British Museum Naukratis Project fieldwork report 2019

The Harbour of Naukratis, 'Mistress of Ships'
The British Museum Naukratis Project’s seventh fieldwork season at Kom Ge’if, Egypt
(Beheira MSA site no.100253)
March-April 2019.
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The port of Naukratis was the earliest, and for a period the only, Greek port in Egypt. Established
in the late 7th century BC as a base for Greek (and Cypriot) traders and the port of the royal
Pharaonic city of Sais, it was an important hub for trade and cross-cultural exchange long before
the foundation of Alexandria. Previous fieldwork by Petrie and Gardner (1884—1886: Petrie 1886;
Gardner 1888), Hogarth (1899—1903: Hogarth et al. 1899, 1905) and Coulson and Leonard (1977-
1983: Coulson 1996, Leonard 1997, 2001) concentrated on the central areas of the town, and
further research is clearly required to fully understand this very important archaeological site. The
British Museum had carried out six previous seasons at the site (October 2012, April 2013, April—
May 2014, April-May 2015, May 2016 and October 2018), which encompassed geophysical
prospection, the creation of a topographic survey map using GPS technology, surface pottery
collection, excavation and geological work with a hand auger.

For the seventh season, over three weeks in March — April 2019, the British Museum sent
field director Dr Ross Thomas, who was assisted by Dr Aurélia Masson-Berghoff (British
Museum), Dr Jeffrey Spencer (formerly British Museum), Dr Penny Wilson (Durham University),
Dr Louise Bertini (American Research Center in Egypt), Dr Giorgos Bourogiannis (Hellenic
Research Foundation and Institute of Historical Research IHR), Dr Claire Malleson (Beirut
University), Camille Acosta (UCLA) and Ms Eleanor Maw (Cambridge University).This season
was only possible because of the generous support of the Honor Frost Foundation. The work is part
of the wider British Museum research project ‘Naukratis: Greeks in Egypt’, which examines
ancient Naukratis in the context of Greek-Egyptian relations (cf. Villing et al. 2013-2019).

We planned during the seventh season to concentrate excavation in three areas: 1) the area
of Greek sanctuaries in the northern part of the settlement; 2) the river front to the west of the site;
and 3) the ‘South Mound’ in the south-western corner of sanctuary of Amun Ra (‘Great
Temenos’). We also undertook geophysical prospection using a fluxgate magnetometry. Artefacts,
faunal remains and botanical samples were also studied during the season.

The main objectives of the seventh season concerning these three areas (from south to
north) were to:

. undertake a programme of geophysical investigation and excavation in the Greek
sanctuary area, with the aim to investigate structures within the eastern part of the Hellenion,
following on from work begun in 2018; to locate the temenos wall of the Dioskouroi sanctuary just
to the west of the Hellenion; and to examine any features that might be revealed by the
magnetometry prospection.

. continue to excavate the earliest river bank deposits in the western part of the settlement
(reached in 2018), so as to broaden our knowledge not just of the artefactual, but also of the
archaeobotanical and zooarchaeological assemblage of Naukratis (studied by Claire Malleson and
Louise Bertini, respectively), as well as to better understand the earliest phases of the settlement
and the trading relationship between Naukratis and the Mediterranean world.

. excavate in the area of the ‘South Mound’ to find further evidence of the internal and
external edges of the Great Temenos wall (parts of which were excavated in 2016), and to locate
and understand structures preserved within the sanctuary precinct.

. instruct MSA inspectors (4bd Elhalim Abd Elhamid Abd Elhalim Mohammed, Ahmed
Saied Ahmed Elfeky, Marwa Abd Elhady Abd Elazim Hegazy, Tahany Mohammed Ismail El
Bagoury, Mona Gomaa Ali Khalifa) in the use of the survey equipment, excavation supervising,
recording and finds processing.

