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The Ostraka from Umm Balad 
 

Adam Bülow-Jacobsen 
Institut de Papyrologie de la Sorbonne  

bulow@wanadoo.fr 
 

In the hinterland of the seaside resort of Hurghada, some 50 km from the Red Sea coast, and 
not very far from Mons Porphyrites, there is a small quarry with a very well preserved 
praesidium, now known as Umm Balad. When we were working at Mons Claudianus from 
1987 to 1993 we occasionally visited the place, which is easy to get to.1  

 
Fig. 1. Map of the area with Umm Balad / Domitiane / Kaine Latomia indicated. From Meredith (1958) 

Towards the end of the 1990s it was clear that the Beduins were excavating there, since the 
rubbish dump in front of the gate began to look more and more like a rabbit-warren. It thus 
came about that we obtained an excavation permit in 2002 when most new archaeological 
projects in the Eastern Desert were stopped by the SCA in order to encourage excavations in 
the Delta, which was threatened by the rising water-table. Our arguments about the urgency 
had been heard, and during two seasons in 2002-2003 we were able to excavate the rubbish-
dump completely and the praesidium as much as necessary, and to make detailed plans of the 
area and the two quarries.  
The rubbish-dump yielded some 1150 ostraka of which four are firmly dated to the reign of 
Antoninus Pius, more precisely between the years 146 and 151 CE. Other texts are clearly 
Antonine as well, e.g. 13 entolai, a type of document that is well known from Mons 
Claudianus and which is found only in the Antonine period and later.2 A few more could be 
dated similarly for various reasons, e.g. a label from a bread-basket sent to a worker and 

                                                
1 ‘We’ here and elsewhere in this paper means Hélène Cuvigny and myself. For the excavation of Umm Balad, 
the team further consisted of Jean-Pierre Brun, and Michel Reddé, Dominique Cardon, Emanuel Botte. Laetitia 
Cavassa, and Isabelle Sachet. 
2 About entolai see e.g. Cuvigny (1996). 
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containing 50 pairs of loaves. In the Trajanic period it was always 55 pairs. So, on the whole, 
we were fairly happy thinking that we were excavating an Antonine site, although a few 
things puzzled us, most importantly perhaps, that there were a fair amount of Jewish names, 
which ought not to be possible after the Jewish revolt at the end of Trajan’s reign, 115-117 
CE.3 

  
Fig. 2. The praesidium and our tents seen from an elevated point looking south (© the author, 2003). 

Then, at the end of the second season, there came a text that was firmly dated to Domitian’s 
reign and another was identified later. It was so late in the season that the archaeologists had 
already gone home and Hélène Cuvigny and I were really just cleaning up and closing. I shall 
spare you a detailed account of the effect this discovery had on us, but of course we had to re-
think a lot of things. It became clear that the quarry was a Domitianic foundation that had 
worked in close co-operation with Mons Claudianus. It had been fairly short-lived for reasons 
that I shall return to in a moment. Then, from the early second century, there had been a 
break in activities, and under Antoninus the place became active again for some time, but 
probably not for very long. We do not know why the place was used again under Antoninus. 
The buildings are good, but there is no water there, only a cistern. In fact, a good many of the 
ostraka are concerned exactly with the transportation of water from various wells in the 
neighbourhood. During the Domitianic period the documents received or written at Umm 
Balad were mostly of a kind that did not need a date, like letters. 
At any rate, once we had got used to this new dating, it solved several problems. It became 
comprehensible how there could be Jewish workers, and another problem also found a better 
solution: We had of course already seen that many names of workers were ones we already 
knew from Mons Claudianus, not least Hieronymos, the architect.4 So far we had thought that 
he might be a homonymous grandson, but it now became clear that he might be the same 
man, and that he probably worked at Umm Balad before transferring to Mons Claudianus. 
But this is far from clear, since a Hieronymos seems to have been active at Mons Claudianus 
both under Trajan and in the middle of the 2nd century.5 Equally, frequent mentions of 

