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At the Congress in Copenhagen in 1992, Claudio Gallazzi raised an alarm about the threats to 
archaeological sites in Egypt and the consequent risk to whatever papyri remain buried in 
their ruins. At the Geneva congress of 2010, he provided an update, no more encouraging 
than the earlier paper.1 The past quarter-century has seen an increase in the number of 
archaeological missions on Greco-Roman sites, but a movement by the AIP to encourage 
more such projects after 2010 was thwarted by the instability following the Egyptian 
revolution of 2011.2 The compelling points Gallazzi raised go far beyond papyrology and 
papyri and affect the entire archaeological and textual record of Egypt.  
Recent years have only intensified the degradation of archaeological sites. Some of the 
reasons are natural: changes in the climate, with rainfall even in the desert. Others are less 
natural, including a loss of control by the central authorities of parts of the country.3 The 
spread of settlements, cemeteries, and farmland into archaeological areas has accelerated; at 
the same time, the looting of sites, thefts, and vandalism in museums and magazines have 
drawn attention to the vulnerability of cultural heritage in Egypt.4 It is not too much to speak 
of a state of emergency.  
This is not the first time Egypt has faced such a threat of irremediable harm to large parts of 
its cultural patrimony from otherwise beneficial development; the nineteenth century offers a 
parallel.5 That was, of course, also the century of great discoveries, papyrological as well as 
archaeological, both by the sebbakhin and by archaeologists, Egyptologists, and 
papyrologists working in a near-constant state of emergency to keep up with the threats from 
clandestine digging and the spread of agriculture. Today the situation is eerily similar: still, 
despite the extensive excavation and conservation of sites carried out for scientific purposes, 
Egypt lacks any real preventive archaeological policy to support and manage salvage 
archaeology so as to at least document remains before they are destroyed by development. In 
Europe, emergency intervention is managed by state institutions but largely carried out by 
private contractors. In Egypt, it is the local inspectorates that have to carry this burden, often 
without the means and competence to intervene adequately. Economic development is still a 
dominant force as in the nineteenth century; there has never been a national and international 
debate on archaeological ethics,6 nor on archaeological professionalism,7 nor yet on the 

                                                
1 Gallazzi (1994) 131-135; Gallazzi (2012) 272-282. 
2 Bagnall / Davoli (2011) 103-157. 
3 Gallazzi in 2010 recorded a decrease of illegal excavations, but after 2011 this trend was reversed and 
archaeological work became less safe: Gallazzi (2012) 276-277.  
4 Hanna (2013) 371-375; Ikram / Hanna (2013) 33-47. 
5 Cf. at least Davoli (2015) 87-112. 
6 Beaudry (2009) 17-29. 
7 These issues have provided the impetus for the creation of an NGO based in Great Britain called Egyptian 
Cultural Heritage Organization, by Fekry Hassan and G.J. Tassie (http://www.e-c-h-o.org/) that operated at least 
by 2012. One of the main aims of the ECHO was to prepare a list of archaeological sites to be protected. 
However this is not a real solution: first there needs to be an internal debate and a real renewal of the concept of 
Cultural Heritage and management in Egypt. Cf. Tassie / Owens (2010). 
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possibility that a private sector in archaeology might employ Egypt’s many archaeological 
graduates.  
These weaknesses carry great risks for the archaeological patrimony, particularly in a time of 
continued demographic growth, economic crisis, and unsustainable social inequality.8 The 
ministry lacks the resources to counter this situation effectively on the ground, except for 
some cases of rescue archaeology in urban centers. And these are possible only where foreign 
missions have permanent full-year national installations to serve as a base of operations, as, 
for example, with the Swiss Archaeological Institute in Aswan or the CEAlex in Alexandria. 
But these institutions remain guests of Egypt and subject to national and local laws, which are 
not always appropriate or enlightened from an archaeological point of view.  
Nor do local and foreign archaeological missions always observe the scientific standards 
considered necessary in western countries; these have come into use in Egypt only recently, 
and far from universally.9 And the impossibility or great difficulty of carrying out analyses of 
samples with advanced technologies in specialized laboratories greatly limits the range of 
scientific investigation; what is obligatory today outside Egypt is in Egypt impossible. But 
those barriers do not prevent the use of the stratigraphic method, the usefulness of which has 
been demonstrated by decades of use in Europe.10 This is, however, a complex and slow 
method, which demands the presence of specialized personnel and the extensive collection of 
data during the excavation, which slows it down greatly. Clearance (or ‘nettoyage’), in 
contrast, requires only the removal of deposits, often of sand and debris, and collection of 
objects found. It is quick, easy, can be done by anyone –but it is not an archaeological 
method.  
