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URBANISM IN GRAECO-ROMAN EGYPT

The Graeco-Roman period as such is rarely in the
focus of Egyptological discussion.1 With respect to
urbanism and demographic matters in general any-
how, retrospective input from post Pharaonic Egypt is
indispensable. In spite of the overall situation of settle-
ment-archaeology in Egypt, which is, as will surely have
become clear from the other papers of this confer-
ence, a rather dire one (especially for the Graeco-
Roman period),2 the abundance of written material
and the fact that Egypt had been more and more with-
in the scope of Greek historiography from Dynasty 26
onwards3 and had finally been made part of the Greek
speaking koiné “by spear”, when Alexander the Great
conquered it, present us with an amount of informa-
tion unknown from any other part of the Greek and
Roman worlds.4 We will trace the development of cities
from the beginnings of Greek settlement in Egypt to
fully established urbanism in the Roman Period.

It is not possible to deal with the phenomenon of
settlements in Egypt from the 6th century BC until
the advent of Islam in a single paper, neither in
regard to bibliography nor the archaeological and
historical evidence. Due to the few properly excavat-
ed towns it will be necessary to base significant parts
of the argument on the non-archaeological sources
and their interpretation by papyrologists and histori-
ans, thus enlarging the material even further. The
papyrological evidence is distributed unevenly over
Egypt as the preservation of the media depends on
the level of the water-table. There are nearly no
papyri from the Delta, most of them have been found
in the Fayum in salvage excavations triggered by
Sebakhin or in the course of papyrus-hunting expe-
ditions all over Upper-Egypt.

The purely archaeological part of the paper is lim-
ited to selected test-cases and a concluding account
of the recent excavations in Syene, modern Aswan. As

the archaeological contribution is still lamentably
small it shall be shown where archaeology might help
to illuminate parts of the picture as yet insufficiently
covered by the written sources. 

1. PRELIMINARIES

1.1. Sociological tools for a translation of the
ancient city into modern terms

It has become very common to include at least some
“theory” into archaeological or historical treatises,
especially those dealing with settlements and towns.
The problems lie clearly in how the influx from philo-
sophical or sociological sources is processed in the
work itself. Frequently some titles and outlines of
theoretical models are mentioned in an introductory
chapter, like an obligation fulfilled, never to be men-
tioned again in the following pages. Even if such the-
ories find their way into the work as a whole, some
authors fail to make a decision as to which of them is
most applicable to the problem at hand. A cloud of
opinions emerges that is deployed like a kind of cam-
ouflage thus enabling the author to avoid more fun-
damental statements. Finally, a strategy obviously not
only applied by archaeologists, is “name-dropping” of
eminent figures as sufficient verification of a hypoth-
esis.5 A better, but still not overtly satisfying approach
is the application of definitions and terms taken from
a sociological model in a purely descriptive rather
than an analytical way.6 If it is possible or even desir-
able to adapt or create a model or models for the
phenomena of the settlements of Egypt in Hellenistic
and Roman times it can best be answered in following
R. S. Bagnall in a proposition he made concerning
the economy of Roman Egypt. Even if an overall
model is not possible, Egypt poses a unique opportu-
nity for testing aspects of such models.7
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Max Weber’s notion of the city in general and the
ancient city especially, has been, and still is, quite
attractive for some archaeologists. The major short-
comings of his theory are due to the fact that he is
mostly concerned with the feudal towns of medieval
Europe while the ancient cities are treated as less
developed precursors.8 His ideas of the “consumer
city” and “producer city“9 have been highly influential,
for example, with Moses I. Finley.10 Several criteria for
urban settlements can be gained from city-models
applied by archaeologists: A city is a densely populat-
ed nucleated settlement of considerable size with a
central market place and a socially differentiated citi-
zen body and cityscape. Other aspects, including such
functions as religious centre or protection by a city
wall are not present in all models.11

The sociological model of Anthony Giddens has
been most influential, especially with Post-Processual
archaeologists.12 The broader applications, concern-
ing towns or settlements for instance, have been
mostly neglected by them due to both their prehis-
toric or ethno-archaeological bias and modern small
scale archaeology, dealing mainly with domestic
micro-sociological structures. 

Anthony Giddens’ theory of Structuration is
attempting to bridge the gap between holistic and
individualistic schools of sociology13 by its dualism of
structure: structures are a result of past or present
decisions of acting individuals and only exist through
their being enacted by knowledgeable individuals
who are themselves depending on structural ele-
ments like rules etc.14

Giddens has elaborated on cities in what he calls
“Class-Divided Societies”.15 His, like any other socio-

logical model, has not been created for ancient soci-
eties.16 Even if the pre-capitalist city is according to
Giddens significantly different from modern forms
of settlement,17 he uses it as a test arrangement for
the application of his theory, mostly to stress features
of the capitalist city yet absent in ancient towns. The
complexity of ancient societies is neglected in favour
of traits exemplary for capitalist change. In order to
make use of the construct of the pre-capitalist city of
Giddens, Weber’s Producer or Consumer City model
or Polanyi’s “Port of Call” type of town the Weberian
“Idealtyp” has been introduced. 18 While this
approach has brought considerable results, especial-
ly in the resent work of Astrid Möller on Naukratis, 19

stressing congruencies between the model respec-
tively the case-study in its sociological context, while
neglecting incongruencies reduce the analytical
quality significantly. Incongruencies are often rooted
in the limited knowledge of the sociologist about
recent archaeological or historical research. He is of
course a layman with respect to antiquity just as the
archaeologist is usually not systematically educated
in sociology.20 Moreover, frequently information
deficits within the archaeological disciplines mis-
leadingly imply the applicability of aspects of mod-
els. 21 Besides these kinds of “scholar-based” incon-
gruencies, especially evident with models created
long ago, there are more inherent systematic differ-
ences. These differences are often much more sig-
nificant than apparent congruencies. If sociological
types of pre-capitalist cities are not very helpful by
themselves, the more basic notions of society that are
tested on these artificial constructions, may well be
applied to our, admittedly – hopefully informed but
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14 LAMLA 2003, 17.
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italism cannot be assumed to be a direct continuation or
expansion of cities in non-capitalist societies”. 
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19 MÖLLER 2000.
20 GIDDENS 1981, 151 claims that knowledge of writing was

strictly elitist and therefore not used for daily routines. This
notion is not confirmed by the papyrological and epi-
graphical evidence. Cf. BAGNALL 2005, 189. THOMPSON 1996.
Even before the Makedon conquest writing was an impor-
tant part of Egyptian administration and simple reading
skills were widely spread (ibid. 69) and especially RAY 1996.

21 MÖLLER 2000, 213–214. The idea that the presence of Greek
pottery is indicating Greek presence does not correspond to
newer archaeological results. Greek pottery and Greek prod-
ucts were traded on a regular basis and had a market inside
Egypt. Cf. YARDENI 1993 on a detailed list of products traded
via an unknown Egyptian harbour from 475 B. C. E. (MÖLLER

2000, 38 states that the overall economical stiuation did not
change during the persian period). 
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largely speculative – notion of the city in Graeco-
Roman Egypt.

As Egypt has been a territorial state on its own or
part of a larger political unit throughout its history
one of the most difficult aspects of Giddens’ pre-capi-
talist city is the fact that, for him, the emergence of
the territorial state coincides with early capitalism,
thus treating the city in Class-Divided societies as iso-
lated unit with some limited hinterland under its con-
trol. His model is alas still valid for the city per se as we
will see below. Giddens starts his investigation with
small pre urban societies. These are mostly face to face
societies, meaning that participants in the social
process are present. With the advent of cities, more
and more members of society are absent. Spatial dis-
tance is inevitably connected to a chronological dif-
ference, a so called time/space distance. It is now cru-
cial to bridge the time-gap, this is where writing
becomes central, because by means of writing infor-
mation can be stored and preserved during the time
it takes to travel from sender to recipient. With writing
and the birth of history not only spatial but also near-
ly unlimited chronological distances are mastered. 

Cities are containers of power, they are where
both allocative and authoritative resources are col-
lected. The element of storage is central for the gen-
eration of power and enables control over time-spe-
cific processes. Power and authoritative resources,
meaning military or police elements, are represented
by city walls. Archives or libraries are equally storage
relevant installations concerning knowledge just like
granaries concerning food. Giddens states that cities
come into existence around ceremonial centres.
Temples are often situated in the social and physical
centre of cities, together with buildings representing
administrative power.22

The storage of knowledge is directly related to tra-
dition. The above described stage of society is called
traditional by Max Weber to whom traditional is a pre
rational non-utilitarian mindset.23 Within the model
of Giddens tradition has also to be enacted by
informed and knowledgeable individuals. A tradition

is the result of past acts and decisions of individuals
and has to be accepted in order to be powerful. An
interpretation of tradition as a non discursive link
between past and present with the implication that
traditional spheres are not subject to immediate con-
temporary scrutiny is to some extent a contradiction
to Giddens’ model but defines the special character
of tradition without denoting it as being irrational.24

Especially the reason for traditionally legitimized
power becomes more comprehensible this way.25 Aris-
totle states that the power of laws depends solely on
habit and warns against changing them (Aristot. pol.
1269a). Tradition becomes thus another resource to
be stored and controlled. 

1.2. “Reading” the physical remains of Cities

Exponents of geography and architectural theory
have incorporated social theories especially when
dealing with human-spatial interaction.26 The spatial-
ity of cities is the most important aspect for the
archaeologist. The surviving structures of excavated
settlements are compiled and interpreted on plans
and maps and constitute the context of the finds.
With Egypt in the Graeco-Roman period the wealth
in preserved written sources of all kinds, but espe-
cially those concerning people’s daily live, provides us
– unique for ancient civilizations – with access to the
otherwise lost behavioural space, meaning the per-
ceived space which may be very different from actual
built space.27 Architectural design and organization
of space are mostly culture dependent.28 Following
Giddens the term culture should be seen here as a
structural element, part of the social rule set either
inhibiting or enabling human action. The rule set
consists of normative (“social“) elements and signifi-
cation codes (“cultural“).29 Rapoport’s built environ-
ment, while not determining its inhabitants, has a
mnemonic quality30 and therefore constitutes a stor-
age facility in the sense of Giddens. 

“Reading” the physical remains becomes, at least
to some extent, possible.31 As will become evident,
“writing” space has become quite common among
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GIDDENS 1997, 425–427 recognises this new development
but warns against trends to personalize space in a holistic
way (loc. cit, 427).

27 RAPOPORT 1970, 83. GIDDENS 1987, 150 argues that only cap-
italist cities are real “built environments” while older towns
are mostly defined by their natural environment. At least
some of the cities of Greek and Roman, possibly even
Pharaonic Egypt were carefully planned with orthogonal
purely “artificial” street grids. Cf. infra.

28 KENT 1993, 1.
29 MIEBACH 2006, 377 Abb. 99.
30 RAPOPORT 1993, 12–13.
31 DÖRING/THIELEMANN 2008, 15–16. 



scholars dealing with Graeco-Roman Egypt. Virtual
maps of towns are created from the author’s interpre-
tation of non-material sources. At least with Alexan-
dria maps of the ancient town are known to be mostly
artificial,32 while in other places, like Hermopolis the
published plan has been enriched by adding the orig-
inally only mentioned Tetrastylon and retracing the
courses of the main streets thus mixing the original
document with additions showing features “as they
should be” and thus creating a pseudo reality.33 The
assembling of plans by using a wide range of sources
from excavated evidence to satellite images or mag-
netograms to material from old publications or maps
(some not to scale and representing mere impressions
like the maps of the Description l’Egypte), sometimes
even oral history, stands at the beginning when deal-
ing with urban phenomena. Both the degree of inter-
pretation applied by the actual compiler and of all
contributions should remain traceable.

1.3. The polis

The Greek city, the polis, was at the very core of Greek
political thinking, the only way for humans to live
together in an orderly manner.34 The degree of
urbanisation was the main indicator for cultural com-
patibility.35 The negative assessment by Greek histori-
ographers with respect to Egyptian cities has influ-
enced the view on Egypt until today.36 Both Greek his-
toriography and the majority of Papyrological and
epigraphical material at our disposal are formulated
in the Greek language. In order to comprehend the
Greek perspective it is necessary to get a grip on the
Greek categorization of settlements.

The ambiguity of the Greek term polis, of its usage
both ancient and modern, lies at the core of the
problem. The densely settled urban nucleus is only
part of the polis. Polis and chora, town and hinter-

land, represent the topographical elements while the
most important part for the Greeks was the citizen
body and the constitution.37 The Greek polis consti-
tutes a container of values and perceptions generally
agreed upon by the majority of Greeks. Isonomia,
autarkia and autonomia are the central ideas, meaning
equality before public law of all free citizens,38 eco-
nomical independency and autonomy.39 The ideal
polis is an independent (self-governed) city state with
sufficient arable land for food production. As all citi-
zens had to take part in all aspects of public life and
decision-making and the concept of representation
was never really accepted, size is crucial. A population
of 5000 was deemed perfect for a working polis. Less
was difficult for public life while more than 5000 peo-
ple could not assemble and communicate anymore in
one place.40 The institutional term for this assembly is
ekklesia (boule). The administrative and public centre,
the agora, is both the central market and the place of
assembly for voting or court-meetings, the heart of
the democratic workings of the town. These two func-
tions were seen as a problem by contemporaries, pre-
sumably due to the Greek aversion against trade. Aris-
totle suggests therefore two markets, one market for
trade, next to the harbour and easily accessible; the
second market, called “free market”, should be free
of trade and only be permitted for citizens and be
reserved for the dealings of state. Ideally this market
is situated next to the most important temples of the
town and to the places of training like the Gymna-
sion. The presence of civil servants among the young
and old citizens is the central interest behind these
rules (Arist. pol. 1331a–b).41

Physical traces unambiguously signifying a polis
are difficult to find. In the early polis no real city-
planning was underway and the city was represented
more by its citizens than by ostentatious buildings.42
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32 MCKENZIE 2007, 19–29 stresses that there is archaeological
evidence for the street grid and other crucial elements of
the town, like the course of the city walls, the shape of the
harbours and the locations of the necropoleis (ibid. 19).

33 ALSTON 2002, fig. 5.6 (with incorrect reference!); BAG-
NALL/RATHBONE 2004, fig. 6.3.1 after BAILEY 1991, pl. 1.
While the plan is cited correctly (“after Bailey..”) no further
details on the added features are given.

34 LE GATES/STOUT 2003b, 22. KITTO 2003[1951], 47. Aristotle
declares that the polis is the only natural way for human
beings to live together (Arist. Pol. 1253a. 1–8).

35 Cf. Aristotle’s collection of constitutions (Pol. 1269a. 29–
1274b).

36 KOLB 1984, 36–40. (Pharaonic) Egypt was ”..keine Zivilisa-
tion von Städten..” (ibid. 40). JÖRDENS 1999 puts the word

city in quotation marks, therefore terming it inappropriate
even for the towns of Roman Egypt.

37 HANSEN/NIELSEN 2004, 20; 39–43. 
38 HOEPFNER/SCHWANDNER 1994, XIII–XIV; 312–313.
39 HANSEN 1995, 40–43. HANSEN/NIELSEN 2004, 19–20; 87.

Autonomia does not mean autonomy in the modern English
sense. If it would be translated with political independence
in its full sense, the polis would vave been a very shortlived
and local phenomenon as many political entities labelled
polis were parts nof larger units. In Hellenism the terms
democratia and autonomia became ideologically charged and
changed their meaning. Cf. infra.

