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AN ENIGMATIC SITE NEAR DEBABIYA: DESERT AND NILOTIC INTERCONNECTIONS

DURING THE LATE ROMAN PERIOD
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Yale University

ince 2008, the Moalla Survey Project (MSP)' has
S conducted archacological survey on the east bank of the

Nile in an area approximately thirty kilometers in length,
extending from Debabiya in the north to ed-Deir in the south, and
centered on the necropolis of Moalla.* In the northern portion of
the concession area, in December 2010, the MSP discovered an
extensive late Roman/Byzantine site (M10-11/S1) within a wadi
(Wadi Schech Nassr) cutting roughly northeast-southwest
through the high desert behind el-Moalla.? Other than the large
site M10-11/S1, the only other sites within this wadi are a rock art
concentration to the south and two small scatters of
Predynastic/Early Dynastic sherds.*

Within a .75 kilometer stretch of the Wadi Schech Nassr are
several concentrations of dry-stone structures, situated along the
lower slopes of the sides of the wadi, with a few simple structures
built in the wadi bottom. The 104 structures at M10-11/S1
(including 8 possible ring-cairn tombs) are the most prominent
feature of the site (Figure 1). Each building is constructed of
locally available stone (Figure 2) and many of the structures are
situated around large boulders, which are incorporated into the
walls of the building’ The walls of the structures were originally
one to two meters in height, a perishable material —wood, cloth,
or leather—probably serving to roof the structures.®

Five different building types can be identified at the site.”
Type L II, and III buildings have one, two and three enclosed
spaces respectively, while Type IV buildings have more than three
enclosed spaces. Types III and IV at M10-11/S1 show a diversity
of ground-plans similar to those present at Hitan Rayan and Bir
Minayh; thus far, all of the buildings appear to represent a single
phase of construction, rather than the transformation of simpler
ground plans into more complex structures. Type V buildings
contain enclosed spaces connected by a central natural boulder.

Ceramic remains at M10-11/S1 provide a means to date the
settlement; the ceramic corpus appears to represent a single period
and—based on parallel sites—to be contemporancous with the
architectural remains (Figure 3). The predominant pottery forms
at the site are amphorae; surface collection in a 4m x 4m square
(south of Structure A-2), revealed that 82 percent of such sherds

belonged to the fine silt Late Roman Amphora Type 7, with the

remaining 18 percent of amphorae sherds from the region of
Aswan. The former amphora type begins to be produced during
the late fourth century and continues through the cighth century
CE. One painted, handled jar with swag decoration in black and
cream paint is an example of painted decoration in late
Roman/Byzantine wares.® The fine wares and cooking pots from
M10-11/S1 further support a date in the fifth through the carly
seventh centuries CE. The ceramics at M10-11/S1 closely parallel
those of several Eastern Desert sites that also provide architectural
parallels, further enhancing the relationship between M10-11/S1
and the five “enigmatic” sites of the Eastern Desert,” along with a
site in Wadi Minayh."

At least fifteen sites have comparable architecture to M10-
11/S1, and all of the surveyed sites (about half of those identified)
have similar ceramics.!’ All of the sites contain groups of buildings
scattered across the lower portions of wadis without an obvious
pattern of distribution. While the function of these sites remains
enigmatic, one can characterize their multiplicity and geographic
range as a widespread Eastern Desert phenomenon of the Late
Roman/Byzantine period. Geographically, the Eastern Desert
sites divide roughly into three zones: those north of the Wadi
Hammamat (e.g. Wadi Umm Diqal,'* Umm Howitat al-Bahri,"
Bir Waseef,'¥ Bir Gadami," and Bir an-Nakhil'®), those between
the Wadi Hammamart and the route linking Edfu with Marsa
Nakari (e.g. al-Garayat, Bir Minayh,"” and Bir Handosi), and those
sites south of that route and extending to the region of Berenike
(e.g. Umm Mureer, Umm Arba’een,’® Wadi al-Alam,"” Umm
Heiran,® Nugrus West,?! Qaria Mustafa Amr Gamaa®? and Hitan
Rayan®). The sites range from immediately east of Debabiya to a
north-south row of such sites beginning near Mons Claudianus
and continuing south to Berenike.

In terms of historical context, the occupation of M10-11/S1
and the other “enigmatic” sites (middle of the fifth to the middle
of the seventh centuries CE) corresponds to the centuries between
a military set-back for the Blemmyes and the Arab conquest. The
identification of these sites as “Blemmye settlements” is thus one
hypothesis to consider.?® Throughout the fourth and fifth
centuries, and probably beyond, a population of Blemmyes may
have inhabited the Eastern Desert. Papyrus documents provide
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Figure 1: Overall plan of the structures at M10-11/S1; contour lines are at Sm intervals (plan by Alberto Urcia)
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evidence for a group of Blemmyes settled on an island near
Gebelein;® whether this settlement of Blemmyes or any other

population of Blemmyes has a connection with the scttlement at
M10-11/S1 is uncertain.®
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Figure 2: View (looking west) of structure A-1at M10-11/S1

Monastic communities offer another potential function for
these types of sites.”” However, with the exception of one structure
with a possible “apse” from Umm Howeitat Bahri,® no
architectural forms at M10-11/S1 or any of the parallel Eastern
Desert sites reveal overt Christian features, and no structure
appears sufficiently large to be classified in any way as a “public” or
“communal” building, Nevertheless, the site of Bir an-Nakhil has
been identified as a monastic settlement,” and the Wadi Umm
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