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The origin of the collection of Late Antique and early Christian antiquities from Egypt in the
Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, Berlin, dates to the time of Wilhelm von Bode (1845–1929).
In 1900 he acquired a large number of textiles from Carl Reinhardt (1856–1903), German
consul in Cairo, to coincide with the opening of the Kaiser-Friedrich-Museum in Berlin in
1904. In the same year he commissioned the well-known art historian Josef Strzygowski
(1862–1941), professor in Graz and later in Vienna, to search for artefacts from Egypt and
other regions of the Mediterranean appropriate for display in the new building. In the years
1900 and 1901 Strzygowski brought together more than 1400 objects from Egypt among
which were many masterpieces that established the foundation of the Egyptian collection of
the former ‘Abteilung der Bildwerke der christlichen Epochen,’ which is now the Museum für
Byzantinische Kunst.1 In the years between the opening of the Kaiser-Friedrich-Museum and
the fascist takeover in 1933, the collection grew by about 150 objects, from architectural and
funeral sculpture to small objects of daily use, which Carl Schmidt (1868–1938) offered to the
museum. Several gifts, mostly textiles, came from various collectors and included individual
acquisitions of outstanding pieces. Without exception all these objects were purchased on the
antiquities market from various dealers all over Egypt.
In addition to these objects, the Museum houses today a considerable number of items
that can be traced back to excavations and surveys in Egypt. All in all, 16 findspots are
recorded in the inventory books of the Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, from north to
south: Abu Mina, Abusir el-Meleq, Arsinoe, Batn Harit (Theadelphia), Umm el-Barakat
(Tebtynis), Illahun, Heracleopolis Magna, Bawit, Hermopolis Magna, Antinoupolis, Matmar,
Mostagedda, Esne, Elephantine, Faras and Wadi Gazal.
Most of the excavations at these sites were conducted at the turn of the 20th century.
Their yield went for the most part into the Ägyptisches Museum und Papyrussammlung,
with a smaller proportion going to the Kunstgewerbemuseum, both in Berlin. From there the
objects from the Late Antique and early Christian periods were transferred to what is now the
Museum für Byzantinische Kunst in 1934, 1935 and 1968.
This article aims to give an overview of the state of research on the items with a known
findspot. As far as it exists, archive material related to the sites, finders and objects will be
taken into consideration. Only a selection of the objects in question have been studied so far.
The others still await examination. For the latter, ideally, this approach could be the beginning
of a series of research projects for scholars or bachelor or master theses for students. The
overview starts with the sites for which finds have been investigated already or are currently
under examination. The accompanying images show items typical for the individual findspot.
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For Josef Strzygowski and his acquisitions for the Staatliche Museen see: Mietke et al. 2012.
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Arsinoe/Krokodilopolis/Medinet el-Fayum
Georg Schweinfurth’s exploration
A large number of textiles dates back to Georg Schweinfurth’s exploration in Arsinoe, the
ancient capital of the Fayum Oasis, in 1886. Schweinfurth (1836–1925) was inspired to
investigate this site by Theodor Graf (1840–1903), who appeared to have found a wealth
of textiles there a few years before, in 1882. In contrast to Graf, Schweinfurth’s interest in
the textiles was not commercial but purely scientific. His aim was to reconstruct ancient
costumes, so he did not separate the decorative element from the basic, plain weave fabrics as
was commonly practised at his time. He gathered about 410 fabrics from Arsinoe’s soil and
donated the major part to the Ägyptisches Museum in Berlin one year later in 1887. These
textiles were transferred to the Altchristliche Abteilung of the Kaiser Friedrich-Museum in
1923 and in 1934–35 (Volbach 1946–47, 39). A few pieces have been distributed to collections
at Hamburg, Hildesheim, Mainz and the Museum für Islamische Kunst in Berlin; single
items were given to interested colleagues or travellers, as proven for instance by samples in
Köthen and in the Musée Départemental des Antiquités at Rouen (Fluck 2005, 144). Thanks
to his careful working method, which was exemplary and progressive for its time, additional
information on particular textiles is available. When Schweinfurth unearthed the fabrics, he
attached small labels to them that stated the name of the finder, the year of the find and its
provenance, for instance ‘ruins’ or ‘rubbish heaps’ (Fig. 1). It seems that Schweinfurth used
both terms as synonyms, with ‘ruins’ in a more general sense including the heaps. Each item
received a handwritten number on the label during or shortly after discovery. Occasionally,
the exact findspot, meaning the name of the kom where he discovered his find or a short
comment on the textile was recorded on the labels too. In a report on his expedition to Arsinoe
in 1886 Schweinfurth gives a general description of the textiles he discovered in the koms
and inside the tombs, which are of an astonishing similarity (Schweinfurth 1887, 68–73). He
mentioned that the deceased were covered with coarse shrouds and pressed between wooden
boards; others were wrapped in mats made of palm-leaves and reed. Some corpses were
dressed in four or five garments one on top of another. Schweinfurth differentiated between
various types of clothes, techniques and decorations without focusing on specific examples.
Most of the items are garments or fragments of garments (Fig. 2) and head coverings (Fig.
3). Decorations mostly show ornamental or geometric designs, usually carried out in tapestry
(Fig. 4) or lancé-weft (Fig. 5). Figurative patterns are uncommon. Furnishing textiles are often
striped or checked and of a coarse weave not well suited for clothing. Smaller sheets with an
all-over design in brocading or checks, occasionally fitted out with pile on one side, may have
been cushions (Fig. 6).
From 1993 to 1996 the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft funded a project to catalogue
the so far unpublished textiles in the Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, which included the
textiles excavated by Schweinfurth. The manuscript about the Schweinfurth collection was
finished but for financial reasons has not yet been printed. A couple of articles about the
project in general, on particular groups of textiles, such as head-coverings or individual pieces
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from Arsinoe, appeared between 1995 and 2010.2 In 2010 a small exhibition about Georg
Schweinfurth, the pioneer of textile archaeology and explorer of Africa, was shown in the
Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, and displayed textiles from Arsinoe (Finneiser, Linscheid
and Pehlivanian 2010).
It is worth mentioning that Schweinfurth found at least 58 further textiles at Heracleopolis
Magna, a few kilometres to the south of the Fayum Oasis. They are of the same type and
decoration as the items from Arsinoe, which speaks for a particular regional style in that
area. These textiles were also recorded as part of the project funded by the Deutsche
Forschungsgemeinschaft (Fluck and Linscheid 1995a; Fluck and Linscheid 1995b; Linscheid
2011, nos 87, 347, 408, 474).
Theodor Graf ’s discoveries
Another lot of 78 textiles most probably came from Arsinoe as well (Figs 7–8). Together
with another 70 pieces, the Kunstgewerbemuseum in Berlin purchased them from Theodor
Graf in 1886. From there they were transferred to the Museum für Byzantinische Kunst in
1968. In the inventory book from the year 1886 they are recorded as ‘Findings from the burial
places of Faidjum in Upper Egypt.’ Faidjum can only be a misspelled version of Fayum.
No documents relating to this acquisition exist. Information concerning the provenance
of Graf ’s textiles is ambiguous: the orientalist Josef Karabacek (1845–1918) spoke of a
clandestine, nocturnal excavation in 1882 at a place that could not be revealed because the
natives feared the Antiquities Service of Egypt on account of their unauthorised digging
(Fluck 2007, 58–59). In 1886 the art historian and canon Franz Bock (1823–1899) noticed
that Graf searched for textiles in Arsinoe and that the greater part of his collection was taken
to Vienna and a smaller part to Berlin (Bock 1886, 2). Georg Schweinfurth confirmed this
one year later, stating that Graf ’s finds in the Kom el-Addame (i.e., the cemetery of Arsinoe),
inspired him to dig there (Schweinfurth 1887, 71). However, a few years later, in 1889, Alois
Riegl (1858–1905) compiled a catalogue of Graf ’s textiles in Vienna and for unknown reasons
attributed them to a place near Saqqara (Riegl 1889, V). There is no evidence for this locality
in the archives of the Museum für Angewandte Kunst in Vienna and it is not known from
where Riegl got this information.
Although Saqqara as a findspot for the Graf collection in Vienna can almost certainly be
excluded, doubts concerning its true provenance still remain. Possibly the lot is a mixture
of textiles of different findspots (Linscheid 2000, 43; Fluck 2005, 144; 2006, 20; 2007, 59).
However, some pieces from the Graf collection both in Vienna and Berlin are closely related
to Schweinfurth’s finds at Arsinoe (Linscheid 2000, nos 1, 5, 14, 18, 31, 52, 71–73, 76; for
the Vienna pieces, see Fluck 2006, 20, n. 20). Three further fabrics (Linscheid 2000, nos 2,
38 and 49) are almost identical to items in Vienna which Riegl attributed to Saqqara (Riegl

2

For a selection of publications, see Fluck and Linscheid 1995a, 39–41; 1995b, 15–17; Cat. Hamm 1996, nos
323c, 333a, 337–38, 393, 399, 403, 417a–b, 425; Linscheid 2001, 75–80; 2004a, 1365–71; Fluck 2005, 143–53;
2006, 17–31; Fluck and Mälck 2007, 151–60, 166; 2009, 244–45; Linscheid 2011, nos 19, 43, 68, 70–71, 74,
89, 100, 111–13, 120, 168, 183, 207, 341, 344, 357, 365, 485–88, 491, 494, 498, 499, 529–33, 535).
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1889, no. 179,3 no. 152,4 and no. 1765). The latter must come from the same workshop if
not originate from the same textile. The textiles from the former Graf collection in Berlin’s
Kunstgewerbemuseum that came to the Museum für Byzantinische Kunst in 1968 were
published by Petra Linscheid (Linscheid 2000, 43–124).
Antinoupolis
The Museum für Byzantinische Kunst also owns the material from three burials and several
individual objects from a survey the German Coptologist Carl Schmidt undertook in
Antinoupolis in early 1896 (Fluck 2000, 175–89). It was the first scientific undertaking since
the explorers of the Napoleonic expedition had discovered the ruins of the town at the turn
of the 19th century and before the large excavation campaigns initiated by Emile Guimet and
conducted by Albert Gayet between autumn 1896 and 1911 (Calament 2005).
From Schmidt’s travel report, now in the archive of the Deutsches Archäologishes Institut
in Berlin, we know that he discovered a part of the Northern Necropolis where the town’s
wealthy citizens were buried. In two tombs he found male corpses fitted out with elaborate
clothing and accessories atypical for Egypt, but inspired by Persian costume habits. The
deceased wore tailored dresses and coats with oversized sleeves as well as gaiters and boots
(Figs 9–11). The third tomb was that of a woman buried in two tunics, a mantle and headgear
like a hairnet, a tall wreath (bourrelet) and a fine linen cloth covering the head (Figs 12–13).
Schmidt’s troves came to Berlin in the year of the discovery. The corpses, individual
objects including a tombstone with Greek inscription (Schmidt 1897, 99–106), a make-up
jar and a comb and most of the textiles and leatherwork were registered in the Ägyptisches
Museum, while—unimaginable from our-present day view—the silk trimmings decorating
one of the coats were detached and brought to the Kunstgewerbemuseum. The Museum für
Byzantinische Kunst received the textiles, some of the footwear (Bénazeth and Fluck 2004,
199–200 nos 12–14), the make-up box and the comb in the course of a transfer of objects
from Late Antique and early Christian times from the Ägyptisches Museum in 1934 and 1935.
The corpses and the silks that came to the Kunstgewerbemuseum have been missing since
the Second World War. The entries in the inventory of the Kunstgewerbemuseum helped at
least to identify one of the trimmings that once belonged to the coat (von Falke 1913, fig. 32;
Fluck 2004, 145, fig. 58).
Reconstruction of the content and the position of the textiles found in the tombs is
possible with the aid of the inventory of the Ägyptisches Museum and of Adolf Erman’s
Ausführliches Verzeichnis der aegyptischen Altertümer und Gipsabgüsse (Erman 1899, 387–94). Both
are based on Schmidt’s minutes of the unwrapping, which he made directly after the discovery
Museum für Angewandte Kunst, Vienna, inv. T 179-1-3: http://sammlungen.mak.at/sdb/do/sammlung.
state?id=4 (last accessed 17.02.2014).
4
Museum für Angewandte Kunst, Vienna inv. T 152-1-2: http://sammlungen.mak.at/sdb/do/sammlung.
state?id=4 (last accessed 17.02.2014).
5
Museum für Angewandte Kunst, Vienna, inv. T 9909/9910: http://sammlungen.mak.at/sdb/do/sammlung.
state?id=4 (last accessed 17.02.2014).
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of the corpses.6 They also belong to the losses of the Second World War.
The Persian coats, dresses and gaiters from the male’s burials entered Max Tilke’s oeuvres
about oriental costumes, their designs and colours (Fig. 14; Tilke 1923, 13, pl. 27; 1925, 10, 15;
1990, 10, pls 4.5, 5.1, 5.4–6) and a catalogue of textiles from cemeteries in various collections
in Berlin published by Oskar Wulff and Friedrich Wilhelm Volbach in 1926.7 Further textile
finds from Schmidt’s enterprise in Antinoupolis were published as a result of a project funded
by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft in 2000 (Fluck, Linscheid and Merz 2000, 174–88,
nos 111–23).
In the early 1990s, Gerd Gropp, a German orientalist from Hamburg, worked on the
finds from Antinoupolis with the aim of bringing together the objects dispersed over three
collections of the Staatliche Museum zu Berlin in the form of a catalogue, of which an
unpublished manuscript exists (Gropp 1994). In the late 1990s the two coats and gaiters from
the male’s burials, their findspot, their materials and techniques were studied in the context
of a colloquium about riding costume in Egypt held in Leiden in 2000. The results were
published in 2004 (Fluck 2004, 137–52; Linscheid 2004b, 153–61; Mälck 2004, 163–73; Unger
2004, 175–87).
The textile items from the female’s grave are recorded in the catalogue raisonné of textiles
in the Museum für Byzantinische Kunst (Fluck, Linscheid and Merz 2000, 176–78, no. 111;
180, no. 113; 181–82, no. 115; 184, no. 118; 187–88, no. 122). Other items from this burial
still belong to the Ägyptisches Museum. An article about the reconstruction of the content
of the grave is in preparation (Fluck in preparation).
Abu Mina
From Abu Mina, the pilgrimage site about 50km southwest of Alexandria, the Museum
für Byzantinische Kunst houses an extensive collection of flasks featuring the well-known
representation of Saint Mena between the two camels (Fig. 15). They were the subject of
Janette Witt’s MA thesis published in form of a catalogue raisonné in 2000 (Witt 2000).
Most of the flasks can be traced back to Carl Maria Kaufmann’s excavations between 1905
and 1907 (Kaufmann 1910; Witt 2000, 75–76, 80–81, 118 no. 8, 128 no. 18, 135–36 nos
25–26, 138–40 nos 28–30, 144–45 nos 34–35, 151–53 nos 41–43, 157 no. 47, 169 no. 59, 177
no. 67). Excavations were funded partly by Berlin but mostly by the city of Frankfurt am
Main, which is the reason why Kaufmann donated approximately 1,200 terracotta objects
from Abu Mina and the Fayum to what is now the Liebieghaus (Witt 2000, 11–12). About
100 items from this donation were transferred to the Museum für Byzantinische Kunst in
Report of the year 1895–96, dated 5 February 1897. Autograph in the Deutsches Archäologisches Institut,
archive of the headquarters, Berlin.
7
The individual pieces are in Wulff and Volbach 1926: 68, no. 14252 (= SBM inv. 9705), pls 23 and 88; 69, no.
14253 (= SBM inv. 9709), pl. 89; 69–70, no. 15076 (= SBM inv. 9710), pls 90–91; 136, nos 14232 and 14244
(= SBM inv. 9922 and 9832), pls 123–24; 136–37, no. 14243 (= SBM inv. 9708), pls 121–22; 137, nos 14231
and 14255 (= SBM inv. 9695 and 9923), pls 125–26; 144, nos 14242 and 14321 (= SBM inv. 9926 and 9925).
6
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1927.8 Apart from the typical flasks (SBM inv. 6003–6015, 6017, 6020, 6046–6047, 9440–9448)
they include a variety of figurative devotional objects, small vessels and lamps (Figs 16–17;
SBM inv. 4978–4986, 6031–6040, 6044, 6048–6058, 6067–6070, 6076–6083, 6258–6259), as
well as architectural sculpture such as capitals and altar screens or slabs (Figs 18–19; SBM inv.
6135–6139). Oskar Wulff (1864–1946) published all objects from Abu Mina acquired up to
1909 in the first catalogue raisonné of the museum.9 Single items were shown at an exhibition
about early Christian art and culture in Egypt that took place in 1996 in the Gustav-LübckeMuseum, Hamm (Cat. Hamm 1996, 158 no. 127c, 160 nos 130 and 132, 161 nos 134–35, 163
no. 138c, 164–65 nos 140–42a and b, 173 nos 157–59, 219 no. 230, 224 no. 239). Only a few
objects from the site remain unpublished.10
Ten items from Abu Mina, which have been missing since the Second World War,11 have
quite an interesting history: together with thousands of objects from the Staatliche Museen
and other German collections they were confiscated after the war by the Russian authorities.
Many of the objects were returned to Germany in 1957. During this restitution, one of the
boxes containing 47 items for Berlin erroneously went to Leipzig and into the Ägyptisches
Museum–Georg Steindorff. There it remained until Dietrich Raue, the head of the museum,
initiated a stock-taking in the museum’s store rooms. Two of his students identified the
content of the box as not belonging to Leipzig and started a survey in the museums in East
Germany. By accident my colleague Gabriele Mietke became aware of it and recognised 44
objects as part of the Museum für Byzantinische Kunst collection. In autumn 2011, the
pieces were brought from Leipzig to Berlin. At the beginning of 2012 the contents of the
box—including the objects from Abu Mina (Fig. 20)—were presented to the public in a small
exhibition.12 This unexpected return gives hope that other objects considered as lost do still
exist somewhere and will one day be found.
The Deutsches Archäologisches Institut, for the most part under the leadership of Peter
Grossmann, has explored the site of Abu Mina since the early 1960s and has revealed many
new insights regarding its archaeology, chronology and history.13 In this respect it is worth
contextualising the objects in the Museum für Byzantinische Kunst.
A few of them (SMB inv. 9411–9414, 9416–9422, 9423–9425, 9428–9429, 9436–9439) were transferred to
the Ägyptisches Museum in Berlin in 1935. It is not sure whether they originate from Abu Mina or from the
Fayum.
9
Wulff 1909: 260–61, nos 1325–1333; 265–70, nos 1360–1361, 1363–1364, 1367–1369, 1372, 1375, 1380,
1384, 1389–1390; 272–73, nos 1399 and 1404; 284, nos 1493–1494; 282, nos 1474–1475; 284–85, nos 1491,
1495–1505/6; 290–91, nos 1531–1535; 292, nos 1547–1554; 309–10, nos 1632–1636.
10
SMB inv. 6046–6047, 6258–6259 and 9940–9948. Inv. 6046, 6258–6259 have been missing since the Second
World War.
11
SMB inv. 6040, 6045–6046, 6048, 6070, 6076, 6078–6080, 6083.
12
http://www.preussischer-kulturbesitz.de/pressemitteilung/news/2012/02/06/zwei-kisten-aus-leipzig-seitdem-zweiten-weltkrieg-verschollene-objekte-kehren-nach-berlin-zurueck.html (last accessed 14.02.2014);
http://www.smb.museum/museen-und-einrichtungen/bode-museum/ausstellungen/ausstellung-detail.
html?tx_smb_pi1%5BexhibitionUid%5D=912&cHash=4c7f06e5aaabc54e8b6182d39b409e66 (last accessed
14.02.2014).
13
http://www.dainst.org/en/project/abu-mina?ft=33.
8
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Otto Rubensohn’s excavations in Ashmunein, Abusir el-Meleq, Elephantine, Batn
Harit and Umm el-Barakat
Between 1901 and 1907 Otto Rubensohn (1867–1964) headed the papyrus ventures of the
Königliche Museen zu Berlin, and from 1902 he was also the representative of the Papyruscartel (Primavesi 1996, 173–87). In this capacity he was commissioned not only to acquire
papyri on the antiquities market, but also to conduct excavations for the Berlin museums at
various sites with the primary purpose to search for literary Greek papyri. He also discovered
more than 2,000 ‘by-products’ in the form of objects of daily use and funerary artefacts, of
which about 100 now belong to the Museum für Byzantinische Kunst. Many of these objects
disappeared in the aftermath of the Second World War. The objects come from Ashmunein/
Hermopolis Magna, excavated in spring 1903, 1904/1905, 1905/1906 (Figs 21–23; SBM inv.
6092–6100, 6180, 9702, 9741, 9745, 9766, 9842–9853, 9858, 9870, 9872–9873, 9879–9880,
9893, 9895–9896, 10246–10253, 10286–10295, 10346–10376, 10430–10436, 10446, 10448),
Abusir el-Meleq, excavated in 1903 (SBM inv. 9821–9824, 9844–9845, 9854), Elephantine,
excavated in 1907/1908 (Fig. 24; SBM inv. 9891, 10377–10383, 10437–10439, 10440–10445);
with single pieces from Batn Harit/Theadelphia, excavated in spring 1902 (SBM inv. 10342–
10345) and Umm el-Barakat/Tebtynis, excavated in spring 1902 (SBM inv. 10341). Most of
the finds are terracotta lamps or fragments of pottery vessels, but they also include some
figurines, pyxides and fittings for furniture made of ivory and bone, seals and stamps made
of stone, mud, clay or wood and also small wooden musical instruments like castanets.
Since 2010, Renate Germer has been studying the material Rubensohn brought from
Egypt to the Staatliche Museen zu Berlin. She has listed all objects, except the papyri, and has
begun evaluation of the finds and acquisitions with regards to Rubensohn’s diaries, focusing
on the material from the cemetery of Abusir el-Meleq. For several years Josefine Kuckertz
has studied finds from excavations in Elephantine of the Deutsches Archäologishes Institut
Cairo. Based on their preliminary studies, the Beauftragte der Bundesregierung für Kultur
und Medien (BKM) together with Berlin-funded research associated with the Ägyptisches
Museum und Papyrussammlung in Berlin in July 2012. For this project, entitled ‘Otto
Rubensohn in Ägypten – Vergessene Grabungen: Funde und Archivalien aus den Grabungen
der Königlichen Museen zu Berlin 1901–1907/8,’ Renate Germer, Josefine Kuckertz and
Sabine Schmidt are currently working on Rubensohn’s acquisitions dating from the pharaonic
to Graeco-Roman periods. Plans to include the material of Late Antique and early Christian
times, now in the Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, are under discussion.
Ulrich Wilcken’s expedition to Ahnasiya/Heracleopolis Magna
In addition to the textiles that Georg Schweinfurth gathered in Heracleopolis Magna (see
above), the Museum für Byzantinische Kunst holds a few objects of other material from
the same site. A couple of years after Édouard Naville’s (1844–1926) excavations in the
years 1891 and 1892, during which he found the famous Late Antique limestone reliefs with
mythological scenes (Hayter-Lewis 1894, 32–34, pls 14–17), and a first survey by William
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/publications/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_21/fluck.aspx
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Flinders Petrie (1853–1942) in 1897 (Petrie 1905, 1), Ulrich Wilcken (1862–1944), on behalf
of the Ägyptisches Museum in Berlin, investigated the ruins of the ancient town in 1898/99.
Like Rubensohn his objective was to look for papyri. Wilcken characterised his finds as ‘nicht
gerade glänzend’ (Wilcken 1903, 325). He was disappointed as he expected to discover papyri
from Ptolemaic and Roman times, yet instead found mostly items from the Byzantine and
early Islamic periods. To top it all off, many of the finds were destroyed by a fire that broke out
on the ship that was carrying them to Germany. In his excavation report Wilcken mentioned
that apart from papyri he brought a number of small antiquities home, partly excavated
and partly bought from the sebakhin diggers. He wrote of ostraca, coins, seals and stamps
among other objects (Wilcken 1903, 325 and 334). The only item he explicitly describes is
a theatre mask which came into the Ägyptisches Museum. The Museum für Byzantinische
Kunst owns 16 pieces that go back to this campaign: 12 lamps, two fragments of pottery, a
terracotta statuette of the Good Shepherd and a figurative bone carving, both the latter lost
since the war. The remaining objects are of a poor quality but at least most of them still exist
and are nevertheless of a certain historical value (Fig. 25; SBM inv. 9704, 9712, 10327–10337,
10339–10340, 10447).
Guy Brunton’s excavations in Mostagedda and Matmar
Thirty-three objects in the Museum für Byzantinische Kunst originate from the British
Museum expedition in the Badari region located roughly between Asyut and Akhmim.
Between 1928 and 1931 Guy Brunton (1878–1948) explored the cemeteries of Mostagedda
and Matmar. Both cemeteries cover almost all periods of Egyptian history, including burials
from the Badarian and Pan Grave people, nomads who settled in this area.
The Ägyptisches Museum bought items from these excavations in 1931. The objects
belonging to the Late Antique and early Christian period were transferred to the Museum für
Byzantinische Kunst in 1934/35. All of them have been missing since the Second World War
and no images, drawings or archive documents exist. The only surviving sources for study
are the inventory books, which fortunately mention the findspots of individual objects. With
the help of Brunton’s excavation reports and plans it was possible to get an impression of
how the pieces looked and to locate individual findspots, e.g., five tombs in Mostagedda (18
objects, SBM inv. 10390–10405, 10420–10421) and ten in Matmar (15 objects, SBM inv. 9887,
10406–10419). The British Museum and other institutions, such as the Griffith Institute in
Oxford,14 the Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology in London and the Bolton Museum,
also hold archival material or other finds from these excavations that date to the Late Antique
and early Christian periods.
Mostagedda
The Roman, Late Antique and early Christian burials in Mostagedda were scattered across
most of the areas north of the headland, especially in zone 1400, close to Mostagedda village
14

http://www.griffith.ox.ac.uk/gri/4brunton.html.
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(Fig. 26). This is the same area from which the finds in the Museum für Byzantinische Kunst
were recovered. Brunton characterises the graves as ‘poor burials’ (Brunton 1937, 140). The
finds (Fig. 27) include various kinds of jewellery, with a few exceptions made from inexpensive
materials like bronze, iron, lead, glass, stone, bone, shells and mother of pearl as well as a
little ivory carving, probably the foot of a little casket. Among the metal objects little cross
pendants or scratched crosses occur relatively often, obviously an expression of the Christian
belief of the owners.
Matmar
At Matmar a fair number of Late Antique and Christian tombs were spread over the whole
site, in particular areas 600, 800, 900, 1000 and 1100 (Brunton 1948, 91–96; Fig. 28). Scattered
single finds from here are of special interest. They include stelae, shoes (Fig. 29), combs and
several coins from the end of the 4th century AD. Brunton also discovered some intact graves
and in many of them children were buried. The bodies were oriented with the head towards
the west according to the pagan funerary tradition (Gessler-Löhr 2010, 311). The deceased
were adorned with all kinds of jewellery—necklaces were mostly made of pearls and beads
of glass and wood, while rings, earrings, torques and bracelets consist of bronze or iron. Up
to the present, only one item among the jewellery from the Late Antique graves that came to
Berlin could be identified from the plates in Brunton’s report (SMB inv. 10417; Brunton 1948,
93, no. 917 and pl. 69.25–28). It is an iron bangle with iron rings and bronze medallions15 that
was found around the arm of a female with wavy black hair who lay, unusually, on her side.
In terms of the finds from Matmar, it is worth mentioning that The Museum of
Archaeology and Anthropology, University of Cambridge, has recently begun to investigate
the material Brunton excavated at this site as part of a Store Stories project.16 It would be
fruitful if other institutions holding material from Brunton’s excavations in Matmar could
follow this example.
Richard Lepsius’ expedition to Wadi Ghazal
Twelve gravestelae (Fig. 30; SBM inv. 9671–9673, 9680–9684, 9786–9787, 9750, 9999) and
fragments of two terracotta plates with Greek and Coptic inscriptions (SBM inv. 10000–
1000117) in the Museum für Byzantinische Kunst can be traced back to Karl Richard Lepsius’
(1810–1884) expedition to northern Sudan in 1844. They originate from the monastery of
Ghazali and were shipped to Berlin where they entered the Ägyptisches Museum first. From
there they came into the Museum für Byzantinische Kunst in 1934/35. A few have gone
missing since the Second World War. Lepsius published drawings of most of the inscriptions
in his Denkmaeler aus Aegypten und Aethiopien (Lepsius 1849, sheets 99 and 103) and, in 1937/38,
Maria Cramer (1898–1978) incorporated some of them in her catalogue of Coptic inscriptions
No. 27 on the plate is in fact more likely a buckle than a pendant of a bracelet. I owe this information to
Yvonne Petrina.
16
http://storestoriescambridge.wordpress.com/category/museum-of-archaeology-and-anthropology/.
17
Most probably from Wadi Ghazal.
15
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in the Kaiser-Friedrich-Museum, which only appeared in 1949 (Cramer 1949, 9–13). Another
sandstone stela with reddish patina inscribed with a 3rd–4th-century Latin inscription (SBM
inv. 9675), formerly attributed to Wadi Ghazal, turned out to be from Musawwarat es-Sufra
in Meroe according to the study of Adam Łajtar and Jacques van der Vliet (Łajtar and van
der Vliet 2006, 193–98).
Individual objects from various sites
Finally, for the sake of completeness, individual acquisitions from various sites such as Illahun,
Bawit, Esne and Faras are listed briefly. The Museum für Byzantinische Kunst keeps:
• a lamp from Illahun, excavated in 1899: SBM inv. 10326.
• four wooden reliefs from Bawit, acquired in 1904 and 1905: SBM inv. 4786, 4788,
4790, 4792 (Krause 1988, 114, 117 and 119; Cat. Hamm 1996, 136, no. 95; Enß
2005, 104, no. 5; 106, no. 12; 125, nos 71 and 152, no. 64; pls 12, 16 and 52).18
• three textiles from Esne, discovered by Carl Schmidt in 1896: SBM inv. 9916, 9924,
9927 (Fluck, Linscheid and Merz 2000, 176 and 191–195, nos 125–127).
• three lamps from Faras, excavated by Frances Llewellyn Griffith (1862–1934)
between 1909–1912: SBM inv. 10386–10388.
Conclusion
The material from excavation sites in the Museum für Byzantinische Kunst corresponds to
that of other collections—most of the finds are objects of daily use that served in secondary
use as grave goods. Some are tombstones and a fair number, for instance some architectural
sculptures and pilgrimage souvenirs, are from settlements such as the famous site of Abu
Mina. The recent study of the discoveries from 19th- and early 20th-century excavations
in Antinoupolis and Arsinoe, now held in the Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, has
demonstrated that a re-evaluation, using modern scientific and technological methods, leads
to new insights that help to understand the past. With regards to Guy Brunton’s and Otto
Rubensohn’s work in Egypt, it is of great interest to join on-going digitisation and research
projects and, in the future, it would be valuable to compile and contextualise the numerous
objects from Carl Maria Kaufmann’s expedition to Abu Mina.
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Fig. 1: Typical label on textiles discovered by Georg Schweinfurth
(© Skulpturensammlung und Museum für Byzantinische
Kunst, photo Antje Voigt).

