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Pelusium, still Egyptian or maybe Oriental town
in the Western Synai. Results of the last excavations
on the Roman city

Krzysztof Jakubiak, Warsaw

Abstract

Since 2003 Polish expedition has conducted research in a Greek-Roman town Pelusium in
Western Sinai. Those excavations resulted with unearthing a Roman theater and fragments
of Late Antiquity dwelling architecture located north from the theater. Analyze of the dis-
covered material seems to prove that Pelusium had many relation and contacts with the
Levantine coast, what underlines that the town was attended as the first Egyptian or last
Middle Eastern city on the via maris older the Horus Rad running along the seashore from
Egypt to Levantine.

Keywords: Pelusium, theatre, mosaic, dwelling architecture, geophysical researches.

Since 2003 the Polish Egyptian expedition has been excavating at Tell Farama,
where ruins of the ancient city of Pelusium are located.! The site is situated in
north western Sinai, approximately 40 km east of Qantara and the Suez Canal. The
city was located on the ancient Horus Road or Via Maris, the most important route
connecting Egypt and the Middle East.

At the beginning of our investigations we focused on the seriously damaged
ruins of 2 Roman theatre.” The excavated structure was 67 metres long and at least
78 metres wide (fig. 1). However, the width of the cavea should be enlarged by
about 6 meters on either side. The theatre from Tell Farama was constructed main-
ly of red brick, although other materials were also used. The substructure of the
whole cavea, for instance, was built with mud bricks. Because that part of the the-
atre was badly preserved it was impossible to estimate if the cavea construction was
originally divided on zmma cavea and summa cavea. That structure was then covered
with red bricks and possibly with slander marble flagstones. On the surface, traces
of mud brick superstructures were still visible. Fragments of one circular inner
wall of the cavea built of red bricks was also preserved 7 sitn. These elements are
located in the western part of the cavea.

A number of protruding elements similar to buttresses along were also vis-
ible along the facade of the cavea. In total, traces of seventeen such elements
were recognizable in that part of the theatre. The seriously damaged elements

U M. Gawlikowski, Te// Farama, Preliminary Report on a Season of Polish-Egyptian Excavations, PAM 15,
2004, 67-72.

2 A. AL-Taba’i, M. Abdal-Magsoud, P. Grossmann, The Great Theater of Pelusium, in Hommages a Fayza
Haikal, edited by N. Grimal, A. Kamel, C. May-Sheikholeslami, IFAO Bibilotheque d’étude 138, 2003, 271-
283.; K. Jakubiak, Te// Farama (Pelusium), Preliminary Report on Second Season of Polish-Egyptian Excavations,
PAM 15 (Reports 2004), 2005, 61-68.
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were part of the arcade, which formed the fagade decoration of the cavea. These
elements were constructed symmetrically, but one of them was built on the main
axis of the theatre and divided the cavea in two. Such a solution indicates that here
no central entrance to the theatre was intended. Possibly this irregularity was the
result of construction reasons. One explanation may be associated with the natu-
ral Jandscape of Pelusium. The ground in this part of the city was very marshy and
the cavea may have been divided to give the structure extra stability and prevent it
from subsiding.

Alternatively, it is possible that two stairways led from both sides of the arcade
to entrances in the upper galley. If this was the case, it may explain the denser con-
struction on both sides of the cavea underneath which may have been necessary
to support such elements.

The whole cavea, was divided into five sectors called cunei, whete scalaria were
located. This layout eased access for spectators. The traces of those entrances are
still visible in the mud brick sections, which remain from eatlier excavations con-
ducted inside the orvhestra. One entrance to the auditorium was located in the cen-
tre of the theatre’s main axis. The four remaining entrances were located symmet-
rically, two either side of the main entrance.

Almost the whole scenic structure of the theatre was unearthed except for the
rear part behind the stage, which originally formed a postsceanium or porticoes. The
original masonry of the stage probably remained largely hidden prior to excava-
tion and as a consequence survived. Those structures located upon it however
were robbed, providing as they did a cheap source of red brick, limestone and
maybe even marble.

Both parodoi located along the stage were unearthed during the excavations.
Because the stage was constructed in the northern part of the theatre, the
entrances opened into the building from the east and west. This layout along the
four cardinal points ensured the best sunlight. Furthermore, the portico crowning
the cavea would have provided a pleasant source of shade for the spectators.

