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Beyt Sobek
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The House of Sobek
This mud brick house, built in the vernacular archi-
tecture of the early twentieth century, is named after
Sobek, the ancient crocodile god, who was worshipped
in different forms throughout Fayum. The building
was designed as an excavation house. The builders
were inspired by ancient building techniques and
even used Roman mud bricks and many stone frag-
ments such as columns, column bases and the bottom
plates of pink granite hand mills in walls and floors.
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URU Fayum Project. Drawings: Martin Hense, Argus Hardy. Photographs: Jolanda Bos, Willeke Wendrich.
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Restoration and Site Management
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As part of the current work in Karanis/ Kom Aush-
im, the team of archaeologists and conservators
is gradually restoring the Beyt Sobek and provid-
ing explanatory signs and a clear route through
the ancient town. You can find information on the
most recent research results in the exhibit and at

_the projeetswebsite www.archbase.org/fayum

This work in Beyt Sobek is directed. by Willeke
Wendrich (UCLA) and made possible by the An-
tiquities Endowment Fund of the American Re-

_search Center in Egypt, the Apache Oil Company,
-_Tom Voitovich, Harris Bass and Deborah Arnold.

With cooperation of: Jolanda Bos, Hans Barnard,
Argus Hardy, Kate Ashley, Ashraf Sobhy Rizqal-
lah, Hamed Youssef Mahmud, RedaSayed Hassan,
and members of the UCLA/RUG/UoA Fayum
team. Design: Lonneke Beukenholdt/Blikveld.nl
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The History of Beyt Sobek
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The house was built in different phases from 1924-1934 by the University of Michigan
to serve as their excavation headquarters. It is a good example of the way archaeolo-
gists in Egypt worked and lived in the previous century. The house has many unique
features; small and intimate rooms and doorways but also large rooms, working ar-
eas and courtyards are characteristic for this building. After 1934 the house was used
on weekends by the British Envoy, it was re-used by Cairo University in the 1970's
and after that abandoned. Please experience and enjoy this monumental building
and imagine being an archaeologists exploring the desert.

Beyt Sobek
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URU Fayum Project. Photographs by Jolanda Bos, Willeke Wendrich. Ancient roof construction: photograph George R. Swain, courtesy of the Kelsey
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Roof and Windows

Aagal 350 oL 35 e tam Ml el g iy 8 il ying

Gshll edih pa gelld o g JAill g g jasylglaai i Ands 3y -
(i) S) Apae il (13 S A Hadgiliiia a5 cpadall 5 call

@Y S ) jleall 3y b Aol g las Auali Ay yhay LAY Ao Lia 23 36 5 -

N 830Ul 2% | Uiy o 55 (33 s o g (S 38 5l -

The roof of Beyt Sobek is a good example of traditional house con-
struction. Wooden beams are covered with date palm ribs (gereed).
Over these come woven mats, which are covered with unfired bricks
and a thick layer of mud plaster. This is very similar to the style of
ancient roofs in Karanis.

The very special woodwork was made by the British and Ameri-
can excavation team members in 1924. The windows can be opened
entirely by sliding the wooden frame to the side, resting it on the
wooden support




The Karanis dig house in 1924
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The Karanis dig house in 1930
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Ptolemaic Expansion, Roman Exploitation
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The town of Karanis was built in the third century
BC, under Ptolemy II Philadelphus, as one of many
agricultural settlements surrounding the fertile
Fayum basin. The town flourished for almost seen
centuries. Karanis was a rural town, depending on
the Nile floods and on the maintenance of the irriga-

eum of Archaeology

tion system of canals. Greek mercenaries lived here
amongst the Egyptian population. In the Roman
Period taxes were levied on agricultural produce
and the production of commodities such as textiles
and olive oil. Thus Karanis and the Fayum in general
provided Rome with important riches needed for the
upkeep of the empire.
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In the Greco-Roman period farmland in Egypt was partly owned by the
temples, which therefore also had an important economic function. The
two large temples of Karanis were devoted to three different forms of the
crocodile god Sobek (Petesouchos, Pnepheros and Soknopaios) as well
as Zeus, Serapis, Isis and Harpokrates. In their homes, the inhabitants of
Karanis also had statues and wall paintings of gods as well as amulets to
ensure protection against evil.

