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In 2007, the Supreme Council of Antiquities kindly granted a permit to survey and sample
three sites in Dakhleh Oasis in order to deterntiireenature of Christian burial practices in
Dakhleh Oasis. Because of time constraints, it was only possible to work at two of the sites:
the church of Deir Abu Metta and its associated structures and burials, and a small Christian
cemetery at Muzawwaqgaast of Mauhoub; the Christian cemgterear Rashda was not
studied Work commenced on December 27th 2007 and continued until January 5th 2008.

Deir Abu Metta

Work commenced at Deir Abu Metta, a church and associated structures (Plates 1 and 2).
This ste was chosen as it had been surveyed and tested, in brief, by members of the Dakhleh
Oasis Project in 1979 and 1980, and was shown to have four Christian burials located outside
the north wall of the churcfihe intention of the current project was tsttan area within the
church, in front of the apse, to determine whether any burials had been placed there; however,
the collapse from the church walls was too deep and so another area outside the church was
chosen to determine whether there were mores@mi burials, and if so, to record these in
detail. It was also intended to draw a detailed plan of the church andatsated structures
(Figure 1).We commenced by reopening the 1979 test in order to plan the area and then
opened a test trench, 50 eastwest and 3.60 m norbouth, to the immediate east of the
1979 test, at the centre of the nowhll of the church (Figure 2Although human remains

were found in the new test, these had all been disturbed. In two instances, the remains lay in
sard and, therefore, graves couldt be detectedn the area examined, we found some pits

cut in an eastest direction, which is typical of early Christian practices, and these could
once have containeddtbodies (See Plates 3 andApeculiar feature foone of the skeletons

was the presence of lettering written in orange on oneeolfoting bones (Plates 5 and BY.

Klaas Worp examined letters and twbmot make any sense of thehtle concluded that the

first three letters could represent the Greek detienicron pi andlambda The burials on the

north of the church are extremely important for the study of early Christian burial practices. It
was assumed that the tradition of burying the dead within churches or alongside the external
walls of churchesvas not introduced until the fifth century. Excavations in and around the
West Church at nearby Ismantkdharab (ancient Kellis) has shown that this practice was
operating in Dakldh by the late fourth centuryhese burials at Deir Abu Metta, indicateat

the practice was not restricted to Kellis.

The test revealedt deast three building phaseBhe first was a rectangular structure to the
north and pasibly the south of the churcfihe walls of this structure were then cut for the
erection of the chneh. Walls oriented obliquely to the church were identified omtréh and

west of the churchlhese oblique structures seem to pteé the building of the churcA.o

the west there is a large structure on the same alignment as the church and probably



contemporary with itThe building has substantial walls that extend for at leash Iorth
south by 1Im eastwest. Its nature cannot be determined without excavation.

The east section of the test comprised a narrow roorm Wg&le, with a doorway ithe east

wall at he south.The length of the room could not be determined as its walls extended
beyond the north baulk; the walls were traced for a distance @h.285circular feature was

built in the northern section of the room; this was probablpege bin (Figure 2, Plate 4).

In the deposit above the circular feature a corroded cegjogr rod and three sections from

an agrcultural implement were found.he dimensions of the area to the west of this narrow
room could not be determined with @nty as it was cut by a platform associavath the

third building phaseThere is no connecting doorway between the two areas excavated and
the functionof this structure is unknowrA detailed plan of the area tested is presented in
Figure 2 and illusated in Plates 3 and 4).

The potsherds retrieved from the test and from the surface were examined by Colin A. Hope.
They indicate that the church was built in thike dentury and was also operational in tile 5
century.No sherds that could be datedetarlier or hter periods were founéive coins were

found in the excavated test but only two could be identified. Both were struck at the mint of
Antioch: one under the emperor Constans betweein5848nd the other under the emperor
Theodosius | betweeie years 3783 (Plate 5)The metrology of the remainder place them
within the 4h or h centuries.

The only other intact artefacts found were a glass bead and an ostrakon, written on both sides
in Greek (Plate 6)The ostrakon was translated by Dr &aWorp and a copy of his report is
attached. Several sherds from glass vessels were found; these were examined by-Dr Marie
Dominique Nenna. The sherds are fragments from conical lamps, goblets, bottles, a plate and
a small dish. Dr Nenna reported thatytloan be dated from the middle of thia through to

the 8h centuries.

