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along the western and southern slopes of the coral terrace.
A geophysical survey was also conducted on the top of
the western coral terrace and at the base of the western
and southern slope of the terrace along the wadi. Geo-
archaeological investigations were conducted as well to
collect more detailed palaco-environmental information
about the site.®

A) Eastern Terrace (Marsa Gawasis)

A stone platform (WG 29) was completely excavated on
‘the top of the terrace near the seashore. This structure, ca.
1.2 m high from the original surface, was constructed with
conglomerate slabs covered with coral and limestone
blocks and consisted of an oval platform with a ramp to
the west, ca. 9 m x 10 m in size. Originally, the top of the
structure was covered with conglomerate slabs, which are
now completely deteriorated, covering at the centre a
frame of mangrove wood. Most likely this structure was
an open-air altar facing the sea with a west-east
orientation. On the top of this structure over 650 conch-
shells from the Red Sea and Indian Ocean were collected
in 20042005 and 2005-2006 seasons. The use of these
shells is uncertain, as no evidence of possible use for
manufacturing shell artefacts was found.

B) Western Terrace (Wadi Gawasts)

Six rock-cut caves were found along the western edge of
the coral terrace.

Cave 1 was an isolated man-made cave (ca. 6 m x 4 m in
area), with a rectangular entrance, ca. 1.6 m wide and 1.4
m high. A wooden threshold was at the base of the
entrance. The timber was 1.35 m long, 0.15 m wide and
0.13 m thick. Mud-bricks had been placed against the
threshold on the outside and inside. Fragments of storage
pots, pieces of cedar boat parts, and five grinding stones
were found inside the cave. A broken hieratic ostracon
(inscription poorly preserved) and a possible tool made
from a black-topped potsherd with a rim-band of incised
triangles, similar to Early Kerma types, were also found in
this cave. The pottery from this cave suggests that this
structure was used in the late Old Kingdom (ca. 2345~
2181 BC) and Middle Kingdom (ca. 2055 — 1650 BC).

Along the southwestern edge of the fossil coral terrace
entrances to five man-made caves (Caves 2, 3, 4, 5, 6)
were discovered after removing a deposit of ca. 2 m of
wind-blown sand and associated artefacts. Caves 2, 3, 4
and 5 were mapped and surveyed, and the entrance of
Cave 6 was investigated. Cave 2 was partially excavated.
The five caves are located near each other with a
northeast-southwest orientation. The caves were about
20-25 m long and 4 m wide, with collapsed coral rock

6 See Bard, et al. 2005; Fattovich and Bard 2006b.

and a large amount of sand deposited near the entrances
(Figure 13:1)

Ship-breaking was apparently the main activity outside
Caves 2, 3, and 4. Inside the caves, work areas were
identified by extensive deposits of chipped and gribbled
wood fragments, fastenings cut and broken with tools,
and, in Cave 3, marine shell mixed with wood fragments,
many of which are sponge-like with gribble, suggesting
the trimming and reworking of planks. The occurrence of
about fifty coils of rope inside Cave 5 suggests anyway
that the caves were also used for storage of ship
equipment. The ceramics from these caves date to the
Middle Kingdom (ca. 2055-1650 BC). Only Cave 2 was
surely reused in the eighteenth Dynasty (ca. 1550-1295
BC) as early New Kingdom potsherds were found inside
the entrance corridor and were associated with two blades
of steering oars on the top of the deposit. Twelve niches
were cut in the wall of the fossil coral terrace to the east
and above the entrance of Cave 2. The niches to the east
of the cave were carved in two groups, each with five
niches. Niches 1-5 formed the upper group and Niches 6—
10 the lower one. Two more niches (11-12) were cut
above the entrance of the cave, ca. 4 m to the west of the
other ones. Four niches still contained limestone stelae.
Other stelae had fallen out of the niches or may have been
destroyed.

C) Western slope of the terrace

Evidence of some areas of activity was found along and at
the base of the western slope of the coral terrace.

A man-made clay-plastered floor with a small undisturbed
rectangular oven and the remains of one or perhaps two
other, badly damaged ovens was found along the upper
slope in front of Caves 2 and 3. The oven, 54 cm long, 45
cm wide and 27 cm high, was made with three vertical
fragments of reddish-brown circular ceramic platters with
a central groove on the sides, open to the west. Clay was
used to plaster the oven bottom and to fill the corners and
joints between the ceramic fragments. The oven was well
cleaned, and then filled and covered with branches to be
used again. The associated pottery dates to the Middle
Kingdom.

A large functional area with at least five phases of
occupation and use and evidence of living floors, post-
holes, fire pits, and possible clay structures was identified
at the base of the western slope. In this area some hundred
broken bread moulds’ were collected. The associated
pottery dates to the Middle Kingdom.

