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Following the encouraging results of the survey of the church of Deir Abu 
Metta and its associated structures in 2007,1  it was obvious that the site had 
the potential to inform upon major issues in early Christianity, namely: the 
development of church architecture, which informs upon the evolution of the 
liturgy; the advent of possible monastic communities associated with churches; 
and the uniformity of burial practices.  The aim of this season’s work was to 
determine details of the architecture of the church and its period of use; to 
identify whether the church was built upon earlier structures; and to explore a 
section of the substantial building to the west of the church, which has certain 
hallmarks of a monastic complex, in an effort to establish its nature and the 
relationship between the two structures (Figure 1).  To this end, three trenches 
were selected for excavation: two within the church and one in the west 
building (Trenches 3–6); work commenced on 5/1/2009 and continued until 
15/1/2009.2  Summaries of the individual trenches are presented below.  
 
The Church – Trench 3 (Figure 2) 
 
Trench 3 (excavator Colin A. Hope, recorder Gillian Bowen)  
 
Trench 3 includes the sanctuary, which comprises the three apses and the 
central area that separates them, a narrow space, 1.50–1.70 m wide, parallel to 
the east wall of the church in the north (Space 1), and a probable corridor 
between the north wall of the church and the rear of the north apse (Space 2).  
The northern area of the sanctuary is better preserved than the southern, which 
is badly deflated.  Some excavation had been carried out in the east and south 
apses in 1979 by architect James Knudstad in order to draw up a plan of the 
church as part of the Dakhleh Oasis Project survey;3 it had subsequently filled 
with windblown sand.  None of the floors had survived in the area where 



Knudstad had worked.  Knudstad had not excavated the north apse, which was 
filled with dense mud-brick collapse, and it was anticipated that a floor would 
be found here.  The debris in the north apse was removed but it continued well 
below the expected level of the floor and again, no remains of such were 
found.  If the church at Deir Abu Metta followed the same general plan as the 
purpose-built churches at Kellis, the floor of the sanctuary would have been 
elevated about 50 cm from that of the nave.4 A sand deposit underlay the 
collapse in the north apse and further collapse was encountered beneath the 
sand; this collapse extended throughout the central region of the sanctuary and 
into the south apse.  The origin of both sequences of collapse and the time at 
which they took place was not determined but photographs taken of the church 
by Winlock in 1908 illustrate that large sections of the east wall have fallen in 
the past 100 years and it is probable that this is the source of one, if not both 
phases (Plates 1–3).5  Winlock’s photographs show that the ground level 
outside the church on the east has not risen since his visit and so the walls must 
have fallen inward.  
 
Mud-brick walls, 55–60 cm wide, were encountered in Space 1 and beneath 
the entrances of the east and the north apses.  Only minimal clearance was 
undertaken in the south apse and it is uncertain whether there are any lower 
walls in this region.  The wall beneath the east, or central, apse (Context 42) is 
broken and dislodged in the north, presumably due to the collapse of the outer 
walls and the slump of the north section of apse wall (Context 4), which has 
fallen from its foundation (Context 40) (Figures 2 and 3).  It continues beneath 
the south wall of the apse but could not be traced further (Figure 2, Plate 4).  
The interior of the east apse was excavated to the base of this low wall, which 
is built upon sand and is preserved to a height of 90 cm.  The east wall of the 
church (Context 5) is constructed on the same horizon as the low wall (42).  
The space between these two walls was filled with clean sand for the 
construction of the apse, which was built against the east wall of the church.  
 
The low wall (Context 22) in Space 1 commences north of the north wall of 
the church (Context 53), which was built above it, and continues in a southerly 
direction for 3.65 m at which point it is bonded to an east-west wall (Context 
43); the walls of the north apse (Context 15) are built above wall (43) (Figures 
2 and 3).  Further work within the northeast region of the nave should establish 
whether this low wall continues into the body of the church.  Another low wall 
(Context 54) butts wall (43) 3.35 m west of the juncture of walls (22) and (43) 
and continues in a northerly direction into the sand on which the north apse 
wall was built (Figure 2, Plate 4).  The bases of these walls were not exposed.  
A one-metre test was opened in Space 1 to reveal the base of the lower walls 



(22) and (43); they are preserved 15 courses high, or 1.65 m. Wall (43) is built 
on a laid brick footing (Context 44) (Figure 3).  These low walls are from an 
earlier structure, which was cut back for the construction of the church; their 
original function cannot as yet be determined and they warrant further 
examination.  
 
