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Foreword

I was born in 1944 in Ezbet Rawadat Al-Mughazi Pasha, Al-Mahmoudia, Beheira Governorate. 
Since my early childhood, I have heard that Kom Al-Kefari, which was later named Kom Al-Nasr 
(Al-Ahmer), contains Greco-Roman remains. Many tales were made up by locals about ghosts 
seen at night on the way from Kom to Ezbet Rawadat Al-Mughazi Pasha and Ezbet Al-Mahmoudia, 
both owned by Al-Mughazi Pasha, a renowned member of the Al-Wafd Party at the time of Saad 
Zagloul and Mustafa Al-Nahas.  

Following the post-revolution Egyptian Land Reform, I heard of many illegal attempts by farmers 
to hunt for antiquities in this site. 

After assuming the role of the Director of the Bibliotheca Alexandrina in 2017, I met Dr Mohamed 
Kenawi, who introduced me to his research work, in cooperation with the International Italian 
Expedition, to study the history and archaeology of this significant Kom. The findings of this 
research will be published in a book documenting the excavations of this remarkable site. I 
was delighted to learn that my hometown will appear on the archaeological map as a touristic 
attraction in the near future.

I would like to extend my thanks and gratitude to the editor, researchers, and all those who 
contributed to this important publication about my cherished birthplace. 

Dr Mostafa El Feki
Director of the Bibliotheca Alexandrina

July 2019
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Introduction 

The Kom al-Ahmer and Kom Wasit  
Archaeological Project First Phase: 2012–2016

Mohamed Kenawi

From 2007 to 2011, an archaeological survey of 63 sites 
in the province of Beheira in the Western Nile Delta2 was 
carried out, following a similar survey in 2004–2005.3 
The results of these surveys led some scholars and 
researchers to focus on the hinterland of Alexandria, 
and to reconsider its importance and historical context 
with regard to the main ports in the region: Thonis-
Heracleion and Alexandria. In 2012–2013, three different 
missions began working in the province of Beheira: the 
British Museum at Naukratis, the Japanese mission at 
Tell al-Dab’a, and the Italian mission at Kom al-Ahmer 
and Kom Wasit (ancient Metelis). Following the first 
results of the Italian mission, historians and researchers 
of the ancient economy began to pay more attention to 
the region. 

In 2012, fie

2  See Kenawi 2014.
3  See Wilson and Grigoropoulos 2009.

fieldwork began at the two largest sites (after Kom al-
Ghoraf) in Egypt’s western Delta, Kom al-Ahmer and 
Kom Wasit, to investigate them intensively and reveal 
their importance. Kom al-Ahmer and Kom Wasit are 
located 6 km west of the Rosetta branch of the Nile, 
35 km south of Rosetta, 40 km southeast of the port 
of Thonis-Heracleion, and 52 km southeast of the port 
of Alexandria (Figure i). Given their well-connected 
location with respect to these Mediterranean and Nile 
ports, it can be assumed that a significant volume of 
commercial traffic moved through these sites. Historical 
sources and Hellenistic and Roman geographers located 
the capital of the Metelite nome in this region, and our 
research has made it possible to identify the likely 
location of the nome capital, Metelis, at Kom al-Ahmer, 

Figure i: Kom al-Ahmer and Kom Wasit in context (Background Images Esri and OpenStreetMap).
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at least during the Roman, Late Roman, and Early Arab 
periods. This introduction discusses the methods used 
in recent years to bring to light the vast quantity of 
information that can be gathered from a Delta site. 

Both sites are located within the so-called al-Mughazi 
fields, which were the focus of a land reclamation project 
by Mohamed al-Mughazi Pasha in the 1920s (Figure ii). 
Thanks to these intensive land reclamation projects, 
the first finds from Kom al-Ahmer and Kom Wasit 
reached the Graeco-Roman Museum of Alexandria and 
the Egyptian Museum in Cairo in the 1930s and 1940s. 
Sebakheen sequentially damaged several different 
fired brick and limestone structures at both sites; and 
the Egyptian inspectors Abd el-Mohsen el-Khashab 
and Labib Habachi conducted intensive emergency 
excavations in two different areas (Figures iii–v).