40 KITTO 2003 [1951], 45.
41 MÖLLER 2006, 73. BURKERT 1995, 206.
42 MUMFORD 1979 [1961], 195.
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Typical political buildings of a polis are a prytaneion
and a bouleuterion (rarely ekklesiasterion).43 City plan-
ning was a direct consequence of colonization and
therefore connected to the creation of a new town
and the necessity to find a just distribution key for the
available land, both concerning building and agricul-
ture.44 The ensuing surveying work generated the
“Hippodamic“45 system evident in the city’s orthogo-
nal street grid and its arable hinterland.46 The result
of all this is a highly distinctive physical appearance of
such a settlement and of cities until today. 

Taking into account the above mentioned interac-
tion between humans and their built environment,
with buildings as mnemonic structures, as storage
facilities for human behaviour in the sense of Gid-
dens, designing a new settlement in the described
way is a powerful means of ensuring the continuation
of behavioural patterns and traditions that were root-
ed in the mother-city, a strategy to bridge the
time/space difference between colony and the home-
polis. The proper shape of a polis became now spe-
cialized knowledge, carried out by famous theoreti-
cians of society.47 From a traditional point of view the
position of these new professionals was problematic
as becomes clear from Aristotle’s short outline on
Hippodamos.48

Another central figure for the modern under-
standing of Greek and Roman urban design is Vitru-
vius who gave an account of his understanding of
architecture in ten books, addressed to Augustus
himself.49 Most important is a healthy location of the
new city (I, 4, 1).50 The orthogonal street-grid should
be oriented in such a way that harmful draft is broken

by the corners of houses (I, 6, 1).51 The whole layout
is dependant on the main wind directions (I, 6,
12–13), making the city a representation of the celes-
tial spheres. The cosmological approach is also evi-
dent when Vitruvius is elaborating on Astronomy and
the measuring of time (IX). Pythagorean principles
are evident, especially when the city is organized
according to relations defined by the philosopher.52

Symmetry and proportionality in the layout of the
town are both the embodiment of the abstract laws of
society and of cosmic principles. The prospect of har-
mony becomes an eminent ideological category. 53

Contrary to Giddens’ postulate concerning pre-
capitalist towns,54 Greek cities, especially those
planned in a “Hippodamean” way, were “built envi-
ronments” in the full sense. The fact that the real
meaning behind this peculiar way of planning cities
was already absent at the lifetime of Aristotle who,
just like his follower Vitruvius, finds rather perfunc-
tory reasons for the orthogonal street grid and the
planned city, indicates that the ideal cityscape had
become part of a certain ”..routinisation of daily
life..“55, in other words, of the culturally embedded
traditions of the Greek world as a whole.56

1.4. Demography

Size is central for the categorization of settlements.57

Counting of people and households had a long his-
tory in Egypt even before the Macedonian con-
quest.58 Historical tradition doesn’t give any popula-
tion numbers for single settlements, except Alexan-
dria. Diodorus Siculus gives a population of 300,000
free citizens for the year 58 BC (Diod. XVII 52, 6).
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43 HANSEN/NIELSEN 2004, 139–140. The typical polis was pro-
tected by a city wall (ibid. 135; 138).

44 Phaleas of Chalcedon states that his ideal of all citizens own-
ing exactly the same amount of land is best achieved when
a city is newly founded (Arist. Pol. 1266a, 40 – 1266b, 1).

45 HOEPFNER/SCHWANDNER 1994, 301–302 elaborating on the
meagre biographical details of Hippodamos of Miletus who
designed the new city-plan of Peiraeus.

46 KOLB 1984, 99–104. HOEPFNER/SCHWANDNER 1994, 1–2
Abb. 2; 299–301.

47 TOMLINSON 1992, 15. Whereas the older poleis had grown
more or less in an organic way, the new cities were planned
by professionals. Cf. HOEPFNER/SCHWANDNER 1994, 302:
“Hippodamos war ein fortschrittlicher Gesellschaftstheo-
retiker...”.

48 Hippodamos was obviously rather pretentious in his
appearance. His way to organize society shows too little
respect for hierarchy. Only his suggestion for the state to
provide for the children of victims of war finds Aristotle’s
approval (Aristot. Pol. 1267b–1268b).

49 He identifies himself with Deinokrates who designed
Alexandria and by doing so flatteringly puts Augustus on
the same level with Alexander (Vitruv. II, 1–4).

50 Vitruvius is following Greek conceptions. Cf. Arist. Pol.
1330a, 34–1330b, 18.

51 Aristotle calls the orthogonal street grid Hippodamic (pol.
1330b, 24) and finds it beautiful but warns against it
because it is difficult to defend in case of war. He suggests
designing only parts of the city in a Hippodamic way (pol.
1330b, 24–31). 

52 FRITZ 1995, 41.
53 Ibid., 35–36.
54 GIDDENS 1987, 150.
55 GIDDENS 1981, 151.
56 Loc. cit.
57 ALSTON/ALSTON 1997, 200.
58 KRAUS 2004, 41–42 and CLARYSSE/THOMPSON 2006, 13–14

rely mostly on Herodotus’ account of the census of Amasis
in 570 BC (II 177, 2).



This number is extrapolated differently in order to
get the full population. Very high estimates range up
to 1 million.59 More conservative numbers reach
from 250,00060 to 500,000.61 A total city area (suburbs
excluded) of 825 ha62 would mean a population den-
sity of 600/ha for the higher and around 300/ha for
the lower estimate. Both numbers seem to be very
high even if tower houses with several floors are
taken into account. If the complete built up area is
estimated at 1,250 ha, the density would still be con-
siderably high (400 persons per ha)!63 A significant
proportion of any normal city consisted of open
space and public buildings; in the case of Alexandria
a large palatial district has to be added to the equa-
tion.64 Very few houses have been excavated but both
from the Hellenistic and Roman periods spacious
private buildings with peristyles and two floors at the
most were found.65 Of the major temples the Ser-
apeum alone covered an area of 12,380 sqm.66

A study on Greek poleis came to the result that in
smaller towns the ratio between space used for pri-
vate housing and streets, squares, cultic or other pub-
lic areas is around 1:1, in larger cities even 1:2, only a
third of the available space is available for houses.
This densely built up area has a density of 150 per-
sons/ha.67

As above data for Alexandria seem far too high
one may turn to another recent population estimate
calculated by adapting a rank-size model based on
Fayum-data. The result takes the Ptolemaic data for
Krokodilon Polis and computes the population of all
ranks of cities depending on the rank given to the
Antinoite nome capital. Given are: first rank for
Alexandria, second rank for Memphis and third rank
for Ptolemais Hermiou. The result differs significant-
ly from the data gained from historical sources or cal-
culations per ha of settled area: the population range
for the first rank city Alexandria is from 25,000 to
75,000 for the Early Ptolemaic Period.68 The most

attractive aspect of this method is that it is based on
the relations between different types of settlements
and that the dimensions of all included towns are
given. The extremely low figures are anyhow prob-
lematic and possibly a result of the very special situa-
tion of Alexandria that no contemporary saw as just
the first rank city of Egypt. 

A recent re-evaluation of the demographic data of
Early Ptolemaic Fayum based on the salt-tax lists
draws a revealing picture with respect to the devel-
opment of the Antinoite nome. The overall popula-
tion of the Fayum in the middle of the 3rd century
BC is given with a maximum of 10,0000.69 The capi-
tal Krokodilon Polis had a population of approxi-
mately 3,500 (3,43670). Even if the kleruchic settlers
who did not pay taxes are included a number of
4,000 is the reasonable maximum.71 At the beginning
of Nero’s rule a delegation from Ptolemais Euergetis
(the old Krokodilon Polis) names 6,475 members of
the city-elite. The population of the town must have
counted significantly higher.72 Third century BC
Fayum was therefore at the beginning of its develop-
ment and probably less populated than a “normal”
nome.73

Assuming an arable area of 1,500 km² for the
Fayum and therefore a density of 60 people per km²,
the 20,000 km² of arable land in the whole of Egypt
would have carried a total population for the Egypt-
ian Chora of 1.2 million. With Alexandria not yet as
large as in the time of Diodorus, a population of 1.5
million people for the 3rd century BC is evidence of
the fact that the whole of Egypt showed a very similar
development to the Fayum. Diodorus gives a popula-
tion of three million for Egypt in the middle of the
first century BC (Diod. 1.31.6–9)74 and 7 million in
former times (Diod. 1.31.8). Obviously the number
of Diodorus is at least possible while the 7.5 million of
Josephus (bj. II.16.4 §384) without Alexandria are
problematic.75
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59 FRASER 1972, 90–91.
60 ALSTON 2002, 161–162 table 4.8, fig. 4.6 computes 187,000

to 368,000 from the Notitia of Michael Bar Elias. 
61 KRAUS 2004, 46–47. BAGNALL/FRIER 1994, 54. DELIA 1988,

283–291 suggests even 600,000 as a possibility.
62 DELIA 1988, 278.
63 BAGNALL/FRIER 1994, 54. 
64 HOEPFNER/SCHWANDNER 1994, 242–245 Abb. 232.
65 MCKENZIE 2007, 179–181 for the Roman houses in the Kom

Ed-Dikka area and ibid., 68–71 for high quality Hellenistic
mosaic floors belonging to Mediterranean-style houses in
the presumable palace district (with older literature).

66 SABOTTKA 2008, 154.

67 HANSEN 2006, 22. 
68 MUELLER 2006, 94–96 table 3.3.
69 CLARYSSE/THOMPSON 2006, 92–95.
70 MUELLER 2006, 97 table 3.4.
71 CLARYSSE/THOMPSON 2006, 99.
72 BOWMAN/RATHBONE 1992, 124–125. 
73 CLARYSSE/THOMPSON 2006, 100
74 BAGNALL/FRIER 1992, 53. Cf. THOMPSON 1988, 33. The read-

ing of the manuscript is problematic. Both 3 million and 7
million can be the case for the time of Diodorus. Tradi-
tionally the higher figure (7 million) is accepted.

75 Cf. KRAUS 2004, 55–56 gives Josephus some credit.
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Other attempts at an estimation of the population
of ancient Egypt included population data from the
19th century before the first Aswan Dam led to a high-
er agricultural output in their calculations.76 Dorothy
Thompson has used these data and applied the pro-
portions of the second largest city of Egypt in 1897
which was 3.3% of the whole population. Taking into
account a lower urbanity in Ptolemaic times she
assumes 2–3 % to be more probable. The population
of Memphis would then be 140,000–210,000 for
Diodorus’ higher figure or 60,000–90,000 if the
Egyptian population was only 3 million.77 As the pro-
portion of the capital Cairo was 5.9 %, a proportion
from 4–5% for Alexandria would produce a popula-
tion of 120,000–150,000/280,000–350,000. The lower
number of Diodorus is more probable and a popula-
tion of 120,000–150,000 fits perfectly to the popula-
tion figures extrapolated from the Fayum data by
CLARYSSE/THOMPSON 2006 whereas the rank-size
result of MUELLER 2006 is definitely too low.78

Bagnall and Frier have attempted an estimation of
the population of Roman Egypt based on census lists.
The population consists, as in the Hellenistic period,
of three components: Alexandria, the nome capitals
(Metropoleis) and the countryside. 

Due to the better Papyrological database in the
Roman Period a larger number of nome capitals,
among them some of the old major cities of Egypt,
can be taken into account. There are basically two
ways to compute the population: from census or tax
lists, usually listing male adults, or from house-lists. In
both cases the “hard” data have to be multiplied with
the estimated number of persons per household. As

usually only parts of a given town are represented in
these lists; the whole number of households or male
adults has to be extrapolated. There is a huge varia-
tion in estimates of household sizes (usually from 5.3
to 7.7 persons per household)79. These different
approaches lead to peculiar results based on the
same source, for instance in Hermopolis Magna,
where both Alston/Alston and Bagnall/Frier extrap-
olate the number of houses given for two of the four
town quarters in a papyrus from the third century AD
(SPP. V 101) and come to population numbers of
58,42980 and 37,00081. The sizes of Metropoleis vary sig-
nificantly.

For Alexandria they accept the high numbers of
Delia (500,000), 50 nome capitals with 25,000 inhab-
itants each make 1.25 million,82 2,000–3,000 villages
with 1,000–1,500 inhabitants83 make 3 million, all
together a population of 4.75 million.84 The propor-
tion of the urban population is with 37% very high.
Even if taking into account that the population for
Alexandria and for the average Metropolis may be too
high and therefore this proportion may change to
some extent, a very distinct development since the
Early Ptolemaic period, from rural to urban, is evi-
dent.85

Even the most basic quality of towns, their size,
poses considerable problems for demographic inter-
pretation; the range of possible sizes for different
kinds of settlements is considerable. There are very
large villages (Narmouthis 6106) and small towns
(Heptakomias 8784) but in general towns are larger.
Size is not the most essential attribute for a catego-
rization of towns. The quantitative basis is very feeble
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76 Ibid., 214–217. Jomard used a very limited database for his
population estimate (a quarter of Cairo and the Minya dis-
trict) and applied proportions from contemporary Paris.
His overall figure: 2 488 950 (ibid. 216). The count from
1846: 4.5 million. Only the more modern census of 1897 is
really useful. This first census in modern Egypt produced
an Egyptian population of nearly 10 million. Taking into
account the development of Egyptian productivity during
the 19th century a figure of 5 million seems reasonable for
the time of the Napoleonic expedition (ibid. 217). 

77 THOMPSON 1988, 34. A calculation based on the area of the
city and assuming 50 people per ha (which seems very low
and is taken from the data of Kerkeosiris) results in a pop-
ulation of 50,000–200,000 for Memphis.

78 LLOYD 1983, 299–300 calculates from Herodotus’ data for
the number of troups in the Saite dynasty (Hdt. II, 177. 1)
and estimates a population of 3 million. Lloyd assumes a
decrease in population until the Macedon conquest. The
figure from the time of Amasis was reached again at the
beginning of Roman rule.

79 ALSTON 2002, 70–75 differentiates, based on household
lists, between households and housefuls. He comes to dif-
ferent numbers for villages and cities: village-households
5.58–5.7 and urban households 4.02–4.11. Housefuls in vil-
lages: 7.86–8.04 and towns 5.66–5.78 (ibid. table 3.3).

80 ALSTON/ALSTON 1997, 203.
81 BAGNALL/FRIER 1994, 54. As the area of the town amounts

to 120 ha, even this lower number would mean a popula-
tion density of 300 people per ha, the same as in 18th cen-
tury Aleppo (ibid. 55).

82 ALSTON/ALSTON 1997, 201–203 table 1.
83 Cf. ALSTON/ALSTON 1997, 203–204 on the size of villages

and CLARYSSE/TOMPSON 2006, 106 on the significantly lower
numbers for the Early Ptolemaic period with an average vil-
lage population of only 600.

84 BAGNALL/FRIER 1994, 54–56. 
85 CLARYSSE/THOMPSON 2006, 100: only 5% of the population

of the Fayum lived in cities.



and does not bear up to modern statistical standards.
But even if the Fayum in the third century BC is not
typical of an Egyptian nome and the population of
Egypt as extrapolated from this data therefore too
low, and if the population estimates for the towns of
Roman Egypt are generally too high, the overall
trend will persist and show a historical development
of continuous urbanization well into the Late
Roman period.