The limits of these two procedures are immediately obvious: the difficulty and slowness of 
the first, with much documentation to manage; the destruction of unrecognized deposits, 
decontextualization of materials, and difficulty of dating different phases of occupation in the 
second. Clearance, which was widely used in the past even in Europe and in Asia, has had a 
long life in Egypt, theorized and justified in various ways –the supposed lack of true 
stratigraphy, given the dominance of accumulated sand, a lack of human and financial 
resources, or the perennial state of emergency.11 Our present dire situation is in many ways 
similar to what Gaston Maspero and his contemporaries encountered.12 The strategies and 
practices adopted by our predecessors are well known: rapid excavations intended above all 
to recover material, undifferentiated gathering of objects found by authorized sebbakhin in 
their clearances, protection only of monumental architecture, abandonment or destruction of 
settlements and buildings in mud brick, and above all disregard of context and stratigraphy. 

                                                
8 The Cairo Post, September 9 2014, registered that more than 25% of the population in Egypt is illiterate 
(http://egyptianstreets.com/2014/09/09/more-than-25-of-egypts-population-illiterate/). See also The New Arab 
June 8 2015 for which the percentage is around 40%: 
(https://www.alaraby.co.uk/english/features/2015/6/8/almost-half-of-egyptians-are-illiterate). 
9 At the last International Congress of Egyptologists, held in Florence in August 2015, methodological issues, 
and particularly those relating to archaeology, did not even appear, not to mention the theory of archaeology. 
Disciplines such as Archaeology of Architecture, Landscape Archaeology, or the Archaeology of production 
have not yet fully become part of the research involving Egypt in its various geographical and temporal 
components. However we have to record an increase of archaeological missions that today adopt scientific 
methods of investigation, which means not only obtaining the hardware and satellite photographs, but of 
scientific working methods: Bagnall / Davoli (2011). 
10 Harris (1979); Carandini (1991); Giannichedda (20162) 24-26. 
11 Gelichi (2002).  
12 Maspero (1912). Despite what Gallazzi wrote in his article published in 2012, nowadays also the Eastern 
Desert sites are at risk because of work (perfectly legal) in search of raw materials to be industrially exploited. 
For this information we are grateful to Thomas Faucher. 
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Archaeology, like other disciplines, was in its infancy, and theoretical or ethical issues were 
far from central.  
Today we are still in an emergency condition, but we at least have a better sense of what we 
should not do. Gallazzi (1994, 133) already insisted that no one today can think of looking for 
papyri by making holes here and there, above all because our interest lies also in recovering 
the contexts in which documents were produced and used. Modern papyrology has 
experience of the real benefits to our knowledge of ancient society that come from studying 
texts in their contexts.13 Excavation in Egypt today must therefore adopt scientific 
methodologies and techniques, even in contexts in danger, where the papyri and other buried 
objects are probably at risk of disappearing. 
Our experience of a decade of excavation at Amheida / Trimithis, in the Dakhla oasis, has 
confronted us with various methodological and strategic issues deriving in part from its scale. 
The archaeological area, including both the city of Trimithis and its necropoleis, occupies an 
area of about 1.5 km2. Its chronology extends at least from the Old Kingdom to the end of the 
fourth century CE.14 The site is surrounded by agricultural fields, and it is bordered by a 
village of bedouin shepherds and farmers who use the area in their daily life, despite 
prohibitions and barriers. This activity of the local community is impossible to block entirely, 
and it does far less damage to the site than what we witness in the Nile valley, where the 
demographic pressure is extremely high. Along with the usual risks posed to the many 
structures, we face the dangers to the paintings still preserved at Amheida and other 
contemporary sites, such as Kellis, as well as to texts on walls, tablets, papyri, and ostraka.  