Fig. 2: Child’s dress from Arsinoe; SBM inv. 2013/4 (© Skulpturensammlung und Museum für Byzantinische
Kunst, photo Antje Voigt).
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Fig. 3: Hairnet in sprang technique from Arsinoe; SBM inv. 9323 (© Skulpturensammlung und
Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, photo Antje Voigt).

Fig. 4: Tapestry decoration from Arsinoe; SBM inv. 9314 (© Skulpturensammlung und Museum für
Byzantinische Kunst, photo Antje Voigt).
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Fig. 5: Decoration in lancé-weft from Arsinoe; SBM inv. 9336 (© Skulpturensammlung und Museum
für Byzantinische Kunst, photo Antje Voigt).

Fig. 6: Small sheet with all-over design in brocading; SBM inv. 10028 (© Skulpturensammlung und
Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, photo Antje Voigt).
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Fig. 7: Doll’s tunic from Theodor Graf ’s collection; SBM inv. 9987 (© Skulpturensammlung und
Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, photo Antje Voigt).

Fig. 8: Lower part of a tunic from Theodor Graf ’s collection; SBM inv. 11467 (© Skulpturensammlung
und Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, photo Rainer Saczewski).
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Fig. 9: Riding coat from Antinoupolis; SBM 9695 (© Skulpturensammlung und Museum für Byzantinische
Kunst, photo Antje Voigt).

Fig. 10: Gaiters from Antinoupolis; SBM
9926 (© Skulpturensammlung und
Museum für Byzantinische Kunst,
photo Antje Voigt).

Fig. 11: Boots from Antinoupolis; SBM 9752 (© Skulpturensammlung und Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, photo
Antje Voigt).
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Fig. 12: Tunic from a female’s burial in Antinoupolis; SBM 9928 (© Skulpturensammlung und Museum für
Byzantinische Kunst, photo Antje Voigt).

Fig. 13: Bourrelet from a female’s burial in Antinoupolis; SBM 9974 (© Skulpturensammlung und Museum für
Byzantinische Kunst, photo Antje Voigt).
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Fig. 14: Drawing of Persian dress and trimming (after Tilke 1990, pl. 4).

Fig. 15: Flask with representation of St Mena;
SBM inv. 3396 (© Skulpturensammlung
und Museum für Byzantinische Kunst,
photo Antje Voigt).
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Fig. 16: Figurine from Abu Mina; SBM inv. 6032 (© Skulpturensammlung
und Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, photo Rainer Saczewski).

Fig. 17: Small vessel in shape of an animal from Abu Mina; SBM inv. 6057 (© Skulpturensammlung und
Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, photo Antje Voigt).
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Fig. 18: Marble capital from Abu Mina; SBM inv. 6137 (© Skulpturensammlung und Museum für Byzantinische
Kunst, archive photo).

Fig. 19: Fragment of a marble cornice from Abu Mina;
SBM inv. 6139 (© Skulpturensammlung und
Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, archive
photo).
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Fig. 20: Rediscovered vessels from Abu Mina; SBM inv. 6077 and 6082 (© Skulpturensammlung und
Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, photo Antje Voigt).

Fig. 21: Wooden stamp with cross motif from Hermopolis Magna; SBM inv. 9879 (© Skulpturensammlung
und Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, photo Antje Voigt).

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/publications/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_21/fluck.aspx

2014

FINDSPOT KNOWN

25

Fig. 22: Frog lamp from Hermopolis Magna; SBM inv. 10290 (© Skulpturensammlung
und Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, photo Antje Voigt).

Fig. 23: Lamp with rosette decoration from Hermopolis Magna; SBM inv. 10358 (©
Skulpturensammlung und Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, photo Antje
Voigt).
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Fig. 24: Fragment of a plate with painted floral decoration from Elephantine; SBM inv. 10437 (©
Skulpturensammlung und Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, photo Antje Voigt).

Fig. 25: Frog lamp from Heracleopolis Magna; SBM inv. 10336 (© Skulpturensammlung und
Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, photo Antje Voigt).
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Fig. 26: Map of findspots in Mostaggeda (after Brunton 1937, pl. I).
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Fig: 27: Drawing of miscellaneous Roman and Late Antique objects from Mostaggeda (after Brunton 1937, pl.
LXXXIII).
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Fig. 28: Map of findspots in Matmar (after Brunton 1948, pl. I).
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Fig. 29: Several shoes from Matmar (after Brunton 1948, pl.
LXIX).

Fig. 30: Stela from Wadi Ghazal; SBM inv. 9786 (©
Skulpturensammlung und Museum für
Byzantinische Kunst, archive photo).
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The history of ancient jewellery has increasingly become the subject of research in recent
years (e.g., Entwistle and Adams 2010); however, and despite the effort of many scholars, its
study is still in its early stages. The identification of regional workshops and their locations is
one of the major unsolved problems. This fact is due particularly to the nature of the material: pieces of jewellery are lightweight and therefore portable with the result that a piece of
jewellery found in one corner of the ancient world may have been made in another corner,
no matter how and why it moved from A to B. In most cases findspots do not reveal anything
about the origin of the objects. This article attempts to introduce a methodology for identifying workshops and workshop regions using the case study of Late Antique Egypt.1
Numerous pieces of Late Antique jewellery have appeared on the art market with the information that they were found in Egypt. The circumstances of their finds are often unclear.
The details provided by the art dealers at the time of the sale may or may not be correct. As
a consequence, museums and private collections are full of objects allegedly found in Egypt,
which are in fact objects of unknown provenance. The stated findspots cannot offer much
information on the find’s workshop or workshop locality. One possible way to circumvent
this problem is to compare as many pieces of jewellery from, or allegedly from, Egypt with
each other as possible. If these pieces of jewellery share features that do not reappear on
jewellery from other regions, they may be considered regional.
This article has four parts. The first part introduces selected material from archaeological
excavations in order to demonstrate that certain features in Late Antique jewellery reappear
exclusively on jewellery made in Egypt. The second part discusses pieces of jewellery, which
were probably made in Egypt as well, but which represent the so-called koiné style—an interregional style, which may have spread from a workshop or workshop group in the Byzantine
capital Constantinople (Stolz 2010). Whether representing the Egyptian or koiné style, the
jewellery attributed to Egypt for various reasons in the first two parts provides a framework
into which objects of unknown provenance can be fitted. The third part of this article deals
with a selection of objects of unknown provenance that can be localised to Egypt by comparison. The final part briefly discusses the largest jewellery hoard ever found in Egypt: the
so-called Assiût hoard. It comprises pieces of jewellery fashioned in both the Egyptian as
well as the koiné styles. It, therefore, represents in microcosm the diversity in jewellery from
Late Antique workshops in Egypt.

1

A related paper will be published in the Proceedings of the Tenth International Congress of Coptic Studies 2012
(Petrina forthcoming a).
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Egyptian style: Chains from excavations at Taposiris Magna and Abuqir Bay
In order to find out more about the jewellery that was made in Late Antique Egypt, it is
necessary to take a closer look at the finds from archaeological excavations. The material
is rare. Among the excavated finds are those from Taposiris Magna and Abuqir Bay. Two
fragmentary gold chains from these excavations resemble each other closely. The chain from
Taposiris Magna is most likely a necklace, while the chain from Abuqir Bay—with an overall
length of only 9cm—may have been part of a necklace or of a bracelet.
The Taposiris Magna chain is composed of 16 small circular links and one larger, circular
link (Fig. 1).2 All links are worked in repoussé and with some pierced-work in addition. Half
of the small links consist of a hemisphere with a beaded border. They alternate with flat links
with openwork crosses, framed by a beaded border. The largest link has a repoussé cross
surrounded by a wave pattern. Opposite the larger link, the chain is interrupted. Both ends
of the chain terminate in links with openwork crosses. Thus, one hemispherical link, a longer
segment with alternating links or a pendant is missing. The pendant could have been circular
in shape and might have been attached to a biconical suspension bar. Such pendants have
survived on contemporary necklaces with circular links.3
The chain was found at Taposiris Magna in 2001 as part of a small hoard in the western
entrance area of the Byzantine basilica that was installed in the ancient temple (Vörös 2004,
166, for the exact findspot see arrow 167). The hoard was hidden in ‘the vicinity of the
pavement stones and floor foundation of the completely cleaned basilica’ (Vörös 2004, 166).
It also contained five gold coins, all of which were minted in Constantinople (Vörös 2004,
168–77). The coins can be assigned to the reigns of the Byzantine emperors Maurice Tiberios, Phokas and Heraklios. The coin of Heraklios also shows the emperor’s son Heraklios
Constantine, who was associate emperor from AD 613. Thus, this coin cannot have been
minted before 613. The coins provide a terminus post quem for the burial of the hoard, which
may have taken place before or during the Arab invasion in the AD 640s (Vörös 2004, 166).
The Abuqir Bay chain (Fig. 2) closely resembles the Taposiris Magna chain.4 Seven small
links and one larger link have survived in three sections. The three sections together measure
about 9cm. All the links are worked in repoussé and the larger link is decorated with piercedwork in addition. Two small links are cylindrical, and five are hemispherical with a beaded
border. The larger link has an inscribed cross framed by a wave pattern. An unknown number
of links and possibly a pendant are missing. The chain comes from the underwater excavations in Abuqir Bay, more exactly from an area of 150 × 50m called T/T1, which can possibly
be identified as a part of the famous pilgrimage shrine of SS Cyrus and John at Menouthis
(Stolz 2008). Various finds, among them a large number of pieces of jewellery, indicate that
Measurements unpublished. See also Vörös 2004, figs on 166, 178–79 and 181. I would like to thank Prof.
Dr. Csanad Bálint (Budapest) for making me aware of the Hungarian excavations and their finds.
3
Examples include necklaces in Richmond (Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, inv. no. 67.52.26; Gonosová and
Kondoleon 1994, 104–05, no. 35, 164, fig. XII) and Mainz (Römisch-Germanisches Zentralmuseum, inv. no.
O. 40562/2; Schulze-Dörrlamm 1988). More examples are listed in Stolz 2009, 123–24.
4
Alexandria, Graeco-Roman Museum, inv. nos SCA 131 (32288), SCA 189 (32257), SCA 190 (32258); Goddio
and Clauss 2007, 363 nos 49–51, fig. p. 248.
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the site was flourishing in the 6th and 7th centuries (Stolz 2008; Petrina forthcoming b). The
terminus post quem for the site’s submergence is provided by a coin which was minted under the
reign of the Umayyad caliph Hishām in AD 729/30. Hence, the site was active until the 8th
century. The fragments of the chain were not found together, but scattered all over T/T1 (on
T/T1: Goddio 2007, 57).
The similarities between the two chains from Taposiris Magna and Abuqir Bay are striking:
both chains are composed of two kinds of links, which alternate. Both chains have hemispherical links with a beaded border. In addition, both necklaces feature a larger circular link
with a cross and a framing wave pattern. No other Late Antique necklaces share these features. In general, it is rare to find such close similarities as appear on these two chains. Since
both pieces were found in close proximity, it is possible to assume that they were made in the
same workshop. This is also indicated by the hemispherical links with a beaded border: similar ornaments reappear on bracelets from the so-called Assiût hoard (see below), on a netshaped necklace attributed to the same hoard and on another net-shaped necklace allegedly
from the Fayum (Fig. 3).5 The general shape and several details of these pieces of jewellery
point to their manufacture in Egyptian workshops (Petrina forthcoming b).
The chains from Taposiris Magna and Abuqir Bay demonstrate that some pieces of jewellery from, or allegedly from, Late Antique Egypt share features which were unknown to other
regional workshops. Egyptian workshops seem to have developed their own style. However,
not all pieces of jewellery made in Egypt show features exclusive to Egyptian jewellery; some
represent the interregional style.
Koiné style: A finger ring from Abuqir Bay
This is the case for a finger ring from the Abuqir Bay excavations (Fig. 4).6 It was found at
T/T1 as well. The finger ring is of an extraordinarily high quality. It has a pierced-worked
hoop and a bezel in the shape of an oil lamp. The pierced work shows an undulating tendril. No general parallels for the ring are known, but its pierced-worked hoop finds remote
parallels in contemporary pierced-worked finger rings from Pantalica in Sicily and Senise in
Italy.7 In addition, similar pierced-worked tendrils reappear on pieces of jewellery from, for
example, Kalaat el-Merkab in Syria, the Assiût hoard from Egypt and Lambousa in Cyprus.8
Pair of bracelets from the Assiût hoard (Washington, DC, Freer Gallery of Art, inv. nos 09.62, 09.63); Dennison 1918, 154 nos 22–23, pls 45–46; Lawton 1983, 181 fig. 2; net-shaped necklace attributed to the Assiût
hoard (unconfirmed) (Berlin, Antikensammlung, inv. no. 30509); Greifenhagen 1970, 69, pl. 50.2, colour pl.
IV; Wamser 2004, 293 no. 487; net-shaped necklace allegedly from the Fayum (Washington, DC, Dumbarton
Oaks Collection, inv. no. 38.67); Ross 1965/2005, 16–17, no. 11, pls 18–19.
6
Alexandria, Archaeological Museum in the Bibliotheca Alexandrina, inv. no. SCA 198; Goddio and Clauss
2007, 364 no. 58, fig. p. 249.
7
For Pantalica (lost), see Yeroulanou 1999, 257 no. 315, 259 no. 325; on the hoard, see Orsi 1910 and Fallico
1975. For Senise (Naples, Museo Nazionale), see Breglia 1941, 96 no. 999, pl. 42.4.
8
Kalaat el-Merkab (Richmond, Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, inv. no. MFA 67.52.26); Yeroulanou 1999, 226
no. 128; Assiût (Berlin, Antikensammlung, inv. no. 30219, 508a); Wamser 2004, 302 no. 499; Lambousa (New
York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, inv. nos 17.190.148, 17.190.149); Yeroulanou 1999, 62 fig. 88.
5
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The pointed, triangular leaves on the Abuqir Bay ring find a close parallel on the sides of the
settings on a pendant cross from Guarrazar in Spain.9 This wide geographical distribution of
parallels shows that the ring represents the interregional style. It could, therefore, have been
made in a workshop in Constantinople or anywhere else in the Late Antique world. A regional
attribution would appear impossible.
However, there is one detail that ties the ring to Egypt: the bezel in the shape of an oil
lamp. Oil lamps played important roles at Christian pilgrimage shrines all over the Byzantine
world. Literary sources refer, for example, to oil from the graves of St Andreas, St Menas, St
Demetrius, St Martin and from the holy sites in Jerusalem.10 As stated, the site in Abuqir Bay
where this ring was found probably belonged to the pilgrimage shrine of SS Cyrus and John.
Here oil again was of great importance, as reported by Sophronios, a visitor to the shrine
and later patriarch of Jerusalem (Sophronios, Mir. 36.16, 36. 19–20; Fernandez Marcos 1975,
326–27). He states that oil-lamps were suspended from the ceiling above the graves of the
saints and that the oil from these lamps was used as a medicine to cure the sick.
The excavations in Abuqir Bay yielded numerous pieces that indicate workshop activity,
e.g., splinters of gold sheet, short pieces of wire, undrilled beads and ingots (Petrina 2012). As
known from the Coptic Miracles of St Menas, the pilgrimage shrine of SS Cyrus and John had a
gold workshop attached to it (Drescher 1946, 84, 154). The manuscript with the Coptic miracles is attributed to the 9th century, but the miracle is set during the reign of the Alexandrian
bishop Damian (AD 569–93). Thus, it is likely that a gold workshop existed at Menouthis in
the late 6th century. There is, therefore, archaeological and literary evidence for a gold workshop at the pilgrimage shrine of SS Cyrus and John. Since oil lamps played a significant role
for the site, it is likely that the gold finger ring with the attachment in the shape of an oil lamp
was made in the workshop attached to the shrine. The ring may have served as a eulogium or
a souvenir a pilgrim may have filled with oil and taken home. If this was the case, the fully
functional lid of the oil lamp could have been fastened onto the lamp’s body with an adhesive
material such as beeswax. The wick holes must have been closed as well.
Objects of unknown provenance
Egyptian workshops seem to have produced pieces of jewellery with Egyptian features, such
as the chains from Taposiris Magna and Abuqir Bay, and pieces of jewellery that represent
the interregional style, such as the finger ring from Abuqir Bay. With the help of these and
other localisable pieces, it is possible to establish a framework for Late Antique jewellery from
Egypt, into which the material from museums and collections can be fitted. One example is
a pair of gold earrings in Berlin (Fig. 5).11 Their attachment-hoops are lost, but bow-shaped
ornaments have survived, situated at the lower end of the earrings. The ornaments consist of
several gold tubes which are bent into semi-circles. These gold tubes are connected to each
Madrid, Archaeological Museum, inv. no. M.A.N. 71.203; Perea 2001, 42 figs 8–9, pp. 167–71; Eger 2004.
Kötting 1950, 225, 404–05 no. 78; Engemann 1995, 226; Klausen-Nottmeyer 1995, 923 no. 14; Vikan 1982,
11–12. More examples for oil and its medical use in Talbot 2002, 159–61.
11
Berlin, Antikensammlung, inv. no. 30219,1063; Puhle and Köster 2012, 358–59 no. III.13.
9

10
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other by ornaments in filigree. At the lower rim of the earrings, there are protruding eyelets
at regular intervals. They hold a row of pearls strung on wire.
The Berlin earrings are exceptional. No parallels are known that would enable classification.
However, there is one detail that may provide more information on their place of manufacture: where the hoop was attached, two quatrefoil appliqués with a central granule mask
the soldering joints. Such appliqués are only known from pieces of jewellery that have been
found, or are said to have been found, in Egypt.
Similar appliqués can be found, for example, on pieces of jewellery from the Assiût hoard
(Stolz 2006, 552–58 [group 1]), most prominently on two similar necklaces with late 6thcentury coins housed in museums in Berlin and New York (Fig. 6).12 Further examples of
appliqués within the Assiût hoard include those on a belt,13 where they are hiding the soldering joints between the central medallion and three eyelets attached to the lower end of the
medallion, and those on several other pieces of jewellery, among them a necklace and a pair
of bracelets.
Another pair of gold bracelets with appliqués is housed in the Dumbarton Oaks Collection
in Washington, DC (Fig. 7).14 The bracelet consists of a gold tube and a frame of settings
with inserted coins. The coins provide a terminus post quem of AD 615 for the manufacture
of these bracelets. Between the coin settings, there are numerous trefoil appliqués similar to
those on the Assiût jewellery. The bracelets were allegedly found in the Fayum or Behnesa.
This information was given at the time the bracelets were sold on the art market. Together
with the trefoil appliqués, the alleged findspot may confirm their origin in an Egyptian jewellery workshop.
Since no general comparisons have survived, the Berlin earrings are difficult to date. The
comparisons for the appliqués, though, indicate that the earrings belong to the 6th, 7th or
even 8th century. These appliqués also provide information on the place of manufacture:
since, as stated above, all jewellery with such appliqués was either found (or said to have been
found) in Egypt, such appliqués may be a feature of Late Antique jewellery from Egypt.
Thus, it is likely that our earrings come from an Egyptian workshop as well. One piece of
information may confirm this: the earrings belonged to the former collection of Friedrich
Ludwig von Gans. Von Gans donated a great part of his private collection of antiquities to
the Berlin Antikensammlung in 1912. Many of his small finds were acquired in Egypt, among
them also objects from the Assiût hoard mentioned above. Even though there is no further
information on the acquisition of the earrings, it is possible that von Gans purchased them
in Egypt as well.
Another piece of jewellery, which may be localised to Egypt by comparison, is a late Roman copper alloy necklace with two pendants in Baltimore (Fig. 8).15 The pendants have the
shape of a stylised Isis figure and an oil lamp, respectively. Iconographically, the Isis figure
Berlin, Antikensammlung, inv. no. 30219,506; New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, inv. no.
17.190.1664; Stolz 2006, 556–57.
13
Washington, DC, Freer Gallery of Art, inv. nos 09.68–70; Stolz 2006, 558–59.
14
Washington, DC, Dumbarton Oaks Collection, inv. nos 38.64–65; Ross 1965/2005, 44–46 no. 46, pls 36–37.
15
John Hopkins University Archaeological Collection, inv. no. 1194; Dauterman Maguire 2009, 151–52, fig.
22.
12
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points to an Egyptian origin for this necklace. The shrine of SS Cyrus and John mentioned
above was installed close to the famous Isis shrine of Menouthis (Stolz 2008, 199–200). It
was intended to replace the pagan place of worship. The tradition of the liturgical and medicinal use of oil at SS Cyrus and John may stand in a local pagan tradition. Since Abuqir Bay was
famous for its workshops in Antiquity and Late Antiquity (Petrina forthcoming a), it would
be no surprise if the copper alloy necklace had been made there as well.
The examples in Berlin and Baltimore may demonstrate that objects of unknown provenance can be a valuable addendum to the archaeological material; they allow us to close gaps
in the art history of jewellery from Late Antique Egypt.
Egyptian and koiné style combined: The jewellery from Assiût
The diversity in jewellery from Late Antique Egypt is best illustrated by the character of the
Assiût hoard mentioned above. This hoard is an assemblage of jewellery that appeared on the
Cairene art market in the early 20th century, together with a rock crystal statuette (Stolz 2006;
Dennison 1918). The hoard’s exact findspot is unclear: at the time of the sale, art dealers provided the information that the hoard was found in the ruins of an ancient monastery in Assiût (Zahn 1913, 88). According to Walter Dennison, it was later believed that the hoard came
from Shêkh Abâda, ancient Antinoë (Dennison 1918, 98). In his 1918 monograph, Dennison
lists 32 pieces of jewellery, which he considers part of the hoard. Analyses have shown that
the same particles of red sand were attached to most of these 32 pieces (Dennison 1918,
98), indicating a common findspot. Several pieces of the hoard were acquired by Mrs Walter
Burns for the British Museum, London, and others by the private collectors Charles L. Freer,
J. Pierpont Morgan and Friedrich L. von Gans.16
The pieces of jewellery from the Assiût hoard can be separated into three stylistic groups.
Group 1 contains two necklaces and their respective pendants, a pair of bracelets, a fragmentary belt chain and two necklaces with pendants (Stolz 2006, 556–59, 562–63). On all
pieces of jewellery from this group, local features can be found, such as the above-discussed
appliqués. Thus, the group 1 pieces of jewellery were probably made in Egyptian workshops.
Group 2 includes a broad and jewelled collar, another pair of bracelets and a necklace (Stolz
2006, 538–39). These pieces of jewellery have several features in common, among them
characteristic claw-settings, high bezel settings and pearls strung on wire. All these features
belong to the interregional style. The many similarities between the group 2 pieces of jewellery indicate that they were made in the same workshop as a set. The broad and jewelled collar
may provide more information on the workshop: for various reasons, its shape and materials
suggest that it could have functioned as a regalium for a female member of the imperial family (Stolz 2006). Together with the other pieces of group 2 it was, therefore, probably made
in the imperial workshops in Constantinople. Group 3 is composed of pieces of jewellery,
which represent the interregional style as well (Stolz 2006, 564–65). The pieces of this group
16

Dennison 1918, 97. Today, the pieces acquired by Freer are housed in the Freer Gallery of Art, Washington,
DC. Those bought by Pierpont Morgan are shown in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, and those
acquired by von Gans in the Antikensammlung, Berlin.
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cannot be localised. They could have been made in a workshop in Egypt, which was familiar
with the interregional style, or in any other part in the Late Antique world. Like no other find,
the Assiût hoard, therefore, represents the taste of the elite in Egypt and, thus, also the range
of products offered in its most prestigious jewellery workshops.
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Fig. 1: Chain from Taposiris Magna (after Vörös 2004, 179).

Fig. 2: Chain from Abuqir Bay (© Franck Goddio/Hilti Foundation, photo:
Christoph Gerigk).
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Fig. 3: Net-shaped necklace with hemispherical links, allegedly from the Fayum, detail (© Dumbarton Oaks,
Byzantine Collection, Washington, DC).

Fig. 4: Finger ring with an oil lamp from Abuqir Bay (© Franck Goddio/Hilti Foundation, photo: Christoph
Gerigk).
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Fig. 5: Earrings in Berlin (© Antikensammlung, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin–Preußischer Kulturbesitz, photo:
Johannes Laurentius).

Fig. 6: Necklace with appliqués from Assiût,
detail (© The Metropolitan Museum of
Art, gift of J. Pierpont Morgan, 1917
[17.190.1664]).
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Fig. 7: Bracelets with appliqués from the Fayum or Behnesa, detail (© Dumbarton Oaks,
Byzantine Collection, Washington, DC).