The building sequence for the northeast section of the church can be 
determined from the excavation in Space 1 (Figure 3).  The low walls (22) and 
(43) were cut back and the intervening space filled with rubble packing 
(Contexts 25, 29, 32, 35 and 45).  The north wall (53) was built over wall (22) 
and east wall (5) was laid alongside it.  The brick foundation (Context 28) was 
laid for the construction of the north apse block; this extended to the north 
wall.  The wall of the apse (Context 15) was constructed 1.10 m south of the 
north wall to allow for the corridor (Space 2).  A mud floor (Context 23) was 
laid in the corridor above the foundation (28).  The floor is on the same 
horizon as remnants of floor preserved within the nave of the church.  
 
With the exception of potsherds, finds from Trench 3 were few. Two glass 
unguenteria were found in the fill in Space 1; an iron agricultural implement 
was found in sand beneath the wall of the north apse and a terracotta lamp was 
also found in sand in the north apse.  
 
The Church – Trench 4 (Figure 4) 
 
Trench 4 (excavator and recorder James Milner) 
 
Trench 4 is located at the west end of the church and covers the entire 10 m 
width of the structure.  It projects east for 6 m on the north and 9.4 m on the 
south.  The boundary of the trench on the north follows the line of thick 
collapse visible at surface level.  The internal architecture is poorly preserved, 
usually one course of brick, and most had been exposed by Knudstad during 
his excavations in 1979. 
 
Remnants of the floor remain but this had been extensively cut through. The 
lower parts of three piers running east-west (Context 18, 39 and 40) and a wall 
(Context 19) were cleared and planned (Figure 4, Plate 5).  The piers and wall 
are all that remain of the south colonnade that separated the nave from the 
aisle; wall (19) is located approximately 2.0 m north of the south wall.  A 
corresponding section of wall (Context 47), 2.0 m south of the north wall of 
the church, must be part of the foundation of the north colonnade.  The 
remains of another pier (Context 17), located to the north of the westernmost 



pier of the south colonnade, 2.0 m east of the west wall of the church, was 
presumably part of the west colonnade that separated the nave from the return 
aisle.  The return aisle is a feature of Upper Egyptian churches, and one that is 
encountered in the Large East Church at Kellis,6 which dates to the fourth 
century.  The remnant of a wall (Context 20) running in a northerly direction 
from the easternmost pier of the south colonnade is badly deflated; no parallels 
to this can be found and its function could not be determined (Figure 4, Plate 
5); it is hoped that further excavation beneath the collapse to the north of this 
wall will clarify the details of the architecture within this region. A doorway, 
1.7 m wide, is located in the south wall (Context 15) 2.2 m east of the 
southwest corner of the church. There was a larger, ceremonial entrance in the 
west wall but the central section of the wall is deflated and its width cannot be 
ascertained with confidence. A small test was excavated in the southwest 
corner against the south wall to expose its foundation; it was built upon brick 
packing above clean sand.  
 
There are several pit graves in the nave cut into the clean sand that underlies 
the church floor (Figure 4, Plate 5).  Disarticulated skeletons were found in 
two disturbed graves (Contexts 5 and 23), parallel to the south wall, and an 
undisturbed burial of an infant was cut through the actual floor in the central 
area of the trench (Context 31). The body was laid supine in the shallow grave 
and two bricks had been placed at the south of the body; the grave and the 
bricks were then covered with a coat of mud plaster. The infant had been 
wrapped in a garment edged with a decorative band but this was in a fragile 
condition and much of the textile had disintegrated (see the appendix). All 
three burials were aligned west-east with the head to the west. 
 
