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Introduction

El-Sheikh Fadl is located approximately 70 km north of el-Minya on the east side 
of the Nile Valley. It is a major necropolis that once served the 17th and 18th Upper 
Egyptian nomes and some of their main cities during the Pharaonic and Graeco-
Roman periods. 1 Because the site has been subject to intensive looting over decades, 
the University of Vienna has been conducting surveys and rescue excavations since 
2014 with the aim to secure valuable archaeological data of this not very well-known 
area. Of particular interest is a series of natural limestone hills locally known as 
Umm Raqaba (ig. 1) where large numbers of rock-cut tomb structures have been 
identiied. During the 2015–2016 seasons archaeological investigations concentrated 
on the upper levels of Area 3, a natural mound rising to over 100 m above sea level 
and overlooking the desert and the much of the valley (ig. 2). To date 12 tombs of 
diferent design and size have been excavated along the north-western part of Area 3 
which were all found to be looted repeatedly until recent times. Nevertheless, due 
to careful excavation and analysis of associated artefacts, it was possible to assign 
occupation phases for these tombs which shed new light on the chronological and 
culture-historical background of the area. Interestingly, however, there is very little 
inscriptional evidence which may assist in elucidating the identity or socio-economic 
position of the individual tomb owners and their chronological placement. It is thus 
almost entirely dependent upon the archaeological evidence that this important 
necropolis can be better understood.

1. For a summary, cf. Köhler forthcoming. he University of Vienna Middle Egypt Project is grateful 
to the Ministry of Antiquities in Egypt for having granted permission to work at the site, and to the 
University of Vienna for having provided the funding to do so. he authors would also like to thank 
S. Marchand (IFAO) for her competent advice on the pottery discussed here. 

Preliminary Observations  

from the Ceramological Studies  

at el-Sheikh Fadl (Middle Egypt)

Eva Christiana Köhler 

Stéphanie Boulet
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In this report, two tombs in Area 3 will be briely presented. Tomb A3 T8 is a 
very large structure hewn horizontally into the rock comprising a forecourt, a hall 
with ten pillars of almost 14 m length, 6.60 m width and up to 2.80 m interior 
height (ig. 3). Beside the fact that some sections of the tomb were left uninished 
and several, probably secondary, burial pits were cut in the loor of this hall, there are 
especially two shafts of up to 8 m depth which lead to a number of burial suites at 
diferent levels (igs. 4–5). he architecture and the few remaining artefacts suggest 
that at least some of the individuals buried here, probably the primary tomb own-
ers, derived from an elite background during the last Egyptian dynasties. However, 
together with the ceramic assemblages identiied, the very large quantities of hu-
man remains recovered from the substructures, which we currently estimate at over 
100 individuals, suggest that this tomb was reused over and over again thus covering 
a long occupation between the Late Period and the Medieval era.

Although much smaller in size, the neighbouring tomb A3 T8A (igs. 6–8) has a 
similar depositional history. It comprises a small forecourt and chapel with a single 
shaft leading to the substructure chambers on all four sides and at diferent levels 
resulting in at least ive separate burial chambers.

The pottery

he ceramic material discovered in tombs A3 T8 and T8A is very fragment-
ed and poorly preserved. Despite the disturbance and resulting heterogeneity of 
the archaeological contexts, four ceramological phases have been identiied to  
date (tab. 1). 

Tomb Phase I Phase II Phase III Phase IV Indeterminate
fragments

Total

T8 25 168 5 7 147 352

T8A 38 63 6 2 52 161

Tab. 1. Ceramics fragments distribution from A3 T8 and T8A (number of diagnostic fragments).

he irst phase corresponds to the end of the Late Period (Phase I). Among the 
closed shapes in Nile clay large storage jars (ig. 9.a) with a thick rim typical of the 
second part of the Late Period have been documented which compare well with 
the ceramic assemblages of the Persian Period and later levels continuing during 
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preliminary observations from the ceramological studies

the 4th century BC at Tell el-Herr. 2 Some elements of vessels with a double rim 
(ig. 9b), 3 bottles with a cylindrical neck covered with red slip (ig. 9c) 4 and few frag-
ments of bottles with a thick burnished red slip (ig. 9d–e) 5 have been also recorded. 
Especially the last piece inds an interesting comparison with the ceramic material 
again of Tell el-Herr, dated from the end of the 5th century BC to the beginning 
of the 4th century BC. 