In the late 1930s, Al-Mughazi Pasha (Figure vi) founded 
a small village near Kom al-Ahmer that he named 
Rawdat al-Mughazi (the garden of al-Mughazi), as part 
of his development programme within his lands. The 
village, which lies to the west of Kom al-Ahmer, now 
has around 3000 inhabitants. After the 1952 revolution, 
Mohamed al-Mughazi lost the majority of his lands, and 

the two archaeological sites came into the possession 
of the Department of Antiquities. The fields have since 
been divided among local farmers.

As a result of the land reclamation project by  
al-Mughazi Pasha and the activities of the sebakheen, 
which disturbed the ancient tells and koms in the area, 
Adriani received some objects in 1935. Although he 
published one of them, a marble statue dating to the 
Roman period,4 some other important finds that he 
mentioned were never published due to the Second 
World War.

In the 1940s, at Kom al-Ahmer, Abd el-Mohsen el-
Khashab conducted an excavation that resulted in the 
discovery of a large Imperial Roman bath complex; 
Hellenistic, Roman, Late Roman, and Islamic coins, and 
various other objects, which he published in his book 
entitled Ptolemaic and Roman Baths of Kom el-Ahmar.5 His 
were the last archaeological investigations on the site 
until 2004, when Penny Wilson conducted a one-day 
survey, and 2008 when the author conducted a three-

4  Adriani 1940: 163.
5  El-Khashab 1949

Figure ii: Kom al-Ahmer and Kom Wasit overview (Background Images Esri)
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Figure iii: Kom al-Ahmer, marble Roman 
portrait (based on Adriani 1940, p. 163, Pl. 

LXXIII)

Figure iv: Kom al-Ahmer, part of the 
sebakheen Finds in 1935s (Adriani Archive, 

Palermo University)

Figure v: Kom Wasit, a tunnel in bronze 
found during the sebakheen excavations 

(based on Brunton 1947, p. 295, figs. 45-46)
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day survey. The surveys provided a general idea of the 
state of the site, as well as possible dating based on 
surface pottery finds (Figures vii–x). 

At Kom Wasit, Labib Habachi carried out a similar  
short-time investigation in the 1940s after the sebakheen 
found dozens of bronze statuettes. Habachi discovered 
the remains of a Hellenistic tholos bath complex6 and 
of a bronze tube-shaped object, probably related to the 
oracle of a temple. Both finds were published in a brief 
report only. The same kind of neglect occurred at Kom 
Wasit until the 2004 and 2008 surveys. Thanks to the last 
two surveys, more attention was paid to this area, and an 
advanced project began at both sites in 2012.

Our reasons for and aims of working in this area are 
various and include the lack of information from any 
recent excavation of a Hellenistic-Roman site in this 
region. With the exception of the German project at 
Schedia (not yet fully published), and excluding the 
historical excavations at Naukratis, no excavation or 
even detailed study has investigated a Hellenistic-
Roman site in the entire modern province of Beheira. 
Therefore, this project aims to carry out a deep and 
intensive investigation of the Hellenistic-Roman 
settlements of Kom al-Ahmer and Kom Wasit using a 
multidisciplinary approach. It also provides a good 

6  Habaci 1947: 285–287.

Figure vi: Mohamed al-Mughazi Pascia  
(based on an Egyptian newspaper)

Figure vii: Kom al-Ahmer in 1940s during the sebakheen excavations, remains of the discovered structures 
appear (based on Elkhachab 1949, Pl. IV) 
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Figure x: Kom al-Ahmer in 1940s 
during the sebakheen excavations 
(based on Elkhachab 1949, Pl. VI)

Figure ix: Kom al-Ahmer in 1940s 
During the sebakheen excavations 
(based on Elkhachab 1949, Pl. IV)