Our work has included both the documentation of visible remains by topographic survey and 
extensive excavation, conducted from the start with the stratigraphic method.15 Altogether, 
five areas and seven buildings have been investigated, including three houses, one of them 
the house of Serenos, a church, a Roman bath, a late-antique bath, a school subsequently 
transformed into stables, and parts of two streets. The area where the temple of Thoth stood 
before it was demolished has yielded hundreds of decorated blocks. Taking account of the 
limitation of the excavation to one month a year and the natural slowness of stratigraphic 
excavation and its consequent documentation, we think this is a good record. The results have 
sometimes been innovative in the type of multidisciplinary approach both on the field and at 
the study phase; we would mention particularly the work on the ostraka and their 
stratigraphic contexts presented to the 27th International Congress of Papyrologists in 
Warsaw.16 But we cannot really be satisfied in quantitative terms with the relationship 
between the investment of time and money and the results, if we consider the large scale both 
in extent and in duration of the site, of which we have managed to explore in ten years only a 
tiny part, so that we are still far from being able to put forward any hypothesis about the 
diachronic development of the settlement. Overall, we have worked for about 300 days with 
some 30-50 workmen each season, and with some 25-30 professionals and students at a time, 
spending perhaps a million dollars on fieldwork, not counting capital costs of buildings or the 
associated student educational program.17  

                                                
13 Cf. at least Bagnall (2016); van Minnen (1994). 
14 Bagnall / Aravecchia / Cribiore / Davoli / Kaper / McFadden (2015). 
15 Conservation and restoration were carried on together with the excavations: cf. preliminary reports at: 
www.amheida.org. 
16 Ast / Davoli (2016). 
17 The excavation started in 2004 and in 2009, 2011, and 2016 was not carried out because of the revolution and 
problems connected with the security clearances. On average, a worker works in the field six hours, while an 
archaeologist works daily up to 12-14 hours.  
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During the most recent season, 2015, we also investigated the state of preservation of the 
painted plaster visible on the surface in many buildings. We hoped to develop a strategy of 
excavation, consolidation, and documentation of the paintings that would be relatively rapid 
and efficient. The amount, variety, quality, and good preservation of the painted decoration 
are of a level practically to make Trimithis a Pompeii of the desert. Such decoration, 
however, is very fragile, and its deterioration begins with contact with air, soon provoking 
detachment from the wall. Interaction between archaeologists and conservators was 
constantly needed during the excavation; this takes a lot of time and therefore is expensive. 
Removing the windblown sand fill of the upper strata, sometimes as much as 2 meters deep, 
could be done quickly and with little documentation, but the precariousness of the paintings 
on the walls and the presence of detached fragments in the sand actually makes even this 
stage of work very slow. As we observed in the house of Serenos, recording the position of 
fragments in the sand is important for reconstructing the original painted program. 
Experience also teaches that caution is needed even with plain white walls, which can turn 
out to bear incised or painted texts, as in Room 15 in the house of Serenos. 
The area of the temple was severely disturbed by the digging of the sebbakhin and by the 
systematic demolition of the temple, which destroyed even the foundations. Even in this case, 
however, detailed documentation of the finds and application of stratigraphic excavation 
produced compelling results. We were eventually able to interpret a complex stratigraphic 
situation resulting from superimposed buildings going back to the Old Kingdom. Moreover, 
the precise locations recorded for individual decorated blocks and other architectonic 
elements scattered in the sebbakhin’s pits allowed us to hypothesize the position and 
dimensions of the temple of the Roman period and the placement of decorative cycles inside 
it.18  
The good results obtained through our field practices do not conceal the fact that we cannot 
dig enough of the city to give us an adequate sense of its extent in time and space, let alone 
how private and public space was used, in the years that remain before rain melts the site or 
settlement swallows it up.  
Given all of these circumstances and experiences, we confront an essentially ethical problem 
of what to do: save what can be saved with quick but unscientific excavation or continue 
slowly but with scientific methods. What results would we have obtained if we had simply 
cleared the house of Serenos and the temple area? Would we have been able, for example, to 
distinguish the functions and chronology of the more than 900 ostraka found so far? The 
majority of these, the tags, would tell us little if studied outside a precise context; and we 
would in that case have acquired only a vague sense of the various phases of construction and 
demolition of the house of Serenos and the adjoining structures.19 
No, we cannot respond to the present emergency by regressing to the methods of the past, 
which would deny us the possibility of recovering more than a small part of the 
archaeological evidence –more objects, perhaps, but much less information. Such an 
excavation would be destructive from more than one point of view: sites excavated by 
scholars in a hurry are often left uncared for, to their eventual destruction. Moreover, the data 
recovered with summary methods can easily lead to false historical reconstructions.  