Among the open shapes in Nile clay are some carinated cups (ig. 9f–g), 6 hemi-
spherical bowls (ig. 9h) 7 and incense burners (ig. 9i). 8 A ring stand speciic of the 
second part of the Late Period has also been noted (ig. 9j). 9

Vessels of Marl clay are very rare and for this phase, only one sherd of a small 
globular jar was found (ig. 9k). Made in ine Marl clay, a comparison can be made 
with the ceramic assemblage I at Tell Timai dated from the mid-5th to the mid-4th 
century BC. 10

he majority of the ceramic evidence relative to this phase seems to be related to 
the 4th century BC. Many comparisons can be made with the pre-Ptolemaic ceramic 
material of Tanis, Tell el-Herr, Hawara and Tebtynis. However, it is important to 
mention that many of these shapes could also be part of the Egyptian tradition 
repertoire continuing until the beginning of the Ptolemaic Period. 11

he second and more representative phase is dated to the Ptolemaic Period 
(Phase II). Many parallels can be made with the ceramic material of Tebtynis 12 and 
Hawara. 13 he ceramic repertoire of this phase is diversiied but still very fragmented.

2. Defernez 2003, pp. 315–316, pl. LXIX, no. 195b.
3. Aston, Aston 2010, pp. 19, 209, pl. 3, ig. 4, no. 38.
4. About this shape and its evolution, see Defernez 2003, pp. 116–129.
5. Defernez forthcoming, pp. 123–124, 187, pl. 5, ig. 28 (TeH P99/167); French, Ghaly 1991, 
p. 122, ig. 108.
6. Aston, Aston 2010, p. 207, pl. 1, nos. 21–23; Defernez 2003, pp. 295–296, pl. LXIV, no. 179; 
French, Ghaly 1991, p. 116, ig. 73; Marchand 1994, pp. 14, 16, pl. 1, no. 7.
7. Defernez 2003, p. 231, pl. XLVI, no. 118; Marchand 2002, p. 258, ig. 7; Marchand 1996, pp. 174, 
177, ig. 7; Aston, Aston 2010, pp. 139, 245, pl. 39, nos. 327–328.
8. Aston 1999, pp. 217–218, pl. 66, no. 1938; p. 250, 253, pl. 79, no. 2181.
9. French, Ghaly 1991, p. 123, ig. 110; Aston, Aston 2010, pp. 35–36, 209, ig. 10, pl. 3, nos. 46, 
47, 49, 51.
10. Hudson 2016, pp. 85, 99, ig. 6.7.
11. Concerning this transition period, see Marchand 2013.
12. Ballet, Poludnikiewicz 2012.
13. Marchand 2009.
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Some shapes which are inluenced by the Hellenistic repertoire have been at-
tested such as the caccabai (ig. 10a) 14 and a few fragments of “marmite à collerette” 
(ig. 10b) 15 made in very ine and sandy Nile clay. 16 Few samples of oinochoe, also 
copies of Hellenistic shapes, have been documented in the tombs T8 and T8A (ig. 10c). 
hese jugs, made in ine Marl clay, are attested in Egypt since the 3rd century BC 
and ind parallels with shapes from Tebtynis 17 and Tell Atrib 18 in levels dated to 
the 2nd century BC. 19

Also other pottery types associated with the Ptolemaic period have been recorded 
such as various jars in ine and coarse Nile clay (ig. 10d–e), 20 perfume vases (ig. 10f) 21 
and bottles in ine Nile clay (ig. 10g–h). 22

In association with this repertoire, some examples of the Egyptian amphora AE2 
have been identiied. 23 Two diferent variants of this amphora family have been noted. 
he irst one (ig. 10i) is characterised by a thick rim and may be related to the older 
variant of this family. he second variant (ig. 10j) presents a thinner and marked 
rim and has somewhat later parallels. 24 Both can be dated to a period between the 
2nd to the 1st century BC. 

