THMUIS, A ‘NEW LAND’ IN THE EASTERN NILE DELTA
FIRST CANADIAN MISSION AT THMUIS
By : K. Blouin, Th. Faucher, N. Hudson, M. Kenawi, A. Kirby, R. Mairs, G. Marchiori, M. Van Peene

The first Canadian Mission and Thmuis (‘Mission Canadienne de Thmouis’ = MCT) took place from May
14 to June 9, 2013. The 2013 mission’s team included: Katherine Blouin (University of Toronto, historian
and papyrologist, head of mission), Giorgia Marchiori (Italian Egyptian Archaeology Center,
archaeologist), Thomas Faucher (IFAO, archaeologist and numismatist), Rachel Mairs (University of
Reading, archaeologist and papyrologist), Mohamed Kenawi (Alexandria Center for Hellenistic Studies,
ceramist and archaeologist), Nicholas Hudson (University of North Carolina Wilmington, ceramist), Aude
Simony (Université de Poitiers, ceramist), Matthieu Van Peene (independent scholar, architect), A. Kirby
(University of Toronto, historian and archaeologist). The SCA was represented by Mr Mohamed Mostafa
Alshafey, inspector. The MCT is a semi-autonomous mission that takes place within the general
concession and with the persmission of the University of Hawaii’s mission at Tell Timai (R. Littman and
J. Silverstein dirs).

I. The ‘Khoronfich’ (excavation by K.Blouin, G. Marchiori, Th. Faucher, R. Mairs, A. Kirby,
M. Kenawi)
The area selected for investigation is located in the northeastern part of Tell Timai, in the area
called ‘Khoronfich’ by Daressy1 and described by both him and Naville2. It triggered interest
because some clusters of redbrick – including part of an hemicycle – assembled with lime mortar
were protruding from the surface of the ground. In order to determine the real nature of these
structures and document the occupation sequence of this part of the tell as well as its relationship
to the overall urban landscape, we decided to focus our efforts on this area. In total, five units
were opened. Apart from Unit 1, which measured at its maximum extent 20 m X 10 m and was
fashioned in an L-shaped form, all units consisted of square, 5 m X 5 m trenches.
The very poor amount of material finds and the extent and thickness of the stratigraphic features,
which were exclusively made of deposits and modern fills, indicate that the area has already been
investigated. No report of such digs has been published, but the description of the Khoronfich
provided by Daressy in a 1890-manuscript could allude to the very area we excavated : ‘in some
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places, (?) digs were made, and one can see that the walls were 3 to 4-meter high’3. Daressy also
reports how, between 1887 and 1892, most of the redbrick buildings that still stood in the
Khoronfich were subject to looting by local villagers, who reused the bricks in modern
construction.
a. Unit 1 (fig. 1-3)
The L-shape of Unit 1 aimed at including the two neighbouring and most important redbrick
clusters in a single unit. It soon appeared that the two protruding clusters formed part of a same
northwest/southeast structure. The latter, composed of a c. 15-meter long and more than 3-meter
high wall (fig.1), corresponds to a larger apse (fig.2) and to a smaller (fig.3) one, both of which
are connected by a straight wall. The excavations reached the floor level, which in both areas was
made of a coating of plaster on top of a stratum of red bricks standing on a thick layer of silt.
While the floor was intact inside the smaller apse, it was found partially destroyed inside the
large one. Furthermore, a rectangular cut measuring no more than 1.5 meter in length and less
than 1 meter in width was detected alongside part of the foundations of the larger apse.
Part of the lower silt layers located below the foundation level of the larger apse were also
investigated in order to gain an understanding of the previous vocation of the area. Pottery sherds
dating to the late Hellenistic period were recovered and a plaster floor was uncovered beneath
two different layers of silt. The absence of Roman pottery may be a sign levelling, though further
investigation would be needed in order to fully understand the occupational chronology of this
zone.
b. Unit 2 (fig.4)
A second unit (this time of 5 m X 5 m) was opened east of Unit 1, in a zone where another
redbrick cluster was visible from the surface. The cluster in question proved to be a T-shaped
structure that corresponds to the continuation of the one uncovered in Unit 1. Although the
excavation reached a depth of more than 4 meters, the foundation level of the wall could not be
reached before the end of the season.
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c. Unit 3 (fig.5)
Unit 3 is located south of Unit 1. Its delimitation was justified by the presence of another
protrusion of redbricks, whose alignment was architecturally coherent with the structure
unearthed in Units 1 and 2. Yet although it is indeed a wall, it soon appeared to have no relation
to the others : not only is the wall much thinner, but its foundations were reached after less than
half a meter. A plaster floor was also found below the wall’s foundations, but at a level too high
to have any link to the other floors. Furthermore, a glass kiln was individuated and a mud brick
floor consisting of at least 4 visible rows of bricks emerged right below it. These structures,
together with the more numerous material findings found in this unit, clearly state that this area
was occupied in a later period than the structure unearthed in Units 1 and 2. The end of the
excavation season prevented us from gaining a better understanding of this unit.
d. Unit 4 (fig.6)
The opening of Unit 4 aimed at illuminating the overall plan and limits of the building found in
Units 1 and 2. Starting from the preliminary plan made by M. Van Peene (fig.8), an area located
east of Unit 1 and south of Unit 2 was targeted. After the removal of c.3 meters of filling, an
architectural element (a wall or platform?) pertaining to the original structure was found and its
foundations were reached. Given the depth at which it lied, it seems highly probable that it had
been damaged and partially destroyed, possibly for the recollection of bricks.
e. Unit 5 (fig.7)
Following a deep surface cleaning that revealed the northeastward continuation of the wall found
in Unit 2, the opening of a fifth unit took place. This operation revealed that the wall quickly
plunges. Given the severe disturbance the area has encountered, it is possible that, here too, what
seems to be the end of the wall actually corresponds to a heavily destroyed part of the main
structure. This is all the more probable since, although a depth inferior to that of the foundation
levels found in Unit 1 was reached, the foundations of the wall have not yet been found.