Figure viii: Kom al-Ahmer in 1940s 
During the sebakheen Digs (based on 

Elkhachab 1949, Pl. I)  
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example of a young mission that has been working 
long seasons in the field for several consecutive years, 
and has published regular reports as well as its first 
volume, including part of the results from the first 
four years of fieldwork. The accomplishments of this 
mission include historical research on the ancient 
toponym of the settlement, historical research on the 
nearby Lake Edkou, a topographic survey, a geophysical 
survey, drill auger, aerial photography, and excavations 
of different parts of the settlements, followed by the 
study of the materials, part of which are presented in 
this volume. The second volume contains a corpus of 
pottery from Kom al-Ahmer and the coin finds from 
both Kom al-Ahmer and Kom Wasit.

Archaeological research methods used at 
Kom al-Ahmer and Kom Wasit

Historical research

The Italian-Egyptian Archaeological Project in the 
western Nile Delta began its investigation of the region 
with an intensive historical study of the province, 
gathering all relevant Greek, Latin, Arabic, and Medieval 
texts and maps. The researchers focused on the name 
Metelis in all sources—later identified as Melig in Coptic 
sources, and Melidis-Mesil in Arabic sources (discussed in 
detail by Eller and Kenawi in Chapter 1). The historical 
sources led us to estimate that the city was last occupied 
in the 12th century AD. Next, our research extended 
to the nearby Lake Edkou to determine its function in 
antiquity and whether it was ever used to transport 
goods—all mentions of this lake are collected and 
discussed in Chapter 2 by Livaditis. We also collected 
maps from different periods to study the topographic 
changes in the region and the movement of waterways. 
As a result, we discovered the following important pieces 
of information: Metelis (the Roman name of the capital) 
first appears in the Early Roman period and is found in 
one inscription and seven papyri. Moreover, the capital 
was located between the Rosetta and Canopic branches 
of the Nile. Therefore, the city must have been located 
at one of three sites: Kom al-Ghoraf, Kom Wasit, or 
Kom al-Ahmer. As Kom al-Ghoraf was excluded on the 
basis of archaeological data, the capital was probably 
initially located at Kom Wasit before later moving to 
Kom al-Ahmer. The city remained in use until at least the 
12th century AD, and was mentioned under the name 
Metelis from the Early Roman period. 

Different maps show the sites during the land 
reclamation processes in the region and present 
different variations of names and extents. In the 1866 
al-Falaki map (Figure xi), the two sites appear on the 
shores of Lake Edkou under the names Com el nasr for 
Kom al-Ahmer and Com wastani for Kom Wasit. The 
Arabic meaning of the two names is ‘the village of the 
victory’ (Com el nasr) and ‘the village in the middle’ (Com 

wastani). The latter (Kom Wasit or wastani) probably 
refers to its position in between Kom al-Ahmer (or el 
nasr) and Kom al-Ghoraf (or arfe) on the same map. 
Although different sites appear in the area, these were, 
unfortunately, never subject to formal archaeological 
investigations until today. 

On the 1914 map (Figure xii), the two sites appear at the 
edges of swamps, and the lake limits receded. On this 
map, we can see the first signs of the land reclamation 
and the digging of new canals to cultivate the area. The 
two sites appear as Kom EL NOS or ‘the kom of the half ’ 
(Kom al-Ahmer), and Kom El NOS EL SAGHIR or ‘the kom 
of the small half ’ (Kom Wasit). Both sites appear to their 
full extents, before their boundaries were damaged, 
and are both double the size seen today in the fields. No 
modern villages had been established as of 1914. 

In the 1934 survey map (Figure xiii), more details appear 
and the current names of both sites are drawn for the 
first time: El Kom el Ahmar for Kom al-Ahmer and Kom el-
Wist for Kom Wasit. Fields appear to the south and east 
of Kom al-Ahmer for the first time, while no fields are 
yet seen around Kom Wasit. The latter appears longer 
in shape, and it reaches the border of the drainage 
canal called Kr Amlit Drainage. Today, half of the extent 
of the site has been lost beneath the fields. Although no 
village is yet present in this map, one structure appears 
to the south of Kom al-Ahmer, providing evidence of 
the earliest modern structure in today’s village. The 
name that appears in 1914 is still present, as the fields 
south of Kom al-Ahmer are named Ezbet Kom el Nuss. 
This name later became al-Nasr for a nearby village. 