Some Marl clay vessels are also attested as imitations of Phoenician amphorae 
in coarse Marl clay (ig. 10k) that become more frequent from the mid-4th century 
BC 25 onwards. For the fragment shown here, comparisons can be made, for example 
with the ceramic assemblages at Tebtynis dated from the 3rd century BC, 26 at Kom 

14. Concerning the caccabai: Ballet, Poludnikiewicz 2012, pp. 76, 261, pl. 23, nos. 250–253.
15. Ballet, Poludnikiewicz 2012, pp. 78, 262, pl. 24, no. 264; Berlin 1998, pp. 84–85, ig. 2.18, 
no. 9; pp. 88–89, ig. 2.20, no. 2.
16. Close to the fabric FVa and FVb at Tebtynis (Ballet, Poludnikiewicz 2012, pp. 12–13).
17. Ballet, Poludnikiewicz 2012, p. 281, pl. 43, no. 383.
18. Poludnikiewicz 1992, p. 97, ig. 3.
19. For other parallels at Karnak, see Masson 2016, pp. 154, 163, ig. 11; Masson 2011, pp. 281, 303, 
igs. 80–81. At Naukratis: Berlin 1998, pp. 124–125, ig. 2.38, no. 20.
20. hese shapes belong to speciic category of vessels known as Egyptian traditional repertoire. hey 
could be dated from the 4th to the 3rd century BC. Marchand 2002; Marchand 2013.
21. Marchand 2009, p. 767, ig. 81.d.
22. Ballet, Poludnikiewicz 2012, p. 291, pl. 53, no. 474; Berlin 1998, pp. 126–127, ig. 2.39, no. 20.
23. About Egyptian amphorae in general, see Dixneuf 2011.
24. Marchand 2009, p. 762, ig. 76b; Ballet, Poludnikiewicz 2012, pp. 178, 323, pl. 85, no. 764; 
Dhennin et al. 2014, p. 62, ig. 3.b; Dixneuf 2011, pp. 93, 313, ig. 68, no. 66.
25. About Egyptian imitations of Phoenician amphorae: Defernez, Marchand 2006, pp. 68–71; 
Dixneuf 2011, pp. 77–78, 304, ig. 50. 
26. Ballet, Poludnikiewicz 2012, pp. 173–174, 320, pl. 82, nos. 740–741. 
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Abou Billou in levels dated back from the end of the 4th century BC to the irst 
quarter of the 3rd century BC 27 and also in the second part of the 4th century BC 
levels at Abou Rawash. 28

Among the ine productions associated with tableware are attested dishes char-
acterized by a rounded and marked rim dated from the middle of the 3rd century to 
the second part of the 2nd century BC (ig. 10l). 29 Many fragments of convex bowls 
in sandy Nile clay have been uncovered (ig. 10m). 30 his shape is very speciic of 
the Greco-Roman Period repertoire in Egypt. Unfortunately, the majority of sherds 
are poorly preserved and cannot be easily associated with a particular period. Some 
modelled bases possibly attached to these cups have been found and may be dated to 
the Ptolemaic Period but unfortunately, no particular surface treatment such as that of 
ine black ware or polished slips has been observed, making a precise dating diicult. 

Parallel to the Egyptian productions, some imported pottery vessels have been 
recorded, including a few sherds of unusual Punic amphorae from Sardinia (ig. 10n). 
hese productions are known at Tebtynis in archaeological levels dated from 2nd 
part of the 3rd century BC to the beginning of the 2nd century BC. 31

A few Roman Period (phase III) wares have been identiied in tombs A3 T8 and 
T8A but they are not numerous in comparison with the two previous phases. In 
addition to rare sherds decorated with grooves on the outer surface, which are spe-
ciic a characteristic of this period, we have noted some specimens of cooking pots 
(ig. 11a) dated to the 2nd century AD, 32 some jars in ine Marl clay (ig. 11b) and 
several convex bowls with a lat base (ig. 11c). 