                                                
3 The most interesting piece of evidence for Jewish presence is the representation of Moses on an ostrakon. See 
Cuvigny (2014). For a general description of this rebellion, see Modrzejewski (1991) 161-167. 
4 See e.g. O.Claud. IV 823. 
5 Both Hieronymos and Sokrates, the junior architect, also figure in correspondence with Athenodoros who is 
well dated to 150-154 CE, see e.g. O.Claud. IV 882, 891, and 894. Sokrates is described as «architect of 
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Porphyrites and Kaine Latomia (Καινὴ Λατοµία) in ostraka from Mons Claudianus did not 
refer to homonymous quarries in the Mons Claudianus region,6 but actually meant these 
quarries some 50 km north of Mons Claudianus as the crow flies and at least 70-80 km, or 2-
3 days on foot, by the path they must have taken. In spite of this distance, there seems to have 
been regular communication and exchange of workers between Mons Claudianus and Umm 
Balad. 
Let us stop a moment at the name of the quarry. The enterprise must have begun during, 
probably towards the end, of the reign of Domitian, and the name of the quarry was 
Δοµιτιανὴ λατοµία. After the murder and damnatio memoriae of Domitian, the name of the 
place was quickly changed to Καινὴ Λατοµία. So we have a means of dating texts to before 
or after 96 CE according to which name is used. At Mons Claudianus we find a certain 
number of mentions of Kaine Latomia, but none of Domitiane Latomia, which must mean 
that contact between the two establishments mostly took place after 96 CE.7 Some time 
thereafter activities in Kaine Latomia stopped and the efforts were concentrated on Mons 
Claudianus, perhaps already then to extract the columns for the Forum Traiani and the 
Basilica Ulpia. 
 

 
Fig. 3. A quarry-face in Quarry A on a terrace, midway up on the mountainside. Notice how the rock is criss-

crossed by cracks and hairlines (author’s photo, 2004). 

But why did the work at Kaine Latomia stop? According to me, because the stone was no 
good. Looking at what is left in the quarry it seems clear that the stone from Kaine Latomia 
never split along the projected line. It must, in other words, have been extremely difficult to 
do anything useful with it. I have consulted the geologist James Harrell from Toledo in Ohio 
who has analysed the stone and allows me to quote the following statement:8  

«There are indications the quartz diorite of Wadi Umm Balad is prone to breakage and that 
this may be why the Romans made relatively little use of it. To the extent that this is true, it 

                                                                                                                                                  
Arabarches» in O.KaLa. inv. no. 269. 
6 It cannot be completely excluded that there was also an homonymous quarry in the region of Mons 
Claudianus, but on the whole I do not believe there was. 
7 For Καινὴ Λατοµία see O.Claud. IV 700, 702, 704, and 777. 
8 E-mail 9 June 2012. A description and analysis of the stone can be found in Brown / Harrell (1995) 232. 
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may be attributed to the rock’s mineralogy and mode of formation. The bulk of the quartz 
diorite originally consisted of oligoclase, a variety of sodic plagioclase feldspar, with biotite 
mica constituting most of the remainder of the rock. Through a combination of deuteric and 
hydrothermal alteration processes, these two minerals have been partially replaced by 
structurally weak clay minerals (mainly sericite and chlorite). Internal fracturing has been 
induced by shearing accompanying the quartz diorite’s intrusion as an igneous dike and also 
by expansive hydration of clay minerals during weathering. This together with the 
compositional changes could cause uncontrolled breakage in the rock during quarrying, 
carving and transport». 

In plain English this means that the stone from Kaine Latomia is liable to break in unwanted 
ways. In fact, very few examples of this stone are found outside the quarries. Nearly all 
examples are small and in secondary positions. According to R. Gnoli the only samples of the 
stone still in place are found in the floor of the triclinium of the Domus Flavia,9 built between 
81 and 92 CE, so the quarries at Umm Balad must have been in operation at least by the late 
80s. 
There are only two quarries, both of them very high up, but only one of them (Quarry A) has 
a ramp down to the wadi floor, so it is difficult to see how any stone can ever have come out 
from the highest quarry (Quarry B).  
Comparatively few ostraka are concerned with the actual quarrying. Much of the time during 
which the Romans were active must have been spent at the outset on constructing the 
infrastructure, building the ramps, the paths, and the praesidium itself. And while they were 
working, a lot of effort must have gone into procuring and transporting water. For the 
praesidium is built in a place where there is no well. Even so, it is quite far from the quarries, 
which are not only high up on the mountainside, but also about 1 km into the mountains from 
the praesidium.10 Because of this, it is even stranger that the place was re-occupied some 40 
years after the first attempt, but there are texts that show that there was a second attempt at 
extracting stone. 
But here I should speak more of the texts and less about the physical background. There are 
already several hundred pages of text-edition of ostraka from Umm Balad awaiting 
publication, and I will show you a serious methodological problem that we have.11 The area 
between Mons Claudianus and Porphyrites is relatively well explored. There is a good map 
by Meredith (1958) and an even better and more recent one in The Barrington Atlas (Talbert 
2000), and we have ourselves been to most of the places where there are signs of Roman 
activity. All these places must have had names in Roman times. At the same time, the texts 
mention many place names, and a major task when editing the texts is to correlate such place 
names to actual sites. Along the desert roads, this is relatively easy, since letters were 
normally sent between neighbouring stations, but the quarries and their praesidia are not 
disposed along roads in the same way. There is a criss-cross of connections, and no logical 
‘up-and-down-the-line’ except for the stations along the supply road from Qena, which was 
probably the one called ὁδὸς Πορφυρίτου.12 In the ostraka from Kaine Latomia alone we 
have twelve different place-names and only a very few are identified with anything like 
certainty. And what is a certain identification anyway? You never find an inscription over the 
main gate saying «This is etc.», but if you excavate a site and find a large number of 