Statue of Soknopaios, a falcon headed crocodile, found in the North Temple at Karanis. Photograph courtesy Kelsey
Museum of Archaeology. URU Fayum Project: Photographs by Bastiaan Seldenthuis and Willeke Wendrich.




A Roman Apartment
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~ grouped in blocks, €alled insulae. The houses often
~had several storigﬁl tl}oa basement for storage and
an open commu‘fii}_é_ uityard, where activities like

. cooking, bread bziking, basket making and weav-
g t_oéli}'place. The rooms were arranged around
the stairvx'/(:ll and furnished with mats, beds, chairs,

| & Houses in the ancie wn of Karanis were often
=
s

o Ry

low tables, baskets, pots, expensive glass vessels
and oil lamps. In the span of seven centuries many
houses were divided and thereafter owned by more

oman house in Karanis. Photographs of Roman utensils, a drinking glass set and wooden locks. Photographs

courtesy of the Kelsey Museum of Archaeology. URU Fayum Project: Photographs by

= than one person. Thus it was possible to own only
e - -
e | a share of a house or an apartment in this town.
s

(=TS
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Roman baskets and a selection of Roman children’s toys found at Karanis. Photographs courtesy of the Kelsey Museum of
Archaeology. URU Fayum Project: child playing with a modern copy of the wooden horse, photograph by Jolanda Bos.

Children
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Archaeologists find only few traces of the children who once lived in Karanis, and
mostly these are toys: a horse with wheels, a miniature chair, a rattle and small dolls
made of pieces of textiles wrapped around a core and bound together. Sometimes
even hair was attached to the rag dolls. Miniature tools for the different industries
were also found as well as writing tablets showing that children liked to imitate
adults and were taught in Karanis. These pieces were all excavated in the early
years of archaeological research. The objects shown here are all modern copies.
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What Do We Want to Know?
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earliest evidence for agriculture in Egypt is found, M
Karanis and two other Graeco-Roman sites in the v =
sas, provide information on agricultural methods, but also ﬁ'in ustries such ascé 1
glass production. Furthermore, the social and religious life of the inhabitants is of g;
est. The three universities involved in the research are the University of Cahforrua, Los A e-
les (USA), the Rijksuniversiteit Groningen (t,hg' N‘éﬁl'erlands) and the Umverslty of Auckland = "‘
(New Zealand).
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The Karanis Farmers _(;B-gtanical Research)
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\ ' Understandmg agriculture of the past involves meticulous research on botanical remains. J
: SR Y l'ﬁ regent years a storage bulldmg was discovered where not onlyﬂgram, but also othet prod-
! R, 7 sueh as safflower for oil productlon, were stored. From areas where the inhabitants of
- i 9 % " .ancient Karanis dumped their domestic garbage, archaeologlst& can reconstruct the human

) ; R ANSE - diet and produce, of the town. The mud-bricks used to construct most of the buildings of *
Karanis also tell a tale of agriculture: by studying their plant remains, especially the weeds ~~
mixed w1th the chaff and clay in the brlcks we can reconstruct the type of agncultural ﬁelds
and haryestmg methods n - : e ! i & £ '_ :
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URU Fayum Project: photographs by Christina Long, Jolanda Bos, Bastiaan Seldenthuis, Sigrid van Roode, Rabie Eissa Mohamed.
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‘Woodconstruction built into ancient Karanis house. Photo courtesy of the Kelsey Museum of Archaeology. URU

Fayum Project: photographs by Christian Fischer, Willeke Wendrich.
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The town of Karanis is generally built of sun-dried bucks, with the 1nanle walls covered ~ ".. ™
wlth pléster The houses in Karanis were basic and fungtlonal Niches built into -thE'Wall‘s-

prbvufe places for-possessions or oil lamps. Wmtfows wer set high in the walls, prov1d— R
ingi ir@tlon and prwacy. Buildings were solidified by the use of wooden planks builtinto ‘_‘

t’k}e we s, as X_ﬁeﬂ Iballay;ng bricks in concave rows. Different types of hmestd'
- ‘used for the two T‘ei}nglﬁ and for house fo tlona L All these materials were quar

d i call.y; with excew the Emk Aswan gramte re—used in some of the bulldm-gs

Sl L 5 L = h



URU Fayum Project: photographs by Christina Long, Bastiaan Seldenthuis, Jolanda Bos, Willeke Wendrich.
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Conservation and Site Management
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All kinds of materials are found well preserved in the soil of this an-
cient town, from textiles and botanical remains to papyri. Research has
been done to comprehend the preservative quality of the soil of Kara-
nis. Once the ancient remains are excavated and left exposed, for instance
from the excavations in the 1930’s onwards, they inevitably deteriorate and
collapse. In order to preserve Karanis for future generations, to make it compre-
hensible for visitors and to conserve the ancient buildings, a site management
project was initiated.




