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Africa encompasses a multitude of environments and biomes that require specific scientific 

strategies – from desktop studies to field research to laboratory analysis – to tackle research 

questions that may range from the emergence of early humans to the ethnoarchaeological 

investigation. In several areas, turmoil, social instability and security constraints hamper or 

limit field activities and long-term funded programs. The kidnapping of German colleagues 

and the tragic death of two local collaborators in Nigeria urge to rethink our agenda and 

challenge our view of current research practice. This 1st Workshop on “Archaeology in Africa”, 

organized by Sapienza University of Rome, convened several researches from Italy or Italy-

based researchers. The aim was to present and discuss theoretical, methodological and 

financial problems for Africanist researchers today. In a global perspective, the synergy 

between research groups is crucial. The need to intensify the national and international 

cooperation is also an essential step. This book collects a selection of the different 

perspectives presented to the workshop, mostly focussing from North Africa and East Africa.
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of Sapienza University of Rome. 

From archaeology to topography and beyond
Paola Buzi ,  Jul ian Bogdani,  Angelo Colonna, I lar ia Rossetti

1. Excavating the “Hill of the tamerisks”: Ghenut/Bakchias/
Kom Umm al-Athl (Fayyūm) 1

1.1 Bakchias: its (long) history, its urban development, and its 
two crocodile patron gods

Bakchias, the modern Kom Umm el-Athl (the ‘hill of the tamer-
isks’), is a little village located in the north-eastern corner of the 
Fayyūm region, at c.  m above sea level. Traditionally classified 
as a Ptolemaic-Roman settlement, in fact it has a much longer 
history, as the excavations now carried out by a joint mission of 
Bologna University and Sapienza Università di Roma have dem-
onstrated 2.
In the next paragraphs, we will try to summarize the results of the 
most recent investigations of the site and the re-elaboration of 
collected data concerning this long lasting settlement.
It could be argued that Bakchias returned to life and attracted 
the attention of the international scientific community follow-
ing the explorations of Grenfell, Hunt and Hogarth and, above 
all, after publication in , of their work, Fayûm Towns and Their 
Papyri, a work which is still fundamental today to studies of the 
Arsinoite nomos. In the brief report which they devoted to the 
excavations which they had carried out in the first weeks of  
for the Egypt Exploration Fund (now Society) in the Kom Umm 
el-Athl site, where the Greek papyri placed the Graeco-Roman 
period village of Bakchias, they were unable to hide a certain 

1. The archaeological mission to Bakchias is directed by Enrico Giorgi (Bologna Uni-
versity) and Paola Buzi (Sapienza Università di Roma), the latter being also the director 
of the other projects described here.
2. Between 1993 and 2004 the archaeological expedition to Bakchias was a joint mis-
sion of the Universities of Bologna and Salento. From 2005 the University of Salento 
became the only responsible for the archaeological mission working at Soknopaiou 
Nesos, while Sapienza University joined that of Bologna at Bakchias. (Giorgi and Buzi 
2014).

Abstract. The Egyptological research of Sapienza Università di Roma includes a 
variety of activities and fieldworks: from the archaeological expedition at Bakchias 
(26th dynasty-Late Antiquity), a settlement located in the Fayyūm region, to the 
study of the transformation of religious space from pharaonic to Christian period, 
to the realization of a digital archaeological atlas of Coptic literature that aims at 
exploring and representing the process of production, copying, usage, dissemina-
tion, and storage of Coptic works in relation to the geo-archaeological contexts of 
origin of both the texts themselves and their related writing supports. This article 
summarizes the main goals of all these projects and the main scientific results 
achieved until now.
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cults.
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amount of disappointment, since the Greek papyri which they 
had brought to light were few in number and of little interest, 
apart from a few exceptions. Moreover, from an archaeological 
point of view, no stone monument of any architectural value had 
been discovered.
As a matter of fact the harsh judgment of Grenfell, Hunt and Ho-
garth has affected the interest for Bakchias, whose investigation 
was abandoned until , when the Italian mission started its 
work.
If, according to the traditional chronology, it was believed that 
Bakchias must had been founded around  BCE, during the 
reign of Ptolemy II, while the second reclamation of the area was 
taking place or was about to take place (being the first reclama-
tion that carried out by Amenemhat III, during the Middle King-
dom), we are now aware, thanks to our excavations, that things 
went differently and that Bakchias was an active centre at least 
from the th dynasty, and probably earlier. A new chronology 
has therefore been elaborated on a completely different basis 
compared to what we knew before (Pernigotti a: -).
It is clear now that the urban structure of the kome, its religious 
architecture – with six temples of different ages – and as a result 
the pantheon within them, changed over the centuries. It went 
from modest village made entirely from mud bricks to the large 
centre of the Arsinoite nomos. It was a great collector of enor-
mous quantity of cereals, which were transferred, in large boats, 
along the canal it faced to the south, towards Bahr Youssef, as far 
as the Nile and from there to Alexandria, from where, at least in 
part, the road led to Rome (Fig. .).
As for the toponomy, Bakchias is a name which appears strictly 
linked to the Ptolemaic dynasty and to its religious ideas focusing 
on the Dionysian cult, and it corresponds with other toponymies 
of the Fayyūm (Dionysias, Philadelphia, Theadelphia etc.). There 
was a coherent urban policy by the Ptolemaic sovereigns, which 
was also manifested in the choice of names given to old and new 
settlements.
The name of one of the two crocodile patron gods, Soknobkon-
neus – the other patron god being Soknobraisis – (Pernigotti 
b), the probable significance of which is  ‘Sobek-lord of Ghenut’,  
however, suggested a pre-Ptolemaic phase of the village, when 
its name was Ghenut. The coexistence of two place names (Ghe-
nut/Bakchias) could only mean that one name followed the oth-
er – that is, that Ghenut was succeeded by a new name, Bakchias, 
when the village was revived and perhaps also repopulated dur-
ing the second reclamation of Fayyūm carried out in the reign 
of Ptolemy II. The ‘Book of the Fayyūm’ – a religious text dating 