7 These artefacts were initially considered to be fuyeres, but

more detailed analysis demonstrated they are bread
moulds.
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the planks on the side of the hull; hull planks, fastened to
other timbers by deep mortise-and-tenon joints and
secured by a band of copper composed of four strips
threaded through a mortise in the plank’s wide faces; pos-
sible deck planks, but some have gribble present, which
mitigates against that identification. A few planks made
with Acacia nilotica, about 2.5-3.5 cm thick, with
mortise-and-tenon joints with a total length of about 7 cm
or 14 cm for the maximum tenon size, and round holes
that pass through the plank’s wide faces and are
associated with grooves about 4-5 cm long that extend to
the plank edge. Two blades of steering oars, triangular in
shape with rounded corners and a groove on the top, ca.
2.0 m long, 0.4 m to 0.15 m wide, 0.12 m thick, and ca.
0.2 m long, 0.09 m wide and 0.24 m thick, respectively
(Figure 13:2).

Figure 13:2 Blades of steering oars from Cave 2, early
New Kingdom

B) Ship ropes

At least 50 coils of rope were recorded on the surface
inside Cave 5. Each coil bundle of line is about 1 m long
and 60 cm wide, representing at least 20 and probably 30
m of line. Those easily visible from the viewpoint in Cave
2 have ‘horizontal’ wraps of 15 to 18 turns around
‘vertical’ loops of about 1 m, of which 15-20 may be
counted in the visible portion of the coil (Figure 13:3).
The cordage in Cave 5 could not be carefully examined
because of its fragility and only preliminary observations
have been made. Two kinds of ropes were tentatively
distinguished: 1) with a fibre of 3-7 mm width, three
yams 7 mm in diameter, and a strand 3 mm in diameter,
and 2) with a fibre of 3-7 mm width, three yarns 17-20
mm in diameter, and a strand 35 mm in diameter.

Figure 13:3 Cordage coil in Cave 5

C) Cargo boxes

The remains of twenty-one wooden boxes were found in a
sand deposit outside the entrance to Cave 5 and were
associated with Middle Kingdom potsherds. All boxes
were rectangular, with two feet and, in some cases, the lid
was also preserved. They were ca. 45-50 cm x 30-31 cm
in size. The height could not be recorded as they were
broken. An inscription was painted in black ink on the
side of a box. The inscription consisted of four lines
mentioning year 8 of Amenemhat IV (ca. 1786-1777 BC),
the name of an official, Djedy, and ‘... the wonderful
things of Punt’ This suggested that they originally
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Cave 4a/b

Cave §

Figure 13:1 Plan of Caves 2-5

D) Southern slope

At the base of the southern slope along the wadi the
geophysical survey identified an anomaly most likely
corresponding to ancient river shore. An anchor of
conglomerate stone and four large sherds of a storage jar
were found over a layer of soft playa sand with many
Middle Kingdom potsherds, a fragment of an imported
pot, and many shells and fish bones. The lower stratum
consisted of a soft playa sand with shells, but without any
artefact.

Finds

Ship timbers and ropes, cargo boxes, sealings and a few
inscriptions were the most relevant finds in 2004-2005
and 2005-2006 field seasons.

A) Ship timbers

Ship timbers provide the most ancient archaeological
evidence for seafaring in complex watercraft. The
technology and dimensions of hull components are
consistent with what might be expected of seagoing ships

141

in the Middle Kingdom, and marine incrustations and
destruction by shipworms confirm they were actually used
in the sea.

Hull planks up to 22 cm and 14-20 cm thick provide
evidence of a characteristic Egyptian construction prac-
tice, that is, overbuilding, although in this case, because
shipworm damage extends up to 5 cm into the plank edge,
overbuilding does not seem to be an appropriate term.
Some of the planks were virtually sponges with a thin
layer of finished surface; no exterior coating survived to
the present, but it is likely that the resinous nature of
cedar, of which most planks share at least the general
characteristics, functioned as a moderately effective
repellent. Some planks probably from deck-level struc-
tures have small mortise-and-tenon joints, and do not have
damage from shipworm.

Five major timber types were identified, so far. They
include: a single, but complete deck beam. Rounded on its
lower surface, the beam has ledges on either side of a
raised central section. Its ends are adzed into precise
curvatures that will reflect hull shape, and square holes,
probably for lashing, are in an area originally covered by
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contained products from Punt, maybe as part of a ship
cargo.

D) Clay sealings

Fourteen clay sealings with sealing impressions were
found close to the entrance to the caves, and were mainly
associated with wood boxes. One sealing was in the filling
of Box 13. Most of them are similar to late twelfth—
thirteenth Dynasty types. Two sealings belonged to the
same official, whose name is followed by the late Middle
Kingdom epithet ‘repeating life.’