All trenches, structures, features, and spot finds were located on the local grid established in
previous seasons (using two RTK GPS units), using a total station, provided by Penny Wilson



(Durham University). This ensures that all survey data are fully geo-referenced and facilitates the
incorporation of other survey methodologies into a real-world co-ordinate system. All previous
work at Naukratis uncovered during the archival research undertaken by the British Museum’s
Naukratis project was integrated into the local grid in ArcGIS, used onsite, allowing our selection

of trench areas to be informed by the integrated stratigraphic and plan data (when recorded) of the
excavations by Petrie, Gardner, Hogarth, Leonard and Coulson. In this way we were able to predict
the location of structures and specific phases of occupation on the site. This season also revealed
structures previously recorded by both Petrie and Hogarth, enabling us to improve the accuracy of
our locating of the old excavation maps of Petrie and Hogarth and to precisely align our levels with
theirs.
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Figure 1. Google earth image of Kom Gei’f with magnetometry results from 2012-2019 seasons.
The location of 2019 trenches marked in red, with Trenches 18, 21, 22, and 23 in the north lake
area (top right inset) and Trenches S6E, S10, S11, S12, S13, S14, and S15 to the south (bottom
right inset).

1. Magnetometry

The Naukratis project used a type of magnetometer called a ‘fluxgate gradiometer’ to conduct a
geophysical survey within an area of the site controlled by the MSA, that is in the deep depression
that was created by the excavations of sebakhin and archaeologists in the late 19th and early 20th
century. This depression, which had subsequently filled with water, had been largely drained just
before our fieldwork project began, but parts of it had not been dry enough to survey until this
year. The fluxgate gradiometer has proved most successful on sedimentary geology (such as the
Nile Delta) in locating sub-surface archaeological structures and features. It works by measuring
minor changes in the earth’s magnetic field, facilitating the detection of many different types of
archaeological features including kilns, hearths, ovens, ditches, pits and walls or where
anthropogenic deposits have been used to infill pits, postholes or other features. However, the
results of a magnetometry survey can be adversely affected by areas of modern disturbance and the
presence of ferrous material. This was also the case this season, with the redeposition of pottery
and brick fragments from the old excavations strewn across the site as mounds or the fills of pits.
The technique is relatively quick, making it the most efficient way of surveying large open areas



such as the flat and now dry (former) lake. The equipment used was a Bartington Grad601-2 Dual
Array Twin Fluxgate Gradiometers instrument. Readings were taken at 0.25m intervals along
traverses every 0.5m within the 30 x 30m grids, providing a high-resolution survey for detecting
potential archaeological remains. A resolution of 0.1 Nano-tesla (nT) was used for each instrument,
with all traverses walked in a zig-zag fashion. The data were recorded using a Grad-01 data logger.
At the end of each day data were downloaded from the instrument using GRAD601 programme.
The data was processed using the programme Snuffler. The results were then checked to see if any
grids needed re-doing and to identify archaeological traces to inform the selection of other areas to
work. MSA inspectors were shown how to set up and use the equipment. They were also shown
preliminary results and explained the principal features of the instrumentation. The map included
here (Figure 1) shows this season’s results alongside those of previous seasons. A number of
features can be seen within the results that relate to Late Period, Ptolemaic and Roman buildings,
as well as disturbance by excavation activity. Detailed post-processing work will be undertaken
using Geoplot 3.0 software, to remove any environmental disturbances or variations produced in
the course of the survey, and because further work is required to process the results and to interpret
them thoroughly.

2. Excavations in the North

Excavations in 2019 focused on a small area in the north of the dried-up lake (Figures 1-3). The
objective was to complement the excavations, undertaken in 2014-2016, of parts of the western
side of the Hellenion and adjacent Dioskouroi sanctuaries (Trenches 1, 2, 3,4, 5,6, 7,9, 10, 11, 12
and trench 15) and the eastern side of the Hellenion undertaken in 2018 (Trenches 16, 17 and 19).
Three new trenches (21, 22 and 23) were opened.