II. Architectural study (M. Van Peene; fig.8)
The structure forms a c. 15-meter-long rectangular room. It is prolonged in the northwest by an
apse endowed with a bay in its axis and opens into a small apse in the southwest. The latter was
covered with a vault in cul-de-four. One also notes the presence of a passage in the masonry,
which follows a very light slope from the beginning of the northeast wall to the axial bay. The
function of the latter cannot be determined with any certainty. However, the presence of
calcareous deposits on the surface suggests that it was submitted to water runoffs over a long
period of time. The bricks (21 cm long, 10 cm wide and 5.5 cm thick) and the technique used to
assemble them (i.e. an over abundance of lime mortar forming 3-centimeter-thick joints on
average) indicate a Late Roman dating. The building typology seems to exclude the hypothesis of
a basilica or church, and would rather indicate a structure that belonged to a much larger
ensemble. This is also suggested by the probable continuation of the northeast wall (Units 2 and
5).
III. Ceramological material (M. Kenawi, N. Hudson, A. Simony)
According to preliminary analyses, the amphora sherds found in the thick disturbed layers that
cover the foundation level of the monumental structure in Units 1, 2, 4, and 5 all date to the 6th
and 7th centuries A.D. Confirmation of this dating through an analysis of the remaining pottery,
as well as an examination of findings from Unit 3, will be carried out by A. Simony in Late June
2013.
So far, the most important pottery finds took place in Features 1026-1028. These layers were
located in Unit 1, beneath the foundation level of the larger apse, in what appeared to be
undisturbed contexts :
•

Feature 1026 (Late Hellenistic) : The presence of three rims of AE2 amphorae and
various tablewares allowed a Late Hellenistic dating for this feature (M. Kenawi).

•

Feature 1027 (first half of the 1st century BC) : The latest datable object from this feature
is a base fragment of Eastern Sigillata A (ESA) Atalante form 23, generally dated from
around 100 to 50 BC (N. Hudson).

•

Feature 1028 (Late Hellenistic, likely 1st century BC) : Identifiable pottery consists of six
thickened rim saucers, one of which is a heavy grey ware consistently found in Late

Hellenistic levels at Tell Timai. An example of a terra nigra everted rim bowl was also
present and is consistent with the proposed dates (N. Hudson).
These findings are the first ones to document the occupation of this portion of the site during the
Late Hellenistic period.
IV. Survey (R. Mairs, A. Kirby)
In parallel to the excavations, we carried out an intensive field survey of the adjacent parts of the
tell. Using the grid system established for the 2007 University of Hawaii survey, we selected a
total of 42 10 m x 10 m squares. These were located in the northwestern corners of squares S-Y
13-18. Only 2-3 people were available to carry out the survey, hence the small size of our sample.
A Magellan GPS device was used to locate the squares on the ground, and we collected all
surface pottery. The presence of architectural features and material such as brick and slag was
also noted. Dr. Nicholas Hudson kindly agreed to analyse the pottery for us.
Some squares yielded little or no material. In some places, this was because the surface was
covered by modern rubbish (U17, V16, W14, W15, Y13). In others, remains of prior excavation,
looters’ pits and spoil heaps had created disturbed contexts (S14, S15, S16, T13, T14).
Although the sample was small, several patterns emerged. The northwest (where the remains of
mud brick architecture were visible) yielded the highest density of ceramic finds. These dated
mostly to the Hellenistic and Late Roman periods. Towards the south and east, the material was
more consistently from Late Antiquity. Slags occurred in large quantities in squares W13, W18,
X15, X17, Y16 and Y17, most of which lie in the southeastern part of the survey area. The
remains of fallen pink granite columns were found in U15 and near S18.
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Fig. 1. Unit 1 (southern view)

Fig. 2. Unit 1: Interior of the larger apse (northern view)

Fig. 3. Unit 1: Interior of the smaller apse
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Fig.6. Unit 4 (eastern view)
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Fig.8. Preliminary plan of the main structure (credits: M. Van Peene)