The census is not only a counting of people; it is
an important means of rulership. By means of the
census the population becomes a quantifiable entity
that may be organized, surveyed and taxed. The
effects of the census on people are numerous: peo-
ple have to declare themselves, often, especially in
Roman times; people are defined as to their topo-
graphical and social position in life.86 The Roman
census in Egypt took place in regular 14 year inter-
vals (14 was the age when male citizens became
liable to taxation) starting at the latest in 33/34
AD.87 Both the importance of the census for the
measuring of time and the heavy impact on citizens
who had to travel to their “hometowns” become evi-
dent in the New Testament (Luke 2:1–2).

The result and the physical remains of the censi
are some declarations and lists. They were carefully
assembled in tomoi and stored in archives, situated in
the Metropoleis.88

Giddens sees the assembling of lists as an impor-
tant instrument of social control, even surveillance.
The most important function of the list is as the ulti-
mate container for organized information coding
and storing.89 The storage facility, the archive, is cru-
cial because it contains the lists, dated snapshots of
the citizen-body of city and nome, not only of his-
torical interest but also defining individual social
mobility and future prospects of the population.
Lists of houses and the work of the cadastral office,
founded already by Ptolemy II, complement these
population accounts and make city and country as a
whole transparent and exploitable for an efficient
administration.90

2. THE HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF THE TOWNS IN

GRAECO ROMAN EGYPT

2.1. Pre Hellenistic Greek-Egyptian contacts and
their implications on cities

According to historiography the first regular contacts
between the Greek world and Egypt were via merce-
naries, mainly coming from Ionia and Caria. Psam-
metichus I used them for his usurpation of the Egypt-
ian throne. Possibly the soldiers were sent by his
Assyrian masters (Hdt. II. 152–154, Diod. I. 66.12
–67.2).91 These troops were then settled in camps in
the Eastern Nile Delta called stratopeda.92 Petrie iden-
tified Tell Defenneh with the fortress Daphnai and
one of the stratopeda. He found a large rectangular
precinct protected by a massive mud-brick wall.93 A
recent analysis of satellite-images came to the conclu-
sion that the large rectangular precinct resembles the
temenos area of a major Egyptian temple more than
anything else.94

The mercenaries became settlers when they were
allotted land by the king and brought them more inten-
sively in contact with the Egyptian population.95 The
other fortress, garrisoned with mercenaries, Syene, will
be treated below (Hdt. II. 30). Mercenaries with a
Greek background were used throughout Dynasty 26.

2.1.1. Naukratis polis

The second and, in our context, more important
Greek influx was the foundation of Naukratis, alleged-
ly by Amasis (Hdt. II. 178–179), partly settled with mer-
cenaries after they had been forced to leave the
stratopeda. The archaeological facts contradict the late
foundation date under Amasis. The town was most
probably founded under Psammetichus I.96 Herodotus
chooses the later date because he wants to link the
foundation to the displacement of the mercenaries.

Twelve poleis, probably under the leadership of
Miletus, were among the “colonists”. The city was
excavated by Petrie and very little additional details
regarding its physical shape have been gathered since
then.97
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86 Ibid. 10–11.
87 BAGNALL/FRIER 1994, 2–12.
88 Ibid. 28. These archives were open to private persons in

order to help with enquiries mostly concerning inheritance
or land-disputes. 

89 GIDDENS 1981, 95.
90 CLARYSSE/THOMPSON 2006, 16. Ptolemy II founds the Egypt-

ian land-survey in 258 BC.
91 SMOLÁRIKOVÁ 2006, 246–247.

92 NIEMEYER 2001, 17.
93 PETRIE 1888, 47–49.
94 LECLÈRE 2007 questions the identification of the stratopeda

with Tell Deffenneh and argues that Daphne was flourish-
ing at the time of Herodotus and most of the finds date in
the reign of Amasis.

95 MÖLLER 2006, 33–35.
96 Ibid., 192–193. SMOLÁRIKOVÁ 2002, 94–95.
97 PETRIE 1992[1886]. PETRIE 1992[1888].



Urbanism in Graeco-Roman Egypt

Some buildings, like the Hellenion, probably the
most important sanctuary of Naukratis,98 a temenos
of Apollo, of the Dioskouroi, of Hera, of Zeus are
mentioned by Herodotus.99 The “Great Temenos”,
Petrie’s Hellenion, probably does not predate the
Ptolemaic Period.100 The most recent topographical
plan of the site shows the incredibly poor archaeo-
logical evidence.101 Petrie has recorded a part of the
ruins in enough detail to establish a non-orthogonal
highly irregular street grid even in the centre of
town.102 Together with the huge temenoi dominating
the cityscape the impression of a non-Greek, typically
Egyptian town is further emphasised. 

Even though Herodotus’ account of Egypt is noto-
riously incorrect and deals rather with picturesque
marvels than with facts, it is the oldest surviving
record of a Greek individual about the country. It is
of special interest how he is applying Greek terms
concerning cities on the settlements of Egypt. 

He characterizes Naukratis as a polis and emporion
in the same context (II. 178–79). This has led to some
discussion whether Naukratis was a proper polis or
not. Astrid Möller has claimed that Naukratis was an
emporion and did not become a polis before the Make-
donian conquest and builds her “Port of Trade”
model on this fact.103 The proponents of polis status
for Naukratis claim that Herodotus uses the term polis
consistently when dealing with Greek settlements.104

Barbaric settlements on the other hand could be
called polis if they were nucleated settlements of a
certain size.105 Emporion could be used for a special-
ized polis.106 If autonomy is not any longer a prereq-

uisite for polis-status the stela from Naukratis with tax
regulations, dating to Dynasty 30,107 is not an argu-
ment for denying Naukratis this status. 

The recent discovery of the submerged site of Tho-
nis/Herakleia off the coast of Alexandria changed the
picture significantly.108 The inventory of Greek material
has been enriched with pottery and, most importantly,
weapons.109 The most important find concerning our
topic was a stela, an exact twin of one from Naukratis
also dated to the reign of Nektanebo I.110 The stela con-
nects Naukratis and Thonis and makes them part of an
inner-Egyptian distribution-network.111 Thonis may well
have been the emporion of Naukratis.112

2.1.2. Greeks in established urban centres: Memphis

Other Greek settlers, mercenaries and traders, lived in
Memphis at least since Dynasty 26. Most prominent
among them were Carians, later to become Caromem-
phites and Ionians, later called Hellenomemphites.
Both groups inhabited quarters in the town with their
own sancturaries. Jews and Phoenicians also formed a
significant proportion of the immigrants in pre-Hel-
lenistic times. The cityscape, especially of the Late Peri-
od town, is more or less lost; the overall picture being
dominated by the huge precinct of the Temple of
Ptah. Most prominent Late-Period structure is the still
only partly understood so called palace of Apries.

There are anyhow archaeological finds and monu-
ments, firstly signifying Greek presence at the time113

and then – more importantly – showing the develop-
ment of the acculturation processes triggered by
Egyptian-Greek (in this case mostly Carian) contact. A
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98 HÖCKMANN/MÖLLER 2006, 11–22. The term Pan-Hellenism
is not appropriate for the institution of the Hellenion, uni-
fying 9 of the 12 poleis represented in Naukratis. To a cer-
tain degree the situation of the Greek population of
Naukratis, surrounded by a rather alien country with dif-
ferent language and culture may have been the setting for
the creation of a new identity.

99 MÖLLER 2006, 94–108.
100 Ibid. 113.
101 COULSON/LEONARD 1981, fig. 4.
102 PETRIE 1992[1886], 35 pls. 40 and 41. Petrie claims that the

interpretation of the ruins was very difficult. As no strati-
graphical interpretation of the documented elements took
place or was not recorded, the plan mixes several building
phases. A more regular street grid would manifest itself in
spite of these factors.

103 MÖLLER 2006, 184–194.
104 AUSTIN 2004, 1239. 
105 HANSEN/NIELSEN 2004, 36–37. Herodotus’ figure, whereby

there were 20000 poleis in Egypt should be understood in
this way (II. 177.1).

106 HANSEN/NIELSEN 2004, 41. Cf. AUSTIN 2004, 1239 who sees
Naukratis as a mixed polis with a regular polis and an empo-
rion attached to it.

107 MÖLLER 2000, 207–208 no. 170 with older literature on the
stela of Nektanebo I found in the Great Temenos at
Naukratis (Cairo 34002).

108 GODDIO/CLAUSS 2006, 289–323. GODDIO 2007.
109 GODDIO/CLAUSS 2006, 291: helmets (cat. nos. 311, 313),

pila (cat. nos. 314–316), spearheads (cat. no. 317) among
other objects.

110 Ibid. 316–323.
111 WILSON/GILBERT 2007, 264.
112 GODDIO 2007, 130.
113 Cf. SCHÄFER 1908, 140–142 Abb. 32 and SMOLÁRIKOVÁ 2000,

70 no. 16 on a Greek crest found in Abusir. SMOLÁRIKOVÁ

2002 on the Greek pottery found in Abusir and all over
Egypt. Only small scale non-containers are significant of
Greek presence (ibid. 69). WILSON/GILBERT 2007, 261
oppose the notion that Greek products were mostly
imported to Egypt for the Greek minority. VITTMANN 2003,
158–164 on Carian evidence from Egypt and Nubia and on
Greek evidence (ibid. 194–235).



group of stelae from Sakkara shows a peculiar mixture
of Greek and Egyptian elements.114 The oldest exam-
ples are more or less completely Egyptian, only bilin-
gual. Egyptian writing is used; the names are given in
Greek and Egyptian writing. Some stelae show evi-
dence of mixed marriages over one to two genera-
tions.115 The second phase shows predominantly
Greek stelae with scarcely any Egyptian influence.
Only the winged sun disc remains of the traditional
Egyptian formula. Kammerzell explains the new
development with a large number of Carians coming
to the Memphite region from their motherland after
the defeat of Gyges by the Assyrians and from the
stratopeda. He tentatively dates the beginning of the
production of these stelae, probably by Greek artists,
to 570 BC.116 The final step in the development is the
total fusion of Egyptian and Caro-Greek elements with
2 registers of typical Egyptian inscriptions and a Greek
style depiction in the lowest register.117 One stela
shows similar attributes but a Greek inscription.118

There may be insufficient traces of the dwellings of
Memphis but the stelae are evidence of the processes
that took place inside the town, of the strong Egyptian
influence, especially with the “death industry“119 and of
the preservation of traditions and culture of immi-
grants. As Carians and Ionians lived in clearly defined
separate quarters of the town and were still recognis-
able by Herodotus and even in Ptolemaic times,120 it is
possible that the described phenomenon marks an iso-
lated development, restricted to funerary practices. Suf-
fice it to say that Caro-Egyptian contacts were adequate-
ly intense for mixed marriages and the development of
a local highly peculiar style of funerary stelae.121

2.1.3. Conclusion

The number of Greeks and Greek-influenced immi-
grants from the Eastern Mediterranean was still too

small for any strong influence on Egyptian cities.
They could still be incorporated in a strongly com-
partmentalized way into the system of the old tradi-
tional towns, grown over thousands of years around
the temples. In spite of the fact that Amasis needed
to concentrate his authoritative resources in Mem-
phis is more due to inner-Egyptian struggles than to
any real change in state or city. The foreigners were
exploited by the ruler in the traditional way.122

Herodotus calls Amasis philhellenos (Hdt. II. 178)
in spite of the fact that he had beaten Apries and his
mercenaries. He made considerable donations in
Kyrene, Lindos and Samos. He had a guest-friendship
with Polykrates of Samos and with the Cyreneians
(Hdt. II. 180). Previously Psammetichus I had sent
Egyptian boys to the Greeks in order to teach them
the Greek language (Hdt. II. 154). All these actions
were within traditional Pharaonic diplomacy, but
helped in laying the foundations for Graeco-Roman
Egypt.

The oases are not in the focus of this paper, but
for early Greek contacts the route from Cyrene via
Siwa to the Nile valley seems of special importance.
Traces of prolonged Greek presence, especially con-
nected to the construction of the temple of Ammon
(Greek mason-marks), Greek pottery and Greek graf-
fiti, may indicate the importance of the oasis for the
trade routes, especially if one wanted to bypass Per-
sian control during Dynasty 27.123

The Persian conquest changed the exterior rela-
tions of Egypt but only to little extent the internal
structure of the country. In some interpretations of
Herodotus it has been suggested that the privileged
position of Naukratis as the sole harbour for Greek
imports had changed by the middle of the 5th centu-
ry.124 There is little archaeological evidence in sup-
port of such a theory.125
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114 KAMMERZELL 1993. A catalogue of the stelae (ibid. 119–172).
115 Ibid. 180–189.
116 Ibid. 190–193. 
117 Ibid. 194–197. 
118 VITTMANN 2003, 228 Abb. 114. The stela is either evidence

of a certain Hellenization of Carians or of a similar fusion
of cultural elements, at least regarding funerary customs,
within the Hellenomemphite population as was shown for
the Carians.

119 THOMPSON 1988, 78.
120 Ibid. 93–97. VITTMANN 2003, 156–157 on Carians and Carian

deities mentioned in Ptolemaic and Roman times when they
were, at least with regard to language completely Hellenized.

121 HÖCKMANN/VITTMANN 2005, 99 suggest that at least some of
the Carians were members of the Royal Guard. High posi-

tions within the Egyptian hierarchy were well within the
reach of Greeks and Carians and were sought after.

122 Cf. The garrison of Hittite charioteers next to the palace of
Ramses II in Quantir.

123 KUHLMANN 1988, 33–34 gives a date for the construction of
the temple in the reign of Amasis. Evidence of Greek
traders in Siwa and the oases (ibid. 82–83). Cf. W. BRASHEAR,
in: KUHLMANN 1988, 85–87 on the graffiti. They are dated
in the later 4th century. KUHLMANN 2007, 82–84.

124 PFEIFFER 2005, 165–166. 
125 TIETZE 2003. The assumption that a Greek style temple had

stood in the precinct of the Temple of Bastet (PFEIFFER

2005, 164) is not supported by the context. The presence
as such of such a building in Bubastis in the 4th century
would be remarkable. 



Urbanism in Graeco-Roman Egypt

The Persian Empire may have been a catalyst for an
intensification and expansion of contacts between
Egypt and the Greek speaking world. On the one hand
there were a number of different peoples involved in
the constant wars on all frontiers of the Empire thus
providing a contact-zone, whilst on the other hand, the
Persian Empire became the common enemy of all not
yet conquered countries. There were no obstacles for
trade between Egypt and the “free” Greek world.126

Especially during the last period of Egyptian indepen-
dence in the 4th century BC Egypt’s support for the
anti-Persian alliance, especially by means of grain deliv-
eries, was a constant pain for the Persian Empire.127

The tomb of Petosiris in Hermopolis is conclusive
evidence that a fusion of Greek and Egyptian ele-
ments were well under way at the time of Alexander
the Great. With the High priest of Toth the impact of
Greek elements had reached the innermost ranks of
Egyptian society.128

2.2. Ptolemaic Egypt

2.2.1. The advent of Hellenism and the foundation of
Alexandria

The Macedonian conquest brought the second huge
immigration of Greek speaking people into Egypt.
Due to the large numbers of newcomers and the fact
that the country was now ruled by a Hellenistic king,
the effects were considerable.