Trench 21, supervised by Eleanor Maw, was opened in the area of the Dioskouroi
sanctuary, immediately to the west of the Hellenion. It was set up as an area 7m by 4m, including
an extension at the west end. There we discovered a large mudbrick wall, running east to west ,
presumably the temenos wall defining the northern limit of the Dioskouroi sanctuary (Figure 2).
The wall was abutted by a mud fill, creating a platform. Under the wall were found Late Period
Egyptian Nile C sherds from jars and cooking pots. The top of the wall was cut by three trenches,
perhaps dug by sebakhin or the archaeological work of Petrie or Hogarth. Within the pit fills were
found many pottery sherds of all periods, and two well preserved Egyptian figurines dating to the
5% or 4™ century BC (see below).
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Figure 2. Trench 21. View looking north showing the likely 6 century BC northern temenos wall
of Dioskouroi sanctuary. Note the likely 19™ century deep cut in the section to the right.



Trench 22, supervised by Aurélia Masson-Berghoff, was set up as an area Sm by 4m over a
circular magnetic anomaly found during magnetometry undertaken in previous seasons
immediately inside the temenos (boundary) wall of the Hellenion. It became immediately clear
that, under just 10 to 20cm of disturbed material with pottery presumably from Hogarth’s
excavations in the area, four walls and a well were present within this trench (Figure 3). They can
probably be interpreted as the eastern temenos wall of the Hellenion and three internal walls. All
were built directly over the basal mud (virgin alluvial soil), and a series of rubble fills were then
placed within the ‘room’ to raise the ground. These contained Late Period Egyptian and a Chian
sherd dating to the end of the 7™ or beginning of the 6™ century BC. The fill of the room was dug
into in the 4™ century BC, and a well made from fired bricks was installed. The cut for the
construction of the well was filled with fragments of pottery (mainly water jugs, but also
amphorae) and other objects, some clearly of a ritual function, including parts of a terracotta
figurine, a faience New Year’s Flask, a sanctuary lamp, a Cypriot mortarium with a Cypro-sylabic
inscription, and miniature vessels that had been ritually damaged by piercing a hole through them).
It is possible that the 4™ century BC well was a re-digging of an older well, although residual
(earlier) finds were rare within this deposit. The well was filled with material of the early
Hellenistic period, suggesting a relatively limited period of use in this phase. Roman pottery was
only found in the top deposits.

Figure 3. Trench 22. View looking south showing 4" century BC well and well cut within the
earlier c.600BC room within the Hellenion.

Trench 23 was placed over a linear north-south aligned magnetic signature discovered during this
season’s magnetometry survey. The anomaly was located between the Dioskouroi and Apollo
sanctuaries, in the middle of a large, seemingly open square area (apparently mostly devoid of
buildings) surrounded by signals we interpreted as indicative of walls (possibly the temenos wall of
a sanctuary?). An area of Sm by 2m was set out for excavation, supervised by Penny Wilson. The
stratigraphy comprised light brown earth with a salty crust of up to 15 cm depth (N19.23.01),
followed by a grey-blue soft silty mud (N19.23.02 deposited when this area was a lake) 40-60cm
thick. Beneath the lake deposit was a loose black soil containing large quantities of pottery from all
periods of the site (N19.23.03) up to 30cm thick. This was thicker where the magnetometry signal
was strongest. The pottery sat on a dense clay-slit mud brown-pink on the surface and dark brown
underneath. It was devoid of finds and represents the virgin soil or basal mud on which Naukratis
was built. Clearly the sebakhin had mined out any structures in this area, although other features
visible in the magnetometry may yet represent surviving structures.