Fig. 8: Fragment of a necklace with pendants in the shape of an oil lamp and an Isis
figure (© HT 1194, collection of The Johns Hopkins Archaeological Museum,
image courtesy of the Johns Hopkins Archaeological Museum).
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At least sixteen woven patterned textiles, of a type almost certainly referred to in classical
texts as polymita, were recovered during excavations carried out by the Egypt Exploration
Fund (EEF) at Antinoupolis in the winter of 1913–14. As they are now held in nine separate
institutions their significance remained overlooked until a recent survey was undertaken of
the textiles from these excavations. This article describes the fragments, places them within
a more closely dated framework and elaborates on their use.
Excavation background
The EEF was granted a concession from the Egyptian Antiquities Service to investigate a
series of rubbish mounds at Antinoupolis in the winter of 1913–14 (Andorlini 1998; O’Connell
2013). The director of the excavations was John de Monins Johnson, a classics scholar and
papyrologist, who had undertaken fieldwork for the EEF in Egypt since 1910, and his team
consisted of two dozen Egyptian labourers who had worked for the EEF previously and
gangs of local workers. The season lasted barely two months, from 9 December 1913 until 7
February 1914, during which time twenty mounds were investigated mainly on the eastern
perimeter of the walled town. This resulted in the recovery of the remains of a small Byzantine
library which included works by Theocritus, Homer and Euripides from one mound, as well
as other papyri ranging from a leaf from a codex of Juvenal containing part of his seventh
satire to a colour illustration of six charioteers from a Late Hellenistic-style work dating to c.
AD 500 (Johnson 1914, 175–77; Roberts 1935; Gąsiorowski 1931). Many worn-out artefacts
relating to daily life were also recovered from the rubbish heaps, including relatively large
quantities of footwear and textiles (Johnson 1914, 180).
The textiles
It was a common practice at the time for objects from the same excavations to be dispersed
to different institutions. The system of the EEF was for the finds from each season to be
distributed to its supporters after an annual exhibition. A survey undertaken in 2011–12 of
the textiles from the EEF’s season at Antinoupolis housed in institutions in the UK resulted
in 140 textiles being identified, and subsequently another group of fourteen textiles has
been traced to Warrington (Pritchard 2013). Overseas institutions included the Nicholson
Museum at Sydney University; the Australia Museum, Sydney; the Dominion Museum (now
renamed Te Papa Tongarewa), Wellington, New Zealand; the Royal Museums of Art and
History, Brussels; the Brooklyn Museum, New York. This may not represent the full extent
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of the textiles in either UK or overseas collections as pieces may have been sent to individual
subscribers to the EEF who have not been traced. Brooklyn Museum received ninety-six
textiles, which was over twice as many textiles as any other institution, presumably because
Colonel Robert B. Woodward, who was a museum trustee, contributed $350 towards the
excavations instead of the usual subscription of two guineas (Edward Bleiberg pers. comm.;
Thompson 1971, 36, 42, 48, 68 and 76). It is evident that, when the material was divided for
distribution, no close attention was paid to the different textiles represented beyond ensuring
that the children’s socks were separately allocated.1
Nevertheless, the variety of textiles that were recovered from the rubbish heaps is
considerable, attesting to the important role that textiles played in everyday life. They include
items of clothing ranging from sprang hairnets made from wool and linen thread and wool
socks worked in a needle-looping technique to fragments of tunics, shawls and tapestrywoven ornaments from garments, as well as furnishings. There are also pieces of goat-hair
sacks, drawstring bags, including one made from a recycled strip of cotton ikat, seven scraps
of pile-woven rugs or carpets, three patterned silks and many cloths of differing weights with
coloured bands. The largest group consists of twenty-seven fragments of weft-patterned wool
bands with geometric motifs in bleached linen thread, with two exceptions that are wholly
made from wool.2 Most of these bands are detached fragments but two remain stitched to
the end of the sleeves of linen tunics; one of these tunics was woven-to-shape and has pile on
the inside, and the other was probably tailored with cut and sewn-in sleeves (Pritchard 2013,
figs 12 and 13). The next largest group is formed of sixteen fragments woven in weft-faced
compound tabby and is the group that will be discussed further here.
The finds are not securely dated as the rubbish heaps were not sealed deposits. Nevertheless,
Johnson does refer to different levels from which artefacts were recovered and especially
noted that ‘gaily woven linen embroideries and braids … were frequent in 6th century strata
onwards’ (Johnson 1914, 180). A few of the textiles have been radiocarbon dated as part of
a European-funded project into Roman clothing (‘DressID: Clothing and identities. New
perspectives on textiles in the Roman Empire’), including three socks and three hairnets
resulting in a date range at its broadest of AD 100 to AD 650.3 In addition, a drawstring bag
made from a recycled strip of ikat cotton, which would originally have come out of either
India or Yemen, is unlikely to date earlier than the 8th century (Royal Museums of Art and
History, Brussels ACO Tx 2498; Baginski and Shamir 1977, 87; Pritchard 2013, 53–54, fig. 19).
It is probable that most of the other textiles fall within this timespan of 800 years and that
Many of the textiles have remained unsorted and unidentified. Consequently they are often accessioned
under a single inventory number. This applies to some of the fragments discussed more fully here, including
those in Warrington, Glasgow and Dundee.
2
Discrepancies between the numbers of textiles given here and those listed in an earlier publication (Pritchard
2013) are due to more textiles being identified in other collections since the initial survey.
3
The socks are radiocarbon dated AD 100–350 (British Museum EA 53912), AD 200–400 (British Museum
EA 53913) and AD 240–400 (Royal Museums of Art History, Brussels ACO Tx 2497); the hairnets are
dated AD 340–540 (Whitworth Art Gallery, Manchester T.1995.5, formerly Manchester Museum 6092a),
AD 430–610 (Whitworth Art Gallery, Manchester T.1968.290, formerly Manchester Museum 6092b) and
AD 550–650 (Whitworth Art Gallery, Manchester T.1968.302, formerly Manchester Museum 6093). All the
dates have a 95.4% probability (De Moor et al. 2014; De Moor et al. forthcoming).
1
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the majority date after the 4th century.
Wool textiles woven in weft-faced compound tabby
Textiles woven in weft-faced compound tabby are patterned cloths characterised by two warp
systems, a main warp and a binding warp, and wefts of at least two colours that predominate
on the surface of the fabric. The binding warp makes the tabby weave and the alternating
main warp, which is concealed between the weft threads, is responsible for the pattern and
in particular which colour of weft is on the front or the back. The weave structure, often
referred to by the French term ‘taqueté,’ is discussed in detail by Martin Ciszuk and Chris
Verhecken-Lammens (Ciszuk 2000; Verhecken-Lammens 2006; 2007).
Much debate has centred on the type of loom used in Antiquity for this type of figured
weave as a special pattern mechanism was required to control the two warps. Initially a
type of horizontal loom with a number of heddle rods connected to treadles was postulated
(Crowfoot and Griffiths 1939, 46). John Peter Wild argued in favour of a horizontal loom
with multiple heddles but no treadles (Wild 1987, 467–68). More recently a vertical loom with
heddles tied to two shafts with the addition of a figure harness made from strings which were
selected by the weaver when opening the pattern shed for the passing of the weft has been
advocated (Thompson and Granger-Taylor 1996, 44–45; Ciszuk 2000, 267). The latter loom
has been suggested on the basis of a study of the Zilu-loom which was still used for weaving
two-coloured carpets in workshops at Meybod, northeastern Iran, in the 1980s. What is
certain, however, is that patterned textiles of this type would only have been produced in
specialised workshops (Ciszuk 2004, 112).
The structure of the weave and especially the fact that, whatever type of loom was used,
the cloth would have required many strings or heddles to make it has led to such fabrics being
identified with those called polymita in written Roman sources. A key description occurs in
Pliny the Elder’s Naturalis historia, where he refers to ‘plurimis vero liciis texere quae polymita
appellant Alexandria instituit’ (Book 8, 196; Crowfoot and Griffiths 1939, 47; Sheffer and
Granger-Taylor 1994, 213–14). This passage also indicates that Alexandria was a centre for
their manufacture.
Dating evidence
A 1st-century date for patterned textiles of this type being in circulation within the Roman
empire is supported by the recovery of two fragments from Masada (Sheffer and GrangerTaylor 1994, 153 and 212–15). The earliest examples from Egypt have been recovered from
sites in the Eastern Desert and Red Sea ports, where there was a significant military presence
and transient population. They include Mons Claudianus, where diorite was quarried for use
in prestigious imperial buildings; Maximianon, Didymoi, Dios and Xeron which were small
garrison towns; and Berenike and Myos Hormos, ports that depended on trade with South
Arabia, East Africa and India (Ciszuk 2000, 265; Cardon 2003, 635; 2011, 18, fig. 7; Wild
2006, 179, fig. 3; Handley 2004, 27, figs 28 and 29). All these early fragments were retrieved
from rubbish heaps. Settlements in other parts of Egypt, including Kellis, a farming village
in the Dakhleh Oasis which was abandoned by AD 395 and Karanis in the Fayum which
became depopulated in the 5th century, have also yielded fragments from rubbish deposits
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indicating that textiles of this type were not confined to towns with a prosperous population
(Livingstone 2009, 79–80; Wilson 1933, 17–18, pl. 3.16–18). However, the total number of
fragments recovered from each site is small, for example six fragments out of a random
sample of 1262 from Mons Claudianus; two out of 624 from one season’s work at Myos
Hormos; twelve out of 3400 textiles from several seasons of recording at Berenike, where
one fragment possibly dates to the early-1st century while the others were recovered from late
4th- and 5th-century deposits; and eight out of 3450 textiles from Karanis (Bender Jørgensen
2004, 74; 2007, 27–28; Handley 2004, 27; Wild 2006, 178–81; Vogelsang-Eastwood 1988,
15). Compared with these numbers, the sixteen fragments out of 240 textiles from the EEF
excavations can be seen to represent a larger overall proportion. Production of the specialised
cloth continued into the Islamic period. However, these more recent textiles from sites such
as Quseir al-Qadim, Fustat and Qasr Ibrim can be distinguished for example by the use of
cotton yarn in combination with wool, variations in the weave structure and occasionally
religious inscriptions (Mackie 1985, 33, figs 14 and 15; Vogelsang-Eastwood 1988, vol. 3: 769,
no. 55; 4: fig. 119).
This comparative range of textiles provides a framework in which to place fragments
recovered from sites conducted under less rigorous methods, such as the EEF season
at Antinoupolis. In addition, some textiles with this weave structure have undergone
radiocarbon dating as part of recent research projects (Schrenk 2004; De Moor 2007, 103–
10). They include a selection of pieces recovered from the cemeteries at Antinoupolis during
the seasons conducted by Albert Gayet, as well as others with elaborate figurative designs.
The EEF weft-faced compound tabbies
The sixteen fragments can be divided into several groups based on differences in the spin of
the yarn, the weave structure and the designs, but firstly each piece will be briefly described.
Unless otherwise specified, the main warp is single.
1. Warrington Museum and Art Gallery 1914.124. Geometric pattern, squares and bars
in blue and undyed wool; warp yarns S-spun, weft yarns Z-spun; height 45mm, width
120mm.
2. Warrington Museum and Art Gallery 1914.124. Geometric pattern, octagonal
framework enclosing rosettes with eight-pointed petals and dots between the segments
and lozenges in the intervening spaces in dark red and dark blue wool; all yarns S-spun;
height 45mm, width 50mm.
3. Glasgow Museums 1914.60u. Geometric pattern, small checks in blue and tan wool; all
yarns S-spun; height 90mm, width 115mm.
4. Glasgow Museums 1914.60u. Geometric pattern, band of squares alternating with
lozenges in blue and undyed wool between plain bands of red wool; all yarns S-spun;
paired main warp; selvedge of two cords; height 75mm, width 85mm.
5. Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa FE001731/13. Geometric pattern, squares,
bars and small checks in blue and undyed wool flanked with four bands in red, blue
and undyed wool; all yarns S-spun; height 97mm; width 160mm (Fig. 1; Livingstone
2005, 2).
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6. Victoria and Albert Museum T.167-1914. Geometric pattern, rows of octagons enclosing
crosses with smaller crosses in the intervening spaces in dark blue and undyed wool; all
yarns S-spun; height 55mm; width 130mm (Fig. 2; Kendrick 1921, 74, no. 545).
7. Victoria and Albert Museum T.168-1914. Geometric pattern, rows of octagons enclosing
foliate crosses with small checks on four sides in dark blue and undyed wool; all yarns
S-spun; height 130mm, width 46mm (Fig. 3; Kendrick 1921, 75, no. 546).
8. Kirklees Museums and Galleries 2002.178. Geometric pattern, squares within a lozenge
framework in dark blue and undyed wool; all yarns S-spun; selvedge of two cords;
height 160mm, width 150mm (Fig. 4).
9. Kirklees Museums and Galleries 2002.184. Plant pattern, alternating rows of palmettes
in dark blue and yellow wool; all yarns S-spun; selvedge of three cords; height 205mm,
width 73mm (Fig. 5).
10. Dundee Art Galleries and Museum 1914-214-5. Plant pattern, alternating rows of tiny
palmettes in red and undyed wool; all yarns S-spun; height 75mm, width 45mm (Fig. 6).
11. Dundee Art Galleries and Museum 1914-214-5. Plant pattern, alternating rows of red
palmettes on bands of blue and white or green and yellow wool; all yarns S-spun;
height 95mm, width 95mm (Fig. 7).
12. Dundee Art Galleries and Museum 1914-214-5. Geometric pattern, square grid enclosing
octofoils, blocks and chevrons in red and yellow wool; rows of knotted pile in yellow
wool at intervals of c. 15mm; pile yarn S2Z, other yarns S-spun; height 85mm, width
70mm (Fig. 8).
13. Royal Museums of Art and History, Brussels ACO Tx 2494. Geometric pattern,
sequence of seven bands: (i) plain red wool, (ii) squares alternating with lozenges in
blue and undyed wool, (iii) crosses in octagons in blue and pink wool, (iv) intersecting
octagons enclosing squares in blue and undyed wool, (v) chevrons in blue and pink
wool, (vi) chevrons with opposing rosettes in blue and undyed wool, (vii) too damaged
to determine in pink and blue wool; all yarns S-spun; paired main warp; selvedge of
two cords; height 220mm, width 160mm.
14. Bolton Museum and Art Gallery 26.14.5. Geometric pattern, octofoils within a lozenge
framework in blue and yellow wool; all yarn S-spun; height 215mm, width 85mm.
15. Brooklyn Museum 15.448. Geometric pattern, octofoils within a lozenge framework in
blue and undyed wool, edged with bands in blue, pink and undyed wool; all yarn S-spun;
paired main warp; height 89mm, width 127mm (http://www.brooklynmuseum.org/
opencollection/objects/9181/Double_Cloth_Weave/set/0f397bc5773725044be102fa4
ecef1da?referring-q=double+cloth+weave [3 March 2014]).
16. Brooklyn Museum 15.447. Geometric pattern, alternating rows of stepped blocks
in pink, green and blue wool on a yellow ground; all yarn S-spun; height 76mm,
width 152mm (http://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/9180/
Compound_Cloth_Weave/set/207a9543646bebbd4c6aea615043f70c?referringq=compound+cloth+weave [3 March 2014]).
Twelve out of the sixteen fragments are characterised by geometric patterns. However,
only one (No. 1, above) which is in a very worn condition is distinctive for using Z-spun
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weft yarn in combination with S-spun yarn in the warp. This fragment is patterned with a
grid of squares, lines, blocks and bars that create a subtle optical effect which is a feature of
many of these textiles. Three examples with a similar combination of mixed spinning, weave
and design are a fragment from Karanis (Wilson 1933, 17, no. 17, pl. 3), an unprovenanced
textile which was originally collected by W. M. Flinders Petrie, of which three fragments
are in the Victoria and Albert Museum and a fourth piece is in the Norwich Castle Museum
(Crowfoot and Griffiths 1939, 40–42; Verhecken-Lammens 2006, 10; 2007, 202),4 and
another unprovenanced textile now divided between three collections in Brussels, Paris and
New York (Verhecken-Lammens 2007, 201–2). This latter cloth, which has been radiocarbon
dated to AD 320–550 (De Moor 2007, 103–6, fig. 12, table 1), has wefts of three colours,
red, green and blue, of which the blue weft is S-spun. The combination of Z-spun weft yarn
with S-spun warp yarn is characteristic of many of the earlier weft-faced compound tabbies,
including all six examples from Mons Claudianus (Ciszuk 2000, 278), and it is probable that
the scrap from Antinoupolis is the earliest from the EEF excavation season.
Z-spun yarn is more often associated with textiles woven outside Egypt. However, it is
possible that workshops in a cosmopolitan city such as Alexandria may have had access to
supplies of yarn spun elsewhere or spun locally by other people from another country of
origin. Good-quality linen tunics from Egypt also occasionally combine Z-spun wool weft
yarn in the tapestry-woven decoration with S-spun linen yarn (Pritchard 2006, 62; Cortopassi
and Verhecken-Lammens 2007, 140, table 2). It is worth noting that no examples of weft-faced
compound tabbies with mixed spinning were recorded from the cemeteries at Antinoupolis,
where pieces which mainly formed pillows placed under the heads in some burials were
characterised either by Z-spun yarn and considered to be imports or S-spun yarn and thus
locally produced (Pfister 1948, 67).
The simplest of the other geometric patterns consists of small all-over checks in blue and
tan (possibly faded red) wool (No. 3). A similar chequerboard pattern was recorded on a
fragment which was recovered from the top layer in a house at Karanis with associated coins
dated AD 277–450 (Wilson 1933, 17, no. 16, pl. 3). However, as the checks in this instance are
woven in yellow and green wool and the two warps are dyed red, the cloth would have been
more costly to produce. A fragment from a 4th-century deposit at Kellis has groups of green
and red checks and green and beige (undyed) checks separated by bands of plain orange
and undyed wool (Livingstone 2009, 79–80, fig. 8). Another example also woven only from
S-spun wool yarn was recorded from two burials (graves B 259 and Q 134) at Qustul, Nubia,
a Meroitic site on the east bank of the Nile, north of the Second Cataract. Dating no later
than AD 350, the colourful fragments with bands of yellow and green checks and red and
blue checks separated by plain bands of red and yellow have been interpreted as being part of
the same cloth and they were also considered to have derived from tunics (Mayer Thurman
and Williams 1979, 71 no. 33 and 97 no. 83), although this use here may be questioned.
4

Between 1913 and 1974 three of the fragments formed part of the Petrie Collection at University College
London; they were then transferred to the Victoria and Albert Museum (Helen Persson, pers. comm.). The
fourth fragment, which is cut along all four edges, was donated to Norwich Castle Museum in 1919 as part
of the Spurrell collection; Flaxman Spurrell (1842–1915) had been given the piece some years earlier by his
friend Flinders Petrie (Faye Kallonitis, pers. comm.).
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The division of the cloth into a series of bands is typical of many of these textiles.
The bands may be either plain or patterned and the plain bands are not restricted to the
beginning or end of the cloth. A fragment now in New Zealand which has a grid pattern
with alternating blue and white squares and blocks of different sizes, giving an illusion of
octagons, has a group of red, white and blue bands (No. 5, Fig. 1). A fragment in Glasgow
has a deeper expanse of plain red with only a single patterned band running across it (No.
4). The band has white squares framed in blue alternating with a lozenge infilled with small
checks that may be compared to a woven band edging a sequence of patterned bands in
another fragment from the site that is now in Brussels (No. 13). Both the Glasgow and the
Brussels fragments have a main warp of paired undyed threads as well as preserving part of a
selvedge strengthened with two edge cords but it cannot be assumed that they were formerly
part of the same cloth. The layout of the pattern on the Brussels fragment shows a wide band
of overlapping octagons enclosing squares arranged in a cross formation flanked by a series
of narrower bands.
Octagonal grids occur on three of the other fragments. One fragment in Warrington has
at least three rows of octagons enclosing rosettes with diamond-shaped segments and dots
in between (No. 2), a motif similar to that repeated across three rows forming the central
band of a large coverlet preserved in the Textile Museum, Washington (Trilling 1982, 98,
no. 108, pl. 8). Both fragments from the excavations in the Victoria and Albert Museum are
also characterised by octagonal grids at least three rows deep (Nos 6 and 7, Figs 2 and 3).5 A
weaving error can be seen in the middle row of the octagons on the slightly larger fragment
where the square terminal at the base of the cross shaft is approximately half the height of
the other terminals. This type of error, which can also be observed on the chequerboard
fragment in Glasgow, resulted from the weaver skipping several rows of the pattern showing
that it was worked from memory on a loom without a fixed pattern device.
A lozenge grid featured on another fragment (No. 8, Fig. 4) is less common among
the surviving repertoire of textiles of this general type. An example with a framework of
interlocking lozenges enclosing small palmettes appears to have come from the cemetery at
Antinoupolis (Martiniani-Reber and Bénazeth 1997, 131, no. 78) and another with palmettes
in a lozenge framework composed of tiny squares that has been radiocarbon dated to
AD 320–430 was recovered from tomb 117 of necropolis B at Antinoupolis (Martiniani-Reber
and Bénazeth 1997, 123–24, no. 71; De Moor 2007, 105, table 1). As this latter cloth is woven
throughout from Z-spun yarn, it is not directly comparable, but both these examples show
that broader zones of lozenge patterning were favoured rather than narrow bands. Two other
fragments from the EEF excavations have a lozenge framework enclosing octofoil rosettes
(Nos 14 and 15). There are at least nine rows of the smaller rosettes on the Bolton fragment
whereas only three rows are preserved on the Brooklyn fragment where one row is cut short
by a sequence of white, blue and pink bands.
A very different geometric pattern can be observed on another fragment in Brooklyn
(No. 16). Stepped pyramidal blocks in four colours are arranged in alternating rows but,
unfortunately, there is nothing to hint at the rest of the design.
5

The framework of No. 7 is described as a ‘diaper of hexagons’ (Kendrick 1921, 75, no. 546) but octagons
appear to be more probable.
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Plant motifs are another popular feature in the designs of these cloths and there are
three with different variations of palmettes among the fragments recovered during the
EEF season. Two of these have repeating rows of palmettes on a ground of a contrasting
colour (Nos 9 and 10, Figs 5 and 6), although in the Dundee fragment the contrasting weft
appears not to have been dyed. The size of the repeat on this cloth is also smaller than the
others, with the exception of the chequerboard pattern and perhaps, as a cheaper product,
its overall appearance was less impressive. Another fragment in Dundee patterned with
distinctive palmettes of four curling fronds is more colourful as the palmettes are positioned
against a background of two bands of changing colours (No. 11, Fig. 7). Three rows of fairly
similar palmettes are present on a much larger textile fragment recovered from a tomb in
the necropolis (Martiniani-Reber and Bénazeth 1997, 120–21, no. 67). The textile, which has
been radiocarbon dated to AD 400–540, is, however, woven throughout from Z-spun yarn
(De Moor 2007, 107, table 1).
The final fragment also has a geometric pattern which consists of a grid enclosing
octofoils, square blocks and chevrons woven in red and yellow wool, but it is unusual in
having rows of knotted pile (No. 12, Fig. 8). The pile is very worn so that it is not possible
to determine how long it originally would have been and in some rows it is only the line of
white warp ends round which the yellow pile was wrapped that indicates where the pile was
formerly inserted. A number of weft-faced compound tabbies recorded from Akhmim in
particular include panels of linen with looped linen pile (Kendrick 1921, 72, nos 535 and
536; Schluck 2007, 191), but fewer all-wool weft-faced compound tabbies with wool pile
have been preserved from the 1st millennium AD. An example patterned with little lions
in octagonal frames woven in yellow and brownish purple wool with matching brownish
purple pile in the collection of Katoen Natie, Antwerp, has been radiocarbon dated to AD
560–660 (Verhecken-Lammens 2007, 197, fig. 4; De Moor 2007, 108, table 1). Part of a cover
also patterned with lions in octagons but woven in red, green and white (undyed) wool has
rows of white pile (Trilling 1982, 99, no. 110). Both of these examples are woven with a paired
main warp whereas the Dundee fragment has a single main warp.
The function of the textiles
As the fragments from the EEF excavation are so small, they provide only a few clues as to
their original use. Fortunately, there are larger examples of similar textiles in various museum
collections that offer help with interpretation. For example, a coverlet at least 2.39m in length
preserved in the Textile Museum, Washington (Trilling 1982, 98, no. 108, pl. 8) provides a
good guide to the possible positioning of many of the small fragments from Antinoupolis
as it shows the layout of a cloth divided into a series of patterned bands. The coverlet has
fifteen primary bands with seven mirroring the opposing seven and a one-off central band.
Some bands are more highly decorated than any of those on the Antinoupolis fragments
with vine leaves and grapes arranged in a triangular formation, overlapping octagonal frames
enclosing face masks and pairs of addorsed birds perched on canthari, but the geometric
patterns of rows of octagons enclosing octofoil rosettes and eight-pointed stars, crosses in
the intervening spaces and overlapping octagonal frames, are stylistically similar to those of
many of the fragments.
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A range of textiles woven in weft-faced compound tabby from the cemeteries in
Antinoupolis provide evidence for the use of the fabrics as pillow covers with some even
retaining traces of their feather fillings (Pfister 1948, 46). The layout of the patterns on
these pillow covers shows a broader zone in the centre with matching bands at each end
(Martiniani-Reber and Bénazeth 1997, 120–25, nos 67, 70, 71 and 72) but, as the surviving
examples are woven throughout from Z-spun yarn and therefore probably foreign in origin,
they may not necessarily have been imitated. Indeed, possibly the best-preserved piece from
the cemeteries woven from S-spun yarn, measuring 875mm in length by 290mm, is patterned
all over with squares enclosing hunting dogs and leopards and is finished at each end with
plain white bands (Martiniani-Reber and Bénazeth 1997, 132, no. 80). Although elaborate in
its design, one of its two pattern wefts is an undyed white yarn and the other, a red hue, was
dyed with madder, a relatively inexpensive and common dyestuff which appears to have been
the preferred choice for red on textiles of this weave (Verhecken-Lammens 2007, 204, table
3). A complete cloth (720mm × 510mm) woven in weft-faced compound tabby and reputed
to have been recovered at Akhmim also shows an all-over pattern of octagons enclosing
birds, although it includes the addition of two tapestry-woven squares and reveals a different
decorative finish with a fringe at either end (Kendrick 1921, 73, no. 537, pl. 25). It is possible,
therefore, that both the Kirklees fragments at the very least derive from cushion covers
rather than larger coverlets.
A few ornately patterned textiles with figurative hunting scenes woven in weft-faced
compound tabby from S-spun yarn have been identified from their layout and construction
details as woven-to-shape sleeveless tunics dating to the 4th–6th centuries (Schrenk 2004,
173–77). However, none of the fragments from the EEF season at Antinoupolis hint at any
such use.
The presence of knotted pile on one example suggests that it was likely to have been part
of a coverlet with the pile providing additional warmth. Worked in rows across the pattern of
the wool cloth, the pile produces a different effect to the pile restricted to white zones on the
wool and linen examples, which have been interpreted as various types of soft-furnishings
(Vogelsang-Eastwood 1988, vol. 3: 591–615).
Conclusion
The sixteen modest textile fragments examined here and now dispersed among nine
collections on three continents form a significant addition to the corpus of cloths woven in
weft-faced compound tabby dating to the 1st millennium AD. Recovered from the excavation
of a known site they indicate that textiles of this type were in common use in Antinoupolis
around the 3rd–7th centuries based on the dating framework provided by more recent
excavations and radiocarbon analyses. All sixteen pieces appear to represent cheaper varieties
of the cloth produced in specialised workshops in Egypt as they employ undyed wool in
the warp and the range of designs is limited. They, therefore, offer a different perspective
on a type of furnishing textile in use in Antinoupolis to that gained from the well-known
cemetery finds.
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Fig. 1: Fragment of a weft-faced compound tabby wool cloth woven with a geometric pattern in three
colours from the 1913–14 EEF season at Antinoupolis. H 97mm, W 160mm. The front and the
back are both shown (Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa, FE001731/13, http://
collections.tepapa.govt.nz/).
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Fig. 2: Reconstruction of the design of a weft-faced compound tabby wool cloth woven with a geometric
pattern in two colours from the 1913–14 EEF season at Antinoupolis. The shaded area indicates the
extent of the fragment, H 55mm, W 130mm (Victoria and Albert Museum, T.167-1914, illustration:
Christina Unwin).

Fig. 3: Reconstruction of the design of a weft-faced
compound tabby wool cloth woven with
a geometric pattern in two colours from
the 1913–14 EEF season at Antinoupolis.
The shaded area indicates the extent of the
fragment, H 130mm, W 46mm (Victoria and
Albert Museum, T.168-1914, illustration:
Christina Unwin).
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Fig. 4: Fragment of a weft-faced compound tabby wool cloth woven with a
geometric pattern in two colours from the 1913–14 EEF season at
Antinoupolis. H 160mm, W 150mm (Bagshaw Museum, Kirklees
Museums and Galleries, KLMUS 2002.178, photo: Katina Bill).

Fig. 5: Fragment of a weft-faced compound tabby wool cloth woven with
a plant pattern in two colours from the 1913–14 EEF season at
Antinoupolis. H 205mm, W 73mm (Bagshaw Museum, Kirklees
Museums and Galleries, KLMUS 2002.184, photo: Katina Bill).
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Fig. 6: Fragment of a weft-faced compound
tabby wool cloth woven with a plant
pattern in two colours from the
1913–14 EEF season at Antinoupolis.
H 75mm, W 45mm (Dundee Art
Galleries and Museum 1914-214-5,
photo: Bruce Pert).
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Fig. 7: Fragment of a weft-faced compound tabby wool
cloth woven with a plant pattern in five colours from
the 1913–14 EEF season at Antinoupolis. H 95mm,
W 95mm (Dundee Art Galleries and Museum 1914214-5, photo: Bruce Pert).

Fig. 8: Fragment of a weft-faced compound
tabby wool cloth woven with a
geometric pattern in two colours
and occasional rows of knotted pile
from the 1913–14 EEF season at
Antinoupolis. H 85mm, W 70mm
(Dundee Art Galleries and Museum
1914-214-5, photo: Bruce Pert).
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The archaeological site of Tell Edfu is located in the modern town of Edfu, on the west bank
of the Nile in Upper Egypt. Today Edfu owes its fame and reputation to the temple built by
Ptolemy III Euergetes in 237 BC and completed in 57 BC. It was dedicated to Horus whom
the Greeks equated with their god Apollo, naming the town Apollinopolis Magna after him
(Bagnall and Rathbone 2004, 227–32; Vandorpe and Clarysse 2003). From the Roman period,
the city was garrisoned, and from at least c. AD 600 it was the seat of a bishop (Gascou
1999, 17; Timm 1984–92, 3: 1148–55). It remained inhabited and prospered throughout the
Byzantine and early Medieval periods, when habitation gradually shifted from west of the
temple to the south (Gascoigne 2005, 155–59, 187–89, esp. fig. 18). Today, some parts of the
tell are as high as 20m and provide stratigraphic layers that testify to the continuous habitation
of the site from pharaonic to modern times.
Between 1914 and 1939 the Institut Français d’Archéologie Orientale (IFAO) and, later,
a joint mission of IFAO together with Warsaw University undertook ten campaigns at Tell
Edfu which revealed material from all of these periods. The excavation of the Medieval
cemetery in 1923–24 yielded a large corpus of textiles (Henne 1925, 11–14; Bénazeth et
al. forthcoming), among which were the six embroideries presented here. These textiles
demonstrate a combination of traditional Egyptian and Medieval materials and techniques
and indicate a range of garments and accessories worn in a Medieval Egyptian town.
History of discovery
The site of Tell Edfu was recorded in the late 18th century by Napoleonic troops during the
Egyptian campaign (Description 1809–22, I: 265–340 and pls 48, 49, 53, 55, 61 and 65). At
this time only the top of the Temple of Horus was still visible, while most of the roof was
covered by the houses of Egyptians living in the modern village (Description 1809–22, pl.
49). In 1859 the temple was uncovered under the supervision of the French Egyptologist
Auguste Mariette, founder and director (1858–81) of the Service des Antiquités de l’Égypte
and the Musée de Boulaq.
From 1914 to 1933 seven campaigns were carried out at irregular intervals by the IFAO
(under the direction of Pierre Lacau from 1914 to 1936). These campaigns took place in the
years 1914, 1921/22, 1923, 1924, 1928, 1932 and 1933. The fieldwork, directed by Henri
Henne, a French scholar and papyrologist of the Université de Papyrologie, Lille, prioritised,
in particular, the search for Greek papyri, which were found in abundance together with
demotic, Coptic and Arabic papyri (e.g., Henne 1924).
After a brief interruption (1934–36), an agreement between the IFAO, represented by
Pierre Jouguet, director from 1928 to 1940, and Warsaw University, represented by its rectors
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Stefan Pieńkowski, from 1933–36, and Włodzimierz Antoniewicz, from 1936–39, was signed
to create a Franco-Polish archaeological mission (Bruyère et al. 1937, v–vi). These excavations
were carried out over the course of several consecutive years, in 1937, 1938 and 1938/39
(Bruyère et al. 1937; Michałowski et al. 1938; 1950).
The Louvre Museum and the National Museum of Warsaw were both major beneficiaries
from these excavations and acquired many objects (Rutschowscaya and Bénazeth 1999;
Majewska 1999; Mossakowska 1999; Aksamit 1999). The finds discovered during the
excavations of the 1914–33 IFAO mission led by Henne became the object of regular
distributions to French institutions after every campaign. By contrast the results of the
French-Polish excavations were not divided until 1939.
With the exception of the 1914 season, which was not published due to the start of World
War I (Henne 1924, 1 and note 4), the results of the IFAO and French-Polish campaigns and
finds were presented in a series of reports between 1924 and 1950.1 Since 1939, when the
French-Polish excavations were halted by the outbreak of World War II, there has been little
archaeological work at the site (an exception, Gascoigne 2005). Since 2005, the Tell Edfu
Project launched by Nadine Moeller of the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago
has concentrated on the pharaonic-period occupation (Moeller 2011). Today in France, the
core of current research concerning Tell Edfu is the archaeological material acquired through
the excavations at the beginning of the 20th century.
The Louvre collection and recent work
The Louvre acquired c. 500 objects from the IFAO and French-Polish excavations at Tell
Edfu (Rutschowscaya and Bénazeth 1999). Almost 100 of these items, mainly pharaonic,
came from the French-Polish excavations, while the rest (almost 400), largely Graeco-Roman,
Late Antique and Medieval, came from the IFAO excavations. The majority of Tell Edfu
objects in the Louvre have been studied and published in catalogues organised by material,
where they are presented along with other similar pieces of the same era and function but
belonging to other sites and excavations (Arveiller and Nenna 2005; Bénazeth 1992; Dunand
1990; Rutschowscaya 1986).
The objects dating from the Medieval period (c. AD 800–1500) mainly come from
cemeteries and houses and are essentially utilitarian: ceramic tableware (Lyon-Caen 2008),
keys, glass tableware, jewellery, door lintels (Bénazeth et al. 2010, 73, 94, 119, 157), papyri
(Boudhors 1999), ostraca (Bacot 2009), textiles (Bénazeth et al. forthcoming), among other
object types. The textiles and, in particular, the embroideries discovered in the Medieval
cemetery at Tell Edfu have recently been the subject of PhD research, of which the first
results will be presented below.