The Parodoi of the theatre were 3 metres wide and ran approximately 25 metres
from the entrance to the edge of the orchestra. Because of heavy destruction it was
difficult to precisely estimate the original length of the parodos.

It was also difficult to estimate the original size of the orvhestra. A general idea
of the original spatial organisation was only possible due to the survival of sever-
al partly destroyed shell-limestone flagstones, preserved 7x sitn. Beside the flag-
stones, fragments of marble were visible on the orchestra surface. It seems prob-
able that marble was used to mark the limits of the orchestra and to accentuate the
main axis of the theatre and orcheastra. In the central part of the orchestra a few
fragments of marble flagstones survived on the pavement z situ, which seems to
support this suggestion. It should be added that the area of the ochestra was
repaired several times in antiquity. These renovations were made not with stone
but with red bricks, suggesting that the renovations were carried out with the min-
imum of cost. Patches of red bricks were visible in many areas once excavation
was complete, clearly showing where such reparations had taken place.

An underground corridor was located on the main axis of the stage. It had
suffered serious damage however making it impossible to estimate its precise
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shape and dimensions. The corridor originally joined the proscenium structure
and a transversal corridor built underground on the rear side of the stage build-
ing. Above these subterranean constructions a scaene was built. It was possible to
identify the shape of the stage thanks to observations made during earlier inves-
tigations. The upper parts of the stage were constructed of red bricks. Possibly
such decorative elements were finished with plaster or even marble fixed to the
facade.

The gate to the stage i.e. valva regiae was the main feature and dominated the
shape of the (scenae frons) stage building, This element of the decoration was set in
the shallow and flat apse. Inside of it were traces of four columns, two on each
side of the gate. The valva regiae was located on the central axis and the wings either
side were symmetrically designed.

Only small differences were observed between the two wings during our inves-
tigations.

On both sides of the scaena were constructed two lateral wings, versurae, pro-
jecting from the facade in the parodos direction.

The valva regiae, like the other gates leading to the stage puipitum and prosceninm
was arch vaulted. This was common in constructions of this type. This element in
the centre of the theatre was often characteristic of other such buildings. Some
parallels can be seen in the so-called Large Theatre from Pompeii,> Bosra,* and
Scythopolis (Beth Shean).” In Cesarea the central exedra was bigger than in Pelu-
sium, nevertheless the idea was similar.® Even in the theatre buildings known from
Philadelphia (Amman) and Petra flat apses were constructed, giving easy access to
a portico in the case of Amman,’ or the street in the case of Petra®.

Either side of the main gate in the main fagade of the scanae frons, two other
lateral doorways were located. These elements formed an important part of the
hospitalia construction. Both of these entrances were located in shallow niches dec-
orated with columns. Traces of where these columns were located are still visible
among the remnants of the stage building, These two side entrances in addition to
the valva regiae led to the backstage rooms which were located directly behind the
stage decorations. In the theatre of Pelusium two such rooms were built on each
wing of the stage building. What is peculiar however is that the staircase which led
to the upper storey of the building was located in the eastern wing. In the east-
ernmost part of the building, the broad stairs were formed by narrowing the walls
in the back part of the construction. Thanks to this, it was possible to connect the
subterranean corridors with the level of the stage decoration (scenae firons), and fur-
ther up to the uppermost part of decorations.

> M. Bimber, A History of the Greek and Roman Theater, Princeton 1971, 170-174.

* A. Segal, Theaters in Roman Palestine and Provincia Arabia, 1eiden 1995, 53-55.; E. Frézouls, Les édificies
des spectactes en Syrie, in : J. M. Dentzer, W. Orthmann (eds.), Archeologie et Histoire de la Syrie 11, La Syrie
de I'époque achéménide a 'avenement de I’Islam, Saarbriicken 1989, 397-399. ; H. Finsen, Le levé du théitre
romain a Bosra, Analecta Romana Inst. Danici, Suppl., Copenhagen 1972.

5 A. Segal, Theaters in Roman Palestine and Provincia Arabia, 1.eiden 1995,56-60.

¢ A. Segal, Theaters in Roman Palestine and Provincia Arabia, Leiden 1995, 64-69.

" A. Segal, Theaters in Roman Palestine and Provincia Arabia, Leiden 1995, 82-85.