In 1950, a map of the region was published in Arabic. In 
it, the two sites appear surrounded by modern fields. 
Kom al-Ahmer appears in Arabic under the name الكوم  
الوسط while Kom Wasit appears as الأحمر  A small .كوم 
village appears to the east of Kom al-Ahmer, while no 
houses yet appear around Kom Wasit, which had at this 
point lost a large part of its original area (Figure xiv). 

In 1960, Corona Satellite images provided a good early 
aerial view of the two sites. By this time, both had 
already suffered from the digging of the sebakheen, and 
their boundaries were similar to those observed today. 
At Kom al-Ahmer, the village of Ezbet Rawdat al-Mughazi 
was located to the southeast of the site. There is no 
trace of any structure on the site nor does the modern 
cemetery appear on the highest part of the eastern 
portion of the kom. At Kom Wasit, three houses appear 
on the eastern edge of the Kom and a few more along 
the drainage canal (Figs. xv–xvi). 

Archaeological methods applied at the sites

From the very beginning, when fieldwork commenced at 
the two sites, we worked to apply the highest standards 
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Figure xi: Mahmoud al-Falaki 
1866 map showing the location 

of Kom al-Ahmer and Kom 
Wasit. 

Figure xii: 1914 topographic 
map showing the location of 

Kom al-Ahmer and Kom Wasit
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Figure xiii: 1934 Topograhpic 
map showing the location of 

Kom al-Ahmer and Kom Wasit

Figure xiv: 1950 Topographic 
map showing the location of 

Kom al-Ahmer and Kom Wasit 
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Figure xvi: Corona image of Kom Wasit in 1960s

Figure xv: Corona image of Kom al-Ahmer and Kom Wasit in 1960s
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possible for a mission with a medium amount of 
funding. Work was organised on a large scale at both 
sites with a sizable number of archaeologists and local 
workers. In addition to the traditional approaches of 
excavating areas, photographing features, and studying 
materials, the project commenced its second year 
with a complete topographic survey of the two sites 
(discussed in this volume by Hinojosa Baliño in Chapter 
3), a geophysical survey, and aerial photography. This 
provided us with a complete plan of the two sites, and 
enabled us to choose where to work based on these data. 
In 2012, we selected excavation units at the highest part 
of Kom al-Ahmer (Unit 1) to determine the last date 
of occupation according to the archaeological finds 
(discussed by Kenawi and Marchiori in Chapter 12 
and Chapter 13). In 2014, a second unit was opened at 
the highest part of the central mound for the purpose of 
gathering more data. As a result, we determined the last 
date of occupation from the presence of Islamic glazed 
pottery, which dated to the 9th–11th centuries AD. 
Combined with the historical data and our other results, 
the data gathered from Units 1 and 2 at Kom al-Ahmer 
strongly indicated that this site was Metelis (Figure xvii). 

In September 2014, two more units were opened at 
Kom al-Ahmer. Unit 4, which is located beside the 
Imperial Roman bath at the middle elevation of the 
site, was selected on the basis of the aerial photographs 
taken in April 2014, in order to investigate a new section 
of the site. Fieldwork at Unit 4 continued throughout 
2015 and 2016. Data from Unit 4 (identified as a Late 
Roman house and amphora storage building) dated 
this part of the site to the 4th–5th centuries AD (see 
Marchiori, Chapter 11). The house and commercial 
storage building in Unit 4 produced a large number of 
bronze coins (over 1000 in total), making it necessary 
to engage numismatists. Michele Asolati and Cristina 
Crisafulli studied all of the coins found at both sites 
(1400 in total, of which 1071 are presented in Volume 
II). The coins, which ranged from the first series of 
Ptolemaic coins bearing the bust of Alexander the Great 
to those of Emperor Heraclius, revealed that the site 
was occupied for a very long time.7