1

Excavation reports are listed in a separate section in the bibliography, in year-date order.
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Embroideries from the Medieval cemetery
The Louvre holds the collection of the Egyptian embroideries from Tell Edfu discovered
by Henne during the 1923–24 campaign and published in the site report the following
year (Henne 1925, 11–14, 17 and pl. 17). Three of these samples were illustrated with the
following caption: ‘Etoffes trouvées sur les morts du cimetière’ (Fig. 1; Henne 1925, pl. 17).2
The cemetery that Henne refers to was discovered in 1923, under what he described as the
highest sand layer, and dated to the 10th century. The description of the fabrics provided by
Henne is brief:
… le linceul qui enveloppe les cadavres se compose de deux à cinq pièces de toiles,
très simples. … Ces vêtements sont tout à fait analogues à ceux de nos jours … pour
les enfants, une chemise, pour les hommes en plus, un caleçon et une gallabieh, pour
les femmes, un vêtement semblable, sauf que le caleçon est remplacé par un pantalon
plus étroit et plus long. La gallabieh peut être serrée à la taille par une ceinture; sur
la tête un bonnet serré par un ruban, et tout autour un large turban; le visage des
femmes était parfois recouvert d’un mouchoir, certaines portaient une sorte de
châle … (Henne 1925, 12–13).3
Although not numerous, the six Edfu embroideries preserved in the Louvre are particularly
interesting from an archaeological and scientific point of view. Indeed, when they were
‘rediscovered’ during the summer of 2011 in the stored collection of the Section Copte of
the Département des Antiquités Égyptiennes (DAE) of the Louvre they were still in a state
similar to that which can be seen in excavation photos (Henne 1925, pl. 17). The pieces
were found together with a set of tapestries and plain weave textiles (Bénazeth forthcoming;
Bénazeth et al. forthcoming), lying flat on archival cardboard.
Since these objects had not been treated since their arrival at the Museum, aside from
protecting them for storage, they had the potential to provide information on materials,
embroidery techniques, the site of Tell Edfu and its occupants. In 2011, five of the six
embroideries were radiocarbon dated as part of a larger project at the Louvre (Bénazeth
et al. forthcoming). Below are the results of a technical and iconographical study of these
embroideries, together with the dates provided by this radiocarbon-dating study.
Three embroideries with geometrical designs (counted-threads embroideries)
The three pieces reproduced in the excavation report plate (Fig. 1; Henne 1925, pl. 17) and
marked in blue ink ‘Edfou’ followed by a number—probably written by Henne himself, but
2
3

‘Fabrics found on the bodies belonging to the cemetery.’
‘… [T]he sheet wrapped around the cadavers is made of a simple textile of two to five pieces. … These clothes
are very similar to the ones we wear nowadays … for children, a shirt, for men underpants and a gallabieh
is added, for women the clothing is similar but underwear is replaced by tighter and longer trousers. The
gallabieh may be secured with a belt around the waist, a bonnet on the head is kept in position by a ribbon,
and all around a large turban; the faces of women are sometimes covered by a handkerchief, some of them
wore a kind of a shawl … .’
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sometimes now illegible—are similar in production and design. They may be fragments from
garments, perhaps from the gallabieh of which Henne writes. All three have a ground fabric
of unbleached linen tabby weave, with mostly Z-spun threads, sometimes S-spun. From early
pharaonic times, Egyptians traditionally spun linen in S-direction; thus the appearance of
Z-spun threads may indicate that the three textiles presented here were manufactured after
the Arabic conquest (i.e., post-7th century).
The first piece with embroidered decoration (Fig. 2, AF 13230, Edfou 1765) was made
with ecru cotton (Z-spun) and blue wool (Z-spun) thread twisted together in S direction (2
Z-spun S-plied). For the second and third fragments (Fig. 3, AF 13229, Edfou 1756; Fig. 4,
AF 13233, Edfou 1780), the embroidery was made with blue wool thread only (low Z-spun).
The decoration created in this way for all three pieces is exclusively geometrical, composed
of chevrons, lines, diamond motifs and small pyramids and lanterns. The embroidery was
made using cross stitches, running stitches and satin stitches following the counted-threads
technique (Müller-Christensen 1963, figs 1 and 13). This technique was very common during
Medieval times and produces a symmetrical and well-balanced design in accordance with the
decorative taste of this era.
When these pieces were discovered, Henne linked their production to the early postconquest period, between the 7th and the 10th century; however, the patterns themselves are
characteristic of Mamluk iconography (AD 1250–1517). Indeed the radiocarbon results show
a 50% probability that these embroideries were produced between the 13th and the 15th
century (Table 1, nos 1–3). Such information is particularly valuable, forcing us to reconsider
assumptions concerning the dating of the cemetery where they were discovered and thus
giving us a new perspective on the site of Tell Edfu itself and on the history of its occupation.
A headband
A fragment of a headband (Fig. 5, AF 13228, Edfou 1696; Bénazeth et al. forthcoming) has
a ground fabric of unbleached tabby weave linen, with a simple edging on the lower part,
and another hemmed border, now unfolded, closing the upper part. The threads are S-spun,
following the Egyptian tradition, but the piece also has Arab-influenced iconography which
consists of combinations of motifs such as chevrons, lines, circles and pyramidal motifs with
star-like signs above them. This geometrical decoration is massed at the centre of the piece
to ornament the forehead and was embroidered in brown, red, blue and yellow wool by using
double running stitches, stem stitches, cross stitches and flat stitches (Müller-Christensen
1963, figs 2, 4, 9b and 14).
Both ends of the fabric are creased, probably due to its function as a headband. Most likely
the two ends were tied together to hold the so-called bonnet on the head—as Henne writes
in his report (see above)—so that the headband was positioned on the forehead and knotted
at the back of the head with the two ends. In contrast to the left end which is attached to
the body of the headband, the right end was manufactured with a tabby weave piece sewn to
the rest of the fabric. As for the other fabrics, radiocarbon analysis invites us to reconsider
the dating, indicating that this headband may not be as old as originally thought, with a 78%
chance that it was made in the 13th century (Table 1, no. 4).
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A woman’s handkerchief?
The following piece (Fig. 6, AF 13236, no Edfou number; Bénazeth et al. forthcoming) is a
square of warp-faced tabby weave unbleached linen and Z-spun threads, with embroidered
decoration using S-plied blue threads (2 Z-spun S-plied yarns) of cotton(?). A selvedge is
still preserved, as well as three simple hemmed edges held by overcast sewing stitches. These
edges indicate that this textile is a complete piece, cut from a pre-existing fabric to this size.
As with the preceding examples, this fabric was radiocarbon dated to the 13th–14th centuries
(Table 1, nos 5.a and 5.b).
The embroidered decoration is made up of geometrical motifs without any apparent
arrangement or symmetry. The motifs include an irregular swastika and a sign (probably a
stylised bird) reproduced five times, as well as embroidered blue lines still extant along three
of the four edges of the textile. These patterns were manufactured using double running
stitches and cross stitches (Müller-Christensen 1963, figs 2 and 9b) by what appears to be
an inexperienced hand. Many embroidery threads are now missing, as can be seen by the
presence of numerous needle holes in the fabric. A tracing produced during the current
study (Fig. 7) makes it possible to visualise the appearance of the piece’s complete decoration,
which originally included a frame of stitches (now missing) on all four sides, 3–4cm from the
edges of the fabric and parallel to the extant blue lines described above.
The alignment of the needle holes seems to contrast with the ‘shaky’ appearance of
the blue embroideries. Such a difference of techniques suggests that two embroiderers
worked on this textile, one apparently more experienced than the other. In contrast with the
embroideries that we would subjectively qualify as ‘shaky,’ none of the threads used in the
better-executed embroideries can be observed, not even a trace of fibre in or next to the
needle holes. This makes us consider two hypotheses: first, that the now-missing threads
were made of a different fibre that may have deteriorated; or second, more probably, that
the threads were deliberately taken out. Thus, it is possible that this fabric was a kind of
practice piece in which a master embroidered an example for a student, and then unpicked it.
The general shape and appearance of this textile corresponds to the description that Henne
made of handkerchiefs used to cover the faces of women in a funerary context. Concerning
the identity of the ‘master’ and ‘student,’ one might speculate that this product of domestic
handicraft was made by a woman and her child.
A tiraz fragment
A tiraz4 fragment (Fig. 8, AF 13227, Edfou 1671; Bénazeth et al. forthcoming), deliberately
cut when excavated, has a ground fabric of unbleached cotton warp-faced tabby weave
(Z-spun), on which a double inscription line was embroidered with blue floss-silk threads.
The whole surface of the fabric is covered by a kind of lustre that made radiocarbon dating
impossible to perform. Nevertheless, it is well known that glazed textiles produced this way,
with a shiny and smooth appearance that makes them resemble leather or papyrus, were the
most expensive ones on the market during Fatimid times (AD 969–1171) (Desrosiers 2002).
4

The Persian word tiraz originally meant embroidery, especially a cloth with embroidered bands with Arabic
writing on them. It came later to mean an inscription, embroidered, woven or painted. Tiraz was also used to
designate the royal factories that manufactured such work and the operations of these factories.
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Numerous blue silk threads used to manufacture the embroidered decoration have
disappeared, but their original existence is proven by visible needle holes. The inscription
appears incomplete, but can be revealed by the tracing that was made in the course of this
study (Fig. 9). On the tracing, the extant embroideries are indicated in blue, while the needle
holes are in red, making it possible to determine the location of the missing stitches. The result
is a Kufic inscription in which can be read the name of Allah followed by an embroidered
point, after which no further text appears. Given that the right-hand side of the inscription,
read from right to left, is missing, it may be the end of a sura.5 Above this inscription a double
line of geometrical motifs can be seen representing a pseudo-inscription, embroidered with
thin blue silk threads. The embroidery stitches used to make these inscriptions are many and
varied: chain stitches for the down strokes, figure stitches for their summits and decorative
motifs located under the letters, back stitches and a derivative of the cross stitch—similar
to the catch stitch—for the curves of the letters (Müller-Christensen 1963, figs 6, 3 and 12).
Many similar pieces are held in museums today. A comparable tiraz was discovered in
Iraq and is now housed in the Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana (BAV 6778/RP 67 I; Cornu
1992, 508). It is woven in cotton tabby, embroidered with blue floss-silk threads and glazed.
Although its inscription looks different from that of our tiraz, the two inscriptions resemble
each other in their stylistic treatment and use the same thin, small down strokes with identical
summits made with chain and figure stitches. According to G. Cornu these down strokes are
characteristic of Iraqi manufacture from the first part of the 10th century, an observation
that makes us question the origin of our fragment, which was discovered in an Egyptian
cemetery together with other, later embroideries radiocarbon dated to the 13th–14th and/or
15th centuries (Figs 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6).
Conclusion
Despite their limited number, the academic value of the six embroideries from the Medieval
cemetery of Tell Edfu housed in the Louvre Museum cannot be denied. From a technical
point of view they are excellent examples of Medieval manufacture, in which the Egyptian
weaving tradition (linen fibres and S-spun thread) and Eastern influences (e.g., Z-spun linen
thread and counted-threads embroideries) are found together in the production of pieces
with exclusively geometrical, abstract or Arabic inscription motifs. Thanks to the Henne
excavation report and his description of the fabrics it is possible to assign a function to most
of the pieces, as well as to evaluate the clothing trends of the inhabitants of Edfu during the
Medieval period. This population seems in all probability to have been of modest means—
rehabilitating old fabrics to manufacture new pieces and embellishing them with embroidered
decoration, probably in a domestic context for personal or familial use.
Radiocarbon analysis of these embroideries reveals dates much later than Henne suggested
at the beginning of the 20th century based on his interpretation of the stratigraphic layers
in which they were found. According to analysis results these pieces—and by extension the
5

For a complete translation and presentation of this inscription, see Naïm Vanthieghem, in Bénazeth et al.
forthcoming.
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cemetery from which they came—would date between the 13th and the 15th century and
not to the 10th century as he thought. This re-dating of the textiles points a way forward
for future research which might usefully include in-depth study of other artefacts discovered
in the Medieval cemetery, with the aim of re-examining different occupation phases of Tell
Edfu during the Medieval period.
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Fig. 1: Excavation report photograph depicting six textile fragments, including three embroideries in the top
row: AF 13233, AF 13230 and AF 13229 (Henne 1925, pl. 17).

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/publications/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_21/merat.aspx

74		

MÉRAT

BMSAES 21

Fig. 2: Fragment of a garment in linen, cotton and wool, L 12cm, W 18.5cm; AF 13230 (© Musée du Louvre,
photo Cécile Lapeyrie).

Fig. 3: Fragment of a garment in linen and wool, L 26cm, W 9.8cm; AF 13229 (© Musée du Louvre, photo
Cécile Lapeyrie).
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Fig. 4: Fragment of a garment in linen and wool, L 12.8cm, W 8cm; AF 13233 (© Musée du Louvre, photo
Cécile Lapeyrie).

Fig. 5: Headband in linen and wool, L 70cm, W 8.5cm; AF 13228 (© Musée du Louvre, photo Cécile Lapeyrie).
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Fig. 6: Handkerchief in linen and cotton(?), L 37cm, W 37cm; AF 13236 (© Musée du Louvre, photo Cécile
Lapeyrie).
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Fig. 7: Tracing of handkerchief AF 13236. Blue represents the extant embroideries, red the needle holes where
they are missing (Drawing A. Mérat).
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Fig. 8: Fragment of tiraz in cotton and silk, L 31cm, W 18.5cm; AF 13227 (© Musée du Louvre, photo Cécile
Lapeyrie).

Fig. 9: Tracing of tiraz fragment AF 13227. Blue represents the extant embroideries, red the needle holes where
they are missing (Drawing A. Mérat).
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Number Inv. number Material

Years BP

Calendar years Probability

79

Laboratory
number

1

AF 13229

linen

550±39

AD 1305–1364
AD 1384–1438

44.3%
51%

238

2

AF 13230

linen

654±24

AD 1281–1320
AD 1350–1392

44.3%
51.1%

240

3

AF 13233

linen

670±34

AD 1271–1324
AD 1346–1394

52.1%
43.3%

239

4

AF 13228

linen

691±21

AD 1270–1305
AD 1365–1385

78%
17.4%

241

5.a

AF 13236

cotton?

583±24

AD 1304–1365
AD 1384–1413

65.9%
29.5%

236

5.b

AF 13236

linen

638±21

AD 1286–1325
AD 1345–1394

39.4%
56%

237

Table 1: Radiocarbon dating results for the three garments fragments (AF 13229, AF 13230 and AF 13233; nos
1–3), the headband (AF 13228; no. 4) and the handkerchief (AF 13236; nos 5.a and 5.b) (© Laboratoire
de Mesure du Carbone 14, Gif-sur-Yvette, France).
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A small collection of Egyptian headwear held by the Asian Department in the Victoria and
Albert Museum (V&A) was catalogued in 2012 prior to its move to a new storage location at
Blythe House, London. The artefacts from cemeteries in Egypt date from the Late Antique
and Medieval periods and display a variety of styles and decorative elements.1 This contribution aims to describe the types represented in the collection2 and compare them where
possible to similar items in other institutions.
Most of the twenty-nine objects forming the corpus were registered between 1891 and
1900, three in the 1920s and one in 1976. In the 19th century the V&A, along with other
national institutions, sought to identify cultures at risk by the modern world and make them
a focus for collecting. This concern led to the Museum’s development of an early Egyptian
textile collection that became one of the largest of its kind (Persson 2012, 6). The selection
of headwear under study complements the larger V&A textile collection.
Twenty-one of the objects under study were given to the Museum as gifts and eight were
purchased. Acquisition records hold incomplete information about the purchases but can
give insight into how material arrived at the Museum. For example skull caps labelled ‘from a
tomb at El-Azam [sic], near Asyut, Upper Egypt’ were acquired in 1891 along with a number
of other items from Mr Henry Wallis Esq who was given £500 by the Museum to spend in
Cairo. A hood said to be from a tomb at Edfu, Upper Egypt, was bought for the sum of £2
and 1 shilling,3 while other pieces of headwear were bought as part of a bundle of ten objects
for £33 in total.4
Objects with known provenance
Little can be said about the provenance of the items. Archaeology in the late 19th century
was not the science we know today and few details were usually recorded during excavations.
Therefore a lack of reliable provenance detail is common for Egyptian material uncovered at
this time. Two sites are given in the acquisition records (as noted above) while most simply
state ‘from a tomb in Egypt.’

The Medieval period as defined here spans c. AD 800–1500. All but one object in the collection is dated
between AD 1000 and AD 1500. Item V&A T.251-1926 (see Fig. 13 below) dates c. AD 400–700.
2
Only two objects have been previously published, V&A 1085-1900 (see Fig. 16 below; Mayer 1952, 31) and
V&A 45-1899 (see Fig. 11 below; Jones 2009, 25).
3
V&A T.25-1929 (see Fig. 14 below).
4
Items V&A 702-1898 and V&A 703-1898 were included in the bundle (see Figs 1 and 15 below).
1
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Deir el-Azzam
Deir el-Azzam literally means ‘Monastery of the Bones.’ The extant remains of the site are
situated at the top of a mountain plateau in the northwest part of the Gebel Asyut al-gharb
(Coquin and Martin 1991; Grossmann 1991; Kahl 2007, 99–100). Pottery recovered from
a heap of debris below the monastery suggests that the site was in use from about the 8th
to 13th century AD, and possibly as early as the 5th century AD (Eichner and Beckh 2010,
207; Kahl et al. 2012, 20). Three sides of Deir el-Azzam were surrounded by graves when
the site was excavated by G. Maspero and W. De Bock in the 1890s. This cemetery contained
around 1,400 graves that were cut into the ground, each containing one or two bodies either
in wooden coffins or wrapped in a mat of palm leaves. Some bodies were wrapped in plain
linen and others in decorated cloth (Kahl 2007, 99–102). Of relevance to the V&A material
is a description of burials in which the dead wore headwear:
Some of the deceased ... wore a thinner cloth underneath the outer linen and were
clad in a silken robe, which had embroidered arms or Arabic inscriptions. They wore
caps made from several layers of cloth, the outermost being blue, with a gold tip. ... .
The women sometimes wore small ear-rings or had a wooden comb underneath their
head. Children formed a large proportion of the buried persons (Kahl 2007, 100–2).
Although the exact findspot of the bonnet said to be from the site cannot be determined,5
this description gives some indication of the general context in which it may have been found.
Edfu
The findspot of the hood said to be from Edfu is even less certain.6 Edfu was an important
provincial city in Upper Egypt and is best known for its Ptolemaic temple in and around
which the Late Antique and later early Islamic town developed (Timm 1984–92, 3: 1148–57;
Gascoigne 2005, 155). In 1928, a year before the V&A hood was registered, excavations by
the Institut Français d’Archéologie Orientale (IFAO) were underway in the Medieval cemetery
of Tell Edfu (Mérat 2014, 64–65) and this is the most likely source. Nevertheless other Late
Antique and Medieval sites are known in the region (Effland 1999; O’Connell 2013) and the
possibility that the hood was found at one of them cannot be excluded.
The collection at the Victoria and Albert Museum
Without provenance, excavation data or extensive comparative material it is difficult to state
how representative of the headwear fashions of the Late Antique and Medieval period the
V&A collection is. Therefore the following types, based on shape and form, should be seen
as a starting point for future study. Table 1 presents the types represented in the collection.
Almost half of the twenty-nine objects are head caps (fourteen), followed by skull caps
5
6

V&A 703-1898 (see Fig. 15 below).
V&A T.25-1929 (see Fig. 14 below).
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(eight). The remaining types include two stiffened hats, two hoods, two bonnets and one
conical hat. The objects will be discussed below in this order.
Eighteen pieces have constructional fabrics consisting of a combination of silk with a
lining of undyed linen (one is incomplete but is thought to be in this category), eight are
of silk only, two are of linen and one is of wool. Stylistic and decorative variations include
changes in the width of the head bands and the size of the skull caps, but also the use of chin
ties, quilting, padding and embroidery, metal threads, patterned fabric, button-hole stitch,
gilded leather strips, beading, embossing and painting as decorative elements.
Head caps
The head cap is defined as a shaped head covering comprising a skull cap with an attached
head band. Variation is seen in the width of the head band and the size and construction of
the skull cap element. The head cap is commonly found in historical and modern costume
collections and similarly shaped headwear is prevalent around the world today. There are
fourteen head caps in the V&A collection, a selection of which is presented in Fig. 1.
Embroidery is employed on one head cap which uses a button-hole stitch around circular
holes in the fabric (Fig. 2, V&A 1094-1900). The skull cap area is constructed of triangular
pieces sewn together to create a red cross. This form of embellishment, suggesting a possible
Christian association, can be seen on another head cap held by the Fitzwilliam Museum,
Cambridge (Fig. 3).7
Comparable head caps dating to the Mamluk period (c. AD 1250–1517) are held in
the Musée du Louvre, Paris, the University of Leeds and the Ägyptologisches Institut der
Üniversitat, Heidelberg (Bénazeth 2011, 25–31; Hyman 2013, 39–40; von Falck and Lichtwark
1996, 296). These display similarities to three caps in the V&A collection (Fig. 4, V&A T.1741976, V&A 1097-1900 and V&A 46-1899).
One head cap (Fig. 5, V&A 1088-1900) is composed of twists of red, black, yellow, green
and blue silk of around four Z-spun threads which are twisted together in the S direction.
These twists are sewn together to create a rope-like decoration of geometric shapes. Inside,
where the skull cap is attached to the band, is a thin band of plain woven undyed linen that
reinforces the join.
Two head caps (Fig. 6, V&A 702-1898 and V&A 1092-1900) are constructed using preformed bands that run across the centre and also act as the head band. The Arabic script and
motifs on these bands have similarities to a fragment of Chinese silk and gold brocade held at
the V&A (Fig. 7; Kendrick 1924, no. 993, pl. XXI). In 1903 the script on V&A 1092-1900 was
translated by Mr A. R. Guest, revealing the phrase ‘Glory to ... the King.’ Another head cap
(Fig. 8, V&A 1093-1900) has an inscription around the head band, also translated by Guest,
which names ‘El Malik ... Nasin Muhammad.’ All have been dated to the Mamluk period.8

7

8

See Fitzwilliam Museum collections online: http://webapps.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk/explorer/index.
php?qu=51285&oid=51285.
Notes regarding the translations by Mr Guest are found beside entries for V&A 1092-1900 (see Fig. 6 below)
and V&A 1093-1900 (see Fig. 8 below) in the V&A acquisition files.
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Skull caps
The skull cap is defined as headwear with circular fabric covering the crown and a hem or
thin band around the edge. It is worn today often with religious affiliations as with the Roman
Catholic zucchetto or the Jewish yarmulke. Four variations are seen within the eight examples
held by the Museum. Variation A consists of a single piece of fabric round two thirds of
the skull with a different piece covering the rest (three examples). Variation B includes a
central pre-formed band across the skull with a semi-circle of fabric sewn either side (three
examples). Variation C has triangular shaped pieces of fabric sewn together (one example)
and variation D has a circular piece of fabric covering the skull (one example). A selection of
skull caps from the V&A collection is seen in Fig. 9.
There are examples of skull caps in other museum collections. For example, the Musée des
Tissus, Lyon, holds one made of silk and linen and dated roughly between the 12th and 13th
centuries (Durand and Saragoza 2002, 193).
Stiffened hats
The type series includes a form—not identified yet in other collections—described as stiffened
hats. These present the same structure as the head caps with the exception that the fabric has
been stiffened or moulded into shape.
There are two stiffened hats under study (Fig. 10, V&A T.144-1921 and V&A 1089-1900).
The first one, V&A T.144-1921, is made of linen and other unidentified fibres. The outer
layer is of glazed linen hardened around a thin layer of fibrous padding, probably wool or
flax, and then lined with another hardened layer of blue-dyed linen. The inner layer appears to
be continuous but the outer layer is divided into skull cap and head band sections. The outer
layer has white threads alternating with blue; some still retain their metal gilt. A floral pattern
has been painted on and a light yellow stain has been applied to the body of the flower.
The fabric of the second stiffened hat, V&A 1089-1900, is a buff-coloured silk. Blue
and gold paint has been applied to the outer layer to produce a floral pattern and one small
brown bead (stone/glass?) remains attached to the head band. The fabric has been embossed
to form diamond patterns across the skull cap and rings around the head band. The lining is
of blue silk and the skull cap and head band are lined separately. Between the layers is a thin
padding of undyed wool and paper.
A third stiffened hat is owned by the Museum (Fig. 11, V&A 45-1899) and was previously
catalogued for a Museum exhibition (Jones 2009, 25), but only the basic catalogue record was
available for study at the time of writing as the object was on loan.
Hoods
A hood is defined as a flat head covering made from a rectangular piece of fabric which is
folded, then sewn along the short edge (straight or with a curve) to create a covering for
the head and the back of the neck. Evans and Ratliff (2012, 169) describe hoods as typical
elements of Egyptian children’s clothes from the Roman to Byzantine eras separately woven
and sewn to the back of the tunic. There are two hoods in the collection, different in style,
fabric and date, but comparable to items in other collections.
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The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, holds a child’s tunic from Egypt (Fig. 12)9
radiocarbon dated to AD 430–620 (95% probability), including a hood woven in wool with
fringes along its edges and decorated with roundels. The Louvre holds a similar tunic (Durand
and Saragoza 2002, 119), as does the Skulpturensammlung und Museum für Byzantinische
Kunst, Berlin (von Falck and Lichtwark 1996, 296). These hoods compare with the first of
two objects under study (Fig. 13, V&A T.251-1926) which has been sewn to a modern piece
of linen for support; its lower edge no longer remains, but some of its fringing and both
decorative roundels do.
The other hood under study (Fig. 14, V&A T.25-1929) is sewn with a curve over the
back of the head and makes use of button-hole stitch surrounding small holes in the fabric
to create decorative elements. A similar embroidery technique can be seen on a fragment
of decorated linen dated to the Mamluk period and held in the Musée du Cinquantenaire,
Brussels (Cornu 1993, 283). The button-hole stitch around holes is present in this example,
as is the geometric motif of a square divided into four and surrounded by triangles forming
a larger square. These similarities to V&A T.25-1929 may allow the date to be refined to
c. AD 1250–1500, placing it in the Mamluk period. Moreover, some similarities in form and
embroidered decoration with modern hoods from India worn by children as protection from
the sun (Crill 1985, 36) could demonstrate a similar function for the hoods presented here.
Bonnets
A bonnet is described as a shaped head covering made from circular sections of fabric sewn
together to cover the base of the skull as well as the crown. It usually has chin ties and is still
worn today, mainly by children. There are two bonnets in the V&A collection, the sizes of
which suggest they too were for children (Fig. 15, V&A 1095-1900 and V&A 703-1898). Both
are made of plain woven linen with decoration either in linen or silk threads. V&A 703-1898
is decorated with small red crosses, suggesting a possible Christian association.
Conical hat
A conical hat is described as a shaped head covering in which a conical skull cap is attached
to a head band. There is one in the collection (Fig. 16, V&A 1085-1900) made of woven silk
and attached to a paper backing with a linen lining. It is heavily padded with layers of wool,
an unidentified fibre, feathers and inscribed paper. This hat was published in a volume on
Mamluk costume (Mayer 1952, 31) where it was described as originally including a feather.
The hat was made by quilting a series of tall, thin triangles into a conical shape. At the top
of this cone are three spaced teardrop-shaped holes. Each hole is sewn with light blue thread.
The outer layer—now mostly missing—is of silk in washes of pink, blue and green lines.
After this layer there is another (in some places two) of thick paper including inscriptions
in dark ink. The next layer is of fibre, perhaps flax, followed by another layer of paper. This
paper has Arabic inscriptions in a black ink. The innermost layer is of undyed linen. The
main body of the hat is attached to a head band. The layers here are stuck together so the
innermost layer cannot be seen. Moving inwards, there is silk on paper, wool, fibre, then
9