Three coins were retrieved from Trench 4: one is Ptolemaic, and is presumably 
a stray, one dates to the reign of Constantius II between 341–48 and the third 
was probably struck under the emperor Valens sometime after 364. 
 
The West Building – Trench 5 (Figure 5) 
 
Trench 5 (excavator and recorder Wendy Dolling) 
 
Trench 5 is located at the eastern end of the large mud-brick, multi-roomed 
structure to the west of the church. The excavation area was confined to four 
rooms, numbered 6–9. Only minimal surface clearance was undertaken in 
Rooms 8 and 9 with the majority of the excavation focusing upon Rooms 6 
and 7. The surface area explored measured circa 15 m north-south by 10 m 
east-west. Two distinct structural phases were revealed. 



 
Room 6 is a roughly L-shaped area accessed by a doorway in the northwest 
corner that links this room to a long space, probably a passageway, designated 
as Room 2 (Figure 1).  The walls of Room 6 (Contexts 6–8, 42, 43 and 49) are 
preserved to a height of between 30 and 45 cm. There is a relatively well-
preserved, mud-plastered floor (Context 17) associated with these walls. The 
floor is compacted and does not show evidence of successive plastering 
phases. There were no archaeological deposits at floor level to indicate the 
function of the room. There are two doorways on the eastern side of the room; 
that in the north once provided access to Room 7 but was blocked by a brick 
and mortar construction (Context 44) at some point during the structure’s 
occupation (Figures 5 and 6). The doorway in the south provided access to 
Room 8. This area was only partially excavated but a remnant of an east-west 
wall (Context 40) exposed in the south of Room 7 is clearly a later addition; 
further investigation will be required to determine the architecture. A test cut, 
3.6 x 1.6 m, made through the floor in the southern end of Room 6 revealed 
two earlier north-south orientated mud-brick walls (Contexts 18 and 37) and 
either a mud-brick platform or another wall (Context 36); the southern walls of 
Room 6 are built directly over these walls. A small area of mud-plastered floor 
(Context 35) was encountered at the base level of the earlier walls; it must date 
to the occupation of this earlier structure. Excavation through this floor level 
exposed the foundation courses of walls (18) and (37), which are built over a 
moderately compacted, probably natural, sand deposit (Context 51) (Figure 6). 
 
Room 7, a roughly rectangular space, is located directly to the east of Room 6 
(Figure 5). The north and east walls of the room (Contexts 16 and 21) are 
major walls 1.16 m wide, while the west and south walls (Contexts 8 and 15) 
are the standard 60 cm wide. The alignment of the walls is not uniform, with 
the north (16) and south (15) walls on a different alignment to the other walls; 
the purpose for this could not be determined. With limited time available, 
excavation was confined to the southern section of the room. Two graves, 
oriented west-east were encountered just below the surface sand and rubble; 
one was cut against the south wall of the room (Context 15) and the other 
immediately to its north (Figure 5, Plate 6). The southern grave contained a 
few human bones and an impression in the base of the pit indicating it had 
once contained a burial. The northern grave contained an undisturbed adult 
burial. The body, that of a female, was lying in the supine position with the 
head at the western end of the pit; it was left in situ and reburied. Both of these 
burial pits cut through a partially-exposed floor. The cut for the southern grave 
exposed an earlier wall over which both the south and east walls of the room 
were built. There is a high probability that this earlier wall is of the same 



construction phase as the lower walls revealed in Room 6. Further 
investigation is required to determine accurately the archaeological phases 
represented here. 
 
Three small ostraka were found in the west building, two in Coptic and one in 
Greek. They appear to be of an economic nature. The only other find was a 
fourth- or fifth-century coin which is in a poor condition.   
 