E) Inscriptions

During the 2004-2005 and 2005-2006 seasons, some new
epigraphic monuments and inscribed documents were
found at Marsa Gawasis:

a) six inscribed stelae;

b) two wooden tags;

c) three ‘ostraka’.t

The best preserved stela (Stela 5) was found in a sand
deposit beneath the niches at the cave entrance. The stela
records two expeditions led by officials named Nebsu and
Amenhotep to Punt and Bia-Punt respectively during the
reign of Amenembhat III. This stela provides new historical
information about this king, who ordered a previously
unknown expedition to these regions.

F) Exotic pottery

In addition to two potsherds similar in shape to Malayba
types already recorded in the 2002-2003 season,” a few
potsherds comparable with specimens from the Yemeni
Tihamah and Aden were found in the 2004-2005 and
2005-2006 seasons. These fragments were always as-
sociated with the remains of timber from ships. They
include:

a) One fragment of the upper part (rim and shoulder) of a
close bowl with a flat handle, decorated on the top with
three lines of small impressed circles, brown ware with
mineral inclusions, outside surface with a brown
burnished slip and inside surface with a light wiping, from
an assemblage dated to the first half of the Middle
Kingdom (ca. 2000-1800 BC). This fragment is similar in
decoration, shape and fabric to types from the region of
Aden dated to the second millennium BC.'

The inscribed documents were examined by El-Sayed
Mahfouz (University of Assiut) and Rosanna Pirelli
(UNO).

°  Fattovich 2005,

1 See Vogt and Buffa 2005: 4401, Figure 6 / 6.

b) One fragment of a shoulder from a jar, brown ware
with burnished surface and mineral inclusion, decorated
with two horizontal parallel moulded ledges and five
vertical paralle] ledges under them from an assemblage
dated to the second half of the Middle Kingdom (ca.
1800-1650 BC). This fragment is comparable to
specimens from Ma’layba (Aden), dated to phase 1 of the
Sabir culture (ca. 2000-1500 BC).!!

¢) One fragment of a thickened rim from a bowl, dark
grey ware with mineral inclusions, outside decorated with
horizontal burnished lines under the rim and parallel
burnished oblique lines on the body from an assemblage
dating to the second half of the Middle Kingdom (ca.
1800-1650 BC). This fragment is comparable with types
from the Aden region, tentatively dated to the second half
of the second-early first millennia BC. 2

d) Five fragments of closed bowls with thickened rim,
brown ware with mineral inclusions, roughly smooth
outside surface and burnished inside surface from as-
semblages dated to the early New Kingdom. These bowls
are comparable with specimens from the northern Yemeni
Tihamah, dated to the late third-second millennia BC.!
Middle Nubian ware was also collected in the 2004—2005
and 2005-2006 seasons. They occur in assemblages dated
from late Old Kingdom to late Middle Kingdom, and can
be ascribed to cooking vessels, suggesting they were re-
lated to domestic activities rather than trade.

G) Wood

The identification of charcoal and wood fragments dem-
onstrated that woods originated from four different
regions: 1) the eastern Mediterranean: cedar of Lebanon,
pine, deciduous and evergreen oak; 2) the Nile Valley:
Nile acacia, white acacia, and sycamore; 3) the Red Sea
coastal region: grey mangrove, sea blite; and 4) the South:
ebony (Diospyros sp.). Tamarisk occurs in the Nile Valley
and also on the Red Sea."

Wood remains included mainly cedar of Lebanon, Nile
acacia and grey mangrove. For planks, mostly cedar wood
was used, while tenons were made from wood of the Nile
acacia. Planks of the cargo boxes are predominantly of
sycamore, with a few of white acacia and Christ’s thom,
while the sides were of tamarisk, Nile acacia and
sycamore, and dowels of tamarisk and Nile acacia.
Important finds include a few pieces of charred ebony, as
this wood was often listed among the imports from Punt.

' Ibid.: 439, Figure 2, 8.

Comparison with unpublished drawings of materials from
Sabir investigated by B. Vogt.

Comparison with unpublished drawings of materials from
Wadi “Urq investigated by M. Cattani and M. Tosi.
Charcoal and wood were examined by Rainer Gerisch
(Free University, Berlin, Germany).
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Final remarks

The investigation at Marsd GawasTs in 2004—-2005 and
2005-2006 demonstrated that the site was used as a
seaport, possibly from late Old Kingdom// First Inter-
mediate Period times, in the Middle Kingdom, and in the
carly New Kingdom. The site was not continuously
occupied, but some large rock-cut storerooms were made
in the fossil coral terrace. At Wadi GawasTs the excavated
remains of ship planks, steering blades, anchors and
riggings provide evidence of expedition ships, and
inscriptions give information about the scale and des-
tination of the seafaring expeditions. A few exotic cer-
amics from the eastern coast of the southern Red Sea
region, and some remains of African ebony are evidence
of the destination of these expeditions.
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