The exposed architectural elements of the church were planned by the Dakhleh Oasis Project
in 1980. It is oriented eastvest and has a tripl@pse flanked by two side roonits internal
dimensions are 24n x 10.35m (Figure 1). The architectural remains of the church are
substantial with all walls welbreserved; the north wall on the west stands16ligh (Plates

1 and 2). All external walls are 1.04 thick. The church is builtrgirely in mudbrick and the

walls were built in sections. The west section of the church is exposed almost to floor level
and from here it can be determined that there is mastaba against the west wall;dinis 38
wide and comprises bricks set on edgehwatmud plastered facelhe impression of a
mastaba was noted against the south wall but this is no long#w. The roof may well have

been constructed of beamisnpressions of such are visible on the central section of the south
wall at a height of lmout 5m from the floor. This section of wall also preserves a window,
some 3m above the floor. One of the entrances seems to have been located in the north wall
in the extreme west, where the emplacements for the timber threshold can be seen. As the
doorwould only have been 8dm wide, it is unlikely that this was the main entrance, which
was probably located in the west wall.



Small cemetery norttwest of Mauhoub

This cemetery is located noretast of the Roman period cemetery of Muzawwaqa and is
associated with a small settlement to its navtst (Plate 9). The intention here was to draw

a plan of the cemetery and open some of the graves, once again to determine Christian burial
practices. The graves are on the west side of a slight slope, dadebmground, some 150
meters east of a well and a small muetk structure.The cemetery was surveyed and
sampled by members of the Dakhleh Oasis Project in 1979. At that time, one grave was
tested. It was oriented eastest.The body in the grave wadaced in an extended position on

its back, with its head to the west; there were no grave goods. This is typical of early Christian
burial practice.

The cemetery consists of 43 discernable pit graves, although some of these might be pits that
were unfinshed and not used for burialhe cemetery may well continue to the south and on

a lov mound to its immediate ea3the majority of the graves were disturbed; this was clear

by the number which had a surface cover of windblown sand and others vaklidinrhan

bones on the surfacA.plan was drawn and it is illustrated in Figure 3.

Work was confind to 9 graves or shallow pit&raves 1 and 6 were intact gravé$ 2vere
disturbed and ckrance of these was abandon@daves 7, 8 and 9 were shallow pitstthad
not been used for bials and were also abandonddl of the graves, and the pits, were cut
into the basal ely and are oriented easest. They are simple pits, without any architectural
features and are just large enough to contain a body; themreoamuedbricks to define the
edge of the grave and no superstructures (Plates 10 and 11).

The intact graves (numbers 1 and 6) revealed that the body had been wrapped (only small
fragments of the textiles were preserved) and was placed on its backy dirgotthe basal

clay at the bottom of the gravEhe heads were to the west; the arms were to the side with the
hands across the pelvic regiohhe grave was thenlléd with crumbled basal claylhe
dimensions of grave 1 are: 2.861 long; 50cm wide atthe east and 46m wide at the west;

the grave is 8Zm de@. The body was skeletonizethe length of the skeleton is 1.2

(from the top of the skull to the tip of the extended toes); it had thick bones and is probably
that of a male. Grave 6 is 1.@6 long, 40cm wide in the west and 4%n at the east. It is 63

cm deep. The occupant is smaller than that in grave 1; the skeleton measurag(fios9

the top of the head tthe toes, which are extende@he héght probably indicates a male.
There vere no objects in either gravéhe bodies were lefh situand the graves refilled and
covered with clean sand. The graves and bodies are illustrated in Figure 4 and Plates 10 and
11.

Although only three intact burials were found (one in 1979), alfazomed to the standard
burial tradition for Christians; that is, a pit grave oriented-e@&stt, no grave goods, burial of

the occupant in a supine position with the arms to the sides, hands usually over the pelvic
region and head to ¢hwest.A collection of surface sherds indicates that the cemetery was
used during theth and 3h centuries.

| am most grateful to the Supreme Council of Antiquities for allowing me to conduct this
project, and to the Islamic Inspectorate, Dakhleh Oasis, and Mme Sarhédr fdalheir
support.



The Greek Ostrakon from Deir Abu Metta

Report by Dr Klaas Worp

Both sides are inscribed in what appears to béhigbth century CE hand; the inner side is
better preserved and more legible. Both sides contain a list of names,ofomhich are
repeated on both sides. There is nothing to indicate the purpose of the list. The outer side
preserves ten names and the inner has nine names.

Names include: Abraam, Apollonios, Ammonios, Eutonios and Sarmates; the names Abraam
and Eutoniosare attested in the prosopography from ttté 3th century CE. It is possible

that Sarmates was a soldier, as his name is followed by an abbreviation *pri ( )* an indicatio

of a military or civil rank. The | i st on the innertionsindbie refe
(between 2 and 6 rations) and that on the outer side refers to rations of wheat; the amounts on
this face are almost illegible.



Figure 2: Plan of tested area at Deir Abu Metta.
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Figure 3: Plan of cemetery near Muzawwaqa

Figure 4: The burials ingraves 1 and 6 at Muzawwaga



Plates 1 and 2General views of Deir Abu Metta



Plate 3: The test excavation at Deir Abu Metta looking west.

Plate 4: The ciralar structure and the location of possible robbed burials north of the church at Deir Abu Metta.