Climate and Sustainability
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Evidence for climate change was found in Karanis and the surrounding desert. The fluctua-
tions in water level of Lake Qarun, for instance, required adaptations by inhabitants of the
region. This can be inferred from excavations in Karanis, but also from the Neolithic sites in
the Fayum.
Karanis has provided much information on sustainable use of materials. This was not only

uncovered during archaeological excavations, but also by the architectural study of Beyt
Sobek. The use of special building materlals, dlfferently produced mud- brlcks a

.

URU Fayum Project: photographs by Willeke Wendrich, Joseph Lehner, Bastiaan Seldenthuis.
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Digging for Fertilizer
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In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the ancient towns of
the Fayum were an important resource for agriculture. The unfired
bricks of ancient buildings and the organic and nitrogen-rich deposits
in the streets and garbage heaps were very suitable as fertilizer (sebakh).
In the early 1920’s the sebakhin even excavated large parts of the site
on an industrial scale. A railroad was laid in order to transport large
quantities of sebakh from the site to the fields. In this period the Uni-
versity of Michigan first started excavations and found that the heart
of the town had been completely dug away.

tesy Kelsey Museum of Archaeology. URU Fayum Project: photographs by Jolanda Bos.

Sebakhin and RAF aerial photograph which shows the destruction of the center of town, cour-
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Large scale excavation in progress. Photograph by George R. Swain, courtesy of the Kelsey Mu-

ina Long, Jolanda Bos.

seum of Archaeology. URU Fayum Project: photographs by

Y.
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= Whlle- the sEbakhm ‘were dlggmg‘awa}?‘mosf of the ancient town center, a team from tEe S
UruVetmty of Mlchlgan conducted saﬂv‘age archaeelogy In the first ttwo years Michiganand * e
the sebakhin were working together the arc'lflaéolq‘g_x‘»_s_ts.maie s’ure tcaxca&mie s&ﬁflaent se=
bakh t0 last the Daria company for a year, until the excavators Leumed'fogtﬁe next season. -

large scale excavafﬁnunﬁlfl%ﬁ‘and many-of the spectacular finds, ranging from delicate ~ ~ -
3 glass vessels to sturdy"wpo'a‘éh'agicdﬂmal 1m_plerments, are. on d’lsp‘laym,_ﬂle Agmc‘?‘luﬂ‘ai

In 1926 the't bevg‘n beeame an ngéglal antiquities area, protected by law. Michigan continued .
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'f_-'_ 2 ¢ A few decades ter the expedltlon from Michigan concluded its research
_‘_ o amhaeologlsf?ﬁ‘ m.Cairo University and the French Archaeological Institute
dEAL /’ (IFAO) excavated on the‘_korthern part of the site between 1966[€nd 1975 Here. ¥ &
his AT - the main di s-*mcluded Rofhan baths as well as residential areas. The ‘3}_’&' ;
P

3 ﬁ‘ﬁ ‘bath was r? ctedby‘che IFAO d can still be Vlslted today* Delicate wall

BATH HOUSE

1: Hall
I: Frigidarium [cold bath)
3: Tepidarium (tepid room)
4: Laconicum (hot roam)
&: Caldarium {hot bath)
6: Cloan water tank
7: Heater room
B: Annex
9: Courtyard
10: Waste water tank

pamtlﬁgs ecorated sorg,e of the w s of hhe bath- whléh ‘were bullt of fired : -

Aftor: El-Nassery, Wagner and Castel; o
BIFAQ 76 (1878): pp. 231-275.

URU Fayum Project: photographs by Willeke Wendrich.



Papyrus found hidden in threshold. Photograph George R. Swain, courtesy of the Kelsey Museum of Ar-

chaeology. URU Fayum Project: photographs by Willeke Wendrich, Bastiaan Seldenthuis, Jolanda Bos.
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Comparison then | now 2
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