The Hellenistic age brought massive changes to all
newly conquered territories. The old polis system was
adapted or adapted itself to the new situation. The
predominantly Macedonian conquerors did not have a
proper polis-concept of their own as Macedonia her-
self was traditionally a territorial monarchy. When
Alexander destroyed the Persian Empire he had to
find a new political order for the unprecedented size
of his kingdom. He adapted the Persian model to
some degree, surprisingly enough considering his
teacher’s opinion on Barbarians (Aristot. Pol.

1283b.42–1284a.3).129 With respect to Egypt, Alexan-
der’s most important action was the foundation of
Alexandria, his biggest success regarding urbanism.
The city’s original layout was designed by Deinokrates
with significant contributions by Alexander himself,
who named the five major districts of the town (A, B,
G, D and E). The street grid was, as mentioned above,
designed in the “Hippodamic” way with two main
streets, running east-west (Canopic Road) and north-
south (Palace Road) with a central junction marked by
a square. These streets were up to 30m wide. Smaller
subsidiary streets subdivided the quarters of the town
(Strab. 17.1.6–11; Diod. 17.52).130 The big rectangular
blocks (277 × 310m) were again subdivided by addi-
tional streets into rectangular insulae of 44 × 88m.131

Due to the new more luxurious style of spacious peri-
style-houses the insulae had to be significantly larger
than in Classical times.132 The original grid survived
until the medieval period.133 The most important ele-
ments for the prosperity of the city were the three har-
bours, two maritime ones and a huge inner harbour at
the Mareotic Lake to the south.134

The fact that the new city was founded next to old
Thonis, using the perfect topographical position at the
estuary mouth of the Canopic branch of the Nile, is
due to the new situation within Egypt. While during
the Pharaonic, and even the Persian periods the coun-
try was very secluded, with small settlements at the
shore and the most important centres of trade far
inland, it was now part of an Empire, a powerful
marine base, created with the hegemony over the East-
ern Mediterranean in mind, while at the same time
facilitating trade, especially in agricultural products,
thus controlling the most important food resource for
the major urban centres of the Mediterranean and the
important inner market of Nilotic Egypt.135 Alexandria
was not the first real city of Egypt136 but it may well be
called Egypt’s first real harbour. The fact that the city
was ostentatiously Greek in layout was a powerful sign
of opening the country to the Greek koine.137 
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126 Cf. SMOLÁRIKOVÁ 2002, 20 for pottery finds. In the 5th and
4th centuries imports from Attica are constantly increasing.
This phenomenon has been observed for the whole East-
ern Mediterranean (cf. FANTALKIN 2006, 204).

127 PFEIFFER 2005.
128 VITTMANN 2003, 235.
129 HANSEN/NIELSEN 2004, 13.
130 HOEPFNER/SCHWANDNER 1994, 238–240. 
131 Ibid. 238–239. MAJCHEREK 1996, 15. Rectangular insulae

with side-ration of 1:2 are often encountered in later Ptole-
maic foundations. Cf. infra.

132 HOEPFNER 1996, 6.

133 MCKENZIE 2007, 24.
134 Cf. Strab. 17.1.7.
135 HEINEN 1981, 4.
136 KOLB 1981, 124.
137 MCKENZIE 2007, 39. Especially the fact that Alexander inau-

gurated not only Greek but also Egyptian temples and
offered sacrifices at them shows that the town had also
decidedly Egyptian features. Macedonian sentiments were
respected when the foundations of the city walls were laid
out with barley meal, the traditional founding ceremony
from his homeland. 



2.2.2. The Lagide Dynasty in Egypt

With Ptolemy I Soter Egypt became the core of one
of the Hellenistic kingdoms. The first Lagide ruler
over Egypt was able to build considerably on the
already present Greek speaking population for the
initialisation of administration.138 Kleomenes of
Naukratis is the most prominent example. After an
intermezzo in Memphis he finally made Alexandria
his residency. Consequently several modifications of
the old Alexandrian layout took place: a huge palatial
area, the basileia replaced the presumably rather
moderate palace planned by Alexander (Diod. 17.53)
on the peninsula of Lochias. The basileia covered a
quarter (Strab. 17.1.9) or a fifth (Plin. nat. 5.2.62) of
the town area. The basileia were not one built up area
but a huge landscape, littered with all kinds of build-
ings like temples or theatres.139 This Alexandrian set-
ting has been related to Pharaonic palatial land-
scapes such as those of Tell el Dab’a or Amarna.140

According to Strabon (17.1.8) the museion, the sema,
the tomb of Alexander the Great and the tombs of
the Ptolemaic dynasty were also part of the basileia.141

Alexander became the founder-heros of the city and
lent his considerable posthumous legitimatising
power to the new Dynasty in Egypt.142 Archaeological
data from the palatial area in the Bracchias district
are rather sketchy but show high quality luxurious
peristyle houses.143

With the theological institution of Sarapis and the
consequent foundation of the Serapeion Ptolemy I
Soter144 acted in the traditional Pharaonic way of
rooting legitimacy and grandness of a new residency

firmly in the cultic topography of the country.145 Syn-
cretism was a perfect method to fuse aspects of the
Greek Zeus and several Egyptian aspects.146 The lay-
out of the first Serapeion is mostly obscured by the
new monumental temple built under Ptolemy III. A
most peculiar feature of the building is the fact that
it does not follow the street grid like the younger tem-
ple in its place. This different orientation is difficult
to interpret as the general knowledge of this early
stage of the town is limited. Either a very early date
for the building at a time when the south-western
part of the town was not yet part of the plan or that
only the preserved temenos wall of this early temple
was adapted to the street grid, are conceivable.147

2.2.3. The Ptolemies as Hellenistic kings

One trait of Hellenistic kingdoms, due to become
much more prominent with the following genera-
tions of kings, had already become evident with Ptole-
my I: royal competition. Especially at the beginning
of Hellenistic kingdoms wars on an unprecedented
scale were the most direct form of this contest.
Another important aspect was the founding of cities.
The king as ktistes was one of the most prestigious
roles at the disposal of rulers. 

Especially during the reign of the early Ptolemies,
Egypt became part of an Empire with Alexandria at
its centre. The stage of Ptolemaic representation was
the whole Eastern Mediterranean with a very diverse
audience.148 While the concept of monarchy was not
alien to the Macedonians,149 Egyptians and the larger
part of the former Persian Empire, it was problemat-
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138 THOMPSON 1996, 74–75. These Greek residents of Egypt
were anyhow too few for manning an efficient bureaucracy.
The administration was therefore until the 2nd century BC
mostly carried out in Demotic by Egyptian scribes.

139 MCKENZIE 2007, 45 states that the location of these tombs is
not known.

140 SONNE 1996, 137–140.
141 HOEPFNER/SCHWANDNER 1994, 242–245 Abb. 232. NIELSEN

1996, 211 compares the setting of the tomb of Alexander
and the dynastic burial place inside the palace area to the
tomb of Cyrus the Great in Pasargade. Royal heroa within
the palaces of Hellenistic kings like in Pergamon have their
predecessor in Alexandria. 

142 HUSS 2001, 237–238. PFEIFFER 2008, 64–66. 
143 Cf. supra op. cit. n. 65.
144 FRASER 1972, 246–256. Sarapis was strongly influenced by

the Memphite cult of the Apis bull. He formed a pair with
Isis. The most probable date for his installation in Alexan-
dria is in the reign of Ptolemy Soter. 

145 Cf. the creation of the Theban triad when Thebes became
capital in the Middle Kingdom. 

146 FRASER 1972, 254–258. His attributes are mainly Osirian
(ibid. 254–255). Dyonisus, Hades or Pluton constitute
therefore the main Greek elements (ibid. 256). Finally he
became an important healing-god, also incorporating
aspects of Asclepios (ibid. 256–258). HUSS 2001, 247–248
states that the cult of Sarapis was not part of a clear cut
political plot by the Ptolemies.

147 SABOTTKA 2008, 33. The distance from the temple to the
city-centre was considerable. The reason for both the loca-
tion and the orientation may be an older landmark or sanc-
tuary in the village of Rhakotis (Tac. Hist. 4. 84). 

148 MUELLER 2006, 45 fig. 2.1 on territories controlled by the
Ptolemies. Cf. ibid. 50–55 on the impact of Ptolemaic rule
and especially city founding on specific parts of their
realm. Egypt was the part of the empire with by far the
most city-foundations (ibid. fig. 2.2).

149 ERRINGTON 1986, 196–199. The king was subject to public
opinion and depended on the philoi, aristocratic courtiers
(ibid. 198). There was no ruler cult in Macedonia.
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ic for the Greek poleis. In spite of the fact that only a
small portion of the Eastern Mediterranean was orga-
nized in poleis the relationship between ruler and
Greek city is very much in the focus of modern and
ancient scrutiny. The cities were centres of adminis-
tration150 and firmly rooted in the Greek cultural
sphere.151 Even for Greek historiographers writing in
the Roman Period like Strabon, it was common to
perceive the history of a country as an urban history.
In barbarian, less urbanised regions, like Egypt, his-
tory became a compilation of consecutive royal
biographies.152 As the Greek language was more and
more implemented as the language of government,
the kings, most prominent among them the Seleu-
cids, started programs of city-founding, thus reorgan-
ising large parts of their realms. 

Besides the pragmatic/administrative the ideolog-
ical and dynastic consequences of the foundation of
a city are considerable. Following Alexander and his
father, cities were often named after the founder or
members of the royal family. In the old Greek
colonies, the (often mythical) founder of a new city,
the ktistes, became the city-heros after his death and
was thus an important part of the city’s identity. Not
only were the names of the founder-king and his fam-
ily immortalized, the living ktistes reached near-divine
status without the drawbacks of being a (dead)
heros.153 Consequently the inauguration of the Dynas-
tic cult was one of the first acts taken when a new
town came into existence.154

One of the problems most difficult to apprehend
concerning the Hellenistic and to some extent the
later Roman Empire is the worship of the king or
emperor.155 For Egypt and the ancient Near East
kings had always been way beyond the human sphere,
but for the polis system the concept of a king was dif-
ferent to integrate into the political reality. Aristotle’s

verdict concerning those that are not citizens of the
city may be of some interest: They are either sub- or
super human (Pol. 1253a.1–6). While the king could
of course be honorary citizen of a polis he could never
be reduced to the weight of a single vote.156 At anoth-
er place he states that those who are by far more vir-
tuous and politically gifted than the remainder of the
citizen-body would be like gods compared to the
other inhabitants of the state (Pol. 1284a.4–11). Aris-
totle compares the asymmetrical relation between
two friends, if one person gives another a gift he can-
not return because of his lower income or station in
life, to the relation between child and parent or wor-
shipper and god, because in this case the favour has
to be returned in the shape of honours (NE
1163b.1–20).157 Friendship is the basis of a kingdom
while mistrust is the basis of a tyrannis (Pol.
1313b.30–33). 

Summing up, outsiders could either be members
of another polis or of lower or higher rank than the
polites. The relation between king and polis was
defined by benevolent acts of the ruler and (divine)
honours as a reward by the city. The foundation of a
new city was the ultimate accomplishment, but gifts
like special rights according taxation etc. could also
lead to special honours. The city applied a ranking of
honours with full scale divinisation as the highest pos-
sible reward.158 Evidently this system fits perfectly into
the model of royal competition.159 

The Ptolemies acted in the non-Egyptian part of
their kingdom, which had grown substantially under
the first Lagides, like their competitors.160 In Egypt
itself, the Ptolemies founded only one real polis:
Ptolemais Hermiou.161 This unexcavated town,162

modern El-Manshah, was the centre of Upper Egypt
in Ptolemaic times. Its population was said to be
equal to Memphis (Strab. 17.1.42). It was a purely
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150 Cf. THOMAS 1996, 49 on the basically non existent bureau-
cratic institutions of the Greek polis per se.

151 GEHRKE 2003, 63–64. SCHMITT 2005, 1023–1026. HANSEN/
NIELSEN 2004, 16–20 claim that the polis did not die with
Chaironeia (338) but survived until the time of Diocletian
when centralised bureaucracy made the old polis system
redundant (ibid. 20).

152 CLARKE 2001, 276–280.
153 Ibid. 272–273.
154 MUELLER 2003, 181.
155 HABICHT 1970. Cf. now PFEIFFER 2008 with a thorough study

of the phenomenon.
156 Cf. FUNCK 1996, 45 on the necessary distinction between

ruler and citizens. Spatial separation is best achieved by
creating a special royal space – the palace area.

157 BRINGMANN 1995, 151.
158 Ibid. 143–144.
159 Cf. GEHRKE 2003, 85 who states that the worship of Hel-

lenistic kings by Greeks was a purely political act without
real religious emotions behind it. Only Egypt was more
extreme with this respect (ibid. 84). PFEIFFER 2008, 37–38
states that a recipient of a cult is a god.

160 MUELLER 2006, 114–116. An example of the use of city
founding for immediate political aims is the new city Ptole-
mais in the Cyrenaica, obviously foundet by synoikismos of
several smaller settlements with the main purpose of weak-
ening the old Milesian colony Cyrene. Due to substantial
royal benefits Ptolemais became the major urban centre of
the region finally outshining its older competitor.

161 BAGNALL/RATHBONE 2004, 173. 



Greek town, settled with Greeks from all over the
Mediterranean.163 The town was organised in phyles
and demes,164 had a boule and prytanes.165 A theatre is
indicated by the presence of an actors’ guild.166 An
eponymous founder cult of Ptolemy I Soter was
installed for the whole Thebais.167

Autonomy was an important part of the constitu-
tion of Ptolemais. As discussed in the chapter on the
polis this autonomy was a very limited one.168 The
attempt of Ptolemy I to create a monument for him-
self, his dynasty and for Greek culture in Upper
Egypt, was very successful.169

2.2.4. Ptolemies II and III

With Ptolemy II and III the Ptolemaic Empire
reached its apex. Alexandria was further embellished
in a great scale. The Pharos, the Museion were now
built, the Serapeion reached its final monumental
shape under Ptolemy III and was finally integrated
into the overall plan of the city (cf. supra). Probably
the city was not completed prior to Ptolemy III.

The most important impact on the urban history
of Egypt since the foundation of Alexandria was the
“colonization” of the Fayum started by Ptolemy II.170

The fertile area had been cultivated by an elaborate
irrigation system in the Middle Kingdom and was
abandoned thereafter.171 The already discussed
demographic development proves the success of the
Ptolemaic effort.172

The development of the Fayum was planned in
great detail; a whole settlement pattern was designed
with the capital of the nome, Krokodilon Polis

(Medinet el-Fayyum) at the centre at the same spot as
a Pharaonic settlement.173 The other settlements were
mostly arranged along the periphery of the fertile
oasis.174

2.2.4.1. “Colonizing” the Fayum

Philadelphia (Kom el-Kharaba el-Kebir/Darb
Gerza),175 named after Arsinoe II, the “brother-lov-
ing” wife of Ptolemy II is, due to the fact that the
Zenon-Archive has been found there by Sebakh-dig-
gers, among our primary sources for information on
Ptolemaic city founding procedure.

The town shows the most rigid “Hippodamean”
plan of all Fayum-settlements. The city is built to the
east of the old great canal already in use in Pharaon-
ic times. Four north-south streets are crossed orthog-
onally by at least eight streets (the whole city area was
never verified by excavation). The east-west streets
are significantly wider. The street grid was respected
throughout the history of the city. The insulae mea-
sured 50 × 100m. The houses had more or less simi-
lar ground plans and measured 12 × 12m. Temples
and other public buildings respected the street-
grid.176

Apollonios, the dioiketes of Ptolemy II, founded
the settlement, which was strictly speaking a kome, a
village in spite of its size of 50 ha. Zenon was the offi-
cial on-site who organized the implementation of his
master’s or even the king’s plans. The great canal was
the main traffic route for the settlement. The bank
of the canal was therefore the place for the most rep-
resentative buildings, like a Serapeion, an Iseion and
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162 EL-MASRI 2007 on excavations of the SCA at the site.
Remains of a harbour and a temple are mentioned.