3. Excavations in the North-West




In the (north-) western part of the site, at the western edge of the (mostly) dried-up ‘lake’ area,
Trench 18 (5Sm x 1m) had been opened and excavated down to ¢.600BC deposits in 2018. It was
reopened in 2019 to excavate further deposits, to yield further material for artefact studies, faunal
and archaeobotanical investigations as well as to allow us to better understand the earliest phases
of Naukratis down to virgin soil. Work was supervised by Eleanor Maw. Basal mud was reached,
and a sequence of late 7™ and early 6™ century BC material was found, including trade amphorae
from Cyprus, Chios, Klazomenai, Miletos, South Ionia, Lesbos and Corinth; fine-wares from the
East Greek world, notably Ionia (Chios, Miletos and Samos) and some from Athens; as well as
locally-made Cypriot and Greek-style vessels in Egyptian clay. Domestic pottery was rare, as were
local Nile silt Egyptian style vessels. The preliminary impression gained from Louise Bertini’s
work on the faunal assemblage is that sheep/goat dominated in Trench 18, although pig and fish
were also common in this area. Underneath the sterile soil of the basal mud, a thin deposit of
ceramic fragments made from organic Nile silt (very eroded and rounded) and carbonised wood
remains were found, suggesting a modest domestic settlement could have existed here before
Naukratis, although tis needs to be investigated further before any firm conclusions can be drawn.

Archaeobotanical samples were taken from Trench 18, and in addition from a small 1m by
1m trench, Trench 20, so as to broaden the chronological range of samples for archaeobotanical
investigation to the period between c. 300BC and c. 400BC. The preliminary assessment of the
botanical assemblage by Claire Malleson shows an abundance of grape seeds, but also numerous
olive and fig seeds. Fragments of imported wood (pine) may have come from the planks of ancient
ships. There is also archaeobotanical evidence for other imports and for the agricultural and
botanical landscape of ancient Naukratis in general, including weeds and the periodic overgrowing
of the riverbank by reeds. Permission from the MSA Permanent Committee was granted for the
transport of the botanical samples to the IFAO in Cairo for Claire Malleson to further study the
samples in lab conditions (coordinated by Dr Ashraf Najah from the MSA).

4. Excavations in the South

Excavations on the ‘South Mound’ revealed structures in the south-western corner of the Egyptian
sanctuary of Amun Ra, the so-called ‘Great Temenos’. Excavations undertaken in 2013, 2016 and
2018 (Trenches S1, S2, S 3, S4, S5, S6, S7, S8, S9), complemented by magnetometry undertaken
in 2016, had revealed parts of the surviving temenos wall and a large casemate structure, probably
built by Psamtik I (see discussion of parallels at Tell Dafana and Tell el-Balamun, in Leclére and
Spencer 2014, 14-15; Spencer 2009).

In 2019 Jeff Spencer focussed on locating further remains of the inner and outer face of
the temenos wall in this corner, opening a series of small new trenches (S10, S12, S13, S14 and
S15) and reopening old trenches (S18.8 and S16.6). Trench S8 was reopened and the Late Period
casemate room fill sampled for archaeobotanical remains. It was found to be devoid of material.
Trench S10 was excavated to the west of the South Mound with the aim to locate the western wall
of the Temenos; the fact that it could not be found suggests that it probably remains hidden
underneath the modern road. Instead, Ptolemaic deposits were uncovered here, probably abutting
the inside of this wall. The southern face of the Temenos wall was uncovered in Trench S12 and
Trench S13. This work also revealed the end of part of a panel of the wall which was thicker near
the corner, a feature commonly observed in Saite period walls). South of the temenos wall
mudbrick houses and Ptolemaic deposits were discovered. The northern face of this wall was
discovered in Trench S15. To the west Trench S6, first excavated in 2016, was reopened (Trench
S6E), and both the north and southern faces of the Temenos wall were discovered here (Figure 4).
Nearby the outer face was exposed in Trench S14, where it was abutted by later mudbrick
buildings. The results from this season mean that we can now confidently trace the location of the
Late Period temenos wall which passes east west in this corner of the sanctuary. We have also
identified a series of Ptolemaic fills against this wall, and found abutting Ptolemaic period houses
(that were probably also occupied during the Roman period) against both the inner and outer
surfaces of the Temenos wall. The material from this area was dominated by Ptolemaic pottery,
mostly locally made red slipped wares of the 2" and 1! centuries BC. The few imports comprise
fragments of Rhodian and Knidian amphorae with only two residual 6™ century BC Athenian
sherds.
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Figure 4. Trenches S6E and S14, view looking south.