Finally, the last phase corresponds to the post-Roman Period (phase IV). Examples 
are rare and correspond to a modelled bowl (ig. 12a) and a cooking pot with hori-
zontal and wavy line incised decoration (ig. 12b). It is very diicult to ind parallels 

27. Dhennin et al. 2014, p. 63, ig. 5a.
28. Pichot, Marchand 2016, p. 271, ig. 8.b–c.
29. Ballet 1997, p. 49, pl. 1, ig. 4; Ballet, Poludnikiewicz 2012, pp. 61, 251, pl. 13, no. 169; 
Berlin 1998, pp. 50–51, ig. 2.1; Dhennin et al. 2014, p. 63, ig. 7.a; Hudson 2014, p. 42, igs. 3, II.9.
30. About convex bowls in the Ptolemaic Period, see: Ballet 1997, pp. 48–49, pl. 1, ig. 1; Ballet, 
Poludnikiewicz 2012, pp. 29, 239, pl. 1, no. 10; Berlin 1998, pp. 60–61, ig. 2.6; Hudson 2014, 
p. 42, ig. 3, II.4; Marchand 2009, p. 753, ig. 62.a.
31. Marangou, Marchand 2008, pp. 251, 282, igs. 57–62; Ballet, Poludnikiewicz 2012, p. 313, 
pl. 75, no. 684.
32. Jacquet-Gordon 2012, pp. 149, 359, ig. 149.h (P.336).
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in the ceramological literature but this kind of decoration could be associated with 
a ceramic industry of the Medieval Period. 33 Furthermore, a glazed sherd of a bowl 
has been also discovered in the tomb T8A (ig. 12c). his fragment belongs to the 
sgraiato type dated to the Mamluk period. 34

In addition to the dated pottery, a large part of the ceramic material could not be 
dated yet, which is mainly due to the high level of fragmentation. However, among 
those indeterminate sherds, some pieces of coins made in very coarse Nile clay have 
been observed (ig. 13a–d). We expect that further study and attempts at reconstruc-
tion have the potential to bring more precision about their dating. 

Conclusion

Ceramological studies at el-Sheikh Fadl are still in their early days but the com-
prehensive analysis of pottery from tombs T8 and T8A in Area 3 already allowed for 
identifying four ceramological phases dating from the end of the Late Period to, at 
least, the Medieval Period. At this time, no earlier material has been identiied 35 but, 
of course, our future work promises to produce new data relevant to the occupation 
of this and other parts of the necropolis. 

33. Similar decorations can be found with some Fatimid Period production (Monchamp 2016, p. 162, 
ig. 9.2).
34. Personnal communication of S. Marchand. 
35. One sherd of a New Kingdom beer jar was found in T8 but its poor preservation (severe erosion) 
suggests that it has been deposited on the surface outside the tomb for a long time where it was exposed 
to the climatic elements. his is the only piece with this kind of poor preservation and it is more than 
probable that it does not belong to any occupation phase of these two tombs and that it is intrusive. 
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Figure Tomb Context Description D.
(cm)

H.
(cm)

D.B.
(cm)

9a T8 Locus 51/Stratum 1 Dark brown Nile clay. Coarse. Hard.
Cream slip on the outer surface, 
visible in the inter face of the rim.

24 3 -

9b T8A Locus 6 Red Nile clay with large brown 
core. Coarse. Hard.
Red slip and black residue on the 
outer surface.

24 4,3 -

9c T8A Locus 12/Stratum 1 Brown Nile clay. Coarse. Hard. 
Red slip on the outer surface.

10 1,5 -

9d T8A Locus 6/Stratum 1 Brown-orange Nile clay. Fine. 
Hard. Sandy.
Burnished red slip on the outer 
surface.

6 2,9 -

9e T8A Locus 6/Stratum 3 Light brown to gray Nile clay. 
Hard. 
Burnished red slip on the outer 
surface.

- 4 -

9f T8 Locus 41/Stratum 1 Light brown Nile clay. Coarse. 
Soft.
Wet smoothed.

13 1,9 -

9g T8 Locus 41/Stratum 1 Light brown Nile clay. Coarse. 
Soft.
Wet smoothed.

- 2,4 4,9

9h T8 Locus 52/Stratum 2 Brown-orange Nile clay with a 
pink core. Coarse. Hard.
Wet smoothed.

25 4,2 -

9i T8A Locus 10/Stratum 1 Brown Nile clay with a red core. 
Coarse. Hard. 
Wet smoothed.
Black residue inside. 