163 MUELLER 2006, 166.
164 PLAUMANN 1910, 20–23.
165 Ibid. 17–20.
166 Ibid. 60–64.
167 MUELLER 2003, 190–192. MUELLER 2006, 167 is in favour a

cult of Soter already during his lifetime. Against such an
early date: PLAUMANN 1910, 51 still dates the cult to the
time of Ptolemy IV Philopator. Cf. HUSS 2001, 241 and
PFEIFFER 2008, 68 for a beginning of the cult in the reign of
Ptolemy II.

168 PLAUMANN 1910, 30–35. The city had no right to mint coins.
The eponymous priests were inaugurated by the king.

169 Cf. MUELLER 2006, 167–168 on an inscription from Philae
(I. Philae II 166) from the 2nd century AD where a certain
Celsus is proud of being a citizen of Ptolemais Hermiou,
founded by Soter. He stresses the Greekness of the town as
opposed to its Egyptian surroundings. At the same time the
inscription bears evidence of how threatened Greek cul-
ture was by Egyptian culture, at least in the perception of

Celsus. Cf. BOWMAN/RATHBONE 1992, 120 and JÖRDENS

1999, 158 on a document from 160 AD concerning a cult
for Ptolemy I Soter in Coptos (SB VI 9016). The neokoroi of
this cult were instituted by the boule of Ptolemais. The right
was important enough for the citizens of Ptolemais to
oppose the strategos. The town finally prevailed over the
imperial official.

170 MUELLER 2006, 149–151 against the communis opinio (later
reign of Ptolemy II to Ptolemy III) considers a date as early
as Ptolemy I for the start of the reorganisation of the
Fayum (ibid. 150).

171 Ibid. 63. The Fayum was reclaimed and resettled by the
Ptolemies in order to increase agricultural output.

172 Cf. supra.
173 DAVOLI 1997, 149–159.
174 BAGNALL/RATHBONE 2005,127–129 fig. 5.1.1. DAVOLI 1997

fig. 1.
175 VIERECK 1928. DAVOLI 1997, 139–148. BAGNALL/RATHBONE

2005, 135–136 with an excellent aerial photograph (ibid.
fig. 5. 2. 4)

176 MUELLER 2006, 116–119.



Urbanism in Graeco-Roman Egypt

a temple of the Dioskouroi. The road along the
embankment was called dromos. These buildings
were the first to be erected in the new town.177 Of
special interest is a sketch on papyrus showing a seg-
ment of the dromos with a temple of Hermes and a
temple of “Poremanres”, the Pharaoh Amenemhet
III.178 This may, or may not, indicate an older settle-
ment, but it is clear evidence of how closely the
Pharaonic and Ptolemaic effort were linked and that
Pharaonic monuments were respected and became
major landmarks of the new settlement. The “vil-
lage” Philadelphia comprised a gymnasion and a
bath with two tholoi.179

Not only were the layout of the town and its major
monuments predefined by the dioiketes but also the
exact shape of his agricultural land.180 A plan on
papyrus gives the layout of the large lot to be organised
by Zenon.181 The plan shows an orthogonal organiza-
tion, just like the town itself indicating that the whole
land, for building and agriculture was surveyed and
distributed, just as was the case with the Greek
colonies. Isonomia is alas absent because the lot of
Apollonios measures 10,000 aruras, probably constitut-
ing only part of the land belonging to his manor.182

Special focus was on the distribution of water in canals.
Other towns of the Fayum show a different layout

as they are organised along a dromos, a central pro-
cessional way leading to the main temple of the town.
Such a layout has been interpreted as being typically
Egyptian.183 There are two groups of settlements with
such a layout: Towns with a typical Pharaonic aggluti-
nating cityscape with houses and streets grouping in
an unorganised way around a temple precinct and
settlements organised in a regular manner with sec-
ondary streets either being parallel to or crossing the
dromos at right angles. Tebtynis (Kom Umm el-Bor-

eigat) belongs to the first group,184 Dionysias (Qasr
Qarun) to the second group.185 Settlements showing
an “Egyptian” layout were clearly outnumbering
those with a Hippodamic street grid.186

The whole project of recultivating the Fayum is
characterized by pragmatism, motivated by the need
for additional space for settling and a significant
boosting of the agricultural produce. It was anyhow
part of royal representation, of the competition
between Hellenistic kings. Official, even royal, visitors
to the court in Alexandria are sent to the Fayum by
the king in order to show his achievements to them.
The mastering of nature, the creation of new, fertile
worlds with exotic animals or plants was part of the
Hellenistic royal ideal.187 The Ptolemies had done so
in the Fayum on a scale unparalleled by any of their
royal competitors. The settlements, canals and fields
of the Arsinoite nome became a sign of royal power
just as the Pharos or the Museion in Alexandria.

2.2.4.2. The Read Sea coast

The second major Ptolemaic land-reclamation pro-
ject was a massive founding of cities along the Red
Sea coast. There was a tradition of sporadic settle-
ment, mostly connected to the Punt-trade and cop-
per-mining, but the Ptolemies had a completely new
aim: Elephants.188 Here the element of royal prestige
and competition is more evident than in the Fayum
because the elephant had become a powerful
weapon since Alexander. Their military use anyhow
had soon been exceeded by their representative
value. The number of elephants used by both sides is
among the most prominent data in the battle-reports
of ancient historiographers. As the few animals cap-
tured by Ptolemy I in his victorious wars against
Perdikkas and Demetrius were no match against the
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177 Ibid. 128–129. 
178 Ibid. fig. 3.2.
179 MCKENZIE 2007, 152. The baths were even equipped with

pebble mosaics. For this type of bath and its implications cf.
infra chapter Later Ptolemaic Urbanism. 

180 VIERECK 1928, 37–39.
181 P. Lille 1. ROSTOVTZEFF 1979[1922], 57–58. VIERECK 1928,

Abb. 4. 
182 ROSTOVTZEFF 1979[1922], 71. 
183 MUELLER 2006, 119–120.
184 DAVOLI 1997, 180–211. HADJI-MINAGLOU 2007, fig. 1. The

evolution of the city quarter to the east of the temple of
Soknebtynis clearly shows the agglutinating growth in den-
sity with a clear tendency to create courtyards and thus
block secondary streets (ibid. figs. 78–79). While the hous-
es of the oldest phase (3rd cent. BC.) are more or less iso-

lated units with ample space around them and orientated
in exactly the same way as the dromos (ibid. 168), the further
development shows growing irregularity (ibid. 170 –174 for
the 1st and 2nd cent. AD).

185 DAVOLI 1997, 301–323. At least the city centre seems to be
organized in a Hippodamic way. A group of houses further
south of the dromos, among them a bath-house of the tholos-
type shows a distinctively different orientation. MUELLER

2006, 119. The size of the insulae was half that of Philadel-
phia (50 × 50m).

186 RATHBONE 1994, 142. MUELLER 2006, 121. 
187 SONNE 1996 on “Herrschaftsgärten”. LAPP 1980, 146–148

on the agricultural land around the palace of Araq el-Emir
in Jordan.

188 MUELLER 2006, 151–157.



Seleucid army with its considerable Elephant force,
Ptolemy II had to find a new source.189 He did so by
exploiting the old Pharaonic routes to Inner Africa.
The network needed, both with regards to infrastruc-
ture190 and personnel,191 was substantial. Bases were
created until Cape Guarafui at the coast of Somalia.192

One of the main bases for Elephants was Memphis.193

More important concerning our topic is the Egyptian
Red Sea coast. 

Berenike is probably the most thoroughly excavat-
ed settlement on the Red Sea Coast. Regrettably very
little dating to the Ptolemaic period has been
found.194 In Roman times the Red Sea coast became
an important trading zone.195 It is not without sym-
bolic value that the Romans used the Hellenistic net-
work for their more pragmatic ends, the trade with
India.

Besides these newly founded towns in virgin, or at
least not densely settled, areas, the old urban centres
of Egypt continued to exist. Memphis was the most
prominent among those towns, but little to nothing
from the Ptolemaic Period has survived. Especially
due to the already present Greek population it was
an important vantage point for the remodelling of
Egypt while the traditional temples and priesthoods
were, just like in the Persian period, bequeathed
generously by the king.196 Alexander visited Mem-
phis and sacrificed to Apis. Probably in order to
appease the Egyptian population and contrast him-
self with Kambyses who was said to have killed an
Apis Bull. Even if this probably wasn’t true, it had
become a tradition and part of the Egyptian anti-Per-
sian sentiment at the time of Herodotus (3.29).197

The new cult of Sarapis originated in Memphite
perceptions of the god Apis that came into existence
in the special atmosphere of the multicultural city.198

2.2.5. Later Ptolemaic urbanism

Most cities were founded under Ptolemies I and II;
the reigns of Ptolemy III to Ptolemy V constituted a
time of consolidation regarding urbanism. The
Upper Egyptian secession from 206/7 BC brought an
end of Ptolemaic rule and control of the Thebaid until
287 BC, probably with considerable consequences for
the settlement pattern. This may well be the reason
for a second urban boost in Egypt in the reign of
Ptolemy VI and especially Ptolemy VI/VIII. 

Herodes, Son of Demophon from Pergamon,
among other functions phrourarch of Syene, dedicated
an inscription in 151–145 BC to Ptolemy VI, Kleopa-
tra II and Boethos, strategos and ktistes of the poleis
Philometoris and Kleopatra in the Triakontaschoinos
and Euergetis in the Thebaid.199 The stela was found in
the Cataract region, probably on Elephantine.200

The foundation of a town in the Thebaid may be
related to the difficult situation in Upper Egypt after
the insurgency. The two cities in Lower Nubia are
possibly a means of establishing firm control over
land recently recaptured from Meroë.201 As none of
these towns has ever been localized with any degree
of certainty, their physical shape is absolutely
unknown. Certain aspects anyhow are of special inter-
est in our context. There is firstly the connection of a
Greek Ptolemaic official with the major temples of
the cataract region (Temple of Khnum in Elephan-
tine, Temple of Isis in Philae and the Abaton).202 He
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189 CASSON 1993, 247–248.
190 Ibid. 249. Berenice Troglodytica was founded at the Red

Sea Coast and connected via a road to the Nile Valley and
the town Koptos. MUELLER 2006, 152. Ptolemy founded
Arsinoe near modern Suez and, by finishing the old
Dareios channel connected the Nile valley to the Red Sea. 

191 CASSON 1993, 249–252. Indian drivers and Greek specialists
were needed. The elephantegos, an especially sturdy ship was
constructed for the transport of the captured animals
(ibid. 253).

192 Ibid. 255–256. Ptolemy IV Philopator was most active in the
hunting of Elephants. 

193 Ibid. 259.
194 SIDEBOTHAM/WENDRICH 1996, 448. The lack of Ptolemaic

material from the town itself is probably due to the silting
in of the harbour. SIDEBOTHAM/WENDRICH 2007, 369 detect
carefully from the mostly Late Roman remains of the town
that its street grid was not orthogonal even at the time of
foundation.

195 SIDEBOTHAM/WENDRICH 1999, 451–452. The population
size fluctuated, but was significantly smaller in Ptolemaic
times than in the Roman period. The population was
rather Egyptian with a Hellenised Elite in the Ptolemaic
period and very diverse in Roman times. Meagre as the
Archaeological data from the earlier periods of occupation
may be, the difference between a specialised hunting sta-
tion in Ptolemaic times and an important Roman harbour
seems to be evident.

196 THOMPSON 1988, 192–193. 
197 Ibid. 106.
198 Cf. HÖCKMANN/VITTMANN 2005, 100–101 on the participa-

tion of Greeks and Carians in Egyptian cults, especially the
cult of the Apis Bull (cf. ibid. Abb. 3).

199 I. Louvre 14,1–28 = OGIS I 111.10 = SB V 8878. MUELLER

2006, 161–162 n. 65.
200 PFEIFFER 2008, 117 n. 5. 
201 MUELLER 2006, 164.
202 PFEIFFER 2008, 118.



Urbanism in Graeco-Roman Egypt

had the highest priestly ranks in one of the crucial
areas of Egyptian religious topography. Secondly, and
even more striking, Boethos is called ktistes and
named in a very prominent position, immediately
behind the ruling couple. Obviously the “loaded”
title ktistes had lost some of his meaning and exclusiv-
ity. The former royal prerogative is now just a func-
tion among others of the strategos. His prominent
position on the inscription and the ensuing closeness
to the king and queen are on the other hand signs of
a very special position of Boethos. The possibility has
therefore to be taken into account that the case of
Boethos was a very special one, probably due to the
increasingly precarious situation of royal power,
before interpreting this singular phenomenon as an
important general trait in Late-Ptolemaic Egypt.203

There is little conclusive archaeological evidence
concerning the development of traditional Pharaon-
ic urban centres during the second half of Ptolema-
ic rule. Decidedly Greek features, omnipresent
among the remains of Ptolemaic towns, are bath-
houses in a decidedly Greek tradition.204 These bath-
houses come in two types: with hip-baths arranged
along the walls of tholos-shaped bath rooms and hip-
baths and bathing-tubs in rectangular rooms. The
tholos-type is the older one. A bath house often com-
prises two tholoi, probably one for each sex.205 These
tholoi are found all over Egypt206 and seem to consti-
tute the main type of larger public bath, probably
well into the Roman Period.207 These baths were by

no means unique to major urban centres but had
become an amenity not to be missed even by inhabi-
tants of remote villages or fortresses in the border
region like Tell el-Herr (with only one tholos).208 The
impact of these baths on the daily life of Egyptian
settlements was considerable, especially considering
the scarce evidence for sanitary installations from
Pharaonic Egypt. 

While the tholoi constitute a typical Egyptian con-
servatism as they are a type developed in Late Classi-
cal Greece, the second type of baths with rectangu-
lar ground plan appears around the middle of the
2nd cent. BC, at the same time as in Greece.209 The
bathing areas of these bath houses were significantly
smaller with one or two hip baths and one, rarely
two lying tubs. Most tholoi comprised 16 hip baths
and adjoining rooms with several basins and/or
lying tubs. Due to the white wall plaster and terrazzo
floors these baths often were the only structures rec-
ognized during excavation and remained like elevat-
ed islands with all their architectural contexts
destroyed.210 During the more recent rescue excava-
tions in Athribis a larger portion of a city quarter
with bathing installations was excavated. Besides
one, regrettably isolated, tholos211 with at least two
phases, the oldest one dated to Early Roman times,
several rectangular bath-rooms of rectangular type
were found with at least traces of their architectural
context.212 The interpretation of the hip-baths as
being parts of cultic installations led, together with
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203 Cf. MUELLER 2003, 191–192 who sees a separation between
the eponymous and the functional city founder. Dynastic
cult and name of the city are the most important aspects,
still firmly within royal control while the functional
founder gains considerable local importance and prestige.