See Metropolitan Museum of Art collections online: http://www.metmuseum.org/collection/the-collectiononline/search/448173?rpp=30&pg=1&ft=27.239&pos=1.
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paper with inscriptions. The silk is layered in the opposite direction to that on the cone. The
bottom rim of the head band is missing but a very small part remains made of unidentified
fibres, very small black feathers and red silk threads. Its outer layer is of blue-green fine silk
in plain weave. It is stitched to an inner layer of linen and there may be a thin fibrous layer
between them. The outside has decorations made in green silk threads embroidered across
the main fabric to create diagonal lines with running stitches on either side.
Comparisons for this item are limited although inscribed paper was uncovered in the quilting
of a head cap held at the Ägyptologisches Institut der Üniversitat, Heidelberg (Bénazeth
2011, 26–27). The style has similarities to the taqiyya, which was a form of headwear worn
by young men or women. Also padded with paper, the taqiyya was originally colourful with a
circular flat top until fashion changed making it become higher and more dome-like (Mayer
1952, 31).
Demographics
The majority of surviving ancient and Medieval textiles are from funerary contexts and it is
probable that most of the V&A headwear discussed herein are also from burials. Maspero
and De Bock indicated that women and children were found at the burial site at Deir el-Azam
(Kahl 2007, 99–102) but no specifics were recorded. The circumferences of the headwear
may give a general indication of the age of the deceased who wore the headwear assuming
that the item was an approximate fit on the deceased when they were buried. Adult head
circumference is related to height (Bushby et al. 1992, 1286) but without further knowledge
of the burial remains the following remarks can only be suggestive, specifically with respect
to gender. On the basis of measurement averages from several on-line resources, women’s
average head circumferences range from 530 to 570mm and men’s range from 560 to 610mm.
Of the hats in the collection that would be fitted when worn, fifteen (52%) have remaining
circumference measurements. The range lies between 250mm and 640mm and includes the
skull and head caps and the conical hat. The hoods and bonnets do not have comparable
circumference measurements, and as stiffened hats may have been worn sitting on top of
the head (Fig. 11) they have not been included. All but one are equal to or less than 560mm,
allowing for a general suggestion that the majority of headwear in this collection was found
in burials of children or youths (of either gender) or women.
Any discussion on social aspects of the deceased must be limited, although the presence
of gold on some items would suggest a social class with a certain amount of wealth. Likewise,
items embellished with crosses could suggest religious affiliations, assuming the symbol is not
purely a decorative motif.
Dating
All the artefacts in the collection had been previously catalogued by V&A staff to a basic
level including a simple description and date probably based on style. Further study, and in
particular scientific analysis, may enable dates to be narrowed. Nevertheless, based on style all
but one object under discussion can be broadly dated AD 1000–1500.
One hood can be dated c. AD 400–700 based on comparison with the child’s tunic held at
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, radiocarbon dated AD 430–620 (95% probability).
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Conclusion
Formally cataloguing these items of headwear has identified them as part of the Late Antique
and Medieval Egyptian textile collection at the V&A and enabled greater access for further
study.10 The lack of provenance and excavation data means we only have the artefacts
themselves to work with and are unable to consider wider social aspects such as burial
practices and social status. Although small and not fully representative of headwear types of
the periods, the V&A collection does allow us to examine fabrics and decorative techniques
in use at the time. There is also the possibility of non-Egyptian aspects in the craftsmanship
which may be representative of broader social influences. For the 2009 V&A exhibition ‘Hats:
an anthology’ the milliner Stephen Jones collaborated with the Museum to present the history
of hats over the past seventeen centuries. Jones noted a link between hats of the past and the
present (Jones 2009, 25) and the Egyptian headwear collection strengthens this idea. Clearly,
head caps, skull caps, hoods and baby bonnets are all still worn today, displaying in some cases
religious affiliation. By presenting twenty-nine items of Late Antique and Medieval headgear
in the V&A collection this contribution aims to add to the numbers of published examples
and facilitate future study.
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Table 1: Description of headwear types in the V&A collection. Bold inventory nos indicate illustrated
objects (Courtesy of the V&A, table and photos R. Smalley).
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Fig. 1: Head caps; V&A 702-1898, V&A 133a-1891, V&A 1086-1900 and
V&A 1093-1900 (Courtesy of the V&A, photo R. Smalley).

Fig. 2: Head cap in embroidered silk; V&A 1094-1900 (Courtesy of the
V&A, photo R. Smalley).
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Fig. 3: Silk head cap; Fitzwilliam Museum inv. no. 51285 (© Fitzwilliam Museum, University of Cambridge).
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Fig. 4: Head caps; V&A T.174-1976, V&A 1097-1900 and V&A 46-1899 (Courtesy of the V&A, photo R.
Smalley).
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Fig. 5: Silk head cap: V&A 1088-1900 (Courtesy of the V&A, photo
R. Smalley).

Fig. 6: Head caps with Arabic script; V&A 702-1898 and V&A 10921900 (Courtesy of the V&A, photo R. Smalley).
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Fig. 7: Chinese silk and gold brocade (Kendrick 1924, pl. XXI).

Fig 8: Head cap with Arabic inscription; V&A 1093-1900 (Courtesy of the V&A,
photo R. Smalley).
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Fig. 9: Skull caps; V&A 1099-1900 (variation A), V&A 2163-1900 (variation B), V&A 814-1898 (variation C) and
V&A 815-1898 (variation D) (Courtesy of the V&A, photo R. Smalley).
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Fig. 10: Stiffened hats; V&A T.144-1921 and V&A 1089-1900 (Courtesy of the V&A, photo R. Smalley).

Fig. 11: Stiffened hat; V&A 45-1899 (© Victoria and Albert Museum, London).
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Fig. 12: Child’s tunic; Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, inv. no. 27.239 (© Metropolitan Museum of Art).

Fig. 13: Hood; V&A T.251-1926 (Courtesy of the V&A, photo R. Smalley).
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Fig. 14: Child’s embroidered hood; V&A T.25-1929 (Courtesy of
the V&A, photo R. Smalley).
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Fig. 15: Bonnets; V&A 1095-1900 and V&A 703-1898 (Courtesy of the V&A, photo R. Smalley).
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Fig. 16: Conical hat with detail; V&A 1085-1900 (Courtesy of the V&A, photo R. Smalley).
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Ten woollen hairnets in sprang technique from the collection Katoen Natie in Antwerp
were radiocarbon dated in 2000 and 2001. The results were published in 2002 (De Moor,
Van Strydonck and Verhecken-Lammens 2002). The interquartile range—which takes into
account the middle 50%, excluding the early and late dates—was between AD 485 and 600.
This was certainly the period in which these hairnets were popular. The 95% probability range
was between AD 420 and 650 (De Moor, Van Strydonck and Verhecken-Lammens 2002, 30).
In the past years, five linen hairnets produced in the same technique from various
collections also have been radiocarbon dated: one from the collection Katoen Natie (De Moor,
Verhecken-Lammens and Verhecken 2008, 74, 76), two from the Museum für Byzantinische
Kunst in Berlin (Fluck and Mälck 2007, 156–57, 166) and a further two from the Département
des Antiquités Égyptiennes of the Musée du Louvre in Paris (Bénazeth 2011, 31).
In order to come to a more precise dating of these linen hairnets it was desirable to
radiocarbon date more pieces. In the context of ‘DressID: Clothing and identities. New
perspectives on textiles in the Roman Empire,’ a project that ran between 2007 and 2012,
funded by the cultural programme of the European Commission, it was possible to
radiocarbon date a further 16 pieces from different museums.1 These linen hairnets, however,
show different features which made it necessary to divide them into three groups:
• hairnets with only linen (7 pieces)
• hairnets of linen with a small amount of wool (9 pieces)
• linen hairnets with more wool (5 pieces).
The five pieces that had been radiocarbon dated previously were included in these groups.
Due to the dry climate and the local burial customs in Egypt from the Late Antique to
the early Islamic period, many such hairnets survive. At that time, it was common to bury
the dead in the clothing they wore during their lifetime. As far as the find context is known,
hairnets have been found only in connection with women’s burials.
Sprang is a special textile technique based on warp threads only (Fig. 1). Fixed by simple
rods, the threads can be interlinked or twined, starting from the lower end. Simultaneously
at the opposite end, the same interlinking and twining occurs by itself. This means that the
pattern of the two halves is mirrored. The middle must be fixed, which is usually done by a
thread (Seiler-Baldinger 1991, 60–65; Linscheid 2011, 17; Kwaspen 2011, 71). Sprang creates
1

Royal Museums of Art and History, Brussels (Mieke Van Raemdonck), The Whitworth Art Gallery,
Manchester (Frances Pritchard), The British Museum, London, Department of Ancient Egypt and Sudan
(Elisabeth R. O’Connell), the Victoria and Albert Museum, London (Lesley Miller and Helen Persson), the
Museum für Angewandte Kunst, Vienna (Barbara Karl) and the Skulpturensammlung und Museum für
Byzantinische Kunst, Berlin (Cäcilia Fluck and Kathrin Mälck).
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a very elastic, netlike structure, perfectly suited for hairnets.
Two shapes of hairnets attributed to this period can be distinguished: a conical and a
rectangular one, the latter in different lengths—short, square and long (Linscheid 2011, 17–
31). Among the pieces chosen for analysis only the conical type can be distinguished with
certainty. Some pieces are too fragmentary to determine their original shape.
Tables 1–3 on the following pages show the results of the radiocarbon analyses of the
three different groups and the results of the 14C-analyses for each piece. The years BP—the
conventional radiocarbon age—means ‘before present,’ i.e., before 1950, the start of radiocarbon
dating. The estimated age uncertainty of this radiocarbon age is given as 1 standard deviation,
mostly plus/minus 25 or 30 years. This radiocarbon age however must be calibrated in order
to obtain the calendar years. This calibration curve relies on the accurate 14C-measurement of
dendrochronologically dated tree rings (Bronk Ramsay 1995; Stuiver et al. 1998).
These three groups, however, were too small to have reliable statistical results. Therefore,
the sum probability and integrated probability of all 21 pieces were put in one graph :
21 linen hairnets
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The interquartile range (IQR) of the 21 linen hairnets lies between AD 446 and 635 and
the 90% probability range between AD 343 and 753 (Aitchison, Ottaway and Scott 1990).
The IQR, which takes into account the middle 50%, excluding the early and late dates, is a
stable parameter and can be considered as the flourishing period for these textiles. The 90%
probability range was used instead of the usual 95% probability range because the latter
overestimates the period by a few decades (Van Strydonck 2007).
The period in which these hairnets flourished lies between c. mid-5th and mid-7th century
AD (linen), and the whole period between c. mid-4th and mid-8th century AD (wool). Thus,
the periods in which hairnets made entirely of linen and those made completely of wool
were popular roughly overlap. Nevertheless, it seems to be the case that the linen hairnets
were in use for a longer time than the woollen ones.
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Collection and
inventory number

Years BP

V&A inv. 235-1977

1735±25

BMSAES 21
Calendar years
(95.4%)

Laboratory
number

AD 240–390

KIA-40822

AD 430–90
(11.0%)
AD 530–640
(84.4%)

KIA-43016

AD 550–650

KIA 43342

AD 630–90
(94.0%)
AD 750–70
(1.4%)

KIA-43019

AD 640–700
(92.0%)
AD 750–70
(3.4%)

KIA-11467

AD 660–780

KIA-43021

a) 1210±35

a) AD 680–900

a) KIA-42137

b) 1235±35

b) AD 650–900

b) KIA-45762

Photo

Fig. 2

MBK inv. 38/2011
(Schweinfurth
collection no. 258)

1505±30

Fig. 3

WAG inv. T 1968.302

1460±30

Fig. 4

MBK inv. 45/2011
(Schweinfurth
collection no. 269)

1360±25

Fig. 5

MBK inv.
44/2011
(Schweinfurth
collection no. 259)

1347±23

Fig. 6

MBK inv. 9322

1295±30

Fig. 7

RMAH inv. ACO.
Tx.2478
(radiocarbon dated
twice with almost
identical results)

Fig. 8

Table 1: Radiocarbon dates of seven hairnets with only linen, in decreasing years BP (= before
present). See also Figs 2–8.
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(Schweinfurth
collection no. 266)
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Photo

1669±26
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Calendar years
(95.4%)

Laboratory
number

AD 262–428

KIA-16600

AD 420–570

KIA-40820

AD 340–540

KIA-43340

AD 400–540

KIA-44298

AD 410–550

KIA-27612

AD 420–570

KIA-40821

AD 430–90
(14.7%)
AD 510–620
(80.7%)

KIA-29156

AD 540–640

KIA-44328

AD 550–650

KIA-42138

Fig. 9

V&A inv. 50-1891

1645±25
Fig. 10

WAG inv. T 1995.5

1635±30

Fig. 11

BM inv. EA 18292

1610±25
Fig. 12

KTN inv. 872-02

1580±30

Fig. 13

V&A inv. T14-1947

1550±25
Fig. 14

Louvre inv. AF 5945

1515±25

Fig. 15

MAK inv. T 11733

1480±25

RMAH inv. ACO.
Tx.2473

1460±30

See: http://www.sammlungen.mak.at/
sdb/do/detail.state?obj_id=80268&obj_
index=0&returnstate=search

Fig. 16

Table 2: Radiocarbon dates of nine linen hairnets with a little wool, in decreasing years BP.
See also Figs 9–16.
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Collection and
inventory number

Years BP

Louvre inv. E 32791

1640±25

Photo

BMSAES 21
Calendar
years (95.4%)

Laboratory
number

AD 330–470
(82.2%)
AD 480–540
(13.2%)

KIA-29153

AD 430–610

KIA-43341

AD 430–90
(10.3%)
AD 530–620
(85.1%)

KIA-40824

AD 430–90
(7.5%)
AD 530–640
(87.9%)

KIA-43631

AD 650–780

KIA-42139

Fig. 17

WAG inv. T 1968.290

1520±30

Fig. 18

V&A inv. 1197-1904

1510±25

Fig. 19

MBK Inv. 42/2011
(Schweinfurth
collection no. 253)

1500±30

Fig. 20

RMAH inv. ACO.
Tx.2481

1315±35

Fig. 21

Table 3: Radiocarbon dates of five linen hairnets with a high proportion of wool, in decreasing
years BP. See also Figs 17–21.
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Abbreviations
BM = The British Museum
KTN = Katoen Natie
MAK = Museum für Angewandte Kunst, Vienna
MBK = Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, Berlin
RMAH = Royal Museums of Art and History, Brussels
V&A = Victoria and Albert Museum, London
WAG = The Whitworth Art Gallery, Manchester
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Fig. 1: Sprang technique (after Seiler-Baldinger 1991,
61, fig. 94a).

Fig. 2: V&A inv. 235-1977 (© Victoria and Albert Museum, London).
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Fig. 3: MBK inv. 38/2011; Schweinfurth
collection no. 258 (© Skulpturensammlung und Museum für
Byzantinische Kunst, Staatliche
Museen zu Berlin, photo A. Voigt).

Fig. 4: WAG inv. T 1968.302 (© The Whitworth Art Gallery, Manchester).

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/publications/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_21/de_moor_et_al.aspx

112

DE MOOR ET AL.

BMSAES 21

Fig. 5: MBK inv. 45/2011; Schweinfurth collection no. 269 (© Skulpturensammlung und
Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, photo A. Voigt).

Fig. 6: MBK inv. 44/2011; Schweinfurth collection no. 259 (© Skulpturensammlung und
Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, photo A. Voigt).
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Fig. 7: MBK inv. 9322 (© Skulpturensammlung und
Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, Staatliche
Museen zu Berlin, photo A. Voigt).

Fig. 8: RMAH inv. ACO. Tx.2478 (© Royal Museums of
Art and History, Brussels).
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Fig. 9: MBK inv. 39/2011; Schweinfurth collection no. 266
(© Skulpturensammlung und Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, photo
A. Voigt).

Fig. 10: V&A inv. 50-1891 (© Victoria and Albert
Museum, London).
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Fig. 11: WAG inv. T 1995.5 (© The Whitworth
Art Gallery, Manchester).

Fig. 12: BM inv. EA 18292 (© The Trustees of
the British Museum, Department of
Ancient Egypt and Sudan, London).

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/publications/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_21/de_moor_et_al.aspx

116

DE MOOR ET AL.

BMSAES 21

Fig. 13: KTN inv. 872-02 (© Collection Katoen
Natie, Antwerp, photo H. Maertens).

Fig. 14: V&A inv. T14-1947 (© Victoria and Albert Museum, London).
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Fig. 15: Louvre inv. AF 5945 (© Musée du Louvre, Paris,
photo G. Poncet).

Fig. 16: RMAH inv. ACO.Tx.2473 (© Royal Museums of
Art and History, Brussels).
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Fig. 17: Louvre inv. E 32791 (© Musée du
Louvre, Paris, photo G. Poncet).

Fig. 18: WAG inv. T 1968.290 (© The Whitworth Art Gallery, Manchester).
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V&A inv. 1197-1904
(© Victoria and Albert
Museum, London).

Fig. 20: MBK inv. 42/2011; Schweinfurth collection no. 253 (© Skulpturensammlung und
Museum für Byzantinische Kunst, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, photo A. Voigt).
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Fig. 21: RMAH inv. ACO. Tx.2481 (© Royal Museums of Art and History,
Brussels).
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In 1913/14, Reginald Campbell Thompson excavated Wadi Sarga and three nearby sites on
behalf of the Byzantine Research Fund. As a result of the outbreak of World War I, a
full record of the excavation was never published. In 1922, selected texts were edited and
published (Crum and Bell 1922=P.Sarga), but the extensive non-textual record of the site,
its architecture and uninscribed objects, remain largely unstudied. Today the British Museum
(BM) holds over 2,800 objects from Wadi Sarga together with the expedition’s excavation
documentation, consisting of Campbell Thompson’s unfinished manuscript prepared for
publication (henceforth ‘Thompson Ms’), field notebooks, a sketch map, architectural plans,
watercolours, 1:1 scale tracings of wall paintings, negatives and photographs (O’Connell
forthcoming). After a brief introduction to the sites, this contribution will use archival
sources to outline the history of the excavation, subsequent publications and the display of
objects in the British Museum. To some extent, such sources can be used both to reconstruct
the landscape and re-associate objects, including texts, with the individual rooms, rubbish
deposits and other features where they were found. These archival sources are all the more
valuable because Wadi Sarga is now in a military zone and inaccessible.
The sites
Wadi Sarga is located in Middle Egypt on the west bank of the Nile (26°55′52″N, 31°16′
52″E),1 c. 25km south of the contemporary regional capital, Lykopolis (modern Asyut), and
a comparable distance northwest of the regional capital Antaeopolis (modern Qaw al-Kabir)
on the east bank (Fig. 1). By the 7th century AD, a Christian settlement had been established
in and around earlier, pharaonic gallery quarries at the site (Fig. 2). Together with Deir elGanadleh, Deir el-Balaizah, Rifa and the Western Mountain of Lykopolis, it is one of several
Christian settlements on the desert escarpment between Lykopolis and Aphrodito. In its
contemporary topographical context, Wadi Sarga was one of a constellation of settlements
at a time when Christianity was the dominant religion in Egypt and Islam was introduced.
The earlier gallery quarries were cut as early as the Old Kingdom and exploited from the
Middle Kingdom to the late New Kingdom (Klemm and Klemm 1993/2008, 117). A large,
Egyptian-style relief measuring 1.68m (h) × 2.16m (w) and dating to the late Ptolemaic or early
Roman period indicates activity at the site at this time (Fig. 3; Porter and Moss 1937/1962,
4). The scene depicts three standing deities with hieroglyphic labels positioned between them
(from left to right): a god facing right and holding an animal, a second god facing left and
spearing the animal and a goddess with a tall crown facing left. Campbell Thompson identified
them as Antaeus(?), Horus(?) and Nephthys (Thompson 1914b), the latter also a questionable
1

Cf. coordinates 26°58′2″N, 31°15′0″E given in Klemm and Klemm 1993/2008, 117.
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identification due to the figure’s tall crown. One scholar has suggested that the quarries may
have been reused as a sanctuary or tomb on the basis of this relief (Doresse 1971/2000, 2:
368); since the composition is not funerary, but instead similar to a temple relief, a shrine or
sanctuary is a more probable interpretation (M. Marée pers. comm. August 2012).
In Late Antiquity, several centuries after the relief was carved, Christians adopted and
adapted the quarries for habitation and religious practice (Fig. 4). Christian settlements
commonly reused rock-cut spaces such as quarries and rock-cut tombs located on the desert
escarpment at this time and, when contemporary documents give the toponyms for the sites,
they are typically saints’ shrines, churches, monasteries or a combination thereof (O’Connell
2007, 242; 2014, 8–9). According to texts discovered at Wadi Sarga, the settlement was the
location of the holy monastery (monasterion) of Apa Thomas (P.Sarga 164; cf. Kahle 1954, 1:
26). Apa Thomas probably lived some time before c. 600 (Crum and Bell 1922, 9) and, on
analogy with similar sites, was the likely founder. The latest datable evidence for the settlement,
an Umayyad fals and an Arabic protocol naming governor Qurra ibn Sharīk (AD 709–715),
belong to the first decades of the 8th century (BM C&M 1919,0505.793: AD 700–718; Crum
and Bell 1922, 9).
In addition to the settlement and an associated cemetery at Wadi Sarga (Cemetery 1), two
other cemeteries and a so-called villa were excavated in the same season. Cemetery 2 was
located within view of the 19th-century church at Deir el-Ganadleh (26°55′37″N, 31°17′00″E),
only 0.5km south of the mouth of Wadi Sarga.2 Cemetery 3 was a Graeco-Roman necropolis
said to have been located ‘a few hundred yards’ south of the village of Ganadleh at the time
of excavation. The Late Antique ‘villa,’ where the famous wall-painting was found depicting
Saints Cosmas and Damian, their brothers and the three Hebrews in the fiery furnace, was
said to be located ‘about two miles north’ of Wadi Sarga (Thompson 1922, 5; O’Connell
forthcoming). Given their locations on the edge of the cultivation in 1914 and the expansion
of irrigation since that time, they are unlikely to be relocated today.
History of discovery before and after the 1913/14 Byzantine Research Fund excavation
By the turn of the 20th century, a palimpsest codex and papyri attributable to Wadi Sarga had
made their way on to the antiquities market and into European collections (Thompson 1911;
P.Ryl. 124, 289, 294 and possibly 201; De Nie 1941). Soon thereafter, European visitors began
to publish accounts of the site (e.g., Jullien 1903, 239–40; Clarke 1912, 174–75). In 1906/7, as
part of his work at Rifa, W. M. F. Petrie investigated several Christian settlements in the region
including Wadi Sarga. In his publication, he describes Christian sites from north to south as
Deir el-Dornkeh (1), Deir Rifa (2), Deir Zowyeh (3), Deir el-Balaizah (4) before coming to
Deir el-Ganadleh (5):

2

Cf. coordinates 26°55′6″N, 31°16′9″E given in Klemm and Klemm 1993/2008, 117–18. Their distance of 4km
between the two sites must be based on the driving distance since satellite imagery demonstrates that they are
much closer (for an estimation of 0.5mls, see Petrie 1907, 2).
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All along the western desert are innumerable Coptic settlements on the cliffs. …
These settlements are usually known as Deirs, called after the nearest village. In
our district there were the following: [describes (1)–(4)] … (5) at 19 miles [south of
Asyut], Deir el-Ganadleh, a large quarry-cave full of walls, paintings and inscriptions,
and considerable buildings outside of it. Half a mile south of it is a later Deir, in
which a modern screen has been added to the sanctuary, and service is occasionally
held; the doors stand open and there is an immense circular well in front of it, about
20 feet across and 160 feet deep … (Petrie 1907, 2).
Thus Petrie identifies both the wadi settlement and the church ‘half a mile’ to the south as
Deir el-Ganadleh, whereas later authors distinguish between the quarry site, which they call
Wadi Sarga, and the church at Deir el-Ganadleh, near an ancient well. Caution is required
since Deir el-Ganadleh comprises a decorated quarry church, similar to the one at Wadi
Sarga, fronted by a later 19th-century church and Cemetery 2, as noted above (Klemm and
Klemm 1993/2008, 117–18; Buschhausen and Khorshid 1998; Gabra and van Loon 2007,
266–73). Due to Petrie’s conflation of the two locations, it is important to assess whether
Petrie excavated at Wadi Sarga, Deir el-Ganadleh or both.
The Coptic monasteries of Balyzeh and Ganadleh occupied much of the work of
the season. A large part of the ruins at Balyzeh were completely turned over, but at
Ganadleh only a short sampling was made, and enough remains there for many weeks
of work (Petrie 1907, 30).
Since Petrie distinguishes between a deir in the quarries with extensive built remains and
a ‘later’ deir to the south where services were still held, without mentioning the decorated
quarry church at the latter, it is most likely that he would have concentrated upon the former,
Wadi Sarga. Indeed stelae published in Petrie’s reports of 1907 (pls 39 and 40) and 1909
(pl. 54) were ascribed to the Wadi Sarga by Crum and Bell presumably on the basis of their
content, i.e., texts containing invocations naming Apa Thomas and his successors (P.Sarga
35, 36, 37, 38, 42; cf. Doresse 1971/2000, 2: 364–65). P. E. Kahle, who published documents
from Petrie’s excavation of Deir el-Balaizah in 1954 (P.Bal.), took care to distinguish this
corpus of documents from the results of Petrie’s other excavations, concluding,
It is not clear, however, whether the site at Ganadlah which Petrie excavated was
actually at Wadi Sarga; at any rate, none of the numerous fragments of literary
manuscripts found at Wadi Sarga are part of any of the manuscripts now kept in the
Bodleian Library as part of the Bala’izah find (Kahle 1954, 1: 2–3).
While it cannot be excluded that Petrie also investigated Deir el-Ganadleh, the ‘sampling’
probably took place at Wadi Sarga. This conflation of Wadi Sarga and Deir el-Ganadleh has
persisted into the 20th century.
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Since Petrie’s time, other visitors have described and photographed the site (Doresse 1970
and 1971/2000, 2: 360–400; Martin S. J.3). Nevertheless, the two brief introductions published
by R. Campbell Thompson in 1914 and in the 1922 edition of texts (Thompson 1914a; 1922),
have provided the primary basis for subsequent reference works and surveys (Leclercq 1954;
Meinardus 1965, 288–89; Doresse 1971/2000, 2: 360–400; Timm 1985; Coquin and Martin
1991; Cappozzo 2007, 139–42; Wipszycka 2009, 155–56).
Today, access to Wadi Sarga is limited due to its location in a military zone. When
R. Klemm and D. Klemm visited the site as part of their research on ancient Egyptian
quarries, they found it largely inaccessible.
Wadi Sarga, which has gallery quarries in both flanks, runs from east to west, and
is located about 4km north of Deir el-Ganadla. The southern flank, in particular,
contains larger galleries, almost all of which have been walled up and are now
inaccessible because they are used by the military. This includes the gallery that is said
to contain the relief of Antaeus (Thompson 1914[b]). We were able to visit only the
westernmost quarry in the southern flank. Here too, are small Coptic graffiti and a
long four-line Coptic inscription. Unfortunately a complete ban on photography in
this region meant that we were unable to document it (Klemm and Klemm 1993/2008,
117).
This modern reuse of the site by the military makes it all the more desirable to make the
excavation documentation available to scholars.
The Byzantine Research Fund and the British Museum
Fieldwork at Wadi Sarga was initiated by British Museum Byzantinist O. M. Dalton (1866–
1945; Asst Keeper 1895–1921, Keeper 1921–28) in what was then called the Department
of British and Medieval Antiquities and Ethnography. Dalton and his head of department
C. Hercules Read (1857–1929; Asst Keeper 1880–96, Keeper 1896–1921) helped found the
Byzantine Research and Publications Fund in 1908 to document and systematically publish
sites in the Eastern Mediterranean, and it did so successfully for sites in what are now Turkey,
Greece and Israel. At Dalton’s instigation, the Fund sought a concession in Egypt. Dalton was
motivated by the importance of the finds from Egypt at that time and, initially, competition
with the Königsliches Museum (now Staatliche Museen), Berlin, which had recently published
their newly acquired collections (Entwistle 2000, 181–82). Dalton perceived competition
from other European national museums, but he also had a formidable rival within his own
institution, E. A. Wallis Budge in the Department of Egyptian and Assyrian Antiquities
(1857–1934; Asst Keeper 1883–92; Acting Keeper 1892–94; Keeper 1894–1924).
The previous year, Budge had evidently blocked the acquisition of column capitals from
Saqqara with the justification that ‘Coptic’ material belonged together with ancient Egyptian
3