Discussion 
 
Winlock’s photographs provide more information on the external architecture 
of the church than can be gleaned from the surviving walls. A series of holes, 
which may have been emplacements for beams, are visible in the north wall 
(Plate 1). It is difficult to determine their height above ground level from the 
photograph but three extent beam emplacements have survived on the interior 
of a section of the south wall and these are set five metres from the floor. The 
beams must have spanned the side aisles.  A rectangular feature with an 
emplacement for a wooden lintel can be seen in the east wall of the church 
behind the central apse; this could have been a window. Although it appears to 
be blocked in Winlock’s photograph, this is probably the remnant of wall in 
the southwest corner as seen in Plate 2. The light source for the church was 
from windows located about three metres above the floor, one of which still 
survives in the south wall (Plate 7), and as the east apse was the focus of the 
sanctuary, it might well have been illuminated. A series of depressions visible 
in the east wall, about 50 cm below the level of the presumed window, could 
conceivably have been beam emplacements for some type of structure but this 
is speculative. A horizontal line of narrow rectangular depressions is also 
evident at least one metre above the window; their function is not known. The 
only other information that Winlock’s photographs provide in relation to the 
architecture is that the outer walls were in excess of 8 m high. From the 
photograph which shows the inside of the nave (Plate 3) it is clear that by the 
early 20th century, the columns separating the aisles from the nave had fallen. 
  
From work undertaken in the sanctuary this year it would appear that the 
church of Deir Abu Metta was built above an earlier structure and although no 
early walls were found in the nave, excavation outside the north wall in 2007 
exposed at least two low walls which continued beneath the north wall of the 
church and were presumably cut back for the building of the latter (Figure 1).7 
Other walls on the southern side of the church could also relate to this earlier 
phase but these have yet to be examined. Clarification of the extent of these 
earlier structures and their possible function awaits the excavation of the 



northern interior of the nave and the exterior of the church. The ceramic 
assemblage relating to the early structure in the sanctuary dates to the fourth 
century, which corresponds to that found in the buildings north of the church.8 
As noted, the internal architecture of the church is poorly preserved and little 
information, not previously known, was added to our knowledge of the 
western section of the church. This again awaits further excavation beneath the 
dense collapse against the north wall.  
 
The architecture surrounding the sanctuary is informative. The corridor 
between the north wall and the north apse opens into a narrow space parallel to 
the east wall: Spaces 2 and 1 respectively. Space 1, which terminates at the 
junction of the east and north apse walls and is only 1.6 m wide, probably 
functioned as a pastaphorium, a room where paraphernalia for church ritual 
was stored. One would expect a corresponding corridor and pastaphorium on 
the southern side of the sanctuary, as reconstructed by Knudstad on his plan 
(Figure 1) and suggested by Winlock’s photograph (Plate 3) when the walls 
here were still standing. The walls have since fallen and no work was 
undertaken in that area this season. The south pastaphorium in the large church 
at Kellis gives direct access to the sanctuary9 but the east apse wall at Deir Abu 
Metta is too deflated to determine whether or not there was a doorway between 
it and the south pastaphorium. 
 
The burials within the church itself are difficult to interpret in terms of when 
they took place, especially as the floor of the church is so badly cut through. 
The burials in the southwest are cut into sand and there are no artefacts 
associated with them.  Both burials are disturbed but parts of the skeletons 
remain allowing the orientation of the bodies to be determined. They are 
undoubtedly Christian, an identification not only made because of their 
location within the church but they have other hallmarks of the standard 
Christian burial. The bodies, placed supine in simple pit graves, oriented west-
east with head to the west and without grave goods, conform to Christian 
graves of a similar date found at Kellis,10 a small cemetery at Mahoub, 
Dakhleh Oasis,11 the pit graves at Bagawat, Kharga Oasis,12 and those in the 
Coptic cemetery at Saqqara.13 The same burial pattern is also found as far 
afield as Europe and Britain, an example of which is the fourth-century 
cemetery at Poundbury in Dorset, England.14 This indicates a uniformity of 
practice, which extended beyond Egypt and must have been imposed by 
church authorities. It is not possible to determine whether the burials beneath 
the church at Deir Abu Metta are contemporary with its period of use or 
represent a final phase of activity after the structure was abandoned for 
ecclesiastical purposes; this latter scenario could account for the burials found 



in Room 7 in the west building. Alternatively, the burials could pre-date the 
building of the church; this is feasible if the earlier structure was itself a church 
with an associated cemetery, as with the fourth-century West Church at 
Kellis.15  
 