from the Roman period, but probably based on earlier material 
– appears to associate also a second place name, Kem-ur, with 
Bakchias, although this is more debated.
Certain findings from the western sacred area 3 and from the 
northern district of the village had already posed questions 
about the periods before the foundation of the Ptolemaic town-
ship. 
With regard to the sacred area, these concern the remains of stat-
ues which must have been part of the sacred furnishings of Tem-
ple A: a fragment of the head of a stone statue, possibly dated to 
the New Kingdom of Egypt or to the Late Period (- BCE); 
a headless statue of a kneeling male figure with the inscription 
erased which can be dated, at the latest, to the reign of Psamtik 
II (th dynasty, - BCE); another headless statue with a hi-
eroglyphic inscription of a figure called Padibastet, also dated to 
the reign of Psamtik II (Pernigotti ; Giorgi : ). Moreover, 
below the main temple of the site, Temple A, and under the en-
closure of Temple B, a kiln and an amphora from Tyre, which can 
be dated to between the seventh and sixth centuries BCE (See 
Gasperini  [no. ] Rossetti , with related bibliography), 
was found embedded in the ground.
Excavations in a house interpreted as the residence of an Isiac 
priestess, where a scarab from the Menkheperra series was found, 
dated to the eighth century BCE, had also already suggested 
a building phase before the Ptolemaic Period. Thanks to strati-
graphic investigations carried out recently in an adjacent area, 
still within the northern district, we now know that the town-
ships associated with the first Ptolemaic settlement was inhab-
ited before this and – based on radiocarbon analysis of some 
remains of animal bones – we can trace it back to at least the 
middle of the sixth century BCE.
If we previously had to consider the hypothesis that some of 
these portable finds could have been transported to Bakchias 
even from neighbouring places, the remains uncovered in reli-
able archaeological contexts suggest to us a real occupation of 
the site in a pre-Ptolemaic Period. Unfortunately, it is not easy to 
pinpoint more accurately the chronology, even if we can observe 
considerable convergence of some dates during the period of 
Psamtik II (th dynasty).
In fact, some geographical factors could already reveal the po-
tential of this site from the time of the dynastic epoch. The town-
ship grew up above the slope which marks out the hollow of 
the Fayyūm to the north east, along what was the shore of the 

3. For the two sacred areas of Bakchias see Rossetti infra.
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Fig. 8.1 – The Fayyūm area (Elaboration by J. Bogdani).

lake in the dynastic epoch, at the intersection with the northern 
slope which linked the region with the Nile Valley and Memphis. 
The location must therefore have been extremely attractive to 
the ancient population when choosing a site. It is not surprising 
that other centres in the region located on this raised plateau, 
such as Shedet/Arsinoe (Madīnat al Fayyūm), or Gia/Narmouthis 
(Madīnat Mād ī), and Tebtynis (Umm al-Burayǧāt), preserve im-
portant remains from the dynastic epoch 4.

4. For a general classification of the sites in question see Davoli 1998. For Tebtynis and 
Narmouthis in particular, see Gallazzi 2001: 174, 179, 183; Bresciani and Giammarusti 
2012: 23-25. At Soknopaiou Nesos, during the reconnaissance of surfaces conducted in 
the surroundings of the city, pottery remains attributed to the New Kingdom of Egypt 
were found (Capasso and Davoli 2012). In the case of Soknpaiou Nesos, it has been 
speculated that a dynastic sanctuary existed on an island in the lake, in a different po-

The results of the last missions 
As for the topography of Bakchias (Fig. .), the northern part was 
the first to be studied by Italian researchers. The Memphis route 
entered the city on this side, and entrance was regulated by the 
northern city gate and a custom house, of which we were al-
ready aware thanks to descriptions found in Roman-era papyri 
(Ippolito ) 5. To the east and west of the gate, a residential 
district stretched out, whose layers generally match those that 
cover the entire existence of the city.

sition from that of the Ptolemaic township, to where the cult would have later moved. 
See Davoli 2015: 120.
5. These documents actually describe the customs duties that were demanded of 
those who crossed the city. There is only direct reference to this particular city gate in 
the case of commerce involving the northern route.
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On the other hand, the most recent excavation campaigns con-
ducted in the southern part of the old city unearthed a number 
of buildings that are of seminal importance for understanding 
urban living standards in the past. These buildings particularly 
include the baths, the kiln for making ceramics and the granary. 
Once more, we were already aware of the existence of these 
buildings thanks to the information that could be deduced from 
written records. However, it was only thanks to archaeological 
surveys that we were able to identify them beyond all reason-
able doubt and have a clearer idea of the way they developed 
over time. Apart from the granary, which was built towards the 
end of the Ptolemaic era, the other two buildings date from Ro-
man times. They all share, however, their geographical location 
along the large southern canal, which can easily be explained, if 
we take into account the need to supply water to the baths and 
kiln and the benefits to be gained from placing the granary near 
a waterway 6.
Despite the fact that baths in Bakchias are already mentioned in 
a papyrus that can be dated to the third year of the Emperor Ne-
ro’s reign ( CE), it was only thanks to the surveys work, followed 
by the excavations, that we were finally able to identify them 7. 
Indeed, we now know for a fact that they were composed of a 
building mainly made of brick with a number of floors that are 
still well preserved 8. The presence of more valuable construction 
materials, such as fired brick and stone slabs, soon turned the 
building into a quarry, when it no longer performed its function. 
It is for this reason that the baths of Bakchias are an anomaly from 
a conservational point of view as well, because many floors are 
still clearly visible, such as the cobbled floors in the crawl space 
that clearly could not be reused, while almost all the brick walls 
have disappeared, unlike the many houses in mud-brick that 
generally still have visible masonry. Despite the incomplete state 
of the ruins, we were able to clarify a number of aspects 9. From a 
chronological point of view, the baths were built during the early 
Roman Empire and were in use, with a number of renovation 
phases, up until the dawn of Late Antiquity. Some diagnostic ar-