M. Martin S. J.’s photographs of Wadi Sarga are now in the archive of the Collège de la Sainte Famille, Cairo,
together with M. Jullien S. J.’s (van Loon 2011, 92).
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objects.4 Since 1887, Budge had actively collected Coptic manuscripts and other objects—
most unprovenanced and acquired through dealers—in an effort to build what he considered
to be ‘the largest and finest collection [of ‘Coptic’ antiquities] in Europe’ (Budge 1920, 2: 370).
By applying for a concession to excavate in the name of the Byzantine Research Fund, Read
and Dalton—as respectively, the president and joint-secretary on the Fund’s committee—
could successfully circumnavigate Budge and acquire for their own department.
Unlike Budge, Dalton and Read had no experience on the ground in Egypt. Dalton’s initial
request—for the concession of Bawit—was rejected by G. Maspero, Director of Egyptian
Antiquities.5 Thereafter, Dalton commissioned British Egyptologist T. Eric Peet (1882–1934)
to seek a suitable site, preferably consisting of or including a cemetery.6 The request for a
cemetery is not surprising given the popularity and interest in so-called Coptic textiles at this
time. Peet travelled up and down the Nile visiting sites and contacting a veritable who’s who
of early 20th-century Egyptology: ‘everyone in Egypt who could be of the slightest help
in finding sites, Firth, Lefebvre, Winlock, Edgar, Petrie, Maelsey, Davies, Gardiner, Burton
besides writing to several others such as Somers Clarke, Lithgoe and Weigall.’7 In his letters
to Dalton, Peet listed the advantages and disadvantages of working at a dozen sites, e.g.,
at Aswan, Abydos, Akhmim, Asyut, Esna, Medinet Habu, Kharga, Fayum, Ehnasiya and
Dendera, repeatedly returning to his own choice, Deir el-Ganadleh, which in later letters he
calls Wadi Sarga, remarking on the wall-paintings of the Rock-church and suggesting the
added benefit of the coolness of the gallery quarries for comfortable working conditions.8
Dalton was granted this concession, and the Fund employed Budge’s own former protégé,
R. Campbell Thompson (1876–1941; Asst Keeper 1899–1905) to excavate. Campbell
Thompson had fallen out of favour with Budge after he left the department in 1905 (Reade
2004, 462). By the time he was hired to work at Wadi Sarga in 1913, he had undertaken a
series of positions, surveying in Sudan in 1906, teaching as Assistant Professor of Semitic
Languages in the University of Chicago in 1907–9 and excavating at Carchemish in 1911
(Driver 1944; Smith 2004). Although Campbell Thompson and Budge later reconciled, the
two men seem to have been at odds in the winter of 1913 when Campbell Thompson set out
on behalf of Dalton.
The typewritten letter signed ‘C. H. R.’ describes ‘our young Byzantine Fund now two or three years of age,’
apologises to Quibell for not being in touch to acknowledge his ‘kindness about the capitals etc. at Saggara, but
I have got a little disgusted about the whole thing at this end. It seems that Budge thinks that Coptic remains
should go with ancient Egypt, and that the Victoria and Albert Museum has no locus in the matter. You can
perhaps understand how the situation has worked out. At any rate, it is clear to me that my efforts would be
thought uncalled for, so I am marking time.’ He goes on to request advice on an appropriate site, either an
‘architectural’ or cemetery site (letter from Read to Quibell, 26 Oct. 1912, AES Ar. 721).
5
Draft of letter from Dalton to Maspero, undated and Maspero to Dalton, 9 Dec. 1912 (AES Ar. 712).
6
Letter from Peet to Dalton, 22 Feb. 1913 (AES Ar. 712).
7
Letter from Peet to Dalton, 11 Mar. 1913 (AES Ar. 712).
8
Letters from Peet to Dalton, 22 Feb., 1 Mar., undated, 11 Mar. and 5 Apr. 1913 (AES Ar. 712). The confusion
over toponyms persists. In his undated letter, Peet writes: ‘I personally hope that you decide on Dêr Wadi
Sarga (Dêr el-Ganadla) … as I think it is the best Coptic site in Egypt.’ In his 5 Apr. 1913 letter to Dalton, Peet
encloses part of a note from Lefebvre explaining that Lefebvre is ‘far more anxious that you should dig Dêr
Wadî Sarga (which he calls Dêr il Ganadleh) for it is a far more noble and important site.’
4
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Campbell Thompson’s excavation diary gives a daily account of his activities beginning with
his departure from the UK on the evening of 3 Nov. 1913. He arrived in Marseille the next
day, and was joined in Naples on 6 Nov. by architect F. A. Richards, whom he repeatedly states
came at his own expense (Campbell Thompson 1914a, 187; 1922, 1). Arriving in Alexandria
on 10 Nov., they proceeded to Cairo the same evening and checked into the hotel, Villa
Victoria. After making the necessary fieldwork arrangements in Cairo with G. Maspero, they
travelled south, arriving on 14 Nov. in Asyut where H. Lefebvre was the regional inspector.
Travelling to Sidfa by train early on 15 Nov., Campbell Thompson and Richards were met by
their Egyptian site inspector. Camels and donkeys conveyed them to Deir el-Ganadleh, where
they slept ‘under the stars near the well,’ before establishing a base in one of the rock-cut
chambers at Wadi Sarga (Notebook 1).
Wadi Sarga and other sites
Work began on 16 Nov. 1913 and was completed more than two months later on 28 Jan.
1914. Prior to his departure from London, Campbell Thompson had estimated his costs for
excavation at £250 pounds sterling, including provision for 48 workmen. At least four dozen
men and boys eventually joined the expedition, their names listed in Campbell Thompson’s
accounts with the amounts they received each week, and their images appearing throughout
the excavation photographs (Figs 5–8). One portrait of a man may have been the steward,
Isa, whom Campbell Thompson singled out for mention in his correspondence as a reliable
ally,9 but later accused of embezzlement (Notebook 1), or one of the men he employed as
reis (Fig. 9). In addition to these Egyptian workers and the architect F. A. Richards (who
returned to Cairo on 30 Nov.), Campbell Thompson was joined on 2–12 Jan. by his 73-yearold paternal uncle, F. Thompson, who assisted by investigating the hills near Wadi Sarga.
Together, the excavation documentation and correspondence are a rich resource for the
history of archaeology in Egypt for this period (cf. Quirke 2010).
Wadi Sarga: Topography
Approaching the settlement from the cultivation, at the entrance to the wadi, Campbell
Thompson describes a mud-brick enclosure he terms a ‘vallum,’ only a few feet high, which
was later confirmed to be partially occupied by Cemetery 1. Mud-brick architecture, some
supported by dry-stone-construction foundations, stood on the steep north and south slopes
of the wadi in and around the earlier gallery quarries (Figs 10–13). On the north flank were
buildings in which quarried limestone blocks were found (Fig. 14). At a low elevation on
the southern flank of the wadi was a large mud-brick enclosure, described by Campbell
Thompson as a ‘stabl’ or ‘caravansserie’ (Fig. 15). Above the ‘stabl,’ on the south slope, he
recorded the location of the quarries reused for the painted ‘Rock-church.’ From the mudbrick buildings above this church, images show dramatic, sweeping views over the cultivation
(Fig. 16).
9

Letter from Thompson to Dalton, 25 Dec. 1913 (AES Ar. 712).
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Documentation and methods
F. A. Richards’ topographical map was never published and is unlocated today. The map
Campbell Thompson published in 1922 (Fig. 2) was based upon his own sketch map extant as
a tracing and labelled ‘Map of Wadi Sarga, roughly contoured based on F. A. Richards’ work,
which shall presently take the place of this temporary map’ (Fig. 17). It made use of Richards’
scale (60in=1mi), baseline (c. 300 yards along the floor of the wadi) and triangulation points.
This sketch map has proven both to include more topographical data and to be more accurate
than the published map. It also provides the means to geo-reference architectural units
excavated and planned by Campbell Thompson (below).
Starting on the north flank of the wadi, the team dug several architectural units, excavating
the rooms at the base of the escarpment. As the team ascended the slope, Campbell Thompson
planned the visible architecture before it was backfilled by the team ascending to structures
on the next terrace up the slope (Figs 18–19). This same procedure was repeated on the south
flank of the wadi, with a total of six plans of standing mud-brick architecture produced. The
rooms and other features were numbered (from 1–100) as they went, and, importantly, these
numbers were written on many of the objects in pen or pencil. Thus, using unpublished
architectural plans of building clusters and other features in the Department of Ancient
Egypt and Sudan (AES) archive today, it is possible to re-associate rooms with some of their
contents (O’Connell forthcoming). This can be illustrated with reference to a few rooms in
the first cluster of buildings excavated.
Wadi Sarga: The ‘North houses’ (nos 1–33)
On Monday 17 Nov., work began in the so-called North houses located on the north flank
of the wadi and eventually comprising Rooms 1–33. Both a field plan and an inked tracing
prepared for publication are extant in the AES archive (Fig. 20) and have provided the basis
for a new architectural plan (Fig. 21). Campbell Thompson also made a larger scale and more
detailed plan of Rooms 1 and 5 within the cluster (Fig. 22). Room 1 was ‘well-plastered with
rather poor fresco ornamentation … the floor was of beaten mud and fibre.’ He sketched
objects and architectural features in his notebook, copied inscriptions and made 1:1 scale
watercolour tracings of wall-paintings (Fig. 23) and squeezes of sculpture (Thompson Ms,
27). A photograph of Room 1 shows an amphora in situ that is now on display in BM Gallery
66 (Fig. 24; EA 73605). Among recorded finds were ostraca, glass, charcoal, basketry and
pottery.
Room 5a was a chamber with a limestone threshold and oven (Figs 25–26), which was
documented in several photographs and drawn in detail (Figs 27–28; Thompson Ms, 9).
Finds included a lamp, heels of shoes, a pottery weight, needle and nail, but also a stela edited
by Crum commemorating Apa Bartholomew of Antinoupolis and now in Cairo (I.Sarga
31).10 Thompson supposed that Room 5b and c (called 6 in notebooks; Fig. 29) were cellars
in which finds included a large basket, 15 amphorae stoppers, some amphora necks with
stoppers in them, pot lids, a limestone door-socket, a mortised limestone block and two
inscribed limestone fragments, but also a parchment manuscript of six or eight leaves, which,
10

For the issue of commemorative stelae in non-funerary contexts, see Crum in Crum and Bell 1922, 57, and,
for the Monastery of Jeremias at Saqqara, Thomas 2000, 9–10.
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from the description, is probably one of the copies of the Gospel of John found on site
(P.Sarga 4=P.Lond.Copt. II 34). By looking at groups of objects across the site, it should be
possible to determine which activities took place where and, possibly, to associate people
named in ostraca with individual places. Nevertheless, it is also important to exercise caution
given Petrie’s earlier ‘sampling’ at the site (Petrie 1907, 30).
Room 17a was described by Campbell Thompson as, ‘A beautiful little chamber, white
plastered and floored with frescoes of saints and a lion’ (Thompson Ms, 19), and, among
1–33, ‘by far the best with its paintings’ (Notebook 1). The space, which led to two small
rock-cut chambers, was preceded by vaulted rooms (Fig. 30). Unfortunately there is little
description of the space or its contents, aside from ‘pieces of papyrus’ (Thompson Ms, 19).
An image in the AES archive depicts a plastered and painted façade with a square niche flanked
by doorways framed by painted pillars with arches (Fig. 31). Painted on the whitewashed
surface of the façade between the two doorways was the lion (Fig. 32), and, above the lefthand doorway and niche, were four extant standing saints, all traced at 1:1 scale (Fig. 33).
The feet of larger, fragmentary figures are visible on another register above (cf. Fig. 31).
Campbell Thompson admits: ‘I regret that I attempted to remove the lion, after varnishing it
and pasting it according to instructions: the stones of the wall had bitten the plaster, and there
was also a great sag in the fresco: and in the end I broke it’ (Thompson Ms, 19). In general,
this was the result for most of the wall-paintings he attempted to remove that season.
In addition to the plans of the North houses 1–33 and rooms 1 and 5, the archive contains
four more detailed plans of mud-brick architecture at Wadi Sarga. On the map published in
1922, their locations are only roughly indicated, if at all, and labelled (cf. Fig. 2). Plans of
all of these architectural units are published here for the first time. The structures marked
only as ‘North west houses partly excavated’ on the 1922 published map correspond to nos
50–59 (Fig. 34). The ‘Buildings’ labelled on the south slope are nos 41–42 (Fig. 35). The plan
of the ‘stabl’ also includes adjacent structures, i.e., nos 90–100 to the north and ‘Houses 44’
to the south, at an elevation above the entrance to the Rock-church (Fig. 36). The ‘vallum’
at the wadi mouth with Cemetery 1 are incorporated into the new map (below) since all of
the additional information could be presented at this scale. Additional survey points on the
sketch map and architectural plans indicate that further structures were measured, but not
planned.
Using Campbell Thompson’s sketch map (i.e., Fig. 17) and the field plans (i.e., Figs 21,
34–36) together with satellite imagery, it is possible to locate these clusters in the landscape
today and to produce a new, geo-referenced map (Fig. 37).11 Due particularly to the sloping
topography, many of the 1913/14 measurements prove to be inaccurate. The baseline along
the floor of the wadi measured at 300 yards by Richards is actually 296 yards (or 270.4m)
according to satellite imagery. Discrepancies in the sketch map were further compounded in
the architectural plans by the use of offsets. Whereas smaller units prove to be surveyed with
relative accuracy depending on their proximity to the baseline and topography in between,
11

R. I. Thomas created the map in ArchGIS by overlaying the sketch map, field plans and Google Earth satellite
images using the triangulation points on the plans to locate architectural units in the sketch map. In many
cases, the topography and features visible from the satellite image can be used to confirm the locations of
architectural units.
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large units such as the ‘stabl’ and ‘vallum’ with Cemetery 1, were found to be off by as much
as 1.4–2.6m and up to 6m, respectively. The new map thus provides a ‘best fit,’ containing
additions and corrections to the published sketch map, with each architectural cluster correctly
scaled, located and aligned (north).
The North houses (1–33) were the most thoroughly documented and precisely surveyed
cluster, but photographs, descriptions and sketches of architecture and other features together
with objects are similarly recorded for the other clusters, outlined above. Since field numbers
1–100 were written on objects and many are still visible today, it is possible to re-associate
groups of the objects with individual features (albeit, mainly rubbish dumps) and, in time,
perhaps also to suggest a refined chronology for the development of the site, assess the
different functions of structures and identify people who lived there.
Wadi Sarga: ‘Church cave’ or ‘Rock-church’
On the south slope of the wadi was the so-called Rock-church in a former gallery quarry
mentioned by T. E. Peet to Dalton (cf. Doresse 1971/2000, 2: 383–400). The entrance to
the quarry was directly below buildings labelled no. 44, which were so precariously perched
(cf. Fig. 16) that Campbell Thompson notes, ‘we put a rope on posts to prevent any of
the diggers from falling accidentally’ (Thompson Ms, 35). The church is said to have been
approached through an entrance 15–18 yards wide; it occupied only part of the original
quarry space, ‘a great cavern running far up the mountain,’ which was partitioned by walls
(Thompson Ms 55; cf. Doresse 1971/2000, 2: 383–85). Within, Campbell Thompson noted
traces of walls and evidence of prior excavation (Thompson Ms, 56). The church contained
the most elaborate decorative programme recorded in the wadi settlement, vividly illustrated
by a 1920 watercolour signed by C. O. Waterhouse later displayed in the British Museum
(Fig. 38). The decorated space comprised the nave with an apse in the east wall preceded
by an antechamber. Campbell Thompson photographed and made 1:1 scale tracings of the
wall-paintings himself (1914a, 187; Notebook 1, passim). He also appears to have painted six
individual watercolours, which give the best impression of the composition of the apse and
several ‘panels.’
Panels 1 and 2 are visible in photographs showing views towards the southeast and east
(Figs 39–40). Panel 1, on the east wall of the antechamber, was apparently not traced or
watercoloured, but is described as depicting ‘four haloed figures, then four larger ones.’ Panel
2, depicting eight haloed figures, holding books in their covered right hands, is located on the
south wall of the antechamber and faced the viewer entering from the north (Figs 41–42).
The apse is asymmetrical with the south side, its paintings visibly destroyed, longer than
the north (cf. Fig. 39). The half-dome of the apse (Fig. 43) depicts the communion of the
apostles, with Christ offering a chalice to one (Figs 44–45; van Loon 2004, 1378–80). Below
was a square niche, the back wall of which was painted with two figures, one destroyed,
between drawn curtains (Thompson Ms 56; cf. Doresse 1971/2000, 2: 387). Up to twenty 1:1
scale tracings provide additional details of the apse composition (e.g., Figs 46–47). Panels 3
and 5 flank the apse (‘panel 4’) on the east wall of the church. Panel 3, to the left of the apse,
depicts three haloed figures with a second composition depicting a single, smaller haloed
figure to the left (Fig. 48; cf. Fig. 40). The tracings also provide details of the guilloche band
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running under and uniting panels 2, 3 and 4 (Fig. 49). Panel 5, consisting of three registers,
is located on the east wall to the right of the apse (cf. Fig. 38). The lower two registers are
recorded in watercolour, with the note ‘two large saints above.’ The middle register of panel
5 shows up to five smaller extant figures (labelled in Coptic) above the lowest register with
three medallions containing busts of haloed saints (Fig. 50). The upper register was traced
by Campbell Thompson (AES Ar. 1292), and is shown in a colour photograph in the archive
of M. Martin, S. J., depicting John the Baptist and Zacharias (van Loon 2011, 92, pl. 14c).
Panel 6 is on the south wall of the church, adjacent to panel 5, and depicts three additional
haloed figures holding books (Figs 51–52). A sixth watercolour is marked, ‘The Holy Spirit
descending like a dove—remains of halo of John the Baptist and Christ. Outside Church
Cave’ (Fig. 53), but it is not possible to locate this composition since there is not a photograph
of the entrance.
Other rock-cut spaces on the desert escarpment near Wadi Sarga
Other reused rock-cut spaces are documented in less detail. An image depicting the entrance
to a gallery quarry is labelled, ‘Coptic cave in the hills to the South of Wadi Sarga’ (Fig. 54;
Thompson Ms, 80). It also seems that not all of the wall-paintings depicted in the photographs
and tracings belong to Rooms 1–33 or the Rock-church. Decorative programmes depicting
haloed figures are said to be found in another ‘Church cave some way to [the] E[ast] of [the]
church’ (Figs 55–56; Thompson Ms, 85).
Wadi Sarga: Cemetery 1
Ever aware of his directive to find a cemetery, Campbell Thompson began investigating one
located at the mouth of the wadi, to the north and south of the so-called vallum, on 3 Dec.,
just a few weeks after he arrived. Among the ‘many graves opened,’ he numbered just eight
(cf. Fig. 37) and made descriptions of each grave in his notebooks, summarising that they
were ‘poor burials,’ wrapped in shrouds, with feet to the east (Figs 57–59). Disappointed with
the results, Campbell Thompson wrote to Quibell and Lefebvre on 13 Dec. to enquire if they
knew ‘an experienced tomb digger’ (Notebook 1).
Near Deir el-Ganadleh: Cemetery 2
A second cemetery, opened a few weeks later on 18 Dec., was located in front of the church
at Deir al-Ganadleh near a so-called Roman well (Fig. 60). The cemetery, consisting of 20–30
graves containing ‘bodies in rough wrappings,’ was planned (Fig. 61), but, again, Campbell
Thompson was not satisfied with the results.
Excursus: Life on site
In an unaddressed and undated draft of a letter (c. 22 Dec.), Campbell Thompson displays
his cultural frame of reference, comparing himself to a character, a British official in India,
from Rudyard Kipling’s short story ‘In the rukh’ (1893).12 He indicates that, as Eric Peet
had predicted, the quarries were a comfortable place to work: ‘I am quite happy in my cave,
12

Undated and unaddressed letter from Thompson on tracing paper (AES Ar. 712).
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troglodyte life agrees with me! ….’ There were also daily dramas. When his steward alerted
Campbell Thompson to the arrival of an Egyptian antiquities dealer in the village (whom he
feared would offer his workers a better deal), he writes:
Nature being so kind as to make coincide with this date a night of toothache, I decided
to slip the dig for a day and rush into Assiut and see Lefebvre about the dealer and a
dentist about the toothache. Lefebvre and his minions (I forget who said it exactly)
said that I could ask the Omdeh to make him [i.e., the dealer] leave the village … I was
lucky enough to catch a cattle train just as my donkey took me to the station.
With the toothache behind him, he writes ‘I am again merry and bright (ps I’m not charging
the Society for my journey into Assiut).’
Sending a letter to Dalton from Sidfa post office on Christmas Day 1913, Campbell
Thompson updated him on his progress (AES Ar. 712). Having copied the wall-paintings in
the Rock-church, Campbell Thompson agreed with Dalton that it would not repay the trouble
to remove them and, mindful of his commitment to find a cemetery, he states, the ‘cemetery
has now been well tested with absolutely no result …,’ and he proposes to concentrate on the
throw-outs which he characterises as ‘distinctly the best of what is a rather poor provincial
town.’ In the same undated draft of a letter quoted above, he describes his approach to the
work at the throw-outs:
I have organised a group of small ruffians to work through the ash-heaps. They are
very keen on farthings—bakshish—and, having great ideas of little money, bring
everything to me without risk of stealing. To see them—base-over-apex—like terriers
in a rabbit burrow, is a sight for the gods.
In these letters Campbell Thompson displays at once some of the humour, often unflattering,
and literary talent that he would put to use in his later pseudonymous novels and other works
(Smith 2004).
Wadi Sarga: Throw-outs
The throw-outs, or rubbish heaps, were indeed by far the most productive for small objects
and the least labour-intensive to dig. They were dotted around the site, located adjacent to
the structures they would have served. Four of the seven (nos 40, 43, 70 and 80) are labelled
on the 1922 published map. No. 34 belonged to the North houses (1–33), no. 38 was located
‘to the E[ast] of the N[orth] hill houses,’ and no. 57 above the Northwest houses (50–59)
(Campbell Thompson Ms, 51). Throw-out no. 80 at the mouth of the wadi itself yielded
669 ostraca, many papyri and parchment fragments, as well as pottery, bronze, iron and glass
(Fig. 62; Thompson Ms, 79). Many of these objects bear the number ‘80’ written in pencil
or pen, thus indicating their findspot (e.g., up to 138 AES ostraca). This may not sound very
promising, but since the contents of ancient archives were often disposed of together, it is
useful to know whether or not texts were found together in the same location (Fig. 63) in
order to compare their contents and assess, for example, the occurrence of the same names.
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Near the village of Deir el-Ganadleh: Cemetery 3
Two experienced ‘tomb-robbers,’ Hofne (for Hosni?) Abdullah and Ibrahim Abdullah, later
said to be from Quft, arrived on 4 Jan. (Notebook 1). They revisited the first two cemeteries
without success and searched for new ones (Thompson Ms, 53; Notebook 1). They found
one on 17 Jan., ‘more than a mile from Wadi Sarga’ and ‘a few hundred yards south of the
village of Der-el-Ganadleh on the very edge of the cultivation’ (Fig. 64). It proved to be a
Graeco-Roman period necropolis containing both mud-brick vaulted tombs and simple pit
graves with cylindrical pottery coffins (Figs 65–68). The cemetery was planned (Fig. 69) and
the graves, numbered 1–16, sketched in Campbell Thompson’s notebook. The AES archive
contains a short manuscript entitled ‘Late Egyptian remains at Wadi Sarga,’ the first page
of which, on the late Ptolemaic or early Roman relief at Wadi Sarga discussed above, was
published in 1914 (Thompson 1914b). The following four pages of manuscript describe the
contents of the burials in Cemetery 3 (AES Ar. 722).
North of Wadi Sarga: The ‘Daniel villa’
While searching for more cemeteries, the ‘tomb-robbers’ found the so-called Daniel villa
reportedly located two miles north of Wadi Sarga (Fig. 70; Thompson Ms, 53). Campbell
Thompson located it between the desert escarpment and an unnamed village, but it was not
evidently planned. There they discovered several wall-paintings, some quite fragmentary (Fig.
71), which Campbell Thompson traced on 8–9 Jan. The famous scene depicting the three
Hebrews in the fiery furnace from the Book of Daniel (3.19–30), framed by the figures of
Saints Cosmas and Damian and their three brothers, is one of only two wall-paintings that
were successfully removed during the season. A photograph of the painting in situ provides
context and indicates that the scene of the three Hebrews was in fact raised a few centimetres
from the rest of the wall (Fig. 72). Largely restored based on the tracings made in the field
(Fig. 73), this wall-painting (now, a single flat surface) is now on display in British Museum
Gallery 66 (Fig. 74; EA 73139). The second wall-painting removed intact was kept by the
Egyptian Museum, Cairo. It is said to be similar to one traced by Campbell Thompson and
depicting a figure, hands lifted in prayer, which was copied, but apparently left behind (Fig.
75). Campbell Thompson described a fourth wall-painting from the ‘villa’ as ‘a good peacock,
but alas! Broken’; it is recorded both in a photograph and in a tracing (Figs 76–77).
After packing the boxes of finds and organising their transportation to the Egyptian
Museum, Campbell Thompson was still working in the area designated 90–100 on 27 Jan.
After learning that the boxes had successfully shipped, he closed work at midday 28 Jan. and
travelled to Cairo the following day.
The division of finds
After a meeting with G. Daressy in Cairo on 31 Jan., the division was completed 2 Feb. and a
handful of objects were assigned to the Egyptian Museum. Chosen for Cairo were a box of
painted pottery sherds, a small fresco (from the so-called Daniel villa), three carved limestone
fragments, i.e., a column capital and two inscriptions (I.Sarga 29, 30), and half of the papyri
and ostraca, which were to be returned after they had been studied and published (Thompson
Ms, inside front cover).
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British Museum and British Library collections
Back in London, when Keeper Hercules Read addressed the Trustees of the Museum on
26 Mar., he announced that 43 cases of objects were due to travel from Cairo to the British
Museum at the expense of £23, 3 shillings and 1 pence; he offered the contents to the
Trustees in return for the cost of shipping (H. Read, Reports 1914, P&E Ar.). The material
arrived safely and Campbell Thompson promptly published a two-page report on the
season’s excavations in the Journal of Egyptian Archaeology (1914a) and a single-page report on
the Egyptian relief in the Proceedings of the Society of Biblical Archaeology (1914b). His unfinished
manuscript indicates that he was in the process of writing up a full publication when Britain
became involved in World War I. A postcard, sent to Dalton from Wilburn Lodge, Boars Hill,
Oxford on New Year’s Eve 1914 states:
I am—if everything goes well as I believe it does—leaving for the East on Saturday
as a Captain on the staff (Intelligence), I\ndian/ Army. I do not [know] if I shall
have time to see you, so don’t forget: 1) I owe you about £4. 2) The Editor of the
Illustrated London News has a lot of the W. Sarga photographs. 3) The ostraka and
papyri are half the property of the Cairo Museum. Richards who was getting the map
\of W. Sarga/ done is now serving his country on the sea. I put in a rough map of
my own. Please say good-bye to Read for me. R. Campbell Thompson (AES Ar. 712)
And that was more or less the end of his involvement in Egypt. Campbell Thompson served
as an officer in the Indian Expeditionary Force ‘D’ during the Mesopotamian campaign and,
later, attached to the British Political Service in Iraq, he became responsible for antiquities there.
By the time he became a fellow at Merton College Oxford in 1923, conducting excavations in
Iraq under the aegis of the British Museum (Smith 2004), he and Budge had reconciled, and
the Wadi Sarga collection was largely registered in Dalton’s British and Medieval Antiquities
Department.
Collections, publication and display
The Byzantine Research Fund deemed the field season at Wadi Sarga unsuccessful, and
O. M. Dalton withdrew from the Fund, as one colleague described him, ‘clearly immensely
disappointed with the failure of a cherished project’ (cited in Entwistle 2000, 182). Nevertheless,
within the Museum, Dalton continued to advocate for the collection. He published a short
description of the wall-painting from the so-called Daniel villa (Dalton 1916). Objects
were registered after the War, beginning in 1919 (P&E Ar., ‘Register of large collections’).
Dalton put the wall-painting and a selection of stone sculpture and pottery on display in the
British and Medieval Antiquities galleries. A summary of the excavations and the site and a
description of displayed objects appear in his 1921 gallery guide, together with photographs
of objects (Dalton 1921, 117, 176–79, figs 5, 6, 17, 22, 25, 26, 70 and 73). A British Museum
postcard depicting the scene of the three Hebrews may also date from this time (Fig. 78). The
following year, in 1922, Crum and Bell’s editions of texts on parchment, papyrus and ostraca
together with selected dipinti on walls and stelae inscriptions were published.
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Along with his shorter report (1914a), Campbell Thompson’s introduction to this volume
has remained the definitive published account of the site (Thompson 1922). It is precisely this
published material (i.e., the textual material and the ‘Daniel villa’ wall-painting) that, because
it entered the academic literature, has continued to be cited and studied by scholars (see
annotated bibliography in O’Connell forthcoming). In fact, the most holistic treatment of the
site is Dalton’s gallery guide and his display, which included mounted photographs depicting
the site and the watercolour of the ‘Rock-church’ (herein, Figs 11, 12, 16, 31, 38 and 73).
After Crum and Bell had studied the textual material, it was registered in British Museum
collections. As was customary before the British Library (BL) was created in 1972, Greek
parchment and papyri were registered in the British Museum Department of Manuscripts
(BL P.Lond. inv. 2241) and Coptic (and some Arabic) parchment and papyri in what was then
the Oriental Department (BL Or. 9035). All of these objects are no longer part of the BM
collection, but are now in the British Library. Coptic ostraca, registered in 1923, and vessel
notations, registered in 1987, however, stayed in the British Museum along with uninscribed
objects registered in 1919 (above). The majority of objects from Dalton’s Department of
British and Medieval Antiquities (now Department of Prehistory and Europe [P&E]) was
moved to what is now the Department of Ancient Egypt and Sudan (AES) in the course
of a series of transfers completed in 2008 (P&E ‘Register of large collections’; Bierbrier
1999, 88–89; O’Connell forthcoming). The eight coins from the season were transferred to
the Coins and Medals Department in 1982. Over the course of the 1980s, BM curator M.
I. Bierbrier (Asst Keeper 1975–2000) succeeded in locating and transferring the majority
of Wadi Sarga objects still in the BM and registering them in what is now AES, as well
as identifying, transferring and arranging the conservation of the excavation archive. His
redisplay of Gallery 66 included a selection of the Wadi Sarga objects acquired by the
department at that time.
Wadi Sarga at the British Museum
Today, objects from Wadi Sarga comprise the largest collection from a single Late Antique
site in AES. Unlike most contemporary excavations, e.g., those undertaken by the Egypt
Exploration Fund (now Society) and the British School of Archaeology in Egypt, whereby
objects were distributed to dozens of international institutions as part of a subscriber system
in exchange for funding excavations, the objects from the 1913/14 excavation are held in only
three institutions in two cities, conditions which facilitate their systematic study.
A 2005 redisplay of Gallery 66 by N. Spencer (Asst Keeper 2000–2011; Keeper 2012–)
included several Wadi Sarga objects, i.e., the wall-painting, pottery and a stone architectural
element. Since 2007, the corpus of objects from the site now in the BM has been established,
and the remaining objects in P&E transferred to AES (2007–8); the archive has been
sorted and catalogued (2008–9); photographs and negatives (2011), plans, watercolours and
tracings (2012) have been digitised; and textiles and stone sculpture have been prioritised for
conservation (2011–), the necessary and labour-intensive preparation for photography and
publication to any standard. The work was formalised in 2011 as a British Museum Research
Project entitled ‘Wadi Sarga at the British Museum,’ and Museum staff aim to record, publish
and conserve objects from the site and to make the collection available to external scholars to
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study systematically in its archaeological context—to the extent that it can be reconstructed
(O’Connell forthcoming).13
Wadi Sarga revisited
Although Campbell Thompson initially described Wadi Sarga as, ‘a rather poor provincial
town,’ the contents of the cemetery, i.e., adult male burials, led him to hypothesise an ascetic
community (Notebook 1), as assumed by his Egyptologist colleagues. This identification was
later confirmed by texts from the site edited by Crum and Bell naming the monastery of Apa
Thomas. Based on both old and new studies, we gain an increasingly nuanced overview of
the settlement and its inter- and extra-regional relationships. The eight coins date between
the mid-6th and early 8th century, and the seven Byzantine productions were minted in
Alexandria. Documentary texts likewise date between the 6th and the early 8th century.
Documents from the site give local toponyms and personal names and, albeit rarely, titles
of residents (Crum and Bell 1922, 10–11). Coptic was the language of everyday writing,
Greek was used for receipts and accounts (Crum and Bell 1922, 18) and there is limited
evidence for Arabic (BL inv. 9035, frags 145–64). Documents represent economic activities,
in particular those concerning the production and distribution of wine (Crum and Bell 1922,
18; Cromwell forthcoming). Literary texts on parchment, papyri and ostraca demonstrate
what the residents of the monastery were reading, mainly books of the Bible—Genesis,
Job, Psalms, Isaiah, the Gospel of John (of which at least four copies are represented),
Acts, Pauline and Ps-Pauline epistles and Revelation (P.Sarga 1–18, P.Lond.Copt. II li–lii and
passim)—but also Melito of Sardis’ Homily on the Passion (Bonner 1939). A fragmentary
palimpsest codex from Wadi Sarga, found in the Wadi Natrun and bearing a 10th-century
Syriac text (Thompson 1911), suggested to Crum the terminus post quem of the dispersal of
the Wadi Sarga library (Crum and Bell 1922, 9). This latter observation is perhaps indicative
of early Medieval monastic networks. Nile silt lamps, terracotta figurines and the majority
of tableware are local productions, suggesting that the geographical horizons of trade were
largely confined to Egypt (Bailey 1988; 2008 passim; see also 1996, passim for metal lamps;
Faiers 2014). Late Roman 1 amphorae fragments inscribed with vessel notations were localised
in no. 37, the area just in front of the Rock-church and against the south wall of the ‘stabl.’14
If these amphorae were not from an earlier phase in the site’s use or reused, their presence
may suggest trade networks extending to Cyprus/Cilicia (O’Connell 2014, note 10).15 The
limited textile evidence from the site consists of fragments of garments, soft-furnishings
and an apparent (goat?) hair mat with a Coptic inscription. Wall-paintings from both the
church at Wadi Sarga and the villa display iconographic and stylistic similarities to other
Middle Egyptian examples (van Loon 1999; 2004; 2011; van Loon and Delattre 2004). The
site in general fits into a pattern of settlement wherein monastic foundations on the desert
13