9,5 5,1 2,6

9j T8 Locus 46/Stratum 1 Red-orange Nile clay with a red 
core. Coarse. Hard. 
Wet smoothed.

15,5 6,3 15

9k T8A Locus 15/Stratum 1  Light red Marl clay. Fine. Hard. 
White slip on the outer and inner 
surface. 

7 2 -

10a T8A Locus 8/Stratum 2 Dark brown Nile clay with a thin 
light brown core. Fine. Sandy.
Burned red slip on the outer 
surface. 
he inside is partly burned.

12 10,5 -

10b T8 Locus 51/Stratum 1 Brown-orange Nile clay with a red 
core. Fine. Hard. 
Red slip on the outer surface, visible 
in the inner surface of the rim. 

9,5 4,5 -
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Figure Tomb Context Description D.
(cm)

H.
(cm)

D.B.
(cm)

10c T8 Locus 27/Stratum 2 Light red Marl clay. Fine. Dense. 
Hard. 
White slip on the outer surface. 

8 5 -

10d T8 Locus 27/Stratum 2 Brown-red Nile clay with a grey 
core. Fine. Hard. Sandy.
Burned red slip on the outer sur-
face, visible on the inner surface 
of the rim. 

12 5,3 -

10e T8 Locus 27/Stratum 2 Red Nile clay. Coarse.  
Porous. 
Red slip on the outer surface.

12 5 -

10f T8 Locus 27/Stratum 3 Reddish grey to brown Nile clay. 
Fine. Dense. Hard.
Polished red slip on the outer 
surface.

- 4 5,5

10g T8 Locus 33/Stratum 1 Brown-red Nile clay. Coarse. Not 
hard. 
Red slip on the outer surface.

8 2,4 -

10h T8 Locus 34/Stratum 4 Dark brown Nile clay. Fine. Not 
hard. 
Totally burned. 

8 1,5 -

10i T8A Locus 12/Stratum 1 Brown-red Nile clay. Coarse. 
Hard. Sandy. 
hick black resin inside. 

12 3,4 -

10j T8A Locus 12/Stratum 1 Brown-red Nile clay. Coarse. 
Hard. Sandy. 
hick black resin inside.

13 6,1 -

10k T8A Locus 12/Stratum 1 Light green to light red Marl clay. 
Very coarse. Hard. 
Wet smoothed. 

10 2 -

10l T8 Locus 12/Stratum 1 Brown-orange Nile clay  
with a pink grey hard. Coarse. 
Hard. 
Red slip on the outer surface. 

26 3,5 -

10m T8A Locus 20/Stratum 1 Brown-orange Nile clay with a red 
hard. Coarse. Hard. 
Red slip on the outer and inner 
surfaces.

19 - 8

10n T8A Locus 51/Stratum 1 Orange-red imported clay   
from Sardinia. Hard. Dense.  
Fine. 
hick residue in the inner surface, 
visible on the outer surface of the 
rim. 

12 4,5 -
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Figure Tomb Context Description D.
(cm)

H.
(cm)

D.B.
(cm)

11a T8A Locus 12/Stratum 2 Brown-red Nile clay with a grey 
core. Hard. Dense. Fine.
Red slip on the outer surface.

15 3,3 -

11b T8 Locus 52/Stratum 2 Light red Marl clay. Fine. Not 
hard. 
Cream slip in the outer and inner 
surface. 

12 1,9 -

11c T8A Locus 10/Stratum 3 Brown-red Nile clay with a grey-
yellow core.
Fine. Hard. Sandy. 
Wet smoothed. Burned surface. 
Base is string-cut. 

10 5,1 3,4

12a T8 Locus 52/Stratum 1 Black Nile clay. Hard. Not very 
coarse. 
Completely burned. 
Modelled. Not regular. 

c.10 c.5 c.4,7

12b T8 Locus 52/Stratum 2 Brown to dark red Nile clay. Hard. 
Not very coarse.
Completely burned. 
Modelled. Irregular diameter and 
supposed orientation. 
Horizontal and wavy line incised 
decoration. 

12
-

17

c.17 -

12c T8A Locus 15/Stratum 1 Light red Nile clay. Fine. Dense. 
Hard.
Yellow glazed and incised decora-
tion on the inner surface.