6. For a detailed description, see Tassinari 2009; Giorgi 2012; Giorgi 2014: 53-67.
7. This document (BGU I 181) mentions an episode that probably involved an attack 
and subsequent theft that took place in Bakchias’ baths on 15th June 57 CE. The dating 
of the building and the absence of other contemporary buildings led us to identify 
this complex as the one mentioned in the papyrus (Nachtergael 2007: 15-19; Giorgi 
2012: 36-37).
8. For a more exhaustive description of this building complex, see Giorgi 2012.
9. The most relevant comparisons in the Fayyūm region are those with Karanis and 
the Roman phase of the baths of Tebtynis. Hellenistic baths renovated in Roman times 
are also known to us in Arsinoe and Dionysias, while we only know of a Hellenistic 
phase in Arsinoe, Euhemeria and Theadelphia (Giorgi 2012: 19-28).

tefacts that we were fortunate enough to find, particularly coins, 
unearthed in reliable stratigraphic locations, allow us to date 
the building to the Augustan age, whilst a thorough redevelop-
ment of the site took place during Hadrian’s reign 10. This second 
construction phase led to changes in how rooms were used to 
varying degrees and changed the route through the baths. A 
further renovation may have taken place in the late era (fourth 
century CE), before the site was definitively abandoned, which 
we surmise from the many remnants of noria or saqyia buckets 
(dateable to the fourth-fifth centuries CE). These were contain-
ers for drawing water that, in this phase, clearly took place using 
wooden water wheels to which these containers were tied to 
collect and transport water (Giorgi : -). Some artefacts 
dating from the early Middle Ages, such as late amphorae and 
Islamic glazed ceramics, lead us to believe that the area was con-
tinuously inhabited even in such a late period in the history of 
the northern city. Nevertheless, we do not know if it was used in 
a less organized way or whether the building had fully or partly 
maintained its use as a bath house in these final phases.
Just south of the baths, a craftsmen’s district dating from Roman 
times was found during the  excavation campaign, where 
surveys are still ongoing (Rossetti ). It is a very complex build-
ing (BSE ), mainly consisting of brick structures, even though 
there are sections in unfired clay masonry. There are the remains 
of a kiln and two tanks or cisterns for collecting water or perhaps 
clay, as well as a third, smaller tank that could have been used to 
draw on such reserves. Although the poor state of conservation 
does not allow us to interpret the building with any certainty, 
we cannot rule out that these three reserves were connected 
and could have been used as filtering tanks for clay that ended 
with the smallest tank where the purest clay would have settled. 
Waste liquid may have run into a channel that flowed into the 
nearby canal.
From a chronological point of view, the layout seems to be date-
able to the Augustan era (late first century BCE). 
Bakchias’ public granary (thesauros), which was also already 
known to us thanks to two papyrus documents dating from the 
second century CE and an ostrakon from the third century CE 
(Nachtergael ), was investigated in detail, a fact that allowed 

10. Among the other findings there are an Augustan coin (that can be dated to the 
period after 19 BCE) found at the bottom of a cistern; two coins from Hadrian’s reign 
(dateable to 128-129 CE), one of which was unearthed whilst attached to the floor in 
room A; a coin from Trajan’s reign and one from Hadrian’s reign; and a stash of 45 mid-
Empire coins (c. mid second-early third centuries CE) which was found in the drains 
(Giorgi 2012: 44-45).
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us to detect a late-Ptolemaic layout with an important phase of 
use at the height of the Roman Empire (second century CE). De-
spite the fact that only part of it has survived and only in the 
lower section of the bottom of the storerooms, we can see that 
it was a large mud-brick building, so large that, to date, it can 
be considered the biggest building known to us in the Fayyūm 
region 11. The north-western part, which must have been where 
the offices were located, has unfortunately disappeared because 
it was destroyed by a large looting tunnel. The central part of the 
building, which is over × m wide, is edged by thick perimeter 
walls with a large central spine wall that divided two strips with 
three rows of  quadrangular cells on each side. The southern-
most row was edged by another large wall that divided it from 
a final series of  storerooms that were slightly larger 12. Given 
the geometric structure of the building, we can imagine another 
row of  similar storerooms against the northern perimeter as 
well. All of these compartmentalized structures, which we have 
dubbed storerooms and cells, must have been inside a large 
courtyard. From a functional point of view, the thicker walls were 
probably also used as walkways to reach the storerooms below. 
However, given that this would have been more difficult in the 
rows of three cells, it is possible that inspections may have been 
carried out by walking over the removable covers that must have 
existed in any case 13. As far as capacity is concerned, it has been 
estimated that the  smaller cells could store approximately 
 artabae of wheat each and that the granary must have been 
able to store at least , artabae of wheat in total, while the 
remaining  storerooms may have held around , artabae 
of barley 14. This is the equivalent of , modii, i.e. a tenth of the 
entire annual grain tribute paid by Egypt to Rome during the Au-
gustan era 15. With the end of Antiquity, the granary must have 
lost its purpose and was used in different ways, even as housing, 
as shown by the discovery of artefacts that can be traced back 
to Coptic culture and the construction of a brick silo (Buzi ; 
Tassinari : ).

11. In addition to the many public and private granaries in Karanis, similar buildings 
are known to us in Bubastis, Dionysias, Euhemeria, Nilopolis, Sinnuris, Tebtynis and The-
adelphia (Tassinari 2009: 29-40).
12. The perimeter walls are 135 cm thick, while the interior spine walls are slightly 
thinner. The smaller storerooms are 160×120 cm, while the larger ones are 153×256 cm.
13. As has been noted with valid arguments, these storerooms could not have been 
open to the elements, at the very least so as to protect the grain inside from parasites 
or from becoming a food source for birds of all kinds (Tassinari 2009: 25).
14. Barley was the second most abundant crop after wheat, while that of emmer 
wheat seems negligible (Tassinari 2009: 28).
15. Ancient tradition (Epit. De Caes. 1, 6) states that the total tribute paid by Egypt was 
20,000 modii (Tassinari 2009: 28).