204 MCKENZIE 2007, 152.
205 EL-KHASHAB 1949, 8–9 n. 3 citing two papyri were a “male”

and “female” tholos are mentioned for one bathhouse.
206 Cf. FOURNET/REDON 2007, fig. 79 with a map of public tholos-

baths in Egypt and BORAIK/LAROZE 2008, 77–83 with a well
preserved bath in Luxor, recently excavated by the SCA
and dated to the Early Ptolemaic period.

207 FOURNET/REDON 2007, 124–126. Only with the advent of
hypocaust-heating in the 2nd cent. AD were the tholoi aban-
doned. Cf. ibid. fig. 81 with a phase-plan of the baths in
Bouto. The final phase, dated to the 2nd half of the 2nd

cent. AD comprises a room with hypokausti and still a tholos.
208 ABD EL-MAKSOUD 2007 and FOURNET/REDON 2007.
209 Cf. KUNZE/SCHLEIFF 1944, 47 pl. 16 with an example from

Olympia.
210 ROEDER 1959, 128–129. The number of excavated so called

private baths in Hermopolis Magna exceeded 20. Most of
these baths seem to have been of the smaller rectangular
type (very few plans are given). 

211 MICHALOWSKI 1962b, 67–76.
212 MYSLYVIEC/SZTETYLLO 2000, 33–34 subsumes several

bathing areas to one bath-house. The architectural context
as given in ibid. plan 3 seems to hint to two separate baths,
each of them with tubs in groups of three: one tub for full
immersion and two hip-baths. Coins found under the floor
of the baths give a terminus post quem in the reign of Ptole-
my V. Another bath (ibid. 37–38) shows a significantly dif-
ferent layout. The room was heated by means of a small fur-
nace (probably the remains of a boiler). A single hip-bath
is situated between two small basins (too small for immer-
sion tubs). In another room a significantly larger basin
(app. 2.5 × 0.6m) was probably used as a piscina. In spite of
the fact that the floors have a pebble mosaic the Early
Ptolemaic date given by the excavator seems way too early.
It would be the oldest rectangular type bath with a heating
installation. Cf. MICHALOWSKI 1937, 65–75 figs. 29–31 pl. VII
for a similar bath in Edfu, again with two hip-baths and one
tub also has a praefurnium and traces of a boiler. The whole
arrangement of the bath resembles the already mentioned
installation in Olympia (cf. supra n. 209). The bath is dated
to the Roman period. This date, mostly gained from mate-
rial in the debris and infill of the ruins of the building, is
only indicative of the end of use of the bath.



the finds of numerous terracotta figurines and other
material to the assumption that the area of the baths
was situated in the vicinity of a Ptolemaic military
camp mentioned on a statue from Athribis.213 The
central question concerning the baths of rectangu-
lar type is, whether they were public or more private
in nature. In the Greek tradition a single hip-bath
was deemed sufficient even for high-class private
houses.214 The baths are therefore of a public nature.
The gradual replacement of the old tholoi sometimes
with room for more than thirty bathers with the
smaller bathing units of a more or less standardized
size with two hip-baths and one tub may well indicate
not only a new bathing habit but some change of
how the population perceived the densely built up
towns of Middle and Late Ptolemaic Egypt. The
baths necessitated elaborate systems for waste water
disposal. Other installations like latrinae are often
connected to these bathing facilities. As to the over-
all structure of Athribis, the excavations give no
clear evidence of an orthogonal street grid that was
still visible at the end of the 18th century.215 The
excavated city quarter was a mixed neighbourhood
consisting of houses with bathing installations and
workshops to the south (probably due to the pre-
dominant direction of the wind). Pottery and terra-
cotta figurines were the main product of these small
workshops that were working throughout the whole
Ptolemaic Period.216

Besides the evidence of newly founded towns in
Upper Egypt an increase in population density has
been noted in several settlements all over the coun-
try.217 This is a definitive contradiction to the picture
of the second half of Ptolemaic rule generally drawn.
The “Day of Eleusis” heralded a new dependency
from Rome.218 The overseas possessions had been

lost and Egypt was once again reduced to itself.219

After a period of considerable civil unrest the Ptole-
maic Dynasty was more and more adapting itself to
the Egyptian sphere, probably, because the Egyptian
element in the population of the reduced kingdom
was by far outweighing the Hellenised groups. The
audience for royal conduct had changed with Egypt
alone as a stage. Nothing could be gained by expos-
ing the Egyptian majority to the Hellenistic ruler
boasting his truphe.220 The building programme pro-
duced unambiguous evidence for this new attitude
with an unprecedented number of temples newly
built or restored and generous gifts bestowed on
established temples.221

2.2.6. Conclusion

With the conquest of Egypt by Alexander the Great
and the ensuing new political situation changes with-
in the traditional structures of the Egyptian society
became necessary. Soldiers and kleruchs enlarged the
Greek speaking portion of the population. New land
and revenue were won by the recultivation of the
Fayum. The function of the city was slowly changed
from a mostly religious to an administrative centre
while Egyptian sentiment was respected and a large
portion of the (Egyptian!) population was still work-
ing in the religious sector.222 Newly founded cities
rarely showed a “Hippodamic” layout, Alexandria
being the most prominent example, but were more
often created around a central temple area. A new
invention is the temple town with a dromos and an
orthogonal street grid parallel to it.223 It is not possi-
ble to distinguish between Egyptian cities and Greek
cities. Settlements in the Fayum and elsewhere had a
mixed population. The different layouts for new
towns and settlements are probably due to a very per-
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sonalized way of running the country in the 3rd cent.
BC. The layout of the town was up to the official who
was in charge of the founding process.224

The Hellenistic era brought some changes to the
daily routines of people living in the settlements.
Baths, banks and gymnasia were present even in the
more populous villages.225 The basic but significant
function of baths has been mentioned above. Banks
were the main institutions of the royal financial sover-
eignty. Gymnasia were, just as all over the newly con-
quered regions of the Persian Empire and beyond,
places of Hellenisation.226 Only in Egypt were Gymna-
sia, originally an institution linked to the Hellenistic
polis, founded in villages. The phenomenon may be
due to the low level of urbanisation and the custom to
settle kleruchs in villages.227 Due to their probably not
very spectacular appearance these gymnasia are hard
to make out in the archaeological context.228 In the
Ptolemaic period gymnasia were founded by private
persons of moderate to high standing. The members
of the gymnasium comprised the elite of the settle-
ment but were not yet a stately controlled class.229 The
gymnasia were places of Greek education, both
regarding culture and body. Simple education did not
take place here due to the fact that a person had to
have a basic Greek education before he was allowed to
enter the gymnasion.230 Aristotle has remarked with
regard to the location of gymnasia in poleis that they
should be situated in the vicinity of the centres of
urban political life (Pol. 1331a–b). It was political
education that took place in gymnasia.231 They could
comprise small libraries with treasured works of liter-
ature.232 The gymnasion was therefore the node of
Hellenised political and cultural life within settle-
ments all over Egypt. It was a kind of gateway to the
privileged world of the Hellenes, part of the same effort
as the Great Library in Alexandria. The gymnasion
was a threshold separating the world already within
the Greek-Alexandrine cultural sphere from the rest

of society. The threshold was not crossed by right of
birth or ethnicity but by education.

The only polis except Alexandria and Naukratis
was Ptolemais with a mostly unknown layout. The dif-
ference to other Hellenistic kingdoms, where poleis
were the predominant form of new settlement, is
striking.233 Even the existing poleis showed significant
differences to cities in other regions of the Eastern
Mediterranean. Egyptian cities had no own territory
and no right to mint their own coins.234 Ptolemais
Hermiou and Naukratis had a boule, Alexandria, at
least in Middle and Late Ptolemaic times, not. By call-
ing all of Egypt except Alexandria chora, the huge
hinterland of the city, right to the borders of the
known world, becomes the territory of the new capi-
tal. This allusion to the traditional Greek polis system
aptly defines the relationship between Egypt and its
capital until the advent of Islam.

Alexandria, the epitome of Ptolemaic, even Hel-
lenistic urbanism was an exception among the cities
of Egypt. In the Ptolemaic, and even more the Roman
Period it was not only the – slightly foreign – adminis-
trative centre, it was also a conductor for the Hell-
enization of the country as a whole. Besides its role as
the seat of the highly centralized administration of the
country, the main function of Alexandria was a cul-
tural one. While the Great Library and the Museion
were part of the image of the Ptolemaic kings in the
Greek world, their interior function was even more
important: they constituted powerful storage institu-
tions in Giddens’ terms. The conserving aspect by far
outweighed the progressive scientific output of this
“University”.235 The most important aspect of Hel-
lenising Egypt was the gradual development of an effi-
cient Greek administration. While under Ptolemy I
most of the administrative texts like tax receipts etc.
were still written in Demotic, from the 2nd century
onwards Greek became predominant both in admin-
istrative and legal correspondence. This was accom-
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plished with a new class of well trained Egyptian civil
servants. For the creation of this class a standardized
curriculum was used. Around 0.2–0.3% of the popu-
lation were teachers who trained the pupils mostly in
the traditional Greek literary canon, especially Home-
ric writings.236 The place where the texts were com-
piled and stored and the ways to teach them were pre-
pared was the Library of Alexandria, being therefore
one of the major institutions behind the development
of Hellenistic Egypt. The administrative status
reached at the end of the Ptolemaic era was the basis
for the flourishing Roman province Aegyptus.

2.3. Roman Egypt

The cities of Roman Egypt have recently been the
subject of a thorough study by Richard Alston.237 Most
aspects of this vast topic have been covered and need
therefore not be repeated here. Only the major
changes that took place with the Roman era shall be
elucidated against the background of what has been
remarked with regard to the Ptolemaic city. The
developments in the Late Roman and Byzantine peri-
ods are not included in this paper.

The most crucial changes are of an administrative
nature. The rather loose Ptolemaic system of govern-
ing is replaced by a rigid hierarchy with the Roman
governor, a Roman of equestrian rank, at the top.238

The old nome-capitals were upgraded to Metropoleis
and more clearly distinguished from minor settle-
ments of the nome.239 Within the cities themselves
amphoda were established instead of the loosely
defined Ptolemaic city quarters. Amphoda are impor-
tant points of reference for the identification of a
person, both regarding tax revenue lists and other
compilations like the list of members of the gymnasi-
um. Whether these city quarters had any equivalent
in the physical reality of the town or were just admin-
istrative labels is still unclear.240 They were anyhow
not standardized. Both names and numbers were
used. The numbers of quarters for single towns are
differing significantly as does the population per

amphodon where it is documented.241 Most probably
old Ptolemaic units were put in a more rigid system.

The most important citizen-body within these
urban centres was the gymnasial class. Here the
Romans were building on Ptolemaic foundations.
The village-gymnasia were closed; the gymnasia
became again a purely urban institution with a mem-
bership rigidly controlled by the strategos of the
nome.242 As the aim of the Ptolemies to create a sub-
stantial group of Egyptians with a thorough Greek
education had been achieved, the Roman adminis-
tration was able to structure this group and create
urban elites. The Ptolemaic kings had owned all the
available land in Egypt. Kleruchic land became again
royal land after the death of the lessee. During the
later Ptolemaic era it had become possible to
bequeath kleruchic land, alas most of the arable area
of Egypt was still under central control. 243 In the
Roman period land could be sold and bought in a
regular way. Consequently the urban elites were able
to acquire large estates and build their civic status on
substantial land-holding.244 The Roman administra-
tion was thus enabling developments that had already
taken place in the Seleucid kingdom in the Late Hel-
lenistic period. There the Hellenistic rulers and the
Roman Emperors after them had instigated an oli-
garchic system in the poleis within their realm.245

According to Giddens’ model of the city in class-
divided societies, the commodification of land is the
first step from the pre-capitalist to the capitalist city
because the relations between city and countryside
are significantly changed and the traditional status of
landownership as feudal or royal prerogative is elimi-
nated, thus creating land owning urban elites.246 Gid-
dens quite ambiguously mixes up the territorial state,
the national state and capitalism and presents them
as one historical development.247 Most changes of city
status are not results of capitalism but due to the fact
that the city is now part of a larger political unit. This
is exactly what happened with the Egyptian towns and
settlements after the Roman conquest.
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The oligarchic class, the Metropolites, constituted the
members of the gymnasia in the Metropoleis and were
entitled to tax privileges.248 The new regular census was
conducted in 14-year intervals because from that age
the poll tax had to be paid and the new ephebes were
admitted to the gymnasium.249 The old more personal-
ized administrative system with direct involvement of
the king, even in minor matters, was not applicable
anymore with Egypt now being just a province of the
Roman Empire. Time/space relations in the terms of
Giddens had completely changed and generated new
limitations of communication and contact.

The development of Egyptian Metropoleis has
been interpreted as a strategy of Romanisation over
two hundred years until the Severan period when all
Metropoleis got full city status with their own institu-
tions (boule, prytaneion etc.). The term municipialisation
was applied to the development thereby comparing
the Egyptian situation to the Roman urban program
in the West of the Empire.250 While the cities of Egypt
were no municipia in the full sense of the term and the
genesis of Roman Egyptian towns in the Severan era
may not be the result of a conscious effort of the
Roman administration,251 the transformation that had
taken place since the Ptolemaic Period is remarkable.

2.3.1. Roman Alexandria

With the defeat of the Ptolemies by the Romans the
city lost its status as a residency. While political unrest,
some of it quite extreme, had already been a frequent
phenomenon during the Ptolemaic period, it
became a nearly constant quality of the Roman town.

The Romans needed most of their military power
deployed in Egypt for the control of the city.252 A new
quarter, Nikopolis, was founded outside the city prop-
er and memorized the victory of Octavian/Augustus.
The new part of the town was equipped with theatres
and other sights that overshadowed the neglected
monuments of Alexandria that had obviously fallen
into disrepair.253

The animosity between the Jewish and Greek popu-
lations was a central source of conflict in the city.254 After
an especially bloody uprising in 38 BC the Jews of
Alexandria were only allowed to settle in the D District
and outside the city walls in the necropoleis around the
city.255 The first ghetto was born. Again the archaeolog-
ical situation in Alexandria does not allow any state-
ment as to how the Jewish quarter was different from
the rest of the city. The conflict was most probably a
result of the nearly ungovernable size of the city. A fact
the Roman officials were well aware of and consequent-
ly didn’t grant the citizens of the second largest town in
the Empire their boule. Public meeting places like the
gymnasion had repeatedly been the origin of bloody
unrest.256 The Romans deemed it more prudent to con-
trol the town by means of military force than to create
new assemblies with non estimable consequences. 

We do not have conclusive evidence from the
palace quarters as to what happened there with the
now abandoned palatial area. Major institutions like
the Serapeum or the Museion continued to exist and
were repeatedly refurbished until the Christian era.257

The Caesareum was constructed soon after the Roman
conquest and became a landmark of the city.258
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weight (cf. ibid. 179). The Romans did not follow any long
term strategy but where solely interested in maintaining
their power and control over the province (cf. ibid. 180).
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Caesareum, probably a rectangular temenos, lined with stoai
and two obelisks, one of them Cleopatra’s Needle, in front of
it, was not oriented according to the street grid, either as
MCKENZIE suggests, to improve its visibility from ships moor-
ing in the harbour (cf. ibid. 177) or because the obelisks were
some part of a gnomon and the whole installation had to be
constructed according to solar principles. Setting up the
main symbol of Imperial power in Alexandria in such a way,
is, just like the foundation of Nikopolis a sign of disregard for
the old order symbolised by the famous street grid inaugu-
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attached to it, another clear sign of Roman self esteem.