Penny Wilson supervised the excavations of a 10m by 5m trench (S11), set out on top of
the South Mound towards its northern edge. The tall section of earth visible in the slope of the
mound just the north of the Trench shows a thick mass of mud and sandy bricks in pan-bedded
layers, suggesting a substantial building existed in this area (Figure 5); it is, however, obscured on
the top of the mound by numerous grave cuts of Byzantine, or more likely later, date, which
emerged across the Trench. The stratigraphy the Trench comprised modern rubbish and loose earth
(context S19.11.1) over a loose brown soil (context S19.11.4) which was over a compact context
S19.11.7, thought to be a mudbrick structure. A series of graves (contexts S19.11.2 and 3) were
uncovered under the loose earth in the western half of the Trench. In the eastern half, east—west
aligned rectangular grave cuts (1-1.54m by 0.51-0.66m) through context S19.11.4 were
distinguished (contexts S19.11.5A —E; S19.11.6F — K). Mudbrick, fired brick, mortar and limestone
were used in the construction of some of the tombs. The trench was extended a further 2.5 by 2.5m
to the west to investigate a putative wall (context S19.11.7), but this was also hampered by further
grave cuts in this area. While ancient structures are clearly preserved beneath c.0.20m of modern
rubbish, access to these structures is prevented by a crowded grave yard. The pottery on the surface
was mixed comprising rare modern pottery and abundant Ptolemaic and Roman pottery (of the 2™
century BC to 1% century AD) from the structure that the graves were cut into. The latest pottery
from the grave fills dates to the Byzantine period, including distinctive LR1 Cypriot/Cilician
amphora sherds. As the graves were of Byzantine or later date, no tombs were opened and the area
was backfilled.
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Figre 5. Trench S11, view looking south towards the grave cuts on top of the ‘South Mound’.
Note the mudbrick walls visible in the steep slope of the hill, likely belonging to a Ptolemaic
building.

5. Pottery and small finds

Pottery and small finds were recovered from all trenches, with the majority coming from the river
front (trench 18) and the Hellenion well (trench 22). All indicator sherds (rims, bases, handles)
were identified and quantified. All body sherds were also quantified from stratified ancient
deposits before being returned to the site. Thousands of sherds were identified and quantified on
site (and left there), whilst ¢.420 significant pieces were retained for further study, photography
and drawing by the finds team (Camille Acosta and Giorgos Bourogiannis assisted by the rest of
the team).

In the north the recovered material comes from four very different types of context:
disturbed, late 7™ to early 6™ century BC, 4™ century BC and Ptolemaic. Firstly, the pottery from
the surface included material redeposited by the activity of the sebakhin, early excavations by
Petrie and Hogarth, as well as more recent dumps. This included some 7th to 5th century BC
material, but, like last season, consisted predominantly of 4th century BC to 7th century AD
objects, with some modern material also. This re-deposited mixed material was found in large
quantities in trenches S21 and S23.

The lowest levels of the well contained few un-diagnostic sherds of the late 7™ or early 6™
century BC, as was also found underneath the wall in trench 21. Numerous well preserved sherds
of ¢.610-550 BC. date were found on the lowest levels of the river bank in trench 18. Whilst
abundant Chian, Klazomenian, Milesian and other South Ionian pottery (with some Attic, Lesbian,
North Ionian and Corinthian also represented) were found, perhaps the most interesting discovery
was the presence of both Cypriot fine-wares and local copies of Cypriot forms.