It is also worth mentioning the surveys and excavations con-
ducted on the other side of the canal, in what is known as the 
South Kom.
The decline of the township to the north of the canal did not 
mean that the site was definitively abandoned but rather that 
the urban centre of gravity shifted to the southern bank of the 
watercourse, as a result of a retreat towards the south of the cul-
tivated area and a general contraction of the region. According 
to the scattered remains on the surface, to the uniformity of the 
techniques and to consistency in the orientation of the build-
ings, the South Kom was subject to a rationally conceived settle-
ment at the end of the Roman Age (Giorgi : -). It seems 
that the area occupied by the Ptolemaic and Roman township 
was abandoned during the course of the fourth century CE. The 
big temple areas, which had by now lost their function as cultural 
and economic centres, fell into disuse and were among the first 
to be destroyed to recoup the precious building material.
In the course of the fourth-sixth centuries CE, many dwellings 
which were by now disused were covered in sand and several 
tombs appeared in parts of the township. Later, on top of these 
little dunes, which now covered the buildings of the ancient city, 
sheep pens or byres were built as shelter for the flocks or herds 16. 
The only exception in this general panorama may be represented 
by the baths, where there are later findings, some of which can 
be attributed to Islamic culture. It also seems that a new water 
supply system came into operation using saqiya vessels attached 
to water wheels (fourth-seventh century CE).
Slightly later, between the fifth and sixth centuries CE, there must 
have been a further evolution of the South Kom site, as the late 
Roman structures disappeared and a Coptic monastery (?) was 
built with two churches architecturally connected to one an-
other.
During this period, the temple areas were transformed into real 
borrow pits, as is shown by the presence of blocks from Temple 
C which were reused to construct a Coptic church in the South 
Kom. The abandonment of the ancient urban area did not mean 
that the site was now completely abandoned. The plundering 
of buildings which were no longer in use by citizens is valuable 
evidence of renewed building activity more focused on the 
needs of daily life at that time. The two Coptic ecclesiastic com-
plexes were, in turn, supplanted by a township of Islamic culture. 

16. This is the trend which in other geographical areas of the Mediterranean was 
described as ruralization of the urban area but in this specific case was really desertifi-
cation. In the shallower layers in the area in front of Temples A and C, several remains of 
sheep-goat dung have been found as well as the remains of an animal. 
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This last medieval Bakchias appears to have featured buildings 
which were connected with productive activity with evidence 
of remains of numerous millstones and presses. The churches 
were redesigned and transformed into functional buildings, with 
presses, tubs and silos (Buzi ).

1.2 The temples and the sacred areas of Bakchias  
in their diachronic evolution

The North Kom of the village has proved to be of particular im-
portance for the understanding and the reconstruction of the 
religious life of the ancient village, since six temples have been 

unearthed there. These temples, that are not contemporary with 
each, were organized in two different sacred areas (Rossetti ) 
(Fig. .).
Within a multidisciplinary research framework, the temples and 
their annexes were examined by integrating the archaeological 
data with the information obtained from spatial analysis, papyro-
logical and epigraphic sources (see Rossetti a, with bibliog-
raphy). The interpretation of this complicated stratigraphic situa-
tion, which is largely due to ancient and modern spoliations, has 
allowed us to study the sequence and the development of the 
various temples.

Fig. 8.2 – General plan of Bakchias (© Joint Archaeological Mission of Bologna University and Sapienza University of Rome at Bakchias).
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The early Ptolemaic period (late fourth century BCE-mid-third 
century BCE)
As we have seen, the ‘new’ Ptolemaic hamlet of Bakchias was 
founded at the very beginning of the land reclamation project 
and was organized according to a quite regular grid focused 
around the most ancient temple discovered, named Temple B 
(BNO ).
The sacred edifice was built of mud-brick, except for the en-
trance doors, which were made of limestone. The temple meas-
ured × m and was oriented southwards, probably towards 
the main canal. The elongated shape of the naos together with 
the discovery of scattered crocodiles’ bones, pitched scales and a 
little statue of the reptile, suggest that one of the Sobek’s mani-
festations was venerated inside the edifice. In front of it, several 
structures of worship service have been found, including what 
appears to be the base of a basin.
This oldest sacred area, and consequently the village, was estab-
lished in a place formerly occupied by other edifices: these struc-
tures show a completely different orientation from the others. It 
is possible that these structures were part of a single complex, 
perhaps already having a religious character, which belonged to 
an earlier village dating at least to the Late Period.

The mid-Ptolemaic Period (mid-third century BCE-mid-second 
century BCE)
During the second half of the third century BCE, when the land 
reclamation project was almost completed, the settlement was 
re-organized according to the new temple-dromos system, lo-
cated at a very central position, nearby Temple B. The erection 
of a new important temple (Temple A) and a rapid expansion of 
the entire urban planning was probably related with the enlarge-
ment of the agricultural area and the increase in the economy 
and finances of Bakchias.
This sacred building (Temple A, BSO ), likely a proton hieron (a 
first-class temple) for the Ptolemaic administration, was oriented 
orthogonally to Temple B and was dedicated to the crocodile 
god Soknobkonneus (Rossetti : -) 17. The first mention of 
this crocodile deity appears in a Greek papyrus dating back to  
BCE (Enteux  – TM ) according to one of the most corrobo-
rated interpretations, the god’s name is the Greek transcription of 
Sbk-nb-Genwt, ‘Sobek lord of Ghenut’, the dynastic name of the 
site (Pernigotti a, b).

17. For the temple classification during the Ptolemaic period see Rossetti 2015, 2017a.

The sacred building is visible today in its impressive structure of 
mud-brick (.×. m) and it is preserved to a height of about 
 metres (corresponding partly to the elevation and partly to 
the foundation). The temple consists of  rooms in total and it is 
the result of several building-phases, the last of which led to the 
raising of the levels of the internal floors and to the creation of an 
entrance system made of sandstone blocks 18.
The temple and its badly-preserved annexes were surrounded 
by a mud-brick temenos, from which the long dromos branched 
off. The sacred processional way became the most important 
axis of the settlement, sloping eastwards and running parallel to 
the main local canal. This new orientation of the system temple-
dromos and thus of the main axis of the settlement is probably 
due to the expansion of the village, whose development focus 
on the main axis parallel to the canal. It cannot be excluded that 
the dromos also pointed to one of the channels that irrigated the 
field around Bakchias.