A list of houses from the Middle to Later Roman
period is not very reliable concerning numbers but
may well give the ratio of different types of buildings
in each of the districts of Alexandria. The ratio of
temples to houses was 1:10–20, the ratio of baths
1:40–50 depending on the quarter.259

The Polish excavations in Kom ed-Dikka have pro-
vided an impression of a part of the Roman town of
Alexandria. A city quarters with peristyle houses was
completely remodelled in the later Roman periods.260

In the 4th and 5th centuries it became a public area
with a huge bath and a small theatre/odeion.261 The
old street grid was still respected. As in the Ptolemaic
period the overall quality of housing, the used mate-
rials (nearly no unfired mud-bricks) and the high
quality mosaic floors are in sharp contrast to the chora
where houses of a more traditional Egyptian layout
were still the rule.262

In the new Roman administrative system nearly all
important positions in the towns of the chora were
occupied by citizens of Alexandria. In spite of the fact
that the city still had no boule263 citizens of Alexandria
were privileged as they were exempt from the poll
tax. The citizenship was only granted if both parents
were citizens of Alexandria.264 There were, of course,
ways to become an honorary citizen and thereby join
the pool for higher administrative functions in Egypt
and beyond.

2.3.2. Metropoleis

The Metropoleis did not change their physical
appearance with their new status, at least not immedi-
ately. Very few of these cities have been excavated
properly. With the new urban elites the private funds
at the disposal for prestigious building projects had
grown significantly. One example of this development
was theatres.265 The theatre at Oxyrhynchus could
accommodate an audience of 13,920 and was by far
the largest theatre of Roman Northern Africa,266 quite
remarkable for a “marginal Egyptian village”.267

Compared to Ptolemaic circumstances the ruler,
the Roman Emperor was a very distant figure. Impe-
rial visits were major events triggering all kinds of
response by the subjects, sometimes in a permanent
architectural way. Besides the advent of Roman
power as such, the visits with the most significant
consequences took place in the Antonine period.
The visit of Hadrian, the subsequent death of Anti-
noous and the visits of Antoninus Pius and Marcus
Aurelius were commemorated with major urban
projects.

The foundation of Antinoopolis commemorat-
ing the death of Antinous led to immediate reac-
tions in many other Metropoleis.268 The construction
of the theatre at Oxyrhynchus was probably related
to the visit as was a major remodelling of Hermopo-
lis Magna the old nome capital of Toth on the oppo-
site bank of the Nile. Antinoopolis was founded as
real polis by Hadrian with Antinoous as its founding
heros. The constitution of the town was modelled
after the old constitution of Naukratis. The city wall,
a rare example from Egypt and a hippodrome to the
east outside the city wall are still visible. Nearly all
other landmarks have vanished. The Napoleonic
Expedition documented an orthogonal street grid
with several junctions adorned with tetrastyla. The
main avenue ran east west through the city, con-
necting a city gate to the theatre at its other end.
The city was a perfect example of a prosperous 2nd

century city with colonnaded avenues and all the
other essential features. As was the case in Hellenis-
tic Philadelphia, Pharaonic temples were incorpo-
rated in the city plan.269 The first nucleus of settlers
was taken from Ptolemais Hermiou in order to get a
properly Hellenised citizen-body from the begin-
ning.270

Hermopolis Magna,271 an established urban centre
in the Pharaonic Period with the main cult of Toth in
Egypt, had already been a nome capital in the Ptole-
maic era. Very few Hellenistic structures except tem-
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ples were found in the town.272 The original layout
was that of a typical Pharaonic town, agglutinating
around huge temenoi that dominated the
cityscape.273 The city was organized in four amphoda274

and counted at least 7000 houses in the 2nd centu-
ry.275 A major change in the overall layout of the city
may be due to heavy destructions after the Jewish
revolt of 130 AD. More likely the remodelling of the
town is a long term result of the Hadrianic founda-
tion of Antinoopolis. The plans of the Emperor were
implemented by his successor Antoninus Pius.276 The
dromos of the old temple of Toth became the main
north-south street. A newly constructed plateia ran
east west and crossed the dromos at a right angle.277

This crossing was marked by a tetrastylon that had
been constructed in the reign of Marcus Aurelius and
Commodus in 176 AD.278 The east-west plateia was
called Antinoe Street, a very pronounced indication
of the connection between the two urban centres
only separated by the river Nile. The street ran
between two city-gates, the Moon-Gate in the west
and the Sun-Gate in the east, a reference to Alexan-
dria, where Antoninus Pius had initialised the con-
struction of a dromos and Gates of the Sun and of the
Moon.279 The cosmological dimension of urban space
is obvious.280

The city centre got a new representative appear-
ance. The most prominent public buildings were con-
structed here, the Komasterion immediately to the
north-east of the crossing and a podium-temple in
classical style to the north-west of it.281 Older Ptole-

maic structures, most of them in mud-brick, were
destroyed.282 The Komasterion was the central staging
point for processions moving on afterwards on the
dromos. The building was resting on mud-brick sub-
structures and built in a “Classical” Greek style. The
columns have close parallels in Oxyrhynchus and
Antinoopolis, an additional indication that the
changes that took place in Hermopolis were part of a
programme of local reorganisation in Middle Egypt.
The building is of a type only known from Egypt but
was designed in a way that befitted its location at the
centre of a Roman town of the Antonine era.283 From
a traditional Greek point of view it is surprising that
no installations of a more political nature were found
in the city-centre.284

The status of the Metropoleis had been boosted in
the new Roman system by distinguishing the cities
from their surroundings and making them the only
sources of social prestige. Cities were now defined by
their citizen body. It was not anymore Oxyrhynchos
but “the city of the Oxyrhynchites” just like in the old
days of the Greek polis.285

2.3.3. Conclusion

Both in the discussion of the Ptolemaic and the
Roman town in Egypt the type of street grid, whether
it was a planned “Hippodamic” or a grown irregular
one, was a central issue. Both layouts for settlements
had been present in Egypt long before the formation
of the Greek polis.286 In all cases, most of them from
the Middle Kingdom, they are newly founded and to
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some extent connected to the king. Most of these set-
tlements were not inhabited over a long period of
time and were to some degree specialized, were cre-
ated with a chronologically limited purpose in mind.
Colonisation, representation of military power, a
building project or the residency for the reign of a
king are among these purposes. The fact that, just as
in Graeco-Roman Egypt, the planned settlements are
by far outnumbered by the “organic” ones also indi-
cates such a special function.

A planned settlement had benefits for such an
utilitarian approach. The planned settlement is
recordable and therefore easily duplicable. It has
been shown especially regarding Roman colonisa-
tion that replicability was an important reason for
the decision to found cities with a regular street
grid.287 Theoretically a city with an orthogonal grid
is also more easily expandable but examples from
Graeco Roman Egypt like Dionysias in the Fayum
show that the initial system was lost when the settled
area grew over its old limits.288 Pharaonic planned
settlements were usually protected by walls, their
size therefore predefined.

Besides these pragmatic aspects ideological rea-
sons are also a factor. In Middle Kingdom Egypt the
ideal bureaucratic state with its strict hierarchies and
well defined social compartmentalisation may have
been the model for these newly founded settle-
ments.289 In Hellenistic and Roman Egypt a back-
ground in the Greek polis idea is conceivable.290

Another, probably simpler reason may be that the
planned settlements had become metaphors of foun-
dation, of a new beginning. To impose such a plan
on an existing settlement is a powerful act. In the
Roman tradition the strategy is brought to its
extremes when a city has been conquered, is totally
flattened and rebuilt with a completely new regular
street grid and a new or changed name.291 In the case
of Hermopolis the style is significantly different and
the project was probably aided by a prior destruction

of parts of the city, but the message is similar. That
the main cult of the town was at the core even of the
new plan is specific to Egypt and the sentiments of
the Egyptian majority.292

3. SYENE

As an example of the development of a city in Ptole-
maic and Roman Egypt I append the following brief
account on the recent excavations in Aswan. The
town of Syene (modern Aswan) has been investigated
by a Joint Swiss-Egyptian mission since 2000.293

Among the chief aims of the mission is the installa-
tion of an urban archaeological unit in order to mon-
itor all modern building activities. The often lament-
ed reason for the deplorable state of Egyptian settle-
ment archaeology that most of the towns of Ancient
Egypt are covered by modern cities and therefore lost
for archaeological research,294 could be overcome
and an ever growing amount of information accumu-
lated over the last eight years. 

The map of the town area as given in the Descrip-
tion (Fig. 1) shows a small settlement to the north of
the ruins of ancient Syene. A city wall is clearly
depicted and defines the eastern and southern limits
of the town on the eastern bank of the river Nile
opposite the Kôm of Elephantine.295 The northern
limit is not given in detail but the so-called Church
of Psôti and a structure named “construction
Romaine” running straight to the east from it may
have been the northern end of the town. The func-
tion of these buildings of Late Roman date is
unclear. Probably they were connected to the water
supply system of the town or part of the city fortifi-
cation. Remains of a stone wall and towers could be
seen near the bank of the Nile before the area was
filled in and finally covered by the modern Cor-
niche.296 The map from the end of the 18th century
poses several problems. It is not to scale and several
mistakes indicate that it was edited and compiled by
artists who were not familiar with the situation in
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287 MACMULLEN 2000, 125–128.
288 Cf. supra, chapter Colonizing the Fayum.
289 KEMP 1989, 157–178..
290 Cf. supra, chapter The polis.
291 Cf. BUTCHER 2003, 118. Aelia Capitolina was founded by

Hadrian on the ruins of old Jerusalem. Jews were even for-
bidden to enter the new city.

292 The third kind of Ptolemaic city planning (cf. supra,
n. 223), the orthogonal street grid with a central dromos is a
very similar concept as it also brings together Egyptian and
Graeco Roman elements.

293 The project is carried out by the Swiss Institute of Archi-
tectural and Archaeological Research on Ancient Egypt in
Cairo and the SCA Aswan under the joint directorship of
Cornelius von Pilgrim and Mohamed el-Bealy.

294 BAGNALL 1988, 200.
295 VON PILGRIM/BRUHN/KELANY 2004, 120–121.
296 JARITZ 1985 interprets the building as church but sees the

“constructione romaine” as part of the Late Roman city
wall of Aswan (cf. ibid. 14–15; Abb. 3). The u-shaped towers
are still visible on old photographs (ibid. Taf. 3).
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Aswan at the time. What it represents is the impres-
sion the Aswan region made on the members of the
expedition. Nevertheless the map is among our most
precious sources for the situation of pre modern
Aswan before the increase in population and the reg-
ulation of the Nile obscured it for ever. The map
constitutes a snapshot reproducing numerous
objects from different times with little differentia-
tion. Due to the fact that no archaeological investi-
gations were undertaken, the dating given on the
map is often of limited value. The city wall is said to
be made of granite and dating to the Islamic period.
The only ancient ruins given and labelled as such are
ruins of houses (no details are given of them) and
the Temple of Khnum built in the reign of Domitian.
This temple is drawn with a wrong orientation with
the pronaos facing the Nile (as was the rule for
Pharaonic temples).297

Of special importance are the details of the natur-
al topography like rocky outcrops or the details of the
river bank. The riverbank within the area of the
ancient town shows a bay with a semicircular depres-
sion to the east of it. These are important details con-

cerning the position of the ancient harbour of the
town. The ancient river bank was probably further to
the east than in the time of the Napoleonic expedi-
tion and later silted up thus creating the situation
depicted on the map.298

Even before the actual excavation started precious
information was gathered from the map and similar
sources. In the first tentative reconstructions of the
city area the Napoleonic map was superimposed on
the modern map of the city (Fig. 2), along with a
satellite image and several older cadastral maps. Still
visible landmarks like the massive granite outcrop in
today’s Feryal Garden, the temple of Domitian, a
large bastion depicted on the map of the description
and still observed in the 1980s to the west of the Fer-
yal Garden, the largest still visible and documented
portion of the city wall to the east of the Temple of
Isis and in Area 2, and probably a Late Roman por-
tion of the wall encountered by chance when an ille-
gally dug shaft was investigated (Area 7),299 were used
as fixed points. The result was far from satisfying as
the old map was not to scale. The rescue excavations
started to fill the still existing gaps and helped to
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297 JARITZ 1975. K. BRUHN, in: VON PILGRIM et alii 2006, 251–253.
298 LOCHER 1999, 66.

299 K. BRUHN, op. cit. n. 297, 140–143.

Fig. 1  Description I, pl. 31



complete the picture. As excavations in Area 46 are
just under way as this paper is written, the knowledge
of the town has grown substantially in the meantime.

The city limits could be more and more localised
or at least approximated. As tombs were only allowed
outside the city in Graeco Roman Egypt they are
indicators of non-urban areas. Especially in the
northern part the necropolis of the Roman and
Ptolemaic periods was encountered in numerous
excavations300 and the conclusion concerning the
northern city limits derived from the map of the
Napoleonic Expedition is now more or less verified.
Another important result was a negative one. When
the old court building of Aswan was demolished and
rescue excavations started in the large area next to

the Corniche (Area 27) the earliest human activity
detected on the site was dated to the later 19th centu-
ry, everything else was river sediment, proving that
the ancient river bank was situated further to the east,
just as given on the map. 

Excavations to the south of the modern Coptic
Cathedral (Area 32) helped indirectly to date the city
wall depicted on the Napoleonic map. The southern
part of a massive early Islamic building (the northern
part had already been destroyed by the Cathedral
which was consecrated in 1995) was the only isolated
structure of that time, probably connected to older
city-fortifications further to the north. Islamic houses
to the south of this building were significantly
younger. The wall seen by the Expedition was most
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300 Cf. F. MAHMUD EL-AMIN in: VONPILGRIM et alii 2008 on Area 25 with Roman tombs from the 2nd century AD.

Fig. 2  Map of central Aswan with excavated areas



probably of Mamluk date while the Early Islamic city
limit lay further to the north. Two Late Roman fosse-
ditches of different date just to the south of the cathe-
dral and numerous burials dating to the Early and
Middle Roman Imperial period were ample proof
that the city limits of Graeco-Roman Syene were fur-
ther to the north of the area. As a rich sequence of
Roman and Ptolemaic houses was found in Area 13 to
the north of the Cathedral, the city limit can be
localised safely under the Cathedral or the street
immediately to the north of it.

With the extensions of the town now more or less
defined the city area can be estimated. It was with 11 to
12 ha surprisingly small, far smaller even than Fayum
villages (even the smaller ones cover an area of around
20 ha). The population can be calculated following
the different models discussed in the chapter on
demography. A reasonable figure would be 1000 to
2000 inhabitants in the Roman and Ptolemaic periods. 

An extensive project of auger drillings is conduct-
ed in cooperation with Morgan De Dapper of Ghent
University. It is contributing considerably to our
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Fig. 3  Area 15 and neighbouring areas
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Fig. 4  Area 15: Plan of the Persian structures

Fig. 5  Area 15: Overview of the Persian remains
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knowledge of former river areas and the granite relief
covered by the modern town. An investigation with
GPR equipment is scheduled in the near future in
order to trace massive architectural and geological
structures. Geophysical methods have been applied
with some success in Alexandria.301

The raw data concerning the topography and the
potential of the now defined settled area are just a
framework. The most important information con-
cerning the chronology, function and character of
the settlement can only be gained from excavations
within the urban area. Among these the most
detailed investigations up to now were conducted in
Area 1,302 part of a Roman city quarter occupying a
part of the former temenos of the Ptolemaic temple,
in Area 13303 and in Area 15.