Is there any compromise possible? It cannot involve abandoning scientific method or lower 
quality standards; but we do see possibilities of managing time and resources more 

                                                
18 O.E. Kaper will reconstruct and study the inscribed and decorated blocks. So far five stages of the temple of 
Thoth have been identified, from Dyn. 19 until the reigns of Titus and Domitian: Kaper (2012). 
19 Ast / Davoli (2016). 
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effectively, of speeding up work while maintaining the highest scientific standards.20 Debates 
in European archaeology, which has faced similar problems both practical and theoretical 
already thirty years ago, have led to proposals for flexibility of methods, although not the 
stratigraphic method in itself, and simplification of the documentation.21 They need to take 
account of a critical assessment of risk, site by site, and offer strategies appropriate to 
individual cases.22 The general documentation of sites is always the necessary first step, using 
photography and survey by means of Total Station.  
In cases of high risk or rapid loss of archaeological evidence, for example with urban real 
estate development, certainly it is appropriate to use the methods of rescue archaeology, 
which may include even the use of mechanical equipment,23 and which sometimes use 
simplified forms for stratigraphic units, preferring graphic documentation (drawing and 
photographs), which accompany a final report. This method is customarily applied to small 
areas excavated continuously until completion by a single archaeologist. It is not well suited 
to large-scale excavations, like those of a city, carried out in short annual seasons and usually 
limited by time rather than the context. In medium risk cases, local conditions will dictate 
choice of areas to be dug, giving preference to those areas most exposed to destruction. At 
Amheida, mechanical evacuation of excavated sand might help. But more effort devoted to 
site protection might also extend the site’s future potential. 
How and when it is possible to speed up fieldwork in a reasonable manner must be 
established by site archaeological directors taking account of the local risk profile.24 
Teamwork is in any case vital for maximum quality as well as efficiency.25 In the particular 
case of Amheida, we believe that fewer but more experienced workmen could help speed 
work up. Similarly, we would look to strengthening the skills and continuity of the field team 
to help reduce hesitation in excavation and redundancy in documentation.  
Some stages of our operations can certainly be sped up, particularly as we have come to 
know better the materials, local construction techniques, and post-abandonment dynamics of 
the site, like erosion, sanding up, and collapse. The documentation of collapses of walls and 
vaults is certainly needed for reconstructing buildings and events, but it can be largely 
streamlined or carried out with photogrammetry and the Total Station instead of manual 

                                                
20 Documentation is necessary because it enables us to reconstruct and study retrospectively stratigraphic 
contexts that are dug and thus destroyed by the excavation itself. Therefore, the documentation must answer this 
purpose, and must be accurate but not redundant. A good documentation strategy and proper equipment can help 
avoid wasting time. Carandini (2000) 139-144; 160. 
21 Gelichi (2002). On total documentation as a utopia cf. Ferdière (1989) 299. 
22 Drawing up a list of at-risk sites as proposed by C. Gallazzi and Fekhry Hassan can be a starting point. The 
same proposal was suggested by Evaristo Breccia in 1903, but it does not overcome the question about 
methodologies. Cf. Davoli (2015) 102-103. 
23 For a discussion of the method and of the strategies adopted cf. Brogiolo (1988) I 39-42. For the use of 
mechanical means see also: Van Horn / Murray / White (Summer 1986) 239-244. 
24 The documentation must have a high degree of accuracy, but should not be redundant and must make use of 
the latest technology during the recording of the data, its storage, and the final analysis. At present it is highly 
recommended to use digital information systems, such as Total Station, digital photography, digital drawings of 
objects and strata, and an efficient database. In Egypt the use of the computers in the field is not an option 
because of the dust and of the strong brightness. This implies that the field paperwork should then be entered 
into digital form, which is time-consuming. This phase of the work may however be dealt with at the end of the 
field season. 
25 A good site organization must also take into account the excavation logistics, which includes the intervention 
of restorers, photographers, and general needs related to the documentation. These activities must not interfere 
with the excavation in order to avoid downtime. 
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drawing in situ.26 The removal of layers of windblown sand, even under the control of an 
archaeologist, can certainly be done more rapidly, because it generally is devoid of 
archaeological material. Detached plaster is only a partial exception.  
In the case of painted decoration, we are usually dealing with geometric patterns. Room 1 of 
the house of Serenos, with its figured scenes placed in multiple registers, is so far a unique 
case. The precise documentation of the position of detached fragments of repetitive patterns 
can be left aside in favor of closer attention to the conservation of what remains on the walls. 