The cut for the construction of the well and the lowest fills of the well dated to the 4"
century BC. The material comprised many early and mid-4" century BC local jugs and imported
amphorae (from Chios, Rhodes, Kos, Samos, elsewhere in East Greece, Thasos, the Northern
Aegean, and Corinth) as well as large volumes of local organic Nile silt basins (and possibly
fragments from an earlier well construction). Fine wares were rare, but included fragments of Attic
black glaze bowls, plates and a red figure lekythos of the 4™ century BC, as well as local versions
of Greek fine wares and a few imported and local versions of Greek cooking pots. This deposit also
contained interesting ritual or votive objects (Figures 6 — 7) such as a fragment of a sanctuary lamp
and pottery models including one of a North Aegean amphorae (ritually killed with a small hole cut
into the base), as well as a fragment of a Cypriot mortarium with a Cypro-syllabic inscription
(although this last artefact may not necessarily be a ritual object). Typically Egyptian objects
(Figure 6) associated with inundation festivities were also found, including a fine faience New-
Year’s Flask and a phallic terracotta figurine (two further contemporary phallic Harpocrates figures
were found within the disturbed layers in Trench 21). An Egyptian weight was also found by the
well.

The ‘South Mound’ produced a limited range of Ptolemaic cooking and tableware forms,
all locally produced, with many local and Alexandrian, as well as a few imported Rhodian and



Knidian amphorae. A few residual Saite coarse-ware storage vessels were found including many
basins.

Of the over 420 catalogued pieces kept for future study, the most significant c. 20 finds
were registered with the MSA. All finds kept for further study were washed, labelled,
photographed, bagged with labels and boxed for storage.
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Figure 6. Egyptian Late Period objects from the 2019 season, comprising fragments of a 6 or 5
century BC New Year’s Flask (N19.22.19.1), three 4™ century BC phallic figurines of Harpocrates
or his cultists (N19.21.3.43; N19.21.3.39; N19.22.15.27), and an Egyptian stone dome weight
(N19.22.18.12).

Figure 7. Greek and Cypriot 4™ century BC ceramics from the 2019 season, comprising fragments
of a red figure lekythos (N19.22.20.10), a Greek sanctuary lamp made of local Nile silt
(N19.22.20.11), a local Nile silt model of a North Aegean amphora (N19.22.20.17), and a fragment
from the base of a Cypriot mortarium with a Cypro-syllabic inscription (N19.22.15.10).

Summary

The 2019 season produced significant new data on the layout of ancient Naukratis as well as
important stratigraphic, dating and topographic evidence for its earliest phases. Excavations in the
northern part of the site gave valuable insights into the construction technique of the temenos wall
of the Dioskouroi sanctuary and uncovered a well within the Hellenion that was used during the 4™
century BC, and possibly earlier. Excavations on the riverfront revealed further material from the
earliest levels of Naukratis. This muddy bank produced a range of Greek, Cypriot and Egyptian
objects from the end of the 7™ and the early 6™ centuries BC, including (for the first time) evidence
of locally made Cypriot vessels alongside imported Cypriot fine-wares. The ongoing study of these
finds is expected to provide further crucial information on the settlement’s role as the main
Egyptian port for Mediterranean trade at the point of its founding. Excavations in the sanctuary of
Amun-Ra revealed large sections of the temenos wall still extant as well as traces of numerous
mud-brick houses both inside the sanctuary and to the south of it.

The help of the proficient MSA inspectors from Beheira Inspectorate in Damanhur (Abd
Elhalim Abd Elhamid Abd Elhalim Mohammed, Ahmed Saied Ahmed Elfeky, Marwa Abd Elhady
Abd Elazim Hegazy, Tahany Mohammed Ismail El Bagoury, and Mona Gomaa Ali Khalifa), the
guards at the site in Kom Ge’if, and the assistance of the local people around Naukratis,
contributed greatly to the success of this season. The wealth of data gathered now requires careful
processing over the following months before results can be published. Reports on the fieldwork are
updated regularly on the freely accessible Project webpage,
(http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/research_projects/all current projects/naukratis the gree
ks_in_egypt.aspx).

Dr Ross Thomas
The British Museum
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