Unit 5 was opened at the lowest part of Kom al-Ahmer 
in September 2014, and work continued throughout 
2015 and a few weeks in 2016. This area was selected 
to try to determine the foundation date of the site. 
From data gathered from Unit 5 (including fragments 
of painted Greek pottery and a terracotta figurine), we 
were able to date the lowest layers to the 5th century 
BC. Work in this unit stopped when the archaeologists 
hit the water table, which prevented us from reaching 
the most ancient layers of the site. However, drill auger 
work in this unit revealed that archaeological materials 

7  All coins are discussed in the second volume: Kom al-Ahmer-Kom 
Wasit II. 

are present at least 3 metres (m) below the water table, 
possibly going back to the foundation date of the site, 
which had not been precisely determined until now. 
Unit 5 is not presented in this volume as work still in 
progress. 

The study of pottery concentrated on vessels from 
Kom al-Ahmer. All pottery sherds have been collected, 
cleaned, weighed, and studied. In Volume II, the study 
of the pottery coming from Units 1, 2, and 4 is presented 
in detail. Over 40,000 fragments have been studied and 
1300 types have been identified

Thus, the archaeological materials at Kom al-Ahmer 
enable us to date the occupation of the site from the 5th 
century BC to the 11th century AD, a very long range 
for a site in the Delta. 

Kom Wasit

In 2012, a survey took place over the course of a few 
days at the adjunct site of Kom Wasit, where some 
surface structures were mapped and documented. 
Due to the complexity of the site and the presence of 
a non-surface structure, we decided to approach this 
site using more sophisticated methods, which we later 
applied in part at Kom al-Ahmer. 

Figure xvii: Kom Wasit, view from above in 2014



xxvii

Mohamed Kenawi:  The Kom al-Ahmer and Kom Wasit Archaeological Project First Phase: 2012–2016 

In 2014, Gabriella Carpentiero conducted a geophysical 
survey of the entire site over the course of three weeks. 
This was followed by hundreds of aerial photographs 
and an intensive topographic survey. Combining these 
different methods provided us with an orthophoto of 
the entire site that revealed the remains of an entire city 
beneath the Nile silt. We located hundreds of Hellenistic 
houses, a temple, a Greek-style tholos bath, and a 
structure probably related to a port on the Nile. As a 
result, the Ministry of Antiquities declared the discovery 
of an entire Hellenistic city. The mission used these data 
to select the best location for the excavation units; the 
first of these, opened in 2014, was found to contain the 
corner of a temple enclosure wall (see Chapter 8 by 
Müller and Kenawi). Finds from unsealed layers were 
mixed with Byzantine and Hellenistic materials. 

In 2015, over the course of three months of fieldwork, 
seven excavation units were opened to gather more 
detailed information. During this campaign, the team 
excavated 72 m of the mudbrick enclosure wall of the 
temple, the temple entrance, and, in Unit 4, at a depth 
of 16.1 centimetres above sea level, the floor of an earlier 
structure beneath the temple. Units 3 and 5 were opened 
to clear the temple entrance, which was found easily 
thanks to the geophysical survey. In 2016, work moved 
into two new areas at the highest elevation of the kom, 
where a unit measuring 15 x 15 m was opened. This led 
to the discovery of the remains of a large tower house 
(discussed in this volume by Herslund in Chapter 5), and 
a tholos-style Hellenistic bath complex dating to the 2nd 
century BC (Unit 10, not discussed in this volume).

Topographic survey

In 2014, an intensive survey lasting almost three 
months was carried out. The survey concentrated on 
the two sites and the area in between to produce a 
topographic plan of both, identify the contour levels, 
and understand the underground waterways. The work 
was conducted using a laser total station Trimble 3305 
DR, and a Leica T1610. The excavated units’ borders, 
features, and all finds from both sites were recorded 
using points, which allowed us to produce innovative 
distribution plans of the different areas, especially with 
regard to the coins found in Unit 4 at Kom al-Ahmer.