8 A. Segal, Theaters in Roman Palestine and Provincia Arabia, Leiden 1995, 91-93.
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In front of the sceae frons was located a pulpitum construction. This structure
was at a lower level than the stage building (fig. 2). In spite of the position of the
pulpitum, it covered and joined the whole area between both protruding elements
i.e. versurae. The pulpitum was partly constructed of red bricks, which were used to
define the stage limits. The space between this red brick wall and the main body
of the theatre was covered with wooden planks. These were evidenced by gaps for
wooden beams and numerous bronze and iron nails which were found during
excavations. At the beginning of excavations the function of the red brick square
structure, which was also observed in excavation trenches, was enigmatic. It now
seems clear however that these elements were used to support the wooden planks
belonging to the pulpitum construction.

The final question concerns when the theatre should be dated to. Artefacts
found during excavations came from mixed and unclear contexts. Consequently it
was impossible to date the structure using artefact or pottery analysis. Thus it was
necessary to make a more detailed comparative study with similar constructions
from neighbouring areas.

The most similar construction to Pelusium’s theatre is the theatre from Philipopo-
lis, which can be dated to the reign of Philip the Arab.” Of course, it is difficult to find
two constructions that are the same. The theatre from Philipopolis is smaller, howev-
er it follows a similar plan and thus provides the closest analogy with the theatre build-
ing from Pelusium. The question now arises, was the theatre from Pelusium erected
at the same time as that constructed in Philipopolis. If the assumption is correct, that
the date of the theatre can be based on such parallels, a date around the middle of the
3" century A.D. may be suggested for the theatre’s erection, the same as for Philipo-
lis. Since no clear sequence of findings were unearthed during excavations precise dat-
ing as discussed is extremely difficult. Nevertheless, a construction date between the
middle of the 2™ century and the middle of the 3" century A.D. seems seductive.

In the area associated with the theatre building two trenches were opened. The
first one was located near the eastern entrance to the theatre (fig. 3). This relative-
ly small trench brought to light some interesting features. A sequence of several
flagstone pavements was unearthed just in front of the entrance. The most impot-
tant result was the discovery of the badly damaged ruins of a monumental build-
ing directly east of the theatre. These ruins were connected with a sewage canal,
which was destroyed and blocked during the construction of the theatre. This sug-
gests that the sewage system belonged to a phase prior to the theatre’s construc-
tion. A stamp seal was found in the ruins of the monumental building dating to
the Hellenistic petiod. Consequently it can be assumed that both constructions
date to the late 3 or early 2°¢ century B.C. As mentioned, three layers of lime-
stone flagstones were laid on these structures. These pavements probably
belonged to the damaged remains of a street running in a south-north direction.

It was not only in the eastern part of the theatre that earlier structures were
uncovered however. In the western parados, the ruins of what was probably a

° E. Frézouls, Les édificies des spectacles en Syrie, in : ]. M. Dentzer, W. Orthmann (eds.), Archeologie et His-
toire de la Syrie II, La Syrie de 'époque achéménide a 'avenement de I'Islam, Saarbriicken 1989, 394-396. ;
A. Segal, Theaters in Roman Palestine and Provincia Arabia, Leiden 1995, 39-41.
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dwelling structure was unearthed. This dated to the late Hellenistic or early Roman
period. (FIG. 4) It is difficult to be more precise since the pottery found here
belonged both the Hellenistic and early Roman periods.

Along the northern facade of the theatre another trench was opened. Here again,
remains of a sewage system were detected. This sewage canal was probably associated
with part of a street running east-west. Alternatively, it may have served to transport
water away from the theatre roof. According to our field observations it is probable
that a portico was erected along the northern fagade of the theatre. The portico pave-
ment covering the sewage canal was built of shell stone. Many small fragments of
badly preserved flagstones made of shell stone were visible in that area of the theatre.