The late Ptolemaic Period (mid-second century BCE-late first century 
BCE)
This new face of the village was not destined to last long. A revo-
lution in the urban planning can be traced back to the end of the 
second century BCE: the first sacred area was completely rear-
ranged, a second important temenos was added and the road 
system hierarchy was transformed once again.
First of all, in front of the most important structure of the village, 
the Temple A 19, a new sacred building (Temple C, BSE ) was 
erected, completely made of sandstone and limestone blocks 
(Rossetti : -). The edifice was oriented southwards, to-
wards the main canal, and very likely it inherited both the wor-
ship of the local main god, Soknobkonneus, and the administra-
tive status of proton hieron. The temple measures × m and, 
since Late Antiquity, the structure has been badly affected by the 
spoliation of the stone material, although the ground plan may 
be reconstructed on the basis of the foundation rooms. In total, 
 rooms have been identified, with the plan of the inner cham-
bers following the classical Egyptian style, similarly to the sacred 
edifices of Soknopaiou Nesos and Dionysias) in the Fayyūm (Da-
voli : -; Rossetti : -. An entrance pronaos was 
erected on the façade, probably decorated with columns, which 
were later reused in the construction of the churches.

18. This raising of the temple’s level (more or less 3 metres) entailed the obliteration 
of the earlier buildings, comprising the little Temple B.
19. The Temple A was dismissed as a sacred building, but it was used as a warehouse.
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In the direction of the old main axis (the dromos of Temple A) 
a second mud-brick temple, named as Temple E (BSE ), was 
built. Although poorly preserved, the internal organization of the 
structure (×. m) was very similar to that of Temple A, and 
showed a south orientation parallel to Temple C. This sacred area, 
placed inside its own enclosure, was dedicated to the crocodile 
god Soknobraisis, Sbk-nb-ršy literally ‘Sobek lord of joy’, who was 
probably introduced later in the village pantheon and is attested 
for the first time in a still unpublished Demotic papyrus dating 
not long after  BCE 20.
Both these sacred buildings altered the ancient processional way, 
the site’s main axis, as well as the structures connected to it. In its 
place, however, two thoroughfares were realized, the dromoi of 
the two temples, both reaching the canal, which was about  
metres away.
A second temple (Temple D, BSE ) was built near the new sa-
cred enclosure similar in size (.× m) and in architectural 
features to the ancient Temple B. The temple could be probably 
classified as a second-class temple (deuteron hieron) according to 
the Ptolemaic administration (Rossetti , b). It was placed 
inside its own temenos, where a priest house and a series of an-
nexes have been found. The deity that was worshipped in it is 
still unknown, but it is probable that the sacred edifice housed 
the cult of the god Amon or the syncretistic goddess Isis-Hathor-
Aphrodite, for which later papyri attest a probable independent 
temple in the village 21.

The Roman Period
The long development of the village was completed in Roman 
times, when the two sacred areas were significantly monumen-
talized. The two impressive temene characterized the scenery of 
the town and produced an important architectural impact on 
the village landscape. Their importance is also demonstrated 
by the papyrus BGU XIII  (TM ), which records the exist-
ence at Bakchias of two logima temples, epithet that classified 
the most important temple during the Roman era (Rossetti , 
b).
The temple of Soknobkonneus (Temple C) was decorated on the 
front with a new courtyard and a majestic entrance stone pylon 
gateway, the only one known in the whole Fayyūm. Its twin tem-
ple (Temple E) was rebuilt in stone and enlarged in its rear part. 

20. P.Stan.Green.dem 23(1)-24(1), preliminary discussed by Arlt and Monson 2010: 
114. 
21. Respectively, they are the papyri P.Lund IV 9 (TM 11881) and P.Bacch. 7 (TM 
15184), both dating back to the second century CE.

Despite the precarious state of conservation, the new temple of 
Soknobraisis (BNE , .× m) was probably realized in Egyp-
tian style, similarly to the other one, and adorned with an access 
pronaos. A very important archive probably originated from this 
second enclosure, and has yielded  papyri, ranging in date 
from  to  CE, which provide some information about the 
administrative life of one or, in some cases, both of the temples 
(TM ArchID ; Gilliam ).
The urban organization of Bakchias seems to have remained un-
altered throughout the Roman period until the abandonment of 
the northern area, which probably occurred during the late third 
and early fourth century CE, when the gravity centre had moved 
further south and the ancient remains entered a state of partial 
abandonment.

2. Tracking Papyrus and Parchment Paths:  
an Archaeological Atlas of Coptic Literature.  
Coptic Texts in their Geographical Context.  
Production, Copying, Usage, Dissemination, Storage.  
Intellectual production and archaeological  
context compared: The ‘PAThs’ project