Photographic and photogrammetric documentation of these painted plasters needs to be 
detailed and technically adequate; the highest-resolution photogrammetry does not replace 
photos of the whole wall and context, but it is extremely useful for graphic documentation 
and for measuring particular painted details, which can even, if needed, be reproduced at 1:1.  
The technology of photogrammetry is perhaps still underutilized in excavations in Egypt; it 
can form an exceptionally valuable tool in rapid and precise documentation. It is time-
consuming at the stage of processing, but this can be done outside the limits of the field 
season. A newer technology, which is revolutionary in its speed and ease of use as well as in 
its high-quality results and relatively low cost, is 3D modelling photography of contexts 
(Camera Scanner), buildings, and objects, by using simple digital photographic equipment 
and inexpensive software.27 An experimental season was carried out in Dime es-Seba / 
Soknopaiou Nesos in the Fayyum by the Soknopaiou Nesos Project in 2016.28  
This technique of 3D photogrammetry or photomodelling, allows a very precise and quick 
three-dimensional and metric documentation of monuments with simple and inexpensive 
equipment, like a common digital camera and processing software (i.e., Agisoft-PhotoScan). 
The basic principle of this technique is that of stereoscopic photogrammetry, in which a 
variable number of digital images is taken to obtain complete photographic coverage of all 
visible surfaces of the monument/object. The photos, elaborated with Agisoft-PhotoScan, 
create a scale model, with its proper texture, exportable in any digital format, both 2D (ortho) 
and 3D (mesh). The final product is a three-dimensional representation of the object that is 
visible from various points of views.29  
In Dime, the Camera Scanner technique was mainly applied to document the excavation in 
the day by day work, and on some monuments. The 3D metric photos of the excavation were 
used to create orthographic projection images that were then digitized with Autocad for the 
realization of plans and prospects. During the excavation of the contra-temple ST 203 the 
time devoted to the documentation on site of stratigraphy (plans and sections), walls, and 
architectural elements has been significantly reduced using the Camera Scanner technique. 
Plans and drawings of strata, walls, and objects have been obtained from the pictures in the 

                                                
26 On the usefulness of aerial photogrammetry cf. at least Rinaudo / Chiabrando / Lingua / Spanò (2012) 583-
588. 
27 Kersten / Lindstaedt (2012) 1-10; Kersten / Stallmann (2012) 273-278; McCarthy (2014) 175-185. 
28 SNP is a project of the Centro di Studi Papirologici of the University of Salento, Lecce (Italy) under the 
direction of Mario Capasso and Paola Davoli: http://www.museopapirologico.eu/soknopai.htm. Cf. Capasso / 
Davoli (2012). 
29 The photomodelling procedure needs the acquisition of one or more pairs of photographic images, taken by 
fixed focal length lens, with a certain percentage of overlap (at least 60%). To have a correct orientation of the 
photographs within a system of spatial coordinates it is necessary to use control points on the images, like 
artificial targets, or easily recognizable points. These points must then be brought together in a three-
dimensional space with geographical coordinates by means of a Total Station or of a GPS. The final result is a 
metric three-dimensional model, scale 1:1, perfectly georeferenced. The technique of the Camera Scanner is 
easier, faster, and cheaper than the laser scanner, and can be used in Egypt without special permits. Cf. at least: 
Remondino / El-Hakim (2006); Douglas / Lin / Chodoronek (2015). 
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laboratory. This means that the time usually spent each day for the graphic documentation on 
site can be devoted to continuing the excavation or to other tasks.  
Some other technologies now available, from drones to the laser Total Station, allow greater 
precision and speed of documentation, but are hard to use in Egypt because of permit 
restrictions.  
We must admit that we will never be quick enough to face the rapid evolution of the situation 
due to climatic and anthropic causes, and that one main solution is to increase the protection 
of sites. But this is only to a limited degree within our power. In this connection, we would 
suggest the value of a process for monitoring the threats to sites, with indication of levels and 
types of risks, in conjunction with the Egyptian Ministry of Antiquities. A database of this 
type would be useful at various levels, both in protection of sites and in the possible choice of 
rescue archaeology interventions. The assessment of risk could be studied by a 
multidisciplinary team, perhaps as a result of joint action by the AIP and other scholarly 
organizations, which we urge to continue to promote the highest scientific and ethical 
standards even in the present situation. The preliminary work of enumerating and assessing 
risk would permit a more systematic approach to the protection of Egypt’s still rich 
patrimony.30  
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