Having finished work in the theatre during last year’s season, another area was
chosen for excavation. This area was located approximately 150 metres north of the
theatre. The intention here was to investigate the character and organisation of urban
planning in this part of Pelusium. In the beginning it seemed possible that structures
dating to the Early Roman Empire would be uncovered, however the results were
completely different from what we expected. Only very badly destroyed fragments of
urban architecture were found. The superstructures had almost entirely disappeared.
A similar situation was observed during excavation of the theatre. The question there-
fore arises, what happened during Late Antiquity that necessitated the robbing of
such a huge quantity of material? The most likely explanation can be associated with
the Persian invasion conducted by Chosrow 1. Under this threat the citizens of Pelu-
sium may well have been desperately trying to prepare the city’s defences. An essen-
tial part of this was the construction of a large fortress, located several hundred
metres west of the excavated area. All abandoned dwellings and public buildings were
probably plundered for cheap building material at this time. It cannot be excluded that
in addition to the theatre, dwelling structures from sector 1 and the remains of other
buildings discovered in sector 2 were almost completely devastated.

Whatever the case, the dwelling structures of sector 1, excavated during the
summer of 2005, showed very bad preservation. Several small shops or inns were
probably located in the southern part of this construction. Some findings indicate
that the excavated structure may have originally been quite rich. Traces of painted
decoration as well a piece of marble wall decoration seem to support this sugges-
tion. After the abandonment of the dwelling area, several ovens (tannurs) were
constructed within the ruins. The total deterioration of the architectural remains
was observed during the last phase, as mentioned above.

Findings from this sector dated mainly to the Late Roman period, although
some objects, especially pottery sherds were earlier, even Late Hellenistic. It should
be added that some of the material belonged to Cypriot sigillata type pottery. Gaza
type amphorae could also be distinguished. Furthermore, more than one thousand
three hundred bronze and copper coins were found, although unfortunately most
of them were illegible. Only a few of them were preserved in relatively good con-
dition. It was these that made it possible to suggest a date for the functioning of
the complex in the 6™ century A.D (fig. 5).

In sector 2, located 75 metres east of area 1, the surprising discovery was made
at the beginning of excavations of a mosaic floor. The mosaic, which was seriously
destroyed, was found just below the surface (fig. 6). The fragments suggest that the
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room, in which this decoration was located, was originally quite large. The mosaic
probably belonged to the interior of a rich house or a villa, although it is current-
ly too premature to be certain of the kind of structure. So far, only a fragment of
heavily destroyed red brick wall has been found along the northern edge of the
mosaic. The mosaic floor was only 10-20 cm below the surface and as a result was
subject to heavy damage and destruction by water and erosion, which resulted in
the severe salinity of the decoration.

The state of preservation meant that we could only estimate the length of the
mosaic, at about 10.2 metres. The width varied between 35-40 centimetres and 1.5
metres. South of the heavily damaged mosaic, a red brick floor was found. The
surface of this floor was seriously damaged by numerous post-holes and erosion,
which also played an important role in the destruction process.

One of the best-preserved areas of the mosaic was the north eastern part of
the composition. This featured a representation of a duck in the centre of a panel
with a three dimensional triple fillet. Several colours of tesserae were used here
including red, green, light green, gray and white. The tesserae was made of stone,
faience, and glass. A rectangular panel containing a grenade tree with two ibises
standing either side was another characteristic element of the mosaic floor.

Two other elements also deserve our attention. A three-dimensional pattern of
winding and interlocking lines executed from a lateral perspective featured in the
mosaic. These patterns, (swastikas) were positioned symmetrically near the eastern
and western edges of the mosaic composition. They were laid in a manner that
imitated a three-dimensional labyrinth. The northern edge of the mosaic was fin-
ished with a broad geometric border. A dominant characteristic in this area of the
mosaic was decoration with red squares with a white interior, joined to each other
with two crossed lines of bird step motifs.

The precise dating of the mosaic is difficult to estimate. No diagnostic pottery
fragments were found nearby to aid us in solving this important question. Based
on stylistic factors, the position of the mosaic, and taking into account the objects
found in the neighbouring sector, a preliminary date in the middle of the 4™ cen-
tury A.D could be proposed. However, it cannot be excluded that the mosaic dates
to a later period, even at the beginning of the 5% century A.D.!'" The closest analo-
gles can be found among Middle Eastern mosaics excavated in Antiochia and
Gerasa, once more indicating close contacts with this region. Moreover, coins
found under the mosaic floor belonged to the middle of 4® century A.D. what
strongly support suggested dating.

North of the mosaic, heavily destroyed wall fragments were found which
belonged to the associated architectural structure. Further excavation of this area
will therefore be necessary next season and will hopefully clarify the nature of the
building (fig. 7).