- - -

13a T8A Locus 12/Stratum 2 Brown-red Nile clay with a large 
dark grey core. Very coarse. 
Porous.
Coarse wet smoothed.

- 3,9 -

13b T8 Locus 49/Stratum 1 Red-orange Nile clay with a 
large dark grey core. Very coarse. 
Porous.
White wash on the outer surface. 
Coarse red slip on the inner 
surface.

- 9 -

13c T8A Locus 20/Stratum 1 Brown-red Nile clay with a dark 
grey core. Very coarse. Porous.
Coarse wet smoothed.

- 7,3 -

13d T8 Locus 41/Stratum 1 Red Nile clay with a dark grey 
core. Very coarse. Porous.
White wash on the outer surface. 
Coarse red slip on the inner 
surface. 

- 8 -

Tab. 2. Catalogue.
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Fig. 1. Area map of el-Sheikh Fadl (top) and contour map of el-Sheikh Fadl Umm Raqaba (bottom). © UVMEP, 
E.C. Köhler, A. Makovics.

Fig. 2. el-Sheikh Fadl Umm Raqaba Area 3 from north-west. © UVMEP, F. Stangelberger.
42
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Fig. 3. el-Sheikh Fadl Umm Raqaba A3 T8, the main aisle of the superstructure looking east. 
© UVMEP, F. Stangelberger.

Fig. 4. el-Sheikh Fadl Umm Raqaba A3 T8 Shaft 1 substructure lower level looking east towards 
two loculi. © UVMEP, F. Stangelberger.
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Fig. 5. el-Sheikh Fadl Umm Raqaba A3 T8 Shaft 2 irst room of the substructure looking east. 
© UVMEP, E.C. Köhler.

Fig. 6. el-Sheikh Fadl Umm Raqaba A3 T8A superstructure looking east. © UVMEP, F. Stangelberger.

44



sp
ec

im
en

 a
ut

eu
r

preliminary observations from the ceramological studies

Fig. 7. el-Sheikh Fadl Umm 
Raqaba A3 T8A shaft looking 
east with the entrances  
of two burial chambers on top 
of one another. © UVMEP, 
F. Stangelberger.

Fig. 8. el-Sheikh Fadl Umm Raqaba A3 T8A substructure chamber at the lower level looking east 
with limestone sarcophagi in situ. © UVMEP, E.C. Köhler.
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a. ESFU/A3/T8/Locus51/Stratum1_130

c. ESFU/A3/T8A/Locus 12/Stratum 1_70

b. ESFU/A3/T8A/Locus 6_45

e. ESFU/A3/T8A/Locus 6/Stratum3_44

g. ESFU/A3/T8/Locus41/Stratum1_107a

f. ESFU/A3/T8/Locus41/Stratum1_107b h. ESFU/A3/T8/Locus52/Stratum2_156

j. ESFU/A3/T8/Locus 46/Stratum 1_55

i. ESFU/A3/T8A/Locus 10/Stratum 1_1

0 1 5 cm

1/4

k. ESFU/A3/T8A/Locus 15/Stratum 1_22

d. ESFU/A3/T8A/Locus 6/Stratum 1_6

Fig. 9. el-Sheikh Fadl Umm Raqaba A3 T8 and T8A, Phase I: end of the Late Period vessel pro-
ductions. © UVMEP, S. Boulet.
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Fig. 10. el-Sheikh Fadl Umm Raqaba A3 T8 and T8A, Phase II: Ptolemaic Period vessel produc-
tions. © UVMEP, S. Boulet.
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Fig. 11. el-Sheikh Fadl Umm Raqaba A3 T8 and T8A, Phase III: Roman Period vessel productions. 
© UVMEP, S. Boulet.
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c. ESFU/A3/T8A/Locus15/Stratum1

Fig. 12. el-Sheikh Fadl Umm Raqaba A3 T8 and T8A, Phase IV: Post-Roman and Medieval 
Period vessel productions. © UVMEP, S. Boulet.
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Fig. 13. el-Sheikh Fadl Umm Raqaba A3 T8 and T8A, possible ceramic coin fragments.  
© UVMEP, S. Boulet.
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