Area 15 is situated in the centre of the Graeco
Roman town in the immediate vicinity of the prospec-
tive ancient harbour. In Areas 6 and 9 to the north
and west excavations had been conducted by the mis-
sion but within a very limited time frame (Fig. 3). A
relatively large area, Area 15 (650sqm), was excavated
over several years. As a preliminary report is current-
ly in press304 only results with urban relevance are
considered here.

When the excavation stopped due to the high
water table and the vicinity of derelict modern ruins
made any continuation impossible, layers dating to
Dynasty 26 (stratum K) had been reached. The struc-
tures of this early period were obscured by later
building activity and by the muddy condition of the
site. 

From the Persian Period (stratum J), a part of the
garrison town was found (Figs. 4–5), consisting of a
compound, protected towards the Nile by a massive
4m wide wall that was at least in the lower courses
constructed completely in stone, with an east-west
street to the north. The perimeter wall to the west
showed a corner at the northern end of Building 9.
A possible gate situated in the north-western corner
of the area is covered by modern houses. The width
of the street (6m measured in the eastern part of the
area) is considerable making it one of the major

lines of communication within the settlement. The
compound consisted of two blocks, both of them
reaching to the east-west road. A narrow north-
south passage between the two blocks could be
closed with a door towards the east-west road. All
buildings were entered from this passage. The east-
ern structures were mostly obscured by later build-
ings. The only clear feature was a subdivision by
another narrow passage running east-west. This pas-
sage was blocked permanently with a wall at its west-
ern end from the north-south passage. The overall
impression of the buildings of the eastern block was
of casemate constructions with small filling-rooms.
Only the substructures, parts of podia for the origi-
nal buildings, were preserved. The wall to the east of
the Temple of Isis was of the same date and shows a
similar construction technique as the perimeter wall
in Area 15 with the lower portion of the wall also
built in stone.305 The western and eastern limits of
the Persian garrison settlement are thus confirmed
by excavation. The south-eastern corner of the wall
is still preserved in Area 2.

The structures of the Persian period in Area 15
were frequently remodelled, in the eastern sector
several house units were erected, all of them with a
similar layout and still confined to the layout of the
Persian blocks (stratum H). In the passage between
the houses, courtyards are created and the passage is
subdivided into several compartments with batteries
of bread-ovens. Over time Building 9 was aban-
doned. The massive upper mud brick part of the
perimeter wall to the west was removed and replaced
with a narrow 1 2/2 bricks wide mud-brick wall. In
the ruins of Building 9 a common kitchen and bak-
ery with numerous ovens and vats for preparing
dough or brewing beer came into existence. The
street layers had accumulated to such a level that the
former first floors of Buildings 4 and 5 had now
become subterranean storage rooms. 

In the Early Ptolemaic period (stratum G) a com-
pletely new architecture is constructed in Area 15
(Figs. 6–7). A huge building consisting of a casemate
wall to the west, slightly more to the east than the old

301 Cf. HESSE 2002, 208–235.
302 K. BRUHN, in: VON PILGRIM/BRUHN/KELANY 2004, 127–134.

Idem, in: VON PILGRIM et alii 2006, 220–251. For the domes-
tic structures cf. ibid. 238–251.

303 K. BRUHN, in: VON PILGRIM et alii 2006, 264–270. C. VON PIL-
GRIM, in: VON PILGRIM et alii 2008, 267–270.

304 W. MÜLLER, in: VON PILGRIM et alii 2008.

305 JARITZ/RODZIEWICZ 1996, 237–238. Sondages between the
Temple of Isis and the wall produced a clear stratigraphical
situation: Under the construction horizon for the Temple
of Isis a sequence of settlement layers with bread ovens etc.
were found. Material from these layers belongs to the Per-
sian period and resembles the Persian period finds in Area
15. Jaritz interprets the wall as a wall around the garrison
of Syene (Cf. ibid. 235 ).
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perimeter wall, a narrower casemate like wall towards
the still existing east-west road and a clear eastern
limit came into existence. The building was only pre-
served in its foundations; especially its north-eastern
part was completely obscured by later buildings. In
the south eastern part of the area two pedestals care-
fully crafted from sandstone, probably for statues,
came to light, a third pedestal was reconstructed
from its retrieval pit. The casemate construction of
the western wall ended at the southern end of the
wall, where the wall was now constructed massively in
stone without further filling rooms. A pylon like gate
construction or a single tower are conceivable recon-
structions. An older phase of the western wall also
showed the foundation of a small square tower at its
southern end, this may therefore be the especially
adorned entrance area of a large representative
building. The northern end of the building was also
defined by the east west road and the casemate con-
struction was fortified by larger granite blocks and
reused grinding stones. Probably the building was the
southern part of a representative gate towards the
harbour of the town. The building respected the
western and northern limits of the plan from the Per-
sian Period but, while a new north-south road came
into existence to its east, the old north-south passage
and the two blocks of buildings ceased to exist. There
are indicators that the building was never finished, an
Elephant of rose granite, found in the immediate
vicinity to the north of the site,306 may have stood on
one of the pedestals. The construction of the build-
ing started in reign of Ptolemy III and was interrupt-
ed at the time of Ptolemy IV, just like the Temple of
Isis that had never been decorated completely
because all building activity stopped with the Upper
Egyptian secession in 206/7 BC. It took until 186/87
that Ptolemaic order in Upper Egypt was restored.307

The Early Ptolemaic structures were subject to
squatter activity. Numerous postholes were probably
traces of tents or small huts with open fireplaces
among them (Fig. 7). The question whether Syene
was conquered by the insurgents or not cannot be
decided on the basis of the archaeological record but
the abandonment and totally different reuse of the
building fits well to the picture gained from graffiti
inside the Temple of Isis where a migration of people
from Nubia to Syene is mentioned.308

The reurbanisation of Upper Egypt in the Late
Ptolemaic Period (stratum F) left its clear mark in
Area 15.309 On top of the remains of the north-eastern
part of the Early Ptolemaic building a new bath house
was constructed (Figs. 8–9). The bath seems to have
been part of a house with few rooms grouped around
a central bathroom of rectangular type with the usual
two hip-baths and the impression of a tub for full
immersion. A small basin for water storage was con-
nected to a pass-through through the eastern wall sim-
ilar to baths in Edfu and Olympia.310 This pass-through
was served from a narrow passage (Room 8/Room 3
in the older phase) that could be entered from the
north-south street to the east of the building. The
north-eastern corner of the bathroom showed a pillar
like construction made of fired bricks. The pillar was
a static necessity due to the door between Rooms 3
and 8. Another door, into Room 5, had a big stepping
stone, a reused sandstone block, to its south, probably
to facilitate entering the deeper still not overbuilt
courtyard of the Early Ptolemaic Period. There was no
possibility to reach the bathing area via this door. The
central bathroom was entered via the main entrance
at its southern end and had, with the exception of the
pass through, no connection to the domestic part
reserved for servants tending to the bathers. Coins
and pottery give a terminus post quem for the bath in the
reign of Ptolemy VI. The bathing area, consisting of
the tubs along the western wall and the pass-through
was significantly more elevated compared to the
entrance than is usual for this type of bath. The
entrance area with the door and the impression of a
(lead-) pipe for waste water disposal to the east of it
was separated from the actual bathroom by a narrow
wall with a, probably vaulted (the half of a fired brick
to the east of the door is probably the remains of a
pilaster-strip) passage.

During the later 2nd century the area formerly cov-
ered by the Early Ptolemaic building became now an
insula of the Late Ptolemaic town (Fig. 10). Several liv-
ing units were constructed, integrating the former
bath house (strata E–C). The addition of houses to
the south and west led to the creation of a courtyard
with two ovens and a hydraulic installation made of
fired bricks that was completely destroyed by later
activities. Of special interest are Room 12 in Unit 2
and Room 7a in Unit 5. Room 7a had already been
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306 JARITZ 1998a. W. MÜLLER, in: Hellenistic Aswan. Proceedings of
the 1st Cataract Workshop 2007 in Berlin, forthcoming.

307 LOCHER 1999, 88.

308 BRESCIANI/PERNIGOTTI 1978, 141–142; cat. no. 43.
309 Cf. supra chapter Later Ptolemaic Urbanism. 
310 Cf. supra n. 212.
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part of the original layout of the unit. It was the only
room of the house with plastered walls and a terrazzo
floor. The shape of the small room is peculiar but it
resembles a small andron or triclinium for dining with
room for two to three couches.311 The mud brick con-
structions of two mastabas were preserved in both
rooms. The triclinium had to be added to the former
bath house after it had become a private dwelling.
The bath was still in use but one hip bath and proba-
bly the terracotta tub were removed, probably
because, according to Greek custom, one hip bath was
sufficient for private use. As the old entrance into the
bath and the door into the western part of the build-
ing were now blocked by Unit 5, the old entrance into

the vestibule and small corridor to the east of the bath
became the main entrance into the house. As more
and more living units were constructed and the hous-
es subdivided, the bathroom was finally abandoned.
The courtyard with the ovens had already been
blocked for Unit 2 when Room 12 was constructed. A
new open room with two ovens came into existence in
the north-western corner of the house (Room 2). 

The only building material used for these build-
ings is mud-brick, sometimes with foundations con-
sisting of broken rose granite. Only the lower cours-
es of the outer walls of the bathroom were made of
fired bricks due to increased humidity in the
bathing area.
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311 Cf. ALSTON 2002, 81–85.
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The other units had mostly been destroyed by
modern construction work before the developers
could be stopped. Insula 1 did not respect the west-
ern limits of the Persian to Early Ptolemaic phases.
The western limits of Units 1 and 4 lay outside the
excavated area. 

In the 1st century AD a new insula came into exis-
tence to the east of Insula 1 as the area became more
and more densely built up. Along the east-west street,
in front of Insula 1 several tree pits indicate that trees
were planted, probably in order to provide shadow
for the pedestrians. The trees were a simple alterna-
tive to a regular porticus.

In the second half of the 4th century AD (stratum
B–C) the east-west road was paved with sandstone
slabs, a porticus was built to the north of Insula 1 and a
small shrine or exedra was erected to the north of the
road, opening exactly to the north-south street (Figs.

10–12) The T-junction of the north-south and east-
west roads was thus further accentuated. At the north
eastern corner of Insula 1 and the north-western cor-
ner of Insula 2 massive platforms made of reused sand-
stone blocks with deep foundations were constructed.
These platforms constituted bases for heavy architec-
ture, either pilasters or, more probably an arch con-
struction spanning the north-south street. Taking into
account the results of the excavations in Area 9312 it is
possible to get the east-west extension of Insula 1 (ca.
36m). A small semi-circular niche or exedra in the
north eastern corner of the Area is facing to the north-
south street to the west of Insula 1 (Fig. 3). This conch
has a different ground plan but concerning its posi-
tion it is a pendant to the building in Area 15.313 There
was little conclusive result regarding architecture in
Area 6 to the north of Area 15 but another east-west
street was clearly discernible and monumental archi-
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312 K. BRUHN, in: VON PILGRIM/BRUHN/KELANY 2004, 143–148.

Fig. 11  Area 15: Overview of the east-west road in stratum B–C Fig. 12  Area 15: Detail of the exedra
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tecture of Late Roman date has been recorded.314 It
has been suggested that the centre of Roman Syene
may have been situated in the region of the modern
“Germania hospital” a little further to the north of
Area 6.315 The new representative elements in Areas 6,
9 and 15 may be a further indicator of the vicinity of
an important part of town. The street grid seems quite
irregular, probably due to the topographical situation
with several rocky outcrops within the city area. Other
important factors were older buildings like the Tem-
ple of Isis and the city wall. 

The street immediately to the north of the Roman
Shrine (Area 5), a small building of classical type with
a Doric frieze, very similar to the architecture of the
Temple of Augustus and Roma on Philae Island,316

runs at nearly a right angle to the Late Period city
wall to the east of the Temple of Isis while no other
street further to the north or west is oriented in that
way.317 Probably the (hypothetical) northern temenos
wall of the Isis temple defined the street grid in this
region of the town. In Area 13 only dead-end streets
have been identified. The street running to the east
of the “Temple of Domitian” in Area 3 shows a simi-
lar orientation as the streets in Areas 6, 9 and 15. The
temple in Area 3 is a typical small Roman urban sanc-
tuary integrated into the street grid. The temple is
opening to the street and has no temenos.318

Summing up the archaeological evidence even a
small and remote town like Syene was exposed to the
same developments as the whole of Graeco-Roman
Egypt. Fluctuations in the density of housing and
therefore the population of the settlement are some-
times consistent with major historical or local
changes. Especially remarkable is the fact that the
Roman conquest of Egypt did not leave a clear mark
in the development of the settlement. The change
from the obviously not very densely populated Early
Ptolemaic town to densely built up city quarters in
the Late Ptolemaic Period occurred in Middle Ptole-
maic times just at the time of Boethos’ inscription.319

The town was more tensely populated in the Persian
than in the Early Ptolemaic period. With the Middle

and Late Ptolemaic period the increase in population
becomes evident both in the larger settled area and
the increased density of housing. This development
continued into the Roman Period when, like in many
other places all over Egypt, the temenos areas
became part of the regular settlement. Densely built
up tower houses, like for example in Karanis, cluster
to the south of the temple of Isis, leaving only a min-
imum of space for the temple itself.320

With the refurbishment of the modest houses in
Area 15 at the end of the 4th century Syene got its
share of the monumentalization of civic space
although significantly later than elsewhere. 

Non-archaeological sources provide additional
information on ancient Syene. While Elephantine is
the metropolis of the nome, the status of Syene is
ambiguous. It is called phrourion several times321 but
this term was also used for city districts according to
their layout or military past but without any actual
military implication.322 The town houses a garrison in
the Persian period with another fortress probably to
its south323 and gives the impression of a normal
densely settled small town in Late Ptolemaic and
Roman times. Especially for the Roman period this
situation is quite puzzling because then three auxil-
iary units were garrisoned in Syene (Strabo
17.1.12).324 Probably due to the topographical situa-
tion the camps simply have not been found yet; the
town itself seems too small to house such a number of
troops and a civil population. 

Many important sites and aspects had to be
neglected in this paper. One should mention, in this
respect, especially the results of the Dachla project or
the Roman towns of the Fayum but the examples
given should have been sufficient to illustrate com-
mon traits in the development of settlements in Egypt
until the Middle of the Roman period. Ancient Egypt
was not so much an exception but rather an integral
part of the Hellenistic World and the Roman Empire
also with regard to Urbanism. The situation in Late
Antiquity was significantly different and would go
beyond the scope of this paper.
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313 Ibid. fig. 10.
314 BRUHN, in: VON PILGRIM et alii 2006, 253–264. The most

instructive results, a well preserved baptism and a martyri-
um among them, dated to the Late Roman and Byzantine
periods.

315 JARITZ 1998b.
316 MCKENZIE 2007, 166–168.
317 A. KELANY/K.C. BRUHN, in: VON PILGRIM/BRUHN/KELANY

2004, 136–139.

318 Cf. supra n. 297.
319 Cf. supra chapter Later Ptolemaic Urbanism. 
320 Cf. supra n. 299.
321 LOCHER 1999, 64.
322 SCHMITZ 1921, 6–7 on Hermopolis.
323 Cf. the contribution of C. VON PILGRIM.
324 ALSTON 1995, 28.
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