot stood
on the banks of the Nile, and it continued to be used until the
slaves won and mede peace. The fortress took the name of
Babylon from the slaves‘town of origin.

Strabo, who was in Egypt some twenty-five years later,
relates that he saw Babylon and found it a fortress occupied
by three Roman regiments. He repeats Diodorus’s story about
the foundation of the place by revolted Babylonians and adds
that those living in the area still called themselves Babylon-
ians. Josphus, writing about A.D. 81, mentions Babylon when
he speaks of the Hebrew Exodus. The Apostle Paul sent his
greetings to its inhabitants in one of his Epistles. Ptolemy, the
geographer, includes the name of Babylon, and states that
Trajan’s canal ran through it. Trajan’s Canal was one of the
predecessors of the Suez Canal that were built in ancient
times to join the Nile to the Red Sea. It was known as the River
of Trajan and dated from A.D. 98. Although the Canal became
finally silted up after the Arab conquest, a section of it, known
as the Khalig, ran through Cairo until it was filled in this
century.

Ptolemy was a citizen of Alexandria who flourished in the

middie of the 2nd century A.D. He lived to be nearly eighty, so
that he was doubtless alive at that time that the fortress of

- .

Babylon was built and the River of Trajan cut. This celebrated
geoyrapher had direct local information.

John of Nikou was the most important Coptic historian
when the Arabs arrived in Egypt. He states that Tiryanos
(Trajan), having heard of the jewish revolt in Alexandria in
which the rebels elected one of their number king, sent an
army to Egypt and himself came to build a fortress that was an
impregnable citadel to which he brought a water supply from
the Nile. This fortress, he says, had originally been built at the
time of the Persians and had been called the Fortress of
Babylon. He thought that Nebuchadnezzar (certainly no Per-
sian) built it, and not that the hieroglyphic inscriptions (already
unreadable) were to seen upon the walls. He adds that Trajan
enlarged the walls and that his presence frustrated the enemy
as an attack was made simultaneously from both Upper and
Lower Egypt.

During the Crusades, Egypt was synonymous with Babylon,
not only among the Europ.eans but also among the Coptic
scribes, for we have a document dated A.D. 1210 in which
Salah el-Din el-Ayyubi (Saladin) is called Governor of Babylon,
Phoenicia and Syria. It is as if the king of England were to be
called king of London, Wales and Scotland. In his compen-
dium (Marased el-Attilah, Yacout tells us that Babylon was the
general name for Egypt in ancient times and was used as a
special name for Fostat. This important testimony was suffi-
cient for Dr. Bulter, the modern historian, to be able to state
that Babylon was the name of a large town that the historians
showed to have been at Old Cairo and that replaced Memphis
to become one of the most important towns in Egypt during .
several centuries before and after the Arab conguest. The
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The History of Babylon
or
The Palace of Ei-Shama in Old Cairo

Near old cairo, southwards from the modern city, and now
silent and mysterious, lie the ruins and towers that are the
remains of an antique fortress strickingly different from the
ancient, the Coptic or the Islamic buildings to which the
visitor’'s eye has grown accustomed. They are the remains of
the Egyptian Babylon. Many stories have gathered round the
site, and no-one who sees these splendid perdurable walls
with their swelling bastions, so massive and self-confident,
can fail to remember that the Roman legions passed this way
after the death of Cleopatra. It was then that this strategic
fortress was built on the other side of the river from the
ancient capital at Memphis, although it is probable that a more
ancient town already existed upon the site. The curious will
also wonder how the name of the famous Babylon came to be
echoed in Egypt. The classical and later authors have a
number of stories to tell. There are Diodorus, Siculus, Strabo
and Ptolemy, as well as Coptic and Arabi writers of he Middle
Ages. Recent excavations and restorations have amplified
what the books have to say in speaking of the foundation and
building of Babylon, but the writers had such old and various
things to say that it is not surprising that western writers
should have doubted their veracity.
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