2.1 Methodological introduction

‘PAThs’ is the short form of “Tracking Papyrus and Parchment 
Paths: An Archaeological Atlas of Coptic Literature. Literary Texts 
in their Geographical Context. Production, Copying, Usage, Dis-
semination and Storage”, a European Research Council founded 
project aimed to create an online atlas able to comprehensively 
and clearly represent the long-lasting and complex phenome-
non of the Coptic literature production in its actual and concrete 
archaeological context (paths.uniroma.it; https://atlas.paths-erc.
eu/).
The most peculiar trait of ‘PAThs’ is its ambition to be a multi-
disciplinary project: the application of information technology to 
humanities studies is by no means an innovative approach, but 
the combination of literary, textual, religious and historical stud-
ies with archaeological research, using information technology 
as a common sharing and working platform, certainly is.
The historical background of this common research is the Late 
Antique and Medieval Egypt: the third and the eleventh centu-
ries CE are, in fact, the time-frame of the birth, diffusion and sun-
set of Coptic language, a somehow artificial construction yet rep-
resenting the very last stage of the millenary history of the Egyp-
tian language (Buzi et al. : -). Coptic language was used at 
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an initial moment to translate Biblical works from Greek, and was 
soon employed to compose original literary works, mainly of re-
ligious content. The main aspiration of ‘PAThs’ is to try to capture, 
sketch and actually represent the diachronic geography of this 
literary production by extensively combining philological stud-
ies, archaeology and digital humanities, and to explore the pro-
cess of production, copying, dissemination, usage, transmission 
and preservation of Coptic texts in a very close relationship with 
the tangible geographical contexts of their provenance (Bogdani 
). Besides the philological, papyrological, codicological and 
literary studies conducted on manuscripts, a careful attention 
must be paid on the archaeological and topographical aspects 
of the Egyptian landscape, which certainly are not unknown to 
the academic community, but have not been yet considered in 
their entirety and with a particular focus on the later (and less 
monumental) phases of the Egyptian history, and rarely in con-
nection to text production and dissemination.
This is the main reason why Places becomes to us a pivotal re-
source from which research can be fruitfully conducted (Berno 
et al. ). Places are, in our view, first of all archaeological sites, 
tangible locations that bear archaeological interest, where exca-
vations have been, are being or can be conducted. This is the first 
and fundamental distinction aspect between ‘PAThs’ archive and 
previous publications (Amélineau ; Timm ) or other rich-
er and most famous online database, such as Trismegistos Places 
(Verreth ; Depauw and Gheldof ) or the Pleiades gazet-
teer (Simon et al. ); these are resources that have profoundly 
influenced our work and that have offered a fundamental con-
tribute to our first dataset. Whilst at a first glance the ‘PAThs’ Plac-
es and Trismagistos Places (or Pleiades gazetteer) may seem very 
similar – and indeed they are, since ‘PAThs’ owes its first nucleus 
to Trismegistos (Berno et al. ) – the basic concepts on which 
these resources are built on is quite different. Trismegistos records 
place names (i.e. toponyms) found in written sources (texts and 
documents compiled in any writing support) and provides them 
with a location – geographical coordinates – and information on 
dating, when known. ‘PAThs’, on the other hand, aims at obtain-
ing a complete and up-to-date catalogue of sites known to have 
been active in the referenced period, i.e. third to eleventh centu-
ries CE beyond the attestation or not of the toponym in literary 
or documentary texts. Each site is thoroughly described, provid-
ing a very detailed bibliographic report on previous research and 
studies, with full description of its urbanistic and monumental 
shape in Late antiquity, but also an exhaustive overview of the 
previous (and sometimes later) phases. It is our strong belief that 

the study of a well-defined chronological phase of a landscape 
(or even of a very small archaeological site) cannot be fully com-
pleted and understood if the wider chronological context is ne-
glected: it is not possible to study Late Antique Egypt without 
taking into account the Pharaonic, Hellenistic and Roman phases 
that have radically marked and changed the landscape.
A particular attention is paid to places that are known to have 
provided manuscripts (or manuscript fragments) or that are 
somehow related to the manuscript creation, storage, or circula-
tion. These places, even if (or because of being) scarcely docu-
mented by archaeological sources need a more attentive anal-
ysis, in order to better understand the book creation and con-
servation process. We should also keep in mind that Coptic lit-
erature is made up exclusively of works of religious content, and 
therefore the religious geography must receive a particular focus 
in our reconstruction. Consequently, bishoprics, pilgrimage cent-
ers and important monastic clusters mark at our eyes inevitable 
prominent places in the Egyptian Late Antique geography.
These few points briefly clarify our concept of place and the type 
of archaeological landscape that we are trying to represent. On 
the other hand, looking inwards, these places must be located 
in a very detailed network of connections with the other entities 
analyzed and registered in the ‘PAThs’ database in order to pro-
vide a solid foundation of the atlas. Some few examples may be 
enlightening beyond any theoretical speculation. Manuscripts 
are by far one of the most important material evidences we deal 
with and a pioneering work has been coordinated in the past 
decades by Tito Orlandi who has implemented a formidable on-
line database (Orlandi, n.d.) aiming at patiently and rigorously 
reconstructing and returning to the academic community the 
codicological units (Orlandi : -), i.e. the original manuscripts 
with literary content (Orlandi ). We have had great benefit 
from this important work and are further developing this model 
by adding, for each manuscript, a very detailed description of its 
physical aspect in the attempt to provide a useful comparative 
tool and to obtain a new set of information on the fabrication 
techniques, the history of the book and the reconstruction of the 
activities of the ancient scriptoria. These are aspects that texts 
by themselves cannot provide and only an accurate analysis of 
the fragments can enlighten. Moreover, manuscripts are being 
related to places, i.e. archaeological sites by several means; in the 
most fortunate cases each manuscript can be linked to many 
places. These are qualified links, marked by a limited set of labels, 
in order to provide significant cluster capabilities without los-
ing precious information. A manuscript can be thus referred to 
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special archaeological finds. As far as the archaeological context 
is involved, we must not forget the extraordinary climatic context 
of Egypt, that allows sometimes the conservation of entire vol-
umes (Górecki ; Antoniak ). Discovery places are thus re-
covered not only from antiquarian notices, but sometimes from 
first hand archaeological documentation.
The archaeological (re)contextualization of manuscripts is not a 
plain task, as some over-simplifications introduced in the previ-
ous paragraphs may suggest. A very meticulous, attentive and 
patient work on all the scattered pieces of this disassembled mo-
saic must be completed before the overall picture is completed. 

a production place; this information can be obtained on the ba-
sis of palaeographic analysis, codicological examination or even 
textual evidence 22. Books are a precious (and rather expensive) 
good and, as such, displacements and safekeeping locations are 
sometimes worth registering in paratexts (mainly colophons). 
These storage places too are being carefully filed, in the attempt 
to retrace on the geographical map the circulation of these very 

22. Paratexts, such as colophons, do often provide reliable information on the pro-
duction process of the book. For a more detailed and documented discussion of this 
topic see Soldati 2018.

Fig. 8.3 – The two sacred areas and the temples of Bakchias (© Joint Archaeological Mission of Bologna University and Sapienza University of Rome at Bakchias).



 .  T H E  E G Y P T O L O G I C A L  R E S E A R C H  A C T I V I T I E S  O F  S A P I E N Z A  U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  R O M E   83

Yet the methodology is set and is being tested and important 
achievements are being earned.
The archaeological survey of the Late Antique Egypt and the 
archaeological atlas, besides providing the fundamental base 
for the overall analysis, do represent, we believe, an important 
contribution on its own. If it is not considered as a static and im-
mutable contribution but as an open and collaborative platform, 
it can become foundation of other parallel studies focused on 
this time-frame, not necessarily related to manuscripts, literature, 
history of religion, etc., but to any cultural aspect of this most 
particular region.