                                                
9 Gnoli (1971) 133. The most recent treatment is di Nuccio / Ungaro (2002) 230. Note that the photograph on 
page 231 is of Umm Balad, not Wadi Barud as stated in the caption. But this, like all the other standard 
bibliographical references, just repeats the information from Gnoli in more or less abbreviated form. 
10 For the roads around Umm Balad, see Bülow-Jacobsen (2013) 568-572. 
11 The O.KaLa. will be published in due course by Hélène Cuvigny and myself. 
12 See e.g. O.Claud. I 61 and 62 (more in index). 
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amphoras inscribed with a place-name, there is good reason to suppose that they arrived at 
their destination and that we have the ancient name of the site. At Umm Balad we have 31 
such ostraka naming mentioning Domitiane Latomia and 75 for Kaine Latomia, two of which 
are shown in fig. 4 below. But in order to have such evidence one must excavate and find 
texts, and so few of these quarry-sites, and even fewer of the support-points around and 
between them have been excavated, so we do not have those jar-inscriptions from 
neighbouring sites. And so we must use a context-based identification. 
 

 
Fig. 4. Amphoras marked with recipient’s name and address (author’s photo). 

 
I shall give you a couple of examples of this procedure: Sabelbi (Σαβελβι), whatever it 
means, is mentioned some 15 times in our texts from Kaine Latomia, so it must have been 
important, and probably not very far away. We learn (O.KaLa. inv. no. 115) that it was a 
praesidium, since there was a curator. There is mention of water-transport, so it must also be 
one of the wells that served Kaine Latomia. It was close to the praesidium Akantha (Ἄκανθα) 
and horsemen from Sabelbi were told to escort camels going to Akantha. But then, we do not 
know where Akantha was either. Furthermore, Sabelbi seems to have been placed before 
Kaine Latomia on the route of the supply-caravan from the Valley (O.KaLa. inv. no. 288). 
Finally there is a text telling us (O.KaLa. inv. no. 422) that there was a καταβατόν, which 
must mean a descent here, in Sabelbi that presented a problem for heavily loaded wagons. 
The only place I can find that fits all these criteria is the station now known as Qatar, the first 
station on the road from Kaine Latomia to Qena, about 13,5 km from Kaine Latomia by 
wagon. I suppose that Hieronymos was accompanying a stone-transport by wagon. Arriving 
at Sabelbi he discovered that there would be a problem and sent a man the relatively short 
distance back to Umm Balad for ropes and other necessities. Perhaps it is a little fanciful, but 
I cannot help thinking that this may have been the first heavy transport out of the quarry, or 
this problem would have been known and taken into account beforehand. 
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O.KaLa. inv. no. 422    11 × 15 cm      Reign of Domitian? 
 

 
 
  
  Ἱερώνυµος Μαξίµωι 
              τ̣ῶ̣ι̣ φ̣ιλτάτῳ χα(ίρειν). 
  δώσις τῶι φέρ[ο]ντί σοι τὸ 
  ὄστρακ(ον) τ̣ὸ̣ν τόνον τὸ̣ν ̣
5  πρὸς τὴν θύραν Πολυ- 
  δεύκου, τὸ κόµµα τὸ 
  θρόινον ὁµοίως,  
  καὶ τὸ σεβέν<ν>ινον, 
  ἵνα σχῇ ἡ ἅµαξα 
10  εἰς τὸ καταβατὸ̣ν̣ 
  τὸ ἐν Σαβελβι̣. 
  ἔρρωσο 

2. χ  ‖ 3. r. δώσεις ‖ 4. οστρακ ‖ 7. r. θρύινον 

«Hieronymos to Maximus, his dearest, greetings. Give to the bearer of the ostrakon the cord that is by 
Polydeukes’ door, likewise the switch of rush and the palm-fibre rope, in order for the wagon to hold 
steady on the (descending) ramp in Sabelbi. Farewell». 
 