14

15

For BM Research Project webpage, see https://www.britishmuseum.org/research/research_projects/all_
current_projects/wadi_sarga.aspx
These were recognised as a corpus by Campbell Thompson: ‘There were many potsherds containing
signatures(?) in bold running hand in red found here’ (Thompson Ms, 39).
For Late Roman 1 amphorae, see University of Southampton 2005. The Wadi Sarga corpus of LR1 is under
study by J.-L. Fournet and D. Pieri.
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escarpment were established in the 5th–8th centuries and thereafter largely abandoned (e.g.,
O’Connell 2014, 8–11) in favour of centralised, often walled, communities on the desert plain
below in the Medieval period. Explored alongside Late Antique monastic settlements at the
Western Mountain of Lykopolis, Rifa, Deir el-Balaizah and Deir el-Ganadleh, as well as the
evidence for nearby cities and towns such as Lykopolis and Aphrodito, the Monastery of Apa
Thomas has great potential to contribute to a history of the region.
Although Wadi Sarga is inaccessible today, this contribution has sought to demonstrate
that there is much to be gained by revisiting the collection in the context of the excavation
documentation. Renewed investigation of the site would enable a topographical map to
be created using modern survey techniques. Since Campbell Thompson’s team backfilled
excavated rooms with debris from rooms on terraces above, there is limited value in the reexcavation of clusters 1–33, 41–42, 50–59 and 90–100, except to clarify architectural features
and refine the plans. Nevertheless, the 1913/14 photographic record and current satellite
imagery demonstrate that there are additional architectural units that are likely candidates for
stratigraphical excavation. If the site’s wall-paintings, particularly the Rock-church’s decorative
programme, still exist, their documentation and re-evaluation may also be desirable. Given the
site’s former use as a quarry, it would be of interest to assess whether or not the many stone
architectural elements and commemorative stelae from the site were sourced and carved
there. Even without the option of new fieldwork, access to and understanding of earlier
excavation documentation, its potential and limits, provides the basis for the development of
research questions and further study.
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Fig. 1: Map of Egypt (Maia Watchal).
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Fig. 2: Wadi Sarga. Published site map (Campbell Thompson 1922, between pages 2–3).
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Fig. 3: Wadi Sarga. Late Ptolemaic or early Roman period Egyptian-style relief depicting three
deities with hieroglyphic labels (AES Ar. 712).

Fig. 4: Wadi Sarga. Mud-brick settlement in and around earlier quarries, with mortised blocks
visible halfway up the north slope, below the entrance to a gallery quarry, view northwest
(AES Ar. 1260).
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Fig. 5: Wadi Sarga. Workmen on the North hill, 17 Nov. (AES Ar. 712).

Fig. 6: Wadi Sarga. Workmen, Room 13, view southeast (AES Ar. 712).
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Fig. 7: Wadi Sarga. Workmen, Room 13 (AES Ar. 712).

Fig. 8: Wadi Sarga. Boy, Room 24a (AES Ar. 712).
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Fig. 9: Wadi Sarga. Portrait of a man, possibly steward or reis (AES Ar. 719).
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Fig. 10: Wadi Sarga. Mouth of wadi, view southwest (AES Ar. 1260).
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Fig. 11: Wadi Sarga. Mouth of wadi, view south (AES Ar. 720).

Fig. 12: Wadi Sarga. South slope of wadi, view west (AES Ar. 720).
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Fig. x: caption.
Fig. 13: Wadi Sarga. Mud-brick wall on drystone foundation on south slope, view west (AES Ar. 712).
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Fig. 14: Wadi Sarga. Quarried blocks in no. 90 (AES Ar. 712).

Fig. 15: Wadi Sarga. View east over the ‘stabl’ towards the cultivation (AES Ar. 719).
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Fig. 16: Wadi Sarga. View east from no. 44, above Rock-church, to cultivation (AES Ar. 712).
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Fig. 17: Wadi Sarga. Tracing of Campbell Thompson’s sketch map (AES Ar. 1315).
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Fig. 18: Wadi Sarga. North houses, workmen ascending north slope (AES Ar. 712).

Fig. 19: Wadi Sarga. North houses, workmen backfilling north slope as they ascend (AES Ar. 712).
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Fig. 20: Wadi Sarga. North houses, Rooms 1–33, field plan and inked plan (AES Ar. 1321, 1318).
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Fig. 21: Wadi Sarga. North houses, Rooms 1–33, correctly oriented (Drawing R. I. Thomas based on
AES Ar. 1321, 1318).

Fig. 22: Wadi Sarga. North houses, Rooms 1 and 5 (Drawing R. I. Thomas based on AES Ar. 1320).
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Fig. 23: Wadi Sarga. North houses, Room 1, 1:1 scale watercolour tracing of wall decoration (AES Ar.
1294).

Fig. 24: Wadi Sarga. North houses, Room 1, amphora in situ (AES Ar. 712).
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Fig. 25: Wadi Sarga. North houses, Room 5a, view northeast (AES Ar. 712).

Fig. 26: Wadi Sarga. North houses, Room 5a, threshold, oven at right (AES Ar. 712).
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Fig. 27: Wadi Sarga. North houses, Room 5a, oven (AES Ar. 712).

Fig. 28: Wadi Sarga. North houses, Room 5a, oven detail (AES Ar. 712).
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Fig. 29: Wadi Sarga. North houses, Room 5b and c (AES Ar. 712).
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Fig. 30: Wadi Sarga. North houses, Room 17, vaults, view west (AES Ar. 712).

Fig. 31: Wadi Sarga. North houses, Room 17, painted façade depicting lion and saints with
entrances to two rock-cut chambers (orientation of image corrected on the basis of
painted Coptic labels; AES Ar. 720).
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Fig. 32: Wadi Sarga. North houses, Room 17, 1:1 scale watercolour tracing of wall-painting depicting a
lion. For location, cf. Fig. 31 (AES Ar. 1271).
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Fig. 33: Wadi Sarga. North houses, Room 17, 1:1 scale watercolour tracings of a wall-painting depicting four saints. For location, cf. Fig. 31 (AES Ar.
1269, 1280, 1312).
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Fig. 34: Wadi Sarga. ‘North west houses,’ i.e., nos 50–59 (Drawing R. I. Thomas based on AES Ar. 1313).
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Fig. 35: Wadi Sarga. ‘Buildings,’ i.e., nos 41–42 (Drawing R. I. Thomas based on AES Ar.
1320).

Fig. 36: Wadi Sarga. ‘Stabl’ with nos 44 and 90–100 (Drawing R. I. Thomas based on AES
Ar. 1316).
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Fig. 37: Wadi Sarga. Google Earth satellite image (Image © 2013 Google, satellite image taken on 22 Feb. 2013), overlaid with architectural plans of
nos 1–33, 41–42, 50–59, 90–100 and so-called vallum with Cemetery 1 (R. I. Thomas).
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Fig. 38: Wadi Sarga. Rock-church, watercolour, signed and dated, ‘C. O. Waterhouse ’20’ (AES Ar. 716).
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Fig. 39: Wadi Sarga. Rock-church, view southeast to panels 1, 2 (left) and apse (right) (AES Ar. 712).

Fig. 40: Wadi Sarga. Rock-church, view east to panels (left to right) 1, 2, 3 and apse (AES Ar. 1260).
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Fig. 41: Wadi Sarga. Rock-church, panel 2, south wall (AES Ar. 712).

Fig. 42: Wadi Sarga. Rock-church, panel 2, south wall, watercolour (AES Ar. 1265).
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Fig. 43: Wadi Sarga. Rock-church, view of apse, flanked by panels 3 (right) and 5 (left), both on east walls (AES
Ar. 1260).
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Fig. 44: Wadi Sarga. Rock-church, apse (panel 4) depicting the communion of the apostles
(AES Ar. 712).

Fig. 45: Wadi Sarga. Rock-church, apse (panel 4) depicting the communion of the
apostles, watercolour (AES Ar. 1261).
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Fig. 46: Wadi Sarga. Rock-church, 1:1 scale watercolour tracing of apse detail, depicting Christ offering
a chalice to an apostle (AES Ar. 1282).

Fig. 47: Wadi Sarga. Rock-church, 1:1 scale watercolour tracing of apse detail, depicting apostles (AES
Ar. 1309).
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Fig. 48: Wadi Sarga. Rock-church, panel 3, watercolour (AES Ar. 1262).
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Fig. 49: Wadi Sarga. Rock-church, 1:1 scale watercolour tracing of guilloche band (AES Ar. 1299).
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Fig. 50: Wadi Sarga. Rock-church, panel 5, lower two registers depicting five saints with Coptic labels above three
extant medallions containing busts of saints (AES Ar. 1263).
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Fig. 51: Wadi Sarga. Rock-church, unnumbered panel at left (destroyed) and panel 6 at right (AES
Ar. 712).

Fig. 52: Wadi Sarga. Rock-church, panel 6, watercolour (AES Ar. 1264).
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Fig. 53: Wadi Sarga. Rock-church, watercolour labelled ‘The Holy Spirit descending like a dove—remains of
halo of John the Baptist and Christ. Outside Church Cave’ (AES Ar. 1266).
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Fig. 54: Wadi Sarga. Photograph labelled ‘Coptic cave in the hills to the South of Wadi Sarga’
(AES Ar. 712).

Fig. 55: Wadi Sarga. Photograph labelled ‘Church cave some way to [the] E[ast] of [the] church’
(AES Ar. 712).
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Fig. 56: Wadi Sarga. Photograph labelled ‘Small group near above’ (AES Ar. 712).
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Fig. 57: Wadi Sarga. Cemetery 1, Cemetery 1, grave no. 2 (AES Ar. 712).

Fig. 58: Wadi Sarga. Cemetery 1, grave (AES Ar. 712).
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Fig. 59: Wadi Sarga. Cemetery 1, grave (AES Ar. 712).

Fig. 60: Near Deir el-Ganadleh. Cemetery 2 (AES Ar. 712).
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Fig. 61: Near Deir el-Ganadleh. Cemetery 2, field plan (AES Ar. 1319).
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Fig. 62: Wadi Sarga. Throw-out 80 near the wadi mouth (AES Ar. 712).

Fig. 63: Graph showing the distribution findspots (where recorded) for ostraca now in AES (exported from BM
database).
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Fig. 64: Near village of Deir al-Ganadleh, Graeco-Roman Cemetery 3 (AES Ar. 712).

Fig. 65: Near village of Deir al-Ganadleh, Graeco-Roman Cemetery 3, mummies in situ (AES
Ar. 712).
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Fig. 66: Near village of Deir al-Ganadleh, Graeco-Roman Cemetery 3, cylindrical pottery coffins
with rounded ends (AES Ar. 712).

Fig. 67: Near village of Deir al-Ganadleh, Graeco-Roman Cemetery 3, grave no. 9, cylindrical
pottery coffins with flared ends (AES Ar. 712).
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Fig. 68: Near village of Deir al-Ganadleh, Graeco-Roman Cemetery 3, grave no. 8, cylindrical pottery coffins
with flared ends (AES Ar. 712).
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Fig. 69: Near village of Deir al-Ganadleh, Graeco-Roman Cemetery 3, field plan (AES Ar. 712).

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/publications/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_21/oconnell.aspx

2014

WADI SARGA 1913/14

187

Fig. 70: North of Wadi Sarga. So-called Daniel villa, view east towards cultivation (AES Ar. 712).

Fig. 71: North of Wadi Sarga. So-called Daniel villa, fragmentary wall-painting above ‘Daniel’
wall-painting (AES Ar. 712).
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Fig. 72: North of Wadi Sarga. So-called Daniel villa, ‘Daniel’ wall-painting in situ depicting the Three Hebrews
framed by Saints Cosmas and Damian (AES Ar. 720).

Fig. 73: North of Wadi Sarga. So-called Daniel villa, ‘Daniel’ wall-painting 1:1 scale watercolour tracings (AES
Ar. 1285, 1286 and 1310).
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Fig. 74: North of Wadi Sarga. So-called Daniel villa, ‘Daniel’ wall-painting reconstructed (EA 73139).

Fig. 75: North of Wadi Sarga. So-called Daniel
villa, orans wall-painting, 1:1 scale watercolour tracing from east wall (AES Ar.
1296).
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Fig. 76: North of Wadi Sarga. So-called Daniel villa, peacock wall-painting (AES Ar. 712).
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Fig. 77: North of Wadi Sarga. So-called Daniel villa, peacock wall-painting 1:1 scale watercolour tracing (AES
Ar. 1267).
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Fig. 78: Post-1921 British Museum postcard of wall-painting depicting ‘The Three Children in the Furnace’
(AES Ar. 1739).
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Naukratis was an important hub for trade and cross-cultural exchange long before the
foundation of Alexandria. Established in the late 7th century BC as a base for Greek and
Eastern Mediterranean traders, Naukratis was occupied until at least the 7th century AD,
although the later Roman period has remained largely ignored by scholars due to researchers’
focus on the earlier 7th and 6th century BC phase of Naukratis as a Greek emporium. During
the Ptolemaic and Roman periods Naukratis was one of three Greek poleis (city-states) in
Egypt and remained an important town and regional centre. Its status as a polis is first attested
in the 2nd century BC and extended into the Roman period (Möller 2000, 191; Villing et al.
2013). Claudius Ptolemy suggests that the settlement had shrunk in significance and size to
that of a town by the late 2nd century AD (Ptolemy, Geography 4.5), when the settlement was
home to the famous culinary writer Athenaeus, although it retained some status since games
continued to be held at Naukratis until at least AD 266 (Lobel and Roberts 1954; P.Oxy. XXII
2338).
Under the aegis of the British Museum Research Project, ‘Naukratis: The Greeks in Egypt,’
staff are currently cataloguing the c. 20,000 artefacts, mostly unpublished, from the site to be
presented in an Online Research Catalogue (Villing et. al. 2013). This work now takes place
in tandem with a British Museum fieldwork project at Naukratis/Kom Geif (Thomas and
Villing 2013; Villing et al. 2013; Thomas 2014). Both undertakings have revealed extensive
Roman remains and artefacts that can now be used to inform studies on Roman Naukratis.
This paper outlines the archaeological evidence for Naukratis in the Roman period, its
topography and the character of the material found there over the past 130 years, placing it
in context through comparative analysis with finds from the surveys of Alexandria, Mareotis
(Blue and Khalil 2011) and the northwestern Nile Delta (Wilson and Grigoropoulos 2009).
This provides a useful insight into the contrasting, yet related, fates of these two important
and connected ‘Greek’ cities in Roman Egypt and their surrounding hinterland.
Although the existence of Naukratis had been long known from ancient written sources,
the precise location of the site was only identified in 1883 by the young pioneer of Egyptian
archaeology, William Flinders Petrie, who rediscovered it near the modern village of Nebira.
Excavations by Petrie and his collaborator Ernest Gardner for the Egypt Exploration Fund
in 1884–85 and 1885–86, and by David Hogarth under the auspices of the British School at
Athens in 1899 and 1903, were followed by those of Coulson and Leonard (1970s–1980s)
and more recently Mohammed Aly Hakim for the Supreme Council of Antiquities (2009–
11). Nevertheless, some 130 years later, the site remains poorly understood since much of this
earlier research remains unpublished (Villing et al. 2013).
The excavations of Petrie, Gardner and, later, Hogarth, were sponsored indirectly by
donors (usually museums), who subsequently received objects for their displays. Among the
thousands of finds recovered by the early excavations, the majority can be found today in
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over 60 museum collections world-wide. The British Museum holds the largest group (7,758).
Roman artefacts are scarce, representing under 4% of all Naukratis objects, in part because
of the early excavators’ research interests in pre-Roman periods. That bias has severely
hampered previous research on Roman Naukratis. This is in contrast to the subsequent work
of Coulson (1996), Leonard (Leonard 1997; 2001) and the British Museum (Thomas and
Villing 2013; Thomas 2014), in which quantities of Roman material were retrieved.
Site topography
Today the ancient harbour town of Naukratis is encircled, and in places covered, by the
modern villages of Rashwan, Abu Mishfa, Gebril Abbas, Hassan Kasim, El Baradany and
their fields, known collectively as Kom Geif. A large portion of the northwestern quarter
of the ancient settlement is currently a large pit, until recently a lake, left by the excavations
of the sebakhin and archaeologists (Bailey 1999, 218; Leclère 2008, 140). Recent survey and
excavations at Naukratis have revealed the extent of the city and elements of its layout,
development, palaeo-landscape and the location and character of waterways (Thomas and
Villing 2013; Thomas 2014). A programme of topographical (182 hectare RTK GPS) survey,
geophysical (15 hectare fluxgate gradiometer) prospection, geological investigation (auger
drilling), surface pottery collection and excavation allowed us to reconcile, as closely as is
practicable with the accuracy of the methods of the time, all previous fieldwork at the site
with real-world coordinates (Thomas and Villing 2013, 86–88, fig. 8).1 Naukratis was larger
than previously thought, more than 60 hectares excluding the cemetery, and magnetometry
revealed numerous previously unknown structures of domestic, religious and industrial
function as well as the river front (Figs 1–2).
To the west of Naukratis, concealed under fields, lies the now dried-up Canopic river
branch and the harbour of Naukratis.2 The river was a deep (average c. 3m) and wide (c. 250m)
river channel from the 7th century BC to the 7th century AD (Thomas 2014),3 flowing south
to north. The auger results and maritime artefacts—fishing hooks and weights, ballast stones,
fragments of lead hull sheathing, copper hull tacks and brail rings (Fig. 3)—confirm that the
ArcGIS was used to combine new survey data with Petrie’s, Gardner’s, Hogarth’s, Coulson’s and Leonard’s
and Hakim’s plans, sections and photographs alongside aerial photography and satellite images taken in 2011,
2009, 2007, 2004 and 2002 (Fig. 1), as well as to build a topographic model (Thomas 2014). The fieldwork was
directed by Ross I. Thomas with the assistance of Alexandra Villing, Penelope Wilson, Marianne Bergeron,
Benjamin Pennington, Entesar El Sayed Ashour, Eptisam Nabeel Mahmoud Elbahiye, Doaa Ferieg Ali, Emad
Hamdy Mohamed Abou Esmail, Tarik Sayed Ahmed Abdellah and Hani Farouk Abd El-Azeez Shalash, with
technical assistance provided by Kris Strutt and Doug Murphy.
2
The course of the river (or canal) that passed Naukratis has long been the subject of controversy (Petrie 1886,
2–4, 10; Hogarth, Lorimer and Edgar 1905, 122–23; Bernand 1970, 618–23; Villas 1996, 177–90; Möller 2000,
115–16). Magnetometry traced the path of the river in relation to anthropogenically derived sediments of the
harbour, subsequently confirmed by auger cores (Thomas 2014).
3
Pennington 2013. Cores A01-3, A06-7 with reinterpretation of previous work by Gifford in Coulson, Leonard
and Wilkie 1982, 75; Leonard 1997, 28 with n. 67; Villas 1996, 163–75; Shaaban El-Awady 2009; Wilson 2010,
116–18, fig. 9.3.
1

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/publications/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_21/thomas2014.aspx

196		

THOMAS

BMSAES 21

Canopic branch of the Nile was navigable for sea-going ships.4 The river bank, modified with
phases of man-made terraces, was aligned north–south with adjacent warehouses (Thomas
and Villing 2013, 91; Petrie 1886, pl. 41; Petrie Notebook [1884] 6, 17, points 130–32). Auger
cores revealed a sequence of hard surfaces made of broken pottery dating from the 7th
century BC to the 7th century AD. Ptolemaic and Roman to Byzantine finds were common
on the surface, particularly imported transport amphorae of the 5th to early 7th centuries
AD (Thomas and Villing 2013, fig. 7, table 1). At some point the Canopic branch became
seasonal, then silted up altogether. L. Blue and E. Khalil suggest that the drying up of the
Canopic branch, which fed canals to Mareotis, became a problem between the 5th and the
11th century AD, after which the channel became defunct (2011, 9–11). Grain transports
each carried from 2 to 160 tons of grain to Alexandria via Naukratis well into the Byzantine
period (Sijpesteijn et al. 2011) in order that it could be transferred onto purpose-built ships
in Alexandria’s deep-water harbour. Thus we can assume that the waterways of Naukratis
remained busy with transports and barges (called polykopon, hellenikon, zeugmatikon, lousorion and
platypegion), as well as traditional wood and papyrus rafts used as lighters, fishing boats and
ferries, until the site’s demise in the 7th century AD. To the east of the settlement, old field
systems and narrow canals or ditches were found, although the role of these canals cannot be
confirmed until further work is undertaken (Petrie 1886, 10; Thiers 2007; Thomas and Villing
2013, 92–93; Thomas 2014).
The modern villages of Rashwan and Abu Mishfa and their fields cover the northern
part of Naukratis, including the town, cemetery, administrative structures and the sanctuaries
of the Hellenion and Temple of the Dioskouroi, which continued to be occupied into the
Roman period. Archival research confirms that the modern Rashwan and Abu Mishfa were
surrounding the ancient cemetery excavated by Petrie and Gardner (Gardner 1888, 11, 21–30;
Thomas and Villing 2013, 91; Petrie Journal 1885–86, 98; Petrie Notebook 74), marking
the northern limit for the settlement. The large rectangular temenos wall of the Hellenion,
recognised partially in the magnetometry (Fig. 1), was identified and partially excavated by
Hogarth in 1899 and 1903 (Hogarth, Edgar and Gutch 1898/9; Hogarth, Lorimer and Edgar
1905). More of this structure is located under the fields and road east of Abu Mishfa (Thomas
and Villing 2013, 90–91), with its southern limits largely removed in the northeastern part
of the lake depression by archaeological and sebakhin activity. Magnetometry revealed c. 4m
remains of this structure surviving north of Hogarth’s excavations, abutted by 14 ‘tower
houses’ (Figs 1–2). Although excavations by Hogarth concentrated on the Archaic and
Classical Greek periods, clearly later Ptolemaic and Roman remains exist and were observed
on the surface of this area (Hogarth, Edgar and Gutch 1898/9, 38; Thomas 2014). Other
Greek temples include the Milesian sanctuary of Apollo and the adjoining Samian sanctuary
of Hera, a sanctuary of the Dioskouroi and the sanctuary of Aphrodite, where an ‘abundance
of late Roman pottery’ confirms their continuation into the Roman period (Petrie 1886, 13).
Nevertheless, ‘not a fragment of a column has … been found … as the columns and architraves
would be so adaptable to other buildings, it seems as likely an explanation that they were
carried off whole in the later Roman period for some structure elsewhere’ (Petrie 1886, 14).
4