2.2 The Places-Database and the case of western thebes:  
the contribution of archaeology to the study  
and representation of landscape in Late Antique Egypt

The Archaeological Atlas of Coptic Literature represents the final 
goal and the main product of the project ‘PAThs’, meaning that 
archaeology and geography are crucial issues for the research. 
The value of such combination in Coptic studies appears even 
more relevant if one considers – with Ewa Wipszycka (: ) –  
that “geography and monks are rarely associated with one another”; 
while ‘PAThs’ aims at addressing such a problem from an archaeo-
logical perspective, places are an important domain and a core 
part of the database system informing and underpinning the 
structure of the work (Bogdani ; Buzi et al. : -). Accord-
ingly, their spatial, physical, stratified dimension – i.e. the possibil-
ity to link them to a tangible area, with a (more or less) precise lo-
cation, and a distinctive configuration of material correlates rep-
resent a central focus and distinctive mark of the project (supra).
As for the structure and formalization of the record within the 
Places category of the ‘PAThs’ database, each entry has been 
assigned a permanent identifying number and contains a set 
of information about the ancient site, as detailed as possible, 
which defines and articulate its historical identity in terms of 
designation(s), temporal and spatial attributes, while also linking 
it to already existing dataset in order to compare data and inte-
grate results 23 (Fig. .). Accordingly, the main established fields 
concern () the different toponym(s) (both ancient and modern) 
by which the place is known depending on the linguistic and 
cultural context of reference (in our case: Coptic, Greek, modern 
Arabic and ancient Egyptian); () the link to similar projects as 
well as the cross references to scholarly repertoria providing com-

23. The protocol for the site-description has been developed by Julian Bogdani, An-
gelo Colonna and Ilaria Rossetti.

parative material and information (Trismegistos GeoID; Pleiades 
id; Timm -); () the ancient administrative affiliation (no-
mos and province, according to the division of the country by 
Diocletian) and possible religious position (episcopal see); () the 
type of occupation that took place at the site together with its 
spatial and/or historical relationships with other places; () the 
dating of the Coptic settlement within the chronological range 
of reference and the criteria upon which the attribution relies; () 
a brief description of the site summing up its main topographical 
and historical features as documented in the extant archaeologi-
cal record; () the link to other related entities of the database, 
especially manuscripts, which, as stated above, may have an ar-
ticulated relationship with one or more places; () the spatial lo-
calization of the site, as identified by its geographical coordinates 
and illustrated by plans and maps; () an essential and updated 
bibliography; () the information about the preceding and pos-
sibly subsequent phases to the Coptic occupation. 
This last point should be particularly emphasized as it allows us 
not just to outline continuities and ruptures in the (modes of ) 
appropriation of a certain space, area or environment between 
the Coptic communities and their pharaonic forerunners but 
also, and more significantly, to properly contextualize such strat-
egies into a broader perspective of dynamic engagement with 
a highly diversified and historically stratified surrounding land-
scape (Hahn et al. ; Brooks Hedstrom ).
Unfortunately, archaeology of Late Antique Egypt is unevenly 
represented 24: areas like the Theban necropolis, densely inhab-
ited by a very diverse typology of settlements – from the iso-
lated occupations of Middle and New Kingdom tombs to the 
well-connected and organized monastic communities – provide 
unique contexts with a great informative potential (Wilfong ; 
Wipszycka : -; Pimpaud and Lecuyot ; Choat and 
Cromwell ). This is the reason why this area was the first to 
be fully investigated.
A tremendously rich archive and bibliographical documentation 
was reviewed and became the rationale for a specifically de-
signed survey on the field, aimed at verifying the current condi-
tions of the sites, at obtaining a more precise positioning of their 
remains and, finally, at collecting a very rich and up-to-date pho-

24. This situation is mainly the result of the imperialist, colonialist and orientalist va-
lues driving the research agendas of the first archaeologists exploring Egypt in the 
late 19th-early 20th century; within such politico-ideological context of thought and 
action, pharaonic monuments were accorded a largely uneven preference over the 
Coptic remains, despite the latter being still an extensive and well visible presence in 
the contemporary Egyptian landscape. Detailed discussion in Brooks Hedstrom 2017: 
7-39, 40-75; Horbury 2003.
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tographic documentation 25. The campaign produced a new set 
of first-hand data on many major sites as well as precious infor-
mation on other poorly documented or lesser-known contexts. 
Each acquired place was georeferenced and fully recorded; the 
gathered data need obviously to be processed, refined and fully 
analyzed, but they already fit into a complex occupational pat-
tern, characterized by () an extensive distribution of sites dot-
ting the Late Antique Theban landscape; () a certain degree of 
hierarchization and spatial organization connecting them; () a 
systematic strategy of reuse, transformation and adaptation of 
earlier pharaonic spaces (temples, tombs) to the needs of the 
new community (Fig. .).
These points have important consequences on our perception 
and interpretation of the urban and monastic landscape in the 
Theban region, which can be only briefly addressed here (cf. 
Brooks-Hedstrom ): firstly, the archaeologically documented 
diversification of the modes of occupation reflects a wide range 
of possibilities and arrangements, from massive, walled cities like 
those implanted at Medinet Habu (ancient Djeme: Hölscher ; 
) and possibly within the temple of Seti I at Gurnah, to differ-
ently scaled and structured monastic communities like those of 
Epiphanius (Winlock ; Winlock and Crum ), Phoibammon 
(Godlewski ), Cyriacus (Bács ), to smaller units and more 
distant installations not necessarily having a religious character 
(temporary recoveries, stages of a pilgrimage routes, isolated 
cells for ascetic practices), located further away in the remote 
wadis south-west of the Theban mountain (Delattre and Lecuyot 
). In this perspective, anchoretic and cenobitic monasticism 
represent two opposite options, with more nuanced transition 
between them.
This relates, secondly, with the delicate question about the defi-
nition of both the social identity of these spaces, their inhabit-
ants, and the context for their mutual connections; this implies 
that even forms of seclusionism and ascetism might be better 
understood when re-contextualized as distinctive social prac-
tices within a dynamic and stratified framework of interactions, 
rather than as idiosyncratic religious choices. Finally, the integra-
tion of archaeological, documentary and literary information 
allows investigating how the new-colonized space was under-
stood and narrated by its Christian inhabitants; how spatial rela-
tionships with the natural landscape and its monumental ‘pagan’ 
past were (re-)constructed (re-)conceptualized, and transposed 