Here καταβατόν cannot mean a column of text (LSJ = σελίς), but must mean ‘descent’, 
‘going down’. The translation of LSJ is based on Herodianus, Partitiones 122,3 «σελὶς, τὸ 
καταβατὸν τοῦ βιβλίου, καὶ κλίνεται σελίδος·» This, to my mind, does not make καταβατόν a 
synonym of σελίς, but explains σελίς as ‘the descent in the book (roll)’ as opposed to its 
length. 
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Let us try another one: From the praesidium there was a road, now mostly destroyed, up the 
wadi to where the quarries were. There, on the wadi floor, just before you begin climbing up, 
there is a village, where the workers must have slept when they were working in the quarries 
and where some preliminary roughing out of the blocks went on (see fig. 6). Plenty of letters 
and notes that we find at the praesidium must have been written and sent from there, but what 
was this place called? 
 

 
Fig. 6. The village at the end of the wadi, where the ramp from the quarry ended. Alabarches? (© the author 

2002). 
 

Looking through letters that must have been written from the quarry or thereabouts we 
quickly concentrate on the architect Sokrates, who writes many letters to Hieronymos, who 
was probably an older colleague and in charge of the whole enterprise. There are 15 letters 
from Sokrates to Hieronymos concerning all sorts of small matters, often about things that 
Sokrates needed for the work in the quarry. In one letter he swears that he does not have 
something –the word is in lacuna– neither in the quarry nor in Alabarche.13 This would seem 
to settle the matter in favour of Alabarche as the name of the quarry-village, but unfortunately 
there is another letter that could be evidence to the contrary:  

                                                
13 Inv. no. 261 is already published as P.Worp 50.  
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O.KaLa. inv. no. 354     11.5 × 11.5 cm   Reign of Domitian or Trajan 

 

 
 
  Apuleius Clementi / collegae suo 
   salutem· 
  ante omnia / opto te bene ualere 
  frater quot mea / uota sunt / scire 
 5 te uolo frater / quia in Alab ̣arche 
  sum si quot desideraueris impe- 
  ra · tanquam fratri tuo rogo 
  tempori · seruire debemus 
  donec et nos tempus 
 10 domini nos{s}tri Eu- 
  tychi prendamus 
   uale 

6. r. quid 

«Apuleius to Clemens, his colleague, greeting. First of all I hope that you are well, brother, which I 
pray for. I wish you to know that I am in Alabarche. If you want anything, command, I ask you, like 
from a brother. We must make the best of it as long as even we take the rhythm from his Lordship 
Eutyches. Be well».  

As so often with these letters, we do not really understand what is involved, but perhaps it 
was just a phatic message (something like a postcard: «Greetings from Alabarche. Hope you 
are well. Write to me»). The two correspondents are both military. Eutyches is almost 
unknown, but could be a civilian engineer who was apparently little appreciated. In any case, 
if Apuleius was in the quarry village, Clemens who was in the praesidium would know 
already, since you had to pass the praesidium to get there, and, more important, if you were in 
the godforsaken little village at the end of the wadi, it would be a strange thing to offer to 
send whatever your correspondent demanded. Unless Apuleius was joking, as he may have 
been, this letter might prove that Alabarche was not the name of the quarry-village. But in 
line 5 it is uncertain whether quia has its classical meaning of ‘because’ or the postclassical of 
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‘that’. If quia just introduces the object-clause dependent on scire, we should perhaps put a 
full stop after sum in line 6. If so, the statement that Apuleius is in Alabarche is no longer the 
reason why Clemens should ask him anything, and the argument against Alabarche as the 
name of the quarry-village becomes less important. 
Some names are certainly identified, as e.g. Porphyrites and Klaudianon. Sabelbi, as we have 
seen, may well be the praesidium in Wadi Qatar, and there is a good chance that the next 
praesidium on the road towards Qena was called Melan Oros.14 Alabarche may or may not be 
the name of the quarry-village. But there are other praesidia we do not know, like Prasou, 
which must have been quite close, or Akantha. As you can see on pl. 1, there is still plenty of 
excavation to be done in order to find the ostraka with names and addresses, before we 
understand the logistics of this quarry-zone.  
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