The west building is thought to be associated with a small monastic 
community;16 this suggestion is based upon its tower-like architecture, a 
known feature of Egyptian monasteries.17 Although the nature of the building 
was not elucidated by the excavation carried out in the eastern rooms, minor 
clearance of surface rubble on the north of the mound exposed an 
exceptionally thick section of wall that is reminiscent of a tower. This area will 
be targeted for further examination. Two building phases were identified in the 
west building and, as mentioned above, the presence of burials in Room 7 
indicates a third phase of use. The rectilinear plan of the eastern part of the 
west building suggests that this might be an addition to the tower and 
consequently represent yet another building phase. It is on the same orientation 
as the early building to the north of the church, which could suggest that the 
two are contemporary but this possibility awaits further exploration both 
within the building itself and in the surrounding area. As yet, it is too early to 
determine the structure’s relationship to the church. It is worth noting, 
however, that remnants of walls survive in the plains to the north and south of 
the site indicating that the church and the west building were probably 
enclosed by a perimeter wall. 
 
The important question of dating relies primarily upon the ceramic evidence. 
Colin Hope reports that the ceramics from the early structures date to the 
fourth century but no earlier. Ceramics from the church suggests a foundation 
date in the late fourth or early fifth century. The ceramic assemblage in general 
indicates that the church and the west building were in use until the late fifth or 
early sixth century.  
 
Appendix 
 

The Tapestry Band from Deir Abu Metta 
 

Rosanne Livingstone 
Centre for Archaeology and Ancient History 

Monash University 
 

Fragments of a polychrome tapestry and weft-wrapped band were found in 
association with the head and body of the infant found in grave (31) Trench 4. 



The fragment examined has a tiny remnant of the linen ground fabric (Plate 6). 
The band is woven with undyed linen and dyed wool yarns. 
 
The fragment is 100 mm long and 51 mm wide, the band being 40 mm in 
width. The band is edged with narrow stripes of dark blue and ochre-coloured 
wool. The centre of the band is divided into three sections of red tapestry with 
ochre-coloured motifs, worked in tapestry and weft-wrapping, in the centre. 
The motifs at the sides are identical while the motif in the central section has a 
different pattern; the two motifs would have alternated along the band. Central 
medallions within the motifs, and triangular sections at the corners, are also 
worked in tapestry and weft-wrapping in green and ochre-coloured wool and 
undyed linen. The red tapestry sections are separated by a single warp end 
wrapped in linen. The remaining weft yarns are not threaded back into the 
tapestry; instead they either lie loose on the reverse of the band or float until 
they join the next section worked in the same colour. 
 
With so little of the textile remaining it is difficult to identify its original 
function. The structure of the band suggests it may have been from a garment. 
The warp ends are paired within the band, which is characteristic of clavi on 
the neck, back and front of linen tunics in the Roman period.18 As the reverse 
side of the clavi were not visible the yarns could lie loose. If the band was 
originally a clavus, it is probably from an adult’s tunic which was either used 
to wrap the infant, or re-made into a child’s hooded tunic. A problem with this 
identification is that the band is polychrome and clavi of the fourth and fifth 
centuries are usually monochrome.19 Another possibility is that an adult’s 
mantle, a large rectangular shawl, was used to wrap the infant. Mantles were 
often decorated at each end20and Kajitani reports that some mantles recovered 
from burials in the necropolis of el-Bagawat in the Kharga Oasis were not 
reversible,21 so it is conceivable that a mantle might be decorated with band 
that was intended to be seen only from the outer side. Kajitani also found some 
large rectangular linen textiles with colourful decorations in the corners. These 
were not mantles and showed no evidence of use; consequently, she identified 
them as purpose-made shrouds.22 In addition to these possibilities for the 
origin of the band, household textiles, such as curtains or wall hangings, were 
often decorated with polychrome designs, and were also used as funerary 
textiles.23 Thus the original textile could have been a garment, a household 
textile or a shroud. Regardless of its original function, this tapestry and weft-
wrapped band is beautifully worked, and the original textile was presumably a 
valuable item.  
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