South of the mosaic and the aforementioned red brick remains, remnants of
stone walls faced with red bricks were uncovered. These structures belonged to a later

10 R. and A. Ovadiah, Hellenistic, Roman and Early Byzantine Mosaic Pavements in Israel, Roma 1987, 18-20,
40, 107-108.; anyhow, some motives used in the mosaic pavement found in Pelusium seems to belonging
to 4" century A.D. and were earlier than those excavated in Israel for instence.
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architectural phase, and can possibly be associated with the late 5* or 6™ century A.D
architecture and urban planning arrangements. Nevertheless, it is too eatly to suggest
the function of this structure, for now, it can only be said that a later dwelling struc-
ture or monumental buildings were built here. If work is continued, this affords us a
very good opportunity to begin the study of late urban planning in Pelusium.

Besides excavation, magnetic and resistivity surveying techniques were
employed last season to enable a non-destructive investigation of Pelusium’s urban
planning. These investigations brought to light several interesting features which
deserve mentioning (fig. 8).

The first and most important was the shape of the architectural structure,
which most probably should be associated with the aforementioned mosaic floor.
Other results indicate the remains of two streets, the junction of which is posi-
tioned between two test trenches opened up during last season. A small square
semi-oval shaped element was found here. The survey results also showed a num-
ber of dwelling structures as well as some more enigmatic elements. The latter may
perhaps be interpreted as an industrial complex, possibly containing pottery kilns,
kitchen ovens and cisterns. These questions will only be answered with the further
excavation of this area; however these preliminary results will enable us to direct
next season’s excavations at Pelusium far more effectively.

To conclude: The theatre excavated in Pelusium by the Polish-Egyptian team
was the second such construction found in the city. This is very unusual for an
Egyptian city and probably reflects Pelusium’s importance. Indeed, there is no
other site in Egypt that possesses two theatres, except ancient sources which
described theatres in Alexandria, although examples of this can be found in the
Middle East at Scythopolis, Gadara, Gerasa, and Petra.

The location of two theatres in one city clearly shows that Pelusium was not a
provincial town, and with regards to the question of urban planning it is one of
the most important cities on the eastern Mediterranean coast.

Some findings, particularly ceramic material, clearly indicate that Pelusium had
extensive trade contacts and relations with the Middle East and other parts of the
eastern Mediterranean. Positioned at the eastern gate of Egypt, it was an impoz-
tant trade city and probably acted as an entrepot for the supply and distribution of
goods. In support of this proposition, many trade items from the Middle East
were reshipped to Egypt.

Pelusium probably possessed a very multinational community, who had settled
there since the city’s origin. The population may well have been dominated by peo-
ple of Middle Eastern rather than Egyptian origin. The cult of Zeus Casios for
instance, which was originally Hastern is a very good argument in support of the
proposition that there was a large Oriental community.!! Moreover the discovered
mosaic floor which is common according to its iconography has analogies rather
in the Middle East than in Egypt, what also is very important factor.

A final supporting factor is the mosaic floor, which so far only has analogies
in the Middle East, but none in Egypt.

" 1.Y. Carrez-Maratray, Péluse et l'angle oriental du delta Egyptien anx épogue grecque, romaine et byzantine, Caire
1999, 216-222, 404-407, 426-428.
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Fig. 1: Plan of the theatre (drawn by M. Smota).
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Fig. 2: The construction of pulpitum, after excavations
(photo by K. Jakubiak).
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Fig. 3: The trench east from the eastern parodos, plan
(drawn by K. Jakubiak and S. Ma§lak).
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Fig. 4: Earlier constructions under the western parodos
(photo by K. Jakubiak).
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Fig. 5: Sector number 1 after excavations in season 2005, plan
(drawn by K. Jakubiak and S. MaS§lak).
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Fig. 6: Mosaic pavement found in the sector number 2
(photo by M. Gawlikowski).



234 Proceedings of the 5th International Congress on the Archaeology of the Ancient Near East

PELUSIUM 2005
SECTOR 2 [0 Mud brick

1:50

Fig. 7: Plan of the sector number 2 (drawn by K. Jakubiak
and O. Wasilewska).
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Fig. 8: Plan of the Polish sector after geophysical researches
(drawn by T. Herbich and J. Iwaszczuk).