Geophysical survey

The main aim of the survey, conducted by Gabriella 
Carpentiero in 2014, was to map the topography of Kom 
Wasit and the urban organisation of the town to identify 
possible road networks, blocks, wall circuits, and the 
extent of the settlement. Data were acquired using the 
Fluxgate Gradiometer FM256 (Geoscan Research Ltd). An 
area of 7.5 hectares was investigated by dividing it into 
a regular grid of 188 squares measuring 20 x 20 m each. 

Measurements were taken with a sample interval of 
0.25 m and a traverse interval of 1 m, yielding a total of 
300,800 readings.

The results of this survey permitted us to identify the 
remains of a complete city beneath the Nile silt at 
Kom Wasit. Unfortunately, this type of survey was not 
suitable at Kom al-Ahmer due to the presence of a large 
quantity of metal rubbish on the surface that would 
have distorted the readings. 

Aerial photography

Following the topographic and geophysical surveys, 
a set of aerial photographs were taken over both 
Kom Wasit and Kom al-Ahmer in 2014. These were 
later used to create an orthophoto of the entire site. 
Data were inserted into a geographic information 
system overlapping the geophysical results, and the 
topographic results produced a complete image of 
both sites, with a clear overview of all underground 
structures at Kom Wasit. These results yielded an 
unexpected level of visibility. Furthermore, in 2015 
and 2016, orthophotos were created using hundreds of 
photos of the excavated units and structures that had 
been taken using a Ricoh GR II water tube (12 m long). 

Excavating units (‘It is not what we find but 
what we find out’)8

The excavated units were designed based on various 
research questions, as well as what could be seen using 
geophysics and the orthophotos. The surface finds from 
each unit were noted and collected, but the surface soil 
was not sieved. All objects were collected and kept at 
the mission storage facility, which we have been renting 
from a local farmer since 2012. Pottery, glass, bones, 
worked bones, shells, coins, bronze objects, charcoal, 
and all objects such as lamps, amulets, and terracotta 
figurines have been registered each year and transferred 
to the state storage facilities. Each found object was 
collected separately in a bag made of plastic or other 
appropriate material and provided with an identification 
number, while pottery, glass, bones, and charcoal from 
each feature were assigned one number per bag for the 
entire feature. Each bag’s identification information 
was provided twice, once written on a paper and 
inserted inside the bag, and once on the bag itself using 
permanent marker, using the following format:

Kom al-Ahmer 2016
Unit 4

Feature 4102
Bag number: 2016-412
Material: bronze coin

8  I have borrowed these words from our conservator, Luciana 
Carvalho (Oxford University).
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Materials were transported daily to the local laboratory 
and study facility where they were sorted, cleaned 
or washed, photographed, and divided into category 
boxes. All of the objects were measured, and weighed 
as necessary. At the end of each campaign, objects 
selected by the mission and the main inspectors were 
registered and transported to the state storage facilities 
in Alexandria, Buto, and Tell el-Yahoudia.

The team took photographs from different positions, 
both before excavating any features and at the end 
of the excavation of each feature. More detailed 
photographs were taken when necessary for particular 
elements of the feature during excavation.

Luciana Carvalho conserved some objects, and Juliette 
Fayein carried out tests for the conservation plan of 

the Imperial Roman bath complex at Kom al-Ahmer. 
Luciana Carvalho also built a symbolic protective wall 
10 m long in 2016; the wall was built re-using plastic 
water bottles. Samantha Tistoni decorated it with 
paintings in 2017. 

This volume presents part of the results of the 
archaeological mission at Kom al-Ahmer and Kom 
Wasit between 2012 and 2016. The mission worked 
on the sites for a total of ten months. The materials 
published here are only part of a significant amount of 
materials, the rest of which are still under study. The 
mission continued its investigations through 2017, 
2018, and 2019 but the results of those seasons are not 
discussed here. 