Such as the early 4th century BC c. 14m long, 25tons, 4-man ‘Kyrenia’ ship that sank off Cyprus in the early
3rd century BC. See Parker 1992, 231; Casson 1994, 109; Steffy 1985.
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The recent survey results force us to reconsider the size of Naukratis, which must have
exceeded 60 hectares during the city’s heyday (Figs 1–2), not 32 hectares as previously thought
(for 32ha see Wilson 2011, 186; Bagnall 1993, 53). New features have emerged concerning
the layout and architecture of Naukratis that inform our understanding of the status and
function of the settlement, which was described as both a polis and emporion (Herodotus,
History 2.178–79). Certainly considered a polis during the Ptolemaic period (Austin 2004, 1238;
Möller 2000, 184–94), Naukratis does not have a hippodamic-style layout, as seen in Alexandria
or Philadelphia (Müller 2010, 227, 230, 234); instead the irregular non-orthogonal layout,
dominated by large temene, seems to resemble other (and older) Egyptian Delta towns, such
as Sais (Müller 2010, 225; Leclère 2008). Workshops and industry were integrated within the
settlement, including kilns and slag heaps (‘western slag heap’: Petrie 1886, 36, pl. 40; Möller
2000, 152–54; Thomas and Villing 2013; Thomas 2014; Villing et al. 2013). They did not
respect the prevailing northerly winds that were taken into account at organised foundations,
such as the Macedonian settlement at Athribis (Müller 2010, 234). The majority of the site was
populated with densely packed 12–16m-square tower houses (Marouard 2012; Arnold 2003),
built in a piecemeal fashion. Each roughly respects the alignment of its neighbours, using all
space economically and filling all space not occupied by religious, public, trade and industrial
zones; this is typical architecture of the Late Period to Roman period. Excavations and survey
confirm that many of these structures were occupied in the Ptolemaic and Roman periods
at Naukratis (Leonard 1997, 2001; Thomas 2014; Gardner 1888, 16). This contrasts with the
flimsy, irregular mud-brick terraced insulae that cover much of the plan of the early northwest
quarter published by Petrie (Petrie 1886, pl. 41; see Müller 2010, 250). Hogarth mentioned
Roman- to Byzantine-period elite to modest fired-brick and limestone buildings in the east of
the site (Hogarth, Edgar and Gutch 1898/9, 41, pl. 2, grids 7b, 8b and 9b), although he failed
to investigate them. The excavators found Roman burnt-brick foundations and ‘platforms …
on the east of the cleared part of the ancient town’ (Gardner 1888, 33), ‘a layer of Roman
remains, burnt bricks about 3 feet thick’ in the southwest and high mounds with a straight cut
face along the west (Hogarth, Edgar and Gutch 1898/9, 40). The early excavators dismissed
the various Roman-period high mounds because they were not interested in investigating Late
Roman material.
The south of Naukratis was dominated by the massive, 298m by 259m (nearly 8 hectares)
mud-brick-walled ‘Great Temenos,’5 an Egyptian temple precinct dedicated to Amun-Ra (of)
Baded (Theban Zeus), his consort Mut, his son Khonsou-Thot and the god Min (Muhs 1994;
Leclère 2008, 118, 120, 128–38; Spencer 2011, 40), accessed through a monumental, 107m
by 24m pylon built during the reign of Ptolemy II (Petrie 1886, 23–34). The limestone-faced
pylon was entered from the monumental quay on the Canopic river (Thomas and Villing
2013, 97)6 via the processional way flanked by rams and sphinxes (Petrie 1886, 27; Gardner
Petrie 1886, 23–34; Hogarth, Lorimer and Edgar 1905, 110–12. The precise location of the temenos has been
obscured by ancient and modern construction and farming activity and is the subject of ongoing debate. This is
apparently complicated by the surveying errors of Petrie (Spencer 2011; Thomas 2014; Thomas and Villing
2013, 97).
6
Recent construction of a new school building in El Baradany revealed a large north–south running stone wall
with stone stairs leading up to it, as reported to us by the local SCA site guard and archaeologists from the SCA
5
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1888, 13–14; Spencer 2011, 35–38, fig. 11; Thomas and Villing 2013, 92; Petrie Journal 1885–
86, Griffith Institute, 18–19).
The pylon foundations and superstructure were destroyed by robbing in the Roman period.
Petrie describes ‘large limestone buildings, on Roman red-brick foundations’ reusing stone
from the temenos area and houses of Roman date near the temenos gateway using a ‘marble
inscription, mentioning a temenos’ (Petrie 1886, pl. 31.9) among other objects reused as
spolia. Displaced pottery from the Great Temenos area is largely dated from the 6th century
BC to the Ptolemaic period, with only a few Roman pieces (Thomas and Villing 2013, 99,
table 1; see also Coulson 1996, fields G-S1 and G-S2). The sanctuary must have existed here
from at least the 6th century BC and the magnetometry results suggest a suitably complicated
plan for such a long-lived structure representing a sequence of builds (Figs 1–2).7 Three
square casemate structures were immediately to the south and west of the temple, including a
putative 21m-square chapel or barque-station and a 59m by 64m store (Figs 1–2; Petrie 1886,
24, 52, pl. 42; Petrie 1886, 52; Spencer 1979; Leclère 2008, 134–37, 512–15; Spencer 2011, 36).
The largest casemate building appears to have been converted into private dwellings in the
2nd century AD after the floors of the cellars were raised by infilling with rubble and rubbish.
‘The last point of the history of this building is the erection of a Coptic chapel on the top,
some fragments of plastering, with part of a cross done in red paint, having been found there’
(Petrie 1886, 34). More Roman material and structures were found within the 3m-tall ‘South
Mound’ by Penelope Wilson and previously by Albert Leonard, where, as at the north, west
and south, tower houses had been built against the temenos wall since the Late Period at the
edge of the temenos and had subsequently encroached into the temenos area by the Roman
period, following the decline of both traditional Greek- and Egyptian-style temples (Griffith
1884–85, Notebook 150, 10–11, areas 13 and 24; Petrie 1886, pl. 42; Hogarth, Lorimer and
Edgar 1905, 111; Thomas and Villing 2013, 118, figs 15–17). These houses were visible in
the magnetometry and on the surface (Fig. 1). Excavations in the ‘South Mound’ by Leonard
in the 1980s revealed largely Ptolemaic structures in Areas 1, 2, 482, 490–92 and 502; and
a massive east–west mud-brick (temenos?) wall in Areas 12 and 15 (Leonard 1997, 24; see
Thomas and Villing 2013). The excavation of three trenches, excavated by Wilson in 2013,
revealed further evidence of a massive (temenos?) east–west wall in this area intersected
by a late Ptolemaic to Roman north–south aligned wall built over a pit and rubble. The
relationship between the various phases of Ptolemaic and Roman houses and the temenos
wall first recognised by Petrie (Petrie 1886, 23–24) represents conflict over the limited space
available for building and significant evidence of Roman-period activity. With large sections
of the settlement set aside for religious or public buildings, it is likely that only 35 hectares
were used for domestic settlement (Thomas 2014). The densely packed tower houses (c. 38
houses per hectare) suggest a population of c. 10,640–12,844 lived at Naukratis during its
height (for discussion of population estimates, see Thomas 2014, table 1), although during
7

office in Damanhour, predicted by Yoyotte 1982–3, 129–36; Leclère 2008, 117.
At least two phases of a mud-brick and limestone ‘temple’ (Thomas and Villing 2013, 85, 99, 103), a rectangular
feature measuring 47m by 35m within a ‘T’ shaped structure 51m by 64m in size. Although the magnetometry
suggests significant modifications of the layout of the sacred space, it is not possible at present to speculate
in what order these occurred.
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the Roman period we are still not certain how much of the settlement remained occupied and
how much had fallen into disuse following the site’s peak in the Ptolemaic period.
Roman Naukratis
Artefacts dating from the late 1st century BC to the 7th century AD show that Naukratis was
continuously occupied during the Roman period. The Naukratis catalogue includes (from all
seasons) c. 600 pottery, faience or glass vessel sherds, 92 lamps, c. 160 figurines, 16 sealings,
53 coins and 47 pieces of jewellery that can be assigned to the Roman period with confidence
(Figs 4–10). It is clear that much Roman material (mainly pottery) was not collected during
the 1884–1903 seasons, so no comparison can be made with the earlier periods which were
the focus of that early research. It is also clear that there is a bias towards complete small finds
and jewellery from the early Roman period (Figs 4–5). There are, however, large quantities of
pottery sherds from the later surveys and excavations that can be used, tentatively, to explain
or enrich our understanding of the health and success of the Roman communities, their
cultural contacts and influences.
There are a number of artefacts that suggest a concentration of wealth at Naukratis during
the 1st century AD. These finds include Roman coins of the mid- to late-1st century AD (Fig.
6); the largest group of silver and gold jewellery known from the site dates to the same period
(Fig. 4). The majority of this jewellery came from a single hoard found in the ‘south-west
of the town, at a high part, lying in the loose dust among the [Roman] houses’ (Petrie 1886,
43–44; British Museum GR 1886,0401.1749–65; Cairo Museum JE26781, JE26779–81). This
discovery included a fragmentary crown or diadem bearing the name of Tiberius Claudius
Artemidorus (GR 1886,0401.1765), with the images of the sun-god Helios, Horus in military
costume, Demeter-Isis and Hera(?). It has been variously identified as jewellery, as a priest’s
crown, as a priest of Augusti’s crown and as a victor’s crown. It was found with two gold
chains, a pendant, an unguent-holder, a gold offering spoon in the form of a shell, gold and
silver bells and discs, a mirror with a silver case, two silver uraei in the form of Serapis and
Isis from a bracelet, and a pendant in the form of the triad of Osiris, Isis and Horus. The
name Τιβέριος Κλαύδιος Άρτεμίδωρος on the diadem is attested in a number of sources
concerning an athlete from Tralleis (in modern Turkey) who was known to have competed
in Alexandria. Pausanias records that he failed as a boy at Olympia in AD 67, but in the
following year won in Smyrna the boys’, teenagers’ and men’s age categories of the pankration.
In AD 69 he was Olympic champion. He also had wins in Periodos, Ephesus and Alexandria.
Artemidorus dedicated a statue at the harbour spa in Ephesus to Artemis and Emperor
Nerva in AD 96–98, by which time he was Xystarch, an officer in charge of the gymnasium
(Pausanias, 6.14.2–3; Martial, 6.77.3; Moretti 1957, Olympionikai 799. R.E. II 1329, no. 17 or
19; Engelmann, Knibbe and Merkelbach 1980, I. Eph. 1124; Habicht 1985, 82–83; Golden
1998; 2004, 40; Weir 2004, 136; Gouw 2009, 34, 123, 126, 383).
Fine stone sculptures and reliefs of this period were also found. With the exception of
a single piece of portraiture in black basalt (Cairo CG27494, dated 1st century BC), the
majority represent characters belonging to the family of Serapis-Osirapis: his wife and sister
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Isis-Hathor (Ashmolean AN1888.257) and their son Harpocrates-Horus and his protector
Bes (Fig. 7). There are also a number of representations of Dionysos, such as a bronze
plaque (GR 1996,0709.1) depicting a bust of Dionysos (his head deliberately defaced) flanked
by Hermes, the eagle of Zeus and the Dioskouroi as stars. A marble relief (Bailey 2007;
GR 2005,0919.1) depicts Dionysos with a snake’s body supported by an eagle, carrying a
cornucopia and a bunch of grapes, and Harpocrates standing above in the top right corner.
Representations of personal piety and magico-medical practice come in the form of
terracotta figurines (Fig. 7). Usually mould-made and painted, they depict Egyptian deities,
mainly associated with Harpocrates, Isis and Bes, or female beneficent demons associated
with fertility, childbirth, health and protection (Bailey 2008; Thomas and Nicholson 2013). A
rare link with the imperial cult is represented by a single representation of Hadrian in military
costume (Fig. 7); animals and daily life scenes were also found (Villing et al. 2013). In antiquity
these figurines would have been purchased, possibly from the temple, for display in private
domestic shrines. Although terracotta figures were popular, there is a significant decline in the
quality, quantity and variety of the local production of them in Roman Naukratis, compared
to the Ptolemaic period that preceded it, a pattern also recognised at Memphis (Thomas
and Nicholson 2013). Instead, focus seems to have shifted to other forms of mould-made
terracottas, including pottery vessels and lamps (Figs 8–10). Frog lamps, associated with
fertility and the inundation festival, continued to be produced locally until the 4th century
AD, but by the 7th century AD lamps were decorated solely with Christian iconography (Fig.
9; Bailey 1988; 2008).
Like pottery from the preceding Ptolemaic period, Roman pottery found at Naukratis (Fig.
8), as it was elsewhere in the western Delta (Fig. 11), was largely local, consisting of cooking
pots, casseroles, dishes and bowls with a drab red slip. Over the first two centuries AD
changes in the form of coarse-ware cooking pottery and the form, decoration and source of
tableware pottery followed wider changes in the Roman world concerning the consumption
practices, preparation and presentation of food and drink (Thomas 2007, 149–60). There
were also changes in the sources of transport amphorae containing wine, oil and fish sauces.
Arretine terra sigillatas and Campanian amphorae were imported in the Augustan period and
early 1st century AD, until the Vesuvian eruption in AD 79. These were then replaced with
eastern copies of terra sigillata from Ephesus and Syria, glazed wares from Asia Minor (Fig.
8) and Egyptian copies of red slipped and barbotine thin-walled wares. Egyptian faience
wares (Fig. 8) became increasingly important in the 2nd century AD. During the 3rd and
4th centuries AD, North African and Cypriot/Cilician imports became increasingly more
common (Figs 10 and 12); examples include the two stamped Tripolitanian amphorae from
the reigns of Septimus Severus to Severus Alexander (Fig. 8). Despite the fact that the annona
grain tribute effectively subsidised trade with Rome, the archaeological evidence suggests
rather limited imports at Naukratis (<20% of all Late Roman pottery from the site; Fig.
12), as was also the case in the Western Delta (<20%; Wilson and Grigoropoulos 2009) and
Mareotis (<10%; Tomber and Thomas 2011, 38). Naukratites relied on Egyptian products,
such as the fine wine and wine amphorae of Mareotis, which had become a regional and
international exporter of wine in the 1st century AD, when Alexandrian amphorae were
exported to India, South Arabia and East Africa (Tomber 2008). Occasionally mud, plaster
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and ceramic amphora stoppers were preserved. One example with a Latin inscription is an
Italian import (Fig. 7); an Egyptian example from the Fayum has a representation of the local
goddess Isis-Renenutet (Fig. 7; Thomas 2011a, 23–24).
Roman Naukratis decline?
The assumed Roman-period decline of Naukratis appears to be confirmed when the
distribution over time of Naukratis artefacts is plotted on a graph (Fig. 5). Nevertheless, to
what extent was this perceived decline specific to Naukratis and does it represent a real decline
in population, wealth or both at Roman Naukratis? To answer these questions, the Naukratis
material is compared with that from the surveys of a number of related sites in the region,
particularly those connected to Naukratis by the Canopic branch of the Nile and a network
of canals. Comparative material has been published by the Western Delta Regional Survey
(Wilson and Grigoropoulos 2009, c. 460 Roman sherds) and the Lake Mareotis Research
Project (Tomber and Thomas 2011, over 4,500 Roman sherds). As the small finds represent
the strong collection bias of excavators in 1884–1903, only the pottery from Naukratis is used
in this analysis as this includes objects more systematically collected by later missions and is
most comparable to that of the other surveys. All analysis is based on sherd count. All dating
has been updated to agree with current scholarship. These data show significant changes over
time in the production and consumption practices of the inhabitants of Mareotis, Alexandria,
Naukratis and the Western and Northern Nile Delta (Fig. 13). They represent changes in the
number of individuals consuming, the amount individuals consumed or both. For the period
30 BC–AD 150 there seems to be a growth in settlement in the Western Delta, heading north
and east towards the sea (Figs 11 and 13). Meanwhile industrial activity continued in the
Mareotis region with wineries and kilns well represented (Blue and Khalil 2011, 299–300).
There appears to be some urban decline from the later Ptolemaic period in both Mareotis and
Naukratis, but a slight resurgence in the late 1st and early 2nd century AD, perhaps explained
by the growth of nearby rural settlements in the region and their effect on the regional
economy.
The significant, steady and long decline in the archaeological record that followed,
extending from the late 2nd century AD and reaching its lowest point at the end of the 3rd
century AD, is apparent at Alexandria, Naukratis, Mareotis and the Western Delta. A series of
well-documented historical events may explain a decline in both population and wealth. The
Antonine plague of AD 165/6 reduced the Roman Empire’s population by c. 10% (Bagnall
and Frier 1994, 174–75). In Egypt the plague became endemic, continuing into the 170s,
and its effect was particularly dire, reducing the population by over 20% in total (by 33% in
the Fayum and by 40% at Karanis), leading to a near-collapse of irrigation agriculture in the
Fayum, while prices doubled (Bagnall and Frier 1994, 174–75; Rathbone 1990). In AD 235,
half of Oxyrhynchus’ houses were still unoccupied (P.Oslo III 111, Alston 2002, 258–59).
This was followed by the civil wars of AD 192–97 and civil strife. The relative stability of
the Severan dynasty (AD 197–235) led to changes to the urban administration, and further
administrative changes followed in AD 245, although neither seems to have improved the
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situation. Instead crop failure, an economic slump, a loss of faith in coinage, extreme inflation
and an increase in the tax burden between AD 240 and 280 may explain the relative scarcity of
archaeological material dating to this period (Figs 5 and 13). At Naukratis, there was clearly a
significant drop in the consumption of various products, particularly imports. This trend may
explain a decline of the temples of Naukratis already seen by the 3rd century AD, when they
were unable to prevent the encroachment of domestic houses built on what was previously
sacred land. Such encroachment can be seen particularly in the demarcated temenos area of
the Temple of Amun-Ra (Thomas 2014; see also Bagnall 1993, 262).
Byzantine Naukratis renewal
Following Diocletian’s (AD 284–305) reform of urban and rural governance (magisterial
body changes), and the introduction of a low flat tax rate in the early 4th century AD, we
start to see recovery by the mid-4th century in Egypt in general (Alston 2002, 259), but also
in Naukratis specifically (Fig. 13). Growth was slow during the period of Christian/‘pagan’
violence of AD 324–480, when a number of wealthy ‘pagan’ elite families fled Alexandria and
presumably Naukratis too (Bagnall 1993, 280–82, 315–19; Alston 2002, 281–92, table 5.6).
The earliest attestations of Christianity in Naukratis are in Coptic literature. The martyrdom
of Saint Epimachus, a 27-year-old weaver from Pelusium, is said to have occurred during the
Great Persecutions of Diocletian on 3rd Hātūr in AD 303 at Naukratis (Rossi 1888, 235; von
Lemm 1910, 1461–64, 5th to 6th century Coptic papyri). He declared his Christian faith to a
court presided over by the governor Polemius ‘on the dried-up river’ near Naukratis, where
the altars for pagan sacrifices were erected. He and a number of Christians were tortured and
executed there (van Esbroeck 1966, 399–442). His body was placed in a convent, possibly
in Damirah, but transferred to the chapel of Epimachus in Pelusium during the reign of
Constantine, who had the chapel built by Sophronius and Annianus (van Esbroeck 1966;
1967; 1982).
The Christian population of Egypt rose from a little over 20% of the total population
in AD 313, to >40% in 324 and >80% in AD 400 (Bagnall 1993, 281). At Naukratis the
new-found confidence of the dominant Christian community is represented by the frequent
display of Christian symbols, such as the crucifix, chi-rho and prayers on lamps, amphora
stoppers and pots of the 5th to 7th centuries AD, replacing ‘pagan’ devices. The Christian
community was served by a bishop. Bishop Isaias is attested in both AD 454 and 459, possibly
contemporary with the Christian chapel discovered by Petrie (1886, 34). Naukratis appears
on the Greek lists of Hierocles (early 6th century AD), Leo and the Coptic List of Episcopal
Sees (Hogarth, Lorimer and Edgar 1905, 110; Timm 1984–92, 4: 1749–54), while Eulogios
mentions the monk Tarus coming from ‘near Naukratis’ in AD 567–76 (Lewis 2011).
The split of eastern and western Roman empires following the founding of Nova Roma
in AD 324/330 had a profound effect on Alexandria, and by extension also Naukratis.
The rift that followed the death of Theodosius I (AD 395) resulted in the movement of
trade away from the west and towards the north. Although some scholars speculate that
the founding of Constantinople as the new capital undermined Alexandria’s position as
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first city in the Greek East (Boardman 1980, 133), the archaeological record suggests that
the period immediately following the new capital’s founding actually witnessed increased
production and consumption in Alexandria and the wider region (Figs 12 and 13), followed
by a period of major architectural growth in Alexandria and Marea from AD 450 to 600
(Alston 2002, 317–18, 362). At the same time an expansion in the settlement of the Western
and particularly the Northern Delta can be observed (Wilson and Grigoropoulos 2009), as
previously unusable swampy areas were drained and farmed for the first time. Meanwhile the
low flat tax rate (which had replaced one that was based on productivity) motivated people
to move away from the less productive areas (such as the Fayum) to new fertile land in the
Nile Delta (Bagnall 1985, 306). Despite the fractionally higher annona grain shipments to
Byzantium under Justinian (that is, fractionally higher than those supplied to Rome previously
or to the Rashidun Caliphate subsequently), estate owners in the 4th–6th centuries AD
were diversifying, producing more wine and textiles for export. Improved productivity and
enlarged farming areas followed significant investment in irrigation technology such as the
saqiya water wheels (Hickey 2007, 292), particularly visible in Mareotis (Tomber and Thomas
2011, 43–44), leading to the vigorous commerce of Marea and Alexandria in the Late Roman
period (Bagnall 1993, 108). Estate owners also invested in the production of flax for a linen
textile industry that created work for dyers, weavers and traders in Egypt. Almost all cities
mentioned in the 4th-century AD papyri have extensive textile, weaving and dyeing industries
engaged in export at this time (Bagnall 1993, 83). Egyptian wine amphorae of types LRA5
and LRA7 are exported widely to Carthage and other Roman Mediterranean ports (Peacock
and Williams 1986), but also to Byzantium’s new Christian allies, the Nubian kingdoms of
Dongola and Alwa and the Ethiopian kingdom of Axum, as well as being traded across the
Indian Ocean (Tomber 2008).
Late Roman Naukratis and the Nile Delta experienced a significant change in the form and
origin of pottery used (Fig. 10), related to major changes in dining practices and consumption
patterns at this time. African red slipped tablewares and subsequently Cypriot red slipped
tablewares were popular imports during this period (Fig. 12; Hayes 1972; Tomber and
Thomas 2011). They were copied in Aswan, Alexandria and the Nile valley. Imported African
red slipped fine wares and North African amphorae slowly declined over time, as Cypriot red
slipped wares and Cypriot/Cilician amphorae were preferred. Imports from North Africa
declined, while those from the Levant, Turkey and Cyprus eclipsed other imports to Egypt
(Figs 10, 12 and 13)—the trade evidently piggybacking on the grain tribute to Byzantium,
as it had previously with Rome. This situation is particularly clear in Naukratis, Mareotis
and Alexandria, where imports accounted for over 50% of all pottery. Despite the welldocumented catastrophic effects of the Justinianic plague (AD 541–42), no detrimental effect
can be traced on the consumption patterns of Naukratis, Alexandria and the surrounding
area (Fig. 13). While this no doubt badly affected Egyptian communities, it appears not to
have had as profound an effect as the earlier plague and economic and civil problems of the
late 2nd to 3rd centuries AD.
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Naukratis forgotten
The Naukratis, Mareotis and Western Delta surveys indicate an sudden decline in the 7th
century AD following the Rashidun Caliphate invasions of 642 (Fig. 13). The region of
Mareotis, Naukratis and Schedia (Blue and Khalil 2011, 27) appears to suffer a severe collapse,
with none of these areas producing pottery that can be dated to the early Islamic period.
This was not the case in the rural settlements of the Western Delta (Fig. 13; Wilson and
Grigoropoulos 2009). While Alexandria continued to be an important city in the early Islamic
period, its immediate hinterland shrank alongside the decline of Mareotis and Naukratis.
This may be explained by the failure to maintain two major canals, the Schedia and Naukratis
canals, which linked these cities with the Canopic branch of the Nile. These canals were
crucial, allowing annona grain tribute shipments to reach Alexandria from across Egypt, and
then travel onwards to Rome or Constantinople. From AD 642 the grain tribute was redirected
to the Rashidun Caliphate in order to feed the army and administration in Egypt, and—via
the recently re-dug Red Sea canal—ultimately to Mecca and Medina to supply the seat of
government and pilgrims on the Hajj (Cooper 2009). Canals required constant maintenance,
which was expensive in man-hours. It is likely that the Caliphate redirected canal works to
those that suited their goals, such as the Red Sea canal, so that the bread basket of the
Mediterranean could become that of the Red Sea. As a result, the canals that had supplied
fresh water and enabled large ships to reach Mareotis and the Nile harbour of Alexandria
fell into disuse. Many Mareotis settlements became insignificant and were abandoned, as did
Naukratis when no longer on an important highway.
While Alexandria replaced Naukratis as the major Greek emporion of Egypt and supplier
of grain to the Mediterranean, Alexandria relied on a route that passed through Naukratis.
The success of Naukratis was closely related to its role in the export of Egyptian grain.
Naukratis remained important while it was involved in the shipment of grain to feed the
hungry Greek cities of Turkey, Greece and, subsequently, Rome and Constantinople. It was
no longer required when this movement shifted east towards Mecca and Medina and there
were no returning cargoes. Naukratis was created and declined as a direct result of wider
political events; as the Canopic river became more difficult to navigate and the canals fell into
disuse, the Naukratites moved on.
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Fig. 1: Magnetometry results from 2011 and 2012 overlain on satellite image of the site (Image © 2013
Google. Satellite image taken on 9 July 2011).
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Fig. 2: Preliminary interpretation of magnetometry results (with excavation plans of Petrie,
Gardner, Hogarth and Leonard). The limit of the ancient settlement is marked. The
Canopic branch of the Nile is to the west.
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Fig. 3: Maritime artefacts from Naukratis. Not to scale. From top left, left column: Two horn brail rings: AN1896–
1908–E.3677B and AN1896–1908–E.3677A (© Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford); copper
alloy hull sheathing tack: 88.764 (© Museum of Fine Arts, Boston); copper alloy hull sheathing tack with
traces of lead and pitch from hull: GR 1886,0401.1733 (© Trustees of the British Museum); lead sheet,
possibly once hull sheathing: Eg.Inv.1330 (© Museum of Fine Arts, Boston); anchor from Naukratis
(found in construction of El Baradany house in 2012, south Naukratis, photographs, two views, taken
by Naukratis team). Right column: Copper alloy fishing hook and netting needle: GR 1888,0601.7 and
GR 1888,0601.10 (© Trustees of the British Museum); lead net sinkers: 88.775 and 88.774 (© Museum
of Fine Arts, Boston); water-worn (ballast?) stone found by Petrie at Naukratis: GR 2011,5009.315
(© Trustees of the British Museum).
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Fig. 4: Roman jewellery hoard found in a house on a highpoint in the southwest of the town. Photographed
together, to scale: GR1886,0401.1749–65 (© Trustees of the British Museum).

Fig. 5: Distribution over time of all Roman objects from Naukratis.
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Fig. 6: Roman coins. Not to scale: 86.834, 86.835, 86.872, 86.858, 86.848, 86.837, 86.838 and 86.869 (© Museum
of Fine Arts, Boston).

Fig. 7: Terracottas of Roman period. Not to scale. Terracotta figures: AES 1976,0724.1, GR 1888,0601.96
and GR 1973,0501.35 (© Trustees of the British Museum), 86.449 (© Museum of Fine Arts, Boston),
1965A256 (© Birmingham City Museum and Art Gallery); stoppers: GR 1888,0601.696 and GR
1886,0401.1373 (© Trustees of the British Museum); lamps: RES.86.123 (© Museum of Fine Arts,
Boston) and GR 1888,0601.150 (© Trustees of the British Museum).
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Fig. 8: Roman pottery. Not to scale. Asia Minor glazed cup (two views): RES.87.223 (© Museum of Fine Arts,
Boston); Egyptian faience bowl: Eg.Inv.3577.20 (© Museum of Fine Arts, Boston); Aswan barbotine
ware: AN1888.185 (© Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford) and 88.894 (© Museum of Fine
Arts, Boston); Italian terra sigillata: GR 2011,5009.27, 1888,0601.688 and 1888,0601.690 (© Trustees
of the British Museum). Tripolitanian amphorae: GR 1886,0401.1703 and 1955,0920.91 (© Trustees
of the British Museum); Egyptian jug: NCM 1888–35 (© Nottingham City Museums and Galleries);
Alexandrian amphora and Egyptian unguentaria: H2745, H920 and H3621 (© Bristol Museums, Galleries
and Archives).
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Fig. 9: Terracottas of Byzantine period. Not to scale. Stoppers: BEP 1989,0501.3 and 1888,0712.43 (© Trustees
of the British Museum) and eulogia vessel (two views): BEP 1910,0222.249 (© Trustees of the British
Museum). Frog lamp: 1987.382 (© McLean Museum and Art Gallery, Greenock/Inverclyde Council);
Byzantine lamp: Object E181 (© courtesy of the Penn Museum, University of Pennsylvania Museum of
Archaeology and Anthropology).
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Fig. 10: Byzantine pottery from Naukratis. Not to scale. 5th to 7th century AD Abu Mina marl wares:
HARGM10054 and HARGM9765 (© Mercer Art Gallery, Harrogate Museums & Arts, Harrogate).
Phocaean Red Slip: 697.58 (© Bonn, Akademisches Kunstmuseum) and African Red Slip: GR
1888,0601.689, GR 2011,5009.106 and 2011,5009.102 (© Trustees of the British Museum). Late Roman
1 Cilician amphora and Late Roman 5 Egyptian amphora from 2011 field season (Thomas and Villing
2013, fig. 7, top right).
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Fig. 11: Map of the Northwestern Nile Delta. Naukratis (red), sites discovered by the surveys in Mareotis
(Blue and Khalil 2011) are in dark (north) and light (south) blue, and the Northwestern Nile Delta
survey in light (west) and dark (north) green (Wilson and Grigoropoulos 2009). Sites overlain on map
of the Egyptian Nile Delta (satellite image of 02 05 2003, Visible Earth Record no. 24588 [Jacques
Descloitres, Modis Rapid Response Team, NASA/GSFC] with ancient sites, Nile channels and canals
marked [© François Leclère]).
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Fig. 12: Graph showing the origin of Early Roman and Late Roman pottery in Alexandria, Naukratis and the
Western Nile Delta, based on Naukratis data and that from surveys (Blue and Khalil 2011; Wilson and
Grigoropoulos 2009).

Fig. 13: Graph showing the distribution of Roman pottery (in 1/3 of century increments) for each period as
a percentage of all Roman pottery from each site. Naukratis (red), Alexandria (dark blue), Mareotis
(light blue), Western Delta (green) and Nile Delta survey (green).
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