25. The campaign took place from 8th to 21st January 2018; the team, directed by 
Paola Buzi, included Julian Bogdani, Angelo Colonna and Ilaria Rossetti.

into culturally evocative and influent models disseminated in lit-
erary and textual sources; how, eventually, “the desert was made 
a city by monks” (Life of Anthony, .) and earlier “tombs filled with 
dead [bodies]” (Life of Pachomius, G1 , ) became the appropriate 
setting for ascetic conducts and practices.
What is therefore relevant, in this perspective, is that once for-
malized and visualized on a map, the pattern sketched above 
not only shows a strong continuity between the pharaonic and 
the Byzantine facies of the Theban region but also illustrates a 
distinct process of landscape reconfiguration, which set the geo-
graphical background and the cultural scenario for a much more 
complex network of relations between people, places, products 
than it has been acknowledged so far. This quick overview, finally, 
exposes the limits of a traditional literary-informed perspective 
by emphasizing on the one hand the conscious organization 
and integration of Christian spaces and settlement practices into 
the local environment and, on the other, the aspect of move-
ment and circulation; as Ewa Wipszycka (: ) aptly remarks: “I 
monaci infatti si muovevano spesso. L’immagine del monaco chiuso 
nella sua cella e che soltanto malvolentieri entra in contatto col pros-
simo è un topos letterario che ha poco a che fare con la realtà”.
In the light of these considerations, a reassessment of the situ-
ation appears a task as appealing as desirable, with scholarship 
becoming more and more engaged with theoretical models 
and comparative approaches in the strategic fields of Coptic 
archaeology and religious studies (Brooks Hedstrom , ; 
Frankfurter ; O’Connell ). The work of classification and 
analytical description conducted at Thebes clearly fits with this 
growing change of paradigm, demonstrating once more the 
strong contribution of an archaeologically-based perspective in 

Fig. 8.4 – The mutual exchange of data in the Places section of the ‘PAThs’ database (© 
PAThs).
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been re-used as churches, basilicas, monasteries, hermitages and 
in general as Christian places that are known for the finding of 
books or have been interpreted as libraries and scriptoria. The 
catalogue will include: a) an analysis of the planimetric relation-
ship between Pharaonic and Christian sacred spaces, with a focus 
– in the case of temples that have been transformed into basilicas 
with their archives and libraries – on the disposition of new struc-
tures compared to the naos of the temple and on the changes 
of internal paths, also by means of claddings and the creation of 
new openings; b) an indication of possible continuities between 
temples’ archives and monastic archives; c) an attentive analysis 
of access roads, of road networks and of maritime and fluvial har-
bours; d) an accurate evaluation of the distances between the 
structures that are the object of the analysis, and the urban cen-
tres, in order to understand the relationships – cultural, devotional 
(such as pilgrimages) and commercial – which intertwine the civil 

raising new questions, stimulating discussion and refining tools 
for the study of both Christianity (in general) and monasticism 
(in particular) as active forces shaping the cultural landscape of 
Byzantine Egypt.

3. Sacri lapides Aegypti. From the scribes of temples to the 
copyists of scriptoria. The transformation of spaces of cult, 
identity and memory from pharaonic and Graeco-Roman 
Egypt to Christian Egypt

3.1 A project on the metamorphosis of the Egyptian religious 
landscape

‘Sacri lapides’ is a new project that is now moving its first steps. 
It aims to analyze and provide documentary evidence concern-
ing the transformation processes of the sacred spaces assigned 
to cult, identity and memory from Pharaonic and Ptolemaic-Ro-
man Egypt to Christian Egypt. Such a task will be accomplished 
through both the topographical-functional analysis and the cre-
ation of an exhaustive digital catalogue of the temples and hea-
then shrines converted into places of Christian worship (basilicas, 
churches, monasteries, hermitages) designated to book produc-
tion and preservation (libraries and scriptoria), besides, obviously, 
the cultural function. 
Thus, ‘Sacri lapides’ could be seen as the theoretical precondition 
as well as the archaeological follow-up inspection of the ERC 
project ‘PAThs’. Like the project ‘PAThs’, ‘Sacri lapides’ has a twofold 
trait (archaeological and historic-philological), but, compared to 
that, it mainly focuses on the architectural and planimetric fea-
tures, by tangibly defining how and where Late Antique Egypt 
was inserting its ‘knowledge places’. 
‘Sacri lapides’ fills a gap, since a complete exploration and a me-
thodical consideration of the processes of physical permutation 
of the sacred Egyptian space is totally lacking. In fact, the scholars 
who study the final period of Egyptian history until now have 
devoted themselves to the ideological-religious phenomena, 
overlooking (apart from some particular cases, which were in any 
case connected to regional ranges) an attentive analysis of the 
archaeological contexts and of the physical spaces. 
By means of a team of Egyptologists and Classical archaeologists, 
whose skills complementarity is an essential requirement for the 
success of the project, the following goals will be achieved: 
) A complete catalogue of temples, but also of chapels and buri-
als, dated to pharaonic and Ptolemaic-Roman ages, which have 

Fig. 8.5 – Coptic graffito showing two crudely painted saints with upraised arms stan-
ding below the text of a prayer; north wall of the entrance corridor of KV 2 (Ramses 
IV), Valley of the Kings. The pharaonic tomb was reused as a chapel dedicated to Saint 
Ammônios and perhaps saint Abraham (© PAThs).
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and religious worlds. ) A catalogue of the items of the temple 
décor bearing traces of reuse in Christian period.
) An annotated survey of the Late-Dynastic devotional inscrip-
tions, exhibiting an overwritten Christian text.
) A survey of the Greek and Coptic literary sources dovetailing 
with the archaeological evidence.
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